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“Since love and fear can hardly exist together, if we must choose between them, it is far safer to be feared than loved.” 


― Niccolo Machiavelli, “The Prince”


Fresh Start

Wow.  Okay.  So, it’s been a while.  When was the last time I really sat down to write in a diary?  Mostly, it’s been lab notes and experiment write-ups.  This feels weird, putting down whatever I think or feel.  Where’s the structure?  Where’s the math?  What’s this “grammar” thing, and will I be arrested by stormtroopers if I don’t use it perfectly?  Correction:  They don’t have a snowtrooper’s chance in hell of arresting me, but will they try?

I’m starting up the diary again because I’ve spent long enough as a Mad Scientist in his Hidden Laboratory. It’s time to leave the Voidstations and go out into the worlds.  It’s time to come out of my study-shell and hatch into a person again.

I’m not sure about this “being a person” thing.  I’m out of practice.

Am I starting in the right spot?  Probably not.  Let me go back a few days and get a running start.  Bear with me.


Final Experiment

I donned my helmet-hood and tugged my gloves firmly into place.  Time to summon a new test subject.  It’s like opening presents at Christmas—hostile, potentially lethal presents, but still with the capacity to delight.  What might I find?  Anything new and unusual in the component parts?  A new mystery in how it was put together?  Fresh insight into the functions and operations of its anatomy?

The three shimmering rings pulsed as the first circuits closed.  A haze filled the volume of the sphere, spreading inward from the rings, and the interior grew murky.  I could feel Bronze in the metal all around me, at one with the Flatstation, ready to act if things got out of hand again.

I’d have to check my lab notes to remember how long it’s been since the last accident.  Maybe I should get one of those signs.  “This Laboratory has been Accident-Free for X Days.”  There were times when it was “Zero Days.”  Possibly with a space underneath it saying, “And what did we learn?” I could put the list of incidents there.  The things I think of once it’s too late!  Oh, well.

Keeping track of days could be a problem, though.  There are no days on the Voidstations.  The closest thing I have to a calendar is my regular reminder to eat a bug. I’ve lost track of how many of those I’ve done, too.  Or I prefer not to think about them.  In retrospect, I should have included a counter.

I squeezed the safety handle against the grip to unlock the main lever.  It doesn’t need a safety handle, but it looks good and it keeps me from dying horribly if I make another klutzy mistake.  Which, I suppose, means it does need a safety handle.

I drew the main lever back and more circuits closed, casting my micro-gate line into the deep waters.  A low thrum came from the rings.  The space in there was about to be a space somewhere else.  The only question was what sort of fish was about to be snatched out of the ether and into the holding tank.

I didn’t always get something.  Grabbing living things can be tricky.  They don’t generally know what’s happening.  Animals, for instance, might bolt when they sense something strange.  Many of them freeze until they identify the threat.  Humans can be similar, but they’re more likely to move to a window or wander around to look, which moves them out of the targeted shift-space.  Unless the shift-space is huge, of course.

But angels… they’re aware of things.  They sense what’s happening, I think, and they avoid being taken.  My first dozen attempts got nothing.

I worked around this by utilizing a two-stage fishing process.  The first stage puts a tiny sphere of chaos energy somewhere near a random angel.  This doesn’t blind the angel, but it does hide what’s going on.  Essentially, it’s an angel-oriented fishing lure.  It’s bait.  When the angel investigates, the system cycles and brings back a larger, surrounding space—hopefully with an angel inside it.

I tried it with flares of celestial energy instead of chaotic energy, but it didn’t work.  I bat about twenty percent with my chaos energy bait.  Good enough.  I’m not about to try directly targeting an angel with a micro-gate, though.  While I could definitely spear one, reeling it in would be the problem.  I don’t like having open gates into my Flatstation.  Angels might crawl through deliberately.  The runaround with the micro-gate, shift-space, and the burst of chaos energy makes it unlikely an angel will figure out what’s going on.  That’s key to not being incinerated by celestial forces.

The rings chimed—three identical notes disguised as a single sound.  The ringing died away as the thrumming diminished, faded, and was gone.

The sphere inside the rings outshone the Sun.  Lucky for me, I wear protective gear in the form of a specialized suit.  It’s a lot like those silvery, fire-proof suits.

Remember the sign?  I’ve learned a lot and, considering what a coward I am, at a surprising cost in pain, suffering, and risk.

Through my protective facemask, I could filter out and ignore most of the radiance while still making out the shape.  This was a new one.  I’d never caught anything of its exact species before.

It resembled a thick-bodied snake, smoothly scaled, brightly iridescent, with a glossy, almost metallic sheen.  Every color I’d ever seen rippled through it, changing as it moved.  Unlike a snake, it had leonine legs and paws.  Now that it was confined, it displayed claws.  The head was more elongated than a typical snake’s, with a resemblance to a rounded, crocodilian snout.  It had rows of sharp, needle-like teeth.  Feathery wings decorated it, and lots of them.  There were six on each side, spread evenly along the length of its body.  These shimmered like an aurora.  The body ended in a long, tufted tail, busily switching back and forth in agitation.

It fixed me with its gaze and radiated an extraordinary amount of annoyance.  At a guess, based on its expression and my past experiences with this situation, it was fiercely pissed off.  The colors rippled along its length, seeming—or perhaps actually—moving from head to tail in a rapid series of waves.

The usual response to my capture spell is for the angel in question to be somewhat nonplused at my temerity and completely amazed by the clanging noise from my enormous brass balls.  Then it gets upset.  How dare a puny magic-worker presume to attempt such a thing!  Even worse, how dare such a creature succeed!  They hate when that happens.

I sympathize.  Not enough to stop.

“What is this?” it hissed.  “Explain yourself, mortal!”

I get this every time.  Verbatim.  It’s like they’re reading a script.  And it’s not the script about “Fear not, for lo, I bring unto thee tidings of great joy,” either.  To be fair, they weren’t intending to bring me anything and, once they’re in the celestrium, it isn’t joy they want to hand out.

While I studied it, it threw itself against the spherical containment barrier and banged its head.  They never expect the wards to hold.  Or they don’t expect the wards to hold so well.  It tried a couple more times, but my wards are built to take it.  They didn’t crack.  By this point, they didn’t even shiver.  I’ve been baking these things until they’re tougher than a dwarven battle-scone.

Direct attack having failed, it breathed celestial fire and learned something about regret; the backwash couldn’t have been pleasant.  The angel scrabbled and scraped and clawed at the interior of the sphere with less effect than a kitten in a hamster ball.  It writhed around, circling and swirling and coiling in the sphere.  Everything it tried failed.  A few not only failed, but bounced back to hurt it.

Zero days.  I can be taught.

“Release me at once!” it screamed.  I continued to ignore it.  While it came to grips with captivity, I studied its visible structure and recorded the energy emanations.  It hadn’t yet noticed there was a slight but steady drain on its energies.

In the course of my researches, I discovered silver had celestial-energy properties.  It wasn’t a great conductor, but it held a pretty decent charge, kind of like other substances hold static electricity.  Platinum doesn’t work so well, but it’s not useless, either.  Small amounts of it can be alloyed, along with silver, into an osmium base in much the same way other elements make orichalcum.

I automated the process to make thousands of possible combinations and zeroed in a damn fine conductor.  I call the alloy “elysium,” because that’s my sense of humor.  Elysium isn’t up to the same standard as Diogenes’ recipe for orichalcum, but he spent a lot more man-hours on it.  Someday, I’ll refine it further.  For the moment, elysium is a great conductor of celestial energies, but I haven’t yet developed it into a super conductor.  It serves my modest needs well enough, for now.

The angels in my celestial aquarium lose energy as the celestrium siphons it off.  These energies charge up enormous capacitors made up of elysium-foil layers.  This energy is processed through rectifiers to destroy any sort of signature or pattern to the energies.  The result is pure, undifferentiated celestial current—steady DC current, if you will—which is then grounded out.

Yes, it grounds into the Flatstation.  Yes, Bronze was wearing the Flatstation.  She eats an amazing variety of things these days, including heavily-processed purée d’ange.  She was a celestial being for a while, so I’m not too surprised.  She shares the output with Eri, my own celestial construct, strengthening it.  I’ll talk about Eri later.

The angel—because it was an angel, albeit of a type I’d never captured before—settled down after a while.  It wore itself out against my containment and didn’t get anywhere.  This pleased me.  Every time I go through this process, the barrier gets a workout and gets stronger.  At this point, I’m reasonably certain no angel is capable of breaking out.  It’s possible it might even contain one particular celestial entity, but I’m not ready to tackle that one yet.

I checked the time.  How long did it take for this latest angel to realize it wasn’t breaking out?  Quite a while.  Not one of the smarter ones, I judged.  If an angel with a million eyes around its rims couldn’t bust my wards, this thing didn’t have a prayer.  It had to try, though.  They always do.  And once it calmed down, it would have leisure to notice the drain.  It still might be a while.

“Why have you summoned me?” it demanded.  It appeared to be breathing heavily from its exertions.  Its face underwent changes of expression I couldn’t read, but I could see the energy-state colors changing on my helmet visor display.  Its emotional states went through the usual series.

“What are you doing to me?” it continued.  Not the sharpest angel ever stuffed in a sphere, obviously.  Bright, yes.  Smart, no.

I went about my business.  It was going to be grumpy and shouty for quite a while as it boiled down.  If I tried to transfer it and bind it now, it wouldn’t stay bound for long.  Mortal flesh is like a cotton shirt to them.  You can wear one for as long as you like, but they’re easy to rip off.  Or, in the case of angels, burn out from within.  The angel has to be drastically weakened if I want to trap one in a cloned body.

In the meantime, there was a lot to be learned by looking.  I couldn’t probe it inside the thaumaturgic sphere, of course, but I always start with passive sensors before we get down to the table, the straps, the rubber gloves, and the probing.

While it continued to demand and threaten and generally make a lot of noise—very noisy, this type; I made a note—I turned toward it and asked a question.  I kept my voice at a normal level, which meant the thing in the sphere couldn’t make out what I asked.  This had the desired effect.  It quieted and paid attention.

“What did you say?” it asked, still swimming about and lashing its tail.

“I asked what you are.”

“I am an angel!” it roared.  “Have you not listened?”

“No, I only listen to answers.  What sort of angel?  What do you do?”

“I am of the k’al-ky-driel!  We are emissaries of the dawn, the ones who awaken the birds to give thanks for a new day!”

“Okay.  I was wondering.”  I jotted this down.  I’ve encountered a lot of angels and some—such as this one—were pretty specialized.  Even this type didn’t have the same transformative effect as a sunrise.  It was still hideously bright.  The diminished radiance making it through the containment barrier would set me on fire, but it wasn’t about to inflict humanity on me.  Weirdly enough, celestial light doesn’t have the same effect as dawn.  Neither does a fusion plant.  It takes both before my Chaos infestation decides to pack up and go to bed.

I’ve had quite a while to experiment.  Sometimes involuntarily.  Always painfully.

I opened the hatch and stepped out of the containment chamber, ignoring the resumption of angry noises.  While my latest catch boiled down, I headed into the attached observation room and removed my silvery, fire-suit-style helmet.  The instruments—magical, technological, and hybrids—were already recording a lot of raw data.  I got to work on correlating it against my other angelic data.

There were a lot of similarities.  Angels have a basic chassis, but you can bolt on a lot of interchangeable parts.  That’s a bit misleading; they aren’t really modular, but they are built along the same lines.  What I’ve mostly focused on is how to reduce them to pieces, then take apart the pieces.  It’s a lot like taking living people apart slowly so you can study how to kill them more efficiently.  Along the way, you discover ways to stick them back together.  The difference is these people are energy-state beings and much more difficult to kill.

Well… not exactly.  Any given manifestation isn’t hard to kill.  I’ve worked out a couple of techniques over the years.  Getting them to hold still for it is one of the trickier parts.  It’s like the old joke about how to catch a bird.  You put salt on its tail.  But if you can put salt on its tail, you could catch it anyway!

I finished my initial data catalogue and left the kal-kiddiel or whatever to shrink in the wash.  I whistled several bars of “Angels We Have Heard On High” as I sauntered down to another lab to check on Bronze’s project.

I did the manufacturing work, but the idea was hers.  She could wear almost anything, from starships to motorcycles to horses—even Voidstations!  But she had an idea for a much more versatile body.

Legos!

Okay, no, not Legos.  More like nanotechnology, but Legos give the right idea.  Imagine a tiny little robot, a lot like a three-dimensional octopus.  It’s got metal arms projecting in all directions from a center point.  When curled up, the thing is only about as big across as a human hair.  These microbots can latch on to each other, hook their arms together, link up to form chains, sheets, or any other shapes.  By loosening and tightening their arms, they can make those shapes flex or ripple or do almost anything Bronze wants.

Unlike science fiction nanobots, they don’t replicate themselves.  They don’t build more of themselves, not even on command.  They can’t, and that’s by design.  They can’t eat a planet and go on to build their own starships and eat more planets.  They’re building blocks, not actual robots.  Complicated, expensive, metal building blocks, but in the final analysis, hunks of metal.

They’re sensitive building blocks, though, and can be controlled—much as one might control a car, or a starship, or a Flatstation—by investing them with energies and occupying them with one’s spirit.  These things are individually and collectively enchanted—and don’t even get me started on what it took to automate that!  Setting up an automated enchantment process is always a damnable nightmare.

But the major motivating force comes from Bronze.

At least, that was the theory.  Bronze said it should work, but wasn’t sure how well she could coordinate millions of individual robots.  So I got her a million microscopic robots and she’s been experimenting with them.  It’s not perfect, but it does work, after a fashion.  It’s an evolving process.  We’re on version six of the micro-bot enchantments and version three of their physical design.  I’m satisfied with the physical parameters, but I keep thinking I can upgrade the enchantments.

I can’t actually upgrade the existing enchantments in billions of microbots.  I have to start over and produce new ones.  Which means rebuilding the enchantments in the production plant so it can produce upgraded microbots.  Every version has a long lead time, which is why there are so few versions.

Bronze, on the other hand, is entirely happy with them.  She can occupy any mass of them from about a hundred kilos up to however many we have.  She can animate the whole pile and assume pretty much any form she likes, as long as she’s left alone to establish the pattern and imprint it.  The shape of a horse comes naturally, but anything else takes focus.

It’s not at all disturbing in any way to watch a pool of coppery-gold microbots heave up and ripple like an eldritch horror from beyond the realms of sanity as it forms a horse.  Nope.  Not a bit.  Doesn’t set my teeth on edge at all.  I am absolutely fine with it because Bronze is so delighted.  That’s my official position.  Period.

I do have a few reservations.  My primary gripe is the comparative fragility of the system.  True, each microbot is metal, toughened, and with a repair spell as part of the design.  When they’re linked together in a single mass, they can form surprisingly hard and strong structures.  She can kick and bite and run as well as she ever did in a solid statue.  Sure.  No problem.  Fine.  But they simply can’t be as tough as a statue can.

I will grudgingly admit the versatility is nice.  I deeply mistrust the downgraded durability.  Bronze loves them, though.  She thinks I’m being overprotective about her physical integrity.  She might be right.  Doesn’t mean I can stop.

I reviewed the enchantments on the local micro-printer, checked the materials—orichalcum, for obvious reasons, but thin films of osmium are also part of the mix—and glared at my enchantment notes for the umpteenth time.  I don’t know why I bothered.  I’m sure I can do better, but I don’t see how.  No doubt something disastrous will happen and it’ll become obvious after the fact.  Damn it.

But I wasn’t going to tell her she couldn’t use it.

Instead, I double-checked the articulated statue.  In essence, I enchanted it to be her suit of armor.  The microbot mass might be what she wanted to wear, but when the day came and she needed a specialized warhorse body, it would be standing here, waiting.

Who am I kidding?  Individual microbots don’t bother me, but a few tons of them moving together are an eldritch goop and I don’t like it.  I keep thinking it’s going to eat me.

Speaking of which, I realized I was hungry.

It sneaks up on me, the feeling of being hungry.  Everyone, in their own way, reaches a point where it crosses the threshold of awareness.  One second, you’re busy with something, utterly focused, and the next second you realize, “Hey!  Lunch!”  If you’re lucky, you’re the sort who doesn’t notice until you stop being so focused on whatever you were doing.  I hate it when I get so hungry in the middle of a project it distracts me.

I realized I was hungry, but I don’t keep bodies on the Flatstation.  Not unless they’re strapped down and occupied by exhausted angels, anyway.

My living accommodations include two main voidstations—the Flatstation and the Spherestation—and three ancillary pocket universes.

One is the Toilet.  I’ll explain about the Toilet if need arises, but I hope I don’t have to.

Another is the Vault.  I keep things there I don’t want to lose.  Nothing world-shakingly important to anyone else, probably, but important to me.

The third is a small voidstation to act as an entry hall into my little constellation of universes.  I call it the Stepstation.

Getting to and from these various places involves shift-booths.  The existing shift-booths connect to the Stepstation.  It’s kind of my guard shack.  Going from one station to another involves going through the Stepstation and passing under the watchful, almost-all-seeing gaze of Eri.

I arrived in the Stepstation, said hello to Eri, and passed on through to the Spherestation’s secure receiving area.  I waited while the Spherestation’s security scan did its thing.

Velina hailed me on the intercom.

Why is Velina here?  Because she wants to be.  Why does she want to be here?  I don’t know.  I’m a coward, remember?  I’ve never pursued the question.  Besides, if I asked and made her think about it, she might change her mind.  She’s also not known for her loquacity.  She’s never volunteered the information.  When I left Tauta she chose to come with me.  She seems perfectly content to be My Gal Friday and take care of all the little things, from minding the larder to helping in the lab.  She’s always there for me.

I think it’s how she was raised.  The Tassarian Empire has always been big on knowing your place in the scheme of things.  It’s a caste-oriented society.  I deeply disagree with the idea one is born into one’s permanent place in a society, but maybe it’s a product of my own upbringing.

Whether I approve of her culture’s values or not, I respect Velina and her feelings.  I will not question her life choices.  I also care a great deal about her and I will bend large pieces of reality to suit her.  When she asks me for anything—a rare occasion—I give it to her.

Sometimes I wonder, though:  How self-centered am I?  I allow her to stay because she wants to stay.  For her own good, should I have refused to let her come with me?  Should I have sent her away?  Should I have insisted she have a real life?

—A life other than the one she chose for herself?

Where do I look to find my own motives?  And how arrogant would it be for me to presume to know what’s best for her?

I really need a therapist.  Maybe I should eat some.

“What is the password?” she asked, through the intercom.

“‘The dark fire will not avail you, flame of Udûn!’”

She triggered the locks.  The door out of the shift-booth opened.

“What is the password for next dissection?” she asked, still over the intercom.  I stepped into the decontamination airlock and thought it over.  Something about strange women lying in ponds?  No, I used that.  Maybe the bit about getting your stinking paws off?  No, did that, and the whole bit about the lunatics blowing the world up.  What else?  Atomic apocalypse, end of the world, signs and wonders in the sky, a comet—aha!

“‘Daddy would have gotten us Uzis,’” I quoted.

“I shall remember.”

I emerged from the clinging fields of the entry area like a man escaping a gelatinous cube, but without the acid burns.  Once through the final hatch, I blinked in the light.

The Spherestation has lighting by default.  Velina lives there.  Steel corridors have light cables in the upper corners, with tritium lights as backups in the center of the ceiling.  I can turn on lights in the Stepstation or the Flatstation if I need color vision, but most of the time it’s utterly dark.

Velina presented me with a battered-looking clipboard and a well-worn jumbo travel mug full of blood.  I made a note to take the time and enchant a roving repair golem—a repair Roomba, sort of.  The stations have spells built in, so they constantly maintain themselves—take that, entropy!—but the equipment inside could use the occasional touch-up.

My mental desk is buried in notes.  It’s not the first time I’ve thought to do it and not followed through.  Eventually, things will start to fall apart and it will move up my priority list.

I scanned down the list of larder occupants, slurping at the mug and happy the lid kept most of it from crawling out.  I noted the larder stock’s conditions and issues.  There were, as always, several tyrants, mass murderers, serial killers, and so forth.  I know what flavors I like.  One of the outlaw Musashis was still demanding to see the master of the dungeon.  Both the Mengeles were shouting about human rights abuses, much to my amusement and the annoyance of everyone else.  Multiple Ivans were whimpering and begging for another hit of the happiness spell, but the ones I treated were grim and angry with me.  Big surprise.

I’ve pretty much got the anti-bliss-addiction spell nailed down on the individual scale, but it takes personal attention on each subject.  There are problems with scaling it up to affect multiple victims in an area.  There are related problems with automating the process, too.  It’s one of my ongoing projects, but the angels have taken up the deva’s share of my time.

While I considered what I wanted to eat, I paged through to the report on a human test subject.  He wasn’t anybody in particular; I found him in an alley.  Let’s not dwell on what he was doing to the lady after he strangled her.

His condition was perfect.  Admittedly, he was strapped into the medical monitoring station so I could chart his progress, but he was physically healthy.  This was good news and quite puzzling.

Oops.  Sorry.  Did I mention this was a new experiment, beyond angel dissection and bliss addiction studies?  I don’t think so.  It came up while I was meditating on the infinite Chaos of the primal Void outside my window.

Let me take a quick detour.

I can exert my will on Chaos.  It’s ultimately malleable, and I have an affinity for it.  I’ve lived with it for years, after all.  When faced with the raw Chaos of the Void, I can use it to create small amounts of matter.  Simple matter—basic elements—work perfectly.  More complex things, like proteins and carbohydrates, are harder for me to detail.  I have to fall back on visualization based on my senses, rather than on detailed understanding.  The Chaos doesn’t seem to care, though, about those sorts of finicky details.

If I have an example of the thing I want, I can usually duplicate it by holding it in one hand and sticking my other hand through the firmament, into the Void.  Void-stuff coalesces and I have a perfect copy.  I bring it inside the firmament and it becomes a stable copy, subject to the rules imposed by the firmament!  Whatever I had in my one hand I now have in my other hand, as well!

I still shift in supplies.  This is potentially a security problem where angry angels could track me back to my lair, but it’s a relatively low probability.  I also take steps to minimize the risk, such as using multiple steps in the transportation before the supplies reach the Stepstation.  If nothing arrives with them, then we can put them away on the Spherestation.

Copying things by creating them out of the raw stuff of Chaos doesn’t have nearly as much running around, but it’s also monkeying about with the raw stuff of Chaos.  If I do it wrong, I could have much larger problems than a sacrificial shift-space going kerflooie.  And, incidentally, there’s also the risk of someThing in the primal Chaos ambulating by and deciding I might be food.

I’ll stick with the shift-spaces.

On the subject of creating things out of Chaos, what if I don’t have an example?  That’s more difficult.  I have to visualize it, feel it, smell it, remember it.  This is more than picturing it.  This is everything.  This is like creating the thing in my mind, making it real inside my headspace so I can impose it on the Chaos to make it real outside my headspace.

I’m not sure how well it works—or I wasn’t sure—so I elected to experiment with it.  My alleyway predator had survived on nothing but Chaos-creation food for sixty meals.  According to the best medical test equipment wormholes can steal, he had no biological problems.  And, to my eyes and spells, he didn’t appear to have any of the more subtle issues, either.  The food was food, the water was water, and he processed it normally.

Is this because I have vivid memories?  Or a powerful imagination?  A natural talent for Chaos manipulation?  Or is it an effect of the firmament?  When I take something unstable into an area of order, does it lock in, settling down into the proper patterns like dust vibrating into Chladni figures?

Speaking of food, the mug of clone blood wasn’t hitting the spot.  I was definitely hungry rather than thirsty.  Someone was going to be dinner.

“I’m definitely in the mood for something free-range,” I decided, handing the clipboard back.  “These Musashi types who enjoyed killing and went bad—you still like those?  Or would you rather have the guy from Heidelberg?  What’s his name?  The guy with the thin scar on his cheek.”

“The choice is yours,” she assured me.  “You will feed on them.  I will enlarge my spirit with whatever arts you see fit to pass on to me.”

As I looked at the well-worn clipboard and thought about what I wanted to eat, I was thinking about how being hungry crossed my threshold of awareness.  As a result, maybe I was paying more attention than usual.  The clipboard was more than worn.  It was old.  It was an antique.  The steel ring at the top, where it hung on a hook?  It wasn’t a circle.  It had a notch.  That’s not a lot of wear, but it meant a lot of time.

How old was it?  How long had we been using it, here on the Spherestation?  Come to that, how long had we been here?  With no day and night cycle, it’s easy to lose track of time.

A terrible thought occurred to me.

My vamp-vision tends to default to energies, not solid objects.  I see life forces as patterns of light, flows of color, ripples of the spirit, flickers of feeling, sparks of thought.  The bodies around these things are outlines, containers, borders around the luminosity within.  I don’t really see flesh and bone so much as I see mist and wind and water in rainbow profusion.

I consciously made an effort to suppress my vision, shifting it to more daytime modes of seeing.

Velina waited attentively for my answer. I had a feeling a lot like mental whiplash.

She used to have black hair.  Her hair still had black in it, but now it was thoroughly salted with silver.  Which was more predominant?  I’m not sure.

I took a good look at her, a real look.  There was nothing wrong with her, I was sure.  The amulet I made for her ran healing magic through her in various ways and flavors, as well as defended her from certain types of forces.  What it did not do was stop her from aging.  Slowed it, certainly—a side effect of constantly having her body-pattern reinforced—but it didn’t, couldn’t stop her from slowly wearing down.

Originally, I was concerned about escaped larder occupants and maybe celestial burns.  Age wasn’t something I even considered when we arrived. I didn’t know how long I would be at this, but I didn’t think it would take more than a few years.

Immortality problems.  How many is “a few”?  Is five years a few years? For a human, maybe.  How about fifty?  How long did I lose myself in my work?

I had seen her spirit grow stronger, more complex, deeper.  What I had not seen was the flesh around it slowly growing older.  Her hair silvered, her eyes crinkled, her skin wrinkled… and she never said a word about it.

Come to think of it, why would she?  She grew older.  She expected to.

How long has it been?  How long have I studied my angels, researched bliss-addiction, explored Chaos as a hobby, and occasionally taught Velina whatever she asked about?  There are no days, here.  If Velina was in her thirties when she arrived, and if the various spells slowed her aging by… oh, let’s say a ballpark factor of four… silvering her hair might start around a biological age of fifty, so a tame guess would be eighty real years.

Nonsense!  It can’t have been eighty years.  Surely not.  That’s ridiculous.  I would have had to eat at least a hundred and sixty real, live people, minimum, and I make it a policy to always eat before starting on each angelic dissection, just in case.  I’ve dissected considerably more than… Hmm.

Eighty years seems a low-ball estimate, all of a sudden.

What if my assumptions were off?  If the aging effect was slowed by a factor of five, or even six?  Or if Velina was one of those people who didn’t get grey hair until much later?  Could we have been here even longer?  A hundred years?  Two?  Three?  How many centuries have I been taking angels apart?

Holy angel crap, Vampman!  Was it possible?

Ridiculous!  How could I lose track of time so badly?

The answer bubbled to the surface of my consciousness.  I have a hidden lair with a laboratory, projects to work on, and assistants who take care of me.  If hunger didn’t force me to stock the larder, I would never leave.

Immortality problems, indeed.  Also absent-minded professor problems.

But Velina!  Velina lived all this time with nobody but the food and me for company.  She never even mentioned it, much less complained.  Admittedly, we tended to spar a lot while angels boiled down.  We did study quite a bit of magic—she’s a wonderful assistant—but I also spend a lot of time alone in the laboratory.  Wouldn’t she have brought the passing time to my attention?

No, she absolutely would not.  I am the immortal one, her manzhani, the Lord of Secrets, the God of Fire and Shadow, Master of Hidden Things.  She was going to live her life in service to someone—or something—she believed in.  More importantly, she was of the warrior caste.  It would not surprise me—it should not surprise me—to discover she intended to die in service to something she believed in.

Me.

There’s got to be a lifetime achievement award for this.  If there isn’t one, I will make one.  She’s spent longer as a faithful servant than most families have managed.  She deserves something better than sincere thanks and a pension.

“Are you feeling all right?” I asked.

“I am fit.”

“I agree.  But how do you feel?  I really need to know.”

“I have nothing about which I wish to complain.”

“And if I ask you for a report, rather than a complaint?”

Velina’s lips quirked in a smile.  She’s been around me enough to know when I’m not going to drop something.

“I am still capable of serving you well in whatever capacity you require.  Thinking of the future, it seems wise to me to begin training my successor, if your plans include remaining here.”

Unspoken but present was the permanent, But that is for you to decide.

“Velina, I don’t think I can keep you from growing old.  I can hold it off for a while, slow it down, and I can repair certain types of damage caused by the inevitable march of entropy.”

“I would not presume to ask.”

“I’m well aware. I wish you would presume.  But if you don’t want to be old, I can make you younger.”

“You cannot stop age, but you can reverse it?”

“In a manner of speaking.  We get you a new body.  It’s not true immortality—the new one will age, too—but it will effectively turn back the calendar and make you young again.”

“I will do whatever you require.”

“I am not merely confident of that fact, but certain of it.  On the other hand, this is for you to decide.  You’ve been here a long time—longer than I intended to take, for which I apologize—and you may choose to retire anywhere you wish.”

“If being young again means I must retire, then I choose to remain as I am.”

“It’s not required,” I added, hurriedly.  “You can do whatever you want, old or young.  I’m only making an offer.  To me, it is no more significant than asking if you would like sugar with your coffee.”

“Then I would be pleased to be restored to my youth.”

“You are also not required to live your lives, one after the other, always in my service.  You can be young, if you wish, and come or go, as you wish.”

“I choose to remain.”

“Are you sure that’s what you want?”

“I have spoken,” she stated, firmly.

“Then let’s hold off on lunch.  I have things to set up and I’ll work up a good appetite.”

“Yes.”

A mental reminder went off.  It was time to eat a bug.  I cursed under my breath.  This isn’t as easy as it sounds when you don’t breathe.

I’ve lost track of how many of those dark little skittering critters I’ve eaten, but I haven’t even made a dent in their numbers.  They seem quieter, these days, but there’s still a whole sea of them in my mental basement.  I think they’re being patient.  Progress is being made, so they’re not as restless.

“Time to eat a bug,” I reported.  “After we get you started.  Come along, please.”

The cloning facility is in the Spherestation.  I paid good money to get a top-of-the-line setup in a late-stage transhumanist society.  Why not get the best I knew of if I was going to get one at all?

When I want a living body for an angel containment vessel, I schlep it over by hand.  The rest of the time, the tanks grow mindless husks for blood production.  I cycle through the red stuff by always sponging up the oldest batch, but I keep about three times my weight ready for emergencies.  Velina might need to pour it over me to extinguish celestial fires, or dunk my remains in a tub again—zero days—until either I get better or she’s certain I won’t.  I figure three times my body weight ought to fix anything fixable.  If I’m wrong, she can cut clone throats until we run out.

Unfortunately, while I can guzzle blood like a hole in the bottom of a barrel, there’s something more important.  I have to have the dying spark of a living human being.  It’s kind of a special nutritional supplement, sort of.  It’s not every day, not even every month.  I’m sure I can survive on one a year, but only if I spend my nights in low-power mode, faking being human.  I won’t enjoy it, I know that.

At least, that’s how my feeding schedule used to work.  I’m in the Void full-time, so I’m undead full-time.  This means I need to eat more often.

Since it is vitally important I have humans to eat, we have the larder.  Whenever I go out and find someone suitable, I drag them home with me.  The unfortunate victim is put in a small cell, fed and watered through a couple of pipes, and occasionally hosed down via sprayers in the corners.  They wail and scream and complain, but I don’t see why.  The water is warm.  The living conditions aren’t nearly as unpleasant as the occupants.  I think the screaming is what food does when it knows it’s food.

These are the meals I keep on hand for when I get hungry, rather than thirsty.

Anyway, the cloning facility.  It’s got three growth tanks, but we have several life-support units for lobotomized clones.  Decanting a clone and setting it up as a blood factory isn’t too difficult, so I ran the oldest one through the process.  This gave us a free tank to use for growing Velina a younger body.

I sat down at the console and brought up the help menus.  Like I said, it’s a top-notch model, far more capable than it needs to be for the purposes I put it to.  I specifically asked for the most user-friendly interface.

“What would you like?” I asked.

“Whatever you think would be best.”

I decided I would go milk a wildcat.  Or an alligator.  It would be easier and produce more results.

“On second thought, how about you run through the setup wizard.  It’ll walk you through everything.  Select whatever seems good to you.  I’m putting you in charge of it.”

“As you wish.”

She took my seat and I touched the partially-unraveled little DNA helix with the googly eyes— “Zippy” —indicating yes, I was starting a new clone and I would like help.  Velina is neither a medical doctor nor a computer programmer, but I had no doubt she could handle it.  She’s much more educated than her origins would imply.

I used to be a professional teacher.  I don’t seem to be able to let it go.

Maybe she coped so well with me being boring because of the library.  I do have quite a library.  I don’t know how it happens, but books seem to gravitate in my direction, even across universes.

While she went through the menus for what she wanted in her cloned body, I went to rip apart and eat a brain bug from my undermind—and recover from the headache.


Growing Pains

After I ate the bug, I meditated on the life of Nonus, a young boy of the Empire.  He wouldn’t have been in Zirafel at all if he hadn’t been the ninth kid in the family.  His eldest brother escorted him to the city to introduce him to his apprenticeship as a farrier.  He didn’t want to be a farrier, especially, but the farm wasn’t going to support the whole family.  He didn’t want to leave his brothers and sisters at all, but at least he would get to work with horses, so it wasn’t entirely bad.

Not for the first time, I wondered how much of a bug remained when I ate it.  When I consume a living person, I get more or less of their memories, skills, thoughts, feelings—all the stuff that makes up what a person is.  The longer I take, the more leisurely the meal, the better a grasp I have of who they were and what they knew.  If I lash out with all my tendrils, grab the internal light of their being, and yank it like a tablecloth from under a place setting, it goes through the process much more quickly and leaves behind less of an impression.  But I can take my time and savor them, tasting every nuance of flavor in their being.

The bugs, on the other hand, have been roaming around my mental basement for years.  Lots of years.  Do they count?  Eating them quickly doesn’t seem to be any different from eating them slowly.  Maybe they’ve been leaving little bug-shaped footprints all over the basement.  Eating them might merely bring these self-contained, unconscious memories to my attention.  I’m pretty sure it’s all a complicated metaphor inside my own mind.  I wish I understood what the metaphor meant.

Velina did exactly what I suspected she would do.  She went through the computer’s menus and selected everything to match what she was.  Black hair, black eyes, olive skin, about five-foot-nine, strong build, the works.  She made no concessions to her vanity, but she did checkmark the bone and muscle upgrades in the menus.  Her original frame wouldn’t support the strength she wanted.

When I saw what she’d selected, I gave up on designing a body from scratch and took a tissue sample directly from her.  We would clone her with only minor modifications.  I did increase the muscle density, as requested, but I fiddled a bit with a few other things.

If you want a better warrior, you do a lot more than make the muscles stronger.  She needed better bone density, tendons, ligaments, cartilage, and so on.  Since she was going to be in a younger version of herself, I improved her eyesight as well as her night vision.  Why not add a little extra capacity to her heart and lungs, while I was at it?  None of it was outside human limits, but the combination of little things added up.

Since I was fiddling with her genetics anyway, I took out hereditary disease recessives and cleaned up a few minor things.  I also added a new feature.  She’s always worked very hard at overcoming her off-hand’s innate handicap, so I made it easier.

I sometimes play at being a god. I also know a few.  Maybe it’s a slippery slope, but I don’t think I’m going to hell for these good intentions.  I’m going for other reasons.

Once I had her new clone started—and shielded from the station’s high-magic zone—I had a dilemma.  I had not anticipated having to transfer anyone’s consciousness from an aged body to a younger body.  I would have to do it fairly soon, which led me to other questions regarding time.

How much longer would I need to complete my research on angels?  No, better question.  Was I done?

Arguably, for the purpose of simply dealing with energy-state beings, I had been done for quite a while.  I already confirmed proved results by replicating earlier experiments.  Stitching together angel bits to make experimental entities was more of a hobby than a serious line of research.

Was it still necessary to maintain my high-security isolation? My major concern was the angel fishing trap.  If I stopped using it, there would be nothing to connect me to the missing angels.  Essentially, there would be no path to follow, no trail, no clues outside the Flatstation.  And if I didn’t have to worry about a choir of angels singing battle dirges at me, I wouldn’t have to stay shuttered behind all the defenses, slithering furtively out into the Real Worlds to fetch back rogue humans and other supplies.  I might be able to relax the more troublesome precautions.  Not all of them, but maybe the worst of them.

I still had other things to work on, though. I had a basic plan for dealing with The Big Bright Boojum.  To a lesser extent, I had a plan for dealing with the bliss-addicts.  I might not be completely done with either, but I was done with the angelic parts, which meant I shouldn’t be in any immediate danger—no more than usual for someone with a Chaos infection.  I could work out the rest at my leisure.

Which brought me back around to the original question of time.  Entropy being a bitch, Velina’s new body would wear out in due course.  It was a hundred or more years away, but it was going to happen.

Do I build a set of transfer tables, or do I transfer her manually, “just this once”?  If I do it by hand this time, I’ll have to do it by hand the next time.  If I build transfer tables, she can come back here and do it even if something happens to me.

I checked with Bronze.  She felt it would still be quite a while before the angel in containment was ready to be wrapped in skin.  It would be cooked before the clone matured, but it would still take a while.  I had plenty of time.

I built the transfer tables.  As I did so, I realized I learned a lot since the last time I built some.

Someday, when a much younger me builds the first set, I wouldn’t know what I was doing.  I’m guessing I still don’t, not really, even though I do know more.  I can know things and still not know everything.  I can know things without understanding them.  Give me a thousand years and I’ll look back on these brand-new transfer tables and wonder how I ever got them to work.  In like vein, I thought about my original tables and wondered how often someone died in transfer.

Sure, there are thirty-six major points and another seventy-two minor ones, but there are also a whole horde of other, lesser ones.  These “lesser” points are important, too, if only because there are so many of them.  It’s an economy of scale, sort of.

In a normal transfer, from one random body to another random body, the major and minor points are fixed, but the lesser points aren’t all exactly aligned.  They vary slightly in any physical shell.  If you want to link them up properly, it requires sophisticated locating and targeting—or days of manual work.  It’s not required, since it’s possible to survive the transfer and adapt to the new body with only the basic hundred and eight points locked in, but it’s discombobulating.  It takes time for all the little bits to settle in and synchronize.

I could add the more refined targeting later, I decided, because this time I would cheat.  Velina would transfer not into just any other body, but into an almost exact duplicate of her own.  A more advanced targeting and linking system would be good to have, true, but a basic version would be sufficient for a clone. Even with random bodies, these tables would work better than the ones I would build for the magicians of Rethven.

Once she transferred, though, there would still be a period of minor adjustment.  In anticipation of this, I went grocery shopping.  There was plenty in the larder, but I anticipated Velina would appreciate my leftovers.  Sort of.

On the Flatstation, the angel boiled down, gradually diminishing, while Velina’s clone matured in another universe—the Spherestation.  Diminished or not, an angel is dangerous.  “Diminished” does not mean “safe.”  It can still fry me, only not as quickly.  I wore all the safety equipment whenever I entered the containment chamber.  Silvery fire-suit, protective harness, magical belt, elysium grounding cable, the works.

It’s always a pain when I have to chalk up “zero days.”

The kal-kid-whatever still appeared as a giant, winged snake-thing.  The size didn’t change, but the brightness diminished.  The intensity of the energy-being was reduced to the point it was a pale, translucent image, not a hard, bright thing.  This was exactly what I wanted and all that mattered.

I rolled in the table with a pre-grown clone on it.  It’s a lot easier to strap down an unresisting clone.  It’s all well and good to put containment symbols on it, but an angel-possessed body can still pack one hell of a punch.

Yes, it was a “zero days” moment.  I’m not proud of it.  The process has improved markedly since I started.

I parked the table in the lesser circle, well to one side of the primary containment sphere.  There were four divots in the metal for the wheels.  I stepped on the locking triggers to fasten it in place.  The table wasn’t going anywhere, so the clone wasn’t, either.

The angel, meanwhile, continued to shout at me.  This was normal.  When it wasn’t demanding, ordering, or threatening, it ululated like a demented loon in long, trilling wails.

I hummed to myself as I plugged crystals into the floor.  I don’t keep them in the diagram.  When placed, they are technically a weakness in the matrix.  It’s kind of like having a locked door with a keyhole.  There’s an old-time technique with ancient locks where the prisoner can dislodge the key if you leave it in the lock.  It falls to the floor and can be scooted under the door so the door can be unlocked.  It’s a similar principle, albeit a metaphysical application of it.  Leaving the crystals in the diagram is like leaving the key in the lock.  I don’t know if an angel could figure it out, but I know for a fact I don’t want one to.

The kal-thingy—I’m going to call it a “kal”—demanded I answer its questions.  I ignored it, finished my prep work, and hit the switch to flush it into mortality.  Never before had I heard an angel make quite the same noise.  It was a sort of squeaking yelp, followed by a burbling wail.  Angelic energies crackled along the diagrams and the body shivered in the restraints.  It sweated profusely and steamed a little in the cool air of the Flatstation.  It opened its eyes and gave a gurgling scream.  This went on until it passed out from lack of breathing.

I made a note.  Kals don’t usually possess mortals.  There are a number of angelic species that don’t seem to have any affinity for it.  There seems to be an inverse relationship to the number of wings and body wearing.  This one, clearly, hadn’t even read the manual on how to operate a flesh suit.

Is it harder to operate if it never had an occupant?  On the one hand, there was no one to fight it for control.  On the other, it didn’t have any developed neural pathways for walking, talking, and so on.  Interesting question.

While it was busy being semiconscious, I put everything else away, unlocked the wheels from the floor, and rolled my fresh lab rat into the examination room.  I got a lot done while it recovered.

“What are you doing?” it slurred, voice thick.  Speaking was a good sign.  It was getting the hang of being involuntarily incarnate.

“Taking a good look.”

“Why?”

“I’m conducting a thorough study of angelic anatomy and functions.  I need to know everything I can about how you guys are put together and come apart.  I’m learning about the principles of celestial energies and life on the celestial planes.  Over the years, I’ve learned a lot.”

“You are the one!” it shouted.

“The one and only,” I agreed, “although I’m not sure how you mean it.”

“Angels go missing, never to return!  You are responsible!”

“Oh?  Does every angel know when an angel disappears?”

“What do you mean?” it asked, obviously confused.  I suppose it’s only to be expected.  Energy exhausted, trapped in a flesh suit, strapped to a cold, metal table, and interrogated by a serial vivisectionist, the angel wasn’t at its best.

“Do you instinctively know when one of your number stops existing?” I asked, trying to be as clear as possible.

“Of course not.  What foolishness is this?”

“I was wondering if you had an innate celestial connection, or if you spoke to each other, like we are now.”

“We communicate in ways you cannot comprehend, mortal!”

“That’s not very clear,” I remarked.  “I take it you talk to each other.  Is there a rumor going around about angels going missing?”

“It is known some of our number have vanished.  Now I know it is you who has done this!”

“Ah.  Fair enough.  I have been doing this for a while.”

“Where are they?” it demanded.

“That’s a tricky theological question,” I admitted, “and I’m not qualified to answer it.”

“You must release us at once!  At once, do you hear?”

“Assuming I could, why should I?”

It looked nonplussed.  I don’t think it understood the question.  I mean, from its viewpoint, you don’t capture angels and stow them somewhere.  It’s Just Not Done.  Asking why I should release them was like asking why the sky is up.

“We are angels,” it said, finally.

“Yep.  Got that.”

“Release us!”

“As soon as I’m finished examining you, I’ll make sure you join your fellows.”

“That is not acceptable!”

“No, I’m sure you won’t think so.  Unfortunately—for you—I don’t care what you think.”

It fell silent and watched me while I continued to observe and map out the being inside the flesh.  The process was a little like examining a sophisticated electronic device by x-raying it.  If the device had a lot of current going through it, the scan wouldn’t work very well.  But if the device was powered down, the wiring would stand out much more clearly.  And, with the Kal out of the containment circle, there were a whole lot more ways to examine it.

No, I did not probe it.  I’m a vampire, not an alien.

Examining the Kal was instructive.  It was more of a communication-based angel, being an angel to herald the dawn, so there were bits and pieces special to those applications.  The rest was pretty much as expected.

“You are a demon,” it said, as I finished writing my observations.  I looked back at it.  I shrugged.

“It depends on your definition.  If you mean I’m a chaos-infested entity, yes.  I’m not purely a chaos being, since I’m a human with a long-term chaos symbiosis. I’m not sure I qualify as a full-fledged demon.”

“Demonic.”

“I’ll accept that.”

“You are proud of it?  You revel in your evil?”

“Chaos,” I corrected.  “And my Chaos isn’t pure.  It’s more an instrument of change than total formlessness.  There’s a difference.”

“Blasphemy.”

“Eh,” I shrugged.  “One man’s religion is another man’s comedy.  Try this:  A philosopher, a mathematician, and a rabbit walk into a bar.  The bartender looks them over and says, ‘You can’t bring a rabbit into a bar.’  The mathematician and the philosopher look at the rabbit in surprise.  The rabbit says, ‘Damn.  There’s a very confused rabbi in the wrong joke.’”

“Rabbits cannot speak.”

I rolled my eyes.  I should know better by now.  Angels are somewhat literal-minded.  In all my research, I have yet to find a sense of humor.

I stuck a bunch of leads to the soon-to-be corpse while the Kal continued to talk at me.  I ignored it, as it didn’t raise any interesting questions.  When I finished, I closed a switch.  Most of the remaining energy in the angel crackled and sparked and drained away.  It grounded out through the rectifiers—big ones, massively overbuilt, because I’m cautious like that.  Bronze soaked up the remains and funneled part of it through the station-keeping mini-gate to the Stepstation.  Eri needs to eat, too.

With the current discharged from the circuits, I divided up the angel into component parts.  These bits went into specialized quartz flasks for storage.  And, so as not to waste it, I finished off what was left of the meat.

Formerly-occupied bodies have an interesting taste.  Spicy, sort of, bordering on heartburn.  Not bad, but definitely not normal.  A little variety is no bad thing, especially after all this time.

Once we had Velina’s clone matured, I operated the transfer tables myself, watching every bit of the process, ready to pounce on any hiccup or flicker.  Nothing did.  Velina went to sleep on one table, slid easily along the thick webwork of forces, and woke up in her new, youthful body.

For the next two weeks, we worked it hard.  Her memories were intact, but her biological reflexes needed to be reminded what to do again.  It was as though she was badly out of practice and out of shape, but we fixed both of those as quickly as her flesh could adapt.  Since she was entirely willing to let me help, it adapted as quickly as I could make it adapt.  When we were done, she looked as though she wanted to be a female bodybuilder and settled for Amazon.  She could have entered any decathlon and taken home a medal.

We cleaned out the larder, a new person every other day. I psychically linked with her as I delicately and carefully consumed the essences of the fighters we had on hand.  I savored every tiny tremor of their skills, sharing the flavors, sharing every miniscule nuance of movement.  Velina doesn’t directly connect to my meals, but the secondhand viewpoint seems to help her pick up skills the same way I do.  She was quite surprised at how quickly she learned Japanese, for example—as though it was already, somehow, familiar.

On the days we didn’t have a new fighter to digest, she donned her VR headset and practiced.  I stayed with her, monitoring her muscles and nervous system.  We have a lot of the educational or entertainment software, mostly for her amusement.  Then again, for Velina, the combat programs are educational and entertainment…

At any rate, I made sure her body adapted quickly, building in a matter of days the reflexes most people would take years to develop.  I was almost as pleased as she was.

As we worked, I came to a realization.  I wasn’t pursuing any of my projects.  I built these Voidstations as a safe place to do my work.  I did my work.  My angel research was, for the most part, complete.  I understood what I could of them.  I had a plan for the Boojum.  Further study could, conceivably, be useful, but I was at a point where I needed to let it all sit for a while.  Digest.  A year from now, ten years, a hundred, maybe I would have more questions.  For now, I had my answers.

Which also meant I had a problem.  I had no idea what I was going to do.

Somewhere, Rethven is ticking along toward the future.  I haven’t heard anyone screaming for me, so it’s nowhere near time to prepare for the big intervention.  I could still have thousands of years before my big moment.  With time differentials being what they are, I might have been researching for months—or centuries—in Rethven’s calendar.

Rethven has to be my clock and calendar.  There are things I have to do, and on a precise schedule.

If I was living my best life, minding my own business, it wouldn’t be a big thing.  But I have an appointment with myself.  It’s like having a meeting scheduled right after lunch.  The whole morning is about being ready for the meeting.

I didn’t like it.

For now, though, Velina deserved a vacation.  I’d think about it more while we were out.  Or, more accurately, I’d get back into the habit of thinking about other things than my work.  At least, I hoped I would.  It’s been a long time.


Travel Broadens the Mind

We shut things down, ground up the former larder occupants for the Spherestation’s life-support decks, put the clones in cryogenic storage, and did all the things necessary to leave the Voidstations in standby mode.  There was enough automation aboard for me to feel it was safe to leave my minor constellation to itself.  Safe for the Voidstations, I mean.  They wouldn’t—shouldn’t—blow up or disappear while we weren’t looking.  I put a lot of work into the firmament spells and their backups.  Nothing lasts forever, but I planned for these to last awhile.

I have several places I can run to if things go extremely bad.  I’ve made sure they are all able to sit quietly and wait virtually indefinitely.  What’s the point of being potentially immortal if you don’t make an effort?

Usually, when I went grocery hunting in a more regulation universe, I went alone. Sometimes I brought Firebrand or Bronze.  Usually, it was Bronze and Velina who looked after things, but any of them can activate a shift-booth.  This time, since Velina was going with me, Bronze and Firebrand stayed with the stations.  I insisted Velina come along.  Velina was always concerned about her duties, but this was another reason I cleaned out the larder.  What duties?

Now it was time to see new things, meet new people, and maybe kill them.  I had wondered how she would take it, not having prisoners to guard or a station to oversee, but she was happy about it.  Velina had never hinted at a desire to go anywhere outside the Voidstations, but if her duty was now to go with me, then she would cheerfully do so.

We went on a tour of multiple worlds.  Not only things she would find familiar, but things she might, according to my best guess, be interested in seeing.  With me as her guide, we covered a lot of variety.  The Eiffel Tower—and a quiet afternoon with Gustave Eiffel, in his apartment.  The Battle of Stalingrad.  How to Build a Pyramid, along with a conversation with Imhotep.  The Bering Highway.  Antietam, from a hilltop and augmented with magic mirrors.  The Forbidden City.  The Colosseum games and all the snacks the vendors could bring us.  Marsville, and the oxygen-extraction plants, the fields of solar panels, and a tour of the silica bubble buildings being blown for new colonists.  The Battle of Kunyang.  The Filipino invasion of Reykjavik.  Lō’ihi Island, from the floating resorts to the steaming, bubbling caldera.

We also went window-shopping on our multi-world walkabout.  Velina seldom asked for anything, but I hoped something might appeal to her.  There’s a certain gleam in her eye when it falls on something she thinks is pretty.  I stayed alert and bought things she wouldn’t ask for but liked.

She didn’t go for jewelry, but she liked a pair of high “adventurer”-type boots with knee guards.  She also liked a very utilitarian camping cloak—the sort you can almost turn into a tent.  But the vast majority of her pretty things are lethal.  I am unsurprised.

I keep getting involved with strong women who like to be armed and dangerous.  I wonder if it says something about me?  I guess I have a “type.”  Sort of.  Or maybe I appeal to them.  Weird thought.  Why would a powerful and dangerous woman be interested in a skinny guy who looks breakable?

I still had my muscle-growing spells running, but it was slow going.  It required me to be mortal, and therefore biological on occasion.  I haven’t had a lot of sunrises in the past few years.  Decades.  However long its been.

I bought Velina a suit of scales.  It made her look as though she swam up from the depths, stood up on the beach, and hadn’t had time to dry.  It was a brilliant, silvery color, like a wet mirror.  I made a note to include color control in the enchantments.  Wearing sequined armor might be detrimental if she’s trying to be anything other than obvious.  Aside from this one minor complaint, it was top-notch.  The reactive fiber matrix made the suit stiffen momentarily in areas around and under impacts while retaining flexibility in general.  Good stuff.  I liked it and so did she.

We looked at a lot of swords and daggers, too, in between wandering through shops.  She even volunteered the fact she might enjoy looking at their smaller shields.  She’s excellent with single sword or two-sword style, but her comfort zone is with sword and shield.  We got her two swords, one longer than the other, but our wanderings didn’t find us a shield she liked.

I was surprised.  We found everything else—even a helmet.  Sure, it was made of composite materials instead of steel, but it was heavily stylized with a winged—or wingéd—bird-of-prey motif.  Very Tassarian.  I thought she would like it.  I was right.  But she tried on dozens of shields and wordlessly put them back.

“When will we seek out your enemies and kill them?” she asked, examining a long sword.  I couldn’t tell you what it was made of, but it wasn’t anything an Earth laboratory produced before the twenty-third century.  In a sense, it didn’t matter.  We were on a former colony of Earth’s, in the year 2446, well after the Ziran conflict.

“I don’t have any enemies to kill,” I told her.

“None?”

“None I can kill yet,” I corrected.  “There’s one whose time has not yet come.  At the moment, I don’t have anyone I need to kill.  Come to think of it, I don’t even have any enemies.  I’ve been minding my own business for so long, I don’t have anyone I particularly want dead.”

“You will inform me when you do?”

“I absolutely will.”

I did not say I could handle my own enemy-slayings.  It’s what she enjoys doing.  So much so, she made a request!  I shouldn’t be surprised.  In Tassarian culture, she was the First of the warriors of my House.  For the past however long, she was doing whatever she had to do in pragmatic warrior fashion.  Now that we were out and about, there might be things needing killing.  That was her primary job.

Then I realized she said “when,” not “if.”

Either it’s an example of her sort of optimism or the lady knows me too well.  Still, maybe I should make a few minor enemies.  She would enjoy killing them.

But for now… For now, I’m not sure what I want to do.  I’ll have to think it over.

There are many nice little cafés in Italy, such as the one we stopped at.  It was on the beach, right outside Principina a Mare.  It was a lovely June day and the wind was starting to pick up, making pretty waves roll up the beach.  Velina enjoyed swimming in the Tyrrhenian Sea and I enjoyed watching her do it.  It all reminded me of another sandy beach and a lagoon.  Fewer snakes, though.

She padded up the beach to join me at my outdoor table.  She settled onto a wickerwork seat to drip dry and sip coffee.  While wet, her hair was longer than I thought and hung straight down her back.

“Why did you never put a lake in the environmental decks?” she asked.

“There are four.”

“None deep enough to swim.  They exist on the gravity interfaces between decks.”

“They’re meant to be watering-holes for the animals.  I didn’t see a need for a fish pond.  Did you want a swimming pool?”

“I did not realize it until now.  It has been a long time since I went swimming.”

“I’ll add a pool to the residential area.  Where do we go next?” I asked, sipping my coffee.

“Anywhere you wish,” she replied, pouring herself another cup.  She loves espresso.  Having drunk the stuff the Tassarians use, I can see why she likes coffee.  Usually no sugar, definitely no cream, but she’s willing to at least try flavored coffee before going back to the undiluted stuff.  Straight up and strong, please. 

“I was asking for suggestions,” I told her.

“Perhaps we could visit La Mancha?  It has been long since we have seen it.  Surely, the House of Lucard would be honored by your visit.”

“Maybe,” I replied.  I didn’t add how they might not want to have an ancient old fart from—how long ago?—showing up unannounced.  Would the Tassarians appreciate me popping in to interfere with their current chain of command?  On the other hand, I didn’t anticipate much in the way of change, either.  The Tassarian Empire was a pretty static culture.

On a third hand, the valley was on the border of the Empire, had started trade relations with the barbarians to the west, and had recently punched the status quo squarely in the honker.  They might have undergone a few cultural changes in the past year—or in the last few generations.

Which brought up my fourth hand:  what was the time differential?  How long had it been in Tauta?  A century?  Ten centuries?  Or ten years?  Or ten minutes?  Time differentials, left to themselves, tended to even out in the long run, but there have been serious statistical outliers before, and Voidstations—being artificial universes and itty-bitty ones, to boot—might not adhere to the usual rules.

I felt a cold sensation.  I think it was the frigid wind of uncertainty.  There were things I needed to do at specific times in order to bring about my own future and avoid being turned into a dissipating cloud of paradox particles.

I got a grip on myself.  My altar ego would have shouted at me if we were closing in on any important dates.  He had specific instructions.  And his own neck was block-adjacent, so he wasn’t going to forget.

I decided to check with him and see when we were.  Not on the beach in an Earthline, though.  Since Velina wanted to visit Tauta, I’d pay him a visit in a local temple.  He could bring me up to speed with the present day.

“You know,” I went on, thoughtfully, “it might not be a bad idea to drop in, look around, see the old place.  Coffee first?”

“By all means, coffee first.  Did not the youth call it something else?”

“Says the twenty-something in the swimsuit about the thirty-something waiter.”

“I am much his elder.”

“So am I, but neither of us looks it.  People will act funny if we hint about our true ages.  We can’t think in those terms, though.  Neither of us is likely to find anyone of an ‘appropriate’ age.”

“It is strange,” she observed, “to be so old in a body so young.”

“Yep.  And it’ll get weirder as the difference increases.  After a while, there’s nobody in your age group, so ignore it.  You look twenty-five.  Go on a date with anyone you find interesting and ignore what people think.  They’re entitled to their ignorant opinions as long as they don’t bother us.”

“It still seems strange.”

“You’ll adapt to it.”

“Will I?  How do I adapt to the difference in my age and the age of those around me?  The difference seems as if it will only grow more pronounced.”

“True.  There may come a day when you realize you’re a thousand years old and everyone around you is, by comparison, an infant.  The fifty-year-old man dating an eighteen-year-old is creepy.  The thousand-year-old, on the other hand—who is he supposed to date?  How old is old enough when you are so far outside normal, mortal ages that the ancients in the nursing facility are ‘too young’ for you?”

“I do not know.  Do you?”

“Nope.  I don’t think I care what people think anymore.  And, if I don’t appear to be within socially-acceptable age brackets?  Tough luck.  If I marry an eighteen-year-old and do my best to be a good husband until she dies at a hundred and nine, am I a creepy old man or a faithful husband?  If she’s happy with me, I’ve done my part, regardless of what the neighbors think.”

Velina thought it over, eyeing the waiter as she did so.

“Is it about appearances?  I appear younger than him.”

“Yeah.  Go on long enough and everyone is a young person.  Once they’re adults, ignore their age.  It’s easier.  I’m guessing—I’m hardly a relationship expert—but I think you’ll find humans become less interesting over time.  It’ll take a special quality in one to hold your attention.”

“Perhaps.  I am finding a few younger people still provoke my interest,” she said, still eyeing the handsome Italian gentleman carrying a tray of drinks to tourists.

“You could call him over and ask him about the coffee.  If he seems adventurous, you could invite him back to the Spherestation and completely change his worldview.  We’re about done with the project requiring absolute security.  If you like, I’ll even put an observation lounge in the Spherestation.”

“Perhaps another time.  It is hardly a romantic inspiration to gaze upon the Void and the Things which dwell therein.”

“As you like.”

“Are there truly none here who provoke your interest?” she asked, gesturing slightly along the beach.  “Nothing worth your time?”

“I’m sure there are.  Many of these are physically attractive. I’m sure there are those who are also attractive on the inside, if we want to wait until after nightfall so I can look.  But that would require more effort and attention than I want to expend.”

“All good things require both.”

“Yes, but I’m not as interested as once I was.  I’m tired.  Or, no,” I corrected, “I’m weary.  Spiritually.  I finished a couple of big projects and I’m not ready to tackle the process of sifting through a million ladies to find one that, A: I like, and B: likes me.”

“I understand.  When you phrase it so, it does seem like work.”

“That’s how I see it.”

“But are you not lonely?  Do you not need a milette?  Someone to tell you sweet things and please you?”

“I’m hard to please,” I told her.  “And, in answer to your original question, espresso is a recipe for coffee.  Asking for espresso indicates how you want your coffee made.”

“I will remember.  How is it prepared?”

I explained how to make espresso and the equipment required.  We sat there, chatting, enjoying the pleasant post-lunch weather, and sipped.

Espresso is too strongly flavored for my taste, especially since I taste it from my lips all the way down my throat, not only in my mouth.  It’s my mutated tongue.  I drank a caffè latte instead.  I’m a wimp.

When we decided we were done, there was quite a pile of saucers.  I paid the tab, Velina smiled at the waiter, and we walked down to the beach.  I drew lines in the sand and we stood inside them.  Beachgoers looked at us with mild interest, but I didn’t care.  We were leaving.

The world vanished around us, replaced instantly with steel walls.

“Greetings,” Eri said, echoing in the metal chamber.  The voice came from the walls, vibrating to produce sound.  Eri doesn’t exactly have a body, being a construct made of unused angel parts.

Hey, I needed a hobby.  Besides, it let me test my theories about angel anatomy and… biology?  I guess?  Is “biology” the right word?

Nice voice, though.  I made it—her—sound like Katheryn Hepburn, or what I recalled Katheryn Hepburn sounded like.  I should find an Earth and re-watch Guess Who’s Coming to Dinner.  Or maybe I should find an Earth and meet her.  I’ll have to dig my autograph book out of the Vault.

“Hello, Eri.  Any news?”

“No, sir.”

“Thank you.  Carry on.”

We passed through into the Spherestation.  I dropped off a discharged power crystal, picked up a couple more, and started on spells.  Foremost of which was a search gate.

I had the idea while we sat and enjoyed the afternoon on the beach.  I didn’t yet know how far along things were in Rethven, which was a large, looming concern.  More personally, I hadn’t heard from Phoebe in all this time, either.  I wasn’t worried, though, because my altar ego was in charge of those while I was getting ready for Armageddon.  No, this was another matter relating to the time-travel shenanigans.

Sasha.

Somewhere, Sasha was going to be born.  I had to find her and I wanted to do it early so I could prepare. Eventually, I had to show up, seduce Sasha, turn her into a nightlady, and get killed by a mob of rampaging peasants.

I don’t think it’ll be a problem.  A mob of rampaging priests might be tricky, but a bunch of peasants?  I feel confident I can deal with a medium-sized mob.  When I have warning, anyway.  In the ancient days of gothic castles, they would not be pleased to encounter Firebrand, Bronze, or Mr. Grenade—especially if I keep the pin.  Mr. Grenade is only your friend when he has his pin.  Take it away and you’ll see how short a fuze he has.  Besides, how would a peasant mob stop me from escaping?  Their village wizard?  What I actually have to do is convince Sasha I was killed.  I don’t actually need to die.  I’m certain I can engineer a way to escape and still leave a smoking-but-identifiable corpse.

No matter what I tell myself, I still have a bad feeling about it.

So I set up a search gate.  It’s a micro-gate, tuned to search for Sasha.  If I found Sasha, that would mean I knew what world to go to and build a castle, take over a barony, or whatever.  It would also give me another sort of countdown as that world would then be ticking down to my first encounter with her.

There were immediate problems.

I had to set the gate to search based on her appearance, so I got an enormous number of false positives.  No doubt there are an infinite number of lookalikes out there.  I wanted one person in particular, not someone who looked like her!

Some of the hits were in Earths where the era or cultures were entirely wrong.  A younger, mortal Sasha was not going to be scraping a wolf skin with sharp rock.  Nor was she going to be crammed in the back of a diesel-powered armored vehicle with the rest of the prisoners.  Could I use other search criteria to narrow the field?

Maybe a search for wattle-and-daub construction would help.  Cobblestoned streets.  Horses in front of wagons.  Oxen in front of plows.  If I include a list of things to search for, every potential hit will take longer to confirm, but will also be less likely to be a lookalike.  I want one in particular!

I ran it again and only got a hit every few minutes, not another one as soon as I fired it up.  Much better, but still too many to be checked routinely.

What else could narrow down the options?  What identifiers could I use for Sasha?  What did I know about her already that would be unique?

I spent a lot of time with her, linked with our tendril-touches, thinking at each other.  While she had grown and changed a lot over the course of her life, her fundamental psychic signature would be similar.  It’s kind of like how our faces, as teenagers, still resemble our faces at fifty.  She should still be recognizable.

What else?  Blood magic?  I certainly guzzled enough of hers, not to mention the fact her blood is what turned me into a vampire in the first place!  True, her mortal blood wouldn’t have the chaos signature of her vampire days, but there would still be a correspondence.

Neither of these would be exact, of course.  The matching criteria obviously had to be somewhat relaxed.  I was looking for a resemblance in all categories, not an exact match in any of them.  But between the three layers of qualifications—appearance, blood, and psychic signature—it should cut the false positives down to manageable levels.

I linked the spells together, tied it all to a micro-gate, and ran the conditional filters.  I waited for an hour and still didn’t get any hits.

Yay!  The conditional filters were working!

At least I didn’t need to have multiple sets of spells doing the confirmation.  All I needed were multiple gates.  The spells could access a half-dozen micro-gates at once, running down the checklist for each, and restart each gate as soon as it failed to satisfy any of the criteria.

With the search parameters set up, I added an alert function, tied it to a receptor on my latest Ring of Many Gates, put the project on a quiet little Earthline, and let it run.  When it got a hit—whenever that was—it would trigger a new gate connection directly to my ring to alert me.

Job done, I turned my attention to enchantments.  We did a little preliminary work on Velina’s new armor and swords.  Nothing major.  Not yet.  We went over the basic package together so Velina could help.  Practice is important.  She understood the enchantments I’d taught her—or, rather, she memorized them—but she had issues with improvisation.

The color-changing function on her armor wasn’t part of the standard package, so she didn’t do the work.  Next time, though, she might be able to replicate it.

Then it was time to get medieval.  Well, Tassarian.  It’s similar.  I got into my black armor.  Bronze decided to wear her eldritch blob.  I was hoping she would wear her statue, but she was eager to try out the new suit.  She’s been practicing with it.

“Now?”

She thought it would be best to give it a field test when we were going somewhere relatively safe.

I had to agree.  Partly because she was right, but mostly because she’s Bronze.

Her energy discharged from the walls of the Flatstation like the inside of one of those plasma lamps, zapping into the open tank holding the mass of microbots.  It heaved up like a protean abomination from the depths of nightmare, oozing and flowing as though the metal was infected with an eldritch madness.  It reminded me a little of magnetic ferrofluids, but maybe I only told myself that as a distraction.  Like a horse being sandblasted into nothingness—in reverse—she pulled herself together.

Okay, I had to admit, the final result was shockingly lifelike.  The eyes weren’t glossy, but every other visible detail was perfect.  When I touched her shoulder and stroked her mane, it didn’t even feel like metal.  She felt like a horse.

“I see you’re still the usual size,” I observed.  She nodded.  She was most comfortable with the dimensions she started with.  She wanted to get used to the new equipment before exploring other possibilities, so she stuck with the familiar.

She came with me, clanking down the steel hallway, practicing with her new body.  We headed to the furnace room and I dragged Firebrand out.  I put a furnace on the Spherestation, too, but it preferred the Flatstation.  In its own way, Firebrand is an optimist.  It kept hoping another angel would get loose.

Woo!  What are we off to kill?

“Nothing I know of.  I’m not anticipating.  I’m merely being prepared.”

I live in hope, it replied.  Hey!  Is that Velina?  She looks better.

“Yep.  We’re going to visit her old home town.”

The valley?

“That’s right.”

Sounds tame.  What do you need me for?

“If we’re going to revisit Tauta, we’re going to go in style.  Or mostly,” I amended, thinking.  “I should get Velina a horse, or something like a horse.  She can ride Bronze with me, but she really should have something of her own.”

So, shopping trip first?

“No, I don’t think so.  I’m not sure if I want to genetically enhance a horse and enchant the cyborg implants, or if we should get her a robot and treat them as disposable, or if I should build a golem, or what.  I’ll give some thought to the pros and cons of the various options.  It’ll be something to think about while we’re doing the tourist stuff.”

We headed through the Stepstation to the Spherestation to pick up Velina.  I made a note to go ahead and turn off the more inconvenient security protocols on the Spherestation.

On the Stepstation, there are plenty of security arrangements.  It has an arrival diagram in the center of a large chamber.  Aiming for anywhere in my little grouping of Voidstations puts you in the diagram.  You don’t really have a choice unless you know exactly where you’re trying to go—as in a specific doorway, for example.  I designed it to suck in any non-dedicated gate connections in order to avoid unexpected visitors.  Surprise visitors are surprising enough when they knock on the front door.  I don’t want any surprising me in my laboratory.

I used to be paranoid about angels.  Now I’m respectfully cautious.

To leave the Stepstation, you go through the door into the next chamber and there, on the floor, is a departure diagram.  One way or the other, you’re departing through it.  There’s a spring-loaded wheel on the wall, kind of like an old rotary telephone dial.  Turn it to point the back end of the arrow toward “Spherestation” or “Flatstation” and that’s where you’ll go.

Yes, the back end of the arrow.  What happens if you don’t know this and simply turn the pointer to one or the other?  When you activate the diagram, you flush the Toilet.  The Toilet is a pocket universe designed and built solely for the purpose of dealing with things I’m not sure I can kill but definitely never want to see again.  It only works once, but I’m pretty damn sure it doesn’t have to work twice.

In the Spherestation, we all grouped together in the departure lounge and the multi-purpose shifter there.  Leaving my small collection of pocket universes isn’t difficult.  Getting in is complicated.

I aimed for Tauta, specifically for the marked-off shift-zone in Bronze’s old barn.  The check protocol automatically confirmed the magical space was still there before it shifted us from one universe to another.

We appeared exactly where we should.  The building was still standing, too.  I leaned forward in the saddle and groaned for a little bit.

“What is wrong?” Velina inquired, behind me.

“We went from everlasting night on the station to sometime during the day.  It’s unpleasant.  Normally, sunrise takes a while.  Getting hit with it all at once is painful.”

“Should we go back?”

“You know what?  Let’s.”

We shifted back, landing in the Stepstation, and I was instantly dead again.  I felt immensely better away from the awfulness of the daystar.

There was never much need for a sunlight check before.  Since I was fetching back vampire groceries, I always aimed for somewhere at night.  Now, though, I might be coming and going to any hour.  I added a spell to check through the micro-gate pilot connection.

With that set up, we went to an Earth where the Sun was starting to come up.  I took shelter from the sunrise and endured a more normal transformation.  I cleaned up the byproducts and felt much better.  From there, we continued to Bronze’s barn.

No problem.  Day-to-day transportation doesn’t bother me a bit.

What bothered both Bronze and myself was the lack of a half-tracked semi tractor-trailer.  Bronze swung her head around, ears perked forward, looking for signs of it.  She saw it was missing the first time, but she was more concerned with how I was doing.  Now I could feel her annoyance as her ears laid back.  She put a lot of work into her war wagon.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.  “Maybe it’s shifted somewhere.  I doubt anyone could have unlocked it, much less started it.  We’ll find it.”

She grudgingly lifted her ears from their laid-back position.  We trotted to the double doors at one end of the building.  She didn’t kick them open, but she did shove one rather harder than was strictly necessary.  Maybe she hadn’t calibrated the new body enough, but I believe most of the shove was annoyance.

Beyond, a courtyard sprawled as part of a large complex.  Smooth stone pavement ran in all directions.  The nearest building was not one I recognized.

I had only a moment to realize this before the yelling started.  The huge, wooden door swung wide, causing a lot of clanking and scraping and cursing.  On the other side, in front of the other half of the double door, an armored guard turned and gaped up at us.  His armor looked Tassarian—well-made and heavily decorated—which I found reassuring.

We stayed where we were, waiting for the situation to clarify itself.  If necessary, I could shift the whole contents of the barn elsewhere—us and everyone in it.  This would limit the number of humans who could annoy me.  On the other hand, if I drew a weapon, Velina would react like a fencer to a shout of “Allez!”  This would also reduce the number of humans who could annoy me.

A moment later, two men stood before us, two more beside us, and all pointed spears at us.  Their leader was somewhat dusty and a bit scratched.  When Bronze swung the heavy door open, it knocked him down and swept him through an arc along the ground before pinning him momentarily against the barn’s stone wall.  He seemed to feel he had been mistreated.

“Who are you?” he demanded.

I had to think for a second.  I have a lot of aliases.  Sometimes I have trouble remembering my own name.

“I am Al, founder of House Lucard.”  A long time ago, by the looks of things, I added, to myself.

His reply was, shall we say, disbelieving.  Bronze snorted enough fire to make an impressive display and his disbelief softened markedly in the heat.  I found it reassuring she could do it in her experimental body.  So did she, and informed me it was easier to do, but might not reach the same temperatures without damaging the microbots.  She would continue to test it, but might want specialized bots to line her throat.  I made a mental note.  Ceramic heat shield versions, maybe, with enchantments for heat reflection.

The guardsmen stepped back when Bronze expressed her annoyance.

“Maybe you are,” the leader allowed, finally.  “Come with us.”

“Where?”

“To see my superior and let her decide what to do with you.”

“Probably for the best,” I decided.  “Lead on.”

“Dismount.”

I figuratively bit my tongue because doing it literally hurts.  A lot of replies leaped to mind, but I didn’t want to be a jerk.  Then again, if you’re going to peremptorily order me around, I’m likely to give you attitude.  Then again again, he was, presumably, only doing his job.

“You do know I’m on a metal—excuse me—I’m on a giant, fire-breathing horse of undefined properties and supernatural abilities, right?”

“Of course.  Any fool can see that.  I said for you to dismount!”

“Indeed, it would seem you are correct.  Malicious compliance it is!”  I helped Velina slide down one side of Bronze while the guard looked perplexed.

“What do you mean?  What is ‘malicious compliance’?”

“Doing exactly what you say regardless of the consequences your orders cause.”

My feet hit the ground and Bronze immediately went clanging off into the distance like a haywire carillon.  She does love to run, and this was a good opportunity for her to test the new systems.  The ringing sound was different, I noticed.  She told me it was optional, but she liked it. 

Guards ducked and scattered in a fashion similar to someone getting off railroad tracks when the engineer blows the horn.  They came back quickly, spears leveled.

“Where is your horse going?” demanded the speaker.

“Dunno.  I’m not on her, so I’ve got no say in where she goes.”

“Bring it back this instant!”

“Excuse me?” I asked, trying to sound huffy.

“Bring it back!”

“Listen, dimwit.  I’ll repeat it louder, since you’re obviously hard of thinking.  You heard me tell you who I am.  You saw me in the armor of the First.  You nevertheless opened your big mouth to order me to dismount.  I cautioned you about her not being a normal horse, but you didn’t ask any questions.  You stuffily and huffily repeated your order with the clear implication I would be run through with spears if I did not immediately comply.  Okay.  I complied with a direct order.  I now have no control over the entity currently spouting smoke and fire and running thataway.  I can’t even tell you where she’s going.  But you don’t care about any of that—or didn’t—because you had your big, bad authority and chose to give an order without understanding what it would cause.  This is now your problem.”

“Bring it back!” he repeated, raising his spear and placing one hand on his sword.  I instantly gestured sharply in Velina’s direction, a downward slash of my open hand.  She didn’t draw on him.

“That’s hard to do, but possible,” I told him, preparing to lie through my exceptionally sharp teeth.  “I’ll need three prisoners you want executed—blood sacrifice for the summoning ritual, you know—about two hours, a quiet place to work, and no interruptions.  Otherwise, she’ll come and go as she pleases and there’s not one damn thing I can do about it.  Wherever she’s going, whatever she’s doing, it’s your fault for giving me a stupid order without regard for the consequences.”

“I’m not taking responsibility for that thing!”

“You don’t have to take responsibility!” I shouted at him, stepping forward and getting in his face.  “You are in charge, so you are responsible!”  He stepped back and I did the same.  I got a grip on my tone.

“You’re the one who handed out orders without bothering to understand the situation,” I told him.  “You released an elemental force disguised as a fire-breathing horse.  Now that we’ve established that, let’s go talk to your superior so she can decide what to do with you.”

He stared after Bronze.  Her smoke-trail was already thin and still dissipating.  He couldn’t know she was only going out for a run.  He was busy thinking he’d somehow turned loose a demon beast on the valley.  What was he going to do about it now?  Order me again to bring it back?  I already lied to him about how to do it, so more yelling at me might be next.  Or was he going to carry on with his original idea while pretending it didn’t happen?

“This way,” he ordered, possibly preserving his life.  The other guards fell in around us as an escort.  I noticed no one tried to disarm us.  Either it wasn’t policy or we had an exemption based on recent events.  Then again, we were obviously of the warrior caste and I was wearing armor fit for one of the First.  Velina was borderline on the armor—even fancy scale isn’t in the same class as plate—but I figured her ornate helm would put her over the line as one of the First, as well.  Dismount?  Yes.  Disarm?  No.  You do not ask a warrior to disarm unless he’s been tried and convicted of an actual crime.

Good thing for them, Firebrand told me.

I know.  But if it comes down to it, could you fire a warning shot, please?

Now?

No, not now.  If they get handsy.

What do you mean?

If someone tries to take you away, don’t remove any body parts.  No carbonization.

Tone it down to blisters and scars?  Is that what you’re asking?

If you would be so kind.

For the first attempt, yes, because you asked.  The second one will learn how his bones smell when they burn.

I didn’t say coddle stupidity.  One warning shot should be sufficient for the smart ones.  Anyone after that is stupid enough to get what he deserves.

Okay.  I can be reasonable.

I didn’t contradict it.

Outside the barn, at the corners we could see, stood tall, rocky pillars topped by metal braziers.  A robed and hooded individual sat before each of them in a meditative posture.  Praying, perhaps, before the Sacred Flame of the Lord of Fire and Shadow?  Possibly.  Why?  I’d have to ask my altar ego.

We went around a number of turns before we emerged from what felt like an open-air maze.  A high wall surrounded the complex and we generally followed this perimeter.  At first, I thought there were a dozen buildings, but I was mistaken.  There was only one building, with many wings and many additions tacked on to them.  Bronze’s garage-barn was the exception, standing untouched and alone.

I thought the rest of the place was laid out like a creeping vine.  Sweeping arms came out of a tall, central structure.  These divided and branched into lower and lower levels, sometimes branching into short, dead-end pieces.  It looked like something made out of blocks fit for a titan.  It made no sense to me, but I didn’t try too hard to figure it out.  I’d take an overhead look at this Gormenghast another time.

They brought us to an area between the outer wall and the main doors of the citadel.  At one time, it might have been meant to be triangular, but it was curved oddly.  This area was smooth-walled, without extraneous rooms or short wings.  It had arrow slits on upper floors and crenelations along the roofline.  Gates—big ones—could be closed to block off the access to the rest of the courtyard, trapping any invaders in the kill zone of the bent triangle.

On a less secure note, a number of humans were set up in temporary stalls against the walls.  Even more humans were shopping at them.  We attracted a lot of stares as we paraded through the crowd.

Nobody had to shout “Make way!” as we went along.  I’m not sure if it was the shiny armor or the black armor.  The Tassarians go in for lavish decoration, so I stood out.  Velina wore a suit of mirrors, so she shone where I shadowed.  We made a good contrast.

Inside, we followed more turns, although it didn’t take long.  The guard captain’s office wasn’t far from the main entrance.  The guard captain was a serious-looking lady in partial plate, filled in with scale.  Her helmet was on the table.  She didn’t have a real desk, but she did have quite a bit of paperwork.

Papermaking.  I seem to recall going on at length about papermaking to somebody.  Was that in Tauta?  At my age, the past starts to blur together a bit.

“Who in the hells is this?” she asked.

“He says he’s the Al of House Lucard.”

“Oh does he, now?  This?”  She snorted.  “Why didn’t you strip him and beat him?”

“He wears armor of the First.”

“I can see that.”

“Excuse me,” I interrupted.

“What do you want?”

“Hi.  Terribly sorry.  We haven’t been introduced.  May I ask who I have the honor of addressing?”

“I am Elipha.  I’m the duty commander for today.”

“I am pleased to meet you.”  I offered my hand, open, fingers up, palm forward, as was polite by Tassarian standards.  She disregarded it.  I shrugged and gestured toward one of the chairs lined up against one wall.  It slid itself quickly in my direction.  I eased down into it, sideways to her table, and adopted a relaxed pose with my left arm on the tabletop.  “How has your day been going?”

“It was fine until a little while ago,” she sneered.  The chair failed to impress her.  Well, Tauta did have wizards.  Magic was a fact of life.

“Yes, I can see how things have taken a bit of a turn for you.  May I tell you about my day?”  I didn’t wait for her to reply.  I went on in the lightest, friendliest tone I could manage.

“I’ve had an interesting one.  Last time I was here, I left Leisel and Hazir in charge.  I’ve spent the time since then in killing magical spirit-beings from beyond the world to research the best ways of killing them, so my social skills aren’t as sharp as they should be.

“I’m here on vacation with Velina to do a little nostalgic reminiscing.  Visit the old homestead, see how things have gone after I told the priests to shut up and play nice.  Thought I’d check in at ground level, like a mortal, stroll around, that sort of thing.  Tourist stuff, you know?  And, right off, I find things I don’t like.  Among them is a bunch of guys who don’t bother to ask me to prove my identity.  They start ordering me around the moment they see me.  This already has consequences—I’m sure he’ll try not to tell you about what happened, but that’s for later.  I do not find any of this particularly diplomatic, tactful, or even polite.

“While none of this is your fault, you’re in command.  It’s your responsibility.  Which brings us to the fact I haven’t been encouraged to be in a good mood.  Maybe I’m touchier than I should be, and I agree that’s my problem, but it can become everyone’s problem with breathtaking rapidity.”

Elipha didn’t answer instantly.  She took a moment to process.  She regarded me with frank appraisal, noting my bright, cheerful smile and the way one of my fingernails was poking deeply into the wooden tabletop—and slowly digging deeper.

She looked around the room.  Velina had her thumbs hooked on her belt.  She wasn’t holding the hilts of her swords.  She stood in the middle of the room.  Both of my hands were in plain sight, and my swords would not be easy to draw while seated.  We were in a confined space with one door, outnumbered seven to two.  And I was making oh-so-gentle threats.

“Are you stupid or serious?” she asked, finally.  Her tone was curious, not accusatory.  It wasn’t a rhetorical question to mock me.  It was a legitimate question, even if the way she asked was a bit tactless.  Tone can be so important.

Her eyes, I noticed, kept veering off to the right, away from the window.  I didn’t need to look.  I knew what she was seeing.  My shadow was doing something completely impossible by the normal rules for shadows.

I widened my smile, drawing her attention.  I showed more teeth than any human could.  I opened my hand, drew four deep lines across her tabletop in a casual gesture, and turned my chair to face her.  She didn’t scoot her chair back, but her hands came off the tabletop as though it was red-hot.  She looked at me, eyes narrowed, for about four seconds before she relaxed.

“Shall I send for wine?”


You Can’t Go Home Again

Elipha wasn’t a bad person.  She was very no-nonsense and not at all a fan of small talk.  Very direct and to the point.  I could see why she ordered warriors around and they obeyed.  She reminded me of someone.

Once she was on board with the idea the founder of the House (and the incarnation of the Lord of Fire and Shadow) might have dropped in unannounced to look the place over, she shuffled me up the chain of command as quickly as she was able.  It wasn’t a problem for warriors.  It was a problem for the Manzhani, possibly for the priests.

We skipped more than a couple of links, I’m sure, as our presence was communicated upward.

That’s how Velina and I wound up as honored guests in a very nice receiving room.  A servant poured wine.  I sat at the table with our hostess.  Velina stood next to me and tried—not very hard—to look as if she wasn’t guarding me.

Our host was Asheni, one of the wives of the Manzhani of House Lucard.  Technically, she was the vidat, sort of a second-in-command.  The lord of the house sets policy; the vidat sees it carried out.  The wives do most of the work, as usual.  I wondered if she filled any of the other wife-type positions the Tassarians allowed to a manzhani.

We seated ourselves around a small, intimate table, suitable for a quiet little talk.  Velina stood behind me.  Six guys stood behind Asheni, not counting various servants.  I’m not sure if the guards were standard or if they were laid on especially for us.  They didn’t look especially concerned, so I think they were used to the duty.

“I trust you will understand,” she continued, after we made introductions and the usual small-talk greetings, “we cannot simply accept anyone’s say-so regarding such a bold claim.”

“I wouldn’t.”

“I’m glad to hear it.  I don’t wish to offend one of the gods, but perhaps I might ask for reassurance regarding your identity?”

Crap, thought I.  That’s right.  “I” stood outside Bridgefort and demonstrated a godlike lack of restraint.  They’re not going to want to believe I am who I say I am, but they’ll be extremely cautious until they’re sure, one way or the other.

I had several more thoughts, but those don’t bear repeating.

“That’s not unreasonable,” I agreed.  “Is there anything you have in mind?  Or shall I come up with something?”

“I don’t have a ready challenge, if that’s what you’re asking.”

“Okay.  Give me a moment to think.”  I stood up, went to the window, and double-checked.  Yes, the dome-like spell structure I’d placed over the valley was still there.  It converted specific wavelengths of light into magical energy and fed them to the spells on the palace and the—

Ah.  The palace.  This citadel.  Maybe the power flow had something to do with the growth.  I didn’t think it would grow wild, though.  Did someone make a mistake with the controls?  I tried to make them intuitive, but they seemed intuitive to me. Maybe not so much for others.  Or was this peculiar architecture what they intended?  Either way, it certainly had enough power to rearrange its structure.

I adjusted the dome slightly.  Now it absorbed all the frequencies of light, including the visible spectrum.  Not the total amount of light, since a single layer was only good for about four percent, but it was a start.

The replication function in the dome was something I’d taken out a long time ago.  I try not to leave potential Von Neumann disasters lying around.  On the other hand, I have a number of spell gems in my other ring, as well as my amulet.  Most of them are for preserving my life, but others are utilitarian.  I used one to graft in self-replication, fed the dome’s power into it, and let it start making more layers.

The sky darkened a trifle.  It would gradually grow dark as more layers of conversion panel thickened the dome.  I came back to the table.

“Tell you what.  All I really want to do is look around.  I set this whole valley in motion the last time I was physically here.  Now I’m back to see what’s happened, see how things have changed, that sort of thing.  From the ground level,” I added, remembering I was supposed to be a divine avatar.  “I do not want to run the place.  I’m not here to lay down commandments.  I only want to look around and, if I’m not bothered, not bother anyone.  Is that unreasonable?”

“It doesn’t sound so bad,” Asheni agreed.  “I think I can agree to it.  I’ll have to discuss it with Dazon, of course.”

“Of course.  Perhaps we might get an early start tomorrow?”

“Yes, it does seem to be getting rather late,” she agreed, fine black brows drawing together.  She cocked her head slightly, looking out the window.

“It’s later than you think,” I told her.  “If you’ll have someone show us to a room, we’ll go about our business in the morning.”

Velina sat by the window, watching the blue sky darken from cerulean to ultramarine to medium to navy.  I lay on the bed, ankles crossed, swords hanging on the bedpost.  I closed my helmet visor and used the inner surface to go scrying, flying over the valley to get a bird’s-eye view of the place.

VR goggles it ain’t.  My visor is too close to my face.  I always feel as though my eyes are crossing when I use the image-relay version, so I usually use the psychic vision scrying spell.  It didn’t give the same detail, but I didn’t need to read anything.

The citadel, from above, had more of a pattern to it than I thought.  If we started with four lines radiating from the center, we could twist the center counterclockwise, about a quarter of a turn, forcing them to spiral.  It wasn’t a very tight spiral, and there were a lot of smaller branches coming off the main four, but it was at least a general pattern.  It was no longer a chaotic jumble in my mental map.  I might get lost, but I could get myself unlost, too.

The town around the citadel—and it was all the way around the citadel, now—had grown into a city.  The streets were stone or cobbles, depending.  Underground drainage led to the downstream river.  There were gutters, as well, primarily for runoff, but I had no doubt the poorer districts didn’t have underground piping.  The place was, by Tassarian standards, a fairly civilized city.  It had an entire Temple complex inside the city proper, complete with central building, individual shrines around it, and what were probably religious schools and priest quarters.  Oh, well.  The city still needed more sewer lines and it really needed better access to running water than “a river flows down the middle.”

Farther out, all the trees were gone and the land was used for farming, as expected.  Things were headed that way, way back when.  The mining villages were still villages, but crops grew right up to the limits of the soil.  There were a few buildings, but mostly their housing was carved into mountainsides.

Everywhere, all the second-floor and higher windows had windowboxes growing vegetables.  Roofs had planters and pots.  A few buildings had bridges across streets—narrow paths with planters on either side.  Even some cliff faces had the equivalent of vertically-stacked terracing.  They went well out of their way to grow as much as possible.

In my swooping flyover, I found something almost as peculiar.  The barbarians’ marketplace, the Tradefort, was still there, but it looked disused.  At least, there was almost nobody there.  The wooden structures of the counterweight elevators—the barbarian equivalent of trading scales—were rotting, ropes and all.  The grating over the tunnel mouth was shut and the tunnel looked intact.  The few humans living there were clearly farmers, not traders, and the paved inner ring of the Tradefort was empty.

If they were so desperate to grow food, why didn’t they trade with the kustoni?

“Did you permanently darken the sky?” Velina asked.  I dropped the vision and turned my head to look at her.

“Not permanently.  It’s a magical roof over the valley, blocking the light.  The sun and sky are fine.  We’re under a sunshade, like a giant tent, sort of.  It’ll keep getting gradually darker until sundown.  They won’t be able to see stars tonight, and the moon will be dim.”

“There seems to be considerable confusion.”

“Everywhere?”

“I can only see one courtyard.”

“Oh, right.  The layout of this place is kind of a spiral.”  I half-shrugged, still lying there.  “They’ve noticed the sky.”

“This is your demonstration?  The proof of who you are?”

“What’s-her-name asked for one.”

“Asheni.”

“Asheni asked for one.  This is less messy than murdering my way to the current manzhani and asking if he’s willing to acknowledge me.  Besides, whoever he is—”

“Dazon.”

“—Dazon, yes, he’s one of Hazir’s descendants.  I liked Hazir and I would prefer not to do anything to his offspring.”

“I am surprised Hazir could sire offspring.  He never showed any interest in women.”

“What, never?”

“Never to my knowledge,” she amended.

I thought back and consulted the paperwork in my mental study.  A small parade of comments and observations marched past my mind’s eye and settled into a new pattern.

“Oh.  Whatever.  I hired him for his competence and integrity, not his sexual orientation.”

There came a knock at the door.  Velina loosened her blades in their scabbards.  I rolled off the bed and to my feet, calling for whoever it was to enter.

Six warriors came in, slowly.  They deployed themselves to the sides. They made no hostile moves, merely entered and spread out, as guards should.  The man following them was unarmored, although he wore a short blade.  I judged him to be about thirty.  If I tried, I could imagine Hazir’s features in his own.  He regarded me, up and down, and looked me in the eye.

“I don’t know you.”

I almost made a faux pas.  My impulse was to answer, “And I don’t know you,” but memory flicked a card onto the tabletop of my mind.

“I am Al, of House Lucard, once known as Halar of House Halar.”

“I am Dazon, son of Tazir, son Hazon, son of Hazir, adopted son of Al, first manzhani of House Lucard.  I am your great-great-grandson.”

I extended my hand, fingers pointed up, palm forward.  He pressed his hand to mine for a moment.

“It is a pleasure to see the line of my House is strong.”

“It rises from the roots of the world,” he answered, and lowered his hand.  “I am given to understand you have come to see how we fare in these difficult times.”

“Yes.  This is Velina.  She is my companion.”

“Velina?  Was there not a warrior of that name who went with you when you departed?”

“The very one.”

“The—” he began, and checked himself.  “Not a descendant who has taken her ancestor’s name?”

“The embodied spirit who stands before you is the Velina.  There is no other.  We wish to tour our old home, if this will not impose too much difficulty.”

“It should not add to our troubles,” he answered, still eyeing Velina.  The Velina.  “Observe anything you wish.”

“Thank you.”

“I would ask one favor, if you please.”

“Name it.”

“Restore the sky.”

I snapped my fingers.  Fortunately, my gauntlets were still holstered in my thigh-pockets.  The light through the window brightened immediately.

“Anything else?”

“No,” he replied, looking at the window and visibly relaxing.  “No. I am quite content.”

“Wonderful.  We’ll go walkabouts in the morning, if that’s all right with you.”

“Entirely.  May I expect you for dinner?”

“I?”

“And your companion, of course.”

“We would love to attend.”

He inclined his head toward me.  I returned the gesture.  He and his retinue departed.

“What shall I wear?” Velina asked, amused.

“We didn’t bring any luggage, but I can fetch you something, if you like.”

She ran a hand over the fine, shimmering scales of her suit.

“I was joking.  I would not trade this for all the silks of Locquastada.”

“Are they famous for their silk?”

“Indeed.”

“I’m glad you like the armor.”

Boss!

What?

Velina made a joke!  “What shall I wear?”  She was kidding!  When was the last time you remember her doing that?

Hey!  You’re right!  What do you think it means?

Maybe she’s starting to get more comfortable around you?

You mean she isn’t?  Or wasn’t?  Or whatever?

Firebrand was silent for a second.

Boss, do you realize how thick you can be?

Yes.  This is one of those times?

Firebrand can’t roll its eyes, but I got the idea.

Dinner was a bit strained in spots, but mostly pleasant.  Dazon sat at one end of a six-place table.  I sat at the other.  Velina sat at my left.  Asheni sat at Dazon’s left.  The other two spots were occupied by Telessa, his rezeet, and Ogar, the Mazhani of the city.  Ogar looked tired, bordering on deeply worn.  His hair was going grey and I doubted he was really old enough for it.

I was a little surprised by the dishes.  I’ve eaten vegetarian before, but normally I eat a vegetarian, not as a vegetarian.  Beans, bread, lentils, mushrooms, tomatoes, potatoes, peas, broccoli, corn…

Don’t misunderstand me.  It was all carefully prepared and I’m sure people who enjoy that sort of thing consider it delicious.  As for me, I turned off my sense of taste and ate only what Dazon ate.

Everyone wanted to know where I’d been, what I’d been doing, and how long I planned to stay.  Since they asked, I told them.  I’d been in a hidden world of my own creation, floating in the primal Void, taking apart celestial entities as part of a project to study how they were put together so I could kill one in particular.  No, I didn’t plan to be here long.

Between the whole thing about me being the ranking member of the House, a deific avatar, and celestial vivisectionist, I expected them to be entirely pleased with the idea I wouldn’t be staying.  Instead, they were ambivalent.

“It’s a pity you won’t be with us long,” Telessa offered.

“I understand.  I’m between phases of a larger plan at the moment, so I’m taking a brief break to enjoy myself, catch up on what’s been going on, and so forth.  I’ve got to get back to work.”

Even as I said it, I wondered what I actually had to do.  It all depended on how far along the timelines were.  I chose not to delve into that subject.  The explanations could fill a book.

“Of course you do.  The labors of such as yourself are not for us to understand.  But, if I might put a question?”

“Sure.”

“The world is broken, and those of us mortals still living in it must wonder.  Will it ever be made whole again?”

“The world has always been broken,” I replied.  “Men kill men, people steal from people.  All the ills of the world stem from the fact people are born broken.  People should strive for perfection even if they know they will never achieve it—perhaps because they know they will never achieve it—and the world will be a better place therefor.”

“I see.  I think I see.  So, the fragments of the world will someday be joined together as one, but it is somehow linked to the broken and divided nature of the human spirit?”

“The fact people are fragmented by their different views isn’t always a bar to cooperation.  One city here, another there, or a group of them against another group—all that matters is finding how you can live together.  It’s a tall order, I know, but remember what I said about striving for perfection while accepting you won’t reach it.  Making real effort to compromise is important, not merely saying you’re making the effort while planning not to.”

“Yes, of course.  But I had more in mind the broken lands.”

“I don’t follow.”

“The vast pieces of the world, floating in the sky.  You can see them at night, the lands that used to be joined in the great sphere of the world.  We cannot cross the gulfs of the sky, so we cannot trade with them.  We have had to make do with only what we have on hand.”

Firebrand?  Is she crazy, metaphorical, literal, or what?

She means exactly what she says.  She might be wrong, but she’s certain.

Wonderful.

I equivocated and changed the subject.  After dinner, Velina and I retired to our room.  Night fell.  I had my little change.  I even had a shower, thanks to the citadel’s cisterns.  Very nice, if I do say so myself.

When I looked at the night sky, yep, there it was.  A whole shifting sky of broken pieces in various phases.  Many of them looked like bits of eggshell, painted with green and brown and blue and swirling white.  Others were brownish-black.  A few were almost entirely covered with water.  All of them were in different phases, spread across the sky, while the sun and moon made their way around on the inner face of the Firmament.

All this reminded me of something, but I couldn’t think what.  Then again, it’s been a long, long time for me.  Wasn’t there a big wizard involved?  Or was he a problem in some other way?  And what was his name?  Ribena?  Rajah?  Rifle?  Something like that.  I didn’t care enough about him to look for his name in my headspace.

I repeated my earlier observation of “wonderful,” only with less enthusiasm and—believe it or not—even more sarcasm.

I knew the world of Tauta was hollow.  Something broke it.  Now the pieces were drifting about inside the sphere of the Firmament.  I didn’t see a clear pattern to the debris of a hollow world.  I couldn’t visualize it all in reverse, pulling it together into a sphere again.  My guess was this had been going on for quite a while. 

The local astrophysics didn’t help, either.  Gravity was an entirely different phenomenon in this universe.  And what about the Firmament?  Did pieces bounce or go right on through? It depended on the qualities of the barrier.  Did it permit things to pass out into the Void?  If not, was it a hard barrier, keeping everything in or out the way a wall would?  Was it yielding or stretchy?  Did things boing! gently back into the center of the universe?  Or did a million tons of rock scrape along the inner face, shedding gravel like a cometary tail?  Or simply hit and burst on impact? 

I don’t know.  I never analyzed it for those properties.  This world didn’t run anywhere near the Firmament, so I never walked up and poked it.

On the other hand, there were signs humanity wasn’t quite ready to give up.  A trio of these… shell fragments?  Planetary fragments?  Three of them had lines of force running from one to the others.  The big one was connected, somehow, to two more.  It says something about the local wizards.  They identified a problem—two small worldlets could crash into each other!—and invested an enormous amount of effort in keeping it from happening.

They were going to need hundreds more, but at least they were on the right track.  But why would they go to such efforts?  The things didn’t attract each other like masses in my own universe.  Gravity worked differently, here.  They would have to get very close together indeed before…

Ah.  I wondered if they had a word for “meteor” in Tassarian.  I’m sure they do now!  “Giants rocks from the sky” seems a bit of a mouthful.

All right.  Was I going to do anything about this?  What could I do about this?  Someone, clearly, already had a good idea.  I’m sure I could build and enchant a thousand station-keeping lines of force and have everything hold relatively still relative to everything else.  It would take forever, though.

Immortality problems.  Yuck.  I have forever!

No, actually, I don’t.  My altar ego hadn’t yet shot me a wake-up call, but it could happen at any time.  I needed to find out where Rethven was in its timeline.  Quite a bit of time already went by Tauta, so maybe Rethven was pretty far along, too!  Once I had an idea of what time it was, historically speaking, then I could sort out my priorities.

I’m not too worried about it.  Just mildly concerned.  While Tauta coming apart doubtless has a story behind it, it’s none of my business.  This is my altar ego’s world.  He was supposed to take care of it.  I suppose he might even have caused it.  If he didn’t, maybe he was pleased about it.  Whatever, he didn’t shout for my help.

Velina and Bronze can look around the valley in the morning.  They can tour the old place and see how else it changed.  For tonight, I’ll continue to look at the sky and wonder if there’s an easy way to stabilize the local constellations.  In the morning, I’ll go to the local Temple, kick my altar ego’s statue, and get a report.

I didn’t find a better way to adjust the constellations.  The lines of force looked pretty good, actually.  The locals were on the job.  Why should I mess with it?

Velina found it breathtaking to look up in the night and see pieces of world scattered across the sky.  None of the worldlets were close enough to fall—Tauta’s gravity rules are screwy—but a few were close enough to be visibly other places, if your eyes were sharp.  I got her a telescope and she was at it for hours.

After a breakfast of oatmeal, fried potatoes, bean mash, boiled cabbage, a dozen berries, and a few teaspoons of honey, Velina and I strolled out of the citadel.  I thanked Hazon, one of Dazon’s sons, for the offer of a horse and politely declined.  Horses don’t like to carry me.  Instead, Bronze would take Velina wherever they wanted to go.  I took a stroll through the city on my way to the Temple complex.

I got a dirty look from one of the sentries on gate duty.  The officious fellow with the badly scraped armor—the same one who ordered me to dismount—did not appreciate watching Velina ride off on Bronze.  He glared, but kept his tongue.  Probably for the best.

I ignored him and sauntered off.  In the city, most citizens didn’t give me any trouble at all.  They got out of the way, in fact, which was a good thing.  The city streets were crowded.  The impression was of a teeming metropolis, but it wasn’t big enough.  A sizable percentage of the population looked rather less well-fed than they should be, too.

Come to think of it, I didn’t see anyone eating.  Was it something they did in private, these days?  Was it unmannerly to walk along, chomping your sandwich?  Or was eating considered a more personal thing, now?  That’s not how it used to be.

No, that wasn’t it.  I passed a public house—a tavern or restaurant.  It was closed.  No, it was repurposed.  It was now a full-time hotel.  No, that’s not quite right, either.  It was more of a flophouse.  Peeking in a window, I did not see dining facilities, but there were plenty of pallets and a couple of hammocks.  And, now that I thought about it, the market stalls in the citadel courtyard sold all sorts of things, but not food.

Fine, fine.  It’s not my business.  I should be happy the valley successfully weathered the vicissitudes.  The world blew up!  Having a high population probably speaks well of the management.

On the other hand, the management of the valley had yet to deal with the crowding.  Why didn’t they build more housing?  Not enough material to build?  Did they not want to waste the square footage?  Did they not feel comfortable building upward instead of outward?  Farmland was always at a premium in the valley, which made trade a gilt-edged priority.  It’s why I went to all the trouble with the main road and the seaport cavern.

Did they still trade with the rest of the Empire?  Did the Empire even exist?  Where did the world break?  Were the kustoni still there to trade with?  Was the western side of the Kasnakani Range still there at all?

Ironically, I spent too much of the night looking upward.  I made a mental note to look down at the valley, this time from much higher up.  How big was this piece of planet?  Was it a big chunk or a little chunk?  Are we talking about something the size of Madeira or Mexico?  How many humans could it realistically support?

As my feet kept me going toward the Temple, a young lady held out her hands in front of me, cupping them as though to hold water.

“Please, noble sir.  Alms for the starving?”

I was startled.  She was too well-dressed to be a Tassarian beggar.  Hungry, yes.  A bit threadbare, yes.  But the beggar caste was obvious by the rags they wore.  And they were the absolute bottom of the social order.  No beggar would ever approach someone of such obviously high station as mine.  They would, at most, shake a bowl to rattle a pair of coins, hoping for generosity.  They wouldn’t dare ask.  This sort of thing was so outside the comme il faut there wasn’t even an accepted reprimand.

Either social norms were taking a massive beating, or this lady was well and truly desperate.

I’d made sure to equip myself with cash the night before.  I always pick up samples of local money, or at least something negotiable.  It saves a lot of time and headaches.  I reached for a piece of silver and discovered a hand on my belt pouch.

Whoever he was, he was good.  His timing was excellent.  His fingers were lighter than goosedown.  And his partner distracted me perfectly.  What went wrong?  He expected me to dismiss her and go about my business without even considering giving her a coin.  A First being accosted by a beggar?  Who would expect the First to give her money?  A backhand, perhaps, but actually giving alms for the asking?  Ridiculous!  Impossible!  Inconceivable!—and I do know what the word means!

I grabbed the wrist, jerked the attached man forward, tripped him, and planted a foot between his shoulderblades to keep him down.

“Of course, dear lady,” I replied.  She stepped smartly back from the sudden movements, but now hesitated out of reach.  I flicked her a moderate-sized piece of silver.  “It is a pleasure to help.”

I stepped on the man a bit harder as I went over him.  The sound was reminiscent of rubber duckies I have had.  Otherwise, I ignored his presence and kept walking.  The space around me felt larger, now.

Bruised ego on your six, Firebrand warned.  I thanked it, but I already heard the grunting and the rapid fall of feet.  Whoever he was, he was stupid, desperate, proud, insane, or a combination of the four.  A pickpocket losing his temper and attacking a First?  It was a day of weirdness, that was for sure.

There’s this trick a matador sometimes does.  The bull comes charging at the cape and the matador lets it attack.  Usually, the bull charges right through the cape and it slides up and over the bull’s head.  Once in a while, though, the cape will get caught and the bull will be blinded as it wears the cape over its face.  In a bullfight, this is awkward, because it’s all about the performance, not the kill.

I caught one edge of my cloak, swept it up before me and snapped it to the right as I stepped to the left.  The guy charged straight into it.  For a normal person with his face in a normal cloak, this is no big deal.  A quick grab, a swift jerk, and the problem is solved.  In this case, my cloak came off my shoulders without a bit of fuss, but I kept my grip on the edge.  I tripped him again and yanked the material tight.  With him face-down, I squeezed the edges together in the back.  My cloak isn’t too animate during the day, but I made it easy.  It latched on to him like it was made of duct tape and stubbornness, sealing itself around him.

I released it and let him thrash around.  He kept pulling and screaming and generally carrying on, much to the amusement of the crowd.  The young lady, his partner, wisely faded away.  She had her silver and he had a problem with the Shrink-Wrap of Doom.

Finally, half-suffocated by the full-body Tar Baby, he lay there and cried for help.  I put a foot on him.

“Are we done?”

“What is this?  What are you doing?  Why are you doing this to me?” he wailed.

“Because you’re a pickpocket and maybe other forms of thief.  You’re also stupid.  I could have run you through when you laid a hand on my money pouch, but I chose not to.  I even gave your partner something simply because she asked.  Then you try and tackle me from behind!  It’s like you’ve never seen fancy armor before.  You had to know what you were getting into by attacking someone of the warrior caste—not to mention one of the First!”

His comment about the warrior caste was vulgar and does not bear repeating.  To me, it was a sign.  Social norms for the Tassarians were definitely breaking down.  He didn’t have much respect for higher-caste individuals.  Under other circumstances, I would have applauded his disregard for convention.

“I’ve done it a few times,” I replied, “but only on request.  I even married a warrior, once, and made her my vidat.  Doesn’t help you, though.  You’re not my type.”

He made another vulgar suggestion.

“I could, but then I’d be doing all the work.  It’s better with a friend.  Look.  Either I’m going to unroll you and you’re going to leave, or I’m going to tighten this until you suffocate and die.  If you’re even dumber than I think you are, you’ll come up with a third choice.  So, what do you want?  You can go away or you can die here.”

He was silent for several seconds, breathing hard.  My cloak, not being told to stop, continued to gradually tighten.

“I’m done,” he decided.

I took hold of the material and thin lines formed in it, separating into edges.  I drew it off him with a flourish, causing him to roll over in the street.  I whipped the blackness around my shoulders and it clung there, slowly returning to normal cloak shape.

I walked away, paying him no further attention.

He’s leaving, Firebrand reported.

Good.

What was the third option?

Huh?

You said if he was dumb enough, he’d come up with a third choice.

Oh.  Anything else.  He could have made more fuss and I could have turned him over to the local law.  Or, as another example, I might have freed him from my cloak and he might have attacked again.  I wasn’t sure if he was dumb enough to do it.

He’s dumb enough, but he’s too hot, tired, and hungry to listen to his anger.

Dumb, angry—often the same thing.

Says the man with the short temper!

I didn’t have a good answer.  We continued to the Temple.

I didn’t have any trouble finding the shrine to the God of Fire and Shadow, the Lord of Secrets.  I wasn’t sure I liked it.  It was a circular building with a dome roof, just like all the others.  On the one hand, shouldn’t the Lord of Secrets have a hidden shrine?  Or one with a hidden door leading into the holy altar area?  More practically, though, I suppose one has to have worshippers come in and out on a regular basis.  How secret is a secret door if everybody uses it?  It’s not a secret door.  It’s a door.

I stepped into the circular shrine.  The statue was on the far side of the room.  It was a good copy of the one we put together, a long time ago.  It wasn’t covered in black opal, but the eyes were either smoky quartz or cut, tinted glass.  The cupped hands threw up a line of crimson light and made the eyes sparkle.  At the foot of the statue was a small brazier, unlit, presumably for sacrifices.  Two other braziers, one on either side of the door, were alight.

I was close enough to recognize the silvery metal.  Someone had gone to the trouble of making osmium braziers.  Significant?  Obviously.  But where did they get the osmium?  It’s not common and not easy to refine.  Then again, they did have mines.  No doubt there was osmium, possibly more than trace amounts, in their metals extraction operations.  I strongly doubted their mining technology was up to it, but a wizard might figure out a way to separate metals and accidentally discover several types.

The three humans in the shrine—counting the priest—looked at me as I came in.  I moved to the center of the shrine and regarded the black, armored figure of the statue.

For about six seconds, there was a frantic, quiet scrambling before the door closed, leaving me alone.

“Hey.  You.  Altar ego!  You got your ears on?”

The eyes of the statue flickered red and black, like smoked windows into a fire.

There you are!  thundered in my brain.  I’ve been looking everywhere for you!  Where in hell have you been?

I recovered my balance—not always easy when you weigh as much as I do.

“I’ve been busy taking angels apart.  It was part of the plan!  And what do you mean, you’ve been looking for me?”

My altar ego settled down a trifle after the first outburst.  The eyes stayed lit, but the voice diminished to more normal tones.

I’ve been looking for you for years!  Where have you been?

“I built secret, hidden labs.  Fortresses of solitude, sort of.”

You built fortresses?

“Well, not really.  They aren’t fortifications, but I wouldn’t recommend trying a home invasion, either.  You might get flushed down the Toilet.”

Where?  I looked in thousands of worlds!

“They’re like space stations, but in the Void.”

Space stations?  In the primal Chaos?  You mean they aren’t in a world?

“Nope.  They’re little worlds all their own.  I call them ‘voidstations’.”

That’s imaginative.

“It’s descriptive.”

Am I to understand you actually built floating space station laboratory fortress homes in the Void?

“Why not?  The Heru built a plate.  Rendu built moons.  It’s a matter of setting up a firmament to define a stable volume of space.  Mine started out small and spent a long time growing.”

And why, he asked, did you not tell Me about these pocket universes?

“I thought you knew!  You keep calling me your sort-of avatar.  You’re supposed to know where I am!  Or simply look for me and go, ‘Oh, there you are!’  Or did you not think to try?”

I did try!  I couldn’t find you!

“That’s odd,” I admitted, then contradicted myself.  “No, it isn’t.  I kept upgrading my anti-angel cloaking spells as I learned more about celestial beings.  At some point in the process, I guess they started interfering with your sensory abilities.”

You should have checked in! You had Me worried!

“I apologize.  I abase myself in contrition, sorry, oopsie, my bad, and so on.  I’m here now.  Why were you looking for me?  Because the world broke?”

Yes!  No!  Not exactly.  A lot has happened while you were out of touch.

“I imagine so.  The world broke.  It wasn’t us, was it?  When we sank the Temple?”

What?  Oh, no.  That was a small hole in the ground.  Had nothing to do with it.

“Good.  Do I want to know what happened?”

Probably not.  Rahýfel—that wizard who ran up all the debts?—he was trying to achieve phenomenal cosmic power or something and it went wrong.

“It never goes right.  People should know that by now.”

They haven’t had your personal experience, nor have they had as much time!

“Your reprimand is well-taken.  Time got away from me.”

No kidding.  Time differentials always have that risk, you know.

“I know.  That’s why I had you keeping an eye on Rethven, so I didn’t overshoot my gate date.  —I haven’t, have I?”

Not at all.  Rethven’s time-stream isn’t much advanced.

“Great!  I was worried there, for a second. I trust you took up the slack while I was away.”

Oh, absolutely!  Someone had to and I kind of figured it was up to Me.

“Good.  How’s Phoebe doing?”

There was a pause while he considered his words carefully.

I watched over her even when it was difficult, expensive, inconvenient, or dangerous.

“While I am pleased to hear it, your use of the past tense…”

Yes.  I’m afraid so.  You’ve been gone a long time!  However, I assure you, she lived a happy life.

“She is dead?” I asked, rather sharply.

I’m so sorry.  She shuffled off the mortal coil quite a while ago.  Remember the variable time rates?  Stuff like that happens when you’re immortal.  You’ve seen the way it works.  She was as strong as you could make her, in every sense, and she became a powerful witch.  She had good friends, a good life, a crazy uncle on the celestial planes to watch over her, and she was a happy person.  Nevertheless, all flesh is grass.  Ashes to ashes.  Dust to dust.  You know how this goes.

Oof.

I took a moment to process.  I mean, I knew I was going to go away for… potentially a very long time.  I knew she was going to have to live her own life, her own way, and, eventually…

…eventually.

This particular “eventually” came a lot more suddenly than I expected.  I should have expected it, but my houseboat is on an Egyptian river.

They say it’s impossible to not think of something.  The classic example is along the lines of, “Do not think of an elephant.” By telling someone what not to think about, they automatically think of it.  Not me!  I’m so good at denial I can not think of anything!

“Did she deal with the guy?  The priest, or whatever he was.”

Alden.  Yes.  He wasn’t really a priest, though.  He was a Nephilim—a human sired by an angel.

“And she didn’t call me for help?” I asked, surprised.

Why should she?  He was no match for her.

Every parent has a little spot next to the heart.  It does something funny when they hear about how unbelievably awesome their kid is.  I still have that spot.  It did the thing.

“That’s my girl!”

No kidding!  She engineered his downfall and finally suckered him into standing in your old front yard, in Shasta.

“I knew the det cord would come in handy!”

You hoped, he corrected.  The yard didn’t kill him, though.

“No?”

No.  She called down a lightning stroke on him, but he blocked it—and it grounded into the explosive lawn.  It injured him enough to make it easy for Phoebe to finish him.  She put a knife through his forehead and darn near nailed him to the ground.  That’s what did the trick.

“Good for her!  I am surprised, though, that Phoebe was willing to plot his death and murder him.”

I wasn’t surprised at all.  Alden killed Gus.

I’m no stranger to murderous impulses.  This one was worthy of note because of the sheer, sudden power of it.  Sure, Gus was Phoebe’s dog, but he was a Good Dog.  I liked Gus.

Alden was lucky I let Phoebe go after him.  He got off too easy.

She also did a lot of growing up during their conflict, my altar ego added, while I got a grip on the urge to rip bones out of Alden’s still-living flesh.  Was it possible to raise him from the dead and kill him slowly?  No, probably not.  I had to let the feeling go.

“I’m not surprised,” I admitted.  “There’s nothing quite like having an enemy to make you reexamine your moral code.”  I left out the thought about murderous rage doing the same.

She never got to your level of deadly willingness, but she grew out of her more childish notions.  If I may say so, she was probably my favorite mortal.  You were always an example or an inspiration to her, “Pop.”  You can be proud of her.

“I have always been proud of her,” I corrected, somewhat sharply.

Yes, of course.  Pardon Me.

“I’m going to need a minute.”

Beg pardon?

“I have a lot of things suddenly demanding my mental and emotional attention. Be quiet for a while and let me process.”

Take your time.  No one will enter this place until you leave it.  I promise.

I moved to a wall, sat down, and went into my headspace.

One of the less peculiar forms of time warping is tachypsychia.  It’s a distortion of the sense of time.  While I’m inside my own head, my thoughts race at lightning speeds, making everything outside seem to go slower.  It gives me time to think.  I made great use of this phenomenon during my angel research.  I had loads of data and spent quite a lot of effort and thought on how angel biology worked, as well as how to take it apart.

Now I had a more immediate thing.  There was a big pile of memory about to come smashing down on me and I needed to deal with it, as well as with the crater of sadness and the emotional mushroom cloud.

My headspace has a desk, very nice lamps, lots of bookshelves, an airlock to the basement—it’s pretty quiet, these days—and, for the moment, a towering stack of paperwork wobbling on the desk.

Some of it was about Liesel.  I was going to miss her.  I liked her a lot, but, despite the fact we worked closely together, we didn’t really have a deeply personal relationship.  I was her friend, and I hope I was a good friend.

Most of the rest of the stack was about Phoebe.

I may have adopted her, but I was still her father.  I raised her.  She was my daughter.  And my altar ego informed me she was dead.  There was paperwork on Gus in the pile, too, but mostly it was Phoebe.

Everyone deals with bad news in their own way.  I don’t say my way of coping with grief and loss is a good way, only that it’s my way.  Other people, other methods.  If I’m not using denial, I have to go entirely the other way and embrace everything, but that’s an awful lot of work just to be a well-balanced individual.

The stack toppled over, burying me in memories.

It took mental days to sort through them all.  I had to dig myself out from under the welter of reminiscence, first.  Then I had to put it all in order, which meant sorting it into piles.  It was only about twenty years of memories.  No problem, right?

Imagine the paper cuts.

I lived them again, handling each page, recalling everything.  The time she made friends with a ghost.  The first time she met a unicorn.  A lecture on not hitting people unnecessarily.  The rescued puppy.  The broken toys.  The asteroid, the Mars trip, running a bank, visiting Big Ben, piloting a starship… her taste in music, movies, books, boys… the games around the dining table, driving lessons—my driving lessons, that is.  Bronze didn’t tell me she already taught Phoebe to drive!  So much, all around me, threatening to drown me.

And then there were memories of my own.  Every time I failed at being a father rose up.  They formed a line, a parade, marching past the eye of memory like a list of charges against the self-confessed condemned.  I taught her about power.  Did I teach her enough about responsibility?  I taught her about psychology.  Did I teach her enough about empathy?  I taught her about cultures.  Did I teach her enough about humanity?  How many times was the best I could do still inadequate?

I had opportunities to provide her with a stepmother.  Not a wicked one, either.  There were a few ladies who would have made good role models and solid female influences on her.  Phoebe tried to set me up with a girlfriend on more than one occasion.  I never rose to the bait.  I wonder if she ever regretted it.  I wonder if she ever resented it.  And not knowing, I had to assume she did, because that’s what would hurt me the most, and because I would never forgive myself, and because I’m stupid.

Memories, even happy ones, can be painful.  Is this why people sometimes hurt when they remember things?  Their memories are scattered all over the floor and the edges draw blood?  Do normal people tramp down pathways of routine thoughts so they hurt less and less as time goes on?  Maybe a breeze blows through their minds and scatters a rogue memory into their path to scratch their feelings, now and then.

My head is full of memory and metaphor.

I sorted them out, stacked them, arranged them with my cut and bloodied hands.  Each year, or thereabouts, I bundled up, bound, and put on the shelves of memory, neatly labeled in a red that would dry to brown.  Someday, I might transcribe them directly, possibly into books, more probably into crystals, and stow them in the Vault.  For now, though, they would exist here, only here, as part of me, part of my experiences, immortal and eternal.  At least, until I’m dead.  Then they will vanish, as Roy said, like tears in the rain.  Perhaps this is for the best.  When I am gone, no one will care about my ancient, well-worn memories.  They can dissolve into the past and vanish, and for there will be no one who might mourn their passing.

Until then, I could take them down and page through them, like family albums.  And Phoebe would live for as long as I did, because I would remember.

I opened my eyes.

You okay?

“No.”

Uh… are you better?

“Not entirely.  I’m on top of it, though.  In another decade or so, I think I’ll be fine.  I’ve done what needed doing.  Now it’s a matter of getting used to it.”

If you say so.  You were in there for hours.

“Hours out here,” I told him, not explaining the how time flies in my headspace.  “All right,” I said, climbing to my feet.  “I think I’m ready to hear whatever comes next.  You’ve been looking for me.  Obviously, you don’t need me to rescue Phoebe.  —wait.  There’s something I need to ask, and I don’t want you to give me any sort of runaround.”

You mean you want Me to be blunt and truthful.

“More than that.  I want you to be honest.”

I can do that.  Ask.

“Did I fail my daughter?”

You did not.

I found it hard to accept.  I was willing to try, though.

“So, once I went off to do my thing, she never needed me to come back?”

Needed?  No.  She never had a problem worthy of your skills.  She did call for help, once, but it was one of those situational things, not really something she couldn’t cope with, given time.  I took care of it for you, no problem.  I told you I watched over her.

“That’s good.  Good enough.  Between your assurances and my emotional processing, I think I feel… not ‘okay,’ but maybe a little less than horrible about it.  I’d like to think about something else, now.”

Such as?

“Almost anything.  I’m looking for a diversion.  You said you were looking for me.  Okay.  You’ve found me.  What’s the scoop?  Or were you merely curious?”

I was curious about where you were, as well as a little worried something might have happened to you—I was worried, I should stress.  Phoebe had total faith you were doing whatever needed doing.  At the moment, though—since you ask—I could use a little help.  If you aren’t overly busy on another project, I mean.

I regarded the statue with the gleaming eyes.

“Is this about to be a holy quest I’m going to find troublesome, lengthy, and a major pain in the ass?”

Yes.  But you wanted a diversion.  And it involves Rethven.

“Hmm.  Long explanation?”

Yes.

I looked at the hard, dusty floor I’d been sitting on.  From the state of it, it saw a lot of foot traffic.  It wasn’t the most comfortable of seats.

“I should get a chair.  Or maybe we should visit one of your reactor worlds.  I trust you have something to eat and drink?”

You bet!  But who is “we”?

“Velina.  Remember?  She left with me.”

Of course I remember.  I looked for her, too, and Bronze and Firebrand.  Didn’t see any of them.

“The Voidstations have anti-detection defenses.  I didn’t want them found by anything, but especially by celestial entities.  Being interrupted by an avenging angel would be bad for me.  I’m not surprised you couldn’t find them.”

If you say so.  I’m surprised she’s still alive. Or, no—I’m assuming there was a time differential between worlds.  How long were you guys gone?  A couple of weeks?  Months?

“We’ll sort out our personal timeline diaries when we can sit down and draw diagrams.  Velina is out touring the old homestead.  She’s not as used to multiple worlds and time differentials as I am.  I have to find out if she wants to stay and serve House Lucard as their First or if she wants to hobo around with me.”

I get the impression somebody is already the First among the warrior caste.

“If he accepts his defeat with grace, Velina will let him be Second,” I said, positively.  “She wouldn’t waste good talent.”

My altar ego thought it over before answering.

I’ll take your word for it, he decided.  You go ahead and sort things out with Velina.  I can wait.

“I’ll give you a shout when she’s done with her tourist stuff.”

I went back to my room in the tower and lay down on the bed again.  Bronze let me know Velina was enjoying her tour of the valley, but had a number of concerns.  She wasn’t sure what Velina’s concerns were, but she knew they were there.

I thanked her for the update and went back to meditating on the perils of immortality.

When I went away to do my angel research experiments, I anticipated—I feared—I might be interrupted.  No, that’s not quite right.  I was afraid of being tracked.

An angel takes the bait.  It disappears in a profound blast of magical, space-warping energies.  If there’s another angel nearby, it might, conceivably, follow the path of the shift-space transfer and locate my Flatstation.  Having a caged angel to examine is one thing.  Having one come knocking on my door like I lived in one of Gomorrah’s low-rent brothels is quite another.

Apparently, I did a little too well at covering my tracks.

It’s true, I didn’t want angels finding me in mid-dissection.  It didn’t occur to me I might also make it impossible for my altar ego to find me.  My firmament spells aren’t like a true Firmament.  Mine run on magic, not on Chaos-conversion principles.  They keep out Chaos, but they may not be as easy to see from the celestial realms.  Moreover, inside this shell, there are spells cloaking the contents, hiding the interior.  Nothing gets in.  Nothing gets out.  They’re silent bubbles in the glorking Void.

Is this a good thing or a bad thing?  True, it meant my altar ego couldn’t find me, with consequences already observed.  On the plus side, I’m not likely to be found by a wrathful choir looking for whoever stole their diva.

To return to my main thought: I lost track of time.  I was so focused on being up to my elbows in angel guts, it never occurred to me anyone might miss me.  It never occurred to me I’d been at it for ten thousand years—or one thousand, or one hundred, or whatever.  And without a constant time-ticker gate—a hole in my defenses!—there was no way to predict how much time passed in other timelines!

Phoebe is long-dead.  Liesel, too.  And Hazir.  How many other people in Tauta did I like?  Does it matter?  They’ve all gone the way of blood and dust, vanishing into the past behind me like stretches of fence along a highway.  They run alongside for a while, then they end, disappearing into the darkness.

How do older vampires—of any species—deal with this?  Do they learn to not care?  Do they live lives of isolation and loneliness?  Or do they, like Mary, start to view humans as pets?  You can love a pet and be heartbroken at its loss, but you always knew it couldn’t be with you forever.  I suppose that’s part of what makes so many temporary things so precious.  While you have it, you must cherish it, because you cannot keep it.

Maybe I misjudged Mary for viewing humans as pets.  And maybe I’ve been silly for getting so attached to humans.  Even if I’m not a human being, I still can’t quite bring myself to think of them as pets.  Obstacles, sometimes.  Friends, once in a while.  Food, certainly.

My relationship status with humans is complicated.

I think I’m going to go with my usual pitch: Denial.  Things happened.  Things happened while I was out of the loop.  Things are now behind me, in the past—never mind the whole time-travel thing!  I went, I did, I moved on, that’s the end of it.

Thing is, I’m not sure I’ve ever moved on from anything.

Sometimes, this immortality thing really bites.

Velina enjoyed her day.  Bronze took her everywhere.  When they returned to the citadel, nobody bothered them.  Bronze went off to forage for flammables while Velina met me in our room.

“This place is in trouble,” Velina told me, scooting a chair next to the bed.  She reversed it and sat down.  It’s easier that way when you wear a sword.

“Yes.  My first guess is they don’t have enough land to sustain the population.  What do you think?”

“They are all hungry,” she agreed.  “I do not believe they can feed everyone, even though they have cleared everywhere for farmland.  They grow anything they can wherever they can.  And they have no livestock.  No food livestock,” she corrected.  “Horses pull plows, but they have nothing else.”

“Yes, I rather thought so.  I meant to take a better look at the place, myself, but I’ve been a little distracted with my own thinking.  Want to look with me?”

“Of course.”

I didn’t have a big mirror, but rather than hunt down my scrying room in the citadel maze, I treated the nearest wall.  A few gestures smoothed and polished it to a high gloss.  With the window blocked, the room was dark, so the reflective surface was adequate for a scrying spell display.

The valley shrank in the view as the sensor went high.  I kept it going.  City, valley, mountain range—

Yep, one edge of the world was on the western side of the Kasnakani Range.  Right in front of the artificial cliff face I started, there was a sudden drop, much like the edge of the world in Rethven.  The tunnel that used to connect the kustoni side to the Tradefort was unused for a very good reason.  It literally went nowhere.  The far end was a hole in a cliff face.

Somewhere, on another shard of the world’s broken eggshell, there were a bunch very confused kustoni, wondering what happened.  Whatever tribal gods they worshipped were either getting a lot of prayers or were utterly rejected.  Tough call as to which way it went.  I suppose I could ask my altar ego, but I’m not sure I care enough to find out.

To the north and south, the mountains were still pretty much intact.  I was willing to bet there were rockfalls and avalanches and maybe a couple of new valleys, but mountains generally still look like mountains after you shake them.

The river still flowed.  That was a good sign.  I was fairly sure it was lower than before, but the discrepancy could be seasonal.  At this altitude, with a scrying spell, I couldn’t tell how much of the river they drew off for irrigation.  It might be substantial.

Eastward, toward the Empire, the forested areas beyond Bridgefort were cut down, stumped out, and planted.  None of the farms in those areas were large, due to space constraints and rocky soil issues, but they covered everywhere even remotely considered arable.  This scattered, “farm everything” approach also worked its way upriver, through the valleys, no matter how small they might be.  It also spread farther eastward, beyond Spogeyzer—not heavily populated, but still there.  More land was in the process of being cleared south of there, in the hilly regions where the Kasnakani and Razikian ranges met.

Beyond the Razikian Range, there was another edge, exactly as though the world had snapped off there.

The edges of this small chunk of the world followed the general line of the Kasnakani and Razikian ranges, forming a rough triangle.  To the south, a sizable chunk of the Shallow Sea remained, but it was considerably more shallow.  It was more of a wading pool with patches of land in it.  Some of the fish survived, but it put me in mind of a bayou without trees.  Maybe a poorly-vegetated swamp.

With the lowered sea level, I didn’t think the underground elevator and the docks were in use.  I checked.  Nope.  The elevator below the citadel led to a damp cavern, now.  There was only enough water to raise the humidity.  Damn.  All that effort, wasted.

There were several small towns and villages, but the only Tassarian city in this area was Sarashda.  I’d have to say it survived whatever cataclysm blew the world apart, but it didn’t enjoy the experience.  It was nowhere near an edge—it seemed to me the edges would be the places where things were at their worst—but it was on the coast, at a rivermouth.  When the world cracked, the sea came to visit.  Anyone who has ever seen a major tsunami will understand how bad it can be.

What I didn’t understand was why there was such a dense population in the La Mancha valley with all this land going begging to the south.  Sarashda wasn’t as big as it used to be and the scattered settlements between there and here were using an insignificant fraction of the arable land.

Again, not my circus, not my monkeys, not my problem.  Dazon was in charge of the place.  He inherited it fair and square—or so I presume.  Part of the deal, way back when, was I would gracefully bow out and not upset the political apple cart by having divine offspring ruling a House.  I wasn’t in charge and wasn’t supposed to be.  If they wanted my help, they could ask for it.  They were supposed to ask my altar ego, since he was the one playing at being a local god.

It was tempting to ask him what was going on.  I didn’t think of it during our meeting.  I had other things on my mind.  Now, though… I admit to being curious.  Maybe I’ll ask when we have our next sit-down.

Velina didn’t have any questions about the scrying journey.  She watched the changing views without comment.  When I asked her if there was anything she wanted to look at, she shook her head.

“There is no one here I know,” she stated, “and those who now inhabit this place do not understand respect.  None of them seem worth anything.  The old ways are falling into ruin.”

“You sound upset.”

“The people of this time disgust me.”

“Oh?” I asked, inviting her to amplify.

“There is no order,” she obliged.  “Warriors bear arms, but they seldom come from families.  Craftsmen may be farmers, or farmers merchants, or merchants wizards.”

“You know a few spells,” I pointed out.

“My knowledge is yet another weapon to wield in the service of my manzhani.  These people have lost all sense of order and direction.  I do not recognize the Empire in these mongrels.”

“Could they use your help?  To find their way again?”

“That is not my purpose.  I am a warrior.”

“The House could use a good, solid example of a First,” I pointed out.

“Even so, I would be of little use.  They have no enemies to fight but the people.”

“How do you mean?”

“The people who have gathered here do so because the Lord of Mysteries fills the building where once the Bronze-dragon made its home.  Food appears, great stacks of it, and the manzhani distributes it.  It is said he shares only enough to placate the hungry.  Other rumor says the Lord of Mysteries actually fills it with food every day, but it is emptied in secret and kept for the citadel.  The priests of the Lord of Mysteries meditate before the sacred flames at the four corners of the building, praying night and day for the miracle to come again, but he is also the Lord of Secrets and they do not speak of it.”

“Has anybody suggested going south into the lowlands might, just possibly, provide the opportunity to, I don’t know, carve out more farms?”

“I spoke with many of these mongrel people in my journeys.  It is the work of a year or more to establish a farm.  What does one eat in the meanwhile?  They have no food to send with those who would do the labor, and those laborers would have no strength to spend.  From where does one obtain the seed to plant, if not from the mouths of the hungry?  They would need tools, as well—far more than they have.  They have not enough horses to spare to draw stumps, and what tools they possess they need to use here.”

“I see.  I think I see.  They want to spread out, but they have too many mouths to feed and not enough resources to invest in future returns.  They have to deal with the present needs. Did you get the impression there might be any other reasons?”

“Yes.  I believe they are afraid.  They cower together because the world is a terrible place and the gods have forsaken them.”

“I thought they had a divine miracle feeding them every… day?  Week?”

“The Lord of Secrets gives them a miracle every fifth day.  The other gods are silent.”

I added another set of questions to the list for my altar ego.

“If I were to interfere,” I began, slowly, “would you think it better to give them a building full of horses, farm equipment, and hand tools?  Or would it be better to reduce the population by a sizable percentage?  The first one might be enough to encourage them to at least get out there and try.  The second one would mean they had enough of a resource surplus.”

“Did we not trade with the Empire?”

“We did.”

“Could we not trade with whoever yet lives beyond the valley, within the Sarashdan triangle?  Spogeyzer is still there.  Sarashda, as well, or somewhat.”

I zoomed in and looked at several places.

“Spogeyzer looks as though it’s struggling to feed itself already.  They don’t have the right sort of land nor the terrain to allow them to be a farming powerhouse.  Down in the lowlands, there are villages who could be much more productive if they had the proper tools, and La Mancha has mines.  I made sure of it, for trade.”

“Could they accommodate a migration of the valley’s people?” Velina asked.

“Hell, no.  A village might absorb a dozen mouths, at least until the additional labor can expand the agriculture.  All the villages together could only afford to take a few hundred.  Sarashda, by itself, might take half as many.  It would dent the supply problem here, but not solve it.  Even if the local manzhani tried it, he would still have problems supplying the refugees on their journey.”

“Could this be changed?” Velina asked.

I gave it thought.  If the lowlands started producing an excess of food, they would want to trade with the craftsmen around the valley’s mines.  Food would come in, tools and other goods would go out.  As a bonus, the migration pattern would be out of an overcrowded valley.  Humans who could work a farm would find work on farms.  Eventually, the mines and forges of the valley would provide tools to grow food for those who did the farming and the cycle would repeat.

There were a dozen different directions it could go, but with citizens getting fed up with the local rulers, things were going to change no matter what I—

—what I—

I?

No.

Nope.

Not happening.  Now boarding at the Not My Problem platform, destination Nopeville, No Way, and points negatory.  No matter what the manzhani did, he could work it out.  He and his vidat.  Nobody asked me to stick my nose into their business.  They didn’t like having me here.  They didn’t want me here.  And we were leaving, anyway.

“It could be changed,” I agreed, “but it isn’t my business anymore.  They have their manzhani and the goodwill of a god.  They can sort it out.”

“As you say.”

“Let’s go.  Veni, vidi, recess.  We came, we saw, we left.”

Bronze met us in the main courtyard.  Together, we walked around the curve of the citadel wall, following it back to Bronze’s barn.  We passed quite a lot of warriors as we moved along, far more than I’d seen to this point.  They didn’t look pleased, but they didn’t stop us, either.

As the barn came into view, we saw a line of men marching back and forth between it and the citadel.  A near-wall of warriors guarded the process.  Each pair of porters had something like a stretcher, carrying what might be a side of beef.  Clearly, they didn’t intend to be vegetarians.  The lack of livestock was to maximize the available food.  The braziers at the corners of the building were full of combustibles from somewhere, burning high, while each priest prostrated him- or herself before it, chanting.

Bronze snorted, annoyed.  That was her barn, not somebody’s slaughterhouse!

This reminded me.

“I forgot to do a search for your truck,” I told her.  “Did you find it?”

She did not.  It wasn’t a major concern, merely an annoyance.  There were more immediate issues.  The surprise was what got to her.  Now that she’d had a chance to think it over, it wasn’t important.  She could build a better one whenever she felt like it.  It would be fun!

“Okay.  Say the word and we’ll shop around for a new post-apocalyptic war wagon.”

Bronze tossed her head in agreement as we headed for the barn.

As we three walked closer, the line of warriors levelled spears at us.  Not crossed in bar, but lowered and ready for business.

“No one approaches during the transfer.”

“Do you know who I am?”

“No one.  That’s the law.”

My immediate desire was to shift everything in the barn somewhere else and ask if they were done.  Two things restrained me.  First, anyone inside might wander out on the far side.  I’d have to hunt them down and bring them back.  Second, the valley really did need the food.  Even several tons of it at a time would be eaten in nothing flat by the hungry horde.

“How long do you think this will take?”

“Could be a while.”

“That’s not helpful.”

“Wasn’t meant to be.”

Bronze lowered her head and interposed it between me and the foil-wrapped pork.  Excuse me.  The guard.  I meant “guard.”  She looked at me with one eyeball, telling me not to do it.

I can take a hint.  I can take a hint when Bronze spells it out for me, I mean.

Without another word, I turned and moved back from the line of guards.  Just doing their jobs.  Just doing their jobs.  Like good little soldiers of the Reich, they were just doing their jobs!

Hey!  Up there!  Can you hear me when I’m not in your shrine?

Hmm?  Yes?  Yes, I can.  You’re kind of like a radio.  I can’t find you unless you transmit.

Good to know.  Now, what’s the deal with the meat?

Could you be a little more specific?

Why is there a regular shipment of foodstuffs in Bronze’s barn?

Oh, that.  Phoebe likes Tauta.  She set up an automatic target-and-acquire spell on your barn setup.  She tells me she was very careful to specify the correct dimensions, the correct temperature, a minimum volume of meat, and even a pre-shift scan function to make sure there was nothing alive inside when it switched.

I thought it over.  Offhand, it would seem she hit all the major points.  On reflection, however, it may have had unintended consequences.

This is credited to you, but you’re not actually performing the miracle?

Yep!

Then why do you have the priests working so hard?

The braziers are attuned to me.  With active prayer going on, it gives Me a channel through which to absorb part of the energy given off by the flames.  It’s kind of a two-for-one deal, as long as I have a worshipper on hand.  It doesn’t do anything without one of the devout acting as a channel, though.

Must be nice, being the only god who answers prayers around here.

With magic-powered, weekly miracles?  Are you kidding?  It’s awesome!

No doubt, I thought, dryly.  And the humans jam-packed in here, relying on the holy handout—how are they doing on the self-sufficiency front?

Uh?  What do you mean?

If they’re clustered around the free food, how are they doing on establishing a long-term food infrastructure so they aren’t utterly dependent on divine intervention?

Hmm.

Think about it.  Maybe give someone a hint.

Why don’t you explain it to the vidat?  They respect you here.

That’s questionable.  Besides, I’m not in charge, remember?  It was part of the deal.  You’re the resident deity.  You’re the Lord of Secrets.  You reveal one.

You make good points.  Okay.  I’ll see what I can do.  But if I need your help…?

Ask.  We’ll see what sort of help you have in mind.

Fair enough, he agreed.  Fair enough.

We waited while they emptied the barn. Most of us waited patiently.  When they finally finished, the majority of the guards went back into the citadel.  A squad of four guarded the barn.  Two stood before the front doors, two guarded the rear doors.  When we all walked toward the nearer doors, the two facing us crossed spears.

We looked at each other for several seconds.  I tried not to be overly unpleasant.

I think I used to be more patient.  Is this an inevitable hazard as I get older?  Or am I becoming more of a jerk?  Or did a couple hundred years in isolation have side effects?  Or were the guards here exceptionally offensive?

“You’re going to get out of the way,” I told them.  “Right now.”

“Nobody enters here without the express permission of the manzhani.”

“You don’t know much about the history of the House, do you?”

“What do you mean?”

Bronze pointed out to me the guy was simply ignorant and following orders.  I accepted this from her. I’m not sure I would have listened to anyone else.  I was thinking about how “following orders” has been used to justify some of the most vile and reprehensible actions mankind has ever committed.

Velina, on the other hand, wasn’t in the loop and doesn’t like it when people disrespect me.  She hooked her thumbs in her belt and turned toward me.

“Do they have no loyalty to the founder of the House?” she asked, ignoring the guard.

“Yes and no,” I told her, reaching up to stroke Bronze under the chin.  She lowered her head to make it easier.  My fingertips found her microbot duplication of a horse to be virtually flawless.

“The thing is,” I went on, “the only manzhani they know is Dazon.  Dazon doesn’t really accept me as the original Lord of House Lucard, much less as the embodied form of the God of Fire and Shadow.  He’s merely unwilling to make a fuss about it while he has other issues at hand—and while the things I want are painless things, things that don’t cost him anything.  If I wanted to start giving orders about how the place is run, we’d have ourselves a conflict.  As it is, he’s hoping I’ll poke around, finish my business, and depart.  Which I am now about to do, even if I have to kill someone in a particularly bloody and fiery fashion.”

I’m all for that!

I know.

“You are the founder of this House.  All should show respect,” Velina replied.

“Dazon does, in person and in private.  In public, he doesn’t dare.  The point, here, is he hasn’t put out a general announcement about me.  These pasmet—” a word meaning last, in the sense of being opposite the high-ranking First; warriors so low down the ladder they were a step for everyone else on the way up, “—haven’t been told I’m in charge.  They’re carrying out their orders without bothering to think.”

“One cannot fault them for discipline,” Velina mused.

“I suppose.  They’re not expected to think.  They’re expected to follow orders.  You don’t put the smart guys on guard duty.  It’s boring.  Smart guys can’t stay focused.  Simpletons don’t mind.”

“Unkind,” Velina remarked.

“Perhaps, but not wrong.”

I looked at the barn.  Yes, my spells were still there, inside the building.  My magical sight looked through the physical walls at the magical structures.  It wasn’t as easy as I expected.  There was a defensive barrier around them, kind of like a bike lock to deter thieves.  It wasn’t much of a lock, as far as I was concerned, but I think it was there to keep the local wizards from trying to fool around with the micro-gate.

A shift-space can be used in several ways, just as a gate spell can.  It’s possible, for example, to define two spaces, link them, and have them switch places.  This involves setting up each end by physically going there and casting spells, but it can be done.  One can also brute-force a shift-space, but it’s not terribly accurate and it costs a lot of power, especially if the edge of your shift-space is inside something solid.

To go somewhere that doesn’t have a dedicated landing zone, it’s most practical to use a micro-gate.  The micro-gate—such as one on my Ring of Many Gates—seeks the place you want and, since it’s so tiny, brute-forces a manifestation there.  This lets the shift-space spell calibrate to local solids, such as the ground, and avoid things like walls, cars, and pedestrians.  If I have to shift somewhere, I routinely use my ring to target where I’m going and a shift-space spell from my amulet to get me there.

In Tauta, I had a whole setup in the barn.  I found the spells in Phoebe’s timer and left it alone.  I manually told my micro-gate what to seek.  It locked on.  I told it to wait a bit before it shifted.  I mounted and handed Velina up.  We turned aside and left the guards to their guarding while we did a quick circuit of the barn, pausing by each priest.

The stone plinth under each brazier was a rough-looking thing, like a very tall and narrow pyramid, as though trying to be an obelisk and not quite succeeding.  They were sturdy, though, so I told the priests to be ready to climb them.

Oddly enough, each one prostrated himself toward me and agreed.

When we made it around to the front again, I had Bronze stop by the fourth priest and plinth.  Bronze stood there while I triggered the shift.

The doors burst open and slapped the guards aside.  Water poured out in a vast wave, spilling out both ends of the barn and flooding the courtyard, carrying silt, aquatic plants, and more than a few fish.  The wave rolled out to the curtain wall, rushed around both of the nearer arms of the citadel, and kept right on going, draining out of the courtyard.

The priests, having been warned, scrambled up the pillars and got soaked, but not washed away.  The flames were too high up to be threatened.  The guards, pinned between doors and walls, also remained, albeit half-drowned.

Bronze splashed up to the open doors.  A few fish flopped wetly in the standing water.  I helped up one guard, gestured him dry, and patted him on the shoulder.  He didn’t seem harmed, aside from bruises and coughing up a puddle.  The other one was unconscious.  I propped him up to prevent his armor from drowning him.  Velina went to the other end of the barn and made sure the other two survived.

The one who forbade me to enter gurgled up water and regained consciousness.  He flopped over onto his hands and knees for a bit, hacking, before he leaned on the wall and rose.  I took hold of the upper rim of his breastplate and the under-padding, below his chin, and lifted him, holding him off the ground while I lectured him.

“I built the House you work for,” I told him, softly.  “I built the barn.  I’ll come and go through it whenever I damn well feel like it.  Now you will go immediately to the Temple of Fire and Shadow and beg to be educated in the relevant history.  Do you understand?”

He tried to nod, but my knuckles were pressing hard on the underside of his jaw.  I let go and he fell to his feet, staggered, and leaned on the wall.  I stood there, making solid eye contact until he recovered his balance.  He straightened, saluted, and headed off at a trot.  I glanced at his partner.  He straightened and saluted, too, but stayed at his post.  Good man.

Bronze was already in her corner.  Velina and I joined her.  The usual shift-closet target in my altar ego’s reactor worlds wasn’t going to work for Bronze.  She could fit in the space, barely, but she would have to crunch her way out.

Or would she?  She was wearing the new body, made up of millions of magical microbots.  Bronze shook her mane and flicked one ear.  Nothing rang and the movement looked perfect.  She informed me she was still getting the hang of piloting the whole mass of them as a mass rather than a shape, so if we could avoid making her rearrange things until she felt a bit more confident, it would be nice.

The alternative was to watch her melt into a giant blob of bronze-colored, quasi-robotic goo as she glorped down a hallway.  No, I didn’t care to see it.

I gathered up power from the Tautan environment and tied in a couple of the barn’s power crystals.  It wouldn’t be a problem to brute-force a geometric space into a reactor world.  Nobody was using the parking lot, were they?  I thumbed my Ring of Many Gates.  No, they were not.  Daytime?  Yes.  Perfect.  I put us there, poof!  Leftover water spread out from her parking space.  It was another reason, although a very minor one, not to appear inside.

“Where are we?” Velina asked.

“Another world.  It’s a typical Earth setup.”  I shaded my eyes as I looked up.  Did the dome of solar conversion panels look bigger?  Maybe.  On the other hand, the last time I saw them was a long time ago.  Did I eliminate the self-replication completely, or did I leave one panel with a replication module?  I try to be careful about leaving anything behind, especially anything with the potential for runaway reproduction.

“It is not broken?” Velina persisted.

“Nope.  It’s a little short on humans, though.”

“How so?”

“There aren’t any.  Just the usual plants and animals, and probably not all the animals.  If I recall, mankind went to war with itself and did a fine job of it.”

“Then who is he?”  She pointed.  I looked, expecting Dusty, the avatar.  Instead, it was a middle-aged gentleman exiting the powerplant’s office building.  Seeing me look, he waved as he approached.  I didn’t recognize him.

“Good afternoon,” he greeted us.  “You are Halar?”

“I am.  Where is…?”

“His lordship is on his way and sends greetings by me.  May I offer you refreshment?”

Velina and I looked at each other.  She gave a tiny shrug.

“Sure,” I agreed.  “I don’t suppose you have any diesel fuel about the place?”

“I’m afraid not, but do not fear.  We have charcoal and will be happy to fill a trough.”

Bronze’s ears perked forward.  Someone had thought of her when making hospitality arrangements.

“I regret,” he went on, speaking directly to Bronze, “we don’t have any up here near the temple, but if you’d like to trot down to the village, someone will meet you.”

Bronze nodded and cantered off.  Velina and I followed our guide.

“My name is David,” he offered, as we walked inside the office section of the powerplant.  “I’m told you knew my great-grandfather.”

“Oh?”

“He was the first settler.”

“I don’t recall.”

“Cameron?”

“Oh, him.  Yes, I remember Cameron,” I admitted, wondering how Cameron wound up in one of my altar ego’s reactor worlds.  There was so much I would have to catch up on…

David held doors for us, guiding us through the building to the staff breakroom.  The overhead lights were the same soul-sucking white color I remembered.  It was cleaner than a corporate breakroom had a right to be.  It was in good repair, too.  The ugly plastic-topped tables were intact and the fiberglass chairs had no cracks or wear.  There’s something to be said for an intense magical field

“Do you take tea?  We also grow coffee.”

“Coffee for us, please,” Velina replied.

I smiled politely and we waited quietly while David made the coffee.  It was brewed, rather than espresso, and Velina took hers black.  I prefer it mild, for obvious reasons.

“Halar!  Good to see you!”  Dusty—my altar ego’s avatar—came into the room with a big smile and a jaunty step.  He came up, clapped me on my armored back, and swung himself into a seat opposite me at the table.  “Thanks, Dave.”

“My pleasure, lord.”  He placed two mugs on the table.  One read “You don’t have to be mad to work here, but it helps,” but someone had used a marker to cross out the “don’t” portion, and the “but it helps.”  The other had a stylized atom on it, drawn so the nucleus was cracking.  David bowed and backed away a few steps before turning to exit.

“Seems you’ve settled in quite nicely.”

“Yep.  Things are going pretty well.  I’ve got a small population here for the organic faith and I’m experimenting with it.  I don’t know if they have a different nutritional value, if you see what I mean.”

“Don’t you have enough worshippers in Tauta?”

“Yeah, but not enough dynamos.  Here, I have both.  It’s kind of like examining something in a brightly-lit room and trying to compare it to something in broad daylight.  Not a good example,” he added.  “Maybe a better one is how it’s easier to compare them when they’re side by side?  Or it’s like being able to overlap two printed pictures and hold them up to the light?”

“It’s easier to compare humans to dynamos when they’re in proximity.  Got it.  Any results?”

“They’re different in little ways, but I’m still trying to figure out if they have different, uh, growth or strength factors?  Like… protein versus carbs?  Or vitamins?  Something.  They’re both sources, but I don’t yet know if they have specialized usefulness.  It’s a pretty esoteric field of study.  I haven’t found good metaphors for celestial nutrition.”

“I’ll take your word for it.  David says he’s a direct descendant of Cameron?  Does he mean Phoebe’s old boyfriend, Cameron?”

“Yes.”

“Am I sort-of a great-something-grandparent again?”

“No, no.  Phoebe’s relationship with Cameron didn’t exactly pan out.  At least, it didn’t go that far.  Nice kid, Cameron, but I’d say he was more along the lines of practice.  They were good friends forever, but not really compatible, if you take my meaning.”

“I never thought they were a good match,” I admitted, “but maybe because nobody is good enough for Daddy’s little girl.  I’m glad they stayed friends, though.  I always liked him.  How did he wind up here?”

“After you stitched his psychic wounds, Cameron was getting better.  Alden came back and used him as a pawn in the conflict with Phoebe.  This resulted in a lot more damage, so Phoebe fixed what she could and brought him to Me.  I did what I could, but he was never going to be the same.  I hired him, sort of, as a helper.”

“Cameron was your altar boy?”

“That’s not how I would put it,” he replied, miffed.

“Glad to hear it.  You had a Cameron.  Then what?”

“He worked out pretty well.  Phoebe sometimes brought me more people.  They couldn’t all live in the reactor complex, so we relocated them.  They have a community not far from here.  I sometimes use the faster worlds in my time-ticker chain to provide more capital gains for this one, the slowest one.  It’s complicated, but I’ve got happy villages here and we’re a growing civilization.  My other worlds are still unpopulated, at least for now.  We might colonize them, someday.”

“I’m glad things are going well for you.”

“Oh, yes!  Phoebe was a great help, too.  Clever, powerful, good work ethic, the works.  You raised one hell of a good kid.”

“I’m sorry I missed it.”

“But you didn’t.”

“No?”

“No,” he insisted.  “You had nearly twenty years of raising a fantastic kid.  Then you did the hardest thing any parent can do with a kid they love.  You let her go be her own person.”

“Yeah.  Completely without me.”

“Without your inspiration?  Without your education?  Without your training?  Without your forethought and preparation?  Without making sure I would look after her?”

“That’s not what I mean.”

“Yeah, but you really should look at it again, this time without the self-loathing.”

“I’m good at self-loathing!”

“I know.  It’s one of your strongest talents.  Remember, she knew you had your own life, just like she was busy figuring out her own.  I’m the one who kept looking for you, once we discovered we couldn’t call you up.  I’m the one who asked her to go check out places where I thought you left a significant signature.”

“Why didn’t she use her phone?  It would have connected.  I think.  At the very least it would have caused a security alert and I would have checked it out.”

“Her phone?  Or do you mean the one Alden stole from you?”

“No, I mean—” I broke off.  I was about to say, the replacement I made for her, as I reflexively reached for the spot where I habitually kept mine.

You know that terrible moment when you reach for your phone and it isn’t there?  I had it.  This was followed a second later by the inner question, Did I make a replacement?  It was so long ago.  I thought I did, but I couldn’t swear to it.  Could I have forgotten in the press of events?  Did I not get around to it?

Damn.  I had my altar ego existing in multiple universes to act as a personal message service.  A phone wasn’t a high priority.  I might have put it off, and put it off, and put it off again until it fell off my mental desk.  I’d have to search under it and comb through the carpet.  Maybe I should, anyway.  What else is down there?

I hoped my radiation poisoning attack through the old phone worked.  I remembered Alden vividly and disliked him intensely.

“Damn,” I said aloud, and with feeling.  “I forgot, didn’t I?”

“You forgot.”

“And I can’t apologize to Phoebe.”

“It’s okay,” he assured me.  “You had things you had to do.  She had things to do, too.  And she had Me and she had Rusty and a few other friends.  While Daddy went off to war, we took care of the home front.  Yeah, sure, she missed you whenever she wasn’t too busy being awesome, but she got on with her life, exactly as she was supposed to.  Now will you please nip your budding guilt complex?  I don’t want to have to deal with a whiny vampire.  Okay?”

Oddly enough, when he put it like that, it didn’t sound so bad.

“I’ll try,” I allowed.  “I still feel as though I let her down.”

“Hey, your personal demons are always trying to eat you.  Whether you let them or not is up to you.  I can only help with real, objective demons.  Speaking of which, I also occasionally need a little help.”

“You said something about this earlier.”

“Yeah.  Actually, there are two things.  One I need help with, while the other I could use help with.”

“I’m listening.”

“If you’re up for it, the whole magic-as-miracle thing is a fantastic way to fertilize a faith farm.  If the locals don’t know you’ve used a spell, they give thanks for the miracle.”

“It only works if you keep them in ignorance while you deceive them, right?”

“You have a knack for putting things in the worst possible way.”

“I apologize.  You know I get itchy about religion where it bumps into free will.”

“It’s okay.  Think of it like this.  If I already had the power to do it, I would.  By having you help me, I’m gaining the power to perform the miracle next time, rather than rely on magic.  Would you be willing to help out with that, now and again?”

“Probably.  It depends on the details, but I’m not necessarily against it as a concept.  I’m more concerned about cases.  What did you have in mind?”

“Nothing.  I had the idea only a little while ago.  I need to give it more thought.”

“Fair enough.  That’s the thing you need help with, or you could use help with?”

“Use help.  The thing I need help with is Rethven.”

“Uh-oh.”

“Yeah.  Rethven has a problem.  While that dynamo gives me enough of a presence to observe the place, I’m a long way from having enough strength to do anything.  I need you to go there.”

“Are we far enough down the timeline that we need to start planning the alterations?”

“Not exactly.”

“How inexact are we being?”

“Pretty vague, actually.  Rethven is still in the pre-Empire stage.  Zirafel isn’t even a word, yet.  Nobody’s ever even camped there, as far as I can tell.”

“I find myself suspicious,” I told him.  “All right.  If things are so early in Rethven’s prehistory that Zirafel isn’t even a village, why, exactly, do I need to interfere?”

“The sun went out.”

“It does that every night,” I argued.  “That’s how Rethven has a night.”

“Yeah, but it went out and stayed out.”

I considered both his statement and quite a few four-letter words.

“You know I can’t interfere in Rethven,” I argued.  “Just showing up risks a grandfather-type paradox.”

“Until this happened, I would have agreed with you.  Thing is, with the sun not coming up, Rethven won’t be there when the younger you gets turned into a vampire.  And that changes a lot.  Have you felt any sort of temporal whiplash?”

“I don’t think so.  As far as I can tell, I’m still me.  Going to Rethven could change that.  What if I wasn’t affected by a change because I was in a different universe?  Different universe, different laws.  For all I know, a temporal gate connection is only possible in a voidworld, not an Earthline.  Or maybe Rethven is the only world where the rules are loose enough to let it work.  If the laws on time travel are unique, I should be safe in any other universe.”

“And if they take a while to catch up to you?” he asked.

“How do you mean?”

“Suppose you’re fine now.  But when we travel far enough forward where your original self suddenly takes a hard left from your remembered time-track, what then?  Do you suddenly undergo involuntary changes based on his decisions?  What if he never encounters the Hand?  What if he lives his whole life on Earth, with Sasha?  How will that alter the you sitting here?”

I was glad I’d reviewed my four-letter words.  I vented a few of them.  One of the overhead lights blew out and showered plastic and glass down.

When I got a grip on myself, I apologized for the lighting.

“No problem,” Dusty replied.  “I know you’re good for it.  But you see what I mean about the possible paradox problem?  You can’t simply ignore Rethven when it clearly isn’t going to produce the results that produce you.”

“So, I have to go there and risk being eaten by a paradox backlash?”

“Excuse me?”

“Look,” I began, “if paradoxes are universe-specific—that is, a paradox in Rethven can’t eat me in an Earthline, for example—you’re telling me I need to go there and check to see if I get eaten by a local paradox.  If—if—I survive, then you hope I can do something to make the sun come up.”

“Pretty much, yes.”

“Which puts me into another sort of paradox,” I continued.  “Instead of a grandfather paradox—go back in time, kill your grandfather, and see what happens to you—you’d have me in a bootstrap paradox.  Go back in time to kill your grandfather, fall in love with your grandmother, and suddenly you only exist because you went back in time to become your grandfather.”

“Sort of.  In this case, you don’t go back and become yourself.  You make sure the world isn’t frozen over when your younger self arrives.  It’s a predestination paradox, but you’re only making sure you do what you did.  Even so, given a choice between a grandfather paradox and any other paradox, I know which sort I would prefer.  How about you?”

I sulked.  Mind you, when a little boy sulks, it’s not impressive.  I can sulk so well it’s called brooding.  It’s a vampire thing.

I hate time travel.  Stretching time between universes to take longer or go faster?  Not so bad.  Violating causality makes my brain itch.

“Disregarding the potential paradoxes, what, pray tell, oh deific being, do you expect me to do about a busted sun?  Shout ‘Fiat Lux!’ and hope?”

“I have no idea.  You’re a better physicist than I am.  You’ve been learning stuff about the material realms while I’ve been learning about the celestial ones.”

“You’re probably right about that.  Still, you’re a nuclear-powered demigod.  Can’t you deal with it?”

“You want to build a dozen fusion plants in Rethven, along with the full dynamo farms?  Then I might be able to use all the output to work a daily miracle and produce a sufficiently powerful ball of light in the sky.  It’s not exactly the most efficient use of our time and effort—or I don’t think it is, anyway.  Might it be more practical to look at the problem and see if it can be repaired?  Which of these is likely to take more work?  Which is more likely to throw Rethven’s past course off track and uncreate our future?”

“Sometimes,” I noted, “I really do not like it when you’re right.”

“I do occasionally have My moments.”

I thought it over.  No doubt I could come up with something, but Mary’s injunction about magically-enhanced fusion power stuck with me through the years.

“Still,” I mused, “is the vampire the correct person to be building a sun?”

“No, obviously not,” he replied.  “That’s why I asked the physicist wizard.”

Damn it.

“If I go to Rethven, will you try to keep me from disintegrating, or whatever one does when a paradox pounces?”

“I promise.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.  Velina?”

“Yes?”

“Would you like to come with me to a world of eternal night and see if I can create a sun for it?  Or would you like to stay here and see what my altar ego’s avatar has built in the way of a civilization?”

“I go where you go.”

What do you bring to a dying world when you’re planning to jump-start a busted sun?  Damned if I know.  Dusty’s avatar didn’t have any suggestions other than power crystals.  I already intended that much.  So, with deep misgivings and terrible anxiety, I peeked into Rethven.  Either the universe would try to eat me or it wouldn’t.  I figured opening a gate to a known spot—the pass through the Eastrange—would expose me to Rethven, but by being mainly in a Reactor World I’d stay in my altar ego’s jurisdiction.  Hopefully, he could minimize any paradox damage.

The universes did not instantly collapse in a whirlpool of temporal paradox.  I felt about as relieved as a Trinity scientist when the Gadget failed to ignite the Earth’s atmosphere.  I cautiously extended a hand into the Rethvan universe.  It didn’t feel painful, dangerous, or even weird—just cold.  It was dark over there and snowy.  I withdrew my hand and made a larger gateway.  Still nothing.  I poked a foot through and left a bootprint in the snow.  No change.

Damn it.  Double damn it.  Curses, fie, rats, faugh, doggone, bummer, phooey, bah, and dang.

I wanted to avoid any and all contact with Rethven.  Voidworlds don’t branch, so far as I know.  Maybe I haven’t been to enough.  The theory, up to this point, was any interference in the past of Rethven could substantially alter the future and make it impossible for me to go back in time, thus resulting in a broken-loop paradox.  How the multiverse would deal with such a situation spanned the whole spectrum from “didn’t notice” to “temporal whiplash,” with me as the end of the whip.  I figured the truth was somewhere nearer the middle of the curve, probably buried in an enormous pile of pain.

There was also the potential to eradicate Rethven entirely.  Since there were people not yet born—people I liked—who depended on me to not destroy the world, experimenting with it did not seem like a good idea.

Now I had to toss this simple, elegant plan of laissez-faire time travel and deal with extremely risky and therefore stressful things.  My only consolation was the completely inadequate idea of a bootstrap paradox.  If I’ve gone back in time to make sure everything goes smoothly, then the loop can eventually close and I won’t leak out into nothingness.  Assuming I remember everything correctly.  I think I do, but I would think that, wouldn’t I?

If you ever have a friend who works with high-energy physics and he suddenly develops an urgent need for an historian, be suspicious.

Okay.  So.  Something was wrong with Rethven’s history.  Sure, the sun went out.  That’s a problem.  Did it break?  No, that’s too specific a question.  What changed from the default past to create this new potential future?  Because I came back in time?  Was that enough?  Or was encountering Maddarrah enough to alter her path?  She—it?—was a powerful entity.  Any change in the predestined actions of a Chaos creature could multiply catastrophically to radically alter Rethven’s future.  I don’t know the powers and motivations of the Heru, so how could I possibly know what might influence them?  Or even what effects our momentary meeting might have?

Having observed the pass through the Eastrange and taken note of the snow, I had ideas about what to bring.  First off, I shifted in cold-weather gear for Velina.  We would be arriving somewhere much farther south, but an Arctic chill and no sun would make it uncomfortable.

While I chose garments of high-tech materials, I also took care to find pretty ones.  I don’t know much about women, but I know a lot about certain specific humans who also happen to be women.  The ones I know well all tend to enjoy pretty things.

Velina appreciated the white cloak and fur-like trim.  Her skin is too dark to pass as a Russian princess, but the outfit worked.

I decided this was also a good time to get a horse for her.  I wasn’t procrastinating.  Not at all.  We might need to travel overland.  So I wasn’t stalling.  I was preparing.  Very important, preparation.

After considerable review, I settled on a fully robotic horse.  Unlike the human-looking androids I studied for potential Phoebe-sidekicks, this was large enough for an atomic power cell.  So what if it had an alloy skeleton and a built-in saddle?  I didn’t care if it could fool people.  Rethven is a world of magic and the locals would get used to golems sooner or later.  One equine Terminator, please—and can we get composite laminate plating over the endoskeleton?  Thanks!

With all our stuff either on hand or parked in a pair of handicapped parking spaces, I did additional work on the parking spaces, themselves.  The janitor closet was set up for transport between Reactor Worlds, but it also made a good target zone when I came to visit. I anticipated moving larger things than the doorway would accommodate, though, so, parking spaces.

I waited inside until after nightfall.  It wasn’t necessary, but it was more comfortable.  Velina spent the remainder of the day exploring the local village outside the “temple” grounds.  I wasn’t so curious about my altar ego’s ranching arrangements, but Velina wanted to meet the people.

As long as I’m downgrading from my extreme security status, maybe I should hire a couple of live-in servants and deactivate some of the cleaning spells.  It would give them an excuse to be around and give Velina someone to talk to besides my snacks.

Our arrival point was in the southeast.  We landed on a flat spot in a mountain range, somewhat west of where Tamaril, the City of the Dawn, would someday be.  It would give us a good look at the situation before I decided where and how to tackle the Case of the Missing Sun.

I did all the usual safety and security things before popping in.  I didn’t want to surprise anyone—including me—so I took my time and did it carefully.

Yep, it was night.  Also, much colder than I expected for Rethven’s tropic zone, too.  Snow covered the ground and frost speckled the rocks.  The sky was clear, though, and moonlight let Velina see all right, so we decided against artificial lights.  I’m not good at evaluating nighttime light levels, especially when the world is mostly monochrome, anyway.  The moons probably gave enough light to read by, especially with all the snow.

Damn it.  Damn it seven times.  Moons should not provide any light without a sun!  Moons are supposed to reflect light, not generate it!  They’re not supposed to have a light side and a dark side and shed light on the world based on how they rotate, or how their inner glow slides around them, or whatever the mechanism is!

Bloody Chaos-born entities and their messed-up astrophysics…

More concerning to me was the snow.  For where we were, it was like describing the vast, sprawling snowfields of Ecuador.

“It’s beautiful,” Velina said, softly, her breath frosting in the frigid air.  I paused to look at her.

“Excuse me?” I asked.  She gestured southeast, over the snowy hills, toward the open plains, the Edge, and the Mountains of the Sun.

“It’s beautiful,” she repeated.

I took a minute to look at it again.  Beautiful?  It was a lot of snow over rocky terrain.  It was a bright mess of crystallized water where it had no business being.  It was a sure sign something potentially future-shattering was going on and I didn’t like it one bit.

Then, like clicking a switch, I remembered another way to see it.  It was a clean, white layer, untouched, blanketing everything.  Silence surrounded the world while the moons mixed pale pastels over the pristine canvas before us.  Stillness reigned supreme in this place of frigid beauty and cold silence.  No flakes fell.  No ripples of white ghosts eddied over the smooth, clean lines.  Not even the wind stirred.  And the sky, Firmament-born though it might be, was flung wide above us, dotted with gleaming light like prisms of crystal.

She was right.  It was beautiful.  I’d almost forgotten how to see it.  A minute ago, it wasn’t even scenery.  It was terrain, a factor to consider in my calculations.  I’d forgotten it was also lovely, in a clean, stark, elegant way.  There was a purity to it, a stillness, an untouched quality, almost like innocence.  It was good I could still see it.

I wonder what it says about me that I had to be reminded.  At least I could still see it, once I tried.

“You’re right,” I told her, quietly.  “It’s very pretty.”

We turned slowly to take in the whole panorama.  It was hard to gauge the nearby terrain properly under the concealing layer of snow, but I didn’t think it was too heavy a blanket. Drifts piled up, of course, but I doubted it was more than a foot of general accumulation.

If it was snowing this far south, how cold must it be in the northlands?  Was the Circle Sea frozen?  Was anything alive where Carrillon would be?  The viksagi were hardy folks, but how well did they deal with the Fimbulwinter?  Or the plains-people?  I doubted their yurt-things were built for so much snow.  And down here, in the southlands… What’s become of the humans who were supposed to establish Tamaril and Zirafel and the Empire in between?

“Hey, altar ego!”

Yo.

“Is there anybody alive in Rethven?  If so, how advanced are they?”

They were in the villages and huts stage before they were forced to be troglodytes.

“They’re living in caves?”

They live underground, he agreed, and have for a few years, now.  It’s warmer down there, so they don’t come out if they can avoid it.  Plus, the ice giants like to squish them.

I sighed.  He could have mentioned any of these little details before we went to the lands of the midnight ice, but he didn’t.  I was tempted to go back to one of the Reactor Worlds and have a nice little sit-down chat before doing anything further.

“I feel I was denied critical, need-to-know information about the situation.”

Seems pretty straightforward to Me.  The sun went out, the world is getting colder, everything will go extinct, and the ice giants will be the winners of the Heru’s game, so you need to re-start the sun.  What else is there to know? he asked, in an oh-so-reasonable tone.

I took a deep breath—not for the oxygen—and let it out slowly.  It didn’t plume nearly as much as Velina’s.  Not warm enough, probably.  I got a good grip on myself before answering.  Maybe I’ve spent too long as a hermit, but I do not take it well when someone is… what’s the word?  Difficult?  It depends on my mood, though, and my mood was not a happy one.  I think it’s only to be expected, given I was suddenly summoned to reignite the pilot light on a sun without being told anything else about the situation.

“I’d like to know everything,” I began, as though addressing a classroom, “but if I say, ‘Tell me everything,’ you’ll tell me only what you think I need to know, which won’t be everything and then you’ll be wrong.  How about we start with the ice giants I found out about twenty seconds ago?  Then we can move on to the progress of human civilization and their current mode of living.  Afterward, you can fill me in on all the facts you have regarding the former sun, as well as speculation as to what happened to it and why.  If I’m not desperately thirsty for blood by then, maybe we could brainstorm ideas on how to defrost a frozen pizza of a world without resorting to an enormous toaster oven, since I was initially picturing a world teeming with human civilizations and not yet locked in the grip of the White Witch.  That should do to start with.”

It could take a while.

“I AM—” I broke off, snapping my teeth together and, fortunately, missing my tongue.  Velina winced at the volume.  I got a fresh grip on myself.  I closed my eyes and concentrated.

“I am immortal,” I said, quietly.  “The sun isn’t going to come up until, apparently, I, the vampire, the lord of night, haul the f—” I broke off again when I heard my voice rising. “—grab it by the prominences and haul the flaming thing up over the Edge to toss it across the width of the world.  I strongly believe I can and will take all the time I need.  Comprendes?”

My celestial counterpart was silent for a moment.  I think he was considering his next words.

I understand, he agreed.  May I suggest there’s a bit of urgency, though?

“Why?”

Because this little Ice Age has been going on for a while.  I’m concerned about the biosphere.

“Bio-plane.”

The ecology, or whatever you want to call it!  Even things that can survive a hard winter are having to survive it for much longer than usual.  As you can see, the snows have even reached the southern continent, and it’s much colder in the north.  If this keeps up, the Circle Sea may freeze over!

“So, create a sun and be quick about it?  How many fusion weapons do you want?”

You know damned well we have to duplicate what we saw in the future!

“Oh, so now it’s ‘we’?”

I’ll help however I can, but you’re the physical agent with the gates and the magic and the research facilities!  I would have a hard time getting an avatar from one reactor to another without using the shift-closet!  Physically going to Rethven is out of the question, and My aspect in Rethven isn’t much more than a ghost!  You are the only one who can physically get here and who knows how suns are supposed to work!

“Damn it,” I sighed.  “I get lucky with one fusion reactor and I’m expected to be able to do it again.”

I do expect, he admitted.  I have faith in you.

“Which is immensely narcissistic and not at all helpful.”

You’d be surprised.  Okay, look.  You say you need to know more.  Fine.  How about I start with a summary and you can select for details?

“That will be acceptable.  One moment, please.”

Sure.

“Velina, would you mind terribly if I ran a quick errand?  I’ll be right back.”

“Of course.”

I dismounted and shifted myself, personally, back to the reactor world I’d just left.

“Problem?” asked Dusty.

“Nope.  Come with me.”

“Where?”

“Rethven.”

“Why?”

“I want to show you something.”

“Uh, okay?”

We shifted into the snowfield and I climbed up on Bronze.

“There.  Now, please proceed with the explanations.”

“It’s freezing!” he complained, clasping his arms around himself and shivering.  He was dressed in trousers and shirt, not cold-weather gear—and, presumably, whatever miracles my altar ego was willing and able to route through him.

“Yes,” I agreed, “it is a bit chilly.  This way Velina will get the briefing, too.  She doesn’t normally hear your celestial voice.”

“You could have all come back to the nice, warm break room!”

“Yes,” I agreed, thoughtfully, pretending to consider it.  “Yes, you’re right.  We could have.  Since we’re all here now, though, please proceed with the briefing.  Take all the time you want.”

“Oh, you…” he trailed off, breath pluming in the cold air of everlasting night.  “This is a dirty, rotten, sneaky, underhanded thing to do.”

“Yes, it is.  And keeping your body warm with divine power is expensive when you have to reach across universes.  I’m pretty sure the longer this goes on, the more power it will cost.  It’s a direct relationship.  Physics guys understand this sort of thing.  Remember?”

He said a very profane word, but he also shivered.

“The ice giants are a creation of the Heru—I don’t know which one.  They’re intelligent, start at eight feet tall and get bigger from there, and are made of magical, living ice.  They are bipeds, but the details vary.  All of them have a front and a back, with the back covered in spiky projections, like… hmm.  They look like icicles, sort of, but they’re usually kinda flat instead of round.  Something halfway between an icicle and a sword.  These make sounds.  I think it’s how they talk in their language.  Like most sapient life-forms on Rethven, they’re hostile to anything not their own kind.”

“The world was made to be a battleground for the Heru’s creations.”

“Exactly.  So the humans are avoiding them.”

“Sensible.  I presume everyone else is avoiding them, too.”

“Everyone else?”

“Orcs, goblins, whatever.”

“I haven’t seen any, so I imagine they are—and quite well, too.”

“Go on.”

“My feet are freezing!”

“You don’t need feet to talk,” I said, but I gestured and his feet were insulated against the ground and the snow.  Not the rest of him.

“You’re such a big help.”

“You’re being an even bigger help,” I assured him.  “Keep talking.”

“Humans have learned a lot about how to farm in underground caverns and have a basic grasp of magic—mostly fire magic.” He gestured at the extensive fields of snow. “They’ve had serious incentive.”

“I imagine.”

“They’ve migrated into hills and mountains, mostly, where they can find caves more easily, but only in the lesser mountain ranges.  The Mountains of the Sun are uninhabitable, obviously.”

“Obviously.”

“The world is cooling at the edges and working inward.  At first, they tried to grow cool-climate crops.  The moonlight around here is adequate for at least a few of the plants to survive on, but it’s nowhere near enough for real crops.  And the frost line kept closing in toward the center.  Anyway, they knew it couldn’t last.  They expanded their underground living space and built farming tunnels.  Magical fires provide light and heat.  They’re running out of caves to modify, though, and they can’t tunnel the way you can.

“There are more than one cavern complex, by the way, but fire magic isn’t much of a communications system.  They fell out of contact with each other.  It’s not like there’s anything even close to a wide-reaching network of tunnels.  We’re talking about little communities.  They would have to send messengers overland, where ice giants can spot them and step on them, which means they don’t.  Humans aren’t a unified presence.”

“I got that.  A serious weakness in a would-be contender for the planetary badass award.”

“They might survive indefinitely, I suppose, unless the atmosphere chills down to the point it starts to condense.  I don’t know if anything can survive that.  I’m already worried about what vital species have permanently died off in the Long Night.”

“I’m not sure it will get that cold.  No, I’m pretty sure it won’t.  The Firmament emits some energy as a byproduct.  Not enough to heat the whole world to comfortable levels, but enough to keep the air from going liquid.  I think.”

“Then how does the world cool down?  If the Firmament emits heat, it heats the whole world.  There’s nowhere for it to go.”

“I didn’t say it kept the heat in.  Besides, the heating effect is partly dependent on the presence of the sun.  The Firmament is a good conductor of heat.  The heat byproduct might not be fast enough to achieve equilibrium at a comfortable temperature.  The rim of the world may already be close to the equilibrium point, which doesn’t help anyone who isn’t an ice giant.”

“You know a lot more about Firmaments than I do.”

“I’ve been studying the Void and Chaos,” I corrected.  “Firmament theory is a byproduct of that understanding—and of magical firmament spell research.  I have a Voidstation where the reactor provides heat and this leaks out into the Void.  But it’s a magical copy, not a true Firmament, so I’m not a hundred percent sure the thermal properties are the same.  I’d think they’re a good model, though.”

“Awesome.  There’s hope for the future!  And, speaking of hope, could I persuade you to give a little to My meat suit?”

“Yeah.  I wish I wasn’t playing Obi-Wan to your princess.”  I sighed and put an insulating spell around the rest of him.  Not a very good one, but any coat in a polar storm, right?  “Okay.  It’s always winter and never Christmas.  There’s no White Witch, no White Walkers, nothing like that? And nobody lives on the surface?”

“It’s mostly ice giants.  Humans do make the occasional foray out of the underground habitats, mostly for scavenging.  They used to chop wood, but these days they mostly grab buckets of dirt.”

“Dirt?”

“The caves don’t have native dirt.  They need it for growing stuff.”

“Fair point.”

“Elsewhere, there may be other races, such as those you mentioned, still trying to tough it out in their own caves and whatnot, but none of them worship Me, so I don’t know where they would be.  The ice giants are clearly winning.”

“Fine.  I’ll start by examining the Firmament in more detail.  I have things I want to check, anyway.”

“If you’ve learned more, why do you need to check?”

“I want to look at it again and see if I understand it better based on what I’ve learned since the last time I was here.”

“Yeah, I guess that makes sense.”

“I hope so.  Before I get started, you still need to tell me about the sun.”

“Right.  The sun went out several years—”

“Hold it.  Back up.  Talk to me about the nature of the sun.  The former sun.  What’s normal for this stellar system?”

“Huh?” he asked, rubbing his arms and hands, stamping his feet.  “Oh.  The sun was, in some ways, like the Firmament.  Energy of the Void powered it, being turned into heat and light in ways I do not understand.  It was created by a Heru and powered by Chaos.  Not My area of expertise.”

“Was it in any way tied to the Firmament?  Part of the structure?”

“Not so I noticed.  No, I wouldn’t think it was, or not directly.  Both the sun and the Firmament are Chaos phenomena, though.  We celestial entities aren’t too keen on those.  Nor are we pleased about freezing to death.”

“You’re maintaining a temperature at least ten degrees above freezing.  Go on.”

He said a rude word and continued.

“The thing did exactly what we remember it doing.  It formed in the East, below the rim of the world, slid up and over along an arc of sky, and went ‘poof’ in the West.  Then, one would-be morning, it simply didn’t come up.  It set normally, as far as I know, so maybe the regeneration or recharge or reboot process was interrupted.”

“Did you ever take a good look at the process?  The actual, step-by-step recipe for how voidstuff became sunstuff?”

“No, I didn’t.  I’m not omniscient even in a reactor world.  Here?  With one dynamo and a couple of worshippers who only ever beg me for mercy and to take away the darkness and the cold?  It’s all I can do to eyeball anything.”

“Hmm.  Maybe the pilot light went out, or something similar.  I’ll want to check both ends, actually—where it lights up and where it goes out.”

“Sounds like a great plan.  I’ll leave you to it.  If you’ll pop Me back, now?”

“Okay.  Last thing.  Any ideas on what happened or why?”

“I have three possibilities, none of which I’ll get to if the wind picks up any more!”

I wrapped him in a more substantial insulation spell and Bronze huffed warm air into it.  He sighed happily.

“Thank you.  I’ll talk fast.  First, it may be a manufacturing error.  Rendu built the world, or so we’re told.  Doesn’t mean he got it right.”

“Great.  Incompetent primal chaos entities.”

“Could be.  The second thought is it could be a scheduled event.  It might be part of the game to have an extended winter to test the hardiness of the various races.  A new sun might form on schedule and go on to raise the temperature to uncomfortably hot levels as another form of toughness test.”

“Any idea on how likely this idea is?”

“Not a clue.  I don’t know the rules. I’m not sure the Heru do.”

“You may be right.  And the third thing?”

“I notice the ice giants are rapidly dominating the game.  And I do mean rapidly.  This is ideal weather for them.  At the same time, it is devastating for everything else.  They are clearly benefiting from this to an insane degree.  So, if their patron or creator or player—the Heru responsible for them—didn’t sabotage the sun, it’s possible their Heru sneaked them the knowledge of how to do it themselves.”

“Cheating bastards.”

“Do you think Chaos entities are any good at following rules?”

“You might have a point.  How likely do you think each of these three options might be?”

“Someone cheating is My best guess.  Either direct sabotage by a player, or they provided plans on how to conduct sabotage.”

“What makes you think so?”

“Remember when we arrived on Rethven?  Right after we took a tumble down the temporal rabbit hole?”

“Vividly.”

“Remember the line of hills?  Look at the Mountains of the Sun.”

The former hills were gone.  Now the Mountains of the Sun were obviously, almost aggressively present, high and jagged and sharp as knives, looking fresh-forged and honed fine.  In the middle, towering above them, was the Spire, smooth as glass and hard as adamant, gleaming in the moonlight.

“Things have changed.”

“Yes,” Dusty agreed.  “But do you get it?”

“The Heru are watching from their tower?”

“Maybe, but I had more in mind.  According to legend, there came a day when the Heru agreed they should all be locked in their Spire.”

“They locked themselves in, yes.  I remember.”

“They did it,” he elaborated, “to keep each other from cheating.”

“The cheating must have been pretty extensive.”

“Exactly!  They were supposed to watch their creations fight it out without interfering, but they couldn’t help themselves.  So they got together to either quit the game or figure out how to make sure it was fair.  That’s when Rendu built the Spire and they all agreed to stay in it.  None of them could leave it alone to sneak around, but all of them would be released if any of them asked Rendu to open it up.  And sometimes they chose to skip a century or a millennium or whatever while waiting for events to unfold.  From a practical standpoint, it doesn’t matter to us.  Whether they’re watching or merely sleeping away the ages, waiting for the final victory, they haven’t done anything about the sun.”

“Hey!  If someone knew there was a lot of grumbling about interference, someone may have set things up so his favorite race got an advantage.  He, she, or it may have told the ice giants what to do.  Then, to keep all the other Heru from being able to correct the cheating, might have done something else obvious to provoke the hands-off mode.  With the Heru unable to interfere, victory would then be assured.”

“That’s what I’m thinking,” he agreed.  “The timing is suspiciously convenient!”

“But someone in the Spire would have—no, wait a second.”

“What?”

“I think,” I told him, still formulating the thought.  “I think the Heru are doing a… a hibernation, a pause, a sleeping thing in their waiting.  I remember hearing the elven creation myth from Bob, but I don’t know how accurate it is.”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean, if someone in the Spire is watching his favorite contenders get frozen to death because the ice giants cheated, wouldn’t he ask Rendu to open the Spire?  Sure, everyone would be able to cheat again, but it might also mean he could undo someone else’s cheating by turning on the sun again.”

“Hmm.”  He thought it over for a minute.  “You have a point.  If they’re watching, they’re not doing anything.  They all have a stake in the game, but only one of them wants the game board to freeze over.  Maybe they are all hibernating, or whatever high-end Things do when they’re bored.”

“Which means we could do nothing.”

“I beg your pardon?” he asked.

“We could do nothing.  For all we know, this sun outage is part of the established history.  They could wake up any second and turn it back on.”

“But that would mean they open the Spire, which is bad for us.  It means in the future, the Spire wouldn’t be occupied.  The Heru would be riding enormous dragons all over the place.”

“Maybe they fix the sun and go back in?” I suggested, half-heartedly.  He shook his head and I sighed.  “Yeah, it sounded stupid even as I said it.”

“Why are you hoping they’ll fix it?”

“Because I’m really, really scared to interfere in history.”

“But history is already screwed.  If they aren’t coming out to fix the sun, then the sun didn’t go out the first time around, which means we did something when we came back.  Something small, maybe, but enough to skew the outcome.”

I said the same profane thing he said before, although with a different tone.

“On the other hand,” he pointed out, “there’s good news.”

“Oh?”

“If you’re right, we can do pretty much anything we want in fixing the temporal imbalance problem and the Heru won’t even notice.”

“As good news goes, it could be better.  And since you’ve given me good news, I presume there’s bad news to go with it?”

“I guess.  The ice giants might stomp on you?  Does that count?  Plus, the Heru won’t fix the sun and I can’t fix it, so you’re the only one who might.”

“…and there’s the bad news.”

“Yep.  Now, all you have to do is save the world.”

“Please don’t phrase it like that,” I sighed.

“Sorry.  Can I go somewhere warm, now?”

“I can tell you where to go, but I’m guessing you’d prefer someplace that doesn’t smell of sulphur.  Fine.”


Defrosting Without Instructions

The first thing to do was establish a local base of operations.  If ice giants were out stomping anyone human, I didn’t want them stomping Velina.  I also didn’t want them to mistake me for a human.  Sometimes, it’s surprisingly easy to do.  For all I know, ice giants think we all look alike.  What I do know is I don’t like being stepped on by thirty-foot ice sculptures.  I haven’t had that exact experience, but I suspect I will be displeased.

Would be.  I meant to say I would be displeased, not will be.  Saying I will be displeased implies I expect to be stepped on, doesn’t it?  Which, come to think of it…

Anyway, there weren’t any good caves in the immediate vicinity.  We were on a small range of low mountains, which ran kind of northeast to southwest, intersecting the Mountains of the Sun.  These were much less sharp and jagged, more shaken down, older and more settled.

Why do they look weathered and settled?  Rethven doesn’t have geology the way Earth does.  Did Rendu build them pre-eroded?  Or was this an old section of the world and had time to be more worn down?  Did he make the whole thing at once, or was it more like crafting one jigsaw piece at a time?  How long did it take?

If I ever get the opportunity, I’ll either ask him or punch him in the face.  I’m still not sure which.  Or in what order.

While I liked the view from these low mountains, it also meant we were highly visible to ice giants.  I decided to move farther east, all the way to the Edge, to set up shop, re-examine the Firmament, and maybe get an idea of how to examine the former source of the sun.

Bronze carried me down the mountains toward Tamaril, or where Tamaril would someday supposedly be.  I suppose we could have shifted there, but she does love to run.  She didn’t get out a whole lot during my research projects, so she was overdue for a little sprinting.  She also wanted more practice with the microbot body, so she pushed it as fast as she felt comfortable going.  Maybe she took extra care, but the ride felt remarkably smooth.

Velina’s robot steed kept up pretty well.  It runs on a radioactive power source.  Normally, it would need batteries, too.  The power output wouldn’t be enough, so it would have to charge the batteries when there wasn’t a lot of demand, then draw on the batteries to run at full speed.  In short, it would get tired.

I tried to cheat, found it didn’t work, and cheated on the cheating.

What I tried first was swiping hypercouple technology from an advanced, fusion-technology Earthline, where they no longer use those dangerously toxic fission-based things.  A hypercouple is like a thermocouple, but more so.  It’s meant to replace the pesky steam-driven turbine portion of the energy conversion process.  This cuts down enormously on the size, weight, and complexity of the powerplant.

Thing is, Rethven has a Firmament.  It’s not the same universe.  The rules are different.  As a result, the hypercouple technology… well, it didn’t work.  Sure, the fissionable material worked fine.  It produced enough heat to broil steaks by the cow.  The gadget simply didn’t turn it into electricity as it should.

All right, I can enchant the hypercouple to do the job magically, right?  Not exactly.  The issue appears to be something happening on a quantum level in the high-tech material.  I don’t understand exactly what the problem is or why it doesn’t work the same in Rethven.  I mean, yes, different universe, different laws.  But a laser—well, one kind of laser, at least—worked fine for Mary.  Lasers rely on quantum effects, too, but not in the same way.

In short, ultra-high technology doesn’t always work in an alternate reality.  This disappoints and annoys me, but it’s something I can work around.

How did I work around it?  Did I put several hundred energy-conversion spells around the decaying radioactive isotope to provide electrical power?  Eventually, yes.

I did have the idea of putting a firmament spell around the powerplant, thus changing the rules inside it, but fiddling with the settings on a firmament spell was largely an exercise in random guesswork.  I didn’t know what parts controlled which, and I didn’t even know which quantum rules I was trying to alter.  Replicating a lot of conversion spells was quicker.

High-tech robot or no, it couldn’t keep up with Bronze over rough terrain.  On a road, it might have a chance, but the computer had to pick its footing and I think that was the limiting factor.  Bronze promised she would occupy it at some point and optimize everything.  I agreed and made a note to enchant it as a golem.  If it could draw on magical force, it would be like having extra motors in any magical environment.  And it would still remain mobile even if all the reactor fuel decayed to lead.

Velina is going to drive a hybrid.  I’m amused.

Dang.  I still need to finish enchanting Velina’s equipment.  She has the basic package on her weapons and armor.  We also have to shop for a shield, but maybe she can practice enchanting the basic package into it.

On the downhill run, Velina stayed in the saddle and held on.  She’s a good rider, by Tassarian standards, but they really aren’t big on cavalry.  I made a mental note to help her out with riding lessons, but Bronze volunteered.  Bronze is probably a better riding instructor than I am, so I agreed.

We ran over the snowfields of the eastern world, bearing southward toward the Mountains of Where the Sun Ought to Go.  I figured to get as close to the pilot light as was reasonable, or whatever passed for the pilot light.  The higher magical intensity might also be helpful.  If nothing else, it would charge my crystals faster between big spells.

We reached the eastern Edge and turned right, following it south.  The Firmament was pretty much where I remembered it.  The world ran close to the barrier, but left it well beyond arms’ reach.  There was plenty of space to fall off the Edge.

Until I built the Flatstation, the idea always bothered me.  How would it work, falling over the Edge?  First, I thought if you fall off, you drop a hundred miles or more along the face of the world, then continue below it until the Firmament curves under you and you go shooting out, whoosh, into the Void!

On the Flatstation—or, rather, off it—this is exactly what happens.  I monkeyed with my settings and took out the mid-world flip.  You don’t go down to Deck Three and have a really weird moment on the staircase.  That happens on the Spherestation, because the decks’ gravity alternates, up or down from the center.  On the Flatstation, down is always thataway.

In Rethven, gravity is always down, but “down” is defined by where you’re standing.  You stick to the underside like you stick to the topside, because “down” is toward the middle of the sandwich, no matter which slice of bread you stand on.

I still have a number of questions about how it all works.  There seems to be a fuzzy zone near the Firmament, itself.  There’s a lot of Chaos in very close proximity.  I think this is why the world doesn’t actually run right up to the Firmament.  There’s a border, like a safety net.  I can’t be sure.  I didn’t build it.  I’d also like to understand how the world manages to be solid all the way through.  With so much weight pressing down—and up—why isn’t there a molten layer in the middle, constantly being squeezed out around the rim of the world?  What about things that fall off the Edge?  Do they eventually skid to a halt after yo-yoing up and down for a while?  If so, do they form a layer of debris at the flip point?  What about rain?  Surely, some water must fall down there.  Why isn’t there a visible ring of water around the world?

I don’t know.  I’m not sure I want to know, not if it means going down there to look.  Unfortunately, I have other reasons that may drag me down there, anyway.

We rode south, toward the mountains, but stopped even before reaching the foothills.  Why?  Too much magic.  The field intensity was extremely high.  The other issue—and the worse one—was the field was also in flux.  With the power… trembling?  Rippling?  Fluctuating?  It was like having high voltage, but with random surges and occasional spikes.  It made spellcasting tricky.  I felt comfortable—well, no.  I didn’t.  I felt willing to risk casting spells, very carefully, a hundred miles or so from the foothills.  I don’t know how mortal magic users would feel about it, but I suspect it would not be pleasant for them, especially if they caught a voltage spike in the middle of their work.  They might need a new CPU.  At night, I’m a hardened, self-repairing system.  They aren’t.

When we stopped, I set up an inflatable, igloo-like tent and various creature comforts.  I don’t mind the cold, but I came well-prepared.  Velina gets tired, and needs someplace to sleep, cook, and relax.  If I let her, she’ll stand in the snow, on guard, until she falls down.  Joke’s on her, though.  I won’t let her.  She and Bronze can stand guard in shifts, watching for ice giants.

I started a tongue of stone growing toward the Firmament.  It would be easier to examine at closer range.  While this formed, I also did scrying work along the eastern face of the world.  I was looking for the point where the sun ignited in the morning before being launched through the sky.  It was hard to get a good view.  I couldn’t move my sensor beyond the Edge very far without it going through the Firmament.  I had to content myself with sharply-slanting views, which didn’t tell me much.

Part of the problem was the scrying spell, itself.  As I moved it south, it encountered even higher levels of power.  And, since it was connected to a lower-power area—the place where I was standing—it tended to short out due to the differential.

I’ve had issues with wizards spying on me.  My solution to the problem was very similar to what was giving me trouble now.  Fortunately, I also spent time developing spells to shield against power surges.  Even so, they took a hell of a beating when I sent scrying spells down toward the eastern end of the Mountains.  If I sent them rocketing in the proper direction, they lasted only a few seconds, if that.

I got annoyed.

I spent several hours working out ways to lessen the impact of magical power differentials and absorb power spikes.  My best method involved a reinforced scrying spell connecting to a series of corundum crystals.  The crystals recorded the scrying images until the first one in the series exploded from the power feedback.  Then I could review what the next crystal retained.

It didn’t do me any good. I didn’t see anything to indicate where the sun lit up in the morning.  I certainly didn’t see a magical signature to home in on.

Even if I found the exact spot, would I know it?  This was Heru magic, Chaos magic, raw manipulation of reality, and at a level far beyond my meager skill. Getting Chaos to make me a sandwich is my epic accomplishment on that front.  I was looking for an automated, recurring, world-spanning, semi-spherical, energy-intense Chaos phenomenon I never saw before.  A malfunctioning one.  I wasn’t sure I could even recognize it if I did find it!

Cursing with great fluency and proficiency—I may not be good at much, but what I do well, I do very well—I changed my tactics.  I sent a scrying sensor up high, following the curve of the Firmament, so I could get a top-down view of the eastern end of the Mountains of the Sun.

The magical field that fries spells?  It extends outward, all around the Mountains of the Solar Track.  Yay.  Scrying spells went pfft and I said more things I wouldn’t say in front of Phoebe.

I settled for a series of telescopic scrying views all along the Mountains, but a couple hundred miles back, where magic behaved better.

Looking down on the world from the inner face of the Firmament, I displayed what I saw, projecting it on the snow and into a crystal.  The snow made a great projection screen.  The crystals recorded the images so when each scrying sensor burned out, I didn’t lose all my work.  I like to think ahead, which is why I’m such a pessimist.  Or maybe it’s the other way around.

Would it be worth it, I wonder, to set up an automated scrying spell?  One I could generate with an orichalcum circuit board in a computer, so it can pilot the thing back and forth, to and fro, hither and yon, all over the face of Rethven?  It would take a while, but eventually I would have something like Google Earth.  No, probably not worth it.  I can always send a scrying spell to get a real-time view.

I drew a line along my projected map to get a best-fit solution with the Mountains of the Missing Sun.  This was the southern border of the map, with the Spire as an arbitrary center.  I could use this map for navigation and for predicting where the sun’s origin point should be.  This would give me somewhere more exact to look, rather than using hope and persistence.

The vertical thickness of the world is like a particularly smooth cliff.  It’s about as hard to climb as any non-overhang face of stone can be.  It wasn’t formed by tectonic activity or erosion.  It was formed by an act of will on raw Chaos.  In most places, it’s more than an impractical place to climb; it’s bloody near impossible.  You have to drill or cut holes.  It’s a smooth, empty wall that waves back and forth, toward and away from the Firmament as you travel along the rim.  By triangulation—I swiped someone’s theodolite—I figured out how far south I would have to look to find the vertical line where the sun rose.

Now that I had a better idea of what I was doing, it was time to raise the power factor by an order of magnitude.  I cleared an area, formed a flat space of rock, and carved a scrying spell on it.  I did it right, taking care to make sure it was of the same sort of over-built, extra-durable spell.  The spells energized through the diagram would be stronger than a typical spell.  They would still burn out, but it would take a little longer.

If my typical spell survives two seconds, and if my durable spells survive for six, and if my diagram work took an hour and nineteen minutes to set up, how many durable spells do I have to go through before using the diagram spell becomes a more efficient use of my time?

See, this is the sort of question I run into every time I want to set up an enchantment production line.  I can mass-produce a single magic widget, but the setup time and the effort I have to invest is enormous.  Whatever I’m producing, from self-cleaning socks to orichalcum microbots, I better want bunches of the things!

I sent scrying spell after scrying spell southward, each at a slightly steeper angle, programmed to skate along the inner face of the Firmament, looking ahead at the gently waving surface of the cliff face.  Everything in view stayed smooth and unblemished as the spells shot down and south at high speed.  The only exception I found on the eastern face was one spot, an indentation, almost crater-like, in the far, far distance.  Even then, I only got a brief, slanting look at it before the spell fizzled and another crystal crumbled.  Later attempts told me I couldn’t put a spell anywhere near it, even with all the reinforcement and power shielding I could stack on it.  Too far south.  Too deep in the high-power zone.

I did the math.  The crater was almost exactly on the east-west line I drew on my map—close enough, given the crudity of my instruments—and about fifty to sixty miles lower than my position on the surface.

All right, I had suspicions and a shortage of facts.  What was this dent?  A reflector for concentrating an influx of chaos energies?  Or something melted out by the surges of heat?  I couldn’t tell through a scrying spell and I did not relish the idea of spider-climbing several miles straight down.

What options did I have?  Hiking through a magically-charged mountain range with enough ambient power to set fire to my ears if I listened too hard?  Rappelling fifty miles down a cliff face with nothing but empty air and the Void below me?

Could I open a gate to the hollowed-out section and simply eyeball it?  Yes, I decided I could, but the chaotic magical environment was still the problem.  Spells wouldn’t last more than a moment anywhere near the mountains, even with surge protection and overbuilt power capacity.  Even the “thicker wiring” would still melt.  I was pretty sure I could open a gate, since the spell was, at this end, in a safer magical zone, but the instant it manifested at the far end, the environment there would fry it.  Come to think of it, the initial manifestation takes a moment to form.  Would it open a viable connection or would it fry first?

It was also a bad idea for another, more direct reason.  The power difference between the endpoints would be phenomenal.  The scrying spells were bad enough, but what happens when you open an actual hole between an area of atmospheric high pressure and an area of lower pressure?  You get a breeze.  If it’s a hole in a pressure tank, you get a blast of gas.  If it’s a hole to the bottom of the sea, you get a giant water knife.  If it’s a hole into the heart of a star, you get yelled at by your girlfriend.  If it’s an area with a high power charge leading to an area with a drastically lesser charge, you get a discharge. 

There are rudimentary equalizing functions in a properly designed gate spell.  They handle minor environmental effects, like minimizing the wind when you move from a mountaintop to the plains, for example.  Little things.  They don’t deal with the pressure of the deepest ocean blasting water through.  And they certainly don’t stop one-point-twenty-one gigawatts of magical force grounding out through anyone stupid enough to stick a gate into that sort of environment.

I was going to have to go look.  With eyeballs.  My own precious eyeballs.

Resignedly, I worked out a variation on another spell I used in Tauta.  In the original design configuration, I used it to turn a mountain range into a cliff by leaving it to run over the course of decades.  Here, in this environment, it would be faster.  Much faster, since all I wanted was a stairway down along one side of the world, not an entire mountain range molded into a wall.

I could have started planning how to build a sun.  Technically, I was already thinking about it, but I was hoping to find something obviously wrong with the existing solar mechanism and simply fix it.  If someone turned it off, could I turn it on again?  It would be fast, simple, and relatively easy, so I knew it wouldn’t work, but I was determined to try it.  If I didn’t—if I went immediately to the trouble of building some sort of sun—only then would I find a quick and simple solution was there all the time.  Well, take that, Universe!  I’ll do it the hard way only after I go through a lot of pain and misery to discover I have to do it the hard way!

I don’t feel like this is a victory for me, but I’m not sure why.

If I’m honest with myself, I didn’t want to do any of this.  I didn’t have anything I did want to do, particularly, but I had strong feelings about not doing this.

I made absolutely certain of the stop conditions and set my stairway spell running.  Well, marching.  It slid down the cliff face at an angle, causing a gradual ripple effect, turning blank stone into stairs.

With a little luck, I can take the pedestrian walkway to hell and directly eyeball the source of the Rethven sun.  Former source, that is.  While I waited for my stairs to form, I would study the Firmament.

Velina assisted me where she could.  Because I picked a wide-open area with excellent sight lines, she was confident we wouldn’t be surprised, especially with Bronze watching.  Velina is actually quite competent as a wizard, at least with the spells she knows.  I guess she’s more of a magician, really.  She remembers them, but doesn’t really understand the principles.  Still, what she knows is more than enough to help me with my work, and she enjoys it.

♪　Twinkle, twinkle, little star.  I used to wonder what you are.  Up above the world so high, you’re a weak place in the sky…♪

One of the things to always low-key bother me about the Rethven universe was the stars.  Don’t get me wrong, the moon—or, rather, moons—have annoyed me much more frequently and intensely, as did the fact the world is flat and the sun is supposed to turn on in the morning and turn off at night.  But, in some dusty filing cabinet in the basement of my mind, I always had a memo about the stars.

One of my thoughts on the Rethvan stars was they might be other voidworlds.  It’s possible a few of them are Void-based, external phenomena, twinkling away through the optical filter of the Firmament.  I mean, people don’t routinely go mad when they look at the night sky and look into the heart of the Void, so there’s a visual component to the barrier between form and formlessness.

Turns out, the stars are actually part of the Firmament.  Most of them, anyway.  I haven’t examined all of them.

The Firmament is made of Chaos, given shape and function by the power of those who made the world—Rendu, if you believe elvish legend.  He didn’t simply think it into existence as a single, perfect sphere of crystal, though.  He cheated!  He did something similar to what I do when constructing a large dome of forces.  I build the things out of interlocking panels, much like a geodesic dome.  Rendu did something similar, but he’s not the craftsman I am.  I use regular, identical pieces.  He used whatever shape came to hand—usually a triangle, from what I’ve seen, but they change shape over time.  They may develop extra corners or fracture into other triangles.  I don’t know.

He joined these panels together like irregular pieces of a slash-cut jigsaw puzzle.  Along the edges of these pieces, all is well, but where three or more meet, there’s a sort of discharge of forces, which emits enough visible light to be a star.  And the stars move as the pieces change shape, slowly—adapting to conditions in the Void?—giving Rethvan astronomers something to think about.

I don’t hate Rendu.  I don’t respect him, either.

And, as I realized what they were—weak places in the wall around the world—I had another reason why magicians of Rethven study the stars.  They look for alignments that will allow them to reach beyond the boundaries of form and order, using the starry weak places.  When they summon a creature from the Void—a demon by any other name—they want to call it through a bright star, or through a close grouping of stars, down to their summoning circle.  When they want to project a gate from this world to another world, they want to do it when the energy costs are lowest, so they want the stars to be favorable.

Do they know how this works?  Do they know why certain alignments are helpful?  Or do they only know the fact of it without understanding the mechanism?  Or will they only know?  Darn tenses…

Perhaps more important, these weak areas aren’t keeping out the energies of the Void as perfectly as they might.  Raw Chaos doesn’t get through, but sometimes demonic Things can squeeze themselves through the holes.  It takes time and effort, but they can ooze into the world to take on physical forms.  I know because, as I took a closer look at the stars, I saw one doing it.  It didn’t seem happy with the exercise, but it was determined.

Under normal circumstances, I think sunrise limits the size of the Thing trying to enter.  It doesn’t do to squeeze only halfway through the hatch before someone comes by with the flamethrower.  Now, though, with no sun in the sky, it would not surprise me to find a bunch of frozen demons buried in the snowfields.

Speaking of thermal issues, the Firmament, did, indeed, produce a temperature of its own.  It wasn’t purely a thermal conductor for the sun.  The temperature was only slightly above the ambient temperature, but it was there.  Sadly, this was not enough to be terribly useful.

Eventually, as the cooling effects continued, we would finally lose all the residual heat in the center region, as well.  A couple of experiments and observations let me guess the temperature would stabilize around the freezing point of alcohol—that’s a hundred or so below zero in Celsius.

I’m guessing the Spire and its parking lot of dragons aren’t going to mind.

Of course, I could be completely wrong.  I did small-scale experiments and assumed they applied worldwide.  Hopefully, we’ll never find out.

As for the Firmament itself, I did enjoy confirming many of my suppositions about it.  I still don’t think I’m ready to try making one out of chaos energies, but it’s gratifying to know my latest-generation magical firmaments adhere to the proper theory.  So I got that goin’ for me, which is nice.

Despite everything I’ve learned, I still don’t feel comfortable meddling with the Firmament directly.  It produces at least a little heat, so I might be able to cause it to produce much more heat and/or light.  Imagine a hot, blue, summer sky without a sun.  I think I could do it.

Thing is, I think I could make the Firmament do this.  Why am I not?  I think the current warmth of the Firmament isn’t intentional.  I think it’s a side effect.  It’s a bug, not a feature.  It was meant as a heat conductor and redistributor, not as a world-sized space heater.  For example, a computer produces waste heat, so it has cooling fans.  You don’t want to make it produce more!

It's possible I could enhance this heating quality and make the Firmament glow like a summer sky, everywhere, and warm the whole place up.  It’s also possible I could also throw it drastically out of balance, start a runaway chain reaction, and watch the Firmament plates shatter like a collapsing stained-glass window.

Of course this stained-glass window is one wall of a Chaos aquarium.

I think I’ll build a sun.  It’s safer.

I just realized what I said.  It’s safer to build a sun. I would ask how my life has reached this point, but I have a pretty good memory and the ability to admit it when I make a mistake.  Once I’ve bloodied my nose running into it, I mean.

Dammit, the world needs a sun!  I remember the future Rethven.  It has a sun and that sun will have certain qualities.  It has to be there for my younger self to see and remember.  The Firmament didn’t disintegrate, nor did it glow like a sunlit sky, because I didn’t make it do so!

Does this mean I can’t destroy the Firmament?  Is the future set in temporal stone?  Will it come out the way I remember it because it already happened and can’t be altered?  Or, more realistically, does it mean I’ll suffer horribly if we get to a key point in history and it’s too far out of whack?

While the first idea is more comforting, I can’t know until I test it—much like testing a parachute.  The risk is too great to simply hope it will all turn out okay.  I don’t dare.

How much of a paradox am I creating?  Have I created.  Will I create.  Whatever the tense is.  The sun went out—but are the humans supposed to fix the sun?  Are the Heru going to temporarily come out and do it?  Or am I part of a paradoxical loop already?  Did Rethven have the sun I remembered because I remembered it and chose to make one to replicate what I remembered?  Or, if I succeed in fixing the sun, will this peculiar bit of inscrutable history unscrew itself?  Will everything go back to working the way it should?  Or will there be a whole new Empire, different kingdoms, the works—and my younger self will have to live through all of it again, but going through a whole new set of adventures, only to end up chasing an evil orb through a misused gate into the past to close the temporal loop?

I hate time travel.

With my personal observations out of the way and my anxieties on full alert, it was time to see what I could do for the world.

When we set up our campsite, I also set up a shift-space diagram.  If anything went wrong for me, Velina and Bronze could go back to a reactor world and help my altar ego.  Or go wherever they wanted.  They both can operate my other shift-booths and gates.  It’s not hard to do, if you know how.

Okay, I think it’s no more than routine.  I may not be the best yardstick.

I’d feel more comfortable if Velina waited for me in a reactor world, but it’s hard to tell her to buzz off.  Although, if something only moderately bad happens to me, I have someplace local to recover and someone to assist me.  If she can dump a bucket of cold blood on me, it might save my “life.”  Then she and Bronze can drag me back to the Spherestation.

With the stairs probably ready—there was no way to tell—I started stripping off magical gear.  As I stacked it, Bronze told me she would rather stay up top with Velina.  She didn’t like the stairs.  Firebrand was another story.

Why do I have to stay up here? it complained.

“Because I’m going down into a surging, hyper-intense, magical catastrophe field capable of burning out your enchantment matrix and either destroying you outright or forcing you to try to exist as a disembodied spirit.  How do you feel about your steel shell exploding while you try to become a ghost?”

Firebrand thought it over for a moment.

Maybe I should stay up here.

“Maybe you should.  Look, at least you’re here,” I pointed out.  “I want you to help keep an eye on all my stuff.  I can’t wear my armor down there, nor any of my other magical gadgets.  I don’t want ice giants stomping any of it.  And if Velina needs to kill an ice giant or anything else, help her. The fact none of them have yet wandered into view only means we’re that much closer to encountering them.”

Really?  You think so?

“Absolutely.”

Velina, huh?  Hmm.  Yeah, she’s okay.  I can help her kill stuff.

“Thank you.”

In the course of removing enchanted items, I discovered I had to send for nonmagical clothes.  I also picked up several chemical-based heat packs for the pockets.  I don’t mind the cold so much, but I might want the heat to avoid freezing like a vampsicle.  Probably not, but I don’t like being surprised.

Wearing a fresh outfit, I headed down to look at the damage.  Even with a stairway to hell, it’s a long walk.  It’s tempting to make it a water slide, but, A: it would freeze into an ice slide, and B: I wanted a convenient way to come back up.

There’s the infinite Void on my left.  It has Things occasionally flying, swimming, crawling, scuttling, or otherwise moving by.  There’s a much more comforting quarter-circle of rock to the right.  Looking down is a really bad idea.  I should have sprung for a railing in the initial design.  No, on second—third?—thought, it should be a tunnel, not a half-recessed stairway.  Nice thoughts.  I reflected how I would know better if I ever had to do this again.

Fifty-seven vertical miles.  At a fifteen degree angle, that’s a stairway over two hundred miles long.  It’s Jerusalem to Tripoli, on foot.  It’s Madrid to Alicante.  It’s Dallas to Tulsa.  It’s a long damn walk.  Downhill all the way, yes, but a long walk.

Maybe I’ll figure out what happened to cause a solar failure, and figure it out quickly.  Maybe I can re-light the pilot light and it will fire right up, hopefully giving me time to be elsewhere.  But how will I know until I actually go and look?  Spells won’t go there at all.  My best, toughest spells can barely get into line-of-sight range.  It’s questionable whether or not I can go there.  The field intensity is greatest near the Spire, diminishing somewhat as one gets closer to the ends, so I stand a decent chance of not being immolated by the random surges of magical energy.  It’s the potential for sudden, close-range sunlight I’m really scared about.

I’m not touching anything until I’m sure I know what it does.

Then there’s the Void on my left.  I can jog down the stairs, but I don’t dare sprint at the speed of dark.  I have to stay alert and stay cautious, because if I trip, my fall could be unpleasant.  And if I find I’m running into a furnace of power, I don’t want to cross from “toaster” to “blowtorch” without a chance to reconsider.

Come to think of it, Bronze is a quasi-celestial entity inhabiting a body made of orichalcum.  Mostly orichalcum.  There’s a little osmium laced through the microbots, for obvious reasons.  Orichalcum shouldn’t have a problem in this environment and neither should she.  She might be right at home.  Velina’s horse might, too, being nonmagical.

No, that’s not right.  I keep thinking of it as a robot.  If the conversion spells go away in Rethven, it’ll stop working.  Plus, there may be side effects if they malfunction before breaking.  I ought to include breaker points so a magical overload makes the spells fail instead of blow up.

If I plate the robot in orichalcum, will that focus the power like an antenna and increase the damage from magical surges?  Or will it act like a Faraday cage and shield against them?  And while I’m thinking about it, I probably need some power conversion from the nuclear cell to go into producing magic if I’m going to enchant it as a golem.  And if we’re going to be near the Mountains of the Sun, should I put small power crystals in it to act as surge protection?  If a surge hits it, an orichalcum outer skin could divert the power into the crystals—and they could explode relatively harmlessly, provided I set them up as surge protection instead of long-term storage.  It might be worth looking into if I have to go down into an unstable hypermagical field again!

Examining the place where the sun doesn’t shine is not what I wanted to do tonight.  The things I do for religion!

I jogged downhill at a moderate pace and was glad I didn’t try to sprint.  The Edge isn’t entirely flat; it has ripples in it, much like a heavy curtain, so I was startled when I went around a gradual curve and came to the end of the stairs.  They didn’t simply stop.  The stairway ended in a jumbled, spiky mass of rock jutting in all directions.  Maybe I should have sent scrying spells down to double-check the progress.

Okay, my stairway to hell didn’t go all the way.  I should have realized.  The spell did its job for as far as it could, but it eventually progressed into a zone of such high intensity it burned out the spell matrix.  Or it got zorched by a magical surge.  Either way, it died a messy death and performed unpredictably as it died.  It tried to turn a chunk of cliff face into a gigantic, mineralized sea urchin.  At least it only looked like one.

This was inconvenient.  If I wanted to go on, it was also dangerous.  I carefully felt the magical energies around me and was forcibly reminded of the time I woke up in an Ascension Sphere.  It was a good thing I was already dead.  I wouldn’t want to meddle with these forces while I had to spare any attention for other things, like breathing.

I exercised my caution.  It’s pretty strong.  It gets a lot of exercise.

Very carefully, I started a two-stage process.  The first stage was a temporary globe of force to push back as much power as possible.  I wanted to lower the ambient magical force around me as well as absorb the worst of the occasional fluctuation shocks.  This was tricky, since I didn’t want to personally channel so much force in the casting of it I burned out something more material than a spell, namely me.  It was a delicate balancing act and I did a lot of scribbling on the rock wall, not wanting to ignite anything important by accident.  Let the rock wall melt, if it had to.  Better than melting my brain.

With a first-stage spell trying to hold back the massive forces—or, in this case, lowering the chance of a sharp voltage spike being run through me—it was easier to make another one, nested inside the first.  I kept drawing smaller and smaller circles on the wall, each one forming another protective layer, diminishing the intensity of any surges in stages.  It was the only way, since I couldn’t possibly build a single, impenetrable shell.

I ran out of space.  The curve of the wall made it hard to start with a big circle.  Still, it was enough to minimize the unstable nature of the field in my tiny little area.  I took my time and built a much more robust stairway-making spell, really cramming power into the matrix to reinforce the wiring.  I also included slightly weaker spots in the matrix, like circuit breakers.  These were places where, when they broke, they would break in such a way as to fizzle instead of go haywire.  Probably.

Once I released it, the spikes of stone slithered back into the face of the cliff as stairs oozed out.  A curve of open space appeared above and to one side.  The process propagated downward much more rapidly than I expected.

It also ended before I expected.  Clearly, it would require multiple heavy-duty spells.  It was an annoyance and a danger—the power levels were already ridiculously high and would become ludicrous, possibly even plaid, as I continued farther into the violent magic of the southern regions.

I wasn’t going any farther down if I wanted to cast spells.  My neurons were dangerously warm right where I was.  Instead, I figured I could mitigate the danger by preparing and casting several stairway spells at this higher-altitude, less-intense level.  I would release one and send it down to pick up where the last one left off.  While it went, I would cast and reinforce another one and send it after the first.  Each one would make more stairway.  If each one made one less step than the one before it, fine!  Unlike Achilles and the Tortoise, I only needed to get close.

As a bonus, by casting multiple spells, the following spells would have more time in the hot zone.  Well-crafted spells tend to get stronger over time.  While the first spell worked on the stairway, burning itself out, the spells waiting behind it would be soaking in the power bath, toughening up.  Of course, one good voltage spike might wipe them all out.  And they might progress down the future stairway too quickly to successfully adapt.  It was still worth trying.

It took longer than I expected, but it worked.  I had to periodically reinscribe several of the hot, glowing runes along the cliff face.  The occasional surges were hard on my shielding spells.  It’s kind of like drawing power from the wind.  Up on top of the world, the magical environment is like a steady breeze.  Down here, it’s gale force, with occasional direct hits by tornadoes.  Farther down the stairs…

Eventually, I launched enough stairway spells to get where I wanted to go.  I eased out of my shielded area and continued my trudge downward.  I regretted it.  I came to a point where I started to sweat.  Not typical sweat, because I was dead at the time.  I started to sweat blood.

This was moderately weird, but it was also a clue.  For quite a while, I’d felt the power surging around me, getting worse and worse with each step.  Any human being would have caught fire long ago as their nervous system overloaded and burned.  I wasn’t enjoying it, myself, but my nervous system isn’t exactly factory standard.  Now the magical field intensity was starting to have physical effects even on my own undead physiology.

I went back up a few hundred yards.  Gradually, the blood I’d sweat out soaked back in.  Good.  Very good.  But how was I going to get down there and eyeball my target?

With a heavy heart and much angry muttering, I went all the way back up to my spellcasting station and re-entered the effect of the rings.  What I needed was the same sort of magical surge protection, but also a sort of pressure suit.  Something to keep me from being crushed by the depths, but also something to keep me from being struck by lightning.

I know I’m mixing my metaphors, but bear with me.

I couldn’t take the cliff face along, but I could cast the spells again.  This time, I would have to sit quietly and concentrate.  They wouldn’t have a physical medium to carry them, so each spell matrix would be more fragile.  I’d have to reinforce them.  I’d have to have more of them.  A lot more.

Gee, how convenient I had a lot of magical energy on hand and no good excuses!  I was delighted to have a plan involving a long, tedious, repetitive task and no rationalization on how to avoid it.

Yaaaaayyy.

I sighed and got to work.  At least I had a lot of power to work with.  I could build one massive spell and set it up to self-replicate.  Of course, the copies wouldn’t be as robust—copies never are—but the outer layers would be expendable.  No, more than expendable; they would be ablative.

Instead of a single sphere of force, I would have multiple shells.  While the outermost layer was rapidly burning away, it would be slower than with a single spell.  The layers would support each other, each inner shell taking part of the load from an outer shell.  The semi-stable environment inside would also allow the main, innermost spell to produce more layers, pushing them outward to refresh the layers being destroyed.  Hopefully faster than the environment destroyed them.

The real trick was to build a powerful enough primary spell.  There were two problems with that, both related to each other.

The first problem was how tough a spell I could build.  I could construct a spell, line by line, bit by bit, piece by piece, really hammering on each segment, channeling all the magical energy I could endure into every component.  Even so, left on its own, it would die in the depths.  The power levels were simply too variable and too intense.  If I eased it down slowly and gave it lots of time to adapt, maybe… But for now, no.  I can only channel so much energy into spell construction, so my spells can only be so durable.  More durable than any mortal magicians spell, to be sure, but there are still limits.

The second problem related to the first.  My toughest, most durable spell could suck in and process a lot of magic, thus producing lesser versions of itself fairly quickly.  To do so, it needed a high-intensity field.  That field would be stabilized by the outer shells, but the intensity had to be mitigated, too, if I expected to survive!

An Ascension Sphere can set a person on fire.  Simply walking down the stairs in this region could do the same, and to more than people.  It could be hot enough to broil me!

It was a question of how much power could I stand—so the main spell replicated quickly—and the strength of the main spell, to survive the stairwell to hell.

Once I finished forging my defensive spell, I gave it a head start on ablative outer spell production before I headed down again.  This time, I was surrounded by a faintly-shimmering aura composed of concentric spheres of force.

And you know what?  It worked! Whee!

By this time, my stairway stopped at a close-enough spot.  I was only a couple of miles away.  That’s no big deal to my eyes, but distance wasn’t the only factor.  I was looking at a sideways crater in the same wall where my stairs were mounted.  It was like living in an apartment building and trying to look in my neighbor’s window by sticking my head out my own window.  It wasn’t the best vantage.  My first impression was of a shallow crater, much of which was hidden by its rim.

How am I supposed to analyze the thing if I can’t even get a good look at it?

Gritting my teeth, I stood on the lowest step, grabbed some local rock face, and leaned outward over the infinite drop to the Void of Chaos below.  I took a good, long look at the crater because I was under no circumstances about to look down.  I held out my left hand and used my thumb as a visual reference, measuring the crater’s diameter and depth.  I was tempted to spider-climb my way along the face of the rock, but my tendrils are vital to that.  I didn’t know if they would act as lightning rods in this region, so I kept them safely coiled up inside.  Even my shadow was hiding inside my clothes.

This was a bad place to be.

The crater was shallow and almost a paraboloid.  That is, it was a three-dimensional parabola, or nearly so.  I couldn’t measure it exactly.  Clearly, it wasn’t an impact crater.

Something else about the crater struck me as odd.  If the Rethvan sun appeared here every morning, formed from the primal Chaos by some sort of Heru construct, it seems reasonable for it to melt a crater in the side of the world.  A sun flares into existence and you get a melted spot.  Makes sense, doesn’t it?

But this is Heru construction, like the flat world.  Should it “make sense” to me?

With this thought in mind, I carefully leaned back from my visual examination and sat down.  I put my chin on my palm and drummed fingers along my cheek, carefully keeping my talons retracted.  I tried to visualize what would happen.

First, you have a bright ball of light.  Let’s assume it starts small and grows to the proper size.  This gives a nice sunrise effect as the eastern sky starts to light up.  Now we have a big ball of brightness, sitting here, hot as anything, melting a chunk out of the world.  Another function launches it like a pyromaniac’s bowling ball along the Firmament gutter in the sky, headed for the western end of the world.

Forget where it’s going for the moment.  What happens here?

Well, depending on the rate at which the sun forms, either you get a big chunk of rock blasted into nothingness, as with a fusion weapon, or you get a gradually-rising temperature that melts little things like rock, stone, steel, and all physical matter.

I pictured the crater in my mind’s eye and thought, What is wrong with this picture?

And it came to me.  There wasn’t anything melted.  The surface of the crater wasn’t glassy and cracked and all that stuff.  There was no crusty lava-flow goo below it.  The material in this crater didn’t melt and drip.

Hang on.  We were a long way down.  Was the midline where the sun lit up?  Would it melt stuff and let it ooze downward—or, if the crater was lower than the midline, ooze upward?  If it was right on the midline, would melted rock puddle on the rock face?  Would it be squeezed toward the midline and rise up as a ridge?  Would the next day vaporize more rock?  Moreover, shouldn’t there also be a channel, a worn place on the upper curve, where the sun gradually melted a track as it headed into the sky?  That, at least, would flow downward, wouldn’t it?  Yet there was no sign of it.

Okay.  The rock didn’t melt from the sun’s ignition.  It didn’t melt at all, apparently.  So where did the missing rock go?  What removed it?

There was still something bothering me about the whole thing.  A sense of familiarity.  Was it like the chunk in the western Edge, blasted out when the Devourer got forked from behind?  No, it was not.  What was familiar about it?

I leaned out again, photographed the whole thing with my eyes, settled down on the bottom step, and stepped into my headspace to do research.

I discovered something about the library in my headspace.  I need a librarian.  An index.  A card file, at the very least.

As things stood, I didn’t dare fire up a search spell to go rummaging through my memories.  I also didn’t feel comfortable opening the basement to get part of my unconscious up here to help.  There are still a lot of bugs down there.  Well-behaved, for the most part, but still a lot of them.

On the plus side, time in here isn’t the same as time out there.  I pulled down volume after volume, flipping through pages.

I’m told the Internet is an evil thing.  It’s distracting.  It’ll suck up your time faster than a nightlord sucks up blood and just as involuntarily.  Memories do it, too.

No, I will not share.  Not in this context, anyway.  I found a lot of memories I hadn’t dusted off in quite a while and probably spent entirely too long with them.  I refuse to feel guilty about it.  Sometimes, you need to take a mental vacation and reminisce about things.  I don’t do it often enough, perhaps.  Instead, I shelve things until later— “later” being sometime after the shelf breaks and memories go tumbling down into the carpet to be lost in my Undermind.

I didn’t forget to look for weird craters.  I… diverted a little.  Took a few detours.  Chased a few rabbits.  Went down a rabbit-hole.  Had tea.  Killed a flamingo and played croquet.  You know, the usual things when you go off the beaten track.  I took a little longer than I anticipated.

Maybe I shouldn’t.  The last time I took longer than anticipated, the Rethvan sun went out.

I wasn’t inside my headspace for more than an hour, although it seemed much longer while I was in there.  I did find the crater reference I was looking for!  The neat crater in the side of Rethven reminded me of the neat, angel-created craters when they cleaned up spilled Chaos in an Earth-world.

Yay!  I figured out what it reminded me of!

Boo!  I did not like what it reminded me of!

Angels in Rethven.  What did I do to deserve this?

No, bad question.  Don’t answer that.  I can come up with a whole slew of things without help, thank you.

All right.  Working hypothesis:  Somewhere out in the middle of this crater there used to be a chaos-energy manifestation.  Maybe it was the Heru equivalent of a spell, or maybe it was a physical construct.  What it was doesn’t matter.  It’s probably been turned into a bunch of neutral particles and dumped into the Void.  Whatever it was, I’m not getting it back.  And with Rendu currently snoozing in the Spire, nobody’s going to fix it—or, in this case, build a new chaos-energy spell.

Why were there angels in Rethven?  No, let me amend that.  Why was there at least one, possibly only one, angel in Rethven?  Did it come and go?  Was it still around?  Were there more?  You’d think I would have noticed them, or they me.  I’ll have to ask my altar ego if he’s seen any.  Or anything like an angel.  It might not be an angel.  It could by any celestial-energy being with a hostility to Chaos.

Oh, damn.

I really am going to have to build a sun.

I came out of my headspace and stood up, fuming.  I put my fuming on hold as I did a quick check on my defensive barriers.  Several of them had evaporated.  A magical surge?  Probably.  The main, inner spell was still producing new layers, but this was a losing proposition down here.

I didn’t waste time on it.  I had other things to be irked about.  I stomped up the stairs, every single step of the way, steaming all the while.  I wanted a lot of time to think about what I had to do and how to do it and to calm down from my aggravation and resentment and I really needed a long walk and time to myself.

Damn it.

It takes quite a while to climb two-hundred-plus miles of stairs.  I’m a walker and a climber, though, so I stomped it more quickly than a typical walking pace.  And, being a tireless undead monster with—obviously—no possibility of a sunrise to worry about, I did it without anything like a pesky rest break.

On my way up, I encountered a good reason to hurry.  A random surge hit my shields like a lightning bolt hitting the flagpole on a gunpowder factory.  It didn’t do me any harm, but it did take down ninety percent of my remaining protective magic.  I immediately started sweating blood.

I don’t know how often surges of such magnitude occur.  Little ones happen all the time, but that’s part of why I had the shields.  Was the one I saw a big one, a medium-sized one, or were the usual fluctuations background noise and this bolt of destruction was the first real surge I’d encountered?

I didn’t stay long enough to find out.  I was already in a higher gear and ascending rapidly while I wondered about the magical weather in the lower regions.  I had to keep the pace down to less than a full sprint, though.  The stairs curve a bit, back and forth, following the irregular waves of the smooth cliff face.  Nevertheless, I covered a lot of distance in a relatively short amount of time.

I reached my spellcasting glyphs.  Behind me, the blood I’d dripped on the stairs sizzled into the stone.  The rest, still soaking my clothes, slowly soaked back into me.  I wasn’t safe, exactly, but I felt safer.

The pause was a good thing, as was the walk.  I calmed down a lot, got my head in better order, and did more introspection.  I spent a lifetime or two doing nothing but research, locked away in my lab.  Aside from the occasional grocery run, I didn’t go out.  Now, for the first time in forever, I had to deal with a much larger universe on a long-term basis.  This was a major shift in my perspective.  I also had major responsibilities land on me, no doubt with sequential ramifications much like the bricklayer and his barrel.  And I’m still not over the loss of a bunch of people I actually cared about.  Time marches on and stomps everything back into the dust, which annoys me considerably.

You’d think I’d get used to the last one.  Immortality problems, you know.  I’m not sure why I’m taking so long to adapt to being an immortal monster, but there it is.  I’m stupid, I’m slow, and I’m emotionally immature.  Add those to my laundry list of faults.

As I approached the top of the stairway, I saw a glowing particle on a step.  Farther up, there were more, appearing irregularly but more frequently farther up.  They lay on the ground, scattered like marbles down a staircase.  They were about the size of a matchhead and shone about as brightly.  Examining one, I found it was a basic lighting spell, well-constructed, and set up to act like normal matter as far as gravity and solid objects were concerned.

I looked around.  None of the Firmament pieces put a star anywhere near me.  The moons weren’t visible, either.  The only place with any color to it was near these glowing motes.  Otherwise, I decided it must be almost pitch-dark.  I didn’t need the illumination, though.

Of course.  Lights along the stairs would let her see me coming.

Well, I thought, I guess it’s good someone has been practicing while I’ve been away.  No doubt she cast the spells very carefully, but it still bothered me.  It’s dangerous for mortals to cast spells this close to the Mountains of the Sun.  I kept tromping upward along this last straight shot to the top.  Velina waved.

“I see not all is to your liking,” she said, by way of greeting.

So much for not being aggravated by the time I finished the climb.  I felt better, though.  Not good, but better.  It was a staircase in the right direction.  Almost any direction was good if it got me farther from the hypermagical zone.

“Not all is to my liking,” I agreed, “but I did a lot of thinking and I have some ideas.”  I looked around.  Scattered about the inflatable igloo were large chunks of ice, torn-up snow, and flat patches like frozen puddles.  It looked as though a drunk glacier was sick all over the place.

“What happened?”

“I believe they were ice giants.”

They were definitely ice giants!  Firebrand added.

“Really!  How many?”

We killed six of them!  Whoosh!  Whack!  Clang!  Crack!  It was great!

“In ones and twos, not six at once,” Velina added.

“Interesting.  That’s a lot of wandering monsters for a mere—” I broke off.  “How long have I been down there?”

“Eight sleeps.”

“At least eight days, then.  Okay.  Hmm.”  I looked at Bronze, wondering why she hadn’t informed me.

She hadn’t informed me because I was busy and this wasn’t a problem.  Ice giants are big, they’re strong, and they hit about as hard as you’d expect.  On the other hand, these were a bit slow, somewhat nervous about open flame, and brittle when hit exactly right.

“All good things to know,” I agreed.

She also added that the robot horse was now much more useful.

“How is it more useful?” I asked.  Velina cocked her head at me, then followed my gaze.

Bronze told me she occupied it, did a little work on the body, and did quite a lot of work on the computer systems.  It was still a transport device, but now it was transport suitable for a war zone.  It used to be a horse.  Now it was a warhorse.  Moreover, lines of microbots were now fused, melted into orichalcum wire, running through the robohorse systems.  The whole thing was treated and ready for any golem enchantment I might care to add.  At my convenience, of course.

“I’ll do that,” I told her, “and thank you.  I’m glad to see the three of you managed.”

“They are not quick, but they do fight intelligently,” Velina told me.  “They will fight with weapons, mostly rocks or clubs, but they usually strike with their fists.”

“I don’t see a club.”

“I burned it.”

Who burned it?

“Firebrand burned it.”

I was hungry.

“Hungry?”

Ice giants are more resistant to heat than you’d think, Firebrand told me.  Bronze nodded and agreed.  She breathed fire repeatedly on them and they disliked it, but it didn’t melt them as much as she anticipated.  Even Firebrand’s best blasts merely harmed them instead of killing them outright.

“Important safety tip.  Got it.  Considering they took a while to notice you, then started closing in… I suspect they may have called for help.  What do you think?”

“I agree.”

“Good.  Maybe we should shove the chunks off the side so as not to advertise it’s a giant-killing zone.”

Bronze immediately moved to do so.  Velina’s horse moved to help.  I wondered at that.  Bronze can control other horses, but a robot?  Then I felt silly.  Her spirit occupied, modified, and owned the robot—fetlock, hock, and both smoking nostrils.  It would do whatever she told it to.

Before the ice blocks could vanish, I saved a few pieces for examination and study, wrapping them in a heat-absorbing spell to keep them cold even when we eventually transported them elsewhere.  I had no idea how the biology—hydrology?—of an ice giant worked, but I was willing to take a look.

“That’s the last of them,” Velina reported.  “What next?”

“Next, I do more study on the edges of the world, fiddle with a firmament spell, run a few experiments, and maybe test-fire a recurring nuke.”

Hooray for nuclear fire!

“Hush, pyromaniac.”

Hey, you’re going to build a sun, right?  If that’s not the ultimate pyromaniac experience, I don’t know what is!

I didn’t answer.  I didn’t want to mention the time I almost blew up a sun.  Firebrand would want to see it.

“Do we stay here?” Velina asked.

“No.  We’ll go back to… hmm.  Probably the Voidstations.  I have equipment on the Flatstation.  Besides, I’m feeling more than a little thirsty.  We’ll go through a reactor world on the way to check in with Dusty.”

“The avatar you interrogated?”

“That’s him.”

“I am ready.”

We packed up the icy body parts and I shifted us back to Reactor World #1.

“Hey!” Dusty exclaimed.  “Back so soon?”

I put ice giant bits in the breakroom freezer.  Nobody else was using it.

“Yes.  It’s bloody damn cold there and I’ve done all I can for a while.  I don’t suppose you have a handy electron microscope or the equivalent?”

“Um, no.  I mean, there’s ancient equipment all over the planet, but I’m not the salvage and restoration expert you are.”

“I’ll go elsewhere.  I plan to analyze these bits of ice giant.  I also have questions for you.  Have you noticed any angels in the Rethven vicinity?”

“Mmm.  No, I can’t say I have.”

“Would you have noticed an angel in Rethven?”

“I think so.  It depends on what it’s doing and for how long.”

“So, could one show up and go away again without being noticed?”

“It’s possible, if it was roaming around the material plane.”

“Hmm.  Good to know.  Do the ice giants have a celestial entity?  Is there a god of ice giants?”

“In Rethven?” he asked.  “No way.  That would be on the celestial plane. I would have seen.”

“Okay.  Now take a close look at the sun crater in the eastern Edge.”

“Sun crater?”

“You can’t miss it.  It’s at the eastern end of the mountains, about fifty miles down from the top.”

“Okay.  I’m looking.  What am I looking for?”

“Any signs a celestial entity conflicted with chaos energies.”

“I think I would have noticed that.”

“It might not have been a big conflict.  Look close.”

“All right, since you insist.”  He paused for a moment, waiting while his other self, universes away, redirected its attention.  “Well, I’ll be!  Yes, now you mention it, and if I focus My attention specifically on it.  There is a faint trace!  How did you know?”

