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Journal Entry #60

The fire crawled up the mountainside and cleared the view.

Below, what had once been Denver was laid out like a diorama.  There was no crater, but the blast had leveled a large piece of city and left a circular pattern of destruction.  From there, fire spread unchecked.  Smoke still rose in places and, farther northeast, pockets of flame still flickered.  Here, in the mountains to the west, a few coals smoldered under ashes and the remains fallen trees.  There was little left to burn.

Rusty checked his wrist.  He wore a sophisticated radiation detector because I don’t like it when he’s anxious.  It barely clicked.

“The prevailing winds must have been away from here,” he said.

“Yes.  See how the fire climbed uphill and petered out at the top?  Looks as though the wind kept pushing it to the east.”

“Looks like,” he agreed. “This not-quite-a-crater is fresher than I thought it would be.  I didn’t expect more nukes.  Didn’t everyone shoot their shot already?”

“Every nuclear war plan I’ve studied has more to it than the first strike.  You can’t expect them to open up with one salvo and call it quits, can you?”

“How many nuclear war plans have you studied?”

“Didn’t you play Global Thermonuclear War around the dining room table as a kid?”

“No.  I’ve never heard of it.  We tended more toward card games.”

“Fair enough.  The bombers would also be in the air, along with the cruise drones.  They would have default orders and would carry out their missions after the first missile strikes.  Did they put nukes on satellites?  In your world, I mean.”

“No.  There was a treaty about nuclear armaments in space.”

“So, they didn’t admit to putting nukes on satellites?” I pressed.

“Right,” Rusty sighed.  “I guess they could drop those payloads anywhere, if they had pre-programmed orders.  Or if there was an intact bunker with a transmitter.”

“Even if they all followed the treaties, there are submarines,” I added.

“Good point.  Those have definite orders.  When they surface, if nobody tells them otherwise, they carry out their fire missions, right?  There might be two or three or four rounds of nuclear exchanges before it all settled down.  Assuming it has,” he added.

“Which may be why parts of Denver are still slightly on fire after all this time.”

“How long do you think it’s been?” he asked.

“I don’t know,” I admitted.  “Weeks, at least.  I don’t know where I’d find a working clock or current calendar.  I guess we could work it out from the positions of the planets, if you think we need to know the exact date.”

“An approximation is fine.  I’m wondering if there are more cycles to come for the apocalyptic and post-apocalyptic mutually assured destruction.”

“I’m sure we’ll find out.”

Rusty shrugged, mostly as a way to agree without speaking.

I lifted my binoculars again to look at the ruins.  Rusty kept an eye on our surroundings.  For close-up work, nobody beats The Nose.

There was no sign of life.  The wind occasionally stirred the twisting smoke from not-quite-out fires.  It was the only movement.  I saw no survivors nor signs of survivors.  No dogs, no deer, not even a raccoon.

Considering how many vampires might be slumbering in the ruins, I wasn’t prepared to give odds on rats, either.  Feral vampires are not at all fussy.  And they are very, very fast.

“Seen enough?” Rusty asked.

“Yeah.  There’s nobody down there.”

“Want to come back after dark to see if anything crawls out at night?”

“Not on your life!  We’ll spy on the place remotely.”

“I’m glad to hear it.  Where to next?”

I looked at the devastation under a cold, cloudy sky, thinking about Rusty’s question.  The view needed a contrast, a counterpoint.  Maybe a single ray of sunlight.  Nope.  All I got was grey.  I didn’t like it.

I could have viewed the devastation through a scrying spell.  I looked at a lot of other places before this, doing tallies of detonations, how big, where, how recent, and whether or not they were airbursts.

For the record, the majority of North America, South America, and Australia got mostly airbursts and therefore less of a fallout hazard.  Europe and Asia got a lot more ground detonations.  Population centers in India and Africa got a mix of both, although a few detonations seemed placed specifically to inflict fallout over large areas rather than to destroy cities.  Destroying agricultural infrastructure, maybe?  Or were they targeting secret military sites?  I couldn’t tell from the craters.  Put a nuke inside a penetrator and it blows a really big hole.  Double-tap a location and the hole is impressive.

I didn’t like looking at Denver with my bare eyeballs, but I felt I ought to.  It’s not the same as watching a magic mirror while the viewpoint drifts through the rubble.  This, I could feel.  I could taste ashes and fear.  The preliminary EMP destroyed electrical and electronic infrastructure days, maybe weeks before the nuke blasted a chunk out of the city and set a lot of the rest on fire.  Outside the blasted zone, the pre-seeded vampire plague spread faster than rumors.

How many vampires does it take to start a plague?  One.  If you’re in a hurry, you can show up three nights earlier and get a head start.  This means you can have hundreds, maybe thousands of them in less than a week.  It’s not a sustainable way to survive as a vampire.  If your objective is to kill as many people as possible, it’s hard to beat.  Once they eat or convert everything in the city, they leave, spreading out into the countryside.

Nukes and biowarfare.  Undead biowarfare.  Necrowarfare!  Nukes and necrowarfare are a nasty combination.

“I’ve seen enough up close.  Do you have anywhere you want to go?  Any place in particular you want to look at?”

“I’ve seen the one place in Harlem that matters.  There’s nothing else I care to see.  I’m only here because you are.”

I reached out and squeezed his hand.  He smiled slightly and squeezed mine.

“I’m sorry about that.”

“You’ve got nothing to be sorry for.”  He shrugged again.  “Back to the Moon?”

“Suits me.”

I let go his hand so I could run one finger around the inside of my new bracelet.  He stood very close as I did so.  I can’t pull off large shift-spaces the way Pop does.

Initially, when the bombs dropped, we took refuge with my Uncle Dusty.  There were a lot of things to deal with and most of our issues stemmed from the way the world went to hell in a handbasket.  Hanging around with the atomic demigod was the second-safest place I could think of.  We spent quite a while in the administration building of Uncle Dusty’s power plant.  It was surprisingly comfortable.  Pop had prepared a couple of the top-floor offices as an apartment for me.

Technically, it was for me and Pop.  Mostly for me.  The top-floor restrooms were converted into one large bathroom, complete with sauna, whirlpool tub, and a multi-jet hot shower.  One office was repurposed and furnished as a bedroom.  He knocked out a wall and turned two offices into the main portion of the apartment—kitchenette, table, a couple of dining chairs and a couple of comfy relaxation chairs.

It was originally intended as a bug-out base while I was little.  If anything went seriously wrong at our house, I would dive into the shift-closet and wind up here.  If anything got past Pop and managed to follow me, it would then have to deal with a literal deus ex machina, the God of Nuclear Fission, or whatever it is Uncle Dusty is the local deity of.

I wonder if he has a pet lizard that breathes a radiation jet?  Probably not.  Should I suggest it to him?  Probably not.

Despite all Pop’s remodeling, he never took me to visit.  All I knew at the time was we had a place to bug out to.  When I finally had reason to be here, it was surprisingly nice.  It had his characteristically stark, neo-industrial utilitarianism, but I could see he made an effort.  There was a lot of black leather and chrome, rather than “whatever color it was when I found it,” which is Pop’s usual brand.  The place would have made a great bachelor pad for one who actually expected to have company.

I did a little furnishing and rearranging.  Pop’s sense of style isn’t so much “style” as “sense.”  Once it’s functional, he has to be reminded there are other metrics.  Aesthetics, to him, is the same thing as efficiency.  They say form follows function.  To him, function defines form.

I added area rugs to break up the kitchen/living area, sort of divide it into virtual rooms.  A Berber rug put a perimeter around the tempered-glass table, making it the dining area, separate from the tiled kitchen area.  A big, Persian rug—what Pop would call “an eight-seater” in flying carpet terms—paired well with the leather couch and a recliner to form the living area.  The bedroom and bathroom were the only spaces with real walls and doors, but I wasn’t immediately concerned with places where I was going to soak or sleep.  The kitchen/dining area/living room was where I would pay attention to my surroundings.

Rusty appreciated the homey touches as much as I did.  We had a space the size of a luxury apartment, which was an upgrade for Rusty.  I considered converting a neighboring office to another bedroom, but, after the first few nights, discarded the idea as unnecessary.

The apartment upgrades were nice, but they were hardly our first concern.  They happened here and there, one by one, rather than as an interior design crusade.  Most of our mental effort was spent on other things.  Among them, figuring out what was happening on and to Rusty’s Earthline.

Sitting in a nuclear power plant and casting spells across universal barriers was one way to find out more, but it was tiring.  Uncle Dusty’s reactors put out magical force as a necessary component to his divinity dynamos, so he had such an enormous budget he didn’t mind me using it.  It’s like having a rich uncle who can afford to buy me a new car whenever the current one runs out of gas.

The trouble is, I have to do the work.  I have more power than I can use, which is a good thing.  Doing the actual spying-and-scrying work—with the attendant mini-gates and mirrors and everything—can be exhausting.  All the power had to go through me in casting the spells!

Once I cast the proper spells, though, we could use them pretty much indefinitely.  As long as they stayed in Uncle Dusty’s powerplant, that is.  I wouldn’t want to use them in an Earthline for long; they would run out of energy and consume themselves.  On the other hand, it would be quicker and easier to use them actually in Rusty’s Earthline, which meant either finding a power source or schlepping power crystals back and forth to a reactor world for charging…

I really need to enchant equipment for a proper workshop again.  Having my previous one blown up by vampire terrorists was disheartening.  I suppose I could hunt through Manhattan for anything that survived, but I don’t really want to look at it again.  Finding the pizza shop and the remains of Rusty’s parents was enough.  It was too much, really.  We both lost too much in Manhattan to want to even think about it.

But we didn’t feel we were done with the world as a whole.  Manhattan, yes; the world, no.  There were vampires to investigate and survivors to help.

We set up a base of operations in Rusty’s Earthline to cut down on power costs and mental effort.  There are universes where IKEA produces flat-pack lunar housing modules.  A few earth-moving robots—okay, regolith-shoveling robots—borrowed from Uncle Dusty’s workforce made things go a lot faster.  I had to vacuum-proof them to avoid routine failures, but they worked pretty well as construction equipment.  They could use a shovel and had a cargo bed they could load to haul away the spoil.  An afternoon of work got us the equivalent of an underground cabin on the Moon.

“Wouldn’t it have been easier to put it on Earth?”

Yes, but Earth is presently infested with feral and not-so-feral vampires.  True, I could park the habitat in the Gobi desert or Antarctica on the theory that where there are no humans, there are no vampires.  On the other hand, there remained a non-zero possibility someone might lob a missile at me.

I’ve survived a near miss by a nuclear weapon.  I don’t want to push my luck.  Besides, with a shift-space, the Moon was, for all practical purposes, one step away from anywhere on the planet and much harder to attack.

It was also nice to see Rusty enjoying himself.  A werewolf, in a spacesuit, on the Moon?  He thought it was hilarious!  “One small howl for a werewolf, one giant Awoo! for lycan-kind.”

Seeing him smile did me a world of good.  We haven’t had much to smile about since the initial strikes.  For a long time, we were running under the whip, too busy to go to pieces.  Once we were settled in one of Uncle Dusty’s reactor worlds, we had ample opportunity to relax and fall apart and talk through what happened to us.

I was glad I didn’t have to go through it alone.  I had Rusty to talk to, and vice versa.  I can’t imagine what it would be like to try and explain it to someone who wasn’t there.

Maybe I’ll go into all that later.  Not now.

We talked about it a lot and decided it wasn’t going to be a quick process.  We needed a lot more talk therapy and maybe a little occupational or action therapy.  Once we were a little less post-traumatic stressed, we decided we needed to know what happened to Rusty’s version of Earth.  That’s when we built our lunar cabin and moved in there.  It was a three-room affair and we had extra modules ready to go if we needed to expand.  We had life support, two power nodes, and an airlock stairway to the surface.

Since Rusty enjoyed being on the surface during the dark phase, I sent him up with a wand I made.  With it, he drew rectangles in the lunar dust.  This defined an area and the wand filled it with a solar conversion panel.  He kept busy at it while I handled the other creature comforts in the place.

He goes out to work in the fields, farming a crop of solar panels.  I’m the homemaker.  I kind of enjoy it.  I’m not sure what I want to do with my life in the big picture sense of things, but it could involve a similar arrangement.  We’ll see.

With our living and power arrangements sorted out, we settled in to look at the Earth.  I wanted to reconstruct what happened, or at least get an idea of how it all went down.  It might not be necessary, but it was a good first step in the coping process.

See, we lost a planet to vampire plots.  Technology really isn’t something vampires—excuse me, secret vampire societies—cope with at all well.  These bloodsuckers came up with the idea of using human technology against itself.  The idea was to bust everyone back to the Dark Ages and, using the Natural Superiority of the Undead, take over the world and subjugate whatever was left of mankind.

This would not ordinarily bother me.  I grew up knowing there were universes where bad things happened.  In this case, it did bother me because I knew I was at least partially to blame.  And, if I’m honest, because the vampires pissed me off.

To this day, I still miss my teddy bear.

It also bothered me because it bothered Rusty.  This Earth was his Earth.  It had all his friends and family on it.  I’m going to feel bad about that for quite a while, thank you.

So we’re coping, or trying to cope, with serious guilt and loss.  We’re looking at Earth and trying to understand what happened in as much detail as we can.  If we can grok it, great.  Grokked or not, we’re still going to have to cope with it.  Somewhere along the way, there’s going to have to be a bit of acceptance.  Eventually.  Rusty and I haven’t found it.  Not yet.

Which brings us back to the Moon.  My bracelet is set to generate a cylindrical shift-space and target a similar space in the underhut.  I built these spells myself, along with all the other magical equipment.  Pop is off doing his own thing, so I have to do everything by hand, by myself.  I’m okay with that.  I’m a big girl and can handle it.

I’m sure I can.  Positive.  Pretty positive.  Nearly certain.  Confident, anyway.  Not insecure about it at all.

I always knew my Pop was an absolute powerhouse as far as the design, casting, and crafting of all things magical are concerned.  Having to make every single thing I wanted, myself, by hand, without any help or input, and in a hurry?  Now I know it know it, not just think I know.  It’s exhausting, no matter how much of a power supply I have.

At least the lunar module was easy.  The instructions were very well-written and we watched the demonstration videos.  Hand-crafting a bunch of spells took much longer.

In our initial examination of the planet, we used a magic mirror and did a lot of overviews, taking notes on the big map on the opposite wall.  This was much easier from the Moon.  Gates are power hogs and extremely complicated.  In the same universe, with a good view of the planet?  A simple scrying spell was all we needed.

Spot checks on individual bomb sites eventually told us some were more recent than others, which led us to wonder if there were ongoing strikes.  We hadn’t seen any go off—well, not recently.  Now I thought to set up a telescope on the surface and let it record a view of the near half of the world.  It’s not a spy satellite, but it’s connected to a high-resolution camera.  It ought to be able to see bright pinpricks and things the size of mushroom clouds.

“I wish I knew what really went on down there,” Rusty complained, hunching down as he sat in an office chair.  I rubbed his shoulders.

“We’re working on it.  We have a pretty good idea, even if we don’t have the details.  But I agree, it would be nice to know.”

“Do you think the vampires know?” he asked.  “Or did they start the process and sit back, waiting for it to run its course?”

“Are they relying solely on their undead hordes to bring about the changes they want?  I doubt it.  There are too many gizmos and gadgets still functional.  Left to its own devices, humanity would have a period of lawlessness and anarchy before centers of civilization could coalesce.  Once people get through the diseases, starvation, and fratricidal conventional warfare, they’ll have city-states and nations again before you know it.  If they’re left alone.”

“They won’t be.  We’ve seen feral vampires running around all over the place.”

“Usually near major population centers.  Every major city took a hit, but most were merely hit, not smeared.  I think it was to overload the capacity for emergency services and destroy any hope of communications, as well as maximize the number of people left to be turned into ravenous undead.  In the chaos, the feral vampires are spreading like wildfire and, if I’m not mistaken, are spreading into the countryside in search of food.”

“People,” Rusty stated.

“Or anything else with a circulatory system.  Survivors of the bombings are going to have a hard time hunting for game.”

“Could these secondary nuclear strikes be a response to the vampire plague?”

“I doubt it.”

“Why not?”

“The biggest problem, at the moment, is communications.  Satellite links are broken, undersea cables are severed, and there are no cellular networks.  The first time anyone discovers vampires are real is usually the last time, and the longest-ranged communications available to the vast majority of people involves screaming.  It’s hard to relay information beyond ‘Help!’

“Even if you manage, ‘Help!  It’s a vampire!’” I went on, “it’s hard to convince anyone you’re serious.  Nobody believes it.  Which means the person you tried to warn replies with ‘What?’ and, not believing what he heard, he also gets eaten by a vampire.”  I considered how it was likely to play out.

“There are almost certainly a number of functional electronics around, despite multiple EMP strikes.  Eventually, people will cannibalize useful parts and cobble together radios.  They’ll talk to each other across long distances again.  Longer distances,” I corrected.  “I’m not sure how the radiation will affect atmospheric conditions.  Anyway, survivors will warn other survivors.  It’ll happen.  It will still be quite a while before word—convincing word—of the undead hordes spreads much farther than the borders of vampire-infested territory.”

“And by then the total number of survivors will be vanishingly small.”

“Yeah.  Which puzzles me,” I admitted.

“The unrestricted consumption of humanity puzzles you?”

“No, that’s damned annoying, even if it is pretty much a given.  I was wondering about the plan.  Vampires do that.  They plan.  They’re immortal and they know it.  They tend to think long-term.  The older ones definitely do.  And, in the long term, eliminating the human race will produce a bigger problem than they had, so this is not their intent.”

“What bigger problem do you mean?”

“The older vampires will find themselves in competition with billions of starving vampires for a vanishingly small number of blood sources, to say nothing of the ecological damage to the planet.  This doesn’t strike me as a way to get their fundamental physiological or safety needs met, much less anything else.”

“Okay.  What are they trying to do?” Rusty asked, turning to face me.

“To take over the world, of course.  Usually, though, to be a happy ruler you have to have someone to rule.  Starving vampires aren’t suitable.  They’re not known for being loyal subjects, or even obedient ones.  To be lords over any subjects, vampires need humanity.”

“Maybe they have some stashed away, like breeding stock?  Or they have cryogenic modules with embryos and a hidden cloning facility?  And stockpiles of frozen blood?”

“Possibly.  They might also believe there will always be survivors, humans being the persistent sort.  For all we know, the master vampires are keeping human survivors in their personal doomsday vaults.”  I grumbled, “I wish I knew what they intended and whether or not this is all going according to plan.”

“Why not ask?” Rusty inquired.

“Eh?  What do you mean?”

“They’re not going to plan their own destruction—the ones doing the planning, the elders, I mean.  Talk to one of the older vampires and see how they think things are going.  You can do that from here, right?”

“Hmm.  It could be tricky to find one.  There are now a lot of vampires on the planet, the vast majority being feral.  How do I sort for a smart one?”

“What about Deitrich?  You met him, and he seemed to know more than he was telling.  He sounded like a slick customer, so maybe he’s still around.  You can find him, can’t you?  Or did I misunderstand what you said about your meeting?  Is meeting him enough for you to pick him out of the worldwide crowd?”

“Move over,” I told him.  “I want at that mirror.”

There are any number of location spells for finding things.  Some of them are quite subtle, others, not so much.  One thing they have in common is location spells, unlike gate spells, care about distance.  The farther away your target is, the more power and/or time it takes to find.  Pop can crank out location spells of immense power because he’s not human.  His spirit, or his nervous system, or whatever it is magic flows through, is capable of handling power levels that would reduce mortals to blobs of yogurt.  I don’t mean a limp mass of flesh.  I mean a blob of goo, possibly still alive and wishing it wasn’t.

Anyone who doesn’t respect magic is either ignorant or fooling themselves.

I will admit I’m pretty good.  Even so, scanning the Earth from the Moon is a bit much for me.  It’s a great vantage point for eyeball observation, not so much for something that behaves more like radar.

By contrast, gate spells aren’t really locator spells.  Not exactly.  They have to find a bit of congruent geometry in order to manifest their other end, so they can be used as a very limited sort of locator.  Normally, they look for a border, something they can use to form a two-dimensional plane surface where the gate connection can link.  This is what they’re designed to do.  It’s the way the spell functions.

Pop abuses them.  Instead of finding a two-dimensional quasi-surface, he tweaks them to hunt for a three-dimensional shape.  He folds the geometry of the gate like wrapping paper, or an origami figure.  It’s really a two-dimensional shape wrapped and folded and twisted so it defines a three-dimensional space.  If done precisely enough, they can find a thing occupying a specific shape.  So, if you’re really, really good at visualizing a thing you’ve seen before, you can find something like it—although maybe not the same thing… or maybe you find something that only looks like it.

Pop can twist it into extremely complex shapes, even to the point of defining the interior of mechanical devices.  Me, I’m good enough to reliably get external features right.  For what I want, that’s good enough.

I knew what Dietrich looked like, so I hunted him down.  There were several false hits—people who looked like him—but I kept at it until random chance worked through the list of people with very similar facial features, as well as his height and build.

Dietrich was in a hotel.  It wasn’t a five-star hotel, but he was enjoying his midnight, sitting by the pool and reading a book.  A glass of something red was near his left hand.  He wasn’t in his customary suit.  He was dressed much more informally with a loose shirt, linen trousers, and sandals.  He could have been on vacation in the Caribbean.

He wasn’t.  When I raised the viewpoint higher, I found he was on an island in the Atlantic, about a thousand miles from the coast of Portugal.  There were larger islands to the southeast and not too far away.

The hotel still had lights on.  I presume nobody targeted the place during the latest War to End All Wars because there was nothing there worth targeting.  It was so far away from Europe I doubted there were any serious electromagnetic pulse effects.  Even if there were, I’m sure Dietrich had the foresight to cut power to the island, or at least turn off everything belonging to him.

From the looks of things, he might own the whole island.

Everywhere, all over the place, there were men and women in dark uniforms.  They traveled in groups of four and carried Taiwan-made submachine guns with drum magazines.  Unsurprising, as Taiwan—in this Earth—was a major manufacturer of arms.

Nighttime activity on the island was greater than I expected.  Quite a number of people were up and moving despite the late hour, many of whom were operating heavy machinery.  The little towns were mostly dark while the fields still had tractors rolling through them.  Getting in a winter crop?  Is that even a thing in those latitudes?  Or do modern farmers drive by their headlights and not care if it’s day or night?

Down at the little harbors of the towns, containers were being carefully unloaded from ships.  Teams of tractors dragged them farther inland to line them up.  There were special, two-wheeled carts for each end of a container, temporarily making them into trailers.

I suspected as much pre-planning and forethought here as in the destruction of human civilization.  Whether you’re in charge or not, if you’re going to cause an outbreak of vampfluenza, you need a place to ride out the ensuing troubles.  And I had the impression the elders planned the downfall of technological civilization ever since gunpowder first launched a projectile.  Maybe ever since the new terror weapon, the crossbow, made its debut.

Lying at anchor around the island were at least twenty ships.  They were mostly dark, except for a few isolated lights on each one.  Skeleton crews, maybe.  Two of the ships were tankers and fifteen were container ships.  A few of the offloaded containers were open and empty, but the vast majority were still locked shut.  They didn’t have a proper cargo facility for unloading.  Instead, a couple of long docks and a pair of big cranes made it possible to remove one container at a time, slowly and carefully.

I looked inside a few of the closed containers.  They were mostly food, fuel, or other expendable supplies.  Two of my random samples had machinery.

Three cruise ships were anchored nearby, as well.  Those were operating with in-port crews aboard.  They didn’t have much in the way of passengers, possibly because of the damage to the electronics.  Did the engines work?  Maybe.  How about the fans to ventilate the interior cabins?  Possibly, but unlikely.  The navigation systems definitely wouldn’t.  The whole computerized bridge would be offline, possibly forever.  If you have to pass orders to the engine room, how do you do it?  Run a wire and build an intercom?  Install a speaking-tube to shout down?  Set up a line of people to relay each command by yelling down the hallways and stairwells?

If you press a cruise ship into service, how many troops can it carry?  More than the regular passenger complement, I’m sure.  Each cruise ship could have carried as many people as the island’s regular population in regular passengers.  Cramming troops in would triple that number, at least.

And where did all the people go?  The island?  How many people lived on the island in the first place?  Three thousand, maybe?  It was mostly rural or wilderness.  Were they now suffering a housing shortage?  I didn’t see midnight construction going on.  Were they building barracks and other housing, even if they weren’t working around the clock on the project?

Alden wanted Manhattan.  Dietrich—or whoever he worked for—now owned a little place in the Atlantic.  Back when Alden was arguing with vampire hordes over a library, Dietrich was sipping Type O and reading Byron’s “The Giaour” by moonlight on the hotel overlook above gently crashing waves.

Of the two, I’ve got to give Dietrich the points for style.

I drove my scrying spell around, hunting for more vampires in the hotel.  My idea was they might all be together.

The island’s major city, such as it was, lay on the east side.  The biggest hotel was to the north of the city, hard up on the coast, atop a scenic cliff face.  It was a defensible position against uprisings of villagers.  Quite a number of quick-setup Quonset huts and earthwork barriers surrounded it.  More permanent buildings were partially built and would, I presume, eventually replace the semi-inflatable huts.  Incomplete earthworks told me they were still adding more.

Yes, this was where the vampires made their lair.  The ones on this island, at least.  It was a good place for it.

The hotel had basement suites, and quite nice ones.  They lacked ventilation and had a wood veneer over steel doors, but were otherwise luxurious.  I leaped to a conclusion:  Dietrich or one of his bloody relatives bought or built the place quite a while ago.

I counted twelve underground suites.  This was a good indicator of the vampire population.  More than ten, less than a hundred, certainly not a thousand.

That’s still a lot of undead.  Even if they were only the mindless, rampaging monsters, they would be more than I wanted to face.  And these weren’t.  They were well-dressed hotel guests, holding conversations, dancing, sipping from their too-red wineglasses and generally behaving in a civilized fashion.

The end of the world has come, but life—or the undead—go on.  And, in this little backwater of nowhere, they were willing to see to it their livestock survived, too.  Did I say “livestock?”  Make that “breeding stock.”  You can’t count on anyone on the mainlands being alive, now can you?

“What do you think?” I asked.  Rusty’s lips were a thin, pale line.

“I think I want a toothbrush.”

“A toothbrush?”

“For after I bite his throat out.  He obviously knew what was coming.”

“Obviously,” I agreed.  “Let’s give him the benefit of the doubt.  From what he told me, the technological reset wasn’t his idea.  He prepared for it, but nobody consulted him as to timing or viability.  He’s likely along for the ride as much as anyone else.  I mean, if you knew for certain New York was about to develop glowing craters and knew you couldn’t do anything to stop it, would you have left?  And brought friends?”

“What I want to know,” he growled, ignoring the question, “is who planned all this?  Whose idea was it?  Who was in charge of setting it all up?  And who gave the ‘go’ order?  And why?  I want to know, not guess!”

“I’m with you on that.  I want someone to hold responsible.  ‘The vampires’ isn’t good enough.  It’s like saying ‘the Spanish’ or ‘the Germans.’  The whole of Spain or the whole of Germany isn’t responsible.  A leader is responsible.  His henchmen are responsible.  They should be held responsible.  Those are the ones we want.”  I nodded at the mirror.  “This is why I found him.  If he can tell us about how their plan was supposed to go, we would know what their actual goal is and how close they are to being on track.  Then we can generate ideas on how to derail the process.  That’s what we’re after, right?”

“I guess.  For now.  But someone needs to pay.”

“You mean we need someone specific to be forced to pay.”

“Technicalities,” he said, waving it aside.  “There’s going to be payback.  That’s what matters.”

“Let me see if I can get through to Dietrich.”

What I wanted, ideally, was to call Dietrich on the phone.  From the Moon, there wasn’t a technological way to do it.  Not locally.  I suppose I could have fetched a tachyon beam communicator or an unreasonable facsimile from another Earthline, but did I want to let him know I had access to such technology?  No.

Then again, a sufficiently advanced technology…

Could I access his phone magically?  Yes, by using it as a medium.  There’s a microphone.  There’s a speaker.  It can receive sound.  It can project sound.  The whole purpose of the object is communication.  That’s a really good start.

If I can link his phone to a similar model, I could speak here and have the spell cause sound to emerge there.  It might take a lot of power, but so what?  Where I was, the Sun had come up a few days ago, so I had at least a week of solar power.  Long before then, I would lift the array from the surface to a high altitude, getting it mostly out of the lunar shadow.

I drew lines on a tabletop, scry-tinized the phone in Dietrich’s pocket, and demanded—through a gate—the local universe supply me with something exactly like it.  The gate spell hunted for only a moment and the result—screen cracked and crusted with dust—appeared in the designated space.  It didn’t work as a phone, but I didn’t care.  I didn’t want the electronics.  I wanted the shape, the feel, the concept of the phone.  I wanted to use it as a kind of voodoo doll, not as an electronic device.  I hit it with a cleaning spell and a repair spell anyway.  I didn’t particularly want to press a dirty, sharp-edged thing up to my ear.

I did a couple of prototype drafts of the spell, using notebook paper.  If I could make it work between two sheets of paper, I was confident about two phones in the same universe.  If necessary, I could always shorten the range with a micro-gate.

Pop would have done it in a couple of minutes.  For me, developing a functional prototype took several hours.  Sunrise hit the Azores before I finished.  No matter.  I had more time to perfect it, and to make sure everything was charged up for a long-distance call.

Rusty, meanwhile, helped by using his magic wand.  I already put several layers of energy-conversion spell on his space suit to further protect him from solar radiation.  He took the wand, went outside, and drew more rectangles in the lunar dust.  It was a useful activity and he hates being idle.  Besides, we’ve dealt with power shortages before.  He’s very supportive when it comes to providing for me in any way he can.

A werewolf on the Moon, drawing solar-powered magic rectangles.  Add that to the list of things I never thought I’d see.

When I had the universal roaming phone design worked out and smoothed into a final-ish form, I copied it with great care, first with a pencil, then tracing it with a diamond-tipped stylus to inscribe it directly onto the phone’s outer shell.  If I’d had my druthers, I’d have inlaid the design with orichalcum foil.  As it was, I did the best I could with what I had.  Then it was time for a nap.  It doesn’t do to interrogate a vampire while tired and sleepy.  I wanted to be sharp for the conversation.  I finished my chores by rearranging our solar panels into an efficient array before calling it a day.

Rusty and I had a snooze, ate more boxed rations, and gave Dietrich a call.  The phone provided the two-way sound.  Separate from that, my scrying spell displayed him on a wall-mounted mirror.  We saw him, but he didn’t get to see us.

I picked a time in the evening, when Dietrich should be recently awakened.  I guessed right.  He was selecting what to wear.  I wasn’t sure why he was doing it himself, rather than having a valet lay out his clothes.  A staff shortage?  Was the basement bomb shelter off-limits to mortals?  Or did he simply not trust anyone sufficiently to allow them into his private suite?

His mobile phone was on the nightstand—daystand?—by the bed, along with a long, slender dagger.  I wondered if the local network was still operational or if he kept the phone handy out of habit.  It had apparently been protected from EMP effects, so, at minimum, it was still a working computer.  It would tell the time, act as an alarm and calendar, and retain anything he previously downloaded to it before the cybernet went down.

He didn’t look startled when it rang.  I assume there was still local connectivity, possibly across the island, possibly only in the hotel.  He picked it up and answered.

“Yes?”

“Hello!  We’ve been trying to reach you about your car’s extended warranty.”

“Who is this?” he demanded.  I don’t think he liked the joke.

“It’s Phoebe, Mister Dietrich.  Phoebe Kent.”

“Miss Kent!” he declared, his tone switching faster than a flashbulb.  “I’m so delighted to hear from you.  Are you calling from somewhere local?  You must, mustn’t you?”

“No, I’m incurring roaming charges by calling internationally.”

“Indeed?  I somehow doubt anyone will bill you.”

“True enough.  They’ll have a hard time sending a collection agent to the Moon.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“It seems safer up here,” I admitted.  He looked impressed.

“I see you took my hint rather more thoroughly than expected.  Still, I am pleased you are safe and well.  To what do I owe the honor of this call?”

“I couldn’t help but notice there are—how shall I put this?—there have been an excessive number of fireworks, recently.”

“Regrettably so.  I was forced to undertake a lengthy sea voyage.  This is not a thing I do lightly.  It is never a pleasant experience.”

“I take it your hint about visiting remote locations was your way of trying to warn me?”

“Insofar as I was able, given the nature of the event and the possible repercussions to me.  If I had simply explained, I would have been persona non grata among my peers.  To be more forthcoming would have been… dangerous.  And unwise.  Providing you with a suggestion to take a trip out of town seemed the best compromise.”

“Thank you for the warning, then.  Now that it’s happened, could I trouble you to tell me what did happen and how the plan is progressing?”

“May I ask why?”

“I’d like to fully understand why this was deemed necessary.  I’m also curious about how it was done.  It’s part of the coping process.  The five stages?  Denial, anger, bargaining, depression, and acceptance.  I’d like your help in moving through them.  Right now, I’m stuck in the anger phase and I have access to a shocking number of unused nuclear devices.  I’d like to move beyond anger and work my way to acceptance, if that’s possible.  I’d like your help to do so as quickly as I can.”

Dietrich pondered the possibilities for a long moment.  Finally, he shrugged.  He pressed his phone between his ear and shoulder while tossing his clothing selections on the bed.

“I am pleased and honored to assist you in your non-violent coping strategy,” he decided.  “You are aware the various supernatural communities of the world had an unspoken agreement to… shall we say, we all shared a certain level of desire to remain out of the public eye, yes?”

“Obviously.”

“While other communities generally have histories or legends of the old days, when the supernatural walked side-by-side with what humans would call the mundane, vampires are the only community I know of where all its members are immortal.  Unlike humans, we do not have new, more modern generations taking over as the previous generations die.

“As a result, our elders—more than a trifle resistant to being forced to adapt to the changes in cultures, societies, and nations—were present during those legendary times.  This presents us with a difficulty.  They remember a time when our kind were the lions over the sheep, not skulking about alleyways like rats, hoping to avoid notice.”  He smirked.  “It does not help that the elders also remain a trifle feral, being created before the adoption process was perfected.”

“I’m sorry?” I interrupted.  “I don’t understand what you mean about adoption.  I’d like more context, if you don’t mind.”

“How familiar are you with the process of turning someone into a vampire?”

“Depends on the species.  From what I’ve seen of yours, you bite someone.  If you drain them enough to kill them, they get up in about three days as a feral monster.  If you bite them but don’t drain them, they gradually slide from living human to animalistic undead.  This takes longer and you have some sort of control over them while they’re alive.”

“You are missing a number of the finer points, but you are broadly correct.  Leaving aside other considerations, the adoption process minimizes or avoids the feral stage.  The introduction of vampire blood into a living subject prior to their death causes them to adapt before the actual transformation.  Usually, this is done repeatedly to a living person to smooth the process as much as possible.  It often goes on for years.  We try to maintain them long enough to skip the feral stage entirely.  Since it also slows the aging process, especially valuable mortals may remain in service as mortals for decades.  The longer the process goes on, the more quickly and completely they recover after they die and undergo the transformation.  Unfortunately, the elders, much to my repeated chagrin, died from a vampire bite and without any preparation.  This has left them with a greater tendency toward atavistic qualities than I find comfortable in creatures of such power.”

“They didn’t, or couldn’t, recover completely?  Not even over the centuries?”

“Exactly.  Once human, they became monsters and learned again how to act in a rational manner.  It is, however, an act.  The instincts of a monster still lie beneath the veneer of civilized behavior.”  He chuckled.  “It has been said they are simply more extremely human than humans, an observation I have often lamented.”

“I can see your point,” I hedged.

“And I trust, my original point.  The eldest recall a time when they owned the night and walked abroad without fear.”  He shrugged.  “A pleasant enough conceit, perhaps.  By the time I became immortal, we existed only in the shadows, creatures of stealth and guile, rather than apex predators.  While I am content to enjoy the comforts and anonymity of a world with an enormous population, they have no qualms about destroying human civilization in order to bring about the rule of night.”

“You mentioned being prepared for such a contingency.”

“I did!” he agreed.  “I’m pleased you remember.  Yes, the senior vampires were involved in the preparations and they kept their own counsel regarding the aftermath.  Those of us who are—or were—well connected made our own plans for riding out the vicissitudes of this rash action.”

“Whose rash action?  The vampires’?”

“You speak as though we are a unified block.  We are not.  There are unnumbered factions within the archontiá.  Excuse me.  Within the civilized classes.  Most of the archontiá were adopted, rather than born feral, with the exceptions being the elders.

“In the circles of the archontiá below the council, there were also several individuals who advocated for unrestricted warfare against the humans.  Their contention was a human being was a threat only when given access to weaponry of an advanced sort.  In the view of the elders, technology has always been the enemy.”

“Undead Luddites.”

“In a manner of speaking,” he agreed.  “The point being, a human with a flamethrower can be lethal.  Even humans with guns can pose a material danger.”

“I’m told a mob of farmers can be pretty dangerous, too.”

“Indeed they can,” he said, grimly, “but even a few men with automatic weapons can do the work of a mob.  Even a lone gunman can be a threat if he can attack from a distance at several hundred times per minute.

“But I digress.  The idea humans are dangerous only because of technology is not entirely true.  As you so rightly point out with the remark about a mob of farmers, there is also the matter of numbers.  It has been suggested, repeatedly, that a culling be instituted to reduce the population to manageable levels, along with a wholesale destruction of technology.  This has always been voted down, but the eldest take such votes as general consensus, not as iron rules.  Plans of this sort have been on the drawing board since the French War of the Second Coalition, although those initial ideas relied heavily on horde tactics, rather than a combination of hordes and turning technology against humanity.”

“I see.  So, to narrow this down, you’re sure all this was caused by vampires?  The elders, specifically.”

“But of course.  Who else could have done it?”

“Could it have been Alden?  He could have started his own version of this and the elders could have decided to ride the wave, hijack his plan, and take advantage of it.”

“Ah, that one.  While I have no doubt he was a precipitating factor in the elders’ decision, he would not be enough, on his own, to cause all this.”

“No, no.  I get it.  This was coming.  Vampires think they can’t survive in the shadows when the technology of the world starts shining lights everywhere.  That’s not what I’m asking.  Is it possible Alden triggered it off as part of his plans, rather than scaring a bunch of undead technophobes into doing it?  He started it by telling his personal minions to provoke a war and the elders had no choice but to roll with it?”

“That,” he said, thoughtfully, “is an excellent question.  He certainly had the power to do so, if he chose.”

“Had”

“I assume he—no, I should not, should I?  Do you know if he survived the opening salvos?”

“He did.  He did not survive subsequent events.”

“Ah.  The hordes.”

I kept my mouth shut.  Let Dietrich think the hordes got him.  I sure as hell tried to make it happen.

“Those were part of the plan, too?” I asked, instead.

“Indeed.  Spawning a million undead is quite an effective strategy for reducing the human population.”

“No doubt.  To digress from Alden for the moment… The original plan you mentioned relied on horde tactics?”

“Initially.  It was modified over time as technology advanced.  As I understand it, the modern order of events was to, first, stockpile enough war materiel to carry out later maneuvers.  Second, and concurrently, obtain meaningful levels of control over the nuclear capability of the planet.  Third, begin spawning infestations immediately preceding:  Fourth, provoke limited nuclear exchanges between the major powers by detonating electromagnetic pulse weapons, as well as nuclear armaments where necessary.

“As an aside, I believe the control over the nuclear arsenals around the globe were primarily to limit the exchange, rather than encourage it.  I suppose it could have been used in either direction, depending on how other phases of the plan went.  This is only my supposition, you understand.”

“Understood.”

“Once the devastation of human civilization was accomplished and the majority of its retaliatory ability was eliminated, the hordes would form the core of the ongoing human elimination.  Eventually, human resistance would coalesce, forming strong points to fight off the hordes.  These would then be targeted by the elders and their agents through the use of stockpiled and/or salvaged military materiel.  Later, when humans were reduced to manageable numbers, the hordes would be likewise reduced.”

“What sort of materiel are we talking about?”

“I regret I do not have a detailed list.  I am not a member of that inner circle.”  He chuckled.  “You might think of me as a private citizen who built a bomb shelter rather than a politician living in a government-built vault.”

“Any guesses?” I pressed.

“I would assume there are a wide variety of vehicles, as mobility will be paramount.  I doubt there are any modern attack helicopters, for example, as they are difficult to acquire without raising uncomfortable questions.  Civilian models would be easier to come by and black market parts might allow them to be retrofitted into combat vehicles.  I presume it would be similar for ships, planes, and ground vehicles, but this is not my area of expertise.”

“And the elders would also have personal servants—human and vampire—to operate these things?”

“Oh my, yes.  None of us can effectively pilot a boat on the ocean.  An aircraft, perhaps, if we can reach sufficient altitude before flying over open water, but this would be risky in the extreme for takeoffs and landings.  One does not want to suffer even momentary paralysis when coming in on final approach to a landing strip.”

I nodded, even though he couldn’t see me.  These vampires don’t like crossing water.  It inhibits them and they have a hard time with it until they get to land again.

I didn’t like the fact the elders, in their years and years of preparation for this, might have access to prior-generation military equipment and the manpower to make use of it.  It did not bode well for anyone who survived the hordes and appeared to be making a good show of resistance.  You may be able to make your fortress holy enough to burn any vampire trying to climb the wall, but det cord is notoriously unconcerned about your religion.  I have evidence.

“Okay.  To get back to Alden, if I might.  I want to be sure.  You’re certain he couldn’t be responsible for the state of the world?”

“Positive.  Indirectly, one might make a case for it,” he admitted, waving a hand dismissively.  “He was a precipitating factor.  Without him, the elders would not have been panicked into rash and irrevocable action.  The fact of his existence led them to make foolish decisions, which cannot be reasonably considered his fault.  As for him being a mastermind behind it all, I can say with certainty such an idea is foolishness.  He simply could not have engineered a horde explosion to coincide with more mundane attacks around the globe.  To match so perfectly with what I know of the plans of the elders—not to mention the fact of the enormous advantage events have given to the undead—would involve Alden being complicit with the elders.  I cannot even begin to envision circumstances where such a thing would be possible.  Can you?”

“No, you’ve got me there,” I admitted.

“Therefore,” he concluded, “the end of human civilization—even if it can be resurrected—absolutely had to be the elders.  There is simply no other possibility.”

“Okay.  I believe you.  In a way, I’m glad to hear it.”

“Oh?”

“He scared me.”

“He scared everyone who understood him,” Dietrich agreed.

“Well, he’s gone now, so I don’t think we need to worry about what might have been.”

“I admit I am pleased by this news.”

“Speaking of news, I have very good telescopes.  I notice the spread of the hordes and the rapid diminishing of humans in population centers, as well as occasional nuclear strikes.  I don’t suppose you also have the means to keep tabs on how the war is going?”

“I deeply regret I do not.  I made arrangements to access certain orbital assets, but it would appear those arrangements were insufficient.  Alas.  I feel certain the elders have more robust ways to gather such intelligence.  They planned to guide the post-exchange course of events.  You probably know more of current events than I do.  All I can do is attempt to ride out the vicissitudes and preserve both a certain level of comfort and, if necessary, a good-sized population.”

“Do you know who—or, rather, how—I could ask about the progress of the vampire-human conflict?”

“While the council argued for and against this possibility, they did so in camera.  I was not privy to the actual debates.  Too young.  Whoever is running the war—if it can be called a war—they are under the direct supervision of the elders from whatever safe houses they may have prepared.”

“Dang.”

“What I do know is this is largely a war of attrition—in human casualties, in equipment, and in the destruction of infrastructure.  There are no nations as far as the elders are concerned.  It is a conflict between two tribes.  There are the living and the undead.  I have no doubt the undead outnumber the living, at present, and by design. The elders will want the rebellious, the fighters, the willful and determined to go ahead and fight in order to cull them from what they hope will be their breeding stock.  Which prompts me to ask:  You, personally, are safe?”

“Moon,” I reminded him.

“Ah, yes.  So you said.  Well, if you are ever on the Earth again, I would be delighted to offer you my hospitality.  I am reasonably certain no one is interested in destroying a tiny island in the middle of nowhere.”

“Under other circumstances, I might accept.  Since you doubtless have family also in residence, I don’t think I should risk putting in an appearance.”

“I accept your evaluation of the situation unreservedly.  If you choose to visit in the future, merely mention my name.  You will receive all the courtesies I can provide.  Since I am the senior vampire present, I am the de facto ruler, with long tradition behind me.  I believe I can guarantee your safety.”

“Thank you.  You’ve been amazingly helpful and forthcoming.”

“You sound suspicious.”

“Do I?  I don’t mean to.”

“I understand,” he said, smiling at nothing.  It wasn’t a video call for him.  It was a simple audio connection.  I had a scrying spell.  He did not.  “It may be that you feel I should be more reticent regarding plans, preparations, goals, and state of affairs.  After all, I am a vampire.  Yes?”

“Possibly,” I allowed.

“Bear in mind I recognize my own mortality, in the sense my immortality is not invulnerability.  You have demonstrated courage, resourcefulness, resolve, and quite a lot of power.  One does not casually visit the Moon.  Or, rather, only an extremely select few may do so.  It seems prudent to me to be helpful to you.  I would rather we were allies—or on friendly terms—rather than enemies.”

“Even at the potential expense of the elders?”

“Even so.  What have they done for me?  Was I taken into their full confidence?  Was I chosen as one of the survivors of their bespoke apocalypse?  Was I given anything in the way of warning, rather than left to discover what I could on my own?  No, to all of these.  I will not oppose them; they are my elders.  Avoiding being crushed under their juggernaut is a very different thing from having any love for them.”

“Makes sense.  Okay.  I’m glad you made it clear.  Thank you.”

“You are welcome.  Now, if I might ask, in turn, a few questions of my own?”

“Of course.”

“How did you call me?  I was under the impression the vast majority of electrically-operated devices are useless.  I know satellite communications are still unavailable on my island.”

“I’m sure they are.  No doubt many of the ground stations were destroyed when coastal cities were hit.  Those still intact are probably shot, anyway.  Multiple EMP hits wouldn’t do them any favors.  And a culture of build-it-cheaper-to-make-a-profit doesn’t help.”

“They don’t build them like they used to,” Dietrich said, smiling.

“Indeed they don’t.  I’m not using electronics.  I’m using magic.  You’ll note there isn’t a three-second speed-of-light delay in our conversation.”

“A speed of light delay?”

“Radio waves take about a second and a half to travel from the Earth to the Moon.  Then another second and a half to get back.  This adds up to, roughly, a three-second delay between when you finish a sentence and hear me start my reply.”

“I was unaware of this.”

“It’s a relativity thing.  Albert Einstein?”

“I remember hearing about him.  Involved with the development of atomic weapons, as I recall.”

“Yes,” I agreed.  Clearly, Dietrich had not kept up.  “I’m not using radio.  I’m using a magical connection from my phone directly to your phone.”

“I see.  Yes, that would account for the clarity in your voice.  Your magic can reach from the Moon to my portable phone?”

“I have your number.  I’ve met you.  I’ve called your phone before.  A connection once existed.  It’s a matter of establishing it again.  Imagine me using a voodoo doll of your phone to make it ‘say’ there what I speak here.”

“Very well.  Having no other explanation, I accept yours as fact.  Since you have an excellent vantage point—and if it is not too much trouble—would you be so kind as to let me know what you see going on in the world?  If it becomes necessary to rebuild a civilization, I would like to know.”

“I’m not against civilization,” I agreed.  “I would like to know what sort of civilization you have in mind.”

“Sadly, I do not have a coherent plan of my own.  Too much depends on the conditions on the continents and the actions of the elders.  I have no way of knowing how things stand.  I may be able to sit back and let the elders carry on forging their version of the world, or I may have the last bastion of living human beings, or any situation in between.  If it is required of me to build a new human civilization, I will make the attempt, but managing one small island may be all I can handle.  If it is necessary to tame the barbaric wastelands, I suspect it will, initially, involve absolutism.  I would like to think it would not be a permanent requirement.”

“Noble of you.”

“Thank you for your observation, but it is really only a matter of survival.  I would rather not be a despot and a target for the irrational hatred of every malcontent.  It seems likely to result in an untimely demise.”

“Your chief aim is to see how immortal you can be?”

“It always has been.”

“I guess everyone has their priorities.  Okay.  If I see things calming down, I’ll let you know.  Now I’ve got to run.”

“Thank you.  Is it possible for me to call you back?”

“I don’t see a good way to make it happen, but I can call you again.”

“Please do.”

We made our goodbyes.  I shut down the phone and the mirror before turning to Rusty.

“Do we believe him?” Rusty asked.

“Do we have any reason not to?”

Rusty said a bad word and rubbed his hands back and forth through his hair.

“He seems pretty straightforward,” he decided.  “He didn’t know we were watching, right?”

“Right.  So?”

“So his facial expressions were probably unguarded and sincere.  I guess I believe him.  What do we do?”

“‘Do’?”

“We’ve got to do something.  The world is overrun by vampire hordes.”

“And there’s a nuclear winter coming,” I added.  “India and China had a pretty extensive exchange.  More than half of those were ground bursts. Even the firestorms drove stuff into the stratosphere.”

“I think things got out of hand in Asia,” Rusty suggested.

“Could be.  I note Europe is where they really threw up the fallout.  Almost all the craters are characteristic of ground detonations.  My guess is the Vampocalyptic Conspiracy skipped missiles and simply installed bombs in a basement in every city they wanted to destroy before setting off deuterium fireworks.”

“I dunno.  Getting nuclear material from Lahore to Europe might be tricky.”

“Is that where terrorists got their fissionables?”

“One of them, potentially.  You’re talking about a lot of nuclear material for so many bombs.  I’m not sure the Shivamurti of India would sell it, and certainly not cheap.  It’s possible the Vishnumurti could be tempted if there was enough money waved under his nose, though.  Even if there was, I doubt they would part with enough of their stockpile at once to do even a tenth of the European destruction.”

“Who says nuclear bombs weren’t moved into position over the course of years?” I asked.  “A vampire can own a house with a basement for centuries.”

“Hmm.  A nuclear weapon can have a long shelf life, depending on the design…”

“I agree.  As an aside—your India had a theocracy?”

“Didn’t yours?”

“Depends on where I lived.  Some versions of Earth did, some didn’t, some only sort-of.”

“Oh.  Anyway, the Iranians would want a hefty bribe to let a truck through, which would shoot down any hope of secrecy.  Turkey wouldn’t be thrilled at the prospect, either.  And getting anything radioactive through the security search at the Yavuz tunnels would be… I want to say impossible, after the Istanbul Incident.  Then again,” he added, surprised and thoughtful, “come to think of it, the Istanbul Incident might actually have been one of their deliveries gone wrong.”

“You’re up on your terrorist threats,” I observed.

“My people are scared of radiation and I have a newsfeed.  Had one.  Don’t you read—didn’t you read—any of the news articles when they came up in your daily feed?”

“Only local news.  If war broke out, I figured a whole truckload of alerts and alarms would go off and I’d be gone before anything hit.”

“Huh.  How’d that work out for you?”

“My phone was attacked by terrorists.”

“They are a pesky bunch.”

“You were asking about what we should do.  About the vampire apocalypse, I mean.  I’m thinking the elders need a good, swift kick in the teeth.  As for the rest of it, what do you think we should do?  What do you think we can do?  You and me against a whole planet of starving vampires, radioactive clouds, post-apocalyptic survivors, and so on.”

“You’ve got an uncle who’s a god.  We could really use a miracle.”

“He’s not much of a god on this plane of existence.”

“If he’s your uncle, doesn’t that make you a demigoddess or something?”

“I’m adopted.”

“Great.  Any other godlike entities in your family tree who might help?”

“Yeah, but he’s busy, sometimes forgetful, and currently very hard to get hold of.”

Rusty rolled his shoulders and his neck, trying to relax.  I put my hands on his shoulders and worked on them.

“Maybe,” Rusty said, slowly, “we should go looking for him?”

“I’m ambivalent,” I admitted.  “We talked about this, a little bit, during our post-Alden recovery.  I miss him, but I also know him.  If Pop doesn’t want to be found, it’s for a good reason.  I don’t have to like it, and I don’t.  At the moment, my feelings tell me we should respect his decision.”

“Any idea what the reason is?”

“No.  It could be anything.  The one I worry about is he might not want to be interrupted.  Breaking his concentration is dangerous.”

“He plays with high voltage a lot?”

“No.  Well, yes.  That’s not the only reason.  What he’s doing isn’t always the dangerous thing, but it’s an unreasonable risk I wouldn’t want to take.  Equally dangerous are his reflexes.  Getting his elbow joggled when he’s deep in thought really pisses him off.  I can get away with it.  Anybody else will want to keep their vital organs and all major blood vessels well out of range, preferably out of line of sight.  Use the horizon for cover.”

“Ah.  Does this mean we don’t try to find him?”

“Mm.”  I thought about it for a moment, still kneading Rusty’s shoulders.  “We can look.  We can see how hard it is to find him.  If it’s really difficult, I would take it as a sign he really doesn’t want to be disturbed.  Before we do, though, let’s ask Uncle Dusty.  Maybe he’s got ideas about the vampire hordes.  Come on.”

We went to the one-person airlock at the base of the stairs.  I had it set up with a shift-space spell.  One by one, we went in and shifted to a closet space in Uncle Dusty’s primary reactor world.
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Rusty worked on getting dinner ready while I went downstairs to find Uncle Dusty.  I detoured through the employee break room to get a snack.  I enchanted a vending machine before I thought up a better way to get food.

Pop did most of the work on the apartment.  He’s the handyman and master enchanter.  He says I qualify as a master wizard, but I’ve seen him work.  Nobody comes close to him.  I think I’ll always be an apprentice by comparison.  Maybe a journeyman—competent to do routine work, but not a master.  True, it’s possible I’m underestimating myself.  Salieri was a fine composer, but he was a contemporary of Mozart.  One was a master; the other was legendary.  I may be in the same boat.

On the other hand, Pop does miss things. One of them was the size and equipment of the kitchen space.  I can’t blame him.  He’s a great cook, but it’s a skill he acquired, not a hobby he loves.  Cooking isn’t as big a thing for him as it is for some of us.  Different dietary demands, I think.  The kitchen was on the small side of adequate.

To help fix this, I added a little more counter space at one end and added a kitchen island.  I also got us a bigger refrigerator and replaced the stove and oven.

The really big change was the jumbo-sized microwave oven—one big enough for a Thanksgiving turkey.  I put all the spells on it to make it a viable shift-space.

Yeah, it may be a little weird to open the microwave to get a soda, but it works.  It beats the hell out of going grocery shopping.  Besides, I can program it!  Instead of concentrating really hard on what you want every time you get hungry, you can select from the list taped to the wall.  If you want something new, you punch in the next number and keep trying until you get it right.  Then you can hit Enter to lock the setting into one of the crystals inside the oven’s housing.  From then on, when you punch in the number, you get the same thing.

Well… the right-shaped thing.  Cold chicken is the same shape as hot turkey.  A three-day-old meatball sub is the same shape as a fresh one, and the type of cheese is completely up for grabs.  Keep opening and closing the door.  You’ll get what you want, or close enough, if you keep trying.

This was vital to staying in a Reactor World.  I’m not sure how long we’re going to stay—there are issues—but no matter where we go, my Magic Microwave of Summoning is in the top ten of the most useful things I’ve ever built.

Why was it vital?  Because Rusty is a werewolf.  He’s not an obligate carnivore, but he is definitely not a vegetarian.  He thinks a vegetarian option is the one running for his life.  He is technically an omnivore, but only technically.  This is important because Uncle Dusty’s worlds don’t have a lot of animal life.  Something to do with a biowarfare issue in the distant past.  I can tolerate going vegan, but Rusty gets miserable and hungry, poor guy.  Thus the vending machine and the Magic Microwave.

I munched on my snack while looking around for my uncle.  He wasn’t handy, so I went upstairs again, wondering what he does with his avatar when no one is watching.

Rusty already hit the microwave for us.  Very shortly, he was wolfing down his dinner on the mat under the table.  I ate my dinner like a civilized human being and ignored the cracking of bones.

It’s a good thing he regenerates.  He tends to crunch bones into bits.  Werewolf jaws, you know.  Come to think of it, he does chew them pretty thoroughly, so maybe he would be all right even if he didn’t regenerate.  His dentition includes better molars than a typical canid.  If evolution applies to a werewolf, why did it include better grinding teeth?  Specifically to crack bones?  Or is it a holdover from having a human form?

Once we had our dinner, Uncle Dusty knocked at the door.  His timing is suspiciously good.  I think it’s because he sees all and knows all when it happens in his atomic temple.  It may include his whole world.  I am not overly comfortable knowing I effectively have no privacy.  I haven’t felt comfortable with moving out, either—not yet, anyway.

Rusty and I have had a lot to talk about, being… what’s the word?  We both went through the same disasters.  We’re not “victims,” exactly.  We’ve both been subjected to enormous stresses.  Living in Uncle Dusty’s world has been like living in a high-class mental hospital.  Or a terrarium for humans:  safe, calm, and predictable.

Besides, he’s fixing Cameron.  I’m not ready to talk about that.  Not yet.

I let him in and he helped himself to one of the comfy chairs.  He certainly didn’t look like a deity.  Oh, he’s got the square-jawed, handsome look going on, but it’s a rugged, down-to-earth look, backed up by denim jeans and a pullover shirt.  Hardly the supernal, celestial appearance one associates with otherworldly entities.  If you didn’t know, you’d never suspect.

He’s definitely related to Pop.

“How’s your Earth?” he asked.  Rusty left the remains of a bone on the floor mat and stretched, transforming slowly into his human form.  He can do it much more quickly, but the quicker it is the more energy he expends.  I’m still coming up with better versions of his amulets.

“I didn’t like it,” I said, while he changed shape.

“Me, either,” Rusty growled, finishing his shapeshift.  He stood up and shivered a little.

“Yeah, I kind of figured,” Uncle Dusty agreed.  “Well, at least you got it out of your system.  If you haven’t got any other plans, I’d like to discuss—”

“Hold on,” I protested.  “What makes you think we’re done with it?”

“It glows in the dark and is overrun with vampires, isn’t it?” he asked, looking confused.

“Yes.”

“So it’s not exactly hospitable.  One could say it’s not even safely habitable.”

“Possibly.”

“What do you mean ‘possibly’?  Hello?  Vampire hordes?  Nuclear apocalypse?  Probably all the usual post-nuclear problems, too—nuclear winter, high radiation count, widespread starvation, rampant disease, desperate survivors raiding anyone they can find…”

“No doubt.”

“Glad we got that cleared up,” he said.  “Or do we?”

I looked at Rusty.  His expression reminded me of a man who bit into a chocolate chip cookie and discovered, too late, it was oatmeal raisin.

“I’m not sure we do,” I ventured.  “You obviously have something else in mind.  Rusty and I still have things to do.  Maybe we can include it or work around it.  What do you have?”

“I have several ideas.  Let Me start with the minor one.  You eat up a fair amount of magical energy here.  I don’t begrudge it; you need it and the reactor has a refueling setup because of you.  It would be nice, though, if you could expand the solar conversion panels.  Make the dome bigger.”

“Uh… Yes, I can.  Why do you need more power from the solar conversion dome?”

“Oh, I don’t need it,” he agreed.  “It’s about ratios.  I can only get celestial energy from the dynamos, which run on electricity, spinning in a high-magic environment.  Right now, a sizable part of the reactor’s output is devoted to producing magic, too.  I’d like to change that and have the dome produce more of the magic. The more magic it produces, the less of the reactor’s total output has to go to it.  I can use more of the electricity to run more dynamos.  If we can get the total magical supply from solar power, it’ll indirectly bump up the celestial output.”

“Ouch,” I said, wincing as I thought about the sheer number of power crystals this would require, not to mention the vast expansion—panel by panel—of the solar conversion dome.  “That’s a lot of panels.  Pop is the one who understands self-replicating spells.  I have to do all the work by hand.”

“How hard can it be?  You’re a high-class spellcaster.  You can even do gate spells.”

“Gate spells are a lot of sequential steps.  It’s like memorizing a poem.  Setting up a spell to self-replicate is a lot more complicated.  It’s more like custom designing a biological cell so it can reproduce.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Neither do I.  As far as I know, Pop is the only person with a brain capable of comprehending it.  Imagine you, as a god, were designing a new life form to reproduce and spread across the world.  How hard is it?”

Uncle Dusty looked thoughtful.  Slowly, he nodded.

“Okay, now I follow.  That changes a lot.”

“How so?”

“Your father works ersatz ‘miracles’ for Me.  I was thinking you could also help out with magical versions of miracles while he’s busy.  I have to remind Myself you’re not him.  Damned impressive, to be sure…”

“…but nobody works miracles like Pop does,” I finished.  “If he was court magician for the pharaoh, they would have had to skip straight to the smiting of the firstborn.”

“He would have been on the side of the slaves,” Uncle Dusty pointed out.

“True.  Okay, the solar dome thing is doable, I think.  I’m not sure how much work it’s going to be, exactly.  I’ll look into it.  I have to take measurements and do math.  Be advised, it’ll take me longer, so don’t expect it today.”

“Mm.  I suppose you’ll have to put in a shift at each reactor.  You can’t set it in motion and let it grow on its own.  Got it.”

I felt a terrible, sinking sensation.  I was thinking of only one reactor.  He has seven.  Upgrading the fuel supply in one was tough enough.  Then I had to do it six more times.  The dome promised to be a much more time-consuming task.

“Rusty?  Will you help me with the domes?”

“It’s like the thing we did on the Moon, right?”

“Yes.  You’ll mark off the rectangles—or the triangles, maybe, or whatever shape seems best after we look at them—and I’ll do the hand-waving to fit them all together.”  I frowned.  “We really need to work on your second sight.”

“Whatever you want,” Rusty agreed.  “My social calendar caught fire a few weeks ago.”

“Attacked by terrorists?” I asked.

“They are a pesky bunch,” he echoed, smiling.

“Fair enough.”  I turned back to Uncle Dusty.  “I’ll start planning and we can maybe get things going tomorrow.  How’s Cameron?”

Uncle Dusty looked pained.  Seeing his expression, I tried not to show my instant anxiety.

“Not great,” he admitted, sighing.

“Go on,” I suggested.

“If you’ll excuse me,” Rusty said, “I think I should go chase something.”

“There’s nothing out there worth chasing,” Uncle Dusty said, puzzled.  I gave him a sharp look.

“He’s saying he doesn’t feel as though he should be here.  For this discussion.”

“Oh.  Oh!  Right.  Right.  I get it.”

When you get hit over the head with it, I thought, but I kept it inside my private thoughts, not out where anyone might overhear it.  Rusty started to get up.  I put a hand on his arm and he paused, sat back down.  He held my hand and I squeezed it.

You okay with being my emotional support lycanthrope? I asked, silently.  In answer, he squeezed my hand harder.

“Okay,” I said.  “I get the idea. Cameron isn’t doing great.  I’m prepared.  Throw me an explanation and I’ll see what I can catch.”

“The physical damage is repaired,” he told me.  “He’s been floating in a cloning tank, regrowing everything.  You put a healing spell on him to help.  I, in My capacity as the local deity, encouraged him to be as healthy as a human can be.  Between us, I suspect he’ll outlive his own kids, if any.”

“Nice.  And the not-so-good part?”

“Yeah… okay.  You remember how the mind and the body are kind of like programs and computers?  The mind is the software on the machine.  The actual hardware, the physical machine, is the brain.  It’s a deeply flawed metaphor, but it goes in the right direction.”

“I understand the idea.  Pop said he could transfer an old person’s consciousness, their self, into a younger body.  You talked about cloning Gus and putting him in the clone, if we’d managed to get him here sooner.  You download the person to the new body.  Their essence, their being, then runs on the new hardware, like transferring all your old files from the old computer to the new computer.”

“The metaphor is so very wrong in many, many ways, but for this, it’s close enough.  At least it gives us a clear division between the material form and the non-material aspects of the self.”

“Great.  And how does this apply to Cameron?”

“His hardware is working—” Uncle Dusty made a chef’s kiss gesture “—perfectly!  His software, on the other hand, is not.”

“Go on.”

“Alden, as I understand it, got into his mind not once, but twice.  The first time did Cameron no favors, but your father stitched him up.  He was recovering.  The second time, Alden wasn’t after information so much as he was out to alter Cameron.  It’s like the difference between getting cut by a knife a few times—oh, look!  Stitches!—and getting hacked up with an axe.  You lose bits.  Pieces come off.  In our computer metaphor, files get deleted.  Really deleted, as if you removed memory modules from the system.  Code gets corrupted so even if you get the files back, the operating system can’t open them or run the programs.  If it’s bits of the operating system, the computer could even shut down and fail to start again.”

“Okay, I get the metaphor,” I told him.  “Once these bits are gone, what can we do about it?  Will they grow back?  Or do they need to be reconstructed?  Is there some sort of data recovery process we can do?”

“I knew this metaphor would be misleading,” Uncle Dusty grumbled.  “No, we can’t recover missing bits.  It wouldn’t help much even if we did.  In a way, he’s lucky.  Alden wanted him alive and functional, within limits.  His motor skills are untouched.  Almost all of his memory is gone, though.  His ability to think—call it his ability to process information and reach conclusions—still exists, but it’s been radically curtailed.  I’ve cleaned out the logic bombs and the viruses and all the stuff Alden put in to keep you from interfering and what’s left is… not a ‘husk,’ exactly.  I’m afraid it’s not much of a human being.  I’m sorry to tell you your friend is pretty much gone, and what’s left of him isn’t… Well, he might be human, but he’ll never be a person.  He’s not equipped for it anymore.”

Rusty didn’t flinch.  He took it like a champ.  When I realized I was gripping his hand hard enough to whiten my knuckles, I deliberately relaxed.  I gave him an apologetic look.

“So,” I began, and swallowed.  “So,” I tried again, “you’re telling me Cameron’s body is working fine, but Cameron isn’t in there?”

“His stairs don’t go all the way up,” Uncle Dusty confirmed.  “There are lights on, but nobody’s home.  He’s off his rocker.  Out to lunch.  He’s as sharp as a bag of marbles, but without the marbles.  He’s got both oars in the water, but he doesn’t have a boat.  He’s a couple of sandwiches and one blanket short of a picnic.  His deck is missing both jokers and all his aces.  If brains were dynamite, he couldn’t—”

“I get it!”

Uncle Dusty shut up.  It finally dawned on him I was upset.  I took a few deep breaths and deliberately relaxed my grip on Rusty’s hand again.

“Is there anything—anything at all—we can do for him?” I asked.  I think I asked calmly.  I paid attention to my tone and volume, so it was a good imitation of calm.

“Aside from have a caretaker lead him around by the hand?”

“Yes.”

“Phoebe, the best thing you can do for him is to find a nice rest home with full-time nursing staff.”

“I don’t accept that.”

“Look, he doesn’t remember much about being Cameron,” Uncle Dusty insisted.  “He’s only vaguely aware of himself as an entity.  There are pets with more self-awareness—such as goldfish.  Is that what you want to do with him?  Keep him as a pet?”

I frowned, bordering on scowled.  Maybe it was my own sense of personal responsibility—or guilt—but I wasn’t able to shrug my shoulders and permanently retire Cameron to a funny farm.  It felt too much like washing my hands of the matter.

“Let’s back up to the computer metaphor,” I said.  “Cameron’s missing large chunks of memory, right?”

“And most of his operating system,” Uncle Dusty agreed.  “He doesn’t know how to think.  Or not the way he could think before.”

“Could he learn?” I pressed.  “His brain is intact, right?  His hardware works fine, yes?  He could—for example—sit in a classroom and learn his alphabet again?  Then vocabulary lessons, and so on?”

“As rote memorization?” Uncle Dusty pondered, scratching along the line of his smooth-shaven jaw.  “Yes.  He could learn to recite Shakespeare like a tape recorder, and with about as much understanding.”

“So, I could do something like what Alden did and imprint on his memory things he used to know?  I could copy new files into his memory storage?”

“Yeeeeees…” Uncle Dusty agreed, cautiously.  “I’m not sure how well it would work.  The process is more complex than the computer metaphor implies.  You’re going to have issues with his… uh… damaged firmware?  Psychic scarring, sort of.  Plus, there are compatibility issues.  Your memories are different from his.  Different viewpoints.  Different mental associations.  Memory isn’t a linear thing.  Each memory links to a dozen other things.”

“I wasn’t going to imprint my memories.”

“No?  Whose?”

“Cameron’s.”

“I’m telling you, his memories are gone.  Kaput.  It’s less of a deletion and more of an excision.  Effectively, Alden cut them out.”

“Another Cameron will have compatible memories, won’t he?”

Uncle Dusty is related to Pop.  They don’t look anything alike, of course, but sometimes they have the exact same expressions.
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Finding another Cameron—even one extremely similar to the Cameron I knew—wasn’t difficult.  I knew exactly what Cameron looked like, and I knew more about his wheelchair—back when he needed a wheelchair—than I ever wanted to know.

In an infinite number of universes, it’s possible to find just about anything.

As for copying and pasting a lifetime of memories, I didn’t know exactly what I was doing or how to do it, so I started small.  My Cameron needed a firm base of experiences.  I was never trained in how to copy the gestalt of a mind.  I was trained mostly in fundamental principles, with specific training for certain practical applications.  After giving it thought, there were a bunch of obvious considerations.

Since Uncle Dusty had enormous reserves of magical power—and since I was going to add more panels to his reactors—he wasn’t against me using it pretty lavishly.  I opened a small, brute-force gate, made psychic contact with the new, sleeping Cameron, and personally acted as a conduit to my Cameron.

Memories flowed through me as though I was reliving them, at first.  This was dreadfully slow and, to be blunt, most of those memories were none of my business.  It was a good first step, though.  I got a much better idea of what I was working with versus what I was trying to do.  I worked out a technique to guide them, rather than experience them.  I didn’t take myself out of the circuit, exactly…

Think of it like this.  I can listen to a recording of a speech and, as it plays, recite the speech into a new recording.  Or I can connect two devices with a wire, from the headphone jack to the microphone jack, and let them talk directly to each other.  The first technique requires constant effort and is limited to the pace of speech.  The second lets me copy the thing much more accurately, faster, and with much less effort.  It’s not as fast as digital file transfers, but human brains aren’t digital.  I still have to supervise, select the files, and make sure nothing comes out of sync.  It’s a good start.

This was the first test.  I copied what I could from a new Cameron, sleeping in his bed, into my Cameron, sleeping in his cloning tank.  If the memory transfer worked, I could repeat the process.  Eventually, I would have a whole lifetime copied from another Cameron into mine.

Fingers crossed.

Rusty, meanwhile, was on the roof.  He drew panel after panel for me, getting them built in advance so I could incorporate them into the existing reactor array.  I think Uncle Dusty let him know when I was finished with my first psychic data transfer because he met me in the hall outside Human Resources.

Yes, Pop installed the bulk of the cloning equipment in the Human Resources offices.  That’s his sense of humor at work.

“How’d it go?” Rusty asked.

“It went okay for a first try.  I’m learning how to do this.  How are the panels coming?”

“About like you’d expect.  I went with triangles so they can also be turned into squares when you assemble them, if you need to.”

“Perfect.  Good thinking.”

“Thanks.  What’s next?”

“I’ll give Cameron a couple of days to assimilate his new memories.  Then I’ll look inside his head and see how he’s doing.  If it looks good, I’ll download more.”

“Using the same source Cameron?”

“Probably.  As long as they’re similar enough, I could use multiples for a while.  Older memories don’t matter as much.  They aren’t as detailed and are easier to conflate.  Once we get to… oh, say a year or two ago?  Those should come from the same Cameron to avoid weird memory glitches. I think.  I’m guessing,” I confessed.

“There are lots of Camerons to choose from?” Rusty pressed.

“Yes.”

“Is this normal?  There are lots of everyone?”

“Most of the time.  Pop is pretty unique.  I think it’s because he originated in a branched timeline.  He once mentioned he was a product of a low-probability combination, so he’s hard to find.  I suspect there aren’t actually an infinite number of alternate Earths, just an extremely large number.  He postulates an infinite number, but thinks there might be higher energy requirements to reach ones ‘farther away’ from the gate origin.  I can make a case for either.”

“Uh… sure.  Was I supposed to understand that?”

“No, and I’m sorry I went off on a tangent.  My brain is tired.  Walk with me.  I’m going to bed.”

“Sure.”  He fell into step beside me.  “I had in mind asking you a simpler question.”

“Simple questions are good.”

“If there are a lot of most people, are there lots of me?”

“Technically, yes.  They all had slightly—or not-so-slightly—different lives and circumstances.  None of them ever met me, for example.”

“Aren’t there lots of you?” he asked, as the elevator doors opened.  We stepped in and he pushed the top floor button.

“No, I was born on a voidworld, not on an Earthline.”

“Right.  Whereas I come from an Earthline, so there are lots of me out there.  That’s how it works?”

“Yep.”

“So, logically, my parents are out there, too?”

“Mm.  Sort of.  There are people who look and act a lot like your parents, even though they aren’t.  They vary as much as the alternate versions of you, so it would never be quite the same as the family you knew.”

“I don’t want to murder another me and take his place,” Rusty said.  “I only want to visit.  Can this be done?”

“Visit?  Like, for a few hours or a few days?”

“Yeah.”

“I don’t see why not.  If things go sideways, we don’t go back.  Why?”

“We’ll talk about it when you’re rested,” he said, as the elevator opened.  “I’ve got a lot to think about.  Right now, I’m putting you to bed.  Do you want to snuggle?”

“Yes, please.”
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A long time ago—it feels like a long time—I used to sleep with over two hundred pounds of fluff named Gus.  Don’t misunderstand me.  Mister Stuffins was the deadliest teddy bear I’ve ever known and he was a great comfort.  Gus was warm and fluffy and much more solid.

When we first got here, I didn’t sleep well.  I still have issues—bad dreams, mostly—about unpleasant adventures.  Traveling through a vampire-infested subway, for example.  Stabbing a wounded Nephilim through the forehead, for another.  Shooting my first serious boyfriend through the back of the neck.  You know, silly things.  Minor annoyances.  Hardly worth mentioning, really.

In his wolf form, Rusty’s brain is considerably smoother than a human brain.  It therefore seemed perfectly logical and reasonable to hop up on the bed and flumph down next to me.  And, while I was only half-awake, it seemed perfectly logical and reasonable to snuggle up to the big, warm pile of fur.  He didn’t anticipate how his necklace with it’s shifting-control spells would affect him while he slept, though.  I kept waking up to him in human form.  Not that I objected, exactly, but it was a surprise the first time.

Rusty will never replace Gus.  I’ll miss Gus forever.  He’ll never replace Cameron, either.  I’ll miss Mister Stuffins, too.  And, underneath my sadness, there is a glowing bed of burning fury over their loss, and over the fact there is nothing I can do to vent that fury.  As I say, it glows beneath my sadness, like magma beneath the ocean, almost never breaking through.

It helps to have Rusty around to snuggle.  He isn’t a total cure for bad dreams, but I don’t wake up in the middle of the night, sweating, heart pounding, ready to defend myself.  He has his own anger issues.  I think we calm each other down.

I like Rusty.  A lot.  And for other reasons besides his furry snugglyness.

So I did what he wanted.  I went looking for the same world we came from.  He came from.  The world where he was a native, but without the Vampocalypse.  I had to innovate a bit, since I wanted a close match on the world, not just a close match on a single person.  I didn’t want to find another Rusty as he wandered through a post-apocalyptic landscape; I wanted a Rusty in a pizza shop run by the Italian Werewolf Mafia.

What I did was put gate spells on three different rings, tied them into three different scrying mirror spells, and linked them all together.  I wanted the pizza shop I remembered in one mirror, Rusty’s father in another, and Rusty, himself, in the third.  And I wanted all three linked in such a way as to find these three things all in the same world.

I saw Pop do it, so I knew it could be done.  In theory, I knew how to do it.  In practice, I’ve only ever walked through it with Pop’s help.  Now I did it solo for the first time.  It wasn’t as easy as it looked. Pop makes everything look easy.  I anticipated difficulties.

If I didn’t like Rusty so much, I would have given up.  I struggled with it for several days, fiddling with the spells and trying to connect them in ways that didn’t cause destructive interference in the targeting.  Pop and I probably should have gone over that part a couple more times.  I had to figure it out because finding a pizza shop that looked like Rusty was not an acceptable parameter.  It’s related to the process for putting more than one enchantment into a single object, but it is decidedly not the same thing.  Gasoline cars and electric cars are related in many ways, too, but don’t go poking a screwdriver around in one if you’re used to the other!

In the end, I did figure it out.  I found the headquarters of the Werewolf Mafia in Harlem, complete with Mom, Pop, Mark, and Rusty.  I even recognized a couple of the guys actually making the pizza and the ancient linoleum pattern on the floor.

Hot damn.  Maybe I am as good as Pop claims.

Rusty and I reviewed the world, trying to nail down how similar it might be to what he remembered.  I looked at things he specified, found people—with his help; most of those searches were for people I never met—and generally checked details.  They were all good matches.

Whenever Pop or I open a gate to an Earth world, we create a branch in the timeline.  The main world-line remains untouched; we only go to and fro in the branch.  I think I got lucky and hit the same main world-line Rusty originally came from and branched it again.  Basically, it was Rusty’s Earth, but neither Pop nor I had ever visited.

Considering the condition of the world we did visit, this does not say good things about us.

Rusty was highly pleased.  He wanted to visit his parents and these were spot-on matches.  We talked about what he wanted to accomplish and how I could help, which meant he wanted me to do a lot more work.  If I didn’t like the fuzzy goofball so much…

But I do.  So I did a lot of enchantment work, sorted out the money situation, and imported a car I liked.  The money and the car, at least, were easy.

The plan was to take my Rusty “home.”  He could talk to his parents, maybe take them out to dinner, and certainly spend quality time with the folks, talking about things he should have said before, maybe even get closure and come to grips with losing them.

There would certainly be a lot of awkwardness and confusion when we left.  Neither of those would be our problems.

As for me, I would distract the local Rusty and keep him busy by doing my best to prove the vampires were a real and present danger.  I was pretty sure I could convince him I was credible.

I dressed for the mission.  I’m a bit of a tomboy as far as my clothes are concerned.  Ball gowns, sheath dresses, and other fancy outfits have their place, of course.  I look really good when I dress up as The Vampire Vixen!  My skin really likes deep purple and vivid red.  And, if I’m being honest, I do like to make eyeballs go sproing now and then.  Most of the time, though, I prefer an outfit that affords me a good range of motion and places to conceal stuff.  Over many years of having it drilled into me, I can’t seem to escape a fondness for blending in.  It’s like that ancient Chinese curse: May you come to the attention of powerful people.  The less attention I get, the safer I am.

This time, I did indeed want to draw attention.  Specifically, the attention of the local version of Rusty.  My Rusty helped me select the wardrobe and I modeled several outfits for him.  Eventually, I pointed out he was stalling to get me to show off.  He agreed, the wolf, and we settled on a suitable ensemble.

I dropped Rusty at the restaurant and headed toward the other Rusty.  I already had several spells ready and a location spell running, so I zeroed in on him in nothing flat.  After a short drive, I parked up the street from my target and waited.  He came out of the Sagal Meat Market with two wrapped packages.  I pulled up at the curb with my window already down.

“Hey, Rusty!  Headed home?”

The local Rusty had never met me, so this confused him.  You can’t blame him.  I’ve been told I’m beautiful so often, I believe it—given where I am.  Other countries, other times, other beauty standards.  Here, I was considered hot enough to be a climate change hazard.

“I’m headed right past the pizzeria,” I continued.  “Hop in and I’ll give you a lift.”

I could hear the chihuahua racing, spinning the little wheel in his head.  He didn’t remember me even though I obviously knew him.  How could he forget me?  Did we meet as wolves?  Or as humans, but now with me wearing radically different makeup and clothes?  Should he ask my name and admit he didn’t recognize me?  Or turn down the offer and risk never seeing me again?  Or…

“You sure it’s no trouble?”

“Giancomo’s is one whole block out of my way.  Come on.”

While he continued to stare at me and hesitate, it started to rain.  I wish I could take credit for thinking of a weather spell and for timing it perfectly, but it was pure luck.  Rusty put the packages in the back floor and climbed in the front.

“Thanks.”

“No problem!”  I dropped my little hatchback into gear, revved the engine, and frightened other drivers.  The vast majority weren’t actually driving.  They were riding in self-driving electric vehicles in this version of Manhattan.  Rusty tried not to be obvious about grabbing the conveniently-placed handles.  He has never been fond of my driving.

In a lot of Manhattans, there are corner shops everywhere.  You never have to go far for bread, milk, or meat.  In others, public transportation is so quick and cheap the smaller stores can’t survive as easily.  Here, it was steadily moving toward centralization around big stores.  The butcher was no exception.  Sagal’s wasn’t on Manhattan Island.  Rather, it was on the other side of the Harlem River from Giancomo’s Pizzeria.  I got on highway eighty-seven and gunned it for the Third Avenue intersection.

“Big packages,” I observed, weaving through electric traffic.  The computer-controlled vehicles have reflexes like the speed of light and they default to avoid accidents.  This can still give their cargo—excuse me, their passengers—some alarm.  “Restaurant supplies?  Or is the whole pack eating at home tonight?”

I saw in the mirror when Rusty gave me a sharp side-eye.

“Mom likes to keep the freezer stocked,” he hedged.

“I imagine.  How’s Mark?”

“He’s okay.”

“Is he going to the next drum circle?”

Rusty was torn between being tense at my driving and being tense at my questions.  He finally decided to give up on worrying about the conversation and focus his tension on my driving.

“You know he’s not.”

“I wasn’t sure if you’d staged an intervention.”

“He’s a grown man,” Rusty replied, bracing his feet on the floorboards as I skidded through a left and a chorus of angry, automatic beeps.  “Who taught you to drive?”

“Pop’s horse.”

“Who?”

“You wouldn’t know her.  You should see me drive a motorcycle!”

“I don’t think I want to!”

“I look really good in a skintight leather outfit,” I teased, flashing him a smile.

“I’m sure you do and watch the traffic!”

“Do I need to slow down?” I asked, sideslipping the truck we were gaining on.

“Maybe a little!”

“Pfft.  You regenerate.”

“Car crashes still hurt!”

“Sissy.  Okay.”  I dropped to the speed of regular traffic.  “By the way, there are a lot of things I need to tell you.”

“Like what?”

“Well, Mark is likely to blow the secret about werewolves if he keeps up with his habit.  He’s going to get tasered when it’s three days past the full moon and he’s barely gone human.  He’ll go out and get high and lose control.  Once the zap makes him wolf out, he won’t shift back before he’s on forty-eleven different videos.  Unless he overdoses first, of course.  Something needs to be done.  The other thing is the vampires are making plans to destroy technology and plunge the world into a vampire-dominated dark age.”

“Say what?”

“Which one did you want me to repeat?”

“All of it!”

“Well, Mark is in a shooting gallery right now, about to start coming down.  If someone provokes him, a lot of stoned and not-quite-stoned people are going to notice.  Not a big deal if it’s a single incident.  After the second or third time, angry people with silver bullets are going to start investigating in earnest.”

“There are suspicious people already looking into it and Dad’s pissed enough to bite.  Tell me about the other thing you said.”

“That’s more complicated.”

“I’m not in a hurry as long as you’re not driving like a lunatic.”

“I think you mean ‘maniac.’  I’ll pull over.  Hold on.”

He overdramatically grabbed a handle, braced his feet, and grimaced.  I stuck my tongue out at him.

We were crossing the Third Avenue Bridge, so I swung us left on Lexington, then on 128th, and parked us next to Harlem River Park.  Rusty didn’t exactly relax, but a lot of physical tension melted away.

“Okay.  Here’s the deal,” I began, and explained what I knew about the vampires’ plan.  Rusty listened while I talked.  I could tell he wasn’t believing a word of it.  Still, he paid attention out of politeness and because of a scoop-neck top.

I know Rusty.  And I know what he likes.

“That’s the main summary,” I finished, and handed him an old-fashioned paper pad.  It had notes of the general timeline of events, leaving out references to Alden and anything else from beyond his universe.  He accepted it as though it might sprout teeth.

“Uh…”

“Any questions?”

“Yeah.  Who are you?  And why should I believe you?”

“I’m Phoebe Kent.  I’m a witch.  I’m also your girlfriend from an alternate reality.”

“Bullshit.”

“You don’t believe I’m a witch?”

“A witch, maybe, but you being my girlfriend is fantasy, not reality.”

“The alternate-reality you has been through a lot with me.”  I tapped the pad of paper in his hand.  “All that, for example.  And you might want to keep it out of digital storage.  Just in case.”

“You can’t seriously expect me to believe any of this.”

“Are you saying it’s… inconceivable?  If you’re planning to use that word, I should tell you I do not think it means what you think it means.”

Rusty winced at the oblique reference to his real name.  It was hitting below the belt.

“Look, Rusty, I lived through everything in those notes.  If you want proof, all you have to do is say so.  I came prepared to back up every single claim.  Try me.”

“You say you’re a witch.”

“Hand me a lump of carnivore chow from the back seat.”

He reached into the back seat and hefted one of the paper packages.  I held it in both hands, concentrating and muttering.  I handed it back to Rusty and he looked startled.  It wasn’t merely cold, but frozen solid.  He breathed on it and frost formed on the wrapping.  He put it in the back again, on the floor, and discovered the other one was equally frozen.  Dinner would be more difficult than anticipated, but he asked for proof.

“Okay.  Witch.  Got it.  But… an alternate reality?”

I put the car in gear.

“Hang on to your butt.”

Rusty and I looked through the windshield at the vampire-infested ruins of Manhattan.  The sky was dimmed by ashen-colored clouds, but daylight is daylight and there were no vampires in sight.  I wondered if dim sunlight was less damaging to them.  Did a bright day outside force them into a daytime slumber, while an overcast day let them sleep restlessly?  They could be awakened during the day—as I knew entirely too well—but was it easier to wake them when the sun was obscured?  Would the depth underground affect them?  Would a giant sunshade in space, or an eclipse, have any effect?

It might be important.  The sky would average slightly darker for months, maybe years.  The world would definitely skip a summer.  Maybe two or three.

I shut off the engine.  Rusty got a good look at familiar, albeit damaged buildings.  After a while, I realized he didn’t have anything to say.

“We can’t drive to the ruins of the pizzeria in my car,” I told him.  “Too much rubble.  We’ve got daylight left.  We can probably make it there and back on foot.”  I put a hand on my door handle.

“No.  What’s the radiation count like?”

“Above normal. Not too bad for short-term exposure.”

“I don’t think I like it here.”

“Of course not.  You’re not an idiot.”

“Why are you telling me all this?  Shouldn’t you be, I dunno, all over the cybernet with it?  Announcing it to the world?  Or briefing the President?  Or the United Nations?”

“Oh!  You want me to panic the world with a dire warning, thus provoking the vampires into choosing whether or not to immediately use their plan or lose all their preparations?”

“What?  No!  Of course not!  What are you even talking about?”

“Vampires have influence over and contacts with a lot of people in positions of power—not only political and military power, but financial and media power, as well.  If we only tell the people in power, the vampires find out before the vast majority of the public does.  They already have an information-controlling organization; they have a head start on how to keep the public from finding out.  Maybe they discredit the story, maybe they squash the story entirely.

“Or, if we go fully public with the details, announcing the existence of vampires, how to spot them, how to defend against them, and who they have on their payroll… well, they may still manage to kill it as a news story, but the information would be out there.  They would be aware we know about them and their plans, which means we may already be acting against them.  All the time and effort invested in preparing it will be wasted—they’ll have to use it or lose it.

“And, although they stopped our Big Revelation in this scenario, they have to assume there’s a real possibility they are about to be forced into the public eye, prompting the exact situation they’ve been plotting to prevent.  I wouldn’t bet they wouldn’t kick the whole thing into gear and hope for the best. “

Rusty scowled at me.

“Why, exactly, does the other me like you?”

“He’s glad to be on my side.  I’m guessing the fact I can cook is part of it.”

“I wasn’t serious.”

“Neither was I.  Honestly, I think he likes my Amazonian physique.”

“That tracks.  I’d say it’s more of a gymnast look, myself.”

“Have you seen the definition in my arms and shoulders?”  I pulled up my short sleeve and flexed.

“You’re really cut, I agree, but I always thought Amazons were more like bodybuilders.  Heavier.  And there’s your waist-to-hip ratio.  That’s why my first impression was more gymnast than powerlifter.”

“It’s my pelvis.  I can’t help it.  Besides, everyone has their own opinion.  Let’s get back to your plan to reveal vampires to the world and cause a major upheaval if not actual Armageddon.”

“On second thought,” he mused, “maybe I should start small and tell Dad.”

“The Italian Werewolf Mafia is already getting a briefing.”

“It better be a hell of a briefing.  Dad’s not going to buy this without a lot of convincing.”

“He’ll have it,” I assured him, thinking about Rusty’s insistence on recovering the wedding rings from the ruins of the pizza shop.  I made a few nicknacks for him to help his credibility.  “How about you?” I asked, gesturing at the ruins.

“Okay, say I’m convinced.  Maybe not about every single detail.  Overall, in general, let’s at least say I buy it.  What do you want me to do about it?  Eat a lot of vampires?  There isn’t enough whiskey in the world for that.”

“Whiskey?”

“I’ll need something to get the taste out of my mouth.”

“True.  I’m glad you say it sarcastically, because you know it’s exactly the wrong thing to do.  The problem isn’t vampires.  The problem is they don’t feel safe.  Human technological abilities are getting to the point where staying undiscovered—and therefore unroasted—is something they, as a population, have to work at.  So far, they’ve been trying to behave responsibly, at least as much as blood-drinking monsters can, to limit their newsworthiness.  They’ve also been using bribes, blackmail, mind control, and other forms of influence to clean up after any mistakes.  The day is coming when a story will slip past them and make headline news.  That will be bad, but they’ll debunk it.  Then there will come another slip-up.  As more crackpots start looking, more stories will surface, and more regular people will start to wonder.  Then things go from bad to worse.  There’s no telling what sort of vampire-detecting technology will be invented next week, much less in the next century.”

“I get the idea,” he told me.  “So they blow everybody up?”

“It’s my understanding the idea is to bust everybody back to the Stone Age and rule what’s left.  Treat humans like livestock.  Live in their castles, feed on the peasant villagers, and generally lord it over the human race.”

“Sounds more like the Dark Ages.”

“Some of them were around back then.  They may be missing the old days.”

“Typical.”

“Yeah, I think so too, but they’re immortal.  If it comes right down to it, they’re capable of carrying on a generations-long fight for dominance amid the ruins rather than allow any uppity technological mortals to wipe them out.”

“Which still doesn’t tell me what you want me to do,” Rusty pointed out.

“As long as they have the capacity to provoke mankind into destroying itself, they can’t be hunted safely—at least, not on any practical or even useful scale.  Make them panic and they might push the button.  What you need to do is find a way to keep them from doing their button-pushing.”

“Find the vampire with the button?”

“I’m going to assume you’re in a mild state of shock from recent events.”

“Huh?  Why?”

“You’re not this slow.  Look, there is no single vampire with a magic button to blow up the world.  It’s a conspiracy.  There is a network of mind-controlled people, corrupt officials, blackmailed individuals, and so on who answer—knowingly or not—to a council of vampires.  These elders can order a lot of prearranged things to happen, each thing independent of the others, with the net result of a collapse of human civilization.

“What you need to do is find those people who smell of vampire and make sure they’re not in a position to take vampire orders.  The buttons and keys and levers and computers are under the control of humans.  Remove the controlled humans and the vampires can’t coordinate their plan, which reduces the possibility of them trying.

“The vampires’ fear of technology will still be an issue, but they’ll adapt.  I don’t know how, but they will.  They have clever individuals among them, money to hire scientists and engineers, and time.  I’m not saying you need to help them, but the safer they feel, the less likely they are to do anything drastic.  Now do you understand?”

“I get the idea.  How am I supposed to do all this?  Why are you laying this on me?”

“I’m not,” I explained, patiently, because he strongly reminded me of someone I cared about.  “I’m telling you how it looks to me.  You can convince other people to take the threat seriously and—if you do it in small doses—also convince them not to overreact.”

“I don’t see how I can convince anyone.  I believe you, but I only believe you.  I’m not convinced.  If that makes any sense.”  He rubbed his temples and squeezed his eyes shut.  “Damn it.  This is why I don’t like my meds!”

“You think you’re hallucinating?”

“No!  I have a hard time thinking.”

“I’m sorry,” I said, and meant it.  “I didn’t realize.  I get that you haven’t accepted it, but you’ve got all the essential information?”

“I think so,” he said, looking up at me and blinking hard.  “I’ve got your notes, too.”

“It’s okay.  Take your time.”

“How much time do I have?”

“That’s a really good question,” I answered, and started the car.  We headed back to the parking space I used as a shift-box zone, and from there to a world with real sunshine.


Journal Entry #64

It was much later than expected when I dropped off the newer Rusty.  He didn’t seem to mind.  He was preoccupied with his thoughts.  He gathered up his still-frozen packages and my notepad before he went inside.

I had already reached out telepathically to my Rusty as we turned onto the street.  I parked and my Rusty came out of the pizza shop.  He smiled and held the door for his highly discombobulated local self before we roared off.  I left rubber on the road for thirty feet.

I miss the car Bronze modified for me.  The thing ran like a cheetah on meth and had more horsepower than a cavalry regiment.

“How did it go?” I asked, shifting up.  Computerized cars beeped angrily at me as I gave their algorithms apoplexy.  If I had a traffic control transponder, I’d already be the subject of police interest.  Lacking a transponder, I was a felon and planned to run from the law to avoid capture.

“It went… okay,” he said.  “It was a good talk.  I got to say a lot of things I never got to say.  Never had the guts to say,” he corrected.

“Oh?”

“Yeah.  I’m the younger son, you know?  I’m kind of… not…”

“You don’t like leadership roles.”

“It’s not that I don’t like them.”  He paused to reevaluate his words.  “Okay, yeah, I don’t.  I’ll do it, but usually there’s someone who wants to be in charge and I’ll go along with it.  I don’t like being ordered around, but I’d rather follow than be the one, you know, responsible for screwing it up.”

“If you’re not in charge and it all goes wrong, it isn’t your fault?”

“That’s part of it.”

“I empathize.  How’d your dad take it?”

“He already knew.  He was kind of proud, I think.  I finally had the guts to say I didn’t want to run the businesses.  I also told him I would, if my family needed me to.  There’s a thing about being willing to lead without wanting to.  He wasn’t mad at me at all.”  He chuckled.  “Mom didn’t bat an eye.”

“I’m glad.”

“How’d it go with Westley?” he asked.

“The other Rusty?”

“I’m Rusty.  He is Westley.  Any me who isn’t me is Westley.”

“Duly noted, Rusty.”

“Thanks.”

“It went well,” I decided.  “I cheated a little with a time-ticker gateway to make sure you had plenty of time, but I don’t know if I needed to.  We spent a long time talking and a longer time proving I knew what I was talking about.”

“Did you take him to our Manhattan?”

“Oh, yes.  I did, indeed.  And now, if you please, I’d like to never go back.”

“Fine by me.  What did he think?”

“He didn’t like it.”

“I didn’t, either.”

“Yeah.  Speaking of liking things, did they like the goodies?”

“They did,” Rusty assured me.

Earlier, my Rusty pointed out that no matter what we told them, it was still nothing but words.  Persuasive words, perhaps.  Convincing words, possibly.  Would it be enough to make them truly take us seriously?  There was no way to know.  Hence the goodie bag.

What felt like a long time ago, I enchanted clothes for Rusty so he wouldn’t have to worry about finding clothes every time he shifted from wolf form to human form.  Since then, I’ve elaborated on the original idea.  That’s how spells get developed.  We find a way to achieve the effect, then we refine it.  My latest iteration was designed as a braided choker of silvery cords.  It wasn’t a perfected spell, but it affected what he was wearing during a transformation.

Note: A “perfected” spell is when the developer gets tired of fooling with it.

Sadly, it didn’t affect everything.  Underwear.  Undershirts.  Trousers.  Socks.  Things with lots of skin contact.  They would change color to match the wearer and “disappear” into the transformation.

I thought amulets to help control the involuntary transformations at the full and new moon phases would be more to their liking.  Rusty disagreed.  The clothes were more of a problem to which a solution would be appreciated.  I went with his ideas; he’s the expert on werewolves.  So I made three clothing zappers, one for each of his parents and one for his doppelganger in this world.

“They didn’t try them out yet, but they will,” he went on.  “When they do, the fact they have actual magical items, custom-made for a werewolf, will go farther to convince them than anything you or I could say.  It’s not evidence of what I told them, but it’s a big boost to my credibility.”

“I hope so,” I told him.  “I also hope they’re careful.  Knowing about the plans for the Vampocalypse doesn’t mean it won’t happen.”  I saw an opening between cars and took it.  There was plenty of space—a few centimeters to spare, at least.

“Maybe not, but the vamps shouldn’t have it all their own way,” Rusty argued.  “If there’s someone—anyone—quietly trying to take apart their plan, the vamps have to question whether or not they can pull it off.  Maybe they’ll focus more of their efforts and attention on finding ways to adapt to technology.”

“Hopefully.  If it all goes wrong here, too, we’ll know this wasn’t the right tactic.”

“Fair enough.  What’s next?”

“Depends.  Do you feel like you’ve got closure with your parents?  Even if these two aren’t really your parents?”

“They sure seem like the ones I had.  That’s a good thing.  I had a lot to say and I think I said it.  It’s not… it’s not great, but it’s a hell of a lot more than most people get.  You can’t scream at an urn or a casket and get… what do I call it?  Feedback?  Answers?  Whatever.  My parents died suddenly and I still got to talk to them and say goodbye.  So, yeah, I guess I’m good.  No, I’m better than I was.  I’m not good, not yet, but I’m getting better all the time.”

“You’ll be fine,” I assured him, because reassurance is important.  “This was never going to make everything all right.  We’re putting stitches in our wounds so they can heal.  Stitched up and bandaged is a lot better than bleeding.”

“Yeah.  Yeah, it is.  I do feel better.”

“Good.”

“How about you?  Everything good with you?”

“Mm.  Yes and no.  I’m still upset about Gus.  I think I have a handle on it.  I’m not sure I’ll ever want to own a dog again, though.  Maybe I’ll change my mind.”

“I’ll admit something,” Rusty said, “as long as we’re doing the whole tell-people-while-you-have-the-chance thing.”

“Oh?”

“I liked Gus.  He wasn’t a werewolf, but he would have been a good member of a wolf pack.  He was loyal and tough.  And he was the smartest dog I’ve ever encountered—on par with a werewolf in wolf form.  If I wasn’t so much of a werewolf chauvinist, or lycanthrope racist, or whatever it should be called, I would have gone hunting with him.  We could have brought down a moose together.”

“I didn’t know that.”

“We’re doing the closure thing,” Rusty said, obviously uncomfortable.  He looked out the window gestured for me to give the curb more clearance.  “It’s something I ought to say—I should have said it sooner—so I’m saying it now.  Are you okay with it?”

“I’m entirely okay with it.  Gus was one of my oldest and best friends.  I’m glad you liked him.”

“Good.  Like I said, I probably should have told you sooner.  And I should have admitted it to myself before now.”

“There’s a lot of that going around, all through history.”

“So there is.  If you’re as okay as you can get with Gus, what else have you got to work on?  Tunnel running with feral zombies?”

“Being chased by zombies and feral vampires?  Eh.  It’s over.  It was a high-adrenalin experience and I’ve had time to relax.  I never want to do it again, but I’m otherwise good with it.  What I am not over is the loss of Mister Stuffins.  Those vampire sons of bitches cost me my teddy bear.  They need to pay for that.  I miss him.”

“You miss the Terminator in a fursuit?”

“I will thank you not to disparage the peerless nobility of the teddy bear who gave his life to cover our retreat and kill uncounted numbers of feral vampires—possibly more than we ever did.  To mock his memory is to deeply wound the one who loved him.”

“I take your point and I apologize to the memory of Horatio Stuffins.”

“Horatio?”

“Horatio at the bridge?” he prompted.  “Theres a poem about it.”

“Ah.  I remember it.  I accept your apology on behalf of Mister Horatio Stuffins.”  I pondered my ongoing mental and emotional crises.  “Cameron is still recovering.  It’s going to take a while to fix him as much as he can be fixed, but I have to.  It’s… it’s something I have to do.”

“I understand.  What else?”

“What else?  Hmm.  I don’t like what’s happened to your world, for one thing, but you’re the one who’s really incensed about it.  I’ll follow your lead.  I have a couple of issues with living with Uncle Dusty—”

Rusty snorted.  He didn’t like living there at all.

“—but,” I continued, “it’s where we’re camping for now.  I’m not sure what I want to do with my life, but I’m guessing your desire to improve your Earth and my irritation with the elder vampires will keep us busy for a while.”

“I’ve seen your work.  We might not take very long.”

“You have an idea?” I asked.

“Not yet.  I’m still getting past being angry.  Anger distracts me.  I know it and I’m working on it all the time.  How about you?  How angry are you?  How would you describe it?”

I wasn’t surprised to hear him ask.  He’s been through enough therapy to know how to ask questions.  I had to think about it for a second. 

“I’d say it’s like I’m screaming inside.”

“Oh?  How so?”

“A part of me misses Mister Stuffins.  A larger part is like an enraged beast, constantly howling in fury, wanting vengeance, bloodshed, and death.  Not just any bloodshed and death, you understand, but highly specific bloodshed and death.  Someone is responsible, and the responsible parties are going to be torn limb from limb.”

“It’s good you differentiate between the two.”

“What do you mean?”

“You miss Mister Stuffins.  That’s one thing.  Being angry about his death is a very different thing.  You can’t cure missing him by killing people.  It won’t fill the empty place.  What you can do is bury the anger under satisfaction.  A lot of people don’t understand themselves well enough to know the difference.  They miss someone and they’re angry about it.  The anger at those responsible can be sated, but you still miss them—and you can be angry about the pain that causes, too, but that’s a different anger.”

“That’s subtle,” I pointed out.  “Really subtle.”

“Yep.  But if you don’t understand your own emotions, all you’re left with is repression and denial.  I’m glad your internal screaming is down deep, where you don’t have to display it.  Mine is always near the surface.”

“I know.  I can hear it.  There’s always the static, the rumble underneath.”

“I thought you didn’t read my mind without asking?” he said, cocking his head slightly.

“I don’t.  It’s the difference between passive listening and active probing.  Your mind is always emitting psychic energy.  Everyone does.  Usually, it’s not perceptible.  When you’re intensely focused or highly excited, your mind is more engaged and… well, louder.  I can hear you being angry even if I’m not trying to.”

“The snarling turns to howling?”

“Pretty much.”

“How’s that different from reading my mind?”

“What you’re thinking of is active probing.  I can use my psychic energies to tune in to your thinking.  It’s harder to explain.  Do you know the difference between a radio broadcast and induction coupling?”

“Sort of?” he said, hesitantly.  His head whipped around as we slid in front of a self-driving car.  It braked.  I knew it would.

“Your general psychic output is radio.  I can pick it up by listening.  To read your mind, to probe for information, I have to tune to your mind.  That’s more like induction.  It requires me to generate a psychic field in sync with your brain.  Once I do that, I can hear all your thoughts and rummage around in your memory, even tap into your senses in real time.  It takes an act of will, a conscious effort.  Hearing your surface broadcast of things is passive.  It’s as involuntary as using your ears.”

“Got it.  I think.  But we’ve wandered off from our topic.”

“It happens,” I acknowledged, braking hard and suddenly to make a sharp corner.  “We’re not as focused on the conversation as we could be.  And you wanted to know how mind reading worked.”

“Guilty,” he agreed, watching me barrel straight toward an autotruck.  Its safety system engaged and braked to avoid a collision. I swerved in front of it, darting down an alley.  It finished braking, coming to a complete halt, blocking the alley behind us.  It would take several seconds to confirm a clear right-of-way.  It wouldn’t, not for a while, because of the police transponders soon to be crowded around it.  Those would keep it from moving even if none of them were actually blocking the way.

“Back to the to-do list,” Rusty suggested, trying not to sound tense.  “What else have you got on the calendar?”

“I was going to say I wanted to go looking for Pop.  I’ve been thinking about it.  Now I’m ambivalent about searching for him.  I’m still thinking of ways, mostly to see how serious he is about not being found.  Even if he’s really, really serious about his privacy, if I can work out a way to find him, so can other people.  He’ll need to know how I did it so he can improve his security.  It would also be nice to make arrangements to communicate.”  I grinned without turning to look at Rusty.  “I can also remind him I need a new phone.”

“Aside from wreaking terrible vengeance on behalf of the late Mister Stuffins, it sounds like you’re pretty sorted out.”

“Not quite.  I still have the big thing I’m trying to come to grips with:  Outright murder.”

“Huh?”

“Alden.  I murdered a man, remember?”

“Oh.  He was trying to kill us.  You, in particular, because he wanted to suck out your brains, right?”

“Essentially, yes.”

“Killing him seems pretty reasonable to me,” he said, bracing against the floorboard and the dashboard.  He refrained from comments about my driving as I wove through the computerized traffic and drifted around a corner.  My Rusty has ridden with me before.

“Maybe it’s not a problem for a werewolf,” I suggested.  “Didn’t you tell me it’s culturally appropriate to settle disputes with dueling?”

“Yes.  It’s not as common as it used to be—or not as lethal.  Most of the time we can settle an argument with nothing more than a fist—truck! —fight.  There are offenses that do require blood, but I can’t think of any that actually require a duel to the death.  You could stop short of killing as long as it’s clear you defeated them.  It’s tricky, as they’re liable to be difficult because you humiliated them.”

“You’re more used to the idea of killing a person because you feel they need to be killed.”

“Well, yeah.  Is there any other reason to kill someone?”

I had to think about it for the space of a block or two.  It was a very werewolf viewpoint.  Then again, when you came right down to it, it was also a very human viewpoint.  Humans tend to phrase it differently and talk about “right” and “wrong” and other philosophical concepts.  Underneath it all, you kill because you think they need to be killed.

Is that what civilization is?  When everyone agrees on what constitutes “needing to be killed”?  And on the proper procedures?

Did I have an issue with it?  Sort of.  I grew up knowing Pop could look at a person’s—for lack of a better word—soul.  He knew if they were good, bad, or awful.  I don’t have his eyes, so I’ve always been reluctant to use the final option.  Of course, with Alden I didn’t want to go searching through his soul for redeeming qualities.  I wanted him dead.  Maybe he was doing what was required to accomplish a noble and worthy goal, bringing all of mankind into a Utopia of peace and prosperity for all.  I didn’t care then and I don’t care now.  I wanted to kill him for his actions, and to hell with his motives.  And I was glad I killed him.

There you have it.  I was glad I killed him.

I still wasn’t sure how to feel about it.  I didn’t like what it said about me.  It conflicted with my self-image.  I’ll kill in self-defense, but I never thought of myself as a murderer before.  It involved a lot of redecorating inside my head and I didn’t like moving the furniture.

“What if you like killing?” I asked.  Rusty tried not to look at traffic while he thought about it.

“I do like killing,” he confessed.  “I’m moderately good at it, as werewolves go, and I like doing things I’m good at.  I think everyone does.  Finding the thing they’re good at, I mean, and doing it.”

“No, no.  I understand what you mean.  Maybe a werewolf killing a human is different than a human killing a human.  Vampires view humans as prey.  Werewolves sort-of do, too, in a very limited way.  And I’m sorry for the stereotyping.  It’s an example, and I’m going somewhere with it, okay?”

“I know what you meant, and what you didn’t mean.  Carry on.”  He turned to look behind us.  “Carry on faster,” he suggested.  “You’ve got more police behind you.”

“I saw the lights,” I agreed, and changed gear.  “Don’t you mean ‘us’?”

“You’re driving.  I’m the poor, innocent passenger,” he pointed out.  I stuck my tongue out at him.

“My point is there’s… significance, I suppose, to killing one’s own kind.  If you hunt down and kill a human, the humans get upset about it, but the rest of your kind doesn’t much care.  Vampires?  Same thing, only more so.  When a human does it to a human—or vampire to vampire, or werewolf to werewolf?  It’s not ‘cannibalism,’ but I’m having a hard time thinking of a word besides ‘murder.’  ‘Murder’ seems very specific to me.”

“Different creatures have different expectations?  Is this an us-versus-them mentality thing?  Killing members of your group is different from killing someone outside it?”

“Maybe it is,” I agreed, cornering hard and raising my voice over the squeal of tires.

“Maybe you should be asking what side you’re on,” Rusty suggested, bracing against the door.  I cornered again, blasting down an alley, and skidded around two parked cars as I entered another street.  The ubiquitous surveillance of Rusty’s world would keep the cops from losing me for more than a minute or two at a time, but I was having fun.

“How so?”

“Well—correct me if I’m wrong,” he began, twisting in his seat to look out the rear window, “but wasn’t Alden a half-angel thingy?  Yeah, yeah, he was also half human.  How human are you?  You look human, but you’ve told me you’re not exactly factory standard.”

“True.  Pop told me he had high-tech genetic designers do a lot of work on me when I was little.  The changes are mostly things you could get with a hundred generations of selective breeding.  There are a couple of outright modifications, but nothing externally obvious.”

“I was thinking of what you told me about your copper-colored eyes.”

“The legend about being soulless?”

“Yeah.  Are you really a human being?  If you are human, you killed a half-human monster.  If you’re not, you killed a creature trying to kill you.  Either way, it should be okay.  I get the idea your bigger concern is about whether or not you should be allowed to enjoy it. I can’t wrap my head around why.”

“It’s an emotional thing, not a logical one.  Hold on.”  Blue and red lights blinked at us from behind.  I squeezed the car between two automatic vehicles and made a hard right onto a one-way street—the wrong way.  Automated traffic panicked instantly and cleared the way, allowing me to go the wrong way with no loss of speed.  The police cars had to hit their overrides to make the turn, which slowed them momentarily.  I turned again and we were momentarily free of police pursuit.  Unfortunately, while the police in the cars might not have us in sight, they would still be closing in from all directions.

“Whatever I am, I murdered someone and did it joyfully.  Pop eats people because he has to, and he chooses bad people because he feels it’s the best way to go about it.  By contrast, I don’t have to eat people, so killing anyone is a serious concern.”

“I guess I’m not equipped to understand.  Maybe it’s a cultural thing.”

“I think it is.  Pop always told me he was trying to teach me to be a better person than he is.  Not resorting to murder to solve all my problems goes hand in hand with it.”

“Okay.  I don’t have to understand your viewpoint to accept you have it.  It’s your viewpoint.  I don’t know what I can do to help, but whatever it is, I’m here for it.”

“Have I told you lately how much I appreciate you?”

“I’m not sure you ever have.”

“Probably because I can’t put it into words.”

“How about we go with ‘a lot’?”

“It’ll do.”

“Speaking of doing, is that what we tackle next?  You’ve still got internal murder guilt things going on.  Do we chase those down?”

“I’m not sure we can,” I admitted.  “I’m kind of distracted by my Cameron problems.”

“Oh, yeah.  Shooting your ex-boyfriend.”

“Not.  Helping,” I said, braking hard to make the turn into a parking garage.

“I phrased it badly,” Rusty said.  “I meant to say you probably still feel bad about saving his life.”  He held up both hands.  “Wait.  I can do better.”

I downshifted and floored the accelerator while he thought.  We came out the exit of the garage and back into traffic—and into easy observation—but the unexpectedness of the maneuver would mess up the police pursuit plans.

“How about,” he began, “you probably still feel bad about the way you saved his life?”

“I’m not sure that’s better, but it does put a more positive spin on it.  Have you got any ideas on how you want to deal with your anger about the elder vampires?”

“Still too angry,” he reported.  “I’m trying to ignore it because I know you’re upset with them, too.”

“They’re the ones ultimately responsible for starting the war—and the whole situation that forced Mister Stuffins to make the ultimate sacrifice.  You bet I’m upset.”

“See, I don’t have such a concrete motivation.  I want to kill them because I’m angry.”

“Has anyone ever told you you have anger management problems?” I asked, grinning.  He chuckled before answering.

“Yeah.  I was having a bad day and someone straight up handed me a flyer about a treatment course.”

“Really?”

“Yes.  I admit, I kinda lost it.”

It took me a second to get it.

“Okay, that was funny.”

“See?  I can use humor to deflect my anger.  It helps.  I’m still off my meds, though.”

“I can tell.  How important is your medication?”

“It’s not my favorite thing.  The pills make it harder to think.  I’m working on getting past my anger, not suppressing it.”

“If you decide you need it, we’ll hunt for the good stuff.”  I glanced up through the windshield.  A four-rotor drone was overhead, following us at speed.  “Aw.  Now they’re cheating.”

“A drone is cheating?”

“It’s a car chase.  Air vehicles are cheating.”

“Who makes these rules?”

“Bronze.  Well, time to visit Uncle Dusty.”

“Do we have to?”

“I suppose you could wait here, if you really want.  When’s the last time you were arrested?”

“I don’t know if I have a record here.  Besides, what would I do here?  I can’t work in the restaurant.”

“Good point.  I can’t tell you.  I don’t know what I want to do with my life, either.  I don’t think I’m cut out to be a cashier in a store.”

“Nor a cab driver,” he added, looking through the sunroof before looking behind us.  “A race driver, maybe.  Are you interested in how many vehicles are presently chasing us?”

“Nope.  When you get an idea of what you want to do with your life, let me know.  I’ll ask again if you don’t bring it up.  I have thinking to do about what to do with my life, too.”

“That’s fair.  Just don’t ask me too often, okay?  If it feels like nagging—whether you are or not—if it feels like I’m being pressured, it’ll set me back, not help.”

“My, my.  You aren’t just a werewolf.  You’re an aware-wolf.”

Rusty rolled his eyes.

“All right.  Let’s go visit Cameron and the humid, nasty jungle so nobody shoots us for reckless endangerment.”

“We’ve got less than a quarter-mile to go to my shift-box parking space.  Poor Rusty!  Is Uncle Dusty’s world too hot for you?”

“Yes.  And humid.  And there’s nothing to chase, no one to talk to, not even a decent entertainment service.  I don’t like it.”

“I’ll make a charm for your necklace.  It’ll take care of the temperature.  Pop doesn’t like warm climates, either, so he taught me all about cooling spells.  And we can get you a VR rig so you can watch movies, play games, all that stuff.”

“Have I mentioned how awesome you are?” he asked.

“I’m not sure you ever have.”

“Probably because I can’t put it into words.  Do you see the spike strip ahead!?”

“Yep.  I’ve got run-flat tires and we’re almost there.  Got your seat belt on?”

“You’re driving,” he pointed out.  I’m not sure it was complimentary.
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Once we were back in Uncle Dusty’s world, I took care of the heat and humidity issues for the part-time furry.  Rusty was happier with his personal environmental control, but he still wasn’t comfortable with our living arrangements.  To be fair, I’m not entirely happy living in Uncle Dusty’s atomic temple, myself.  It’s like living in a guest room.

I cautioned Rusty about roaming too far from the reactor complex.

“The world doesn’t have much of a magical field, and the battery on your air conditioning won’t last forever.  This is a basic cooler, not a sunshade-conversion-body-heat-absorption thing.  It’s the simple model.”

“So, stick close to the big pile of radiation if I want to keep cool.  Got it.”

“Poor Rusty!  At least our new VR rig works.  I’m sorry I can’t set up a streaming service.  I’ll get you more games, though.  Shall we see what it had in memory when I shifted in the unit?”

“Not this second.  I’m not complaining.  I’d rather talk about your solar sunshade conversion idea.  It reminded me: You know the wand of solar panel things?”

“Sure.”

“If I understand how it works—not the spell, the function—it defines a shape.  The shape is then… uh… ‘invested’?  Whatever, I draw a shape, a spell is put into the shape, and you then have a solar panel.  Right?”

“Pretty much, yes.”

“Here’s my idea.  What if we use something like that window frame over there?  We have a big rectangle already made.  If you put the spell on the frame instead of in the wand, could we skip the drawing and let me concentrate on the frame?  We could put wheels on it and I could roll it along, zap, zap, zap.  Would it be faster?”

“Rusty, you’re brilliant, innovative, and have a devious mind.  I like it!  I’ll still have to plug the panels into the system and arrange them for maximum effect, but the production became a lot easier.”

“Thank you.  I’m only a part-time genius, though.”

“You inspire me to greatness, too.  Hold on.  I’m thinking.”

Rusty looked at me expectantly.

I never did wrap my brain around Pop’s Von Neumann process of self-replicating spells.  Rusty’s idea, however, eliminated a lot of the personal effort.  He was simply the user of a magical item.  Now, though, it occurred to me I could set up a magical item to activate on its own.  Instead of a spell reproducing itself, this idea involved a magic item producing the same spell, a new iteration of the same spell, over and over again.  Even so, Pop could stick a spell crystal into a frame and let it run, whereas if I tried it, the spell would probably only work once.  An enchanted spell-production frame, though, might be doable.

If the power crystal producing the spell reached capacity, it could fire through the enchanted frame.  If I set up a rack to roll the frame along, or a spell lattice to carry the freshly-produced spell away, or if we had one of Uncle Dusty’s robots carry the thing around…

“You may have inspired me to enchant you out of a job.”

“Oh?”

“If I enchant a frame, I think we can get away with automating it.”

“Don’t I have to supervise the frame making them?”

“Only at first, to make sure I got it right.  Then I’ll give the frame to Uncle Dusty and he’ll have robots pass it around to each reactor world.  The frame will do the work and stack panels for me to move around later.  I don’t know how long they should stand there, producing panels.  We can test the production speed and work it out from there.”

“I really did idea myself out of a job?”

“I’m afraid so.  Any thoughts on what you want to do instead?”

“I could hang around you and inspire you even more with my brilliant questions.”

“You’re a wolf, not a coyote, so you’re only a part-time genius,” I reminded him.  “I don’t mind, though.  The more you learn about magic, the more helpful you are to my spellcasting.  Do werewolves have magicians or wizards or whatever?”

“Not exactly.  We have priests.”  Rusty looked thoughtful as he chose his words.  “You might call them shamans, or medicine-makers.  I’m not sure they actually do anything, though, aside from lead the chants at a drum circle.  It’s more of a religious tradition than a circle of initiates into a secret order of werewolf wizards.”  He paused and cocked his head.  “At least, I think so.”

“Hmm.  Well, you’re not magically inert, so we’ll take you as far as your talents go.  I’ll get on the framework idea after I upload more Cameron into Cameron.”

Rusty nodded and started to speak, stopped, started again.

“Can I ask an awkward question?”

“Rusty, we’ve talked about—not to mention done—a lot of very intimate things.  You can ask me anything.”

“I’m preparing you.  You might not like it.”

“Understood.  Try me.”

“I know you’re fixing Cameron, or doing everything you can to fix him as much as he can be fixed.  I’ve gathered he’s not entirely fixable.  Does that sound accurate?”

“Yes.”

“Okay.  The details aren’t my business.  You know what you’re doing.  My question is, what do you want to do with Cameron?  What’s to become of him?  I mean, sure, it probably depends on how close to fixed you can get him, but, now that we’ve raised the question about living elsewhere, what becomes of him?  Once he’s out of the ICU, is he going to live with you forever?  Or do you want to find him a care facility where he can stay?  Or what?”

I looked away and thought about it.  Rusty can ask extremely complex and difficult questions.

“Rusty, I don’t know.  There’s psychic damage I know I can’t fix.  Even Uncle Dusty can’t fix.  No amount of stitching is going to put him back the way he was.  I want to see what we can do for him, first.  I have no idea what my options are until I run out of ways to repair him.  Then I’ll see what I have to work with.”

“Okay.  I’m good with that.”  He took my hand and I let him.  “I’m glad you’re doing this.”

“You are?”

“Yes.  You care about him, and it’s good to see the lengths you’ll go to for people you care about.”  He grinned at me.  “It makes me feel safer.”

I gave his face a gentle shove—a wolflike gesture, one I learned from him.  He chuckled.

“By the way, would it hurt if I went back to the moonbase to use the mirror?  I want to look at things on my old Earth.”

“No problem.  I’ve got plenty to occupy me here.”

“You’ll have to take me there,” he pointed out.  “Bracelet, remember?”

I sighed.

“Speaking of things to occupy me here,” I began.  “This floor has unused offices.  Let’s find a place to use as a shift-space.  Did you see where I put my magic marker?”

“An enchanted one?”

“No, the regular one.  It’s the brand name of—aha!  Here we go.  Let’s find a suitable corner and I’ll draw spells on it.”

“Make it big enough for both of us in space suits,” Rusty suggested.  “Just in case.”

“Good thought.”

Once I had a two-way shift-spell linked to his Moon, I came back and got to work on framing an enchantment.

I’m starting to think living with my Uncle Dusty is more like having a landlord and my apartment is a rental.  True, he’s not actually charging me money for it.  What would be the point?  Money doesn’t mean anything to my family.  He gets his value from my labor.

Enchanting the solar framework required one utter failure of a prototype and two days of hard work.  I wanted a magical frame to do all the work.  To achieve this, I had to break the functions up into sections.  Eventually, I divided the work into three parts:  A spell crystal, a power crystal, and an enchanted frame. The spell crystal could have also been the power crystal, but it was simpler to devote a separate crystal to each task.  The power crystal would charge to capacity, then dump power into the spell crystal, which would use the frame as a guide for the solar conversion spell.

Rube Goldberg was a mechanical wizard, not a magical one.  He could still be the patron saint of enchanters.

Uncle Dusty then asked me if I wouldn’t mind doing solar farm work manually, just to get a jump on production.  Since I’d been eating up his magical budget quite a lot, it seemed only fair.  I had a robot hold the frame and stack up panels—and run an internal stopwatch—while I stood at the inner edge of the dome and manually expanded it.

I don’t think a dome is the best shape.  The panels to the north and south have an extremely flat angle to solar rays.  Even if the individual panels rotate to track the Sun, there are other panels in the way, which cuts down on their efficiency.  A better arrangement would be a vertical plane of panels at altitude, each individually tracking for maximum sunlight.

When I brought this up with Uncle Dusty, he shrugged.  His avatar has good shoulders, so his shrugs are a statement.

“I didn’t set it up,” he told me.  “All I’m concerned about is the net power production.  If rearranging everything will improve it, go ahead.”

I should have kept my mouth shut.

Okay, solar panels.  Pop and I worked with these a lot when I was growing up.  I also got a lot of extremely practical experience when I was putting my leg back together.  I already had ideas.

One of the key weaknesses of a solar panel is they only work during the day.  One option would be to build a tower of them up to high altitude, then have them push new panels out parallel to the ground in branches.  This high-altitude section could grow until it either had a given number of panels or they met on the far side of the Earth.  If a strip of panels girdled the planet, there would always be power production.

But it’s not all about sunlight.  It’s about energy.  Only so much sunlight goes through a panel at this distance from the Sun.  That’s fine for Pop.  He can set panels to self-replicate and their numbers increase according to compound interest expansion, minus the minor losses in the system.  He could toss a panel onto the surface of the Sun and the layers it produced would effectively make the whole big ball of plasma disappear in less than a week.  Me?  I’ve recently figured out how to produce a fixed number of panels per hour.  I struggle to roof over a sports stadium with them.

With a limited rate of panel production, is there anywhere I can get a steeper temperature gradient?  Where’s the nearest source of high-intensity heat?  Inside the reactor?  No, that’s already spoken for.  Every bit of heat produced by the reactor is already used in one form or another.  The idea is to produce a magical field using another source of energy.

An auxiliary reactor?  No, bringing in another major power source would be even more work!  Yes, I know where to find starships and I can probably repair a damaged one well enough to use its reactor, but it’s a lot more work than I want to do!

What did this leave?  What sort of natural energy did we have?  Solar, sure.  What about wind?  Or water power?

No, I have a better idea.  Geothermal power!

What if I built a row of panels under the reactor?  Not along the underside, like a floor.  I mean a row of panels stretching down?  Down through the bedrock, on down through the crust, and deep into the mantle?  The energy density of molten rock beats the hell out of sunlight!  And solar panels only work during the day.  The geothermal converter will operate all the time.  We won’t need big arrays of power crystals to store energy for nighttime!

So now I have to build another device.  My idea is to produce a magical framework, kind of like rails.  The panel-maker can create a panel and drop it down into the rails.  It slides down to the bottom.  The rail-maker makes another section of the rails, lowering everything, and the process repeats.  The rails will act as guides for the geothermal tap assembly and serve as conductors to bring the magical energy up to the reactor complex.

It can be done, and I spent over an hour scribbling in my notebook to get a paper proof of it.  There are a few conditional issues, like, “Don’t produce another panel until the rail-making device has fired,” and stuff like that.  The logic tree is the easy part.  I’ve got to get the magical metaphorical mallet and start hammering out prototypes.

I have experience as a professional witch on a low-tech world.  All those people ever wanted was a cure for an ailment.  Well, a few other things, but you know how people are.  If it was ethical, I simply charged a modest fee.  And the local clergy still tried to burn me.

Working for gods raises the stakes.
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I didn’t make any of my work a crash priority, but I did work on everything pretty steadily.  I took breaks from one project to work on other projects.  Somehow, this didn’t feel like taking a break.  At least it changed the workspace scenery, which helped a little.  Rusty made regular trips back from the Moon, mostly to avoid having to eat ration packs and avoid sleeping alone.  I appreciated his attention and he appreciated my Magic Microwave.

The quality of the food was a bit hit or miss, since the gate spell in the device couldn’t differentiate between “steaming beef” and “cold shoulder.” When it didn’t turn out well we simply tried again.  Gate spells are pretty limited.  I should add conditional spells to detect other qualities, like the temperature.  Maybe one to detect the presence of certain types of bacteria, or insect larvae.  It all depends on what we’re trying to summon.  I’m not concerned about the temperature of the ice cream if it’s ice cream cone shaped.  Ditto for a can of soup or soda.  The temperature of the roast beef matters, though; if it’s room temperature and covered in mold, the sensor spells should tell the gate to move on to the next random match.

I’ll get to it.  For now, close enough is good enough! It’s fast food, not parachuting.  Multiple tries are allowed.

After a week, I had my first geothermal power line operational.  It took me a couple of tries to get it right, but I’m persistent.  Part of the problem was testing it.  It’s about twenty thousand meters straight down before you hit any decent temperature, so it takes a while to field test.

It’s a good thing Uncle Dusty has a powerplant to help with the “drilling.”  In a normal Earth environment, with a couple of solar panels to help power the spells, we could probably get as much as a meter of depth every minute.  Twenty thousand minutes is almost two weeks.  In the reactor’s field, it’s more like a meter per second—six and a half hours, more or less.  The limiting factor is the power capacity of my spells.

Of course, about twenty minutes into my first full-scale test, Uncle Dusty joggled my elbow.  I was sitting on a folding chair, near the reactor core housing, watching the progress of the setup.  Laid out in rows along one wall were big crystals—quartz, probably—Pop had enchanted as power crystals.  The solar farm was supposed to charge them up as the overnight power supply.  With increased demand, I might have to add more.  If my geothermal idea didn’t work, that is.

“Whatcha doin’?” he asked.  I looked up.  It was hard to hear him over the sound of the turbines.  I raised my voice to reply.

“I’m sending spells down into the planetary mantle to tap it for geothermal power.”

“Oh.  Good thought.  How does it work?”

I explained the idea and he nodded along.

“I see,” he said, finally.  “And how much power are you expecting?”

“I’m not sure.  It ought to be a simple matter of adding more until we shift the whole magical load to the geothermal side.”

“‘Ought to be’?” he echoed.

“It is pretty simple,” I agreed.

“How many times have you done this?”

“About zero-point-three times, I’m guessing.  I’m only partway into this one.  If it works, I can say I’ve done it once.”

He was silent for several seconds amid the powerplant’s humming roar while we watched the process cycle along.

“And this first time,” he continued.  “It’s an experimental technique?”

“Sure.”

“And you’re attempting to tap the stored thermal energy of the planet.”

“Yes.”

“And you’re conducting this experiment inside a nuclear power station.”

“This is where you want the power, isn’t it?  And the main magical storage area is right over there…”

Uncle Dusty sighed and ran a hand over his face.

“You’re definitely your father’s daughter.  Did you ever hear about the time he was experimenting with a magically-enhanced fusion power station?”

“No?”

So he told me about it, and about the containment failure due to an unforeseen gate disintegration.  Suddenly, I understood his point.

I put the whole thing on hold.  I relocated to another branched world, set it in motion there, and used a micro-gate as a time-ticker, clocking it forward.  On the downside, it was more work.  On the upside, I got to test it without using a lot of my personal time.  I didn’t sit and watch it run in the branched world.  If it blew up, I would know I had a problem in my methodology.  If it didn’t blow up, I could look it over and see if there were any lesser problems.

It didn’t blow up.  It worked perfectly.  Still, I do understand Uncle Dusty’s concern. I did a ton of lab work before I tried it for real, so I was confident it would, in fact, work.  He was right about testing it someplace safer, though.  And he was right in thinking I should have thought of it.

Once I had a successful test, it was only a matter of moving my new, enchanted framework devices to each reactor.  Kind of like moving a drilling rig from one station to another, really, and drilling until I struck oil.  Or, in this case, magma.

Yuck.

I monitored the drilling, kept an eye on the power levels, had Uncle Dusty do a little celestial eyeballing, and gradually throttled back the electrical current to the electromagical transformers.  It was extremely unscientific and I doubt Pop would have been pleased, but we achieved a reasonably good balance of forces.  We leaned a little on the magic-heavy side, extending the geothermal panels deeper than strictly necessary.  The divinity dynamos worked best in an intense magical field.

Yeah, I added in the solar panels we already made.  Why waste them?

And, of course, we went through the process six more times.  I saw ways to make minor refinements each time, too!  Which meant I had to go back and fiddle with everything I did before, which meant I had more time to think up even better tweaks to the system…

I have always respected my Pop.  Right now, standing in his shoes, I am reminded of the occasions when I was a little girl, clomping around the house and “wearing” his actual shoes.  Uncle Dusty doesn’t seem to understand I am not Pop.  His casual expectations are enormous!

How did that phrase go?  “A tall father casts a long shadow”?  Something like that.

While I was busy tapping the Earth like a beer barrel, Rusty was keeping busy, too.  In our lunar condo, he practiced using magic mirrors, came back in the evenings to share dinner and sleep, and, after breakfast, went back to the Moon.  I wondered what he was doing.  I went to the effort of finding him an entertainment system, video games, and a whole library of interactive movies—and he ignored it all.

I didn’t bring it up, though.  It was his business to find things he wanted to do.  Which reminded me I still had to figure out what I wanted to do.  Being Uncle Dusty’s personal magician wasn’t my goal in life.  Neither was cleaning the Earth in fire and blood to eradicate the vampire hordes.  That world had so many issues I wanted to cancel my subscription.  Fixing it was not on my list of possibilities, much less my list of Things To Do.

What did I want to do with my life?  Pop prepared me to do anything I wanted.  The problem was the scope of my choices.  If you can go anywhere—anywhere at all—where do you want to go?  You can’t even make a list, much less choose.

I thought about it, off and on, but I was mostly focused on my more immediate work.  I not only had geothermal power to figure out, but memory streams to transfer to Cameron.

Cameron came along pretty well.  I had a lot of time to sit by the geothermal apparatus and monitor the progress.  It was like watching a clock tick, which isn’t exactly the most brain-intensive activity.  I had plenty of time to think about Cameron.

I worked out a few assistive spells for the psychic transfer and imprinting.  Some of them were designed to help me do direct memory transfers.  The one I have the best hope for is a sort of impressionist crystal.

My psychic abilities are pretty remarkable, even if I’m not in Alden’s league.  I can act like a conduit from an undamaged Cameron to the one I have, allowing memories to flow from one mind to the other.  It works really well because both minds and brains are so similar.

What my impressionist crystal does is a little different.  I open a gate to the Cameron du la nuit, make sure he’s going to stay asleep, and put the crystal on his forehead.  It sits there, soaking in the Cameron-esque psychic field.  It picks up his pattern much like a piece of iron picks up magnetism.

When I’m done downloading memories for the night, I recover my crystal before closing the gate.  Then I stick it on the Cameron floating in the tank.  By routing power through the crystal, it emanates a strong Cameron-style psychic field, imprinting it on my Cameron.  So, with the magnet metaphor, I’m using a healthy Cameron like a strong magnet to magnetize the crystal, then using the weaker magnet of the crystal as the core of an electromagnet to magnetize the damaged Cameron.

Sort of.  It’s not a great metaphor, but the idea is the important thing.  Or in this case, the big picture is the important thing.

Will it help?  I don’t know.  I don’t see how it could hurt.

At this rate, I’ll have my Cameron loaded up and ready in a few more days.  We’ll drain the tank, wake him up, and see how much of a Cameron I have.
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Rusty had dinner ready when I finished an evening’s work on Cameron.  Italian meatballs, Rosemary focaccia, garden salad, chicken parmigiana, and sfogliatella.

The microwave’s list of dishes was getting pretty lengthy.  I may need to alphabetize it.  Or, maybe… can I get a computer with voice controls to connect to the microwave?  It’s supposed to be a “smart” microwave.  Maybe I can set it up so I can simply say “Tea, Earl Grey, hot,” and it will beep an affirmative, play a sound, and presto!

It sounds like even more work.  Maybe I’ll do it later.  And maybe the list will cover the whole wall before I get around to it.  I still need to put in quality control spells.

I worked my way through the salad while Rusty had a second helping of the meatballs.

“I’ve been looking at Earth,” he said, still chomping.

“I know,” I told him, hoping he had reached the same conclusion I had about its viability.

“I’ve also been giving it serious thought.”

“Please tell me you’re not going to ask me to do something impressively magical.”

“Huh?”

“Sorry.  I’ve been working hard on two projects at once and I’m a little frazzled.  I shouldn’t have been… That is, I’m… no, never mind.  If you need something done, I’ll do it.  Is it immediate?  Do you need it now?”

“Oh, no.  No, nothing like that.  I was only thinking.”

“Okay.  What have you thought?”

“I can’t go back to it.”

“I agree,” I said, relieved.  “There’s nothing to go back to.”

“Oh, I don’t know about that,” he said.  “There’s a lot going on.”

“There is?”

“Sure.  You know how the vampire elders set the whole Vampocalypse in motion?”

“They’re next on my project list,” I assured him.

“Dietrich said their planning didn’t stop there, and I’ve seen proof.”

“Like what?”

“Mostly, it’s activity at night.  Helicopters with cages on cables, catching feral vampires with animal bait.  These get transported to the vicinity of human concentrations—small towns and the like—and released.  Very cheap.  All it costs is time and power.”

“Not fuel?  They have electric helicopters?”

“Of course they do.”

“I meant, electric helicopters that survived.”

“Oh.  I don’t know it they’re electric, or if there’s a fuel-producing facility powered by renewable resources.  I didn’t check the helicopter engines and I’m using the simple spell—visual only.”

“Dietrich warned us they stockpiled supplies.  If they’re really thinking long-term, they’ll have a way to power their stuff indefinitely.  Fantastic,” I said, and dripped sarcasm into what was left of my salad.  Rusty swiped the plate and replaced it with the chicken parmigiana.  The entrée was steaming hot; the Magic Microwave still works perfectly well as a Regular Microwave.

“Before you make assumptions,” he said, as he refilled my wineglass, “I do not want to go back and carry on a crusade.”

“You don’t?” I must have sounded surprised.  He smiled ruefully.

“Actually, I do—but I won’t.  The radiation count is too high.  The stratosphere is loaded with active particles.  It doesn’t matter if the continents with the worst craters.  The whole world is getting a dose of Geiger dust.”  He shook his head.  “Silver suppresses my regeneration, but I don’t want to be the test subject for the first silver chemotherapy against fast-growing, lunar-sensitive, regenerating tumors.  It’s not a quick death.  It’s a slower death akin to being burned alive.  I’m not a willing volunteer.”

From the way he said it, I inferred he knew what he was talking about.  We hadn’t discussed any personal experiences he might have had, but he already mentioned how werewolves were extra-cautious about anything carcinogenic.  Imagine cancer cells regenerating and multiplying at the same speed a werewolf healed.

What caught my attention was the idea werewolf tumors might transform.  What does a human-type tumor turn into under the light of the full moon?  How aggressive does the tumor get?  And is it literally aggressive, or just fast-growing?  If you cut it out, does it try to bite?  Do you have to kill it after you get it out to keep it from escaping?  I decided I didn’t want to know.

“Go on.”  I dug into the entrée.  I know Rusty didn’t prepare it, but he obviously knew what he wanted when he aimed the microwave.  Maybe it took him a dozen tries to get exactly what he wanted, but so what?  The result was delicious.

“You remember what I said about vamps shouldn’t have it all their own way?”

“Yes.  The elders are going to get theirs because we’re going to hand it to them.  What you’re talking about is the hordes, right?”

“Right.  I will begrudgingly admit they pretty much have the planet.  It’s their world, or it’s about to be.  We can’t stop it.  There are really only two ways I can see this turn out.  Either they subjugate the remnants of the human race, or they accidentally go too far and can’t preserve a viable human population.  They may have already gone too far, environmentally, and killed the whole planet.

“We could—and I stress could—help the last option along.  We could hotwire a bunch of unused missile silos, one by one.  We could rage-quit the game and scorch the Earth.”

“Yes, but I’d rather not.”

“Yeah, me either.  All I’m saying is we could set it up so the vampires have nothing to feed on, aside from each other.  Eventually, you wind up with one vampire—the winner, if you like.  Or maybe a single, starving, helpless monster on each continent.  We could,” he stressed, “but I don’t want to do it.”

“So?  I’m guessing you have a different option?”

“It’s not really an option,” he said.  “I mean, yeah, it is, technically.  It doesn’t change the outcome.  The way I see it, there are two possible ways it all turns out and this won’t change either one.”

“Let’s hear it.”

“If it weren’t for the radiation, I’d be willing to go back and fight it out until I lost.  And I would lose.  I admit it.  There’s too damn many of the bloodsuckers.  Thing is, there are a lot of humans who don’t understand what they’re up against.  They think it’s a straightforward nuclear war, not a double-tap apocalypse—nuclear style with a vampire chaser.  It pains me to admit it, but Dietrich was right.  By the time they discover the second one is underway, they’re usually too busy dying to sound the alert effectively about what they discover.

“By the time the humans figure it out,” he went on, “it’ll be way, way too late to mount any effective resistance.  The undead will walk all over the living, and that will be the end of that.”

“But you have something you want to do,” I prompted.

“I want to help the humans,” he said.  We ate for a moment in silence.  I thought about it and he waited for me to think.

“Okay,” I agreed.

“See, I’ve been thinking about it,” he went on.  “The first thing is to make sure they understand vampires are real.  These aren’t mutants.  They’re not victims of a biowarfare experiment.  They’re fanged bloodsuckers and they’re contagious.  We need to spread the word far and wide—with demonstrations, if possible—to convince people to take it seriously.”

“Okay.”

“The other thing is to work out logistics.  Humans have to eat.  It’s all well and good to rely on the survivalist rations and canned goods and whatever you can scrounge, but those eventually run out.  It’s hard to grow food and raise livestock in a post-nuclear environment.  The nuclear winter is going to chop crop yields by at least fifty percent and restrict farming to much father south—maybe only in the tropics.

“As if that wasn’t bad enough, the radiation is bad for the plants and the animals, and eating them tends to concentrate the radioactive material in the one doing the eating.  Effectively, the food you raise can kill you if you don’t have a relatively clean area.  So we need to come up with a way to supply them with clean food.”

“Okay.”

“If we can, it would also be really great if we could find a way to minimize the environmental effects of the war.  Nuclear winter is pretty bad, and the high-altitude dust isn’t going to settle out for years.  Offhand, I don’t know how the atmosphere can be balanced to avoid global warming or nuclear winter.  We can find a high-tech world that’s figured it out.  It might be worthwhile to see if there’s a solution we can import.”

“Okay.”

“And, on the subject of scrounging, I was hoping you had ideas on how to manufacture ammunition.  Guns are generally pretty picky about what sort of bullets they’ll take.  You can have a million rounds of ammunition, but if you haven’t got a gun sized for those bullets, you effectively don’t have any ammunition.”

“Rusty.  Stop talking.”

“Huh?”

“I keep saying ‘Okay’ and you keep on talking.  I said ‘Okay.’  We’ll do it.  Yes, I’ll have work to do.  At least it won’t be as tedious as the geothermal panels.  You’ll have the hard part.  Find someone to give stuff to.”

“There’s lots of people who—” 

“O-ho, no!  I’m not building ten thousand Magic Microwaves.  Instead, assume I build a magical supply point for food, fuel, and ammunition.  Where do we put it?  How do we make sure living human beings have it and not undead feral monsters?  And, in reference to your first point, how do we convince people vampires exist?  I spent a lot of my life with the idea of keeping vampires a secret.  I’m not used to thinking about how to reveal them.”

“You’re serious?  We can do this?”

“Sure.  I’ll enchant anything you want, if I can figure out how.  Humanity is going to lose this war, yes.  Realistically, it’s already lost and the bad guys are doing cleanup.  There isn’t anything we can do to turn it around.  I’m totally on board for giving a mystical middle finger to the ones responsible and to make them work for their conquest.  Yes?”

“Yes.  You get it.”

“Yes.  Yes, I do.  Figure out who gets the goodies and I’ll arrange for the goodies.”

Rusty ate with good appetite, much happier.

As for myself, I wished Pop was available.  I have a nagging suspicion Pop would turn this whole thing around and, in the process, make the last surviving vampire apologize.  But I’m not my Pop.  No one is like him.

Damn it, I have got to stop comparing myself to him.  That’s the sort of thing that drove Salieri to madness.

Rusty had already done a lot of the necessary surveillance.  With a wide strip of the globe from Great Britain to Taiwan mercilessly hammered, it wasn’t a good place to establish a resistance.  He did look in Australia and South America, but Rusty is a native of the northeastern region of North America.  He spent most of his time looking through more familiar territory in the United States.

“Question,” I began, sitting next to him in our lunar burrow.  “Have we checked Antarctica?”

“What for?”

“Uh… military bases?  Research stations?  There are a lot of people on the continent, drawn from all over the world.  Usually people who are pretty resilient and intelligent.  You don’t get sent on an Antarctic trip unless somebody thinks you’re worth the money.”

“This had not occurred to me,” Rusty admitted.  “I wasn’t thinking about a hidden base of humans, plotting resistance to the vampire overlords.  I was thinking about a valiant, doomed fight to the last man.”

“Maybe that, too.  Keeping a reserve of humanity at least lowers the odds of a total extinction scenario.”

“Mm.  Fair enough,” he agreed, and changed focus on the mirror.

He’s getting pretty good with scrying mirrors.  He’s been practicing.  I may have been hasty in thinking he’s magically inept.  He may not have a talent for magic, but he’s teachable.

This Earth has about fifty stations in Antarctica, scattered along the coast, with one scientific station placed at the South Pole.  Nobody bothered to plant a vampire in any of them.  They didn’t get nuked or even EMP-blasted.  With their scientific equipment, it didn’t take long for them to figure out what happened.

The bases were all still chugging along about as well as one might expect.  Two of them showed obvious damage and more than a little murderous mayhem.  Judging by the slit wrists, I think it was the lack of hope rather than the upcoming lack of supplies. 

“They’re going to have a tough time sharing resources,” I pointed out.  “Most of them are a long way apart.”

“There are ships in port.”

“Yeah, but none of them are powered by renewable energy sources.  And the South Pole station’s only practical access is by air.”

Rusty raised an eyebrow as he looked at me.

“Yeah, okay,” I sighed.  “They’ll need fuel.  Got it.”

“Hey, one advantage to the Antarctic is the enormous moat.  Vampires don’t like to cross water, remember?”

“There is that.  Watch what’s going on.  We need to make a list of everything they can run out of.”

We watched for a couple of days.  The list got long.  Really long.  Finally, I decided to work around the problem.

Initially, I thought to give them a Magic Microwave, or a variation on it.  Push the button and you have yet another oven-baked chicken or container of diesel fuel or a box of antibiotics.  Select what you want from the menu and there you have it.  But the potential menu got longer… and longer… and longer…

What about an unprogrammed Magic Microwave?  They could make their own list!

Thing is, mine isn’t very user-friendly.  Rusty has personal tutoring and lots of practice.  I hesitate to hand it to a mundane person and turn them loose.  It smacks too much of a genie in a bottle, granting wishes.  That never ends well.  Someone, sooner or later, is going to look for something dangerous.  Too dangerous.  The urge to test the limits would, over time, prove irresistible.  What would it lead to?  Plutonium for their reactor?  Or enriched uranium?  Will this same idiot try to summon a vial of anti-undead viruses?  Or maybe try for an antimatter grenade?  Who knows what they’ll get if they try it?  What if they understand the concept of antimatter, but they don’t understand how to contain it?  Do they get a lock on the antimatter without the containment equipment?

Let’s not do that.  The idea is to help them, not give them an easy way to accidentally destroy themselves.

The good news is, they have everything they need, at least for the moment, which means I can use templates.

Imagine a big box, like an old-fashioned wardrobe.  It has two doors on the front.  One half of the box is your input side.  You put whatever you want in that side.  Close both doors.  Open the output door and you have a duplicate.  Close it, open it, and repeat until you have as many as you want.

With suitable spells to examine your template item, the box can do gate searches, examine potential duplicates, and reject anything not matching perfectly.  A drum of fuel, a box of bandages, a case of rations, a belt of ammo—whatever you put into it, you get out of it.

Hmm.  They may try stuffing it with multiple objects at once.  It’ll need a warning label.

I didn’t start building it immediately.  I drew up ideas for it and thought about it.  How would I power it?  How would it go wrong?  How could it be misused?  And, if worse came to worst, how would I keep it from being useful to a vampire?

Rusty, meanwhile, turned his attention to North America again.  He really did like the idea of giving aid and comfort to people who would want to shoot vampires.

We plotted.  We planned.
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We were interrupted.

To save time on Rusty’s Earth, we went back to Reactor World Prime to live.  We went to the Moon to spy on things, but most of our time was spent in the apartment.

Earlier, Rusty found refugee groups in the western United States and thought they might be people we wanted to supply.  I bounced ideas off him regarding how to set up a magic item so vampires couldn’t use it.  We also talked about our personal plans, such as what sort of time and place we might want to move to, and when.

“When?  After we finish helping my old Earth,” Rusty decided, over lunch.  “Once we have that done, I can think of it as… as a success, in a way.  I did something.  It might not have been enough—we can’t do enough—but I did something.  Does that make sense?”

“I think so.  I empathize with the impulse,” I told him.  Rusty nodded.

“If and when we finish, when we have a high note to go out on, I think I’ll be okay.  I’m not sure.  I’m not too good at letting go of things.  I tend to let them simmer until they boil down to pure anger.  I know it and I’m trying to give myself a marker.  That’s my finish line:  Helping humanity survive.  Once I hit the marker, I can trick my mind into calling it a win.  Probably.”

“I agree with your goal,” I told him, “but my concern is with whoever is responsible.  You want to even up the sides of this fight.  I want to punish.  Do you see a difference?”

“Sure.  And I’ll be happy to fight whoever you want to punish, too.”

“Oh.  So you don’t want to quit after we help humanity?”

“No, no.  It’s not that I would want to quit.  It’s more a case of feeling as though I accomplished a goal.  I can go on to new goals, no problem!”

“I’m glad.  For now, there’s a different issue.  If we’re going to finish with your Earth and go looking for a place to live, bear in mind I have to take care of Cameron.  I’m almost done with the memory reload and I don’t know how he’s going to be.  I can’t move out of the apartment while I’m working on him.”

“If we have to take him with us, okay.  I’d like a world with helpful technology, if I have a choice.  Then, if it turns out he needs it, we can put him in a private facility.  No medieval madhouses.  High-quality care, all the way.  Right?”

“It may be—” I broke off when Uncle Dusty knocked.  I let him in.

“Morning.  How are things?”

“That depends entirely on what you’re about to say,” Rusty replied.  Uncle Dusty frowned.

“What have I done to deserve that?” he asked, feigning hurt.

“Sorry.  I get a little aggressive when people barge in on a meal.  It’s a cultural thing and I’ve been off my meds for a while.”

“Oh.  Whatever.”  Uncle Dusty helped himself to a chair.  “Looks like you’re about finished.”

“I guess so,” Rusty agreed.  He took plates to the microwave and started stacking them.  One of the handier aspects of the shift-space was the fact dirty dishes would vanish.  No need for a dishwasher!  Although Rusty was an excellent dishwasher for two reasons.  First, he grew up in a pizza restaurant.  There were always dishes to wash.  Second, he can turn into a wolf.

Gus used to pre-wash the dishes.  I miss him.

“What’s on your mind, Unc?” I asked, and helped Rusty clear the table.

“I was thinking about ways to find your father,” he replied.  “I think I’ve got an idea.”

“Are we sure we want to find him?  Or, rather, that he’s not going to be mad at us for barging in on him?”

“I cannot believe he intentionally disappeared,” Uncle Dusty stated.  “If he didn’t want to be interrupted, he would have said so.  He would at least have worked out a schedule to check in.  I’m positive.”

“Okay.  I can see your point.  What’s the idea?”

“He doesn’t always leave a big imprint on every world he visits,” Uncle Dusty began.  “All those Earths you lived on, for example.  He kept things toned down as far as a celestial imprint is concerned.  Nobody worshiped him or regarded him as a legendary hero or any of that.  If he interacts with the locals as himself, he tends to leave a much bigger footprint.”

“Like in Tauta?”

“Exactly.  Exactly.  How did you…?”

“You forget I visited Tauta with Pop.  I hung around with Velina while you two did stuff.  I also visited on my own a few times, once I got confident with gate spells.  She taught me a lot about the Tassarian Empire and showed me around La Mancha.”

“I did forget.  I had other things to concern Me at the time.  I still do, in Tauta.”

“Oh?  I thought Tauta was pretty much sorted out.”

“Not even close.  That’s one reason I want to find your father.”

“Ah, now I understand the urgency.  Continue.”

“If he hangs around for a while and the locals catch on to the fact he’s a powerful entity, they can’t help but imprint him on the celestial plane.  It may not be much of an imprint, or it may be a pretty good one, depending on how long he’s there and how many people are involved, and a bunch of other factors.  My thought is I should be able to detect these imprints, with a little help.”

“How does this help us find Pop?”

“It doesn’t.  Not directly.  We find his footprints, sort of.  This tells us the world he’s in—or worlds where he has been.  This gives us places to start searching.  If we collect enough information, we may be able to zero in on his location by figuring out what he’s doing.”

“Like tracking terrorists,” Rusty interjected.

“How so?” Uncle Dusty asked, looking irritated.

“If you collect enough information,” he began, “you can put it together in ways you didn’t anticipate.  It’s called ‘Mosaic Theory,’ I think.  A receipt for five tons of fertilizer.  Gas station videos showing a guy in a pickup truck filling a fuel drum with diesel every day for a month—but no more than once a week at any given station.  Known associates pretending to be art students and making sketches of a plaza, or uploading videos of the same location from several different angles.  Put it all together and you know a building is about to blow up.”

“Not the example I’d use, but you’re essentially correct,” Uncle Dusty admitted.

“It works for me,” I decided.  “If you can catch his scent, I can look the relevant worlds over.”

Rusty cleared his throat.  I looked at him.  He raised his eyebrows.

“Ah.  Rusty and I can look them over,” I corrected.

“Whatever works for you.  Thing is, I have a problem.  It takes enormous effort to project Myself into other worlds.  If he didn’t hang around long enough to create a strong impression, one that could link back directly to Me, then it’s essentially like leaping up, out of a swimming pool, in order to hurdle a divider and land in another swimming pool.  There is a big splash which tends to swamp any subtle traces.  I need a way to… Hmm.  I don’t necessarily need to see into other worlds.  Maybe ‘listen for echoes’ is a better description.  I could detect places where he’s left his fingerprints without My presence washing them away.”

I shrugged.

“Okay.  I’ll fetch you whatever you need to build it.”

“Um.”

“Oh,” I sighed.  “You don’t know how to build it, so I have to figure it out.”

“I’ll help,” he assured me.

“Yeah, I’m sure you will.  Have you any idea how we should start?”

“Not really.”

I refrained from saying how much I missed my Pop. Pop would look thoughtful for a moment and immediately build the stupid thing.
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Rusty bowed out of the celestial observatory fabrication.  It really wasn’t his strong point.  Instead, he spent his time gathering more information and working out plans for Vampocalypse World.

During the planning stage of the Popfinder Project, before I got too deep in design and construction, I thought of a potential workaround.  Uncle Dusty isn’t the only being I know with immense reach across multiple universes.

I went into my bedroom and lay down.  Nothing happened.  I sprinkled a little breakfast cereal on the floor—a few Cheerios and Fruit Loops.  I also took off one shoe and the sock, dropped them next to the bed, then hung my leg over the edge.

A dry, snakelike tentacle wrapped around my ankle, squirming in a disturbing fashion.  A faint crunching noise followed as the cereal disappeared.

“Hi, Fred!”

The tentacle stopped squirming.  The crunching stopped.

“Phoebe?” came the question.  It sounded like a dozen voices, most of them human.

“Yep, it’s me.  How are you?”

The tentacle squeezed my ankle momentarily and let go.

“I’m okay.  How are you?  It’s been a while!”

“Sorry.  I haven’t been sleeping scared.”

“Are you scared now?  You’re not, are you?”

“No, but I do want to talk.  I was wondering if you’ve seen my Pop.”

“Not recently.  I try not to meddle in his business.”

“Dang.  I can’t find him.”

“I’m not the guy to ask,” Fred pointed out.  “He’s one of those grown-ups who can see me, but you told me he doesn’t sleep.  If he never goes to bed…” he trailed off.

“Good point.  Could you keep an eye out for anyone who might be lying awake at night because they’re scared of him?”

“I can do that, but I mostly hear the fears of children.  Crazy grown-ups, sometimes, but mostly children.”

“I know it’s a long shot, but just in case?”

“Will do.  What have you been up to?”

So I lay there and chatted with the Monster Under the Bed for a while, catching up.  Fred’s life is, from my point of view, pretty boring.  He enjoys his existence, but he’s not human, so his thought processes are different.  He lives in an extradimensional area—I think it’s a “location” on a celestial plane—and reaches into the material realms wherever there’s a bed and a space under it.

I can’t be sure, but I think Fred is actually a deity.  His altars are beds, his worshippers are the fearful, and things lost beneath the beds—like the cereal and the sock I dropped—are the sacrifices and offerings to his dark undermajesty.

Fred was delighted to hear about my adventures.  The last time we spoke I was going to college in New York.  He was happy to know I was doing okay.  He was very upset to hear about Gus. He tried to sound upset about Mister Stuffins.

Fred and Mister Stuffins did not get along.  Gus had personality.  Once Fred and Gus got used to each other, Gus liked tummy rubs.  Several of Fred’s appendages were excellent for combing through fur and skritching everywhere.  Mister Stuffins was a programmed defense golem and utterly devoid of expression.  Fred thought he was creepy, which made me wonder if I missed some super-secret part of Mister Stuffins’ magical construction.  I wouldn’t put it past Pop to have an anti-celestial function hidden in there.

Hmm.  I never actually saw Pop work on Mister Stuffins.  This doesn’t mean Pop didn’t keep upgrading him, only that I never caught him doing it.  Even the prototype version would be frightening.  What about the refined, advanced, version three?  Or version nine?  Or version thirty?

It doesn’t bear thinking about.

Alden was lucky he never had to face Mister Stuffins.  If he’d had to deal with Gus and The Stuffinator, Gus would have had too much of a tummyache to show me where he buried all the Nephilim bones.

I miss Mister Stuffins.  I know he wasn’t alive, but he was my teddy bear.  Anyone who has ever had a beloved teddy bear will understand.

Anyway, Fred was fascinated by my vigilante adventures.  He told me there were a number of drugged-out adults he used to terrorize, several of which were afraid I might be hiding under their bed!  I wasn’t aware I’d made so much of an impression on the criminal classes, but it was gratifying.  All this was intensely interesting to Fred.  He doesn’t get out much, being an under-the-bed homebody.

I recall I once had the idea of strapping a bed to a flatbed truck and driving around town with it, just so he could get out for a while.  Maybe I should surprise him, sometime.

We spent a couple of hours chatting.  I worked my way through three boxes of cereal, dropping a small handful whenever the crunching stopped.  The crunching didn’t interfere with him speaking.  His usual underbed manifestation has multiple mouths of various sorts, all speaking in unison.

“So, for now, I’m staying with my Uncle Dusty,” I finished.

“You mentioned uncles.  Is this the dragon or the nuclear demigod?”

“The nuclear one.  Should I introduce you?”

“No, thanks.  I’ve been exorcised too often for my taste.”

“I’m sorry to hear that.”

“It’s okay.  It’s not personal.  But if you’re living in his domain, I should probably not visit.”

“Oh?  Okay.”  A thought struck me.  “Maybe it’s for the best.  I usually sleep with Rusty, these nights.  I don’t think he would take an unexpected visit well.”

“Is Rusty the fuzzy one?”

“He’s the werewolf.”

“That’s what I meant.  Does he like tummy rubs?”

“From me, yes.  I don’t think he’ll take it well if you offer.”

“I can understand that.  Well, if you want to chat, you’ve got cereal and socks.  And really nice ankles.  Meaty.”

“Thank you,” I said, because I knew how he meant it.  “I’ll talk with Uncle Dusty and Rusty before I spill snacks again.”

“I’ll be there.”

“You always are.”

Fred chuckled in his multi-mouthed way and I got up.  I went to a chest of drawers and found a fresh pair of socks.  I was missing one.

I spent a lot of time with Uncle Dusty, getting educated on celestial beings, celestial energies, and taking lessons in advanced cosmology.  It was all necessary.  I had to understand what I was dealing with in order to work with it.  Worse, I had to work with it in extremely subtle ways.  Learning stuff was always easier when Pop was teaching me.  He’s good.  Uncle Dusty doesn’t have his talent.

I set up a time-ticker chain through Uncle Dusty’s reactor worlds.  I didn’t want to have multiple projects demand my attention while I was trying to learn something new and complicated.  This gave me time to stretch my brain with celestial lessons for a couple of weeks.  During the course of this, I had a few ideas.

“What’ve we got?” Uncle Dusty asked.  I indicated the prototype mockup on the workbench.  The reactor complex had a maintenance and repair shop, so I made use of it, along with a couple of Uncle Dusty’s robots, for experimental purposes.

“I’m pretty sure we can use a setup like this to tune a gate spell.”

“Uh, I don’t know if you got this part,” he began, looking skeptically at the mockup. “If I bring a material object to a celestial plane, it starts to disintegrate.  And I can’t shove it to another celestial plane without swamping any residual signature, remember?”

“Oh, ye of little faith.  Bear with me.”

“Okay.”

“The gadget wouldn’t be designed to work on the celestial planes.  It would work with a gate spell.”

“You can’t aim a gate at a celestial signature.  We wouldn’t have any problems if you could.”

Sitting on the tall stool next to the workshop table, I put my elbows on the table and put my face in my hands.  Uncle Dusty’s avatar sat down next to me.  When I raised my head, he still wore a puzzled expression.

“Are you sure you’re related to Pop?” I asked.

“I’m sure.  We twinned a long time ago, though.  Does it show?”

“Oh, it shows.  Look, you asked me to invent a whole new way to scan multiple universes.  Finding a physical object is easy.  Weirdly enough, I forgot—as you seem to—that energy and matter are related.  The shape of energy is harder to define, but we’re looking for a pattern of energy, not simply any energy of the right type.  If it was a radio signal, we would be like an observatory, looking for a specific signal from deep space, and a really faint one, at that.”

“I get it now,” Uncle Dusty said.  “All this research you’re doing means you’ve learned to understand residual celestial signatures and how to tune a gate spell to find them.”

“No.  I know more about them, but I still don’t understand them.  Celestial signatures or gate spells, apparently.”

“Well, then, what good is this realization?”

“If you would quit jumping to conclusions while I talk, you might find out.”

“Huh?  Oh.  Very well, you have the floor.”

I took a moment to marshal my thoughts.  I don’t mind explaining, but repeated interruptions throw me.

“Here’s how it works.  I’m bypassing the whole understanding thing and going with the copy-pasting thing.  You’ve got a ton of these divinity dynamos, right?  So we take one away from the main reactor, fire it up on low power, and use it as a template for the search.

“Wherever we set it up, we have a micro-gate.  The micro-gate will have a filter on it so none of the dynamo energy can get through it to spoil any faint signatures at the other end.  It will look for the exact signature the dynamo is projecting.  I think I can make it do this.  I’m not a hundred percent sure I can, so it’ll take more experimentation.  I can’t fold the interface into the proper configuration.  What I might be able to do is directly connect a celestial-energy sensor spell into the guts of a gate spell’s structure and get it to respond that way, even if it can’t make a connection.  It’s worth trying.

“Assuming it can be done—and I can do it—and assuming the gate finds a close match, it will—I hope—lock on to it.  We then open a brute-force gate into the celestial plane.  This causes a magical surge.  I get that.  So what?  We’re not looking for a magical signature.  It’s like looking for fingerprints with a flashlight.  The light doesn’t erase the fingerprints, just like the magic doesn’t affect the celestial signature.  Then you, personally, can access that plane of existence through the micro-gate to confirm if we have a hit.”

Uncle Dusty’s avatar looked thoughtful as he went through the possibilities.

“We can’t tune the search parameter too closely,” he said, finally.  “He and I share a similar pattern, but we’ve been diverging for a long, long time.”

“It’s still a close match, though, even if it’s not exact?”

“Oh, definitely.”

“I’m not too worried about that.  Even with a template wired directly in, I doubt I can get it to tune in precisely.  My ability to wire all this together at all, much less without routinely blowing one or the other spell, is probably going to be the bigger problem.  What else?”

“I’ll have to be quick.  The physical structure of the gate will start to decay in the energy plane.  Repeated use will eventually breach the rim.”

“I don’t relish making dozens of them.  How do we keep it from being destroyed?”

“I can get you osmium rings.  Those last longer.  And a repair spell will help.  We can have spare metal handy for it to work with.”

“Good.  Anything else?”

“I don’t see anything obvious.  Maybe after we try it.  When can we start?”

“First, I need to make sure we get a dynamo with a low-power mode.  I don’t want any sort of leakage through the gate, and doing it in the reactor environment would require enough shielding spells to interfere with the pattern we’re chasing.  Plus, I have to build yet another gate—preferably a serious one, an enchanted one rather than a spell—out of the really big chunk of osmium you just promised me.”

He slapped the table and stood.

“I’ll have the robots build you a lab outside the reactor complex’s containment field.  Will that do?”

“It should.  We can run a magical power line for the gate, yes?”

“I’ll take care of all that stuff.  I’m good at getting robots to build things.  I’ve had a lot of practice.”

“Then I guess I’ll get busy testing how to hotwire a gate spell,” I sighed.  “Call me when you’ve got the observatory built.”

Uncle Dusty put his robots to work.  While they assembled a building for the interuniversal observatory, I built the telescope.

This did not go as easily as expected, and I did not expect it to go easily.

The idea of getting a gate spell to home in on a celestial imprint on an energy plane was… well, initially I dismissed the idea as impossible.  Then, when I ran out of other ideas, I demoted it to “tricky as all hell” and did serious experimentation.  It stopped looking impossible after a while, but I failed to achieve optimism.

My chief stumbling block was the fact I do not fully understand gate spells.  Oh, I can take one apart and identify what the individual bits of it are for and why they’re there, but it’s like taking apart a jet airliner.  I know where all the parts go and what they do, but was I prepared to design improvements?  In those terms, I’m a mechanic, not an engineer.

This was not merely an abuse of a gate spell, such as when we searched for a three-dimensional object instead of a two-dimensional target point.  This was far more unstable, both from a spell standpoint and from a safety standpoint.  I had deep misgivings about pushing anything solid through the interface.  It wasn’t a stable gate by any measure.  Since no one was going to use this hacked-together monstrosity to go anywhere, I wasn’t too worried about it, but I still didn’t like it.

The secret was in getting it to recognize a pattern of energy as an object.  This was… not easy.  If I’d had to define the pattern manually, it really would have been impossible.  As it was, with an example to use on hand, it was barely possible.  My idea was a good starting point.  I had to borrow bits from a scrying spell and a passive location spell before I had anything worth calling a prototype.

The resulting piece of kludgework is a monstrosity I can’t cast from memory.  The best I can do is inscribe it in sequential components and energize it.  It’s too complex for me without elaborate preparations.  Imagine the apprentice standing at the lectern with the open spellbook, chanting as he reads from the page.  That’s close.

There is entirely too much “wish real hard” magic going on with this, and I don’t like it.  I took the spell as far as I could using Pop’s techniques until I ran slap-bang into my limit.  This happened depressingly quickly.  I knew what I wanted to do with it, but I simply lacked the skill.  After that, it was all down to intense focus, a bowl of blood, seven sticks of incense, a few tears, and a number of occult accoutrements.

I suspect there is a point of critical complexity beyond which a spell will always be a “wish real hard” spell.  In theory, a “wish real hard” spell can be pared down into a focused, specific spell, trimming it a bit at a time to streamline it.  Again, in theory.  It’s like going up a salmon ladder, one pool at a time, until you reach the top.  Instead of swimming in a circle to build up speed and leaping, you put in stairs.  You walk up one level, then go back to swimming.

The thing is, if the mountain is high enough, when you’ve replaced all the pools with stairs, you still have an impossible climb.  I want to discuss it with Pop.

The fact I got this stupid thing to run at all without self-destructing was one of the intellectual achievements of my life.  It’s my masterpiece.  I really am a master magus.  Let’s ignore the fact I’m not sure why it works and focus on the fact it appears to work at all.  Did you ever thwack an old electronic device?  Or have a gadget that would only function if you held it exactly right?  Or a widget you didn’t dare to shut down because you weren’t sure it would ever start again?  This was the same.  I got it to work—somehow!—and now I don’t dare fool with it!

By contrast, the rest of the observatory was almost simple.  Getting a thick, heavy plate of osmium was easy enough.  There are resource-gathering shift-boxes Pop built.  One of them produces osmium ingots.  Stack a lot of those together and hit them with a matter-reshaping spell.  Wait a while and you’ve got a big, metal wheel with a tiny hole in the center.  Enchanting it wasn’t too hard, either, all things considered—merely time consuming.  I even had no problems with the repair spell to keep undoing the damage caused by exposure to an energy plane.

It was going wonderfully until my Ship of Theseus ran aground.

Between uses, the celestial gate sits quietly on a material plane, mostly because nobody is going to lift it without power equipment.  By providing a repair spell and lumps of osmium, it can incorporate the material into the gate, undoing the erosion.

But what about the enchantment?  Isn’t it affected by the repeated removal and replacement of material?

Yes, it is.  So I had to work out a repair spell for the enchantment, too!  In this case, a crystal with the enchantment’s design stored in it.  The repair spell fixed the material form of the gate and the crystal made sure the overall magical structure had a template to follow.

It wasn’t perfect.  Still, after a dozen test shots involving Uncle Dusty and the celestial plane of other Reactor Worlds, I could make estimates.  If nothing catastrophic happened, the gate ought to work for a thousand or so uses.  After that, I recommended a full maintenance check.  I’m not saying it would fail after a thousand uses.  It would probably handle ten thousand.  Well, five thousand.  For safety, I want to change the oil and give it new tires before anything caught fire or blew out.

If Uncle Dusty can’t generate a good lead after a thousand tries, I don’t think he’s going to.  I’ll check the apparatus for him and he can keep trying if he’s desperate enough.

The manufacture of the gate, the development of the spells, and the testing of everything took quite a while.  So long, in fact, even in a faster-time reactor world, back in the primary reactor world Cameron was… what’s the word?  Complete?  Recovered?  No, not recovered.  Also ready for testing?  That’s closer.

I admit I left him in the cloning tank longer than necessary.  He spent most of the time dreaming, his mind cycling through all the new files—or all the old files—I loaded into it.  His brainwaves were pretty active after each upload, then settled into more normal patterns for an unconscious person in the tank.

It was easy to leave him there while I worked on other things.  This may be why I was so willing to work on other things.  I was afraid.

Now, though, I was done with a big project and could turn it over to Uncle Dusty and his avatar.  Rusty was still doing his thing, of course, because he was at the slow end of the time-ticker chain.  He was still observing the Vampocalypse world and didn’t have any priority projects for me.  I was out of excuses.

Decanting a clone isn’t difficult.  The whole system is computerized.  Admittedly, it helps if you understand a lot of medical terminology.  By Pop’s standards, it’s pretty user-friendly.  Fluids bubbled, liquids gurgled, monitoring sensors detached, muscle stimulators retracted, tubes withdrew, all the good stuff.

And there I had a naked Cameron, looking as healthy and perfect as a human can be.  Of course, physically, he would be.  Even his brain was intact.  The issue had always been his mind.  Not the hardware, but the software, the operating system that made him Cameron and not Cameron’s twin brother.

You can call it a soul, if you like.  I don’t.  I think the soul is something besides the part of you capable of wondering about itself.

I dried him off and helped him to sit up.  He looked around, blinking, not saying anything.  I was afraid to listen in on his thoughts.

“How do you feel?” I asked, because I’m a coward.

He looked at me and cocked his head, obviously processing the question.

“Pretty,” he replied, and smiled at me.  He did not feel pretty.  It was an observation.

“Do you think you can stand up?” I tried.  With a little urging, he slid off the table.  I kept one of his arms across my shoulders and helped him.

“Pretty,” he repeated, still looking at me.

“Come on.  We’ll get you dressed and put you to bed.”

“Pretty,” he agreed.  So we did.


Journal Entry #70

My Cameron is a simpleton.

He’s usually very calm.  He has a lot of information at his disposal and his memory is quite good.  His ability to use the information is distressingly inadequate.

For example:  He can remember the fact of two plus two equals four.  It’s a piece of data in his memory.  He can recite it if you want.  He still doesn’t comprehend the relationships.  If you present him with two apples and ask him how many he would have if you gave him two more, he looks at you blankly.

I yelped for a higher power.  Uncle Dusty and I reviewed his mental processes and did not like what we saw.

“His brain is fully engaged and his system is on-line,” I told him.  “Do you see what the problem is?”

“Yeah, kinda.  I told you about the psychic scarring.”

“Yes, but I don’t understand it fully.”

“Neither do I.  The damage to his psyche isn’t total—he’s not lying there as a vegetable.  The damage shorts across a lot of his thinking.  It would have to, considering the things Alden programmed him to do.”

“His brain is intact.  Shouldn’t he be able to use all that great big lump of forebrain?”

“Not necessarily.  Consider how normal trauma can affect regular humans.  Someone has a terrible experience and blocks it out.  They never think of it again.  They deny it ever happened.  Others might shut down, zone out, go catatonic, and never speak again no matter how many drugs they’re given.  The brain isn’t damaged, but the psychic scar means they can’t think in certain ways.”  Uncle Dusty gestured at our patient.  “This guy suffered more psychic damage than most humans ever have nightmares about, let alone comprehend.  He was directly damaged by a power, not by a series of experiences.”

“Look,” I began, “I’ve done everything I can think of to do.  I even downloaded a fresh Cameron into the old Cameron and we still don’t have a fully-functional one.  Clearly, I have a lot to learn about being psychic, much less a psychic surgeon.  Can you do better?”

“No.”

“I can borrow a fresh Cameron, if you need a template.”

“That’s not the problem,” he told me.  “We gods aren’t good at direct alteration of mortal minds.”

“You’re not?”

“No.  If we were, why would we bother with doing miracles and impressing the faithful?  We would zap people into believing, rather than going to all the trouble to convince them.  We can,” he stressed, “but it usually takes more power than we get.  Mostly, we persuade.  We convince.  And, if it goes well, we gently nudge their convictions into conversion and enhance the firmness of their belief.  This helps a lot when first establishing oneself.  You get one absolute fanatic and he goes around talking other people into joining the cult.  Eventually, it becomes a religion.”

“Leaving aside your multi-level marketing scheme, what about Alden?  He was part angel.  He was really good at altering minds!  Directly altering.”

“He was.  That’s a product of both celestial power and native humanity.”

I looked at his physical avatar, up and down, and raised my eyebrows.

“Native humanity,” he stressed.  “I was created on a celestial plane and can reach down to pilot a meat suit.  Nephilim are born on a material plane, with their very own baby brain.  They develop like a human and grow up with a connection to the celestial.  Big difference.”