“It reminded me of something unpleasant,” I told him.  At the same time, I wished I’d thought to have him go look around down there for me.  I suppose I did need to look at it myself, rather than rely on his secondhand description.

“Okay.  What does this tell us?”

“That someone’s made a mischief in the Chaos.  It’s not something the Heru scheduled.”

“All right.  What do you need from Me?”

“Before we get to the big issues, there is something you could do,” I admitted.

“Name it.”

“Every time you refer to yourself, I can hear the capital letter.  Maybe you really are so powerful you can think of yourself as a god.  On the other hand, maybe you’re a jumped-up spirit with a nuclear power plant and pretensions.  Either way, it gets on My nerves—see what I mean?—and it’s starting to annoy Me.  Would you please do Me a favor and stop doing it before it really starts to upset Me?”

He winced every time I did it.

“I see your point.  I’m not an unreasonable deity.  Sure.”

“Thank you.”

“De nada.  Got anything else?”

“At the moment?  No.  I have to do more R&D, though.  I’ve never built a sun before.”

“It’s come to that?”

“The crater definitely had something there.  I believe—although I can’t prove—there was something to create and launch a sun every day.  It was close to the Firmament, which means it could have had access to the Void of Chaos, and was in the right spot for a sunrise launch.  Circumstantial, I know, but I think it’s where the Heru originally had a sun-maker.”

“Any thoughts on how it worked?”

“Nope.  Heru magic?  Chaos manipulation?  Pixie dust?  Clean living and righteous thoughts?  I dunno.  Whatever, I think it met a nasty end.”

“There’s no way to fix it?”

“You saw the site.  It’s gone.  It’s like a car that fell into the lava.  All you have is either a blob of hot lava or a rock with high metal content.  You don’t repair, you replace.”  I rubbed my forehead and sighed.  The local sunrise wasn’t far off.

“I can manage party tricks with chaotic forces,” I went on, “but I have no idea how this used to work.  And the scale involved is millions of times greater than my abilities.  I’m going to have to do research to get ideas.  Right now, I’m stumped.”

“Okay.  How can I help?”

“Keep an eye out for an angel.”

“I’m pretty sure there are no angels in Rethven.”

“I’m not so sure.  Something celestial got into a direct conflict with a chaos creation.  I suppose it could have been some other sort of celestial entity, but I’ve only ever seen an angel neutralizing chaos forces directly.”

“There are lots of celestial-energy entities that would react badly to raw Chaos.  All of us, in fact.”

“If you say so.  Maybe someone conjured up the equivalent of a celestial squirrel and launched it, tree and all, into the chaos device.  Humor me, please, even if I seem a bit fixated on angels.  Okay?”

“Be not afraid.  I’ll roll some eyes around.”

“You’re not as funny as you think you are.”

“Sure I am,” he argued, “but only in celestial circles.”


Thoughtfulness

One of the things I always loved about research was how it often leads to things one did not anticipate.  It might be the only sort of surprise I like.  Usually.  Sometimes.  Okay, it’s not always a bad thing.

For example, while you’re studying how distillation can make your booze stronger, you also learn how to get fuel out of a useless black goo.  As you study how compressing a gas heats it up, you develop the theory to build refrigerators, air conditioners, and diesel engines.  Using a jet of air in a perfume spray bottle helps develop the carburetor for the internal combustion engine.  Safety techniques for containing and dissecting angels help protect you from thaumonuclear fusion.

Yeah, I made up a word.  I do that.

It took a little tweaking, but the principles were similar.  If it keeps me from combusting near a blazing angel of light, it doesn’t take much for it to keep me from combusting in the light from a blazing ball of fusing nuclei.  As a vampire, I mean.  Keeping me from igniting purely as a function of temperature is a whole different kettle of coolant.

It’s amazing what I can get away with in the lab.  I do not want to try it under field conditions, but the laboratory is for proving principles.  Someday, I’ll develop something I feel willing to risk my existence on in a fight.

One thing did strike me as peculiar.  I’m not trying to blow things up.  That’s easy.  I want burn, not boom.  It has to last twelve hours or so, not consume its fuel all in one go.  In the small-scale bench testing, I built artificially-sustained, micro-sized suns.  These were bad for me in the sense they tried to fry me—it’s always night on the Voidstations—but they didn’t provoke my vampire state to shift back to my daytime state.  I’m not sure why they lean more toward ignition than transformation, but I’ve barely started researching how to manufacture suns.

I’m a vampire trying to create a sun.

I’m a vampire trying to create a sun.

I’m a vampire trying to create a sun.

I’m a vampire trying to create a sun.

No matter how you say it, it sounds wrong.

If only Mary could see me now.

Velina was surprisingly handy in the lab.  She’s more than a typical warrior from the Tassarian empire.  She can see what’s magical and what isn’t, knows quite a few spells, and has learned a lot of practical things Tauta never dreamed of.

Her help was mostly of the “Put your finger here” sort, saving me time, but she was also immune to casual combustion from the light sources we worked with.  She had to be shielded from an overabundance of ionizing radiation, but that’s easy. I have to wear the silvery fire suit, which I am absolutely certain amuses her.  But, of course, she hasn’t said a word.  She hasn’t even cracked a smile.  Outwardly.

As I whipped up protective spells for her, I was reminded of my backlog of enchantments.  Her armor needed the full package, her amulet needed updates, her horse needed to have auxiliary magical animation, we needed a shield and all that went with it, and her blades weren’t even close to complete…

Fortunately, I have more than one Voidstation and a bunch of micro-gates.  If I route the time-ticker chain through a few Nobody Left Alive worlds, I can build up a ridiculous level of time differential between Rethven and my Flatstation.

Now that I’m researching suns instead of keeping live angels captive, I can let up a little on the security.  We can also take more regular breaks, rather than only coming out for grocery runs.  I don’t want to work Velina too hard.  I’ll stay awake for a year, but she needs to eat, sleep, and all the rest of that biology stuff.  She also needs a day off, now and then.  We can add another micro-gate to the time-ticker chain and go somewhere for a quick vacation before popping back in and getting back to the projects.

I do try to think ahead.  I don’t always do a great job—I miss things more often than I like—but I do try.

So, how is this less security?  Running time-tickers between the Stepstation—the landing pad for arrivals into the Voidstation constellation—and actual worlds is a recurring power surge that can be detected.  It’s not something that should attract angelic attention, but it’s… it’s like… it’s like the difference between a submarine sitting on the bottom of the ocean, quietly waiting for everyone to go away, and a submarine running near the surface with its snorkel up for air.  Neither one is terribly obvious, but the snorkel can be noticed.

We started with Velina’s gear.  Not only was it good exercise for her, it was a priority for future trips to Rethven.  She won’t always be holding Firebrand, and ice giants really are a thing.

As for building a sun… progress was good, but it wasn’t something I could slap together.  There were a lot of questions and a lot of finicky details.  Rethven’s Firmament determines the rules of the universe.  I mostly copied it for my own firmament spells, but mine isn’t exact.  It runs on magic, not the primal Chaos.  So doing research on the Flatstation wasn’t guaranteed.  I might not be able to exactly replicate the experiments on Rethven.  Including the ability to tweak things at each stage of the process felt like wasted time—but, again, time-tickers.  Rethven wasn’t going anywhere in a hurry.

I was in a hurry, but didn’t dare.  I absolutely do not want to build a sun.  I don’t even want to look at Rethven.  But if I have to do it, I’m going to do it, and hate it.

I suspect, if I wasn’t so grumpy about paradox and artificial solar power, I might actually enjoy the project.  Since I’m being forced into it, I don’t want to do it.  I don’t think that’s a weird thing, but I could be wrong.

We went through a lot of lab equipment, two bulkheads, and about thirty-three gallons of blood before we had a working bench model.  Even in the scaled-down lab experiments, we’re talking about a fusion reactor.  A teeny-tiny one.

Finally, with my math in hand, it was time for a test shot under field conditions.  I could perform this little miracle in the laboratory, but would it work in Rethven?

One steaming crater later, yes, I proved the principles still worked in Rethven.

Now, could I shoot a slightly larger version into the sky?  I didn’t want to try the first of a series of scaled-up experiments on a Flatstation.  The second, maybe, depending on how the first one went, but I decided to test-fire the beta version in Rethven.

This was only a scaled-up test run, but it would be another data set for my simulations.  For this field test, my goal was to see if I could light up the world, at least for a little while, without setting it on fire.

Dusty asked to come along, so I hunted up a polar suit for him.  He tried to stand back and watch while Velina and I set up the test equipment, but I drafted him as another set of hands.  Velina set up the bracing struts while Dusty and I lugged the main rings and the spacing units into place.

“It looks like a coilgun,” Dusty observed, muffled a bit by his fur-lined hood.  It entertained me to see him muffled to the eyebrows and peering out of a furry tunnel.  It was the Hello Kitty mittens and the pink ears on the hood of the parka that really sold the look.  As a great man once said, “There’s no point in being grown-up if you can’t be childish sometimes.”  I’m not sure I’m grown up, but I can be childish.

“Sure does,” I agreed.

“Is it?”

“No.  Tilt this ring up with me.  Good.  I’ll hold it.  You get the spacers.”

“Look, I know there’s nobody who wizards like you do.  I’d bet on you to stand up to Merlin and Morgana at the same time.”

“I wouldn’t.  Not at the same time.”

“It was meant as hyperbole.  —wait.  Have you met—”

“Get to your point,” I interrupted.

“Uh… yeah.  Okay.  I was about to say if things go massively wrong, I may be able to help in a non-wizard way if I have an idea what you’re doing.”

That made too much sense to ignore.  As we connected the spacers between the rings, I explained.

“Okay, look.  The series of rings is, essentially, a linear magical accelerator.”

“A linear magnetic accelerator?”

“Nope.  It’s the thaumaturgic version.  Hold this here while I bolt it together.  What happens is, the rings collect hydrogen from the air, humidity, wherever.  The initial spell encapsulates part of the hydrogen and does the first-stage compression.  Another one acts as a regulator, keeping the fusion from going supercritical—it’s the secondary throttle for the hydrogen fuel supply.  The additional rings add additional layers of the same spells.  Right now, we’re using hydrogen—sort of an ideal fuel.  Later, I’ll see if I can use carbon, nitrogen, and oxygen.  They’re less ideal, but they would be convenient for later in the day.

“Once the primary sphere of compressed gas is fired through these rings, these oversized crystals alongside the rings dump power sequentially.  I couldn’t build a spell strong enough to contain, regulate, and compress the fuel enough, so I had to develop a way to build it in stages.  These do that.

“In bench tests, the fuel gets more and more compressed as it goes along.  Each ring encapsulates another layer of the fuel and acts as another compression layer, so the inner layers can maintain the same difference in pressure, but at a higher level.  Also, the spells are given more power, reinforcing them all in addition to upping the squeeze.”

“Kind of like the reverse-entropy effect where a long-running spell tends to get stronger with age?”

“And the more you use it, the more exercise it gets, yes.  Very good.”

“See?  I paid attention.  I do have a silly question, though.”

“Shoot.  And hand me that bit, there.  No, the one with the U-shaped bits on each end.  Thanks.”

“You’re going to a lot of effort to get proton-proton fusion—the real McCoy of fusion, so to speak.  Is anyone on the ground going to know the difference if you use a matter conversion spell and fake it?”

“Most humans couldn’t tell the difference if you told them what to look for.”

“Is that a trace of contempt I hear, Dread Lord?”

“I don’t want to think too much about—ugh—people.  I’m not in the right frame of mind for dealing with humans.”

“Ah.  Well, if nobody can tell the difference, why go to all this trouble?  A good spectrum-shifter and a matter-conversion spell should do it.”

“I’ll give you a couple of reasons.  First, the spectrum of light from a matter conversion spell is pretty much all over the map.  We want wavelengths humans can see by without burning out their retinas.”

“But if you use oxygen and nitrogen instead of hydrogen—”

“Please,” I interrupted.  “That’s far, far down the road.  This is still in the research stage.  This isn’t even a real prototype.  It’s a scaled up bench test, okay?”

“Okay.  Carry on.”

“I can fiddle with a series of spectrum-shifting spells to fake it with a matter-conversion spell, but then we hit the second reason.  The first time someone powerful enough and dumb enough goes to poke the sun with a magical probe, they might blow it up.”

“How do you mean?”

“I mean it’s possible to have a runaway matter converter expand to the limits of the Firmament and turn everything inside into energy.  I studied this and tested it, so I know.”

“Ah.  Okay, people poking the sun.  That’s a non-trivial problem.”

I noticed he didn’t argue the idea humans would poke the sun.

“The third reason is the ice giants.  Clearly, they have something going for them if they can do nasty things to the sun the Heru designed.  Once I put a new one up there, they’re likely to try and blow it up deliberately.  This,” I slapped the ring I was installing, “won’t draw on the Chaos beyond the Firmament.  It will be less susceptible to celestial interference.  At least, direct interference.  A celestial entity can interfere, but it’s not as simple as throwing a bucket of celestial water on the fire.  They have to figure out how to interfere—although no doubt one could.”

“And what about other spells?” he asked.  “Granted, ice giants wizards might have summoned a celestial entity to do their dirty work.  What if they do it directly?”

“When the full-sized version is running along its track over the Mountains of the Sun, they’ll have to send their spells a long way to hit it, through the most brutal interference I have ever seen.  I have no idea how I would manage it, so I don’t think they can.  Even if they do hit it, how many layers will they pop?  One?  Ten?  There’s a lot of redundancy build into the system because it has to be robust. They might manage to shorten the length of that day, but the next morning will see a brand-new sun come up on schedule.”

“And if an angel shows up to monkey with your equipment?”

“I don’t think it will.”

“If they summoned one before—”

“It will have no reason to.  This is magic, remember?  Not the forces of Chaos.  And I’m hoping it won’t be able to figure out where the sun comes from.”  I handed him the wrench.

“Although,” I finished, “I do plan to put defenses in the outer layers of the sun-spell to make it harder to get a good look at.  Might as well discourage people.”

“Seems reasonable,” he agreed.  “I presume you have an idea on how to keep them from finding this thing—the actual device,” he added, slapping one of the meter-wide rings, “—and smashing it?”

“That’s a different sort of problem.  This is only a small-scale prototype.  I’m still working on refining the theory.  See here?  We have the sun-making spells getting amplified with every ring they go through.  At the end, here, there’s a curve.”

“Hold on,” he interrupted.  “Isn’t that backward?  I mean, in a cyclotron, you whirl the particle around in circles to accelerate it, then fire it in a straight line.  This will accelerate the miniature sun in a straight line, then try to whip it around a corner?”

“Yes.  It’s got to go up along the Firmament, not straight out through it!  And remember, this is the latest-generation test equipment, not a production model.  It’s not as bad as you think.  We’re not dealing with particles traveling at near the speed of light.  We’re dealing with a mess of atoms turning into successively heavier elements.  Near the end of its daily life cycle, I’m hoping I can fiddle with the fuel cycle and have it turn red, like I recall.”

“If you say so.  But you’re still whipping the fast-moving thing through a curve, aren’t you?”

“Yes, but the total mass of the fuel for this test shot is measured in grams.  I also have gravity spells and inertia-altering spells already built in, plus I have ideas for refinements—things I’m not yet ready to test in this scaled-down version.

“Now, for this test, it’s supposed to travel up from here, across the bowl of the Firmament.  I don’t know how long this setup will ‘burn,’ but that’s part of the test.  I can plug the data in and get a better estimate for how much fuel it’ll need for a twelve-hour life cycle in a Rethvan-heating sun.  The test shot will also provide data by lighting up everything, warming up the world, and so on.  Even if this test goes flawlessly, I’ll still have to work out a lot of details, as well as add refinements to a self-regulating, permanent sun-launcher so nobody will screw around with it.”

“Will it ignite?  You don’t have a lot of rings.”

“It doesn’t take many for ignition.  The main sun will have more because each ring adds another layer.  I don’t yet know how long the hydrogen in each layer burns.  That’s part of what I’m determining here.”

“What if you launch too much sun?” he worried.  “Or too little?  Have you worked out your theory behind the total output over time and the rate of heat lost through the Firmament?”

“No.”

“No?”

“I’m nowhere near that level of understanding.  I’m taking a best guess and seeing what happens.  Later, I can monkey with the settings empirically and not worry too much about theory.  Too hot?  Slower burn.  Too cold?  Faster burn.  Doesn’t last long enough?  More fuel.  Lasts too long?  Less fuel.  Just right?  Leave it alone.”

“The Goldilocks method.”

“Absolutely.  I’m not worried about overheating the world, though.  It’ll take several months, maybe a couple of years to thaw it to normal levels.”

“That might be too long.”

“We can dial up the sun to double or triple for a few days or a few months, however long it takes.  Then we can throttle back until the frost line stabilizes where I remember it.”

“Any idea how long this will take?”

“The project?”

“Yes.”

“Nope.  I haven’t finished the research and development.”

“You got a lot accomplished since we last spoke.”

“Time-tickers.  Lots of them.  As you can see, building the device took almost no time at all.  Shipping all this stuff here and assembling it, however, has to be done here, so there is no time differential to help us.”

“Mmm.  True.  Do you think you can get this done in time to keep a viable biosphere after the Long Night?”

“You’re asking me?  Dammit, Jim, I’m a physicist, not an ecologist!  Or, more accurately, I’m a wizard, not a druid.”

“Do you know any druids?”

“None that like me.”

“Fair enough.  Doesn’t help with the biosphere—or bio-plane—though.”

“Look,” I told him, “it’s ecology.  I haven’t a clue.  I’d guess it depends on how much of the world has already frozen to death and how much of it hibernates or estivates or whatever things do when it gets cold and stays that way.”

“Well, at least you’re honest,” he remarked.  “What about the seasons?  Once we warm the place to habitable temperatures, how do we get a summer and winter?”

“That’s a really good question,” I told him, and continued setting up the equipment.  He took the hint and dropped the subject.

One of the key points to my project was the idea of using the existing solar track in the Firmament as the primary guide for the burning ball of light.  Ideally, I would want the business end of the launcher parked about where the crater in the eastern face of the world was, but it was impractical in this test for a whole bunch of reasons.  As a result, I included a propulsion and guidance package.  I kind of had to.  For creating seasons in the final version, I might still have to, which was another reason I wanted to test it.

We were on the eastern Edge of the world already.  The ejection end of the accelerator looked like one of those closed-in pipe-like slides on a playground.  The sun would enter, be redirected, and shoot up almost on a tangent to the Firmament.  The steering spell would throw it into the gutter running east and west, hopefully sending it along the established channel. We might have daylight for anywhere from a few seconds to a few minutes.

If I made a mistake in my math, the new sun would shoot straight up into the Void and go klurbl-zorgik-pfut, or whatever fusion with a laminated hydrogen shell does when it encounters the Void.  On the plus side, I tested the lab launcher by sending a tiny sun around the firmament of the Flatstation.  It didn’t go through that, so, maybe it would also work with the Rethvan Firmament.

It all depended on whether or not a chaos entity with a total lack of what I called common sense designed his world-defining barrier as an integral part of the sun-based systems.  If it only worked with his particular sun, I was going to have to figure out a way to roll a fusion bowling ball down an intangible gutter.  We were about to find out how the world behaved by poking it with a fireball.

“Come on.  Let’s get a shift on.  We’re not staying here.”

Dusty’s lips thinned.

“We’re not going to see what happens?”

“I’m going to be in another universe, recording everything.”

“Is it really that dangerous?”

“It’s an experimental slow-acting bomb with multi-stage thaumonuclear fusion.  Look at the size of these crystals!  There are about two tons of them in a saturated magical field and I’m anticipating they’ll be a one-shot deal—a total loss.  I’m not even sure the orichalcum rings are going to survive.  This is a test shot for a sun.  I haven’t tried anything this big in this universe, so I can’t be certain of all the rules.  Stand next to it if you want, but it’s possible the neutrino dose alone could kill you.”

I saw him thinking about it for a second.  If the neutrino output is high enough to be noticeable, you are standing somewhere really, really bad.  If there are enough neutrinos to kill you, you probably didn’t have time to die from them.

“Maybe we should go elsewhere,” Dusty said.

“Capital idea.”

I didn’t mention one other issue.  If something went badly wrong enough to damage the Firmament—say, for example, if it popped like a balloon—I didn’t want to be present.  I had no guarantee a paradox backlash in Rethven couldn’t reach me in a universe with different temporal rules, but it seemed like my best shot at surviving such a catastrophe.

I shifted us to Reactor World #1 and set up the micro-gates and scrying spells.

Velina did the honors, throwing the switches to remote-activate the launcher.  She didn’t give me any backtalk about throwing the third switch, sadly.  I was hoping for some hesitation.  “Not the third switch!” or something.  Sometimes, she’s no fun.

We all sat in the powerplant’s conference room and watched the images on the wall.

A pinprick inferno shot through the open centers of the rings, reached the end, and whipped upward, rising considerably faster than a typical sunrise.  A white light blossomed in the eastern sky, shining through the crystalline air, gleaming off the snow.  It veered right, heading southward, aimed for the sky-gutter.

From here, I didn’t feel even a trace of sunrise transformation—it was nighttime at Reactor #1—and the micro-gates were not arranged in a way to shine light on me.  I’m a fool, not an idiot.

The sun rose much faster than I expected and I took note.  It wobbled back and forth in the sky, veering north and south as it traveled along the Firmament’s solar channel.  Over the course of a minute or so, it slowed in its mad north-south oscillation and settled in.  The east-west velocity also slowed as it did so.

“Looks like you threw a decent gutter-ball,” Dusty offered.

“I think you’re right.  It’s moving faster than I planned, though.  I’ll have to adjust the settings.”

“What happens when it goes down?  Will it vanish like the other one?”

“I will bet money it doesn’t last much longer.  There simply weren’t enough fuel layers.  See how it’s pulsing?  Each one is a fresh layer of fuel being shoved into the center.  I’ll have to dial back the amount of fuel per layer and add a lot more layers to make it burn more evenly.”

“Will the world be warmed by this?” Velina asked, watching one of the mirrors.

“Yes, but partially because of the Firmament.  This Firmament isn’t a spell; it’s the original, the thing I copied.  It’s conducting a lot of the heat, redistributing it.  The whole world will warm up a tiny bit.  It’s a warm day, today, even if it’s going to be a short one.  Later, we’ll work on having an entire year of summer to get it closer to normal, then we’ll throttle back to spring again and officially restart the calendar.”

Velina continued to watch the projection on the wall, nodding.

“Any sign of interference?” Dusty asked.  “Ice giants don’t like hot things, I gather.”

“None I can see.  I wouldn’t expect any so soon.  Someone lit up the sky.  I doubt they know what to make of it.  They’ll have to decide how to respond.  Even if they instantly know exactly what they’re going to do and how to do it, how long does it take to prepare?  Do they have everything they need on hand, ready to go?  Or do they need to wake up the elder iceberg, find where they left the Swizzle Stick of Summoning, and bleed enough slushy seawater to actually fill the sacred, sacrificial ice trays?”

“And if they have a pet celestial they can send in to bomb it?”

“That’s your department,” I advised.  “Let me know if they do—whups, there it goes.”  The tiny sun vanished in one final pulse.  Darkness settled on the world again.

“I didn’t see any celestial interference,” Dusty offered.  “Did anyone do anything magical?”

“I don’t think so.  They only had about ten minutes.  I’ll want to recover and check my sensor packages to get all the data.”

“Should we go back?”

“Velina and I will.  Then, I think, it’s back to the lab for me.  I have to do the math.”

“It’s the key to the universe.”

“It’s the lockpick of the universe,” I argued.  “A key would be easier.”

“Are you going straight back?”

“No, I’ll detour through the—hang on.  You’ve never been to the Voidstations, have you?”

“Nope.”

“Come along.  I’ll introduce you to Eri if you promise to be nice.”

“Who’s Eri?  Your girlfriend?”

“Far from it,” Velina told him.  We walked together through the halls, heading for the front of the building.

“No girlfriend?” Dusty asked, pretending surprise.  “How long has this not been going on?”

“Longer than the lives of men,” Velina answered, seriously.

“Dude.  Buddy.  Pal.  We gotta get you a girlfriend.  Keeps you grounded.”

“Maybe so,” I countered, “but someone says I’ve got a big project to focus on.  A romantic entanglement would be a distraction.”

We went out to the parking lot.  One of my altar ego’s local worshippers had set up a feeding trough at Bronze’s parking spot and loaded it with charcoal.  Bronze crunched through it, venting smoke from her ears, as usual.  Since it was night and the weather overcast, I could see thin lines of firelight all over her.  She confirmed she was burning charcoal, but the microbot body wasn’t totally impermeable.  Not to worry, though.  It would take my eyes to notice it.  I took her at her word.

I silently asked her how the new, high-temperature microbots were working as a throat lining.  She informed me they performed perfectly in her tests.  Her fire breath still wouldn’t kill an ice giant—or not quickly, at any rate—but she felt confident she wouldn’t be ablating her throat and mouth every time she put effort into it.  And the hyperdense microbots for the outer layer on her hooves were also nice.  It still didn’t give her kicks the authority of an animated statue, but they were very nice.

She was happy.  Ergo, I was happy.  I went to a lot of effort to re-tool microbot enchantment production to make those two variants.  I’m glad she liked them.

She left the rest of dinner and stood in her parking space.  We gathered around.  I shifted us to Rethven, recovered my observation equipment—telescopes, timers, spectrometers, crystals, those sorts of things—and shifted us again, this time to the Stepstation.

I made a deliberate effort to not look at Dusty.  A highly-charged avatar is a bright thing to my vision.  Either my eyes are more sensitive than I remember or Dusty’s long life amid the Reactor Worlds had him glowing like an arc light.  I concentrated on suppressing my energy vision and focused on purely material objects.

I greeted Eri.  Dusty and Eri looked at each other, long and hard.  Eri memorized Dusty.  Dusty looked disturbed.

“You do know that’s more than a little creepy, right?”

“To you,” I countered.  “Apologize to Eri.”

“What?”

“Apologize.  Eri is a self-aware entity and you insulted her.  Apologize.”

Dusty looked at me as though I’d rotated my head all the way around.

“Seriously?”

I waited.  He waited.  Velina put a hand on a sword-hilt.  Dusty either didn’t notice or he chose not to, but I noticed.

“All right,” he finally agreed.  “Eri, I apologize for saying you were creepy.”

“I accept your apology.”

“Thank you.”

“Please enjoy your stay.”

“I’ll try.”

“Good job,” I told Dusty.  “Now that the niceties are observed, I’d like to examine what you said.  Why do you find Eri—as you put it—’creepy’?”

“It’s a glued-together monstrosity made of angel parts.  No offense.”

“None taken,” Eri replied.

“I was talking to him.”

“I know.”

“Eri can be rather literal,” I warned him.  “Also, I prefer to think of her as a triumph of brilliant ingenuity and a masterpiece assemblage of celestial forces.  You’re amazing, Eri.”

“Thank you, sir.”

“With that settled… Dusty, can you find this place on your own?” I asked.  Dusty shook his head.

“I doubt it.  I’m not detecting a celestial layer.  This might be too small a material realm.”

“Size matters?”

“So I’m told.”

“But were they being flattering when they said it?”

“Let’s not get into that.”

“It might not be only the size of the universe,” I suggested.  “My spell-based firmaments don’t draw power from the Void.  The interactions are different, so there might not be a celestial bubble to go with the physical bubble.”

Dusty cocked his head, as though listening.  He shook his head.

“I don’t hear anything from my other selves,” he explained.  “I’m surviving here on internal power.  There’s no celestial plane, so there’s no connection to my energy-state self.  I’m not sure I—they—could even project energy here to sustain this avatar.”

“How long do you have?”

“Oh, years!  Just don’t ask me for any miracles while I’m here.  I have no way to recharge.”

“Got it.  So, it’s not my angel-cloaking spells making me hard to find?”

“Your personal spells work perfectly.  As for finding this place, whether you’re in it or not, I’m not sure.  When I get back, I’ll consult.  Other me’s can look at other Firmaments—Chaos Firmaments.  There might be something to your idea.  Obviously, I can’t say immediately, but I’ll definitely look into it.”

“Thanks.  So, I don’t have to worry about being found by a wandering energy-state being?”

“While you’re here?  No.  I don’t see how any sort of energy-state being could even find this place, unless it traveled here physically.”

“Hold on.  Eri is an energy-state being.”

“Yes, and this is a material realm.  Celestial entities can manifest in a physical world.  Come to think of it, I’m not sure how well Eri would do in a celestial realm.  This is a very quiet area.  Going into an energy plane would be like taking your boat off the pond and driving out into the ocean for a little deep-sea fishing.”

“How bad is that?” I asked.

“Depends on the boat.  How tightly constructed is your…?”

“Construct,” Eri supplied, helpfully.  Dusty’s lips pressed together.

“Objectively?  I don’t know,” I admitted.  “I did the best I could.  If Eri isn’t as durable as an angel, it’s only because the joins are artificial, not natural.  Welds instead of solid forgings, if you like.  On the other hand, Eri is also alive and evolving, gradually growing stronger.  I have dynamos specifically for Eri, keeping her charged and feeding her, but I don’t have anything to compare her to.  Eri?  Do you have an opinion?”

“I cannot evaluate my personal integrity without more data.”

“Maybe we should get some.  Later,” I added, seeing Dusty’s expression.  I changed focus to speak to him.  “Right now, how can we arrange for you to contact me?”

“I don’t see another way besides building a new phone,” he sighed.  “Not when you’re hiding in this lair of yours.  And while you have celestial-blocking spells around the place.”

“Fair enough,” I agreed.  “I’ll work on a new phone with omniversal roaming on my next break from building a sun.”

With Dusty returned to his world, Velina and I moved on from the Stepstation to the Flatstation.  It’s not that I don’t trust Dusty, but he was obviously uncomfortable out of touch with his celestial self.  Selves.  Whatever.

Velina checked on the Spherestation while I re-engaged the time-tickers.  I don’t think it’s a good idea to leave the Voidstations running at high speed when nobody is aboard.  Bronze re-occupied the Flatstation to double-check the repairs and I double-checked the new repair spells when I joined her.

Oh.  Right.  I don’t think I mentioned the Flatstation was damaged.  Um.  Well, there was an accident during a solar test.  I sent a micro-sun orbiting the Flatstation, rolling around on the inside of one of my firmament spells.  The Flatstation softened a little in the heat. It was all in a strip around the outside.  It didn’t actually melt or anything.

“Accident-Free for Zero Days,” again.  It’s fine now, and so am I.  I don’t want to dwell on it.

With the Flatstation back in order, I re-occupied my solar lab.  With fresh data from the medium-scale test in Rethven, I could start work simulating a larger, more robust sun launcher.

This is kind of like saying “Hi, I’m made of tissue paper.  I’m researching flamethrowers and how to make them hotter.”  How did I get suckered into this, again?  Oh, right.  Physicist wizard.  At least I’m not bored.  A lot of other adjectives, maybe, but not bored.

Thing is, I still don’t want to do it.  I really should give some thought to what I want to do.  Probably as soon as I’m done with the sun launching project.  If nothing else, it’s a hell of a distraction.

As I suspected, my prototype was a one-shot deal.  The rings were partially melted by the proto-sun at launch.  I’m going to have to make sure ignition happens after the sun-seed exits the rings.  Maybe a special ring to trigger it at liftoff.  No, more than that, I’m going to have to arrange for a very bright first stage that isn’t enormously hot.  While the sun is near the world, it can’t be melting the Edge away.  It’ll have to warm up as it goes up, then cool down as it sets.

I made a mental note.  It’s important to get the sun right.

At least the metal from the field test was salvageable, in the sense it could be recycled.  By contrast, the crystals were a total loss.  They discharged in sequence, as planned, but the rapidity of the discharge disrupted the crystalline structure of the rocks, sometimes crumbling them to dust, sometimes changing their color and crystalline structure, depending on what sort of crystal I started with.

Maybe I should use smaller crystals, the size of a thumbnail, instead of things the size of my head.  It would mean a lot more of them, though.  I’ll have to work out a crystal-growing setup and an automated enchantment.  The first isn’t a big deal, but automating any sort of enchantment is a major undertaking.  If I can produce perfect crystals and make them nearly identical on an atomic level, I might be able to produce reliable power crystals.  It’s something to look into.

It does raise the question of how I’m going to power a full-sized sun launcher.  Crystals can charge somewhat overnight, but they won’t have enough charge by morning.  Do I have to build a matter-conversion plant to power the sun?  I certainly don’t want to!  But where can I put a whole slew of massively powerful enchantments in close proximity and expect them to still be able to charge?

There is one place I can think of, but even going there is dangerous, and the power spikes… It’s like doing ice sculptures in a bubbling volcano!  But where else can I put it where no one will find it or ffff…fool around with it?

I foresee logistical difficulties, but I’m not going to think about those yet.

First things first.  Get it to work.  Then I’ll worry about how awful it will be to power it.  And, for that matter, build it.  If I get it to work, solutions to other problems may present themselves.

Velina, once she made sure the Spherestation was in order, came to the Flatstation to help.  She looked at one of my sketches.  I could tell she didn’t understand it fully, but she spent the last century or more learning things because I needed someone to talk to and bounce ideas off.  I should have asked what she wanted to know.  I should have thought to ask, instead of being a self-centered workaholic!

This is why I will never be a decent father or husband—nor even a decent human being.  I ignore people entirely too easily.  I try to be available whenever someone I care about wants me, but I’m not sure humans are wired to understand.  If you go away for a decade, you come back to exactly where you left off.

Is that an immortality problem?  Or is that me being weird?

“Velina?  Do you want to know how this works?”

“I would be pleased to listen to any instruction you wish to give.”

“Okay, look.  I didn’t ask if you would listen.  You’ve been doing that all your life, and I appreciate it.  I asked what you wanted.  What you wanted.  I am interested in your wants, your desires, your feelings, and your thoughts.  I am always interested in them.  I might not have time to discuss them in detail at any given moment, but I want you to volunteer them and to remind me of them if I seem to forget.  Can you do that?”

“If it is your wish.”

“It is my wish.”

“Then I want to know whatever you can teach me.”

I sighed.  Pulling teeth, that’s what it is. 

“Have a seat.”  She did so.  I conjured up a rough representation of Rethven.  “The sun is a massive amount of power.  Yes?”

“Yes.  It seems obvious.  It must be.”

“So we have to put a lot of power into making one, even if it only lasts one day.  To get it, I have a tentative plan to draw energy from Rethven, itself.  The Firmament sucks in energy from the Void outside and turns it into magical force.  I don’t know how.”  The Firmament image glowed and, since I didn’t know precisely how it worked, the image funneled the glow down into the Spire so it could flow to either end of the mountain range.  It accounted for the observed field intensities, so it made a good working hypothesis.

“This power is concentrated along the Mountains of the Sun.  From there, it rolls down the mountains, out into the rest of the world.”  Waves of light rippled along the mountain range, flowing down and out, washing in shallower and shallower currents along the shores, the seas, the land.

“Since the original setup for the Rethvan sun seems to have drawn on the Firmament for power, I plan to continue in the same fine tradition, albeit more indirectly.  By drawing on the magical forces in the Mountains of the Sun, I think—I hope—I can sufficiently energize the thing.”

“This seems to me to be an excellent plan.  Your face tells me this is not so.”

“Not entirely.  There are a few small bugs to work out.”

“Such as?”

“Spells sturdy enough to survive the overcharged magical environment.  What I need to do is build my device at the eastern end of the Mountains of the Sun.  I don’t see a way to do it—rather, I don’t see a way at the moment.

“In a similar vein, this should be hidden.  I suspect tunneling will be involved, but I’m not sure how.  I can build an enchanted device to do something, then slowly edge it into the Mountains.  In a few years, maybe it’ll be strong enough to survive.  I’m not sure how that’s going to work, yet.

“As far as power and construction go, a related problem is being alive at the end of the process.  I don’t think I’ll be able to build this thing by remote control—not inside what behaves like a magical storm—which brings up the question of whether or not I can survive prolonged exposure, myself.  At least the ends of the Mountains aren’t as bad as in the middle!  Even so, I’m not certain I can survive a trip there.  It’s like trying to harness wind power in a lightning-riddled hurricane full of flying debris in a war zone.  It’s a damned hostile environment, that’s what it is.”

Velina regarded the way the light moved along the image of Rethven.

“It looks like fire.”

“Sort of, yes.”

“Do you have armor that can shield you against it?”

I considered the flowing energies represented in the illusion.  I already wondered if orichalcum plating on the robot horse would serve to fry it or protect it.

“Not yet.”

I stole a couple of ideas and stirred them together.  Instead of trying to add upgrades to my angel-proof (Okay, angel-resistant) armor, I started from scratch.

There’s an armored underwater suit designed to keep a diver from being crushed to death by the extreme pressures of the ocean deeps.  I don’t have that problem when I’m dead, but the suit is still a handy thing.  Maybe “handy” isn’t the right word.  It’s a big, bulky, uncomfortable, awkward, unwieldy thing, but it has its uses.

Orichalcum is a relatively soft metal, on par with brass.  It is less than ideal for weapons and armor.  It does possess the peculiar quality of being a fantastic conductor of magical energy.

So I replaced all the plating of an armored underwater suit with orichalcum.

“How,” I hear you ask, “does this help?  If you’re going into a highly-charged area, won’t you act like a lightning rod and get zapped even more?”

Not exactly.  Being zapped requires energy to move from one higher-energy state to a lower-energy state.  In most of the world, magical energy is constantly moving around.  It fluctuates, but in much the same way ripples fluctuate on the surface of a pond.  As you get closer to the Mountains of the Sun, these ripples get bigger.  Much bigger.  Big enough to swamp oil tankers, roll them over, rip them apart, and swallow their broken bones.  Big enough to be dangerous even to me.

So, by wearing a superconducting armored suit, the “zap,” so to speak, travels through the suit, not through me.  I step forward into an even more highly-charged area and the force flows through the boots, grounding out into the lower-charged area.  A fluctuation in the environmental charge hits the suit and goes around me, leaving me in a highly-charged area, but with the surges damped out.

I think.

By the time I had the suit ready, I thoroughly briefed Velina on what to do.  We went through all sorts of emergency drills to prepare, including the use of a high-speed drill to open a hole and stick a funnel in.  You never can tell when you’ll want to pump a high-pressure stream of blood into the smoking interior of a vampire’s insufficiently-magic-proof diving suit.

I never thought I’d say anything even remotely like that last sentence.  I never thought I’d prepare for anything like that last sentence.

Our base of operations was near the midpoint, directly north of the Spire.  We set up there because any ice giants would be looking eastward, wondering if the sun was going to come up again.  We were also as close to the mountains as was… well, not safe.  Maybe practical.  Velina could feel the currents of power washing down off them and considered them unpleasant.

Hang on.  I’m doing this out of order.  Let me take a moment and go back.  I didn’t drop everything and leap straight into this.  I had other things on my plate.  Ice giants, for one.

Since I had ice giant samples, I went ahead and dealt with them hopefully before they… went bad?  Do ice giant body parts go bad?  Does their ice spoil, somehow, before it melts?  Whatever, I figured I should get to it quickly, just in case.

I analyzed the icy body parts.  The bodies of ice giants are composed of vitreous ice—that is, amorphous ice, lacking the usual crystal structure.  The spiky bits on their backs, however, are crystalline in nature.  The spines are made up of Ice XI, a specific sort of ice crystal.

Ice XI is as stable as regular old ice you get from a freezer, but it tends to turn into regular ice once you get up to a scorching seventy-two Kelvin—that’s about 330 degrees below zero in American.

Rethven doesn’t get that cold.  Or shouldn’t.

The clear, amorphous ice making up their bodies isn’t as bad.  It only needs 225 below zero to stay as-is.

Which is not to say I learned any of this from the stuff in the breakroom freezer.  The ice I salvaged and examined was suspiciously normal.  It occurred to me I’d brought it from Rethven to an Earth, where physical laws aren’t always a perfect match.  This annoyed me considerably, as I hate wasting effort.  I’m lazy.

With my samples now marked as invalid, I went back, did my analysis on whatever small bits were still at the site, and came up with these results.

And, yes, apparently dead ice giants do spoil.  I watched several pieces still undergoing a change from one ice structure to another.

Either the physical laws are different or there’s a life process I don’t understand keeping the relatively high temperature from turning them into other forms of ice. Given the fact these creatures were created by a chaos being out of the raw stuff of the Void, I’m going to assume they were designed specifically to live in Rethven.  Will they die in other worlds?  Possibly.  Maybe instantly.  Maybe it takes a while.  But unless it’s a place tuned pretty darn specifically for ice giants, I don’t think they can go anywhere else.

I do not like ice giants.  Ice belongs in drinks, on mountaintops, and at the poles.  Some can be spared for hockey, bobsledding, and figure skating, because I’m a nice guy and there are humans who enjoy these sorts of things.  It does not belong upright and wandering around with most of a tree over one shoulder for a club.

I may have to grab one and see if I can talk to it.  Failing that, I doubt I can get blood out of a walking glacier, but maybe I can get some vital force.  I’m in no hurry to find out, so the project is on hold.  There were more pressing matters.

Which brings me back to my latest attempt to ignite myself.

I shifted our equipment to the base camp and set things up.  In deference to Velina’s vision, we waited until the moons were up before starting.  I climbed into the rack and lowered myself into the suit.  She bolted me in and we ran through the checklist to make sure everything was sealed properly.  She unlatched me from the rack and I took a couple of steps out.

It’s a good thing I was dead.  The suit was meant for underwater operations.  It wasn’t designed to be worn on land.  Even stripped down to a shell, every step was a heavy, plodding thud.  It wasn’t easy, but I could do it.

Velina rapped on the back.

“Are you all right in there?” she shouted.  I heard her, muffled by the heavy dome of the metal-tinted helmet.

“I’m okay.  This thing is still bloody heavy.”

“Do you want to step back into the rack?”

“No.  There’s nothing else I can take out.  Snap the cable on and I’ll take a quick walk to see if it’s working.”

I heard Velina snap the winch cable to a ring near my waist.  She knocked twice on the back of the suit and I started forward, hauling out cable behind me.

Of course, I also had to go uphill.  The Mountains of Trouble had to be uphill all the way, didn’t they?  I couldn’t have the original hills, oh no.  The Heru had to put up spiky mountains and pad the border with even more hills.  I had to plod upward in a mess of hardware and hauling a leash.  Yeah.  Everything was rosy and wonderful and I was over the moons with delight.

Actually, there was one good point.  I don’t sweat when I’m dead, so it couldn’t run down into my eyes.  At least, I wasn’t sweating yet.  I hoped I wouldn’t.  The suit was supposed to protect me.  How much protection it was, we would see.

I plodded up the steep hill, heading toward the mountains, grateful the snow this far south was only a couple of inches deep.  I deliberately tried not to sense anything magical.  It’s kind of like spiritually closing your eyes.  It takes a lot before the light starts to bother you.  I didn’t know how rapidly the power level would rise, but opening myself up to channel magical force was asking to be a light bulb filament—or maybe a flashbulb.

To test the external magical environment, I brought along a wand.  It was a simple wand, milled whole out of an orichalcum rod, and the enchantment in it was overbuilt.  All it did was project a line of light.  It wasn’t a laser.  It wasn’t even a major source of illumination.  It was a bar of red light extending from the tip of the wand.  The longer the bar, the more power there was going through the enchantment.  Ripples and fluctuations in magical energy would show up as ripples of color.  The farther along the rainbow toward violet, the sharper, more powerful the power spike.  If I had it calibrated correctly, anything in the yellow would interfere with my strongest spells, while green and higher could do bad things to typical enchantments.

The red bar was already longer than when I started, with ripples of color flowing along it in the orange and flashing into the yellow.  Of course, I started as close to the mountains as I could get and still risk working magic, so it was moderately dangerous even then, but now it was getting ridiculous.

Not ludicrous, yet.  Generating suns takes ludicrous power.

The wand registered the fluctuations, but I felt fine.  The suit wasn’t warm, either.  I took a moment to evaluate.  The top of the hill was just ahead.  I checked the light bar.  It had grown considerably and the colors were all over the map—red, orange, yellow, green, and occasional flashes of blue.  Even so, my armor was handling everything.

I’m proud of the wand’s enchantment.  I overbuilt it and hooked it up to a reactor, routing power through it for days, watching it get stronger.  It was also growing slightly more robust as I carried it deeper into the hypermagical area.  It was the only explanation I could think of why it hadn’t shorted out and quit by now.

I pressed on to the hilltop and turned around.  Behind me, nearly a kilometer of steel cable snaked back to a winch.  Velina and Bronze watched me.  I waved.  Bronze tossed her head and Velina waved. 

All right.  The drum on the winch held the other kilometer of cable.  Ideally, to test the armor I should continue until the wand melted, the enchantment blew out, the armor started to heat up, or I ran out of cable.  None of these conditions applied, so I pushed on.

Hey, it was downhill for a while.  I should be grateful for the little things.

I didn’t make it to the end of the cable.  I don’t know how much was left on the drum when the wand gave up.  My bar of light started extending with every step.  Eyeballing it, I’d say the increase was on a curve, rising more with each step than with the previous one.  By now, it was five feet long and regularly flashing into blue and purple, occasionally even flickering violet.  In hindsight, I think I had a calibration issue in measuring the fluctuation intensity.

That’s when the wand itself began to glow.  One more step and the enchantment failed.  The rod didn’t mind the magical force flowing through it, but when the enchantment came apart, the spell-lines started turning magic into other energies besides visible light.  Also, the directional component failed.  This didn’t do the physical structure of the wand any good.  It disintegrated in the suit’s gripping claw, shedding a brilliant radiance in all directions.  The glow spread outward like a slow-motion explosion of fairy dust and unicorn blood.

On the upside, the wand’s explosion effect washed over the armor without penetrating it.  I didn’t feel a thing.

Nice.

Then the cable went tight and I fell backward.  It continued to reel me in, somewhat jerkily.

I cursed inwardly, but only for a moment.  The armor proved itself, which was the purpose of the test.  I could have walked out on my own, but this would do.  I told Bronze this and she told me to hurry anyway.  Velina was hurt.

Even as she told me this, the cable went slack because Bronze bit through it.  I struggled like a turtle, trying to turn myself over and push myself upright.  I thrashed until I could stand, then lumbered up to the best speed I could manage.  This caused me to involuntarily leap over the top of the hill.  Sometimes I forget inertia is still a thing.

With the orichalcum foil tinting the visor, it was hard to see clearly, but I could make out Velina, lying very still.  Nearby, Bronze was flaming and kicking at the armor’s support rack and the attached winch.  I had a hard time understanding why.  Not the least of the reasons was gravity.  I came down hard on the hillside, rolled, skidded, and eventually plowed to a stop in a mix of dirt and snow.

I decided this was close enough.  I hit the emergency release and the suit popped open.  It’s meant for medical emergencies where the operator is drowning and you have to get to him to do the little things—give him oxygen, stab his heart with a needle, put a lot of voltage through his chest.  You know, the usual.  This let me squirm out quickly.  The energy levels were high, but I wasn’t casting any spells there.  I was only interested in sprinting to Velina.

I skidded to a halt beside her like a baseball player into home plate, only with more spraying of snow and dirt.  She wasn’t breathing and her hands were blackened.  My first impulse was to use any of a variety of emergency medical spells on her, but considering where we were, I wasn’t sure any of them were a good idea.

Bronze assured me she could handle the racking and other equipment.  As she did so, she stepped on a length of cable that reached for us, forcing it to fall short.  It curled up and around Bronze, who promptly bit another chunk off the end.

She suggested I should get Velina somewhere I could work on her.

That’s when I realized Bronze wasn’t demolishing the rack and winch setup.  She was fighting the rack and winch setup.  It was moving, whacking her with what was left of the cable, trying to tie her up with it.  This was not a profitable line of attack as her structure flowed around the cable as it tightened, reforming once the cable passed through.  It was like trying to tie up someone made of fine-grained sand, which was pretty close to the case.  Meanwhile, Bronze kept biting off more lengths of cable and kicking bits of the support cage into mangled ruin.

I picked up Velina and, unencumbered by the armor, shifted into high gear.  While everything else slowed down around me, I moved us north, away from the mountains, and hopefully into regions where the magical intensity was less likely to make my spells go bad.  It didn’t need to be a great distance—the intensity gradient was a curve and still pretty steep where we were—but it might mean the difference between an attempt and a success, especially if I was working quickly.

A typical human being can stop breathing for about four minutes before irreversible consequences start to set in.  I can extend this window a bit because I can fix a few things most humans think are unfixable.  Since Velina was only wearing cold-weather gear, not environmental spells—for obvious reasons—she might also last a bit longer from hypothermia, but it wasn’t something I cared to test.  I only had an approximation of the timing, but I figured two minutes at my best sprint would still leave me with a minute or so to get her breathing again.

At my all-out best speed, even encumbered by a limp body and plowing through ankle-deep snow, that’s well over a mile.  Every step reduced the chance something would go squirrelly with my spells, so I took steps to be sure.

I slowed down carefully, not wishing to stumble, and laid her down next to me.  I slowed down everything and stopped hurrying.  Now it was all about doing the right things at the right time and in the right order.  To start, I performed cardiopulmonary resuscitation.  Not because I thought she would suddenly cough, take a huge breath, and be all right, but because I wanted to put oxygen into her bloodstream and move the blood around.  Doing it manually meant I could reset the timer on the heart stoppage and give myself extra time to do a better job with my spells.

After a dozen deep breaths and several verses of “Never Gonna Give You Up”—it’s got the right beat for chest compressions—I carefully assembled a spell to regulate her breathing.  It didn’t cause me any harm to do so—not that I expected it to—and the spell itself didn’t seem likely to cause her diaphragm to rip itself loose.  I deliberately built it as a minimal aid and it seemed to work.

Could I have used my amulet’s spells for my emergency sunrise resuscitation?  Yes… probably.  But I left it behind when I went into the armor.  All I had on me was a set of underwear and my wits.

Okay.  Breathing, check!  Fantastic!  Heartbeat?  No, but I could continue chest compressions(♪ Never gonna give you up/Never gonna let you down　♪) indefinitely.  Keep the blood flowing and oxygen circulating.  Keep resetting that countdown-to-death timer.  With her breathing working, her heart might even kick over and run on its own…

No?  Still?

All right, be that way.  I’ve got several minutes, now.  I can take a little time and sort out the heartbeat problem, too.  Atrial, ventricular, complete, and repeat.  Do that, heart!  We good?  Good.

Yay.  Breathing and blood flow.  Life support.  With immediate issues at least under control, we can now examine the actual damage and figure out what, why, how, and something to do about it.

At first glance, it appeared she burned her hands badly—crispy badly.  Okay.  Let’s start with those.  First, a generalized healing spell to encourage the flesh to be better than it is.  Second, a specific pain-blocking spell so she doesn’t wake up screaming.  Third, prevent her from going into shock, if possible, and alleviate the symptoms if not.  Fourth, more diagnostics.  Is there anything else?  No foreign bodies?  No penetrating wounds?  Blunt force trauma?  Internal bleeding?  Magical infections?  Wild magical surges ripping through her flesh?  Peculiar autonomous vitality roaming through her spirit?  Anything?

Nope.  The problem resembled electrocution more than anything else.

Bronze, meanwhile, had defeated the berserk equipment.  When it ran out of cable, it was really in trouble.  She grabbed a section of the winch in her teeth, pinned part of it under one hoof, and breathed hard enough to weld the axle in place.  Then it was a simple matter of jumping up and down on it.

Ten tons of metal horse, jumping up and down on the scrap pile.  A car crusher would have a hard time bettering her performance.  I am so sorry I missed seeing it.

She came up beside me as I finished my second diagnostic run-through on Velina.  She asked if I’d found anything new to fix.

“No, I don’t see anything else wrong with her.  I think we should get her somewhere safer, warmer, and with less chance of frying.”

Bronze agreed.  She knelt and I picked Velina up.  Bronze rose once I swung us aboard.  She took us to our shifter spot and I took us back to the Stepstation.

Maybe I shouldn’t let Velina—or any mortal—hang around with me.  It’s dangerous even when I am the only person trying to kill me.  Even my accidents are on par with natural disasters.  Or man-made disasters.  A fusion reactor leaps to mind.

Once I had Velina in the Spherestation, I hooked her up and dunked her in a cloning tank to regenerate.  If it can use forced-growth techniques to grow an adult body, it can regenerate one.  I also hit her with quite a few things from my healing spell collection.  I was almost certain she would make a perfect recovery.

Just in case, I also started a new clone for her.  We could keep it in a cryogenic stasis tube pretty much indefinitely.  I’d rather have it and not need it than the other way around.

I’m not good with losing people I like.  It annoys me something dreadful.

Only when she was fully engaged in recovery did I go back and grab the anti-magic armor.  It was fine.  The winch and rack were another story.  When Bronze crumples something into oblivion, she doesn’t mess around.  I did observe traces of magical energy still in the flecks and bits of what was left.  Those continued to fade as I watched.  The steel cable itself didn’t retain any signs of life.

Clearly, I was going to build a lighter suit of this specialty armor.  The prototype worked, so proof-of-concept was a success.  It was only a matter of figuring out what was necessary and how much of it.

Now, the important question: What the hell happened?

I brought bits of winch and rack back to the Flatstation—being sure to inform Eri they were allowed to pass through quarantine with me—and examined them.  Their magical charges dissipated relatively quickly.  Even so, I got a good look at them.  There were no identifiable patterns in them at all.  It was magical power, unaligned, nonpolarized, basic.

“Bronze?”

She was in the Spherestation, keeping an eye on Velina.  She also wondered if a station-wide repair-spell upgrade was in order, akin to the new ones I’d placed on the Flatstation.  And I still hadn’t got a roving repair golem for it.  Was it on my list?

“Yes, to all of it.  Later.  What happened while I was in the experimental suit?”

She explained how the bright light of the wand’s explosion concerned Velina.  Velina already had a hand on the winch switch when the rainbow flash went off.  Taking it as a disaster signal, she yanked it.  Since Velina and Bronze have a hard time communicating, Bronze didn’t bother trying to reassure her.  Besides, I got the data I wanted and the winch would drag me out of the danger area.

Velina, being concerned and in a hurry, moved forward and started hauling on the cable, assisting the winch.  Nothing untoward occurred.  Bronze, seeing her distressed, took the cable in her teeth and joined in to pull me out of a supercharged magic zone.

That’s when the secondary flash went off.  I didn’t see it; I was on the far side of the hill and visibility in the suit was limited.  There’s an orichalcum film in the visor, like the gold foil in a space suit’s visor.  Mine is for the conductivity rather than as a sunshade, but the helmet limited my range of vision.

The cable flashed like the filament in a bulb, whiter than lightning.  Velina convulsed, her hands caught fire for a moment, and she dropped.  The flash also hit Bronze in the mouth, but Bronze’s body is orichalcum.  It was a magical surge and barely tingled.

The winch, on the other hand, still had several loops of cable around the drum.  Part of the surge hit it, too.  The whole thing, winch, rack, straps, hook, line, and sinker, all of it, decided it wanted to be troublesome.  Thereafter it was a case of chomp and stomp until it gave up.  The rest I already knew.

If it weren’t for the fact I literally looked inside Velina and saw she was still in there, I might have worried the magical surge had somehow transferred her into an inanimate object, much the same way I once dragged a bunch of vital force from horses into a statue.  But no, apparently all it did was burn her hands, stop her heart and her breathing, and knock her out.  What a relief!

This raises interesting questions about stitched-together bodies and a kite with orichalcum wire.  It’s not something I care to examine at the moment, but I’ve made a note.

Maybe I should get a physical notebook.  Things sometimes fall off my mental desk.  If it stays in the carpet long enough, it sinks and vanishes.

“It would seem even a steel cable can conduct magical force.”

Bronze added it might have been partially her fault.

“How do you figure?”

She was an orichalcum block at one end while I was an orichalcum block at the other end, and I was in an area where magic was so powerful as to be less than predictable.

“Good point.  This is magic, not electricity.  Having two similar, magically superconductive things at either end of the connection…” I trailed off.  “Yes, I can see how it might work.”

Bronze wanted to know if there was anything she could do to help.

“Not at the moment.”  I drummed the fingers of one hand while I sat with my chin in the other.  I considered Velina, the snow-covered hills near the mountains, my orichalcum protective suit, the ways of fusion, and the Firmament.

Damn it, I have no one to kick ideas around with.  I could drop in on any university campus and try to chat with professors, but what do you do with a lunatic who wants technical advice on insane hypotheticals?  Humor him?  Or call for security while pretending to pay attention?  It seems like a lot of trouble to me.  The closest thing I have to someone who won’t mind talking to the crazy man—and who has a similar technical background—is Dusty.

Grumbling, I went to fetch phones and focus on more tedious work.

“I don’t understand why we’re having a phone call when you could be here,” Dusty complained.

“Because Velina’s injured and I’m watching her progress.  That is, I’m watching the computer in the medical bay monitor her progress.”

“If you bring her here, I’ll be happy to help.”

“And if I’d thought of it before I got everything running, I would have.  As it is, I ran home to my medical gear.  Now it would be messy and annoying to switch treatment courses.  Live with it.”

“Whatever you say.  How is the whole world-warming thing going?”

“It’s not.”

“It really needs to.”

“You don’t get my best work by rushing me,” I pointed out.

“I understand that, but the Long Night has been going on for a while.  If we’re going to save things, we need to get on it.  And I mean as soon as possible.  I’m not kidding.”

“I get it, I get it.  Fine.  But that’s not going to happen anytime soon,” I admitted.

“What’s the problem?”

“That’s what I wanted to talk to you about.  I need ideas.”

“What sort?”

“Any sort.  I’m brainstorming and all I’m getting is fog.”

“Oh, that sort.”

“Are you going to help or not?”

“What do you want from me?” he asked.  “I’m not the expert you are.”

“So much for omniscience.”

“I’ve been working on it, but with only limited success,” he admitted.  “I’m not great at the other two, either.”

“Here’s what I see,” I sighed.  “The Mountains of the Sun are a rich magical field.  Never mind how they generate the magic, whether it’s a Chaos phenomenon or a side effect of the Firmament.  The how and why of it don’t matter right now.  It’s the only practical power source available for creating a sun every day.”

“Can’t you use a matter-conversion spell to power it?”

“We’ve been over this.  As soon anyone finds it, the world could vanish.  I can, but I won’t,” I told him.  But, secretly, I harbored a terrible suspicion—or terror—of having no other choice.  I’d exhaust all other options, first.

“You used matter conversion in your mountain,” he argued.

“I was young and stupid and having a nightmare.  Now I am older and scared.”

“Isn’t that supposed to be ‘older and wiser’?”

“When dealing with direct matter-to-energy conversion, it’s the same thing.”

“Ah.”

“So help me out, here.  How can I harness the massive overvoltage in the Mountains of the Sun without magically frying myself or turning random rocks into angry wasps made of plutonium-based acid?”

“Got me.  I’m not good with magic.  I can make magic items do their thing, usually, but most of my powers run to the celestial side of things.”

“Hang on… I think I’ve got an idea.”

“Oh?”

“Shush.  I’m thinking.”  It was an elusive thought.  I had to coax it.  It was like chasing a butterfly without a net.  Dusty was a lousy wizard.  Why was that important?

A wizard is a person who uses magic.  The opposite of a wizard is someone who is incapable of using magic.  Magic doesn’t flow through such a person.

Magic doesn’t flow through such a person.

A dozen things clicked together, one after the other.  It was like watching a jigsaw puzzle being vibrated apart, only played in reverse.  The picture came together, clear and sharp.  I had a plan.  I might even be able to make it work.

“Okay, I’ve got an idea about how you can help and you’re not going to like it.”

“Happy to oblige.  I hate it, whatever it is.  What is it?”

“Well, first off, we need to make sure you’re as resistant to magic as possible.”

“That’s not so bad.”

“Then we need to test it.”

“Multiple choice?  Essay?”

“Probably pass/fail.”

“You’re right.  I don’t like it.”


Unpleasant Environments

While Dusty did whatever Dusty did to prepare to miraculously survive, I thought about his hurry to warm the place up.  I sympathized with the urge, but how do you heat up a whole planet without a sun?  It would take an enormous space heater.  Which, when you think about it, is exactly what a sun is.

If I can’t, at the moment, produce the sun I saw in the future of Rethven, could I still do something immediately useful?  If time in Rethven was the issue, what could be done to put a lot of heat into the world?  Thermonuclear reactions struck me as unsatisfactory and impractical for a variety of reasons.

Rethven has a lot of magical energy.  I can convert all sorts of energy into magic, but pretty much any wizard worth the title knows a spell for turning magic into other energy.  Light a candle?  Magic to thermal energy.  Produce light?  Magic becomes electromagnetic energy in the visible spectrum.  Bolts of lightning or balls of fire, there are lots of possibilities.

So how about a spell like a space heater?  Or a sunlamp?  Really big ones.  Or, since ice giants don’t like heat and can apparently do things to a sun, maybe a way to mass-produce lots of small heating spells?

In some ways, this was a good thing.  I needed to conduct more experiments with the Mountains of the Sun, anyway.  Pitching heat spells into them to see what happened seemed like a good way to start.  Later, with those principles established, I could use what I learned to create temporary sun-lamp spells.

“Hang on,” I hear you cry, “why don’t you hurry up and build the sun launching thing?  You’ve got a time-dilating thingy, so you can take years to work out all the bugs!”

Because, I answer, it’s not just calculation.  I’ve run some numbers on the project already and I don’t like any of them.  Not only is there a power source problem, there are questions of logistics and concealment and so on. I have to build the thing once I get it all calculated, and I’m starting to be concerned at how big it may have to be.  Moreover, I have to build it in Rethven.  I can manufacture parts in a faster track using gates as time-tickers, true.  But if I deliver all the parts for your new bathroom to you, how long will it take you to install them?  That’s what worries me here.

Meanwhile:  Planetary space heaters and continental sunlamps.

One of the first things I tried was an overbuilt, heavy-gauge heating spell.  It was only about ten centimeters square, but it radiated heat like red-hot iron.  This is fine for keeping the bathroom from freezing, but it’s infinitesimal against a whole world.  It was only a test, a mere proof-of-concept.

In Rethven, I placed the spell on the snow-covered ground and left it there for a bit, watching it.  It happily sucked in magical energy and put out thermal energy, as per spec, and immediately melted its way through the snow and ice to the ground. It sat there, sizzling happily and sending up steam.  Fantastic.

After a bit, I moved it farther south, then a bit farther, then farther still.  Eventually, we reached a point where the spell was shivering a bit—think of it like power lines quivering in a high wind.  The instability of the magical field was sufficient to threaten the integrity of the spell.

So I didn’t touch it.  I left it alone for a while.  Why?  It sucked in power and poured it out again, constantly digging its metaphorical spell-lines deeper into reality.  The more it operated, the more stable it became.  It’s the reverse-entropy effect I’ve noted before.  Well-crafted spells tend to get stronger as they get older.  This was getting stronger under constant, high-power use.

Once it stabilized, I moved it again, carefully watching it.  I kept moving my heating spell south, pausing to let it stabilize, and moving it again.  Each movement south was over a shorter and shorter distance, but as long as I took it slowly enough, the spell kept adapting.

When I got close to the region where I was hesitant to open myself to magical forces—it was required in order to move the spell—I dismissed it.  It flashed into raw magical energy and dispersed, leaving the ground in a state resembling bubbling pudding.  For all I know, it was pudding.  Magical surges are unpredictable.

Okay.  In theory, I could build a spell or enchantment and move it carefully into the Mountains of the Sun.  If the ice giants didn’t notice it until it was far enough into the mountains, they wouldn’t be able to do anything to it.  Send a spell in to dispel it?  Nope.  Their spell will fizzle before it reaches mine.  March in and smash it?  Nope.  Melted ice giant.  They could, if they were sufficiently magically sophisticated, cast a spell that would crawl slowly in and hunt down my own spell, but with mine having a head start, it could be months, even years before anything caught up to it.

Or them.  I would need a lot of heating spells, and I didn’t dare build big ones.  These would have to be small and tough, built to take all the power surges the Mountains could throw at them.

Okay, let’s think about this.

With a little work, I can carve out a magical device to cast, cast, and cast again, making all the heat-producing crawlers I want.  Several thousand—several hundred thousand?  Several million?—heating elements, sitting in the Mountains of the Sun, should be enough to gradually warm up the world.

Then what?

Then the world gets warmer.  The frost line moves north.  Similar spells can be set up to illuminate the world, clinging to the sides of the mountains and radiating the equivalent of sunlight over the happy little ecosystem.  The Mountains of the Sun can brighten the world, as well as heat it up.

Then what?

Then… uh… hang on.  The world keeps getting warmer, doesn’t it?  If I want to affect anything the size of Rethven in any reasonable amount of time, I need to have lots and lots of these things.  They have to put out enormous energy.  The Mountains will be scorching hot in no time at all, but the rest of the world will warm up only slowly.  It’s like putting something in a microwave, only backwards.  With a microwave, the outside of the food gets hot, but the center may still be frozen.  Here, the center will get hot, but everything else will take much longer to thaw.  And if I dial it up to eleven to speed-heat the world, I might melt the Mountains of the Sun before the rest of it has a chance to defrost.

Maybe this needs more thought.  No, I take it back.  I’m trying to terraform a planet-sized plate of leftovers fresh from the freezer.  It definitely requires more thought.

Back on my Flatstation, I built a model of Rethven and regarded it.  I put the Mountains of the Sun along the near edge of the table and spread the rest of the world out in front of me, sort of like I was in the Spire and looking out over the world.  I played with it, fiddling with various heating parameters, and ran it through simulations of what would probably happen, what might happen, and what could be done about any of it.  I wasn’t quite ready to risk the world on my hare-brained schemes, but I was getting there.  I took my time and thought it through.  I can do that on the Flatstation.  If I need to, I can run a chain of time-tickers through a couple of NLA worlds and take lots of time to think.

My phone rang.  Instantly, I knew with crystal-clear certainty, as though the future had opened up and revealed itself in a blaze of infernal light, I would regret having the damned thing.  When you have a phone, all it does is ring.  I knew who it had to be, but I answered it anyway.

“Hello?”

“Hey!” Dusty replied.  “I got two ideas and they both need your help.”

“And it’s good to hear from you, too.  No, I’m not busy, but thank you for asking.”

“Oh.  Right.  Sorry.  Is this a good time?”

“Not really.  Everything going well on your end?”

“Fine.  Fine.  We’re all fine here.  How are you?”

“I’m devoting all my efforts to figuring out how to heat up Rethven right now without melting major portions of it, as you have repeatedly asked me to.”

“That’s, uh, great.  Yeah, great.  Thanks.”

“You mentioned needing yet more effort from me?” I prompted.

“Um, yeah,” he said, uncertainly.  “I guess I do.  Sort of.”

“Are these new demands on my time going to require the same sort of effort as building an unprintable-word-here sun?”

“Uh… no?”

“Then pitch them and I’ll tell you what I think.”

“Okay.  You know I’ve only a tenuous dynamo connection to Rethven, right?”

“You want me to set up a few thousand more?”

“No, no!  —Wait.  Could you?”

“I could, but it would be annoying and a distraction from saving the world.”

“Maybe when you’re less preoccupied. I had a different idea, anyway.”

“Do tell.”

“I realized something.  I can invest energy into an avatar.  Normally, all I do is drive it around, but I can load it up with power and send it into a world where I don’t have a celestial-plane connection, kind of like when I visited your Voidstation.”

“It’s like a missionary.”

“In many ways, yes.  I can use the avatar’s stored charge to do miracles, attract a following, and establish a stronger foothold through them, build up my presence on the corresponding celestial plane, and so on.”

“I understand.  And you have an idea for that here?  You want to bring the good word to the various cave-dwellings of the local humans?”

“Good guess, but nope!”

“Okay, I give up.”

“I can charge the avatar here and send it there through a gate.  Then my presence there, in the celestial plane of Rethven, can draw on that power.”

“Oh, now I get it.  It’s like me taking a power crystal from a high-magic world to a low-magic one.”

“Exactly!”

“And you want me to schlep your avatar back and forth, dumping buckets of power into the Rethven extension of you.”

“Yes!”

I sighed.  The days of angel dissection seemed awfully far away.  I missed them.  It was a quieter time.  Peaceful.  I could mind my own business and not be bothered.  Nobody wanted me to get up, go places, and do things.  I lived on my own schedule, doing what I wanted when I wanted to do it.

Except for eating bugs, of course.  I never want to do that.  Iron will.  Self-discipline.  Determination.  Yeah.  I still do it, too, even if I don’t talk about it much.  I don’t enjoy it and I’d rather not think about it any more than I have to.  Speaking of which…

“I’ll think about it,” I promised.  “What’s the other thing?”

“You know how there are other celestial entities on various planes?”

“Yes.”

“Unlike the ones in Tauta, where they’re barely more than animals, other planes have highly developed intelligences.”

“Good for them.”

“And this could be good for us.”

“For you, maybe,” I suggested.

“Which works out to be good for you,” he insisted.  “If I can do favors for them and earn a few favors in return, you benefit.  How would you like it if Huitzilopochtli decided the sunrise shouldn’t burn you?”

“That sounds like a pretty big favor.”

“Once,” he added.  “Not forever.”

“Oh.  Hmm.  It seems rather… what’s the word?  I’d have to be in a world where he had that level of influence, wouldn’t I?”

“That’s true.  If you call in a favor, you have to be somewhere a favor can be granted.”

“Wait, wait, wait,” I countered.  “Do you mean I could have a celestial entity owe me a favor?”

“Mm.  No, you make a good point,” he said, finally. “If you do someone a favor for me, I don’t have to project energies across planar boundaries.  You do the little miracle with your vampire powers or a spell and everybody is happy.  The worshipers go ‘Yay!’  The deity goes ‘Yay!’  I go ‘You’re welcome!’  The deity says ‘I owe you one.’  All good, all around.  Then I can either do the miracle or call in a favor for you.”

I thought it over.  It didn’t sound like a bad deal, necessarily.

“It depends,” I said, “on the miracles you want.  I’m having trouble with the recurring Miracle of the Dawn as it is.  And I’m not going to be an errand boy for lazy deities.  I don’t want to take orders for miracle pizza, extra sacrifice, extra bloodshed, hold the redemption.”

“I understand completely,” he assured me.  “I would never presume to overwork you on either frequency or intensity.  You have other things to do and I know it!  Just, you know, now and then.  When you’re not immediately busy doing something with all your attention and effort.”

“Maybe,” I allowed.  “Maybe.  We can try it, but if it’s taking up too much of my time…”

“Glad to hear it!”

“And do not finalize any deals without consulting me.”

“Oh, I would never!”

I replied with a somewhat vulgar term for fertilizer.

“Okay,” he agreed, “maybe never is too strong a term.”

“You got that right.  If you’re negotiating a deal, keep it general.  Bring the deal to me and I’ll consider what I’d have to do to make it happen.”

“I can do that.”

“In that case, I’m willing to listen.  I won’t promise more.”

“Perfectly fair.  Thanks!”

“No problem.”

“By the way, I don’t suppose you’d care to clone a body?” he asked.

“A body?” I asked, surprised.  “What do you want a body for?”

“It’s not for me.”

“You’ve got a clone tank.  I distinctly remember installing it so you could replace your avatar if and when it wore out.  Find someone they like and take a sample.”

“Yeah, but I can’t design a new body.  I want a custom job.”

“Did you promise someone an avatar already?”

“No!  Not exactly.  I… well, we were talking about forming avatars and how much power they took, compared to how much worship they engendered, and I mentioned how using an empty vessel for minor miracles and direct preaching might be a better deal.”

I sighed.  At least a clone wasn’t too difficult.

“What sort of body?” I asked, trying not to sound tired.

“A female body, if you don’t mind.  Does this mean you’ll do it?”

“I’ll need the particulars, but I can start it after I finish with this,” I agreed.  I wondered if it would be easier to get him his own genetic modification setup.  He could have a chapel industry making physical incarnations for his deific friends.

“This?  What ‘this’?” he asked.

“Are you watching me or not?”

“How would I?”

“Oh.  I’m working out temporary heating and lighting arrangements to fill in for the sun.  Once we have a permanent sun, I’ll turn this temporary stuff off.  You were concerned about permanent biosphere damage, so I thought something quick and dirty would be a good idea.”

“Brilliant thought.  Thank you.  I’ll ask about the particulars.  For now, I’ll let you get back to it and I’m sorry I interrupted.”

I hung up, put the phone back in a belt pouch, and I went back to regarding my model of Rethven, looking for inspiration.

Found it.

Okay, follow along the thought process, here.

Ice giants are capable of magical activity.  They may or may not be good at it, but they possess the capacity.  I don’t want to encourage them, so I don’t want to put advanced spells anywhere they might possibly get a good look at them.  This definitely includes any spell with the ability to replicate.

I don’t think they can master the technique.  I mean, Phoebe never got the hang of it and she was a darn good witch.  It doesn’t mean there isn’t a particularly clever ice giant who will catch on and start doing all sorts of stupidly inconvenient and inconveniently stupid things.  I don’t think there is one, though, unless there’s a Queen of Ice Giants or something.  They don’t seem at all smart to me.

Add to this the fact Rethven is huge.  Warming up the whole thing will take immense amounts of energy.  Without a sun, this almost has to be drawn from the magical energies of the mountains.  I hope to use those energies less directly, producing more energy than I consume as I fuse elements.  If I have to continuously heat Rethven using pure magic, it will negatively affect the amount of magic in the world, possibly by a material and meaningful amount!

No matter what spells I make, they won’t be powerful enough to warm up the whole world in any reasonable length of time.  I would have to make thousands, if not millions.  If they’re in the mountains, I won’t be able to control them remotely, either.  These are non-trivial issues.

Ignoring the production problem—there are ways around it—let’s look at the consequences.  These spells, built to be as simple and brutally durable as possible, will never stop producing heat.  I’d have to go into the Mountains of the Sun and turn them off by hand.  Admittedly, I could have a conditional self-destruct—say, when the real sun rises—or have a daisy-chain destruct code so I only have to tell one to quit.  This makes me nervous because we’re dealing with vast amounts of power and a certain level of unpredictability.

There had to be a better way.

So, there I was, watching the models play out on my simulation table.  I would come up with an idea, start it going, then think like a magic-working ice giant and go for the worst-case scenario.  It always ended badly.

Cursing, I pushed back from the table.  My chair, a reinforced office model, decided at that moment to shed one of its wheels.  It was old and I still hadn’t gotten around to the repair golems.  It tipped, I tipped, and Bronze asked if I was all right.

I assured her I was fine and then went on to recite a mantra of swear words while hunting for the missing wheel and parts.  I gathered them together, fused them back into a working wheel, banged my undead head against the edge of the table, and eventually stood up, rising over the simulated Mountains of the Sun.

And it hit me.  I was missing something fundamental about Rethven.  How could I have been so blind for so long?  It was obvious!  There was a whole lot more to Rethven than I was looking at!

There’s an underside to the plate!

I repaired the chair and hurried off to scry on the flip side of Rethven.  The underside landscape was as cold as the topside—colder, probably, since it was never warmed by the sun—but it was almost free of ice and snow.  There were no bodies of water there, so I assume that had a lot to do with the weather.  It was a landscape of sharp, jagged rocks, more barren than a salted field.

At least I didn’t see any ice giants.  Things, on the other hand…  Yes, there were lots of Things to be seen, crawling and scuttling and flapping about.  They wouldn’t like bright, hot lights, but they would probably try to stay away from them.  If not, there were other ways to keep them at bay.

I don’t know why gravity flipped somewhere in the middle of the world.  You’d think the Heru intended to use both top and bottom for their game board.  Then again, maybe they did.  If their game board has chess on one side and backgammon on the other, it’s a simple matter to flip the board to play something else.

I, on the other hand, think so far outside the box cats are willing to curl up in it.  I saw it as real estate, hard to access, and therefore a good place for things needing to be kept private.

What if I put something on the underside of the world to produce light and heat spells?  How would it go wrong?

I don’t see a good way for ice giants to tunnel down fifty miles or so, then tunnel up another fifty.  I can’t see them flying around the Edge and searching millions of square miles to find the source of the spells, either.  They might zap individual heat and light spells, but I bet I can make them faster than they can zap them.  Even better, if mine “rise” to the bottom of the Firmament and slide along the inner face of it to take up positions over the Spire, there’s a very narrow window where they’re relatively close and easy to hit.  Once they climb to the top of the Firmament, they’ll be easily visible, but immensely distant, meaning they’ll require enormous energy even to reach.

To operate most effectively, these light and heat spells will have to be directly over the Mountains of the Sun, where they can stay in the highest levels of magical energy.  They’ll have to be built tough to survive, to say nothing of the generator producing them.

I can build an orichalcum frame for the spell-producing enchantment.  It’ll take a lot of power to produce such unreasonably-durable spells, though.  But if I also put the enchanted frame near the Mountains of the Sun, it can draw in a lot more power.  And get hit with extremely powerful surges, too.  Hmm.

I’ll have to route the output of a matter-conversion reactor through the frame for a while, as I did with the angel containment circles.  The enchantment will toughen up a lot even before it encounters the Rethven hypermagical zone.  I may need to consider surge suppression, as well.  Capacitors?  Lightning rods?  I’ll have to experiment.

I think I’m liking this plan.  It keeps the production away from the ice giants.  It also keeps the heat-spell panels themselves at a considerable distance and hard to affect.  I don’t have to sit on top of it to monitor it.  And, best of all, I don’t have to stick my face in the Mountains of the Sun and risk burning it off.

This is turning into a major project and it’s only the temporary solution.  I am not liking the numbers I’m seeing, not on the heating spells, nor when I work on the scaled-up sun launcher, either.

I keep thinking, “I’m a vampire!  This is not my field!”  Then I remember Dusty’s comment about a physicist wizard and I hate him a little bit.  I never wanted this job.  I don’t want to do this job.  It’s a challenging bit of magical engineering and I usually like puzzles, but this one doesn’t feel fun.

I still think it has something to do with the lack of choice.  It feels as though I’m being forced to do something against my will, and I hate that.  Partly because I hate being forced into things, but also because I may be the only person who can do the job, which means I’m obligated to do it.

Could I kick open the Spire and get Rendu to fix it?  Maybe, but I’m leery about whether or not the rest of the Heru would stay asleep while he did.

Okay, so, I’ve got my stuff sorted out for Operation Sunlamp.

First item:  Twenty kilograms of orichalcum frame with a massively overbuilt enchantment.  It’s hooked up to my Flatstation reactor to bake while I work on other things.

The frame doesn’t have any power crystals in it, but it shouldn’t need them for power.  Instead, I have a big spool of orichalcum wire and foil, as well as a dozen loose fist-sized power crystals.

Last, but by no means least, I had a specially-made hoop.  It’s an overbuilt gate, yes, designed to survive a higher-than-normal magical environment, and it’s a single-destination gate.  It’s linked to one specific other gate.  Both are also cooking in the high-power flux to toughen them up.

All right.  Now to the process.

First, I needed a spot on the top side where I could put a cave.  How close could I get to the Mountains of the Sun and still have a safe, reliable gate?  I found a spot on the western Edge, started the earth-moving spells, and went back to the Flatstation while they did their work.

How’s my cooking going?  Pretty well.  The enchantments do seem to be slightly more… what’s the word?  Stronger?  Their imprint on reality is heavier.  Good sign.  I left them to continue cooking.

I twiddled my thumbs a little, did tests on my latest solar data, and waited.

I’m avoiding working on things I can’t instantly drop.  I want to be here at a moment’s notice to decant Velina.  Maybe I should go to Rethven and run the Voidstations faster so I don’t have to wait so long.  Or I could tough it out as my reminder to not let her get hurt in the future.  Or I could run the Spherestation slower, so I have more time to do my setup stuff before she recovers.

I checked her status.  She was mostly better, but mostly better isn’t sufficient.  Her backup body was also coming along fine, just in case.  Checking on it reminded me to get some work done on the transfer tables.  A few additional bits of automation wouldn’t hurt.

Dang it, I was running out of excuses.  I finally gathered my stuff together.

On the Flatstation, in a laboratory, I cast several spells to prepare.  Most of them were surge protection.

What was I preparing for?  This.

I cast an Ascension Sphere and waited for it to intensify.  When it was about the right level, I manually cast a gate spell from inside it to the underside of Rethven, uncomfortably near the… The Mountains of the Sun are still there on the underside, but there is no Spire.  What do I call them?  Mountains of the Moons? 

I opened my gate near to them, in a high-power zone.  With a high-power zone here contacting a high-power zone there, I expected minimal pyrotechnics.  I was right.  Once the gate stabilized, I reached through, slapped the ground with a pre-built stone-shaping spell, and closed the gate.

I ticked Rethvan forward a few days.  I now have two caverns to use as Secret Lairs.

One of these is buried deep under the top surface of Rethven.  That’s Topside Station, a couple hundred miles north of the Mountains of the Sun, over near the western Edge.

I also have a cave buried in the… lower surface?  In the upside-down?  Buried on the flip side?  There’s a cave down there, too.  That cavern is my Underworld.  It’s somewhat closer to the north-south meridian and therefore should be in a higher-power zone, but it’s not as bad on the flip side.  Maybe it has something to do with the Spire being on the top side.

It’s not much of a cave, yet, as my pre-built spell decided to self-destruct in a surge.  Purely bad luck.  The magical environment there is reasonably safe, but you still get lightning even in very minor storms—and sometimes things get struck.  It lasted long enough to carve out a small cave, though.  I went there, manually did more stone-shaping, and expanded it to fit my needs.

A serpentine Thing with about fifty legs decided to investigate all the activity.  It came down the hole and decided it did not like me.  I didn’t like it.  Fortunately, I wasn’t in a hostile magic zone, so I was dressed appropriately for my unexpected guest.

Getting Thing ichor off me simply involves waiting.  They sublimate into a foul vapor, even the squidgy stuff under my talons.

I’m definitely installing a door.

To get to and from the Underworld, one end of a heavy, durable, one-destination gate goes in the hidden, inaccessible cave Topside.  It’s strictly a space gate, not an interuniversal one, but it’s built to handle the environment.  So is the other end of it, down in the Underworld cave.

Topside has no way in.  If I visit it very often during the day—note my optimism—it’ll eventually run out of air.  On the other hand, if I’m going there through shift-space or a gate, the place will ventilate with every trip.  It’s probably going to be all right.

Of the two caverns, I think Underworld is more interesting.

There’s a hole in the ceiling.  The hole runs about twenty meters to the surface.  I mounted rungs on the side of the hole, just in case I needed to climb out, but I don’t think they’re really necessary.  At the top, there’s a rock.  It looks like any other large, irregular rock, but it’s set up to rotate.  When a sun panel is ready to fly, the rock rotates in place, revealing a hole.  The sun panel will fly out of it, headed up to the Firmament, and the rock will rotate back into place.

See?  I told you I’d build a door.

The sun panel maker was about as simple.  It needed to endure massive power surges, so I didn’t go in for fancy guidance in the spell.  It was as simple and as brutal as I could make it.  Completed spells flew out of it, rose to the Firmament, and slid along the inner face.  I had them set to follow the Mountains, due west, and cluster over the Spire.

After setting up the frame, I strung orichalcum wire as a power intake antenna.  This fed power along a conductive bar and into the frame.  Power crystals mounted in the bar were set up to let power pass by freely unless the level rose above a certain point.  Then they started absorbing power, storing it.  Think of them like capacitors.  Too much charge comes toward the frame.  They absorb all they can until the surge finishes or they’re full.  When the surge finishes, if everything survives, they feed their charge into the frame, making it produce spells faster.  If they don’t survive, I obviously need to include more.

The orichalcum foil was another surge-protection idea.  I hung it like a curtain.  On the other side of the world, magic washed down off the Spire and flowed outward, along the mountains—top and bottom.  Surges, in theory, should hit the foil and be damped down a bit.  It’s a little like ocean waves hitting a reef before washing up on shore.  I think.  I hope.  We’ll see.

I fired up the frame.  The enchanted frame promptly produced a bright little circle of hot.  This shot upward to the Firmament, got its bearings, and rapidly slid around toward the other side of the world.

It sent out a wide spectrum of electromagnetic radiation, replicating as closely as possible the sunlight of Earth.  Why not?  Why build something strictly for thermal properties when I could make sunlamps?  If I give the world heat and light in the same spell, I don’t have to build another frame!

The sunlamp spells didn’t provoke any sort of reaction from my undead nature.  Earlier tests with my prototype sun-launcher did produce a vampire-cooking light.  One is a magical light bulb.  The other is fusion.

Why is one unpleasant and the other not?  I have no idea.  I did wonder about it, but I had something more immediate with which to concern myself.  The sunlamp spells all followed the exact same track.

The frame kept charging up and chucking out bright things, about once every ten minutes. I monitored their progress.  They kept going in the same direction.  After a bit, I figured it out.  The spells were simply following the route of greatest magical charge, and that was along the east-west line of the Mountains on their way to the Spire.

I pulled out my pocket mirror and promptly watched it crack as a surge washed through the cavern.  I should have enchanted the thing, dang it.  Or I should have stood behind the orichalcum curtain.

The sunlamp frame, on the other hand, didn’t even notice.  The foil curtain did its job, reducing the severity of the surge, and the power-crystal capacitors absorbed all the rest.

I stood behind the curtain and cast my shift-spell.  I went to the Topside Station to repair my mirror and put another scrying spell on it.  I watched as the leading sunlamp spell worked its way along the Firmament.  It looked perfect until it reached the end of the Mountains of the Sun.  As it swung up along the inside of the Firmament, it came much closer to the Mountains—and fizzled.

Damn.  Not tough enough.

I shifted to the Underworld again, fiddled with the antenna, adjusted settings in my sunlamp generator frame, and tried again.  I couldn’t strengthen the spells it produced, but time would take care of that.  In the meanwhile, I manually aimed it.  Instead of heading almost due west, they swung a little north, avoiding the danger zone.  The next one slid into the upper sky and took station over the Spire.

Hot diggety dog.

I let it all run for a while and checked the cluster, scrying through a micro-gate on the Spherestation.  Yep, a cluster of sun panels hovered at the top of the sky, gradually widening as more bumped into place at the edges.  The sky wasn’t appreciably brighter, nor was the world noticeably warmer, but the process would continue until I turned it off.

Ecology: saved.  As much as possible, anyway.

Now I can get back to the big project.

Why is it I’m the one building a sun, again?  Oh, right.  Physicist wizard.

This is stupid.

I’m looking at the math and redoing the math and hating the math.  I’ve spent weeks in Earthlines where FTL travel is common and supercomputers sit on desktops.  The simulations there don’t have the correct rules for Rethvan astrophysics, but I can alter the parameters for a “hypothetical” situation.  I still don’t like the math.

During my lengthy study of the problem, I had to find something to eat.  What can I say?  I get hungry when I’m frustrated.  I had the presence of mind to check university campuses for evil bastard physicists and villainous mathematicians, though.  There are more black-hearted monsters on staff at a university than you might think.  Most of them are in administration, but a few of them teach.

It helped me recognize what a monumentally complex task I’d undertaken.

To get the solar output I need, I’m going to need to put in a ridiculous amount of energy.

Hydrogen isn’t an issue.  Hydrogen is easy.  The only thing more common than hydrogen is stupidity.  No, my problems involve making a star.  Worse, I have to make a specific, tiny, reliable, durable, recurring star.

The biggest problem is the need to match what I observed in the future.  The sun has to have the same parameters or I throw off my own actions and probably destroy myself and Rethven in the process.

Or would I?  If I screw up badly enough, do I simply cease to exist as an eliminated timeline?  Would the younger me continue on, having completely different adventures in a whole new branch of the future?  Rethven doesn’t branch, itself, so there won’t be two worlds, but could the facts of history be changed?  If I screw up, is it possible the younger me would do better in the new circumstances?  Could the younger me make different decisions, take different courses, and never actually go back in time through the Great Gate of Tamaril?

If there was—effectively—no Rethven, would there be a Church of Light and  subset called the Hand?  Without those, would my diary start out the same, but continue purely on Earth, with Sasha?  Would the story of my life change from that point on?  Would it be a whole new diary?

I don’t even know what sort of paradox that would be.  If I don’t go back in time, I can’t screw up the original timeline, so I’d have to go back in time to screw it up…

I need to find something to beat my head against.

Even worse, what would happen to everyone I knew/will know in Rethven?  There are people I would like to see again.  There are a lot of people depending on me to make the same mistakes all over again.  I’m not going to risk it.

It all boils down to getting everything to match what happened before.

As for the sun, I’ve got a specific set of parameters I need to meet and I only have one idea about how to do it reliably, repeatably, and indefinitely.  It’s going to take a lot of time and a lot of work and I’m hating every second of it already, but I’m going to have to not only bite the bullet, I’m going to have to chew it.  I’m going to have to accept it, deep down, and tell myself it’s got to be done and there is no other way—no easier way!  And I’m going to have to shut my over-toothed piehole, do it, and keep on doing it until it’s done.

The only way out is through.


Extensions

Dusty rang me up while I was watching a computer simulation on the Flatstation.  I had trouble getting quantum computers to work there, so I had to settle for high-speed binary machines. I blame the altered rules in a firmament.  Still, after I added another whole floor for them, they handled the simulations pretty well.

“How’s the clone I ordered?” he asked, after the polite pleasantries.

“We didn’t get the details sorted out,” I reminded him, as I put the phone on speaker and placed it on the tabletop.  “Even then, a clone takes time, dingus.”

“Yeah, but you play with temporal distortions.”

“You want same-day service?  When I already started heating up the world and am in the middle of building a sun, all because you asked me to?”

“You can do it.”

“Just because I can bench press a Buick doesn’t mean I want to.”

“Fair.  What sort of details did you need from me?”

I rubbed the back of my neck.  Sometimes I get tension headaches.

“Look, you want this as a sort-of avatar, right?  For some friend of yours?”

“Yes.”

“You’ll want to find a way to attune some wire.”

“Already did that.  I can build divinity dynamos, remember?  I got a dozen set up already.”

“Oh?  Oh.  Right.  In that case, either I need to move them here, next to the clone tank—”

“Way ahead of you.  I still have the cloning setup from when we made my avatar.”  I could hear him grinning.  “I’ve got all my stuff sorted out and ready to go.  I didn’t want to fumble around on my end if you were ready.  All I need is the designer body.”

“That’s surprisingly helpful.  Realistically, all I need to do is run a zygote through the engineering program and deliver it to your clone tank.  Yes?”

“If it’s not too much trouble.”

“Serves me right for installing the high-end equipment in the Spherestation.”

“Hey,” he said, “you own a pickup truck, people ask you to help them move.  Same principle.”

“I had the same thought.  All right.  What sort of clone do you want?”

“Since she’s a goddess, she’ll appreciate a pair of X chromosomes.  And, given the fact we gods can be somewhat vain, I’d suggest stacking her like a bricklayer’s outhouse.”

“Full vanity mods, got it.  Dial up everything?  The whole maximized genetic package?”

“It’ll save the trouble and effort of doing it miraculously.”

“I’ve got the specs on file, somewhere.  I worked out a good balance while I was upgrading Phoebe.  I’ll get it started between my other projects.” I put my elbows on a lab table and rubbed my temples.  I must have had a tone in my voice because Dusty sounded concerned.

“Sorry.  Is this a bad time?”

“Not really.  Not at this specific moment.  Things are not cooperating.  The solar project isn’t easy in any sense of the word.  And I’ve been running things faster where I am while Velina recuperates.  I want to get a lot done while she’s not in danger of being my assistant.  Or endangered while being my assistant.”

“Want to take a break?”

“And do what?” I asked, tiredly.

“Would you take me to Rethven?  I’d like to see how much of a charge I can bring.”

“That doesn’t sound bad.  I’d like to observe it.  I guess I could use a break.”

“Hey, how can you be tired?  It’s always night on your station, right?”

“Stations.  Plural.  And yes, it is.  I don’t get physically tired, but I can get as emotionally and intellectually exhausted as anyone, especially on projects I’m learning to hate.  Zip up your parka and I’ll be right over.  How long will you need to be there?”

“I’m not sure.  Several minutes, at least.  My aspect on the associated celestial plane can only absorb the stored energy so fast.”

“It’ll get faster?”

“As it gets bigger and stronger, it can eat more quickly.”

“Okay.  Ready?”

“When you are.”

I checked the time, shifted to pick him up, shifted again to Rethven.

We appeared on one of the Fang Rocks in the Circle Sea.  I figured there would be no reason for an ice giant to be anywhere near there, and I was right.  I waited while Dusty stood in the snow and raised his arms.  My spells let me see the celestial energies, so I watched as the shining beacon of his pumped-up avatar gradually dimmed.  It reminded me of the streamers coming off a star as they swirled away into a white dwarf companion.  It didn’t take long to drain the avatar down to more human levels.

When he relaxed and sighed, I gave him an inquisitive look.

“Much better,” he told me, speaking louder than usual.  The wind and the fur-lined hood muffled his voice.  “Successful power transfer.”

“And this is better than shoving power across dimensional boundaries?”

“It’s much more efficient!  I didn’t lose much, if anything, in the transfer.  The only gripe I have is the capacity.  An avatar can only hold so much.”

“How do you mean?”

“Can we go back, please?  The local me has to support the avatar now that I’ve given it all the charge, and this wind is murder.”

“Oh.  Sure.”  I shifted us back and we headed for the breakroom.  He shucked out of his parka and hung it on a hook on the back of the breakroom door.

“In a technological metaphor,” he began, setting up the coffee, “when I try to beam power from one universe to another, I lose ninety-nine point lots-of-nines percent of the energy.  I can beam a billion megawatts outward, but only a trickle gets there in shape to be used by the locals.”

“That’s the normal way you do it,” I replied.  “I got that part.”

“Yep.  This time, we sent a spaceship packed with fuel from one planet to another.  The spaceship—your shifter—didn’t use any of the power we’re sending.  The fuel arrived intact, one hundred percent usable.”

“I think I get it.  You can beam power all day, at a massive loss, but it’s constant.  You can ship a battery, but the battery requires you to have a way to get it there.  The magical transport is paying the transportation costs so you don’t.”

“Exactly,” he agreed.  “If power is like water, I’m moving it from a small sea to a dried-up lake bed.  Usually, it’s filling up slowly because it rains a little bit—water evaporates from the sea and a little of it rains where we want it.  Now we’ve proven we can fill it faster by rolling a barrel to the dock to dump it.  No wastage.  It’s an improvement.”

“You need a hose.”

“I need a canal,” he corrected.

“You know,” I began, thoughtfully, “I did a lot of research on angels and celestial energies in general.  How about we open a couple of gates?”

“I’m not sure how it would work.  What are you thinking?”

“Remember how we opened gates to attune osmium wire to you?  One set ran the wire up to you on the celestial plane.  The other set ran it back down to the material realm.”

“I remember.  I had to… huh.  In your terms, I had to run my hands over it constantly, as it went by.  It’s how we tune wire for the dynamo farms.”

“Still got the gates?”

“Yes, of course.  What’s the plan?”

“I add more mini-gates.  One connection goes up from here to your nuclear-powered self.  You pour power down the wire.  The wire then goes across to Rethven through gate set number two.  In Rethven, I open a gate up to your Rethven aspect.  It takes the other end of the wire and power flows pretty much directly to it.  Not a high-voltage line, maybe, but a much more efficient line than your inter-universal projection.”

I could have mentioned my new alloy, elysium, but I didn’t.  That was one secret I wanted to keep close.  I had future plans for it and I didn’t want anyone knowing it even existed.  Besides, the osmium wire was perfectly serviceable in this context.  You don’t run a nitrogen-cooled superconducting conduit when an extension cord will do.

“I don’t see any reason it wouldn’t work,” he agreed.  “I think we might want a shift-booth, too, so I can shuttle my avatar back and forth.  If anything goes wrong, maybe I can thread the wire through or turn the whole thing off and on again.  And carry buckets of power through whenever I’m not too lazy.”

“Fair enough.  Gimme a minute.  I’ll whack together a set of gate spells for you and we can test it.  If it works, we’ll build something permanent.  Something with protective spells so the brute-force gates manifesting on the celestial planes don’t slowly dissolve.”

“Don’t we need to protect it anyway?”

“Not for a brief test.  We’re going for proof-of-concept, here, and to see if it conducts enough power to be worthwhile.”

With wire running through a gate from Reactor World #1 to Rethven, we had the material planes linked.  On each end of the wire, I had another gate—one up to each celestial plane.  I detected celestial energy flow, but I had no idea how well it worked.

“How’s it going?” I inquired, once I had the wire feeding up in Rethven.

It works!

“I can see that.  How well is it working?”

For my Rethvan aspect?  It’s fantastic!

“Good.  I’m glad it’s worthwhile.”

Absolutely!  How long can we keep this going?

“Not long.  The celestial end of this new brute-force gate will erode pretty quickly.  Give me a little time and I’ll build you high-efficiency, dedicated gates.”

You could add another wing of solar panels to power them, he suggested.

“I might do that, but these are spells—fragile and temporary.  You need enchanted mini-gates for this.”

And the shift-booth?

“And the shift-booth,” I sighed.

You’re the best god-maker I know.

“I agree.  Let’s shut this down before it all goes kaboom.”

Aww.

“I told you it was temporary.”

But it works!

“And we’ve proved it.  I’ll get you a permanent set.  For now, though,” I went on, shutting down the Rethvan gate to the celestial plane, “I’d like to bring your avatar over here to Rethven.”

I’m not against it, but why?

“I have tests to run.  I did mention I had tests to run, didn’t I?”  I shifted over to the Reactor World.

Yeah, and you mentioned them being pass/fail, which doesn’t inspire me to confidence.  What sort of tests do you have in mind?

“I want him to go south, up into the hills, and see how far he gets,” I told him as I shifted back to the Reactor World and headed for the celestial gate in the power station.

I don’t like the way that’s phrased, he said, mildly.

“He’s not impervious to magic, but he’s not a wizard.  He was grown in a high-magic environment.  I think he developed a high resistance to it during the growth process, amplified over time while living in the high-magic areas of the reactors.  I want to see how far he can go before anything happens.”

What do you mean by “happens”?

“Any sort of reaction.”

What sort of “reaction”?

“Anything.  A feeling of warmth.  Nausea.  Blurry vision.  Strange colors.  Anything.”

That doesn’t sound too bad.  Couldn’t you develop a spell to deflect magical energy away?

“A reverse Ascension Sphere.  Got one already.  Plus variations.”

There you go.

“Three problems,” I said, shutting down the celestial gate in the Reactor World’s main divinity dynamo room.  Celestial realms aren’t nice to material objects, but this gate had protective spells on it.

“First, a reversed Ascension Sphere still has to conduct the massive amounts of power involved.  If it overloads and collapses, it would be a lot like going to a great depth in a submersible to see how much pressure it can take.”

Ouch.

“Second, if it doesn’t collapse, there may not be a good way to turn it off.  It could, conceivably, become so powerful it has to wear off, leaving me in a totally magic-free zone for an indeterminate amount of time.”

So, someone in a supercharged reverse Ascension Sphere could be stuck in it?

“Not likely, because of problem number three.  How do you affect a magical spell when you’re inside a zero-magic zone?”

I wouldn’t know.

“Me either, so tying an anti-magic barrier to something isn’t really an option.  If I want to wear it as a shield, and I’m in a zone where there is no magic, how does the spell center itself on me?  I can’t grab it and move it.  It’s effectively fixed in place. This is also not a line of experimentation I want to pursue right now.  I have enough on my plate as it is.  So let’s get this over with, shall we?”

I guess I’m going for a walk.  Why is this important, again?

“Because I don’t want to be stuck in a reverse Ascension Sphere for sixty years after I build a sun.”

I don’t follow.

“Just trust me and see how far you can go before you feel anything weird.”  As I said it, I remembered I had only felt the fringes of the power, out at the end of the mountain range.  I didn’t actually know how I would stand up in the heart of it, how far I could go into it and still stagger out again.  I hated to say it, but…

“On second thought, I should test me, too.  My capacity to let magic flow through me might actually make this safer for me than for you.”

Dusty walked in at that point, wearing his parka and the Hello Kitty mittens.

“At least we’ll go together.”

“All charged up?”

“Yes.  I might even be ready to go.”

Dusty’s resistance to magical forces was exceptional.  He got farther than I did, as I expected, but now we had proof.  Unfortunately, neither of us made it into the hills as far as the suit did.  These were good control tests, though.

My theory—and I think it’s a good one—is based on the way he was made.  He was grown in an intense magical field.  Yes, it was also a high-energy celestial field tuned to my altar ego, but that was so he could merge with it and occupy the body more intimately and completely, rather than simply possess it.  It was custom-fitted to his celestial channel.

The magical field, though, had its own effect.  The growing clone developed a high resistance to magical energies.

Would it have been more magically sensitive if we’d taken longer to grow it?  Would it have adapted to magical force instead of resisting it?  Or would it have been more likely to be sensitive to magic if, for example, it was a child gestating inside a lady magician?  Is that why families seem to pass down magical ability?  Is it genetic, or is it a function of being involved in magical workings since conception and all through the formative months?

Bronze accompanied us on our test walk and didn’t have any trouble.  I blame the orichalcum.  She was wearing a magical superconductor, so her physical form was fine.  Inside, while she might have started out as a magical construct, now she was much more.

Goodness.  The things she’s been through!  The things she’s been.  I shouldn’t be surprised she can handle this better than I can.

“What does this tell us?” Dusty asked, once we returned to a safe zone.  I started drawing a temporary shift diagram in the snow.  I didn’t have any magical gear on, of course, and wanted to get back to it.

“You’ll need protection to help me.”

“Me?”

“You.  And me.  We need to draw on the magical forces in the mountains to make a daily sun.  And I mean draw heavily on those forces.  This is a major project.”

“Is this the Deep Magic?  Or the Even Deeper Magic?”

“In a world locked in permanent winter, that’s not funny.  Big cats don’t like me.  My point is, setting up a sun-maker will involve someone in the mountains actually doing the setting-up.  You and I are going to spend a lot of time in protective gear, doing manual labor.”

“Can’t you just, you know, wizard it into place or whatever?”

“Can you do electronic repairs while being electrocuted?”

“That bad?”

“Worse.  Spells get unpredictable and malfunction-prone in there even before they get overloaded and burn out.  Mine are touch and go, but I’ve been aware of the problem and always take extra care and precautions—I don’t dare cast anything anywhere near there with a ho-hum, routine attitude.  There’s always focus and a fair amount of worry.  A heavy construction project like a sun-launching system is going to take enormous effort and exacting care in an environment exponentially worse than anything I’ve been in so far.  Step into the circle, please.”

He did so.  We blinked out of the cold and back into the parking spots in a reactor world.  He unzipped his parka and pulled down his hood while we walked inside.

“Fine.  I still think there ought to be a better way.”

“Maybe there is,” I agreed, “but I’ve been working on your ecological salvation project, too.  Give me long enough and I’ll light up the world the easy way, but it will have major ramifications on the timeline.  We need a sun—says the vampire.  As things stand, we’re going to get our hands dirty all the way to our eyebrows.”

I collected my stuff from an employee locker and noticed my phone had a text message.

“Sorry,” I added, as Dusty was about to speak.  “That’s my Velina alert.  The medcomp says she’s ready to be decanted.  Got to run.”

“She’s in a clone tank and sedated, right?  It’s not like she’s going to go anywhere.  She can wait two minutes.  We really need to sort out what, exactly, you’re planning.  I’m all for building a sun, sure, but I don’t like the way you’re describing… Hey, are you listening to me?”

While he talked, I scratched a circle on the wall and stepped through to the Stepstation.  Eri passed me through to the Spherestation and I turned off the time-ticker slowing the place down.  I made my way to the cloning lab, double-checked all the data, confirmed Velina was fully restored, punched the decanting command into the medcomp, and waited while it ran through the cycle.  In less than a minute, she was decanted, disconnected, and laid out on a table for examination.

Her eyes fluttered before she opened them.  I looked down at her.

“Hi.”

She rolled onto her side and coughed up fluid.

“I am alive?” she croaked.

“Yep.”

“What happened?”

“Magical accident.”  I explained, tossing up illustrative illusions as visual aids.  She listened to the debriefing while she sat up, flexed her hands, and moved on to major muscle groups.  She seemed satisfied with the results.  “Now you’re intact again,” I went on.  “How do you feel?”

“Tired.  Sleepy.  Stiff.  Vexed.” 

“I don’t blame you.  Let’s put you to bed.”

I helped her to her feet and into a robe.  As we walked slowly through the corridors to her quarters, she muttered something.

“Beg pardon?”

“I said I should study more magic.  I might know better what not to touch.”

“You’re already more proficient than anybody in the Tassarian Empire,” I told her.  “We can put more emphasis on it, if you want.  Rest assured, I might have done the same thing.  I didn’t figure out what happened until after the fact.”

“Thank you.  Did you discover what you needed to know?”

“I’ve made great progress.  I’ve even got some ideas.  I’ll tell you all about them when you wake up.  How’s that sound?”

“I look forward to it.”

While Velina slept, I set up the machine shop. I anticipated my altar ego would ask for a set of power line gates for each reactor world, so, as long as I was in the shop, I might as well anticipate him.  The tricky bits were the brute-force gates.  They were single-ended gates, projecting themselves into a celestial realm.  This was troublesome, since material objects tend to erode in the energy environment.  And brute-force gates, across universes, are about as power-hungry as a gate gets, so I wanted them to be as efficient as possible.

During a break in my multi-gate-building spree, I made the rounds of the Reactor Worlds, starting a solar power farm replication in each of them.  By the time I finished starting all the replications, the first world had hundreds more panels, so I went around again, turning off the replication functions.  I was pleased.  The added power would probably cover the expense of the gates.  Probably.  Extra power crystals for overnight operations wouldn’t hurt, either.  Maybe another hundred panels, to be on the safe side…

I was in my workshop again when the phone rang.  I decided Dusty could wait a bit longer.  After all, when the phone wasn’t ringing, the time differential was in my favor.  When I was aboard, I now had the Voidstations running fast relative to Rethven, and soon, with a gate constantly linking Rethven to each Reactor World, those would all be locked into the same speed.

I finished the various inter-universal connection enchantments and turned my attention to Velina’s equipment.  As long as I was taking a break from building suns, why not handle all the chores?  Besides, it would be something nice for her to wake up to.

As I worked, it occurred to me it would also be nice if she could wear protective devices that didn’t have such a high risk of disintegration in an ultra-high-magic zone.  I would like it if she was somewhat shielded from massive magical surges, too.  Maybe a layer of orichalcum foil inside the armor?  It would be hard to use a repair spell on the foil, but if the rest of the armor always kept clinging to the foil and pushing it into the correct shape, it might work…

I did my best to upgrade her stuff, then put it in an Ascension Sphere kettle to boil.

It also seemed wise, now, to make sure she always had both breathing and a heartbeat.  I didn’t think to include those life-support functions in her gear because I didn’t think in human terms.  If I shift from night to day in a hurry, life support is a good idea, and it happens more easily than I find comfortable.  It didn’t occur to me Velina might need similar magical functions, albeit due to different causes!

I’m still concerned about her.  Where I go and what I do can be dangerous to me.  This is why I held off on my angel research for so long.  I didn’t want to expose a young Phoebe to danger, nor risk leaving her suddenly orphaned.  Now I have to ask myself if any human being has any business hanging around with me.  If someone as tough as Velina can get flash-fried, maybe I’m too dangerous to be around.

Well, yes, I am too dangerous to be around.  I mean the situations and activities in which I engage.

The trouble is, how do I tell Velina I want her to stay away for her own safety?  She won’t.  No, I take it back.  She absolutely would.  She would be hurt I sent her away, though, and I don’t have anywhere I can send her to “keep an eye on things” for me, or some other, similarly-safe duty.  It’s not good for her to be near me and it would hurt her terribly to be sent away.

She can be elsewhere, safe and unhappy, or nearby, happy, and soon dead.

I grumbled about this and failed to come up with a good answer.  So I set up the celestial wire connector gates.  My Topside Station Lair was a good spot to put the Rethven ends, at least for the moment.

One by one, I plugged the Reactor Worlds into his Rethven celestial plane.  I called him on the phone and we discussed the connections.  As each one came on-line, he confirmed he had power flowing. I was pleased when all seven were running without any trouble.

“Me, too,” he agreed.  “By the way, how’s the clone coming along?”

I hung up the phone.  I do all this work and I still I wasn’t going to get any peace until he got his clone.  Fine!

I also kicked myself for not starting it sooner.  It could have been developing while I did other things.  I wasn’t angry at him for nagging me, really.  I was angry at myself for being stupid.

I sat down at the cloning console and called up my Phoebe files.  Phoebe was born normally and had a number of retroactive enhancements.  The new clone, however, was a bespoke design, not something altered after the fact.  The computer and I negotiated a bit on what was possible.  You can’t have everything at maximum.  Heightened strength cuts into endurance, for example.  The ability to exert more effort uses more energy, so you have to find a way to store more energy, take in more oxygen, deliver it all effectively, and so on.  All this takes up space and other biological resources.

When I had a good balance, I let the computer handle the genetic splicing.  I had complete faith in the program.  The transhumanist society I got it from used computerized mental downloads to change bodies as easily as changing clothes.  There was a whole fashion designer industry for truly exotic bodies!  People routinely altered themselves for aesthetic reasons, not to mention practical ones.

I was something of a maverick, there.  “A base body type?  How primitive!  How barbaric!  Two eyes?  And the minimalist hair!  I love the retro look!”

I’ve never been back.  Sure, the feathers were pretty.  Yes, the multiple eyes were practical.  The prehensile toes were probably useful.  I didn’t care for it.  I’m a barbarian and I accept the fact.

I delivered the zygote to Dusty’s clone tank, made sure it was hooked up properly, double-checked his setup, and went back to the Spherestation.  I didn’t say a word.  I think he could tell I was annoyed.

With everything immediate dealt with, I sat quietly in the breakfast area opposite the kitchen, reading, until Velina woke up.  She was still in her robe and rubbing one eye as she shuffled in.  I poured espresso into a small ceramic cup.  She bolted it back like a cowboy gulping a shot, but I was already making another.  This one she sipped.

“How long was I asleep?”

“As long as you required, I hope.  Are you rested?”

“Yes.”

“Good.  It annoys me considerably when you’re not feeling—” I broke off as my phone rang.

I knew I was going to regret building it.

“What is it, Dusty?” I asked.  “You’re on speaker, by the way.”

“Bad time?”

“Not worse than usual.  What’s on your mind?”

“You left before I could thank you for the clone.”

I frowned, wondering why he took so long to call.  Then I remembered the Voidstations were running fast.  It was probably only a few minutes for him.

“You’re welcome.”

“What’s she going to look like?”

“I went with the standard Scandinavian beauty in the computer.  Tall, leggy, blonde—you know the type.”

“I was hoping for darker hair.”

“If you don’t ask, you don’t get.  Next time, give me a picture.”

“My fault,” he said. “Entirely my fault.  I apologize.”

“No problem.”

“By the way, I meant to ask:  how would we keep a branch Earthline from collapsing?”

“Well, that came out of nowhere,” I observed.  “Usually an ongoing micro-gate will do it.  If you’re trying to keep it low-profile or low-power, you can set it to turn on and off every day.  It could go longer, but you want to err strongly on the side of caution.  It’s also possible to build a device to stabilize the place, but that’s a lot more work.  Why?”

“I’m talking to a lot of Earth entities.  If we do them a favor on an Earth, it has to be a branch, right?”

“Pretty much, yes.”

“See, if I want to do a deal with one, it’s not going to be worthwhile if it disappears in another week or year or whatever.”

I ran a hand over my face.  Velina, near the kitchen sink, ran water over a cloth and handed it to me.  I wiped my face and the back of my neck.  It didn’t help much, me being dead and all, but it was better than nothing.

“Let me be clear on a couple of points.  If I’m going to do your divine buddies any favors, we need to sort out what those favors are.”

“Yeah, but isn’t it—”

“Stop right there.  Let me finish before you bother me about things I’ll address.”

“Okay.”

“If we’re going to do a favor on an Earth-branch, you want the Earth-branch to last a while.  Fine.  I can do that.  It won’t be an issue on a voidworld; those appear to last until something actively destroys them.  But Earth branches collapse.  There are two ways to keep this from happening.  I can put a micro-gate connection in it, so it links back to one of your reactor worlds.  Does that sound like a good idea?”

“Um.”  He thought it over for a moment.  “It’s a physical connection?  From the material realm there to the material realm here?”

“Yes.”

“Chalk that up as a maybe.  What’s the other option?”

“The other option involves more work on my part.  I can build a firmament-based magical device, sort of a pillar to hold up the sky.  This will reinforce the… let’s say it reinforces the reality of the universe, preventing the internal instability from cracking the place open, thus preventing the energies of the Void from leaking in and eating away at the edges of the cracks.”

“You can do that?”

“Yes.  It’s not too power-intensive, either, since it’s basically doing error-checking on the operation of the universe, maintaining it and keeping the internal errors from stacking up until it collapses.”

“Wait.  I thought branches were caused by gates connecting through Chaos.”

“They are.  I’m still not sure how it works, but I think a typical gate connection cause a reality conflict between two universes.  This causes Earthlines to branch as a way of resisting the possible influx of Chaos.  I haven’t done all the analyses and testing I want.  I’ve been working on other things.”

“Okay.  So, either I get a permanent gate link to each world where you help, or it needs a magical error-checking device to keep it intact?”

“That about sums it up,” I agreed.

“Can we do the pillar?”

“How did I know you were going to say that?” I sighed.  “Fine.  But, bear in mind, you have materially increased the level of effort I have to go to for each of your divine favors.  The overhead costs skyrocketed.”

“I won’t be casual about them.”

“Promise?”

“I promise.”

“I’ll remember,” I warned him.

“As shall I,” Velina said.

“Is Velina on this call?” he asked.

“Speakerphone,” I reminded him.

“Oh.  Right.  Okay.  Um.  I guess that’s it for now, unless you have any advice on clone growth?”

“Let the equipment do the work and don’t fiddle with it,” I advised.  “How’s the power transfer going through your gate wires?”

“Slowly,” he admitted.  “My aspect over Rethven isn’t strong enough to take in the full flow of even one wire.  But we’re growing as quickly as we can.”

“Keep me posted.”

“I will.  Bye!”

I poured Velina more coffee and had her sit down to drink it.  I don’t cook very often, mostly because I don’t care what I’m eating.  She had recently decanted from clone-tank recovery and would be hungry.  I made breakfast.

Bronze and I went off to find a nice spot in the middle of nowhere.  I had other plans for my Topside Station Lair than as an altar ego powerplant.  I wanted him to have his own hidden cavern so his stuff wasn’t in my way.

In a nice, empty spot near the meridian, I told the earth and stone what I wanted.  I laid the shape of the chamber down in the ground and the ground moved to accommodate it.  It took a while, even in the southern regions, but we were at a reasonably-safe distance from the Mountains of the Sun.

While the chamber formed, I watched the sky.  There was a small, bright spot centered over the Spire, glowing like nobody’s business.  I couldn’t feel the heat from it, but it was still tiny.  More little pinpricks of light—actually, about the size of my palm—rose regularly, like falling stars in reverse, sliding up along the Firmament to join the larger spot.  Even if the machinery producing them quit right now, they were producing heat and light, so the equilibrium temperature of the world would be higher.  More kept coming, so the temperature-stable point would keep rising.  A tiny fraction of a degree for each one, to be sure, but with enough of them…

While I monitored my earth-moving spell, Bronze warned me about an approaching ice giant.  I bounced up, stood on her broad rump, and looked where she looked.

Even under the light of seven moons and a few bright stars, there wasn’t much color to be found.  I saw bluish glint and surface reflections.  Most of the ice giant was pretty much transparent.  It might have been a glass giant, except for the white-ice spines projecting from its back.

The overall structure was a rough biped, built blocky and bulky, and it stood about three times my height.  It didn’t have a discernible head.  The top of the torso was a rounded hump.  The back had long spines of white ice, like crude blades—maybe a dozen of them.  It had hands, though, of a sort.  Three long, thick “fingers” extended from the end of each blocky arm.  They were pointed, like icicles, and opposed by a thicker, shorter block like a thumb.  This one carried a rock in either “hand.”

Bronze informed me this was larger than the ones she and Velina fought.

“I’m told they get even bigger.”

Bronze felt confident.  Well, so did I.

Don’t get hit, Boss, Firebrand cautioned me.  They’re immensely strong.  And while they don’t like fire, it takes a lot of work to melt one.  They’re more resistant than regular ice and the spines are even harder to melt.  I’m not going to turn it into steam with one blast.

“Did you think I wouldn’t take it seriously?”

Just telling you what I know.

We advanced to meet it.  Whatever mechanism it used to see, it worked perfectly well at a distance.  It saw us coming, cocked back one long, gorilla-like arm, and launched a rock at us.  I’d say the rock weighed about a hundred pounds.  It sailed toward us in a surprisingly accurate arc, but it had a long way to go.  Bronze changed course and it missed us entirely.

The ice giant threw the other rock.  This implied only a moderate intelligence, at least to me.  It should have waited until we were closer.  Long-ranged attacks are easier to avoid.  It didn’t think to try throwing at close range, nor did it think to try using it as a smashing tool.  I tentatively regarded it as on par with a chimpanzee, but remained open to more evidence.

Just before we closed with it, I rolled out of the saddle and hit the ground running.  Bronze went right and I went left.  Bronze breathed fire, so it turned toward her, facing her as she came around.

My original intent was to attack it from behind, but, as I rolled to my feet, I had a better idea.  If there were a lot of ice giants, I ought to learn what I could about them.  It might make it easier to kill them.

I touched it with my tendrils.  Did these things have vital force?  Yes, they did, and quite a lot of it.  There was also a fair amount of magical energy to be found in them, almost entirely in the spines along the back.  Did the ice crystals act like power crystals?  Or were they more like specific spell crystals?  Or were they more versatile, acting as magical manipulation organs?

Bronze sent a plume of flame at it.  It didn’t like this, so it charged at her.  She danced away and the spines along its back rang like wind through metal blades.

Boss!  Are we going to do anything? Firebrand demanded.

Yes, we absolutely are, I assured it, watching her skip and prance around the ice giant like a small pony around a big man.  We’re going to let Bronze play with it.

Are we going to do anything else?

I am.

What?

I’m learning everything I can about it.  I doubt I can get blood out of ice, but maybe they melt into magic water when they’re in Rethven.  I don’t know.  Not yet.

Aha!  So we are going to melt it!

Probably, but we do that last.  There’s not much we can do once it changes state.

So, where was I?  Oh, yes.  I studied this example of ice giant and learned many things.

I can get vitality out of them, which isn’t really a surprise.  They’re alive, but differently from orcs, goblins, dazhu, and a whole host of other things.  Drawing vital force from most living things is like sipping from a glass of water.  Ice giants are more like drinking a too-cold milkshake.  It can be done, but it’s not easy.

They’re also magically sensitive.  They appear to store magical energy in their back spines.  The spines don’t store power as efficiently as I do in a power crystal, but there are similarities.  What was the purpose to it?  They were designed by a Heru, after all.  Surely it was there for a reason.

What about their sounds?  Could the spines serve a communication function?  Might the sounds they make be a language?

I tried for psychic contact.

Hello?

The response was a blast of emotion:  Hatred.  Pure hatred.  There was nothing else to it.  It recognized my attempt at communication and rejected it utterly.  It wasn’t particularly strong, but what made it special was the absolute purity of the thing.  It was malice, frozen solid and given life.  It was a weapon, designed with no other purpose than to kill everything warmer than itself.

Given the rules of the Heru’s game, I suppose it wasn’t a bad design choice.

It had no idea where my psychic query came from.  It might have believed Bronze tried to talk to it.  I couldn’t tell over the noise of its hate.  It attacked her again, trying to chase her down amid the open snowfields.  It was an exercise in futility and the singing, ringing sound from the icy spines along its back rose to a terrible pitch, like wineglasses on the verge of shattering.

If it was a form of speech, I thought I might want to understand it.  I worked a translation spell to see if I could.  The communication wasn’t in any human language, obviously, but I’ve tinkered a bit with a few nonhuman creatures and their communications.  Bronze danced around, gleefully running circles around the angry ice, occasionally blowing fiery kisses to keep it interested.  This gave me time to fiddle with my translator.  It helped that I could make a really good guess about the things it was probably saying.

“[ringing sound]… hot thing… [more ringing] … smash you… [ringing]… here, now…”

It took me a little bit, but I gradually dialed it in.

“I will smash you, hot thing, into little puddles and freeze you!  Everyone, a hot thing with fire is here!  Come to me now!  Everyone!  It is too fast for me alone!  Everyone gather around it and help me smash it!”

I looked around.  In the far distance, I spied movement.  Yes, there were three more ice giants in range of my eyes.  As I watched, a fourth one crested a hill, toppling frozen trees to clear its path.  Clearly, the sound of the windchime-spikes along the back wasn’t the only component of the communication.  It reached too far to be based only on sound.  A magical correspondence component, perhaps, causing every ice giant to have a link to every other ice giant?  Or were they united in a sort of psychic network of hatred for all things warmer than them?  Or maybe a bit of both?

What were they doing this far south, anyway?  The sun used to have a track over the mountains.  This was the last place to cool.  Toward the center was still the warmest place in the world.  Now it was the closest place to the newly-risen stars and even warmer.  By a tenth of a degree, maybe, but still warmer.

Were they here to investigate new star?  The hot and growing new star, I mean?  Or were they finishing their sweep for anything still alive in the Long Night?

I approached the current ice giant.  It ignored me, still chasing after Bronze while she taunted it.  I drew Firebrand and picked our moment.  We blasted flame all through the icy spines on its back, like water pouring through rocky river rapids.

The spines were hurt, but they didn’t melt as much as I expected.  I was told, but now I saw it for myself.  Any normal ice would have turned to water, then to steam, then expanded explosively into a scalding cloud.  The spines lost their angularity, rounding somewhat—more like icicles than jagged blades—but that was all.  What melted the most was the body.  Several inches of its back melted and flowed and steamed, but the spines stayed attached, somehow.

It was more than enough to make the thing scream.  I heard it clearly as an energy phenomenon, and the audible singing of the spines was nearly ultrasonic.  It turned around and, moving surprisingly quickly, did its best to avalanche at me.

I stepped aside, whacking it with Firebrand as it thundered past me.  It was nighttime and I’d been watching it dance with Bronze for a good ten minutes.  I knew how it moved and how fast it could be.  It never had a hope.  But the blow from Firebrand didn’t bother it as much as it should have, either.  I expected the ice to shatter, or at least fracture.

Nope.  Magical creature.  I chipped it.  I might hit it hard enough to turn half an iceberg into something suitable for lemonade and still not do much damage.  It wasn’t like normal ice.  Clearly, this didn’t call for a fighting style geared toward opening it up to let the blood out.  This called for hacking and chopping until the pieces quit moving.

We monsters can be hard to kill.

On the other hand, Firebrand is built for hacking and chopping.  It’s an oversized piece of steel with an edge like an axe, a handle big enough for both hands, and the mass to let me take advantage of both.

I chopped the giant in the equivalent of a knee, hard, and the blow didn’t do its balance any favors.  As it went face-first into the snow—front-first, since it didn’t have a face—Firebrand and I went up into the air and came down hard, in a two-handed blow to the nearer arm.  It fractured badly, but it didn’t break neatly and fall off, either.  I was kind of hoping for that.  Oh, well.  At least it became more obviously visible.  White fracture lines scattered all through it.

I began to see what Velina and Firebrand meant about brittle.  It didn’t take a lot of power to fracture them, but it did take a particular feel for it.  If you’re cutting diamonds, you have to know exactly where to strike.

The spines were still all there, but the giant’s back, where the spines grew from, seemed concave.  The ice equivalent of scarred?  Whatever, the spines flattened down against the giant’s back as it rolled over.  It brought the other arm up and over and down at me, icicle fingers stabbing.  I sidestepped and brought Firebrand down in another heavy, two-handed blow.  This time, I got it more nearly right.  The arm broke, cracking into pieces beneath the line of where the edge met the ice.  It didn’t break neatly, but shattered around the point of impact.  I took note of exactly how I hit it.  There’s a learning curve for cutting ice, it seems.  I never had to deal with this before.

I also rejoiced inwardly as I danced backward, away from the screaming noise and the next wild swing.  Rather than cutting it like a diamond, I could beat one to death.

The giant rolled away from us, applied its remaining arm to the ground, and heaved itself upward.

Firebrand flared, turning white-hot. I sprang forward and thrust for the center of mass, putting all my weight and strength behind it.  I drove the blade deep into its hip, breaking almost completely through, and Firebrand pulsed like a white sun.  Thermal shock pummeled the structure of the ice giant along with a sharp internal explosion of vaporized water.  White cracks shot like lightning all through the clear, faintly blue-tinted ice, and the giant—if you’ll excuse the expression—froze in place.

It creaked above me like an unstable ice sculpture, still cracking, and white fracture lines appeared all through it.  Firebrand remained hot as I drew it out of the expanding hole.  I moved back.

Hey!  I wasn’t done with it!

“It’s dead, isn’t it?”

Yeah, but that’s not the point!

“It takes a while to melt them, right?  We have others closing in.  I want to see what they do with a dead one.”

Does it matter?

“It does if shattering these things in a snowbank causes each piece to grow into a new ice giant.  Or if they take pieces home and build little snow sculptures around them to make ice giant babies.  I have no idea how they reproduce.”

Oh.  Yeah, that’s probably important to know.  Do you think any of that is true?

“I don’t know, which is why I want to.”

I never paid much attention to ice giant reproduction, Firebrand mused.  Could be important, I guess.  Okay, Boss.

As the ice sculpture continued to crack, Bronze nuzzled me in the face, happy she could keep it busy while I found out more about it.  It was also a delightful game.  Next time, if I could manage to restrain myself, would it be okay if she let it hit her?  She wanted more tests with her microbots.

“I know you are aware of how I feel about it.  However, I acknowledge and despise the fact we should know.  How about this, instead?  We don’t try it with a hostile monster.  I’ll get a wrecking ball and swing it at you.  Then, if something goes wrong, we have your solid body standing right there and nothing I have to kill before I can help.”

She felt I was needlessly cautious, but agreed it was safer.  In deference to my sensibilities, we would do it my way.  But we would need lots of tests—lightning, for one, and Firebrand would blast her, and a whole host of other things.

“I hate the idea,” I admitted, “but I guess we should know what to expect.  I loathe it and agree.”

Bronze nuzzled me again and breathed hot air all over me.  It would be okay.

A sharper cracking sound came from the dead giant.  The cracks continued to spread while we spoke.  The leg below the hip I stabbed finally crumbled.  The whole ice giant crashed down, shattering.  The spines didn’t break, but the rest of it now looked like blue, glacial ice with spiderwebs of frosty white shot through the pieces.

Bronze wanted to know what we were going to do about the approaching ice giants.  They wouldn’t all arrive at the same time, so we could probably wait to kill them one by one.  Two at a time, at most.

“Unfortunately, there’s no point in defending this spot.  I need a new spot for the divine gateway power room.”  I canceled the ground-altering spell and sighed.  “Next time, I’ll make sure there are no ice giants within several miles, then drop it off and disappear.  Besides, what do they do with their dead?  I’d like to know.”

We had plenty of time, so it was no great trick to disappear into the Stepstation.  I went on to a Flatstation lab and Bronze to the whole Flatstation.

I scried on the ice giants as they closed in on their fallen fellow.  They gathered around it, talking in their windchime-ringing voices.

“A hot one still is.”

“A dangerous one.  The one sung from the east?  Could it have walked here so quickly?”

“The final shout said there are two hot ones,” another chimed.  “A big one and a little one.  The big one has four feet and the smaller has two.  The big one is hot and bright.  The small one is dim until it strikes.”

“Where did they go?  The snow does not sing of their movement.”

“Do they walk like clouds?”

I tweaked my translation spell.  Still not quite there.  I couldn’t tell if they actually had a mystical connection to the snow, using it as a sort of sensory extension, or if they meant there were no obvious tracks.  As for the question about walking like clouds, they meant the question to ask whether or not we could fly.  The meaning was more accurate even if the literal words were incorrect.

Come to think of it, I hadn’t seen a single cloud in Rethven.  Was all the water frozen into snow by now?  And did I need to worry about alerting ice giants every time I stepped in a snowbank?

“I see nothing in the sky.”

“I was closest.  I felt magic.”

“That is of worry.  They may be of the fire-magic ones.”

I fiddled with my spell some more.  Of worry might be worrying, worrisome, concerning, or any of a number of other things.

“They may be stronger than we.”

Did they mean the power level was stronger, or that I was better at using magic?  The translation wasn’t helpful.  Maybe they didn’t differentiate between stronger and better?

“How does that pursue?”

Record scratch.  Back up.

“How does that follow?”

Much better.

“We cannot disappear.”

“I agree.”

“And I.”

“And I.”

“We must hold vigil.  Their magic may do other things we cannot understand.”

“Could they be the ones who make the hot stars I like not at all?”

“They come from the underworld.”

“Is it a Heru’s attack back?”

Let’s try that again.  Counterattack?  Riposte?  Response?  Hard to tell, exactly, but I had the right idea.

“Perhaps.  Perhaps this hot race has also been told what to do.”

“Does he of the circle speak to all?”

“Only to the cold and dark.”

Circle?  A council of ice giants?  No, that didn’t seem to fit.  Ice giants wouldn’t talk to anything but ice giants, so the suggestion/question of advising hot things was about something else.  Demons?  Chaos Things do sometimes squeeze in to Rethven, and without the sun, they last until killed.  Could there be a group of smarter Things?  How would they get along with ice giants? Poorly, I think, but I don’t know for sure.

Grr.  I hate mysteries.

“We must seek all hot things and stop them.”

“Agreed.”

“What is that?” one asked.  It didn’t point or anything, but the others seemed to understand what it meant.

“It is a magic thing.”

“Yes.”

“It is not hot, like the rising stars.”

“I agree.”

“What does it do?”

“It is like a broken body in water.”

“What purpose does it serve?”

“Could it be part of the magic they used to go away?”

“It is powerful, but tiny.  Only the dead might flow through it.”

I realized they were talking about my brute-force micro-gate connection and the scrying spell.

“Is it something left behind when they travel through magic?”

I didn’t wait for an answer.  I shut it down before they started thinking of ways to probe my spells.

Interesting.  They were magically sensitive, although not magically sophisticated.  They also weren’t overwhelmingly smart.  They plodded slowly through their list of possibilities, but they weren’t creative enough to come up with many.  Still, it would seem they were organized, maintained a basic level of communications, and actively hunted for things warmer than themselves.  This did not bode well.

I put a new scrying sensor far above them, this time expanding it with telescopic and parabolic microphone functions.  They spent more time in discussion on what to do and confirmed they weren’t too bright.  It was a long talk and didn’t reach any conclusion aside from “Tell everybody.”  They all moved away in different directions to spread word of the “hot ones.”

They never even mentioned the remains of the fallen ice giant.  No burial, no nothing.  They didn’t even kick snow over it.

It was still possible the pieces might grow into baby ice giants, but I doubted it.  Still, I set up a timer to take daily snapshots from the Stepstation.  If anything moved, it would alert me.

As for my altar ego’s power room, I started over.  I shifted into the Underworld cavern and started a new tunnel.  In a few days, I’d turn it into a chamber, seal it off, and move the wired gates.

While the tunnel formed, the vampire’s share of my attention was spent working out the final design of the sun-launcher.  The rings seemed the way to go, but I had to do math regarding how large the rings would need to be, how thick, how much power would have to run through each one, what enchantments would need to be inscribed into each ring, and how many rings it would take.  Most of it I wouldn’t be able to nail down until I took more readings in the mountains to see what we had available, but I could estimate certain minimums.

At least I could build the digging sticks.  They needed to perform specific functions rather than be versatile wands.  Rods of power, sort of.  I had plenty of orichalcum and a box where I could bake them in high-intensity fields for several months.  I was also going to need new armor, a gyroscope, and a lot of rope.  A lot of rope.

With everything prepared, I got hold of Dusty and announced I would require his help.  He was delighted.  Then I explained how.  He was not delighted.


Miner Issues

My altar ego spoke to me while I monitored the winch.  I kept feeding out line at a precipitous rate.  He relayed communications to and from Dusty, sort of.  It’s a complicated grammar thing when they’re two aspects of the same person.

Remind me why, exactly, I’m hanging over the Edge of the World like a mountain climber who’s made a mistake.

“For one thing, we’re making sure you can survive the magical environment.”

I thought we settled that.

“We’re also testing my latest-generation magic-proof suit.”

Surely, there are better ways?

“Yes, and don’t call me ‘Shirley.’  I did all the lab testing I could do.  This is field testing.  We’re also working out the triangulation involved in the sun-launching system.  I’d also like to see if the prototype rod I gave you survives.  This is a multi-component test.  It’s saving you three or four trips to make sure each bit works properly.”

You mean something might not?

“I’m pretty sure it all will.”

How sure?

“Pretty sure.”

Is that better or worse than ‘I think so’?

“Better,” I assured him, trying to sound confident.

Aaaah!

“What?  What’s wrong?”

There’s a Thing outside the Firmament, looking in!

“Is it dangerous?”

Is that a serious question?  It’s a Thing!

“Good point.  They’re all dangerous.  What kind of Thing is it?”

How should I know?  It’s in the Void!  You know we celestials don’t go out there!

“And they usually don’t come through the Firmament.”

Usually!?

“Think of it like a shark at a big aquarium and ignore it,” I advised.

Sharks don’t have that many teeth!  And they don’t hover at the glass the better to stare at you!  And your advice to me is to ignore it?

“Yeah.  Don’t encourage them.  And try not to wiggle enticingly.”

What does an enticing wiggle to a Thing even look like?

“I don’t know, but don’t do it.”

He muttered something I didn’t catch.

I continued to lower his avatar like, yes, bait on a fishing line, only faster.  We had mile after mile of space elevator cable for rope, so I wasn’t worried about losing him.  My biggest concern was the orichalcum rod I gave him.  It ought to survive the energies about to go through it, but I couldn’t guarantee it.  By comparison, his physical form was much safer.  He was in revised third-generation magic-proof armor and should be fine.  If not, I’d give him an apology and grow him a new avatar body.

Velina, on watch with Bronze for ice giants, spoke to me without turning around.

“Could you not have sent him down the tunnel?”

“Sure.”

“Why did you not do so?”

“Because this is more fun—”

For whom? asked my altar ego.  I ignored this.

“—and it defines the vertical side of a triangle,” I went on.  “I need to get him down to a specific depth before he cuts a tunnel, straight and level, southward.”  I said nothing about the possibility of stone-shaping spells forming a borehole, then a spiral staircase.  It was an option, but dangling him over the side was faster.  And more amusing.

“Yet, you have an angled tunnel forming even now?”

“It’s a revised version of what I did on the eastern Edge.  Instead of a staircase, the rod I’m using up here is at a specific angle.  This shapes a tunnel down at that angle, also headed south.  When Dusty gets down to the proper depth, his rod will tunnel south and meet the one going down at an angle.  That point will be one end of the sun-making project.”

“I don’t think I understand.”

I drew pictures in the snow for her while the winch kept unwinding.  After a bit, she nodded, seeing how I was trying to find a specific point on the western end of the mountain range to correspond to the sun-generating point at the other end.

It was a long way down to the level I wanted—about fifty-seven miles—but in a land of eternal night, did it matter if it took two hours or two days?  To the avatar, maybe.  To Velina, certainly.  Not to me.  Velina had a lovely little space-frame shelter while the avatar had a big breakfast and godlike powers to sustain it.

Good thing we had a steady supply of divine power flowing through the osmium power cords, feeding my altar ego’s local aspect.  Not only did this make it possible to sustain his avatar, all the work I did on his behalf convinced him to help.

Velina could have been back on the Spherestation, gardening, reading, or getting into a fight in the virtual reality room.  She chose to be with me.  I think she was hoping for another round with ice giants.

We didn’t have any ice giant troubles. There weren’t many in our immediate region, which pleased me enormously.  We encountered a few, but always one at a time.  There was no dancing around with them.  We killed them as quickly and as quietly as possible.  I didn’t want them kicking up a fuss and attracting more ice giants.

Technically, Velina, Firebrand, and Bronze did the killing.  I surrounded the fight with blocking spells to keep the noise down.  We weren’t swamped by a sudden inrush of ice giants, so it must have worked.

While there weren’t many ice giants in our region, a sizable number—thousands, at least—were heading toward the midline of the world, presumably to locate and surround the remaining “hot ones.”  One group was already along the midline, as far south as they could comfortably go.  From what I saw, they were trying to shoot down the growing daystar and having no luck.

Between other chores, we also had lessons on magic.  Velina and I did not cast spells together; a high-intensity field is not the place for an apprentice to practice.  Although, come to think of it, any apprentice who survives is bound to be one of the best.  Survival of the fittest and all that.

“Why is it so dangerous here?” she asked.  “Every time I cast a spell elsewhere, the more intense the magic, the easier it is to work it.”

“The trouble isn’t the intensity—or not entirely.  Usually, we work our spells on one of the stations.  There, the power is clean and bright.  On Earth or Tauta, the magic is less powerful, but it’s still pretty smooth.”

“I do not understand.”

I thought about it.  It was a lot like trying to operate a computer when the line power had a lot of noise and occasional voltage spikes.  This wouldn’t mean much to Velina.  She understood how to operate computers from several eras, but we didn’t really go into much detail on the principles.  She could drive a car, too, and knew about different sorts of engines, but doing maintenance on one would require a manual.  I needed another metaphor.

“Imagine we’re going to draw something.  The art we are creating is a spell.  This isn’t saying anything about spells, only about the lighting.  Okay?”

“As you say.”

“Imagine we’re in a dim room, peering intently in the gloom, trying to draw something with fine detail before we get out the paint.  It’s not easy.  This is a low magic world example.  We get mirrors to reflect more light onto what we’re doing.  Maybe we light a candle.  This way, we illuminate our workspace enough to finish the painting.  With me so far?”

“Yes.  The light is the magic.  We need it for our spells.”

“Good.  Now, on one of the stations—or in Tauta—the room is bright enough to paint anything we want.  Maybe we need special light, focused on a particular area, but we generally have plenty to see by.”

“Yes.”

“Now, let’s move our easel out into the bright sunshine.  We blink for a bit, our eyes adjust, and we have lots of vivid color for our painting.  We have almost too much light, and if we stay out in it too long, we can get a sunburn or hurt our eyes.”

“That is the problem here?”

“Nope.  That’s the problem somewhat farther north from here.  Where we’re standing, it’s more like a bolt of lightning.  If we could have a bolt of lightning, a constant one, frozen, hanging on the wall, it would light up the whole room.  We would need sunglasses or something to shield our eyes, but we could still do the painting.

“Now we move south from here.  We no longer have a single bolt.  We have lots of them, constantly zapping along the walls and ceiling, illuminating the room constantly, but in bright flashes.  Constant flashes, constant flickering.  It causes headaches and makes it hard to draw as the shadows keep dancing around the hand and the brush.  Our painting is going to look weird.  We may not even be able to make a recognizable image.  The painting could fail and we might burn our eyes trying.

“Farther south from there, it gets worse.  The lightning ceiling?  All the lightning is different colors.  So the light is bright enough to blind us, flickers crazily, dances all over the place, and is never the same color.  Oh!  And, every so often, lightning strikes the easel and makes it jump, possibly while we’re in the middle of painting.  Once in a great while, the lightning strikes the brush, hurting our hand and making us get a new brush.”

“And that’s the magic down where Dusty will be?  Flickering bright and dim, changing color, and sometimes striking?”

“Nope.  Down there, the lightning is so rapid as to be a steady blaze and the heat it puts off sets fire to the canvas, boils the paint, and blinds us instantly.  It also keeps striking us, not the easel or the brush, and tries to turn us to ash.”

“Perhaps I should practice here,” she decided.  “In a small way.  Carefully.  With only the smallest of spells.”

“You’re a big girl.  You go ahead.  But be extra careful, please.”

“I will.”

As for Dusty, it turns out the third-generation armor worked perfectly.  I lowered him until he reported a problem.

There are irregularities in the face of the cliff, my altar ego told me.  Dusty isn’t hanging against the wall anymore.

“How far away is he?”

He’s only a meter or so away from touching it.

“We can fix that.  Well, not fix it, but it’s a problem we can overcome.”

He’s also approaching what appears to be a—hmm.  Stop.  Stop!

I locked the winch and took in a few feet of rope.

“Better?”

Yeah.  Yeah, that’s good.  Dusty was approaching a sort of curved projection, like a ledge.  As he got closer, he started to sway outward, as though gravity was changing direction and pulling him toward the Firmament.

“That’s bad.  He didn’t go far enough to go through?”

No.  Now he’s hanging well above that ledge and can’t feel the effect anymore.  He’s also still about three feet too far away from the cliff face to touch it.

“Gotcha.  Fifty-seven miles and change.  Looks like we’re at the middle layer, or slightly above it.  We’ll stay at the present level, I think, and I’ll try a gate experiment.”

I opened a micro-gate from my ring to Dusty.  The gate spell didn’t like it, and I discovered the power intensity rose slightly as he descended, but the spell held.

Excellent.  I got him a grappling gun and handed it through a somewhat larger gate.

“What do you want me to—” he began, and the gate closed.

—do with this? finished my altar ego.

“Zap the rock face with the rod.  Shoot the grapple into the hole it makes, and pull yourself in as I pay out slack.” 

Once he had a cave to stand in, he fired the grappling gun.  As he pulled on the line, I slowly paid out little increments of cable.  The grapple wouldn’t support his whole weight, but it was enough to let him pull himself to one side.  He clambered into the opening.  He made sure of his footing before he unclipped and moved farther in.

Success!

“Wonderful!”

What do I do now?

“First off, take the grapple and gun and line…”

Yes?

“Drop the grapple onto the ledge, or try to.  What happens to it?”

It heads down toward the ledge and changes course like I did.  It doesn’t hit the ledge, but veers off, away from the cliff and out into the Void.

“It actually leaves the world?”

Yep.  The ledge runs all the way around the world, by the way.  I think it marks where the gravity flips.

“I wouldn’t be surprised.  I am surprised, though, that there’s a layer of the construction that actively spits stuff out into the Void.  It’s a sure-fire way to lose… well, everything, eventually.”

Yeah.  This means Rethven isn’t a completely closed system.  And, if it matters, there are Things who seem very interested in whatever gets chucked out of the Rethvan Firmament.

“Yeah, that’s the Chaos for you.  You can drop the gun, too.”

If you’re trying to confirm results, allow me to say the results are repeatable.  And, judging by the Things outside, also delicious.

“Got it.  Thanks.  Now use the rod again.  Start heading south.  The spell will burn out, so you’ll have to follow the tunnel and zap it again periodically.”

How deep into the cliff face do I need to be?  And how far do I have to go?

“The spell will maintain a fixed distance from the outer face of the cliff, so don’t worry about that.  It’ll also self-level, to make sure it runs straight.  We’re kind of abusing it to make the entryway into the cliff, but as you keep going, it’ll sort itself out.

“As for how long a walk you’ve got, I don’t know.  A couple hundred miles, I’d say.  You’re going into the deep, deep magic of the world, so keep your suit sealed.  You should eventually intersect my tunnel, the one coming down at an angle. Keep zapping and you’ll get there.”

I should have brought something to eat, he complained.

“I’ll work out something for the next generation suit.  In the meantime, I’ll send you something to eat.  You won’t be able to open the suit later, in the danger zones.  But here’s lunch.”

I hunted up a couple of large sandwiches and fed them through another gate.  While Dusty ate, his celestial self continued.

Can you make the armor lighter?

“Probably.  There’s a minimum, though, since we want it to be durable enough to survive tripping and falling.”

Fair.  And can we include a waste-relief system?

“Good idea!”

You’re telling me.  And, for the record, Things do not care what sort of matter is launched into the Void.

“I really didn’t need to know that.”

If you think the mental image was icky, imagine me watching it!

“No.  Get to digging.  We’re on a schedule.”

Grumbling, he zapped.  Since the tunnel would seal the hole to the outer face, there was no point in leaving the cable dangling.  I kicked the locking bolts out of the winch mountings and Bronze shoved it.  The whole thing tumbled downward and eventually shot outward, into the Void.  I lay down on the Edge and watched intently.  My eyes are sharp, but fifty-seven miles away is a long, long way.  Maybe the air was unusually clear due to the years of winter, but I saw the sudden jerk as the winch changed course and vanished forever.

Rendu has a lot to answer for.

It took Dusty a little over three days.  When he reached my angled tunnel, we had a triangle with one vertex darn near the imaginary line I drew along the mountain range.  One end of my imaginary line was at the point where the face of the eastern Edge had a sunrise crater, on the theory the sun used to come up there.  Dusty should be at the corresponding point on the western Edge, presumably where the sun went out.

Found it, he reported.  It looks like a tunnel leading up.  I don’t see any light.

“I’d be surprised.  Hold on.”  I put together a powerful, directed-light spell.  It flared in the tunnel mouth for a few seconds.

Yep.  Saw it.  Looks like we have a tunnel to the surface.

“Great.  Come on up.”

It’s a hole in the ceiling.  How am I supposed to get up there?

“Climb?” I suggested.

In armor?  Do I look like Peter Parker to you?  Or Tigger, with a bottom made out of springs?

My angled tunnel was Bronze-sized, about five meters in diameter.  His level tunnel was only temporary, but still two meters high.  The upper tunnel angled down and intersected his tunnel through the roof.

“Maybe you can go past it, come back with a running start, and catch the lower edge?”

I don’t think so.  The upper tunnel continues down into the floor.

“Oops.  I overshot.”

Yeah, I got that.  I can reach the upper edge, no problem, but it’s smooth, almost sharp.  I can’t get a handhold, much less pull myself up.  This protective suit is heavy and the mobility leaves a lot to be desired.

“I’ll bear it all in mind for the next model,” I assured him.

While he experimented with ways to get himself from floor to ceiling, I considered how to rearrange the intersection.  Simply having two tunnels meet wasn’t good enough.  Eventually, yes, it would be fine, but for the initial setup and sorting, we needed an easy way to connect them vertically.  Probably something like a piece of highway, curling around and back and down.

“Hang on,” I said, finally.  “I’ve got to get some special tools.”

Quick question, he replied.  Am I stuck down here?

“Not at all.  Bronze can come get you, no problem.”

Okay.  I feel better.  Hurry back.

I shifted out, did a lot of work in a high-speed world, and popped back.

That was quick.

“For you,” I countered.  “I’ll be back in a bit.”

Wait, what?  You just got here!

“Yes, and time is running like a stabbed rat in the world I just left.  I enchanted a couple of rods and left them to cook.  They should be ready in a few minutes.  A few minutes here,” I corrected.

I don’t think I understand.

“I wasn’t going to sit and watch them sizzle for six months.  I came back here where I have an inverse time ratio so they could cook in moments—relative to me.  Can I go, now?”

By all means.

I fetched back the new rods.  One of them would seal up the extra length of downward tunnel, undoing it until it leveled out the horizontal tunnel.  The other one would send down a spell to the intersection.  Once it reached the intersection it would back up and start a new tunnel, circling back and down to his tunnel in a semicircle, a bit like one loop of a highway cloverleaf.

Stuff is happening, my altar ego reported.  Rock is moving around.

“Good.  We’re headed down now.”

Delightful.  While you’re at it, could you explain to me why I went over the Edge like bait on a hook if you were okay with coming down here anyway?

“I told you already.”

Two or three days ago!  The hunger pangs are getting pronounced and I’m cranky.  You needed the triangulation to locate the point I’m standing in.  And dangling me so close to the Things in the Void had nothing at all to do with it?

“Nothing at all.”

You wouldn’t lie to me, would you?

“I wouldn’t lie to you any more than you would lie to me,” I replied.  He didn’t answer.

I started to send Velina back to the Stepstation.  I didn’t want to leave her where ice giants might stop by.

“I will be perfectly safe with Firebrand,” she pointed out.

“Yes, but someone needs to keep my stuff from being stolen.  I don’t trust these ice giants.”

“We can guard it here and flee through the gateway if the need arises.”

Whoa, hold on! Firebrand interrupted.  Am I being left behind, too?

“I’m not bringing you into a hypermagical field, either.”

You send spells down.  You built a magic wand for it.  Magical stuff can survive!

“We’ve been over this.  I built a solid rod of pure orichalcum specifically to endure the hostile environment of the center, boiled it in magic for months, and then we moved it in slowly.”

Yeah, but you could take me partway and let me rest somewhere while I get used to it, couldn’t you?  That’s how it works, right?

“Yes, it does, at least in theory.  And maybe I will, someday, when I’m making lots of trips up and down.  For now, though, you’re the fiery cutting tool Velina will need to defend our camp from ice giants, and to protect my other magical stuff while I’m down there.”

“We shall wait here and guard your artifacts,” Velina stated, positively.  Firebrand subsided.  I decided it was the best I was going to get.

“Thank you.  I appreciate you both.”

I swung myself up on Bronze and sent one more ramp spell ahead of us.  I wasn’t sure if the previous series finished the long, sloping loop, but one more now might make the difference by the time we got there.

Bronze galloped downhill.  The word I want is “gleefully,” I think.  I felt like a bullet in a gun.  It reminded me of the Kingsway in Vios, but not as gut-wrenchingly steep.  I closed the faceplate on my protective suit and pulled on the orichalcum-plated gauntlets, worried about the rate at which we were plunging into a realm of terrible, unpredictable power.

We shot down at speed, covering over two hundred miles in one long run.  As we approached the drop-off into the lower tunnel, we passed the still-widening bypass loop.  Bronze slowed immediately, then walked to the drop-off.

“Hello?” Dusty called up.

“Oh, there you are.”  I waved down to him.

“Are you going to get me out of here or not?”

“I already sent down an off-ramp.  If you’ll go back about eighty or a hundred yards, you should find a side tunnel in the eastern wall.”

“Right side, as I’m facing back the way I came?”

I confirmed it and he retreated down the tunnel.  I wondered how he saw anything in the utter blackness, but I presume divine avatars have their own modes of seeing.

“Fouuund iiiiit!” he shouted, echoing.

“Good!” I called back.  Oo, that was a mistake.  Never shout in a closed helmet.  I need a better way to talk to people.  A grill, or gridwork along the front, maybe, instead of a solid barrier.

A bit later, Dusty advanced around the bend.

“Looks good.”

“I agree.  Step aside.  I want Bronze to check out all the highway components.  Her opinion is what matters, here.”

Bronze did so and pronounced it good, aside from the diameter of the tunnels.  The bypass loop was widening, but his footpath was still a terrible squeeze.

“I know.  The smaller diameter meant he could tunnel more quickly.  I brought more magic rods for specific tunnel shapes.  I anticipated success, so I tried to be prepared, aside from the connecting loop and the overshoot.  Let me do some zapping and I can let Dusty get to work.”

“Hold up.  What work?  I’m done, aren’t I?”

“No, but you can take the weekend off to recuperate, if you like.”

“What are you planning?”

“I was tasked with building a sun, yes?”

“Yes.”

“And I drafted you,” I told him, “to help out with the Miracle of the Dawn.”

“But why do I have to do anything?  You can survive down here.  So can Bronze.”

“Because Bronze is going to be totally occupied with running back and forth, bringing in equipment, while I work out the most efficient logistics possible.  This is a major undertaking and I don’t want it to involve several generations or sudden, involuntary cremation.”

“I don’t understand.”

“You will.  You won’t like it, but I’m fairly sure you’ll be impressed.”

Dusty pursed his lips, thinking.

“If I’m going to find it impressive, I’m also going to not like it.  Yes.  That seems right.”

There was a place where the Rethvan sun should come up.  There was a place where, in theory, it should set.

With the two end points defined, I had a line.  It was an inaccessible line running through the most hostile, dangerous, and powerful environment in the world, as well as through solid rock.  Now, though, I had a place to stand!  All that remained was to dig a tunnel from one side of the world to the other and build an enormous magical device along the length of it.  All it involved was tunneling, construction, heavy lifting, other forms of civil engineering, and high-voltage magical operations in an unstable environment that was actively trying to kill me.

This is not what one generally refers to as “a good time.”  I wasn’t totally sure how I was going to get this done, at first.  I needed to get down there and get more data, hence the tunneling down.

Dusty already used a Rod of Tunneling to get us this far.  And, since he wasn’t the most magically gifted individual, I was pleased he managed it.  The old adage, “Do something right and they’ll ask you to do it again” applied.  Bronze carried down a massive, semi-portable gyroscope for me.  I’d carefully calibrated it on the surface, and wasn’t that a finicky little chore!  Down below, I assembled the wheeled frame and mounted the humming cradle with the spinning disc.  Once the cradle was locked into the wheeled frame, I snapped a set of three magical rods onto the frame and let him get busy.

I say I let him.  It was more of a browbeat than a permission.

He actually had to make three tunnels as he went along—or one tunnel that looks quite odd.  The Sunbore, or main bore is, of course, where the rings will be mounted.  Running along the north side of it, parallel to it, is a flat-bottomed, almost identical Access Tunnel, through which the rings are transported to their mounting points.  The third tunnel is an Auxiliary Walkway, somewhat smaller, being meant only as a way to go alongside the construction zone without interfering.  They all overlap, sort of, to make them, technically, one tunnel, and to provide easy access from one to the other.  This gives us the main bore and a sort-of two-lane access tunnel.

Each shot from the rods goes only a few feet before the tunneling spells burn out.  This is okay, as my assistant demigod can wheel the gyroscope forward and activate the rods again.  This is a tedious way to travel, but Dusty can keep walking for as long as it takes—I’ll get to the numbers in a minute—zapping as he goes.  I still have to keep his physical form fed.  He doesn’t have the same needs as normal mortals, being sustained at least in part by celestial forces, but the local celestial aspect of him is pretty weak.

Before we started, he got a weekend off in a Reactor World.  Bronze ran him up to take his break, have lunch, clean up, and so on.  Since we have permanent gates connecting the reactor worlds to Rethven, the time differential is locked.  I suppose, since his tunneling job is a pretty long-term thing, Bronze could run him home for his days off, but I plan for her to bring him snacks and an orichalcum-foil tent.  He’s going to cross the whole width of Rethven, tunneling as he goes, so he’ll be walking for a long time.  Might as well get it over with.

He wasn’t amused, but I did promise him snacks.  Besides, it was vital to the project.  What was he going to do? Say no?  We brought him back down and I waved him goodbye as Bronze and I went up the tunnel.  I planned to route the upper end of the angled access tunnel into a new cavern.  Eventually, I would have a Topside Station East and a Topside Station West, each with a tunnel leading down to the sunbore.

Okay.  The plan and the numbers behind it.  Earlier, while Dusty was taking a lunch break, I thought this through, came back, thought some more, and hated every second of it.  I believe I have it sorted out, but it’s going to drive me slowly up a wall, across the ceiling, and down the other side.

We need a lot of rings.

Each one adds not only a compression layer to the fusion center, but each one is a layer of hydrogen fuel.  We need a hell of a lot of layers to produce fusion and keep it going for twelve hours.  Thus, we will place the rings along the main bore, all the way from one side of the world to the other.  They will be spread out evenly along the way so they can soak up power down there, charging up for the morning sun-launch.

Earlier in the project, I did a lot of experiments.  I had the numbers to do the math.  I did the math again.  I double-checked my data.  I reviewed my assumptions, my theories, my experiments.  I started over and did the math from scratch.  I wept into my cloak.  I took the night off and wandered into a concentration camp to kill everyone who wasn’t a prisoner.  It was a tantrum and I’m not proud of it.  I was in a foul mood because my experimental results were consistent and awful.

After my tantrum, I came back to the sun problem with fresh eyes and a better attitude.  The attitude didn’t last.  I worked out minor refinements and additions to the ring designs, but nothing fundamental.  They were each going to weigh a couple tons, be a little over four meters in diameter, enchanted, reinforced, magically tempered, and manually hauled hundreds or thousands of miles before being mounted in place.  And, poof, I was in a foul mood again.

Why was I in such a foul mood?  Because of math.  The number of rings was intimidating.  In that environment?  Hauling giant rings?  Ten would be unpleasant, but this would require more than ten.  A lot more, to get a bright-enough sun burning evenly and steadily for the length of a day.

About eight million of them.

Fuck me.


Uncivil Engineering

Okay, here’s how this is supposed to work.  It’s my plan, anyway.  Fingers crossed.

My Topside Stations are about a hundred meters below the surface, but that is as close as we get to the surface.  I don’t want anything even remotely resembling an easy way down to the mechanical guts of the Miracle of the Dawn.

Let’s look at the eastern base. It’s far enough north of the mountains to be safe to operate a barn-sized shift-space.  I need the big box because it’s going to constantly import tons of orichalcum rings from the manufacturing plant.

And I do mean “tons.”  These metal rings weigh over eighteen hundred kilograms—or the better part of two tons apiece.  Once you add in the mounting hardware, let’s call it two tons.

This is where my prior experiments in three-dee printing—remember all those firmament plates?—come into play.  It’s possible to make a production line for magical objects if I want to go to one hell of a lot of effort.  I have to want an awful lot of the things before the effort pays off, but eight million counts as an awful lot, with emphasis on the “awful.”  These rings are powerful, complex, and have more than one magical component to their enchantments.  I wasn’t going to manufacture eight million of the damned things by hand!  No way, no how.  By hand, I enchanted three—two for patterns in production, one as a quality control comparison point afterward.  Those were difficult enough.

Thing is, the rings don’t simply get enchant-printed and shipped off.  Oh, no.  It can’t be so easy!  If I ship a freshly-enchanted ring down into the unstable hypermagical field of Rethven, it’ll blow up, melt down, or turn into a swarm of silicovorous radishes that eat the world.

No, first I have to temper them.  Maybe cook them.  Toughen them up.

My orichalcum production facility is on a Nobody Left Alive world—one near the end of a chain of copies, because it takes a while to cook these things.  The foundry shifts in materials because I’m not moving the entire building where the computer-controlled, robotic smelter sits.  Now, though, I have solar conversion panels upping the magical environment of the factory.  Hot orichalcum is drawn into wire and cools in a high-intensity magical field.  Does this help?  I don’t know, but it seems like a good start.

The industrial-size metals printer?  Same deal.  Orichalcum wire goes in and the enchanted printer operates in a high-magic zone, imprinting layer after layer in the ring design.

A physically completed ring is conveyed to another NLA world.  This world really is out at the end of a chain, because this is where the rings will spend most of their time.

With nobody left alive to interfere, there’s also nobody left alive to be disturbed if one overloads and takes most of the Australian Outback with it.  Each ring is activated in a pre-firing mode, sort of like starting a gasoline-powered car and revving the engine, but leaving it out of gear—high RPM, but no actual motion.  Robots connect these rings to orichalcum power cables.  Sure, there’s a collection of solar conversion panels charging up the environment around the ring-baking facility, but that’s environmental control.  The real power comes from the cables leading off from the matter-conversion reactor.

Yeah, it’s that serious.  The reactor is another reason the cooking facility is in an NLA world.  I don’t want an accident destroying my ring-making setup.

The reverse-entropy effect of having power run through the rings toughens up their enchantment.  They bake in my magical tempering fires at the Mount Conner facility—Which I immediately renamed “Orodruin,” along with the world—for a year or so, depending on the time differential, before we risk shipping them down to the main bore for mounting.  They can sit there, soaking in the hellish conditions of the main bore, until we’re ready for the first test firing.

Production is no longer the problem.  It’s a multi-step process, but it’s not the problem.  I was worried about making enough of them, but it was only a minor worry.  There was a lot of setup and prep work, but now the process has run for a while and I’m convinced it will run until we have all the Rings of the Sun we could possibly want.

Wrap your laughing gear ’round that, Sauron!  Amateur.

No, production isn’t the problem.  It’s logistics.

We shift in a load of rings to a Topside Station.  Bronze hitches up to the trailer and we head down the long, sloping tunnel to the main bore.  We take a sharp left and run down to the end of the rings we’ve already placed.  She drops me off with the full trailer and takes an empty trailer back up.  I mount rings in the sunbore tunnel—it’s exactly the right size for a ring.  Or the rings are exactly the right size for it.  Isn’t that mysteriously convenient?

It took Bronze about three hours to make a round trip.  Three hours was the turnaround time while I worked at the near end of the main bore.  As we worked our way farther and farther east, laying out more rings, the trips gradually took longer.  By counting on my fingers and making a few assumptions, a load of rings at the halfway point would involve a round trip of about thirty-six hours.

Of course, once we reached halfway, we’d start over at the other end.  So, doing half the tunnel at this speed… divide by twenty-four… divide by three hundred and sixty-five… multiply by two…

If Bronze runs constantly, at full speed, never stopping, never ceasing, never pausing, never even slowing down, it’ll take her over a hundred and sixty years to deliver all the rings.  I can hang all the rings from her trailer way faster than she can supply them.

I can make all the rings we want, but getting them where we want them is the key.

Even if Bronze can develop faster speeds or haul larger loads, she needs to increase her delivery capacity by a hundredfold to keep up with me.  All I have to do is pull a ring, prop it up, and mount it in the tunnel.  But I, as sure as Hell smells of sulphur, do not want to be down in that apocalyptically dangerous and unpleasant hole for decades doing mindless, mechanical, manual labor.

I will find a better way.  I have time-tickers.  I can spend all of the rest of a Rethvan day in my Flatstation, meditating on the problem for years!

So we let ring production continue while we took the day off.  Now I had all the hard data about exactly what sort of megascale uncivil engineering project I’d been suckered into and could think effectively about it.

Some experimental facts:  I cannot blip a giant orichalcum ring straight down into a hypermagical tunnel.  It’s suicidal.  The power differential, the random power spikes, the spell-destroying levels of energy—if I absolutely have to, maybe I can use nested Ascension Spheres to equalize the charge at the safe end.  But to do it regularly?  On an industrial scale?  Day in, day out, rolling the dice and waiting for them to come up craps?  Not just no, but hell, no!  While it’s technically possible, any mistake will be a catastrophic one.

I am also leery of suddenly delivering sun rings into that environment.  I pre-cook them, yes, but the long trip down the ramp and along the bore is a more gradual change.  It could be the difference between placing a hammer on top of a wineglass and hitting the wineglass.

Am I being overcautious?  No. Sliding them slowly down into the furnace instead of dropping them into the fire… all it takes is one of them going kerflooie!  And, statistically, if there’s a one in a million chance, it’ll happen eight times!  I’m not talking about losing a single ring eight times.  I’m talking about a highly-charged magical disaster that damages other rings, the tunnel, and maybe the world.  Eight of them.

No.  I’m going to err on the side of caution.  Because I have to.  I can’t afford a single industrial accident.  Not when the consequences have such far-reaching and immediately lethal effects.

I had a terrible idea and hated it, but I had to ask Bronze what she thought.

“Bronze?  How do you feel about adding a million tons of microbots to your body?”

She wasn’t against it, but wanted to know how it would help.

“If you’re inhabiting a physical mass of them stretching from the arrival point to the midpoint of the main bore, you can float the rings down on a sea of microbots.  They’ll travel down on you like rafts down a river.”

She didn’t like it.  She was willing to try, but there were problems.  A mass so large, being used in such an unusual way, was beyond her present capabilities.  Then there was the power differential between the main bore and Topside.  Being down in the main bore tingled and made it tricky to control her shape.  Having a body so long it stretched from the high-power zones to the lower-power zones—especially with the power spikes!—was more of a problem.  There was no telling what sort of effects it would have.

“Fair points, all of them,” I agreed.

Besides, she pointed out I didn’t really want to see her as an sentient ocean of microbots flooding the underground tunnels.  I agreed unreservedly.

“I don’t suppose you could inhabit and operate two different clusters of microbots?  I mean, if you subdivide a big glop of them into two smaller glops, could you inhabit and operate both?”

She doubted it.  My altar ego had the knack of being multiples on the celestial planes. She didn’t.  There was us and that’s as far as it went.  Anything else would be like cutting off a limb and hoping it would keep crawling on its own.

She was the expert, so I took her word for it.  If she didn’t think it would work, then it wouldn’t work.  I strongly suspected I could build a framework out of spare angel parts and let her energize it, but I wasn’t sure if it would be a clone or an offspring.  Would she be able to merge her two individual selves into one, again?  Or would they forever be separate entities?  And would this process weaken her?  Probably.  How much?

If my altar ego ever needs a horse, we may experiment.  Not today, thank you.

Damn it, what I need is an army of laborers and the only people who can survive, much less work, in the hellish magical underworld are me, Dusty, and Bronze.

Could I have Dusty make a lot more avatars?  Possibly.  But we also have to feed them celestial forces and deal with the biological issues.  Bronze helped him out with rest breaks every few days when he was drilling the main bore, but her focus has to be on delivering rings, not personnel for shift changes.

Could I use vampires?  I could make thousands, if I had to.  But what do I do with them afterward?  And will they be devoted to the task?  Or will they get careless, rebellious, or stupid and blow the world in half?  Can I trust them?  No.

Which leaves me with Bronze.  She can use a microbot soup to put a ring anywhere she wants it, but she’s also the only one who can carry them to where they need to be mounted.  What I need is two of her.  I need twelve of her.  I need a thousand.  But no matter how many microbots I make, they still need an inhabiting intelligence or the eldritch horror oozing down the tunnel is nothing but fine-grained, metallic sand.

Eri?  Could I put Eri in a glob of microbots?  I probably could.  And I won’t.  I have a hard enough time accepting Bronze as a metallic quasi-liquid from the depths of a Lovecraftian nightmare.  That’s out.

But Bronze… Bronze started as a sort of golem.  A regular golem is a bit time-consuming and an orichalcum anything is an order of magnitude more difficult.  Still, if I make a golem out of orichalcum, the physical structure ought to be extremely difficult to overload.  Because of the material, it would be one hell of a headache to build—way worse than the orichalcum tunneling rods—but would it be worth it?

I’ll go do more math.

I wonder if I should look up Mrs. Johnson.  She was my algebra teacher in junior high.  I need to apologize to her.  She’s the one who said that algebra would be important.  I do, in fact, use algebra quite a lot, although not for the purposes she probably intended.

All right.  Golems.  Lots and lots of golems.

Why not robots?  Because hypermagical fields and computers make me nervous.  I don’t want to find a computer-controlled robotic vehicle lurking in a tunnel and muttering about how they don’t make energon cubes like they used to.  Nor do I want to add fueling or recharging stops to my laundry list of problems.  I’m putting giant magical rings down there to use that energy; the construction should use it, too.

First off, I need a golem capable of lifting a ring.  It has to be strong.  Second, it has to be able to reach the ceiling of the main bore, so it can install the mounting hardware, screwing it directly into the rock.  It will have to be big.  Third, it has to be able to do all this relatively quickly.  I’m thinking multiple arms.

With these design parameters, I came up with the Octets.  I suppose I could call them “Hexes,” for the six arms, but they have eight total limbs.  Ah, nomenclature!  With two broad-footed legs and six arms, they can lift a ring, hold it steady, and put all the mounting bolts in at once. 

They’re monolithic castings of solid orichalcum.  No fancy joints, no hinges, no nothing.  They’re solid statues.  The enchantment is the only thing to make them move.  It’s not efficient, but, given the circumstances, efficiency isn’t what I care about.  Durability and survivability are my top priorities.

I built one, tested it, refined the design, and started over.  It only took one prototype to see where I needed to improve.  These weren’t sophisticated.  They weren’t smart.  They were designed to carry out one specific job.  They were built like bricks and designed with safeties to keep them from blowing up or going wild.  In computer terms, they were Babbage Engines.  They might lock up or go to pieces, but they weren’t going to go insane or explode.  I put the two latest-generation Octets in the magical oven and let them play rapid-fire pattycake, running their systems, while the current kept climbing.

I was still left with the hardest part:  How to get the rings down there.  But I had plenty of time to think about my logistics problem while working out the Octet designs.

While I was off in a time-ticker-enhanced world, designing golems, Bronze wanted to remain in Rethven, galloping rings down.  She figured she might as well get something done while she was there.  I was duly grateful.

How was I going to help her?  I decided to take a trailer and turn it into another highly-specialized golem.

There were problems.

First off, orichalcum.  As a metal, isn’t the best structural material I could wish for.  Using even a tubular frame of orichalcum and all the geometry in the world, there’s a limit to how much weight it can carry and still fit down a tunnel.  This is something structural engineers run into when they design big buildings or big ships or big anything.  What are you making it out of?  A building can only go so tall before the bottom of the building is crushed under its own weight.  A ship can only be so big before it becomes too difficult to maneuver without cracking it.

My golem wagons had to carry the maximum possible load while still traveling at high speed.  Maintenance wouldn’t be a problem.  They could be zapped with repair spells whenever they shifted out of Rethven to pick up another load.  But I wanted them rated for a fifty-thousand-mile trip between services.  One failure at full speed could undo days of work.  Oh, and potentially destroy the world, but I’m starting to get used to that—and I really shouldn’t.

How much could they carry in one load?

After a lot of engineering consultation—much like my pump-action crossbow designs—it worked out to thirty rings.  More than I expected, in fact.  What made it possible, in part, was the way the rings were loaded.  The golem-trailers carried them in line, like slices of a pipe.  By having arms come up between them, they were clamped to a central spine, but additional extensions could then lock around the rim of each ring, adding more structural support.  With eight solid rubber wheels on each side, they would do a hundred miles an hour, or nearly.

Thirty rings at a time, a hundred miles an hour, two golems mounting rings at full speed… I was going to need something on the close order of fifty-five trailers to keep up with each golem.  Meaning I would have to construct and enchant a hundred and ten of them.

Construction isn’t a problem.  I can build—or program to build, or simply pay someone to build—anything from jewelry to battleships.  Obtaining an object is the easy part.  But enchanting them!  Any orichalcum enchantment is daunting, and golems are hard work any way you build them.  Setting up an enchantment production line was out of the question.  It wouldn’t pay for itself in terms of effort.

Velina could help, certainly, but golems are a bit beyond her.  Having someone hand me tools is nice, but only of limited usefulness.  Her time will be better spent, I think, making sure everything is running smoothly, supervising production and delivery.  It’s not glamorous work, but it’s necessary.

Bronze was willing to implant an orichalcum microbot in each trailer as I worked on it, both to give her a potential hoof in the door toward controlling them and to see if it helped me, but I had a better idea.  She was faster than the trailers and she could mount rings, too.  Getting a head start on the middle portion—where the round trip would be longest—would save the slower trailers from having to make as many trips.

I’m going to get out the hammer and anvil and beat a bunch of enchantments into over a hundred of these twenty-ton monsters.  By hand.  Personally.  Myself.

Does Hephaestus owe me a favor?  No?  How about Lugh?  Or Ptah?  Maybe Tvashtr?  Nope, nope, nope.  Maybe I should ask my altar ego if anybody relevant is in the market to trade favors.  Or maybe I should keep my mouth shut and not tell anyone about how the sun works.  Hopefully works.  Someday.  When we have days.

I don’t know what else I want to do, but I do know this much:  I want to get the sun on-line, thaw the world, correct minor ecology issues, and get the hell out.

The thing is, I don’t really want to build a sun, either.  I don’t want to deal with the hellscape tunnels of the sunbore.  I don’t want the responsibility of bringing light to the world.  I hate the fact grim necessity forces me into it.  I hate everything about this job.  And I hate the fact I hate it so much I feel like I’m a whiner and complainer.

What was my catchphrase for this one?  Oh, yeah.  The only way out is through.

I better get to work.


Divine Providence

My phone rang while I was in the middle of a trailer.  I ignored it until I finished the tricky bit and reset the crystals into recharge mode.  I called him back.

“You rang?” I asked.

“Busy?”

“I was.  What’s on your mind?”

“Can you do a favor for a soon-to-be friend of mine?”

“Possibly.  What does your not-yet-a-friend want?”

“She needs a few hundred thousand buffalo.”

I looked at the phone for a moment.  I might need to set up video calling so I can see his expression.  It’s hard to tell if he’s kidding.

I put the phone back up to my ear.

“A few hundred thousand buffalo?” I echoed.

“Yeah.”

I thought it over.

Start a stampede and open a wide gate?  Maybe, but it would require an enormous power source.  Herd them into a narrow canyon and shift them out in stages as they emerged?

On the other hand, did I need a whole herd at once?  I could build a couple of shift-boxes, or shift-stalls, and have them auto-target the first buffalo they got a match on.  Animals, like people, aren’t always willing to hold still and figure out what the weird sensation is, but I ought to have a fair percentage of successful animal-nappings. 

If I do this to baby goats, is it a kid-napping?  Never mind.

Assuming I can successfully grab an unsuspecting animal—say, one time in three—this ought to generate a new buffalo in less than thirty seconds.  Include a cattle prod in the design to encourage the latest one to exit the stall…

“How quickly does she need them?”

“Yesterday.  It’s really important to her and I wouldn’t ask if I didn’t think this was a minor thing for you.”

“Look,” I said, exasperated, “I do not do time travel!  Forget it.  Never again!”

“I meant it as hyperbole.  As soon as possible, not actually yesterday.”

“Even that is questionable.  ‘As soon as possible’ usually means ‘immediately.’  No go.  I can get you a steady supply of buffalo, and a hundred thousand is doable given time to work.  A hundred thousand right now is out of the question!”

“Dang.  That would have been awfully helpful.”

“More helpful would be knowing why she needs a hundred thousand buffalo in a hurry.”

“There’s a plague making its way through the herds.  Her worshippers are pretty bent out of shape about it.”

“Can you target the place?  If I can catch a sick buffalo, I can figure out how to cure it.  I can also add extra buffalo, immune to whatever it is.”

“I can show you the place.”

“Give me a few minutes.  I need to lock some things down before I go anywhere.”

So I went to Reactor World #1, got directions, and kidnapped a big chunk of furry meat.  On the Spherestation, I ran samples through the medical computer and identified the pathogen.  Then I took apart (the computer took apart) the genetic structure of the buffalo, jiggered it slightly to make it more resistant, and put it back together again.

I used this same equipment to clone, modify, and test every single iteration of genetic modification to Phoebe—before applying it to Phoebe!  Making an animal more resistant to a disease was nothing by comparison.

This was fine for one animal, but what about the rest?  Well, there’s a viral technique for altering genes.  Four hundred animals, processed by hand, refined the technique and eliminated a number of potential issues.

To be fair, it wasn’t a major change.  If the plague were allowed to run its course, the surviving animals would all be immune to it.  Eventually, they would repopulate.  I could have done much the same thing by infecting a herd in another world, time-ticking it forward a couple of buffalo generations, and voila!  Animals that won’t get sick with this.

Of course, then I’d have to move them.  And I wouldn’t have a handy-dandy way to cure and correct the problem in the target world.

If I put a mini-gate in a flying drone, it can spray whole herds of animals from a supply tank in the lab.  They don’t mind being lightly misted.  They do mind being shot with injector darts. Besides, the spray was faster.

I set up a trio of shift-stalls, too, complete with spritzer and cattle prod.  Keeping the animals from dying was the first step, and the drones took care of that.  Replenishing their numbers was the next, and the shift-stalls gradually took care of that.  I watched them run for a while, monitoring their output.  With three stalls, we averaged one new buffalo—appearing, spritzing, prodding, and galloping out—every eight seconds.  In twenty-four hours, that’s over ten thousand new buffalo.

Dusty came with me to somebody’s world to watch the process.  He stayed out of my way while I worked, so I let him.

“Nice,” Dusty said, watching the latest of the three shift-stalls eject an angry buffalo.  He cocked his head as he regarded the latest beast charging away from the recharging cattle prod.  “Are these all cows?”

“Yes.”

“Why no bulls?”

“Because I understand math,” I replied.  “One bull will impregnate a hundred cows or more.  In two days, you’ll have twenty percent of the original herd completely replaced and the die-off will stop.  In one generation, their numbers will nearly double.  Is that good enough for what’s-her-name?”

“Probably, especially once you stabilize it with a pillar thing.”

“I should never have admitted I could do that,” I sighed.  “She’s okay with having a branched Earth instead of the original?”

“As long as it doesn’t disintegrate.”

“She better watch over the Pillar of Heaven,” I told him.  “It’ll be the only thing keeping the sky from falling.”

“I’ll let her know.  How many more angry buffalo are you going to add to the world?”

“The viral upgrade isn’t contagious, so it won’t spread on its own.  The drone should finish spraying today.  Tomorrow night, I’ll shut the stalls down.  I’m estimating about twenty to twenty-five thousand female buffalo.”

“That’s not a hundred—” he began, but I stuck a finger in his face and cut him off.

“I also stopped the die-off by curing the plague, which is what you should have asked for in the first place!”

“Ah,” he replied, backing away a step.  “Fair enough, fair enough.  May I say I’m entirely pleased, and that I knew you could knock this out without much trouble?”

I gave it a moment’s consideration.  Was it a lot of trouble?  Time-consuming, yes, but was it really all that much effort?  No, I had to admit—to myself, not to him—he was right about that much, at least.

“Will this be good enough for your new friend?” I asked, instead.

“I’m sure it will.  Thank you.”

“So, I can get back to making a sun for Rethven?” I asked, just to make sure he understood what he was dragging me away from.

“Yes.  And thank you again.”

Without another word, I shifted us back to the Reactor World.  I opened a gate to my Stepstation and left Dusty where he was.

“Eri.”

“Sir?”

“I’ve got a gate on my ring running to monitor an Earthline.  Remind me in thirty hours, please, to close down buffalo production.”

“Certainly, sir.”

I got back to work, hoping the gods wouldn’t joggle my elbow again.

One advantage of a time-ticker setup—especially a multi-phased one—is the stunning levels of differential one can achieve.

Let’s say I give myself one Rethvan day to work.  How long do I really have?  Or, rather, how much can I stretch it?

You’d think I could start a time-ticker in Rethven so it multiplies another world—World #2, let’s say—and then put another time-ticker in #2 to speed up #3, and so on, multiplying the time differential again, and again, and again, until World #478 runs so fast all the stars in the universe run out of fuel.

Of course it can’t be that simple.

As a general rule, the first few iterations do work that way, but with diminishing returns.  If I use a single time-ticker, I can get roughly a six-to-one ratio.  That’s an average, of course, because each tick of the gate could be wildly different.  But, over the course of a day, the “sped up” world goes about six times faster.

Another iteration increases the total multiplier, but it doesn’t give me another six times as much stretch.  It’s usually between four or five.  Six for the first world, maybe four for the second, and the multiplication factor is around twenty-four!  That three weeks and change, usually, compared to our basic day in Rethven. That’s pretty useful.

Do it again?  Okay.  Now the multiplier might be three.  At the head of the time-ticker chain, I’ve got a day going by while the tail of the chain has closer to three months.  Now we’re cooking!

We’re also starting to get some peculiarities.  There’s an effect I haven’t identified, a feedback, a resistance.  The statistical average starts to get less predictable.  You’d think the average would be easier to calculate with more ticking—a larger sample means a more consistent average.  I don’t know why, but it doesn’t seem to work that way.  Something starts skewing the individual ticking, making the fluctuations more wild.  A hundred ticks will each have a reverse ratio—instead of more time passing for each three-second cycle, only a fraction of a second will pass—and then there will be one tick where weeks or months go by before the gate connects again.

It starts to get more and more unpredictable the farther you go, which means, if you want someplace to “run faster,” you have to wait longer.  If you sit and wait an hour, counting the regular ticking of the gate, you might not get any extra time in the other universe.  Wait all day?  It might still be nothing.  And then, suddenly, it’s all jumped ahead by a ridiculous amount.

If you want time to yourself while nobody notices you’re gone, it’s fantastic.  It’s more of a problem if you want to be in the slow world while somewhere else is drastically sped up right now, sped up reliably, and sped up consistently. 

If I hadn’t rearranged everything every time Phoebe and I had to move, we could have been back in Tauta by the end of the week.  Probably.  Like I said, time differentials are a bit unpredictable, and the more you have in a line, the less predictable they are. 

So, while my factory world—Mordor—is pouring orichalcum and printing titan-sized magic rings—Orodruin, a couple of worlds farther along—is baking them, tempering them before they get shipped to a Topside Station for transport and installation.

I don’t have a reactor in the Mordor facility, so I had to expand the solar array somewhat, to allow for my orichalcum trailer-golem enchanting, but I had time.  I even had time to go out to eat on a regular basis, which kept me from going entirely crazy.

You know, I enjoyed taking angels apart.  It was a learning experience and challenging.  Enchanting the trailers was, by comparison, moving big rocks by hand from one pile to another, then moving them back again.  It was boring.  It was tedious.  It was work without joy.

On the upside, it did remind me I’m capable of missing people.  That’s important.  I think.  Isn’t it?  Caring about people enough to miss them?  Or maybe it was the boredom talking.  It wasn’t glamorous work, but at least I was busy.


Deep Magic

After the golems went through the fires of Orodruin, they were ready to be deployed as ring-bearers.

I checked in with Bronze.  She wanted a ramp tunnel kept clear for her—an express lane, sort of—so she didn’t have to deal with traffic.  She was operating out of Topside Station West, so I agreed this was reasonable, at least for the moment.  We still had to walk the Octets down into the magical fires of the inner world, along with each of the trailer-golems.  They cooked in the fires I could produce, but there’s only so much the artificial strengthening can do.  They had to get their final tempering in the depths.

Bronze kept chugging down the western access tunnel.  I landed the Octets and a trailer golem in Topside Station East.  Velina decided to come with me.  We dressed in gleaming, golden armor for the trip.

“If I understand correctly,” she said, as we started down the angled tunnel at a walk, “the process of entering the dangerous regions below will teach these constructs to greater strength.”

“Yes.  Their enchantments will adapt.”

“Is this not dangerous?”

“Oh, yes.  It’s dangerous.”

“Then, perhaps I should be the one to escort them.”

“Or I should, to monitor them closely and prevent accidents.  They’re supposed to stop whenever they hit a magical surge beyond their safety tolerance.  I gave them sensors for a reason, but I’m still not too sure about how safe they really are.”

“I would be delighted to accompany them.  I would even bring Firebrand, since it has expressed an interest.”

“Hmm.  It has, hasn’t it?”  I thought it over.

“You have better things to be doing,” she added.  “Things more suited to your talents, surely?”

“Sadly, yes.  All right, I’ll get Firebrand.  Since we’re doing a slow roll down, I may as well get the rest of my stuff, as well.  But keep a sharp eye on everything.  Proceed slowly and cautiously.  If any of it starts to look unusual, stop, back up a hundred yards, and wait at least an hour.”

“Unusual in what way?”

“Heating up, unraveling, emitting sound, light, hostile creatures, angry vapors, strange colors—anything at all that you wouldn’t expect.”

“I shall be on my guard.”

“Thanks.  If you need me, shout for my altar ego.  I’ll be at the bottom.  Bronze wants the highway ramp layout changed.”

Overall, it took about a week to get all the heavy equipment down to the main bore.  The Octets and first trailer had no trouble.  I started the rest of the trailers down, like a line of semis in a traffic jam.  We wouldn’t use all the trailers initially, but this was part of the production process.

While they made their journey into the depths, I built a couple more Rods of Tunneling.  I needed to make a specialized version for each new rock configuration because spellcasting in the depths is suicide.  In this case, they would alter the junction at the base of the angled tunnels, at the junction with the sunbore.  Bronze hated the sharp turns, especially with a trailer, so the angled tunnel down now curved through a wide arc and merged with the sunbore.  It would make the extreme ends of the sunbore impossible for the trailers to reach, but so what?  The Octets could be field tested there.

With all the extra labor and logistics, building a sun launcher still wasn’t going to be an overnight thing.  It was a lot better than a century and a half, though.  I calculated it would now take about seven years.

That’s a long time to spend in the winter of eternal night.

On the other hand, I would not be down in the depths for seven years.  I had enough of the mindless tedium hanging the first hundred rings, to say nothing of making over a hundred mindless golems.

With the trailer golems lined up in the sunbore, Velina elected to return to the NLA world and monitor the production process, making sure it ran smoothly from resource shift-boxes to Topside delivery.  I didn’t say no.  With so many time differentials running—they needed to be running fast to produce tempered rings quickly enough!—there was plenty of room for things to spiral out of control.  Frequent checks were advisable.

I sent the trailers along the sunbore, across the world, to make sure they were ready for duty.  This took a while, but so what?  I wasn’t going to risk taking a trailer out of the garage only to find it wasn’t ready to handle the highest possible intensity.

It was quicker than I thought, because, well… Bronze.  She walked beside them and looked them over while I rode the first one through the tunnel.  The Octets were leading the wagon train and all was going well.

Bronze asked if they would be as fast as her.

“I’m not sure anything on, in, or under this world will ever be as fast as you.”

She acknowledged how this was true.  And they would be walking for quite a while?

“Yes, that’s the plan.  Once they’re toughened up, they can handle anything.  Long lines of trailers will constantly roll in a circuit, delivering rings and going back for more.”

Bronze wanted to know if they could start now, at each end, and adapt as they hung rings.  The rate of advance would be much slower than their current pace, so they could still adapt, but they could adapt while hanging rings now.  And, as the fastest thing in Rethven, she would have to maneuver through the construction zone at either end of the tunnel, but she could sprint to the middle and continue to mount rings in the worst parts immediately.

“I suppose… yes…?  You could…?”

It would still give her a couple of thousand miles of straight running, she pointed out.

“You’re right, of course.  Anything else?”

If the trailers were going to go up and down, didn’t we need two lanes of traffic in the access tunnels?

“…yes,” I admitted, because she was right.  I hadn’t thought that part through.  “I’ll expand the smaller accessway running alongside the sunbore, then widen the angled, up-and-down tunnels, then get the golems started.  I’ll still need to send most of the trailers on, so they’re ready to handle the load, but the working ones will gradually adapt.  I don’t dare send in fresh ones to run at full speed into the central regions.”

Bronze agreed.  Even partway toward the center was much more difficult than the ends.

“All right.  You finish the extreme ends and then get started on the center.  Don’t feel you’re obligated to fill in everything in the center.  Every little bit helps, but I’ve got the project timeline down to something reasonable—reasonable for a sun, I mean.”

The project timeline wasn’t the point, she told me.  Not to her.  It was the running.  And it would be useful, too!  As long as the smoke wasn’t going to be a problem.

“Nobody down here needs to breathe.  Wear whatever you like and run as fast as you wish.  I’ll set something up to ventilate the tunnels.  You are the expert on traffic and I defer unreservedly to your wishes in the matter.  I will make it so.”

And we did.

With the golems hard at work and a very happy Firebrand sitting in a furnace, Velina and I worked on the ring production and delivery for a while, looking for things to go wrong and working out ways to prevent it or automatically correct it.  Very few things would require an active alert or a shutdown of the time-tickers.

I’d like to think we were done upgrading the automation all along the process line, but there was always something we could improve or expand.  She enjoyed it.  She was doing her thing, sitting by a wire-feed for the printer and trying to think of ways it could be made even less likely to misfeed, or walking through the automated smelting control room to personally check the alloy mixture, or inspecting the operation of the metals shift-boxes as they dumped raw elements into the next crucible.

I went back to Rethven and hitched a ride on Bronze.  I wanted to check the Octets’ work.

I knew they would do a perfect job in any other environment.  I don’t trust chaotic magical fields.  I was also avoiding thinking about the primary injection end in the West, and the final assembly—the launcher—it would all need in the East.  Those would still take serious thought and personal construction, but they wouldn’t be needed until we had all the rings in place.

We came up and Bronze reloaded her trailer to go back down.  It was much faster, now, because I finally fixed the bottleneck.  The ramp tunnels from the main bore to the Topside Stations now had two lanes for traffic, one up and one down.

I could have made two one-way tunnels, but then Bronze couldn’t weave in and out through the traffic.  I thought of making it a three-lane tunnel, but Bronze said not to bother.

I didn’t like it, but she promised me she was careful.  I harbor a suspicion she enjoyed it, especially the new on-ramp to the main bore.  Do bullet trains enjoy curves in tunnels?  Do bullets enjoy traveling down the barrel of a gun?

Up in Topside Station West, I shifted to the Flatstation and recovered my gear.  As I recovered my armor and stuff from the locker—other people have wardrobes; I have an armoire—I noticed my phone had a message on it.  My altar ego wanted to talk to me.

My first thought was, What does he want this time?

I’m a glutton for punishment. I called him back.  Not before changing from orichalcum suit to bathrobe, though.

“You rang?” I asked, moving to one of the Flatstation’s heavy chairs and settling into it.

“Sure did!  I’ve got news about ice giants!”

“And I care because…?”

“I thought you’d want to know.”

“I absolutely do not want to know, but what I want is so far off the map of reality, I don’t even know which way to look.  Tell me.”

“They’ve set up a village—I guess—on the west side, near the Edge,” Dusty reported.

“I just got everything running smoothly.  I was looking forward to not having to deal with crap for a while.”

“Don’t you want to know what they’re doing?” he asked.

“All right.  I’ll bite.  What are they doing?”

“How should I know?  None of them are worshippers, so I can only peer at them dimly, as through a darkened mirror, not look through their eyes.”

“Ice giants don’t have eyes.”

“You know what I mean.”

“Yes.  Fine.  I’ll spy on the ice giant village for you.  I’m putting you on speaker.”

“Thanks.”

I placed the phone on a nearby table.  Not wanting to get up, I pulled out my makeup compact and used the mirror.

It’s enchanted, now.  I didn’t like the way it broke when I needed it.

I found the settlement or fort or village not far north of Topside Station West—ten miles?  At most?—in a region I would have thought too unstable for most people.  Maybe ice giants absorb the magic, store it, and then use the processed power.  Humans do the same thing with crystals, but the ice giants have crystals built in.

The village, if that’s what it was, consisted of a sheet of ice.  I don’t know why I was surprised.  The ice giants walked on it without any trouble.  You’d think it was slippery, but apparently not for them.  Important note, if I ever want to run through an ice giant village.

They moved around and did their things, none of which I really understood, at least not from a distant, overhead viewpoint.  As far as I could tell, they spent most of their time singing at each other.  I did see a few of them gathering snow and squeezing it, hard, and applying the resulting slush to each other.  Bandages?  Sun cream?  Or was this how they got bigger, by incorporating liquid water into their bodies?  They didn’t have mouths, so did they eat?

What happens when you spray an ice giant with freezing-cold water?  Does he like it, or does he scream because it’s hot?  If I chuck an ice giant into the ocean, does he start to melt like an ice cube in a drink, or does he swim for shore?  Or does he slowly float around and grow into a hostile iceberg?  Do they even float?  Some forms of amorphous ice are more dense than liquid water.

If I didn’t have other things to do, I might care more.

What I did understand was the semicircle of them at the Edge.  They faced outward, toward the Firmament.  When a new star zipped up along the inside, they raised their hands together, rang their chimes, and zapped it.  This explained to me why they were so far south.  They needed to be as close as possible to the point where the new stars rose, and they needed all the power intensity they could get to charge up their biggest possible whammy for shooting the star down.  Clearly, their comfort zone stopped about there.  I wondered if any of them blew themselves up farther south?  Or if they instinctively sensed the dangerous currents of power and chose not to take the risk?

It was instructive to watch them work.  They didn’t work well together, but they tried.  Individual ice giants sang, vibrating their back-spines to produce chords and cause magical effects.  It was the same basic thing humans do with words—words are symbols, used to direct and focus the spellcaster’s will.  Ice giants simply did it in their language.

Working together involved harmonizing, which seemed difficult for them.  I understood why they kept trying, though.  The first four efforts I saw failed to affect the rising stars.  When they got lucky and managed to all chime in together, they broke one.

“They’re shooting down my sunlamps?” I asked, annoyed.

“Not all of them, and not exactly.  Keep watching.”

I watched for a while.  They repeated their performance six more times, changing out a member of the semicircle each time.  The star-breaking spell appeared to be not only complicated to cast—complicated for them; they were lousy at cooperating—but exhausting, as well.  They averaged one hit out of every seven.

“Okay, so, they’re shooting down some of them.  I’m guessing they get tired and don’t have enough ice giants handy to shoot down all of them?  Say, seven different groups, all shooting at the same one, so they can get at least one group to harmonize properly?”

“I’d say so.  However, I know something you do not.”

“Ditto.  But go ahead.”

“There are thousands more ice giants coming this way.  That way.  Headed for their village, I mean.”

“They are?  We’ve been at this for—crap.  How long have we been at this?  How long have we been adding to the sun-star-cluster-thing?  No,” I contradicted, “never mind.  Skip it.  Maybe they didn’t come up with a plan for a long time.  Although I do seem to remember ice giants trekking westward…”

“And—be fair—it’s a long walk to cross the whole world, on foot!”

“Are you still sore about walking the whole way with the Rods of Tunnelling?”

“Footsore, maybe.”

“Somebody had to do it and there were things I had to do personally.”

“Yeah, well… Next time you draft me for a job, ask first.”

“Ditto.”

“What do you—oh.  Yeah.  Anyway, my point about the ice giants is they’ve figured out they can’t shoot down anything over the Mountains of the Sun, especially near the center of the world.  This new plan of theirs does seem to have at least some effect.”

“Not much of one,” I pointed out.

“More are on the way,” he reiterated.  “Much more.  Give them a couple of months and they’ll have dozens of spellcasting semicircles blasting away.  We’re going to have a steadily-growing army of ice giants shooting at your rising stars!”

“Good.”

“Good?  In what language is this good?  Penguin?”

“If all they can do is intercept the things as they come up, they can slow down the growth.  They can’t undo the collection already up there.”

“But with enough of them on the job, they could stop the growth of the fake sun-thing entirely!  And we can’t afford it.  We need to hurry up the heating!” Dusty whined.  I pressed the mute button and counted to ten in Swahili before pressing it again.  Did Phoebe ever whine at me like this?  If she did, it didn’t grate on my nerves as much.

“And my second point,” I continued, reasonably, “is it gives us the opportunity to reduce the ice giant population.  They’re forming a neat group for easy eradication.”

“We can’t do that.”

“I’m usually against nuclear devices, but I can import non-radioactive stone to replace whatever gets blown into the Void—”

“No!  We don’t dare!”

“And I understand your objection.  I’m saying they’re neatly grouped for mass destruction.  I can do this in a non-nuclear way.  We wash the whole area in jet fuel and toss in a flare.  Add the methane winds from Titan for added atmospheric pyrotechnics, maybe a big window near a sun for a few seconds to demonstrate why comets have tails…”

“Will you please stop scaring me?”

“I’m serious.”

“That’s what scares me!”

“Look,” I said, reasonably, “with the majority of them gone, hunting down the rest won’t be any trick at all.  You can even have your choice.  Foul-tasting snow-cones or enough ice cubes to combat global warming.  Either one works for me.”

“But we have to have ice giants!  They will exist in the future!”

He had a point.  Damn.

“Okay, so, I eradicate most of them, not all of them.  We let the rest retreat back north.  They will, anyway, when the sun starts doing its thing.”  I looked around for wood to knock on.  Darn it, everything around me was steel or plastic.

“No, no, no,” he protested.  “Fixing something that’s gone wrong—the sun, for example!—is one thing.  The ice giants would never have come south if the sun didn’t vanish.  Thinking about how this would have gone is important.  You can fix the sun and help the humans back on track, do a little repair work on the ecology, all that stuff.  But if you take the opportunity to twist things you don’t have to, or things you wouldn’t have had to if nothing went sideways…”

“Have I mentioned I hate time travel?”

“I did get that impression, yes.  I’m not enjoying it, either.”

“So what do you want from me?  They’re trying to stop the temporary sun-constellation thing.  Fine.  If they get enough ice giants together—and you say they are—they can take it in shifts and shoot down every rising star.  I can make the ice giants stop, but that’s ‘going too far,’ or something.  Why are you bothering me with it if you don’t want me to do something about it?”

“I do want you to do something about it.  I want you to speed up the sun!”

I counted to ten again, slowly.  First in Latin, then in Mandarin, then in Arapaho.

“Hello?  Are you still there?”

“Yes.  Now, listen,” I began, quietly.  “You may not be aware of this, but I do not appreciate being ordered around.  I further dislike being tasked with six impossible things before breakfast.  I object to being called into a frozen universe to risk my life amid paradoxical shenanigans and build a magical sun.  I don’t like the fact I’ve been given a construction job that would have made Isambard Kingdom Brunel eat his own hat.  I didn’t want to invent a planetary-scale heating element to fake it until I could build an actual sun.  I’ve hunted down scientists and built supercomputers.  I absolutely loathe that I’ve been down in the depths of a hellish underworld where my survival depended on a few microns of metallic foil and did heavy lifting.  I’ve been forced to design, build, redesign, and rebuild golems that might be able to ignore the end of the world.  I’m reluctantly on-call to perform ersatz miracles for your celestial buddies and preserve whole universes for no better reason than you say it’s a good idea.  I’ve even found time to string permanent extension cords into Rethven from the reactor worlds I set up for you in the first place.  And now you’re telling me to get my ass in gear because I’m not moving fast enough to suit you!”

I shut up long enough to get a grip on myself.  I moderated my tone a bit.

“What I’m trying to say,” I continued, softly, “is I’m doing an awful lot already.  Push me and I’ll tell you to go do the same thing I once told an angel.  Capiscimi? “

There was a contemplative silence for a time.

“In retrospect, perhaps I have been somewhat demanding.”

“No shit?”

“I probably haven’t been as tactful as I could be, either.”

“Agreed.”

“I apologize.  You’ve been under a strain and I haven’t been as helpful or as understanding as I, perhaps, should have been.  My perspective is wildly different from yours and it’s hard to see things from your point of view.  Even so, I could try harder.  I apologize for that, as well.”

“I accept your apology.”

“I’d like to go even further.  I recognize your contributions to a number of things, not the least of which is saving the world from the Fimbulwinter.  Nobody appreciates you as much as you deserve.”

“I agree!”

“I should think so.  The gods run into this problem a lot.  People sometimes take us for granted if we do miracles on a regular basis.  I forget mortals—even immortal ones—can wind up with the same problem.”

“Thank you?”

“You’re welcome, of course.  Now, can I make a helpful observation?”

“I don’t know.  Can you?”

“I’d like to try.”

“Proceed.”

“There might be something you can do about the ice giants without risking a paradox-whiplashing event.  Want to hear it?”

“I want to say ‘No, don’t you dare, and leave me out of it.’  Despite this desire, I’ll listen.  But, in the interests of full disclosure, you don’t want to make any bets.  I haven’t been in a good mood since… Come to think of it, I don’t remember.  So be nice.  Got it?”

“Got it.”

“All right.  Explain.  I won’t promise anything, but you can pitch it.”

“You’re a sport.  Thanks.  Here’s the idea.  I know you have the thing on the underside of the world.  It makes the rising stars.  Can you make another one?  I ask because I don’t know how you did it, how much work it took, any of that.  My thought is if you make another one, you double the number of rising stars they have to shoot down.  They may give up.”

“First off, they won’t give up,” I told him.  “I’ve touched the mind of one of those things.  They’re made out of hatred.  They’re hatred giants wearing an icy shell.  All they want to do is kill anything and everything with a body temperature above freezing.  Take it as gospel.”

“I’m scribbling it down in the Book of Frost, Chapter One, Verse One.  ‘The bodies of the ice giants were carved of frozen hate.’  I’m allowed to be poetic and metaphorical in scripture.  No problem.”

“Second, since we’re not gathering the ice giants in one spot for mass destruction, is it absolutely vital I create and install a second star-maker?  What if I tell the existing one to fire off its stars in random directions around the Firmament?  Then they could rise anywhere.”

“The variable aiming would give them problems,” he agreed.  “Another star-maker would still be advisable, though.  I don’t mean to shove more work on your shoulders, Atlas, but the rate at which the world is warming is going to take an awfully long time to thaw anything.  Above-freezing temperatures won’t make it even to the southern coast for years—longer, even, since the ice giants started shooting at the rising stars.  And by the time winter retreats across the Circle Sea, I’m doubtful there will be anything at all alive on the northern continent.  The territory of the old kingdom of Rethven will be a barren wasteland.  And, since we know it wasn’t… or is destined not to be…”

I sighed.  I had a sudden recollection of a tropical beach full of beautiful women who adored me.  Why didn’t I stay there?  Oh, right.  Things to do.

Someday, I may very well go back and see if they have room for a deck chair and a man who wants to be left alone for a while.  By the time I got a tan, I might be in the mood for company.

There are times when I miss being human.

“I have a lot on my plate at the moment,” I admitted.  “Or, no, maybe I’m tired.  Whatever it is, I’m rapidly running out of whatever it is that makes me care.  Right now, the way I see it is this.  I’m still here.  Therefore, it is still possible to un-paradox whatever has gone wrong.”

“I don’t follow.  How do you mean?”

“As long as the world is in shape to be what it was for me when I first arrived here, everything should turn out okay, yes?”

“Barring a lot of subtle nuances, sure.  It’s a generalization, but let’s go with it.”

“So, if… let’s say I do something.  The Averill river, maybe.  I thaw the world, find the river, and change its course.  This will pretty fundamentally alter the course of history, too, won’t it?  The viksagi don’t have a natural barrier between their lands and the Rethven kingdom.  There’s no Crag Keep.  There’s no bridge.  It changes a lot of things.  Yes?”

“Yes.  I agree.”

“Oops!  You’re right!  It’s a potential disaster.  I better put the river back where it was.  Now it’s got a couple thousand years to flow exactly as it should have before, right?  From the point of view of the future, what’s changed?”

“I’m not sure anything has.  So, hang on.  Let me see if I’ve got the idea.  You can change anything you want, provided you can also change it back?  Or, no, it’s broader than that.  You can do what you like until you start getting to the point where your changes become irreversible.  Once you get to the point where the future we need is no longer possible, then we have a paradox?”

“Exactly.  If I eradicate ninety percent of the ice giants and send the rest packing off homeward, will they breed more?  We still wind up with ice giants in the north and the viksagi can be afraid of them.  How is this different?”

“I’m nervous about the idea,” he admitted.  “If we start fiddling with the past in ways beyond what is absolutely, demonstrably necessary, how will we know when the future we need is endangered?  How do we measure the probability of the correct future?  How can we tell what we should do to steer it correctly, and what we have to avoid?”

“I think we call that ‘guesswork’.”

“Oh, we are so screwed.”

“Maybe.  But, right now, in this moment, I’m having a hard time giving a damn.  I have more immediate chores to hate.  The world is warming up too slowly.  I’ll tell my star-maker to throw stars in multiple directions.  I’ll see about increasing the rate.  Since you bloody well dammit insist, maybe I’ll build a second one.  Once we have a sun in the sky again, then we can talk about ecology and biomes and terraforming and whatever.”

“I understand.  Okay.  I’m not comfortable with this, but you may be right.  Even if it’s your mental exhaustion talking, the theory isn’t necessarily wrong.  I think it’s riskier than we should permit, but if you’re feeling too worn down, well, we’ll just have to do our best.”

“Sometimes it’s hard to tell if you’re mocking me or not.”

“I am not.  Sometimes it’s hard to remember what your limits are.  I don’t allow for them.  I’m sorry.”

“You’re all right,” I assured him.  “I’m tired and tempery and want to be somewhere that isn’t here.”

“Well, if you like, I can tell you where I’d like you to go.”

“That’s not very nice.”

“No!  Not like that!  I mean I know someplace where your talents would be miraculous.”

“Oh.”  I thought it over.  How did I feel about running an errand?  My head said I didn’t want to, but my gut said it was probably a good idea even if I didn’t like it.

I’m a vampire.  Celestial goodwill is probably in my best interest.  Dammit.

“What do you have in mind?”

“It’s a voidworld, so no maintenance is required.  Young gods are doing their best.  Right now, there’s a terrible drought and a week of light-to-moderate rain would be appreciated.”

“That’s it?”

“To you, it’s nothing.  To the people involved, it would be a Sign From On High.  To the young deity, it’s an exhausting effort.”

“All right.  I’ll see what I can do.  Let me give Elsa a brand-new headache and I’ll get on your weather forecast.”

“Okay.”

I built an orichalcum antenna, for gathering and concentrating power.  It was a long wire, running east-west in a brand-new hole through the bedrock.  It increased the power input and the rate of production, but it also magnified surges.  I had to put in another set of crystal fuses.

I don’t know if I’ve got enough protection against a major surge, but it was all designed to break harmlessly.  If the setup burned out, it burned out.  No doubt my altar ego would let me know if the sunlamp production stopped.  In the meantime, the production rate at least tripled.  If I needed to build another one, I would—later.

And I did remember to change the targeting.  Sunlamps shot into the sky, slapped themselves onto the Firmament, and set off in random directions.  Shoot those down, you overgrown ice cubes!


Divine Plans

I popped over to Reactor World #1 and consulted with Dusty about the rainfall errand.  With him to provide guidance on the gate spell, we went off on my holy quest, mission from the gods, or minor errand, depending on who you asked.  It was a fairly typical, low-tech sort of agrarian society.  The sky had no clouds, the heat was hot, the ground was dry, and the crops were turning brown.

“Your friend is working on the weather already?” I asked.

“Nope.”  He shaded his eyes and looked over the fields, toward the village.  “Weather isn’t easy, you know, especially when the natural order of things is against it.  You’ve got the magic for it, so we’re not wasting force on a miracle.”

“I’ll take your word for it.  A week of intermittent, light rain?”

“It would help a lot,” he agreed.

I led him away from the village, out beyond the borders of their fields.  The ground was cracked and dry, sending up little puffs of dust with every footstep.

“How long has this drought been going on?” I asked.

“Six weeks or so.  The people have been relying on the river, which is pretty low, and their wells, but the crops—”

“Where’s the nearest ocean?” I interrupted.

“Uh…” he began, and looked around.  “That way,” he pointed.  “Maybe six or seven hundred miles.”

“Okay.”  I stomped methodically along the ground, eliminating cracks, making it a smooth canvas to draw on.  I took my time, did more satellite imagery in my scrying mirror, sketched a diagram, called for clouds and rain and a whole weather system.  A front would move through, cool off everything, and rain would fall—probably two to three inches over the course of a week.

The local magic was adequate, but I added a power crystal to the spell anyway.

“They can expect clouds within the next two days,” I told him, standing up from my ground work.  I folded my mirror case and put it away.

“Have I mentioned you’re awesome?”

“No, but thank you for noticing.  Has your friend considered moving his worshippers?”

“Moving them?”

“From what I can see, you’ve got a mountain range between them and the nearest major body of water.  This isn’t helping them from a rainfall standpoint.  A quick scrying look at the far side says it’s a much better-watered region.  If whats-his-name leads his people to the Promised Land, they’ll have an easier time.”

“The mountains are a barrier to the rain, but they also form a barrier to the people,” he pointed out.  “It won’t be easy to get them there.”

“The Israelites were in the desert for how long?  Forty years?”

“I take your point, but it’s still a big deal to move everybody.  Besides, here they can use the river coming down out of the mountains.”

“Yeah, but if they’re going to use the river, they need irrigation systems as a divine revelation and blessing from the local rain god.”

“He’s not a god of irrigation.”

“If he’s a rain god, he damn well is a god of irrigation!”

Dusty looked startled before he slowly nodded.

“You make a good point.  I’ll mention it to him.”

“Glad you could help.”

“Don’t you mean you’re glad you could help?”

“No, because I didn’t feel like it.  And you’re the one who will give the local divinity a mortal revelation.  Go do.”

“I will.”

I took us back to Reactor World #1 and we parted company.  Having run the errand, I decided I was tempery and tired.  I needed a break.  Physically, I was in perfect shape.  Mentally, I was not.  I think it’s the difference between “tired” and “weary.”  It wears a person down, rather than makes someone tired.  Like that.

I checked with Bronze.  She told me all was going according to plan, and whee!  A thousand miles of straightaway meant she could really push for speed.  She was perfectly happy where she was, so if I wanted to go do something for myself, it was fine with her.  She would be easy to find.

I suppose if I can get lost in my work for a century, she can enjoy running for the better part of a decade.

With that established, I asked Velina if she wanted to mind the shop or come along.  She didn’t even ask where I was going.


Cheers

I’m told Tahiti is a magical place.  Maybe it is.  I think they mean it differently than I do.  I parked us on a neighboring island for a little vacation stay.

Before I could enjoy it, I had to work through some questions.  I’m not good at this introspection thing, but I try.  I think it’s important.  “Know thyself,” and all that.

I’m tempery and difficult and grouchy because I’ve been spending most of my time risking my life with extremely high voltage in a tedious task I didn’t want to do in the first place because my life depends on saving the world.

I think I have a right to be tired.  No, I already settled this.  Not “tired.”  Weary.

Let me come back, for a moment, to my angel research comparison.  I spent almost two hundred years dissecting angels as a full-time job.  I know because I checked my lab notes and worked it out, more or less.  I didn’t have dates on anything, obviously, but there were the number of experiments and other clues.

I didn’t spend two hundred years studying to be a wizard.  I haven’t spent that long studying magic, physics, and martial arts, all put together!  I’m fuzzy on how long I’ve existed, but I think it’s about two-thirds of my life.

I think my angel research qualifies me as an expert.

Anyway, performing angel research was about as dangerous, but I developed far more safety equipment for it.  It proceeded at my pace.  It wasn’t a looming, awful thing where I had to get it done, and get it done right now.

Was that the big difference in the two projects?  The pace?  The rush?  No, I don’t think so.  Or not entirely.  Mostly, I think it’s the fact I don’t want to build a sun.  The hurry to build one only made me less inclined to do it.  It wasn’t the main thing.  I didn’t want to build a sun, but I did want to dissect and study angels.

Why was it such a big difference?  If you want to do something, you go into it with a whole heart.  If going out mudding is your idea of fun, you drive your vehicle into the goo, occasionally trudge through more goo to hook up a winch and haul it out, and generally have a good time.  If you skid off the road in a storm, you wind up just as stuck, but you hate every second you spend getting your vehicle unstuck.

I have my own plans.  I am going to make the Boojum version of the Lord of Light regret the day he luminesced.  I’m going to kick his ass so hard his hip-bones will crack his head-bone.  Everything leading up to it is necessary and vital and I’m going to do it no matter the cost.

But this business about me building the sun is a whole different pan of salmon.  It smacks of twisting the past to make sure I have a future, which is uncomfortably like being forced into it.  Was I destined to go back in time and make the sun?  Was it always going to happen?  If my younger self had gone under the mountains and looked, would he have found the main bore and the accelerator rings?  Or would it have been the original, native rock?

If, way back along my personal timeline, there was only rock under the Mountains of Don’t Go There, did the sun ever go out?  If the sun didn’t go out the first time around, what made it go out this time?  Did the appearance of time travelers in the past cause ripples in the time stream and this is one of the fluctuations?  Would the ripples settle down if I kept out of it?  Am I making more ripples by trying to cancel out the initial splash?

If the sun did go out and the sun launcher was there the whole time, does this mean my version of Rethven only exists because Maddarrah created the Great Gates and I traveled back in time?  Is this her master plan in the Great Game of the Heru, and I’m one of the pieces?  Are the Heru capable of loopy, time-traveling, fourth-dimension-breaking planning?  Or is Maddarrah the only one?  Or what?

What really frustrates me beyond all imagining is the fact I may never know.  I don’t know the rules of this game and I’m stuck playing it.  Either I’m carrying out forced moves because I have to—because it’s my destiny—or I’m playing blindly, flailing around, hoping I’m accomplishing something to move me toward my goals.

Oh, damn it!  What if my goals are only there to keep me trying to stay on track?  Have I been manipulated by a clever, bloody-eyed Heru bitch this whole time?

I would love to kick open the Spire and interrogate someone.  Unfortunately, I haven’t dissected hundreds of Heru, so I don’t have the first clue how to go about it.  Once I had a good grasp of angelic principles, I should have ramped up my Chaos studies!

I was brooding on these thoughts when Velina came up to me.  We were on the beach.  I was in swim trunks and a Hawaiian shirt.  She wore a bikini, and rather fetchingly, I must say, along with that cloth thing wrapped around her hips.  Not a skirt, as it mostly hangs down one side.  A sarong!  One of those.  Her suit was turquoise and the sarong a bright yellow.

She brought a tray.  She put it down on the little table between the beach loungers.

“Coffee?” I asked.

“For me,” she agreed.  “You have your choice of coconut water, a fruit drink, or the ginnin tonic.”

“It’s a gin and tonic.  It’s named after the two main components, like a Scotch and soda or a rum and Coke.”

“I thought as much.  The handsome young man at the bar does not speak English well.”

“Fair enough.  The fruit drink, please.  I despise coconut water.”

She handed me the chilled glass and I slurped part of it, being careful of the little umbrella.  She poured herself a tiny cup of black coffee and settled gracefully into her lounger.  She placed her sunglasses on the little table and reclined.

“This was an excellent idea,” she told me.

“Is it?”

“I like this.  It is a beautiful day.”

I looked around.  White, sandy beach.  Gentle, rolling surf.  Palm trees.  A couple of white clouds.  Miles and miles of blue sky, all the way to the horizon.  A sailboat drifting lazily on the water.  Distantly, the lively sound of a hollow-log drum.  Far off to my right, a kid flew his rainbow-tailed kite.  Sounds of a small beach party came from beyond a wing of vegetation.

She was right.  It bothered me that I had to have it pointed out, again, how the place I was in was beautiful.  It reminded me I was a little more out of touch than was good for me.  Or for others.

“You are not enjoying yourself,” she added.

“Is it obvious?”

“To me, yes.”

“I don’t suppose you can tell me why I’m not enjoying it.”

“I would guess because you have things to do.”

“Partly.  They are things I have to do.  I don’t want to.  I’m not even sure what I would like to do.  Hell, I don’t even know exactly what I’m going to do, what needs to be done, or when something vital will spring up and piss me off, but I’ll do it.”

“Then it will be done.”

The way she said it, the matter-of-fact tone, hit me like a brick.  I couldn’t tell if it was a good brick or not.  She didn’t think I would get it done.  She knew.  And then, when it was done, it would be over.  Finished.  And the implication was I would then find something else to do, possibly even something I wanted to do.

“Yeah,” I agreed, slowly, trying not to sound sarcastic.  “Yeah, it will.  Eventually.  I think, maybe, my big problem is the nature of some of these things.”

“How so?”

“I’m used to problems I can focus on.  Sort of.  I mean, if I have to accomplish something, I go for it.  Maybe I prepare a lot and then tackle the problem, but I chase it down and kill it, or whatever has to be done.  But now?  A lot of what I have to do is undefined, nebulous, indeterminate.  I have to wait.  I can’t tackle the problem and finish it.  I can only deal with what’s in front of me.”

“Is that not how all problems present themselves?” she asked, puzzled.

“Yes and no.  The issue here is I have a definite future to work toward.  Because of that foreknowledge, I have a goal, but I can’t do anything about it.  I can’t live my life the way I want because I have to live my life in between unforeseen issues coming at their own pace, in their own time, and I don’t have a choice about ignoring them.  It spoils everything for me, knowing my work and play can be interrupted at any moment by an issue I have no choice but to deal with, and deal with immediately.  It’s like living under a constant yellow alert, never knowing when the klaxon will go off and everything flash into red.  I hate it.”

“And there is nothing to be done to hurry it along?  Nothing at all?”

“Nothing.  It’s got to play out at its own speed,” I grumbled.  “I hate time travel.”

“I am not certain I understand completely, but whatever you face, I will do everything I can to assist you.  Does anything have to be done immediately?”

I thought about it.  Bronze was having fun running rings around the golems.  The Octets were mounting rings as fast as they could drill mounting screws.  I wasn’t participating because I purposefully engineered myself out of a job.  There would be other things—planting things, transplanting animals, probably bringing in more humans, and who knew what else—but all those would require a sun.  And for a sun, I would simply have to wait.

“No, I guess not.”

She stretched a bit and settled more comfortably into her lounger.

“It is a beautiful day,” she pointed out, again.

See, this is why I should have humans near me.  It may not be safe for them, but they have radically different perspectives on the universe.

I reclined on my heavy-duty beach furniture and looked around some more.  I sipped at my drink and agreed again, silently, that she was absolutely right.

I built something.  Nothing impressive, this time.  It was a sand castle.  I built it by hand.  It involved a small tin bucket and a couple of different-sized cups.  I’ve done better work, but it wasn’t about realism or scale.  It was about building something that wasn’t important.  It was about building something for no other reason than to have built it.  No magic, no powers.  Sand and water and not much else.

Although, if I’m honest, it was a pretty extensive sand castle.  It was more of a sand town, really.  Twenty feet of beach turned into towers and houses and streets and the occasional little wall.  My efforts attracted the attention of the boy flying his kite.  He kept flying it, but he also came over to watch.

After a bit, I asked him if he’d ever heard of Godzilla.  He agreed he had.  I offered to hold his kite.  He looked from me to the little city and back to me.  He handed me his kite string and promptly roared.  I nodded and urged him to rampage.  He did a great job, too.  He kicked through things, roar-screaming in a fair approximation of the classic monster.  He stomped and paused, roaring again, over and over.  All he lacked was the atomic fire-breath.  Godzilla couldn’t have done better.

Meanwhile, I found myself flying a kite.  It was a nice kite and the wind was good.  I ran it through a couple of figure-eights, with difficulty.  The tail was too heavy for the size.  I didn’t fix it.  It wasn’t meant as a performance kite.  It was a kite a kid could fly on vacation.

When the youngster was done leveling the city, I gave him back his kite and he went off down the beach, leaping into the air to let his kite pull him a little.  No doubt he felt as though he was flying.

I went back to my lounger and watched the waves roll slowly in, washing away the ruins of everything I had built and wondered if it was a metaphor for my life, specifically, or for all life in general.

I can be one morbid son of a bitch.

Velina and I spent three weeks not doing much of anything.  Oh, sure, we did tourist stuff.  For one thing, Velina likes to dance. I went with her to the tourists’ dance class.  It looked like the hula, but it was something called the “ōte’a,” a dance native to Tahiti.  It had the hip-shaking and the grass skirts, but there was also choreography like a drill team.  The dancers were in lines and rows and moved around to form shapes.  There’s a lot more to it, but it was a tourist class, not a professional one.

How many dancers have I eaten?  I don’t know.  A lot, since I seem to have both rhythm and timing.  Or do those come naturally with all the warriors?  And the musicians.  And lots of other occupations.

Well, crap.  Apparently, I can not only dance, but I’m surprisingly good at it.  How long has this been a thing?  Admittedly, I’m better at being a partner than the main performer, but the ability is still in there, somewhere.

Velina also enjoyed the swimming.  I literally cannot swim.  During the day, we compromised with snorkeling in the shallows.  I lumbered along the bottom while she slithered through the water like an eel, but prettier.  It was a surprisingly good workout and reminded me of marching my first would-be knights back and forth in a canal.  I wondered how much the exercise would affect my muscle growing spells.  They only make real headway when I spend time in mortal mode, so all that time in the Voidstations didn’t really allow much progress.

The late-night beach parties were surprisingly fun.  Velina is much more talkative than I remember.  She was quite happy to flirt with anyone who flirted with her.  She also drank anything.  Warriors often do.  Keeping up with Velina could cause liver damage.  She danced a lot there, as well, and I was delighted to find I could keep up with her.

I also noticed something.  Later in the evening, a lady sidled up next to me and asked if I wanted a drink.

As a vampire, the cognitive dissonance was pretty heavy.  No, she did not want me to bite her.  She was asking if I wanted something from the bar.  Since it was after sunset, I had to decline.

And it happened again.  The next night, another pretty lady wanted to know if I cared to participate in a social activity.  And the next night, and the next…

Velina was never around when this happened.  I was not surprised to discover she was taking advantage of the local hunting grounds—lots of attractive people, on vacation, all out for a good time.  Barring any dalliances with my dinners, she had about two hundred years of abstinence to catch up on, as well as a new, youthful body to do it with.

But she hadn’t forgotten me.  She was off liaising with the locals, but she also hand-picked one for me every evening.  I appreciated the fact she thought about me.

Much later at night, after the parties wound down and everything got quiet, I lay on the beach.  I listened to the waves, smelled the sea, watched the stars, and thought.

I didn’t want to go back to Rethven.  It was a place of constant, unrelenting, unpleasant work and enormous amounts of danger.  Even discounting the never-ending need for repair work on the timeline, if I was in Rethven, I was subject to its rules.  If I was here, in an Earthline, or even in a voidworld, could a paradoxical backlash in Rethven affect me?  It was possible, but now I didn’t think it was likely.  I’ve been working a little with firmaments.  If I’m not in a universe, its rules don’t apply.  The exception, the common thread, still seems to be time, though.  Time does seem to flow in only one direction, regardless of the universe, so there is at least a tenuous connection.  I think I would be okay, but I’m not certain.

Without the threat of paradox backlash, was there anything forcing me to go back?  So what if my origin was in a collapsed timeline?  I existed.  I was here.  And if Rethven disintegrated, so what?

But there were things there—would be things there—I cared about.

There were so many things I would never see again.  Phoebe.  Gus.  Liesel.  The Fabulous Four.  Hazir.  The list goes on.  Not so for the people of Rethven!  I could see Tamara again.  Tianna.  Tymara.  Amber.  Lissette.  The Big Three.  Raeth and Bouger!

If that wasn’t enough, there was a glowing bastard who deserved to wear his celestial buttocks as ear-warmers.

What was the philosophy I tried to cultivate?  It was a long time ago by my personal timeline.  “Do the next thing?”  I think so.  There’s something needing doing.  Do it.  When you’re done, do the next thing.  It’s like being a shark.  Never stop swimming.  Keep moving forward, even if it’s only a little bit.  Do what needs doing, then see what’s left and do the next thing.

It goes well with another idea I had, much more recently.  The only way out is through.  Put your head down, apply the shoulder, and push.  If you’re going through Hell, keep going.  Don’t stop to admire the view.  Complain as much as you want, but keep putting one foot in front of the other.  When that fails, keep crawling.

Do the next thing.  The only way out is through.

I don’t like it, but who promised I was going to?  Maybe I need to go back for a Zen refresher course.


Development

We went back to the Flatstation and Velina helped me build a second star-maker.  True, we didn’t need it.  I already increased the output on the first one.  But it wouldn’t hurt to increase production and accelerate the springtime.

I went through the star-maker process a couple of times, actually, so she could follow along and learn principles.  After my fourth time through the process, she mastered the spell, no problem.  The enchantment process was simple enough, but it was too power-intensive for her.

On the upside-down of Rethven, I started growing an eastward tunnel from my Underworld cave.  You can’t put high-power enchantments too close together.  Intake-based spells need space or they start drawing on the same areas for magical energy, slowing them down.  It’s not usually an issue, but we’re talking about high-intensity, massively overbuilt spells, here.

After installing the new generator—and the associated power system—we had six or seven times as many rising stars as when we first started.  Each of them shot upward to the Firmament and slid around in a random direction.

Suck those, you unflavored popsicles!

Velina, meanwhile, went back to logistics support.  She checks the machine shops on the production world and supervises the orichalcum plant.  The plant doesn’t, strictly speaking, need someone at the controls.  It’s automated.  It’s all run by computer.  But it’s also the second-fastest world in the set.  If anything goes wrong in a fast world, it’ll put a huge crimp in our supply structure.  Velina drops in every Rethvan hour to make sure everything continues to run smoothly.  None of it is demanding work, so she gets to exercise, read a lot, visit with Eri, travel through the established shift-booth connections, and do whatever else she wants.

Television used to fascinate her.  You may disagree with her opinions, but she thinks Star Wars is superior to Star Trek.  She likes Klingons, though, and respects Vulcans.  Doctor Who is soft-hearted sentimentality, but it’s funny and some of the monsters are pretty cool.  Firefly was all right, but she couldn’t force herself to watch the seventh season.  I sympathized.  All those guest stars made it feel like they were fishing for ratings.  Vampire movies amuse her.  She likes documentaries about wars and related history, doesn’t particularly care for comedies, loves a good drama, and thinks Romeo and Juliet could have been a lot shorter if those idiot teenagers had more guts and even a single grain of sense between them.  She’s also seen every production of Macbeth I’ve been able to find, as well as several hundred James Bond movies.  She also thinks Sean Connery’s Bond is… what’s the word she used?  “Yummy.”

While Velina kept an eye on the manufacturing, I checked in with Bronze.  She was having a wonderful time practicing with her microbot body, both in running as a horse and adopting new shapes for hanging the rings.  She was making good progress on the central area of the main bore.  I was thrilled about all but one of these things.

I don’t know why I don’t like it when she flows like a liquid.  I just don’t.  Maybe because she doesn’t flow exactly like a liquid.  It’s not a liquid, it’s a Thing!—or so my primitive instincts tell me.  It sets off my fight-or-flight response.  It looks wrong to me and I have to remind myself it only looks wrong.  It’s like getting an injection and seeing the needle coming and forcing yourself to relax.  I don’t know if I’ll ever get used to it, but I don’t have to get used to it, only endure it.  Bronze loves it, and that’s all that matters.

Weirdly, everything was running smoothly.  I met Velina in the foundry where the orichalcum was drawn into wire and she showed me the production logs.  From material acquisition to final ring mounting, all was well.

I scratched my head and considered this peculiar circumstance.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“No.  That’s the trouble.  It’s all going perfectly.”

“This is bad?”

“It’s almost unheard-of.”

“I am not sure I understand.”

“Me, either.  Things are supposed to go wrong.  I’m supposed to have a crisis.  There’s supposed to be an emergency.  Something weird should demand my attention.  I had my little vacation and I’ve come back to get work done.  Thing is, there isn’t anything here for me.  It’s all working.  We’re on schedule, or ahead of it, and everything is going smoothly.  I don’t… I don’t know what to do.”

“Perhaps this would be a good time to do what you wish to do.”

“You’re probably right.  I wish I knew what that might be.”

Velina looked at me with a puzzled expression.

“How can you not know what you want?”

“I want lots of things, none of which I can have, yet.”

“Shall we find you lands and a house?”

“I have the Voidstations.”

“I meant a home where you can keep a wife or two, perhaps raise a family.”

“No,” I said, shaking my head.  “No, that requires time, attention, and a whole lot of commitment.  While I have major projects running—no matter how smoothly—there’s a chance I might be suddenly called away to deal with a problem.  Any sort of family wouldn’t be, couldn’t be my first priority.  It wouldn’t be fair to them.”

“Mmm,” she replied, nodding slightly.  “I will remember.  So we wait?”

“Yes.”

“What do we do while we wait?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted.  “What should we do?”

“Anything you wish.”

“And that’s the problem!  I don’t have anything I want right now.”

“Then—and I admit I do not fully understand these things—is it possible to wait faster?”

I didn’t answer immediately.  Was it?  Valentine Michael Smith mastered the art of “waiting faster,” but I wasn’t taught by Martians.  I have to do it the hard way, with inter-universal time dilation.  But it was certainly possible.

Rethven is my clock.  Everything happening there is the key to everything else.  The Empire of Tamaril and Zirafel would have to rise and fall, a dark age would follow, and scattered villages and towns would eventually form kingdoms.  At the moment, the place was a piece of frozen chicken, slowly defrosting.

In theory, I could go somewhere and set things up so Rethven, effectively, ran faster.  I could skip ahead.

I didn’t like the idea.

Rethven is, as I said, my clock.  If I skip ahead and miss something—or if I wind up crunched for time—I can’t rewind.  Time lost there was time I could not recover.  True, between our check-ins to monitor production, Velina and I had been wandering the universes like leaves on the wind, not caring where we went as long as Velina could enjoy it.  We didn’t go anywhere to run Rethven faster, though.  We stayed in time-ticker chains where we ran faster.  Plus, I made absolutely sure I would be instantly available if my altar ego screamed for help.

For now, at least, it was best to stay instantly available.  Whether the rising star spells set fire to the Spire or a drunken mountain peed in the sunbore, I would rather not have to worry about whether or not there was any sort of time distortion involved.  You darkle the vampsignal, you instantly get vampman.  Besides, if my time-tickers are set up in a single, simple chain, it’s easier to tell all of Rethven to slow down while I think up a solution for the problem.

“You raise an interesting question,” I answered, finally.  “We could go somewhere and let a few years pass in almost no time at all.  At the moment, though, I don’t feel comfortable letting it run unsupervised.”

“Then we have, still, the question of what you wish to do,” she pointed out.

“There isn’t anything I can think of,” I admitted.  “There are things I think I should do, but don’t want to.”

“Such as?”

“I’m thinking I should work on the first-stage exciter ring, then the final assembly—the actual launcher.  Once I have those, I think I’m out of projects until the world warms up, the rings are finished, or something goes wrong.”

“How long will it take to build these things?”

“I don’t know.”

“Then we should return to the Voidstations.  They are still linked to Rethven?”

“Yes.  They’re not in the production chain of time-tickers unless I manually link them in.  I sometimes hook them in to the system as intermediate multiplier stages to get different levels of time differential.  That unpredictability out at the tail of a time-ticker chain can be a major pain in my scheduling.”

“I will thaw the clones and fill the tanks.”

Velina is a very matter-of-fact person.  There were things still to do—not necessarily immediate things—and she was a hundred percent ready to get started.  She’s not lazy, like me.  Is it her upbringing, or is she simply a better person than I am?

Have I mentioned I hate building a sun launcher?  If I haven’t brought it up, consider it brought up.

Was I done with the initiator ring?  No.  Was I done with the final stage launcher?  No.  Did I have the ideas sorted out?  Yes.  They wouldn’t be needful or even useful until and unless the main rings were mounted ready, so working out simulations and lab-scale prototypes was good enough for now.

I didn’t need to do it now.  It’s not a feeling I’m used to.  I see something needing doing, I do it.  It’s the way my brain is wired.  I’m lazy, which is why I avoid getting projects in the first place.  If I don’t get assigned a task, I can relax.

In theory.

Velina helped me in the lab as much as she could, but she also popped out regularly to check on production and delivery.  She’s not lazy, like me.  She’s conscientious and motivated.

I really need to find more ways to show I appreciate her.  True, there are people who are naturally hard workers.  I know of a dozen or more people who held down the same job for thirty years and were quite happy to do so.  It was stable.  It gave them a sense of identity and purpose.  I think Velina is like that.  She has a job.  She has a purpose.  It doesn’t matter what she’s doing, exactly, as long as she’s doing it for her manzhani.

I should probably try to remember what it’s like to be human.  Working for weeks at a time in a private realm of eternal night on an artifact of terrible power is probably not helping.  If I were human, I would work for eight to twelve hours—maybe twenty-four hours, once in a while—and stop for food and sleep.  As it is, I start work and don’t stop until I have to get a drink.

There are advantages to this, but is it what I should be doing?  I think this drifting away from humans is not a good thing, in general.  I know I’m not one, but I should at least be able to empathize with them, surely?

Okay, since I’m trying to empathize with humanity again, why not assume Velina is ready for a break?

I checked with Bronze.  We still had years to kill, based on her expert estimation.  I should go do stuff.  I spent too much time in the Voidstations.

I don’t argue with Bronze.  I never win.

So Velina and I popped around from Earth to Earth and sometimes off to other planets, once in a while stopping by a voidworld.

I was pleased to discover Velina liked to travel—or, rather, she liked visiting new places.  Traveling is optional.  We went on a couple of nice cruises and she enjoyed those, since they’re mainly about having fun while aboard, rather than getting where you’re going.

I didn’t care for the ocean voyages until I realized it wasn’t any worse than a zeppelin cruise.  I didn’t much care for being ten thousand feet in the sky, but it was tolerable.  Why was I more worried about being ten thousand feet from the ocean floor?  Because I start to drown immediately, rather than having to worry about the impact at the end?  Probably.

Our travels were mostly for Velina’s benefit—and, occasionally, education.  She likes to fly helicopters.  I paid for flying lessons, so we’re both pretty good at it, but she actually enjoys it.  She also has a real talent for fighter aircraft, from biplanes to jets to reaction spacecraft to fighters with gravitic thrusters.  She’s a natural.

I’ve downloaded and installed more virtual reality programs and equipment on the Spherestation. We had a lot of these, or similar programs, already in the library, but a little more variety and detail didn’t hurt.

While we were out, Velina definitely tried to find ways to entertain me, too.  On any cruise, she tended to stay out of our suite unless absolutely necessary.  She also kept finding pretty things to send to it.  I’m not against this, necessarily, but I’m having a hard time accepting her… what do I call them?  Suggestions?

They knock on the door and I greet them politely.  This gets me out of the cabin and gets me involved in activities, at least.  I’ve gotten better at dancing and I know I’m now extraordinarily dangerous when it comes to shuffleboard, bowling, beer pong, and darts.  Mini-golf on a cruise liner presents unique challenges, but I think I’ve got the hang of it.

They have a stage magician on board.  He’s quite good.  Sometimes I think I could be a professional stage magician.  There’s more to it than the tricks, though.  There’s stage presence.  If I don’t write it out in advance, the stage dialogue isn’t going to flow properly.

Anyway, the ladies are all very nice.  None of them are…

I don’t want to say they’re uninteresting, because they aren’t.  Velina doesn’t pick vapid bits of fluff.  They’re all intelligent and charming.  They simply aren’t…

I don’t know.  There’s something missing.  While a few of them strike sparks, there simply isn’t any fire.  I’m not comparing them to anyone else, either.  I learn a lot about each of them as we stroll, have lunch, play games, whatever.  They don’t have… something.

I keep coming back to that, as though there’s something missing in them.  This may be the wrong perspective.  Maybe they strike sparks, but I’m soggy and hard to light.  It’s possible I don’t have that certain something inside me.  I may have left it on the floor of the lab in the last two hundred years.  I’m not against a brief romantic holiday.  I’m willing, but I don’t have a headlong, driving urge.  I’m interested, but not eager, if that makes any sense.  Maybe I don’t care enough.

Anyway, traveling.

Velina did enjoy airplane trips the first couple of times, then it was boring—a bus in the sky.  Ditto for the trains.  A road trip or two, with places to stop and see, worked out pretty well.  But traveling in the sense of being in motion for its own sake, as opposed to having a destination, a goal, or to being somewhere new, wasn’t her cup of tea.  She much preferred to get there quickly and enjoy new places.

For example, she was quite happy being belly-down on a hilltop, watching one of the battles in the American War for Independence.  She also admired the way Boudica led her troops, and she took great interest in the development and use of chariots in Asia.  She’ll always be a personal, heroic warrior, but she’s not stupid.  She grasps the differences between mobs and armies in mass combat.  She prefers to draw steel—or pistol, or whatever—and go in personally, but after long exposure to how effective a disciplined army can be, she’s adapted.

At the other end of the spectrum, she also knows how to have a good time doing nothing at all—a talent I do not share, and one I envy.  Sitting on a frosty porch, watching the Northern Lights, she’ll stay there until she’s out of coffee.  She’ll sprawl naked on Playa de El Chorrillo and soak up sunshine until she gets too hot, then swim in the Alboran until she cools down.

In some ways, she reminds me of Mary.  Mary would get me to do things with her.  Velina does, too, but does it in a completely different way.  It still works.  Mary would take me by the hand and pull.  Velina suggests something and I agree because if I don’t, she’ll drop the subject entirely.  I’m not sure if I feel guilty or if I feel I’m being rude.  Either way—

Haaaaaaang on a minute!

Why do I get the feeling I’m being manipulated?  Maybe because I am!  Not in a bad way, but manipulated.  Damn it, she knows me well enough to know what works and what doesn’t.  Now I’ve caught on!

Or have I?  Am I being manipulated, or is she really able to simply drop an idea and forget about it?  That would be a fantastic talent!  It beats the hell out of simple denial.

Which brings me to another uncertainty.  I’m still not sure what sort of relationship we have.  What do I file us under?  Friends?  Best friends?  Master and servant, with the footnote of long-term familiarity and therefore informality?  She always claims to be my First, the top warrior of House Lucard—but we’re not in Tauta, and the House Lucard has someone else to run it.  Does she stay with me out of habit?  Or because she has nowhere to go?

Thing is… I can see inside her.  I don’t go looking, but, darn it, she’s around me an awful lot, and now I’m not suffering from single-task tunnel vision.  I pay more attention, now.

Velina loves me.  It’s not the same as Sasha, Tamara, Mary, Lissette, or Leisel.  I don’t understand it, but I can see it’s there.  She wants to be with me, wherever I am, and to help me in whatever I’m doing.  She wants to be involved.  She wants to be useful.

How can I give her what she wants?  I would ask, but she’ll deny wanting anything!

Someday, when I’m less of a coward, I’ll discuss this with her.


Defrosting

While I labored at being more human, time strolled along in Rethven.  I checked in regularly because I don’t fully trust my altar ego to keep adequate track of everything.

The false noon of rising stars acted like a small but growing sun.  The Mountains could keep their name.  The light was the right color for sunlight and there was a lot of blue in the sky surrounding it.  Farther away from the center, the sky faded to black and Firmament stars twinkled.

I did a check to make sure I had the right ratios of visible and invisible wavelengths at ground level.  I’m glad I did.  My ratio was a bit high on the ultraviolet side, so I manually reset the sun-makers to throw out panels with a lower ultraviolet component.  It’s important to have various wavelengths of ultraviolet for plant growth and vitamin D production, but it’s not good to have too much of the type that burns the eyeballs.

Down on the ground, things started to melt, but in a good way.  Along the southern end of the prime meridian, it sometimes it got up as high as fifteen degrees Celsius, depending on the wind.  Of course, away from the center the temperature tapered off to freezing.  With more energy in the world-system and the resulting drastic temperature gradients, the winds picked up in a big way and clouds formed in the sky again.  Storm season was upon us.

The ice giants did not like these changes in their winter wonderland.  The big group on the western Edge spent over a month singing at each other.  Eventually, they started spreading out along the Edge, covering as much of it as they could.  In groups of ten or so, they still tried to shoot down any rising star they thought was in range.  They weren’t good at it.  Most still rose successfully, and far, far more came up out of their range than in it, so the permanent daystar grew rapidly.

This pleased me enormously.  If they were busily trying to patrol the border of the world, they had no ideas on how to get at the source to make the stars stop rising!

If I have to have enemies, I much prefer stupid ones.

As for the rest of the world, the Firmament did its job, redistributing a portion of the heat, so the whole world warmed up, bit by bit.  Going from minus sixty to minus ten may be a huge change, but ice doesn’t care.  We’re getting there.

The world thawed gradually.  Spring crept northward.  And, with rising stars adding constantly to the ever-growing daystar, the process kept advancing.

One thing I hadn’t anticipated was the shape of the daystar.

The spells in question take in magical energy and put it back out as heat and light.  They’re told to move to the point above the Spire, but they also try to stay in the more magic-rich environment.  They can’t all fit directly over the Spire, so they spread out.  The daystar is big enough now to be elongated, stretching a little east-west, along the Mountains.  It thickens in the middle, but most of the new hot panels latch on to the ends.  If this keeps up, we’ll have a sunbow over the Mountains, not a daystar.

It still doesn’t affect me, though.  The spells aren’t trying to fry me like the test suns I’ve created in the lab.  This leads me to worry about something else entirely.

The sun is supposed to provoke a change.  It’s supposed to suppress my Chaos infestation during the transition from night to day.  It’s supposed to melt Things from the Void of Chaos, too.  Nothing I’ve done so far causes either effect.  The temporary micro-suns I’ve test-fired will fry a Thing, sure, but they’ll fry me, too, without giving me a chance to change.

For reference, when I move from night to day suddenly, as with a shift-booth, the sun does try to fry me, but if I absolutely have to, I can arrive in a sheltered area and endure the sudden change.  I always do my best to avoid arriving in sunlight.  It might burn me to death before the transformation is complete, or cause enough complications to kill me, what with the sudden resurrection and intimations of mortality.

The test suns tried to set me on fire, but they didn’t try to transform me.  And in the future, the sun is going to have to provoke a transformation.  The fusion light—or is it a particular combination of specific frequencies of light?—will cook me, as will celestial radiance.  But I think I have a possible solution.

When Velina and I go back to the Flatstation, I’ll test it.  And, hopefully, survive the tests.  Right now, I have to help her into her fire suit.  She’s in the number-eight position in the race and I’m part of her pit crew.  She’s got excellent reflexes and drives slightly less aggressively than Bronze.

We’re making progress.

Ice giants?  Reluctantly retreating northward.  They don’t seem to mind if the temperature is a little above freezing, but once you hit about ten Centigrade (that’s about fifty degrees in American) they start sweating a lot.  It takes a good, long while to melt an ice giant, but they don’t wait around.  They don’t like the heat.  It’s good to know they can venture into hotter climates, though.  I’m guessing it’s like Canadians spending the summer in Mali.  They can do it, but they strongly prefer not to.

Even though the ice giants are slowly retreating from the heat, I haven’t seen any humans.  I could easily have missed them, of course. All I do is a spy satellite overview with scrying spells and take weather readings by sticking a probe through a gate spell.  Maybe they’re not ready to come out.  If I was a cave-dwelling human, I’d be highly concerned about ice giants.  I might not come out until it was a bright, hot day.  I might send out scouts to throw rocks at snowdrifts and make sure they weren’t going to eat anyone.

I really hope some of them have survived.  I don’t know what I’m going to do if we’re completely out of humans.

On a brighter note, the sun launcher construction is coming along nicely.  Bronze is still enjoying it, although weaving through the traffic is taking longer as the golem trucks work their way in from the ends.  More power to her.  She may not make the project happen a year ahead of schedule, but so what?  A week, a month—the time saved is not my first concern.  She’s enjoying the running and the practice with her microbots.  She’s having fun and that’s what matters.

Velina has been enjoying our tours through the worlds, learning more intimately about things she’s only read about, or watched in video.  I figure she’s more than earned it.  Even so, she’s the one who keeps insisting we should check on our jobs.  She’s more dutiful than I am.  Right now, she’s touring all the production facilities, checking everything.

I’m going over designs for the primary initiator. This will be placed at the western end and kick the whole thing off.  I have some good theories on how I can incorporate celestial energies into it, as well as a bench-test model.  It needs more experimentation and refinement, though.  It’ll be important and probably painful before all is said and done.

Vampire.  Making a sun.  Using celestial forces.  I really need more safety gear.

I’ve also had time to think about new ideas for the final assembly.  This is the launching component at the eastern aperture.  Why was this important?  Because the big ball of not-yet-fusion comes down the main bore in a straight line.  If I don’t alter the flight path, it will keep on going, straight out through the Firmament and into the Void.  I have to get it on course, nearly tangent to the Firmament, so it can roll along the gutter rather than punch through the wall.

Don’t get me started on why slamming a magical cannonball of quasi-celestial fusion through the Firmament is a bad idea.

I was confident I could work out a small spacewarp for the final assembly, as well as a phasing effect on a wall of stone.  I didn’t want to leave a hole in the side of the world for people to find, for obvious reasons.  I planned to start the bench-testing after I had the initiator figured out.  There would be no point in developing a launcher if I don’t have anything to launch.

I was still thinking about the problem and comfortably aware I had decades to develop it, if I wanted—I can put the Voidstations anywhere I like on a time-ticker chain—when I decided to drink my dinner.

As I left my laboratory, I saw Velina left me two sticky notes on the door.  The cloning system was full to capacity with stored blood; should she expand the storage or did I want to drink it down?  The second note said Dusty called and would appreciate a call back.

I no longer bring my phone into the lab.  He can talk to Velina and she’ll determine if it’s important enough to interrupt me.

I tackled the blood problem first.  I was thirsty.  Besides, I didn’t want to find out what Dusty wanted while I was grumpy from not drinking.  My own fault, really.  When I don’t have anything to do, I spend all my time in the lab.  I really need to get a hobby.  Velina obviously thinks I need a girlfriend.  Maybe what I really need to get is a life.

On the Spherestation, I sat down in a heavy chair, took a small plastic tube in my mouth, and was quite sanguine about using it as a straw.  I can soak up blood through the skin, but I do enjoy the flavor.  I have a tough time with food at night, but blood is always fashionable.  I recognized the taste.  This was a mixture of seventeen different clones.  Normally we have sixteen at a time, but one got replaced and the new one’s output was added to the mix.

This reminded me to prepare a clone for Eri.  I don’t know if Eri can occupy a clone, but it’s something I meant to try, way back when I first started building artificial angels.  On the other hand, Eri should be strengthened before we start this sort of experiment.  It’s liable to be hard on her.  The clone will wait.  Instead, I made a note to run off a hundred more dynamos for Eri and fire them up.  I’ll have to modify the reactor output on the Stepstation and add space in the lower deck to house the dynamos.  I can start the structural process now, though.

Once I had the Stepstation configuration going, I returned to my chair, put my feet up, reclined a bit, and savored the slurp.  It was good to get out of the lab again.  Thinking about things outside the lab is like getting a different perspective on the problems and my proposed solutions.

The third version of the initiator ring was pretty well sorted out.  My first designs had it create the initial sun-pellet and add a celestial energy component.  Some rather painful experiments indicated it should handle the vampire-transforming issue, but getting it to behave properly was problematic.  I may have to give up on doing it all magically and build an angel-component framework to form a celestial membrane…

I ruminated on variations while I slurped.  It was nice.

With my thirst checked and the excess supply dealt with, I went to find Velina and get my phone back.  She handed it to me with a smile.

“Any idea what Dusty wanted?”

“He says there are people on Rethven.”

“We knew that, didn’t we?”

“I believe so.  I think he means they are starting to come out of their hidden dwellings.”

“Probably.  The warmer weather is starting to affect the whole southern continent.”  I punched buttons and held the phone up to my ear.

“I am due to check in at the foundry and the factory,” she said, quickly.  I nodded and she went off to do her rounds.  Dusty answered his phone.

“Hey!  How’s it going?” he asked.  I responded with my best bad telemarketer impression.

“Hello, Mister Duster!  We am calling about your car extended warranty!”

“I will smite you.”

“Good response.  I know a lot of humans who would join your church for nothing more than that.  Hold services in the afternoons and let them watch.  You’ll be wildly popular.”

“No doubt.  Everyone loves to watch a good smite.”

“What’s on your mind?  Velina says it’s something about humans?  What sort of trouble are they causing?”

“People do more than cause trouble,” he argued.  I paced around the room and didn’t answer.  When he realized I wasn’t going to say anything, he sighed and continued.  “The warm zone has covered a few caves for a while.  They’re starting to venture out more.”

“Still keeping a para-scient eye on the place?”

“I do the best I can!”

“Fair enough.  What are they doing?”

“Mostly, they’re nosing around.  They’re exploring the outdoors, watching for ice giants, gathering what they can find—”

“What is there to gather?”

“Not a lot at the moment, but it’ll get better.  Everything within five hundred miles of the Spire is warming up nicely.  It was a long, hard winter, but I’m hopeful now that Spring has arrived.  Beyond that, I don’t know.  We’ll have to wait and see.

“As it is,” he went on, “they’re gathering all sorts of things.  Wood, for one.  Some of them are gathering dirt and bringing it back to their farming caves.  Others are carefully poking the shadowed snowbanks.”

“The shadowed—oh.  The false sun doesn’t move, so the shadows are pretty static.  It’ll be a while before those snowbanks disappear.”

“Yep.  They’re cautious about snow, these days.”

“Okay, I guess all that makes sense.  Why are you telling me?”

“We should probably help them.”

“Help them?” I echoed.

“Yes.”

I took a long moment and considered the idea.  Let me see… rising stars, the big daystar—rapidly becoming the sunbow over the Mountains of the Sun—a linear magical accelerator, the Octets, all the factory and supply work, Bronze’s personal runs, development of magic-stabilizing armor, building and enchanting multiple industrial 3D printers for the massive numbers of identical magical items, the research, the experimentation, the risks to my own life, the occasional injury, the sheer physical labor, and more than a little pain in the process and in the keister…

“Still there?” he asked.

“I’m here.  I’m overworked by a quasi-divine entity who doesn’t understand how badly I want to be left out of this.”  I sighed and rubbed my forehead.  “Without getting too deeply into it, take it as a given I have a lot of irritation barely concealed behind a veneer of good manners.  Scratch the gentleman and you’ll get the monster.”

Even as I said it, I reflected on how it was weird.  I was expecting something to come up, wasn’t I?  Then again, expecting something and wanting it were two different things.  And I was in the middle of a tricky sub-project, a vital bit of the sun-launcher.

“Why do you think that is?” Dusty asked.

“What part of ‘without getting too deeply into it’ did you not understand?”

“Right.  Right.  Sorry.”

“Look, I’m not in the best of moods this decade.  I’ve got personal issues constantly in the back of my mind, I’ve been working hard at things I don’t want to do in a place where I shouldn’t be doing anything, and I’m frustrated at the lack of certainty or even results.  The incomplete results, I should say.  And the eyeball-frying energies I’m manipulating don’t help.”  I refrained from telling him to be thankful I didn’t go into the conversation before having a lot of drinks.

“Problems?” he asked.  “Anything I can do to help?”

“No.  I’m working on a celestial energy filter for the fusion core, but it’s not easy to engineer two deeply dissimilar, high-intensity energy states in a way to make them work together.”

“Oh.  I see.  I guess I see.  Actually, no, I don’t.  But maybe I don’t have to understand it to be supportive.  I tell you what.  I’ll do what I can to keep the local humans alive and to encourage them to set up shop outside their caves.”

“Don’t be too eager to spread them out,” I advised.  “Even when the whole thing is built—and it’s nowhere near done, yet—we’re still going to spend a couple of days, maybe a couple of weeks with calibration runs.  Caves might be a good idea.”

“Why?”

“Why?” I echoed.  “Didn’t you used to be a physicist?”

“A long time ago,” he pointed out.  I gritted my teeth since I can’t grind them.

“Look, dimwit.  The sun may not work correctly!  Please take a moment to consider why a life form we wish to preserve might find a cave useful in the event of an unstable sun becoming catastrophically unstable.”

“Hang on.  How dangerous is this thing?”

I sighed again and settled in a chair.

“Look, you may not have been keeping up with current events, but we’re setting up a sun.  Not a fusion bomb.  A sun.  It’s got to burn for about twelve hours, maintain a reasonably-stable color and a smooth rate of burn, emit all the typical radiation, and, possibly most important, not go nova and sterilize the world in a fiery holocaust on the first shot—or ever!  I haven’t launched a full-scale test of this thing because a full-scale test requires thousands of miles of highly-charged magical environment and about eight million identical superconducting enchanted rings.  Not three for elven-kings, not seven for dwarf-lords, but eight million for mortal men doomed to darkness!  It’s going to require a few test shots to calibrate all the settings and there’s a very real chance something is going to explode, melt, or melt and then explode!  Okay?”

“Okay.  I’ll discourage the humans.  Can I promise them the days of light and dark are coming?”

“Promise them whatever you want.  I’ve got enough on my plate dealing with high-energy thaumic engineering.  Which reminds me!  Up there on the celestial planes, you’ve got a higher-energy universe, yes?”

“Uh, yes?  How do you mean?”

“When I open a micro-gate into the celestial realms, the energy tends to shine through the gate and into the material realm.  This implies a higher charge at your end, at least as far as these energies are concerned.”

“Yes, that’s true.”

“And this energy isn’t overly useful to you?”

“The leakage you’re talking about, it’s more an environment to us.  You can open a gate underwater and get water out of it.  Enough of it will drown you.  But I’m a fish.  The water doesn’t mean anything to me.  It’s my state of being.”

“Got it.  Thanks.”

“Why the interest?”

“You’ll see.  Is there anything else?  I’m developing a tension headache from all the celestial energy engineering.”

“Actually, there is one more thing.”

“Make it quick.”

“When you get the notion to take a break by doing something else, I know someone who would like a miracle.”

“That’s…” I paused to think about it.  “That’s surprisingly diplomatic of you.  There’s no rush?”

“Not really.  I figure it’ll wait.”

“Hmm.  I find myself strangely interested.  What’s the miracle?”

“Someone got their avatar captured by human mages.  They’re using it to siphon off power.”

“How much power?” I asked, suspiciously. “If they’re calling up divine forces—”

“Not much.  They built a trap, but the local celestial plane doesn’t have—you know what, skip the details.  They can’t siphon off much across inter-universal boundaries.  The avatar is the last real connection to the world, so getting it loose will mean the owner can leave the world.”

“Oh.  So, do I kill the avatar or rescue it?”

“A rescue is preferable, but either one will do.  If you can remove it from the Earth it’s in and get it to another one, that would be ideal.”

“Okay.  I’ll—wait.  If it’s in an Earth, won’t I be going to a branch?  The original is still on a baseline Earth even if I do rescue it.”

“This is an Earthline.  It’s a branch already.”

“How so?”

“Got me.  Maybe it’s a natural phenomenon, or maybe someone else generated an interuniversal gate and caused it to spring into being.  I wasn’t there when it started and I can’t keep track of all the branched Earthlines.  I’ve got a lot on my own plate.”

“I know the feeling. Okay.  I’ll get back to you.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome,” I told him, and got back to work.

One good thing about a phone call from Dusty is I’m relieved to return to the lab.


Enlightenment

I established a technique for provoking my morning and evening transformation. A little solar, fry-me-to-ashes light, mixed with a little celestial, fry-me-to-ashes energy would suppress my Chaos infestation even if I wasn’t directly exposed to it—through intimidation, probably.

I’m not going to detail what I went through in testing my transformation parameters.  It hurt.  A lot.  For most of the tests, I simply didn’t have a choice.  I couldn’t wear anything protective if I wanted clean results, so I caught fire.  Twice.  It brought back bad memories.  Let me leave it at that.

Sometimes, the road to wisdom is paved with pain.  In this case, the road to knowledge had a few scorch marks and a little screaming.  Ouch.

Of course, being an idiot, the obvious solution didn’t occur to me until after I recuperated.  Why was I setting myself on fire when I could be setting someone else on fire?  Can’t I find someone suitably unpleasant, turn them into a vampire, nail them to something, and let them do the burning?

Sometimes I’m slow.  On the upside, once I figured out the better way, I could also do destruction testing.  It’s not like I was keeping the new vampire, now was I?

What I learned was interesting, at least to me.

I found what worked in the lab.  In simulations, under laboratory conditions, I could harmlessly reduce my test subject to mortality.  In Rethven, I put a pair of flying mini-gates on the underside of the world and had them slide up the inner edge of the Firmament.  One radiated celestial brilliance from the local celestial plane while the other radiated light from a hole in space near a sun.  They slowly slid up and, since my test subject was in a box on the Edge, he was near enough to be affected by the tiny little dawn.

Successful mortality under field conditions.  Awesome.  I turned off the gates, went there, and waved a big, black blanket over everything to clean up.

It’s good to have confirmation, but I’m still mildly annoyed.  It’s not enough I have to build a ball of burning hydrogen.  I’ve confirmed I have to build a celestial ball of burning hydrogen.  And a pellet of celestial force, while doable, was not ideal as the core of a mini-sun.

It was a good thing I had angel parts in storage.

One of the reasons all this was so tricky was the number of variables.  Since I didn’t know much about the sun’s preliminary characteristics on the first launch, I had to allow for adjustments.  The western end of the accelerator had to have a way to adjust all the subsequent rings’ effects.  More fuel?  Less fuel?  Hotter burn?  Slower burn?  Faster travel?  Slower travel?  And like that.  It wasn’t really complicated, as such, but it was very fine, very finicky work.  Any adjustment I made on the primary injector ring would be amplified about eight million times, so I had to have enough span in the possible inputs to be sure I covered all the bases, but also enough fine control to adjust it precisely.

I hated them, but I had to have controls.  I couldn’t simply launch the thing and hope it all went well.  Worse, I discovered a guidance and propulsion package was not optional!  If I let it go purely ballistic, sunrise could take four seconds as the sun shot upward, then the midday would last for fourteen hours, followed by a sunset at terminal velocity.  The thing had to be regulated.  There was also the issue of the colors.  You don’t get rosy-fingered dawn from a fusion flare gun.  You don’t get bloody sunsets from a naked main-sequence star.

Even so, all these were minor compared to the sacred elephant in the sanctuary: the celestial matrix.

I’ve built prototype angels out of salvaged parts.  Eri is the latest-generation model from those experiments and I am deeply glad I spent all that time on my “pointless” hobby.  I’d hate to have to try and figure all this out from scratch.  Fortunately for Rethven, I didn’t want anything complicated.  All the solar construction required was a… Hmm.  How to put it?

The initiator ring, at the western end, needed to create a balloon of celestial forces into which everything else could be injected.  The bastardized angelic matrix bound into the initiator ring would surround the sun with this celestial force.  A secondary spell would act as a low-efficiency converter, helping the bubble gain energy from the light shining through it, drawing mainly on the harder radiation to add to the celestial brilliance.  It was an insignificant amount as far as any true celestial entity was concerned, but it should be more than enough to annoy a Chaos infection, thus provoking vampire transformations.  When the sun came down and went out, the celestial energy would then dissipate, released from the temporary matrix.

A pair of divinity dynamos—specially prepared, heavily reinforced, and slowly acclimated to the horrific environment of the sun-tunnel—would supply the power to charge and maintain the celestial construct housed in the primary initiator ring.

That’s the theory, anyway. My prototypes give me hope I can make it work.  I’m going to leave it alone for now and think about something else.  I’ll come back to it with fresh eyes after I fight something else for a while.

Fight what?  Why, the opposite end of the whole thing.  The final assembly, of course!  The spacewarp was, basically, an orichalcum gutter with bent space built into it.  It had long, thin lines of osmium built in, mostly for resonance with the outer celestial envelope, but overall it was a pretty basic—if brutal—magical item.  The sun would shoot down the main bore, hit the end of the gutter, swoop along it in a golden spiral curve, and go whooshing up through an area of out-of-phase stone and into the sky.  Child’s play, aside from the environmental hurdles.

While I worked on these things, Bronze and the Octets kept mounting rings, relentlessly plugging away at the most labor-intensive and tedious portion of the project.  Sure, I did all the clever stuff, but so what?  All the clever stuff was inadequate without the manual labor.  It’s all fine and dandy to work out the theory, but someone has to build the thing.

If anyone asks who saved the world from eternal winter, yeah, Dusty and I deserve some credit.  Granted.  But if anyone asks me who saved the world, I will point at Bronze. In a big, determined bite, she chomped the “im” off the “impossible.”  If it weren’t for her, I’m not sure if I would ever have had the guts to try building the thing.  She treated it like barrel day at the local dude ranch.  Whether it was deliberate or not, her constant, fun-having attitude kept me from snarling angrily at everything and everyone during the development and construction process—and ice giants would still be walking in a winter-wasted land.  Or I’d have a paradox bruise on my fundamental existence.

We put the eastern half of construction on hold while we slowly edged down the final assembly guideway.  I suppose we could have waited, but I wanted it to bake in the main bore for a while.  Once we got it down there, the trailers went back to work; all the rings they carried were going toward the center, not toward the end.

The idea was to mount the final assembly in the proper alignment, then have the stone flow around it, locking it in place for eternity.  And, as soon as we got it down there, I realized my mistake.

It was like a slide.  Sending a ball of fusion down it would work, certainly—and melt the stone to the sides and above it.  Every day, it would wear a larger hole in the side of the world.  Maybe I could build a stone-shaping spell strong enough to survive down here… but I wouldn’t want to rely on it.  What did that leave me?  Another enchanted gizmo to keep putting vaporized rock back in place?  And to clean melted rock off the launcher?

I did not scream.  It was unwise in a closed, metallic helmet.  Instead, I held my breath and chewed my regenerating tongue until the urge diminished to something tolerable.

We halted the trailers on the east end again.  Bronze helped me get the thing back up to the surface.  I went back to the Flatstation with my badly-designed magic item.  She went back to help the eastern trailers play catch-up.  I got out a hammer and fired up the furnace again.

At least I had a prototype.  I knew what I needed, this time, so the work went much more quickly.  In only a couple of Rethvan days, I had the launching pipe plugged into the tempering unit, running massive amounts of magic through it to toughen it up.  I also added a metric ton of energy-conversion spells to the enchanted matrix.  It didn’t need more magic, but producing magic wasn’t the point.  It was capturing and converting heat into something else—practically anything else!  They would keep the whole thing from melting when the sun ignited on the way through.

I congratulated myself on being lucky.  Of course, if I’d thought of this in advance, I wouldn’t have needed to be lucky.  Nor would I have wasted so much time hauling it down there and hauling it right back up.

While I completed the launcher assembly’s final installation and alignment, Bronze made two more runs with rings.  On a return trip, I hitched a lift back up to Topside Station East.  She assured me the main bore was closing in on completion.  It wouldn’t be too much longer—a few months, at most.  Then we would store spare rings and mounting hardware down there.  I could leave it in her capable… um.  Hands?  Hooves?  I could leave it to her.

More directly, she told me to get out of her way so she could stop worrying about my safety.  And she could get back to the running.

All right, time for dinner and drinks.  Strike that.  Reverse it.  Time for several drinks before dinner.  It wasn’t a celebration, as such, but once I had most of the major vampire thirst under control, it was time for a good night out in a civilized world.  I still had the primary initiator ring to finish—there would be a couple of iterations of evolving prototypes—but the launcher was a significant milestone in the project.  And Bronze was right.  We had the majority of the main rings installed.  It was a Long Night, but the dawn was coming…

I went back to the Spherestation, shucked out of my shiny, orichalcum armor, and wondered what I should wear.  What I should wear depends on where I’m going, and I didn’t have anywhere particular in mind.  My usual armor is basic black, but somehow it still isn’t acceptable in most upscale restaurants.  Not even with a tie.

“Velina!”

She came in a few moments later, wearing a bathrobe and her swords.

“You called?”

“I did.  I’m going out to get something to drink and something to eat.  It doesn’t matter where, really, so pick a place for me.”

“Am I to accompany you?”

“You have a standing invitation from now until the end of time.”

Her slightly-amused expression faded into seriousness.  I could tell she was considering what I said, and considering the fact an immortal said it.

“I have often been pleased with your Earths,” she said, slowly.

“Anyplace in particular?”

“I could drink coffee in one of the northern countries.  They are good at it.”

I flung a mental dart at an imaginary map of the world, aiming northward.

“Coffee run to Murmansk, coming up.”

I bought her coffee.  I always buy her whatever the local coffee is because it’s the one thing I know for a fact she likes.  On one trip, I shifted in a coffee grinder because there were coffee beans and no one around.  I didn’t care for it, myself.  She likes her coffee, even if it’s an uncultivated strain of the coffea plant.

This time, my hunting felt a little weird.  I was self-conscious.  I never brought her along on a dinner run before.  She knew all about how it worked, having assisted during my dinners from the larder.  There’s a huge difference between packaged meat in the freezer and drawing a knife to gut your kill.

Weirdly, she barely batted an eye when I explained my diet to her.  It bothered her not at all to discover I drank the blood of men and ate the souls of evildoers.  This says something about the gods of Tauta, or how the gods of Tauta are viewed in the Tassarian Empire.  Or it says something about Velina.  Maybe it says something about me, too.  The last time I encountered someone with her level of acceptance was Travis.

I miss him.  I’m going to have to make sure I drop in after I leave.  I have a promise to keep, too, and this time around I might manage it.

Anyway, we sat in a city park in the late evening, watching pedestrians as the first flakes of snow started to fall.  The onion domes of a Russian Orthodox church were visible over the trees.  She held her coffee in both hands, sipping it as it steamed in the frosty air.  I adjusted her fur-trimmed hood to protect her ears a bit better from the icy breeze and she smiled at me.

Most of my attention was on the pedestrians.  They tended to keep their heads down and focused on where they put their feet.  Lampposts did a fair job of throwing dim illumination over the big, paved circle amid the park’s forest.  I could tell by the colors.

I focused more on the living colors of everyone around me, as always.  Bright here, darker there, shadows in the other one, and a few with slashes of black inside.  Nobody with the pervasive evil I wanted, though.

I barely noticed when a ragged old man came up to Velina and asked for change. I think he asked her on the assumption the woman was more likely to be sympathetic.

Velina has had quite a while to assimilate other cultures.  Over the past few years in Rethven, we’ve spent a lot of time touring around the worlds and learning firsthand about things she’s only ever seen on video or read about.

She didn’t smack the guy for his presumption.  By her standards, she was outright nice to the guy.

“No.  Go away.”

Simple, to the point, and stated without malice.  The reaction from anyone else of the warrior caste would have been stunned amazement, followed by at least a swift backhand.

Kindness is relative, I guess.  Or cultural.

The guy turned to me and repeated his request.  I looked at him more closely.  He wasn’t an evildoer, not on the level I wanted.  He was no worse than most humans.  He was desperately hungry and very cold.

I don’t think he knew he was dying.  He knew he was sick, surely, but dying?  Without a doctor’s visit, he wouldn’t realize it until the only thing to do was wait.

Velina was kind enough to tell him go away when he approached her.  When he turned to me, she wasn’t so kind.  She stood up and interposed herself, two fingers up under his jaw, against his throat, as though they were a weapon.

I know what she can do with two fingers.  They count.

“Go away,” she repeated, and there was ice enough in her voice to chill her coffee.  The guy blinked for a moment and backed one step.  Velina extended her arm as he moved, maintaining contact, but didn’t pursue.  He backed another step and she let him.  Once he was out of reach, he shuffled off quickly and Velina resumed her seat on the park bench.

No, I didn’t chastise her.  She didn’t do anything I objected to.  True, I might have given him whatever I’d conjured into my pockets, but maybe not.  Regardless, he came away from the encounter without injury, so it didn’t matter.

Besides, I was busy with a rogue thought.  There was something I was forgetting.  No, there was something I had forgotten.  As I continued to observe the spirits of the occasional passers-by, I kept thinking about the dying old man.  Why was he on my mind?

It kept eluding me.  The more I tried to pin the thought down, the slipperier it seemed.

“Is something wrong?” Velina asked.

“Hmm?”

“Your brows have drawn together and your mouth has tightened into a line.  You have also forgotten to breathe.”

“I’m out of the habit,” I admitted.  “No, nothing’s wrong.  Not as such.”

“I will listen.”

“Remember the old man?”

“The beggar?”

“Yes.  He was dying.”

“Ah,” she said, in realization.  “He had nothing to lose by asking for money.”

“No, no—not that.  That’s a cultural difference.  Around here, there are no castes.  Anyone can rise or fall based on their merits.  Well, the merits valued by their society.  A beggar can talk to anyone.  So can strangers, such as you or I.”

“I suspected.  The people on the walking-streets beside the roads, they do not give way in an orderly manner.  They… scramble.  They navigate.  They are like birds in the air, all traveling hither and thither, avoiding each other as they wing their way to their homes.”

“Very good.  Yes.  The old guy was dying, as I said.  For some reason, his upcoming demise is on my mind.  I don’t know why.”

“Do you wish to prevent it?”

“No.  Or, I don’t think so.  This idea isn’t so obvious.  This is something else.  It’s elusive and difficult.”

“Would it help to hunt him down and examine him?”

“I don’t know.”

Velina sipped at her coffee again, frowned at the cup, and drained what little remained.

“Perhaps you could use him for your meal,” she suggested.  “If he is dying anyway, surely his death can serve a useful purpose?”

And, just like that, the elusive thought popped up and whacked me in the noggin.

When was the last time I ate someone who wasn’t a villain?  Most of my meals have been from the larder—humans selected because they were prime examples of how not to be a good person—or from foraging runs where I found unpleasant people and ate them.

Why haven’t I found anyone who wanted to die?  Oh, sure, I often find volunteers, of a sort, to be dinner.  There are always humans who will attempt to maim or kill what they believe to be their fellow-man.  Why was I sticking to the dark side of human nature for my diet?  Why didn’t it occur to me to visit any hospice, lie down on the roof, look at the stars, and reach tendrils down into the building?  I only needed to be reasonably close to a person.  This was especially true in the case of bodies so frail they practically kicked their occupants out.  A person’s body can become a prison.  Why didn’t I help anybody escape?

This disturbs me.

Part of the reason, obviously, is the way I lived for the past couple of centuries—isolated, self-absorbed, and generally paranoid.  Finding complete bastards and taking them home for later was the best way to do it.  There was the added bonus of finding a highly-skilled reprobate and adding something to my own or Velina’s repertoire.

Am I slowly becoming more evil, myself?  I mean, if you are what you eat, was I slowly poisoning my own soul?  Have I been ignoring the various food groups of the vampire nutritional chart?  Have I been eating too much red meat and not enough vegetarians?

Nobody taught me any of this in health class.

On the other hand, since it worried me, I couldn’t be too bad.  Now I was aware there might be a risk. I could take steps to mitigate it.  I could make the effort to find nice people who didn’t feel like staying alive any longer.  It might help me be less of a… something.  Whatever it is I’m being.  Antisocial?  Something like that.

Would it help to hang around with people, rather than always eating them?  I never had these sorts of problems when I was living on an Earth.  I might not get along with everyone, but I had a lot of social structure to use as a guide.  I knew people I didn’t want to eat.  I had less control over my personal life, maybe, because of social obligations, but only because I was part of a larger community.  I wasn’t a recluse in a cave.

Is that important?  Maybe.  I was always under the impression vampires were solitary or semi-solitary creatures, not social ones.  Is it because of our natures, or because of our feeding habits?  Do we tend to be solitary because mortals are ephemeral, temporary creatures, or because they’re dangerous prey?

In the more immediate sense, however, maybe it was time for a salad.  A metaphorical salad.  Extremely metaphorical.

“You’re right,” I told Velina.  “Let’s go find our friend.”

It wasn’t difficult.  Somewhat to the west of the park, a few blocks over, was a collection of what I’d call sheds.  They were numbered, so maybe they were part of a storage facility.  People lived in most of them. A few of the sheds were used for actual storage, so I’m not sure what the protocols were.

His name was Matvey Pasternak and he died in his sleep.  I didn’t even open the door.  He faded away and died, painlessly, in his sleep.

Matvey wasn’t a bad person, as such, although he had done bad things to survive.  He wasn’t particularly skilled at anything, had no overwhelming levels of talent, and was generally a pretty average guy.

I’d almost forgotten humans come in different flavors.  I wanted to go out and find more.  I restrained myself.  There would be time.  No need to go binge eating along the tofu buffet because I decided to try and eat healthy.

“You did not take his blood?” Velina asked, walking with me down through the storage-building village.

“No.  I’m not thirsty.  This was strictly about what’s inside.”

“Was he worth it?”

“Interesting question.  I’m not sure.  I suppose he was.”

“I am glad he was to your liking.  Shall we find someone else?”

“Not right now.  Speaking of finding someone…”

“Yes?”

“You know how you keep sending ladies in my direction?”

“Yes.  Does it offend you?”

“Not at all.  I wanted to say I think, maybe, it’s possible, perhaps… I think it might be good for me.  Eventually.  I’ll try to be more open to your suggestions.”

“I shall continue.”


Observations

While Velina and I were off exploring lots of different places, we weren’t gone the whole time.  We kept coming back.  Not only do we have to keep the ring production in good order, there’s the timeline.

If I’m going to do repair work on the Rethvan timeline, I have to keep an eye on it.  My altar ego has a vested interest in keeping it ticking, too, but I don’t fully trust his priorities, abilities, nor his thinking. It irritates me when he calls me up, tells me something needs doing, and is in too much of a hurry to explain.  I’m not his handyman and troubleshooter.

Thing is, there’s a lot of Rethven to watch and he has more eyes.  And putting—or keeping—Rethven’s developmental track close to the original isn’t something I can do by myself.

I looked over Rethven whenever Velina wanted to come back.  This meant I hung around in the Underworld, out of the way.  It’s how I knew where the frost line was and what the other temperatures were like.  I could have done it from a Voidstation, but visiting the Underworld also gave me a chance to check on my star-makers.  I even started expanding the caves and tunnels.

If I’m going to have a Secret Lair™, it ought to be worth it, oughtn’t it?

Bronze kept me apprised of the progress, so I was never worried about a schedule crunch.  I felt certain I could have the primary initiator ring and the angel-skin coating working perfectly in a couple of weeks—even less in Rethven!  The enchantments would undergo the usual pre-cooking, followed by a slow walk down to the heart of the world, but only the walk down would involve much Rethvan time.  I was feeling cautiously optimistic—if that’s the right word—about having a sun that would encourage my mortality.

Velina turned out to be an enormous help again.  She wasn’t equipped to handle the power requirements of ring enchantment or the angelic construct research, but she could scry perfectly well.  And she likes to watch.  Whenever she didn’t have anything pressing, she was the one in the Underworld, driving a reinforced scrying mirror up and down and all around, exploring the world, taking spot-check readings at marker points, and generally keeping an eye on things.

There ought to be a way to automate this.  Earth gets weather satellites.  Rethven has issues with orbital mechanics, but it also has a lot more magic.  Diogenes could do it, but I didn’t have Diogenes, yet.

On the other hand, do I need a full-blown Diogenes for weather forecasting?  All I need are scrying spellboards and a computer to run them.  Well, there are a lot of other things that go with such a setup, but how hard could it be?

Oh, that’s a bad phrase.  I decided to put it off until after the sun was up and running.  Instead, to keep tabs on Rethven, I stuck mainly to an overhead view and the occasional close-up.

My altar ego was right.  Humans came out, up to the surface again, not only in supply expeditions but to start settlements.  Each settlement was established on the nearest arable land, generally not more than a day’s walk from their caves.  They clearly didn’t have anyone skilled in making log cabins, but vertical posts, rather than horizontal, interlocking ones, still did the trick.

They all had things in common.  There were always defenses, even if they were nothing but sharp sticks set around a house.  There was always a tower, whether it was constructed from lashed-together logs or a small seat up a tall tree.  And they always built a pile of stones in the middle of their settlement and put a small fire on top of it.

These clusters of humans were scattered, of course, with no way to reach each other.  I doubted they even knew other people existed, except in legends handed down from the Before Times, or the Elder Days, or whatever they called their pre-nightfall era.

Neither Velina nor I watched the world constantly.  That was the resident deity’s job.  Besides, scrolling over a world all the time gets boring.  They didn’t have any ice giants to worry about, not that far south.  The humans only came out in the well-warmed regions.

Velina, recognizing the ice giants as an enemy force, kept an eye on them from up high.  She reported that their attempts to shoot down the rising stars wasn’t working, but they had yet to develop anything more effective.

Over time, I discovered the humans had a problem with the rising stars, too.  More lights kept joining the sunbow.  A few months after humans started emerging, the weather began to be tropical in their south-central enclaves.  Summer spread from the center and Spring crept all along the southern continent.

This became a problem.  What do you do when it gets too hot where you built your farm?  Go back into the nice, cool caves?  Or do you move away from the heat and start another farm?  Humans were divided on the idea.  A few retreated underground.  A few chose to tough it out and hope the heat didn’t get too bad.  Most spread out, migrating.

I didn’t like the idea of them having to build new farms when they barely got a single harvest in.  My altar ego wanted the world warmed as quickly as possible, but going more slowly would give the humans time to migrate, time to spread…

What to do?  I wasn’t sure.  Maybe I could finish the sun launcher, get it all dialed in, then fight with the ecological and population issues.

Crap.  I don’t know anything about ecology.  I had to take Biology in school and help Phoebe with her homework, but that’s about it.  I may need to eat an expert.  Or maybe sophisticated environment modeling software to simulate the Rethvan plate.

Worldwide, the temperatures kept creeping upward.  The Firmament did its job, redistributing the heat from the Sunbow, which cut down on the harsher temperature differentials.  Drastic differences mean… shall we say, “lively” weather?  But while we had weather again, it wasn’t much worse the usual change of seasons.

The center was now tropical and the line of winter steadily crumbled away to the north.  The Circle Sea was safe to navigate in the southernmost regions—no icebergs or ice floes.  Where it curved northward, it was still frozen solid, but it was only a matter of time.

After another two months, the Sunbow eventually grew enough to make the regions near the Mountains too hot for even the stubbornest humans.  A few hunkered down in the caves, convinced the world went through ice and would now go through fire.  Most headed away from the Spire until they reached a colder area.  The heat would catch up to them eventually, but they could settle down for a couple of years, at least.

While the humans were sorting out where they wanted to farm, a lot of things decided it was a good time to grow again.  Wild plants weren’t thick on the ground, but they supplemented the food the humans brought.  Animals were almost nonexistent, aside from the deep hibernation types.  Nothing large, though.  A few lizards, frogs, and insects, mostly.

I didn’t like the biodiversity, or the lack of it.

The settlements were still sparse—a few dozen humans, at most, in hundreds of colonies—but they were there.  They were also widely scattered, which was both good and bad.  Good in the sense one disaster wouldn’t wipe them all out.  Bad in the sense they couldn’t support each other.

North of the Circle Sea, the ice giants were grumpy.  They finally gave up on intercepting the rising stars.  Instead, they focused more of their efforts on shooting at the Sunbow.  This was a new idea for them, but it was also a stupid idea.  They were much too far north for that.  Even if they could have walked into the foothills of the Mountains of the Sun, it wouldn’t have made a difference.  They might as well have sent thoughts and prayers at them.

With the warmer weather spreading so well, I inverted myself into my Underworld cavern, turned off the star-makers, and left.  The existing Sunbow would continue to supply heat and light and, as it did, a new equilibrium would be reached.  Once everything leveled out, I could evaluate whether or not to add more—but I anticipated the actual sun would be ready before then.

“Al?”

“Yes?  Velina?  What’s up?”

I looked up from work, somewhat surprised.  I was focused on putting osmium inlay into one of the runes carved in a new prototype initiator ring.  Velina uses the shift-booth setup to go places at will.  I hadn’t realized she was on the Flatstation.

“I have been watching the villages of the ice giant world.  Rethven.”

“Yes?’

“It is your intention that the villagers of that world should unite, becoming a great people, and forge an empire to span the width of the world across centuries.”

I put down the hammer and punch, leaned back from the new ring, and cocked my head at her.  This was an unusual way to open a conversation.

“The reasons are more complicated than what I want, but you are correct in essence.  All part of the plan.”

The latest plan, Firebrand pointed out.

It’s still a plan! I shot back.  Firebrand snickered.

Is it still a plan if you change it every time something goes wrong?

There’s a difference between a plan and an action.  And if something goes wrong, we need a new plan!

If you say so.

“Perhaps something should be done to help them,” Velina suggested, either ignoring or not privy to the byplay.

“How do you mean?  I’m already helping.”

“I mean in the sense they are not thriving.”

I thought about it, remembering what I’d seen in my overviews.

“I don’t understand what you mean,” I admitted.  “They’ve migrated to temperate areas.  They have villages, farms, and families.  Are you worried about their population growth?  They’ve been out of the caverns for less than two years… I think.  Three at the outside.  No, it has to be less than two.  We’re on the home stretch with ring installation.  Whatever, it takes a while to establish themselves and raise families, and they’ve had to migrate away from the rising heat, too, which is almost like starting over.  From a food standpoint, it’s at least a little advantageous, having a permanent day and year-round growing season, although a few crops do require—”

“This is not what I intended,” she interrupted.

“No?”

“Will you come and see?”

“Surely.”  I put the enchantment work on standby and went with her to the Underworld.  She activated one of the wall mirrors and zoomed in.

“Here.  See.”

I looked at the village.  It had three dozen adults, a dozen children, and a communal farm of a couple hundred acres.  I didn’t see any domesticated animals, of course.  There weren’t any animals worthy of domestication and they had no livestock in the caves.  Their underground farming was impressive, all things considered, but not impressive enough to feed animals as well as themselves.

Even now, on the surface again, their technology was straight out of the Dark Ages.  Maybe a cross between the Neolithic and the Dark Ages?  They obviously remembered some of their pre-Ice Age technology, even if they couldn’t duplicate it with the available materials.  You don’t develop a potter’s wheel from scratch so quickly, to say nothing of slash-and-burn agriculture techniques.

“They’re doing pretty well,” I argued.  “Not bad at all, when you take into account what they’ve been through.”

“Yet they do not rise.  They scratch for their lives.”

“You’re thinking of the hand tools?” I guessed.  “They don’t have anything to pull a plow, so they have to do everything by hand.  They don’t even have a metals industry, so they use ancient tools that still survive, supplemented by sharp sticks and hand-chipped rocks.  It works, but they have to have enough of a surplus in food to support the capital investment of building a furnace, mining ore, and… collecting… fuel…” I trailed off at Velina’s look.  Clearly, I was on the wrong track.  I panned around, circling a village and examining the place in more detail.  Velina waited.

“I see what it is,” I told her.  “It’s the trees, isn’t it?  It takes a good, long time to grow a tree and they’re cutting them down wherever they find them.  The trees are mostly dead, which means they’re using all the fuel and construction materials, and they’re not going to be able to replace them.  Right?”

“No.”

I frowned, considering what she saw.  I wasn’t wrong about the trees, but she had something else in mind.  What was I missing?  I already had several aspects of their situation identified as less than ideal, but what was her specific point?  Genetics?  Each group was a very small population.  They really needed to intermarry with other groups.  Inbreeding bad.  I doubted this was her big point, though.

“All right, you got me.  I have no idea what it is I’m supposed to be seeing.”

“Will it do any harm to go there?”

“They lost their sun and I wasn’t paradoxically vanished.  I suppose a visit won’t hurt.  But why?”

“Perhaps a closer look?”

“Okay.  Is your horse fully fueled?”

“You have enchanted many things with me, but not the robot.”

“Dang it.  I’ll refuel it manually this time.  Remind me later.”

“I will.”

“I mean it,” I insisted.

“I will.”

Do you want me to remind you, too? Firebrand asked.

No.  Remind Velina to remind me.  Then, if she doesn’t, you can remind me.

You’re getting forgetful in your old age, Boss.

I have too many things to remember, I countered.

I called Bronze and she took a break from ferrying rings.  She was perfectly happy to call it quits.  The long runs were less fun.  There was too much traffic along the way, now.  Her racetrack had turned into a highway full of morons.  Frustrating.  I sympathized.

We all shifted to a point several miles away from the village.  It was in a lovely area, mostly covered in long grass.  A few patches of thorny bushes offered berries.  A small creek drained from a series of low, forested hills to the west and flowed northeast through the village.  A lot of dead trees had been cut down in the region, but there were spots of green amid the canopy of the forest.  Not all the trees had died, but most were waiting to be firewood.

Hey!  Altar ego!

Yes?

Has it occurred to you what a tinderbox this place is?

What place?

Rethven.  One lightning stroke, one campfire untended, and sweeping walls of fire could, well, sweep across the world.

You raise a disturbing point and I hate it.  I’ll watch for wildfires.  I’m strong enough to quash small ones, but if one gets out of hand, I’ll shout.

Okay.

While I checked in with my new fire chief, Velina and I rode at a walking pace toward the village.  It came into view almost immediately, which gave them plenty of time to see us coming.  The villagers didn’t know what to make of us.  They stopped their field work to watch us.

When was the last time they saw horses?  There probably weren’t any horses in the world!  I would have to import some.  Several herds, at least, and as soon as possible, to give them time to adapt to Rethven.  Someday, humans would need them for draft animals and for mounts.  Hell, I would have to bring in farm animals of all sorts!  No, I was thinking too small.  I would need to import all sorts of animals, from frogs to foxes, from chickens to eagles.

Have I ever seen a dazhu as a plow animal?  Did they ever domesticate the fuzzy things?  Or has it always been oxen and horses?

Damn!  Dazhu!  There were no signs of animals larger than a squirrel! Where does one get a dazhu if not from Rethven?

No, it was worse than that.  Far worse.  What else used to live in Rethven?  Earthworms?  What species of insects?  How about birds?  Field mice, lizards, squirrels, rabbits—there was a whole long list of life forms that needed to exist.  On the northern continent, there might not be any of them!

My altar ego was right about hurrying up with a new sun.  Damn him.  What made it worse was the fact I was a physicist, not an ecologist!  I don’t know anything about establishing a… a thing.  Livable environment thingy.  I’m going to have to do something about it, but I simply don’t know enough.  I’m going to have to find experts and eat their brains.

Pick their brains.  Sorry.

I was not in a good frame of mind when we rode into the village.

I was, therefore, somewhat ambivalent when nobody threw anything, shouted at us, or even fled into a house to hide.  They didn’t press close around us, but they did come in from the fields to look at us.

Their faces were curious, but only in a faint, half-hearted way.  They were dirty, tired, and careworn.  Since the Sunbow was the only light, I wasn’t mortal.  I could see inside them more easily than I could see their faces.  They were ground down, worn thin, used up.  The elder of the village might have been fifty, but his spirit looked pale and wan, suitable for a man of eighty.

See what stress will do to a person?

Even the children were hard-put to express anything resembling youthful optimism.  As soon as they could work, they worked, trying to keep ahead of the inevitable march of starvation.

Velina said something about them thriving.  She didn’t say “surviving.”  They were surviving, even if only just.  But thriving is something else entirely.

No plows.  They had hand-crafted tools of wood and stone—sharpened sticks, rocks, and whatever they could make by tying things together.  They composted, of course, because you can’t even farm fungus in a cave without composting.  This helped their fields.  Pottery helped them store food.  What else did they do besides feed themselves?  Study medicine? Read?  Make music?  Art?  Nope.  Not today.  If you want to eat you have to work.

Even the thorny berry bushes, once I caught on, served their purpose.  We had to detour around them and edge by along the creek.  They had planted them around their village and the fields, like a sort of fence.  It wouldn’t stop anything now, but in another couple of years it would be a good barrier.

The only thing they had going for them was the ability to conjure small fires.  They had a small pillar of stones in the middle of the village with a magical fire dancing at the top.  Maybe if they could spare the attention and effort to examine their fire spells, they could develop—nope!  No time for research!  No time for practice!  Only time to work!

I was reminded of something my altar ego said.  How do you farm in a cave?  Edible fungus?  Sure—if you have something to meet all your nutritional needs.  He mentioned they had the spell to conjure fire.  With it, they could heat a cave, warm the crops, and light everything.  If they could polish the walls and ceiling of the farm cave, that might help, too.  They could grow things besides mushrooms.

Out here, in the village, they had all the light and heat they could possibly want, along with all the soil in the world.  But was it enough?  How starved were they when they first came out of the caves?  How bad were things when they crawled out into the ersatz sunlight?

Now they had new ways to farm—or, rather, had to find new ways and try to remember the old ways.  It wasn’t going well, but it was going.  But I wondered what they were growing.  Fungus?  Not in this light.  What did they take with them into the caves and what did they bring out again?  Corn?  Wheat?  Carrots?  I couldn’t tell simply by looking at little green shoots.

I hated establishing a new sun.  I disliked building a Sunbow.  I despised dealing with ice giants.  And I loathe the idea of being an ecologist.

I’ll have a word with Dusty.  Maybe he can manage the biosphere on his own.  He’s the mouthpiece of a celestial entity.  What good is he if he can’t work a miracle or two?

“I see what you mean,” I said, to Velina.  Nobody reacted.  They didn’t speak Tassarian.

“These are a sorry lot,” she agreed.  “These, build an empire?  I wouldn’t trust them to build a field latrine.”

“They’re not building much of anything,” I countered.  “Empires are built on water and transportation.  They need a better water supply for irrigation.  When they have more food, they can work on building better tools.  That means getting more materials.  The La Mancha Valley had farmland and mines in close proximity, remember?  Once these people have an excess of food, they can explore, find resources, get materials to make better tools to make more food, and the process accelerates.  But it all starts with water.”

“Where would they find a place with water and good land, both near iron?”

“Iron and coal, preferably, but a mine with copper or tin would be sufficient.  I don’t think their fire magic is up to the job, though.  I’m sure they used it for illumination in their farm caves, but a bright fire spell isn’t always the same as a hot fire spell.  Putting something like a rag torch in a furnace won’t replace gas jets.  Packing them in will help, but it won’t be the same.  Unless they can massively ramp up the power, they’ll still need fuel for smelting, assuming they even try.  From the pottery I’ve seen, they don’t even know how to build a kiln!

“My main point, though, is the humans—whether it’s one village or a series of interconnected villages—need to find lots of resources that work together synergistically.  Where to find all this in one spot, I don’t know.  It’s not like I’ve been looking for a place to—” I broke off as another temporal issue smacked me in the forebrain.

If the sun hadn’t gone out, would they have found such a place?  Or would they have spread out enough to have trade between different mining sites?

My undermind is going to burp up a thousand “Hey, wait!  If the sun hadn’t gone out…” questions, I just know it.  How was the world supposed to go?  I don’t know.  All I know is how it’s supposed to all turn out, so that’s what I have to steer for.

I looked around at the puzzled, wondering faces.  So far, nobody had even dared to come close to the strange people on the strange beasts.  A couple of children probably would have, but cautious mothers have hands like steel.

“I don’t want to do this,” I said, to Velina.

“Who will?”

“Oh, I will,” I told her.  “I definitely will.  I just don’t want to.”

“What would you wish to do, instead?”

Damn it.  Wasn’t that always the question?  What do I want to do?  All I know for sure is I don’t want to be doing any of this.  I don’t want to be in the paradox trap, bowing to the whims of Destiny.  I also don’t want to interfere.  And I definitely don’t want the responsibility.

On the other side of the coin, though… What do I want?  I’ll have to give it serious thought.  As soon as I finish a lot of things.

“I’ll get back to you,” I told her.  “And I’ll get back to them.  For now, they’ll manage on their own.”

We turned together and rode out of the village.

You know what?  Stellar physics is child’s play compared to sociology, ecology, and economics.  I hate all of it.

Velina brought me a blood-warm bag.  She hung it on a IV stand next to me and put the tube in my mouth.  I sat back in my chair and slurped without taking my eyes off the book.

“Difficulties?” she asked.

I muttered something.  She squeezed the bag and I gurgled a little.  I shot her a look and she smiled.

“Difficulties?” she asked, again.

I nodded, still keeping an eye on her.

“I’m trying to read up on how humans spread.  My default answer is ‘like mold on damp bread,’ but I think I need to drill down a little and get more details.”

“What have you learned?”

“Humans are feisty, difficult, complicated, pathetic, lazy, driven, helpful, sadistic, corrupt, upstanding, evildoing, kindhearted contradictions with a variety of flavors.  Heisenberg’s got nothing on these bastards.  I’d rather deal with a semi-radioactive cat in a box!”

“I thought you did not like cats?”

“I like them fine, if they behave, or with the right sauce.  They don’t like me.”

“Ah.  And humans?”

“I like them fine, if they behave, or with the right sauce.  I get along fine with anyone under the age of twelve.  They usually aren’t so much fun after that, and they are never fun in large quantities.  What I need is a good psychohistorian, but Seldon’s dead and I don’t think it’s a good idea to chase down the Second Foundation.  Eugenically-engineered psychic ruling classes give me an itchy amygdala.”

I leaned back again and folded my arms, sulking.  If I’m allowed to be a brooding, dark figure in a castle, I should also be allowed to sulk in my own Voidstation.  A man’s home is his castle, no matter what it’s made of.

Velina sat next to me and examined the book I was reading.

“Human migration?”

“Yes.”

“You want the people to migrate somewhere?”

“No.  Not exactly.  I’ve got a scattering of villages like darts thrown at a map, and you’re absolutely right about them.  Nothing suggests they’re going to be anything else for at least a dozen generations.”  I sighed and rubbed my temples.  “I’m not sure how much of a hurry I should be in,” I confessed.  “Maybe I should be thinking more long-term.  I could dump a big capital gain on everyone—tools, seeds, animals, you name it—and hope they make good use of it.  Thing is, I’m not sure I can count on them to be… what’s the word?”

“Intelligent?”

“Maybe.  Survival is a good spur to figuring things out, though.”

“Wise?”

“I never count on humans to be wise.  Individuals, maybe.  As a group, no.”

“Dynamic?”

“Good word.  Maybe it’s the right one.  What I need is the human raw material to build an empire.  I suppose I could set up a traveling show where I drive a wagon through each village, give lessons on farming techniques and how to use the tools I distribute, but that will take a lot of personal time, and all of it time in Rethven.  The sun will be up long before I finish.  And, weirdly enough, the idea of teaching the same lessons, over and over and over again, somehow doesn’t appeal to me as much as it once did.  Frankly, these sorry creatures don’t inspire me with hope, either as students or as humans who will rise up and form an empire.  They’re the remnants of a once-proud race who crawled into a hole and nearly pulled it in after themselves.”

“I will motivate them, if that is your wish.  You shall have your empire.”

I raised my head and looked at her.  She wasn’t kidding.  She saw no reason why she couldn’t go whip a bunch of peasants into shape, then use them to conquer other peasants, all to make me Emperor of the World.  And, truthfully, I think she could.  It would be harsh as a sandpaper enema and an appalling misery to the peasants, at least at first.  It wouldn’t be any fun for Velina, trying to polish turds into swords—or no, maybe I don’t give her her due.  She might take great joy in seeing what she could make out of whatever came to hand.  She might be completely at home with conquering the world.  She would make a great warlord.

“I appreciate the offer,” I told her, sincerely.  “I’m not sure it’s what I want.”

“What do you want?”

I almost answered her with, “Not a damn thing.”  Almost.  I didn’t actually say it, but it’s what leaped to mind.

I want to get this over with.  I want the Empire to do its thing, spread out, go to pieces, and have little kingdoms spring up everywhere.  Then I want a major religious institution to suffer corruption and decay, get taken over by a demonic entity, get taken over again by a cuckoo-like celestial entity, and then I want to kill—well, hurt really, really bad—that same celestial entity.  Oh, and, while I’m at it, stop myself from destroying Rethven.  I’d like it all to happen organically, so I don’t have anything to do but sit back and wait until the calendar says it’s time to interfere.

Simple, right?

It occurred to me I wasn’t thinking about it correctly.  I was hung up on the big picture.  While all those are technically things I want, they’re more along the lines of goals.  One can have a goal to work toward without obsessing over it, night and day, minute by minute.  All these things are in the future.  All these things are to be worked toward, but they aren’t immediate.

What about here and now?  Have I lost sight of where I am?  What I am doing?

I’m so bad at this my old Zen master might express disappointment.

If you know anything about Zen, that’s a joke.

Okay.  What do I want?  No, what do I want here, now, this minute?  Not in ten thousand years.  What do I want today?  Maybe a more relevant question is whether or not I should be paying attention to what I want at all.  I have things I have to do…

No.  Wrong questions.  Again.

Should I focus on… on me?  Just for a little bit?  I’ve spent… okay, I don’t know how long I’ve spent focused on other people.  If I’m honest, I have to admit I might have been more focused on others than on myself all my life.  I don’t know if it’s true, but I admit the possibility.

It’s hard to imagine I need to work on who I am and what I want.  I’m just me.  Whoever I am, isn’t that who I am, for better or for worse?  Then again, I started that question with “whoever I am.”  Do I need to… I don’t know… get acquainted with myself again?  I know what I think, but what do I feel?

What do I want?

I want to find out.  For the first time in a long time, I realize I’ve got time.  Or I can make time.

“That’s a really good question, Velina.  It’s been so long since I wanted anything, I’ve kind of fallen out of practice.  Will you help me?”

“I will always help you.”

“Thank you.”

“What can I do to help?”

“I don’t know. I’m not sure about anything, anymore.  I know what I have to achieve, even if I don’t know how to do it.  What’s starting to worry me is how much it involves humans.  I’m out of touch with humans.  I don’t understand them as well as I used to.  Or, no, I understand them fine.  I don’t empathize with them.  It’s been a long time since I was one.  I should have thought to ask for your help with this, specifically, a lot sooner.”

She was silent for several seconds, pondering the deep mysteries of my life.  I pondered them, as well.  I’ve got too much on my plate, all of it distracting me from being myself.  I think I’d like to hang around with mortals, for a while.  Not passing by on my way to the next amusement between duties.

Work-life balance can be difficult for the undead.

“When you came here,” Velina said, finally.  “When you built these worlds of steel.  You knew why you built them.  You knew what you wanted.  You made these places for your purpose.”

“Yes.”

“Perhaps your purpose here is done.”

“That’s… that’s not inaccurate.  The Spherestation is home and the Flatstation is my workshop, but the reason I built them—yes, I guess.  They still have uses, but their purpose… I suppose you could say they’ve fulfilled it.”

“And, at that time, their purpose was yours.  That, too, is now done.  I do not know what your purpose now is.  Only you can discover it.  Can you discover it here, in the place of your old purpose?”

Now it was my turn to think.  Would I have new thoughts, discover new things, by roaming corridors ancient and familiar?  Velina likes to see new places, so maybe she was projecting, but she might have a point.  We went lots of places for no better reason than their entertainment value, but what about places with educational or inspirational value?  Great architecture, great cities, interesting geography—different people!  How many ideas come about from conversation with someone unfamiliar?

How many deeper realizations come from someone intimately familiar?

“Velina, there is something I need.”

“Name it.”

“You’re closer to humans than I am.  You still know what it’s like to be alive and, while I can still make myself see things like a human would, you think like a human.  I need you to remind me to see things in a human way.”

“Do you not recall it from when you consume a soul?”

“Not exactly.  There have been so many, they all run together.  They’re not individuals.  Each one is another spoonful in the sea.  I need help with being a physical being, a person in the realm of living, breathing people.  Not as a god or a predator or whatever.  I need to remember how to…” I trailed off, uncertain how to phrase it.

“You want me to help you to learn to care?”

“I’m not sure that’s exactly it, but it’s a good start.  Let’s go with that.”

“Perhaps it is a good idea,” she agreed.  “The gods have seldom cared for men.  It would be refreshing.”

“I’m not a god.”

“Do people not ask many of these same questions of themselves?” she asked, ignoring my comment.  “Do they not leave their homes and go abroad in search of answers?”

“I guess they do.”

“I am a warrior, not a priest.  How does one go about seeking enlightenment or revelations?”

“They do say travel broadens the mind,” I told her.  “People go on pilgrimages to find themselves, find guidance, find their purpose in life.  Maybe it’s time I went for a walk.  Where should we go?”

“In this, I cannot help.  We can go where I wish to go.  We have gone where you thought I might wish to be.  Now we must seek something for you.  Where do you go to seek enlightenment?  Where might there be someone with wisdom enough to advise you?”

“That’s a good question.  Maybe I should give Dusty a call.”

“Is he wiser than you?”

“No, but he’s been getting to know a lot of gods.  Maybe one of them is.”

“If you wish for rain, you do not ask the Warrior,” she said, sounding as though it was a quote.  It was probably a Tassarian proverb.

“Let’s see what Dusty has to say.”

We went to Reactor World #1 and I helped myself to the vending machine.

I already observed the vending machine was fully stocked.  Judging by the workmanship, I’d say Phoebe got tired of rediscovering it was empty every time she visited.  The whole row of granola bars was another clue.  Trail Mix, crackers, and all the carbs in the world, too.  But, down in one corner, all by its lonesome, was a column of chocolate brownie Clif bars. In case Pop dropped in?  She knew I liked them, and I knew they weren’t her favorite.

Velina won’t turn down a chocolate brownie Clif bar, but she prefers the blueberry almond mix.  Weirdo.

After I cleaned up crumbs, I phoned up Dusty.

“Yo.”

“Hey, Dusty.  Are you around?”

“Sure.  What’s on your mind?”

“I’m sitting in the break room.”

“Are you?  Oh, so you are.  I’ll be right there.”  He hung up and I put my phone away.  A few minutes later, he came in, whistling through his teeth, wearing a broad-brimmed hat, a pair of rather dirty jeans, and a work shirt.

“Howdy!” he greeted us.  “How’s the weather on your end?”

“In Rethven or on the Voidstations?”

“Voidstations.  I can see Rethven,” he reminded me, sitting down at the table.

“The stations are okay.  I have computers and environmental controls.  What’s with the getup?”

“This?” he asked, looking down at himself.  “This is what I wear during the planting season.  It shows I care.  Blessing the fields and all that.  We’re planning a celebration party in a couple of days, when the planting’s done.  You should stop in.  It’s a good party.”

“No, but thank you for the invitation.  I wouldn’t want to distract people.  This is your personal thing, after all.”

“You’re still welcome to hang around.”

“Good to know.”

“So, you here for directions?”

“How’d you know?” I asked, surprised.

“Because you didn’t ask before.”

“Before?”

“The place you want is a sort of Renaissance Italy, I think,” he told me.  “I don’t know how much time has gone by over there, but I don’t think it’s much.”

“Wait, what?  I’m confused.”

“Did you not come here to get gate coordinates to go rescue a captured avatar?” he asked, puzzled.

“Oh.  That.  I forgot.  No, I came to ask if you had any suggestions on where to find a god of wisdom.”

“Uh… hmm.”  He looked thoughtful.  “Wisdom, huh?  Not a lot of those.  Not a lot who live up to the title, anyway.  Most of ‘em send you on a quest and let you figure things out for yourself.  Which, come to think of it, is pretty wise.”

“Yeah, for them.  But I see the point.  Being told the answers doesn’t always mean much.  You learn by finding out, not by being told.  I can give someone an education, but making them wise involves experience.”

“Well put.  Not entirely accurate, maybe, but close.  I’d have to agree.”

“Never mind, then.  I’ll…” I trailed off, not sure what to follow it with.  What would I do?

“If you’re not overly busy,” Dusty went on, “maybe now would be a good time to go rescue an avatar?”

“What?  Oh, sure.  We’ve got quite a while for visiting… Renaissance Italy, you say?”

“Yep.  A family of mages has captured a weakened avatar and is sucking power out of it to fuel their spells.”

“That doesn’t sound right,” I replied, puzzled.  “Are they using celestial energy for it?”

“I don’t know.  God energies go in, magic comes out.  That’s all I’ve heard about the process.”

“I don’t like the potential ramifications.  Do you know how much magic comes out?  Are we dealing with another Johann situation?”

“It can’t be much.  The avatar is too weak.  My best guess is it’s sort of like regular sacrificial magic, but with the avatar as an intermediary stage.  Instead of killing something to feed your spells, you feed the avatar and suck power out of it, somehow.  It avoids the pesky bit where the sacrifice’s life energies interact with the wizard’s.”

“Probably not a major source of power, then, as far as you or I are concerned.  I’ll see what’s up.  If the avatar is too weak to escape, but otherwise okay, all I have to do is free it, right?”

“Yep!  Just get the kitty out of the tree.” I sat up sharply.

“Kitty?  As in cat?”

“Did I not say?” he asked.  “It’s invested with divine force.”

“Cats hate me!” I pointed out, calmly.  Sort of.  Hey, I tried.  I’m allowed to fail as long as I tried my best, right?

“Yeah, but they don’t hate me,” he argued.  “I’m networking, making friends, getting to know people up in the celestial neighborhoods.”

“And this avatar,” I went on, “is this a cat-headed woman?  A lioness?  A jaguar spirit with obsidian claws?  What sort of cat are we talking about?  I’d like to know whether my little cat scratches are going to burst into flame or if the huge, gaping rents in my flesh are going to burst into flame.”

“Relax.  It’s Bastet, not Sekhmet. I wouldn’t ask you to help Sekhmet and she’s too proud to accept it.  Bastet is the not-psycho one.  Besides, as I understand it, in the physical Earthline she’s housecat.  In a cage,” he added, as though it helped.

“That makes it okay?  I don’t know if you’ve noticed, but you want me to let the avatar of a cat god out of a cage?”

“She knows you’re coming!” he insisted.  “Or she will, once I tell her you agreed.  She’ll be expecting you.”

“Like a cat expects a mouse to come out of a mouse-hole!”

“No!  I made it very clear you weren’t going to hurt her.  So don’t,” he added.

“I have enormous reservations about this.”

“And I’m sure the restaurant will hold your table. Go get the stupid cat, okay?  Bust the cage, break the spell, turn her loose, don’t get between her and the door, and everything should be rosy.”

I muttered something.  Probably something vulgar.  Don’t ask me in what language.  Nobody else said anything.  Reluctantly, I had to admit this was something I hadn’t done before, that it might be educational, could be inspirational, and was only moderately dangerous.  Probably not as dangerous as walking down the Sunbore.  Probably.

Apparently, the Sunbore is my new yardstick for dangerous and stupid ideas.

“Fine,” I said, finally.  “But I’d like to point out I’m doing all the work and you’re getting all the benefits.”

“It’s an investment.  Trust me.  Having celestial allies is a Very Good Thing.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah,” I agreed, rising.  “Velina?  Do you want to come with me?”

“Where you go, I follow.”

“I’m going to get Firebrand.  We should also dress for the occasion.”  I paused, thinking about the Renaissance. “On second thought, we should make sure we understand the occasion, first.”  I turned to Dusty.  “Let’s hit the bathroom.”

Dusty and I worked to establish a micro-gate to the target world.  I did the actual gate work while he concentrated on targeting.  The scrying spell needed the connection.  The gate took hold and the men’s-room mirror shimmered into a view of what certainly looked like an Italian city.

“Hang on,” I said, as we all watched the people go by.  “I’m looking through a gate into a branch Earthline.  Isn’t the original Earthline still there?  If I free the avatar in this world, the other one will still be a power drain, won’t it?”

“It is a branched world.  I’m pretty sure I told you, but it may have been longer for you than for me.”

“You did, but I’m still wondering how this could be a branch.”

“I don’t know.  Maybe a wizard blew himself up with a proto-gate spell.  Maybe somebody with a malfunctioning time machine tried to go back to that era.  Who knows?  There are an infinite number of Earthlines and maybe an infinite number of void-worlds.  Surely someone, somewhere, can also pop between universes.  Rethvan magicians managed it, didn’t they?  Haven’t you ever encountered a high-tech universe where they have hyperspace drives and wormholes?”

“Yes, but I have yet to find one where they can move between alternate realities.”

“Maybe you haven’t looked hard enough.  Or have you looked for them at all?”

“You make a valid point.  I have not.  If I have my way, I will not.  I would much rather avoid the attention of any technological culture that has mastered inter-universal travel.  I eat people, remember?  This is seldom regarded as acceptable behavior.”

“I remember.  But the fact remains:  This Earth branch has the avatar in question.”

“There isn’t a base Earthline where the avatar was captured?”

“Not that she’s told me.”

“Huh.  So this should be simple and straightforward?  Go in, free the cat, escape.  Nothing else?”

“That’s it.”

“We’ll see.”

I scanned the city, using the big, wall-mounted mirror over the sinks in the bathroom.  I took note of the various fashions before I zeroed in on the only house with a significant magical aura.  I zoomed in and gestured at the nice architecture.

“This one look right to you?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.  I’ll look into it and get back to you.  Go ahead and help out your farmers.  They can generally use help.”

He did so, and I spent my time eyeballing the Italian populace while listening to the language.

“Velina?  How’s your Italian?”

“Poor.”

“Yeah, mine too.  We can probably get by as foreigners, but I’d rather be fluent and therefore unmemorable.  Translation spells, it is.  Let’s see about getting dressed and setting up a forward base of operations.  There’s a magical mansion to be robbed and, as a good friend of mine will someday say, I want to know what I’m breaking into.”


Here There Be Cats

Our destination was fifteenth century Florence.  As for what we would break into, it was the Medici Palace.

Of course it was a fortress filled with armed guards.  I wouldn’t want anything to be easy, would I?  But it made sense.  The Medici family had a pet avatar in the house, providing power for their spells in a weird cross-energetic fashion.  When one family has all the mana by playing their magic kitty card, all the other families’ lands rapidly become theirs.

They were about to discover how one extraplanar card opened them up to being decked.  Or at least getting themselves reshuffled.

We spent two days and nights enjoying Florence.  It was a nice city, especially after it rained.  It needed regular rinsing.  Strangely enough, I didn’t see a single cat.  I wasn’t sure if this was my fault or if there was something else at work.

I’m not a history expert—I have too many alternate histories to keep track—but this version of Florence struck me as a bit lawless.  Broad daylight was fine, but in the early mornings and late evenings, people moved quickly, trying not to attract notice.  Going out at night was unwise, mostly due to robbers.  Anyone richly dressed bore arms.  Personal guards were also armed and might properly be called “enforcers.”  I didn’t see any firearms, but there were plenty of high-quality blades about.  There was a dearth of heavy armor, at least on the street, as the style of weapons indicated fencing rather than heavy swordplay.

Nobles out and about were either going somewhere or looking for something fun.  Usually, the fun involved harassing non-nobles.  And by that I mean they ordered their guards to harass them.

On the theory it is better to be a shark than a minnow, Velina and I dressed well.  I had the black velvet doublet with gold wire accents, along with matching trousers, including those poofy-type thighs.  She wore a crimson velvet bodice with silver trim and pearls.  The skirt was heavy, but wide enough to run in.

Firebrand was entirely out of place among the fencing swords.  Firebrand was also a work of art.  Oh, well.  I didn’t intend to live here, just conduct my raid and depart.  I wore an over-the-shoulder sling to give it a place to ride.  It likes to have a good view.  I think it goes with having once been a flying creature.  My saber went on my hip.

Velina, on the other hand, was almost unarmed.  I say “almost” because a lady’s outfit can conceal knives in many places.  She accepted the necessity of concealment.

We roamed the streets around the Palace, playing tourist, and paying special attention to the doors, walls, and windows of our target.  The thing was basically a big, square piece of masonry, built around a court.  It had doors on all four sides and windows on the upper floors.  It also had guards at each door, inside.  Through the windows, we occasionally saw guards moving, probably on patrols.

At night, the ground floor locked up tight.  The doors were thick wood with sheet metal on the outside face.  A pair of iron grates swung shut and locked behind each door.  The second and third floors had lights, but between the shutters and the curtains, the only obvious thing was guards.

More subtly, there were forces in play.  Starting at the second floor, the stonework was virtually featureless.  The individual stones were polished smooth and had slightly-bulging, rounded outer faces, designed to discourage climbing.  To enhance this, someone applied a spell to grant the wall exceptional slickness.  It would be like trying to climb a sheet of oily glass.

At all times, there were alarm spells on the building.  There was a spell on each door and ground-floor window, as well as a larger one on the building as a whole.  This larger spell didn’t detect physical intrusions, but it did alert someone to supernatural ones—scrying spells, for example.  I wanted to look around inside the building before going inside.  There wasn’t a good way to do so without setting the detection spell off.  I could break it entirely, but that would be almost as bad.

I was concerned about reverse-channel attacks through my own spell, so I took precautions.  When I went ahead and punched through the ward, nothing happened.  My scrying spell tripped the alarm, as I expected, but aside from that, it was like kicking in the door of an empty house.  The alarm might make noise, but it doesn’t stop you from searching.

Eventually, someone cast a tracing spell to find me.  It wasn’t an automatic thing, which told me a lot about the relative skills involved.  Also, it wasn’t a great tracer, but it would have done the job if I hadn’t included a diverter.  The tracer read the location as the bell tower of the Badia Fiorentina—an abbey and church in downtown Florence—because that’s how my sense of humor works.

Sadly, none of this did me a whole lot of good.  Once the alarm barrier was penetrated, I could look around inside—and see other spells, ones I hadn’t seen from the outside.  While the alarm detected the scrying spell and alerted someone, there was a separate cloaking spell on the interior to blur the visuals.  It was like looking through frosted glass.  Vague shapes and shadows were all I could get without opening a gate and breaking the sight-fuzzer, so I gave up.

The spells they had on the place weren’t what I’d call exceptionally advanced.  Adequate, maybe.  Their techniques worked, but they didn’t show a lot of understanding about how and why spells did what they did.  These power-hungry wizards were the dominant family in the region, so they expected occasional challenges to their dominance and prepared for them.  Given their preparations, they didn’t expect much in the way of opposition.

If I casually smashed down all their magical defenses to have a look around, they would immediately reevaluate their defenses.  They would probably beef things up after my limited intrusion, but would they blow a year’s power budget on it?  Just because someone flies a spy plane over your country doesn’t mean you immediately go to a war footing!

The state of their defenses told me a lot about the local magical traditions.  If these were the guys with a major power source, they weren’t wasting much on protecting it.  Ergo, there weren’t a lot of wizards—or, at least, wizards with enough energy to be a problem—in this world.  And the level of technical proficiency was somewhat lacking… No, they weren’t wizards, or not primarily.  At a guess, they were more like magicians, casting spells from rote memory or out of an ancient family grimoire handed down through the years.

What options did I have for gaining more information?  Could I wait until the master of the house was out?  If the leading magician was out, I could stroll in, zap people with a spell to make them think I belonged there, search the place for a cat in a cage, and let it go screaming off into the night, as cats tend to do around me.

This idea went the way of most good ideas when I found out Piero de Medici was also known as “The Gouty.”  He spent most of his time in bed, even to having a lap-desk and holding meetings in his bedroom.  It seemed unlikely he would be going anywhere anytime soon.

I thought things over for the rest of the night.  The next day, we wandered around a bit more, enjoying Florence.  With money, it was a very enjoyable place.  The only things Velina didn’t like were the gender roles, restrictive clothes, and lack of coffee.

I cheated.  We went out to eat, but I conjured coffee in our rented rooms.

The next day, we strolled by the Palace, turned the corner, and strolled along another wall of the place.  The guards seemed alert, but not especially so.  The spells on the house were unchanged.  Maybe they were beefed up a bit.  If there were a thousand new spells hidden inside the house, ready to pounce on any invader, I couldn’t tell from outside.  I would assume so and prepare accordingly.

After a pleasant lunch, we returned to our quarters.  I pushed the doors open for her and bowed her in.  She started to step forward and changed, almost mid-stride, into a headlong rush.  I followed, somewhat more slowly, because there were two men supposedly lying in wait to either side.

So much for me being gallant.  I hate it when people ambush me.

She moved swiftly to the man standing ahead of us.  He drew a sword and dagger with the exceptional speed of long familiarity, but he didn’t get his point in line in time.  Velina seized his hands and twisted, breaking his wrists.  He cried out as his weapons fell to the floor, but he didn’t hesitate.  He tried to grab her in a bear hug.  She kneed him, somewhat hampered by the full skirts, and took his mind off his wrists and pretty much everything else.

She raised her arms up between his, swung them out and down and up again, and applied pressure to his elbows in a way guaranteed to distract someone even from a recent knee to the groin.  He tried to back away and she allowed him to do so, releasing his arms and whirling, skirt flaring dramatically, to kick him in the midriff.  This sent him staggering backward, right out the open window.

Three storeys later, his retreat came to an abrupt halt.

Velina closed the shutters and turned back to me.  While she dealt with the fancy boy, I stepped inside, took away two clubs, knocked two heads together, and closed the double doors.  She got the skillful guy.  I dealt with his backup thugs.  Interestingly, they had swords and daggers still at their belts, so they weren’t here to kill us.

At least they weren’t armed with frying pans.  I would have found that distasteful and they might have suffered.

“You wished to discuss the Palace?” she asked, not even taking notice of the soon-to-be meat.  I dragged my upcoming dinners to one side and set about binding and gagging them.

“Yes.  Since they have alarms and a sight-fuzzer, it’s difficult to locate the target.  We’ll have to wander around and look for it.  Once I’m inside their shields, though, I suspect I’ll be able to sense magic and celestial energies.  I can’t imagine the sight-fuzzer blocks detection magic from within the house.  The alternative is to drop their fuzzy cloak every time they want to scry on anything.  On the other hand,” I mused, “even the interior walls are stone, so I still might have to get pretty close.”

“Could you not ask Dusty to ask the god we are to free?”

“Hmm.  Good thought.  Bastet ought to know where her avatar is.”

I phoned up Dusty, posed the question, and got back a description of the room.  Since it was quite cool, windowless, and somewhat damp, I inferred an underground area.  Obviously.  You keep valuable things in the basement vaults.  This didn’t tell us exactly where to look, but it did narrow down the possibilities.  Judging by their apparent skill, I doubted they teleported to and from their power room.  They might have a secret door, possibly with an illusion to help hide it.  Maybe even an enchanted door requiring a password, or something similar.

Mellon is the Sindarin for friend.  I doubted it would be relevant, but I’m a nerd.

“How shall we handle this?” Velina wanted to know.

“Directly, I think.  I could spend a ton of power and even more time working out the exact details of a minimum-contact plan of action, or, I could say ‘to hell with this’ and go in swinging.  These people aren’t prepared for a dark and terrible thing to come strolling—” I broke off.

I’m always a dark and terrible thing.  And I’m rescuing an avatar.  These locals weren’t going to know the difference between me and Kek, Apep, Erebus, Hades, or Hod.  With a little theater and a few props, I could confuse—and frighten—the living daylights out of anybody who saw us.  And, recently, I’ve been impersonating gods to do little miracles for them.  Would it be reasonable to have one god rescue another?

I pulled out my phone again to consult Dusty who could consult Bastet.

“Done already?” he asked.

“No, I have more questions.”

“Shoot.”

“Who does Bastet get along with?”

“Nobody who has sufficient force to go after her avatar.  Or is willing to spend so much,” he corrected.

“Just humor me.  Who would help?”

“Her sister, Sekhmet, a warrior goddess.  Ra, her father.  Isis, her mother.  Ptah, probably; they’re very friendly.  Um.  Osiris might not volunteer, but I bet he could be talked into it.  Probably Horus, too.  All in all, she’s pretty well-liked.”

“Ra, you say?  And Sekhmet?”

“Sure.  But Ra’s got some problems—”

“But if two gods came kicking in the door, Ra and Sekhmet wouldn’t be surprising, from the perspective of personal motivation.  Yes?”

“Well, yeah. I guess so.  Why?”

“Thanks.  I’ll call you back when I’m done.”  I hung up and put my phone away.

Boss!  Does this mean we’re going to have a stand-up fight?

“In a manner of speaking.  Velina, let’s get back to the Flatstation’s workshop.  I need to put together some spells and new costumes.  Then we’ll wait for nightfall here before we knock on the door.”

Knock on it? Firebrand asked.

“After a fashion.  First, I have fun work to do!”

Aboard the Spherestation, Velina and I pulled on armor, strapped up, and latched in.  We did a quick run through the obstacle course to make sure everything was secure.

Yes, the Spherestation has an obstacle course.  The Voidstations have been growing intermittently for two centuries.  For some people, a weekend project is installing a new window.  For me, it’s adding another deck, which means a whole new layer on the spherical construct.

About three in the morning, local time, when everyone was either asleep or tired, Velina and I went to pay a call.  I fired up the prepared illusion spells, altering our appearances.  Preparation is key.  In the darkened streets, no one was about and would be unlikely to see us clearly, anyway.

The door we chose was pretty much a coin toss.  I chose not to go through the walled garden out back, but straight into the building proper.  Disarming the alarm spell was no great trick when I was standing right next to it.  Then I wrapped the door in a silence spell before cutting all the way around with my saber.  When I applied a little shoulder, it and the grating slammed down like a hammer.  The guard dozing on the far side probably woke up in time to scream, but if a massive door crushes a guard in a silence spell and nobody hears it, did the guard make a noise?

Velina held Firebrand in her hands, but it stayed unlit so as not to disturb anyone until necessary.  Technically, Firebrand briefly disturbed the semi-crushed guard as Velina thrust through the door, the guard, and the floor.  Velina followed me as we moved through the ground floor, searching for a way down.

I felt something as we roamed.  It was not a magical effect.  It felt more like holy ground, but only barely.  It didn’t hurt—it didn’t even sting.  At worst, it tingled unpleasantly.  Was the house a former church?  Did it have a shrine somewhere on the grounds?  Maybe a blessing on the building?  Or was it the byproduct of having a celestial entity’s avatar imprisoned on the premises?

Now that would be ironic.  Show up to rescue the celestial being only to find out I can’t because its presence repels me.

Whatever it was, it was only an annoyance.  I pushed on and we searched maybe a quarter of the floor, stealthily, avoiding everyone, before another guard found the fallen door.  The silence spell was a low-powered thing so as not to wake anyone with magical sensitivity, so it expired moments after we entered.  The guard’s shouts of alarm raised quite a lot of alarm in others, including the rapidly-ringing bells.  Oh, well.  We expected this to happen, so Velina and I kept looking.  A trio of guards, hustling down a corridor, came around a corner about the same time we did.

I saw them coming, of course.  I don’t have x-ray vision unless I build a spell for it, but my vampire eyes see life even through solid matter.  Provided it isn’t too thick, anyway.  Now they were going to get a glimpse of us and the illusions we were wearing.  Only a glimpse, though.

I shot a thought to Velina.

Remember the style?

I am to give every appearance of casual invincibility, she replied.  Give them a show.  Make every move look easy, even contemptuous of mere mortals, for I am to appear as one of the gods.

Firebrand chuckled gleefully and added, Don’t we always?

Often, I agreed, but this time I want people to notice so the survivors can report it.  Got it?

Got it, they both agreed.

The guards in the building carried lanterns.  As they moved through the place, they paused to light hallway candles, emplaced lamps, and so on.  When the guards coming toward us rounded the edge of the doorway, I gave them enough time to shout for help before I reacted.

Light blazed.  And I mean a lot of light.  Light fit for the sun god of the Nile.  I’ve done a lot of work with light spells, so I know this business.  A sphere of whiteness flared into being.

You know all those pictures of Egyptian deities with the round thing behind the head?  It’s generally called the “Eye of Ra” and it’s regarded as a violent protector of Ra.  Mine was a violently bright protector of me.  It was really only an amped-up light spell, spherical, about three times the size of my head, and it hovered behind me so the lower curve was about shoulder-level.  It blasted visible photons out like it was trying to illuminate the world.  It wasn’t hot, as such, but it was bright enough to shine through a hand and show off the bones.

People always think of darkness when anyone talks of blindness.  I know I do.  But light can be at least as blinding, and for longer.

My shadow did not appreciate this.  I felt it hiding inside my armor.  Nobody else would notice, but I did.  I doubted anyone would be able to detect anything under the layers of heavy-duty illusion spells.  I wanted word to get back to whoever was in charge how a falcon-headed guy and a lioness-headed lady were paying a call.

I originally tried to set up animatronic helmets to act as the falcon head for me and a lioness head for her, but getting them realistic enough was too difficult for a one-shot use.

I did include a new safety feature on our regular helmets, though.  The visors polarized much more rapidly and a new enchantment adjusted light levels to optimum.  Bright light, near-dark, whatever, Velina would be able to see—and, during the daytime, so would I!

When my solar sphere jumped up behind my head and started pumping out white light, the room blanked for a second, then settled into merely well-lit for us.  To everyone else, it was like staring into the Sun.  At close range.

Velina stepped forward, Firebrand flashing.  It was anachronistic for Egypt, as was the saber at my hip, but I doubted these would be the key points any survivors remembered.  If there were any.  Nobody survived Velina and Firebrand, but I felt sure someone would see us, sooner or later, and immediately run like hell.  Whether they ran to report or simply ran away was an open question.

We continued searching, room by room, and Velina casually cut everyone we encountered into burning pieces.  I left the not-exactly-holy blaze of the photon onslaught running.  We could both see perfectly well. I had my tendrils out, reaching all through the walls nearest me, both to locate guards precisely and to detect any magical or celestial forces.  No celestial forces burned my tendrils.  Not that I expected to find anything of the sort on the ground floor.  A magical aura around a door was more likely.

We finished the room we were in and had moved on to the next when a scrying spell popped nearby.  It lasted about a second before whoever it was decided to turn it off.  By the time we finished searching the room, it popped up again, but this time it was weaker, possibly in an attempt to cut down on the amount of light it transmitted.

I pointed at it and spoke in the oldest dialect of Egyptian I knew, projecting a hard psychic shock.

“Receive thou the Curse of Ra!”

Then I made a casually dismissive gesture to disrupt the spell, but really backed it hard with all the power I could muster.  I wanted the backlash to give someone a nosebleed, if possible, or break their mirror, boil their scrying bowl, or something.  Their spell failed instantly and I went back to searching.

It wasn’t much longer before we found a perfectly normal door leading to stairs down.  I raked my claws along it—simulating lioness-like gouges for anyone who found them later—before I grabbed it, sinking claws into the wood.  Velina wasn’t strong enough to rip it out of the frame and tear it to pieces, but nobody was around to see which of us did it.

We were trying to be impressive.  I think we succeeded.

We descended and discovered the wine cellar.  A quick check of the walls and floor determined it was actually a wine cellar.  Well, there’s no rule saying a place has to have only one basement.  It would be foolish to connect the wine cellar, dungeon, crypt, and house treasury.  I didn’t dismiss the possibility of a secret passage, though, so I searched it properly.  Turns out there wasn’t one.

On the other hand, my tendrils did detect a magical force, although not a celestial one.  It was behind twenty feet or more of dirt and stone, so I didn’t see it, but I could feel it.

Someone—it felt as though it came from an upper floor—finally got their magical act in gear.  They launched a powerful attack spell.  I think it was meant as a banishment.  It created a pulse of energy tuned to disrupt celestial energies.  I didn’t get a good look at it; I was looking for other things.  I doubted it would do a celestial being any harm, but it had the potential to disrupt the attunement of a manifested celestial entity to the material plane.  It could, conceivably, send one back into the celestial realms.  I noticed it as a spell, though.  The effects passed us by entirely.

Would something similar be useful against Chaos entities?  If I get hit with something like this, but designed for “demon” banishment, would it kill me?  Or shove me out into the Void?  Or turn me mortal for a while?  I don’t know.  I never even thought to try anything like this on chaotic forces.  Celestial forces, yes.  Chaos forces, no.

I made a note to do more research—and to add another sort of defensive spell to my list.

I aimed back along the path of the bolt, guesstimating at the proper distance.  With the multitude of magical forces up there, the source wasn’t obvious, but all I wanted was the right room.  A ball of white light manifested, hopefully blinding anyone with magical sight so they couldn’t tell it was a spell.  This one was as hot as I could make it.  I let it blowtorch the room for about ten seconds.  I’m pretty sure I set fire to everything flammable.  It seemed proper, since Ra was annoyed.

Velina, meanwhile, guarded the entrance.  When I finished my spellcasting, I nodded at her.

“I see guards at the head of the stairs,” I warned her.

“Excellent,” she purred, and went first.  Well, she is my First, so I guess it’s her job.  I’m still not a hundred percent behind the idea of people doing things I should be doing for myself.  Maybe in another couple centuries.  Still, she does enjoy this part, and Firebrand was even more eager than Velina.  It psychically roared like a dragon and trailed flames from the blade.  I followed them up.

The guards were heavily armed and armored—breastplates, shields, swords.  They were competent, too.  Probably the best money could buy.  Out in a large room, or in a field, or even on an open street, they would have been troublesome.  They counted on us being as hampered by the close quarters as they were.

As it was, if they had dropped the shields, grabbed knives, and dogpiled onto us, they would have done better.  They still would have lost, but it would have been a harder fight.  Their worst problem was the searchlight-in-the-face issue.  It made them lift their shields a little too high and it ruined their ability to aim.  They waved weapons at us, rather than fought us, and that was something Velina instantly took advantage of.

You’d think a big, two-handed blade would be hampered in a crowded hallway, wouldn’t you?  Except Firebrand chops like an axe with an attitude, vaporizes things directly under the edge, and cleaves through things like meat, bones, and steel.

Velina went through people with great delight and a joyous abandon.  One guard swung at her only to find his sword was much shorter and dripping molten steel.  He tried to back away and fouled up people behind him.  One of his partners tried to take the point of Firebrand on his shield and was deeply and terminally surprised when the point went through it, his wrist, his breastplate, and him.  Quicker than an eyeblink, Velina recovered to a ready position, performed an upward circular cut to her left, removed family prospects from that man all the way up to his sternum, and brought Firebrand back in a sweeping, two-handed slash under another opponent’s shield.  It was too high on his hip to take the leg completely off, but he collapsed, donating blood at a prodigious rate—Firebrand doesn’t have to cauterize everything it touches.  Velina then put the point through his head, decapitated the hyper-circumcised guard, divided the punctured one at shoulder level, and faced the man behind them.  Total time?  Maybe three seconds.

The first guy was still trying to escape.  It was much less crowded, now, but the footing was uncertain due to body parts.  He wasn’t happy about his job prospects.  I don’t know what the Medici’s were paying him, but I suspect there wasn’t enough money in the world to motivate him to stay.

Safety tip:  Velina might let you go if you throw down your weapon and run screaming.  Firebrand will argue, but it’s still probably the smart move.

We continued through the Palace.  I started to lead the way, but Velina leaped forward, much like the lioness goddess she was impersonating, ready to deal with anyone who stood their ground.  I resigned myself to following.  It wasn’t a bad idea, though. My cloak spread out behind us, dragging along the floor like a shadow, almost impossible to see due to the overwhelming illumination.  Nobody was going to rush us from behind.  Nobody was going to be successful, I mean.  It was like being followed by a friendly pit.

I headed toward the quadrant of the ground floor where the other basement had to be.  In an interior room, facing onto the inner court, I finally found something promising.  It was a door behind a tapestry.  The tapestry was perfectly normal and of unexceptional quality, presumably to avoid drawing attention.  It was a street scene with a church in the background and clergy presumably blessing the commoners, and it fell in thick folds when I cut it down.  Behind it, an illusion of a wall hid the door.  It was a good illusion, too, but was only set up to fool the eye, not the touch of tendrils.

Once I broke the illusion, the door appeared.  It was a heavy, iron door, and the lock had a powerful spell on it.  If the lock was tampered with—say, by someone who didn’t actually have a key—it would do nasty things to whoever did the tampering.  It was considerably more powerful and direct than anything else I’d seen lying around.

I left the lock right where it was.  My saber cut through the door around it.  I removed the rest of the door and we went down the narrow stairs.  There was another iron door at the bottom, with two heavy, mundane locks and another alarm spell.  I ignored all of this and broke the door down.  The only spells were alarm spells and I was pretty sure everyone in the building already knew they had a problem.

The room beyond was, as described, windowless, cool, and slightly damp.  A central platform held a circular plate of metal with a cross-hatched dome of wire over it.  The floor had lines chiseled into the stone, leading up the sides of the circular platform.  Oil lamps were placed along the walls, but unlit—not that we needed them.

A rack of implements, each ensorcelled in its own way, stood near a conjuring circle, a part of the diagram.  A large set of shelves dominated one wall.  It held small cages with small animals—rats, birds, and rabbits, mostly.  A tall block of stone stood on that side of the conjuring diagram.  A knife lay on top of the block and a bowl rested in an alcove in one side, ready to catch the blood.

This was no wine cellar or dungeon.  The stonework was excellent, the carved blocks of the floor were tight-set, and the line work of the spell diagram was done with exacting care.  Someone even poured molten silver to fill the grooves.  The room might have been custom-crafted for a specific purpose.

Within the dome-like cage of wires, the purpose crouched.  Eyes the color of everything gleamed at me.  If it minded the light, it didn’t show it.  It watched me intently.

“I hear them,” Velina said, looking up the steps.  “I do not see them, yet.”

“More of them are coming.  Some of them may be members of the coven, or circle, or whatever they call their magic-using group.  I’m guessing they’ve been testing us before committing all their forces.  Can you hold the stairs while I study the spells and determine how to break them?”

“Nothing will enter here without your leave.”

She’s not wrong, Firebrand added.  They stood aside from the door and waited like… well, a cat at a mouse-hole.  Someone would come down that steep, one-man-wide tunnel, jingling and clanking, into the blinding brilliance of the basement and immediately go into the light at the end of a completely different tunnel.

Yeah, nothing was going to bother me.

I knelt to examine the diagram.  It was carved with unfamiliar symbols, but the pattern gave me clues.  It wasn’t a containment matrix, which puzzled me.  I would have thought it was the most powerful containment matrix they could put together.  Instead, it served some other function, which made me leery of simply destroying it.  I wandered around outside the lines, following along through the spell’s wiring process, examining it, and trying to figure out what it did.

To one side, there was a sort of capital “G”-shaped sculpture, about five feet tall.  In the gap, on the flat, pedestal part of the “G,” sat a small vial.  The part directly above was made of silver and hung down like a stalactite, tipped at the bottom with a pointed diamond.  As I studied it, it came to me what they were doing.

Transmuting celestial energy into magic is, to say the least, difficult.  It’s like getting electricity out of a volcano.  It can be done, but there are stages to it.  The heat affects something—probably water—and turns it into steam.  This change causes the heat to turn into mechanical energy as the steam expands.  The mechanical energy is used to turn a rotor.  The rotor can then produce magnetism and electricity by spinning lots of wire around.  It’s far from a perfect conversion, but it works.

These guys figured out a process.  Instead of turning celestial energy directly into magic—a challenging prospect, even for me—they channeled the celestial power like we might channel water to a hydroelectric setup.  The diagram was like an intricate series of dikes and dams and canals.  The celestial power dripped out of the source, was contained, and ran through the shapes and patterns like electricity turning iron into a magnet.  This, in turn, drew in and concentrated the already-existing, ambient magical energy.

It was still woefully inefficient, but so what?  It wasn’t their life-force being tapped for magical power.  And it was a consistent source, one they could use at will, without spending all their nights chanting to scrape up local magic so they could squeeze it into a spell.

How did they know?  How did they figure it out?  I mean, sure, they had a consistent supply of celestial force with which to experiment, but I doubted they had the theory to make it work.  Even as I marveled at their whole setup, I doubted they knew how it worked.  But it wouldn’t require theory to develop a system.  Trial and error would do it, given a little dedication and maybe a smidge of creative thought.  Clearly, they had been busy.

The mechanism of action was kind of like a magnet, in one sense.  It drew in and attracted magical force.  But to concentrate it and contain it in a manner they could store and use at will, they had another stage to their process.  The second stage was more like using electricity to chill something down so it would form condensation, like droplets on the outside of a glass of cold water.  In this case, the silver thing with the diamond tip was the focus.  Magic “condensed” on it and dripped into the vial.

I’d never seen magic liquefied before.  There wasn’t a lot in the vial, but I had no doubt every drop was precious in this Earthline.  I didn’t like it.  It struck me as a dangerously unstable way to carry energy around, akin to stuffing your pockets with gunpowder.  Even so, I could easily believe a lot of Earth wizards would give their firstborn son and offer an option on the second for an arrangement like this.

Personally, I think I’ll stick with crystals.  Not that this liquid magic wouldn’t have specific uses, but those would be edge cases for me, not the norm.  Crystals are safer and work better with my usual techniques.

So what was the deal with the animals?  Judging by the altar, would they sacrifice the rat to feed the cat, then draw on the power of the cat to condense magic into the vial?  Something like that.  I tried it, using one of the rats.  Yes, it did seem to work as I thought, although the blood did not run down into the catchbasin as it should.  Well, that was to be expected.

The cat seemed interested in the activity.  It still wasn’t obviously hostile, which was better than I expected.  Maybe it was too hungry.  It licked its whiskers, looking at the dead rat.

Hmm.  How often do you feed an avatar?  Dusty went for days without food or water, sustained by my altar ego.  He complained constantly about it, too, but he was a possessed, tailor-made clone.  True avatars are manifestations of a celestial being, but still biological entities, and those do prefer to eat.

The cage had a latched grating at the top.  As I examined it, I found the primary containment spell.  The metal plate on top of the pedestal was engraved, inlaid, and enchanted.  Good work, too.  The wire cage over it all was outside the magical containment of the cat, so it was safe to open—by design, probably.  I opened it and dropped in the rat.  The cat immediately tore into it.

Well, if it was weak from hunger, maybe that was why it was still stuck in a containment circle.

I fetched another rat and dropped it, still alive, in with the cat.  The cat ignored the dead rat in favor of killing the live one.  It then looked at me, eyes blazing.  I didn’t need to be told.  Clearly, they had deliberately kept it hungry and weak, using it as a channel for drawing down celestial energies.

Those energies, however, slowly leached away, drained by the floor’s carved diagram.  Of course.  The diagram acted to draw on those forces, keeping the avatar weak while it produced power for the wizards.

I examined the magic-condensing setup.  There was no way to turn it off, which was really too bad.  It’s a terrible design flaw.  If it doesn’t have an “off” switch, anyone determined to turn it off has to do something unpleasant to it, and that means a lot more work for anyone who wants to turn it back on.

I disconnected the diagram in the floor from the cat’s containment circle.  I then severed the power connection with the diagram, waited a second while the condenser ran down, and cut the diamond off the end of the collector.  Technically, the system was now off, but I also walked back and forth across the design, trailing my saber along the stonework.

With the diagram no longer sucking power out of the avatar, I brought sacrificial animals over, two at a time, dropping them into the cage.  The goddess in the cat killed them quickly, hungrily.  The cage started to get crowded with corpses.  Clearly, the cat preferred the vital force of the living sacrifices.  It ate what it could of the bodies while I fetched more, but now it made angry cat noises as it ate.

While I was busy feeding the cat, Velina and Firebrand kept their promise.

Upstairs, something made an electrical crackling sound, accompanied by screams.  A clatter of metal followed a moment later.  At a guess, a guard decided to yank the lock out of the doorframe and get it out of the way.  Well, how was he to know the spell on it was still intact?

Moments later, a line of soldiers started down the steps, double-time.  The one in the lead did not expect to be hit in the face by four feet of steel.  He had his shield held up to shadow his eyes from the light, so, logically, his head should have been fine.

Velina swung, two-handed.  Firebrand’s white-hot edge cut easily through the shield, the helmet, and the upper portion of his head.  Pieces smacked the guy behind him even as the rest of the body dropped in its tracks.  The man behind him came to an abrupt halt and the line bunched up like cars stopping on the highway.  Nobody fell, mostly because the narrow tunnel meant they could brace against the walls.

It also meant there was nowhere to go when Velina stepped into the doorway and stuck Firebrand through the second guard’s shield, breastplate, torso, and backplate.  She braced herself and turned Firebrand loose.

Safety tip for anyone dealing with a dragon.  Do not—and I really mean this—do not approach a hostile dragon through a narrow tunnel.  In the open, you may be able to hurl yourself aside from the worst of the fiery breath, but in a tunnel?  Or a hallway?

Flames roared up through the narrow passage and blasted out through the upper door.  If I had to guess, the room above probably caught fire.  Everybody in the tunnel did.  The smell of burning hair and flesh was suddenly strong.

Their armor didn’t melt, exactly, but a lot of it glowed.  With all the mess on the stairs, it might be a while before anyone else tried to come down.  It’s possible the dilemma of poor footing might not be their first consideration.

I shuttled all the animals to the cat.  One cage was made of brass and held a pixie.  She huddled there, turned away from the light and weeping into her hands.  I left her alone for the moment, but the other potential sacrifices I put in the cage.  Standing next to the platform, I studied the containment circle while the cat ate the latest delivery.

The cage was a physical container, but it wasn’t necessary.  The steel baseplate was obviously a containment warding.  A copper alloy was inlaid with great skill into the steel.

The copper alloy interested me.  It wasn’t orichalcum, but it was a good try.  Did someone find an old recipe?  Or was it a legend they set about duplicating?  The Medici had the money to experiment.  I doubted they had the resources Diogenes did, but they might still have made enough progress to be happy with a new enchantment metal.  That, by itself, could have been a game-changer in a world low on magic in the first place.

Here, though, it had one purpose.  It defined an enchantment.  And, judging by the magical signature, it was fairly old and well-used.  Strong to begin with, it had grown stronger with age and constant use.  Very nice.  Definitely a family heirloom.

“Excuse me,” I said, politely addressing the avatar.  It’s usually best to at least start with politeness.  “I’m about to break the enchantment.  This may be distressing to you, and maybe to me, too.  I’m taking a risk, but I will get you out of there, one way or another, and I’m sorry if it stings.  If you have any advice, cautions, or objections, I would be honored if you would share them with me now.”

The cat moved to the center of the cage and crouched on the carpet of dead animals.  It obviously understood, even if it wasn’t communicating.  Still too weak, perhaps?  Or were my anti-angel spells interfering?  Or did it not have anything to say to me?  I wasn’t going to sort it out right now.  It wasn’t snarling at me, so I took it as a good sign.

There are several ways to break a permanent containment diagram.  The most obvious is to cut across it and ruin the design.  This can be unpleasant.  Any uncontrolled energy release can do unpredictable things, and the more power involved, the more likely it is to be disturbing.

From the outside, the safest approach is to tap the ward and drain away the power until it fails.  Or simply surround it with a shield to isolate it from the ambient magical environment and wait until the batteries die.

Of course, this breaking of the ward isn’t usually necessary.  Any competent, professional conjuror usually includes a manual disconnect.  This wasn’t the case, here.  Once again, someone hadn’t thought they would ever want an “off” switch on their extremely expensive device.  Shame about that.

I started draining it.  My spell tapped the ward and grounded power out of it, but it would take a few minutes.  I got it started as an echoing boom thundered down the stairwell.  It was more startling than painful, but it wasn’t something my ears appreciated.  Velina moved aside from the bottom of the stairs and leaned against the wall.  Something was stuck to her chest.

“One moment,” I told the cat, and hurried to look.  Velina pulled it free.  It was a sizable lead ball, formerly round, now somewhat flattened.  It was much bigger than a typical bullet, probably weighing about a pound.

“Are you all right?”

“Bruised, perhaps.  They have guns?” she asked.

“Black powder.  Probably an arquebus, or a ‘hand-gonne,’ as they might call it.  A really small cannon.”

“They no longer wish to come down the stairs.”

“There’s a sun god down here and a lioness warrior goddess, possibly with a dragon.  Nobody is that much of an idiot.”

Then a bunch of idiots came tumbling down the stairs.  Me and my big mouth.

They were trying to rush us, but they had four environmental problems:  poor footing on the smoking dead, a lot of choking smoke, a single-file line, and at least thirty feet of stairs.  Either someone in charge was a complete fool—which I doubted—or they were utterly desperate.

Some people are very attached to their cats.

Velina killed lots of them as they clattered and skidded through the door.  Anybody who tumbled, slid, or staggered past her was my problem.  It was a choke point and we made good use of the fact.  They could march ten thousand men through it and the only real question was whether we’d be done before sunrise.

Yes, the pile of bodies and body parts would definitely have been an issue, but I have a cloak.

I was surprised at the guards’ willingness to come down here.  They couldn’t see anything but an oven-hot, smoke-filled stairway carpeted in burned corpses, backlit by a light brighter than a midday desert, yet they still charged over the smoldering bodies.  Even when the screams of the dying echoed up through the stone stairwell, they kept coming.  A magical compulsion?  An implanted suggestion?  A diminished sense of personal mortality?  Or a promise of slow, agonizing death by plague-carrier curse if they disobeyed?

When they finally stopped, my cloak slid under the remaining corpses.  Velina propped the door in place again.  She doesn’t like being shot.  Neither do I, but she takes it personally.

I pulled out my chalk and drew on the wall.  The carved-up floor was a terrible place for drawing anything.  Things were looking pretty good from where I stood, so fighting our way out didn’t seem necessary.

First thing, I fired up a scrying shield around the basement.  Nobody was trying to magically look into the room with a pissed-off sun god, not after the superheated expression of disapproval.  Still, you can’t be too careful.

With the room rendered private—at least for a while; the shield could be broken, but it wouldn’t be quick—I put as powerful a disintegration effect as I could manage on one wall, along with a basic outline for a gate.  The gate outline was merely a place for my Ring of Many Gates to transfer to, not an actual spell.

Once the gate closed, the disintegration would go off, destroying all the evidence and ruining any magical forensics.  Not that I thought the locals could perform any detailed forensics after the fact, but I wasn’t leaving it to chance.

To add insult to injury, I used the vial with the condensed magic to help power my spells.  It was right there, after all.  Worked like a charm, too.  I could see why they liked the stuff.  I still considered it dangerously unstable, though.

“Lady Bastet?  Are you ready?”

The cat looked up from tearing loose chunks of meat.  She obviously understood, for she crouched on top of the pile, in the center again, and looked at me expectantly.  I cut away the wire of the cage and lifted it away, making it easy for her to scream at me and flee as soon as the warding failed.

“I’m about to cut the warding diagram.  Please don’t move.  I’d rather you didn’t accidentally leap into the path of my stroke.  I swear to you, I won’t hit you.”  I beckoned Velina over.  “Ready?”

“Yes.”

“In three… two… one…” and I brought my saber down on the metal, hard.  The cat clearly did not like the idea of my saber swinging that close to her, but even though her ears laid back, she didn’t do more than pop her claws and dig in.  No hissing, no growling, just silent tension.

Busting the warding was anticlimactic.  It made a fizzing sort of pop! noise.  A few multicolored sparks crackled around the sudden slash through the metal.  That was it.  Disappointing.  It’s what I get for grounding out most of its power beforehand.  No big, dramatic effects.  No theater.  Oh, well.

The cat relaxed.  She came out of her crouch and simply sat.  She twitched whiskers at me.  After a moment, she walked down the mound of meat and stopped in the clear space at the edge of the pedestal.  She didn’t leap down, but sat again, still looking at me.

What’s the protocol?  I’m out of practice with cats.

Not knowing what else to do, I extended the back of my hand, slowly, as though introducing myself to a strange dog.  The cat didn’t object.  In fact, she leaned a little toward me.  I let her sniff my hand and I felt the light tickle of whiskers.  A moment later, the rough, scratchy tongue licked one knuckle, one time, and it tingled far more than it should have.  I examined my hand.  It seemed unharmed.

That was enough for the cat.  She ignored me and leaped down, padding quickly to the chalked diagram on the wall.  She sat there, looking meaningfully at the soon-to-be gateway, much like a cat expecting to be let out.  I took it as a cue.

“I think we’re done here,” I told Velina.

“One moment,” she replied, and thrust Firebrand through the propped-up door.  Light shone all around it and screams leaked through.  “They were trying to sneak down the stairs,” she said.

And these were partly protected from fire, Firebrand added.

“Protected?”

Partly, it repeated, sounding smug.

“Ah.  Someone’s willing to spend magic to send guards in, but not willing to directly throw spells down here.”  I continued to harbor the suspicion my Orb of Ra spell had made an impression.  “It doesn’t matter, though.  We’re leaving.”

“Good.  These fools have no idea how to fight.”

But they burn with a lovely light! Firebrand replied.

“No argument.  Come on.”

I knew where I wanted to go, so I only had to find a variation of it at night.  I did a quick search through my Ring of Many Gates.  I picked up the caged pixie, who squeaked in fright, before I transferred the gate to the diagram on the wall.  We all stepped through, cat included, and I closed it behind us.  I killed the light spell and our illusions as soon as the gate closed.

Behind us, in the former conjuring room, if all went as planned, everything in the room and all six sides of the space, as deep as I could manage, turned to powder.  By my estimates, it would cause architectural problems that would not be my problems.

The cat looked around, sniffed the air, and leaped away, sprinting off into the long grass and the night.  She didn’t run screaming, which was better than usual.  I suppose, being a goddess, she wasn’t as scared of me as the others.

I realized I was smiling.  My face felt funny.  Did I enjoy going on a raid?  Or did I enjoy doing something nice for someone?  Or both?

“Where are we?” Velina asked.

“Outside the city of Bubastis.  Locally, I think it’s around… two thousand BC?  It’s only a guess, though.  I do know they revere a cat-goddess here.  If she’s trying to recover an avatar, the local version should have enough strength to do so before the universe collapses.”

Velina raised her visor to look at me.  I raised mine.

“Did we rescue a god?”

“Yes.  Sort of.  The physical manifestation of a celestial being on that particular plane of existence.  The actual being lives on an energy plane, remember?”

“I remember.  And yet, we rescued one aspect of it.”

“We did.”

“Are there more?”

“Avatars to rescue?”

“Yes.”

“Probably.  Dusty will no doubt phone me up for a miracle, sooner or later.  He usually wants it to rain, or for the fishing to be good, or the harvest to be abundant, or whatever.  I wouldn’t think there are a lot of avatars held prisoner by magicians.  If there are, no doubt they’ll make a deal and we’ll do something like this again.”

“Good,” she replied, and I discovered I, too, felt as though it was a good idea.  Maybe I really did enjoy this.  She went on to ask, “Is this the thing you have sought?  The new purpose you have chosen?”

“Doubtful.  Gods don’t want to negotiate with physical creatures, and I have no desire to be the errand boy for my altar ego.  I’m willing to be a consultant, not an employee.”

“As you say.  Where do we go now?”

I held up the caged pixie.  She wasn’t weeping anymore.  She held on to the bars of her cage and looked around.

“I’m taking her someplace where she can find her way home.  After that, I’m not sure.  This has been a lovely diversion, but it hasn’t answered my personal questions about what I want to do with my life.”

“Is everything in order for the completion of the sun?”

“Yes.  Let’s take a look anyway, to make sure we’re not missing anything.”

“And then what do you wish me to do?”

“That’s another good question.  I hadn’t narrowed it down.”  I thought it over for a moment, looking out over the dark grass under moonlight.

Before I could ask Velina to do anything, I had to know what I wanted.  Put another way, what was I going to do?  Fix the sun, fix the sun, yes, fix the damned sun.  It was something I had to do.  I had other things to do, too, for my peace of mind and the safety of anyone in line of sight.  I knew there was something missing in my life—or missing in me, depending.  Should it be a priority?  Did I have time to work on it in between the solar sub-projects?

No, wrong question again.  I had time, obviously—and for a change!—but shouldn’t I be down in the main bore, doing some, you know, work?

Even as I asked myself the corrected question, I knew it was a stupid question.  I set things up so I wouldn’t have to work, because I’m lazy.  The only things needing my personal attention were the primary initiator ring and maybe a little tweaking of the final launch assembly.  Those were personal, hands-on projects, not a years-long civil engineering project.  I could fire up a time-ticker series and be done in an hour—an hour in Rethven.  I still had to do a final walk-through of the whole system in Rethven, though.  That would take a long time, but it would be the last thing before the test firing.

But the world was warming up.  Did it matter if the sun came on-line in three weeks or three months—or three years? 

I have hated this project from the beginning.  I know that.  I’ve always known that.  And I’ve procrastinated.  I’ve avoided.  I’ve tried to have as little to do with it as possible.  Who did the real work?  Bronze.  Where was I?  Using Velina as an excuse to tour hundreds of strange and wonderful places.

I would rather leave my house and go to unfamiliar places than work on the sunbore.  That says something.

One of the things it says is I’ve got issues.  While I’ve been aware of that fact for some time, now my personal issues might be problems for everyone else.

Have I really done my best on the sun launcher?  Or have I said, “Good enough” and gone on to avoid thinking about it?  Am I looking at the primary initiator problem and working out how to make it work, rather than what design would be best?  Is the final assembly using the best technique, or the best thing I thought of?

Motives can be a huge influence on a project.  I can say without any doubt that my motivation for the sun-launcher project has been lacking.  I don’t like it.  I don’t want to do it.  And I’ve been grudgingly doing what’s required because I’m forced to do it.  And I hate being forced into doing anything.

I haven’t wanted to do much, if anything, in Rethven.  I’ve had moments where I was interested, but, overall, I don’t want to be there.

Which is a bad thing for the quality of my work.  Am I giving it the effort and attention it deserves?  Am I giving it my best effort?

I’ve been avoiding therapy for a bunch of reasons.  I still don’t think it’s a good idea to lie down on a couch and chat with someone who will think I’m a lunatic.  What doctor could cope with me?

Nevertheless, if I don’t start taking better care of my mental health, I’m going to wind up a recluse in a hidden castle filled with bats and spiders.

I need to address this.  I need to sort out how I feel before I go any further.  I know I feel as though I’m being forcibly dragged into this, which is dangerous for everyone, including me.  I have got to find a way to change my attitude.  I need to find a way to make myself positively motivated—carrot instead of stick, as it were.  And I need to come to terms with it all before I subconsciously do something catastrophic.  In the depths of the world, any slip could be my last!

I’ve still got time before the Octets finish hanging rings.  I wasted a lot by bouncing around the universes while letting Bronze run rings around the Octets, but I still have some left before the sunrise.  Maybe I should do something more than see the sights.  Maybe I should learn to be more self-aware.  Maybe I should take better care of myself, mentally, before I cause something much bigger and more important to be as screwed up as I am.

Okay.  How do I do this?

Typical.  I acknowledge I need to be a better person and have no idea where to start.

You okay, Boss?

Not now, Firebrand.

It’s just you’re doing the thing where your thoughts are exploding.

Exploding?

People sometimes think like fire, burning through whatever they’re thinking about.  It takes a while.  Your thoughts are always a grass fire in a high wind, spreading through everything.  Sometimes, your thoughts burn fast, like an explosion.  Things people would burn through in a few hours go “whoosh” in your head and all that’s left are the ashes of conclusions.  Your thoughts explode.

I’m thinking.

And you’re thinking in a scary way, Firebrand pointed out.

I can’t help that.  Hush.

I continued to consider my train of thought.  It hadn’t derailed at the interruption.

If I need to be a better person, in what way do I need to be better?  Self-care?  Personal understanding?  Empathy?  Comprehension and sympathy for the human condition?

If I consider who I used to be and who I am, do I like the changes?  No.  Or, rather, not all of them.

“I’m not sure how,” I said, aloud, “but I need to work on my personal issues.  I need to find something I lost, I think.  Inspiration.  Empathy.  Enlightenment, maybe.”

“It is your decision,” Velina said.  “Did your other aspect have any suggestions to which I was nor privy for someone wise to consult?”

I felt my eyebrows draw together as I regarded Velina.

“Not really.  What’s this about my other aspect?”

“Are you not part of the same whole?”

“Ah.  No.  Not exactly.  He’s more like my brother, sort of.  The relationship is complicated and doesn’t have a good biological equivalent.”

“Yet, he clearly has the knack of speaking with people.  He has a community of people he cares for.  You have only me.”

“And me!” piped up the pixie.

“We’ll come back to this,” I told Velina.  I held up the caged pixie.  “Are you all right?”

“Yes!” she chirped, cheerily, standing and holding the bars.  “Are you a god?”

I suppressed the first answer that sprang to mind.  The rule is, “If someone asks you if you’re a god, you say ‘Yes!’”  I suspect it should be amended.  “If a god asks you if you’re a god,” for example.

“Nope,” I admitted.

“Oh,” she said, looking sad.

“Do you need a god?”

“I don’t know.  Are they important?”

“Depends on who you ask,” I hedged.  “Do you want to go home?”

“Ooo!  Yes, please!”

“All right.  I’ll let you out.  You can come with me to the land of Faerie.”

I let her out and she flittered up in front of me, circling my head.

“Whee!”

Pixies.

“Are you a monster?” asked the orbiting little flitterer.

“Yes.”

“Are you a good monster or a bad monster?”

“I’m taking you home.  What kind of monster does that?’

She pondered it for a moment.  She had to stop circling to concentrate.  There aren’t a lot of processor cycles in a pixie’s brain.

“A good monster?”

“I try to be.  Come along.”

She landed on my shoulder, didn’t like it, and decided it would be more comfortable to flop down on top of my helmet.  I drew lines in the dirt and shifted us all to a certain meadow.  Phoebe and I went there several times so she could play with a unicorn.  The meadow looked pretty much the same, aside from a big, grassy dent.  It looked as though someone dug a foxhole and left it for the weather and grass to reclaim.

I didn’t see Phoebe’s unicorn.  What was his name?  I used to know—Argestes!  That was the name!  He was a cautious sort, as unicorns tend to be, and it was night in the meadow.  This suited me perfectly.  Faerie has weird astronomical and possibly temporal distortions, which make me edgy about sunrise and sunset.  But we weren’t actually in Faerie.  It was a closely-connected world, though, with at least one naturally-occurring world-path between them.

“Do you know your way home from here?”

“Yes!”

“Then off you go.”

“You are a nice monster,” she offered, and flitted away, zigging and zagging.

Rather than carve up the grass, I started the process of a shift-space by waving my hands around.  I caught a glimpse of something among the trees, only for an instant, but I have vampire eyes.  Unicorns are shy creatures, but they have long memories.  It was probably as close as I was going to get to an actual greeting.

“It is correct,” Velina observed.

“Oh?” I asked, still concentrating.

“You are very nice.  For a monster.”

I didn’t have anything to say to that, so I didn’t.


Enlightening

How does one seek enlightenment?  There are a lot of traditional ways, but they boil down to finding someone to give it to you or seeking it out on your own.  There may be combinations of the two, in whatever ratios, but those are the main ingredients.

Bronze elected to come with us, but Firebrand isn’t the vision quest sort.  I connected my Ring of Many Gates to the tail end of the construction supply chain.  This could take a while.

Stepping through a gate doesn’t count as travel, not in the sense of broadening the mind.  Traveling around a strange city on foot definitely does.  One sees the sights, meets the people, and generally gets a good feel for the place.  I did this quite a lot when I went out shopping for the larder.

In this particular instance, for example, let’s look at Athens.  In the early fifth century BC, one can walk all over the place because it’s frowned upon to ride.  I think they have enough trouble keeping their city clean without adding horse manure to the problem.  Bronze found the local ordinances unfair.  They shouldn’t apply to her, of course.  Then again, she found most traffic ordinances unfair.  Speed limits?  Traffic signs?  What’s this silly triangular sign?  “Yield”?  And what’s this foolishness with “Stop”?

To be fair, the anti-horse laws could be got around.  All it took was money.  The rich have different sorts of laws than normal people.

I suppose we could have toured Hindu temples and Chinese philosophy schools, but we wouldn’t blend in well.  I was hoping to avoid trouble, and strangers who stand out tend to attract it.  Way back when, I had to deal with a lot of racist difficulties while Bronze was… unavailable.  Come to think of it, I was doing something a great deal like this, actually, although for different reasons.

I’ve been to many versions of Athens, at various points in alternate histories and futures.  Velina and I enjoyed this one, or mostly.  She didn’t care for Greek fashions, nor the sandals.  She likes her boots.  “My what big boots you have!”  “The better to stomp you with, my dear.”  She seemed a bit grumpy to discover yet another place where she was expected to be unarmored and unarmed.

We did what we could.  A knife wouldn’t be out of place, especially if it looked ornamental.  A shoulder-slung parcel could hold a short sword.  I couldn’t wear my usual swords, either.  Besides, Firebrand wasn’t interested in anything as silly as a personal vision quest.  It napped in a furnace on the Spherestation while I settled for a short sword called a xiphos.  And our clothing was surprisingly resistant to cutting and piercing, thanks to a few thousand spiders.

There are a lot of them on the outermost decks of the Spherestation.  They’re very well-behaved.  I like having a spider farm.

At least the scenery in and around Athens was beautiful.  The weather was nice, too.  I thought we looked quite stylish.  I wear a chiton well.  I agreed with her about the sandals, though.  They aren’t my favorite footwear. But a couple of days in Greece, in the last days of Spring, is no bad thing.

I had a few ideas on where to go, this being ancient Greece.  My ideas probably wouldn’t be useful in any direct, mystical sense, but they were stops to make on my walkabout.  The real treasure would be the friends I made along the way, or something.

Someday, when I’m really, really bored, I’m going to build a labyrinth, load it with traps, and put a heavy chest in the center.  When the brave, adventurous souls finally make it through the maze and force the chest open, they’ll find a carved tablet with Ancient Wisdom inscribed thereon: “The real treasure is the friends you made along the way.”

No doubt someone will scream in rage.  I would.

The locals didn’t have much in the way of maps, so I stole a gas-station folding map of Greece and consulted it.  Mount Helicon would be a good start.  A trip to Olympus was a long walk, though, and marching up the slopes might not be wise for someone such as myself.  Talking to gods is a job for my altar ego.  But the Muses were supposed to live on Helicon.  If there was anything to them, maybe I could find inspiration as well as enlightenment.  Then there was the Oracle at Delphi and a few other time-traveler tourist traps.  Could be fun.

Hmm.  Is that’s what I’m missing?  How to have fun?  Admittedly, I did kind of enjoy letting Ra and Sekhmet rampage through the Medici home.  Maybe I should get out and meet more people socially.  Or maybe not.  I’m not sure I’m ready to deal with people on a long-term, social basis again.  How do I dip a toe in the humanity pond?  How do I ease into it?  Or do I need to bounce off the diving board and plunge in, get it over with, no matter how big a splash it makes?

I remember the last time I did that at a pool.  I nearly drowned.  Maybe I’ll keep easing into this humanity thing.

We packed our Hellenic traveling gear, bought a chariot, and set out.  We passed a lot of farms and orchards, but only a few villages.  The weather was good, so we had a dirt road instead of a muddy track.  Bronze managed the driving perfectly, but, even so, the science of chariot suspension left a lot to be desired.  I’d hate to try galloping even at normal horse speeds.

We camped the first night in a copse of fig trees.  I also stole some snacks.  Velina and Bronze stood guard while I avoided the sunset in a specially-made sleeping bag.  Overnight, Velina slept while I meditated and watched the stars.

Is it weird the American vampire practices Eastern meditation while roaming around Hellenic Greece seeking for I know not what?  Truthfully, I do know what I want, but I can’t articulate it.  Does that mean I don’t really understand what I want?  Or do I hope for something without daring to express it, lest it be forbidden?

Wow.  I really do need a therapist.  I should kidnap one.

I did wonder, briefly, if I really wanted to be on the road.  Couldn’t I go wherever I wanted in an instant?  Or was it more important to go as other men did?  If I was seeking something about understanding humans again—or understanding something about myself, in relation to humans—was it cheating to go there instantly, or was the journey part of the process?  I already had the notion about travel broadening the mind.  Moving through a gate gets me where I want to go, but I skip everything in between.  Humans don’t do that.  Humans connect everything by movement.  Where you were and where you are is a chain of being, linked in time and space.  I keep breaking my chain of being by shattering the links.  Does this affect my perspective?

But traveling, drawing my personal lines on a map, seeing the gradual changes in the world as my viewpoint slowly alters, rather than flicking from one channel to another… Did I notice anything new or different?  After one day, it wasn’t a huge thing.  Still, I was looking for it, sensitive to it.  There was something familiar about it.  Something I had, like the beauty in a snowfield, almost forgotten.

It was a couple of days before we reached Mount Helicon.  If nothing else, the journey gave me a greater appreciation for arriving.  We traveled, rather than stepped instantly to where we wished to be.  Looking back, it seemed important, somehow, to go the long way so we could appreciate being in this place.

I spent two days and nights tramping around the mountain, searching for any strange energies.  I made it a point to visit two springs sacred to the Muses, both to see if there were any naked women swimming in them and to get a drink.  I accomplished the second one.

The fountains are supposed to grant poetic inspiration, but I would take whatever I could get.  I don’t think I’m a better poet, though, and I didn’t spot any Muses, either.  Oh, well.  It was kind of a long shot.  Maybe I should have gone to Delphi.  The whole “know thyself” thing might be exactly what I was looking for.

I consulted my map again.  Delphi—or, as the ancients called it, Pytho—wasn’t too far.  We set out again, taking our time and trying to enjoy the trip.  I’m still not sure exactly what I’m hoping for, but I’m spending a lot of time thinking about it.  That’s got to count for something, right?

We ran out of road at somebody’s house.  It was a nice house, almost entirely stonework, built in stages.  The older part was a one-room home.  Newer portions were additions, following along two sides of a yard.  The yard was further fenced by a wooden wall.  Eventually, it would be a square house facing on an inner court.  The children might see it finished.

The house was surrounded by olive trees for quite a distance.  Part of the land was farmed for grain and vegetables.  The walled yard smelled of goat, but none were present in the late afternoon.  Out grazing on a hillside, probably, or being herded home for the night.

Since there was no other road in sight, I had to bite the bullet and hope it wouldn’t go off.

“Velina?”

“Yes?”

“I think I got us lost.”

“Oh, the horror,” she answered, deadpan.

That could have gone worse, I reflected.  I had expected nothing but a grunt, but she’s loosened up a lot in the past two centuries.

“It could be a while before I’ve sorted out a new route.”

“Take your time.  Do you want to summon lunch?  Or shall I see if the master of the house will offer two wayward strangers hospitality?”

“Wealthy wayward strangers.”

“I will not advertise the fact.”

“Probably for the best.  Sure.  But if they’re hesitant, offer to pay.”

“I will.”

I opened my mirror and zoomed out, looking down at the world.  I saw immediately what was wrong.  My map had a major shortcoming.  It was from an alternate future world.  It had roads not yet built.  The one we’d followed would be a small road in the mid-twentieth century, not a dirt track out to someone’s olive orchard.  To get to Pytho, we would have to shift sideways, backtrack, or cut across the orchard-covered hills.  Cutting across would save us a day, maybe two.  Eyeballing the orchard directly, it looked as though we could do it without harm to the trees.  It would still be polite to ask.

Velina, meanwhile, knocked on the door, spoke to someone inside, and convinced them we were harmless.  To them, we probably were.

Under instruction, I parked—Bronze parked—the chariot in the yard.  I pretended to rub her down, marveling again at how lifelike she was.  I drew water from the well while I was at it.  I slipped the leather loop over the gate and gate-post and went around front again.

“Halar, this is Myrine,” Velina told me.  “She is mistress of the house.  Her sons are tending the goats.”

“I am pleased to meet you,” I told her, bowing slightly.  She was a solidly-built woman, not very tall, with dark hair and rough, callused hands.

“I understand you’re lost.”

“That’s almost right.  I know how to get there, but I’ve taken the wrong road.  We need to go that way,” I pointed, “maybe two dolichos—” four or five kilometers “—and we’ll find the right road.”

“Through my trees?”

“And I’m asking for your permission to cross your land, carefully and respectfully, to do no harm.”

She pressed her lips together, clearly not liking the idea.

“You have not eaten?” she asked, instead of answering.  If she needed time to think about it, I was in no great hurry.

“We have, earlier today.”

Velina shot me a questioning look.  I gave a slight shake of my head.  The place was a decent farm, but I doubted it could afford to feed us without someone else going hungry.  I recalled how hospitality was treated in antiquity in my own world.  Similar rules might apply here.

“You’ve watered your animals?”

“One horse.  Yes, and thank you for your kindness.”

“Since you know where you are and where you’re going, is there anything else I can do for you?”

“Nothing I can think of.  We only needed to get our bearings and rest a moment.  I might brew tea and prepare something from our supplies, if you don’t mind.  You’re welcome to share with us.”

“Perhaps.  Help yourself.  Excuse me.  I have work to do.”

“But of course.  And thank you again for your kindness.”

When Myrine was gone, off grinding grain with a hand-cranked millstone, Velina repeated her questioning look.

“We’re not eating her food,” I told her, in Tassarian.  “She doesn’t have enough.”

“She offered.”

“She probably feels obligated.”

“When those of higher station ask for hospitality, the lower must offer it?”

“Not exactly, but you’re not wrong.”

I set about preparing a meal.  We weren’t in a hurry and I don’t cook very often.  I taught Phoebe to cook and discovered I was good at it.  I have trouble gauging spices, though.  I can’t wing it when it comes to spices.  I need a recipe.  But I bake really well.  I always bought out bake sales instead of participating.  Almost always.  There was one.

I just realized what I said: I don’t cook very often.  I could.  I put a kitchen in the Spherestation.  I could cook a meal anytime I wanted to.  What I don’t have is occasion to cook very often.

Have I ever cooked for Velina?  I don’t think I have.  Well, except now.  Yet, I enjoy cooking.  Why haven’t I?  Too busy?  Too focused?  Too inconsiderate?  Or too consistently dead to give it any thought?

The kitchen options were limited—or the options of the locale were limited—but I prepared roasted quail, fried salmon, toasted bread, sliced cucumbers, and boiled carrots.  It was all I thought I could get away with, “taking it from our supplies.”

The goats arrived, bleating and stinking, driven by Myrine’s two boys.  She came in and looked surprised to find me tending the fire and preparing food while Velina watched.

“Why is he cooking?” she asked, looking at Velina.  She kept her voice low, so I wouldn’t hear, but… well… my ears.

“Because he enjoys it,” Velina answered, in a whisper.

“What kind of man is he?”

“I am not sure he can lower himself that far, but he is trying.”

“What do you mean?”

Velina shook her head, refusing to answer.  Myrine might have pressed her question but the boys burst in, blabbering about the enormous horse and the chariot and—

“We have guests,” Myrine snapped.  Their mouths closed.  Well-disciplined, those boys.  “Velina, this is Egan, my eldest, and Xander.”  Egan looked about eleven.  Xander was probably seven and stood oddly.  One of his feet was a club foot, pointed down and in.  I wondered how it affected his ability to herd goats.

“I am pleased to meet you both,” Velina replied.  They bowed a little.

“Who’s he?” Xander asked, of Velina.

“People call him Halar.”

“Why is he cooking?”

“Because,” Velina continued, patiently, “he enjoys doing it.  He is very good at it.  Does it not smell wonderful?”

“Yes.”

“Then accept a gift and do not question the giver.”

I don’t know if Velina is naturally patient with children or if she knows I am and so tries extra hard.  Either way, Xander abandoned his line of inquiry and started watching me.

While they spoke, I reviewed my spell inventory, made a few adjustments, and prepared to greet Xander more formally.  I also continued turning things and moving them closer to or farther from the fire.  When I was ready, I beckoned Xander over.  I knelt to greet him.  Children are used to looking up at adults, but they generally appreciate it when you’re down on their level.

“Hello, Xander.  I am Halar.”  I extended my hand.  He looked at it, then at me.  “It is the custom of my people for men to clasp hands when they greet each other.”

He extended his hand and we shook.  I also zapped him pretty thoroughly with healing spells.  Club foot, indeed!  Small boys should be able to run!  It’s built into them on a deep level.  He might grow out of such youthful impulses, but he deserved the chance to climb trees, break an arm, jump in puddles, and otherwise be a rambunctious little bundle.  I didn’t have a specific spell for a club foot, but I had a regeneration spell and I had plenty of time to copy the structure of his good foot.  It would take a while, but I guessed in about a month he ought to be able to outrun the goats.

While Velina and Myrine chatted, the boys finished their chores around the house, washed themselves, and I served dinner.

It was a hit.  A big hit.  I get the impression they don’t get a lot of meat or fish, except when they bring down a bird or slaughter a goat.  Myrine, especially, was pleased to see the things she knew didn’t come from her jars.

I even had a surprise for dessert.  Figs dipped in wild honey!  Mmm!  I concede the boiled carrots were not as delicious.  Everyone loves dessert.

“I thank you again for your hospitality,” I said, gathering the crockery.

“Thank you for the meal,” Myrine replied, still mystified at the easy way I ignored gender roles.  Not my millennium, not my planet, not my problem.

“We thank you for permission to cross your land,” Velina added, while I moved dishes into the kitchen area.  I scraped plates into the midden while Myrine wrestled with Velina’s presumption.  Myrine hadn’t agreed, but now it was hard to tell us we couldn’t take a shortcut through her olive trees.  She finally gave in and nodded, telling Velina she was welcome.  She even managed to sound gracious.

We said our farewells and Xander hugged me.  I don’t know why little children seem to form such a rapid attachment to me, I really don’t.  We rumbled out of the farmyard and across the rolling hills, careful not to bump or scrape any trees.  Bronze took extra care to not step on anything important.  Her hooves were broader, too, in order to spread out her weight as much as possible.

Once we were rolling again and nearly out of sight, Velina made an observation.

“Your eyes are different when you look at children.”

“Are they?  Do they change color?”

“No.  They remain black.”

“How are they different, then?”

“They are not cold.”

“Cold?”

Velina pursed her lips, thinking.  I held on to the chariot rim as we wobbled over a tree root.

“When you look at someone, your eyes are often cold.  There is no warmth to them.  When your patience is tested, your eyes grow colder.”

“How so?”

“It is hard to describe.”

“Give it a shot.”

“You know caves grow cool as you descend?”

“Yes.”

“And water in deep caverns can chill you to the bone?”

“Yes.”

“Imagine going into that water and descending into the darkness and the cold.  And imagine you descend so far the water tries to crush you.  Now imagine little shards of ice float down there, sharp and deadly, cutting your flesh with a burning sensation that becomes a spreading numbness.  Those are your eyes when you look coldly upon someone who displeases you.”

I blinked at her.

“Are they cold now?”

“No.  You do not look at me with your cold eyes.  Nor do you gaze upon children with them.”

“I wasn’t aware I was doing it.”

“You do not look upon yourself.”

I had to let that go.  I can’t see my reflection on the Voidstations.  I don’t even look at myself when I use a mirror as a scrying device.  Maybe I should.

“It seems an expensive toll for such a short bit of land,” Velina observed, as we emerged from the olive trees.

“I’ve paid less for bridge crossings,” I admitted, “but I don’t feel cheated, here.”

“Why not?”

“That’s a good question.  I’ll have to think about it.”

I was still thinking about it when we camped for the night. I meditated by the fire, wondering about this cold eyes thing at first.  All I could do was wonder, though.  I went on to wonder about the differences between the toll bridge and exchanging a good dinner for passage.  Why did one bother me and the other didn’t?  I didn’t have a good answer.  It’s the sort of question one usually asks the gods or a good psychologist.

Hey! Up there!  Altar ego!  Can you hear me? I called, silently.  I didn’t want to wake Velina.

Barely, he answered.  I don’t have a presence in most Earthlines.  What are you doing in Greece?

Vision quest.  Seeking enlightenment.  Personal growth.  Tourism.  That sort of stuff.

Okay.  You rang?  If you’re looking for universal truths to go with your vision quest, I’m fresh out.  I can help you with the tourism, if you like.

No universal truths?  I’m disappointed.

Sorry, he replied.  I do the best I can with what I’ve got.

Don’t we all?  Well, if I can’t have divine wisdom how about a quick rundown on any local gods?

How do you mean?

I mean, are the local deities something I need to worry about?

Good question.  I’ll have to look around.  Can it wait until morning?

Unless one shows up.

I’ll get back to you.

Turns out, the local gods, while present, were not exactly brimming with divine wrath.  Going into a temple during the day would be fine.  At night, I could probably still manage it, but it would burn my feet for certain.  They didn’t have hundreds of millions of worshippers; they had hundreds of thousands.  It’s a big difference. More importantly, they were generally worshipped in a less direct fashion.  Instead of routinely demanding eternal and exclusive devotion, they were a pantheon.  You gave routine prayers to whoever your patron deity might be, but you prayed to the others when occasion demanded it.  A marriage, a birth, a death, a risky business deal, a long voyage—all the things where people worry or hope or fear—were all cause to implore the gods for help.  If nothing else, it made people feel better.  It fed the gods, too, but not with the same sort of devotion as a monastery full of exclusive, full-time prayers.

I felt better about what I was going to do.

The temple at Pytho was in the sacred district, walled off from the rest of the city.  They knew a good thing when it was in front of them.  Entering the sacred precincts involved money.  Entering the temple involved money.  I’m surprised walking along the holy cobblestones of the sacred street didn’t cost something.  Foot tax.  Sandal tax.  Sanctified air tax.  Something.

Taxes are as old as money.  Older.  People used to pay a tithe of their goods even when they didn’t have money.  It makes me wonder what the oldest profession really is.  Tax collector?  Maybe.

On the other hand, this worked in my favor.  I wanted to consult the oracle.  This involved—you guessed it—money.  How much money?  A lot.  But so what?  What does a fistful of gold mean to me?  Can I interest you in diamonds?  Or do you prefer emeralds?  I can offer you a good deal on an elixir to cure what itches you, too.

It took the better part of a day to schedule an appointment for the next morning.  The Oracle is very busy.  Many seek the wisdom of the gods through her.  Get in line.  Take a number.  Wait your turn.

During the night, I waited my turn, but I did so outside the sacred district.  No sense in tempting someone to smite me.  Or even to ignite my sandals.

I had my doubts about how useful it all was, but if nothing else, it was one of those things every tourist should do.  Climb to the top of the Statue of Liberty?  Nice view.  See Niagara Falls?  That’s a lot of water.  Are we done?  Take the tour of the Houses of Parliament?  Sure.  Is lunch right after?  Tour the Forbidden City?  It’s very ornate.  Visit the Great Pyramid in Giza?  Absolutely, and can we go back to Niagara where it’s cooler?

Velina and I once stood on top of the Great Pyramid, back when it was still faced with limestone.  We did our best to ignore all the angry people shouting up at us.  The view was impressive, I grant you, but it didn’t show me anything I desperately wanted to see.

Different people, different thrills.  The Pyramids, as structures, did impress me with their scale.  Niagara was less impressive.  And I wouldn’t climb the Statue of Liberty a second time.  Would I go through all the rigamarole to see the Pythia again?  All things considered, I’d rather be in Philadelphia.

First off, I had to have a bath.  Okay, I’m fine with that.  Then I had to dress in the ritual costume.  Robes.  Eh.  I can do that.  Walk along the sacred street around the temple, carrying laurel?  Easy.  Present gifts to the priests, climb the stairs, present more gifts, mouth the proper words…

Okay.  Then we went into the inner temple.  This involved going down hand-carved steps into a natural cavern.  A gold tripod—probably gold-plated—stood over a narrow crack in the rock floor.  A faint wisp of fumes rose from below.  To one side, a pair of golden eagle statues watched everything, apparently guarding an ornate, marble egg.  Up on the gilded frame, on a platform, legs folded in front of her, a lady in a short, white gown sat amid the fumes.  She had a silver bowl in her lap and laurel leaves in her hands.  Her extensive jewelry glittered in the flickering light of all the lamps around the door.  It was probably symbolic that the petitioner stood in shadow while the prophetess practically gleamed.  I wondered if she was sweating or if they oiled her for the performance.

Between me and the oracle, a bald man in ritual attire held up his hands.

“Why have you come, questioner?”

“To ask my question.”

“Speak.”

Considering I didn’t sense anything divine going on, I didn’t expect anything.  But so what?  It doesn’t hurt to ask.  At worst, it’s like reading the daily horoscope.

“What do I need to know?”

The priest didn’t even blink.  I suppose they must get some truly weird questions.  He turned to the priestess—the Pythia—and repeated the question.  She stared down into the silver bowl nestled in her lap.  She stared for quite a while, gradually starting to twitch, then to shiver.  I thought she would spill the bowl, but she calmed again before anything splashed out.  The priest approached and she leaned down to speak to him.  He turned to me and paused as if in thought.  When he relayed what she said, he spoke metaphorically, having cast the words in a poetic form.

Nice theater.  Good performance.  I give it eight out of ten, but I doubt reruns are as entertaining.  I didn’t see anything magical happening and I came equipped for detecting celestial energies.  Nothing.  If there was something mystical going on, it wasn’t something with which I was familiar.

The Pythia said, “Whose joys are the greater, the servant’s or the master’s?”  The priest did a bang-up job of turning it into a poetic parable.  I didn’t have a clue what she meant, but at least I had something new to think about.

Velina and I took our leave as quickly as I could get back into traveling clothes.  The ceremonial robes itched.  Either it’s a symbolic thing about enduring hardships or they went for durable robes to avoid the expense of frequent replacement.  Maybe it was to encourage petitioners to get out rather than hang around.  It worked that way on me.

Pytho was slightly southwest of our next stop, Mount Parnassus.  I tried using my mirror to compare my map to the road—read, “game trail widened by human traffic”—but the bumpiness wouldn’t let me see what I was doing.  I missed the chariot Diogenes made.  We pulled over so I could snatch a pair of mirrored glasses.

I did something similar when Phoebe was a little girl.  I routinely wore wire-rimmed spectacles.  Partly, it was so I could look over them in an intimidating fashion.  Partly, it was to give me time to consider alternatives if a ham-fisted oaf told me to take off my glasses.  Mostly, it was so I could use a scrying spell on one lens, tied to Phoebe.  Later, when she was older, she could turn it off, but it would still follow her.  If she needed me, she could turn it on again.

This time, I took out a lens, reversed it, and used the mirrored surface.  I wanted a clearer view, not merely a fifty percent overlay in my field of vision.  With the glasses firmly on my face, I could see well enough to navigate, picking “roads” so we would get there.  It wasn’t perfect, since I had to use a psychic vision version of my scrying spells, but it was adequate.

I spent the next three days and nights roaming all over Parnassus.  Velina came with me during the days, but at night, I went down into the Corycian cave, exploring.

Nobody home.  Neither Zeus nor Typhon, no Dionysus, no Pan, not even a Muse.  Quite a lot of underground area, though.  I didn’t see any signs of a dragon, nor where Zeus might have been imprisoned.  I’m starting to wonder if all these myths are only myths, or if they only happened in some Earthlines and not in others.  All I found were signs of human occupation, mostly indicating religious activity.  Old wine stains, a rock altar with a fishy smell to it, those sorts of things.

I wondered how they got fish all the way here.  Parnassus is nowhere near the coast.  Local rivers, maybe?  Or fish from deep pools in lower caves?

When I tired of exploring the mountain, I consulted my map again.  Farther north, there was Thermopylae.  We were too early for the battle, but it would be nice to see the place.  I’ve seen it in later centuries, but it changes a lot.  Silt piles up, widening the coastal path, effectively moving the Hot Gates farther inland.  What did the place look like when the Greeks tried to hold it against the Persians?

Not really a good spot to find enlightenment, perhaps, but it was worth seeing.

The Greeks believed there was an entrance to Hades at the Hot Gates.  The reason for this, or so I believe, is all the sulphur in the hot springs that gave the place its name.  It smells as though the underworld is squeezing something out besides water.

We drove slowly through the pass while I explained what happened—or would happen—at the Battle of Thermopylae.  We looked it over and explored the approach.

The word “pass” might be misleading.  Mountains sprang up on the southern side.  The flat, passable terrain wound along the base, a few feet above the rocky drop-off to the sea—okay, the Malian Gulf, but it was salt water.  It wasn’t a road between two sheer faces of stone.  It was passable terrain between mountains and water.

As we rolled along the open area, I saw a number of possible ends for the goat path used to flank the Greeks in the famous battle.  We didn’t explore them.  I was content to know there was a way through up there without trying to find it.

“What do you think?” I asked.

“There are three good places to defend.  Over there, where it narrows the most, someone once built a wall to narrow it the more.  I would build up the wall again and extend it into the sea.  When the attack comes, they cannot charge and must climb to meet me.”

“The Greeks agree with you about the wall as a choke point.  Hoplites are heavily armored and fight in a phalanx.  Walling off the pass doesn’t really suit them.  They don’t understand how to defend a wall like you do.  What else do you think?”

She shaded her eyes and looked up, all around.

“If I wished to observe the battle, I would choose somewhere up there,” she pointed.

“It’s a good view of the wall and the approach, but you can’t really see much else.  We wouldn’t get to see what’s massing next, only what’s going down the throat, so to speak.”

“If we were in battle, I would want to know,” she agreed.  “If I am not allowed to participate, I will enjoy the surprises.”

“Did you—I mean, do you want to watch the actual battle?”

“You can take us to it, can you not?”

“Sure.  We can watch it, if you like.  One of the possible battles, anyway.”

“I would like to see it.”

“Why not?  While we’re on the subject, do you want to watch, or do you want to help the Greeks hold off the Persians?”

“The Greeks are only a few?  You said they were defending against a vast army?”

“There were actually a few thousand defenders until the retreat.  Then it was a thousand or so who stayed behind to act as a rear guard.  Legend says three hundred Spartans—they’re one city-state of the Greeks, or one tribe—were the only ones who didn’t run, but died to the last man.”

“And the Persians?”

“Accounts differ.  Could be a couple of million, could be a hundred thousand.  Nobody’s really sure.”

“It is still a desperate battle.”

“Yes.”

“Let us see how it goes.”

At last, she asks for something.  Hot damn.


Viscus Deorum

One of the great things about watching a battle alongside mountains is the availability of inaccessible vantage points.  Velina knew about where she wanted to be, so I did a gate search among alternate Earths.  I found men in the right region, wearing hoplite gear, and I then scanned for other criteria.  I found a bunch of reenactors who were dressed for their parts, but Velina would want bloodshed.  I finally found the right combination:  a lot of Greeks headed for the wall and a whole mess of Persians coming the other way.

I took us there ahead of everyone and started work on our overlook.  With my help, an overhang shaped itself into a sort of covered balcony.  I moved a few large, flat stones by hand to hasten the process along and dumped a power crystal into the spell.

I also shifted a few creature comforts in, using a large crate.  Comfy chairs.  Small tables.  A cold chest.  Snacks.  Binoculars.  A couple of large mirrors.  A laser rifle.  Various grenades.  You know, the usual sort of things for when you’re going to observe a battle from within bowshot.

The crate at the back of our little porch was for my convenience.  It made a handy shift-box and a place to avoid changes in illumination.

Bronze, meanwhile, took our chariot off into the wilderness to keep it out of everyone’s way.  She roamed through the mountains and the hills, looking the terrain over.  She likes to know where she’s running.

When the Greeks arrived, they established a camp and started work on the wall, repairing it to make it less a pile of rocks to clamber over and more of an actual barrier nobody would bother with.  It would also keep the passable area near the shoreline narrow enough to be easily defensible.

I also tuned one of the free-standing mirrors to keep us apprised of the approach of the Persians.

One of the Greeks advanced beyond the wall and climbed partway to us.  He shouted something.  Velina looked at me.

“He wants to know who we are,” I told her, helpfully.

“What do we tell him?”

“I have no idea.  Spectators?”

“Will they be pleased at this?”

“I’m not sure I care.  They won’t waste manpower getting up here to interrogate us.  They have bigger problems.”

“True.”

I shouted down that we were here to enjoy the view.  He looked disbelieving, but he also looked at the rocky slope.  How we got up here puzzled him.  What we might do from our little balcony seemed minimal.  Eventually, he went back to the Greek camp.

I continued to comfortableize the balcony.  Don’t tell me it’s not a word. I took courses with Professor H. Dumpty.  When I use a word, it means what I choose it to mean—neither more nor less.

Velina, meanwhile, found great delight in evaluating the opposing forces.  I don’t know many specifics of the Battle of Thermopylae on my original Earth, but here it was all for the looking at.  We could eyeball most of the Greek force—about six thousand, give or take.  Not all of them had arrived, but we counted stragglers in a mirror.

The Persians?  They were trickier.  They were marching along the road, but it looked to me as though a lot of the personnel were noncombatants.  Support and logistics, probably.  There was quite a lot of cavalry, so there would have to be handlers, groomers, and massive amounts of fodder for the animals.  At a guess, half the total might be soldiers.  My estimate of the total number?  Half a million, which would put the soldiers at 250,000 men.

The last time I ate half a million people, I didn’t enjoy it.  Zero stars.  Would not do again.

“Sucks to be them,” I observed.

“The Greeks?  Or the Persians?”

“Both.  The Greeks are going to lose this fight, but the Persians aren’t going to sing songs about their victory.  The Greeks have a good defensive position and the Persians can wear them away if they have to.  Historically, they found a way around—the goat path I told you about.  Without the advantage of a choke point, the Greeks were forced to retreat.

“Even if they don’t find a way around, the Persians here have sufficient force to bore through the Greek defense, assuming they’re willing to pay a massive cost.  Once the Persians get through, they’ll rampage through Greece for a while, but they’ll eventually run out of steam and try to retreat.  Technically, it’s a successful invasion, but politically, economically, and militarily, it’s a disaster.  If their navy hadn’t run into bad weather, they might have done better.  I can prevent their weather problems if you want to compare results.”

Velina grunted and shook her head, watching the Persians go past the mirror’s viewpoint.  I watched as a mounted scouting party negotiated the sulphur-rich, marshy area, crossing it along a narrow strip of dry land, hard up against the foot of the mountainside.  It was a narrower choke point, but the marshy area couldn’t stop anyone, only slow them.  The wall and a bunch of hoplites—those were definite.  A line in the sand.  Here, and no farther!

Persian scouts passed the marshy area and continued around the foot of the mountain.  They saw the Greeks working on the wall.  They reined up and observed.  The Greeks noticed them, but aside from a few individuals pausing to look their way, ignored them.

“Can the Persians not go around?”

“Mmm.  I could make an argument for it, but it would be a longer route.  It would spread them out and make them vulnerable.  It would mean guerilla attacks by people native to the region, for one thing.  It might even be possible to divide the force with a good ambush.  Clever opponents—and the Greeks are clever, as well as on their home ground—Clever opponents might even prepare the way by stacking rocks to build an artificial avalanche to divide them.  A long snake of stretched-out Persian forces wouldn’t be able to concentrate, so whatever portion they chopped off the front or back or out of the middle would have to fight alone against slingers and bowmen in the heights.  No, I wouldn’t want to try and go around.  Punching through is a better strategic choice, but an expensive tactical one.”

“I agree.”

The scouts watched for a while longer.  Finally, they turned around and headed back.  The Greeks kept working in short shifts as long as the light lasted.  Nobody wanted to be tired from a long day of stone-stacking when the attack came.

I waited out the sunset in my crate and listened to the sound of wind and rain approaching.  Velina drew a line along our balcony edge and energized it.  Her umbrella spell worked perfectly and I complimented her on it once I opened my lid.  I also adjusted the rock formations, shaping the overhang before fiddling with the floor texture and drainage.  I know I’ll slip on a wet bit of smooth stone and go tumbling down like Jack and Jill.  Therefore, there will be no wet stone and it will all be roughened up for good footing.  Maybe that will be enough.

The Persians set up camp to the northwest.  A few scouts, on foot, approached the bend of the road, spying.  They crept forward.  The moon was invisible behind the clouds, so nobody down there saw anything.  I doubt the spies could see each other without the occasional flicker of lightning.  They had to rely on knowing there was no one out there but them.  They kept slithering along, careful not to slip on slick rocks in the rain.

“Velina?  Can you see?”

“I have the spell for seeing warmth.”

“Just making sure.”

“And I thank you for it.”

The spies reached the wall.  They didn’t see what I saw.  I directed Velina’s attention toward what was about to happen.

The spy in front crept around the end of the wall in the dark.  He used his hands on the stone to guide himself, carefully feeling his way.  But smooth, cold, rain-slicked stone and rain-slicked bronze aren’t all that different in the dark.  He tried to creep right past a Greek sentry.  By Braille.

The sword went up, point-first, through the ribcage and out the back.  The Persian wore leather armor, but as far as I could tell it didn’t do a damn bit of good.

When the body fell, his friends heard.  A cloud-flicker of lightning gave them a momentary glimpse.  They elected to withdraw.  Well, it was dark, raining, and generally unpleasant.  Besides, there was no way to tell how many Greeks were lurking in ambush right behind the wall.  One, at least, they knew of.  I knew there were six guarding it.  They probably reported fifty.

I wondered who was in charge of the Persians and how he would react.  Did the Persians have a general in charge?  Or was Xerxes himself leading them?  So many possible Earths!  I can’t keep track of them all.

We re-tasked the mirrors so one tracked King Leonidas, the other tracked, yes, King Xerxes.

I was shocked to see King Leonidas.  I had a mental image of him as an idealized warrior.  In a sense, I suppose he was, being Spartan.  He was muscled, tough, carried sword and spear in an extremely businesslike fashion, and wore much the same bronze cuirass as his men.  I would not be pleased to see him on the opposing side in a battle.  I would be actively displeased to fight an army of him and his clones.

He was also about sixty years old.  Silver speckled his black, curly hair.  He had more forehead than, perhaps, in his younger days.  His skin wasn’t as smooth and taut as a young man’s.  But his physique and the look in his eyes might have been cut by Michelangelo.

Was he an older man in my world’s Thermopylae?

It was profitable to watch the two kings trade letters via messenger.  Xerxes didn’t want to take the pass.  He really didn’t.  He knew it was going to cost him a lot more men and equipment than he wanted.  Xerxes offered all sorts of bribes, trying to buy passage.  Leonidas turned him down every time.

Four days.  They spent four days trading negotiations and occasional barbs.  It seemed to me Leonidas was the impatient one.  He was the elder of the two, but he kept antagonizing Xerxes in his messages.  I would have thought he would want Xerxes to delay as long as possible, allowing more Greek reinforcements to arrive.  We didn’t see any coming, but maybe they were too far out.  Or were the Greeks fortifying their cities while the army bought time at the pass?

Regardless, there came a point where Xerxes decided he couldn’t wait any longer.  Every day, the Greeks improved their wall a little more, kind of as a hobby, but mostly they practiced, warming up before the war officially started.  Xerxes had far more mouths to feed and not a lot of foraging country with which to do it.

I got out of my crate a little after dawn, in time to see the openers.

Xerxes sent cavalry and archers forward.  While the Greeks built up their wall, the Persians built up an earthen causeway through the marshy ground.  It was so far from the wall, the Greeks didn’t even try to do anything about it.

At last, someone besides me who appreciates good roads.

The cavalry crossed the marsh without a hitch.  The archers followed.  They all regrouped in the open space between the muddy ground and the last shoulder of the mountains.  The archers went first, but in columns, leaving gaps for the cavalry to advance in case the Greeks counterattacked.

The archers launched their arrows at maximum range.  These rained down on the defenders near the wall.  Nobody cared overmuch.  The Greeks had huge, round shields, easily large enough to keep them dry in the rain.  Arrows glanced off or stuck, but didn’t go through.

After wasting two tons of arrows, the archers stopped.  While they kept the Greeks pinned down—what genius thought they were going to advance?—maybe ten thousand Persian infantry filed forward, formed up, and now charged.

The Persians, for whatever reason, had shorter spears and lighter armor than the Greeks.  The survivors also learned a new word: “Phalanx.”  A phalanx is a wall of shields with spears sticking out of it everywhere.  Anyone who managed to get close enough to actually attack also discovered the Spartans loved getting up close and personal.  Hacking at people with a kopis sword while the men behind stabbed with long spears was their version of a good day at the office.

The passable terrain was a hundred meters wide or thereabouts.  The wall narrowed it considerably, forcing the Persians to attack on a small front.  Even with men on the wall to discourage climbers, it meant the Greeks didn’t need to use all their men to defend the pass.  Even with Greek archers and slingers raining unaimed shots over the wall, they still had guys sitting around, resting, waiting their turn to shuffle into the fray, fight for a while, and cycle out again.

It was a slaughter.  For six bloody hours, they punched holes in Persians faster than a sewing machine.  The dead and wounded were so thick on the ground, they were a danger to footing.  The Greeks started with a line ahead of the gap in their wall and only fell back, one pace at a time, as the bodies started piling up. This let the Persians climb over their own fallen comrades and add to the pile.  Aside from a couple of wounds from sheer bad luck, I don’t think the Greeks took more than nicks and scratches.  A little antiseptic, a few bandages, and maybe a thousand stitches would pretty much deal with their collective injuries.

Every time the Persians signaled a retreat to regroup, the Greeks pursued only to kill stragglers.  They always stayed close enough to withdraw to their defensive position before the cavalry could close in.  But the carnage of each retreat demoralized the next assault.

When the Persians retreated, they left behind their wounded.  Their wounded didn’t have to worry for long, though.  There were no survivors.  Most of the bodies were dumped into the sea, to let them float away, but a lot wound up as a temporary barrier the Persians would have to climb over.  Severed heads were set upright in the sandy dirt, facing the next bunch of Persians.

Bloody work.  Gruesome.  Probably bad for Persian morale, too.

Personally, I would have made a hundred short ladders, sent the infantry in to try and force the gap, and then used the ladders to pour over the wall.  Nobody was on top of it to defend it!  I don’t know why everyone was so focused on the gap at the seaward end of the wall.

“They are all going to die,” Velina noted.

“Oh?”

“The Greeks.  Every assault wounds more of them.  The wounds make themselves felt.  As injury weakens them, they will begin to die.  The Persians will spend fifty times their number to force this pass, but they can pay the price and more.”

“Yep.  It’s a famous battle.  It’s one of the legendary last stands.  People will remember it for thousands of years.”

Velina looked at me with wide eyes.

“Thousands?”

“The name of Leonidas will be remembered.  There will be a statue to him…” I craned my neck, trying to visualize the terrain, looking at the contours.  “I think it will be about there.  See where the rocks form a sort of curve?  A bit to the left, toward the water.  Of course, the sea will have thrown silt and sediment up, moving the shoreline a lot farther out than it is today.  But I’ve seen worlds where that statue—or its replacement—is standing after six thousand years.  The monument may not outlast the pyramids, but few of the pharaohs buried in them are as well-remembered.”

She regarded the screaming and the dying below us.

“It would be wrong to take such a thing from him,” she said, softly.

“You want them to win?”

“They are defending themselves from an invasion.”

“True.  You could always ask Leonidas if he wants to win this thing.”

“I cannot.”

“Why not?”

“He is a king.”

“And you are my personal aide.  If I want to know, who would I send to find out?”

“Yes.  Then it would be proper,” she agreed.

“Do you want to ask him?”

“I would be honored to ask him for you.”

Milking alligators.  That’s what it is.

“Let’s get you dressed for battle.  You’ll need a bigger shield.  And a spear.  Then you can ask Leonidas the question.  If he would rather live as a hero, feel free to help him do so.”

“I shall.”

I let her watch the battle while I rearranged time-tickers to do faster-track work.  I didn’t like the bronze shields they used, for one thing.  And, while Velina and I practiced with pretty much every weapon known to man, spears weren’t her favorite.  A little something extra was called for.  Spears are all about penetration, but a little bit of flash might go over well.

I also asked Bronze if she wanted to see the battle.  She was still exploring, but agreed it might be interesting.  If the Persian cavalry ever decided to charge the Greeks, it would be instructive to see how they dealt with the obstacle.

From her point of view, anything not as fast as her is an obstacle.  A wall is an obstacle.  Cars are obstacles.  Pedestrians—even armored ones with spears—are obstacles.  I’m not sure what she thinks is a road hazard and I hope never to find out.

Velina and Bronze worked their way through the mountains, toward the Greek side of things, and approached the Greek camp from the east.  The sentries didn’t expect any hostiles to come from the east so Velina was merely challenged, not attacked.  They let her through after a moment of conversation.

They didn’t know what to make of her armor.  Tiny little scales?  What good would those do?  Must be a woman’s ornamental armor.  It certainly isn’t any good in battle.  Not unless she’s fighting kittens!  Ha-ha!

On the upside, they didn’t tell her that.  Someone rides up on a magnificent horse, sitting on a rich-looking saddle of a type never seen before, wearing what can only be described as a suit of martial jewelry, a strange sword, a spear of extraordinary quality, and with a full-sized shield?  She says she’s a messenger from a king and wants to speak to Leonidas.  Okay.  Let’s be civilized and show her to our king.  He’ll sort it all out.

Leonidas had his helmet beside him.  It had a tall plume, like all the other Spartans.  It made them look even bigger.  And, like the others, he was covered in sweat and spattered with someone else’s blood.  He didn’t get up when Velina dismounted and approached. I’m not sure if it was because she wasn’t a Spartan, because she was a woman, because she was only a messenger, or because he was damn tired.  He’d been fighting like the rest.

“Who are you?” he asked, directly but not rudely.

“I am Velina.  My lord sends me to you, King, to ask a question only you may answer.”

“Another messenger,” he sighed.  “Ask.”

“What do you prefer?  To live in victory as a hero, or to die in battle as a legend?”

Leonidas took a moment to consider it.  It was a good question, I thought.

“You are not a messenger from Xerxes.”

“I am not.”

“Who, then?”

She pointed up at me with the spear.  Leonidas followed her gesture with his eyes.  I don’t know how well he saw me, but he didn’t squint.  Finally, he spoke to a subordinate.

“See this woman—you call yourself ‘Velina’?”

“Yes, King.”

“See Velina is given food and a place to rest.  Velina, I shall have an answer for you in the morning.”

She looked up at my scrying sensor.

Yes, I sent.  Go ahead.

Velina nodded at me, then turned to the King.

“I accept your hospitality, King Leonidas.”

Velina spent the next few hours with the Greek auxiliaries to the Spartans.  They didn’t quite know how to treat her, at first.  It became clear to them she was a professional.  She asked to be shown things and demonstrated her proficiency in the process.  Before the evening was well advanced, there were six men working with her on how to move in a phalanx.  One of them was a Spartan!

I think he was more interested in getting the other Greeks to do it right.  “If a woman can do it, why can’t you?” sort of thing.

Velina and I never had enough people to practice forming a phalanx, but she’d encountered it before, in Tauta, when I foolishly tried to introduce new fighting styles.  She learned the Greek technique quickly and mastered the phalanx dance in nothing flat.

They loved her shield.  She let them wear it and get the feel of it.  It was about the same size as theirs, but made of a light, space-age alloy.  Most of it was opaque, but there were convenient plates of transparent aluminum.  She could see through it, not merely around it.

After night fell, Velina accepted bread, dried meat, olives, cheese, figs, and watered wine.  She sat around a fire with a dozen men, listening to their stories.  Eventually, they settled in to sleep.

The Persians sent a hundred men to sneak along the road, creeping stealthily under overcast skies.  With so many horsemen assembled, just past the marsh, and with a division of infantry behind them… I think the idea was to get close, rush the defenders at the wall, and open the gap while the cavalry came up to reinforce the position.  Then, when the infantry arrived, they could take it and keep it.

Strangely, the leading elements gradually grew tired as they crept forward.  Their slow, stealthy approach would have taken them over an hour to reach their attack positions, but none of them made it far.  One by one, they kept falling into an exhausted slumber as they crept through the night, almost as though something in the darkness sucked the life right out of them.

Velina was in the Greek camp.  I wasn’t going to let them wake her.  The activity did make me wonder, though.

“Hey, you, up in the sky.”

What is it now?

“Cranky?”

I hate having to push energy into a world where I don’t exist.

“Oh.  Sorry.”

I can manage, but bring a prayer wheel, next time.  What’s on your mind?

“The local gods.  If I do things and the humans assume their gods did it, their gods get the celestial credit, right?”

Right.  Any sort of reverence or belief is useful to our kind, at least a little.

“So, if I sort-of impersonate one and do a miracle with magic, as long as I’m not violating any sort of religious doctrine or whatever, they should be pleased?”

I will cautiously agree to the principle.  It depends on the god and the supposed miracle.  This is why I negotiate for favors and goodwill.  What do you have in mind?

“I don’t, really.  I’m trying to avoid pissing them off.”

Good plan.  If you’re going to do this sort of thing here, would you mind grabbing a dynamo?  I should talk with the locals.

“Oh?  Sure.  Why not talk to them in another world about this one?”

It’s easier if it’s all local.

“From the brevity of your answer, I’m guessing there are complicated reasons?”

Correct!

“I’ll get a dynamo right now.  You make sure to let me know if the local gods have objections.”

I will.  Should I assume you’re on the side of the Greeks?

“Velina is.”

Then you are.  Get the dynamo.  I’ll make sure you’re covered.

Leonidas sent for Velina at some ridiculous hour of the night.  He hadn’t slept much, but I suppose generals don’t get to choose their hours when there’s a war on.

“The choice you offer me is not truly a choice,” he began.  “I am the King.  I must protect my people.  If through my life or death I will save others from Xerxes’s conquest, then the choice is not mine to make.  Xerxes must be stopped, and to that end is my life committed.  Is my life the price of victory?”

“You speak as though I had the power to determine the outcome of this battle.”

“You have the strength of Hercules and equipment Hephaestus must have made.  You say you are a messenger, but if such as you has a master, he must be great, indeed.”

“I will not disagree with you,” Velina said.  “The question was not about victory, King of Sparta.  It was about what you want.  You can live as a hero, here, in victory.  Or you can die a legend—and still have the victory.  What would you have?”

“You say victory is ours for the asking, though the field still be contested.  This lightens my heart.  I shall stand to battle.  Death will come or not.”

“Death is already here,” Velina told him.  They both looked in my direction, but I doubt either of them could see my little overlook in the dark.

He didn’t answer the question, I pointed out.

He is a king, she answered, and, if I understand properly, is therefore not obligated to answer.

This, I had to admit, was a good point.

Good point, I admitted, because I had to.  So, do you want to wait until he makes up his mind…?

I will fight.  Perhaps he will have an answer after another battle.

Okay.

Which kind of settled whether or not I was going to participate.  If Velina was going to fight for the Greeks, I wasn’t going to let the Persians have an easy time.

First off, the wall.  It extended most of the way across the pass, forcing everyone through a narrower bit, between it and a short drop-off to the water.  It was made mostly of unmortared stone, but the individual rocks were pretty hefty and hard to dislodge.  The wall could improve.  It could be more solid.  It could be bigger.

I started the stones growing.  Inside the wall, where no one would see, they started flowing together, like pressed clay.  The wall also started to grow, sucking in material from the ground and from the mountain.  In a typical Earthline, it might only gain an inch an hour, if that.  It would still grow at least a foot in every direction by tomorrow morning.  This might narrow the gap by the width of one man’s position.  Defend it with twenty-nine men instead of thirty.  And if someone—Velina?—happened to stack rocks at the growing end, it might be significantly narrower.

What would happen if they walled off the whole pass, from mountainside to sea?  And out into the sea, for good measure?  Would the Persians attack the wall or try to go around it?

The problem at Thermopylae in my world was the narrow path through the mountains.  The Persians would find out about it from a local guy… I don’t recall his name offhand.  They would do the same thing here, I felt sure, and flank the Greeks, especially if they had no other option but to find a way around.  This would be a problem if the wall completely blocked the shoreline… and if the path remained intact.

I could have done it magically, but I had wall-building spells running.  It was easier to ask Bronze to give me a lift.  She knew where all the goat paths were.  All I did was slap a lot of plastique around and turn several sections of mountain pathways into crumbled mountainside.

I have experience in making mountains impassable.

I’m not saying nobody could get through, but it would require climbing, not walking.  If they were determined, they could slowly force the matter.  It would take several days, at least, to get any real force behind the Phocian wall.  Any equipment or supplies would have to be carried through by hand—no carts, no sledges, and only smaller backpacks.

The Greeks had men on guard in the mountains, watching for Persians.  When I blew up the paths, those forces became superfluous.  They ran.  The replacement troops—whenever they sent any—would have an easy time defending what was left.

Back in the Greek camp, people muttered about the flashes and the thunder in the hills, wondering what it was.  Leonidas came out to look at the flashing and listen to the booming and found Velina on the wall, also watching.  He looked at Velina.

“I believe your cause has found favor,” she said.

Leonidas looked at the night sky and was thoughtful.  As I regarded the clouds, I realized I needed more of a display.  Lightning flashed, brightening the cloud cover momentarily, then all was dark while I built up a charge.  When I let it go, it was a pretty impressive bolt of lightning.  It struck in the Persian camp, of course.  It wasn’t more than a pinprick injury for an army that size, but it was a Sign to the Greeks.

I started assembling a solar panel array.  I was going to need power.  Somewhere, there was a Persian fleet.  I decided they should have shockingly attractive masts.

I kept a mirror on King Xerxes so I could keep up with his plans.  The Persians were planning to attack again at dawn.  I told Velina and she was delighted.  She does love to fight.  She and Firebrand are kindred spirits.

And with that thought, I shouted a bad word and shifted to the Spherestation.

“Firebrand!”

Yo!

“Would you like to go to a war?”

Would you like to run out of brain-bugs?

“Thought so.  Would you mind if Velina did the hacking?”

She’s okay, if you’re not going to do any fighting.  Or are you?

“I haven’t decided.  Not at present.”

I’ll settle for Velina.

I hurried through the station as I spoke, reached the furnace, yanked out Firebrand, and went through the shifty process of going back.

Firebrand regarded the battlefield in whatever fashion Firebrand regards things.

We’re defending a position?

“Yes.”

Got it.  Okay, get me down to Velina.

“Ready for a dramatic entrance?”

What have you got in mind?

“The gods are sending you to her in fire from the heavens.”

Fire from the heavens, huh?  This could be fun.

“It’s more fun to watch.”

“Velina?” I used a communication spell, an adaptation of a scrying spell.  I should probably get her a phone.

Yes?

“Firebrand would like to participate, if that’s all right with you.”

I will be honored to wield it.

As you should be, Firebrand added.

“Hush, you.  I have to find Mount Olympus and calculate a trajectory.  Velina, when they ask, tell them it’s a gift.”

Firebrand is a gift?

“Tell them it’s from a relative.  They’ll draw their own conclusions about what it is and who it’s from.”

I shall.

The sky was still dark with overcast.  The only light was along the wall.  Small fires dotted it, discouraging further attempts at stealth.

A brilliant line of flame ascended in the north, arced through the dark sky until it was overhead, and came straight down.  A blazing meteor screamed earthward:  A jumbo-sized sword stabbed from the sky, trailing flames like a burning jet coming in for a crash.  Several meters behind the wall, it pierced the earth and buried itself for half the length of the blade.  It continued to burn, jeweled eyes gleaming.

There was quite a bit of shouting and running, but not everyone ran away.  A hundred men ran toward it, surrounded it, and formed a wall of shields and spears.  Excellent response time.  Very professional.  Nobody tried to touch the burning blade.  More people kept joining the shield-wall and the ring kept expanding, moving everyone a little bit farther away.  Well, it was hot in the middle.

Velina pushed through the mess to approach Firebrand.  Everyone was only too willing to let her.  Without hesitation, she grasped the hilt and, like a Greek version of Arthur, pulled the fiery sword up and out.  Holding it up, it shot fire into the sky, white, yellow, and orange before it died down into merely gleaming steel.

“Oh, and Firebrand?” I said, thinking hard in its direction.

Yes, Boss?

“Be nice to the Greeks.”

They’re on my side.  Can do!

“And you, Velina.  You might use other skills.”

How do you mean?

“Can you heal their injuries?  Stay back from the wall so it can grow overnight, but see about stitching wounds.”

I can help, she agreed.  Even such help as I can give will not be sufficient for most to recover fully by the dawn.  And the effort of helping them will weary me.

“Hmm.  Fair point, but I suspect they need the help.  Firebrand?  If Velina gets tired tomorrow and you still want to fight, there’s a guy you might like.  His name is Leonidas.  He’s a king.  Come to think of it, you might like any of the Spartans.”

I don’t know about that.

“You haven’t met him,” I told it.

He impresses me, Velina added.

He does? Firebrand asked, startled.

His valor is worthy of Firebrand.

Hmm, Firebrand considered.  Maybe.  Okay, Boss.  If Velina thinks highly of him, I’ll look him over.  We’ll see what I think of him.

“He may prefer her spear.”

Whoa, whoa, whoa, Firebrand protested.  Hang on!  Why?

“He’s used to spears.”

But why would he prefer her spear to me?

“Maybe because he’s never wielded a sword like you.”

Oh.  Well, there’s never been a sword like me, Firebrand agreed.

“Off you go.”

The Persians sorted themselves out in the hour before dawn and, as soon as they had light, attacked again.  I had the impression their hearts really weren’t in it.  I think it had to do with the mess.  The approach was littered with corpses, all ripped open from crotch to throat, entrails splayed out, ribs burst apart, that sort of thing.  Strangely, there was very little blood.  I don’t know if they noticed, but I like to think they wondered about it.  At least they knew why their advance party never signaled for the midnight attack.

The Greek hoplites became a spiky, deadly wall and did their dance on the casualties.  They held.  When Velina and Firebrand occasionally set Persians on fire, the Greeks were startled, but not nearly as much as the Persians.  Flamethrowers were new to everyone, but the Greeks were given an introduction before the battle.  They toughed it out, killing burning men and ignoring the screams.

Flamethrowers may not be the most effective battlefield weapon, but they definitely send a message.  The message is, “go away or we’ll set you on fire.”  Which, come to think of it, is pretty effective.

Still, the assault lasted for a while.  As they fought, a bunch of the Persian logistics and support guys hurried in behind to start clearing away the bodies.  Bad for morale, this marching over the ripped-open remains of your fellows.  It’s not great for morale to recover their equipment and toss the bodies in the sea, either, but it beats marching on them.  Probably.

In a mirror, I watched as archers started forward, carrying lit braziers.  While they advanced across the earthen causeway, I used the time to prepare a surprise.  By the time the archers formed ranks, I was ready.  They launched volleys of flaming arrows toward the Greek position.  Seemed fair.  If the Greeks were setting fire to the Persian troops, why not rain fiery arrows down on them in return?

I’ll tell you why not.  Because I have a talent for weather magic.

The wind shifted, ran along the mountains, and blew the arrows higher—and back the way they came.  I didn’t have a lot of time to set it up, but I had decent weather conditions to start with, as well as a whole mountainside to help channel the wind.

The archers were not amused at taking a badly-scattered volley of their own flaming arrows.  They carried pots of oil to dip their arrowheads before lighting them in the braziers.  This turned out to be unpleasant for a few of them.  Lucky hits, really.  Lots of injuries, no fatalities, and a major hit to their morale.

Nevertheless, once the wind died down, they tried again.  Strangely, the wind picked up even as they drew their bows.  A few of those shots were blown so high, they made it, still burning, all the way back to the Persian camp.

By then, I had a decent amount of low-hanging clouds built up.  Lightning struck one of the archers.

The Persians gave up.  The main assault fell back, forcing the support guys to retreat, while the archers dumped their braziers and hustled back across the causeway.

I heard something from the Greek lines and cocked my head, listening.  They were whooping in joy.  Well, they had a right to. 

I went off to get more supplies.  And, while I was at it, prepared to impersonate yet another god.  It would boost the Greek morale and amuse me.  Wasn’t that part of why I was in Greece in the first place?  To relate to people in a way that didn’t annoy me?

Late in the evening, after the sun went down, I rode a chariot into the Greek camp from the east.  The horses were magnificent white horses.  I made sure the harness and the chariot were darn fancy, too.  White and gold.  That was my theme.

Bronze was not pleased when I started hunting for flesh and blood horses, but I pointed out the traditional chariot has at least two.  She argued she could be two horses, at least while they were harnessed together like that.  She also pointed out she was perfectly capable of changing color, so why, exactly, did I need a chariot?

“Are you absolutely sure you can coordinate all that?” I asked.

She pointed out she practiced an awful lot in the past few years. One horse with eight legs might require work to get them all sorted out, but two horses, side by side?  That wouldn’t even be a challenge.  How, exactly, did I want it to look?  As for the chariot, once she had the non-moving parts locked in, she wouldn’t have to worry about it.

“All right, I’m sold.  Let’s see your two-horse impression.”

She was right.  Harnessed together, she looked like a pair of magnificent beasts.  They moved with an eerie sort of coordination, but, given the disguise I was adopting, this was no bad thing.  She admitted she also planned to try a single body with six, eight, and ten legs, if only to see how it would work.

We trotted up from behind the Greek lines, following the road.

The sentries challenged me, as they were supposed to, but I was dressed in chiton and sandals and spoke Greek.  True, I was armed—a Greek bow, short sword, and one golden arrow—but I was polite and came from the wrong direction to be Persian.  They let me through.  I stopped at the first campfire I came to and set up a tall tent.  It was sort of like a beach umbrella, but with a curtain all the way to the ground.

“What are you doing?” asked a Greek militiaman.  Half a dozen others stood back a couple of paces.  From their body language, I’d say he drew the short straw and got to ask the stranger his business.

“Preparing to distribute supplies.”

“Oh?” he asked, suddenly interested.  “What sort of supplies?”

“What do you want?  I’m willing to feed you.  Help me with this tent, will you?”

The man did so.  It was still breezy and I needed someone to hold it steady.

“Meat would be nice,” he said, while I tied off a line.

“What sort would you like?”

“Anything fresh.  Salted goat gets old after a while.”

“Sure.  Hang on a second.”

I went into the tent and emerged immediately with a small wicker basket full of mutton, still bloody from the slaughterhouse.  I handed it to the startled militiaman.  He looked into the tent we erected.  His expression was of deep astonishment.

“I doubt you can eat all this by yourself,” I suggested.  I pointed at the nearest man.  “Hey, you!  Yes, you!  Come here.”

I closed the tent flap, ducked in, and came out with another basket.

“It’s tough, feeding an army.  Go help.”

Amazed but willing, the second man staggered off with his basket.  I whistled and gestured over several of the off-duty warriors.

“Stand here.  Tell me what you’d like to eat.  When I say so, go into the tent, pick up the basket or bucket or barrel and take it away.”

I promptly sat down on the back of my chariot, like a good ol’ boy on the tailgate of a pickup truck.  I produced a small lyre and plucked at it.

“What’ll you have?” I asked.

“Beef?”

I plucked a string of the lyre.

“Get it and get going.  Next!”

“Uh… I… How about… duck eggs?” asked the next man.  The one coming out of the tent had to get help with the side of meat.

“Things you find in herds or flocks, please. My sister is in charge of wild animals.  I don’t want her on my case.”

“Goat, then?”

Twang!  The bleating sound from inside the tent startled everybody.  He opened the flap and managed to catch the length of rope around the goat’s neck when it bolted.  Good reflexes on that man.

“Move out.  Next!”

I kept at this for nearly an hour.  But, as the night wore on, I called a halt.

“No, no, no.  Sorry.  I can’t stay.  I have to get things ready for sunrise.”

Most of them accepted this.  One of them approached me as I stepped up into the chariot.

“Will you strike the tent?”

“Why?  It’s only a tent.”

“It performs miracles,” he insisted.

“Tents can’t perform miracles.”

“Where, then, does the miracle come from?”

“That’s a good question.  Can I trust you?” I asked.  He started to answer, stopped, and thought for a moment.

“I believe you can.  I would like to think so.”

“Oh, I like you.  Okay.”  I started a small illusion spell.  My hair slowly turned golden and gained a faint glow.  I drew out the golden arrow I’d brought.

“I’ll trust you with this.  It’s a gift to King Leonidas, from… one of his relatives.”

The man accepted it gingerly, eyeing the multifaceted, glittering crystal of the arrowhead.

“Tell him to be cautious in using it.  A cyclops forged it.”

Okay, I was lying.  I forged it.  Which would be greater cause for worry?  A cyclops might forge a thunderbolt, but I’m versatile.  I didn’t say what it might do. I intended it as a surprise.

He handled it gingerly before, but now he handled it with respect.  He made a very slight bow in my direction and, both hands holding the arrow, hurried off to deliver it.  I smiled, flicked the reins, and we galloped away.

What gods did the Persians worship?  I don’t know.  I didn’t bother to find out.  I wasn’t on their side.

I did spend a good portion of the evening watching for various sorts of divinations.  I found only minor magic in the Persian camp.  They did have spells, but they weren’t… what’s the word?  Exact?  There’s a difference between someone who casts a scrying spell and reads your newspaper compared to someone who tosses several sticks on the grounds and reads the omens.

I found several priests examining entrails, tossing dice, all the divination stuff.  I presume Xerxes’ Intelligence branch had spies, scouts, and diviners.  The spies and scouts already had a bad time in this battle.  Now it was the diviners’ turn.

It’s never a good sign when the goat you’ve slit open steams profusely for several minutes and turns to a dried-up husk.  When you throw things into the fire to look for signs in the smoke, it’s cause for concern when the fire goes out.  When you draw colored beans from a jar to determine the future, what do you do when you reach into the jar and, instead of beans, there are live scorpions?

Bad omens or not, Xerxes was still stuck with the same problem.  The pass had to be forced.  His invasion was at a standstill.  Elsewhere, his navy was doing its own thing, presumably according to plan—as far as he knew.  I knew they encountered a storm.  A normal storm.  I didn’t cause it.  Somehow, though, during a particularly bad night, each and every ship was struck by lightning.  Repeatedly.  I might have had something to do with that.  Very few of them survived the battering and the blasting.  Afterward, I made a special trip to exchange discharged power crystals for charged ones.

I empathized with the drowning people.  Not enough to stop, but I empathized.  They had debris to cling to, and a lot of it.  On the upside, the Athenians had a powerful navy.  They were supposed to defeat the Persian fleet, but they might be nice enough to rescue survivors from the wrath of the gods.

Here and now, though, there were troops trying to get through a defensive position and apparently willing to die trying.

Hopefully, they were a little less willing, now that the omens were going badly and the number of dead was growing.  Slaughter isn’t the only way to stop an army.  The best way is to attack their will to fight.  Theirs was not in good shape.  It made me wonder how Xerxes managed to motivate them.  True, a few deserted, but it wasn’t a popular choice this far from home.

I watched him give speeches and address groups.  I also noticed he had a personal cadre of bodyguards.  He kept them close.  I wasn’t sure if he was trying to display power to his troops or if he feared for his life.

Velina, down with the Greeks, was perfectly at home.  Firebrand was eager.  She typically held the seaward end of the line, standing hip-deep in surf.  She used both hands on Firebrand instead of sword-and-shield.  There were good points to this.  The nearest Greek partially covered her with his shield while Firebrand acted like a twelve-foot blowtorch.  This kept setting Persians on fire, which really cut down on the number of soldiers willing to attack the seaward end of the Greek line.  After the first two or three swings, there was never much in front of her aside from steaming bodies bobbing in the surf and Persians trying to get away from her.  Firebrand makes an impression, especially on tightly-packed troops.

After the battle, she helped with the wounded.

The local magical environment wasn’t up to high-energy workings, but she took her time with the more serious wounds, gently holding the rent edges together and chanting over them until they stuck.

Velina always found broken bones challenging.  She couldn’t touch them to put them together and fix them in place.  Same for organ damage.  A hole through someone’s kidney was a serious problem.  She could patch him up to stop the bleeding, clean the wound, block infection, and hasten his body’s ability to heal, but it would take time.  Even if he lived, he wouldn’t be fit to stand, never mind fight, for at least a week.

There are a bunch of limiting factors for how quickly magic can put someone together.  The complexity of the injury is a big one.  The size is another—a cigarette burn is a lot easier to fix than regenerating all of someone’s skin.  The skill of the spellcaster also plays a part, as well as the spellcaster’s skill as a doctor—the two are not the same.  The maximum magical capacity of the spellcaster can be a major influence, too.  A big one, though, in any Earth, is the availability of power in the first place.  What there was, she used, to the limits of her skill.

I’m sure Xerxes intended, if all else failed, to wear down the Greeks by sheer numbers.  Thing is, now they were much better-fed, inspired, and recovering almost as fast as they were injured.  Xerxes couldn’t know that, of course.  It still didn’t look good for the Greeks, but Velina was enjoying herself.

To my surprise, I found I was, too.

The Battle of Thermopylae with which I am familiar—somewhat familiar—lasted about three days, I think.  Did they have a few days of negotiation, first?  Were there three days of battle, then a fourth day when the Persians flanked the Greek strong point?  Or did the Greek rearguard wind up surrounded on the third day?  I don’t remember.  Heck, in my own world, I don’t know how old Leonidas was when the battle started!

On the third day of this battle, I sat on my balcony, watching the Persians advance again.  This time, it was infantry followed by archers.  Clearly, the idea was to attack with the infantry to hold the Greeks from advancing.  This would let the archers get much closer and minimize any errant mountain breezes.  The archers could then lob arrows beyond the lines into anyone not actually in combat, weakening the whole of the Greek forces for later.  The archers might even get close enough to put individual arrows—as opposed to volleys—into Greeks on the defensive line.

The Persians made a terrible mistake.

During the fighting, both sides noticed my observation deck.  The Greeks left me alone.  The Persians, thinking I was Greek, assumed I was a forward observer.  Up until now, they hadn’t given me more than dirty looks.  Now, though, the archers loosed a volley at me.  Nothing hit me, of course.  Sitting this close to a battlefield, I made sure there was a deflection spell.  It took a beating, but they never had a chance of hitting me.

All right.  They took their shot.  They learned it was useless to shoot at me.

This didn’t stop them.  They loosed another volley.  And another.  Four, total, before they gave up.

By then, they’d succeeded in annoying me.  It was a lot of arrows and it cost a surprising amount of power to make all of them miss.  My solar collection grid had to shut down replication and devote all its output into charging up my deflection spell!

I checked the wind.  It was blowing east again, entirely the wrong direction.  I grumbled and set about altering it.  I wanted a nice, gentle breeze blowing westward, away from the Greeks.  It took a while, but it got there.  I didn’t have to completely rearrange the weather, just move it a bit.  Bouncing a breeze off the mountains was fine, as long as the air down there moved generally westward.

Meanwhile, the Persian infantry flooded in, broke on the Greek lines, and resurged. The archers formed on the upslope and on the shoreline, leaving a clear path for the melee troops.  Arrows continuously peppered the rear of the Greek position.  A few archers, probably the most skilled, were closer to the fighting.  Soldiers held a light platform between them, on their shoulders, for each archer to stand on.  With that height, he could see over the troops and take direct aim at the enemy.  It was surprisingly effective.  Maybe one shot in four hit anything besides a shield, but the ones that got through were good, solid hits.

The Greeks didn’t like this tactic of a frontal assault combined with a rain of arrows.  The rank in front had to keep their shields forward, opening only to attack.  They had to rely on the ranks behind for overhead cover.  It wasn’t perfect, not in the middle of melee combat.  It also meant they couldn’t easily shift in and out of the front line, and anyone not on the front line still had to worry about being shot.  True, the archers risked hitting their own men, but Xerxes was willing to spend them if it broke the stopper out of the bottle.

The Persians had the men to do this in shifts, continuously.  They could fatigue everyone, expend their strength, and roll over them.  It would be costly in troops and arrows, but Xerxes came a long way for this fight.  He brought everything.  And, apparently, today was the day to spend whatever it took and worry about the cost later.

The Greeks held beautifully, though.  It was harder on them, but they weren’t going anywhere.  They already accumulated more injuries than in previous assaults, but it wasn’t like they could give up and go home.

Finally, the wind shifted and settled into the course I wanted. I pulled the pins on the nerve gas and smoke grenades.  I chucked two of each onto the beach.  The nerve gas was invisible, but the smoke was a thick, black cloud.  The spell I sent with the grenades kept the smoke and the nerve gas together, as well as making it coil and writhe in serpentine streamers.  These clouds didn’t move naturally; they moved like living, eldritch Things.

Where the smoky tentacles reached, people fell down, twitching.  The writhing clouds of death avoided the infantry column, sliding along either side of it.  Mostly, it blocked the view of the archers before it rolled through them.  The tentacles spread wide enough to shave down the width of the infantry, though.  People watching this very wisely decided it was not something for them to handle.  It was an ancient evil drawn from the depths of Tartarus, sent by Hades to punish them.

I do give a good impression of a Lord of the Underworld.

The thinning clouds of writhing death drifted slowly on toward the Persian camp, spreading and dissipating.  I doubted they would make it all the way.  More likely, the wind would dilute them too much.  They obliterated most of the current assault, though, and that’s all I really wanted.

What remained of the infantry near the Greek lines suddenly had no one pushing them forward.  They also knew why.  It’s not like huge, smoky clouds of death are subtle.  The monsters were headed for the Persian camp and the Greeks were standing firm.  Probably best to retreat and see what was happening in the rear.

The Greeks were of a mind to let them.  None of the Persians were quick enough to catch up with the clouds of death, but that was deliberate on their part.  I wouldn’t want to run headlong into a tentacled mass of deadly smoke.

That was the last of the day’s fighting.

Day four saw new innovations in the art of warfare. Xerxes, after consultation with his generals, dispatched something like a third of his men into the mountains.  The scouts hadn’t found a way through, but now he couldn’t wait for them to stumble over one.  By pouring so many men into the mountains, if there was a way through, they would find it.  Either they would send back word on how to bypass the Hot Gates entirely, or whoever made it beyond and regrouped would flank the Greek position and crush them, depending on how many there were.

The rest of his forces remained in play on this battlefield, holding the Greek forces in place.  As long as Xerxes remained ready to ram straight through, the Greeks couldn’t risk dispatching more troops to guard potential trickles building up behind them.

Instead of forming up for another attack, though, the encamped Persians began cutting down trees, chopping them into logs, and building.

Somebody had an idea.  I don’t know if they ever used siege equipment before, but someone looked at the Greek position and went, “Hey!  All the Greeks are in that open part!”—and had an idea.

What they built was an early example of megascale siege equipment.  In principle, it was simple.  It was a ramp, maybe three meters high, but it was sixty, maybe seventy meters wide.  Underneath were runners and crude, wooden wheels to—in theory—make it mobile.  The idea was to roll this thing along the beach, bump it up against the low wall, and charge over it on a wide front.

Individual ramps would be easier to build, but ladders would be simplest of all.  Given the surprising amount of arrows and sling stones from the Greeks, I’d have them build tall, tall shields—things three times the height of a man.  On one side, it needed to have handles so two or three men could carry it overhead.  Plunk one end down on the ground, tilt the thing up onto the top of the wall, and use it as a half-ladder, half-ramp.  Make a hundred of the things.  Cover most of the wall in three-foot pieces and pour over it like a wave.

Nobody in the Persian camp was thinking like me.  They were thinking in army terms.  Trojan horse-sized things.  Siege towers.  They were thinking in Persian Empire terms.  Thinking big.  Really big.

In their favor, though, the big one would be hard to destroy, impossible to throw off the wall, and would—eventually!—allow them to walk right over.

It might work, too.  The Greeks would need to put a lot of men up there and the wall wasn’t thick enough to form a real phalanx.  They would still have the manpower-intense gap at the northern, seaward end as well.

There were practical problems with the giant ramp, though.  They would have to disassemble it, move it across the marshy area, and reassemble it on firm ground.  They had enough troops and enough horses to roll it forward, no problem, but the Greeks had bows and slings.  The Persians couldn’t risk putting horses in front to pull, so they needed to push from behind.  This took innovation and experimentation—and time.

Watching them build it, I saw they planned to put men under the ramp with shields hung in front of them.  They would push on the structure under there.  Horses would be behind, “pulling” in their harness on poles extending from their harnesses to the ramp.  Archers might still lob arrows into them, but it would be hard to target a horse behind the ramp, and harder still with two or three guys with shields to defend each horse.

The whole thing was huge and gloriously silly.  It tickled me to see it.  I only wish I’d been watching when somebody pitched the idea to Xerxes.  Whoever it was, he could sell whale oil to Greenpeace.

It took them quite a while to sort out their engineering and construction problems.  I kept an eye on the construction site, but I knew the ramp would fail.  If they didn’t have an engineering failure, an arrow would solve the problem.

I paid more attention to the scattered exploratory force, up in the mountains.  It wasn’t making a lot of headway.  Nevertheless, I spent my evenings skipping merrily through the moonlight, finding the people who proved most adept at navigating into the mountains.

It taxed my creativity to find new and interesting ways to dismember them.  Hanging people by their own entrails was a good start.  I think, though, flaying faces off the skull and using shards of bone to nail them to trees—that made an impression.  They spoke, too, wailing and begging to be taken down and returned to their homeland to escape the cruel and angry gods of Greece.

Nobody found a way through the mountains.  I think they weren’t trying.

On the eighth day, Xerxes was about ready to chew sand and blow glass.  The project engineer was in imminent danger of beheading, so, that night, the ramp was disassembled, transported, guarded, and reassembled.  Any remaining construction was patched up, braced, and finished on the spot.  Crews worked through the night by the light of campfires and torches.  Late in the morning of the ninth day, they put everything in place, splashed the whole thing in sulphur-water and stinking mud for fireproofing, and started their assault.

The infantry assault went about as one might expect.  The Greeks deployed at the end of the wall, in the open space.  It was about four men narrower than before, due to the gradual lengthening of the wall.  It was a fact the Persians missed, but the Greeks were only too happy about.  The leading elements of infantry hit the ranks of Greeks to keep them from attacking the approaching siege engine.  It was aimed at the wall, not the gap.

Dang it, the wall was still not high enough to make the ramp useless.  At worst, the Persians would have to step up at the top.  I ought to do something about that.

Velina had a grand time, as did Firebrand.  She stuck to the front of the ranks, still holding the seaward end of the line.  I noticed she had a new battle-buddy on her left—a Spartan, which I suppose makes sense.  He shielded himself and her as best he could, and he clearly knew his business.  Whenever the Persians started getting his spear all bloody, Velina would kill the next one with a slashing blow, and Firebrand would ignite everything in an arc, whoomph!  The smart survivors jumped back and went flat in the water.  Others panicked and ran screaming.  Glorious mayhem!

Boss?

“Yo.”  Firebrand couldn’t hear my voice, but it heard my directed thought.

Velina wants to know if there’s a good way to set the siege engine on fire.  It’s too far away for me and they’ve poured wet stuff all over it.  I can start it burning once it gets closer, but it’s too big to burn away before they use it.  They won’t use it again, but they won’t need to!  Can you start it?  I’ll help.

“I could, but have Leonidas do it.”

He’s using Velina’s spear.  Can he hit it from there?

Leonidas, too, was having a good time.  I would have thought he was too old for this sort of thing, but I was completely and utterly wrong.  He stabbed people with gusto and delight, enhanced, I think, by the quality of the weapon.

The spear I provided Velina was an incredibly sharp, tough spear, of course—the best an interstellar civilization could provide.  I even put a repair enchantment on it to keep it sharp.  But it drew on the local magic for another purpose, as well.  Once it charged, it could be triggered to fire off a bolt of lightning.  This wouldn’t bother anyone stuck by the spear—that person was dead or dying—but everyone behind him for ten to twenty meters would immediately, if briefly, understand why I hate being electrocuted.

It’ll help any survivors develop empathy.  It’s tough love.  Really.

Leonidas didn’t know about the lightning bolt, but he was loving everything else about the spear.  He was showing his teeth, anyway.  I reflected how someone ought to show him how to make it zap things.  We would get to it, I was sure.

“No, the spear isn’t what I’m talking about.”

How so?

“Does the man not own a bow?”

I don’t get it.

“Are you talking to Leonidas?”

No.  Just you and Velina.

“Good.  Tell Velina what I said.”

I waited.  Velina pulled back and gestured sharply, putting several Greeks into her spot.  She went to find Leonidas.  In fairly short order, Leonidas mounted the wall, stood up, and, ignoring scattered arrows from the few remaining Persian archers, launched three regular arrows at the oncoming ramp.  Once he got the range, he set a familiar golden arrow to his bow, the diamond arrowhead shattering sunlight into rainbows.  He shot into the center of the slowly-grinding structure.  It went zip and whoosh and thunk.

The spell in the arrowhead went off.

Originally, I had intended the arrow as an area-effect weapon for disposing of a whole battalion in one shot.  I envisioned Xerxes losing all patience and sending everybody forward to Make This Happen!  No pause, no quarter, just a hundred thousand men all pressing forward at any cost, at all cost, no matter what.  The arrow would take a huge bite out of the army and shatter their will to fight.  At minimum, those who remained would retreat and regroup.  It might even break them completely.

A big honker of a siege engine wasn’t something I even considered possible, but the arrow would work perfectly well for this.

The gate spell was expensive.  It was extremely large, which increased the cost geometrically.  But it was a space gate, not an inter-universal one, so that cut the cost by an order of magnitude.  Duration was also a factor.  It lasted about a second, which was near the lower limit for establishing a solid connection.  It linked to a circular length of iridium wire as the destination.  This helped lower the cost, as well, but it still wasn’t something I wanted to do routinely.

The arrowhead wasn’t big enough to hold sufficient charge.  I set up an array of crystals and linked the spell to them, as well as my solar conversion panels.

I would not do this anywhere with wizards.  Even a basic wizard would notice the mystic, glowing connection between the arrow and the panels.  It’s like having several big trucks with generators on them and a bright orange power cable leading to your laser cannon.  The other side is going to take note of it.  Anyone with a rifle will then shoot your power cable, which makes your ultra-fancy weapon a pretty display piece instead of a gun.  In the same way, any half-competent wizard could interfere with my setup here and ruin it.  Although, in this case, anyone who didn’t know what they were doing would likely be ashes, afterward, from touching the high-voltage line.  The arrow was the focal point for a lot of magical energy.

Yeah, I could have had it go nuclear.  I don’t like doing it.  And the blast radius isn’t a hard line; used improperly, such a weapon could easily destroy the wall and most of the Greeks!

Besides, this was more fun to build.  And that was the whole point.

This end of the gate, centered on the arrow, opened at about ground level.  It was circular and maybe fifty meters across.  If it had hit anywhere in a packed mass of troops, it would have been devastating enough.

The other end opened in deep space, about six million miles from the “surface” of the Sun.

Between the Sun’s gravity and the rush of Earth’s atmosphere being sucked into the vacuum of space, everything in that circle vanished downward with a brief flash of blinding light and a deafening thunderclap.

The giant ramp was, technically, too wide to fit through it.  The ramp wasn’t designed to hang from the ends, unsupported, like a rope bridge.  Especially not while the whole atmosphere of Earth tried to ram it through the hole.  It was also instantly on fire, but I doubt anyone noticed.  The rush of air was down, so the flames blasted that way.

Zeus has his thunderbolts.  Athena has her spear.  Hephaestus makes swords.  And Apollo?  The god of the sun is famous for his arrows.

An instant later, there was a big, empty place and a huge cloud of dust where there used to be an enormous ramp and a bunch of troops.  The dust cloud was over three times the size of the ramp.  Gates into a vacuum suck.  I ought to know.

The Greeks, behind their shields or behind the wall, coped pretty well, but they were the ones facing the light show.  There was a sticky moment when the remaining Persian infantry surged forward, more out of panic than anything.  The Greeks recovered quickly and halted the press, taking bitter wounds in the process.  The fighting was intense for a few minutes, but the Persians were thrown back and the horns and drums eventually signaled a retreat.

I saw Leonidas talking with Velina.  She laid her hands on his face, palms over his eyes.  Oops.  Well, he was the one actually looking at where the arrow hit.  The flash was brighter than I thought.  At least he didn’t have a line of sight to the Sun through the gate.

Once Velina finished laying hands on Leonidas’ eyes, he rested for a while.  When he felt better, he emerged from behind the wall, jogged forward, and came to a spot below me, eyeing the mountainside.  He took off his sandals, his helmet, and his armor.  He set aside his sword and shield.  Mostly naked, he started climbing.

Damn.  I don’t know of anyone who’s in that good a shape at sixty. Demigods, maybe.  Those Spartans weren’t screwing around about being battle-ready.

It was a bitch of a climb.  The mountains in the area weren’t exactly what you think of when someone says “mountain climbing,” but they’re not gentle hills you can walk up, either.  Noting this, I had worked to make the climb to my patio more unappealing and difficult, if only to discourage Persians from bothering me.  This was supposed to be a safe spot from which to watch a battle.  I didn’t go to the effort of making it utterly inaccessible, but it was close.

He kept trying.  First up one way, then around another, then along a narrow crack, hanging by his fingertips, until finally he came within inches of my balcony.

I sat on the edge and looked down at him.  He clung to the rock face and looked up at me.

“I heard a rumor,” I said, conversationally.  “You’re supposed to be descended from Hercules.  Is it true?”

“I’m told.”

“That makes you a nephew to Hades and Poseidon, as well as a cousin, of sorts, to Apollo and Athena.”

“Yes.”

I held out a hand.  He eyed it, gauged the distance, swung back, swung up, and grabbed it.  I pulled him up on to the balcony, high enough to let him land on the edge and sit next to me.

“Very well, not-so-mortal man.  Why have you come up here, to this small piece of Olympus?”

“To make a request.”

“And if I will not hear it?” I asked, curious.

“I will climb down again.”

“You climbed up here for the opportunity to ask?”

“Yes.”

“You are a king,” I mused, “as well as a relative.  Yes, it is your place to do so.  Go ahead.”

“The sky opened up and brought forth a sword of fire.  The Phocian wall is stronger than it has ever been.  The winds have driven back our attackers.  Thunderbolts scatter them.  Creatures from the underworld venture into the day to slay hundreds in battle.  We have been fed to show the gods favor us.  Our wounds heal more rapidly than we could expect.  It was given to me to use an arrow of Apollo, demonstrating the might of the gods.  And you sent,” he gestured with his chin, “her.”

“Nobody sends her anywhere she doesn’t want to go,” I corrected.

“Who is she?  Athena?”

“Athena is busy with the battles at sea, finishing what Zeus and Poseidon started.”

“So who is she?” he asked again, nodding toward the wall.

“Let me put it this way.  As long as she is with you, you will have victory.”

Leonidas looked down at the wall and the soldiers around it.  He was a sharp guy.  He put two and two together.  I heard him thinking it because it was extra-loud.  Realizations can be like that.

You can live as a hero, here, in victory.  Or you can die a legend—and still have the victory.

“Yet you do not smite our enemies yourself.”

“Not where you have seen,” I corrected.

“I mean the Persians still attack.  They have not turned away.”

“Xerxes is a stubborn man.”

“There are men who die at my command,” Leonidas said.  “Many live now who should have died, and for this we are all grateful, but others will not see the sunrise.  Others have lost things they will never regain—a hand, an eye, a foot.  If these sacrifices are required of us, we give them gladly, even if the slow, screaming death of a thousand Persians is not sufficient.

“It was given to me to choose:  Live as a hero, or die as a legend.  There is not so much more of my life left to give.  If my death is the sacrifice you require, then let it be so.  Take my blood in the stead of those who follow me.”

“Is that your request?”

“Yes.”

“If I want your still-beating heart carved out of your chest, you’ll hand me your sword?”

“I did not bring it, but I will fetch it.”

“I like you, Leonidas.  Come on.”  I stood up and moved to the chairs.  Much more comfortable than a ledge of rock.  “Join me.  May I offer you something to eat?  Or drink?”

“Yes.”

So we sat there, looking over the battlefield, sipping and snacking while the Greeks cleaned up the post-battle mess.  He said nothing.  I fetched more stuff from the crate at the back.  This kept him partly distracted by things he had never eaten before.  I gave his request serious thought.  At least, I thought about it while I did other things.  He drank some medicines from the thirty-second century, enhanced by the application of several of my amulet spells.  The spells would run at low power in this magical environment, but they would never entirely quit.

He was an older man, but his expectations about the proximity of old age might be slightly premature.

“Leonidas, the difficulty here is not that I can’t do as you ask.  I absolutely can.  The Persians?  Pfft.  What of them?  I could leave Xerxes as the sole survivor and let you walk alone to his camp to take him prisoner.  Or I could bring Xerxes’ head to you and leave the rest of the camp untouched.”

I did not say the key to such a victory was picking an opponent who couldn’t defend himself.  The Persian oracles and priests might be an annoyance, but nothing else was going to slow me down.  It would be different if I had to invade Vatican City’s primary bunker, guarded as it was by AI-controlled laser cannon.  Mary might enjoy that one, but I didn’t.

“But it’s not about what I can do,” I went on.  I leaned back in my chair and thought hard about what I wanted to say.  “Do I recall correctly that you are a father, Leonidas?”

“Pleistarchus is my eldest son.  Theagenes is the younger.”

“Good.  What do you do for them?  Or, rather, what did you do for them when you were still raising them?”

“Many things.  I am their father.”

“Of course.  Did you provide meat for the table, sandals for their feet, warm clothes in winter?”

“Yes.”

“And, once they grew to manhood, did you continue to provide them meat?  Did you give them new sandals when the old ones wore thin?  Did you hunt for them, bring back furs for them, and keep them forever as you did when they were boys?  Or did they grow to manhood and learn to do these things for themselves?”

“I taught them to become men.  The lessons were hard, but they learned well.”

“Good.  The comparison isn’t entirely accurate, but it’s similar to what is happening here.”

Yes, I lied to him.  I lied like a politician—or a god.  I was here because I was looking for something and wound up having fun, instead.  Which might be part of what I was looking for.

“You can all go home and sit there, happy the gods defend you and your land, and never worry yourselves again—like good little children.  Or you can fight, you can become strong, you can learn new things, grow in thought and skill and craft.  And, sometimes, cut yourself on your father’s tools, or hurt yourself in practice.”

Leonidas looked out over the battlefield again.  The corpses were still being mutilated and rearranged as obstacles and displays.  No new assault came down the road.  Not yet.

“Will it be worth it?” he asked, finally.

“If you will stand fast, the armies of Xerxes will break upon you like water on rock.  There will come a point when their spirit breaks and they return the way they came.”

“I meant about Sparta.”

“Perhaps you did, but you should not think only of Sparta.  Sparta is only one city to be invaded.  Xerxes is invading Greece.”

“And who will bar his way, if not Sparta?”

“A fair point.  But who will keep his ships from sacking every city on the coast, if not Athens?”

He grunted something vaguely affirmative.

“I know this is hard, but we do hard things because they need doing.  And I tell you the truth:  your people and the people of Athens can be a power in the world, not only Greece.  You must talk to each other—build a road!  Set up signal towers!  Send messengers, send ambassadors, send—” I almost said, sons and daughters, but I caught myself.  Sparta had firm traditions about its boys.  “—daughters back and forth to marry your people together.  Grow together and you will grow far stronger.”

Clearly, Leonidas didn’t like the idea.  Good.  Some Spartan traditions were vital to the military might of Sparta, but it could benefit from a lot of other Hellenistic ideals, too.  And vice versa for the other cities of Greece.  What could they accomplish if they blended their cultures?

“I hear you, and I understand.  That is a matter for kings and princes, in assemblies and in debate.  Here and now, I have a war.”

“And, if you fight with all the strength at your command, you will win.”

“Is that point approaching?”

“Rapidly.  But you, as a king, must always be looking forward.  I’m not joking about Athens, Leonidas.  Greece will be united.  The only question is whether the Greeks will unite themselves, or if they will be conquered.  As long as they continue to make enemies of each other, to fight among themselves, tribe against tribe, so long will they be a little people, a silly people, greedy, barbarous, and cruel.  They will fall before other powers—gobbled up, one bite, one tribe, one city at a time.”

He ran a hand through his black, curly hair, and I saw more of the silver hidden in it.  He rubbed the back of his neck.

“I acknowledge a truth in what you say,” he admitted, grumbling.  I nodded and poured him more wine.

“This is my prophecy,” I told him.  “I know it isn’t what you want to hear, but what glory is there in anything easy?  But that is all for later.  Here and now, in the face of a hundred thousand spears, who would you have as a leader?  You?  Or would you rather the gods descended in all their glory to tell you how to lead?”

“I will lead,” he stated, flatly.  I had to respect that level of ego.

“Good.  And, since you asked for help, I shall.  But mark my words carefully, king of mortal men.  Listen well and take heed.  Are you listening?”

“I am.”

“You and your fellows allowed Xerxes to become a threat to you, mostly by allowing yourselves—and each other—to be tempting targets.  Children may make an error and be saved from it—but they must also learn from it.

“You, Leonidas, have a duty as the King of Sparta, but that duty is now expanded.  You, cousin, must assume a responsibility for Greece in the eyes of the gods.  You must persuade and cajole and—only where absolutely necessary—conquer your fellows.  You must unite them and lead them well.  Unite them, not hold them in thrall.  You may find allies in other cities who have felt this truth in their hearts.

“Or, if you feel this responsibility is beyond you, you may still choose to die here, a legend to be re-told in song and story for all of time.

“The road to glory in battle is easy.  All one need do is die for one’s people.  The harder road is to live for the people—and gain honor in the eyes of the gods, rather than glory in the eyes of men.”

He moved to the edge and leaned on one wall, looking out over the battlefield.

“It is an easy thing, up here, to look down and see only the movement of forces,” he said.

“It is a hard thing for mortal men to ascend to this place at all.  It is even more rare to find a man who can see these things as I do.  You live among the blood and death.  Both perspectives are required to be… a good king.”

“Among other things.”

“Among other things,” I agreed.

“Why must I be the one to decide for all Greece?”

“Do you see any other kings of mortal men with us in this place?”

He grunted, acknowledging an answer he should have seen coming.  He considered the battlefield.  Finally, he spoke again.

“I choose the hard path.  There is glory in a legend, but it is not glory that rules my heart.  I surrender it.  Let the glory belong to Sparta.  –To Greece,” he corrected.

“I accept your offering, and your word.  You will be a wise king. See the craggy place down there?”  I pointed.  He leaned over my shoulder and sighted down my arm.

“Yes.”

“Leap to it.  Your climb down will be much easier from there.”

“It is a mighty leap.”

“For a man with only mortal blood in his veins, it is impossible.”

He gauged it with his eyes for several seconds.  He backed to the far side of my observation deck.  He hit the edge at a dead run and flung himself into space, aimed for the rock I’d pointed out.

I cushioned his landing.  It was only a decrease in gravity.  He came down more slowly than he anticipated, so it seemed as though he fell for a much greater distance.  His feet hit the stone, his legs bent to absorb the impact, and he stood up.  He turned to regard me.  I waved.  He raised a hand in reply and started down.

Later that afternoon, I shifted a lot of things around.  It is said an army marches on its stomach.  The funny thing about stomachs is they can be demanding even when sitting still.  However long Xerxes thought he could stay, he was wrong.  By the time I was done, they had two days of rations, at most.

After the battle where they lost the ramp, I thought for sure they would pack up what was left and go home.  I mean, when your king wants you to attack someplace so obviously defended by gods, you can quite reasonably make the case for murdering him in his sleep.  But no, Xerxes still had his elite guard on hand.  He never sent them into battle, so they weren’t as demoralized as everyone else.  And with that sort of force still entirely loyal to him, he could bolster the wavering morale of the rest.

So, rather than return home in disgrace—or admit the gods of Greece might be stronger than the gods of Persia, at least on their home ground—Xerxes prepared another assault.  Unlike previous assaults, this one mobilized all the infantry.  It was an all-or-nothing proposition, with no trace of art or artifice about it.  This was the high-cost assault I’d been anticipating.  The Persians would advance, and continue to advance, and when they died, they would march over the bodies and climb over the corpses and eventually flow over the barrier of stone and shields and spears, washing it away in a sea of blood.  It was a desperation move, one of the last things he wanted to do, but he was in a desperate situation.

Damn.  This was what I built the arrow for.

I wished I’d started altering the mountain slope opposite the sea.  I could have arranged for a tsunami to wash away thousands of Persians while the Greeks climbed to higher ground.  It would have been nice to make it seem Poseidon got in on the action.  Then again, rumors about the Persian fleet being hit by storms at sea would doubtless make the rounds.  Poseidon and Zeus double-teamed the fleet and left easy pickings for the Athenian navy!

I built a Boom Box for blowing up a fleet.  Where is it?  Still in Tauta?  I wish I’d thought to go looking for it earlier.  Oh, well.

I watched in the pre-dawn light, lying quietly in my crate.  I held my mirror on my chest, rather than sticking it to the lid.  Next time, I get a deeper box.  The Persians were already up.  Most were getting into their gear.  The leading elements were already formed into units.

They were ahead of my schedule, but okay.  Fine.  If they didn’t want to wait for dawn, I didn’t have to, either. The night before, I shifted into another time zone.  I wanted a lot of high-tech materials and equipment.  I also wanted to have access to considerably more power than was available on Earth.  There were spells to prepare.

A king asked the gods for help.  I’m not a god, but I do help, especially when asked.  It seems only fair I do something god-like to make him feel his efforts weren’t wasted.  Besides, I’m told the local gods appreciate my efforts.  Despite this, I did enjoy impersonating them.

Son of a bitch.  I really am enjoying this.  I’m not grinding out a hundred copies of the same stupid golem trailers.  I’m not supervising a major construction project in the hellish main bore.  I’m doing stuff I enjoy!  I’m doing stuff I want to do—and I didn’t even know I wanted to!

I haven’t felt this good in years!

When I was on the Flatstation, thinking about today, I considered how to attack the Persians’ morale while attacking the Persians. I needed a godlike manifestation.  It will be a magical effect, but they wouldn’t be able to tell the difference.

Any sufficiently advanced magic is indistinguishable from miracles.  Or something.

Okay, what can I do to make the local yokels want to go back to their rooms and rethink their lives before someone puts a pointy death-stick through their guts?  Something sun-related.  I’ve been impersonating Apollo, mostly, which I find delightfully ironic.  What can I do?

Imagine a sheet of glass, upright, facing the Sun.  All the light going through it—all the non-visible electromagnetic energy, that is—gets intercepted and redirected, going straight down, out the edge of the sheet.  If you had something like this, you could tilt it toward the Sun and use it like a magnifying glass to start a fire.  Of course, all this energy is spread along a line, not directed to a point, but it’s a similar principle.  A thousand square meters of sunlight focused into a line one meter long and a centimeter wide?  That’ll send your artificial hip dripping from your carbonized skeleton.

Let’s shift the spectrums a bit.  It would be nice if everything was in a wavelength easily absorbed by human flesh.  Nothing should be wasted by simply passing harmlessly through the target.  Nor, for that matter, should there be a shining barrier of visible light.

I’m sure you see where this is going.  I’m trying to avoid making a “don’t go into the light” joke.

I prepared several of these spells in crystals.  Since each spell was much taller than it was wide, I could hang them side by side in the air.  Below this would be a bubbling, glassy line in the sand.

Since the Persians were ahead of schedule, I lay there in my crate and launched spell after spell, discharging each crystal one after the other.  I arranged them carefully, forming a line and leaving a bit of overlap.  The sand didn’t melt, as I expected.  Sand and dirt didn’t absorb these wavelengths well.  The water in the dirt did, though, so there was a line of dry dust that smoked a bit and might have glowed in the dark.  Down by the water’s edge, a constant cloud of steam hissed up.

By this point, the Persians had advanced through the marshy area and formed their first and second waves.  Their column of reinforcements stretched all the way up the road, back to the camp.  More soldiers were lining up at the tail and setting out.  Their continued work on the causeway through the marshy area had made it wide enough for them to cross in good order.

Yep.  Xerxes was committing everything to one giant push.  The guys in back would push forward the guys in front.  Getting them to retreat would require getting them to rout.

I got dressed.  It doesn’t do to underdress for battle.  Rather than the high-tech suit I usually wear, I wore white armor with gold trim.  It had the sculpted breastplate and everything.  I also had a sunburst-styled symbol on the front and a crown of gold laurel leaves on my head.  I wore my saber, of course, but I also brought a serious longbow.  The longbow wasn’t special, aside from being something Odysseus would respect.  The quiver had the magic and the arrow was merely high-tech.

Damn it, it’s going to bother me, now that I think of it.  Where did my bow go?  The metal one Flim and Wethel made for me.  I put it down somewhere, but where?

I skipped lightly down from my balcony, landing on the road ahead of the leading Persians.  They shouted and charged, as I expected, but I walked toward the Greek lines, turning my back on the screaming horde.

Given:  A vampire impersonating Apollo is walking along the road at one and a half meters per second.  A force of scared and angry Persians is pursuing him at four meters per second.  The vampire has a head start of seventy-three meters.  How far will he get before the leading Persians reach him?

I should write word problems for textbooks.  At least mine would be interesting.

It’s forty-three point eight meters, by the way.  I only needed thirty.

I walked through the one-meter-wide opening between the lines of invisible sky-fire.  I took two more paces and turned to face them.

To my right and to my left, men charged forward, effectively running through crematoriums.  They fell, black and smoking, as quickly as they crossed the line, sending up a cloud of fire and smoke and superheated steam.  None of them survived.  They died as they came through, cooked to the bone, and fell, tumbling and skidding on the dirt and sending up puffs of their own ashes amid the vapors boiled out of their flesh.  The ones closing in directly behind me only clipped the walls of invisible death and lost a limb, left or right, screaming in the agony of flash-fried flesh.  One guy, following almost in my footsteps, came through the open space perfectly, so I flicked my saber through him a few times and let the cleaning spell take care of what the deflection spell didn’t.

I took a step back as I adjusted the barriers.  The running warriors didn’t manage to stop, so the piles kept growing.  The opening through my line of death jiggled closed as the panels moved, sliding toward the middle so they didn’t overlap, but joined at the edges.  They drew a single, smoking line in the sand.

I turned and walked toward the Greeks.  The leading row of Persians, pushed by the mass behind, shouted and screamed and pushed back, having seen what happened.  This meant they went through the barrier, leaving a fresh row of screaming Persians to start pushing back.  And, as always, those farther back hadn’t seen the results and didn’t know what all the screaming was about.  The ones even farther back didn’t know and didn’t care.  They were to attack no matter what, so move it, you lot!  Move forward!

The inertia of such a large body can be considerable.  Once you get it going, it’s hard to stop.  This can be good when you’re trying for an all-or-nothing attack, but it’s a bit less helpful when you encounter a cliff… or the equivalent.

The phalanx at the end of the wall opened up and let me through.  It opened up rather more than was necessary.  The first person to speak to me was Leonidas.  He came up to me, planted the butt of his spear—my spear!—and regarded me from within his helm.

“I did not expect you.”

“You came to visit me,” I told him.  “I return the favor.”

He nodded.

“I notice,” I went on, “you wield the thunderbolt.”

He held out the spear.

“It is a good spear.”

“I’m not sure she was supposed to let you.  Zeus gave her special dispensation to wield the lightning in this particular battle.”

“She chose the sword of Hephaestus.  What lightning do you speak of?”

I instructed him on how to exercise his will on the spear, then on how to sense if it was fully charged.  I didn’t design it to be user-friendly, but Leonidas wasn’t too bad at it.  He fired a twisting, crackling bolt of electricity into the sky with no difficulty.

Everybody already respected him.  I think they respect him more, now.

Once he felt he could manage the spear, he nodded toward the smoking pile of bodies and my solar line of death.  The pile, itself, became a barrier, which stopped the Persian lemmings.  They had orders, but their orders didn’t cover this.  It was hard to send a runner back to update the generals on the situation because of all the people still trying to go forward and unable to.  They did, eventually, realize the people in front weren’t going anywhere, so the whole mass compressed, came to a stop, and started to trickle back the way it came to relieve the pressure.  Desperate people wading in the surf helped with the rearward movement.

“I see Xerxes has finally lost all patience.”

“He’s low on supplies and can’t afford to wait,” I told him.

“He is desperate?”

“Yes.”

“How long will this last?”  He gestured at the smoking pile.

“Until noon.”

“He will attack again.”

“Yes.  But not before we are ready.”

His expression didn’t change, but he gave a curt nod.

“In the meantime, who is wounded?” I asked.  “They should get on their feet and be ready to fight.”

“Those unable to fight have been taken back to the camp.”

“They aren’t able to fight now.  This afternoon may be another matter.”

“Hm,” he grunted.  “This way.”

My tent was still where I left it.  Someone put a couple of dying men in it while I wasn’t looking.  I treated them before I kicked them out and set up shop.  They walked out, backwards, bowing as they did so.

Wounded soldiers came in, waited while I checked bandages or examined wounds, and went away again.  A few tried to thank me.  If they were quick and didn’t impede the flow of wounded, I let them.  As long as someone could be carried in without bunching up the line, it was fine.

Velina took over directing traffic.  I nixed this, replaced her with two of the fighting slaves the Greeks brought along, and put her on minor miracle duty.  This left me free to work on bigger problems.  Femurs.  Ulna and radius.  Scapula.  Kidney.  Intestines.  A lung.  You know, things people think they can’t live without.

I would have arranged for organ music while I worked, but nobody would get the joke.

“The front of your foot won’t grow back in time to fight, but your arm and shoulder will be ready.  Use a bow or sling.  Next!  I don’t suppose you kept the severed fingers?  No?  All right, we can grow them back in month or two, but you’ll have to do without until then.  Next!  Yes, that’s a nasty cut to the face.  The eye will get better in a couple of weeks.  What’s that?  You want to keep a scar above and below?  Wish granted.  Next!”

It was sometime around midmorning before I ran out of customers.  Velina hadn’t caught up on the much more plentiful minor injuries, so I joined her.  We couldn’t do anything about the ones who already died, but we made sure nobody else succumbed to wounds.  We got everyone on their feet who still had them.  Maybe they weren’t all at full strength, but they were alive and functional, which is more than a man with a spear-driven hole through his chest has a right to expect. 

I checked the line of death.  Word had finally reached someone about the problem.  The back end of the Persian mob was pulling back under orders.  The men in the front rank were no longer leaning hard back and screaming in terror.  The pile of blackened body bits was about chest-high.  It sloped our direction for fifteen or twenty feet, but what saved the Persians was the backwash of bodies tumbling down.  If you’re shoved into the burning line, you drop on the spot and make it even harder for the next guy to get to the line at all.

On the near side of the wall, I saw Leonidas practicing.  He waved Firebrand around, switching between a two-handed and one-handed grip.  Clearly, it was an unfamiliar style of weapon, but he was getting the hang of it.  And, wonder of wonders, Firebrand wasn’t complaining.

“You know,” I said to Velina, conversationally, “if Leonidas and Xerxes could have it out, one leader to the other, right there on the field, this could all be over before dinner.”

Velina chuckled.

“A contest of champions is not what you offer when your armies are this vast.  Not in this world.  These Greeks are barbarians.”

“Everybody is a barbarian to someone.  They have their own sort of civilization and their own views on what is honorable or polite.”

“So I have seen.  The Persians will still not accept a contest of champions.”

“True, but maybe we can force the issue.”

“How?” she inquired.

“Would it be reasonable to kidnap Xerxes, hand him his gear, and tell him to put up or shut up?  Maybe if we put the two kings in a ring, out there, so everyone could watch the fight?  It’s not ideal, but maybe I could semi-terrace the mountainside, let it act as a sort of amphitheater…?”

“How long would all this take?”

“I’m pretty sure I could have it ready—or functional—by tomorrow.”

“Are not the Persians due to attack this afternoon?”

“Yeah.  They’ll notice eventually after I take down the burning line of death. I’m virtually certain Xerxes will push them to attack again.  Probably immediately, if he can.”

“He has lost all patience.”

“I’m not surprised.”

I wasn’t sure what Xerxes was thinking.  He came this far and ran into the Greeks.  The Greeks stopped him cold.  There were strange and deadly powers afoot, aiding the Greeks.  His only way to invade Greece was to grind through this obstacle.  The other option was to admit defeat and go home.

Maybe go home.  It was a long way back and his supply situation was likely to cause difficulties.  Starvation, for example.  At minimum, he was going to go home on foot.  Horses are edible.  And hungry soldiers, even well-disciplined ones, can become a problem if you don’t feed them.  And these soldiers were hungry, unhappy, scared, and probably blaming Xerxes for getting them into this mess.

Fight or run.  Those were his options.

Naturally, there were less straightforward possibilities.  He might try something sneaky.  Would he send soldiers to infiltrate through the mountains—lots of them—and accept the casualties, difficulties, and delays?  No, his supplies wouldn’t let him.  Plus, the mountains seemed strangely hostile.  Something lived up there.  It ripped soldiers apart and drank their blood.  Nobody wanted to wander in the mountains without a whole division to go with him, along with a guide, a good road, and a priest.

He had limited options.  None of them were good.

Velina, meanwhile, hadn’t liked the tidal wave of enemies flooding toward the defenses.  It offended her sense of fair play and personal combat.

Tassarians don’t really have “armies,” in the disciplined, regimented, strategic sense.  If it comes down to battle, it’s everybody for himself and all the personal glory you can grab.  From her point of view, the Persians were a mob of peasants given arms and told to attack.  Gutsy peasants, granted, but taking on airs and behaving above their station.  It’s warriors who do the fighting, not the other castes.  It wasn’t how you fought a war.

She’s learned about other cultures and about more advanced forms of warfare.  But, deep in her heart, she’s a warrior, and she’ll be one until the day she dies.

The gap at the end of the wall was somewhat narrower by now, but once she was done with the personnel repairs, she stopped fooling around.  She persuaded quite a few men to help her by pointing at them and saying, “You.  Come with me.”

It worked.  They sprang to their feet and went.  I’m not sure if it’s her commanding tone or her reputation, but they didn’t even ask why.

They gathered stones from all over—ahead of the wall, behind it, up the mountainside, everywhere.  What few horses they had were pressed into service to help drag larger rocks.  These were all added to the end of the wall, filling the gap along the beach and out into the sea.  I even saw a few of the Spartans shed their gear and help bring in more rocks, accepting direction from Velina—a woman, and not even a Spartan woman.  Velina kept one of the other Greeks near at hand, taking his advice.  A professional mason, maybe?  Probably.

Nobody asked about mortar.  What for?  They found if you left a rock for more than a couple of minutes, it would stay forever.  Weird, but nobody made much of it.  You don’t question how the gods do things.  They just do them.

I helped.  I told Velina to pour dirt and sand into the cracks.  She told others.  This was best on top of the wall.  The dusty dirt and sand flowed into the cracks and left a gritty, well-drained surface.  Suddenly, it was a wall with a road surface on top.  More than that, it was a wall you could fight from.  And the top was wide enough by now for two men to walk along it, shoulder to shoulder.

I borrowed four men to shuttle smaller, fist-sized stones up to me.  These I stacked at the forward edge.  Once I had two stacks—now vertical projections of the wall—about two feet wide and three feet high, I borrowed a shield and sent a bowman out front with instructions to shoot me.

“I can’t even see you!” he declared.

“Good!  Now, come back and climb the wall.  Is it rough enough?”

He slung his bow and checked for handholds.  He pulled himself up and struggled for toeholds.  He climbed eight feet or so and stuck his head over the edge, between the two battlements I’d built.

I held a shield over him and me.  In my other hand, I held a spear.

“How does it look?” I asked.  “Would you want to be a Persian?”

He responded with an emphatic negative while dropping back down.  I laid out a couple more battlements and was soon joined by about a thousand men, all carrying stones, baskets of stones, or containers of sandy dirt.  I showed them how to measure the embrasure—the gap between two crenelations—about shoulder to fingertip, to be tempting to anyone climbing, and left them to it.

Instead of everyone ignoring the wall in favor of fighting over control of the choke point, they could defend the wall from the top.  This would force the Persians to climb to battle.  After the past week or so, almost everyone agreed the Persians deserved to have as tough a time as possible.  Now was no time for fighting fair.

Since nobody was testing the line of fiery death, I diverted most of the solar array into the wall’s spells.  The outer face of it would grow even rougher; I wanted Persians to climb it directly.  It put faces squarely in front of spearpoints.  The wall was tall enough, I felt, so most of the growth would be to make it thicker.  More rows of men could stand on top of it.

At noon, I set off a little light show in my solar line of death.  The spells producing the wall of solar fire became visible.  They looked like glass plates with a reflection of flames in them.  The flames disappeared, darkening at the bottom and working upward.  When the last of the flames disappeared into the sky, the solar line of death was nothing more than a line in the sand.  Backed by a pile of charred corpses, but a line in the sand.

I had no doubt someone would push a stick through the danger zone to test it.  The poor guy who got the job looked relieved when nothing burst into flame.  Then he looked sad, knowing what was coming.  The long hill of charred remains might have discouraged him.

Xerxes had more clout than I expected.  I was thinking we might finally get a wholesale mutiny in the Persian forces, but no.  One last push!  One final attack!  I should have kept a closer eye on him so I could listen to his speeches and other propaganda.  I could have learned a thing or two.

It was another big wave.  It didn’t advance quickly, but it had depth.  It looked like we were in for a long, tough day.

Weirdly, it seems the expert spearmen at the top could stab faster than the attackers could climb.  And, since they kept climbing at the gaps between the battlements, there were at least two people—often four or more—to stab whoever stuck a face up.  Even a shield didn’t help climbers much.  If the spear went through, too bad for the guy with the shield.  If it didn’t go through, the shield-bearer was holding on with only one hand.  Wham!  Off he went, backward into his fellows.

Velina and Leonidas held the ends of the wall, her with Firebrand and Leonidas with the thunderbolts.  The enemy came to us, but there were a lot of them.  When she was hardest-pressed, Velina swept an arc of fire down through the packed mass of soldiers trying to climb up.  Leonidas, on the other end, didn’t have as much effect because he only hit a line of men, not everyone in the immediate area.  Still, everyone on the wall loved it when he blasted Persians.

The Persians didn’t.  They avoided both ends of the wall and attacked most heavily in the middle.  They kept coming even though they soon had to climb over piles of their own dead.  The bodies mounted higher as they died under Greek spears, making the wall easier to climb, but facing us along the entire front of the pass meant they needed to pile up a lot of bodies.

I don’t know how many of their wounded died under the trampling feet or the suffocating corpses of their fellows.

As for me, I stayed off the wall, up on a mountainside above the landward end, to the south.  This gave me a good field of fire.  Naturally, I shot at the archers first, toward their rear.  My quiver shifted a fresh arrow from the production facility every time I pulled one out.  The bow didn’t do anything special, but the arrows were pretty decent.  I had considered nerve gas—small doses of it, obviously—but nerve gas isn’t impressive.  It doesn’t give good visuals without help.  It’s not dramatic enough to be noticed on a battlefield.