“Hang on, I’ve got a question.  You’re a celestial entity in an avatar-ish body.  It’s a meat suit you’re wearing.  Yes?”

“Yes.”

“So, if you sired a child, would the child be a Nephilim?”

“Oh!  I see what you mean.  It’s still a Nephilim if any celestial entity does it.  It’s not strictly for angels.  Zeus sired a lot of great heroes of legend.  Look at people like Hercules.  Sired by Zeus on Alcmene, the boy met the criteria.  They’re generally referred to as demigods, but the only difference is a technicality—whether one parent was a mechanistic angel or was an organic celestial.”

“So I can call Hercules a Nephilim or a demigod and it doesn’t matter?”

“Well, it matters to him, now that he’s achieved full-on deific status.”

“Got it.  Glad I have that sorted out.  Now, about Cameron—” I began, but he cut me off.

“No.”

“You don’t know what I was going to ask.”

“I can guess.”

“Can I ask anyway?”

“Go ahead.”

“What does this leave for us?  Can anything—anything at all—be done for him?”

“Oh,” Uncle Dusty said, sheepishly.  “I thought you were going to ask for a miracle.”

“Now that you mention it, I wouldn’t mind one if you have a spare lying around.”

“I promise you: If I could miraculously fix this, I would.”

“Can’t you focus really hard and dump power into it, like a spell of directed will?”

“Celestial powers don’t work like that,” he informed me.  “Why don’t you do a spell like that?  I’m sure your father trained you on the method.”

“He did, and he instilled in me a healthy respect for how dangerous it is.  With Cameron, I don’t know what I’m doing and, if I screw it up, I could easily make it worse.  No, I take it back.  If I screw up even in the smallest way, I will make it sooo much worse.”

“Worse how?”

“There’s no way to tell in advance.  The options are limitless.  Any sort of mistake on my part—even something as subtle as a false assumption in my spell design—could cost him what little he has.  At the moment, he recognizes me.  He can walk, talk, dress himself, and go to the toilet without supervision.  He retains a huge amount of rote tasking, which makes him at least quasi-functional.  I don’t want to put all of that at risk.  It’s like betting it all on a single throw of the dice and needing boxcars.”

“Mmm.  He does have a fair amount of functionality.”

“For a minion, maybe.  For a human being?”

“I take your point.  Okay.  What do you want done with him?”

I hesitated for several seconds, thinking.  What did I want?

What I wanted was Cameron.  My Cameron.  Or something closely approximating my Cameron.  It was fast becoming obvious I couldn’t have what I wanted.  I did the best I could and it wasn’t enough.  Was it time to come to grips with this as my reality?

“Let me ask this, and I need absolute answers.  Are you ready to hand down the Word from On High?”

“Oh?” Uncle Dusty asked, eyes widening.  “It’s like that, is it?  Okay.  Ask your questions.”

“Can we improve him?  Can we get him closer to the Cameron I knew?  If so, how much closer?”

“Phoebe, I’m sure time and effort will improve him… but I don’t think it will be by much.  I can experiment on him—very carefully!—if you want Me to make him better, but every experimental treatment is exactly that: an experiment to see if a new idea will work.  Everything I try could help him, hurt him, or—unlikely but possibly—cause a catastrophic psychic cascade and kill him.

“What it boils down to,” he finished, “is this is as good as it gets without taking a serious, significant risk with his life.”

It took me a minute to process that.

“All right,” I said.  I cleared my throat and repeated it, louder.  “All right.  If I can’t have Cameron back—and that’s what you’re telling me, speaking ex cathedra in your capacity as the local deity, yes?”

“Yes.”

Well.  That sounded definite.

“Okay,” I sighed.  I rolled my shoulders and deliberately tried to relax.  It surprised me how much tension I was holding.  It wasn’t easy to let go of… what?  Hope?  Whatever it was, I did my best to accept I wasn’t up to this job.  That nobody was up to the job.  If I ever ran across a way to fix him, I would beat all records getting it back to him.  But as for me?  I was inadequate to requirements.  The best I could do was insufficient to get what I wanted.  The best I could do was insufficient for Cameron.

And it hurt.

“It would appear,” I said, softly, “I need to make arrangements for him.”

“What sort of arrangements?”

“If he’s never going to get better, he needs a place to live.  I want him in a place where he can be himself, or whatever version of himself he can be.  He needs a place to live in dignity and in comfort, where he won’t be subjected to unpleasantness or circumstances beyond his comprehension or capabilities.”

“A mental hospital?”

“Maybe.  One of the high-end, private care versions.  Or a house and grounds with full-time caretaker staff.  Where do royalty put their crazy relatives when they want them taken care of rather than executed?”

“May I offer a suggestion?”

“I doubt I can stop you.”

Uncle Dusty smiled slightly.

“Fair point.  Cameron needs care, obviously.  My suggestion is to let Me take care of him.  I have robots.  I’ll build him a house.  I’ll make sure he’s under constant supervision.  And,” he added, as I was about to protest, “I’ll be able to study him.”

“Study him?”

“Over the next—let’s say the next year—I’ll be able to govern what sort of enrichment and therapy activities he gets.  I know what his damage is right now.  By then I’ll know what effect, if any, time and recovery has.  I may develop ideas on how to help him and how to encourage his recovery without undue risk.  I can do this indefinitely, if it comes right down to it.

“After a year of observation, maybe less, we’ll have more information.  Maybe he’ll surprise us with how much he improves, or maybe he’ll never be anything more than what he is now.  Or anything in between.  If you want to move him to a rest home, you can do it then.  Or I can take care of him for the rest of his life.  Meanwhile, anytime you want to visit him, he’ll be right here.”

Inwardly, I doubted I would ever want to visit.  Whether I did or not wouldn’t bother Cameron, but it would hurt me to see him, every time.  It hurt to realize that, too.

I considered Uncle Dusty’s idea. I couldn’t see a downside to it.  If there was one, maybe I didn’t want to see it.

I swallowed twice and cleared my throat before I spoke.

“Okay.”

I was not in a good mood.  I had a great weight lifted from me.  It wasn’t as much fun as I’ve been led to believe.  True, I no longer had to bear the burden of care, but the guilt was another matter.  At least the project was complete and the immediate problem was solved.  The thing bothering me was the way it was solved.  It felt as though a weight was lifted, but not gone.  It was hoisted off my shoulders, but it was still hanging there above me, like a blunt force trauma of Damocles.

Was there a better option?  Was I failing Cameron in some way?  If I was missing something, I was missing it entirely.  Was it a good thing, in that there was hope for him as soon as I got smarter?  Or was I hoping I was too stupid to see the obvious, rather than accept I did my best and my best wasn’t good enough?

I wanted to talk with Pop.  Pop has a unique perspective on the universe and on people.  Sometimes it’s a helpful one.  Sometimes it’s a sharp contrast.  He can think so far outside the box you need n-dimensional math and a blue police box to figure out which box he’s thinking outside of.

I headed out to the celestial-plane observatory. Inside, Uncle Dusty looked up from the gate.  I stopped in the doorway.

“How did you get here so quickly?”

“I’m a deific entity,” he replied.  “I can be in many places at once.”

“Yeah, but I left you in the reactor building not twenty minutes ago and came straight out here.”

“You weren’t in a hurry and I’m a clever deific entity.”

“You made more than one avatar,” I accused.  He shrugged.

“I have a clone tank and multiple reactors.  I can afford them.”

“If you say so.  Any luck finding leads on Pop?”

“No, but I’m still learning.  It would help if I had a couple of additional gadgets.”

“Like what?”

He went on to describe things involving celestial energies and psychic resonance and a bunch of other things.  Basically, he wanted an eyepiece for looking through the gate, with mirror-like parts to reflect only the things we were looking for.  Celestial energies could go through a rhodium reflector, decreasing the brightness of the celestial light without materially dimming the psychic energies.  Magical lensing, projected to the other side of the gate, would help amplify a weak signal in the area the gate appeared.  And a bunch of other things.

I swear to all the gods but Uncle Dusty, I’m going to prioritize getting my own place.  As long as I’m living here, I’m going to be paying rent in toil and sweat.  I don’t mind those so much, but if the rent goes up to blood and tears, the price is too high.

For a moment, I considered moving back into Pop’s place in Iowa.  Only for a moment, though.  It’s the place where Alden killed Gus.  It’s the place where I found the body.

I am not over him killing my dog, but I have at least a level of closure on that.  I am not at all over the loss of Mister Stuffins.  I’m not sure I will ever stop missing them.  Over time, I’ve grown gradually more used to the feeling.  At least I got to avenge Gus.  I’m not yet sure how to wreak horrible, bloody vengeance for the destruction of Mister Stuffins, though.  How many of the elder vampires would I need to stake through the heart and leave out for the sunrise?  Would it help to watch them burn?

I’ll give it more thought.

Sometimes I forget there’s a lake of fire inside me, reserved for the slayers of my friends.  If I’m not careful, it sloshes out, now and then, and reminds me I’m merely suppressing my rage, not dealing with it.

I now wonder… Is this… Is this what Rusty feels like all the time?  If so, maybe I should ask Rusty for advice on how to keep it from boiling my sea of calm.

In the meantime, we’ll find another place.  Not the house in Iowa.  It’s a nice place to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live there.
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Apparently, I’m going to be in demand no matter where I go.  Rusty has requests, as well.

I’m starting to think I should find a world where they have professional wizards and witches.  I could open up a shop.  Rusty and I could live over the shop.  And, best of all, if there are other magic shops, we would be socially acceptable.  I don’t want to be subject to another witch hunt.  The downside is I would be enchanting things constantly to make a living.  The upside is they would probably be relatively simple things.  Enough to make a living, or make it appear as though we make a living.  I don’t think I’m asking for too much.

Rusty’s latest request was more of an idea.  It was a good idea, though.

The high-altitude dust and other fallout was going to be a problem for the planet.  If our lunar home had a spell projector—a device to build a spell and launch it to Earth—it could do a little geoengineering by gradually removing particulates from the upper atmosphere.

Imagine a bunch of bubbles, constantly bobbing up and down all over the South Pole.  The bubbles grab particulates, encapsulate them in ice crystals, carry them down to ground level, and embed them in the frozen surface.  It takes thousands of years for south polar ice to migrate to the oceans.  By then, any radioactive fallout will decay into harmlessness.

Now, instead of bobbing up and down over the South Pole, imagine the bubble bouncing up into the stratosphere and swooping northward before it drops down to dump its load of particulates near the North Pole.  Then it bounces up again and repeats the process southward.  Basically, it’s a scrubbing bubble, clearing crap out of the atmosphere.

One such bubble won’t do much good, obviously.  There’s a whole planet to affect.  Yes, over time, an enchanted spell-projector on the Moon could produce millions of them, all scrubbing the upper atmosphere.  Each trip by each bubble would collect only a tiny fraction of the high-altitude particulates.  Even with thousands—or millions—of these, how long would it take to produce enough scrubbing bubbles to do any measurable good?  Would it be quick enough to useful?  And what, exactly, should they remove?  Or, to put it another way, what should they leave up there?  Ozone, sure, but how much carbon dioxide is supposed to be up there?  Or is this a case of “do it fast,” and they should grab all the particulates they can, bust carbon dioxide, swipe the carbon, and leave behind oxygen as ozone?  It might not be good to do this too much—a tourniquet will cut off blood to a limb, yes.  By comparison, though, bleeding to death is more immediate and worse.

Fortunately, I didn’t have to conduct my own research.  Instead, I found an Earth in the late twenty-third century where they worked out all the details of climate change and pollution and all that green environmental goodness.

I set up a prototype of my scrubbing-bubbles generator and installed it in a brand-new room of our lunar hideout.  It worked, but required tweaking.  The bubbles were very slow to operate in Earth’s magical field.  They each needed a solar conversion spell to power them if they were going to be practical.  They also needed a good navigation function to define where they would dump the dust.  I decided to key on the Earth’s spin to define north.  This way the bubbles would dump their dirt at the actual poles.  I wanted to keep the garbage dumps in long-term ice—thousands upon thousands of years.

It was a lot of spells, but I didn’t need to put them all in a single framework.  They could be layered, sort of.  Each frame produced one module.  The modules plugged in to each other.  At the end of the series, we had a working stratosphere-cleaner float off the assembly line.

Of course, then it had to be launched to Earth, but so what?  Let it take a few days traversing the vacuum of space to get there.  I wasn’t building a gate spell for that!  I had more than enough gates to build for Uncle Dusty! —I’ll get back to those in a bit.

Expanding the solar farm on the Moon was also an important point.  I could use the same technique as the geothermal stack, aiming the framework upward so it intercepted sunlight for longer.  The bubble spells would run themselves, no problem.  Building them at any reasonable speed was the power-hungry portion of the project.  They needed to be produced in quantity and quickly.  There was a lot of atmosphere to scrub before the winter did awful things.

I also included a self-destruct function to pop all these atmospheric bubbles when they were done.  When any given bubble failed to collect more than a specific weight of atmospheric pollution, it would disintegrate.  The others would keep going, but that one would no longer run.  Eventually, the atmosphere would be so clean all the bubbles would burst.

Would this blunt the effects of nuclear winter?  Maybe.  Hopefully.  Planetary-scale alterations aren’t really my strong point.  Would it help?  Yes.  Would it help enough?  I had no idea.

Down on the ground, the level of mystery in the human logistics was another story.  Building a magic cabinet to fix their supply chain problems would have to be a bit more “how does it work” instead of “what’s going on.”

Rusty tells me McMurdo base is sort of an informal central command for Antarctica.  The people living there don’t seem to care who started the Quickest War or who won.  The war between humans is over.  For the people on that continent, it’s now about humans vs. Antarctica.  Not a problem if you’re supplied regularly, but it’s a damned inhospitable place if you have to live there on your own.

They now have a golden goose.  Metaphorically speaking.  They plug it in and the conversion spells power the Cupboard of Copying.  My final version has six compartments—three pairs of different sizes—each with its own cupboard door.  You put your original object inside one of the three compartments on the “Input” side—the small, medium, or large one, or all three at once—and you can open up the corresponding door on the “Output” side to get the duplicate.

There are repair spells on the “Input” side, as well.  Anything you put in there “gets better,” in the sense wear and tear are counteracted.  Otherwise, they would keep getting more and more worn-out copies.

There’s a catch to make it a golden goose.  The place where the power cord runs into the cabinet base has a very clear stencil reading, “Do Not Open,” and no obvious way to do so, short of a drill and a hammer.  If you ignore this and open it up anyway, you’ll find the place where the electrical wires connect to a big, old-fashioned-looking vacuum tube.  This tube has the electromagical transformation spells and provides the magical energy to the Cabinet’s spells.  Don’t poke around in it, though!  Opening the power compartment will dispel the spells—all the spells—on the whole cabinet.  Open up the golden goose and it stops laying eggs.

How do we keep it from being useful to vampires, though?  Well, technically, it’s possible for vampires to use it.  They have to force humans to do it.  If it’s touched by an undead, the detection spell triggers the same disabling function.  The humans have been warned not to open it up or it will quit working.  They haven’t been told to keep vampires away from it; they shouldn’t need to be told!  If a vampire gets to their Cabinet, the humans have bigger problems.

I’m proud of my Cabinet of Copying.  It’s not the most complicated thing I’ve ever made.  It may also be the most practical, useful, and user-friendly device I’ve constructed so far.

I said as much to Rusty and he agreed.  He also let me know he found another candidate for a resupplying gadget.

What’s that phrase about a willing horse?  Flog him another mile?  Is that how it goes?  I sure feel like a thoroughbred.

The other group of human survivors Rusty found was headed by Colonel Willets, an American tank commander.  He and his men were on exercises at an Army base in the American southwest when the base was nuked.  They weren’t as far away as they could have been when the base headquarters went away, but they still survived it handily.  Tanks are designed to be tough.

Since then, the colonel has been accumulating miscellaneous survivors and moving from fuel depot to fuel depot.  Fuel stations aren’t as common as they used to be.  The induction highways made electrical trucks viable, but there were still a few liquid-fueling stations to supply older, non-electric vehicles.

Most of his group—and this is a cliché if ever I heard one—is a rag-tag band of survivors, every one of which has an antique, fuel-powered vehicle.  Fuel injection computers would be dead, but ancient, carburetor-equipped vehicles stood a good chance of surviving, especially if they weren’t right under a pulse.

Rusty tells me the colonel is probably looking to find a place to settle down and fortify.  The region he’s in doesn’t lend itself well to farming, though, and feeding everyone will be an ongoing problem until they can feed themselves.  In anticipation of this, he’s been working his way east and south.  East to get out of the desert.  South to minimize the effects of nuclear winter.

Lacking any sort of external support or logistics, he’s not doing too badly, but his progress still isn’t fast.  Scouts have to find their next fuel stop before the convoy moves again, much like moving an army through a desert, going from oasis to oasis—but here, the oasis has to have fuel!  And getting out of Arizona, headed in the direction of the Gulf Coast… they’ve got themselves a long drive.

Judging by what we can see of his backtrail, he was also avoiding cities.  Wisely, I think.  He was barely coping with the people he had.  From his point of view, if he ran into a few thousand refugees, he would have to stop wherever he was and settle there.  Of course, he wouldn’t run into a few thousand humans.  Not anymore.  He might run into a bunch of feral vampires, but he didn’t know that.

On the other hand, he did know something was not right.

Rusty explained how a feral vampire, wandering the wilderness, ran into the camp.  It was an ugly, ugly night as the starving brute tore through a dozen people before finally being brought down.  That was bad enough.  Three days later, dead people rose up and tracked them down, probably by scent.  That was another story entirely.

And the wounded who were bitten started to turn, as well.

So, yeah, he knew something weird was going on.  Was it a full-on vampire apocalypse?  Whatever he thought was going on, he was at least aware of a biological hazard—a virus driving people into bloodthirsty fits of rage, apparently.  It was the only logical explanation.  Right?

All in all, he and his group seemed like a good place to invest a little time and effort.  They would be happy to have any sort of supplies and they would be more receptive than most—after their experiences—to the idea of actual undead monsters.

We prepared a full-sized tractor-trailer combo.  Mostly, it was food in ready-to-eat ration form.  Everything but chili with beans.  Pop told me a story about how he was forced to survive on that meal packet for so long, he almost gave up eating during daylight hours.

I find it hard to believe Pop would willingly give up eating, so maybe he was exaggerating.  Then again, I get the impression he got pretty sick of eating nothing else.  It’s not a bad meal, but I can understand not wanting to eat it constantly.  If I ate it six times a day for months on end, I’d be more than a little sick of it, myself.

For water, we made sure to include a couple of atmospheric condensers.  These things draw humidity out of the air to make potable water.  They’ll distill any water you pour into them, too.  They can run on solar power and can be hooked up to a generator to operate more quickly.  They can’t provide adequate water for the whole convoy, not while they’re on the move, but this would extend their range.  They wouldn’t be forced to consider water stops as often and could focus more on fuel.

And, of course, I had to build another Cabinet of Copying.  It was easier the second time.  I knew exactly what I wanted to do and how.  And we already wrote the user manual, so that wasn’t a problem.

They could run it off a portable generator, summoning water, fuel, food, ammunition, and whatever else they needed.  If they left it in the back of the truck, they could do it all day and all night.  They might even produce fuel faster than they used it, making their trip to the coast much quicker!

Rusty and I also put our heads together and worked up a book, a Vampire Hunter’s Guide to the Undead, local version.  The Guide was a three-ring binder with room for notes.  The military does love a three-ring binder.  With this chained to the wall next to the Cabinet, we figured it would be taken seriously.  It’s harder to dismiss it out of hand when it comes with a working magical artifact.

We planned to shift the truck in ahead of a scouting party—I wasn’t looking forward to setting up a temporary shift space of such size—wave hello, and disappear in a flash of light.  If they reported we were “beamed up,” so much the better.

At least, that was the idea.

Rusty was on the mirrors while I was on another Earth, finishing my shift-spell preparations.  I felt a tingle in my wrist, so I activated one of my ear studs and looked at my wristwatch.  Rusty’s face appeared.  When I have time and energy, I’ll work out how to connect cellular phones to a base station and install micro-gates.  For now, it’s all magic, all the time.

“Hey,” he said.  “Something went very wrong.”

“On the Moon?”

“No.  I’m fine.  It’s on Earth.  You’re going to want to see the replay.”

“Huh.  Okay.  I’ll be right there.”

I disconnected the call and returned to our lunar house.

“What’s up?” I asked, bouncing out of the airlock.  The mirror showed a scene of flame-streaked carnage.  “Whoa.  That’s not good.”

“Let me rewind a bit.”

The mirror’s image stayed locked on the battlefield.  Rusty swung out the flat-screen and rewound the digital recording.  I was surprised, but it wasn’t hard to figure out.  He’d seen the need to record things and had Magic Microwaved in the equipment.  I should have made arrangements to plug in crystals for magical recording.  Or should I?  His solution was perfectly practical.

He scrolled through the recording until the screen showed an aerial view of Colonel Willets’ encampment.  It was laid out well, with defensive positions, guards walking patrols, the works.  They even had a fence around the place, made of a memory metal they unspooled and jolted with high voltage.  Several lookouts were on a collapsible scaffolding, scanning the surroundings with night-vision equipment.  Clearly, they were quite concerned about having another infected lunatic walk into camp and start ripping.

One good thing about military electronics.  They’re designed to take an EMP.  Gotta love that.

The problem was not a vampire.  Or, rather, only indirectly.  Instead of an infantry assault by the undead, it started raining munitions.

I’m not sure whether these counted as bombs or as drones.  They had propellers, so I guess they were drone munitions.  Cameras on the front meant they were probably optically guided, presumably to avoid setting off anti-targeting sensors.  They came straight down, aimed at vehicles.  Trucks, cars, tanks, the lot.  Judging by the damage, they were shaped-charge munitions.  Soft-skinned vehicles had holes blown through them and caught fire. Burning metal shrapnel—magnesium?  Zirconium?  I had no idea—tore through and ignited anything without armor.  Hard targets fared better, but bombs came down in three waves.  Even ablative armor doesn’t cope well with multiple hits in roughly the same location.

Instantly, the whole convoy was a scene of flames and screaming.  Fuel sprayed everywhere in the explosions.  Vehicles, tents, bedding, and people burned.

One of the fuel trucks was holed by multiple shrapnel hits.  The fuel level in the tanker was low, leaving a lot of open space to mix air and fuel vapor.  The lake of fire under the tanker burned for a while.  When the fuel level dropped low enough, the flames got into the tank and ignited the contained fuel vapor, making it explode.  It wasn’t a powerful explosion; the mixture wasn’t ideal.  It was enough to rip the perforated tank open, though, and spill the rest of the fuel in a burning wave.  The blasted water truck made it worse by carrying burning fuel on the surface of the water, spreading it around even more.  Wounded men, lying on the ground and moaning, were sloshed and set alight.  They couldn’t even roll on the ground to put out the flames!

“I’ve seen enough,” I decided.  “Did you find out where the drones came from?”

“Yep.  First thing I looked for was anything in the sky.  Found this.”  He turned in his chair and pointed at an auxiliary mirror.

“This” was a trio of aircraft of the flying wing design, probably unmanned.  Each one had a complex turret full of sensors in front, electric turbines, and a dozen mounting points along the underside.  When the underside hatches closed, the design was sleek, smooth, and had the angular look of stealth aircraft.  No doubt they were made of radar-absorbing materials.  These might serve as reconnaissance aircraft, but they were obviously meant as long-range carrier vehicles for shorter-ranged drone munitions.

“Robotic warfare?” I asked.  “We’ve seen evidence of secondary and tertiary launches from military forces out of touch with their chain of command.  They followed their post-attack orders.  What about this?  Is it like a highly-advanced cruise missile, flying across oceans to specific GPS coordinates, then flying a search pattern to seek out targets?”

“I don’t think so.  These turned almost completely around after delivering their payloads and started climbing.  I think they dropped to a lower altitude for target acquisition.  Going back to high altitude means they’re going somewhere.  If this is a fire-and-forget weapon, I’d have it kamikaze into any target the munitions didn’t kill.  These might be continuing a recon flight, but I think they’re going home to re-arm.”

“Could be.  Where are they going?”

“No idea, yet.  They’re on a westerly course, though.”

“China?” I asked, doubtfully.

“Possibly, but the Pacific is no joke.  The crafts’ upper surface have the look that makes me think it’s solarskin, rather than the chameleon skin of most stealth aircraft.  I’m not sure they can reliably cross the Pacific.  I’m not saying they can’t, but I doubt it’s a sure thing.”

“Can they float?”

“I don’t know.  After dropping their payloads?”  He shrugged.  “It wouldn’t surprise me.  You think they can do a water landing and take off again?”

“Do you?”

“Maybe.  I think their turbines have vectored thrust.  A vertical landing and liftoff from the water might be doable, if the sea is calm.”

“I defer to your expertise with the local technology.  You’ve got a mirror locked on to one?”

“Yep.”

“Let me know what you find.”

“Where are you going?” he asked.

“I’m going to bed.  I’ve been working hard and I’m tired.  It doesn’t look as though I’m going to be giving out presents to a bunch of survivors, so I don’t need to push myself to finish anything.”

“Give Fred my regards.  I’ll reset the local gate so you sleep faster.”

“Thanks.”
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I slept for a little less than twelve hours.  I did a few laps around the reactor complex, a little parkour through the catwalks and equipment of the powerhouse, a half-hour of Danger Yoga, and had a big breakfast.

Uncle Dusty knocked on the door as I finished breakfast.  I felt his timing was suspiciously convenient.

“If you’re not here to tell me Cameron is cured or you found Pop, go away.”

The knocking was not repeated.  I finished finishing my breakfast, had my shower, dressed for trouble, and headed back to meet with Rusty.

“That was quick,” he observed.  “Something the matter?”

“You reset a time-ticker.”

“Oh!  Right.  Messing with time feels weird.”

“You get used to it.  Any word?”

“They’re over Arizona, still headed west.  It looks like they’ll almost pass over Las Vegas.”

“That’s suspicious.”

“It is?  Why?”

“Las Vegas had the second-largest per capita vampire population in the world.”

“I vaguely remember you mentioning it.  What was number one?”

“Santa Carla, or so I’m told.  If these drones are headed to Las Vegas, they might be part of the vampire plan.”

“You think they have advanced weapons squirreled away and protected from EMP underneath a casino?”

“I don’t know about a casino, but Dietrich told us there were stockpiles.  They have to be somewhere.  Las Vegas could be a good place.  It isn’t a major military target.  The dam—Hoover dam, Boulder dam, whatever they call it—is a target, though, and it may be too close for comfort when people start lobbing nukes around.  If Vegas survived, it could be quite a comfortable little nesting site.  Survivors roll in after the apocalypse and start searching for supplies, settle in to rest for a day or two, and get eaten after nightfall.  I can see it—provided nobody bombed it into a crater.  It is still there, isn’t it?”

I decided I was still hungry and opened a ration pack as I spoke.  I let it heat itself while Rusty answered.

“Still there.  The dam is still there, too, so it may be producing power.  And with the vampire plague, this Santa Carla place may be a little further down the list than before.  The whole population of Vegas could be feral bloodsuckers.”

“Good point.  As for the drones, even if they’re not based in Vegas, being nearby would have advantages, at least in the prep phase of the plan.  You can get away with a lot in Vegas, where money doesn’t talk so much as shout.

“We shouldn’t assume, either way,” I continued.  “Let’s see where these things go.  If they land at a hidden base in the desert with a hundred hangars and a thousand humans as vampire thralls pulling maintenance, we’ve got a problem.  If there’s a hidden city buried in the desert, with a full industrial infrastructure for the manufacture and maintenance of high-tech weapons, we’ve got a bigger problem.”

“It can’t be the second one,” Rusty told me.

“Why not?”

“Modern weapons.  Think about it,” he insisted.  “Even the most basic guided missile requires microchips and rare earth elements.  High-grade explosives require precise chemistry.  War machines require fuel, lubricants, hydraulic fluids, replacement parts.  It might be possible to produce some of the necessary materials—build your secret base on top of an oil field, for example—but building factories for all the parts that require smaller parts, each of which requires even smaller parts?  That’s major infrastructure you’re building and your supplies for your factories are available only with global access.”

“Oh, I think it could be done,” I argued.  “You’ve got three-dee printers that can handle metal and plastic.  You might not make the modern versions of weapons, but things from a previous generation shouldn’t be impossible.  I admit cutting-edge guidance might be impractical to manufacture, but it takes a lot less space to stockpile a million computer chips instead of a million drones.  You print the frames, shells, and circuit boards, then install the tiny widgets from your limited supply of specialized electronic guts.”

“Maybe.  It’s still an awful lot of stockpiling and preparation,” Rusty pointed out, troubled.

“They were wealthy enough and influential enough, and they weren’t planning for a theoretical apocalypse.  They were planning to do it, to take over the world, remember?  They weren’t thinking small.  Even Dietrich, with a little help from his friends, managed to acquire and preserve a whole island.  What did the vampire elders arrange?”

Rusty thought it over while we watched the drone fly through the night.

“It occurs to me that if you have more than one hidden base, they might be on top of different resources,” he said, finally.  “Worst case, we could be dealing with a shadow network of resource infrastructure.  That plane,” he pointed at the mirror, “might not be the best cargo transport they have.  There might be bigger and better ways to trade resources around.”

“Maybe.  I question whether they want any sort of permanent production system.  I doubt they want the knowledge of how anything works to be left behind, either, from sophisticated technology right on down to the scientific method and systems of logic.  They won’t want any of it to fall into human hands.”

“They went to a lot of trouble to remove it in the first place,” Rusty agreed.  “They can probably self-destruct their own production facilities to keep it out of enemy hands.”

“Probably.  I think I need to raise different issue, though.”

“Shoot.”

“Is this really what we want to do?” I asked.

“I don’t follow.”

“I mean in the larger sense,” I told him.  “I mean in the sense of what we’re going to do with our lives.  I’ve mentioned this before, when we weren’t quite so far along in our trauma therapy.  It’s been on my mind more recently, too.”

Rusty leaned back in his chair and regarded the mirror.  He folded his arms and frowned, thinking.

“What I want,” he began, and stopped.  “What I want,” he began again, “at this point, is to find the elders and make their existence miserable.  No, that’s what I’ll settle for.  I want to take out my frustrations on the vampire population as a whole.  Together, we’ve helped humans survive in a really unpleasant place, but it’s not the win I wanted.  After seeing those drones bombing a survivor convoy, this doesn’t feel like victory.  The logistic enhancements is a step above losing, but it’s not a big step.  Not a big enough step, emotionally speaking.  I’m starting to think…” he trailed off.  “I’m thinking if we can’t kill all the vampires, murdering all the elders might do as a consolation prize.”

“Oh?  And after that?”

“One thing at a time,” he told me.

“Forgive me if it’s a matter that bothers me.”

“It bothers me, too,” he admitted.  “Thing is, right now?  I have a deep, bloody anger inside me.  I really want to wipe all these vampires from the face of the Earth.  I can’t have what I want, so I have to settle for less.  For now, that means killing the elders.  Then, I think, I can move on.  I’m pretty sure we talked about this recently, didn’t we?”

“Yes, and I’m four-square behind you with the vampire hunting.  I’ve thought about it, myself, so we’ll do it!  I was also thinking about plans for the future. I was talking about a more big-picture thing.  What do we want to do when we’re done here?”

“I can’t think about it,” he said, shaking his head.  “Not yet.”

“Too preoccupied?”

“Yes.  I keep thinking about how to make vampires miserable and all I can come up with is hunting down the ones who organized the whole mess.”  He cocked his head and started to say something, then closed his mouth.

“What?” I asked.

“I don’t know.  I may have an idea.”

“What idea?”

“It’s not much of an idea.  Let me work on it.  Right now, as far as where we are and what we’re doing, all I can say for sure is where you go, I go.  I do recognize the need to talk about this and make plans for our future.  I can’t think about it, yet.”

“Poor Rusty!” I said, and I meant it.  “Okay.  While we’re doing good for this Earth, I’ll be the one to spare a little thought for what we want to do and where we want to go.  I’m a veteran world-traveler, so I’m good with just about anywhere.”

Our discussion came to a close as the drone-carrier formation descended sharply.  They leveled off at less than a thousand feet and angled their thrust from propulsion to lift.  They formed a line and came in for a near-vertical landing on a tiny little airstrip in the hills.  Really tiny.  It might have been a piece of abandoned highway or an access road.  Given there was a sizable house built half-into a hillside and a garage of the same design, it might even be a driveway.  A driveway leading to an off-grid personal desert retreat.

It wasn’t an actual compound, but the property was extensive.  I looked for a fence and found it, way off in the distance.  Maybe the owner didn’t want to spoil the desert views.

The garage looked like a four-place building, with two double-wide doors.  One of these rolled up as the drones landed.  The drones were capable of variable-sweep geometry and raked their configuration into narrower profiles—less of the broad-winged, lifting bodies and more streamlined, arrowhead-shaped forms.  These fit through the door.

And, one by one, they rolled into the garage.  They didn’t even bother to turn on lights.  Night vision equipment in the sensors, presumably.

“I think the garage isn’t a garage,” Rusty observed.

“Oh, it’s a garage,” I countered, watching the third aircraft follow the previous two through the door.  “It’s a really big garage.”

“I take your point.  Shall we?”

“Be my guest,” I said, and gestured at the mirror.  Rusty unhesitatingly refocused it.  He really had the hang of it.

Inside, the rear wall of the garage split in two and swung back to allow the drones to roll down an incline, deep under the hill.  The area at the bottom of the incline was a hangar.  Each drone rolled past other vehicles and found their own docking stations.  Robotic arms extended from the walls and connected umbilical lines.  Farther along, there were piloted vehicles:  three elderly attack helicopters, although obviously well cared for.  A few ground vehicles were parked toward the front—off-road vehicles, obviously armed, and a pair of track-laying armored things—but most of the machines were for flying.

In one corner of the hangar, a woman came up the concrete stairs.  She wore an orange jumpsuit with day-glow striping and a hard hat.  She started running maintenance checks on one of the drones.  From the other direction, a man pulled a wheeled contraption with plastic crates on it.  He removed the small, munition-type drones from the crates and started re-arming the carriers.

“Anything else we want to see here?” Rusty asked.

“Let’s get a look at the whole complex.  There’s obviously more than one level.”

Rusty piloted the scrying sensor down the stairs and through a combination of ready room and locker room.  Another technician finished zipping into his jumpsuit, presumably to help with the returned drones.

Most of the second sublevel was devoted to technical stuff.  One device looked like an injection-molding rig, producing bodies for the drone munitions.  One technician fitted electronic parts by hand.  Another fitted explosives.  Tools and racks of parts—presumably, parts they couldn’t produce for themselves—dominated the whole level.  Rusty and I traded looks.  It might not be exactly what we predicted, but the idea was there.

Level three was residential.  People slept, played, ate, watched video, read, and basically lived there.  I wondered where they got their water.  How deep do you have to drill a well in the Nevada desert to hit water?

Level four had more storage, this time for perishable supplies.  A lot of it was refrigerated.  Most of it was long-term storage in vacuum-sealed packets.  Fully half the level was devoted to stacked, vertical farming equipment.  There was a lot of green, leafy stuff, which made me wonder if the place was equipped to go airtight.  I didn’t think so, but the more plants involved, the less work any external air filters would have to do.

Level five appeared to be power generation, sewage treatment, biological recycling, and the other mechanical guts of a long-term survival vault.  The piping and the labels stenciled on them indicated they used geothermal power, but how it was set up, I do not know.  I wasn’t even aware Nevada had any significant geothermal power resources.  Until recently, it hadn’t been of interest to me.

You’d think that would be all there was to the place.  In fact, since we didn’t find an elevator or stairs down from level five, we thought it was the lowest level.  Or I did.  Rusty was certain there had to be more.  When I asked why, he pointed out security cameras throughout the facility, but no security office.  The armory held racks of weapons; the people could easily be armed.  Who would sound the alert?  Who was watching the cameras?  Who was keeping an eye on the external cameras—and there ought to be external cameras, even if we didn’t see them on the way in.  Someone might be in the house, of course, rather than the vault, but is that a good place to put your primary security office when the rest of the bunker is deep underground?  A near miss by a nuke destroys the security office without harming the rest.

Rusty dropped the scrying sensor down through the floor.  He swept it back and forth and around, working his way down.

“It doesn’t look like there’s anything down here,” I told him.

“Then why are we looking at concrete?”

“We’re—” I broke off.  He was right.  We weren’t looking at bedrock.  “Pan the view around.  Find where the concrete turns to bedrock and trace the perimeter.  Then we have borders to search inside.  If we don’t find anything, we’ll look under the house.  If there’s no sublevel here, a hidden basement level under the house might have a connecting tunnel.”

The concrete ran another fifty feet deeper, below the fifth level, but it wasn’t a solid block under the whole level.  We were looking at a reinforced shaft of the stuff.  Inside, we found an elevator.  The square shaft ran down the center of a squared-off spiral stairwell with landings in the corners.  At the bottom, heavy doors of armor steel slid aside to let the elevator car come down.

The top of the elevator shaft was hidden behind a big, wall-mounted, metal cabinet. The doors were big, double doors for a big cabinet.  The back of the cabinet was a secret door onto a landing of the stairwell, like an industrial version of the wardrobe to Narnia.

Below, the elevator and the stairs stopped in front of a heavy, armored hatch.  The little room beyond was obviously a bombproof airlock.  Beyond that…

…an apartment.

A very nice apartment, I grant you, in the sense of the luxury survival bunker sort.  While the people living above had personal capsule sleeping spaces, this place had multiple rooms, although oddly laid out.  The place was a long series of rooms, like a big hallway subdivided into rooms.  Once through the airlock, there was a living room—maybe a parlor.  Then a workroom, then a library, then a bedroom.  At the very end, there was a combination room with laundry equipment and a shower.

No kitchen.  No dining room.  There was a refrigerator in the workroom, but a quick look inside showed no food, only bottles of red stuff.  It looked like blood to me.

All this space was the exclusive property of one man.  He was in the library.  The library had most of the walls covered in bookshelves, but one wall was devoted to a large, flat-panel monitor.  Under it, a rack supported several computers and computer equipment.  The man was sitting at the desk in the middle of the room, doing things on the wall-screen.  It was split into a number of smaller screens.  There were internal views of the bunker.  Others were high-altitude views from, I presume, drone aircraft.  One view was an animated, interactive globe with a lot of flags, colors, and overlays on it.

I recognized a lot of it.  Rusty and I had mapped most of the nuclear strikes.  This had weather patterns and projected fallout, though.  It also had location indicators for a bunch of other things.  Military units, maybe?  The site where Colonel Willets’ force had been hit was still present, but blinking.  Rusty pointed to it.

“Is it blinking because it’s destroyed, or because it’s been hit and hasn’t been confirmed destroyed?” Rusty asked.

“I don’t know.  I’ll keep an eye on this.  You take a look at the attack site with another mirror.  How long has it been?”

“Less than three hours.  Time-ticker, remember?”

“Right.  Go look.”

He fired up a second mirror while I did a more detailed scan of the library’s display.  Where was he getting all this information?  Was there a satellite uplink on the surface?  There almost had to be.  Maybe disguised as an old barn, with an underground cable running a couple of miles to the bunker.  Maybe two or three such receivers, for redundancy.  Might there also be private satellites, both for weather analysis and signals intelligence?

If you’re planning to take over the world, you need to keep track of it.  I’m not saying the ancient elders from a thousand years ago understood technology, but they could easily have henchmen or hirelings who did.

The guy watching the screens seemed amused.  He wasn’t doing anything, just watching, taking it all in.  To the untrained eye, he was just another guy, but I grew up knowing about vampires.  He definitely was one.  I couldn’t tell what species—not through a standard scrying spell—but I knew what he was.

Oh, sure.  By appearance, he could have been a human being.  Vampires tend to look a lot like humans, and some humans look like vampires.  There were little signs.  This one didn’t breathe.  He didn’t have a pulse in this throat or temples.  He didn’t blink as often as a human being.  He didn’t shift uncomfortably, or scratch himself, or roll his shoulders, or any of the little things humans do without thinking.  He was a dead man, so none of that mattered.

There were other dead men down there, but they weren’t vampires.  There were two corpses standing guard at the airlock’s inner door.  Two more stood in the bedroom, one on each side of the bed.  Decoration?  I doubted it.

Besides, was there really going to be a human being down in the depths, monitoring The Great Vampire Apocalypse?  Let’s not be silly.

As I looked over the room and the vampire in it, something about the whole arrangement bothered me.  It wasn’t the anachronisms.  The guy was an anachronism all by himself.  His fashion sense made me think of plantations in the antebellum South.  Being a black man, he was dressed in light trousers, suspenders, a maroon vest, and a puffy-sleeved white shirt.  He could have come from any historical reenactment or a stage play.  It was still odd, though.  Why not dress in a more modern fashion and more comfortably?  And if he was going to dress in an historical outfit, why an outfit of a house slave?

And this was the man operating the computers.

The control interface looked more comprehensive than necessary for running the bunker, and the information display was geared more toward global considerations.  Was it designed that way so anyone in a bunker—always assuming there were other bunkers, and the display seemed to bear that out—could run the whole anti-human war?

What did this tell us about the present guy?  Was he an elder?  Or reporting directly to an elder?  Given the amount of information, supplies, and firepower, he would have to be someone the elders trusted, and I got the impression trust was something they didn’t do.

Other things bothered me.  The surroundings.  The library.  I would have expected a sleek, computerized sort of command center, stark and utilitarian, practical, soulless.  This was a comfortable room with specialized equipment added as an afterthought.  Was this the command center of a former feral vampire?  Not having met any of the elders—and Pop doesn’t count—how would I know?  It still seemed wrong, somehow.

I aimed the scrying sensor at his world crisis monitor and set it to record.  To do an analysis of the vampire elder—supposed vampire elder—I had spells I wanted to add to the sensor.

The basic model scrying spell acts on the visible spectrum of electromagnetic energy, but you can add more spectra.  Psychic wavelengths, magical auras, celestial colors, all the other stuff.  Thing is, those add-ons are really like a completely different scrying spell, an extra spell in addition to the standard, “I want to see something far away.”  Even adding sound is usually considered an extra!  I had what might be an elder of the vampires to look at and I didn’t want to find out he was a chaos-human hybrid the hard way.  I doubted this was the case, but it was worth being cautious.

What else could he be besides one of the vampire elders?  Could he be a first-rank subordinate?  He dressed like a subordinate.  Or—possibly—was he a former subordinate now working on his own?  I had his picture, so I could ask Dietrich.  If Dietrich didn’t know, then I would have to figure it out on my own, which was why I left the scrying sensor focused on the global report monitor while I worked.  My target might be actively communicating with other bases, other lairs.  It would be worthwhile to know if he was giving orders or taking them.

Rusty was kind enough to wait until I finished my spellcasting.  He had other scrying mirrors to occupy himself.

“You know the convoy the drones hit?” he asked.

“Yes?”

“They took heavy casualties.  They have two working vehicles—both of them tanks—but they lost their fuel reserves.  Over sixty percent of the personnel will be dead by morning—shrapnel, shock, and burns.  Out of everyone, two people are uninjured.  They’re low on fuel, medicine, and water.”  He shook his head.  “They have food, though.  Once the worst of the wounded die off, they won’t have to feed them.”

“It was a hell of an attack, huh?”

“Very much so.  They’re not going to make it to another rest stop unless they can repair one of the lighter vehicles and shuttle back and forth, taking people forward and bringing back fuel for the tanks on each trip.”

“Tanks have lousy mileage,” I agreed.  “Want to drop off the care package?”

“Not really.  I mean, I feel for them, but they’re no longer likely to become a core of resistance and grow into a major threat to vampire supremacy no matter what sort of aid we drop on them.”

“I would hazard a guess that was the purpose of attacking them.  We have no way of knowing how many other such groups have already reached a critical size—or simply been noticed—and destroyed in similar fashion.”

“Which makes entirely too much sense,” he agreed, lip curled.  He didn’t quite snarl.  “I’ll see how these guys manage and keep you posted.  How’s the vampire lair?”

“I’m doing a full scan on the owner, or I will in a minute.  I don’t know if he’s an elder and I want to be able to find him again if he vanishes.”

Rusty grunted an affirmative, still obviously keeping a grip on his frustration and temper.  I took a good look at the vampire in question.

There are several species of vampires.  They vary rather widely.  Pop is a Chaos-infested human hybrid, for example.  He says he’s got additional weirdness due to a number of fantastic encounters—various types of monster blood, avatar blood, dragon ichor, celestial energies, miraculous modification, and other stuff—so he’s not exactly factory standard for a Chaos hybrid, either.  There are lots of other types.  Biological vampires with a need for blood and sensitivity to ultraviolet.  Magical monsters laboring under any of a dozen different curses.  Humans possessed by hungry ghosts who feed on the living.  Ancient wizards seeking immortality who seriously should have read the warning label on the spell.  Pick a cause of vampirism and there’s a species for it—or several!

Pop and I once went to the theater and spotted several vampires in the audience.  One sort was the same type as Dietrich.  The vampires of Rusty’s world.  Standard issue for the worldline.  No problem.

There was another type, a worse type.  A type with a characteristic aura of darkness.  A negative aura, if you will, made of hunger and death.  The black aura around and through this particular vampire was the same sort.  Evil.  A dark and hungry evil.  A patient evil.  An evil as happy—or as contented—as evil could be.

I saw him clearly and recognized the aura.  Definitely the dark and terrible sort I’d seen before.  I took a good look, but a cautious one.  I didn’t know how sensitive he might be to magic.  He didn’t seem to notice the earlier scrying spell, but I still wasn’t going to drive one up into his face.

Once I had a good feel for him, enough to locate him again if he disappeared, I did a quick sweep through his quarters again.  What was the deal with the corpses?

Zombies.

Okay.  That was weird.  Then, remembering how Pop always told me to be a suspicious, distrustful person whenever things got weird, I moved my view through the rest of the rooms.

Yep, four zombies.  Two at the airlock, two in the bedroom.  And the workroom, with the tables up against the walls?  There were traces of magic.  Not a lot of magic, granted, since Earth is usually pretty blah when it comes to magical forces.  The workroom, while neat and clean and organized, had still been used.

I was suspicious of the rug in the middle of the room.  It wasn’t magical, but there were hints of magical leftovers underneath it.  A diagram?  Not a charged diagram, obviously.  Perhaps one previously used before an area rug was unrolled over it.

The workroom also had a magical object in it.  I couldn’t get my scrying spell into the box to see what it was, but it fit inside a rectangular box, about ten centimeters deep and high, about thirty centimeters long.  I was tempted to use a gate and snatch it, but resisted the impulse.  There was no telling what it was or how dangerous it might be.

I closed down the mirror and the scrying spells.  Rusty looked at me with a puzzled expression, his head cocked slightly to the side.  I took a breath, let it out.

“Your world has a bigger problem than I thought.”

“That’s both impressive and concerning.  How so?”

“The vampire infestation isn’t one type of vampire.  There are at least two.  By itself, that wouldn’t be a problem.  The problem is the really nasty version appears to be in charge.”

“How does this make it worse?” Rusty asked, obviously perplexed.  “If they already did all this, they’re definitely a nasty bunch.”

“I mean these are the innately evil, soul-sucking sort.  They aren’t simply formerly-feral vampires of Dietrich’s breed.  These are another sort.  This one,” I gestured to the mirror, “is a black-auraed monster.”

“Nasty vampires are nasty vampires.  I still don’t see the difference.  It’s like being shot with a silver bullet and finding out the guy who shot you has a personal grudge against werewolves.  You’re already in it up to your neck.”

“I don’t know,” I admitted.  “Something about this seems wrong to me.  There’s more going on than meets the eye—or the scrying spell.  I can’t explain it.”

“You’re psychic.  Maybe you’ve got a premonition or something?”

“Maybe.  I hate to say I’ve got a feeling without a way to back it up.  There’s something here.  Maybe I’m forgetting something, or not making a connection I should, or I’m not realizing what I’m seeing.  I can’t prove it.  I can’t point it out to you and say, ‘That’s it!’  Even so, I know something about this is infinitely worse than it was.”

Rusty thought it over.

“You say this other kind of vampire is definitively evil?  Not a bad person who also happens to be a vampire?”

“Yes. This type is composed of a human body acting as a sort of extension point for an otherworldly entity.  They suck in life-force to feed back to the entity.  They’re leeches on the life of the world.  They act like independent creatures, though, so I don’t know if they’re aware of how it works.  They may think of themselves as vampires, the same as all the rest.”  I stopped short, thinking.  “They’re not the same as all the rest.”

“Okay?”

“No, I mean… Look, Dietrich is my go-to example for the local vampires.  While we’ve met violent, unpleasant people who are vampires—especially the feral ones—Dietrich is proof they can be—what’s the word?  Not good, not decent.  Maybe civilized?  He’s not out to murder everyone.  He’s not slavering for your blood simply because you happen to have a pulse.  He’s not bent on world domination.  His major motivation is to live his life without being arbitrarily staked through the heart.”

“What if he’s better at hiding it?” Rusty argued.

“Maybe he is, but he’s done things that seem borderline altruistic.  He didn’t have to give me a hint about the upcoming Armageddon, but he did.  He’s preserving technological equipment and techniques for everyone on his island instead of keeping it exclusively to himself.  He’s preserving a little colony of modern civilization, even if it’s only to maintain his quality of life.  Stuff like that.  While I don’t trust him enough to put my circulatory system in easy reach, I also don’t think he’s really into the idea of culling humanity and putting the rest into slave pens.”

Rusty looked as though his teeth hurt.

“I… guess… I can… kinda see it,” he grudged.  “I don’t like it, but I can see it as a viewpoint.  I don’t have to agree with it, do I?”

“No, of course not.  I bring it up as a best-case scenario only to offer a contrast.  These guys,” I jerked a thumb at the now-deactivated mirror, “are the ones I think they regard as the elders.  Their evil attitudes and darkness of spirit may have fooled the other, different species of vampire that their elders are all simply the formerly-feral version.  And if the leaders have fundamentally evil attitudes, won’t that have an effect on the culture as a whole?  Over the course of a thousand—two thousand?  Ten thousand?—years?”

“That’s easier to agree with.  Sure.  But you can’t tell me the leeches would be nice people if it weren’t for their progenitors.”

“No, I don’t say that.  Vampires aren’t usually chosen for their moral virtue.  There are many sorts.  A few are decent people who accepted immortality, others are greedy people who sought it, ruthless people who worked for it, and so on.  In a more tolerant society, could there be vampires on the night shift, stocking shelves at supernatural speeds?  Or working fearlessly in high construction or deep mines?  Maybe even as professional psychologists, using their mental powers to help overcome a patient’s emotional blocks.  Likewise, if a werewolf was regarded as socially acceptable, wouldn’t he make a good crime scene investigator, able to get human scents and identify them?”

“Sounds like a wonderful world, full of sweetness, light, and tolerance.  I don’t think it’s possible.  Putting aside this hypothetical place, you’re saying the elders are the ones who wanted the humans culled.  The rest of the vampires went along with it, or were pushed, or persuaded, or chivvied into it.”

“Maybe.  I wonder if the vampires would have focused more on adapting to human technological progress if the ones in charge hadn’t kept encouraging them to fear it.”

“Well, there’s not a lot to do about it now,” Rusty said, and stopped.  “Actually, there is something.  We should go tell my alternate self and his parents about this.  If they know the elders are another species of vampire, it might be possible to hunt them, specifically—or, no, that would only scare the younger vampires…”

“Hunting them might not be the best choice,” I agreed, “but it may need to be done.  Their sort seem to want a holocaust.  If the younger vampires knew their elders were another species of vampire, though, it might drive a wedge between the bourgeoisie and the proletariat.  Maybe.  But you gave me an idea about what we can do here.”

“What?”

“The elder—I’m pretty sure he’s got to be an elder—The elder we saw was monitoring the progress of the apocalypse.  What if they stopped monitoring it?  What if they stopped controlling sizable stockpiles of munitions?  Humans could group together without worrying about being bombed into oblivion.  They would still have the aftermath of full-on nuclear war and nuclear winter, with all the troubles and death those entail, as well as hordes upon hordes of desperately hungry vampires.  At least they wouldn’t be immediately targeted for attacks with modern or near-modern munitions.”

“That’s a depressing thought.  They’re still screwed, but the chances of humanity surviving as a life form rise from zero to almost zero.  I’m for it.  I do have a question, though.”

“Shoot.”

“Why did the elders want this?”

“Huh?”

“The elders,” he repeated.  “They destroyed the world.  Okay.  They’re evil.  Got it.  How does this benefit them?  They don’t get to drink a billion gallons of blood.  What was the point?”

“I’m not sure.  As vampires, they would want the blood.  I suppose ranching humans could be a long-term plan, with the utter destruction of all human technology being the immediate goal.  I don’t know what the entity behind them would get out of all this.  I presume it has a level of control, or at least influence over its minions, so this should benefit it in a way I can’t even begin to guess.  I’m not a celestial creature.”

“Fair enough.  Is your Uncle Dusty familiar with these avatars of evil?”

“I don’t know.”

“Maybe we should ask.  If he’s useful, we’ll know more.  If not, he might be useful enough to help us find out.  Regardless, I would like to know what they were up to.  Sure, sure—reduce human numbers, dominate the world, whatever.  I want to know if it was really what they were after.  Vampires are devious.  They have ten possible motives for anything they do and at least a dozen of those are diversions.”

“We’ll consult,” I agreed.  “It’s a good idea.  Have I told you lately how clever you are?”

“I’m not sure you ever have,” he replied.

“You’re not only cute, you’re clever.  Come on.  Let’s go visit my uncle.”
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Uncle Dusty was willing to take a look at the problem, especially since he had a lot of things for me to do, too.  He wanted several sets of small gates.  For this purpose, he had already gone to the trouble of providing me with iridium ingots.

I started this a little while ago, but I didn’t realize what I was getting myself into.

The idea was to build dedicated gate sets, one set for each world-to-world connection he might make between the reactor worlds.  With these, he could have his avatars in different worlds reach through, shake hands, and transfer power through their physical connection.  This would allow him to send power from one reactor world to another more easily than by routing it through the celestial plane and bypass the usual massive losses for cross-planar energy transfer.  He also wanted to include Tauta in this network, so, all in all, it was a network of eight nodes.

I warned him this could seriously screw up time-ticker usage across the reactor worlds.  He promised to take care of it.  I wasn’t entirely happy about it.  True, there were already gates in the reactors, removing waste products and replacing it with fresh fuel.  Those contacted worlds outside the system, so they didn’t have a lot of effect.  These avatar-handshake gates would form an ongoing, continuous connection between reactor worlds.  He would have to shut them down to make time-ticker gates work.  But what was I supposed to say?  Hopefully, he would regard time-ticking projects as a higher priority than power transfer.

I thought of it as paying rent and got to work.  Reshaping the iridium into a tube, then doing the basic preparatory work on it, then cutting slices off the ends… this was fairly straightforward and simple.  I put the proper spells on a set of rings, both as a test and as a way to keep him happy.  It worked very well, especially considering they were merely spells, not enchantments.  Given time, they would get even better.  I delivered one of the gates to his main temple in La Mancha and realized what level of work I’d agreed to.

Let’s see… seven reactor worlds, plus Tauta… eight worlds, each with one end of a gate pair for each other world… math, math, math… that’s twenty-eight sets, or fifty-six individual gates!

Ack!

At the moment, he has three reactor worlds with these new, direct links.  They all connect to Tauta, of course.  His power profile there is the weakest of the lot.  I’ll put spells on more gates as I get around to them—I’m not enchanting them!  Even putting the basic spells on them is going to be exhausting.  Even so, I’m not doing all of them in one long stretch of work!  I’ll get to them, maybe one set a week.

I would have ground steadily through and built him seven gate sets, linking all the reactor worlds to Tauta, but we had an immediate problem to work on.  The problem being quasi-celestial mouths in the form of vampires devouring the world.  We all sat around the glass dining table and discussed.

“Look,” he said, leaning back in a slightly-squeaky office chair, “I don’t have much of a presence in your old world.  You lived there for a while, but it doesn’t give Me a foothold.  Your father also visited, but he didn’t leave behind enough people who remembered him.”

“Why does it matter?”

“His… hmm.  His ‘psychic signature,’ for lack of a better term, is close enough to Mine so if he leaves behind people who remember him, they give off a faintly resonating aura.  They aren’t worshiping Me, but a fraction of their mental processes produce energies I can use.  If it’s strong enough, it’s like a beacon, showing Me where to direct My attention.  If not, then we need specialized equipment to detect it.”

“And that’s why we have a celestial observatory?”

“Exactly.  If your father left a big enough footprint for Me to use as a stepping-stone, then the more they think about your father, the more energy I can harvest and the easier it is for Me to contact their world.  It’s one of the reasons gods invest so much time and energy into great heroes.  The heroes leave behind an enduring body of myth and legend.  The association of those heroes—or those avatars, if the deity in question prefers them—with the god responsible for sponsoring them causes a secondary sort of energy nourishment.  It’s hard to explain.”

“I think I get it,” Rusty piped up.  Uncle Dusty looked startled.

“You do?”

“Sure.  You feed on belief, right?  The more time and energy people spend on actively believing in you, the more energy they supply.  Going about their day, knowing you’re there, provides a little trickle, like the static charge from shuffling across the carpet.  Zeus gets a million people doing the faith carpet-shuffle because it’s Greece and everybody knows who he is.  One person doesn’t generate much charge, but a million?  It starts to add up.  When they worship in the temple, make sacrifices, and so on, there’s a surge, but his main energy comes from the flood resulting from a million tiny trickles.

“He can also use Hercules as a source.  Every time the theater has a performance about the twelve labors or whatever, everyone is involved with ‘the son of Zeus,’ right?  It’s not the same as a temple service and sacrifice, but for a couple of hours, the trickle from the audience is doubled or tripled or whatever even though the theater show is about Hercules.  Hercules gets the big charge and Zeus gets a boost by the association.”

Uncle Dusty stared at Rusty as though he’d never seen a werewolf before.

“I apologize,” said my uncle.

“For what?”

“I don’t say this often, and certainly not to anyone outside the family, but I was wrong.”

“O-kay…?”

“I thought of you as a short-tempered, animalistic throwback, somewhere between an average human and a dog.  That’s what I’m apologizing for.  I’m admitting I was wrong.  You may be short-tempered, but you’re much smarter than I gave you credit for.  I thought of you in extremely demeaning terms and—even if I never said it aloud—I did you an injustice.  You are an intelligent creature and it was wrong of Me to assume otherwise.  I apologize.”

Rusty’s expression through this underwent a number of changes.  He is short-tempered, and I could see him get angry almost immediately.  He managed to hang on and listen to the whole thing, though, and calmed down as the apology developed.  He took a couple of deep breaths, slowly, through his nose, while Uncle Dusty sat silently.

“No.”

“No?”

“I can’t forgive you right now.  I’m off my meds and I’m bloodthirsty at the moment.  I’ve spent several years learning to identify and understand this feeling and I know for a fact I want to rip your throat out, you egotistical bastard.  That’s not rational.  That’s not deserved.  I have to believe you’re an arrogant idiot, not a malicious one.  This is emotional and impulsive and I know I shouldn’t feel this way—but I do, and that’s why I’m not able to forgive you.”

He pushed back from our dining table and stood up.

“I’m going to step outside for a while.  I’ll thank you not to bother me until I’ve had a chance to calm down.”

Without waiting for a reply, he stalked out of the room.  Uncle Dusty watched him walk out.

“Well, that was uncalled-for,” he said.  “Maybe I was hasty in thinking he was smarter than the average monkey.”

I deliberately relaxed and unclenched my jaw.  He can be nice, but he’s got serious social shortcomings.  It was obvious he didn’t even know why Rusty was angry.

“What he did was smarter than you think,” I told him, “considering what you said.”

“What I said?  I apologized!  How can that possibly be offensive?”

“You apologized for insulting him when you hadn’t insulted him.  Effectively, you told him you thought he was a stupid animal and apologized, but in reverse order.  If he’d known what you thought of him, he would have learned to live with it, then you could have apologized and he would have been pleased at the positive change.  Instead, you told him he wasn’t the stupid animal you thought he was—telling him you thought he was a stupid animal by disguising it as an apology.  It’s like a slap in the face.”

“How?  How is it like a slap in the face?  I don’t see it.”

“Sit still for it and I’ll demonstrate.”

“I don’t like the sound of that.  Okay, go ahead.”

I stood up and leaned across the table to slap him in the face.  He worked his jaw and rubbed his cheek.

“I still don’t see it,” he admitted.

“No?  Well, then, I’m sorry.  I apologize for smacking you to no purpose.”

“It’s okay.”

“By the way,” I added, “I apologize for smacking you harder the second time.”

“What?”

I slapped him the other direction, leaving a matching red handprint along his other cheek.

“What the hell?” he demanded.

“Something wrong?”

“You backhanded Me!”

“Is that a problem?”

“I guess not,” he decided, still rubbing his cheek.  “It’s still unpleasant.”

“Why are you upset?  I apologized specifically for that slap before I did it.”

“That doesn’t—” he began, and stopped as the penny dropped.  “Oh.”

“Oh,” I agreed, taking my seat again.  “You’re angrier at the end if I apologize first.  The apology is to soothe the hurt.  It doesn’t work as a preventative.  You can’t pay in advance.  You can’t apologize for an action and admit it was wrong of you, then do it anyway.”

He settled back in the chair and drummed his fingers on the tabletop.

“I’m out of practice dealing socially with humans,” he admitted.  “Or human-adjacent.  Mortals.  Physical people.”

“I can tell.  It seems like you’ve got a bone to pick with Rusty, in particular.”

“Does it?”

“Yes.  What have you got against him, anyway?”

Uncle Dusty frowned and put his chin in his hand, drumming the fingers of his other hand on the table.  I let him think it over.

“If I’ve got anything against him, it’s you.”

“Me?”

“You can do better.”

I rested my forearms on the edge of the table and steepled my fingers.

“How do you mean?”

“I mean you can do better than a half-wolf creature.  You’re smart, you’re talented, you’re hot, you’ve got all the advantages.  You could pick any man out of the herd and marry him.  You’re wasting your time with a part-time ball of fur.”

I took a moment to marshal my thoughts.  My first impulse was to jam Uncle Dusty’s words down his patriarchal and chauvinistic throat.  I decided it wasn’t practical.

“Listen,” I began.  “Try to grasp this.  I’m not sure if you haven’t given it thought or if you’re viewing it through the lens of your inexperience.  Either way, can you accept the idea you might not be a hundred percent right on your preconceptions?”

“I guess.  I’ll try to listen with an open mind.”

“Try hard.  Here’s the thing.  I don’t know if Rusty is my One True Love, like you find in fairy tales.  I’ve met a unicorn and a number of other Fae, so maybe a fairy tale can come true.  Maybe there is such a person for me.  Rusty is still someone I care about.  Will I commit to a lifetime with him?  We’ve been through a lot.  We work well together.  We could be a team for as long as we both shall live.  Is that love?”

“I don’t know.”

“I do.  It’s not.  ‘Love’ is a catch-all word that means so many different things it’s meaningless.  I like Rusty, mentally, spiritually, emotionally, and physically.  If I find someone I like in similar ways, great.  This additional hypothetical creature may have social, moral, or religious issues with my relationship with Rusty.  Rusty might reciprocate.  If so, we’ll sort out what everyone can tolerate from everyone else.  Same deal if Rusty finds a nice werewolf lady—I know his preferences—and decides he wants to explore family opportunities.

“I’ll live with him until then.  Or he’ll live with me.  Or we’ll live together, depending on the circumstances and how you want to phrase it.  I’ve seen him in dire circumstances and worked with him.  I trust him.  Pop made it very clear to me that I can kiss anybody I want—and more.  If I’m kissing a man, he’s either worthy of being kissed or I have a good reason for doing so.  And this is the part where you need to pay attention:  Pop told me the whys and wherefores of the kisses I bestow are none of his business.  Do you think they’re any of yours?”

Uncle Dusty took a breath and let it out, slowly.  He clasped his hands and pressed his thumbs against his lips.

“The trouble, I think, is I don’t believe he’s worthy of you,” he said, at last.  “I can’t.  He’s a werewolf, nothing special as werewolves go, and rather unimpressive as a human being.  You’re wasting your time and energy on him—as I see it,” he added, hastily.  “I don’t approve.  But, as you pointed out, it’s your business, not Mine.  I’m not going to approve.  I can’t.  I’m going to dislike him and I’m not always going to be able to hide the fact.”

“I understand.  You have your opinion.  I have mine.  We disagree. I like Rusty.  Whether you view him as a horrible mistake as a lover or as my personal werewolf pet, you’re going to have to come to terms with the fact he is my business, not yours, and your interference—your active antagonizing—is meddling in my business!”

“All right, all right.  You’ve made your point.  I haven’t handled Rusty well.”

“Maybe you need to get out more.  Try going incognito and talking to regular people.  Get a job.  Rent an apartment.  Make some—find some friends,” I corrected.  “Send an avatar to live like a regular human being and deal with all the so-called trivial difficulties.  For practice.  And to learn how humans operate.”

“Maybe.  I’ve got a different idea, but we can revisit this later.  Let’s get back to your vampire from hell.”

“Suits me.  What ideas do you have for sending them back?”

“I can’t do much in that Earth.  I don’t even have an energy connection to link with. The dynamos we had in that Earth aren’t functioning, for some strange reason.”

“Oh, I think I can guess.”

“No kidding. Thing is, I’ve got lots of power here, but projecting it to your world is severely, deeply impractical.”

“A handshake gate set?” I suggested.

“It would help, but it would, as you pointed out, tie up any time dilation you might want to do.”

“What if I took a dynamo to the Moon?” He shook his head.

“It would help, but a dynamo isn’t going to do much besides give Me a peephole to peer through.  It won’t let Me manifest any real power.”

“Ten?” I suggested.  “A hundred?  A thousand?  You manufacture them, don’t you?  How many do you need?  How many do you want?” I asked.  He cocked his head, thinking.

“If it comes right down to it, I can make as many dynamos as you can provide power for.”

“Who says they need to be electrical?  I can use a spell to spin them.  And sunpower works really well when it doesn’t have an atmosphere to penetrate.  It won’t be a nuclear reactor with miles of tunnels and corridors full of dynamos, but I could set up a couple of flat-pack space cabin hallways under the regolith.  A robot can install as many racks of dynamos as will fit.  It’s a simple matter of getting them there and racking them if there’s no wiring to manage, right?  If magic spins them instead of motors?  And, without motors, they take up less space, so you get more of them.”

“Well… yes, I suppose.  All right.  If you want to cast the spells, I’ll fire up the production line.  I would think it’s easier to shift in a power source, though, and build a hybrid system.”

“I’ll build a frame for the robot to pass the prayer wheels through.  That will put a spinning spell on each one.”

“It won’t be a fast buildup for Me, you know.”

“So what?  The point of this exercise is for you to look at the negative-aura vampires, not establish the First Church of the Holy Regolith.  However many dynamos it takes to do that, I’m up for it.”

“Okay.  What do you want Me to find out?”

“I don’t know.  I’m not sure what’s going on.  I know something isn’t right.  I can feel it, and it bothers me in ways I can’t explain.  I want more information about what these hungry celestial suckers are up to.  I’ll settle for clues.  Right now, all I have is a hunch.”

“Why not grab one and interrogate him?”

“Because I’ve never dealt with one of these and I don’t know what I’m getting into.  If I go after one without researching my target, Pop will eventually find out and he will be very, very upset with me and with everyone who let me do it.”

“Oo, you do have a point there,” he agreed.  “I will definitely look into your vampire.”

“Good.  I also need to talk to you about Cameron,” I went on.

“What do you want to talk about?”

“I don’t want to.  I need to.  Has he shown any signs of… you know… improvement?”

“I’ve got him gardening.  He’s okay at it.  It doesn’t require a lot of complex, long-term thought.  He’s fine with tasks requiring immediate attention.  He’s less good with things requiring long-term planning, like deciding to get lunch.  He can plant things and tend to them because each plant is a separate task.  The next task is always obvious, so it’s easy for him to keep doing it.”

“He has trouble with lunch?”

“With getting it,” he corrected.  “Put him in front of a loaf of bread and a jar of peanut butter and he’ll make a sandwich and eat it.  Put him in a kitchen while he’s hungry and he’ll lose track of why he’s there and what he’s doing.  You have to put the peanut butter and bread directly in front of him rather than hide them in the cabinets.  I presume—I haven’t tested—I presume if you leave him in the kitchen long enough he’ll get hungry enough to be constantly reminded.”

“It’s a long-term memory problem?”

“No, his memory is fine.  It’s his thinking that’s shot.  He remembers things—or, no, that’s not quite right.  He has things in his memory and can recall them, but his thinking has to be nudged.  He needs to be prompted to do the search and recall in his memory.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Look,” he said, “if I say the word ‘university,’ what do you think of?”

“I think of my college days in New York.”

“That’s a lot of stuff, isn’t it?”

“Well, yes.  There are classes, people, experiences.  Tons of things.”

“Cameron wouldn’t think of those.  He might think of a big building, because it’s what his memory threw up first.  Then, having succeeded at retrieving a memory, his memory retrieval stops.  His thinking faculty fulfilled the requisite recall request by returning an answer and, once it did so, shut down.  See what I mean?”

“How do we fix that?”

Uncle Dusty sighed and ran his hands down his face.

“We’ve been over this.”

“Yeah,” I agreed, sadly.  “I just… it’s my first impulse.”

“You are your father’s daughter,” he said, gently.  “He also tends to get cranky when he can’t fix things.  Really cranky.”

“I bet he could fix Cameron.”

“I won’t bet,” Uncle Dusty said.  “He and I used to think very much alike, but it was a long time ago.  Our thought processes have diverged.  I know I can’t fix Cameron, but when it comes to creative problem-solving, I’ve learned it’s a bad idea to bet against your father.  He’s my go-to guy for miracle-working.”

“I thought you were the miracle-worker?”

“He does them.  I take credit for them.  When I need to impress the locals and don’t have the power to be flashy about it, I ask him to help.  Which reminds Me.  I may need your help in that regard.”

“Oh?  How so?”

“Nothing specific at the moment,” he hedged.  “I do run into the problem of needing a messenger or herald or whatever, now and then.  It’s usually easier if your father does it, and a lot less strenuous on My part.”

“I imagine,” I said, dryly.

“Okay.  Be aware I may need you to pretend to be a divine messenger.”

“If you send me somewhere, I won’t be pretending.”  Uncle Dusty looked startled.

“I see your point.  But you may need to convince others.”

“I’ll see what I can do,” I promised.  “I do wish Pop was here to take care of such things, though.  I miss him.”

“I will make a prophecy,” Uncle Dusty announced.  “I foresee a time when you will see him again.  I cannot say when, but I promise you this:  You have not seen the last of him.”

“Cross your heart and hope to fly, a fiery needle in the sky?”

“I promise.”

“Okay.  I believe you.  I may want to consult other oracles, though.”

“Please yourself.”

“This still doesn’t help Cameron, though,” I pointed out, bringing us back to the subject.

“Yeah, I know.  Believe it or not, I do think about him, mostly because it bothers you so much.”

“Right.  You’re not good with the whole being social with mortals thing.”

“Immortality problems,” he agreed.  “I did come up with a possible way to help.”

“Oh?  Do tell!”

“It just occurred to Me.  If Cameron had more and better enrichment activities, it might be good for him.”

“Such as?”

“People.  I do My best but, as you’ve noted, I’m not even close to a human being anymore.”

I thought it over.  Uncle Dusty was right.  Cameron shouldn’t be left alone with nothing but a poorly-socialized avatar and a bunch of robots.  Once he said it, it was obvious.

“What do you suggest?  I should take him back to the funny farm where he used to live?”

“No.  You’d feel awful about it.”

“What’s the solution?”

“I can build housing.  I’ve got robot labor.  It’s doable.  If you have something like your free-range microwave for producing the necessary equipment, I could start a village right here.”

“With Cameron as the village idiot?”

“No!  Well… yes, technically—that’s not the point!  I can guide him to use the Magic Microwave thing.  You could set it up so no one else could make it work, couldn’t you?”

“I could, and I agree it would give him a vital role to play, but he can’t focus on anything.  He couldn’t tell it what to summon!”

“I can do that.  We make it look as though Cameron is the savant who summons stuff.  He’s the high priest.  Priests are supposed to be a little out of touch with the material world, aren’t they?”

I wasn’t sure I liked the idea.  On the other hand, I didn’t hate it, either.

“Where do we get the other people?” I asked.

“That’s up to you.  As a personal preference, they shouldn’t be religious.  If they’re going to live in My world, I’ll want them to acknowledge Me, not bring their own gods along.  I don’t need competition from old, established gods.”

“I’ll think about it.  I’ve got a lot to think about.”

“Surely,” he agreed, and slapped his knees as he rose to his feet.  “I’ve got robots stacking dynamos already.  Let Me know where you want them for easy shifting.”

“I’ll do that.  Thanks.”

A long, modular tunnel was available from the same place we got the lunar cabin.  This version of the IKEA Rymdhus was ideal for building a Rymdklostret.  Rusty and I—with the help of robots Uncle Dusty loaned to us—carved out a nice spot near the lunar north pole.  We set up the flat-pack space cloister in a big trench and covered it over with a thick layer of regolith.  I picked a polar position for easier access to constant sunlight.  I started a cylindrical solar panel stack going straight up and kept adding more at the bottom, pushing the others higher.  It hit permanent sunlight almost immediately and can be easily expanded.

Rusty got to practice his second sight and manipulation skills.  I started the power cylinder and built the spin-spell frame.  He made panels, as usual, and this time he also got to move them, place them, and connect them.

With our immediate energy needs met, I tried an experiment.  I started a geothermal ladder extending down into the lunar crust.  Geothermal?  No, selenethermal.

The lunar core is smaller than Earth’s and therefore cooler, but it’s still hundreds of kilometers in diameter and can get up to around fifteen hundred degrees Celsius.  I put a line of converter panels straight down until it went completely through the Moon’s core and reached the cooler region on the far side.  Between solar and selenethermal power, we could run one hell of a lot of dynamos.

The Moon is rapidly becoming a magical place—second only to Tahiti.  I hear good things about what a magical place Tahiti is.

Back in the reactor world, I also built a new shift-closet.  Rather than monkey around with the one Pop built for rapid transit between reactor worlds, Uncle Dusty pointed me to a big janitorial supply closet on the ground floor.  It was near a fire exit of the administration building so Cameron didn’t have to go far to fetch things.  This new one was an undifferentiated, go-anywhere arrangement.  It wasn’t absolutely necessary for grabbing IKEA lunar modules, delivering dynamos, and moving robot labor back and forth, but it was extremely convenient.

And, as I noted, it was a key element in Cameron’s career.  It would serve as “Cameron’s” resource-grabbing device.  Uncle Dusty pointed out how a colony of refugees—that is, Cameron’s community of caretakers—would need more than a powerplant and a benevolent demigod.  They would need hard physical resources.  I didn’t argue.  I cast the spells, taking care to make sure they were very closely tuned to Uncle Dusty’s avatar.  Cameron obviously couldn’t use a shift-closet, so Uncle Dusty would fake it for him.

It was a busy week.

On the Moon, Rusty did most of the physical work for me, except where assembly was a two-man job.  I helped with those because he didn’t much care for Uncle Dusty’s robots.  He couldn’t communicate with them easily.  He had to talk to Uncle Dusty, who then passed on commands to the robots.  It was easier for me to suit up and talk on the radio while we worked.  And, best of all, I didn’t mind telling Uncle Dusty what to do with his robots.  Or, perhaps more important, Uncle Dusty didn’t mind me telling him what to do.  Rusty and my uncle got into arguments about how to do lunar construction before I started acting as the go-between.

Men.  Hmph.

The non-Moon work was entirely on my shoulders, but I had advantages there.  I had time-ticker variations to make my portion of lunar construction break up into easy, low-stress stages.  The busy week on the Moon was an unhurried month in a reactor world.  A tiring month, to be sure, because there was plenty of hard work to be done, but it was no worse than having a day job.  I still got to cook, exercise, and use the entertainment system Rusty completely ignored.

This gave us time to think about other things, as well.

Rusty was angry with Uncle Dusty.  He had cause.  Being provoked like that would have annoyed me, too.  In fact, it did annoy me, and I wasn’t even the one insulted.

We rested in the lunar lair and talked about how he feels.  It wasn’t merely Uncle Dusty’s condescending attitude.  It was compounded by an ongoing sense of helplessness and frustration.  I understood his anger.  Rusty is a good, decent person who feels a burning desire to do right.  When he sees other people—or circumstances—conspiring to do wrong, it directly contradicts his sense of decency and fair play.  It makes him angry.  It also makes him want to challenge whatever it is that seems wrong.

He realizes what he thinks is right or wrong isn’t necessarily correct.  He tells me this was a big step in his anger management classes.  He still thinks he’s right, but he’s working on accepting the idea other people have different standards for right and wrong.

Watching humanity get its collective ass beaten and/or eaten did not go over well with him.  I told him not to watch the ongoing destruction of humanity, but he gets bored when he goes off-duty after a hard shift as a construction supervisor.  I’m not sure what it says about him that he’d rather watch a gruesome reality show than play video games.

I got a call on my bracelet-wristwatch.

“They’re cheating!” he said, without so much as a hello.

“They’re evil bloodsucking monsters,” I replied.  “They don’t play fair.  What are they doing now?”

“You know how the vampires in the cities are spreading out into the countryside?”

“On foot, hunting for wildlife as they go?”

“Yes!”

“It’s not a rapid spread, but it’s inexorable.  Hunger keeps driving them on.  And?”

“The organizers are artificially speeding up the process.  They pretend to rescue human survivors, start the turning process, and turn them loose as ‘survivors’ to be taken in or rescued!”

“Once inside a group, they eventually turn, manually spreading the plague,” I agreed.  “Until then, they might even be controlled from a distance.  I’m not sure about that, though.  This tactic might be more effective than dropping full-on feral vampires nearby.  We’ve seen them do that.  This is like flinging infected corpses into the fortified cities.  People have done it since they had the capacity to launch dead rats over the walls.”

“It’s still cheating!”

“It’s not nice, I grant you, but it conserves their resources, maximizes their biowarfare effectiveness, and devastates their enemies.”

“And when they use a drone to target priests?” he demanded.

“What do you mean?”

“I saw a guy kneeling and holding his amulet in his hands, chanting ‘all-a-humma’-something, and a dozen feral vampires were avoiding him like he was on fire.  Shielding their eyes, hissing, the whole bit.”

“Yes, that follows.”

“Then a drone made of knives came out of the night sky and treated him like the tomato in a blender commercial.”

“Logical.  Not nice, but logical.”

Rusty made sputtering noises like an offended coffee machine.

“When the priest waves his holy symbol, a vampire is supposed to be held at bay!  It’s not fair!”

“You’re right,” I agreed.  “It’s not fair.  Which is why we’re assembling a power center for a friendly deity.  With a little luck, he can tell us exactly what we’re facing and give us advice on how to take out the truly evil guys who motivated, planned, executed, and are still leading the campaign of near-genocide.”

Rusty’s rant-adjacent raving came to a sudden halt as he digested the idea.

“We are?  I mean, it’s official?  We’re going to do this?”

“It depends on what Uncle Dusty has to say.  I know Pop never liked these guys.  That’s enough to put them on my shit list.  They’ve nearly nuked me, too.  The kicker is the fact they’re the ones behind the whole end of the world and the vampire apocalypse and, therefore, ultimately responsible for the heroic sacrifice of Mister Stuffins.  What I want is to punish them in such a manner as to make other types of vampires flinch!”

“You’re still salty about Mister Stuffins, aren’t you?  You’ve mentioned you’re not over the loss of your teddy bear.  How ‘not over it’ are you?”

“Rusty, I want to burn these blood-sucking bastards to death.”

“Slowly?”

“Maybe the first one,” I admitted.

“Ah!  Now I understand.  I thought you were upset.  You’re not upset.  You’re enraged.  Got it.  You hide it very well,” he added.

“Thank you.  And it’s not that I’m hiding it, exactly.  I don’t have anything to vent it on.”

“I’m the opposite.  I vent on things undeserving of it.  That’s why it’s an anger management problem.  Maybe I should take lessons from you.”

“I don’t know if I can teach it, but we can try.  So, you’re on board with making a species of vampire extinct?”

“I’m so on board I’ll be happy to motorboat.”

I gave him a look.  He smiled innocently at me.

“Want to try again?” I suggested.

“Yeah, the metaphor could use a little work.  How about, ‘I’m so on board, I’ll bring my own oars.’  Better?”

“I’ll take it.”

“Great!  What else can I do to help?”

“It’s all running smoothly, at least for the moment.  But you do have to accept something.”

“Accept what?  The things I can’t change?”

“In a manner of speaking.  Remember how we’re working on getting through the whole trauma thing?  This is part of it, and it may be the last thing we do here.”

“Oh, really?  You interest me.  It better be good, whatever it is, if I’m going to use it as my emotional acceptance crutch.”

“If you have a better suggestion for striking a major blow for the dying race of humanity, I’d like to hear it.”

“Nothing springs to mind.”

“So this is how we go out with a bang.  We’re going to tackle the worst of the worst.  We’re not going to fight a billion vampires in a radioactive world.  We can destroy the planet, but we can’t single out the vampires.  So we’ll destroy the worst of them.  Then we’re done.  Then we let it go.  We did our part.  We helped.  Maybe we even changed the future.  After we do this—if we can do this—we have to move on.  We’re not going to live in the past.  Got it?”

Rusty didn’t answer immediately.  Consulting his mental notes on anger management, no doubt.  I wished I was there to hear his surface thoughts.

“I get it,” he said, finally.  “I’m not entirely happy about it, but I also acknowledge the rightness of what you say.  Thank you for bringing this up before we get started.  I’ll need time to adjust.  I presume there will be personal violence involved?  Not bombing runs and button-pushing, but claws, teeth, and bloodshed?” he asked, hopefully.  I realized it might be a vital component in making him feel he Did Something.

“I would imagine so,” I agreed, mentally crossing off shift-dropping crates of explosives from my list of possible methods.

“I guess I’ll have a chance to vent on the way to accepting.  That’ll help.”

“Good.  Anything else I can do to help your process?”

“I have an idea.  Tell me if I’m crazy.”

“Depends on the idea.”

“Here’s my thought.  Vampires don’t like sunlight.  The more sunlight they get, the faster they burn to death.  Right?”

“In general, yes.”

“Why doesn’t moonlight burn them?  It’s reflected sunlight.  Starlight doesn’t bother them and that’s direct light from distant suns.”

“I’m not sure.  I think it’s the intensity.  The Moon only reflects about… twelve percent?” I said, doubtfully.  “I don’t know where I remember that figure from, but I want to say it’s twelve percent.  That may not make it bright enough to be harmful.  Or maybe the Moon is a diffuse reflection instead of specular.  Maybe the Moon doesn’t reflect a vital portion of the light, visible or invisible, so it doesn’t trigger this kind of vampire—these kinds, I should say—into pyrotechnics.  Where are you going with this?”

“What if we put satellites in orbit to reflect sunlight onto the night side of the planet?  Could we make anti-vampire death rays out of space-based mirrors?”

“I’d want more information on this specific species of vampire.  Most of them do not appreciate mirror-reflected sunlight, even if it has a reduced effect.  It could be done.  Getting enough satellites to brighten the night side of the planet, though…”

“How about using them like searchlights and blasting small areas?”

“That’s more doable, but how do we aim them?  How do we set them up to zap vampires from orbit?  Or do you want to spend your time running an anti-vampire searchlight over the world—a hundred square yards at a time?  Remember, vampires may not instantly puff into clouds of smoke.  You may also have to track your targets for a while and hope they don’t get under cover.”

“Spoilsport.  How dare you raise logical objections to my wildest fantasies?”

“I put supports under the bed to raise it, didn’t I?”

“Yes, you did.  I take it back.  How dare you raise logical objections to my vampire-killing fantasies?”

“That’s better.”

“All right, if I can’t zap—hey!”

“Uh-oh.  What did you think of?”

“What about… no, hang on.”  Rusty looked up at the ceiling for a moment, his eyebrows drawn together.  “Instead of zapping…” he trailed off.  “Okay, how about this?  We don’t put mirrors on satellites.  We put mirrors on the ground.  On the ground of the Moon.  We put them on the ‘light’ side so they make the Moon more reflective.  We can even angle them so we don’t waste sunlight into space, reflecting it better onto the Earth.”

“Gradually brighten the Moon until it’s painful to be out in moonlight?”

“Or polish the whole thing to be like a second sun!”

“Even with a Moon-sized mirror, it might not be lethal, spread out over the whole night side of the planet,” I warned.  “Or not lethal very quickly, even during a full moon phase.”

“Yeah, but it’ll hinder, annoy, injure, and maybe even kill a few.  Can we polish the Moon into a decent reflector?”

It was my turn to consider the idea.  Covering the lunar surface with a reflective coating would increase the brightness by eight times, at least, but it would waste a lot of light… Mirrors might work, but they would be much more complicated.  Each mirror would need a tracking mount to reflect sunlight directly at Earth…

It would be a lot of work, I knew that much.  Would it be worth it?  How inconvenient would it be to have an anti-vampire Moon?

“I need to look up a few things,” I said.  “I also want to conduct experiments.”

“Like what?”

“How much mylar we’re going to need, for one thing.  I also want to know how much light it will take to make a vampire avoid moonlight.  Will it be painful in half phase?  Or only when the Moon is full?  I suspect it won’t be worth our time, but I’ll do tests and run the numbers.”

“Have I noted how depressingly logical you are?”

“I’m also a problem-solver.”

“True.  Okay.  What do we do first?”

“First, I need a laboratory for vampire studies.  Then we grab test subjects.”
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There are, at minimum, dozens of different types of vampires.  Probably hundreds.  Possibly thousands.  They can vary in pretty fundamental ways, too.

Take, for example, the biological monsters.  There’s an Earth where genetic engineering and biowarfare got more than a little bit out of hand.  The shock troops—the vampires—are technically alive.  They’re biological organisms and have pretty stringent dietary requirements.  They aren’t contagious.  They’re hungry, but they also have extensive behavioral conditioning.  Sunlight hurts their eyes, but they have an inner eyelid that acts like sunglasses.  Their night vision is superb and their hearing is excellent.  Killing them isn’t easy, mostly because they have robust systems and a lot of enhanced trauma responses built in, but you put enough bullets into one and he goes down.  Put in two more, to be sure.  They don’t regenerate, but given time they can fully recover from wounds you thought killed them.  And they will remember you.