I used a hollow magnesium tube for an arrow shaft, coated with a phosphorus-based igniter on the inside, and filled with an explosive with a lot of nitrogen in the chemical formula.  Now that’s dramatic.

First, someone gets shot.  He barely has time to register an arrow traveling at slightly below the speed of sound before there’s a blinding light and a deafening report.  He won’t have time to notice.  Bits of person go everywhere, which disturbs everyone in view.  Burning fragments of white-hot pain shoot out in all directions to disturb them even more.  Fatalities?  One, for sure, sometimes one or two more.  Wounded?  At least a dozen, not counting people simply knocked down, stunned, or bleeding from nose or ears.  Screams?  Lots!  People had bits of white-hot metal busily burning through them.  It might not kill them, but it took away any interest they had in anything else.  It certainly cut down on the archery from the Persians and, once I ran out of archers, I started fouling up the infantry’s advance.

I kept shooting all day.  It was more archery practice than I’d had for centuries.  I hit most of my targets, too!  Maybe I’m better at this than I remember.

The wall, defended by a line of Greeks and what looked like three obvious gods—counting the thunderbolt-wielding Leonidas—finally broke the Persian resolve.  Xerxes either gave up or had it given up for him.  The number of the dead on the field and bobbing in the water was, at this point, greater than the number of living soldiers.  The sheer scale of the slaughter was too much.  At least, history would report it so.

I harbor a sneaking suspicion he sent the last all-or-nothing attack solely to cut down on his supply problems.  He didn’t send any cavalry at all.  Horses can graze more easily than humans.  Was he saving them for rations on the hoof on the way back, perhaps?

The Persians sounded retreat in the early evening.  They fell back to their camp overnight before packing up and moving out the next morning.  The Spartans made a foray to confirm it and they finished off the wounded the Persians left behind.  They didn’t need to climb down the wall.  They sat at the edge, found their footing on the ramp of the dead, and walked down.

Velina and I watched from the overlook.  We did repair work on the wounded before sunset, but we vanished before dark.  Now everything seemed in order.

“Velina?”

“Yes?”

“What do you think?”

“I have learned much.”

“But did you enjoy yourself?”

“Yes.  Very much.  It was a good battle.  Did you enjoy it?”

“The battle?  No, not really.”

“You seemed happy.”

“Yes.  Yes, I suppose I was.  I am.  I had loads of fun.  But it wasn’t the battle.  The battle was incidental.”

“What, then?”

“I’m not sure.  I think it was problem-solving.  Using my ingenuity.  Coming up with a solution.  But, most of all, not being forced into it.  I had fun doing this.”

“I am pleased.”

“I’m glad,” I agreed.  “Are we done, here?”

“That is for you to say,” she reminded me.  “Have you found what you sought?”

“Some part of it, maybe,” I allowed.  “I didn’t expect to enjoy this.  Maybe that’s what I needed to learn.  I’m out of the habit of trying new things.  I assume I won’t like it, so I don’t try it.  If I don’t try it, though, there’s no chance I’ll enjoy it.”  I frowned.  “I’m not phrasing this well.”

“I believe I understand,” Velina told me.  “What of the Greeks?”

“They’ll be fine.  Come to think of it, they may be better than fine.  I might want to see how they turn out.  I’ll set up a firmament pillar.  Who knows?  The Hellenic Age might rise a lot higher than I recall.”

We vanished from the scene, leaving behind the lightning spear.  No doubt Leonidas would find a use for it.


Growing Pains

Weirdly, I did enjoy helping the Greeks in the Battle of Thermopylae.  I didn’t go in and personally slaughter a lot, but I’ve never really… what’s the word?  While I enjoyed the battles on the basis of enjoying using my skills, enjoyed doing quality work, enjoyed making progress toward a goal, I don’t usually enjoy slaughter purely for the sake of slaughter.  Usually.  There have been exceptions.  Most of the time it’s a case of, “Did I slaughter thousands on the way to fulfilling a plan?  Yes?  Was it necessary to the plan?  Yes?  Then I can check that box and be happy about it.”

This was different.

I didn’t have a horse in the race.  Literally.  Bronze didn’t even turn someone’s foot into a crater.  She only hung around in case I needed her.  If the Persians had more use for the cavalry, she might have been more interested.  As for me, whether the Greeks or the Persians won didn’t affect me, either way.  But I did enjoy helping out from behind the lines, even participating, there at the end.

I also enjoyed pretending to be some of their gods.  It tickled me something terrible to play the part of a sun god.  Velina made an excellent goddess of victory, too. I think I did a convincing job as couple of unseen gods in supporting roles, too.

I liked playing dress-up.  I admit it.  I also enjoyed helping out.  I can’t remember how many times I’ve done something helpful simply because I could and I didn’t have anything pressing to do.

As monsters go, I’m weird.  My default setting is to be kind.  And I do cosplay!  Halloween is—unsurprisingly—my favorite holiday, but I also like Christmas!

Regardless of all other considerations, I like helping.  I’m starting to think I have a naturally helpful disposition.  The problem with that is I also don’t much like people.  I’d be more disposed to lend a helping hand—two of them, plus the occasional claw, fang, or spell—if it wasn’t for those pesky humans!

I shouldn’t complain.  I used to be one.  But they bother me so dreadfully!  Not all of them, obviously, but most of them are either getting into my business, making things difficult, getting in the way, or being deliberately obtuse.  Well, maybe not deliberately, but I’m not sure which is worse.  I could make a case for either.  I guess I like a person, as an individual, but I don’t much care for people, as a whole.

Is there a word for that?

And while I’m on the subject of things I dislike, as a subset of me being helpful, I also dislike attempting to help and having it all go horribly wrong.  Is this why I sometimes don’t want to help?  Sometimes I don’t think I can?  Or because I’m afraid I’m only going to make it worse?  Or cause it to become worse because of what happens afterward?  Will I solve the present problem without correcting what caused the problem?

All good questions.  All good insights into myself.  It’s possible I learned something about myself.  Was it useful in any way?

I used to be better at this introspection thing.

I thought about all this while we visited a more modern Greece.  Velina enjoyed looking over the battle site three thousand years later.  We both agreed the statue looked nothing like Leonidas, except maybe in the heroic shoulders.  Bronze, who drove us there and parked in sight of the statue, suggested she might occupy it and see if she could correct it.

“Do you think you could?”

It wasn’t a machine, but what is a golem if not a statue?  A moving golem changed shape constantly.

“Let’s try your hoof at sculpting in private,” I suggested.  “You do architecture, machines, and horses absolutely beautifully, but do you feel confident you can duplicate a human figure?”

She thought it over.  After all due consideration, she decided it was a good idea to try out new things in private, first.  She was getting more comfortable with variable shapes in her microbot swarm, but that was a lot easier to alter.  Besides, she added, she would hate to ruin the monument by accident.

So we went back to the Spherestation and I got her a big chunk of copper to practice on.  Copper is a relatively soft metal.  For Bronze, it was like starting with clay before moving on to stone.

I did some searching over the next week, finding people to consult (that is, “eat”) on the subject of sculpture.  It can be tricky to find an historical figure in an alternate Earth.  It’s even trickier to find the particular person you want at the time in their life you want.  Finding a young Michelangelo isn’t easy.  Finding an elderly Michelangelo on his deathbed is even more difficult.  Aiming for the end of someone’s life is a narrow window.

Nevertheless, it can be done.  There’s a lot of trial and mostly error, but all it takes is time.  And perseverance.

I found Praxiteles, Donatello—the sculptor, not the ninja turtle—Michelangelo, Canova, and Bernini.  After I had each of them for dinner, I consulted with Bronze on the subject of sculpture, helped her with what I now knew, and went looking for the next one.  She practiced a lot with her microbots, getting shapes and lines and masses right, before she worked in solid metal.

She has a hobby and I have a habit of helping her with anything she wants.

I was looking for Rodin when the phone rang.  Oddly, I didn’t mind too much.  Maybe because I wasn’t doing anything I felt was deeply vital.  Interruptions usually bother me, but I was—realistically—goofing off.  The Spherestation was still running fast compared to Rethven, so I had years instead of weeks before the rings were finished.

I spent a long time focused on a project.  I think I’ve earned a period where I can goof off.  It’s a self-care thing, I think.  I remember reading about it, somewhere. Maybe I should check out some self-help books.

“Hello,” I answered, activating the phone and shutting down my mirror.

“Hey, have you got a minute?”

“The sun won’t be ready for a while, yet,” I replied.  “I can spare you a minute.”

“How about we meet?”

“It’ll take more than a minute, but sure.  Break room?”

“I’ll be right there.”

Velina was delighted to accompany me, so we walked through a shift-space from the Stepstation to my altar ego’s primary Reactor World, then down the hall to the reactor facility’s break room.  You’d think there would be a better place to have world-shaking conferences than a room reminiscent of a cafeteria with ugly fluorescent lighting and plastic tabletops.  But this is where the food and water are, and the toilets are nearby.

The powerplant doesn’t have a municipal water supply or sewage system, but I tapped a spring for water when I was setting the place up, and the drains went surprisingly deep into the ground.  I did a lot of work on these facilities.  It seems like a long time ago.  Come to think of it, it was a long time ago.

The vending machine was restocked, as I expected.  The contents never changed, meaning the only thing for me was the chocolate brownie Clif bars.  This did not stop me from eating three of them.  Dusty arrived as I finished my second one.

“How many of those are you going to eat?” he asked, entering and sitting down across from me.  Velina continued to peruse the contents of the vending machine.

“All of them.”

“You monster.”

“It took you this long to notice?”

“There are a lot of things I don’t notice.”

“You really need to work on your omniscience thing.”

“I hadn’t noticed.”

“Is this what you wanted to talk about?” I asked, opening the third wrapper.

“No.  Look, you’ve been keeping an eye on Rethven, yes?”

“Mostly the sun-related stuff.  The rest is your department.”  I gave him a sharp look.  “You have been keeping track of the place, haven’t you?”

“You better believe it,” he agreed.

“Ever since we buried the first dynamo, right?”

“Right.  It’s not easy to monitor a whole world, but the power cables have helped a lot.  I’m getting better at it.  Which is why we’re here.”

“Do tell.”

“I’ve been watching the ice giants retreat, so kudos to you for that.  The humans have been spreading out and settling down, so more kudos there.  For the most part, things are going pretty well on the central heat and lighting.”

“I agree.  What bothers me is the word I didn’t hear.”

“What word?” he asked, perplexed.

“‘But.’  There’s going to be a ‘but,’ isn’t there?”

He shifted in the chair and clasped his hands, forearms on the table.

“Look, here’s the thing…”

“I knew it.”

“I know you’re busy with the sun,” he persisted.  “It’s a big project—I walked the length of it, and that was bad enough.  I can’t imagine what you went through to get the industrial engineering sorted out.  Or maybe I can and just don’t want to.”

“You don’t want to.  I wish I didn’t.  I despise the whole project and everything related to it with a passion that should heat Rethven for a thousand years.”

“Ah.  I respect your long walks through Rethven’s Hell.  While it’s vital to the world, it’s not the only thing vital to the world.  Since I sort of sprang it on you—Hey, come build a sun!—I’m thinking maybe we need to look at some of the upcoming issues in advance, before they become crises or emergencies or whatever.”

I finished my Clif bar before answering.  Velina stood by the door, nibbled on a granola bar, and watched us talk.  Sometimes I get the feeling she’s guarding me.  This is probably because it’s true.  What she’s guarding me from, I have no idea, but it’s in serious trouble if it tries anything.

I balled up the wrapper and pitched it into the waste can.  Did someone empty it every so often?  Dusty?  Or one of his villagers?

I shook my head and returned to the subject I was avoiding.

“I’m about to have a lot more work dumped on me, aren’t I?”

“Is it dumping work on you when I’m trying to give you all the warning I can?  There are things we have to do, whether you thought about them or not.  Bringing them to your attention for scheduling isn’t the same as dumping them.”

“Eating from the Tree of Knowledge carries its own punishments,” I sighed.

“Exactly!”

“I suppose I’d rather have a longer project timeline for whatever the hell is wrong with the world.  Okay, oracle of the Rethven celestial plane.  What’ve you got?”

“I’ve been thinking.  Dangerous, I know, but hear me out.  We know there’s supposed to be an empire.  It falls.  There is, presumably, a dark age, the rise of petty kingdoms, unification into larger kingdoms, and then you show up.  Yes?”

“Yes.”

“My concern is the original humans in Rethven had a whole society.  They’re primarily a debased form of Roman culture, what with being snatched straight out of it.  When you don’t have records—or real priests, for that matter—it’s all word-of-mouth handed down through the generations.  When we add in the local—”

“Hold it,” I interrupted.

“Yes?”

I drummed my fingers on the plastic tabletop and put my chin in my other hand, thinking.

“I’m not sure where to start,” I admitted.  “I already noticed—that is, Velina did—that the humans weren’t likely to be much of an empire for at least a few generations.”

“I know.  We can help them in several—”

“I’m not done.”

“Oh.  Sorry.  Continue.”

“I reserve the right to discuss other matters again, but, for now, tell me more about your statement involving Roman culture.”

“Oh.”  He looked thoughtful for several seconds, marshalling his thoughts.  “I’m guessing they started out as Romans.”

“Beg pardon?”

“You know Maddarrah?”

I shuddered.

“I remember her.  I wouldn’t say I know her. I don’t particularly want to.”

“Agreed.  She didn’t create things for the game the way other Heru did.  Particularly, she didn’t coincidentally create something identical to human beings.  She found them.”

“You’re saying Maddarrah may have found a small Italian town in sixty-two BC and transported it wholesale from an Earth to Rethven, crock, stock, and two smoking sandals?”

“Could be, yes.  Or something similar, anyway.  I wasn’t privy to the details.  I also suspect Rendu of doing something similar in creating Rethven.  I don’t think he was particularly invested in the job, so he didn’t give it his full creative attention.  It’s possible Maddarrah caught him doing it and figured she could do it, too.”

“How do you know?”

“I don’t know it,” he admitted, “not in the sense I could prove it. I strongly suspect.”

Now it was my turn to pause thoughtfully.  The Heru were native to the Void of Chaos.  They roamed in it the way fish roamed in water.  There was no reason they couldn’t wander to another world and, amphibian-like, crawl ashore to look around.

It didn’t explain how Maddarrah found a bunch of Romans, though.

Or did it?  I can’t access a base Earth timeline, but who says the Heru can’t?  Or, wait… if a Heru touched a base timeline, would the Earthline spontaneously branch, much the same way as with a gate spell?  It might be an automatic reaction to chaos entities and void-traversing spells.  I don’t know how Heru travel and have no idea if they can reach into a universe like a man recovering his wedding ring from the fish tank, or if they can dive into the pool to look around.  I suspect angels wouldn’t take kindly to Heru in their Earthlines, though.

“So, is there an original village or town you can point me to?  Or the ruins of the one she swiped to plunk down in Rethven?”

“I don’t think she grabbed the whole town,” he explained.  “When the Heru created their, what do you call them, creations, they were created without anything at all.  Naked and afraid and having to cope, day one.  The humans started with a lot of extra knowledge, but no equipment.  Just hands and brains and what they already knew.”

“So they got busted from Imperial citizens back to a hunter-gatherer tribe and went from there?”

“More like castaways.  They obviously lost a lot of knowledge, but not all of it.  Architecture and suchlike was less important than farming techniques and craft work.  Overall, they were doing pretty good as a species—and doing their best to avoid trouble with the others—when the Long Night hit.  Now they’re on the surface again and trying to farm, but I’m not sure about it.”

“Oh?  I’ve seen them farming.  It works.”

“I think they’d do better to go full hunter-gatherer, roaming around, following game and collecting whatever they can find.”

“There’s not enough game to make it viable,” I argued.

“And someone ought to do something about that,” he countered.  “My point being, if we can temporarily bust them to hunter-gatherers, they’ll roam around much more extensively.  They’ll find good places to settle instead of whatever was closest to the cave, or wherever they thought to stop after the climate shifted northward.  Roaming around, they would find things.”

“I can arrange it,” I agreed.

“Then they could hunt and gather in one spot, spend a little time cultivating, planting, and preparing before they moved on.  Next time they come by, they’re sure to find food there.  These wanderings will help them explore and eventually find the best places.  This determination to farm wherever they are, no matter what, is killing them.”

“I’ve had it pointed out to me,” I realized.  Velina noticed how the humans…

Hmm.  Maybe I need to reframe that.

Velina noticed how the people were doing.  She watched them.  She took an interest.  And she pointed out to me they needed help.  While I was busy with global problems—or platter problems?—she concerned herself with personnel and personal problems.

If it wasn’t for the fact they hate me, I’d have to wonder if Velina was my guiding angel.  She definitely makes a good executive officer.

“The only good news,” Dusty went on, “is they’re not all dying out.  Their lives are a struggle, but they’ve got a good foothold.  Individually, some of the scattered little settlements will die off, but there are lots of them.  Some will have to scratch for a living forever.  Thing is, I’m not sure any of them are… what’s the word?”

“Thriving.”

“Good word.  If we’re not going to drive them out and force them to wander around, the ones who survive for another couple of years, those we ought to do something for.  They’re the ones who have the dynamic nature to become an empire.”

“Kill off the weak.  The strong survive.  Evolution in action.”

“Exactly.”

I didn’t argue the point.  I was too busy groaning inwardly.

Not long ago, I was enjoying myself.  Now I was being sucked into a new Rethvan problem I didn’t want to deal with.  It didn’t sound as though it was going to be any fun whatsoever.

Why didn’t it sound fun?  What made it seem unappealing?  Was it dealing with people?  Or was it being dragged somewhere instead of going on my own?  I don’t like being boxed in and forced to do things.  It’s a personal failing, and I recognize it.  This wasn’t a sudden, gotta-do-it-now problem, but it was still something I would shoulder, not my altar ego.  Lots of warning didn’t improve on the sense of being forced into it through a lack of choice.

This paradox problem of making the world turn out the way I remember it—it’s going to cause a lot of this feeling, I suspect.  I hate it already.

I took a moment and tried to focus on the problem.  Statistically speaking, if you kill the weakest third, you improve the breed.  I wasn’t sure we had enough people to safely treat them as a statistical universe, especially when they were subdivided so dreadfully.  They were bunches of small statistics, not one big one.  The gene pool was big enough, but it was divided into a bunch of cups, not combined.  Still, I could focus on helping one village and make it grow into a superpower, but, even assuming a huge calorie surplus, enormous families, and near-zero mortality, it would be something like six generations, minimum, before it was ready to be called a decent kingdom, much less an empire.  It would probably be eight generations.  Or more.

Then again, there might be a faster way.

“On the other hand,” I pointed out, “we’re behind schedule.”

“Compared to what should be going on, human-wise?  Yeah.  The Long Night set us back almost to zero.  But the world also needs help in a climate-change disaster sense, too.  A lot of plants died.  Not only crops and other human-edible things, but plants vital to the whole food chain.  Trees, too.  And insects, and animals, and so on.  You do remember about the food chain from school, right?”

“Yes, and I know apex predators need prey to feed on.  Vampires are as dependent on plankton and goldenrod as anybody else.  I get it.”

“So, is there anything you can do about it?” he asked.  I drummed my fingers again.  It seems to stimulate my brain.

Terraform a plate?  Build an ecology?  Or am I being to pessimistic?  Maybe this one only needed a boost.  One of the things about life is it tends to want to survive, and it’s surprisingly good at it.  I mean, that planet where it rained molten iron—nobody expected to find life there.  Just goes to show.

“I might have a few ideas,” I admitted.

“Oh?  Like what?”

“I’m not sure.  I have a lot to think about.”

“You’re not going to share your idea?” he asked.

“Nope.  I want to look Rethven over.  I need to get a ground-level view of it, as it were.  A worm’s-eye view, sort of.  I’m not sure what I’m dealing with.  Do I need to slap an ecology on to the plate, or do I need to give this one medicinal injections of life-forms?  I’m not sure what I’m dealing with and I want more information before I make a half-assed plan and go to a lot of completely unnecessary effort.  It’s still a few weeks until the sunbore is finished, so it’s not like I don’t have time.”

“Fair enough.  Keep me posted.”

“I will.  There are things I can think of that absolutely do have to be done, but I’ll let you know when I have ideas for the more subtle things.”

I let Dusty get back to shuttling buckets of energy back and forth, or whatever it is a deific avatar does.  I went off to find advanced city planning software and a terraforming simulator program.

I don’t plan to do all the work by hand, that’s for damn sure.

During the Battle of Thermopylae, I spent a lot of time popping out to do things I should have thought of beforehand.  I didn’t think I was going to be so interested, so when I did get interested, there were moments I felt a bit rushed.  If I hadn’t had access to a couple of iterations of time-tickers, the battle might not have gone as well.

I planned to do better in Rethven.  In fact, I was determined to do better in Rethven.  I’ve spent a long time in my own little universe.  I’ve gotten out of the habit of dealing with those hairless apes with the big foreheads.  When the majority of the people you meet are only there for dinner, it’s easy to stop thinking of them as people.

Maybe I shouldn’t have turned them loose on the wilderness deck and hunted them for supper.  It broke up the monotony of dinnertime, though, and some of them led a good chase.

Velina and I tromped through the grass around the Gate.  It would be the Great Gate of Tamaril, someday, and a version of me would go tumbling through it.  As we approached, we could see the grass on the far side, shivering in the wind, out of sync with the grass on this side.  The shadows were a little off, too.  Velina didn’t like it and said so.

“Yeah, neither do I,” I replied.  “It’s one of those cognitive dissonance things.  Intellectually, you know why it’s doing it, but your brain still reacts badly to the weirdness.”

“Will I get used to it?”

“Eventually.  I hope we won’t spend so much time on it.  It’ll get paved over.  That will solve the problem.”

“It is hard to picture a city here.”

“I agree.  This is a lousy place for a city.”

“I meant only that I cannot picture it.  Why is this a bad place?”

“Cities need a reason for being.  They grow up near drinkable water, or they have a good harbor, or they have a resource in abundance.  The only reason I can think of for this being a place to put a city is the road.  There isn’t one, not in the traditional sense, but the Gate is here.  It’s a really short road, in a way.  It’s one step away from a place thousands of miles away.  It’s the place where the world wraps around on itself and you can travel from one Edge to the other.”

“This is important?”

“Transportation is always important.  I would argue it’s fundamental to any empire.  Transportation means goods flow around, money changes hands, you have communications, military forces deploy quickly, you name it.  There’s no point in having an iron mine if the iron doesn’t get to the smiths, and no point to smiths or miners if you can’t get food to them, and so on.  People can survive on water and food, but a civilization needs writing, numbers, and transportation.”

I unslung my backpack and Velina followed suit.  I unfolded the theodolite while she unpacked stakes, small telescopes, mirrors, and string.  The southern foot of the Gate was one marker point.  The Spire was another.  Rather than try to force a grid system on the world, I went with a polar coordinate system centered on the Spire.  In effect, the Spire was the fixed reference point for the world.  Everything else could be located in terms of how far away it was and in what direction.

With the line of the main bore as my arbitrary zero line, I could calculate the angle from the Spire.  With direction and distance, I knew exactly where the Great Gate of Tamaril was.  It was just a matter of calculation.  Bam!  Fixed point.  Dot on map.  You Are Here.  And like that.

This immediately ran into problems.  I can see the Spire on a clear day, but what if it isn’t clear?  Weather is a thing!  Also, by getting the angle up to the Spire’s tip, I could tell how far away it was, but without another fixed point of reference, how do I tell my angle from the Mountains of the Sun?  It’s not like I can casually look at the arbitrary line of the Sunbore.  What I need is either a gyrocompass to tell me a fixed east-west direction or I need to take a dawn sighting to fix my location.

I’m not going to watch the sun come up.  That might be okay for human navigators, but sunlight on the horizon burns my eyes.  Maybe I’ll plant a homing beacon somewhere in the cliff face of the northern Edge, due north of the Spire.  That will give me a fixed navigation point.  Or maybe I’ll use a high-altitude scrying spell to zoom out until I know where I am.

I do like having a bare-handed backup system, though.  I’m like that.

Anyway, I planned to lay out the future city of Tamaril—and, later, Zirafel—based on this coordinate system, orienting everything by the line to the Spire.  Hence the stakes and string.  We measured, calculated, and measured again, pounding spell-bound stakes into the ground as secondary reference points.  We drew two lines, at right angles, and drove in a stake at the end of each.  The string made sure we had exactly identical distances, the telescopes and mirrors made sure we had straight lines, and together they made as close to geometrically perfect angles as possible.

It was a long day.  We took our time, triple-checked our measurements and math, and worked hard on our precision.  I suppose it wasn’t absolutely necessary, but it would save time, energy, and headache later.

Then we went through the gate and did it again, but backwards.  I planned to use the same city layout, so that was okay, but the alignment had to be completely recalculated.  And I do mean recalculated, rather than simply mirrored and copied.

Stupid Heru.  The gates weren’t the same distance from the Spire.  They weren’t at the same angle!  There was a north-south difference of nearly forty-six miles!

Never trust a chaos entity to do things consistently.  I wonder if Maddarrah even thought of placing the gates symmetrically.  Did she plop them down wherever looked good to her?  Rendu clearly didn’t put his best work into the world, and Maddarrah also played around, doing a half-assed job on her “creations.”  Some of the Heru weren’t lazy—as evidenced by the ice giants—but these two were about as slipshod as a greased sandal.

To prepare for the city-building project, I searched a lot of worlds, looking for detailed maps of archaeology digs.  I copied aerial views of ancient cities.  I took overhead photographs through gates, looking at layouts of the most impressive cities of antiquity during their heydays.  I also walked through a few, carrying a stuffed teddy bear with hidden cameras.

A stuffed toy is a stuffed toy.  A lot of obvious electronic hardware might freak out the locals.

Then it was off to the high-tech design software.  If you’re going to lay out a whole city, you need to know what you’re doing.  I admit, I already did something like this, albeit with help, when Mount Arthur grew the city of Vios around itself.  In Vios, something at least quasi-sentient helped guide the process by adapting to circumstances.  Here, I had to argue with the AI helper programs about how realistically ancient I wanted the place—at least, aboveground.  The AI wanted to know what techniques I would use for construction.  I couldn’t get past that portion of the setup process.  I eventually found the settings menu.

I used to get along with computers.  I miss Diogenes more and more.

Detailed architectural plans for each and every building took a long time and a lot of drawings, from the thickness of doorsteps to the granularity of the mortar between floor tiles.  Then I was off to the city planning software to lay out where each building would go, among other things.  The sewers.  Drainage.  Aqueducts.  Curbs.  Doors. Locks.  Windows.  Shutters.  House numbers.  Rain gutters.  Parks, planters, porticos, pilasters, plinths, pylons, the works.  It all had to work together.  Or, rather, I wanted it all to work together.  I told it what I wanted and the computer mapped out all the details.  What I wanted was what I remembered.  What I got were plans for what it might have been.

If I stacked a hundred tons of steel and copper near the Great Gates, could I set up the spells to mold not only stone but metal, as well?  Yes, I could.  It would keep me from having to personally import sixteen types of hinges and a dozen types of gratings.

It would also work with wood, if I cared to modify the spell, but why?  If you build a city out of something flammable, the city will eventually burn.  If the hu—if the people who would one day live there wanted a city they could burn, they could add that functionality themselves.

I took my data back to the Spherestation and plugged it into a holographic environment.  I wandered around in it, examining the reproduction down to the smallest details.

Could I hold all this in my mind while I assembled a spell?  No.  Not in the detail I wanted, the detail I needed.  If I did it from memory, it would form the right shapes, sure.  It would probably even get the house numbers correct—those are in a pattern.  But locks in the doors?  Those would be lumps of metal.  Even if they were functional locks, I doubted they would all be keyed differently.  What’s the point of a lock if everyone has the same lock with the same key?

Yes, the locks and keys were very primitive.  The point remains.

This was too complicated for me to create by casting a spell and turning it loose.  This would have to be laid out in advance.  More than that, it would need to be done in stages.  Separate spells, each on its own scroll, perhaps?  Tablets with architectural blueprints, each fired in sequence?  A line of crystals, each with another refinement of the spell to bring the city into sharper focus?  Single buildings, carved into tiles, and arranged in the shape of the city as a whole?  Or a combination of methods?

Fortunately, I didn’t have to start with a full-scale city.  I built dollhouse-scale versions, about five meters on a side.  Those sprang up almost immediately, so I could gauge the results of the shaping spells as well as the techniques for using those spells.  I learned a lot about spell staging and coordinating different materials.

What I decided on was glass.  I could laser-cut all the plans, engraving layer after layer, each on a separate sheet of tempered glass.  With orichalcum film in the etched portions, I could turn each layer into an ongoing spell.  When all of these were pressed together in the correct order, the whole thing was ready to build a city.

It was the size of a picture window and as thick as my head. I couldn’t see through it for all the lines of foil sandwiched inside.  I had to admit, I did good work.  Of course, then I had to do good work again to build a mirror-image version for the second one.  Two cities, two magical sandwiches.

These were the master patterns the spells would use to reshape everything in the area.  The frames provided handles, but also locked the plates into place, aligning the master pattern to the stakes we’d so exactingly prepared.

I placed a plate at the foot of each gate, slightly to the side.  The glass quivered and slid, turning, settling into the ground, locking precisely in place.

We left immediately.  There would be considerable upheaval and change going on for the next year or three as the spells worked to reshape dirt into stone and stone into city.  None of it would care if someone was in the way.  I didn’t think it would be terribly dangerous, given the rate at which it would work, but it certainly wouldn’t be safe to sleep there.  This was large-scale, industrial magic on par with the large-scale, industrial light above the world.  You can probably walk through a warehouse while people load and unload things, but you still want to watch out for forklifts.  It wasn’t a hostile environment, but it certainly wasn’t safe.

Crap.  Have I turned off the star-producing equipment?  I think I did.  I better double-check.

Yes.  I did.  Whew.  Leaving those unsupervised could be a disaster.

With tons of metal scattered about within the future city limits, and with the two major cities growing, there were still a bunch of other things to get ready.

It occurs to me there’s one good thing about knowing what the future should be.  Most people go through life not certain about where the future’s going.

No, I take that back.  Most people go through life not thinking about the future beyond the next meal, the next weekend, or the next paycheck.  But the ones who do think about the future of the world and where it’s headed don’t usually think about what it should be, but only about what they’re afraid it will be.

I know what it’s supposed to be, so I have a clear objective to shoot for.  This belongs; that does not.  I have to have these; I should get rid of those.

I love how convenient this is for my planning and despise how much it resembles fate.  I don’t like having my future predetermined.  Add that to the list of reasons I bloody damn well hate time travel.

One of the things we absolutely needed was great, roaming herds of dazhu.  They used to be like the buffalo of the American West.  Now the Long Night was over and the harshest winter in the history of the world gave way to springtime.  How were the dazhu doing?

Spoiler alert.  No great, roaming herds.

My altar ego, damn him to an eternity of celestial light, was right about the ecological damage.  A surprising amount of plant life survived well enough to make a comeback, once it warmed up and had grow-lights.  Smaller, hibernating animals also suffered from the extra-long winter, but in the southerly regions not all of them died out.  The non-hibernating animals didn’t fare nearly as well.  Obviously, the northern animals either died where they were or tried to migrate south—but even the southern shores of the northern continent weren’t far enough south.

No large, grazing animals survived the sudden, years-long ice age.  Surprise.

While this lack of dazhu caused me a bit of consternation, bordering on vexation, it wasn’t a fatal problem.  The universe didn’t collapse, after all.  Therefore, it was possible to fix this.  Or, rather, we would fix it—somehow.

Damn, that sounds optimistic.  Am I in a good mood?  Is this what a good mood is like when I’m not paying attention to how much I hate doing this?  Am I spoiling it by noticing it?  Maybe I should shut up and enjoy it, if that’s possible…

Finding the remains of dazhu wasn’t difficult.  I found dazhu frozen solid in the ice of the northern continent.  It’s not like ice giants were interested in meat popsicles.

Reanimating a frozen dazhu to bring it back to life was a fun experiment.  I didn’t succeed, but I did figure out why I failed.  It’s the pesky destruction of cell structures when ice crystals form.  It ruins everything.  The body isn’t in any shape to be alive.  Not for very long, anyway, and only for a very technical definition of “alive.”

In the Spherestation’s cryogenic capsules, we get around this with technology.  For one thing, the clones are injected with chemical agents to prevent crystalline formations, making the freezing process surprisingly similar to the body of an ice giant—an amorphous ice, without jagged crystals.

I don’t particularly like the aftertaste.  It reminds me of spoiled potatoes.  Whenever possible, we give them intravenous fluids and a day to process the stuff out of their systems.  I’ll drink it fresh-thawed if I must, but I prefer not to.

As for the dazhu, I settled for collecting genetic material.  I could take apart a cell nucleus and harvest chromosomes.  Among all the samples of frozen dazhu, I could cobble together something suitable, replace the genetic material in a bison zygote, and grow my hopefully-dazhu calf in a cloning tank.

Note:  a calf.  Forcing one to maturity would require a much larger unit.  I’ll have to get one.  No, I’ll have to get several.  One clone isn’t enough for a population.  With no genetic diversity, you have the same creature, over and over again, constantly reinforcing bad recessives until your population starts to die out.  It’s inbreeding to a fatal degree.

What’s that?  Remove the bad recessives?  Yes, that’s a start.  A little judicious chlorine in the gene pool is usually a good idea.  It involves identifying what you want to remove, first.  I’m pretty good at eliminating unpleasant things from human genes—hemophilia, albinism, Huntington’s, Parkinson’s, and a variety of others—because humans have done a lot of work identifying them for me!  I don’t know dazhu DNA from a cow’s.

Dang.  Cattle.  I need to import those, too, for domestic use.  Rethven people had them, so they needed to be present.  Later.  Viable dazhu were the priority.  I could import cows simply by rustling them.

“Friends, cowboys, and cattlemen, hand me a beer;

I come to hang rustlers, not to arrest them.

The cattle that men steal live after them;

Their spurs mostly strung up with their bones.

So let it be with rustlers.  The noble Sheriff

Done told you rustlers should be arrested:

If it was so, I wouldn’t’a brought a rope.”

Yee-haw.

Meanwhile, I had to hunt down more dazhu samples.  A lot more.  I needed to reverse-engineer not just one, but several viable clones from the genetic remnants.  Then I had to breed them for a while, mixing and matching and observing until I could identify traits we wanted to eliminate.  I could do this in the small scale on the park and wilderness decks of the Spherestation, but I simply didn’t have the space for herds.

Fortunately, I know where to find a lot of unused grazing land.  Could I use Reactor World #1 as someplace to start my fast-forward breeding program?

Dusty wasn’t happy with the idea of introducing dazhu to a reactor world’s ecosystem.  To shut him up—and because I remembered his Reactor Worlds were locked into Rethvan time because of his power gates—I branched another couple of copies off from the Reactor Worlds’ original Earthline.  These I linked to Reactor World #1 and set them up in series, time-ticking ahead.

I didn’t bother to build anything for my altar ego in these extra worlds, which he considered a wasted opportunity.  Four more reactors?  He was excited!  Then I told him I only wanted them for the rapid breeding of herd animals.  He was pouty.

Anyway, I turned multiple copies of my reconstituted dazhu loose in Mongolia, North America, and Australia.  I figured they had a good chance to thrive somewhere in those geographic regions, especially with a guardian. 

For each herd, I armed one of my altar ego’s warehouse robots and gave it programming regarding how to shoot and what to shoot.  Young dazhu were kind of like sheep.  The robot was the sheepdog, following them around and trying to protect them.  Later, the herd could trample anything foolish enough to come too near.

I left the dazhu to reproduce for a few generations.  This did a good job of sorting out the inbreeding of the stock and gave me data I needed.

Later, with their genetic structure run through computer analysis and thoroughly cleaned up, I started transferring wholesale lots of them to the southern continent.  I built sizable herds—nearly two thousand on each Edge.  With no predators and unrestricted grasslands to roam, they would breed prodigiously.  I hoped.  For the next several years, I planned to check on them, look for culls, and remove any offending genetic traits I might have missed.

Every small gene pool needs a garbage trap.  I didn’t want to find I’d left a trait in their species where they all tended to develop cataracts or dazhu-pattern baldness.

During the dazhu breeding experiments—more properly, when modifying the robots and their power systems—I finally got around to finishing the enchantments on Velina’s horse.  Not only was it a hybrid golem, able to run on magic or polonium, but I put a shift-box enchantment on the power core  When the power output dropped below a certain level, it auto-searched for fuel pellets of the right size, shape, radioactivity, and volume.

I think Bronze and I did a hell of a job on it.  Velina wasn’t as pleased as I was, but she doesn’t particularly like being on horseback.

We needed the horse.

My altar ego can look over the world and get a sense of the whole thing.  He can also direct his attention to a spot.  I do something similar with scrying spells.  I can get a satellite view or I can zoom in to read over someone’s shoulder.  But, as I had been told, there were environmental problems facing Rethven and the people in it.

Yeah, yeah.  My altar ego was right.  Even a blind pig occasionally finds a truffle.

I can’t make the observations I need with a scrying spell.  Observations from above are useful, obviously.  Satellite views are helpful in many ways, especially with the weather.  For more detailed looks, I suppose I could shift chunks of Rethven to the Flatstation for analysis, but taking samples out of context isn’t the way you get a feel for an ecology.  The proper way is to walk through it.

I’m glad I have cleaning spells.  I’m going to get ecology on my boots.


Ecology Lessons

While the Octets continued to hang rings in the Sunbore, closer and closer to the center section, Velina and I rode through the eastern region of Rethven.  We set out from what would be Tamaril.  I say we rode.  We had her horse haul a wagon.  The wagon was a boxy thing and made a good shift-booth for getting her horse there in the first place.  It also made a pretty decent mobile home, once we hung a hammock.  Bronze paced along beside us, happy to be along for the company.

It was a fair bit of a drive from Tamaril to the Mountains of Y.  I didn’t like it, but it was important to manually traverse the whole distance.  I had to get a feel for the terrain and look at where I planned to put the first imperial highway.  I already did a flyover with a scrying spell, but that’s not the same thing as boots on the ground.  Or hooves.  Or wheels.  It’s a very different thing to ride through it, experience it, breathe it in.  When I remember to breathe.  Make that, “soak it in,” maybe.

Velina and I talked a lot about what we saw.  The moons were a big topic, since they were only visible near the horizon.  As they rose a little higher, the blue of the bright Firmament hid them.

“Someday, there will only be one of them,” I told her.

“It seems wise.  With a sun and moon, people will be able to sleep properly.”

“What do you mean?”

“The world is forever in daylight, now.  I have seen the world by the light of the seven moons.  The first time we came to this world, the snow made all seem bright.  The Sunbow now makes it difficult to sleep, I think.”

“Crap.”

“Crap?”

“I hadn’t thought about how constant daylight would affect human… affect people’s circadian rhythms.  There’s another reason they’re worn out, worn down, and stressed.  They aren’t meant to have a world without night.  There’s no way to define a ‘day.’  They can’t divide up time into discrete bits.  Maybe they think in terms of ‘sleeps’ instead of days, at least individually.  They don’t have a real sense of time.  It all blurs into one long past.”

“Did not they do so in caves, but because of everlasting darkness?”

“Yeah, I guess they did.  But in a cave, they could turn off a light spell.  It’s harder to block out the permanent day.  There’s no way to have individual days or establish any sort of calendar.”

“Perhaps their calendars rely on the movement of the moons?”

“Yeah, but now they can’t see them except near the horizon.  It’ll all get sorted out when they have a regular sun again.”

I hoped.

It’s weird, for me, to try and notice the world.  I tend to tune things out if they don’t directly affect me.  I can’t pay attention to everything because all my senses bombard me with too much data.  Cruising through the countryside, I still didn’t really see the beauty around me, or not usually.  I was intent on more specific data collection.

It was the biggest problem I had in studying Zen.  Zen is all about awareness.  I did learn to pay attention to everything going on around me, but, unlike a human, I have to steel myself for it.  It’s almost painful to notice everything I can notice.

In the larger sense, though, I did notice a few things.  Trees?  Yes, they do seem to be making a comeback.  Not all of them died in the Long Night, but most did.  Most southern-continent trees didn’t cope well with a frost, much less a freeze.  Those were usually nothing but tall sticks without leaves, but there were exceptions.  Farther north, across the Circle Sea, things were still frozen.  I would definitely need to plant trees once we got the sun on-line.  Flowers?  Yes, they were doing all right in the south, but I expected more, now that a couple of years had gone by with warmth and light.

They’ve got rain and sun.  What more do they want?  Fertilizer, maybe?

Damn.  I know what they need.  Bees.  I didn’t see any.  I worked a fairly powerful location spell.  There wasn’t a bee within five hundred miles.

Okay, bad sign.  I’ll have to get beehives and transplant them.  What else?  I know there are other insects important to pollination and other plant growth thingies, but I don’t remember them offhand.

Birds?  I found a few, but, again, I expected more.  Maybe their food supply—double damn.  The insects.  What else do birds eat?  Seeds?  Fruit?  In this climate, are they flying-insect eaters, ground-insect eaters, or bark-dwelling-insect eaters?  What about raptors?  They have to have regular meals, too!  Fish are hard to come by under ice.  What did that leave?  Other birds?  Squirrels?  Rabbits?  Or hibernating ground-dwelling animals?  Will a hawk dig up a burrow if it’s hungry enough?

Speaking of ground-based life forms, earthworms.  Did we have an earthworm shortage?  How do worms cope with an extra-long winter?  Farmers need those squirmy little guys, don’t they?

Damn it.  Ants.  The world needs ants.  Small ants.

Ecology is not my thing.  There is no way on this or any other world I’m going to balance an ecology equation.  There are too many variables and I don’t speak the language.

I took notes.  Everything I saw, or failed to see, was something giving me clues on how to fix the world.  Just because I didn’t understand the big picture didn’t mean I couldn’t gather data.  I might not be able to figure out what needed to be done, but I could find out from people smarter than me!

Velina sensed my mood.  She was happy to drive the wagon while I muttered and fumed and scribbled my notes.

We came into sight of the easternmost village before we reached the Mountains of Y.  Velina reined up and we regarded it from a safe distance.

It was a sturdy-looking village, which didn’t surprise me.  They remembered ice giants, or remembered stories of them.  In the center of the place was a stack of fieldstone, forming a plinth.  On top, an orange flame danced without any fuel.  An older lady sat next to the plinth, quietly grinding something.

Clearly, they revered fire.  They kept a fire burning all the time.  It was more energy-intensive than casting a fire spell whenever you wanted to light something, but if it takes ten minutes to work your spell, it might be more convenient to keep it going.

On a related note, did they worship the flame or simply find it convenient?  I didn’t feel like opening that can of worms, so I didn’t.

Which reminded me about earthworms.  I already had road-building spells running ahead of us, so I might as well do something about the worm population.

We rode off a little distance and parked.  I put a shift-spell on a pint-sized container.  I triggered it and dumped out a batch of wormy dirt.  Bait stores sell worms, so there were lots to be had.  It cycled and refilled itself.

We took a slow ride around the village, along the outer edge of their cultivated land.  I drove while Velina dumped another cup—or flung them, left or right—every few paces.  I knew these things were important.  I didn’t know how many were needed.

This also gave me a good view of their fields.  I wasn’t impressed.  They raised mostly wheat and barley, with vegetables of various sorts closer in toward their huts.  I still didn’t see any signs of domestic animals.

Are earthworms edible?  No, that’s a silly question.  I’m sure they are.  But are they worth cultivating as a food source?  Beans and peas provided protein, so I guess being vegetarian was an option.  But with the handmade, primitive tools and no animals to pull plows, they were going to have a bad time trying to achieve any meaningful calorie surplus.

We rolled away.  Velina kept tossing the contents of the cup.  I really need to automate that… and maybe, while I’m at it, add something else besides earthworms?  But what?

Farther along toward the mountains, we found a thicket of something thorny, tough, and unpleasant, but it had flowers.  Bronze helped me by forcing aside the plants so I could place a boxed hive in the thicket.

The question of other insects still bothered me.  And birds.  I need a sizable insect population before introducing birds.  Then I need a sizable bird population before introducing predators, including birds that eat other birds.  And I need a lot of other life forms that eat insects, and things to eat the things that eat insects, and things that eat other things…

…once the sun comes up.  Aargh!

I felt a very green headache coming on.

I wonder.  Can I transplant large chunks of the planet Earth?  Would this act like a… a… an infection?  Would the life-forms in a typical patch of forest or meadow spread naturally until they found a balance? Assuming I plant things from the appropriate climate zones, of course.  Once we’ve reestablished permanent climate zones here, I mean.  Which comes with having a regular day and night cycle.  Which involves having a sun.  Which I’ll have to fiddle with to get seasons.  And, come to think of it, what are the effects of multiple moons?

Everything needs something else to happen first!

Bronze asked if I was okay.  I agreed, silently, that I was—just impatient about all the crap that had to be done that I didn’t know how to do, nor particularly wanted to.  And it all hinged on finally getting a working sun!

She offered to go check, and to supervise.  It wouldn’t make things go much faster, but she could at least go for a run down the length of the sunbore, making sure everything was in its proper place.

“I’ll have to do it myself, eventually.  First I cross the world to lay out a road.  By then, I should be on schedule to go back through the sunbore and make sure it’s ready to fire.”

But she could do a preliminary check for me.  Then I would be prepared to fix anything when I went down.

“It couldn’t hurt.  And it would give you a few thousand miles of straight sprint, down through the rings.  Can you do a quality control check at that speed?”

She assured me she would only go as fast as she felt comfortable with.  Maybe a fast run-through to look for anything obvious, then slower trips for more thorough examinations?

“If running through that hole is your idea of fun, be my guest.”

She tossed her head, careful to make the metallic chiming sounds I’m accustomed to.  She paced behind the wagon, flowed into it, and shifted away.

I made a note to upgrade the wagon’s shock absorbers.  Ten tons loaded itself and then disappeared.  The springs and axles took it fine, but the whole wagon jounced horribly.

We traveled on, heading west, up into the Mountains of Y.  My aerial evaluation said there were three decent passes through them.  They weren’t impressive mountains, but I still wanted to smooth the way through at least one pass.  We weren’t in a hurry, so I rolled road-making spells ahead of us and the robot horse—Velina named it Karra, which is Tassarian for Thunder—followed at a sedate pace.

The automated spells didn’t always cope with terrain features properly, though.  When we came to odd bits of terrain, I adjusted them manually and pressed on while it sorted itself out.  It helped me work out more subroutines for my road-building spells.  The more problems we encountered, the more solutions I would have.

I often think of Diogenes and Mount Arthur.  I never thought about them in this context though.  I had it easier than I knew when they were around.  I miss Diogenes more, but Mount Arthur would be extremely useful in the south.

Could I build sufficient reactors to animate and vitalize the whole world?  Would that help with my environmentalism problems?  Probably, but I’d have to spread the reactors out.  This vitalize-the-world strategy would definitely fix any geography issues, but I’d have to build it all only to use it once and then unbuild it.  Overkill isn’t always a good thing.

Getting through the pass was a slow process, this time, as I couldn’t avoid rough patches.  I had to wait until the spells leveled or widened any troublesome bits.  I didn’t mind.  It gave me time to think and time to plan—as well as time to stop panicking about runaway ecological disasters.

I don’t feel confident about fixing a partial ecology.  Could I irradiate the world and start over?  Yes.  I can do it.  Then I could borrow pieces of Earth and let it spread through a sterilized world.  But I’d have to do something about the people already present—and the ice giants.  How do I make sure they’re still around after a world-wide reset?  Capture a few and release them later?  How fast do ice giants reproduce, anyway?

I think I’m going to at least try the idea of grabbing Earth samples to see how they do.  It may be my only real shot at sorting out the post-ice-age lack of biodiversity.  Maybe I can use shift-boxes to keep adding animals?  They could fight it out amongst themselves until they found a balance.  Nature, red in tooth and claw, and so forth.

One shift-box for each species of animal?  Or shift-boxes that select random animals each time?  Or pick randomly from a list to make sure I get things we want, rather than risk elephant-sized wombats or arboreal alligators?

Did Rethven ever have elephants?  I don’t think I ever saw one in Rethven, but that doesn’t mean there weren’t any!  How’s that going to affect the paradoxical problem?  What else is supposed to be in Rethven—but I never saw them?

It’s a good thing the sun wasn’t up.  I’d hate to think what sort of damage I’d be doing to my body with all that stress while I was alive.

Coming down out of the Mountains of Y, we wound our way through foothills for quite a while.  The hills were extensive and reminded me of parts of Scotland.  Near Tamaril and the Edge, it was warmer.  On this side of the mountains, it was slightly more chilly, but would warm up considerably as we approached the midline of the world.  It was also foggy and damp all through the rocky foothills.

The spells for road-building raced ahead of us, one after the other, aiming in the general direction of the next village on our route.  Once we were out of the pass, I switched to casting brief, quick spells, not full-on road-making things.  They would make a path.  A track.  A trail.  Something to help people avoid getting lost.  The mountain pass received my best effort.  The rest of the road was establishing a graveled, plant-resistant right-of-way more than anything else.  Paving it would come later, as the spells continued to slowly solidify the road surface behind us.

I consulted my map and my scrying mirror, watching our progress.  Yes, we should be in pretty good shape.  And it would only get warmer from here.

It took us about a month to plod our slow, road-building way across the eastern half of Rethven.  I worked out a lot of little improvements as we went along.  We stopped to install a boxed beehive anywhere we found flowering plants.  Also, after a bit of modification, the wagon started making a foomp sort of sound when the little air cannon fired, first left, then right, as we rolled along.

Air cannon?  Yep.  It shifted in different loads of seeds, seedlings, and earthworms as ammunition.  As we rolled across the southern continent, we might as well play Johnny Appleseed while we put down the road.  And the road trip gave me plenty of time to think up new things to add to the steady clop-clop-foomp of shotgun environmentalism.

We went much more quickly than a normal wagon, of course.  Karra could haul the wagon at about ninety miles an hour under ideal circumstances.  I know because we tested it.  Pneumatic tires, ball bearings, coil springs, shock absorbers—it was a one-horsepower truck, really.  But we almost never traveled so quickly.  We didn’t have enough road!  Or not yet.  We tried to keep straight on, always heading for the next village, or near enough, but we had to keep the pace slow enough to allow the road-building spells to do their work before we tried to roll over it.

Nevertheless, there were problems we couldn’t avoid.  If I wasn’t an expert at roads, bridges, and generally getting from point A to point B, we’d still be somewhere between.  The trouble was, certain obstacles required more brains than automatic road-laying.

There’s a particularly wide, lazy river flowing north into the Circle Sea, about halfway between the Mountains of Y and what will someday be Traders’ Bay.  The river will have a name, someday, but I don’t recall it, even if I ever knew it.  We reached it and found the growing bridge still short of adolescence.  Part of the problem was the lack of stone.  The spell had to form the bridge out of dirt and clay, then petrify it as it built more.  When we arrived, it was a case of either shift across or wait a couple of weeks.

I shifted everything across.  Sure, I had to draw a big shift-space, but I could minimize it by sending the wagon—with Velina inside—to minimize the space requirements.  Then it was easy to aim for the inside of the wagon to send Karra.  It worked to get us all to Rethven.  Getting us across a river was nothing more than a chore.

Once across, I added more specialized, specific spells to the bridge formation.  Individual pillars started up.  Deep structures in the riverbed started petrifying to make solid foundations.  A new bridge footing started on the western side and worked eastward, to eventually join up somewhere in the middle.  We left these behind, all growing much more rapidly.  No one would need them before they were finished.

In like manner, we bypassed other obstacles.  Swamp, rocky hills, rivers, you name it.  Everything a wagon wouldn’t roll over or through.  We skipped past several such problems, but always left behind something to fix it.  By the time anyone else came along, there would be, at minimum, a navigable path.

A non-road issue popped its ugly head up while Velina slept in the wagon.  Usually, we roll along constantly while she snoozes in her hammock, but I stopped to concentrate, gather power, and carve a new addition to the road-building spell on my paving stone.

If I don’t have to cast it repeatedly, I don’t bother with the mandala.  This was my third addition to the Stone of Roads so far.  Every mile or two, we slap it on the ground and fire it along the road so it can reach the end and start paving the way.  It’s way less effort on my part.

My major efforts were through a scrying sensor and gate spells.  After the first major obstacle, I’d taken to looking ahead and dropping off specialized spells to slowly grow the appropriate workaround before we got there.  The Stone was for rolling out a road toward these places.

While I sat there, delicately scratching the granite with my fingernails, Firebrand psychically nudged me.

Boss.

“What?”

Company.

I finished the line I was working on, put the stone on the ground, and stood up to look around.  I didn’t see anyone.  The local grass was pretty long, so a human could easily have gone belly-down and hid, but I still would have seen their higher vitality shining through.

“I don’t…” I trailed off.  There was no life-glow, but there was something moving through the long grass.

It’s not a human, Firebrand informed me.

“What is it?”

I don’t know.  It doesn’t think like a person.  I think it’s a Thing.

I drew Firebrand.

“Wonderful.”

It sprang at me.  Literally.  It was a long, sinuous Thing and it coiled like a spring before boinging straight at me.  The closer end was a long, needle-like spike.  I cut it off as it came into range and the severed spike bounced off my armor.  Black stuff splattered out of the Thing.  The rest of it, still in the air, continued toward me, screeching from the other end.

My best guess is it launched itself at me, tail-first, to sting.  The rest of it plowed into me like a thrown rope and tried to wind around me.  The other end—presumably the head—extended a tongue longer than mine, wrapped it around one knee, and clamped on with a five-way, star-like mouth-opening.

I ignored the coiling body and the spurting black blood from the severed tail.  I reached down, grabbed it behind the head, and squeezed.  The head didn’t want to pop off, so Firebrand persuaded it.

The whole thing went limp and slithered involuntarily to the dirt.  The head stayed clamped on, but it was dead, too, and the whole thing started to slowly sublimate to a foul, oily vapor.  In a few minutes, it dissipated entirely.

Velina, woken by the screech, stood at the back step of the wagon, sword in hand, watching all around for anything else.  The monster was my problem; any others would have Velina as theirs.

“Are you all right?” she asked, still watching the grass.

“Fine.  Some Thing was bothering me, but I took care of it.”

“So I see.  Are there more?”

“I doubt it.  They tend to be solitary.  All is well.  Go back to bed.  I got this.”

She nodded and went into the wagon again.  She’s the sort of person who can have an incredibly close brush with death, shrug it off, eat a snack, and have a nap.

I, on the other hand, did a careful look around.  No, there were no more Things.  But encountering one Thing meant there were more Things in Rethven even if they weren’t here.  The stars in the Firmament were weak places where Things could squeeze through.  Clearly, they did squeeze through.

This was a problem.  The normal population control method was to wait for sunrise.  Any Thing caught in the open tends to stop being a problem, or pretty much anything at all.  If it’s halfway through the process of squeezing through a star, the sunrise either kills it, chops it in half, or otherwise tells it to stop.

Do Things find it painful to be on the opposite side of the Firmament while the sun is shining?  Or does the Firmament block the effect?  Or maybe it just stings?

Clearly, the Things roaming the world were a problem.  Not a major one—or not yet—but one that would be dealt with when we had a sun in the sky again.

If I could make the project go faster, I would.  I don’t know what else there is to do.  The rings are being delivered as fast as the Octets can hang them.  Bronze is doing preliminary prance-throughs on the completed sections.

So, what is there for me to do?

I conjured a small wind to get rid of the smell of dead Thing before I sat down and started scratching out more road.


Don’t Panic

The Spire was exactly and directly due south of us, which marked the midline of the world.  Yay!  We found the Prime Meridian!

I cannot express how tempting it was to draw a few thousand miles of dotted line.  I resisted, but only partially.

We detoured northward, to the shore of the Circle Sea.  I put a marker on the beach.  The pylon wouldn’t grow upward much, but it would grow downward until it was firmly integral with the plate.  It was a navigation point, possibly only useful to me, but it would be helpful when sorting out where things were.

With the detour out of the way, I considered my next step.  My uprated road-building spells were still slowly rolling through the western half of the continent, drawing lines between the human settlements.  I already did a survey of the environment by driving through it and occasionally stepping in it.

Now, though, I planned to shift to Zirafel and head back this way, adjusting road sections as we went.  When I started using a gate spell to drop off road-building spells, I started near Zirafel and worked my way toward the meridian.  With all those road sections running for so long, we could skip the environmental survey and run as fast as the road would let us, pausing only to repair trouble spots!  I’d have to increase the rate of fire on the ecology shotgun, but that wasn’t a problem.

As a bonus, we would take a little tour through Zirafel to check up on it.  The spell-plate had been growing the inner city for quite a while and a spot-check would be appropriate.  We might not finish before Bronze would be done with her survey and the Octets with their ring-hanging, but we might have a serviceable track from one Edge to the other.

So I drew a shift-diagram on the ground, gathered power for a while, and shifted us all to the Plaza of the Arch—robot horse, wagon, the lot, ready to run down the road and check for potholes.

Let me add something.  I routinely shift around without much worry.  True, sometimes the shift goes wrong and I wind up somewhere I did not intend.  It’s rare, but it happens.  Most of the time, I set up a shift-spell and go somewhere I know—the Stepstation, a Reactor World, one of the Topside stations, or the Underworld.  I don’t bother to check on whether or not the destination is there.  I don’t look ahead to see if it’s on fire.  If I get a preliminary gate connection, it’s a valid address.  The only thing I usually concern myself with is whether or not the sun is out, and even that has been pretty much a given, lately.

What I’m trying to say is I know exactly what’s going to kill me.  My laziness.  It certainly tried to bite me in Zirafel.

The grooves I cut in the ground defined an area around the wagon.  The spells I used to mark off the vertical axis helped define the space.  With everything inside that volume, the micro-gate on my ring found a flat, open space near the Great Gate in Zirafel and parked us there.  This is exactly what was supposed to happen and it worked perfectly.  All according to plan.

There were details, however, neither envisioned, anticipated, nor welcome.

We appeared in the Plaza of the Arch amid a combination of crunch, squish, and jouncing.

Maybe “plaza” implies more grandeur than it deserved.  It was a big, open area.  The beginnings of buildings surrounded it, of course.  They weren’t full-grown, yet.  The cities didn’t have underground reactors, after all.  They drew on the ambient energy of Rethven, so growing them was a more gradual process than the reshaping ability of the fastest pet rock in history.

Even so, the low walls should have been higher.  They hadn’t grown much, if at all, since the last time I saw them, through an eyeball gate when I dropped off a road spell.  The coloration was way off, too.  Everything already formed should have been grey stonework.  It probably was, but an odd external layer covered it all.

The Great Arch was the only thing not covered in this brittle, resinous coating.  This crust was reddish-grey and neither reflective nor particularly thick.  It had random spiky projections, somewhat reminiscent of certain types of lizard hide.  The wagon wheels crunched right through the stuff.  Karra’s hooves also penetrated it, revealing a layer of goo beneath.

With the stage now set and the scenery in place, let us review the actors.

Bugs.

Big bugs.

No, not like the giant ants.  Bigger.  Think of a Doberman.  An eight-legged spidery Doberman with mandibles and reddish-grey exoskeleton and claws and lots of eyes and did I mention the mandibles?

I did not panic.

I remember quite clearly that I did not panic.  Time made screechy noises and shuddered to a halt, though, because I was not only not panicking, I was not panicking at extremely high speed. I looked around quite quickly.  I examined my enemies.  It was a calculated and dispassionate effort to evaluate our circumstances.  Really.

The nearest specimen had eight legs and walked like a spider.  The legs ended in three-pronged, claw-like digits.  It had a three-mandible mouth—two smaller mandibles up and to the sides, one larger mandible straight down—on the end of a short, flexible… what do I call it?  It was kind of like a neck.  It could turn its mouth thirty degrees or so without turning its head.  The eyes were on the front and sides of the head.  The central, forward eye was a singular eyeball.  The eyes on either side were globular compound things.  Its hide resembled the resinous crust we were on, but glossy instead of matte.  Due to the size of the creature, I wasn’t sure if it was an exoskeleton.  It might have been carapace or plating.  A quick glance around said we were surrounded by maybe a billion of the things—okay, okay.  It might have been closer to a hundred in line of sight—all doing something biological to the crusty layer covering the ground and proto-buildings.

I’d like to take this opportunity to reiterate, purely for clarity: I did not panic.

I tried to perform a trick I’d practiced in the lab for occasions similar to this.  We shifted into this spot, leaving behind an area of weakened spacetime—a trail, if you will—where it should be relatively easy to create another transit shift.  This trail would dissipate in a matter of seconds, but, in the lab, I was able to send things to a destination, then bounce them back much more quickly and easily.

Under these field conditions, it was no go.  Well, damn.  Okay, it wasn’t something I’d devoted much time to.  It was worth a try, but now I knew I’d have to carve a whole new shift-diagram if I wanted to teleport everything out of here.  I didn’t think I had time, and I certainly didn’t have the nexus levels of raw energy necessary to force it.

I didn’t fritter about, weeping and screaming about the injustice of it all.  We appeared, I did an instant and unpanicked evaluation of the situation, attempted to remove us from it, failed, and hauled on the reins.  Elapsed time: half a second.  Maybe three-quarters.  Nothing human could have done it all so fast, I’m sure.

If we couldn’t instantly teleport out, we’d find out if we could exit, stage left, the old-fashioned way:  Hoof it!

Under my direction, Karra hauled the wagon around, aimed down Sunrise Boulevard—to be better known as the Street of Summer—and galloped through crunchy muck like it was her favorite thing in the world.

See?  I reacted with dispatch to an immediate situation.  Very different from panicking.  Which I did not do.

As we shot down the street, hooves and wheels making crunching and squishing and thudding noises.  A keening sound went up behind us.  It sounded like a whole violin section being tortured.

There’s no point to cracking a whip over a non-biological horse, so I never bothered to get one.  And I was not panicking, so I wouldn’t have tried it, anyway.

We passed lots of narrow little side-streets still under development.  Everything was less developed than it should have been, and it was all covered in the same russet-crusted goo.  More of the eight-legged bugs saw us go by and took up the rasping, high-pitched scream.  Ahead of us, the way cleared of bugs.  They scuttled aside, even going up the low, unformed buildings to get out of our way.  They wanted nothing to do with us and I was entirely pleased to allow it as the feeling was entirely mutual.

Unfortunately, there were bigger bugs.  I saw one and said something I don’t particularly want to repeat.

The bigger bugs were on the order of pony-sized, and the one in front of us wanted us to stop.  I assume so, because it scuttled out of a side-street and immediately blocked our path.  It reared up on its back four legs and spread the other four like somebody signaling he was ready to catch the ball.

This one was different in more ways than size.  The russet, rigid-looking hide was darker, almost like dried blood.  It was rough, too, not smooth and glossy like the smaller ones.  Spikes and other sharp projections stuck out of the chitinous surface all along the back and, to a lesser extent, elsewhere.  The mouth was larger, of course, with the same three-mandible arrangement, but it also had a tongue.  The tongue was like a short tentacle and had two bony projections at the end, like curved scissors, suitable for slicing open anything the mandibles grasped.  The legs were also different.  The rear four legs had flatter, broader claws and were more like gripping feet.  The front four legs had exoskeletal protrusions along where a human would have forearms, like blades running along them.  These four claws were hexadigital.  Three were almost finger-like.  The other three were more like the curved, cutting blades of the tongue.  These digits were interspersed around the wrist joint—they alternated, finger, blade, finger, blade—and the fingers, if they curled up into “fists,” would be safe from the cutting sweep of the blades.

The eyes bothered me more than anything.  It did not have compound eyes.  It had three, but they were all aimed forward for maximum depth perception at the expense of field of vision.  The smaller bugs could see almost entirely around them.  This larger one had a visual field of maybe a hundred and twenty degrees, if that, but it could focus on you.

Focus on me.

It was ready for a fight.  Something was going to come close enough to grab.  When it did, the big bug planned to grab it with a lot of limbs, cut it open with a lot of blades, and bite large chunks out of it until it died.

Bronze would have run through it like a sprinter through finish tape.  Karra considered the bug “difficult terrain,” but never stopped plowing forward, no matter what.  Karra ran into it, onto it, and over it.  There was a great deal of crunching and squishing and splattering, but the bug might as well have tried to bite a bulldozer.

The bug did try to latch on despite being crushed to death.  It tried to bite, claw, and sting.  I hadn’t seen the stinger, but once it was bowled over onto its back, the bug clearly displayed one.  The stinger was strong; it didn’t break on impact.  It even put a dent in the robot’s outer shell, leaving behind a smear of something venomous.

In deference to the sensibilities of civilized individuals, I will once again not record my comment on this revelation.  Suffice to say I was not pleased.  And I was still not panicking.  If I had been panicking, I would not have reacted as I did.

Velina willingly took over the steering.  I slid my faceplate down and used it as an emergency scrying device.  This meant I couldn’t see what was going on in our immediate vicinity as clearly as I so desperately wanted to.

See?  I wasn’t panicking.

I don’t like using my faceplate as a scrying surface.  It’s too close to my face.  It’s hard to focus on anything and it makes me feel as though I’m going cross-eyed.  I generally close one eye when I have to use it for precision work, or default to a psychic scrying to get general impressions.  I needed to see ahead of us and find out what we were about to go through—or run into!  Especially, I needed to see how far we had to go to get out of bug territory!

Zirafel was laid out in miniature below my scrying sensor.  The place was now almost entirely covered in crusty bug goo and, much to my dismay, bugs.  The place was crawling with them.  The little ones were getting out of our way, true, but they were doing so all the way along our path.  Somehow, they communicated to each other the data on our line of travel.  They scuttled aside even before we came into view.  Getting out of our way was good.  Knowing we were coming was very, very bad.  It implied things I didn’t like.  No, it implied things I despised.

To wit:  They got out of our way mostly because they had to make room for the bigger bugs.  The pony-sized thing we crushed into crunchy paste wasn’t the only member of its breed.  Dozens more vectored toward our axis of advance as Velina and Karra ran over another one, then another in close succession.

Out on the periphery, at the edge of the city and the Bug Brûlée, a pair of exceptionally enormous bugs lumbered slowly to cut us off.  Really enormous.  Like, “the size of a double-wide mobile home” enormous.  Thirty feet wide?  Fifteen feet high?  Sixty feet long?  Those were guesses, but I hoped like hell they were on the high side.  The things had legs as thick as oak trees.  They didn’t lift their enormous bodies to walk.  They dragged themselves along on armored underbellies.

I believe I muttered a sexualized reference to the domain of unrepentant evildoers, but I don’t really remember.  I was focused on other things and on not panicking.  Which I did not.

I didn’t get as good a look as I wanted.  Partly because a psychic view isn’t as sharp as a visual one, partly because my spell fizzled and died prematurely.  I found this almost as concerning as the bug problem.  I didn’t build a complicated power-intake spell to run on ambient energy.  I slapped together a quick one to last for a few minutes.  It lasted less than a third of what I expected.  It also made me take stock.  Were the bugs casting spells?  Or simply dispelling my magic?

No, that wasn’t it.  Or, not actively.  In our initial arrival and rush—not panic—I failed to notice the magical levels in the area were sub-par.  Substantially so.  Because the city-building spells were soaking up most of it?  I doubted it.  It almost had to be the bugs.  I had no idea how or why, and, for the moment, it didn’t matter.  It was a fact I had to deal with and sort out later.

I made an instant decision, which is very different from making a panicked choice.  I flipped up my faceshield, threw tendrils in all directions, evaluated our position, and hauled on the reins.  The wagon skidded to a halt as I kicked the brake lever over.  Velina drew her sword and I snapped at her.

“No!  In the wagon!”

She didn’t hesitate at all.  She leaped for the top of the wagon and dove in through the roof hatch as though she practiced it.

I pulled the pin to release Karra from the harness and told her to head for Tamaril until told otherwise.  Freed from the wagon, she galloped off at much higher speed.  I dove into the roof hatch, following Velina.  She was ready for me to do so and closed it after me.

“Shame about the wagon,” she said, bolting the hatch.

“I can make another.”

The bugs approached at speed, but it took them precious seconds to reorient on us.  We weren’t charging forward, but the horse was.  They had to observe all this, communicate it, sort out their priorities, allocate resources, change course, and close in.  This gave me time to use my Ring of Many Gates to establish a connection and shift us away. Much to my delight, the shift was successful.

“How close was that?” Velina asked.

“Too close.  Hang on.  I’m still in a hurry.”

Once in a more congenial spellcasting location, I shifted us away again, landing far down the time-ticker chain in a world running very quickly indeed.  I was still in a hurry, though, because any given tick-tock of the gates may or may not mean anything.  If I had an hour and wanted a month, I wouldn’t worry.  That’s a large statistical universe.  It’s a lot of dice to roll.  But I only had a few rolls of the dice—in Rethven—before the bugs tore open my wagon.

My search gate found what I wanted and I started another time-ticker leading there, maximizing the chances of finishing before the bugs.  We shifted to our new destination.

I snapped my fingers and light bloomed.  It was a big, dark room full of racks.  The racks contained tall gas bottles.  Velina helped me by moving several into the center of the room.  A few of them were oxygen bottles.  The rest were not.

While she moved the cylinders into place, I did more gate-work.  Local stuff, this time, as the world was high-tech enough to have plastique.  We had extra time, thanks to the tickers, but I was still quite conscious of the passing seconds.  The wagon would take a considerable pounding before the bugs breached it, but I had no doubt it was presently buried in bugs trying to do exactly that.

Good.

Moments later, the collection of gas bottles and explosives disappeared, shifting off to the wagon.  No large bugs appeared in return, presumably because they were still chewing their way in.  In fairness, flat surfaces are hard to get a good bite on and the corners were reinforced.

I wish I’d thought to set up a scrying spell to record the result.  I like fireworks, but I didn’t want to waste any time.  I wasn’t sure what the exact result of the gas enhanced kaboomite would be, but I felt certain there would be a mushroom cloud.  A small one.

See?  I was thinking.  People do not think when they panic, so I wasn’t panicking.  Although, now that I look back on it, I suppose I could have swiped a pallet of artillery shells.  Okay, maybe I was a bit rushed, but I definitely did not panic.

We shifted to the Stepstation before anyone noticed we swiped their gas bottles.

I wanted to sit down and take a few years to stop thinking about the way the pony-sized bug looked at me.  I knew I didn’t have time for that sort of self-indulgence, though. 

Rather than work through my latest trauma, I decided to cope with it in a more direct way.  I planned to look at these bugs extremely hard, utilizing all the sharp objects required to get details.

Velina, for her part, didn’t ask any questions until afterward.  It’s a rare quality to do what needs doing and put curiosity on hold until things calm down.  Now we were in a calmer environment.  As we shifted on through to the Spherestation, she could indulge her curiosity.

“What were those?” Velina asked. “If you do not mind my asking,” she added.

“It’s all right.”  As I spoke, I realized the bugs had bothered her almost as much as they bothered me.  I’ve Seen Things, so I know why they bothered the f—… I know why they bothered me.  It did not occur to me Velina, the warrior, the cool, calm professional who once dueled, pistols at dawn, against the Marquise of Smallwood—and let her shoot first—might be momentarily taken aback by monsters!  Hundreds of monsters, all watching us, closing in on us, and apparently intent on eating us.

In retrospect, it wouldn’t have been unreasonable to panic.  But I did not and neither did she.  She kept her cool and maintained her professionalism throughout it all.  I appreciated it.  If she had panicked, I might have lost my cool.

“I’m sorry,” I went on.  “I didn’t realize those things would be there.  I don’t even know what they are.  I intend to find out.”

“And kill them all?”

“Yes.”

“Good!”

The feeling she put into that one word echoed my own.

I took an aerial view.  Yep, there was a crater.  Gas-enhanced improvised explosive devices can be devastating, especially in wagonload sizes.  No fires, though.  Giant bugs don’t burn well.  Good to know.

I phoned up Dusty to schedule a briefing—”You’re coming here.  We’re going to talk.”  I sent Velina to bring him back.  I wasn’t in a mood to leave my lair.  We met in my Flatstation workroom.  I gestured Dusty to a seat at the sand table.

“What’s so important?” he asked as Velina showed him in.  He sounded concerned.

“I found a disturbing thing.  More than one thing, but one was a Thing and the other was disturbing.”

“What thing?”

“An insect thing.”

“Is this about your bug phobia?” he asked.

“Now you listen to me—” I began, palms slamming down on the worktable.  Sand scattered everywhere as I rose, glaring at him.  I cut myself off, paused, and reseated myself.  I started again.

“First of all,” I said, in tones of icy calm, “I don’t have a bug phobia.  I have a rational and understandable caution when it comes to football-sized bugs with venomous stingers and a taste for meat.  And you can’t spell ‘meat’ without ‘me’.”

“When you put I like that, I suppose it’s not technically a—”

“Second, these are considerably bigger and therefore more frightening.”

He frowned.  He looked upward and made an exasperated sound.

“I can’t consult myself.”

“Hmm?  Oh, right.  Sorry about that.  Here’s the deal.  We found bugs.”  I gestured and the sand slithered together to form three bugs.  Big bug, middle bug, and the littlest bug.  Dusty blinked at them.  Velina looked closely at the biggest bug.  She hadn’t seen it before.  We didn’t get close to any, but I saw it in my scrying view and the current images were recorded from scrying spy satellite views.

“Ick,” Dusty offered.

“Yes.”

“Are these in scale?”

“Yes.”  I added a humanoid figure.

“Wow.  This biggest one is huge.”

“I agree.  Seen anything like them before?”

“Sure.  They’re another of the things the Heru created.  I believe they’re called prevnyt.  They were losing, and losing pretty badly, to a race of tentacled, land-dwelling octopi called the dakthars.  Technically, they were decapods, having ten tentacles instead of eight, but the idea is there.  The orcs got in on the fight, though, and discovered the dakthars were delicious.  Major weakness, being a delicacy.  The dakthars were having a bad time with the orcs, but the prevnyt were having a worse time.  Dakthars secreted a poison that worked especially well on them.  I suspect whoever made them cheated by peeking at someone else’s creative efforts—”

“Can we get back to the bugs?”

“Right, right.  As things stood, it didn’t look good for them.  Then the Long Night came down.  It may have finished off the orcs and the dakthars, and, with only one or two hives left, I figured the prevnyt were going extinct, too.  I guess I was wrong.”

“If you know where to find a dakthar, I want one.”

“Hmm.”  He looked thoughtful.  “I don’t think any survived.  They don’t breathe water and they like warm climates.  They were also strictly carnivorous.  I think it was a design choice to encourage them to kill other creatures.  I doubt they could live underground for long, so…”

“All right.  Bear in mind I’d like one if you come across any.  They had a venom lethal to the prevnyt?”

“Yep.  And if I see one, I’ll let you know.”

“Good.  Now, before we go any further,” I said, “are there any other insectoid monsters roaming around the world?  Or land-dwelling octopi?  Or anything busily defying what I think of as the square-cube ratio or the maximum size for an exoskeletal creature?”

“No, I don’t think so.  We have ice giants, obviously.  Aside from a few obvious exceptions, I’d say most of the things alive on Rethven, these days, are biological entities of the types you might find somewhat reasonable.”

“Good, as far as it goes.”  A memory tickled my brain.  “Hold on.  Ice giants.  Aren’t there supposed to be frost giants, too?”

“What’s a frost giant?”

“Blue-skinned, white-haired, predominantly humanoid, and they enjoy meat.”

“No… no, I don’t think I’ve seen anything like that.”

“Give me a moment.  It’s been a while.”

I consulted with the library of memory.  Sedrick.  Sedrick spoke with me at length about frost giants.  That’s where I first heard about them in Rethven.  I think I saw one in a scrying mirror, once.  I’m pretty sure I spoke to Bob about them.  They were violent, but reasonably intelligent, and were at least able to contain their murderous impulses well enough to fight in the games…

I came back out and felt my face already frowning.

“I’m certain there were frost giants in the future.”

“Well, we did have a Fimbulwinter, even if we didn’t get the full Ragnarök.”

“That’s because you don’t have frost giants.  You have ice giants, sure, but where are the frost giants?  The ones I remember were basically flesh and blood, stood twenty feet tall, and loved to eat anything they could catch.  They were nothing like the ice giants!”

“I don’t know.  I haven’t seen any.”

“Fantastic.  Another bridge I’ll need to paint a lot of colors before I ice it over.  For now, lets get back to the bug problem.  Tell me what you know.”

“Sure.  These things live in colonies.  They lay eggs, I know that much, but I didn’t do a detailed analysis.  I’m guessing yours were born when eggs warmed up and hatched.”

“I think,” I replied, mildly, “you could have cautioned me about the possibility.”

“I thought they were dead!”

I took a deep breath and let it slowly out.  He wasn’t entirely in the wrong.  I was still on edge from being sort-of ambushed by a whole city full of gigantic bugs.  I can’t imagine how I would have felt if I’d had pesky life processes and the resultant biochemical stress responses.

Hmm.  Maybe I better take Velina somewhere for R&R.

“Look.  I need at least a little warning about these sorts of things.  I need you to look ahead, consider how things are going, and tell me when you think I’m doing it wrong.  I need you to consider what might come as a surprise to me.  I need you to work with me.  I need you to collaborate.  I do not need you to be sitting at the back of the room while I do all the work on our group project.  Okay?”

“Ouch.  That really hurts.”

“I meant it to.”

“You’ve gotten mean.”

“I’ve gotten older,” I admitted, “and these bugs really piss me off.”

“I can imagine.”

“No.  No, you can’t.  It’s not the bugs, themselves.  It’s the concept of these things existing.  I’ve been working all the time since our last meeting.  I’ve been thinking about your comments on the post-winter ecology.  I toured the eastern half of the southern continent, looking it over, helping a little, taking notes, and setting up a road so hu—people could travel more easily.  I was hoping to start communications, travel, and maybe trade between them.  Now I have to drop everything and deal with a massive bug infestation before they eat my current crop of humans.

“And that’s not all,” I added.  “This comes at a really bad time for me, personally, as well as for the people of Rethven.  I’m not used to being a people-person.  Maybe I used to be, but it was a long time ago.  All I know is I’ve grown a bit less tolerant, a bit less patient, to such a degree that I’ve noticed it.  I’m not sure I like me as I am, but I’m also not sure how to go about fixing it.  I’m trying to be both patient and tolerant, but it’s more of a struggle than I recall.  I’m out of practice.”

“No doubt.”

“And you are not being tactful, diplomatic, or helping.  I want to help you.  I want you to help me do a whole lot of things I don’t want to do.  I can quote you a lot of office motivational poster bullshit if you think it’ll make a difference, but I’m hoping you’re as smart as I am and don’t need to hear it.  If we screw up the timeline, we get a paradox, which has potential consequences for both of us.  Work with me, okay?”

“Okay,” he said, quietly.  “I’m not used to… there’s not a lot of allies and friends for me, up here on the celestial planes.  I’m working on it, but I spent a long time on my own, too, you know.”

“No,” I admitted, startled.  “I didn’t know.”

“Yeah.  Now that I think about it, I don’t see how you could,” he admitted.  “We both need to remember we’re in this together.  I get it.  I’ll try.”

“Thank you.  So will I.”

“Thank you, too.”

“You’re welcome.  To business?”

“By all means.”

“These bugs,” I began. “Do you have anything else you can tell me about them?”

“Not really.  Back when there were more of them, all I did was note their presence.  Prior to and during the Long Night, I was like an elemental spirit, wandering around and looking at stuff.  I didn’t have the juice to analyze, much less alter anything.”

“Understandable.  How are you doing now?”

“Growth is a slow process, but I can split my attention in Rethven and look at more things at once.  Minor miracles are not impossible, but I’ll need recovery and recharge time afterward.”

“Fair enough. I’ll conduct my own investigation.  Thank you for your time.  Velina, if you would show our guest out?”

“Hey, wait!  How’d the raid on the cat avatar go?”

“Didn’t she tell you?”

“She mentioned it, but I didn’t get the details.”  He shrugged.  “Cats.  What can you do?”

“There’s not much to tell.  We went in, killed people, destroyed property, and left.”

“Okay.  Thanks.  You’ll keep me posted on the prevnyt and what you discover?”

“Absolutely.  But I need to be alone for a while to focus.”

“I know the feeling.  One more thing before I go.  Not to rush you or anything, but what’s the word on the sun?  I’m curious about the timetable.  That’s all.”

“Mmm.  I think it’s almost ready, but I need to do a final walkthrough before the first test shot.  Then we’ll have calibration runs for a few days.  But all that is on hold.  I’ve got a bug problem and it won’t wait.”

“Why not?”

“Because it wasn’t more than a week or two ago when I looked at Zirafel.  There were no bugs—or, rather, I didn’t see any.  They establish themselves quickly.  And I don’t have a good way to commit insecticide.”

“Insecticide?”

“A specific form of genocide.”

“Ah.  Well, then, I’ll leave you to it.  See you later.”

Velina escorted Dusty to the Stepstation to send him back.  I started prepping a cage.  Only later did I realize I’d asked Velina to not only fetch a divine avatar, but also show him the door.  And she did.  I wonder how well it would have gone with any other avatar.  Not nearly so smoothly, I’m guessing.  She still would have tried.


Debugging

After so many years taking angels apart, it was dissecting giant alien bugs that gave me flashbacks to my high school Biology class.

Man, that was a long time ago.

These things are bug-like, but they aren’t insects.  They’re not arachnids, either.  I shouldn’t be surprised.  They didn’t evolve on Earth.  They didn’t evolve at all.  They were created out of the raw stuff of Chaos by an entity born out of Chaos.  They were designed—one assumes—to be the ultimate victor in a world-wide, genocidal game.

They’re a contender, I must admit.

First thing I discovered: they’re thaumivores.  Most magical creatures are, to some degree.  Dragons, unicorns, you name it, on some level they absorb magic to power their metabolism.  Other creatures might survive purely on magic—certain types of faerie creatures leap to mind.  Most thaumivores gain only a fraction of their dietary needs from magic.  Prevnyt were of the latter sort.

I shifted in one of the smallest ones.  The first thing I noticed was the spell had a considerably greater power draw than usual.  The spell at the far end had to accommodate the unexpected level of drain due to the thing sucking up part of the power.  It was kind of like trying to lead a hungry goat by using a rope.  You need a pretty decent rope because the goat will eat it.

When I zapped the little monster into the cage, it immediately started its tortured violin noises, but it also started gulping down all the magic it could reach.  The Flatstation has considerably more magical voltage than Rethven does.  I kidnapped the Chitin Kid and kept him in the candy store.  He screamed for help, but he also stuffed his face.  The candy store was in no danger of being eaten, but the bug was willing to fail gloriously.

I let it eat while I watched the effects and performed other tests.  I would grab another one, later, once I knew what to expect.  What happened was anticlimactic.  It kept eating.  It didn’t swell up, explode into a thousand bugs, spin a cocoon, or anything.  It ate and screamed.

So I fed it material food while it kept sucking up magic.  It ate meat, vegetables, grains, grass, wood, fish, leaves, bones—anything organic.  It gobbled it all up like a rabid cockroach, still making that horrible racket.

Was it smart enough to know it wasn’t communicating?  I listened.  It didn’t seem to have a mind, as such.  Was it sapient?  Was it even sentient?  Or were these concepts even applicable to prevnyt?  It was a Heru-created entity.  Did it follow the same rules as other organic beings?

Then it was time for chemical analyses and destruction testing.

The basic anatomy of a bug was endoskeletal, though it didn’t look it.  They had internal bones with musculature attached to them.  Their external hide served only as built-in armor.  It would ignore a blow from a typical fist, no problem.  Prevnyt weren’t overly strong for their size, all things considered, but normal humans would have a hard time wrestling even a small one.  All those legs and pincers and mandibles, you know.

They didn’t like cold, but they tolerated it well.  They liked warm temperatures much better.  I put one in a corridor, hot at one end, decreasing to cold at the other, and it tended to lurk between ninety and a hundred Fahrenheit.  Call it thirty-five Celsius.  They had no fear of fire and they were even less flammable than humans.  Burning them was possible, but fire was less likely to damage them outright than it was to overheat them, cooking them in their shells—and that took either quite a while or unreasonable heat.  Their rigid hides shrugged flames off until the hide, itself, started to melt.  Their hide would burn, but it had to be melted so it started to give of vapor.  Even then, it didn’t want to stay lit.  Igniting them was impractical.

The bugs were oxygen breathers.  They didn’t tunnel, but they could burrow down in anything short of solid rock and hibernate if deprived of food for long enough.  As far as I could tell, they didn’t have any intellectual capacity at all.  I couldn’t even tell they were there, on a psychic level, much less communicate with them.  They were organic robots, acting on programming in their genes, nothing more.

As an aside, I did try to work out a translation spell for talking to them.  I figured the little ones were screaming for help, or in warning, or something, and went from there.  I’m sure the screeching sound is a warning, but I still haven’t figured out a way to translate it—if, indeed, it’s language at all and not just a warning sound, like a policeman’s whistle.

The little ones each carried an egg sac in its body.  It had an orifice through which it could eject tiny little eggs, each one hatching into a tiny, cockroach-sized version.  This crawled around, eating anything it could find, shedding its hide and eating that, too, as it grew.

However, a secondary bug was not, strictly speaking, required.  As far as I could tell, when a small bug died it underwent a parthenogenic process, automatically fertilizing everything in the egg sac and starting their reproduction.  When they hatched, they consumed what was left of the original bug.  Of the sample bugs I ran through my experimental process, ninety-seven percent of these hatchlings became more of the same smallish bugs.  The other three percent became the larger, more soldier-like version.

The soldiers didn’t have an egg sac.  They didn’t have reproductive organs at all, as far as I could tell.  They did have pretty impressive dexterity and coordination, though, and their mandibles were much sharper and stronger than I expected.

Zero days. I’m not a professional handler of giant, magic-eating bugs, okay?  I upgraded the cages once the room cooled down to reasonable temperatures again.

The largest of the bugs was considerably more difficult to study, simply because their size made them difficult to kidnap.  The sheer scale of the thing meant the shift-space had to be enormous.  Moreover, since these things tended to soak up magic in their vicinity, I would have to overdrive the spell to make it work.

Fortunately, I’ve been working with high-energy applications for quite a while, now.  The first stage of the Big Bugnapping was a brute-force shift-space, but it was set up in Rethven—not across inter-universal boundaries!  I still had to build a heavy-duty spell, and that took a while, but it reached out and grabbed a big bug.

Getting it to the Flatstation containment for study was much easier.  When I grabbed it, it landed inside a prepared shift-space!  From there, I didn’t have to brute-force the spell; it was moving from one prepared space to another.  This made the final stage possible.

I’m also pretty good at working out ways to contain large, dangerous, and hostile entities.  In this case, containment was a lattice of nickel-alloy steel interwoven with carbon fiber.  I did not want to have to deal with an angry, magic-resistant mobile home on the loose in my Flatstation.  I also reduced the oxygen content of the station’s atmosphere.  The bugs went dormant when the oxygen dropped below twelve percent.

The big ones are immensely strong.  They have to be.  They’re covered in thick, resinous hide and can ignore a sword, mace, and maybe even a typical lance.  You can kill one with an axe if you keep chopping long enough, but their hide is also somewhat spiky, so there aren’t many good places to start.  A chainsaw might be best.  You’d think you could stand on top, on the thing’s back, but no.  The legs are double-jointed.  They can reach up onto their back, no problem.

The three-toed claws aren’t delicate enough to be accurate graspers on something like a human being, but they don’t need to be.  They make great squashers, much like pliers on a ketchup packet.  Any junkyard would be happy to have one of these things feeding wrecked cars into the crusher.

They’re omnivores, like the others, but their primary mode of feeding is vegetarian.  Their mouths are wide, with a lower row of spiky teeth that seem more like tines.  An upper row of edged teeth, all moving independently, scrape things in along the lower teeth, pulling severed bits of plant material into the mouth, along with any field mice, carrion, or careless adventurers.  It’s like a combine harvester, sort of.  It’s not meant for murder, but it works quite well.  As far as I can tell, these bugs serve no purpose in the reproductive cycle of the prevnyt, but as they go grazing along, they leave behind a layer of sticky goo.  The goo forms a crust over itself after a while, resulting in the Bug Brûlée.

Much to my disgust, the big ones can also squirt this goo offensively.  I know the discovery offended me.  It’s sticky, it’s unpleasant, and it hinders anything it’s sprayed on.  If you don’t get it off quickly, it starts to dry and gets thicker, stickier, and even more difficult to remove.

Dissecting a behemoth of a bug isn’t as easy as taking apart the small ones.  But after it splattered me with several pounds of goo-glue—and after I scraped it off—I found a bunch of motivation I didn’t know I had.

I don’t know why this goo is so important to the bugs.  Maybe it marks the territory of the colony.  If the smaller bugs are worker drones, do they need to know where they are safe?  Do the soldier bugs need to know what areas to defend?  Does breaking through the crust release a smell to attract defensive bugs?  Does the crusty goo act to slow invaders?  Is there another function of the crusty bug goo and I’m not seeing it?

To be fair, I don’t particularly like looking at a crawling colony of murderbugs.  This may color my observations.  I admit it.  That, and the fact I never even heard of them in Rethven, which meant they weren’t supposed to exist!

I hate these things.

How do I kill them?  Fire would work, but it would take a lot.  And I do mean a lot.  This is entirely doable in a personal fight, but it wasn’t something I felt was practical for genocide.

As a rule, I’m not usually in favor of genocide, but there are exceptions.

Freezing the world didn’t do it, so cold was out.  My test subjects didn’t like nerve gas, sixty-seven forms of insecticide, or most of the more convenient forms of radiation.  They didn’t die from any of it, either, until the dosage reached impractical levels.

Why should I be surprised?  Analyzing them in a biology lab told me they weren’t normal creatures in any meaningful sense.  They had internal organs and a skeleton, muscles to move with, blood in blood vessels—foul stuff, from my point of view.  I couldn’t drink it.  It didn’t even soak in.

The cellular structure of the things wasn’t the blobby sort of cell in Earthly biology.  These were elongate, fibrous things, shaped more like spirochetes than typical cells.  As oxygen-breathers, it seemed they might be similar to chemoheterotrophs, but beyond that, I drew a blank.  I couldn’t see how they could be a complex, multi-tissued organism.

They had vitality, too.  Again, it was milkshake time.  Like an ice giant, I could drag it out of them, but it was neither quick nor easy.  Considering they were both created by the Heru, I’m guessing it’s related.  It’s not a property of the others I’ve encountered—orku, galgar, trolls, and so on.  I’m taking a wild guess, though, and saying it has something to do with the fundamental properties of the prevnyt and the ice giants.  They shouldn’t exist.  Their operational parameters don’t seem to match the general rules of Rethven.

I think the Heru were all cheating from the beginning.

Deep in my heart, I doubted either of the species—bugs or ice giants—would be able to exist at all outside the Firmament of Rethven.  Or my voidstations, with the magical firmament spells patterned after the Rethvan Firmament.  The rules of the universe allowed them to exist, but in another voidworld, or in an Earthline, I don’t think they would survive for more than a few seconds.

Or maybe they could, in a sufficiently intense magical environment.  I didn’t bother to check because I wasn’t taking them anywhere.  Deep in my soul, I wished they didn’t exist at all.  Ever.  And that I had never seen them under any circumstances, including under a microscope.

The bugs’ main weaknesses, as far as I could tell, were their vision and intelligence.

Their spectrum of vision was mostly around the color yellow.  Within the range of, say, 590 to 560 nanometers, they could see splendidly.  The compound eyes were great for detecting motion.  The simple eyes—the more human-like eyes—could see with much greater precision.  But if there was no yellow light, it might as well be pitch black for them.  This means they don’t have much night vision, but guess what?  The little ones, the Workers, when they feel threatened, can start a sort of bioluminescence in their carapace.  This triggers the crusty crap around them to luminesce, as well, providing more than enough light for them all to see by.  It’s not enough to notice in sunlight—or in Sunbow light—but it’s plenty for them.

Their intelligence was the other factor.  They followed their programmed rules of eating, reproducing, and spreading.  As far as I could tell, they didn’t even have an intelligence.  I believe they’re biological robots carrying out their genetic programming.

One minor weakness—a tactical one—was their lack of ranged weapons.  They didn’t throw things or construct bows and arrows.  The closest thing they had to a ranged weapon was the defensive spurt from the Behemoths.  Of course, using ranged weapons on the bugs was problematic.  Arrows barely penetrated the Workers and didn’t bother the Soldiers at all.  I doubted the Behemoths would notice.

These things were like mold, only more persistent and very angry.  And mold can be awfully hard to remove.

I didn’t like it.

Oh!  I forgot to mention I checked on Velina’s horse.  Karra was slightly damaged, but she successfully escaped.

She galloped hell-for-leather out of Zirafel.  The sticky goo and crust accumulated on her hooves, but not as much as I thought.  Maybe the high-speed impacts had something to do with limiting the amount of buildup.

When she emerged from the city proper, she crossed almost directly in front of one of those behemoth bugs.  It swung a tree-sized appendage and missed.  As she got more distance, an orifice in the thing’s… head?  Face?  Forward end, anyway.  It squirted the sticky goo in a high-pressure jet.  It thickened almost immediately, turning into a stretchy, sticky, fibrous gunk and slowed the robot somewhat.  Any horse would have been darn near glued to the ground even if it didn’t go nuts trying to get the gunk off.

Golem robots, on the other hand, are much stronger than normal horses.  The gunk slowed her down a little, but not enough to matter.  Bugs chased her, at least for a while.  When she passed the edge of the brûlée, the closest bug was more than three hundred yards behind her and still losing ground.  They gave up.

Why?  Because it was off the bug brûlée?  Because the robot was too fast to catch?  Or because it didn’t smell alive?

It’s hard to understand bug psychology when they don’t have one.

Anyway, I got Karra back to the Flatstation, cleaned her up for Velina, and added a repair enchantment.  This took care of dents, scuffs, scratches, and minor damage to overheated motors.

Velina was glad to have Karra back.  Karra behaved as though it was glad to see her, too.  Bronze probably did something with the programmed responses.  Well, good.  I never asked Velina if she wanted a pet.  It never occurred to me.  Bronze thought of it, though.  It’s good someone did.

This also reminded me I still needed to pay more attention to how hu—how people behave.  I must not think of them as organisms in a petri dish.  At some point, there has to be an Empire.  The future requires it.  And an Empire is more than territory and buildings and infrastructure.  It’s a culture.  You have to have people to have a culture.

Or bacteria.

Damn it, no!  I’m culturing people in the Rethvan petri dish, yes!  But I cannot let myself continue to think of them as organisms.  I’m having a hard time relating to people and I know it.  I don’t know if it’s from length of life, my vampire problem, a couple hundred years being a hermit, or if I’m just antisocial.  It may be more than one thing—but which ones and how much of each?

What I do know is Velina—dour, taciturn, no-nonsense—has been the person to point out very human-oriented things to me.  Moonlight on snowy mountains.  The Aurora Borealis.  Sunlight on sea-waves.  Various musical instruments.  All sorts of stuff.  She keeps reminding me to actually look at all this crap, not gloss over it.

What will I be like when I’m a thousand years old?  Or two thousand?  Assuming.  I’m probably older than any human being, but what about when I’m older than the whole of human civilization?

The shelf in my headspace where I shelve things needs more supports.  There’s a lot on it.

Okay.  Here and now.  What do I have to do, here and now?  And, once I have my list, what do I need to do next?

Bugs, definitely.  The sun project still needs my attention, too.  I have to cut down on the ice giant population.  I have a world of ecology to establish and humans to spread.  But, right now, first up, the non-ecological, world-eating, Heru-gamepiece bugs.

I want them dead.

At last.  Something I really do want to do.

It’s for the best, really.  I don’t recall any legends about the wars against the monsters, and these things would leave one hell of an impression on the survivors.

Is there any way I can get the ice giants to fight the bugs?  Offhand, I don’t see a good way to do it.  Neither of them likes the temperatures of the other territory.

Is there a timer on this game?  Do they measure how much territory everyone has when the bell goes off and the game is over?  Or, if they have a stalemate—years of territorial domination without much change—do they count up the population, the territory, or both?

How the hell can a being born of Chaos have a game?  Games require rules!

Hold it.

The prevnyt like warmer temperatures.  Why are they in Zirafel?  Presumably, a bug buried eggs there before the Long Night.  And they’re thaumivores.  They feed on magical energies.  Their ideal location would be close to the Spire, where the Sunbow is making things hot and the magical energies in the Mountains of the Sun are more powerful.

Why are they at the western edge of the world?  Because of my Zirafel-building spells?  The forming city should be the last place they want to be.  My spells are competing with them for magic.

The Gate?  I would think it’s competing with them for magical energy, as well.  It would slow their expansion by absorbing part of the supply of “food” in the region.

I can only assume Zirafel is where they hatched.  Now they have a foothold and can expand to places they like.

Expansion.  Spreading out.  They’re meant to take over the world—they were designed for it, anyway.  They would be programmed to spread out.  And there was an open doorway from one Edge to the other!

I flicked a mirror with a fingertalon and spoke a sharp word.  It rippled and cleared almost immediately, showing me a top-down view of Tamaril.

Bugs.  Not as many as in Zirafel, though.  They must have started in Zirafel and spread through the Great Arch to Tamaril.  But there were still plenty of them.

“Plenty” might be the wrong word.  “Too many,” might be better.  How about, “more than I wanted to see”?  No, that could be as low as one.  These had a few zeroes and at least one comma.

As I zoomed out, raising the viewpoint, I got the whole bug brûlée in view and kept going.  As I watched intently, I discovered a new type of bug.  Workers, Soldiers, Behemoths—and now winged bugs, buzzing about. Fliers.

My comment also started with “F”.  Not as many letters, though.

There weren’t a lot of Fliers, at least.  They ranged out, far away from the city, well beyond the bug brûlée.  Each Flier had two sets of wings in place of two sets of legs.  The forward set were large, dragonfly-like wings.  The second set, behind those, were smaller.  It looked weird and unlikely and unstable, but they made it work.

My first guess at their purpose was they were looking for something to eat.  It was a good guess, because one of them descended sharply and attacked, giving me a sense of horrible déjà vu.  The thing landed hard on a lost dazhu calf, driving a stinger into the back of its neck like a dagger.  This told me two things.  First, it was more than a scout; it was a hunting creature.  Second, it gave me a sense of scale.  A Flier was about twice the size of the flying, stinging, post-apocalyptic ants I’d previously encountered.

To this day, I still don’t want to talk about it.

Hang on.  This thing brought down a lone dazhu calf.  Where was the mother?

I looked around for the herd.  I know I put a herd of these things on both the east and west edges of the world.  I swear I did.  I spent a lot of time and effort to bring dazhu back from extinction and breed a bunch of them!

I didn’t find any.  None.  Zip, zero, nit, swabo, nada, nothing.  Not on either Edge.  Not one ram-horned, long-legged, fleecy-furred thing.  The closest thing to a dazhu I found was a scattering of cowpats.

Farmers get locusts.  Ranchers get coyotes, wolves, and mountain lions.  I get giant, carnivorous monster bugs who eat my dazhu herds!  All that effort to build a stable primary population, and these chitinous sons of locusts ate them!

Reviewing the timeline of how this played out did not make me any happier.

I warmed up the world and made the environment habitable for any buried eggs.  I helped stuff grow, which gave the bugs something to feed on when they crawled out of their buried time-capsule eggs.  They didn’t spread very quickly, but then I plunked down a lot of ready-made meat for them to discover and pillage.  They settled in Zirafel sometime after Velina and I planted the city-growing spell, and probably around the same time I opened a minor gate to drop in a road-growing spell headed eastward.

While we went merrily on, doing a road-work tour to encourage travel by the locals, spreading all sorts of environmentalist hippie goodness, the bugs were spreading through Zirafel, covering it with goo, and through the Arch to Tamaril, establishing a new colony.  In Tamaril, they promptly discovered even more herds of fluffy lunch and promptly ate them.

Now we’ve got giant bugs on both sides of the world.

This was worse than the time I dropped a bottle of syrup in the kitchen.  We got ants, but at least the broken glass wasn’t actively hunting for something to cut!

So it was back to the lab to grab a Flier and take it apart, too.  Dammit, I’m a wizard physicist, not an alternative biologist!  At least Fliers didn’t require a Saber of Sharpness, heavy lifting, and two dozen trash dumpsters for the organs.

I hated dissecting the Behemoth.  That was one job where I was glad I didn’t need to breathe.

Fliers were predatory, yes, dive-bombing their prey and stabbing it.  The stinger was nobody’s idea of a good time.

The stinger wasn’t the worst part.

The venom was horrible stuff.  No, it wasn’t overwhelmingly toxic.  It would take a lot of it to kill you.  What it did was hurt.  It worked on the nerves, causing pain.  Lab animals ran around wildly when I tested it.  Judging from what they felt, it was like being set on fire.  However, the venom somehow had a reduced effect on nerves if they were firing.  Physical activity decreased the pain, so running—something most animals do with very little prompting—made it hurt less.  When they stopped running, it rose to unbearable levels again.  The result?  They ran themselves to death trying to get relief.

The venom wasn’t the worst part.

Fliers hit things, stabbed them with their stingers, poisoned the victim with an agony-causing venom, and injected eggs directly into their helpless prey.  The larvae would eventually hatch from their tiny little eggs and eat their way out.  Meanwhile, if the Flier’s attack didn’t kill the victim outright, the animal would run and run and run, making as much distance as possible, spurred on by the venom, to die somewhere far away and spread the bugs out.

I’m so damn delighted.

Maybe I should nuke them from orbit.  I’m told it’s the only way to be sure.

Velina, noticing my mood, brought me a large, no-spill mug.  This is more useful than one might think.  While yes, the gravity of my Flatstation was something I could alter anytime I felt like it, the real issue was the way blood tried to crawl to me and soak into my skin.  If I wanted to taste anything, I had to sneak up on it.

I flipped open the drinking portion and stuck my tongue through it.  B positive.  Very nice.  All blood is delicious to me—which is a damn good thing, considering!—but I have my “wine snob” levels of preference.  Usually the Rh-positives are ever so slightly tastier, so it runs AB+, A+, B+, AB-, A-, O+, B-, and O-, in that order.  Why are AB and A negative better than O positive?  I have no idea.  I like them a tiny bit better.  Ask another vampire and you may get a different answer.

I handed the mug back.  She smiled at me as she took it.

“Better?”

“Yes.”

“Can you tell me what has upset you so?”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“As you wish.”

Dang it.  Velina will take anything I dish out.  If I was the sort to enjoy being a total dick, she’d be the perfect verbal punching bag.  Even in a normal relationship, sometimes you take whatever your partner throws because they need to explode—even if it’s misplaced, even if they’re wrong, because they need it and they’re your partner.  In a good relationship, you work together to sort it all out, accepting there may be a few out-of-the-ordinary moments when you have to take—and bandage—each other’s emotional wounds.

How many bad days have I had?  Have I ever verbally wounded Velina?  Or have I been too wrapped up in other things?

But Velina never explodes at me.  She never yells.  She never even complains.  Either she’s perfectly content, doing exactly what she wants, and all is right with her world… or she’s really good at hiding it.

I could find out.

When I look at a person, it’s like looking at a box on a grocery-store shelf.  The contents of the box are labeled, plain and clear.  I know at a glance if we’re talking about breakfast cereal, crackers, or snack mix.  If I actually look at the box, I can easily tell what type of cereal it is.  Puffed rice?  Corn flakes?  Chocolate, fruit mix, or au naturale?  No problem.  If I walk past the box often enough, I’ll notice all these things without even taking it off the shelf.

If I want to know more, I can pause and look at the label.  How many calories per serving?  Is there artificial sweetener or sugar?  What’s the “sell by” date?  Is there a free toy inside?

If I’m really interested, I can crank up—in this metaphor—my x-ray vision and look through the box to confirm everything.

I keep walking past Velina and not really looking.  Why?  Because I don’t think it’s polite to look through someone’s external appearance even though I can’t help it.  It’s a long-standing thing with me.  I can look through someone’s clothes anytime I feel like it.  I don’t.  On a spiritual level, I see the universe as a nudist camp.  She’s basically naked all the time and I’m not rude enough to stare.

Mind you, I like Velina.  Other people, not so much.  Yes, it’s probably hypocritical.  I’m okay with being a hypocrite.  My ethics work for me.  They don’t have to make sense.

“Velina.”

“Yes?”

“I’m sorry.”

“Then I forgive you.”

“Now, see, anyone else I know would have asked me what I was sorry for.”

“Who else do you know?”

My train of thought derailed, rolled over a few times, caught fire, went off a cliff, hit the rocks, broke up, sizzled in the seawater, and sank.

I mentally counted the people I knew.  Velina.  Bronze.  Firebrand.  Dusty.  My Altar Ego.  Eri.

There were a lot more I would know.  There were lots I used to know.  There might still be others out there, people I’d met during my lunch break hunting trips.  But, realistically…

No wonder I don’t remember how to get along with people.  Normal people, I mean.  I don’t know any.  Although it remains a valid question whether or not I’m ready to meet new people in an ongoing way.  I’ve been a happy little recluse for so long…

“You have a point,” I agreed, feelingly.  “My point is, I’m sorry I’m not better at confiding in you.  I should share what I think and feel.”

“I am happy to listen.”

“And I will grudgingly tell.  I want you to bear in mind I don’t like telling anyone what’s going on in my head.  I go to great lengths to process what’s going on by myself.  I even keep a diary, of sorts, so I don’t have to talk to a therapist.”

“Does it work?”

“Good question,” I told her, and left it there.  “Here’s the thing about the bugs.  I had a really bad experience with giant ants, once…”

I did not enjoy explaining.  It was like reliving the whole thing over again.  It was not what I wanted to do, not then, not ever, and never again.

Except, of  course, given the trouble I was anticipating with the giant bugs of Rethven, I might have to endure something similar.  I strongly doubt these bugs dig tunnels like giant ants, so I shouldn’t have to crawl through any, but you never know.

I already took bugs apart in the lab.  I have a fair notion of how they’re put together.  There aren’t any major weaknesses I can exploit.  At least, none I’ve found.  They don’t dissolve when exposed to seawater, like a triffid.  They don’t wither under ultraviolet light.  They don’t go into brain meltdown when confronted with a logical paradox.  They aren’t vulnerable to the common cold or any other viral attack I feel comfortable releasing in Rethven.  I don’t even have a decent bug spray for them.

“May I make a suggestion?” Velina asked.

“Whenever you have one, I want to hear it.”

“You should relax.”

“I am relaxed.”

“You are still in your armor.”

“Hmm?  Oh.  Yes.  A bit distracted.”

“And you should not be.”

“How do you mean?”

“Take off the armor.  Drink your dinner.  Seek a morning and enjoy a breakfast.  Have a massage.  Go to a professional.  Be pampered and pleased.”

The translation doesn’t come across quite the same as the intention.  What she told me to do was to find a professional establishment.  In the Tassarian Empire, it would be sort of a high-end spa with expert prostitutes as part of the menu of services, kind of like the place I took Mary—Baja’s House of Delights, or whatever the name was.  Basically, “Go get a massage and get laid.  You’ll feel better.”

Well, she’s a member of the warrior caste.  She would know about these things.  And it was a very human reaction, so she had that going for her.  She wasn’t necessarily wrong.

Trouble was, it wasn’t something I had any great interest in doing. Besides, I was in the middle of a puzzle.  I like to focus on my problems until I solve them, not get distracted by other matters.  Two hundred years of angel studies can attest to that!

On the other hand, I do sometimes get flashes of inspiration when I let my subconscious mind gnaw at a problem while I look at something else.

Perhaps even more important was the idea of doing what a human would do, to learn to empathize with the human condition again.  Would this be more person and less monster?  Obviously, Velina thought so, and she would know better than I would.

“Did you have someplace in mind?” I asked.

“All the brothels—” which, in Tassarian, would be the temples of pleasure, “—I knew of are gone, I think, in the breaking of the world.”

“Fair point.  I’m open to suggestions.”

“I would offer, but I am unskilled in these matters.”

“Think nothing of it.  You’re welcome to try, if you like.”

“I would not.  You should be attended by an expert.  I will use one of the mirrors and attempt to locate somewhere suitable.”

“Take your time.”

She nodded and departed.  I watched her go.

I gave her a perfect opening, if she wanted to.  She’s willing, but doesn’t feel qualified.  If she asked, I would unhesitatingly agree—but she won’t.  I have the same attitude, although possibly for different reasons.

Is my lack of interest because I’m usually not alive?  Or partially alive?  Or have I changed over the years?  I had plenty of drive with Sasha, that was for sure—

Hang on.  There was a spell involved, wasn’t there?  Before that, there was Terri… hmm.  With her, I was interested whenever she made it known she was interested, but I wasn’t the one initiating.  Thinking back, could this be part of the reason she…?

Isn’t it weird how, three hundred years later, a person can still be blindsided by memories of loves lost, mistakes made, potentials unfulfilled?

I took off my armor, mostly because Velina was right, and went back to my mirror.  I planned to watch one bug, following it for days or weeks, if necessary, and see what it did in the wild.  I had to find a weakness in these things.  I needed a way of killing them without wiping the whole world clean and starting over.

I had the uncomfortable feeling wiping the whole world clean and starting over would not be the easy way out.  That never ends well.

Okay.  The Life Cycle of Big Ugly Bugs.

The goo the Behemoth sprays is the same stuff it leaves behind.  This is more than a chemical agent.  It’s alive.  It grows uncannily like a fungus, feeding on anything it touches, and will happily infest bare rock.  And, while fire will kill the goo, it takes an awful lot of fire before it’s effective.

Once I discovered this, I spent four days doing a complete sterilization of my Flatstation.  On a microscopic level, the goo, in a high-magic but no-soil environment, didn’t exactly thrive, but it didn’t die, either.  Little filaments kept trying to bore into the metal walls and floors, latch on, and spread.  It was worse than getting rid of black mold in the bathroom grout.

Cleaning spells were almost useless while it was alive.  Thaumivorous mold is resistant to spells.  So I spread tendrils through everything and sprayed jet fuel around with a power washer.  Firebrand torched everything.  Cleaning spells worked much better on ashes.

I did check Velina, the Stepstation, and the Spherestation.  Turns out the goo doesn’t spread easily.  It tended to stick somewhere and try to grow, rather than latch on to animal life.  I’d say it’s more interested in growing like a plant.  It takes root in the ground, soaks up sun—and magic—and produces the crusty surface.  It doesn’t deal well with immune responses of any sort.  It wants water and minerals and air.  It’ll eat a dead body if available, but so will the grass in someone’s front yard.

Normal grass.  Not carnivorous grass.  The stuff you have to mow before the city cites you for some ordinance or other, not the stuff you hack into submission before it grabs you.

So there was a bright ray of sunshine in the vampire’s life. 

I remotely observed a Worker for quite a while, trying to understand the programming.  It went about its day by crawling across the bug brûlée.  It kept its head down, dragging the lowest mandible along the crust, digging up the surface and exposing the goo beneath.  The mouth—the part inside the mandibles—slurped up the fragmented bits of crust produced by this action.  Occasionally, it would come across a tall spike jutting up from the crusty goo and eat it, like a kid with a corn dog.

Yay!  They have an ecology.

Boo!  They’re not the ecology I want.

It’s tough to do anything to them directly with my spells. Not on any large scale, anyway.  If I want to go to the effort, I can zap any individual creature with whatever I want.  I can also carve individual Soldiers and Workers into pieces all night long.  The problem is, while I do any of that, the rest have produced six times as many and the dead ones are each hatching a thousand babies, making my problem bigger.

Literally bigger.  They were spreading.  The Behemoths circled around the edge of the bug brûlée, oozing more bug goo to expand their territory.  This made more crusty stuff for the population inside to eat, increasing the number of bugs it would support.

If left unchecked, they would eat everything in the world, including the humans.  I doubted they would eat the ice giants, but they might chew them into crushed ice.  Would either species win, in the sense of eradicating the other?  I doubted it, but one or the other might achieve a victory on points—and either way, the humans were going to die if I didn’t figure out how to stop it.

My main problem with fighting giant, magic-eating bugs was the magic-eating portion of the descriptor.  I can build a war-golem and send it in to smash anything that has a chitinous shell.  Thing is, a golem is a power hog.  It’ll slow down in bug-infested lands and gradually come to a stop.  I can extend the functional life of the thing by including a big crystal or set of crystals inside it, but the batteries are going to run down, sooner or later, as it’s mobbed by attacking bugs and standing on the brûlée.

On the other hand, there was no one I cared about around either of the cities.  No one was going to see what I did there, and individual witnesses could go over the Edge.  As long as I didn’t do anything to get the locals farther off track, I could get away with a lot.  And getting rid of the big damn bugs was a gilt-edged priority before they got things too far off track.  If the bugs ate the world, it would be difficult to make Rethven into the place I had to remember!

Have I mentioned I hate time travel?  I think I have.  And I do.

I did more math.  By the time the sun launcher was fully checked out and ready for a full-power test shot, the bugs could have coated six percent of the southern continent in bug brûlée.  Theoretically, at any rate.  At their projected maximum.  In reality, it would probably be considerably less, but no matter how things went, if I waited until we had the sun working, the bug problem would be much more advanced.

Okay.  I can’t stomp bugs for long with golems, and I’d need a ridiculous number of golems to stomp faster than the bugs reproduced.  What did that leave?

Robots.  Technological golems, powered by Science!

I once did a lot of hunting for humanoid robots.  They have problems.  The power supply is one among many.  However, if you remove a few design limitations—it doesn’t have to be bipedal, doesn’t have to look human, doesn’t have to be human-sized, and it doesn’t have to be terribly versatile—things become much simpler.

A nuclear power cell requires a certain amount of space.  It just does.  There’s a power-to-weight ratio and waste heat and a lot of other stuff that goes along with it.  I can shoehorn one into a robot horse.  Maybe there are power sources that will work in Rethven and are even smaller, but I haven’t found them.

But who says I want it to fit in a humanoid robot?  Or even in a horse-sized robot?  What I’ve got will fit just fine in something the size of a tank, especially after you take out all the stuff for human occupants—seats, empty space, environment systems, and so on.

Okay.  The power supply says we’re going to have something the size of a tank on the battlefield.  How do we keep it supplied with bullets?  Magical shift-spaces will be hampered by bug proximity.  We can minimize the problem with crystals charged from the nuclear power supply.  The shift-space only fires when it has a full charge, which reloads the gun.  But will it charge fast enough to keep up the necessary rate of fire?  And there are a whole host of other problems that come with using bullets…

Easy answer: We don’t use bullets.  How about we use an energy weapon?  Even advanced laser weapons are still power hogs, but, with adequate cooling, they can keep firing for as long as you have power.

There are pros and cons to all the weapons ideas.  It would be good to know what sort of weapons work best with our particular problem.  Rather than salvage or commission a bunch of test robots, I found us a variety of munitions, picked a good spot well north of Tamaril, and set up shop for our weapons tests.

I could have swiped a few bugs, but why?  Their reaction to an attack was another thing I wanted to evaluate.

Velina lay flat behind the sandbags and sighted down her rifle.  She squeezed the trigger, producing an electric crack! Not all technologies work the way they should in the Rethvan universe, but most of the energy-dump lasers work at least well enough.  I don’t know what it is about the Rethvan Firmament that is different, but, in a sense, it doesn’t matter for this.  Energy goes downrange in a big lump.

We tested a lot of different laser weapons—maser weapons, really, since they operated in the microwave portion of the spectrum.  Every time, the water vapor in the air soaked up part of the energy and expanded explosively to produce a sharp crack sound.

Lower-powered beams wouldn’t make noise, but I wanted nothing to do with anything low-powered.

The Worker she shot lost a large chunk of itself as fluids inside it, superheated by a microwave beam, turned to steam and tried to expand.  With a rigid outer shell, the steam had limited choices.  On Workers, the shell was thin enough to rupture, with a result much like a raw egg in a microwave oven.

Soldiers, on the other hand, had more robust armor.  They didn’t take it well, either, but in a different way.  The pressure tended to run a bubble of gases along the inside surface of the armor and vent through a joint or other opening.  As damaging as it was, one shot didn’t always kill them.  Two shots were pretty reliable, though.  The problem was the penetration.  It cooked the outermost layers and wounded them.

That’s the sort of thing we were testing.  It’s important to know how many licks it takes to get to the center where the bug will pop.

Velina was an excellent shot.  We’d practiced with bullet-throwing guns, but lasers are much easier.  A high-power scope and a laser dot make it almost too easy.

Almost.  Damn bugs.

I was pleasantly surprised to find the bugs weren’t sure what to do.  At a range of one and a half kilometers, we were hard to spot.  We kept under cover anyway.  I think we weren’t close enough to be regarded as a threat or food.  So Velina shot them while I watched for Fliers.

I’m a good shot, but I preferred to keep my saber in hand.  If a Flier dove at us, I’d cut it out of the air as a matter of routine.  I wasn’t certain I could reliably shoot them out of the air.

Eventually, the bugs became concerned.  I heard the rasping squeal of the distress signal for a while, but they still didn’t know what to do.  They ran around a lot, looking for the threat, before they finally started heading our way.  I guess when bugs keep dying to the north, you assume the source of the problem is farther north.  Any human would have figured it out after the second shot.  They scrambled around while twenty or thirty died before they figured it out.

I say “figured it out.”  I don’t like the way they seem to act intelligently, sometimes.  I’ve never detected any sort of intelligence in them, so I’m virtually certain it’s genetic programming.  A sophisticated program can seem to make intelligent decisions.  Or it could be a random reaction on the basis that doing anything is better than doing nothing.

It still bothers me.

Velina started popping bugs more quickly, dropping each rifle when it ran out of power, grabbing a new one, and continuing to fire.  Each one had a slightly different wavelength, so we could evaluate which was most effective.  Little bugs had chunks explode.  Larger bugs went down.  Enormous bugs… well, they were valid test subjects.

A Behemoth dragged itself into range.  No, I did not try to kill it with a rifle.  Velina did.  It didn’t like being shot with a maser, but the carapace was thicker than that of other bugs.  She could damage it, especially the joints of its legs and other lightly-armored areas, but zapping it through the armor stung it rather than wounded it.

The maser wasn’t working, but I brought a backup weapon specifically for testing on Behemoths.  True, we had a lot of bugs coming our way, with quite a few Fliers in the lead, but they weren’t here yet.  I had time for one more test.

I shouldered it, flipped up the forward sight, and launched a small missile into the Behemoth.

Most people think of anti-tank rockets when they think of a rocket launcher.  An anti-tank rocket usually uses an impact or proximity fuze, setting off the warhead so the explosion dynamics produce a focused, armor-penetrating jet of compressed, molten metal.  On a Behemoth, this would basically stab it and cauterize the wound.

What I fired was an anti-materiel rocket.  It had a penetrator head and a delay-fuzed explosive.

I say “delay.” I mean “a few milliseconds.”

The rocket hit the Behemoth at over three hundred meters per second and punched straight through the carapace.  It exploded inside the target, maybe a meter deep, but well beyond the inner face of the armor.  Flame and bug guts came back out, blasting a bigger hole in the armor from within.  The shockwave sent cracks all through the carapace of the Behemoth.  The two nearest legs came off, blasted away by internal hydraulic pressure, and goo streamed from every orifice.

It quit moving on the spot.

The bugs around it were unharmed by the explosion.  Most of it was contained inside the mass of the creature.  They kept coming, so Velina kept shooting.

“I think we’ve learned what we wanted to know,” I told her, mildly.  I had my eye on a growing cloud of Fliers.  They took their time about attacking, but they circled at altitude while Fliers from the rest of the hive area continued to stream in.  I presumed their usual hive-defense tactic would be to attack as a swarm rather than individually.

“Have we?” she asked, still shooting.

“Yes.  The missiles do a wonderful job.  And we have a good feel for the maser we want.  Something with a teensy bit more penetration to vaporize tissue deeper inside a Soldier bug.”

“I agree.”  Zap.  Zap.  Zap.

I sighed.  She shifted her aim to the Fliers before they finished grouping up.  Below them, a thousand or so bugs came skittering toward us like… like… like an advancing horde of bugs.

Sorry.  It’s the only thing that leaped to mind.

“Having a good time?” I asked.

“This is fun.”

“I agree.  But there are too many of them and we should go before they get close.”

“As you say,” she agreed, still shooting.  I readied my shift-spell while she exploded more Fliers.  A wall of russet chitin with sharp, angry bits closed in on us.

“Velina?”

“Yes?”  Zap.  Zap.  Zap.

“Do you see the wave of claws and mandibles about to crash on us?”

“I am ready to depart whenever you wish.”

“Cease fire!”

She sprang to her feet, rifle still held in both hands. I hit the shift-spell.  We had at least three feet to spare.

See?  No panicking.

Besides, Velina enjoyed blasting bugs, an activity I heartily enjoyed, myself—both the bug-blasting and the fact Velina enjoyed it.  Sometimes I wish she wasn’t so damn brave.

Our field tests gave us a lot of information.  Microwave lasers explosively boiled the targets.  These seemed to be the most effective weapons on hand.  Lasers in the visible and infrared range didn’t have as much penetration, although they did tend to set the bugs on fire in small patches.  They weren’t useful against a Behemoth, but there weren’t a lot of Behemoths.

I daisy-chained my time-tickers, put on a digital eyepatch and a three-cornered hat, pirated some really sophisticated design software, swiped computer upgrades, and got to work.  Yo-ho-ho and upload the Jolly Roger!

My basic idea was to use software from, say, the 24th century to design what the 22nd century would call an antique, right down to the materials and techniques.

Yeah, I custom-built a tank.  I had a devil of a time getting the software to talk to other machines, though.  The file formats for automated machine construction weren’t always compatible.

I really miss Diogenes.

While I was fighting with the data conversion process, I had a hologram displaying an exploded view of the tank.  Velina’s seen enough war movies and actual battlefields to be familiar with them, although she’s never fought against or inside one.

“Why does this have four round turrets instead of one large one?”

“Hmm?”

“The weapon you are designing.  It has a turret on each corner.”

“Yes.  They have lasers in them.  Unlike a traditional gun, they don’t need a long barrel.  These can tilt up and down to track targets.  They should pop Fliers before they get close.  If the whole vehicle yaws at a forty-five degree angle, it can bring three turrets into play against an advancing horde of Workers or Soldiers and still have one turret for Fliers.”

“What about the big ones?”

“The Behemoth bugs aren’t fast.  Besides, the body of the unit has a rocket launcher with a forward-mounted six-round magazine.”

“I do not see it.”

“Here.”  I rotated and highlighted the hologram.  “See this?  The rockets are in a cylinder, like an old-fashioned revolver.”

“It can only fire rockets forward?”

“Yes.  I’m keeping it simple.  Vertical launch systems have more complicated guidance requirements.  These are really big, laser-homing bullets.  The tanks have auxiliary ultraviolet lasers to paint their targets.”

“The vehicle cannot then turn aside to shoot the other bugs as effectively if it must shoot a Behemoth?”

I paused to think about it.  Would it matter?  I didn’t know.  Since I didn’t know, it might matter a lot.  I had originally thought a centerline mount would be sufficient.

“It might not be ideal,” I agreed.  “On the other hand, I have no intention of sending one war machine in there alone.”

She regarded the device and considered.

“I will do what I can to defend it,” she decided.

“No, no, no,” I protested.  “You misunderstand.  Neither you nor I are going into battle.”

“We will not do battle with these enemies?”

“No, because this isn’t a battle,” I told her.  “This is an extermination.  It’s pest control.  I want to get this done before any of the local humans see what’s happening and start singing dirges about it.  I want this hidden from everyone so it’s like it never happened.  Which means rolling over the infestations like a tank over a cockroach.”

“If we will not accompany it, then how will it not be alone?”

“It’ll have three more in its platoon, and the platoon will have the other three platoons of the company going with it.  At least,” I amended, “the actual assault will.  I’ll send prototypes in, first, for testing.  Once the bugs finally kill it, I’ll know what needs to be better.  The bugs are stupid enough to teach me how to kill them—and I will.”

Two iterations later, I had a final production design and a factory hammering out copies.  Six months of local time—or about an hour and twenty minutes, back on Rethven, which included prototype testing—went by before we had our robotic tank company.  They had to be robotic tanks, of course.  I suppose I could have hired a bunch of mercenaries, but all the explaining, training, and relocation would have been a struggle I didn’t need.  If I had to deal with a real war, I’d want people inside the tanks to make intelligent decisions.  As it was, the bugs weren’t big on strategy or tactics.  This was about sight-lines and firepower, which made it ideal for automation.

The thing that gave me the biggest headache was the computer hardware.  Rendu’s Firmament, like most voidworlds, isn’t set up exactly the same as Earth.  Usually, this isn’t a big deal.  That is, it’s not usually a big deal for me.  I do not willingly go to places where the rules are obviously screwy.  Say, for example, someplace where iron doesn’t solidify at any temperature, the air is composed of the color green instead of atoms, or levers multiply forces in reverse.  I stick to the voidworlds where the more obvious laws of physics are at least recognizable.

Some of the fine details can still be a bit weird.  Gravity, for instance.  On Earth, mass has gravity.  Lots of mass equals lots of gravity.  In Rethven, it only sort-of works that way.  Things are still drawn to the center, but only on a plane, not in three dimensions.  Sort of.

For the record:  I still hate it.

There are other little things most people wouldn’t notice.  I can bring a computer into Rethven and run it, no problem… as long as it isn’t too advanced.  Most chip technology seems to work all right.  Quantum computer cores from Earth are another story.  They stop working in Rethven, and they don’t start working again once you take them back where they came from.  Being here damages them, somehow, because what they do relies on extremely fine understanding of quantum-scale phenomena—and it’s not quite the same inside Rethven’s Firmament.  Why?  I don’t know.  The lasers seem to work, which gives me a clue, but I’m not out to build a quantum computer in Rethven.

I could work around it, if I really wanted to.  I could build a firmament spell into the shell of a tank, for example, and everything inside it should operate perfectly.  Basically, I could create a little bubble of alternate reality where the rules, as I understand them, work correctly.  I don’t really want to rely on a magic-powered shield, though, especially when magic-eating bugs are involved.

So I downgraded the computer technology.  With multiple computers, each doing part of the job—a targeting computer, an optical recognition computer, a lidar computer, a radar computer, a terrain-reading computer, a gunner computer, and so on—the whole network of processors would be immensely overqualified for the job.  It wouldn’t be a Bolo, but for this, it would do fine.

My biggest headache was the weaponry.  Getting a maser to work wasn’t a problem.  Getting it tuned to the wavelength I wanted—my bug-cooking ideal wavelength—was the tricky bit.  I stole a lot of weapons before I found one that worked the way I wanted.  Then I had to get larger versions for the turrets—basically, the equivalent of upgrading an infantry rifle to a crew-served machine gun.

I dealt with multiple-reality issues while Velina got physical.  Even with robotic factories producing parts and assembling the tanks, there were still quality control checks to run.  Velina wore VR goggles and played with a pair of joysticks, test-driving each tank through a dirt track and shooting pop-up targets.  Is it honorable combat?  No, but it is extremely good fun!

More than the entertainment value, it allowed her to notice things out of order on any given tank.  Generally, the production facilities were on the ball, but sometimes there were things a computer assumed were adequate where a human would disagree.  After bouncing each unit around on a test range for a few hours, she—and the diagnostics—figured out what went wrong and generally could fix it.  With the VR shop visor and computer assistance, she did a damn fine job as quality control and repair.

Weirdly, she enjoyed getting greasy.  She liked crawling into machinery, squeezing into a narrow space, and either clicking loose things into place or working a wrench until things were fastened tight.  She handled a sword as though born to it—which she was—but she also handled a ratchet with equal talent.  I wondered if she’d like a job on a star freighter in the engine room.  Or if she’d enjoy being a mechanic on a race team instead of driving the race car.  Maybe we’ll visit a junkyard and see if she likes improvising things.  I know Bronze does.  I wonder what they might come up with?

Heh.  I’m reminded of the time Bronze wanted to race at the 2116 Le Mans.  It’s a twenty-four hour race, which meant I, as the “driver,” would have sunrise and sunset issues.  We found a workaround there, too.  I had books loaded into my heads-up helmet display before the race started.  She flew through the circuit while I read.  When the sun started to go down, we pitted.  I plugged in all four charging cables, spent a little while in the bathroom, unhooked everything, and off we went, all night long, until we pitted again around dawn.

I think we finished something like nineteen laps ahead of the second-place car.  I still have the trophy.  Bronze is quite pleased about it.

Anyway, the tanks.

Sixteen low-slung, four-tracked, quad-turret, armored bricks popped into being, one after another.  Each one appeared inside a frame made of heavily-carved iridium pipe, so they had no problem appearing, driving out, and parking in line abreast, ready to roll the final few miles into Tamaril.

I picked Tamaril, on the eastern Edge, as the initial assault.  It had a lower bug population.  I tested prototypes in Rethven, but this would be the first full-scale attack.  I hoped to practice a bit more by winning against the lesser force before planning how to tackle the bigger one.  If necessary, I would get more tanks—or do another redesign and try again.  But the smaller bunch of bugs seemed like a good start.

I looked at the readouts on my clipboard-like display screen.  Everything was in the green.

Truthfully, my major concern was the robotic nature of my tanks.  They talked to each other and had redundant IFF modules.  I still didn’t like the idea of some edge-case failure making one of them unable to accept a shutdown command, so the rocket launcher I had slung over my shoulder had an anti-tank warhead.  Just in case.

With the inertial navigation set, I plugged in the primary program, made sure all our IFF transponders were engaged, and set the tracks in motion.  The tanks were all-electric and had a top speed of less than thirty miles per hour over rough ground.  Bronze put her inspection on hold to come watch with me.  She didn’t think much of the tanks, at least at first.

It was a bloodbath.  Or a bugbath.  Bugs popped.

The tanks’ engagement range was, technically, as much as three kilometers, but to maximize targeting system and weapon effectiveness, they came to a halt at a little over fifteen hundred meters.  I designated high spots in the terrain—little rises, too small to be called hills—and prioritized Fliers for the opening salvo.  The tanks sat there, big, inorganic lumps, no more interesting to the bugs than so many distant rocks.  The radar, lidar, and other sensors identified everything in the air, assigned each one a unique ID, and divided the targeting priorities among the individual guns.

The turret arrangement was something Velina and I changed after the initial simulations and testing.  Instead of mounting a laser-housing ball on each corner of the brick, I put them in a diamond formation.  One forward, one to either side, and one to the rear.  They could all traverse a full circle and elevate to almost vertical.  This configuration let me point a tank at something and have three turrets able to bear on it.

Each turret had a limited field of fire because of the other three, but if any given turret didn’t have a clear shot at a bug on the ground, it would shoot down aerial targets.  However, when aiming at elevated targets, all four turrets were free to fire.

When I pressed the “Execute” button, staccato crack sounds broke the air.  A lot of Fliers exploded instantly.  A wave of aerial devastation swept through them like a particularly disgusting broom.

I went to a lot of trouble to build the perfect laser for the job, and it was worth it.  Bug bits rained down in a gloriously icky shower of cooked and steaming gobbets.  This went on for almost a minute, like a cross between a fireworks display and a bug zapper in springtime.

I’ll say it again: absolutely worth it.

The tanks, having eliminated every Flier within their engagement envelope, ground slowly forward, advancing from rise to rise, scanning with lidar and high-resolution imaging radar.  I included both because the crusty stuff on the ground had the same radar signature as the chitinous outer shells of the bugs.  What they were really looking for was movement.  Between the lidar, radar, and infrared sensors, the tanks were in pretty good shape.

The bugs didn’t realize what sort of hell they were in for.  They came scrambling in from all over, clustering up behind buildings and behind their Behemoth bugs.

I didn’t like it.  Building up for a major rush seemed kind of smart.  It might be a pre-programmed response to what was obviously a serious threat, but I still hated seeing it.

I like stupid enemies who will simply die when I attack them.  It’s a life goal, killing enemies with a minimum of risk.  Is that so much to ask?  I wasn’t cut out to be a noble warrior, risking everything on an uncertain outcome.  I’m no hero.  I’m a coward.  I want a sure thing whenever I can arrange it.

The bugs accumulated.  The Fliers not in the initial swarm grouped up with their ground forces behind Behemoths.  Everything launched at once when they started the assault.  The Fliers buzzed out first, sounding like the Luftwaffe crossing the Channel.

Yes, I do know the sound.

The tanks immediately halted.  This gave them the best targeting stability.  When the Fliers popped up over the Behemoths—the Behemoths weren’t moving, so they weren’t targets, yet—the Fliers immediately burst.

The tanks opened up with single shots from each turret, zap, and shifted aim to the next one.  Their computers were all linked, so they never targeted the same one.  Sixty-four lasers fired once every other second, killing over three hundred flying insectoid monsters in ten seconds.  Then the rear turrets took over the duty of popping the few remaining airborne bugs while the forward three turrets switched to the flood of ground troops.

The bug flood was in full swing.  The tanks stayed where they were, parked, as stable firing platforms, making it easier to target things.  The gunnery programs switched from single-shot mode to fully automatic.  Instead of getting a careful target lock and firing only when the lock was confirmed, they opened up with eight pulses per second—company-wide, over twenty-three thousand rounds a minute—and slowly panned back and forth, laying down multiple overlapping arcs of fire as they shot at anything moving.

The bugs had way more than twenty-three thousand troops.  Soldiers led the way, of course, followed by wave after wave of Workers, with Behemoths scraping along behind.  Their problem was they had to cross nearly a thousand meters of open terrain in the face of murderous fire.  Bodies piled up and bug bits splattered everywhere, but still they came on.

When they came within five hundred meters, the tanks started backing toward their previous positions.  They withdrew by platoons, four tanks at a time, moving at full speed to another firing position while the others held their ground.  At that range, the movement hurt their accuracy, but the mob—the swarm?—was hard to miss.

Before they backed away, the closest four tanks opened fire on the Behemoths, launching at extreme range.  The accuracy of a rocket isn’t as good as a line-straight laser beam, but they were laser-guided.  Other tanks put harmless marking lasers on the three nearest Behemoths. The rockets’ on-board guidance saw the bright, ultraviolet lights gleaming off the carapaces and homed in on them.

All four hit the Behemoths.  Not always squarely and not always lethally, but the four tanks who fired withdrew, allowing the next-closest four to fire a shot, withdraw, and let four more fire cleanup shots. All the while, the turrets kept blasting bug chunks into vaporized bug steam.  The tanks continued their leapfrogging retreat, luring the bugs farther along while still shooting them.

The bugs, not being very bright, pursued them relentlessly.

Velina, Bronze, and I, were far in the rear.  We observed through scrying spells and vehicular cameras as the process unfolded.

It was a mess.  It brought back uncomfortable memories of sitting in a stone head while brain bugs skittered and chittered outside.  Out here, we could smell the battle.  If I tried, I could detect the faint whiff of hot lasers.  When they switched to full-auto, the heat exchangers and fans engaged at full blast.  My wireless monitoring pad reported no overheating, yet, but I overbuilt the heat exchangers in anticipation of sustained fire.

The temperatures went down as the laser fire slackened, then cooled rapidly as the lasers went to intermittent single shots.

“What do you think?” I asked.  Velina regarded the carpet of boiled and blasted bug bodies.  Here and there, something still twitched.  Movement attracted attention, though, and therefore did not go on for long—not even if you counted how long the bits took to fall back to the ground after the steam explosion.  Tanks rolled forward, seeking movement, crunching and crackling and clanking over goo-covered chitin.  There was still one Behemoth bug approaching, but it was a long way off and would take time to get here.  The big ones couldn’t move much faster than a brisk walk.

“You planned their extermination.”

“Yes.”

“I believe you will succeed.”

“So do I.  But what do you think?”

She pursed her lips, considering the carnage.

“It is good.”

“I’m glad.”

We rode down behind the tanks.  They resumed line abreast as they ground forward, clanking and crunching into Tamaril.  Nothing leaped out.  The bugs threw everything they had at the threat and it wasn’t enough.

At least, everything they had here.  In the Plaza of the Arch, bugs were pouring through the Gate.  Quite a lot of them, in fact, because the Gate is pretty large and it’s double-sided.  You can go through the Arch in either direction and still come out in the other city.  So a double river of bugs was pouring through as fast as they could scramble.

The tanks opened fire, of course, as soon as they had targets.  They rolled through the streets—or what would be streets, someday—in groups of four, crunching through the crusty bug brûlée, squishing the goo beneath.  When one platoon reached the Plaza and opened fire on the massing horde, the other platoons accelerated and entered the Plaza from other directions.

Two platoons opened fire on everything coming through the Arch.  The other two platoons focused mostly on killing anything already in the Plaza.  Occasionally, a rear turret would snap a shot into the air and a Flier would explode, but there weren’t many Fliers to be seen.  Maybe the second wave of Fliers in the initial skirmish all came through the Gate.  I also didn’t see any Behemoths, either, but even the one on this side of the world would take quite a while to travel to the Plaza.

There were a few tricky moments for the tanks when bugs made it to the first platoon.  Everything in the Plaza was Soldiers—they hadn’t yet sent Workers through—so twenty or more Soldier bugs attacked the first platoon tanks and started clawing, biting, stinging, and kicking.  They scored the armor somewhat, but the armor was electrified.  Bugs crisped and fried and went down kicking, convulsing, twitching.  A few leaped on top of the tanks, though, and didn’t ground out the charge.  These kept on whacking, but one of the chief characteristics of a tank is armor.  Generally quite thick armor.  The tanks ignored these and continued to fire into more distant targets.

Tanks in other platoons, however, switched their rear turrets to single-shot mode.  Not having much in the air to shoot down, these picked off the bugs from their comrades with careful, well-placed shots.  The two platoons covering the Gate never stopped firing on full automatic.  Bugs kept trying to get through and kept dropping dead or exploding.

I take it back.  They did switch to single-shot mode after a while.  The piles of bug parts made it hard for live bugs to get through the Gate.

I was pleased.  The tanks covered in bugs—now dead bugs—and sitting on the bug brûlée showed no signs of damage on the readout, although they wouldn’t pass a rear-area inspection.

“Still good?” I asked, turning to Velina.

“Yes.  But what will we do about the western city?”

“Zirafel.”

“Zirafel,” she agreed.  “The vermin still hold it.  They breed there and they spread their corrupted… farms?”

“The crusty goo, yes.  It’s like bug farmland.  The goo has filamentous structures spreading into the ground like roots.  On top, it forms a crusty part the bugs eat.”

“There is much of it here, in Tamaril, as well.  Can men eat this brittle fruit of the bugs’ farms?”

“No.  It’s not toxic, as such, but neither is sand.  You can’t live on it.”

“So, the bugs may be slain, but what is left behind will not be sufficient to sustain men.”

“I agree.  I haven’t solved the problem, yet.  Killing bugs is the first step and the most immediate one.”

“I am content with the first step, but I agree there must be a second.  Do we clear away the hills of the dead and send the war machines through the Arch?”

“No.  The Great Arch is a choke point and hard to assault.  We don’t dare try to go through, lest we be overwhelmed by sheer numbers.”

“Can they harm one of your tanks?”

“Directly?  Maybe.  The laser windows are the weakest point, but they’d still need to hit one really hard, even for a bug.  A Behemoth might knock one over.  If enough dead bugs pile up around one, they might be conductive enough to shut down the electrified hull due to overload.  There are ways.”

“And these are the best you could build?”

“Hey, they’re a big improvement over the original designs.  Damage to them isn’t my major worry.  It’s keeping the bugs in one spot while we kill them.  While the tanks are spreading out on the other end of the Gate and shooting everything, they have to also hold the Gate so more bugs don’t come through to here.  Tactically, it’s a problem.  Given how this went, I don’t feel comfortable assaulting Zirafel through the Gate with the forces on hand.  We have the advantage of a choke point while we’re defending the Gate, but they get the advantage if we try to go through.”

“If we clear the gate, they will come through, and we will kill them.”

“I agree unreservedly.  However, this is an extermination.  If I had fifty legions of troops, I’d have them stomping bugs even if it was my entire reserves.  This is genocide: the deliberate and systematic destruction of all life of the prevnyt sort.  I don’t want so much as a single bug egg left.  I want to sit on a mountaintop and cast my all-seeing eye across the world, knowing I will never again have to even think about these chitin-coated sons of Kafka outside of the occasional nightmare.  I want them dead.  No, I want them more than dead.  I want them destroyed.”

Velina bowed in the saddle.

“As you say, so shall it be.”

“I certainly hope so.  For now, though, I have to do something extremely dangerous.”

Velina looked around at the steaming corpses before raising an eyebrow at me.

“More dangerous,” I corrected myself.  “I have to shut down an artifact created by a chaos god.”

“The archway?”

“Yes.”

She thought about it for a moment.

“If you send your forces to attack Zirafel as you attacked Tamaril, they can flee through the gate,” she mused.  “But will they?  They do not seem able to retreat.”

“It doesn’t matter,” I said.  “The fact a bug could escape to the far side of the world is enough to annoy my sense of tidiness and order.  With the Great Arch offline, the edges of the world are isolated.  We can do our cleaning up on this side, eradicate every trace of the things, and then go after their major hive on the other edge.  I don’t want to bounce back and forth like an attack Ping-Pong ball.”

“They will build up their forces while we finish here,” she cautioned.

“Yes, but I don’t think the tanks will be helpful in the cleanup, aside from shooting anything coming through the Arch.  I’ll need something a bit more… what’s the word?  Specialized, maybe.  I wasn’t… I didn’t really understand what sort of mess we would be making.  I’m going to have to think about the best way to sterilize this pile of yuck.”

Fire! Firebrand suggested.

“Oh, you know there’s going to be a lot of burning before I’m done here.  Once I’m sure there aren’t any bugs about to hatch in Tamaril, the tanks can line up at long range outside Zirafel and shoot anything in their engagement zone. They can help restrict the spread of the primary colony while I’m busy with this one.”

“How can I help?”

“For now, the important parts are to shut down the Arch and the city-growing plate.  I’ll handle the Arch.  You help me put the plate away for later.  I don’t want it left there.  It might get damaged by the sterilizing process, whatever it is, and I don’t want to restrict my thinking by worrying about how it might be hurt.”

“What of the Arch?  Will it be harmed?”

“It isn’t matter as I understand it.  I’m pretty sure it doesn’t react chemically with anything.  I’m also not sure how it works.  I’d have thought the lowered magical field intensity would have shut it down before now, but it’s a Chaos artifact.”  I shrugged.  “I’ll shut it down manually and take another look at it while you and Bronze start clearing away bug bits so we can dig up the city-plate.”  I grumbled a little to myself, muttering, “I’d almost think this was a job for foof.”

“What is foof?”

“Liquified inferno.  I don’t think we’ll have to go that far.  There are severe material handling issues with foof.  I suspect we can get away with nothing worse than kerosene and white phosphorus.  I’ll have to look over the large-scale applications of the materials.  Point is, we have to get rid of the magic-sucking bug goo before I can start cleaning up the mess it makes.”

She took another look at the existing mess.

“Arch first?”

“Arch first.”


Cleaning

Shutting down the Great Arch of Tamaril wasn’t difficult.  Sure, I had to get close enough to touch it, but I had my cloak and there wasn’t a sun in the sky, yet.

I suppose I could hang my cloak over the Arch and leave the gateway open.  Bugs could fall through at their leisure, at least for a while.  They would catch on eventually—maybe quite quickly.  But to clean up the mess, I needed my cloak elsewhere.

It can grow, but it isn’t fast.  It takes a long time to get really big.  Thing is, if I let it grow large enough, I can tie it off to a pair of tractors—or between Bronze and a robot horse—and drag it between them, kind of like a fishing net.  Anything not actually attached to the ground will fall into nothingness.

As for the Arch, I turned it off and we cleared the immediate area.  I uncovered the Tamaril blueprint plate and shut it down, too.  We would fire it up again, later.  I reconsidered my original idea of taking it somewhere.  It shouldn’t be a big deal to realign it, but with the foundations of the city already laid, any sort of misalignment would be like starting over as everything shifted.  Instead, I covered the glass over with layers of insulation, steel, and stone.

I didn’t think I’d need to do anything drastic enough to damage it through the protective layers.  If I was wrong, well, I could still dig it up.

I’m such an optimist.

While Velina and Bronze wiped the battlefield clean, I got busy testing accelerants.

Dropping bug corpses into nothingness worked fine.  The goo, on the other hand, had a hard outer shell and clung to the ground beneath.  We weren’t getting rid of it so easily.  Also, the bug goo didn’t want to burn.  Left unchecked, it would grow outward from Tamaril.  With no Behemoths to spread it, it would be slow, but it was also extremely persistent.  My concern was it might also harbor backup bug eggs which could spontaneously hatch more Workers.

I could chop it up, peel it off, and toss it away, no problem.  But the goo underneath would still remain, still infecting the ground, and would grow back.

Hence the accelerants.  I wanted to blow a massive cloud of white phosphorus over everything and let the resulting firestorm boil the goo away.  Incidentally, I might add, leaving behind a number of phosphorus compounds which might prove useful as fertilization for future farms.  Unfortunately, white phosphorus tends to self-ignite, especially when it’s in powdered form.  Since I was going to be dishing the stuff out over several square kilometers…

No.  Firebrand would love it.  I would not.  I didn’t like the idea of having my magical protections from fire being drained by the bug brûlée while massive clouds of white phosphorus were burning violently anywhere.  Not just anywhere near me, but anywhere at all.

I did think of getting Firebrand to torch everything, but Firebrand has the same problem I do.  I can’t really use a lot of fire spells efficiently when the bug brûlée is sucking up the power almost as fast as I dump it in!  Firebrand can burn things for quite a while, but it gets tired, too.

So, chemistry to the rescue.  They make a special sort of fire-fighting plane for forest fires.  The plane lands on a lake, takes on water in a special hold, and flies to the site of the fire.  It makes a bombing run, opens the tanks, and sprays water over a wide swathe of forest.  A C-130 Hercules, modified for fire-fighting duty, could carry over eleven thousand liters of liquid—that’s three thousand gallons in American.

Modified further, it can carry a mixture of liquid fuels.

This was my first idea.  I figured since the plane would never come too near the ground, I could put a small gate in the fuel tanks to keep the engines running.  Add another couple of slightly larger gates for constantly refilling the plane’s bombing tanks and it never needs to land.  It can keep circling and dropping more fuel wherever there isn’t a fire.

But, darn it, mixing fuel with air like that tends to make it want to, you know, burn really fast.  Maybe even fast enough to set the plane on fire.

What if I got a drone?  I could put a gate on it and fly it around, spraying a constant stream of flaming kerosene.

And then I realized I was trying too hard.  How about I get a truck?  Something with a specialized pump, of course, to push fuel through a hose.  A gate in the truck could fill a tank and a modified water cannon can shoot a solid stream of fuel a few hundred feet.

Yeah, the plane was logistically complicated and dangerous.  The fiery truck idea was less complicated and less dangerous, but still a fair distance from safe.

I set up my version of a fire truck.  And I wore the silly silver fire suit, as befits a fireman.

Somewhere, I hope Ray Bradbury is getting a good laugh.

Once I had the Arch shut down and most of Tamaril on fire, I no longer needed the robot tanks to deal with spontaneous hatchlings.  They went with Bronze and Velina to conduct hit-and-run raids on Zirafel.  Specifically, they were tasked with blasting Behemoths.  Those bugs spread the goo, increasing the bug production and allowing for larger bug populations.  The idea was to pick off the Behemoths and keep the Fliers down to manageable levels.  I wanted to keep them from spreading any farther.

Cleaning Tamaril involved a lot of burning, a fair amount of scraping, and quite a bit of sweeping, but no actual shooting.  I figured Zirafel would involve a similar process, although on a larger scale.  It was good to work out a process, though, before starting on the other end of the world.

With Tamaril cleansed of all signs of bugs, I sprayed the whole area with a high-tech growth formula, sprinkled about a million seeds around the perimeter, and turned on the city’s planning plate again.  We’ll see how it’s doing in a week.

Then I was off to the Western Edge of the World to start over.  In the larger sense, it was the same as before.  Getting into the details?  Not quite the same.

Bronze carried Velina around Zirafel, staying out of the bugs’ reaction perimeter. She laid a marking laser on a Behemoth and a tank would fire off its basic load of missiles before retreating.  Behemoths did not have time to be upset about it.

Other bugs were frightfully upset about it.  Since the tanks kept popping Fliers like pudding-packed piñatas, the bugs swarmed around, looking for threats, but Velina was on Bronze, at least two kilometers away, and could outrun everything.  The tanks were even farther away, since the missiles had a ten-kilometer range.

In theory, we could have lured out bug assaults, blasted a few thousand, and driven away until they lost interest.  This way, we could have whittled them down over a few days or weeks.  In practice, I wasn’t comfortable with it.  Too much chance a Flier would escape the tanks perimeter and go off to establish a new nest.  Hive.  Whatever.  I didn’t like it.  The only good news was there were no animals to be stung, infested, and sent running.  We didn’t have to worry about anything but bugs.  The bugs were plenty to worry about.

So, once Tamaril was done and we had Zirafel in our sights, we kicked off the war.

The tanks regrouped with us.  Velina reloaded the missiles.  I checked the repair spells I’d put on the tanks after the Tamaril battle.  They were still running, which pleased me enormously.  Repair spells might survive the upcoming crunch across bug territory, but I doubted it.

I once experimented with spells drawn in orichalcum on circuit boards.  Would it be possible to put a repair spell on one?  With an electromagical transformer to power it, the tank could activate the module whenever, wherever.  The spell would have to be one of the simplest forms, since there would be no guiding intelligence for intent.  Or, since it would be repairing whatever it was installed in, could I put the idealized form in a crystal as a reference?  It wouldn’t be like a wand where you tap something and it starts getting better.  It would only be useful to the thing it was installed in, but I didn’t see why it wouldn’t work.

Maybe a cleaning spell, too?  For the gunk buildup in the tracks?  It was something to think about.  I may have to review my research on spellboards and see if any new ideas leap out at me.

Once we were ready, the tanks formed up in a wedge.  The one in the lead opened up at maximum range, firing at any bug it could see.  This got their attention and, very shortly, a lot of bugs charged across open ground toward it.

This brought them into range of the next two tanks, on the flanks of the lead tank.  The lead tank fell back, still firing, while the other two slowed the bug advance.  Then the next two also opened fire while the original flankers fell back.  The process continued, luring the bugs farther out and into more and more concentrated firepower.

In less than three minutes, the wedge of tanks turned into line abreast, retreating as fast as the tracks would turn, still firing on full automatic.

Thirty miles an hour is way faster than a man on foot.  It’s usually faster than a galloping horse.  It’s slightly faster than a bug, but we didn’t want them to lose interest too soon.  The tanks kept to a speed only a little slower than the advance of the horde.

We uncovered another weakness.  Bugs were organic.  They were living beings.  As a result, they could be fatigued.  They sprinted over the open, rolling grassland, following the leading wave, to get to the battle.  They weren’t built for endurance, but they could do it.  They slowed down markedly by the time they ran a mile, but they kept coming.  The tanks’ rate of retreat kept slowing to let the leading elements get quite close… but by this point, the staggering bugs couldn’t really be said to be running.

Eventually, something clicked. They turned around in a cascading wave, retreating to the cover of Zirafel’s half-formed buildings.  I had the tanks stop firing so I could watch.  I still don’t understand why the bugs do anything, but I think they have a range beyond which they won’t pursue.  Partly, it has to be based on distance, but do speed and fatigue play into it?

Anyway, even with their single-minded—or mindless—ferocity, the bugs didn’t pursue indefinitely.  Four miles, maybe.  Whether they gave up, or they decided they were too far from home, or what, I don’t know. This was enough for the bugs.  They went home.

The next day, when the bugs were back to doing whatever it is bugs do, Velina rolled the tanks in again.  Zirafel had a few new Fliers, but it only took a few shots to destroy the replacements.  Almost all the firepower went toward the creepy crawlies.  There wasn’t a lot to shoot, though.

Velina didn’t like it.  I wasn’t nuts about it, myself.

“The bugs are not emerging in waves,” she observed.

“I noticed.”

“Have we slain so many, then?”

“I don’t think so.”  I consulted the tablet while Velina consulted a hand mirror.  “Says here the confirmed kills are only about seventy percent of the total count.”

“They lurk within the city,” she told me, and put her mirror away.  “Have they learned not to face us in open combat?”

“I don’t know.  I hope not.  I don’t like intelligent vermin.  On the other hand, they may simply be reacting to their losses.  We killed a hundred thousand or more yesterday.  The colony may be reacting to this by staying closer in until they can replenish their numbers.”

“Then I would like your permission to send the war machines into the city.”

“Do a slow sweep around the city and pick off anything you see, first.”

“I shall so instruct the war machines.”

“Hang on a minute.  The Fliers are all gone, yes?”

“Yes.”

“Let’s send in a flying drone.  I learned my lesson with Tamaril.  The drone’s sensors can pass information to the fire direction network and you’ll have aerial reconnaissance.  Very valuable in a city.”

“I will be delighted.”

“That’s one of my goals.”

I left Bronze with Velina and Karra while I popped off to fetch a helicopter drone thing.  I had to alter it a bit, but I had a time differential.  It was a minor alteration—duct tape and zip ties, not engineering work.

The drone whirred off into the sky.  Velina confirmed she had telemetry and the robot tanks assimilated the data feed into their on-board mapping software.

While the tanks rolled into their start positions, I wondered if I should have made aerial attack units, instead.  Once the Fliers were down, the bugs wouldn’t be able to reach them.  Aerial drones would have power issues, though, so I’d need lots more of them or a lot more time.  There were software issues, too, for improved targeting with less sophisticated sensors.  Weight would also be an issue…

It wasn’t impossible, but the tanks were simple, cheap, and relatively easy.  I didn’t care if a thousand bugs flipped them over like rioters attacking police cars.  They could whack at the turret windows until they shattered and I would not find my heart equally broken.  There were plenty more whenever I wanted to produce them.  I suspected we wouldn’t need to.

Spoiler.  We didn’t.

It took a while, but we prevailed.  By antagonizing the bugs and luring them out, their initial advantage of numbers was thinned down to manageable levels.  Velina had the tanks in line, circling the city, slowly spiraling inward as they continued to explode any bugs in line-of-sight.  When Velina finally rolled them into Zirafel, bugs leaped off buildings, charged down streets, and mobbed the tanks at all costs.  At close range, the pulsing lasers were devastating and, on thickly-packed masses, often moreso.  A single pulse would kill a Soldier, but one that killed a Worker might have leftover energy—energy not absorbed by the smaller body—that could go on to wound the one behind it.

Admittedly, the riot tactics of the bug mob were unpleasant.  You put a hundred bugs on a tank and the electrified hulls disengage to avoid overloads.  Then the others can rock it, shake it, and flip it.  But this takes time, and the tanks always had at least one turret firing slowly, for maximum accuracy, at bugs on any other tank.

The bugs, though, didn’t know enough to divide their efforts properly.  They attacked the two lead tanks, swarmed them, suffered massive losses, and flipped them.  Then they still swarmed it, trying to “kill” it—they could hear its motors, maybe—while more bugs flowed toward the next.  The process repeated, but the losses mounted higher and higher.  The remaining Soldier bugs led the charge, but the Workers followed after.  Very quickly, they were completely out of Soldiers—and Workers aren’t tall enough to flip a tank.

Tanks can also drive over Workers a lot more easily.  Kind of like stepping on a particularly meaty cockroach.  Crunchy, then squishy.

Blasting them to bits took a while to prep, but the action only took a few days.  It took much longer to put everything back in order.  Shoveling bug bodies into nothingness, scraping the city—and the ground!—clean, sterilizing every nook and cranny by fire, all of it.  It went much more quickly than Tamaril, since we had a lot of practice, but it was still a chore.

Overall, from first shot to final cleanup, Zirafel took… what, a month?  It’s hard to keep track of time.  By the time we were done in Zirafel, Tamaril was a city and Zirafel was on its way.  Tamaril’s Behemoth-contaminated ground was looking green again.  I even made sure the ground outside the city centers was growing things people might regard as good.  Wild grains, wild vegetables, wild berries, scatterings of peanut plants, wheat, barley, oats, maize, beans, clover, turnips—you name it.  You’d never know the place was ever a charred wasteland.

While I surveyed the growing cities, I also recalled my worries about civilizations and how this one wasn’t thriving.  Food was an issue, mostly because farming is deeply concerned with the ecology.  But they would need coal for smelting, metal for tools, access to running water for the waterwheels…

I have got to get an ecologist.

The mineral resources, at least, I could do something about.  I set up a gate in the Mountains of Y, opening it repeatedly.  Each time, it was farther along the line of the mountains so I could drop off another collection of spells.  Thick veins of iron slid gradually up from the depths, rising through the rock like ropes floating toward the surface of the sea.  Here and there, other ores found their way closer to the surface, or concentrated themselves into purer, thicker seams.  It wasn’t quick, but it didn’t need to be.  I had a dozen spells at work, and they could take decades.

Food, structures, mineral resources, water—oh, right.  Water.  No rivers flowed near either city, but that was okay.  I remembered aqueducts, or the remains of aqueducts, in Zirafel.  I included them in the city designs.  When people finally came to the city, it would have fresh water coming in.

But where water flows in, it also needs to flow out.  Simply dumping it over the Edge would work, but would also be a terrible waste.  Mount Arthur and the city of Vios had, toward the end of the world, extensive systems underground acting as a total life support system and closed ecology.  It was designed to survive in absolute isolation.  But Rethven, as a whole world, is also a closed environment!  A much bigger one, true, but still a closed system.  Draining water over the Edge would eventually dry the whole world out.

I’m still not sure how the world deals with rainfall over the Edge.  Maybe the Heru didn’t care as long as the world lasted long enough for their game.

Tamaril and Zirafel didn’t need the same level of recycling as Vios.  Some of the city waste could be treated and recycled.  If people carted in organic waste and carted out loads of fertilizer, that would be sufficient.  Even so, waste processing was a serious concern.  The city needed a digestive system to treat the highly-concentrated mess before allowing Nature to take over.

Down in the lowest levels, I made sure there were two tunnels leading to the depths of the Circle Sea.  Each was hundreds of miles long, but so what?  Megascale engineering is squarely in my wheelhouse.  One sucked in seawater from the northern waters, pouring it into a system of caverns under the city.  There, it mixed with and diluted what didn’t get processed in the upper tunnels.  The other tunnel was the outflow, taking away organic wastes to the southern waters of the ocean.

I wouldn’t want to swim in it, much less drink it, but it would be—from the standpoint of a lot of marine life—full of nutrients.  It was a big improvement over dumping raw sewage!

Hmm.  I’ll need to set up a wider distribution system.  I can’t have it dumping out from a single pipe.  It will be heavily diluted, but it also needs to spread out until it’s invisible.  The smell of smoke isn’t dangerous; clouds of it can be.  The same applies to anything breathing the wastewater.  I’ll draw up some ideas and send the spells along.

Are the sea-people down there?  I ran a quick gate search.  Yes, there were fish-tailed people in the ocean depths.  Why so deep?  Because it was warmer than near the frozen surface?  I didn’t ask.  The ones I saw were minding their own business, swimming in intricate dances around a rather crudely-carved statue of a quasi-humanoid shark.

Eventually, I was going to need goodwill from Ssthich.  And, for that matter, from the fish-folk.  How big was the statue’s mouth?  Could I get away with making it produce live, swimming fish every so often?  No, the fishfolk weren’t magically sophisticated, but they did use magic.  I could see them weaving their spells for fish attraction as part of their shark-dance.

On the other hand, I could identify local fish and gate in a lot more of the same types to help build up their population…

Grr.  What do those fish eat?  Is there enough of that to support more fish?

Maybe I should prioritize that ecologist.

While I thought about waste disposal, ecology, and shark karma, the robot tanks went home to the same empty world where they were built.  The fire trucks went with them, along with drones, munitions, and all other traces.

I didn’t get around to my tour from Zirafel toward the midline of the world.  It was still necessary to travel and troubleshoot the western half of the road, as well as do my part for ecological farming, but it wasn’t immediate.  People could now migrate to Tamaril or Zirafel.  The Empire could start there and spread.  In fact, it might be better to leave the western half alone.  The Empire could start from Tamaril and Zirafel, because of the Great Arch, and have easy expansion through the East.  It would simply expand more slowly in the West.

I planned to continue to keep an eye on things, but it looked as though we were finally getting Rethven back into the groove.

Best of all, while I finished debugging the bug bits on the surface, Bronze went back to finish her walk-through of the main bore!  She reported the Octets and the ring-bearers were standing idle, waiting for something to do.  The sun-launcher was ready to test!

I disagreed.  It looked okay to Bronze, but someone put a wizard physicist in charge of the project for a reason.  Until I walked down the whole length of the thing, it didn’t have my stamp of approval.  Bronze looked it all over, but I had specialized tools on the Flatstation, still boiling in a cauldron of magical forces, getting them ready for their trip down.  It was time to have a big dinner and get to the tough work.


How To Start The Day

I went for a walk down the main bore, stepping over and through each ring, tool belt clanking as I did so.  I touched each ring with a test probe, partially activating it so I could observe the flow of power.  I felt like an electrical lineman examining the inside of a supercollider—one that wasn’t shut down, just on idle.

I had no doubt the rings were hung correctly.  The Octets didn’t know how to do it wrong and Bronze said she looked at everything.  My job was to make sure none of them had undergone any sort of magical meltdown.  Was everything as I enchanted it?  Was there anything not quite as it should be?  Was there a short in the structure?  Were the links between sequential rings established properly?  I had to go look.  I mean, who else would be able to tell?

I started in the east, where the sun would rise, and double-checked the final assembly—the launching system and main igniter.  It had adapted to the environment quite well.  I didn’t find anything wrong with it, but I was looking through an orichalcum-tinted visor—kind of like looking at a sun with welding goggles.  Overall, it looked okay.

Then it was off into the West, down a dark tunnel full of danger and power.  It was a long walk, but I’ve always been a walker and a climber.  I’ve got the legs for it.

I didn’t like being there, so I didn’t dawdle.  I was not going to finish in one long walk, though.  It was simply too far to go.  I would have to stop to drink dinner at least once, possibly two or three times.

This was actually a good thing.  Not only did I get to take a break and relax a little, I also finalized my design for the primary initiator ring.  Given my choice, I’d rather hammer out a new device than do almost anything in that hellish tunnel.

I’ll save you the suspense.  I did not find anything overtly wrong with any of the installations.  There were a few minor things, mostly in the magical linkage between the rings.  I blame the fluctuating currents in the depths of the mountains.  Fixing them was a bit touchy, on par with replacing the insulator stack on a high-voltage wire without turning off the power.  It wasn’t difficult, per se, but it required me to hang multiple layers of orichalcum foil around my work area and do a lot of very cautious tinkering in a stunningly hostile environment.

Most of these corrections went smoothly.  Most of them, I say.  Before I was done, my hair turned to iron and immediately started rusting.  One of my eyes stopped working, too, but I managed to stop the spread of the crystallization before it got very far.  Overall, things could have gone a lot worse, but I walked away without becoming a rapidly-expanding cloud of irrational particles.

I do not like doing anything at all down there, and I do not like magical surges that can disintegrate my spells into random piles of chaotic unpredictability.

It’s a valid question whether or not I can be killed without causing a paradox.  I mean, if I died in the tunnel, would there ever be a sun in Rethven?  Would it irrevocably alter the future?  So far, everything I did was supposed to bring about the future I remembered.  Was it possible for me to die when the future wasn’t repaired?

I am not a brave man.  I chose not to test it. I’d already proven I could be adversely affected.  The hair I didn’t mind so much, but the stabbing pain in my left eye didn’t go away until I got back to the Flatstation on a lunch break, took it out, and grew a new one.

My inspection tour added over a year to the project.

Yes.  Eight million rings.  Doing a manual inspection of eight million anything is going to take time.  And yes, it was necessary.  I found problems, didn’t I?  But that’s a justification after the fact.  Why did I go to so much trouble in the first place?  Why not power it up and see what happened?

I was about to fire a ball of plasma wrapped in celestial energy down the center of the world and launch it through a section of phased stone into a hopefully-tangent course to the inside of the Firmament.  There was a real risk of… Hell, there were enormous risks in sixteen different ways.  None of them were likely, but doing a final check to minimize the risk when the fate of the world was on the table—not to mention my own—seemed reasonable to me.

Pleasant?  No.  Convenient?  No.  Necessary?  Yes.

As I was finishing my inspection, Dusty and Bronze came down, Dusty riding, Bronze towing a Bronze-colored trailer.  They met me at the western end, near Ring #1.  He swung down off Bronze and I waved.  Bronze tossed her head and informed me there were a couple of expendable clones on her trailer.

She took me Topside for my previous breaks, but now we were about to fire up the sun.  She knew I wouldn’t want to walk away from it at this point.

I headed straight for the trailer before a weird magical flux animated the clones or something.  I was pleased to see she was comfortable enough with her microbots to form a closed-in trailer, sort of a coppery-gold Airstream thing.  It provided a reasonably safe environment, too.

“Nice to see you again,” I remarked, to Dusty.  “How’s your power transfer going?”

“Pretty well,” Dusty replied.  We both stepped into the trailer.  “The bucket method is pretty much done for.  It’s all about the power lines, now.”

“Is it?” I asked, tilting a clone’s head back and sinking fangs into it.  I wasn’t in a hurry, so I retracted my fangs to let the body bleed.  I didn’t bite out a chunk and stick my tongue down the common carotid and into the aorta.

“Yes.  The gate-wires are constant, not hand-carried.  My aspect here is growing rapidly.  I’ve reached the point where I can absorb power, locally, as fast as the power lines will carry it.  Which reminds me!  I’ve had this idea I’d like to try for a while, but I didn’t want to bother you while you were busy.  When you’ve got a minute to spare…”

My mouth was busy, so I turned one hand up and moved it back and forth.  He understood and continued.

“I’d like to get a bigger gate, so I can stand an avatar in it.  One foot in a reactor world, one foot in Rethven.  I don’t know if it’ll carry more power or not, but I’d like to try it.”

“I’ll think about it.”

“Whenever you can get around to it.”

I gave him a thumbs-up.  My mouth was busy again.

“I also have a couple of miracles for you—minor things to you, but they matter a lot to the people in question.  They’re kind of time-sensitive, if that’s okay.”

I let go of the empty corpse and raised my head.

“We’ll talk about it tomorrow, okay?”

“Sure.  How’s the sun-gun?” he asked, as I reached for another clone.

“I think we’re ready to test it.”

He looked out a window at Ring #1 while I worked on the final clone.  I was thirstier than I thought.

“The first one doesn’t look the same as the others.”

“I realized I needed a special receptor at this end after problems cropped up in the simulations.”

“It’s not orichalcum.”

“Not entirely.  It’s really four thinner rings sandwiched together and able to rotate semi-independently.  It’s the way I adjust the settings.  Don’t ask; it’s complex.” I didn’t say anything else about the silvery elysium-alloy layer.  Visually, it’s hard to tell from osmium.

“You think it’s complex?”

I gave him a thumbs-up in agreement.

“Then I’m not sure I want an explanation,” he decided.  As I sat back from the last corpse, he added, “Are you done with dinner?”

“One sec.”

I extended a talon and stabbed each corpse in the heart.  The last few drops of blood slithered along the circulatory systems to be absorbed.

“I am now.  Let’s go look.”

We double-checked our suits before we stepped out.  We clinked and jingled over to the primary ring.  He puzzled over it for a while.

“Is it safe to step into the line of fire?”

“I haven’t put the firing key in it.  It shouldn’t be any more dangerous than anything else down here.”

“What a comfort.”  He continued to examine the first ring, comparing it to the second.  I pretended not to fidget.

“Okay, the spells I don’t understand—and I didn’t expect to.  I know the basic idea of the whole structure, but I’m not sure what this particular ring is for,” he confessed.  “We start a sun process here, right?  It’s launched down the main bore, through the rings.  Each ring adds another layer of squeeze and heat and whatever the plasma or fusion physics calls for.  And this one is… what?”

“Our ongoing theory about how the sun went out involves some assumptions,” I began.  “First, we assume there was a chaos-based effect drawing on the power of the Void to create the sun every morning.”

“Sure.  Occam’s Razor.”

“Given the creators of the world, I agree.  Now, for some reason, the sun stopped working.  I haven’t found any chaos-based relic sitting idle, as though it’s turned off, and I did find damage on the eastern Edge, where the sun should have started.  Is it a reasonable thing to assume someone, somewhere, did something to it?  And I mean it in the sense the Heru didn’t turn it off to see how their creations coped or anything.”

“I can go with that,” he agreed.  “We’ve gone over all this before.  The ice giants did something, either with their patron Heru’s help or under its instructions.”

“It’s our guess, but we can’t be certain,” I countered.  “In this sense, it doesn’t matter who did it or why.  I’m only looking at what happened and how.  ‘Who’ and ‘why’ are things I care more about when there’s punishment to be meted out.  I’m concerned with method.”

“Oh.  Okay.  Go on.”

“Someone has a technique for disrupting at least one type of Heru-based construct.  Rather than a ‘construct,’ let’s call it a chaos-based spell.  It doesn’t use magic, but it can be used like magic.”  I hesitated for a moment.  “Can we call it a chaos miracle?  I mean, from my perspective, they simply do things.  I have a decent understanding of how to use magic, but I’m not an expert on how to manipulate Chaos.”

“Sure,” he agreed, turning away from the ring to regard me.  “Someone figured out—or was told—how to disrupt the miracle shooting a sun into the sky every day.  What does this get us?”

“It gets us the idea they might try to do it again.  And if we use a chaos-based function to produce a sun, they might succeed.  Not that we can,” I added, quickly.  “I’m going somewhere with this.”

“Okay.  Where?”

“The new sun will be, fundamentally, a magical construct.  We therefore have a similar problem.  Ice giants, human mages, you name it—anyone with magical power and curiosity will poke the thing and, someday, someone is going to do something too stupid for words.”

“Like what?” he asked.  I slapped the back of his helmet.

“Did I just say it would be too stupid for words?”

“I get it, I get it,” he answered, adjusting his helmet.  “I’m trying to play my part, here, Socrates.”

“Good.  Now, can we agree someone will do something stupid, such as poking our magical ball of slow-acting nuclear reactions to see what happens?”

“I take it you have a plan to prevent this?”

“What I plan to do is put an outer layer around it, composed of celestial energy.  This will conceal the magical matrix, making it appear to be a divine phenomenon.  This will justify divine retribution on anyone who pokes the sun.  Yes?”

“Hmm.  Yes, it will, although it’s more of a mortal cause and effect reason than any sort of treaty arrangement among celestial beings.  The gods—when we get more gods—won’t automatically defend the sun.”

“They damn well should!”

“You’re preaching to the choir, here.  Poking the celestial manifestation is a good reason to smite someone.  Where this all breaks down is the celestial manifestation portion.  I can’t possibly supply the necessary energy to shield the sun from magical probes.  Oh, I could do it for a while, but my budget here in Rethven isn’t up to it as a full-time job. There simply aren’t enough people—”

I held up a hand to interrupt him.

“You’re assuming and getting ahead of me.”

“Oh?  Uh… I don’t understand.”

“Here’s my plan.  Follow carefully and see if I’ve missed a step, somewhere, okay?”

“Sure.”

“I built a new type of creature out of angel parts.  It’s a dumb thing, more of a construct than an entity, but it will draw on the divinity dynamos for power—indirectly, it’s powered by the same magic that charges up the rings.  It’s based here, in the primary ring, and it will do the miracle of creating a… well, a celestial spell, I suppose.  It will create a shield of celestial energies inside which we will build the sun as it shoots along the rings.”

Dusty stared at me through the metallic-tinted visor.

“You want to wrap the sun in angel skin,” he said, disbelieving.

“Not exactly, but close enough.  When the day ends, this ring and the angel-parts construct act as a magnet, drawing in any remaining energies for recycling.  It should keep the losses to a minimum, so the dynamos can keep it powered up.  And it puts the sun in the same class as any other divine object, deterring interference and investigation by mortal mages.”

“Is all this necessary?  I mean, mortal mages aren’t going to be able to take apart your sun, are they?”

“You raise a good point.  I strongly doubt it.  They’ll be disadvantaged by the distance and by interference from the Mountains of the Sun.  Plus, it’s probably the most powerful enchantment I’ve ever assembled.”

“Probably?” he squeaked.  “What do you mean, prob—”

“Let’s not go there,” I interrupted.  “Stick to the matter at hand.  My point is, I’d rather they didn’t even try to fool with the sun.”

“Yeah, but—”

“No ‘buts’!  I’m asking if it will work.  Do you see anything, from your perspective, likely to come unglued?”

He didn’t answer immediately.  He paced back and forth, thinking.  He looked at the primary ring.  He looked down the tunnel.  He paced again.

“Technically…” he began, trailing off.  “No.  No, I don’t see any reason it wouldn’t work.  It’s a brilliant piece of overkill.”

“It’s not overkill!”

“Just to keep magicians from examining the sun?”

“No!  It’s more than that.  I need the celestial component.  If the sun doesn’t have it, I don’t turn mortal during the day and I wind up having to stay in the basement until the sun goes down.”

“Oh.  Wait.  If that’s the case…” he trailed off.

“What?”

“I’m still thinking.”

I didn’t say anything, although a couple of real zingers sprang to mind.

“Look,” he said, finally, “I’ve examined your widget.  I agree it should function.  Can we go back up, find someplace comfortable, and continue the discussion there?”

“Suits me.”

Bronze carried us up again and we shifted back to his primary reactor world.  The company break room had much more comfortable chairs than the hellbore.  Sunbore, I mean.  It had chairs, for one thing.  I occupied one and put my gleaming, protective helmet on the table.  So did he.

“So, what’s the idea?” I asked.  “You wanted to talk about something.”

“I’m still thinking it over, but I have come up with a question.”

“Shoot.”

“Suppose this sun-extinguishing thing never happened,” he began.  “In a few thousand years, your younger self shows up.  The Chaos-driven sun rises.  You turn mortal at the sunrise and all is as we expect, right?”

“Right.”

“Why?”

“Why?”

“If it was a Chaos-driven phenomenon the first time around, why did you turn mortal?”

I had a really bad moment when I realized what he was asking.  If I need a celestial component to the sun’s radiance to provoke the mortality change, why did I change under the original Rethvan sun?  Never mind the possible what-if scenario.  I was in Rethven when the Great Gates were created, ever so long ago.  That was the true, original sun.  I underwent a mortality change then, too.  Why would a sun generated by the forces of Chaos do the same thing as a celestial one?  Come to that, why did the sunrise in an Earth universe do the same thing?

“I have no idea,” I admitted.

“Don’t you think you should find out?”

“Yes, but, if you’ll forgive me, I’ll put it in the ‘pending’ tray and leave it there for a while.”

“Must be a pretty big tray.”

“It’s got quite a stack,” I agreed.  “I’m still not recovered, mentally, from the sunshine experiments with celestial energies.”

“I’m guessing you’re not recovered from a whole lot of things.”

“Yes, there’s also the effects of my inspection and adjustment tour.”

“Uh-huh.  Yeah.  That’s what I meant.  And what’s with the hair?”

“Huh?”

“Your hair.  It’s sort of reddish-brown and shorter than I recall.”

“It’s getting better.  I need to grow it out a couple more times.  I had trouble with my left eye, too.”

“What sort of trouble?”

“It turned to glass.”

“What?  How?”

“I got smacked with magical fluctuations down there while I was working.  I had to open my suit to do something and I didn’t have enough shielding foil hanging around the area to completely handle a surge.  Back to my point.  Can you understand why I don’t want to rush right out and cook myself in Chaos?”

“I guess so.”

“Can we get back to the part about the sun I’m building?”

“Of course.”

“The upshot of my lecture on the Daily Miracle is you know about it.  You know what’s going on.  And if someone—anyone!—pokes their nose into it, they get divine retribution.”

“How do you mean?” he asked.

“I want you smiting anyone who screws around with it.”

“I can persuade mortals not to mess with it, no problem.  Eventually, there will be a sun god—remember?—and he can take over the whole Thou-shalt-not-touch-the-sun commandment.”  He looked perplexed for a moment.  “Back when we started all this, if you’d told me anyone would need to be told not to mess with the sun, I wouldn’t have believed you.”

“Magical universe,” I pointed out.  “The sun is a lot closer, too.”

“Fair.  On second thought, maybe we shouldn’t write it down as a commandment.”

“How do you mean?”

“Why give them ideas?” he asked.  “You don’t tell them not to do it.  You simply smite anyone who does.  We wind up smiting those who not only came up with the idea on their own, but also tried it.  This is a smaller number than if we gave everyone the idea in the first place.  Then we’d have everyone with bad judgment doing it.  By not mentioning it, we only have the imaginative ones who also have bad judgment.”

“I will leave it entirely in your hands.”

“Works for me.  I’ll smite anyone who messes with it until the local sun god takes over.”

“A sun god will have a vested interest in keeping the thing running, so I guess it will.  But there will come a point when the Lord of Light is replaced, remember?”

“Yeah.  I’ll be the backup.”

“Good.  Now, do you have any questions or observations before I go fire up an enormous magical object?”

“No, but I’ll do a lot of observing while it happens.”

“I expected no less.”

“Spiritually.  I don’t want to put an avatar down there while it’s running.”

“Fair enough.  Safety first.”

“The fireworks should be impressive.”

“You’re not helping my confidence.”

“But, either way…” he trailed off.

“Shut up.  I’ll call you before I start the sun.”

“You’re not going right now?”

“First, I’m making sure I’ve regenerated back to full strength.  Then I have a couple of minor miracles, do I not?  You mentioned some.”

“Oh, yes.  If you would, please.”

“After those, I’ll go see what sort of breaking dawn gets us.”

I knocked out a couple of weather spells, killing droughts.  Not a big deal to me, but it meant a lot to everyone in those geographic regions.  Global warming?  The voidworld’s sun was running hot, so I had to figure out why.  I’m a stellar mechanic.  Too many earthquakes?  Yeah, that was trickier, but you put down enough earth-moving spells and you can stabilize anything—in a region, and for a while.  No doubt there were deities celebrating over the free gratitude.

Privately, I made a suggestion to my altar ego about relocating the faithful.  If you want to raise humans, you have to put them somewhere they can thrive.

In Rethven, I was still working on making the world a place where humans could thrive.  It was tough sledding.

But, for now, I had a decent mortal meal, then a highly indecent immortal one.

It was time to put on the Beatles and sing “Here Comes the Sun.”

Down in the depths of the world, at the western end of the sunbore, I took out an orichalcum key and inserted it in the side of the primary ring. I turned it one-quarter of a turn to unlock all the layers.

The primary ring’s final design was like a layer cake.  Three layers were thin and sandwiched together, locked to each other by circular grooves so they could slide against each other.  True, it had a ring made of elysium—and I wasn’t happy about it, but I needed the celestial conductivity.  The other rings were orichalcum, for the magical connectivity.

The sandwich of rings lit up.  Power thrummed through it, cycling around the rim and sparking between the layers.  The smell of the deep, damp cavern changed, overwhelmed by something reminiscent of desert wind and butterfly weed.  The current induced a similar flow in the next ring, and the next, and the next, rapidly spreading into the distance.  I left it alone for a while, watching it all come to life and settle into an idle.

Power flowed.  Spells ran.  No explosions echoed down the sunbore.  There were no sudden flashes of light.  Nothing looked as though it was going to overload.  Every ring hummed in perfect synchronization.  They were designed to self-synchronize, but you never know if they’re going to be within the limits in the first place.  Not until you risk turning them on.  So things were all on track.

That was enough for the first week.  I let them run as a unit to settle them in.  Let them get used to having power actually running through the circuits.  Let the whole thing warm up.  If anything was going to fail, I wanted it to do so at low power.

“Low power.”  Ha.  I guess everything is relative.

Bronze and I ran along the main delivery tunnel, to one side of the ring tunnel.  I wasn’t looking for anything specific, but anything incorrect would be much more obvious with power running through the system.  We didn’t find anything.  The world was still intact and the rings still hummed.  Excellent!

Back at the western end, I closed my outer, opaque faceplate.  For this part, vampires were no longer welcome.  Instead, Bronze reported to me, telling me what she saw.

I turned the key slowly, dialing up the power, until I’d made another quarter-turn.  The key was now halfway around and the initial containment matrix started up.   A spherical space in the center of the sandwich ring began to emit a pale glow.  This sphere of celestial forces would expand as it went through the rings, forming the outer shell of the sun-spells.

Another quarter-turn of gradual power increase and a pinprick of white light appeared inside this celestial sphere.  I couldn’t see it, but I knew it was there.  It wasn’t fusion, not yet.  It was merely heated to incandescence. The orichalcum armor protected me from magical flux and from light, so it couldn’t have been a problem, but I couldn’t afford a “zero days” moment.

Down the length of the tunnel, the sequence of rings was already shining.  As I turned the key another ninety degrees, a thin film of light and power swirled in from each of the inner edges.  The tunnel filled with eight million glowing trampolines, only these would do the opposite of bounce.  These glowing membranes pulsed and quivered in the magical flux at the heart of the world.

I powered the system to maximum.  When the key completed a full rotation, I felt the light and power vanish, disappearing thataway, gone in less than the blink of an eye.

More locally, I had to lie down.  I wasn’t fried, so that was good.  Alive, sick, and feeling very weird, but not fried.  Proto-suns hit different from dawn.  It felt like a shift from night to day, followed by a rapidly-receding nightfall.  I did not care for it.

Bronze reported a searing point of light continued to recede, gathering layer after layer of light as it went.

“Good to know.  Thank you.”

I climbed to my feet again.  There were things still to do.  I turned the key back to the idle setting and pulled it so the system wouldn’t auto-cycle and fire again. I planned to go over the math, adjust a few settings, and work out the finicky details of setting up the day.

Bronze carried me up as the real sunrise started on the other side of the world.

The sun worked.  It swept through the sky, annihilating everything in the Sunbow, but it gave off enough heat and light to bring instant summer to everything near the Mountains of the Sun.  The outer skin of celestial radiance mixed well with the fusion light.

Judging by my reactions, I had no doubt whatsoever it was entirely lethal to chaos-based life-forms, including any Thing currently trying to ooze through a star.

I was glad I had Tamaril and Zirafel ready.  All those people still living in the central zone were going to change their minds about toughing it out.  It wasn’t going to be pleasant for them.  Packing up and moving would be a hardship, but it shouldn’t be a death march.  It also wouldn’t be immediate.  The world would still be gradually warming up for a decade, at least.

Damn it all to Pandemonium, Heck, and the four hundred and eighty-seventh layer of the Abyss.  The villages would be moving, or most of them.  My cross-continent road was going to be in a less than ideal location.  I put in a highway and promptly forced everyone to move away from it!

It’s what I get for being impatient, I guess.

Muttering angrily to myself about the idiot who did all this, I set up an observation station on the northern continent, a little southwest of a large, inland sea.  It was right on the prime meridian so I could get good readings throughout the day.

Weirdly, the ice giants didn’t do anything about the sun.  I expected them to do whatever they did before, trying to put it out.  No angels appeared.  No blasts of eldritch force shot up at it to cause feedback into the generator.  I didn’t detect a thing.

Why?  Did they shoot their shot with the previous sun and lose the ability to do it again?  Did they know the Name of an angel to summon, and now they were out of angels?  Did the only giant that knew the spell give his life in the casting, and now they were out of luck?  Was it an experimental spell that destroyed all the ice giants casting it, and now no one survived who could duplicate it?  Or did they go, “Damn, that thing is back again.  Oh, well,” and decide it wasn’t worth it to try again?

I don’t understand ice giants.  I don’t really want to, either.

The weather warmed up surprisingly rapidly, partly because the sun was extremely hot, partly because the sun went down and didn’t go out. A scrying gate let me time it properly.  It lasted about fifteen and a half hours, not twelve.

I concluded I had the sun set on “high.”  I’d have to adjust things for proper timing and temperature.  It started out at minimum heat in the first part of the morning, so as not to melt the eastern Edge of the world, but the western Edge would also need to be protected from the sunset.

After doing the math, I went back down into the sunbore.  While I adjusted settings on the primary ring, Velina manned the new observation station.  She took readings on the solar output, timed everything, measured the angle of the sun as it rolled along the inside of the Firmament, all that.  She told my altar ego and my altar ego told me.

I did not enjoy the experience.

With a sun launching every morning, I turned quasi-mortal, semi-undead, and then fully mortal.  This was… unpleasant… even in an upgraded suit.  Bronze then carried me out of there so I could recover, and back down again after dark.

I do not enjoy transformations in armor, especially when I do not have a functional cleaning spell.  Try rolling in a pigsty before putting on a diving suit and you’ll start to get the idea.

With Velina providing detailed reports on the sun’s behavior, it only took us three rapid weeks to dial it in and calibrate it.  I left it set for “Warmer Than Usual” and locked the primary ring.  The rings wouldn’t turn without the key, so no one could alter the settings.  I took the key with me when I left the system running.

On a technical note, the angelic outer shell worked perfectly.  It formed a membrane around the whole thing, as specified.  This rocketed down through the rest of the rings, expanding as it went to englobe the more mundane magical forces and fuel.  This went through the final-stage launcher, spun up into the sky, rolled down the western side, and was sucked into the intake ring to regenerate.  There are thirty divinity dynamos connected by osmium power leads to the primary ring, which is more than it needs, but I like redundancy.

I have a sun that not only failed to destroy the world, but will suppress Chaos and fry Things from the Void.  Hot damn!  Chalk one up for the wizard physicist!  Go me!

On the other hand, I’m still not sure how I’m going to get the seasons to work.  There’s always something.  I mean, I know there’s a groove in the Firmament.  I could easily set the sun to be a bit brighter or dimmer, causing warmer or colder seasons, but to aim it so it rolls farther north or farther south—that’s going to take more work.

I’ll get to it.


Granola Goodness

From a temperature perspective, the world is coming along nicely.  The Circle Sea is ice-free all along its southern arc.  The coasts are available for seafaring and fishing—not that most people have ever seen the sea until recently.  Their ability to travel has been a bit restricted.  I doubt they have any sailors left, either.  They’ll figure it out eventually.  They’ll need to, since all they have is what they can grow.

It irritates me how their farming techniques are so awful.  They’re not used to a wholesale approach to planting and harvesting.  They’re used to limited space and giving personal attention to each plant.  How do I bring them up to speed?  Publish a how-to book?  Show up and start trying to teach them?

(“Who is this strange man and why is he telling us our business?  Why is he messing with our fields?  He’s wasting valuable seed!  What crazy idea does he have?”)

If they won’t listen, should I force change on them, or try to find a way to persuade them?  It’s fairly easy to demonstrate the superiority of a moldboard plow compared to…

Damn.  They have nothing to pull a plow.  They need cattle and horses and leatherworking and lessons in tool-making…

My head hurts again.  It’s a tension headache.  I keep getting new ones.

I don’t want to do this.  It doesn’t quite rank with building a sun, but it’s still a chore I have no interest in doing.  It’s got to be done, I suppose, but I have other things that are more pressing.

With the sun now on schedule, I have another time crunch. Every living thing is about to wake up and reproduce!  The survivors, I mean.  My altar ego was right.  The Long Night didn’t do anybody any favors.

Bloody damn ice giants.  I hope their spines melt.  No, that’s unreasonable.  The spines are surprisingly hard to melt.  I hope their spines explode.  Come to think of it, that might actually be doable.  I’ll have to look into it.

Right now, though, I’ve got to put more ecological balance into the world.  Dumping dazhu at either end is a good start.  It didn’t turn out so well last time, but the bugs interfered with my plans.  We still need the dazhu.  What else?  Horses?  Yes, we need horses.  We’ve got grass, but what does grass need?  Earthworms?  Yes, we’ll need earthworms—Velina and I spread a lot of them all over the eastern half of the southern continent.  We kept launching a cup of them every so often when we were on the road, to say nothing of the ones around the farms and both cities.  Bees, for pollination, yes, we have those and they’ll spread naturally.  Other bugs do pollination, too, don’t they?  And… other stuff.  There are good bugs besides bees, right?

Damn it, Jim!  I’m a physicist, not an environmentalist!

I’ve been dreading this, kind of in the back of my mind.  I’ve had other things with which to concern myself, so I’ve been able to avoid thinking about it.  Now it looks as though it’s going to be important and immediate.

Do I want to hand over the environmental problems to my altar ego and have him tell me what needs to be done?  No, not really.  He still can’t watch over the world the way he needs to, and I seriously doubt he’s any more of an expert on ecology than I am.  He’s out.

Do we import a nature-goddess and have her do it?  No.  First, I don’t really trust most celestial entities.  Second, what do I do if she decides to substantially alter the world in ways not in accord with the known future?  Do we kick her out?  Does she take it well or is there a war in heaven?  How does this affect the world?  How does it affect the future pantheon?  Third, importing a god from outside Rethven means other gods might start taking an interest—and that’s a problem for much, much later.

I don’t want to do this myself.  Moreover, I don’t want to study ecology, meteorology, the life cycles of a million different plants and animals, the effects of rainwater runoff, migration patterns, and I don’t know what else.  I don’t plan to terraform any planets!  Well… this one, yes, but no more!  In a high-tech universe, I’ll pay someone to do it, but I can’t do that here.

There ought to be a way to make the high-tech stuff useful in Rethven.  But, for it to be useful, I have to have specific, detailed uses to which I wish to put it.

To be honest, I don’t want to put it to any use.  I want to not be here.  Thing is, if I don’t do this, too, the odds are good I won’t be here, ever, at all.

I have a terrible feeling I’m not going to escape this predestination bullshit anytime soon.  And that leaves a burning, acid-like feeling deep down in the black, angry pit of my soul.  I guess I’m a naturally angry person.

Fine.  If I can’t simply hire a terraforming agency, how can I do this with a minimum of obviousness and effort?  Let’s see what’s available.

Okay.  I think I have a plan.  It’s not an entire plan, but it’s a start.

There are Earth-worlds where they lack FTL travel.  In order to colonize anywhere, they do some seriously impressive astronomy work.  If any star has likely-looking planets—or even moons of gas giants—they send a robot ship to make it habitable before anyone heads that way.  If it succeeds in making someplace habitable, it shoots a laser message back to Earth and they send colonists in cold sleep.

The terraforming ship is supposed to mine asteroids and small moons to build more equipment.  Most of what it brings along is a vast collection of preserved life forms.  A starter pack, if you will.  The idea is to adjust the planet with Earthly organisms to clean up or modify the atmosphere, turn rock into soil, colonize the soil with growth bacteria, and so on.  Eventually, they get to the point where someone standing on the surface can’t tell the difference.

Except for the sunlight, maybe.  There’s a whole lot of things that have to go on to make a planet habitable around an F or K-class star, to say nothing of the others.

Given the long turnaround time, I’m surprised they haven’t turned loose a terraforming plague.  As it is, a ship goes to one star, terraforms the best planet, and stops.  It doesn’t terraform everything in the system.  It doesn’t build a new launching facility to head off to another star.  If they programmed it properly, one ship could build more terraforming seed ships during the process and launch them to more stars, spreading exponentially.

In a hundred thousand years, give or take, the majority of the galaxy would have every possible planet ready for human occupancy.  Then they’d have to start working on moving moons into better positions, then start building new planets.

Maybe they hoped to have FTL travel before then.

Anyway, here in Rethven, I’m not so concerned about having a ship.  I’m not even too concerned about the life form bank.  I definitely don’t want the terraforming robots.  I want to do this as quietly as possible to avoid human notice.  The only reason I think I can manage that is because the place already has most of the work done.  It doesn’t have an acidic atmosphere.  It doesn’t need a special ozone layer to filter the sunlight.  It has soil, it has grass, it has all the conditions for life and life forms we actually want on it.  There aren’t enough of them, neither in quantity or in variety.

No, what I need from a lost seed ship, drifting in space after a nasty interstellar collision, is the terraforming computer.  So I found a lost seed ship and salvaged the computer.

It helps to know what you’re looking for.  And to have a space suit.

Like some of Diogenes’ components, the terraforming computer was a quantum computer.  It had loads of software, purpose-built with thousands of narrow AI subsystems nested together to manage the evolution of a planet.  Technically, it’s a weak AI, but it’s designed that way, rather than one grown organically.

After close examination, a bit of experimentation, and a little hacking, I now have a terraforming computer parked on an NLA world, ready to get busy.  This means I can ask it what to do and it will have definite answers.  I have a technological oracle!

Sort of.  There are still two problems.

First, the machine needs data.  The machine needs to be able to… to… count how many earthworms are in a cubic meter of topsoil?  How many… uh… daffodils are in a square kilometer?  How thick the rings are in a pine tree?

Whatever, it needs all sorts of fiddly environmental information it would normally get by driving a robot around on the surface of a planet.

Second, it needs to be able to do something with this information.  I am not going to run around the world, seeding it with life forms.

Fortunately, the method the seed ships used was a positive one, rather than a negative.  It can’t eradicate a species, so it has to add something to counter it, to control it.  If you have too much clover, you add rabbits.  If you have too many rabbits, you add foxes. If you have too many foxes, you add eagles.  And so on.

This, at least, I can handle in nothing flat.  I can set up a shift-box to grab pretty much anything.  True, it’s not as reliable with living things, but so what?  If you want six rabbits, you keep firing the thing until you get your six rabbits.  A year later, if you want fifty foxes, you keep firing it until you have fifty foxes.  So what if it took ten minutes or half an hour?  With a library of things already in the computer’s inventory, all I have to do is interface the two and it can summon whatever it needs.

But getting it the data to know what it needs… that’s tricky.

Can I get away with robots?  Not on the southern continent, no.  Too risky.  Seeing one might give rise to legends about a monster, which isn’t a big deal.  Seeing lots of them has the potential to be remembered and passed down and eventually recorded.  I don’t feel comfortable with that risk.

I’m going to cheat.  Big time.

While I was thinking about the second problem—getting life-forms shifted in—I had a realization about the first problem.  If I’m going to have a computer controlling a shift-box—make that several shift-boxes of varying sizes—then it needs to not only summon the creature in question, but also shift it out again to wherever it needs to be.  How do I let the computer control shift-boxes?  How do I let the computer target a location?

Spellboards.

I built rudimentary spellboards for Diogenes, but I’ve had a lot of time since then.  I haven’t really given them the attention they deserve, but the basics are still the same.  Orichalcum film in arcane circuit diagrams.  Tiny crystals to act as capacitors, information storage, or spell processors.  It’s possible to put a spell on a circuit board, add an electromagical transformer—put current in, get magic out!—and let a computer control all of this.

The terraforming computer was stupid.  I had to write a lot of code workarounds to get it to talk to the spellboards.  Scrying sensors were important, of course, but it also needed a whole slew of things for successful shift-box operation.

Down in the Underworld (my Underworld), there’s a deeply hidden cavern with a hundred old-fashioned, chip-driven, binary computers.  They actually run the spellboards, from scrying to shifting, under instruction from central control.  A trio of permanent mini-gate sets has a data lines running to the NLA world where the main computer sits, coordinating everything.

It’s supposed to keep its scrying spells away from humans and ice giants.  I don’t want either one getting too curious about them.

The scrying spells are a good start on doing scientific analyses on the environment.  I’ll add eyeball-sized gates, eventually, so actual scientific probes can be poked wherever they need to be.  Oxygen levels, carbon dioxide, water salinity, all that good stuff can be spot-checked.

I have a few one-off, experimental spellboards with additional modules.  One has a modification for microscopic view.  Another “sees” in thermal wavelengths.  Another uses night-vision infrared.  I’m not a hundred percent sure I have those working correctly, but once they collect enough data I’ll analyze them again and make any adjustments.

Right now, I have the whole system focused mainly on the northern continent.  If it works, great!  If it screws up—say, because it’s monitoring a plate instead of a planet, with sometimes-wacky Firmament rules—then we haven’t done too much damage and I can start the program over.

Hmm.

Looking at the northern continent, I am reminded there ought to be a heck of a big forest on the western side of it.  I don’t see any sign of any such thing.  I know it has to be there in the future, though, no matter what the environmental systems say.  What was the forest called?  Blackwood?  Darkwood!  That was it…

It’s supposed to be a thick, nigh-impassable monster of a forest, much like the Black Forest in Europe.  I’ll see about planting trees to get it started.  Seeing how the computer reacts will be a good test of the terraforming system.  If it copes well with a new mini-ecosystem, I think I’ll trust it to balance an ecological equation.  And I think I can automate a whole lot of tree-planting.

Everything seems easier after building a sun.

I branched off another NLA world from my altar ego’s original one and built greenhouses on it.  I did a lot of the work, obviously, but I had a couple of his truck-bed robots helping.  They’re surprisingly good at being greenhouse robots as long as we keep moisture out of their motors.

I helped them construct a bunch of Quonset-hut, plastic greenhouses so I could get a feel for all the varieties of trees involved before I started thinking about how to plant them by the millions.  I know there’s a lot more to a forest than a bunch of trees, but that isn’t my problem.  That’s the terraforming computer’s problem!

I do love that thought.  It’s not my problem.  How many things are about to get hit with that phrase?  How many things that are my problem are going to get ruthlessly handed off to some other poor sucker?  Excuse me; “delegated.”

Building the sun-launcher?  I built the Octets.  Bronze volunteered to help.  What did I do?  I got out of there.  The principle is extremely tempting.  If I don’t have to do it, I don’t utterly hate it.  I suspect I do a better job on things I don’t despise doing.

Maybe that’s a rationalization to justify foisting off unpleasant jobs on other people, creatures, and automation.  I’m starting to think I’m comfortable with that.

Meanwhile, in my greenhouses, my altar ego had no problem with me setting up a celestial wifi connection and divinity dynamos so his local aspect—and sometimes Dusty—could keep an eye on the vegetation even when I wasn’t handy.  He was delighted to be of help, really, which probably had something to do with the gate I opened for Dusty to stand in.  He planted one foot in Rethven, the other in Reactor World #1.

For the record, his avatar-gate idea works.  By existing in both universes, his avatar can directly link with both aspects and channel power between them.  The avatar, however, isn’t as fast as an osmium power cord.  Human bodies conduct electricity, too, but they aren’t nearly so good as even the most basic metal wire.  And the avatar-conduit was much more expensive in magical terms.  It took a bigger gate!

He was disappointed about his avatar not being a better conduit, but at least he still had wire from all seven reactor worlds.  He wasn’t complaining.  Whining a little, maybe, but not complaining.

I’m waiting for him to realize we could open another set of gates and run two wires from each reactor.  Or three or four or more.  But that’s more work for me, so, for now, I’m keeping my mouth shut.  I should make another set of power-conduit gates whenever I feel like it.  Then I’ll be ahead when he finally asks.

We set up the greenhouses for the saplings and Dusty came with me to help out.  I think he likes being horticultural. He wandered down the rows, observing.  I can’t be sure, but I suspect the greenhouse saplings grew better than they should.  He didn’t say anything about the possible miracle, so I didn’t.  I made a mental note to install more conversion panels and a few dynamos, just in case.

“Your thumbs aren’t as black as I thought,” he observed, running a hand over what would someday be a Douglas fir tree.

“Blame Phoebe,” I told him.  “She was the gardener in the family.  Some of it rubbed off on me.”

“You taught her, though.”

“Yes.”

“I mean, you had to learn how.”

“Yes.  There are a lot of things I know only because she needed to,” I admitted, and hoped he wouldn’t ask me who taught her how to walk, run, and kick in high heels.  Spike-heeled shoes are weapons.  Always have been.  If she was going to wear them, she needed to know how to use them.  I broke my ankles learning so she wouldn’t have to.  It was obviously my job.  I regenerate.

“You did good.”

“Thanks.  Did you decide to wander through a steamy greenhouse to tell me I did all right as a father?”

“Nope.  I have a question.  I’m not omniscient, as you know, but I do see things.  There’s a new colony of those giant bugs—the prevnyt—on the western Edge.  Were you aware of them?”

I was holding a potted sapling in my hands.  It died as I screamed in the uttermost depths of frustrated rage.  The pot shattered and the soil compressed into something resembling shale.

Dusty removed his hands from his ears.  His nose was bleeding.  I was facing him across a potting table when he told me the Bad News.

“I’m guessing not,” he said, but I barely heard him.  My own ears were ringing.  I sat down on the ground and pulled bits of clay pot and other debris out of my hands.  I waited for my healing spells to fix my hearing and the sore throat before I answered.

“I was not,” I rasped.

“Are you all right?” he asked, crouching.  His nose stopped bleeding almost immediately.  He looked more concerned about me.

“How big a colony?” I asked, ignoring the question.

“I’m not sure.”

“How many of the big ones are there?  The Behemoths?”

“I see two.”

“Okay.”  I took a deep breath, then spoke through clenched teeth.  “That’s not bad.  I can do this.”

“I’m sure you can,” Dusty agreed, cautiously.  “You didn’t answer my question.  Are you okay?”

“I hate those damn things.”

I don’t know what sort of tone I used, but Dusty stood up and took a step back.

“I… uh.  Hmm.  Okay.  I believe you.  I take it we’re killing them.  What do you need from me? Say the word.”

“I’ll check the tanks’ nuclear power cells and see if they need replacing, but we should have all the firepower we need to deal with it.  And we will kill these chitinous abominations if I have to wipe the surface of Rethven with a radioactive rag and start completely over.”

“I’m positive it won’t come to that,” he said, trying to sound reassuring.  “You did fine with the double colony, before.  This one is smaller.”

I relaxed a little and deliberately unclenched my jaw.

“I really hoped we got them all.”

“And I thought you did.  It’s not your fault.  Do you know how they escaped extermination?”

“I have no idea,” I told him, banging the back of my head against a metal frame.

“Really?” he asked, concerned.  Even as he asked, I knew what it had to be.

“No, not really.  I looked for bugs and for eggs and so on, but I must have missed some—a Flier, out hunting, maybe, or an animal that ran too far away before it died.”

“How can these things evade your detection spells?”

“They’re impressive thaumivores—more so than most other creatures I’ve encountered.  Other thaumivores soak up a little magic.  These things practically drain it away, so magic isn’t as reliable as it could be when these things are involved.”

“They’re that hard to detect?”

“Yes.  Even the most powerful location spell diminishes with distance, and the bugs absorb magic, so it’s like… like they’re made of stealth materials.  I have to be relatively close to them to get any sort of reading.”

“You can’t do a planet-wide search?”

“Oh, I can do a search, but they’re mostly invisible to it.  The smaller they are, the harder they are to spot, too, so I would have to go with something intense enough to detect a buried egg.  I’d have to use a lot of gates and a lot of detection spells, overlapping their high-intensity sensor range—which means short range.  It would involve hundreds… no, it would involve…” I did mental math and made an estimate.  “Probably about a hundred thousand detection points, each with a powerful detection spell.  I could enchant something to do it, I suppose, to check several points at a time, but doing a search over the whole world would take… a week?  Two weeks?  Then I’d have to start it over, because in two weeks, these things could have a sizable colony and be spreading eggs across half a continent.  I’d never catch up.”

“It’s a problem,” he agreed, nodding.

“Especially since you’re not omniscient.”

“Being less than omniscient has always bothered me,” he admitted.  “Mind if I ask a thorny question?”

“No.  Why should I?” I asked.  He avoided the question and asked his own.

“Should I start looking for the prevnyt?”

“If you would be so kind.  You’re not a magical detection method.  You can probably see them better than I can.”

“I still have to focus on smaller areas, but I’m always present in Rethven.”

“Keep me posted.  Another thing.  These things are supposed to be extinct by now, right?”

“That’s my understanding.  If I recall correctly, the humans faced them a few times, but eventually the prevnyt were destroyed by the dakthar.”

“So, let’s make them extinct.”

“I’m all for it, but I’m not a player in the game.  I’m not a Heru.”

“What do you mean?”

“I guess I’m trying to say I don’t know if there’s a way to be sure.  Maybe you have an idea.  Is there any way to be certain we didn’t miss any?  To guarantee you’ve exterminated them entirely, once and for all?”

My stomach dropped sharply.  He had a point.  He had a very good point, and stabbed me with it.  It was probably a lot like being staked through the heart, or, in this case, the stomach.

“No.  No way to be certain.  Unless, perhaps this would be an occasion for a miraculous success?”

“You can wipe out a colony without my help.  I’m asking about the more general presence of these things.”

“No.  I can kill them, blast them, burn them, scorch the earth they occupied, but there exists a chance they already started spreading out, sending Fliers to establish another colony.”

“Oh, it’s worse than that,” he pointed out.

“Is it?” I asked, and didn’t even try to sound enthusiastic.

“These things roamed all over the place, at one point or another.  They could have planted backup eggs or whatever years ago.”

“So, a colony could spring up literally anywhere it gets warm enough?”

“Sure.”

“And you knew this while you were hurrying me to build a sun and warm up the whole world?”

“I thought they were already extinct,” he protested.  “How was I supposed to know they would continue after the Long Night?”

I let it go.  He was right.

This was going to throw the terraforming computer a curve ball.  One that looped.  What sort of terrestrial creature do you add to the ecology to control an invasive alien species?  As far as I know, nothing eats these bugs!  Well, dakthars did, but they were formed out of the primal Chaos specifically to be a race of world-conquering monsters.

I leaned back, banged my head against the metal leg of a table, and dented the leg.  It was daytime, so I didn’t do my scalp any good, either.  Dusty looked at me with all his previous concern back in force.

“You are not—” I told him, “and let me stress this, not—making me feel confident about the safety of my personal timeline.”

“True, but if you’re worried about it, you’ll put in the effort, won’t you?”

I didn’t throw anything at him.  There was nothing in easy reach.

“I hate you.”

“Intermittently,” he agreed.  “It’s okay.  I’m not offended.”

“Good.”  I sat up sharply.  “The humans!”

“The humans?”

“Check.  Right now.  Look at each human village.  If the bugs can show up anywhere, they can show up next to a human village and eat it.  This isn’t a disaster in terms of history, maybe—if there are no survivors, they can’t pass on a legend.  But we don’t have enough humans to waste any!”

“I’m dividing my attention and looking,” Dusty said.  “I know, it doesn’t appear to you that I’m doing anything, but the me in Rethven is busy.”

“How long will it take?”

“First run-through?  Another few minutes to glance over them all.  Then I’ll do a second run-through and look around their whole locale, checking for the bug surface stuff.”

“The bug brûlée,” I said.  “Crunchy on top, gooey underneath.”

“Yuck.”

I cleaned up the mess in the greenhouse while we waited.

“Okay, first look is negative.  The only bugs I see are on the western Edge.  I’ll do a wider look around each village, but it’ll take longer.  Half an hour?  An hour?”

“Okay.  Okay.”  I took a breath and focused on calming down.  “Have I mentioned I really, really hate giant bugs?”

“I’ve had a few hints.  I’ll listen, if you want.”

“I don’t want to talk about it.”

“Fair enough.  By the way, can I have another mini-gate set?”

“What for?”

“I want to see if a bigger gate and bigger wire carry more current.”

“Sure.  Can I have miraculous help in keeping the bugs from taking over the world?”

“I’ll do what I can.  For now, my best effort will probably be reconnaissance.  Celestial bodybuilding takes time.”

“That sucks.  You should get more exercise.  What a delightful coincidence to have a project, hmm?”

“I’ll do what I can,” he repeated.

I fast-tracked a new set of gates for him and gave him a spool of heavier-gauge wire.  There’s a limit to how thick the wire can be before the celestial energies running through it interfere with the gate.  It’s kind of like how a copper wire generates a magnetic field.  The celestial energies start to cause interactions with the wormhole.  We solved this by making a larger gate so the “inside” of the wormhole was farther from the source of the interference.

Well, that’s one way to do it.  I didn’t want to go into detail.  I already knew all this from my angel research, but let him find out on his own.  There are reasons I want to seem ignorant.

I went to my armory world to assemble my robot legions and was immediately annoyed.

The trouble with fissionable material is the half-life.  Say what you will about the bulk and complexity of a fusion plant, at least it runs on hydrogen.  If you’re running low, you fill the tank.  Refueling anything running on radioactive material is a touchy business.  If you leave the fuel alone for very long, it’ll decay into non-viable products.  Your reactor runs out of fuel because the fuel goes bad.  Thing is, the more reactive the fuel, the more power it supplies, and the faster it goes bad.

Mothballing the tank company means I have to refuel them before every mission.  Even with atomic power cells, I run out of gas.

Immortality problems.

What I should do is put a time-ticker on my storage planet so it can tick Rethven along faster.  Technically, Rethven’s time doesn’t go faster, really—it’s all relative.  It means my armory has a fraction of time pass while Rethven goes about its business.  I would, in essence, be putting my Armory world at the head of any time-ticker chain involving Rethven.  Rethven would run faster than it.  All the worlds directly linked to Rethven would run at that speed, too.  But farther down the chain, the diminishing returns would alter, screwing up established ratios.

It's probably less trouble to refuel them when I need them.

So, there I was, on top of a robot tank, sitting in the sunlight, my back against a maser turret, magic mirror in hand, scrolling north of Zirafel, looking for the bug brûlée to plan the upcoming assault.

You’d think the bugs would favor large, open areas, wouldn’t you?  Vast plains, rolling hills, even your average forest or jungle should do fine.  They’re going to eat everything, so the type of vegetation is nothing more than local color.  Right?

Mountains.

Most of the territory I scanned was either flat or hilly.  No big deal.  But along the western Edge, it’s not always like it is in Zirafel.  It’s not always a flat stretch of ground leading to the Edge of the World.  Not even mostly.

No, for a lot of the Edge, it’s mountains.  Not always high and rugged, but big, rocky things sticking up in inconvenient ways.  I suspect it’s another sign of Rendu’s lack of serious investment in the project.  If you want to keep an ocean, you can’t let it spill off the Edge, right?  If he’d been serious about the viability of the world, he’d have worked out a way for things to be forced back into the world, rather than falling out of the system.  But no.  Rethven wasn’t his idea.  He didn’t like it so he only put a rim on it.

One particular peak wore the russet crust I’ve come to know and loathe.  I scanned around it.  I panned up and over.  I circled it—carefully, so as not to accidentally bang my scrying sensor into the Firmament.

The terrain was rocky and jagged, with more up and down than side to side.  The bugs didn’t care.  They had eight legs with pincer-gripper-things at the ends.  The Behemoths had a bit of a struggle on the steeper sections, but they were totally okay simply spraying their bug goo up or down the more vertical faces before wandering off to be disgusting elsewhere.

Eventually, I found a decent spot for a forward observation post.  I fetched Firebrand and Bronze, made sure I had several extra crystals on me—I didn’t want to risk any magical deprivation when a bug tsunami might be the consequence—and waited for nightfall.  Only then did we shift in, and much farther away than my chosen observation spot.  I wanted to sneak up on it in case the bugs detected the magical activity.

Bronze trotted happily forward, picking her footing over the rocky, jagged terrain.  I kept a pair of very sharp eyes ready to cut anything presenting itself.  If they moved nearby, I would hear their chitinous scraping.  And if they came toward us, we would erupt in flames while I got us out of there.

You seem nervous, Boss.

“I’m not nervous.  I’m exceptionally cautious.”

They’re bugs, Boss.  Step on ‘em.  Ice giants are the dangerous things.

“Some of the bugs are enormous and I only brought one rocket launcher.”

Why only one?

“I don’t plan to use it.  I don’t plan to get anywhere near the things.  I have it because my plans don’t always come together.  If things go so wrong I have the opportunity to blow away a Behemoth with it, things have gone much more wrong then my personal comfort zone will tolerate.  I will only be firing a rocket if I have a really good reason, not because I expect to use it.”

Firebrand was silent for several seconds.

Are you afraid of these things? Firebrand finally asked.

“Yes and no.”

That’s not an answer.

We rode in silence for quite a while.

Boss?

“I’m thinking about how to put it.”

Oh.

“I’d have to say I’m not afraid of them, exactly.  These things remind me of some exceptionally nasty ants I once encountered.  I have no pleasant memories of the meeting.  It was a long time ago and I still remember.  They made an impression.”

And these things?

“They aren’t ants.  These are bigger, have nastier stings, and are monsters formed from the primal Chaos by entities incomprehensible to me.  If it weren’t for the bad memories they dredge up, I’d probably be thinking more clearly about them and how to exterminate them.  These things aren’t really a problem for me, on a personal level.  They are a problem for the world my existence depends on.  That’s enough to make me want to kill them, but the motivation is a bit nebulous and unreal.  The idea doesn’t come home to me and grab me, if that makes any sense.  What does bother me is I keep looking at these primal Chaos bug monsters and remembering when I crawled through a giant ant hive.”

I wish I’d been there.

“I wish you’d been there, too.”

It sounds like a lot of fun!

I admitted to myself how Firebrand would probably have loved burning out a mile-high ant mound.

“I wish you could have tried it.  On the more immediate front, we have giant bugs to deal with and my tanks don’t like the terrain.”

So, what are we doing?  What’s the plan?

“I plan to do more surveying.  I’m hoping there are vantage points where I can park the tanks and provoke the bugs into attacking.  I want clear lines of fire, but I’m not sure I’ll be able to get them.”

Change the terrain?

“Magic-eating bugs, remember?”

Grr.  Okay, we go in, hard and hot.  Bronze stomps, I burn, and you suck out all the life.

“Primal Chaos,” I reminded it.  “I can’t drain their vitality without a fight.  Plus, they’re fairly resistant to fire.  And they’re still magic-sucking bugs.  You and Bronze need magic to operate effectively.”

Hmm.

“This is why I created the tanks.  They’re technological and can kill bugs at a distance.  With several of them and open ground, they can kill them at a phenomenal rate.  And, again, this is all about hunting down every single bug, every bug egg, every infested animal with a larval bug in it, every hint, every trace of these things and burning it to ash.”

I’m thinking.  It isn’t something dragons ever dealt with, as far as I recall.

“Let me know what you come up with.”

Bronze reached the back slope of a lesser peak and started up.  I held on until we rounded one shoulder and came into view of Mount Brûlée.

I didn’t like the top-down view from a scrying sensor.  Eyeballing it directly didn’t make me any happier.  It wasn’t as big a colony as in Zirafel.  It wasn’t even the size of the extension in Tamaril.  The numbers involved were low enough for us to roll in a robotic tank company and blast away until everything fell to the ground and stopped twitching.

The trouble was the ground.  It wasn’t something I wanted to ride through.  Bronze plays mountain goat when needed, but I don’t enjoy the ride.  Tracked vehicles don’t do nearly as well.  Getting to the perimeter of the bug goo would be easy enough, but it was a long, twisty route and uncomfortably narrow in places.  Bringing in enough concentrated firepower to handle a bug flood bordered on impossible.  What made it worse was the poor sight lines.  The bugs wouldn’t have to cover much ground before reaching the tanks.  And covering the whole colony, surrounding it so nothing could escape?  No.  Not without a hundred thousand more tanks to make an enormous, irregular perimeter.

I could produce a hundred thousand more.  I could.  But then what?  Killing the colony was treating a symptom, not curing the world’s bug infection.  Would I need to have tanks roaming back and forth across the world on permanent patrol, like worldwide antibodies?  How’s that going to look to my future self?  What legends are going to make their way into the future?  So far, no living human being has seen these bugs, nor my tanks—not that I know of anyway.  I’d like to keep it that way to minimize their impact on future history.

I watched as Workers continued about their business, even in the dark.  The bug goo produced a very faint bioluminescence so they could see.  Humans probably wouldn’t notice it.  I wondered if the bugs ever slept.  I suppose sleep is for things with minds.  Biological robots keep on ticking.

Workers went in and out of various caves.  This displeased me greatly.

Language, Boss.

“They’re living in the caves!”

So we pour a lot of oil down there and light it up.

“It’ll only burn out all the oxygen.  There’s no guarantee any eggs down there need oxygen.  There’s evidence to suggest they can go without much of anything for years and still be viable.  The damn things are like mold!  Angry, toxic, carnivorous, murderous mold!”

Hmm.  Does this mean we’re going to have to go down the holes and torch everything manually?

“Yes!  No!  Maybe.  Dammit!”

Bronze informed me I needed to be quieter.  Some of the visible Soldier bugs were looking our way.

“Great,” I spat.  “They have good hearing, too.”

Bronze pointed out I was louder than a human, sometimes.  She took me down from our vantage point, retracing her route.  We circled Mount Brûlée to look at it from another angle.  Mount Fuji, it was not.  I hated way more than thirty-six views.

Got any ideas, Boss?

“Killing them on the surface was enough of a problem.  Having to kill them underground is simply unfair!”

You’re complaining, Firebrand pointed out, not coming up with solutions.

“Fine,” I replied, growling.  “I can keep flooding the caves with millions of gallons of tetracycline and penicillin.  Their biology—what there is of it—doesn’t like those.  I’m not sure it will kill the eggs, though.”

So test it.  You love testing things.  You like laboratories and screwing around with experiments.

“It’s not screwing around.  It’s science.”

What’s the difference?

“Measurements and writing it down.”

So get more stuff to write down.

I agreed with bad grace.

Before returning to the Flatstation, I detoured to my armory world.  I opened a couple of gates and blew away both Behemoths.  It wouldn’t stop the spread of the bugs, but it would slow them down while they metamorphosed new Behemoths.

Cursing, I also realized I had to shut down my animal-summoning shift-boxes.  No more dazhu.  No more horses.  No deer, no nothing.  Not until we had the prevnyt problem dealt with!

We went back to the Flatstation and I stomped angrily along the steel decking into my laboratory.


Granola Badness

I studied more detailed ways to kill prevnyt.  My mood did not improve.

As it turns out, the eggs’ external shell will protect the larval bug from almost any toxin.  And, as long as any effective toxin is present, the bug won’t hatch.

Note the “eggs” are tiny things, only about the size of a child’s fingernail.  Also note I mean “toxins” in the sense of, “it’s bad for them.”  Acids, for example, are not a toxin.  They directly disrupt the physical integrity of the organisms.  If I wanted to reduce everything to bubbling sludge, I could.  Fluoric acid worked pretty well.  A few thousand tons of it would solve my current bug problems, but it would be counterproductive in the long run.  Bugs liked places humans liked, so acid wasn’t a viable solution. I needed to leave the landscape in a condition to be used later.  Or go to a hell of a lot more post-battle effort to reclaim the corrupted territory.

What annoyed me the most about the bugs’ biochemistry was the total lack of biological sense!  I had a hard time adjusting to a flat world.  I had a harder time with the Miracle of the Sun—although, in retrospect, now that I’ve built the thing…

No, it’s not really their biology.  It’s the fact there’s no ecological niche for these monsters.  I don’t know why I should be upset.  They weren’t designed to get along with anybody or anything.  They were designed to eat and reproduce.  They were designed to be the champions of the world by having the competition for breakfast.  They weren’t part of any sort of environment.  They were biological weapons.

What I wanted, more than anything, was to find a predator for them.  Something to serve as those planetary antibodies I mentioned—the antibodies the tanks simply can’t be.  If, for example, a mutant earthworm found them tasty, any little bits of prevnyt would be eaten as quickly as they hatched.  The bug goo could be trimmed back by swarms of anti-prevnyt cockroaches.  Whatever, as long as something ate them.  The prevnyt could be extinct in a few years and my home-grown counter-insects—now no longer fed by the bug brûlée food source—should come into balance with natural predators and food sources.  Ideally, anyway.

Nature finds a balance, especially when a computer is trying to help.  The bugs were not part of the balance, which was why they were such a pain.

All right.  Fine!  The Heru built monstrous creatures for the sole purpose of killing each other.  It was a biowarfare version of chess.

I’m not fond of biological weapons.  Perhaps this is a strange viewpoint from someone who is a biological weapon, but I admit I’m a hypocrite in many ways.  Nobody can force me to be consistent, not even the hobgoblin of small minds.

As I understand it, the Heru—with the exception of Maddarrah—individually gathered up big wads of Chaos, laid their individuals wills on each, and created their own races.  I don’t know how many specimens of their creations were allowed at once, but I would bet long odds they made as many of the things they could in order to gain as much advantage as possible.  It would be necessary for survival, especially if your lone example encountered a pack of someone else’s creatures.

My altar ego isn’t a Heru.  He doesn’t play Chaos games.  He can’t.  But I am a chaos creature.  A hybrid, to be sure, between biology and Chaos, but do I qualify to play?  There’s a word for it, in Rethven.  What did they call the hybrid offspring of Things and normal creatures?  It’s on the tip of my tongue…

I’ve got a Flatstation, access to the primal Chaos, and a time-ticker.  What can I build?  I mean, I can pull a sandwich out of the Void.  I can’t make a living creature.  I can get something identical to a mouse, for example, but I can’t make a live one.

Okay, I can’t actually create life.  I’m not overwhelmingly surprised.

On the other hand, I can take a living thing, mix in a dollop of Chaos, and change it.  I discovered this when I held a mouse cupped in both hands and reached into the Chaos, trying to duplicate it.  My idea was if I had an existing life-force at the point of duplication, it might be possible to split it, share it among the two bodies.  It could then recover from the ordeal as two live mice.

Instead, I got a dead mouse, as usual, with one exception.  The live mouse underwent radical and unforeseen alterations.  What I got back didn’t live long… fortunately.  But I realized that, with a little more control and a lot less raw Chaos, I might be able to change a lifeform in ways even the most sophisticated genetic engineering software could not.  Not with the same precision and control, no, but if the only way to hit the target was to fling a lot of darts at it…

The shotgun method works, but it requires patience.  I can be patient.  I was patient for two hundred years, working on angel assassination.  The prevnyt were also near the top of my fecal roster, so everything else could wait a week.

A week in Rethven.  Latching the Voidstations onto the end of a time-ticker chain of worlds meant I had lots of time.

At last, a project where I’m not in a hurry.  Except I felt like hurrying.

Eri passed Velina through to the Flatstation and sent me a visitor alert.  It’s important to know when someone is aboard.  I killed my latest chaos hybrid—marivel!  That’s the word!—and pinned it down for dissection and examination.

Velina wheeled a trolley loaded with buckets into my lab and paused.

“You have a new project,” she observed.

“I suppose so,” I agreed, straightening.  I looked around.  I had several hundred different specimens laid out, labeled, and tagged.  Now that I was looking at the laboratory, it reminded me of something.  Frankenstein?  Maybe, if Victor was the offspring of Giger and Lovecraft.  And if he was more interested in taking things apart for easy reference.

“I believe you have the time-gates set so the Flatstation hurries through time?”

“The Voidstations are at the end of a chain,” I agreed.  “Did this cause you any problems?”

“Not once I understood what was happening.  I have a gardening robot with your greenhouse programming on the garden deck.”

“I thought you liked gardening.”

“I do, but if I am gone for months at a time…”

“Ah.  Any trip could be quite a while.  I hadn’t considered that.”

“It is of no consequence,” she assured me.  “You must concern yourself with larger issues.  That is proper.”  She looked around the lab.  “May I ask what you have taken on?”

“Biowarfare:  Better extermination through ecology.”

“I do not understand.”

“I’m trying to create a life-form to eat the bugs.  More importantly, one that won’t then go on to eat everyone and everything.  It’s kind of like finding a particular type of spider to live in your house, rather than spraying poison around.”

“I see.  Since it has been some time since I last insisted on your welfare, shall I assume you are thirsty?”

“Oh, yes.”

“Then it is good I have brought these.”  She gestured at the plastic buckets on the trolley.  “Shall I open and dump them, or would you rather stick your face in one at a time?”

“Is that a joke?”

“Yes.”

“I like it!  And I’ll take the second option, please.”

She pulled the lid off a bucket and I stuck my face in it.  Why not?  It’s not like it would spill or stain—not for long, anyway.

“Better?” she asked, after the fourth bucket.  She could have brought one five-gallon bucket instead of smaller, one-gallon buckets, but maybe she wanted me to drink more slowly and enjoy it.

“Much.  I’m still peckish, though.”

“Then let us find an evildoer.”

“Excellent—hold on.”  I paused, thinking.  No, remembering.

“Yes?”

“Maybe we should find someone who is ready to die, instead.”

“What’s the difference?”

“I’m not sure, but I’ve been forgetting.  There’s a lot stuffed into my brain and I’m wondering if it’s nearing capacity.  I don’t know if I need to get off the fast-food evildoers and start eating the healthier ready-to-dies, but it’s something I want to try.”

“As you wish.”

“Oh, and, Velina?”

“Yes?”

“Thank you for taking care of me.”

“It is my duty, my privilege, and my purpose.”

“I’m sure you’re aware, but I feel it needs to be re-stated every so often: If there’s anything you want from me, anything at all, you have only to say so.”

“I have everything I desire.”

“I don’t understand, but I accept unreservedly.  You’ll tell me if you think of anything you want?”

She looked suddenly thoughtful, as though struck by an idea.

“Would it be acceptable to have an assistant or two?”

“Humans?”

“Yes.”

“On the Spherestation?”

“If you will permit it.”

It was my turn to be thoughtful.

“Hell, no,” I did not say.  “I’m not letting someone into my home,” I refused to continue.  “This is a private space with really dangerous knowledge and equipment, and I don’t trust anybody to be near it!”

I said it in my head, but I didn’t let it out.

Why did I instantly hate the idea?  Was it all those years here?  This was the longest I’d ever lived anywhere.  My metal boxes floating in the Void were the closest thing I had to a home.

I miss Mount Arthur.

Did I simply hate the idea of changing the dynamic on my Stations of Solitude?  Sometimes change is a good thing, isn’t it?  Admittedly, I’m trying desperately to make sure Rethven doesn’t change from what I remember, but would it be so bad to have another person on my Voidstations?  Or only the Spherestation, to see how it worked out?  I can tell Eri not to pass anyone new to the Flatstation.  And wasn’t I trying to get back into the groove of understanding and associating with humans again?

It might be good for me.  No wonder I hated the idea.  Even water tastes bad if you drink it because “it’s good for you.”

“Maybe,” I said aloud.  “We’ll have to determine their suitability, and I’ll want their access to certain decks restricted.  I trust you.  I don’t trust anyone else.  But… if you want an assistant, it’s okay with me.”

“I thank you.”

She wheeled the trolley out and I finished pinning down my latest creation for autopsy.  It’s important to examine them before they go bad.  Despite my slightly peckish feeling, I did it properly.

Then it was time for a trip to the hospice.  Finding dying people for take-out is difficult.  Much better to eat in.

I’m still not sure if there’s a difference.  I mean, I murder people.  Let’s be real.  They were alive when I started and they’re dead when I finish.  The only variable I see is some of them are grateful.  Or were grateful.  Would be grateful if they could be.  Whatever.

Someone violent or dangerous or morally reprehensible gets killed by a blood-sucking monster and people go, “Wow.  He had it coming.”  By contrast, an ancient guy on life support spends all his days wishing there was at least a television in his room.  If he dies on his own everyone goes, “Well, it was his time.”  If I show up and eat him, people freak out, screaming about murder—but they’re secretly relieved great-grandpa finally got to go.

Maybe that’s why so many cultures have issues with assisted suicide for the aged or terminally ill.  The big objection isn’t how great-grandpa won’t be around anymore.  Lying alone in a hospice bed, he’s not really around, as such.  He’s clinging to life like a cat stuck on the curtains.  The big issue is nobody wants to be remembered as the cold-hearted bastard who pulled the plug and killed him.  Nobody wants their name on the paperwork.  Nobody wants to be responsible.

But I’m not really human anymore, am I?  Maybe I’m wrong.  Maybe my opinion is useless in matters of humanity.  I’m clearly not qualified to be anything a society would want me to be.  I barely managed to be a father—and even then, I’m not sure how well I did.  King?  Avatar?  Knight?  I didn’t even do too well as the weird guy who lives up the street!  I haven’t found any sort of niche, and that sometimes bothers me a little.

A long time ago, I decided I wasn’t human.  Old habits die hard.  I keep forgetting I’m not.  And humanity keeps reminding me, like a fist in the face.

Maybe that’s why I still don’t understand what Velina sees in me.

After dinner, she accompanied me back to the Flatstation’s new Chaos lab.  I didn’t mind.  Besides, if something I chaosified got loose again—zero days—she would be helpful in skewering it.  Things would go more quickly, too, with an assistant.  I love it when I can hand stuff off to others and let them take care of it, but it didn’t occur to me how much nicer things can be when I have help.

I fished out one of the pink-nosed, white mice, opened the window in the lab, and reached out—”To the Firmament and beyond!”—with my mouse-holding hand.  I concentrated on what I wanted and, when I drew my hand back, the mouse was no longer a mouse.  There was mouse in its ancestry, certainly.  Best of all, it was still alive!  This showed huge progress from my initial experiments.  Getting them back alive was the first thing I had to manage.  It’s a process.  There’s a learning curve.  It takes skill.

There are now highly-robust and aggressive cleaning spells in the lab.  They won’t quite take skin off, but you better be ready with the aloe vera when you leave.  They’re not constantly running, but I can trigger them to deal with exceptional messes.  I didn’t need such cleaning spells until recently.

I put the not-a-mouse in the not-mice container and Velina slammed the lid.  She stared at it through the transparent aluminum.  It opened its head, revealing rows of spiky teeth, and squealed at her.  Velina recoiled slightly from the little monster.

The transparent aluminum didn’t shatter like the glass did.  Zero days.

“This is better than the bugs?” she inquired.

“No.  I doubt it.  No, I’m experimenting with altering things.  My hope is to figure out how to do it more reliably and controllably.  When I get as good as I can get, I’ll know my limitations.  I can work out what criteria I need to fulfill and what’s within my capabilities.”

“And the purpose of this is to find something to eat the bugs?”

“Sort of.  There are a lot of criteria, which makes the task more complicated.  It has to have a preference for eating prevnyt, but it has to survive without them.  This requires a thaumivore metabolism.  I tried genetically engineering something technologically, but I don’t think magical affinity is a genetic function.  I think I’m going to need Chaos in the creature to have it eat a creature of Chaos.”

“Perhaps you might experiment with different animals and see what the effects are on each?”

“I will.  Right now, I’m experimenting with identical creatures so I can see how I’m progressing.”

She regarded the furry, spiky little thing as it pressed all its teeth against the side of the cage and tried to gnaw on it.  Its tongue rasped against the clear metal, scuffing it.

“This is normal?”

“Not in the slightest.”

“What went wrong?”

“Wrong?  No, no!  This is an improvement.  The first time I tried it, I got dead collections of organs.  The last several tries came back alive.  I’m definitely getting better with practice!”

She continued to regard the former mouse.  Three of its eyes looked at her while it continued to try eating the wall of its cage.  Two other eyes kept watching me and the remaining eye observed its surroundings.

“And you are still doing it?”

“I said I’m getting better.”

“I should hope so.”

Sass.  Velina is starting to give me sass.  For some reason, it made me feel better.

She came and went because she had to eat, sleep, and basically be alive.  I took two drinking breaks because she insisted.  What persuaded me was something she said about not being a good assistant if she was eaten.  She also cautioned me how the clones were having trouble keeping up with the demand.

Velina already defrosted every last clone in cryostasis.  She thinks ahead.  I don’t know what I’d do without her.  Be unhappier, I suspect.  I can see why she might want an assistant.  I helped a little by hauling in a lot of nutrient-type supplies for the clones, but that was easy. I have a shift-box relay through the Stepstation for that.

I also added extra nutrition to the clones in the blood farm and a healing spell specifically to enhance their blood production.  It wouldn’t keep up, but it would help them last longer.  I could drink every clone on the Spherestation dry, no problem.  I wasn’t doing anything physically strenuous, which is what usually makes me thirsty.  Unless there was something about working with Chaos that made my body desperate to recover?  Could regular contact with Chaos be affecting me physically?

I made a note to look into it.  I had more immediate problems. 

Another thing I made was good progress in my crash course in chaotic biology.  I suspect all these years of being a chaos-creature hybrid have made dealing with raw Chaos easier for me.  Nonetheless, even with lots of practice, my skill only went so far.  I didn’t get to a point where I could control it.  I could keep living things alive by steering the changes, but it was steering in the rain on a steep grade in the dark.  Precision was—at least for the moment—impossible.

If I steered the test animal toward being a predator, it would definitely be a dangerous beast.  It might have claws.  It might have powerful legs for springing on prey.  It might be venomous.  It might have a stinger—or it might have stingers in however many feet it had!  But if I didn’t specifically want a predatory mouse, it didn’t always come back with enhanced lethality.  Different colors, skin textures, altered limbs, skeletal structure, different eyes—you name it.  It wasn’t a total crapshoot, but it was a long way from anything resembling control.

I moved on to other animals, trying to figure out how to create something that would eat prevnyt.  I didn’t get a lot of likely-looking results until I had a brainwave.

Several minutes later, I rammed enough power through a shift-box for another direct bugnapping.  Bugs sense the rise in magical force and are quite happy about it, being thaumivores, so they’re easy targets from a mobility standpoint.  It’s the power requirement that makes it difficult.

The Worker in the cage was displeased.  I was displeased at the high-pitched shrieking noise, so I killed it.  I also harvested its outer shell.

As far as I can tell, the crusty stuff on top of the bug brûlée is the same as the bugs’ outer hide.  If I kill thousands of bugs and leave them, the rest of the bugs will eat their former fellows, no problem.  What I wanted was something else to eat them, something that would find these exact crunchy bits delicious.

Using raw Chaos to alter something is a lot like a “messy bits” spell.  It’s power-intensive and requires absolute focus.  It is not what I’d call efficient, practical, or safe.  On the other hand, using a messy-bits spell to help focus the Chaos and direct the change had only just occurred to me.

I have prevnyt eggs, carapace, and can get living bug goo, no problem.  I shifted in all sorts of normal animals as potential, Chaos-altered predators.  I have a window into the primal Chaos.  I’ve got a matter-conversion thaumaturgic reactor.

Now, if only I had a better idea of what I’m doing.  Well, if I knew what I was doing, it wouldn’t be research…

They say Edison—depending on which Earth you’re on—tried anywhere between one thousand and eight thousand filament materials for his incandescent light bulb.  On some Earths, he found it relatively quickly.  On others, he had to persevere for much longer.  In the same spirit, I went into my prevnyt-predator creation.

Shotgun time.  Spray lead at the target until you hit it.

Which is not to say this made performing eight hundred and ninety-six “messy bits” spells any easier.  More familiar, perhaps, but not really easier.  I kept improving the spell structure and design, insofar as it was possible to improve it, simplifying the whole process to make it more robust, focusing it to make the result I wanted more likely.  Each spell was still a lot of work, followed by a lot of analysis, and, in general, a lot of cataloguing and freezing.

They aren’t Chaos entities.  Not even hybrid Chaos entities, like me.  No, these are altered by Chaos, but not infused with it.  It’s an important distinction, but I’m not sure the people of Rethven ever realized the difference—or, for that matter, cared.  Marivel is sort of a blanket term for everything derived or descended from the forces outside the Firmament.  Some of them were relatively harmless, some not so harmless, and others were clearly products of a deranged imagination.

Some of the Things I produced in the lab were biological disasters waiting to happen.  I was proud of them in the sense I made something.  I was not proud of them in the sense I never wanted them to see the light of day.  Nor the night sky.  Nor did I want them loose and lurking in the dark.  Dead, dissected, and frozen was barely acceptable.

One of the worst things about my kludged-together spell was the whole Chaos component.  I couldn’t put a mouse—or a bat, or a bird, or snake, or whatever—in a containment circle and still wave it out the window.  I couldn’t even draw Chaos into the diagram by plugging in a wire, as with celestial energies.

This was problematic.  There are no good conductors for the manifestation of Chaos.  It pretty much destroys anything it touches.  Arguably, one can sort-of pipe it in like an acid instead of conducting it like an energy, but the pipe, by its nature, inflicts a certain level of order on it, making it useless for the spell.  There was no good way to get it from the outside to the inside.

Well… there was a way.  Not a good way, but workable one.

Me.

Instead of piping it anywhere, I could draw a handful of Chaos out of the Void.  I could hold it, personally, as a Chaos entity holding Chaos energy, not as something contained and directed by a spell. I could put it into the spell’s primary action circle and activate the spell.

Of course, I had to focus on the Chaos to hold it in its raw state.  The spell had to be set up and programmed in advance.  As a result, the spell acquired more and more focusing agents on the defining characteristics I wanted.  Some were relevant materials.  Others were crystals with visualizations.  This left me free to grab a handful of the primal Void without any distractions.

In some ways, it was like adding water to dried clay to soften it.  You don’t sculpt with dry clay, after all.  When my addition softened the reality of the test animal, the spell pressed it into the new morphogenic mold, re-making it in a new image.  Thing is, using raw Chaos means the mold gets softened a bit, too.  Metaphorically.  There’s no way to tell exactly what you’ll get out of it.  I kept improving it every time I refined the spell.

The results were pretty wild the first couple of times.  I had to get the hang of it.  And I had to keep adding new conditions.  “Don’t eat metal,” for example.  That was a condition I hadn’t thought I’d need, but I was wrong.  “Be biologically compatible with the objects in Circle #11, #17, and #23,” was another.  My final product needed to be able to digest prevnyt—indeed, needed a preference for the things!—but it would also have to be able to survive on more mundane foods, preferably like a bird rather than like a tiger.  It would have to survive even when there were no prevnyt, otherwise this new creature would die out and any longer-delay prevnyt eggs would hatch without any predators.  It would have to find—the computer would have to find—a little niche for it in the ecosystem even if there were no prevnyt eggs ever again.

What really slowed me down was a side effect to my Chaos manipulations.  Every time I cast the spell, it advanced my thirst.  Every time.  Draw the Chaos in, slap it into the primary circle, wait until it stopped wriggling like a bucket of worms on meth during an LSD trip, extract the new beastie, put it in the tank for later, and go get a drink.  It was bad.  I eventually had to separate the Voidstation constellation.  The Spherestation went out at the end of the daisy chain for blood production while the Flatstation moved up. With the clones on the Spherestation, they had much more time to bleed and recuperate.

Even with this setup, I had to take a break and expand the cloning facility.  I was drinking the equivalent of two people every time I cast my Chaos spell.  This was a ridiculous amount, especially since I could sort out the results of a spell and have the refinement ready in a matter of hours.  The cloning facility on the Spherestation, even with the time differential, couldn’t keep up with my ravenous demands.

We put in six more clone tanks, all the supplies for them, another two dozen life-support beds, and expanded the storage tanks.  We put more clones through the process, fast-tracked them to build up a blood supply, and started getting ready for my updated demand.

I should point out I was focused on improving the existing facilities and distracted by thinking about ways to improve my spell.  My situational awareness wasn’t as high as it could have been.  We had the clones bubbling gently in their tubes and I was having a drink.  I shifted in a load of medical equipment.  Velina took stuff out of the cases to stow in the cabinets.

As I watched, I realized I was a complete and total chump.

I’m stupid.  I’m so stupid, it’s a wonder someone hasn’t shot me in the head, thinking I was a zombie.  Maybe I should eat brains in the hope it will make me smarter.

Back when I built these stations, why did I install cloning facilities and a blood bank?  Because going out whenever I needed to drink something was a risk.  I have, on occasion, run into angels.  I do not recall a single pleasant meeting.  They don’t like me for my Chaos infection.  They want to cure it by burning it out of me and if I burn with it, that’s perfectly okay with them.

Okay, there was one angel encounter where it didn’t immediately want to fry me.  That one disliked me because I pointed out it was an asshat.

Back then, I didn’t have any sort of gauge of their capabilities.  I was worried they might have a way to trace a gate spell, which could lead them to one of my Voidstations, which, in turn, would lead them to realize I’m the one fishing, scaling, gutting, and frying them.  I doubt this endears me to them in any way.

Now?  Now I’m a chaos entity, sure, and angels still don’t like me, but that’s how my life is.  The big change in my situation is I’m not actively engaged in kidnapping them.  That’s over.  I’m done.  I might be something they want to burn, but it’s unlikely they would know what I’ve done merely by looking at me.

Why am I being so damn cautious?  Inertia?  Habit?  Forgetfulness?  Paranoia?

I do not think everyone is out to get me.  I merely assume it as the default.

I realized all this and wondered… Why am I still cloning humans and farming them for blood?  It’s complicated and requires both a lot of setup and maintenance.  Why not step out to grab a quick snack?

Then—and this is the thing that hit me in the face like a blood pudding at the speed of sound—I realized I could do the opposite.

It’s hard to target people with a shifter.  The way the spell starts to manifest around them is invisible, but it makes them nervous, uneasy.  If they’re magically sophisticated, they dive out of the way because they know a spell is targeting them.  Even animals get nervous when a shift-booth tries to surround one, so they don’t always freeze in place to look for what’s gone weird around them.  It’s tricky.

But a medical container full of blood doesn’t dodge.  It sits there, like an ingot of metal, and disappears on command.  Why not simply set up a shifter to grab bags of the stuff?

Oh, look! There’s a truck transporting blood from a blood bank to a hospital.  It’s a routine transfer.  In the refrigerated back of the truck, there are many boxes with bags of the stuff inside.  See this box?  It’s labeled “Type O Pos.”  It’s literally the most common blood type in the world.  See this other one?  “Type A Pos.”  The second most common type.

Swipe both containers.  Empty them.  Now we use them as shift-spaces.  Get the plastic tubing, a little hot glue, more epoxy than you think you need, and a little DIY ingenuity.  If I set it up properly, a box of blood bags imports the blood, automated systems connect the bags to drain them, and a tube leads down like a straw.

A beer hat for blood!

There’s more to it than that, of course.  I want the blood checked for parasites, diseases, and other abnormalities.  Not necessarily because it’s bad for me, but because most blood diseases taste awful.  I’ll have to route it through the Stepstation and install a purity test station before a shipment gets forwarded to the Flatstation, but the basic principle is to steal it instead of grow it.

On a Voidstation, I have the power budget to do this two or three times a day.  I wouldn’t want to do this in Rethven—and certainly not on an Earth!  Not so often, anyway.  It wouldn’t be so bad for regular feedings, I suppose, provided I put in the work to set it up and power it.  I could make it work on an Earth, in whatever house I’m living in, but it would be inconvenient and impractical on the road.

Maybe if I enchanted a juice box?  Capri Moon?  Capri Night?  Capri Jugulum?  Capri Night, probably.

If I ever set up shop on a world with a well-established vampire society, I could make a fortune by opening a members-only bar.  It might even be safe from interference from other vampires.  Who would want to disrupt a steady, dependable supplier?  Nobody’s dumb enough to kill the goose that bleeds forever, right?

Wait.  If I remember the fable properly, someone does kill the magic goose.  Never mind.

It took fair amount of effort and time to wire it all up and get it working, but at least it solved the thirst problem.  I put a big chair in the autopsy lab attached to the Chaos lab and installed the incoming blood buckets on the wall above it.  This let me get a lot more work done on the prevnyt predator problem.

Eight hundred and ninety-six.  I think I mentioned it took eight hundred and ninety-six tries.  I stopped on eight hundred and ninety-six because the result looked shockingly familiar.

I was working with bearded dragons—the lizards, not the fire-breathing sort.  The idea was that these lizards were insectivores.  This would be, symbolically, a good head start on eating prevnyt bugs.  I put the next one in the subject circle of the diagram and added a handful of Chaos to the setup.  The spell did its rather disgusting and non-Euclidian thing.  The result was a snakelike creature, this time including batlike—or dragon-like—wings.  It was about eighteen inches long.  The mouth had a lot of teeth, though, as well as a pair of fangs.  From the dentition, I was pretty sure the rear teeth could grind up bug carapace.  The front fangs weren’t very long, so maybe they could break through carapace and pry up smaller chunks to eat.

The design, the layout, the coloration, everything about it was familiar.  I’d seen this beast before, or one very much like it.  Where?  What was it?  Had I inadvertently copied an existing creature?

No, I hadn’t.  Or only sort of.

It bore a striking resemblance to those flying, reptilian guys who clustered around Mount Arthur’s chimney vents.  And, someday, might do so again.  I had a conversation with one.  They were called… give me a minute.  Thashrak?  Yes, I believe so.

Cut me some slack.  It’s been a couple of centuries.

I was immediately hit by a bunch of implications.  Was this a female?  Did I need to genetically engineer a mate for it?  Should I breed a thousand and turn them loose, or wait until the ecology was in better shape?

Then I started thinking about the bigger questions.

Were there any other Rethven creatures I needed to create?  For example, where did the carnivorous unicorns come from?  Were they magical mutations that would come about on their own, given mundane creatures and enough time?  Or would I have to make one?  And that’s only one example!  What else was supposed to be loose in Rethven?  Dazhu, obviously, and tuva.  There might be hundreds of other unique creatures found nowhere else in the multiverse!

I sat down in my feeding chair and slurped until I calmed down.  It’s not good for me to be angry, afraid, and thirsty all at once.

Coming back to the thashrak, I couldn’t even be sure this was the solution to my prevnyt problem!  Simply because they existed in the future didn’t mean they had anything to do with the big bugs.  In point of fact, the bugs weren’t supposed to exist at all!  So how did the thashrak come to be the first time around?  Did they exist normally in Rethven, die in the Long Night, and my actions were re-creating them?  Or did they not exist at all until I created them in this moment?  Were they some Heru creation for the Great Game—unlikely as it seemed—or were they something Rendu thought to include in the ecological design?  Or another Heru’s way of cheating by making sure the bugs had a handicap?

While I sat there and slurped, grumbling to myself, thoughts racing through time loops, paradoxes, possibilities, and potentialities, my thashrak made angry noises in the other room.  I paused my slurping long enough to go back and shovel bug bits into the cage.  We might as well see if it—

It promptly ate everything

—if it likes prevnyt?

It ate the eggs first, chewing happily, then moved on to bug organs.  It licked the piece of carapace clean, then, still hungry, gnawed on it like a dog gnaws on a bone.  It occasionally manipulated things with its tail, but mostly with its mouth and the little claws at the midpoint of its wings.  When it moved on the ground, it slithered like a snake, but it could also pull itself along with those wing-thumb-claw things.

I wasn’t sure if they could be domesticated, but I felt the urge to kiss this one and keep it as a pet.  Anything eating prevnyt parts was okay in my book.

It wasn’t what I envisioned as a bug-killer, but I’ll take it.  If it worked out, I mean.  I still don’t know what I’m doing when it comes to using Chaos to restructure life forms, but after the better part of a thousand tries, maybe I got lucky.

Once it had a chance to let breakfast settle in, I added bug eggs to one end of the cage and regular bug meat to the other.  It went straight for the eggs—a clear preference and one I heartily approved of.

Twenty minutes later, I had a three-foot-square chunk of bug brûlée under glass.  I let my thashrak into the container with the live brûlée and watched.

It sniffed around, gnawed on the surface crust a bit, and finally hissed angrily and spat venom.

I did not know they could do that.  I was always under the impression they had to bite to use it.  Maybe they bite bigger things as a warning.  Or maybe the thashrak I remembered had to bite and my little creation could also spit.  Or maybe their poison—as far as humans are concerned—isn’t dangerous unless they get it into your eyes or your bloodstream.  I didn’t do a lot of research on them, way back when.

Whatever, the venom bubbled on the surface crust.  This didn’t dissolve it, but the crust softened, like a dry sponge given water.  The thashrak used its fangs and wing-claws to crack it, pry it up, and feast on the exposed goo below.  It had to work for it, but it seemed reasonably happy with the result.  It ate until it was full.

It settled in at one corner and curled up for a nap.  I raised the temperature in the original cage and it lifted its head, clearly considering.  After a bit, it slithered into the warm cage and uncoiled, stretching out to enjoy the heat.

I doubt my ability to replicate my creation experiment, but I will bet hard money I can replicate the creature.

Time to do some testing.

Dang it, while thashrak venom is toxic to prevnyt, it’s not immediately lethal.  It’s oily and doesn’t aerosolize well, so it’s a poor gas weapon.  It softens the chitinous outer skin, but it has to be splashed on, not just come in contact.  If I ever want to execute a bug via lethal injection, it’ll work perfectly, but it’s not something I can put on a blowgun dart!

It’s less complicated to shoot them.

On the other hand, making a thousand more thashrak proved to be simpler than I’d feared.  The genetics were still largely reptilian, but definitely thaumivoric.  It won’t survive forever in an Earth-level magical field.  It should do fine in Rethven, though.  But cloning it wasn’t, fundamentally, any more difficult than cloning any other lizard.

The genetic engineering software in the medical computer had a minor conniption, though.  It kept insisting the “life form” was not possible.  I had to fiddle with the settings until I found the override.  I’ve never had to look for it before.  Even so, I counted myself lucky the gender was controlled by simple chromosome pairs.  If it hadn’t been a chromosomal issue, I’d have had to start the medcomp on total gene mapping, and that involved more than a simple “ignore this error” sort of override.  It was not something I wanted to try.

Now I have a thousand and Velina won’t go onto the wilderness deck.  Well, I had to put them somewhere, didn’t I?  I couldn’t turn them loose on Rethven and hope for the best!

I’m getting ahead of myself.  Let me back up a bit.

I reinforced the wilderness deck and introduced one Worker bug.  It ate whatever it could get and, after a steady diet of non-bug materials, it laid eggs.  Eventually, the Worker, having laid all its eggs, started secreting something resembling the usual bug goo.  This formed a sort of cocoon around it and hardened while the bug underwent a metamorphosis, finally hatching from its shell as a small Behemoth.  It began to eat again, growing rapidly over the next hundred hours and, much to my dismay, the other bug eggs—now covered in bug slime—hatched.

I turned loose the first hundred or so of my thashrak.  The bugs didn’t like them.  The thashrak didn’t actually attack, but nibbled wherever they could.  Brûlée areas were gnawed on, spat on, and sucked up.  They were worse than rats on a farm, but the bugs kept on hatching and doing their thing.

I didn’t see the first occasion, but I realized I couldn’t find a Soldier.  I saw what happened to the second one, though.

A flock of thashrak grazed on the bug brûlée, working their way in from the edge.  The new Soldier bug scuttled over to kill them.

Individually, a thashrak is no match for even a Worker.  On the other hand, they weren’t individuals.  They were a cloud.  The flock of them swarmed around the Soldier, constantly in motion, spitting venom at it, while others of their number landed on it, wrapped around limbs or protrusions, and bit.  Several of those found soft spots and sank fangs into the flesh beneath to inject more venom.

Six dead thashrak.  One dead Soldier.  They started eating it.

Of course, the Behemoth slid over to see what was going on and brought all the Workers, as well—this was an emergency!  So the thashrak flew away… to the other side of the bug brûlée, where they continued to nibble.  They were faster and much more mobile than the bugs.

I kept putting more thashrak into the wilderness deck until they ran out of bugs.  When the thashrak started eating fruits and berries—they’re mostly vegetarians, except when it comes to prevnyt—they also slowed down.  Feeding on a diet of chaos bugs, they were lively and active.  Eating plants and small vermin, they were more lethargic and tended to sleep in their nests a lot.  I introduced a bunch of other animals as a test.  The thashrak would eat mice, if pressed, but preferred fruits, berries, and insects.  They defended themselves from predatory birds.  Over the course of a time-distorted year, they seemed to fit in well with Terrestrial life forms.

I stamped a big, fat “approved” on them, entered their data into the terraforming computer, and released my snaky legions near Mount Bug.

Of course, then I had to clean and sterilize the wilderness deck, but Oscar helped.  He’s my original thashrak.  In our early days together, he didn’t appreciate my gene sampling, but we got past it.  He’s very good at sniffing out bug bits and he’s surprisingly friendly.  Firebrand thought he would look better if he could breathe fire, but was otherwise uninterested.  Firebrand enjoyed flaming everything on the whole wilderness deck to ashes, sterilizing it.

When do I get to burn things that scream? Firebrand asked, as I walked back and forth, scorching the earth.  Well, the deckplates.  It was easier to clean everything out and wash the metal with fire.

“I don’t know.  I don’t really have much occasion for it, these days.”

I’ve noticed.  I don’t suppose Velina wants to go a-Heroing?

“I’ll ask.  You’d be okay with her?”

I get bored.  Even a dragon can only sleep so much.

“I’m sorry.  I can find another version of Thermopylae, if you like.”

Maybe.  That Leonidas guy was kind of old, but he wasn’t too bad.  Or… I bet we could break the Greek lines in nothing flat if we fought alongside the Persians!

“I have no doubt, but would you rather have the challenge or the victory?”

Victory.

“I find myself unsurprised.  There are a lot of great battles in the history of Earth where you could change the outcome.”

I know, Firebrand replied, smugly.

When we were done sterilizing, I brought in fresh samples of wilderness, various animals, and a few dazhu.  It was a good experiment on how to shift in chunks of terrain.

I’ll leave the wilderness deck sealed for a while.  I don’t want it linked to the rest of the Spherestation.  Not until at least a couple of years have gone by with no signs of prevnyt infestation.  We flamed the whole thing, yes, but… just to be sure.


Planting Plans

Velina put the clones in cold storage once I got my drinking hat working properly.  It’s not really a hat, obviously, but it still reminds me of the beer hat setup.  An extremely expensive beer hat, to be sure, but well worth it under the circumstances.

Once she had the clones frozen solid, she asked me into her workroom.  I went, of course.  She eyed Oscar.  Oscar eyed her back.  They don’t like each other and I’m not sure why.  I know Velina doesn’t like thashrak in general.  She’s not fond of snakes, either, although bats don’t seem to bother her.  Maybe Oscar picked up on it.

“What’s up?” I asked.

“I have spent a little time in a Topside Station, using the mirrors there.  I now find it difficult to observe the ice giants in their routine activities.”

“How so?”

“The ice giants act to stop my observations.”

Inwardly, I said, Well, that’s not good.  Outwardly, I said, “Oh?  Show me.”

She activated a mirror on the Spherestation, targeted the gate, and pulled up the scrying image.  Four ice giants stood in a snowdrift.  From their posture and the shadows, they were looking up and south, presumably observing the sun.

“Seems to be working.”

“Wait,” she suggested.  I waited.  A moment later, one of them turned as though to look at us.  It raised a hand and pointed.  All the spines on its back stood up and quivered.

The scrying spell quit, the gate shut down, and the mirror went back to reflecting Velina.

“Huh.  They don’t like being scried on.”

“I had reached that conclusion.”

“I’m not surprised.  I don’t appreciate it, either.  How long have they been popping your scrying sensors?”

“It is only a recent thing.”

I remembered an anti-scrying shotgun I once built when I was feeling especially grumpy.  We would have to go over the appropriate safety systems now that ice giants were starting to take notice.

“Have you been watching anything else?”

“The creatures you call ‘the bugs.’  Your work has taken only a few days in Rethven, so they have not spread that I can see.  More to my interest has been the people of Rethven.  The cycles of day and night are pleasing to them.”

“I can only imagine.  Have you noticed any irregularities in the day-night cycle?  I’ve reviewed all the telemetry, but you’re the one who tolerates sunrise and sunset.  How’s it look to you?”

“It is well.  Were I not aware of the nature of the world and its sun, it would not occur to me to question it.”

“Wonderful!  I can finally check that box off my list.”

“What else remains for you to do?” she asked.

“I still have to manufacture seasons, but that’s an add-on project.  I also need to get the ecology computer fully set up and running.”

“What does that entail?”

“I’ve got the base system in and the factory should have churned out enough scrying spellboards—or, no, I’ve been in the fastest-track world.  Maybe it will by the time I get down there.  I have my altar ego’s warehouse robots to install them and several spells digging tunnels for this auxiliary equipment.”  I rubbed my forehead.

“I also need to work out a gate spellboard, get in the equipment for environmental sampling and analysis, and build a forestry robot to plant the Darkwood.  And, of course, I have to deal with these damned prevnyt monsters so they don’t eat the world.  I’m sure there are other things I need to do, but I’m forgetting them.  No doubt they’ll come back to bite me.”

“How can I be of service?”

I had to think about it.  My usual attitude is I have to do it myself.  I’m slowly learning to delegate.

Along the western side of the northern continent, there would one day be a vast forest called “The Darkwood.”  At that moment, the region had very few trees and none of them were alive.  It would probably be a good idea to plant a few.  Or a few million.

It wasn’t too complicated.  The task broke down into three parts:  Production, delivery, and planting.  Growing a crop of tree seedlings I could automate.  I was already ahead of the curve with the greenhouses.  I had a much better first-hand awareness of how various types of tree saplings could be handled.  All I needed to do was accelerate the world using time-ticker technology.  Robots then monitor, water, and harvest seedling trees, packaging them for distribution and planting.  Automating all this was relatively easy.  I adapted existing infrastructure.  No problem.

Delivery, obviously, was going to require magic.  Robots, harvesting the seedlings—along with a fair amount of soil, to preserve the roots—would put them, one by one, in a shift-box.  The other end of the shift box was in a forestry robot, in Rethven.  Pretty straightforward.

All I needed to do, really, was develop the forestry robot.  I could have used a typical warehouse robot from my altar ego’s Reactor Worlds, but those require frequent recharging.  They’re also not really designed for long-term outdoor work.  They were designed for smooth, hard floors.

What I produced was a six-legged, armored robot.  It could probably outrun an ice giant, which was one design criteria.  It usually traveled at a walking pace.  It didn’t have an atomic power cell, though.  Since it wasn’t meant to get into contact with prevnyt, I put a spell on a charging component.  Magic went in, was converted to electricity, and continuously charged the battery pack.  If it had to, it could stop and rest every so often, recharging, but it wouldn’t need any fuel.  Combined with a repair spell, the thing could run forever.

In use, the forestry robot started at the southern coast and stomped northward.  Inside, it had a chamber with a spell on it for the seedling-shifter.  The robot paused every forty feet to drill a hole.  When it reached the proper depth—it would simply move on if it hit too much rock—it shifted in a seedling tree.  This fell into the hole.  The robot scooped dirt into the hole, tamped it down lightly, and marched north another forty feet to repeat the process.  It would stop going north when it got too cold.  Then it would move a hundred feet to the west, turn around, and head south until it reached the ocean.  A hundred feet west, north until it was cold again, a hundred feet west, south to the sea…

The temperature also governed what types of trees it planted.  Warmer climates in the south saw ash, oak, poplar, and so on.  Farther north, maple, birch, and spruce.  When it got really chilly, pine, fir, and other evergreens.  We didn’t plant any hot-climate trees—no palms or rainforest types—since the climate was wrong on the northern continent.

After watching it work for an hour or so, I decided to add an auxiliary system.  Planting seedlings was a good start, but let’s maximize their chances.  I added two tanks for liquids and a sprayer.  After planting the seedlings, it watered and fertilized a three-foot radius around them.  This included all those good bacteria the soil needed.  Which reminded me to include earthworms with the seedlings…

By the end of the year, I anticipated one and a half million trees planted.  That’s a pretty good start on a forest.  In ten years, it should be a pretty decent terrain feature.  Give it five hundred years and you’d be hard-pressed to prove it was ever laid out like an orchard.

On the eastern side of the Eastrange—the future Mount Arthur side—things would be even easier.

Carpet-bombing the plains was nothing more than the broad dispersal of seeds.  I used a simple multi-rotor drone.  As it buzzed back and forth, east and west, it gradually worked its way north.  As with the forestry robot, it shifted supplies into an internal compartment.  Seeds ran down from the holding tank into a rapidly-rotating spreader.  The spreader flung them far and wide.  Since the drone was programmed to maintain an altitude of a thousand feet, they scattered quite well.

Elsewhere, multiple shifters sent in seeds to keep it supplied.  These went into a mixer and flowed down into the main transfer chamber.  Two hundred and sixty-one types of seed pattered down.  There were multiple types of grasses, of course, to slug it out and fight over the territory.  Also, various sorts of edible things.  Garden plants, wild wheat, wild corn, blackberry, blueberry, raspberry, strawberry… I put in the parameters to the terraforming computer and it spat out a list of what was acceptable.

Another drone did much the same thing on the western side of the mountains, although with a slightly different mix of seeds.  A third buzzed all along the east coast of the northern continent.  I’ve never been there, so I don’t know what’s supposed to be there, but no doubt Nature, red in tooth and claw, will sort it out.

These flying seed-spreaders also dumped other things, but only once in a while.  Bumblebees, for example, only require a queen to start a hive.  Other insects have eggs—and I listened when the Gaia computer suggested what insects were best.  I didn’t feel qualified to have an opinion.  It also recommended earthworms, which made me feel better about myself.

Spaghetti method in action. Throw everything in there and let them sort it out.  When it started to settle down, then I could worry about steering it.  By then, the computer should have real-time monitoring and could take over driving the place.

I did, for a while, consider swiping large chunks from various Earths.

I did the math and didn’t like it.

My plan—at first—was to see how large an area I could swipe.  By transplanting a few hundred square meters of soil from an Earth, I would get a little microcosm of functional ecology.  Everything in the area could then have more than adequate lebensraum, spreading unchecked until it hit other pockets of transferred Earth.

I was never overly pleased with this idea.  It was going to be power-intensive to the tune of vast arrays of solar conversion panels and possibly a couple of mini-gates with orichalcum power cables running through.  I’d have to build enchanted frames around the target areas, too.  Modular ones.  I’d have to take them apart, move them, reassemble them, fire them, and then move them again.  Even with Velina on the Earth side to move that frame while I moved the one on the Rethvan side, it was still going to be a long, personal process.

The Gaia computer hated the idea.  Lots of red squares popped up with “WARNING!” flashing at me, along with a lot more yellow squares with “CAUTION!”  Apparently, dragging random bits of Earth over will also bring a lot of parasites, as well as harmful bacteria and fungi.

Soil is dirty.  Who knew?

On the one hand, I was certain there were already a lot of bad bacteria, viruses, parasites, and other ickiness from the people already here, as well as the dazhu and everything else I brought over.  Sure, they were all healthy, but you can be healthy and a carrier of a lot of things.

Still, minimizing the biological contamination would help.  Apparently it’s unacceptable to have random diseases decimating your wildlife populations while you’re trying to build an ecology.  Some computers can be so demanding!

I got the scrying sensors on-line, at least.  The robots installed the scryboards while I installed a dozen shift-boxes down in the Underworld.  They ranged from rat-sized to cow-sized, depending on what the computer needed to shift in.

The tricky bit was tying them into the scrying spellboards.  Shifting the creature in from somewhere wasn’t a major problem.  Preparing a bunch of automatic spells to kill off anything undesirable it might be carrying wasn’t hard at all.  But putting it somewhere on the top side of Rethven was another story.  The computer couldn’t target the outgoing shift without the scrying spellboards.

It can now.  Any type of animal in the data banks can be targeted, dragged in, and punted right back out.

Unfortunately, dazhu and tuva aren’t in its data banks.  Dammit, I still need to build those camouflage-colored panthers!

Crap.  I need to keep an eye on the humans, too!  When was the last time I checked on them?  When I sent my altar ego to look for prevnyt infestation, I think.  The humans need to be prodded into better farms, better… well, everything.

Aaaaand the western half of the Great Road still needs some personal attention, too.  Hell, the whole road should slide farther north, away from the hotter regions. 

I hate wasting the initial effort of building it!  I should have waited!  Now I have to move the thing.  Who else could move the whole road?  I have so many, many things to do!  It’s like I’m the maintenance man for a planet!

Hold on.

Wait.

Take a breath, whether I need the oxygen or not.

Yes, there is a lot to do, but I’m automating as much as I can.  But there are things I can’t automate.  Designing a gate spellboard is something I have to do personally.  The Gaia computer needs to be able to sample the surface directly, and I’m not going to run those errands.  And the road is another thing.  I’m the only one who can move… hmm.

Velina’s a competent magician.  If I gave her a wand with my spells in it, she could designate a chunk of road, hit it with the wand, and move on down to the next chunk of road.  It would even work with bridges and raised roadbeds.

Could she also teach farming to the villages as she went?  No, that would take too much time.  She’s also not that great with people in general, unless she’s the general.  I have no doubt she could train soldiers to farm successfully.  Teaching new techniques to suspicious strangers calls for a lighter touch.

Does that mean I have to do it?  I was a teacher.  I could do it.

On the other hand, could I find someone who understands farming?  Maybe a Roman who runs a major farm?  Or, no, that relies on a lot of equipment he won’t be able to reproduce without a metals industry—Arrgh!  Everything needs something else, first!

I think the big problem is I don’t want to do it.  Any of it.  I didn’t want to come to Rethven this early, but now I’m kind of stuck with it.  I certainly didn’t want to build a sun.  I don’t want to play post-apocalypse farm hand, either.  I don’t want to be here at all!

I don’t know where I do want to be, but this isn’t it!  I drag my feet and I don’t give it all the attention I know I should.  At least, not until I remember my life may depend on it.  Then I reluctantly acquiesce to the coercion of Fate and Destiny and paradox and so forth.  Even then, I keep looking for ways to get out of it, or to get it done with a minimum of interaction on my part.  Not to go anywhere else or to do anything else, but simply to avoid doing any of this crap.

Maybe I’m more human than I think.

Regardless, I’ve at least nailed down one fact.  I’m doing a poor job because I don’t want to do it at all.

One of these days, I’m going to have to sit down and think about what I want to do with my life.  I’m immortal.  I could be around for thousands of years.  Most people only have to worry about what they’re going to study, who they’ll marry, what career they’ll have, and where they’ll spend their old age.  I have to think in terms of what career do I want to try, how long do I want to do it, and what do I want to do next?

Dammit, what does an immortal do?  I mean, is there anything I could do, literally, forever?  And enjoy it, I mean.

Whatever it is, going on a road tour to educate barbarian farming villages ain’t it.

Fortunately, I’ve been learning to delegate.  Instead of doing everything I don’t want to do, I can send some poor sucker in my place—someone who does want to do it!  Or, at least, someone more willing to.

What do I need?  A lot of things, really, but let’s focus on things that have to be done.  Let’s start with the lack of farming techniques.  Once the humans have a calorie surplus, they can spare time and attention for other things, and that’s absolutely vital for a civilization.

I don’t want to have to introduce myself, win their trust, teach them and supply them, and move on to the next village to repeat the process.  This strikes me as monotonous and frustrating and probably not good for the human population, since I’ll be bored and frustrated and therefore short-tempered.  I used to teach a class because the class wanted to be there, if only for the necessary evil of fulfilling their university course requirements.  They came on board pre-sold on doing the work.  Barbarian villages are considerably different.

Could I simplify the problem?  I could kidnap someone from each village and subject them to education, I suppose.  I see problems with this, however.  My classroom will not be in a good frame of mind to learn, for one.  They also won’t have the right mindset for using what I force them to learn.  And maybe the worst part is they may start legends of how someone from On High drew them up into a strange land and taught them the Secrets of the Soil.

No doubt there will be a god or goddess of farming—I think there was a goddess of the fields in Rethven—but let her wait until they’re ready for her.

Could my altar ego do a lot of prophetic dream stuff?  He’s got worshippers.  Or… no, bad idea.  He doesn’t need to be diverted from his own stuff to become a god of growing plants.

I really need to go out and be a wandering master, cultivating Enlightenment, or teaching the Enlightenment of Cultivation, or something.

I really do not want to do this.

On the other hand, as I mentioned awhile ago, it doesn’t have to be me.  I could find someone, possibly several someones, and hire them to teach farming techniques to the barbarians.  The trouble would be finding them and hiring them.

The upside, of course, is that may be a lot less trouble than riding the shoe leather express to each village.  I don’t want to crack the whip over a hundred people at a time, making them Do It My Way before I leave them to decide if they want to keep doing it that way, or if they prefer to starve.

Can I find someone suitable?  It might be tricky, but if I can…


Hiring Help

One of the biggest weaknesses to gates—from my point of view—is the type of criteria they can lock on to.  Gates are distortions in space and extra-dimensional analogs of space.  Finding something with a gate is, largely, defining the shape of the thing I want.  It’s more subtle than that, but it gives a good idea of what I can find and how.  I can find something that looks like a blaster pistol, but unless I get really lucky, I’m going to find movie props and toys.  I don’t know what the shape and structure of a blaster pistol is—not on the inside.  I don’t understand them well enough to find them.

Let me take that back.  Back when I didn’t understand them, I couldn’t give a searching gate enough to go on, so it found whatever seemed to match.  And, since I could only envision the shape of the outside with an undefined interior, it latched on to whatever was closest.

So, finding a person means I find someone who looks like the one I want.  The gate doesn’t know the difference. My ongoing search for Sasha is a good example.

The search gate setup is ticking away, still looking, by the way.  No hits.

My search for Sasha involves finding something similar, something that could be what I want, then opening the gate and using much more discriminatory spells to check.

How do I find someone to be a wandering teacher of the tribes?  What does this sort of person even look like?

Let’s start with the qualities I’m looking for.  First off, they have to be resourceful and self-sufficient.  I don’t want to get called every hour, asking for help.  They also have to understand growing things.  How do you prepare the soil?  What do you plant, and when?  How much water do they need?  How does one irrigate a field or fertilize it?  When do you leave it fallow?  There’s a lot of very particular things to do on a farm if you want any sort of real return on your labor investment.

I spent a while with a whiteboard and a marker, putting qualities up, crossing a few off, consolidating others, and generally brainstorming.

Technologically, my hypothetical instructor should be from an animal-powered culture.  I can automate spotting that.  The three-field crop rotation is trickier, but if they have wheat growing in one field and legumes in another, it’s a good indicator.  It’s trickier to search for, but it can be done.  I don’t want them too technologically advanced, though.  Metalwork is fine, but not a lot of it.  Maybe if they have feather beds—sacks stuffed with feathers, I mean!—instead of spring-cored mattresses.  Iron torch holders.  Candles.  If their lamps are dishes of oil with a wick hanging over the side, rather than fancy glass-chimney versions.  Maybe the stereotypical “genie” lamps, with the handle and spout.

That should winnow the options down to a fairly narrow window.

Now, the person…

I’ll want someone with magical talents.  Rethven is highly magical, after all.  A traveling wizard might be a good idea, if for no other reason than strangers are likely to be viewed with mistrust.  I’ll have to find worlds with spells and magical devices.  Once I open a gate, I can use a location spell to find other spells.  If I get a hit, they must have active magic-workers in that world.

Can I find spells affecting plants?  A healing spell for a tree, maybe?  Or a growth spell on a flowerbed—or a whole field?  That would really narrow things down!  I’ll still have to go interview people, but maybe I can get the candidates down to a reasonable number, first.

Humming to myself, I kept working at the whiteboard for quite a while.

I started with hundreds of potential hits on my search.  People chanting in a ring of standing stones got me way too many and none of them were valid.  I had to rearrange my magical parameters to include the people I was after.  I wasn’t looking for a nature-worshipper in brown robes, mistletoe in his beard, and not a single grain of magical talent.  I was looking for someone with a connection to the forces of the universe.

Yeah, yeah—a wizard by any other name would still cast spells.  Whatever.  But a magic-worker with a passion for gardening was a whole lot more likely to be someone I wanted.

With better search parameters, I tried again.  I had a dozen or more possibilities, but they looked pretty decent.  I reviewed the hits by opening a new gate to each site and taking a look.  The spells told me the criteria matched, but having four wheels and a seat doesn’t mean I found a car.  I kept checking, but now I looked for things to eliminate them, rather than for minimum qualifications.

I observed each of them for a while, using a telescopic function on the scrying spells.  Over the course of several days, one of them organized and led an assault by his fellows, accompanied by several large predators, on various farms.  They burned the huts and fields, killed the farmers, ritually sacrificed any survivors, and buried everything made of metal.  When they were done, they let the whole place go “back to Nature.”

Not my first choice of candidates.

Another one was part of a larger group of magic-workers.  They were involved in a war against other such groups, each casting their spells to influence the weather.  Group A would throw electrical storms at Group B.  Group C would throw floods at Group D.  Group E would blast blizzards at Group F.  And all the while, the receiving groups would be preparing to send north winds, south winds, typhoons, hurricanes, smog, you name it, at their adversaries.

I kept looking.

I got a very promising hit when I found a guy leading everyone in the large village—more like a small town, really—in a ceremony.  It looked religious and may well have been, but it was definitely a magical ritual, and everyone participated, if only by showing up.  I was pleased to see the blessings of the fields until the elder of the village laid down on the altar and had his heart cut out.

Still not quite what I was looking for.

There were a few who looked qualified and seemed mild enough, and those I visited.  For the most part, while they were interested in who I was, where I came from, what I wanted, and all the usual questions, they became less interested when I told them.

“You want me to go to a far-away land, there to spend a couple of years—”

“Minimum.”

“—spend years there, teaching proper farming techniques to barbarians, moving on to the next village, and teaching the next bunch?”

“Yep.  What can I offer you?”

“You can stop time here while I’m gone so I don’t miss out on my children growing up.  Also, I’ll need immortality so I can enjoy them growing up when I get back.  I’d also like a castle, a thousand happy peasants, and a basement that produces a hundred gold coins every day.  In advance.”

Nope.

I’m not saying I couldn’t have paid the price, but they weren’t serious.  They were giving me what they thought were ridiculous demands as a way of saying they wouldn’t do it.  If I’d said, “Okay, you’ve got a deal,” they wouldn’t have appreciated it.  They still might not have taken the deal, and if they did, they would grumble about it and have a bad attitude while they did the work.

Eventually, though, I did find someone.  He seemed mild enough when I scried on him from altitude.  He whistled cheerfully while tending a garden, getting a little mud on his green robe and dirt under his fingernails.  His day didn’t involve sacrificial altars, magical warfare, or anything nearly as unpleasant.

I looked over the area.  The garden was sizable and part of a mountain fortress thing.  There were walls around a… well, not an orchard; it wasn’t organized.  A captive forest, maybe.  Off to one side was a more orderly garden area.

I didn’t like the fortress much, especially the access.  There was one road up from the gorge, but that was okay.  The thing bothering me was the rope bridge across from the top.  I wasn’t going over that without a jetpack and maybe a rabbit’s foot.  I’d play with gravity and bring a parachute, at absolute minimum.

The fortress had plenty of people, though.  I don’t want to say it was a busy place, but it kind of reminded me of a monastery.  There was activity going on all the time, even if I didn’t know to what purpose, exactly.  To be fair, the day-to-day functions of the local economy wasn’t my primary concern.  There were none of the less savory things I’d been avoiding in other candidates.

On the fashion front, there were several people in black robes.  Since they didn’t seem to have any special status—nobody bowing and getting out of their way, for example—I figured I could blend right in.  My cloak does robes very well.

I shifted in at a distance to minimize the chance of anyone detecting the gate’s magical thunder.  I could have used a gate to go straight to the castle’s garden area on the castle grounds, but it’s kind of rude to pop into someone’s private property, and I wanted to ask a favor.  So I slogged the last bit.  At least the dust didn’t stick to my robe.

The road ran past the main gate to the fortress.  Guards guarded.  I didn’t need to go in, though.  The garden area wasn’t technically in the fortress.  It was sort of attached next to it, kind of.  I went past the gate and the guards.  I gave a little wave.  They waved back and didn’t even ask my business.  Awesome.

The garden was larger than I thought.  Satellite views don’t always prepare you for conditions on the ground.  I had to wander around for a while before I found what’s-his-name.  I suppose I could have spied on him until someone addressed him, but then I would probably have forgotten it.  I used to be good with names.

“Excuse me?” I asked, waving in a friendly fashion as I approached.  The guy—bearded, a mop of dark hair streaked with silver, probably hadn’t seen a hairbrush for two or three days—looked up.  He knelt by a gardening bench while he potted a little tree.  I spotted an amulet or pendant hanging around his neck.  It wasn’t a terribly powerful item, but it was definitely magical, and therefore one of the things that qualified him in my initial search.  He shaded his eyes as he looked at me.  His face went into neutral, which made me wonder what he saw.  Did I miss some significance to the black robes?

“Yes?  Can I help you?”

“I certainly hope so.  I’m looking for someone who understands how nature works.”

He put down a gardening tool, a fork-like thing, added a little water to the pot, and set it aside.

“I think I have a fair idea how it all fits together,” he said, carefully.  “Did you have a specific question?”

“No.  I have a problem and I need someone to deal with it.  For example, I have a large area of relatively barren land.  Hardly anything lives there.  I’d like to turn it into much more… what’s the word?  Lush?  Overgrown?  Lively?  I want it to be a place you could live in, rather than a wasteland you avoid.”

“I see.  What would you like to know?”

“Oh, I don’t want to know, necessarily.  I want to hire someone to fix it.  No, that’s not quite right, either.  I want it helped along, but mostly I want someone to teach the people living there how to farm it.  Right now, they’re still chopping up the ground with hand tools.  I guess what I really want is for the land to be more productive.  For that, I figured I need a druid.  I’m guessing you’re a druid?”

“I’ve been called a lot of things,” he said, with maybe a ghost of a smile.  “That’s one of them.”

“Excellent!  Can I persuade you to come look at the place and tell me what it’ll take?”

The guy gestured me to a little sitting bench I moved to do so.  He rose, brushed at the knees of his forest-green robes, and followed me.  He sat at one end, I sat at the other, and he regarded me.  I got the impression he had us sit to give himself time to think.  He didn’t exactly disbelieve me, but he was definitely suspicious.

“I don’t usually journey off into distant lands on a whim,” he said, mildly.  “I don’t even go into strange bedrooms without at least an introduction.”

“My apologies.  I’ve been under a bit of a strain and my social skills need work.”

“Clearly.”

Ouch.

“I guess I had that coming.  Please excuse me.  People call me ‘Halar’.  It’s a pleasure to meet you.”

“I am Gwyden.”

“I’m going to ask you that again,” I warned him.  “I’m terrible with names.  I’ll remember you forever, but I may not remember the sound label that goes with who you are.”

“That’s…” he trailed off, thinking.  “That’s refreshingly honest and open.  I appreciate the warning.  I’ll remind you when necessary.”

“Thank you for your understanding.  So, like I said, I need a gardener for a really big garden, who can teach people to be gardeners—farmers—to grow their own food.”

“How big is this land of yours?”

“Uh… It’s a few million square miles, but quite a bit of it is ocean.  The ocean is largely okay, I think.  The rest is more of a problem.”

Gwyden raised an eyebrow at me.

“A few million?” he echoed. “I didn’t think they had that much acreage.”

“They?”

He gestured at my robes.  I looked at them.  They were still clean.  Then I remembered.

“Ooo, right.  Right.  I look like I belong here, don’t I?  I don’t know what black robes signify to you.  Sorry.  They’re a fashion choice for me.”

“You are not from Sinton?”

“Sinton?”

“The Ast-ran Mon-as-tic Or-der of Sin-ton,” he said, enunciating slowly and clearly, as though it would help me remember the name of the order.  I’d assumed it was a place name, rather than an organization.

“I guarantee I’m not a monk of any order.  Is that going to be a problem?”

“Not for me.  If you aren’t a monk, who are you with?”

“Nobody you’d know.  I’m kind of on my own.  Look, it’s easier to show you than to explain.  If I explain, I sound like a madman.  If I show you, you know I’m telling the truth.”

“Why not explain?  You already sound a bit unbalanced.  Why not go all the way?”

“Ouch,” I said, this time aloud.  “Words can hurt, you know,” I told him, but I smiled as I said it.

“My apologies.  What do you want to show me?”

“The land.  Part of it.  Obviously, the whole thing is too big.  It won’t take more than a minute or two.”

“Hmm.  Yes, you do sound a bit like a madman.  I’m familiar with the surrounding area.  There is no such place within walking distance.”

“Yeah, but that’s because you haven’t seen me work my magic.”

Gwyden frowned at me, eyes narrow, while his thoughts raced.  I couldn’t exactly hear them, but I’m more than a little psychic.  He was considering if I was really crazy, or if I had an interesting spell.

“You’re telling me—just to be perfectly clear—that we can journey to your million-square-mile garden, look at it, and return here before anyone even notices we’re gone?”

“Yes.  Mind you, the actual gardening and teaching apprentice gardeners and so on will take a lot longer.  Years, probably, which will add up to a long weekend here.”

Gwyden cocked his head as he looked at me.

“Did the rest of your order banish you when you went insane?  Or did you escape a dungeon after a Crawler got to you?”

“Look, I know I sound like a madman.  I told you my social skills are about as rusty as an iron anchor.”

“You are correct.”

“And,” I went on, doggedly, “most of what I do is so far outside the daily understanding of most people, they couldn’t get there without a big, blue box.  But I promise, I’m only crazy in limited ways.”

“I see that.  You speak very well for a madman.  You are almost comprehensible, which is interesting, in a peculiar way.  I keep thinking there is an underlying meaning to the manner in which you use otherwise-comprehensible words.  It fascinates.”

“Thank you, so much.  Seriously—I can cast a spell to transport us from this garden to anywhere you want.  It’s how I get around from world to world.  It’s how I got here.  If you’re willing, I’ll take you with me to Rethven and you can see for yourself.”

Gwyden’s face betrayed nothing, but it went so far into neutral it might have been a mask.  When he spoke again, it was with a bland tone, one that hid what he really felt.

“World to world, you say?  You’re claiming to be from another world?” he asked.  He wasn’t scoffing.  He was asking something that meant a lot to him, but he didn’t want to let it seem so.  I wasn’t sure why.  Were there several worlds connected to this one, with political, social, economic, or religious implications?  Anyone from Gormenghast was to be arrested on sight, while travelers from Erewhon were to be quarantined because of The Plague, or something?  Or was it something else?  Was it good or bad for my purposes?

On the upside, I felt confident I could outrun anyone here.  With enough of a lead, I could zap myself out of their world.  So I might as well admit it.  If he didn’t like the idea, he wasn’t the guy I wanted, anyway.

“Yes,” I admitted.  “There are thousands, millions of them.  Some inhabited, some not, some totally inhospitable—all sorts.  They’re called planets.  I want to show you my highly-unusual one and the people I’m trying to save.”

Maybe it was the prospect of visiting another world, or maybe it was the idea of saving it.  Either way, he made up his mind.

“You say you can show me.”

“Yes.”

“In a matter of minutes.”

“Yes.”

“And I can be back here before anyone has a chance to miss me?”

“They don’t need to know you left.  It’ll be such a short trip, you can claim you were in the privy.  Garderobe.  Latrine.  Whatever you call it.”

“All right,” he decided.  “Show me.”

We moved to a footpath area where I could draw a circle on the ground.  We stood in it, and I used my Ring of Many Gates to establish a connection.  His eyes widened as he regarded the ring.  He opened his mouth to say something, but the gate connected to the circle.  We shifted across the Void to a barren plain in Rethven.

Whatever he was about to say stuck in his throat.  His grip on my shoulder tightened even before we left; now it was white-knuckled and hinted at painful.  Well, my first trip through a gate was pretty traumatic, emotionally and intellectually.  Physically, too, in some ways.

“Sorry about the weather,” I told him, as the wind rippled our robes.  The clouds were grey and low and smelled like rain.  Cold rain.  Maybe sleet.  “It’s still warming up,” I finished, lamely.  He made a conscious effort to relax his grip and looked around.  I’m not sure what he was looking for, but I think he expected some sort of awfulness.  There wasn’t any, aside from me.

“Where are we?” he asked, looking around.  My drone seeding efforts were helping along the southern coast, but even here, in the heart of the northern continent, the grass was definitely making a comeback.  This boded well for the viability of the planet.  Plate.  Platter.  World.

“It’s a place called ‘Rethven,’ but that’s a name for a kingdom in the world.  I don’t know if the world has a formal name.  This one is in another universe from yours.  What do you call your world?”

“Asterwelt,” he answered, rubbing his hands briskly.

“Nice place.  Especially compared to here.  This is a flat world surrounded by a Firmament of power, keeping back the seething power of the Void.  It was constructed by a race of powerful Chaos entities and populated with competing races as a game for their amusement.  One of those races destroyed the sun—those were the ice giants—and plunged the world into darkness and cold for years.  There’s a new sun, so the place is warming up again, but we lost a lot of plant and animal types in the Long Night.  This is why I need a professional nature person.  The people living here are having a hard time growing enough food to survive, let alone develop a civilization.  See my problem?”

I’ll say this for him, Gwyden didn’t immediately demand to be taken back where he came from.  The raving madman might have put him off a bit, but the sudden and complete change of scenery went a long way toward persuading him I might not be crazy in the way he first thought.  He hung on and worked through the situation before saying anything.

“You say I’m not only on another world, but in another universe?”

“Yep.”

“I can walk in any direction and never reach any land I know?”

“Nope.  You’ll reach the Edge, though.  Don’t fall off.  You’ll fall through the Firmament and into the Void beyond.  It’s a bit more complicated than that, but, in essence, that’s what happens.”

“I should like to see this.  Does your magic,” he asked, voice faltering slightly over the word, “work so easily as to transport us there to see?”

“Sure.  Hang on a second.”

One circle, one flick of the Ring of Many Gates, and poof, we blinked into existence near the Eastern Edge and much farther south.  It was quite hot, especially since the sky was cloudless there.  The east warms up nicely in the mornings.  Gwyden took this shift much better.  Not entirely calmly, but he put on a brave face.  It was clear this disturbed him.  I have no idea why.

Gwyden looked over the Edge.  He tossed a rock.  You know, as you do when you find the Edge of the World.  That didn’t bother him nearly as much as the shift to get here.

“You think that’s weird,” I offered, “wait until the moons come up.”

“How many moons…?”

“Seven.  How many does… your world?”

“Asterwelt.”

“Right.  How many does Asterwelt have?”

“Two.”

“Rethven has seven, but six of them kind of disappear, someday.  We’ll eventually have only one.”

He regarded the long drop again.

“I believe you.  I cannot wait until they rise, however.  I have other obligations.”

“No problem.  Time is moving much more slowly in…” I trailed off.

“Asterwelt?” he repeated, sounding a trifle exasperated.  I did warn him I wasn’t good with names.

“…Asterwelt than here.  We spend a couple of days here, you’re gone only a few minutes there.”

“I do not understand.  You are manipulating time?”

“Not exactly.  I’m taking advantage of an inter-universal phenomenon.  Awful things happen to wizards who meddle with time travel.  I know.  I did it once.  I’m still dealing with the awful things.”

“But how long have I been gone?  In Asterwelt,” he added.

“I had to rearrange a lot of stuff to put Asterwelt in the slow lane,” I told him, “but it’s now creeping along through multiple iterations, so… a few seconds?  Maybe less?  The point is, if you’re willing to help me out with my ecological and educational problems, I can slow down time so you spend years here, getting the place repopulated with all the life forms required—and incidentally, slowing down your aging, if the prospect of spending years on the project daunts you—while only a few days pass in Asterwelt.”

He looked around at the wiry, tough grass of the region and knelt to grab a handful of soil.  I don’t know what he was looking for, but, if I had to guess, he was considering the quality of the land.  It wasn’t bad.  The southern continent survived the Long Night much better and had warmed up much sooner.  This was prime grazing land, at the moment, but someday it would be farms.

“Let me understand you properly.”

“By all means.”

“You want me to… what?  Supervise a world?”

“Sort of.  Maybe I should explain better.”

“Perhaps you should,” he agreed.

So I explained in greater detail.  Ice giants, the Long Night, the slow freezing of the world, the sunbow, the emergence of humanity from their caves, the spread of subsistence villages, my spaghetti-method environmentalism, and so on.  I didn’t explain about the sun beyond pointing out we had one and no seasons, yet.

He listened intently.  I know the look.  I’ve had students who had the same intensity.  This guy was a learner.  I had no doubt he would be able to paraphrase what I said and spit it back.

“You are already adding plants and animals to what is a mostly-barren world?”

Should I mention the Gaia systems?  No, probably not.  I had no doubt he would grasp an explanation, but I didn’t want to go into it.

“Yes,” I said, instead.  “I figure they’ll compete with each other and achieve a dynamic equilibrium.  The more immediate problem is to keep people from starving.  How do you feel about taking a tour of the villages, teaching them how to farm better?”

“I can recommend any number of farmers who know their business,” he replied.  “What do you need me for?”

“To look over what they’re doing and see what they’re missing.  A farmer would tell them how to make the most of what they have.  You can tell me what they need.  I mentioned the earthworms.  I know they’re important to the soil.  What else is there?  Different crops?  A better breed of potato?  More grains, more vegetables, what?  I don’t know because I haven’t gotten that granular in my analyses.  I’m looking at a whole world, not at individual villages, and someone should.  Too many of them are going to die out and die off before I bring the world up to speed.”

Gwyden looked troubled.

“How many villages are there?”

“I’m not sure.  A couple hundred.  I put in a road that runs across the whole world, passing by most of the ones I know about.”  I didn’t add that it was probably going to slide still farther north, following any migration.

Damn it, why did I only now think of this?  I shouldn’t put the road where the villages are.  I should run it past places where villages ought to be.  Good farmland, good pasture,  water sources, and other resources need a road running by!

I’m an idiot.  I admit it.

On second thought, maybe it would be easier to put the main road somewhere and lock it down.  Then I can run branch roads off.  Existing villages could be down a branch road, off the main highway.  Future ought-to-have-a-village locations could either be near the main road or have a dead-end branch for no apparent reason… until someone asks why it’s there.  Kind of as a hint.  I’ll have to look at my map, maybe do a little pre-settlement cultivation.

“I beg your pardon?” Gwyden asked.

“About what?”

“You built a road across the whole world?”

“Sure.  I like roads.  I’ve been known to drive over them and leave them in better shape than when I started.  That road leading up to the fortress, for example.  I wanted to rearrange it the moment I set foot on it.  Angle it for proper drainage, put a tall curb on the outer edge, petrify it into a surface of solid rock, the works.

“The point,” I went on, “is there’s a road leading past all the villages.  Not a great road, but it’s got bridges and suchlike.  I’ll happily provide you with transportation and anything else you ask for.”

“And, to come back to your supposed madness, you tell me however long this takes, you will see to it no time passes in Asterwelt.”

“Not no time.  A matter of days.”

“And, as long as I am here, working on your world, I will age more slowly?”

“If you like.  I have spells for that.  I’m not sure of the ratio, but I’m pretty sure I can cut it down by a factor of eight or more.  Eight years here, one year older.”

“I’ll ask you to prove that.”

“I’ll do so.  Assuming I do, what else?”

“Assuming you do prove it… what am I offered?”

I restrained the urge to fist-pump.  We were negotiating!

“That’s a fair question.  What do you want?”

He looked away and looked up at the sky, thinking.

“We are on another world.  In, as you say, another universe.”

“Yes.”

“I have long thought there might be other worlds, up in the sky.”  He shot me a look.  “You realize, of course, this is a heresy.”

“In Asterwelt,” I corrected.  “I’ve been other places where it was a heresy, too.  A surprising number of truths are heresies, at least until everyone accepts them.  Is that what you want?  For me to make sure everyone in Asterwelt knows about other worlds?”

“No, not quite.  —Are there?” he asked, trying to keep a level tone.  I’m not sure what he was trying to conceal.  I think the question meant a lot to him.

“Sure.  Hang on a second.”

I pulled out my pocket mirror and did a quick look into the Asterwelt universe.  It seemed to be a typical solar system, but I didn’t do a detailed astronomical survey.

“A quick search tells me you have a quite large universe, as voidworld universes go.  Locally, you have at least thirteen planets orbiting your sun.  I dunno if they’re habitable or not, but they’re present.  Want to see them?”

“Yes.  That is what I want.  I want to be able to look up from my world and see them, not as points of light in the sky, but as worlds.”

“Oh!  Now I understand.  I can do that.  Or, rather, you can.  Hang on a second.”

I did a gate search, fetched a spyglass, handed it to him.  I explained the operation of it while he looked through it at the distant Mountains of Y.

“You can build bigger versions,” I told him, “and more efficient versions.  I presume you have glassblowers and mirror-makers where you come from?”

“Yes.”

“Then I’ll get you diagrams and instructions on how to build telescopes, along with a book on optics.  You can make all sorts of skywatching stuff.”

He lowered the spyglass and gently collapsed it.  He held on to it as though afraid it would escape.

“I will know how this works?” he confirmed.  “I will know how to make it work better?”

“Sure.”

He regarded the spyglass the way some people regard a fistful of diamonds.

“You want me to… teach?”

“Travel from village to village, teaching each village how to farm.  I’ll supply you with anything you want, but I have my own stuff to do.  That’s why I want to hire you.”

He never took his eyes off the wood-and-brass telescope.

“I believe we have a deal.”


Let It Ride

My Great Road is no more than a Pretty Good Road.  It’s adequate for anything using animal power to travel.  It’s not smoothly paved.  I anticipate people needing to see how a road is built and to repair it by hand.  As a result, I wouldn’t want to drive a car at any speed over it.  We’re making it drift, slowly, into a new configuration.

I should have done it right the first time.  Well, live and learn.

This final form will be a much better configuration.  When it finally settles, it may not run through, or even near a village, but people will find it simple enough to pound a short access road to it.

Velina doesn’t mind supervising the changes.  In fact, she seems almost tickled by it.  I think she likes laying out the course of the Great Road.  And she doesn’t even have to ride out along it!  She’s stationed herself in Topside West and is using mirrors and a gate.  Fly the point of view over the road, open the gate, envision the change, zap with the wand, close the gate, and roll on down the road.

The wand is, of course, one of my Overbuilt versions.  We’re routing a lot of power through it for quicker results.  In this case, larger areas per zap.

While Velina handled the road retread, Gwyden used a scrying crystal—he wasn’t going to understand a phone—to contact me.  I initially set him up with the gypsy wagon version of a mobile home, complete with horses.  He thought it was adequate for travel.  But he called me up after making contact with the first village.  They needed a lot of things, mostly tools, but he also had a ton of suggestions for supplies, from crops to grow to animals to raise.

He made a list.  I consulted the Gaia system, got approval, and sent stuff to him.  He then added a couple of things to the list, so I sent him more stuff.  At the next village, the process repeated.  I saw a pattern developing.  Every stop would be a supply drop and possibly a request for something new.

Fortunately, I have an assistant who can handle the farming improvements.  Or, more correctly, my assistant has an assistant.

When Velina isn’t moving a million tons of roadworks, she searches for other things.  On occasion, she even steps out to interview prospective employees.  I got to meet Katrina when I went to the Spherestation library on a break.  She was organizing the books, wearing the Glasses of Literacy—a fancy name for a pair of glasses with a translation spell on them, specifically for text.  I’m proud of that spell.  It’s much more sensitive and complicated than a verbal translation spell.

Katrina was nice.  Velina already briefed her on proper etiquette around the Dark Lord of the Void.  I don’t think she needed to be quite so formal, but she was nervous.  Maybe Velina shouldn’t be quite so truthful in the hiring process.

I told Velina about Gwyden’s requests and she promptly put Katrina in charge of supplying him.  It wasn’t a hard job.  In essence, it was a matter of turning the dial to what he asked for and pushing the button.  It wasn’t quite so straightforward, but it would take a room-temperature IQ to screw it up.  Katrina had no trouble.

Weirdly, Velina fired her after about a week and hired another assistant.  Melissa?  Melinda?  Melody?  Something like that.  Then, after another week, fired that one!  She’s gone through three or four, now.  I don’t know why.  I didn’t hire them, so I didn’t ask why she fired them.  I had my own stuff to take care of, and I kept a lot of my attention on watching the time-tickers.

Rethven is running a little fast compared to the Voidstations.  I don’t like it, but the last thing anyone wants is for me to be bored.  There’s a lot going on, but most of it involves much longer lead times than I like.

Take the Gaia system.  It’s got the shift-boxes coordinated with scryboards.  The seed-scattering drones are under its control.  I also have a working gate spellboard so it can physically sample places.  It’s all set up and running splendidly!

And it’ll take years to make an observable difference in the world.

As part of my own projects, I’ve got a forestry robot planting the Darkwood.  In a few centuries, it will even look like the Darkwood.  Yes, centuries.  Trees are hard to rush.

The Ice Age is retreating, as are the ice giants.  They’re still falling back as the frost line heads north, which is great—and will still take a few more years before it gets anywhere near where I remember it.

See what I mean?  Big things generally have a lot of inertia.  I still hate the idea of running it much faster, though, even if it’s only to cycle through a generation or two in the wildlife.

We’re also planting herds of dazhu around the place.  The Gaia system hasn’t moved up to major predators, yet, but it’s steadily summoning and launching animals.  Dazhu are now part of the program.  Admittedly, they only exist in a branched Earthline, but the shift-boxes have no trouble moving them.

They seem to be very happy indeed in Mongolia and the American Plains.  There are vast herds of them to be shifted in.

Why am I adding dazhu again?  Because we need them for the future.  And what happens if the prevnyt start eating them again?

To that end, I have the thashrak.

In the Spherestation, they did splendidly when we had the whole deck dedicated to an environment test.  Once they cleaned out the whole wilderness deck, they settled down a lot.  But, oh, how they absolutely loved eating bug materials!  Mostly, they nibbled individually around the edges, pruning back the bugs’ farmland.  They laid their own eggs in burrows far from the bugs and shuttled back and forth, feeding their mates.  When they ran out of bug bits, they were much less active.

They hated Fliers.  They would attack on sight.  Sometimes, they would coil around Fliers, lock wings with them, clamp on with their fangs to pump in venom, and drop to the ground.  They only spread their wings to break their fall.  More often, they spat on the lightly-armored Fliers so the venom would eat through their wings, then followed to feast.  Fliers would try to sting them, but the narrow, whippy bodies of the thashrak were difficult targets and the bugs didn’t bend properly for stinging something that wrapped around them.

I introduced the thashrak to the Mount Bug region.  There weren’t nearly as many thashrak as there were bugs, at first.  But the bugs provided the high-energy, high-metabolism food and the thashrak bred prodigiously.  Normally, they lay one egg.  Fed on nothing but bug guts and crunchies, they lay clutches of eggs, generally four to six!

I cheated a little.  I bred a swarm of thashrak in Dazhu World and shifted a lot of them in to get a leg up on the numbers game.

The prevnyt steadily lost ground.  I was so pleased I could have snickered.  I might have chuckled.  I definitely did not laugh maniacally.  Not even once.  Or, if I did, not for more than a few minutes, and only once… maybe twice.

I helped more directly, as well.  I surrounded Mount Bug with my tanks and put missiles into any Behemoth injudicious enough to be exposed.  This provided a lot of free food to the thashrak, but my tanks could only reduce the bug population, not eradicate it.  The thashrak, on the other hand, went down holes, cracks, and crevices to find their favorite snacks!

Take that, you chitinous bastards!

Velina, between replacing assistants and acting as a one-person road crew, also took a big load of work off me by keeping her eyes on the people.  She does better at empathizing with them, so she monitored their status.  She thought it would be a good idea to have some notion of how their lives changed after a visit from Gwyden.

Velina reported he had a definite impact on the villagers’ quality of life.  True, the tools I provided were still rather primitive, but villagers couldn’t make metal implements at all.  Metalworking is one of those technological things that usually comes after you develop practical farming and have enough spare food to afford spending effort on something besides getting more food.  Now they were on track to be able to do that.

All in all, the world was starting to come together.  The people were doing well.  The new sun shot down the center of the sky perfectly on schedule, and also shot down the ice giants’ bid for dominance.  My latest crops of dazhu were breeding through all the grasslands.  Computer-controlled drones were carpet-bombing seeds, insects, and fertile earth.  Animals were popping in as if by magic.  In another few years, we might even be able to let the world grow wild!

Right at the moment, it was all going splendidly, which made me nervous, bordering on paranoid.  I don’t seem to be able to accept good consequences.  I always expect things to go horribly, horribly wrong.  The better things are going, the worse they’re going to go.  The higher you climb, the farther you fall.  And like that.

There were still things needing doing, but what the world needed right now was to take a few planetary breaths, grow the plants and spread the animals, and let things fill in a lot of relatively empty space.

You don’t change the face of the world with your hands.  You put life on it and let it spread, let it do the work.

Okay.  What else needed to be done right now?  Or did I need to wait and see what needed to be done?  My altar ego said he was watching keenly and was happy with how it was going.  “No news is good news,” according to Dusty.  We have a lot happening, but nothing requiring my personal attention.

I take that back.  Nothing in Rethven.  My altar ego reminded me about enchanting somebody’s idol so anyone touching it would be cured of viral infections.

“Wouldn’t it be less effort, in the long run, to modify whoever touches the statue so they’re immune?  And all their descendants?”

“Yeah,” Dusty agreed, “but then you don’t get gratitude.  There’s more money to be made in curing a disease than in preventing it.”

“So you’re like a pharmaceutical company.”

“That’s really hurtful.”

“Just an obvious comparison.  Okay.  But I’ve got an idea for this idol they want.  Instead of a magical thing, how about I install celestial wiring?”

“What do you mean?”

“Think of it as a machine.  You can wash clothes by going down to the river and beating them on rocks, or you can turn a crank on the washtub.  The washtub is easier.”

“I… guess?  It would still take celestial effort, wouldn’t it?”

“Yes, they would still have to put celestial energy through it.  Thing is, it would also be under your new buddy’s control.  If someone who has offended against the holy sanctity of the sacred sarcophagus or whatever touches the idol, he’s cured anyway!  If I put a lensing function in it so it’s efficient—mechanized, specialized, instead of doing a miracle ‘by hand’—then he can be denied the grace of the miracle.”

“I like it!”

“I thought you might.”

In the larger sense, I suppose it’s important to keep other gods on good terms with my altar ego.  But in Rethven, it was all at the stage where you simmer and stir until it thickens.  I’m still not sure how friendly gods in other universes helps us, but all I know about the celestials is how they’re put together.  Their personal interactions, customs, and etiquette aren’t really my field.

Sometimes I wonder if he’s really as interested in Rethven as he could be.  He might be trying to smooth the way for himself in other universes, as well.  That’s fine, as far as I’m concerned.  He’s invested in the progress of the world, so I don’t care.

On the other hand, I’m also keenly aware of his limitations.  He simply doesn’t have the ability to watch Rethven as closely as I want him to.  We haven’t seen any new bug nests, but how big does it have to be before we notice?

I really need to get him something.  Maybe I need to get me something.  Maybe both.

I rearranged the time-tickers so Rethven was still faster than… Aster… Astro… faster than Gwyden’s world.  I could put other, even faster worlds in the chain beyond it.

Why?

Because I’ve been busy for a long time at a lot of things and so has everyone else.  My altar ego, the nuclear-powered demigod, might never need to rest, but I know Velina does.  And I suppose I do, too.  Physically, I can go forever, but mentally, or spiritually, I get tired.

In some ways, I’m kind of like an elf.  My body might live forever, but what’s inside can grow weary.  Sadly, I suspect the gardens of Lórien are not overly welcoming to my kind.

But things are going well, so I’ll let them keep on going.  I’m going to sit back and let the world run for a bit so I can see how it all goes wrong.

Yeah, yeah.  Maybe it won’t.  I wouldn’t put money on it.

I’m taking a break.  I’ve fought the good fight and it looks as though I’ve won a round.  I deserve something as a reward.

Now I have to figure out what.

“Hey, Velina?” I asked, quietly, so as not to interrupt her concentration on the road-moving.  She finished with the metal wand, withdrew it, and closed the gate.

“Yes?”

“What would you like to do?”

She passed a hand over her mirror to shut it off.  She thought about the question for a moment.  I moved to a nice chair and seated myself.  The Topside Station West had more rooms, now, and was much more a lair than a simple logistics point.  Velina had placed homey touches about her workroom and quarters.  Mostly martial decorations, but there were a few potted plants in her spell-working area.  I didn’t go nosing around in her erased diagrams.

“Perhaps we could reactivate the star-makers?  They could swirl around the Firmament, circling the world, warming it up more quickly?  Would this work?”

I restrained myself.  What I wanted to say was unkind.  On the other hand, she wasn’t wrong.

“We can turn up the sun,” I suggested.

“If I understand correctly, such an action will heat the center to intolerable levels while the rest of the world thaws but slowly.”

“Hmm.  You have a point.  It’s like the reverse of the microwave problem.  Here, it would be cooked on the inside and frozen elsewhere.”  I gave it a moment’s thought.

“How about I form a sunbow under the world?” I suggested, instead.  “It won’t give visible light, just heat.  It will enhance the warming effect of the Firmament without also scorching parts of the surface of the world.”

“Will that work?”

“I don’t see why not.  What else?”

“The ice giants need to be culled,” she stated.  “There are far too many of them and their icy realm grows less by the day.  How long will they be content to lose more lands?”

“Good question.  I’m not sure they have any sort of food chain, so I don’t think their territory is anything but square footage to them.  It’s less like losing grazing land for cattle and more like losing part of your yard.  Still, we can reduce their number.  Not right now.  I want Rethven to develop on its own and stabilize a bit before I start stirring it again.  I’ve been playing god on a large scale and I don’t like it.  I much preferred playing god on the smaller scale, as with the Greeks.”

“And on the errands you run for Dusty?”

“My altar ego,” I corrected.  “Dusty is some male model I cloned and he invested with power.  No, the thing is, I’m tired.  Not physically, but mentally.  Spiritually.  I don’t want to fight this fight anymore.  Not right now.  Besides, the world needs to develop for a while so I can see how it’s all going wrong.”

“Now you wish to play, instead of labor?”

“I was thinking of resting, rather than playing, but spiritual rest can be found in play, I suppose.”

“What will you do?”

“Always with the insightful questions.  I’m open to suggestions.  What would you like to do?”

Velina’s face was a study in puzzlement.

“I have everything I desire.”

“Okay.  If you don’t want anything, what whims do you have?”

Her brows drew together as she pondered the question.

“I do, sometimes, think about the House Lucard.”

“Yes?”

“The House is not fulfilling its responsibilities to its people.  It is the right of the manzhani to do as he pleases, but there is also obligation to one’s lessers.  It is not proper for me to speak so, but I fulfill your desire for a whimsical notion.”

“First off, I outrank everybody in the Tassarian Empire.  I’m the first avatar of the Lord of Secrets, the God of Fire and Shadow, and anybody who thinks they’re higher up the caste rankings than that will discover that reincarnation can be so, so unfair.  Recognizing that, bear in mind you report to Me, directly, because you choose to be in My service.  Anyone who thinks they have any authority over you can kiss my Firebrand.  Got it?”

“Got it.”

Distantly, I heard Firebrand:  You tell her, Boss!

“Second,” I went on, “that’s a thought, not a desire, not a want, not a whim.  I am looking for something to do that doesn’t involve changing the world.  I have no objection to a beach, as a place to sit and watch people, but it isn’t resonating with me right now.  I’ve done enough camping, too.  I could be a tourist, I suppose, wandering around, but I don’t know where.  After two hundred years of being a mad scientist and my recent career of mad engineer, I’m out of the habit of having fun.  Help me out, here.  What would you like to do?  We’ll go do it and I’ll either enjoy it or study it.  It might also inspire me with an idea for another activity.”

Velina looked… not startled, exactly, but more like a sudden realization struck her.

“You are not accustomed to being human.”

“Hm.  I suppose that’s not an unfair way to put it.”

“I see.  One moment while I think.”

“Take your time.  Should I wait or come back?”

“Perhaps it would be best to revisit this.  It may take some time to ponder.  But, if you would, ask Dusty about what might be done for the House Lucard.  As a favor to me.”

“Sure,” I agreed.

At last!  Something Velina actually wanted!

I shifted through from the Topside Station to the Stepstation.  I pulled out my phone as I moved from Stepstation to Spherestation.  It rang twice before Dusty answered.

“Yo.”

“Got a question.”

“Shoot.”

“Velina doesn’t seem happy about her old homestead.  How’s La Mancha doing?”

“It’s not great.  I’ve been encouraging people to spread out, but it’s slow going. It’s hard to get my point across about the slow starvation.  There aren’t many who will take off to survive in the wild on the way to other civilized regions.  Most won’t abandon the magic food machine.”

“See, now, that’s a problem.”

“I’m open to suggestions.”

I thought about it for a second.

“All right, how about this?  You start telling them they have to spread out.  Build… Hmm.  Three.  Three new farming villages down in the forest-jungle area to the southeast.  House Lucard should occupy more territory.”

“I’m telling them that!”

“Let me finish.  To this end, the weekly miracle will become a daily miracle—for one year.  At the end of the year, the miracle will stop.  Entirely.  Completely.  You gave them instructions.  They got their chance.  If they failed to carry out your will, then your displeasure will follow.

“Meanwhile,” I continued, cutting him off, “you could also make sure the current head of the House—or his vidat—understands that trade with other places is an absolute requirement.  They need horses and they need carts and they need to produce things from the mines.  They need to take this massive generosity on your part as an opportunity—their last opportunity—to establish trade routes and trade relations.”

Dusty was quiet for a long minute.

“That could work,” he agreed, reluctantly.

“What’s wrong?”

“I kinda like having the weekly miracle.  This will end it.”

“Glutton.”

“It’s an occupational hazard.”

“True.  But you’re not thinking long-term enough.  In a generation, you could have less influence, but way more people over whom to have it.  Would you rather have ninety percent of a small base, or ten percent of a massive one?”

“I take your point.  All right.  But if it all starts to go pear-shaped, I expect you to help make it good.”

“Give me all the warning you can.  You handle the foreshadowing so they know what’s about to happen, then I’ll pop in and reset the barn.”

So we did.  Whether or not it would do any good was up to them

The star-making frames in the Underworld were useless for making an undersun.  The spells in them weren’t things I could modify.  I had to build a new frame for the heat-only version.  It was easier, in a way, as it didn’t requires sophisticated guidance.  The rising stars went straight up to the Firmament—on the underside; it was the bottom of the Firmament as far as anyone in Rethven was concerned—and stayed there.

With that process started, I checked on Velina’s latest assistant.  She was nowhere to be found.  Velina was going over a list Gwyden had sent and preparing to shift it to his wagon.

“What happened to… the latest one?”

“Who?”

“The… the blonde?  I think?  Long hair, very pale.  Last I saw she was wearing… uh… a long robe with something like a tabard over it, belted at the waist?  I don’t remember her name.”

“I decided an assistant was not useful at this time.”

“If you say so.  What’s Gwyden want?”

“Mostly the same things, but now he wants,” she looked at the list again.  “Tomato plants?”

“They’re far enough south to be tomato people instead of potato people.  The rest of the villages will lag behind, but eventually they’ll ketchup.  Have you given any thought to what sort of vacation I’m taking?”

“I have.  We have traveled much, but there are many places I have seen only on the television device.”

The device she spoke of was actually a flat-panel holographic “window” in the Spherestation.  For security reasons, I didn’t install cable or streaming services, but the video library is impressive, even if I do say so myself.  Who else has five seasons of the original Star Trek?  Or all seven seasons of Firefly?

“Yes?” I prompted

“I know many of them are stories, like plays upon a stage.  Yet, are not these stories and people and places somewhat based in fact?”

“To an extent.  Some more than others.  Like the Battle of Thermopylae.  You’ve seen the movies and documentaries in the library, right?”

“Yes.  They have no idea how it was.”

“Be fair.  They weren’t there, and any Earth may have had different circumstances.”

“As you say.  Does this mean pirates are real?”

“Sure.  Did you have in mind being a pirate or hunting them down?” I asked.

“I am open to suggestions,” she replied, and smiled in anticipation.

There are more ways to be a pirate than sailing the seven seas.  Oh, we tried the ocean-going thing first.  I didn’t like being on a wooden boat.  If it sinks, I’m going for a drown, so I came loaded for kraken.  Just in case.

I have to admit, signing on with a shipload of pirates wasn’t my cup of O Positive.  Velina loved it, so I was willing to go along.

Velina is prepared to enjoy almost anything.  In this respect, she reminds me of Mary.  What I needed, though, was Mary, herself.  Mary would drag me into the fun, face-first, and laugh if I had to wipe it out of my eyes.  Velina has to be persuaded to help.

Our career on the high seas came to an end when our Captain ordered an attack on a colony ship.  Merchant vessels are one thing.  Other privateers, sure.  Military vessels chasing us?  Sure!  Ships hauling women and children, though…

Velina and I informally resigned.  There was a small accident aboard our vessel a moment after we left.

I cannot personally save every distressed child I ever hear about, but I can try not to cause them unnecessary distress.

With that piracy box checked, we tried desert piracy.  Sailing a sand-skiff on runners through the shifting wastelands was surprisingly similar, although on a smaller scale.  Skiffs have to be small and light, so a pirate crew is really more like a biker gang.  They have to use several small vehicles instead of one big ship.  We would skim over the sands, leap over dunes, and swoop onto unsuspecting caravans before returning to our hidden oases. 

I’ve got to admit, the desert pirate stuff was pretty cool.  I liked skimming over the sand a whole lot more than risking death by drowning.  Falling off a sand-skiff was humiliating, not lethal.

We didn’t go for space piracy—the skills involved are technical and highly specialized—but we were right at home with post-apocalyptic pirates!  Bandits sailing wheeled contraptions over the plains was a lot like desert piracy.  In many worlds, salvaged vehicles still ran, albeit on whatever fuels they could find, so a gang of land pirates could come roaring down on a convoy to raid it.

I had qualms about certain piratical activities.  Are we privateers fighting the Crown?  Okay.  Are we raiders burning the village?  Not so much.  Velina didn’t mind swooping down on the fat merchants and taking their gold.  She didn’t mind raiding the village full of peasants, either.  (“They’re peasants.  It’s what they’re for!”)  I preferred to swoop down on other pirates or on raiders.

“May I ask why?”

“Two reasons.  The raiders have already taken stuff and accumulated it for us, so it’s more efficient.  They raid a bunch of places, steal the goods, and we only have to take it from them.”

“If riches were the goal, I would agree.  But is not the goal to do battle?”

“Which brings me to my second point.  Raiding villages and merchants isn’t a challenge.  Wouldn’t raiding other raiders be more fun?”

Velina looked startled for a second as she grasped the thought.  We went independent and started making life difficult for people who made life difficult.  She had a grand time leaping aboard other vessels—ships, sand-skiffs, grunge dune buggies, whatever—and laying waste to everyone aboard in true warrior fashion.  Surrounded by a dozen enemies?  Pfah!  That’s a target-rich environment!

I suspect she liked it even more when someone managed to hit her.  Going into a fight and never getting touched is my preference, but I’m a coward.  For her, there’s a sort of glory to be had for taking hits and winning anyway.

The only thing I absolutely insisted on was a maximum-protection helmet, complete with deflection spell.  I like it when musket-balls veer away from my head—and from hers!  At the speed those things travel, nobody notices.  If someone has to get up close and personal to fight, Velina and I will happily oblige.

In between tours of piracy and privateering, we relaxed somewhere civilized.  In this case, “civilized” meant there was an industry involving the processing of coffee beans.  England, Java, China, India, Mexico, America, Turkey, Brazil—you name it, we’ve been there, at one year or another.  Port Royal had a place that brewed—according to Velina—the best coffee she’d ever had.

I bribed the proprietor and persuaded her to show me how to make it, what sort of bean she used, the works.  Velina may be in for a surprise when she gets back to the Spherestation.

After a week of post-apocalyptic piracy, we relaxed.  There are a lot of concerts to go to, plays to see, performers of all sorts—even carnivals!  Velina prefers to do things, rather than simply watch.  Still, we went to see “Cats” on Broadway and she enjoyed it.

I would have taken her to the circus, but they usually have a lion-tamer act.  I chose not to risk it.

After a while, we wound up in Rio de Janeiro during the week of Carnival.  I think it was around the year 2144.  We’d come from another 2144 where the rebels in Spanish Bolivia had taken La Paz and seized an illegal biowarfare research facility in 2102.  Hence the post-apocalyptic piracy.  It was a sharp contrast.

Velina had never seen such a festival.  To be fair, it’s hard to find good comparisons to Carnival.  She was down in the thick of it for a while, but eventually came back to the hotel.  I can’t really cope with Carnival, not at night.

We sat on our balcony and watched as the parade went by.  She enjoyed the party whether she was in it or watching it, so I was pleased.

As for me, I watched it with different eyes.  And that weird mental click, the shift in the way I saw things, happened again.

Carnival was loud and bright and chaotic and everything I hate.  Give me quiet.  Give me dim light.  Give me a near-windowless castle shielded on all sides by mountains, clouds, and dark forest.

And click, there it was, beauty in the whirling madness, the pulsing, dancing heart of Carnival.  Like snowfields under moonlight or ripples in a puddle in the rain, like the shifting of an aurora or a sunlit beach when the surf was up.  It was a different sort of beauty, but beauty nonetheless.

How is it I have such a hard time seeing this?  Why do I not?

“Velina?”

“Hmm?” she asked, still watching the parade.

“May I see through your eyes?”

“Of course.”

I held her hand and she opened her mind to me.  I saw the parade, heard the music, smelled the people, the food, everything in the night air.  Not as with my own senses, but with hers, colored with her thoughts and feelings, tinged with the patina of… what?  Mortality?  Humanity?

As a vampire, I hated the parade.  But, through her, I could experience it differently.  Humans—people—celebrated.  It wasn’t a celebration for me or my kind.  It was for Velina.  For people who breathed and had heartbeats and fell in love and raised families and wished they didn’t have to die.

Somewhere along the way, I lost it.  Mostly.  I’m running low on it, whatever it is.  Because I’m a vampire?  Because I’m old?  Because I didn’t start with much?  Because I’ve been a hermit for a couple hundred years?  Or does it not run out, only atrophy if it isn’t used?

I don’t know why, but I find my lack of this quality disturbing.  I wish I knew what it meant.  Maybe I should investigate it.  No, I definitely should.  Somed—

Wait.  Why someday?  Rethven is in a growth stage.  Things need to progress on their own for a bit before I can see what sort of track the world is on.  I exercised my fun-having abilities when we went walkabout in Greece.  Exercise needs to be consistent to be effective!  Why should I put it off? 

Why do I feel this?  Why do I think this is important?  Is it important?  Or should it be important?

I really shouldn’t have swallowed everyone in Zirafel whole.  If I hadn’t, I might be able to go down into the basement and find answers.

When Carnival wound down for the night and the city darkened somewhat, Velina sighed and stretched.

“Going to bed?” I asked.

“Yes.  In a bit.  All that coffee.”

“If you aren’t tired, I have something I’d like to do.”

“Let us be about it.”

“Do you want to know what it is?”

“You will tell me or it will become self-evident.”

“I had in mind to go on another tour of great sights.”

“I am ready.”

“I don’t doubt it.  But I’m planning it, not doing it right this second.  I’m not sure I still know how to appreciate things mortals appreciate.  I want to see things that delight and amaze humans so I can see if I still have the capacity to be delighted and amazed.  Go to bed so you can be rested for it and enjoy it properly.”

“I shall.”  She rose and moved to the balcony doors, paused.  “In your use of my eyes, I have heard some of your thought.  Was this your intention?”

“No, but I doubt there’s anything I need to keep from you.  No deep secrets that must be kept from the knowledge of mortals lest the world end.  Nothing like that.”

“Only secrets of your own, perhaps.”

“I may not always tell you everything, but there isn’t much I wouldn’t tell you if you asked—or if I thought you were interested.”

“I know.  In the other direction, you have said, repeatedly and often, how I should tell you what I wish and what I think.  If I am to serve you to the best of my ability, I must do so.  True?”

“Yes, I have.  I have told you so not only because it’s true, but because I want to hear what you have to say.”

“Perhaps you say so and believe it.  I think instead you sometimes need to hear it, not want to.”

“The truth of your statement is unassailable.  I admit it freely.”

“Then, if I act on your behalf to aid you in a manner I believe you need—and perhaps, do not realize, or perhaps do not want—you will forgive me if I am mistaken?”

“You’re in a very small class of people.  You’re one of the people from whom I would take a slap in the face as a bid for my attention rather than a request for injury.  It’s a very small number, spread out over the course of my very long life.”

She nodded, accepting it as the compliment I intended.

“Then, may I suggest you try to sleep?”

I regarded the scattered flotsam of Carnival, below. A few determined party hounds were still at it, but, for the most part, the celebrations were over for the night.  Or over for the morning.  The hour was so late as to be early.

“I don’t sleep,” I told her.

“Why not?”

“I’m out of the habit.”

“I have the impression you are out of the habit of many things.  Among which is being human.”

“Oof.”

“Am I mistaken?” she asked, arching an eyebrow.

“No.  It’s true.”

And, I added to myself, the truth hurts only when one is ashamed of it.  What’s wrong with not sleeping?

“You have asked my opinion on other matters.  Shall I offer it on this?”

“Sure.”

“You have sought I know not what in many worlds since we left the world-cradles you constructed.  From your words and tone, I believe you have not found it.”

“True.”

“I recognize you have never been as other men, but it seems to me you have grown farther apart from them—as have I, in my own ways.  Our long separation from them has made us see them more from the outside, rather than from within.”

I thought about it.  If Velina was feeling alienated from humanity, it was a bad sign.  I felt alienated from humanity shortly after I realized I had fangs, so I was at it longer.

Is that what I’ve been looking for?  My own sense of… what?  Humanity?  Or of belonging to a group?  Maybe being part of something more than my own plans?  If so, what do I do about it?  Build an orphanage?  Fund a theater company?  Join a book club?  Take up canasta?  Make friends?

“I see what you’re driving at,” I agreed, drumming my fingers.  “You’re not wrong.  But being who and what I am makes it… difficult to… rejoin?  No, that’s too much.  Maybe what I’m trying to say is while I understand a lot about humans, I don’t really identify with them anymore.”

“So live within a mortal framework, a mortal perspective—when you can,” she added.  “Do what men do and remember why you once did the same.”

“Including taking a nap?”

“Whether you need it or not.”

She had a point.  I’ve established I’m not required to sleep, but does it do me any good?  Am I going slowly insane from constant wakefulness?  Or is sleep only a minor thing, and one I can do without?  Was it more beneficial than it was painful?  I recall I have a lot of unpleasant dreams… but sometimes they mean things, rather than being mean things.

“I suppose I could take a nap.”

“Then I shall see you in the morning,” she finished, and went inside.

I continued to regard the street for a while.  The first of the cleanup squads were furtively emerging, carefully blending in with the last of the determined party people.  Surreptitiously gathering larger pieces of trash, they scuttled away before anybody could notice.  Eventually, the last of the partiers would either go home or fall down.  Then the street-sweeping could begin, hopefully going around the unconscious.

All right, I decided to try to sleep.  If it went badly, I could make a note to never do it again.

The bed was too soft.  The floor was too hard.  The couch was a decent compromise.  Then there was all the noise.  Rio is a city.  Not a village, not a town, but a city.  It’s alive even at night.  It doesn’t sleep.  It sometimes dozes off, but it doesn’t sleep.  And I can hear it!

Finally, I sketched lines in the air and blocked sound from every side of the room.  Walls, floor, ceiling—soundproof.  Light?  The drapes worked fine, not that light was really an issue when I see perfectly well in the dark.

Do you know what the inside of your eyelids looks like?  I do.

I lay down, went through my mental and physical calming exercises, and eventually managed to nap.


I am Argus Panoptes, with a hundred eyes, watching everywhere.  Yet I am blind, for everywhere is lost in darkness unfathomable.  A thousand points of light shine wherever I cast my gaze, and still the Infinite remains cloaked, mysterious.  I observe all that stands in the light, but what lurks beyond the wall of night?

So much is hidden from my sight.  So much mystery stands occluded by what I already see.  Worlds without end, whirling in the uttermost void, circling, cycling, rising, falling, blazing bright and guttering into ashes.

All the while, mounting higher and higher, the future, like a wave, rises before me.  And I, a rowboat on the unforgiving ocean, rise with it.  Will I rise to the top as it crests, or will it roll over, swamp me, and carry me down into the forgotten depths beyond all hope of light or salvation?

No.  I am not a helpless, hapless little craft on a great sea.  Shift the dream.  Alter the perspective.  Beware the dreamer of the dream, for he who knows he dreams has power over it.

I stand in the water, feet sliding a bit in the sand.  The waves beat at me, as though to carry me off, but I dig deep and stand firm.  They are relentless, inexorable, inevitable.  Water wears away rock, carves through continents.  I am immortal flesh, immortal bone, but I can end.  I am no match for the seas of darkness that assail me.  I will be dragged under by the waves, the currents, the Things which dwell beneath the blue-silver foam of the wine-dark waters.

No.  Again, no.  I refuse the dream, the vision.

I stand atop a great upthrust of rock as a storm, blacker than the night, spreads across the sky.  Jagged lightning dances in the clouds, illuminating in flickers the vast, empty plain that stretches to infinity.  The first hailstones fall, crashing to the earth, shattering, sending shards everywhere.  The first few are mere pebbles, then larger ones come like fists from the heavens, growing by the moment—

No.

Great winds rise, blowing through my branches as I sway.  My roots dig deep into the earth even as the tingling in the upper reaches warns of the coming stroke—

No.

I stand atop a mountain as bright streaks of fire, like falling stars, burn lines of—

No.

Cracks in the ground spread from my foot—

No.

If I am to dream, let me dream of things I choose.

Let there be something friendly and familiar!  A great hall, roofed over in gold, with pits of yellow flames to light it.  Gems like fruits adorn the vine-veins in the walls, gleaming like colored stars.  A great throne of stone, a couch in the shape of a dragon’s head, projects from one end of the room as though through the wall.  Let its baleful gaze fall heavy on those who would stand before it.

Surrounding all, there is the bulk of my mountain.  My pet rock.  It towers like a world, uncaring of anything beyond its walls of firmament and orichalcum.  It is a universe unto itself, eternal and defiant.  Let the storms come.  Let the seas rise.  Let the winds and lightning wreak what havoc they will.  We will stand.  We will endure.  It may come to pass we do not triumph in the end, but to stand against all the powers of the world and refuse them, to stand firm even for a moment, is a victory in itself.

The sky is rent and the mountain split.  A light shines from above, blinding and white and burning with the power of a terrible gaze, a searchlight blazing through a curtain of fire.  A gleam of darkness, dark as all the ignorance of Man, rises from below, icy and full of rage, spearing upward in a lance of hate, thrashing and cutting through the swirling dimness around me, never quite touching.  I hang in the middle, exposed yet unseen, as each gaze searches for me, each to destroy, each in its own way, and the beams of light and dark sweep over me, past me, seeking without finding, as though the eyes of heaven and hell are blind.


What Lies Within

I sat up on the couch, sweating and stinking, while the sunrise tried to burn me through the curtains and the drapes.  It wasn’t harmful, but it was painful.  I can think of better ways to wake up than with a solar-powered combustion attempt.

Sleeping is stupid.

Human-ish or not, it was a traumatic experience and I didn’t care for it.  I’ve got too many anxieties to have anything but nightmares.  Whole herds of them.  They tend to trample me whenever I sleep and I find this uncomfortable.  If I’m going to get more in touch with this whole “being human” thing, I’ll have to find something else.  Sleep is not on the list.

Am I going to try for more humanity?  Whether I like it or not, it’s my default condition, isn’t it?  Should I try to stick with it, or should I be trying to evolve beyond it?

What I need is a thousand-year-old version of me.  Two of them.  One who tried to embrace his monstrosity, the other who tried to keep in touch with his human side.  I don’t know which one to pick.

That’s not a good sign for my human side.

I finished my morning transformation in the bathroom and prepared to cast a cleaning spell.  I paused, however, before actually setting it off.  While I would certainly clean the sweat and muck out of the hotel couch, but shouldn’t I take this as an opportunity to see if doing other things like a human were any better?  I might not like sleeping, but what about a shower?  The hotel was immensely upscale; it provided all the little conveniences a traveler might need, like a toothbrush.

Why not?  I used to enjoy taking a shower.  How long has it been?  I don’t remember.

I came out of the bathroom to find Velina and two other women in my room.  To judge by the uniforms, the other two were present in a rather expensive professional capacity.  They each had towels over one arm and a smaller towel over the contents of their baskets.  It was possible they were there as representatives of a perfectly reputable massage service.  The uniforms were quite revealing, but I didn’t know what was normal around here.

I raised an eyebrow at Velina.  She raised both eyebrows back.  We traded a few more conversational looks before she said anything verbally.

“You will recall what I said as I departed for the evening.”

“I do recall.  Something about being human.”

“And about my ideas,” she reminded me.

I did the eyebrow thing again.  I stood there in my towel while they looked me over.  They smiled a lot.  Good acting on their part.  I’m still skinny, but at least I’m not a gaunt as I used to be.  In dim light, I could pass for merely wiry.

I sighed and surrendered to the inevitable.  So what if Velina was wrong about the nap?  She was trying to help me remember what it was like to be a human being.  Could I do any less?  And this was a very human thing.

“I also asked if you would forgive me if I made a mistake when acting in your interests,” Velina added.

“And I said I would,” I agreed.  She gestured at the two pretty things.

“Here you are,” she added.  They approached and, still smiling and cooing perfectly believably—yep, they were professionals—led me farther into the suite.

I wasn’t particularly in the mood, but I almost never am.  I’m usually willing, but not really all that… what’s the word?  It isn’t something I particularly hunger for.

I know what hunger is.

Still, I wouldn’t have any problem rising to the occasion.  Maybe it would turn out all right.  If it didn’t turn out well, so what?  Velina went to the trouble to arrange this.  No doubt there were awkward questions, or at least awkward answers to very direct questions, while she put it all together.  She bought me a present.  Rented, at least.  Two of them, in fact.  I tried to think of it in those terms.

“A man has needs,” she explained, “and of the many things you are, one of them is a man—one who drives himself without mercy, even though you sometimes show mercy to others.  Show some to yourself.”

As she stepped back and started to close the door, I called after her.

“Where are you going?”

“A woman has needs,” she replied, “and my own memory of things past requires refreshing.”  Smiling, she shut the door.

It was a busy morning, but a good one.  Once I surrendered to the inevitable—or accepted Velina’s gifts, depending on your point of view—it worked out pretty well.

The polite fiction in this world said I was having a “spa day,” complete with haircut, manicure, ear cleaning, skin treatment, massage, intimate massage, and so on.  To be fair, they really were professional spa… uh, people?  What’s the word for someone who gives spa treatments?  I’m familiar with barber, manicurist, masseuse, and beautician, but is there such a thing as a “spa-ist”?  Is there a word for it?

I would have asked, but I was gently ordered to shut up and relax.

Whatever the word, this was exactly their cup of Wu Yi Oolong.  They were exceptionally professional.  Their menu of spa treatments and services was simply more extensive than I’m used to.

All right, fine.  I admit it.  I’m not used to any sort of spa treatment.  The last time I had a massage was… was it in Bajah’s House of Delights?  I think so.  It’s hard for me to relax during a massage.  My physiology is different.  People notice my musculature is more dense than usual and therefore seems more tense.  I avoid this sort of thing to avoid questions I don’t like, such as, “Is that too much?”  Truthfully, no.  I’m not sure human hands can be strong enough.

We had no awkward questions, this time.  They had a job to do and focused on it.  And, from my point of view, why should I be concerned about my physical oddities?  I wasn’t staying to be quizzed.

Is it weird I still found it awkward?  I mean, professionals, sure.  They’re doing their job.  But I’ve never been overly comfortable with people doing personal-level things for me.  I don’t particularly like having servants.  I only coped with a butler because he bossed the other servants and I didn’t have to deal with them.

I’m not a Dark Lord.  I only play one on TV.

Maybe Velina had a point.  Overall, I suppose it was good for me.  It’s not something I would have thought of, but isn’t that one thing friends are for?  To think of things you wouldn’t?  The nap wasn’t a success, but the spa day certainly was.

Velina and I met for a late lunch in the hotel restaurant, and a lavish lunch it was.  We had a private dining room and at least three people on duty to make sure we did not waste away from lack of food or drink.

“I’m pretty sure I didn’t grab us enough of the local money to afford all this,” I observed, in Tassarian.

“I have my share of pirate gold.”

“You paid for all this in gold coins?”

“They accepted it as currency.  Should I have found someone to convert the currency?”

“If they take it, I don’t see a problem.  And thank you.  I’m glad you’re trying to take care of me.”

“It is my duty to assist you in any way I can.  I am slowly learning there are ways beyond being your First.”

“Is that what you are?”

“Am I not?”

“You absolutely are, but I was thinking you were more than that.”

“I am content with my station.  I also fulfill many functions of your vidat, but a formal vidat would be to your advantage.  You might also desire a milette.  I believe you also need a wife.”

“I’ll find you another assistant, if you want one, but I have no desire to go looking for a wife.”

“I would be honored to find candidates.”

“No, but thank you.”

“Is it permitted to ask why?”

“Of course.  You can ask me anything.”

“Why do you protest at having wives?  No galvanais, I understand.  You do not need an heir.  A rezeet, also, as you do not need a diplomat.  Your affairs are handled by myself, your Dusty, or yourself.  I have summoned a number of young women to be my assistants, but you ignore them, aside from when you must speak with them.”

“Have I been rude?” I asked, concerned.

“Never.  But they are otherwise left to their own devices.  Did none of them attract your eye?  Was Thalia not a pretty thing?”

“Did I meet Thalia?” I asked.  Velina’s lips thinned as she suppressed a smile.

“You do not know?”

“I lose track of things that don’t concern me,” I admitted.

“I see.  Let us not digress.  Do you not wish a pretty little milette to wait upon you in your mortal moments?”

“Hmm.  No, I guess I don’t.  Not really.”

“Why?  I do not understand.”

“That’s a good question.  Let me see if I can put it into words.”

We ate in silence while I thought.  I ate slowly, having much to think about.  Or, maybe, things I didn’t usually think about.

“I think,” I began, “it comes down to two reasons.  I may be wrong, but there are at least two.”

“I eagerly wait to hear them.”

“The first reason is I didn’t—or don’t—know any of your assistants-slash-candidates.  In the Tassarian Empire, it was a matter of political and financial negotiation to formally trade a daughter off as one of the wives of a nobleman.  That doesn’t really work for me.  I prefer knowing the lady, liking the lady, and only then making her such an offer.”

“This seems needlessly time-consuming.”

“Maybe it is,” I allowed.  “Maybe I’m too simple in my tastes to appreciate the finer points of Tassarian courtship.”

She didn’t argue, but she didn’t agree, either.  I wondered what she was thinking.

“The second reason,” I went on, “is I don’t feel I have… hmm.  Time?  No, that’s not the right word.  The idea is I can’t… afford?  Is that what I mean?  I mean I have things I have to do, things that will demand my time and attention and focus.  At any moment, I could have Dusty phone me up and ask a favor, or point out a problem.

“What I’m getting at is my life is usually busy.  I have to go places and do things, sometimes for years, and I wouldn’t be able to give someone adequate attention.  It’s not fair.  There’s no point in having a wife if I have a thousand other things with greater demand—more priority—on my time than her.  I learned, long ago, you give time and attention to the things you care about.  If you aren’t giving these things, they don’t feel cared about, so you lose the things you love.  I would rather do without.  For now,” I added, thinking of the future.  Maybe after the temporal loop closed.  Until then, I had the sin qua non of important projects.

I did not go on about how dating a monster with delusions of humanity might not be the wisest course for any woman.  I’m not really husband material.

“I understand.  I will not seek out a wife for you.”

Something about her agreement sounded odd to me, but I couldn’t say why.

We left Rio and started the tour I’d been thinking about.  There are amazing sights to be seen.  She’s seen a lot of things on video or in a magic mirror, but who doesn’t want to see magnificent sights in person?  The Aurora Borealis during the 1859 Carrington Event.  Niagara Falls.  The Great Pyramid.  The Great Wall.  The Ivy Mike test.  Christ the Redeemer.  The Chicxulub Impact.  The Grand Canyon.  The Towers of Mars.  Machu Picchu.  The Acropolis.  The Reaper Nebula.  The ceiling of the Sistine Chapel.  The Taj Mahal.  The streamers of plasma coming off a sun and swirling in the accretion disk of a black hole.

None of them meant anything to me.

The Aurora was a light show.  It’s charged particles, the Earth’s magnetic field, and atmosphere.  Niagara?  I’ve seen it before.  It’s a lot of water.  The Great Pyramid?  I’ve built better ones.  The Great Wall?  Ditto.  The Ivy Mike test?  I once blew up a sun to see if I could.  Christ the Redeemer?  Nice statue.  The Chicxulub Impact?  Good bang.  I’ve seen bigger.  The Grand Canyon?  It’s nice.  The Towers of Mars?  The low gravity was what made them work.  Machu Picchu?  Couldn’t compare to my pet rock.  The Acropolis?  Not bad, but also not well laid-out.  The Reaper Nebula?  Colorful gas.  The Sistine Chapel?  Good brushwork, but who was going to notice something like that besides me?  They don’t let you climb up there and breathe on it.  The Taj Mahal?  It’s an overdecorated tomb.  The black hole eating a sun?  It’s impressive, I grant you, for the first five minutes.  It’s like watching a funnel work.  It swirled, but didn’t do anything.

But I’m old and jaded and a bit of a curmudgeon.

Then, on each occasion, I saw it through Velina’s eyes, and saw something more.

When I ate someone and lingered over the meal, absorbing a generalized impression of their experiences, I often shared the experience with her.  I took a small fragment of their lives and made them part of my own.  She got to come along for the ride.  Now it was the other way around.  Velina looked and experienced and enjoyed what she took in, and she shared it with me.  I saw through her eyes, felt with her heart, caught her breath, and re-lit my flickering flame of wonder from her blaze.  All those sights meant little to me, but they were fantastic to her—and, through her, fantastic to me.

It might not last long, but, for a while, I felt almost human again.

Is this why literature is full of older vampires who have human assistants?  Or maybe why they’re so obsessed with a young lady?  Are they looking for something?

Maybe.

My phone buzzed.  Velina was sleeping in the observation bubble of the liner, still in sight of the nebula.  I closed the hatch and answered it.

“Hello.”

“Where are you?” Dusty asked.  “What are you doing?”

“It’s nice to hear from you, too.”

“Sorry.  It’s just… we’ve got a situation.”

I was too far from a functioning star to have a daytime metabolism, so I didn’t have a bunch of fight-or-flight chemicals dumped into my bloodstream.  I wasn’t in any way frightened.  I was angry.  Every damn time I start to relax and enjoy myself, thinking I’m on top of the Rethven situation, it turns out I’m wrong again.  The fact I expect this to happen does not make it any easier.

No, on second thought, there’s more to it.  Dusty never calls to be social.  Whenever my phone rings, it’s about a problem, never an invitation to tea.  Is that why I hate hearing it ring?  It’s never good news?

Maybe I need to make more friends.  No, clearly I do need to.  The question is whether I construct them or find them.  I’ve got clone tanks and angel parts, and I can harvest humans.  I can build a friend.  And I might, if only to see the look on Dusty’s face.

“What sort of situation?” I sighed.

“You know those ice giants?”

“Of course,” I answered, thinking something shorter.  Only four letters.

“Well, they’re a problem.”

“How?  Last I checked, they were retreating.  The world is changing.  They can feel it in the air.  They can feel it in the melting water.  All that good stuff.”

“Yeah, but they’re magic-working ice monsters, remember?  They’ve developed a spell to let them do something cold.”

“Yes, I remember,” I agreed, silently damning all ice giants to a place known for its excessively warm climate and terrible sulphur smell.  “What do you mean by ‘do something cold’?”

“I mean they can isolate or insulate or whatever.  A section of world goes cold and stays that way.”

“How big a section?”

“I don’t know.  Pretty large, on a human scale.  Physical distances aren’t my thing unless I put an avatar on the spot.  Celestovision isn’t the same as eyeballs.  I need people to look through if I want all the details.  Avatars, preferably, but priests will do.  Worshippers aren’t ideal, but I can make it work.  Peering through from the celestial realms is like looking through gauzy curtains at an old television set.”

“I’ll do the looking.  Figure out where this is so I don’t have to search the whole world.  I’ll get Velina and we’ll look at the problem.”

“I’m on it,” he assured me.  “And, when you’re done with that, I have less-urgent diplomatic requests from other celestials.”

“Duly noted.  Remind me later.”

I put the phone away and thumbed my Ring of Many Gates.


Consider the Cold

We picked up Dusty on the way to Topside Station West.  There, we spied on ice giants from high altitude.  This frustrated Velina.  She hasn’t mastered the spells for air-refraction lenses.  Or, rather, she has managed the spells, but she doesn’t truly understand how optics work.  I did try to teach her, but she wasn’t having it.  When she looked at optical sciences through my eyes, she understood it.  When she did it herself, it was a bunch of lines, angles, and bent glass.  She can calculate optics, but needs to draw it out to work it out.  Visualizing it doesn’t work for her.

I empathized.  I had one hell of a time with neurology.  I can’t recall how many times I’ve lurked like a vulture while an elderly neurologist passed away.  Even so, I’m still not happy with my level of skill, and I’ve backed my dinner with study.  I have no talent for it.

Still, we did get a fair telescopic function worked out.  She does it by rote, altering air refraction to make lenses in ways she knows will work, not because they should work.  It’s memory, not theory.  But it does the job.

Even so, I did most of the scrying, looking where Dusty pointed.  I couldn’t tell through a scrying spell exactly what was happening, and certainly not at that altitude.  In general, it appeared to be a spike of ice, similar to an ice giant back-spine, driven into the ground.  Around it for some distance—a kilometer or more—the ground and the air somehow cooled down.

I opened up an eyeball gate to look at the ice shard more closely, but any gate, even a local-universe gate, is much more power-intensive than a scrying spell.  The ice giants reacted as though I’d hammered a gong.  Every ice giant in sight tried to zap my gate.  At least one of them succeeded.  Part of the magical disruption made it through the gate, too, somewhat distorted by the trip through a collapsing wormhole.  I rubbed my right eye and waited while my regeneration fixed it.  Whatever they were using, it had minor physical disruption properties.  I presume they didn’t know what they were dealing with and so attacked everything they thought it might be.  It was surprisingly effective and versatile for something so quick.  Either they each used their own version of the spell or I underestimated their magical talents.

“I’m going to have to go there and look if I stand a chance of analyzing the mechanism,” I said, sighing.  Velina regarded the ice giants in the mirror set for aerial views.

“I count eleven ice giants.”

“At that site,” Dusty said.  “There are a lot of these icy spike things.”

I changed the focus to another ice-spike cold zone.

“Sixteen,” Velina reported.  Dusty nodded.

I changed focus again.  And again.  And again.  I wasn’t sure if they were scientific crews monitoring the experiments or guard contingents keeping their spikes safe from strange magical things.

“Hang on,” I said, and conjured up a topographic map of Rethven out of a section of floor.  I marked ice-spike sites.  “Are these the only places?”

“They’re the ones I noticed,” Dusty admitted, cocking his head slightly to one side.  “I’m sure there are more.”

“These are all in a line, east-west.”

“So?”

I changed the mirror view to pull back.  I sent it westward as though we were flying over the world.  I added more markers on my makeshift map as our viewpoint passed overhead.

“They’re all in a line.  Look at it.  It’s like they’re trying to tack down the ice sheet, to halt the advance of summer.”

“Okay, yes.  They’re all in a line.  Again, so?”

“What’s the goal, here?  To resist the decline of winter?”

“If I had to guess, yes.  What’s your point?”

“I’m concerned there might be a Queen of the Ice Giants who could reasonably be regarded as a White Witch.”

“Now you have my attention,” Dusty said.  “What makes you think so?”

“I don’t know, which is why I’m concerned.  The spells they’re using to defend against scrying and gate spells seems pretty darn effective.  Do they have one ice giant with brains and talent?  Or did they luck into a good idea?  And these ice spike things—was this something they were working on before the Long Night?  Or did they do all the R&D on them only since the lights came back on?”

“I can’t answer any of that.”

“We need to work on your omniscience,” I said, sourly.

“I agree.  Let me know when you have something.”

“Oh, it’s going to be like that, is it?” I asked.  “Fine.  Since you’re having so much trouble with it, I’ll start thinking about it.  In the meantime, you can practice.”

He sighed.

“Me and my big mouth.  Okay.  What do you want?”

“Study the ice giants.  Do they have a hierarchy?  How organized are they?  How many of them are we talking about?  How do ice giants reproduce?”

“Seriously?  How they reproduce?  You want me to be a peeping tom and watch them bump icebergs?”

“If that’s how they make ice cubes, yes,” I agreed.

“For My sake!” he exclaimed.  “What for?  Why?” he demanded.

I rubbed my face with my hands and took a moment to gather my thoughts.  I heard Velina loosen her sword in its scabbard.  Dusty did, too.  I don’t think she liked his tone.  I looked up in time to see him staring at her with a shocked expression.  Velina met his gaze without so much as a blink.

“Dusty,” I said.

“Is she threatening me?”

“Do you feel threatened?” I countered.

“I—” he began, and shut up, not sure how to answer.  He turned in my direction, almost putting his back to Velina.  Velina watched Dusty.  He pretended not to notice.

“Here’s the thing,” I said, returning to the previous topic.  “If ice giants have a hierarchy with brainy ones in charge, it may be possible to negotiate with the leaders.”

No, you can’t.

I glanced down at the hilt.

“Firebrand?”

Ice giants won’t negotiate, it stated.  They hate everyone and everything.

“The ones I encountered do seem to have nothing but hatred for non-ice things.  But if there’s a more-intelligent leader type—”

It’s built into them, Firebrand supplied.  They can’t negotiate.  They can’t stand you.  It’s a primal revulsion built into their basic forms.  I know.  I was a dragon, once, and lived in the northlands, hunting ice giants.

“I see.  Well, what can you tell me about their hierarchy?  Do they have a king or queen or something?”

No, they don’t.  Not like humans do.  They’re a consensus-driven force, but they all hate equally, so they have a much easier time agreeing than any other race.  Except maybe the bugs.

“Can we not talk about those?”

No problem.

“All right.  If nothing else, I’d like to have a grasp of their numbers.  How they reproduce is important because it affects their numbers.  If they produce one new ice giant per female—assuming they have genders—per year, that’s something we can deal with.  If they reproduce by fission—or by fracture—by cracking off a spine or something and packing snow on it until it sits up, it means we could have a dozen times as many ice giants within a month.  Firebrand?”

I don’t know anything about ice giant reproduction.  I ate them.  I didn’t study them.  It can’t be too fast or they would have carpeted the northlands in ice giants.

“Fair enough.”

Dusty nodded as he followed my thought process.

“I see what you mean.”

“Before we move on, can I draw your attention to a key point?” I asked.

“Which is?”

“I have reasons for wanting to know things.  If you don’t understand the reason, it’s still there.  Kind of like how I routinely take it on faith you’re doing your stuff for reasons making sense to you.  Since I have faith in you, is it so unreasonable to ask for a little reciprocity?”

He sat back and folded his arms, looking off into the distance for almost a minute.

“I’ve been…” he began, and trailed off.  I waited and he started again.

“I apologize,” he repeated, and ignored the snick of Velina’s sword clicking home in its scabbard.  “I’ve been a god for so long, I’ve gotten out of the habit of talking to physical beings as though they were peers.  They’re all… children.  Pets.  Animals.  Lesser creatures.  They aren’t people.  You’re a people.  A person.  And I keep forgetting that, because we’re talking on the physical plane.  I’m sorry, and I apologize.  I’m not sure I can change that.  Certainly not quickly.  But you can remind me as often as it takes.”

“I understand far better than you think,” I told him.  “I have a similar problem.  We’ve both grown away from humanity over time, and in different ways.  We don’t think like them anymore, and sometimes not like each other.  I accept your apology.  So, will you spy on the ice giants for us?  Or am I asking too much?  Are you still too early in your developmental phase in Rethven?”

“I can manage a lot of spying, although I’m still a long way from omniscient.  I don’t suppose you have a secret lair with a thousand scrying mirrors?”

“Not exactly, no.  But I had an idea…” I trailed off, thinking.

“What is it?”

“I might remember where I was going with that if you would let me think.”

Silence fell and I thought hard.  Dusty spying on things.  Omniscience.  Scrying sensors.  Observation center.

Aha!  I did have an idea.  Two of them, in fact.

“Come with me while we talk.”

“Where are we going?” he asked, rising from his chair.

“My lab.  I need to run you through a scanner.”

“Uh… Is this going to hurt?” he asked, as we stepped into the shift-space.  We blinked into the Stepstation.

“Not if I do it right.”

We all moved to the departure zone and shifted to the Flatstation.  We walked in a silence broken only by the muffled, metallic sounds of boots on the decking.  Dusty and I walked side by side.  Velina stayed two paces behind us.  She never did that when we were alone.  I suspect she was guarding Dusty and waiting for him to be disrespectful again.  I didn’t say anything, but I hoped I wouldn’t have to get him a new avatar and apologize to it.

“Have I ever told you how you sometimes make me wonder who the god is in our relationship?” he asked.

“Do you?”

“Sometimes,” he said, simply.

“Why?”

“Because you do things that leave me dumbfounded.  Don’t misunderstand.  I get how you do it once I see it done.  It all makes sense to me.  The fact you can do these things, though…”

“Look at it this way,” I told him, “you do things in the celestial realms I can’t even comprehend.  Or you could accept the fact you’re an energy-state being with all the limitations that go with it, not an actual god.  We call you a god because ‘celestial-based energy-state being’ is a mouthful.”

“I don’t like being relegated to other-dimensional life form,” he grumped.

“That’s your ego talking, isn’t it?”

“…maybe.”

“And there’s where we differ the most, I think,” I chuckled.  “Your ego is enormous.  Probably from all the constant veneration of humans.”

“Whereas your ego is almost nonexistent,” he countered.  “By contrast, I mean.”

“I have a natural humility not found in most celestial entities.”

“That’s one way to look at it.”  We walked in silence for a few paces.  “Okay, that’s done.  Talk to me about something else.”

“Nervous?”

“Why would I be nervous about subjecting myself to the whims of someone who dissects celestial entities?”

“Oh, so that’s what started this conversation.  Okay.  How’s this?  I’m wondering if the ice shards are an experiment.  Is this the only row?  Or is there another row, farther north?  Remember my rocky wall map?  The frost line is mostly a smooth curve except where these spikes are.  Did they nail down this section of the frost line and watch as it moved north everywhere else?  Or did they march south far enough to plant more shards of winter?  Are they going to expand east and west, all the way to the Edges, tacking down the ice sheet, then start adding new rows of spikes to the south?  Given the area they affect, they’ll need a lot of them to cover everything, but do they care?  Or are they only after a specific thing, maybe a specific area?

“I want to know more about these shards,” I told him.  “Is one ice giant making them all?  Do they make them in the spot where they need them?  How hard is it to do?  How are they made?  Are they snapping these shards off other ice giants?  Does it eventually kill them?  Or are they enchanting plain chunks of ice?  And if they’re planting rows of them to move a line of winter southward, testing their new gimmick, are there earlier, experimental versions farther north?  Are those less well-guarded?

“I’ve got lots of questions,” I finished, “and I want a lot of answers.”

“Makes sense,” Dusty agreed.

“So, to return to an earlier point, when I’m asking you questions, it’s because it may relate to other questions.  The answer you give me may be the clue I need to find another answer.  Sometimes, they won’t seem related—to you.  But they very well may be, in a larger sense.  Okay?”

“I get it, Mycroft.  I’ll do what legwork I can.”

“Thank you.”

“What shall we do?” Velina asked.

“You and I are going to find the most isolated, vulnerable shard of winter we can and steal it.  I want to analyze it and see if it has a weakness.  Maybe there’s a good way to destroy them all.  I spent too much time fighting winter to let a bunch of snowflakes win.”

I opened hatchway doors as we went along until we reached the storage vault.  Dusty stepped through and the conversation halted as though it hit a wall.

Before us, rows and racks of magical containers held subdivided angels. Constituents.   Modules.  Components.  Sections.  Elements.  Segments.  Chunks.

Organs.

“You okay?” I asked.  Looking around, he swallowed twice before he answered.

“You know what the worst part of being a god is?”

“No.”

“When you really, really need to, you have nobody to pray to.”

“Heh.  Good one,” I told him.  He didn’t laugh.  “Oh.  You meant it.  Sorry.”

“What is this place?”

“Storage.”

“Yeah.  Oh, yeah.  I see that.  Got it.  Sure.  Okay.  Better question.  Why are we here?  No, strike that.  Why am I here?”

“I have detailed scanning equipment here.  How else do I know what parts do what?  Stand over there,” I directed.  He didn’t move.

“Is this going to hurt?”

“I shouldn’t think so.”

“Think so?”

“All the angels who made it this far were in no position to feel pain, but I don’t see why it would bother you.”

“Okay.  Okay.  I’m trusting you with my avatar, here.”

“If I break it, I’ll build you a new one.  Promise.”

“You’re too kind.”

So I scanned him, laid out a detailed chart of his celestial nature, and grumbled to myself about the fizzy, foamy, organic-looking way he was put together.  It was the difference between a robotic arm, disassembled and neatly laid out, and a disassembled human arm, with all the pieces lying in smears of their own fluids.

“This might take more work than I thought,” I muttered.

“What might?”

“Oh, I had an idea.”

“And I cooperated.  I came here to the trophy room of a celestial serial killer and stood where you told me to stand while you did the crackly, zappy, scanny thing and scared so much hell out of me I’m practically a candidate for sainthood.  You could at least tell me why.”

“You’re right.  Sorry.  I thought it might help if I could install angelic eyes in your matrix.  I’ve got tons of them—one of my captures had lots.  If I could graft them onto you, you could use them to observe more places at once.  It might even let you see things in material realms more clearly.

“Unfortunately, it would be like surgically attaching a bionic arm.  There are technical challenges you don’t get with an arm transplant.  I suppose you might learn to absorb it, eventually—the metaphor only stretches so far.  Now that I look at it, I don’t think I can do it.  Rather, I can do it, but not safely.

“On the other hand,” I went on, as another idea came to me, “I might be able to make the equivalent of a magic item.  Like that idol for curing the followers, sort of.  You put your own power through it and it does something.  Something like a crown of eyes your celestial form could wear and use.  Much simpler than surgically implanting a fistful of eyeballs.”

“Oh. Well. Thanks for the thought. Let me know what progress you make. I’ll head back to my reactor worlds and communicate with my celestial selves to get busy investigating. Sound good?”

“Works for me,” I agreed.  I sent him home before I started working on designs for a crown of eyes.  Velina felt her time was better spent marking more ice shards on the map and determining which were the best targets.  I agreed.  As much as I value Velina as a magician’s assistant, this project was a bit beyond her.  It might be beyond me!

Turns out there weren’t any unguarded shards to be found, but, while Velina watched, a sizable force of ice giants—and any force of ice giants is sizable—headed south from their frosty regions.  They did it at night, when the temperature wasn’t much above freezing, and carefully paced south beyond their cold effect.  They carried several spikes, like faceted icicles, and planted these winterspikes in a new row, driving them three feet into the ground and leaving only a foot or so visible.  Immediately, the temperature around each of them began to dip.

They didn’t plant them close enough to have overlap between the effects, or not much.  I think they were trying to be precise, but they didn’t have GPS to guide them.  They had stars and could count paces.  Even if they were exact, there would still be gaps in the effect where their circular effects diminished, but did it matter?  Unless someone put a bonfire in those gaps, would they be warm when surrounded by ice?

More relevant and immediate, however, the previous row of winterspikes was left temporarily unguarded.

Velina, recognizing an opportunity, came to get me.

I, meanwhile, had spent my time in my headspace, organizing and planning.  Luckily, I hadn’t got very far in physical preparations.  There were no glowing angel eyeballs rolling across a worktable, for example.

“What’s up?”

“Ice giants have left several shards of winter unguarded.  I believe you wish to examine these.”

“Oh, if only they can be so stupid,” I breathed.  “Show me.”

Velina explained what she saw of ice giant activity while we returned to the scrying room.  Yep, they had done exactly what I hoped, or close to it.  They marched south in force, established new lines, and guarded the line.  They didn’t bother to protect anything behind that line—at least, not immediately.  Because they were making sure they could crush any opposition in their advance?  I’m not sure.

How can they be clever enough to destroy the sun, shoot down rising stars, pop scrying sensors, and develop winterspikes, but they’re not clever enough to know they don’t need to march south on a company front?

Something about it was as fishy as a school of tuna.

The ice giants I’d listened to weren’t big on intellect.  They weren’t actually stupid, as such, but… how to put it?  They were slow, plodding things.  They weren’t quick.  They weren’t clever.  They would use a lever, but they wouldn’t grasp the principles of it.  If told how to add and subtract, they could do it by following the rules, but they wouldn’t understand it.  They were simple creatures.  The fact they came up with several annoyingly good ideas bothered me.

I wonder, not for the first time, if they had a Snow Queen or an Ice King or something.  Maybe they started with one really big, really smart glacier giant and all the ones I’ve seen are chips off the old berg.  Dumber chips, because they’re so small, or because they’re so young.  The King Glacier could be coming up with ideas and ordering his chilly minions to carry them out.

I made a mental note to look into the idea… and hoped it would stick to my desk.

More immediately, I picked a remote winterspike.  The closest ice giant was over a kilometer away, but heading slowly toward it.  No doubt they would eventually keep a guard on each winterspike, wherever it might be.

Of course, another hundred ice giants were within two kilometers, give or take.  One angry glacier is easy enough to handle.  A hundred is a chilling prospect.  But if we could get in and get out before the majority started voting with their fists…

“I don’t think I can do a sufficient analysis in the time available,” I told her.  “I think we’re going to yank one of their icicles and take it home to look at.”

Velina considered the image, counted ice giants, and thought it over.

“I agree.”

She was born to the warrior caste, lived in it, and did well in it.  When she says the tactical situation looks bad, I take her word for it.

“I’ll get ready.  Keep an eye on things, please.”

Let me get this straight, Firebrand said, as I prepared another spell.  We’re going to appear next to a magical spike of ice and not melt it.  You’re going to pull it like a fang, and we’re going to disappear back to one of your floating islands in the void, hopefully without coming within arms’ reach of an ice giant, much less killing any.

“That’s the plan.”

You’re less fun than I remember.

“You’d rather take on a hundred ice giants?”

Yes.

“I sympathize.  How about one at a time?”

I like killing lots of them!

“And I agree we should!  But they travel in ice packs!  Or bergs?  Ice trays?”

And we can take lots of them on at once!

“Look, right now I want to know what they’re doing and how.  If I can stop them easily, fine.  But no matter what, there are too many of them.  This world ain’t big enough for that much angry water and the more normal biology types.  Sooner or later, I’m going to have to cut down on their population.”

Ooo!  Now that sounds more like it!

“For now, though, I only want to know more about what they’re doing.”

Aww.

“Come on.  Something could go horribly wrong.”

There is that, Firebrand agreed.

True to form, the actual theft did not go as planned.

There was no way to do this sneaky-quiet, so I went with fast and brutal.  I stood next to Bronze and shifted us in about half an hour after the sun went out, landing not two feet from a shard.  It only had one ice giant on guard.  This suited me perfectly.  I shot it.  Not with a rocket launcher; the range was too close and I didn’t want the shockwave to damage the shard before I could examine it.  No, I gave the ice giant a couple of hyperdense, armor-piercing rounds from a shotgun.  I wanted to see how they affected the structure.

Pretty well, actually.  It crackled and fracture lines radiated outward from the wounds.  It actually staggered, but it didn’t go down.  Dang.  Maybe a fifty-cal, next time…

Firebrand helped it fall down.  I dropped the shotgun, drew Firebrand, and stabbed it at the speed of dark.  The point entered the lower of the two wounds and Firebrand pumped white fire into the wound.  The thermal shock combined with the vapor explosion multiplied the effect.  The giant cracked and collapsed, breaking into large chunks on impact.

Other ice giants turned toward us.  Time was running.

The aboveground portion of the shard was faceted, crystalline ice, maybe as wide as my outstretched hand and sticking up to knee height.  I grabbed it with both hands and immediately felt the cold, even through my gauntlets.  The thing wasn’t simply frigidly cold.  It actively tried to freeze everything in contact with it.  I felt my fingers stiffening and crackling.

Important safety tip:  Do not touch the magical freezing widget.  Unfortunately, I didn’t have the proper sort of tongs.

Since I already had a grip, I gave it a mighty heave.  It didn’t budge.  I would have flung steel-jacketed lead into the sky, but not this icicle.  The shard sat there as though rooted to the spot.

Well, this was something of a frigid pickle.  Maybe more of a pickle-juice popsicle when I expected the lemon-lime flavor.  This was not a welcome surprise.

By now, the other ice giants were hitting their stride, advancing at a lumbering run.  Time was, as they say, of the essence. 

I examined the icy spike with considerable attention, writhing tendrils down along the surface of the magical ice and into the ground.  I discovered it wasn’t a single spike anymore.  It started as a magical icicle, but the ice now extended outward like a root system, or frost on a windowpane.  Even as I felt the coldness up on the surface, the ice slowly crackled, down below, burrowing, growing larger as it spread outward from the central spike.

Okay, I wasn’t going to simply grab it and run.  I started looking at the magic in it—and it was magic, not a chaos effect, so I had that on my side.  I didn’t have time to examine the spell in detail, though.

Bronze kicked the ice shard at ground level, hitting it with the edge of one forehoof in much the same way a lumberjack hits a tree with an axe.  The magic of the ice was in no way designed to stand up to this sort of punishment.  She snapped the upper portion of the ice shard off like a jeweler cutting a diamond. I picked it up.  The magic failed as the physical containment broke, but there would still be traces of the spell in the crystalline matrix.  It would be a good start in my analysis of What the Hell is Going On.

Now the leading ice giant closed in on us like an ice road trucker on meth.  Strangely, none of the ice giants in sight hurled any missiles at us.  Perhaps to avoid damage to their icicle?  That would change quickly, I felt sure.  I stepped on the shotgun to make sure it came with us when I fired my prepared spells.  One kept the captured ice block cold, for analysis.  The other shifted us to the Topside Station East.  I shifted us again, quickly, to get the shard fragment into my pre-chilled laboratory.

I put the ice fragment on the frigid workbench and started examining the broken spell inside it.  It was a “messy bits” spell, I was certain, but definitely a spell, not an enchantment.

We’re not vaporizing it?

“Not yet.  I want to know the best way to destroy it so we can destroy all of them.”

Oh.  Well, that’s all right, then.  As long as we do break them all.

“I’m so glad you approve.”

Yep.  Except I don’t particularly approve of being in here.

“Yell for Velina.  I’ve got to hurry.”

I analyzed the ice fragment with exacting care.  I don’t want to call it a forensic analysis.  It was more like an archaeological one.  Maybe it was a jigsaw puzzle.  It’s really a combination of all three.  Bits of spell were still unraveling.  Other bits were fragmentary pieces of energy trapped in a crystal matrix.  Inside the crystal structure, there were voids, empty places, blank spots.  These gave me a shape where something ought to go.  And I did get a look at the overall shape and structure before we broke off a piece, which was like looking at the box top before doing the puzzle.

It’s a process.  And, by assembling as much as I could of it here, it meant I wouldn’t have to spend as long looking at an intact one next time.  Between my quick look and the partial reassembly in the lab, I had it more than half figured out before I tried anything else.

I opened an eyeball-sized gate and took a peek at another one.  Only for a moment.  Another quick glance at the lid of the puzzle box, if you will.  I had part of the picture laid out in front of me and I wanted more clues.  My snapshot provided a few, enabling me to more easily assemble more.  The process repeated several times and I built up a good picture of the whole thing.

Then I made sure I was chilled to near freezing, put on my white outfit, cast my cloaking spells—things designed to conceal magical auras—and shifted in much farther north, in a spot where I didn’t see any ice giants.  I moved immediately away from the point of arrival.  When I stopped, I lay perfectly still.

The ice giants were still stirred up and wary from all my previous peeks at the metaphorical lid.  They had tried to zap every mini-gate I used in photographing the winterspikes, but they usually weren’t fast enough.  When I shifted in, it was a much bigger, much sharper surge of power, so they investigated—but I was cold, insulated, and cloaked.  None of them noticed me.

It took me the better part of the night to inchworm my way along, stealthy as an ice weasel in the snow.  I didn’t get close enough to do a detailed analysis, but I did get to a position where I could look at it for a good, long while.  I compared it to my reconstruction, confirmed I had the broad outlines correct, and shifted back.

The function was simple.  It sucked in magical energy to slow the thermal vibration of nearby molecules, cooling them down.  The more magical the environment, the cooler it would get.  I could duplicate the effect, but not the spell.  I don’t know how they cast it, but they clearly didn’t understand what they were doing.

I didn’t like these spikes.  The things could, potentially, get hammered into the ground all the way to the Mountains of the Sun.  Maybe into them.  If the ice giants covered the Spire with frost, would it count as a victory?

At least the winterspike didn’t form more exotic ice when it froze everything.  It was regular ice, formed by water getting cold.  The winterspike itself, however, was yet another exotic form of ice—Ice IV.  It’s a rhombohedral structure, and, again, it shouldn’t exist outside of a pressure vessel.

I would have bet money they were formed from an ice giant’s back-spines.  Dang.

On the upside, breaking a winterspike wasn’t a problem.  Exotic though they might be, they were still hard water.  Shattering them could be done in any number of ways.  A hammer, for example.  I would have said a sonic weapon, but, wouldn’t you know it, different sizes of crystals resonate at different frequencies.  A good earthquake might shatter lots of them, but Rethven, so far as I know, only has earthquakes when someone sets off nuclear devices.  We all know how that ends.

Firebrand, of course, was all for mounting up, screaming a battle-cry, and charging into the snowy monsters.  Each spike could be treated reverse-King Arthur style by jamming a flaming sword into the ice.

“What is with you?” I asked, even though Firebrand was in another part of the station.  “You act like these things busted your dolly by hitting you on the head with it.”

I don’t like them, Firebrand grumped, from its furnace.

“I noticed.  I guess it makes sense, though.  Icy giants and a flaming sword.  Cold versus hot.  Ice versus fire.”

It’s not that.

“Oh?  Sorry; I was assuming.  What’s the matter?”

I’m not… comfortable… talking about it.

I blinked.  I don’t blink a lot when I’m dead.  The lack of blinking puts people off, I think, even if they can’t explain why.  My teeth do, too, so I’ve learned not to grin.

“All right,” I agreed, in calm tones.  “I understand you’re uncomfortable with it.  I also understand you want to kill ice giants.  I don’t understand why or how, but maybe I don’t need to.  Do you want to try and talk about it?”

Firebrand thought for a while.  Since it considered for quite a while, I put bits of winterspike in an oven and slowly cranked it up.  How hot did it have to get before it destabilized into another form of ice or melted outright?  Without magic, it should have instantly decayed into a more mundane type of ice, but…

Boss?

“Yo.”

Ice giants are… a thing.

“Large, angry, hateful, hostile, cold-hearted, and generally unpleasant things.”

That’s not—I mean, yes, but I meant it different.

“Oh.  What sort of thing?”

Firebrand sighed.

Look.  A long time ago, I used to be more… I dunno.  Bigger.

“You mean enormous, winged, and even more terrifying.”

Yes!  Exactly.  I remember being a dragon, but it’s like it happened to someone else.  Maybe I remember the memories instead of remember my life.  Does that make any sense to you?

“Perfect sense.  Some humans go on about reincarnation.  Supposedly, they live a life, die, go through a mystical rebirth process, and are born again.  They’re not supposed to remember previous lives, but sometimes they claim to.”

That sounds stupid.  Why wouldn’t they remember them all?

“I have no idea.”

Are they supposed to learn something?  Or do they do it for fun?

“I didn’t set the system up.  Maybe they treat a human lifetime as a vacation from whatever they do as disembodied souls.  Maybe it’s a punishment for crimes against celestial harmony.  Who knows?”

If it’s a punishment, shouldn’t they remember all of them so they remember not to do whatever they did?  Or are the repeat offenders the ones who do remember?

“Maybe they remember while they’re discorporated, but have to suffer in ignorance while they’re corporeal.”

Humans are weird.

“Agreed.  But we’re getting off track.  You were saying something about remembering the memory of having been a dragon.”

I still am a dragon.  Sort of.  Or am I?

“What you are is something you find inside, Firebrand.  It doesn’t matter what body you’re in.  Bronze takes the shape of cars, trains, trucks, ships—anything she likes.  Is she still Bronze? —Don’t answer.  It was rhetorical.  Of course she is.  You were born—excuse me, hatched—a dragon and a dragon is what you will be until you choose to be something else.”

I didn’t exactly choose to become a sword, remember?

“I have always maintained you are a dragon inside a sword.  You are not a sword.  A sword is merely the house in which your spirit resides.  We’ve been over this.”

Yeah… but doesn’t that mean you’re a human?

I had to think about that one.  By my own logic, Firebrand was right.

I decided to think about it later.  I shelved it.

“We started by talking about ice giants,” I prompted.

Do you know how hard it is to have been a dragon?

“How hard it is to have been…” I trailed off.  “I’m not sure what you’re asking.”

I was a dragon.  A physical dragon.  Do you know how hard it is—no, how painful it can be—to remember having been one?  Now that I’m not one?

“No, obviously not.”

It’s hard, Firebrand said.  I can recall flying.  Not a fiery jet sort of flying, but grabbing wingfuls of air and clawing my way upward.  I miss it, sort of.  Maybe it’s more like I want to try it.

“I could arrange for you to fly again, if you want.”

That’s not what I’m getting at.

“Oh.  Well, then, how can I help?”

See, it’s not… it’s about being… hmm.

Velina stuck her head in my lab.

“My apologies, but your wingéd serpent is trying to eat one of the dazhu on the wilderness deck.”

“Oscar is—?  How did he even get in there?”

“I have no idea.”

“Hmm.  Okay.  I’ll look into it.  I have something more important going on.”

“As you say.”  She withdrew and I turned my attention to Firebrand again.

“You were saying?” I said, into the empty air.

It’s not so important.  Go deal with your pet.

“Oscar can eat every dazhu on the Spherestation and burp the bones for all I care.  You and I are having an important discussion.  You’re not happy about something and I want to know what it is so I can hunt it down and make it suffer before I kill it.”

…are you sure you’re not part-dragon?

“I came close to eating one, once, but it didn’t agree with me.”

Maybe that’s where you get it.

“Come on.  Tell me what’s wrong.  Dragon memories?  Ice giants?”

Ice giants.  Back in the day, they were both the prey and the mortal enemies of dragons.  We ate them for their back spines.  Very magical.  Very crunchy.  Some humans like eating ice cubes.  We liked their spines even more.  Frost giants were okay—we like roasted meat—but the ice giants were the best!

Thing is, they hunted us.  They crept around, sneaking into our lairs to chill our eggs and kill them.  Sometimes they succeeded.  They would try to kill our hatchlings, too, but those were harder.  We breathed fire almost straight from the shell!  A hatchling would kill at least one, for certain, but a one-for-one trade was a winning trade for them.

But when we took to the skies and flew over the White Waste, then they burrowed down and prayed to whatever cold gods they worshiped.  And we saw them, no matter how they prayed or how they buried themselves or however they tried to hide.  And we would flame them, melt away their cover, scatter them, and swoop down to crush them and feast on them.

“Okay.  Dragons ate the magical spikes on ice giants.  Seems reasonable.  Dragons are innately magical creatures, generally, so a high-magic diet makes sense.  And you don’t like ice giants, obviously, which also makes perfect sense.  What’s the problem?”

Boss… where are the dragons?

“Beg pardon?”

In Rethven.  Where are the dragons?

I thought about it for several seconds.  Where were the dragons?  The only dragons I knew of in Rethven were parked outside the Spire, sleeping the ages away until the Heru came out.

I fought a dragon in the northern reaches of Rethven.  Where did it come from if there were no dragons roaming the world?

“I don’t know,” I admitted, and added another word.

I agree, Firebrand replied.


Playing Demigod

We put the dragon question aside to simmer because neither of us had a clue how to answer it.  Until we had an idea, I went off to deal with another, somewhat smaller issue by investigating Oscar.  He was happily fluttering around the wilderness deck.  He came to me, coiled half his body around my wrist, and, with an orange held in his jaws, used his wing-claws to hold it while he chomped it.

On the bright side, there were no bug traces.  He wouldn’t be eating an orange if there were bug bits to be had.  And he would know.

I stroked his back, between his wings.

“Now, where’s the dazhu you were attacking?” I asked, verbally and psychically, so he extend his head in the proper direction, pointing with his nose and dripping orange juice before chomping more orange.  I followed his nose to the wounded animal.  It was blind and almost paralyzed, but not dead.  Not yet, at least.

We had a little discussion about what happened and why.  Oscar smelled bug on the dazhu, so there must have been a delicious egg in there.  He bit the afflicted animal repeatedly so it wouldn’t go far.  When the dazhu eventually died—repeated bites over the course of a day or two would do it—Oscar would sit on it and wait.  Eventually, the egg would hatch and the bug would burrow out and Oscar would eat it.  He wasn’t interested in the dazhu.  He wanted the parasite inside.

This bothered me considerably.  I thought Firebrand and I had sterilized the whole wilderness deck.  Clearly we needed to be more thorough about it.

“All right.  You smelled egg.  But how did you get in here, hmm?” I asked.  He fluttered to one of the recirculation vents I’d closed.  It was open.

I sent him through, telling him to sniff around for bugs.  At the idea there might be bugs, he flitted and slithered rapidly off, hunting.

I went hunting, too.  First stop, the reactor.  The magical charge was highest there, as was the temperature.

No bug nest.  Okay, that was to the good.  I’m not sure what I would have done if there was a bug nest.  Blown up the Spherestation and started over, maybe.  Nuke the site from orbit, since it was the only way to be sure.  Something like that.

“Bronze?”

She heard me and wondered what was wrong.

“Did you occupy the Spherestation for any length of time, recently?”

She had.  She had also discovered the wilderness deck water reclamation was offline and things were turning septic.  The deck wasn’t meant to be a closed system all by itself and it was going downhill.

“And you opened it up again?”

She did.  The deck was flourishing now, as the mechanical life support systems were helping process the air and water, bringing it all into balance again.

“Okay.  I was concerned.  I had it sealed because of a bug infestation.”

She had been on the Flatstation, playing with her microbot body.  She hadn’t been aware of the reason.  She was sorry about the misunderstanding.  Was there anything she could do to help?

“Yes, please.  Pop back over here and do an interior check.  I suspect we’re not fully clean, yet.”

Bronze promised to do it immediately.  She zapped into a pile of microbots and flowed into the Spherestation.

I stopped paying attention.  Her microbot suit still makes me think of eldritch horrors oozing from the deeps of time to bring madness and death to the living.

Yeah, I’m not technically alive, but I stand far too close to madness for comfort.

We started a systematic and much more thorough search for bugs and bug parts.  Anything bug-related.  Bronze did whatever she did to detect them while wearing the Spherestation.  Oscar fluttered around, sniffing for them like a bloodhound.

As for me, I tackled the search in two ways.  First, I swept tendrils through everything.  Thick, dense fans of them, finer than feathers, wider than nets.  Bronze was in all the steel, sure, but I wasn’t looking for her.  I was looking for anything else alive.  Gym, bedrooms, kitchen, water reclamation, library, larder, machine shop, garden, waste processing—we swept everything.

I’m pretty sure the Spherestation has never been so close to sterile.

The second method involved a much more difficult tactic.  It only worked because we were in a very high intensity magical zone and in a relatively small space.

Bugs absorb magical energy.  They have to.  They don’t have a choice.  If they don’t consume magic, they die—especially in a universe where their biological laws are incompatible.  It’s that simple.  So, if they’re consuming magic, spells to locate them tend to fizzle.  The wave pulse is absorbed, leaving a blank spot.

A blank spot is neither a positive nor a negative result.  It’s a blank spot.  You have to look for a blank spot before it registers as a result at all, but it can be detected.  It’s harder and requires a much more sophisticated spell, but it’s not impossible.  Where is the magical field of the station the weakest?  Where are there little drains, where it isn’t quite as charged as everywhere else?  Where are the cleaning spells having a harder time?  And the repair spells?  And all the magical addendums to the physical environment systems?

As a test, I brought over the bug brûlée tank from the Flatstation.  I have it to grow treats for Oscar.  It showed up beautifully on my negative scans.  Bronze identified it immediately.  Oscar fluttered over to me about two minutes after I brought it aboard.

Was there anything else on the Spherestation to match it?  Any trace at all, no matter how faint?  No?  Good.

We moved to the Stepstation.  Eri helped look for things and I immediately drafted her to help on the other stations—I should have thought of it before.  First, though, any infestation on the Stepstation?  No?  Check it off the list.

On to the Flatstation.  I brought Eri with us.  We went through the whole process again.  Any sign of bugs?  Any traces?  No?  None at all?  Okay.

Bronze and Eri did a repeat sweep through the Spherestation.  All was still well.

I put the tank away, fed Oscar his crunchies, and let Bronze and Velina and Eri get back to whatever they were doing.  With the general consensus agreeing our full-on sterilization was successful, I wouldn’t have to blow the stations up and start over.

It was the last option on my list, but it was still on the list.

Velina and I reviewed the spells and scans together as we confirmed the stations were clean.  When I was finally satisfied, she waved her hand over the main display mirror and it went back to being a mirror.

“Have we finished with this task?”

“Mostly.  Probably.  We did a thorough job.  Why?  Worried about bug bits?”

“That is not my chief concern.”

“Oh?  What is?”

“Am I not to look for ways wherein you may become more human?”

“Uh,” I began, blindsided by the sudden change in direction.  “Yes…?” I said, hesitantly.

“I would not see you return to your old ways.”

“My old ways?  How do you mean?”

“You have driven hard at this task, as you always do when confronted with a challenge, and it is easy to fall into old ways.”

“Again with the ‘old ways.’  I don’t follow.”

“For time uncounted, we lived within these small worlds while you labored upon the creatures of light.  Are those labors done?  Then, for years without days, there was more labor upon and under the world of Rethven.  Are those labors done?  Now you have cleansed these steely worlds.  What more is there to do?”

“You’re saying I work too hard?”

“Perhaps not, for you are not as other men.  You turn your hand and heart and head to a task and do not swerve from your course.  Your objective is all you know, for a time, and your power is such that you achieve it.  How long has it been since you had no great goal?  How long since your life was your own and not driven by a higher purpose?”

I didn’t like the questions.  Since I didn’t like them, it was a sure bet they were important.  It’s kind of a rule of thumb.  And it has recently become Velina’s job, sort of, to ask me hard questions.

“You think I don’t have a life?”

“I worry for you,” she stated, but didn’t directly answer the question.

“I worry for me, too.  What do you suggest?”

“You are often not a man, but a god.  You think in terms of vast empires, the creation of suns, the shaping of worlds.  You do not sleep, nor do you take thought for even the simplest of pleasures on your own behalf.”

“I don’t miss any of it because I don’t really think about—”

“And you should,” she interrupted.  “You are housed within flesh and bone.  Is it not fitting you should take joy in a meal, however large or small it may be?  Should you not feel the sun on your body and be warmed by it?  I have lived in halls of steel for more than a lifetime and yet I still delight in the pleasures to be found.

“Or am I wrong?  Are mortals no longer of interest to you?  Are you beyond such things and you should not concern yourself?  You shape the life of worlds.  What are mere men?  Paltry, insignificant things.  Or do I see but in part, and thus fail to understand?”

“You may not understand, but I’m not sure I do, either.  You raise excellent questions, though.”

“Thank you.  You have said you are out of practice at relating to mortals.”

“I guess I have.  And I am.  And you’re doing a fine job of throwing more human stuff at me to remind me what it’s like.”

“Is it not what you wish?”

“I do.  I think.  If it’s not what I wish, it may be that asking me hard questions is what I need you to do.”

“Then I shall continue.”

At least one of us has clear goals and a plan.  I know Velina.  She has a plan.

The winterspikes were no longer a worry.  They were vulnerable in many ways, and they wouldn’t be a worldwide problem for quite a while—a century or more.  Ice giants could make the things, but they obviously couldn’t make them quickly.  Their progress was slow, but I was prepared to wait.  Let them spread out and create thousands of winterspikes!  Let them spend their time and effort on those!  As long as the ice giants thought they were making progress, they wouldn’t be motivated to invent new forms of mischief.

I checked on the terraforming progress.  The animal shift-boxes were chugging away, still, which was unsurprising.  We’re on a tighter timetable than the post-Flood era.  Noah would have had to build a lot of arks to match us.

Part of the problem was the insect population.  They were having a harder time balancing out because of the lack of seasons.  If they need specific temperatures to trigger their reproduction, that’s an issue.  Right now, Winter is a geographic issue, not a seasonal one.

I’ll get to it.  It’s on my list.

I also noticed the computer’s projections were getting tagged, more and more often, with yellow.  Why?  The accuracy of the projections was becoming questionable.  It simply didn’t have enough sampling sensors.  It was designed to function with as many robots as it needed, not a dozen scrying spellboards and a single gate-probe.

So I started up the factory, imported two warehouse robots, and changed a few instructions for the Gaia system’s composite AI.  The caverns are expanding and a shift-space brings in stuff on a regular basis.  In a year or two, it ought to have enough scrying modules and gate probes to be a happy machine again.

What else?

Oh.  Farming.  Gwyden has been doing an excellent job as my agricultural pilgrim.  He rolls into a village, plays the part of Wise Man, helps them with new and better techniques, expands their types of crops, and provides tools.  When he’s done, he rolls on down the road to the next village.

I couldn’t do it.  It would drive me slowly up the wall to have to teach the same lessons every time.  As a teacher, it wasn’t so bad.  I started over every semester.  But starting over every week or two would be psychologically wearying.  He’s more patient than I am.

There’s got to be a better way to build an Empire.

While I was staring at a map and muttering under my breath about cultural dynamism and calorie deficits, Velina suggested we go somewhere with good coffee.  She’s growing a few new strains of coffee on her gardening deck, but she likes going out to sample other people’s efforts.

She also thinks I need to get out and see new places, new things, new people.  I agree with Velina’s estimation.  I can’t stay in the Voidstations all the time without losing something of my humanity—and my creativity.

Is this part of why my altar ego keeps asking me for fake miracles?  To get me out of the house?  He may be killing two birds with one stone.  I get out of the house and he makes political gains with other celestials.  It sounds like something I might do.

Dang.  He said something about having more of those lined up, didn’t he?  Well, the Empire wasn’t going anywhere—at all—for a while, so why not?

I got out the phone and called Dusty.  We would handle miracle-making, then Velina and I would go for coffee.

The latest miracles weren’t too extensive.  A couple of local deities in different voidworlds wanted a hand.  One had a plague going on.  I isolated the organism—cholera—and told my altar ego what it was, as well as what hygienic commandments would help prevent it in the future.  A spell to kill the cholera bacterium was simple enough, so the Chosen One—the avatar of Kish-k’sha, the Lady of Life and Death—could show up, wear a sparkly halo, and cure everyone she passed by.  Yes, I had to build the avatar, too, but it was a cheap version, where the empty clone was handed over, not grown in a special, tuned field or anything.

The other world had a famine.  The climate had shifted and the usual rains weren’t coming anymore.  There wasn’t a lot I could do about altering the weather patterns for a whole world, though.  Temporarily, yes.  But changing the climate?

Well… maybe, with a little geoengineering.  Raise a mountain range here, get rid of another one, maybe disconnect two continents so there’s a wide waterway between them, and it could be done.  Not today.  Not even this year.  I could start it all going in a week, but it would be ten, maybe twenty years before it had the desired effect.

We set it up so manna rained from heaven in the form of grain.  Grind it, sift it, bake it, and take it with you as you leave.  Listen, My chosen ones: go forth, head north, get past the sandy bit, then bear to your right until you come to an awfully big river.  Build a barge, ferry everyone across, and live there.

It was Onorono’s job, as their patron deity, to deliver the message to his shaman.  All I did was find a Promised Land for them, scout out the easy way to get there, and put supply depots along the way.  He didn’t want to relocate them, but it was either fix the climate change or send them for a walk—and if he wanted the climate fixed, he could do it himself.  He chose to go walkies.

As a bonus, they wound up farther away from a nasty tribe of Talanki-worshippers.  No more warfare, no more captives dying on the altars of a bloodthirsty god, none of that.  What more could anyone ask?

I think that’s why Onorono was so reluctant.  He kind of liked the sacrifices when his people won.  Not that I’m in a position to talk about being bloodthirsty.

With the errands run, it was time for Velina’s coffee.


Material Goods

We had a good time in Morocco.  There were lots of nightclubs in Casablanca and we danced in all of them.  Velina is a natural dancer. I’m a reliable partner.  She picked up the local dances and helped me with them.  If this keeps up, I’m going to get good.

We decided to stay for a while, despite the heat.  She didn’t mind it so much, but she’s native to a region with a similar climate.  My preferred climate is more like Edinburgh.  Or Anchorage.  Maybe Svalbard.

So, here I am in lovely Casablanca.  No, I didn’t come here for the waters; I came here for the coffee plants—not that Casablanca is known for its coffee farming.  We picked up coffee plants on the way and Velina had fun potting and growing them.  I think she may be hybridizing different types.

I spent more of my time watching those hairless ape things.  Bipeds.  Big brains and bigger mouths.

I feel like I’m on a nature program.  “Here we see a typical Frenchman, trying to get his exit visas in order.  He looks worried, but maybe it’s the heat.  At a casual glance, you might mistake him for an Englishman, but let us look closer.  Notice the type of cigarette?  Usually, they’ll let you walk right up to them, especially if you have a bottle in your hand or a charcuterie board.  This one’s a beauty, with a walking-stick and a wide-brimmed hat.  Let’s see how close we can get.”

So how do I hang around people without revealing I’m a sociopath?  I can observe them by sitting al fresco and watching them go by.  I can reserve a table in the evening and pretend to write poetry while taking notes on the social dynamics occurring anywhere in the restaurant.  This isn’t going to help me learn to like them.  I need to interact with them on some basis other than as prey or wild game.

What if I open a café?  Or a nightclub?  “Everybody comes to Eric’s.”  The stage magician does things that would get him burned at the stake a hundred years ago!

No, probably not a good idea.  It would involve dealing with lots of people on a regular basis.  I should start small, not jump into the full flood of social creatures.  Something with public exposure, but without the torrent of people.  Food, drink, and entertainment draw crowds, so they were off the table.

A quiet little shop, maybe on a side street, would be better.  I could be a cantankerous shopkeeper.  People half-expect those to be lunatics, maniacs, or other nutjobs.  They have good reason: they work in retail.

I got the idea after being importuned no less than twice a day by respectable-looking Europeans wanting to know if I’d like to buy something—their watch, their jewels, an antique locket, whatever.  They couldn’t get a decent price from any of the locals, but “surely you can see the quality of the workmanship,” or some such.

Yeah, I opened a pawnshop.  There was a market for it.  By not advertising it and picking a bad location, it kept the customer base down and virtually eliminated repeat business.  This suited me perfectly.  It offered occasional human interaction without being swamped, and seldom, if ever, did I have to commit anyone to memory.

Was it fun?  Well, the overall business wasn’t terribly entertaining.  I don’t care for haggling and I’m not a fan of people lying to me, nor am I pleased with people telling me a sob story purely to elicit sympathy.  I started keeping later hours.  It was cooler at night, anyway, which was a big plus.

The locals learned not to bring me junk.  Thieves discovered my shop was not a place to fence their stolen goods.  Rumors also started going around about the mauvaiou—a slang term for ill-fortune—for anyone selling their loot or stealing.

As examples, one guy tried to sell me a fancy cigarette case he “found.”  Over the next two days, he also found his fingernails gradually loosening until they fell off and wouldn’t grow back.  They wouldn’t heal, either.  Not good for a light-fingered thief.  Another one stole a bracelet from the shop.  Not only would it not come off, it grew tighter every day.  He tried to get a friend to cut it off, but the gold was much harder than it looked.  He came back to ask for help and paid for the bracelet.  Once he bought it, I removed it, and he promptly offered to sell it.  Clever of him, I thought, which made it all worthwhile.  I took it off his hands without removing one.

This rule was not absolute.  I ignored the desperate when they lifted something.  If someone truly hungry tried to sell something, I bought it—and gave them the look that said, “I know this isn’t yours.  Don’t do this again.”

Velina pointed out we would get a reputation.  I was okay with it.  It might net us the occasional interesting customer.  Besides, I prepared to shift everything in the shop’s internal space back to a new room on the Stepstation.  If things got too interesting, starting over would be easy.

Business seldom rose above quiet.  Even though thieves no doubt talked about us a great deal, what we got, for the most part, was ordinary to the point of banality.  People trying to move through to Lisbon generally needed money for bribes.  They had a wide variety of things still in their luggage and were willing to part with most of them.

We didn’t deal in visas, travel papers, permits, tickets, or anything of the sort.  These would attract official attention.  People who came into the shop to sell something generally left with more cash than they expected.  I offered the best prices in town for gemstones and jewelry.  Everyone trying to escape Europe made sure they brought their jewels, thinking the stones were valuable and easy to carry.  But when everyone is selling their jewels, the price drops.  I, on the other hand, have uses for gemstones and I have more gold than governments.

Once in a great while, someone would come into the shop to buy something.  A few knew what they wanted and hoped I had something like it—a type of dish, a particular necklace design, or something in the same style as a piece they already had.  Quite often, I had something “in the back,” and would be able to find the dusty thing in a few minutes.  Most simply browsed the curiosities, looking for anything that caught their eye.

I was startled to discover I’d found a niche.  Not an exciting one, perhaps, but something where I could fit in.

You know those stories about the cluttered little shop full of weird things?  The protagonist goes in, finds the McGuffin, and shenanigans ensue?  When he or she comes back to return the magical doohickey, ask questions, or whatever, the shop is gone?

I’m the proprietor.  One of them, anyway. I sell things people want or things people need.  If they’re a good person, I sell them what they need.  If they aren’t, I sell them what they want.  It’s an important distinction.

It’s nice to see someone get what they need.  It’s nicer to see someone get what they ask for.  I’m not always happy about such a customer, though.  It means I have to change Earthlines.  This gets me a whole new set of people to associate with, at least until the next time.

This amuses me more than it should.  Partly, it’s the stereotype.  Mostly, it’s the challenge.  Someone wanders around my shop in the late evening and browses the junk, trying to figure out what they’re looking for.  I look them over and try to figure out what they actually need and how I can make it work.  It’s an exercise in empathizing with people again.  I’m not great at it, but I’m getting better.

A magic box that produces one silver coin every week?  It’s a great thing to have, for a family living in poverty.  It’s no way to get rich, but it’s a way to eat.  I built a variation on that theme for a good little Catholic boy who came in and wanted a job.  He dusted the shop, polished knickknacks, and ran errands for a week before I had to leave, so I gave him a present: a little box with a figure of Our Lady of Divine Providence on top.  Whenever the box detected nine consecutive days of prayer—specifically, his thanks for being allowed to go to school—it shifted in a single gold coin.  Again, it’s no way to get rich, but it’s enough to convince even a big family that someone’s education might be a really good idea.

How about reading glasses?  If you’re trying to learn a language, these will let you read it perfectly—for about six months.  Afterward, they’ll slowly start to be less useful.  It’ll take another two years before they stop working.  Of course, by then your brain has built the language circuits organically, so you don’t need them.  Except maybe for the lenses, to see clearly.

How much for this tree branch?  No, it’s not a mere stick!—or so I claimed.  It was used as a crutch nearly two thousand years ago, buddy!  A wandering rabbi took it away from a beggar and told him to walk, and the beggar did.  It works pretty well as a crutch, though.  You could hardly ask a tree to grow a better one!  Wrap a towel around the top for padding and you’re in business.  One franc and you can walk out of here with it.  Let me know if it’s too long for your boy to use.  I did not add that he would not need it for long enough to grow into it.

This brass oil lamp?  It’s never worked for me, but the legend has it if you whisper your wish into the lamp, put a coin in it, and replace the lid, the coin might disappear.  If it does, your wish will come true.  Never seen it happen, but you’re welcome to try it.

The lamps are the easiest.  They tell me what they want!  It feels like cheating, though.

The customers are generally pleased.  As for me, I’ve been tinkering with enchantments, eating Nazi officers, assisting people who are ready to die, and helping Velina with her projects.  You’d think hybridizing coffee plants would be easier.  It’s trickier than I thought, but she’s enjoying the results.

Is this what immortals do?  Find an occupation, put their spin on it, and enjoy it until it bores them?  Is this what I should be doing?  Is this what I am doing?  And is this a good coping strategy for me?

I’m not sure I understand me all that well.  Am I complicated, or am I even simpler than I think?

Regardless of how I want to live, there are Things with other ideas.  My phone vibrated to tell me one of them wanted my attention.  I let Velina run the shop while I went in back to take the call.

“Yes?”

“Hi,” Dusty said.  “Got an update for you on how Rethven is going.”

“Damn.”

“Huh?  Why do you say that?”

“Because you never call unless you have a problem.”

“Uh… okay, you got me.  Want to hear about it anyway?”

“I’m all ears.”

“I thought you fixed those?”

“I have to give myself a trim every so often, and always after channeling primal Chaos.  It upsets my morphogenic template.  Tell me about Rethven.”

“Okay.  Your ecological efforts are working.  Things are growing all over the place.”

“Good sign.”

“I agree.  We’re developing a couple of problems, though.”

“Problems you can’t deal with on your own, as a celestial entity of enormous power and reach?”

“Look, I’ve got a lot to do on the celestial plane, okay?  There’s tons of stuff to prepare for, especially since the human worshippers of nobody at all aren’t building their gods.  Did you know the fire-worshipping cult is about the only cult we currently have?  They couldn’t create a coherent thought-form up here if their lives depended on it—and while they were in the caves, it did.  If we hadn’t—if you hadn’t—warmed the world up, they were going to wither and die.  Now I’ve got a whole celestial plane pretty much to myself.  Carving out a niche for me and a double dozen other deities is like carving out a nation from wilderness.  I’m doing the best I can, okay?”

“Hmm.  Okay.  I guess I thought you were having an easier time of things, now that you have power conduits.”

“It’s an easier time of it, yes,” he admitted, “but if you’re building a house, power tools make it easier.  I have a chainsaw to take down a tree instead of an axe.  I have a circle saw for cutting lumber.  I have a concrete mixer so I don’t have to do it by hand.  The tools help, but they don’t build the house for you.  It’s still a lot of work.”

“Duly noted.  You were saying something about problems?  On the material plane of Rethven, I assume?”

“Yes.”

“I guess that’s what avatars and prophets and whatnot are for,” I sighed.  “I can continue my humanity exercises later, I guess.  All right.  What’ve we got?”

“Ice giants.  There are lots of them.  They’ve been reproducing.”

“You figured it out?”

“I’ve been keeping a couple of eyes on them.”

“Good!  Damn!”

“You sound ambivalent.”

“Shut up.  I just remembered I was working on a new thing, the Crown of Eyes.”

“Oh.  Well, I understand if it didn’t pan out—”

“That’s not it.  I built it and got distracted.  Ice giants.  Dragons.  Bug infestations.  It slipped my mind.”

“No rush.  Now, back to the ice giants.”

“No, no.  Hang on.  I want to look at it again and see if I can think of anything else to do to the design.”

“It’s not important,” he said, quickly.  “The ice giants are more immediate.”

“It’ll only take a minute.”

I hung up, shifted to the Stepstation and on to the Flatstation.  With the time-tickers set properly, I wouldn’t be gone from the shop for more than a minute or two.

I took the Crown of Eyes out of the containment unit and examined it again.  The phone rang a few times, but I ignored it.  As I examined my handiwork, I had a few ideas on improving the compatibility.  The functionality was okay, but making it user-friendly was important.

Eri helped me test it.  It worked perfectly for her, so I phoned Dusty up again.

“Hello?” he asked, hesitantly.

“Hi.  Got your crown.”

“Yay.”

“You don’t sound enthusiastic.  Everyone else I know loves getting magical presents.”

“Magical presents made out of body parts?”

“They’re not your body parts.  Besides, I’m not grafting anything on to you.  You can take it off like any other magic hat.”

“It’s not something I feel comfortable wearing.”

“Come on.  Try it.  I do things for you all the time.  You can do this for me.”

He grumbled an assent.

“Great!” I said.  “I’ll shift this up to the Rethven celestial plane and you can try it out.”

“Beg pardon?”

“It’s a magical object made of celestial energies.  Technically, it has no physical existence.”

“Then what holds it together?”

“It’s a celestial construct, like angels.  I’ve enchanted it.  It’s a bit more complicated than with a physical object, but it works.  Trust me.  I’m an expert.”

“What if I try it and it explodes?”

“It won’t.  I tested it in the lab.”

“And if it does break?” he asked, hopefully.

“If it shatters and a dozen angel eyes go bouncing and rolling around, don’t worry.  I’ve got lots more where those came from.”

“You think you’re being reassuring, but you’re wrong.”

“Look, it’s a magical object built for a celestial being.  I don’t see what the big deal is.  It should let you see all over Rethven—well, more places in Rethven—at the same time.  It’s a leg up on that omniscience thing.”

“All right.  Send it up.  I guess I can humor you.”

So I did.  I was already wearing the celestial-proof suit, so I opened a gate to the Rethven celestial plane.  I targeted my altar ego there, so it opened near him.  He waved.  I handed him the Crown of Eyes and closed the gate.

“Do you know how weird it is that you can do that?”

“Do what?” I asked, addressing the phone.  I pulled off the protective gear.

“Just… dial up a god, wave hello, hand off a package, and go?”

“Celestial Express: When it absolutely, by god, has to get there.”

“And is there an Infernal Express?” he asked.

“Infernal Express: When it damn well has to get there.”

“I should have kept my mouth shut,” he replied.  “It still seems weird you can open a door to the celestial realm like that.”

“What did you expect?  I should have trekked across a thousand miles of dangers untold and hardships unnumbered, negotiated a puzzle-filled labyrinth, climbed a mythological mountain and entered a sprawling city of the gods, there to make my way to a throne room of marble and gold and kneel before the titanic figure seated thereon?”

“It would be nice.”

“Let me know when you’ve got it all set up and we can discuss it.  By the way, your ego is showing.”

“I need a longer kilt.  What did you call this thing?”

“It’s a Crown of Eyes.  Try it on.”

“Okay.  My energy-state self is wearing it.  Is it supposed to tingle?”

“Probably.”

“Probably?”

“It should be interfacing with your sensory equipment.  Close your eyes and try to see something.  Experiment with it.  You may have to learn to use it.  It’s an angelic construct and you’re more organically built.”

“I’m getting something, but I’m not sure…”

“Play with it for a while.  Practice.  If you absolutely can’t do it, I’ll try to figure out where I went wrong.”

“That’s fair.  Not reassuring in any way, but fair.  Now can we talk about the ice giants?”

“Sure.  Last I heard, they were planting winterspikes to hold back Spring.  They’re reproducing, too.  How do they reproduce, by the way?”

“It takes at least two, but I’ve seen them working groups as large as four.  It’s faster when more work together.  They build a pillar of snow, chip a little bit off the tip of a back spine, and plant the chips in the snow pillar.  Then they hug it between them until it comes to life.”

“How long does it take?  And how long does it take to un-chip their back spine?”

“Uh, well, hugging their snow into an ice giant takes a week if only two of them are doing it, from scooping snow to skinny giant.  They’re doing it a lot, too.  As for the recovery, I didn’t think to check.”

“Okay.  So, they’ve been making more.”

“Yes.  Whether this is something they enjoy doing or if they’re building an army, I can’t say.”

“Fair.”

“The other disturbing thing is they’re guarding their cold-spike things,” he added, then went on, deliberately, “of which there are now thousands.”  He fell a little short of adding, Hint hint!  I ignored this and moved to another room.  I have comfy chairs on the Flatstation and one of them is under my vampire beer hat.

“How do they make those?”

“That’s a little more esoteric.  They snap off a whole spine from an ice giant, put it on an ice slab, and put another ice slab on top of it.  Then they sit around it in a circle—usually twenty or more ice giants—and sing to it.  A couple of days later, they move the slabs and they have a winterspike.”

“That tracks.  It’s a ‘messy bits’ spell embedded in the ice.  It undergoes a change in its crystalline structure during the process.”

“I’ll take your word for it,” he told me.

“I presume they’re still planting them in rows, working their way south?”

“No, they’re planting them farther and farther north, keeping their lands cold.  They established a southern border, but I think they’re building defenses-in-depth against the heat in case it jumps the wall.”

“And it will.  Their southern border is well south of the old frost line.  It’ll be a narrow strip of cold land if they don’t back it with more winterspikes.”

“They are.  Either they’re anticipating the spreading heat or they’re more focused on holding what they’ve got, but they aren’t headed south—yet.  What they’ll do once they’ve turned their realm into a permafrosted fortress is an open question.  Which brings me to another thing.  The world is warm.”

“Oh, good.”

“No, I mean really warm.  I think you’ve got the sun set too high.”

“Oops.  I left the undersun production running.  I’ll turn it off.”

“Undersun?”

“Auxiliary heating for the defrost cycle.  Don’t worry; I’ll take care of it.”

“Okay.”

“Anything else?”

“Yep.  The humans are doing their best to be bloodthirsty bastards.”

“You don’t surprise me,” I told him.  “Humans do that.”

“No, I mean they’re fighting each other.  Raiding villages, stealing crops and women, all that good stuff.”

“Are we talking about the ones who are farming better?  Or the ones who are still fighting it out with their crops?”

“What do you mean?”

“I mean I hired a druid to teach them to farm and to deliver helpful stuff.  Is the warfare happening between the villages he’s been to or the ones he hasn’t?  Is this a western thing or an eastern thing?  Where is it happening?”

“Mostly in the far western regions.”

“Damn.”

“Problem?”

“Once they have enough spare calories, they start spreading out.  I built a road so they could find each other.  What do they do as soon as they start to travel?”  I cursed again, more thoroughly.

“Yeah,” he agreed, sighing.  “You do realize they’re barbarians, right?”

“I hadn’t thought about it, but yes, I’m getting the point.”

“My point is they’re not going to form an empire anytime soon.”

“Meaning what?”

“I don’t know where we are on the timeline, so I don’t know how long we have.  I can look anywhere, but I’m not able to look everywhere—and certainly can’t part the veil to see the future.  Not unless I make a particular future happen.”

“I understand better than I like,” I agreed.  “As for our timing considerations, I’ve got a micro-gate doing a detailed search for Sasha.  As soon as it finds her, we’ll know which Earth we need to follow and the timelines we have to coordinate.  Until then, we need to be ready.”

“If you say so.  And the barbarian villagers trying to kill each other?  Do we do anything about them?”

“Hang on,” I told him.  “Are any of the villages especially good at it?  Like, could they be the nucleus of an empire?  They conquer everyone they come across and turn into a worldwide power?”

“Ever see a movie where a dozen unwashed guys with sticks and farm implements sneak into a dirty little village, steal everything they can, and kill anyone who tries to stop them?”

“Sure.”

He spread his hands.

“Great,” I sighed.  “They’re cutting into their own population figures without a major benefit.  So what do we do about it?  Aside from bringing religion to the masses, what would you do?”

“Hmm.  Good question.”

“Thank you.  I’m waiting for a good answer.”

“I guess I can be more interactive,” he decided.  “I can get their pillar of flame to say something like, ‘Stop murdering each other,’ or something.”

“Couldn’t hurt,” I agreed.

“I’ll give it a shot.  What will you do?”

“Dealing with barbarians really isn’t a good idea for me right now.”

“Why not?”

“I’m trying to build empathy.  It’s tough sledding.  Dealing with barbarian tribes doesn’t call for empathy.  It calls for strength, tyranny, and lethality.”

“Ah.  Speaking of…”

“Which one?  Strength?  Tyranny?  Lethality?”

“Lethality.  How do you feel about killing Things?”

“What Things?”

“The Things worming their way into the world?”

“Oh, those Things.  I’d think the sun was taking care of most of those.  What’s the problem?”

“The ones I’ve seen are lurking, avoiding the sunlight, and occasionally eating more normal things.”

“I don’t suppose any of them are shaped at all like a dragon?”

“Huh?  No.  Why?”

“I recall trying to eat a dragon, once.  It wasn’t good for me.  It was a chaos-based hybrid, so it was hard to digest.  If a Thing came into the world as a dragon and laid an egg, would the hatchling be a real dragon or a Thing in a dragon shape?”

“The question is so esoteric I don’t even feel qualified to speculate.  Why?”

“We need dragons in the Rethvan ecosystem to control the ice giant population.”

“We what?”

“Yep. I’m not allowed to completely destroy the ice giants, right?”

“Right.”

“Well, I don’t know how to destroy all the prevnyt in the world.  In both cases, they need to be curtailed, constrained, and contained.  The prevnyt need extreme, extinction-level prejudice, but the ice giants just need to be toned down.  Dragons eat ice giants.  Thashrak eat the bug monsters and keep them from getting a good foothold in the world.”

“Are we talking about the flying snake-things?  The mildly-poisonous animals people think of as reptilian rats?”

“Yep.”

“I haven’t seen any.  I thought they died in the Long Night.  Reptiles didn’t deal with the cold very well.”

“I know.  I created them.  I already automated a lot of ecology stuff, but the prevnyt blew all the usual ecological rules to pieces.  The bugs needed something specific to them.  Thashrak are like guards, since I don’t have a good way to destroy all the bug spores.”

“I’ll take your word for it.  As long as they don’t cause a larger—hold it.  Did you say you created these winged snake things?”

“Yep.”

We sat in silence for a little bit.

“Okay,” he said, finally.  “Um.”

“Yeah, it bothers me, too.”

“Can I ask how you did it?”

“Trial and error.  The point is, the thashrak are an ecological response to an ecological problem.  Firebrand tells me the dragons used to crunch on the ice giants like they were hostile, delicious ice cubes.  Magical ice-spines, or some such.  So we need Rethvan dragons.”

“Huh.  Well, I hate to tell you this—”

“The only dragons in the world are sleeping around the Spire, yes.  I know.  I may have to import the correct type.”

“Won’t work.”

“It won’t?  Why not?”

“You said Rethvan dragons are chaos-hybrid creatures.  Remember how you had a hard time drinking it when you fought one?  It can’t be a normal, everyday, magical beast.”

I muttered something.

“Language,” he replied.

“Yeah, yeah.  I’ll have to figure something out.  Don’t I always?”

“Figure it out?  Or have to figure it out?”

“I didn’t narrow it down that fine.  In the meantime, I’ll have to figure out a temporary solution to ice giant armies.”  I rubbed my forehead with my free hand.  “I am so damn tired of all this.  Why can’t I retire to a tropical island full of pretty ladies and ignore everything else?”

“You have too much invested in the future of Rethven,” he replied.  “Plus, you hate places with earthquakes and volcanos.”

“People can go their whole lives without a volcanic eruption.”

“Immortality problems.”

“That’s my line, dammit!”

“Sorry.  But it’s true.”

“Fine.  Fine.”  I sat down and leaned my head back over the chair, staring at the steel ceiling. “I have to disrupt ice giant plans.  Anything else?  I do remember the dragon problem.  And the tuva, as well.  I have to include those, sooner or later.”

“I’ll try to calm down the barbarians.  I’d rather you adjust the thermostat, then deal with the ice giants.  So, if you could do those things, that’d be great.  I’m not sure what priority to put on the Things invading the world and the moons.  They’re not organized.  They wander around being monsters, so I guess we can let them.  There aren’t many, now that we have a sun.”

“Reverse the fudge vertically,” I told him, or something similar.

“Back up to what?” Dusty asked.

“Moons.  You mentioned the moons.”

“Oh.  Yeah, they’re squeezing into one of them.  The Things, I mean.”

“And what are they doing?”

“I dunno.  Thingy things?  They’re embodied Chaos, remember?”

“They’re physical entities when constrained by the laws of a Firmament,” I countered.  “Are they building civilizations?  Eating each other?  Chasing Rendu’s elves like puppies chasing butterflies, but bloodier?”

“Um.  I see your point.  I’ll try and figure it out, but the moons have their own Firmaments.  It’s hard to do anything there.”

“Why?”

“Remember the voidstations?  They’re little worldlets with no corresponding celestial plane.  The moons are tiny compared to Rethven.”

“Hold on.  These are Chaos-based Firmaments, not magical ones.  Surely, they create a corresponding echo effect on the celestial side?”

“Maybe, and don’t call me Shirley.  I’ll keep looking, but Rendu may have known about celestial side-effects and blocked them off from his private little havens.  He might not have bothered to shield Rethven from the celestial plane with his big Firmament.  Or he couldn’t, if there’s a size constraint.  I’ll see if I can find any traces.”

“Please do.  I think it’s a good sign, though.”

“It is?  How?”

“The moons are supposed to disintegrate back into the Void, aren’t they?  Demonic Things oozing their way into them has to be a good thing from our point of view.”

“Hmm.  You may be right, but I’m still not clear on why Things want to be in the world at all, though.  They burn up and blow away when the sun comes up.”

“I should hope so.  If I had to guess, I’d say their desire has to do with the nature of form.  They enjoy being something concrete instead of a variable.  I haven’t asked.”

“Any chance we can reinforce the Rethvan Firmament?  Things walking the world make me nervous.”

“I’ll give it some thought.  Right now, I’ll turn down the heat.  Then I’ll see what I can come up with against ice giants in general and the return of winter in specific.  You come up with an opiate for the barbarian masses.  The Things can wait their turn.”

“Great.  Check back with me when you’ve got something.”

“Ditto.”

I hung up and remained in the chair for a minute.  I did not want to get up.  I didn’t want to go back to Rethven.  I didn’t want to go somewhere and do something when I was being told I needed to.  It might be different if it was my own idea.  I might be more enthusiastic about it.  I’m usually more motivated by my own ideas.  Aren’t we all?  As it was, I simply didn’t have the energy to get out of the chair.

Someday, there would be a Tamara.  And an Amber.  And a Tianna and a Tymara.  Tort.  Lissette.  Raeth.  Bouger.  Torvil, Kammen, and Seldar.  The list goes on and on…

I weigh far too much.  I know this because I had to fight to get myself out of the chair and up to my feet.  If I didn’t know better, I’d say someone turned up the gravity.  I know I didn’t, so maybe it was Velina.  Probably not.

Nevertheless, rise I did, all the way, and plodded to the shifter.  Moments later, I plodded to the front of the shop.  Velina was negotiating with a young couple who were trying to pawn a shema locket and a pair of rings.

“Sorry to interrupt,” I told them.  “Something has come up and we’re closing.  Keep the jewelry.”

“But—” the man began, a desperate expression on his face.

“But,” I interrupted, “I’ll give you twenty thousand francs for your hat.”

“For…” he began, and stopped.  His brain was having a bad time processing the offer.  “For my hat?”

“I like a good fedora.  Twenty thousand.  Take it or leave it.”  I drew out the money and thumped it down on the counter.  Dazed, he handed over his hat.  I pushed the money toward him.  He picked it up, didn’t bother to count it, and stuffed it in an inside jacket pocket.

“Don’t forget your jewelry.  And we’re closed,” I reminded them, helpfully.  The dark-eyed young lady tugged on his arm as though eager to escape before the lunatic changed his mind.  I could understand her concern.  The fedora was okay, but nothing special.  They left the shop and I locked up behind them.

“Twenty thousand for a hat?” Velina asked.  I donned the fedora.  It was too small, so I took it off, ran my finger around the inner rim, and put it on again.  It fit perfectly.

“It’s a nice hat.  Come on.  My altar ego says Rethven needs to be steered for a bit.  You want to set off the shop’s closing spell?”

She did so, shifting the interior spaces of the shop from the Earth to a prepared set of spaces on the Spherestation.  What we put in place was a dusty collection of old furniture, old clothes, and a lot of moth-eaten rugs.  It was what we found in the original shop when we took the space over.

Any returning customer was going to be terribly surprised.  Someday, I want to park the shop someplace for a few months, shift it out, and then walk back to hang around, incognito, to see the expressions on people’s faces.


One Thing After Another

Turning off the undersun was simple.  These panels were never exposed to ice giants, so they didn’t need to be attack-resistant.  They were simply hot coils on the Firmament, adding thermal energy to the system. It was no trouble to dissolve the spells and turn off the enhanced heating.

On the flip side, the ice giants’ attempt to nail down climate change was a large-scale problem.  I still had options.

I checked on my existing robots in Rethven.  The seed-scattering helicopter drones were under the Gaia system’s control.  My forestry robot, however, was not.  It was still manufacturing forest.  It had made a few passes, north to south, and was making good progress.

I may need to talk to a dryad.  Is this a case of, if I build it, they will come?  Do they show up spontaneously in magical forests?  Or do I need to whistle and wave to attract their attention?  I’ll have to look into it.

These were minor considerations, however, as my purpose was to consider what I had to deal with.

If I want to send a tank regiment against ice giants, I have to completely redesign the tanks.  One ice giant can flip a bug-fighter or jump up and down on it.  Individually, each one is a real threat.  And the upgrade in tactical software will be a pain.  Ice giants don’t swarm.  They fight intelligently.  And they are, to a limited extent, magic-working creatures.

This is what I get for building a war machine specifically for one type of monster.

But, while flying drones might not be ideal for bug assaults, they would do much better against things restricted to ground level.

A sharp shock can crack a winterspike.  Breaking the ice also breaks the spell.  I doubt it can be fixed once broken.  It grows a sort of icy underground root system, so doing material damage to the central spike should ruin the magic and force them to start from scratch.  Can I crack them faster than they can make them?

Where could that Mad Scientist laugh be coming from?

I should program the Flatstation’s sound system to play a thunder effect whenever I laugh like that.  I could install strobes to simulate lightning!

Instead, I installed thermal imaging and laser sighting on a drone and went grenade shopping.  I put a spell on the launcher to shift in a new grenade every time it fired the old one.  The rate of fire would be low compared to most grenade launchers, but it would only need one or two shots to eliminate its target.

Fortunately, the same software that let me design “antique” 22nd-century tanks worked perfectly well for “antique” 22nd-century attack drones.  I even ran it through the flight simulator, and it was a good thing I did.  The recoil on the grenade launcher was awful.  Instead, I went with a simple tube, shifting in a small bomb to drop it like a mortar round.  I didn’t mind.  Overkill is the best kind of kill—or so I’m told by my hot-tempered friend.

The thermal optics took advantage of a characteristic I’d noticed earlier.  Winterspikes are cold.  Exceptionally cold.  They actively try to freeze everything around them.  So, when the thermal optics detect something registering near absolute zero, they bomb the center of it.  If there happen to be ice giants in the near vicinity of the impact, that’s a bonus.

I should add some incendiary chemistry.  I think I will, if only for the visuals.

It’s a technological dragon, but I’ll get to the dragons eventually.

I would have been happy to let the ice giants waste their time on winterspikes, but my altar ego was concerned.  I was concerned, too, but for different reasons.  The winterspikes were actively cooling the world, much like my undersun heaters were warming it.  It was a secondary effect, of course, but if the winterspikes kept spreading out, they would eventually undo most of my hard-won environmental gains.

Velina and I tested my drone designs.  We used blocks of dry ice on a target range in the Gobi desert.  When we were happy, I had my foundries run off a dozen of them.  She and I put the necessary spells on them.  I handled the shift-tubes for bombing.  She built the magic-to-electricity conversion spells to keep them powered in Rethven.  Then we cried havoc, put on “Fortunate Son,” fired up the rotors, and loosed the squadron to rain thunder on the northlands.

With the ice giants’ efforts at restarting the Fimbulwinter suitably hampered, I felt they were less of a problem and therefore less of a priority.

People, on the other hand…

Ice giants I can kill.  I’m not allowed to go all genocidal on them like I am on the bugs.  Ice giants have to exist in the future.  But if they really piss me off, no matter what my altar ego says, I can kill ninety-nine percent of the total population and still meet the minimum requirements.

Damn.  Rethven still needs frost giants.  I have to remember to look into those.  If I steal a tribe from Jotunheim—assuming I can find Jotunheim—will I be inviting the whole Norse pantheon into Rethven?  Or only the frost giant portion of it?

Anyway, most of the living things in Rethven are simply a case of making it, faking it, finding it, or eradicating it.  People, on the other hand, have to learn to behave.

I fired up my scrying mirror and started looking more intently at the villages.  I was playing anthropologist, not ecologist or physicist, but I wear a lot of ill-fitting hats.  After a bit, I noticed something.  I called up Dusty.

“Yo,” he said, after the second ring.

“Hey.  Got a question for you.”

“Fire away.”

“Funny you should put it that way.  I’m looking at Rethven.  I’ve been looking around and I’m under the impression the Lady of Flame is starting to be a thing.  Yes?”

“I’m pretty sure I mentioned the cult.”

“Mmm.  Perhaps you did.  I knew this was on my mind for a reason.  Anything I should know about the local gods?”

“Not really. The Lady of Flame is about the only one with any traction, and even then, the worship here is thin.  There simply aren’t enough people to support any sort of rapid development.  When they need a dozen temples and full-time priests to handle the demands of the faithful, then talk to me about their output.”

“Got it.  I didn’t want to run face-first into a divine manifestation.”

“Don’t worry.  I’m the only one who can do anything of the sort.”

“What about the quasi-religious flame the locals are doing?”

“Not my area.  What are they doing with it?”

“Haven’t you been watching?” I asked.  “Isn’t the Crown of Eyes working?”

“I’m getting the hang of it.  It’s made of angel parts, remember?  It’s not like us home-grown, free-range, fully-organic, no-preservatives, non-GMO, artisanal celestial beings.  It does work, after a fashion, but I’m not good with it.  Not yet.  It’s something I have to operate, rather than something I can wear.”

“Want me to take a look at it?”

“I’d rather sort out all the issues so you can see if there’s a fundamental design flaw.”

“So… you’re not really wearing it, are you?”

“I am!  I swear I am.  And I can tell you right now I hate it, but I’m trying to use it.  Okay?”

“Okay.”

“Now, what were you asking about the village flame things?”

“From what I’ve observed—at a distance,” I added, “—it’s a spell they treat like a religious ritual.  The resulting flame sits on top of a pillar-like pile of rocks in the middle of the villages and they venerate it as the source of all their fire.”

“Seems reasonable, given they used to survive in caves.”

“In a weird, religious way, I suppose it is.  I was questioning whether it constituted a miracle.”

“Oh.  No, it’s a spell,” he assured me.  “The forming Lady of Flame may be partly manifest in it, drawing power from their sacrifice—in this case, the sacrifice of magical energies.  Kind of like singing in worship or building a monument, you’re expending effort on multiple levels, but the spiritual level is what counts.  The fact you’re piling up rocks in a temple is only to help you maintain focus.  Even so, it’s a miniscule thing.  One small flame, magically powered, isn’t even on the same order of an animal sacrifice on an altar.”  Dusty chuckled.  “If the Tassarian gods had gone in for ritual sacrifices, they would have developed much more quickly.”

“Yeah, I guess.  The barbarians aren’t sacrificing their adversaries on fire-altars, are they?”

“No… or I don’t think so.  I haven’t seen any.”

“Keep an eye out.  I don’t know what effects human sacrifice would have on the formation of the Lady of Flame but I don’t want to find out.”

“Good plan.  I’ll definitely watch for it.”

“Another thing, while I’ve got you here.  The fires are in each village and they run them twenty-four hours a day.”

“So?”

“I know how quickly anything done constantly can add up.”

“You’re not wrong, but remember, we’re talking about growth and development, not filling a bucket.  If I fill a glass with milk and give it to a child to drink, the milk doesn’t turn directly into body mass.  They process the food and use it to grow by a smaller amount.  They don’t grow an equivalent mass of flesh and blood by swallowing it.”

“Ah.  Yes.  Even if it’s in this plane?  The corresponding physical plane?”

“Even so.  You don’t get the cross-universe losses, but it’s still a case of eating food, not hooking up a hose and filling a pool.”

“Good.  I have enough gods to deal with.”

“People.  Deal with the people.  I’ve got the gods.”

“You give me reason to like this division of labor.  Now, tell me more about these Things you were talking about.”

“Things creep through the Firmament.  What more do you want?”

“You’re not helping.”

“I’m also not keeping track of every individual Thing!  I have enough to watch over and I haven’t yet got the hang of these extra eyes!”

“Fair enough,” I decided.  “Fair enough.  I’ll go looking for Things, myself.”

“Let me know what you find.”

“Can do.”

I let him go and got back to looking.  Finding a Thing wasn’t difficult.  They tended to be more obvious than normal creatures, if you knew how to look for them.  A special location spell will go ping at extreme ranges and probably annoy the Thing to a minor degree.

But I found Things I didn’t particularly like.

Make no mistake, I don’t like most Things.  They’re generally ugly, usually violent, and never friendly.  What I found was a monster.

The first Thing I found was abroad by day, which meant it couldn’t be a Thing.  Yet, it still bore unmistakable signs of Chaos.  The tail with a stinger in it wasn’t part of any design I put on the planet.  It also snorted and made short runs, hither and yon, as though looking for something.

My scrying gate, maybe?  How could I tell?  If I closed the gate, I couldn’t see what it was doing.  Does the refrigerator light turn off when you close the door?

I consulted with the Gaia system.  No, it didn’t have anything like that in the database.  No, the logs did not show anything even remotely similar coming through the shift-boxes.

Velina and I armored up and went for a ride.  If nothing else, it got me out of the Voidstations again.  Velina, of course, was delighted at the prospect of monster hunting.

Bronze and I stood over the kill.  She nudged the corpse with one hoof and Velina pulled her sword out of the back of its neck.  It was a hot day and the world has flying insects, now.  A few buzzed around the spreading pools of ichor.

I checked.  They did not become infested with Chaos.  Hey, it was a legitimate concern!

“What was it?” Velina asked, flicking her blade to remove excess ichor.

“I’m not sure.  It’s not a Thing, that much I know.”

“I do not understand.”

“Things dissolve.  Their physical forms are held together by their will interacting with the laws within the Firmament.  When they die, their will no longer maintains their physical reality.  They dissolve.  This didn’t.”

“They die, they vanish.  Understood.  What is a Thing?”

“Oh.  A Thing is a creature from beyond the walls of the Firmament.  A native entity of the Void of Chaos.  You’ve seen them outside the stations.  Most people think of them as demons.  They get close to a firmament and start to take on discernable forms.”

“As you say.  And this was not such a creature?”

“Can’t be.  It left a body behind,” I pointed out.

“So it is a natural animal?”

“I doubt it.  Given the horns and the hooves, I’d say it resembles a dazhu, at least in part.  The teeth aren’t herbivorous and the tail is far too long, plus the stinger.  Where is the stinger, by the way?”

“Over there,” she said, gesturing.

“Let’s get it.  We’re burning the corpse.”

Hooray! Firebrand offered.  I stuck it into the cadaver, nailing the body to the ground again.  It began to burn immediately.  The little rubies in Firebrand’s eyes glinted visibly even though the sun was shining.  I left it there to work.

“Where was I?” I asked, as Velina and I went to fetch the severed stinger.  “Oh, yes.  It has too much of a chaos smell on it to be a natural beast, even though it doesn’t dissolve as a pure chaos entity would.  This tells me they’re probably breeding with the local animals, or infecting them, or possessing them, or whatever they do in a physical realm.”

“This is a bad thing.”

“Yes.  Just as I’m getting a grip on everything, something new has to pop up and be a problem.  Maybe I should find a problem I like and let it run rampant.  Then the next problem will either not come at all, or it can get into a fight with the previous one.”

Inwardly, I realized, by that logic, I might be the problem.

“Is there anything to be done?” Velina asked, ignoring my minor rant.

I thought about it while we headed back with the needle-like stinger.  Was there a way to seal the Firmament against intrusion?  I did promise to look into the matter.  However, upon consideration, I had to wonder if it was a good idea.  Would it interfere with the future Rethven I was aiming for?  Did the Firmament need the Heru to keep the Things from interfering in the game?  Was there a race created by the Heru that ate Things, and were now destroyed in the Long Night?

If I did block up the starry leaks in the sky, would the wizards and magicians still study the local astrology?  Would they summon demonic Things?  Would they have sorcerers at all?  Or, from the other direction, what about the current situation?  Would these repeated entries from the Void create more problems than they should, or would have?  Do we need Things dropping in?  Or do we need their entry to be more restricted?

Most people only have to worry about the future in the sense they want it to turn out well.  I have to worry about making it turn out exactly the way it did.  Then again, most people are more concerned about what happens to themselves, rather than the fate of the world.

On the bright side, Things wouldn’t be spending a lot of time on the surface of the world.  Every time the sun came up, anything caught outside would suffer for it.  I saw to that.  Thing is, it’s not hard to avoid the sun.  I’m living-ish proof of that.  If nothing else, it might be better to have a tighter immigration policy, at least until the humans built up their numbers.

“I have an idea for keeping them out.  Or, at least, restricting their access.  I presume they’re mating with the native creatures to produce hybrids.  I’m going to look into the matter after I get something done about plugging leaks in the Firmament.”

I wiped my brow and adjusted my personal thermostat.  Rendu had a lot to answer for, but it all came back to his shoddy Firmament construction.

We captured and experimented on a dozen or so of these monsters.  Technically, they could be classed as marivel.  They were physical beings, made of flesh and blood for the most part, with a strong Chaos contamination.  Unlike my own contamination, these things weren’t injected with Chaos.  No, they appeared to have been born with it.  Sunlight didn’t harm them.  Direct celestial energies were actively painful.  They had something that functioned as blood, had a heart—or hearts—and were usually vertebrates.  In every case, they were predatory.

They also didn’t like me.

To be fair, they didn’t like each other.  Trapped in the same cage, they didn’t attack each other until they got hungry.  But they definitely wanted me to die.

Zero days?  No.  I can be taught!

All right, Things squeezed in through the stars, taking on form.  These beings of pure Chaos then mated with mundane animals.  The offspring of this union were the marivel—the monsters.  I wasn’t sure if the monsters could mate with each other, or if they were sterile hybrids, but it was likely we would find out the hard way.

So, what do I do about it?

We could burn the face of the world off and start over, Firebrand suggested.

“You always think that’s a good idea.”

It is a good idea!

“You’re not always wrong,” I admitted, “but I’ve got a lot of time and energy invested in this.”

Awww.

“Look, the problem breaks down into three stages…”

First, set fire to everything.

“My three stages,” I corrected.  “First, restrict the number of Things coming into the world.  Second, kill as many Things as possible to restrict the number of marivel.  Three, kill the marivel.”

Boss, you do know you are a marivel, at least according to everyone in Rethven?

“Yes, but I’m not going to hunt myself.”

Probably for the best.  But there have always been monsters in Rethven, right?  I seem to recall.

“Hmm. Yes.  Quite a few, possibly. There was a whole class of people who went a-Heroing because there were monsters to be faced.”

So, what’s the problem?

“There weren’t this many.”

How do you know?

“I would have noticed.  I think I encountered, what… one Hero?  Sir Sedrick?”

Yeah, but didn’t they used to have more?

“You’re suggesting they worked themselves out of a job?”

If they were any good at their job, yes!

“Could be.  We’re not going to see it happen here for a while.  Humans aren’t the dominant species.  These bozos couldn’t keep a cow out of their fields.  Or in them, for that matter.”

Do they even have cows?

“Some of them do!  Gwyden can only lecture so fast!”

Didn’t mean to poke the bear.

“They’ll get bears, too!  Right now, I’m more concerned about monsters roaming around and whether or not the local humans can survive them!”

Why wouldn’t they?

“Because monsters eat things besides ice giants.”

Well, they’re not true Things from the Void.  They’re monsters made from the mating of Things and more normal stuff.

“Suddenly, I am glad I haven’t got around to introducing apex predators.”

Why?

“Because I don’t want Things breeding with wolves, mountain lions, bears, or anything else that starts with big nasty pointy teeth.  Next thing you know, you have rabbits biting people’s heads off and the Black Beast of Aaaaaarggh chasing the rest.”

Duly noted, Boss.  So, what’s the plan?

“I don’t have a plan, exactly, but I do know I should stop the Things.  When you’ve got a dilemma, you change a variable and see how it changes the problem.”

What if you make it worse?

“You mean, ‘What if your life goes the way it usually does,’ I think.”

It’s not that bad, Boss.  At least you’re still alive.  You need to lower your standards.

“To do that, I’d need big weight and an ocean trench.  If I—”

I broke off as my phone rang.  I pulled it out and flipped it open in one smooth, practiced move, because I do this way more often than I like.

“Yo.”

“Are you keeping track of your war-copters?”

“I prefer to think of them as bombers.  They blow up winterspikes.  Is this a problem?”

“The ice giants shot one down.”

I had a quick montage of mental imagery flash up from memory.  In World War One, the British sent up barrage balloons.  These would work well on helicopter-based flight systems, too.  Probably not the tactics of ice giants, though.

“Okay, I’ll bite.  How did they shoot it down?”

“I don’t know.  First I knew about it was when it blew up.  I’m still getting used to all the extra inputs from this eyeball hat, but I noticed the explosion.  What would make it explode?”

“A lot of the structure is made of a rigid plastic explosive, including the propellers.”

“They have a self-destruct?”

“You could argue they’re flying bombs.  I don’t like people stealing my stuff.”

“Fair enough.  It’s definitely not stolen.”

“Good.  Just the one?”

“So far.”

“How far did it get?”

“How do you mean?”

“Are there any winterspikes still tacking down the winter ice?  Or have the ice giants given up on it?”

“Oh, those.  No, they’re done with winterspikes.  They’re bombing ice giants.”

“They what?”

“They ran out of ground-based icicles,” Dusty elaborated.  “Blasted them all.  Broke them.  Usually with one shot.  I’m not surprised,” he added.  “They were made of ice and they weren’t more than two feet across.  Dropping a rock from that altitude would have done it, if it hit.”

“I know.”

“When they ran out of winterspikes, they started bombing the biggest ice giants they could find.  At least, that’s what I’m seeing right now.”

“They’re sorting by size?  That’s weird.  –Oh.”

“What do you mean, ‘oh’?”

“I had the targeting set for the coldest things it could find.  The winterspikes were ridiculously cold.  They registered as absolute zero because they actively counteracted heat, canceling it.  When the drone ran out of those, it went for the next-coldest things.  I’m guessing the bigger an ice giant is, the colder it is.”

“Do the ice giants produce a level of personal cold?  Like humans with body heat?”

“I’m guessing it’s like a winterspike, but not as intense,” I agreed.  “Either their back-spines absorb heat and convert it into magic—which I strongly doubt—or they use magic to cancel out heat to produce cold.  I’d say it’s the second one.  It would explain why they can briefly tolerate warmer temperatures.  People eat food to produce body heat.  Ice giants eat magic to keep themselves cold.  It also matches what a winterspike does, only the winterspikes do it on a much larger scale.  And winterspikes are made from an ice giant back-spine, so… yeah.  It makes sense.”

Is that why the giants are so hard to melt? Firebrand asked.

“Probably.”

“I see,” Dusty said, not hearing the byplay.  “So, do you want to do anything about the shot-down drone?”

“There will be nothing salvageable,” I told him.  “It’s possible, even likely, their attack didn’t actually destroy the drone.  The self-destruct did.  The others will still be zipping along, bombing the ice cubes out of anything colder than the surrounding environment.  And I’m completely okay with that.  I’m more curious about how they shot one down.”

“I said I don’t know.”

“Yeah, but I’d like to know.  I’d rather not find out they’ve mastered heat rays or lightning control.  Maybe I need a stealth drone to follow the attack drones around and watch.”

“How important can it be?  Heat rays seem awfully unlikely.”

“Maybe it’s not important, but it seems very likely to me,” I countered.  “People don’t like being poked with sharp sticks and look how far pointy stick technology has come.  We build weapons to do things to others we don’t want done to us.  It’s the principle of ‘do unto others as they would do unto you, but do it first.’”

“Then why haven’t you built a sunlight gun?”

“I did.  It’s called an Archimedes Ray.  That’s how I know.  I do not have good memories of the time someone used it on me.”

“Oh.  I see your point.  You think ice giants are researching the secrets of fire?”

“Got me.  I’m not all-seeing.”

“Hey, I explained I’m not up to that.”

“But you can watch more than I can.  I made sure of it.  By the way, have you been watching the monstrous reproduction here on the southern continent?”

“Who the what, where?  You mean the Things from the Void, right?”

“I mean monsters.  I think the Things squeezing in through the weak spots in the Firmament are breeding with the local animals before the sun pops up and fries them.  I’ve been running into Things—or monsters—not drawn from the primal Chaos, but clearly spawned in part by it.  I’m guessing something is breeding with the local animals.  You don’t know anything about it?”

There was a long, silent pause, broken only by the faint sound of the Flatstation’s ventilation system.

“I’m looking into this.”

“Call me back when you have something.”

“Will do.”

We hung up and I put my phone away.

You okay, Boss?

“Sure,” I replied.  “On second thought, no.  No, now that I think of it, no, I am not.  I’m tired and grumpy and I want to blow up at someone or something except I don’t want to do that, either.”

What’s bothering you?

“What’s bothering me?” I echoed, glaring at the ruby eyes.  “Oh, I don’t know.  Let me think about it for a second.  I’m the blesséd fix-it man and contractor for a divine entity who can’t seem to do his own miracles.  I’m an eco-warrior janitor for a screwed-up planet built by chaos deities.  I’ve built a sun because there was no one else to do it!  I, as an individual, am involved in a life-or-death struggle with not one, but two species designed and built expressly for the purpose of murdering all other life forms.  Now I have to consider how to deal with demonic Things creeping out of the Chaos through the shoddy Firmament, cope with magic-working ice giants, bring about frost giants, dragons, camo-colored mountain lions, and an Empire!  I’m under a lot of pressure, I have enormous anxiety, and I have the weight of the world on my shoulders and that’s too damn close to literally for me to be anything less than stressed about it!  There are moments when it wouldn’t take much to persuade me to blow the world into cosmic dust and take the chance I can ride it out in another universe!”

Boss?

“WHAT?”

Nothing.

I looked down and the gleaming gems in the dragon’s-head hilt seemed to look away.  Bronze made her presence felt in the Flatstation’s steel.

If I wanted to do something—anything at all—she would be with me.  But she would also want me to be sure it was really something I wanted to do.  Was it?

I had to admit to myself—and her—it was not.

Still grumpy, I went to the Beer Hat of Blood, plunked down on the seat, grabbed the hose, and gulped.

It helped.

Meanwhile, nobody said anything.  Bronze was present and supportive.  Firebrand was quiet and, I think, trying not to be noticed.  This went on for about three gallons.  Finally, the person who broke my grumpy tantrum’s silence was Velina.

She opened the door into the Beer Hat Room and arched an eyebrow at me.  I gestured her in, still grumpy, but not nearly as angry as I was.

“I am told you might desire someone to shout at.”

I kept my guesses to myself.

“Possibly.  I’ve been under more strain than I realized and I cracked a little.”

“Perhaps you would tell me what these things are that strain you so?”

“One second.  Firebrand?”

Yeah?

“I apologize.  I am way too touchy, these days, and sometimes I’m snappish.  You know why.  That’s still no excuse for yelling at you for asking question.  I was wrong.  I wish I could say it won’t happen again, but you know what I’m going through.  I may lose my grip again, and all I can say is I’m trying my best not to.”

Firebrand was quiet for several seconds.

You were wrong, it said, but I also understand why you’re… touchy?

“Good word.”

You’re forgiven.  You’re probably forgiven for the next couple of times, too.  But—

“Yes?”

Next time, you owe me some slaughter.

“I’m sure I can find something suitable.”

Deal.  Now, Velina had a question.

So I went over my list again, this time with less frustration.

“And it’s more than that,” I continued.  “It’s the whole… the whole world?  Everything in it?  I feel responsible for it, in a way.  I’m pretty sure I could walk away from Rethven and it would be… well, not the world I knew, but a valid, viable world.  I’m trying to make everything turn out exactly the way I think it should.”

“And this is difficult?”

“I don’t know if it’s difficult.  It’s certainly complicated.  More complicated than I like and in ways in which I don’t feel well-versed.”  I rubbed the back of my hand against my forehead, then rubbed the back of my neck.

“A typical vampire,” I continued, “or a stereotypical one, might have a different perspective.  He or she might rule in a castle in the mountains, lording it over a town as their baron or count or whatever.  That sort of vampire has to deal with the occasional vampire hunter, peasant uprisings, possible feudal obligations, maybe a couple of undead relatives, and, once in a while, an overzealous priest.

“Man, I wish I had those troubles.  Eventually, I’m going to, but only as a minor side quest.  I wish I had only those troubles!

“My issue is I have so damn much more going on.  It’s a lot to take in, a lot to process, a lot to do—and I’m not always confident I know what I’m doing, so that makes me jittery and nervous.  One wrong move and I could, conceivably, send myself to hell in a handbasket made of coal.  I don’t know what I’m doing.  I don’t have a whole plan mapped out.  I’m going from crisis to crisis, and even though I expect another crisis to show up, I don’t know what it will be and I hate it, hate being right, and hate having to deal with it.

“I think—now that I’m thinking of it—this is why I keep going off walkabout.  When things look like they’re stable enough to ignore, I ignore them, because I don’t want to think about them.  It’s like lying under an enormous, crushing weight.  Even if I’m not doing anything about it, it’s still bearing down on me all the time.  The most I can hope for is to ignore it temporarily, to distract myself from it whenever it seems safe to do so… but it isn’t gone.  It’s still there.  And part of me knows it even when I’m doing something completely different.”

Velina moved to the side of the seat and half-sat on the arm of it.  She folded her hands on that leg and looked at me.  I slurped and looked back at her, reflecting on how I would need better tubing, soon.  Holding the tube in my teeth while I talked wasn’t good for it.

“You are weary,” Velina observed.  I did not snap back, “Oh, you noticed?” despite my impulse to do so.

“Very,” I agreed, quietly.

“Is there nothing I can do?”

“I don’t know.  I don’t think so.  Not directly, anyway.”

“I can hunt these monsters,” she suggested.  “It is within my reach and fits my skills.  I would take great delight in it.”

“You’re right.  There may be a lot of them, though.”

“It would be one less thing with which to concern yourself.”

“But then I wouldn’t have you by my side, acting as my good example.”

“Example?  Of what?”

“Stability.  Sanity.  Calmness.  You know, being a decent human being.”

“Perhaps you need more examples.”

“I’m happy with the one—” I broke off.

“What is it?” Velina asked.  I held up a finger to beg a moment’s wait.  I had a thought, or almost had one.  It’s a tricky thing, almost having a thought.  It was something I needed to think about, an idea I needed to have, but it wasn’t quite there.

I hate those.  Usually, I just think stuff.  This was different.  It was there, but it needed coaxing.  I find that weird and I don’t like it at all.

“You know, being a decent human being.”

“Perhaps you need more examples.”

What was it about those two phrases?  It was like striking two rocks together to form sparks.  It wasn’t a fire, not yet.  But if I could strike enough sparks, blow on them, fan them, could they become the flame of an idea?

“Tell me something,” I said, slowly.  “What do you think you can help me with?”

“I can hunt monsters,” she repeated, puzzled.

“Go on.  Any other ideas or suggestions?  I’m looking for something and the idea isn’t quite there.”

“I would be willing to fight ice giants, but I will need help.  Hunting single giants is dangerous, but I can do it with the help of Firebrand.  I would need an army to wage war on them, and special weapons.  The tanks, perhaps.”

“The tanks are limited.  They’re meant for a mindless horde, not for enemies who can fight intelligently and learn from their mistakes.  You would need—”  I broke off.  Was that a flicker of an idea?  It was almost there.

“I would need warriors,” she finished.

“Soldiers,” I corrected, absently.  “Not an untrained, barbarian militia who are terrified of the ice monsters who froze the world.”

“Mmm.  Yes.  I cannot expect individual warriors to face an ice giant, and the ice giants have only hatred for us—no sense of personal glory or honor.  We could not fight them on our terms.  Every encounter would be as the final maneuver on a battlefield before matched forces engage.”

Something about that clicked, and the light in my head came on.

“I think the idea I’ve been trying to coax out is that I don’t have to do it all myself.”

Velina’s brow furrowed.

“Of course you do not.  Why should you?”

“Because I’m stupid, apparently, which only adds to my stress.  I can make robots and golems to do a lot of the dirty work.  Hell, I created thashrak to help me.  I almost had this thought when I hired Gwyden as my stand-in for farming classes.  Why can’t I get people in this world to do more than breathing and breeding?  Why can’t I let the humans do more of the work?”

“I do not know.  What work would you have them do?”

“They could hunt hybrid monsters, for a start!”

“I do not see the barbarians in the villages being sufficiently disciplined,” she replied, thoughtfully.  “It would take more effort to find those of warrior quality and train them than it would to hunt monsters ourselves.”

“Exactly.  Those guys are useless!  But a large percentage of the world is now perfectly habitable.  There is enough ecology to support a million human beings and it’s expanding rapidly.  But those scattered thousands are like individual coals from the fire.  They glow.  They might even start a fire of their own, given time and good fortune.  To be useful, though, we need a lot of coals in one place.  Then we can breathe on them, make them glow, and forge something in the heat.”

“I agree.  But now I do not understand.”

“I’m going to build a fire.”

I hung up the feeding tube and headed for my scrying room.  Velina trailed in my wake.


Population Pressures

I did basic enchantment work on new wands.  They were not user-friendly wands, but I planned to use one and give the other one to Velina.  Untrained people would not use them nearly so well, nor would they be terribly predictable.

Then it was off to Tamaril and Zirafel.  We did a lot of tromping around, reviewing the city layouts.  The most important change was we needed a full-on bathhouse in the Roman style.  It needed to be completed and functional.  I also checked the housing, market areas, workshop spaces, warehouse spaces, granaries, the lot.

Then the wands came out.  We had to put stuff in the city—stocking it, room by room, with things people would need.  Everything from food to shoes to tools to lumber.  Every room could be a shift-space, if you knew how to use the wand, and somewhere, out there in infinite Earths, there was a room full of something, from sandals to candles.

Tamaril, one day, will be a huge city.  In its present state, it can comfortably house and operate for a population of up to hundred thousand, no problem.  It could probably accommodate twice that, albeit with crowding.  I didn’t plan on using the whole thing, merely one district.  I’ve done something like this before, with my pet rock and the city it grew.  People move in to one section of the city, then spread organically to the rest, as needed.

Here, though, I had to prep the city with immediate supplies.

I also had to prepare areas outside the city.  Farmhouses had to be built, along with low walls to mark off the fields, ditches and farm roads, and so on.  All these needed to be stocked with the tools of the trade, startup supplies, and all the non-perishable food items to support farmers in the initial stages of getting a farm going.

Livestock.  There would need to be a lot of livestock.  And all the fields needed to be planted.  Peanuts, beans, corn, wheat, and peas, mainly.  Fields being prepared for the livestock would grow mostly clover.

The worst part about making the future happen is preparing for it.

Once we put a lot of supplies in storage—meaning, “every empty room in the city.” Okay, maybe that’s an exaggeration.  It was more than half, for certain—I felt we had a good leg up on the preparation portion.  Now all I needed was farmers.  Farmers are the foundation of civilization.  People go where the food is, but once you can stay put and still eat, you can start building things.

Where was I looking for farmers?  Pompeii, Herculaneum, Stabiae, and Oplontis didn’t all have extensive farming around them—Herculaneum, for example, was more of a resort town than anything else—but the region, as a whole, had quite a lot of rich land, so there would be people who grew up on farms.  They would know what they were doing, at least.  And I could provide an excellent alternative to staying where they were.

Which is better?  Being buried under pyroclastic flow, or moved to another country to continue living pretty much as you were?

Velina did most of the city-stocking from a list of goods.  She was still at it when I finished zapping hobbit-hole farmhouses into the landscape.  She would keep at it while I went searching for the foundations of the Empire.

Bronze carried me along the dirt road.  We stopped when we reached the yard around the house.  It was a nice house, rustic but well-constructed.  A small girl with a woven basket stepped around the wattle chicken enclosure to look at us.  The chickens paid us no mind.  The pigs didn’t either, but the boy—perhaps four years older than the little girl—stuck his head up over the wall of their pen.

I dismounted and approached the house.  Judging by the smell, someone was baking.  I knocked and waited.

The young lady who answered the door wasn’t the lady of the house.  Older sister to the other two, probably.  Twelve, maybe?  Definitely a girl, but her body had only recently reached a decision.

“Yes?”

“Good morning.  Is your mother at home?”

“She’s in the fields.”

“Mm.  I should have realized.  I apologize.  My timing is a bit off.  When would be a good time to meet her?”

“She’ll be back by dark.”

I glanced at the thin wisps coming from the top of Vesuvius.  As if in response, the ground shivered, making chickens squawk and goats bleat.  I questioned the veracity of the girl’s statement.

“I’m afraid I can’t wait so long.  I’ll ride out to meet her.  Which way?”

She pointed.  I bowed politely and mounted again.  A few minutes later, Bronze trotted alongside the churned-up earth behind a plow.  The lady driving the ox pulled on the reins and brought it to a stop.  She looked at me with suspicion.

“Who are you?”

“Halar.  I am pleased to make your acquaintance.”

“What do you want?”

“I understand you’re having a bit of difficulty with your farm.”

She glared at me.

“It’s nothing.”

“It’s considerably more than nothing,” I argued.  “I don’t see a single slave.”

“That’s none of your concern!”

“I might argue otherwise.  I’m looking to hire someone who can run a farm.  Someone who might like having her debts canceled.”

She wrapped the reins around a handle and turned to face me fully.  She was a solid woman and, once she removed a cudgel from its place, hanging from the other handle, she seemed rather formidable.

“I’m doing fine as I am.”

“Hmm.  Yes.  Yes, you are.  I’ve miscalculated on the timing again.  I apologize for disturbing you.  I’ll be on my way.”

She watched us leave before she returned to plowing.

What does one plant in autumn?  She was putting in a winter crop.  In the Mediterranean climate, I’m sure that’s reasonable, but what was it?  Winter barley, maybe.

More importantly, she was firmly convinced all was going well.  Or, if not, at least it was all under control.  There might not be a man in the house, but she had things sorted out and organized.  She had a plan.  She wasn’t in the right frame of mind for what I wanted.

I miscalculated.  Vesuvius might rumble, but so what?  Vulcan was no doubt forging something.  They didn’t know what was about to happen.  Did they even have a word for volcano before Vesuvius forcibly gave them one?

On the other hand, once Vesuvius blew its top, things would change.  I would have a much narrower window in which to work, but there were upsides.  People snatched away from being buried in ash or from being cooked in a pyroclastic surge… well, being dumped on a very nice piece of land and told to get on with one’s life was clearly the better option.

The only trouble was I would need to branch a lot more worlds and do a lot more gate work.  With such a narrow time window, I couldn’t recruit many people on any given trip.  I’d have to make a lot of trips.  I’d have to recruit them practically one at a time, and only after the eruption started!  That was a serious pickle.  At least, I regarded it as a big dill.

On the other hand, I knew where to get ten thousand men, give or take, in one big bunch.  They were professional soldiers, but there are tons of skills in any army, and not all of them are directly related to killing.  When starting up a city from scratch, you need everybody.  I had spaces for tinkers, tailors, oyster-shuckers, walruses, carpenters, and so on.  I needed people to put in those spaces.

What would be best?  To slowly recruit a family here, a family there, and go through all the attendant door-to-door sales?  Or to put a big lot of Roman soldiers in the town and let them sort themselves out as a civil society?  Or should I put the women there first, to let them have a crack at it, and then bring in a legion to an established, operating city?

I did a little walking around and talking to people.  Turns out, for a lot of its history, the Roman Empire allowed women to own land.  True, the Romans generally groomed them to be wives, not movers and shakers in the Empire, but it was clear they could, and were expected to, have education, organizational skills, and so on—at the very least, enough to run a household.  They weren’t… what’s the word?  It was hardly an example of enlightened gender equality, but they were educated and responsible citizens.

For the next day or two, I sat in a tavern in Rome, somewhere around sixty or seventy A.D., I think.  Roman calendars aren’t my thing.  I practiced my Latin, ate a few good meals, took a walk at night to explore the darker alleys and the darker aspects of the city, and worked on sorting out a new spell.

What I wanted to do was send out a psychic location spell, seeking for qualities in people.  Not a specific person, as with my psychic detector in the gate-search for Sasha, but a spell to find anyone who had specific psychic qualities.  For example, a desire for a husband.  Or a feeling of great loss specifically because they no longer had one.  Those would probably be more open to a new start and good prospects.  I’d also like to be able to find a high level of intelligence, a good work ethic, and a lot of determination.

It would have made things so simple.  Sadly, I did not succeed.  I lined out the problem and the spell parameters, but the complexity of the detection and the wide variance in individual psychic channels defeated me.  I’m not convinced it can’t be done, but it’s much more complicated than I thought it would be.  I only figured this out once I was elbow-deep in designing it.

I also realized I was once again being a chump.

Why would I do this the hard way?  Why develop a new spell for it?  Why bang my head against a wall in trying to figure out the intricacies?  What I wanted was a woman—many women—who wanted to improve their lives.  Women who had skills suitable for the kind of civilization I knew would come to pass.  Women who would be only too happy with what lay at the other end of the journey to Tamaril.

You can buy anything in Rome.

Gold isn’t an issue.  There are piles of money lying around Rome.  It falls through a hole into a bucket and I have local coinage.  I give the coins to the guy selling slaves and poof—or clink—I own people.  I’m suddenly a dirty rat bastard slave owner. 

Of all the things I never thought I’d be, this was near the top of the list.

The only reason I’m even remotely okay with it is I’m removing them from their circumstances.  The United States had the Underground Railroad for runaway slaves.  Me?  I don’t smuggle them out.  I buy them outright and ship them out of the region.

I’ll say this.  It’s direct and to the point.  I show up, bid on the merchandise, and hand over money.  The seller hands me documentation to go with my latest purchase and all is well.

The nice lady—or ladies, since I tend to buy several at any auction—who are advertised as having certain practical skills then get to come with me to the wagon.  I can afford to be picky, though.  There’s no way I’m going to singlehandedly buy all the slaves in Rome.  I’m here for people who will become another empire.

With the day’s purchases loaded into the boxy wagon, we roll out.  Congratulations, ladies!  We’re going to my city.  It’s a place where a woman can earn a living by doing useful work without having a master order it.  And, best of all, as soon as we get there you get a free citizenship! You get a manumission; you get a manumission; you get a manumission!  Everybody gets a manumission!  Freedom all around!

Once I explain the deal to the dozen or so people in the back of the wagon, I park the wagon, open the back doors, and let the latest bunch directly into the Spherestation.  They don’t know where they are, so I’m not worried about them having seen the inside of a Voidstation.  But I now have a setup remarkably similar to a Roman bathhouse, even if it’s only sized for a dozen at a time.  They get to clean up, undergo medical checks, have minor repairs done, and get corrections to their genetic code.

Look, I know it’s unethical.  But I, personally, don’t know any sane individual who would complain.  I mean, if I walk up to someone, slap them on the back, and announce their children are guaranteed to be born without any of the sixteen most common genetic diseases, their first impulse isn’t to punch me in the face and scream in indignation.

I have no doubt there are people who would scream about their “rights.”  I did say I didn’t know any sane individual who would complain.

I could abuse the hell out of this, I admit.  It makes me uncomfortable enough as it is, and I accept the fact I’m an evil, self-righteous, self-serving egoist for inflicting this sort of thing on anyone without their knowledge or consent.  Now that we’re all agreed I’m a monster, let us move on.  When you have to build an empire from scratch and have the same opportunity, then you can take the high road and feel all superior.  Until then, loathe me in silence.

Once we finished the medical check, we loaded up the wagon again, rolled along for a bit, and I did another gate-shift.  The idea was to confuse anyone about where they were and how far they traveled.

The first couple of groups had a rough time.  The back door came open, the ladder-stairs folded down, and I handed down the ladies, one by one.  They were very quiet, looking the place over.

“This place is cursed,” one said.  The rest agreed.

I wanted to beat my head against the wagon.

“I take it you disapprove of the city?” I asked.

“It is silent.  Where are all the people?”

“It’s never had any,” I pointed out.  “There are no people because it was built before people came to live here.  I built it for you to live in, like building a new house before you leave the old one.”

“It seems strange.”

“It is strange.  Now, follow me, please.”

“How did we get here?  There is no city like this.  Not that I’ve ever heard of.”

“We are a long way from Rome.”

“But how did we get here?  We didn’t roll far enough to get outside the city walls!”

“I assure you, we did.  I am a being with enormous powers and I moved us.  We’ve come so far you couldn’t reach anywhere that’s even heard of Rome if you galloped on horseback for the rest of your life.  Now, I’ve included a lot of supplies and materials in the…”

The women were shuffling back, away from me.  They didn’t actually turn to run, but the ones in the rear were thinking about it.  Maybe I shouldn’t have been so subtle about the medical processing.  I didn’t buy anyone with obvious injuries, so there wasn’t much to fix, and genetic cleanup isn’t something you can feel.

“You know what?” I asked.  “Forget it.  You’re free.  You can do whatever you want.  Run away.  Stay.  Look at all the gifts I have for you.  Or don’t.  Flee into the hills to be eaten by monsters.  Stay in the city and enjoy the baths.  Your terrified, knee-jerk reaction to my admission tells me most of you aren’t worthy of my time.  Cope on your own.  I’ll get more and turn them loose in the city, as well.  Maybe you can be brave when there are ten thousand of you.”

One in front stopped retreating.  She looked offended.  Good for her.  Sort of.

“Who do you think you are?” she asked, confronting me.  I don’t particularly like that question, mostly because I don’t like the answer.  I restrained myself from any snarky reply.  Instead, I did my best to speak calmly and without any hint of irritation.  I think I mostly succeeded.

“I’m the dark and terrible god of this whole world and I’m trying to remember how to be nice to people.  Freeing you from slavery and letting you live your lives in this city seemed like a good idea until a minute ago.  Now I’m wondering if I haven’t made a terrible mistake.  We’ll find out when there are more of you.  Hopefully, there will be at least a few of you with guts.  The rest of you can swoon on a couch or something until you get hungry enough to be useful.”

I climbed up the boxy wagon, sat down, and Bronze trotted us down the street, away from them.  I didn’t even feel bad leaving them.  As far as they were concerned, the place was a functional city where everyone happened to walk away—and left behind a hoard of stuff.  Let ‘em sort themselves out.

A little later, I cooled off a bit.  The chilly winds rolling in with the dark thunderheads might have had something to do with it.  The huddled group of women, uncertain about what they were going to do, continued to argue, fuss, and jabber until the first drops of rain smacked them.  Then they ran for the nearest building.

I contacted Velina to let her know she had her first load of immigrants.  She was still zapping in rooms full of stuff.

I also got out a notepad and physically wrote down a note: “Make an omniversal roaming phone for Velina, you forgetful idiot.”

Maybe I’ll remember.

Bronze and I parked the wagon on another street.  She flowed into the back and we shifted to the target wagon I left in Rome.  It’s a lot easier to have a wagon on both ends than it is to shift one wagon around.  There were three, really, counting the one on the Spherestation, but only the ones in Tamaril and Rome were involved in this shift.

The Earth-side wagon was rolling.  I asked a rhetorical question and flipped open the top hatch so I could see who was driving.  It was a dark-haired guy in a tunic.  Looking past him, I saw two men pulling at the wagon tongue, hauling it along.

“What’s with all the jouncing?” he asked, over his shoulder.  “Everything all right?”

Clearly, he thought I was someone else, probably his partner or partners, down inside the wagon.  Which meant they had shifted in Tamaril.

I climbed onto the roof.  Bronze, still inside the wagon, shifted back to deal with whoever we accidentally swiped.  Nobody appeared when she disappeared, so whoever it was must have left the wagon when it felt as though it stopped.  The wagon bounced again as it lost so much weight so suddenly.  I used the bouncing to plop down next to the driver.  He gaped at me, did a double-take, and made a remark about feces.  I had a profound feeling of déjà vu.  If he drew a knife, I resolved not to bite the blade off.

“Hi.  This is my wagon.  Who are you?”

“Where did you come from?” he demanded.

I wasn’t having a good day.  I thumped him on the forehead and allowed him to slump in the seat.  I pulled the lever to set the brake.  Good thing, too, since his two friends had noticed the ruckus and turned to face me.  One drew an Australian-sized knife.  The other looked torn between fighting and running for it.

I dropped to the ground, careful not to fork myself on the wagon tongue.  I can be taught, especially when it involves pain.

The one with the knife came at me, and quite professionally, too.  He was the elder of the two, so I presume he was more experienced.  I took the knife away from him and he howled about his wrist.  I relieved his pain by giving him back the knife—up through his open mouth and out the back of his skull.  If he felt anything after that, it was all in his head.  I looked at the younger man.

“Run.  I like chasing things.”  I opened my mouth, showed fangs, and waved my tongue around a bit.  He took to his heels.  He almost took wing.

I grabbed an ankle and pulled the moron down from the seat.  He fell the whole way to the cobbles.

Nobody interfered.  Several people ran away when I did the tongue thing, but more kept crowding up to see the street theater.  I told them to back off, but there were too many curious onlookers.  They kept crowding close, even when the ones in front satisfied their curiosity and slipped back through the mass.

Nuts.  I’d find another Rome.  Or I’d find the same one and branch it again.

How would the involuntary colonists take to meeting themselves?  No, it would be unkind.  I would find new ones.

I climbed into the wagon, confirmed the other end was clear, and shifted out.  The spell on the wagon self-destructed, setting the wagon on fire.  With luck, the crowd would shout “Fire!” and they’d put it out pretty quick.  If not… well, Tamaril and Zirafel were made of stone for a reason.  By comparison, Rome was a firetrap.

I took a moment to do a quick status check on the stations.  All was well, including the wilderness deck.  No sign of giant bugs, and the ecology was doing well.  Oscar was pleased with the place, but missed me.

It’s an association thing.  He missed bug bits.  I provided him with crunchies and he was delighted.  He hung over my shoulder by wrapping his lower body, snake-like, around the back of my neck, so he could nibble as I walked along.

I finally dropped him off on the wilderness deck and shifted myself to Tamaril.

“Velina?”

She answered through her communication spell, since we were in the same world.

“Yes?”

“Have you made contact with the new immigrants?”

“Not yet.  I have completed another building full of supplies and am headed in their direction.  Are any of them warriors?”

“I highly doubt it.”

“And they are all women?”

“I’m going to keep buying more women, for now.  I know where I can get several thousand men in one trip, so I’m hoping to build a community, first.”

“Ah.  Now I understand the objective.  I need to do more than simply show them where things are.”

“If you would be so kind.”

“I look forward to more immigrants.  But we may need arms and armor before the men arrive.”

“What?  Why?”

“Did you not say there are demonic Things breeding with the animals of Rethven?”

“Ah.  Be prepared.  Good thinking.  Shift in whatever you need.  I don’t think there will be a lot of Things and other monsters, but you’re right to be prepared.  And I should put something together so you can get back and forth to the Stepstation while I’m out shopping for more citizens.”

“What do you have in mind?”

“I’m thinking a wardrobe.  A big, wooden cabinet—big enough to stand in.  I’ll put it in the Imperial quarters in the palace.”

“As you wish.  Are the women all together?  I see one waving from a window.”

“They all took shelter in the same building.”

“Good.  Have you anything else for me?”

“No, that’s it for now.”

“Then I shall be about it.”

I shuttled between versions of ancient Rome, stopping at various eras and at various alternate histories.  They all had variations about how long they were empires or republics, as well as how long they lasted.  I got excellent deals on skilled female slaves during several variations of Alaric’s siege of Rome.  I could have bought half the city’s population if it got them out of there.  You’d be surprised what starving people will give you in exchange for a sack of potatoes.

As far as the slaves were concerned, they got the best of the deal.

It’s never a good day to be a slave.  Sure, some slaves have a nice life, but it’s a life lived at the whim of someone else.  There are people who like being told what to do.  Maybe responsible slave owners make it tolerable to certain temperaments.  I wouldn’t know.  I have issues with the whole concept of owning a human being—or any being capable of understanding the concept of freedom and desiring the state.

It is my belief anyone on the auction block doesn’t want to be there.  It is also my belief that to be given resources, shelter, and opportunity, along with the responsibilities of being free, is a better deal.  I may be wrong.  I know I’m wrong about a lot of things.  But I believe I’m right, which makes this particular enterprise exceptionally dangerous.

It’s dangerous in another way, too.  In addition to undoing an ecological disaster by adding hundreds of thousands of animals, I’m also adding thousands of people to Rethven.

I’ve had a long time to think about this, so here’s my latest theory.

The Long Night killed something like ninety percent of the human population.  The nascent empire went the way of mayflies in a sudden frost.  Various other cultures didn’t turn out well, either.  For example, the native tribes of the plains of Karvalen.  They were not prepared for nor capable of survival under ten feet of snow.  Nobody was.

Now there were no humans whatsoever on the northern continent.  Problem!

Getting the struggling remnants of humanity back on track might not be possible.  But getting an empire established might still be.  Transplanting people of similar cultures into similar environments might produce something close enough to what I needed, too.

I haven’t yet evaporated into quantum particles, so it might work.  Fingers crossed.

So, first of all, who is going to build an empire?  I suppose I could have imported Mongols, but their empire only lasted, realistically, as long as the great Khan did.  I needed an empire to last for a while, and that, to me, means Rome.  They have the drive, the roads, the architecture—all the things the old empire of Rethven had.  Plus, it would appear Maddarrah cheated by importing Romans in the first place.  I was simply adding a few extra.

One of the things we didn’t need was the lawyers.  In Rethven, they would develop their own laws, probably based on what they could remember and on whatever traditions they brought with them.  Laws just seem to happen.  I’m probably going to give them a few pointers, mostly about how to make sure they don’t get too many laws.

Legal codes start to get in the way of a civilization, after a while.  Everybody wants everything to be fair—and it isn’t.  So a society tries to force it into fairness and runs smack into the problem of deciding what is and what isn’t fair.  You also find people who take advantage of obscure laws, or patterns in the laws, so a society effectively gives them advantages they wouldn’t normally have.

Evolution in legal action.

When the amassed books of law outweigh a lawyer, you’ve got too many laws.  Burn both.

Another thing I wanted to avoid was the more religious people of Rome.  I didn’t want someone with an intimate knowledge of and intense belief in other gods to contaminate the forming gods of Rethven.  Having a secret cult of Jupiter-worshippers could be problematic.  It might still happen, but if I could, I would try to minimize it.

So here we are, with several thousand women in the not-so-ancient city of Tamaril.  They’re grinding grain, baking bread, taking inventory, gathering things outside the city, and—lo and behold!—farming.  They haven’t started hunting, yet, but some of them are getting warrior training from Velina.

There are a thousand industries yet to be had, but they’re working on it.  I keep dropping off more citizens, a dozen or so at a time, and the residents keep welcoming them in, asking about their skills, and finding something for them to do.  For the moment, that’s all I care about.

They’re being nice to me, too.  We go through the customs and immigration process on the Spherestation, then I shift the new citizens to a dedicated room in Tamaril.  It’s a trifle less convenient, but I learned my lesson about leaving a wagon unattended.

Which reminds me…

“Bronze?  What happened to the thief?  The one in the back of the wagon who got shifted out?”

She told me he was doing fine.

“He’s alive?”

Bronze didn’t feel he needed to be stomped.  He was well-behaved and willing to help anyone who asked him.  He was also good with horses, which might be useful in the future.  Oh, and the ladies liked having him around.

“He’s still here?”

Of course he was. The wagon in Tamaril wasn’t user-friendly even before I removed the spell.  Besides, he was trying very hard to be helpful.  And useful.

“He’s the only man among thousands of women.”

Not the only man, she informed me.  Over time, a couple of native families had wandered in from the outlands.

“You’re kidding.”

She wasn’t kidding.  There were three native men, along with their women and a couple of children.  How they survived as nomads was another question entirely, but, judging by their condition when they arrived, they almost didn’t survive at all.

“Why were they on the move in the first place?  Surely they could see there was no way to make a nomadic lifestyle work!”

Bronze wasn’t sure.  It didn’t interest her a great deal.  She thought it had something to do with the movement of angry ice giants over the past few years.  Maybe they found a cave system with warm air coming out of it.  Maybe an ice giant saw a human out scouting.

“Well, they’re here now.  Have they been any trouble?”

According to Velina, not a bit.  Nor was the would-be thief I left behind.

“I didn’t mean to!”

It worked out.  Quite a number of ladies thought he was cute.  The lady he was living with was very understanding about her neighbors’ wanting to borrow him.  There was a waiting list.  He didn’t seem to mind.

“I’ll get them more options,” I grumbled.

Anyway, aside from the unusual arrivals, the people of Tamaril are the ladies I purchase and bring in. Velina is always there to welcome them, along with a dozen more ladies to take the new ones in hand and explain things.  From the day they arrive on the planet and, blinking, step into the sun, everyone immediately gets a buddy!  Then there’s a little ceremony where they all look at me, bow, and give thanks.  I smile at them, thank them for their kindness, and tell them to live long and prosper.

I am positive the ceremony was Velina’s idea.  Once I had a chance to think about it, I realized it was a good idea.  A good idea for the future, I mean.  These people certainly remembered their old gods, but they had no priests, no temples to them, no symbols of them, not even a calendar to let them know what the holy days were.  They would need new gods, local gods, and I would have to establish them.  And, as the avatar of one of them, isn’t that kind of my job?  I’m already playing god with the world.  Why not play god with the world’s gods?

I have to establish organized religion.  And I thought a vampire building a sun was ironic.

And I’m off again to fetch back more women.  It takes me a couple of hours, but mainly because I take my time.  I like to give Tamaril a few days between shipments.

I also have things to keep track of.  The Gaia system is now adding larger herbivores—cattle and horses, mostly, and it’s treating dazhu like bison, for now.  The shift-boxes are all still cranking along at full speed, building up populations.  I have no idea what to make of the charts and curves, but the idiot readouts are all solidly green, so I guess it’s all going well.

I did shut down the production of more spellboard modules, though.  The computer tells me it has 22,674 on-line.  That’s including the probe gates and specialty modules.  That should be more than enough.

It predicts the largest predators will be introduced in the next couple of years.  Foxes were already keeping down rabbit populations, and a pack of wolves was roaming the northern continent to help balance the deer, elk, moose, and other prey species.

This reminded me I still had to get a mountain lion and fiddle with its coloration.  I’m putting it off.  It’ll only be necessary when there are enough things for it to hunt, but that time is coming.

Even sooner than that, I’m going to have to bring in men.  I have quite a bit of preparation work for a big influx of people.  And the ladies are going to have to get ready.  I’ll have a word with Velina so she can warn them.  They’ll each buddy up with a soldier to guide for a day or so, answer questions, and so on.  But that’s after I get all the soldiers here.  I’ll want Velina along when I go on the big shopping trip.  I’m going to need help.

I’m not buying a whole legion by myself.


Carrhae

In a lot of Earthlines, around fifty-three BC, Crassus took somewhere between six and nine Roman legions on an invasion of the Parthian Empire.  In a few of these, he did pretty well because he took advice from people who knew the region.  In most cases, he told people to shut up and do it his way—and his way was to march a lot of heavily-armored infantry through a scorching summer desert to face well-rested and well-supplied horse archers in open terrain.

It didn’t go well.

Why did he do this?  Because he was stupid?  No, he was not.  He was greedy, though, and vain, and it would seem he wanted military glory to go with his immense personal wealth.  He thought he could buy glory by funding the invasion of Parthia.  And by leading it, of course.