Then you’ve got the Count Dracula sorts.  Most of these are damned by an irate celestial entity of one sort or another.  There are lots of “monsters” created by the gods, usually with the inspiring offense in mind.  In the case of these vampires, an allergy to sunlight and an inhuman hunger for blood are generally the mainstays.  Are they bound to sleep in the soil of their homeland?  Maybe, if the offense was about choosing loyalty to their realm rather than loyalty to their gods.  Is the curse transmittable?  Maybe, if they chose their family over their gods—let’s have them be immortal, too, so you can resent them for your own stupid choices, and vice-versa!

See?  Lots of variation can be found even within a particular variety.

As for the run-of-the-mill vampires in Rusty’s world, they’re not exceptional.

Finding a few while they slept during the day wasn’t hard.  Brute-forcing a shift-space was harder, but it was mainly a matter of prepping the spell.  The sleeping vampires—one at a time, of course—wound up as subjects for testing.

First off, does reflected sunlight count?  Yes.  Is it as effective as direct sunlight?  If I hit a vampire with ten thousand lux of direct sunlight, does he burn faster than with ten thousand lux of reflected light?  No, if it’s reflected, it seems to be just as awful for them.

How about the color of light?  If I put sunlight through a prism, does any color have a greater or lesser effect?  Is the ultraviolet what bothers them?  Or the yellow light?  Or the blood-red?  Or is it a combination of all of them?  Turns out it doesn’t matter what color or combination you use, the sunlight still burns these guys.  True, slicing the light into different colors reduces the intensity, but each color is equally damaging according to the intensity.

Being at the center of a bunch of mirrors is a really bad place for a vampire.

Okay, now a technical question.  How much light does it take to provoke a vampire?  Obviously, way less than it takes for a human.  You put enough sunlight on a human and we don’t like it, either.  Vampires are much more sensitive.  How bright does the light have to be to be painful?  How bright to start actively harming the vampire?  What intensity causes smoke to start?  How much does it take before they actually catch fire and need to be extinguished?

And, in this case, the most important question: How does this compare to the Moon?

I’ll spare you the math.  If we polished the Moon to a mirror finish, the full moon would make a clear night for a vampire feel like a clear noon for a human in southern Algeria.  Naked, it would be deadly pretty quickly.  For the vampire, since we’re talking about light rather than heat, wearing a nice, broad-brimmed hat and regular clothes would take care of most of it, at least enough to get by.

Rusty flushed the ashes out onto the surface of the Moon, cursing as he did so.

“I understand,” I told him.  “Look at it this way.  Polishing the Moon would have taken decades, and we can’t exactly speed up a project on the Moon relative to this Earth.”

“Yeah, I guess.  I wish we could have made it work.  Imagine vampires fearing moonrise almost as much as sunrise!  Wouldn’t that have been awesome?”

“It sure would.  Sadly, by the time we get enough light on the night side of the planet to make it lethal—meaning it’s fast enough to be actively dangerous—we’re raising global temperatures and flooding the place.  It might be helpful during the nuclear winter, but it’s going to roast the place once the dust settles.”

Rusty cursed again.

“So we really don’t have a good way to eliminate the undead hordes.”

“Correct,” I agreed.

“We can still hunt down the leaders and murder them out of hand, right?”

“Absolutely!  You’re not the only one looking forward to a little righteous payback.”

“It seems weird,” he told me.  “I’m pissed about the world.  You’re pissed about your teddy bear.  —not to downplay Mister Stuffins!  I mean, it seems weird to have such a difference in scale.”

“I’m not attached to any one world,” I replied, shrugging.  “I moved around a lot as a kid.  You have this Earth the way other people have their home town.  I’m more like an Army brat, living on a succession of military bases.  I got attached to things I could bring with me, not a location.  Mister Stuffins was special.  He was more like family than a toy.”

“I guess I can see that.  I’m not used to thinking in terms of worlds and universes.  Not yet,” he amended.  He sighed and gestured toward our moonbase scrying room.  We drifted in, bouncing in the low gravity.  “I’ll check on your uncle’s robots, if you like.  See how they’re coming along with the new moonbase.  Do you have anything you want me to look for, specifically, as long as I’m in front of the mirrors?”

“No, I don’t—wait.  I take it back.  Uncle Dusty is willing to take refugees.  Non-religious ones, by preference.  The religious ones are needed on Vampire World.  People who prefer a rustic lifestyle in a safe location are welcome to emigrate.  Immigrate.  Change worlds.  If you find anyone who wants to play Swiss Family Robinson, we can pitch the offer.”

“Vegetarians.  Got it.  I’ll see who I can find.  How do you want to move them?”

“That’s… a really good question.  We’ve got a new shift-closet in the admin building.  We can use it as an arrival point.  I’m sure he’ll make time in his delivery schedule to import refugees.”

“Maybe,” Rusty allowed, sounding doubtful.  “How big is this closet?  A close-knit band of survivors won’t want to break up in transit.”

“I take your point about how nobody wants to wait for the second trip,” I agreed, thinking of Fëanor burning the ships at Losgar.  “We could use the truck we prepared for the logistics drop, at least as preliminary staging.  Everyone gets in the trailer and processes through.  We could cram twenty people inside the closet, I’m sure.  Probably more, if we try.

“We’ll need something for off-road use.  The roads aren’t clear.  All those electric vehicles simply stopped wherever they were, highways included.  Do you feel like shifting a whole tractor trailer combo around?”

“No, I don’t,” I admitted, shuddering a little.  “It takes a lot of prep work for a shift-space of such size.  I will—if I absolutely have to.  Maybe we can make other arrangements.  It’ll depend on who you find and what their circumstances are.”

“I’ll see who’s available,” he promised.  “And I’ll think about how to pitch the idea.”

“Thanks.  I’ve got to get back to work so Uncle Dusty can give me a report.”

“Ciao.”
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The Rymdklostret—Uncle Dusty’s new Space Cloister—was a long hallway when we finished with it.  A robot took stacks of dynamos in their cargo beds down the hall to rack them.  Another robot passed new dynamos through the spell frame and stacked them for the first robot.

Once Uncle Dusty had a solid foothold on the Moon, he could look around the universe freely, even to the point of directing intense attention at something or someone and analyzing them.  A long time ago, Alden was easy.  He was partially a celestial being, so he showed up in the material world like a candle in the dark.  He was self-illuminating.  We set all this up so Uncle Dusty could peer into the darkness and figure out what the Evil Elder Vampires’ shadow belonged to.

“It’s not good,” he told me.

I was in a good mood until then.  I had slept, had a good workout, and—not wanting to eat in my reactor suite yet again—ate a wonderful breakfast in the Titan Station Hilton.  There are really nice perks to being a multiversal witch with a shift-booth.  I felt rested and relaxed, and was feeling happy when I came back to the reactor world suite.

“Look,” I replied, trying to hang on to my pleasant morning vibe, “I know it’s not good.  I figured out six not-good ways before breakfast.  I didn’t let any of them stop me from enjoying a waffle and a view of the rings.  You don’t have to tell me it’s not good.  In what specific ways do you think it’s not good?”

Uncle Dusty’s avatar rolled the chair back from the glass table and swiveled it from side to side, marshaling his thoughts.  There was nothing on his side of the table, so he didn’t have anything to fidget with.  I decided I could stand to have another glass of orange juice.  Organic, this time, instead of a high-tech synthetic.  I headed to the microwave.

“Here’s the thing.  The entity responsible for this sort of vampire is much more powerful than you understand.  And it’s more… what’s the word?  Active in its participation or patronage or whatever.  It appears to have widespread contact with the Earthlines and it’s draining a small but constant amount of energy from them.”

“This is a branched Earthline,” I pointed out as I sat down across from him again at the table.  “Doesn’t that mean he, she, or it isn’t really here?”  I sipped juice and the glass clinked as I set it down.

“Yes, but when it branched, there were physical manifestations of its… mouths?  Suckers?  There were physical bits.  These got duplicated with the rest of the branch.  When the branch collapses, they’ll go too.  In the meantime it’s like any other Earthline as far as the energy-state being behind the vampire is concerned.”

“Hold on.  The idea we made more of them when we made a branch isn’t a radical new idea, but it raises a question.  The current horde of vampires is made up of the local, non-celestial-mouth type.  Why doesn’t the entity behind the so-called elders make more of its own sucker-type vampires, instead?”

“I’m not entirely sure, but I can make a few guesses.  Part of it is the energy signature of this thing.  It’s pretty distinctive.  Angels don’t particularly like vampires, in general, but most of them are more likely to report a vampire to the angels in charge of smiting.  Angels are pretty specific in what they do.  However, this kind of vampire, once spotted, will be destroyed on sight.  Having too many of them in one place will get them noticed, which could result in an angelic holy war to eradicate them.  Horsemen in the sky, earthquakes, seas of blood, falling stars, hail and fire, trumpets in the sky, the sound of wings in the thunder, all that stuff.  Not a good result.”

“I can see that.”

“Related to this is the profit margin.”

“It’s a capitalist demon?”

“Capitalists are devils.  Communists are demons.  Look, there’s a sort of balance sheet to consider when you’re investing time and effort into raising food.  If you put in more calories to raise crops than you get out of eating them, it’s not sustainable.  Likewise, this thing has to invest a fair amount of energy to manifest sufficiently and transform a human body into a new sucker vampire.  There’s also the risk if the vampire doesn’t eat enough, the entity also has to spend a small amount of energy maintain it.  If it eats regularly, it turns a profit in energy terms.  Even so, it takes a while before the initial investment pays off.  As I said, manifesting Oneself sufficiently to perform such a miracle ain’t cheap!

“Now, these sucker-vampires do something kind of like what your father does.  Delicate plants tend to wilt faster around him, for example, as they’re affected by his life-draining and entropic effects.  These sucker-vamps also have a kind of aura.  It absorbs life energy much more strongly, without the Chaos effects.  It’s drawing living energy from the surrounding environment all the time.  I think this is by design, to ensure the vampire has minimal maintenance costs in energy terms.  As for the effects of their aura, it’s a very faint effect, but it reaches over a wide area.  Imagine the ancient Gothic castle in the mountains, surrounded by rank sedges and withered grass, where the dead tree gives no shelter and the dry stone no sound of water.  With me so far?”

“Sure.”

“They’re a conduit for energy from the universe around them to be drained into their patron entity.  For example, if they’re on a bus that goes off a bridge and into the water, they can draw in all the energies released by the people who drown.  I don’t think they can rip the life energy out of a person without touching them, but if a person dies anywhere near them, they should be able to suck up the spillage.”

“Hang on.  Does this scale up?”

“I see what you’re thinking and yes, it does, to a point.  These sucker-vampires are like a hole at the bottom of a pool.  If the pool is only half-full, the water flowing through the hole isn’t under nearly as much pressure as when the pool is filled to the top.  They can function as drains, but even a small drain will empty a pool eventually.”

“So, by killing off the majority of the human race…”

“…they’ve freed a lot of vital energies from the skin-bags holding it.  The pool was full of water balloons, with water poured in between.  Now most of the balloons have ruptured, filling the pool with loose vital force, making it easier and faster to consume energy simply by sitting still and letting it soak in.  They don’t have to worry about triggering a vampire hunt by feeding on individuals.  They don’t have to hang around hospitals so the dying die faster.  They don’t have to keep serfs on hand to function like a fireplace to warm their cold, undead hands.  They have the life energy of billions of people to draw out of the energy field of the world, like blue whales straining krill out of a particularly rich area of the ocean.”

I wasn’t sure what to make of all this.  It would take me a while to process it.  I had more immediate questions.

“All right.  How many of these things are there?”

“Several in each Earthline.  It could be an infinite number.”

“I mean in the one with the vampire problem.”

“I don’t know.”

“What I’m wondering is how many more they’re making.”

“Probably not any,” he said.  “It takes a lot of power to make one.  And yes, there is a lot of free energy floating around for them.  Why should they make more?  This branch has existed for years without collapsing.  As far as anyone knows, they have all the time in the world to soak it up!  You’re forgetting the immortal perspective.”

“Hmm.  Okay.  And you still can’t tell how many there are?”

“They aren’t hurrying,” he repeated.  “They’re not doing anything specific down there on the material plane.  They’re accessing a type of vital force, I think.  I’m an expert in celestial energies, not this stuff.  And they know what they’re doing when it comes to hiding from celestial entities.”

“They’re trying not to be noticed?”

“I’d say so.  After all, human hit squads are probably not their chief worry at the moment.  Their biggest concern is being spotted by angels, I should think, with stray nuclear devices now only a distant second.”

“Can you do anything to find them?”

“Only by random searching.  You point Me at one and I can examine it, but scanning a planet in another universe is a lot harder than you think.  We don’t have nearly the dynamos necessary to power My local aspect up that much.”

“How many would it take?”

“Growth is not a fast process, no matter how much power we add.  Forget it.”

“I’ll take your word for it.  How much of the planet can you examine at a time right now?”

“A brute-force search by literally looking at everywhere?  It’ll take about… Hmm.  Twenty-five years, give or take, to look at every place where a sucker-vamp might be hiding.  Assuming they stay where they are so I don’t have to look where I’ve already searched.”

“Ah,” I said.  The scale of the issue started to become clear.  “I see.  I need to narrow it down.”

“That would be helpful.”

“I don’t suppose you can zap the one I found?”

“I can look anywhere you want, but I’m not up to smiting anyone.  With a suitable focus, I could divert the power from the de facto lunar temple into a vampire-burning barrier, but it would only be effective for a couple of meters in any direction, and I could only do one at a time.  A bolt from the heavens to reduce your enemies to ashes? No.  I’m sure I could aim a bolt of energy at one, if I had a focus in close proximity, but I doubt I could smite it into dust.”  He grinned.  “At the moment.  Give Me a few weeks and that may change.”

“I have to admit, a vampire-repelling shield might be useful.  A potential smiting might, too.  I hope I don’t need one.  If I did, what kind of focus are we talking about?  A religious symbol?”

“Uh…” he began, startled.  “I’m not sure?  A symbol is usually a crutch for a human’s belief, which forms a channel the patron entity can use.  You don’t exactly have faith, so the technique won’t work well for us.  Give Me a little while to think about how to do it most efficiently.  You don’t want a repeat of Alden’s issue with vampire hordes overloading the power supply and draining it.”

“Good points.  Okay.  I’ll tell Rusty about this and we’ll work out what we want to do and how.  I think he’s currently looking for survivors who are more concerned about survival than geography.”

“I’ll get more robots on housing construction in My reactor world.  Any idea how many immigrants I should expect?”

“How many do you want?  We can always find people from other Earthlines.”

“No, thank you.  Refugees from your infested Earth have motivation to leave it.  They get to live on a non-radioactive planet.  In exchange, they give Cameron a community.  I’m going to say five hundred is the maximum I’ll take.  That’s the boundary figure between a hamlet and a village.”

“I don’t think we’ll have so many, but I could be wrong.”

“Go see.  Set the time-ticker gate to speed things up here, though.  It would be nice if the customers didn’t have to wait for a room.  And, while you’re doing that, could I trouble you to run an errand?”

“What kind of errand?”

“I have a friend—a celestial one—who is having a bit of trouble with a plague.  It’s not really his thing, curing everyone.  If you could find a hundred thousand doses of antibiotics, he can have his priests distribute them, a la communion ceremony or similar ritual.”

“Do you know what the plague is?”

“Given the symptoms and the spread, I’m going to say it’s cholera.”

“It’s probably better to be sure.  I’ll need guidance to the proper world, but I’ll visit a sick person and get a blood sample.  Once I have confirmation on the bug, I’ll know what drugs to get.  Barring complications, diagnosing the disease and getting the drugs shouldn’t take more than an hour—even less in the world with the problem.”

“Excellent.  I’ll let him know.”

After my minor detour, I went to visit Rusty again and explained what I’d learned.  He took notes, asked questions, and helped me think through it all.

“Let me see if I understand the plan,” he said, finally.  “The local vampires are blood-sucking baddies, but they aren’t intrinsically bad.  They have a feral stage where they lack social graces.  They grow out of it and become more like regular people who happen to have a need to drink blood.

“Meanwhile, they believe their elders are just that—elders of their same type.  In reality, these are soul-sucking monsters from another dimension serving as the local manifestation of a Thing Man Was Not Meant to Know that feeds on the life force of the planet.

“The idea is these soul-sucking monsters used the local vampires to free up a lot of life force under the guise of preventing humans from destroying all the blood-sucking versions.  Since the really bad vampires are sitting on top of stockpiles of weapons while they orchestrate the ongoing extermination of the human race, removing them means the humans won’t have death from above to worry about, which means the remaining vampires—now also less well-equipped, less organized, and less motivated—will have more of a fight on their hands for dominance of the planet.  Our goal is to exterminate the worst of the worst and eradicate that particular species entirely.

“Does that about sum it up?”

“Yep,” I agreed.  Rusty looked thoughtful for a minute, drumming his fingers and looking at nothing in particular.

“Okay.  I can work with this.  I can accept it as my contribution to the war effort,” he decided, nodding.  “Where do we start?”

“We start by gathering intelligence.  The guy in the fortress-bunker we found is our only link to the others.  We watch his monitors and try to figure out where the others are based.”

“Why don’t you do that voodoo that you do so well and simply mark their locations on a map?”

“Because I can’t cover the whole world in a location spell.  Even if I have the personal power capacity—which I doubt--I don’t have sufficient focusing agents to make a spell precise enough.”

“I thought power wasn’t a problem.”

“It’s not the availability of energy.  It’s my ability to channel and use it.  I can’t handle the amperage required.  My wiring isn’t thick enough to handle so much power.  I’ll heat up and melt before I can crank out a location spell large enough to cover a meaningful area.  I’d have to cast a lot of them, each covering only a relatively small area in relation to the total land surface of the Earth.  It would take forever.  Uncle Dusty has a similar problem.  It’s not his world, so he doesn’t have the power required to search the entire planet in a hurry.”

“Fair enough, I guess.  Before we start taking shifts in front of the mirrors, do you want to grab anyone from the bunker?  An employee, or a minion, or whatever they are?”

“I’m not sure they would know anything important,” I said, doubtfully.  “Whether they’re knowingly working for a vampire overlord or they think they’re part of a Department of Defense secret project, they aren’t going to be privy to the true reasons the bunker is there.  I mean, look at the precautions.  The vampire has a hidden entrance to his personal lair.  It locks from the inside.  He’s got armored doors between him and his workers.  He’s got the security system on his level—the others, at best, only know a security office exists somewhere.  He’s even got a personal guard of zombies rather than humans.  He clearly doesn’t trust his own minions.”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that.  You’re right.  Okay, do you want the first shift with the mirror, or do I take it?”

“Let’s look at it together while we figure out how many different angles we want on his information display.  I also want to be watching when and if he notices our scrying.  I don’t know how magically sensitive this breed of vampire is, or if it’s based on their talents when they were mortal.”

Mister X—we didn’t know what he was calling himself—did indeed have working satellite communications.  He was in contact with five other locations.  These specific locations never appeared on his global display, but the areas for which they were responsible did.  It looked as though there was one base of operations—and therefore possibly one elder vampire—per continent, although eastern Asia seemed not to be covered.  Maybe one of their bunkers was destroyed in the Short War, or maybe just knocked out of communication.  Asia and Europe both took one heck of a pasting, but of the two, only the European region was still marked on his digital maps as active.

Watching Mister X work gave us a better idea of his operation.  Satellite imagery and space-based sensors weren’t wildly useful for finding single-family fallout shelters, but they worked quite well for finding where people were regrouping.  If nothing else, people started fires at night.  If they had working vehicles and fuel, their engines gave off thermal signatures.  Operating electrical devices—such as generators—produced electromagnetic signatures.

He found these things and tracked them.  Rather, the software on his computers did.  If the groups he tracked were moving toward a vampire horde or vice-versa, he left them alone.  If they appeared permanently camped, he might send out a crew in a helicopter to drop off a feral vampire, or several of them.  If that didn’t seem likely to work, they could arrange to infect a human being and drop off the still-living person—a survivor to be rescued!

Only if these tactics failed did he expend any of his precious, hoarded armaments.  A bunch of flying wings could be dispatched to deliver their payloads of munitions to the target zone.  And the variety was pretty good, from laser-guided, deep-penetrator bombs to anti-personnel fragmentation drones.

The humans on the ground—or hiding under it—didn’t really have a good way to respond to this.  The attacks were always a surprise, always tailored with munitions for the force attacked, and always over in a matter of seconds.  By the time any survivors could respond, the only things left to shoot at were the carriers, and those were at high altitude and already leaving.

I don’t know why there was no anti-aircraft radar in use.  Maybe those were targeted first.  Maybe most of those systems died in the electromagnetic pulses.  Maybe nobody expected to need it!  All I know for sure is the humans didn’t have a good way to spot stealth wings bringing death from above.

“The way I see it,” Rusty said, “is we pop into his bedroom in the morning, you drive a sharpened baseball bat into his chest with great force and speed, and while he’s distracted I rip him into small pieces.”

I thought it over for a moment, putting my hands behind my head and leaning back to look at the ceiling.  I put my feet on the table and tilted the chair onto its two back legs, carefully, due to the lunar gravity, and rocked back and forth, thinking.

“I don’t know if we should tackle him first or the zombies,” I said.  “He may take a while to rouse from the daytime slumber—if he even can.  I’m not sure what the reaction time on a zombie is, but they won’t boggle at us suddenly appearing.  A human will often stare for a moment, stunned with surprise at the blatantly impossible.  Zombies are too stupid to hesitate.”

“So we blink in, fire a shotgun pistol into each head, and then stake the vampire?”

“Could be.  Killing him will make using his computers more difficult, though.  He locks his system when he steps away from it.”

“So?”

“I’d like to unlock the computer and use it to bomb things.  Maybe other sucker-vampire lairs.”

“We still have to find them.”

“Maybe their locations are in the system, even if they’re not displayed on the map.”

“Hm.  Maybe,” he allowed.  “Even so, the drones may not have enough range, in practical terms.  From the territorial divisions, the control centers are spaced widely apart.  I say we kill him, mine his system for information, and hope it gives us enough military intelligence to repeat the process with the other bad guys.”

I continued to think.  I wasn’t going to be able to locate them easily, so intelligence-gathering was a priority.  Daytime was the right time to attack a vampire.  The security of his lair was a combination of armor, secrecy, and guards.  We didn’t find anything in his part of the lair that would count as a security system.  He didn’t allow anyone down on his level apparently—and, given the hidden locker-door to the elevator shaft/stairwell, they might not even know his level existed.  There were detection devices in the stairwell, but his personal areas had no electric eye-beams, no motion sensors, not even cameras.  Invaders would have to go through all the people and munitions of the upper levels, triggering all sorts of alarms and overcoming armed resistance and then spend hours searching the entire bunker for the vampire.  When and if they eventually found the hidden door, they would set off alarms and maybe booby traps in the elevator shaft, and finally come to the heavy, armored hatches.  Blasting through those would take a while.  Digging through the rubble of the stairwell would slow them even more.  Then, finally, they could get out the cutting torch to go through the airlock to the vampire’s lair and face a monster after it had plenty of time to prepare.

At least, that’s how it would have to go for anyone else.

“All right.  Let’s plan how to kill him.”
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We prepared for a direct assault.  We wouldn’t assume this type of vampire was utterly helpless during the day.  We wouldn’t assume a wooden stake through the heart would utterly incapacitate it, either.  I fetched us full-coverage armor on the theory that vampires have claws and the strength to use them.  His armor was mostly ballistic fibers, in case Rusty had to use the latest model of shapeshifting amulet.  The armor did include several thin, lightweight plates in the torso, but I didn’t want to risk him shapeshifting in anything heavier.  I, on the other hand, had no such limitation.  We also planned to time our attack for local noon, when, in theory, our target would be at his weakest.

Uncle Dusty was nice enough to splash us with his version of holy water.  It’s water, but it’s charged with celestial energy.  Uncle Dusty would observe the assault, as well, in case I needed to act as a channel for whatever celestial power he could bring to bear.

Setting that up was a bit more involved.  Let me back up a minute.

“Here’s the thing,” he told me.  “You’re not My priestess.  You don’t think of Me as your god, so you don’t have the right mindset.  Your… let’s call it your resonance.  It isn’t in tune with Me to the point where I can move power through you easily.  Your personal self gets in the way.”

“I don’t surrender myself to my deity?”

“It’s more a case of attuning your spirit to Mine, but… It’s like the difference between… Say you give Me the keys and invite me to live at your house, then you go on vacation.  That’s different from letting Me crash on the couch for the weekend.”

“I’m not sure I totally grasp the metaphor, but okay.  What’s the solution?”

“I’ve done a lot with divinity dynamos, so I’ve got a quasi-technological idea.  If we can artificially create a resonance… no, I’m off on the wrong metaphor.  Um.  Okay, try this.  How about we build a transformer?  I can project My energies into it.  It runs the energies through a coil, which sets up a sort of induction in the other coil.  If one coil is attuned to My celestial spirit, the other coil can be attuned to your more mortal spirit, and the whole thing can transform the energies into a type you can channel, just as if the power were your own.  How much you can channel would be dependent on how robust your spirit is.”

“That would hold true even if I was trained as a priestess, wouldn’t it?”

“Exactly.  And training you as a priestess would take a lot longer.  If I help with the theory, can you build the gizmo?”

“Experimental transformer, coming up.”

So we built one.  He had lots of unattuned osmium wire.  Attuning a length of it to his pattern was pretty simple; he’s a celestial entity.  Attuning it to my personal energy-pattern was more involved.  We mortals don’t pack the same intensity of energy as a nuclear demigod.  We used the time-ticker gates through the reactor worlds so I could take two minutes of Vampocalypse time to spend two weeks concentrating while wearing a crown woven of osmium wire.  I did it in sprints, concentrating at high intensity, but even wearing it—keeping it in my aura—helped a little to establish the proper imprint.

While this was effective, it was also slow.

After a bit of experimentation, we worked out a way to amplify my personal signal.  While Uncle Dusty was perfectly willing to dump celestial energy into me—in a reactor world!—the issue was my capacity to channel it.  We needed to tune the energy to my pattern so I could direct more of it, but I needed to direct it in order to attune the wire.  It looked like a chicken-or-egg problem, at first.  Then I came up with a dynamo idea.

In an electrical dynamo, there are permanent magnets.  These move through the copper coils to induce current.  Part of the current is used to power electromagnets, which are also moved through the copper coils.  By increasing the magnetism, the dynamo becomes more efficient and generates more power, which intensifies the electromagnets, which produces more power, and so on.  There’s a butter zone where any given design achieves maximum efficiency and output; they don’t get stronger indefinitely.

We did something very like it.  I experimented with different setups, using coils of osmium around one of Uncle Dusty’s divinity dynamos, as well as weakly-attuned dynamos of my own.  By wearing the woven metal and running leads to osmium coils, it was possible for me to generate a weak field that could be greatly enhanced.  Dynamos can spin at enormous speeds, and we didn’t care about how much magical energy we used!  Efficiency wasn’t our concern, only results.  And, once I had a more thoroughly attuned dynamo frame, we could use it to enhance another one, more quickly and more thoroughly.  We built up to a pretty substantial level of attunement, which impressed Uncle Dusty and made me feel like I was on drugs.  It reminded me of the feeling of astrally projecting.  It was like I was floating above myself even without actually leaving my body.

Did I leave well enough alone?  I did not.  This was a new field of experimentation for me, so I tried a lot of things.  The dynamo-enhanced divinity dynamos were one avenue.  I also built a spell to concentrate celestial forces.

I wanted a spell similar to an Ascension Sphere, and based it on the basic framework.  Unfortunately, celestial energies are slippery buggers.  While I didn’t work out a containment sphere, I did manage to build a reflector.  And before you say, “Well, if you put a bunch of reflectors in a sphere, isn’t that the same thing?” let me point out I wasn’t dealing with magic.  Magic can be treated (in this case) like a substance.  You pump it into an Ascension Sphere and the pressure builds.  Celestial energies are more like light.  You don’t pump light into a sphere of mirrors and expect it to keep getting brighter and brighter on the inside!

It was good enough to help, though.  I was radiating a personal, spiritual imprint.  The dynamos glowed with it.  By putting reflectors around it, we didn’t radiate it out into the environment.  We captured and redirected it, concentrated it, kind of like using a parabolic mirror to concentrate sunlight.

This concentration for celestial attunement wasn’t all as complicated as it was exhausting.  My body had no problem with it, but I could feel the burn in my spirit, like the burn of a heavy workout.  Physically, I was fine.  My soul worked up a sweat like I was doing burpees in Hell’s sauna.

Once my personal dynamos were up to scratch, we used them to put a good imprint on a mile or so of very fine wire.  Then we could start on the prototypes for the Dusty-to-Phoebe converter.  We went through a dozen iterations, trying to not only make it efficient, but also capable of handling more than my own maximum capacity—just in case.  I could get better if I overdid it.  If my equipment failed while facing a hostile vampire, I might not get better.

Another reason for all the experimentation was my insistence it had to be convenient to carry.  I didn’t want to stuff a twenty-kilo football in a backpack and lug it around!

It wasn’t easy.  I had to find and shift in a nanotech box for construction purposes.  Think of it as a three-D printer using nanites.  They were only powered inside the box and they had no computational power of their own.  Away from the box or the built-in computer, they were inert, so Uncle Dusty didn’t mind them.  Much.  They were invaluable for precision machining of ultra-fine parts.

What we came up with was a disc about the size of my hand.  It had several concentric rings with fine wire windings of osmium and orichalcum, as well as an electric ring motor and a button-sized atomic battery.  The battery kept the rings turning in alternate directions within each other, so they acted like eight separate transformers.  Small ones, but multiple ones.  They took advantage of each others’ fields to enhance their individual efficiency.  It was a damn nice design, if I do say so myself.  Pop would be proud of me.

In any magical zone, an enchantment would also help run the device, spinning the circles faster, increasing the generation of its multi-phase fields of energy.  One of the celestial fields was tuned to Uncle Dusty; the other was tuned to me.  It gave Uncle Dusty a perfect target to aim for and created a resonant field of energy for me to tap.

The early models worked, after a fashion.  I could feel them operating.  They emitted a field I could detect, like warming your hands over a heater.  The improved designs worked better and better, so I knew we were on the right track.  Our finalized version was the best of the lot.  I could feel it all over and all through me, like standing in summer sunlight after emerging from an ice-cold pool.

I felt it even more when Uncle Dusty directed energy at me.  Being a non-priest meant I wasn’t attuned—mentally or spiritually—and couldn’t channel his energies directly, or not much.  It didn’t want to do what I told it.  It wasn’t like good, solid, magical force.  It was nebulous, like trying to grab rain instead of ice.  I could get my hands wet, but I couldn’t do much with it.

But the converter did its business and adjusted a fair amount of energy to a frequency to match my own.  Once it froze the rain, I could make snowballs!  This is what I could direct outward.

We tested it, it worked, and Uncle Dusty declared it good.

“Anything undead trying to give you a problem is going to find you are the problem,” he assured me.  “Don’t rely on it for long.  I don’t have much of an energy reserve in that world.”

Even with my Holy Celestial Transformer of Celestial Holiness ready to roll, we had other preparations for braving a vampire lair.  I wanted a Holy Hand Grenade, but we didn’t have any immediate ideas on how to make one.  Besides, counting to three before you use it—not to four, and also not to two except as you proceed to three—is an unacceptably long delay when dealing with vampires.

We had plenty of ideas on how to attack, though.

We planned to use two shift-spaces and bypass the majority of the bunker.  Forget fighting our way in through the front door when we can simply appear at either side of the bed.  Killing zombies would be relatively easy; their main defense is the attacker doesn’t know to aim for the head.  Most shooters are trained to go for the center of mass.  Zombies don’t mind that.

Once the zombies were down, we wouldn’t be distracted from the vampire.  And, as long as we’re being non-traditional vampire hunters, we wouldn’t waste time with a wooden stake and a hammer.  Our staking method would be much faster.  Rusty would apply a modified nail gun to the chest, driving pencil-sized wooden stakes into the heart, one after the other, as quickly as he could.  While he did his part, I would attempt to decapitate the target with a large, sharp object.

I picked a long, curved sword.  Why not an axe?  Because if the mattress was at all springy, it would absorb a portion of the impact.  You don’t chop wood on a trampoline.  You want it held rigidly in place.  Or, better example, you cut a tomato by drawing the edge along the tomato.  You don’t hack through it with a cleaver.  By using a sword with a curved blade—and a sharpening spell—I could slice through the neck rather than chop.  And, if necessary, cut through the mattress, box springs, and bedframe.

I’m also more comfortable with a sword than I am with a battle-axe.  Blame my Pop.  I got a lot more practice with a sword.

Assuming things would go wrong, we gave thought to defending ourselves from the stereotypical vampire powers.  We decided on helmets with mirrored visors.  Eye contact might not be a requirement, but why make it easy?  Any little thing might be important.  True, Rusty and I would both wear spells to blunt any sort of psychic attack, but it never hurts to have a little bit of extra edge.  Three lights adorned the helmets:  One on top to provide general illumination, one on either side of the helmet to throw broad cones wherever we looked.

We considered different wavelengths of light.  Infrared would be invisible to the naked eye, which shouldn’t immediately alert a sleeping vampire.  This might give us a vital fraction of a second, but if things went badly, we would be reliant on special visors to see in the dark.  When a vampire springs out of bed and shatters your faceplate, switching on other light sources is a waste of time you don’t have.

Ultraviolet light was also a consideration as a weapon, since there are types of vampires vulnerable to it.  Unfortunately, none of them die instantly under ultraviolet.  Even the most sensitive of species merely finds it painful.  They’re still quite capable of identifying the source and reacting appropriately.  Even if this type was vulnerable, ultraviolet lights would only wake them up more quickly.

So, visible light, but not so much as to be a guaranteed wake-up call.  Holy water dripping off us.  Healing spells already primed and ready to react to injury.  Defensive spells to deal with ranged weapons—assuming he leaped up and sprang away before we could destroy him.  And emergency shift-spells, one on each of us, to move us from the bunker to a nice, sunny spot in a reactor world parking lot.  There, the local deity’s avatar lounged in a sun chair while sipping coconut water.  Possibly holy coconut water.  He’s weird like that.

We’re going in, ready for anything.
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Okay, no, we weren’t.  It was a mistake anyone could have made.

I set up the scrying viewpoints, marked off the measurements, and set up the shifter spells in advance so we would appear in our attack positions.  One for Rusty, on the left side of the bed, and one for me, on the right.  The instant we appeared, we would blow zombie heads off and turn immediately to our vampire target.  This was all about hitting fast and hitting hard before the bad guys had a chance to react.

I didn’t think the gate spells for targeting the shift-spaces would wake him.  I couldn’t be sure.  Admittedly, he didn’t seem to notice the scrying sensors, but those were comparatively minor.  Shift-spells large enough to move each of us into the room were going to give off the magical equivalent of a sonic boom.  He might not be magically sensitive, but even normal humans get a “feeling” when something that big happens.

I admit, I had qualms about killing Alden.  Alden was a person and for a long time I wasn’t sure if killing him was the right thing to do.  I may be a murderer, but I don’t want to be a murderer!  By contrast, this guy, whoever he was, along with his whole species, had a stamp of disapproval from both Uncle Dusty and my Pop, a hand in the ongoing genocide of humanity, and the brunt of the responsibility for Mister Stuffins.  I wasn’t about to sweat over any moral questions.

Since it would be dark in the bunker bedroom, we let our eyes adjust beforehand.  I already drew the lines in two corners of my workroom—a recently-converted office next door to the bedroom.  These corners were our shift-spaces.  Two micro-gates made connections, two scrying spells confirmed their location, and two brute-force shift-spells went off.

Poof.  We appeared.

The lights were out.  The air was cool, about the same as it would be in a cave at that depth.  Climate control wasn’t a major consideration.  Vampires function perfectly well in temperatures that would gradually kill a human.  The spells and the lights didn’t immediately wake Mister X, which pleased me.  He wasn’t our immediate target.  Rusty and I both had single-shot pistols resembling old-fashioned flintlock pistols. They were actually pistol versions of 12-gauge shotguns.

Buckshot at point-blank range does awful things to a human head.  Zombie heads, too.  A few pellets ricocheted around the room, but we were in armor.  No problem.  Zombies jerked, slapped back against the wall, and collapsed.  All according to plan.

We dropped the expended pistols together and turned as one toward our target.  Rusty brought his modified nail gun around and I swung for the neck.

Mister X, lying peacefully on his bed, opened his eyes.  One hand shot up to seize my sword, clamping around my hand and the hilt, arresting the motion.  Sadly, the gauntlets weren’t wet with holy water; I wanted my grip to be dry.  His other hand clamped itself over the mouth of Rusty’s Stake-O-Matic.  Rusty fired anyway, sending a small wooden stake into the vampire’s palm, wrist, and forearm.

He hissed and, boy, those fangs looked sharp!  I think we made him mad.

Rusty struggled with the nail gun while I struggled with the sword.  The vampire’s grip was immensely powerful, but his attention was divided between us.  He was stronger than either of us, but we had better position.  His other advantage was he could use each of us as leverage against the other.

Rusty, however, attempted to monopolize his attention.  It was a good attempt, too, as a werewolf transformation, literally at arm’s length, is both fascinating and terrifying.  He swelled up, larger and larger, sprouting fur as his helmet shrank and his face extended.

Man, that looks weird.  I say so and I’m the one who developed the spell.

The vampire decided he didn’t like his situation.  I can’t say I blame him.  In a moment, he was going to have a monster to deal with.  I was a surprisingly-strong person with a sword.  Dangerous, but not his major concern.  As a result, he squeezed the nail gun, crimping it, crushing it, and disabled it.  He then let go and rolled away from Rusty, pulling hard on my hand and hilt.  He twisted my sword out of line despite my best efforts and slashed his claws down across my chest.  The armor took it with long gouges and I took it with minor bruising.  The vampire finished rolling out of the bed, onto his feet, and, since his claw-swipe had limited results, hit me with the heel of his hand, dead-on in the center of my chest.

I tried to block.  I could let go of the hilt with one hand, after all, but the position was awkward and he was damnably fast—maybe as fast as Pop!  Strong, too.  He didn’t break ribs, but he may very well have cracked a couple.  Being slammed backward into the wall didn’t do me any favors, either, but my helmet was well-padded and I have a hard head.

I mentally thanked a paranoid and often overprotective father for his excesses of caution.  An unmodified human body would not have fared nearly so well.

Overall, despite the sudden aches, pains, and bruises, I decided all this was to our advantage.  Thinking he had removed me from the fight—a not-unreasonable assumption—he let go of my hand and sword.  I wasn’t going to do anything with it right that second, but I was free.  Second, he treated me as the lesser threat.  He got me out of the way so he could focus on dealing with bigger, hairier problem.  And third, he hesitated for an instant, snarling as his hand smoked after hitting me.  The dampness from the holy water was like acid to him, possibly enhanced by energies from the transformer I wore.

The momentary pause was an excellent thing.  He didn’t move to try and finish me off.  This gave Rusty a tiny bit of extra time to finish his transformation into a monstrous killing machine.  The vampire settled for what he thought was a disabling attack on me so he could focus on the werewolf.

Rusty’s transformation was slightly slowed by the armor.  Later, when we went over the sequence of events, I resolved not only to work out selectivity, adaptation, and improved speed, but to account for celestial forces!  The water and the charge it carried went away with the armor!

The vampire turned to face the werewolf.  The two of them went at each other immediately.  The vampire hissed as he sprang over the bed.  Rusty growled and let him come.  They came together like a feral cat and a pit-fighting dog.  They clawed like hell at each other.  The vampire’s claws were fast—very fast.  They slashed through fur and down to the flesh, making shallow cuts with every swipe.  Rusty didn’t even bother to try and stop them.  Instead, he took the hits and responded with powerful swings of his own.

Two things became obvious.  Rusty needed more practice at fighting in his full-on monster form.  I resolved to spar with him extensively.  It would be good practice for me, too.  My kung fu is strong, but it could stand to be stronger against nonhuman shapes.

The other thing was the vampire.  It wasn’t much more skilled, if at all.  It was faster—much faster—and, as I could attest, immensely strong.  Rusty was getting clawed up pretty good while the vampire avoided, mostly, the massive, taloned hands.  The infrequent hits were never solid because the vampire never held still for it.  Even the deep gouges from Rusty’s talons were less damaging than they appeared.  Vampires don’t bleed.  Rusty does.  It was hard to say who was going to win a one-on-one.

The vampire, however, ignored me.  He knew I had been clobbered.  He knew I’d been crushed against the wall.  He knew I wouldn’t be getting to my feet anytime soon.

He was wrong.  Hey, I’m okay with my opponents being overconfident.

Rusty shifted position, moving so his back was to the wall by the headboard.  I switched off my helmet lights so as not to attract attention.  I crawled along my wall toward the other end of the room, using the bed for cover since I couldn’t be sure the darkness would hide me.  The vampire turned with Rusty while they continued to slash at each other, which let me continue past the foot of the bed and get to my feet.

Rusty landed a good hit, ripping open the vampire from shoulder to chest.  It slipped back fast enough to avoid being grasped.  Rusty pressed his attack, forcing the vampire farther back and keeping its attention focused on not being ripped apart.

Rusty never tried to bite it.  A lucky hit might cost him an eye.  I really need to work out an adaptive spell to link a helmet to his transformation, I really do…

I slid stealthily into a position behind the vampire, both hands on my sword.  My healing spells were working, but they take time.  My hand still hurt from the savage grip of the undead, but it worked well enough, especially since I was using a two-handed grip again.

With me standing quietly while Rusty went all-out, swinging fast in short, sharp claw-strokes, the vampire gave ground, apparently willing to let Rusty wear himself out.  This meant he backed up into my range.  As he leaned back, removing his face from the arc of one of Rusty’s swings, he put his neck in the arc of my two-handed cut.

I was using a perfectly normal blade, it’s true, but the spell on it made it almost impossibly sharp—I could have shaved cilia off an amoeba.  Plus, I not only have good technique, I’m a lot stronger than people think.  And while I’m not as fast as the fastest vampires, I’m faster than most.  And, being psychically linked with Rusty, our timing was perfect.

I think the vampire heard me.  Maybe the metallic sound of my blade cutting the air.  In the last few milliseconds, it shifted is weight, as though to move aside.  Nothing with mass and inertia could manage it.  The edge met flesh and bone before continuing to slice air.

The follow-through is an important part of proper cutting technique.  Just FYI.

A very angry vampire’s head looked all around the room as it tumbled to my left, onto the bed, and then looked up at his slumping body and at me, if only for a moment.  It tried to hiss at me even as Rusty batted the falling corpse aside.  He slammed one taloned hand down on the head like a five-pronged morningstar.  Mattress or no mattress, nothing organic was going to take that.  Crunch!

The head crumbled to powder.  The body fell to the floor and slowly disintegrated into dust.

Interesting.  It went crunch rather than splat.  Is it a function of age?  Do we get a gooey corpse if we kill him the second night after he turns?  Do we get a skeleton if he’s been a vampire for ten years?  Or does the connection to an otherworldly entity suck the cohesion out of it once it stops being a viable host?  Add it to the list of things I don’t know and don’t care enough to find out.

“Wow,” Rusty grated.  His half-man, half-wolf throat isn’t really great for speaking.  He was still bleeding from dozens of vampire-inflicted wounds.  He started shifting back down to human form.

“No kidding,” I agreed.  “That was nerve-wracking.”  I turned toward the door leading to the library.  “Do you hear that?  I think the other two zombies are—”

I broke off as Rusty collapsed.  In his human shape again, he fell to his knees, put a hand down, and slumped face-down on the carpet.  I hurried to him and knelt by his side, checking for a pulse.  His armor and helmet had unmerged from his transformation process, so I couldn’t tell how badly he was bleeding.  I flipped up his visor to check his breathing, switched on my helmet lights, and saw his lips were blue.

That’s when I noticed the strange, creeping darkness around the edges of my vision.  It wasn’t an effect of my helmet lights showing me only what was in front of me.  It was tunnel vision from my eyes.  Something was very wrong.

The thudding sound of feet made me look up.  The other two zombies had entered the room and were heading toward us.

Rather than try to figure anything out, I triggered our shift-space escape spells.  We vanished and found ourselves in a bright, sunlit parking lot.  I lay down wondering what was wrong with me.  My vision cleared—miraculously?—as I lay there.  My racing heart slowed to normal.  My whole head throbbed and my temples felt squeezed, so I pulled off my helmet.

Uncle Dusty sat there in his folding beach lounger and used a straw to slurp from a fake coconut.

“Are you just going to sit there?” I asked.

“You’re fine,” he replied.  He looked at us over his sunglasses and below the rim of his floppy sun hat.  The Hawaiian shirt and cargo shorts added to his not-My-problem appearance.  “Aside from a few superficial scratches on the fuzzy one, I mean.  He’s not going to bleed to death.  He needs first aid, not a miracle.”

I took Rusty’s helmet off so he could breathe more easily.  The healing spells I’d prepped before the fight were already at work, stopping the bleeding and enhancing his natural regeneration.  He wasn’t getting better at his usual speed, but the bleeding was almost stopped already.

After a few seconds, Rusty blinked awake.  He heaved himself into a sitting position, changed his mind, and rolled over onto his hands and knees.  He made hacking noises as he tried to cough up a lung.

I wasn’t too worried.  He regenerates.

“What…” he asked, and took another gasping breath, “just… happened?”

“Good question,” I said, and sat quietly beside him, practicing my yoga breathing exercises.  Rusty didn’t push for an answer.  He was busy doing werewolf panting exercises.

“What I think,” I went on, once I felt a little better, “is the lair had gas.”

“Nerve gas, maybe?  Does nerve gas affect vampires?”

“I don’t think so.  Wouldn’t we be dead?”

“It takes a while to kill a werewolf,” he informed me.  “We can drown, too, but if you fish us out anytime soon, we get better.  It’s like chocolate.  Yes, it’s bad for us, but we heal really fast.  For some things the damage is worth it.”

“Good to know.  No, I don’t think it’s nerve gas.  I would be dead—I think.  Besides, if our vampire ever wanted to associate with live humans, the decontamination procedures would be bothersome.  I think there’s a shortage of oxygen,” I said, shooting a look at Uncle Dusty.  He gave me a thumbs up.

Did you know about it before we went in there? I thought at him.

I noticed you were suffering from oxygen deprivation when you arrived, he thought back.  I took a good look at your condition when you arrived.  You did tell Me it was My job to be your medic.  You’re both going to recover.

Good.  Thanks.

“Gas masks won’t stop that,” Rusty agreed, not part of the side conversation.  “Invaders could still hold their breath.”

“The vampire would have plenty of warning if there was a standard invasion.  There are multiple levels and human defenders to overcome.  The security system centers on the basement computer room.  I’m sure there are alarms.  Even if invaders fight their way through all the upper levels, they still have to force that vault door of an airlock, go through the living area, force the door to the workroom, force the door to the library, then force the door to the bedroom, and then have to deal with the by now wide-awake vampire.  We bypassed all that.”

“Thank goodness for teleportation,” he said.  I wasn’t sure if it was sarcastic or not.  “We should have used firefighting gear instead of these helmets.  That supplies oxygen.”

“How were we to know we would need it?  How is anyone to know?”

“Okay.  Next time, we sample the air.”

“Agreed.  Old vampires are devious and dangerous.  I have to remember that.”

“We have to remember that,” he replied.  “And, next time, we kill the vampire first!”

“Agreed!  We’ll get hit by the zombies, but we can deal with them more easily.  I wish we’d known the vampire could wake up so quickly.”

“This was our first outing,” he pointed out.  “We gained valuable intelligence on the enemy.  Now we know.”

“Now we know,” I agreed.  “How are you feeling?  Better?”

“Much.  You?” he asked, eyeing the claw-marks on my armor.

“My healing spell is helping with the one real hit I took, and with the neck-ache from my impact with the wall.”

“How about the breathing problem?”

“I have abnormal levels of myoglobin,” I told him.  “I can do without air for longer than a normal person,” I told him.  He blinked a few times while digesting this.

“Your dad’s idea?”

“He bought all the options for my chassis.”

Rusty found the energy to look me up and down.

“All the options not already factory installed on my model,” I corrected.  “Let’s get breathing gear and go—no, I take it back.  Let’s sample the atmosphere first, so we know exactly what we’re dealing with.  Then we can decide what gear we need before we go back and do a more thorough examination and search.”

“What about human minions?”

“The door is locked and I didn’t notice any alarms actually in the quarters.  Why would there be alarms in there?  The only way in is through the minions.  All the alarms are upstairs.”

“Fair point.  There are still two zombies, though, right?”

“Probably.  Unless they collapse when their creator dies.  We’ll look.”

We went inside while Uncle Dusty stayed right where he was.  He slurped his drink, content to wait until he wasn’t needed.  I didn’t know if we would need him or not, so I didn’t tell him we were done.  He had the air of a man prepared to wait all day, if necessary.  He also had a towel draped over the back of the sun lounger.  There was no pool.  Maybe it was his way of hinting I should build one.  Or maybe he wanted to know where his towel was, sort of as a symbolic thing, to show he was prepared for anything.

Back in my workroom, we took an air sample from the bunker.  It was over ninety-nine percent nitrogen, with the rest being mostly carbon dioxide.  After a bit of searching, we found the reason.  The air conditioning system had a built-in oxygen concentrator unit.  Rather than using it to increase the oxygen in the apartment, it “concentrated” the oxygen in the stairwell—by drawing oxygen from the apartment area!

Note to self, underlined: Old vampires are devious and dangerous.  Just because they were born before the development of technology doesn’t mean they can’t use it.

Since we only needed breathing gear, we donned masks and tanks before we went back to raid the place for information.  The other two zombies were still there.  Without a vampire to back them up, Rusty made short work of them.  His cuts were still healing, but the fact they still hurt only encouraged him to hit harder.

Once he was back in his human state, he picked up his oxygen mask and took a few deep breaths.  I really need to do more work on his take-it-with-you transformation spell.  Extending his natural shapeshifting effect to include things he wears should be faster, and it should be selective.  If possible, I’d like it to be adaptive, too.  An air tank shouldn’t transform—selective—and the mask should fit his face in any shape—adaptive.

Tricky.  A nice puzzle.

“Got a thought,” Rusty informed me, once he had his breath back.

“What?”

“Last time, we shot them.”

“So?”

“It was gunfire in an enclosed space.  You reckon that’s what woke up the vampire?”

“Could be.  If we didn’t have protection in our helmets, our ears would still be ringing.  I suppose it might be loud enough to wake the undead.  You want to try killing zombies quietly so as not to rouse it?”

“Maybe.  We do need to work on our process.”

“Agreed.”

The vampire, whoever he was, had crumbled to dust.  I collected some for future use.  He wasn’t the same type of vampire as the millions—maybe billions—of others.  Using his dust as a focus would make any location or detection spell much more effective.

Rusty wanted to try hacking into the vampire’s computer setup right there, but the system had biometric sensors.  A pile of dust doesn’t have a retina, fingerprints, or a voice pattern.  We wouldn’t get in even if we could guess his password.  This annoyed Rusty.  He took out a lot of pent-up aggression on a couple of walking corpses.

Maybe I should find a few bodies and try my hand at making zombies.  He might like having something to fight and kill.  Sparring with me isn’t the same.

We did a cursory search of the place, looking for any records.  I doubted there were any traps in his quarters, but you never know.  We didn’t spring any traps, so I was happy.  We didn’t find any records, either.  I did find the box in his workroom I’d seen earlier.  Opening it with care, I found a knife.  I think it was made of brass, since it was tarnished black, but there was a fair amount of crust on it.  My guess was it was a sacrificial knife.  A close inspection of the enchantment lent weight to the idea.  The magic in the knife was, in essence, an anticoagulant.  Anything cut by this would have a hard time stopping the bleeding.

I didn’t like it.  The… aura?  The psychic imprint on it was unpleasant.  This blade was responsible for extreme levels of pain and suffering, both physical and mental.  I didn’t want to have anything to do with it.  I didn’t want to simply leave it lying around, either.  I decided to bring it back and let Uncle Dusty deal with it.

As for the computers, we shut them down and took them with us.  It doesn’t matter what your passwords are if we steal your data storage and hook it up to our machine.  Sure, it was encrypted, but I know several high-tech worlds.  I also have the advantage of immense amounts of time for code-breaking.  Meaning I can line up all of Uncle Dusty’s reactor worlds in a time-bending line.  With the proper tweaking, a couple of months can go by for the data decryption programs to run while I have a hearty lunch.

Literally.  After lunch, we settled in to examine our informational loot.

I’ve said this before and I’m sure I’ll say it again:  The humans were going to lose.  While I didn’t like it, I was emotionally prepared to live with it.  It continued to chafe Rusty, though.

“The vampires’ idea—the elders’ idea—was to destroy the humans before the humans destroyed them, right?” Rusty asked.

“I believe so.  At least, that’s what they told their vampire councilors.”

“And nobody argued about what they were going to eat after the purge?”

“The question was raised, according to these records.  I haven’t found anything to say what happened to the guy asking, though.  He simply stops being part of the later correspondence.”

“I’m guessing no one else brought it up.”

“Apparently not.”

“So, they blew up the world in a semi-controlled fashion.  They destroyed civilization without necessarily ruining the planet.  They haven’t won, exactly, but they’ve achieved a major victory in the war—one that may prove impossible to overcome.  Now what?”

“Now that they’ve busted civilization back to the Stone Age, I don’t know what they’re planning.  I would guess it’s either total extinction as they suck the planet dry, or a human mass-production system where they gorge themselves every night.  Could go either way.”

“My joy is immeasurable.”

“I can imagine.  If we kill the leaders, though, all the rest will be the ones like Dietrich.  Eventually.  It takes a while for the feral ones to acclimate.”

“And this is a good thing?”

“Dietrich was under the impression the elders were originally feral monsters of his own sort.  They’re really sociopathic killers pretending they once were feral, or letting others assume they were.  Having Dietrich-class vampires in charge almost has to be better than dark-souled monsters trying to devour the world.”

Rusty grunted noncommittally and headed for the microwave.  I swiveled the chair around and realized I needed a footstool.  Even with clean socks, it wouldn’t do to prop my feet on the table.  I pushed in the control rod under the chair so it wouldn’t tilt and folded my legs, putting my feet under me in the chair while I reviewed our stolen information on my tablet.

Rusty served up a plate of cold cuts and the bread to put it on.  He also brought over the condiment jars.  I accepted a sandwich from him while he built one for himself.  He tends to go heavier on the mustard than I would, but it’s the thought that counts.

After chomping viciously for a bit, he wiped his mouth with the back of one hand and grumbled.

“How many more of these things are there?”

“There are five left, I think.”

“Five?”

“The actual locations aren’t in his database, but the areas of responsibility are tagged.  One of the original seven appears to have gone offline in the Short War, leaving six functional.  After we took down the command and control for our Mister X, that leaves five.”

“Something occurs to me,” Rusty said.  “How do we know the minions in Mister X’s base aren’t carrying on for him?”

“How would they get down to his lair?  And, if they did, what would they do?  I shifted out the whole server rack.  We took the brain out of the bunker.  How will they figure out what needs to be hit?  They have firepower and supplies and so on, but they’re deaf, dumb, and blind.”

“Maybe we should blow it up anyhow.”

“I’m not entirely comfortable with that.”

“What?  Why not?”

“The people may be nothing more than people.  We don’t know the circumstances.  They might think they’re defending their country as part of a secret, last-ditch line of defense.  They might think they’re defending their life-support bunker from marauding hordes roaming the wastelands.  They might even be—formerly!—mind-controlled technical people kept around to tend the machines.  Killing them isn’t justified.  Not to me.”

Rusty sighed.  He didn’t roll his eyes, but it was a near thing.

“Okay, okay. We’ll leave it alone.  If nothing else, they’re a bunch of living human beings who have a chance of surviving the nuclear winter in their bunker.”

“There is that,” I agreed.  “The bunker is also a secret store of technological goodies.  Humans are living in it, so humans might recover it.  Which reminds me.  Surviving humans.  Weren’t you looking for survivors we could persuade to emigrate?”

“Huh?  Oh, for your uncle.  Yeah, I found a few likely candidates.  No large groups, obviously.  What do we do first?  Go on a recruitment campaign?  Or hunt down super-evil vampire monsters?”

“Why not both?  You keep searching for people, I’ll search for monsters.”

“Do we have anywhere to put them?  The people, I mean.  If I’m selling them on refugee status, what kind of camp are they headed for?  Summer camp or concentration?  They’ll want to know about accommodations.”

“Talk to Uncle Dusty.  He’s in charge of housing and hospitality.”

“Me?  Why do I have to talk to him?”

“Because I’ll be hunting monsters?”

Rusty rolled his eyes again, even as he started on another sandwich.  He wasn’t so upset it affected his appetite.  I took it as a good sign.  He also remembered to cut part of the crusts off and leave them by the side of the bed.  I’d told him about Fred.  Rusty didn’t fully believe me, but the crusts still kept disappearing.  Rusty was also a bit annoyed to discover he was out of matching socks.

Fred isn’t the Sock Monster—or I don’t think he is—but anything you can lose under the bed is fair game.

I wonder if he would eat a vampire for me if it tried to hide under a bed?  No, that’s not a good idea.  It’s not about having someone else kill them.  It’s about us doing it personally.  I know Fred would be willing to help find them, but he doesn’t relate to normal, three-dimensional space.  His universe is a bunch of little dots, each one an under-bed space.

Eventually, I’ll have to introduce Rusty and Fred.  I hope they get along better than Rusty and Dusty.


Journal Entry #78

Is this as ironic as I think it is?

I was raised by a vampire.  I didn’t think of him as “a vampire.”  I thought—and think—of him as Pop.  I knew from the beginning he was a vampire.  He didn’t even try to hide it from me.  I remember wishing I could do the fang trick with my teeth.  And I stuck my tongue out at him an awful lot when I was extremely little—he stuck his tongue out right back at me.  Since his was long enough to brush his hair back over his ears, this made me giggle.  When I had a tough time opening a package or a box, I’d hand it to him and he would slice it with his fingernails!  He acted as if all this was perfectly normal, so I did, too.

I believe it was a wise choice.  I can’t imagine how it would have gone if he’d kept it a secret until I figured it out on my own.

Now I’m spending my days hunting vampires.  I mean, yeah, who better?  I know more about vampires than most vampires do.  It still feels weird.  I never pictured myself as Phoebe van Helsing.

On the other hand, Pop may have foreseen this, or something like it.  I was always under the impression he wanted me to know about everything that might want to kill me so I could defend myself.  This also has advantages if I’m going out to pick a fight.

Rusty sat down with the magic mirrors and kept looking for survivors to rescue.  I directed all his questions to Uncle Dusty.  This would give the two of them a chance to work with each other and, hopefully, allow them to develop a better working relationship.

I went upstairs and got out a lot of paper.  I had vampire dust and a location spell to work on.

One of the key points to a location spell is defining precisely what you want.  It still has distance limitations, but having a specifically tuned spell is one way to make it as efficient as possible.  I wanted to maximize the range.  Once I had an idea of how much area I could search with each casting of the spell, I could calculate how many spells I would need to search the planet.

I designed, tested, redesigned, and retested.  After four iterations, I decided I hit the point of diminishing returns as far as tuning the spell went.  As a result, my best location spell, focused in a narrow wedge, could find this type of vampire across a much longer range than I anticipated.  By delivering it through a gate spell, I could almost ignore the time to re-target and start a scan in a new area.  Even so, and despite all this, I discovered scanning the planet would take years.

I sat at the table and went over my notes, doing the math again.  Finding any single vampire would probably be only a matter of months.  Our stolen data gave us good clues as to where they had to be, in general.  We needed a way to locate them easily and precisely since our objective was to eliminate all of this particular species.  We would have to search everywhere to be reasonably sure they were extinct.  If you want to be absolutely sure you’ve got all the loose change out of the couch, you don’t just stick your hands between the cushions.  You take the cushions off and maybe even move the couch.  It’s like that.

I put my papers and materials away, scribbling a note to myself for later.  I needed a much more thoroughly equipped workroom for this sort of thing.  I’d been avoiding the work of casting all the spells for a full laboratory, always thinking I would be moving out soon.  Maybe it was time to at least get a full setup here even if I was only visiting.  I could always take the stuff with me when I moved out.

I decided to have dinner and go to bed.  Dinner took a couple of tries, though.

As I stood in front of the Magic Microwave, I decided I didn’t want to think up anything new.  I checked the list and found “Rabbit” next to one of the numbers, scribbled in Rusty’s handwriting.

In my tired and hungry state, I thought a rabbit dish would be different and interesting.  He already had other exotic entries on the list: Raw beef, elk shoulder, moose tongue, horse heart, leg of lamb, alligator tail, and so on.  I punched in the number and hit the “Start” button.

I opened the door and ten pounds of flop-eared rabbit looked out at me.  It screamed.  I slammed the door.  It continued to scream.

I didn’t bother to consult the list.  I punched a number and poof, no more rabbit.  Everything inside the Magic Microwave simply disappeared, replaced by a pot of coffee surrounded by four mugs.

Note to self: get rid of the excess mugs and coffee pots.  We’ve been collecting the things.  Right now, someone was wondering if a rabbit ate his coffee service.  We could lose the pots and mugs the same way.  We did it with extra plates rather than clean them.  Although it might be nice to build up a reserve of dinnerware for when we moved out…

I took a moment to inhale the smell of fresh coffee, then selected the “Hamburger, loaded” option on the menu.  The coffee went away, leaving behind a burger wrapped in metallized paper.  I judged it was about twenty minutes old.

As I sat down to eat, I made a mental note to ask Rusty about the “Rabbit” setting.  Then I realized how tired I was.  Of course he had a setting for a live rabbit.  He’s a werewolf.  So I scratched out the mental note and amended it. I would talk to Uncle Dusty about making sure Rusty hadn’t lost a rabbit—or worse, two rabbits!—in a world where they had no native predators!


Journal Entry #79

I woke up the next morning and noticed Rusty wasn’t with me.  He was either still hunting for likely immigrants or had tried to bite Uncle Dusty for being a bastard.  Neither one called for immediate action on my part, although for different reasons, so I had breakfast.

After my morning routine—light exercise, breakfast, hygiene, dropping stale cereal behind the bed; the usual—I called for Uncle Dusty.  Nothing overly dramatic.  I simply said aloud, “Hey, Unc.  Busy?”

Omniscience is no doubt difficult to achieve, but inside the Atomic Temple?  Pfft.  The avatar—one of his avatars—knocked on the door within two minutes.  I called for him to enter.

“Morning,” he offered, and took a seat in the smaller office chair.  That one has a mesh backing and looks high-tech.  I prefer the big, leather one.  I can put my feet under me rather than on the floor.

“Morning,” I agreed.  “How’s the housing going?”

“Eh.  We’ve got a tiny rural community of houses.  It’s going to take quite a while before we clear enough land to make a village, much less the necessary farms.”

“Do they have to farm?”

“Darn tootin’ they do,” he assured me.  “Foraging in the jungle won’t support a non-nomadic population large enough to be genetically stable.  They’ll have to cultivate food to get the calorie density they need.”

“I guess.  You can shift in food, too, with the new Closetcopia, though.”

“Yes, but I don’t like it.  It’s a great way to supplement food production, but I’d rather not depend on it.  You’ve made it user-friendly enough for my avatar to operate, and that’s great.  Thing is, if anything goes wrong, I can’t fix it.”

“Mm.  Good point.  A single point of failure is potential trouble.  Okay.  When do you think you’ll want refugees to show up?”

“Well, if you want to reset time-tickers again—and put this world near the end, this time—we can finish building the initial village.  Let’s say it can be done by tomorrow, depending on where you’re standing.”

“I don’t want Cameron in a speeded-up world.  I don’t want to accidentally age him.”

“He’s My high priest and I have the closet network to move him between reactor worlds.  I’m not going to age him unnecessarily.”

I didn’t know how to respond to that, so I checked it off my list and moved on.

“On the subject of vampires, have you spoken with Rusty about the big, bad, nasty ones?” I asked.

“No.”

“Why not?”

“He doesn’t like Me.”

“I’m aware of that.  You’re both grown-ups.  Sort it out.”

Uncle Dusty sighed heavily.

“Phoebe, being grown up is very different from being mature.”

“You’re saying Rusty is being childish?”

“Yes, but so am I.”

I blinked at him.  He noticed my confusion.

“Here’s the thing,” he began.  “Rusty has anger management issues and I pissed him off.  Fine.  He knows he’s got anger management issues.  Does this mean he can automatically ignore them?”

“Mm.  He does work hard at it.  But ignore them?  No.”

“I have My own issues, too.  I’m egotistical, often self-centered, vain, proud, possibly narcissistic, and probably conceited.  I’m a god, Phoebe.  No native of a material plane qualifies as one of My peers.  Well,” he corrected, “almost nobody.  You and your father are family.”

“Does that make me a demigod?  Like Hercules or Helen of Troy?”

“By adoption, but yes.  At minimum, you would be regarded as one of the great heroes of legend.”

“And Pop?”

“Let’s not talk about him,” Uncle Dusty evaded.

“Why not?”

“Technically, in this context he’s ‘just’ a hero.  On the other hand, he’s been exposed to, adapted to, absorbed from, hybridized, and incorporated such a wide variety of weirdness I’m not sure how to classify him.  If he wanted to be a god, he would be.  He chooses not to be. I suspect he would view it as a downgrade.”

“I see,” I said.  Now that Uncle Dusty said it out loud, I could see he was right.  “Okay, let’s get back to you and Rusty.  You were talking about how Rusty has issues?”

“Yes.  I also acknowledge I do, too.  Awareness of our issues doesn’t mean we can overcome them whenever we want.  He’s angry with Me and will remain so until he gets over it.  I don’t particularly like the fact he’s a primitive-minded, oversensitive baby.  I have a hard time coddling his tantrums.”  Uncle Dusty shrugged.  “We don’t get along.  We try, because we both care about you, but neither of us likes the other.”

“Bloody hell,” I decided, and rubbed my face with my hands.

“Could be worse.”

“Oh?  How?”

“I could have blasted him into a pile of smoking fur.  I didn’t.  And, unless he works really hard at provoking Me, I won’t.  Please don’t tell him I said so or he won’t try so hard to avoid it.”

“Okay.  That’s a comfort.  All right, the big bad vampires of evil.  I was thinking about them last night.  I’ll have to talk to Rusty again, but the plan is to kill them all.  Trouble is, if we miss one, he can make more.  If you see any, we’ll come back and kill them.  Once we finish with the sucker-vampires, we’re only rescuing survivors.  With the bad guys killed and the survivors relocated to your village, I’m hoping we can be done with that world and move on—literally, figuratively, and emotionally.”

“You sound pretty intent on making this species extinct.”

“They’re responsible for a lot of bad things.”

“Oh?”

“Yes.  Their vampocalyptic plans resulted in the destruction of Mister Stuffins.  I have a deep and abiding anger that isn’t going away.  Any member of this breed of vampire who comes to my attention is going to be destroyed.  The ones on Vampocalypse world?  Those I’m hunting down, both for myself and for Rusty.  After that, we’ll see how I feel.”

“You’re still mad about losing your teddy bear?”

I shot him a glare.  He blinked.

“Yes,” I said, and tried not to hiss it at him.  “I am a childish young woman who doesn’t like losing people she cares about—like my lifelong friend, Gus, who went to his death without me, and my lifelong guardian, Mister Stuffins, who I sent to his death at the claws of a horde of monsters.  I have my issues, too.  Is that a problem for you?”

“No problem here,” he said, solemnly.

“What I’m doing is looking for closure.  Once I punish those I feel responsible, I’m hoping I can finally let go of this.  The violence inherent in killing them should also be cathartic for Rusty.  Thus, with their extinction, we won’t have much of a stake in this particular Earth.”

“Seems reasonable,” Uncle Dusty agreed, nodding.  “Anything special you want from Me regarding the planet?”

“Only to know if we missed any.  The other type of vampire isn’t inherently evil, or not in the same way, at least.  Let them sort themselves out.  We’re cleaning up what we can:  our own psychological issues.  We can handle those.  The planet still has billions of vampires roaming around.  Those are a little beyond us.

“Fair.  I can’t scan the planet to locate your targets, but I can keep an eye on it and let you know if one comes to My attention.  Let Me think about it and I might be able to figure out a way to detect the link between this kind of vampire and its patron entity.  If there are no links, there are no vampires.  I don’t know about tracing such a link without exposing Myself to an entity I’d rather not.  Simply detecting its presence should be possible.”

“That would help immensely.”

“I’ll work on it.  What do you intend to do?”

“Cutting off the head seemed to work pretty well the first time.  We’ll see how it goes the second time.”

With more information and better tactics, I added, silently.  Taking an atmospheric sample would tell us if we needed oxygen.  I suspected all the subterranean vampire lairs would use the same trick.

“Oh, and one more thing,” I added.  “Do you have any rabbits here?”

“Here?” he echoed.  “No, of course not.  We have damn few animals of any sort.  This planet is lucky they didn’t kill off the insects!  As it is, if it hadn’t been for egg-laying creatures, I’m not sure there would be any animal life of any sort.”

“Double-check, would you?  You can do that in your own worlds, right?”

“Yes.  I’m looking now.  I don’t see any rabbits offhand, but it takes a while to search a planet.  Why?”

“I thought Rusty might enjoy running through the jungle to hunt a rabbit.  If you’ve no objection.”

“I don’t pay him much attention,” Uncle Dusty admitted.  “He could be out howling at the Moon and I wouldn’t notice.  If you think he’d like it, be My guest.”

“Thank you.”

After a brief rearrangement of time-tickers, Reactor World #1 leaped ahead about six months, allowing for a lot of robotic construction.  I unhooked the chain of time-tickers, escorted Cameron back to Uncle Dusty’s avatar and the now-existing village, then went to find Rusty.

Rusty was in the moonbase, leaning back with his feet up, hands clasped behind his head, frowning a frown of concentration.

“You look lost in thought,” I observed.

“Lost?  No.  Merely far afield.”

“What’s up?”

“I found an awful lot of people,” he said.  “Hundreds, maybe thousands, who fit the bill for relocation.  Are you sure your uncle only wants five hundred?”

“I’m sure.  You think we should send more?”

“I’m thinking we could spend weeks shipping people over.  And I’m only talking about the ones who would take the offer, no questions asked, and not even pause to pack a toothbrush.”

“A post-apocalyptic world isn’t fun?” I asked.

“Even less than I imagined,” he agreed.  “It also got me thinking.  If we remove all the living human beings from this world, what happens to the vampires?  The regular ones, I mean.”

I started to answer, stopped, thought about it, started again.

“This particular type of vampire—if I understand them correctly—when they get hungry, they get desperate.  Even the smarter ones turn a little feral, I think.  I could be wrong.  Many types of vampire, when starved for long enough, go into a sort of hibernation.  You could freeze one in a glacier for a thousand years, provided you didn’t let sunlight get to him.  This type?  I think they’re the sort to waste away, gradually turning gaunt and old—a sort of Dorian Gray effect.  Starve them for long enough and they should crumble.  Should,” I emphasized.  “I can’t say for certain, but it matches what I know of similar types.”

“And if you pour blood on the hungry dust?”

“I can’t even guess.  We’d have to grab one and try it.”

“I’m okay with that.  What happens if you starve the really bad ones?”

“The ones we’re hunting?” I asked.  He nodded.  “I’m not sure.  Since they’re at least partially sustained by the emanations of a quasi-deific entity, they might survive indefinitely, provided nothing servers the connection.”

“Let’s not find out,” he decided.  “I do kind of want to see what happens with the more common sort.”

“May I ask why?”

“If they crumble to dust after they starve, then we could relocate people—all the living ones we can grab—and let the vampires die off.  Then, once they’re gone, put the people back.  Give it ten years, twenty, a century, even, and the majority of the global catastrophe issues will be solved, too.”

“Hm.  There’s something to what you say,” I admitted, “but I see a problem.”

“What’s that?”

“There are places where the humans are surviving.  Dietrich’s island, for example.  The bunker we just busted, for another.  Antarctica, too.  They may not want to give up where they are for a massive unknown.  Do we kill them off to make sure there are no survivors to provide breeding stock for the vampires?  Or do we wage a war of attrition where we kidnap them from their fortified communities by force?”

Rusty made a grumbling noise and sat up.

“Sometimes you annoy me.”

“I can’t help it.  It’s the brains.”

“All that and brains too?  I’m playing so far over my head it’s a wonder I don’t have a nosebleed.”

“Probably because you regenerate.”

“That does help.  All right, so we can’t steal all the humans and wait for the vampires to die off.”

“We can kill all the big, nasty vampires, though.”

“I’m all for it.  Have you found them?”

“No, but I have an idea!”

“More dynamos so your uncle can scan the world?”

“No.  It involves getting professional help.”

“A psychotherapist so we can resolve our issues peacefully?”

“Oh, hell no!”

“Okay, I give up.  What’ve you got?”

“An old friend of mine used to be a professional fortune-teller.  Card readings, crystal gazing, that sort of stuff.  It’s a family tradition.  She and I learned a lot from each other.  Her mother and grandmother were the real pros, though.  What I’m thinking is, if I pay them a call, I might be able to persuade one or more of them to do a little scrying for me.”

“Are they better than you are?”

“At scrying?  Yes.  In general?  No.”

“How can that be?

“I have a broad, intensive education.  I’m a theorist with a lot of practical experience.  I’ve forgotten more about spell theory than they ever knew existed.  Thing is, an engineer who designs the skyscraper isn’t necessarily the person you want riveting girders together.  Other witchy types have specialized skills, and the specialists are not to be trifled with in their field.  At scrying magic, they’re top-notch professionals.  I think we should hire the experts.”

Rusty shrugged.

“If you say so.  You know more about it than I do.  Does this mean we leave the people where they are?  If things keep going bad for humanity, more and more of the survivors will jump at the opportunity.  Hell, there’ll probably come a point when we could descend in a flying saucer and they would run up the gangway without even asking if they’re getting probed.”

“A lot of them wouldn’t mind being probed.”

“I’m aware.  I’m not one of them.  I prefer to do the probing.”

“I know.  Uncle Dusty only wants a few immigrants, and he wants those on a permanent basis.  We might talk him into allowing visitors, although not on the scale you’re suggesting.”

“I guess not,” he grumbled.  “Do you want me to come with you when you look for your specialist?”

“Hmm.  No, I’m pretty sure I can handle looking up an old friend.  You keep on searching—and talk to my Uncle Dusty.  Coordinate with him on the people we rescue.  He’s responsible for the reception and accommodations.”

“It’s not easy,” Rusty muttered.

“I know.  Would it help if I got you more of your meds?  I didn’t see a listing by the microwave.”

“I couldn’t figure out how to make it work.  Pill bottles all look alike, and individual pills don’t come with labels.”

“What were you taking, anyway?”

“Citalopram.  I never liked it.  It made me feel like my head was stuffed with cotton.  My thoughts, I mean, not my sinuses.  I was glad when I ran out.”

“Okay.  If you like, we can go to a world with high biotechnology and see if they have anything better.”

“Maybe,” Rusty hedged, looking down at this lap and drumming his fingers together.  “Look, how about I try to make nice with your uncle, first?  If he’s willing to be less of an egotistical jerk, I’ll try to be a more civilized animal.  If it turns out I can’t resist the urge to bite him, we can both back away slowly and I’ll agree to medication.  Is that fair?”

“More than fair.”  And more than Uncle Dusty offered, I added, to myself.

“Okay.  He can see this universe, right?”

“He can.  He’s got over five hundred dynamos running and a shift-closet to import more.  We’ve enough tunnel to accommodate more than the panels can handle.  I don’t know how many he’ll eventually install.”

“Good.  I’ll point him at anyone I find and he can tell me if he wants them or not.  We’ll start there and see how it goes.”

“Sounds like a plan to me.”


Journal Entry #80

I shifted into the world of Sofera in the middle of the afternoon, landing at the site of my old house.  The place was gone, of course.  The local church burned it to the foundation stones when they came after me for being a witch.

It took me a long time to figure out why.  I don’t think like a religious fanatic, nor do I truly understand the will to power.

I was a good witch in every sense of the phrase.  I helped people with their illnesses and injuries.  I made their lives better.  I didn’t charge much, either, even by their own standards!  They brought me what they could afford and I usually refused at least part of it.  Half the time, I was a charity.  Even so, the clergy decided they didn’t like me, so they came to burn me at the stake.

Well, burn me on a wooden “X,” I think.  We never got that far.  Pop showed up with Bronze and Firebrand.  There were no survivors.

Now what used to be a house was a big, rectangular area of displaced stones, mostly covered over with earth, grass, and a couple of scraggly bushes.  The only way to tell there used to be semi-paved cart path leading up to the house was the unnaturally flat contour of the ground.  Otherwise, it was another strip of grass.

It was a nice day.  The location wasn’t in line of sight from the village, making it reasonably private.  I didn’t know where Orrysa’s troupe might be, so I needed to contact her.  I could have done it through a gate spell, but I intended to pay her a visit anyway.

I pulled out a makeup mirror, opened the clamshell, and concentrated.  Orrysa might not be at her own mirror or crystal ball, but she would feel the contact if she was anywhere nearby.  Pop wouldn’t let me share a gate with her—”You’re too young to be handing out interuniversal gateways, young lady!”—but we made sure she would know whenever I called.

It was only a matter of moments before Orrinda, her mother, answered the call.  Her face swam into view.  The rippling effect was typical of a crystal ball.  She was much older than I remembered.  Almost all her hair was silver.  There were only a few threads of black remaining.  Her eyes were still sharp and bright, half-hidden in the sagging wrinkles of an old woman’s face.

“Phoebe!” she declared, smiling with all her teeth.  Several were missing.

“Orrinda!  It’s nice to see you again.  I’m calling for Orrysa.  Is she available?”

She laughed.  She laughed hard, wheezing slightly, and tears of mirth squeezed out of her eyes to lose themselves in the maze of wrinkles.  I worried about her a little.

When she finally calmed down, she coughed into a heavy, embroidered handkerchief, wiped her mouth, and set the cloth aside.  Still smiling, eyes twinkling, she took a deep breath.

“Orrysa is still available, but perhaps not for long,” she informed me.  “I am Orrysa!”

Pop warned me about time differentials.  Once in a great while, they throw you out of whack in enormous leaps.  You can leave a world and be gone a month only to discover you missed no more than a weekend.  Conversely, you can pop out for a quick lunch and come back to find the rackety steam railroads you loved so much are replaced by electromagnetic bullet trains.

Those are extremes, of course, and highly unlikely, but “unlikely” is not the same as “impossible.”  Pop made sure I saw examples before he let me roam around unsupervised.  Even forewarned, the way a time differential will occasionally whipsaw you without warning is still hard to grasp.  For me, anyway.

“You look surprised,” she cackled.  I probably did.  I was having a hard time reconciling my mental image of a girl about my age with the present reality of the old woman I saw.

“I am surprised,” I admitted.  “I didn’t think I’d been gone so long.”

“You always lost track of time,” she chided.  “Always.  You came and went like the zana, as though time meant nothing to you.  And there you sit, hardly older than I recall after so many, many years.”  She folded her arms, drawing the voluminous sleeves of her embroidered robes over her.

“I am glad to see you,” she went on, more seriously.  “Many thought you slain by the Church.  We heard of the burning.  I did not hear from you after.”

“I’m sorry.  I didn’t think anyone would… I mean, I went off to find my own way.  I didn’t expect anyone would spread rumors about the house burning down.  I never thought you would hear about it, much less worry for me.  I’m sorry I didn’t pay a call on you sooner.”

“Ah, well,” she shrugged.  “I was not so worried.  My mother spoke highly of your father, assuring me he would not allow it.  And I knew you to be a most capable witch.  After a year, when I heard nothing of the priests burning a witch on their cross of fire, I believed they failed to take you.  I did hope to hear from you before this, however.  I am still pleased you remembered me before my end.”

“I’m sorry,” I said again.  “I really am.  It hasn’t been as long for me.”

“My eyes are old, but not so old I cannot see this for myself.  The blood of the zana runs strong in your line.”

“I’m not a faerie creature.  I don’t even have faerie ancestors.  My Pop is a powerful wizard and saw to it I would have a long life.  That’s all.  Promise.”

“I know of him from my mother’s tales and from your own.  She spoke of him often, hoping he would return, too.”  Orrysa grinned again.  “She planned to tempt him, you know, even before our suggestion.”

I chuckled with her.  Orrysa and I had once entertained the notion of getting Pop to marry Orrysa’s mother.  I always thought Pop needed a romantic partner and Orrysa thought her mother needed a nice man to treat her well.  The idea we would then be sisters was merely a happy coincidence.  Honest.

Pop’s a monster, but he’s usually a very well-behaved and generous monster.  Orrinda was entirely willing to bite off as much as she could chew and nibble on everything else, but we never got Pop interested.  He’s weird, and if anyone would know, I would.

Side note:  I can call him weird.  That doesn’t mean I’ll let anyone else.  Make sure you add, “In a good way,” when you try.

“I wish we could have got him to visit more,” I admitted.  “I think he liked the galator.  And your mother, in his way.”

“There is still much to like.  Is this why you have reached out to me?  To tell me of your father?”

“No, I ran into a problem and thought of you.”

“Trouble that confounds you?  And you think I can aid you?”

“Oh, don’t be like that,” I chided, and we traded knowing grins at our old in-joke.  “Your whole family is sharper than a serpent’s tooth when it comes to telling fortunes and seeing things others would keep hidden.  You are the a’ramas.  You are professionals.  No, more than that.  You are the expert.  I’m a generalist, good at lots of different things, not a specialist.  No matter how talented or strong I am, there is no way I can even come close to the skills you’ve been sharpening for generations.”

Orrysa nodded, accepting the compliment as fact.  She knew it, and she liked that someone—one professional to another—acknowledged it.

“Do you bring trouble to my door?” she asked, formally.

“If I had trouble we could not defeat together, I would lead it far away.”

“Do you bring trouble to my door?” she asked, again.

“My troubles are my burden, but a friend might help me bear them.”

“Do you bring trouble to my door?” she asked, a third time.

“I bring all that I have and hope we both are enriched.”

“My friend remembers,” Orrysa said, smiling again.  “Very well.  Tell me of your troubles and I will see what may be seen.”

“You know there are many worlds.”

“Yes.”

“There is a world where the vampires have spread like wildfire.  Every nation is filled with them.  Men run by day and hide by night because the vampires are great in number and the vampires’ thirst is vast.”

“What is it you would have me see of this world?”

“There are two types of vampires.  One is… well, more like men.  This kind has the ability to choose what it eats.  It can understand how to behave in a civilized manner.  It is no more evil than people are, and may retain the capacity for good.

“The second kind is rare.  There are only a handful.  This sort is inimical, hostile.  It wants to kill everything in the world—kill the world, in fact.  If we can kill these, there may yet be hope.  But I can’t kill what I can’t find.”

“Ah, now the vision comes clear.  You wish me to look through the veil and see where these dark princes may be found.”

“In a word?  Yes.”

Orrysa thought about it for several seconds.

“It will not be a decision made lightly.  Come, visit me again.  We will eat, we will drink.  My sons and grandsons will play cunningly on instruments of music.  My daughters and granddaughters will dance for us.  And we will talk.”

“Is it okay if I appear out of thin air?”

“I will have a circle drawn on the ground for you.”

“My friend remembers,” I echoed.  “You are most kind.  I accept your invitation.”

The roads of Sofera were mostly dirt paths between dollops of civilization.  Close to towns and cities, they were often solidly paved and well-maintained.  Once a traveler got beyond the village fields, they were dirt tracks.  They were simply trampled-down lines leading to the next group of buildings, laid out where one could get a horse and wagon through.  They were trails, not roads.

I inherited a lot of things from Pop.  One of them is an appreciation for decent roads.  I think I also inherited it from Bronze.  She likes good roads, too.

The galator were camped well off the beaten track.  The wagons were circled and watchmen lurked outside.  Inside, near the wagons, three fires were in use for cooking and, after dark, would illuminate the interior of the camp.  I arrived outside the wagon-wall, in a circle freshly cut in the ground.  A pair of smiling girls, dressed in their best, most heavily-decorated outfits—white linen sleeves with designs stitched along the seams, long purple skirts, ornate vests, big, linked rings of brass or gold for belts, and pillbox hats with colorful, braided strings hanging all around.

Their smiles were already there when I arrived.  The smiles expanded when I appeared.  The girls clapped their hands together and practically bounced in place in an abundance of glee.

“She did!  She did!” they squeaked.

“Did what?”

“You really did appear!  You appeared!”

“It is a nice trick,” I agreed.  “I am Phoebe.”

“I am Olea,” said the elder.  She looked about twelve.

“I am Olanna,” said the younger.  She was probably ten.

“I’m delighted to meet you both.  Did Orrysa tell you to expect me?”

“She had us draw the circle,” Olanna said, proudly.  I looked down at it.  It was as wide as my outstretched arms and had two of the local magic-workers’ summoning runes carved into the turf along the outside.  It wasn’t a specific summoning, but it did make a convenient spot to aim for.

I thought my shift-spell worked awfully easily.  The circle obviously wasn’t a shift-space.  It still helped, like a slight incline when pedaling a bicycle.  It may not be enough to let you coast along, but it makes pedaling a breeze.

“And a very well-done circle it is,” I agreed.  “My spell found it and worked flawlessly with it.  Good work.”

“Grandmother will be pleased to see you,” Olea said.  “Will you come?”

“Of course.  And I like your vest,” I added, as the two escorted me around the nearest wagon.  “Did you do the beadwork yourself?”

“No, I didn’t.  I did the vest, but Ocara is the best we have at beadwork.  She ornaments many of the garments we buy so we can sell them elsewhere.”

“She does a fine job.  It suits you, too.”

“Thank you.  May I ask what it is you are wearing?”

“These?”  I gestured down at my shirt and jeans.  “These are traveling clothes.  I’ve been on a quest.”

This elicited excited “Ooo!” noises.  They were not impressed with my outfit—other than the leather jacket, perhaps—but were definitely excited about the idea of a quest.  Olea pounded her fist against the back door of the wagon before opening it.  They gestured me up the steps, so I went in.

Orrysa did not rise when I entered and I didn’t expect her to.  It was her wagon, after all.  Besides, it was crowded with a ton of stuff.  She was quite old.  She did hold out her hands, heavy with rings, and I took them in mine.