In eight out of ten worlds, the Parthians not only won but killed Crassus outright.  Superior mobility, combined with the ability to attack from beyond the Romans’ effective range, was a telling point in their favor.  In a few of these cases, they captured Crassus before executing him by pouring molten gold—or molten silver—down his throat.  In all the cases where Crassus marched his soldiers through the desert, I have yet to find one where the Parthians lost.  Their victory was more or less costly, depending on other circumstances, but Parthia was always the winner, even if it was only on points scored rather than an outright victory.

In most cases, the Parthians took prisoners.  Sometimes, enough of them to make up an entire legion.  Not an actual legion, captured whole, but ten thousand random soldiers from the field of battle.

I branched a dozen or more baseline Earth-worlds, looking over the goods.  The Parthians’ general Surena was usually happy to negotiate for the sale of prisoners-of-war.  If you show up with a big chest of gold and speak the language, people take your offer seriously.  Funny, isn’t it?  Of course, I didn’t show up with debased coins.  I showed up with bullion and made them weigh it.  This carried more… uh… influence.  Once we worked out a price, I pulled that exact amount from the wagon, let everyone see the wagon was empty, and avoided having to kill people who wanted to murder me for money.

Okay, I avoided the need for Velina to kill people who wanted to rob me.  She’s good at it, but sometimes a bit too eager.  Or am I the eager one?  No, I’m the short-tempered one.  There’s a difference.

Part of the reason Surena was pleased to sell the captives was their expense.  Keeping so many prisoners was costly and moderately dangerous.  Getting a big pile of gold in exchange for not having to do more than guard them temporarily?  Fantastic idea.  Brilliant plan.  He went for it like lion after a lamb soaked in antelope blood.

I looked at the hill where they had the prisoners.  They’d been stripped to loincloths, of course.  Nobody thought twice about it.  Weapons?  Armor?  Oh, no, no, no.  Leave all that in a pile and get up there, prisoner, and maybe we’ll water you later.

It was a big, rocky hill, low but wide.  It didn’t have a lot of shade.  I wondered how long it would take the spread-out carpet of men to turn red.  Sunburn, sunstroke, and heat exhaustion were the time limits.  Dehydration wouldn’t help.

“Velina?”

“Yes?”

“We’ve got about four days before the Parthians pack up and leave us with a bunch of slaves.  We have to get them processed and relocated before then.”

“We have to water them,” she pointed out, “or we will have to drag them.”

“We’ll water them,” I agreed.  I shaded my eyes and regarded the hill.  They were scattered all over it.  A few large groups of men were visible, but mostly they were in twos or threes.  One section, on the steeper north side, had the closest thing to shade.  They placed their more seriously wounded there, but what good it would do them was questionable.  No water.  No instruments.  No bandages.  And the rest of them weren’t without injury, either.  The… I hesitate to call it a “field hospital” when it was merely a place to put the dying.  But the walking wounded were still walking around.  The dying had more comfortable ground to lie flat on.

“Water, yes,” I agreed.  “Then food.  And something for the injuries.  Something to get their attention and make them wonder if this ‘being bought’ idea might not be in their best interests.  At least until we can move them.”

Velina grunted an agreement and I continued.

“Now that the captain, what’s-his-name—”

“Sharesh.”

“—has unloaded the gold from the wagon, if you and Bronze will drive it around to the side, over there, I’ll hunt up a pavilion tent and get water urns ready.  Paper cups.  Nutrient paste.  And I’ll lay in a supply of that stuff in the infirmary, back on the Spherestation.”

“The emergency battlefield packs?” she asked.

“That’s the stuff.  It’ll help fix the injuries and cure most infections.”

“They will be grateful, but only briefly.”

“All I need is a couple of days.  First thing we need to do is get them organized.”

“Water them,” she suggested.

“No, we need them to be organized to feed and water them,” I countered.  “If we don’t, they’ll mob the supply points.  We need them to march past in an orderly fashion.”

“Mm,” she grunted.  “Yes.”

“You two take the wagon.  I’ll get the stuff and shift in with it.”

“As you wish.”

She and Bronze took the wagon inside the Parthian perimeter.  I climbed into the wagon and used the spell on it to shift out.  There was a lot to bring back.  I needed a big, inflatable pavilion tent, tables to hold dispensers for water and food, crates of the high-tech first-aid goo, boxes with shift-spells on them—no need for enchantments; spells would do—and a variety of other goods.  I’d prepared extensively, but only things I knew for certain I’d need.  No doubt there would be a lot more.

What most people fail to understand is how voracious an army is.  Logistics is a nightmare.  Consider:  Suppose a typical soldier needs a sword, a shield, one suit of armor, appropriate uniform—boots, belt, and so on—as well as a bedroll, his share of the squad tent, and kit for the care and maintenance of himself and his gear.  Let’s not get into feeding a soldier or anything else.  We’re only looking at the gear he has to pick up and bring along.

How much does this cost? An arbitrary amount—say, a hundred units of currency?  Let’s say that.  If bread is ridiculously expensive, maybe it barters out to around a hundred loaves of bread.  You could eat bread for a year or more on what it cost to equip one soldier.

Now you have ten thousand soldiers.  That’s ten thousand years worth of bread.

Oof.

There are reasons countries with extensive militaries have taxes.  The care and feeding of soldiers is one of them.

The tent, at least, was easy.  I folded down the back ramp of the wagon, pulled out an enormous bundle, and closed the ramp.  A moment later, I had several large gas bottles full of argon in the back of the wagon and an air hose.  The hissing sound was much quieter than a gas-powered compressor.  The tent’s structural piping filled with gas, unfolded, and went rigid.  I did something similar with the ballast sections along the bottom edge, but these I filled with salt water and sand—a small gate sucked it right through!  Along with the stakes and ropes, I felt certain the tent wasn’t going anywhere.

I hauled in tables, too.  Three for water, one for food.  Old-fashioned cafeteria coffee urns went on the water tables.  The food table had something similar, but you pulled a lever down to pump nutrient paste out.  The food wasn’t any of the lowest-bidder crap, either.  It tasted good.  I also had paper cups the size of small bowls in dispensers on every table.

Magically, I cheaped out.  I didn’t bother to enchant any of this.  Spells were quicker, easier, more seductive, and sufficient.  I didn’t expect to ever use them again.

See?  I told you I was lazy.

Once I had my preparations in place, I asked…

(“Velina?  What was the Parthian captain’s name, again?”)

(“Sharesh.”)

… Sharesh, the Parthian captain, to pass word to the prisoners.  I wanted the captive centurions to report to the tent.  I could talk to them, establish order and organization, and then not have to send all my instructions through the Parthians.  I also wanted to find myself a chief liaison—whoever was most senior of the prisoners, probably.  Someone needed to be in charge of this mob.

I double-checked the food and water arrangements.  They would be fundamental. 

They might also appreciate it if the air in the tent was cooler.  Being more comfortable might make them a little more cooperative.

A bunch of mostly-naked men stood in the tent, milling about under the arching canopy.  Most of them sported minor wounds.  All of them were tough-looking specimens.  Tan lines, sunburn, and dust were universal.

I stood on a wooden dais so everyone could see me.  I had on my black armor and Velina stood next to me in her suit of scales, glittering slightly to add contrast to my darkness.  Vampires don’t glitter unless it’s a fashion choice.

They’re nervous, Boss.

I know.  I can smell it on them and it’s not even night.

“Gentlemen,” I said, getting their attention.  They quieted and looked at me.  Many were afraid, all were nervous, but a few were intrigued.  “I am given to understand you have not been fed or watered since the beginning of the day.  I will correct this.  I will show you how the process works.  You will show everyone else.  You are the centurions, yes?  You will lead your men through this, yes?”

The general consensus was agreement, but it was a scattered, uncoordinated thing.  They didn’t have a chain of command.

“Which of you is the most senior?  Sort it out.  Find your senior centurion.  Who is now Praefectus?  Or Primus Pilus?  I want to talk to him.”

I waited while they huddled.  It wasn’t a lengthy process.  Their Praefectus wasn’t there, so they listed off their years in service.  A blocky, solid man stepped forward from the group.  As he did so, I noticed they were settling into a pattern.  They didn’t make a formation, exactly, but they, perhaps by reflex, stood in lines and rows.

“I am Gnaeus Lucilius Nerva.  I am the most senior of the centurions here present and, unless and until a tribune says otherwise, I am the primus pilus of… what is left.  Our praefectus is badly wounded and lies in our hospital camp.”

“I am Halar.  I accept you as the First Spear.”  I looked over the rest of them, eyeballing them hard.  Compared to most humans, I’m overwhelmingly psychic.  They felt it when I looked at them.  Men straightened to attention. They shifted to one side or another, dressing their lines.

“You will sort out your seniority and assign yourselves to the command of your men.  If there is any question or dispute, Gnaeus Lucilius Nerva will decide on it.”

“Oh, yeah?  Who do you think you are?” called one man, or words to that effect.  He was on the front row and looked exactly like what he was: a tough, well-worn veteran of many battles.

“Who are you to question me?” I asked, in return.

“I am Aetius Antonius Glycus, a Roman citizen.”  The contempt in his voice was probably directed toward all “barbarians” rather than me, specifically.  Which is to say, anyone not a Roman, which did mean me, specifically.  I smiled at him without showing teeth.

“I am the man who bought you, Aetius Antonius Glycus, prisoner and slave, from the Parthians.  I am the man responsible for feeding you, watering you, and seeing to it your soul does not part company with your flesh until I wish it to.  If you have a problem with any of that, the lady Velina, next to me, will happily beat you until your blood, sweat, and tears grow purple hyacinth in this barren earth.  Do you have any more questions?”

“Pfah!  Put a sword in my hand and I’ll cut your pretty sword-bearer in two!”

I glanced at Velina.  She met my eyes and smiled, the full, happy smile of a warrior about to eviscerate an arrogant upstart.  And, yes, to make this particular point and settle the matter about who was in charge, eviscerating him was acceptable.  It was important to establish this from the beginning, and these were Romans.  They respected strength, despised anyone not Roman, and were going to be difficult until the leadership was nailed down, possibly crucified.

The irony is, if they weren’t a bunch of hard-headed bastards, they wouldn’t be what I needed.

“Very well,” I agreed.  “All of you, please wait here.  I’ll fetch fighting gear for you, Aetius Antonius Glycus.  You shall have your opportunity to fight with…” I chuckled, “…my sword-bearer.”  I stepped out, climbed into the wagon, and—as far as anyone else was concerned—stepped immediately back out of it.  Now I had a double armload of gear.  It was probably more advanced than the gear they wore, but it was authentically Roman and brand-new.  I plopped it all down on the ground in front of him with a clatter and clang.

“Take your pick,” I invited.  “Someone help him dress and give him full honors for bravery, but also remember he died because he was a fool.”

A couple of his friends moved to help, but Gnaeus stood by and watched.  He was the senior centurion and now the primus pilus, at least in name.  It was with a sense of unease I realized he was also watching Velina and I.

They got Aetius into the armor, helped him with his shield, and handed him his sword.  He shrugged his shoulders and limbered up, getting the feel of unfamiliar armor.  He swung the sword a few times to be certain of the balance and looked pleased.  As well he should.  It was the best money could buy.

“I am ready!” he announced.  I sighed and shook my head, thinking, No.  No, you really aren’t.  I didn’t say it.

“Quickly, please,” I said, instead, to Velina.  Gnaeus might have heard, but I was hoping he would.  I spoke in Latin for his benefit.  “I don’t like this delay in watering the troops.”

Velina nodded, sliding down the visor of her helmet.  She drew both swords and stepped toward Aetius.  Everyone else moved back, out of range.  Gnaeus gestured them farther back, almost to the walls of the tent.  Everyone had a good view.

Velina promptly killed him.  I didn’t mean for her to kill him as quickly as possible, only that she shouldn’t toy with him.  But I said “quickly,” and that’s what I got.

Aetius stepped forward and lunged.  Velina scissored his blade in hers, forcing it far out of line as she stepped to his shield-side.  She shouldered his shield hard enough to force him to brace or be knocked sprawling.  His leading foot, however, was exposed, so she kicked him in the ankle.  She didn’t break it, but not for lack of trying.

Aetius staggered backward, trying to disengage.  He waved his sword to dissuade her from pursuing and kept his shield toward her while he recovered his balance.  She chopped into the top of his shield, putting the point not more than a few inches from his eyes.  He raised the shield to get her blade away from his face, lest she lean in hard and thrust.  He swung blind, around the edge, trying to either hit her or force her back from the arc of his weapon.

Velina parried the wild stroke with her left blade and whipped her right-hand blade up, free from the shield, before moving it through most of a circle.  It came up under his sword-wrist, like a stroke of lightning.  Both his blade and hand fell to the ground while his wrist pumped rapid streams of blood.  She then attempted to stab him with her left-hand blade, past the edge of his shield, but he blocked it by reflex.  Her other blade came around the other side and slid up under the curved plates over the shoulder, cutting muscle and tendon.

No longer able to support his shield, losing blood as fast as his frantic heart could pump it, and with shock setting in, Aetius died when Velina put a sword through his sinuses, brain, and the back of his skull.  He collapsed on the spot, even though his heart wasn’t yet aware it was out of a job.

She moved to recover the spare gear, clean the blades, and so on.  The soldiers stood where they were and watched Aetius finish dying.  Or maybe they were watching her.  They were unarmed and unarmored, so watching her might have been like watching the wasp in the room.  Or the tiger.  A few were eyeballing the gear—and me.

“I am looking,” I said, drawing all the eyes to me, “for men who are tough, smart, and disciplined.  ‘Tough’ is easy to find.  ‘Smart’ is somewhat harder.  ‘Disciplined’ is rare, indeed.  I still have hopes you are all capable of being more than slaves.  I want you to be soldiers.”

“We are soldiers,” Gnaeus said, and the rest of them seemed to agree with him.  “You want us to be your soldiers.”

“Some of you are soldiers,” I countered.  “Velina is one of my soldiers.  Perhaps you will live up to her expectations,” I said, implying there was not a hope of living up to mine.  “We shall see.”

Eyes clicked to Velina, then to the still-bleeding pile of flesh and metal.

“For the moment, Primus Pilus, please have this undisciplined, disobedient, insubordinate carcass removed.  Then assemble your men,” I gestured at the surrounding centurions, “to observe what I am about to show them.”

Given clear instructions and a defined rank, Gnaeus was perfectly effective.  He pointed at men, gave orders, and was obeyed.  Well, they all agreed he was the senior centurion among the captives, and he was a Roman.  They were willing to take their cues from the guy standing between them and my direct attention.  Two men hoisted the meat and laid it on the ground outside.  With it out of the way, everyone fell in, formed ranks, dressed their lines, and waited.

Velina and I put the salvaged equipment behind the dais.  We moved one of the tables up, for easy viewing.  Gnaeus saluted and reported.

“Sir!  The men are assembled and ready.”

“Thank you, Primus Pilus.”  I then explained to everyone how to feed and water the troops.  Walk in here, walk by here, get your food goo and go.  Do not stop.  Do not ask questions.  Do not pause to taste-test.  Keep moving.  You can stop to fill your bowl, but then be on your way or the men behind you are allowed to beat you to death with your own loincloth.  Keep moving!  Exit the tent.  Eat your ration.  Keep the bowl and come back through the other flap to parade past the tables with the water urns.  Fill the cup and—again—keep moving.  Want seconds or thirds?  Fine.  Move to the end of the line.  Good thing the line keeps moving, right?

We put the table back where it was and I had them follow me through the process.  It’s important to have the officers and noncoms familiar with any procedure all the enlisted have to follow.  So we went through it.  And, quite incidentally, we fed and watered the guys in charge.  I wanted them undistracted while they were herding their flocks through the process.

When everyone had gone through the food line and the water lines—there were three times as many water urns, in deference to the hot, sun-baked climate—I asked if there were any questions.

“Will there be enough for everyone?” shouted someone toward the back.  Velina was stoic, but I could feel Firebrand snickering.

“Yes.  I defy the entire legion and every Parthian in view, together, to eat and drink more than I have ready.  Come through the line again and again, if you like.  Take seconds.  Take thirds.  But do it in an orderly, efficient, military manner or your fellow centurions may decide you are blocking the line.  As I said, anyone holding up the line may be yanked out of it and beaten at your discretion.  Anything else?”

“What of the tribunes?” Gnaeus asked.  “I don’t have authority over them.”

Ah, thought I.  The nobility.  Yay.

You don’t sound enthusiastic, Boss.

Only because they’re going to be even more proud and stubborn.

You’re more stubborn than they are, Firebrand assured me.

Thank you?

“I have authority over them,” I said, aloud.  “I bought them, too.  Tell them they are ordered to report to me.  I’ll speak to them while you get the men ready for mess call.  And you report to me when you have the rally started.  Go.”

Gnaeus saluted and turned to the assembled men.

“You heard him!  Food and water for the men!  Get moving!”

They turned on their heels and double-timed out of the tent.  I was pleased.

Velina took the opportunity to relax.  I asked her what she thought.

“They are more… not ‘organized.’  Brisk.  Efficient?… than the men you brought to teach your warriors in the valley.”

“Those were retirees training raw recruits—raw recruits from their perspective, I mean.  The warriors of Tauta are good, skilled fighters, but they aren’t soldiers.”

“I understand the difference, but I do not think anyone else in Tauta could.”

“I’m glad you do.  I wouldn’t want you to misunderstand and think I was downplaying the value of a Tautan warrior.”

“I know better.  But these men… I think they will do, as soldiers.  Especially their eldest, that Gnaeus.”

“These are the centurions.  They’re the officers and senior noncoms.  And Gnaeus is the product of a military machine that doesn’t reward failure.  The best rise to the top, assuming they don’t have the money to buy their way to the top.  He strikes me as the first sort.”

“I agree.  Will we be taking him into our confidence?  Or will he merely be taking orders?”

I sighed and toed the muddy dirt, thinking.

“Velina, I don’t really…” I trailed off, at a loss for what should follow.  What didn’t I really?

“You do not trust him?”

“I don’t trust him—not yet.  I barely know him.  He doesn’t trust me, either, but he recognizes the need to shut up and soldier to get himself and his men—what are now his men—out of an extremely sticky situation, both practically and politically.  It’s not about trust.  It’s about me.  I think.”

“What about you?”

“I’m not sure I want to make friends with any of these guys.”

Velina was silent. She watched, still thinking, as I drew a circle in the dirt and invested it with the correct patterns of forces.

“What are you doing?”

I finished my conjuring and a pot appeared, full of purple hyacinth.

“It’s symbolic,” I said.  “The Romans had a thing about it.  It’s sorrowful.  And it’ll be a mystery for them to gossip about, which will distract them from other things to gossip about.”  I gestured the dirt out of the way, transplanted the flower, closed up the muddy, bloody earth, and gave the plant a little extra vital force.  It would grow swiftly and well while we were here.

I learned a lot about gardening from Phoebe.  Or because of Phoebe.  I’m a decent farmer, but the only reason I can keep single plants alive is because she wanted flowerbeds.  Delicate plants tend to wither and die around me if I don’t wear a spell to prevent it.  It’s not a sudden thing, but I’m not someone you want spending any time near your orchids.

“I do not know how to advise you,” Velina admitted, going back to the earlier topic.  “Is it always difficult to be friends with your food?”

“Sometimes.  In this particular instance, I have a vague concern I might like someone so much I take unreasonable risks for them.  I’m meddling with time, which carries enormous consequences.  If I, through my liking for someone, give them a magical object or too much knowledge, it could be disastrous for myself and for the world.”  I shook my head.  “Better to stay as an enigmatic figure.  Or a more remote, more distant figure.  Not someone people get close to.”

“In Rethven,” she added.

“That’s where the issues are,” I agreed.  “Anytime I feel the urge to hang around a bookstore and start a discussion group, I can—elsewhere.  And what’s going on out there?”

Outside, I heard a lot of shouting.  People were rallying the troops and forming into squads, centuries, cohorts, and so on. There might even be whole units, all captured at once.  But the spur of food and water after they organized themselves—rather than me trying to organize them!—was a big motivator.

Velina and I went back to the dais and sat down, shifting the discussion to plans for relocating ten thousand men.  She kept throwing cold water on my ideas.  She’s a very practical sort.  “But what if they do this…?”  “It could go wrong if…” and so on.  It was annoying and frustrating and exactly the sort of discussion I needed.  It’s one of her jobs and she does it well.

Gnaeus came into the tent, sweating hard.  He braced to attention and saluted, raising one hand over his shoulder, palm forward, fingers together, almost in a “Hi there!” gesture.  I’m not familiar with all the possible salute gestures of ancient Rome, but I guessed this one was their sort of military salute to a superior.  No doubt there were others for formal occasions, saluting senators or the Emperor, returning salutes from subordinates, and so on.  Not knowing the proper hand-gesture, I returned the same one.  Gnaeus seemed to think this was acceptable.

I noticed he tried very hard not to look at the new flower growing in Aetius’ blood.  With luck, word would spread and I wouldn’t have to waste a lot of idiots in petty dominance games.  Then again, if they learned by word-of-mouth, they wouldn’t be idiots.  Maybe they could have it explained by the smarter ones.

“Have some water,” I told him.  Sweat was dripping off him.  “Hot day.  Dusty work.”

“Thank you, master.”

While he drew water and slugged it back in gulps, I considered how to address his form of address.  Technically, it was correct, but I have an allergy to slavery in general.  Unfortunately, owning these guys and using the authority of that ownership might be the only way to move them efficiently.

I’ve endured worse.  I could endure this.  I resolved to tough this out.  But the mode of address was going to go by the wayside in a hurry.

“You may refer to me as ‘sir’, if you wish.  I am more accustomed to it.”

Gnaeus wiped his mouth and nodded.

“As you say.”  He filled the little paper bowl and drank again.  Instead of looking at the hyacinth, his eyes kept drifting to Velina.

“What do you need?” I asked him.  “Food and water are the beginning.  Sandals?  Sunshades?  Musicians?  Tell me.”

“Physicians,” he answered, instantly.  “We have a number of wounded and dying.”

“I’ll take care of it,” I told him, thinking of the battlefield first-aid goo we had yet to distribute.

“Yes, sir.  Unit banners.”

“Trouble sorting things out?”

“You could phrase it that way.”

I had the feeling he would have used a much more vulgar term for the… cluster of men on the hill.

“We’ll get each unit something to rally around.  What else do you need?”

“Clarification,” he stated.  At my encouraging expression, he elaborated.  “The men don’t know what’s going on.  First we were captives, then slaves, now we’ve been bought from the Parthians by—begging your pardon—some foreigner.  We don’t know what to expect.”

“You can expect to stay right here,” I told him, “but with much better eating and drinking coming your way.  I’ll get some wine, soon, too.  Later today, we’ll see about tending to the wounded.  I expect to equip you as a legion in a day or two, I think, and we’ll leave this place for somewhere considerably more comfortable.”

“Good,” Gnaeus grunted.  “Shelter is next.”

“It gets cold at night?”

“It does.”

“Tents, blankets, and firewood.  On it.”  I had a thought.  They were encamped.  Food goes in one end…  “Shovels for latrines, too.”

“Those would be very welcome.”

“Coming up.  What else?”

“You plan to give us everything I ask for?”

“No, but I’ll certainly do my best to rescue you from the Parthians.  I mean, I have plans for you.  Yes.  I’m a barbarian king who will march you away from the Parthians.  Yes.  I’m not rescuing you.  I specifically said I’m not.”

Gnaeus looked at me with narrowed eyes.

“I can’t decide if you want me to believe you’re rescuing us or if you’re hoping everyone else will.”

“I like you,” I told him, because I did.  “What do I call you, besides First Spear?”

“My name is Gnaeus Lucilius Nerva.”

“Your friends call you ‘Nerva’?”

“My good friends.”

“And other acquaintances call you ‘Gnaeus Lucilius’?”

“Or ‘Gnaeus.’  When they don’t address me by my rank.”

“Would it offend you if I spoke to you informally, addressing you as ‘Gnaeus’?”

“It’s your privilege.”

“You didn’t answer my question.”

Gnaeus shrugged.

“It won’t offend me.”

“Thank you, Gnaeus.  When we are alone—including Velina—you may also speak with me informally.  Call me ‘Halar.’  If you would, please.”

“I can do that, Halar.”

“Excellent!  Velina, do we have the helmet I—ah, there it is.  Thank you.”

Velina, anticipating me by a whisker, already drew a leather sack out from behind the dais.  From it, she handed me a Roman helmet of polished steel.  A crimson horse-hair crest flowed back along a raised, central rib.  Gnaeus accepted it and turned it over in his hands.

Velina also laid out other things on the edge of the dais for him.  Underclothes, trousers, tunic—even boots.  There was no armor, but there was a sword to go with the belt and scabbard.

“You’re in charge,” I told him.  “You should look the part.  Get dressed.”

He did so, without hesitation.  He used the loincloth the Parthians had allowed him to keep to wipe sweat from his body before dressing.  He sat down on the dais to pull on the boots, stamping a bit to make sure they were on properly, and Velina handed him his sword and belt.

It was cooler in the tent than the shade would account for, but Gnaeus felt even cooler, almost comfortable, once he had his helmet on.  I would say I wonder why, but I know exactly why.

Six younger men came in, escorted by a seventh, older man.  They didn’t even clap at the tent flap or announce themselves.  The flap went back and I saw a lot of men outside, forming a long line.  The seven who entered came in like they owned the place.  Tribunes, probably.  I did tell Gnaeus to have them report to me.

I could tell we weren’t going to get along.

Gnaeus traded looks with the older man.  Judging by the way he faded back outside, he was their escort.  Gnaeus then turned to me, still buckling his belt.

“Sir, may I present the tribunes?”

“We don’t need you to introduce us,” snapped the tallest of the six.  “You may go.”

Gnaeus fell silent and stepped aside, settling his swordbelt into place.  Whether his movement to a new location was in deference to the tribunes or an intuitive understanding of the concept of line of fire was tough to tell.  He did not leave the tent.

“You!” snapped the spokesman.  “I am Laurentius Severan Agrippa, tribunus laticlavius of these men and a quaestor of Rome.”

I looked him up and down.  Tall, well-muscled, but somehow softer than I expected.  Strong but not hard, if that makes any sense.  I ignored him and turned to Gnaeus.

“Do you answer to this man?”

“He outranks me.  Laurentius Severan was given command of the cavalry by Crassus.”

“So, you don’t actually report to him?”

“I would not, but I believe he is now the ranking officer.”

“Ah.”  I turned back to the fuming tribune.  “I understand you are in command of these men.”

“I said as much!”

“You did not,” I corrected.  “You introduced yourself and left it to me to discover the fact.  However, I am prepared to acknowledge your command as soon as you swear your fealty to me.”

“My what!?”

“Fidelitas.”  I paused to think.  Latin is a long way from my first language.  “Am I using the wrong word?  It’s an oath of loyalty as a vassal.  Gnaeus?”

“You may refer to the sacramentum,” Gnaeus supplied, uncertainly.  “We take an oath to Rome and the consul when we swear in.”

“Ah!  But, now that you’ve been captured, made prisoners of war, and reduced to slaves by the Parthians, you’re not exactly a legion.  Or do I misunderstand?”

“Silence, barbarian!” snapped the tribune.  He stepped forward, crushing my hyacinth underfoot as he gestured and orated.  I restrained myself—barely—from putting a size eleven bootprint on his loincloth.  I wanted to hear his rant so I could get a better feel for attitudes and priorities.  I’m not Roman, so I don’t fully understand how Romans think.  Firebrand and I listened intently, each in our own ways.

“You have no understanding of the ways of Rome!” he went on, affirming my ignorance.  “The thought of swearing allegiance to an unwashed barbarian is blasphemous.  Ludicrous!  It turns the stomach!  You are beneath contempt.  Beneath notice.  You should be grateful you may be granted the honor of accompanying the legion back to the heart of the civilized world, Rome!”

“Oh,” I said, once he paused.  He waited for me to reply.  I looked him in the eye.  He was not more than two feet from me and glared back at me.

Firebrand?

He’s an arrogant bastard who sees this whole situation as an opportunity.

Yeah, I got that.  I’m not sure how he sees any of this as an opportunity, though.  Did you get anything better?

I think it has something to do with his station in life?  He thinks he’s a big deal and thinks everyone will follow him.  That’s power.  All he has to do is discredit you and do some sort of legal dancing around.  I’m not clear on what, but his big worry isn’t you.  It’s about convincing everyone else they aren’t slaves?  They never were slaves?  That’s important to him, but don’t ask me why.

Hmm.  It sounds as though he’s worried about the legalities.  He’s been captured in battle and sold to a foreign king.  Now he wants to kill the foreign king.  It could be interpreted as leading a slave rebellion.  That might be an issue.  I’m not entirely certain Rome would welcome him if they knew.  I think he needs a lawyer.

Whatever you say, Boss.  This guy doesn’t acknowledge your authority.  You’re not Roman, so you’re a barbarian, and therefore scum.  He’s never going to accept you bought him.  He’s going to try to undercut you every chance he gets so he can take over and be the leader, the hero, the savior of these men—he doesn’t really think of them as a legion, just a bunch of soldiers.  If the undercutting happens below your chin, he’s okay with it.

I considered all this, trying to put the problem in an orderly light.

He was a nobleman.  He wasn’t going to accept being bought.  The station of slave was unacceptable to him.  Well, it was unacceptable to me, too, but he was the one with the unjustified ego.

Thing is, I didn’t want slaves!  I only bought them because it was the easiest way to move them.  You can’t move even a dozen people quickly without imposing your will on them.  Cajoling, wheedling, suggesting, requesting—they’ll hem and haw and ask questions until the smoke gets thick and the drapes catch fire, at which point they’ll suddenly run for it, jam the doors, and leave someone to die behind them.  Sometimes you need to herd them.  But, to herd anything, you need the authority of a shepherd.

Okay.  Maybe if I set a small fire I can avoid burning down the house.

“I see,” I told him.  “All right.”

I took off my gauntlets and gave him an uppercut.  It snapped his head back like the popper on a bullwhip.  I caught him before he could fall, lifted him high, and brought him down on my knee like breaking a stubborn branch.  There was a satisfying, meaty crack!  I then popped my fingernails out and flayed the corpse.  Peeled the skin right off.  I removed the muscles from the skeleton, carved out the organs—the small intestine is always the fun one—and separated the bones.  I thought it was a very neat arrangement of bones, skin, muscles, and organs, especially for a rush job.  I didn’t take ten minutes.

“I see you’ve lost a number of senior officers,” I said, conversationally, as I separated flesh from bones.  “While I recognize he had the right to speak for all of you, it is possible you might not have fully agreed with his sentiments.”

Velina recovered the cloth Gnaeus had abandoned.  She worked a cleaning spell on it while all eyes were on me, during the carving.  Now she handed it to me and I wiped my hands.

“Who is now the senior officer?” I asked, trying to sound cheerful.  “Come, come.  There are tribunes here.  Who now has the delightful duty of speaking for the legion?”

There were five young men left.  They looked at each other until four looked at one.  His expression was one of Oh, damn, followed by one of determination.  He swallowed hard and stood up straighter.

“I am Lucius Manius Aquila,” he stated.  He was a bit too loud, but at least his voice didn’t break.

“Excellent!  I am pleased to meet you, Lucius Manius Aquila.  I am Halar.  I have purchased many Roman slaves, captives of battle, from the Parthians.  I am about to feed them and water them, but, at the moment, they are outside and waiting until our business here is concluded.”

While we spoke, I took Laurentius’ skull from the bone pile.  I wiped it with the makeshift towel, and held it in both hands.  With a sharp twist, I broke it open like a melon.  The pile of organs didn’t have a brain, and the brain didn’t belong in the bone pile, now did it?

“Now, here’s the thing.  I’m going to have organization.  I’m going to have efficiency.  And I’m going to have an immense amount of obedience and discipline.  If I don’t get these things, I’m going to kill whoever isn’t organized, efficient, obedient, or disciplined.  When we run out of these people, the few who remain will be the ones I want.  Are you someone I want?”

“Yes,” he answered.  This time his voice did break, kind of like Laurentius’ skull.

“Are you sure?” I persisted, separating brain from bone.

“I am absolutely certain I and all the tribunes are among the most organized, efficient, obedient, and disciplined men you will ever see!” he told me, and the other tribunes, to judge by their expressions, were in complete agreement.  I plopped the brain on the organ pile and tossed the top of the skull on the bone pile.  I kept the lower part.

“Hmm,” I said, obviously thinking.  “I don’t want to seem rude.  You’ll understand, though, if I have my doubts.  Still, it seems only fair—aha!”  I found and removed the little bit of tissue where the spinal bundle entered the skull. “—seems only fair to give you a chance to prove your claim.”

I pulled upper and lower molars out with two fingers, pop!  I handed a tooth to each of the former tribunes as gruesome reminders.

“I’d like you to hold on to those.  Now, if you would, please, sit over there, on the edge of the dais.”

Without a word, all five of them went to the dais and sat on it.  It was obvious to me I was going to have to do the whole Dark Lord thing for a while.  I didn’t relish the idea, but I am good at it.  Results are what matter…

“Gnaeus,” I called, gesturing him over.

“Sir?” he replied, quietly.

“Start the men through.  Food and water drill.  We’ll get uniforms for the centurions as quickly as is practical, then clothing for the rest of them—but only after we get them fed.  The tribunes, by the way, are setting a leadership example and will eat when I do—which is after all the men are fed.  Got it?”

“Got it, sir.”

He didn’t smile, but his tone seemed warmer than before.

“Get the men moving.  If you need me, I’ll be up there, behind the tribunes.”

“Shall I have someone clean up the mess?” he asked, nodding toward the piles.  My hyacinth didn’t look happy, but it was recovering.  Internal fluids weren’t the best thing to water it with, but would do for the moment.

“No.  Not yet.  But if anyone asks about it, tell them Laurentius Severan Agrippa was delaying mess call.  The men need water.  I won’t stand for unnecessary delay.  I’ve made it clear about beating anyone holding up the line.  This fool was stopping the process entirely.  Now he isn’t.  Start the mess call.”

“Yes, sir.”

He headed out of the tent.  I moved up onto the dais and unsheathed Firebrand.  Five necks stiffened in anticipation, but I put the point on the dais and held the hilt as though it was a staff, not a sword.  The former tribunes sat at the edge of the dais, in front of me.  They sat very still and sweated, watching the men march by.

The lines for food and water—especially water—paraded past for hours.  Long enough for me to quietly put more vitality into my flowers, along with a minor healing spell.  The men kept moving, as instructed, but this didn’t stop them from looking at the flowers.  Or at the piles of Laurentius.  Or both.

Gnaeus grabbed a squad of men, gave them orders, and they hustled off with several bowls of nutrient paste.  The non-walking wounded needed to eat, too.  I was pleased.  I like initiative.  Plus, the nutrient paste had a lot of specialized stuff in it for the nanobots in the first-aid goop.  I sent Velina, carrying a backpack full of the blue goop, with the squad to their field hospital.

“Spells, as well?” she asked, in Tassarian.

“No.  It’s a poor environment.  If there’s anyone who needs serious work, tell me.  I can do it more subtly.  I want it to be mysterious, but not outright witchcraft.  At least, not yet.”

“Understood.”

With stomachs satisfied, I let the tribunes have a ration before we moved the food table over to the water side of the tent to increase the rate of hydration.  As I suspected, the heat had been the worst part.  With a steady line of people shuttling water out to the wounded—nobody else was as desperately thirsty anymore—I unloaded more stuff from the wagon.

They were technically shift-boxes, but they were cheap ones.  Really cheap.  They only had reception spells on them.  The heavy lifting was done on the Flatstation.  One box there would seek and obtain stuff, then shift it to a local box.  Once I had all the footlockers—they were convenient!—lined up against the former food-side of the tent, I had Gnaeus run the men through in groups of ten, one chest for each man.

Each man opened a chest.  Each man drew out basic gear.  Sandals, trousers, tunics, blankets, and pieces of tenting gear.  Four men together could assemble a four-man tent from their pieces.  Teamwork!  And the centurions stood out, as commanders should.  They got crimson tunics, but also a belt—no weapons, yet—and a shiny helmet.  Gnaeus was the only one with a sword or a plume, and the only one with a cool head.

I didn’t forget the shovels, either.  Folding ones, with handles you had to thread together, but serious tools rather than a rock, a stick, or bare hands.

When all was said and done—and after I’d died for the evening—I stood alone in the tent, on the muddy spot, and regarded the spreading hyacinth.  What was left of the blood oozed out of the soil, crawling up my boots.  Velina came in, glanced around the pavilion, and lowered the flap behind her.

“How’s it going at the field hospital?” I asked.

“Much better.  Some of their wounded were already dead, but the rest will probably live.  If you wish them to fight again, most will require your attention.”

“Eventually, yes.  Can they all walk?”

“Not today, nor tomorrow.  By morning, they might be safely carried.”

I thought it over.  There were a lot of factors to juggle.  How would they feel about being carried?  What impression would they give?  How would their comrades feel about it?  If I fixed them, how would that go over?  Should I be obvious about it, or as subtle as a black bat in a cave?

“I’ll see what I can do for them tonight.”

“Shall I alert Tamaril of what is to come?”

“We’ve got a good chance of pulling this off.  Yes.”

“I will see to it.”

“Go ahead.  I’ll tick things along faster there.”

“I can do it,” she offered.  “I believe I understand it well enough.”

“Oh?  Fantastic.  Handle that end and I’ll handle the wounded.  I think I want them all to walk.  Fighting-fit will come later, but walking will be near-miraculous for some.”  I decided it would be worth it as a precursor to the really big miracles I had planned.  If the gods of Rethven were going to be well-known, they should probably also be popular.  Some of them, anyway.

“Indeed.”

She went out to the wagon.  I checked to make sure my gauntlets were still in their holsters, along my thighs, and hunted around for my helmet.  It’s like the thing has feet.  I put it down and immediately lose it.  When I found it, I hung it at the back of my belt, by the strap, and strolled off to sniff for blood.  The smell would certainly lead me to the wounded.  And, since the blue stuff already did its job, they wouldn’t be bleeding to death simply because I arrived.

It’s important to think of these things.

I tried not to wake anyone.  Most of the wounded were exhausted from constant pain.  After the High-Tech Blue Goo™, they weren’t hurting.  Snoring, maybe, but not hurting.  One of their field medics was Felix Flavius… Terentius? I think.  He was on the night watch and I startled him a bit when I came out of the shadows.  Once he saw who I was, he became more calm and also more anxious.  I told him to relax.

“I’m here to see how they’re doing,” I said, softly.  “Who is the worst hurt?”

“Titus Meridius,” he told me, without hesitation.

“Show me.”

Titus had a number of injuries, most of them from arrows, but someone had come close enough to cut him open.  If they’d gone a trifle deeper, he’d have bled to death more quickly.  As it was, he was going to die slowly.  The goo patched him up, but he’d lost a lot of blood.  At least the goo killed the pain and let him rest.

I touched his shoulder, lightly.  He didn’t wake up.  This suited me perfectly as I put a healing spell on him and gave it a reserve of vital energy, to be doled out to the damaged tissues.  He would have scars, but they would be surface things, not deep in the muscles.  More importantly, I made sure his organs weren’t going to shut down due to hypovolemia. I got his blood production into high gear.

“Make sure he gets all the water he can drink,” I told the medic.  I rummaged in my doctor bag and handed him a small glass jar.  “Have him swallow one of these whenever you feed him.”

I moved from wounded man to wounded man, surprised at how many there were.  Did the Parthians intend to keep as many as possible for ransom or slaves?  Or did the Romans insist and gathering and bringing their fellows from the field?  Whatever the reason, they were lucky.

Would they walk out of this place?  Most of them, yes.  They might limp, but they would walk.  Later, we could work on giving them back things they never expected to see again—a finger, a hand, an eye, those sorts of things.

I was finishing up my rounds when a dozen men came at me from all sides, bounding over the wounded, down from the rocks, up from the slope.  I wasn’t too concerned about niceties; they were trying to kill me.

I’m pretty sure they intended to sneak up on me in the dark.  There was starlight and a piece of moon half-hidden in high clouds.  They weren’t well-coordinated, either, since they didn’t shout “attack!” or anything.  Even if they had, it wouldn’t have helped.  They didn’t know what they were getting into.

The first one held two rocks, one in either fist, but I punched him in the face, bringing him to a sudden halt and unconsciousness.  It was a good shot.  I was proud of it.

The next three were much more tightly timed.  Two had rocks and the third had one of the latrine shovels.  I moved toward him, took the shovel away and tossed it straight up.  I grabbed him by the throat and a shoulder.  I spun us around, slamming him into his two nearest friends.  He and the one on the left went down.  I caught the wild swing of the other one as he staggered, off-balance.  Holding his wrist, I slammed his rock-wielding fist into his face.  Once.  Twice.  Three times.  He finally had the presence of mind to let go of the rock, so I punched him.  He should have held on to the rock.  The punch was worse.

Six more closed on me by then, so I missed the shovel as it came down again.  I was hoping to do a cool move and catch the thing, maybe a seven out of ten for style.  I should have latched on to it with tendrils, but my focus was elsewhere.  I settled for hand-chopping the man on my left in the thigh, breaking his leg, before I grabbed the guy to my right.  I put my thumb into his eye, splayed my fingers along the side of his head, and used his head to hit other people.  He was unconscious after the first hit, so he didn’t complain.

I got to do a lower-level cool move, though.  I stomped on the shovel blade, flipping the handle upward as another man charged at me.  It didn’t get him in the groin, but he slammed into the end of the handle in the dark.  He took it well, but he also had a shovel sticking out of his thigh.  With my free hand, I jerked it cleanly out and hit him with the flat of the shovel blade.  He went down.  One man grabbed me around the waist, trying to tackle me from behind.  I braced, let him grab me, and brought an elbow into sharp contact with his head.  Weirdly, he let go.

I thought these guys were supposed to be tough.

Since I was surrounded, I let go of my weaponized head and shovel, slid between two men, grabbed them by the back of their necks, and used their heads to make coconut sounds.  Clonk!  The rest stood around, trying to see where I went—I’m very fast—so I advanced on the next guy, picked him up, threw him into two others, and kept moving.

Nobody died, but there were a whole lot more injuries to fix.  And we woke a lot of people, too, because my assailants kept crying out during the fight.  It was a shame.  The previously-wounded guys needed their rest.

“Felix?” I asked, once my assailants were all on the far end of the consciousness spectrum.  He was crouching, half-covering one of the nearest wounded to protect him from the fight.

“Sir!”

“At ease.  It’s over.”

“As you say, sir!”

I got the feeling Felix had decent night vision.

“Please bandage the worst of these new wounds,” I told him.  “No blue stuff for them.”

“I can’t see well enough to work,” he replied.  “The Parthians,” he paused to spit, “haven’t allowed us any of our gear, so I have no lamp.”

“Mmm.  I hadn’t thought of that.  Well, I might have something to help.  Get what stuff you have and I’ll get you more illumination.”

“Yes, sir!”  He moved off through the darkness.  I drew on the ground and put a bit of grunt behind my spell.  By the time he returned, I had a wooden flagpole.  He didn’t see it clearly until I lit the ball at the top.  It shone white and bright, about like a streetlight.  It was plenty for mortal eyes to see by.

Felix shaded his eyes and looked at the pole.  He thought it over and decided it wasn’t his problem.  He started bandaging the missing eye.  Good start.  I’d already applied a little first-aid goo to the freshly injured.  I didn’t want my assailants to die, but I did want them to suffer.  People sometimes need a spanking to remember.

Only two of them died.  I think that’s pretty good, considering.

Other people—formerly wounded people—were more interested in asking questions.  The ones closest to the action, and therefore with the best view of the fight, weren’t at all curious.  At least, they didn’t try to attract my attention.

After a bit, Gnaeus and Velina hurried up to the field hospital area.  Gnaeus talked with one of his no-longer-wounded men for a moment, then approached me.  I was busy telling an idiot to hold still while I straightened his broken nose.  I’m pretty sure I broke it with someone else’s head.  I applied a sort of sticky-tape splint to it.  I’m not a nice person, but I can be kind.

“What happened here?” Gnaeus demanded in a hearty snarl.

“Stupidity,” I replied.  “Most of it wasn’t fatal, but that can be corrected after a court-martial.”

“I wasn’t asking you, sir,” he said, in a much milder tone.

“Ah.  I understand.  The injured aren’t in the best position to report on their actions.”

“The injured?” he asked, looking around.  His expression went through several changes as he realized these weren’t the wounded he was expecting.  “You were attacked?” he guessed.

“If you can call it that.  They tried to hit me with rocks.  Barbarian idiots.”

At this point, Velina’s expression went completely neutral and her left-side sword whispered out of its scabbard.  Doing this in near-silence is a more impressive trick than it sounds.  From her point of view, she was about to assist someone with their attempted suicide.

“No!  Let them live,” I ordered.  “It hurts more,” I added, mostly to make her feel better about it.  She scowled for an instant, but accepted the alternative of ongoing pain.  I think she noticed I was only using first-aid goo on actual, life-threatening injuries.  If it was merely agonizing, it didn’t get treated.  That might have sold the idea.

“Yes.  It will,” she agreed.  She still put her blade through the nearest man’s upper arm, in and out, and rested the point on the hollow of his throat.  The blood dripped on the ground, but it was deeply shadowed.  I sighed and knelt to bandage the arm before anyone noticed the blood flow.  Apparently, she was more than willing to poke holes in them to make sure it hurt more to live than to die.

“That will be enough for now.  Next time, you can kill anyone who survives an assassination attempt on me.”

“I have mixed feelings about that.”

“Hmm.  I suppose so.  Gnaeus?  Please take over here.  Delegate as you see fit.  I’ve done all the helping I’m going to do.  I already told the medic:  No blue stuff for them.  Whatever pains they suffer are what they deserve.”

“Sir.”

We strolled off, into the darkness.  The gawkers gathered around us parted like the Red Sea.

“Okay,” I began, in Tassarian, “what was that all about?  Do you know?  I didn’t want to ask where anyone could hear.”

“Laurentius Severan had a following of… friends?”

“Sycophants,” I guessed.  “Subordinates.  A clique, a gang.  Something like that?”

“Yes.  Gnaeus believed they might plan something in revenge.”

“I guess they did.”

“They took the opportunity you gave them,” she corrected.  I’d almost say she was a touch reproachful.

“They thought it was an opportunity,” I corrected.  “I think the odds are good no one else will try anything of the sort again.  This tale will grow in the telling.  By dawn, everybody will want to see for themselves—but will want someone else to try it.”

“Perhaps.”

“We’ll see.  For now, I want to set up a tent for Gnaeus.  He’s exhausted, whether he’s willing to acknowledge it or not.  He’s been organizing like mad and it’s beating the tar out of him.”

“He has a tent.”

“I mean one where he can sleep a little longer before dawn.”

“Ah.”

“In the meantime, I have observations to make on the legion.  Many of them are probably unpleasant individuals at the best of times, and their former leaders are not excepted.  I’m going to take a hard look at what I’ve bought.”

I shifted the interior of Gnaeus’ tent to another world, time-ticked it so he slept all night, and shifted him back as he started to wake up.  Locally, it was only a couple of hours.  Humans need their rest.

Since I didn’t, I went for a walk among the troops.  It was still dark and I was stealthy.  I didn’t want to wake them.  I did, however, want to look through them and evaluate them.  I wasn’t being overly picky, but I did find a few who were prime examples of How To Be An Awful Person.  I’m not saying a soldier’s life doesn’t have a need for aggressive qualities or a willingness to hurt, even kill other people.  I don’t think it actually needs someone who enjoys inflicting pain solely for the fun of it.  I don’t think it needs someone who only does the soldier routine so he has the opportunity to murder without consequence.  A willingness is very different from a desire.  On the other hand, someone with the desire to murder, but who has the self-discipline to do so only when his duty presents him with the necessity… that’s not necessarily a bad thing.

There’s usually a complex interaction of qualities that disqualifies someone from the human race.  Fortunately, I’m good at finding them.

It was a long night for me.  I spent a surprising amount of time with the tribunes and their cronies.  There was a lot to unpack in their spirits and thoughts.  I wanted to be certain I didn’t judge them too quickly.

But yes, I did judge them.

It was a longer night for Gnaeus, although for different reasons.  Nevertheless, he was dressed and in the pavilion tent before dawn to report.  I’d cleared out the remains of Laurentius and tended the growing flowerbed.  Velina saw him stick his head in and indicated he could enter.  I could see Gnaeus wasn’t sure how he felt about that.  After all, Velina was a woman and a barbarian, even if she was obviously my assistant.  I think he liked her, though.  He did not like the hyacinth.

“Sir!”

“Relax, Gnaeus.  What’s on your mind?”

“Sir, if I may report?”

“And I said to relax.  Go ahead.  Report.”

“The men are, tentatively, organized into the new units.  On my authority and subject to your approval, I have promoted some juniors to probationary centurions to fill gaps where needed.  I have also approved transfers between cohorts to balance them.  We are understrength, but organized.  We are now ready to move at your command.”

“Good, good.  I approve all your probationary promotions.  Demote them if they don’t rise to their new duties.  Select new ones at your discretion.  I give you full authority in the matter.  Is there anything the men need?”

“We could still use unit standards, especially if we’re to stand to battle.  Of course, they also need to be fed and watered again.  Will provisions be provided in a similar manner on the march?  Or will we be issued rations?”

“Which would you prefer?”

“The second, if you please.  Setting up and marching through a feeding drill takes too much time.”  I silently agreed with him, but it would be adequate for what I had planned.

“I’ll see what I can do.  Have the men bathed?”

“Not for days.  The Parthians didn’t provide enough water for drinking, much less bathing.  They’re a filthy lot who wouldn’t know a calderium from a frigidarium.”

“I’ll make arrangements for a field expedient,” I told him, trying not to let on how I wanted to fist-pump in victory.  This transfer to Tamaril might go much more easily than I anticipated.  I would send the whole legion to the showers!  “What else?”

“I request forty nails and a hammer.”

“Consider it done.  How big are these nails?”

Gnaeus held up one arm, marking a line from his elbow to the tip of his middle finger, then gestured with his little finger to indicate their diameter.  I would have called them “spikes,” but I’d probably need a translation spell.  Darn Latin.

“No problem.  Velina, would you deliver them to Gnaeus at your convenience?”

“And the hammer?” she asked.

“Yes, please.”

She turned and left the pavilion.  I seated myself on the dais and gestured Gnaeus to sit, as well.

“Gnaeus, I need to apologize.  I’ve been a bit tempery of late.  I don’t mean to be.”

“I am not offended.”

“And I’m very pleased by that.  You’re a wise man, I think, and a good, solid soldier.  I want your advice, as a tough old veteran with loads of experience.”

“I will advise you in any way I can,” Gnaeus agreed, cautiously.

“Here’s the thing.  I don’t trust the tribunes.  They’re well-educated, senatorial sorts, I’m sure, but they’re young and, I suspect, not as tough-minded as they need to be.  I’m not fully confident in their ability to command.  Honestly, how would you feel if I listened to them?  If I gave orders to them and let them give orders to the new legion?”

“Would I like five bosses instead of one?” Gnaeus asked.

“When you put it like that, the answer is obvious.  Let me ask a different question.  If you had to answer to one of them—if the others were as dead as Crassus—which one would you find least objectionable?”

Gnaeus didn’t answer immediately.  He gave it real thought.

“If I had to?” he asked.

“I take it there are no good ones?”

“I’ve served under wise tribunes.  These ain’t them.”

“If they’re not good at it, how did they get the job?”

“Money.  Family.  Favors.  How does anyone get anything they don’t earn?”

“Ah.  I suspect their competence—or lack of it—is part of why there were so many captives.”

“Part of it.”

“Would it do them any good to be busted down to probationary soldier and given the training to be a legionnaire?”

“It might.  Could be hard to make them take it.  They’re not the sorts to take orders.”

“We’ll divide them up so they can’t bitch about things to each other.  And we’ll assign three professionals to each of them, so they can be watched in shifts.  I want them monitored every hour of the day and night.  I want them run through their paces like a racehorse.  Do anything you like, short of killing them—and I’ll keep you supplied with the blue stuff.”

Gnaeus chewed on his lower lip for a moment.

“Sir.  I’m about to advise you, but it’s… I don’t…”

“You’re afraid you’re about to overstep?”

“Yes, sir.”

“We’re alone.  Overstep as far as you like.  Tell me I’m ugly.  Tell me my mother was a whore and can’t remember who my father was.  Tell me I’m stupid.  Tell me whatever you feel a need to.”

“Yes, sir.  Your idea for the tribunes isn’t going to work.”

I waited to see if he was going to elaborate.

He’s waiting for you to react, Firebrand supplied, helpfully.

Is he?

Yep.  He’s not sure if you’re going to be mad about him contradicting you.  He’s not an idiot, Boss.  He knows something about you isn’t right and I’d say you scare him if he wasn’t immune to fear.

All good things to know.  Thank you.

“Go on,” I told him, mildly.  “I’m waiting for you to overstep so I can forgive you.  So far, you’ve voiced an opinion, which is what I want you to do.  Keep at it.”

“If it were me,” he said, relieved, “I’d put steel in their guts and be done with them.  No matter what happens, idiots are going to side with them in hope of reward.  Either they’ll try to murder you or they’ll run away.  I don’t think they’ll run.  It would look bad in Rome.  So they’ll stay and they’ll plot.  It’s what they do.  Putting men on them to keep them in the ranks will expose those men to danger when the tribunes make their move.”

“Hmm.”

I stood up and paced for a bit, thinking.  I noticed Gnaeus glancing at the tables and waved him toward them.  He had his breakfast while I thought.

“I was thinking about how I’ve been in a bad temper,” I said, finally.  “Things have not gone stunningly well in the place where I’m from.  I might have overreacted a bit, yesterday, when I started the flowerbed.  You’re telling me my overreaction didn’t make an impression on the tribunes?”

“Oh, it did,” Gnaeus assured me.  “They don’t feel it applies to them.”

“They’ve had time to get over it,” I sighed.  “They’ve already forgotten.  Or, no, they’ve distanced themselves from it.  It could never happen to them.”

“Yes, sir.”

I started to swear and realized it wasn’t going to help.  Unless you make it personal, horrific demonstrations don’t stick.  Even then, people go to sleep, wake up the next day, and, sitting in the sunshine sipping their tea, convince themselves what happened in the night couldn’t possibly be real.

It’s got to be more than personal.  It has to be intimate.  It’s got to crawl in through all seven doors of the skull and make itself at home.  It’s got to snuggle up to the brain and ooze down into the heart, into the guts, and take root.

“Fine,” I snapped.  “I’ll deal with it.  Tell them—no, send a messenger to tell them I want them to report to me, here, right after mess call.  Tell them I want to discuss our upcoming march.”

“Yes, sir!”

“Wait.”

I squeezed my forehead to keep it from exploding.  Humans can be damned frustrating.

Hey, at least you know who to eat first! Firebrand suggested.

You are not helping me be a level-headed, wise leader, I shot back.

You’ve come to the wrong shop, Boss.  May I interest you in fire and bloodshed?

I thought a growl at it.  I let go of my forehead and released my grip on Firebrand’s hilt.

“This is suddenly less relevant than I’d hoped.”

“Sir?”

“My temper.  I was hoping you might be able to help me, but now it might not be necessary.”

“How?”

“We may as well try it,” I decided, “just in case.  Here’s what I want from you.  If it looks as though I’m about to kill someone out of hand for something that doesn’t warrant killing, I’d appreciate it if you would interrupt me. Shout, ‘Sir!’ to get my attention, then ask to have a private word.  It’ll be our little signal I might be behaving like a violent barbarian instead of a king.”

I grumbled to myself for a moment before I addressed Gnaeus again.

“I do have a temper.  I admit it.  I try not to let it get the better of me, but I’m under pressures you wouldn’t believe.”

I did not add, and my temper may be shorter than it used to be.

“I can do as you ask, but would not Velina be more suited to this?”

“She doesn’t think I can do wrong,” I told him.  “If I murder someone, it’s my right to do so, and if I felt like doing it, they must have deserved it.  That’s her attitude.  You, on the other hand, know what will seem excessive in the eyes of your soldiers.”

“She treats you like a god,” Gnaeus observed.

I wanted to respond to that, but for the life of me I couldn’t think of a thing to say.

“You’re not entirely wrong.  Not entirely right, either, but there’s some truth to what you say.  I’ll have to think about this.”

“I am honored to be of service.”

“I detect a trace of either sarcasm or irony, but I like that.  As for my temper problem, make no mistake,” I went on, “I have no qualms about decimating this whole legion—personally decimating it, by hand—and then turning around and doing it again.  But I have plans for you.  Plans involving fighting, yes, but also riches.  So stop me before I break two thousand skulls between my fists.”

“Hmm.”  Gnaeus drank deeply of the clear, cold water before replying.  “I’ll do what I can.”

“You’re a good man, Gnaeus.  You’re getting promoted, by they way.  I’d thought your praefectus was still alive.  You’re now the praefectus castrorum.  Let me have your helmet, please.”

Gnaeus passed it over without a word.  I ran my fingers over the crimson plume.  It darkened into a purple color and stood up higher, became a bushy, fluffy crest and trailed backward down to the lower edge of the helmet.  When I handed it back, Gnaeus accepted it with all the eagerness of a man presented with a ticking bomb.

He turned the helmet over in his hands for a moment.  He also looked down at his clothes, noticing I’d added little changes.  Purple trim, for example.  Something to mark him as not merely having rank, but having authority.

“I’m…” he began, and considered carefully how to phrase what came next.  “I’m not of the senatorial class,” he finished.

“Perhaps not, but you rank as highly as it is possible to rank in my service.  If anyone in Rome wants to complain about you wearing purple, they can take it up with me.  Out here?  Feel free to explain this at swordpoint to anyone who gives you lip.”

“What will the tribunes—” he broke off.  I could hear him thinking.  The tribunes were about to have a Very Bad Day.  Their opinions might not matter after mess call.

“Is there anything else you can think of we need to talk about?” I asked.

“We still need staffs with unit insignia.  Having rally points is important when we’re trying to sort out several thousand men.”

“That was it.  I had some made up.  They’re simple things—big numerals on canvas, and poles for the canvas—but we’ll get something better as time goes on.  Will that do?”

“Yes, sir!”

“We can pass them out when we assemble the centurions.  Anything else immediate?”

“No, sir!”

“All right.  We’ll have breakfast call, then I’ll meet with the tribunes.  When that’s over, assemble the centurions in here.  We’ll demonstrate the process for a field shower.  It won’t be a social thing, just a way to wash the dust off.  People will be pleased at this?”

“Yes, sir!”

“Good.  We can work on formal bathing later.  As they process through the rinse cycle, we’ll also issue more gear.”

Velina reentered the pavilion, carrying a leather satchel.  It clanked as she handed it to Gnaeus.  He accepted it as he answered me.

“As you say, sir!  I’ll get the camp up and moving.”

“Take your time.  Dawn is still over an hour away.”

“It—what?  It is?”

“Yes.”

“How can that be?  I was awake half the night.  When I woke up—”

“Yes, yes.  You feel as though you slept more hours than there were in the night.  Who’s to say time marches to the same drumbeat in every tent?  Some men spend a lifetime before battle, up all night, worrying.  Some lie down for a nap and half a day later, they complain they barely closed their eyes.  Today, you have more time than you expected.  Be grateful.”

“Yes, sir!”

“You may go.”

Gnaeus saluted and marched out of the tent, covered in sweat.

“Purple?” Velina asked, watching Gnaeus leave.

“He’s the top of the heap.  I’m cutting the tribunes out of the loop, so he reports directly to me.  I’m not sure he’s emotionally equipped to take orders from you, but he’ll obey if you tell him I said to do something.  Then you’re a messenger, not a mere woman.”

“I have spoken with him.  He does not think highly of women,” she agreed.

“I get the impression he respects you.  Possibly due to the way you fight.”

“So do I.  I like him.”

“Then I probably won’t have to kill him and replace him.  Keep an eye on the mess call.  I’m going to set up showers and their reception points in Tamaril.  I also have to check on the baths and see if they’re ready.  I thought copying the baths of Diocletian would be sufficient, but with so many people, I want two more copies up and running before they arrive.  They’ll be scared at first, but they’ll appreciate real baths and other creature comforts.”

“I shall watch over the mess call,” Velina assured me.

I sorted out the shower situation.  Again, I went cheap on it.  If all went according to plan, I would only need to use the shower stalls for one day.  The gate supplying water to the Parthian side was a bit tricky, at first, but I settled on spells to control the water temperature, started a solar conversion array at their end, and raided a plumbing supply store.

The result was a whole row of shower booths, kind of like portable toilets.  The trick was there were really two rows.  One row was in the pavilion.  The other row was in a long hallway leading to a grand amphitheater in Tamaril.  Unsurprisingly, the amphitheater looked a lot like the one in Zirafel.  Almost a mirror image.  Even the Street of the Sun was aimed correctly, albeit at the setting sun rather than the rising sun.

I still have to work out the seasons.  Mental note for after the thermal situation settles down and we have a definite frost line.  And I need a better fix for the ice giant problem.  If they could shoot one drone down, they could shoot the rest down, eventually.  And I forgot to add frost giants Gaia system’s database…

I miss Diogenes.  I don’t ever want to replace him, but I might have to build someone to act as his stand-in.  Gaia, Computerized Goddess of Ecological Balance, isn’t as helpful.  Do I want to give a computer control over the changing seasons?  No, I’ll want that system isolated so nobody knows it’s even there.

Anyway, more immediate things.  Getting the people.

I headed back to the tent, started the solar array replicating, kept a power line open to one of Dusty’s reactor worlds, and watched them grow for a bit.  A length of orichalcum wire through a gate works much better than an osmium wire, although for different energies.  The panels would spread enough today and tonight to be able to handle most of the load tomorrow.  I’d leave the power line open, anyway.  I also wanted an addition to the tent—an external corridor along one side.  We wouldn’t be using it, but it would let people make assumptions.

With everything set up or processing, I went inside, returned a lot of salutes, told them to carry on, and sat down on the dais.  The lines were heaviest, as usual, at the water urns.

Would it be worthwhile to kick a hole in the hillside and have water pour out of it?  No, probably not.  The show in Rethven would be more impressive with fewer warning shots.

“How stand things?” Velina asked.

“I think I know why I’m a grouchy bastard.”

“Oh?”

“I’m always building something.  I used to like building things.  Now I’m a one-man production line, building the same things over and over, and that’s not fun.”

“Surely, in a life so long as yours, there are times when you must do things you do not enjoy.”

“Yeah, but this has been going on for a while.  I’m farming out some of the problems—the legion transplant, for instance, which will be responsible for a lot of things—and I think, or hope, I can get a professional hunter to deal with the chaos-bred monsters.”

“You reserve the ice giants for yourself?”

“I’m still not sure what I’m going to do about those.  Fusion weapons seem perfect for this occasion, but I know I shouldn’t use them.  Killing them is something Firebrand will enjoy—”

You bet I will!

“—and Bronze would have fun with it, too.  So would I.  For a while.  Once it becomes routine, it becomes tedious.  I had enough of tedious in building the sun.  More than enough.  Building several copies of the same thing just pisses me off, now, and setting up automated production takes even more time and effort.”  I lay back on the dais.  “Some days, I want to go for a long walk—anywhere, as long as it’s away from it all.”

“Do we not already do so?”

“Yeah.  I guess that’s the point of being my own boss.  I can take a vacation whenever I like.  But I always have to come back, and I don’t like it.”

“I agree.”

“Great.  What do I do about it?” I asked.

“You will think of something.”

“Eventually.  Maybe.”

“I have faith in you.”

“That’s my altar ego.”

“I think not.”

Gnaeus entered the pavilion and spied me.  He came over, stood to attention, and saluted.  I sat up and returned it.

“What news?” I asked.  Gnaeus stayed rigidly at attention.  His expression was one of a man who won’t let himself reveal how much he wants to be elsewhere.

“The tribunes have… ah, they say to tell you they politely decline your request.”

“Mmm.  After what happened to Laurentius, I can’t say I blame them.  Did they have anything else to say?”  Gnaeus relaxed a little.

“No, sir.”

“Very well.  Praefectus, assemble the men.  Form the legion around the base of the hill with orders to beat down any man who steps out of place.  In front, to the side, or behind, any man who steps out of place is to be borne to the ground, beaten until he can’t get up, and then sat on until I give other orders.”

“Yes, sir.”

“You and I will head the First Cohort.  We will march to wherever the tribunes have decided to be and I will ask them to attend me here, in my tent.  Do you foresee any difficulties?”

“No, sir.”

“Really?  I was wondering how much of a following they have.”

“Laurentius Severan was an overbearing ass, sir, but he was also good at inspiring loyalty.  He paid well, in gold and promises.  The others don’t have his knack.”

“Ah.  Good to know.  Well, let’s get going.”  I picked up my helmet and settled it in place.

“Sir?  A request?” Gnaeus asked.

“Of course.”

“Caius Lucius.  He’s the youngest of the tribunes and he’s…” Gnaeus groped for words.  “He’s the one I might say isn’t totally beyond hope.”

“Let me guess.  If he wasn’t a noble-born, arrogant, self-centered, self-righteous idiot?”

“In a word, sir, yes.”

“You think he can be salvaged?”

“I don’t know,” Gnaeus admitted, “but I’d like to try.”

“I’ll see what I can do.  I won’t promise to do more than try.  He may not let me.”

“Understood.”

“Get going.”

Gnaeus went out and addressed the waiting centurions.  I heard him plainly through the canvas, announcing a change in plans.  They blew horns and started the formation.  I was pleased I’d thought to include so much individual gear.

We didn’t have to go hunting for the tribunes.  They showed up when the call went out to the rest of the men.

I hadn’t anticipated the tribunes would answer the call to form up.  Maybe they thought we were about to march.  Whatever the reason, Gnaeus came back in and told me they were assembled with the men, at the head of the legion.  I sent him back out to wait for me.

“What do you want me to do?” Velina asked.

“Look dangerously competent.”

“How do I do that?”

“Act natural.”

I rippled my cloak, loosened both blades, and we walked out into the light.

“Gnaeus,” I said, nodding at him.  “How stands the legion?”

“Assembled and ready, sir!”

Lucius Manius, the eldest and effectively the leader of the remaining tribunes, stepped forward to half-interpose himself between me and the Praefectus, clearing his throat theatrically.

“Yes?” I asked.  “You wanted my attention?”

“We are the commanders of the legion,” he said, firmly.  “One does not address the Praefectus so.”

“But I like him,” I replied.  “I do not like you.  Besides, you’re about to be run through by a lot of steel.”

The silence was broken only by the sound of all nearby ears stretching toward us.

“What!?”

I drew Firebrand in one, smooth, flowing motion and put the point in the hollow of Lucius’ throat.

Well? Firebrand demanded.  Are we running him through or not?

Patience.  This requires a certain amount of theater.

“You’re about to be run through by a lot of steel,” I repeated, aloud.  “You didn’t take the lesson of Laurentius Severan…”

“Agrippa,” Velina supplied.

“…Laurentius Severan Agrippa to heart,” I went on.  “You saw what happened to him.  I tried to make an impression.  You shook it off and proved to me you are too stupid to learn.  They,” I added, gesturing at the ranks with my left hand, “are smarter than you.  They are certainly wiser.  Because I know for a fact you and the other tribunes were planning to murder me in my sleep.”

“I never—”

I interrupted him by slapping him to the ground with Firebrand’s flat.  Firebrand burned its imprint along the side of his head and opened up two shallow cuts at the edges.  The smell of burning hair reeked from him, but he didn’t quite ignite.  I kicked him onto his back, stood over him, and held Firebrand point-down under Lucius’ chin.

I spent a long time looking into the sleeping minds of the tribunes.

“Stupid,” I observed.  “You planned to be on the march for three days so you could get far enough from the Parthians so they wouldn’t realize you’d assassinated your owner and stolen a legion.  You planned to try and poison my food, Velina’s, and Gnaeus’ with whatever deadly herbs your personal retinue could gather for you.  Whether it worked or not, you were going to attack in the dead of night, then walk through the camp at dawn with your hands painted in my blood for all to see, so you could announce your claim to command.  You then planned to march all the way back to Rome because you don’t think the ships will be there for you, not after word reaches them of the disaster.

“You’re not going to do any of those things because I know what you are, Lucius Manius Aquila.  You are a traitorous fool who does not keep his word, as you gave it to me after the death of Laurentius Severan.”

I pushed Firebrand down, through his neck, and three feet more.  Lucius twitched and sputtered, but I’d severed his spine.  I drew Firebrand out again, slowly, and it boiled away, burned away the blood and other foreign materials from the blade.  I turned to the remaining tribunes, Firebrand still in hand.

“Now,” I said, smiling, “do all you remaining tribunes have the teeth I gave you?”

They didn’t answer.  They didn’t even move.

“Seriously?” I asked, annoyed.  “I go to the trouble of giving you a damn souvenir to remind you of why you do not want to try to screw me over, and you lose it?  What are you?  Children?”  I sneered at them.  “I shouldn’t be surprised.  You managed to lose entire legions to the Parthians!  Idiots!  Morons!”

I stepped over the twitching, sputtering remains of Lucius and brought Firebrand up in a two-handed cut, dividing a tribune vertically.  He sprayed as both halves flopped to the ground.  Well, almost halves. I didn’t go up through the neck, but out through the junction of neck and shoulder.  Close enough for Dark Lord government work.

For reference, such a cut is impossible.  Every soldier who had line of sight on it knew it couldn’t be done.  Chopping through that much flesh and bone?  The weight of the human body isn’t sufficient to stay on the ground when someone double-hands a sharp object into the groin like that.  Nobody is strong enough, and no blade can be sharp enough.  To make it work, the blade has to be backed by inhuman strength or have an energy-based cutting edge.

Or both.

I spun, almost in place, and Firebrand described a flashing, slashing circle.  Two of the tribunes were about the same height, which was why I bisected the other, taller one.  These two lost their heads in a single movement, thunk-thunk.  The two headless bodies hit the ground a bare moment after the heads did, adding thud-thud and thump-thump to the sputtering and sizzling sound effects.

The remaining tribune was the one Firebrand saw in Gnaeus’ mind.  The kid.  Caius Lucius.  I aimed the sizzling, steaming blade at his left eye.

“You’re a tribune?” I demanded.  He swallowed hard and answered.

“Yes.”

“You can’t be a tribune.  How old are you, boy?”

“Eighteen.”

I had to give him credit.  His voice didn’t shake.

“Tribunes need more seasoning, more experience.  You can’t possibly have served long enough to be a tribune.  Certainly not a good one.”  I turned my head to look at Gnaeus, but I kept the kid in my peripheral vision.  “Praefectus!”

“Sir!”

“Take this boy and make him a legionnaire.  He’s not a tribune.  He’s a plebian.  I bought him from the Parthians, which makes him my slave.  I’m putting him in as a recruit.  Maybe he can prove to me he has what it takes to be a tribune, someday, if he can be taught to be a halfway-decent soldier, first!  And, if he steps out of line, you have my leave to kill him where he stands.”

“Sir!”

I whipped Firebrand around, down and up and down again, into the scabbard.  It’s not an easy maneuver, especially at that speed, and I’m immensely glad I got it right.  A screwup would have ruined the impression I was trying to make.

“Everyone who is presently restrained,” I said, quietly, to Gnaeus, “have them brought to me immediately.  Then have the centurions report for their briefing.”

He started giving orders.  Velina and I went into the tent.  It wasn’t ten minutes later before I had a hundred centurions in there with us.  They were in ranks, but they gave the flowers space of their own.

Turns out, nobody made any sort of move while I… talked… with the tribunes.  Maybe they didn’t feel it was worthwhile to come to the defense and aid of their personal patrons.  Maybe they were too far back to do any good.  Maybe they didn’t even see.  Whatever the reason, we could move on to the briefing.

Unfortunately, the dais wasn’t big enough to put a portable shower on and still go in and out properly, especially with the bins attached to either side.  So I had them form a line around the inside of the tent and sort themselves out by height.  The short ones formed the front rank and laid down on their bellies to watch.  The next tallest sat down behind them.  The next tallest knelt.  The tallest stood in the fourth rank.  Everyone had a clear view.

We went over the process.  A man undresses, opens the front of one of the bins on either side, and stows his gear.  He steps in, closes the door, steps on the blue tile on the floor, and jets of water spray for a while.  Rinse quick; it starts warm and gets cold.  Step out the far side, close the door, collect your gear through the doors on that side, and move along.  I then asked for three volunteers, ran them through the process one by one, and asked if anyone had questions.  They did have a couple, mostly about how long they could stay in and what the water temperature was like.  Minor stuff.

I did not mention the other functions, such as the shift-space, the scanning equipment, or the medical dispenser spitting a cocktail of medications—to eliminate any diseases or parasites they might be inadvertently bringing with them—and the generic modification retroviruses.  Cleaning up the gene pool of the ladies was a long, long chore, mostly because I took a long time collecting them in small groups.  This was much faster because I was dealing with an army, all at once.  They wouldn’t get detailed genetic cleanup, but a lot of the most common things would be eliminated.

When you start with a small population, these things are important.

The main shower booths were lined up against one wall of the tent.  I’d added the canvas hallway already, but I hadn’t put the booths through the wall of the tent.  One of the centurions pointed at them.

“Do those doors lead outside?”

“Not right now.  When we start processing the legion through, stepping out of the shower will lead out of the tent.  Step out, turn left, and keep walking.  I’ll make sure you have further directions.  It seems to be the most efficient way.  Also, once you’re out of the shower, we’ll issue all the centurions the rest of their gear, including weapons and unit standards.  You’re centurions.  You’re responsible enough to be trusted with them.  We’ll see about gearing the rest of the legion later today—if we can get everyone through a fast wash and another meal before sunset!”

Gnaeus stepped forward at my nod.

“You heard the man!  Form lines!  Get your filthy asses through the wash!  It’s bad enough we’ve been captured by filthy Parthians!  We don’t need to be filthy Romans!  Move yourselves so we can get the rest of the legion through!”

They moved quickly.  It went much faster than I anticipated.  Then, with a bunch of armed and armored centurions to make things happen, Gnaeus distributed the big banners on cross-poles, each with an embroidered Roman numeral on it.  It was a start, at least.

While they did that, I finished with the showers, setting up the deception.

I watched as squads came in, took instructions, and went through the showers.  I gritted my teeth.  I disliked the mental associations that went along with leading them to showers.  On the other hand, these actually were showers, even if showering wasn’t the primary purpose.

“Gnaeus?”

“Sir!”

“I’m leaving you in charge of this operation.  Velina has instructions for the end of the exercise.  Follow the last man through.  If you have any questions, she knows what I want.”

“Understood, sir.”

I went into the wagon, shifted to Tamaril, and moved quickly to help move the troops along as they came out of the other end of the shower-shifters.  Sure enough, there were issues.  People came out of the showers into a stone hallway.  They gawked.  They asked each other questions.  They stood around in clusters.  One or two tried to go back through the showers, but I set the booths up to be one-way.  Many of them had the presence of mind to read the wall in front of them—“Go this way,”—along with arrows pointing to their left.  There are always a few who won’t take instructions, much less a hint.

Several of the junior non-coms had already come through.  I assigned them as traffic directors and had them move people along.  It’s easy to ignore a sign.  It’s harder to ignore someone of higher rank shouting at you.

Up at the top of the amphitheater, I rang the bells to signal the ladies of Tamaril.  It would take them a while to occupy the seats.  Once they were alerted, I headed down to the amphitheater’s Imperial Box to see how things were going.  The soldiers who followed instructions entered the arena at the eastern Edge.  They kept moving clockwise, circling past the feeding tables under the direction of the noncoms.  It put me in mind of cattle being herded.

They were excited and happy about the water being watered wine.  There wasn’t a stampede, but the line wasn’t completely stable.

Not everyone rushed to the drink, though. Most looked around the amphitheater.  A few looked over the Edge.  They didn’t like the Edge of the World.  Well, neither did I.  At least it was daytime and we didn’t have to worry about looking out into the Void.  It was also much cooler here, and I arranged for the sun to be blocked by heavy cloud cover.  Plus, there were benches to sit on, not random rocks.  Washed, fed, watered, and comfortable, they were reasonably content to talk amongst themselves and let someone else figure out what they were doing next.

With this end well in hand, I went back.  Velina and Gnaeus were doing well and most of the legion was already processed through.

“Any trouble?”

“None so far,” Velina replied.  Gnaeus nodded.

“May I ask a question?” he asked.

“Go for it.”

Boss, Firebrand warned me, he wants to know where everyone is going.  He’s caught on they’re vanishing.

Has he?  He’s sharp.

“Where…?” Gnaeus began, but I cut him off.  He looked worried for a second, so I smiled and spoke softly.  I used my disguise spell to create an eyeball illusion.  My eyes seemed to fade away into nothing, leaving behind vast, empty spaces with distant stars.  He blinked, but he didn’t flinch.  It wasn’t meant to be frightening, as such, merely to point up the fact that while I might have flesh and blood, there was a lot more going on than was dreamt of in his philosophy.

“By my power, we are all going to a city.  A big city.  We will not be marching for weeks through the dust of Parthia, eating bad food and withering in the heat.  No.  Most of them have already arrived, quite safely.  I did not go to all this trouble to waste them.

“As for the city, it has a population of women, in approximately the same numbers as the men we are sending.  It is a large, well-appointed place.  It has all the buildings you would expect, fresh and clean and new.  I’m especially proud of the baths.”

“So… we are not conquering it?”

“Not at all.  It belongs to me—locks, shops, and cobbles,” I told him, and let my eye illusion fade.

“If we are not to conquer it, I do not understand why you bought us.”

“I did say the city is populated solely by women.  I cannot satisfy them all.  I need help, my friend.  Can I count on you?”

Gnaeus grunted, half in agreement, half in amusement.

“If it’s all the same to you, I’d rather have my wife.”

“I can arrange that, if that is your wish.”

“Can you?” he asked, sharply.  “My wife?”

“I’ll find her and ask her to come join you.  Is that fair?”

“I’ll want to see the city, first,” Gnaeus said, then caught himself.

“Of course,” I chuckled.  “You may want to settle in and look around.  Perfectly reasonable.  I look forward to your opinions on the city of Tamaril.”

“Tamaril?”

“It’s the City of the Sunrise, on the eastern Edge of the World.”

Gnaeus didn’t have a reply to that.  We kept the troops moving.  When the last of them were lining up, Velina and I stepped back a bit.

“I’m going ahead,” I told her.  “I have to get stuff ready.”

“I will follow through with Gnaeus.  We will be the last, save for those who will not be going.”

“Who?  Did we have deserters, or something?”

“No.  Those who attacked you and survived will remain here.”

I think I blinked at her for a while.  She continued:

“Gnaeus explained it this way.  Those who attacked you were your slaves.  Under the laws of Rome, a slave who attacks his master is put to death, along with all the other slaves owned by the same man.  I think this is to encourage all the slaves to restrain the more impetuous of their fellows.”

“I don’t know if that’s the intent, but I suspect it does exactly that.”

“Since you did not insist on the eradication of everyone in the legion—and you did delegate authority to Gnaeus, there at the field hospital area—he asked for nails and a hammer.  Those men are currently buried up to the knees, laid down, and nailed in place through their outstretched arms.”

I pictured it.  A ground-based crucifixion.  It would take longer than an upright one, but it would no doubt prove equally lethal.  And it would send a message.  Was it a message I would have sent?  Possibly not, but I’m not a Roman.  Gnaeus thought it was either a good idea or necessary, so I wasn’t going to second-guess him.

I regarded the last of the men, waiting their turns for a quick rinse in the showers.  Not one of them so much as looked in my direction.  Either Gnaeus’ lesson hit home even harder than I did, or they had a lot of superiors yelling at them about what idiots those other guys were and what the consequences were for trying.

“Good to know,” I said, finally.  “Thank you.  In the future, I want to sign off on any capital punishment, if possible.”

“I’ll tell him.  I did tell him I approved, once he explained.”

“He did what he thought was right.  In retrospect, he wasn’t wrong.  We’ll let it lie.  Right now, I’ve gotta rush.  Send the centurions through and bring up the rear.”

The backless benches on the floor of the amphitheater could be sat on in either direction, facing toward or away from the Edge.  Most sat facing away.  Not all of them were unwilling to face the Edge, but they mostly preferred to look into the stands and watch the ladies of Tamaril filing into the seats. Quite a few stood near the walls, looking up at ladies who leaned over to look down.

When groups of men started to lift each other, the centurions put a stop to it.  Food, drink, and a place to sit were enough for now.  And you!  Yes, you!  Get away from those doors.  If the commander wanted them open, he’d order them open.  Take a seat or take lashes!  Get your butts on benches!

Thus, when the last of the legion finally made it into the amphitheater, Gnaeus and another legionnaire emerged and closed the doors behind.  Before anyone could start questioning him, lightning forked across the cloudy sky and thunder slammed.

Light shone from the big, square, box seat.  Anyone familiar with the Colosseum would have called it the Imperial Box, or the cubiculum.  All eyes turned to it.  It glowed with a radiant, shadowy aura, as though darkness had become like light.  All around, white cloth seemed brighter, but more purple.  Metal gleamed strangely.

In the middle of it all sat a figure in black armor.  It did not glow.  It did not shine.  All light seemed to fall into it.

It whispered, but it whispered into every ear, as though cold lips sighed against the skin.  It crawled in the ears, through the head, down the spine, and out the fingertips and toes.

“Now, my brethren, come and see.  Judge these gifts I bring before you.”

And every living, breathing thing in the arena knew the whisper for what it was.  They were overhearing a voice calling to someone far away.

Then the gasps and cries of fear drew all eyes upward.

Above the rim of the amphitheater, the clouds flowed into shapes.  Vast and terrible shapes, with stern visages and eyes that burned like lightning set on fire.  One stood tall and wide and bore a great, double-bitted axe.  Another bore a spear, and antlers sprouted from his brow.  A shark-like thing, with teeth limned in foxfire, smiled at what might be prey.  One female figure, smaller than the rest, less awesome and grand, stood in the sky as though squeezed into place between the gods and the Edge of the World.  A dozen other figures of enormous size swirled and seemed to press around, peering down like children looking into a terrarium.

“Silence,” said the black, man-sized thing in the box seat, and, for a miracle, there was.  “Brethren?  What say you?”

“I do not like them,” said one of the figures, voice rumbling in the sky as thunder, but audible to the ear as words.  “They are arrogant.”

“They are also fools,” said another.  “We are the gods of this world.  Their gods are far away and will not come here.  These creatures will be both too stubborn and too stupid to give us the worship we are due.”

“They are violent,” added a third, a towering woman-shape made of the darker greys of thundercloud.  “They will not be kind to these, the women who have lived under our watchful rule.  They will regard the women as things, as property, not as the equals they are.”

“Perhaps they can be taught,” said the small figure, at the end, but none of the gods paid any attention.

“Of whom will they have sons,” asked the dark figure in the box, “if not by women equal to themselves?”

“I do not believe they can so easily change,” offered the one with the axe.  “I do not want them.  I should smite them where they stand and let you seek for something better!”

A flame rose at the Edge of the World and the axe, raised high, lowered to one shoulder.  The flame rose higher, slowly, but did not spread.  It seemed to stand between the world and the long drop beyond.  It extended in a low line, not more than knee-high, along the Edge.  Toward the middle, opposite the black figure in the box, the flames rose in a line, a pillar, a tower, and in it a woman-shape took form.

“I like them,” it whispered.  “All you say is true, brothers and sisters.  They are aggressive—perhaps too aggressive.  But do they not need to defend themselves from many dangers in this world?  They know other gods—but their gods will neither hear their prayers nor answer them.  What does it matter?  It is useless, but children do useless things.  These creatures are deeply concerned with worthless struggles for status and other petty rivalries—but, like children, they do not know better.  Can we not teach them to be better?”

“We can,” said the black figure, answering for the other gods.  “They can become better than they are.”

“Perhaps they can.  And if they will not?” asked the cloud-shape with the axe, eyes alight with anticipation.

“If they do not choose to learn new ways, they will die unremembered.  Those souls will wander the world forever, having no place in the hereafter.”

“And those who cannot change?” pressed the flame.

“Can not or will not, I have spoken,” answered the dark figure in the box.  The fire-goddess was silent for a long time.

“I do not like it, but I must agree.”

“You do?” asked the dark figure, sounding surprised.

“Regretfully, sorrowfully—but yes.  Do not be amazed!  Fire can warm.  Fire can defend.  But fire can also turn on those who do not honor and respect it.  I am not all-merciful, myself!  Yet I say we accept them.  I accept them.”

The myriad cloud-wrought figures grumbled with low thunder among themselves.  At last, the horned figure pointed its spear at the flame.

“You have chosen.  To you will they be responsible.  We shall accept their worship, since you speak on their behalf, but you shall be their mother, even as he who has brought them here,” the spear flicked toward the Imperial Box, “must needs be their father.  They shall be called the race of men, and they shall forever stand in the shadows between Fire and Night, between Light and Darkness.  But where is the Lord of Light?  Why is he not here?”

“He is busy with the sun in the sky and the cold in the north,” answered the flame-woman.  “He will abide by our decision.”

“He will not love them as you do,” cautioned the spear-wielder.

“No one will love them as I do,” she countered.  “Does not a mother love her children, even those only by adoption?  He need not be their father.”

“They have a father,” replied the axe-bearer, “although one, I think, they would not have chosen.”

“He chose them,” she pointed out, “and I believe in his choice.”

The assembled gods rumbled together, a sound like constant, distant thunder.  Great heads nodded.

“So be it,” declared the horned figure.

The spear moved sharply, as though rapping the butt on the ground.  The world shook, the thunders pealed, the flame vanished, and the clouds blew away on a warm wind.


Acquisitions and Mergers

I stood up as the illusion spells shut down.  Holding all of it in my mind and running it took a hell of a lot of concentration.  Not as much power as one might think, but getting the nuances exactly right was a brain-stretching exercise.  I had a lot of stuff pre-recorded, and crystals for the spells manipulating each godlike fog bank, but making them seem lifelike was the tough part.  If I was a little smarter, I would have run through a few rehearsals and pre-recorded the whole thing.  Then again, if anyone had been ballsy enough to shout back at the gods, would the gods have responded?  Or could I have gotten away with godlike detachment and ignored any mere mortal?  Maybe it was for the best I kept a hand on the wheel to steer, rather than relying solely on a playback.

To either side, a few ladies began ushering the others out.  Velina had her personal retinue decked out in gold and amber tunics—I suggested the colors.  She did a good job organizing them.  They were less frightened than the men because they knew a divine display was coming, although they didn’t know the specifics.  A few were shaking, a few were weeping, but the majority of them were filing out of the stands.

Yay.  I’m handing out PTSD with the religion.  I’m such a giving person.

“Gentlemen,” I began, and now I was using a typical voice-amplification spell, not the creepy psychic whisper.  “You have been successfully adopted.  Welcome to the City of the Dawn!  As you leave the amphitheater, you will each be met by one of the citizens.  She will be your personal guide and answer questions about the great city of Tamaril.

“Two things, and two things only do I want and insist you remember.  Attention!  Eyes up here, on me!  These two things are not negotiable.  They are not to be forgotten.  They are rules by which you will live or you will die.

“Do I have your undivided attention?

“First, you do not know where you are or what is to come.   I assure you, your lives will be much better than you could have anticipated.  Remember Parthia?  Your lot has improved a thousandfold.  So, listen to whichever lady is your guide.  Do as she says.  Do not assume you know better, know more, or think you are right about anything.  Because your life depends on listening to her so you may understand where you are and how things stand.

“Second, we will assemble here again tomorrow, at noon.  The bells of this amphitheater will ring an hour before.  If you do not attend, you will be banished from the city.  Those who do attend will be given the opportunity to ask any questions their guides could not answer.”

“What if we want to go back to Rome?” shouted someone.  It was easy to see who.  Everyone near him punched him to shut him up.

There’s always someone, isn’t there?

In this case, there were several—large groups have more idiots—but the others waited to see what sort of response he got.

“Step forward.  Stand before me and receive my reply.”

There was a shuffling movement as he took big steps over the low benches.  He emerged from the front rank and stood alone below my box.

“Your name?”

“I am Junius Decimus Brutus.”

“You are welcome to start walking, Junius Decimus Brutus.  You may carry whatever you wish from the gifts I have given, here in this arena.  All the food, water, and the clothes you now wear are yours for the taking.  But you are a fool who failed to listen to the councils of the gods.  The Firmament above you is not the same Firmament that roofed the heavens over your fair city.  Look to the skies tonight and count the moons.  You are not in the same world as Rome, and it is by my power alone that you are here.  I tell you now, there is no return.  You will not see Rome again.  Had you listened, you would know this.”

“Oh.”  He turned to go back, but I stopped him.

“No, Junius Decimus Brutus.  You are as stupid as you are ungrateful.  You want not only to be saved from the Parthians, saved from slavery, saved from possible torture and death, saved from hunger and thirst, but also to be given a free ride home to your old house, your mother, and perhaps even the farm you left behind.  Is this the gratitude of an honorable man?”

“I only—”

“Save it for someone who wants to hear you whine your excuses.  It is my intention to manumit each man as he proves his worth—but you have proven you are a fool and need the guidance of a master.

“Praefectus!  Dismiss the men through the north and west gates.”  The doors, as though controlled by a well-prepared wizard, unlocked and opened themselves.  “This slave, Junius Decimus Brutus, will remain here.”

Gnaeus started the shouting and, remarkably quickly, thousands of men double-timed out.  I kept eye contact with Junius Decimus Brutus.  He didn’t dare move.

When Junius was alone in the arena, I gestured the doors closed, locked them with a twisting gesture, and left through the back of the booth.  He had the rest of the day and all night to think it over.  Alone.  Fear of the unknown would be worse than lashes.  To add a little extra, I put illusions like pairs of eyes blinking on and off in the stands.  They would be visible at night.  Most of them were green, a few yellow, and one set of red.  Anything looking in through the Firmament wasn’t my doing.

With one ungrateful schmuck confined to his room to think about his future, I slipped through the tunnels and down to the Street of the Sun.  I had booths to dispose of and a tunnel to re-open.  Cleanup, really.  The stuff still in Mesopotamia was expendable, either abandoned or destroyed.

With the housekeeping finished, I walked out of the tunnel and found Bronze waiting for me.  It’s like she knew.  She carried me to the Imperial Palace.

I didn’t like it.  I was Emperor, and I’ve never enjoyed that.  I don’t want to be the authority figure.  I don’t want to be in charge.  I much prefer to be left alone.  But these goobers needed someone in charge who knew what he was doing, and they wouldn’t accept Velina.

They’d have to settle for me.  At least, until they got used to the place.  I wouldn’t have to be Emperor long.  I’d find someone who was capable of doing it and plant their butt on the throne.

I really hope I can do it before anyone gets used to having what they think is a god on the throne.  A real god wouldn’t make mistakes, so the Empire would be perfectly run, but that shoots down the whole self-determination thing.  What’s the point of having humans with free will if you don’t let them use it?  They have to have a person on the throne so they can make their own mistakes.

How quickly can I find someone to take the throne?  I guess it depends on them.

As I thought about this, I heard my altar ego.

That went well.

“You were watching?”

You caused a bit of a surge up here, what with several thousand people suddenly believing very hard in the gods.  I had to see what it was all about.  I saw you doing your thing.

“I’m glad you liked it.”

Why didn’t you call me?  I would have helped.

“I wasn’t sure if you could help.”

Minor things are no longer a problem.

“Good to know.  Get busy.”

Huh?  Doing what?

“Look, we have people again.  The development of the gods of Rethven has been throttled due to the lack of humans during the Long Night.  Now you have a base of worship and source of faith.  You need priests to put in the temples and worshippers to attend services in them.”

I have temples?

“Of course you do!  I built them when I put the cities together.”

I haven’t noticed any.

“You’ve never had anyone in them!  That’s why you need to look everyone over, pick out priests, and get people to go to church.  Plus—and this is important, too—you need to discourage the prayers to Jupiter and see to it prayers to the local gods get answered.”

Ah.  Good point.  And I’ll have to crush the followers of foreign deities and stamp them out.

“No!”

No?

“Why am I the only one in this conversation who understands how religions work?”

That’s hurtful.

“Sorry.  I don’t mean to be.  But—look, you can’t go on a crusade to stamp out a religion.”

Why not?  There’s a long tradition of religions crusading to stomp other religions.  One might say it’s what they do.  It’s like their version of dodgeball.

“It doesn’t work.  It never works!  You destroy the obvious worship, but it goes underground and gets more fanatical.  Do you want cults?  Because that’s how you get cults.  They’re like bamboo in the fenceline.  You think you’ve killed it and a couple of years later, it’s back.”

Fine, Mister Expert.  How do we get rid of these foreign gods?

“Get rid of?  Are there any up there?”

Uh… no.  But you know what I mean.

“Yes, I do, but maybe you don’t.  Tell me, is there anyone up there to absorb any Romanesque prayers from Rethven?  Jupiter, maybe, or Venus?  How about Mars, Neptune, or far-traveling Mercury?”

No.

“And even if everybody in Tamaril suddenly found religion and devoted themselves to the priesthood of Jupiter, it would still take… how long before anything resembling Jupiter showed up?”

To form the basics from scratch?  Could be as quick as a decade, if they really hammer on the prostration and sacrifice and daily prayers, but to get something capable of answering… I dunno.  A century.  A couple of generations, at least.  And it’s hard to maintain that level of commitment without positive reinforcement, which is part of why Tamaril’s gods took so long to—

“That’s my point.  You don’t tell people they’re wrong; they double down and become more determined to be stupid, especially if you happen to be right.  Nobody wants to accept they might be wrong about anything, but religion is a big one.

“Instead of telling them they’re wrong, we let them decide they’re wrong.  For that, you need to answer prayers.  Someone prays to The Dark One and you send him a blessing or a dream or other sort of acknowledgement, even if it’s only to say ‘no’ and suggest another course.  Then, when someone prays to Mercury or Mars, you make sure they get nothing.  Not even a dial tone.  Static.  No, not even that.  Watch for those prayers and send them the feeling of being abandoned and lost.  Eventually, with prayers to you getting a response and any others causing nothing but an empty feeling broken only by anxiety, the other religions will die out.”

Yeah, but it will take years and years.  They might keep their old worship for a generation!  Maybe longer!  And they are not starting from scratch.  Jupiter exists!  He could show up!

“They might go on for a generation or two, but it will be constantly fading,” I pointed out.  “Besides, isn’t there a kind of inter-universal barrier?”

I wouldn’t call it a barrier, exactly, but yes.

“You have a hard time transferring power from one celestial plane to another, and this is a miniscule amount of energy by comparison.  The active worship among the locals can’t amount to much on this end, to say nothing of what it’ll be like in another world.  How hard is it to notice from the far side?”

Across universes?  What they’ve produced so far wouldn’t miraculously heat a cup of coffee.

“So, it must be hard to perceive at all.  And I’m sure you can damp it down, jam it, or block it.”

Hmm.  Yes, I suppose I could, but it’s going to be a job.  Blocking it will require an expenditure of my own energies, here, in the Rethvan planes.  My energies will have to cancel out their prayers.  It’ll take real effort on my part.

“Is there any way to absorb—” I broke off as a sudden idea exploded.  It was brilliant.  It was perfect.  It would annoy my altar ego something dreadful, but he’d get over to it.  After all, I was being helpful.  What was he going to do?  Say he didn’t want my help?

“I know exactly what to do,” I continued.  “I’ve got this covered.  I’ll fix it.”

“Fix it”?

“I know a lot about how celestial energies work.”

Uh… what do you mean by “fix it”?

“I’ve had a brilliant idea.  Genius, really.  I can make the blocking effort much less difficult for you.”

Oh, good.  And what do you mean by “fix it”?

“You’ll see.  I’ve got things to do tonight, but I’ll get right on it tomorrow.”

I’m so pleased.  Could I persuade you to explain how you plan to “fix it”?

“Maybe, but it’ll be easier to show you.”

I am strangely uncomfortable with the idea of you “fixing” this.

“Why?”

Because your genius ideas sometimes have horrific ramifications!

“Sometimes,” I agreed.

Grumbling, he let it go.

Bronze delivered me to the Imperial Palace and I went inside.  At last, I had a project to work on I actually looked forward to.

But, for tonight, I had other things on my mind.

I spent the night in the palace, up in the west tower, keeping an all-seeing eye on the city.

Well… a pretty alert eye.  Actually, I mostly listened.  What for?  Screams, audible and/or psychic.  I would have stood on top of the tower and brooded darkly over my nighttime city, but I had a whole setup inside to help me listen for trouble.

Tamaril had people, in the ballpark of twenty thousand or so.  The vast majority were random pairings.  Each one consisted to two strangers, a man and a woman, spending the day together and possibly the night.

Out of several thousand potential problems, how many do you think developed?  A hundred?  Five hundred?  Maybe a thousand?

Two.

The vast majority of the people in Tamaril were only too happy to have someone to talk with.  Where’s the granary?  Where do people live?  Have you ever seen the gods before?  Where can someone get a drink around here?  And other questions, far too many to mention.

I would have to import more beer.  The ladies had established a brewery, but it was totally inadequate to the new demand.  There were vineyards, too, but there’s a longer lead time on wine.

Both of the unpleasant incidents where I intervened were short and to the point.  There were no screaming histrionics, no snappy one-liners.  Since I homed in on screams, direct movement was faster.  Taking the time to magically locate them, scry on them, lock on, and open a gate would actually take more time than moving at the speed of dark.

For the record, I don’t usually approve of crucifixion.  I’ve been crucified, so I know what I’m talking about.  But, when in Rome—or dealing with Romans—nailing the offenders up in the Plaza of the Arch seemed appropriate.

Twice.  Only twice.  Everyone else paid at least a little attention when they were the subject of the Councils of the Gods.  As a result, they listened to their local guides and was acceptably well-behaved.  There were definitely slaps to the face or the equivalent, but no other incidents.

I considered this a major victory.  Of course, I already removed the absolute worst when I searched the spirits of the men in Mesopotamia.  Think of it as evolution in action.  The rest weren’t saints; they were soldiers.

About four in the morning, I called Velina.  I’m used to a portable phone.  She isn’t.  Her new communicator is an enchanted earpiece, quite decorative, that curls down the back of her ear before coming up underneath and into the ear canal.  In other worlds, it might be regarded as a Renaissance faire design of a Bluetooth earpiece.  Here, it was custom-fitted jewelry designed not to come off without effort.

“Busy?” I asked.

“Not at all.”

“Any problems?”

“I do not know.  Everyone is indoors.  No one is on duty.”

“You gave everyone the night off?”

“No.  You did.”

“Ah.  Fair point.  How’s our distribution?  Do we need more men or women?”

“We have perhaps twenty women with no one to guide.  Aside from those, the women who were interested in men have all taken responsibility for guiding one.  Are they required to keep the first one they found?”

“Nope.  They can sort themselves out however they please.  But the numbers of them—they’re pretty much okay?”

“I believe so.  Another hundred or so would provide a better selection.”

“I’m sure there are skilled trades we still lack.  I’ll go buy experts.  Right now, I have to pop back to the stations and do more god-work.  Tomorrow, though, I’d like a list of the frequently asked questions nobody can answer.”

“Before the address at noon?”

“Yep.  Thank you in advance.”

“You may leave it in my hands.  Are we providing lunch?”

“Yes.  The urns are still in the arena area.  Let everyone in, make sure the doors are open, and let them sit anywhere they like.  I already uncorked the entrance on the Street of the Sun.”

“What of your prisoner?”

“What prisoner?”

“Junius Decimus Brutus.”

“Oh, that idiot.  He’s not a prisoner.  He’s a petulant child confined to his room.  Pretend it never happened.  If he insists on whining about going home, let him.  Maybe he can persuade malcontents and idiots to go with him.  If they want to go looking for Rome, they can walk away from the Edge until they hit the other one—or walk off it, for all I care.  And good riddance.”

“As you wish.”

“Anything on your end?”

“I have nothing to complain about.”

“But is there anything you want?” I insisted.

“We need more wine and beer, I think.”

“I thought we might.  I’ll also get more extensive brewing equipment.”

With Tamaril in good order, I got busy rummaging around in my angel parts bin.  I played with the radioactive Tinker Toys for a while and sorted out what I needed.

Once I had most of the celestial work sorted out, I fetched Dusty out to the Flatstation.  I showed him what I made and he was about as pleased as I expected.

“You built what?”

“Think of them as templates.”

He looked in through the protective glass with an expression I’d say was equal parts horror and admiration.

“Templates,” he repeated.

“Sure.  I had a lot of angel parts lying around.  It wasn’t hard to assemble a basic framework and imprint it with rudimentary characteristics.  These are tuned for specific energy patterns.”

“Have I mentioned how much it bothers me you have angel parts ‘lying around’?”

“No, you only mentioned it bothers you, not how much.  Since you aren’t making a big deal out of it, it can’t be a lot.  Besides, didn’t I make you a crown?”

“That’s for Rethven.”

“Yeah, and it’s useful.  These templates should also be useful.”

“How, dear Doktor Frankenstein, are these supposed to be useful?”

“First off, it’s pronounced ‘Frahnkensteen.’  Second, calm down.  You’re the one who gave me the idea.”

Dusty started to explode, reconsidered, and swallowed what he was about to say.  I wondered about his blood pressure.  Is it even an issue for avatars?  Do they need to worry about cholesterol?  Arterial plaque?  Anemia?  Anything?  Or are they miraculously healthy?

I would wonder how they taste, but I already know.  Spicy.

“Fine,” he gritted.  “Please, do go on.”

“We once had a discussion about capturing gods and using them as power sources.  These simplest ones are really nothing but tuned antennae, drawing in any prayers on their frequency.  Jupiter, Mars, Venus, Vesta, Minerva, Vulcan, the lot.  With these templates acting as energy attractors on Rethven’s celestial plane, they’ll attract any prayers from the existing worshipers.  There will be less energy radiating out of the Rethvan celestial plane because they’ll suck it up.  This should lower its signature, make it less noticeable from other energy planes, possibly even indetectable.

“With the rectifier tacked on—there, at the end, see?—The signature of the prayers—the tuning to the specific god—should get washed out, leaving only straight celestial energy.  I doubt you’ll get much out of them, but that’s not the point.  The chances of Rethven being noticed by the Roman pantheon goes from one in ten thousand to one in a hundred million, or whatever.”

I grinned at him, which I seldom do.  It’s the teeth.  But this was an occasion for grinning.  I was proud of my invention.

“What do you think?” I asked, after he had a moment to think it over.  “Worthwhile?”

“Yes,” Dusty said.  I could tell he hated the idea.  “This is your idea to, as you put it, ‘fix it’?”

“Yup.”

“And these?” he asked, gesturing to the other set of bolted-together celestial constructs.  “These are much more complicated.  Since they’re in the same containment bay, I assume they’re related?”

“In a way.  They’re in the same containment bay because I only have one workroom for IKEA angels.  But you’re right.  They are related, but they’re designed for another problem.”

“Oh, joy.  I am overwhelmed with delight.”

“I can see that.  Do you want to know what they do?”

“No, but that won’t stop you.”

“A healthy attitude,” I told him.  “Besides, you’ll need to supervise them.”

“Supervise?  Like keeping an eye on the automated processes in the server room?”

“Not exactly.”

“Supervise them how?  Be specific.”

“Like a garden, sort of?”

“Go on.”

“These constructs should operate like a lattice, like the sort for vines to grow on.  Or maybe more like the nucleating agent prompting crystal formation.  These are tuned to what I can recall of the main gods of Rethven.  These can draw in power along the patterns required for god formation.  As you do miracles and encourage the worship of the gods we know will someday exist, these will draw more and more power in until the framework, like a skeleton, develops enough flesh to survive on its own.”

Dusty stared at the glowing forms.  They weren’t skeletons, of course.  They looked like what I remembered of the Rethvan gods I’d met.

“I don’t like it.”

“What’s the matter?  Won’t it work?”

“The antenna idea isn’t… well, it’s not a bad idea,” he grudged, “but these framework things… they’re… zombie robot angel constructs!  These are… are…”

“Haunting?”

“That’s one word for it!  And you’ve got a dozen!  Handling one minor deity is bad enough!”

“It shouldn’t be that hard,” I reasoned.  “They’ll take a while to wake up, won’t they?”

“Will they?  Once you start energizing them—once they start being energized, I should say—they’ll sit up and dance around the celestial plane! You’ve done most of the initial formation work up front, rather than allowing it to happen organically.  That doesn’t mean they’ll be smart—not yet—but they’ll have actual forms.  Do you have any idea how hard it will be to ride herd on a flock of proto-deities?”

“A flock?  I think those are followers.  Angels are choirs.  What’s the term for several gods?  A pantheon?”

“That is not the point!  They outnumber me and will require constant supervision!”

“You did it in Tauta.”

“No.  That was entirely different.  Those were big, dumb things I stayed away from!  At best, I could get a whip and a chair and make them leave me alone.  This is more like putting me in charge of a nursery.  No, a kindergarten!”

“Sounds like it’s your turn to play father figure.”

“But I don’t want to be a single father!” he sputtered.

“No problem!  Eri has been toughening up.  I’m sure Eri is at least as useful as an elder child.  There you go!  I’m even providing a babysitter.”

“But—but—!”

“What’s wrong?  I made your life a whole lot simpler.  You’ve got antennae for the inappropriate forms of worship so you don’t have to expend your own power to hide it or cancel it out.  You, personally, can answer prayers with dreams and visions even if they aren’t meant for you.  You have the beginnings of a ready-made pantheon.  I’m even loaning you a live-in babysitter.  What’s not to love?”

“It’s a ton of work!”

I caught Dusty’s eye and held it.  I didn’t say anything.  I held his eyes with mine and silently dared him to complain about having to work.  He looked at me and his expression of disgust faded rapidly into dawning comprehension, followed by horrified realization.

“Eri freaks me out,” he muttered, finally, as he looked away.  “All these artificial angel zombie babies do, too.”

“So, you don’t want me to help?”

He almost said he didn’t.  Almost.

“I guess I… I guess I can try it.  See if it works.”

“Good.  I’m glad.  Let me know if you come up with any more decades-long projects requiring my genius, time, attention, and potentially fatal risk.”

“Whoa!  Hold on!  How am I supposed to get these… these… get these into the Rethvan celestial plane?”

“I’ll bring them with me and shift them up in the morning, like I did with the eyeball headdress.  You’ll pick a good spot to start, won’t you?”

“I’ll need prep time before I have to deal with rampaging toddlers.”

“Don’t we all.  Exit’s over there.  See you in the morning.”

Dusty grumbled, but headed off to get ready.  I turned back to my templates and did more fine-tuning.  A couple of dynamos wouldn’t hurt, either, to give them a head start.  At least those weren’t hard to come by.

I did not forget Velina’s request for spirits of the fermented sort.  Nor did I forget to feed and water the whole arena.  It wasn’t exactly a party, but it was a nice day out.  Everyone deserves a holiday, now and then, and His Unholy Majesty the Emperor was pleased to provide as long as they didn’t take it for granted.

I’ve got time, but I do need to figure out who to declare Emperor.  Right now, it’s not like this is a real empire—not yet, anyway.  Right now, the gods have graciously decided to let the humans live here and see if they thrive.  One deity, in particular, should become the patron deity of the Empire when it gets big enough to be an empire.  I pulled off a lot of magical illusions to lay groundwork for it, so when the outlying villages find themselves part of a larger whole, it shouldn’t be as bloody.

Damn.  Religious wars have raged over minor differences in doctrine.  On the other hand, by the time we have the potential for a crusade or jihad or whatever, we should have a Lady of Flame who can settle the question definitively.

I wonder.  Instead of conquering everything by sword and bloodshed, can we be a trading empire?  A political unit united by the desire for economic prosperity rather than military conquest?  Probably not, but it’s a nice idea.

But I still need to get off the hot seat.  Can we elect an Emperor?  Or maybe I can bestow a title by divine right.  How do I avoid doing the work of ruling an empire?  I’m not even supposed to be here!

The people of Tamaril circulated through the arena, the seating, and the passages in the stands.  Judging by some of the activity in darkened halls below the seating, I’d say the Empire would need priests sooner rather than later.  Most were mingling, looking over the crowd of strangers and talking a lot.

The soldiers were being surprisingly civilized and mannerly.  I have no doubt having the Dark One looking out from the deep shadows of the Imperial Box had something to do with it.  A low-grade psychic field also permeated the place, giving everyone the vague feeling someone was constantly watching.  It was easy to ignore, but impossible to dismiss.

I heard gossip about the Plaza of the Arch.  Not everyone had gone to see, but the cadavers were on display.  This led to questions about who they were and why they were there.  And the two ladies who knew why were not shy about explaining what happened, even if they were extremely shy about looking in my direction.

They saw what happened.  I wasn’t subtle at all.

Gnaeus came up and Velina let him in.  He removed his helmet and held it in the crook of one arm.

“Sir.”

“Gnaeus, is there anyone in earshot besides Velina?”

“No, sir.  Halar.”

“That’s better.  Join me.  Be seated.”

He approached, saluted, and settled into a Roman-style chair.  I had the fancy one.  Image is important.  Politics is as much—or more—about theater as it is about making good decisions.  It shouldn’t be, but it is.  You have to keep the peasants cowed or they start to wonder what makes a blood-sucking leech more special than they are.

Which is not to say anything bad about blood-suckers, necessarily.

“Velina gave me the list of questions,” I told him.  I gestured to the notepad on my knee.  “I’m working on a speech.  How are things with you?”

“I am well.  I, also, have questions.”

“I’m sure you do.  You’re in luck.  You get to ask me things directly.  What would you like to know?”

“Did we see the gods, yesterday?”

“Some of them.  It’s a side effect of all of them seeing you.  The Mother of Flame has spoken for you, so you will be looked after by Her.  I’ll do what I can to help Her.  At least until someone does something stupid enough.”

The question, Stupid enough to what? crossed his mind, but he didn’t ask it.

“And we are to live here?  We will never see Rome again?”

“That’s what I said.”

“I apologize.  There is still some… not ‘doubt,’ exactly.  We have seen the moons rise and know there has been a change in the world.  There are those who wonder if it is for the better.”

I sighed and put my papers on the little stand next to me.

“Gnaeus, it was always my intention to bring you here.  What the Parthians would have done to you was… less pleasant.  In your eyes, this isn’t perfect, I know, but—no, perhaps an example.  If you were sailing somewhere and a storm sank the boat, you could be alone in the ocean, clinging to driftwood, to die at sea.  Can you imagine such a thing?”

“All too easily,” he replied.  He swallowed.  I think he’s been on a ship at sea in a storm.

“If you were to wash up on the shore of a pleasant island—fruit trees, nice climate, springs of fresh water, animals to hunt—would you bemoan your fate?  Or would you complain how you didn’t wash up on a beach near your house?”

“I would be glad of any shore, and much more glad it was a pleasant one.  Yet, as time wore on, I would hope for further rescue and to see home again.”

“Yes, I know.  It’s a quality of mankind that it always wants more and better, but seldom is it willing to work for either.  Sometimes I despair of you.  I have bought you, moved you, and turned you loose in a city.  It is now your home.  If you don’t like it, leave.”

“I will not.”

“I apologize,” I said.  “I did not mean to be so sharp, and especially not with you.  If the rest are a bunch of ungrateful bastards who don’t know when they’re well-off, they can walk away and never come back.  Whereas you, personally, are welcome to come or go, as you choose, because I am already convinced of your worth.”

“I do not understand.”

“You are a free man, Gnaeus Lucilius Nerva.  And you are now appointed Legatus Legionis.  You command the legion—all my legions in this world, although I have but one legion of men, for now.  I have chosen you to be the Imperial General, Field Marshal, Supreme Commander, whatever you want to call it, because you are experienced, competent, and I trust you.  You may surrender your title at your convenience, of course.  You are a free man and can do as you please.”

Gnaeus sat rigidly in his chair, coming to grips with a sudden change of status and rank.  I could almost hear his thoughts racing ahead to the future responsibilities and possibilities.  I did hear his thought begin with, But I am not part of a noble class!  He choked it off before it could reach his lips.  This wasn’t Rome, and there was no higher authority than the man(?) sitting not three feet away from him.

“You are generous to me,” he said, finally.

“I’m glad you think so.  Please help me explain to the rest of the men they are stuck here.  Not in Tamaril; they can run away any time they take it into their heads.  I won’t stop them.  I also won’t take them back.

“But try to make them understand.  They cannot reach Rome from here, nor any land they may think familiar.  Running away would be stupid, especially since I’m about to hand out farmland to anyone who wants it.

“Which reminds me,” I added.  “Have you decided whether or not you want your wife to join you?”

“I have been too busy to even consider it!”

“I can imagine.  Take your time.  As for the city, what do you need?  And what do you want?”

“We—the men, I mean.  We are well-provided for, it would seem.  There is some confusion about what we are to do, however.  The word from the—” he broke off as he glanced at Velina.  “Our guides tell us we have no enemies.”

“Not entirely true, but close.  No formal enemies.  There are monsters abroad in the land.  Rather than appoint individual heroes to go out and slay them, I feel it wiser to pierce them with a thousand javelins before we hack them to bits with a thousand swords.”

“These monsters can be slain with steel?”

“Steel, fire, swords, darts, nets—but they are dangerous beasts, full of fangs and claws and venom.  I will be seeking further help in this regard as soon as I can arrange it.”  I tapped the papers.  There were a number of items on the top page.  A few of them had check marks.  I’d been thinking hard about What Comes Next.

“And this great city—Tamaril?”

“Yes.”

“It was once the heart of an empire as great as Rome?”

“It has been created to be such a thing.  It is not.  Not yet.  Cities may rise and fall, but it is the people who define an empire.”

“I think we can create an empire,” he said, cautiously.  “Not today.  But it can be done.”

“Before you speak too quickly, be aware I intend to let any soldier retire, if he wishes to.”

“Eh?”

“I said I was about to hand out farmland.  Many of them have skills they would rather use here, in the city.  Some may already have chosen wives—or been chosen as husbands.  If they have an occupation they would rather pursue, they will be encouraged to do so.”

“But what of the legion?  There are many whose skills we will need!”

“And you shall have skills.  Trust me, Gnaeus.  While I sit on the throne, you will never lack for equipment or supplies.  If there is no one in the legion who possesses the skills you require, I will see to it you either gain someone, or someone you already have is taught all they must know.  In these two things, you may come to me and say, ‘We need this,’ and I will give it to you.”

“I believe you.  But your words imply you intend to let women serve as auxiliaries to the army?  Skilled labor, rather than…” he trailed off.  Velina looked at him with an arched eyebrow.  He looked straight ahead and didn’t acknowledge her expression.

“While there are relatively few women who would qualify to serve in a combat role,” I said, “they can be as brilliant and skilled—perhaps more so—in related fields.  I promise you.”

“I do not question it, but there are difficulties whenever there are women in a military camp.”

“We’ll see what can be done.  Perhaps they will form support units.  Perhaps we will find ways to convince people to avoid these difficulties of which you speak.  I feel certain castration will reduce the number of offenses.”

“Yes, sir!”

“Glad to hear it.  If it doesn’t work out, that’s fine, too.  We shall see.  What else do you need?”

“Housing and billeting assignments.  We’re all guests in someone’s house.”

“Ah.  That’s my fault.  I didn’t show you where the barracks and parade ground are.  It’s been a busy couple of days.  Velina, will you show him?”

“Of course.”

“And,” I added, “before you say it, we’re getting another shipment of wine and beer,”

“I’m relieved to hear it,” Gnaeus replied.

“Happy to help.  Have you been to the big dome?”

“No.”

“I’m not sure anyone has.  You may wish to go there and burn something on the altar within, as a sign of thanks, and offer up a prayer of gratitude.  The Lady of Flame likes that sort of thing.”

“What do we do to thank you?” he asked.

“Say the words.”

“Thank you?”

“See?  Wasn’t that easy?”

“Is that all?  Simply saying the words?  It seems a poor sacrament.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose as I considered how to answer.  It wasn’t out of frustration, but out of a deep concern about how to phrase it.  Everything I said was likely to be part of the foundation of a local religion.  Caution was called for.

“Gnaeus, all living things are sacraments to me.  You live your brief little lives and worry about which gods favor you.  Perhaps your career as a soldier is your first concern, or the wealth in your purse, or the number of your lovers.  And for these things you make sacrifice to my fellow gods and offer up your prayers.  But, at the end of your span of days, you become the sacrifice.  All living things are mine, from the first flowers of Spring to the greatest lords of men… eventually.  Yet few thank me for the service I do.  I am feared—and sometimes rightly so.  Not loved.  Not revered.  Not even liked.  I am the darkness beyond your end, into which all must journey.  I take out of this world anyone and anything I choose, which makes sacrifices seem pointless—I can take!  As a result, no one ever brings offerings to me, with sincere goodwill or affection.  The simplest thanks, freely given, will be sufficient, Gnaeus, and much more than I generally receive.

“Now go talk with Velina.  Elsewhere.  I’m still working out what to say and how to say it.”  I rearranged my notes as he rose, dipped down to one knee, rose again and departed.


Politics

One of my chief concerns was how much unfamiliarity, how much strangeness to hit the new arrivals with.  Everyone was already transplanted to a whole new world.  They already saw the gods debating their worthiness.  That was quite a lot to deal with already.

How much of their society and government did I want to toss over the Edge?  Did I want to adopt the rules of the Republic?  Did I want to modify them?  Or did I want to assume the full powers and title of the Imperial God-King and dictate whatever I felt like as I went along?  Or was there an acceptable—a workable—middle ground?

The problem, as I saw it, was the way people tend to try and gain a personal advantage by looking for loopholes.  You make a rule and, if they follow it, they either follow it to the letter or look for wiggle room in the wording.  If a rule says you can’t eat fish on Friday, they can quite reasonably point out whales are mammals, not fish, and under this technicality you can have all the whale steaks you want.  If the rule says you can’t sell apples, they’ll sell napkins—with a free apple included with each napkin purchase!  And this scales up from the kid’s lemonade stand to government agencies.

It’s not only the politicians who are corrupt.  Or, rather, politicians are corrupt because they’re people.

This is another sort of paradox.  The only people fit to lead are people who want what’s best for everyone, not only for themselves.  If you put people in charge who only want more money, more power, and more privilege, the business of running a nation in an efficient, productive manner tends not to be top priority.  But if you have someone in a position of power, it tempts them, even if it’s only the fact they get used to having power.  Ultimately, to one degree or another, power corrupts.  The only people to be trusted with power are people who cannot be corrupted—and there aren’t any.

I want Lensmen.  I haven’t found any.  I think the Arisians are blocking me.

The only thing I’ve found to minimize this corruption problem is when someone is forced into a position of power.  They didn’t seek it.  They actively did not want it.  They tried to avoid it.  But no, they had it thrust upon them.  This works for a while, but they either quit the job or they learn to like it.  Quitters put you back where you started.  The ones who learn to like it can be as bad as anyone who fought to be elected.

Except…

Hmm.

People have a tendency to behave better when the boss is watching.  You may fly paper airplanes in your cubicle and do your online grocery shopping on company time.  You may catch a brief nap under someone’s car while pretending to do an oil change.  But when the boss comes out of his office and sticks his nose into what’s actually going on, it’s important to look busy and delete your browser history.

I’ve got the Mother of Flame, played by the Father of Darkness, to fill that role.  Of course, he will have to wear both hats for a while.  I don’t like it, but when dealing with bratty children, there are times you need both the carrot cake and the stick.

As soon as I can abdicate the throne in favor of an Emperor—the executive branch of the government—I can turn the world over to my altar ego.  He can keep an angelic eyeball on politicians and their corruption, smiting them out of hand when necessary.  It should have a strong positive influence on the rest to know that a god will punish you here and now for your sins.  Not later, in a distant day after you finally shuffle off this mortal coil.  You’ll be a good example or a horrible warning, and you get to watch the other horrible warnings while you make up your mind.

Crap.  They need a government.  Rather, they need to define their government.  Right now, it’s me and whatever cultural norms they have.  They need a constitution, or articles of imperium, or something.

Civic responsibility and competence aren’t things you find in the average citizen.  Most people have a hard time looking past their own personal issues.  Most of the rest can’t see past their close family and friends.  Comprehending and pursuing the good of an entire nation is so far beyond most people’s capabilities you may as well not bother looking.

There are a bunch of reasons I hate politics, and all of them are people.

Velina didn’t establish any sort of self-government while she was running Tamaril.  She’s been leading them.  She does have a staff of people she trusts to help her.  I’m not surprised at any of this, given the way the Houses organized things.  She’s following the pattern she grew up in.

The immigrants started off as Romans.  I’ve switched their world around a lot.  Giving them something familiar to cling to might be a good idea.  But how many of them were from the Republic era?  I wasn’t keeping track of that.  How well will they cope with an Imperial government?

Which immediately leads me to more questions.  If we have an Emperor, do we also need a Senate?  Yes, I think we do.  There should be conflict within the government to keep it from running at high speed.  Every government needs built-in resistance to the creation of laws.

But having a Senate to balance the Emperor leads to a much larger can of worms.  Who forms the first Senate?  How many senators are there?  How long does a senator last?  How long is a term?  Are there term limits?

I already have a headache and I’m not even eyeballing anyone’s spirit, yet.

At first blush, I’m thinking we have a smallish community, so we need a smallish Senate.  Picking a number out of the air, I’ll take seven.  Let’s also have them serve seven-year terms, but stagger them.  One senator is up for re-election every year.  Later, when we have more senators, we can add them in groups of seven.  One-seventh of the Senate is up for re-election every year.  It lends stability and still allows for change.

Term limits?  Maybe.  I’ll have to think about it.  Or maybe… if I can find seven honest men—by which I mean men and women—they can be the Senate and they can author the imperial charter!  I might give them hints, possibly even a list of questions the charter has to address, but they could then invent their own government.

At the arena, I explained parts of this to the assembled people of Tamaril.  I did not go into the thought processes behind any of it.  I laid out only the broad strokes of what to expect over the next year or so.  They listened carefully, being huge fans of politics.  I suspect they wanted to understand the rules very clearly so they could find clever ways to use them.

I’m such a cynic, I should get myself a lamp.

I explained, gave them answers to the questions I’d been presented—the legion will kill monsters and defend the people.  The Empire will expand as necessary, along with the legion.  Rome doesn’t exist here, so go look for it if you like, but you’re wasting your time.  The old gods are also gone; you have two with which you should concern yourselves.  And so on.

Remaining in the legion was optional.  Five-year veterans would be allowed to retire and given a farm.  Anyone with less than five years was also free to quit, with thanks and a wave goodbye.

I finished with a simple, “I have spoken,” and flooded the booth with a darkness spell.  The front face of the darkness receded, like a wall sliding backward. I went with it.

I read the statement to them, but I wasn’t going to take questions after the press conference.  While the Divine Emperor rules, His Word is Law.

I feel grimy even thinking it.


Larger Concerns

Okay, let’s see…

Velina and Gnaeus are working on Tamaril.  Velina has a good reputation with the women, Gnaeus is in charge of the military—meaning the men.  Both of them are damn competent.  Competent enough to have established a chain of command to handle a lot of the legwork.  I’ll hear from them when they need me.  Velina and Gnaeus have recommendations about the first senators.  I’ll look over their recommendations later.

Ice giants?  Still in the north.  No doubt plotting something awful, but they’re pretty quiet.  No new winterspikes and no new attempts at snuffing the sun.  They did finally manage to shoot down the other drones, but I’m not surprised.  Nigh-invisible death from above is something you want to stop at all costs, so I’m sure they devoted a lot of their racial efforts to it.

Still, the lack of winterspikes was good.  The ice giants didn’t seem to be in a hurry to invade the warmer regions to the south, either.  Maybe they were stumped for ideas.  I was fine with that.  And while I still need to do something about their too-large population—something besides a million drones in an all-out attack, I mean—the ice giants aren’t a priority.  It’s not like they’re going to sneak up on the Empire.  It’s eternal Spring here, and the walk would melt them before they made it halfway.

The seasons, though—dang it, I still need to work out a way to have the sun shift back and forth along that gutter in the Firmament…

Or do I?

Back up.  Did I ever actually sit down and measure the change in arc in the sky?  I don’t remember.  I might not have.  It’s not like I was shooting for a lot of scientific rigor about how the nutty astrophysics of flat worlds produced seasons.  I might have assumed having a gutter in the sky meant the sun wobbled back and forth.  What if it has a periodic intensity?  A brighter sun in summer, a dimmer sun in winter—this would account for seasonal changes.

Damn it!  Now I’m going to have to climb into my headspace and go through all my notes to see if I ever confirmed how the Rethvan seasons work!

Okay, no, I don’t think I conducted observations to prove the sun’s arc changed angle.  I can’t be a hundred percent sure, since I can’t go down into the basement and search through the really detailed records.  There’s only so much I can keep up here in the study, after all.  I got the impression of how the seasons worked from the memories of my ghosts in Zirafel.  I don’t know how they knew, but enough of them knew it for it to be clear to me.

As a counter-argument, could they have been wrong?  There was a time when everyone on Earth knew it was flat.  What if the citizens of Zirafel only thought the seasons were caused by a change in arc?  Could it have been a change in intensity and they all believed otherwise?

No.  No, I’m trying to rationalize my way out of a complicated job.  Altering the solar intensity would create seasons and be simple to set up, but it can’t be the way Rethvan seasons work.  Anyone with brains enough to pound a stick into the ground and mark the line of shadow at the solstices could prove the sun shifted course.

Or, no, forget sticks.  Standing stones.  Someone’s going to erect a bunch of standing stones, someday.  There’s no reason to do so if the sun always follows the same path.  And the Street of Summer is supposed to be in line with a solstice, not the equinox!  I may have to nudge the cities a bit once I get this set up.

Damn it.  I don’t want to go back down there.

Okay, what was I doing before I had to review the seasons?  My to-do list.  Right.  The future Empire is playing catch-up.  Ice giants are on hold.  I need to establish seasons.  My altar ego is establishing the gods.  I have eco-boxes shifting in more varieties of animals.  I need to check on my forestry projects.  Frost giants.  Tuva.  Maybe orku and galgar, now that I think of them.  I need to make a list of what Earth cultures to kidnap, too.

Do I need to shift in big chunks of Earthly ecosystems?  No, I don’t think so.  I’ll save it as a possibility if things aren’t going well.

What else?

Dragons.

Damn.  I’ll save those for later!

I also need to plug the bigger holes in the Firmament to keep out the bigger demons.  This should help with the next item:  Monsters.  Hybrid monsters aren’t that big of a problem to an organized, alert company of soldiers.  We probably need to capture examples for the arena, for training purposes.  I’ll suggest it to Gnaeus.

The bigger issue is any Thing smart enough to avoid sunlight and breed with—or infect?—local animals.  I don’t want to have to go hunting for those Things, but I can get my altar ego to…

Arrrgh.

My altar ego is going to be busy as a one-horned buck in mating season.  He’s got his baby gods.  I’m going to have to come up with a better way to keep a thousand eyes on the whole damn world!

I shifted to the Spherestation.  Time doesn’t go by so fast, there.  I could think and maybe even come up with an inspiration.

I walked around the Spherestation, occasionally accompanied by Oscar.  I checked on the park deck and the garden deck.  No prevnyt.  I think we’re clean.

I also strolled through the rest of the station.  Not deliberately.  Not methodically.  I went for a walk, thinking.  And I noticed something.

A lot of the Spherestation is like the Flatstation.  The design, the architecture, it’s all the same.  It’s stark and utilitarian and sometimes even elegant.  It’s all built for strength, but where the strength won’t be compromised, it’s also graceful.  This description fits most of the Spherestation and every square inch of the Flatstation.  You can immediately tell the difference, though.  On the Spherestation, the floors all curve, up or down, depending on the gravity.  The Flatstation is flat, like most terrestrial buildings. 

But I’ve included things for Velina—or she’s imported them herself—that I didn’t add to the Flatstation.  The library is a long hallway, running in a circle around one deck of the Spherestation, holding a smattering of globes and chairs.  It’s completely lined in heavy wooden shelves, hiding the steel.  The only oddity to it is the way it constantly feels as though you’re on top of a hill; the station curves down in both directions.

The Spherestation also has carpets and rugs and different flooring—tile, wood, and so on.  It has lighting fixtures of various sorts, depending on the room.  Brightness for the workout rooms, soft light for the living and dining areas, and so on.  All these things are elements of good design.

In other places, though, Velina’s hand is very much in evidence.  I didn’t bring in the painting of the two samurai.  I didn’t install the statue of… who is that, anyway?  I have no idea.  The living areas have wood-paneled walls and ceilings to hide the metal.  Ornamental pillars are here and there, depending on the room’s layout.  There are places where the walls have murals, which makes me wonder if she’s been practicing as an artist.  I don’t think she would bring in anyone without asking me first.  She’s had a lot of time to practice, though, and the paintings are quite good.

I didn’t do any of that.  Velina did, probably with help from Bronze.  Velina has been a student of magic for two hundred years, with access to resource-snatching shift-boxes.  I let her do anything she pleased with the Spherestation and paid no attention to the gradual changes.  All I ever did was add firmament spells when she asked me to add extra decks.

She made every area she touched more pleasant.  Homey.  Nice.  My areas of the Spherestation are featureless metal with rubberized deck coatings.  The Flatstation decks are generally punched steel.

What does it say about me that I never paid any attention?  I noticed a new rug, or a new picture hanging on the wall, but it was a gradual thing and I never… how to put this?  It’s not that I didn’t notice it, but I never paid it attention.  No, it’s more than that.  There’s a huge contrast between my Flatstation and her Spherestation, and I never noticed the difference.  Why not?  Because it was immaterial?  Because I didn’t care?  Because I had other things on my mind?  Or because I’m an uncultured swine?

I’m going to blame my Y chromosome.  Then it isn’t my fault.

But I did get some serious thinking done about Rethven.  The people-problems I have largely delegated to Velina and Gnaeus.  More will be delegated to the Senate, once I have one.  It’s everything else, from ice giants to ecosystems, where I feel anxious and uncertain.  I don’t have adequate intelligence.  Intelligence in the military sense, I mean.  I’m plenty intelligent, even if I am a fool.  No, I mean I need more information.

It seems like not so long ago my big goal in life was to stay the hell out of Rethven and let it run its course.  The plan was, in the final few minutes or hours or days before the Big Leap Backward, I could swoop in, have a conversation with my younger self, and make sure he went back as he was supposed to, thus closing the temporal loop.

Now history is screwed beyond recognition and I have to unscrew it, returning it to its original, pristine, virgin state.

This does not strike me as a pleasant realization.  I’m responsible for making the world turn out as I remember it, which means I have to know what the hell is going on in it.  And I do not.  I don’t know what’s going on.  Not in any useful sense, anyway.  I can’t watch a whole world at once!  My altar ego doesn’t do so well at it and he can split himself into many pieces.  He can pay attention to multiple things at the same time even if he’s not omniscient.  And he can watch more things, now, because I added auxiliary eyes.

Maybe I should get hold of him and see about a beta version of the Crown of Eyes.  No, I certainly should, but it won’t solve my problem.

I need more than someone peering at the world through a celestial veil.  I need to keep track of people, obviously—I need to spy on people—to understand what they need, what they want, and what I should do for them.

If I were a government, I would hate me already.

Oh, my.  I am a government.

Oh, no.  I’m a theocracy!

Imperial physicist professor vampire wizard theocrat tyrant.  My life keeps getting weirder.

All right.  I still have a lot to do.  What do I do first?

Monsters.  I feel the chaos hybrids are a bigger deal—or will become a bigger deal—than I want them to be.  Chaos-made Things are breeding with the local animals and producing monsters.  These hybrids are not restricted to the far north, thousands of miles away.  They need to be curtailed before the monster population gets out of hand.  I think these hybrids have a hard time getting friendly enough to reproduce among themselves, so a scorpion-tailed, carnivorous camel isn’t going to lay a clutch of fifty eggs and become a real problem.  No, the real problem is—are?  is.—the Things mating with mundane animals.  Those will keep producing more.  The soldiers can deal with regular monsters, but creatures from the Void may be out of their league.  Those Things need to be nipped in the bud and in the brainstem.  Hunting those Things down needs to happen sooner than later.

Fortunately, I know a guy.  It would be prudent to leave all my iron and steel at home, though.  Velina, Gnaeus, and my altar ego can handle the Empire for a little bit while I pay him a visit.


Make Him An Offer

The route I took went through a cave and out into the daylight.  The sun hadn’t moved from the position I remembered, about fifteen degrees above the horizon.  Opposite, the moon—or, rather a moon—hung in the same position.

Did it ever change phase?  Or was it always the same?  I suppose I shouldn’t look for what I call sense in a magical world, and certainly not here.  I think it was a new moon the last time I visited.  Now it was nearly full.

I worked my way down the path, along the cliff face, careful on the switchbacks.  The rocky ground was sometimes slippery where it came closest to the waterfall.  I decided going for a careful walk was better than going for a plummet.

What did the gnome say about this place?  The mountain was the Cloudtop?  Cloudpeak?  Cloudcap!  Cloudcap Mountain.  And the rough stones by the waterfall’s pool weren’t standing stones.  They were a dolmen.  The Dolmen of… hang on, I know this.  I knew this.  It’s in here, somewhere, guarded by the paper cuts of memory.

Dolmen of Crego.  See?  Told you I knew it.

On the way down, I wondered who or what a Crego was.  A person?  Or a place?  Like the capitol of a nation, could there be a Dolmen of Crego?  Or was it Crego’s personal Dolmen?  And wasn’t a dolmen more like shelter?  It needed vertical stones, sure, like the ones down below, but a dolmen should have a big, flat rock on top to form a sheltered space underneath.

Faerie creatures.  What can I say?  All I know about the place I learned from a gnome who was desperately trying to get rid of me without being rude.  I suppose I can’t really blame him.

Where the mountainside gave way to hilly land, the pathway reversed one last time and led toward the big rocks.  It forked to follow the edge of the waterfall’s pool and then the river while the smaller branch led to the standing stones.  I debated internally for a moment, but decided to head for the rocks, first.  At worst, it would be a dead end.  The other path might take me miles and miles, only to discover I needed to go back to where I started.  Better to check now.

The rocks were big things, twice my height above ground and no telling how far below.  Several other big rocks lay among them, scattered.  I walked around it, looking them over.  If this was a special circle, I didn’t see why.  It didn’t seem as if the sun ever moved, so it couldn’t be a sundial or a calendar.  It didn’t have a different magical aura from the surrounding area.  It was a pile of rocks with some of them standing up.

Behind me, the sound of the waterfall changed.  I turned around.

A giant emerged from the waterfall.  Big nose, no eyebrows, heavy brow ridge, long, scraggly beard to match his hair, enormous, outsized shoulders, a bit of a hunchback, arms stretching down to his knees, knots of bulging muscle everywhere, and a loincloth big enough to make a hammock.

I was in my armor, since it’s a good outfit for formal occasions in Faerie and doesn’t have any iron in it.  It doesn’t matter how tough your armor is if you turn to jelly inside it.  I know from experience how hard even a small giant can hit.  It’s all about the inertia versus the momentum.  I have ways to cope with inertia problems, but most people ooze out of their armor after one hit.

I wished for Firebrand.  And night.  And a rocket launcher.  But I left all my iron elsewhere, as bringing it could have been a serious breach of etiquette.  I should have made a special trip to pick up an alloy sword.  Or one made out of high-tech plastic.  Or something.

Faerie creatures, according to legend, were big on proper etiquette, although what constituted proper etiquette was a bit uncertain.  Would killing me be regarded as inappropriate behavior?  What might the penalties be?  Or were giants expected to eat travelers?

What the giant said was not immediately comforting.

“Fe, fi, fo, fum—” it declared, in a voice deep enough to be a well.

My first thought: You have got to be kidding me!

My second thought:  If you grind my bones, what kind of bread is it good for?

“—I smell the magic of he who comes!”

“That would be me,” I agreed, raising my faceplate as I backed away.  The giant loomed, as giants do.  It emerged from the waterfall’s pool.  The water was only about knee-deep, which meant I would immediately drown if I went in, as the bottom would be six or seven feet below the surface.  Knee-deep on a giant is easy to fathom.

“Who are you, stranger man?  Tell me now, quick as you can!”

“I’m called ‘Halar,’ and I’m looking for the Master of the Wild Hunt.”

“You say it so, but you’ll not go.  Nor the Huntsman shall you see until you perform for me these tasks of three.”

I felt a mild optimism.  This was potentially annoying, depending on the tasks, but not out of character for faerie creatures.  If I could get a guide, it might actually simplify my own task of finding the Hunter.

“What tasks?” I asked, cautiously.

“You stand amid my broken table.  Mend it, if you be able.”

The stones around me—the “table”—still had five legs, sort of, but nothing to go on top.  Looking more closely at the smaller rocks scattered around, they did have flat faces.  They were worn and somewhat lichen-crusted, but they might fit together.

I walked among the broken stones, marking rocky surfaces with my fingernails, humming as I worked.  I exercised extra caution.  The magical field was quite powerful, but it was slippery and hard to grasp.  It didn’t want to behave.  Instead of simply waving my hands and speaking, I went with actual inscribed lines, for the stability.

Once I had my spells running, I turned back to the giant.

“Okay.  We’ll let those run for a while.  What else you got?”

“Nothing more, human bore.  Do the deed and then proceed.”

“It’s in progress.  By the time I finish the other two, it might even be done.”

The giant looked disbelieving.

“No, no.  I’m serious.  I’m a wizard, not a random mortal wandering through a faerie portal.”  I snapped my fingers and produced a flash of purple.  Oops.  I’d intended to conjure a ball of light.  Well, energy is energy and it got my point across.

“As you say, so I do see.  Then we shall try for two of three.”

“Go for it.”

“A giant eats; it is our lot.  Bring to me a giant pot.”

I looked him over, gauging how big a pot he might need.

“Before I do this, I need more information.  Do you mean a big cauldron you can stand next to and stir?  Or do you mean something with a handle on either side, suitable for picking up and placing on a fire?”

“Either would be very fine, so long as then the pot be mine.”

“Coming up.”

“Go away and find my pot.  Return with it to this spot.”

“Oh, I won’t have to go anywhere.”

I didn’t have a good spot to chalk a circle, but I could cut one in the dirt with my fingernails.  Very handy, fingernails.  The circle had to be big, but I planned to use it as a shift-space, not a gateway.  Again, I took all due care and made sure it was done right.

Zap!  One giant-sized cauldron.  I even specified a bronze one, to avoid any iron issues.

“Task two, complete.  And, if you’ll note, the stone of your table is moving right along.  Nice, isn’t it?  Now, what’ve you got for number three?”

The giant was visibly displeased by this.  I think he wasn’t used to people performing any of the tasks he set.  If the table task was any indication, he never had anyone pass his little tests.

I had the peculiar feeling he ate them if they failed.  A sphinx did.  It could be the main reason he was getting annoyed with me.  A hungry giant is an angry giant.

“The task of which you ask of me shall be a riddle, and the riddle make three.”

“Works for me.”

“A table of stone before his home.  Water for his door and no more.  Now speak his name!  Or, if you say it not, you shall go into his pot!”

It was the Dolmen of Crego.  I had no other ideas.

“I’m guessing your name is ‘Crego.’  How’s that?”

The giant roared with frustration and kicked at the nearest standing stone, snapping it in two.  He picked up the now-fallen chunk of rock and swung it at me.

I wasn’t there.  I backed away even farther when I saw how this was going.  Whether I guessed his name correctly or not, I figured I would have a problem.  The only question was what sort of problem.  Faerie riddles aren’t my strong suit.  Getting into a rock-fight with giants isn’t really my area of expertise, either.

Enraged, he leaped toward me, two-handing the stone in an attempt to crush me under it.  I recalled something I once heard from a viksagi about fighting frost giants and wondered if it applied to all giants.

As he swung, I shot forward, between his legs, and applied a double handful of talons to the back of one of his knees.  I went for the tendons, claws out, like a boxer working the speed bag.  I was behind the giant—Crego, apparently—and clawing at him for only a moment before he whirled, slamming his rock down at me.  I threw myself back and out of the way as the rock cratered the earth between us.  I rolled to my feet and kept backing away, watching Crego and thinking about what to do next.

He paid me no attention, but turned the other way and limped to the standing stones again.  As he broke another one, I saw how this was going to go.  I didn’t like the idea of being a target for a giant throwing rocks.  So, while he was busy manufacturing ammunition, I hyperventilated, shifted into my highest daytime gear, and charged.  I plowed into the back of the same leg I’d hurt before and used it to stop my motion.  I also planted ten claws into his flesh at about head height—my head height—and ripped viciously into the muscle and tendon near the knee.

Finally, I got a result.  He cried out, roaring, as tendons finally parted.  I had to dig for them, and they were thick.  His leg failed him and he fell sideways.  I ran again, dragging claws down his calf and ankle, hoping to open up blood vessels on the way.  He kicked blindly with his other leg and missed, much to my delight.  Pity about the daytime, though.  The spray of blood was all over me.

We looked at each other across the intervening distance.  I half-crouched, breathing deep and hard, ready to move in any direction, my hands still dripping with giant blood.  Crego eyed me, considered the rock at hand, and chose to examine his wounds.  He was bleeding profusely, but I was pretty sure first aid would leave him alive, scarred, probably lame, and perhaps more considerate of travelers.

“You’ve obviated the need to finish rebuilding the table,” I said, raising my voice to be heard.  “After all, you attacked me.  And you’re the one who broke it when it was obviously in the process of being repaired.”

“I’ll have your bones and blood, one day.  I’ll crush you underfoot, make you mud, when next you pass this way!”

“I disagree, but thank you for the warning, Guido.”

He threw his rock at me.  I sidestepped.  Faerie creatures hate it when you mock their names.

“I take it you’re not going to tell me how to find the Hunter?”

The answer was a growl.  He fumbled for another rock.

“Yeah, I thought not.  I’m going to go now.  Have a nice day.”

His response was rude, crude, and vulgar, but at least it rhymed.  Mostly.  I will admit his observation about my luck wasn’t entirely wrong.

I skipped quickly up the little side-branch and back onto the main path.  I followed this, alert for meteor strikes.  He didn’t lob anything at me.  Too busy stopping the bleeding, probably.  I was fine with that.

Could I have simplified my life and simply summoned the Hunter?  Probably, but I wanted to ask a favor.  I wanted to negotiate a deal.  I wasn’t trying to bind him or command him.  And faerie creatures don’t like being dragged off at the whim of any random conjurer.  Going to find him might not be entirely necessary, but it was a good way to show I was serious about the negotiations.

The waterfall formed a pool and drained away in a small river.  The main path took me alongside the water.  The water wasn’t particularly wide, but it looked quite deep, with steep, earthy banks.  I resolved to find a bridge, if there was one, or continue to a ford.  I did stop to wash my hands and splash water over me.  Giant blood gets sticky as it dries.

After more searching and several miles, the trail was less rocky and more earthy, with forest on both sides of the river.  I realized the sun was higher up in the sky and the moon correspondingly lower.  This would be normal if I had gone farther, effectively changing time zones, or if the day was advancing normally.

I found a stick, put it upright in the ground, and marked the position of the shadow’s tip with a pebble.  I wasn’t in a great hurry.  Did the sun rise and set, here?  Or was my movement through the place greater than I thought?  I could see quite a bit of the path I’d followed, although not all of it.  I could see the mountain, too, towering into clouds, and the top of the misty waterfall.

The scream was a high-pitched thing, about on par with a dog whistle.  There are humans, usually small children, who would sort-of hear such a thing.  It would be more a sensation than a sound.  For me, it was a clear, definite noise, reminiscent of the sound a wineglass makes before shattering.  It was also a sound I’d heard before.

I sprang to my feet, blasted through a lot of undergrowth, and found myself looking at a pixie.  She was struggling in a large spiderweb, still screaming.  And well she might!—I say “she,” but I don’t know for certain if they have a gender.  They all look pretty much identical, and they look female to me.  I’m an unenlightened barbarian.  Sue me.—The reason for the scream was the spider, investigating the disturbance in its web.

It was a big spider, about the size of my head, not counting the legs.  The pixie was a bit above my eye level, but the web spread upward into the trees.  The spider was working its way down.

I pulled the pixie out of the web and took a step back.  The spider looked at me from maybe ten feet above while the pixie, still tangled in webbing, sobbed between my hand and my breastplate.

“Don’t do it,” I advised, looking at it eye to eyes.

“And why should I not?” it asked.  “It was trapped in my web!  It wears some of it, still!”

“Your claim isn’t without merit, I admit.  If you’re hungry, I will feed you.  But the only way you get the pixie is by going through me.”

The spider considered this.  It looked me over.  I don’t think it liked the armor.

“I will contest with you in three riddles,” it said.

“No.  I’ve had enough games with Crego.”

When a spider goes wide-eyed, it’s not kidding around.

“You passed his tests?” it asked.

“Sort of.  He didn’t like how I performed his three tasks, so he tried to eat me anyway.  I sent him back to his cave to lick his wounds.  I say the pixie is mine—but I’m willing to give you something in the pixie’s place.”

The spider regarded me intently.

“I am open to an offer.”

“What would you like?”

“Something warm and wriggling.  Something with hot, fresh blood.  Something with meat and bones!”

“Squirrel?”

“I’m tired of squirrel.”

“Rabbit?”

“Tender, juicy rabbit!  Yes!”

“Then be patient for a moment.  You’re a spider.  I know you can be patient.  It will take me a few minutes to get you one.”

“You’ll not leave with my prey before you pay!”

“I am being kind,” I informed it.  “Watch your tone.  You’ll get your rabbit.”

“You have no rabbit I can see.”

“But I will have.  Watch and you will have one.”

It eyeballed me intently.  I’m not sure there’s another way to describe it.

“Hey, you,” I said to the pixie.  “Can you hang on to my shoulder?  Or would you rather hide in a pouch?  I have to finish rescuing you from a spider.”

“Can I hide, please?”

I put her in a pouch, but didn’t click the plastic clasp.  She peeked, but held the flap closed.

It took me a few minutes of careful work, clearing and scratching on the ground.

“What are you doing?”

“You spin your webs,” I told it.  “I draw mine.  This is a version of my usual spell, but I need the additional focus since I don’t have a box and I don’t usually work with magic as slippery as one finds here.  One moment.”

I used my Ring of Many Gates as a seeker, found a mundane rabbit—not a local one!—and shifted it into the diagram.  It froze in place, startled at the sudden change in surroundings, and I picked it up by the neck.

This doesn’t work as well with other animals.  Rabbits often freeze in place, which makes them good targets.

“Will this do?” I asked, holding the rabbit.

It would.  With a mummified rabbit in the web, I walked away from a very happy spider.  I settled next to my makeshift sun tracker again and opened the pouch.

“You okay in there?”

“Yes, thank you.”

“Good.  Come on out.”

I drew the somewhat-sticky pixie out of the pouch, helped pull webbing from her, and let her sit on my hand.

“Do you know what a spiderweb is?” I asked.

“Yes.”

“Then why were you stuck in one?”

“They’re sticky.”

I sighed.

“Do big spiders often eat pixies?”

“Not more than once.”

“Why?  Are pixies poisonous?”

“No.”

“Then why don’t they eat pixies more than once?”

“You can’t eat someone twice.”

Sharp as marbles.  Delightful, but sharp as marbles.

“Maybe you can help me.”

“I love to help!”

“I’m looking for the Master of the Hunt.  Big guy, antlers growing from his head, usually has several dogs with him.  Heard of him?”

“Yes.”

“Where would I find him?”

“Wherever you and he both are.”

“I mean, where is he usually?”

“Hunting!”

“Where does he hunt?”

“Wherever the prey goes.”

I’d forgotten how hard it was to interrogate a pixie.  Or maybe I blocked it out.

“If you wanted to find the Master of the Hunt, how would you go about it?”

“I’d go to the Castle of Glass.”

“Why?”

“Because someone there would know how to find him.”

“That’s wonderful.  Is there a path I can follow to get there?”

“I don’t know.”

“Is there a bridge across this river?”

“Yes.”

“Where?”

“Near the waterfall.”

“I was just there.  I didn’t see a bridge.”

“That’s the one!”

“The bridge I didn’t see?”

“Yes.”

“Okay, why didn’t I see a bridge?”

“Because you can’t see the bridge.”

“Why can’t I see the bridge?”

“Because it can’t be seen.”

“Good reason.  Thank you very much.  You’ve been very helpful.”

“Thank you for saving me from the spider.”

“You’re welcome.  Please don’t fly into any more spider webs.”

“I will try.”

“Good.”

She fluttered into the air like a… well, like a pixie.  She zipped off into the woods—this time across the water and into the woods on the other side.

I examined my rock, stick, and shadow.  Not a trace of movement in all this time, as I expected.  Somehow, moving through the terrain had more effect on the state of day than it should.  Or the world was a very small place.  Regardless, it was definitely a place with peculiar cosmology.

I headed back up the path, looking for an invisible bridge.  More properly, I looked for disturbances in the water and along the shore.  There might be footings where the current changed without anything to suggest why.

On the way, I kept alert for fallen branches of any decent length.  With the forest set so far back from the road, I didn’t find any, but I didn’t want to break a limb off a tree.  You never know who might object.  The tree, for example.  A willow might weep, or it might whomp.  Hard to tell until you test it, and neither is a good result.

The bridge was difficult to find.  I had to settle for a shorter stick, which meant I had to stop and wave it through apparently-empty air with every step.  Step, whoosh.  Step, whoosh.  Step, whoosh.

Eventually, there was step, whack.

I probed around a bit more.  The bridge arched over the water and the path only led past it, not to it.  Not enough traffic to beat a path, presumably.  It was no more than three feet wide at the bank and had no rails.  Since the river there was wider than I’d like to jump over and deeper than I’d like to drown under, I eyed the invisible bridge with suspicion and distrust.  Crouching there and testing it by Braille, it felt like stonework, but nothing about this trip into Fairyland had gone smoothly.

Backing off, I found more sticks.  A few minutes later, I had a small fire going.  I cooked a handful of rich, moist earth until the fire burned out.  This left me with a mixture of dust and ashes.  I flung a cloud of this across the river on the upwind side of the bridge.  It settled on the bridge, creating a hazy outline.

Some of the cobble-sized stones had fallen out of the bridge, creating, effectively, potholes in the surface.  Walking across would almost certainly result in a stumble, with a broken ankle, broken leg, a sudden swim, or a combination.

I know spells for invisibility, but they’re difficult.  There’s always something not quite right about them.  This bridge was truly invisible.  I could look straight through it and never suspect a thing.  I studied it for a while, observing the way the magic worked, but I didn’t interfere with it.  It wasn’t a traditional spell.

Faerie magic.

So, rather than break a faerie spell, I fixed the bridge.

Sighing, I returned to the giant’s table.  Crego was nowhere to be seen, but the churned earth and the blood trail into the water implied he went back into his cave behind the waterfall.  He didn’t come out to argue with me about swiping broken rocks.  I made a couple of trips to lug stonework down to the bridge.

The rocks I brought weren’t enough to build a new bridge, but I didn’t need to.  My stolen stone had a pattern to follow to repair the existing one.  I knelt there, quietly meditating by the river, while earth and stone slithered across, following the downstream edge of the invisible bridge.  I maintained the spell manually, rather than leaving it to run.  It went faster with my concentration on it and it didn’t have a chance to slither away into any strange alternative.  Slippery magic wasn’t something I was used to.  I treated it with respect and caution.  Which, come to think of it, is a good attitude for everything involving the Land of Faerie.

With the bridge now widened by an inch or so, there was also a layer of stone along the top, mostly to fill in the potholes. I carefully crossed this semi-visible arch to the other side of the water.  Looking back, the whole bridge was visible, not only my resurfaced areas.  Figures.  If I went back over it, would the whole thing be invisible, or would it stay visible to me forever after?

Ahead, there was no obvious path through the forest. Of course there wasn’t a path.  Why should there be?  The road didn’t lead to the invisible bridge, so no road led away from it, either.  The bridge was invisible, so nobody used it.  It was both useful and inconvenient at once, which, come to think of it, may be the best definition of Faerie I’ve heard so far.

A lot of sunlight made it to the ground, but the forest floor was grassy rather than overgrown.  I walked between the trees.  I headed in the direction I thought would take me to the castle and tried to keep alert for spiderwebs, hidden pits, angry rocks, flailing limbs, and floral ninjas.  You never know.

Weirdly enough, nothing hostile made itself known.  There were plenty of things in the trees and in the grass, all of which did their best to see without being seen. I ignored the eyes, no matter what sort of eyes they were or how many might be joined together.  I’m virtually certain a few of the trees looked at me, too, but they didn’t seem hostile so much as curious.

The exception to the general rule of not being seen were the little, flying things.  The pixies, sylphs, and other flutterers didn’t care if I was nine feet tall or slithering on my belly.  They only cared about iron, and I didn’t have any on me.  They clustered on branches and swarmed above me.  The more daring ones swooped and darted around me.  A few landed on my shoulders, others rode in my holstered gauntlets or in the helmet hanging at the back of my belt.  One landed on my head and sat there, holding on to my hair and giggling like a toddler on a rocking horse.

Maybe I should have brought a nail.  The flutterers weren’t a problem, but even a cloud of butterflies can be distracting.

I trudged through the bright colors as the forest thinned a bit, allowing for a thick carpet of grasses.  I still proceeded with care, but I figured the pixie swarm would scatter if they spotted anything dangerous.

Eventually, I reached a road.  I hadn’t expected one, and I hadn’t seen it from the mountain, but there were forests in the way.  I could have missed it.  On the other hand, it might not be visible from anywhere but next to it.  I haven’t worked out how to predict anything in Faerie.

It was bright red and made of brick, which raised questions in my mind.  Was there a yellow road to go with it?  Was there a green castle somewhere?  Did Mr. Baum walk through a strange doorway and visit a place outside his Earth?

I followed the red brick road to the Castle of Glass.

It was a great, sprawling place of high, mirrored halls and many towers.  On the one hand, it stood in the light.  On the other, the moonlit darkness.  Upon its ramparts moved the bright silver and the gleaming obsidian of mailed guardians, never mingling, never crossing the line between polished glints and darkened gleams. 

A horn sounded as I emerged from the forest.  A second joined it, and a third.  Pixies scattered in all directions.  I helped the one tangled in my hair and made a note to get a haircut.  She was the same one, I think, who had spider troubles.  She buzzed around my head twice, piping her thank-yous before heading for the trees.

The drawbridge, also made of iridescent glass and banded with silver, silently let itself down over the flowing waters—a branch of the river, perhaps, acting as a moat.  The drawbridge settled into place as gently as a leaf falling on a pond.

Over this came a white charger, caparisoned in gold and green, bearing a large figure in green armor.  In his left hand, he bore a lance aloft with a pennon, also green, and carried a gleaming emerald shield.  A battle-axe hung from the left side of his saddle and he wore his shield on his right.  I couldn’t make out his face behind his visor, but I saw his eyes were green, too.

I began to regret, again, not bringing a blade.  Was it too late to go get one?  Yes, it was.  I put my helmet on but left my visor open.

The horse—golden hooves, green eyes, otherwise solid white—came across the drawbridge and stopped when all four hooves touched solid ground.  I waited a couple of beats to see if they did anything.  They didn’t, so I trudged forward.

“Halt!”

I wasn’t yet in reach of his pointy flagpole, but I halted anyway.  Manners.  I didn’t say anything.  If he wanted to have a conversation, it was up to him to carry it.

“Who are you, stranger, that comes as though to the Castle of Glass?”

“I am called ‘Halar’.”

There was an awkward pause.  I think he expected me to say more.

“You cannot pass.”

“Fine by me.  I only want to have a talk with the Master of the Hunt.  Is he available?”

“I said, you cannot pass.”

“I think you mean I shall not pass, which is an entirely different cauldron of cod.  Still, since I didn’t come here to fight, I agree.  I’ve got giant’s blood on me as it is.  I don’t need to add yours.  I only want to meet the Master of the Hunt and have words with him.”

“You cannot pass.”

I pinched the bridge of my nose and took a few deep breaths.  The air of the place was very sweet, I decided, and full of pleasant, flowering smells.  I wondered if anyone else liked the smell of dried giant blood.  On the dark side of the castle, maybe.  On this side?  Doubtful.

“Look, you verdant moron, I don’t want to pass.  I only want to talk to the Master of the Hunt.”

“You offer insult, mortal!”

“One of those is correct.  But you’re obviously some sort of challenge I have to overcome, probably metaphorical or allegorical.  It’s a test, so you’re not going to listen to reason or negotiate.  I’m aware I’m being tested and, so far, I’m patient enough to endure it.  Whoever is behind it all, they should be made aware my patience isn’t infinite.  Now, blindly do whatever you’re required to do and let’s get this over with before I expend the rest of it.”

I think I made him mad.  He couched his lance, thumped heels against his steed, and charged.

For the record, this is not the best way to kill a lone man from horseback.  Oh, it will work if he’s running away, or if he doesn’t know what he’s doing.  If he’s unarmed, you don’t have to worry about him cutting the legs from under your horse as you thunder by, so you can keep trying.  The trouble is, it’s hard to control a point as it wobbles about at a gallop, sixteen feet away, and the leverage is all against you.  If you miss, there’s a considerable delay before you can circle around and try again.  Warhorses don’t turn like barrel-racers.

He was accurate with a lance, but I didn’t feel like testing it against my armor.  I’d bet money—but not my life!—he wouldn’t do more than scratch it, but the impact could be troublesome.  I almost certainly outweighed him, but the horse was another matter.

As he charged, I took a single step to his left, making it easy for him to skewer me and ride by.  But, when the lance-tip came close, I turned my torso to let it slide past and brought my arms down on it, forcing the point into the ground.  The lance went from a full gallop to a sudden stop.  The knight and his charger did not.

The grip of the lance had a flared shield to protect his hand.  It wasn’t helpful in this instance.  He tried to let go, but was a hair too slow.  It caught his hand and twisted him in the saddle before the lance broke.  Then he could finally untangle his hand from the broken part.  He was off-balance and half-unhorsed by the incident, but he kept his seat.

I didn’t stand idly by as all this went on.  I grabbed his ankle and knee as he rode past.  I removed his foot from the stirrup and held on, careful to avoid the spur.  The horse kept going and I, braced for this, yanked him the rest of the way out of the saddle.

I had three things going for me: he was already half-unseated, he didn’t have a jousting saddle, and I weigh over a quarter-ton.

Once he realized he was coming down, he started to release his shield, but that, too, isn’t done in an instant.  He faceplanted on the road with a clanging thud. I put close to six hundred pounds on his shoulders when I sat on him.  I knocked on the back of his helmet.

“Yield?” I suggested.

He worked his arm free of the shield and applied both hands to the ground.  I grabbed his helmeted head and started twisting it around.  He kept pushing up and I kept turning.  When I had his helmet turned all the way around—and his head!—he glared at me with emerald eyes through the slits of his visor.

Okay, unscrewing his head wasn’t going to kill him.  With this evidence of inhumanity, I guessed he wasn’t killable via conventional weaponry.  I suppose that made things fair.  I was hard to kill, too.

He got one knee under himself and I switched tactics.  I rolled backward, off of him, grabbed the ankle of his extended leg, and yanked.  He struggled, trying to pull away and get to his feet, but I pulled him even harder, really digging in, and he clawed at the surface of the brick road, trying not to be dragged.  I was on my feet, though, and he had a hard time, what with me jerking and twisting.  I started to circle at high speed.  This helped me drag him around and around, building up to swinging him.

This is not a normal combat tactic.  I get away with it because I’m superhumanly strong and generally outweigh my opponent by a factor of two to one, usually more.  This guy was much bigger than me, but I’ve slowly been putting on weight.  He didn’t appreciate being slung around like a child on a playground.  He kept grabbing at the ground, flailing around, and generally making it difficult to keep him airborne and circling.  I didn’t mind.  I was already sweating with the exertion, but I didn’t need to do it for long.

We wobbled and weaved, generally heading toward the castle, until I finally put real grunt behind it.  I swung him faster—faster than I would be able to maintain—and lofted him, high and spinning, over the moat toward the castle wall.

He roared in anger as he flew and only shut up when he hit the glass.  The wall was fine, completely undamaged by the impact.

“Fool!  You cannot—” he began, as he fell.  The splash into the river-moat cut him off.  I don’t know what his armor was made of, but it was heavy.  He sank immediately amid angry bubbles and enough enraged burbling to be mistaken for a Jabberwock.

I recovered the shield.  The horse was a bit trickier, as it was uncertain about what was going on, but I made friends with it.  I didn’t try to ride it.  Instead, I hung the shield opposite the axe and led the horse into the castle.  Sometimes neatness counts.

The courtyard was not a typical castle courtyard.  There were no rushes on flagstones, no mud, no thatch-roofed stables, no smithy, none of that stuff.  It reminded me more of a Renaissance fair, with flowers everywhere, growing from boxes, along trellises, anywhere they could fit.  It was granite-floored, glass-walled, and every inch a fairy castle.  There was no dog run in sight, but do faerie hounds need someone to follow them around and clean up after them?  I’m sure the castle had a stable, because I released the horse and sent it off.  It knew where to go. 

Quite a few people regarded me as I came in.  I say “people,” but none of them were human.  They ranged from six-inch humanoids to a nine-foot minotaur—maybe ten feet, counting the horns.  No trolls or orcs or goblins, I noticed, but the courtyard didn’t run all the way around the castle.  It stopped in a wall of mirrored glass along the light-dark demarcation.  While the people regarded me, they also chattered on with each other, carrying out whatever business they had amongst themselves.  I wasn’t ignored, exactly, but I was left to tend to my own business.  I appreciated it and headed for the main entrance.

Two large doors, also made of colored glass, formed an oval.  They stood open at the top of a nine-step entryway.  Through these, nine beautiful maidens—I’m making polite assumptions—floated out.  I’m sure they walked, but with the flowing dresses and billowing skirts, they could have been hovering.  They slid down the steps along the carved and flower-vined balustrade on their right, forming a line along it.  I saw the closest ones had fox-like tails, projecting through their skirts somehow.  I didn’t examine the fashion details.  So, not young ladies of the human sort, but more faerie creatures.

No tentacles.  I was irrationally happy about that.

“Welcome, noble knight,” said the one at the top of the steps.  “We are delighted to have you here.”

“I am pleased to be here,” I replied, bowing slightly.

“The pleasure is ours.  Will you dance with us?”

How many legends of faerie creatures do I know?  Lots.  How many can I quote?  Not nearly so many.  But this invitation to dance rang a bell, and it was an alarm bell.  Would I be dancing for the next hundred years?  Or only until I died of exhaustion? How do I decline, but still not give offense?  How do I adhere to polite rules, but refuse to dance?

“I am delighted at the prospect, but I have come on a quest to meet the Hunter.  I deeply regret that my quest must take precedence, yet I would not be so remiss as to refuse.  I shall dance, if this is your wish, but only with the one you choose as the least beautiful of you nine.  I await your pleasure.”

The speaker looked puzzled, then her face went into full-on frown mode.  She beckoned her sisters up to her and they float-walked backward up the steps.  Not showing off their tails, perhaps?  Whatever, they backed up, re-entered the castle, and whispered among themselves, arguing.

I settled into a comfortable kneeling position and meditated, waiting.  I can be patient.  It’s an important ability.  I should use it more often.  I wish I didn’t have to.

While the debate raged about which of them was the ugliest, I considered what I knew about the Faerie Court.  Manners.  Politeness.  These are big things for the creatures of Faerie.  Well, the Seelie side of things, certainly.  But especially with the nobles, there are rules of hospitality, both for the host and for the guest.

With nine of them involved, I thought the debate was likely to go on for a while.  Maybe it was time for a power move.

I drew a diagram on the ground.  I took my time, doing it right, and shifted in someone’s Grand Slam breakfast, complete with Styrofoam box and plastic utensils.

Halfway through my snack, one of the ladies noticed.  She screamed.  The others looked out and screamed with her.  They faded back into the castle like an echo fading in the hills.  The doors closed silently.

Yep.  Thought so.  They welcomed me, which made me a guest.  And their guest had to summon his own food and drink—food and drink not from the land of Faerie.

I finished my snack, crumpled up the remains, and disappeared it into somewhere else.  I rubbed out the lines I’d drawn on the flagstone.

The doors opened again, still silently.  A great figure emerged, bearing a spear and impressive rack of antlers.  Dogs surrounded him.  Well-behaved dogs.  They didn’t bay or snarl or slaver.  They stayed near him and sat when he stopped.  One particularly large specimen paced at his side and didn’t sit down.  It regarded me with a green-eyed, burning gaze.

I stood up and bowed slightly toward the Hunter.

“Who are you that comes seeking the Hunt?”

“I am called ‘Halar’,” I repeated, “and I have—”

“Halar?” he interrupted, sudden and sharp as a cracking whip.

“Uh, yes?”

“The Halar?”

“Uh… I’m the only one I know of.  I guess there are other people with the same name.”

“Do you own a horse of fire and metal?”

“No.  She owns herself.”

“Do you own a flaming sword?”

“No.  It belongs to itself, too.”

The great head nodded, which is a not-insignificant gesture when antlers are involved.

“I have heard of you,” he replied.  “You poured a dragon into a house of steel.  You drank a goddess.  You wear the depths of night about your shoulders.  You do battle with Time and have fought Death to a draw more than once.”

“I wasn’t aware I had a PR department.”

Then I caught myself.  How would he know?  He might have sensory abilities to identify my Chaos infestation, but the incident with Firebrand didn’t happen, yet!  And biting the Mother of Flame was even farther in the future!  Who had he been talking to?  My altar ego?  Did Faerie, the realm, have a celestial plane?  Or did Dusty walk here to look at the place?  Or was Time, itself, different here?  Could Fairyland exist outside of normal time, in the future and the past, all at once?  Was it in a quantum superposition with respect to when?  If so, how could I be sure I left somewhen near I entered it?  Did Rip van Winkle have a twenty-minute nap in Faerie and return a hundred years later?

All of a sudden, I didn’t like it here.

“You came seeking me,” he went on.  “I am here.  What foolishness leads one to hunt the Master of the Wild Hunt?”

“Whether it’s foolishness or madness, it’s a long story.  The short form is I want you to hunt things.  Or, if I’m allowed to be diplomatic, I know of many Things worth hunting, if you are willing.”

The eyes of flame still burned green, but perhaps a bit brighter.

“You come to the Land of Faerie seeking to strike a bargain?” he asked.  I could almost hear him smile.  “You interest me strangely.  Speak on.”

We were interrupted as the biggest of his furry monsters paced forward, sniffing the air and descending the steps.  The Huntsman’s gaze flicked downward, but the dog didn’t seem to mind.  It approached me, still sniffing.

I held out a hand to let it sniff.  It did so.  Then, tentatively, it licked my hand.

Never one to antagonize a giant, supernatural canine, I carefully petted him along the jowls and neck.  His tail wagged.  The other dogs watched restlessly.  I ignored them and moved on to serious ear-scratching.  A tongue the color of holly leaves lolled out of the red, fang-filled maw.  I ruffled neck-fur and, when he rolled over, moved on to belly rubs.

I heard the Huntsman say something to his other dogs.  They settled down and he directed another word to the dog in front of me.  He lifted his head and rolled to his feet. I stood up.  The dog paused to put its front paws on my shoulders and slurp at my face before scampering lightly up the steps, panting happily.

Dogs like me.  Cats, not so much.

I wiped my face while the Hunter spoke a sharp reprimand to his dog.  The dog sat down, not at all put out by the harsh word.  The Hunter seemed satisfied with the restoration of order.  He turned his baleful, green-eyed attention to me.

“You spoke of a hunt you believe is worthy of my skills?”

“Indeed.  If you’ll permit, I would like to show you.  I’d hate to have my description fall short.  I despise miscommunication when making deals.”

“That is uncommonly wise.”  He came down the steps and I chalked a circle on the stonework.  He watched, holding his spear without leaning on it.  Several of the dogs sniffed at the symbols and I had to order them back.  The big one barked at his fellows.  They withdrew to sit beside and behind their master.

“If you would care to join me?” I suggested.

“There is not room for all the hounds.”

“That would require a much larger circle and considerably more power.”

He considered this and selected a pair of dogs, one of which backed off and allowed the big one—the pack leader?—to take its place.  The Huntsman either didn’t notice or pretended not to.  We crowded into what I had intended to be a roomy diagram.  I skritched the big, friendly one behind the ears and he wagged his tail.

We shifted.  The world blinked out and it was night.  I sat down for a moment.  Day to night isn’t as bad as the reverse, but it’s still not a picnic in the park.  At least it’s over quickly.

One hound and the Hunter looked around, more than a little startled.  The big one, the green fires of his eyes now bright in the dark, licked at my face as though to ask if I was all right.  I was pleased his tongue wasn’t made of flame.  Maybe the hounds could turn it off.  I ruffled the fur around his neck and he seemed satisfied.  I climbed to my feet.

The Hunter looked at me.

“Where are we?  I do not know this place.”

“The world is… well, I suppose it doesn’t really have a name.  It was created out of the primal Chaos by powerful entities called the Heru.  They put it together as a game board where they could put the races they created and see which one came up the victor.”

“The gods of Chaos have little liking for those who interfere in their incomprehensible games.”

“Yeah, well, there’s a catch.”

“A ‘catch’?”

“They’re all locked in the Spire.”  I gestured toward it.  “They’re waiting to see how things play out.  They won’t interfere because they want to watch the show.”

He regarded the distant needle to the south.

“A strange occurrence.  This is still a land of glamour and enchantment?”

“It is.”

“I do not understand how this can be, but I feel the lazy magic of the world around me.  Tell me what it is you wish of me, here, in this place.”

“While they’re abdicating their governance of this world, other, lesser entities of Chaos are squeezing into it.  Uninvited entities.  Ones not originally intended as participants.  I’m working on a way to stop them, or at least reduce their access. Too many of them have already entered, however, and are breeding with the local animals to produce monsters.”

“Ah,” he said, with an air of satisfaction—or anticipation.  “Monsters.”

“Short form?  Yes.  You’re a hunter.  You’re the Hunter.  There are legends of you on every world where the lands of Faerie have a border or a portal.”

“You—” he began, and stopped.  “Yes, you would know of many worlds.  Speak on.”

“I’d like you to hunt things.  More specifically, I’d like you to hunt Things from beyond the world.  The half-breed monsters are optional.  It’s the actual, pure-bred Chaos beings I need the help with.”

“They are dangerous beasts, the Things of Chaos,” he said, thoughtfully.

“Isn’t that what makes a hunt enjoyable?  Something challenging to hunt?”

“Hmm.”  He eyed the Spire for a moment longer, then cast his burning gaze around the landscape.  It was flat, grassy place.  It had nothing much to recommend it.

“You have spoken of the task you would give me,” he said, finally.  “What do you offer?”

“What do you want?”

“I have all I desire.  What am I offered?”

“I was thinking of the opportunity to roam a new world in search of worthy prey.  If that’s not enough, let me see what I can think of to sweeten the deal.”

He regarded me while I thought.  I looked back at him.  I think he was wondering if anyone had ever spoken to him like that before.  And, regretfully, admitting to himself I had a point.  It’s hard to know what faerie creatures are thinking.  I tried it with Trixie several times, but their thoughts are different, somehow.  The best I can do, usually, is a sort of empathy, an impression of what they feel.

While I thought, I considered what I was seeing.  He wasn’t what I remembered.  I’ve seen creatures of Faerie before and I’ve also seen the Hunter—or will see him, or whatever the time travel tense is.  He’s definitely one of the Fae, but here, in Rethven, he’s supposed to be more than that.  I recall thinking his spear was an object of great power and even more danger.  Yet, the spear I saw in his hand was not the same.  It was powerful, certainly, as befit the weapon of a magical entity.  But it wasn’t all that powerful, merely respectable.

Looking at him, personally, at night?  He was a creature made of magic, which is kind of normal for Faerie.  Demonic Things are creatures of Chaos, angels are ordered celestial energies, Faerie are physical creatures of magic come to life, and humans are the flesh and blood in the middle of it all.  The Hunter I looked at wasn’t the quasi-celestial being I remembered.

And the future looped around and told me what I was going to offer him.

“I would like to give you a weapon to hunt the creatures of Chaos.”

His eyes narrowed.

“Speak on.”

“There are planes where celestial energies are all over the place.  The gods move through these energies like fish through water.  What if I could give you a weapon that drew on these energies?  You might not cause Things to explode on contact, but they would suffer great harm from it.

“More,” I went on, “I could tune it so only you could use it, and it could draw power from the same source as the gods.  All those who believe in you—and there are a lot of people who already revere you as a god, whether you know it or not—could add the power of their belief to it and to you.  By holding that power in your hands, perhaps you could learn to use it in other ways, as well.

“And,” here I dropped my voice conspiratorially, “what if you could, someday, go to planes where the tides of energy and light are all there is?  The celestial realms have gods, but there are other beings that dwell there.  Perhaps there may also be new creatures to hunt?”

He turned away.  He looked up at the night sky and walked away a few paces.

“You speak as though you could make me a god,” he said, still not looking at me.

“I can give you the capacity to use powers normally reserved to the gods,” I corrected.  “What you choose to make of this ability is up to you.”

He turned hard about and pointed his spear at me.  His hounds moved to flank him.

“Who are you?” the Hunter demanded.  “What are you?  How can you offer this?  By what power do you claim to be a god-maker?”

“Because I know things.  I have drunk from a goddess, left my flesh and stood naked in the celestial realms, bathed in the fountain of worship, torn the flesh from angels to play with their bones, and held their burning hearts in my hands.  That is who I am.  That is what I am.  That is how I can offer this.”

We stared at each other for a long time.  Rather, he stared at me and I met his green gaze with my black one, unblinking and unwavering.  I had no idea what he was thinking, aside from the fact he was thinking very quickly, indeed.

He raised his spear and planted the butt in the ground at his side.

“We have a deal.”

Faerie creatures are, as I may have noted elsewhere, not like mortal beings.  Their structure, their very existence, is all tied up in one spot.  They don’t have a body and a spirit and a soul.  They’re creatures of magic, in a sense, rather than flesh and blood.  They may have flesh and even blood, but it’s not of the same order, not of the same essence, as a human being.

As a result, spells that work perfectly well on humans have little or no effect on these things.  I can’t simply conjure up a healing spell and close their wounds.

Well… that’s not entirely accurate.  It requires a different sort of spell, but it can be done.  A doctor can stitch a wound in a human or a horse, but he’s going to need very different tools to patch up a robot or a tree.  It can be done, but you need a radically different medical kit.

Long ago and far away, by my reckoning, I once lived in a manor house.  There, I had a friend who was of the pixie persuasion.  She once had a bit of an issue with being locked in a glass jam jar with a steel lid.  Close proximity to iron wasn’t good for her.  I studied her beforehand, of course, but I did much more exhaustive analyses of faerie biochemistry—or whatever the equivalent discipline is—while she recuperated.

I’m not an expert on faerie biology, but I think it fair to say I know my way around pixie guts.  Everything else is a matter of degree.  I felt it was possible for the Hunter to draw on celestial energies and worship-based power, but he might need a little help.  Say, a transformer.  A physical tool.  A focus.

The Hunter was willing to look around Rethven for a while, leaving me to go to my lab and fetch back a new spear for him.  It barely took me a week to perfect it, which includes the four iterations of prototypes and the high-intensity baking process on the final version.  It required surprisingly little from my angelic parts stock.

When I came back an hour later, the Hunter was still running around, up hills and down dales.

He jammed his own spear in the ground again and took mine.  His eyes widened as the shock of it ran up his arm.  The spear glowed and so did he.  I’d built it using my best theory of operation, of course, but the basic pattern was from memory.

“What is this power?” he asked, still holding the spear as though it might get away from him.

“Celestial energy.  The spear acts as an antenna and a transformer… no, that doesn’t tell you anything.  The spear pierces the world to draw down the lightning of heaven and give it to you.  You may draw on it in whatever manner you wish.”

“How do I use it?”

“That’s for you to discover.  Everyone has their own ways.  I cannot help you in that.”

“You have the power to make such artifacts and you give them freely?”

“It seems a fair exchange.  To me, anyway.  It’s easier for me to make this for you than to hunt the Things I want destroyed.  While I’m something of a hunter, myself, I’m not in your league.”

“You think this a fair exchange?  To have me hunt across your world?”

“It’s not my world.”

“Whose is it?”

Why do the most innocent questions hit like the biggest bricks?  If it isn’t my world, whose is it?  Does it need to belong to someone?  Can’t it be something on its own?  Or is not a sense of ownership, but a sense of responsibility?  It’s not who owns it, it’s who takes care of it.

“I guess it is my world, when all is said and done.  At least, until its creator comes out of the Spire.”

“And it is important to you that I hunt these Things across your world?  This is why you work with such powers on my behalf?”

“Yes.  Sort of.  Mostly, it’s because I know something of the future.  I am told we will become… if not friends, then at least allies.  Perhaps colleagues.  But we shall be friends, if I am any judge.”

“You know something of the future?  Did the same oracle come to you?”

“What oracle?”

“Long ago, as mortals reckon time, an oracle came to the Castle of Glass.  Many prophecies and foretellings were given to us, and we were acquainted with your power and your majesty.  You did not know of this?”

“No, and it concerns me deeply that anyone could be out spreading rumors about me, especially if they are accurate ones.  –wait.  How did this oracle get into Faerie?  Was it a traveler between worlds, or was there a faerie door, or what?”

“I am told the oracle came from Cloudcap Mountain.”

“Probably the faerie portal thing in the cave, then.”

“Gnomes guard the passage.  None may pass it.”

“They never gave me any trouble.  They were very polite the first time I met them.  The last time I went that way, I didn’t hear or see them, much less have any sort of argument.”

The Hunter looked at me, looked at the new spear, looked at me again.

“I believe you.”

“Thanks.  Do you often get oracles in Fairyland?”

“Signs, sometimes.  Hints about the future can be read by oracles and seers.  It is not my thing to understand.”

“I see.  Oh, well.  But do you like the spear?  Is it adequate?  I know we have a deal, but I’m more interested in your opinion than in a contract.  Are you pleased?  Do you feel I’ve fulfilled my end of the bargain?  Are you happy with it, or do you have any complaints?  If you’re not satisfied with how I’ve fulfilled my end of the bargain, I haven’t fulfilled it.”

“A strange thing.”

“What’s strange?”

“The one with whom you have made the bargain must judge if it is complete?”

“Oh, that.  Understand me on this.  My goal isn’t to get the best bargain possible.  I’m not here to take advantage of anyone.  If I’m getting what I want, the other person should get what they want—not my interpretation of what they want.”

“That is still a strange thing to my ears.”

I refrained from commenting on the fact I didn’t see any.  I do know how to use tact.

“My point being, do you like it, is what I want to know.”

“I am greatly pleased.  And yes, I will see what there is within this world that should fear the powers within this weapon.”

“And that pleases me greatly.  If you have any trouble, let me know.”

“How?”

“There is a city on the eastern Edge of the world.  Tell anyone there you have a message for me.  They’ll make sure I get it.  I guarantee it.”

“Very good,” he replied.  He brandished the spear and crackling discharges sparked behind it, like a comet tail made of static electricity and forge sparks.  “Very good,” he repeated.  He turned his head, looking around.  “I have not seen a portal to the realms of Faerie,” he added.

“Damn.  Hold on.”  I gave it a moment’s thought.  “Do you know Crego?”

“Yes.”

“Will he give you any trouble if you go roaming through his broken dolmen?”

“He will not.”

Oof.  That tone.  It was definite.  I had a feeling Crego would rather cut his own throat than challenge the Hunter.  Come to think of it, that might not be a bad strategy for most creatures.  You can die quickly or die tired.

“Let me get a bunch of big rocks and I’ll set something up.  I know creatures of Faerie will want to visit, but perhaps it would be best if only you were to come and go freely.  Does that sound fair?”

“It does.  You plan to create a faerie portal?”

“Not exactly.  A circle of standing stones.”

“Oh, one of those.”

I refrained from asking.


Superintendent Again

Okay, tentative check mark on the big Things in Rethven.  They weren’t gone, but they now had their own predator.  If the Hunter had any trouble with them, he would let me know and I’d figure out something else to help him.

Enchanted dog collars?  I have experience at those.  Maybe more dogs?  How big a pack would he like?  A celestial-energy bow and quiver set?  I don’t think he favors archery, though.  I guess it would depend on what sort of trouble he might have.

What next?  No more big Things.  If the shoddy Firmament of Rethven can be shored up so the stars aren’t letting in Things from Beyond the World—Lovecraft would be so into this!—we might only have to deal with minor demons and Things dragged through by people.

I’d love to put a layer of magical firmament on the inside of the major Firmament and let it slowly thicken and harden until it’s an armored wall of nope.  The problem with this is everything has to match what I remember of the future.  There won’t be a solid globe of spell-based firmament reinforcing the duct-tape-and-cardboard major Firmament we have.  Wizards and magicians have to be able to summon their demonic minions even if the bigger demons can’t squeeze through before sunup.

Which reminds me about the sun and the seasons, of course.  Grr.

Fine.  The stars are windows to the Void, sort of.  Weak places where the world doesn’t keep all the energies out, so the Chaos of the Void leaks in.  What do you do when you have a leak?  You plug it.  I may be constrained to not build a better firmament, but I can use firmament-based spells to plug the leaks!

No, I can’t do that, either.  I can’t completely block every leak.  Magic-workers need to be able to summon their demons, but can we restrict it to smaller demons?  I can do that.  The leak-plugging spells can have an access port to allow Things to crawl through, but somewhat smaller than the actual cracked-open place in the sky.  Large demons will then take too long to squeeze through!

Assuming they don’t shatter the spell.  There’s a reason I have multiple enchanted firmament plates on the Voidstations.

I really don’t want to build an enchanted object for every single star!  Not only is that a lot of work, I would have to figure out how to bolt them to the inside of the Firmament.  No, I’m sending spells up there to find the leaks and plug them.  Spells are expendable, disposable.  One breaks, it gets replaced.

Hmm.  Do I want to supervise this?  No, I don’t think I do.  It’ll be a full-time job.

What I can do is include an alert in the spell design that goes off when one is destroyed.  I have no doubt an ugly sucker from the Void will smash through, sooner or later.  Although, the longer the spells last, the harder it will be to break them.  I’m not sure if the Things out there know how it works, nor do I know if there are any types that will work together.

Chaos creatures are unpredictable.

I can set up something automated to send up magical sharpness to deal with anything oozing through, as well as a fresh plug.  Which means I’ll need a central data repository and monitoring station to keep track of all the stars in the Rethvan sky.

I miss Diogenes.

Wait.  I can’t send attack spells up there to fight off invading Things.  My future self will notice those.  The passive, wall-like plugs will be hidden in the glare from the stars.  I can get away with those, but roving magical buzzsaws?  No way.

I’ll need to think about this.  Is it what I need to be doing right now?

First thing:  Check on the humans.  Let’s see how screwed up things are.  After I have my anxiety attack, temper tantrum, and massive effort to unscrew whatever they’ve screwed up, I can work on… hmm.  Yes, I think the Firmament sealant.  Then the seasons.  Then I should check in with the Gaia system to see if it needs my help.  It can only go so fast, after all.  Then, depending on the results of the ecology report, maybe I can start importing other Earthline cultures to get them established.  No, I can’t do that until I’ve got the ice giants fully sorted out.  I really do need to come up with a way to monitor them more effectively.

I’ve still got a lot to do.  I don’t like it.  It’s hard to pick out a first priority.  Part of the problem is the variety of problems.  I don’t feel as focused as I should be with all this multitasking.  It makes me wonder if I’m really doing the best job I can do because there’s so much to do!  And, as soon as I start on one thing, something else will rear its ugly head and demand attention.  Maybe I should sort them by how likely each one is to become a problem?

Who am I kidding?  All of them will be problems, but the thing that yanks me away from what I’m doing will be something new and unexpected.

Let’s start with the humans.  No doubt they were giving Velina and Gnaeus a hard time.  I fetched Firebrand and my other sword and shifted myself into the throne room of Tamaril.

Nobody was waiting.  Okay.  I should have looked first, instead of sending a lovely swirling-darkness illusion through and appearing inside it.  What a waste.

I parked myself on the throne and gestured at the main doors.  They swung open easily enough.  Still nobody.

Huh.  How about that?  Velina and Gnaeus were obviously on top of things.  If there was no one disgruntled enough to camp out at the throne room and wait for His Imperial Majesty to put in an appearance, then things were going pretty well.

Good.

You were expecting someone? Firebrand asked.

“Nope.  But you never know.”

I did.  I could’ve told you.

“But then where would be the fun?”

I shifted on the throne a bit and decided it needed a cushion.  A dent in the seat would let me put an unobtrusive cushion in place.

You’re starting to sound like Mary.

“This is a bad thing?”

I’m not sure.  I liked her, though.  She was fun.

“She was.  She will be again, perhaps.  Once I go back in time, I’ll see if she still likes me.”

You’re developing quite a harem, Boss.

“I wouldn’t say that.”

I would.  Sasha, Shada, Liesel, Lissette, Mary, Velina, Tamara… and what was the name of the lady with the snakes for hair?  There was a whole island of those.  Or the schoolteacher?  Or the mutant teenager with the blue hair?  Or—

“Velina doesn’t count.  All the others are separated by decades, if not centuries.  They’re sequential, not concurrent.”

Except Mary.

“Yes, yes, yes.  Mary’s another immortal.  Do you have a point?  Aside from keeping track—or keeping score?”

Nope!

“You’re a jerk.  My sword is a jerk.”

Could be worse.

I refrained from asking how.  Instead, I threw one leg over an arm of the throne, pulled out my phone, and called Velina.

“Yes?”

“How fares Tamaril?”

“The city stands.”

“Good.  Anything you need from me?”

“When you wish to review them, there are candidates for the Senate.  We also have disputes to settle.”

“Disputes?”

“We stocked the city with vast reserves of supplies, but there are those who have laid claim to the same supplies and are prepared to fight for them, not yet trusting there is enough for all.”

“This is why communism fails.  Come to think of it, it doesn’t do capitalism any favors, either.  I’m guessing a lot of these are people retiring from the army so they can build a farm?  Or establish themselves as skilled craftsmen?  We do need blacksmiths, carpenters, leatherworkers, tanners—all the trades.”

“Yes.  Gnaeus and I are maintaining order, but we do not have a large system for settling such matters.”

“I’ll look at people with my night-eyes and tell you what I see.  What time is it?”

“It is only a few hours until dawn.”

“Hmm.  Tomorrow night, then.  I’ll be in the throne room.  We may as well make another show of it.”

“A show?  Or a lesson?”

“Depends.”

“On what?’

“Them.”

With that scheduled, I started working on Firmament plugs, jiggering them, refining them, and testing them.  I had a pretty good design in mind to begin with, so it didn’t take a whole lot of tweaking to get them working.

The Firmament plugs wouldn’t last forever.  They would break. Either the slow drift of Firmament panels would crack them or Things would force them out and destroy them.  They would need to be replaced, probably on a regular basis, so I needed to not only develop the spell but build it into a gizmo.

This took all day in Rethven.  I had to do my testing in Rethven, because that’s where the Firmament was, but the prototype work and assembly took place on the Flatstation.

I also remembered to make sure I had a thicker cushion on the throne.  Those big, stone chairs look impressive, but they’re about as comfortable as concrete.  And the indentation in the seat made it easier to lean back, slouch a bit, and steeple my fingers menacingly.  There’s definitely a Dark Lord vibe going on.

The Dark Lord impression didn’t go with the throne’s actual design, though.  I copied the one Mary and I saw in Zirafel.  It was large, with a round back done in a stylized solar design.  The whole thing was gilded, of course, with a giant, golden topaz in the center and rubies along the decorative, ray-like reliefs.

There were no enchantments on it, but no doubt someone would install an ID scanner and an ejector seat eventually.

On the plus side, the black-armored figure on the golden throne made for excellent contrast.  I even made sure the torch-like things illuminating the great chamber flickered like real fire, so I could make shadows dance around the throne while still illuminating the rest of the room.  This let the back of the throne reflect light, making me harder to see—a silhouette rather than a body.  Pretty good visuals, I thought.

I’m working on having fun where I can.  What worries me is my childish sense of humor.  It ought to worry everybody.

I loathe being King.  I don’t much care for being Emperor, either.  And, while I do occasionally enjoy helping out a celestial entity down on its luck, I have no desire to be an Imperial God-King Dictator Tyrant Lord and Master of Everything.  I don’t want to rule the world!

I recall when Phoebe was… three?  I think?  I enrolled her in a daycare.  I was determined she would have social skills I lacked.  Therefore, she needed to be around people other than me.  I kept an eye on her, of course, even when I wasn’t there.  She was usually a sweet and even-tempered little person, highly advanced for her age, but she was still three.  There were many arguments and a few fights over toys, whose turn it was, and so on.  Ms… McKettrick?  McCormick?  McCandles?  Whatever her name was, she handled them with a sort of benevolent neglect, allowing the kids to work it out on their own, but always intervening when necessary.

I wish I had her patience.  I see parallels between a daycare full of toddlers and a city full of people.  Sometimes I wonder if humanity is an infant race, or if it’s bloody-minded, self-centered, greedy, vain, and prideful by nature.  Other times, I wonder if I have that opinion because of my diet.

I need to remember to eat healthier, I really do.

Velina and Gnaeus handled the appointments, but I still spent four hours on the Big Chair, handing down judgment.  I can’t say I was bored, exactly, since everyone had their own issues, but it was tedious.  “I was there first!”  “I already claimed that!”  “The borders of my farm are here!” “No, my land goes all the way to here!”  “I had this, and he stole it!”  “It was still in the storeroom, so it’s anybody’s!”  “I want a bottle!”  “I want a snack!”  “I need a nap!”

Wait.  Those last ones might be real toddlers.  It’s easy to get them confused.

We didn’t get to the potential Senators, though.  I never did find out what the delay was.  Assassination?  Hangovers?  Outright refusal to serve?  No idea.

As far as things I had to rule on, though, the one who stands out in my mind was Flavius Camillus Thracius.  He was a discontented soldier, apparently speaking for quite a lot of discontented soldiers.  They were wondering when they would get paid.

I explained, once again, how money was useless at this point in time.  Flavius wasn’t satisfied.  I could tell.  It was after dark and I see things like that.  I didn’t blame him.  It was a hard thing to master, the habit of having money, paying for things, and always wanting more money for more things.

Most humans tend to want “more.”  I think it’s a fear reaction.  If they’ve ever had hard times, they want “more” so they can maintain themselves through future scarcity.

Of course, there are also a bunch of greedy bastards in the human race.  They’re not worried about saving up for later.  They want everything they can get because they want it.  It’s not an eating-level offense—not to me—but I regard it as a defect.

“All right,” I said, sighing.  “I can be kind when it suits my purpose.  When we start introducing money, I’ll see to it the army, as employees of the Empire, are paid first.  Will that do?”

“We thank our Emperor for his generosity.”

I dismissed Flavius and he saluted.  He stepped backward a pace, turned, and marched out again.  He wasn’t sure how this “economy” thing worked, but he was going to be one of the first ones paid, so he didn’t mind not understanding so much.

“Next!”

Weirdly, the stands stayed pretty much packed all night.  I know why I’m a night owl, but what about them?  Or are they really so desperate for entertainment?

Somewhat later, I asked Velina and Gnaeus.  Unlike the spectators in the great hall of the throne room, those two had sense enough to go to bed.  They did ask if I wanted them to stay, but why make them suffer?  I sent them away, but made a point of preparing breakfast and inviting them to it.

There are no servants in the Imperial Palace.  I’m the only person who has quarters in it.  People have come through the palace and looked around, playing tourist, but eventually they get the idea this might be someplace where His Majesty hangs out.  Then they leave. 

I would have thought the idea of being near the guy in charge would be appealing.  I don’t understand why they avoid the place.

I set up a table near the kitchen where I cooked.  I thought this added a certain informal, homey feel to the place.  Velina took it in stride.  Gnaeus was clearly uncomfortable.

“You okay, Gnaeus?”

“Yes… Halar.”

“Good man.  Fried, scrambled, or over easy?”

He looked at me with a dead neutral expression.  I think of it as his mask.  He didn’t want to express an opinion, so his face might as well have been carved on a mountainside.

I think the problem was the kitchen.  I ensorcelled a number of things in it—spells, because I’m lazy—and was cooking.  Given the when and where of Gnaeus’ upbringing, it was unexpected, to say the least.

“However you wish to prepare them.”

“Excellent!  One omelet coming right up.  Velina?”

“Do we have coffee?”

“I did not forget.”  I nodded, rather than gesture with a spatula.  She followed my gaze and smiled.

She shared with Gnaeus.  I don’t think he ever tasted coffee before.  They fiddled with the mix, adding milk and sugar in various proportions.  It gave me time to finish the Bacon Chicken Sausage Fajita-Beef Omelets of Protein Overload.  With cheese.  Four kinds.  This jumbo pan held eighteen eggs’ worth.

I shared.  I like to think I’m good at sharing because I was raised right.

So what if I ate fourteen of the eighteen eggs?  They split the other four and it was more than enough, what with the toast, grapefruit, and jam.  Gnaeus liked his toast with warm butter or with the peach jelly.

Anyway, I slid steaming plates in front of them, added a basket of warm rolls, and seated myself.  Nobody spoke for a while.  I sure didn’t.  I was exceedingly busy.  I was also enormously pleased.  They liked my cooking.  Velina introduced Gnaeus to hot sauce, but he wasn’t as much a fan of it as she was.

After seventy percent of my omelet, six sausage links, eight strips of bacon, and enough buttered toast to kill a lesser man, I felt able to hold a conversation while eating the rest.  Velina, being a helpful sort, poured more coffee for Gnaeus and held up the pot in my direction.  I declined and she seated herself, placing the pot on a stand, over a warming lamp.

I was glad I had breakfast before we got down to business.  There was a lot I did not like about the city.  Gnaeus wasn’t too thrilled about parts of it, either.

“The legion is a fraction of what it was,” he said, after a while.  “There are slightly over two thousand men left.”

“The farms were too tempting?”

“Or the women.  Or the chance to establish their own business.  Or the free food, no matter what.”

“Hmm.  How many of them have quit the army and decided they would rather loaf, doing nothing but eating, drinking, and generally goofing off?”

“Not as many as I expected,” he admitted.  “Not even half.  I do not know how many of those are merely taking a vacation, enjoying the good life before they get to serious work on their farm.  Velina would know more.”

“When you surveyed the land and provided the maps,” she began, “I did not realize how many farms would be needed.  I thought you had planned for a hundred years hence, not today.  The ‘land office,’ as you call it, has much more to do.”

“Any problems with parceling it out?”

“No.  Or not many.  A few men wished to trade so as to combine farms with women who already established one.  I permitted this, subject to your approval and to registration.  There have been many of these sorts of trades and there will be more as men and women continue to join themselves.”

“Which reminds me.  Did you find someone of a suitably orderly frame of mind to run it?  The land office, I mean.”

“Partly.  She is doing her best, but there are many such requests.”

“Gnaeus?  Do you have a clerk or two that might help?”

“I will suggest it to a few of my former soldiers.”

“Make it clear they will be working for…”

“Thelinde.”

“…who works directly for me,” I emphasized.  “I don’t want to break them over my knee because they were insubordinate to my personal assistant and a director of an Imperially-appointed position.”

“I will make it clear,” he assured me.

“Excellent.  How are we doing on skilled labor?”

“Most of my men have skills other than in battle.  Many have taken up a trade, or are in the process of setting up shop to begin work.  There is still confusion, since there is no money.  Why would they work?  They have nothing to gain.”

“The ones who want to do a job are the ones we want doing it,” I told him.  “If they’re only a smith because of the money, they don’t love the work enough.  If they’re only a soldier because it’s a steady job, they don’t love being a soldier.  Later, once everyone has shaken down into their preferred occupations, we’ll start introducing money into the economy and stop giving away land, houses, buildings, and so on.  All those freeloaders on permanent vacation?  They’re going to find themselves suddenly looking for jobs, but the people who loved the work enough to do it even when they didn’t need to, they’ll already be established.”

I sighed.  A whole passel of malcontents were going to hate being sent back to work.  A lot of them would probably want to go back into the army.

“Speaking of which,” I went on, “how many of the quitters were five-year veterans or more?”

“Most of them.  The ones I still have are either very young or very senior.”

“I take it the farms were tempting?”

“Yes.”

“I’m tempted to say the quitters quit and shouldn’t be allowed to re-enlist, but that’s probably unreasonable.  Start anyone who comes back as a footslogger and let them rise in the ranks—rapidly, if they deserve it.”

“I know exactly what you mean.”

“Also, on a more personal level, get ready for a lot of grumbling.  The army isn’t going to be purely a fighting machine.  You can dig earthworks, build towers, set up camp, and all that.  You can also send a century to someone’s farm, raise their house, plow the earth, build fences, and everything else.  We’ll start with retired veterans’ farms and get them producing as soon as possible.  Once we get a harvest in, I’ll start the seasons.  I’ll move the year from Spring to Summer and we can carry on from there.  Then we’ll let people sort it out for themselves.”

I collected dishes from the table and stacked them as I talked.

“This is not a hardship,” Gnaeus pointed out.

“Is it not?”

“It is common for the army to serve as labor in public works.  At least, when there is no one to fight.  It hardens the body and benefits the Empire.  Strong hands are always in demand.”

“So they are.  I’ll trust you to pitch it to the troops.  But don’t send anyone to help until the land office clears them,” I went on.  An Empire doesn’t run on slave labor or water power or even oil, gas, or uranium.  It runs on paper.  Which I will have to teach them to manufacture.  The existing paper stockpile would run out eventually.  But, given where Velina came from, I wasn’t surprised we had government departments already forming.  The Tassarian Empire was a huge fan of paperwork.

I’ll have to build a paper mill.  They can build another, if they need to.  And I’ll need to plant papyrus in droves along southern waterways as soon as possible.  We already have flax growing, so linen won’t be a problem…

“Once we process the final property lines on a place, you can go help.  There should be enough lumber, iron, and other materials in the warehouses to build almost anything.  How are we fixed for livestock?”

“There are not enough,” Velina replied.  “Everyone wants a cow, goats, pigs, chickens—the lot.”

“They can’t have them until they have a barn and fences,” I decided.  “They can waste time waiting for the army to help, or they can get started on these things themselves.  Or they can help their neighbors.  I’ll provide them with initial livestock, but going to the well without a bucket is a waste of time.  Get them busy building someplace to keep these things they want.”

“I will put out the word.”

“As shall I.”

“Excellent.  What else?”

“There are questions about the gods,” Gnaeus told me.  “Many questions.  We need priests, but there are no priests.  Only temples.  Who do we ask?  What sacrifices do we make?  What days are holy days?”

“One moment, please.”

I bowed my head and thought upward.

Are you listening? I asked.

Hello?  Yes!  Yes, I am.  What?

I thought you were supposed to be guiding the mortals toward proper religion?

I’m trying!  I’m trying!  But you dumped a load of infants on me!  And the mortals aren’t paying as much attention as I’d like!

Can’t help you with the infants.  Isn’t Eri doing anything?

Eri is doing a stellar job.  Not too imaginative, but extremely conscientious.

You sound as though you like Eri.

I do not!  Eri is still creepy—not that I’m saying such a thing where Eri can hear.  But you do good work in angel construction, Herr Doktor.  Frighteningly good.

I’ve been taking them apart and experimenting with them for nearly two centuries.  Since I don’t sleep, that works out to nearly a million hours of actual study, not counting headspace time. I think I’m justified in saying I’m an expert.

There was a profound silence.

You scare me.

What?  Why?  I’m on your side, aren’t I?

Sometimes I think I’m on your side.

Either way, it works out for us.  But can we get back to the mortals not listening properly?

Yeah.  I send dreams, but they wake up and shake it off.  It’s like they aren’t sensitive to omens or something.

I did kind of make an impression with the clouds-and-lightning gods looking down at them.  Very obvious.  Extremely direct.  Maybe now they expect direct?

Sort of.  Maybe.  It would help if… you know those statuettes you plunked down next to the kustoni shamans?

Sure.

Those were great focusing agents.  If I had some of those, I might be able to be more… what’s the word?

Obvious? I suggested.

Yeah, that’s the word.

I don’t want to manufacture them, I admitted.  I also don’t want to individually eyeball the whole population to look for the more spiritually sensitive and potentially devout.

Hmm.  I see your point.

As an alternative, how about I direct them to your underground temple?  I can put an Ashtray of Annunciation in there so you can be more direct about “speaking” to petitioners.  I can do the same thing in the Temple of Fire and you can fake being Sparky until she’s ready to hold a conversation.  You can do the looking-over and decide who you want.  Would that do?

I have an underground temple? he asked.  Since when?

Since I built the city!  Did you think I wouldn’t include a place for you?

I thought the Mother of Flame was the sole deity of the Empire!

Maybe she is—later!  Right now, we have a lot of gods who need creating!

Hmm.  Fair point.  The faster they grow up, the sooner I can get away from nursery duty.  But you don’t have temples for them, yet?

I don’t even know who most of them are!  I patterned their frameworks after the Roman gods, but they can’t be too similar or we attract the Roman gods.  Once they start to take on aspects and forms up there, you can get the locals to build shrines to them and hurry the process along, incidentally making them unique unto themselves instead of wholly reliant on the copied frameworks.

That’s a good point.  Okay.  Inside my temple… I might want a dynamo or two inside, creating a localized field.

I know a guy who makes them.

Understood.  If I can’t make that work, I don’t deserve to be in the god business!

You get me dynamos, I’ll plant them in your little garden of religion.

Thanks!

I sighed and opened my eyes.

“Good news.  I’ve had a conversation with the gods and they will be more than happy to talk to anyone who walks into a temple and prays.”

Gnaeus looked at Velina.  She smiled.  He took a deep breath.

“As you say,” he agreed.  “But where are the other temples?  I have only seen the big one.”

“I’ll have to show you.  I’ve got a lot to do, myself.  Speaking of people,” I went on, “I promised you something.  Have you decided whether or not you want your wife to come here?”

“If it pleases you, I would also be pleased to have her with me, and my sons, too, if they will come.”

“Gladly.  However, to find her, I’ll need a little help from you.”

“Whatever I can do.”

“I want you to think really hard, Gnaeus.  Close your eyes and think about your home.  Picture it in your mind.  Picture your wife.  Imagine her going about her day.  Don’t tell me what she’s doing, just think about it.  Try and see it as though you were there, watching her for a few moments before she notices you.”

Gnaeus did so, and both Firebrand and I got a good look.  We repeated the process with him visualizing his sons.

“That’s good.  Thank you, Gnaeus.  I’ll see what I can do.  What else have you got for me?”

“You said you wished to be informed about capital punishment,” Velina said.

“Uh-oh.”

“Indeed.  There has been a murder.  One man slew another regarding a woman.  He awaits your justice.”

“Why wasn’t he dragged in front of me last night?”

“It happened early this morning.”

“Oh.  Okay.  Bring him and the woman.”

“The woman?” Velina asked.

“I want all the living people on hand when I examine the case.  I also want to see your final candidates for the Senate.  Let’s get it together for tonight.  I have a lot of other stuff demanding my attention today.”

“It will be done as you wish.”

“Thanks.  Anything else right now?”

They shook their heads.

“You’re doing a great job, both of you.  I’m entirely pleased.  And, in case I haven’t made it clear, you have the authority to do whatever needs doing.  Organize things.  Don’t hesitate to make decisions.  If I need to change it later, I’ll let you know.  You can spin it as you changed your mind, or you can blame it all on me for reversing it, whichever puts you in a better light.  I don’t mind being the villain.”

I had a sudden flashback to The Prince.  What would Machiavelli think?  Since I was aiming to put someone else on the throne, maybe Niccolo would approve.  If I play the villain, anyone who comes after looks fantastic by contrast.

“This capital case reminds me.  How’s the city doing as far as policing the place?  Did a bunch of citizens tackle the guy?  Was it a street fight, or did someone hear screaming?  Or did the duly appointed constabulary investigate and apprehend the suspect?”

“It was a street fight.  Several spectators assisted the gold tunics.”

“You say several spectators?”

“The gold tunics are trained, somewhat, as warriors.  They are not as proficient as I wish, but their training continues.  The men are all soldiers.”

“I’ll see if I can help.  We’ll schedule something.  But good work.  Keep looking for people who need to be executed.  Bring them to me and I’ll make the final determination.”

“As you say.”

“Gnaeus, on a similar note, I want something from you, too.”

“Name it.”

“While she’s busy looking for people to remove, I want you looking for people to be freed.  Technically, almost every man in Tamaril is still a slave.”

“I have a few in mind immediately.”

“And I’m sure they’re worthy.  However, I have a few criteria for you.  Don’t tell anyone what the criteria are.  If they know, they’ll cheat.”

“Understood,” he said.  From his tone, I believed he did, in fact, understand.

“I’m looking for people who have sense and a self-motivating attitude.  There are opportunities galore in Tamaril.  Anyone skilled as a blacksmith who wants to set up a blacksmith shop should be able to do so.  All he has to do is find the tools, cart them to an existing shop—perhaps with the help of a few friends—and haul in the fuel.  All the materials are here.  The same applies to any number of other trades, from farmer to farrier to furrier.  When someone makes a career for himself, when he sets himself up with a permanent job—as evidenced by him actually doing the job for, say, a year—we’ll write up his manumission papers and have someone deliver them.  I’ll get you a formal seal to stamp them with.  And keep a copy on file, here in the palace.  I’ll need to get someone as a file clerk for that, as well…”

“If they know this is a condition of freedom, they will all wish to do so,” he said, and frowned.  “And then,” he went on, “having established such a shop, they will abandon it… or will they?”

“It goes back to the idea of people doing the job they love.  We’ll have lots of time for people to work for pay, but the ones who want to be productive members of society are the ones we want as citizens.  Maybe that’s harsh, but it’s true.”

I did not add that I hoped it was harsh.  I have a Dark Lord reputation to maintain.

“I will keep it secret, but they will notice the pattern.”

“So they will.  Perhaps we’ll start with a six-month probationary period, then raise it to a year.  And they have to produce.  It’s nice to say you’re a barrel-maker, but if you don’t make barrels, you don’t count.  Use your judgment.”

“Yes, sir.  Do you not want me to bring them for you to examine?”

“Nope.  Not my area.  My realm begins when they are dying.  Freeing them gives them a lot more responsibility, but it doesn’t hurry them into my realm.  I’m patient enough to let them live their lives, assuming they are willing to try.  The ones who won’t play well with others, those are the ones Velina brings to me for immediate judgment, rather than waiting for the inevitable.  See how this works?”

“Not yet,” Gnaeus admitted, “but I believe I am beginning to.”

“Good man.  I’ll see you again tonight.”

Mrs. Gnaeus Lucilius Nerva was not at all put out by the strange visitor on her doorstep.  She was more flustered, I think, by the purple-trimmed toga.  The time differential was such that the news of the Parthian victory had already reached her, so she was relieved and pleased to discover Gnaeus was alive.  Knowing he lived, she was not at all surprised he rapidly climbed to the top of a barbarian kingdom.

I can’t say I disagree.  Gnaeus is a capable guy.  And, from her point of view, he’s even more superior because he’s Roman.  It’s a cultural thing.

As far as packing up and moving, she didn’t have any hesitation.  Gnaeus says he’s got a good position?  It’s not Rome, but it’s where Gnaeus wants to be.

I was glad she didn’t have a whole houseful of slaves.  She received Gnaeus’ pay, maintained the house, kept up the social obligations, made all the appropriate sacrifices for his safe return, and was the model wife of a career soldier.  I’m not sure if this was standard practice in my Earth’s Rome.  It worked here, though.

I helped her pack three large wickerwork basket-boxes.  I shifted everything to the Imperial Palace.  There’s a whole wing devoted to staff quarters.  I helped her get her stuff in there as a temporary place to live.  I had no idea where Gnaeus was staying!

The sons were another story.  They were doing quite well in the legions.  They were grown men, out on their own, with careers and prospects.  They were unwilling to drop everything and go chase after their father.  I did my best to persuade them.  I figured it was the least I could do for Gnaeus.  I offered them land, money, and position.  I also pointed out their father was now the supreme commander in another kingdom.  No, they were determined to rise in the ranks of Rome.  No doubt he would be proud of them, no matter what their decision.

Do he and the wife plan to have more children?  They might.  If so, I’ll make sure things go smoothly.  I wouldn’t want them to be too upset at the whole empty nest thing.

With the family of Gnaeus sorted out, I left the wife in Velina’s hands.  I had to install my gizmo for plugging up the stars in the Firmament.

The physical structure of the device was a lot like a star-maker.  It was an orichalcum ring, heavily inscribed with magical glyphs.  The spells, on the other hand, were moderately complex.

The plugs would behave a bit like my false stars.  One flies up and sticks to the Firmament.  It slides along the interface lines between Firmament sections until it comes to a star.  If it’s small enough, it skips the star and moves off along another line.  When it finds a star big enough, it latches on, settles in, and becomes a partial blockage.

Sooner or later, some Thing rolls up out of the Void and tries to squeeze through.  The plug’s job is to fight with it.

Imagine a Thing is a big, nasty monster.  The nasty monster turns into something like toothpaste.  This starts squeezing through the opening.  Once it’s all through, it turns back into the monster.  This is my basic hypothesis for how Things get into the world on their own.

Now, instead of allowing the Toothpaste of Evil ooze freely through the gap, let us narrow the gap to reduce the flow.  It can still squeeze through.  There’s still a gap.  Since it’s such a small gap, the process takes longer.  Long enough, hopefully, for it to be only partway through when the sun comes up.

It’s also possible the Thing is a bit smarter than the typical clawed horror.  So it tries to kick the plug out and break the spell so it can go through unimpeded.  I’m okay with that.  They’re tough little things, deliberately so, with elements of a firmament spell in their matrix to make them resistant to Chaos.  They can take a hell of a beating before they break.  Assuming a really big monster beats on one until it breaks, does it still have enough time to squeeze through the hole?  If it doesn’t, a new plug will settle into place during the day and the process has to repeat.

If someone summons a Thing—pulling while the Thing pushes—it might get through faster.  The downside, from the Thing’s point of view, is it’s going to wind up in a containment diagram.  If it doesn’t get the help, though, when the sun comes up, the portion of itself inside the Firmament is subject to sudden obliteration.

Does the shock also kill the portion outside the Firmament?  I doubt it.  It won’t like it, though.  Since these Things don’t have physical forms in the same way as most living creatures, I presume losing a large chunk of themselves will weaken them rather than kill them.  Do they recover quickly, as from a wound?  Or do they have to grow it back?  Or is it something more permanent and debilitating?

Not my area of expertise.  Is it ironic I know more about rigid angels than formless Things?

Down in the Underworld, I installed my star-plugger and set it going.  I watched it work for a while, made sure it was performing correctly, and was pleased.  I’m hoping there will always be a few extra, ready to start filling a gap immediately, but I don’t know how frequently Things squeeze in!

I’ll have to set up a monitoring function, sooner or later, but I’ll settle for immediate results.  Refinement can wait.

One less thing on my To-Do list.

Okay, what’s next?  Ice giants?  Still not bothering me.  Ecology?  The Gaia system says things are going well, so I don’t know if I want to do anything to mess with the program.  I’m sure I’m forgetting something.  I should probably write stuff down instead of—

Writing.  Paper.  Papyrus!  That’s what I was forgetting!  One moment.

There.  Now papyrus plants are growing like weeds.  Got that covered.

Maybe there’s something else I’m missing, but I don’t know what it would be.  I can’t keep track of everything.

Keep track of everything…

Dang.  More peripherals for the Gaia system.  Be right back.

Okay.  Factory production, shift-box delivery, and robotic installation are on-line.  This time, I’ll leave it running until it has a hundred thousand scrying spellboards—scryboxes—and a bunch of mini-gates for direct sampling.  I’ll see what sort of data collection we have and what specialized versions I need to tweak.  That should cover all the ecological and weather monitoring, but what else do I need to know?

Lots of things.  Where the wild not-quite-Things are, the monster population figures, human settlements and demographics, Tamaril’s farm regions and property lines, and a whole slew of other stuff.

I guess I need to work on my own Lookout Base, possibly with a huge, flaming eye instead of a telescope.  I need to be more informed about what’s going on in the world.  My altar ego is still a bit iffy about it.  I’ve tried to help him with that, but he’s also responsible for the proto-gods.  Being a single parent isn’t easy, even with a babysitter.

As for me being a theocratic dictator who is actively attempting to rule the world and spy on everything in it… let us say the irony of my situation is not lost on me.

I’m going to have to think about how to do this.  What, exactly, do I need to know?  How can I gather that information?  And do I need to be as much of a monster as I think I do in order to achieve my goals?

“It’s for your own good,” is a reason when you’re raising kids.  When you’re dominating a whole civilization, it’s an excuse.


Making Points

It was in no good frame of mind that I returned to Tamaril.  Even Firebrand knew better than to make snarky comments.  I think other people could tell about my mood.  When I gave orders in preparation for the evening audience, soldiers saluted and quick-marched away.  Women didn’t salute, but they sprang into motion even more quickly than the men.

I spent the rest of the time with a pad and pencil, thinking.  Making notes isn’t really necessary, but it helps keep me focused on what I’m trying to do.  I’ve got a lot going on inside my head and it seems to be… I’m not sure.  Noisier?  More crowded?  I didn’t used to need the notepad to keep my plans straight.

Maybe I should spend a few weeks putting my thoughts in order, like I did with my memories of Phoebe.  Or maybe I need to go through the bookshelves in my mental study and sort everything out, organize it.  How much could I dump into the basement?  How much should I dump in the basement?  I keep eating bugs on a semi-regular basis, but would tossing a bookcase down the stairs rile them up?

People filed in through the far wall to fill the bleachers.  It’s fun to watch the king hand out judgments, apparently.  I really need to get them something more entertaining.  Professionals, I think.  Jugglers.  Musicians.  Actors.  Playwrights.  I was hoping they had enough among them, but apparently not.  Well, there were more where they came from.  One or two more trips, maybe.

Crap.  I asked about skilled labor and suchlike.  They were supposed to get me a list.  I made a note to ask.  Ha.  Score one for the pad and pencil.

With everyone in their place, the business of the evening began.

The murderer was, upon examination, a murderer.  The lady—Murinia—also came under intense scrutiny.  She had nothing to do with the brawl-turned-murder, aside from being the prize.  She didn’t want it to happen and was pretty unhappy about the idea she belonged to the victor.

Yeah, I fixed that.  The “winner”—no, let’s say “survivor”—of the fight went to the dungeons and Murinia went home.

Next up were the senatorial candidates, but there was a bit of a delay.  Someone was late, or they were missing someone, or something.  It was a social issue, which didn’t really interest me.  They would sort themselves out eventually.

I was in no great hurry, so I took a question from the gallery.  One man wanted to know what would happen to Camillus Vibius Antonius.  Since he was still a slave and now he was a murderer—

“As soon as I have ordained My priests, his blood will flow across My altar,” I told him.  “Until then, he will remain in the Imperial dungeon to await his sacrifice, thus paying for the life he took with his own.”

There weren’t any questions after that.  No, that’s not quite right.  There were lots of questions.  None anyone was willing to ask, but they had lots of questions.

Finally, the candidates for the Senate filed in and spread out, forming a line.  I came down from the throne and looked at each of them in turn, walking slowly along the line.  There were more candidates than I thought there would be.  There should have been seven.  There were twelve.  Six were women, six were men.  Maybe Velina and Gnaeus picked the best they had, each from their own bunch.  Overall, I liked what I saw.  Brains, yes, and strong wills.  Good character, too.  An interest in doing what was right rather than what was convenient.  I like politicians with ideals, but having a good sense of practicality and realism helps.  Telling them to take a long view would probably have good results.

Male Candidate #4, however, did not meet with my approval.  Outwardly, he was calm, almost serene.  Inside, he was a bundle of nerves.  It was no mystery why.  He had a short sword hidden in his toga.

The question, in my mind, was whether or not to stop him.  I could demonstrate the futility of the attempt.  No one could be fast enough or strong enough.  No one could deceive me.  No one could match me.  That sort of thing.  And it was a good thing to demonstrate.  If everyone knows the guy you’re trying to assassinate is the hardest target in the world, they’ll plot forever.  They might not ever bring themselves to try.  But if they did try, it would be a damn fine try.

The other option was more immediately painful, but communicated futility in an entirely different way.

Could I do both?  Maybe, if my assassin was willing to help.

I met his eyes.  He didn’t blink.

“You’re going to have a hard time getting through the armor,” I told him, quietly.  “I wear it for show, but it does work.”

His face didn’t change a bit.

“My lord?”

“Never mind.  I’ll help.  Wait here.”

I backed up a step to discourage any sudden moves on his part.  I returned to the throne and took off my upper armor.  Helmet, gauntlets, bracers, breastplate—even my undershirt and amulet.  I laid Firebrand across the arms of the throne, over it all, to guard my stuff.

I wonder what people thought, hearing the ripping noise of Velcro as I took off half a suit of armor.  This was no bad thing, though.  I casually rip my own armor open.  What does that tell you?  That the armor is weak?  Or that the wearer is not to be trifled with?

I stripped to the waist while the gallery whispered and wondered.  The rest of the prospective senators edged away from the guy I told to wait.  I nodded and waved them away.  I also gestured forward the nearest guards.  Six of them came up and formed a loose cordon around my would-be assassin.

He sweat like he was in a sauna, but tried to look calm.  Being armed wasn’t necessarily forbidden, and he could always claim he hadn’t planned on using it…

Two of the gold-and-amber uniformed ladies moved up to the throne.  They drew weapons and stood to either side, guarding it.  They didn’t guard me, I noticed.  I went back down the steps and across to the guy who was about to be an object lesson.

“Here I am,” I said, loudly enough for everyone to hear.  The whispering in the bleachers died down.  “Naked to the waist.  Not a thing to stop you.  I’m not even armed.  Make your move.”

He gave it his best shot.  The sword came out in a flash and I took it away from him, slapped both sides of his face with the flat of it, and held the hilt out to him to take back.  His hands had not yet had time to move, even in reflex, to guard his face.  His eyes were still starting to blink.

“I don’t have to allow this,” I said, louder.  “I can stop you anytime I please.  But go ahead.  This time, I give you leave.  Take it.”

He rubbed at the future bruises and considered it.  He snatched the sword and stepped forward, thrusting.  Good shot, too.  Up between the ribs, straight through the heart, and out the back.  He had good shoulders and powerful forearms.

We looked at each other, almost nose-to-nose.  I put my hands on his shoulders and we did a little shuffle, turning so everyone could see his hand on the hilt and the tip of the sword out my back.  The only sounds were a very little breathing and a lot of very rapid heartbeats.

“Good form.  Nice shot.  Very accurate.  Doesn’t seem to have helped.  Step back.”

He did so.  I pulled out the weapon and presented the hilt to him again.  The hole closed up as he took the sword.  This bothered him deeply, but he still thrust the blade into my abdomen, pulled it out and put it up under my ribs, then in the right side, then the left.  I even suggested he cut my throat, and he did, for all the good it did him.  I didn’t tell him to stick the sword in one side of my neck and out the other, but I usually like it when people show initiative.

I was pleased he brought a small, stabbing sword.  Cutting and impaling wounds are usually easy to repair.  They’re almost like closing a ziplock bag.  Repairs take minimal effort.  Lopping something off is different.  Gouging out strips of flesh, chopping a big dollop of flesh so it hangs loose, burning away layers of skin, eating away organs with holy water or acid—all these mean bits are actually missing.  I have to regrow stuff.  That takes longer.  But neatly cutting my throat from one tip of my jaw to the other?  The wound closes up almost as fast as you cut!  And it’s not like I’m going to bleed.  As far as anyone knows, I don’t even have blood.

He pulled the blade out of my neck and I turned my head back and forth to demonstrate the lack of damage.  He stepped back, confused and dismayed.

“Anyone else want to take a stab at His Divine Majesty?”

The murmuring in the galleries was hushed, but persistent.  Nobody volunteered.

I beckoned the soldiers surrounding us to come closer.  They already had swords out, so I held out my hand and got one from the nearest.  I handed it to my assassin.  With a little prompting, he put the blade in me.  I repeated the process with the second guard, third, fourth….

Once he shoved all seven blades—counting his—into me, I walked along the front row of the gallery to give everyone a good view.

“There’s a reason I sit on that throne,” I said, still wearing my extreme piercings.  “There’s more than one reason.  Somebody has forgotten what happened the day the legion arrived.  There was a discussion among the gods about your fate.  I spoke up for you, even though I didn’t have to.  The Mother of Flame adopted you, and I respected her choice.  Before that, I rescued you from the uncertainty of the slave-marts, or I rescued your sunburned butts from the Parthians!”

I gestured at the hilts.

“And this is the thanks I get?  This is how you show gratitude for gifts?”

I shook my head and sighed like a weary father speaking to a disappointing child.

I walked slowly back along the front row of the bleachers.  As I did, I drew out one of the blades to let it fall to the stonework.  Clang!

“Look.  I’m trying to be patient with you.”  Clang!  “I don’t want to be a terrible and merciless god.”  Clang!  “I want to put you on your feet, as a strong people, a thriving people.”  Clang!  “I want you to rise up and be an Empire.”  Clang!  “Assuming, of course, you have it in you to do so.”  Clang!  “You better hope—and pray—the Mother of Flame keeps convincing me you’re worth my time.  You better pray she can convince me, because I’m not feeling generous.”

I turned to my assassin, still with the first sword sticking through me.  Nobody restrained him, but he wasn’t going anywhere.  Velina was behind him, although I don’t think he was even aware of her.  He, like all the rest, were dumbfounded.  The swords on the ground were disturbing.  The one still sticking out of my now-unmarked chest was even moreso.

“It’s not impossible to destroy this body,” I told him, sounding tired.  “It is very, very difficult.  It’s also—and this is fundamental—completely pointless.  I’ll form another body.  I’m a god, you idiot!  You can chop this body into a thousand pieces and it won’t harm me.  I can make as many bodies as I want!  Attacking this flesh is like putting a spear through your shadow.  It doesn’t harm you any more than anything you do to this flesh can harm the real me.”

I heaved a sigh and rubbed my eyes.

“Mortals can be so stupid,” I said, finally.  “You either weary me with your foolishness or bore me with you banality.  You… whatever your name is.  Get out.  Go away.  I’m bored with you.”  I waved a hand in vague dismissal.  He was looking fatalistic and resigned, but now he perked up with surprise.  Velina was almost as surprised.

“My lord?” she asked.

“Forget it,” I told her.  “He’s stupid and childish and I don’t even care what his name is.  I can’t even class this as an attempt on my life.  He’s a child throwing a tantrum by calling me names.  Nailing him up in the Plaza is a waste of time and effort.  He wants to stab me again tomorrow?  Fine!  He can’t even hurt my feelings, much less me.  Send him away.  Anyone trying to kill me is boring.”

Dazed, he shuffled toward the doors.  I held up a hand to stop him.

“Wait.  Come here.  Don’t forget this.”

He approached, as ordered, and with a bit of encouragement, he grasped the hilt of the weapon he originally brought.  With a bit of tugging, it came free.

“Now get out,” I told him.  He did so, somewhat dazed.  At my signal, the soldiers recovered their own weapons while I dressed again.  As I dressed, I also pointed at the senatorial candidates, one at a time, picking out seven of them.  They were standing to the sides, waiting with the same stunned expressions as everyone else.  The seven I picked came forward with a mixture of alacrity and hesitation, if that’s possible.

“You seven.  You’re about to be Senators.  I will provide basic outlines for human government, but the details will be largely determined by you.  It’s a powerful responsibility and it is likely to be a job you will hate,” I told them, shrugging into my back-and-breast armor.  The gold-tunic guardians stood by, holding things and helping.  “Do you want to refuse?”

They did not.

Anticipating the swearing-in of the first Senators of the Empire, I had a large brazier standing by.  I gestured at it to light it.  Firebrand made it flame intensely for several seconds before it settled into glowing coals.  Four soldiers picked it up by the carrying rods to march it over and set it down at the bottom of the dais.

“Let me elaborate.  The Senate will have one duty.  Your duty is to the people of the Empire.  This city, Tamaril.  The western city, Zirafel.  And everyone in between who is part of the Empire.  It will be the only duty of your life, the one you will forsake all others for.  Others must attend to family, religion, business—anything else is a distraction.  Your focus will be on this, your responsibility.  Your focus, and your responsibility, and all those who hold the office of senator.  Do you understand?”

They said they did.  I had my doubts, but we would see.

Firebrand?  What’s her name?

Claudia.

“Claudia, step forward.”

Claudia did so.  She was a tall, heavy woman, with her hair done in an elaborate, towering style.  She was dressed for an appearance at the Imperial Court, or as well as was possible, given our fashion limitations.  Her appearance didn’t fool me.  She was gaudied up, but she wasn’t a gaudy person.

I handed her a knife.  She accepted it.  The coals brightened and flames flickered golden, dancing in the bowl.

Uh, Boss?  I’m not doing that.

I noticed.  It’s nice she’s paying attention.

If you say so.

“Bleed into the fire,” I instructed.  Claudia made a shallow cut along the outer edge of her left hand, in the meaty part between the little finger and the wrist.  Blood flowed and she held her hand out to drip into the flames.

“Repeat after me,” I continued.  “I—your name.”

“I, Claudia.”

“Swear on the blood of my life.”

“Swear on the blood of my life.”

I shall live my life for the good of all citizens.

I shall always seek the greatest good for the greatest number.

Showing neither unjust favor nor unearned disfavor.

While in the service of the people.

This I swear.

Before the Emperor.

And before the Goddess of Fire.

The flames rose up.  Through them, as though the flames were portals into another place, while a glowing, female shape looked back.  Only for a moment, but it was a clear and definite Sign.  I stood behind it.  The shadow at my back rose up to tower over that end of the room, dark and sinister and terrible, with eyes of such darkness as to be holes into nothingness.

They’re not wizards.  They can’t tell the difference between magic and miracle.  The trick to creating gods is to fake it until they make it real.  The Mother of Flame might only be capable of weirdly-colored flames, at the moment, but I augmented it for her.  Sometimes, the theatrical touches are important.

Everything diminished to normal, mortal parameters.  Claudia did not faint, but the only color in her face was the makeup.

“Welcome, free woman of Tamaril, and Senator of the Empire,” I told her, and took her hand.  The cut healed up immediately, but it left a thin scar—purposefully.  It could serve as a reminder.  I turned to the other six.

“Will one of you now choose to take the oath?”

Now they knew what the oath was and what the ritual entailed.  And, perhaps more telling, they knew there were at least two gods witnessing their oath.  Actively, obviously, blatantly witnessing.  They all elected to swear, which was unsurprising; they were selected for dedication, among other things.

When the seventh Senator was confirmed, the fires did not diminish, but turned toward me.

“You will watch over them?” whispered the voice of the flames, but everyone heard it perfectly.  I had the spells ready before I started the evening.

“Go on,” I told the fires.  “Mothers have many things to do.  These children will live and die beneath my shadow until you are ready.”

“You are a stern father,” she cautioned me.

“Yes.  And you are often too soft.”

“Do not punish them too harshly.  Please.  They do not know better.  They must learn by doing, and sometimes fail.”

“Have I not given them everything?  Have I not allowed them to do as they please?  Even so, have they not been both ungrateful and stupid?  I am trying to show your mercy, because I love you, but mercy is not in my nature.”

“And yet I love you, perhaps despite that.  You will try?  For me?”

“For you,” I agreed, “but there is no other who would dare to ask—and no other whose request I would honor.”

The flames diminished and went out.  I thought the fire illusions and conversation made the gods seem more personal.  The overwhelming visions in the amphitheater were impersonal, elemental, unrelatable.  The conversation between Mom and Pop—the fire and the dark lord—was something people could talk about without using hushed tones.  And I wanted them talking about this religion, rather than the old religion.

The sense of her presence vanished when my spells did.  Well, she was a young deity and had a lot of growing up to do.  It’s important not to exhaust oneself.

I seated myself on the throne, laid Firebrand across the arms, and turned my attention to the senators again.

“In the morning, you will begin forming the laws of the Empire, the fundamental rules that define your government.  That will be all.  Oh!  Do you know where the Senate chamber is?  No?  Meet here after breakfast and I will show you.  Next!”

There wasn’t much more for me to personally handle.  We finished well before midnight.  My wounds were already healed, of course, but sometimes they itch for a while.  Even the itch was gone by the time all the spectators trooped out.

“My lord?” Gnaeus asked, as the last of the people departed.

“We’re done,” I confirmed.  “Thank you.”

“For what?”

“Anything.  Everything.”

Gnaeus nodded and turned to the guards.  At his gesture, they came to attention, saluted, marched out, and closed the big, double doors behind them.  Velina came up on my other side as Gnaeus asked a question.

“Are you well?”

“Hmm?  Oh, of course.  The idiot could have carved out my liver and I would regrow it.  He’s not important.”

“You really are unhurt?” Gnaeus confirmed.

“Really.  You saw the wounds.  They closed right up and vanished, didn’t they?”

“Yes.”

“There you go.  You want to put a blade into me?  I’ll let you see for yourself.  I don’t mind.”

“I would rather not.”

“Suit yourself.”

“If I may ask… why do you wear armor?”

“Mostly because it looks good,” I told him, shrugging.  “You’ve got to look the part if people are going to take you seriously.  Would people look at me and know me, respect me, if I walked naked through the street?  The armor makes me stand out and makes me readily identifiable.  You see this armor and you know I’m involved.  Sure, it’s not necessary.  Physical violence cannot truly kill a god.  It’s more like wearing a purple toga to make sure everyone knows who they’re dealing with.”

Gnaeus nodded, satisfied.  I turned my attention to Velina.

“You look as though you have something on your mind.”

“Yes, but now I wonder if it is worth the discussion.”

“Oh?”

“It had been my intent to introduce my most trusted warriors as your personal guard.  Is it something you require?”

Everyone else gets flashbacks.  I get flashforwards.

“I absolutely do need a personal guard.  Several of them.  I won’t be Emperor forever.  I’ll hand the job to someone else, and that person will be mortal—and will need protection.  We should start training them before they’re needed.  How many do you have?”

“Two.  They are low on the ladder, but they would hold their rungs, and they will stand when all others run.”

“Gnaeus?  Do you have anyone you think would make a good personal guard for the Emperor?  Someone you trust, not only with your life, but with your honor?”

Gnaeus didn’t answer immediately.  He thought it over.

“I do.  I would not part with them from my service for any money.  Nonetheless, if you require them, I will send them to you.”

“Hmm.  You raise an interesting point.  Do I want to drag them away?  No.  I want volunteers for this, not people assigned to the job.”  I steepled my fingers and considered the matter.

“Velina, bring me your two candidates before dawn.  Gnaeus, please don’t mention this to anyone else—not yet.  I have an idea.”

“It shall be as you say,” he agreed.

“But I’m keeping you both up rather late.  I apologize.”

“I have been told you never sleep,” Gnaeus replied.  “I believe it.  You forget too easily that others must.”

“Which reminds me.  If you would like to appoint assistants to be available to the Unsleeping Emperor, go right ahead.  Someone—or a couple of someones—who can handle things while you’re napping.  They can take notes, issue orders, and brief you when you wake.  It would take a lot of the stress out of your lives, I think.”

“It will,” Velina stated, positively.  I repressed a smile.  She knew best.

“Good.  I have to go buy more entertainment.  I’ve been forgetting.  So much to do…”

“Before you go?” Gnaeus asked.

“Yes?”

“I spoke with my wife.”

“Good!  Is she all settled in?  Everything in order?”

“She is very pleased, as am I.  But she wonders about our sons.”

“I asked them if they would come with me.  I even offered them riches and positions.  They preferred to pursue their careers with Rome and rise in rank by their own merits, rather than through the influence of their father.”

Gnaeus’ face practically cracked in two with the smile.  I could see the light of pride beaming out of him, bright as diamonds in the sun.

“I am grateful you made the request.”

“They are good men and I wish they had elected to join my service, but I respect them and their decision.”

I rose from the Imperial Throne and sheathed Firebrand.

“If you will excuse me, I still have much to do.”

“Of course, s—Halar.”

“May I walk with you?” Velina asked.

“Always.  I’ll see you tomorrow, Gnaeus.”  He bowed and marched away as a happy man.  Velina fell into step beside me as I moved toward the door behind the throne.

“Are you truly intending to turn over the governance of this place to a council?” she asked.

“Mostly.  My intention is to establish a sort of representative democracy as far as the Senate goes.  There needs to be a balance of power—or a sharp demarcation of powers—between the Emperor and the Senate.  They represent the people by making laws.  The Emperor serves the people by vetoing them.”

“Vetoing?”

“The Emperor won’t make laws, but he’ll have a hand in removing them.  If the Senate wants to pass stupid laws, they can.  Then the Emperor cancels it.  They can then draw up another law and, if it’s still stupid, the Emperor cancels it again.  Maybe some laws grow outdated or irrelevant.  The Emperor’s job is to abolish those, too.  It won’t be automatic—there will probably be a vote in the Senate, too—but that’s the main demarcation as far as lawmaking is concerned.”

“I do not understand.”

“One of the worst problems governments have is the accretion of law.  In some cases, laws can get very specific.  The government may impose regulations on silly things.  Like… like… like the minimum number of threads per inch in a woolen sweater.  A stupid law, admittedly, so the Emperor abolishes it.”  I frowned, thinking.  “There has to be a limit to his power to abolish laws, though.  I’ll have to think about it more.  Or I’ll give the idea to the senators to include in their government-making assignment and let them sort it out.”

Velina walked with me through the corridor and up the stairs, thinking.

“Perhaps this is too subtle for me,” she decided.  “It would seem the Senate decrees all, for what is government but laws?”

“The Imperial power won’t be limited to abolishing laws.  I think it should be one of the Emperor’s powers.”

“May I then ask why you allowed Marius Felix Fortissimus to go?”

“The guy who tried to kill me?  He was a useful demonstration of how nobody can touch me if I don’t allow it, and about how I’m impossible to kill.  After today, how many assassins will bother trying to knife me?”

“None.”

“Yay.  I don’t have to bother with them.  See?  There’s one good reason to let him go.  He’ll be telling everyone he put seven swords into me and I didn’t so much as flinch.  Anyone else might think it’s a trick, but he knows he stabbed me.”

“One good reason?”

“Heh.  Yes.”

“Is there another?”

“I’m going to get out a mirror and keep an eye on him.  I don’t know why he wanted to assassinate me.  I’d like to know if this was all his idea as a malcontent, or if others conspired with him.  Most importantly, why.  I don’t know what they hope to gain.  Since I sent…”

“Marius Felix.”

“… on his way, he should lead me to them.”

Velina opened the door to the Imperial quarters and entered, then stood aside and held the door for me.

“Now I think I understand.”

“I’m sure you do.  And, on a related note, there are three men in the bedroom.  I can see their glow through the wall.”

Velina drew her sword and unslung the shield from her back.

“I will return momentarily.”

“I’ll wait here.”

But… but… Boss!

She loves this part, I chided.  Let her enjoy it.

Damn it, Boss!  You’re less and less fun, you know that?

It goes with being an empire-builder instead of a ne’er-do-well adventurer.  What do you want?  A post-apocalyptic raiding party?  More piracy?  What?

I just… I dunno.  I miss the days when you would ride out into the wilds and beat the guts out of something while I set it on fire.

I know.  Part of me misses those days, too.  Sort of.  Do I need to find something for you?  Or go on a hunting trip?  Is that it?

Maybe.  I mean, I don’t mind scanning the thoughts of people as they stand before their God-King-Emperor-Overlord.  Sometimes it’s fun!  They’re usually pretty damn terrified of you, to be honest.  But it’s not the same as biting into something, boiling the blood, carbonizing the bones, and slashing out through the other side.

You miss the bloodshed.

In a word?  Yes.

I understand.  I’ll plan a weekend and we’ll see what we can find.  The Hunter is supposed to be looking for Things.  Maybe we can go hunting for hybrids.  If I can find the time, maybe we can go Heroing!

Oo!  Now that does sound fun!

While we conversed, I moved forward from the receiving room to the private parlor and waited outside the master bedroom.  When the screaming died down to whimpering, I pushed the door open, sliding a body along with it.  At least the blood lubricated it long enough to slide easily.

“Everything okay?”

Velina knelt by an unconscious man, applying both hands to a wound to stop the bleeding.  The flesh knit under the effects of her spell, but I wasn’t sure he was going to survive.  At least the rest of the blood in the room was unlikely to stain anything.

“All is well,” she replied.  “That one may require your attention.”

“That one” was bleeding from a pressure cut along the top of his head.  Judging by the dent in the oak bedpost, he had a cracked skull at the very least.  Looking inside him, it was worse.

I stopped the bleeding in his brain before it got too bad.  The skull knit together, the scalp closed up, and his cerebral fluid stopped leaking.

“He’ll be mostly okay,” I announced.  “How’s the other one?”

“This one will probably live,” she decided.  “He has lost much blood, but he seems strong.”

She knew which one I was talking about.  The body I’d slid aside in opening the door had a mild cut—from his left shoulder to his right floating rib, deep enough to nick his spine.

“None of them look like what’s-his-name.”

“Marius Felix.”

“Yeah, him.  Could there be two plots to assassinate me, both making attempts on the same night?”

“I doubt it.”

“Probably the same conspiracy, then.  If I had arranged this, my thinking would be how…”

“Marius.”

“…Marius made the attempt in the throne room, which would fail.  Assume the would-be victim is cocky and overconfident afterward—or tired and grumpy, possibly even wounded.  The target might have a guard escort to the Imperial apartments, where the guards then do sentry duty at the door.  They took a risk, though.  I might be paranoid enough to have guards search my rooms, first.”

“You did.”

“Yeah, but not for those reasons.  I wonder if it’s just the four of them, or if there is someone motivating them.  And I wonder why they’re so pissed off at me.”

“So find out.”

“I will.  First, though, I’m going to take the survivors back to the Flatstation.  I have more time and more facilities there.”

“Shall I come?”

“Do you have a deputy you can turn everything over to?  Or do they wake you for emergencies?”

“I shall have a deputy for next time,” she decided.

“Capital.  Cancel my other appointments.  I’ll see you in the morning.”

My victims woke up in the usual manner: embedded in solid rock.  It’s inhumane and undignified and probably in violation of a bunch of human rights agreements, but I never signed anything.  I’m not sure it would be binding, anyway, what with me not being human.

“Good morning!“ I sang.  “Time for group.”

They didn’t want to.  I can’t say I blame them.  After a lot of one-sided conversation and nothing but monosyllabic answers, I shrugged and left them there.  They wouldn’t get hungry or thirsty, though. Bored, yes, and by design.

Why wouldn’t they get hungry or thirsty?  Because their dead friend kept them company.  I stitched him back together, animated the corpse, and set it up to feed them.  It filled a bowl with gruel, spooned it at their mouths—they could eat it or not—and refilled the bowl with water.  This it poured on their faces.  They could drink it or not.

I suspected their friend was likely to ruin their appetites.  He wasn’t preserved in any way.  After a week or so, I thought they might reconsider.  It’s not like I was going to have to wait a week.  I can use a time differential.  Besides, I had the other guy, the throne-room assassin, to spy on.

Yep.  He was fine.  He was in a building in Tamaril.  Someone, probably Velina or Gnaeus, had fitted it out as a sort of hotel.  The army had barracks, parade grounds, and so on.  Other men needed someplace to stay if they didn’t have a farm or a significant other willing to put them up.  It was possible to simply wander off and claim a house, but the farther away from the bathhouses you get, the less convenient it is.  I was glad to see someone thought of these things.  I had larger concerns.

What’s-his-name…

Hang on.  I know this.  Marcus?  Marius!

Marius was sitting on a stone window-seat, looking out over the moonlit streets.

Man, we have a lot of moonlight.  It’ll gradually go away, though.  Even now, cloudy weather can darken the nights.  Do we need street lighting?  Not immediately, but yes, we will.

Anyway, Marcus—no, Marius.  Marius, Marius, Marius.  Marius was watching the street as though he expected to see someone coming, or was waiting for a signal.  I did line-of-sight observations and didn’t see the Imperial Palace, so he wasn’t waiting for the other three to light a lantern or something.  Maybe it was a two-stage signal.  Someone would light a lamp in the palace if they killed me, then someone else would light a more visible lamp to alert other conspirators?  Or maybe he was watching to see if they were coming to a rendezvous.

Why were these idiots in my bedroom in the first place?  Did they simply not get word about the futility of stabbing me?  There might not have been a lot of opportunity to alert them.

I made a note to enchant alarms for the Imperial quarters.  My successor would need them.

Whatever the case, Marius didn’t rush to a meeting with the Shadowy Mastermind in charge of the far-flung conspiracy.  From the looks of things, he might be one of four people who decided killing a god-king-emperor-tyrant was a good idea.

I took a moment to pop into the Underworld cavern.  I wasn’t going to watch Marius all night.  The Gaia system could do it for me!  It’s not like Marius was going to notice a scrying sensor in one corner of his room.  Tomorrow, I could play it back and fast-forward through the boring parts.

Back on the Spherestation, I sauntered down to the clone farm.  Everything was on ice, again.  Maintaining a clone farm in good health, especially with a time differential, requires more staff.  But my beer hat was working fine.  I wasn’t hungry, but I worked up a little thirst from all the previous regenerating.

After a bit, I strolled through the shifters and entered the Flatstation again.  I played back the recordings of my concrete prisoners.  They didn’t talk much, and mostly to tell each other to be strong and to keep quiet.  Pity.

“Evening,” I said.  My prisoners had beards and desperately needed a wash.  Like pouty babies, they had initially refused to eat the offered food, so it splattered.  This only added to the odors in the dim, steel cell.

“I take it you jokers didn’t get the word from the throne room?” I continued.

“What word?” asked one.  It was a longer answer than I expected.  See what boredom will do?

“The word about me being unharmed by your mortal annoyances?  Sharp objects, for example.  I wandered around the throne room with seven swords sticking through me to make the point.  Nobody told you?”

“No.”

“I am unsurprised.  I imagine you were in the bedroom, waiting, as soon as you were sure I wasn’t.”  They didn’t reply.  “It’s okay.  I understand.  Look, the Mother of Flame really likes you people, so I’m trying really hard not to be a vengeful, wrathful, and merciless deity.  You’re not making this easy.”

“False god,” said one, and the other shushed him.

“Yeah, religion is a tricky thing, isn’t it?  All right.  The Mother of Flame would be merciful.  I promised her I would try.  So how do I… Ah! A revelation!  Come with me.”

“How?”

I gestured and the concrete in which they were set shivered, crackling and cracking.  It flaked away, crumbling into chunks, leaving them sitting on—basically—toilet seats.

After their time embedded in the stone, they knew it was solid.  Watching it crumble because I willed it so was miraculous.

Anything is a miracle if you don’t understand it.  Well, if it’s beneficial.  If you don’t understand it and it’s harmful, it’s witchcraft.

“Follow me.”

I felt confident they were too amazed and, after all that time spent being immobile, too weak to do otherwise.  I was right.  I helped them up to the top deck.  The observation deck.

On Rethven, it’s hard to see the naked Void.  The Firmament acts like a filter.  You have to get right up close to it to see through it.  Otherwise, all you see is sky.  Not so the magical firmament around the Flatstation.  Long ago, when I designed and built the place, I wanted to be able to study the primal Chaos if I ever took a notion, so I had to be able to examine it.

Now these two got to look at it.  Human brains aren’t wired particularly well when it comes to seeing raw Chaos.  They don’t know what they’re looking at and they can’t process it.  They don’t like it.

“This is my little island in the great sea of Chaos.  My personal domain, if you like.  Your personal hell, if you insist.  I created it.  There are many others like it, some larger, some smaller, some ruled by things you cannot imagine and some once ruled by things long-dead.  But I create worlds and I destroy them.

“And you say I’m a false god.”

While they were busy staring at the seething Void and making incoherent noises, I gestured and fired off the shift-space I’d prepared.  They never noticed the shift-spell take hold and blink them back to Tamaril.  All they noticed was the sky went from Chaos to darkness, which meant they could stop drooling and gibbering.  Getting down from the rooftop would be challenging, but someone would rescue them, I felt sure.

I wondered what they would think about all the time they spent elsewhere—in a single night.  I feel like the Ghosts of Christmas.  Christmas Yet to Come, mostly.

The night in Rethven was far from over, so I still had time to work.  As much as I hated to establish the Department of Ogling, Observation, and Full Universal Spying, I recognized I needed better intelligence services.  Velina, Gnaeus, and their assistants were on top of things—mostly—in Tamaril.  Now there were conspiracies afoot.  And, someday, there would be multiple cultures, too, presumably with all the trade, politics, and warfare this implied.  The Emperor—whoever that might be—could cope in whatever fashion he or she felt appropriate.

As for me, I have a bigger problem than running an Empire.  I have to shape the world to match what I remember.  Regrettably, this means I need to know what’s going on.  I need to be omniscient, but even my altar ego, even with my help, can’t seem to manage it.  We need to do better on the information-gathering!

Hence the D.O.O.F.U.S.  I don’t know exactly what goes into it, yet, but I’m thinking about it.  The DOOFUS wouldn’t need to be a true AI, but it would need sophisticated algorithms to determine what needed to be brought to my attention.

Could I re-task the Gaia systems?  It didn’t have the right software, but I could add to it.  There are high-tech worlds where computers and their programs are sophisticated enough to deal with all the drudge work, allowing humans to live as they please, whether it be in virtual reality pods, meditating on mountaintops, or herding sheep in the rain.  Finding the software isn’t my big issue.

The real issue is acquiring the information—spying—in the first place.  If I had a reliable intelligence network, all the reports and other information could go to a world far distant, down a long time-ticker chain, where I could work for months or years, collating, assembling, correlating, and concluding from the raw data.

I don’t want to work for months or years as the Director of DOOFUS.  Let the computers handle it.

The big problem is how to effectively spy on… well… everybody?

I have to get raw data—observations—to plug into my computerized intelligence service.  Doing that is tricky.  The people will eventually become magically aware, which puts big, nasty cuts in my magical observations.  How will DOOFUS observe and monitor everything?  Invisible drones with telescopic cameras?  Directional microphones and lip-reading?  Hidden devices built into the city?  Neural implants in every citizen?

If I go with the neural implants, does a neural implant only monitor what that person sees and hears?  Does it also monitor what they think?  Does it also implant thoughts?  Do I want to be able to flip a switch and have everyone in the Empire suddenly operate by remote control?  And, afterward, have no idea it ever happened?

How much of an all-knowing, all-seeing, totalitarian dictator do I want to be?  Because I could rule this place with a superconductive fist in a Kevlar glove.

I could justify it.  Well, I could rationalize it.

I’ve gone back in time to avoid the end of the world.  I’m trying to save the world—no, I’m trying to save the people I care about in this world, but let’s not bicker and argue about who is trying to save whom.  In order to bring about the future I remember, I have to steer the place.

I could do more.

I could take absolute and total control of every human being in the world.  I could operate everyone like puppets, all running on computerized strings.  Every movement, every word, every thought they think could be forced to conform.  A collection of computers could network in the depths, operating people like robots, running a civilization simulation.  I could make the world into one big gaslighting environment, a giant paranoid fantasy, so my younger self can wander around in it and never know his role is as scripted as the rest.

Should I?  No.  Oh, it’s not too late to install a neural link into every human being in the world.  It would be relatively easy.  But I have a terrible feeling I would be crossing a line.  What line?  I have no idea.  Maybe a moral one.  I’m not good with morality.  Ethics are my strong point and, lately, even those can be a bit questionable.

Then there are the gods.  While I’m sure I could put enough dynamos in the world to power them—or import power through gate connections to fuel them—I’d run into trouble when it came time to deal with things like the Devourer, then the Boojum.  Human worshippers are vital to the gods.  I can’t see either of those two entities being cooperative in my attempt to gaslight myself.

No, I have to have real, free-willed people, no matter how much trouble they may be.  I have to be reactive, correcting things that go wrong, rather than so proactive I determine every movement, every action, of everyone.  Being reactive means I need to know what’s going on, though, so I can react, and react quickly!

The trouble with watching the whole world is, while I can look anywhere, it’s a very different thing from looking everywhere.  I can peep into any room in Tamaril, but which room has conspirators planning their next assassination attempt?  How many rooms have conspirators?  There are a lot of rooms.  I can’t look into all of them at once.  The meetings will be over before I’ve even made a good start at searching!

In theory, I could have a spellboard running a scrying spell in every room in Tamaril—or one following every person.  With the right software, the computers can track everyone in real-time, record everything they say and do, and build the perfect anti-terrorism database.  I could make the Empire utterly safe and secure.  Forever.  Rebellion, even discontent, would be seen and crushed instantly.  People even talking about it would be potential traitors and could be dealt with as soon as they made plans, never mind actually doing anything.

The Dictator is your friend.  Your happiness levels have decreased below minimums.  Happiness is mandatory.  Please report to the nearest crucifixion site for morale-enhancing procedures.

Yeah… No.  I’m not saying I couldn’t do it, but I will not.

Mostly, it’s my innate distrust of any such system.  True, it would be my system and nobody else would get to play with it.  But what if someone stumbles onto the secret?  The potential of even this limited omniscience is terrifying.  I don’t know if I trust me with it.

Another reason this isn’t going to happen is the nature of scrying spells.  Whether they’re hand-crafted or computer-generated, they’re magic.  For the moment, I can have mobile scrying spells follow people around, but only because there are no wizards, yet.  Who is going to know what they are?  Who is going to even notice them?

But they will learn to use magic and they will notice scrying spells following them around.  High-altitude spells with air-refraction lenses will be harder to spot, so they could be used for a lot longer.  Thing is, I don’t know how advanced the magicians of the Empire were.  Are they going to use their own distance-viewing spells to examine the stars?  Will they notice the limited-access gates plugging the star-holes?  Those could be misinterpreted as a natural magical manifestation of the Firmament—a side effect, sort of, like the light emissions from “stars.”  But when they eventually notice scrying spells in the sky, they won’t think those are natural magical phenomena!  My younger self is going to use them, so I’d rather not tip anyone off, not make them think there might be a reason for such high-altitude spells.  If they develop countermeasures in the past, my younger self will run into unexpected problems in the future.

I have to make plans to gather information on a magically-sophisticated population, and I have to do it without being noticed. 

So, what does this mean?  How am I going to get the data I need for intelligence analysis processing?

I’d like to say I have a great idea, but I don’t.  I’m going to the Flatstation for the next few minutes and think for a few days.  I really need to work this out, and I’ve been putting it off ever since I started the Gaia project.  At least with the ecology program, it’s easy to avoid people. It does things wherever the people aren’t.  But how do I spy on everyone in the world without them ever knowing it?

I’m truly afraid this might turn into another sun-building project.

After much skull sweat, I have come to a few conclusions.  Of course, a conclusion is the place where you get tired of thinking.  I’ll have to come back to this.

Have I made any progress?  I don’t think so.  Steering a world involves knowing what’s going on in it.  It’s important to predict where it’s going so I can turn the wheel and avoid wrecking the place.  The sooner I know about it, the less wheel-turning I’ll have to do.

Okay, so, what do I want to know?  I have to know what the people are thinking, sort of, as a group.  The ones in Tamaril, I mean.  Villagers aren’t my first concern.  They’re still struggling to survive conflicts of Man vs. Nature and Man vs. Man.  The first one is Gwyden’s responsibility.  The second one is their problem.

Hmm.  I should check with Velina.  Is Gwyden still getting regular shipments of supplies?  Who is in charge of that?  I have no doubt she’s made sure he’s supplied, but she didn’t tell me how.  Then again, she doesn’t need to tell me.  If she took care of it, she wouldn’t need to bother me with it.  And I’m certain she took care of it.

I’m starting to understand how she thinks.  Maybe there’s hope for me.

Anyway, humans.  People.

Right now, with relatively few magically-operative individuals in the world, scrying spells will work fine.  I hate the idea.  I despise it.  Privacy?  There is no such thing.  The All-Seeing Eyes of His Imperial Majesty, the Dark Lord of Tamaril, are on everyone!

As much as I hate the idea, I think I have to get over it so I can focus on finding a way to do it.

Do I have a choice?  I have people already conspiring to overthrow the Emperor before there’s even a formal government.  Will they be any less inclined to overthrow a government of mortals?  Or will they have a night of the long knives, kill off the Senate, and establish whatever government suits… their…

Hmm.

Am I going about this wrong?

I mean, yes, I know Rethven has to run along a certain course to be ready for me when time loops around and I arrive.  But…

Maddarrah dragged Romans into the game of the Heru. A few of them are still around.  Now I have a lot of Romans and they have everything they need to prosper.  Not one city, but two!  Farmland all over the place!  Resources to see them through until they can produce everything they need.  Good sites for mining metals, all sorts of useful plants growing wild, at least two gods they can consult in the temples—one obviously more friendly than the other—and plenty of warning about monsters roaming the world.  And the monsters are toward the middle, not out at the edges where the main population centers are, so monster attacks are likely to be infrequent and singular.

Clearly, someone in Tamaril thinks they don’t need the current Emperor.  Is that because they don’t want to be ruled by a god?  Or, judging by the statements doubting my authenticity, because they don’t believe I am one?  Or is it all about personal ambition and they’re eager to have an Emperor—as long as it isn’t me?

Could I tell everyone, “Okay, here’s your Senate and your Emperor.  Everybody good with it?  Great!  Now you pesky mortals can manage without a flesh-and-blood avatar lording it over you.  If you’ve got questions, pray in one of the temples.  Good luck!”

I need to leave them to it.  I need to go mind my own business and let them cope for themselves.  If there is a conspiracy—or more than one conspiracy!—they could assassinate each other until there’s a clear winner or at least a détente.

I need to get off the throne and let someone else have a turn!

Oh, I admit I would have to keep an eye on things, but I’ve automated the ecology, for the most part.  I’ll have to keep an eye on the people, too, but not in the sense of my own personal intelligence directorate.  Are the people being attacked by monsters too often?  I’ll need to know that.  Is the Empire coming apart and threatening to fragment prematurely?  I’ll need to know that.  Is the Empire going to last longer than I want?  I’ll need to know that.  Is the subsequent dark age too much for people?  Is it all going to hell in a handbasket?

I still have to set them up with a governmental system and get everything running—and get someone up to speed on how to run the place!—but I shouldn’t even be here!

I should be elsewhere, staying out of their affairs.  At that point, I’ll need to keep track of the place, but I won’t necessarily need to be able to pull up a dossier on every living human being and replay their conversations.  All I really need is to keep track of the trends, keep an eye on the big picture, and monitor their national health.

If I’m not the Emperor.

As His Imperial Majesty the God-Emperor, I’m expected to know everything.  It kind of goes with the persona.  What bothers me is I can do it.  I can have the most steel-fisted dictatorship in the history of humankind.  Thing is, I don’t want it.

And that’s what it comes down to, I think.

What do I want?  This question has been bothering me for quite a while, now.  Ever since I finished with my angel experiments, really.  I still don’t have a good answer.  I’ve been doing a lot of things because I have to or because someone asked me to or because it was the best of my choices.  Being Emperor—even briefly—was never something I wanted.  What I do want, for now, is to find someone else to stick with the job.

I grabbed my notepad and started jotting down ideas.  I had a couple of pages of notes before I realized I was humming.  Cheerfully.


Judgment Calls

I showed up in Rethven a little after sunrise.  I say I showed up.  I made a couple of trips in the pre-dawn hours to import my freshly-bought actors, singers, musicians, and suchlike into one of the unused wings of the Palace.  With the population increased by a couple hundred, I went off to have my morning hygiene ritual.  The sun came up, right on schedule—which, ironically, pleased the vampire overlord—and I felt much more alive.  Also, a trifle hungry.

I headed for the kitchen.

Gnaeus’ wife was already in the Palace’s main kitchen, along with three of the gold-outfit ladies.  I don’t know anything about the rank structure around the Palace, but Gnaeus’ wife was a formidable lady and was now quite definitely in charge.  They were preparing far too much food even for me, so I inquired.

“Your Majesty,” she explained, “I have been told the Palace guard eats shortly after dawn, and others of the staff tell me there are now two centuries of guests.”

“Ah.  Of course.  Please, do carry on.”

I wandered off, wondering when this started.  Were the gold-wearing ladies now the Palace guard?  Probably.  Have they moved into the Palace because I started using it?  Also probably.  Velina has been working on this stuff and now Gnaeus was probably involved.  I should ask about it.

Or should I?  Is this one of those things I can leave to the people of Tamaril?  Will a personal bodyguard to the Emperor evolve into the dama?  If it’s open to both genders, it might.  If it’s made hereditary—with exceptional provisions for kicking out anyone who doesn’t measure up, or allowing in the occasional outsider with phenomenal skills—then maybe.

I jotted down more notes.  This was something that needed to come about, and something the future Emperor would find both interesting and useful.

This idea of being the power behind the throne, rather than sitting uncomfortably on it, seems more appealing by the minute.

Assassination attempts?  Okay.  Not my problem.  Who’s next in line?  Not me!

Votes of confidence in the Emperor by the Senate?  Assuming they have them, why would I care?  I can work with whoever is in charge, one way or another.

Citizens’ rights?  Gender equality?  Fiscal policy?  Military conquests?

Not my circus.  Not my monkeys.  Not my problem.

Who was it that said the path to inner peace begins with those three words?  “Not my problem.”  I’m starting to think I should make it my mantra.

Instead, it’s the problem of a bunch of people who are not me.  I can sit back, cast a benevolent, nigh-omniscient, and probably computerized gaze over the world and adjust the metaphorical sails.

Finally, a good metaphor.  I don’t need to control everything.  I only need to guide it.  I need to see patterns, tendencies, trends, not a sharply-focused, detailed picture.  I need to know what the seas and winds are doing, not the height of each whitecap.  I’m guiding a sailing vessel on a wide, open ocean, not driving a big truck over a narrow bridge.

Okay, maybe it’s not the best possible metaphor, but it works.

I called Velina and asked her to bring Gnaeus with her, if they would be so kind as to join me for breakfast in the Imperial quarters.  It had a smaller kitchen of its own.

Gnaeus regarded the pancake sandwiches—filled with ham, bacon, and other goodies—with the fried egg on top.  Velina poured maple syrup over hers, so he did the same, albeit with less gusto.  As far as the candied tree blood went, I got the good stuff.  I’m a vampire.  I know about blood.  He tried a bite and his eyes widened. 

I restrained myself from fist-pumping in victory.  The breakfast pancake sandwich was something Phoebe and I came up with.  I’m always pleased when someone else loves it.

We ate in silence for a while, getting through most of breakfast.  Gnaeus watched me eat while trying not to be obvious about it.  I’m not sure what fascinates him more, the amount I eat or the speed.  I haven’t told him about my teeth.  I chew like a mincing machine.  Chomp-chomp-chomp and down it goes.  I don’t have to eat, of course, but as I get hungry during the day, I get cranky.

Once they were mostly finished, I slowed enough to talk.

“I’ve got an appointment in the Senate chamber shortly,” I said, “and I’m hoping to start the process of finding an Emperor today.”

“We have one,” Velina stated.  Gnaeus nodded.

“No, you have a god-king who is running the place because you don’t have an Emperor.  I’m not going to bother myself with puny human concerns for much longer.  You have to have your own government.”

“You will be leaving?” Gnaeus asked.

“Only physically.  I’ll be available, as will the Mother of Flame, anytime you want to consult.  But as for ruling a bunch of humans, I’ve wasted enough time on this little pen of playthings.  I’ve put all the nice things in it so you don’t have to build mud huts and scratch for a living with your bare hands.  It’s time for you to figure things out on your own.”  I smiled a little at Gnaeus.  “Some of you are interesting.  A few of you I like.”  I turned to Velina and winked.  “But most of them bore me.”

Gnaeus’ face was unreadable, but I could hear him turning the idea over in his mind.  He understood my two groups of humanity and which one he was in.  He didn’t relish the thought of an uncertain chain of command.  He also didn’t like the idea of someone new being promoted over him.  As far as he was concerned, I was a good boss.

“Do you want to be Emperor?” I asked him.

“No!” he snapped back, instantly.  “I’m a soldier.”

“You’ve got the organizational skills.  You have the respect of a majority of the men and all the army.”

“And the women,” Velina added.  Gnaeus looked startled.

“You would make a good Emperor,” I told him.  “I’ll put you on the throne, if you like.”

“I know what I’m good at,” he said, levelly.  “I’m a soldier,” he repeated.

“Fair enough.  Velina?  Would you like to be Empress?  I can make it stick.”

“You are leaving?”

“I am.”

“It will be difficult to be Empress.  I go where you go.”

“As you wish.  All right.  I’ll review other candidates.  If you have suggestions, write them down, please.  And I know it’s only been a short time—” I added, with a half-smile at Velina.  She was an insider and knew more about how I worked than Gnaeus.  “—but have you found your executive assistants?”

“I have,” Gnaeus said.

“I have not,” Velina answered.  “Mine will require more training.”

“Let me know if you want or need my help,” I told her.  “I also have a whole wing of the palace packed with merrymakers and entertainers, along with their instruments and other gear.  They need to be settled into the city, somehow.”

“I will take care of them,” Velina volunteered.  “It will be good to have my assistants involved.”

“Great.  Gnaeus, you mentioned the army is ready to help build farms?”

“I must make a confession.”

“Oh?”

“Under my own authority, I have organized parties of soldiers to search the city for the tools and supplies we would require.  Once those were obtained, centuries were dispatched to build farms.”

“So, you already started?”

“Yes, sir.”

“Good!  The supplies stashed in Tamaril won’t last forever.  It’s important to start manufacturing the things you’ll need.  Food is only the most obvious.  You’ll want another aqueduct or two from the mountains, mines for all sorts of metals, ranches for meat and leather and glue—the list goes on and on.  But if you start with the farms, you can keep eating while you work on the rest.”

“Understood.  Will the future Emperor understand, as well?”

“If he doesn’t understand, he won’t be Emperor for long.”

I showed the senators to the Senate chamber.  It was a big room, suitable for an Empire.  We were very small inside it.  It was an indoor amphitheater, with steeply-stepped rings of seats.  There were places to sit and, in front of them, places to work—long, stone benches with similar tables, running in curves around the room, broken at regular intervals by aisles of stairs.

I included railings.  The stairs were quite steep, and addressing the whole Senate would involve coming down to the bottom.

The floor of the Senate chamber was done in polished copper and brass.  Strips of these metals radiated from the center in a sunburst pattern.  No gems, though.  Gems would be too easy to pry out of the floor and steal.

The dome over it all seemed to float.  I chrome-plated the inner face of the dome to make it mirror-bright.  It was wider than the top of the chamber, so glossy slabs outside could reflect light up under it, indirectly lighting the place.  It wasn’t bright, but a similar arrangement on the outside, over the center of the dome allowed smoke out without allowing rain in, so they could use lamps if they needed to.

I put a cleaning spell on the ceiling.  I would have preferred the arrangement be maintained purely by mundane engineering, but cleaning and polishing the interior of the dome would be a nightmare of scaffolding.

We came in through one of the three entry tunnels, under the sort-of desks of senators yet to come, past two descending rows, and out into the main floor.  They looked around, necks craning upward.

“What are we to do here?” Plinius whispered.  He cleared his throat.  “What are we to do here?” he asked, again, more forcefully.  “This is a great chamber.”

“There may come a day when you have made a great empire,” I replied.  His voice echoed.  I made sure mine didn’t.  One more little thing to set me apart from mortals.  “Would you build a new chamber every hundred years?  This one is to remind you of what you have it in you to be.  Take your seats, please.”

There were more than seven seats in the lowest row, but they didn’t seem to mind.  I gestured them to seat themselves.  I walked into the main area, stood in front of the raised… what is it?  A pulpit?  A rostrum?… and turned to address the audience.

“Now, remember.  The purpose of a debate is to reach the truth, not merely shout at each other.  Two people may stand in this area, here, and debate, but they are the only ones who may speak.  Those still in the stands are to remain silent until acknowledged by the moderator.  You may all take turns expressing your views.”  I considered the process.

“As for the moderator,” I decided, “you should all take turns.  Today, you—yes, you—will maintain order, see that people discuss reasonably, stop them when they descend to shouting and insults, and make people take turns as they speak.  Tomorrow, let someone else do it, and the next day, someone else, until you have to start over on the eighth day.”

“But what—” began… I had to think of her name. Marcella!  I held up a hand to stop her, then gestured to the floor in front of me.  She stood up, descended two steps, and approached.  I moved up behind the lectern thing to address everyone.

“Bear in mind those who speak out of turn should be punished,” I told them.  “Ejecting them from the chamber is appropriate.  Placing them in stocks for public humiliation is also reasonable.  There should be an increasing scale for repeat offenses.

“Now, Marcella.  You had a question, I think.”

“What are we to do?” she asked.  “What needs doing?”

“I like the second question much better.  Does anything need doing?”

“I’m not sure.”

“Good.  I’ll give you a pointer.  You are not here to decide on the laws of the Empire.  You are here to decide on the structure of the Empire.  Discuss it and vote on it.”

“What do you mean?” asked Adriana.

“Hmm.  Another hint, then.  There will come a day—soon—when there is money to be made and money to be spent.  Who will decide how it is spent?  The Senate?  Or the Emperor?  Who will decide how it is gathered?  The Senate?  Or the Emperor?  Will you have taxes, or will you provide services for the people—services they must pay for when they use them?  Will the Emperor be the supreme general of the army?  Or does he require the Senate to declare war before sending the army into battle?  What are the powers of the Emperor and what are the powers of the Senate?”

“These are all questions!” she complained, “not answers!  This does not help!”

“Doesn’t it?” I asked, quietly.  “I am asking questions you should ask.  Not of me, but of yourselves.  I did not appoint you to the Senate to act as scribes, taking down my words.  I brought you here to work on the ideals of your empire!  Your empire!  What principles do you need?  What are the responsibilities of the citizens, and their privileges?

“Later, you can decide what laws, if any, are required for the peace and safety of the people.  For now, you do not have a government.  You must define your government—how it is to operate, what its powers are, and how you, or your successors, can change it if it needs to adapt to changing times.  That is your purpose here. Discuss.”

I turned and my cloak flared for dramatic effect, the drama textile.  I left them to fumble through it.  I planned to critique their work later.  The important thing was for them to start developing a sense of themselves.  Sure, the gods are watching and grading your papers, but you still have to do the work—and you’ll live or die with the results.

This was easier as Apollo.  All I had to deal with was a couple of battles.  Playing god is more fun when you can go home afterward.

I returned to the Imperial quarters.  It was a place where I could lock the door and pretend to be present—and not answer if I felt so inclined.  Instead, I shifted myself down to the Underworld cave to do more spying.  I wanted to check the recordings on M… Marvin?  Marcus?  Melvin?  It was definitely an M-word…

I fast-forwarded through most of the night.  Watching him sleep was boring.  It briefly became interesting when a man murdered him in his sleep.

Someone was covering tracks.

Okay, there’s a pickle.  I didn’t recognize the man and the scrying sensor was keyed to… uh… the guy who died.  It didn’t follow the murderer.  Unfortunately for the murderer, I had video playback.  Searching all of planet Earth might get me a lot of false positives on a visual match.  Searching the whole population of Tamaril?  Not so much.

I found him in a light and airy room, on an upper floor of a sizable house.  He was with six others and they were gathered around a large, stone table.  They were all armed, but that was hardly surprising.  All the men of Tamaril were equipped as soldiers.  They usually didn’t wear armor, but almost nobody wears armor unless they anticipate needing it.

I’m one of three exceptions.  My armor is very light and comfortable, as is Velina’s.  Gnaeus is the third.  He has to look the part, which is another reason his helmet came with a thermostat.

As I watched, they were using a lot of the paper I’d imported.  Someone had figured out a sharpened stick and a candle can serve as a writing implement.  They were planning how to behead me.

To be fair, it was a good idea.  I would have thought my demonstration might put people off physical violence, but people can take a lot of convincing before they let go of their favorite methods.

Did I want to modify a clone to resemble me?  If I did, they could “succeed” in their plan, celebrate, and march through the streets with their hands covered in blood.  And then the blood could burst into flame along with the body.  The smoke could swirl together into one column, shrink down, and turn into me.

That might do the trick.  And it’s a repeatable trick, too.  If they kill the god-king-emperor every other Tuesday for a year, does it become a tradition?  Or do they give up before then?

On the other hand, was this my problem?  Nope.  I don’t have to worry about being assassinated because I’m not going to be Emperor!  I’m going to find someone to take the job.

Hold it.

Wait.

They’re planning how to assassinate me.  How to assassinate the Emperor.  The current Emperor.

Does this mean they have someone in mind for the job?

I listened intently on their conversation, wondering which of them was in charge.  Nobody really stood out, so I concluded whoever the brains of the outfit might be, he wasn’t present while his henchmen did the planning.  Smart.

Did I want to encourage the mastermind, though?  Was it a good idea to have someone reach the throne by assassination?  It would set a precedent, set a tone.  Was it a good tone for the Empire?  Somehow, I doubted it.  It’s supposed to last a good, long time, so the more stable the Empire, the better.  I can always destabilize it if I need to.  That’s much easier than building it from scratch.

Okay.  I don’t have to tackle the mastermind behind the plot, but I do need to be visibly against people trying to assassinate the Emperor.  I’d like to know who the new potential Emperor is, though.  He’s got planning skills, people skills, and obviously a healthy sense of caution.  He might be worthy of the Imperial Highchair.

He was about to lose more conspirators, though.

I shifted into the room, atop the table.  Papers went everywhere.  I kicked backward, catching one man in the face, sending him backward into a wall.  My foot swung forward to hit another man with considerable force and similar results.  This eliminated everyone in easy reach, so I rolled to the end of the rectangle, slammed into the man there as he tried to draw his sword, and took him to the floor, hard.  I bounced his head on the stonework as I bounced to my feet.

The other three drew swords.  It’s a reflex, I think.  Or maybe they were willing to test the beheading idea.  A gladius isn’t really meant for that, but with a sharp edge and determination, it’ll work.

I drew Firebrand.  It laughed.  They froze.  Hearing a sword laughing in cruel delight is something most people neither expect nor take well.

“Mine’s bigger,” I observed, and lunged, taking the nearest man in the throat.  Firebrand set his flesh on fire and kept it burning.  He fell, gurgling and sizzling as the neck-flames moved up to engulf his head.  He thrashed on the floor as his damaged spine only partially transmitted impulses.

The remaining two decided the odds were not in their favor and wanted to exit the precincts.  They backed away, toward the door, and I kicked the table.  The supports snapped and a large block of stone slid lengthwise, skidded across the floor, and crashed into the door, pinning it shut.  Dust billowed everywhere while gravel and larger rubble littered the floor.

I always knew sailors had a good command of profanity.  Soldiers do, too.  I’m guessing it’s a military skill.

With the easy way out blocked, they went for the hard way.  They both sprang at me.  They were well-coordinated, too.  I brought Firebrand into line with one, impaling him through the chest and twisting, gouging out a three-inch hole from front to back.  He still swung at me before he died, but all he could hit was my armored arm.

The other’s blade I parried with my forearm and spiraled in to grab him by the hand.  I squeezed, crushing his fingers against the hilt and breaking most of them.  He didn’t scream, but he sort of grunted or growled.  I was impressed.  He didn’t bother trying to peel my grip off.  He instantly kicked me in the groin.

Now, let me say I’m heavily armored.  It’s comfortable armor, too, and well-padded.  I’m used to it.  A twentieth-century man in a three-piece suit is no worse off than I am in my armor.

Nevertheless, I do not appreciate it when someone goes for my groin.  It’s been a long time since someone successfully connected and, armor or no, I was very aware of it.

I dropped Firebrand.  The about-to-be-a-corpse I yanked closer as I sent my fist through his face.  I shook my hand to get gunk off it and recovered Firebrand.

The survivors I laid out next to each other.  After a trifle of healing magic and a little patience, they recovered consciousness.

“Hello again.  I don’t suppose you would tell me the name of the mastermind behind this plot?”

The answers I got were… uncooperative.  I shrugged, undismayed.  I was still in a very poor mood due to a lucky kick.  Or an unlucky one, considering how it turned out.  I asked them a lot of questions, all circling around the issue of who they worked for, what they were trying to accomplish, who told them, what their plans were, and so forth.

After ten minutes or so, I shot a thought at Firebrand.

Who do they work for?

Caius Lucius Decimus.

That name sounds familiar.

Remember the young man Gnaeus wanted you to leave alive?

The former tribune?  That one?

That’s him.

Huh.  He wants to be Emperor?

They think he does, Firebrand confirmed.

Interesting.

I removed heads by dint of claws and brute force.  Cleanly severing necks doesn’t leave the same impression.  And, if I’m honest, it made me feel better.

I slid the stone table out of the way so the bodies could be found, then shifted back to the palace.

Gnaeus, at my urging, seated himself at the table while I made lunch.

“Before we begin,” he began, “may I ask a question?”

“Sure.”

“Why are you cooking?”

“First, I’m good at it.  Second, we don’t have a palace staff.  We don’t have an economy, yet.  How would I pay them?  What would they spend it on?  Besides, they don’t know how to cook on this sort of stove.”

“It is a hot sheet of iron?”

“Sort of.  It’s not exactly iron, but it is the cooking surface.”

“How is it heated?”

“I decided it should be.”

“Ah.”

“No, let me explain,” I corrected.  I scooped rice, shrimp, scallops, beef, and lobster around in a mess of assorted vegetables while I talked.  “This isn’t an action of divine power, although the Mother of Flame could do it with hardly a thought.  No, I’m using magic—magic mortals can understand.  Spells you could perform, if you wanted to.”

“Witchcraft?” he asked.

“If you like.  Magic just is, Gnaeus.  People can use it to help themselves.  It’s not even that hard, if you have a knack for it.  This?  This stove-heating spell is pretty basic.  Once you know the proper ritual, it’s only a question of whether or not you are strong enough to make it hot enough to cook on.”

“And it is…” he waved his hand, as though stirring words.  “It will not…?”

“No, it’s not bad for you.  It’s like a sword.  Some people are naturally talented, some aren’t, some are strong and hit hard, some are weaker and rely on accuracy, and anyone can fumble it and cut themselves.  You don’t get judged for casting spells, just like you don’t get judged for carrying a knife.  You only get judged for what you do with them.  Clear?”

Gnaeus cocked his head, thinking.

“Is it a difficult ritual?”

“Difficult?  No.  It takes a while for a beginner, but you get faster with practice.  I’ll draw up the basics and you can study it for yourself, see what you think of it.  If you decide you want to know more, I’ll be happy to help.”

“I thank you.”

“Anytime.  Here, try this.”  I scooped a double spatula onto a plate for him.  “My teppanyaki is a bit rusty, but the iron is good for you.”  I shoveled the rest onto my platter and we settled down for lunch.

“How are things with the army?” I asked, handing him a fork.  He took it and tried a bite before answering.  I could see he liked it.

“As of now, perhaps half the legion now holds farms.  Others are working at a trade, or trying to establish one.  Very few have chosen to abandon the city and strike out on their own.”

“Strike out on their own?”

“Leave entirely, seeking I know not what beyond the reach of your authority.”

“There is nowhere beyond the reach of my authority,” I corrected, “but I suppose they either don’t know that or don’t want to admit it.  How many is ‘very few’?”

“A group of eleven, I believe, gathered what supplies they could and departed westward.  A group of six headed north.”

“Nobody headed south?”

“The mountains to the south look rather harsh,” Gnaeus pointed out.

“Good point.  Make a note with Velina please.  Since I haven’t yet released them as slaves, they’re technically runaways.  They can never rejoin the army, never vote, and cannot make use of public services.”

“What public services?”

“Fountains, for one.  The water comes in on an aqueduct owned by the State, so it’s my water, at least for now.  I think I mentioned how you’ll need to build more aqueducts.”

“Only one?” Gnaeus frowned.  “Yes.  We will.  I will consult and coordinate with Velina.  Also, Velina’s clerks are settling the land grants while my engineers survey the boundaries.  The rest of the troops have been divided into centuries and assigned to different farms, saving only First and Second centuries as security force in the city.  Tomorrow, we should have a more accurate estimation of how long it will require to establish all of them.”

“Good work.”  I shoveled food while I thought.  “What else?”

“The farms.  Not all the land is good for farming.  Much of it is poorly watered, or the soil is not rich.  The best of it is now taken.  What shall we do for new farms?”

“Tamaril isn’t surrounded by the same sort of land as Zirafel.  We can establish farms there.  Or we can grant larger lots of less-desirable land.  It’s harder work to grow things—the harvest isn’t as much per furrow—but the farmer can plant more furrows.”

“Zirafel?”

“Through the Great Gate?  The thing in the Plaza of the Arch?  Don’t tell me you haven’t seen it.”

“I have looked through the archway to… elsewhere.”

“Zirafel.  It’s on the other edge of the world, due west.  It takes the better part of a year to walk across, even on the road.  Much quicker to go through the arch.”

“And there is another city?”

“You’ve seen it through the arch.”

“Yes.  And it has better land?”

“It’s not better, but it surrounds the city, so it’s closer.  It also extends farther out from the city.  Tamaril has closer access to mines, though.  If you go up into the mountains west of here, you’ll find all sorts of things—iron, copper, coal, zinc, tin, you name it.  Zirafel doesn’t have anything like that, but it has room for vast fields.”

“I see.”

“I’m sure you will.  Talk to the land office and get a scouting party together.  Send them over tomorrow and get the reports.  Be aware, though:  Zirafel does not have huge piles of resources tucked away in it.  It’s a city full of empty rooms, or mostly.  Tamaril is the place with food, drink, tools, and so on.”

“I will make sure the scouts look specifically for the answer to that question.”

“It’s not a question.”

“But if I send them to search for resources, they will ‘discover’ there are none, and the word of it will spread.  The rumor will be the truth.”

“Ah.  Good point.”

“Velina tells me she is recruiting and training your personal guard,” Gnaeus went on, between bites.  I liked how he ate quickly whenever I was doing the talking.  Very efficient.  Very practical.

“Almost.  It’s the Imperial guard,” I corrected.  “She has her reasons.”

“Are we not?”

“Are we not what?”

“Is not the army your personal guard?  The Imperial guard?”

“No, the army is a servant of the public trust, protecting the Empire.  She’s recruiting a sort of praetorian guard to protect whoever is Emperor.  While I’m not concerned with any attempt on my life, but it would be nice to have people dedicated to the goal of keeping me from being annoyed.  More importantly, they will help keep the first mortal Emperor alive.  You saw what happened to what’s-his-name, the tribune who wanted to hold on to his titles and authority after I bought him.”

“Laurentius Severan.”

“Yeah, him.  Velina is trying to put together a group of people who will keep that sort of thing from happening again.”

“To defend you from petty foolishness?  Or to defend us from your wrath?”

“Mostly to defend everyone else from themselves.  I like you, so I’m unlikely to do anything unpleasant to you.  I don’t know most of these people and don’t care one way or the other if they have their arms ripped out at the shoulder, or if they’re nailed to a couple of pieces of timber.”

“I suspected as much.”

“Why do you ask?”

“There is still an investigation into who conspired to attempt your assassination.”

“Assassinationsssss,” I corrected.  “Plural.  One in the throne room, the other in the Imperial chambers.”

“Velina informed me.  We have posted guards.  No one will creep in again.”

“I’m certain of it.  You say you’re investigating?”

“Indeed.”

“Do you want to figure it out yourself?”

“What other option is there?”

“I can tell you, if you like.”

“You know who—” he broke off.  “Of course you do.  I feel time is more important.  I would be pleased to know who to arrest.”

“His name is—” I checked my notepad.  “Caius Lucius Decimus, the young whippersnapper I told you to turn into a soldier.  How’s that going?”

“He…” Gnaeus paused to gather his thoughts.  “He has it in him to be a good soldier, but I had no idea—”

“I know you didn’t.  But this isn’t a bad thing, necessarily.  My sources tell me he sees the current chaos in the political structure as a perfect opportunity to claw his way to the top.”

Firebrand chuckled, but only to me.  It knows I like Gnaeus and don’t want him unnecessarily disturbed.

“He is not rising quickly,” Gnaeus told me.  “He is a ranker in the First Cohort, Second Century, if I remember properly.”

“Really?  I’m surprised he’s still in the army,” I said, then was struck by a thought.  “No, I shouldn’t be surprised.  It gives him access to troops.  He can rise through the ranks, but he can also make promises and politic his way into a position of social power.  And, in the event he wants to stage a palace coup, they could provide manpower.  I think I see how he thinks.”

“Shall I have him executed?”

“Oh, please don’t.  I’d rather you invited him over to discuss the prospect of a promotion.  See if he’s interested in taking a position in the Palace guards.  We’ll establish a group responsible for the security of the Palace grounds, separate from the Imperial Bodyguard.  Show him around the Palace.  Ask him how he would have it guarded.  Pretend you’re interested in his opinions.”

“Would this not place him even closer to the throne?”

“If he’s any good at trying to take it away from me, he might have the necessary level of circumspection, forethought, and organizational skills to make a good successor.  But do not tell him I said so.”

“I do not understand why you would consider such a disloyal schemer for a position of such power.”

“I know, and I’m sorry it doesn’t make sense to you.  I have a radically different perspective.  It’s possible… uh… this kid—”

“Caius Lucius Decimus?”

“Yeah, him.  He might not measure up.  If he doesn’t, then I have no use for him.  Do you want to execute him personally?  Or does it matter who does it?”

“I would be honored to deliver the stroke.”  Judging by his tone, Gnaeus would be more than honored.  He would be downright pleased.  I wondered how much of that was from discovering Caius Lucius was a traitor.  Most of it, if I was any judge.

“I’ll bear it in mind.”

“If you do not mind, I have something of a more personal question,” Gnaeus added.

“Shoot.”

“I have noticed Velina will remind you of names.”

“Yeah.  She keeps track of people.  I deal with them when she points them out.”

“You do not care about us?”

“Individually?  Not usually, although there are exceptions, Nerva.  That’s more a Mother of Flame thing.  On my end of things, Velina knows everyone by name.  I don’t usually care about the living.  My job usually starts after they’re dead.”  I smiled.  “There are exceptions to that rule, too.”

“I see,” he said, still startled by my use of his nickname.

I took the lull in the conversation as an opportunity to decimate my platter.  With the majority of it visible again, I slowed enough to talk.

“I never did ask,” I said, between gulps.  “What do you think of Tamaril?”

“It is impressive.”

After all my work to make sure we had masonry walls instead of sheer, granite surfaces.  Oh, well.  The Temples of Flame were huge, granted, but domes are domes.

He was especially pleased by the bathhouses.  I was pleased he was pleased.  I went to a lot of trouble and civic renovation for those things.  In Rome, it would take hundreds of slaves to move and heat the waters.  Here, the waters moved, heated, cleaned, and replenished themselves.

They were only spells, but they were well-built spells.  I expected them to last indefinitely.  Assuming no one actually tried to hurt them.

“Popular places, these bathhouses?” I asked, finishing the last of my fried shrimp.

“Very.  Many have never seen the like.”  He hesitated.  “There are many things of this sort.”

“Oh?  What things do you mean?”

“Discrepancies.  Inconsistencies.  Oddities.”

“Do tell.”

“I am told there is some… that is, the women.  You bought them in lots?”

“I did.”

“Under a Roman Emperor?”

“Ah, I see where this is going.  They don’t all agree.”

“No.”

“If you ask around, I’d be willing to bet quite a few of them will argue about when the Republic became an Empire, or vice-versa.  What territories were captured when.  How many consuls ruled in Rome.  What provinces rebelled or didn’t.  There’s a lot of history and most of it is entirely wrong—maybe—and a whole lot of future you never heard of.  Is that what you mean?”

“Yes.”

“Ignore it,” I advised.  “All that is gone.  That life was a dream.  Now you are here.  Look at what is before you.  The whole history of Rome is dead and buried.  Look ahead, not behind.”

“Yet, you found my wife.”

“Yes.  For you, I went to the effort.  I exerted myself.  I will not do so again.”

“Why did you exert yourself?”

“Because I am your friend.”  I collected my plate and his.  “I hope you are also my friend.  Have you found someone to act as your deputy?”

“If it pleases you, I have chosen Quintus Gaius Lurio and Priscus Titus Africanus as my deputies.”

“Excellent!  But it doesn’t have to please me.  If they’re good at their job, they can’t help but be pleasing.  If they aren’t, either train them up or replace them.”

“I shall.”

“Thanks, Nerva,” I said, sliding the plates into a water-filled basin.  “You’re a good man,” I continued, “and it is part of my plans for you to have a long, happy life here.  Keep me informed about anything you want or need.  For now, please let Velina know I’m ready to see her at her convenience.”

He stood up, bowed slightly, and left.

I reflected how he might make a good Emperor, whether he wanted the job or not.  He already had a wife and the army was, by now, used to him being in charge.  He could have a long reign and wind up with a well-trained son to inherit the title.  The Empire could do worse.

But I like him.  He might take the throne, if he felt he needed to, but I wouldn’t force him into it.

I spent the rest of the day in one of the Imperial Palace courtyards.  Velina had several candidates for my personal bodyguard, so I practiced with them and gave them lessons.  It was Knight of Shadow style, meaning it hurt.  It would also be pretty much healed by the next morning.

It’s not that I wanted to discourage them, exactly.  Or maybe it was, but only as a secondary consideration.  A personal bodyguard isn’t someone who does it for the money.  You want people to whom the job is a personal priority.  I wanted it to become a family tradition.

Kind of like voters, I guess.  Different subject, but the same sort of commitment.  In either case, you have to have someone who will make it their personal responsibility to care, whether it be for a nation or a person.  Or, in this case, both.

They looked pretty dedicated to me.  Was it possible they were actually grateful to be bought and brought here?  Were they mistreated badly enough in Rome to make them happy to be in their new circumstances?  I didn’t pry that deeply into the matter, merely observed this common fact without investigating.  We would see how well they did. If they had an unshakeable resolve, their talents were secondary.  The truly dedicated were going to get upgrades.

Late in the afternoon, I sent them to the subterranean temple of the Dark One to give thanks for their career opportunity, and then to the baths to recuperate.  Velina and I retired to the palace and I made dinner.  I worked up an appetite.

“What do you think?” Velina inquired.

“They’re not bad.  I see a lot of raw talent.  We’ll see if we can find men with similar commitment.  Hopefully, they and the ladies will find they have a lot in common.”

“I am pleased with the idea of a hereditary caste of warriors.”

“I thought you might be.”  Family lines in Tauta determined what caste you were in, so a warrior caste here seemed only reasonable to her.

What she didn’t know was they would one day be known as the dama.  I wasn’t sure what sort of corrupted Latin phrase dama might be derived from, but Latin is hardly my best language.  They’d manage the word without my help.  Or maybe with my help, or the help of my altar ego.

“What have you got in the way of complaints or problems?” I went on.

“The Senate has not yet established a system of justice, so I have chosen to bring you two men who are accused of an act you would consider displeasing.”

“Oh?”

“They took a woman for their pleasure.  She was not willing to accept the second of them, but her lover and his friend insisted.”

“Wonderful,” I sighed.  “I’ll have to think of something special to make an example of them.  Assuming that’s the truth, I mean.  I’ll check and be sure.  Have both—wait.  Did the woman survive?”

“Yes.  It was she who brought it to the attention of the guards in gold.”

“Then have all three of them brought before me tonight.”

“I have already given instructions.”

“Awesome.  I’m not sure I could pull this god-king-emperor thing off without you.”

“I am certain you could,” she replied, “but it would be much more difficult.”

“Much,” I chuckled.  “How do you take your dazhu?  Medium?  Well done?”

“I do not believe I have tasted it before.  I will try medium.”

While I grilled—this time, over an open flame—I wondered what I was forgetting.  Probably quite a number of things.  It’s a hazard when I don’t have a sticky note taped to the inside of my wrist.  Maybe I should get a magic marker and start making lists on my forearms.  What I really need is Diogenes and one of those skinphones again.

What happened to my old one?  I’ve put down so many things and simply never picked them up again.  It makes me feel old and forgetful.

Dinner was quick.  Velina is never too talkative, so we ate in a very businesslike fashion.  She sipped her coffee while I finished my own meal.  I think it amuses her to watch me eat.  I’m not sure why.  Maybe it’s because she knows I can get by on nothing but blood.  But, darn it, I get hungry during the day, too!  And it’s a very human thing, eating.  I didn’t do much of it during the vivisections, but I’ve been pretty good about it since then.

She headed off to get ready for the opening of the audience chamber doors.  I went to have my sweating mess of a transformation.  By the time I was done and all cleaned up, people were filing into the throne room and wondering where I was.

Blackness flowed in at the throne end of the room, filling it like water would, assuming the whole room were tilted ninety degrees.  The surface of the blackness engulfed the throne and the whole top of the dais.  I, of course, simply walked in through the hidden rear door, sat down, and let the darkness drain away.

The gasps were nice.  I like it when people appreciate my theatrical touches.  I made a mental note to do more of them, especially during the day.  I didn’t want someone making guesses about when to skewer me.

There were a few minor bits of business—complaints, mostly, about a wide variety of things.  They didn’t like the quality of their land.  The army hadn’t yet built them a barn.  They wanted a bigger barn.  The fences weren’t sturdy enough.  There wasn’t enough water.  They needed slaves to run the farm.  And, of course, money.  Money was worthless, but they still wanted it.  Where would they sell their harvest?  How would they buy anything?  On the other hand, a man who makes shoes has a hard time selling them when everyone already has shoes!

I may have to speed up my economic schedule.

The court cases were, likewise, fairly quick.  He stole this.  She stole that.  He promised this.  She promised that.

I’ve never run an actual daycare, but I suspect it would be easier.  I get along well with children.  They like me when they’re small.  Adult-sized children are more problematic.

I half-listened to them as they made their statements, looked inside them to find the truth, and handed down an infallible judgment.  It’s a side effect of VampVision™.  My eyes see not only the life within a person, but the truth, if I care to look for it.

The big case, of course, involved two men and their alleged victim.  Since the prima facie in any alleged rape case is that the victim actually is a victim, I summoned her up onto the dais and let her stand beside the throne.  I smiled at her with all the gentleness I could muster and sat up straight to listen to her.  She spoke quietly to me, telling her story while no one else could hear.  Firebrand and I agreed she was telling the truth as she knew it.  Maybe the details were wrong—memory being a fickle thing—but she wasn’t trying to lie about it.

I let her sit on the top step, just below the throne. I leaned forward and looked intently at the two accused men.  They told their side of it and lied.  A lot.  The smarter of the two spun a good tale while the other one nodded constantly.

“You do know I can see the shadows of lies within your hearts,” I stated.

“Your Majesty?”

I concentrated and thought extra hard at them.  They heard me.  They couldn’t help but hear me.  Psychically, it was like standing inside a pipe organ.  It echoed in human minds like a voice in an empty canyon. 

You do know I can see the shadows of lies within your hearts.

Everyone in the room heard it.  All of a sudden, they did know I could see the shadows of lies within their hearts.

Who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men?  The Shadow knows!—and so do I.

The two accused didn’t say anything, but they had one thought between them: Well, shit.

“I’ve listened patiently to your lies and know you lied.  Remember, I bought you.  You are slaves.  She is not.  I bought her and freed her.  So, now you have not only committed a crime, but you have lied to your owner about it—and, not incidentally, lied while giving testimony before the Imperial Seat.  Do you have any idea what sort of punishment you deserve?”

The accused stood mute.

I turned to the lady at my side.

“What is your name?  And what do you do?”

“I am Mauritia.  I work at the granary, grinding grain and sometimes baking bread.”

“Which do you prefer?”

“I would much rather bake, but grinding—”

“Mauritia of Tamaril, you are a free woman.  What do you want to do?”

“I would like to be a baker.”

“A worthy occupation.”

I turned to the two men.

“You two.  I will forbear from binding you and throwing you living into a fire, for the Mother of Flame does not take living men as sacrifice, preferring aromatic woods, herbs, and dumb animals—and for reasons known only to her, she does not consider you dumb animals.  I will reluctantly respect her wishes.  Feel yourselves fortunate you do not find yourselves on My altar!

“Henceforth, you are the property of your new mistress, Mauritia of Tamaril.  Since she may require labor of you, I also forbear from maiming you for your crime.  But this mercy is the last you shall see.  Your next offense of any sort will mean you spend the last year of your lives in pain previously unknown to men.  Then, perhaps, I will permit you to die.  Do you understand?”

“But we didn’t know!” protested the talker.

“Yeah!  We thought it was allowed!” echoed his buddy.

“You thought that I owned her, as I own you, and it was therefore permitted to mistreat something of mine?” I asked, sweetly.  “You thought I valued you so much more than her?  No.  Your mistake was valuing yourselves too highly—or valuing a woman too little.  Who did I seek first to fill this city?  Who is it that acts as my right hand?  No, I must disagree:  you did not think, and that is what marks you for fools.”

I gestured at Velina and the two gold-tunics with her.  The two men didn’t want to go, and they used to be soldiers.  They fought.  The gold-tunics ganged up on one while Velina broke bones in the other.  Then Velina convinced the other one to stop resisting by kicking him in two extremely sensitive places.  The second one was the solar plexus, after he doubled over from the first one.

During this I realized simply reprimanding them wasn’t going to do.  They had committed—under Roman law—a capital crime.  Then the god-king berated them from the throne and they still protested, trying to wriggle out of any punishment.  That’s a level of disrespect to the Empire and the office of the Emperor.

Damn it.  I was going to have to go further.  I was going to have to… how did the saying go?  “Make an example.”

“Mauritia, I’m afraid your slaves will not be of much use to you over the next few days.  They will need time to recover.”

“I saw.”

“No, you misunderstand.  But it will become clear tomorrow.”

I waved them all out.  Four of the soldiers Gnaeus assigned as guards assisted by dragging the two whimpering men away.  I spoke to another about what to cut off.  He saluted and hurried off.

“They will still need manacles,” Velina pointed out.

“On the ankles.  Short chain.  Riveted on.  They have to be able to work.”

“I shall see to the broken bones and make sure they do not bleed to death.”

“Thank you.”

I wasn’t happy about it, but was it justice?  Given that there could be no doubt about what they were guilty of in the first place, being a slave in a bakery was merciful.  If they had kept their mouths shut, they could have become runaway slaves and gone off to live in the wilderness, no problem.  But they had to make a scene before the Emperor.

I didn’t think they’d be running away anytime soon.  Walking carefully, perhaps.

Would this help the Empire?  Did we learn anything?  Set any precedents?  Maybe for gender equality?  No, but I’m laying groundwork.  There are more female senators than males, so that’s definitely a good sign.

Have we established mercy is finite?  Yep.  It’s helpful to have mercy in a justice system, but it definitely needs to be a scarce commodity.  Not a gentle rain, but a light sprinkling.

Is the Mother of Flame a non-human-sacrifice deity?  Clearly indicated.

Is the Father of Darkness a less finicky eater?  Also yes.

I’ll have Gnaeus check with the Senate and see how their justice system is coming.  He’s a Roman centurion.  He might have disciplinary suggestions.  I sure hope so.  They need to come up with a court system, while they’re at it.  I’d rather not spend all my nights settling squabbles and listening to the bitching.  Besides, they were going to have to do for themselves, and soon, I hoped.

When I finally finished with my audience duties, I retired to my chambers in the Imperial Palace.  I had to get past three sets of guards—the first two pairs of men and the third a pair of women—and was unsurprised to see a lack of assassins.  Oh, well.

I scried around the Palace for a while, looking for anything untoward.  Nothing.  No groups of cloaked figures with swords, sneaking through the passages.  No black-clad climbers going up the walls.  Darn it.

I didn’t see Velina, either, which worried me for a moment.  It occurred to me to check the Spherestation.  Yes, she had gone through the magic wardrobe in the Imperial Quarters.  Since she knows how to run a time-ticker, I immediately dropped the scrying spell.  If she wanted to “sleep faster” over there, I wasn’t going to mess it up.

My momentary concern for her well-being prompted me to also check on Gnaeus.  I found no assassins in his chambers.  He was already in bed, which was both reasonable and expected.  His assistant… whoever he was… sat at a table outside the door to his apartments, ready with paper, several sharp sticks, and two lit lamps, apparently prepared to write notes for his boss for the morning.  Also seated at the table and deep in conversation with him was the young man, the former tribune.

Hang on.  I know this one.  Kite Lucy Decimal?

Caius Lucius Decimus.  See?  I knew I knew it.

Well, I did suggest the man be given a tour of the Palace and an introduction to the guards.  I expected to see him in the throne room, but I didn’t actually say so.

His conversation interested me.  They discussed politics.  Caius said it was improper for men to be governed by gods.  An Emperor should be a man and become a god only after the death of his body.  A god shouldn’t come to the mortal realm and try to rule it.  It was unnatural.

I liked his attitude.

My phone rang while I was watching.  Why is it the phone is most likely to ring while you’re in the middle of something?  You can go all day without a call, but the moment you step into the shower, it rings.  Start washing dishes, it rings.  Fill the mower with gas and get everything set, it rings.  I’ve never understood it.

I ignored the phone until it stopped, then returned the call.

“You rang?” I asked, in my best impersonation of Lurch.

“What happened?” Dusty asked.  “You didn’t answer.”

“I was in the middle of something.”

“Oh.  Sorry.  I would have thought real hard at you, but you know how it is.”

“Yeah.  You could have interrupted something delicate if you could find me.  What’s up?”

“I had an idea.”

“Is it going to be deadly, dangerous, or merely painful?”

“No, no!  I do most of the work,” he assured me.

“This time?”

“Yes,” he assured me, sounding… not hurt, exactly, but maybe guilty.

“Okay, this sounds promising.  Tell me.”

“You know how you ran power lines for me through gates?”

“Yes.”

“I was thinking we could do something like it for the Mother of Flame.  She has a head start in Rethven, what with the locals already forming a worship base.  If I can hurry her development to the point where she can be useful—like Eri, another older kid in the daycare, so to speak—I’ll have more attention to spare for other things.”

“Hmm.”

“It would also help if she could actually empower a priestess,” he added.  “The humans are interested in religion.  I’ve found my own little temple in Tamaril—and thank you—and have a couple of candidates for priesthood, but I’m scratching for time, here.  It doesn’t help that I’m trying to impersonate grown-up versions of the toddlers while supervising them.”

“I thought you could divide yourself into multiple parts?”

“I can and I do.  There’s still only so much of me to go around.”

“Mm.  I see.  All right, you’ve convinced me.  What do you need?”

“If you’d put the Rethven end of the power-cable setup in the Tamaril Temple of Flame, you can hand me the other.  I can handle building and attuning dynamos for her in a Reactor World.  The gates are the key component I can’t manufacture.”

“One set of gates.  Can do.  I think it’s wiser to put the Rethvan end in the Cave of Power, though.  Gates have a hefty magical signature and it’ll be harder to hide it from random observation in the temple.”

“But the power in the Temple of Flame will help her manifest there.”

“Dynamos are less obvious and will still provide a window.”

“Okay, I guess.”

“What else?”

“Well… it would be nice if she had her own reactor?”

“Nice try.”

“Maybe when you’re not so busy?”

“I’ll think about it.  Anything else?”

“Yes, but not immediately.  I’ll get back to you on that.”

“I am breathless with anticipation,” I sighed.  “How are the toddlers?”

“They’re really still infants, crawling around and getting into everything.  They’re a little creepy, to be honest.  They’re like… like… they’re part-angel, sort of.  It’s like having animated baby skeletons crawling around, eating everything they can reach in order to grow flesh around the bones.”

“That’s amazingly horrifying,” I agreed.  “Must be a tough job.”

“You have no idea how much work this is—” he told me, and went silent.  I was silent with him while he recovered from the awkwardness.  Finally, he said, “I wasn’t complaining.”

“Yes, you were.”

“Okay, maybe a little.  But I’m doing my job, aren’t I?”

“Yes, and I’m delighted.  I’ll get you the gate for Sparky.  Maybe you should use it—or your gates—along with a dedicated rack of dynamos to accelerate the growth of the other gods, too.”

“I want more help on hand before they get more powerful.  If I can get the Mother of Flame to the stage of an older sister, I think we’ll be okay.”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that.  I’ve also just remembered I have to take a little trip.  I may be gone for a few days.”

“Oh?”

“I have to fix the sun.  We still need seasons.”

“Oh, right.  Anything I can do?”

“Listen for my screams, maybe.  I hate going down there.”

“Can do.”

I started in the Flatstation lab, but moved it out to the end of a time-ticker chain.  The first thing to do was brainstorm ideas on how to get seasons.  What was I going to need?  A modified guidance package?  A celestial clockwork aiming device?  I had lots of ideas and no way to accurately test any of them, so I built everything I could think of.

I take that back.  I could have built an entirely new Rethven, constructed a sun launcher, and tested them there.  It seemed far too time-consuming and impractical.

Once I spent few hours on it—Rethvan time; I was way out at the end of a long chain of time-tickers, so the actual amount of time on the Flatstation was wildly unpredictable—I had a long drink and left the enchantments to simmer in Orodruin. I took a break from the heavy thinking and built a new gate set for Sparky.  I popped into Dusty’s Reactor World and handed the rings over.

“Here’s your end of the gate.  I’ll put the Rethven end in the Cave of Power, but then I have to run.”

“Excellent!” he replied, accepting the rings and a spool of heavy wire.  “I do have a question, though.”

“Shoot.”

“Would it be possible to cut out the middleman?”

“How do you mean?”

“Could we have a single pair of gates linking the local celestial plane directly to the Rethven celestial plane?  By that I mean we open a gate, you hand my celestial self a ring, and then go to Rethven and give my celestial self there the other, connected ring.  We would then have a gate from the celestial plane here to the celestial plane there.”

“I’m sure we could, at least for a while.  There are two major problems I can see.”

“Oh?”

“First off, material objects don’t survive long in a celestial plane.  The energies involved disintegrate them.  Actually, that’s not entirely true.  The properties of that plane of existence tend to break down material forms.  That’s part of the reason I built the Crown of Eyes out of angel parts.”

“Couldn’t you put a protective spell around the gate, sort of in a doughnut shape, to allow the wire to go through while the gate structure is still untouched?  The material-to-celestial gates are brute-force gates, so their celestial end manifests up here.  Don’t they have something like the protective field I described?”

“Oh, they absolutely do!  They need it or they eventually get eaten away by the exposure.  Which brings us to the second problem.”

“Which is?”

“Power.  There isn’t any magic up there.  It’s all celestial energy this, celestial energy that.  The gates need to have a power source, which means they need to have one end down on a material plane, hence the brute-force gates.”

“You could include a crystal.”

“Yes, but how long did you want these theoretical celestial-to-celestial gates to run?  Even if they’re somehow rendered immune to the plane’s effects, they’re running on batteries—batteries which also have to be shielded against celestial forces.  We’ll have to shut down regularly to shift everything down to a material plane, run maintenance and repairs, recharge everything, and then put it all back and start it up again.  I can probably set it up to run for at least ten hours, so you’ll only need three sets of them in order to run continuously.  And someone on the material level to use a brute-force shifter box, and the repair diagram, and to replace drained crystals with fresh, charged ones.  Which means we can have a set of celestial-only gates, a box, a charging rack, a repair spell setup, and someone to do full-time maintenance work… or… we have three sets of gates and a wire.  Which one is simpler, Occam?”

“Maybe we should stick to your plan.”

“Maybe we should.”

Another thing I didn’t say was I already had workarounds in mind.  It could all be done, but who builds it?  And, perhaps more importantly, it’s a technological refinement that scares me.  I have plans for the Boojum.  I don’t want celestial-to-celestial technology developed because I don’t want to risk the Boojum obtaining it.

I left Dusty to his work while I went to deal with my own.  He has all the infrastructure to make dynamos.  Attuning them to the infant Sparky was his problem.  I had to go add seasoning to Rethven.

The enchantments took a while to bake.  I ran them in a faster-time universe, but I didn’t waste any.  With my upgrade components ready, I got into my orichalcum armor, shifted back to Tamaril, phoned Velina to let her know I would be out for a couple of days—and where, and why—and wondered where Bronze was.

She was in the central plains of Rethven, on the northern continent.  It now had a lot of horses.  She was looking them over, trying to find one she could occupy.

I wondered why.

The reason she wanted to occupy a horse was an experiment.  She knew Dusty could possess a body.  In theory, any energy-based being could.  But there was also the idea—gleaned from banter with Alden—that a celestial being occupying a body could then have a child and, in so doing, invest it with a certain level of celestial affinity or attunement.  If she could do this with a regular horse, the offspring might be a custom-tailored meat suit for her, rather than a somewhat-flammable disposable coverall.

I agreed this was not unreasonable.

“Any luck finding anything capable of holding you for long enough?”

Sadly, no.  With a little care, she could keep a mortal horse suit alive for hours, maybe days, but not for the months it would take to foal.

A stallion, though… that was possible.  She was pretty sure the celestial imprint would be reduced, but if she kept doing it for a few generations, siring more and more powerful offspring, she might eventually produce a mare suitable for long-term occupation.  Or long-enough occupation.

“If you want to, by all means, go ahead.  But I’ll happily run horse DNA through the computer and grow it in a celestial-energy field.”

She pointed out the cloning tanks were meant for humans.

“I will build a bigger tank if I have to.”

She conceded the point.  If her project didn’t work out, she’d let me know.  For now, though, did I want her to run back over to Tamaril?

“Won’t the water slow you down?”

The ocean was still frozen farther north.  The southern continent was really more like an outer continent.  It went up the sides to the northern winterlands.

By the way, she noticed a village at the foot of the mountains along the eastern Edge.  Was I aware of them?

“I didn’t look along the edges.  I figured everyone with more sense than the common houseplant packed up and moved south.  It didn’t occur to me people might take shelter in the mountains to the sides, much less that any of them would survive.”

She only saw one village.

“Yeah, but if you came close enough to see one, there are probably others you didn’t.  I’m not sure what I want to do with those.  Maybe nothing.  It depends on how many people are involved, I guess.  But you’re running back and forth.  What about the ice giants?  They can range south from the frozen areas, and they’re all over the place once you get to the permafrost.  Are you sure they’re not planning to ambush you?”

She didn’t even see any on the trip up and around.  Admittedly, she was traveling extremely quickly and might have missed them.

“Hmm.  Maybe that’s a good sign.  But the run, as fun as it would doubtless be, would take too long.  I’ll shift in to pick you up.  We need to be in the eastern Topside Station.  I have to create seasons.”

She agreed.  I got shifty with a couple of power crystals and we started down.  We towed a trailer, so we didn’t hurry.  Besides, I wanted to let my latest upgrades acclimate in the native environment.  Baking them toughened them up a lot, but there’s nothing quite like the nightmarish hellscape of the main bore through Rethven.  Thank goodness.

You don’t jump into something like that.  You ease down into it.  So we eased down into it.  We didn’t have to pause, though.  I’ve drawn a pretty good bead on how to prep my enchantments.

Down in the main bore, I checked the final assembly.  It was in perfect working order.  Everything was functioning as designed, which was good news.  Now I had to adjust the settings, install pre-launch upgrades, and see how the day went.  Was it going to be a good day?  Or a bad day?  Or the last day, ever, until the end of the world?

I really, really wanted it to be a good day.

Bronze carried me up much more quickly than we went down.  Bronze waited in Topside Station East while I shifted to the Underworld and consulted the Gaia system.  From there I could precisely track the sun.

I watched the sun come up, measured time and angle, worked out velocities, did my calculations, and shifted back to Bronze.  We galloped back down.  I adjusted things, swapped out a couple of components, and we went back up.  Since I had all day, we shifted back to the Flatstation.  I enchanted another component to add to the final assembly and left it to simmer.

It took three days in Rethven—three sunrises, that is—before I was happy with the settings on the seasonal controls.

Every time the launcher fired, the latest addition—a special ring, taking the place of the final ring in the line—would click around about an eighth of a degree, altering the launch angle.  After reaching the maximum, the latch would click over and the direction of the ring would reverse, clicking an eighth-degree the other way each day, gradually shifting the path of the sun.  Back and forth, from twelve degrees to the north to twelve degrees to the south, hopefully forever.

Was that too far?  Or too little?  I’d find out in a couple of years and make whatever adjustments were necessary.

I did remember which way to start it.  Straight up is the equinox, so I assumed all the planting and farming we started happened during a long Spring.  Now the sun would slowly work its way north to give us Summer, then back to the vertical for Autumn, then southward to give us Winter.

We’ll see what the ice giants think about it.  No doubt they won’t be pleased about summertime.  They’re strangely quiet, though.  It’s like King Glacier has decided to sit still for a while.  I wonder what they’re doing?  I’m sure I won’t like it when they try their next plan.

Okay, seasons, sun, all that crap:  Box checked.  In pencil, but checked.  We’ll see how it looks in a hundred years.

We returned to the Flatstation, changed outfits, and I started running horse genetics through the computer.  I had to step out and download a lot more information from worlds where they studied such things.  Bronze wanted a flesh-and-blood horse for herself, so I grew her one.  I started with Man-O-War and Secretariat, put in a pinch of Seabiscuit, added a dollop of Belgian draft, and mixed in a draft of Clydesdale, Shire horse, and Percheron.

Bronze, watching as I worked, asked specifically for Akhal-Teke in the mix.  Vanity of vanities, but who am I to talk?  I made sure she would have the mane, tail, and coat of the breed.  Dark gold, of course, because she likes the color scheme.

Two hybrid embryos bubbled in their growth tanks.  A hand-crafted divinity dynamo hummed away, keeping a tuned field powered up around the tank.  Bronze, herself, could personally invest the forming embryos with her own forces, as well, whenever she felt like it.

A normal clone doesn’t have a soul.  I wasn’t prepared to make judgments on whether a normal horse has one.  These clones, however, would be formed in a field tuned to Bronze’s celestial signature as well as in a high-intensity magical field.  They ought to have a much higher tolerance for the forces involved.  High enough?  We would see.  Even if she couldn’t occupy the mare long enough to foal properly, the stallion would be a big step forward, the equivalent of several generations of selective breeding.

Having worked my magic, I sat at my desk and gave thought to Gnaeus.  Not Gnaeus in specific, but something I talked with him about.  He seemed concerned about magic, but willing to understand it better.

This led me to a larger issue.  The world of Rethven is a magical one.  The Empire will have magicians all over the place.  Zirafel, for example, had the Street of Seers, primarily devoted to oracles, cartomancers, crystal-gazers, scriers, heiromancers, augers, oneiromancers, diviners, rhabdomancers, palm readers, phrenologists, pyromancers, and probably people who told the future by the way mold grew on cheese.

How do people develop magic?  I mean, does it start with someone accidentally chanting the right magical phrase?  I’m not sure that would work.  Most of the magical words and phrases I know are my magical words.

No, I think it’s more likely the “organic” development is through something like superstition.  If you wish really hard for rain and pour water on the ground—that is, if you’re directing your will in a high-magic environment—it’s possible you might get rain.  If you believe you did, you’ll try it again.  And maybe again and again.  Maybe you get more elaborate in your rain-wishing.  Instead of pouring out a dipper of water, maybe you ask for rain three times, flicking droplets on the ground each time.

Before you know it, you’ve got a spell.

I’m thinking I need to encourage the local magic-workers, of which we have next to none.

Here’s the thing.  One of my more mind-bending difficulties is trying to think of how things would have gone without me looping back in time.  If they hadn’t had the Long Night, where would things stand?  In the case of population and technology, I think I’ve at least got them on a track that will work.  If not, my altar ego will have to give them a gentle nudge now and then.

Again, I am not staying here.

Now, though, I’m wondering about their magical skills.  I know the Empire will have—should have—all sorts of people practicing magic on a commercial basis.  But the more recent imports don’t do magic.  Not real magic.  The barbarians in the villages can conjure up a flame for religious purposes, but that’s more of a survival adaptation than a magical grimoire.  Do I teach these people the basics and let them figure out the rest?  Do I open a school of thaumaturgy and train actual wizards?  Or do I write a book of spells they can memorize?

I think I have to give them the extremely basic principles.  Or, no, not principles.  Examples.  Simple spells, to establish magic is real and it works.  The more talented among them can learn to sense the energies involved.  Once they can detect them, they’ll figure out their own ways to use them.

Eventually.

This reminds me of the technology I’ve given the Empire.  The plows are Roman.  They aren’t mechanical seed drills.  The aqueduct feeds waterwheels, but they haven’t yet engaged the clutch system to divert power to the millwheels, or to the bellows in a smithy, or anything.

I have not set up a forge so they can melt steel, rather than fold and hammer laminated steel.  I have not given them germ theory, telescopes, sextants, and a whole host of other things.  I can’t do any of that.  I have to give them just so much and no more.  My goal is to speed up their development of an Empire, not establish one, whole and complete!

I feel as though I’m setting them up to fail.  Which, if you take a long enough view, I am.  I know this Empire will flourish.  I know it will fall.  It has to.  There will be generations of people who grow up, grow old, and die while the Empire is the height of civilization on this world.  But it will fall, eventually, and I have to accept that.  If I don’t, it’s not only me who could be severely affected.  If I suffer a paradox backlash, what happens to everything I’ve done?


Economics

While I toured a couple of Roman republics to buy slaves with the skills on the civils requests list, I gave thought to the whole conspiracy to kill me.  Assassination attempts always get my attention, even if they’re totally inadequate.  Some are more memorable than others, granted, but I’m pretty sure I’ve always noticed them, at least.

My problem, really, was with a cultural attitude that murdering the man above you was a good way to get promoted.  While I admit the majority of career politicians need to be murdered out of hand, it’s not so someone equally awful can take their place.  It should be regarded as comme il faut, at least.  Maybe illegal.  Probably illegal.  I know the politicians claim it’s illegal, but of course they would.  I call it a conflict of interest.

When I turn over the Empery to someone mortal, how likely is he or she to survive one year?  Ten years?  Will any of the children survive to inherit the throne?

I need a way to make it clear assassination isn’t acceptable.  More, I need to make people believe it’s unlikely to succeed and the punishment for it is inevitable.

It’s going to take thought.  And understanding.  I need to get inside the heads of these people, as a society, and figure out how to convince them.

I shuttled in my newest slaves from durance vile and released them into the urban wilderness of Tamaril.  Ladies in gold welcomed them.  I went back to writing an exercise book for wizards.

It took me a couple of weeks on the Flatstation, but I completed my Liber Flaminis.  It was a painful process.  I didn’t have any trouble writing it, but it hurt my black little heart to give examples without explaining any theory behind it.  It was purely empirical and not nearly as detailed as I would like.

I used to be a teacher.  If this is my legacy, I am not proud of it.

Since Gnaeus expressed a little interest in magic, I gave it to him.  He would do for a test reader.  If the instructions utterly confused him, I would need to re-write them, but I told him to ask Velina for clarification first.  The manual needed to be helpful, but not too helpful.

It was morning when I handed it to him. I was about to conduct another class on armed combat for the gold-tunic women and bodyguard candidates, but I didn’t have to rush off.  I saw the look on his face and asked him what was wrong.

“She is an accomplished witch?” he asked.

“No.  And the word you used—venefica—is incorrect.  She would be a praecantrix, one who chants spells to remove evil.”  I tapped the book cover.  “You’ll find no evil in here.  This only teaches you to become aware of the powers around you and within you.  What you do with them is up to you.”

“I understand.”  Maybe he did, but I think he wasn’t entirely comfortable with magic.  Yet.

“I hope so.  Let me know if the two of you have trouble with the instructions.”

I then turned my attention to the ladies waiting.  Several of them still had blue stains from the day before.  Instead of letting the beatings commence, I called the class to attention, set off my linkage spell, and immediately felt like a Tai Chi instructor.  We all moved together, waving sticks through various drills, slowly and carefully.  My spell copied the neural pathways responsible for my movements and impressed similar patterns on the class, encouraging rapid adaptation.  It’s a little bit communication spell, a little bit healing spell.  We drilled for nearly an hour, moving in a precise and controlled fashion, but it was the hardest work they’ve ever done.  Sweat dripped off them.

It’s not always a comfortable spell.  The faster it works, the harder it is on the student.  The human body can adapt only so quickly.  I’d say we were cranked up to near the limit, about fifty or sixty to one.  I’d guess our hour of drills was roughly the equivalent to about a week of intensive training.

I dismissed them, calling it the lunch break even though it was closer to brunchtime.  The ones lying down gave a faint cheer.  The few still standing after the drills leaned on their practice weapons and gave silent thanks to the Father of Darkness for small mercies.  Velina gave them the rest of the morning off.

“Only the rest of the morning?” I asked.

“They will need to practice what they have learned to set it firmly.”

“You know best,” I said, because she had more experience with the mortal end of the spell.  “Speaking of which, do I see more of them than I did the last time?  It’s been a few days since I went to start the seasons.”

“A few days for us,” she corrected.  “How much longer for you?”

“I don’t recall.”

“I thought not.  Yes, there are more.  Do you wish to interview those who would be Imperial Guards?”

“I should.  I also need to meet the chief conspirator and see if I like him.”

“Chief conspirator?”

“The guy who plotted my assassination.”

“Shall I attend?”

“To kill him?” I asked.

“Of course.”

“Actually, I may not want him dead.”

“No?  So you may discover more easily his other conspirators?”

“Nope.  I already found several of those.  They mysteriously vanished.”  I pretended to burp lightly.  Velina smiled.  “No, if he’s clever and organized and wants to run the place, why shouldn’t he?  He’s mortal.  He might have the intelligence and willpower to pull the Empire up by its bootstraps.  It’ll get me off the throne and out of here.”

“You plan to give him the Empire?”

“I don’t want it,” I pointed out.  “And if he’s worthy of it, what do I care if I have personal issues with him?  I only care about finding someone who can do the job and do it well.  You might talk to Gnaeus about him, see what he thinks.  You might also talk to the young man… Callous?  Caius!  That’s his name.  I think.”

Velina looked a little sour about it, but she didn’t argue the point.

“Aside from that,” I finished, “is there anything I should take note of?”

“Not to my knowledge,” she reported.

“Really?”

“Gnaeus has the army in the palm of his hand.  I have the civilian side of things in mine.  The Senate still chatters on.  A few self-proclaimed priests have appeared—a man and a woman, claiming to have been enlightened by the Lord of Night.”

“Ah.  Yes, they probably have.  If they haven’t, they’re likely to melt into something sticky and disgusting before long.  No priestesses of any fire goddesses?”

“None.”

“Damn.  I’m expecting at least one of those.”

“I will inform you if I see one.”

“Thanks.  You say the Senate hasn’t achieved anything?”

“All they do is talk.”

“That’s what politicians do, I’m sorry to say.  Getting agreement among three people is hard enough.  Seven, plus their assistant backup people, could be too many.  We’ll give them a little longer before I demand a progress report.  Are the farms going well?”

“Yes.  The best land has been planted.  The lands not as good are in cultivation, but more slowly.  The farmhouses are all claimed and the centuries have built most animal pens and barns.  The farms already put in before the legion arrived already have barns, but it will be at least a season before the others require them.”

“Good priorities.  Industry?  Skilled labor?”

“We have it, in a manner of speaking.”

“Let me guess.  We now have plenty of skilled people, but nobody’s really making much of anything because the only thing to do with it is give it away.”

“Your guess is shrewd.”

“Fine.  I wanted to wait until we got a full harvest in, but… I guess we can start easing into the economic front.”

“How so?”

“Come with me.  You’ll need to know where the treasury is.”

“We have a treasury?”

“Every Empire has a treasury.  You can tell a lot about a culture by knowing what it values.  Governments generally value money, and to their misfortune.  It’s a medium of exchange so people don’t have to haggle over bread versus underwear.  Any politician who loves money is short-sighted.  The real trick is to recognize what to spend money on—things that are truly important.”

“I confess I do not understand.”

“There are three main categories of spending.  You spend to survive, you spend to make a profit, and you spend on luxuries.  You have to buy bread; that’s survival.  You also buy a share in a farm—the farm then gives you a small fraction of what it makes, so you can spend less on bread and get better things to eat, or reinvest to buy your own farm.  You can also buy nice clothes, hot baths, comfortable furniture—things that raise your morale and make you happy.  Survival, profit, and luxuries.”

“I am not sure I understand, but I will think about it.”

“Take your time.”

We strolled out of that courtyard of the Imperial Palace and down the street.  It was a fair walk, but we didn’t see many people.  This section of the city was more… how to describe it?  Business?  Metropolis?  It wasn’t residential.  It was more of a downtown, a civic center, the place with government buildings.  True, the Senate chamber was here, but there wasn’t a lot of to-ing and fro-ing.  As yet, there was no point to this area of the city, so the only people were Senators and the occasional explorers.

We reached the treasury building and I was struck again by how massive and unpleasant it looked.  It was a twin to the one in Zirafel, one of those buildings that looked back, implied it had a lot of teeth, and dared you to walk inside.  Despite this, it had a large, open space on the ground floor, ringed about with what I think of as teller windows.  You wanted to exchange money?  Change foreign coins into Imperial ones?  Plunk down raw gold and get back the value in minted money?  The treasury building would do all that.  Later, when they didn’t have a staffing shortage.  Or when they had any staff at all.

“We’ll need people,” I told her.  “Ones who can count.  And guards.  Once money becomes valuable, people will want more of it. There will be people who think they can simply take it—or that they can get away with taking it, or are willing to risk the consequences.”

“I will have a word with Gnaeus.  His wife tells me you need more servants, as well.”

We descended through the treasury, heading down to the vault.  I made a note to manufacture keys and enchant the place.  How many doors were there in Tamaril?  Most of them were held by a latch or bolt or bar.  I admit I went cheap on the locks in the city design.  They worked, but they weren’t sophisticated. The treasury, though, actually needed locks that were more than a suggestion.  Now they needed to be enchanted, because they would be tested.

“Servants?” I echoed.

“She says.”

“What do I need servants for?”

“I am not certain.  Appearances?”

“I get it.  She thinks I’m not… what’s the word?  She thinks it’s a social status thing.  The higher your station, the more people who answer to you.  If you’re high up, you should have people running around and doing things for you to show everyone else how important you are.”

“Possibly,” Velina allowed, but she didn’t sound convinced.

“Remind her I have everyone in Tamaril running around, doing what I want them to do.  There are more important things than cooking my breakfast.”

“I think she would rather you not have to waste your time on it.  Those more important things are things you could be doing.”

“Hmm.  Gnaeus didn’t marry an airheaded bit of fluff.  Find out how much staff she wants.  I assume she is in charge of the Palace staff?”

“She is in charge of the Palace,” Velina said, simply.

“You put her in charge of it?” I asked, as we continued down the stairs.

“No.”

“Gnaeus did?”

“No.  She assumed command of the Palace and gives orders on her own authority.  Very few have challenged it.  I would recommend her for your vidat were she not already spoken for.”

“High praise.”

We came to the level of the vault.  I pushed the massive door open and we stepped inside.

It was a large room, coated in iron.  Built into the walls were alcoves, each with its own iron door.  Mounted on the floor, in orderly ranks, were iron chests with locking lids.

I was going to enchant a lot of keys.  At least filling these up with cash wasn’t going to be a problem.  They were ready-made spaces.  All I needed was a variable-geometry shift spell, one I could re-use rather than expend. Fortunately, I already built a pair of wands for a similar purpose.

Several tons of money?  No problem.  Zap, zap, zap, clink, clink, clink.  The only thing that slowed me down was waiting for the wand to build up sufficient charge between zaps.

Velina watched me fill the Imperial coffers without commenting.  Once the coffers were full, I put the wand back in my belt.  Velina walked around the vault, closing doors and looking thoughtful.

“Something on your mind?”

“It is well to have wealth,” she observed, “but… is it useful?”

“What do you mean?”

“I heard your explanation about money compared with bread.  This money is in a vault.  How does this help?”

“Ah!  I see what you mean.  No, it won’t stay here.  Money has to move around to be worth anything.”

“We will distribute it to the people?” she asked.

“Nope.  That would only cause confusion and chaos.  What we’ll do—that is, what the Imperial government will do—”

“The Senate?”

“Grr.  All right, I, as Emperor, will begin to buy things.  That is, I’ll offer a fixed price for certain things.  Grain, mostly.  Everything revolves around the food.  With a fixed price for grain, everything else will have a relative value.”

“This will deplete the treasury quickly.”

“Eventually,” I corrected.  “I’ll add more.  It’s not the value of the metal we’re promoting.  It’s the value of the coins, which is a very different thing.”

“You summoned coins of the Empire?”

Damn.  Double damn.  Double-digit damns.

“Thank you for reminding me,” I said, and I meant it.  I was also medium annoyed.  Fortunately, the metals involved were all relatively soft.  I started a reshaping spell to alter the coins.  Each denomination would be a different size and material, but the images on the obverse and reverse could all be identical.

“There.  It will need to run for a bit, but we shouldn’t have any question about whether or not it’s a legitimate coin.  As I was saying, we’ll have the coinage, not the metal, be the valuable thing.  They need to be symbols of exchange, not valuable on their own.  That’s a concept they may have a hard time grasping, but we’ll give it a shot.  My point about the bread is, by declaring a fixed value for something fundamental, everything else has a value in relation to it.  We’ll still have market forces causing fluctuations, but that’s supply and demand.”

“Someone who makes boots will not be wealthy unless something destroys a lot of boots?  People become more willing to pay for them?”

“An interesting take on artificially decreasing the supply, but pretty much correct.  Normal wear and tear should be more than sufficient to keep a bootmaker supplied with bread.  If there are too many bootmakers for them to make a living, someone needs to find a new job.”

Velina looked around the treasury vault again.  There was a steady sound, like a metallic static, as the coins reshaped their surfaces and shifted against each other.

“One copper for one loaf?”

“Maybe two.  The granary will have to start using the waterwheel to power the millstones so we can afford to fix the price of flour at something lower.  A baker will have to make a profit, too.  They’ll sort it all out among themselves.  The trick is to establish a baseline and hold it.”

“Perhaps the Senate should be informed.”

“I’ll add it to my notes on government.  And perhaps we’ll need someone at the granary to make sure nobody’s stealing from it to turn around and sell it back to us.”

Velina looked startled, then grim.

“It will not be a problem.”

I believed her.  I wondered how many people wouldn’t.  No doubt I could count them after Gnaeus nailed them up in the Plaza.  Which, I realized, did not mean they were left there to die.  It’s possible to pull the spikes out and tell them not to do it again.  Or would that defeat the purpose of nailing someone up in the first place?

Come to think of it, no.  It wouldn’t.  I remember the experience.  I would like to avoid a repetition.

While she went off to manage security concerns, I stuck metal rods into various locks and had them adapt.  It works fine if you have time and nobody to bother them, but it’s not the ideal choice for breaking and entering in a hurry.  It’s trickier than you might think.  Different types of locks have different requirements for the keys.  Pin-based locks are very different from skeleton-key locks, for example, so there’s a fair amount of manual setup with the spell.  It’s usually easier to push the pins where they need to go, picking the lock so you can rotate the cylinder.  But if you want to be able to lock and unlock the thing consistently, easily, and let someone else do it, too, making a key is the way to go.

The enchantments, on the other hand, would require personal attention.  On the upside, by enchanting a lock and its key as a unit, it meant you had to steal the key or destroy the enchantment to get it open.  It might be possible to pick the enchantment, much like picking a lock, but the skills involved were not at all similar.

Locks don’t stop thieves.  Locks only delay thieves so guardians can stop them.  By requiring someone skilled in lockpicking and someone skilled in magic, the job would be an order of magnitude more difficult.


Fertilizing the Vegetable Patch

I was working on ideas for interlocking spell enchantments when Dusty rang me up.

I think I’m starting to loathe talking on the phone.  He never calls to chat.  He always wants something.  I suppose I’m no better, though.  And the phone is probably better than turning off my cloaking spells.  I doubt I’m being actively hunted by angels, but with the spells running he can’t shout for me whenever he wants.  And I’m not actually required to answer the phone.

I’m not required… but it might be important.

“Yell-o.”

“Where are you?”

“And it’s nice to hear from you, too.  It’s been a while.  We should get together for lunch, sometime.  I hear there’s a new restaurant on the Moon.  Fantastic food, great scenery, but no atmosphere.  Let’s try it.”

“Are you trying to be funny?”

“Yes, but not very hard.  Fine.  Skip the pleasantries and fill out a trouble ticket.”

“Do you have a trouble ticket system?”

“No, but I can feel one developing.  Come to think of it, I might build one for the Temple and the Empire.  People can place their requests—no, bad idea.  They can inform me of things they think I should know about, trying to draw my attention to them.  Then you can handle the god squad parts and I can farm the rest out to Velina, Gnaeus, and the Senate.”

“Could be useful,” he admitted.

“I’m trying to avoid making more work for myself.  Speaking of which, I should skip the trouble ticket system.  Maybe I’ll let people pray about their problems and you will inevitably call me to meddle.  In the meantime, I won’t listen, won’t know, won’t care, and can go fishing.”

“I wasn’t aware you enjoyed fishing.”

“I don’t.  It’s an excuse to sit quietly by myself.  Plus, I’ll have a long, whippy pole to smack people if they come close.”

“Has anyone told you you’re anti-social?”

“I am not anti-social.  I’m anti-idiot.  And there are a lot of idiots.”

I kept my mouth shut about the fact I might actually be anti-social.  It’s an ongoing, although low-grade, concern of mine and it bothers me in the background of my thoughts.  I’m going to have to do something about this whole losing touch with humans.  I mean “humanity.”  There’s a difference, although I’m not sure exactly what it is.  I used to.

“I hope I’m not being an idiot,” Dusty said.

“Sometimes I wonder,” I admitted.  “You called for a reason?”

“I sure did.  Two, in fact.  First and simplest, can you install a hidden dynamo or two inside the altar?  The one in the Temple of the Dark Father, in Tamaril?”

“Inside the altar, itself?  Why?  I put several in the walls of the main temple area already.”

“It’s a localized power boost, a superior focal point, and it’ll help establish the sacred ground.”

“Fine, fine.  Get a rack of nine ready and I’ll pick it up when I have time.  Of the things you wanted, is this the complicated bit?”

“Well… no.”

“Figures.  If you want both things, lead with the simple one so they’re already committed to helping.  If you want the simple one, lead with the complicated one so they can choose the easy way out.  I know this drill.  What’s the second thing?”

“The Grey Lady.  Of all the young gods, she’s not developing quickly.  Can we get a shrine to the Grey Lady, somewhere?  I don’t think she’s getting any traction with the humans.”

“Why not?”

“Not enough deaths, maybe?  Her portfolio is to gather those who are dying.  An escort, sort of, taking them to judgment—or handing down the judgment of the gods, depending on who you ask.”

“Hmm.  Yeah, I can do that.  But check me on her portfolio.  I always thought she was the gatherer.  The reaper, if you will, taking the recently-living to the Father of Darkness.  Am I wrong?”

“No, I wouldn’t say so.  She might evolve a bit in the next thousand years, but that’s an excellent place to start.”

“Good.  You had me worried for a minute.  How about I put a dent in a wall on the way into your basement?  No, better idea:  A small shrine you have to pass through on the way into the Father of Darkness’ underground temple!  Make it part of the process.  People come in, light a stick of incense or something, and then go on through.  The symbolism is they have to go through the Grey Lady if they want an audience with the Dark One.”

“Brilliant!”

“I can be.  Usually, I’m just inspired.”

“And you’ve inspired a new thought in me,” he said.  I restrained a groan.

“Yes, Lord?  To what holy task will you set your unworthy servant?”

“I didn’t mean it like that,” he replied.

“Whenever you have a thought,” I told him, “it always means more work for me.”

“Not always.”

“Always.”

He considered this, trying to come up with an instance where his ideas didn’t mean my labor.  I waited.

“Just because I can’t think of one off the top of my head—”

“What’s the idea?” I interrupted.

“Well, I was thinking in terms of the Mother of Flame and the Empire.”

“What about it?  Them.”

“The Empire has the Mother of Flame as the patron deity?”

“It should, eventually.  I’m aiming for it.”

“And there are supposed to be fire-witches?”

“So I’m told.”

“But there aren’t.”

“Excuse me?”

“I mean I’m working on getting her a priestess, but the pyrotechnic hair is proving to be problematic.”

“Yeah, I noticed.  There are a lot of specific things I need to drag into existence in Rethven.  You think the Mother of Flame is one of them?”

“Sort of.  She needs an avatar, but she can’t make one, yet.  She can’t even support one on her own, either, but with the power cable gate to boost her, it’s possible.  But it would help if her avatar could rest and recuperate in the Temple, where a bunch of dynamos keep the place charged up…?”

“Noted,” I sighed.

“Then she should have enough juice to support one after she invests herself into an empty clone.”

“Won’t this slow down her celestial growth?”

“That depends.  How many dynamos can you hide under her Temple?”

“Seven thousand six hundred and eighty-three.”

The phone was silent for a moment.

“Can I ask how you arrived at that number?”

“I plucked it out of the air.  The real answer is ‘I don’t know, but if you want to work me that hard, I can stuff lots of them in there.’  She’s got two major temples, one in Tamaril, one in Zirafel.  I can go down into the bottom levels of each, drop a rack of nine, and have the spells sink them into the bedrock.  How many trips do I have to make?  How many racks do we think she’ll need?  How many can we hide from snoopy people sticking their collective noses into the business of the gods?  These are magical devices, not holy ones, and curious wizards will find them eventually—unless I go to extremes to hide them, which means I can’t hide as many.  See what I’m getting at?”

“I don’t want to presume.  How many trips do you feel like making?”

“I wouldn’t be put out to drop a pair of racks—call it eighteen, total—in each temple.”

“That’s a fair amount of power generation,” Dusty mused.  “Combined with the power cable, I’m pretty sure she could support an avatar and use it as her priestess.”

“Accelerating her worship, and therefore her growth,” I said, finally realizing where this was going.  “And, using my oracular psychic time-travel powers of prophecy, I’m guessing you want me to get the cloning party started.”

“If you would.  There is one more thing,” he added.

“Of course there is.”

“The avatar will be an embodiment of the goddess, yes?”

“Like the Scandinavian model I built for your friend?”

“Yes.  But with one key—”

“Yes, I can make her a redhead.”

“Ah.  You read my mind.”

“No, I know how you think.”

“That’s disturbing.”

“Why?”

“I don’t know how you think.”

“I’m using a blob of meat with electricity running through it. I’m not sure I understand it, either.  But I’ll get your zygote ready while you get the dynamo racks.”

“I knew I could count on you. Can we have the clone ready tomorrow?”

“Whoa!  Tomorrow?”

“Is that too soon?”

“I’m in the middle of—” I began, and stopped.  I was brainstorming ideas for locks in the Treasury.  If I stopped now, what would be hurt?  Me, sort of, as I hate to be interrupted in the middle of the creative process.  But that happened as soon as I answered the damn phone…

“Okay,” I said, instead.  “I can pump up the time differential and probably get a good forward jump.  Don’t call me until I show up, okay?  The phone locks the time rate and I’ve got several time-ticker iterations running already.  The rates are incredibly unpredictable.”

“Understood.  Don’t joggle your arm.  Thanks!”

“Yeah, yeah.”

I hung up and rearranged time-tickers.  The Spherestation had the cloning lab.  I took an hour out to redesign the entrance of the Dark Lord’s Temple, though.  That was pretty easy.  I opened a gate, dropped off the stone-shaping spells, and got back to work.

I’ve built avatars before.  Arguably, I built inorganic ones for Bronze, although her celestial-magical hybrid state makes that a little difficult to define precisely.

A biological avatar, by contrast, is grown in a field of intense, precisely-tuned celestial energies.  This attunes it to the entity in question and makes it fit perfectly, tailored for divine occupation.  For my altar ego, I built Dusty.  My altar ego needed hands, so I got him a pair.

Bronze’s new, flesh-and-blood horse isn’t exactly an avatar, but the principle is the same.  It’s a place for an energy-state being to live while it interacts with a material world.

The oversized cloning tank was full of horse.  It takes a while to grow a clone, but the Spherestation can run much faster than Rethven if I want it to.  I usually run it slower, though, when I’m not on it.  There are a lot of life forms on the biology decks and they require periodic supervision.  This time, I left it going.  We had a project developing.  It was only a few months.  The park decks have enough automation to survive, but not neatly.

Oscar reported no bugs.  I was delighted.

“Bronze?  You ready to try a skinsuit on for size?”

She was perfectly ready and more than a little eager to have a heart, lungs, and muscles again.  Nothing makes for a good run like having a body that feels it.

The equipment rotated the stallion tank into a horizontal position and started the extraction procedure.  The fluid drained, leaving the horse lying down.  The servos hummed, unlocking the seams running along the length of the tube.  It split down the middle, becoming two half-pipe sections, and the upper half rose toward the ceiling, leaving a dripping clone lying on the table.  I left the biomonitoring sensors attached, but removed the feeding, breathing, and waste-extraction tubes.

“Okay.  Go for it.”

Blue-green lightning concentrated from all around the room, crawling through the table and up into the flesh.  The body twitched and shook for a moment, then lifted its head.  Bronze looked at me with copper-colored eyes. 

“What do you think?”

She sneezed clone-tank fluid all over me.  I wiped my face while she shook her golden mane and continued to clear her lungs and sinuses. I performed a cleaning spell for both of us.  She apologized.  Flesh was unfamiliar.

“Think nothing of it.  How does it fit?”

It was a tight fit, she decided.  It might work for a while, but she wasn’t sure for how long.

“Want to go back to Rethven and run around for a while?  See how it handles?”

She thought it a capital idea.

I shifted us to the circle of standing stones I set up for the Hunter.  I also brought along her solid statue.  When the flesh and blood horse started to break down, she would have somewhere to go.  She was delighted and went galloping off to enjoy a living body again.

I considered her transportation arrangements.  It’s all well and good for me to have a magic wardrobe in the Imperial quarters—Velina and I can fit in that!  But out here in the middle of the plains?  We’re talking about horses, here.  Big horses.  The circle of stones would work fine, but there were horses roaming the plains of the northern continent, as well.  Was she going to want to visit those in the flesh?

Later, she informed me.  One continent at a time.

I was okay with that.  I made a note to build another circle of stones.  Those aren’t like enchanted shipping containers.  They’re noteworthy, but only as a terrain feature.  People wonder about them, but they don’t gape in awe at the steel box the giants left behind—just the dominoes the giants set up and didn’t tip over.  Standing stones are a mystery, not a crashed alien spaceship.

The shift-spell on the stone circle was linked to a similar spot in Faerie.  Getting back and forth to Faerie was simple enough: walk around the central stone and there you are.  Doing so had its own, built-in risks.  If I wanted it to have another shift spell program aimed at the Stepstation, it was going to need a good deal more security.  The magic wardrobe was in my quarters in the Palace, behind guards and locks.  The ring of stones was out in the middle of nowhere.  Anyone—or, more to the point, any Thing—could walk up to it and potentially activate it.

So I included several tiny holes in one of the menhirs.  Bronze could put strands of her mane into the holes and use a specific series of them like a combination lock.  Doing it wrong three times would activate it, but the destination would be at the bottom of an ocean.  If someone was clever enough to figure out the combination, they deserved to make it to the Stepstation.  That’s why I equipped the Stepstation with a flush function much more devastating than sudden teleportation to the bottom of the sea.

To mundane people, it was a bunch of rocks.  Admittedly, a geologist would have a fit over them but, fortunately, I was unlikely to have to deal with a geologist.

With Bronze out playing with her new body, I cleaned up the cloning lab and got it ready again.  Once I had everything ready, I fired up the design software.  I was going to design the avatar for the Goddess of Fire, from whom would come all the descendants I knew and loved.  I sat there in my Spherestation lab and got down to serious business.

I spent longer on it than I thought I would.  The hair was easy.  Adding all the other things I wanted took a while.  Even though a body can be made with a larger budget of metabolic energy, there are trade-offs.  There are ways to build a better brain, but if you keep improving it, you have to start feeding it a larger share of the body’s resources.  Do you want to be a supergenius with a bulging cranium?  Okay, but you’re going to have to give up something else.  You can’t support enormous muscle mass and a superintelligent, giant brain.  Both have demands to meet and there’s only so much you can cram into a human body.

If you really want all the goodies, sure, it can be done—but it won’t look human.  It can all be upgraded, but human-shaped bodies have limits.  Go a little bit beyond those and you might have something people can mistake for a human being.  Go much farther and it clearly isn’t human.  A brain three feet across is certainly doable, but if you want it walking around, the body is going to have to be comfortable carrying it!

I went through a lot of drafts in the computer simulation, tweaking the balances.  Finally, when I had something I liked—or didn’t dislike—I had the computer generate the proper gene sequences.

Then it was only a matter of taking a cell, removing the genetic material from the nucleus, and replacing it with the new blueprint.  Since it was a complete blueprint, it didn’t need a sperm donor to fertilize it.  I tested the genetic mix by growing a dozen clones to be certain they developed normally.  Any unforeseen growths?  Extra ears?  Backward knees?  Anything?

Nope.  Worked like a charm.  Back when I was designing Phoebe, I went out of my way to get the best genetic engineering package I could find.

All twelve test clones grew to maturity without any difficulties.  I double-checked them in the genetics program for mutations, telomere decay, the works, from base pairs to whole-body scans.  Ultimately, I had to be satisfied with the results.  It was the best I could do.

I shifted in extra cryo-stasis pods, stowed the grown clones as additions to the emergency blood supply, and loaded a container with a tiny ball of cells.  I carried this through a shift-booth to Dusty’s favorite Reactor World.

I shifted right back out again, found a nice, quiet spot near the sunrise line, and detoured to it.  I waited for full daylight, then returned to the shift-closet.

He wasn’t near at hand, so I wheeled my cart down to the Human Resources offices to put the forming cell culture in a cloning tube.  As promised, the equipment was all fired up, fully stocked, and ready to be used.  So I did.

I also double-checked his placement of the new dynamos.  I hadn’t seen his Mother of Flame model.  They looked the same. It being daytime, I couldn’t detect any sort of output.  With my altar ego’s dynamos, I can sort-of tell when they’re functioning.  These were spinning tubes to me.  But we could repurpose the focusing agents of the avatar-growing clone tank to enhance the weaker signal from the limited number of dynamos.  A little osmium foil wouldn’t hurt, either, to help contain the power in the room.  Maybe a spell, too, to enhance the insulation and focus the energies around the cloning tank…

“Oh,” Dusty observed, sticking his head in the door.  “I wasn’t expecting you so soon.”

“Miracles are same-day service,” I told him, still gesturing thin sheets of foil onto the walls.  “The impossible takes a little longer.”

“Everything okay in here?”

“Sure.  Nice of you to keep the place stocked.”

“Phoebe helped me set it up.”

“I’d say she was my little angel, but she was better than them.”

“Yeah.  You did good.”

“All I did was the best I could.”

“That’s fair,” he agreed.  “So, uh… is there anything…?” he trailed off.

“Nope.  Let me finish hanging the wallpaper and we should be all set.  I’d suggest running her power line through here, though.  You might want to have the wire come in from the main dynamo farm—her main dynamo farm—and do a loop around the tank before it goes to Rethven.”

“I’ll do that.  Thanks.  And I brought you a rack of dynamos.  More are under construction.”

“I’ll take the first set, then.”

“It’s in the parking space you use for shifting Bronze in and out.”

“Good thinking.  I’ll take it over now.  I have to wait until nobody’s around, though, to conceal it in the temple.”

“You’ll get to it when you can,” he said.  “I understand.”

“Thanks.”

The meeting was me, Velina, Gnaeus, and their deputies.  The odd man out was Vibius, one of the senators.  Velina had Mauricia and Claudia.  Gnaeus had Quintus and Marcus.  At least, I think that was the name.  It was the not-conspirator one.

I used to be better with names.

Velina also provided a dozen ladies, each in gold tunics, to guard the meeting.  A number of ladies in plainer dress shuttled back and forth, making sure we didn’t starve.  The ones doing the guarding wore armor under their tunics and had swords on their belts.

I wondered if Velina provided security from the gold-tunics because of trust issues, or if the men refused to take orders from a woman.  Gnaeus didn’t seem to have much of a problem with it, but he knows Velina better than most.  Vibius kept giving the ladies at the table looks, either of condescension or contempt, I’m not sure which.  Daytime has drawbacks.

He doesn’t like women in positions of power.  Something about a consul with a pushy wife trying to run things through her husband.

There were occasions in Roman history, I allowed.

Maybe so, but he’s got Views on how women ought to shut up and mind the house.  Being outnumbered in the Senate also seems to bother him pretty much constantly.

Either he or his replacement will get over it.

Everyone was early.  There are perks to being Emperor.  People show up on time, for one.  If there’s anything about being in charge, that’s the thing most tempting.  I can’t count how many times I was summoned to talk to a boss and told to wait.  It pissed me off every time.  At least I arrived on schedule.

Velina and Gnaeus established the protocol.

I entered the room.  They stood up.  Everyone else stood up a heartbeat behind them.  As I moved forward toward the marble table, they went to one knee—again, followed by the others.  Vibius also followed suit, but his hesitation was visible.  I don’t think he liked being as high up in the government as it was possible to be and still have someone to whom he had to kneel.  Romans.  Very stiff-kneed and stiff-necked.

I noticed the ladies on guard duty didn’t so much as flinch.  Not while on duty, apparently.  I resolved to have a talk about protocol with Velina in private.  Then I decided not to.  What did I care?  It established respect for the Emperor.  Fine.  I’d endure it.  So would the mortal who inherited the job, and he—or she—would need all the respect and deference they could get, at least in the early days.

I seated myself.  The rest stood up and Vibius resumed his seat.  Velina and Gnaeus glared at him.  Clearly, they had both discussed the proper public protocol with their deputies, but Vibius wasn’t in the loop.  I wondered about drama between the army, Velina’s civil authority, and the Senate.  I also wondered if I would need to get involved in it.  More involved.

It took him a second, but he stood again.  Velina and Gnaeus looked at me.

“Be seated,” I said, once I realized they were giving me a cue.  They all sat down.  Vibius wasn’t the only one feeling his way into the new social norms.

“Before we begin, I think we should make introductions to make sure everyone knows each other.  I know all your names and I’m sure you know mine.  The rest of you, however… Velina, will you begin?”

We went around the table, starting with Velina on my left and working around to Gnaeus on my right.  From the expressions—and the private running commentary from Firebrand—they did not all know each other.  Good call on my part.

“Now, first order of business.  Vibius?  You are the representative of the Senate at this meeting.  Do you have any sort of a progress report on what the Senate is discussing?  Or how far along they are with plans?”

Vibius frowned, thinking.

“Forgive me, but do I address you as deus or imperator?”

“Interesting question,” I agreed.  “Under normal circumstances, you would not address me at all.  You would either offer prayers or you would address one of my priests.  However, given the present state of affairs, I find myself in a very human role, at least temporarily.  Please be informal and address me as imperator for now.”

“As you wish, imperator.”  His tone was borderline on sarcasm, but I smiled and let it slide.  I could feel his thoughts without listening.  He was emotionally uncomfortable, but he had a tight grip on himself.  “The Senate is in discussion about the nature of government and the best sort to establish.  Its qualities, its powers, and its limitations.”

“That could take a while,” Gnaeus muttered.  It was a very quiet mutter.  I doubt anyone without sharpened ears could make it out.  Before Vibius could ask him to speak up, I answered.

“The formation of a government is paramount.  You may take as long as you require, but be aware:  I shall remain Emperor until such time as you have established your civilization.”

“Why?” he asked.

Heads swiveled.

“Why?” I repeated.  “Is that your question?”

“Yes, imperator.”

“Why… what?”

“Why do we need an Emperor?”

I shrugged.

“All right.  If you feel you no longer need my hel—”

“No!”

All eyes turned to Gnaeus.

“Vibius is asking a question.  He is not implying anything.”  Gnaeus glared at the Senator.  “We are in no way ready to be without your help.”

“Speak for yourself, soldier,” Vibius replied, icily.  “We have a Senate.  We can vote on any issue.”

“Have you established the limits of the Senate’s power?” Gnaeus shot back.  “Or are you intending the Senate should have absolute power?  I have heard the Senators should serve for seven years.  Have you written it down?  Is it the law?  Or will we have seven consuls to rule seven provinces—or seven kings whose heirs shall inherit seven kingdoms?”

“Gnaeus,” I said, quietly.  He subsided.  “Thank you for the observations.  Please, don’t worry.  I promise, even if the whole Senate rejects my help and condemns this civilization to destruction, I will make certain they go down with it.  Be tolerant.  Vibius has no idea of the difficulties yet to be faced.”

“Perhaps you might enlighten us?” Vibius asked.

“Enlighten?  Draw back the shadows of ignorance, perhaps.  Remember who you’re talking to,” I admonished him.  He flushed a nice shade, sort of half and half of embarrassed and angry, but he gestured for me to continue.  I sat back with a thoughtful air.

“Well, I could talk about the ice giants.  Towering masses of ice who bring winter with them wherever they go.  I could speak of demons and demon-spawn lurking in the night, hungry for the flesh of men and breeding in the dark caverns of the mountains.  I could speak of all sorts of monsters, I suppose, not the least of which are men.  Your nascent, unformed government has no power to hold the people together.  In a matter of months, a year at most, you would see half or more of the population scattered across the world, seeking someplace away from you.  This would ruin your chances of unity and strength against a large, dangerous world about which you know little.”

I leaned forward and rested my arms on the polished top of the table.

“You think because I placed you, personally, in a position of power, you are secure.  You are not.  I know things of which you are unaware.  Most important is that you are wasting your time in endless debate and argument over the most trifling of things.”

I did not mention I had reports from Velina and Gnaeus about which senators were being goof-offs and argumentative idiots.  Let him think I was omniscient.

“But you are a headstrong lot, and that quality is more of an advantage than it is a hindrance.  It’s one reason I picked you, as a people.  And if you didn’t want to build an Empire, I wouldn’t have freed you, Vibius, and put you in the Senate.  Should I have been more concerned with your wisdom than with your goals?”

“I only want what is best for my people.”

“So do I.  Are you prepared to say you know more about it than I do?”

“…no.”

It was one word, but he didn’t want to say it.  He had to drag it out into the light like a man pulling a bullet from a deep wound.  It hurt him to admit it.

“Then be patient, just as I have been patient with your debates about what constitutes good government.  You will have at least two arms of it.  One is the Senate, to make the laws under which people will live, and the Emperor, who will exercise his or her authority to actively operate the machinery of a nation.  Does that help you?”

“It limits us.”

“Were you making progress when you had unlimited choices?”

“Do you have the authority to limit the Senate, imperator?”

“I do, although not under that title.”

Vibius sighed, exasperated.

“This throws everything we were discussing into disarray.  Arbitrary orders from the gods are not what we need.”

“Sometimes, they are exactly what you need.”

“Then simply tell us what you want!  Don’t cloak it in riddles!”

“Don’t push me, Vibius.”

The room flinched.  The temperature dropped ten degrees.  Every lamp flickered down to a dim glow and the shadows of the room took on a haunting solidity.  Vibius slid back in his chair as though I’d shoved him.  I continued more quietly while the weirdness gradually dissipated and the room returned to normal.

“Vibius, if you had paid attention in the Plaza of the Dawn, you might remember my discussion with the Mother of Flame.  Right now, you and all your race are spoken for by one of the gods.  The rest think you are not worth their time.  You are a very small number in a very large, very dangerous world.  Your race does not yet have the capacity to survive, much less grow in strength.  You live in my city.  You eat my food.  You obey my rules.  It is my hope—my diminishing hope—you will grow strong enough to survive without my physical presence on the Imperial Throne.  Note the word:  Survive!

“If you insist, I will write your articles of government.  And if I do it, you will abide by them for as long as there is a single living heartbeat.  You will have no choice.  You will be a subject people, ruled by the gods, rather than guided by them to grow into a great people.  You do not comprehend the depth and breadth of your responsibility—or, if you do, you are failing everyone in the world.  You need to do better.  All of you.  Because I can wipe the slate clean and start over.  Do you understand Me?”

Vibius nodded, face suddenly pale.  Everyone in the room was silent.  Eventually, Velina let out her breath and the others did the same.

I didn’t turn around.  There were enough eyes aimed behind me to let me know my shadow was not naturally falling where the light would have it.  It does things when I’m annoyed.

“Now,” I continued, quietly, “the granaries hold more than enough to see everyone through to the harvest.  No more will miraculously appear.  You have the farms to support yourselves.  It is time to start doing so.

“Also, very shortly, the Imperial government will begin buying grain from whomever wishes to sell it.  This will put money into circulation.  In like manner, we will buy goods made by craftsmen.  The army will always need supplies—boots, baldrics, socks, shields, you name it.  We will offer specific amounts for each of these things so everyone can learn the value of a coin.  Later, the government will stop buying things at fixed prices.  This will be after the economy has had a chance to establish itself.

“In like manner, we will also begin renting the labor services of the army for barn-raising, plowing, planting, and harvesting.  Gnaeus?  I understand we are almost done with the farms?”

“Most of them, yes.”

“Once each farm has had a crew show up to build it, we’re done doing it for free.  It’ll be a while before anyone can afford to hire a century of men for anything, so the army will have several weeks for other things.  We will definitely dispatch units to explore and map the surrounding area.  How do they stand as far as their gear is concerned?”

“All is well.  The additional equipment has been distributed as necessary, but we have an overabundance of bows and long spears.  What do we do with them?”

“Train with them.  I want to have at least four ranks in the back with bows, putting shafts into the enemy while taking advantage of the forward ranks’ shield-wall.  No more Parthian disasters!  I want them able to at least shoot the horses out from under them.”

“You’ll get no arguments.”

“Good.  And the spears—under certain circumstances, it would be advantageous to be able to stab the enemy without getting close to him.  Or stab him and keep him at a distance.  It’s amazing how powerful pointy stick technology can be.  No doubt we’ll have monsters to practice on soon enough.”

“As you say.”

I flipped open my notepad and circled one of the entries:  Monsters for the arena.  I hadn’t got around to it, yet.

“You make it sound as though there are wild beasts everywhere beyond your city,” Vibius said, as I made my note.

“Hardly.  Wild beasts are of no concern.  Monsters, on the other hand, are definitely a concern.”

“You plan to train the army in new tactics for a few monsters?”

I recalled looking Vibius over when he was up for a Senate seat.  He was a conscientious individual, not stupid, and believed in the power of the people rather than the power of the State—or, rather, that the power of the State was derived from the people and, ultimately, belonged to them.  I remembered liking what I saw because he would be unwilling to accept a tyrant.  In the long run, it was a good thing.  In the short term, it was a pain.  He was also a soldier and not at all shy about getting into a fight.  Often a good quality, if it could be moderated.

“How many tigers have you seen?” I asked, trying not to sound tired.

“Here?”

“Ever.  Anywhere.”

“A few.  Three, perhaps, in the games.”

“Would you like to face them?”

“I would rather not.”

“Wise thought.  They can eat professional gladiators.  How about I tell you there are three tigers in Tamaril right now?  It’s a big place and there are only three of them.  You can probably ignore their presence.  Late at night, nobody on the street, big city—you’ll be safe enough, right?  You don’t need to be concerned.  Three tigers isn’t all that many.  There’s no need to go hunting for them.  So you, Vibius, can confidently walk out of a nice, stone building in your sandals and your robe, shouting about how it’s perfectly safe and no one should bother about the tigers.  You won’t even need to bother with a torch, since the city only has three tigers.  What could possibly go wrong?”

“You have made your point,” Vibius stated.

“No, I haven’t.  Because the tigers aren’t out hunting you, specifically.  They’re eating anyone they can find.  You can afford to ignore them.  You can ask Gnaeus for a bodyguard.  You can stay home at night.  You don’t have to rush out of your house to defend livestock and risk being eaten.  How many people would even one monster have to eat before you took notice?  No, don’t answer.  It’s rhetorical.

“My point,” I continued, “is I have a very good idea of what I want and I have very specific reasons for it.  Where I can turn the governance of the people over to you, I will.  I want you to run your own civilization, not rely on me like infants.  But for that, you have to learn how.  So, the faith I show in you?  Please show at least as much faith in me.  Is that too much to ask?”

“What faith have you shown in us?” he asked.

“I chose you,” I answered, flatly.  “Was I wrong?”

The chamber was full of awkward silence.

“I thought we were convenient,” Vibius stated, finally, awkwardly.

I leaned my head back against my chair and pressed on my temples.  I felt a mild headache coming on and hoped to head it off.  I activated a healing spell so I could focus on other magical endeavors.

The lamps brightened beyond their normal ability as the flames rose.  They hissed in a strange way, as though a multi-voiced whisper was barely on the threshold of audibility.

“The gods appeared and spoke, and they heard the words, but they didn’t listen,” I said, still leaning back with my eyes closed.

The flames danced and wavered as if in answer.

“Yes, you did tell me,” I replied.  “I thought their instinct for survival was stronger.”

More flickering and a few flares of light.

“Every word was important.  Their gods were talking.  I was certain they would pay close attention.  I overestimated them.  I was wrong, and I admit it.  They are too stupid to learn by telling.  I’m telling you, their lessons need to be beaten into them.”

The flames lowered almost to normal levels, but their color changed to white.

“Well…” I said, sounding reluctant.  “Maybe.  I doubt it, but… If that is what you wish.  What do you suggest?  Should I perform a miracle?  Write a scripture?”

The flames reddened to a bloody shade.

“Hmm.  Do you think they will listen to priests when they failed to listen to the gods?”

The flames rose again, flickering as though in a wind.

“My impulse is to beat them until they learn better!  I am not certain your gentle nature will be sufficient.  But you’re right about the priests. I suppose they can keep telling them, over and over, until someone actually listens.”

The flames pulsed in brightness, like a heartbeat.

“Oh… very well, but only because you insist!  Remember, I warned you about being too kind to them.  We’ll try it your way, but understand me clearly!  If they will not listen—if they choose not to listen—I will punish them, and you will not stop me.”

The flames turned red again, then sank into normal colors and motion.

I nodded, as though in agreement, opened my eyes, and leaned forward again to address the people sitting silently at the table.  Velina had her stone face on.  Everyone else looked deeply concerned.

“Vibius, I personally selected every woman in Tamaril.  I chose you and your fellows out of all the ages of Rome.  You will note several of your legion did not survive to reach Tamaril.  This was by my hand, because they were cruel, rapacious bastards.  Now you are giving me cause to wonder if I was right in selecting you as a leader.

“This is a dangerous thing,” I told him, “because my tendency is to kill anything unworthy and thus improve the breed.”

“Is that a threat?”

“It’s a statement, but I understand your puny intellect may not be able to comprehend the difference.  In simpler language, if you can’t be a fine, upstanding example of wisdom, honor, and forethought, the blackened outline of your corpse will serve as a reminder for your successor.  If necessary, I will replace your successor in the same fashion.  This process will continue until we find the proper person for the job or we run out of people.  If I must, I will get more people.  If you are not useful, Vibius, you will discover you are expendable—you and all your kind.  Do you understand?”

“I understand.”

“No, you don’t.  You’re sitting there with your inflated ego, thinking you can somehow escape my wrath if you fail me.  You’re also thinking you can hide your thoughts and feelings from me, so how could I know if you are a failure?  Blaming someone else to deflect my wrath is foremost in your mind.

“You are wrong.  I see inside you, hear your thoughts, know your secrets.  While I rule this empire, I will have your allegiance, your obedience, and your total commitment, because I want you to have an Empire.  For that, you must rise above your baser nature and prove to me you can be your best self.

“I will not ask again if you understand because I no longer care if you understand.  I will arbitrarily eliminate you whenever it pleases me to do so.  Do the best you can.  It will be a useful benchmark for when I evaluate your replacement.”

“I—”

“Shut up.  You’ve taken far too much of my time.  Velina, I understand you have gold-tunics as a police force, maintaining civil order.”

“Yes.”

“I will not be told to be sil—” Vibius began.  I gestured at him and did the Darth Vader Force-choke trick.  It takes more concentration than I’d like, but at short range, even my mediocre telekinesis can hold the epiglottis closed.  It’s not a terribly strong piece of anatomy, so it doesn’t take much to force it shut and hold it in place.

“You were saying?” I asked, looking at Velina.  She explained about how she had originally established a civil defense force—police by any other name.  They were slowly recruiting former soldiers.  It was going well, but there were still a few issues with men taking orders from women.  They were mostly willing to humor the women, but it wasn’t true authority.  It was a long road to overcome prejudices and earn respect.

I listened with half an ear.  Most of my concentration was on the gagging, silent Vibius.  He passed out and his head made a nice thunk noise on the table. Once he lost consciousness, I let him breathe again.

He woke up during the discussion of improved security around the granaries.  He lifted his head, looked around, and kept silent.  We moved on to the security of the treasury.

“I’ll provide you with the keys,” I told Velina and Gnaeus.  “Eventually, I’ll appoint someone as Treasurer and the Senate will confirm them—or maybe the other way around.  No one has established the proper protocol, yet, so the Emperor can do anything he wants.  Isn’t that right, Vibius?”

“May I speak?”

“You have my permission to answer the question.”

“I would have it inherent in the law—a law the Emperor cannot abolish—that such appointees must be approved by the Senate.”

“Perhaps.  Which raises an important point.  The Senate is tasked with establishing the structure of the government, including the roles and powers of the Senate and the Emperor.  There should be provisions for updating or clarifying them if the Emperor and the Senate both agree they need to.  These laws are to be the foundations of the Empire.  Is that clear?”

“It is now.”

“Good.”

The rest of the meeting went more smoothly.  Vibius even participated, cautiously.

Dark Lord.  Dictator.  Tyrant.

Yeah.

I don’t like this job.  I am not a people person.  I used to be.  There have been changes.  I’ve been through a lot.

I wanted to have a talk with my altar ego, too.  The trick with the lamps in the conference room?  I started it, but it seemed to me I could hear a faint voice answering me.  I couldn’t make out what it was saying, so I went with my monologue-conversation, faking it.

How far along was the Mother of Flame?


Making Connections

Velina accompanied me when I left the meeting.  I saw her trade a look with Gnaeus.  He remained behind while Velina and I walked alone.

Private conversation, then.

As we walked through the Palace, she hummed to herself, moving her fingers through small gestures.  I recognized a sensory spell.  She sent out a pulse of detection and was satisfied with the results.

“Is something wrong?” she asked.

“Nothing that won’t solve itself,” I told her.  “Why do you ask?”

“You seem angry.”

“Nah,” I protested, waving a hand in dismissal.  “This isn’t angry.  A little annoyed.  A little frustrated.  Maybe a smidge worried.  Angry is something else.”

“You seemed angry with Vibius.”

“Is he raising hyacinths?”  That earned me a smile and a small chuckle.  “I don’t like politicians,” I went on, “and he seems to be turning into one.  And maybe I’m a little impatient.  I wouldn’t say I’m angry.  Stressed, maybe.”

We walked through three sets of doors and their associated guards.  Once we were alone in the Imperial quarters, she spoke again.

“Is it difficult, being a god?”

“Immensely.”

“How can I help?”

“You’re doing a fantastic job of taking work off my shoulders.  The less I have to deal with the humans, the more attention I can devote to things only I can do.”

“I am honored to serve.”

“I am honored to have you.  What can I do for you?  How can I help you?”

“Confide in me.”

“Oh?”

“I do not fully understand what you are trying to do.  Perhaps I cannot understand it.  To be of the greatest service, I must understand your intent and your plan, or as much of it as I can.  If I do not, then I can only follow your orders and fear to fail your intent.”

“You raise a valid point.  All right.  First, tell me what we have.  Where are we?  You’re in the thick of it, down with mortal men, fighting to bring them to heel and to civilize them.  Where do things stand?”

She looked around the sitting room before arching an eyebrow in my direction.

I don’t have to have it spelled out.  We went into the bedroom and I opened the doors of the tall, heavy wardrobe.  She climbed in, I joined her, and she triggered the shift to the Spherestation.  We parked ourselves comfortably in the library.  Velina rolled a goblet between her palms and considered how to start.

“You are a god,” she said, simply.

“Good.  I worked hard to establish that.”

“You have succeeded.”

Boss?

“Yes?”

Were you listening to Vibius, during the meeting?

“Not intently.  I had other things demanding my attention.  I left most of the listening to you.  Why?  What did you hear?”

He’s bloody, flaming terrified of you.  No, I’ll go further.  He’s in awe of you.

“He hid it well.”

Not from me!  Velina’s right.  You’re a god—or they think you are.  No, I’ve said it wrong.  They believe you are.  It makes him angry to have a god on the throne, actually ruling over mortal men—in the flesh, so to speak—but he doesn’t have a shred of doubt.

I was about to say I’d seen a lot of awestruck people in the nighttime audience chamber, but Velina spoke first.

“Firebrand speaks the truth.  There are miracles to be seen.  The bringing of everyone to a world unknown is now accepted as fact—six moons make denials difficult!  Then there are the words of those who have seen you at audience.  The swords were a good show, by the way.”

“I should hope so.  Just because I regenerate doesn’t mean they hurt less while I’m being stuck.  I tolerate it better because I know it’s temporary, but it still hurts.”

“The practice with your personal guard is also quite telling.  Everyone I am training thinks me a demigod, a great hero of legends.  But the ones you danced with—they know they are made better by the power of your presence.  They can feel you inside them, guiding them to become something greater than they are.”

“Which reminds me.  I need to review their genetic profiles in the data banks.  They’ll be better, all right, and so will their descendants.”

“I will make whatever arrangements you require.”

“We’ll probably have a formal swearing-in and do a ritual shedding of a little blood.  That will give me the opportunity to dispense things tailored to each person.  What else can you tell me?”

“Gnaeus is having trouble with the soldiers.”

“What’s the problem?”

“They still want money.  They have all the comforts they can reasonably expect, true, but they wish to buy luxuries.  They usually want wine, beer, gambling, and women, although not always in that order.”

“The population is almost exactly split between men and women.  Is there a problem with the soldiers that makes them unacceptable to—oh.  You don’t mean ‘women.’  You mean ‘sex’.”

“Yes.  A brothel would be greatly appreciated, but they have no money to spend.  While there are professionals in Tamaril who would be pleased enough to have such an establishment, there is no money to be made.  Without money to make it a transaction, there are social preliminaries that take time to negotiate.”

“Hmm.  I hadn’t thought of it in those terms.”

“It is a very human thought.”

“True,” I said, aloud, and added Ouch only in the privacy of my own head.  “It will still be a while before the economy gets sorted out, but we’ll start paying the army first.  The money will go into circulation.  I’m trying to walk a fine line to avoid financial chaos.”

“Which also raises questions about what they must do to be freed.  Slaves cannot own money, and many miss the convenience of owning slaves of their own.”

I clutched at my forehead, trying to suppress the headache.  I wondered which would break first, the unpleasant tension behind my eyes or my skull.

“People,” I said, quietly, “sometimes piss me off.”

“I believe you.”

“The Senate will have to determine if slavery is legal or not.  I suspect they’ll be in favor of it, but that’s not part of government structure.  They’ll have to decide on laws regarding it.”

“Is this a bad thing?”

“I’m not a fan of slavery, but sometimes I think I’m nicer to humans than the humans are.”

“Which brings me to the subject of strangers.”

“Strangers?” I echoed.  “You’ve lost me.”

“Almost all the people here are strangers to each other, or were.  Their normal modes of meeting people are all in disarray.  It is difficult for a woman to find a good man, even in the best of times.  Here, it is doubly difficult.  There are none to speak for or against, no opinions to trust, no families to recommend.  They must meet one after another, trying to discover by chance if any pairing is a good one.  And rebuff the oh-so-very many who do not.”

I didn’t roll my eyes.  At first glance, it seemed silly, almost satirical.  They needed a dating service?  But Velina had a point.  They were drawn from different times and places.  After the initial meet-and-greet at the amphitheater, they would naturally start to consider more long-lasting relationships.  Those take time to evaluate—some can be dismissed in minutes, others take weeks or months, and only a few pass muster for permanency.

In a fully-developed society, there are ways to find a mate.  None of those applied, here.  Meeting at work?  Not likely.  Friends of the family?  Nope.  Fellow churchgoers?  Not yet!  What was left?  Posting a notice on a public wall and hoping someone claimed to meet the criteria?

Romantic involvements aren’t my forte.  I have no talent for romance.

On the other hand, if I treated it as a matching problem, looking for psychic resonances that complemented each other… that’s data processing, not romance.

“I’ll set up a dating and matching service,” I grumbled, “but I started this as the Dark Lord of Tamaril.  I can’t exactly go all sweetness and light.”

—and the idea of meeting someone at church combined with other thoughts.

“I think this is a job for the Mother of Flame.  Yeah, the more I think about it, the more it seems to suit her instead of me.  I’ll see what I can do.”

I leaned back in the chair and pressed the heels of my hands into my eyes.  Velina sipped from her cup.

“I hate all this.  I keep thinking I’ve gone too far with making it look as though the gods are taking an active hand in the world,” I said, still rubbing my eyes.  “Maybe I shouldn’t be so helpful.”

“I do not think so.”

“Hear me out.”  I sat up and looked at her.  “What if I kicked the Senate into gear so more of these problems were their problems?  They’re supposed to be a higher authority.  As an example, if I present you as the Chancellor of the City and Gnaeus as the Commander of the Army, those are positions within the structure of society—not just people who work for the Emperor.”

“I would not wish to report to the Senate.”

“Ditto.  But if you two are officeholders, then you work for me within the framework of the Empire, rather than as the two henchpersons who work for the tyrant godling currently incarnate and giving the orders.  And you might give reports to the Senate, but you wouldn’t take orders from them.”

“I do not mind telling them what I am doing,” she agreed.  “I object to the idea they might think they have any authority over me.”

“It’s only an example.  I wouldn’t do that to you.  But, in this example, they might have suggestions for you to consider or ignore.”

“I could do that.  If you intend to establish such a position, however, I would hope not to hold it beyond your abdication.”

“Deal.”

I continued to think on it.  How else could I farm out the day to day development of the Empire?  There was a lot to set up before I handed it off to a mortal Emperor.

I checked my notepad.  I did not write down delegation as a definite goal.  I corrected this, in big letters.  Block capitals.  Underlined.  Twice.

“Go on back,” I advised.  “I’ll go think on my observation deck on the Flatstation.”

“Enjoy.”

I had a lot to think about.  It’s dangerous when I sit down to deliberate deliberations.  If I can freewheel my way through life, fine.  Generally, it’s safer for all concerned.  When I start to plan, things can get out of hand.  Some of my worst decisions came from overthinking.  But, if I’m being honest, some of my most brilliant moments did, too.

Maybe revving up my brain isn’t always a bad thing, but it’s an extreme thing.  It raises the stakes.  Instead of kind of good and kind of bad, I get the really good and the really bad.

Now, if only I could tell which was which before doing any of it.

I have to focus on current events.  I have a mental To-Do list, kind of like sticky notes on the fridge.  I need to gather them all up, write them all down on a sheet of paper, and prioritize them.  I’ve got a lot to do and I need to actually do it.

What am I forgetting?  I know there’s something.  There always is.

Ever had a moment when you realize how much you have to do and it comes crashing down on you?  How overwhelming your To-Do list is?  I spent two hundred years on one main task, albeit with a few sidebar projects as adjuncts to it.  I’m out of practice with this whole thing of having every bloody problem in the world clamoring for attention all at once!

I don’t want to do any of this.  There.  I said it.

I have one thing I’m trying to do.  Undo the nuclear “oops,” which, admittedly, has a lot of sub-projects attached to it.  Once I’ve finished that, my mission in life will be complete.  That’s my goal.  With it accomplished, who knows what I’ll do?  Maybe I’ll adopt another orphan.  Open another curio pawnshop.  Hang out my doctor shingle.  Go on a pilgrimage to Shangri-La.  Whatever.  All this other stuff is noise.  It’s in my way.  It’s mud I have to wade through when I want to sprint to my goal.  I hate being here.  I hate having to deal with—ugh!—people.

Is this a phase?  Is this something vampires—or, possibly, all immortals—go through?  Is there a time when we get sick of humans and want to not get any on us?  It’s true I’ve been trying to find something inside me, something more social, something human.  Am I on the wrong track?  Early on, I tried to give up the whole being human thing and failed.  Have I accidentally succeeded?  Do I need to embrace it and move on?  If so, do I need to be associating with a lot of potential meals and treating them like pets?  It’s harder to have rabbit fricassee if you know its name was “Fluffy.”

I hope this isn’t the case. I have twenty thousand or so who need to be whipped into Imperial shape.  By any metric, that’s quite a task.  Can I get through the process without being… what’s the word?  I don’t want to get too comfortable with them.  Too familiar.  Too friendly.  I don’t want to be attached to them.  What I want is to do my job, put things in order, and leave.

I lay there on my observation deck and considered the fluctuating upheaval of the Void and wondered if I could.

I spent quite a while on the porch, Void-gazing and meditating.

I’ve tried a lot of things to figure out what I am, where I am, and what I need to do.  Personally, I mean.  Internally.  For my mental health, if you will.  I’ve tried blending in, playing god, a spiritual pilgrimage, observation, experimentation, and, to some degree, a change in diet.  Yeah, I’m looking for people who are ready to die, not merely inadvertent volunteers.  For a vampire, I’m trying to eat healthy.  Healthier.

Is any of that helping?  I don’t think it is.  I still feel…

What do I feel?

Scared?  Sort of, yes.  There’s a lot to go wrong.  But I’ve felt scared ever since I realized I had fangs.  Scared isn’t new.  Scared is my normal.  It’s a side effect of situational awareness.

Am I lonely?  No, I don’t think I am.  I have one human friend and she’s fantastic.  I also have Bronze, always.  There’s Firebrand and my altar ego, too.  Arguably, I also have my cloak, my shadow, and Gnaeus.  Gnaeus is a stand-up guy.  I like him.  He reminds me of someone, I think.  I’m not sure who.

I do miss Phoebe, though.  That’s not going away anytime soon.  At least I’m not getting paper cuts of grief every time I think about her, which is, realistically, all I can hope for.

Yeah, I’m not human.  I bet humans would pay good money to be able to sort the stuff in their brains.  On the downside, I still have a horde of bugs.  Otherwise, I could open the hatch and go into the basement.  Down there, I could look at what’s wrong with me, rather than have to do this stupid self-analysis crap.

So, what am I feeling?  What else is there?  When I scratch away at everything else and get down to it, what’s underpinning my life?  What do I feel?

Anger.

I’m an angry man, that’s what I am.  Deep down, buried under tons of pressure, I’m angry.  Angry at so many things.  Being turned into a vampire against my will.  Losing Sasha.  Losing Shada.  Losing Tamara.  Losing—I could go on and on about things I’ve lost.  It doesn’t matter what I’ve gained.  It’s not an equation to be balanced.  Nothing you gain can make up for losing something you loved.

And it’s more than what I’ve lost.  It’s about being dragged into things I never wanted.  The Hand dragged me into their stupid inquisition or crusade or vendetta or whatever.  I got dragged into fighting demons and godlings and armies.  And that whole stupid thing about being king, emperor, or a divine avatar!  I did not and do not want any of it!  Ever!

Why can’t I have a quiet little rural house with a barn lab that occasionally blows up?  “Oh, that’s Eric’s place again,” the neighbors will say.  “Wasn’t expecting it to blow so quick.  Usually takes him a week or more.  Bobby, run them shingles back over to his place.  He’ll want to put ‘em back on the roof.”  And they’ll go back to their own business while I extinguish myself and collect bits of barn.

I do not want to be doing any of this.  I’m angry because I hate my situation in life.  I’m angry because I made the best decisions I knew how and yet, here I am.

How many other people live their lives in anger, hating where they are, what they’re doing, how things turned out?  How many wish they could have done it better, done it different, or wish they could walk away and start over?  Is anybody with me on this one?  Or am I a freak?

I also hate the fact I’m stuck.  If I don’t carry on, the potential for paradox could not only kill me, it could destroy Rethven.  I’m fond of Rethven.  I may not like myself all that much, but the plate will have people on it I want to see.  If I tell the multiverse to go screw itself, if I walk away, if I do it wrong… even if I survive it, there are a lot of people who will never be.  And I don’t think I could handle being the cause of that.

So, what do I do?  I can’t just stop being angry.  I can’t just stop being scared.  I can’t will myself to be happy and cheerful and relaxed.  I’ve tried taking time to get a grip and calm down and come back with a better attitude.  This works, a little, but not as much as it should.  I think it’s because I always know where I’m going and all the things I have yet to do.  My brain won’t shut up and let me enjoy the moment.  I’m always looking to the future, away from the current adventure—never on where I am and how much fun I should be having!

Have you ever heard a supernatural entity scream into the Void?  The Void doesn’t care.  It’s indifferent to suffering or joy, happiness or frustration.  The little Things that swarm around the Flatstation, though—they care.  The scattered like frightened fish.

Okay.

Fine.

Fine.

You know what I’m going to do about being scared?  And what I’m going to do about being angry?  Frankly, my dear, I’m going to not give a damn.

So I’m scared.  Does that mean I can quit?  Will the multiverse care if I’m a cry-baby?  No.

So I’m angry.  Again, does that mean I should take time off, go to therapy, take shrooms, and learn to let go of negative emotions?  No!  Not when the sources of my anger are going to be waiting for me when I get back.  And they won’t twiddle their thumbs, waiting for me to finish therapy.  They’ll be marching inexorably forward while I’m wasting time.

So I’m getting a grip.  On me.  If you’re in a fistfight and someone gives you a bloody nose, the fight doesn’t stop while you stop the bleeding.  If you’re in the trenches and someone puts a bayonet in your belly, you can lie down and die, if that’s your preference—or you can shoot back.

I’m scared and angry and it doesn’t make any difference.  It’s not about being scared and angry.  It’s about making a decision to do.  Am I motivated?  No.  Do I want to do it?  No.  But I choose to.  I can put my head down, dig in my toes, and push through until it all comes to a final end… or I do.

Did the Tassarian Houses have mottos?  Like medieval nobility?  How about the houses of kings in the future Rethven?  Is it appropriate for Imperial rulers to have them?  No matter how you slice it, I think I qualify for one.

Ego Elegi.  I have chosen.

Yay.  I have a motto, for whatever good that does me.

It’s all well and good to have a philosophical or psychological determination to keep calm and carry on, but good intentions—or intentions, good or bad—don’t get things done.  I have to get my focus back.  I have to pull myself together.  Human, not human, vampire, wizard, whatever—I have to get a grip on myself.  I have to condense, concentrate, sharpen myself down to a point and exercise power in a direct and efficient manner.  And if I can’t really feel it, I have to fake it.  I have to not only decide, I have to do.  Stuff has to happen and I have to make it happen.

I spent a lot of time learning about angels.  I had focus.  I had determination.  I had a goal and I went after it.  I spent a lot of time building a sun. I didn’t have as much focus, there, because I didn’t want to do it.  At least I had enough determination to figure out how to do it and make it happen.  I had a goal and I went after it.  I spent a lot of time with an ecology, with a road, with a bunch of things, and the more intense my focus, the better they got done.

These days it’s mostly stuff involving people.  Herding people either involves pillars of fire or a laser pointer, depending on where you’re herding them.  I haven’t been focused.  I’ve been sitting as far away from them as possible on this paradox bus—as though the seating would matter if I ran the bus off the temporal bridge.

I have to be as I once was.  I have to let go of the hermit in the laboratory.  I have to remember how it was to be involved with people—to work with them, sometimes work for them, to risk both liking them and disappointing them, and vice-versa.

Maybe that’s what really bothers me about humans.  Sometimes I like them, which means I feel awful when I let them down, which makes me angrier.

All right, what, actually, do I need to do?  I got my notepad and pencil and went through my list, trying to decide what should come first.  With that settled, I climbed to my feet and got busy.  Since I was on the Flatstation, I could immediately do maintenance.  Start small.  Build momentum.  And so forth.

I used to crastinate, but I got so good I turned pro.  I have to keep alert or I’ll amateur crastinate without even knowing it.

The firmament spell around the Flatstation was still expanded from the sun-generating experiments.  I went through the station, readjusting all the spell plaques generating it.  I also noticed something.  The Flatstation seemed larger than I recalled.

I finished adjusting the firmament plaques before asking Bronze about it.  I popped over to Rethven, landing in the circle of stones.  The statue was still parked next to it.  She wasn’t in it, but she was around, somewhere.

“Bronze?  Is the Flatstation larger?”

It was.  She added to it.

“What for?”

Rebuilding and refurbishment after the sun-launcher incident?  Structural reinforcement and external armor?  While she was at it, the improved life support I really should have gotten around to sooner?  More space in the angel assembly lab?  A freeze lab for ice giant studies?

“Oh.  Okay.  I was wondering.”

This made me also wonder, briefly, about universe assembly.  If I was a god, would I start with a tiny universe and build on to it, learning it as I went, to make sure I knew every single part of it?  Or would I bang the whole thing into existence and have fun learning about it as I explored it?  How large could I grow a Voidstation?

I’ll take Things I’d Like To Know But Will Never Get Around To for a thousand, please.

“How’s it going?” I asked.  “Being a flesh-and-blood horse again, I mean.”

She thought it was excellent, but, sadly, didn’t think it was going to last long.

“Oh?”

The body was burning out.  It would be a matter of months—four months, at the outside.  The flesh, as nice as it was, couldn’t survive her spirit.

“Human avatars don’t seem to have a problem.  What do you think it is?”

She wasn’t sure.  It might be that horse bodies weren’t accustomed to holding a soul.  It might have something to do with her nature.  As a hybrid of spiritual, magical, and celestial energies, she might be rougher on the container.

“How do you mean?”

If I put three chemicals in the same jar, what happens to the jar?  The mixture might be harder on the jar than any of the three.

“Hmm.  That’s a point.  Want me to grow you another one?  This time in a much more powerful tuning field?”

It wasn’t necessary.  We could continue with a series of high-end stallion bodies.  Breeding improved celestial tolerance into the local stock would be worthwhile.  Besides, there were monsters abroad in Rethven.  Further strengthening of the breed would be a good thing.  Monster hunters, heroes, knights, and other cavalry would need tough, smart, fast horses.

“Okay.  Let’s go back to the Spherestation and I’ll grow you another one.”

Or, she countered, she might as well continue in the current body until it wore out.

I laughed and agreed she had a good idea.  I went back through the circle of standing stones and started a new stallion for her on the Spherestation.  I’d have it ready early and put it into stasis until she needed it.

With that in progress, I considered what I needed to do next.

I’m the universe’s handyman.  I’m the world superintendent.  I’m the janitor to the planet.  Is it weird I feel more comfortable in that role than I do as the Emperor?  I don’t like either job when I’m forced to do them, but, if I had to choose, I’d take janitor over Emperor any day.

Still, there are things I need to do that relate to the Empire.  Having a functional world to live in is one of them.  True, it was functioning now, but what was looming?  A locust-driven apocalypse?  Unrestricted spread of rabbits to decimate the vegetation?  How would I know?  I can’t see these things coming.  I lack the training and talent for it.  And the necessarily information, still.

I took the elevator to the Underworld—okay, a shift-booth, but I think an elevator sounds better—and checked in with Gaia. I could have gone to the main computer, off in a depopulated Earth, but I have stuff set up to get me to Rethven easily.  Gaia was working on it, still constantly shifting in and shifting out life-forms.  The weather reports were much more accurate, now, at least.  More sensors means more data to work with and therefore more accuracy.  The projections all looked good.

There’s a lot about it I still don’t understand.  The software said it was going well, so I believed it.

I pulled out my notepad, flipped it open, made notes and checkmarks.

Okay, what next?  The Senate?  Probably.

I shifted over to the palace, stepped out of my wardrobe, and realized my scheduling was off due to time differentials.  It wasn’t unpleasant for me, though.  It was still dark out.

Do I need to detour and work out a way to keep better track of time differentials?  No, I need to keep on with my list for now.  But a new wristwatch or a pocketwatch wasn’t a bad idea.  I put it on the list.

For now, though, it was way too early in the morning.  Sunrise was two or three hours away.  All the politicians would be—or should be—in bed at this hour.  I walked quietly through the Palace, hoping to find someone I could ask.  Just my luck, we didn’t have any pages roaming around the place.  I should have listened and got servants.  Maybe I should encourage more palace staff…

Okay, since it was four-oh-four in the morning and not a page to be found, I hunted down the deputies. Mauricia and Quintus were in the administrative wing of the palace.  The fact we had an administrative wing was news to me.  At least now I know there is one and where to find it.

“Lord,” Quintus said, saluting.  “We were told to make use of this wing for public affairs.”

“There’s a—” I began, and tripped over my tongue.  Palatium Imperium would be equally valid as home of the emperor and as palace of government… and that was where I lived.  What do I call the local city hall?

I know Latin.  I know two thousand years of Latin dialects spread across at least as many worlds and enough geography to build a planet.  If you want a perfect translation, ask someone else.

“Okay, fair enough,” I decided.  “I’m giving you a heads-up.”

They both looked upward.

“Stop that.  That’s not what it means.  To give someone a ‘heads up’ is to alert them.  Think of it as, ‘Hey, you.  Stop sleeping.  Be awake.  This is a warning.  Lift your head and pay attention.  Kree!’  Understand?”

“Perfectly, lord,” he replied, whether he understood it or not.

“I want a list of everyone who currently has an occupation—doctors, lawyers, bootblacks, tailors, everything.  I don’t want it in the morning, but I do want it the morning after.  You start making arrangements to get that information and let Velina and Gnaeus know when they roll in.  Got it?”

“Not yet,” Mauricia said, “but we will.”

“Excellent.”

I strolled on, making notes.  Economic chaos was about to erupt, but if I could have a good idea of what people could already produce—and what they would need to consume—I could set more government prices. 

Oh, great.  A planned economy.  Does that make me a socialist tyrant?  Or am I a communist?  I always get those confused.

For the moment, though, we would pay people to work for the government.  We would also leave enough looseness in the pricing schemes to encourage independent operators to establish their own businesses.  Maybe offer a bounty so people would explore, go out and find more resources.  We could afford to have a thousand people establish a mining town to produce iron, for example, or a hundred hunters bringing in meat and animal hides.  How many tanners would we need for turning hides into leather?

Spinning wheels.  We were going to need spinning wheels to make thread out of fibers.  The Romans had a loom, of a sort, but not the pedal-operated, rapid-shuttlecock devices I knew.  Did I want to add those technologies?  Cotton grew wild, but these people were mostly familiar with wool and linen.  They all have to be spun into thread and turned into cloth.

Nuts.  We’ll try letting the people invent or reproduce the things on their own and see how it goes.  No, not quite.  My altar ego will see how it goes.  I won’t be here any longer than I have to be.

I scribbled as I walked, heading back to my chambers.  I shifted to Dusty’s favorite Reactor World and plunked myself down in the breakroom.  The sun would be coming up soon, but the break room hasn’t had a window since I refurbished the place.  And, once it did come up, there was a vending machine I intended to use.

Dusty came in as I started to sweat.

“Hey!  I didn’t expect to see you here,” he said, smiling.  “Something wrong?”

“No.  Any problems I should be aware of?”

“No, no, no, no, no!  Everything is going fine.  Better than fine.  The clone is stable, the dynamos keep a field around it, and the Mother of Flame is doing fine.”

“Sounds good.  Look, I didn’t come here to talk about that.  I wanted to check in with you about other religious issues.”

“Uh… yes?” he asked, brightly.

“What is with you?  You seem off.  Are you sure everything is okay?”

“I’m just—I mean, I don’t know of anything wrong.  I’ve got worshipers doing a farewell ritual this morning for an elderly matriarch.  Is that what you mean?”

“I don’t know.  I thought you were acting a little weird.”

“That’s probably it, then.  Everything else seems to be going well?”

“Are you asking me or telling me?”

“It looks good from my end,” he said.  “I’m a little nervous about what you’re about to drop in my lap.”

“Oh, that’s what it is.  Sorry.  Let me start off with a couple of questions.”

“Shoot,” he said, sliding out a chair and sitting down.

“Give me a few minutes.  I’m having a morning.”

“A good morning or a bad morning?”

“One of my mornings.”

“Ick.”

“Yeah.”

We waited for it to run its course.  I stood next to the breakroom sink for a few minutes and put a hand in it.  Gunk oozed along my body, down my arm, and down the drain.  I ran the water for a moment.  The vending machine yielded up a Clif bar and I went back to my chair.

“Okay, I’m good.”

“Great.  What do you want to know?”

“I seem to recall you had a couple of priests?”

“In Rethven?  I do now.  Not much of a clergy, but they’re coming along.  I figure I shouldn’t go out of my way to have a large priesthood.  I know we’re aiming to hand it all over to Sparky.”

“Exactly.  And they’re telling people about all the gods, not just you?”

“Uh…”

“You know, all those toddler gods you want to grow up quickly?”

“I may have overlooked a possibility,” he admitted.

“Thought so.  We have to expand all of them.”

“Yeah, okay.  I’ll have my priests talk about my kids.  I’ll write up scriptures and plagiarize a few myths to highlight the moral lessons.  But the Mother of Flame comes first.  I need the help—and so does she.”

“Makes sense.  Now, another thing.  I had an idea about sacrifices.”

“You’re going to enhance the livestock!” Dusty cried.  “At last!”

“What?  No!  Or, yes, I am going to add more farm animals, but not because I want them bleeding on your altar.”

“No?  Then why?”

“Because people need to eat.  And they need to compost and fertilize.  It’s a whole ecological thing, so don’t get me started.  It all links back around to everything else and I hate it worse than time travel.”

“Oo!  That’s a bad sign.”

“I agree!  But I don’t want people sacrificing things on your altar.”

“And why not?” he asked, clouding up.

“Because I want them to do something more subtle and possibly more effective.”

“It’s going to have to go hard to be better than sacrifices.”

“Look, I haven’t had a chance to flesh out this idea, okay?  I’m not even sure it’ll work, so I’m running it past you.  I’ve told people this is how it works, but if it’s a bad idea, you’ll tell me and we’ll settle on a better theology.”

“Oh!  Now I get it.  Okay, shoot.”

“What I’m thinking of is a psychological shift.  It’s a long-term thing, not an orgy of sacrificial animal crackers.  You’ve got a steady diet of reactor food.  Why not play the long game?”

“Hmm.  When I say for you to tell me more, it doesn’t mean I like it.  Yet.”

“Here’s the thing.  You’re the Father of Darkness.  Yes?”

“Ever since we came back in time, I suspected it would work out that way.”

“And who worships the Father of Darkness?  In the future, I mean.  Temples, priests, all that stuff—how much of the usual clergy and whatnot was/will be there?”

“Not a lot.  And we have to make it turn out that way, so… You have an idea that will get around the no-sacrifice diet?”

“I think so.  Try this.  Suppose there is a calendar of devotions.  A yearly thing where each god has his or her or its holiday, or there are special holy days where all the gods are given treats, or whatever.  There’s a regular schedule.  And the Father of Darkness is on it, too.  Everybody.”

“Okay.”

“Now, during more common, non-holiday services, the other gods get sacrifices.  That’s how they roll.  But the Father of Darkness is different.  He takes out of the world whomever he pleases, whenever he pleases, so everyone and everything living is, in essence, a sacrifice to him, eventually.”

“Continue,” he said, thoughtfully.

“Sure, people will still offer up prayers and sacrifices because they want something.  A rival to die.  An easy death for someone already dying.  Protection from dying when doing something risky.  Whatever.  But what if everyone sitting vigil with a loved one was waiting for the Father of Darkness to claim them?  Meditating on their own mortality and eventual journey into the realms of death.”

“Hmm.  It could work.  What about the Grey Lady?”

“I had a thought about this.  What if the Grey Lady was like a Valkyrie?”

“Go on.”

“As the Father of Darkness, you lay claim to everyone who dies.  It’s your thing.  It’s what you do.  Someone worships various gods, mostly Sparky, but the others get their share.  Eventually, the thread of life runs out—like in the Ribbon, or like Atropos cutting it, or whatever.  When it runs out, you—hey, maybe you’re the Keeper of the Ribbon of Fate!—you send the Grey Lady to end their thread and collect them.”

“It’s possible,” he agreed, pulling at one cheek.  I noticed he seemed freshly shaved.  Did he have a razor or did he choose not to grow a beard?  I have to shave, but real avatars may be different.

“If you like the idea,” I told him, “we can certainly try to put across that mythology.”

“That religion, if you please,” he corrected.  “Mythology is the study of myths.  This is the revealed, enforced, and frighteningly demonstrable religion.”

“I beg your pardon.”

“It is granted,” he said, waving a hand.  He grinned at me.  I grinned back.  I do it better.  More teeth.

“So, is this what we should shoot for?” I asked.  “Do you need actual guts on your altar?”

“I don’t need them,” he stressed, “but I enjoy a good gut-ripping sacrifice as much as the next deity.  Unlike some, I can get by without it.  I think we can make this work.  But!  Hold on!”

“What?”

“It occurs to me… Would it be too much to ask that you make an effort to contact me—the celestial me—before you deflate someone?  Sure, you get the Grey Lady to fetch them, but when you finish them, I can do the whole divine presence thing and anyone watching will know it’s a godly action.  It’ll enhance the public perception we want.”

“I can do that.  I can have dinner in public, if you like.  I’m sure we’ll have criminals worth the effort, sooner or later.”

“Perfect.  Which leaves us with the question of how to manifest the Grey Lady.  I mean, sure, I’ve got a toddler template up here, but the sooner we have a divine manifestation to focus their attention, the better.  Yes?”

“Yes.  Don’t worry about it.  I have already got the perfect candidate to occasionally play Valkyrie to my Odin.”

“Odin?” he asked.  “Not Hel?”

“There isn’t a good parallel in Norse religion.  Besides, I suspect I’m more of a Loki.  I’m tricking the world into creating the gods, aren’t I?”

“You have a point.  Although, given your foreknowledge of Things to Come, wouldn’t you be more like one of the Norns?”

“They supposedly know what they’re doing.”

“Also a valid point,” he agreed.

“And, while we’re on the subject of gods, how’s Sparky coming along?”

“Not bad.  At the moment, she’s pretty focused on developing her avatar so she can develop a better worship base.  She’s riding my coattails with her dynamo farm, so she’s ahead of the curve, but she’s got a long way to go before she can be a goddess.”

“Can I talk to her?”

“Uh… maybe not.”

“No?  Not intellectually developed enough?”

“No, that’s not it.  She’s smart, but… she… uh… well, you and I can talk because we’ve got a phone and I’ve got an avatar.  I’m big and strong.  I can do these things.”  He flexed his arms and posed.  “Ugh.  Big strong god.  Me powerful!”  He relaxed.  “She’s still in the early stages.  Even talking through a sand table or a Dustpan of Epiphany or the smoke from incense on the Altar of Revelations takes effort.  But I can just chat.  Two people in a room, like us two, here.  You talk to me, I talk to her, and anything you want to say I can relay without wearing her out.  Why do you want to talk to her, anyway?”

“Velina was saying something about the ladies of Tamaril having a hard time finding compatible menfolk.  I brought in a bunch, but finding someone you like is more than a matter of gender.  I was thinking she could offer divine guidance on the subject of who to marry, that sort of thing.”

“You want Sparky to run a dating service?” he asked.  I winced, mostly because I already had that exact thought—and hated calling it that.

“Not exactly.  I want to do stuff and use her temple as a front for it.  Magic happens, disguised as miracle.  It brings in the worshippers.  You know how it goes.”

“Hmm.”  He thought it over for a bit.  “She’s supposed to be a fertility deity, as well as a fire deity.  Hmm,” he repeated.  “I guess it’ll fit in with her portfolio.  Yeah, I think it’ll be in her best interests.  I’ll talk to her.  I’m sure she’ll love having your help.”

“Are you sure?”

“Yeah.  She doesn’t know about, ah, future-you… younger you?… having a hissy-fit about Zirafel.  And helping her will make her feel even more special.  I mean, having her like you is probably an important thing.  Especially in the future.”

“Oh, yes.  I hadn’t thought of that!”

“Good thing I’m here to do your thinking for you.  What do you want to set up?  I’ll run it past her once we get it sorted out and let you know if she likes it.”

“I want to do a couple of things.  First, I want to set up a little sacrificial shrine for pregnant women and would-be fathers.  Nobody, but nobody, wants to be worried about whether or not it’s going to be a healthy baby.  You want to be sure?  No problem!  People can come in to pray the ritual prayers, light the candle, spin the prayer wheel, burn the incense, whatever the ritual calls for—you help her make something up.  But part of it has to be an offering of a drop of their blood.”

“And the Mother of Flame blesses them?” he guessed.

“Not yet.  It’s too power-intensive for her.  In a generation or two—or when they start developing the ability to work magic—it’ll have to be all on her.  In the beginning, it’ll be me, a lot of magic, and technology the Wizard of Oz never dreamed of.”

“Okay, I’ll bite.  How?”

“The drop of blood goes into the ceremonial thingamabob.  This gets shifted to an NLA world with an automated genetics lab.  The sample undergoes analysis while a time-ticker gate runs the NLA world faster—I may put in a couple of intermediate steps to make sure it runs fast enough.  The lab works up a genetic profile, checks for known problems—albinism, hemophilia, progeria, all the things you absolutely do not want—and produces a germline gene therapy virus to edit the subject’s gene sequence.  Boom.  Chlorine in the gene pool.”

“I seem to recall I got the impression, somewhere, that you already did a lot of genetic cleanup.”

“I did, but I didn’t run compatibility matches.  The ladies have genetic profiles in the Spherestation databanks.  The men, on the other hand, were processed like an army.  Most of their treatments were for generic genetic garbage, not one-off, unique mutations.  Even so, it’s still possible two people carry incompatible genes.  As an example, an Rh-factor incompatibility is still possible because I didn’t make everyone the same blood type.  The genetic floor has been swept, but I wouldn’t want to eat off it.”

“Oh.  I wasn’t sure how thorough you were.  Okay.  But how do you get the cleanup virus into their systems?”

“The blood drop happens at the beginning of the ritual.  At the end of it, a ceremonial shot glass—or goblet—is miraculously filled by the power of the goddess, signifying she has heard the prayer and grants this boon.  The postulant—penitent?  Petitioner!—the mother then drinks the stuff.”

“Won’t it still have viral traces from other treatments?”

“Hmm.  Okay, a magic box.  It’s empty at the start.  The priestess places it before the petitioner, who opens it, drinks, and replaces the cup.  The box is a shift-box and we’ll sterilize the cup between ceremonies.  Come to think of it, this might be even better as part of a marriage ceremony, instead, so we can nail the male source.”

“I wouldn’t.”

“Why?”

“So an unwed mother can ask for a blessing without having to get married.”

“Good thought.  It’s about healthy babies, not the marriage.  Maybe another deity can be in charge of that.  Okay.  You work out the window-dressing and the staging for the show.  I’ll get the backstage hardware ready.”

“Sounds good.  What else can we do to improve the livestock?”

“Almost anything, but we won’t.”

“No?” he asked, surprised.  “Why not?”

“Because people need to be varied.  I’m going to a lot of genetic effort, I admit, but, for the most part, I’m not creating a super-race.  All I’m trying to do is eliminate the more unpleasant genetic nastiness that normal breeding won’t weed out.  Like, recessives that require a match to manifest.  I’m not turning everyone into copies of whatever-the-hell-I-want.”

“Why not?”

“I have deep misgivings about involuntary genetic cleanup in the first place.  Oh, I’m doing it, no question, but I will go this far and no further.  This is a line I don’t like crossing and my toes are already burning from the fires of good intentions.”

“If you say so.  On the upside, this will definitely bring in the faithful and make lots of new ones.  They may not know what’s being done for them, but they’ll see the results.  Eventually.”

“Yes.  Eventually,” I agreed.  “And we’re going to accelerate the process.”

“Rapid gestation?”

“I was referring to the beginning of this conversation.  The matchmaking.”

“Do I need to get you a fiddle and a ladder to the roof?”

“Not that kind of matchmaking.  I propose to start building a psychic profile of each citizen… No, that’s not going to work.  Hmm.”  I leaned back in my chair and drummed fingers on the tabletop.

“Maybe you could tell me what you are trying to do.  Matchmaking, I get that, but what’s the bad idea?  Maybe I can help polish the turd.”

“If I had a complete psychic database on the people, I could then run it through matching software and give everyone their best-fit match based on personality, interests, attitudes, beliefs, temperament, and so on.  It wouldn’t guarantee they were happy with their spouse or whatever, but it would be the best they could get out of a limited number of possibilities.”

“Some people aren’t meant to be married,” Dusty argued.

“Is that a hint?”

“Just an observation.”

“Yeah, well… maybe some of us aren’t,” I agreed.  “My point is, I’d need a detailed profile on each person.  I could automate it, I suppose, but it’s still a process we would have to walk every person through.  That will take time and a lot of effort and maybe a lot of questions.  I don’t see how to generate good matches without a detailed scan.”

I did not add that I had no intention of building a device to read minds.  I have enough issues with other things I’m doing.  Gene manipulation.  Buying and relocating slaves.  Impersonating gods.  Invisible spy cameras.  I’m doing a lot of line-crossing and that’s another thing I don’t like about being involved with Rethven.

Dusty sat there, lips pressed together, looking up at one corner of the room.  I looked where he looked, but there was nothing there.  He dropped his gaze to me again.

“Just thinking,” he said.  “Here’s my thought:  Speed dating.”

“I guess we could set up places where people could sit in a big circle, shifting one space over after five minutes of conversation.  It’s not necessarily a good match, though, just a level of interest.  I gather there’s plenty of interest around Tamaril, but it’s hard to tell if they’re interesting or just interested, if you catch my drift.”

“Ah, but what about a crystal?”

“I don’t follow.”

“You don’t need a psychic profile if the person is right there, do you?”

“I mean… yes?  It depends on what you want to do.”

“Tell me if I’m off, here.  Can you set up a crystal to act as an interface between two people?  Alice touches the crystal.  Arnold also touches the crystal.  Based on how their psychic vibration wavelength karma stuff interacts, the crystal glows.  You can pick whatever colors you want to represent stuff about their interaction.  After a while, people will figure out that… uh… that red means a physical relationship, yellow is stimulating conversation, green means mutual interests, and whatever.  Brightness indicates how strongly matched those colors are—they’re only as bright as the weaker of the two in that area.  Ideally, a match should have a swirl of all the colors, all glowing brightly.  Again, that’s an ideal, not something to expect.”

“And if they don’t have any compatibility?”

“It stays clear?  Or stays black, depending on what sort of crystal you use.  Then there’s no database required.  Assuming you can do it.  I realize it may not be possible.  And, if it is possible, you may not be able to make as many as you want.”

“I’m pretty sure I can do it,” I agreed, “but that’s not really in keeping with the Mother of Flame.  Crystals aren’t her thing.  Something with fire, maybe…”

“There you go,” he said, spreading his hands.  “See what talking things over will do for your creativity?”

“Sometimes.  Sometimes, having a chat sends me into the bowels of the world to do manual labor.”

“Aw, was that called for?”

“The truth only hurts if you’re ashamed of it.”

“I want to say that’s a hurtful thing to say, but then I thought about it.  Maybe you have a point.  I’m talking to Sparky, by the way.  She loves the idea of the ethnic cleansing.”

“That is not—”

“I’m kidding!” he laughed.  “I didn’t call it that!”

“I am not kidding.  I am not amused.  I’ve dragged these people out of slavery and justified it through a thin veneer of necessity and involuntary improvement in their lives.  I’m going to have to do something like it again, at least once or twice, to get the other cultures I remember on Rethven.  I’m uncomfortable with all of it!”

“I see,” he said, quietly.  “I didn’t realize it bothered you.”

“Neither did I!” I admitted.  Although, to myself, I had to admit I knew it bothered me, but not how much.  This free will thing sometimes stinks.

“Okay.  I won’t kid you about it any more.  But Sparky agrees with the elimination of birth defects and the like.  Healthy babies strike her as a good idea.”

“Good.  I’m glad.  You two work on the ritual prayer ceremony.”  I stood up as I continued, “I’m going to think about how to do matchmaking for twenty thousand people and make plans to kidnap the Senate.”

“Sure.  I’ll call you when—” he broke off.  “You’re going to what?”

“Just in case.”

“In case of what?”


Think Tank

The Senate showed up to work, but only after a morning in the baths and a leisurely breakfast.  Seven senators and two of the backups came in.  I didn’t know where the other two backups were.  A half-dozen other people, including that Caius guy, my chief assassination conspirator, also wandered in.  These spectators sort of lurked in the empty seats, out of the way.  Fans of politics, I gathered.  I was already seated up in the nosebleed section and pretending I wasn’t there.  Once they settled in and picked their chairperson for the day, they reviewed what they’d discussed the day before and immediately started bickering over it.

“It is the nature of man—and woman,” said the guy doing the talking, “to be ruled!  Without a clear and distinct structure of classes, the result is rule by the mob!”

“It is the right of mankind,” countered a small but fierce little lady, “to rise to whatever station they can earn!”

“By that so-called logic, any peasant could become the Emperor!”

“And why not, if she can prove she’s the best candidate for the office!”

“Emperors are divine!”

“Emperors are people!”

“If you weren’t appointed by divine decree to the Senate, I’d thrash you like the upstart brat you are!”

“You’d have a hard time finding me after I claw your eyes out!”

“Silence!” shouted the man acting as the First Speaker.  “Silence!”

There was a brief pause while the two “debaters” quieted.

“This shouting match is over,” he went on.  “Compose yourselves.  The debate is about whether or not to include clearly-defined classes in the principles of the Empire.  It is not about who belongs in what class or what those criteria are.  We need to decide whether or not they should have any legal existence at all.”

“We’re not getting anywhere with her babbling about democracy!”

“We’re not getting anywhere with you trying to make the Senate hereditary nobility!” she shot back.

I liked her.  Half his weight and twice as feisty.  She should have been a redhead.

“I said to be silent!” snapped the chairman.  “Both of you!”  When he had silence again, he rubbed his face with both hands.  “Xarius, you make your case.  And you, Serena, shut up until he finishes.  I’ll call on you.  Please sit down.  Xarius, take the floor.”

“Gladly.”

Serena sat down behind her little stone desk.  Xarius was already in the center of the floor.  He continued his interrupted oration.

He was a decent speaker.  He projected without shouting and did his best to establish rapport in an attempt to persuade.

His case was the Empire needed a ruling class.  A mortal Emperor, even one placed on the throne by the gods, couldn’t rule alone, and shouldn’t.  He should have hereditary nobles who could protest without fear of having their families, station, and holdings summarily disposed of by a mortal Emperor having a bad day.  The nobles could, at worst, be relieved of a duty—any position in the government to which they might have been appointed.  Nobles would provide a ready-made, well-bred, well-educated pool of deputies for the Emperor to draw on for Imperial posts.  The people would have a structure of leadership, which was vital to the existence of an Empire—indeed, fundamental—and that principle of strong leadership should be established in the basic definitions of the Empire.

“I believe it,” Xarius said, fervently, “and would call on us all to vote Yes!”

“Hold, Xarius.  You do not call for a vote.”

“It is my right to do so.”

“Not when your case is the only one heard.  All must speak, or be given the opportunity to do so, before a vote may be called.”

“I never agreed to that!”

“No, but the majority did when we set up our rules.  Sit down.”

“I’m not done.”

“If you tried to call for a vote, you’re done,” said the chairman.  “Sit.  Down.”

I didn’t remember the chairman’s name, but I liked him.

Lucius Manius Regulus, Firebrand told me.  I wrote it down.

Reluctantly and with bad grace, Xarius resumed his seat.  The chairman beckoned Serena.  She rose and moved to the center of the floor.

Her case was for a great deal more democracy.  True, the Empire needed people in charge.  Organization and hierarchy and structure were good things.  Her contention was anybody should have the opportunity to rise as high as their talents and skills would let them.  A hereditary noble class did not, by itself, guarantee competence.  Knowing you could be ousted by anyone who could prove themselves more worthy of your position?  That would provide motivation!  And while the Emperor might be hereditary—a point she did not concede, but understood might be beyond the scope of the Senate—it would act as a check on Imperial power if the people understood they were the absolute power and the Emperor was merely their executive.

Xarius, meanwhile, snorted, harrumphed, gave voice to a few small “Ha!” sounds of derision, and generally mocked her without actually interrupting.  Serena, during his speech, had remained silent no matter what shade of crimson she turned.

“I conclude with the thought that none of us were nobles,” she went on.  “We rose to our positions by Imperial selection as the best candidates for the first Senators.  We were not selected to be nobility and to command the people.  We were selected to be just, to be fair, and to think about the kind of Empire in which we wish to live.”

Two wildly differing points of view, cogently and sometimes even eloquently put.  But were they alone?  No.  Everyone wanted to talk.  Four more speeches made the rounds, each taking as long or longer than the one before.  I think the chairman would have put in his two denarii if he hadn’t been moderating.  I drew on my years of training as a college student and managed to stay awake.

At last—at long last—they finally called for a vote.  Was the Empire going to have a class system built into the foundation?  It was a simple yes or no vote.  They decided yes, by five to two, the Empire would have different levels of citizenship.

Then the whole damn circus came to town.

What were these levels of citizenship?  How many levels would there be?  What privileges and duties came with each social class?  Was there any mobility between them? Can one marry up or down?  How was inheritance going to work?  Through the male line, or the female line?  Could women rule if they were of noble birth?  Or if they married into a noble house?  Did all citizens have a default level of citizenship—even beggars?  Or was citizenship something you bought with your taxes?  How would people be placed, initially, in the classes?  Could they be demoted for crimes or promoted for exceptional virtue?

I admit, I had ideas about how it could be done.  I’m usually against a hereditary class system, but I’ve made exceptions.  If this was the sort of thing they felt they wanted, then why not? Because it didn’t belong in a document how a government worked?  Maybe it did—if members of different classes had different powers and privileges to influence their leaders.  The Senate could sort it all.

The thing of it, though, was the length of time it would take these clowns to hammer it all out.

I’m trying to get off the throne and these idiots have political constipation.

When it came down to cases, I didn’t care about the hereditary classes.  The thing that annoyed me—actively, deeply annoyed me—was lunch.  They didn’t have lunch brought in.  That, I would have understood.  No, they adjourned for lunch when it was still well short of noon.  Lunch lasted three hours.  They came back only for another two hours, then retired to the baths for the day.

Velina and Gnaeus had expressed concern about the progress of the Senate.  That’s why I was in the bleachers, watching a session.  They had been far too modest in merely expressing concerns.

The Spherestation doesn’t normally have guests.  Come to think of it, none of my voidstations do.  Prisoners, sure.  Experiments, sure.  Stock for the larder, sure.  Even the occasional employee.  But guests?  No.

Bronze came back from Rethven wearing her statue.  The proto-avatar body survived to reach the circle of stones, but it didn’t survive the change of outfit.  It wasn’t long for the world, anyway.

She occupied the Spherestation for a bit.  We worked together to partition off guest quarters, re-route life support, and add a conference room.  I shifted in more metal and she made good use of it.  I also went out of my way to do a little prefabrication for her.  If I put a girder or a panel in place, she doesn’t have to grow it.

The guest quarters were lavish compared to the larder. Each room had at least a meter more space than it needed.  A meter longer than the bed, and a meter wider than anyone’s outstretched arms.  I even provided a nice pillow and a soft blanket.  And because I’m not a complete monster, each cell also had a private toilet and a small shower, complete with built-in, full-body blow dryer.

I also fetched in all the furnishings and equipment for the conference room.  A nice table.  Good lighting.  Books translated into Latin, explaining all sorts of things—parliamentary procedure, different types of governments, political theory, even a few works on psychology.  I also provided ream upon ream of blank paper and enough pencils to build a doghouse.

Originally, I brought in damned uncomfortable chairs.

I was proud of the chairs.  They were marginally better than standing, but the curves and contours were all wrong.  Sitting in them would give your feet a rest, but then you stressed other parts.  It was a trade-off, and deliberately so.  No one was going to sit down, relax, and get comfortable.  I have a firm belief that comfortable politicians want to stay that way, so they don’t actually do anything.

But…

My plan was to lock them in until they finished.  If I made their incarceration actively unpleasant, would they slack off on the quality in order to get out?  I’d be pitting their sense of duty against their comfort.  But if it was comfortable incarceration—albeit with nothing to do but work—would they take forever?  Politicians need to have a fire lit under them!  For some, it’s to get them to do something.  For others, it’s to burn them at the stake.

The trick is to make them uncomfortable enough to want to leave, but no so uncomfortable they’re willing to say whatever it takes to make it stop.

Okay.  In here, I wasn’t in a hurry.  Once I had it all set up, the Senate could spend years sorting themselves out. The rest of their natural lives, if necessary.

I also set things up to monitor them covertly.  I didn’t want anyone dying from an accident or having a medical emergency or something.  I also wanted to be kept informed about their progress.

With misgivings, I replaced the actively hostile chairs with merely indifferent ones.  It rubs me the wrong way to let a politician take his time, but I was providing the time.

What else did I bring in?  Food?  Absolutely!  Again, my first impulse was a high-tech, super-fortified emergency ration.  It tasted a lot like stale cardboard with a dash of vanilla extract.  If you could get past that, it was still crumbly and very dry.  But it provided all the nutrients a human body required.

Oh.  And water.

But I had a deeply unpleasant experience with monotonous food supplies.  When I’m forced to remember it, I remember it vividly.  I had to ask myself, after a year of eating the same sort of cardboard, how desperate would they be to have something—anything!—else?

I drew up a menu.  They could touch a panel to select any of six different dishes, as well as three kinds of drinks.  It was primitive and simple and I didn’t feel like going to any more effort to make them happy captives.

With their prison prepared, I went back to the throne room, laid down invisible spell-lines on the floor of the throne room, and invited the Senate to attend me.  They showed up, of course.  The Senate was in no position to argue with the Emperor.  Not yet, anyway, but I had hopes for the future. As they stood before me, I snapped my fingers.

I now sat in the conference room on one of those brand-new not-uncomfortable chairs.  They stood at the other end of the room, wondering what happened.

I measured it all in advance.  Preparation is key.

I showed the senators around the chamber, pointing out the doors leading into the private quarters.  There was no hallway; quarters lay directly beyond each door.  I showed them how to use the sideboard:  close the cabinet, touch the menu choice, open the cabinet, take it out, eat it, put everything else back in the cabinet, repeat as needed.

“Your progress has been too leisurely for my taste,” I told them, once the tour was over.  “I’ve left you reference books on the table.  I picked you because you understand the weighty responsibility involved.  But you need to focus.  There’s a lot of that need going around.  Now you have no distractions—and no excuses.  Sort out the principles of Imperial government.  In here, you have the rest of your lives to work on it.”

I snapped my fingers again and left them to it.


Fiery Romance

With the Senate locked in a secured section of the Spherestation—well, I say “locked.”  There were no doors.  The air vents were slightly less than two inches wide, as were the drains.  Nobody was going anywhere until I let them out or they developed the ability to walk through walls.

Anyway, they were going through denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance before settling in to get serious about writing up a constitution.  I went off to decant Bronze’s latest meat suit.  It was a beautiful specimen.  She liked it immensely, once we had it cleaned, dried, and on its feet.  We went to the circle of stones and I manually zapped her close to a herd of horses.  She went off to further improve the horse breeds.

I flipped open my notebook and examined my list.  Sparky’s Singles Service.

I wish I was better at this social thing.  I treat it like a problem to be solved, not like a social encounter.  I hope Sparky can put her own spin on it, because I don’t think I’m going to be able to make it, you know, romantic.

So, what do I need?  I need a way to… not to find people who are alike, but to find people who fit.  If she likes to cook, he has to like trying new dishes.  If he’s a passionate sort of lover, she has to like his style.  If she wants kids, he has to at least like kids.  All of it.

How do I allow two people’s inner natures to interact without… without… what’s the word?  Instead of linking two people directly in a full psychic communion—an intimacy most people are neither prepared for nor happy about—I have to let them bump into each other and see what parts want to stick together.

Worse, I absolutely have to make this something user-friendly.  It can’t be a readout with a hundred different meters and gauges.  It needs to have one gauge, like a percentage compatibility score.  It has to be simple.

There’s a lot of complex stuff behind the idea of that simple gauge.  People are made up of so many, many parts, and any attempt to reduce them to plain little puzzle pieces that either fit together or don’t is probably futile.

But I said I would try.  It may not be perfect—what is?—but it might be useful as a tool.  If I can build something that works well enough to say, “Hey, this one has potential,” maybe…

On the other hand, this is supposed to be a divine manifestation, an infallible goddess decreeing a match, a foretelling of destiny and Wuv, Twue Wuv.  It loses something when the best we can do is say they’re a sixty-seven percent match.

It’s not only about the hardware.  It’s about the perception.

I worked out ideas on the Flatstation instead of the Spherestation.  The yelling and pounding from the new Senate chambers grew wearisome after a while.

A crystalline database of psychic imprints would work, but I’d have to issue everybody a crystal and then collect them all.  And, as I noted before, it didn’t have a fire aesthetic.

How about a special lens?  You look through the lens and can only see an aura around people whose aura is in tune with yours.  A set of glasses so you can look at a crowd and see who resonates with you.

How about special glasses for everybody?  Then compatible people wind up with their eyes meeting across a crowded room.  That’s always good.

Dang it, that’s a lot of work.  Worse, it’s still not pyrotechnic.

Maybe I’m doing this backwards.  What if we start with an actual fire?

If you stand on one side of a fancy brazier, someone else can stand on the other side.  If you match, fires jump up from the empty brazier!  The higher and brighter the flame, the better the match!

I might be on to something.  Hard to steal, definitely has the right look, and we can say the brightness of the fire is how much Sparky approves of the match, rather than the degree of matching.  She can give you permission, but you can still screw it up.  Very deific, and it gives her plausible deniability if they don’t work out.

The biggest drawback to it was the time involved.  You can have one lady stand there and wait while up to ten thousand men move by.  If we line everyone up and it takes three seconds to check, the first run-through could take as much as eight hours and change, not counting bathroom breaks.  And that assumes we line everybody up, ready to go, and proceed under ideal conditions.

And then do it again for the next lady.  Ten thousand times.

On average, we’ll only need to get through about half the line before finding a match, so that makes things go quicker.  We could be done in about two and a half years… if we put everything else on hold.

Ouch.

If I wanted to play matchmaker, I should have been more invasive in my immigration examinations.

Hang on.  This isn’t an Imperial project.  This is a religious one.

Rather than sorting people out—whether they want it or not—what if we let them look each other over on their own time?  If they think each other shows promise, they can skip days, weeks, months of possible getting-to-know-you disappointment. Take it to the Mother of Flame.  Someday, if a father gets irate about the boy his daughter is dating, they can all go to the Temple.  If the nice young lady wants to know if he’s really the one for her, off they go to see the Oracle of Fire.

Yeah.  Yeah, this could work.  It doesn’t have to be a mandatory sorting process.  It can be optional.  It can be something people seek out when they want it.  And it’s another excuse to get people into Sparky’s temple.  Come for the services, meet people, maybe stay to consult the fires of passion or whatever we’re going to call it…

Maybe I’ve dealt with computers for too long.  You see a data set, you sort it.  The data doesn’t have an opinion about it.  People are different, or should be.  Or should be treated differently.  Shouldn’t they?

This is another reason I don’t want to be Emperor.  It think it’s harder for me to see people as people instead of statistics while I own that damned chair.

I shifted in to Rethven about one in the morning and stepped down, out of the wardrobe.  I hoisted the enchanted brazier—very ornate, with an idealized man and woman holding up the tall, narrow bowl—up onto my back and took a walk.  It was a long walk, but no one was out and about at this unreasonable hour.

Hmm.  No one was out.  No gold-tunics, no police, no city guards, no sentries.  I’m sure Gnaeus had sentries watching the barracks.  Velina definitely had people guarding the palace.  But who was patrolling the streets, looking for trouble?  I stopped and took out my notebook.

We’re looking for trouble, Boss.

“We’re not looking for trouble.”

You’ll turn it down if you find any?

“Well… no.”

Then I’m looking for trouble, it reasoned.  You’re coming along for the ride.

“That’s fair.  But we should still have guards on alert, if not actually patrolling.  There are monsters out there and the Chaos in my blood may act as a sort of magnet for them.”

Not across the whole continent, right?

“True, but the monsters do exist.  The lecture I gave Vibius about tigers wasn’t all hot air.  We should have people watching for trouble all through the night.  They have way more moonlight than they need for that!”

Yeah, but for how long?  They’re already down by one moon.

“Huh?”

The place started with seven, right?  There are only six.

I looked up.  I counted.  Six moons.

“Damn it, why doesn’t anyone ever tell…” I trailed off.  Someone did mention the moons.  Who was it?  When?  Someone said there were six moons and I paid no attention.

It is not practical to kick oneself while wearing full armor, so I didn’t bother to try.

“Crap.  I missed it.  I was hoping to see how it went away.”

Why didn’t you tell someone? Firebrand asked.  Velina would call you.

“Will you stop making more sense than me, please?”

I sure can’t make less, Firebrand replied.

“Har har.  Very funny.  My point about the moons is they’re bright.  People can see!  They can have patrols on the street or sentries on guard, and they should.”

Fair enough, Boss.  Why are we delivering a gold vase, anyway?

“It’s so Sparky can encourage people to have happy marriages.”

Lighting isn’t your problem, but human mating is?  Actually, it went on, now that I say it, I kind of see it.  You have to keep the herds happy.

“These are a gift for Sparky.  And for the benefit of the Empire.”

Oh?  The humans really do need the help?

“Yep.”

Dragons have it easier, Firebrand said.  You come across each other and, if the female is receptive, you mate.  Not really a problem.

“That’s dragons.  Humans are less solitary creatures.”

I’ve noticed.  Humans are weird, Boss.

“You can say that again.”

Humans are weird, Boss.

“Sometimes, I don’t know if you’re being so literal because of your sense of humor, or if you’re being so literal because it’s the way you think.”

I could also be annoying you deliberately.

“Possibly.  So, which is it?”

Tough call, Firebrand admitted.

I finished writing down my reminder about guards and sentries.  I put my notebook away and started walking again.  The weight of the brazier wasn’t much—to me—but it was bulky and inconvenient.  I should have shifted into the Temple, directly.  But I was being lazy and using the existing wardrobe, which turned out to be more effort than not being lazy.  Go figure.

The Temple was as I recalled.  As it should be, because I built it from memory.  It was a mammoth dome, done in white stone, without any seams or cracks, with two sets of large double doors, one set on the east, the other on the west.

Memory is a fickle thing.  Under the moonlight, it seemed less real.  The only sound was the faintly gritty sound of my boots as I crossed the expanse of smooth stone to the western doors.

As with the Temple in Zirafel, there was a short hallway with side-branches, but those were hardly noticeable.  What grabbed my attention was the clear, unobstructed view into the central area.  On a raised dais, a thirty-foot statue of white, glossy stone raised up its hands toward the dome’s oculus.

When I stopped, there was no sound at all.

All right, so the Temple was unoccupied.  Nobody was there.  No priestess, no nothing.  Well, I shouldn’t judge.  My altar ego had a huge head start.  He said Sparky was coming along.

Was it sacred ground, yet?  Or was I allowed in?  What were the rules during the formation of the gods?  Were there rules?  Was Sparky developed enough to be dangerous?  Or was this not yet holy ground?  Or was it holy ground and she wasn’t developed enough to make an exception?

I looked through the doors I’d pushed open.  There was nothing unpleasant, yet, and I was here to help.  Maybe things would go well.  I didn’t expect it, but I’m allowed to hope.

My left toes touched the threshold.  Then the floor beyond.  Okay.  The hallway seemed safe.  I edged cautiously in.  No sizzle, no smoke.  I advanced, testing the floor before taking each step.  I made it all the way through the hall, the circular pit, and up to the altar.  No problems.

Fantastic.  I could go where I pleased.

I went back out and hauled my brazier into the main auditorium.  The central stage had ramps leading up to it, suitable for use with whatever animals were being sacrificed, but I wasn’t interested in it.  Too many people would go in and out, up and down.  I wanted a less-trafficked area, someplace two people could go to have a private word with the goddess.

I wandered through other rooms under the dome, looking for one not too far from an entrance.  I found one large enough for a four-place dining room.  It had a door on either side, each connecting to a short hallway.

Romeo can come in one door and Juliet through the other.  Perfect.

I set the brazier down and started my stone-bending.  With the master plates deactivated and stowed in the Underworld, there was nothing to prevent me from reshaping anything I liked.  The base of the golden brazier sank into the stone a few inches and the stone flowed closed, embedding it.

This reminded me of the dynamos. The power conduit was in my altar ego’s power room, alongside his own conduits.  Standing in the Temple and considering the matter, it was probably best to leave the high-powered magic of a gate somewhere out of anybody’s potential sight.  The dynamos were also magical, of course, but their power demands were much less likely to be noticed.

I installed dynamos under the outer wall, around the dome’s perimeter, which gave me newfound concern about holy ground.  But nothing caught fire.  My feet didn’t even feel warm.

I returned to the central altar area and shifted in another rack.  I spaced these out around the perimeter of the main area, in front of the first row of seats.  The dynamos sank slowly into the stone, disappearing under the rock.  Their bubbles of empty space would keep going down for a couple of meters, making them hard to find with typical magical detection.  We wouldn’t have to worry about it for a while, and by then Sparky could handle non-typical magical detection.

I hung around, watching while the dynamos sank out of sight.

Uh, Boss?

“What?”

I felt Firebrand’s attention.  I glanced in that direction.

The hands of the statue glowed red.

“Oh, this is very good or very bad,” I whispered.

Nothing happened the last time a statue noticed, Firebrand replied.

“That time hasn’t happened, yet.  I don’t know for sure if she’s up to speed on who is on her side or even which sides there are.”

Maybe we should leave, Firebrand suggested, after a moment.  The hands of the statue were glowing brighter, shading into a yellow color.

“Maybe not.  If she’s a young goddess, I don’t want her thinking she can push me around.”

So, move closer to the door?  She’s facing that way, so it’ll look as though you’re moving to a polite place to address her, rather than preparing to run.

“Excellent thought.”

I moved back the way I came.  Behind me, the light brightened, changing color from yellow to yellow-white, then to white like an arc light.

I did not run.  I felt the tingle of radiant celestial forces and knew what was about to happen—or knew one of the things about to happen.  I made sure my cloak was awake and paying attention.  If a bolt of celestial fire headed my way, I wanted it to go nowhere.

When I reached the open arch of the door to the sanctuary, I stopped and turned, looking back.  Up between the statue’s hands, a pinprick of light flickered.  I knew what was about to happen, but not how much of it.  Was it going to be something that engulfed the whole sanctuary, or was it—

A ball of flame exploded between her upraised hands, venting partially through the oculus above.  The rest rolled along the domed ceiling, curled around, and dissipated.  Hot air and steam drifted upward, clearing out of the area.

A ball of yellow-orange fire, perhaps a meter in diameter, hovered between the statue’s upraised hands.  It did not burn upward, like a regular fire.  It was like a ball of boiling liquid, but it spurted flickering flames instead of bubbling.  It illuminated the chamber with a brightness and warmth comparable to a sunny day.

“Stop that!” I shouted, stabbing a finger at the ball of divine fire.

The sphere of fire snuffed out with a muffled whump of displaced air.

“Listen, you!  A glowing orb of fire is flashy and power-intensive.  If you’re trying to say hello, mission accomplished.  But there’s nobody in the Temple!  You’re not impressing anyone!  You could be using that power to grow—and you need to!  If you really want a light show, I’ll build you a fireball you can use until the locals start to get magically curious.  Then you can replace it.  Until then, bear in mind I went to a lot of effort to supply you with the energies you’re so casually wasting!  You’re going to have an avatar fairly soon, and you’ll have to be big enough and strong enough to maintain it!”

Yes, sir! whispered a voice, like a warm wind through the Temple.  I didn’t expect a reply and certainly not a positive one.

I cast a fiery light spell for her, duplicating what I saw her make.  I hung it between the statue’s hands.  It would run forever, or until something happened to it.

“There.  Now the local yokels can be impressed without it costing you anything.”

What of Zirafel?

“What about Zirafel?  —oh, right.  Fine, I’ll do that one, too.”

Thank you.

“You’re welcome.  Now focus on getting stronger for your avatar!  You have a lot of growing up to do.”

Indeed, she laughed, Father of Darkness.

And the sense of presence faded away.

Okay, Firebrand asked, what now?

“We came.  We did appliance work and handled a lighting issue.  We left.  Now I have to install more appliances—dynamos—and change a light bulb in the other building.”

I could feel Firebrand’s attention on the shining ball of light.  I had the impression it liked the magical light much better than the burning globe of divine fire.

Sounds good.

I shut the doors behind us.  Light leaked under the door.  The air held a trace of mist, so a visible shaft of light emerged from the top of the dome, as well.

I strolled to the Plaza of the Arch.  It was the simplest, easiest way.  That’s what it was for, after all.  I walked through it and headed for the Temple in Zirafel, calling Dusty up and arranging for more dynamos.


Breakfast

One of the best parts of being an absentee Emperor—in the sense I only showed up when I felt like it—was the way Velina and Gnaeus got on with doing things without bothering me.  Even when I was there, they asked how I wanted things done, not what I wanted done.  They were the ones dealing with the people, so they knew what they wanted to do and what needed doing.

We had an informal meeting in the Imperial Breakfast Loggia on the upper floor of the Palace.  I wasn’t in the mood for food, but humans have to eat.  I joined in.

I’m always in a better mood after bacon.  It’s like my emotional support animal.

I told them I wanted patrols to monitor the city at night.  They asked if there was anything specific they should watch for.  I made sure they were familiar with the types of hybrids we might have.  Velina already knew, but Gnaeus needed to know.  She paid as much attention as he did.

“Are they likely to be coming here?” she asked.

“Likely?  No.  Inevitably, yes.  They’re out there, and people are made of meat.  So are livestock.”

They took care of it from there.  I shoveled food while they discussed who would take care of what.  When they had it sorted, I picked up the next point.

“How’s the occupational list coming along?”

“We are working on it,” she said.  “We had something like it already.”

“Oh?”

“In the beginning, it was not needed.  Everyone did what they could.  As our numbers grew, it became more important to know what resources of skill we had available.  Gnaeus has something like it with the soldiers.  The lists are being combined.  The newcomers have already been accounted, and we are also trying to anticipate what skills we do not have.”

“Excellent thinking!  Our next point is about the city guard.  I understand it’s still mostly a female force?”

“I’ve given the gold-tunics escorts,” Gnaeus said.  “There are men who do not agree with women bearing arms.  If one of those needs to be confronted, he will respond better if a soldier is with the gold-tunic.”  Velina nodded as he spoke.

“That’s fair,” I decided.  “I appreciate your thoughtfulness.  And, in case I haven’t made it clear, I have no problem whatsoever with men and women doing whatever duty they can—and being respected for their position, rather than their gender.”

“It is clear,” Gnaeus agreed.  “To me, at least.”

“Yeah, it’s a slow process for some.  If a slow learner fails to respect the authority a woman holds, she is free to beat him until he does.  They don’t have to respect a person they’ve never met, but the office is another matter.  Any questions?”

“None.”

“Glad to hear it.  Velina, how are we on livestock, farming, and so on?”

“The granaries will easily see us through two years.  I have not engaged the water wheel, so as to continue to employ more workers in the grinding of flour.  Gnaeus?”

“The farms are in good shape.  The owners may have difficulty plowing the land without help, come the next planting.  They need more draft animals.  The rest of the livestock are… adequate.”

Gnaeus had a hard time with the way I supplied livestock.  It didn’t trouble him, exactly, but something about it bothered him.  Maybe because he didn’t know how it was done.  I had the Gaia system locate local barns.  It shifted in a standard quota of farm animals overnight. Several farms already had livestock from the previous supply, but we filled in the missing animals and made sure everyone had more than the projected requirements.  When it ran out of barns, the system went back to pumping up the rest of the ecology.  Nobody saw how the animals arrived.  They were simply there, with no trace or track to indicate how it was done.

I’d say it was miraculous, except I’m a cynic and a wizard.  I had no doubt my altar ego—and probably Sparky—were starting to get at least a flavor out of the humans.  Mostly the How the hell did this happen? flavor, but probably with a little gratitude in there somewhere.  It was a start.

“Glad to hear it.  On the economy front, the Empire will start buying things and selling things in the near future,” I told them.  “The Empire will fix the value of a copper, so I’m not sure if we’re charging taxes, yet.  The Senate is still working on the fundamental laws of the Empire, but I’m guessing they will.”

“Where is the Senate?” Gnaeus asked.  “They are not in their chamber.”

“They’re sequestered, working intently, with no distractions,” I told him, keeping a perfectly deadpan expression.

“Ah.  Good.”

“We’ll see what they come up with.  We’ll carry on in the meantime.  What else do you have for me today?”

“You wished to review and swear in the Imperial bodyguard,” Velina reminded me.

“I did?”

“Yes,” she said, significantly.  Clearly, I hadn’t forgotten; I was being told.

“We’ll do that tonight.  What else?”

“I am told there is a… manifestation in the Temple of Fire.”

“Dang.  I meant to tell you about those.  The Lady of Flame is taking more of an interest.  Once I find someone to take over as Emperor, I’ll be more like a distant father figure.  The Mother will care for you, but the Father will be the one to really lay down the beating when you misbehave.  What else?”

“I have word from our scouting parties,” Gnaeus reported.  “They have not yet had a chance to search much of the mountains, but they have discovered a village of barbarians.  Their language is similar to ours, but they have poor accent and do not recognize some of our words.  What do you wish done with them?”

“What has already been done?”

“Nothing.  They were met.  The scouts learned what they could and sent a messenger with the report.”

“Excellent!  Right now, they’re foreigners living in their own country.  We’re not set up enough to conquer anything.  I think we should always try to start by being diplomatic and honest traders, if at all possible.  We can absorb villages into the Empire that way.  If necessary, we can always fall back on straight-up military conquest.  What do you think?”

“I think it is the will of the Emperor.”

“Good.”

“Since we are being diplomatic,” he went on, “I will supervise any official trading.  I cannot swear no other traders will take advantage of them without putting guards around the village.”

“I understand, and I see you understand, too.  We’ll do our best.  What else?”

“The palace staff.”

“Oh?”

“I have, on my authority, permitted individuals with…” he hesitated, thinking how to phrase it.  “Individuals with no other skills.  Professional servants.  Many of these now reside in the palace and are organized into a working force.”

“I am not pleased by this,” Velina added.

“She feels it is a security risk,” Gnaeus said.  “I agree.  But it is also a place for these people to be and work for them to do.  Soon, there will be money.  The days of a father’s support will end and each must labor for his bread.  Or have I not understood?”

“You’ve understood,” I assured him.  “I hate to see the palace opened up to security concerns, but Gnaeus raises a good point.  They need to do something.  Who else is going to afford personal servants?  No one else is wealthy enough to afford them.  We’ll need to work out a pay scale.”

Velina said nothing.  She didn’t like the idea.  She was right, too, but the risk wasn’t too great.  What were they going to do?  Stab me?  I doubted anyone would try it again.  The future Emperor, though, would need a bodyguard detail following him around at all times.  And a food taster.  And who knows what else.

“On the other hand, I do want to know more about those elements of the population who find an Emperor unacceptable.  Someone dislikes me enough to try to kill me—or dislikes the idea of me being Emperor.  How many more share this view, or something similar enough to be fellow travelers?  Gnaeus?  How upset do I have to make people before they want to stab me through the liver?”

“Not very upset.”

“Oh?”

“Had you been killed before establishing a Senate, all central authority would have died with you.  I might hold things together with the army—and with Velina’s influence to help.  But I would have to assume the throne and hold it by force.  Even so, it is impossible to say how many people would have abandoned the chaos of the city to take what they could and make a life for themselves elsewhere.

“Now, with a Senate, I think it would be worse.  It would depend on the senators.  Would each one wish to rule?  Would they elect an Emperor from their ranks?  Would they divide the city among themselves, or would they be a de facto septumvirate?”  He shook his head.  “It would be messier than a belly wound, but there would be opportunities for anyone to gain followers, climb through the ranks, and seize more power for himself.  Whoever might try it, they only need to believe they would benefit from it.  I might not be so much as to achieve the throne.”

“So, it’s not about me making them angry.  It’s about them being willing to risk their lives for the potential personal gains.”

“Yes.”

Boss?

Yes, Firebrand?

It’s not to late to kill them all and help the original locals breed faster.

Yes, it is.

Are you sure?

I didn’t answer.  I didn’t like my answer.

“The problem, as I see it, is you can’t build an empire out of sheep.  They need to have that go-getter spirit.  The trouble is, they also have entirely too much me-first spirit compared to their greater-good spirit.”

“We are too greedy and not civic-minded enough?” Gnaeus asked.

“Yes.  Well, on average.  There are exceptional individuals, just as there are still some real stinkers in the bunch.”

“What do you wish done about these ‘stinkers’?”

“First I have to figure out how many there are and exactly what they want.  I’ll see what I can discover.  And,” I went on, “speaking of stinkers, have you had a chance to interview Caius Lucius Decimus?”

“I have,” Gnaeus told me.

“As have I,” Velina sneered.

“I take it you two disagree about him?”

“Only on certain points,” Gnaeus said.  Velina and he traded looks.  She shrugged and nodded.

“Okay, what’s good about him?” I asked.

“Despite his youth, he has a quick mind and is a thorough planner,” Gnaeus told me.  “He speaks well of the potential of the Empire.  There is much to do and he is excited to be part of it.  Now that he has no tribunes over him, he is young and fiery and full of enthusiasm.”

“He also,” Velina picked up, “is pleased at being transferred to the Palace Guard.  I believe he sees the Guard as a path to power.  He is already making friends, or trying to, in the hope of winning loyalty.”

I was reminded of the Praetorian Guard of ancient Rome.  How many times did they have something to say about who was Emperor?  But the Palace guard was in charge of the physical security of the Palace.  The Imperial Guard—not the army, but the future dama—was in charge of the Emperor’s personal security.

“Velina is not wrong,” Gnaeus admitted.  “However, after your demonstration, I find it difficult to believe he would move against you, even if he were given command of the whole army.  I have a hard time believing anyone would dare.  Whoever you appoint as your successor, however, might not be as safe.”

“I assure you, he—or his henchmen—were planning another attempt.  Maybe he’s decided to try advancing within the power structure to see how close it gets him to the throne.  There’s no telling right now.  Regardless, I’ll interview him tonight, after the swearing-in, and see for myself.”

“Good,” Velina smiled.  “I was hoping you would.”

My phone rang.  With Velina here, there was only one other person it could be.  I excused myself to take the call and made a mental note to get Gnaeus something—not a phone, but maybe a crystal ball.  Or a mirror.  Maybe a small portrait of me he could speak to.  It wouldn’t need to be versatile.

Inside, I answered on the fourth ring.

“I’m at breakfast.  What’s on your mind?”

“Oops,” Dusty replied.  “I’m sorry.  This thing really needs a text function for quick, low-priority things.”

“That might actually be a good idea,” I admitted.  “If I do this, bear in mind that I hate having a text conversation.  Multiple texts are multiple interruptions.  Call me and get it over with.”

“Duly noted.  Or you could let it go to voicemail whenever you’re busy.  If it’s important, I’ll call twice.”

“I like these ideas.  I’ll see what I can arrange.”

“Great.”

“So, what’s not important?”

“Well, it’s important, but not immediate.”

“A distinction I can appreciate.  Go on.”

“Do you remember the ice giants?”

“I have them in my notes, yes.  Why?”

“I’m not sure if this is an important change in their behavior, but they’re doing things differently.  Apparently, they have been for a while.”

“What things?”

“You know how you had me checking into ice giant reproduction?”

“Yes.  They squish snow between them and they get a new ice giant.”

“There’s more to it than that, but yes.  They’ve been doing it.”

“I am unsurprised.  They’re weapons.  Arguably, they’re bioweapons.  They make more of themselves so they can spread out and conquer the world.  In a more general sense, all living things do.  What’s new about this?”

“They’re doing it a lot,” he told me.  “I’ve been working with this new hat you gave me and I think I’m starting to understand it.  One of the things I’ve been keeping creepy eyeballs on is the ice giants.  There are more of them than I remember.”

“So?”

“So?  If there are enough of them more than before… no, hang on.  How do I put this?  There were so many of them earlier that a mild increase in their numbers would be virtually unnoticeable.  There are so many of them now that I can’t help but notice.  So there are oodles, gobs, and bunches more.”

“Hmm.”  I thought this over for a moment.  “Can you guess how many of them there were versus how many there are now?”

“No.  Celestovision doesn’t work like that.”

I squeezed my forehead and thought hard.

“Okay.  I’ll do a quick population count.  I’ll also check on their movements.  It doesn’t matter how many of them there are if they don’t dare cross the frost line.  Maybe I can figure out what they’re up to.”

“They may not be up to anything,” Dusty cautioned.  “They may be stocking up on ice giants while they try to think of something new.  It’s been a while since they tried anything novel, so building up their forces may be their default.”

“Could be.  Which reminds me.  Have you ever seen a bigger ice giant?  Something that might be the first of them?  Like a king, or a queen in an insect hive?”

“No.”

“Could you look?”

“I can look, but where?  And why?  Are you going to blow it up?”

“If I can find it, yes.  I’ve had psychic contact with ice giants.  They aren’t smart.  They aren’t clever.  They don’t have an imagination.  Up until recently, they kept coming up with annoyingly good ideas—but only one at a time.  Now they’ve been quiet for quite a while.  Did my anti-winterspike drones accidentally bomb their one brainy guy?  Or is he stumped?”

“I don’t know, but I’ll try to find out.  How I’m going to do that, I don’t yet know, but I like to think I’m moderately creative.  I’ll see what I can come up with and get back to you.”

“Thanks.  You work on that and I’ll work on counting them.”

“Works for me.”

I went back to breakfast and took comfort from my emotional support animal.  Velina and Gnaeus finished eating and went off to attend to their duties.  I went off to attend to mine.


Things to Come

How do you take a census of ice giants?  Well, I figured a series of ultra-high-resolution thermal photographs of the frozen wastes would do it.  After a bit of digital processing, I could probably count back spines.  How hard could it be?

Turns out, not that hard.  It worked perfectly on the first try.  About time something did.

I ran my photos through image processing, had a computer on the Spherestation do a count, and sat back to await results.  Then I ran the numbers again and double-checked.  And a third time, because I didn’t like the first two.

I re-read the display:  “Ice giants.  Population: six million, six hundred and eighty-two thousand, nine hundred and seventeen, plus or minus two percent.”

I took a moment to process that.

Six million?  Did someone dock a cargo ship full of freezers while I wasn’t looking?  Then my brain kicked into gear.  If it takes four ice giants to create another one, and they take one day to do it, that’s a twenty-five percent increase, compounded daily.  Suppose they had as few as ten thousand who decided to get serious about the whole reproduction thing, and drafted their offspring into the family business.  In thirty days they would have a little over eight million.  Spread out across the whole of the frozen northlands, there was plenty of room for them, too, provided they ate snow and had enough magical energy up there.

Damn it.  The weather was doing weather-y things again.  It snowed regularly in the north.  Ice and snow migrated south like glaciers, melted, and returned to the water cycle of the world.  Even if it didn’t, they could mine their own ice from what was already there.

Six million?  I kept coming back to that.  That’s a population figure, yes, but it’s misleading.  Every ice giant is a combatant.  They don’t have logistics people in the back, factory workers supporting the troops, truck drivers carrying supplies, medics dragging wounded out of the fight, none of that.  Six million ice giants is six million attackers.

Six million giant attackers.

Ideally, if humans have to fight ice giants, the humans need axes.  Picks and maces are also good, but an axe is the way to go. Maces and hammers have the mass and the impact, but it helps to focus that down into a small area to increase your chance of a catastrophic break.  Pikes are damaging, especially in a formation, but an ice giant will take the damage, shatter the pikes, and wade into the formation.  A lance can hurt one, but only the luckiest of lucky hits will fracture it enough to kill it.  Arrows can chip them, maybe, but it’s hard to kill someone with paper cuts.  Even flaming arrows bounce off and are extinguished as the giants step on them.

Axes.  Definitely axes.

I think I prefer dealing with the organic hybrid Things.  At least those bleed.

All right.  They were raising their population figures.  Why?  To be ready?  For what?  Did they have a plan?  Looking over their movements, they didn’t seem deployed in any strategic sense.  They were all over the snowy wastes, not clustered somewhere, preparing to march south.  They were spread out in clumps.

And still making more.  I monitored their progress.  A few hours later, they had measurably increased their population.  I graphed it and did my calculations.  If they kept this up, every day would see nearly a million new ice giants.

A million new ice giants per day?

Looked at in the light of their optimum reproductive rate, a population increase of a million ice giants every day wasn’t unreasonable.

Looked at in the light of ohshitohshitohshitwereallgonnadie, it was completely unreasonable.

I called Velina.  She answered on the first ring.

“Yes?”

“Velina, something’s come up.  I’m going to be busy for a while.  I’ll probably miss the evening audience, so cancel it.  Anyone with a serious need can go to one of the temples, depending on who they want to talk to.  If you need me, specifically, see if Dusty can help, or put it off until I get back.”

“Contact you only if the emergency requires your personal attention.”

“Correct.  And, if you would, do visit his basement temple.  I have in mind for you to play the part of the Grey Lady, on occasion.  I keep meaning to talk to you about it, but I’ve been letting things slip my mind.  Talk to Dusty about it.  Think it over and we’ll discuss it when I’m done with this.”

“I will.  May I ask if there is anything I can do to help?”

“Immediately?  No, I think you’re more vital where you are.  But thank you.”

“As you wish.”

Six million ice giants.  No, about to be seven million ice giants!

What in Hell am I supposed to do with seven million ice giants?  Freeze it over?  Solve global warming?  Stir them into the Pacific with King Kong’s swizzle stick?  Rent them out as security for Santa’s Workshop?  If only I could!

“Firebrand?”

Yo.

“I want you to think back.  Way back.  Back to the time you were a dragon.”

Okay.  What do you want me to remember?

“Did you ever hear about a time when the ice giants marched south?”

Hmm.

“I ask because I don’t know if dragons have a long oral tradition or anything.”

Not exactly.  Dragons are more than a little telepathic, especially with each other.  We had no problem sharing memories, so it was like humans and their oral tradition history stuff.  A lot of that was stuff any dragon should know—kind of like how you taught Phoebe, sharing your memories with her.

“I remember.  It was the most efficient way.”

Exactly.  We taught our young like that.  Don’t land on a dead ice giant until you’re sure there are no living ice giants around, for example.  But… ice giants marching south?  I want to say yes, but I’m not sure.  After you go back far enough, anything we remembered could be colored and distorted.

“That’s fair.  Okay.  At the time, maybe there weren’t enough dragons to make a good racial memory.”

Rethven doesn’t have any dragons of my sort, Boss.  How could we pass down stories if we weren’t even here?

“And maybe it’s time to change that.”

Are we going dragon-hunting?

“Sort of.”

We’re not hunting them so much as importing them?

“Maybe.  It depends on whether or not I can find something to match my memory of what you used to be.  You told me about dragons eating ice giant back spines, keeping their population down.  Well, it’s time to start limiting their population.  But not every dragon will want to crunch ice for breakfast.  I need an exact type of dragon, not just any fire-breathing quasi-lizard!”

Hmm.  Good point.  You don’t want anything second-rate!

“Nothing but the best,” I agreed.

Before I got started in earnest, I did a quick scan on the Spherestation Senate.  They were sitting around the main table, arguing.  Good.  I scribbled a note for Velina in case I was busy or dead when they finished.

I headed to the Flatstation. I set up a micro-gate to do multi-stage searches in much the same way I set up the search for the younger version of Sasha.  The gate would search for something that matched my remembered image of a Rethvan dragon.  Secondary spells would operate through the gate to check for qualities besides the right shape.

This one tried to locate draconic life-forms that matched the parameters of the original dragon of Firebrand.  It was set to be a fairly broad match, not an exact one, since I wasn’t looking for that exact dragon.

Once I had the setup working, I fired up a couple more micro-gates and set them to searching.  Since the first one ran for hours without finding anything, I loosened up the parameters slightly.  I might be able to engineer minor changes in an existing type of dragon, or find a miniature dragon that I could expand to full dragon size.

What bothered me was the level of specificity.  What I wanted wasn’t merely the shape of a dragon, nor even a generic draconic creature.  I needed a Chaos-infused entity, like the hybrids roaming Rethven.  Which means, at minimum, I needed a real dragon I could expose to Chaos forces.

Could I get a Chaos creature and mate it with a lizard?  Probably.  It would be entirely unpredictable, though.  I have no idea what sort of interactions go on in that sort of breeding experiment and I don’t really want to go down that road.  I’d wind up with serious issues of one sort or another.  I’m told that “Life finds a way,” but I saw those movies and would rather it didn’t find a way near me.

Using a gate spell did have one major advantage.  Gate spells draw on the power of Chaos, in a way.  Mine open a portal by circumventing space, going around through the Void.  This can be tuned to resonate with chaos phenomena, so it’s not a big deal to use Chaos as a search parameter.  I could get lucky and find a ready-made Chaos beastie in a voidworld, wreaking havoc and mayhem on various towns and demanding a virgin sacrifice with every Spring.

Alas, for both my dragon-search and Sasha-search, there were no results.  For the Sasha-search, I took it as a good sign.  If there’s no Sasha, I’ve got ages of time yet to go before I have to get murdered by a mob.  I’m not looking forward to it.  A drafty castle in the Dark Ages?  It doesn’t strike me as a nice place to live, much less a good place to die.

I need a new destination.  I don’t want to go.

But finding dragons?

If I dropped the Chaos component, finding dragons was easy.  I could find hundreds, thousands of them.  Big ones, little ones, fire-breathing, electrical, acid-spitting, venomous, scaley, serpentine, leather-winged, wingless, four-legged, two-legged, wormlike, long-tailed, short-tailed, stinger-tailed, cave-dwelling, mud-loving, ocean-swimming, lake-lurking, mountain-climbing, forest-dwelling—the list went on and on.  You want a dragon?  Tell me where you want it to live, what sort of breath it needs, and whether or not you want a knight with a lance to be taken seriously.

But nothing with a Chaos signature.

I had a bad feeling about this.

Firebrand and I sat down and had ourselves a rethink.  We needed a specific sort of dragon—a particular species.  Not any old fire-breathing thing with wings.  Oh, no, we couldn’t take some generic dragon.  We needed something exact.

It took me nearly a hundred hours more of searching, adding more gates to the search, fiddling with search parameters, and basically doing everything I could to convince myself what I wanted wasn’t available.

Well… not readily available.  I could think of one place where Chaos dragons existed.  They were awfully big for what I wanted, but maybe, if I could sequence their genome?  No, that was unlikely.  I couldn’t clone myself because of the Chaos in my blood.  My cells turned predatory and even cannibalistic…much like hybridized offspring of animals and Things.  Hmm.  It was definitely a pickle.

Boss?  Are you seriously considering trying to cross-breed one of those dragons with something else?

“I’d be happy with an egg.”

You think they were designed to reproduce?  Or lay eggs?  Or anything?  The legend says Rendu built one for his own amusement and everyone else copied the design!

“Hmm.  And if they did lay eggs, they would probably be pretty irked if I stole one.”

I won’t even grace that with a reply.

“Which still leaves me with the same problem.  How do I manufacture dragons as predators for ice giants?”

Same way you made those snakey things for the bugs?

“Are you kidding me?  Turn an iguana into ten tons of fire-breathing fury?”

You don’t have to do it with a grown lizard.  Do it to little ones.

“Hmmm.  It’s… possible, I suppose.  I have reservations.”

Why?  You find a world where they sell lizards by the bucket and you zap them.  Repeat as needed until you get what you want.

“Look, for Oscar, I altered an existing, run-of-the-mill life form into another life form.  The thashrak are purely biological entities.  Any competent gene-splicer could have done the same thing—maybe in fewer tries!”

He’d have to know what he was trying to make.  You didn’t know what it would be like, only what you needed it to do.

“Okay, fair point.  What I’m trying to say is a normal biological entity is subject to manipulation by these methods.  What I want to do with dragons is much more complicated.  Yes, I could modify the spell—I think.  Raw Chaos is, by definition, unpredictable.  I’m not sure it would work.  I might get something thaumivoric and fire-breathing, but would it be anything more than a lizard with wings?  What I want is something like the… hmm.”

Oh, no.

“What?”

You’ve got that thinking pattern again!

“What thinking pattern?”

Other people pay attention to the expression on your face.  I see the way your thoughts start to do the… thing.  I don’t know what it is, but you had one of those ideas!  One of the dangerous ones!

“I suppose it’s good to know in advance.  Want to hear it?”

Are you planning to feed your blood to a lizard?

“No.”

No?  I would have bet a hoard I don’t have.  Don’t we need a Chaos-infused creature, or something, if you’re going to get the right attributes?

“Yes, but I can’t use my blood for this.  I don’t want a fire-breathing vampire lizard!”

Oooo!

“No.”

Awww.

“The tricky part is the level of Chaos interaction.  The dragon I ate didn’t have a Chaos infestation.  It was a descendant of a Chaos entity, kind of like the monsters we encountered.  A Thing crawled into the world from the Void, assumed a physical form, mated with a biological organism, and now we have hybrids—the monsters.  See how it works?”

I guess.  But if you’re not going to make vampire alligators, how are you going to get—wait.  You’re going to summon a Thing and let it mate with an iguana!

“No.”

Why not?  Wouldn’t it work?

“How do I make sure the offspring of the Thing and the lizard are dragons?  Establish breeding farms and raise generations of hybrids?  Not only will it take forever, it’ll be as dangerous as smoking in a coal mine.  I’d need a Lady Ramkin to supervise the project!  Those are hard to come by and impossible to hire.”

Couldn’t you improve the odds?  Do a magic thing on the organisms you’re tossing in the breeding pen with the Thing?

“Possibly.  A lot of it depends on the Thing.  I barely have any idea on where to start.  I’d have to figure out how to imprint on the proper draconic traits on the Thing, maybe even find a way to hold it in that configuration.  As a result, the Thing I kept as breeding stock would be the Thing equivalent of a dragon! This is not my idea of a good way to survive the project.”

I rubbed my temples.  There was more than one idea loose in my skull and they banged into each other a lot.

“If I get a Thing and bind it into a dragon form, maybe I can get a dragon—”

Lesser dragon.

“—a lesser dragon,” I corrected, “and cross-breed them.  If I dump them on a branched Earthline and leave them alone for a thousand years, maybe I can find something like what you used to be.  If I swipe a few eggs… maybe.  And, hopefully, they won’t be able to track me.  Also hopefully, when their universe collapses, they don’t all go, ‘Huh.  Inconvenient,’ and go flying through the Void over to Rethven to breathe chaotic flames on the magical restrictor plates in the Firmament.”

I’m starting to like this plan less and less.  Got another one?

“Oodles.”

I’m listening.

“We’ll start with trial and error.  Maybe I can adapt my creature-modifying spell to give it a bit more of a chaos kick.  I might get creatures I feel comfortable breeding into the right sort of dragon.  If not, there are other material components I can add to the mix.”

What sort of “messy bits” do you think you’re going to add?

“Hopefully, none.  But I have ideas if I have to.”


Frankenstein’s Spells

Creating the thashrak was, by comparison, a fairly straightforward process.  Start with a lizard and tell it to A: love to eat these bug bits and, B: get along okay without them.  Whatever came out the far end was still a creature Mother Nature could have put together but had the good sense not to.

This was a trifle more complex.  And by “trifle,” I mean, “What the hell am I doing?”

The basic idea was still the same.  I want a dragon.  I’ve tasted the kind of dragon I want.  I’ve been clawed open by the kind of dragon I want.  I’ve had psychic contact with it, swallowed it whole, and darn near thrown up the whole thing again.

I remain suspicious about the sharpness of my non-fang teeth.  Are those normal in a nightlord?  Or is it a product of trying to eat a dragon?  How much of me is “normal” for a nightlord and how much is a product of eating things I’m not supposed to?  Would things have been different if Sasha could follow me around like a mother with her toddler, constantly warning me not to eat that, whatever “that” was?

As for my attempt to imagine dragons, I had all the spell diagrams from my thashrak work still in place.  I went over them a bit more.  I wanted a better physical inlay of materials, as well as additional enchantments in the component parts.

Enchantments?  Yes.  I could cheap out and use spells, but enchantments are the heavy-duty components of any magical operations.  A lot of spellcasters will build something as a spell and let it get stronger over time.  Containment diagrams in ancient castles, used by generations of practitioners, are often strong enough to hold even quite powerful creatures.  I, personally, can cast a spell to contain an angel—but the angel will burn its way out, given time.  Enchanted containment circles, however, are more solid.  They’ve held every angel I’ve caught because they’re bound to something physical which reinforces their magical matrix.  The same principle applies in the sun launcher.  There are no spells down there.  It’s nothing but enchanted objects—built to the best of my ability and tempered in radical ways.

I’m going to take a lizard, invest it with the forces of the Void, pump magic into it like stuffing a Christmas goose, and hope for the best while expecting the worst.  And preparing for it.  I’ve had my face flash-fried off my skull before.  I’m not eager to experience anything similar.

All right.  For my preliminary experiments, we’ll use a reptile.  I can immediately see the results rather than have to wait for an egg to hatch—if it ever does.

The process?  The lizard goes in the cage.  The cage is in the target circle.  The cage was designed to hold a Soldier bug, but we added more reinforcement and an emergency dump.  If things went really wrong, the whole circle could drop out of the floor, cage and all, into a shift space below.  If it somehow failed to shift away, I would at least have a moment to two to recover and determine if I needed to fight it or flee it.

Elsewhere in the diagram are circles to help define what I want.  Most have crystals.  One crystal has my memory of the taste of dragon ichor.  Another has the feel of it burning me.  A third has my memory of what a dragon should look like.  Another has the smell of dragonfire.  Even more had the thoughts it sent, every nuance of inflection, every trace of psychic essence… and on and on.  Everything I could remember about that dragon’s aspects, divided down into single, simple, specialized sensory imprints, one to a crystal.

There were a lot of them.  I remember that fight.  Dragons make an impression.  My ribs ache just thinking about it.

Firebrand wasn’t overjoyed to find it went into another circle.

Exactly what do you want me to do in here, Boss?

“Here’s the thing.  I spent the last thirty hours imprinting the most focused memories I could into crystals.  All of which pale in comparison to the memories you have.  You actually were one of these dragons, once.”

Yeah, I got that.  But what do you want me to actually do?

“Remember.  Pretend.  Think back to when you were a dragon.  Remember what it was like.  Live in the memory of what you were so my spell has more to work with.”

Remember being a dragon.  That’s it?

“Really concentrate,” I reiterated.  “Ignore whatever else is going on in this room.  If it’s outside your circle, it’s my worry.  You have one job:  Dragon thoughts.”

I can do that, Firebrand assured me.

“I believe you.”

I made sure the emergency blood supplies on both the Flatstation and the Spherestation were topped up.

I was out of procrastination points, so we began.

The lizard went in the cage.  The spell drew on the component circles, blending them all into a single gestalt.  The central circle took this and imprinted it on the lizard, laying a pattern on it designed to alter the fundamental fabric of its existence.

In most cases, altering something—turning a prince into a frog, for example—would be an ongoing spell.  The magic keeps him a frog.  His nature is to be a prince, but the spell superimposes frogdom on him.

But, in this example, it should be possible to turn a prince into a frog so fundamentally that the magic is expended.  He becomes a frog.  Turning him back isn’t a function of a fair maiden’s kiss breaking the spell.  He needs a whole new spell to alter him again, changing him from what is now a frog into the man he used to be.

I could have done the R&D on it.  Someday, maybe I will.  It would be useful when making changes in mundane creatures.  Bigger horses, fatter cows, new types of corn, you name it.  I’ve got a head start on it, after my thashrak creation.

Dragons, though, were a different frying pan of fritters. I needed something more than a mundane creature.  I needed something not only the right shape, but with Chaos in its very bones.  There was only one way to put that into a spell.  I had to grab a handful and pour it in.

For the record, I find this relatively easy, but in no sense pleasant.

It’s hard to describe.  Imagine holding something spiky, but it writhes in your grip like angry pudding.  It’s not trying to escape, but it is escaping by being what it is.  It’s not hot or cold, but it burns and freezes and slithers and oozes and pokes and scratches and stings.  I sort of whisper to it about becoming a dragon as I lure it, guide it, encourage it.  It doesn’t mind because it doesn’t have a mind, so any direction—at least briefly—is as good as any other.

Gathered from beyond the bounds of my small and flawed Creation, this Chaos belongs to me for only a moment, then it goes into the charged circle and all hell tries to break loose.  But I have wards for the weirdness and a cage to contain the results.

How many times did we go through the process for thashrak?  I’d have to check my lab notes.  I think it was around nine hundred.  Those were easy, merely practice runs.  This was the same spell, but on Hard Mode.

The practice paid off, though.  We got the dragon-making spell process down almost to a science.  The spell goes “zap.”  If the result isn’t breaking out, I can pause to recover from the exertion.  I can go in the next room and drink my dinner.  Call it ten minutes before I check the results.  Depending on how obviously wrong it is, I may flush it immediately or spend several minutes studying it.  Likely candidates may require further testing.  Some take no time to judge while others take an hour or more.  On average, let’s say it’s another ten minutes.

Recharge the spell diagram?  That’s not a problem.  It’s ready to go again before I am.

So, on average, we can go through a complete cycle with a test subject in about twenty minutes.  Let’s call it half an hour.  I’ll want to adjust something, fine-tune it, or maybe add another crystal.  Maybe a specific trait needs to be added or forbidden, like “no, it cannot spit acidic venom.”  Things like that.

Two cycles per hour, forty-eight cycles per day, three hundred and thirty-six cycles per week, one thousand, three hundred, and forty-four cycles in a month.  In the Flatstation’s time zone, anyway.

How many people do you know who have the mental fortitude to keep at a project, non-stop, for a month?  This is the source of my power:  Focus!

Sometimes, I think I might actually be impressive.  Then I come to my senses and the feeling passes.

Firebrand and I didn’t keep going for a whole Flatstation month, though.  We stopped around the seven hundredth attempt.

Quite sensibly, I arranged the diagram so the target circle was near the window.  I didn’t have to carry raw Chaos very far.  I took a double handful of the stuff from beyond the firmament and turned back toward the diagram.

But, damn, blast, and hell!  Someone decided at that very moment to open the hatch to my workroom and shoot me with a crossbow.

I haven’t been hanging around with humans a whole lot.  For the longest time, I wondered if it was due to vampire evolution, long stretches of hermit-hood, personal loss and trauma, stress, or whatever.  I have to admit, most of it had to do with not wanting to… what’s the word?  Not get attached to people.  Not get sidetracked from the Quest to Save My Friends (and the world, and maybe me, too, as long as I was saving stuff).

Now that I think on it, maybe the reason I don’t hang around with humans a whole lot is because shit like this happens.  The numbskulls bother me.

The skittering wail of the Void outside my window was pretty normal, all things considered, but the thung! sound was not.  This was followed by a fwip noise, which ended in a thunk.  I didn’t like any of these.

Under normal circumstances, I would have almost ignored a crossbow bolt.  Under normal circumstances, I would be wearing any number of protective layers.  A deflection spell, an armored breastplate, bulletproof underwear—even a speed-of-dark reflexive gesture would have handled it.  I wasn’t wearing any of that in the lab because I didn’t want extraneous magical effects interfering, and I didn’t want my gear destroyed by a mishap with unfettered Chaos.

Even without them, a simple crossbow bolt under my right clavicle—the source of the thunk—wouldn’t be more than a nuisance.  Being shot shouldn’t have been a big deal.  It really shouldn’t.

But these were hardly normal circumstances.

So, there I was, with the majority of my concentration holding the delicate balance of forces necessary for handling chaos energies.  With what little of my attention I could spare, my first thought when the hatch opened was it had to be Velina.  Then it wasn’t Velina, so I wondered how a senator had managed to escape, missing, for a fraction of a second, the fact they were imprisoned on the Spherestation.  Then the crossbow registered—not a sophisticated device, but brutal and effective.  Then the bolt came straight at me and I had to decide if I wanted to be shot or if I wanted to spill raw Chaos everywhere.  And I do mean “everywhere,” because if you don’t direct it, it goes in all directions.  Believe me.

Okay.  Crossbow bolt.  Even if it was a sharpened wooden shaft and nothing else, and if it hit me in the heart, I should still be able to dump the Chaos in the circle, pull out the shaft, and eat this idiot.  Good plan.

The bolt hit me and ruined my plan.  It hurt far more than a simple piece of metal giving me a puncture.  I could have handled a puncture.  But the bolt had something on it—holy water, a blessing, who knows?  Whatever it was, it burned as it went in.  A burning sensation coursed through my body as it followed the network of my blood vessels, as though my blood was rocket fuel and I was headed for orbit.

I had time for three lightning-fast thoughts.

My first thought was the guy in the doorway was a good shot.  He didn’t shout “Die!” until after he shot his bolt.  Amateurs scream battle-cries before they shoot.  Competent hunters do so after their quarry goes down.  Professionals are quiet unless they need to make noise.

My second thought was something along the lines of “Ow, that smarts,” as the bolt punched a hole in my favorite skin and started a lot of burning sensations racing along all my veins.  I might have used stronger language.

My third thought was “Oh, shit,” because, in my sudden flare of body-wide, burning agony, I fumbled a double handful of Chaos.

After that, I didn’t think much of anything for a while.


Belfry

One of the peculiarities of consciousness—at least, when returning to it—is the gradual nature of awareness.  It’s like evolving all over again.  You start out with only the basic reactions to stimuli.  Purely reactive things.  Then the nervous system starts to develop and you can have more complicated reactions.  You still aren’t really in there, in any conscious sense, but the groundwork is being laid.  Eventually, you start to develop memory.  Do this, and this happens.  Do that, and that happens.  Learning begins to play a part in what we might call a rudimentary decision-making process.  You’re still not thinking, but you’re doing more than reacting purely by instinct.  Then comes the big leap.  The ability to grasp the concept of the self.  Up until now, it’s been all about the stimulus and response.  Once you’re a you, there are a lot of things to discover, questions to ask.  What do I want?  Big letter, there.  “I.”  It means you’re there, even if it’s only in a small way.  But now the process accelerates.  The universe becomes two things, you and everything else.  You can start to ask questions.  Why am I here?  What’s my purpose in life?  What do I mean by “Who am I?”  Now, have I built of any coherent picture of things yet?  What’s this big, wide-looking thing coming toward me very fast?  What do I want?

In my case, when I reached the point of asking what I wanted, I recognized I wanted to pull myself together and think more clearly.  And, amid a considerable amount of splashing, that’s exactly what happened.

I sat up in my bloodbath.  It’s really a galvanized water trough, like the ones you might find on a ranch.  It’s more than big enough for me to lay down in it and deep enough to cover me completely, if briefly.  Velina had the valve open so stored blood poured into the tub.  It wasn’t as fast as my skin soaked it up, so I couldn’t have been in the tub for long.