“You are as beautiful as ever,” she sighed.

“Not much wiser, though,” I replied.  “You are rich in ways I cannot match.”

“Perhaps.  Sit.  While others prepare the feast, tell me of the places you have traveled, and tell me more of the world you would have me see.”

We talked the sun out of the sky.  Orrysa was much more lively and energetic than I expected.  Maybe she looked older than she really was.  Some magical styles take a lot out of a person.  Even so, a lot of old people are sleepy or don’t have much stamina.  She was bright-eyed and attentive throughout.  Maybe it’s an attribute of her ancestry.  Maybe it’s due to her lifestyle.  Or maybe she was a tough old lady who found an interesting project—a challenge for her skills.

Underneath, though, I still saw my friend.  A gesture, the way she smiled, the slight tilt of her head as she thought deeply about what I said, all these things reminded me of her as she used to be.

“Enough,” she decided, finally.  “We will talk more of the dark things once the sun shines again.  Now we will put aside these matters.  We are keeping all my people waiting.”  She chuckled.  “They are eager to perform, but also eager to see the magic.  You will show us a pretty thing?”

I thought back to Firebrand’s lessons, and to the times I taught Orrysa.

“I remember how we played with fire.  Do you?”

“I remember, but have had no need of such a skill.  Show me again, tonight, and perhaps these aged fingers will recall it better.”

“Then we better have a bucket handy, this time,” I told her, and winked.  She chuckled again, bordering on a cackle.  The first time we played with fire, we didn’t burn down a forest.  Quite.

I helped her up and steadied her as she came down the stairs.  A man stood on the other side of the wagon’s stairs and helped.  He looked familiar.  He caught me looking at him and brought it to Orrysa’s attention.

“You remember my little brother, Olly.”

“Olly!”

“Yes, lady of zana.  I am that little boy.  Grown now, and grown old.”

“Not that old,” Orrysa chided.

“Not compared to you,” he replied, flashing very white teeth.  “You work too hard at your Art, sister.”

“Silence, boy.  Take us to our place.”

On level ground, Orrysa walked perfectly well.  Olly showed us to a prepared spot.  Thick cushions rested on a picnic-blanket of canvas.  A low, wickerwork platform served as a table.  Several dishes were already waiting.  Around the ring of the wagons, people moved to their own places, settling down.

Dinner was served.  It was very different from a meal at the dining-room table.  I remembered how it went from my previous stay with the galator.  Cooks were busy at the fires, but no one was formally designated to serve.  Everyone simply passed around whatever was to hand.  No one took a big serving of anything.  A bowl or platter would move through the crowd.  Tongs or chopsticks would remove a piece or two.  The container would continue to circulate.  Whoever emptied the bowl would move to one of the fires to refill it.

It was a big family meal, not a state dinner.  I was pleased to find myself en famille even after my long absence.

After everyone lost the edge from their general hunger, musicians struck up a tune.  At first, this was the only entertainment.  As the evening progressed, ladies took turns dancing, always to applause and whistling.  A few of the men also danced, either in acrobatic pairs or as support for the ladies.  Of the two, I’d say the ladies were the better dancers.  They were also the bigger draw when the troupe camped near a town, so they practiced more.  A few of the evening’s routines were choreographed, practiced dances, but most were spontaneous things done solely for the joy of it.

The highlight of the evening, of course, was Orrysa.  Magic is always the finale of the show.

One of the men brought her a lit torch.  She didn’t take the torch.  Instead, she took the fire from it, holding the flames in her hands.  The whole troupe did the ooooh! noise.  They stared raptly as she bent the flames in an arch between her palms, made it twist around her hand like a burning bracelet, and performed shadow-puppet-like tricks with both hands and raw flames.

She glanced my way after a few minutes.  I could tell she was concentrating to make the trick work, so I held out my hand and she gave me the fire.  I took the now-unlit torch and flicked my handful of flames into the air.  When it came down, I caught it on the end of the torch and re-lit it.

There are advantages to having a dragon as a live-in uncle.

The torch-flames danced for me, changing shapes slowly.  I turned it into birds, beasts, whirling constellations, even a woman’s figure dancing in time with the music.  For my showstopper, I turned it into a small dragon shape.  This leaped from the torch and flew around, touching two of the campfires before diving into the third.  All three of the fires flared upward, formed generic human figures, and bowed to the crowd before settling into regular fires again.

This went over very well.  The galator appreciate magic, especially if it’s pretty.  I took Orrysa’s hand, held it up, and we made a sort of seated bow, acknowledging their cheers.

It was a very good night.


Journal Entry #81

I woke up in a hammock.

The galator do like hammocks.  They’re better than a bed when the wagon is in motion.  Soferan suspension and shock-absorbing technology is slightly more advanced than nonexistent.  Hammocks also maximize space in harsh weather, allowing more people to sleep inside.  A hammock can even be used underneath a wagon if the ground isn’t appropriate.

I didn’t roll out immediately.  At the best of times, a wagon is not a spacious area.  The wagons contain almost all their worldly possessions.  Unconsidered movement can have expensive, inconvenient, or sentimental consequences, despite all efforts at packing and containment.  Children learn early on that any rambunctious behavior is best taken outside.

With considerable care, I eased myself to the floor, stood up, and cracked various joints.  I would have stretched, but it didn’t seem safe.  Safe for the wagon contents, I mean.  A galator wagon is as crowded as a purse, but tightly organized.

A rooster crowed again.  I realized this was the noise that woke me.  The other sounds of an early-morning campsite were mild, aside from the crying baby.  It was the pleasant, rustic sound of a cockerel that woke me and made me think of fried chicken.

I can be a morning person, but it’s not always easy.

I opened the rear door and stepped down, wondering whose wagon I’d been given and how to thank them properly.  When I lived with the galator before, I’d been paired with Orrysa and treated like a sister, living in her family wagon.  I wasn’t sure about the protocol now that I was an honored guest.  It made me wonder about my status with the troupe.

After a two-minute stretching routine and a cleaning spell, I felt ready to be social.  I investigated cooking smells.  Evidence suggested there might be breakfast in the works.  Omalla—thirtyish, smiling wryly, linen sleeves rolled up almost to her shoulders—was in charge of the fire.  One fire, now; it was the morning meal being prepared, not a feast.  Breakfast would go on for a good portion of the morning.  People would eat as they woke and got around to it.  She fed me and I wandered around, eating with my fingers from a deep-dish plate.

The camp didn’t all wake up at once.  It was a gradual process.  Someone had to relieve the watch.  Someone else had to start breakfast.  There were animals to tend and latrines to maintain, equipment to repair, and all the other things a wagon train required.

The baby was still crying.  I knocked on a wagon door and it opened.

“Yes?” asked a harried-looking lady.

“Is the little one upset?”

“Constantly.”

“He?  Or she?”

“He.  He won’t sleep on his own.”

“May I ask him?  He might tell me why.”

She looked at me with an odd expression.  I wasn’t sure what it meant.  She moved back from the door and beckoned me in.

Inside, she was alone with the baby.  Judging by the living arrangements, her husband and other child were already out and about, presumably to get away from—or let her try to soothe—the noisemaker.

The noisemaker was still lying in his… sort of a hammock?  A regular hammock would be dangerous for an infant.  This arrangement was more like a shallow, open-topped sack.  It swung freely, like a hammock, but the child couldn’t roll out of it.  I’m not sure a toddler could climb out of it.

“Hello,” I said, looking down into the canvas crib.  The little boy didn’t look at me.  He was busy scrunching his face up and yelling.

Hello, I tried, this time speaking directly to him.  He stopped crying and looked around.  He was old enough to focus on my face.

What’s wrong? I projected, or an impulse to that effect.  It was the basic concepts of something bad, and identify.

According to the kid, he had a persistent pain in his middle.  I reached down and patted him gently, listening for his mind to identify where.  I questioned him and examined him, did a little internal adjusting, and let him go to sleep.

“He was a little sick,” I told his mother.  “He’s going to fill his diaper a lot over the next day or two, but he’ll be fine.  How are you?  Any complaints?”

“What’s wrong with him?” she insisted.

“Nothing, now.  He had extra-thick secretions in a portion of his intestines.  I know there’s a name for the condition, but I’d have to look it up.  He’s fine, but you look exhausted.  How long has this been going on?”

“Three—no, four days.”

“I’ll bring you breakfast.  You sit down.”

“I think I will.”

I brought her a dish and a fist-sized lump of bread.  The baby was still sleeping.  I would have continued the discussion, but Olanna found me.  She was in less formal clothing—dark skirt, bright red blouse, thin scarf around her forehead to keep her hair back.

“There you are!  Grandmama is ready to see you.”

“Oh, good!  Let’s go.”

We chatted as she led me back to Orrysa’s wagon.

“When I didn’t see you immediately, I tried to cast a Sight.  I thought I worked it well, but I did not find you.”

“That’s because I can’t be found like that.  Well,” I amended, “it’s possible, but it’s really, really hard.  Don’t feel bad.  The spell shielding me was designed by an ancient master of magic.”

“Your father?”

“You know about Pop?”

“There are stories,” Olanna said.  I wasn’t sure what to make of her tone.  I didn’t pursue it as we arrived at the wagon right then.  The steps were down and the door open.  Inside, Olea sat with Orrysa.  Both were meditating, staring together into a crystal ball.  Rather than interrupt, I waited.  Olanna waited with me, looking annoyed.  I knelt with her in the back of the wagon as we waited.

“What’s wrong?” I whispered.  Olanna’s frown was mixed with something else.  A sneer, perhaps.  A slight curl to the lip.  Brows drawn toward each other.

“I was told to fetch you.  Olea shouldn’t have wheedled Grandmama into a lesson.”

I nudged her and tilted my head toward the door.  We quietly left the two inside to their meditations.

“What were you learning?”

“How to see far away.  The Sight I cast to find you was practice.”

“How good are you with it?”

“I still need a crystal to start.  I can’t use a mirror, yet.  Olea can do it without anything to help.  She doesn’t see as clearly as I do,” Olanna added, smugly.

“I don’t have a crystal ball handy, so we can’t practice with it.  I prefer mirrors, anyway.  They aren’t as dangerous.  Hmm.  Would you like to work on how to handle fire, like Orrysa and I did last night?”

Olanna’s eyes told me she would like nothing more.

“Yes, please.”

I held up a hand and reached toward the cooking fire.  A handful of humanoid flame sneaked out of the bottom, looked both ways, and sprinted to my palm, leaving smoking footprints behind.

“There are a lot of things about fire,” I began.  “You can study it for years and never know it all.”

“Where did you learn about fire?”

“I learned about plasma and the chemistry of combustion from a vampire, but it was a dragon who taught me about fire.  Now, has Orrysa taught you how to watch with your inner eye?”

“Yes.”

“Use it.”

Olea came out of the wagon and saw us tossing a ball of fire back and forth, like a meteor streaking back and forth.  Her expression was amazed, followed by angry, then turned into a big, fake smile.

“Grandmother is ready,” she announced.  I tossed the fire back to Olanna.

“Maybe you can teach Olea a bit about fire,” I suggested.

“Maybe,” Olanna said, doubtfully.  Olea looked haughty and offended.  I wasn’t sure if she was irked at the idea Olanna might not share or at the idea of Olanna teaching her.

I let them work out their professional differences while I went into the wagon.  Orrysa smiled at me as I came in.

“I trust Olanna was not too difficult?” she asked, gesturing me to sit.  I did so.

“Not at all.  She’s a quick study.”

“Close the door.”

I leaned back and pulled the door closed.  It didn’t have an obviously latch, so I shot the bolt.

“I wish her elder was as quick,” Orrysa admitted.  “I am trying to train them both, but our zana blood runs stronger in Olanna.”

“You reminded me about this and I always meant to ask.  You have ancestors who were creatures of Faerie?”

“It is a long story, and not one I will recount in full at this time.  Suffice it that, long ago, a handsome stranger lay with one of my many-times removed grandmothers and departed with the dawn.  Afterward, she and her son traveled much, founding the ways of the galator.  It is from our ancestor we have the Gift, in greater or lesser degree.”

“Everyone has their talents.  If Olea’s talents aren’t as broad as Olanna’s, is there any chance Olea will be happy to specialize in one particular discipline?”

“Not if it means she will never lead the troupe.  It is the Gift of foresight we cherish most for our leaders.”

“Oh.”

“I worry about her.  She is too young to be so concerned with power.”

“Is she more concerned with the power of rulership or magic?” I asked.

“Does not one lead to the other?”

“Within the galator, yes,” I agreed.  “Elsewhere, other rules may apply.”

Orrysa looked thoughtful as she interlaced her fingers, rings clicking.

“I believe she is more interested in ruling than in the Art.”

“Is there any reason Olea can’t be in charge with Olanna as her advisor?”

“It is not our way.  The one who sees the future most clearly is the one who decides.  One who does not see must be told, and the understanding of the Sight is not always easy to convey.”

“Mm.  I can understand that.  Would it be possible to have Olanna as the nominal leader, with Olea as her chief lieutenant?  Olanna could focus on practicing her Art—including foreseeing the best direction to go—while Olea carries out all the usual functions of leading the troupe.”

“I do not think Olea would be happy with such an arrangement, if only because she would know she is still a subordinate, or, at best, a figurehead.  I fear there is no good compromise.”

“Would it help if you were to keep the leadership for another two or three decades?”

Orrysa chuckled, a dry sound from deep inside.

“I have paid the price for sending my spirit abroad on the winds of time.  Even if I never summon the full power of the Sight again, I will not see six more summers.”

I shifted on the thick cushion, rocking back and forth a little as I considered this.  I didn’t like it.  Admittedly, I hadn’t seen Orrysa in years—a few years, for me—but we had been good friends.  We still were, as far as I was concerned.  While I understood the nature of growing older and the eventual inevitability of death, I also knew there were ways to delay the inevitable.  And I liked Orrysa.  I always did.

“You know I want your help, right?”

“Yes.  I give it freely.”

“Don’t the galator have a custom of driving hard bargains?”

“We have a reputation,” she admitted.  “This is one among many.  I say we will not bargain with one whose feet wander as far as ours, and in paths strange even to us.  Such are our kin in spirit, if not in blood, and we honor them as our own.”  Orrysa smiled at me again.  “Some more than others, perhaps.”

“I am honored.  You are willing to give me this gift, the work of your Art to find my enemies.  I want to give you a gift of my Art in return.”

“We are honored by any gift given in kindness.”

“This isn’t about the troupe.  This is a gift for my friend.”

“A fine distinction,” she observed.  “We are both descended from the zana, I think.  Shall we trade gifts, then?”

“Not everything has to be a transaction.  I have discovered I want to give you a gift, or discovered a gift I want you to have.  I would like your help, but the gift is yours, with my blessing, regardless of your help.”

“Is this your custom?  To give without regard for exchange?”

“My family’s custom,” I corrected.  “What we give, we give without regard for reward.  We may be persuaded, from time to time, by the offer of a fair price.  Then we sell.  That is the only exception.  What we do not choose to give, one must never try to take.”

“I understand.  I shall trust your gift as I trust your goodwill.”

“Excellent.  How long do we have before you need to talk with anyone?”

“As long as I wish, although I will be expected for lunch.”

“So, three or four hours?  I mean, until the sun is high?”

“Yes?”

“Then I invite you to travel the way I travel, to visit with me in the place where I live—only for a short while here, although it will seem longer there—so I may give you my gift.”

“I must ask how long it will be in this place you wish to go.  The time left to me is not so long as it once was.”

“You say you won’t see six more summers?” I asked.

“I do not believe so.  Perhaps five, or only four.”

“This won’t take enough time to be missed.”

“Very well.  You say we shall travel as you travel?  Through the places beyond places?”

“Yes.”

“Long have I wished for this.  I will see it for myself before I die,” she stated, definitely.  “I will go with you.”

“Sit close to me.  Take a breath.  Hold it.”


Journal Entry #82

Orrysa was amazed at the reactor complex.  She’d never seen buildings made of concrete and glass before.  And the magic of the ceiling lights was only the start of her amazement.

I introduced her to Uncle Dusty.  I already warned her about Uncle Dusty’s tendency to take himself too seriously.  She got the idea quickly: He’s a powerful entity living on a plane of existence made entirely of energy.  Yes, he can do things we don’t understand.  Yes, you can think of him as a god.  Don’t be too impressed.  He’s not too different from any ancient sorcerer-king with Terrible Powers.  Nicer, though, and not so stuck on the idea of formal manners.  Treat him like any other host when you’re in his house.  Be slightly less snarky back to him as he is to you and let him feel he’s in charge.  Gently stroke his ego without letting him know you’re doing it and it’ll all be fine.  You know, treat him like a man you want to manipulate.

I have to say, Orrysa was impressed, bordering on amazed, at a lot of the things I take for granted.  I blame Pop for my blasé attitude toward what other people think of as miracles.  Pop is the worst yardstick.  I mean, yeah, it’s possible to express your shoe size in fractions of a parsec, but it’s not the best choice.

I had things to prepare, so one of his avatars showed her around the place, demonstrating all the little things.  Running water.  Flush toilets.  The Magic Microwave.  A hot shower.  Air conditioning.  Electric lights.  The elevator.

The elevator made an impression.

Have you ever considered how amazing an elevator is?  I didn’t, not until I heard Orrysa telling me about it.  Rather than take the stairs up two or three floors, someone built a small, steel room that would crank itself up and down a special shaft.  An escalator is a set of moving stairs and is, once you see it, relatively intuitive.  But how lazy—or how much of an over-achiever—do you have to be to build a whole levitating room to save yourself from a flight of stairs?

Yeah, I know.  It was invented because buildings started getting too tall.  The reactor’s admin building only has three floors, so the elevator was an accessibility requirement.  Orrysa still thought of it as magic.  She wasn’t used to any technology more advanced than wagons.  Not even prairie schooners or Conestoga wagons.  Wooden boxes with wheels.  They didn’t even have horsecollars or whippletrees until Pop gift-wrapped them.

I wonder if anyone else in Sofera has ever noticed them?  Maybe I’ll ask.

While one of Uncle Dusty’s meat suits was keeping Orrysa amazed and amused, I reset time-tickers to maximize our time here.  I also had a talk with another of Uncle Dusty’s avatars about the cloning machines in the Human Resources department.

“Look,” he said, “I used to be a technologically talented individual.  In a way, I still am.  It’s your father who’s been studying variant and future tech for the past chunk of forever.  I can operate this thing,” he said, slapping the top of the console, “even though I don’t really understand most of what it does.  What are you trying to accomplish?”

“What I want it to do is run a rejuvenation cycle on Orrysa.”

“I dunno.  Maybe it can do that.  I don’t see any way it can do her any harm.  At minimum, it’ll leave her in perfect health.  It can heal anything wrong with her… uh… hmm.  You know what telomeres are?”

“Sure.  They’re like aglets at the ends of DNA strands.”

“Aglet?  I know the word, but it’s not coming to me.  What’s an aglet?”

“The little retainer things on the ends of shoelaces.  It keeps them from fraying.”

“That’s right.  Now I remember.  Telomeres are kind of like that for DNA, I think.  I’m not sure this thing can restore telomeres in a full-grown body.  It can do it in a single cell when it starts a clone, but I don’t know or understand the technique.  It may not work at all on an adult.  Telomeres are one example of age-related things it’ll have to fix.  Maybe it can.  No doubt this gadget has a thousand settings, none of which I’m qualified to use.”

“Doesn’t it have an instruction manual?”

“Of course!  It’s written for a twenty-third century physician specializing in cloning.  I’m told the interface is pretty user-friendly, provided you were born in the twenty-third century.  How would I know?  I’m largely a product of the late twentieth.”

“I’ll see what I can figure out.  Assuming it doesn’t have a straightforward rejuvenation setting, how about if we put her in a clone tank, regenerate her to perfect health, and I add healing spells?  Specifically, spells to help her body move more toward the prime of her life.  These sorts of spells usually only hold off aging, slowing it down.  In a clone-tank environment, in an ultra-high-magic area, might they not actually turn her biological clock back?  Slowly, maybe, but enough to matter?”

“Possibly.  You’re still asking the wrong relative.  I deal in celestial energies, not magic.”

“Then how about you help?  While we have technology and magic working to make her younger, you can add your own celestial intervention and say ‘Let there be youth’.”

“Hmm,” he said, pulling at one cheek while he thought.  “It’s possible.  Added to your own efforts, it might work well enough to be practical.  Or, you could try doing what your father does.  We could clone Orrysa and transfer her from her old body into the new one.”

“How hard is that?”

“I have no idea.”

“If it goes wrong, how badly wrong can it go?”

“At worst?  It’ll kill her.”

“And the potential downside to a multi-disciplinary rejuvenation?”

“I don’t see how it can harm her.  The biggest risk is turning her clock back so far she starts to shrink into a teenager, a tween, a child…”

“Which will take time.  Weeks, maybe days.  Plenty of time to see we’ve gone too far.”

“I’d say so.”

“Then we’ll go with the rejuvenation.  If it works really well, we can always stop.  If it works at all, maybe she winds up ten years younger, rather than eighteen again, and we’ll have to weep at the injustice of merely getting ten more years.”

“Have I ever mentioned you remind me of your father?”

“In passing.  I tend to ignore flattery.  Let’s set it up.”

So we did.  Orrysa was puzzled about my youth-restoring ritual.  There was too much she didn’t understand.  On the other hand, she was perfectly willing to let her ageless, timeless friend share what she thought was a secret method of living forever.

I did caution her it might not work as well on someone “with so much mortal lineage.” She felt it was worth the gamble.

It wasn’t really a gamble.  I was certain it would work.  The only question was how well.  I would need to do it many more times to get a solid experimental baseline.  People vary a lot in terms of how they age.  Orrysa couldn’t be part of the data set, though.  She had artificial aging problems brought on by her meddling with temporal divination spells.

I never meddled with her sort of magic.  It seems to me there ought to be a way to shield her from the side effects, or add to her technique a method of diverting the worst of them.  The only problem is I’d have to learn her spells and watch her work.  We’re friends, yes, but this is proprietary magic.  The galator, like any number of magical traditions, don’t readily share their secrets.  I might have to marry one of those handsome, dark-eyed, dark-haired young gentlemen of the troupe and get myself trained as her apprentice.

As for the three-fold anti-aging attempt, we got great results.  The process went quickly at first, slowing down gradually as it progressed.  When she went into the tank, she looked positively ancient.  Coming out, she looked forty-ish.  An extremely healthy forty, obviously.  At a guess, our method undid a lot of her magical aging damage and reversed a fair amount of the biological age progression.  Or maybe it was the other way around.

Did it work so well because the spell-induced aging damage was easier to fix?  Or did it not work very well because the spell-induced aging damage was impossible to fix?  Maybe I should find someone who aged naturally and compare the results.  Or maybe I’ll tell Pop about the experiment and let him figure it out.  He loves investigating.

Either way, Olea may have quite a wait before she gets a shot at the leadership of her troupe.

After we decanted Orrysa and she went through the post-tank recovery process—mostly a hot shower to get clone tank goo off—she stood in front of a three-way mirror.  She turned this way and that, looking at herself.

“What do you think?” I asked.  “Is this what you looked like when you were younger?”

“I looked this good when I was twenty, yet I also see subtle signs of age.”

“It’s the best I could do.”

“I am offering no criticism!  I am apprising you of the results of your work, for I know you.  You always strive to do more.”

“Not always.  I do appreciate your report.  What else do you notice?”

She stretched and moved, peered closely in the mirror, and evaluated everything.  I took notes.  If I ever wanted to youthen anyone, Orrysa’s rejuvenation would make a good data point.

“You have done wonders beyond the ken of mortals,” she decided, at last.  “You have given me a gift of more life and the youth to enjoy living it.  It is a boon I did not believe possible, much less one for which I might hope.  You have my gratitude.  Tell me what you wish of my Art and I shall do it if it can be done.”

“Now?  You just got out of the tank.  Don’t you want to get dressed, at least?  Have a meal?  Take a nap?”

“Yes to all of those, but your wishes in this are paramount.”

“We’ll be more effective fully rested.  Come on.  Let’s find something delicious.”

Uncle Dusty already showed her the Magic Microwave.  She regarded it as a miracle on par with the elevator, but much more versatile.  It’s all relative, I suppose.  The galator have a bloodline steeped in magic.  Most of them have at least a basic feel for the forces involved even if their knowledge is limited.  Their lifestyle doesn’t let them have more than a very few specialists at anything, whether it be a particular instrument, woodworking, embroidery, or magic.  And then it’s only the ones with the greatest talent who are encouraged to be the specialist.  Everyone else has to be a jack of all trades, able to fill in for anyone else.  It’s a group survival response to a dangerous world full of unexpected disasters.

It’s also really difficult to cart around any worthwhile library, much less one equivalent to the inside of Pop’s head.  I know.  I’ve seen his mental study.  The shelves go on and on.  He’s had a long time to fill them.

We ate stuffed peppers, garlic bread, and lamb chops.  Orrysa was unfamiliar with the dessert of chocolate pudding and immediately approved of it.  We had a good time, talking about when we were teenagers, running around half-wild.  I explained the details of how the major religion of Sofera tried to haul me in as a witch, and what Pop did about it.  She told me about her husband and what happened to him.

The galator aren’t exactly criminals in the eyes of most Soferan people.  They are viewed with suspicion and mistrust, mostly because they travel so much.  Most people don’t travel beyond a day’s walk from home, so the galator are “weird.”  They also get blamed for anything that goes wrong after they leave a place.  Missing a chicken?  The galator must have stolen it—never mind the pile of feathers and the paw-prints nearby.  The wanderers went away and so did the chicken.  Clearly, they must be connected.  That sort of thing.

Pop calls it “peasant logic.”  He warned me about the pseudo-logic of the untrained mind.  I’m still amazed by it, even when I run face-first into it.

Orrysa’s troupe has a route running in a big circuit.  It takes years to complete, so any given village sees them only rarely.  Their troupe’s route intersects other troupes’, so they regularly run into each other, or, occasionally, show up at a town within a shorter time.

Orrysa’s husband was a victim of one of these short-delay visits.  Another troupe had left only a couple of weeks before, so the locals were still all “Those darn galator aren’t to be trusted!”

As an aside, I don’t get it.  The circus comes to town.  People are entertained.  The circus goes away.  Traveling wizards show up and sell potions and poultices—ones that work.  Fortune-tellers tell your fortune—truthfully!  You’re either reassured or warned, depending.  Why is nobody grateful? Buyer’s remorse for all the money spent on entertainment?  They don’t like the prices of potions?  They feel cheated when their fortune is a warning rather than a reassurance?  It doesn’t make sense to me, but I recognize it may be a matter of upbringing.  Mine was weird by any standard, so I don’t always “get it.”

Anyway, the locals drove the galator out.  The whole troupe cracked whips and pushed carts and basically ran for it.  In fleeing, they suffered a number of injuries and two fatalities.  One of them was Orrysa’s husband.  He lagged behind, delaying and distracting townsfolk from the fleeing wagons.

Later, Orrysa found out what happened to him.

The dominant religion uses a large “X” as their holy symbol, like the Cross of Saint Andrew.  It’s not a symbol of redemption by sacrifice through crucifixion, however.  It’s a threat.  Sinners are crucified, sure—and then laid down on a bonfire.  The cross burns with the sinner, although the sinner doesn’t last as long.  That’s what the priest and his soldiers planned to do to me, way back when.

I don’t think I like Sofera.  No, I like the world fine.  I don’t like the major religion of Sofera.  It smacks too much of the Inquisition and a theocratic police state.  It’s lucky for them Pop never hung around to find out much about the place.

We finished lunch and dinner, still talking.  With Orrysa feeling decades younger, we kept at it longer than we should have, maybe.  It was late at night before we called it quits.  I made up a second bed for Orrysa and we went to sleep.


Journal Entry #83

Breakfast went especially well.  Rusty and I put in a lot of effort to make sure we didn’t have to think very hard first thing in the morning.  Over scrambled dodo eggs—it’s hard to predict eggs—and coffee, we discussed how to go about locating Evil Vampires.

“You have the dust of one?” Orrysa confirmed.

“Yep.  If you kill one, it crumbles.  I don’t know if it’s a function of age, though.  Fresh ones might flop like a regular body.”

“It should make no difference,” she said, brushing it aside.  “With the dust of one, I believe I can find another.  I can summon a vision for you, but I am uncertain how to tell where this creature may dwell.”

“That should be more than enough.  If you find the vampire and give me a more specific idea of who to look for, I can find it.  Get me a look at the target and I can zero in on it.  I need a vision of what to aiming for.”

“Very well.  How much longer do we have here?”

“How do you mean?”

“You said little time would pass for those of my troupe.  How long have we been here?  How long has it been for them?”

“Oh.  Hang on a minute.”

I sent a scrying spell through the multiple iterations of time-tickers.  It slid through gates, one after the other, took an image of the galator encampment, and slid back.  The spell didn’t take long at all to make the trip and return, what with time being distorted more and more the farther away it went.  The photo said it was still at least an hour from noon, probably more. I played it safe and called it an hour.  I told her this and Orrysa shook her head.

“It no longer amazes me to find your youth has not departed, for the ways of time are strange in the places wherein you dwell.  Very well.  Let us pursue your quarry as quickly as we may.  Time waits for no one—or not for long.”

I introduced Orrysa and Rusty in the lunar habitat.  The lesser gravity was, as I expected, fascinating to Orrysa.  She bounced around, playing in the reduced acceleration, while I explained to Rusty.  He nodded along, keeping an eye on Orrysa.

“If she can find these guys, I’m all for it.  I’ve had enough trouble hunting up regular people.”

“Oh?  What’s wrong?” I asked.

“Here’s the thing.  These vampires spread like people on foot, mostly because they are.  Nobody’s driving anywhere, or not yet.  We may even have the smarter vampires riding bicycles instead of running.  So, for now, they travel relatively slowly, except when elders move the infection around manually.

“This leaves us with a lot of places where there were neither nukes nor vampires.  You’d think this leaves us with a lot of great candidates for relocation.  Turns out when you destroy the supply infrastructure of the planet, people starve.  They don’t stay near each other.  They spread out, looking for food, a lot like hungry vampires do.

“A few of these small groups are more successful than others and form larger groups.  Remember the colonel… what’s his name?  The guy we watched get bombed.  He was organized and effective.  Most other groups aren’t either of those things.

“What we want, as far as I can tell, are people who are capable, intelligent, and desperate.  As a—”

“Wait,” I interrupted.  “Desperate?”

“If you’ve got a comfortable post-apocalyptic shelter or even an effective coping strategy, are you going to abandon it and emigrate to someplace you’ve never heard of?  For all they know, we’re collecting humans for harvesting.  Solyent Green is delicious—if you can ignore the ingredients list.”

“I take your point.”

Rusty ran his fingers through his hair, exhaling, puffing out his cheeks.

“I don’t like my planet anymore,” he told me.  “It’s depressing and hopeless and ugly.  And I don’t feel we can really make a difference.  It’s like looking into a ghetto full of gangs, wondering what you can do and where to start.  Maybe killing the worst of the gangs and sheltering the homeless is the way to go.  It doesn’t save the world, but at least it saves someone.”

“Poor Rusty.  It’s hard to let go of a world you’re fond of.  I know.”

“I guess you would.  I’m tired of looking at constant misery and death.”

“You’re looking for people to save,” I pointed out.  “If there wasn’t anything to save them from, they wouldn’t need saving.”

“Yeah, and that’s why I keep looking.  I did talk to your uncle about his criteria for who we can move to his world and how many.  He explained about his immigration requirements.  He says desperate people are okay, even in ones and twos.  Especially in ones and twos if they’re sick.”

“Sick?  As in ‘suffering from a disease,’ sick?  Physically ill?”

“Yeah,” Rusty sighed, lip curled.  “Your uncle is an opportunistic bastard.”

“How so?”

“He likes the idea of stealing people who are so sick or injured they’re abandoned by their friends.  His idea is to grab them, heal them, and they wake up in their Potemkin village.  They’re so grateful for this improvement in their circumstances they don’t ask questions or demand to go home.  Make it clear it’s a divine miracle and they’ll even worship him.”

I ran a hand over my face.  Uncle Dusty isn’t human.  He doesn’t think like a human.  Or maybe he does, but not a very nice one.

“Logical,” I agreed, sadly.  “Not right, but logical.”

“Yeah.  I tried to tell him it wouldn’t work out the way he thinks.  He brushed me off.”

“Bite him.”

“Beg pardon?” Rusty asked, shocked.

“Next time he brushes you off, bite him.  It’ll get his attention.  He’s not responding to patience and tolerance and understanding.  I’ll have a word with him beforehand, but remember what I said.”

“Bite him.  Huh.  And when he turns me into a newt?”

“You’ll get better,” I promised.  “He knows you mean a lot to me.  Besides, he’s got spare avatars.  He can afford to lose one if it teaches him to be more understanding of his guests.”

“Okay,” Rusty agreed, reluctantly.  “I can try.”

“Have you been using his downstairs shift-closet for immigration, yet?”

“Not yet.  Dusty told me about it and suggested I try it.  I wanted to walk through the use of it with you.  I’m fine with the Magic Microwave, but the Supply Closet of God might be risking someone’s life.”

“I made it as easy to use as possible.”

“And I trust you,” he agreed.  “I don’t trust me.”

“Ah!  Okay.  We’ll look at it right after the oracle of the galator does her thing.”

“Oh, and one more thing,” he said, lowering his voice.  “She’s from a magical world.  Does she know I’m a werewolf?”

“No.  How do you feel about telling her?”

“I’m okay with it if you think she’ll be okay with it.”

“Maybe we’ll tackle it after she finds a bad guy.  I don’t want to take away from her focus right now.”

“Good thought.  Let me know what I can do to help.”

Rusty didn’t have anything to do.  I shifted Orrysa’s crystal ball to a table, straight out of her wagon, and we set ourselves up to help her do her thing.  The lights dimmed, the magical charge climbed, and we sprinkled dust on the table around the crystal ball.  While she concentrated, hands spread wide to either side of the ball, the dust moved.  It was like watching dust on a vibrating surface, but the table wasn’t moving.

They scrying spells I know usually involve a mirror.  Using a crystal ball also works, but it’s more distorted.  There is, however, one other technique I know with a crystal ball.  By focusing on a target, you get a vision to fill the crystal ball like a holographic tank.  You can then project your spirit—astrally project, if you want to call it that—out of your body and into the ball.  Your invisible spirit appears there, wherever you’re looking at, and can wander around.

Orrysa was doing something else entirely.

It was instructive to watch her work.  I’d seen her mother do similar spells, but this was special.  This was the big, heavy-duty version.  It’s fine and dandy to tell a farmer whether or not his son needs to marry one girl or the other.  That’s routine.  This was Serious Business.  Orrysa flexed her mystic muscles to cast it.  I hadn’t seen the spell in years, and I’m still not sure how it works. 

The spell worked, in the sense it functioned, but it didn’t return a useful result.  Why not?  Because we were on the Moon.  She didn’t get a vision of a black-aura vampire, but she reported the direction.

The direction?  Toward Earth.  Sometimes I’m stupid.

On the upside, at least we confirmed this would work.  We needed to move a place in range of the targets.  We let Orrysa rest and recuperate for a day and tried again, this time on Earth.  With the quarter-million-mile distance modifier taken out of the equation, it went much better.  I also felt confident enough in the mechanism of action to help her with a focusing spell of my own.  My effort was minimal, akin to holding the flashlight while the mechanic did the work, but every little bit helps.

She found the nearest of the vampires we wanted.  The vision came clear within her crystal ball and I froze the image, locking it in place temporarily.  The vampire was a tall, slim lady with dark hair, reddish highlights, and a smokey sort of winged eyeliner.  It looked professional, but I doubted she had a hairdresser on staff.  Her skin was very pale, as expected, while her lips were artificially colored.  Why she wanted blood-red lipstick with too-white skin wasn’t obvious to me.  Maybe her natural lip color was as pale as the rest of her—unless she fed recently, perhaps.

We shifted back to the Moon and I got to work.  Distance isn’t really a factor with a gate search.  Once Orrysa found the target, I had enough of a unique signature to locate the room she was in.  I wouldn’t search for the lady vampire; too many people would have a similar-enough shape.  Instead, I looked for the shape of the frames of the paintings, how far apart they were, the relationship of a table to the paintings, and all of those in relation to the fixed points of the corners of the room. All taken together make a highly uncommon combination.  Even moreso now, because of the recent losses in real estate.  My first try—timed to maximize our chances of a daytime contact—got an immediate lock.

Yep.  Her setup was remarkably similar to the one we already encountered.  I slid my scrying sensor through, used it to get a micro-gate lock inside, and projected a new scrying sensor so I could move it around without having to maintain a gate spell.

The lady vampire was in the bedroom, lying peacefully on the coverlet.  Her apartments were laid out the same, although more ornate than the other vampire’s.  The décor reminded me of northern Europe—various celtic knotwork, a viking compass design on one wall, a pair of crossed axes on another, two round shields—one antique, the other brand-new—on opposite walls, that sort of thing.  By contrast, the library-computer room was stark and utilitarian, with more screens and no bookshelves.  Very modern.  Unfortunately, she was more aware of computer security than her counterpart.  The displays only showed lock screens.  A bit paranoid, perhaps, given the situation, but also a good habit.

She had four zombies, as well.  Two of them looked new, and were dressed in the same working jumpsuits as the people upstairs.  All four of them stood around her bed.  I wasn’t sure what to make of this information.

I shot my scrying spell upward, through several levels of the arbitrarily-named Vampocalypse Bunker #2.  It looked much like bunker #1, with only a few ways to tell the difference.  The upper level layout was only similar, not identical.  The equipment was also a close match, even though installed in slightly different configurations.  Different contractors, maybe?  The bunker still had humans in residence and they were doing maintenance on everything.  The top floor had a work crew readying carrier drones for, presumably, their evening launch.

I finally reached the surface.  The bunker was buried under an old iron mine, which made sense.  Why dig a special hole when you can refurbish an existing one?  People expect you to bring in supplies and heavy equipment when you’re trying to restart an old mine.  Maybe they even mined iron ore for appearance’s sake during construction.  When finished, they could “give up” on the played-out mine.

The tunnel was perfect, being low and wide.  Making it a runway—a really long runway—for robot planes only required them to smooth it.  They had to do more modification for the ground vehicles, though.  The tunnel wasn’t tall enough, so the builders carved out the ceiling into an arch, adding steel and concrete for support.  It still wouldn’t let more than a single file of vehicles through.  The long, narrow tunnel would mean entries and exits required time and maybe scheduling, but the bunker benefited from being over a hundred meters down.  The tunnel, to my mind, was a trade-off between safety and convenience.

Choke points are awful if they are your only way in or out.  This told me a lot about their expected levels of resistance—i.e., none.  Or not enough to matter.  If a dozen heavily-armed survivor types showed up and took shelter in the mine, no doubt the Evil Overlady would pop up for a quick dinner and all would be well, or an armored vehicle would rumble up and open fire to drive them out.

Rusty and I looked over my sketched map of the Lair.

“I don’t see anything to stop us from a repeat performance,” Rusty said.

“All the same, we’ll run environmental tests before we go.”

“Reasonable, but we have breathing gear, now.”

“And I still want to be sure about what I’m teleporting into.  If the room is a near vacuum instead of normally pressured, I want to know.”

“Can’t be.  The computers are working.  They need air to keep cool.  And I could hear the fans whirring.”

“It’s an example.”

“Oh.  Yeah, okay.”

Orrysa, sitting back and sipping fruit juice from a special, low-gravity cup, tried to follow the conversation.

“You intend to go into the lair of the vampire to slay it?”

“Yes.  Didn’t I make that clear in our earlier discussions?”

“Yes, you did say so.  Shall I go with you?”

“Do you want to?”

“Not especially, but I am willing to aid you.”

“Are you proficient at vampire-slaying?”

“It has never been a skill I felt any great need to study,” she admitted.

“Maybe you should watch us from here.  I’ll set things up so you can trigger a spell to snatch us back.  If the vampire or her zombies get the upper hand, you can zap us away, hopefully in time for us to survive whatever it does.”

“I will do so if I can.”

“Hey!” Rusty exclaimed.  “Why not shift the whole room?”

“Beg pardon?”

“You can target a room, can’t you?  We build a mock-up or a framework or whatever.  Put it along the Equator in a sunny spot.  Maybe we get a bunch of mirrors while we’re at it.  Zap the contents of the bunker bedroom into the sunroom.  We open the door and kill zombies as they come out to kill us.  The vampire—presumably awake by this point—can either continue to hide under the blankets or fight us and burn.”

“A not-unreasonable plan,” I agreed.  “I see a potential problem. We don’t know how flammable these vampires are.  Maybe she vanishes in a puff of smoke and we don’t even have ashes left for further scrying attempts.  We have enough dust from the first one to do it again and I would rather not run out before we’re through.  On the other hand, she may not be very flammable at all.  She might not mind indirect sunlight, other than as an annoyance.  We won’t know until we go in.”

“It would be instructive to find out,” Rusty observed.  “We could build a room with a pop-top roof.  She wouldn’t have anywhere to hide from the sunlight.”

“Yes, and that, all by itself, makes it tempting.  No doubt we will learn a lot about them, and maybe we’ll do experiments later.  Right now, we’re not doing this to study them.  We’re doing this to kill them.  Personally.”

“It sound like more fun to simply show up and kill her,” Rusty decided.  He sounded pleased.  I know he loves to kill things by hand.  I think he was trying to be considerate of me with his suggestion.

“I tell you what,” I suggested.  “I’ll draw up plans.  You can think in terms of how it goes wrong and I’ll add solutions.  Eventually, you’ll run out of ways it can go wrong.  Then we’ll see what it takes to build whatever we come up with.  How’s that sound?”

“It sounds like a plan.  In the meantime, how do we set things up so Orrysa can yank our bacon out of the black flames of the undead fires?”

“We don’t,” I sighed.

No matter how we slice it, I’m the professional witch.  I got to work.

A lot of my work was straightforward.  I sent a box to the lair.  The box had a pressure gauge to test the atmosphere.  It also had a couple of syringes.  When it appeared in one corner of the bedroom, the spring-loaded syringes sucked in air from the room.  A quick analysis showed the air was at normal pressure.  This time, it was composed almost entirely of carbon dioxide, not nitrogen.

It wasn’t nerve gas, but it was still poisonous.  Carbon dioxide is worse than simply not having oxygen.  It’s actively bad for you.  Our new breathing apparatus would still be effective, though.  By overpressuring the helmets with breathable air, it pushed out other gases so we could breathe.  This would work against any gases short of contact agents.

Why carbon dioxide, though?  Because it was cheap and easy to manufacture?  Because it wasn’t intrinsically dangerous to the minions in the bunker, as other poisonous gases might be?  Or because it would suppress most sorts of fires?  Did these vampires have an exceptional fear of fire?

I have a lot of questions.  I’m only so-so on how badly I want them answered.  If they’re immediately relevant, yes.  If they’re academic questions, I can do without.

For this trip, I prepared our usual shift-spells.  I added a couple of triggering spells to go with them.  If a heartbeat slowed to lower than fifty beats a minute, it would activate.  If our blood pressures dropped below a hundred systolic, it would activate.  Other conditions also applied, like breathing rate, blood oxygen level, and so on.  If we wanted to leave, all we had to do was hold our breath for a couple of seconds.  We could also activate it verbally, but having a backup method is nice.  I mean, really.  If a vampire has me in its grip and is trying to throttle me to death, I can’t speak to activate the spell.  This won’t let me breathe, true.  It will make me disappear!

Orrysa could activate the spells remotely, which interested her quite a lot.  We demonstrated in the small scale by shifting from room to room in the lunar base.  I even had Rusty pick me up so she could zap us both back on one spell, much like I did when I rescued Rusty.

I’m glad I did.  Orrysa raised a serious question.

“What happens if the vampire has seized one of you?  Does it come with you, as well?”

This gave me a bad couple of minutes while I thought about ways to prevent it.  I didn’t have a good way.  Shift spells define spaces.  If the vampire was mostly in it, the spells would bring her along.  This is built in, for safety.  For example, if Rusty is seven feet tall and hairy, we don’t want to lose one of his hands simply because he’s pushing a mouthful of fangs away while I’m trying to shift us out.  His type of werewolf doesn’t regrow lost body parts.  I don’t think they do.  We would have to do it manually.

The compromise solution was to build the vampire incineration room Rusty originally suggested.  It would be a sealed room with a dome of transparent aluminum, equatorially placed near a tertiary road in Kenya.  It wasn’t a perfect solution, obviously.  If I was grappled by a vampire, she might explode.  She might burst violently into flames.  She might go berserk.  None of these would be delightful to me, at least not while I had to wrestle with her.  On the plus side, if she was trying to sink fangs into my neck and Rusty wasn’t able to help, this was certain to distract her.  In such a case we would be trading a terrible problem for a different terrible problem, but the new one we might be able to deal with.

I did consider abandoning the assault entirely.  I had time to think about it and we didn’t have to go in and kill her by hand.  I could target the bed, for example, to shift it and the occupant.  If the vampire was comatose for the day, it was entirely doable.

We did a lot of preparation for a personal assault, though, and Rusty does like to kill things.  It’s not only about destroying them.  The cold fact of being victorious isn’t the same as the visceral reality of ripping them to pieces.  I want them destroyed in any way possible, but Rusty needs more than mere button-pushing.

I did remember to uprate his clothing shifter.  I’m not happy with the adaptive functions—not yet—so his helmet still disappears.  Now it happens faster.  It’ll do until I can spend more time on it.

With our weapons readied and helmets gently hissing, we shifted into the room.  As before, the vampire was in its noonday coma.  We appeared between the zombies and, for the moment, ignored them in favor of our priority target.  I went for the neck with a practiced slicing movement while Rusty went for the heart with his stake gun.

We discovered new and important information.

Her outfit looked like leather.  It had a quasi-corset thing and a high-collared carcanet.  This left a thin gap between the top of the corset and the lower edge of the carcanet.  It also covered her neck all the way up to the hinge of her jaw.  Nice fashion statement for a dominatrix or a whiplash patient.  It looked uncomfortable.  I wouldn’t wear it unless there was a compelling reason.  I like comfy clothes.

When Rusty shot her in the heart, or tried to, the wooden stakes banged into the flexible material of her corset and failed to penetrate.  Kevlar?  Ballistic plastic?  I don’t know, but it stopped stakes and presumably would stop bullets.

Her collar was made of the same stuff, but I had more luck.  I was wielding a hypersharp piece if steel, not stabbing her with a glorified pencil. I cut cleanly through the collar and her neck, albeit with more difficulty than I anticipated. Beheading her still worked, but for an instant I wondered if I was going to have to take a second swing. 

The head separated from the body, bouncing slightly on the mattress.  The eyes snapped open and darted to me.  She looked angry and mouthed words at me.  If I hadn’t been wearing a mirrored face shield, maybe she would have projected a thought through eye contact.  As it was, she started the whole wither-away-to-dust process.

I had neither time nor attention to spare to watch—not even for lip-reading.  I had two zombies trying to beat me to death with their fists.

The instant we appeared, Rusty and I attacked.  Boom.  The zombies lurched, turning to face us while pencils stabbed and the sword cut.  Then we were being swung at.

Rusty took the hits well.  Zombies don’t fight smart.  They don’t aim.  They swing.  What makes them dangerous is how hard they swing.  No matter where it hits, nobody wants to be hit by a sledgehammer, and zombies pack that sort of wallop.

I didn’t have time to pay attention to Rusty’s battle, either.  I had zombies of my own.

Once I had la femelle suceuse de sang beheaded, I immediately kicked a zombie in the stomach.  This didn’t hurt it, but it’s a human body.  It isn’t as massive as Pop.  I knocked it back and it fell.  The other one hit me, though, and I was glad of the rigid plates on my back and shoulder.

The blow staggered me, but I slashed at the zombie even as I planted a foot on the bed to recover my balance.  The zombie tumbled in two—well, three, as half of one arm fell separately.  This left me with the upper part of a zombie torso to deal with and enough time to do it properly.  I cut downward and split the head in two.

The other zombie, meanwhile, made it to its feet and tried to close with me.  It didn’t work.  Lumbering slowly toward a ready swordsman isn’t usually a good idea.  I targeted the brain and took the upper third of the head off.

On the other side of the bed, Rusty was in full-on hybrid mode.  One foot was on a zombie as it flailed, face-down, on the floor.  He had the other in his hands—one wrapped around a head, the other jammed through the lower back to grasp the pelvis.  He pulled, ripping the head completely off before squeezing the head—crunch!

I didn’t move to help.  He does so enjoy this.

The second zombie, struggling to get up, suddenly found itself rising into the air.  Werewolf talons plunged into its back, grasped it by the spine, and hoisted it.  The other hand came around in a long, wide swing and sent bits of zombie head across the room like a firecracker inside a tomato.

We took a moment to breathe heavily and evaluate the situation.  Rusty shifted down into his human form so the helmet could supply him with oxygen again.  He picked up splinters from the bed cover.

“Armored vampires?” he asked.

“It’s more common than you think,” I told him.  “It’s tougher for female vampires to be armored, usually.  Too much fashion is geared toward more-or-less revealing what’s underneath.  Fashionable body armor is almost always a contradiction in terms.”

“She managed.”

“Not well enough,” I countered.  “Got your mini-vac?”

“You didn’t mention a mini-vac.”

“I’m sure I did.”

“You did not.”

“Oh, all right.  Start unbolting computer stuff from the rack.  I’ll get one.”
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Rusty and I recovered the latest computer and started mining it for data.  We had the same problem as before.  At least the encryption technique was the same, even if the actual keys were different.  I think it was deliberate, so their systems could communicate and coordinate with each other.  This still didn’t give us everything we could ever want, but it was more data to add to the pile.  Pop drilled into me how collecting data was the most fundamental part of problem-solving.

Orrysa didn’t have anything to do while we did computer geekery, so she borrowed a mirror and went on a virtual tour of the world.

You’d think she would have done this in Sofera, but no.  It never occurred to her to put her point of view so high in the sky she couldn’t see individual people.  When you’re looking for something, you look where it is, not down at a whole country at once.  It’s a magic thing.  The idea of a satellite view is a conceptual leap.  Maybe, if the galator had a tradition of using familiars as their spies, they might have gotten a literal bird’s-eye view and made the mental connection to a similar technique for scrying spells.

I also helped her do a quick check on her troupe.  The time-tickers can vary in effectiveness over the short term.  In the long term, they have fairly predictable averages.  We had plenty of time on our end before lunch.

Orrysa didn’t care for the post-holocaust wasteland any more than Rusty did.  I had to agree with them.  There were still a few small towns relatively untouched by the vampire plague—very few and very far between.  Fairfield, North Dakota, is in the middle of nowhere.  It would be an expedition to reach any other population center.  They hadn’t even seen a vampire, or not yet.  They had other problems.

These tiny towns weren’t encampments of survivors.  They were down-home communities struggling to adapt to the changes, and they were in sorry shape.  With the loss of virtually all power equipment, these mid-twenty-first-century people were having to figure out how to do things in ways nobody used since the nineteenth century—and without the proper tools!  Sure, everyone knows what an axe is.  When you’ve been using chainsaws for the last century, how many axes do they have?  Short answer:  Not enough.

Personally, I was more worried about the nuclear winter issue.  The scrubbing bubbles were doing their thing and more were appearing all the time.  It would still be quite a while before their effect was felt.  Would they do enough soon enough?

With high-altitude dust cutting down the sunlight, crops that would normally thrive in northern latitudes would need to be planted a thousand miles farther south.  Maybe more.  It was a good bet nobody on the ground realized this.  Not yet.  And even with the best possible rationing, there was no way everyone in any given village was going to survive to find out.  They might not survive long enough to go south for the winter.  And if the scrubbers didn’t stop it, the winter was going to be spectacular, in an ice age sort of way.

I try not to have a generic attitude toward blood-sucking monsters.  I know one really well and he would never stand for this sort of thing.  The local vampires either collaborated or cooperated.  They might not have fully realized the implications.  They might not have participated.  At the very least, they stood by and did nothing to stop the real monsters.

Although, if I want to push back a little, the real monsters were the ones building nuclear weapons in the first place.  I’ve never been a no-nukes protestor, but I don’t feel particularly comfortable about atomic weapons.  More to the point, I question the wisdom of mutually-assured destruction policies.  Then again, maybe I’m being hypocritical.  The first time I met Dietrich, I had enough plastique in my purse to vaporize the car.

Back at base, while our computers wielded digital pickaxes in the data mines, Rusty wanted improvements to his stake gun. I did gate searches for him, but didn’t find anything quite like what we wanted.  We finally developed a gadget he liked.  Basically, it looks like a pipe modified to be a short, stabbing spear.  It’s hollow, so a stake can be loaded, along with a hefty propellant charge.  Rusty takes the thing in both hands and stabs with it.  Impact triggers the charge and the stake is propelled into whatever he’s stabbing, kind of like a cross between a spear and a musket.

We made stakes for it out of Australian bull-oak.  I added a tungsten penetrator tip for breaching armor.  I also promised to add a penetrator spell right before we used it.  This thing should punch a hole through anything short of armor plate.

This reminded me to upgrade the sword I was using, too.  If I’m going to play headswoman when the victim is wearing neck armor, I need as much cutting power as possible.  There’s more to it than simple sharpness.  Which is not to say it isn’t important to have a good edge—meaning, it’s important to focus the force into as small an area as possible.  The finer the edge, though, the more fragile it is, so reinforcing it and repairing it is also a concern.

Other spells can make the cutting process easier.  If the target has any give to it, then it dents or deforms under the pressure before it breaks open, wasting part of the force of the blow.  If the blade projects a field ahead of the edge, trying to pull apart the target material, tightening it, it’s easier to cut.  It’s like the difference between slashing at a blanket in mid-air versus laying it down on a cutting table and pulling it taut.

Another consideration is friction.  If you’re cutting through anything thicker than the depth of the blade, it will cause drag along the sides.  One enhancement is an effect to push the material apart once the edge moves past, keeping the blade free to move.  Another is a spell to coat the blade in a field of force, filling in the microscopic hills and dales, to make the sides of the blade as slick and frictionless as possible.

The end result was too sharp to shave with.  I was proud of it.  I may have to enchant it, someday, like I did with my knife.

When we were ready, Orrysa repeated her earlier performance.  We had already done the command center in North America, so we set up an inflatable building in South America, hopefully to find the one for that region.  We might repeat the process—avoiding craters and fallout zones—on other continents.  If we had to abort the hand-to-hand vampire-killing fun, we could always relocate to Kenya and the Destructive Dome of the Undead’s Deadly Doom.

Orrysa did her thing and found another one for us.  Vampire #3 had the same setup as the previous two.  Underground bunker, similar layout, similar armaments, similar staff.  Clearly, the elders had worked out the basic design and the techniques they would use.  This base was in Bolivia, not too far from La Paz, in—according to the warning signs—an abandoned tin mine.

Why another mine?  I think it’s because mines made sense.  The first bunker we found was placed, presumably, for a specific reason, although I don’t know what it was.  The other two made use of already-dug holes in the ground.  If I wanted to build a bunker, it would be a big plus to not have to rearrange a thousand cubic meters of rock before I could start.

The latest vampire was laid out on the bed for the day, as usual, and surrounded by his zombie guards.  Six, this time.  What made his situation unusual was the workroom.  There was a fresh diagram painted on the floor.  From the look of it, it was painted in blood, and fairly recently.

Given my upbringing, I know a lot about blood.  And magical diagrams, for that matter.  I looked it over and copied a lot of it in my notebook.

“What does it do?” Rusty asked.

“I don’t know.  Not yet.  Deconstructing a new spell is always a pain.  Orrysa?  I don’t suppose you’ve ever seen this?”

“I have not.  The galator do not delight in blood magic.”

I noticed her phrasing.  She didn’t say they don’t do it.  She said they didn’t delight in it.  I resolved not to ask her what sort of blood magic the galator knew.

“Do we want to kill him and take a look at his work?” Rusty asked.

“I don’t think so.  For all I know, it might be a spell with a contingent activation.  It might sit and wait until he’s killed, for example.  Since I don’t know what it does…”

“…we’ll come back tomorrow,” Rusty finished.  “Good plan.”

“The other thing that bothers me is the upgrades.”

“Upgrades?  You mean the two extra zombies?”

“Look at them.  There are six, four of which are brand-new.  Still in the fluorescent safety wrapper of the recently-human.”

“So they are.  And?”

“Why?”

“We’re killing vampires?” Rusty asked.

“One moment,” Orrysa interjected.

“Yes?” we both replied.

“You have slain vampires, yes?”

“Yes,” Rusty agreed.

“How did they tell anyone?”

Rusty looked puzzled.

“They…” he began, and trailed off.  Orrysa nodded.

“If you have slain them, how could they warn their fellows?”

“I don’t know,” he admitted.  “Maybe there’s a security thing we missed.”  He looked at me.

“Maybe,” I allowed.  “I doubt it.  It’s possible, I suppose, but I don’t think it likely.”

“Maybe they fell out of contact and assumed the worst,” he suggested.  “When computers in other bunkers went off-line, they figured they should beef up their security?”

“Plausible,” I agreed.  “It’s also possible their patron entity became aware of us—or aware of our interference, since the vampires didn’t get to see our faces.  They may be warned about us.”

“I don’t like that,” Rusty said.

“I don’t, either.  Especially since it implies their patron is taking an active role in all this.”

“You sound angry,” he warned.  I took a second to check how I felt.  If Rusty says I sound angry, then I sound angry.  He knows about these things.

“I guess I am.  We’re hunting vampires because of what they did.  If their patron spirit is actively helping them—or controlling them, or giving them orders, or whatever—I may have to reevaluate who deserves to get their ass kicked.”

“I can bite an avatar, but I’m not sure how to bite a god,” Rusty observed, mildly.

“It may not come to that.  We’ll see.  For now, zoom in on the diagram so I can copy it.  Then start looking around for anything else unusual.  I’m getting suspicious.”

Taking the copied diagram apart and analyzing it took a few hours.  Rather than be on Earth at night, I took us back to the lunar base.  I doubted anyone was going to drop ten thousand feral vampires on us—or even a simple drone strike—but why give them an opportunity?

I eventually copied the diagram to the floor of the conjuring room and walked through it, carefully, observing the energetic process.  Admittedly, I used chalk instead of blood and I deliberately left gaps in the diagram.  I needed to see it try to operate.  In some ways, it was like looking at a kinetic sculpture.  It’s hard to see what the artist has done until you turn the wheel or pull the lever or whatever.  Then the whole thing moves, even if you only move it one “click” along its track, and you can finally get a sense of the whole.  There was no way I was going to simply fire it up to observe the result!

“Any luck?” Rusty asked.  He had a sandwich in one hand and a plate of them in the other.  He held out the plate to Orrysa.  She smiled at him in thanks and took a triangle.  Her expression was uncertain about the flavor or texture. I don’t think she ever tasted peanut butter before.  I took one and discovered they were peanut butter and banana.

The man grew up in a pizzeria and is a carnivore by preference.  Yet he makes peanut butter and banana sandwiches.  Why?  Because we’re all weird in our own ways?

“I’m getting there,” I answered.  “My copy of the thing acts as a kind of focusing agent.  I’m not sure what it’s focusing.  It may be generic and the key descriptor defined by the caster’s act of will.  Also, I’m not using blood and I don’t understand the ritual, so maybe that’s the problem.  It has functional aspects similar to a magic-concentrating circle Pop taught me, but it’s obviously not the same.”

“I’m not sure I understand,” Rusty said.

“Nor I,” Orrysa added.

“Um.  Okay, in a magic-gathering circle, it makes a sort of one-way barrier.  Magic from the surrounding area enters and is trapped inside.  Since the circle requires magic to operate, there comes a point when the power required to contain the magic requires all the magic available on the outside.  The magical energy ‘pressing’ on the outside is all used to maintain the barrier holding the ‘pressurized’ magic inside.  Then the circle is ‘full’ and can’t hold any more.

“This diagram shares a basic ‘drawing-in’ function, but the definition of what it’s drawing in is lacking.  It’s not trying to divert a gate spell or attract a scrying spell or anything like that.  It’s not reaching out to drag anything in.  It’s a passive receptor, so if energy of the type it’s attuned to wanders into the circle, it doesn’t wander out again.  I’m at a loss regarding what it’s supposed to contain and concentrate.”

“You don’t know what energy it is?” Rusty pressed.  “Could it be a trap for werewolves?  Or for invaders in general?”

“No, it’s definitely energy containment.  It’s pulling in and concentrating power.  The restrictors are all wrong for anything material.”

“That’s a relief.”

“It cannot hold any great power,” Orrysa said.  “The magic of this world is feeble, indeed.  I can only work my Art because of the power you provide.  Is this not so?”

“True.  This circle can concentrate power, but it doesn’t have any magical energy enhancements.  Whatever it’s gathering up, it can’t hold much.  I have no doubt this concentration is better than nothing—maybe a lot better—but it’s still not on a scale any of us would consider impressive.”

“Only because we know the most powerful witch since Baba Yaga,” Rusty quipped.  “Could it be a gizmo for their zombies?”

“How so?”

“I dunno about animating the dead, but there’s got to be power involved.  They hit like major league batters who failed their drug test.  Does this thing focus necromantic whatever so they can turn a corpse into a zombie?”

I looked it over again, thinking.

“Maybe.  If they put a living person in it, then kill them, the circle could contain the released energy… hmm.  It might work.  I’ll have to see it in action to be sure, and I’m not comfortable with simply firing up one of my own, much less murdering a man for an experimental zombie-making ritual.”

“Maybe you can figure out what’s going on after we finish off the vampire.  This vampire has one already drawn up and running, right?”

“Yes.  I guess we’ll find out.”  I waved a hand, erasing the chalk drawing.  “Okay.  Let’s finish lunch and have a nap.  When the Sun comes up in Bolivia, we’ll get our gear on and go for a raid.”

So we did.  We had more of a procedure, now.  Our air sample said the atmosphere down there wasn’t breathable, but it wasn’t actively toxic.  I checked for other environmental conditions, too.  It wasn’t too hot or too cold and it wasn’t a vacuum.  As far as I could tell, it was typical of the lairs.  Since vampires don’t need to breathe, any invaders suffocate.  And, presumably, an alarm allows the vampire to start waking up to defend itself.  We never dealt with an alarm, but we never went through the main door to the apartments, either.  I didn’t know for sure it was there, but I’d definitely have one if I were doing it.

We popped in on either side of the bed, as usual.  The vampire was lying in the center.  He wore an elaborate set of loose, purple pajamas with a touch of decorative embroidery in gold thread.  Rusty applied his Stake-O-Matic to the chest—bang!—as I cut through the neck.  Everything worked perfectly.  Then we had six zombies to deal with, but six isn’t a horde.

My technique is to knock them down and deal with them one at a time.  This is pretty effective as long as there aren’t too many of them.  Zombies aren’t fast or coordinated.  What makes them truly dangerous is numbers.  You get a dozen of them around you and you’re going to get clobbered.  But three?  In a nice, roomy bedroom?  I can take three.  Break a knee, kick another in the stomach to send it thataway, and bisect the third one from crown to crotch.  Now there are two.  Knock down one again, kill the other, and you’re down to one.  Maybe take off a limb here and there in the process.  No problem.

Rusty’s method is less scientific, but more fun.  For him.  He rips things apart.  He has to hurry, though.  I still haven’t worked out an adaptive spell for his helmet to let him breathe normally in a bunker.  While he would love to pull the head off a zombie and use the rest of the body like a club, flailing it around to bash his other two zombies, he can’t afford the time.  It’s all claws and ripping and crunching and tearing.

He loves that.  I think it relates to his anger issues.  He’s not allowed to express his more violent urges.  It’s not socially acceptable.  And, by being forced to suppress and repress his violent urges, it turns into repressed anger.

Maybe he doesn’t need medication.  Maybe he needs a job where he can kill things.

With the zombies down and not getting up again, Rusty transformed down into human form again.  He spun the valve dial to fully open his oxygen feed, sucking in deep breaths, recovering from his exertions.  He leaned forward, hands on his knees.  I stood next to him, watching for anything that might prove dangerous.  Rusty couldn’t stay long.  The tiny little oxygen cylinders don’t hold more than a few minutes’ worth.

When he felt better, we both looked at the body on the bed, then at each other.  And I do mean the body.  It still hadn’t crumbled.  The head didn’t open its eyes, either.  There was a bit of spinal fluid leakage from the head and the neck, but no blood.  Rusty and I approached it.  He prodded it with his now-empty stake-launcher.  It didn’t move.

“Does this happen often?” he asked.

“I don’t know.  I’m not sure how the rules work on this sort of vampire.  Maybe he hasn’t been undead long enough to be crumbly.”

“Hold on.  That can’t be right.  Elders are… well, they’re old, aren’t they?”

“I would think so.”

“Weird.”  He examined the wound in the chest.  “I think we need to modify the Stake-O-Matic.  This shot the stake through the body and into the mattress.”

“Did it?”

I looked with him, shining my helmet lights into the hole.  Rusty turned the body over.  The stake was nowhere to be seen, but a fluff-filled hole in the mattress indicated where it went.

“Maybe it didn’t crumble because we didn’t stake it?” he suggested.  “Or stake it long enough?  Only in passing, so to speak?”

“Could be.  We’ll reconfigure it to use a longer stake.”

“Why not use a lighter charge?”

“Armor.  A longer stake means it can over-penetrate and still be in the heart.”

“Good point.  Now what?”

“I want to look at the diagram before our air runs out.”

We removed ourselves from the bedroom and examined the bloody lines on the floor.

“I’ve got a bad feeling about this,” Rusty said.  I circled the diagram and flicked on the room lights.

“So do I,” I agreed.  “There’s something here.”

“Any ideas on the spell?”

“Seeing the thing in actual operation, I’d have to say it’s not a zombie-making ritual.  Whatever it’s trying to accumulate inside the circle, I’m not sure it’s native to this plane of existence.”

“It’s trying to summon a demon?”

“Not exactly.  I think the summoning element is more like holding the door open and waiting for one to drop by.  Or, no… It’s more than that.  Maybe it’s like turning on the light in the basement to show them where to go?  Or opening the basement door so they know how to get down there?”

We were interrupted at this point by an irate vampire.  Rusty must have heard it because he started to turn an instant before the vampire plowed into him.  They stumbled forward slightly, but the vampire didn’t get the piggyback position it wanted.  If it had, it could have forced Rusty’s head to the side and bit at the armor fibers at the neck.  As it was, Rusty turned enough to plant an elbow in its throat to keep it from biting anything vital, but couldn’t really defend himself.  A lot of his focus was on his footwork and absorbing the full-body hit of the incoming vampire.  If he hadn’t immediately braced, he would have staggered into the circle.

Being bit by a vampire was something we might be able to fix.  Being shoved into a summoning circle was entirely too chancy.

I was on the other side of the circle and wondering who the vampire was.  It certainly didn’t look like the one we beheaded.  I also wondered how best to intervene.  I could run around the floor design and start hacking, but the vampire was already clawing like a sentient chainsaw at Rusty, peeling away long, ragged gashes of fibers and a few of the small plates.  I elected to use Uncle Dusty’s amulet.

It felt weird to crank it up to full power while Uncle Dusty was focused on me.  The thing was always running at a low level, warm as a sleeping puppy.  When I hit it and it cycled up to full speed, the whole tone of the thing changed.

Power flooded in from Uncle Dusty’s local aspect and cycled through the converter amulet.  This produced a lot of undirected force, but, as per the design, it was precisely in tune with my personal energies.  I felt this energy, but it wasn’t anything I’d felt before.  I was… bigger.  It was as though my inner self had suddenly grown to ten feet tall and my body wasn’t keeping up.

I focused on the vampire and raised both hands, directing my energies at it.  This force flowed through me and spilled out like a river of astral fire.  Under normal circumstances, the vampire should either burst into flames or crumble into ashes.  I think.  It would be bad for the vampire, anyway.

The trouble was, the power had to cross the circle—and it couldn’t.  These energies encountered a force inside the circle, a deep malevolence.  The energies I shot at the vampire were stopped, not by the diagram between us, but by whatever was inside the diagram.  And I was now certain something was inside it.

While I hesitated, evaluating what might be a new, immediate threat, Rusty and his adversary disappeared.  Orrysa was on the ball.  Yay for emergency escape spells!

Unfortunately, I hadn’t yet escaped.

From within the circle, the entity blocking my surge of power returned the favor and sent back a blast in my direction.  The circle was obviously not there to keep the entity from escaping.  I was right about it; the circle was a power concentrator, not a binding circle.  The blast flowed over me like water.  It was hostile.  Malevolent.  While it wanted to hurt me, the energies I was already channeling countered and neutralized the force of it.  What it would have done to me without the amulet running was an open question.  Would I have burst into flames, like a vampire?  Or would there have been a physical effect at all?

Okay.  Time to cut my losses.  I kept my concentration on the energies I was channeling as I backed away toward the door.  Hopefully, the entity would be unwilling to leave the circle.  It was probably more powerful inside where whatever energies it used were more concentrated.  If it wanted to step away from its center of power, we might have ourselves a fight.  As it was, I could back out of the room, break line of sight, diminish its abilities through distance, and feel safe enough to concentrate on escaping.

It didn’t pursue.  It didn’t stop reaching for me, either, but greater distance between us and reaching through a wall didn’t help it.  If you can’t see what you’re aiming at, it’s much harder to focus on the target.  True, Uncle Dusty’s amulet made me a beacon of light in the celestial energy spectrum, but it also provided real defense against the onslaught of enemy force.

Then I disappeared.  It was only a matter of time before Orrysa snatched me out of the soup, and she came through beautifully.  I wondered what took her so long, but that, at least, I figured out quickly.

The Dome of Doom was brightly lit.  The sky was a bit overcast, but the Sun was positioned in early afternoon.  Kenya is seven hours ahead of Bolivia, and we went in shortly after sunrise.  Rusty was on all fours, in human form, and smoking.  The ventilation of the Dome of Doom left much to be desired, a design flaw we hadn’t anticipated.  Vampire ashes were everywhere and charred bits of clothing were still fluttering about and smoldering.

He rolled over onto his back and lifted his face shield.

“Ow.”

“Oh, quite whining, you big baby.”

“I got set on fire by a vampire.  I think I’m allowed.”

“I’ll fix it.”

“Yeah, I know, but it still hurts!”

“It’s the price we pay for doing this the hard way.  I get my share of knocking around, too.”  I held out a hand and he took it.  I helped him up and made sure he was fully extinguished.

It took us a couple of minutes to sort ourselves out and relocate to a reactor world.  Rusty had several cuts and scrapes, but his armor protected him from the worst of the talon attacks.  More concerning were the burns.  The armor did help against the flames, but it wasn’t designed as a fire suit.  Portions of it were melted, even to the point of congealing on his skin.  I took note of the way his gauntlets, inner forearms, and front were especially damaged.  His helmet protected his head perfectly.

“You didn’t need to grab it and hold it,” I told him.  I kept peeling him, carefully separating him from the previously-molten byproducts.  I didn’t do it entirely by hand.  I had a spell to help, but he still hissed in pain.  He partially shifted along the track between human and wolf to jump-start his regeneration.  It goes into high gear when he’s neither fully human nor fully wolf.  It’s not easy to stay in that state, but he has an amulet.

I’ve noted it before.  Burns don’t regenerate well.  I think it has to do with how material is actually destroyed or lost.  Closing up a cut is like stitching it closed.  Regenerating a burn means actually growing more material to patch what’s missing.

“I didn’t want it to get away,” he growled.  “I wasn’t sure if it would matter, so I went with—ow!—went with my instincts.”

“It wasn’t going to get out of the dome,” I pointed out.  “Your instincts are going to get you killed.”

“As long as I take the other guy with me,” he joked.  “I don’t think I’m going to be much help for a while.”

“You underestimate my cloning tank and healing spells,” I replied, severely.

“Can I please underestimate your painkillers?  I’m having flashbacks to my flash-burns in Central Park.”

“I’ll dial up the neural blocking spells.  Better?”

“Much.”

It wasn’t much later before I put an unconscious Rusty in the tank and left him to simmer.

With the immediate issue dealt with, there were a lot of things to investigate.  The assault went wrong—very wrong—and I had a lot of questions to answer.  Foremost among them was where the spare vampire came from.  The second question was easier to answer, though.  I had a chat with Uncle Dusty in the break room.

“You saw what was going on in the vampire lair?”

“I did,” he agreed.  “My vision is fine.  My omniscience is limited.”

“That’s an oxymoron.”

“It’s also correct.  When you channeled My power, I was there.  I saw what was going on.”

“Let me guess.  The dark whosit behind the vampires was summoned up and was present in much the same way you were.”

“Close enough.  You’re right about the identity of the entity.”

“I’m glad to have confirmation.  So, can you look in the lair and tell me if the entity is still there?  Or if there are new vampires of that breed currently undergoing their life-to-undeath transformation process?”

“The magic circle is empty now,” he informed me.  “There was no one close enough to… what’s the word?  The circle provided a concentration of force, making the entity more… more present, if you will.  When that happens, the entity has more power focused there, essentially for free.”

“How is that possible?”

“The magic is doing the work.  The wizard who cast the spell is the one who spent the time and energy instead of the celestial entity expending celestial force.  It’s not ‘free,’ just, ‘free to the entity.’  Someone else helped pay for the manifestation.  See what I mean?”

“Got it.  What’s the purpose?”

“Such a concentrator would let the attuned entity do things much more easily on the material plane.  It’s an effect kind of like establishing holy ground. 

“Unluckily for it, there was no one handy to possess.  There wasn’t a human being near enough to inhabit, so it didn’t really have the option of insta-zapping itself into a new physical vessel.  Since nothing mortal was going to come down there anytime soon.  I’d guess it gave up in frustration.  It doesn’t like to spend power.”

“Quick sidebar,” I interrupted.  “The circle acts like a concentrator, not a real summoning circle, right?  The magic isn’t reaching out and grabbing stuff to bring it in?  It’s simply a receptive spot for the entity to aim at?”

“Correct.”

“Thought so.  Okay, what happens if I break it?  Does the entity escape into the world?  Or does it lose the focus of the circle and dissipate like an angry cloud?”

“It can manifest anytime it cares to burn enough power, so it could go either way.  It depends on how badly it wants to be there.”

“So the circle is really a cheap way of gathering enough force to be a person in the room?  As opposed to a ghostly observer?”

“That’s a good way to put it.  You can use a telescope, or your friend can send you and invitation to their private subscriber line for the video conference.  The telescope is free, but it’s hard to hold a conversation.  The video conference costs something, but doesn’t cost you, and you can interact.”

“Got it.  Now, about the bonus vampires present in the bunker?”

“There aren’t any.  Oh, there’s a dead guy going bad on the bed, but he’s not going to get up.  Nobody tried to convert him while he was alive—or I don’t think so.  Either way, decapitation tends to halt the process.  I think he was a decoy.”

“Which explains why he was so pale we thought he was a vampire.  And why he didn’t bleed, and didn’t crumble to dust.  He still looked like the vampire we killed, though.”

“Did the other vampires have human servants with similar looks?”

“Uh… I don’t know.”

“It’s an old vampire trick, having a mortal around who looks like them.  It’s easy when technology provides reliable cosmetic surgery.”

“So, the vampire might have had a mortal servant lookalike, and used him as a decoy?”

“Exactly.  Oh, and there’s also a concealed door on one side of the bedframe.  It’s open, now.”

“Why didn’t we see it?”

“Did you look through the bed?”

“No, we looked under the—huh.  The mattress is on top of a box foundation, or what looked like one.  It didn’t occur to me the box was a box, and it might have something inside it.  Okay, that one’s on me.”

“I presume your vampire was the original vampire Orrysa found.  When you put a scrying sensor in the room, you saw the dead guy on the bed and assumed.  Meanwhile, the real target was hiding in the secret compartment under the mattress and using the dead guy as a decoy.”

“Yay,” I sighed.  “This is terrible.”

“Terrible how?”

“It confirms they’re learning from our attacks.  This thing—the dark entity behind this breed of vampire—has been finding out stuff.  When the previous vampires died, they opened their eyes and tried to speak, even though beheading disconnects the lungs.  All they’ve got left is psychic speech, while Rusty and I were defended from Evil Eye type powers, so we didn’t hear anything.  Meanwhile, the evil behind the vampires might have seen us through the dying eyes of the beheaded vampires.  Or it saw us directly as we killed its empowered vessels.

“This would explain,” I went on, “the increasing difficulty.  We killed one, no problem, aside from typical anti-vampire-hunter stuff.  The next wore armor suitable for stopping normal attacks—neck armor and anti-staking armor.  This should have let it wake up enough to defend itself rather than die instantly.  When this didn’t save it, the next vampire we found had a decoy, as well as a much more direct link to its spiritual patron, active and running, presumably so it could be… what do you call it?  ‘More present’?  Something like that.  It wanted a better look at what was going on, at the very least.”

I rubbed my temples, still thinking.

“I wish I knew how angry it was at losing minions.  They may be nothing more than finger puppets to it.  If so, it can simply make more and carry on as before.”

“It’ll be angry,” Uncle Dusty assured me.  “I’ve seen these vampires before.  They aren’t the same as making an avatar, but it’s still an investment of cross-dimensional energies.  To make one from scratch, I mean.  Focusing so much force is also much more noticeable to other celestial entities.  It stands a better chance of attracting unwelcome attention.  With an existing vampire to work with, spreading the effect has to be cheaper—that is, starting with one and using it to spread, rather than invading a body from scratch—but it would still be a significant investment.  The celestial entity behind them doesn’t like spending power.  It prefers to hoard its energies.”

“Why?  Wouldn’t it be better to invest energies?  It’s like money, right?  You have to spend it to make it.  Or do I not understand?”

“No, I agree with you, at least in general.  Broadly speaking, a celestial creature can use its energies in one of two ways.  Either we expend energies to perform actions—build a celestial palace or reach across universes to perform miracles, for example—or we focus our energies inward, to enhance ourselves.  To grow, if you will.  Think of it like a human expending effort in a gym to build muscle.”

“So, he’s a powerful celestial entity?”

“I’d say so.  Lots of time and effort spent in trying to unlock the omnipotence achievement, you might say.”

“Quick question.”

“Shoot.”

“These other celestial entities—the ones who wouldn’t like the dark vampires.”

“Angels.  Yes.”

“Remind me why we don’t put up a big marker for them to see and attract them to our targets.  Wouldn’t it be easier on us?”

“Mm.  Yes and no.”

“Oh, that’s so helpful.”

“It’s more complicated than you understand,” Uncle Dusty said.

“Care to enlighten me?”

“There are issues with the number of angels in a branched world, as well as the risks involved with attracting their attention to other celestial-intervention events—like the dark vampires.  Plus a whole load of other considerations involving how a celestial plane interacts with its linked material realm and branched realities, as well as more than a few personal risks to Me.”

“That doesn’t actually tell me anything,” I pointed out.

“I know, and I’m sorry I’m ducking your question.  It’s not a simple answer.  It’s a six-week course with textbooks, tutoring, and a lab period before you actually understand it.  I promise to teach you all about it, but not right now.  Okay?”

“Okay.  You’re the expert and I’ll rely on your expertise.”

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.  Now, about the bad guy behind the dark vampires.  Do you think he’ll care a lot about losing his quasi-avatar undead in this world?  If they all go poof, does he lose contact with the place?”

“Mmm.  Good question.  The answer is still ‘Sort of.’  If it’s a case of completely losing contact with the world or investing in a spare vampire… hmm.  In this particular case, I think he would make a spare.  Spreading an infection is a lot easier than starting from scratch, so he might very well invest in one or two as an insurance policy against a total loss.  He won’t be pleased about losing all his vampire connections, though, especially if he wastes energy specifically to keep contact with the rich vitality pickings of the place.”

“Wonderful.  So, we not only have to track down the remaining dark vampires quickly, we also have to double-check for any fresh ones.”

“Yep.  I’m not a big enough deity there to help you track them down, but I can certainly take a look wherever you find them.  You give Me a single lair or bunker or whatever and I’ll search it for you.  If they have a trio of fresh corpses in the hydroponics lab slowly turning into undead, I’ll spot them.”

“I knew you were good for something,” I told him, smiling.  He chuckled.

“Sometimes I wonder, Myself, but don’t tell anyone.  I’m a god.  I’m supposed to be confident and infallible.”

“How’s that working out for you?”

“Eventually, I’ll get one of the two, I’m sure.”

“Eventually.  Oh, crap.”

“Crap?”

“I have to reset time-tickers.  Relative to Rusty’s old world, we have to move fast!”

Time-tickers speed up or slow down time, but it’s all relative.  As far as I know, there’s no “absolute” time.  Time happens inside universes.  If you aren’t in a universe, time is what you make of it.  Sort of.

I wonder.  How does time work in the Void between worlds?  Does the Void count as a single universe, or does it have currents, maybe pockets of time running at different rates?  Or is the Void made of time and the universes float on the currents like rubber ducks?  Is that why they go faster or slower relative to each other?

Anyway, it’s all relative.  In this case, I had two worlds where I wanted time to pass slowly.  First, Sofera.  I had to get Orrysa home without too much of an absence, so it was out at the slow end of chain comprised of the reactor worlds, all with time-ticking gates.  Second, Vampocalypse World.  I did not want to give the evil vampires the opportunity to reproduce and spread!  It has to be out at the same slow end as Sofera, without being connected to Sofera.

Maybe I should hunt up a couple of post-apocalyptic Earths.  Pop calls them “NLA” worlds, for Nobody Left Alive.  They could be used as additional links in a time-ticker chain.  For now, I’ll keep borrowing Uncle Dusty’s reactor worlds.  He says he doesn’t mind.  I guess there’s no reason he should.  There’s no one in them, the local flora and fauna aren’t going to evolve fast enough to matter, Pop put repair spells on everything to keep stuff from wearing out, and reactors refuel themselves, or almost.  What’s a few decades, here or there?  Or a few centuries?
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While Rusty floated in a clone tank, Orrysa and I were busy.  We couldn’t do much in Vampocalypse World, but we could work on plenty of other things.  We sorted out refinements of my magic-gathering spells to power her seeking ability.  I also worked out a very basic enhancement for her sensitivity, to extend her range.  It was kind of like putting her at the focus of a parabolic reflector for the energy signature she looked for.

The same spell would work for me, too, but my brain hasn’t spent decades practicing the same specific talent.  Orrysa was the pro.

By the time Rusty was ready to decant, Orrysa and I felt confident she could, with a little time and concentration, search the whole world.  With her staring into her crystal ball, I could slowly rotate the focusing spell around her—yes, like a signal-enhancing reflector—and she would indicate when I should stop.  Technically, the focusing reflector spell was centered on her crystal ball.  It’s the tool she was used to.

Rusty spent an extra day recuperating after escaping the clone tank.  He hates the tank even though he won’t admit it.  I think it’s the smell.  It takes a while for him to get it off his skin and out of his nose.  I should put a very mild cleaning spell in the shower, one specifically targeted to look for the chemicals in the clone tank.  He wouldn’t have to scrub in multiple shapes to feel clean.

We sat down together in the break room—with Uncle Dusty—to discuss the new wrinkle: The Thing Behind the Vampires.

It was a long and somewhat disjointed discussion.  There were a lot of sidebars for Rusty and for Orrysa.  Come to that, there were a couple for me, too.

To boil it down, the main point was our ultimate Bad Guy was a disembodied evil spirit that possessed corpses to reanimate them as vampires on the material planes.  If we wanted to kick it completely off this plane of existence, we had to kill all the vampires it empowered, including any new ones it might be making.  While it might be reluctant to invest a lot of energy into making new vampires, it would be much more reluctant to invest the energy required to generate a new vampire from scratch.  Merely spreading the infection would require a lesser investment, and one it might make.  Reaching down from the celestial planes to miraculously invest a fresh corpse with vampirism would be prohibitive.  If we managed to eradicate them all, Uncle Dusty felt it was unlikely to consider the investment worthwhile.

If it was going to spread from an existing vampire or vampires, who would it target?  Random citizens, grabbed out of the wastelands?  No.  It was much more likely to use humans near at hand—the humans in the bunkers.  Which meant—according to everyone at the table—I had to get over my hesitation about mass slaughter.  Rather, I had to re-think it in terms of military objectives.

To be clear, I’m perfectly okay with assassinating a hypothetical Evil Overlord.  If he’s really a Bad Guy, okay.  I’m going to want proof.  Once I have it, I’m on board.  Where my qualms start to interfere is when we have innocent bystanders.  I have issues with blowing up everyone in the palace to get one guy.  While the personal bodyguards and trusted lieutenants may be in on the schemes and actively part of the Nefarious Plans, the poor guy pushing a mop down the hallway is another story.  The hired cook feeding the Legion of Doom’s soldiers doesn’t deserve to be flashed into component atoms for serving up watery eggs and burnt bacon.

I couldn’t afford to view the bunkers as Lairs for Evil Overlords.  I had to think in terms of infectious disease.  Patient Zero had to go, but we also had to sterilize the whole area.

I didn’t like it.  Rusty and Uncle Dusty thought it was perfectly reasonable, but humored me to this extent:  If I felt like it, we could continue to hunt these individual vampires for a week or two and see how much trouble it would be to kill them on a case-by-case basis.  If it turned out they were becoming excessively dangerous or difficult, our fallback method would be brute force.

Of course, the global search idea depended entirely on Orrysa’s willingness to help for so long.  I asked and, with the assurance we would return to her troupe to check in, she had no problem with it.  She was looking forward to showing off her youth.  And dancing again.  And doing a lot of other things she hadn’t felt like doing in a decade or more.

Our vampire hunting changed tone.  Originally, we jumped into a tomb—a high-tech tomb, granted, but still a vampire lair—to stake and behead the target.  This was no longer as much fun as when we started.  The vampires weren’t individual targets.  They were learning from the previous fatalities and making things harder for us.  So we would have to adapt our tactics.

The latest plan:  Rusty and I would still jump into the tomb, but we would bring a couple of rods with us.  You know those rods where you’re standing in line and there are these roped-off pathways to guide where the line forms?  There are broad-footed stands the ropes hook on to.  Imagine those, but telescoping, so they can be about two meters high.

First off, we do a detailed scrying search of the place.  Let’s say the vampire is on or in or even under the bed.  Rusty and I appear.  I cut off the head of whatever is on the bed, just in case.  If it doesn’t crumble to dust, at least it isn’t a problem.  We kill zombies—assuming there aren’t six or more for each of us!—and put the rods at the corners of the bed.  These rods and the shift-spell matrix connecting them define a rectangular prism of space, from the floor up.  This means I don’t have to brute-force a shift-space, which is always a pain.  Pop can get away with that.  I hate doing it.  This way, the focus around the bed makes it straightforward to do a point-to-point shift.

Rusty and I step out of the area and I trigger the shift.  We definitely don’t want to go with it.  Between the gas jets, vortex ventilation, and the mirrors, the Dome of Doom is now even less welcoming.  Even if the bed is made out of a material that doesn’t burn, I will bet long odds it melts.

Once the target space is shifted to the incinerator, Rusty and I go into tactical mode and do a search of the lair.  Hopefully, any and all undead threats are gone to the great hereafter, because that’s what we were here after.  If a brand-new vampire is hidden in the lair—or a corpse that’s working on becoming a vampire—and we missed the hiding place, that’s when we hunt it down.  If there’s an unholy diagram of summoning in the living room, we can deal with that, too.  Rusty breaks the line with any handy object and I channel Uncle Dusty until anything present in the circle withdraws.

That’s the plan.

Did it work?  Yes.  It worked perfectly.  We went back to Vampocalypse World, bringing with us everything to upgrade our vampire-burning Dome of Doom.  With the incinerator prepped, we moved immediately to attack.

We popped into the basement lair, did our thing—eight total zombies, this time.  Next time, I’m thinking we shift in a couple of grenades—and sent the entire bed to our upgraded, gas-enhanced solar furnace.  I cranked up my energy-transformer amulet and channeled power at an angry spirit while Rusty cut the diagram.  This made it much harder for the spirit to manifest in any meaningful way, so it withdrew.  Angrily.  It didn’t like being forced out, but it wasn’t angry enough to waste energy fighting a pointless battle.

With the opposition removed, we searched everything and stole the computers.  No vampires.  Uncle Dusty did his thing, looking through the rest of the bunker.  No vampires there, either.

Wow.  Looking back, I have to say it went surprisingly well.  See what happens when you plan ahead?  I love it when a plan comes together!

We grabbed the shift-posts from around the former bed area and departed quickly, to minimize the amount of time we spent there.  Back in a reactor world, the magical shift-space posts recharged for the next assault.  I also redid the time-tickers to put Earth on an ultra-slow track again.

We already set up a video feed at the Kenya incinerator site.  Now it went into ultra-slow mode, of course, sending us a snapshot, relayed through the gates, every few minutes.  We already had several minutes of footage starting from when we sent the bed through, along with the not-so-secret compartment under it.

You know, I don’t think these vampires are terribly smart.  Or they don’t communicate very well with their Evil Overlord.  Once we found out about one secret compartment, they should never have used another one.  And yet, this one had.  Not that it did her any good.  As I suspected, the bed was made of non-flammable materials, but only in the safety-sticker sense.  It wasn’t made to survive what we put it through.  And whether you set the vampire on fire or not, once her flesh gets up to around the broiling point of meat, things go from bad to worse.

In retrospect, adding all those mirrors might have been overkill.  I’m okay with that.  If there’s one thing I learned from my crazy uncle Firebrand, it’s there is no kill like overkill, especially when burning is involved.

While the furnace and the daylight ate the vampire, we rested up and recovered from zombie attacks.  Individually, zombies aren’t a challenge.  Four to one odds are.  If the pattern continued, five or six to one would be next.

Dang it.  Having to wait overnight so we would have the Dome of Doom in daylight was inconvenient.  I should have put it on the Moon, where the Sun wouldn’t go down for days.

We healed up from various blunt-force traumas and prepared to do it again.  By my count, this ought to leave us with one functional command center and possibly two vampires of this particular breed.  I say “possibly two” because the extra vampire might have survived the loss of its associated post-apocalyptic disaster management center.  We didn’t know for sure, so once we accounted for all known vampires of this type, we would search for any we didn’t know about.

With the advantage of daytime rendering them unconscious, we had a decent shot at doing it.  Rusty was happy with the previous vampire mayhem and was content with zombie-bashing, so the fact he didn’t get to fight the latest vampires was acceptable.  Shifting the whole bed out was fine with him.  It seemed pretty foolproof.

With our injuries regenerated, armor repaired, and rods recharged—and more work done on that damned spell on Rusty’s helmet!  I will get helmets to change shape with him so they fit his head in all his forms!—we revisited the solar furnace site to make sure everything went up in smoke.  It did.  Several forced-air fans—I used half a dozen leaf blowers—created the air vortex inside the Dome of Doom.  Combustion products spiraled up through the new central chimney and out into daylight.  Fuel entered the dome through a pipe running around the interior, at floor level.  A pump sent a mix of accelerants into this, feeding the flammable gases into the central furnace area from multiple jets.  Mirrors reflected about eight times the normal amount of sunlight into it, as well, from all directions.

When we arrived, it had already run out of vampire.  Rusty hooked up new fuel cylinders while I put spells on the Dome.

I could see problems with the latest design.  For one thing, the dome needed a good cleaning.  The gases—propane and acetylene—burned fairly cleanly, but the things we dumped in were messy.  A cleaning spell would be required to keep the dome clear for maximum sunlight.  I also needed to let a repair spell run on the transparent aluminum of the dome.  The temperature of the combustion was enough to soften it!  If it had run for longer, it might have melted entirely.  So I also added a heat-reflection spell to protect the dome’s material.

And, of course, I had to run back and forth to a reactor world to charge power crystals for all this.  We would have put in a solar conversion array to power it if we thought we would need it in the future.  I hoped really hard this was a temporary project.

With everything put in order, it was time to dump in another vampire!

When we built the Dome of Doom, we set up an inflatable tent nearby so we had a place to work. I added magical and technological climate control because equatorial Africa is inhospitable to more than vampires during the day, nuclear winter or no.

This is where we sat around the Earthside scrying table, at least for now.  Orrysa did her thing and we helped in the ways we could.  I poured magical energy into her conjuring area and slowly rotated the spell acting as the focusing antenna.  Rusty didn’t have anything magical to do, but he makes a good helper; he kept applying a damp cloth to Orrysa’s brow, much like a nurse wiping a surgeon’s forehead during an operation.  Is it vital?  No.  Is it appreciated?  Absolutely!

It takes ten to fifteen minutes of concentration on Orrysa’s part to complete a full scan with the antenna.  For most people, maintaining focus on a single thought to the exclusion of all else is difficult, even for only a minute.  The fact Orrysa can do it for so long impresses me.  Decades of experience are definitely good for something.

She sat back from her crystal ball and accepted a cold towel from Rusty.

“Problem?” I asked.  Usually, the ball holds an image of the target.  She keeps it focused while I pounce, locking it into a mirror.  The mirror is my magic and is much more compatible with my gate spell.  This time, however, the ball remained clear.

“Yes.  I sought with my inner vision to find your enemies, but I have failed.”

“That’s not a good sign.”

“Indeed.  You tell me there should be at least one more.”

“Minimum.  If they’re reproducing, there could be several.”

“Then I do not know.  It is possible one with sufficient Art could block my vision, but with your aid I do not think it likely.”

“Depends on how far away they are,” I hedged.  “We can move the whole tent and try again in a new geographic region—hopefully closer to the target or targets.  If they’re hiding, we may burn through their defenses.  That would mean you have to do this again, maybe several times.  It’s a lot to ask.”

“I am willing.”

“Hey, Phoebe?”

“Yes, Rusty?”

“I got an idea.  You two are going to rest and recuperate before you exert yourselves again, right?”

“Of course,” I agreed.  Orrysa nodded.

“Then leave the time differential unticked.  I got an idea, but I’ll need a couple of days to make it work.”

“Um.  I’m not sure I want to give them a couple of days.”

“How long does it take them to make a new vampire?  From bite to resurrection?”

“I’m not sure.  I think these have the classic three-day incubation period.  They kill someone, drain the blood, and infect them.  The power grows inside the corpse in a manner I don’t fully understand—it’s not magic; it’s celestial power—and the corpse eventually functions like a loyal minion to their patron, the Evil Entity.”

“Like avatars?”

“Nothing so intimate.  These things appear to have a level of independence.  I think they’re more like high priests than avatars, but I’m not an expert on celestial relationships.”

“Three days, huh?  How about you give me two?”

“Want to tell me your idea?”

“Nope,” he grinned.  “I’d rather surprise you.”

Orrysa and I traded looks.  She shrugged.

“Okay,” I agreed.  “We’ll be back in two days.”

“Drop me on the Moon, first.  I can get back and forth to the reactor world from there.”

“Consider it done.”


Journal Entry #86

While the werewolf used the lunar observatory to spy on Earth, Orrysa and I took a little time off.  With the world of Sofera running slow compared to us, we still had time, but sooner rather than later we would have to go back to her troupe and unveil The Youthening.  We discussed it and decided it was probably best to handle it now, rather than find ourselves rushing into it.

I brought along a small satchel of silver.  Why?  Because adding money to the troupe would be good—obviously good—for everyone.  Looking decades younger was good for Orrysa, but I’ve dealt with too many people who get all huffy and suspicious if the “witch” doesn’t do anything for them.  And the reverse is true, too.  A lot of people are suspicious of valuable gifts.  It would be better to claim Orrysa was doing me a big, big favor with her magic, so I was repaying her with a big, big working of my magic, and paying a fat price in silver to go with it.

Why do people have to have accounts balance?  Can’t friends just do things for each other?  Or is it a holdover in the galator culture from their Faerie ancestor?

To be clear, I didn’t really expect Orrysa’s troupe to give me trouble, but I didn’t want any of them to feel even a little resentful.  What was it Machiavelli said?  About whether it was better to be feared or loved?  I think he came down on the side of being feared.  Maybe it is better for a politician, but I don’t want to be a politician.  I’d have to have my scruples removed and surgery doesn’t appeal to me.

I un-ticked the chain of time-tickers and we reappeared in Orrysa’s wagon.  She drew back a curtain, looked out, and nodded.

“We are well in time.  The midday meal is not yet being prepared.”

“Do we step out and show you off now, or do we surprise everyone?”

“Let us do so now.  It is too late to prepare a feast, so tonight we shall celebrate once more with whatever fare we can provide.”

“How about I bring my microwave?  I mean, my magic food box?  You can concentrate on whatever supplies you want and the box will summon them, or something like it.”

“That would be most excellent.”

“Let’s get out, first.  I’ll use the circle to pop back and forth rather than force my way in and out of the wagon.  The circle you had Olanna and Olea draw works really well.”

I opened the rear door and stepped down.  Olanna was waiting, sitting by one of the rear wheels and leaning against it.  She was playing with fire, pouring it from one hand to the other, back and forth, like water.

I have to admit, Olanna really took to the trick.  Firebrand would be grudgingly complimentary, especially considering how little time she had to practice.  Either she’s really talented or I’m a better teacher than I thought.

“How long have you been playing with fire today?” I asked.  She finished pouring the flames into one hand and moved to cup both hands to hold the fire before looking up at me.

“Not very long.  It takes strength to keep the fires alive.  I have to rest, then start again with fresh flames.”

I had never noticed any difficulty, but I learned directly from Firebrand.  Maybe I’m not as good a teacher as I thought.

“You’re doing very well,” I told her, because she was.  She beamed at me, then looked past me as Orrysa came down the steps.

“Who is she?”

“This is Orrysa,” I said.  “She was old and frail.  It bothered me to see her in such a state, so I fixed it.”

Olanna’s mouth fell open.

“You did not!” she declared, disbelieving.  She lost her focus on the flames and they fell onto her lap, burning her skirt.  She slapped the flames out immediately.

“You doubt the word of our friend?” Orrysa asked, arching an eyebrow.  “Perhaps I should not blame you.  If it is incredible to you, how much more must it be to me, who has felt the touch of her magic?”

Olanna climbed to her feet and stepped closer to Orrysa. Her eyes were still suspicious and her skirt still smoked slightly.

“You look like her,” she said, “but I am not convinced.”

“You are wise,” Orrysa said, laughing.  “What you see may be glamour to deceive.  Touch me.  Hear me.  Ask me for a secret only you and I would know.”

Olanna regarded her with narrowed eyes for several seconds, considering.  She nodded, almost to herself, and demanded:

“What was the first thing I saw in a crystal?”

Orrysa knelt and beckoned Olanna close.  She pressed her lips to her ear and whispered.  Olanna’s eyes widened.  She threw her arms around Orrysa and Orrysa embraced her in return.

I took it as a good sign.  Now, if only it would go as smoothly with everyone else.

It did.  Lunch was not exceptional, just nice.  Nobody was warned to prepare a feast.  From their point of view, they had a party the night before and, the very next day, it was party time again!

The afternoon was dominated by dancing and by questions.  The dancing was partly Orrysa’s.  She had always loved to dance and was quite good at it.  The questions were for both of us.  Questions for Orrysa tried to catch her out as a shapeshifter, a doppelganger, or a replacement.  They failed completely because she was, in fact, who she claimed to be.  The questions for me were along the lines of, A: how?, B: why?, and C: what did it cost?

The last one was entirely expected.  The troupe regarded me as more than half zana—meaning I was a descendant of Faerie with an extremely recent ancestor—possibly with a mother or father!—of the Old Blood.  They didn’t believe the zana could give a gift without something in return.  There was also the possibility of establishing a debt, an expectation of a future favor.

I kind of understood their worry.  I spent a lot of time with Argestes, the unicorn, and he told me quite a bit about Faerie.  Among these tidbits of information was the idea that most creatures of Faerie don’t really understand the idea of non-transactional relationships.  You give a gift, you get a gift.  The concept of simply doing a nice thing because you feel like it is alien to their mindset.  Many of them can recognize it when it happens, but it’s kind of built in to their culture to balance accounts.

He also pointed out to me that Pop was fairly well-known in the lands of Faerie as a powerful and capricious being, what they called a sàrmhath.  Making a deal or a trade with him would almost always be to one’s profit, but the word was out: if he gives you a gift and goes away, don’t argue. He expects nothing.  He is, as mentioned before, powerful and capricious.  Treat him like any force of nature beyond your control.  Be happy he was kind to you and rejoice that he was kind and that he went away.

I got the impression Pop wasn’t exactly an exception to the normal rules of Faerie etiquette, but he was regarded with a type of rational concern and more than a little fear.  It’s like when an armed man walks into a bank, gets in line, waits his turn, withdraws a lot of cash, hands out big wads of it to the other customers and to the tellers, and, singing “I’m A Little Teapot,” does the rumba out the door.  Nobody has a clue about what he’s doing or why.  He seems like a madman.  A friendly madman, granted, but even if he never even touches the weapon, he’s still armed.  Everyone in the bank treats him cautiously and carefully.

As for me, in relation to my supposed Faerie heritage and my gift to the galator, I gave the gift of years to my friend because she is, in fact, my friend.  She worked very hard for me with all the Art at her command, so I paid her with youth, and her troupe with fistfuls of silver.  And I taught one little girl how to play with fire and not be burned, because I liked her.

“Look, if you like a child, do you give them little toys and treats and other gifts?  Do you expect anything in return?  No?  Same here.  Yes, the trick of playing with fire is a little toy or treat.  It is to me, and that’s what counts, surely?”

Would it matter to them if they knew I wasn’t actually a creature of Faerie?  I don’t know.  They think I’m part Fae because it fits with their worldview.  I know I’m not.

At least, I don’t think I am.  I wasn’t born on the world of Sofera.  I was born on Tauta.  I didn’t grow up there, so I’m not intimately familiar with the place.  I don’t know if the Fae visit it at all—unless those glowing orbs only I can see are a type of faerie creature.  Maybe I should visit the place again.  Later.  After the vampire thing is over.  Maybe after a nice cruise, too, if hunting the last vampires takes a while or is particularly unpleasant.  It’s starting to be a personal challenge.  They’re becoming difficult and annoying.  Rather, the interference from their creator is becoming difficult and annoying.  I’m starting to wonder how to punch a celestial being in the nose.

I’ll say this for the galator.  They know how to throw a party.  I remembered some of the songs, learned to sing several more, and danced with everyone who asked.  The party went on until after dinner and into the night.  Even the younger ones, such as Olea and Olanna, got to stay up late for the party.  It’s not every day the matriarch of your extended family group gets a miraculous reprieve from the ravages of time.  I enjoyed the celebration because I was very pleased for Orrysa, but also because I was a little bit proud of my efforts.  Sure, Uncle Dusty helped, but we did a bang-up job on her.

Late that night, I helped Orrysa up the steps into her wagon.  She was tired and more than a little drunk.  I can’t say I blame her.  I would have been drunk, too, but Pop made it difficult.  If we’re going out drinking, I am not a cheap date.

I put Orrysa to bed, cast a cleaning spell on her and the bedding—she was quite sweaty from all the dancing—and went to sit on the steps outside.

Olorin, a tall, handsome fellow I’d met at the party, stopped leaning on the neighboring wagon and approached.

“I see you’ve put Orrysa to bed.”

“Yep.  She had a great time.”

“So I saw.  And you?  Have you been fully satisfied by the celebration?”

“I’d say so.  You guys know how to throw a party.”

“I’m glad.”  He moved to the end of Orrysa’s wagon, leaning one shoulder against it as he faced me.  He smiled and his teeth were very white in the moonlight.  “Our hospitality is extensive for those who are our friends.”

“That’s for sure.  I remember when Orrysa was a little girl.  I was a stranger and my Pop made arrangements for me to stay with the galator for a while.  At first, it was mostly a trade arrangement.  It wasn’t long before everyone started to be legitimately nice to me, not polite because I was a guest.”

Olorin’s expression changed.  His smile became more fixed.

“When Orrysa was a little girl?” he echoed.

“Yes.  We were about the same age.”

“How old are you now?”

“A lady doesn’t discuss her age,” I chided, smiling.

“Forgive me.  If you are as old as Orrysa, then you must be tired.  May I show you to a comfortable place?”

“No, thank you.  I’ve got to check on a couple of things before I sleep.”

“I had intended much the same,” he said, smiling more sincerely.

“Yeah.  I know.  I’m perfectly happy with my current boyfriend.”

“I don’t see him around,” Olorin replied, pitching his voice low, in a manner I presume was meant to be seductive.

“You wouldn’t.  He’s stealthy.  But I do have to go.”

“Take me with you,” he suggested.  “I should like to see the far-away places of which Orrysa spoke.”

“Are you sure?  It’s been a long day for everyone.”

“I have great endurance,” he told me.  I was getting tired of his double entendres or innuendoes or suggestive comments or whatever they were.

“Okay, since you asked nicely.” I stood up and headed toward the cooking area.  “If you’ll carry my magic box, you can come with me.”

He didn’t instantly have a good play on words for my “magic box,” but I could hear him thinking furiously, trying to come up with one that wasn’t too crude.  We recovered it and moved to the circle.

“Stand close.”

He put the microwave on one shoulder and stepped very close indeed.  He was taller, but not by too much.  If I’d wanted to, I could have tilted my face up a trifle and kissed him.

“Like this?” he breathed, leaning down just enough to encourage me to meet him halfway.

“Perfect.”

As is typical when inside a shift-spell, the world around us vanished, replaced instantly with a modified janitor’s closet.  Olorin looked up sharply when the glowing light “appeared” overhead.  He looked around wildly, taking in the small room.  I simply pulled the door open and stepped out into the hall.

“Are you coming?”

He didn’t make the obvious rejoinder. Well, shift-spells can be disconcerting the first time. He followed me, trying not to look like a tourist.  I took him up in the elevator to put the microwave back before I showed him around outside, letting him take in the view of the jungle.  The jungle in the bright sunshine, I should say.  There was nothing like it anywhere along the troupe’s route, and the daylight really threw him.  They don’t know about time zones in Sofera.

We went inside again and I showed him all the things that impressed Orrysa, with equal effect.  Then it was off to the Moon.  I introduced Olorin and Rusty to each other.

The gravity threw him.  It was utterly inexplicable and took him quite a while to get used to.  He was well-coordinated in typical Earth gravity, but everything his reflexes knew was wrong for one-sixth gravity.

While he was bouncing around, learning how to walk, I checked in with Rusty.

“How’s it going?”

“It’s going.  I’ve got to wait for the right circumstances.”

“Want to tell me what your idea is?”

“I’d rather surprise you.”

“Then I’ll keep my nose out of it.”

“What’s with Zoltan the Magnificent?” he asked, more quietly.

“It’s late in Sofera and there was a hell of a party for Orrysa.  Olorin was trying to chat me up.  He’s handsome and charismatic and not used to being refused.  He even volunteered to accompany me when I said I had to go.”  I shrugged.  “I don’t think he expected all this.”

Rusty wore his neutral expression.  He always does when he’s trying not to show what he feels.  There are still clues.  The flare of his nostrils, the slight narrowing of his eyes, the way he runs the fingernail of his index finger over the ball of his thumb, as though testing the edge…

“I told him I have a boyfriend,” I added.

“And it didn’t put him off?”

“Not really.”

Rusty shut down the mirror he was using and pushed his chair back.  He stood up.

“I don’t suppose I can persuade you to do the back-scratchy thing, can I?” he asked, at normal volume.

“Uh, sure.  I guess.”

“Great!”

While I hunted down the brush, he took off his shirt and began a slow transformation.  He grew larger, hairier, looking more primitive and feral.  As the process continued, his features became more wolflike.  He developed a muzzle and the teeth to go with it.  His ears changed shape.  Fur sprouted everywhere, changing from “very hairy” to “fur” along the way.  He grew taller, too, and broader, as human and wolf intersected and merged.  At the halfway point of the transformation process, he stopped, holding it there.

He sat down, a cross between the way a dog sits and a flat-footed, deep crouch.  I sighed and started brushing him, starting at his head and going down his back.  I knew what he was doing.  He was marking his territory.  I didn’t mind, exactly, but it was unnecessary and pointless.  I’m not his territory, no matter what his instincts say, so it shouldn’t matter.  On the other hand, it does amuse me, at least a little, when he puts on a display.

Olorin, on the other hand, was not amused.  He looked intently at the giant, hairy, half-man, half-wolf monster with the my-Grandma-what-big-teeth-you-have.

Rusty can smile in that form.  It is not a reassuring sight.

I finished brushing him and told him so.  He didn’t press the issue of me finishing quickly, which only confirmed what I already knew.  He shifted back into his human form and stretched.

“Thanks.  I feel much better.”

“Yeah, you spend too much time hunched over a mirror.”

“Which I ought to get back to.  Stop by anytime.”

I understood it as a dismissal and managed to pretend to take it seriously, not cracking a smile.  Olorin was more than happy to go back to the reactor world.  He was very quiet.  We went on to Sofera and I thanked him for his company.

“May I ask a question?”

“Of course.”

“That… person.”

“Rusty.  What about him?”

“From things you both have said, I infer he is your boyfriend?”

“Yes.”

Olorin nodded and took a half-step back, giving me a little more personal space.

“Thank you for a most interesting adventure.  I am fortunate.”

“You have no idea.”

“I suspect I might have an inkling,” he countered.

“Maybe you do.  Good night, Olorin.”

“Good night.”

I shifted out again and reset a time-ticker.  I wanted Rusty to have his two days by morning.  I also wanted a hot shower and a soft bed before then.

It was a hell of a party.


Journal Entry #87

Pop’s an all-around handy guy.  If it’s broken, he can fix it.  If we don’t have one, he can build it.  If it can’t be built, he’ll make something else just as good.  He once—rather casually, I thought—figured out a way to blow up a sun.  Given time, I would not be surprised if he could figure out a way to build one.

He could have made a fortune as a plumber.  When he installed the bathroom in Uncle Dusty’s administration building, he made sure to make provisions for lots of hot water.  I like hot water as much as he hates it.  He says I get it from my mother.  I might get it from a crazy uncle who taught me a lot about fire.

Once I was rested, fed, and ready to face the world again, I checked in remotely on Orrysa.  My mirror said she was still asleep.  This didn’t surprise me.  She had as much to drink as I did, but she didn’t have my enhanced liver or six extra hours of recovery.  I went hunting for hangover medicine through the Magic Microwave and wound up with a variety of bottles, none of which were what I wanted.  I had to go out and shop.  Then I readied specialized magic for the post-party recovery.

I appeared in the target circle and decided it might need to be refreshed.  Nobody touched it, but it was starting to show signs of wear.  Soil isn’t the best medium for ongoing magic circles.

I knocked on Orrysa’s door.  I knocked again and sent a thought ahead, identifying who was at her door.  She stirred and, moments later, still bleary-eyed and blinking, opened the door.

“What necromancy is this?” she asked.

“Necromancy?”

“You waken the dead.”

“You’re not dead.  Besides,” I added holding up a potion bottle and a small crystal, “I wouldn’t animate you as a zombie.  Resurrect, yes.  Animate, no.”

“If I had not already called you sister, I should do so now,” Orrysa decided.  “Enter.”

I did, and I gave her the treatments.  She lay down again to wait for them to do their work.

“Did you enjoy the party?” I asked.

“Oh, yes.”

“I’m glad.  Do you want to take a couple of days off while I figure out what Rusty has in mind?  Assuming you’re willing to come back and help us again, that is.”

“Of course I am.  The way I feel now, I do not think I would be of great use, but I am improving with remarkable speed.  Is this a remedy of the zana?”

“No, it’s a human concoction.  It’s herbalism and alchemy, along with a spell or two of my own.”

“May I impose upon you to teach me this?  I do not plan to need it, but there are those of us who would be of more use on moving days if they were not incapacitated from the final night with townsfolk.”

“The alchemy is going to be a problem.  I can teach you the two spells I used.”

“Why is the alchemy difficult?”

“The ingredients are diverse, many, and rare, and the preparation involves specialized and complicated equipment.”

“Then it is of great value, and you have wasted it on my behalf.”

“Nonsense.  It’s meant for hangovers and that’s why I used it.  The place I got it is really, really rich and can afford to pay alchemists for such things.”

“Ah, yes.  The lands of the zana must be full of wonders.”

“I’ll show you around sometime.  I’ve been meaning to drop in and say hello to an old friend.”

Orrysa sat up suddenly, wincing.

“You mean to cross from the mortal worlds and venture into that realm?  And return?”

“Sure,” I agreed, surprised at her reaction.  “I have spells for that, remember?”

“I had not thought of it.  To travel as you do is remarkable in and of itself.  To travel beyond the mortal lands into the lands of the undying… Such is a magic beyond all my understanding.  I am amazed you can focus enough power to open a portal to the Undying Lands.”

“Eh,” I shrugged.  “It’s trickier, but it’s not hard. Do you want me to introduce Olea and Olanna to Argestes?  I told you about him.  He won’t let me pet him anymore, but he’ll hold still for them.  We can nip over for an afternoon picnic, if you like.  I couldn’t offer to take you the last time I was here.  Pop wouldn’t let me visit Faerie without him and I never… are you okay?”

Orrysa stared at me as though I’d grown two extra heads.

“What’s wrong?” I asked.  “Hey, take a deep breath and hold it.  You’re hyperventilating.  Lie back.  Think calming thoughts.  Nothing is going to happen to you.  You’ve got all the time in the world.  Breathe slowly.  In through the nose, hold it, out through the mouth.  Slower than that.”

It took a couple of minutes before she got a grip on herself.  On the upside, her metabolism really cranked up during what might best be described as a panic attack.  Her hangover was pretty much gone by the time she settled down.  She looked me in the eye when she spoke.

“You can simply go to the Undying Land?” she asked, still trying to wrap her head around it.  “It does not involve…” she waved a hand, searching for words.  “A time of year, a conjunction in the sky, a thousand hours of chanting—?”

“Uh…” I began, brilliantly.  It occurred to me we might not be talking about the same place.  “Maybe you should tell me what you mean by ‘the Undying Land’.”

“The realm of the zana.  The origin and dwelling of what you call the Fair Folk, the Fae, or Faerie.  I thought your father was the one who—but you can go there at will?  At whim?”

“Oh.  Pop did the driving when I was younger.  He’s the best.  You want to punch a hole from here to there or anywhere, he’s The Man.  I learned from him, so I’m pretty good at it, if I do say so, myself.  I can’t go there at whim, exactly, since the spell takes real work, as you’ve seen.  I can do it anytime I feel like exerting myself.  Why is this such a big deal?”

“Because…” she began, and stopped.  She looked pained.  “You know our legend says we are descended from the zana.  Those in whom the blood runs strongest are the ones with the greatest Gift, the ones with the clearest Sight.”

“Sure.”

She sat up again, slowly, and clasped her hands, pressing the tips of her thumbs against her lips, almost in an attitude of prayer.  I could tell she wrestled with an internal dilemma.

“It is not a thing we share with outsiders,” she said, finally.  “You are less an outsider than any other, however, and your blood runs thicker with the heritage of the zana than any other mortal—even we of the galator, and I admit this not lightly.  I will make an exception, but I must have this from you:  You will speak of this to no one.  It will be a secret between us two, both the simple fact of your knowledge and the fact I was the one to tell you.  It pains me to ask, but I must have your word.”

“I’m not offended.  It means a lot to you, though I don’t fully understand why.  Nevertheless, you have my word.  This conversation never happened,” I assured her.  “If you had our blue stone, I would swear on it.”

Her face lit up.  For a moment, I saw the little girl who was my friend, so very long ago.  She rummaged in the wagon for a moment and produced a thumb-sized chunk of blue sodalite mineral.  I recognized it.  We found it during one of my early visits, while we explored around the troupe’s campsite one afternoon.  We worked on it together, polishing it by turns, until it was smooth as glass.  I was touched she still had it after all this time.

She handed it to me.  I accepted it and, while I held it in one hand, she covered it with hers.  She looked at me expectantly.

“This conversation never happened.  I will admit to nothing of what you say until you tell me otherwise.  I give you my word.”

“Thank you.”  She left the rock in my hand and I rolled it between my palms.  It was still cool and very smooth.

“The galator,” she began, “have a long memory.  We were not always a people apart, and we remember our traditions back to the beginning.  It is said we spring from the union of a woman, Dzintra, and her zana lover.  When he discovered she was with child, he wished to take her to the Undying Land, where she and the child would live forever.  She refused.  Her reasons are clouded.  Some say she wished to live a mortal life.  Others say she feared her child would grow up strange in such a realm.  Who knows what was in her heart?  That she refused is all that can be said for certain.

“Her lover, being of the capricious sort, cursed her for her refusal.  He condemned her to wander, her and her children, seeking always for that which she had spurned until the end of their days.  Thus do we, as her descendants, inherit her curse.

“And his curse was a potent one.  When she returned to the house of her father, he was angry she was with child and had no husband.  He married her off to a local man, an older one who had lost his wife and children to a fever, but he turned her out after the babe was born.  The babe was black of hair, while she and her husband were both golden-haired, revealing the deception her father had played to marry her off.  The legend says also the babe’s ears were pointed, and his eyes were the purple of the darkest grapes.  Thus her husband turned her out, babe in her arms, and her wandering was the beginning of the galator.”

“I see.  And what happens if you go with me to the lands of Faerie?  Will the curse be broken?”

“I do not know.  I know only what I have said.”

“What would happen to the galator if they no longer had to wander?”

“I do not know.  If we were not forced to wander… If the people of every town did not slowly turn on us, we might linger.  We might settle.  Or perhaps it has been too long and wandering is now our nature.  I cannot say.”

“It’s up to you,” I told her.  “I’ll take you there if you want.”

“Not today.  I must think on this.  I may have to call a conclave and put it before all of us before I do anything of the sort.”

“Let me know how it goes,” I suggested, handing her back her—our—rock.

“I will.  Now you should go.  You have much to do before you require my Art again.”

“And you have a lot to think about.  I’m sorry if this causes you any trouble.”

“It has not.  Not yet.  Any trouble will come from my decision, not from you.”  She chuckled ruefully.  “As is common with all the gifts of the zana.”

I shifted to the lunar habitat and checked on Rusty.  He sat at a table in front of a three-mirror array.  He had a map on the table with lots of lines drawn on it.

“Hi.”

“Welcome back,” he said, looking up and grinning.  It struck me as a predatory grin.  That’s usually a good sign.

“How’s the surprise going?  Am I going to like it?”

The grin widened.

“You know how we’re having trouble finding the last vampire outpost?”

“Yes.  I think they’ve got a spell or a shield or whatever blocking seeking magic.”

“Who says you have to use spells to find it?”

“How else?  Orrysa can’t penetrate the protection and Uncle Dusty has to know where to look.”

“How about we use a magic mirror?”

“You can’t find it with a mirror.  When we use a mirror, we’re even more limited than Uncle Dusty’s vision.  If you don’t know where to look, it doesn’t help, and a mirror might not be able to see inside the shield even if you do know where to focus it.  You need a gate or a location spell first, then you can try to put a scrying sensor where the location spell indicates.”

“You can put a scrying sensor anywhere you want, right?”

“By and large, yes.  If it isn’t shielded,” I emphasized.  “In this case, you don’t know where to put it!”

“All true,” he agreed.  “Consider, however, the fact an attack drone knows where its home base is, and attack drones are easier to find.  And to lock on to.  And to follow.”

I looked at his mirrors.  One had an overhead view of an empty patch of wilderness.  One had a ground-level view looking inside a hangar full of hardware.  The third had a view down a familiar-looking elevator shaft.  I’d seen the combination elevator-and-stairwell design before.

“I can’t send the sensor down the shaft any farther,” Rusty told me.  “It fizzles.  I have to re-start it higher up and send it in again.  I can’t look around inside the lair, but at least I found the front door.”

“They didn’t put cloaking spells on their aircraft!”

“Yeah, I figured they wouldn’t.  Every time we killed a vampire, they tried a new tactic instead of going straight to a magical solution.”

“The local magic isn’t very powerful, so it’s not likely to be the first choice for a countermeasure.  You don’t build snowballs and snow forts until you have a lot of snow.  They may not know many spells, either.  It could take them a while to figure out a way to block scrying and seeking spells.”  I frowned, thinking about the time frame.  “I wonder if the vampire was forced to wake up during the day to cast the spell.  The blood circles in the lair almost had to be done by someone who doesn’t need to breathe.”

“The lack of adequate power may explain why the whole lair isn’t shielded.  It seems they don’t like to spend non-technological resources, but they will when they absolutely have to.  We keep killing them, so they obviously have to.  Hiding the vampire it their the next logical step.  After that, what?  Hiding the whole bunker?  Then what?  Each individual vehicle?  Going all-out seemed unlikely, so I figured it was worth a shot, hunting for the flying wing drones.  And it worked, at least so far,” he finished, gesturing at the mirrors.

I grabbed him and kissed him, mostly because I wanted to, but also because he likes it.  Sometimes I can make his eyes cross.  It’s how I know I did it right.  I learned a lot when Velina showed me around Pop’s kingdom in Tauta.  It was Tessera who suggested I get professional instruction—they have a whole social class of professionals—but I wasn’t quite ready at the time.  Later, I went back on my own and asked Velina to arrange for additional education.  Theory and practice are two different things, but I got both.

“Rusty, you’re brilliant!”

“I have my moments,” he agreed, grinning from ear to ear.  “Now what do we do?”

“I’m not sure.  We have a vampire in a bunker to deal with, and we can’t look around the lair prior to going in.  I’m not sure about their shield yet, so I don’t know if it will also block gates and shift-spells.  We’ll have to think about this, maybe probe their defenses, too.”

“Don’t forget,” he added, “we still might have one more after this.  We don’t know if it was in the bunker when it went off-line.  We don’t even know if the theoretically-last vampire was in the vanished bunker or not.  We only know the missing bunker lost communications.  It might not be destroyed; it might be offline.  Or the vampire might be wandering the wilderness, coping with the post-apocalyptic environment.”

“Or it could have been destroyed in a direct hit,” I added.  “I’m guessing we can discount that notion.”

“The bunkers are in locations nobody would think worthwhile to hit with a nuke?”

“There is that, but mostly because it would be too easy, too convenient for us.  For the moment, we’ll assume there are at least two left, one of which we’ve found.  The other is more problematic.”

“Do we deal with this one immediately?”

“Locally, it’ll be immediate.  We should take extra time to think it over.  Let’s go back to Uncle Dusty’s place and let this world slow down.”

“Do we have to?”

“Poor Rusty!  I’m sorry you don’t like him or his world.”

“It’s my problem,” he said, ruefully.  “The humans seem okay with him.  They don’t know him like I do.  Or maybe he’s nicer to them.”

“The humans?”

“Whenever I find a person who looks ready to give up and die, I use the shifter to let your uncle know.  From things he’s said, he’s also been looking around this Earth on his own, too, and has a way to get people from this world to his.”

I recalled the new shift-closet I’d built for him.  Yes, he could be importing people already.

“I hadn’t thought there was enough of a village built,” I said, and then wondered.  Time-ticker chains make it difficult to keep track.  How does Pop keep these things sorted out?

“How many people does he have?” I went on.

“No idea.  I only know he’s collecting.”

“Let’s see how he’s doing before we start planning another vampire hunt.”

We left the Vampocalypse behind for the moment.  I didn’t immediately ask Uncle Dusty about his village.  Instead, we went up to the apartment to take in the view.  Turns out the apartment doesn’t have a view of the village site.  We moved to a different corner of the top floor.

Yep.  Village. I fetched us binoculars and we looked at it in more detail.  The buildings we could see were mostly built of prefabricated pieces.  From the look of them, they were basically overgrown Lego buildings.  Plastic?  Concrete?  Fiberglass?  I couldn’t tell what the material was, even when a robot rolled across the parking lot, carrying out a fresh load of building blocks.

I went ahead and used the window as a scrying focus, making it appear as though the window was moving closer to the new village.  We looked around for a bit, noting the way people were helping the robots build additional structures.

“Do they look happy to you?” Rusty asked.

“I can’t tell.  They don’t seem to be moping.  They move with purpose and with energy, or mostly.”

“I was afraid you’d say that.”

“Uncle Dusty’s not as bad as you think.  I wish you two got along better.”

“It’s a personal thing, I know.  I should keep my big mouth shut.”

“You can vent to me all you like, but not here.”

“Fair.  Do you want to visit the village?”

“I don’t think so.  Not yet.  Maybe later, when he’s got it sorted out and working smoothly.  Let him get it going well.  Either he’ll ask for help or he’ll be so pleased with it he wants to show it off.  We should wait.”

“Okay.  And we can always find another place for the immigrants if they don’t like living under divine management.”

“We may do it anyway.  Even in the best case, there are likely to be a few who don’t want to stay, or feel the place was misrepresented, or whatever.”

“Works for me.  So, back to the demonic vampire hunting?”

“Yeah.”  I dismissed my scrying window and turned to him.  He was already looking at me.  “How do you feel about blindly teleporting into a vampire lair when they suspect we’re coming?” I asked.

“Given your phrasing, about the same way you do.  Is it possible for us to teleport into the stairwell and sneak in on foot?”

“Maybe,” I mused.  “If we appear in the stairwell, we have to figure out how to get past the main hatch and the interior doors without setting off alarms.”

“Hold it.  Won’t we also have to sneak past zombies?  And a circle thingy with a monster inside?”

“Quite likely, yes,” I added, after a particularly unladylike word.  “That’s not going to happen.  If he—or she—has drawn a… It’s not a summoning circle.  Hmm.  Let’s call it a manifestation circle.  If there is one down there, we’re not going to surprise the vampire.  In all likelihood, we’ll have to fight the manifestation first—maybe zombies, too.  And maybe the vampire at the same time, if it can wake up and get moving before we finish.  Assuming it isn’t forcing itself to be awake to work on casting spells.”

“I’m not liking this option.”

“Me, either.  Do we have another option?”

“I’m good at tracking things down, but I leave the magical tactics to the expert.”

“I don’t know where Pop is.”

“I was referring to you.”

Everything took a sharp turn around my head as I realized I was, in fact, the expert.  Pop was the master, sure, but he taught me.  Uncle Dusty wasn’t a mage.  Rusty wasn’t a wizard.  At best, they could help me, but I was the one who knew what I was doing.  Or, rather, I was the one they expected to know.

I swear, this being a responsible adult thing is harder than it looked when I was a kid.

“Oh,” I said, in a very small voice.  “Okay.  I’ll run a few tests and see what I’m dealing with.”

“Need help?”

“No.  Besides, you’ve done a lot already.  Take a day.  Take two.  Take a week.  Better yet, figure out where you want to take a vacation and we’ll go as soon as I’m done.”

“Anywhere?”

“Pretty much.  You found the last of the apocalypse management centers.  You pick.”

“I’ll think it over.”


Journal Entry #88

Knowing where to look is always the hard part.  Actually seeing it can be a close second, though.

The usual tactic for looking at a place warded from magical intrusion—aside from smashing down the barrier—involves putting a scrying sensor outside the warded area and looking in.  If you can’t go in, maybe you can peek in through the windows.  That sort of thing.  I can put a scrying sensor in orbit and use other spells to zoom in telescopically.

This becomes almost moot when the target area is underground.

I had a few things going for me.  The layout in every bunker had been the same, for example.  They probably drew up plans for their hidden fortresses, worked out the details, and built several.  There are good points to this.  No matter who wound up in which fortress, they would know how the place worked.  During the construction phase, spare parts and equipment could be ordered and distributed easily.  They could share resources in an emergency.  If they all used the same air-handling equipment, a replacement fan would be the same across all the bunkers.  Stuff like that.  From my point of view, it was simple enough to look at a former vampire lair and draw up a map of the occupied one.

I could also access most of the electromagnetic spectrum to help.  Radar, gamma rays, even neutrinos could be used to get at least an idea of what was down there.  None of these was really worth it, though.  The layout was confirmed, but getting a real-time image?  Not happening.

What about Uncle Dusty?  He’s got a lunar cloister full of spinning dynamos!  Can’t he put a celestial eyeball in the bunker and report what he sees?

You’d think so, but no.  There’s another entity actively interfering.  At a guess, there’s a bloody circle down there with a monster manifesting in it.  I’m really getting tired of that son of a bitch’s interference.

I miss Pop for several reasons.  These are several of them.  He would figure out a way to see down there in real time.  He’d also kick zombie ass so hard the voodoo doer would feel it.  And he’d punch the Evil Entity™ in the snoot.

Okay.  I could sort-of spy on the place and couldn’t see there directly.  What did that leave?

The way I saw it, there were two real options.  First, we could get our magical resources in order and blast the crap out of the anti-scrying barrier.  Pound it.  Hammer it.  Break it down and destroy it.  If the Evil Entity was concerned about expending its personal resources, the vampire almost had to be working with the local Earth magic.  Besides, celestial beings don’t generally work with magical forces.  So, a vampire working with Earth-level magic versus me and my lunar power supply?  I’m not afraid of that fight.

Assuming we knocked the magical barrier down and could get a scrying spell in there, we could either go in or, if it was full of zombies and vampires, all wide awake and ready for trouble, we could fall back on Plan B.  To wit:

The second option was outright attack.  Forget the idea of going in.  Don’t fight at all.  Don’t bomb the scrying wards.  Bomb the bunker.  Utilizing catastrophic thermodynamic imbalance, transform the bunker and the surrounding terrain into debris, combustion byproducts, stratospheric dust, short-lived plasma, and a crater.

Pop doesn’t like nukes and I have a deep respect for his opinions.  I have to admit, though, I am tempted.  The world already had a whole bunch go off.  One more won’t make a difference.  It’s not like there aren’t a lot of them still lying around!  If it comes right down to it, I’m willing to forego nuclear reactions and simply throw rocks at the bunker.  Big rocks.  Several tons, in fact, and from orbit.  There are lots of ways to nuke the site from orbit.  It may be the only way to be sure.

But what if I don’t want to blast the place to pieces?  Wouldn’t it be better to have a surgical strike?  One that kills the target—or targets—without materially affecting the bystanders?

Sue me.  When I’m handing out destruction, I like to target the deserving.

Which led me to the question of what weapons work on vampires and don’t harm humans.  That leaves out a lot.  Sure, beheading, a stake through the heart, burial at the crossroads, all that sort of stuff works on vampires.  They’re pretty lethal to humans, too.  I suppose I could find a bunch of priests and use religion on them, but, darn it, dragging more people into this isn’t really the goal, here.  What did that leave?  Running water?  Holy water?  Sunlight?

Can we open a gate and flood the lower level with holy water?  Can we get that much holy water in one spot?  Probably.  The water acts like a battery, so Uncle Dusty can take his time, charge up a small lake, and—once I smash down the barrier—I can fire-hose it into the bunker.  What happens if it doesn’t work, though?  What if the vampire is hurt, but insoluble in holy water?  Or simply has a wetsuit to insulate himself?  Do we wait for the amphibious vampire to come out, or do we go underwater to fight it?

What about sunlight?  Do we blow the roof off to let the sun shine in?  Or do we pipe sunlight down through fiber optics?  We’d have to remove everyone from the upper levels, first, and that’s not a fight I really want to have.

I could bring a prepared gate spell, I suppose, so we go down, fire up the gate to a sunny spot, and let the sunshine backlight us.  It’s kind of like the way firefighters will work their way into a burning building with giant fans blowing a small hurricane of fresh air in behind them.  The air keeps the heat and flames off them and allows them to work unhindered.  A window to daylight behind us would make excellent vampire repellent.

This seems like a good idea.  Harmless to us, it would provide offense, defense, and adequate lighting for our own efforts.  I wasn’t sure how the Thing in the circle would take it, though, nor did I know what it might do.  Would it shoot down spells we sent in?  Or would it reach for us through a gate to attack the source?  Uncle Dusty was no help in predicting the response, but he promised to be more useful when it came to actual defense.

The first thing we needed was to take down the wards and see what was down there.  If the vampire had added motion sensors, land mines, and nerve gas, it might affect our planning!  We definitely weren’t going to walk down the stairs and knock.  Appearing out of thin air gave us a better chance at surprise, but to make sure we weren’t the ones surprised, we had to see where we were going.

Right.  First order of business:  take down the wards.

We set up a whole row of power crystals and I started hammering on the defenses.  A small gate gave me local access; it was open near the bunker so I could launch my spells through it.  The shield went down pretty easily.  Again, it was powered by Earth magic.  There wasn’t a whole lot to work with.  It was impressively powerful for what they had on hand, but it was like a contest between a log cabin and modern artillery shells.  You may have used big logs, but even the sequoia trunk is turning into toothpicks.

Once we had a scrying sensor inside, we didn’t like what we saw.  The vampires were being roused—vampires, yes, plural.  Two of them—and there were at least a dozen living humans.  I double-checked this point:  They were humans, not zombies.

All the humans were kitted out for combat and armed with automatic weapons.  In the workroom there was the expected bloody circle.  We didn’t see anything inside it, but the scrying sensor was set for normal vision, not celestial.  We had no doubt there was a presence inside.

Rusty said a bad word.  I agreed with him.

“They obviously know we’re coming.”

“Yeah,” I agreed.  “Whoever set up the ward probably knows it went down.  It might have had a mundane alert—a flash of light or a chime or something—when it failed.  Or maybe the Thing in the bloody circle shouted at them.  Whatever, they know we know where they are, and they probably know we know they know we know.”

“That’s not funny.”

“To you,” I snapped.  I took a breath.  “Sorry.  My skewed sense of humor is more warped when I’m upset.”

“I’ve noticed.  I don’t like the situation, either.”

“Got a suggestion?”

“You’re not going to like it.”

“I don’t like this,” I said, gesturing at the image in the mirror.  “Go ahead.”

“Look, I know you don’t like to kill people indiscriminately.”  He held up a hand to stop me from interrupting.  “I do know it, and I understand your objections.  I don’t agree with them, but I understand them and accept them as part of you.  I’m not arguing whether you’re right or wrong, okay?  This is the way you feel, so I respect it.  I can respect your feelings and acknowledge them as valid even when I disagree with your reasons.  Okay?”

“All right,” I agreed.  “Yes.  We can disagree while respecting each other’s opinion.  I’m with you.  Are you saying you want to blow the place up?”

“Nope!  You know I want to blow it up and be done with it.  If it were up to me, we’d have nuked the site already.  I know you don’t want to, so I’m not suggesting it again.”

“Huh.  Okay.  But you do have a suggestion?”

“The people down there in the riot gear are not civilians anymore.  They’re the bodyguards, the elite guards, the active defenders.  Minions, maybe henchmen.  They are not innocent bystanders.”

“Granted.”

“So, as far as we’re concerned, anything happening to them is their problem.  Right?”

“Right.”

“Just making sure.  I’ve got to get my limitations, sort out the parameters of the problem.”

“I know the feeling.”

“We could throw a lot of explosives in, right?  Not enough to cave in the rest of the bunker, but a hundred kilos of plastic explosive should do the trick, right?”

“Maybe.  It might only destroy the humans and bury the badly-injured vampires.  They could be entombed without being destroyed.  I don’t know if they have the power to turn to mist.  If they do, this won’t stop them.”

“Hmm.”  Rusty got up from his chair and paced around the central table in the lunar scrying room.  He bounced a little as he came to a stop.

“Question.  Can you open a portal to outer space?”

“Rusty.  Look around.  We’re on the Moon.”

“I’m just checking.  You once said gravity wells were important.”

“Mostly they affect power requirements.  Sharp gradients are effectively walls.  Black holes, neutron stars, those sorts of things.  In general, don’t worry about it.”

“Don’t aim a gate for anything astronomically heavy.  Got it.  The lunar surface would do, I guess.”

“For?”

“How about we open a portal from up there,” he gestured at the ceiling, meaning the surface, “to the bunker?  If we angle it right, you get direct sunlight—unfiltered by atmosphere—blasting straight into the room.  As a bonus, you suck all the air out.  There’s an armored airlock leading to the elevator shaft, so it won’t allow more air in.  We could suck out all the air and anyone standing anywhere near the gate, simultaneously frying any vampire anywhere near it.  Then, when the wind stops, we go in wearing spacesuits.  You can get us combat spacesuits, can’t you?”

“I’ve worn several different types.  Most aren’t appropriate for combat…” I gave it a minute, running through possibilities.  Space suits weren’t a problem.  How would I maximize the effects of the gates, though?  There were two factors.  One, sucking everyone out onto the lunar surface.  Two, exposing every room down there to maximum sunlight in the process.

The doors between the rooms would be the limiting factor.  You can only move so much air through one, and their placement was staggered.  The interior doors alternated, left and right, preventing invaders from firing straight through.  As a result, the walls would block not only bullets but most of the sunlight.  Without air-induced scatter, how much reflected sunlight would make it from one room to the next?

“Gimme the map,” I said.  “How many rooms are we talking about?”

There were four rooms:  The entry room, workroom, library, bedroom, bathroom.  The airlock opened into the entry room.  This time, the entry room, along the wall opposite the door, had a row of riot shields and a bunch of guys ready to shoot whoever showed up.  Behind them was a door to the workroom, with the bloody circle.  Then came the library room, with the computer setup.  Then the bedroom, with vampires—oh, and eight zombies!—then the last room was the bathroom.

Why does a vampire need a bathroom?  Because they start to smell after a while.  Either this sort doesn’t have any particular vulnerability to running water, or water running through plumbing doesn’t count.

I probably only needed two gates, but doing them in sequence would take time.  A lot of time.  Prepping them in advance would be a lot of work, but it would eliminate a lot of uncertainty.

Fortunately, I had lots of time.  In a reactor world, that is.

I hate making big gates.  I really do.  Pop makes gates the way normal people make sandwiches.  I make gates like I’m making individual macrons.  They take attention and effort.

I made macrons for Rusty, once.  He was confused when I gave them to him.  He thought I was talking about macaroons.  Barbare inculte.

How big is a big gate?  “Big” is relative.  Pop can get an aircraft carrier up to speed—no, he’ll let Bronze do that—and cast a spell in front big enough to let the whole damn ship chug straight through.  Me?  I’ll spend several hours getting the garage door ready to act as a gateway if I have to.  I’d prefer to have all day for it, and I’d really like to have it connected to a prepared destination.  Single-ended, brute-force gates are always worse, and big ones are always, but always, a pain the ass.

I built the stupid things anyway, though.  I had time-tickers giving me all the advantages and I worked hard, but I made time to relax, too.

This actually worked out pretty well.  There’s a weird, reverse-entropy effect when a spell has magical energy running through it.  If it’s a well-constructed spell, it tends to get stronger over time.  Not necessarily more powerful, but it becomes more sturdy, harder to take apart.  It’s like erosion, sort of.  You dig a ditch and, if you get a lot of water rushing down it, you may find the ditch is getting deeper over time.  Then, when you have a real storm come along—or you run rivers of power through your old, well-worn spell—it handles the surge without failing.

When I finished with each big gate, I hooked it up to Uncle Dusty’s supply and let it cook while I cooked in the kitchen.  The Magic Microwave can also provide ingredients, not only finished dishes!

Pop tried to explain to me the importance of being the hunter, not the hunted.  I thought I understood what he was talking about.  Looking at my preparations, I had a much better grasp of the concept.

I would have finished sooner, but Uncle Dusty had a chore for me.  In between gate spells, I had to visit a voidworld for him.  One of his celestial buddies had a problem with a tribe of worshippers risking starvation due to a drought.  They kept praying for rain.  It was easier on Uncle Dusty’s friend if a powerful witch summoned a thunderstorm.

Gods take credit for the works of mankind.  Who would have guessed?

It’s not that I minded breaking a drought, but couldn’t it have waited until I was done with the gates?  Or… come to think of it, maybe not.  Once I got the last of my gate spells prepared, we would use them immediately.  There might not be a “better” time than during a break between gate spell construction.

The lunar gates were the hardest to arrange.  We wanted to have them aimed at the Sun, but we also wanted anything coming out of them to get out of the way as quickly as possible.  This involved space suit work, scaffolding, iridium frames, and yet another shift-space to reach a different area of the Moon—a place in sunlight!

The other gates were another story.  Rusty suggested we set them up on Mercury, but Mercury, while it has intense sunlight, doesn’t have an atmosphere.  He then suggested Venus, but neither of us wanted to go to Venus.  Other planets and moons had similar issues.  If you want to set up a gate there, you generally have to go there, and all the really unpleasant places are, well… unpleasant.

Technically, we didn’t have to actually go to such unpleasant places.  I could use two gates in tandem, but it would double my workload!

Here’s how it works:  Aim one circle of iridium at, say, the surface of Venus.  This will brute-force a connection as the gate appears there while simultaneously existing here.  Now, take your other circle of iridium and aim it elsewhere—let’s say Mercury, since we don’t want to go there, either.  The same thing happens.  You have two gates.  The one on your left is open to the surface of Venus, the one on your right is open to the surface of Mercury.

This is a very bad situation for you, though.  Venusian surface atmosphere is extremely dense, under enormous pressure, and is rather warm—over four hundred and fifty degrees Centigrade, or close to eight hundred and fifty in American.  This “air,” composed mostly of carbon dioxide and sulphuric acid, is going to blast out of the gate much like the shockwave of a bomb.

Meanwhile, the gate to Mercury is going to a near vacuum.  It’s sucking everything in, including the local atmosphere, the carpet, all the furniture, and you.  Oh, and the freshly-arriving blast of superheated ultra-dense Venusian atmosphere, too.

This is not a good place to be.  Opening these gates was a very bad idea, right?  Standing in between them was an even worse idea!

What if you didn’t stand between them?  What if you set them up facing each other?  How about if you press them right up against each other so what comes out of the first one pretty much has to go through the other?  Apply glue or clamps or duct tape to keep them together.  Maybe mount them in concrete, depending on what you’re expecting to have come through.  Design the metal rings you’re using for gates so they have pipe threads and can be screwed together, then mount them in concrete.

I wasn’t going to aim gates at Venus.  It’s not merely unfriendly, it’s actively hostile.  The Moon is a summer garden by comparison.  Instead, I set up big, rectangular gates on the Moon, facing the Sun, and aimed their other end at the bunker.  Then I set up similar gates in the Australian Outback.  The location I picked was a desert, like the Sahara or the Atacama, but closer to sea level.  Plus, the weather in northwestern Australia was bright, hot, and clear.  As a bonus, the timing and the weather cooperated.  I didn’t need it, but why not take advantage of a high-pressure weather system if there was one handy?

Why Australia?  Because the Sahara had a low barometric reading and there were clouds all over the place in North and Central America.

Barometric pressure?  Yes.  Air pressure.

“Hold on,” I hear you say.  “What’s that got to do with bunker-busting?”  You’ve probably been wondering about it for a couple of minutes, now.  The lunar gates are obvious, but what’s with the Earth-based gates?

Pressure differential.  It’s like the Venus gate in my example, but less horrifying.  Slightly.  Sort of.  You’ll see.

Rusty took his station on the Moon so he could control the lunar gates.  I was on Earth.  We had a micro-gate open so we could communicate.

I started things off by hammering on the scrying wards.  Once again, the bunker’s wards took the pounding for a little while—a little longer, in fact—but I considered it a good sign.  You don’t reinforce your position if you’re planning to abandon it.  Plus, since I did most of my work in a faster timeline, they’d had less than six hours since the last attack.  I was happy to see they were hunkered down and ready for us to come in, guns a-blazing.  Which we weren’t going to do.

I targeted and activated one of the Earth gates.  The far end of it manifested in the living room, making most of the wall disappear.  The wall and the exterior door were still there, of course, but there was now a wall-to-wall portal to a bright, sunny afternoon in the way, like a particularly realistic holographic screen.  At their end, the gate appeared to replace the wall.  At my end, it was a big, iridium frame propped up at an angle so the sunlight shone directly through it.

The human soldiers weren’t terribly affected by this.  Hands were raised to shield eyes from the light.  Was this harmful to humans?  Not really.  Annoying?  Definitely.  Something inexplicable was happening, though, so lock and load!

Then, using my lock-on as a reference, Rusty’s job was simple.  He opened a lunar gate.  This appeared on the opposite wall, behind the soldiers.  More sunlight—much more sunlight—blasted in through his gate.  This was potentially dangerous to the humans as it was unfiltered and raw.  It was space sunlight, with all the nasty ultraviolet and other radiation in full force.  It wasn’t immediately lethal, but it was too bright to look at.  It would blind them instantly and potentially permanently.  Again, harmful?  A bit, yes.  Lethal?  If it went on for long enough, sure.  Annoying?  Extremely.

But the light was only a sideshow.  This was a gate to the lunar surface, into vacuum.

Imagine for a moment you’re in a swimming pool.  One of those above-ground things.  Take a big chunk out of the wall of the pool and the water pours out.  If you’re near the opening, you’re getting pushed out by the flood and that’s all there is to it.  The entire mass of water in the pool is headed for the opening and you’re in the way.  The farther away you are from the opening, the less water there is behind you, and the less mass there is to push you toward the opening.  If you’re on the far side of the pool from the sudden opening, most of the water is inconsequential to you.  You can hang on to the rim with a couple of fingers.  Eventually, the water level drops and leaves you standing in an empty pool.

A room exposed to vacuum behaves in much the same way.  If you’re near the opening, all the air in the room rushes past you and pushes you along.  If you’re on the other side of the room, the air behind you isn’t much, so your biggest worry is about being exposed to vacuum, rather than how you’re going to get back where you were.  When the room runs out of air, you’re no longer in danger of being blown out.  If you act quickly, you may have options once things calm down.  Leap for the airlock and start the cycle.  Grab your spacesuit helmet and clamp it in place in a hurry.  Stuff like that.

If the room is a closed room, it will run out of air.

In this room, there was a big, open gate on the other side.  Air from Earth came roaring in as fast as the air in the room roared out onto the Moon.  They weren’t standing by the open place as a pool drained.  They were standing inside the spillway when the dam opened the floodgates.  Air blasted through at the speed of sound.

The lunar ends of the gates were set up on the outside of a crater wall, near the sunrise line, facing the Sun.  Everything blown through was ejected into open sunlight and arced slightly upward.  Eventually, in lunar gravity, it all came down again, about forty meters below, on a big, flat plain—people, furniture, carpets, everything.

I opened my second gate in the workroom.  Rusty’s second gate locked on to the reference point and he opened it.  Tables, bottles, racks, shelving, all of it went tumbling away.  Even the bloody circle painted on the floor peeled up.  I forgot there would be sandblasting.  All the air being sucked in from a desert?  The air blast removed everything not actually bolted down and the desert sandblasted everything else.  This was unintentional, but worked out very well indeed!  The blood circle vanished like a fart in a whirlwind, only faster.

Library, bedroom, even the bathroom, for thoroughness.  One gate to supply air and sunshine, a second gate to suck air out and provide spicy sunshine, and a set of each for every room.

Half a minute.  Thirty seconds.  That’s what we settled on as our target time for full effect.  We grossly overestimated the time required.  We didn’t need thirty seconds.  Heck, we didn’t need ten.  It would have worked with three.  Maybe one.

It was stunning to watch.  The wind velocity wasn’t even vaguely comparable to a hurricane.  A hurricane-force wind is moving within an atmosphere.  It’s like a water jet in a pool.  There’s a lot of stuff around it to slow it down.  This wasn’t a stream of air.  This was an explosion.  An ongoing explosion.  This was a room-wide hammer.

The crystals powering the lunar gates ran down first.  This was by design, so the rooms could stabilize their pressure and we would have air to breathe when we went in.  Before they did, Rusty used a one-shot shift-spell to the lunar base and from there he joined me on Earth.

As each lunar gate shut down, I shut down the corresponding wall-size gate.  They still had power, but I had other things to use it for.  I retargeted, opening a smaller gate in the doorway between the library and the bedroom.  Since there was no one left in the entry, the workroom, or the library, this would keep anyone from leaving the bedroom.  It would also act as a barrier to keep anyone from coming into the room from outside.

We walked into the lowest bunker level, already armored up, guns in hand, sword at the ready, sunlight streaming in behind us.

I think Pop would be proud of me.

There was very little mess.  Most of the level’s contents were still tumbling slowly to the lunar surface.  The exceptions were a couple of fixtures in the bathroom and two of the floor-to-ceiling rack supports in the library.  The computers, books, bed, monitors—everything was blown away in the most violent wind tunnel effect since a nuclear shockwave blasted along the Holland tunnel.  The only thing of any size left in the whole place was the base of the bed—which, yes, was actually bolted down.

For safety reasons, we were both wearing spacesuits of MCP design.  That is, it’s custom-tailored to the wearer and squeezes him, duplicating the effects of atmospheric pressure without having to fill a bulky suit with air.  It’s kind of like wearing yoga pants, only moreso.  Our suit material was, of course, covered in an additional layer of armor fibers.  This didn’t restrict mobility nearly as much as a pressurized suit would.  Rusty could come straight from the Moon without having to change.

Despite the lack of places to hide, we saw neither of the two vampires.  Well, there was one place to hide.  Everything else was making a Moon landing.

I shrugged, giving Rusty a questioning look.  He took careful aim and shot the box-like arrangement the mattress used to lie on.  This let sunlight in through a nine-millimeter hole.

The shriek was loud, even outside the box.

“Found one,” Rusty announced, over the helmet radio.

“One,” I agreed.  “Maybe both of them are in there?  There’s room.”

“Nope.  One.”

“How do you know?”

“Sunlit vampires burst into flames even in a vacuum.”

“Really?”

“I saw a bunch of guys who didn’t combust, so the one who did really stood out.”

“I imagine he did.  I wonder if they contain their own oxidizer, like rocket fuel.”

“Want to try burning vampire blood in a rocket?  It could be a good fuel inside a solar system.  All you would need is a mirror.  Maybe a parabolic mirror to superheat it?”

“Not today, thank you.  But I had an idea.”

“Oh?”

“Help me shove this thing through the gate.”

“It’s bolted down.  That’s the only reason it’s still here.”

I drew my knife.  Rusty nodded.  I cut the bolts from the floor, noting the hole Rusty shot in the box was now blocked from the inside.  A bit of cloth, pressed against the hole, perhaps.

“What are you doing?” asked a voice from the box.  It sounded like a woman’s voice.  I opened my faceplate to answer.  Yelling inside a helmet is seldom a good idea.

“We’re going on a little trip.”

“You’ll never get me out of here!  Every man and woman in this place will use all the munitions necessary to destroy you!”

“Oh, shut up.  You obviously don’t even know how we got in.  Since you’re in this box, I’m guessing you don’t know what happened.  You do know there is sunlight involved.  Want to think it over?”

While she pondered this conundrum—sunlight?  In her basement?  How was that possible?—we slid the whole box through the door-gate, tilting it up on one side to get it through, like moving a mattress.  A moment later, we were standing on the eastern side of the Simpson Desert, under a punishing late-afternoon sun.  I shut the gate down, noting we still had time left.  Nice!

Rusty tipped the box, letting it slam flat on the ground.  He slid up his faceplate, put one armored boot on the box, and rapped on the broad, flat top with his gauntleted knuckles.

“Hi,” he said.  “How are things?”

The reply was not suitable for children.  I don’t think it was suitable for sailors.  Even Marines might have called it harsh language.

“Oo, you’re feisty,” he said.

While he chatted with the vampire, I walked off a short distance and pushed the button on my amulet.  It’s always turning, generating a personal energy field—a very nice one, very comfortable and pleasant.  Pushing the button spun the rings up to maximum and the energy field spiked.  The usual aura of warmth… how to describe it?  I was surrounded by a vortex of light and heat?  I suddenly had wings of flame?  My spirit became incandescent?  It’s like all these things, even though none of them are quite correct.  It was a good feeling, though.

Yeah, I could have shouted for my uncle.  This got his attention and I didn’t have to go to the effort.

You rang? he asked.

“Yep!  I had a thought a minute ago.  You know how these demon-vampire sorts are doing the whole life-sucking thing on the overall vitality field of the planet?”

I know they do it, he informed me.  I’m not totally clear on how.  It’s not a technique I use.

“Here’s your chance to learn about it.  I’ve got one in a box.”

You have My attention.

“Take a look and analyze.  If you can figure out how they do it—the mechanism of action, I mean—you might be able to trace the connection from your end.  Then we could find them easily.  It’s got to leave traces, doesn’t it?”

It already does.

“Wouldn’t this help you find them?”

I don’t think so.  The issue is getting information out of the link, not understanding how to use it.  I can already detect if there is such a link in a material realm.  To hide it, they would have to stop all energy exchange with their patron.  I don’t think they would.

“But if you can see the link—” I began.

Using such a link to trace them involves becoming more intertwined with it, more involved with it, and reveals My interest in it to the owner.

“So, about this severing thing.  What would happen if the link was severed?”

They would no longer be under his control, that much is certain.  I would think, at minimum, they would have to feed much more often to sustain themselves.  I think it much more likely they crumble to dust.  Say, ninety-five percent chance.  Four percent they collapse and go dormant for a while, first.  Maybe a one percent chance they turn independent and constantly hungry.

“Maybe we should find out.”  I returned to the box and raised my voice.  “Hey, you, in the box.  I think you’ve got a problem.”

She didn’t answer.  Rusty kicked the box, jostling it, and the vampire within snarled.

“Look,” I said, reasonably.  “You’re trapped in a box under the desert sun.  We can slowly punch holes in it for the next three hours or until you’re a pile of ash.  However, you have information I want.  I want to set you on fire and turn you loose in the desert until your bones burn away.  However, while I can get the information I want without you, you might be more convenient.  That’s where you are.  I’ll give you all of ten seconds to come to grips with your situation.”

Vampires don’t generally go in for heavy breathing.  They panic silently when they aren’t hissing or snarling.  Finally, the woman’s voice came from within the box, sounding tinny and echoing from the metal. 

“What do you want?”

“Since you had a blood circle in the living room, I’m guessing you’re aware your particular species of vampire has a patron?”

“…yes.”

“And are you also aware there are multiple planes of existence?”

“You mean the earthly realm and the spiritual one?”

“No, I mean there are other earthly realms.  You might want to consult your boss.  I’ll wait.”

“I can’t.”

“Why not?”

“It doesn’t work like that.  I need space to draw a circle and conduct the ritual.”

I hadn’t considered that.  How well-connected was this link between them and their patron?  Was it a one-way thing so he could see through their eyes when he wanted?  Was it usually nothing more than a power conduit, unable to send data?  Or did they simply not have any say in the matter?  All the control was at the upper end, not down here?

“How does he communicate with you?” I asked.  “Dreams during your daytime nap?  Or strange feelings and urges?”

“It’s hard to describe.”

“Try,” I suggested, and kicked the side of the box.  The vampire inside it growled.

“It is like a waking dream.  I can see myself performing actions.  When it’s over, I can remember what to do.  I don’t know why I should do what I dreamed, only the dream.  Most of the time, I don’t know what results to expect.  It’s like a small child being told to press a button.  I don’t know why or what it does, only that the button is to be pressed.”

“And that’s how you know how to draw the bloody circle?”

“Yes.  With a circle, I can consult.”

“How does it work?”

“I draw the signs on the floor in blood.  Human blood is best.”

“No, no.  I mean, once you draw the diagram and say your chant or whatever, what happens?  Does he show up immediately?  Does he speak out of a dark cloud?  Or what?”

“I step into the circle and wait.  His thoughts flow into me and I understand his will.”

“So, he talks into your mind?”

“Not exactly.  I understand what I must do.  It is not done with words.  I simply know.”

“Got it.  Out of curiosity, what do you call your patron?” I asked.

“He has many names, for he is within each of us.”

“Give me a few examples.”

“He has no name of his own, for we are him, and we are legion.”

“Legion.  Got it.”

“No, that is not—”

“You haven’t given me his name,” I snapped, and put a bullet through the top of the box.  She shrieked briefly before blocking up the hole.  “Since you don’t want to cooperate, I’ll have to make up a name for him.  ‘Legion’ sounds too cool, though.  I think I’ll call him ‘Dingus McVampire.’  That sounds sufficiently disrespectful and mocking.  What do you think?  How’s he going to feel about it?”

She hissed at me, unwilling to argue the point.  I probably shouldn’t have punched a new hole.  It’s not the first time my temper has got the better of me.  She might have argued with me longer and given me a name.  Oh, well.  There were other things to talk about.

“As I understand it, you and your kind are feeding Dingus by your presence on the planet.  You’re draining some sort of life field, like a hole draining water from a bucket.  Yes?”

“Yes.”

“Can you turn it off?  Is it an involuntary thing, beyond your control and therefore not your fault, or can you choose to not do it?”

“It is not a thing we can control.  It is part of our nature.”

“So, you’re doing it right now, simply because you exist.  Correct?”

“Yes.”

It would appear to be correct, Uncle Dusty told me.  I would not depend on the idea they are unable to stop.  She is actively draining vital force from the planet’s field right now.  I’m not certain it’s an involuntary function.  She may be doing it consciously.

Are Rusty and I in danger? I thought back.

Not unless you fall asleep on top of the box.  Your personal integrity resists the effect.  The vampire would have to make physical contact—biting would be ideal—to efficiently breach the… the… there isn’t a word for it.  The layer of your self between “you” and “everything else.”  It can leech energy from you very slowly through proximity—like losing body heat near a large, cold object—but it can’t grab the energy and pull unless it makes contact.  On a personal scale, think of it like a glacier.  Proximity—standing on it—isn’t going to kill you.  If the vampire grabs or bites you, it’s more like lying down naked on the glacier and opening a vein.  It will suck the heat right out of you.

Got it.  Thanks!

“Now then,” I decided.  “Let me move on to another matter.  There are lots of vampires on this planet, but only a very few of your particular sort.  I’m prepared to make sure you get put somewhere with plenty of people.  You, personally, get to survive.  The catch is, I want to remove the entirety of your species on this planet.  If you tell me where the last of your kind of vampire is, I’ll move you to a world where you can go on your undead way, free and clear of my interference.”

“That’s impossible.”

“Listen, lady.  I had the Outback sandblast through your secret bunker on its way to the Moon.  Don’t try to tell me what’s possible.  I’m in no mood for it.”

That shut her up.  Surprisingly, Rusty didn’t even snicker.

“I can’t tell you,” she said, finally.

“You can’t tell me, or you won’t tell me?  Details matter.”

“I can’t.  I don’t know if there are any others.  The other control centers went offline, so I don’t know if anyone survived there.  As far as I know, I am the last.  I would have to draw a fresh circle and ask if I wanted to find out.”

“Ah.  So, you’re the last of your kind?”

“Since you’re speaking to me, I have to assume Philip is dead, so yes.”

“Philip was the other vampire in the lair?”

“Yes.”

“Was he the vampire from the missing bunker?”

“No.  I created him.  Today was his first dayslumber.”

“I see.  Yes, he burst into flames, and that’s bad for you.”

“It is?  Do I want to know why?”

“Because if you really are the last one, I’ve got no one else to hold responsible.”

“Might I point out something?” she asked.  “Ultimately, the responsibility for the war can be laid on humanity’s own self-destructive nature.  Without the weapons they created, this could not have come to pass.”

“The war?  I don’t care about the war.”

“Then I do not understand.”

“If it wasn’t for your overreaction to the Nephilim priest, none of us would be in this present situation.  I vividly remember getting chased through waterlogged subway tunnels by vampire hordes, and what it cost me.  I can’t fully blame you for my dog, Gus, because that was mostly Alden’s—the Nephilim’s—fault, and I already wreaked a terrible vengeance on him.  I can and do blame you for the destruction of Mister Stuffins, my beloved teddy bear.”

“A teddy bear?” she exclaimed, incredulously.  “You’re angry over a stuffed toy?”

I didn’t answer instantly.  I had to bite back a snappy reply and take a breath.  It was not a good time for sudden and unconsidered actions.

“I’ve been angry,” I said, finally, “about losing Mister Stuffins for months.  I’m going to be angry about it for years.  Consider this:  You are the last representative of those who caused the destruction of my teddy bear.  I loved him almost as much as I loved Gus.  The Nephilim who killed my dog died by my hand.  I stabbed him in the head and he died.  I kept stabbing him in the head because I wanted to.  I haven’t yet managed a good, cleansing act of vengeance for Mister Stuffins.”

“I don’t like the sound of this,” she admitted.

“That’s because you’re not a complete fool,” I said, gesturing to Rusty.  He unslung his submachine gun and handed it to me.  I checked the chamber to make sure it was loaded and paused.  “Rusty?  Do you feel the need to get into a fight?”

“Not if I get to watch.  You can have it.”

“Look,” said the vampire, “I’m willing to do—”

The magazine held thirty rounds.  Thirty holes on the sunny side of the box meant the interior was filled with laser-like sunbeams.  Smoke and screams emerged as the vampire tried desperately to block the holes with clothes.  No doubt she was naked as a peeled egg, but the box had too many holes scattered over too much area.

There’s another reason I don’t go in for the sexy, revealing look in clothing.  You never know when you’re going to need material to work with.  If I was the one in her situation, I’d have included a couple of space-age blankets for emergencies.  Of course, I also know about gate spells.  She didn’t.

She blocked as many holes as she could and probably curled up as small as possible to stay out of direct light.  The interior still had to be pretty well-lit, though, judging by the constant, inhuman shrieking noise.  Trails of smoke rolled up and out, thick at first, and eventually settled to a slight, constant stream.  The screams died down to a sort of malignant hissing mixed with sizzling sounds.

To be fair, the once-hidden coffin was never designed to be outside a basement.  I still would have made it out of thicker material.  Inch-thick steel seemed reasonable.  I don’t know why they didn’t.  Maybe they wanted to make sure they could claw their way out if the door jammed.  I’ll never know.

I inserted a fresh magazine and waited.  Rusty grinned at me and gestured at the box, asking the question with his eyebrows.  I shook my head.  We waited.

Eventually, the angry sizzling stopped.  It was another half-hour before the smoke did.

Rusty said nothing as we watched and waited.  When it all calmed down, he holstered his pistol and turned to me.

“I’ll try to be better about respecting Mister Stuffins,” he said.

“Pop gave him to me when I was very little.  I slept with my teddy bear every night until he gave his life to save us.  There will never be another teddy bear like him.”

“Correction:  I’ll try to be better about respecting the Mister Stuffins.  Should we build a monument?  We could put a plinth and a plaque down in the tunnel.”

“Maybe we should.”

I couldn’t tell if Rusty was kidding or not.  I wasn’t.

“Maybe I’m not the one whose anger is important, here,” he suggested.  “Just how angry are you?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted.  “I thought… I thought I was… that this would help.  I’m not sure it has.”

“Oh?”

“I mean, yes, I’m glad I did it.  It’s a good feeling, but…”

“It’s not enough.”

“How do you know that?”

“I’ve spent a number of years trying to identify how I feel and why.  And to control it well enough to make rational decisions.  Sometimes I even succeed.  I understand what you’re feeling.”

“So, what am I missing?  I hunted a species to extinction.  I killed most of them and slowly burned one to screaming ashes.  What more can I do to avenge Mister Stuffins?”

“It’s not a question of what you can do.  It’s a question of what you feel you need to do.  You may not be able to do anything, as painful as it sounds.  If so, you have to learn to live with it.”

“I don’t like your options.”

“I don’t, either, but I’ve lived with them for quite a while.  I’m content with killing these vampires and removing them from the world.  For me, that’s tantamount to saving the world.  Not quite the same, perhaps, given the other vampires roaming the place.  I can tell myself this is a key battle and we won it for humanity.  I took out the leaders of the vampires.  I cut off the head of the enemy.  I removed the ones with the actual plans for world domination.  I did my part.  See?”

“There has to be more.”

“Then you’ll figure it out,” he said, shrugging.  What more can you do?  Besides eradicate this species?”

“I’ll have to think about it.  We still have to confirm they’re extinct here.”

“Fair enough.  What now?”

“Carry on with the genocide.  Maybe the feeling of finishing the job will be more than I feel now.”  I sighed and unlatched my helmet, turning it and removing it from the collar.  “This is going to take work.”

“Mostly for Orrysa,” he said.  I nodded.

“Yeah, but I should have found out more.  Anything to make it easier on her.  I hate having to ask her for so much time and effort.”

“At least we have all the vampire dust we could ever need.”

“There is that.”  I drew my knife.  “Got your minivac?”

“You didn’t mention one.”

“Fine,” I sighed.  “I’ll go—” I broke off as he pulled a small unit from the back of his belt.  “I thought you said…”

“I said you didn’t mention one.  I brought it anyway.”

“I don’t know whether to call you a jerk or kiss you.”

“You can do both.”

“Jerk.”  I kissed him and we set to work.

The box wasn’t designed to open from the outside.  It was designed to be a secret compartment and was bolted shut from within.  Fortunately, I have a really good knife.  I cut through the steel and forced the side-panel open.  The ashes inside stirred a little when the panel swung down.  I didn’t care.  The whole interior was in direct sunlight, now.

We gathered up all the ashes, bottled them, and headed back to my uncle’s place.


Journal Entry #89

Several days later, Rusty, Orrysa, and I were in the sitting room of my apartment, along with one of Uncle Dusty’s avatars.  I had a jar of vampire ashes on the glass table and my feet in Rusty’s lap.  Orrysa and Uncle Dusty occupied the recliners by the window.

“So, let me make sure I understand this,” I began.  “Orrysa, with help, has done six equidistant scans of the planet.  We’ve got a focus,” I waved one hand at the jar, “and she knows what she’s looking for.  She hasn’t found anything, but you say we’re missing something?”

“I’m pretty sure,” Uncle Dusty replied.  “I believe there has to be at least one more.”

“The celestial link signature, right?”

“Yes.  There’s an ongoing connection between that exact Earth and the associated celestial plane.  It’s not My link, but I detected its presence with the celestial observatory.  The signature of the bad guy—”

“We need a name for him,” Rusty interrupted.  “We can’t call him ‘the bad guy’ all the time.”

“We can,” Uncle Dusty said.  “We’re absolutely can.  I’ll grant you it might be more convenient to call him by a specific name, like ‘the Boojum’.”

“What’s wrong with ‘Dingus McVampire’?” I asked.

“You were serious?” Rusty asked.

“No, but it works.  And it’s suitably mocking.”

“I like ‘the Boojum’,” Rusty offered, which raised Uncle Dusty’s eyebrows.  “I’d even go for ‘Jabberwock’ or ‘Bandersnatch’,” he added.

“You’ve read Lewis Carroll?” Uncle Dusty asked, sounding surprised.

“Me is good reader,” Rusty replied.  “See Spot run.  Run, Spot, run.  Chase Spot.  Eat Spot.  Yum yum.  Good dog.  Me even know twenty-five letters of alphabet.”

“Only twenty-five?”

“I don’t know why.”

Uncle Dusty blinked for a moment.  Orrysa didn’t get the joke; it was a linguistic thing involving the word why and the letter Y. Uncle Dusty got it and could only stare at Rusty.

“I keep misjudging you,” he said.  “Very well, I defer to you in the matter.  You choose what we should call the dark and terrible entity behind the dark-souled demon vampire monsters.”

“I vote for ‘Dingus’,” I said.

“I like ‘Boojum’,” Rusty stated.

“If it was a Boojum, things would ‘softly and silently vanish away’,” I pointed out.  He looked thoughtful.

“You raise a good point.  Maybe we could call him ‘the Snark.’  In the meantime,” he went on, turning to Uncle Dusty’s avatar, “you were talking about the celestial observatory.”

“Yes, I was.  Obviously, we’re dealing with a celestial entity.  It has a powerful presence on the celestial planes, which makes tracking anything as feeble as a vampire connection rather difficult.  With a bit of tweaking, I can get the observatory to detect the connection rather than the entity.  Even so, detecting it is about all I can manage.  The fact it exists tells Me there must be at least one vampire present.”

“So, you can tell us we haven’t succeeded, but you’re not much help beyond that?”

“Would you rather be uncertain?”

“Fair point,” Rusty allowed, grudgingly.  “They must be shielded from magical detection, right?”

“In your telling of your most recent battle,” Orrysa began, “you broke such a shield.  Can you not do so again?”

“I’m confident I can,” I assured her, “but, as with so many other things, we have to know where to strike.  It’s like they’re hiding in a fortress made of dark glass.  I have a big hammer.  We can’t see inside, but I can break it.  Trouble is, where is the castle?  In the jungle?  In the mountains?  In the desert?  To use the hammer, I have to have something to hit.”

“What about the castle wall?” Rusty asked.  “Can you find it?  The spell hiding them, I mean.  Not the thing it’s hiding.  The spell, itself, as an object.”

“Judging by the one I smashed down, no.  These are absorptive shields.  It’s like I’m shining a light around in the dark, looking for them, and their shields are made of shadow.  They absorb the light and look like any other dark place.”

Everyone nodded sagely, as though they understood.  I hoped they did.

“Any thoughts on how else we can find the last vampire or vampires?”

Nobody said anything for several seconds.  Uncle Dusty shifted in his seat.

“Uncle?”

“Yeah… I have a thought.”

“Go on.”

“Look, it’s not a good idea.”

“We can be the judge of that.”

“No, it’s not a good idea for Me.”

“How so?”

“Your father will be incredibly pissed off with Me if he finds out—and that’s not a prospect I relish.”

This gave me pause.  Why would Pop be mad at him for suggesting anything?  Because it put me in danger, probably.  That always upsets Pop.  It’s the major reason I try to stay out of trouble.  Another kid might have a guardian angel.  I grew up with a guardian demon who tried to be proactive.

“Well, maybe I’ll also think it’s a bad idea and we’ll have to come up with another one.  Tell us.”

“It occurs to Me there are worlds where they have magical objects that could—potentially—work with Orrysa’s style of magic.  She uses a crystal ball, for example.  You’ve done things to help it work better.  What if you… liberated… more powerful scrying devices?  An ancient seeing-stone of great power would be immeasurably more useful, and, depending on the method of its magic, it might even bypass the type of scrying shield spells these vampires are using.”

“Finding one could take forever,” I argued.  “We could spend years hopping from world to world, asking about ancient and powerful treasures—” I broke off.  “Or you might know of specific ones,” I finished.  Uncle Dusty looked miserable.

“Yeah.  I do.  I’m not omniscient, but I hang out with other celestial entities.  We gossip.  I know a lot I probably shouldn’t.”

“Please tell me you found Arda and a palantír.”

“What?  No!  As far as I know, Tolkien’s universe is fictional.”

“Heinlein put forth the theory all worlds are fictional to other worlds.”

Uncle Dusty gave me a look.

“Do not cite the Deep Magic to Me, witch.  I was there when it was written.”

“You knew Heinlein?” I asked, pretending not to recognize the quote.

“It’s Narnia business, but I know The Number of the Beast.  Look, I’ve never found Arda.  I’m not saying it isn’t out there.  Maybe your father found it and hasn’t got around to telling Me.  Maybe it’s farther afield in the infinite Void than either of us have ever gone.  I’m not saying it isn’t out there to be found, only that we haven’t.  Even if I did find it, I don’t want to explain My presence there to Manwë —nor to Melkor.  And especially not to Eru Ilúvatar!  Okay?”

“Well, fudge.  Okay.  I guess they might be irked if we only showed up to borrow one of the seeing-stones.”

“That’s one reason,” he agreed.

“I’m still not seeing why you think finding scry-enhancing devices such a bad idea.”

“Because the owners of immensely powerful artifacts tend to also be powerful, as well as testy about loaning them out.”

“Or do you mean ‘testy about them getting stolen’?”

“I was being diplomatic.”

“We’ll burn the theft-vs-borrowing bridge when we have more information.  What do you know of in terms of overpoweringly powerful artifacts of power?”

“Several things.  There are a couple of mirrors, a whole rainbow selection of crystal balls, a funny crystal, a goblet, and a crown with a bunch of stylized eyeball-gems.”

“I get the others, but what’s a ‘funny crystal’?”

“It’s clear, mostly flat, about palm-sized, octagonal, and thickens in the middle.  It’s mounted in a diadem-like thing so it rests on the wearer’s forehead with the lower edge dipping below the eyebrows.  Think of it like a monocle for your mystical third eye.”

“And the wearer?  The ancient arch-lich of a wizard’s college?”

“No, a minor adept.  Magically, at least.  She uses it to see distant things, but the big deal is it allows her to get glimpses of the future.  It’s a native crystal to her worldline and is tuned to it, so it can do that, but its resonance is out of phase anywhere else.”

“It only works as a future-predictor in her world.”

“That’s what I said.”

“Yeah, but not very clearly.  It’s still a powerful scrying device anywhere else?”

“It should be, even if it doesn’t see the future.  You would have to try it to determine how useful it might be.”

“Tell me more about the owner.  She’s a fortune-teller?”

“No, she doesn’t see the future for others’ benefit, only her own.  She’s a queen, or is now.  Seeing pieces of the future can help a lot when you’re trying to rule the world.”

“She’s the queen of her whole world?” I asked, wondering what sort of resources she might be able to bring to bear.

“Not even close, but she’s working on it.  I don’t know exactly how much of the future she can see in her world, but it’s enough to be helpful.  If she’s careful, she can probably manage it.”