A half-dozen charcoal-grey, batlike things fluttered around the room, circled me a few times, and splashed into the blood with me.  As far as I could tell, they vanished completely.  Dissolved in the blood?  Possibly, but I doubted it.

I lay back down for a moment, maximizing the amount of me in contact with the blood.  The level dropped rapidly and I felt a little better.

“I don’t suppose anyone can tell me what’s going on?” I asked, my voice ringing oddly from inside my bucket-bathtub.  It might be my imagination, but I thought I heard an echo in my head, as well.

I’m not sure, Boss, Firebrand said.  It didn’t echo at all.

“I do not believe so,” came Velina’s voice.  Her voice echoed weirdly, too.

“How long was I unconscious?”

“Were you unconscious?”

He wasn’t entirely there, Firebrand supplied.  I told you.

“The fact you tell me something does not mean I understand it,” she replied.

By then the blood level in the tub was starting to get rather low.  The flow from the valve was down to a trickle, which was a bad sign.  I had large blood reserves on hand for an emergency.  This obviously qualified, but I might need to look into keeping a larger supply.

I sat up again, this time feeling as though I might manage to stay upright.  I also felt as though I could think properly again—finally.  The fuzzy-headed feeling of being not quite all there faded.  A couple of batlike things, clinging to the ceiling, dropped down, landed on my shoulders, and sank into my skin.

Okay, so, that happened.  It didn’t hurt and I didn’t feel them crawling around, so I’d worry about it later.  For the moment, I was more than happy do discover the weird, echo-like effect stopped and my hearing returned to normal.

“Firebrand?”

Yes, Boss?

“Am I all here, upstairs?”

Aside from a couple of trapped bats, you’re all there, Boss.

“Bats?”

You fell apart into a horde of flapping things.  They’re not exactly bats, but they look kind of like bats.  They’ve got dragon-like wings.

I sighed.  Well, it was inevitable.  Sooner or later, I was going to turn into a cloud of bats.  I could check that off the list.  What else was there?  A horde of rats?  A wolf?  A dark cloud of mist? 

Turning into mist is easy.  Turning back—that’s more of a trick.

I’ve seen vampires do this.  Not my sort, obviously, but at least one turned into a swarm of bats and flapped off.  Early in my undead career, though, I was informed my sort of vampire didn’t turn into bats.  Yet, here I was, doing it.  Involuntarily.  Because I’ve consumed the blood of vampires who could?  Or because I splashed a double handful of formlessness on my toes?

Velina pushed her visor up.  She wore a full-faced helmet instead of the open-faced version.  She looked tired and her suit of scales was scuffed.  Many of the scales had deep score marks, but only individually.  There were no long scratches across several scales.  It was as though something bit a scale, couldn’t bite through it or tear it off, and scraped its teeth along as it came free.  Something?  Little batlike vampire monsters?  Obviously.

Firebrand lay on the floor next to her.  It looked fine.

“You’ve had a bad day,” I observed, to Velina.

“You have had a bad night,” she replied.

“I’m getting over it.  How about you?”

“I am tired, but not materially harmed.  I will recover quickly.”

“I take it we’re out of blood?” I asked, gesturing toward the open valve.  My emergency tanks held a lot—clone tanks kept trading containers of old blood with containers of fresh stuff—but I anticipated injuries like partial carbonization or sudden amputations.  I didn’t think I’d be reduced to flying rodents.

My clothes were missing.  I had been wearing a perfectly normal set of shoes, trousers, and shirt, to keep my magical gear away from delicate and dangerous operations.  Were my clothes lying in rags or did they mutate in the accident?  When I turned back into me, were they incorporated into my body?  Was I a mixture of vampire and polyester?

“The reserves have been depleted.  Clones are defrosting.”

“Do I need to be concerned with what happened?  Rather, how immediately do I need to concern myself?”

“It is not of immediate importance.”

“How long have I been out?”

“I do not know.”

“Firebrand?  How long was I subdivided?”

Hard to tell, but I’d guess it wasn’t more than a week.  Velina’s been here for several local hours, putting you back together.

“I had things set up to run fast, here,” I said.  “Did you leave the time-tickers in order?”

“I did.”

“Good.  Then this hasn’t been very long at all in Rethven.”  I closed the valve and stood up.  I handed Velina to her feet and she picked up Firebrand.  “I’m going to get dressed, then I’m going to sit under my beer hat until I feel normal again.  Which bloodbath am I in?”

Since when do you ever feel normal? Firebrand asked.

“Normal for me.”

“We are on the Spherestation,” Velina said.  “After you started to regroup in the bloodbath on the Flatstation, we needed more blood.  I brought you here.”

“I’ll want to hear more about that once I’m not quite so thirsty.”

We went back to the Flatstation.  The whole place was a mess.  Scuffs and scratches were everywhere.  Anything that could be knocked over had been.  Everything was in disarray, chewed through, broken, shredded, or torn.

I didn’t care.  All I wanted at the moment was a bathrobe and a quick walk to my blood-shifting supply point.

I sat in the chair, put the tube in my mouth, and started the blood-bank shifters working.  Velina sat on the floor beside my drinking station, leaning against the side of my chair.  She smelled of sweat, fear, anxiety, and fatigue.

While I pretended to be a bottomless pit, I gestured, defined a space, and brought in food.  I started with a couple of energy bars and a big jug of cold water.  Velina appreciated them as immediate nourishment and hydration.  While she worked on those, I arranged for something more pleasant:  A foot-long sandwich, three meats, three cheeses, lettuce, olives, bell peppers, sliced cucumber, with sweet onion sauce in a toasted Italian roll.

It’s not to my taste, but it’s her favorite sandwich.  I know because she told me so, once.

We ate in silence for a bit, each with our own restoratives.  She finished first, which surprised me.  I felt okay, but it took quite a while before that urge to guzzle blood diminished to something I could safely ignore.

Then I realized I wasn’t thirsty.  I was hungry, and months ahead of schedule.  Apparently, chaos accidents can be more draining than I knew.

“I think I need something from the larder.”

“The larder is empty,” Velina reminded me.

“Ah.  Yes.”

“Shall I bring you a senator?”

“Get thee behind me, temptress.  Are they all right?”

“None of the winged things escaped containment.  A few are still aboard the Flatstation, but most fell into you willingly.”

“I’ll keep an eye peeled, but right now I would prefer to pounce on someone and suck the life out of him.  Shall we go for a walk somewhere?”

“Perhaps it would be best to simply hunt,” she suggested.  “Only those who hunt monsters would dare assault you.”

“Eh?  What do you mean?”

“Your appearance has undergone changes.”

It took me a second, but I realized the infusion of Chaos might have done something to my default appearance.  Pointed ears?  I lifted both hands and checked.  Yep.  Well, that was all right.  I could spend a little time putting myself back in ord—

Hang on a minute.  What’s up with my hands?

I spread my fingers and looked them over.  Without disguise spells, they were charcoal grey, long-fingered, and taloned.  Four fingers and a thumb.  Talons?  Yes, and they retracted normally, but they didn’t retract enough.  My talons were longer.  Not a major issue, provided I had a grinding wheel.  Nothing missing, nothing extra… unless you count another joint on each finger.

I flexed my hands.  They felt normal.  They behaved normally.  But my fingers were longer and bent considerably more.

I could see advantages to this.  My grip on things would be much better.  If I slashed at someone with my talons, the gashes would be somewhat wider apart, increasing the odds I would hit something vital.  I could get the last olive out of a jar without a fork.  I could play Brahms’ piano pieces the way they were meant to be played.  I could grab someone by the top of the head and unscrew it.  I could give someone a knuckle sandwich, extra knuckles.

Unfortunately, it would also mean I wore gloves in polite company.  Forever.  And I would never shake hands again or I would constantly have to explain about my “birth defect” or my “mutation,” depending on the era and culture.

“Polydactyly” is having more fingers.  What’s it called when I have more finger joints?

I shook my head, shifting cobwebs around.  I might be physically present, but it was obvious not all my neurons were awake.  I took a moment to concentrate, deliberately shaking off the last of my fuzzy-headedness.

“I don’t think anyone will notice, provided I take steps.  A hat, maybe.  I’ll get my pendant and turn human colors.”

“It will not disguise your mouth.”

I would have checked a mirror, but it wouldn’t help.  Instead, I touched my face.  Yes, my mouth was still there.  Teeth?  Also present, but they didn’t feel weird.  I looked inquiringly at Velina.  She pulled her lips back to show her teeth, so I did the same.  Instantly, my fingers told me I had a smile much, much wider than before.

I could already open my mouth far enough to chew a baseball.  Now it was wide enough to take out an entire throat, from jawline to shoulder.  Sharklike.

“Oh, this won’t do,” I declared.  “I need to fix this.”

“Do you want to deal with the captive… winged things?… first?”

“You captured a few?”

“They were legion.”

“How did you manage?”

She held up her left arm.  Around the armored forearm was a sort of net of steel cable.  It didn’t look as though it would come off.  Built into this were small hooks.

“Any sort of meat made good bait.  I was adequate.”

“Well done,” I told her, and I meant it.  What she did took guts.  I’m not sure who else would have chosen to be vampire bat-monster bait to capture a few.

“Do you need to eat first?  Or do you wish to do something else?”

“I can hold off on the meal for another couple of days, certainly, possibly even a week or two.  The hunger grows slowly, but it’s definitely there and it’s not kidding.  If something changes, I’ll let you know in plenty of time.  –Although,” I added, “if we have someone up for the death penalty in Tamaril…?”

“It has not been long enough.”

“Ah.  Time differentials.  Right.  Are your captive flutterers going to get free?”

“I doubt it.”

“Good.  All right, I’ll see them, work on my appearance, go out for dinner, and then decide what to do next.  But, before we do any of that, is there anyone aboard the Flatstation besides you, me, and Firebrand?”

Nope! Firebrand replied.  I would hear them.

“Is Bronze still out running with the herds?”

“I believe so.”

I closed my eyes and concentrated.  Bronze was aware something was not right with me and was galloping her body to death to get to the circle of stones. The expenditure didn’t bother her.  Leaving the body would be lethal for it, anyway, so what difference did it make?  Besides, I would simply make another one for her.

She wasn’t wrong.

She was sure she would hit the Stepstation within the hour, then be in the Flatstation a few seconds after that.

I told her to check the Spherestation, first.  We would look over the Flatstation and stay in it until she arrived.  She agreed and kept running.  I could tell she was unhappy about the top speed of a flesh-and-blood horse, even one she was wearing.

“Bronze will be here soon,” I reported, opening my eyes.  “Let’s sort out what happened.”

“Agreed.”

I explained what I knew.  Spell work, raw Chaos, a primitive crossbow, and then nothing.  She and Firebrand filled in the rest.

Velina has a habit of sleeping in the Spherestation.  It’s got a much more rapid time differential than Rethven, so she can sleep all she wants, have time for uninterrupted thinking and planning, and still be back on duty before her deputies can get in too much trouble.

Now that I’m not so worried about being pursued by heavenly hosts with flaming swords and halos of burning light, things don’t necessarily have to arrive in the Stepstation.  The wardrobe in the Imperial quarters in Tamaril goes straight to the Spherestation, mostly because it’s more convenient for Velina.  The shift-booth from the Spherestation to the other stations can now be set for the Stepstation or for the Flatstation.

Silly me.

As she was about to go to bed for the Rethven night, Velina shifted to the Spherestation, did her usual checks to make sure all was well, and, while checking the Flatstation, heard Firebrand yelling.  Things had gone terribly, terribly wrong!

She didn’t open the shift-booth door, which was a good thing.  Little vampire bat monsters banged into it.  A lot of them.  It was as though they could sense her living energies even through the walls.

Velina and Firebrand discussed what was wrong, with Firebrand explaining as much as it was able.  I had been turned into thousands of little, flying monsters!  They were swarming all through the Flatstation, gnawing on things.  It was Velina, however, who asked if it was possible they were hungry.  The idea simply hadn’t occurred to Firebrand.

The Spherestation isn’t really my main fabrication workshop.  However, it does have work areas and it has shift-boxes for supplies.  Velina came up with the idea of the hooked bracer for her armor, fabricated it, came back to the Flatstation shift-booth, and opened the door for a moment.  Half a dozen of the leather-winged things came in.

She described them as soft lumps about as big as her first three fingers, with wings on the sides and a mouth at one end.  She could have added the fact the mouth was full of sharklike teeth, but I guessed it from the damaged scales.  At least her armor repaired itself.

After capturing the ones in the booth with her—she brought cages—she went back to the Spherestation.  Since she and Firebrand were familiar with various vampire species, if only by reputation, the logical thing to do was to try and get these bits of me to become bigger bits.  For lack of any better ideas, she tried feeding them.  Eventually, after feeding them meat and blood from animals on the park decks, they started to rejoin.  They made a sort of “glorp” noise and two of them combined into a somewhat larger version, only now with small claws.

It didn’t prove the hypothesis, but it was a good sign.  Feed them and they combine.  So she wheeled a containment cylinder—originally intended for angel-occupied bodies—into the Flatstation.  She ran the Flatstation bathtub full of blood and made sure all the doors were open.  Bats swarmed into the blood and a larger body formed from them.  When the Flatstation’s tanks were dry, she loaded me into the cylinder and wheeled me back to the Spherestation, there to dump me in a fresh tub, along with the semi-formed lump of her previous captives.

Firebrand was the one to suggest she hold a few out, for later examination.  We didn’t want to do all this again so I could study them.

“Do we have any of these things still on the Spherestation?”

“In cages.  There may still be some on the Flatstation, but I have not seen any.”

I wouldn’t bet there are any, Firebrand offered.  I think they all went for the first bloodbath since there’s nothing over there but metal and plastic to chew on.

“Okay.  We’ll do a more thorough search in a bit, but, for now, I’m feeling well enough to look at the flying bits of me.”

“Perhaps their unification will repair your appearance.”

“Maybe.  I have my doubts, but I’ll want to watch the process.  Actually, rather than go look at them, bring them here.  If you’re feeling up to it.  I want them in my lab.  And I want to be properly dressed for the occasion.”

“As you wish.”

She went to get the little monsters.  I scooped up Firebrand and went to see what sort of damage was done to the transformation laboratory.

Uh, Boss?

“Yes?”

Are you aware of how you look?

“Not really.  No reflection.  I know I’m somewhat distorted from the norm, so I’ll have to fix it if I want to pretend to be human.  It can’t be too bad.  Velina didn’t have a problem with my appearance.”

Velina wouldn’t care if you had eleven arms and were a serpent from the waist down.  The most she’d do is comment about how the locals would take it.

“And you’ve got an opinion?”

Boss, you might want to look at yourself.

“I’m game.  How?  Go somewhere, sit through a sunrise, and get a mirror?  I’ll transform, at least somewhat.”

Good point.  Is there a good way to see yourself?

“Not a good one.  I suppose I could use a scrying spell.  Or I could go all-out and open a gate.  If I put one on the wall and the other end right beside it, it would almost be like looking in a mirror.  But my appearance isn’t the big issue right now.  I disintegrated into a cloud of bats.  Well, bat-like things.  I need to know what happened.”

Which one will take longer?  Fixing your physical form or doing the research on the bat-flap?

“Good point.  Maybe I should double up.  If I can get something working on my appearance, it can run while I’m doing the experiments.  But—is this a real issue?  Can I disguise myself in polite company?”

It’s a real issue.

“I’ll set something up and take a look.  I’m functional, so I’m more concerned with the ‘bat-flap,’ as you put it.  I have a lot of questions.”

How did it happen?  Can you do it again?  Will it always be this unpleasant?

“Those are good ones.  And what happened to the joker with the crossbow?  Why did it hurt so much?  Who was he, why was he here, how did he get here, and so on.”

I can tell you what happened to him.

“Go for it.”

You ate him.

“As in…?”

A cloud of hungry bat-things swarmed him and stripped him to the bone, then started eating the bones.  The bones took longer.

“How long did it all take?  The eating, I mean.”

From first bite to nothing left?  Two minutes.  Maybe.

I didn’t remember it, but, at the same time, what Firebrand said felt… familiar.  I believed Firebrand.  It was like being told of something you forgot, and still didn’t remember, but part of you agrees.  I thought about it, trying to remember, as I headed to the transformation lab.

The transformation lab was a mess.  I ducked through the hatch and took stock.

Many of the lines and circles were still there, including the one where Firebrand had stood.  The Chaos had done nasty things to everything else.  A lot of the floor was made of many substances, all swirled together like different colors of paint before they mix.  Steel, stone, bone, glass, ice—some of it melted, some of it was perfectly happy at room temperature—purple leaves packed together, what might be the white of an eyeball, cut into a long, crazily-twisting strip that changed colors like the iridescence of a soap bubble.

The floor was no longer level, but that was okay.  The walls weren’t certain about anything, either.  They shared the peculiar, swirling mishmash of substances.  Everything was bent out of true, twisted, angled, or organic-looking.  Little flowers of multicolored crystal grew from a vein of something black and glossy.  A section of steel wall twisted like a taffy-puller’s idea of sculpture.  A dozen hands of various sorts reached inward through the outer wall. Some seemed to be pressing through like a hand through a rubber sheet.  Others grew out of the wall, directly, like the flowers, but were also made of various substances.  Some were combinations of materials, others weren’t, and at least one was rotting already.

The window to the Void was… not exactly gone, but it wasn’t a window anymore.  It was an irregular hole, taking up about thirty percent of the wall.

The window-frame was enchanted with a specialized firmament spell, designed to bend the main firmament spells inward, bringing them in close in a sort of funnel shape.  I could reach through it easily and the Void would be right there.  When the window frame was attacked by chaos forces from the inside, it broke, which meant the firmament shield around the Flatstation would have sprung outward again, like a rubber ball.

At least it should have.  Since the Flatstation was still here, I presume it did.  Go me!  Maybe this mess was the result of only what I pulled in, rather than any firmament failure.

I’d look at the changes in greater detail later.  I told the repair spells to leave the room alone, aside from putting a fresh layer over the hull breach to seal it.  I didn’t think any Thing could get in—my firmament spells reinforce each other.  They’re not leaky, like some I could mention—but I wanted something solid between me and the Void.  Maybe I was feeling oversensitive, but I did recently have an issue with uncontrolled Chaos.

I sealed the transformation laboratory’s hatch, noting I would have to get a lock for it.  And a security golem.  And booby traps.  And non-magical ballistic underwear.  Maybe a whole suit.  My spider-silk underwear was enchanted, so I wasn’t wearing it in the lab.  I need mundane protective gear.  As an undead wizard, I don’t usually need much.  Clearly, I needed to review my workplace safety regulations.  I don’t want this to get back to the HR department.

Dang.  Zero days.

In the next room, I knelt next to the chest where I stored my stuff.  The chest was unharmed, as was my gear.  I started with my magic underwear.

It didn’t fit.  It felt as though it was a size too small.  I could get into it, but in my mortal state it would make a serious change in my singing voice.  My armor, being more rigid, was only partly wearable.  The legs and arms were too short, and the gauntlets—of course!—were all wrong.  The torso was close enough, as was the helmet.

I left the armor alone.  Either it would be necessary to gradually alter it or to alter me.  Instead, I took measurements.  I was close to six inches taller, with corresponding increases in arm and leg length.  A product of all the blood I absorbed?  Or an effect of carnivorous batlike subdivisions?  There’s a lot of mass involved in both cases.

Crap.  Until this, I had a good handle on my human form.  I was making progress on looking average, rather than skinny.  I was all set to be a stealthy hunter, blending in perfectly with the human herds.  This ruined everything.

All right, what do I have to work with?  How bad is it?  Now I really do need to see.

I fired up a couple of scrying spells and a little illusion magic.  After a couple of minutes of scanning, the illusion firmed up, forming a high-resolution, three-dimensional image.  I walked around it, looking myself over.

Just as I thought.  All that work building muscle mass was wasted.  The muscle mass was still there, but it stretched along a gangling, six-foot-six monster.  From a strictly medical standpoint, I was within human tolerances, but way outside human norms. I looked creepy enough to get a job in horror films.  It wasn’t anything in particular.  Tall, whip-thin, long fingers, mouth as wide as a fish, pointed ears, sharp lines of cable-like musculature, the cheekbones, the jawline, the predatory look—the collection of features, taken as a whole, was monstrous.  This could never be mistaken for Mr. Smith who lived down the lane.  This would be the weird guy who lives alone in the haunted castle.  Maybe the freak in the carnival sideshow.  Or the guy we’re going to burn at the stake.

If I smiled, though, the jig was up.  These weren’t teeth for a human being.  These were nearly triangular and sharp.  And look at those jaw muscles!

I would like to think I’m not a vain man.  I’m not one to be deeply concerned about my hair, or even whether I shaved today.  The closest I get to any sort of vanity is my regular cleaning spell—and that’s more out of a desire not to offend my own sense of smell, not to mention everyone else’s.  When I don’t pay attention to my hygiene, everyone knows it.  But this!

There were possible ways to fix the problem, with varying timeframes and levels of pain, risk, and trouble.

I could re-engage my body-morphing spells.  They had a detailed pattern for what I felt I should look like, from eyes to ears to height and build.  There was no reason they couldn’t return my fingers to the normal number of knuckles and shorten me.  I could even make it happen relatively quickly.  Crank up a couple of the high-intensity healing spells, make sure I had a lot to eat on hand, stay in daylight to let my spells run, have the pain-blocking spells cranked up, and sweat it out.  I could be back to normal in… a month?  It shouldn’t take a year.  I don’t think it would.

But if this was my new “normal,” would my nighttime metabolism try to regenerate me into this shape?  I have spells to “fix” my form, effectively telling my body what should be normal, but can I count on them after a chaos accident?  Or would injuries at night regenerate into the monster-shaped form?  If something bites off a finger, does it come out of a blood-bucket with three joints or four?

At the other end of the scale, I could do something more drastic.  I have—or I had—a setup that used chaos energies to transform creatures into other creatures.  Admittedly, I used it for making pretty outrageous alterations, but what if I wanted to tone it down?  Could I alter the shape without changing the fundamental nature of the thing?  Wouldn’t that be easier?

What if I don’t want to change a lizard to a dragon?  What if I want to change a nightlord into a differently-shaped nightlord?  Could I use it on myself to zap my shape back into my own lovable and somewhat nondescript form?

Clearly, it was possible for chaos energies to turn me into a cloud of carnivorous Things. By comparison, I only wanted a minor change… but if I didn’t get it right on the first try, would I be able to try again?  I didn’t know.  I needed more information.

I wrapped my cloak around me and it turned into a set of loose robes, complete with hood.  All I needed was a scythe to go with it.  Or a necromancer’s bone staff.

I stalked down the halls, heading for my laboratory.  Velina should have delivered the missing denizens of my belfry by now.

After a lot of work on half a dozen not-quite-bats, I had working theories.

First of all, they were Things.  Not entirely Things, perhaps, but they were chaos-infused creatures formed out of me.  They didn’t want to eat me; they wanted to rejoin with me.  Anything else, though, was going to have flesh stripped off it.  They were like a school of winged vampire piranha.

I also found it highly disconcerting when I tried to communicate with one.  It didn’t appear to have any way to talk, so I settled on the most basic psychic contact.  The link was surprisingly easy to make.  It didn’t feel like a normal psychic contact, either.  Instead, I felt as though I was in two pieces—the big piece, here, and the little piece, there.  Once I recognized I could psychically link with my little friend, I tried it with the others.  Yes, we were now a composite creature.  No, I was a composite creature.

I did not like the sensation.  I prefer to be a single entity, not scattered bits of entity.

This facility with contact was useful.  I figured out ways to manipulate them.  I could control them, after a fashion, and got better with practice.

Physically, they were more sensitive than I to spells that reshaped their forms.  Turning one into a perfect replica of a bat only involved finding an appropriate bat and mapping it onto the flappy thing.  Turning another into a perfect replica of me—the “me” as I was supposed to be—was even easier.  I already had a template in my amulet, complete with rounded ears.

What I found most fascinating was the way the little monsters became more resistant to shape-changing spells as we fed them.  Blood and meat went into them and it seemed to… to… I want to say they got stronger and resisted, but that’s misleading.  No, they became less chaotic, as though the flesh and blood had a sort of mitigating effect on the unstable chaos energies inside them.

Because… why?  The physical matter diluted the Chaos infestation?  The inherent order in a physical being counteracted the chaotic energies?  I don’t know.  That’s a wholly different project and could take years.

Is this what my thirst for blood is?  Is it the effect of chaos energies demanding more order?  Or is it my body demanding something to help it suppress and contain those energies?  Whenever I go into starvation mode, I seem to develop more monstrous qualities.  Are these effects caused by a lack of physical pattern reinforcement?  Every time I channel Chaos into my creature-rearranging spell, I get thirsty.  Is it my body demanding fresh essence of order—or at least something with a reminder of how a stable, physical entity should behave?  Am I burning with Chaos and blood is the coolant?  Or is blood the fuel and starvation means Chaos burns me for fuel?

Another peculiarity.  These little things could eat meat.  Can I?  I don’t do a lot of throat-biting, but when I do, I spit it out because I know I’m a drinker, not an eater.  Could I go full-on monster mode and actually eat a person?  I know I can’t keep down food—that is, normal food—at night.  But what if I’m eating something not merely raw, but alive?

A couple of centuries as a chaos hybrid and I’m still learning about it.  Well, I’ve had a few distractions…

The most immediate thing, however, was I could fix the forms of the little monsters.  The spell I used to tell my body to remember and “lock in” a new shape—the one that keeps my ears from immediately regenerating into points every night—worked equally well on them, if not more so.  Once I forced one into a bat-shape, I could lock it in that form.  The one that looked like a copy of my human shape went through the same process.

That was interesting.  Creepy, but interesting.

I also experimented with the reabsorption of my scattered Things.  I let the bat out first and it flapped right to me, plastered itself to my leg, and merged into my flesh.  The fact it was locked into a bat-shape didn’t seem to bother it in the least during the momentary reabsorption process.  More importantly, it didn’t bother me, either.  Not physically, anyway.  It bothered me quite a lot to watch it.

The miniature version of my human form did the same thing, disappearing into my flesh the same way a glass of water poured into the ocean becomes part of it.

This disturbed me in ways I find difficult to articulate.  It didn’t hurt.  It tingled, sort of, similar to the way a tired muscle might quiver after a workout.  Watching it happen, though, was something I didn’t care to do again.

But I did.

The remaining flappy things I took care to feed well.  I also imprinted on them my human form—the one my devices try to get me to become.  Six feet tall, medium build, and a face that isn’t undeniably a carnivore.  I figured if I had several of these already imprinted with my “correct” body-image, when they rejoined the main body—me—they could bring it with them.

I’m not sure it helped.  My quasi-monstrous appearance did not diminish.

On the other hand, I recalled the experiments where I stuck various things out into the Void.  I recall standing on an outcrop of stone, looking through the Rethvan Firmament, and sticking my hand through it.  My hand changed when I wasn’t looking, but, whenever I looked, it was my hand again.

Is it a quantum observer effect?  Or is it my personal body-image imposing itself on chaotic forces?  Or have I been a chaos-human hybrid for so long, I’ve developed a resistance to it?

“Velina?”

“Yes?”

“I have an idea on how to resume my normal, human form.  I don’t think it’s wise, and making the attempt without proper preparation would be not only foolish, but dangerous.”

“How can I help?”

“Put the clones back in cold storage, all except one.  I have an experiment to try with that one.  And let’s get my blood hat hooked up to the tank. I want it filled, along with the bloodbath.  If I go batty again, stay out of the way and see which one they go for first:  the living clone body or the bathtub full of blood.”

“I will make preparations immediately.”

“Good.  I’m going to step out for dinner, then I’m going to build a window.”

Dinner was straightforward.  Drawing on all of history and alternate histories, it’s simple enough to find horrible people.  How many mass murderers, genocidal lunatics, homicidal maniacs, and outright bastards can you think of?  Google it.  Or, better yet, don’t.

Given my appearance, I wasn’t planning to be gentle about this, so I didn’t want someone who was trying to go gently into that good night.

Once I landed on the poor sucker, I tested my hypothesis about feeding.  While it is possible draining the still-living blood out of a person reinforces my physical integrity versus my Chaos infestation, does eating the still-living flesh of a victim do the same?

I don’t have a good answer, yet.  I wasn’t thirsty enough to tell.  But I took big chomps out of the empty body while the heart was still going.  Blood sprayed everywhere, but it’s not like it was going to make a mess or get away.  I ate a few bites—no more than three pounds of flesh—and it all stayed down.  It didn’t feel any different than drinking blood.  That might be a good sign, in a way.  Maybe it will feel different when I get thirsty again.

Given the choice, though, I’d rather be a blood-drinker than a flesh-eater.  Too many people would mistake me for a zombie and shoot for my head.  I hate that.

With my spiritual and physical hunger pangs sated, I went back to the Flatstation and built a new firmament window.  I needed to install it in a new room, though, since I wanted to study the alterations in the old transformation lab.

Damn.  I’m going to have to rebuild everything in the lab.  I’m going to have to rebuild the whole damned lab.

Sometimes it feels as though that’s all I do.  Build things.  Build roads.  Build an ecology.  Build an economy.  Build a civilization.  Build a sun.  Build a city.  Build a new amulet.  Build new armor.  Build thaumaturgical equipment.  Build this.  Build that.  Build the other thing.  I’m more than just a guy who builds things!

On the other hand, most of the rest of me is worse.  I could be a Slayer of Evil, a Drinker of Blood, a Destroyer of Worlds—but I don’t want to be.  I could get used to being known as a Builder of Stuff.  There are a lot of things in my repertoire way worse than that.  But I get tired of it, sometimes, and would like a little variety.

I started the spell to open a hole in the Flatstation’s outer wall and got my rebuilt firmament window ready.  It took quite a while since Bronze wasn’t wearing the Flatstation.  She was still in Rethven’s time frame, galloping in slow motion toward a stone circle and the shift-spell in it.  Time differentials aren’t always convenient.

I let the spell run and went to the scrying lab.  After a few minutes, I had her on the scope.  Was it faster to go get her, or to keep a link between the two time-streams so she could finish her run?  There wasn’t a clear and obvious answer, but by the time I calculated one, she would definitely be closer to the circle of standing stones.  I left the gate connection running so she could catch up.

She leaped out of her quasi-avatar stallion body and into the statue at the circle.  The body did not survive it.  The corpse looked better than the cyborg horses Diogenes built, though, so we were on the right track.  She shifted to the Stepstation and through to the Flatstation, then wore the Flatstation.

“You know, if you’d taken the body into the cloning tank, and if you’d slid out of it with a little care, it might have survived.”

Bronze was willing to try it, but later.  Right now, she had a Flatstation to repair—yes, leaving the transformation lab alone, for now.  She also wanted to monitor my experiments.  She could handle the valves on the blood tank so Velina didn’t have to worry about it.

“Good thinking, but I doubt she can be persuaded to leave the station while I do something dangerous.”

Bronze was pretty sure I could persuade her, if I tried.

“Let me put it another way.  I won’t do that to her.”

Ah.  It was like that.  Okay.

“Good.  How’s my window coming?”

She would have it ready in about two more minutes.

I put the time-ticking arrangement back in order to put Rethven on simmer.  I headed to the new lab.  I had a lot of tests to run, not the least of which was to simply stick my hand into the Void.

For the record, my hand behaved as previously advertised.  It tingled, but as long as I looked at it, it was a long-fingered, multi-jointed, charcoal-grey hand with talons.  No problem.  If I didn’t look at it, it tingled more and, when I looked at it again, it snapped back into shape.

Okay.  That was good.  The test confirmed previous results.  But what next?

Next, I stared at my hand and concentrated on what I remembered it looked like.  The expression, “I knew it like the back of my hand,” is surprisingly inaccurate.  I don’t usually examine the back of my hand in any detail.  It’s a flat piece of anatomy with veins in it and occasionally tendons.  It was surprisingly difficult to dig up a memory of actually looking at it.

When I did find one, I used it.  I laid my will on the Chaos-bathed portion of my anatomy and told it what I wanted it to be.  It rippled and distorted, as though I viewed it through disturbed water, and it tingled enough to qualify as an itch.  It started to shrink and the itching mixed with a bone-deep aching.  I held my concentration, continuously forcing my will on it, and, slowly, it complied.

I pulled in my hand and examined it.  It seemed back to normal.  Three joints per finger, anyway.

I was thirsty again, so I took a break to eat the thawed clone.  It was a good time to conduct the experiment.  And, yes, eating from a living human body has a similar effect to drinking blood from one.  Why?  I don’t know.  There are a lot of questions about how it all works, exactly.  I’ll do more tests and eventually figure out the details.  I have bigger Things to fry at the moment.

As for reconfiguring my physical form via incremental baths in primal Chaos, well… I had a proof of concept, but it was difficult.  As an entire task, it was daunting.  I would have to divide it up into smaller pieces.  Part of the problem was the effort involved.  Rearranging my hand was like a normal person manhandling a two-hundred-pound rock into a truck.  Someone big enough and strong enough could do it, but loading the whole truck like this wasn’t going to happen without frequent rest breaks—and possibly several meals.

The effort didn’t daunt me.  The risk daunted me.  Taking a bath in Chaos with nothing but the power of my mind to control it?  It was fast, I’ll give it that, but the risk was horrific.  What if I lost my concentration?  What if a Thing happened by while I was busy?  What if someone with a crossbow shot me again?

And, with that banana-peel thought, I mentally skidded, recovered wildly, and went careening off to do security work.  I doubted anyone else was going to show up in the next several days—meaning, the next few minutes in Rethven—but I’ve been wrong about way too many things to take the chance.

Yeah, I build things.  Now I have several animated suits of armor standing around, like decorations in a castle.  They also act as servants, albeit somewhat limited and literal ones.  They’re made of titanium, don’t mind being shot, are stronger than a human, and, if nothing else, make wonderful obstacles.  They also come in Velina and regular-me sizes, just in case.  You never know when you’ll want a layer of titanium between you and something unpleasant.

While I put one on guard detail in the Spherestation, I discovered Velina hadn’t fired all her mortal assistants.  I did not kill her on sight.  I did check myself rather suddenly, however, and the suit following me came to a crashing halt. I might have been a wee bit snappish.

“Who the hell are you!?”

She didn’t cower, but she did step back rather suddenly.  I suppose when you’re standing in a bathrobe and slippers, stirring your first cup of coffee of the day, you don’t expect a quasi-monster guy in a black bodysuit to yell at you.  The pale green light from inside my accompanying suit of armor might have bothered her, too.

After a bit of verbal fumbling, we sorted out she was Tracie and she worked for Velina.  Her job was to be logistics support for the guy on the other end of the teleportation unit…?

I apologized for my tone.  It was only fair.  I like to think I apologized handsomely, but I’m not that good-looking at the best of times.  I did check with Velina, who was still under the impression she could have an assistant to handle that task.

She was right.  I never told her not to, and it did need doing.  We both had a lot on our plates and this was, when it came down to cases, a pretty minor task.

I also did a quick check on Gwyden, snapping a couple of pictures.  He was still working his way across the world, giving lessons on how to grow everything.  He was making good progress, too.

I gestured at the broken coffee cup, gathered it together, and re-formed it into an intact cup.  It read: “The only thing perky today is the coffee machine.”  The spilled coffee cleaned itself up, but I poured her a fresh cup and apologized again.  I told Tracie to carry on.  She was only too happy for me to go.

I didn’t mean to make her cry.  At least she held it together until I was out of sight.  I’ve been under unusual pressures recently, but that’s a reason to be unpleasant, not an excuse.  I should do something nice for her and apologize again.

As for the rest of the security arrangements, I rerouted everything larger than a mini-gate through the Stepstation again.  Eri was busy helping my altar ego, but I could cast sensory and alarm spells to trigger things on the Stepstation, expanding my anti-angel paranoia to include more mundane problems.

I hate having to go through security checks.  The more secure you are, the more hassle it is.

This is only a small part of why I didn’t build things like this before.  More importantly, when I was doing my angel dissection research, I was in full-on stealth mode.  The voidstations were as close to totally isolated as it was possible to be.  I left only when my stations were locked up tight.  And if an angry angel did manage to find me, what good would minor armor golems be?

Now, though, I had regular traffic from the voidstations to Rethven and Reactor Worlds.  If I included the Vampiric Beer Hat, there was regular traffic to lots of worlds!  Blood doesn’t grow on trees, you know.  As it is, I added an extra security stage to the blood-summoning process already running through the Stepstation.

I think I am now justified in being a little more cautious.

Hmm.  Could I genetically engineer a tree to produce fruit with a blood substitute fruit juice?  Something we could grow on the Spherestation’s park decks?  Probably, but that’s something to think about later.

Bronze now insists on being here while I fool with chaos-based dragon transfigurations.  She says she did enough upgrading of the gene pool among Rethven’s horses.  She wasn’t leaving me alone to get myself killed or discorporated.

From now on, we go into lockdown mode while I’m handling the mystic nitroglycerine.  If anyone from Rethven shows up, they’re going to have a hard time sneaking up on me again.

But don’t think for a moment that I ignored the fact someone invaded my voidstations.  I did a lot of stuff, but that fact never escaped me for an instant.

Given: the Stepstation’s normal alarms and security would have at least caused issues for an invader.  Therefore, the access almost had to be through the Imperial Wardrobe.  It led straight to the Spherestation for Velina’s convenience.

Thing is, I don’t believe anyone has ever seen it used.  The Emperor—or Velina—goes into the Imperial bedroom and doesn’t come out for several minutes or several hours.  While it might cause rumors, they were unlikely to be about magical gateways.

Who could know about the wardrobe to another world?  Who told an assassin, “Climb into the big wooden thing, close the doors, open them, and you’ll be somewhere else.  Wherever that is, hunt him down and kill him.”

Or maybe I’m overthinking this.  Did an assassin somehow sneak past the guards into the Imperial chambers while I wasn’t there?  Did he then decide to hide in the wardrobe and wait, not understanding what would happen when he closed the doors?

I’m going to have to install a lock on the wardrobe.  A magic lock.  And password protection on the spell.

I should have done this in the first place, but my laziness has come back to bite me.  You’d think I’d learn by now.  I would think I would learn by now!

Sometimes, I think everything I want to do involves doing something else, first.  I wanted to adjust myself back to a shape more in line with human norms.  To do that, I needed to conduct more tests with Chaos.  To be safe doing that, I needed more security in the Flatstation.  To be more secure, I needed to reconfigure the time-tickers and the direct access methods to the Flatstation.  But I also needed to put spells on the Stepstation to scan incoming travel and potentially restrict it.  And so on.

Now I have everything on lockdown.  The Stepstation once again acts as the landing point for any gate-related transport.  The Flatstation has all internal doors closed and locked.  Velina is guarding the new transformation laboratory.  Armored golem guards are… uh… guarding.  And me?  I’ve spent the last sixty hours imprinting crystals with different aspects of how I want to look.

I could imprint one crystal with a general image, but, again, it’s more focused and precise to do it in smaller doses.  One crystal does have a general plan, but the rest deal with details.

I could stick an arm or leg out the window and concentrate, hoping noThing came by to nibble on the bait.  Even assuming it worked, what do I do about my midsection?  Or my head?  Do I take a deep breath and stick my head out the window?  I don’t think so!

Instead, I have a brand-new transformation circle very much like the one I didn’t get a dragon in.  This one is for me.  Everything around it is focused on making me look human.  The whole diagram is an interlocking constellation of what I ought to look like.  It’s like I have a stalker and they built a shrine.  It’s like an influencer’s selfie collection.  It’s like an over-inflated monument to whatever vanity I have.

I can reach out and gather a little Chaos from the Void.  I should be able to step into the circle with it and release the energy.  This will increase the malleability of my physical form and—if my theory is right—achieve a fairly rapid reconfiguration.

Relatively rapid.  Faster than an amulet with a muscle-growing spell, anyway.  This is much more direct.

Just in case, Velina wore her bat-proof armor.  If I turned into anything other than myself, she had clear instructions.  She was to sprint like hell to the bloodbath room, straight through it, out the opening on the far side, and slam into the back of the closet to trigger an escape shifter.  Bronze and Firebrand would let her know what needed to be done once things settled down.

I started with tiny amounts of Chaos, testing the systems and the theory.  Instead of double handful of chaos energies, I used… hmm.  You know how you can hold water in your hands?  Imagine I got my fingertip wet, instead.  There’s a good metaphor for the ratio involved.  It was a tiny amount, but that’s kind of like saying it was a tiny amount of antimatter.  Still, it was enough to test.

It did something.  I was a bit distracted by the feeling of acid coursing through my body, carrying slivers of broken glass through all my veins.  I’m fairly certain my bones didn’t actually vibrate into splinters and pierce my flesh, but I can’t prove it.

I did my best to ignore it and let the spell do its job.  My best wasn’t very good, I’m afraid, but screaming is an understandable, although unwelcome, side effect.

When everything ran down, I didn’t detect any overt changes, but that wasn’t the point.  The spells worked as designed.  I went over everything, double-checked the matrix and the imprints, confirmed it was all in order, and curled up in a corner to get my nerve together.

The process hurt like hell.  Did I want to do it again?  And, if so, did I want to do it again and harder?  I didn’t see any measurable changes with this tiny little dose, but maybe they were too small to see.

I wish I could use a spell to block my pain receptors.  This is delicate stuff.  I don’t dare have a pain-blocking spell running.  It’s not likely, but it is conceivable I could wind up back in my proper shape and size, but with a total inability to feel pain.  Or feel anything, for that matter.  I could wind up uncomfortably numb and have to figure out how to fix it.

I hunted around in my headspace for my courage.  Turns out, I don’t keep it there.  I elected not to go into the basement to rummage around in the undermind mess.  Instead, I made an executive decision to go ahead and do it.

Is this going to hurt?  Yes.

Does it need to be done?  Yes.

Am I going to do it?

…

Ahem.  Am I going to do it?

…yes.

I repeated the process with a slightly larger dose.  I don’t want to talk about it.  I don’t want to talk about giant ants, either.  The ants bother me more, but the transfiguration process was more painful.  The end.

I took measurements.  Was I shorter?  Maybe.  Was my smile a little less wide?  My ears a smidgeon less pointed?

How many times did I go back to the window, fetch back another drop, and lie down to writhe in agony?  Four?  Five?  I finally did confirm it was having a definite effect.  It was working!  Slowly, and with great effort, but it was working!

Once I had proof my suffering was not in vain, I was elated.  This was doable, and doable in a relatively short time—hours, I mean, rather than months or years.

I was so delighted, I took a break.  I had a drink.  I ate a clone.

I’m not entirely comfortable with the ability to eat someone alive.  Is it an ability I’ve always had?  Or is it an effect of acute Chaos exposure?  Will I still have the ability if and when I finish transmogrifying myself into human shape again?  Or will I be back on an all-liquid diet?

I’ll find out in the next test runs.

With proof the process worked, I stepped it up, doubling it—as much as one can measure globs of Chaos—every time.  It worked perfectly for the next few iterations and I made excellent progress.  Clearly, “more is better” applied!

But, as with so many things, there’s also “too much of a good thing.”

I’m not a total fool.  A fool, yes, but not a total one.  I also have a strong survival instinct and an allergy to pain.  There’s only so much agony I can stand.  The spells are what drive this process, so I don’t have to concentrate on anything.  I simply let them do it.  I suspect that’s what makes this so damn painful.  It’s an outside effect forcing me into a very specific mold.  It’s not me growing into the proper shape, but something external crushing me into the correct configuration.

I could have kept increasing the dosage.  In theory, even after I use so much Chaos in one treatment I lose all my concentration and wind up lying there, writhing in agony, the spells will keep rearranging everything.

I didn’t.  I prefer to have an awareness of what’s going on.  I might not actually be able to affect the outcome, but the illusion of control is nice.

I also hit a point where I was thirsty again after every treatment.

Hungry again?  No, I’m using thirst as a descriptor for blood.  Hungry is reserved for the consumption of the entirety of a human’s essence.  It sounds strange to me to be thirsty for an entire cloned body, but I don’t have a better way to put it.

Anyway, we ran out of clones.  I started new ones growing because I like to be prepared for horrible problems and clones have a long lead time.

The result?  I was better.  I was the right height, the right-ish weight, and looked like I remembered.  I might look a little older, actually, but I suspect that’s an effect of my personal self-image rather than a glitch in the pattern-imposing spells.

I could have taken this opportunity to hurry up my un-skinnifying spells, but I didn’t want to load more variables into the delicate, experimental process.  It was bad enough to try for what I remembered.  Making something up struck me as needlessly dangerous.

I think anyone would find it at least slightly tempting to make other changes.  I mean, who doesn’t have something about themselves they would like improved?  I could ask Velina for advice on what to do with my jawline, cheekbones, and musculature.  I could consult with plastic surgeons and modeling agencies, too!  What would make me handsome?

What stopped me wasn’t a physical inability to do it.  No, I had reasons to look like myself.  First of all, I don’t stand out.  I’m told I lean toward handsome.  This means I’m not memorable, and that’s a good thing.  Second, what would I want to be super-handsome for?  To what use would I put this new appearance?  To pick up girls?  To startle myself in mirrors?  To make a really good profile on a coin?

(Note to self: check on the Imperial Treasury.)

Third—and possibly the most important—is the process hurts.  I spent a lot of time and pain getting my body back into a recognizable shape.  As much, I suspect, as most people ever put into a gym, but more concentrated and immediate.  It would be worse than being bolted to a hot griddle and broiled in acid while a cosmetic surgeon with rusty instruments sprays salt into each incision.

There are people vain enough.  I’m not one of them.  I’m close enough to normal human appearance to let my amulet take over again.  That’s painless.

With the reconfiguration complete, I went to a Reactor World—the one where Dusty was growing a Mother of Flame avatar.  I took it out of sync with Rethven and ran it at the end of my current chain.  I planned to spend a couple of days there to exercise, eat, and go through a few sunrise and sunset transformations.  I wanted to make sure my physical form was securely locked in.

And, if things didn’t go well, it might be nice to have him handy.

I went through a sunrise.  It relaxed one of my fears.  The incident didn’t kill me enough to make me dead, if that makes any sense.  I endured the transformation normally and showered in the emergency decontamination.  The gunk I sweat counts as a biohazard.

The room had mirrors.  I recognized the face in the mirror, which was strangely comforting.  Switching back at sunset might undo all my work, but I really, really hoped my imprint spells worked normally.

And Dusty came in.

“Hi!”

“Hi, yourself.  I don’t suppose you brought a towel?”

“Uh, no.”

“No bathtub, no rubber duck, and no towel.  I thought you were a benevolent deity.”

“I’ll get you a towel.”

And he went and got one!  I found that unusually nice of him.  As I toweled off—sometimes, it’s more pleasant to do things manually, rather than with magic—he leaned on the doorframe.

“I have a thing,” he said.  “It’s not a big thing, but I’d like your help.”

As an aside, let me observe that it’s sometimes very weird to hear people talk to me as though they haven’t seen me in an hour or two when, to me, it’s been days or weeks.  I went through a lot of experimentation, an assassination attempt, a lengthy recuperation, and now Dusty was casually asking if I was busy.

He’s shorter on omniscience than I realized.  Then again, so am I.

“In Rethven?” I guessed.

“No, this is actually on an Earthline.”

“Really?  Is it important?” I asked, as I started to dress.  It was deeply reassuring to find all my gear fit me again.  I would take it off, just in case, before sunset.

“Not very, but it would help me with celestial politics.”

“Okay.  How immediate is it?”

“Are you busy?”

“I was building a dragon when someone tried to assassinate me on my Flatstation and almost succeeded.  He was lucky to get there and I was lucky to survive, so it kind of balances out, but the fact remains.  I was handling chaos energy at the time and deconstructed into a swarm of aerial piranha.  I think I’m about recovered, so now I can focus on other things.  Can it wait?”

“Yeah, I can see why you might have other things more pressing.  Okay.  Definitely deal with those.  When you’ve got free time, let me know.”

“Right.  Can do.  Hand me a boot, please.”  He did so.  “Remind me, next time you see me.  I don’t think I’ll forget, but sometimes I have too much to keep track of.  And I have multiple projects at once, now, along with sudden and unexpected diversions.”

“Didn’t you used to have a techno-gadget?  A smartphone for your wrist?”

“I did.  I might have to get another one.  I’ll have to enchant it to charge from the magical field, though, and do other work to make sure it operates even in universes with weird rules.  I also don’t have Diogenes to keep my schedule.  Right now, I have a pad and pencil, as well as more immediate and pressing concerns.”

“Assassins, right.”

“Yes, but I need to look into the whole thing where I turn into a lot of other things, too.  Later.  The assassin issue is time-delayed, being based in Rethven.  More important—for the moment!—is getting dragons off the ground.”

“Rethven desperately needs dragons?” he asked, puzzled.

“Definitely.”

“What on Rethven for?”

“Ice giants.  There are millions of them.”

He blinked at me for a moment, processing.

“I know I told you there were more, but come on.  There can’t be that many.”

“Have you looked recently?”

Dusty got a faraway look in his eyes for a moment.

“Are you sure they’re in the millions?”

“Yes.  And I’m not allowed to nuke them.  Or so I’m told.”

“Ah,” he said, focusing again.  “Yes.  Mmm.  This could be a problem.”

“Hence the giant, fire-breathing, flying, armored, ice-crunching, magic-eating dragons.”

“Yes.  Yes, I see it, now.  Okay.  As an aside, I have questions about Velina.”

“What sort of questions?”

“I’ve been thinking about ways to help the Grey Lady along as my subsidiary, sidekick deity.  Do you want me to send Velina—suitably helped by my powers—to fetch the life out of unsavory individuals?”

“Absolutely.  She’s the Valkyrie figure for the Father of Darkness.  She’s a personal death, come to call for you, specifically, rather than cutting down swathes with every step.  Got it?”

“To hear is to obey, effendi.  But make sure you tell her.  She’ll do what I tell her, but she likes you.”

“I’ll ask her to help.”

The sunset went normally.  My physical form seemed to be adequately reset to my specifications.  I was elated, so I returned to the Flatstation and sat down under my reconfigured, high-security vampire beer hat to think.

Someone was still sending assassins—probably that Caius kid, although I wasn’t prepared to rule out multiple sources.  At this point, I hadn’t got around to locking the wardrobe, mostly because I didn’t want to go back to Rethven and waste precious time.  It was still the same night Velina left.  She had intended only to sleep in a faster time-stream and go back.  Now she was back there to A: search out how the assassin made it to the wardrobe, and B: make occasional appearances as the supposed avatar of the Grey Lady, with my altar ego’s help.  After all, why should I have all the fun impersonating deities?  She enjoyed being Nike and Sekhmet.  If someone didn’t want to die quietly, she would be delighted to assist him with dying noisily.

I wish my batlike Things hadn’t eaten the guy.  I could have asked him some very urgent and insistent questions.  As it was, there wasn’t even a free-floating, full torso, vaporous apparition looking for the library.

Still, Velina would check on the wardrobe.  When I came back to Rethven—if enough time had passed—I’d get her report and decide what to do.  While I was here and in a good position to do chaos-based work, I might as well continue trying to build a dragon.  It’s not like the ice giants were going to go away.  If I failed to take advantage of my time-warping capabilities, I would be giving them more time to reproduce.  This did not seem wise.

Bronze kept a metaphorical hand on the blood-tank valve.  Just in case.


Dragonhunting

Velina came back to the Flatstation after kicking a lot of people into motion and getting tons of work done in Rethven.  After my security reshuffle and time-ticker rearrangements, I’m not sure what it worked out to on my end.  I think it’s something like four months for me and a few hours in the Palace.

Once I was back at work, the first thing I did was rebuild my lab.  I needed a space where I could work on my kludged-together spell.  Technically, I repurposed the vampire shape-changing lab.  A lot of it applied equally to vampire shape imprinting and dragon essence imprinting.

I also thought it might be wise to reduce the variables, so I did a little gene splicing.  A little bit of iguana, a little alligator, a slice of Komodo dragon, a hint of bat (for the wings), and a teeny drop of pangolin—no, a pangolin is not a reptile, but technically, neither is a dragon.  The final result was something small, but still the right shape for a Rethvan dragon.  It couldn’t fly or breathe fire, but all the proportions were there.

Rather than get a new lizard every time, I cloned the same one repeatedly.  It’s kind of like what medical researchers do with white mice.  They’re all as identical as possible so the results of testing aren’t clouded by variations in the subjects.

Hundreds of attempts later, I still didn’t have a dragon.  I did have a lot of things requiring Firebrand’s services, though, prior to the autopsies.  I had a couple of thaumivoric lizards with wings and an ability to belch flame.  Technically, dragons.  But, from a practical standpoint, not what I needed.

I think we’re on the wrong track, somehow, Firebrand offered, while I peeled open a scale-covered chest cavity.

“I’m open to suggestions.”

Maybe we should try starting with an egg?

I thought it over and shook my head.  I started removing organs, weighing and classifying them.  Most of them were obvious, but sometimes I got strange things for later study.

“No.  The problem isn’t the physical form.  We’re trying to directly modify the creature, regardless of the stage of life it’s in.  Starting with an egg means we have to modify it and wait for it to hatch before we can evaluate it properly.”

But if it’s still forming—

“I see where you’re going, and under normal circumstances, I’d agree.  The issue here isn’t a dragon shape.  It’s a quality of being.  Some of the dragons we created were dragons, even to the fire-breathing—”

Like hell they were.  Boss, those things were stupid!

“Remember, they were cloned lizards until the transformation.  Don’t get me started on whether or not real dragons have souls, but the test subjects were modified clones.  Once they were transformed, they might have been capable of rational thought, given a chance to learn how.  Or their offspring might.”

If you say so.  I don’t think much of them.

“Fair enough.  And you’re right.  These aren’t the dragons we’re looking for.  We should move along.  Our problem is they’re reshaped by chaos forces and magic, but they don’t have the essence of Chaos inside them.  Sometimes the results are magical creatures, but they are not entities with a Chaos bloodline.  Hence, they aren’t dragons as you knew them.”

Maybe if you fed them your blood? Firebrand suggested, hesitantly.  Or if they were injected with it?

“My blood has vampiric qualities.  I think it more likely we’d wind up with blood-drinking, fire-breathing lizards.  The bigger problem is, as far as I can tell, I don’t pass on my Chaos infestation to descendants.  They need to.”

True.  What does that leave us with?

“A problem.”

The light over the laboratory door glowed green and Bronze unlocked it.  Velina came in.  Since I wasn’t in the middle of handling raw Chaos, it wasn’t an issue.  If Bronze hadn’t been in the Flatstation, she would have needed to punch in a six-digit code.

Yes, I did upgrade the security against physical intrusion.  Quite a lot.

“Good evening,” I offered, guessing she only returned after a day of working in Rethven.  “How are you?”

“Not pleased.  And yourself?”

“Frustrated,” I admitted.  She eyed a series of forehead-shaped dents in the wall.  Bronze left them there as a sort of failure log.  Velina wisely failed to comment on them.  At least I didn’t need a sign for “Zero Days.”

“May I assist you?”

“In this matter, I’m not sure anyone can.  Instead, tell me what you’ve found.”

“The guards report no known entry into the Imperial chambers.  It is possible people are lying, but this will require your eyes.  Could someone have gained entry via another portal?”

“I deeply doubt my attacker could have used anything but the wardrobe.  Retargeting a stone circle isn’t something you do without training.  It’s not designed to be user-friendly in that respect.  Going to Faerie?  Sure.  It’s built to do that.  Anywhere else would be require an actual wizard, and they don’t have any.”

“Shall I examine the circle?”

“I will.  In a little bit.  I’m still trying to think about who could be behind it.  Aside from a visiting wizard from another universe, who else fits the bill?”

“There is no one,” Velina stated.  “Even if such a person did appear in Rethven, what offense could you have given them?”

“Bloody-minded Romans,” I muttered.  “It has to be them.  But it can’t be them.”

“If I may offer a suggestion?” she asked.  At my hand-rolling gesture, she continued.  “You are overlooking the magical practitioners outside the Empire.”

“Who?”

“The flame-worshippers.”

“They barely summon a fire on top of a plinth.”  I checked myself.  “Although… no… no, it can’t be them.  They simply don’t know enough.  They don’t even have concepts, much less techniques.  They might be able to sense the magic and, after a bit of trial and error, figure out how to be dumped into Faerie.  Getting past the combination lock Bronze uses would be like one of the legionnaires hotwiring an electric car.  It’s more likely to electrocute him than to operate.”

I rubbed my temples, thinking.

“I don’t see who would have both the knowledge and the motivation.  There isn’t anyone.”  I stood up and stretched.  “Even so, I’ll have to look at the circle and see if I can find any sort of interference.  If someone did kick it until it worked, there will be signs.  But it will have to be later.  I still have dragons to finish and we need them as soon as possible.”

“This is what frustrates you?”

Don’t ask, Firebrand told her.  Just don’t even.

“I would not have thought it would be so difficult.  Did you not create the tiny dragons?”

Those are not dragons, Firebrand snapped.

“Calmness,” I suggested.  Firebrand subsided.  “As Firebrand says, they aren’t dragons, although it must be said they look like miniature versions of dragons.  What I’m trying for are considerably larger and phenomenally more dangerous in all respects.  Apex predators that hunt ice giants.  The thashrak are a solution to the prevnyt, keeping those bugs in check so I don’t have to keep rolling tank companies into Rethven, followed by incineration squads.  I have a similar issue with ice giants.  Hopefully, the dragons are the solution to those.”

They are, Firebrand assured me.  We may have to make a lot of ice cubes, but once we have dragons, you can stop worrying.  I remember eating ice giant spines.  There’s nothing better.

“No fair maidens chained to poles?”

I never had any.  Look, nobody turns down meat.  But ice giants spines are like… like… what was the brown stuff Phoebe liked?  The stuff that melted?

“Chocolate.”

If she could have eaten chocolate for a thousand years, would she?

“I don’t doubt it.”

There you go.

Velina nodded, listening to the conversation.  She looked around the room.

“I take it the work goes slowly?”

“It’s a pain in several unpleasant places.  I’ve got a living lizard like a dragon for my target, then a lot of memories and focusing agents.  We keep getting things that aren’t quite right.  A few of them exploded.  A few did weird things before dying. Others survived perfectly well.  All of those needed to be put down.”

At least we get to have some fun.

“I’m so glad you’re enjoying it.”

“Yet you have no dragons of the sort you require?” Velina asked.

“None.  I’ve revised my spell again and again, and I’ve got nothing left to improve. Either I can’t do it, or… I may have the spell right, but I need more messy bits as components if I’m going to get it to work.”

“And have you suffered any—” She broke off and fluttered her hands, mimicking bats.

“No, I’ve been very careful.  Actually, I believe my accident has helped a little.”

“Oh?  In what way?”

“I’m not nearly so thirsty after every attempt.  It’s like I’m getting used to this chaos-handling.  The work is going faster.  Not successfully, but faster.  I may be lost, but I’m breaking speed records through the unfamiliar territory.”

“Is it possible for me to help with the spell?”

“Technically, yes, but it’s far more dangerous for mortals.  Dangerous enough I won’t let you risk it.  You don’t have my resistance to the forces of the Void.”

“Understandable.  Is the spell such that I can provide support, or fetch you anything you might need for it?”

“Got a dragon I can borrow?”

“No, I am afraid I do not.  Yet, surely, you can find one?”

“All the dragons I know about are magical creatures, but they aren’t the chaos-blooded things—” I broke off.  I had an idea, way back when I was first designing this spell.  There was a material component I could add to the matrix if it turned out these things shared building space with the offices of Impossible, Incorporated.

I looked at the intricate diagram on the floor.  There were enough crystals to open an Aquarian gift shop.  Months of work and it still hadn’t got me a Rethvan dragon.  Would it look right?  Yes.  Would it breathe fire?  Yes.  But would it be a creature of Chaos?  No.  I needed something else for the spell, something that would allow the Chaos I put into it to merge with the essence of the creature, rather than simply make it malleable.

Boss.  You’ve got that thing going on in your head again.

“Oh, it’s a bad idea,” I agreed.  “I hate it.”

Is that going to stop you?

“Doubt it.”

Firebrand’s one-word reply does not bear repeating.

There was a lot to do.  I had to check on the Senate, for one thing.  They had months of nothing at all to do but work.  All their survival needs were met, so they were going to be bored, murder each other, or do their jobs.

I try not to be unreasonable, but creating a constitutional document for a government calls for focus.

Their progress was adequate.  I was pleased they managed to avoid murdering one another in their close confinement, but even more pleased they whacked together a document describing, in effect, a government with two branches.  There was the legal branch and the executive branch.  I collected their notes and their final draft and read through it all, circling things, making notes.

A lot of historical governments had worse.  This one included the right to tax the populace, the responsibility for Imperial infrastructure, the relationship between the Emperor and the Senate, the composition of the Senate, what to do if the Emperor had no heirs—these were governmental things and belonged in the document.  The rights—I scratched through that and replaced it with privileges—of citizens were fundamental to defining the society.

Things that didn’t belong in the structure of government—things I thought didn’t belong—were laws, not fundamental elements.  Is it legal for a non-soldier to carry a sword in public?  How about armor?  Is a citizen required to serve in the military?  How about a woman?  How much does each rank of the army get paid?  These are the sorts of things lawmakers get to sort out and alter whenever necessary.

The rest of it, the bones underneath, seemed reasonably solid.

The Senate was a single-house legislature.  They passed laws by a five-sevenths majority.  They also held judicial power, trying cases or appointing judges to do so.

The Emperor had limited power to abolish laws, but required another five-sevenths majority of the Senate to agree with him.  I circled that and added a note: “Simple majority.”  I wanted it easier to get rid of a law than to make one.  The harder it is to make any law, the better.  It cuts down on pointless government interference.  The laws you have are the laws you really, truly need!  And the easier it is to remove a stupid law—or an outdated one—the happier it would make everyone, except, probably, the lawyers.

They still held to their belief there should be different classes, though.  At the bottom were slaves, unable to vote, having no real privileges, and only basic protections under the law.

Next up were citizen-slaves—citizens who, for a variety of reasons, might be legally relegated to the status of slave.  They still got to vote and had more privileges, but they were still slaves.

Then came the freemen, or plebians.  They were the commoners—farmers, tradesmen, merchants, and so on.

The patricians were minor nobility, to be given authority by the Senate and confirmed by the Emperor, over small areas of land.  In my head, I thought of them as baronets, barons, and viscounts—the lower echelons of the aristocrats.

The next step up was the equestrians.  These were the true nobility, the hereditary titles, granted or revoked by the Emperor, but only with the confirmation of the Senate.  They wouldn’t be governors, exactly, but they would be given responsibility for geographic regions.  These were forbidden from being elected to the Senate, however, and could hold no positions in government.  The exception was they could be promoted to the position of Emperor, if occasion called for it.

And, of course, the senatorial class were a higher rank than anyone but the Emperor.  However, a senator could, in theory, be elected from any class except the equestrians—the high nobles had other responsibilities, or so the Senate explained to me.  I felt that a slave, no matter how eloquent, might be at a disadvantage in an election, but they seemed to think it was fair.  Or didn’t care about slaves.

They also wrangled for quite a while about whether or not a senator could be boosted to the throne if there was a vacancy.  They finally decided no one in the senatorial class could become Emperor.

The Emperor was, obviously, the highest social class, but he could go no higher.  Unlike certain versions of Rome, the law clearly stated the Emperor was human and mortal.  No more divine Emperors, not even after death.  They were men and they did not ascend to divine status.

Personally, I suspected the equestrians would form a de facto third branch of government.  Or, perhaps, less a branch of government and more of an influence on both.  Since senators couldn’t be from the nobility, there would, for example, be an opportunity for patronage, if not the outright buying and selling of a Senate seat.  I thought for sure they had to be aware of how likely that would be, but there was nothing written down to stop it.

Is this how the Empire crumbles?  Possibly.  I suppose we’ll see.

There were a lot of other things, too, of course.  There were legal processes for declaring an Emperor’s heir unfit before his accession to the throne, ways to de-throne an already-sitting Emperor, contingencies for removing an Emperor who refused to step down, and so forth.  There were similar clauses for how to deal with Senators who didn’t measure up, what criteria would get a Senator de-purpled and expelled, how a criminal would be tried, who got to vote in elections, and all the rest.

How does this get us Kings and Queens of Zirafel and Tamaril?  I don’t see it.  Then again, this is only the start.  Give them a thousand years and see how it changes.

Overall, I thought they did a fair job.  People would no doubt find ways to abuse the system, but the point of the Articles of Imperium was not to be perfect, but to allow for consistent government.  And for responsible, wise people to amend it when faced with unscrupulous lowlifes.

Of course, the government is comprised of politicians.  They are unscrupulous lowlifes!

Still, it was good enough to approve.  I had them draw up a final draft.  This would be set in stone, I warned them, so they needed to be thorough and exact.

Tick, tick, tick, and they were done with it—they thought.  I read it through, double-checked their wording, and had them clarify everywhere I could willfully misinterpret their writing.  Finally, we got the best we could do.

I returned the senators to the Senate chamber. We appeared and I sighed.

“I’m supposed to tell you something about how politicians should be ethical and upright and honest,” I told them.  “But I’m not going to.  You know it already.  So you’re now the problem of the Mother of Flame.  If She has to tell Me someone is being dishonest, unethical, corrupt, or otherwise screwing around, I won’t be kind.  I won’t be understanding.  I will smite someone so hard, all their descendants will die in screaming agony, ending their line.  She’s watching you, and I will kill you the moment She asks.  This is your only warning.  Heed it or not, as you please.”

I set off a brute-force shift spell.  I hate those, but sometimes they’re necessary.

There were a couple of other things to handle, as long as I was dealing with human government.  Engraving the Articles of Imperium on the Senate wall, behind the rostrum where the Speaker stood, for example.  Putting up obelisks with the Articles on them was also on the list.  The obelisks appeared outside the baths in Tamaril and Zirafel.  Citizens needed to know their laws, or at least have the opportunity to read them for themselves.

Then it was back to the Flatstation for serious machine-shop work:  Upgrading my sunbore armor.

Yes, I had a protective suit that worked.  It kept me from frying, at least.  I went back to the drawing board, tweaking the design.  I wanted multiple layers of orichalcum mesh behind the outer layer of armor, each separated by a layer of microfiber material.  And a cable built in, one I could drag behind me as a grounding channel.  And several visors, each with a foil tinting, and a solid outer visor, like a blast shield.

Why?  Because I still had dragons to finish.  Therefore, I was going somewhere I’d never been before.  It might be an order of magnitude more dangerous.

No, I’ll refine that.  The environment might be an order of magnitude more dangerous.  The denizens were definitely more dangerous, which added to the total danger.  And, to top it off, now I had to worry about the sunrise.

I gave serious thought to turning the sun off for a while.  I decided against it.  Consistency was important.  Everything was working, so the correct thing to do was leave it alone!  I could work around it.  Probably.

Besides, if anything happened to me, who was going to turn it all back on?

A real hero would throw on the armor, go tromping into the valley of death, and prevail over all the odds.  Thing is, I’m not a hero.  I’m a guy with a Chaos infection and enough brains to know this was a bad idea.

Yep, it’s a bad idea, but I’m not going to let a little thing like that stop me!

Bronze and I shifted into the circle of standing stones.  I brought the suit with me, but I left it bundled for now.  I’d need it later.

Right then, I examined the circle for interference or tampering.  Did someone come out here into the boondocks of the southern continent, stick their fingers into my spell-work, and gunk my circuits up?

No.  Everything was as I left it.  There were no signs anyone had done anything of the sort.  And yes, I looked intently.  I traced every line, every curve, every channel.

I’m not going to say it’s impossible for someone to have built their own gate spell and targeted my voidstations.  I am going to say it’s impossible for anyone in Rethven to have done so.  They simply don’t have what it takes.  They have neither the technical skill nor the power reserves to do so.  And, even if we grant them a one-shot crystal with a sufficient charge, they don’t know enough about my voidstations to target one.  Given what I’ve done with the multiple firmament spells and the variations I’ve made, I’m not totally sure those tiny universes even react properly to random, flailing gate-tendrils.  You have to aim.

It wasn’t the circle of standing stones.  It was the wardrobe.  It had to be.

With that settled, I looked south, toward the Mountains of the Sun and the Spire.

How badly did I want a sample of a dragon from the primal Void?

Yeah, yeah, yeah.  Destiny.  Necessity.  Whatever.

From my self-assembly Stenmarkör, we did a brute-force shift to the centerline of the world, as close to the Mountains of the Sun as I felt comfortable appearing.  Not that we were all that close.  And I didn’t stay comfortable.

I put on the new, bulkier suit and felt like I was going for a spacewalk.  I had better mobility than early astronauts, but it was still awkward.  Bronze wore her microbot body.  Behind the saddle was a jumbo spool of heavy wire.  I had a metallic beach umbrella hanging off the pommel horn where Firebrand would normally go.

We galloped south, directly toward the Spire.  It was daytime, but I intended to see how far we could get before my eyebrows started to smoke.  At least the terrain wasn’t difficult.  Correction:  It wasn’t difficult for Bronze.  Once we got past the narrow strip of gently rising foothills, everything became rocky and jagged.  There was nothing even resembling a path.  The only thing Bronze cared about was keeping me from hitting a jutting tooth of rock, here and there.

This jagged terrain gradually gave way to bare rock of a more geometric sort, rather than the picturesque.  Flat planes of smooth stone, hard-edged and sharp, speared upward from acute angles, like empty corners in a funhouse.  We quickly left all level surfaces behind, continuing through planes of stone, none of which varied more than fifteen degrees from vertical.  The landscape seemed surreal and vaguely hostile.  It was an ant’s-eye view of walking through the interior of a geode.

Bronze didn’t mind.  In a microbot body, her hooves simply squished into the angles and gaps.  Her footing was fine, but she cautioned me about the space restrictions.  She wouldn’t be able to run much faster than a normal horse.  I was less concerned about speed than I was about my own footing, if and when I had to dismount.

I called it quits in the late afternoon.  We’d made great progress and, if my sextant and basic geometry could be trusted—a point I wasn’t willing to take for granted in this environment—the Spire wasn’t far off.  I stopped because, as I anticipated, the local magical field strength was not only off the charts but also fluctuating like a seismograph during an asteroid bombardment.  My teeth were buzzing, even inside the suit.

“This isn’t a place for mortals,” I said.  Bronze agreed.

“Maybe I should have worked on the assassins, first.”

Bronze pointed out that Velina was still investigating that.

“I could have spent more time on the Flatstation, then, studying how I turned into hungry little things.  I might find a way to use it—or to resist it.”

She stood there amid the strangely-angled planes of stone and waited for me to finish.

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.  Dragons, ice giants, then check with Velina, then study the personal disintegration into a swarm.  Got it.”

I opened a saddlebag and pulled out a lot of metallic films.  These resembled heat-reflecting foil survival blankets, but made with orichalcum alloy.  I handled them with care, layering them over me.  I might as well get ready for a sunset, even if it was still a long way off.  The layers of foil would also cut down on the magical static trying to drown me out—out of my mind, out of my body, out of existence, whatever.

Bronze observed what I was doing and promptly collapsed into goo.  This filled the angled trench formed by two faces of mountain, forming a level surface.  Moments later, she flowed upward, forming a dome over me, cutting off almost all the light except for a couple of small holes above and below for ventilation.

“Well, if you’re going to be all useful like that, what did I bring the foil for?”

She pointed out I hadn’t explained why I was bringing it.

“Maybe I didn’t want to think about you going liquid and flowing into different shapes.”

It was extremely useful, though.

“Yes, yes.  You like your microbots.”

Quite a lot, in fact.

“You’re welcome.”

She wondered if we were going to wait until sunset, then press on?

“Yes.  I can cope better with the field intensities then.”

She hoped so.  In the meantime, she was happy to wait.

I stepped into my headspace and did more thinking.  I do that when I’m trying to pass the time.  I had anticipated a more physically demanding and time-consuming trip.  Not that I was complaining about things going better than expected, but it’s always surprising, even if it is a very low bar.

The sun went down.  I underwent my usual transformation, but I was ready for it.  The Mountains of the Sun shadowed us, Bronze was still in a protective dome configuration, I had metal-foil drapes, and I was in an armored suit.

For once in my life, I felt perfectly safe from the sunlight.  Not so much the world around me, but the sun was the least of my many, many worries.

What gets to me, though, is the thought I might be in Rethven and someday screw up.  How ironic would it be if I met my end due to a sunrise I created?

A long time ago, I opened a gate and fried my face off.  Literally.  The light came from the sun I built.  Or was it the original Rethvan sun?  Either way, when that point came around again, I was flash-frying my face from both ends.

We saddled up and headed into the sharp-angled mountains again.  Bronze kept an eye on her footing and I kept an eye on the power levels.  I had theorized about the intensity near the center.  The hellbore had higher levels near the middle, so, up here, it was only to be expected that the magical intensity would be highest near the Spire.  The burning question, especially to me, was how intense were we talking about?  Hence the heavy-duty anti-magic armor.

I wish I had a good way to deal with my transformation byproducts.  Venting the suit wasn’t difficult, but there was no way to clean it out.  I’m not setting off a cleaning spell when it might peel away the outermost inch of flesh and bone, along with everything I was wearing.

Our trip through the mountains was otherwise kind of boring.  Angled planes lanced sharply down on all sides as we maneuvered our way toward the Spire.  On those rare occasions when I had line-of-sight, I took out my sextant to get a rough idea of how far we had to go.  On a more practical level—ground level—we had to negotiate a labyrinth of long, narrow canyons.

I wondered if the inconvenient, unsettling geography was troublesome by design.  Did the Heru want to remain undisturbed?  Or was it simply a byproduct of raising the mountains?  I think it was the second, since we came through it unscathed.  We didn’t encounter any guardians.  We didn’t encounter any funny spatiotemporal dislocations, either—no loop-backs, no repeating pathways, no endless trails.  Then again, I’m carrying the mark of Chaos within me.  Your mileage may vary.

The final V-shaped canyon we followed ended abruptly at a drop-off.  Bronze and I looked out over a vast crater.  It was circular, bowl-shaped, and reminded me of blast sites I have known.  We were maybe two hundred feet up, but it was hard to judge. The outer rim of the bowl went from near-vertical to gently sloped in a gradual progression.  There was no definite point where it stopped being wall and started being ground.

In the center stood the Spire.  It towered over everything the way the Eiffel Tower does when you’re standing at one of the footings.  Or the Washington Monument when you’re leaning against it, looking up.  Thing is, I wasn’t anywhere near it.  It was smooth as glass, pointed as a sharp word, and intimidating as a needle slowly drilling its way toward the center of your eye.

I was pretty sure I didn’t like it.

I took measurements to take my mind off other features.  Given the height of the Spire and the angle from me to the top, allowing for the approximate altitude from ground level, I could get a rough estimate of my distance from it.  That would be the radius of the circular area around it.

My estimations gave me a circle with a radius of twelve kilometers.  If the base of the Spire was two hundred meters wide, it barely took any space at all.  And that was an extremely mixed bag of good and bad.  There was a lot of empty space…

…between all the dragons.

Lots of dragons.

Enormous dragons.

All over the place, curled up and asleep, clustered around the base of the Spire.

I didn’t count them.  I didn’t want to count them.  I didn’t want to be here at all.  I was only present because I observed chaos-descendant dragons in the future and knew they had to exist.  I couldn’t find any, so I had to make them.  And I wasn’t having any luck making them, so I needed better materials to work with.  Ergo…

I muttered my polyglot litany of swear words while I considered how best to get down there and, with luck, get back up.  The slope wasn’t the big problem, not by itself.  The intensity of the magical forces made my eyeballs feel as though they were vibrating.  I felt like an explorer in a space suit going mountain climbing on Mercury during a solar flare incident.

Looking at it up close—too close—the Spire seems to act as a sort of induction transformer.  The Firmament shields the world from the Void.  Certain effects still get through.  The Spire behaves a little like a conductor inside a fluctuating magnetic field.  In an electrical system like this, current is produced, which is related to, but not the same as magnetism.  This current is magical energy.  As the Chaos ripples and writhes, more or less magical energy washes off the Spire, flooding the surrounding landscape.  And, the closer I get to it, the more powerful these currents and surges are.

The armor took it like a champ.  I was proud of it.  But how much more was it going to have to take?  And how much could I take?  True, I was a chaos-hybrid undead, but even fire elementals think hard before watching a supernova up close.

I brought additional safety gear, of course, but I wondered again if it was going to be enough.  Time to find out.  I brought out the reel of wire and an orichalcum stake, along with my foil-lined beach umbrella.

“I’m going down there.  I’ll keep you posted.”

Bronze wasn’t happy about me going alone.

“Look.  I have to go down to the outermost dragon.  I want to get the smallest scraping of skin or scale, then I’m out of there.  If all goes well, I’ll scamper back up the slope faster than any monkey up a tree and you’ll pound rocks at a dead run.  Okay?”

She agreed, but didn’t like it.

“I don’t like it, either, and for a variety of reasons.  It’s lethal down there because of the environment.  If I wake anything up, I’ll either oxidize to death, experience draconic digestion, or be reduced to vampire paste.  Those are the immediate things.”

She wanted to know what the non-immediate things were.

“The lingering anxiety and annoyance at having to do any of this Rethvan stuff at all, for one,” I told her.  “It’s not really relevant right now, though.”

Bronze told me I hid my feelings pretty well.

“Yeah,” I agreed, getting my gear sorted out and arranged.  “But, deep down, it constantly offends my sense of free will.  It’s like I’m destined to do all sorts of stuff—maybe.  Or not.  It’s either destiny doing it to me or I’m doing it to myself.”

She was of the opinion the whole time-travel problem could be laid squarely—or roundly—on the Evil Orb of Evil.

“Okay, I’ll agree with that.  Damned Black Ball of Badness started this time-loop nonsense.  My point is, this is my destiny—and I would spit if I dared, but not in this suit. Anyway, I have to do this and I hate it.”

Bronze informed me she would watch.  If anything went wrong, she would be there.

“I know.”

I lowered myself to the ground, awkwardly, leaning on one side of the V-shaped notch.  I worked myself out over the edge and hung there, kicking at and testing the face of the bowl.  The rock didn’t want to yield, but I convinced it with my armored toes.  The stone was still only stone.

Bronze took note of my efforts and told me to close my eyes.

“Why?”

She was of the opinion I wouldn’t want to see this.  So I did as she instructed and waited.

I didn’t see it, but she told me what she did.  She flowed down over the side, forming a layer over the stone.  Microbots ground away at the smooth stone, digging into it, hollowing out handholds.  When she was done, they slithered down to a point where it was practical to stand instead of crawl.

Climbing down was easy after that.  It was nice to know I had an easy way up, too.

I unwound my armor’s belt and laid out the cable.  This would help ground out any surges as I dragged it behind me.  I also opened my beach umbrella and kept it in front of me.  This shaded me from the worst of the effects radiating off the Spire, allowing me to replace—quickly—the worn pieces.

It tingled a lot more than I liked, but I didn’t turn into a cheese sandwich.  I’m no cheesier than usual.  I’ll call it a win.

The intensity of the fluctuations, though, was enough to make me worry about my physical integrity.  Sure, I can regenerate a lost eyeball or a hand that turned into sand and random radiation, but there were things I needed to do and the field intensity was going to get dramatically worse the farther into it I went.  I advanced until I could feel what passes for my soul start to sweat.

Yeah.  Here would be a good spot.

I reached into my tool pouch and drew out a hammer and metal stake.  This would act as a grounding point.  I attached the reel of wire I’d brought and paid it out as I advanced.  Surges would now have a grounding channel.  With the near end of the wire connected to the umbrella, I had a suitable shield.  In theory, a surge would hit my anti-magic parasol, go zipping down the wire to a lower-charge area, and be a lot less hard on the unfortunate idiot in the umbrella’s shadow.  I hoped this would allow me to penetrate closer to the Spire.

And it did.  It didn’t let me reach even the outermost dragon, though.  I ran out of wire.

I stood there, considering what to do.  I brought a thousand meters of wire.  I didn’t think I’d need more than that.  Peeking past the edge of my fragile shield, I figured I needed another five hundred meters.

I thought to myself:  Okay, genius.  Face it.  You’re going to have to go all the way back to base so you can bring another extension cord.

I have been more frustrated and angry with myself.  Not often.

I considered the prospect of making a run for it and hoping the dragons acted like natural barriers.  Thaumivores would, of course, absorb a lot of the magical output from the Spire, but these were also creatures of the primal Chaos.  Their native habitat was the Void.  Would they absorb magical emanations?  Did I want to risk a sprint across the lava in the hope the cooler-looking section was thick enough to hold me?  Or did I want to go back and start over with more spools of wire?

Bronze walked along with me as I ventured closer.  If I really wanted to go take a sample from a dragon, she could help me do it.

“All right.  What’s the plan?”

While the environment was unpleasant, even for her, she wasn’t feeling unstable.  Since she wasn’t composed of pure orichalcum, she would hang back—but she would disconnect my wire from the grounding stake and hold it in her teeth.  She would stretch herself out like an extension of wire.  With her size and mass, five hundred meters wouldn’t be a problem.

“And if I get hit by a big surge?”

She would be at the far end, allowing most of the surge to ground out along the wire lying on the stone before it even got to the grounding stake.

“Are you sure this will be safe?”

Bronze turned her head to look at me with one eye.  She didn’t have to say anything.  I looked around at where we were and sighed.

“Yeah.  Okay.  Go do it.”

She trotted back to the grounding stake, happy to be a bit farther from the burning intensity of the Spire.  I moved forward, slowly, hiding behind my parasol and relying on Bronze to guide me.

I wonder.  If the Heru were awake in the Spire, would they be watching my cautious advance?  What would they think?  Would they be offended by my audacity, amused by my ingenuity, or impressed by my survival?  Would they be taking bets?  What sort of odds would they be giving?

I bumped into a dragon and my heart made a beat.

I held still.  Bronze held still.  The world held still.  I wasn’t sure if the dragon held still, so I held even stiller and waited.  Nope.  No movement.

The fact I was actually going to do this loomed large before me.

I tested whether the parasol was still necessary.  Was the dragon acting like a rock in a swift current, blocking the magical tempest?  Yes, somewhat.  It was survivable, but not pleasant.  I continued to shelter with the parasol as I crouched next to the castle.

Dragon.  Not castle.  Sorry.  It was huge.  It wasn’t biology.  It was architecture.  Maybe terrain.  I’d forgotten how colossal the things were.  No, that’s wrong.  I hadn’t forgotten.  I had deliberately not remembered.  Now I was recalling it whether I wanted to or not.

I remember looking into one nostril.  In great detail.  I wish I didn’t.

I’d bumped into this dragon on the outside of its curve, somewhere around the upper tail.  If I’d wanted to, I could have taken a running leap to catch hold of a back-ridge-spine-thing and climb on top of the creature.  I didn’t, but I could have.

Instead, I crouched down in the lee of the dragon and took tools out of my belt.  Everything was a hand tool, since I didn’t want to give the rapidly-cycling magical field anything convenient to latch on to, like a power source.  The high-tech stuff was still useful, though.  Diamond blades are sharp anywhere inside a Firmament.  I tried various tools—knife, hacksaw, and the traditional hammer and chisel.

Chaos dragons have huge scales, and hard ones.  I could have made a shield out of this one scale and I’m not sure anything would get through it.  The knife didn’t.  The hacksaw did, but it was awkward.  There was no convenient spike to cut off.

I really didn’t want to hammer on a dragon.  What was I going to do?  Turn around and go back to beating my head against the walls of the Flatstation when we failed to make dragons?

Firebrand would have been nice to have around.  I felt the sudden and desperate urge to ask it if dragons were in any way sensitive to the condition of their scales.  Most scaled creatures don’t actually have nerves in their scales, but with creatures of myth, who knows?  They don’t have to obey the usual rules.

I thought at Bronze.  Bronze reassured me the dragon had not moved.

Yep.  I came this far.  Now I’m committed.  Maybe I should be committed for even thinking this was a good idea.  No, actually I never thought this was a good idea—just a necessary one.

I knelt, picked a good spot at the edge of a scale, and started lightly tapping the chisel, using a corner of it to score a line parallel to the rounded, somewhat-indeterminate edge.  The objective wasn’t to chisel anything off, but to give me a place where I could seat the biting part of the chisel.  Later, with the ultra-sharp chisel angled properly and seated in the groove, I could hit it with everything I could muster.

I would have prayed not to wake the dragon, but to who?  I need to associate with a better class of deity.  On second thought, considering my celestial forces issues, maybe I don’t.

I took my time and chiseled carefully.  I scored the groove on the scale, did it again, and did it again, deepening it each time.  I got out the diamond-toothed hacksaw and tried working my way in from the edge, forming a sort of wedge I might chisel out.  It took a while, but sunrise was still a long way off.  I was perfectly content to give myself every possible advantage to make the hard part extremely quick.

Yeah, I was rationalizing.  I did not want to find out if a single, glancing hammer-blow would be something a creature this big would notice.

Do dragons dream?  If so, was it having a dream it didn’t want to wake from?  Or was it hibernating, effectively comatose until the Heru who was its master emerged from the Spire?  Was it aware of me and simply unbothered by my presence?  Was it unable to feel me doing anything, as yet, and puzzled as to why I was there at all?  These are questions I would love to know the answer to.  Or, depending on the answers, maybe I wouldn’t.

Finally, after a lot of repetitive, painstaking work, I decided it was time to take my shot.  I prepared to drop tools, grab whatever bit came free, and run as though my heels were on fire, which might be understating the matter.  I also took several deep breaths for the anxiety-calming effects rather than the oxygen.

I seated my chisel, took great care in adjusting the angle, and held it firmly in place.  With my other hand, I lifted the hammer high, took careful aim, and pushed myself into hyperdrive.  Everything slowed to a crawl, even my own movements.  This let me bring the hammer down with all the power of my arm and still be accurate.  The chisel dug in, but it didn’t dislodge a fragment.  I hit it again, trying to hit it harder, then a third time, a fourth.

On the fourth blow, the hammerhead cracked on the flattened chisel hilt.  But a small chip of scale finally came free, snapping off and rocketing toward the ground.  It hit the stone, ricocheted, and I caught it on the bounce without penetrating the gauntlet.

Even in the midst of my anxiety—not panic—I considered that awesome.

As I reached to catch the fragment, my other hand snatched up my grounding parasol.  I abandoned everything else and headed back toward Bronze.  She reeled in the wire as fast as I approached, which wasn’t nearly as fast as I wanted to.  I had to keep the parasol intact, at least for several hundred meters, and if I really ran for it the air would rip it to fluttering ribbons.

On approach, Bronze re-formed and turned around, crouching in a very un-horse-like fashion.  I snapped the parasol forward, folding it inward, and held it like a lance.  I hopped up and allowed my forward momentum to carry me above her back.  She matched my speed and, as gravity started to pull me back down, my butt met saddle.  Then she tried to give me whiplash, which was exactly what I wanted.

I didn’t tumble out of the saddle.  I’ve been a horseman for quite a while and I’m used to these sorts of things.  And Bronze extended bits from her sides to grab me by the ankles and hold me in place.

We shot forward at speeds the Autobahn might find objectionable.  We went up the slope like a skateboarder at a park.  She hit the upper edge just right, popped over it, landed on multiform hooves, and galloped hell-for-leather through the sharp, harsh angles of the mountains while I encouraged her.  She ignored everything and concentrated fully on speed, which I found odd.

“The sun isn’t due to come up immediately, is it?” I asked, still not panicking.  “Have I lost track of time?”

She informed me she’d seen the dragon lift its head. I discovered it was possible to have a panic attack while steadfastly not panicking.

I crouched lower, held on, and cursed my helmet design, wondering if it was above us or behind us.

I don’t think it followed us.  If it had been after us, we would never have come out of those mountains.  I couldn’t gate us away and Bronze couldn’t outrun it.  I think—and I can’t prove it, but I think—it woke up enough to look around, didn’t see anything it cared about enough to finish waking up, and went back to sleep.

We got what we came for.  Everything else was merely a matter of inconvenient travel circumstances.


Law and Disorder

I wanted to get right back to dragon manufacturing, but I saw Velina’s note stuck to the wall of the arrival zone.  It wasn’t much of a note, just, “Please call at your convenience,” but she wouldn’t be leaving me a note if it wasn’t important.

Dragons could wait one more day, I decided.  I put the chip of dragonscale in transformation lab.  I then unlocked my more usual gear, recovered Firebrand from its favorite furnace, and shifted all of us back to Tamaril.

Shifting somewhere with Bronze requires more space than one might think.  She barely fits in a typical parking space and her height means she does not fit in a typical garage.  Fortunately, I know this from long experience.  We appeared in the Emperor’s stables and trotted out.  Nobody saw us arrive.  Not that I would have minded.  I’m trying to appear mysterious, short-tempered, and increasingly impatient.  Some of those are disturbingly easy.

This should make things easier on whoever gets stuck with the Emperor’s job.  People will be much happier with their new Emperor if I can be nasty enough.  I need to find ways to work harder at it.  People should be glad I’m gone.

Bronze carried me around to the front entrance of the Palace.  I dismounted and went in while she went off to wait.  If I ever had time and was bored, she pointed out, she wouldn’t mind another quasi-avatar horse body.  I wrote it down on my pad.

I walked in and people—where the hell did all these people come from?—got out of the way, bowing.  I don’t know who established the protocol, but it worked as a way to announce my presence.  Once I was officially and obviously in residence, I settled into the Imperial drawing room.  It was an unofficial audience chamber, one where the Emperor might have a quiet word with someone without going through all the hoo-ha of the throne room.  It was a nice little place, very private, somewhat cozy, and poorly furnished.  Palace décor wasn’t foremost in my mind when I was designing the place.

I noted the time and waited.  The local gossip grapevine would inform Velina of my presence.  How long would it take?  Meanwhile, I made notes on how to furnish the room properly.  It definitely needed a couch instead of the stone benches.  The stone table could stay.  It was small enough, comfortably seating six, but it needed heavy, carved chairs to go with it.

I had the chairs in and a couple of nice rugs—abstract geometric designs, primarily blue with yellow highlights—when my phone buzzed.

“Imperial Hotline.”

“Good,” Velina replied.  “I wish to speak to His Imperial Majesty.”

“Go ahead,” I told her.  I was surprised she played along.

“Do you have time to hold a meeting?”

“On what?”

“Economic policy.”

“Sure.”

“Where and when?”

“All day, if you need it.  Where would you like to have it?”

“The conference chamber on the second floor of the Palace?”

Uh-oh.  The conference chamber had a big table.  It seated sixteen and had room around it for aides and assistants to sit behind their bosses.

Why is it I get blindsided by people problems whenever I risk my life in dealing with a world-class problem?  Ecology, astronomy, thermodynamics, or whatever seems to always have a problem in politics, economics, or policy following it.

Yeah, yeah.  I know it’s not always the case.  It sure feels like it, though.

“I’ll be there,” I agreed, and hung up.

I finished redecorating the drawing room before moving on to the conference room.  In the conference room, the first order of business was to remove all the chairs.  I didn’t know how many people might be at the meeting, but I intended to keep it as short as possible.

Velina was the first person in the door.  I gestured her in and she moved quickly to shut the doors behind her.  I gave her an inquiring look.

“There are many who will be joining us,” she said.

“Ah.  What’s on the agenda for today?”

“It has been days since the Senate announced their work on the rules of government.  No one has heard from you.  Have you approved it?”

“If we’re talking about the laws set in stone, yes.”

“I thought as much,” Velina agreed.  “I have said so, but there are those who wish to be reassured.”

“The Obelisks of Law appear out of nowhere and they’re not sure about it?”

Velina shrugged.  I sighed.

“Very well,” I agreed.  “I’ll make an announcement.”

“Once you do, there are many things that, under the law, require your attention.”

Damn, thought I.  I hadn’t thought this part through.

“I’ll deputize a lot of people as soon as I can delegate the authority.”

“I understand.  However, Gnaeus and I are of the opinion the Treasury needs to release money, and soon, or there may be trouble.”

“They really do want to start fighting over who earns what, who buys what, and how much gold they can hoard,” I sighed.  “Typical.  Okay.”  I glanced at the door.  “I hear people in the outer chamber.  Let’s get this over with.”

Maybe I should let the assassins get me.  No, they don’t know how to kill me.  I’d have to tell them, which is tantamount to suicide, and we’re not there yet.

Despite my encouragement, the meeting was boring, tried my patience, and went on for hours.  On the plus side, we did what needed doing in hours, rather than weeks, so I’ll take it.

I never wanted to be Emperor.  I don’t know what else I could have done, though.  Sure, I could have dumped everyone into Zirafel and let them sort it out for themselves.  I’m guessing there would be a military junta in nothing flat, followed by a dictatorship, rigid social stratification, and a complete lack of basic human rights.

Either Gnaeus would have been assassinated, or he would have been a fantastic example of an iron-fisted tyrant.  Could have gone either way, I’m thinking.  Why didn’t I do that?  It would have been so much easier on me.

To be fair, the Senate hadn’t gone into a whole lot about basic human rights, but they did cover the privileges of citizens vis-à-vis the government’s authority.  For example, it was generally illegal to simply seize a citizen’s assets.  However, an Emperor could order assets seized—individually and personally.  A multi-millionaire might find his holdings suddenly the property of the Empire, but the Emperor had to sign off on the specific individual, each of his holdings, and personally present the writ of seizure to the Senate.  It didn’t prevent the common man from being subjected to the same treatment, but by bottlenecking the process through a single individual, it virtually assured only the wealthy were at risk.

I don’t think this first Senate was at all sympathetic to the rich.

Still, the meeting went relatively well.  We made lists of things to buy and sell through government outlets.  Bread, shoes, clothes, weapons, tools, armor, rope, livestock, lamp oil, lamps, needles, thread, plows—all the material goods we could think of.

Then we set prices the government would buy and sell for.  Okay, I set prices.  The prices would adjust over time, once people started actually buying and selling stuff.  I planned to be a roaming vagabond by then, so all that would be someone else’s headache.  Besides, the Empire wouldn’t be in all these businesses forever.  It would trim down to only certain fundamental goods, acting as an economic stabilizer.  At least, that’s what I outlined for the senators and a bunch of other people who seemed to have an interest.  I didn’t know who the others were and I didn’t bother to ask.

What did bother me was the way nobody seemed to quite follow my reasoning.  How would this be good for the Empire?  Why was this necessary?

I might be the most qualified for the job, and that’s a scary thought.

We stayed in the meeting and hacked out the details, one thing at a time.  I drew on the wall with chalk, like a blackboard, making charts.  Visual aids are so helpful.

They wanted to take a break for lunch.  We didn’t.

They wanted chairs.  They didn’t get them.

They wanted to take a break for dinner.  We didn’t.

Note the differences.  I got a chair.  I’m the Emperor.  But lunch and dinner?  Nope.  I was right there with them, shuffling parchment and papers, making notes, listening and debating and sometimes exercising the Divine Right of Kings to tell people to shut up and do it My way.  Food?  No, I’ll tough it out with you.  This is important.

The chair was a symbol of authority.  The skipped meals were an indication of priority.  I think I made both my points.

I made sure to wrap things up before sundown.  Overall, I was pleased with the economic fate of the nation.  Of course, they could do whatever they wanted with what I gave them.  And they could screw it up however they pleased.

With everyone dismissed, Velina and I were the only ones in the conference room.  She moved to the table, half-sat on it, and waited while I leaned back in the chair.

“Headache?”

“Yes.  My neck and shoulders are tight as a drum.”

“You did very well.”

“Oh?  You’re pleased at how the first stage of shifting to a cash economy is going?”

“I am pleased and impressed you did not kill anyone.”

“Funnily enough, I was thinking the same thing.  I sometimes wonder if I should be striving for something better.”

“How so?”

“It’s all well and good to be happy about not killing anyone, but in most civilized cultures it’s a default, not a goal.  You don’t have to say, ‘I had a good day.  I didn’t murder anyone.’  People should be able to assume you didn’t.”

“This is not a valid assumption for gods.”

“I’m not a god.”

“You wield the authority and power of a god.  You must think and act like a god,” she stated.

What really got to me was her tone.  I don’t know what it is, but sometimes I hear it when people state absolute truths.  Well, truths that are absolute to them.  It’s a factual, undeniable way of speaking, but it’s also more than that.  Part of me feels it and reacts to it.  They say something with total confidence, give voice to a concept upon which their whole worldview pivots, and I hear it.  I don’t know what it is, but, once in a while, I hear that certainty, that absolute, personal truth, as pure and clear as a cathedral bell cast in solid silver.

Why don’t I hear it more often?  Why is it so rare?

Because most people don’t have it.  Most people float wherever the currents of the world take them, like discarded trash in the ocean.  A few of the more certain souls swim in the sea, choosing, at least in part, where their destiny lies.  It is a rare, rare thing indeed to find someone whose existence has a foundation under it, and upon whom the currents of society, the waves of doubt, the storms of ridicule all break.

And Velina’s foundation was a bit of wet sand and clay.  She believed in me.

Damn it, I know this!  I’ve never faced it, never argued with her about it.  I’ve never really tried to drive home how wrong she is!

What would be the consequences?  What if I told her, made her understand?  Compare those to the consequences of someday letting her down.  Which is the worse deed?  Which one is going to damn me?  No, wrong question.  My damnation was settled a long time ago.  I’m damned if I do and damned if I don’t.  The much more important question—the only question—is which one will hurt Velina less?

The way I see it, there exists a small but definite chance she can live her whole life—or all her lives, if I keep recycling her—without ever having to face the truth.  I’ll have to do my best and hope the universe is willing to accommodate me on this.

“The gods,” I said, after a moment’s thought, “should still be held accountable.”

“By whom?” she argued.  “Those who do not know what is being done, nor why?  When has the mob ever wished to do something hard for a benefit difficult to foretell?  It requires vision and the stature to see over the common crowd.”

“And the ego to believe one is correct when everyone else is against it,” I pointed out.

“Which you have.”

That brought me up short.  Is it ego?  Or do I know more?  Or do I only believe I know more?  I judge people by looking inside them and seeing their inner nature.  I’m not guessing about whether or not someone is a serial killer.  I look inside and I know.  There are a hundred other examples of things I can do and humans can’t.  But being the most skilled and knowledgeable toddler on the playground doesn’t mean I’m qualified to do brain surgery.

There’s a philosophical rabbit hole I don’t want to go down.

“Maybe so,” I allowed, “but I shouldn’t be arrogant,” I told her.  “I’ll work on it.  Any private observations on how the economy is going?”

“No.”

“I noticed Gnaeus looked pleased.”

“You are using the army as a primary disbursement of cash into the economy.  His soldiers will be the ones who first obtain money, so they will be pleased.  He is a firm believer in keeping the soldiers happy or busy or both.  I agree with him.”

“Good policy.  By the way, did we ever figure out who we wanted for the Imperial Treasurer?”

“No.  I have recommendations, if you wish.  They were here at the meeting.”

“Bring them by again after dark.  I’ll look them over and quiz them.  And, speaking of personnel, where’s that guy, Caius Loosened Decimal?”

“Caius Lucius Decimus,” Velina supplied.  “He is presently a member of the Palace Guard.  Gnaeus and I are still keeping a close eye on him, but we are uncertain what you want done with him.”

“Is he still worming his way into everyone’s good graces?  Demonstrating his ability, earning promotion, all that good stuff?”

“He is making every attempt, yes.”

“Sounds like he’s trying to scale the ladder.  Even so, he’s my go-to guy when I think of a conspiracy to assassinate me.  I’m hoping there’s only one.  It would make things so much neater and simpler.”

“I still have misgivings about giving him power.”

“I’m more interested in how quickly he’s learning to use it.  If he really is a good leader, I might laugh at his audacity and appoint him Emperor.  Right now, I have other things to worry me.  Is there anything else here I have to do immediately?  I have dragon experiments and I don’t know how long they’ll take.”

“Are the voidstations hurrying?”

“Not right now. The default is to use the time-tickers as temporal stabilizers while I’m here.”

“Then I would suggest we pay close attention to the financial needs of the Empire.  Also, if you have a good way to help with the investigation regarding the individual who entered the Flatstation, I would appreciate it.”

“Has anybody broken into the palace recently?”

“No one of which I am aware.  It has been a few days since the crossbowman.  I have yet to determine how someone could have reached the cabinet portal.”

“Someone is thinking things through and taking all precautions,” I decided.  “I’m guessing whoever came up with the idea didn’t want it traced back—and actually gave it serious thought.  I kind of hope it’s that Caius kid.  If there’s another conspiracy, it means I have a lot more work in store.  I don’t want competing conspiracies killing off mortal Emperors.  I’d much rather there was one conspiracy trying to kill the God-Emperor of Tamaril.”  I sighed and clonked my head against the back of my chair.  “Maybe I can attract their attention and get a better feel for who is trying to kill me.”

“May I ask how?”

“I’ll take a bath.”

I wanted to get back to the Flatstation and start dragon-making again.  I hate putting a project on hold halfway through.  However, knowing there were things to do in the Empire before I took risks—risks with potentially long-term consequences—I reluctantly put the dragon-making on a low fire.  I admit I went to the Flatstation and set everything up, but I didn’t actually start the spell.  I wouldn’t have to waste time when I decided to start, but there were other things with more immediate deadlines.

Being seen in the Empire was a good idea.  The Senate was missing for a couple of days, as was the Emperor.  Velina and Gnaeus were still there.  They ran the place without any problems.  The weather helped by being rainy when it wasn’t outright storming.  People tended to stay indoors.  Another week and my right and left hands might have had to exert themselves to formally assume authority.  As it was, we now had the Senate in chambers, an Emperor on the throne, and a structure of government.

I need to formally establish Imperial deputies—chancellor, grand vizir, treasurer, grand marshal of the army, and so on.  For now, the Senate can ask Velina and Gnaeus if I’m not available.

It is sometimes important to account for how long something will take when considering priorities.  If I have to spend one day doing something, but it will take a week to take effect, I should get it started so the week can start counting down.  If there’s a delay of a year or two while it develops—can anyone say “the seasons”?—that needs to get started immediately.  There are other factors, but the hang time, when it has one, needs to be considered.

Politics don’t necessarily have a long lead time.  As Emperor, I can issue orders.  Locating assassins?  Longer lead time.  They have to be tracked down.  The real issue with assassins is they take so much of my personal time and effort.  Ice giants?  Dragons.  We’ll get them, damn it.  I may have to start by blowing up most of the ice giants while breeding several dragons to establish an ecological balance, though.

Ecology.  Ah, yes.

I checked in with Gaia.  The extrapolations and trends all looked good.  If nothing went catastrophically wrong, we were on a solid track to a viable environment.

Now, though, I added a few new parameters.  The computer program was pretty versatile, designed to cope with unexpected discoveries.  Specifically, there were custom creature templates.  I could add aliens!  If the terraforming seed ship found life that didn’t match anything in the data banks, it could improvise.

So I told it about ice giants.  And I did my best to tell it about dragons.  I left it to think on those additions while I went to a bathhouse.

It was late at night by the time I got there, which suited me.  I spent a couple of hours in the water, trying to relax.  It was easier than I thought, since, at that unreasonable hour, there was almost no one there.  The few people who patronized the baths when I did had absolutely no wish to disturb me.

I’ve seen it before and I still have a hard time realizing it.  Without electric lighting—or convenient lighting, anyway—people’s lives are pretty much ruled by sunshine.  If the sun is up, it’s time to be out doing things.  If the sun is down, it’s time to be indoors.  I’m a product of a technological society where daytime was largely optional.  Most businesses might be closed at night, but there was still a lot one could get done in the hours before dawn.  Now I’m a creature who doesn’t care about light, for the most part, so I don’t have the same psychological influences as a human.

As for being in the baths, this suited me perfectly.  It was dark out, Firebrand lay next to the steaming water, and I had my big, black towel with me.  A man should always know where his towel is, even if his armor is safely locked away.

Nobody tried to kill me.  Well, that was fine.  I wasn’t trying to put up a neon sign at the fairgrounds, “Three shots for a dollar!”  I was starting a pattern.  Assassins love it when their target has a predictable routine. A few people noticed His Majesty relaxing in the baths at four in the morning.  If I did it again and again, interested parties would set up a plan to assassinate me there.

And whoever showed up would know things.  Hopefully, he would know something useful.

I lounged for an hour or so and discovered I was starting to enjoy myself.  It was quiet, I was comfortable, and, although I was setting up a trap, I could spend the time thinking, organizing the mess in my mental study, rather than worry so much about the problems of the Empire.

It was nice, the whole sitting quietly thing.  I don’t do it enough.  It was actually quite nice.

What does it say about me that I relaxed while waiting for the latest assassin?

Although I relaxed, I thought about how to show Gnaeus I was thinking of him and pleased with his service.  About then, I also remembered I had the beginnings of the dama in my palace.  Training them was important, but training will only go so far if you don’t have a natural talent for it.  The dama would breed excellence into its ranks… eventually.  I still needed to jump-start that, too, like I jump-started everything else after the Long Night.

Damn paradoxes.

Again, none of my thinking was overly technical.  It was all about the ideas.  Brainstorming.  Not the details, just the general outlines.

I felt the dawn starting and still nobody tried to kill me.  Oh, well.  Same-day service is more of a technological society thing.  I went through a rinse cycle.

Okay.  I have a lot of things to do.  What next?  There are a lot of things needing doing—many of which have to happen in Rethven.  Others can be done in a different time stream in order to affect Rethven, and at least one needs doing entirely outside Rethven.

Let’s see…

Crap.  I didn’t write down the bit about the ice giants shooting down my anti-winterspike drones.  Okay, that should at least be quick.  Send in the drones, watch them, and see how they shoot them down.  I’ll need to know what defenses to put in future drones if I’m going to engage vermin control measures.

I sent a dozen drone bombers sweeping east to west in Rethven.  Their course took them a little north of the frost line, blasting anything colder than the ambient temperature.  This went quite well for over a hundred miles and several thousand ice giants.

This confused me.  If they have the capacity to blast a drone, why didn’t they do so immediately?  They did, eventually, start shooting at them, but it took a while to get going.

I monitored the remote telemetry on a pad and through the satellite scrying view on a mirror.  One drone reported a sudden drop in temperature—and it kept dropping.  They’re designed to work in sub-zero environments, but the temperature plummeted sharply from about fifteen below freezing to fifty below—and kept going.

Ice gradually formed on the body panels, despite the fine web of heating wires in them.  Worse, ice formed on the rotor blades, slowly ruining the air-moving characteristics.  Even at maximum speed, they couldn’t shift enough air.  This forced the drone to lose altitude.  The temperature kept dropping.

The drone crashed moderately hard, but I think there would have been survivors if it was a passenger vessel.  Still, the damage was enough to trigger the self-destruct.  Veins of explosives ran along all the structural members.  Coils of it surrounded various components.  Anywhere we could use it safely, a rigid plastic explosive comprised the actual structure of each drone.  The result was a fair-sized explosion, but it wasn’t designed as a weapon.  It was a built-in demolition.  This left nothing larger than a fingernail clipping.  Even those were widely scattered and usually on fire.

The freezing process then began again on another drone.

I watched without interfering.  These drones were expendable.  They could shoot down all of them and I wouldn’t mind.  What I wanted was to see how.

I would have bet money they developed a heat ray.  Oh, well.

With that accomplished, my question then became “Who?”  By tracking the line of effect back to the source, I found him.  It.  The ice giant.

There seems to be a correlation between size and age.  The bigger the ice giant, the older it is, in general terms.  There are other factors that can influence this, such as partial melting or getting rained on and frozen, I suppose, but, in general, if it’s thirty feet tall, it’s older than the one only ten feet tall.

The one pointing the blue icicle at my drone was about that size.  The icicle was wand-sized in comparison, which meant it was probably a staff for anyone in a human scale.  His back-spines stood up and out, vibrating in a complex chord.

It was definitely a freezing spell.  The monitoring equipment on the aircraft noted drastic temperature changes and, in moments, my control pad chimed a new warning about potential ice buildup.

Maybe I should make a study of the chiming, singing noises the ice giants use for their spells.

I sent new targeting commands to the other combat drones.  They started bombing runs at what might very well be the King of the Ice Giants.

None of them hit.  Not even the shrapnel.  Doggone deflection spells.  It’s not fair when someone else gets to use them!  Or, no, it is fair, but damned inconvenient.

Fortunately, Jumbo the Ice Giant Wizard had less experience than I did.  While it had obviously developed a way to not get hit by the angry rocks from the sky-demons, a less obvious problem made itself felt.  As the saying goes, “‘Close’ only counts in horseshoes and hand grenades.”

Ice giants are tough.  I’ll be the first to admit it.  But twenty men with the correct weapons—axes and sledgehammers leap to mind—will make short work of one.  It’ll be bloody, but the ice giant is going to be reduced to chunks in short order.  Twenty grenades will do something similar, even if not one piece of shrapnel makes contact.  The concussion wave that shatters glass in a window works equally well on ice.

After the first volley, the ice giant stopped freezing my drone.  The alerts still chimed, but the buildup stopped.

Down on the ground, the giant tried to upgrade the deflection, diverting the grenades over a greater distance.  It was too late.  The initial volley had broken its concentration and the bombers were circling, releasing a continuous barrage.  A crack appeared, which I infer to be the equivalent of a broken bone in a human.  The giant staggered and lost its spell entirely.  It cracked again, went to its knees, and continued cracking.  It fell, hit hard, and shattered.

I switched the supply points for the drones.  Now they dropped incendiary grenades.  We turned the whole area into a lake.

I have to admit I’m surprised at their magical progress.  I wouldn’t have thought any ice giant could be a creative thinker.  They simply didn’t have the right mindset.  I guess when you have a million of them, combined with the stress of—to them—an active war, even the dumbest creatures can get lucky.  Maybe a few of them made a conceptual breakthrough as far as spell design was concerned.

It still bothered me, though.  First the sun goes out, then they shoot down the rising stars, then there’s the winterspike development, then the icy rotors, and now a deflection spell.  Maybe they have a human wizard, somewhere, and they’re keeping him alive for his usefulness?  No, that’s unlikely.  They can’t set aside their hatred for anything warmer than them.  Or, I don’t think they can.  Both a creative ice giant and a tolerant ice giant seem equally impossible.

Now, though, I had an idea of what to expect.  Targeting by temperature would still target the biggest ice giants.  I wanted as few of those as possible.  If this wasn’t their king, then maybe I could find him.  Or the drones could.

I sent them on a survey flight from one Edge to the other, doing thermal mapping, looking for the coldest spots.  Once we had a good baseline for temperatures, sizes, and locations, I sent them back to seek and destroy.

There were other ice giants who knew the freeze spell, darn it.  All ice giants can work magic, at least to some extent, but the ones I had to worry about were the wand-wielding professionals.  They were of a type, generally.  Older, bigger, and colder, and carrying a magical tool made of ice.  A wand, to them, presumably as a spell focus.

The kill ratio was slightly over one to one.  A dozen drones killed fourteen ice giant wizards.  I regarded this as unacceptable.

On the other hand, at least one of the icicle wands survived.  I gated in, stole it, and made sure the others didn’t survive.  I wanted to examine the enchantment.

It wasn’t a surprise, really.  Someone had taken an ice giant’s back spine and turned it into a spell focus.  Technically, anyone with magical talent could use it.  All it required was the ability to channel energies.  It was like a hand-cranked version of a flashlight.  You don’t have to understand how it works, but you do need to be able to crank it.

On the other hand, I wasn’t entirely sure an ice giant would be willing to get a back spine snapped off.  It might be like asking someone to willingly hand over a finger.  There are people who will do it for a good reason, but it’s got to be a damn good reason.  I doubted they were going to equip everyone with a drone-freezing wand.

More to the point, I hoped really hard this wasn’t something every ice giant could do.

A lot of this had to take place in Rethven’s time stream.  At least I could analyze things and plan responses in the Flatstation.

The drones definitely needed upgrading.  They needed to be able to glide, for one thing, which meant longer, sailplane-like wings.  I didn’t want them to rely on rotors for direct lift, not when the rotors were so easy to freeze.  They also needed to be high-altitude and have at least basic camouflage systems—and thermal cloaking!  Ice giants could sense heat, so I didn’t want to risk my drones being easily seen or targeted.  No doubt they would still be shot down, on occasion, but I was prepared to accept losses.

My biggest problem was the spells.  I can mass-produce technology.  Mass-producing magical devices is another story.  If I wanted a single drone to bomb everything, I could put every spell in the book on it.  But if I’m making a dozen or a hundred of the things, it’s harder.

Luckily, I didn’t want enchanted items.  I could use spells.  These things were, to me, disposable weapons.  What did I care if they shot down ten or ten thousand?

I used a technique from the Parthian Acquisition, went I sent the men to the showers.  The drones had spaces, but not shift-spaces.  They were exactly sized and ready to receive a package, but they were simply spaces.  Elsewhere, one shift-box was summoning an armed bomb from somewhere, blinking it into a drone, and constantly repeating the process.  If it got a bomb back, that was fine; it forwarded it to the next drone.  Anytime the reloader was empty, it brought in a new bomb.

Ten thousand spells?  Nope.  An afternoon of work.  It was so much easier and simpler, I was convinced it would all go wrong.  We’ll see.

I also took an hour off, always around three or four in the morning, to lounge in a huge, steaming pool.  It’s important to make it look like a habit if I want to attract my prey.

I should get a clone, make it look like me, and install neural-interface software.  The baths were nice, yes, but they’re not really in my comfort zone.  Besides, I have things to do.  It gets harder and harder to relax when I keep coming up with more stuff to get done!

Luckily, I have transhumanist cloning technology.  On one of my trips back from the baths, I detoured to start growing a clone.  It wasn’t a clone of me, since my cells don’t respond in a normal fashion.  It would look a lot like me, though, and we could modify it once it was out of the tank.

I also got reports about the economy of the Empire.  Introducing money was a big event and things went a little wonky.  People are weird when money is involved.  Suddenly, they were willing to sell anything to the Empire and to each other.  It wasn’t a massive free-for-all, but now things had more value to them because you could get money for them!  Which meant there were a lot more property claims, hoarding, stealing, and general loutishness.

People in golden cloth were everywhere.  Not all of them were women.  There were now men in gold tabards, as well.  I didn’t ask how large the police force was, but Gnaeus assured me there was no need to get the army involved.  I was pleased.  I was also pleased Velina trusted enough of the relative newcomers to put them in gold.

I was even more pleased to discover there were no capital cases to be tried.  If there had been more organization—a coterie of ex-soldiers in a scheme to corner the market on wine, for example—things would have gotten serious.  As it was, most of the time is was fists and cudgels, not swords.

I kept my mouth shut and waited for things to settle down.  I read reports, but I didn’t interfere.  If they needed my help, Velina or Gnaeus would have asked.

I didn’t spend any time in the throne room, though.  It bores me.  I did make a special arrangement for an audience with the nominees for Imperial Treasurer.  After a deep look into them, I went with Gnaeus’ suggestion, Tiberius.  From Velina’s candidates, I approved two more people—Claudia and Camilla—as his deputies.  Tiberius wasn’t pleased.  He was hoping to have real deputies, meaning men.  I didn’t mind.  He would either adapt to the idea or I would give him a gift of a farm on the northern continent.  He wouldn’t have to buy it.

Still, the economic upheaval of suddenly having money around was a bit beyond him.

“What policy should we enact?  What do we do about the unrest?” he asked.

“Do?” I repeated.  “What do you mean?”

“The people want money,” he clarified.  “They want to gain wealth.”

“I don’t see why.  There is very little to spend it on.”

“But it’s money,” he said, as though to a child.  I sighed.

“Look, I’ve explained this before.  I’m getting tired of repeating myself when you obviously aren’t…  Hang on.  I’ll give you an example.  Bring your deputies.”

We removed ourselves to a small sitting room.  I worked on the walls while they stood around and waited.

“Majesty?”

“Hmm?”

“Why are we here?”

“That’s an interesting philosophical question and one I feel mankind is destined to seek the answer to.  The answer is in the quest to discover it, not in an ultimate revelation.”

“Um.  I… I don’t think I understand.”

“The real treasure is the friends you make along the way.  Now pay attention.”

I placed a box on the table.

“Here we have a few things.  I have a bottle of water, a bag of dried meat, and a blanket.  How much are these things worth?  In coinage, please.  Tiberius, what would you pay for these things?”

“Today?”

“Today.”

“I would think the blanket worth at least a couple of silver coins.  The dried meat, perhaps the same.  The water… the bottle is glass?”

“Yes.”

“If the bottle is included, another few silver, at present.  Glassmaking isn’t—”

“Yes, I understand the concept.  Now, the whole lot of this is worth, perhaps, six silver.  Eight at the outside.  Do you have any money?”

“Yes.”

“Enough to buy it all?”

“Yes.”

“Do you want to?”

“Pardon me?”

“Do you want to buy this stuff?”

“No, but thank you for the offer.”

“Then it isn’t worth six silver.  It matters to you which you have, the silver or the substance.  You prefer—you place a higher value on—the silver.”

“I suppose so.”

“Now, I’m going to lock you in a dungeon.  It is very cold.  You will be given neither food nor drink.  You can probably lick enough moisture off the walls to survive until starvation is the issue.  Is there anything on this table you would like to purchase before I slam the door?”

Tiberius chuckled and shook his head.

“Your Majesty jests.”

So I locked him in a dungeon and returned to the conference room.  I sat with Claudia and Camilla and had a pleasant discussion about the concepts of supply and demand.  We were getting into the idea of money being valueless—because it is—by the time their curiosity became unbearable.

“May I make an inquiry?” Camilla asked.

“Of course.”

“About Tiberius?”

“What about him?”

“Is he… alive?”

“Yes.  He’s merely getting an object lesson rather than a verbal one.  Which reminds me.  He’s been having his lesson for a while.  I’ll go check on him.”

They wanted to ask questions, but you don’t tug on the Dark Lord’s cape.  I brought back a cold, thirsty, hungry Tiberius.  We then discussed how money was a symbol, not a thing of value on its own, as well as topics like inflation, productivity, profit, recessions, and so on.

I gave Claudia and Camilla a good economics lesson.  Tiberius understood it.

Tiberius’ time-out for thinking also gave me another chance to be the Evil Emperor, proving you don’t want dark gods on the throne.  I saw an opportunity to be nasty and I took it.  I would hope whoever wound up on the throne after me might appreciate it, but I doubted it.

In the conference room, I turned the instigating question around once Tiberius recovered.

“So, there’s economic chaos in the streets,” I said.  “People are a little bit crazy about the new coinage and they’re scrambling.  What do we need to do about it?”

“Nothing,” Tiberius replied.  Claudia and Camilla looked thoughtful, but didn’t argue.

“Oh?  And why do we do nothing?” I asked, prompting my star pupil.

“Because anything we do will only add to the uncertainty.  The Empire needs to have a stable value for each coin.  Bread and grain are not the best things to base it on, because it can vary from season to season, but it will serve.  Grain can be stored, reserved for lean years, to feed the people and keep the money at the same value, or nearly.  People will eventually settle it themselves if anyone can say, ‘Two gold coins?  That’s ridiculous!  I can buy a whole loaf of bread for two coppers!’”

“I knew you’d understand.”

“It was a pointed lesson.”

“No one makes it to a high position without undergoing trials.”

“So I’ve learned.”

“Good.”  I clanked a ring of keys in front of him.  He didn’t grab them.  He looked at them with an expression of acute anxiety.

That suited me.  He really did understand the job.

“Take the rest of the day for yourself.  Report to the Treasury and assume your duties in the morning.  You two,” I continued, looking at the ladies, “examine the Treasury today and prepare to brief Tiberius tomorrow.”

“Yes, Your Majesty.”

With them dismissed, I was alone with Velina.  She showed no hurry to leave.

“How’s your day going?” I asked.

“All is well, aside from this foolishness with the common people.”

“Did I say money was going to be troublesome?”

“I am certain you did.”

“Thought so.  Do you need anything?”

“No…”

“You don’t sound entirely certain.”

“If it can be done without wasting the Emperor’s time, I do have a request.”

“Name it.”

“It has been quite a while since last I had the opportunity to enjoy professional company.  Might I be granted leave in such an establishment?”

“Is there no one in Tamaril?”

“No one who knows what they are doing,” she sneered.

“Ah.  If you like, you can set up a shop and we’ll find professionals to staff it.”

“No,” she replied, shaking her head.  “The people of Tamaril look at me differently.  There are things I cannot do—or must do—to maintain my face.”

The term face is a poor translation of a Tassarian word.  It has a similar meaning to the Japanese idea of “face,” or menboku.  Very roughly, it means how people see someone.  It’s broader than a simple reputation, but I’m not sure how to explain it.

“Whatever you want,” I told her.  “I’ll set up a search gate.  What do you want me to find?”

“I believe I can manage.”

“By all means, go right ahead.  Feel free to call me if you have any trouble.”

“I shall inform Mauricia and Claudia I will be unavailable overnight.”

I rearranged a time-ticker chain as we headed through the Stepstation to the Flatstation, running the station constellation more quickly to save Rethvan time.

“You have secured the doorways?” Velina observed.

“Yes.  No more assassins sneaking aboard.”

“Yet, you lounge in the baths every night.”

“You heard about that already?  Good.  My assassins are likely to be alerted, too.”

“Ah.  I see.”

“I’ll handle them personally,” I added.  “I want more than the hand that wields the knife.  I want the man behind him, and possibly behind him.  I intend to be thorough, this time, and trace it back as far as it is possible to be traced.”

“Could you not simply follow Caius?”

“Probably, but he’s working his way up.  My concern is with how many people have plots to kill me.  I think it more likely Caius will want to stand a lot closer to the throne before trying to grab it.”

“I understand.”

While Velina started checking out vacation spots, I checked on my attack drones.  They were still bombing the ever-loving crap out of the ice giants.  The mapping software reported on the various temperatures, sizes, and locations of targets hit.  Combined with the weather data from the Gaia system—where else was I going to run the mapping software?—I had a pretty good picture of the war.

It was brutal.  Admittedly, shattered ice giants don’t show up well against the frozen, icy wastes, but I had records from the drones.  The numbers were staggering.

While I was delighted to decrease ice giant populations in general, we were specifically targeting the biggest, coldest ones.  If I was right, this was more than a case of elimination.  This was strategic assassination.  In most armies, you have a bunch of competent killers doing the soldiering.  That’s their job.  But there’s more to it than that.  They need to know where to go, how to fight, and who to fight.  Someone has to plan the missions.  Someone has to work out how to achieve victory—capture that city, destroy those munitions, cut that access—rather than simply, “Kill them all.”

I was bombing officers.  If there were brains in the frozen north, I was blowing them away.

Did I mention I like having stupid enemies?  Maybe it’s better to say I prefer stupid enemies.  Smart ones make me feel threatened and I get proactively defensive and that’s bad for everyone.

According to my thermal maps, there were no ice giants over twenty feet tall.  The big ones were few to begin with, out at the end of the bell curve.  I don’t know if we blew all of them away or they figured out how to hide.  Ice giants aren’t quick thinkers at the best of times, but they did show creativity and problem-solving early on… so it could go either way.

When in doubt, keep at it.  Let’s see how long it takes them to figure out how to shoot down the latest model of drone.  If there’s a hidden King of the North, continuous bombing should encourage him to Do Something.  If the remaining ice giants figure out a way to stop the drones, I’ll know there are smart ones left.  If not, then the ice giant population decreases.  It’s a win-win!

Meanwhile, since I was dealing with a high time differential anyway, Firebrand and I spent the night making baby dragons.

I may have phrased that wrong.

The chip of dragonscale wasn’t burning a hole in my pocket, but I anticipated much better results using it.

I came back to the new transformation room and realized I hadn’t done a real analysis on the damaged one, yet.  It was a low priority.  Someday, when I was bored or needed to take a break, I’d get to it.  Someday.  I’m going to need a lot of Somedays.

Could I make the Empire have an eight-day week?  I know I’ve had this kind of thought before, putting Someday in between Saturday and Sunday, but I really could do it.

No, no, no.  No.  The calendar would have to adjust, somehow, over the intervening centuries to get rid of it, and I suspect having a weekly Someday would be too popular to lose.

I regarded my diagrams and component circles.  Velina was ticking along slightly faster than I was; the station constellation was near the end of her time-ticker chain.  I might have a week to rearrange things, but I didn’t need more than a day. Groups of criteria crystals could be placed in parallel, rather than in sequence.  That would help, right there, if I could get them to talk to each other.  And I might be able to narrow them down, individually, making them more precise—drawing the image of the aspect they contained into tighter focus.

The chip of dragonscale, by contrast, really was part of a dragon.  It wasn’t a psychic impression.  It wasn’t something I envisioned.  It wasn’t something Firebrand remembered.  It was once part of an actual dragon, and had the innate quality of Chaos I had to have.  If we could establish it as the primary pattern, everything else would be modifications to an existing design.

If.

I got everyone together—Bronze, Firebrand, and myself—and we horsed around with the edge-case scenarios as I revamped the spell.  It still looked a lot like it did before, but the lines in the floor now formed better synergistic connections between sub-circles.  I also did what I could to sort out additional chaos energy containment and channeling.

Ideally, I would like to have a metal that conducts chaos energies the same way orichalcum does with magic, or at least the way elysium does with celestial energies.  I’d settle for something that worked even as well as osmium.  I suspect element 108, Hassium, might have appropriate properties, but since the most stable isotope of it has a half-life of slightly over two minutes and it decays by spontaneous fission, it’s not really the most practical metal to work with.  But the fact it is so unstable hints it might be exactly what I’m looking for.  The problem is stabilizing the metal without stabilizing the chaotic forces.  I’m starting to think there’s no good way to do this.

Since I didn’t have a way to turn a tap and have Chaos flow into the primary action circle, I went with the tried and true method:  Grabbing handfuls of the stuff.  At least I knew that worked, provided nobody interrupted.

“How are we looking?  Anybody see anything we can do better?”

Bronze reported not.  The inlays were in good shape and she could feel the power in the diagram.

Boss?

“Yes?”

You’ve upgraded pretty much everything, but do I have to be the centerpiece of this contraption?

“The genetically-altered lizard will be the centerpiece.”

Boss?

“What’s the matter?”

I still think using a live lizard isn’t the way to go.

“And I’ve told you, we can immediately see the results with a full-grown lizard.  Using an egg means we have to wait for it to hatch.”

Yeah, but you could use an egg from a lesser dragon.  Wouldn’t that be a better start?

Tired of this argument, I opened my mouth to make a snappy remark.  I stayed like that for a moment.  It would take longer on each try, yes, but who says we have to sit and wait for each egg to hatch?  Do an egg, do another egg, do a dozen.  Keep going until the eggs started to hatch.  It’s not like I was learning anything from the spaghetti method.  We were throwing darts blindfolded—admittedly, we knew which direction to throw, but we were still hoping for blind luck to give us the bull’s-eye.

Boss?

“You have a good idea, there,” I admitted.  “I see a way to expedite the process while using dragon eggs.”

Really?

“Really.  Good thinking, Firebrand.”

Thanks, Boss.

“Just acknowledging excellence.”

As well you should, Firebrand agreed.  While I’m on a roll, can I ask another question?

“Fire away.”

When you’ve got your hands full of stuff from the Void, you have to concentrate, so I’m the one steering the spell.  I get that.  I’m magical and I remember being a dragon.  But I’ve only got a few seconds to concentrate while you dump Chaos into the circle.

“You want me to pour it in slower?”

That might help.  What I was actually wondering was how much you can dump into the circle of changes.

“That’s… a good question.  I can only hold so much at a time.  Why?  Do you think it would help you alter the target if it was… what?  Sort of ‘softer’ from extra chaos energies, like adding more heat to metal?”

No.  Or, I don’t think so.  The problem isn’t the squishy factor.  It’s the narrow window of time.  It’s like trying to breathe fire on someone behind a fireproof door.  Until they open the door, nothing happens.  If they start to open the door and immediately close it, you’re only torching them with a fraction of your breath.  I’m concentrating, the spell works like mad for a brief instant when you drop the Chaos into the mix, and then it’s done.

“I see your point.  You want more time to think about what it means to be a dragon.”

If you can make it happen. This isn’t really my thing.  You’re the one with the big brain.  You’re the wizard.  That’s why I’m telling you.

“I see.”

Can we get a Thing to crap chaos energies into the circle so you can focus on the form?  If you’re not scooping the stuff in with both hands, you can focus that big brain of yours on the results.

“No.”

You could summon a little one, or lots of little ones, so you could contain—

“Read my mind.  No.”

Firebrand was silent for a moment.

You’re sure?

“I said ‘No,’ I meant ‘No,’ and ‘No’ is my final word on the subject.”

Okay.  If that’s the way it’s got to be.  How about your idea?  Could you pour it in slower?  I’m not sure how much you need, but a steady stream of it might be better.

“Dump in chaos energies and keep dumping?”  I thought it over.  “When we do this spell, how narrow is your window?  How much time before the malleability of the target starts to wane?  Can you tell?”

I only have a few seconds.  Maybe three.  Maybe five.

“No, I can’t.  There’s no way I can get a fresh handful in time to… Hmm.”

Hmm?

“Let me think for a second.”

There was no way I could pour raw Chaos into the target circle, turn away and get more, and pour it smoothly into the target circle.  It would be a series of shoves, not a steady push.  I would be dumping it in, splashing it in, not pouring it out carefully in a controlled manner—which, of course, is part of the nature of Chaos.  Was there a way to work around this?

It might be simpler to use a separate spell to channel Chaos directly into the transformation circle, but the quantity would be hit-or-miss.  I couldn’t regulate the flow without setting up an interference pattern with the containment spell.  The other issue would be the way the spell would control Chaos.  In order to control it, the spell would have to partly stabilize it, which is what you definitely want with chaos energies, except when you’re trying to make a transmogrifier.

I need a cardboard box and a marker.

On the other hand, I could directly channel Chaos energies.  I already have Chaos in my blood.  Rather than pour my blood into the circle—a dubious practice, at best—I could stick one hand out the window and thrust the other one into the transformation circle.  As a living—well, as an undead—conduit, I would have a say in how much energy passed through me and at what rate.

Admittedly, there would be risks, but they were manageable.  A spell to channel the Chaos had the risk of sucking in a Thing.  If a Thing tried to pass through me, I’d draw my hand back and end the spell.  This had the potential to bring a Thing inside the station, but that’s a problem for the Thing.

How would I go about setting this up for maximum survivability and utility?  I’d need to run a direct power line from the Flatstation’s reactor to power the diagram continuously, but the layout was heavily overbuilt because of the last time we had an accident.  It could handle the load.  I would need to be cautious, and I would need to prepare the appropriate disaster recovery measures, but it was all doable…

What really sold me on the idea was the continuous-feed point.  By gently oozing Chaos into the containment circle, Firebrand could take its time, thinking about all the draconic memories it ever had, without trying to cram the History of Dragonkind into a two-second impulse.  If I could keep the reality of the target creature questionable, this would give Firebrand time build up a perfect imprint.

This would be hard on me, though.  How hard was difficult to judge.  I would probably need time between attempts for recuperation.  If I planned for a long break between attempts, we might as well use dragon eggs as the targets.

I explained my thinking to Firebrand.

Boss, the last time you had an uncontrolled Chaos incident, you literally had to pull yourself together.  Now you’re deliberately going to allow it to flow through you?

“This is different.”

Is it? Firebrand demanded.

“First off, if things go the way they did before, we know how to deal with it.  I’ll run a tub of blood beforehand.  Even if things go perfectly, I’ll want to lie down in it.  If they don’t, it’ll start the re-integration.  For added safety, I’ll put a spell on the tub.  Something to help reinforce my physical integrity and the form I like, if only to cut down on the amount of body sculpting I have to do.

“Second, having been through both the division and reintegration processes, I get the feeling I may be able to control it.  Rather, I may be able to figure out a way to control it.  Who knows?  I might learn something by being a conduit for the chaos energy.”

What’s that got to do with it?

“I’m not particularly interested in turning into a cloud of bats,” I admitted, “so I’ve never seriously investigated the possibility.  If I can, but I have to learn how, I think I should practice before I go all in for it.  Kind of like a gymnast hanging from the rings, you don’t perform the Iron Cross without building up those muscles.”

Are you talking about the medal thingy on all those dinners?

“No, that’s a different sort of Iron Cross.  I’m talking about the gymnastic term.  Remember when Phoebe held herself in the air, her arms outstretched to either side?”

That’s what it’s called?

“In some worlds, yes.  My point is I may have been neglecting my chaos-vampire-Thing talents.  That’s one hazard of research:  It led me to other avenues of exploration.”

If you’re going to turn into a cloud of bats again, fine.  Try to warn me, though.  It’s creepy to watch.

“I’ll do what I can, but most of my concentration will be on holding the spell together.  Don’t mind me.  You concentrate on draconic memories.”

I can do that.  Now?

“First things first,” I told Firebrand.  “I need to fire up the blood hat and run a bath.  This is going to work up an appetite.”

Blood bank?  Full.  Chapeau de sang?  Prepped and ready.  Bathtub?  Brimmed, and the new shape-defining spell running.  Security golems?  On line.  Doors?  Locked.  Larder?  Loaded.  Bronze?  On guard—and she has both her microbot collection and a solid statue aboard, just in case.

Why did I stock the larder?  Because I might not be merely thirsty.  I don’t like going hunting when I’m hungry.  It makes me hurry, which makes me sloppy.  It’s more of a risk.  Better to make advance arrangements to have Oberführer Dirlewanger and a few of his friends over for dinner.

Is there anything else I should do?  I could call Velina back from her vacation, but I don’t really want her aboard when I’m about to cast an experimental chaos spell.  It’s dangerous enough for me.  Velina doesn’t really have any sort of resistance.

Besides, it might be useful to spend time as a cloud of bats and get a feel for the condition.  If I reconstituted on my own, great.  If not, she could toss a body—a clone, or a larder guest—into the Flatstation.

I think I’ve got this covered, so it’s probably for the best to let her have her fun, first.

“Bronze?”

She reported ready.

“Firebrand?”

Good to go, Boss.

“All right.  Bronze, keep an eye on the temperature of the diagram.  It shouldn’t be an issue, but there’s no harm in being cautious.  I think the limiting factor will be how long I can stand the primal forces.  Firebrand, I don’t know how long you’ll have, but do your best with whatever you get.”

Between the new diagram and the longer window of opportunity, I feel confident, Boss.  You take it easy and don’t go overboard on the Chaos!

“I’ll do my best.”

That’ll do.  I think we’re due for a little luck.

“That makes one of us.”  I moved to my place a the window.  “Ready… Steady… Go.”

I stuck my hand into the Void.  As usual, nothing happened.  Now, though, I put my other hand over the line of the circle and…

How to describe this?  Imagine pulling something with one hand and pushing with the other.  It’s more internal than that, but the idea is there.  The forces of the Void moved in one hand and out the other, flowing like an unhappy gravel sonata through a mirror of acrid-colored feathers smelling of soprano on the vanilla fuel hiccupping the accordion’s yeast.

If that makes any sense to you, congratulations.  You’re insane.  It didn’t make any sense to me and I was the one in the middle of it.  The synesthesia was unpleasant.

At the time, I didn’t have any attention to spare for tuning the energies toward dragons.  I was too busy holding myself together while a whole sewing machine of histrionic blue smells violined and lemoned its way through me.  This wasn’t anything like handling it, but I couldn’t explain it at the time.

In retrospect, I can tell you what the difference was.  Before, I was handling Chaos.  You can pick up a battery and move it.  You can also run a power cable down the hall and into a room.  You can hang electrical wires or install a socket in a house.  But all these are very different from being the wire.

I didn’t enjoy it.  I didn’t immediately explode into a cloud of bats, either, so that was good.  I held on, not really aware of anything but the thin trickle of energy flowing from one hand to the other—energy that tried to take me apart, microsecond by microsecond.

Disintegrated by Chaos or whiplashed by paradox.  Which is worse?  I can’t say for sure, but I sincerely hope any paradox whiplash is at least a little more pleasant.  Being a Chaos conductor wasn’t exactly painful, as such, but there are a lot of unpleasant sensations that aren’t painful.  This felt like all of them, along with sensations no one is supposed to have.  For example, I remember feeling prismatic, briefly.  Not feeling prismatic light on me.  Not seeing it.  Feeling as though I was prismatic light.  And an awful lot of other things.

I didn’t know if Firebrand was having any luck.  I couldn’t hear anything over the smell of hissing leaflets of gritty-scented colors eating my internal gibbon lumber.  All I knew was I was hanging on until I had to let go.

Eventually, I let go.


Coming Together

I didn’t let go in time, as it turns out.  I opened my eyes and sat up in a tub half-full of blood.  A very bat-like creature leaped, smacked me in the face, and merged with me, causing unusual optical effects in my vision.

Well, I knew this was a risk, but any scientific experiment involves repeatability.  On the plus side, I handled a lot of chaotic flux before everything came apart.  I had hopes the lab survived, too.

I raised my hands and flexed the fingers.  They bent in the usual places.  The rest of me also looked human, aside from the usual coloration issues.  My tongue felt my teeth.  They didn’t seem to be out of shape.

I know what it’s like to feel you’re not yourself when you wake up.

Maybe I did a better job than I thought when I tried to establish a default shape.  Or maybe I managed to control it better, even if it was on an unconscious level.  Or the spell on the blood-tub gave me a template to follow.  Whatever, it was very nice not to have to do a whole-body makeover again!

I retained an impression, almost like a half-remembered dream.  I dimly recall a strange, spread-out sensation.  I think I was a cloud of bats and I was looking for a bloodbath.  I’m not sure, but I might have had a wisp of intention permeating the swarm.  That’s an excellent sign, along with remembering something about it.

Bronze was still in the Flatstation.  She wanted to know if I was feeling better.

“Sort of.  Am I all here?”

I wasn’t.  There were still several bats flapping around.  Did I want them encouraged to come this way, or contained, or did I want to try summoning them to myself?

“Contain them.  I’ll do more experiments.  Right now, I need to eat.”  I moved from the empty tub to the chair under the Beer Hat of Blood and started it running.  It didn’t seem to help with the hungry sensation, so I turned it off again.

Bronze reported the dragon-making spell went surprisingly well.

“Good to know, but I’ve got priorities.  I need to eat,” I repeated, climbing out of the tub.  Blood was nice, blood was dandy, but I needed a meal, not crimson candy.  I didn’t even bother to dress.  Maybe that’s why my guest screamed while he died, but I wouldn’t put money on it.

Somewhere, there was still a hunger.  It wasn’t in me and I didn’t know how to find it, but there was still something hungry, like the memory of being hungry.

I looked down at the body and thought it over.  I drank the blood and I consumed his spirit, but my own body had come apart into a thousand bats and a few of them were still flapping around, somewhere.

I chomped on the dead guy, taking a good, shark-like bite out of him.  It didn’t feel right, though.  Maybe he was too dead to eat…?

I tried again, this time on a still-screaming gentleman.  That hit the spot.  Clearly, eating someone was more of an eating them alive proposition.

As for the craving for still-living meat, was it a question of body mass?  Or was there a quality to the flesh I didn’t get from blood?  Was I going to need to eat someone every time I went batty?  Or was this only because I still had free-floating bats roaming around?

Now that I wasn’t quite so ready to devour anything with a pulse, I could concern myself with more subtle matters.  Trousers, for example.

This is the second time I’ve lost clothes.  What happens to them?  Do they disintegrate?  To they explode into tatters?  There were no remains in the original transformation lab, but the lab was radically altered.  The clothes might now be a blue streak of iron mixed into a vein of wood.

With a fresh set of sweatpants and a “Cthulhu for President” T-shirt, I felt adequate to continue my division experiments.

I moved the uneaten corpse into another room, along with a living clone.  Bronze opened hatches and allowed the bats to find their meal.  I monitored the process through my scrying spell.

As they fluttered down the corridor, I discovered I could almost see the corridor through their eyes.  They didn’t pause or waver, either.  We knew where we were flying.  We knew where the food was because I knew where it was.  All fourteen of us—minus the big one—swarmed the meal.  We either fastened on it to absorb blood or bit chunks out to devour.  We didn’t care for the dead guy, but the clone was perfectly acceptable.

The remaining hungry twinges stopped.

As another nice note, I saw my batlike Things looked very much like bats.  A zoologist wouldn’t be fooled, but anyone watching them flap around would call them bats.  This was a considerable improvement over the big mouths with wings.

The first time I did this, I imprinted some of the bits with bat shapes. Would they always turn into bats, now?  When I imprinted my “normal” human shape on one, did that set my shape as a new default after a Chaos infusion?  Or did my mental focus on the forms I wanted help me define them, now that I better understood what was happening to me?

More to the point, if I imprinted other shapes into my subdivisions, was it possible I could change into those?  If I turn one into a wolf and re-integrate it, can I turn into a wolf—or something wolf-like?  If I make another one a snake, can I turn into a snake—or a lot of snakes?  Can I make one of these Things assume a misty, smoky form?  If so, would it add such a form to my potential options?

“Bronze?  How long can we keep these things captive?”

How long did I want to?  She didn’t have to let them out.  The sun wasn’t going to come up unless I made one.  All we had to do was feed them.

“Good point.  Okay.  I’ll isolate one and experiment with it later.  Right now, how are things in the transformation lab?”

Didn’t I remember?

“No, I don’t.  I kind of faded out toward the end.  I remember something, I think… Did something go wrong because I was coming apart?”

No, that wasn’t it.  Not entirely.

“What was it?”

Bronze thought I should go see for myself.

“Okay, if you say so.”  I headed that way, thinking, Firebrand?

A few steps later, Hey, Firebrand!

A few more steps and I thought, Firebrand!  Answer me!

My steps quickened.  A lot.

The new transformation lab was, for the most part, intact.  The diagram was there, the circles were still closed, the window was the same shape and size, everything.  There were only a few minor differences.

The magical intensity of the room was lower than it should be, which was more than surprising; it was outright alarming.  There was a direct line running from the reactor to the room.  It should have been a highly-charged environment.  Instead, it was markedly lower than the rest of the Flatstation.

The reason was a large, semi-oval object lying in the primary circle.  It was a mottled sort of prismatic color, like the rainbow of an oil slick.  It shifted, shimmering slightly.  It sucked in magical energy the way I suck in blood.

I stuck to the wall of the room, circling around the diagram—and kicking aside the torn remains of my previous clothes; good to know—in order to recover Firebrand from the focusing circle.  It was cool to the touch.  The gems in the pommel were dim.

“Firebrand?”

It didn’t reply.

The sword was still intact and magical, so the problem wasn’t breakage.  The matrix of the enchantment in the metal was still there, too.  It wasn’t distorted or warped.  So what was the problem?

Delving deeper, I discovered the issue.  There was a psychic imprint of Firebrand in the metal.  There always has been.  Even when I was a fledgling little vampire, I could sense it.  I even spoke with it, in a very limited fashion.

But the spirit that made the blade more than an enchanted weapon, what gave it a draconic sort of life, was no longer inside it.  There was a whisper of that spirit, like the thin coating of liquid after you empty a glass, but the blade was now a blade, not a person.

I looked at the dragon egg, hard.  Inside, there was a bundle of flesh and blood, shaped much like a curled-up little dragon.  Inside the flesh was something even more familiar, something that resonated when I flicked the blade and made it ring.

“Firebrand, what did you do?” I asked.

Neither the sword nor the egg had any reply.

I examined the egg in detail and decided it wasn’t about to hatch.  Next week, maybe next month, but not right now.  It was hard to predict.  The egg sucked in a sizable percentage of the reactor’s magical output—more than a typical thaumivore could.  But a freshly created thaumivore might have different characteristics.

One of the things I wanted to know was whether or not I could get Firebrand back out of it.  In theory, yes.  I build soul-transfer tables for my convenience.  This would be similar.  Pulling someone out of an organic being and putting them in an artificial construct was a little different, but I was confident I could extract the essence of Firebrand and re-install it in the metal’s matrix.  Firebrand lived in there perfectly fine before, after all.

The bigger question was: Should I?

I’m not even going to get into the paradoxical issues about how having a semi-dragon-sword was perfectly appropriate for my upcoming demise at the hands of the peasants.  It’s not relevant to this particular moment.  Part of my plans included duplicating Firebrand’s physical structure—the sword, I mean—to place appropriate enchantments on it.  That was relatively simple and straightforward.  The copy then becomes the “original” Firebrand for me to find in Sasha’s house.

No, my issue was with Firebrand, as a person.  It was now inside a draconic body instead of a sword.  It apparently fit quite comfortably in there.  It also wasn’t conscious enough to be quizzed.  This was either from the trauma of the transfer or because of the growth process currently ongoing inside the egg.  There might not be enough brain development to accommodate Firebrand’s centuries of knowledge and experience.  Not yet, anyway.

While my first impulse was to drag Firebrand back out of the body and into the sword, I refrained.  Now that Firebrand was a… what?  A biological entity again?  Whatever.  Was this something Firebrand intended?  Did it see an opportunity during the spell and take advantage of it?  Or was it sucked into the dragon egg involuntarily through an unforeseen Chaos effect?

Are there any other kinds of Chaos effects?

More to the point, did it want to be a sword or a dragon?

When it came right down to it, monkeying around with the forming dragon wasn’t necessary.  I didn’t know what Firebrand preferred, but if I could be a little bit patient, I could ask!  If Firebrand found flaws with the dragon we’d created, I could put it back in the blade and we could start again. We’d burn that bridge together.

On a brighter note, we might have the perfect dragon to start the race of Rethven dragons.  If Firebrand preferred to remain a dragon, Firebrand had a right to make that decision.  The metallic implement—at least, when it’s unoccupied—is my property.  The person inside it can’t be.

I was not entirely comfortable with the changes, but I’d get Firebrand’s opinion on them.

Eventually.

Meanwhile, I had bats in my Flatstation.  Should I install a belfry for them?  Would there be any consequences to leaving a bat in it permanently, either to the bat or to me?

I think I’ll stick with the bathtub of blood method.  A bat-box in the room for them to roost in might not be a bad idea, though.

My bats were much better-behaved, now.  I didn’t exactly control the loose ones, but now I was aware of them.  I could feel them.  I could guide them, direct them, but they still acted independently.  They tended to want to flap up to me and reintegrate, but I could tell them not to.  I had to keep telling them, though, which took too much attention.  Eventually, I caged them to keep them from sneaking back.  Then I could look at them one at a time.

Yes, it was batlike.  Very much so.  I underestimated them.  A zoologist might think he had an unusual species, at least until he got it on a table and started a detailed examination.  The teeth were the most obvious divergence from bat anatomy.  These were sharp-edged.  Sharklike.  At that size, piranha-like.  Very chompy.  A man could lose a finger if it bit him exactly right.

I worked my magic on it, smoothing out lines, adding details to the wings, and generally making sure the form was firmly set.  If I’m occasionally going to turn into a cloud of flapping Things, I’d rather have them look like bats than demonic, flying mouths.  I’d rather my bats could blend in with other bats, making them harder to hunt down while they’re fleeing the scene.

Frankly, I don’t see a situation where I would want to turn into a swarm of bats, other than as a last-ditch, emergency escape.  Maybe I’m overlooking something obvious.  I concede I’m not too imaginative.

I locked in the form with three of the bats and allowed them to reintegrate.  It still felt weird, but it went without a hitch.

The next six I reshaped entirely, pressing them into my human mold.  I didn’t want to take chances with my human shape.  If I ran into a Chaos phenomenon again and had to claw my way back to human form, I wanted plenty of shape definition buried in my flesh.  I spent a little time on them, one by one, making sure they were as detailed as I could manage.  When I released them, they slid right into my hands, rippling the skin like the surface of a pond.

Still a weird sensation.  I can’t say I like it.

The rest were a puzzle and an opportunity.  Clearly, there was a connection between the shapes of these subset creatures and my own physical appearance.

What else did vampires turn into?  Rats?  A wolf?  A cloud of mist?  And was I limited to those sorts of choices?  Could I turn one of these subset bats into a cat and turn myself into a whole horde of housecats?  Or into a flock of birds, like falcons?  How about an owl?  Or, on a more creepifying note, could I turn one into a department-store mannequin?  Could I grab someone off the street, imprint the physical shape on one of my little creatures, and then assume the form of this person?  If so, how many alternate human forms could I have?  Did it even work that way?

I’m dealing with primal forces, here.  Magic, I sort-of understand.  This stuff… this is messing around with Chaos, utter formlessness, without rules.  Or, rather, only with whatever rules I can impose on it.

I’ve never really done a deep dive into exactly what sort of vampirism I’m dealing with.  I’ve known for a while now that it’s an effect of the Chaos in my flesh and blood, but why does it make me hungry for the blood of anything and specifically for the spirits of men?  Or is the question of why meaningless when it comes to these forces?

Here’s a good question.  Am I a vampire or a demon?  Or, no, that’s not quite right.  I’m a human being with a sort-of symbiotic relationship with a Chaos infection.  Does that make me a vampire because I got the infection from a vampire?  Or is the vampirism a manifestation of a demonic Thing infection?  Do I harbor a Thing inside me, like a Rethvan sorcerer?  Or is it simply Chaos energy infesting me, held in check by my own resistance to it and regular infusions of blood?

I sat on the stool, put my elbows on the table, and my face in my hands.

This was not a good time to be investigating the fundamental nature of my existence.  I had too many other things to worry about for an unlife crisis.

All right.  It would appear—subject to further study—that I’ve got two forms defined and integrated.  I don’t need to be messing around with more.  I should stop there.  I’ll study the bat-cloud before I start exploring wider possibilities.  Flap before I fly, or something like that.

I reintegrated my remaining bat-things and went to check on Firebrand again.

The egg was relatively unchanged.  The curled-up form inside was still alive and unconscious.  Magic was still feeding directly into it at a prodigious rate.

How long would it take to hatch?  Did I dare leave it alone while it gestated?  I went out and rearranged the time-tickers again, putting the station constellation at the very end.  Velina’s vacation would be slightly longer, from my point of view, but I might have a hatchling before she finished.

I parked myself in my usual spot in the transformation lab—now the dragon hatchery—and observed the egg.  When I stole it, it was a typical dragon egg, a sort of mottled greenish-blue and leathery.  To be fair, this one looked smooth, but it might be leathery.  I wasn’t about to touch it.  It looked bigger, too, which raised questions.

Did the infusion of Chaos cause a change in mass?  Admittedly, the formless Void wasn’t matter as I understood it.  It was the raw stuff from which all things were made, according to some.  Judging by the effects on other experimental life-forms, funneling Chaos into an object could cause it to grow in size.

But that raised more questions.  Did my own Chaos infection make my size and weight subject to radical alteration?  It’s established that I can consume gallon after gallon of blood.  If I lost a dozen bats, would I shrink?  Did I become smaller based on how many bats were loose?  Or were they… I don’t want to say they were created out of Chaos, but was there an interaction taking place?  Could I cough up a bat and still weigh the same?  How many could I lose and still take human form again?  Was one bat in a bathtub sufficient?  What if we put several bats into several bathtubs?  Would we get several of me?  If we did, what did that mean for my personal identity and my soul?  If it didn’t work, why not?

Add it to the list of things I’m in no hurry to find out.  I will, but I’m willing to let it wait for quite a while.

As a distraction, I focused on the remains of my former conjuring clothes.  Those were a problem.  Apparently, there was a catastrophic integrity failure during the transformation.  If I was wearing my magic underwear, would they tear out of it, or would a couple of them be tangled inside?

And my armor!  If I was wearing it during a de-integration, they would have to emerge from narrow openings—wrists and neck, at first, but when the armor fell down without a solid figure inside, they could get out at the waist and struggle out of the boots…

I pictured spouts of bats erupting from both wrists and the neck.  If someone was forcing me into a position to do it, they were going to be startled.  I know I was, first time I saw such a transformation.

But this would leave behind… well, everything.  I doubted I could have a bat wear my amulet.  Maybe one could carry it.  A bat carrying a ring was certainly plausible.  Everything else, though, would be left behind—armor, underwear, Firebrand, saber, the works.

Is it possible to use the power of Chaos in my blood to affect my gear, as well?  I better experiment with nonmagical stuff, first…

I don’t think I like this ability.  I guess it’s better to have it and try to understand it, but as far as gifts go, it’s like a specialized kitchen appliance.  Good for making one specific thing, but otherwise it takes up valuable counter space.

I spent most of my time thinking about these things in between keeping a dragon egg warm and feeding it magic.  Occasionally, I sat by it and thought at it, gently trying to make contact with it.  It had a great deal of vital force, so it was definitely alive.  It had a pretty definite chaos signature, as well.  Finding an intellect was more problematic, but, after a while, I started to note something like dreaming.  It was a deep, slow, cyclic thing, not really thoughts, but definitely thought activity.  Over time, it cycled up, gradually accelerating.

Considering how the physical form inside the egg was starting to fill up the egg, I decided this was a good indicator of when it was likely to hatch.

I set up another room for Firebrand.  It had a magic circuit, keeping it “warm,” as well as a heating element to keep it thermally warm.  It was also lined with ceramic heat shielding and a variety of defensive spells.

A baby dragon was about to show up.  It might need a nursery.  Or a lair.

What else?  A lot of gold, of course, for someplace comfy to curl up.  A variety of foods, mostly meat, and water if it cared to drink it.  Blood?  Maybe.  We chaos-infested life-forms sometimes do drink a lot of blood…

I prepped my armor with fire-resisting spells.  I wanted to be able to do the butterfly stroke through lava.

Why all the preparations?  Because I wasn’t sure Firebrand was still Firebrand.  Someone was in there, but did that someone have Firebrand’s memories and personality?  Or was this more like being reincarnated, with only wisps and traces of memory from one’s past life?  Getting transferred into the sword brought most of the memories along.  But Chaos-based magic was a whole different thing.  Did it drag Firebrand entirely into the body?  Did Firebrand’s essence get mixed in with a whirlpool of energies pouring into the body?  Or was Firebrand in there only as energy, without memory or intellect, like a newborn?

When the egg started to rock, I hoped I was about to get a lot of questions answered.  The shell cracked as the dragon inside pushed with its claws.  The points punctured the hardened shell and the claws dragged bits inside.  More punctures, more bits, and a nose projected from the hole.

“Do you want help?” I asked, both verbally and psychically.  The response was a wordless sort of single-minded determination.  I took it as an affirmative and started pulling bits away from the edge of the hole, helping to widen it as the claws kept catching and raking away more.

In less than a minute, the egg was broken and the little dragon was lying on the floor, steaming slightly.  I was already crouched next to it, so I sat down.  It lay there and panted—without flames—for a bit, clearly exhausted.  I took a risk and petted it.  It didn’t seem to mind.

“Anybody in there?” I asked.  The intellect that responded was familiar in tone, at least.  It didn’t have any verbalization.  Clearly, it recognized me as something familiar, but that was about it.  There was a lot going on in there, though.  More than I would expect for an exhausted hatchling.  I took it as a good sign.

After several minutes, it writhed its serpentine way to all four feet and extended its wings.  It flapped them a few times, finishing the drying process.  I judged it to be about four feet long, nose to tail-tip, with a wingspan to match.  It looked around for something to eat and I clearly heard it asking for food.  It wasn’t using language.  It projected rudimentary thoughts, but I was pleased.

I was also delighted it did not consider me as an option.

We started with raw meat until it felt stronger, then live animals.  It enjoyed the live ones much more than the meat.  It crunched them, bones and all, happy as a dragon with a squeaky snack.

Once it had dinner, I persuaded it to roll over and accept tummy rubs.  Everybody likes tummy rubs, it would appear.  I also took the opportunity to take some measurements.  One hundred and twenty-eight centimeters long, one hundred and thirty-four centimeters wingspan, twenty-seven kilograms, sixty teeth, a serrated double tongue, four legs, five claws per foot—one of them being semi-opposable—and eyes the color of old iron.

Given he—yes, he—was still a newborn, I wasn’t too worried about his appearance.  He resembled the dragon I fought with, but only in the most basic reptilian way.  The snout was too short, for one thing, and the eyes were set too forward.  This dragon had ears, of a sort, underneath pairs of scales on either side of the head.  A scale could open up like a scoop when he wanted to listen to something, either in front or behind.  It meant he would look at you to listen to you.  Still pretty aerodynamic, though, when he closed them up, and the wind rush would ruin hearing anyway.

After the tummy rubs and a couple of careful swabs from inside the mouth, I showed… Firebrand?  I showed him to a pile of gold, let him snooze around his full stomach, and went to check his genetics.

One of the key points to dragons was their ability to eat ice giants.  If I could clone one—this one—we might be in good shape.  Assuming, of course, their gender was controlled in a basic X or Y chromosome manner.  A male would have both, so harvesting a spare X from another cell would produce a female clone and we would rapidly have whole families of the things flapping through the skies.

On the upside, yes, the cells had recognizable genetic structures.  Scientifically speaking, that meant they could be cloned.

On the downside, dragons—these dragons—were more than a bundle of genetic material.  They also had a mild chaos symbiosis.  It was milder than mine in the sense the cells didn’t burst into flame or simply burst when exposed to sunrise, sunset, or sunlight.  It wasn’t mild enough, however, to clone them.  Running them through the cloning process resulted in extremely competitive cells eating each other.

Okay, mass-producing dragons was going to be problematic.

With that established, I checked on Firebrand.  He was still snoozing, but he woke up and was delighted I’d brought more things to pounce on.

Yum!

He chomped into his meal and I heard his thought.  There was still a lot going on in his head, despite the lack of vocabulary.  Why?  I didn’t have a clue.  I could tell it was definitely Firebrand, but how much of him? I had no idea.  Maybe it was only the essence of him, but isn’t that the important part?


Genocide

Velina came back to the Flatstation with a smile.  I didn’t need to ask how her vacation went.  On the other hand, she also had a bit of a limp.

“Everything all right?”

“Perfectly.  I had a wonderful time.”

“I ask because you seem to be, uh, damaged?”

“There was a war.”

“I’m sorry.  I didn’t know there was a war going on.”

“It was more of a revolution.”

“How did it go?”

“We won.”

I nodded.  Velina obviously joined one side or other.  Of course they won.

“How go things in my absence?” she asked.

“It’s been maybe a little over an hour in Rethven.  In here, it’s been nearly two weeks.  I’ve done a semi-involuntary experiment in chaos transformations for myself, and I’ve succeeded in making a dragon, albeit at great cost.”

“Oh?”

“Come with me and I’ll re-introduce you.”

Puzzled, Velina followed.  I stopped to manually shift in a full-sized hog.  It wasn’t best pleased to be dragged from wherever it used to be, so it squealed and skittered away, clattering along the steel floor, down the hall and into Firebrand’s lair.

It squealed again.  A bright light flared.  Things got quiet, aside from a meaty crunching and ripping noise.  The smell of burned meat was thicker in the air than the smoke.

“Velina, this is Firebrand.”  I gestured into the lair.  Firebrand lifted his head, pork products sizzling from the lower jaw.  He flared his nostrils at her and went back to eating.  I heard him greet her, in a wordless, I acknowledge your existence and identity sort of way.  He was bigger now, nearly two meters long, and was coming right along with his fire breathing.

The less said about that process, the better.  Zero days.

Velina continued to look puzzled.

“I do not understand.”

I handed her the sword.  She took it and her brows drew together.

“It no longer speaks.”

“It is now him,” I said, nodding at the former and current Firebrand.

“You put the dragon-spirit into a dragon body,” she remarked, nodding.  “Appropriate.”

“I didn’t mean to.  I’m still not sure if Firebrand decided to go into the body or if it got sucked into it by the spell.  I don’t have a good way to tell.  Right now, all I can do is help him grow up.  Maybe he can tell me when he’s more fully developed.”

Velina cocked her head.

“Was not the purpose of creating a dragon to challenge the ice giants’ mastery of the North?”

“Yes!  But it hasn’t gone as well as I’d hoped!  I originally planned to have a whole race of dragons I could turn loose on the North, but I have only one.  It’s going to be tricky to make more, too.”

“How many dragons do you need?”

Firebrand lifted his head, still gory, and snorted smoke.  I got the impression he thought one was sufficient.  He dove back into his dinner.

Yeah, that’s Firebrand’s ego in a little dragon.  I wondered how big he would get.

“That’s a complicated question,” I hedged.  “If there were only a few ice giants, I wouldn’t need many dragons.  Thing is, once the ice giant population gets past a certain point, they can reproduce faster than the dragons can eat them.  And I can’t make a hundred thousand dragons and turn them loose without considering what they’re going to eat—and then what else they’ll eat when they run out of ice giants.  There’s an ecological balance to be considered with any bioweapon.”

“Is there anything I can do to help?”

I thought about it for a minute.  Velina was a top-tier warrior, a good soldier, an excellent commander, a clever mechanic, a first-rate jailer, a decent cook, a mediocre magician, and a so-so horseback rider—although she did enjoy riding motorcycles on dirt tracks.  What do they call that?  Motocross, I think?  Racing for dirt bikes.

Did any of this help with raising dragons?  Or lend itself to an ice giant Final Solution?

Of course, the Final Solution of ice giants is water—chemistry nerd joke!—but turning them into a liquid is the tricky bit.  Melting ice requires a lot of heat and ice giants somehow resist heat better than normal ice—

Wait a second.  Who says I have to heat it?  I only have to break it.  I don’t need to make the molecules move around in a liquid state.  I only need to shatter the crystal structure of the ice giants.  It’s the difference between being stabbed by an icicle or hit by a snowball.  Sort of.  The icicle can be sharp and dangerous.  The snowball goes piff!  They both have the same amount of water and it’s all frozen…

I looked at Firebrand, who was still happily crunching through meat and bone, occasionally burping flames.  I had no doubt that Firebrand would, eventually, be nightmare fuel for ice giants.  Given the rate of growth, Firebrand would be pretty large and relatively soon.  How big he would get was entirely guesswork.  But a few million ice giants are a problem for anyone.

Fractured ice giants… I’m making fragments of ice giants with my aerial bomber drones.  I keep coming back to this idea about fractured ice giants.  Why?

There was something there, if I could persuade my brain to spit it out.

Is this a problem I’m going to have more often as I get older?  Is my brain getting full, making it harder to wade through the minutia of the ages to get to my actual thinking?  Whenever I have a free moment, should I spend it organizing my mental study?  Or is it simply overcrowded?  Have I lived a long time and simply know too much stuff?  Or should I be shoveling the stuff down into the basement where it belongs?  Or is this a long-term effect of all the bugs in my mental basement?

Okay.  Crystals.  Fractures.  Ice giants.  There are two types of exotic ice in a giant.  The main body is amorphous ice, so it’s not crystalline.  The spines, on the other hand, are Ice XI, which is a crystalline, ferroelectric material.  These function as organs where ice giants store magical potential, kind of like a crystalline version of an electric eel storing electrical energy.

Crystals.  Crystals, crystals, crystals.  Something about crystals.  I’ve thought it before.  It’s something familiar.  What about crystals?

Power crystals.  Ice giants are wearing big power crystals on their backs.  Dragons like crunching them because dragons are thaumivores.  They don’t eat the crystals, they eat the magic.  They break the crystals to release the magic.  They break the power crystals.  Power crystals can be broken, a fact of which I am well aware, because it can cause catastrophic effects.  The more power you store in something, the more is released when it breaks.

Breaking an ice giant spine doesn’t make it explode.  It would hurt, of course, and the ice giant won’t like it, but you don’t get a chain reaction.  It’s not nearly as power-dense as my own power crystals.  But having those spines was like carrying around lightning rods when the sky was feeling grumbly.  It was like wearing bandoliers of ammunition when facing flamethrowers, if only I had the metaphorical flamethrower capable of breaking an ice giant’s back spines.

I’ve seen the back spines.  I’ve looked them over in detail.  I probably could develop a spell specifically to shatter one.  But the spell will have to be complex and self-adapting.  It will have to adapt to each back spine to shatter it.

Then again, does it have to shatter it?  It doesn’t have to explode.  It could fall slowly to pieces, like diamond being cut by a jeweler, one chip at a time.  I’d still need to build something to cast the spell over and over again, possibly mounted on a stealth drone…

Or…

What if I cast a self-replicating spell on an ice giant?  As the spine broke, bit by bit, it would release more energy, enabling the spell to replicate itself.  Depending on how hard ice giant spines are to break and how much power they contain, each ice giant infected by this spell could produce one, two, or ten more spells, spreading them to everyone around.

Did I come up with a bioweapon against ice?

A magical spell-plague, spreading from ice giant to ice giant, could go through a lot of the population.  They would discover it and resist it—by quarantine, if nothing else—but how effective would it be?  The Black Death killed about half the population of Europe when it rolled through.  Would this be better or worse?

It would take development to make it work, but the principle was sound.  It might also lead me to other variations on the theme.  The Black Death and smallpox, together, might be what we needed.

I turned to Velina to say something and saw she was staring at me with an intent expression.

“What?”

“You have the look.”

“The look?”

“Your brilliance has illuminated a new aspect of the world, and it is a thing of both beauty and terror.”

I didn’t know what to say to that, so I didn’t.

“Feed Firebrand,” I answered, instead.  “I’m about to do something unspeakably unethical and horrifying.”

I really don’t like biowarfare.

Vampires.  Infectious zombies.  Viruses.  Self-replicating nanobots.  Even giant ants can be classed as bioweapons.  Anything that can eat, grow, and multiply can, arguably, be a bioweapon.  Yes, that means humans, grass, mold, and anything else alive.

The real questions about a bioweapon are, A: what kills it? and B: what does it kill?  One could say that an ecology is, basically, a bunch of bioweapons that found a dynamic balance.  Everything is trying to eat everything else.  An environmentalist is someone who wants the war to be a draw.

The ice giants aren’t designed to find a balance with anything.  None of the Heru creations are!  So what’s a overworked vampire overlord to do?  I can’t truly eradicate the prevnyt, only suppress them.  The solution?  Come up with guardians against them.  Ice giants?  I can’t eradicate them, either, although for different reasons.  And if they got it into their collective heads to reproduce at maximum speed, they could literally cover the whole world from the frost line to the northernmost Edge within a year.  What do they do then?  Just stop?  I doubt it.

What’s the plan, I wonder?  To make so many of themselves they can flow southward like a glacier, freezing everything as they go?  To get enough of them to try one big, collective zap, targeting the sun?  To march through the depths of the ocean so they can get farther south without melting?  Or maybe they’re planning to lock away all the water in the world in their icy selves—a long-term plan, to be sure, but there’s no reason it wouldn’t work.

I had to capture one alive for testing my spine-breaking spell.  I built a special cell for it.  I played the part of the bait, lured one into the capture circle in Rethven, and shifted us both to the Flatstation.  This set off a pre-set, automatic shifter to bounce me out of the room.

I did try to probe its mind and interrogate it, but reading the mind of an ice giant is hard.  It’s like trying to read a book through a film of tar.  Angry tar. Tar that wants to punch you in the face.

Ice giants are weird.  They’re stupid, uncreative, and single-minded.  Yet, they came up with really creative ideas.  I still suspect there’s one moderately-clever Glacier King or Ice Queen or whatever.  With a little time and a little luck, an infected ice giant will report to the King and the problem will be solved.

Could my bomber drones have killed it already?  The bigger they are, the colder they are, so the eldest would be a prime target!

I can’t be that lucky, but theoretically?  It could have already happened.

What I’ve built is like a virus.  It’s not alive, except in the loosest possible definition of the word.  It hunts for a specific sort of ice crystal—the Ice XI of the back spines.  It latches on, breaking it down to release the energy inside and feed on it.  It uses this energy to grow another copy of itself and repeat the process, spreading specifically and only to more Ice XI.

It’s only a spell, but it’s a replicating spell.  This is generally fine when I’m replicating a solar panel or something, but these will encounter resistance.  They’ll eventually have to fight countermeasures.  The spells that survive will then replicate themselves.  Will they mutate?  Will they evolve?  Will copies of copies of copies have slightly different variations, making them harder or easier to kill?  Will they become more efficient, quicker, harder to detect?

I’m about to release this thing into the wild.  Is it a good idea?

From a technical standpoint, I’m proud of the design.  From the standpoint of a responsible individual, I hate everything about it.  I’m not saying it’s a war crime, but it will be brought up the next time Geneva holds a convention.

The ice giant I captured was not a fan.  It didn’t notice or didn’t care when I infected it with my spell.  Maybe it didn’t realize it was a harmful spell and simply disregarded it.  Whatever, it kept pounding at the wall, not quite hard enough to crack its own fists.  Bronze was nice enough to leave the dents to encourage it.

Flecks gradually fell off the spines, as though it shed snowflakes.  It took quite a while before the spines looked any smaller.  The ice giant stopped beating on the wall and sat down, as though resting.  I don’t think it was in any pain, but it’s hard to tell with something as permanently angry as that.

The process accelerated as the spell replicated.  They broke up more spine and absorbed more power.  Within twelve hours, the ice giant was lying flat on the floor and there were no spines left to disintegrate.

The ice giant went from mostly clear to white with a sharp crackling sound.  It didn’t crumble.  Laboratory examination showed it finally turned into a more mundane form of ice—presumably when it died.

I checked the spells.  They were free-floating energy patterns, now, drifting around the room.  There wasn’t any magical ice for them to cling to. Without any Ice XI, they unraveled and dissipated over the course of a day or two.

It looked good to me.

I found a group of ice giants and popped in a fair distance away.  I lobbed several spells in their direction and relocated to a better vantage point.  Watching the giants deal with the spells was instructive.  The spells spread quickly.  Most of the giants were infected within half an hour.  When they caught on to the fact there was a problem, they gathered around and sang at each other, discussing what to do, whereas any human wizard would have gone, “Ack!” and instantly tried to dispel it.

Ice giants.  What can you do?

They did come up with the idea of dispelling it, but it took a while.  They isolated the ice giant with the worst infection and tried to zap him clean.  They evaluated him, considered the problem, and coordinated to zap him with a much bigger, more powerful spell disruption.  That worked.  The crystal-cracking spells were gone.  The spines were still damaged, but he was no longer infected.

The process repeated, one by one, until they had all undergone the cleaning process.

Then the original ice giant keeled over, dead, re-infected while they dealt with the others.

They went through the dispel process again, but ice giants kept dying.  They could have broken the spells faster by dividing into smaller groups, rather than having everyone work together, but they stuck with the method they knew would work.  As a result, the cracking spells replicated faster than they could dispel them.  The spell infection ran its course over the next hour or so and killed them all.

My field test worked splendidly, so I dumped a half-dozen spells in ice giant population concentrations and left them to run.  When their numbers were down to more manageable levels—and dragons were ready to be loosed on the world—I would send out a “cure” spell, specifically designed to break the spine-shattering one.

Probably.


Keeping Busy

While I committed war crimes in Rethven, the stations locked into Rethvan time.  I went back and they clicked back into high-speed mode.

“How’s Firebrand doing?” I asked.  Velina shushed me.

“He is asleep.  Do all young dragons eat so much?”

“I have no idea.  I’ve never raised a dragon before.  Puppies, yes.  Humans, yes.  Dragons?  Nope.”

“He seems only to eat and sleep.”

“I think that’s normal.  It’s important to grow as much as possible in the early days after hatching, for defense and for hunting.  When the eat-sleep-repeat cycle starts to spread out a little more, we’ll work harder on communicating.”

“Could we not move him to a world with prey?  Judging by his kills, he will want to hunt.  There will come a time when he will view the steel walls of his lair as another sort of egg.”

“Fair points.  He needs a high-magic zone, though, because he’s a thaumivore.  Hmm.  I can get him a power-gathering device for when he’s out, I guess.  It’ll be like a mountain climber using an oxygen concentrator.  If I set him up a lair, though, I can put something like an Ascension Sphere around it, jacking up the potential inside.  He can leave to hunt and drag back his kills, maybe.”

“I am sure he wishes to fly, as well.”

“Ooo, I hadn’t thought of that.  That’s a telling point.  We definitely need to get him to a place with a sky.”

“Yes.”

“Yes?” I asked.  “Are we in a hurry?”

“There is much yet to do with the Empire and its people.”

“Grr.  I’ve been putting that crap off again, haven’t I?”

“You have been…” she said, trailing off.  “I believe your heart is not fully invested in it.  It is merely an unpleasant task.”

“I think you may be correct.  I’ve been dealing with a lot of those.  Okay.  I’ll get Firebrand someplace he can be a dragon and then I’ll deal with Imperial stuff.  I can switch time-tickers around, I think.”

“Then I should return to my duties before I am missed.”

“Not for much longer, I hope.  I’m still planning to put someone else on the Imperial Throne even if I have to steal an actual emperor.  You go ahead.  I’ll catch up.”

She did.  I, on the other hand, went to my Dazhu World breeding ground, found a cave, and got it ready for dragon occupancy.

Firebrand was entirely happy with his cave.  I put a big dent in the floor and filled it with small spheres of solid gold.  He burrowed and frolicked in it like a child in a ball pit.  After a few deep breaths at the ceiling, he had the place at a comfortable temperature, too.  It was like a sauna, but dry.

Outside the cave, however, Firebrand was much less pleased.

It’s cold.

“Yes, it is cold, but you’re not feeling the weather.”

Not cold? he asked, puzzled.

He recognized me and we communicated.  His end was a bit more limited than usual.  I was definitely getting Firebrand, but maybe the still-growing brain was having a harder time thinking grown-up Firebrand thoughts. 

“The cave has more power in it.  It’s magic.  You come out, you hunt something—see those things?—and you go back in where it’s warm.”

Firebrand looked at the dazhu for a moment, looked back into the cave, and considered.  He spread his wings and flapped, leaping awkwardly into the air and dragging my heart up into my throat in the process.  Together, we figured out his fire breath, but I simply didn’t have the space to teach him to fly.

He reminded me of a chicken trying to take off, but there is no force in the multiverse that can ever make me tell him that.

Still, he didn’t do too badly.  He gained altitude, flapping a lot instead of rising on thermals, but he would figure it out.  Once he started to figure out the controls, he swooped down, mostly gliding, and spooked the herd.  They ran for it, scattering slightly, and Firebrand landed on one.  He was nowhere near big enough to force it to the ground, much less carry it off, so he sank claws into its back and breathed fire, point-blank, on its head.  The rest of the herd kept going, but Firebrand had his dinner.

The flame breath was, at first, a wash of fire like you’d expect.  Then he started focusing it.  Something about his throat, I think.  It narrowed into a jet, then a line.  It was less of a roaring flame and more of a bluish-white welding flame.

I didn’t know he could do that.  I wasn’t surprised, but I didn’t know.

After ripping a lot of one dazhu into bite-sized gobbets, getting back into the air was… more difficult.  He flapped a lot, trying for a vertical take-off, but that wasn’t working.  He eventually started running in a serpentine sort of gallop, holding his wings out to judge the air movement, and finally flapped like mad.  It took him a while to get back up to the cave, but he managed it.

We went inside and I explained to him about thermals.  He grasped the idea quickly.  I was no longer astonished at how quickly he learned.  These were things he knew already, but didn’t know he knew, if that makes any sense.  It was like reminding him, not teaching him, which pleased me enormously.

Firebrand was in there.  It was hard to reach the majority of him.  As he got older, though, I anticipated his brain would grow to fit the psychic matrix already permeating it, unlocking more of Firebrand’s consciousness and memory.

I wonder.  If I used my transfer tables, could I put an adult consciousness into a child’s body?  Would that be similar to what Firebrand was going through?  A process where the child has to grow into adult knowledge and understanding, “knowing” more and more things simply because it gets older, has a larger brain, and grows neural connections along the psychic framework?

Firebrand slithered into his golden ball pit to sleep.  Before he did, I told him about the emergency call button and the shift-space for incoming and outgoing traffic.  He understood.  He rolled onto his back and wriggled, half-burrowing into the gold, and flap-slapped me with a wing, urging me to go do my thing.  Then he snored.  Young dragons do not snore fire, only a little smoke.

I went back to the Stepstation and Flatstation.  Firebrand would be fine.  There were no predators on Dazhu World capable of being a threat to a dragon.

What I wanted to do was continue my experiments in chaotic shapeshifting.  I don’t feel comfortable knowing I have this ability—or this reaction to Chaos—without better control and understanding of it.  If I could do it voluntarily, I could study the process and figure out how to master it, rather than be subject to it.

But no, there were other things demanding my time.  Velina called and told me so.

“Like what?” I asked.

“Do you have your notepad?”

“Oh.  Right.  I need to check with my altar ego about the dama interviews.”

“You also wished to perform ‘upgrades’ on the Imperial Guard.”

“Yes.  I had the transhumanist genetics program do its optimizing based on the genetic profiles in the database.  I need to find time to look the candidates over in person.”

“Do you wish me to assemble them?”

“Eventually, yes.  Speaking of looking at people, I have what’s-his-name to talk to.  The alleged head of one conspiracy—hopefully the only conspiracy, but I couldn’t be so lucky.”

“Caius Lucius Decimus.”

“Yeah, him.”

“Are you truly considering him for the throne?”

“He wants it, so that’s a mark against him, I admit.  But I’m willing to overlook it if he seems like he might do a decent job.”

“I do not like him.”

“Because he’s willing to try and murder me?”

“Yes.”

“I empathize.  I’ll let you know what I think after I give him the old nighttime eyeball.  Right now, I also need to check on Gwyden and see how the traveling druid school is doing—”

“That, I can answer.  He is doing well.  His lessons have become quite definite.”

“Eh?  You checked in with him?”

“No, but I have reports from Tracie.  She is instructed to provide for him and report to me on anything he says, requests, or suggests.”

“I met her.”

“I heard.”

“Is there something nice I can do for her?  I think I scared her.”

“You did.  I have spoken with her.  She is not upset.”

“You’re sure?”

“I am certain.  But on the subject of Gwyden, he is proceeding with the lessons you requested and has recruited his own assistants.”

“Has he?  How’s that work?”

“He has taken to accepting apprentices and has been both teaching them and making them copy what he has already written.”

“He’s literally making them write the book on Rethvan farming.  Nice.  But how does the apprentice thing work?”

“Two or more come with him while he teaches them, traveling.  At a new village, he provides supplies so the villages accept his help.  He begins the teaching so they accept his wisdom.  After a time, the eldest apprentice remains behind to finish, traded the village for a new apprentice from their ranks.  They move on.”

“So, he’s doing most of his teaching in the process of traveling, then dropping off his student. What a brilliant time-saver.  Equally important, he’s also making scattered villages realize they aren’t the only village.  How far has he gotten, geography-wise?”

“With his new method, he has already reached the midline of the world and passed it.  He is now in the East.”

“Good for him.  I think it’s safe to let him quit whenever he feels he’s done enough.”

“Then I suggest you may wish to tell him so.  He labors at this task, but I do not believe he takes great joy in it.”

“He doesn’t like the job?”

“He does, but it is not what he would prefer to be about.  He is paying his debt.”

“Ah.  Fair enough.  What time is it in Rethven?  I’ll give him a call.”

“Imperial business first?” she suggested.

“Do I have to?”

“Of course not.  You are Emperor.”

I sighed.  That meant, yeah, I had to.  Even the Dark Lord of the World has obligations.  This one does, anyway.

I got a lot done, if you count “acting like an irate demigod being forced into the role of Emperor” as an accomplishment.  It ate up a lot of time, anyway, as is typical of politics.  I was pleased to do all the work in a receiving room instead of the throne room.  I don’t like the chair.  I prefer the dragon-snout in Mount Arthur.

Someday, I’m going to sit on it again.  I have to be patient.

I had brief interviews with each of the prospective dama.  There were half a dozen men, two of which were based more in religious awe than anything else.  Those two I sent to the Dark Temple.  They would be happier there.  The other four were weird outliers on the human bell curve.  They actually believed in the ideal of protecting the Emperor.  He’s one branch of the government and no one had the right to kill him merely because they didn’t agree with him.  Let the law de-throne him?  That was fine.  But until that happened, he was the Emperor and his person was sacrosanct.

There were considerably more women.  I’m not sure if it had to do with the more personal method by which I imported them or if women, in general, are more capable of commitment.  The why of the matter wasn’t so important as whether or not they were dedicated to the job.  Again, the more religious I sent to the appropriate temple for further instruction and service.  Most of them remained.

I ruthlessly stole bits of religious ritual, however, to explain why they were about to… shall we say, grow quickly into the position?  A little blood I might have implied was mine, high-tech genetic treatment to improve their physical capabilities, possibly a spell to encourage their bodies to reach their new maximum potential…

I cheat whenever I can get away with it.  I am not an honest man.  I’m not even honest with myself, usually.

By the time I finished, most of the city was in bed.  I called it a night because I had a regularly scheduled appointment.  I went to the bathhouse.  Someone was interested in assassinating me, so it was still worth luring them into my trap.

The fact I was the trap and the bait had crossed my mind.  It crossed Velina’s, too, and she didn’t like it.  She didn’t say anything, but I could tell.  I should expedite cosmetic surgery on a me-shaped decoy clone.  I really should.

On the other hand, relaxing in the bath wasn’t a bad way to spend an hour.  Well, trying to relax.  The novelty has worn off.  I keep thinking of more things I need to do or should do or how to do them.

Whatever happened to just relaxing?  Or thinking of things I want to do?  I don’t look forward to things with anticipation anymore.  All I have is anxiety about what’s coming up.  Sometimes I think I work too hard.  But what else can I do?  Delegate more?  I think I’ve delegated as much as I can.  Almost, anyway.

People started to show up earlier than expected.  I smiled and waved and took my leave.  If this kept up, I might eventually wind up with informal petitions all night.  I was hoping for a quicker reaction from assassins.  What’s keeping them?  I figure I might manage one or two more nights before the public starts bathing at midnight for the chance to buttonhole His Imperial Majesty.

Rather than go through my morning transformation—and spoil a perfectly lovely evening of soaking, steaming, and thinking—Bronze came by, took me to the Palace, and we disappeared into the Stepstation.  I went on to the Flatstation and gave Gwyden an overdue call.  A little after dawn, he and his helpers were breaking camp.  He was pleased to hear from me.

“I am pleased to hear from you,” he said, looking into his crystal.  “I have spoken with your servant about our progress.  Has she told you?”

“She has,” I agreed.  I didn’t probe to find out if he meant Velina was a servant, or if he meant the new girl, what’s-her-name, the one I frightened. “I’m delighted with how things are going.  In point of fact, I’m entirely content.  If you feel you’ve done the job, I’m prepared to say you held up your end of the bargain wonderfully.”

“I thank you.  If I might suggest, perhaps I could finish with the next village, leaving my students there to keep things tidy?”

“Of course.  That seems entirely reasonable.  Call me when you’ve settled things and I’ll take you home.”

“I shall.”

We hung up and went about our various business.  My business, unfortunately, requires forethought and planning.  I checked in with Gnaeus to see what he had on the Imperial schedule.  Turns out, the Senate was shouting about things they wanted done.  Since the Emperor was the Executive arm of the government, anything that needed doing was in my wheelhouse.  We had a Treasurer and he was doing his job—despite considerable pressures—while Gnaeus and Velina handled almost everything else.

“It would be wise, I think,” he told me, “to establish formal offices serving the Emperor.  The Palace has many rooms, but His Majesty does not use them.”

This, I thought, is a job for… Delegation Man!

“Get me a list.  What offices and agencies and positions do we need?”

“Sir?”

“Gnaeus, you’re the General of the Armies.  If you don’t understand how to organize things, you’re obviously in the wrong job.  And you are not in the wrong job.”

Gnaeus’ face twisted in his I’m-not-going-to-smile expression.

“As you command,” he replied, bowing.

“You can ask Velina for suggestions,” I added, “but you know the people better.”

“I shall do so.  What shall I do with Caius Lucius Decimus?”

I groaned inwardly.  I spent most of last evening—well into the night—processing the first of the dama.  I didn’t do much after that.

Did I really need to interview him?  Yes.  He was almost certainly behind an assassination conspiracy, but how would I know if his was the only one?  That’s why I wanted an assassin.  Besides.  If I asked Caius about a crossbowman and he didn’t know anything about it, the crossbowman was obviously someone else’s idea.

Hold it.

Crossbowman.

Crossbows are… not really Roman, but the Greeks had versions.  It’s not unreasonable for someone to have a primitive crossbow.  But why a crossbow?  Why not a bow and arrow, if they wanted a ranged weapon?  More power?  And why bother with any sort of hole-punching weapon?  We already established I can’t be stabbed to death.  Why not a clay pot with lamp oil?  What was the point of launching a… a…

…a wooden stake?

No, that’s silly.  Nobody in Rethven knew about vampires!  The closest thing the Romans had were lemures—unquiet, vengeful ghosts!  They were a far cry from physical, blood-sucking monsters!  There were no legends about vampires qua vampires.  So the stake through the heart idea was stupid.

Which brought me back to the question:  Why the crossbow?

Maybe it was the preferred weapon of the assassin they sent?  Was he more comfortable with a Greek weapon?  I found that hard to believe, but a Roman legion could have soldiers from anywhere.  It was possible, but it still had the underlying question of why they bothered.  Poking a hole in the Emperor was boring.  They should be trying other things—an axe, maybe, to lop off arms, legs, or head!

It did burn, though, when it hit.  I’d almost forgotten.  Things went to pieces shortly after I was shot, so I hadn’t thought about it until now.  It burned.  Why?  A blessing?  Could one of the Roman gods have heard a prayer?  Or could it be a spell?  Could someone have a natural talent, now awakened in the higher-magic potential of the Rethvan universe?

I am uncomfortable with not knowing.  Maybe sitting in a bathhouse and pretending to be a target is really sitting in a bathhouse while being an actual target.  I once observed that assassins might spend forever working out their plans, but if they did make an attempt, it would be a well-thought-out attempt.  So, logically, the longer it took for them to prepare, the more dangerous they would be.

Maybe I shouldn’t get so comfortable in the baths.  Not until I had a double to take the attacks for me, at least.

In the meantime, my initial lack of concern about assassins vanished.  I would have to get more information in the very near future.

Grumbling, I told Gnaeus to make sure Caius Lucy Decimate was available to wait upon the Emperor the next time I was available.  Then I went off to fume and think.

If Caius was behind the latest attempt on my existence, fine.  If not, someone else was going to get eviscerated and interrogated, possibly in that order.  I can grab a ghost with tendrils, and I have a spell that will summon one, if they’re fresh enough.

I really need a better intelligence service, and my altar ego simply isn’t cutting it.  I keep thinking I need to develop the DOOFUS, but I’m still stuck on how to go about it.  I can’t install cameras everywhere.  I can’t rely on magic, either, since the locals will develop—and may be developing—magical skills.  What does that leave?  Birds with neural transmitter chips in their heads?  Celestial constructs like guardian angels, but used as spies?  A group of parabolic antennae like the Atacama array, scanning for traitorous thoughts?

Hang on.  That last might have something to it.  Humans are always emitting psychic energy.  I can look at Earth from space, blank out everything else and see nothing but the psychic frequencies.  True, I also get a lot of dolphins, whales, and a general background noise from anything with a nervous system, but the humans stand out like diamonds on velvet.  Dense clusters of them look like forest fires.

No, on second thought, this still won’t help me.  It’s great for tracking down where a human is.  Sufficiently tuned, it can work as a location method—it worked with Alden!  It will also work to find a lost child in the forest, or where someone is hiding in a building.  What I want is different.  I need to do more than locate signals, I need to interpret them.  I need to not only read minds, but read the thoughts and feelings of a whole population.  This would require an individual receiver for each person on the plate!

Wouldn’t it?

If I get enough antennas, I can pick up very faint signals even at a great distance.  But even if I use the equivalent of a giant hearing aid, I won’t be able to separate out all the thousands—eventually millions—of voices all yammering at once.  Even if I could pick out a single thread of consciousness from the whole tangled ball and follow it through every twist and dip it still wouldn’t do me any good.  I’d spend lifetimes sitting in a dark room, listening intently—

—no, I wouldn’t.  The whole idea was to use a computer complex.  It would be like the Gaia system, but to keep track of people instead of the environment.  If I have a way to let a computer listen to what everyone is thinking, I don’t have to listen to everyone.  Perhaps even better, I don’t have to keep track of every individual thought.  I can run intelligence analysis software to determine what a society is thinking. That’s less like a million individual mind-reading gizmos and more like instant, accurate polling.

How are the citizens of the Empire doing?  They’re mostly okay, with a thirty-two percent discontent about poverty.  Is that their biggest gripe?  Yes.  The secondary gripe is about the condition of the public fountains.  Twenty-eight percent are angry about the three aqueducts down for repairs at the same time.  Twenty-six percent are mad about the price of beef, twenty-two percent are upset about their taxes, and nobody has any complaints about the roads.

Hmm.

Very tentatively, I might like this idea.  Rather, I might not hate it, which is a very different thing from liking it.  It’s not invasive to any individual.  It’s not probing people for their secrets.  It’s listening to what their thoughts are grumbling about—or, yes, possibly burbling with happiness about.  It’s all being processed into generalizations about society as a whole.

If it works.  I don’t immediately see why it wouldn’t.  I can see where there will be difficulties, but not insurmountable ones. I’ll have to build an antenna array, somewhere, and interface the signals with a computer so it can learn to sort it all out.  I won’t start with that, though.  I’ll test it on the small scale before trying to install a system to monitor the world.

I wonder if ice giants will show up in it?  Or dragons?  Or prevnyt?  I might have to tune it to specific psychic encoding…

A test rig.  I’m going to build a test rig.  I can do that in a fast track world.  Then I’ll take it to Tamaril and start looking into the whole crossbow incident in earnest.  I’m thinking I can already abuse this system by tuning in on the people who are especially concerned about Imperial vengeance.

I despise what this thing could become and I haven’t even built it.  But, as with so many other things, I’m not going to let it stop me.

It took longer than I thought to turn psychic signals into digital media.  I’ve done something like this before, with my altar ego and Diogenes.  The celestial antenna was easy; osmium was the obvious material.  But for psychic energy?  Rhodium makes a good psychic reflector—and that’s great if I want to build something to focus psychic energy somewhere—but what do we use to receive a psychic signal?  I needed something to absorb it, not reflect it.

I experimented with related metals.  Turns out an old metallic friend fit the bill:  Ruthenium.  It interacted with psychic energy about as well as osmium did with celestial energies, which I found suspiciously convenient.

I didn’t mess around with any test alloys.  I wasn’t after the perfect conductor.  I wanted something that would work.  Perfection could come later.

I have questions about this.  Ruthenium is a psychically conductive material.  But what I usually use it for is the core of electromagical transformers.  Electricity turns to magic, not to psychic energy!  Why doesn’t it also create a powerful psychic field?  Since I can use ruthenium to make electricity into magic, and since ruthenium is a conductor of psychic energy, it seems likely there’s a relationship.  But what sort of relationship?

Why do I always get these world-shaking, fundamental questions about the nature of the universe when I have other things I have to do?

Okay, so I built an antenna.  Getting the computer to comprehend what it heard was another story.  With my altar ego and Diogenes, we had two intelligent beings actively trying to understand each other.  Here, I had an eavesdropper listening to a babble of voices.  Learning the “language” would be much more difficult.  I needed at least a good starting point, a basic vocabulary for a heuristic system to expand.

I went hunting for software.  Finding a non-physical commodity is trickier than most things, but there are good clues.  If I can find a neural interface jack implanted in someone’s skull, it implies a lot of things.  The technology to do it, the need for it, the computers to run interface programs, and so on.  If there are lots of them, they’re common in a society, so they’re accepted in society, and the technology is that much more developed and available.

I connected my software to a neural-interface virtual entertainment center.  People watched movies through such a hookup, either from an external point or from the point of view of a character.  They also played participatory games as free-roaming characters, or simply interacted with other virtual people in the equivalent of a chat room.

There were a lot of options.  Once people started plugging their brains into a global communications system, a lot of them wanted to stay that way. No doubt there were those who never unplugged unless absolutely necessary.  While I understood the impulse to occupy a virtual world where everything was better than real life, I had serious misgivings about the long-term sustainability of the system.

Would this place turn into a world like Zeno’s?  Is that how it got that way?  It could go lots of different ways, but Zeno’s world was definitely one possible outcome.

My biggest problem was finding specific people to go with their virtual avatars.  I had to not only read their direct-wired communications, but I had to simultaneously read the psychic outputs.  My programs needed both of these, closely synchronized, to learn how to interpret everything.  It’s hard to learn a word for “happy” if you don’t have an example to point to.

I could have found worlds where they had psychic computers.  I did not.  I hope I don’t have to explain why.

Everything worked like a charm when we were dealing with discrete individuals and correlating their psychic signals with specific data.  I tried testing the programs in a small town, to see what they were thinking.  As it turns out, the programs had trouble sorting out multiple unidentified psychic signals.  My setup did fine when it had a specific profile, but the more unknown voices in the room, the harder it had to work to listen to the one it wanted.

I turned to aliens for the answer.

There are places with really advanced software for sorting out signals.  Outside the military’s electronic warfare programs, there are civilian organizations searching for extraterrestrial intelligence.  There’s a lot of energy out there and isolating a specific signal can be challenging.  Specialized software sifts through it all, finds and separates discrete signals, and passes it on to whoever is so darn interested in finding the aliens.

It works on other signals, too.  Variations of it can be used to pick out one voice among a multitude.  Or, if you run multiple instances of it, each of them can pick out a different voice, scrub away all the others, and present you with a million separate conversations instead of hissing static.  With clear and discrete signals, the AI interpretation software had no problem building a profile on each and every person in my little test-bed town.

There came a point when I sat in a vacant apartment in Kanazawa, Japan, fired up the laptop I was running it on, unfolded the gridwork of the antenna, and asked it what people were upset about.  On that day, in that place, their most prevalent concern was the tidal wave disaster on their eastern coast.

Three minutes.  It took me three minutes to find that out without even leaving the apartment.  Most of it was the software synchronizing and processing.

It wasn’t going to be this simple in the Underworld.  The computing power I needed was uncomfortably large, so I would have to do something similar to what I did with the Gaia system.  Rather, I would have to expand the Gaia systems computer network, but I have robots for that.  And, fortunately, I already had plenty of room to expand the Underworld.  It’s more of a cavern complex than a cave, these days.

I went to the Palace, called Doofus on my phone, and asked it how many people were thinking about me.  It replied that it had no data.  There wasn’t enough signal.

I knew immediately what happened.  The antenna was thousands of miles distant and there was a lot of rock in the way.

Sighing—with effect, this time, because the sun was up—I went back to the Underworld.  Doofus needed a bigger, better antenna.  I solved this problem locally and temporarily by opening a micro-gate to the Underworld and feeding a wire through.  With an antenna in Tamaril, it got enough signal to work.

As a more long-term and permanent solution, I went to the Underworld and set up a ruthenium shifter.  I started growing an antenna down through the floor, headed through the world toward the Topside of Rethven.  Once it reached a certain depth—about a mile under the deepest part of the ocean—it would burrow sideways, under the ground, and spread out.  This would eventually form something like a wire grid, deep underground.  It would act as a world-wide web, if you like, absorbing psychic energies for Doofus to process into viewpoints, beliefs, grudges, perspectives, convictions, sentiments, and other sorts of attitudes.

“Hey, Doofus.  What are my poll numbers looking like?”

“The Emperor’s approval rating is eighty-nine percent.”  I gave it a voice module patterned to sound like an obnoxious moron.  Why?  Mostly to remind me to hate using it.

“And how many are concerned about the temple of the Dark Lord?”

“Sixteen percent,” replied Doofus.

“And the Lady of Flame?”

“Eighty percent.”

“Not bad.  I’ll take it.  Now, given there are people planning to assassinate the Emperor, what can you tell me about them?”

“Processing.  Please wait.”

“Any idea how long?”

“Data collection is in progress.”

Figures.  Eventually, Doofus will probably be able to tell me who and how many and what they’re planning.  I’d settle for a definite number of active conspiracy groups.  But noooo.  I haven’t got enough active enemies to generate enough signal for an adequate statistical sample!

Wait.  Why am I complaining?

I shifted up to the Palace and called Velina, making arrangements for the evening.  She had everything lined up and ready for me.  See what happens when you put things off for a few days?

Okay, okay.  It helps to have competent people.  Velina and Gnaeus had days to make preparations while I avoided being Emperor.  They did their jobs while I couldn’t be bothered to sit on the Imperial Seat.

To my great annoyance, my first order of business was to pass or fail a bunch of judges.  I’d forgotten the Senate appointed judges to oversee legal disputes.  Rather, I knew they did, but I forgot the Emperor had the option to dismiss them.  Since the option was to look over a dozen judges or personally rule on a whole bunch of disputes…

Would-be judges approached, wearing sandals and tunics, carrying a braided, purple rope. I took my time and looked at each one very carefully.  Would I want this person handing down a ruling?  Would they be interested in the evidence, or would they be happy with nothing more than their gut feeling?  Would they choose crucifixion because it gave them a sense of power, or would they be merciful because they were too generous for the job?

I resisted the urge to hand-copy a manual on the evaluation of evidence.

Most of the judges I approved.  Eight were men, four were women.  I was reasonably certain the women would be able to exert their authority, but I had a brief word with Gnaeus about it.  If someone wasn’t respecting the office because a woman “shouldn’t” have that authority, a seven-night civics lesson was in order for contempt of court—and a fresh appearance before a tribunal of judges.

It was getting late, but we had time for interviews.  There were a number of people who needed to speak to the Emperor.  Not an assistant.  Not a general.  Not the civic supervisor.  Not the treasurer.  The Emperor.

Or, at least, they thought they did.  It never ceases to amaze me how many people think they can go right to the top, complain about underlings, present their demands, and expect to get something from it.

In a manner of speaking, they did.  Most of them got, “No.  And don’t bother anyone about this again.”  Two of them got physically picked up—by guards, at my direction—and literally thrown out the doors of the Palace.

Why would anyone think they could walk up to the Emperor and demand to be placed in charge of grain rationing?  I mean, maybe, if you’re qualified and worthy of trust.  This idiot was clearly angling for a position of power in order to gain personal wealth, and doing it badly.  Is there anyone who can’t comprehend I can look into their hearts and minds?  Or do they hope their audacity for asking will be respected?  Or did they miss the memo about the current Emperor being a god?

Yeah, yeah.  I know I’m not.  But they should believe it by now!  I’m told they do believe it, but I keep encountering the few free-thinkers who don’t seem to comprehend.  It skews my perception of the place.  Which is another reason I need the Doofus.

Gnaeus sidled up by my elbow.

“That is all, Your Majesty,” he told me, quietly.

“Hmm?  What about… what’s-his-name?  Caius?”

“He is not here.”

“Well, find him.  I’m using tonight to play catch-up on a lot of things I’ve been putting off.  It’s his turn.  Bring him before the Emperor.”

Gnaeus smiled a very small smile.  He bowed.

“As Your Majesty commands.”

He departed, double-time, while Velina came up on my left.

“Caius Lucius Decimus?” she murmured.

“That’s the name.  Why isn’t he here?”

“I do not know.  He was told.”

“Told what?  To be here?  Or that tonight I was available to speak with him?”

“I am not certain of the exact wording.”

“I’m starting to think he’s avoiding the meeting.”

“I agree.  Do you know why?”

“I think he expects me to expose him as a conspirator.  Naturally, he’s hesitant.  Standing before his god is either a sublime experience or a sublimating one.”

“So we wait?”

“I’m confident Gnaeus will have him here pretty quickly.  Do we have anyone else to see in the meantime?”

“There are affairs the judges should handle.”

“No capital crimes?”

“None.”

“I never thought I’d be hoping for some.  Any other ideas?”

“I can send for entertainers,” she suggested.  “The Imperial Court has no jester, nor servants for the making of music.”

“How long will it take to get them here?” I asked.  I was thinking of people on foot.  Lacking communications, it would involve runners and rousting people out of bed.

“On second thought,” I told her, leaning slightly over the arm of the throne, “let’s end the public audience.  I’ll see Caius in the… hmm.  There’s a covered walkway along the south rim of the roof.  Have him brought there.”

“As you wish.”

I stood up.  Everyone in the room stood up.  I expanded a field of darkness around myself, snuck out through the door behind the throne, and the field of darkness shrank in on itself until it disappeared.

I presume everyone else also left, but with less flair.


Call to Post

Velina called me while I was sitting in the loggia.

“Yes?”

“Gnaeus is bringing Caius.”

“Any trouble?”

“None to speak of.”

“He didn’t want to come quietly?”

“You could say that.  Gnaeus insisted and had enough men with him to make it impossible to ignore.  Rather than come to bloodshed, Caius chose to accompany him.  He brought his sycophants, but those have been peeled away from him.  He is alone.”

“Thanks.”

I turned my chair back to the table and continued to go over my notes.  There was still a lot to do.  Depending on the interview, I might have a lot less.  I wasn’t hopeful, but I was willing to acknowledge the possibility.

Gnaeus and three soldiers accompanied Caius up the stairs to the loggia.  I had, as a courtesy to my guest, several lamps running in a line along the base of the outer wall.  They were on the floor to keep them out of the wind, but they still flickered.  My shadow likes flickering light and amused itself with the flames.

“My lord,” Gnaeus said, bowing slightly.  I put the notepad away.

“Welcome, Nerva.  I see you’ve brought my wayward interview.”

“It was my honor, my lord.”

“Thank you.  I think Caius and I can have a quiet little chat, now.  If you would excuse us?”

Gnaeus picked his three escorts up with his eyes and they faded down the steps.  Caius stood mute, waiting.

I was okay with that.  If he wasn’t going to speak, I’d look right through him.

He seemed older than when I’d bought him, in Parthia.  Maybe it was experience.  When I first saw him, he was the low man among the tribunes.  Now he was a young man who not only lost everything, but started clawing some of it back.  He believed he had the breeding to be superior.  Sometimes, believing you can be the best is a big help in becoming the best.  He had determination and strength and a lot of slow-boiling fury.

He didn’t like me.  I wasn’t surprised.  I humiliated him in front of a lot of people.  But he also blamed me for his loss of position—as though the Parthians hadn’t done that already!  They were always going to be sold as slaves!

I didn’t rummage around in his thoughts, merely looked at the way his inner lights moved.  There was a lot to see.  Among them was a hidden weapon.  I saw the dead, hollow space of a stabbing knife strapped to the inside of his thigh.  It also shimmered in a different way because of a magical aura.  As a weapon, it was fairly small, with a blade not even as long as my hand.

“Have you anything to say?” I asked.

“I will answer whatever my Emperor asks.”

“That’s not what I asked.  You evaded the question, which is a very poor decision.  Do you want to know why?”

“I believe I can guess.”

“No, no, no,” I chided.  “You didn’t answer the question.  You evaded it again.  The question called for a simple binary decision, yes or no.  You didn’t give me an answer.  So, to be clear, every time you evade a question or lie to me, I will break another bone.”

“Another bone?”

I moved at full speed, tendrils locked into the stonework of the roof.  I rose from the chair, shot toward him, seized his left hand, and neatly broke one of the metacarpals—the one between the wrist and the pinky finger.

I stopped, reversed course, and sat back down.  I took extra care to settle into the chair carefully so as not to knock it backward like a projectile.  I try to think these things out in advance, to plot my course and my movements.  I can move faster than I can think, and reflexive reaction is not something I want.  At those speeds, it can throw me off and cause unpredictable changes in momentum, direction, and balance.

Caius gasped and clutched at his hand for an instant, then released it when the pressure increased the pain.  He looked at his hand, then at me, and the hatred in his eyes was obvious.

“Yeah, I’m awful,” I told him, mildly, smiling slightly.  I went on in a casual fashion, as though this was slightly amusing.  “Let me add you have received an enormous amount of mercy ever since I bought you from the Parthians—for which you have not thanked me.  I’m not known for my mercy and I have very little left for you.  Rely on it at your peril.

“Now, you need to answer my questions directly and truthfully.  Note that I did not say you want to, but that you need to.  Do you understand?”

Caius was deeply displeased.  There’s something about being raised as a nobleman, I think, that makes it hard to accept any sort of critique—especially from someone you think of as a barbarian. In this case, a barbarian was anyone not a Roman.  A heathen god isn’t Roman, so it’s a barbarian.  Quod Erat Demonstrandum.

He thought it over before answering.

“I understand.”

“Wonderful!” I cried, delighted.  “I’m so glad.  Please, be seated.  Would you care for wine?”

“No.”

“Oh, we are on a roll. Sit down.”

He stood there and made no move to sit.

“If you’re standing to demonstrate your petty defiance, you have succeeded.  I don’t mind, however, so it’s a particularly useless defiance and serves exactly zero purpose.  On the other hand, I know you think it will give you more opportunity to stab me with your little toy.  You are incorrect.”

He stood mute.

“I see this is still going to be a difficult interview.  Very well.  Take out your weapon and place it on the table.  Do it now, or I will break both your arms and then I will place it on the table.”

He froze.  I saw it inside him.  He wasn’t defying my order.  He was in a sort of mental lockup while his brain refused to parse the sentence.  I waited until he worked through it.

“Well?” I asked, once he fully grasped what I’d said.  He drew the knife—a wooden one, carved to have a stabbing point; a wooden stake by any other name—and regarded me.  I smiled at him without showing teeth.  He stepped to the table and placed it there.

“Finally, cooperation.  Now come over here.  Sit on that chair.”  I waited for a moment.  He made no move to obey, so I varied my previous threat. “Do it now, or I will break both your legs and prop you against a pillar.”

I waited again while he parsed the options.  He elected to sit in the chair.  Now I was between him and his weapon.

I wished for Firebrand.  The weapon was with me, but Firebrand was busy elsewhere.  It felt weird to have it there.  I’m not sure there’s a good comparison, but imagine a beloved relative died and your necromancer animated him as a zombie.  Now he wanders around the house, sits down to dinner with you, and is generally underfoot.  Uncle Charlie hasn’t gone anywhere—he still chops firewood every morning and hauls water up from the well—but he’s not exactly there, if you take my meaning.

I can feel the psychic resonance in the metal.  It’s definitely Firebrand.  But it—he—isn’t home.  I don’t know how to describe it.

“Do you know why I’ve summoned you?” I asked Caius.  He hesitated a moment, thinking.

“No.”

“Fair enough.  We’ll come back to that, I think.  For now, I’d like to hear from you.  You’ve been quite chatty with everyone else.  Perhaps there is something you’d like to say to my face.”  I paused while he sat silent.  Of course.  I hadn’t asked a question.  With everyone else, he was a dynamic, charismatic young man, apparently intent on getting ahead in life.  Here and now, he struck me as a sulky teenager.

“You have my permission to speak,” I added.

“I have nothing to say.”

“Oh?  What, not even to your Emperor?”

“You’re not my Emperor!” he snapped, then caught himself.

“Am I not?  How do you figure that?”

He sat silent again.

“Pick a bone,” I invited.  “After I break it, I’ll ask you again and you can pick the next bone.  I can do this until you run out of bones.  Longer, really, because several of them are long enough to break multiple times.”

“Damn you!”

“Too late,” I answered.  “So, I’m not your Emperor.  Explain your reasoning or why you have a bone to pick with me.”

“You’re not an emperor.  You’re a barbarian who bought Roman citizen and hope to use us to make your own empire.”

I blinked at him.  I often forget to blink at night, which makes my stare extraordinarily unnerving—or so I’m told.  I hit the bull’s-eye on my evaluation of his attitude.

“I did buy you,” I agreed.  “I also built two cities and transported you between the worlds to populate them.  I’m sure you noticed.  I’ve more than adequately demonstrated a fraction of my powers, mostly those comprehensible to mortals.  Were you not aware of the gods judging you in the arena?  Were you listening?”

“You’re not a god,” he stated.

“Am I not?”

“No.”

“Go on.”

“You’re not a god,” he repeated.  “You’re a foul sorcerer who hopes for the dignity of an Imperial title and is willing to deceive Roman citizens.  You’re a barbarian and do not deserve to pretend rulership over Romans!”

“You keep coming back to that assertion,” I told him.  “I have to admit, your vanity is impressive.  Misplaced, but impressive.  So, I take it your goal is to kill me and assume the mantle of the Emperor in my place.  Is that it?”

Caius did not answer.

“Never mind.  I can see the truth inside you,” I told him, while at the same time preparing to lie through my many teeth.  “You want to kill me because you hate me.  There are several reasons, all of which seem to burn much more brightly than they should.  I’m guessing you’ve been dwelling on everything, overthinking it all, and have convinced yourself you’ve been deeply, irretrievably wronged.  Oh, woe is Caius!  You deserve better because of your family’s social standing!  Oh, the horror, you’ve been forced to take orders.  Oh, your wounded dignity!  You’ve been forced to be a soldier—which might have taught you a little discipline.

“Listen, kid.  Your family was in Rome. They’re gone.  They don’t matter.  You are in Tamaril.  What you do here is everything, because you can rise as high as your ability will take you, or be cast down as far as treachery can reach.  Your social standing?  That’s up to you, too.  You don’t have to take orders from anybody.  You could have quit the army any time after you arrived here.  Even now, you could claim a plot of land—we have people for that, now!—and a bunch of soldiers will build you a house and a barn.  Or you can load up both arms with whatever you can carry and head out into the wilderness to carve out your own destiny.  I’m not stopping you.  I’m encouraging you.

“But sitting here blaming me for all your troubles and unhappiness isn’t going to get you anything.  Nothing you want.  Blame me if you feel like it, but blame won’t help you.  Keep it up and it might eventually annoy me into making it worse.  I can easily sell you into slavery in a land where nobody speaks your language and you’re regarded as nothing more than farm equipment.  Or, if your honor is stained enough, I can give you a gladius and let you fall on it to escape the torment that is your life.  Or, if you don’t care for either of those, I can pitch you off this roof so hard you splash.

“I also realize you’re a teenager with an acute lack of sense.  Gnaeus spoke up for you.  He said you were a decent person, but maybe he was wrong.  Maybe I should have left your corpse to rot in the sun with the other tribunes.  Instead, I went to considerable effort to not murder you out of hand because you showed potential.  You could have been my chosen Emperor so I could get away from this unpleasant piece of physical reality.  But no, you had to be all offended and upset because you can’t recognize mercy when you see it.”

“I what?” he demanded, shocked.

“You can’t recognize mercy,” I repeated.  “I told you, I went out of my way to let you live—”

“Not that!  The part about choosing me!”

“You were a tribune,” I said, pretending surprise.  “You had the breeding.  You’re young, so you might have a long reign, thus giving stability to the Empire in the early years.  I wasn’t sure about your talents and skills, but I’ve watched you.  You’re good with people.  You listen to people who are experts.  You persuade when you can’t command and you inspire loyalty.  You would have made a good Emperor.”

“Would have made!”

“That was my plan.  But now I see you need another five or ten years before you might be trusted with the fate of a nation.  I can’t stand being here that long, so I’ll have to appoint someone else as Emperor and kill you.  If I leave you alive, you’ll try to assassinate your way to the throne.  It’s a pity, really.”

The look on his face was of pure torment.  It reminded me of a child who, having eaten the cake he wasn’t supposed to touch, discovers he can’t have a birthday party because they don’t have a cake.

I can be an evil bastard.  I admit it.  I don’t see what I can do about it.

“Wait,” he said, as a light dawned in his eyes.  “If what you say is true, why am I still alive?”

“Because my other choice is Gnaeus.  I happen to know he doesn’t want the job.”

“He is a soldier, not a ruler.”

“You really haven’t been paying attention to your lessons on how to be a soldier, have you?”

“What has that got to do with anything?”

“If you think a military commander isn’t an effective ruler, you’re more of an idiot than I would have believed possible.  You’ve been acting intelligently, if unwisely, according to all reports.  You’ve been talking to the right people, you’ve been arguing persuasively, you’ve been making connections and alliances, and you’ve been, in general, way smarter than you’re acting right now.”

“I’m smart enough to know you don’t want to kill me,” he stated.

“Oh?  Let’s assume you are smart.  Explain it to me,” I invited.  He snorted.

“It’s obvious.  You want to rule us.  I’ve become too connected, too popular.  If you kill me, you’ll show yourself to be too much of a monster.  People will fear you, not love you.  You’ll be forced to rule with an iron hand and a tight grip.  You’ll have to be constantly vigilant.  You’ll never have a moment’s peace again.”

I rubbed my temples with one hand, wondering which of his ideas to savage first.  Then I realized I didn’t need or want to.  He certainly believed what he was saying, but he couldn’t have been more wrong.  I would happily rule with an iron fist and be the villain—I was already trying to be an Emperor people would be happy to see go!  Whoever took over after me would be a shining example of kindness by comparison!

How could this teenaged pillock be so politically savvy with everyone else and such a blockhead in front of me?  And why wasn’t I stuffing his head up his own ass so it was literal instead of merely metaphorical?

Because something about this rang a bell.  I didn’t know which bell.  I didn’t even know where the bell was.  All I knew was there was something about this.  What was it?  Did I know someone like him?  Had I had this conversation, or one like it, somewhere before?  Was it with someone I liked?

Is this what it’s like to get old?  Is it like this for the really old vampires, too?  Everything is familiar because they’ve seen something like it before?  Will I one day live in a perpetual state of déjà vu?  If I do, will get used to it and ignore it?

“You know what?” I asked, rhetorically.  “I’m tempted to put you on the throne anyway and let you screw everything up.  You’re too stupid to run a nation and you’ll need to rely so heavily on your staff and advisors you’ll wind up a puppet ruler, afraid to issue any order without checking with them.  It would serve you right.  You can earn your own humiliation and be despised, both as a fool and a weakling, by every citizen of Tamaril.”

Caius flushed an amazing shade of red.  Inside him, he seethed.  I hadn’t intended to push his buttons—finding them was normally Firebrand’s job—but I’d not only hit a nerve, I’d set it on fire.  Which, come to think of it, was also Firebrand’s job.

I miss it.  Him.  I really need to shift his world into an even higher gear.  We need to establish dragons in Rethven, and the sooner the better.

Caius gripped the arms of the chair, knuckles white on his uninjured hand, and licked his lips before speaking.

“You don’t know anything about me,” he said, and his voice cracked.  “You don’t.”

“Don’t I?” I asked, watching the inner essence of him.  A dozen things bubbled through his spirit.  Most of it was impressions of fear and pain, of one sort or another.  I’d accidentally hit something and, on the inside, he was in an uproar.  I could hear his thoughts, not because he was psychic, but because he was broadcasting as loud as a shout.

It was the crack about his advisors.

He hadn’t considered how desperately he would need his advisors.  He had only thought to rule. The goal was to become Emperor, not to be the Emperor.  It was as though getting crowned was the end of his ambition and he could relax afterward. He hadn’t realized he would need good advice all the more after he achieved the throne, and he certainly hadn’t realized he would be so dependent.

I didn’t go delving into the depths of his subconscious, but a part of him, so far down he didn’t realize it was there, knew he couldn’t rule alone—not that he had a clear idea of how an emperor spent his days.  His undermind knew—or believed—he wasn’t up to it.  That didn’t stop him from wanting it.

Someone found him as a ready pawn for gaining control of the Empire.  He was handsome, spoke well, and could be used.  While Caius was on the throne, his Grand Vizir would be the power behind it.  And if the young emperor was assassinated by his discontented subjects, who would take the throne?  Another pawn?  Or would his chief advisor be elected to the position by the Senate?

Caius was another layer in a conspiracy.  Now I was glad I hadn’t killed him yet.  I was also annoyed I hadn’t found more time to work my way up the conspiratorial chain to discover the real mastermind of this one.  At least I could eventually ask Doofus how many there were!

For now, I wish—I really wish—I’d taken more time in examining my purchases when we were in Parthia.  I should have checked them for Evil Mastermind tendencies.  I might have prevented a lot of my current headaches.

Of course, if I eliminated all the ones with the ability to be sneaky, underhanded, dishonest bastards, I’d have killed them all.  Humans.  What can you do?

“I can see you have a lot of think about.  You’re a pawn being moved through a game you’re only now beginning to realize isn’t your game.  And this is why I can’t make you Emperor.  You’re stupid.  In point of fact, I suspect you’re not really a threat at all.  You were sent here with a weapon in the hope you would attempt something dumb and get crucified for it.  You’re being used like any other tool.

“With this thought in mind,” I finished, “you’re free to go.  Carry on.”

“Wait.”

“Hmm?”

“You say I’m stupid.”

“I do.”

“Might you mean ‘inexperienced’?”

“It’s possible.  I put you in Gnaeus’ care to provide you with experience and personal discipline.  If you succeeded there, you might have been taught about how money works, what a government spends money on, and the Imperial Law.  I might even have given you lessons in philosophy and an advisor or two you could trust.”  I shrugged.  “I’m used to humans being difficult.  It’s why I prefer them dead.  Much easier to get along with.”

“I still don’t believe you’re a god.”

“Your opinion on the matter is irrelevant.  You don’t have to believe in fire for it to burn you—and it will amuse me to see how long the Lady of Flame tolerates your insolence.  Rather, it will amuse me to tell her ‘I told you so’ over and over as you screw up.”  I rose from my chair.  “Unfortunately for you, I’ve used up all the patience I had for this meeting.  You can either leave by the stairs or over the rim, but you will leave now.”

My altar ego needs believers.  The Voice will shake even the hardest-held denial.

Caius leaped to his feet and almost headed for the stairs.  He paused, clearly torn as to protocol, and made a slight bow.  He headed down the stairs while I scribbled in my notebook, pretending to ignore him.

I tagged him with a scrying spell to track him.  I would analyze the wooden stake at my leisure.  If I read him right, he was going to leave the Palace casually, make a lot of evasive maneuvers through the darkened streets, and get advice.  He might even confront his chief advisor about any after-coronation plans.

I was young and stupid, once.  Well, I was young once.  I might still be stupid.

Caius left the Palace and, as predicted, went through the streets in a manner intended to lose anyone who might follow him.  In the dark, anyone trying to tail him would have to stick unreasonably close.  But no one followed him.  Why should they?  He survived his interview and was released into the wild.

While Caius hustled quickly along the street, Gnaeus came up the stairs.

“Good evening,” I greeted him.  “How goes the world, Nerva?”  At the sound of his nickname, he visibly relaxed.  I kept one eye on my pocket mirror, on the table.

“For the most part, all is well.  I have questions about Caius Lucius Decimus, if you will permit.”

“So do I.  Go ahead with yours.”

“Do you want to keep him?”

“Do you think he’s worth keeping?”

“He’s young and foolish, but I think he can still be taught.”

“I’m not so sure,” I countered.  “I’ve looked into his heart and I’ve found far too much vanity, all deeply rooted.”

“Yes?” Gnaeus asked, inviting me to elaborate.  I pointed at a nearby chair.  He took it.

“He was a tribune, born to a great family, raised as a superior individual, told all his life that he was of a better class of people.  Not only was he a Roman, and superior to anyone else in the world, but a superior Roman, better than most Romans.  He was born to pride, raised to be vain, and lives for his ego.”

“He has other qualities,” Gnaeus pointed out.  “I’m sure of it.”

“He does,” I agreed.  “He does.  He’s strong, he’s reasonably smart, and he’s a great example of physical talents.  I could drop him into any number of places and he’d be able to get by on his looks and his ability to do hard labor.  Given proper training, I’m sure he could do almost anything.

“His issue,” I went on, “is the vanity.  A little vanity is a good thing.  That’s self-confidence.  You have to believe in yourself to be successful.  His confidence isn’t like that.  It’s the creeping vine that crawls over everything about him.  He won’t study, for example, because he ‘knows’ he’s smarter than anyone.  He won’t practice because he ‘knows’ he’s better-trained than you.  He won’t take orders because he ‘knows’ he should be the one giving them.  He’ll take orders not because he has discipline, but because the consequences of disobeying are even greater humiliation than submitting to another’s authority.  It’s an extreme form of self-confidence, rising far beyond anything useful or even rational.”

Gnaeus gestured at the wine and gave me an inquiring look.  I gestured and the tray with cup and pitcher slid closer to him.  He poured himself a cup while he thought.

“So… he is useless?”

“In the sense of whether or not he can serve the Empire?  That’s a good question.”

“And in any other sense?”

“If we had lions in the arena, he could be meat.  That’s useful, in a way.”

“We have monsters.”

“Do we?”

“We have captured a few.  When you declare a holy day, we will loose them in the arena.”

“Good to know.  But to get back to Caius… that young man can’t be trusted.  He will always, always believe he deserves more than he’s getting.  He’ll never be content until this whole world is under his absolute command, and even then he’ll discover it isn’t enough.  It’s a form of madness.  As things stand right now, he would be a terrible Emperor, and that’s a problem.”

“Is it?  You are immortal.  Why should we be concerned with the qualities of men on the Imperial Seat?”

“I don’t want to be Emperor.  I plan to hand it over to someone.  I don’t like being here, on the mortal plane.  I want to go back to the celestial realms where I’m comfortable.”

“I was not aware the… mortal plane?  Was so displeasing to you.”

“It’s not so bad.  Mostly, it’s the fact I don’t want to deal with mortal politics.  I’d rather you got on with making yourselves miserable on your own.  The Mother of Flame tells me you learn from it, but I have yet to see it.  Maybe she’s right.  I don’t generally concern myself with the living.  This plane of existence, though… It’s uncomfortable for us.”

“What’s it like?” Gnaeus asked.  “How does it feel?”

“It’s a bit of effort.  It’s like walking on tiptoe all the time.  You get used to it, but it’s still an effort.  I look forward to handing the Empire over to someone else so I can go home.”

“I understand the desire, but this place is now home to me.  What is your home like?”

I thought of all the celestial encounters I had.

“I don’t think I can describe it to you in any meaningful way.  It isn’t entirely beyond your comprehension, but we lack the language to discuss it.  But I’ll promise you this.  When your day comes, you will see it.  When the Grey Lady brings you to my realm, you won’t simply be processed through like any of the thousands of others that cross my borders every day.  I will greet you as an old friend.”

You hear me up there? I asked.  Do you think you can keep that promise?

What promise?

So I repeated it for him.

Hmm.  Yeah, I can do that.

Thanks.

Gnaeus, for his part, inclined his head in a bow, acknowledging it.

“This still leaves the troublesome Caius,” he said.  “I had hopes for that boy.  He reminds me of my own sons, in some ways.”

“He’s physically very capable and can be extremely driven—once he’s motivated.”

“But one must use his vanity to do so,” Gnaeus sighed.  “Yes.  I see it now.  The eyes of the Emperor are keen.”

“The eyes of the Dark Lord see through cloud, shadow, earth, and flesh,” I countered.  “So, what do we do about Caius?”

“Is he guilty of a crime?”

“Not one we can prove.  I can say I saw evil in his heart, but that’s a poor precedent in the law and one I don’t want.”

“He will continue to scheme.”

“He will.”

“Shall I wait until he makes an attempt to seize power?” Gnaeus asked.  “That seems to be a dangerous strategy.”

“I agree.  For the moment, let’s plan to transfer him to a hunting party.  Demote Caius—by Imperial decree—and send him out into the wilds to think on his sins.  And if he quits the army, that’s fine.  It’ll do him good to try and find a job.”

“I will.  This leaves you, still, with your dilemma.”

“Finding a replacement?  Yeah.”

“I am not a great scholar,” Gnaeus began.  “I am a soldier.  But we did not have an Emperor in Rome.”

“Mm.  Yes.  You had a republic at the time, didn’t you?”

“Yes.”

“Do you think we need a republic here?”

“I have read the writing in the wall.  We have an imperial republic, I think.  We elect our senators, but the line of the Emperors will be appointed by divine right, no matter what the law says.”

“There’s another option?” I asked.

“Perhaps we could elect an Emperor, as we might once have elected a consul.”

“Hmm.  It would save me the trouble of kidnapping Marcus Aurelius Antoninus.”

“Who?”

“An emperor of Rome about two centuries after the disaster with the Parthians.  One could make a case for him being the wisest of all Rome’s emperors.  Ask around among the women.  Some of them surely know who he is.”

“If he can be persuaded, perhaps you should seat him.”

“Maybe.  Or maybe I can simply abdicate.  The Senate elects an Emperor if there is no declared heir.  The Articles of Imperium say they select from the equestrians, but there aren’t any, yet, so it could be anyone but a senator, and that’s risky.”

“What risk?”

“They might elect you.”

Wine came out Gnaeus’ nose.

“Me!”

“You’re well-known, you’re popular, you’re a capable leader, and Velina will be coming with me when I leave, so she isn’t a valid candidate.”

“But—” he sputtered, wiping at the wine.  “But—”

“It’s only one possible outcome.  Besides, you can always turn it down.”

I took up my pocket mirror and notebook as I rose to my feet.

“Of course,” I added, “if you became Emperor, you could immediately declare an heir and abdicate. Hand the Imperial Seat to whoever you want to take orders from.  I’ve got to go.  I have much yet to do tonight.”

Gnaeus wiped at his breastplate more slowly.  He was thinking hard.

Caius, after much footslogging, came to a house on the northern border of the city.  The buildings around the city center were mostly residential, with regular pockets of businesses.  If you have to get everywhere on foot, your city planning requires things like markets and fountains.  Going across town is an all-day affair, not an errand to be taken lightly.

He went inside and my scrying spell lost him.  I was left to look at the front door through a hovering scrying sensor.

After I spoke the profane incantation of inquiry, I examined the house.  On the other side of the doorway there was a surprisingly sophisticated spell.  It tried to ground out magical emanations.  At a guess, anyone who walked into the house would have any spells on them discharged as their energies were shorted out and drained away.  It didn’t actually attack the structure of a spell, such as when a wizard attacked a spell to break it.  Instead, it attacked the flow of power—the battery, or the fuel tank.  The engine of the spell would run perfectly well, but this counterspell would drain away as much as it could.

Upon analyzing it, I recognized the weakness in it.  It would work on fixed spells—spells where the wizard cast it, charged it, and left it to run.  It would also work on spells connected to a power crystal, but, if someone was quick, they might only lose part of the charge.  The grounding spell could only divert so much.  But spells intended to run indefinitely by drawing on the ambient magical force of the world?  That was trickier.  How strong was the spell being attacked?

It worked perfectly against the weenie little tracking spell holding my scrying sensor.  The tracking spell pulled the scrying spell along, like a string towing a drone camera.  When the tracking spell failed, the scrying sensor stopped where it was.

The defensive spell was inside the building, where casual passerby would be unable to detect the magical signature.  This also meant anyone tracking a target would still find the house.  It didn’t surround the whole building, though.  It only guarded the door.

Why?

I panned around, looking through windows on the basis there might be other magic lying in wait.  As I did so, I spotted Caius coming out the back.

Interesting.  This house wasn’t his destination.  It was merely a necessary stop on the way.  Why?  To keep anyone from magically tracking him.  If your tracking spell dies on Main Street, you investigate Main Street.  At least, that seemed to be the idea.

Who gave him these instructions?  Who established the grounding spell?

He ambled up the street, crossed an intersection, and entered another house.  I looked at it from the outside, anticipating this might be another scrubbing point he passed through.  It was a typical square house, facing inward on a court.  Caius didn’t leave immediately, so I decided it might be his actual destination.

A minute later, I appeared several streets away.  I ran through the darkness and up a wall. I stopped on a roof across the street from the building of interest.  I wanted to eyeball the place without the massive magical signature of a gate spell opening nearby.

The house didn’t glow with magical force, but there were people living in it.  Six, at the moment, and counting Caius.

I have sharp ears.  I cut through the night with them and listened, watching the dim, shifting colors of people beyond the granite walls.

“I did take all precautions!” Caius insisted.  “He simply let me go.”

“I can hardly believe that,” croaked the person in the room with him.  Between the voice and what I could make out visually, I guessed it was an old woman.  That narrowed it down a lot; most of the ones I bought were under thirty.  Of the ten thousand ladies I met, I didn’t recall her voice, which was hardly surprising.  Her accent was strange.  Possibly a non-Roman, enslaved and sold?  Latin would be a second language.

“It’s true!”

“You went through the door?”

“Buildings first, to avoid being followed, then the door.  I tell you, there is no danger.”

“You do not understand the power of this sorcerer,” she replied.  She rocked back and forth on her seat for a moment, thinking.  “The doorway has not been surrounded by soldiers.  Perhaps he does not realize how dangerous you are.”

“Perhaps.”

“Then tell me of your interview.  What did he say?”

Caius summarized the interview and the old woman asked him to clarify certain points.  The focus of her interest included the fact I wanted to leave, which pleased her, and I would take Velina with me.  She was not pleased at the idea of Gnaeus being promoted to Emperor.

I could understand that.  With the army behind him, near-universal respect, and his tough-minded competence, he would be not only a good Emperor but a popular one.  Replacing him would be an uphill battle.  In the rain.  At night.  Without shoes.

“We can undermine Gnaeus,” she decided.  “It will take longer, but it can be done.”

“It will be more difficult if he has the support of the gods.”

“He is not a god!” she insisted.  “I’ve told you.”

“Yes, you have,” Caius shot back.  “And how do you know?  Are you a god, that you would know one of your own?  You did not see the way he moved!”

“Monsters in human form are not gods,” she told him.  “That is why you were given the dagger of heartwood, to slay him.  Why did you not do so?  You said he dismissed his guards.”

“You did not see the way he moved,” Caius repeated.  “I had no opportunity.  He did not permit one.”

“Cautious,” she said, with grudging approval.  “Give it back.  We will find another chance.”

“I can’t.  He knew it was there and demanded it.  It is as though someone told him I would smuggle it in!”

“He has it?  Now?”

“Yes.”

“You utter fool!  Half the power of such a weapon is the surprise!  Now he will be aware of it and immediately take steps to counter it!”  She grumbled to herself for a moment.  “Perhaps that may be why you have seemingly escaped his clutches so easily.  He is occupied with a direct threat to his life.”

I made a note to examine the confiscated wooden stake.  I already intended to, but I underlined it and put a star beside it.

“This isn’t a total disaster,” she went on, reflectively.  “If he plans to abandon the throne to a mortal, we can still find a way.”

“A way to put me on the throne?”

“Yes.”

“With you as my chief advisor.”

I didn’t project the thought, but I did think it:  Don’t.  Don’t do it, kid.  Don’t open that can of worms until you’re ready.  But her reaction was mild.

“Only as long as you wish it,” she assured him.  “As you grow into your reign, you will come to rely more on your own wisdom than mine.  I am very old.  I can only hope my few remaining years are sufficient to see you as the ruler you have always been destined to be.”

I couldn’t make out the details—not through a wall—but I didn’t need to.  She might not be lying, exactly, but she was slathering enough honey on her words to confuse a beekeeper.

“Yes,” Caius said, finally.  “Yes, that’s proper.  You will have a high station and sit at my right hand.”

“I thank you, future Emperor.  For now, perhaps we should wait.  Let him appoint an Emperor in his stead!  A mortal will be easier to supplant than a sorcerer.  We must choose our battles carefully, for he is wily and subtle.”

“I agree.  We shall meet again in three days’ time.”

“Three days,” she agreed.  “My lord.”

Caius left the building, but I wasn’t interested in him so much, now.  I was interested in a spellcaster, one who was certain I wasn’t a god.  There shouldn’t be anyone who fit either category in Rethven, so how did she fit into both?

She and her escorts left the building and moved down the street.  She wasn’t spry, so they had a makeshift sedan chair for her.  They took her home and everyone settled in for the night.

One building scrubbed off surveillance.  Another had the actual meeting.  And the home base had a line of sight on both, for observation.

Someone was being very, very cautious.  While they had every right to be, they shouldn’t know so much.

I climbed down to the street level and slithered like a shadow through the moonlit streets.

My Ring of Many Gates went ping!

This was a sharp surge of power in an otherwise quiet area.  I stopped in my tracks and went to full alert.  Did anyone notice?  I was still a fair distance from the house, and the Ring only opened a micro-gate.  Did anyone suddenly sit up?  Did any colors change to fear or alarm?  Did any spells inside the house—if there were any—did they go “clang” or “whoop-whoop” or “ding-ding-ding”?

No.

I moved away as quickly as I could without making much noise.  Once I had more distance, I checked the micro-gate alert.

Timing is everything.  When it rains, it pours.  Frying pans and fires.  Rocks and hard places.  When sorrows come, they come not single spies, but in battalions.

I forced a shift to the Palace.  It was quicker than running.  I found Gnaeus’ lieutenant, sitting where he was supposed to be, and informed him I might be busy for a bit.  If they needed my physical incarnation for something, they should go to the Dark Temple and ask.  He assured me he would pass on the message verbatim to Gnaeus.

Next stop, the Spherestation.  I had spells demanding my attention.  I gave them the attention, checked my results, and locked the time differential.

I knocked on Velina’s door to wake her.  She opened it, sword in hand.  I don’t usually wake her.  I work around her sleep cycles.

“What is it?” she asked, glancing behind me to see if anything obvious required skewering.

“I’m in a hurry, so this will be short.  I’ll set up the time-tickers, but I may be away for a while.  Mostly a while for me.  Here, not so much, but I can’t be certain.”

“What are your instructions?”

“First, I know there’s a lot left to take care of, so give my altar ego a shout.  If you need me to, I’ll try to drop in to sign paperwork.

“Second, Caius is definitely working for someone else.  Presumably, the old crone advising him wants to be the power behind the throne—”

“What old crone?”

“I didn’t recognize her and I don’t really care.  If the two of them can run the place efficiently, they’re acceptable.  If they can’t, let me know and I’ll find someone like Marcus Aurelius.  The issue is competence, not whether or not we like them.  Got it?”

“Got it.”

“Third, I’ve still got a shift-space set for Gwyden’s garden.  His world has its own series of time-tickers, although I suspect I may have borrowed him for somewhat longer than I promised.  When he calls in, send him home and shut that project down.”

Velina nodded.

“I shall do whatever is required.  May I know what demands such urgent attention?”

“I think I found Sasha,” I replied.

“What does this mean?”

“The doomsday clock is ticking.”
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