I considered how my own life would have been changed by the ability to see the future.  Imagine the lessons I could have learned by seeing my own mistakes instead of actually having to make them!

Then again, the lessons learned by banging face-first into them make a lasting impression.

“Yeah, I imagine she might.  I’ll keep it in mind.  Which of these magical artifacts do you think I should grab?”

“Would you rather start with the weaker ones and see how well they work, then go after more powerful objects until you reach your goal?  Or would you rather steal the best and hope the effort is worth it?”

“Let’s look at the top of the line and see how hard they are to get.  If we can’t see a way to get it, we can move on.”

“Mm,” he mused, looking up and thinking.  “The crystal balls are powerful, and, as with most powerful things, inherently dangerous.  They have inimical entities imprisoned in them.  They can show you many things, but they skew the view, distorting it to suit their ends.  They also try to influence the users, corrupting their minds.  Their utility is partially offset by the danger of use.  Maybe we should skip those for now and focus on the magic cup, the crown of eyes, or the funky crystal.”

“Pros and cons?” I suggested.

“The cup is the only Earthline one.  Find a world with Persepolis, during the Achaemenid period.  Drop in a few years before Alexander the Great is scheduled to show up.  This is important, because when it becomes clear nobody can stop him from reaching the city, they evacuate the cup.  As a bonus, it’s the one most likely to be fully functional on another Earth.  The drawback is it’s likely to be the best protected.”

“How do you figure?”

“It lets the user see other realities, as well as the local one.  If your gadget only sees the future of your world, things from outside that world surprise it.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

Uncle Dusty took a breath and held it, sighed it out.

“Okay.  How do I explain this?”  He rubbed his forehead for a moment.  “Without getting too technical—in celestial viewpoint terms—let’s take a look at it.  You live in a world.  You can, through diverse means, divine elements of the future.  Don’t take the bus today.  This elected official will be re-elected.  This marriage will not end well.  Stop at three kids.  Bet on the favorite to place at Belmont.  Give that one art student encouragement, not harsh criticism.  All that sort of thing.  It only involves things within your universe.  One self-contained system may appear inherently chaotic and complicated, but all the things going on in it can be assessed and probabilities assigned.  Done at a sufficiently high level, you can ‘predict the future.’  With me so far?”

“I think so.  The universe may be predictable if you have all the variables and enough computing power.  Orrysa’s crystal ball and her trained, disciplined subconscious processes do the same thing.”

“They do?” Orrysa asked.  “What do they do?”

“I’ll translate,” Rusty offered.  He put my feet on the floor and rolled his chair over to Orrysa’s side.  He leaned close to explain quietly.  Orrysa listened intently while trying to keep current on the conversation.

“Okay,” Uncle Dusty continued.  “We’ve run the numbers and we have our prediction.  You know how the universe behaves.  You’ve accounted for all the variables the universe might throw at you.  It’s all neatly laid out and you have a plan.  The destiny of the universe has been determined and the pattern of the tapestry of fate is set.  Then your father shows up.  Is the prediction still valid?”

“Ooooo,” I said, softly.  “Now I get it.  If Pop—or anyone—from outside your universe shows up, it throws off all your calculations.  Your prediction allowed for everything it knew about inside your world.  If it can’t see outside, it can’t take into account the new variable until it arrives.”

“That’s the ticket.  Now, the goblet has more reach than a typical gizmo.  It’s not infinite, but it may be able to see, however dimly, future consequences from outside interference.  I think it has to do with temporal backscatter from an inter-universal wormhole intersecting the—”

“Hold it.  The reason why isn’t relevant right now.  Let’s not go off on a tangent.  The cup may be able to warn its owner about a potential theft by extradimensional beings, which means it may be protected by…?”

“The sorcerer-kings of the Achaemenid Empire.”

“How sorcerer are these kings?”

“They tend to be pretty good at it.  A lot of the surviving Atlantean lore eventually found its way into their hands, along with the chalice from the palace.”

“Noted.  We’ll put a pin in that.  Possibly a voodoo doll pin.  What’s next?”

“The crown of jeweled eyes is less of a future-based device and more of a vision-based device.  The wearer is said to be able to see anywhere he wants and to penetrate all falsehoods and illusions, which makes it tricky to plot against the wearer.  This may be what you want, as it’s more focused on seeing things as they are, wherever they are, rather than trying to figure out how they will be.

“The drawbacks are two.  First, they keep it active all the time.  People take it in shifts.  It’s being worn at every moment, so you’ll have to smash and grab.  Second, I’m not sure it’s quite as helpful as it could be.  If it can penetrate scrying shields—and it might—then it still has to look in the right place.  Maybe Orrysa can use it to home in on what you want by using a shield-piercing power of the crown—assuming it has any such homing-in ability!  She might have to look literally everywhere until she finds the shield you want to penetrate.”

“So it could take a long time.”

“Possibly.  It would depend on how the crown interacts with Orrysa’s method of locating things.”  Uncle Dusty inclined his head politely toward her.  She smiled and nodded back.

“And the third eye diadem crystal?”

“It should be relatively easy to steal, although it’s least likely to be useful.  On the upside, the crystal acts as a focus for the wearer’s own powers, so it’s likely to work well with Orrysa.  I’m not sure ramping up Orrysa’s ability will help you get past a scrying block.”

“Hmm.  Maybe you asked the wrong question.”

“Which question?”

“About which one to start with.  You were considering the potential usefulness or power of the devices as the main consideration.  I’m starting to think we should go for the ones easiest to steal.  We could start collecting scrying devices, possibly devices able to work with each other.  We may not need the Hlidskjalf of Odin to find the vampires or confirm there are none.  If we collect a magic crystal, a magic crown, and a magic goblet, they may together do the work of an even greater gizmo.”

Uncle Dusty pulled at his cheek, frowning and thinking.

“May I offer an observation?” Orrysa asked.

“Of course,” I said.

“If it is of any consideration, I am most comfortable with a crystal ball.  Before we venture to gather… ‘a rainbow selection,’ I believe it was said… we should bear in mind I cannot use more than one at a time.  If each of the devices you know of, of any sort, has a specific power that might aid us, then we should choose the most compatible.”

“Fair enough.  Could you use one crystal ball along with a magic crown?”

“Possibly.  It would depend on the crown.  If it is the object through which the Sight moves, then it replaces the crystal ball.  The goblet… perhaps.  If I am to drink from it to gain a vision, then it should aid my work.  If I must fill it with a potion and gaze into it, it will not.  I cannot focus my gaze into the goblet and a crystal ball at the same time.”

“So, the crystal diadem might work?”

“I am uncertain.  He says it is worn upon the brow, like a lens for the Sight.  I could wear it and attempt to look through it into a crystal ball.  I will not know until I try it.”

I turned to Uncle Dusty.

“That seems to shoot down a lot of possible artifacts.”

“So it does.”

“What about magic mirrors?” Rusty asked.

“She can’t look into them and a crystal ball,” I reminded him.

“No, but can a magic mirror be used as a… not a focus.  How about as an aid to a crystal ball?  I’m thinking optically, not magically, like a telescope.  Does it still apply?”

We all looked at him.  Orrysa and I with puzzled interest, Uncle Dusty with a long-suffering expression.

“I’m not sure what you mean,” I admitted.  “You’ve obviously got an idea, and you’ve been working with magic mirrors a lot.  Try to explain it and I’ll listen really hard.”

“I’m thinking of a visual theme for the magic,” he began.  “You can use a mirror as a scrying device.  Can we use it as a reflector?  Instead of the mirror acting as an independent camera, what if it ties in with the central thingamabob, like in a telescope?  Take a dozen mirrors and have them all looking wherever the crystal ball is looking, adding their power to the image in the ball.”

“Like a multi-mirrored astronomy telescope?  All the mirrors magically focus their vision on the crystal ball?”

“Yes.  Assuming it’s not a stupid idea.”

“No, I wouldn’t say so.  It requires a little lateral thinking to rearrange the way the scrying spell on the mirrors work.  Fundamentally, I don’t see any reason it can’t be done.  I don’t know for sure how to set it up, mind you, but I don’t see anything wrong with the theory.”

“Can we really afford to waste time on this wolf-brained scheme?” Uncle Dusty asked.

“It beats stealing magical artifacts from dangerous people,” Rusty countered.

“Does it?” Uncle Dusty asked.

“Both ideas have merit,” I snapped, forestalling an argument.  “Orrysa says the crystal headpiece thing is most likely to enhance her powers with a crystal ball.  Rusty’s idea could be useful, too, once I do a few experiments.  And since we’ve got a time-ticker chain with Vampocalypse and Sofera linked at the slow end, we have time to work on both ideas here.  Right?”

Uncle Dusty looked as though he wanted to spit out a peeled lemon.  Rusty did a fantastic job of not showing his teeth.  He once told me he spent a lot of time practicing, developing a habit of pressing his lips together instead of smile-snarling.  It served him well.

“Hearing no objection, I’ll go with it.  Orrysa, you and Rusty will look at linking a crystal ball to a mirror so they work together.  I’m going to do a preliminary survey on the forehead crystal thing.  Dusty, here, will be available for consultation if any of us needs anything.  Right?”

Everyone nodded.  I looked at Uncle Dusty.

“Right,” he grudged.

“Great.  Let’s meet back here in an hour.”

“An hour?” Rusty yelped.

“An hour.  I don’t want a complete and functional mirror-and-ball system.  I want your ideas on how it might work.”

“We can do that,” Orrysa assured Rusty.

“Uh, I defer to your expertise.”

“Good idea,” I agreed.  “You can use the workroom.  I’ll use a mirror in here.”


Journal Entry #90

The kingdom I looked at…

Hang on.  Why is it always a “kingdom”?  Why can’t it be a “queendom”?  Sure, it’s a monarchy, but shouldn’t it reflect who is on the throne?

Anyway, I looked at the nation ruled by the Queen.  It reminded me of a cross between the legendary Baghdad—silks, spices, rugs, oil lamps, all that jazz—and the glory days of Xi’an, in China.  It was enormously prosperous, but it was easy to see the prosperity came from conquest.  As long as they kept annexing (conquering) more territory and taking their stuff, everything would be fine.  Not for the conquered areas; those were going to lose everything until the next territory was annexed.  Back at home, where it mattered, people would be fine.

Where have I seen this pattern before?  Probably in other countries’ politics.

Wow.  I’m starting to sound like Pop.  I hope that’s a good thing.

The world was definitely a magical world.  There were professional wizards in various specialties, from healers to diviners to war-mages.  Let the diviners scry on the castle so the war-mages know where to call down lightning bolts, then have the healers ready for the aftermath.  They had all the other things you expect from wizards, too.  Potion-makers of every description, elemental specialists, illusion-crafters, necromancers (for talking to your dead relatives), necromancers (for animating other people’s dead relatives), item enchanters, whatever you want.

As usual, the wizards only made up a small fraction of the population—less than one in a thousand, possibly one in ten thousand.  And the specialization of their wizardry told me they didn’t have much in the way of theory.  They memorized the spells of a specific discipline.  If they had a workable theory of magic, they would be much more versatile.

A quick look through the Palace told me only the core of it was a serious fortress.  The outermost walls of the estate were single-layer curtain walls.  They were glorified privacy fences to keep out the riffraff.  Once you breached the outer walls and marched your army into the gardens and lawns, you still had to get through the real fortifications.

Drawbridge technology had a ways to go, but the ratchet and pawl were in use.  The moat was prettier than I expected; it flowed, so it had to have a connection to the river.  Underground pipe?  Maybe.  At least they didn’t turn the moat into a cesspool.  They had a level of sanitary technology almost on par with Rome, while their fortress wall construction was more a combination of Mesoamerican and Chinese.  The stones were precisely fitted and shaped to hold themselves together.  These were used to construct walls with a space between.  This was filled in with rammed earth and gravel to create thick, heavy walls wide enough to drive two chariots along.

Lock technology had issues.  Most locks reminded me of Egyptian locks.  Gravity pulled pins down.  Accessing the pins involved a key that looked like a particularly coarse toothbrush.  This was inserted in the lock, parallel to the door, and tilted.  The teeth of the key pushed the pins up so the bolt could be slid aside.

This was fine for regular thieves, but it wouldn’t stop wizards.  Or me.  I’m psychic.  I can lift the pins with my mind, provided there aren’t too many of them.  For doors they were serious about, they included guards and spells with their locking mechanisms.  The spells not only held the door and the lock, but detected magic use—and sounded alarms.

Shifting in would be difficult because of old, well-established enchantments around the rooms.  Physically sneaking into the royal chambers would be tricky.  They were in the oldest areas of the fortress and well-guarded.  Guards stood in pairs at every door.  Guards stood inside the royal apartments.  Guards kept watch in the royal bedroom.

Beside the bed, Her Majesty kept the Sacred Jewel, or whatever they called it, in a heavy, iron box reminiscent of a safe.  It didn’t have extra guards on it.  What it did have was a contraption where opening the front door would trigger a spring-loaded mechanism to launch scorpions if you did it wrong.  I know this because I watched them load fresh scorpions into it under the watchful eye of the Queen.

Why load the safe with scorpions?  It’s a spring-loaded trap.  You can launch anything!  And weren’t scorpions dangerous to anybody else in the room?  Was there a religious significance to scorpions?  Did the Queen foresee a need for scorpions, specifically, to safeguard her crown?  Or did she just like scorpions?

Frankly, the scorpions made no sense to me at all.

I might have gotten a clue if I’d been able to watch the whole reloading process.  They stopped when one of Her Majesty’s wizards detected my scrying spell. Since I couldn’t put a gate inside the Royal Chambers, I had to go to the world in question and cast a scrying spell from there.  He saw it and tried to trace it, which meant I had to shut it down.

Why didn’t the Royal Chambers have magic to stop scrying spells? Did the ancient scrying wards fail?  Or did they think no one would dare?  Or did they simply rely on wizards as guards instead of enchanting wards into the walls of the castle?

I came back and sat down to ponder.

Getting into the palace, even the heavily fortified inner palace, would be no problem.  Working our way past the guards?  Tricky, but doable.  It’s possible to zap a brain in such a way as to stimulate a fugue state—almost like one of those moments when your mind wanders and you don’t remember the last couple of minutes.  It would take a lot of such spells.  I’d have to build a wand.  Maybe two, so Rusty and I could zap guards simultaneously.  If even one of them sounded an alarm, the mission would fail.

What about bypassing everything?  Why not shift directly into the royal chambers?  If we could open a gate without immediately setting off an alarm, we could toss in a couple of stun grenades, wait two seconds, then appear and zap anyone who was still able to respond.  That would give us plenty of time to open the safe, deal with any scorpions—why scorpions?—and make off with the fancy headgear.

Hang on.  Why bother to show up at all?  I’ve seen the safe.  I’ve seen the headgear.  Why not shift the contents of the safe directly?  It’s not like a person.  Living things get an uneasy feeling when a gate or shift-spell starts to form near them, so they react in their fashion.  Deer run away.  Rabbits freeze.  People are unpredictable.  But an inanimate object sitting in a safe has nowhere to go.

After more searching, I still didn’t see anyone in the kingdom hanging out a shingle for teleportation or anything similar.  Did they not know how?  Was it illegal?  Or was it a lost art?  They might not know how, or it might be extremely difficult.  They might not have any defenses against teleportation magic!

I didn’t see any reason this plan wouldn’t work.  Well, other than the fact it was too simple.

I was still thinking about it when Rusty and Orrysa came back from the workroom to the suite.  I pulled coffee from the Magic Microwave and passed around the mugs.  It wasn’t great coffee, but it was adequate.  Flavor is kind of a crap shoot.  I put the almost-empty pot back in the microwave and sent out for a fresh one.  Someone would get blamed for not making a fresh pot, but a conference needs to be adequately coffeenated.

“How’d it go?” I asked, sitting down at the glass table.  Orrysa smiled and Rusty looked pained.

“I think it has gone well,” Orrysa said.

“Rusty?”

“I think the idea will work.  I’m not sure how much effort it’ll take.”

“How so?”

“Oh, I got the mirror on-line and between us we managed to get it to… what’s the word?”

“Link?” I suggested.  “Connect?  Synergize?  Resonate?”

“Yeah, one of those.  I had to keep focused on the mirror.  It worked kinda like shoving a car out of a ditch, which was great for Orrysa, except I had to keep the mirror going.  It didn’t work if I wasn’t pushing,” he said.

“Rusty does not give himself credit,” Orrysa countered.  “His efforts were greater than he knows.  The spell on the mirror was, by itself, of only small aid once we found a way to use it.  This paled in comparison to Rusty’s strength.  The spell alone did add to the power of my vision in a small way.  Perhaps if it was an enchantment, wherein the mirror is an object of power rather than the focus of a spell, it would be of greater use.  Even so, I would much prefer to have Rusty’s help than a mirror, alone.”

“I hadn’t considered those options,” I admitted.  “I haven’t seen the linkage to your crystal ball.  There may be a better ratio in mass-producing scrying spells on mirrors than in enchanting them, one by one.  If nothing else, Rusty and I can push two mirrors and see where that gets us.”

“We will be most pleased to present to you what we have achieved.”

“Yeah,” Rusty agreed.  “It went way better than I thought.  Orrysa knows her scrying stuff.”

“And your apprentice is most helpful.”

“I’m not her apprentice.”

“Are you not?” Orrysa asked, and raised an eyebrow at me.

“He’s a student out of necessity.  I’ll try to teach him anything he wants to learn, but he’s a werewolf.  I’m told they don’t have a lot of generalized magical talent.  Although,” I added, in sudden realization, “scrying might come naturally.  Moonlight on water is a traditional scrying method.  We should test you.”

“Some other time,” Rusty suggested.  “I’m on my coffee break.  And you haven’t told us about the heists.”

“Heist,” I corrected.  “One thing at a time.  So far, I’ve only looked at the diadem thingy.”

“How’s it look?”

“Kinda diamond-y.  As far as I can tell, they don’t have a whole lot to stop me from snatching it out with a gate and a shift-spell.  They might have a temporary scrying ward in place due to my recent spying, but I can time-ticker the place forward a year and let them calm down.”

“Hold up,” Rusty said.  “If you set off their alarm bells—metaphorically or otherwise—you’ve made them aware of a weakness.  If you wait a year, they’ll plug the hole in their defenses, won’t they?”

“Hmm.  They didn’t have permanent scrying wards, but they certainly could if they wanted to.  Maybe no one dared try it until I came along.”  I seethed inwardly, both because I hadn’t seen it myself and because I didn’t like my options.  “I really don’t want to go blasting in there with sword and werewolf and rotary minigun.  They haven’t done anything.  I want to steal their priceless royal artifact, not murder everybody.”

“They’re going to make it as difficult as possible,” Rusty pointed out.  “Doesn’t that count for something?”

“Yeah, in their favor.  It is their thingamabob.”

“Yeah, but now I’m interested in the rotary minigun.  Could you rig it to summon infinite ammunition?”

“Forgive me,” Orrysa interjected. “Would it not be prudent to make your attempt immediately?  If their defenses grow stronger over time, as Rusty suggests, now would be the time to strike.  If their artifact is of use to me, then we may evaluate if it, in conjunction with the mirrors, is sufficient.  If it is not of use to me—nor to you, if you are aiding me in casting a Sight—then you can return it.”

“I’m also concerned about how it’s going to look to everyone else,” I admitted.

“Who?” Rusty asked.  “The people in the Vampocalypse?  The villagers down the road?  The Moon-men with their little silver snouts pressed up against our airlock?”

“You’re joking about the Moon-men, right?”

“Yes,” he admitted.

“Just checking.”

“It should bother me you need to ask.  It bothers me more that I understand why you need to ask.”

“Blame my upbringing,” I told him.  “My minor issue isn’t really the theft, itself.  It’s the ramifications for the whole kingdom.  If I steal the crown, the ruler is going to look stupid.  If I steal the crown and, in doing so, steal the keystone of the ruler’s right to rule, what will this do to a working political system?”

Orrysa and Rusty traded looks.

“You two didn’t even pause to consider that, did you?”

They shook their heads.

“I figured you wouldn’t.  It’s not something most people would consider.”

“Why is this a problem?” Rusty asked.  “It’s not your kingdom.”

“It’s not my problem,” I agreed. “It’s a problem for which I am responsible.  Or will be.”

“Your sense of responsibility makes things more difficult.”

“I agree!”

“Replace it,” Orrysa suggested, cutting us both off.

“My sense of responsibility?”

“The gem,” she corrected.  “You have seen it?”

“Yes.”

“Find another.  Not a magical one, I grant you, but one resembling the original.  You can play with the flow of time.  Steal the diadem.  Use it to do the thing you do with the magic box.  Find a replica.  Replace the original with the other.  No one in the kingdom need know of the substitution, save only she who wears it.”

I considered this.  It could be done.  And it might be the easiest part of the whole operation.  I sent out a thought.

Uncle Dusty?

Yo.

Would you mind terribly if I borrowed the whole magical output of the powerplant for a couple of minutes?

There were several seconds of silence.

I guess not?  I’m pretty sure it will fry you if you try to channel it, though, which would make Me sad immediately and possibly get Me killed eventually.

I don’t plan to.  I don’t know how much of it I can use, nor how much I’ll need to.  Better to ask for all of it, just in case.

Do I want to know why you want so much raw power?

I may need to fight off the whole Wizards’ Corps of a fantasy kingdom.

You could have just said, “No, You don’t.”

I can’t believe it worked.

Don’t get me wrong.  I went through a lot of prep work to make it work.  I really expected a whole kingdom in a magical world would have better defenses against magical attacks.  I expected them to be… I dunno… more professional?  More competent?  What does it say about them?  What does it say about me?  I’m not sure.

My plan was reasonably straightforward.  Mini-gates would open near the palace.  Rusty and Orrysa would use magic mirrors to look through the gates and try to target the nightstand.  They would fire off spell gems, kind of like when Rusty helped me make solar panels.  The spell gems drew on Uncle Dusty’s magical powerplant and launched a shield-disrupting spell.

I didn’t see anything stopping my gate spell from working when I first observed the royal chambers.  I anticipated defenses would be present when next I looked, so we came prepared.

The idea was to have them aim for the iron nightstand.  One would fire downward at it; the other would fire at it from one side.  Each of their spell-disrupting gems would try to blast down, crack, or simply pop any defensive spells.  Scrying wards, teleportation blocks, whatever—if it was surrounding the palace, the Queen’s chambers, the safe, or even a jewelry box inside the safe, they would eventually crack any shields and leave the target exposed.

This assumed the local Wizards’ Corps didn’t react immediately.  What’s the response time for a wizard?  Is there one on staff, standing guard?  Once alerted, how long would it take them to figure out what was going on?  How long would it take them to figure out where the disruption spells were coming from?  How long would it take them to formulate a response and implement it?  Regardless, we were going to keep slamming pile-driver blows into the palace, hopefully shattering any and all resistance.

With the shielding spells down, I would be able to target the crown.  Once I had a lock on it, I could target the interior of the safe, shift everything out, and all would be well.  Poof!  Crown acquired!

If this worked, we would immediately close all the gates except for a time-ticker, forcing that world to run as slowly as possible relative to us.  This would give me—hopefully—enough time to program the Magic Microwave and have it search for an exact replica of the crown.

I could have had dozens of almost-perfect replicas already on hand, but with the actual object present, I could get an exact match.  Out in the infinite worlds, there’s a gold band with a funny-looking gem that looks exactly like the one I have!  It’s not magical, but it looks absolutely identical, and if we’re going to let the Queen fool the common people, that’s the important bit.  Once I had the exact match, we could reopen our setup, zap any fresh shields that might have shown up in the last minute or so of local time, and shift the original contents of the safe back into it, fake crown included.

The scorpions were in their own compartment, not crawling around on the crown, so they shouldn’t even notice.

As for the public perception of what happened… Was there a magical assault on the palace?  Yes.  Did they get anything?  Well, nobody can prove they did, and the Queen might not be willing to admit it.  She would have the option, at least.  It was the best we could do.

So we tried it.

And it worked!  There was a spell—not an enchantment—shielding the Royal Chambers.  Boom.  It went down with Rusty’s first shot, revealing a smaller shield—a brand-new anti-scrying shield—around the safe.  This was also a spell, possibly because they hadn’t had time to arrange for an enchantment.  It went down with Orrysa’s first shot.  I got an immediate lock on the crown.

Poof.  Objective achieved.  My gates slammed shut and others started to tick.  I held the crown in my hands and concentrated on the Magic Microwave, being exceptionally picky about a precise match.  When I acquired the precise match, we reopened the gates, fired shield-disruption shots without even looking—there were none, but we only figured that out after we fired—and I shifted the replacement in.  We then withdrew all gates and contacts from the world, making a clean and hopefully untraceable getaway.

It’s been several hours, now.  No heroes, sent to recover the Crown Royal, have appeared anywhere on Uncle Dusty’s reactor world.  No magical probes, no spirit scouts, no demonic spies, nothing.  Uncle Dusty hasn’t even been contacted by far-distant gods about the requests they’ve been getting from their clergy.  Either it’s being kept a secret within the Royal household or nobody knows what happened.  Maybe a combination of both.

I have the feeling this was too easy, but maybe I’m wrong.  Maybe I don’t need to worry so much.  Could be the local wizardry isn’t up to Pop’s standards.  They may not have gate spells at all!  If they do, they may not be sophisticated enough to transit between universes.  Who knows?  They may not know about other worlds!  If they don’t have the skill to go to another world, they certainly can’t trace a closed gate.  So, yeah, this looks like a complete success.  Fingers crossed.

I wish I knew for certain.  I should have spent more time spying on them.  It’s too late now.  If I open new gates to find out more, I open up avenues for them to find out about me.

I guess we’ll have to hope they’re totally in the dark.

On the plus side, there’s a significant chance, even if they have potential methods of tracing the crown, they may not be sent down those roads.  The Queen may decide secrecy is paramount and never tell anyone.  It’s not a sure thing, no, but there’s also that chance.

Meanwhile, we have a magic jewel in a headpiece.  Orrysa and I are looking it over.
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Looking back, I can see things got a little out of hand.

Originally, Rusty and I were looking at the Vampocalypse and thinking about how we could fix it.  Then we wondered how to minimize it.  Then we wondered what we could do about it at all.

What we settled for was threefold.  First, we would help a remote human colony survive.  The Antarctic was still under human control.  The vampires didn’t seem to have a problem with it, so we made sure the survivors there had access to Stuff.  Magic cabinets are good for that.

Second, we would remove survivors—obviously, not all of them—to a safer area.  Uncle Dusty wanted immigrants, and he was offering a much better alternative than trying to live in a vampire-infested (vampire-dominated?) world with busted technology, a dusty stratosphere, and radioactive fallout.

Third, the tough part.  Making sure the nasty bastards who thought this was a good idea were no longer around to actively make things worse.

This is the part that got out of hand.

Killing them isn’t really the hard part.  We have all the advantages.  We appear when we want, we are armed how we want, we can escape if we want.  We’re the ones doing the hunting.  They have to be permanently and continually vigilant, and there’s no way to do that.

The hard part for us was finding them.  We already had a few hiccups in that regard.  Now we were dealing with the truly difficult bit.  Now we weren’t trying to locate a known vampire.  We were trying to scan for them in such a way as to be assured they didn’t exist anymore.  This is like stomping roaches.  You can kill all the ones you see in the kitchen, but can you be absolutely certain there are none elsewhere?  Under the fridge.  In the back of a cabinet.  Behind the oven.  That sort of thing.

Well, we were damn sure going to give it a try.

Orrysa, after a few days of wearing a magical jewel on her forehead, declared she had it sorted out.

“How sure are you?” I asked.

“If it has a power all its own to peer beyond the veil of the future, this power I have not discovered.  I would need to consult with the queen who once owned it.”

“That’s not likely,” Rusty observed.

“Indeed.  Yet this device still possesses great virtue.  It aids my own powers in all things.  It is far easier to see with the Sight beyond sight and probe the farthest corners of the world.  This power I have as I never had before.  I believe it will also aid my own powers in parting the mists of prophecy.  If it has such a power of itself, I have not learned of it.”

“Yeah, but how’s it going to work against scrying shields?” I asked.

“I have little experience in challenging the works of one who would oppose my Sight.  If you will hide things from such vision, I will practice piercing your defenses.”

We practiced.  I used gates to hop around the reactor world and put up targets for Orrysa to find and penetrate.  Getting the hang of a new magic item can be a bit of a foofaraw, so I made sure we had time for her to practice.

While I did help with the practice targets, I spent a lot more time getting magic mirrors to work in tandem with her crystal ball.  I had to be exceptionally careful when monkeying with the ball.  It’s her favorite scrying device.  I didn’t want to break it, or even get it out of tune with her.  It was a delicate, precision instrument and I exercised all caution.

Getting a magic mirror to work with it wasn’t nearly as hard as I’d feared.  The trick was getting multiple mirrors to work with it.  Arranging them to magically focus without interfering with each other was tricky and delicate, as fussy and precise as getting mirrors aligned in a big, multi-focal telescope.

While Orrysa practiced with the Octagon Eye, Rusty and I practiced with a brand-new crystal ball, perfecting our technique before monkeying with Orrysa’s.  Rusty did the scrying while I did the precision work with the mirrors.  He detected a clear difference in the effects.

Using him as my gauge, I connected a fully-enchanted mirror.  We compared this to a mirror with a temporary scrying spell on it.  He reported a material difference.  The one with the spell was noticeable, but only in the sense it was enough to be noticed.  For example, when the room is illuminated by three candles, adding a fourth may not make much of a difference, but you can still tell it’s there.

The enchanted mirror, on the other hand, was a material improvement.  He reported a hefty increase in his ability to use location magic with the crystal ball as a focus.  When I activated and used a mirror, trying to locate and see the same target, that helped even more.

This was bad news.  For me, I mean.  It meant in order to add serious effectiveness to Orrysa’s crystal ball, I needed either several hundred enspelled mirrors or dozens of fully enchanted ones.  Which did I want to spend my time and energy on?

Fortunately, Rusty pointed out I had a trusty assistant.  If he could make conversion panels by using a magic widget, why couldn’t he walk down a line of mirrors and put spells on them in the same way?  Tuning the mirrors was fussy and precise, yes, but if I worked out a scrying spell specifically for this—in effect, pre-tuned for Orrysa’s crystal ball—wouldn’t the mirrors all be compatible?

The setup took a little work, but it was worth it.  I had to manually adjust each mirror only in tiny increments, bringing them into final focus.

A robot rolled down a corridor.  It shifted in an identical mirror every meter or so.  It then took the mirror out of its cargo bed, propped it against the wall, and moved on.  Rusty followed, carrying a gem-tipped wand.  The wand sucked in magical energy to power the spell in the gem.  He touched the mirror, the spell took effect on it, and we had a scrying mirror—the cheap and temporary version.  The only limiting factor was how fast the robot could produce them, even though Rusty was the one who had to eat and sleep.  The robot worked all night and Rusty played catch-up in the morning.

I, on the other hand, needed an enchanted mirror for Rusty and for myself, specifically tuned to Orrysa’s crystal ball.  The enchantment process is time- and energy-intensive.  It’s work.  I’ve enchanted several objects, either as practice when learning the Art from Pop, or for my own use.  It’s much easier to simply put a spell on an object.  Binding the structure of the spell into the physical matrix of an object is much more difficult, although it does mean you have a more powerful and permanent magical item.

Enchanted mirrors—the ones we wanted—were relatively straightforward.  They only need a scrying spell for this application, not multiple spells all interacting with each other.  They still require me to channel a great big lot of power as I stuff it into the spell structure I’m weaving into the physical structure of an object, but it’s… how do I put this?  It’s still complex, but it’s not complicated.  Walking a tightrope is a complex feat, involving every limb and precise balance, but it’s not complicated.  Does that make any sense?

And, of course, it’s bloody tiring.

“But wait!  Time-tickers mean you can take as long as you like and make as many as you want!”

Yes, but only sort of.  In an ideal situation, I would still put in a hard day’s work on each mirror, take a day off, and do it again the next day.  I could do it faster, maybe one every day, but that’s not just tiring, it’s exhausting.  Call it six every week at maximum.  If I wanted to spend ten years of my life—which I do not!—on the task, I could have tons of the things.  Pop is the one who’s immortal.  He could go into the time-accelerated garage for a thousand years and only come out for snacks.

Look at it this way.  A mason can build a house by stacking bricks.  So why doesn’t he do it twelve hours a day, every day?  He could have several houses built, couldn’t he?  All he has to do is work constantly, with minimal rest, for years on end.

Yeah… no.  I’m disciplined and dedicated and determined and all that, but I’m not an obsessive maniac.  I need my downtime, thank you.  Thank goodness I only want two!  Rusty is mass-producing the cheap versions for their passive assistance.  Since he and I will be the only people actively helping Orrysa, we only need two mirrors with actual enchantments.

The other problem is the time-ticker situation.  Time is at a premium in Vampocalypse World.  We don’t want to let too much time go by.  If the Big Bad Evil Guy decides to spread his infection to a dozen humans, making another dozen vampires—unlikely as that seems—we then have more to hunt down.  And if they’ve had time to actually move from the place where they became vampires, they won’t be neatly grouped for mass destruction.  So, to avoid the problem of numbers and geographic inconvenience, we’re running Vampocalypse World really slow already.

This matters because Orrysa and Rusty are doing their things at hyper-accelerated rates, too.  I can add a couple of time-ticker iterations to give myself slightly more time than them, but the more time-tickers you have in a chain, the less advantage you get.  The first ones are still super effective, but the later ones are only so-so, and it only gets worse from there.

I did what I could.  I used another reactor world as the end point in the chain and slipped a couple of “empty” worlds into the chain ahead.  I worked hard and spent a day recuperating before shipping myself and my new mirrors back to our base of operations.

That’s an explanation that goes better with diagrams.  Trust me; it works.

With all our stuff collected and ready to ship, we then had to ask questions.

“Where do we want to be?”

“What’s wrong with the Moon?” Rusty asked.  “It’s got line-of-sight on half the planet.”

“It’s also a quarter-million miles away.  Distance is a factor when we’re trying to penetrate shields.  They’re absorptive shields for stealth, not hard shields for defense.  Orrysa will have to overload them, remember.”

“One moment,” Orrysa said.  “It is my understanding—flawed though it might be—that your spell upon the crystal ball is, in part, a reflector.  I must concentrate as it rotates, focusing my Sight upon a small part of the world in the course of its sweep.”

“Close enough,” I agreed.  “Go on.”

“Then, if we are so far away as to place the whole of the world within this small arc, will it not be equally effective?”

“No, because the effect spreads out over the greater distance.  However,” I added, visualizing the effect, “I can tighten the focus.  We could use it in an even narrower beam.  It’s not practical when we’re doing a scan all around us, but in what is basically one direction…”

“I do not understand.”

“Like a flashlight on a wall, we—no, that’s not helping.  One moment.”

I got a flashlight, focused it to a narrow beam, and turned out the lights.  I panned the circle of light along one wall, up and down, as I spoke.

“We could do something like this with the focus.  Your Sight would permeate a small area—a hundred miles across, maybe less—and we would gradually work it north to south and back.  The world would turn and we could keep scanning indefinitely.”

“I regret that we cannot,” Orrysa argued.  “I will weary of such effort in mere minutes.”

“Hmm.”

“We could start with a general scan,” Rusty suggested, turning on the lights again.  “If she spots something, great.  If not, we can focus down to smaller and smaller areas.  We look at half the world, then at the other half.  If that doesn’t net us anything, we look at one-quarter of what we can see at one time, or one-eighth of the world at a time.  Keep narrowing the focus until we’re either sure we’ve got them all or Orrysa feels it’s impractical to continue.  What do you think?”

“I like it,” I said.  Orrysa nodded.

“It seems proper.  Will my Sight alert those who we wish to locate?”

“I don’t think so, but I don’t know.  Why?”

“If I find them and they are aware of it, they may warn others.  That is, if there is anyone else who might fear our scrutiny.  They will take even greater pains to remain hidden.”

“I guess we’ll have to burn that bridge when we come to it.”

“And we should have an immediate-response ability,” Rusty added.  “Worst case, if there are three vampire locations and they’re all using the same shielding type, we want to be able to spot them all and blast them before they can either run for it or improve their defenses.”

“What would you suggest?” I asked.

“You know how I don’t like radiation, right?”

“Yes.  Cancer cells with werewolf regeneration capabilities.  Very bad.”

“Exactly.  So, bear it in mind when I say we should nuke them.  Boom.  Problem solved.  And the world has already been pretty well nuked.  A couple of ten-kiloton devices aren’t going to make a difference.”

I repressed my initial, knee-jerk reaction.  I’m not fond of nuclear weapons.  That’s how it’s always been.  After encountering them in use, I have even less desire to associate with them.  But sometimes, just sometimes, they’re the right tool for the job.

Was there a downside to nuking a vampire bunker?  Yes, we lost the humans in the bunker, as well—potentially innocent humans, but also potential vampire reproduction stock.  If the boom removed the vampire and any magical energy-concentration circles, then making a new vampire would be even more difficult.

I had to think about it for a while.  It wasn’t an easy question.  Maybe it should have been.  Maybe not.  It was a tough decision for me.

“I don’t think we necessarily need to go that far,” I concluded.  “Let’s try to flush them to the lunar surface.  If they’ve developed a defense, then we dump a lot of conventional explosives on top of the individual targets.  We can start by spotting as many as we can before we attack any of them.  If we destroy every one we find, we may be done.  If we can’t get them out and we can’t shift big packages of bang in, then we may have to blast our way down to them.  I’ll prepare to nuke each site from orbit.”

“Have more mushroom-makers than we need,” Rusty suggested.  “Those bunkers aren’t kidding around.”

“How many do you think we need?”

“Two for each bunker, minimum.  One to land on top and make a crater.  Another to land in the crater a couple of minutes later and blow a deeper crater.  But I said ‘more than we need.’  I’d say a third one to finish digging the hole, then a fourth one to make sure we’ve vaporized it, rather than buried it in rubble.”

“How many bunkers are you anticipating we’ll find?”

“None.  Those bunkers are massively expensive investments.  I have a hard time believing they built more than they needed.  I think would have to hide elsewhere.  Basements, subways, mine shafts, military bunkers where all the soldiers are currently in a half-undead state… you know, improvised shelters instead of custom-built.”

“Six nukes.”

“Nine,” Rusty countered.  “You’re talking about small, ten-kiloton bombs.”

“Nine,” I sighed.  “I don’t have a shift-box for nukes.”

“You’re gonna need a bigger box.”

We shipped everything to our lunar base.  Rusty manned a mirror and got us a good view of Earth.  I moved solar power panels around, maximizing our power intake.  Orrysa set up a table with her crystal ball.  When we were done with all that, the three of us started arranging mirrors around the room.  We cleared out the largest chamber and hung mirrors all around, practically tiling the walls.  We had way more mirrors, though.  Since it didn’t matter if we physically overlapped them, we propped them against the walls until we had them edge-to-edge all the way around.  We still had mirrors, so we hung them from the ceiling, in front of the mirrors mounted on the walls.  Then we started a second ring of them on the floor, all the way around again, staggered to cover the borders between mirrors.  Again and again, we stacked mirrors.  We had room for them all, but it was a close fit.  We still had a little space in the center of the room, slightly bigger than we needed.  I’m sure we could have fit one more layer of the spell-enhanced mirrors.  Two might have been a problem.

Rusty and I manned the two enchanted mirrors, preparing to focus our efforts and enhance Orrysa’s.  Orrysa donned the headpiece and sat down at her crystal.  My focusing spell was tuned to give us a narrow cone of effect, minimizing the distance factor.  We would be aiming to scan the half of the planet facing us.  I had a sneaking suspicion our effort would scan right through the whole planet.  It’s not like any thickness of mundane material would stop Orrysa’s Sight.

Then again, a whole planet between Pop and the Sun counted as shielding, while being in a basement was somehow different.  I’m not sure how it works or why, but okay.  We might be scanning half the planet.  We could wait eight hours and do more of it, then wait again.  The idea was to overlap our searches so we didn’t miss anything.

We fired it all up and Orrysa did her thing.  I minded the spell focus and the magical energy input, as well as rode an enchanted mirror.  Rusty devoted all his concentration to getting behind Orrysa and pushing with his mirror.

I wasn’t in a good position within the spell structure to tell if it was working or not.  Orrysa was the one steering and Rusty was behind her, pedaling like mad.  I had a lot on my plate in addition to pushing alongside Rusty.  What I did see was how long it took.  Less than two minutes after we started, Orrysa seemed satisfied.  She kept going, though, so we kept going, too.  She held her concentration for longer than I’d ever seen before, close to fourteen minutes, before she called it quits.

While I handed out cold compresses and ice water, I asked how it went.  Orrysa passed a hand over one of the enchanted mirrors and a view of the Earth rippled into being.  A single point appeared in Bangladesh, glowing like a dark blue star.  I wouldn’t have guessed such a location; Asia had especially dense coverage in craters.

“This is the only one I found,” she said.  “If there is another, it is protected in a way much superior to the others.”

“And there was only one of them?” I pressed.  “Not two or three?”

“I found one.  It does not mean there are none who are in the process of becoming an undead.  I did not search for those who were not transformed.”

“Fair enough.  You and Rusty can relax for several hours.  I’ll handle the bombing.”

“Bombing?” Rusty asked.  “I thought we were going to do a full scan of the planet before taking anything out.  Identify all of them before shooting our shot.”

“And I thought so, too, until I saw how much this took out of Orrysa,” I replied.  “This is asking too much.”

“I can do this,” Orrysa insisted.

“I’m sure you can, but I can be shot in the liver and still put up a fight, too.  It doesn’t mean it’s good for me.  I want to minimize the number of times you have to do this.  I think we should remove this one before it has a chance to relocate.  If I’m right, they don’t reproduce quickly, so we’ll have more time before we have to scan the planet again.”

“How will you know if this is, in fact, the last one?” Rusty argued.

“I’ll ask my uncle.  He should be able to tell if there’s still a connection.”

“Are you sure that’s how you want to do it?” Rusty asked.

“I put a lot of work into making Orrysa younger.  The strain of doing this has already affected her.”

“Has it?” he asked, peering at Orrysa.  “I don’t see it.”

“You’re a guy,” I retorted.  “I’m not letting this go on.  I’ll destroy this vampire and check with Uncle Dusty.  If there are no celestial vampire connections, great.  He can watch for new connections over the next few days.”  I looked at Orrysa.  “If there are none, you don’t have to do this again.  How’s that?”

“A wonderful idea,” she agreed.

“Good.  Take five.  I’ll be back in a minute.”

“How are we to leave the room without upsetting the arrangement of so many mirrors?”

I looked around.  We were thoroughly surrounded.  Maybe we should have built a dedicated room instead of arranging all the mirrors in layered circles around us.  We stacked mirrors, moving enough to clear a path to the door.

While Rusty and Orrysa recuperated, I drank some water, popped two aspirin and a healing spell, and went to Earth.  North Africa.  The Dome of Doom.

Orrysa provided me with a specific location.  With the vampire’s shielding spell down, I could find the target easily enough.  I had a locator spell and advanced focusing spells to go with it, as well as vampire dust and ashes for sympathetic resonance.  Without anything mystical to stop me, the vampire had no way to hide.

Mind you, the fact it was still daytime might have had something to do with it.  If we’d found him at night, he might have immediately worked another shielding spell.  It all goes to show, timing is important.

The vamp was not in a bunker, which boded well for the total number of his kind.  I hoped this was the last of the previously-established “elders,” assuming there was supposed to be one vampire to each command center.  Maybe he didn’t make it to his bunker in time, or maybe he ran for it when his early-warning system told him he was about to get a direct hit.  I don’t know.  He’s the only one who knew for sure, and I had a plan that made it unnecessary to ask him.

I did a straight-up shift spell, blinking the unconscious vampire out of his cave—cave, mine shaft, whatever—and blinking him into existence in the Dome of Doom.  I added fuel until he ran out of existence.  Okay, technically he existed as oxidized particles, but his physical shell was no longer a viable housing for his spirit.

I watched him disintegrate in the flames and listened to his immortal, inhuman screaming.  Yes, I did enjoy it, and yes, I did feel a little better.  Who says revenge isn’t the answer?  It seems to be working for me.
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I checked in with Uncle Dusty.  He said the observatory readings indicated a sharp decrease in the presence of Dingus McVampire.  This indicated a lesser level of contact, presumably a lack of physical entities under its control.  After three more days, it didn’t spike, so there ought to be no vampires of that sort extant upon the Earth.

“And you’ll check every so often to make sure it stays that way?” I prompted.

“I don’t think it’ll be a problem.  If the Boojum decides to force the issue and generate a new vampire by possessing a corpse or something, it’ll show.  The thing is, he has proof there’s someone willing to fight him on this, and the potential gains aren’t overwhelming.  It’s easy to lose any new investment and again be completely shut out of the project.  Remember, he’s greedy.  Or is it miserly?  He doesn’t part with his power easily or willingly.  I think he’ll write this one off rather than throw good money after bad.”

“You will still tell me if he does,” I prompted, again.  “I want to know.  If he tries to make a comeback, I’m going to have to punch him in the celestial snoot.”

“All right, yes,” Uncle Dusty sighed.  “I’ll keep an eye on it for you.”

“Thank you.”

“Anytime.  Now that we’ve sorted this out, are you ready to go look for your father?”

I felt my eyebrows rise.

“I thought we talked about this.”

“You’re not interested in finding him?”

“Of course I am.  I’m willing to help, obviously.  While I still question whether or not we should shoulder our way into his business, I do agree we should try to check in.”

“I’m more concerned,” Uncle Dusty admitted.  “I really want to find him.”

“Why?  What’s the matter?”

“I need him.”

“Is it another of those not-really-a-miracle things?  I’m not Pop, but I’ll do what I can.”

“No, it’s not that.  Or mostly not that.  Since you bring it up, however…”

“What is it this time?”

“Could I persuade you to disguise yourself as shining herald of light and deliver a message for Me?”

“Sounds fun.  Sure.  But back to Pop for a second.  Do you have any leads on where he is?”

“On where he’s been,” Uncle Dusty corrected.  “There are a couple of places with his signature.  He might actually be in one of those worlds, or moving back and forth between them, but I’m stumped on how to find him.”

“Why didn’t you mention this sooner?”

“You were busy,” he pointed out.  “A tough project requires focus.”

“Yeah.  And, although I miss my Pop, I’ve still got irons in the fire, too.  I need to check in with Orrysa about the potential for a trip to Faerie and its ramifications.  I need to figure out where Rusty and I might like to live.  While I do want to look for Pop, I’m still kinda torn about potentially invading his privacy.  He went to a lot of trouble to be un-findable.”

“To the point we can’t even send him a message?”

“No, I agree with you there.  I can’t believe he intended to be utterly out of contact.”

“Me, either.  If you could find time to help Me out on this, I’d feel better.”

“How many places are we talking about?”

“Two.”

“Two?  That’s it?”

“What do you want from Me?” he asked, plaintively.  “That omniscience achievement is hard to unlock!”

“Fair, I guess.  I’ll go look, later.  I still have to do a lot of clean-up, first.  There are mirrors to stack, leftovers to deal with, and I also need to take Rusty on a vacation.  Maybe Orrysa, too.  I definitely need to take her home and thank her properly.  Any ideas what to get her?”

“She’s got a new vision crystal headpiece and a souped-up crystal ball, doesn’t she?”

“That’s proper loot distribution,” I argued.  “You beat the monsters, get the treasure, and divide up anything unique to whoever can use it best.  The wizard gets the wizard gear, the warrior gets the cool weapon.  That’s how it works.”

“Socialist.”

“Survivalist.  Don’t complain about ‘But the fighter got the only valuable thing!’  He’s the one who can use it, which increases the odds of winning the next fight and getting more treasure—and getting your turn to get the good loot.  It’s good tactics.”

“Someone taught you well,” Uncle Dusty decided.  I bowed from the neck, acknowledging his compliment to me and to Pop.

“I still need to get her a thank-you gift.”

“Cash is always good.”

“Yeah, but it doesn’t say ‘thank you.’  It says ‘I couldn’t think of anything so I got you this.’  I’d like her to have something nice.”

“I’m not sure I can help there.  I’m not a god of gift-giving.”

I sat up sharply.

“But I know one!” I declared.  “I went on a sleigh ride with him!”

“Can you play divine messenger, first?”

“Oh, all right.  I’ll do it on the way.”

So I appeared in a temple, floated above the altar, and shed enough light to be mistaken for a noontime oculus.  I was especially proud of the huge, feathery wings of white light.  The message was a warning, pointing out the possible ramifications of straying too far from the original text of the holy scrolls.

I dunno.  I didn’t read the scrolls.  I presume Uncle Dusty’s friend was tired of people “reinterpreting the intent” of their scriptures.  Still, message delivered.

I then consulted a celestial entity with whom I was more familiar.  He was as friendly as I remembered, but a lot less helpful than I hoped.

I sat down in a pleasant little office, all done in hardwood.  In this particular Earth, looking out his window showed me the cold, blue-white light of an Arctic day—once it filtered down through the polar ice cap and into the ocean below.

A hefty lady with a large bun of grey hair pressed upon me a tray of little cakes and a mug of steaming cocoa.  The rotund gentleman with the white beard settled into a big, heavy chair at a worktable.  Over a slice of cake, I explained what I wanted.

“You’ve made a very basic error,” he told me, looking over the half-spectacles he wore.  He smiled merrily.  “I generally get requests.”

“Don’t you also come up with presents for those who haven’t managed to send you a letter?”

“Yes, that’s true,” he agreed, leaning back in his chair with a wooden creaking sound. “It brings me to my second problem.  I don’t know your friend.”

“How can you not—” I began, and broke off.  Of course he didn’t know Orrysa.  In the world of Sofera, there was no Santa Claus.  No legend, no rituals, no lore, no worship.  And no contact.

“I think I see the problem.”

“I’m sure you do.  I should like to also suggest, as delicately as possible, that you consider whether or not I should bring her a present.”

“How do you mean?”

“I recognize you are her friend, so you obviously think well of her.  I would still need to know which list would she be on.” He indicated two scrolls on the inclined writing desk.  “While your father was once entirely pleased to be on the Naughty List—he happened to need a lump of coal—I doubt your friend would be nearly so happy.”

“Hmm.  I think she would be on the Nice List.” I considered what Orrysa might have to do as the leader of her troupe.  Sometimes a leader has to do unpleasant, even unkind things in order to do the right thing.  Even in general, the galator have a reputation of being less than honest, too.  It’s not entirely deserved.  It’s not a hundred percent untrue, either.

“All right.  As long as I’m here, can you at least give me ideas?”

“I would be happy to do so.  And, for my own information, do you plan to be here, in this world, for the holiday?”

“No, I don’t think so.  Why?  Which list am I on?”

His eyes twinkled behind his spectacles.

“Which list you’re on is up to you,” he said.  “Now, let us speak of your friend.  Tell me about her.”

I did, and he looked merrily thoughtful while he listened.  Eventually, he gave me a few good ideas.  Not by telling me, though.  He asked questions and made me answer them, which led me to good ideas.

I wonder.  Are all the celestial entities so indirect?  Is that why you almost never see them show up and tell you what you want to know?
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Giving things to Rusty is easy.  He’s a simple soul.  Exotic meats generally do the trick.  He also appreciates comfort, too, as well as running full-tilt through a forest.  As a wolf, he’s exhausting.  As a man, he can be quite pleasantly tiring.  Either way, he’s good at the beach, in a bungalow, in a snowy chalet, or stoking the cast-iron stove in a cabin.

I originally thought he was a city wolf.  In large measure, he is.  His family made frequent trips out of the city, spending weekends… “camping”… at least once every four weeks.  Full moon season, you know.

I needed help figuring out what Orrysa would like.  I knew she was going to claim being made younger was more than enough, and the super-duper magical scrying artifact was immensely valuable, and blah-blah-blah.  It’s not always the value of a gift so much as the intent.  As a result, I made something immensely utilitarian rather than immensely powerful.

“A handkerchief?” she asked, unfolding it and running it through her fingers.

“Physically, yes.”

“Overall, it appears quite… subdued.”

I knew what she meant.  White linen isn’t exactly as bright and colorful motif as befits the galator.  She was too polite to say it was “bland” or “plain.”

“Take note of the embroidery at the edges,” I suggested.  She did so, holding the cloth near a window of her wagon, in the sunlight.  “Silk thread,” I added.  “Very delicate work.”

“It is quite fine,” she admitted.  Then her brows drew together and she ran her fingertips over the cloth, very gently, very lightly.  “There is power woven into this.”

“Yep.  It’s an enchanted washcloth.”

“It does not seem durable enough.”

“It’s tougher than you think and it repairs itself, but it’s not meant for scrubbing.”

“What does it do?”

“I remember how you have a hard time getting access to a real bath.  Keeping clean is difficult.  Keeping your things clean is harder.  When’s the last time you beat the dust out of your cushions?”

“This has a power in that regard?” she asked, dodging the question.

“You betcha!  The way I figure it, you’ve got money and power.  What good are they without comfort?  Go on, wipe your forehead with it.”

She did so, then held still, trying to identify what was happening.  She didn’t recognize the feeling of a cleaning spell as it sucked up everything near the affected area—her whole head, even her hair—and held it in the cloth.

“You’ll want to wring it out elsewhere,” I told her.  “Don’t wring too hard.  It’ll clean itself, too.  It ejects whatever it’s holding when you trigger it.”

“This will work on…?”

“Pretty much anything.  People, livestock, blankets, wagons, whatever you like.  It’ll only hold so much at a time, so you need a place to dump the cloth’s contents.  With this, you won’t have to wash a cushion, worry about a bloodstain, do laundry by a riverbank, nor wash your hair ever again.”

“This is a miracle!”

“It’s a convenience.  And, before you go on about how you already got paid, remember this:  We don’t do accounting.  This is a gift, not a payment, because I wanted you to have it.  Do we have an understanding?”

“I would never dream of protesting,” she agreed, restraining a smile.  “It is your nature to be generous.”

“I get it from my Pop.  Don’t mention it to him, though.  He’ll deny it.”

“I know the type.”

“Now that we’ve got all our ferrets in a row and nobody owes anybody anything—and we don’t, do we?”

“It is easy for you to say so,” Orrysa said, glancing at the cushion holding her new scrying headpiece. “I accept your gifts in the spirit you intended.  There will be no speaking of debts between us.”

“Fantastic.  With that settled, now and forever, I’d like to revisit an earlier question.  In the last couple of weeks—it has been a couple of weeks since you got back to your troupe, hasn’t it?  For you?”

“Yes.  They had not missed me over the weeks…” she trailed off.  “I said I would return in a day, and I did.  The weeks I spent with you were less than a day to them.  Since my return, we have traveled far, stopped at another large village to perform and to trade, and are traveling to another.  We are in an overnight camp.”

“So things are going well.  Good.  My question is about the lands of Faerie.  I’m not talking about a particular subject we never discussed.  I, in my near-total ignorance of galator history and legend, am simply offering to take you on a visit to those lands.  I have no idea what ramifications this might have, however, so I have to ask you if there are any.”

Orrysa looked troubled and eager at the same time.  It’s a real trick to pull off.

“Since there are none to hear this talk we are not having, I shall say I have not yet decided.  I ruminated on the subject with a few of my troupe.  Nothing like a discussion, you understand.  I wondered aloud if our travels would end if we found a portal to the Undying Lands.”

“What did they say?”

“There were many opinions.  While legend has it we are cursed to wander, it is valid to ask if it is indeed a curse.  We see more of the world than kings.  While our life is sometimes hard, but we are not bound to a land where the harvest has been poor, or where the local lord steals all but life with his taxes.  No one raises an army to take our lands.  We owe no lord our allegiance.  Perhaps we are free, rather than cursed.”

“Sounds like breaking the so-called curse would not be welcome.”

“Possibly,” she agreed, nodding. “It also raises the question of whether we need a curse—if, indeed, it is a curse and not a blessing in disguise—to do as we have always done.”

“If it is a curse, would breaking it change anything?  Do the galator need this artificial impulse to continue living as they do?”

“Exactly.  Exactly.”  Orrysa looked troubled.  “My heart says I must go with you and see the lands of the zana, but my head forebodes consequences to my people.”

“I’m sorry I raised the question.”

“There is no fault.  How were you to know this would pose me such a dilemma?  Yet, it is not truly a dilemma.”

“No?”

“No.  If I had only my heart and head from which to choose, I would listen to my head.  It would be wrong to give preference to my desires when I know not what consequences might follow.  I would choose to remain as we are rather than risk upsetting all we have and all we know.”

“I think that’s wise,” I agreed.  “But you said, ‘If I had only.’  You have a third choice?”

“I have the Sight.  It is far from perfect, but I have a greater power today than any of the galator have ever held.  I will spend three days and nights in preparation, then cast a Sight into the future, hoping for guidance in this question.”

“Good idea.  You’ve got the ability; why not use it?  Anything I can do to help?”

“I was hoping you would ask.”

“You didn’t need to hope.  What can I do?”

“A Sight into the future is different from a Sight that roams abroad in the world.  The darkened mist of uncertainty clouds any prophecy.  Nonetheless, I think my attempt would benefit from the rows of mirrors you prepared.  If they are not of immediate use to you, may I borrow them?”

“You need them here?”

“If you could arrange it.”

“I’ll have them stacked next to a wagon within the hour.  Do you also want me using a mirror?  Would that help?”

“No, but I thank you for the offer.  A Sight is a finely-balanced thing, easily disturbed by the tiniest hope, the slimmest thread of unrealized desire.  I know I wish to go with you on a journey; that is what I will be testing with my Sight.  I dare not include any other in such a working.  It is not brute power that pierces the veil of what is yet to come, but the keenness of one’s vision.  Any other within my working would distract from the needle-fine focus and so cloud the mirror of prophecy with their hopes and fears.”

“Don’t joggle your elbow.  Got it.  I’ll set things up so you can shout at my Uncle Dusty when you’re done.  Sound good?”

“Your kindness is greater than that of kings or queens.”

“My kindness is of a friend and sister, old woman,” I kidded her.
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Rusty was finishing up a lot of stacking and packing.  We had a several hundred mirrors with basic scrying spells on them and I didn’t want to leave them lying around the moonbase.  Originally, we were going to move them to a reactor world and put them in a storeroom, but if Orrysa could use them…

When I told Rusty what we were going to do with them, he sighed.

“You couldn’t have set the thing to summon hand mirrors?” he asked.  “Anything smaller than these full-size, wall-mounted things?”

“I’m so sorry.  I didn’t think it through.  Is this a problem?”

“There are a lot of them and they’re heavy.”

“Get a robot to help.”

“I’ve tried.  They don’t listen to me.”

“They don’t listen to me, either.  Uncle Dusty has a sort of computer thing Pop built for him.  He hears what I tell the robots and relays it.”

“Of course he does.  It doesn’t do me any good.”

“Maybe if I got you an amulet,” I mused.

“I thought your amulet converted energy so you could channel it?”

“It does.  His energy turns into my energy so I can do anti-vampire things if need arises.  I’m always surrounded by a low-intensity field.  It doesn’t fry vampires, but if I ever screw up so badly one bites me, it’s going to get a mouthful of holy blood—think of a vampire gargling holy water.”

“Ouch.”

“I’m looking forward to it, although not enough to try it.  My amulet also lets me get his attention by cranking it up to full power.  It’s like using a laser pointer, waving the beam at him.  I’m thinking you could use something similar, although simpler.  A small divinity dynamo, sort of, you can turn on.  It would make you a beacon and provide a channel for communication.  It might be nice to see your blood catch fire under a vampire’s fingernails, too.  It could reduce the number of claw marks.”

“Thanks for the thought.  I’ll pass.  I don’t want to attract his attention any more than I have to.”

“If it gets you robot help—”

“I’m sorry.  I wasn’t clear.  I don’t want the arrogant, self-righteous, narcissistic son of a light bulb to notice me any more than is unavoidable.”

“Ah.  Haven’t you two talked things over?”

“I’ve talked at him,” Rusty snorted.  “He hears me when I talk.  Getting him to listen is another thing entirely.  Although,” he added, “I will admit I don’t have a good attitude.  It occurs to me that, even when I try to hide it, Mister Divinity may be seeing my barely-restrained hostility.”

“Hmm.  I don’t know what to do about that,” I admitted.  Rusty shrugged.

“As long as he keeps his yap snapped shut, I don’t care.”

“If you say so.  I’ll get a robot to help with the mirrors.  I’ll even help you stack them.  I have to shift them over once we have them piled up, anyway.  Oh!  And have you given any thought to where you want to go after we finish up here?”

“You’re serious about moving out?”

“Of course.  I know we’ve kept putting it off because we’ve been busy.  You don’t like it here, so we need somewhere else to call home.  And, while it’s a good place to go to get away from it all, I think I like cities better.  I lived in the country a lot when I was growing up.  Cities seem more fun.”

“Huh.  Okay.  How about Seattle?  I used to have family in Seattle.  They had good things to say about it.”

“In the thirty-fifth century?  Or the nineteenth?”

“Oh, right.  We need to pick a year, too.”

“Maybe I’ve asked the wrong question,” I decided.  “When I say I want to know where you’d like to live, it implies you need to pick a place with a name.  New York.  Seattle.  Tokyo.  Budapest.  I have fond memories of Budapest.”

“I’ve never been,” he admitted.

“Everyone remembers Budapest very differently.  What I’m getting at—and this is a communications breakdown on my part—is I want to know about where you would like to live.  What qualities does it have?  What do you look for?  Access to a wolf-friendly wilderness?  High-rise apartments and offices?  Lots of public transportation, or a higher focus on individual transport?  Cars?  Electric, hydrogen, petroleum, or steam?  Or a horse and buggy environment?  Or would you rather ride a skyhook to one of the Earth stations on the way to our space liner for the cruise to Saturn?  Or to the Andromeda galaxy?”

Rusty exhaled slowly, puffing out his cheeks.  He ran a hand over his face.

“That’s a lot to take in.  I know I’ve mentioned it before, but I’m kind of spoiled for choice.  How do I narrow it down from everything and anything?”

“Well, if you have a favorite book—as inconceivable as that might be—”

Rusty made a growling noise in his throat, but his eyebrows told me it was only a rote response.

“—we could use the setting as a starting point.”

“So, we could go to, say, Tatooine or Endor, in Star Wars?”

“No.  Or I don’t think so.  I’m saying you can pick a movie or book or whatever and we can look for a place like it.  As far as Star Wars goes, I don’t know if there’s a universe out there that resembles it at all closely, but if we want to hunt for it, we might find one with a Galactic Empire and a religious order of psychic monks.  It’s not the same thing, obviously.  It might still be similar enough for your tastes.  Or, if you prefer Star Trek, we can work on finding a post-scarcity Earth with star travel.  Will it have an interstellar federation of planets, warp drive, transporters, replicators, and so on?  We can keep trying until we get something close to it.  It’s mostly a question of how long do we want to keep looking.  We can look for anything.”

“Hmm.  That’s a good idea.  What book would I like to live in…?”

“Bear in mind, the book you pick would be a starting point, or a target to shoot for.  Finding an exact match is unlikely.  There will be serious differences.”

“For example?”

“Um.  Take the Star Wars example.  If it’s an Earthline, there won’t be a mystical energy field binding galaxies together.  In Earthlines, that’s called ‘gravity.’  Those psychic monks I mentioned?  They would probably be evolved humans using their personal psychic powers—telepathy, telekinesis, and so on—instead.  Could they have lightsabers?  Possibly something that looks similar.  They might be purely technological plasma weapons, or they might be psychic amplification devices.”

“Amplification devices?”

“If we’re talking about psychic monks, their weapons might resemble lightsabers, but have technology to turn their psychic emanations into a blade-like field of energy.  The color, length, cutting power, all that stuff would be dependent on the monk, rather than on a powerpack and a Force-tuned crystal.  See what I mean?”

“So, if we go to… Say we go hunt down the Battlestar Galactica franchise…?”

“Finding a spacefaring culture with carrier vessels and one-man fighters isn’t hard.  Finding one where sentient A.I. is trying to kill the humans?  We can do that, too—but I would rather not.  Will they call their carriers ‘battlestars’ and will we find one named ‘Galactica’?  I mean, we could keep trying and trying and trying until we do.  Theory says out there in the infinite Void there should be exactly what we want.  From a practical standpoint, it may be prohibitively difficult to wade through all the similar stuff until we find an absolutely perfect match.”

“Hmmmmmm.”

I left him to think it over.  I sent a half-dozen robots to the Moon to help him stack mirrors for transport.  With the robots sent, I stayed in the reactor world and had a conversation with Uncle Dusty’s avatar.  He knocked and opened the door to the apartment.

“What’s up?” he asked, sliding in and shutting the door.

“Oh, not a lot.  Three things, really.”

“Fire away.”

“Can I give Orrysa a dynamo?  That would let you talk to her and, if she needs me, you can let me know.”

“Why not give her one end of a dedicated gate set?”

“I would have to make yet another dedicated gate set and I’m still not done with all the handshake gates you want.”

“I noticed.”

“Enchantments are exhausting and I’ve been busy!”

“And I am not complaining.  Thank you very much for being such a helpful person.  I appreciate it.”

“You’re welcome.  So, dynamo?  And message service?”

“What?  You want to give Me a foothold in another universe?  Oh, no!  Not that!  Anything but that!  How can you do this to Me?  Expanding My influence to even greater numbers of humans!  Oh, the injustice of it all!”

“Jerk.”

“Hey, we all love to do what we’re good at.  What else?”

“How’s Cameron doing?”

“See for yourself.”

“No.  Just tell me.”

“Suit yourself.  The latest locals are happy to have him.  They ask for things through him.  He’s not the best priest.  He is friendly and attentive even if he isn’t… uh… what’s the word?”

“Evangelical?”

“Not a bad word.  He has a sense of purpose and he’s very happy to be able to help.”

“So… within the limitations of his… his…”

“Within his limitations,” Uncle Dusty stated, firmly, “he’s as happy as can be.  He’s useful to other people, which makes him happy, and the people like him for being useful, as well as for being such a nice guy, which also makes him happy.  They like him and want to take care of him, not simply use him for whatever they can get.  I know.  I can see it in them.  And I can see you need to give up this irrational feeling of guilt.”

“Guilty as charged.”

“You mock, but I’m serious.  You have to grow out of it.  You can blame anyone for anything and you choose to blame yourself for this.  It’s a choice, Phoebe.  Cameron is now in a better situation and happier than he would be in ninety-nine percent of all his other possible futures.  You did right by him.  Let.  Him.  Go.  I have spoken.  Do I have to say it ex officio?”

I went to the window and looked out over the twilit jungle beyond the parking lot.

“I have a hard time letting go of things,” I admitted.

“I’m not surprised.  I know who raised you.  That man won’t let go of anything he cares about even if it’s on fire.  Trust Me on this.  I know.  I watched him go charging into a burning temple once—and it wasn’t even My temple!”

“Speaking of,” I deflected, “the third thing.  You say you’ve got a couple of locations where Pop registered on the celestometer?”

Uncle Dusty’s lips thinned as he noted my deflection.  He didn’t make an issue of it.

“Yes.  If it’s not too much trouble, I’d like you to go check them out.  It’s not that I’m necessarily worried about him surviving whatever he’s doing—he’s pretty consistent about not getting himself killed—but I simply can’t imagine he meant to hide so well I can’t find him.  I think this is weird and unusual and I don’t like it.”

“I don’t know.  I confess, I’m still ambivalent about the project.  With the best of intentions, trying to find Pop when he doesn’t want to be found seems like a bad idea.  Even so, I still want to find him because I miss him.”

“My worry,” Uncle Dusty said, “if he’s done something brilliant and stupid he would ask us for help—if he could.”

“That’s a concern,” I agreed.  “I also have a notion that if we work out a method to locate him, he would be pleased, mainly because he would then devise a counter to it.  For our part, we would at least have a chance to ask him about contact methods.”

“So… can I talk you into helping Me find him?”

“If I don’t, you’ll go off hunting for him on your own?”

“I have to.  He’s important to Me.”

“He’s important to me, too.”

“I didn’t mean to imply he wasn’t.”

“You better not.  I guess I can help.  If you do it, you’ll go in all ham-fisted and direct, smashing through anything that looks like a problem.”

“I can be subtle when occasion calls for it.”

“I’m sure you can.  You just don’t think anything calls for subtlety.”

“Well, usually it doesn’t.  I’m a deity.”

I rolled my eyes.

“All right.  Let me deal with a short project for Orrysa and I’ll talk to Rusty.  I’m not going to strange new worlds without him.”

“What’s the project?”

“I promised not to tell anyone.”

“I’m a god.  I don’t count.”

“You’re my uncle.  You count.”

“I can spy on you two, if that’s what it takes,” he grumbled.

“I am acutely conscious of my lack of privacy.  If you decide to invade my privacy further and deliberately stick your nose into business that doesn’t concern you, that’s on you.  I will not break a promise to my friend.”

I did not add I had a sudden insight into what Pop might be doing.  He might be working out ways to hide himself from celestial beings.  They can be a pesky bunch.

“Hmm,” Uncle Dusty said.  “I guess I can’t fault you for that.  This time.  I hate knowing there’s something I’m not being told.”

“Maybe that’s why you’re trying so hard to find Pop?”

“Maybe,” he allowed.  “It’s not like him to… I mean, it bothers Me, a lot.  I’m not used to him vanishing like that.”

“It unsettles me, too,” I admitted.  “Want to know a secret?”

“I love secrets.”

“I have this vague feeling—I’m almost certain it’s not true—that Pop is watching me, like this is the last of the tests to see if I’m ready to be on my own.  I don’t believe it, not really.  I think it’s the way I’m used to Pop always being there.  It’s hard for me to accept that he isn’t, hence the vague feeling of being watched.  This is balanced and countered by my knowledge he believes in me.  He trusts me to look out for myself.  It’s really the highest compliment he can pay me: letting me handle my own life.”

“So, he could be watching both of us?”

“He’s not.”

“How do you know?”

“If he really was watching me, he would have answered when I spoke to the crystal pendant.  Instead, the pendant gave me access to his disaster preparations.”

“All of them?”

“Uh… all of the ones… in… huh.  All the ones in the world I was in.  I don’t know if there are others.”

“Can you probe the pendant and check for more information?”

“Yes and no.  I can probe it, but this thing was made by my Pop.  If it’s designed to only give up relevant information based on whatever circumstances it’s programmed to detect, I’m not sure anyone can unlock it fully.  Without breaking and therefore ruining it, I mean.”

“Good point,” he agreed.  “If you do find out more, I’d like to know.”

“I’ll bear it in mind.  Now, with your kind permission, I’d like to get back to my projects so I can then get ready for yours.”

“I guess that makes sense,” he sighed.  “Okay.  Let Me know when you’re ready.”

I delivered the mirrors and a dynamo in the same trip.  The roped-off rods I used for snatching a vampire came in handy.  They’re not bad as a portable cargo shifter and, once I set them up, they made a good spot to aim for in Sofera.

Orrysa insisted I do none of the heavy lifting.  A dozen men unstacked and arranged mirrors for her, under her guidance.  Olea and Olanna were recruited as spotters, standing behind a pedestal and sighting across it as each mirror was set up, making sure it was aligned correctly.

I think Orrysa had them doing it to keep them busy.  The physical alignment didn’t matter in the slightest, but practicing neatness and precision in magical endeavors is a good idea no matter what.

“Why put them in arcs facing east?” I asked, instead.

“East is the direction of the dawn, the new day, and the future.”

“Oh, well, it’s obvious once you tell me.”

“You are not an oracle, are you?”

“Not in any meaningful way,” I agreed.  “I might be able to use the diadem thingy in its own world, but here?  I don’t think its specific power works the same in worlds outside its own.  You can use it to enhance your Sight, but my ability to see the future is limited.”  I shrugged.  “It’s not a skill I ever needed.  Teaching the deep structures of my brain to perform such calculations requires more training than I could afford.  I was trained to anticipate and to adapt, instead.”

“There are good things to be said for such training.  If the future you see is not subject to change, it is you who must.  Since the vision I hope for is subject to a question—shall I do this, or not?—I should perceive in part the doom that waits along the path of either choice.”

“What if you have multiple questions?”

“How so?”

“If you want to know if you should go to a particular town or not, then, if you do, should you attempt to bribe a local official, and if you do, should you bribe him with silver or with a young woman who volunteers to keep him distracted, and so on?”

“Questions following each other are difficult.  This involves teasing a single strand of fate from the tapestry of the future only to follow it through a new twisting at each question.  It is seldom accurate.”

“Okay, I’m not sure I followed the last part.”

“If there are ten courses of action at a single point… no, let me begin again.  We come to a junction of many paths.  Some are known, others are not.  There are good points and bad points to all the known ones.  Which path do we take?  It is a single decision, a single question, with many possible answers.  To get a glimpse down each path until it reaches the next crossroads is simple, as if they were long and straight.  If you have a seeing-glass, you may look down each one and see what lies along the way to the next crossroads.  To see down a path and around the corner of a new decision makes the Sight much more difficult.”

“Got it.  Each choice is a separate Sight.”

“Correct in essence.”

“Can you do a Sight at the crossroads—like the one you mentioned—and determine your course, then, before you actually go that way, cast another Sight at the next decision point?”

Orrysa started to answer, stopped, looked puzzled.  I drew on the ground with a stick, making a decision tree.  Flowcharts and conditional arguments were outside her experience.  She watched and listened as I explained the question again.

“I am not certain.  It is an effort to cast each Sight, and they are not as precise as we would wish.  The mirror of prophecy is often a reflection of ourselves as much as any doom foretold.  It is a difficult thing to suspend one’s hopes and fears.  They cast their shadows on the Sight, to hide or to contrast what may come to be.”

“Fair enough.  Looks like they’re almost done.”

“Yes.  We will wait until sunrise, however.  It is the best time.”

I didn’t argue with the expert.

The arcs of mirrors were set up inside the circle of wagons.  Orrysa’s wagon was already on the eastern side, so they all faced it.  Her wagon would shadow the mirrors from the morning sun.

In other good news, the dynamo worked in Sofera’s magical environment.  This was a non-motorized, purely magical version, so it didn’t spin with the same mad abandon as in a reactor world.  It was plenty for Uncle Dusty to find it and use it as a communications link.

Orrysa took this in stride.  Communicating with a friendly spirit didn’t bother her in the slightest.  The galator magic-workers are, in only the strictest sense, necromancers.  Orrysa will call up the shade of your ancestor so you can ask a question, but it’s expensive.  She can also lay a task on a spirit and have it haunt a person or a location, but she doesn’t admit this to strangers.  A customer might want such a curse on a rival or enemy, but the galator never admitted they could do it.  Rumor was bad enough.

While the camp slept that night, I went back to the apartment and to Rusty.

“How goes the thing with Orrysa?” he asked, once we were comfortably settled in bed.

“Fair.  She’s doing a Sight at dawn to see if it’s a good idea.”

“Care to tell me what the thing is she’s looking for?”

“Nope.  Private matter for her.”

“Okay.”  He moved a little to get more comfortable.  “I’ve been thinking about our own question.  Where to move to.”

“I remember.  What have you been thinking?”

“I can live in the wilderness, but I prefer my modern comforts.  I know you like a hot shower, so I want you to have that.  I like having a big screen and a computer station.  You like driving like a lunatic—”

“Maniac,” I corrected.

“Maniac,” he agreed.  “I like air conditioning.  There are a lot of technological things we like.”

“True.  There are still drawbacks to living in a high-tech society.  They usually have considerable oversight from government agencies.  Establishing an identity is more difficult.  It increases the chances a false identity will be discovered and we’ll have to leave.”

“Yeah, I’ve been thinking about that, too.  I have an idea I hate.”

I turned over in bed and faced him.  I raised an eyebrow.  Rusty has excellent night vision, so he grimaced and went on.

“You’re the professional traveler between worlds,” he said.  “I have opinions, though they might be wrong.  The way I see it, the only safe places come in two flavors,” he said.  “First, we can find a world where there’s nobody at all, or where it’s so primitive they can’t bother us.  If the world is in the twelfth century, there will be places where no human being will set foot for hundreds of years.  True?”

“True.  Either way, your idea is to isolate our home from everyone else.  If they can’t reach it, they can’t burn it down.  And this is eminently doable.  We can put a flat-pack shelter anywhere on the planet.  Or on any moon you pick.”

“Isolation.  Right!  That’s the word I was looking for.  The demon-vampire bunkers were isolated and hidden, which worked fine until we found them.”

“It is a drawback to relying on stealth and subtlety,” I agreed.

“Which leads me to the second flavor.  We can build not a house, but a fortress.  Again, like the demon-vampire bunkers, it would be resistant to attack.  It would also be able to fight back in as many different ways as we can manage.  This would be a base—or our main home, if you like—to come back to whenever the world we’re living in turns hostile.”

“Yes, that tracks.  What don’t you like about these two flavors?”

“Oh, those I understand and accept.  It’s an inevitable consequence of how our lives are going.  It would be nice to be a regular at a pizza parlor again, and to ride a subway at night, and have bridges to walk over, and long highways to drive down, and a million people bustling all around.”

“So what’s wrong?”

“I don’t like the rest of the idea.” He put his hands behind his head and looked up at the ceiling.  He grumbled to himself for a moment.  “I’m not sure I’m saying this well.  Look, we can find a world, hack out a spot, build a base, and set it all up so we can get back to it anytime we want, right?”

“Right.”

“What annoys me about doing it is the way it’s already been done.  We already have all that.  Right here.  Don’t we?” he asked, plaintively.  I wrapped my arms around him, put my head on his chest, and hugged him.

“Yes.  We do.  Complete with air conditioning and running water.”

“It would be a lot of work to build another one, wouldn’t it?” he asked, putting an arm around my shoulders.

“Yes.”

“And your uncle would still be able to look in on us whenever he felt like it.”

“Yes, if we include dynamos.  He wouldn’t necessarily have a physical avatar present, but he would expect to have a room like the hall of dynamos on the Moon.”

“I guess that’s something,” Rusty muttered.  He sighed heavily.  “Thing is, I’m not sure it’s worth it.”

“Worth it?  How?”

“We can build a new place, a place to run to when we have problems—and, being aliens from another universe, we will have problems, won’t we?”

“Eventually, yes.  I’m guessing we’re not going to live quiet little lives.  I’m a witch and you’re a werewolf.  Sooner or later, someone is going to think we’re weird.”

“So we build a place to run to when we have too many problems with our latest home.  Right?  We have our home, then we go out to live elsewhere, a place with people.”

“Sounds right.”

Rusty made a noise in his chest.  It reminded me of a growl.

“Explain to me why we should go to all the trouble when your father already built a much better base of operations for you.”

“You don’t get along with the landlord?”

“I’m not sure that’s a sufficient reason.”

“Rusty.”  I propped myself up on one elbow.  “Yes, this is the bug-out base that Pop built.  And yes, it’s a damn fine place to go when the remains of a bad bean burrito hit the air-moving blades.  But if you hate it here, I see no reason you should be forced to be here.  I will find a place you like, so help me.  I am prepared to go to great lengths to find—or build!—a residence we both like.  This place, the reactor world apartment, can remain our refuge of last resort.  On the other hand, I have zero problems working hard with you to build our own little castle in the mountains, forests, or under the ocean or on the far side of the Moon.  Understand me?”

“I’m only saying we probably don’t need to.  You get along with your uncle just fine.  I’m the one he doesn’t much care for.  And it’s mutual.”

“Well, then, that settles it,” I said, snuggling down again.  “We’ll go shopping for a place to stay.  We’ll make it as comfortable and pleasant as we can in its remoteness and isolation.  Then we’ll go exploring.  We’ll bring back technology and magic as defenses and weapons to fortify the place.  It can be our DIY home fortress project.

“In the process, we’ll find places we like.  We’ll live there, get jobs, maybe become street-level vigilantes, maybe start a new religion involving wolves, maybe even start a crime family and crush vegetarian pizzerias in our pepperoni and stuffed-crust fist.”

Rusty snorted laughter.  I took it as a good sign.

“And when the local busybodies make it impractical to stay,” I went on, “we’ll go home to our hidden house and figure out where to go next.  We’ll do it for the fun of it.  If the Ten Wizards of Algol follow us home and we can’t hold them off, then we’ll bail out to here.  How does that sound?”

“It sounds pretty good,” he allowed.  “Are you sure this won’t get you in Dutch with your uncle?”

“Pop built the bug-out base for me.  It’s a guest room in Uncle Dusty’s atomic mansion.  It’s not meant to be a permanent home.”

“I’m not sure that’s an answer.”

“He’ll understand.  I need my own place.  If he doesn’t understand, I’ll explain it to him.  My major question is still the same:  Where do you want to go?”

“I told you I was spoiled for choice, but I had an idea.”

“I’m listening.”

“Earth.  You tell me there are lots of them, all along the timeline.  Not necessarily accurate representations of history, as I know history, but similar.”

“Yes.  There are also wildly different histories.  I know of at least one history where the Empire of America is ruled by His Imperial Majesty, Norton the Fourth.  Could be fifth or sixth by now.  The first one was a very nice man.  I tried to break him out of prison, but he wouldn’t go.”

“I’m not going to ask.  Well, I’m not going to ask tonight.  My point is this.  Could we go places I never got to see?  Watch the Eiffel Tower being built?  Be one of the first groups to go up the Statue of Liberty?  Sail on the Titanic?  Stand atop the Arc de Triomphe?”

“Sure.  We can probably dodge the iceberg, too.  Want to take a trip on the Hindenburg?”

“Only if I get a fireproof parachute.”

“It made several trips before it burned.”

“I’ll risk fire or falling, but the combination worries me.  Playing tourist on Earth should keep me occupied for quite a while.  And you mentioned alternate histories.  You can show me those.  Given the blanket statement, ‘pick anywhere you want,’ my brain freezes.  I don’t know where to begin.  Well, I didn’t.  We can begin with stuff I kind-of know and expand my horizons.”

“Sounds good to me,” I told him.

“Of course, this all depends on your uncle not being a dick about you moving out.”

I threw an arm and a leg over him.

“Rusty?”

“Yes?”

“Shut up and go to sleep.  All your worries are stupid and unfounded.  I’ll rip their bones out in the morning so you can chew on them.  Okay?”

“Okay.”

It’s important to know how to talk to a werewolf.
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I did not immediately rip the bones out of his worries.  Rusty didn’t insist.  Knowing I took his concerns seriously was enough.  I’m fairly sure breakfast also helped.  He eats like a carnivore, with the occasional diversion.  I enjoy his sort of breakfast, but I like more variety.  Waffles.  Grapefruit.  Nugenlägel.  Strawberry jam.  Things that didn’t necessarily try to run before becoming breakfast.

I let him get into his second cup of coffee before I brought up another matter.

“Rusty.”

“Hmm?”

“I forgot to mention something.”

“The world is ending and we have to save it?”

“No.”

“Better or worse?”

“This isn’t world-ending.”

“Better, then.  What’s on your mind?”

“Before we move out—before we start the process, which could take considerable time and effort—there are a couple of things I need to do.”

“Okay.  Let’s do them.”

“Don’t you want to ask me what they are?”

“Why?  You’re going to ask me to help, so you’ll have to explain.  Then I’ll do whatever it takes and we’ll be done.  That’s how this works.”

I wondered if this was a characteristic of all lupine-adjacent people, or if it was particular to Rusty.  I didn’t ask right then.  I had other things on my mind.

“You remember how my Pop is off somewhere and we don’t know where?”

“Sure.”

“When Uncle Dusty finds places where Pop might have been—or might be—I need to go look.  Uncle Dusty is deeply determined to find him, or clues leading to finding him.  This may be an ongoing interruption in our lives.”

“As long as it’s not constant, I’m okay with it.  And as long as it isn’t immediate.  If it’s a case of ‘You two!  Drop everything because I say so!’ then I’m not going to be happy about it.  I’d prefer if we can schedule it.  ‘Tuesday is no good; we have tennis doubles with the Richardsons.  How about Wednesday?  We can pencil in the excursion out of the universe for anytime in the afternoon.’  That sort of thing.”

“Given the technique involved, I don’t see a problem.  In fact, he’s already got a couple of places for me to go.  He hasn’t been pushing.”

“Okay.”

“I also have to visit Orrysa for other reasons than social ones.  She might want to go on a trip.  If she does, I promised to take her.  She’s making up her mind.”

“If you’re asking if I want to go, I don’t know.  I’d like to meet her people, but the timing depends on where you’re going.  My default answer is ‘Yes, let’s go.’  If it’s more a girls’ trip and the handsome, masculine guy with enormous amounts of fantastic hair won’t fit in, that’s entirely acceptable, too.”

“At the moment, it seems like a girls thing.”

“Let me know when you get back.  Anything I can do while you’re gone?”

“Work up a list.”

“Of?”

“Places.  Times.  People.  Want to try chasing down a dinosaur?”

Rusty’s eyes gleamed.

“I hadn’t thought of that.”

“I bet you’ll think about it now.”

I turned off the time-ticker gate and went back to see Orrysa.  It was still an hour or more until dawn.  She was already up and getting ready.  I helped her, under direction.  It’s her Sight, after all.  I don’t know how it works beyond the basics.  She’s the expert, so she was in charge.

The key question:  What are the fates of the galator?  The fates, in this sense, being a comparison between how things are going now and how they will go if Orrysa visits Faerie.  It’s a two-pronged question based around a single decision point.

We had a couple of guesses.  On the one hand, it could break the curse of wandering and allow them to settle down.  They might not choose to, of course.  It would become an option.  There wouldn’t be mystic forces twisting reality to coerce them into perpetual wandering.

On the other hand, it might not have any effect at all.  There might not be a curse, as such.  It might be nothing more than a legend.  The fairy guy might have been mouthing off.  Or maybe the lady made it all up as a bedtime story for her son.  Regardless, a trip to Faerie might not alter anything.

But, considering how it might have pretty far-reaching and fundamental consequences, it wasn’t the sort of decision to be made without getting all the information possible.

The whole troupe turned out for the occasion.  They couldn’t help, as such, so they gathered around and watched.  Clearly, Orrysa had discussed it with them, as she said she would.  They were all understandably interested in the result.

Orrysa brought out her crystal ball and placed it at the focal point of all the mirrors.  With the sunrise before her—symbolically; a wagon shadowed her—she put on her magic tiara and took out a deck of cards.

I paid close attention.  I’d never seen her do any serious work with cards.  Maybe the cards were used mostly for show, something to impress the rubes.  Now, though, power crackled through Orrysa’s hands, plain to see for anyone with the Sight.  She shuffled the cards absently, as though meditating, while her hands did things on their own.  She took cards off the top, twelve of them, one by one, and laid them down around the crystal ball, face-down.  A thirteenth card she laid down, face-up, below this arrangement.  The card looked to me like a wagon wheel.

Orrysa regarded the card of the wheel and nodded to herself, as though satisfied with the result.  She leaned forward and gazed into the ball.

I don’t know what I expected.  Flickers of light in the ball, a ringing hum from the linked mirrors, lightning from her fingertips, blood sweating from her brow, strange astral forms flickering in an out of existence around her, glowing eyes looking back from the crystal ball—who knows what?  I though there might be something.  Anything.

Nope.  Total letdown.  The crystal ball didn’t even have the decency to glow.

The cards, on the other hand, flipped themselves over, counterclockwise, starting with the eleven o’clock card.  I don’t know what they meant; I never got lessons with them.  The galator cards aren’t like a typical Tarot deck.  The cards are all what I’d call Major Arcana.  They don’t have suits and they’re not numbered.  Each card presumably has its own meaning, but it’s a long list of cards and they don’t seem to have a pattern.

If I knew what the cards meant, the self-flipping series of twelve, working their way around the crystal ball, might have told me a great deal more about the future.  I’d have to ask Orrysa about them afterward.

Other than the cards doing their little dance, there was nothing to indicate anything special going on.  Orrysa looked into the crystal for a minute or so, the cards flipped, and she sat back with a sigh.  She didn’t even look tired.

“Did it work?” I asked.

“Yes.  I have seen the outcomes.”

“It looks like you didn’t even have to wrestle with it.”

She gestured at the curved rows of mirrors.

“The preparations were vaster far than any Sight I have ever tried, and the question straightforward.  Do this, or do not do this.  Which is better for the galator?”  She shrugged.  “I have had more difficult Sights when a farm girl asks who she should marry.”

“There are more variables in that one,” I conceded.  “So, before everyone riots, what’s the answer?”

“I will go with you to see the land of the zana.”

The troupe sighed, either letting out a breath or sucking one in, depending on the person.  Someone whooped.  This sparked cheers from the rest.  A fiddle struck up a tune and a piper joined in.

Orrysa smiled—sadly, I thought—but she gathered her thirteen cards together, carefully stacking them before she rose.  I helped her put the crystal ball in its lined box and, since she was holding cards in her hands, I carried the box with the crystal ball back to her wagon. 

Inside, she pointed to the place where the box would sit.  I put it down and hooked the cords over it.  I closed the door of the wagon as she took off the headpiece and put it in another box.  It looked new, and very soft on the inside.  She wasn’t taking chances with her new magical artifact.

“Okay, you don’t seem as happy as I expected.”

“There are,” she said, “nuances.”  She fanned the thirteen cards.  She gestured upward and I lowered the hanging table from the ceiling.  It swung too much until I hooked the corner cords to the padeyes in the wagon’s deck.  Orrysa laid out the fan of cards on the wood.

“It is to our benefit to do this… ultimately,” she said, running a finger across the series of cards.  The wheel was the first one.  She tapped the last one, a stylized figure holding an infant.  It was hard to tell if the figure was human or not.  The infant was dressed in the same fashion as galator children.  She laid her hand on the whole spread. 

“There will be difficulties, although of what sort, I remain uncertain.  If we do not take the opportunity you offer, we will live in greater ease, but not to our advantage.  To visit the Undying Land leads us down a difficult road, but one with greater benefit to our people.  If we do not take it, I fear we are doomed to a slow death, although the exact manner of it is not clear.”  She sat down and put her face in her hands for a moment, almost scrubbing.

“I take it your prophecy isn’t as detailed as you would like?”

“It never is!”

“What can I do to help?”

“Eh?” she asked, looking up.  “You already have opened up to us a path beyond what we might choose for ourselves, freeing us from a doom we had not even suspected.  Beyond that aid, I do not know what you might do, although I do not doubt your ability—nor your heart.  Until our distant future stands close before us, I cannot see what manner of aid my people will need.”

“Hang on.  I should test it.”  I cleared my throat.  “Uncle.  Dusty.”

You rang?

“Can Orrysa hear you?”

Not unless I exert Myself.  There’s only one dynamo there.  You’ve always got your amulet spinning and you have more practice, so you’re easier to talk to.

“If she invokes you, you can respond to let her know she succeeded, right?”

Yes.  And to anticipate your next question, your divine answering service will relay a message—as long as there’s a dynamo in the same world as you!  Otherwise, you’ll get your messages when you check in. You’re an independent person in your own right, not a highly-tuned resonant instrument like your father. Happy?

“Ecstatic.  Thanks!”

The sense of his presence vanished.

“What was that?” Orrysa asked.

“I made sure my uncle could hear you from here.  If you run into a problem and want my help, he’ll relay the message and I’ll come as quickly as I can.”

“It is strange,” she decided.  “In any other religion, I would think things should be reversed.”

“How do you mean?”

“If I prayed to a god, the god might send a priest—or priestess—to my aid.  It seems to be the other way around in your family.  I ask the god to ask you, and you decide.  Is it always this way with you?  You have a personal god who comes when you call?”

“Not exactly.  It’s more like having a divine family member.  I recall you telling me legends here, in Sofera, about the old gods and their offspring, the great heroes and demigods.  It’s more like that.  When one of those calls on a divine relative, it’s not the same as a regular person praying in a temple.”

“So I have seen.”

“Oh, stop it.  I’m no demigod.  I’m a witch with enormous advantages.”

“Such as an uncle who is a god?  What does that make your father?”

“Pop isn’t a god.  He’s not even a demigod.”  I lowered my voice conspiratorially.  We leaned toward each other almost by reflex.  “I suspect Pop would view deification as a demotion.  He’s a free-willed individual.  He would hate having to be responsible for worshippers.”

“Would he not grow more powerful by cultivating and spreading his worship?”

“Maybe, but he’s not entirely happy being pestered by people seeking his power.  He’s a helpful kind of guy, but you can’t imagine how annoying it would be to him to have people praying at him all the time.”

“’To’ him,” Orrysa corrected.

“’At’ him,” I insisted.  “I know my Pop.”

“Yet, he is your father, and his brother is a god.  I do not understand the relation.”

“Simple.  There isn’t one.  I’m adopted, Orrysa.  For most of my life, Pop was simply Pop, and that’s how things were.  I found out when we visited the world where I was born.  A very nice lady, Velina, told me about my mother and what happened to her.  And about Pop adopting me.”

“It must have been troubling.”

“To anyone else, maybe.  Not to me. I love my Pop.  He did everything in his power to be a good father, and he loves me.  I’m not an accident, nor am I a price to pay for a night of passion.  I’m a choice.  Others might see it differently, but I know my Pop.”

She leaned back, so I did, too.  I could see her thinking.

“You are only human?”

“Yep.”

“You are not the child of a god?  You have no divine ancestry?”

“Nope.”

“Do you even have any of the blood of the zana in your family?”

“Not that we know of.”

“Then you are more impressive than I believed.  It is one thing to work miracles as the descendant of the gods.  To do so as one of purely mortal lineage is a terrifying thing.”

“If it helps,” I offered, “you can think of me as nominally human, but raised by a vampire wizard, with help from a dragon-spirit and the goddess of horses.”

“The goddess of horses?”

“She serves as Pop’s steed, kind of like the dragon-spirit serves as his sword.  It’s a long story.  Really long.  You have no idea.  His story could fill volumes.”

“I begin to wish your father had stayed longer when he visited.”

“It’s risky, having him around,” I informed her.  “He always tries to be helpful.  Sometimes it backfires.  If he tries to help and it works—it usually does—it works far beyond your wildest dreams.  On those occasions when it doesn’t go well, it can be awfully inconvenient.  If he’d stayed with your mother, I can’t even begin to guess how his presence would have altered the pattern of life for the galator.”

“You mean the troupe,” Orrysa corrected.  “There are many troupes.”

“I mean the whole of the galator,” I insisted.  “Possibly for the whole of Sofera.  Trust me on this.  I know him.  He has good intentions and enormous power, but—and, loathe as I am to admit to any shortcomings in my Pop—his wisdom isn’t infinite.  And before you say anything, think about how you use your gift of foresight to plan for the welfare of the troupe.  Your wisdom isn’t infinite, either, and Pop doesn’t trust prophecy.  It’s not his thing.  Instead, he relies on thinking, overthinking, and worrying.”

Orrysa clasped her hands together and tapped the tips of her forefingers together.

“I think I understand,” she said, at last.  “We have wandered far afield from our talk of a journey to the Undying Lands.”

“As usual,” I grinned.  “We can’t seem to stay on topic.”

“Never,” she agreed.  “Let us return to it.”

“Of course.  When do you want to go?  I assume from our earlier conversation you do want to go.”

“Yes.  When would be convenient?”

“Put on your shoes.”

“What, now?”

“Orrysa, I cast gate spells.  The clearing where I met a unicorn is no farther away than my bedroom.  Give me ten minutes and we can travel to the other side of this world or to another one.  Admittedly, leaving this world is a more complicated spell and requires more force, but it’s only a matter of a few extra minutes of work.”

“Perhaps after lunch,” she decided.  “I find myself more wearied than I first believed.  I will rest until then.”

“Good plan.  You have a nap.  I’ll go see what they’re serving.  You want me to wake you to eat?”

“If you would be so kind.”

“No problem!”  I hesitated before continuing.  “I know you’re tired, so I’m not going to ask for a favor right now.”

“You have only to name it.”

“Later, when you’re more rested, I’d like you to take a look at the future for me.”

“Of course.  What do you wish to know?”

“I’m not sure.  I have this feeling.  It’s like… I don’t know.  It’s hard to describe.  You’ve gone on about how I’m exceptional, so don’t take this as ego, okay?”

“Naturally not,” Orrysa said, smiling.

“I mean it.  I’m serious.”

“So I perceive.  What can you tell me of your trouble?”

“I keep thinking I want to find a place and settle down.  With Rusty.  Live a life.  A real life, a quiet life, and be… I don’t know… normal.”

“And you wonder if Rusty is the one with whom you wish to stay?”

“No, that’s not it.  Of all the things I may doubt, Rusty isn’t among them.  It’s a feeling I have.  It’s like I want to settle down and be part of a society, to have a group I belong to.  I want to, I know I do, but I can’t seem to shake this… foreboding?”

“It is wise to only listen to your feelings, not to let them rule your actions.  What can you tell me of this foreboding that haunts you so?”

“I’m not sure, exactly.  Maybe I’ve got some sort of potential, or a destiny, or something I’m meant to do and the whole settling down thing isn’t going to work.  Maybe it’s guilt.  I have a great potential and I’m not living up to it as a housewife—or even as a town apothecary, dispensing cures at bargain rates.  I don’t know what it is, but I can’t seem to shake it.  Most of the time I can ignore it, but it keeps bugging me.”

“I can imagine this is deeply troubling,” she agreed.  “What would you know?  What question would you ask?”

“I’m not sure.  Maybe I need a little guidance.  Is there something I should be doing?  Do I need to climb Olympus and challenge the gods?  Or are my children supposed to be a race of supermen?  Or am I feeling guilty at being able to do things I can’t even imagine, as yet, but I don’t really want to do any of them?  Should I feel guilty for just being me?  Is there a thing I should be doing?”

“The paradox of destiny,” Orrysa said, seriously.  “If you know your destiny, will you embrace it or flee from it?”

“I don’t know,” I admitted.  She nodded.

“One never does.  Let us cast the cards.”

“You’re tired,” I protested.

“My efforts with the crystal and the mirrors were taxing.  The cards are much less so.  They cannot detail your future.  What they can do is provide clues for better questions.  Come.”  She pulled out a lap-desk and writing tools, wrote down the sequence of cards in her own fan of fate, and then shuffled them all together in the deck.  She held them out to me and nodded.  I shuffled them while she put the writing desk away.

“When you feel they are right, place them on the table,” she instructed.  I didn’t know what she meant by that, so I kept shuffling them.

And, just like that, I did know what she meant.  The cards were ready and I knew they were ready.  Don’t ask me how it worked or how I knew.  It simply was.

I put the cards down.  Orrysa turned over the top card, revealing the same wheel-like device as in her own drawing.

“What does this mean?” I asked.

“It is the Wheel of Fate,” she said.  “It is the inevitability of destiny, the relentless march of what will be in the process of becoming what is.  It signifies there are larger purposes at work, beyond the control of mortals.  If we wish to, we can influence the minor aspects of the doom before us.  Yet the doom is ours no matter what we do.”

“Do you mean ‘doom’ in the sense of, ‘Oh, crap, this is going to suck’ or ‘doom’ in the sense of fate?”

“Fate.  It need not be unpleasant, only certain.”

“Got it.  Tell me more about this influencing.”

“If…” she began, and stopped, hunting for an example.  “If your doom was to marry and have children, then no matter what you do, it will occur.  There will be a husband.  There will be children.  This cannot be avoided.  —in this example,” she added.

“Go on.”

“If you choose to embrace your doom, it may be possible to… not control it, but perhaps guide it.  If it does not say you shall marry a prince, you need not marry a prince.  You may have the choice of who.”

“Hmm.  So, depending on what my destiny is, I might be able to fiddle with the finer details as long as the major aspects are solid.  If I’m destined to become a queen, I might be able to choose where and how—marrying the right king, or through military conquest, or by getting elected.  As long as the key element, ‘become a queen,’ is fulfilled, I have options.”

“In essence, yes.”

“This might not be so bad.  What’s my destiny?”

“Let us discover it.”  She reached out and flipped over the next card.

It burst into flame and crumbled to ashes.  Neither of us got a look at it.

“Uh,” I said, never at a loss for words.  Orrysa didn’t do any better.  She stared at the curls of burnt parchment.  “I take it that doesn’t happen often?”

“Never.”

“Right.  Okay.  Do you want to go through the deck and figure out which card went kerflooie?”

“Not right now.”

“That’s fair.  Do we, uh… What’s the process, here?  Are we supposed to keep flipping cards?”

“Usually, yes.  I question the wisdom of pressing on with this particular question.”

“Also fair,” I agreed, because it obviously was.  “If you had to guess, what does this tell you?”

“I would say your fate is more certain than if carved spear-deep in the foundations of the world.  It is also a fate not yet ready to be revealed.  Not to me, at any rate.  You will have to discover it as most others do—by having it come to you in its own time and fashion.”

“I love surprises,” I sighed, sarcastically.

“I did not say it was an unpleasant fate,” Orrysa reminded me.  “It is hidden.  Something keeps it from being known before its due time.”

Privately, I wondered if the stupid Dingus had something in mind for me, or if it was involved in keeping me from knowing what was coming.  It seemed like a pointless expenditure of power, though, and I’m told it doesn’t like that.

I thanked Orrysa for trying and offered to bring lunch in after she had a chance to nap.  She accepted my offer and I climbed out of the wagon.  As I shut the door, I saw Orrysa still sitting at the hanging table.  She had the cards spread out, so I don’t think she intended to nap.

We went to Faerie after lunch.  Orrysa and I arrived in my usual spot, near the edge of the clearing where Argestes usually played.  As usual, it was a sunny afternoon.  The sky had the blue dialed up a couple of notches past “Maxfield Parrish” and the sole fluffy cloud was an idealized version, too white and perfect to be found anywhere outside Faerie.  The field was so green you might think if you reached down to touch it you would get paint on your hands.  Gus’s grave was a big hole, partially collapsed.  Flowers bloomed, here and there, in little clumps of vibrant color.

Ever had a moment when time itself raised both hands and called a halt?  I have.

I will admit, I do have a temper.  I think I get it from Pop.  I don’t have anger management issues like Rusty; I tend to be angry down deep inside.  I don’t express it—or not much.  I seethe.  Rusty has to work at keeping his anger from turning into open violence.  I’m much more easygoing.  Still, I have, on occasion, lost my temper, and it has almost always resulted in someone suffering harm—like a recent vampire in a box.  I would like to think my anger is always righteous and just, and those who suffer it are getting what they deserve.  I know it’s wishful thinking.  I can hope my anger is righteous, but I can’t be certain.

Looking at the opened grave, I’m pretty sure the suffering I was ready to inflict wouldn’t be justified.  It was only a hole in the ground.  It was only a dead body.  It’s not like Gus would be bothered.

I sure as hell was bothered.

Orrysa stood there, confused, as I sprinted to the hole and began a search.  No, Gus’s remains were not in it.  A lot of time had passed since the hole was opened, but there were clues.  Faint footprints—pawprints—as of wolves.  Did they smell him and decide to dig him up?  Do the wolves of Faerie dig up carrion?

I should have put a big slab of granite on top as a gravestone!  Well, how was I to know?  I was only thinking of burying Gus in a place he liked!  It didn’t occur to me anyone would, or even could, have any interest in digging him up!

“What has happened here?” Orrysa asked, as she came up to me.

“This is where I buried Gus.”

“Gus?  Your dog?”

“Yes.”

“You spoke highly of him.  How did he die?”

“He was killed by… an enemy,” I finished, lamely.  Explaining about Alden would be a chore.  “It wasn’t a fair fight,” I added.

“I am sor—” she began, and the word cut off mid-syllable.  I looked up at her, saw she was staring, wide-eyed, slack-jawed, frozen into immobility.  I glanced in the direction she stared and saw an almost fluorescent white—with a touch of iridescence—amid the trees.  I stood up.

“Hail, Argestes!”

The unicorn peeked around a tree, whorled horn aimed in my direction.

Hail, Bright One.  I bid you welcome.  Who is the other?

Unicorns can speak, if they choose to, but I’m psychic.  Once Argestes discovered he didn’t have to use human language, he was much happier.

“This is Orrysa.  I am told she is a descendant of one who dwells in these lands.  She wished to see the places of her ancestor, so I have brought her here.”

She is strange, the unicorn told me.  I taste the air of her blood, for it speaks to the land.  There is much of the mortal in her.

Faerie creatures.  They have senses mortals don’t, so communicating when them can be weird.  Is there anything else that would taste a smell because it talks?  They’re as bad as extraterrestrials.  Which, come to think of it, they kind of are.

“Yes,” I agreed.  “Her mother was mortal.”

I see.  Does she choose to remain?

“I think she wants to see the place.  She’s never had the opportunity, so I brought her.  We’re playing tourist.  But make no mistake:  This is my friend.”

Then I bid you both welcome.

“And we are glad of it.  Now, this,” I said, gesturing to the hole.  “Can you tell me what happened here?”

It is the place where you planted the Gus, Argestes informed me.

Gus was always the Gus, the only one, unique.  The definite article.  Argestes liked Gus a lot.  They would play together and Argestes would zip around, completely untouchable.  Gus was always willing to try.  A unicorn was more fun than a tennis ball.  I think his unflagging enthusiasm amused Argestes.  Most people and creatures would give up after a brief chase.  Gus would play for hours.  Possibly best of all, Argestes knew he was playing.  Even if Gus managed to come close enough, the worst Argestes could expect was to be licked.  Most people and things chasing a unicorn are after it for selfish reasons.  Gus always and only wanted to play.

I think that quality endeared him to Argestes far beyond anything else.  It was one of many that endeared him to me.

“Yes, it is.  Why is there now a hole?”

He bore fruit.

“I do not understand.  Please explain.”

The seed of the Gus grew here, as all things do.  When it came to ripeness, the hounds of the Hunter dug there.  The fruit of the Gus sprang forth.

“Orrysa, this is Argestes.  Argestes, this is Orrysa.  Please give me a moment.”

Hail, Orrysa.

“Hello.”

I walked away a bit to consider what Argestes told me.

I “planted” Gus?

At first, I thought it was another of his unicornisms.  You bury a thing; you planted it.  He went on about bearing fruit and the seed growing and so on.  What if he meant exactly what he said?  Would burying a body in the lands of Faerie—or in this particular region of Faerie—cause it to… what?  Grow into a new version?  Did the Undying Lands, as Orrysa put it, have the power to raise the dead?  Or did things grow here, regardless of what you planted?  Could I grow a lamp-post?  Not an iron one, obviously, but how about an aluminum version?  Or was this “planting” thing only for living or once-living things?  What would happen if I buried a human corpse?

I had a lot of what-if questions and no answers.  I turned back.  Orrysa and Argestes were both sitting on the grass and talking.  I was surprised.  Argestes is not the sort to trust anyone too quickly.  He wasn’t close enough to Orrysa to touch, but he seemed more relaxed than I would expect.  He saw me coming back and indicated this to Orrysa.  They both watched me, silently.

“You seem upset,” Orrysa offered.

“I am.  A little.  I intended to lay my dog to rest in a place he loved.  I didn’t anticipate burying my dog in this place would result in getting my dog back.  Argestes?  Does burying a dead body here cause it to come back to life?”

No.  It is the seed of a new thing.

“I’m not clear on this process.”

I could sort-of hear Argestes thinking.  Faerie thoughts are not like human thoughts, so I didn’t understand much of it.  There were concepts like flavors, ideas like glitter, individual thoughts like flashes of color, but nothing at all like an internal monologue.  He was trying to think like a human in order to explain more clearly to me and was having a tough time of it.

You wear garments, he stated.

“Yes.”

Your garments are made of cloth?

“Let’s say yes.  I wear garments made of cloth.”

They wear out?

“Yes, over time they suffer gradual damage from use.  Eventually, they wear out.”

Yet, they remain cloth?

“Yes.”

Can you make the cloth into a new garment?

“Possibly.  It depends on how much material is left.”

If you could plant the old garment so it grew into a new garment, it would be like the Gus.

Orrysa brightened in realization.  I hadn’t realized Argestes included her in the conversation.

“He is saying Gus is no more.  What there was of him is now part of a new thing.  Is this correct?”

In large measure.  All that remained still is, and this has grown into a new thing.  There is now more than what remained.  He is a new thing, not the Gus that was.  It is difficult to explain to mortals.

“It’s a Faerie thing,” I sighed.  “It’s okay.  I don’t expect to understand it completely.  What I seem to be getting is this:  My Gus is dead, but a new Gus is alive and well?”

Yes.

“Is there any chance I can get my dog back?”

No.  He is now part of the pack.

“What pack?”

He is one of the Hunter’s dogs.  He is the leader, and by far the most fearsome of those dread hounds.  Whatever he pursues may flee, but few indeed are those who can escape the eyes and jaws of flame.

“Well.  That does sound like Gus.  Do you think he remembers me?”

I do not know.

“Is he happy?”

I have seen the Hunt on my travels along the moon-paths of the Dusklands.  If such a terrible thing can know joy, then he is happy.

I had to remind myself of Argestes’ prejudices.  Unicorns are extremely touchy about any sort of hunters.

Still, it sounded as though Gus wasn’t exactly resurrected.  It was more like Uncle Dusty’s offer to re-integrate what was left of him, personality and memory-wise, into a puppy and let him grow up into a new dog.  It wouldn’t be Gus.  It would be a copy, and not a complete copy.  Or, no, not a copy.  A reincarnation.  In this case, a reincarnation as a Faerie hound in the Wild Hunt.

I felt the urge to find this Hunter and get my dog back.  I squashed the idea.  I might be able to talk the Hunter into giving me my dog, but whatever crawled out of the hole—or exploded out—was it my dog?  If I met this not-quite-Gus, would he remember me?  Which would be worse, to find he did remember me and not be allowed to have him, or find he didn’t remember me at all?  Either way, I was asking for more heartbreak.  I’ve had enough of that to last me a lifetime.

“If you hear he isn’t happy, I’d like to know,” I told him.

If I hear, I will tell.

“You are kind.”

With that, I headed back to sit by the hole.  Orrysa and Argestes left me alone while I meditated on a big, empty place.  It was definitely going to leave a scar.


Journal Entry #96

Orrysa and I returned to the galator encampment.  She did not talk about her trip to Faerie.  She looked preoccupied.  I didn’t press her for her thoughts.  I had quite a number of my own to think about.

She gave orders once we arrived.  The galator broke camp.  Orrysa and I hugged.  She promised to keep in touch through Uncle Dusty.  I promised to visit more often.  She kept several mirrors, stowing one in each of the wagons—they would be useful the next time she needed to cast a major Sight.  As for the rest, the troupe was kind enough to stack them all for me so I could shift them away.

We parted ways.  She hit the road and I went back to Faerie.

Why did I go back to Faerie?  Okay, I admit it.  I had a harder time letting go of Gus than I did of a whole planet.  The planet didn’t lick my face when I came home.

Argestes came out to look at me while I sat by the deep hole where there used to be a grave.  He didn’t say anything.  Unicorns aren’t really clear on the concept of love and loss.  You’d think they encounter it a lot, being immortal, but no.  They don’t love like humans do, and when someone they like dies, they’re simply gone—whoever it is won’t be around anymore.  When I die, Argestes will remember me, but he won’t concern himself with where I went or why I never came back.  Despite this apparent lack of concern, he does like me.

It’s a Faerie thing.

As for me, I spent quite a while in the unearthly beauty of the Undying Lands, sitting in the green grass, surrounded by flowers, contemplating the grave of my oldest friend.  It’s hard to be sad there, but I managed it.  For a while, anyway.  I can be sad and angry at the same time.

Eventually, I finished feeling sorry for myself and got up.  The phrase “Life goes on” may be trite, even cliché, but it’s also true.  The dark vampires were tossed out of Rusty’s world.  Cameron had a whole village and a local deity to watch over him.  Orrysa was happy and healthy and wealthy.  Everything was coming up daffodils and dandelions.

And I’m still angry.  I’m not sure what to make of that.  Maybe I need to vent my anger.  Maybe I need to let go of it.  I’ll talk it over with Rusty and see what he thinks.  He’s an expert on anger.

In the meantime, it’s about time we moved out of my uncle’s attic.  Well, the top floor.  It’s a nice place to visit, but we need our own place to live.

Life, as they say, goes on.


Journal Entry #97

It’s way, way different, shopping for a world without Pop.  It used to be Pop would find us a house and we’d move in.  I might have a suggestion or a request, but he did the legwork.  Now we’re looking for a place, Rusty and I, and I have a new appreciation for house hunting.

Admittedly, Pop was looking for stable environments for me to grow up in.  He wasn’t so concerned with physical location or the condition of the building.  Nor, for that matter, what property taxes were like, or the quality of the schools.  Schools were places for me to learn about people and read a lot.  My grades were pretty hit or miss, but, as Pop once told me, sending me to school wasn’t about grades.  It was about learning what he couldn’t teach me.  It took me a long time to figure out what he meant.

Rusty and I toured a bit, still using Uncle Dusty’s place as our home base.  Rusty has now chased a Velociraptor—very disappointing; they’re small creatures—and fought a Dilophosaurus.  He won, by the way.  We also discovered a saurian civilization in the late Cretaceous period in what would become South America.

We decided not to introduce ourselves.  They averaged a foot taller than me and—judging by eye placement, claws, teeth, and musculature—predators.  Smart predators.  Smart enough to capture less-intelligent herbivores for ranching and to build structures out of wood, earth, and stone.  Smart enough to make tools and, despite being predators, form communities.

I didn’t know how long it would be until the asteroid wiped them out, and the thought made me wonder if all Earths shared this bit of history.  Was there a dinosaur civilization?  They existed long enough to evolve brains, if they were so inclined.  They had plenty of time.  Or was it unusual?  Was this world the product of one chance mutation causing a single dinosaur to develop more brain matter—enough to think with?

Pop might want to investigate.  I did not want to go looking.  I’m edible.

I also showed Rusty things I liked.  We got jobs on the construction crew, building a pyramid in Egypt.  We visited Longyearbyen, in Norway, to watch the Aurora Borealis during the solar flare event of 1859, the… Carlisle Event?  Carrington!  The Carrington Event.  The lights were impressive!

We also toured a lot of beautiful cities.  Most major cities are beautiful at one point or another in their life.  Paris, for example, before the Nazis rolled through it.

Let me make a side note.  Pop gets worked up about the difference between “Germans” and “Nazis.”  The Germans are a lovely people, generally very orderly and civilized.  The Nazis are members of a political party and have a specific ideology.  He’s quite keen on the difference between them.  We lived in Germany for a little bit and it was nice—but he never took me to visit, not even once, while the swastika flag flew over Berlin.  The closest I ever got was during a live-fire lecture on tactics.  Indiana Jones might punch Nazis; Pop would happily punch holes in Nazis.  He detests them.  I’m not a hundred percent sure he’s even willing to eat them—his nighttime dietary habits were not considered polite discussion.

Anyway, Rusty and I went to a lot of places.  Paris, as I said, in the springtime.  The towers of glass and steel on the London Isles in the 22nd century—rising sea levels in that world made for impressive engineering marvels.  We also visited Luna City, the Lagrange Habitat, Marsville and Marsopolis, the Ganymede dome, and a number of other outer-space locations.

While Rusty enjoyed seeing it all, he’s a down to earth sort of guy.  Space is okay to visit.  There are sights to see and things to do.  Zero gravity if gun for me, but Rusty doesn’t much care for it.  He pawed at the air and tumbled in zero gee.  Even with magboots, he wasn’t happy.  In his heart, he belongs on the ground where he can dig his paws into the turf and run through the forest.

I really want to introduce him to Bronze, especially when she’s dressed as a horse.  I think they’re going to like each other.

Once I realized the common thread in the locations he liked, I focused our search on Earth.  We agreed we wanted enough technology to make our lives comfortable, but not so advanced as to be overly invasive.  The demon-vampires were partly right, as painful as it is to admit.  Too much technology means too much of an invasion into personal privacy.

We also needed a world where they hadn’t yet paved over everything.  A world with an environmentalist outlook and maybe a little bit of social conscience.  A world where people embraced greener technology earlier and made it more of a priority in their decision-making.

This gave me ideas on what to look for.  Worlds with big solar farms meant they had a well-developed power grid, enough gadgets to have significant energy demands, and a strong consideration for renewable energy sources.

When I got a hit on a solar panel, my secondary setup would engage, hunting within that world for other things.  Rather than use multiple gates on the same world, the initial contact gate acted as a conduit, allowing location spells to scan for other things—things I couldn’t easily find with a gate.  It’s all well and good to find the shape of a wraparound VR visor, but I can’t tell if it’s a piece of technology or a fashion statement in sunglasses!

Rusty pointed out a detail I’d missed.

“We don’t have to live in a high-tech world.”

I sat back from the mirror I’d connected to the locator spells.  I had several crystals for individual locator spells, each tuned to search for specific things once we had a connection.

“You said you liked having high-tech conveniences.”

“What’s wrong with living in a lower-tech place and bringing the tech to us?  I brought my smartphone to the family cabin upstate every month.  Reception was terrible, but if I needed to make a call, I could climb on the roof.  As kids, Mark and I once made a reflector out of wire coat hangers and beer cans to get a decent signal.  Same thing here.  If we pick a house in an era where they have electricity coming out of the wall, we can bring anything we want if it has the right plug—or we can get or build an adapter to adjust the current.”

I nodded thoughtfully, considering how many anachronistic gadgets Pop kept hidden in the house while I was growing up.  Mostly, it was electromagical transformers, but there were plenty of other widgets.

“That’s a good point,” I agreed.  “Okay.  We know our minimum technology level.  What other criteria do we want?”

“Hmm.  I speak English.  I also speak a little Italian, bad French, and a smattering of Spanish—enough to get my point across to a hired workman.”

“Don’t you also speak Gaelic?”

“I can recite the Lord’s Prayer,” he corrected.  “I don’t speak it.  I could do the Rosetta Stone thing and decode the words for a partial dictionary.  Otherwise no.”

“I thought your mother insisted you learn Gaelic.”

“She insisted I learn the Lord’s Prayer in Gaelic.  I think she wanted me to speak Gaelic, but my accent was so awful she decided not to insult the language.”

“Ouch.”

“I might have exaggerated my terrible accent,” Rusty confided.  “I didn’t want to study.”

“Oo, you naughty, clever boy.  Okay.  English-speaking, at least moderately green, a good power grid, and… what else?”

“A place with a cool climate.  You don’t get a lot of wolves in the tropics.”

“I like the tropics.”

“You aren’t forced to wear fur.”

I swallowed what I was about to say.  He didn’t have to wear a fur coat.  I’d seen to it.  But his fur coat was part of him.  More than simply built in, it was part of his nature.  He had to have the opportunity to shift into wolf form and run.

Just as I was about to say dammit and give in, I remembered Pop’s environmental spells.

“How about if I upgrade your air conditioning?” I suggested.  “I can set it up so you reject heat at any rate you like, complete with conversion spells for body heat and solar power.  I want to improve your clothing-shifting spell, anyway, to make it more adaptive.  I can do both.”

Rusty pondered this for a moment, imagining tropical wolf scenarios.

“I could run on a hot beach in Acapulco?”

“And barely pant.”

“Well… we’re not obligated to stay, are we?  We can decide to change anytime we like, can’t we?”

“Of course.  We can also have more than one place in any given world.  Would you like to summer in Alaska and spend the winter in Costa Rica?”

“I have no idea.  I’ve never been to either one.  I’m willing to try anything you want.”

“I’ll keep looking.”

I did keep looking.  I developed a new appreciation for Pop’s real estate searches.  I kept thinking of new things I should look for.  Was there a war going on?  Even if it was a local affair and far-distant from where we might want to have an address, was it likely to spread?  While Europe is fighting the Axis powers, it’s still nice to live in the United States… for a while.  The war starts to affect you even at home.

A related topic is whether or not anyone has nuclear weapons.  If so, how stable are the governments and their diplomatic relationships?

I used to think Pop was being overcautious when he insisted on having his own early-warning system for ICBMs and suchlike.  Now that I’m considering moving to a place where the locals have weapons capable of killing me instantaneously—and having survived one!—I have a new respect for them.  I take them seriously.

Which led me to another thing I never really understood.  Pop hated the fact he couldn’t use spells to prove a negative.  I want to search for nuclear devices and fail to find any.  If I can’t find refined plutonium or enriched uranium, does that mean there can’t be a nuclear weapon?  Even if I search for all the useful fissile materials, the whole planet is still a pretty big place to search.  It’ll take multiple spells and multiple gates, not simply a simple zap-zap-zap-result.

It reminds me of hunting for the dark vampires, but nobody’s cloaking the nukes.  This one is all about distance.  Can I get away with searching for ICBM silos in Siberia and North Dakota?  Should I look for refined uranium at Oak Ridge?  Even if all those come back clean, who says the University of California wasn’t that world’s production center, and there are bombs galore because missiles aren’t advanced enough for silos?

Which reminds me.  Yes, I did check for the Evil Vampires of Evil.  They were present.  Not surprising, I suppose, but disappointing.

Rusty, for his part, did more than offer advice and add conditions.  I set him up with a duplicate mirror and his own micro-gate.  As we added more things to search for, I put more locator spells into gems for ease of use; I didn’t want to keep casting five—then ten, then twenty, then fifty—location spells every time he found a likely world.  This was much, much faster, and I could tie them into both mirrors.  I zap a world and the spells all go off, checking for things within a couple hundred miles of the gate.  Rusty zaps a world—or elsewhere in the same world—and they go off again, checking for the same things.  They can keep going off while we look around manually, doing our thing to evaluate the people we might be about to call neighbors.  If everything looked good, we might even go there to look around, as tourists.

We took our time.  So much time my Uncle Dusty got a trifle impatient.  He was more concerned with finding Pop than I realized.  Or maybe he was annoyed at having leads and having to wait on me to explore them.

“If you’re not going to go, I’m going to have to recruit someone,” he said, one afternoon.  We had set up one of the unused offices as the world-search scrying room.  Rusty was in the living area, working with the Magic Microwave to rustle up dinner while I finished up a survey.

“I’m sorry,” I replied, and shut down the mirror.  “It’s just… I guess it doesn’t seem like a high priority. I guess you’re right.  I should go look into these places.  Wait.  Remind me again why you can’t send one of your avatars?”

“For one thing, it’ll obliterate the trace signatures.”

“I remember, now that you mention it.  All right, we’ll put house-hunting on hold.”

“You don’t have to move out, you know.”

“Yeah, we kinda do,” I countered.  “It’s not that this isn’t a nice place.  The trouble is we’re living in a terrarium.  You may be happy with a village.  Rusty and I want to live in a civilization, not next door to a human farm.”

“Have you considered Tauta?  Lots of people there.  Three continents and your choice between an empire, barbarians, or unoccupied land.”

“And we may go visit,” I agreed.  “Not today.  We’re looking for a place we can call our place, not a room in Uncle Dusty’s Nuclear Temple.  Nor a place where Uncle Dusty is a major deity in the world and we’ll feel like pawns in his game.  Not that I’m saying we would be, but appearances can be important.  We don’t want to feel like we are.”

“Mm.  It’s that pesky free will thing again, isn’t it?”

“Yep.”

“Okay, if that’s what you need.  I do want you to visit La Mancha again.  They’ve got a few minor trade issues and I’d like to provide them with a miracle.”

“What kind of trade issues?”

“The place is popular, so the population is growing.  The problem is, it’s a valley—or a chain of valleys—and it’s hard to move goods.  Oh, your father rigged up options.  There’s a good road, but it’s all uphill.  There’s a seaport, but it’s dreadfully slow.”

“I saw the elevator.  It works, doesn’t it?”

“Yes, but it takes hours to unload a ship and get the cargo up to the valley.  It’s not enough.”

“What did you have in mind?”

“You’ve got a magic microwave, right?”

“Sure.”

“I was thinking you could do the same thing on a larger scale.”

“Like the supply cabinet in Antarctica?”

“I was thinking of the garage-barn.”

I whistled.

“That’s a pretty big space.  Maybe you should wait for Pop.”

“It’s a higher-magic universe,” he pointed out.  “And it doesn’t have to be an at-will function.  It can charge up between holy days and still look like a miracle.”

“Still…”

“Just see what you can do with it, okay?”

“Okay.  I can look it over.  Is it immediate and critical?”

“Not at all.  I’m thinking ahead.  When people start to realize the high price of food is from having too many mouths to feed, the population should start to go down.  They’ll move away to places with more food and therefore lower prices.  At least, that’s what’s supposed to happen.  If it turns into a starvation situation, I’ll let you know.”

“Fair enough.  In the meantime, you started this conversation by complaining?”

“I wasn’t complaining,” he protested.

“Whinging?”

“I was merely encouraging you to action.”

“…he said, ex cathedra.  Okay.  Where are we going?”

“I’ve got two places, so far.  You’ll probably want to talk it over with your furball.”

I refrained from pointing out yet another reason we were moving out.  Uncle Dusty says he’s trying to be respectful of my boyfriend.  I haven’t yet seen it.


Journal Entry #98

Uncle Dusty found several worlds while we were dealing with the Vampocalypse, the galator curse, and a fair amount of house-hunting.  Several of them were interesting.  Not as places to live, necessarily.  They were interesting as unique cultures.

One of them reminded me of a near-Orwellian state, with people in uniforms identifying their profession and standing.  We left in a hurry.

Another place was a voidworld, but the place we visited bore a striking resemblance to Europe in the ninth century or thereabouts.  I can’t be sure Pop was there, but the locals had a legend about a hero with a flaming sword defeating an ancient evil in a hidden well, and the supposed site of the well was still feared.  Given they still told tales about him and specifically mentioned his gigantic horse, I’m pretty sure it was Pop.

Uncle Dusty has us working through the whole list— “As long as you’re on the project, why not finish it?”—in one go, so I was a bit tempery by the eighth or ninth one.  That was a post-apocalyptic Earth just barely turning habitable again.  Neither Rusty nor I liked it at all.  It was an example of what could have happened to Vampocalypse World if things had gotten a bit more out of hand.  I was sure Pop had a hand in the survivors’ survival.

What made me so sure?  The survivors—as far as I know, the only survivors—lived in the tunnels under a former city, expanded and reclaimed and converted.  They couldn’t have done it themselves, I felt sure.  I might be wrong, but I’m positive about that, at least.  The real kicker was the coming-of-age ritual for their children.  They ascended to the top of any derelict skyscraper and lit a fire, a beacon, in remembrance and in hope for his return.  When the fuel burned out, they came back.  Adolescent children went up, legal adults came down.

None of these worlds gave us any good clues as to what Pop was up to, where he was, or why he was being so difficult to find.  I did, however, begin to suspect Pop was spreading his legend around.  Not for his own benefit, but for Uncle Dusty’s.  I think he was ranching the humans, like dairy cattle, except for belief instead of milk.

I didn’t like it.  I kept my mouth shut, though.  It didn’t help my suspicions when Uncle Dusty kept having us go back to drop off a divinity dynamo in each world after we visited, “So I can see into it better.”  Either Pop had an agenda or Uncle Dusty was taking advantage.  Either way, what was I going to do about it?

We finally got traction, though.  Uncle Dusty had us going to a tropical island on a voidworld. I did a quick aerial view of the island.

The island was reminiscent of an atoll, only taller.  Much taller.  Judging by the type of rock, it was a volcano.  The caldera was enormously broad and oddly shaped, with part of the floor near sea level despite a strangely high and steep rim around it.  The wall was cracked, forming a narrow passage from the interior to the sea.  The lagoon was severely off-center, near the crack in the volcano rim, and half-bordered by a lovely beach.  From above, I could see the majority of the island was jungle.  I also noted people in the lagoon and on the beach.

Since we didn’t want to surprise anyone by appearing out of thin air, I found us a canoe.  We shifted in on one of the thin strips of beach outside the rim and paddled around to the entry.  The crack in the wall was larger than I thought, especially near the water level, and jinked around a sharp turn inside the thickness of the surrounding stone.  We still could have paddled a canoe with double outriggers through it.  A taller ship would have problems.

It looked almost natural.  Almost, I say.  Water worn by rock to form a natural passage… I don’t know how to describe it.  I don’t think most people would notice, but I did.  I was looking for signs Pop was here.  The way the stone was shaped and curved and smoothed showed his hand.

Was he the reason the caldera was oddly shaped?  How much of the island was rearranged to suit him?  If he left a pattern in place and a spell to alter it, the whole underwater mountain could be exactly the way he designed it!  I didn’t see a spell on the rock, but how long ago was he here?

We were definitely spotted before we made it around the bend in the passage.  A lookout on the rim?  Probably.  We didn’t hear any horns.  Maybe they used signal mirrors or flags.  We couldn’t see the top of the rim from where we were.  Nobody was in the lagoon.  Everyone was on the beach, up by the treeline, in the shade.  We stopped paddling as we came into sight.

“Phoebe?”

“Yes?”

“Am I crazy, or does this look like an island full of Amazons?”

“I’m seeing a lot of women,” I agreed, “and those spears look pretty businesslike.  Wouldn’t Amazons have armor and bows?”

“They definitely aren’t wearing armor,” he said.  “They’re not wearing much at all.”

“Gauzy stuff suits the climate.”

I stood up in the canoe, carefully, and waved, a big, full-arm, back-and-forth movement.  No one waved back.  A flash of light swept across the shaded ladies.  A lookout was above us with a mirror.  I didn’t know what they were signaling, but I could take a guess.  Initially, “boat,” or “incoming,” or “strangers.”  Whatever they could signal with flashes.  This would send people scrambling to ready stations.  Then, when we were the only ones visible, another signal, probably meaning, “That’s all,” to say we were the only ones, or “all clear,” meaning they didn’t see anyone else.

Most of them went back to whatever they were doing.  They were concerned about invasion.  They weren’t concerned about visitors.  Interesting.

A party of three came down to the beach and planted their spears, point-down, in the sand.

“We go to them?” Rusty asked.

“I’m guessing spears stuck down into the sand are a sign of peace.  Points up might be different.”

“What if you’re wrong?”

“You regenerate, right?”

Rusty muttered under his breath and started paddling.  It was a broad lagoon, but very calm.  We slid gently up the beach and climbed out in the shallows. Rusty pulled the canoe up a bit to make sure it wouldn’t float away.  I met the ladies with the spears.

They were definitely ladies.  That much became clear well before we reached shore.  They wore white, gauzy garments and ornate golden chokers, each with a good-sized diamond in the middle.  They had suntans like polished bronze.  They also had snakes for hair.  Long, thin snakes, in fact, about the diameter of a pencil and, if they would settle down and lie still, long enough to reach their shoulders, maybe shoulderblades.

It’s not like they could cut their snakes to length.  Hairstyling was out of the question.  Or was it?  If a snake was cut, did it grow back?  Or were they like hydras?  You cut off one snake and the stump grows back twice as many?

“Welcome,” said the one in front, “to Kytonzilsa.  We are pleased to meet new people from the outer world.”

I kept my eyes down, just in case.

“We are pleased to be here.  We have come on an errand and hope for your hospitality.”

“You need not look down,” she said, with more than a little amusement.  “Our eyes will not harm you.”

“You will forgive me, I hope, when I say I know only of legends.”

“I assure you.  We wear these,” she said, and my peripheral vision told me she pointed at her gold choker.  “The power of these talismans makes it possible for us to live without fear of our death-glance.  Without them, we would fall victim to each others’ gaze.  You need not fear.”

I lifted my gaze enough to look at the choker.  Yes, it was magical, and, at first glance, I could tell its effect was focused on the wearer.  Without a better understanding of the forces involved, I couldn’t say for sure.  It might be true.  And, not only were they being polite, they were offering welcome.

I readied myself to deflect magical forces and glanced momentarily at an absolutely lovely face.  No strange forces tried to eat me.  I didn’t feel anything coming my way.  I tried it again for slightly longer.  Nope.  It seemed reasonably safe.

“Thank you,” I said.  “Conversation was going to be awkward.”  As I spoke, I looked at them.  They seemed very much alike.  Not entirely like identical twins—their snakes had different colors or patterns—but in every other way I could see, they were cast from the same mold.

“It is not the first time we have had to calm the fears of those from outside,” their spokeswoman assured me.

Rusty cleared his throat.  I turned to him.  He raised his eyebrows and pointed at one ear.

“Oo!  I’m sorry!”  I worked a translation spell for him.  “Remind me to include a translator next time we review your necklace.”

“You said that last time,” he reminded me.  “We still haven’t got around to it.”

“Remind me when we get back to Uncle Dusty’s place,” I corrected.  “It’ll be the very next thing we do.”

“Don’t sweat it,” he reassured me.  “We’ve been more concerned about the Moon and my clothes.  What’s going on?”

“We’re on Kytonzilsa.  These ladies are what we’d call medusae.  Normally, their eyes would turn you to stone if you looked at them.  As it stands, you’re safe.”

“Because their clothes mean I’m not likely to make eye contact?”

“Yes.  They also wear magical collar-things to suppress their ability.”

“Nice!”

“I do not mean to pry,” said the leader of the three, “but what just happened?”

“I’m a worker of magic,” I confessed.  “I have a translation spell so I can speak and understand your language.  My companion did not, because I forgot.  He now wears the same sort of spell and can understand you.”

“Most interesting.  I do not think we have had a visitor who could work magic.”

“Is that a problem?”

“Not at all.”

We looked at each other for a long moment.  The silence was awkward.

“I’m sorry,” I said. “I get the feeling I’m not living up to expectations.  As a stranger, I don’t know your customs.  Could you walk me through whatever it is I’m not getting?”

“It is I who should ask pardon.  It should have occurred to me.  Normally, when we have a visitor, the visitor is introduced first.”

“Oh!  That makes perfect sense.  I’m Phoebe Kent.  This is my friend, Rusty Giancomo.”

“I am Salakinivolandaria.  This is Tetrasokovastria, and this is Peridanukasandia.”  The other two nodded at us when their names were mentioned.  Rusty raised his hand.  We all looked at him.

“I’m really sorry about this and it’s probably terribly racist, but is there an easy way to tell you apart?”

“Rusty!”

“I’m asking now instead of letting it become a thing,” he replied.  “Maybe they don’t look exactly alike, but they look alike to me.”

The medusae—the kytonia of Kytonzilsa—all smiled at Rusty, obviously amused.  They liked him.  Given the only people we could see were female, I wasn’t surprised.

“This is a common issue for outsiders.  It is part and parcel of the curse upon the founder of our line.  We are much alike, although there are subtle differences.” Salakaini— No, never mind that.  Sala.  Sala beckoned Rusty closer and indicated he should look at their “hair.”

“See how my snakes are patterned?  I have mostly green and brown.  Tetrasokovastria has a different pattern, diamond rather than rings, in the same colors.  Peridanukasandia also has a diamond pattern.  Her greens are almost black, and the brown is more copper-colored.”

As she spoke, the other two, ran fingers through their “hair” to draw their snakes out to full length, displaying them for Rusty.  The snakes were well-behaved, merely flicking their tongues out at him in curiosity.

“Uh, yes.  I do see.  Compared to humans, it’s a pretty subtle difference.  I’ll work on it.”

“We would be delighted to show you our patterns.  Any of our kin will display for you.”

“Maybe later?”

“Whenever you like.”

Rusty? I thought at him.

Yes?

Can’t you tell them apart by scent?

Not in human form, he told me.  They smell too much alike.  In wolf form, it might be another story.  Part of the curse she mentioned?

Could be.

While the snakes tended to look at Rusty and flick their tongues at him, the kytonia’s human faces had a look I recognized.  It’s not exactly a hunger—I didn’t think they would actually eat him—but he held far more interest for them than I did.

And I hadn’t yet seen so much as a single male of any sort.  Earlier comments implied the kytonia were all female.  Which could be really nice for Rusty, assuming there wasn’t a sting in the tail.

When I shared my observation, he chuckled inwardly.

That?  I can smell that.  I’m tough.  I can take it.

“We may not be here very long,” I said, interrupting the snake displays.

“Oh?  Ah, you did say you had an errand.  May I ask what it is?”

“I’m looking for my father, if he’s here.  If not, anything you might know about him.”

“Who was he?”

“Good question.  When he’s traveling, he usually goes by the name ‘Halar’.”

Snakes lifted sharply, hissing.  Eyes widened.  Pupils dilated.  Nostrils flared.  Breath caught.

Yep, Pop’s been here.

“We know the name,” Sala said.  “You claim to be his daughter?”

“If it’s the same man, yes.  I suppose there could be more than one person with the same name.”

“True.  Perhaps you should speak with Melletanethriandia.”

“Is she your leader?”

“Insofar as we have one, yes.  She is the one who knew him best.”

I refrained from asking how long he was here.  I also refrained from asking what she meant by “knew him.”  Then I had to suppress the question about “knew him best,” which implied more than one of them did.

I have a hard time imagining Pop being more than politely interested in anyone on a romantic or sexual basis.  Judging by appearances, if there was ever a place or people, this was it.

The other two excused themselves.  Sala escorted us across the beach and through a bit of thinned-out jungle, heading to a spot where we could climb the inner face of the island’s wall.  As we walked, she explained how the island had been given to them by the one they knew as Halar.  He found Melletanethriandia and discovered from her the curse of the kytonia.  Rather than leave her to the mercy of men, he gave her this place.  When he also discovered she had kindred—other descendants of the first kytonia, all pursued and hunted to the death wherever they were discovered—he made arrangements for them to be brought to the island.

The conversation stopped when we began our climb.  Sala led the way and I politely offered Rusty the opportunity to follow her.  He looked up at her, looked at me, and gave me strong eye contact.

Are you sure about that? he asked.

Everyone likes a good work of art.

Yeah, but… we’re… uh…

Rusty, I don’t mind where you go or who you do, okay?  Take care where you put your feet and don’t get yourself turned to stone.  Or pregnant, I added.

Rusty snorted a laugh and started climbing.  He was going to enjoy the view either way.  I was going to enjoy it more if he went before me.  He’s pretty, too, in his way.

The cave was much cooler than the sunny slope outside.  The entrance was simple.  Going deeper into the caves involved going around a natural-seeming wall of stone, almost like the privacy wall in a public bathroom.  I sensed Pop’s hand in this, as well, since it would effectively block sunlight.

The real evidence was an alcove in one wall, covered in spell-glyphs.  It was an enchantment, and a good one, not merely a few spells carved into the rock.  It obviously had a conversion spell on it, and the scorch marks in the alcove implied they built a fire there to power the effect.  I also saw the near end of a magical power line, implying there were solar panels higher up.  The whole island might be roofed over with the things; I hadn’t checked.

Beyond a natural-looking doorway, there was a big, metal circle on the floor, kind of like a jumbo manhole cover.  The enchantment on that I recognized immediately.  I know gate spells.  Aside from Pop, I may be the best there is with a gate spell.  This was the usual design with a micro-gate and a shift-space.  Underneath the basic setup, it had a secondary function, as well.  It might be a recall subroutine.  The metal plate might not be just a place to stand.  The plate itself might go wherever you aimed for, then sit there until you came back.  From this end, it looked as though it could be shifted back without anyone on it.  A way to exile troublemakers, perhaps?  Or a kindness to any shipwrecked sailors, as a way to send them home without revealing where they landed?

While Sala went into a deeper chamber after gesturing us to wait.  We cooled our heels in the entry area for only a few moments before Sala came back and beckoned us to follow.

“Melletanethriandia meditates often.  She has roused herself and is willing to see you.  This way.”

We went with her into the caves.  I knew immediately they were Pop’s work.  The ceiling flickered with pale, illusory fire, only recently activated.  This illuminated the interior by providing a generalized glow from above.  It was dim, but easy enough to see once our eyes adjusted.

The chamber was a living space.  It held a mattress of woven fibers, upon which a kytonia sat, her legs folded beneath her.  She sat up very straight.  The way she held her hands in her lap seemed odd, as though her fingers hurt.  Her snakes were quiet.  Only a few lifted their heads to flick tongues at us as we came in.

Sala gestured for us to sit.  We did.

“You have come seeking Halar,” said the kytonia, Melletanethriandia.  Melly.

“I came seeking news of my father,” I replied.  “He is often called by that name, and I see much around me that is obviously his work.”

“Tell me of this Halar you seek.”

I explained what I saw of the island and how it reminded me of Pop.  When I finished, Melly nodded.

“Yes, that much is plain to see.  But tell me of the man, not his works.  Any sorceress might see what you have seen and claim he who did them as her father.  Tell me of this Halar and I will tell you if he is the man I knew.”

I had to think about it for a moment.  How to describe Pop?  That’s a tall order.  It’s like being asked to explain astrophysics.  Where do you begin?  How do you summarize the functioning of a universe?

“He is not a nice man,” I said, “but he always tries to be kind.”

Melly smiled at me.  I thought it was a sad smile.

“Tell me of your father,” she said, “and I shall tell you more.”

I must have struck a chord.  She called him my father, rather than Halar.

Melly never got to meet Bronze or Firebrand.  Pop was traveling alone.  He didn’t say what he was doing here beyond shopping for groceries.  This told me he wasn’t living where anyone edible was living.  A Nobody-Left-Alive world, maybe?  Or a barren rock, out in the Void, like The Little Prince?

“Did he ask for anything?  I know he didn’t demand a price.  I’m curious if he asked for anything at all before he left.”

Melly looked thoughtful, casting her mind back to remember.

“He wanted to see my eyes,” she said.  “He looked into them for a long time.  And he asked for a sample of my venom.”

“Venom?”

“We are venomous.  We can kill with our bites, although there is seldom any need to do so.”

“He wanted your poison?”

“Perhaps it would be more accurate and precise to say he was curious about it, rather than he wanted it.  He did not desire it for its own sake, as a thing to have, but enough of it to study it, to understand it.”

“That tracks.  What I’m trying to do is find him.  I’ve temporarily mislaid my Pop.  I know he was here and I was hoping he might still be.  I’m looking for clues to his whereabouts.”

“He has promised to return,” Melly said.

“Did he?” I asked, surprised.

“Yes.  He said he had a task to complete.  When it is done, he will look upon the island again and seek me out.  If I am still here, he will return.  I live in hope without expectation.”

My opinion of Melly rose sharply.  Pop must have liked her.

“If I am not here,” she went on, and trailed off.  “He did not say he would return.”  She looked troubled, and her gaze was far away.  “He bent this island to his will.  He created the torcs that turn the curse of the kytonia to a blessing.  He opened a magic portal that allows us to touch the world of men only at our choosing.  All this and more he did, and for no better reason than he was weary of another task and wished to do something simple.  Something easy.  Something relaxing.”

Melly shook her head and her serpents hissed.

“I never called him a god,” she said, “yet shall I will worship him until there is nothing left of me but dust.”

That’s my Pop, I thought, sarcastically.  Accidentally starting religions wherever he goes.

Then I remembered Tauta.  He did it there, too.  And my Uncle Dusty had to start somewhere…

Maybe my sarcasm was unwarranted.  I mean, doing it deliberately was one thing.  With his powers, he could convince an atheist convention to get baptized.  Thing is, Pop wouldn’t do that.  He’s not a fan of most religions, if only because the beings behind them tend to want to run people’s lives.  He’s a big fan of free will.

Starting a religion by accident?  Possibly.  The things he does casually are classed as miracles by most people.  How many awestruck people does it take to start a religion?

I began to understand Uncle Dusty’s idea for tracking him down a little better.

“He’s impressive,” I agreed.  “Can you think of anything he said, anything he did, to give me any clues at all as to what he’s doing, or where?  I know you said he had a big job he was working on.  I don’t doubt it.  I’m trying to find him.  Powerful as he is, I worry about him.  And I miss him.”

Melly looked up at the ceiling and her snakes stirred restlessly.  She frowned in concentration, thinking.  Finally, she closed her eyes and swayed slightly, back and forth.

“He said…” she began.  “He said something like… he needed a vacation.  The island was a lovely place with lovely ladies—not kytonia.  He did not think of us as kytonia.  He spoke of us as women.  No, more than that.  As ladies, women of nobility and worth.  He said the island was a beautiful place and he would gladly stay.  I asked him why he worked so hard on the island if he was not going to remain.  He rebuked me gently, saying… how did he describe it?  It was play to him, all of it, a casual favor done for amusement, not labor.  That was when he mentioned he had a task to return to.  I asked what it was.  He said he was taking apart creatures of light so he could become more proficient at it.  When I said I did not understand, he agreed, and that he did not expect me to.  I already saw the results of his power expressed in play; I did not expect to understand what anyone with his power would consider work.”  She stopped swaying and opened her eyes to look at me.

“That is all I can remember.  I believe it is all he said on the subject.”

I felt it was all he needed to say on the subject.  Taking apart creatures of light?  Learning how to take them apart more efficiently?  I could think of a few creatures of light, but the only ones Pop would go to such lengths to hide from—and the only ones he would feel were challenging to take apart, worthy of intense, uninterrupted study…

“Are you well?” Melly asked.

“I’m fine,” I replied, wondering what my expression had been like.  “I’m worried about my Pop.”

“My prayers will be with your father,” she assured me.

“And I thank you for them on his behalf.  Now, I must go.”

Sala, leaning on the wall near the entry of the living chamber, moved to stand fully. She placed one hand on her chest, at the base of her neck. Melly waved a hand at her.

“It is not our custom to permit visitors to leave,” she said.  “Salakinivolandaria is right to think you would not be allowed to leave.  This is a special case.”

“Are we making exceptions, now?” she asked.  “We all talked about this!”

“Would you challenge the freedom of the daughter of Halar?” Melly asked.  “Halar is beyond our power to summon or dismiss or restrain.  He made this island what it is.  He gave it to us.”  Melly’s voice took on a menacing tone.  “He gave it to me.”

Sala’s lip curled.

“Then let her go, if go she must.  Keep the man.  We need a new one.”

“Hold on!” Rusty declared.  Sala hissed at him, along with about a hundred little snakes.  Rusty snarled back at her.

“Stop!” I shouted.  “Everybody!  Calm down!  We don’t need this to turn into a fight!  We need to talk about this and understand.  Rusty, please back off.  You two—please?  Nobody’s going anywhere right this second.  I want to hear more about this before any decisions are made.  Okay?”

Sala wasn’t happy.  She didn’t move from the chamber entrance, but her snakes calmed down slightly, relaxing from a raised, ready-to-strike position.  Melly remained where she was.

“You do not know our ways,” Melly said.  “Salakinivolandaria refers to our need for secrecy.  For generations uncounted, men have feared us and hunted us.  Here, we have safe haven, yet only for so long as the fleets of men do not come in panoply of war.  We bring men here, one at a time, to give us new generations of kytonia.  If we were to set them free, back in the world of men, the tales of our island would spread.  There would come a day when mariners ventured far from their trade routes in search of our land.  Our island must remain secret and hidden.”

“And anyone who shipwrecks on your island,” Rusty said, “they stay, too?”

“They must, if our secret and our survival are to be preserved.”

“Even if they didn’t mean to come here?”

“You would rather they lost their lives to the merciless deeps?  Is such a fate better than living out their lives among us?”

Rusty started to answer and caught himself.  He thought it over.

“The ones you bring back,” I began, “the ones you go out and seek.  These come of their own free will?”

“They do.  It is forbidden to drag them away from home and hearth.  When one of us goes forth through the magic of the circle, she comes back with a willing man or with no one.”

“Okay.  So there are two categories of people.  There’s me, for example, who showed up unexpectedly.  I’m like a shipwreck survivor.  I found the place, so you don’t want me to leave.”

“I have said you may go.”  Melly shot Sala a look.  “I have said it, for you will not betray your father’s work.  And if you remain,” she added, to Sala, not to me, “will your father be pleased we have restrained you?  I think such a course might test his kindness more than we dare.”

Sala, lips pressed to a thin line, nodded once, sharply.

“Thank you,” I said.  “Rusty, on the other hand, you view as a shipwrecked sailor, much like any other.  A man who shows up not only shouldn’t leave—for secrecy’s sake—but also because you need him to help produce more kytonia.  Right?”

“That is correct,” Sala interjected.  “We have not had a man on the island for too long.”

“We must not have too many kytonia,” Melly insisted.  “We have enough!  More of the island must be cultivated, more houses built.  The island is all we have, and we dare not populate it so much we cannot survive on it!”

“It’s been twenty years!” Sala cried.  “We are overdue!”

“We have four times as many of our people than we started with!” Melly countered.  “The curse of our people is that we need men for one thing, and one thing only!  We must not be so eager to use them so freely!”

“Can the bone of contention get a word in?” Rusty asked.

“What?” Sala and Melly asked, in unison.  They both did a double take before Sala bowed her head.  Melly went on, more gently, “What is it you wish to say?”

“Your people are under a curse?  Is that right?  I’m not from this world and, if permitted to depart, will be leaving it with Phoebe, so I don’t understand fully.”

“The kytonia are a race apart because we are cursed, yes, with both unearthly beauty and with deadly power.  And you say you will leave the world?”

“Yep.  Phoebe’s father travels from one world to another, and so does Phoebe.  We’re not from this world.  We’re only visiting.”

“So,” Melly said, looking directly at Sala while speaking to Rusty, “you would not be able to betray us to the lands of men?”

“Nope.  I’ve never heard of the lands of men around here.  I doubt I’ll ever even see them.  We only came here looking for Phoebe’s father.  If we come back, it would be to check in and see if he’s stopped by.”

“Interesting.”

“That’s not what I was getting at.  I’m more interested in this curse.”

“What of it?”

“Does it mix well with other curses?”

“I do not understand,” Melly said.  I saw where he was going.

“Rusty,” I interrupted, “are you sure you want to show them what happens when you get aroused?”

Rusty paused for thought.  He got the idea.  Obviously, he wasn’t thinking in terms of sex, only in terms of the full moon.  Since they wanted him, as a man, to help with their population expansion, a little lie about what triggered his change might be just the thing.

“If you want to risk it,” he said, grinning.  “It’s not entirely safe.”

“I believe in you,” I told him, seriously.  “You haven’t hurt me yet.  Not seriously.”

“Yeah, but you I like.  You’re not a captor.  You’re a mate.  That’s a very different thing.”

“I do not understand,” Sala complained.

“Rusty suffers from a curse, as well.  Like yours, it is passed on to his offspring.  His father was the same way, and his father before him, and so on.”

“What curse is this?”

“He becomes a beast.”

Sala snorted.

“All men are beasts,” she stated, “once you breathe in their ear and lick their lips.”

“Not like this,” I told her, seriously.

“Show me.”

“If Phoebe wants to risk it,” Rusty said.

“It’s the only way to prove it,” I told him.

“Okay.”

So I sidled up next to Rusty and put my arms around him.  I whispered a few scorching-hot nothings in his ear.

And, taking this as his cue, he started a slow transformation.  He grew larger, hairier.  His shape flowed slowly along the spectrum from man to wolf.  He gained more and more wolf-like features while he retained a manlike form, until he was a full-on wolfman, huge, covered in fur, with a muzzle full of teeth and fingernails like claws.  He howled, a terrible, blood-curdling sound at the best of times, amplified by the echoes in the cave.  The ripples of light along the roof of the cave shivered in sympathy, sweeping around the place where his ears brushed the ceiling.  He kept transforming, losing more of the manlike traits, shrinking down, until he was a massive wolf.

I continued to hold him around the neck while he snarled at Sala.  She had a hand at her throat, apparently ready to zap him to stone at a moment’s notice.  Her snakes were all up and hissing, as frightened as could be.

“Don’t,” I cautioned.  She didn’t, but she didn’t move her hand, either.  “Step back around the corner, please.  He didn’t like you when he was a man and now he doesn’t have the same restraint.  Just… don’t be visible, okay?”

Sala stepped back, out of sight.  Rusty calmed down, or pretended to, but didn’t sit.  He growled at the entryway a little while I kept holding him.

“What sort of offspring do you expect to get out of him?” I asked.  Melly, sitting very still, shook her head.

“No, we would not welcome such a curse.  We would not mix the curse of his blood with ours.  Please, calm your friend.”

“I’m trying.  It takes a while.  I don’t suppose you have any meat handy?”

“That helps?”

“It always has.”

Melly called out to Sala and we heard her hurry away.  She was back in less than a minute and tossed in several chunks of salted meat—pork jerky by any other name.  I fed them to Rusty, one by one, and he slowly transformed back along the wolf-man spectrum.  Eventually, he was man-shaped again, sitting on the floor, chewing on a mouthful of jerky and trying not to give away the charade by grinning.

“Was that necessary?” Sala called.

“Who wanted a demonstration?” I asked.  Rusty’s mouth was full.

Sala didn’t answer.  Melly smiled.

“You are both free to leave the island and the world,” she said.  “When you find your father…?”

“I will tell him you miss him,” I agreed.

“I wish you safe travels.”


Journal Entry #99

Uncle Dusty seemed deeply disturbed by the idea of Pop dissecting angels.

“The man is a lunatic,” he decided.

“You keep using that word,” Rusty said.  “I do not think it means what you think it means.”

“What would you know about it?”

“The correct definition of certain psychological terms from my years in anger management therapy.”

Uncle Dusty started to cloud up.  I intercepted him.

“Yes, Pop occasionally does things we might consider one flavor of crazy or another.  The exact flavor isn’t important.  If he’s taking apart angels, he’s gone to great lengths to keep the fact from other angels.  Which means he’s going to be hard to find, and I mean really hard to find, isn’t he?”

“From a celestial standpoint, yes,” Uncle Dusty agreed.  “Dammit!”  Lightning flashed across the whole sky and thunder rumbled.  I didn’t recall any clouds in the sky, but it’s Uncle Dusty’s domain.  “He’s never done this before!  No wonder I can’t find the man!”

“Hey!” Rusty said, brightly.  “Does this mean we’re off the hook?  You know what he’s doing, so now we don’t have to look for more clues, right?”

Uncle Dusty’s look might have killed anyone else.  Fortunately, I was in the room and he was fully aware I was watching.  He restrained himself, but it was a near thing.

My uncle has an ego.  Now all he needs is to toughen it up.  Fragile egos are the worst kind.

“I’m not sure,” I answered, forestalling any Words of Power my uncle might regret.  “At the moment, it would appear there’s no way to find out where he’s holed up.  If he’s specifically hiding from celestial entities, our celestial observatory isn’t the right instrument to find him.  And,” I added, looking hard at Uncle Dusty, “if we do figure out a way and go barging in, we may cause more problems than we can imagine.

“I’m not against finding him,” I continued.  “If we can locate him while he’s out and about, going grocery shopping—or just out for a drink—we’re fine.”

“I don’t see how to do that,” Uncle Dusty said, deliberately not looking at Rusty.  “He’s probably shielded from pretty much every form of detection besides the Mark One Eyeball.”

“I didn’t say it would be easy.  I also didn’t say I had a good way to do it.”

“There are an infinite number of universes,” Uncle Dusty pointed out.  “Even if you’re posted up in one, waiting for him to come by, he’s more likely to create a new branch and visit it.”

“True.  Can’t we detect the formation of new universes?”

“I don’t know.”

“You don’t?”

“He’s the expert!”

“All right,” I said, making soothing gestures.  He put his elbows on the table and put his head in his hands.  I went on, saying, “It’s okay.  I know.  He specializes in gates and all things gate-related.  He’s the reason I’m so good with them.  You’re a celestial entity.  You deal in energy-state matters.  You have to focus on those because your survival depends on it.  Until now, there was no need for you to have an intimate knowledge of gate-branch physics.”

“It’s fine,” he sighed, and lifted his head.  “It’ll have to be fine.  I hate it when he pulls something new and unexpected!”

“Maybe I can figure out a way to detect branching universes.”

“Maybe,” he allowed, not sounding convinced.  “Any idea on where to start?”

“Uh…”

“I didn’t think so.”

“We might have to trust that Pop knows what he’s doing—or can survive what he’s doing—and will eventually show up on his own.”

“I am not a fan of that idea.”

“You like being in control.”

“I do.  It goes with being a god.”

“I’m sure it does. Can you tell me who controls Pop?”

Uncle Dusty looked at me for several seconds.  The seconds stretched out.  Finally, he shook his head.

“No.  No, there’s too much of Chaos in him to be controlled.  Guided, maybe.  I keep forgetting that.  He’s always able to surprise Me.”

“Me, too.”

Uncle Dusty’s avatar stood up and heaved a tremendous sigh, as though letting go of something inside.  Something big.

“Well, there goes any semblance of a plan.  We’re going to have to get over it and do the best we can.”

“At what?”

“Hmm?”

“Your tone made it seem as though there was more to the plan than the plan to find him.”

“Oh.  No.  I meant we would have to… to figure out how to live our lives without him.  At least until he’s good and ready to be bothered by our petty little concerns, at least.”

I did not tell him Pop raised me with an eye toward surviving as long as possible on my own.  Uncle Dusty didn’t have that advantage.

“So where do we go from here?”

“Anywhere you like,” he said.  “I’ve got nothing.  Oh, I’ll still need your help with an occasional fake miracle—I’ve got another one in mind, if you’re not busy.  Plus, there are a lot of things in the Tassarian Empire that would benefit from a professional witch’s touch.  The garage-barn is one example.”

“We’ll try to schedule things,” I suggested.  “I hate having to drop what I’m doing and run around like I’m answering a four-alarm fire.”

“Works for Me.  I’ll get you a list.  How’s that sound?”

“Better than I hoped for.  See what you can come up with before Rusty and I find a new place.  And, once we move out, if you see Pop…?”

“I’ll tell him he’s overdue to visit you.  Assuming you keep Me informed about where you’re living.”

I glanced at Rusty.  He shrugged.

“I will,” I said, “as soon as we figure out where it is.”


Journal Entry #100

I miss Jason.  He was a good guy.  I miss a lot of people who vanished one night amid nuclear fire and thunder.  He taught me a lot about being a vigilante superhero.  He taught Rusty a lot, too, even though Rusty is unlikely to ever admit it.

I’m not saying the job of vigilante was what we picked.  I’m saying it was more of a hobby.  Maybe a vocation, or a calling.  We kept gravitating to it.  I mean, it’s like this.  Rusty and I have several more-than-human abilities.  Mine amplify his.  He is without a doubt the most dangerous werewolf in London.  His abilities complement mine.  He can do his things almost instantly, even in a low-magic environment, where I have to spend time casting spells for it.

And we both have a tendency to meddle.  We’re big on good intentions, but let’s call it what it is:  Meddling.

Rusty and I had quite a list of places to try.  We did a lot of searching!  Eventually, Rusty got so fed up with doing nothing but shopping all the time, we started trying them out.  We grouped the potential residence worlds in order of technological advancement, lowest to highest, and moved in to the first one.

The idea was to see if we liked living there.  Looking it over wasn’t the same.  We would try different worlds on for size and see how well they fit.  First-hand experience beats anything else.  Live in a place, learn the rules of a culture, move geographically so our new neighbors don’t think of us as the weirdos, and settle in.  If it turns out the place isn’t comfortable, look for a similar world, this time with the comfort or convenience we were missing, if possible.

I was cautious about any place where digital data management was a profession.  I learned this from Pop.  If the computers are advanced enough to keep track of the people, staying anonymous—a key point to staying out of trouble—becomes a full-time job.  There are ways around this, most of them temporary.  Establishing a valid identity involves a lot of work and usually the hiring of local talent.

Of course, every time we moved in, we had to deal with the changes in the culture.  This wasn’t such a bad thing.  It kept us occupied.  And we stayed until things became difficult.  If the tax man comes knocking, we leave.  The police show up?  Same deal.  A dozen guys do a drive-by with Tommy guns and shotguns?  We might decide to live elsewhere.  Vampires come kicking down our door?  Time to go.

World after world, situation after situation, city after city, we learned how to blend in.  We learned how to extend our time in a world, in a society, in a neighborhood.  How to fake an identity, where to insert documentation in official records, what sort of props to acquire, and to pay cash whenever possible.

We also learned not to get attached.  Living in a lower-tech world has its own dangers, and not all of them are dangerous to us.

Pop never really got into the theory of manipulating civilizations.  I had to work out a lot of it on my own and I still haven’t got a clear understanding of how it works.  It’s too unpredictable.  It seems like it would be pretty straightforward—add a new concept or technology earlier than expected and the whole civilization advances that little bit faster, right?  Yay for progress!  What could possibly go wrong?

I’ll tell you what can go wrong.  Everything!

For example, if I visit Clark University and have Rusty enroll as a physics student, he can be a foil to Robert Goddard.  Rusty pretends he doesn’t understand why a rocket works and Professor Goddard carefully explains, which leads Rusty to ask more questions, clever questions, specific questions, leading questions, and the professor gets new ideas.  He investigates particular—and correct—lines of inquiry.  He makes breakthroughs nobody would have for years, maybe not for decades.

Congratulations to Robert Goddard, inventor of the first rocket to reach an altitude of one hundred miles!  It made it to space in the Spring of 1920!

Twenty years later, the Battle of Britain was fought not only with planes, but also with ballistic rockets from both sides.  The United States was still safe from routine rocket attack as true intercontinental missiles were still only theoretical, but when Japanese missile carriers launched their barrages on Pearl Harbor, the idea of developing serious rocket weaponry became a major issue for researchers.

In conjunction with the development of practical, long-range, heavy missiles, Hiroshima and Nagasaki were obliterated by nuclear missiles launched from Guam, not by bombers.  As the range of missiles increased, nuclear-tipped ICBMs became practical in 1955.  And, without efficient early-warning systems, tensions between the Soviets and the Americans were at an all-time high…

That’s how you get a post-apocalyptic wasteland.  Obviously, it doesn’t have to happen that way.  It happened for us, though, and once is more than enough.  I feel extremely cautious about ruining a whole world.

Then again, it doesn’t have to end badly.  I’ve got another example.

Suppose we “invent” a practical manufacturing process for highly-efficient solar cells?  Forget explaining the physics to anyone; we make the things and claim it was a happy lab accident.  We don’t know why they work so well; we just build them!  We’ll leave it to the physics guys to figure out.  In the fifties, that sort of thing happened all the time.  Ask anyone from DuPont.

Now you have the ability to produce free energy.  While you’re at it, why not produce hydrogen fuel?  At night, while the solar cells are sleeping, burn the hydrogen in a fuel cell—or use it in an internal combustion engine, or as fuel for a steam turbine, or whatever other use you have for it.  Electricity by the bucketload!

While you’re at it, encourage studies of how breathing carbon monoxide and other combustion byproducts is bad for your health.  Cars are great, but they’re poisoning you and your children!  Oh, the horror!

After all this, does the world still have cars?  Sure.  Not as many, though, if you can head off the cultural obsession with owning your own car.  Planes are still popular for the wealthy in a hurry.  You also have electric railroads all over the country, both local and high-speed express.  You have better mass transit within cities.  And you build far fewer coal and oil powerplants.  This isn’t a reduction from a higher number of them, which costs jobs and displaces workers and all that sort of thing.  It’s a lower level of development of them in the first place.

In this world, nobody’s even heard of global warming or climate change.  It’s not even an idea.  Of course, it’s only 1978, but imagine Los Angeles with clear blue skies instead of smudgy grey.

Is it a perfect world?  Not even close!  Is it a better one?  I’d argue it is.  Better for your lungs and body temperature, at any rate.  Misery often comes from scarcity and from the fights over scarce resources.  At least there’s no energy shortage!

Shortages of common sense?  Maybe.  At least the air and water are clean.  Well, not perfectly, but clean enough.  There isn’t much legislation about air pollution because there hasn’t yet been a need for it.  The technologies causing it never got so much market share as to become dominant.

We started this experiment in the 50’s.  We skipped forward, time-ticking it ahead, and made regular checks to stick our noses in to help steer.  After our earlier mistakes—places we lived and failed to be of net benefit to the world—this one looked pretty good.  We might be able to live there for several years!  It had all the technology we needed, a good social climate, and a reasonably stable political climate.

I can’t take credit for the last one.  I didn’t see how it related to the cheap and easy production of electricity.  At least, I didn’t think we would have such an effect.  In hindsight, decreasing scarcity in anything can act as a stabilizer, I guess.

We ran it faster, up into the 1970s.  We had already lived in earlier eras, cherry-picking places and times, from Hellenistic Greece through Victorian England and on to the post World War Two era.

The 60’s were a lot of fun, if you knew where to hang out.

Then it was the turn of the 70’s.

By then, Rusty and I had tried a lot of jobs.  In earlier eras, he was quite happy to be a hunter, as we both knew he would be.  He’s good at making pizza, too, but he never enjoyed it enough to make it his career.  Oddly enough, once he started learning how to drive aggressively, he enjoyed race cars and demolition derby driving.  He liked being a pilot, too, although getting him a license was becoming more and more difficult amid the bureaucratic paper-shuffling.  It was easier when we could buy a biplane and go fly, no questions asked.

I’m a pretty good rear gunner.  I did not enjoy being shot down behind the German lines in World War One.  Rusty loved it, but he regenerates. 

I tried a lot of things, too.  For example, I took a shot at being a traditional farm wife.  I can do it, but I find I’m more of a gardener than a farmer.  I do like being the local apothecary or town doctor—or witch, if the culture permits it.  I make a damn fine midwife, too, but it’s no career for me.  I tried my hand at being an artist in various media, with mediocre results.  I can draw or paint or sculpt, but I don’t have what it takes to make it a career.  I simply don’t love doing art for the sake of art.  Maybe that’s a too-practical attitude.  I guess I’m not cut out to be a professional artist.

It took us a while to realize the things we enjoyed doing involved being useful.  We gravitated toward occupations to help people.  There were several to choose from, of course.  Doctor, town wise woman, monster hunter, all sorts of stuff. Later, once our sequential homesteads advanced to the latter half of the twentieth century, we had to think harder.  What could we do freelance?  Financially, we didn’t need jobs, but we did need an occupation.  Something to do.  Something that didn’t involve a routine, a daily grind.  Being a doctor is nice.  Being a fireman is also good.  What would give us challenges?  What would require ingenuity and thought, rather than routine?

Let’s face it.  We’re not trying to have lifetime careers.  We’re trying to find a sense of purpose by doing things we enjoy doing.

Rusty was the one who came up with the idea of being private investigators.  Rather than play superhero by going on rooftop patrols, looking for trouble—or spending hours on magic mirrors, hoping to spot something happening—why not open an office and let people with problems come to us?  We could still be vigilante superheroes, but without all the tedious legwork in finding the crime!

There would still be tedious legwork in investigating, but that’s par for the course.

“Clients will want us to do boring things,” Rusty pointed out.  “Tracking down debtors, spying on cheating husbands—and cheating wives—all the stuff private eyes get hired to do.  And we can’t turn them all down.  Those sorts of cases are part of our cover.”

“So?  We don’t actually have to make a living at it, just make it plausible.  And we can farm out the boring jobs to other, hungrier P.I.’s.  They have to eat, too.”

“That,” he said, thoughtfully, “might actually work.”

“We can advertise,” I went on.  “Newspapers.  Magazines.  All that stuff.  ‘Do you have a problem?  Do you think no one can help?’ and a phone number.  Or the equivalent.  It won’t be overnight, but people will come to us instead of us having to go hunting for them.  If we play it right, we can have a contacts list—excuse me, a Rolodex—full of guys who need the work.  We can match cases to strengths, get the right guy on it.  If they’re really struggling, they might want to get a regular paycheck instead of freelancing.”

“Careful,” he cautioned.  “If we get big enough, people will probe our past and potentially, eventually, decide we’ve got secrets.”

“So we rely mostly on freelancers.  What have we got to lose?”

“Three weeks of work advancing this particular timeline?”

“See?  We spent more than three weeks vacationing in Pamplona.”

“Where I nearly got gored by a bull,” he pointed out.

“I told you they were serious about turning loose real, live bulls.  Did you listen?”

“All right!  All right!  You win!  We can try it and see if it works out.  If not, we’ll learn from it and move on.”

It worked out pretty well.  We took occasional routine work, mostly because we thought it was important to understand the business.  We wound up acting as a kind of referral service.  This kept other investigators in business, doing the majority of the legwork and stakeout cases, while we cultivated a reputation for being able to find the right person for the job.  And at very reasonable prices!

As time went on, people did come to us!  Again, most of them were typical private investigator stuff, but we also had our share of unusual things.  Do you think the police listen to complaints about a ghost?  A priest might listen, but if even he won’t take you seriously, what do you do?  Or, as another example, do you report a quarter-ton of wolflike monster to animal control, or do you worry more about spending the night in the drunk tank at the local precinct?  If you have a close encounter with a vampire… again, who do you call?  Your priest?  Your buddy from Eastern Europe?  Do you ask your Italian grandmother what to do?  What’s the process, here?

We never took such a case—officially.  After all, we “find the right person for the job.”  You pay us, we make sure the right people hear about it.  The problem will go away.  Officially, publicly, our business was to know who and how, not to deal with the problem ourselves.

Dealing with Things Man Was Not Meant To Know was our private business, and it was much more entertaining.  I can talk to ghosts.  A wolflike monster can talk to Rusty.  And the vampire—well, he’s in trouble with his own kind for being so public in the first place.  Talking to us was probably the lesser of all evils.

As an aside, Rusty doesn’t like being shot.  He regards it more as a painful inconvenience than a threat.  He’ll take a bullet to make a point.  He has taken several, not entirely by choice.  I have since made him much harder to hit with firearms.

All in all, Rusty had to admit this was a good idea.  We set our own hours, set our own fees, and had plenty of opportunities to be meddling do-gooders.  We even had actual criminals to hunt down—kidnappers, people traffickers, thieves, con artists, and so on.  We even had victims of crimes come to us when the police ran out of leads.

I liked it.  Rusty liked it.  It was a good world, a good occupation, and we couldn’t have been happier.

It took a long time, but I think I’m finally starting to get over a lot of things.  Not over over, but acceptably over.  I think I’m really okay.


Journal Entry #101

We don’t get up early in this house.  Not as a rule, anyway.  All too often, we spend half the night doing things that are technically illegal—superhero vigilantes are, by definition, not legal—but are aimed at doing justice.  “Justice” and “the law” aren’t always the same thing, I’ve discovered.  There’s the spirit of the law, which a cop or a judge might try to honor, and there’s the letter of the law, the thing attorneys twist to benefit of their clients.

If you infer from this I do not have a great love for lawyers, you are correct.  I’m sure there are good people in the profession.  I have a hard time reconciling this with the fact of horrific criminals getting released on a technicality.

I’m too used to Pop.  He looks inside people and he knows.  He also doesn’t care for lawyers, so maybe I picked up a lot of my attitude from him.  The thing is, you have to have lawyers, I think, or something like them.  You can’t base a legal system off Pop’s ability to look inside a person.  People have to deal with uncertainty—and mistakes—so they err on the side of innocence.  I forget who it was who said it was better for ten guilty men to go free than even one innocent man be punished.  He had the right idea, but maybe we could lower the ratio.  Or maybe trying to lower the ratio should be the goal of the judiciary system.

Anyway, about midmorning the phone rang.  Rusty picked it up while I dumped diced chilis into what would be an omelette.

By the time I finished cooking, Rusty had the table laid out and was pouring coffee.

“Who was it?” I asked, laying platters on the table.

“Muriel.  She says we have a one o’clock appointment.”

“Did she say what about?”

“Another ‘private matter’,” he said, sitting down.  He rubbed his hands together.  “I smell dodo eggs.  Did you shift them in while I wasn’t looking?”

“Yep.  I thought we’d have a little treat.  You went to a drum circle last night.  All that activity means you’re hungry in the morning.”

“Have I told you lately that I love you?”

“Yes. I don’t mind hearing it again.”

We ate in relative silence for a little while.  Rusty is only a messy eater when he’s not in human form.  And, since the breakfast nook is a glassed-in solarium arrangement, he was definitely in human form.  I like bright and airy, and so does Rusty.  The office is in the city.  The house is not.  If we lived in Detroit, we wouldn’t have a bright and airy-feeling breakfast nook; we would have windows and drapes we could draw. 

The back yard has a big doghouse, and the interior is much more comfortable than most doghouses.  Rusty isn’t exactly domesticated, but he fakes it well.  I bring in a raw dinner for him whenever he asks, complete with delivery to his door.  Other times, we go hunting.  I drive game in his direction and he brings it down.

Hey, he puts up with me experimenting with his shapeshifting.  It’s the least I can do.  Me having a werewolf for a boyfriend might not be as weird as him having a professional witch for a girlfriend.  It’s all a matter of perspective.

With the majority of breakfast settled in for digestion—it was brunchtime, really, but let’s call the first meal of the day by its proper name—he poured a second cup of coffee for himself.

“How long have we been here?” he began.

“Mm?” I responded, finishing the last bite of my waffle.  I have a really nice waffle iron from the twenty-first century.  If it was any more automatic, it would have voice commands.  I had it set up to make them exactly the way I liked.  “Sixteen months?”

“Longer than usual,” he nodded.  “Two more months and it’ll be a record.  Still want to keep the bet?”

“Yep.  I think it’ll be taxes.”

“I still say vampires,” he replied.  “Why do you think taxes?”

“Tax season is coming up.  Last year, we barely had a business.  Now we’re thriving and we still don’t have enough of a visible income stream.  The tax-man is going to be interested.”  I paused as a thought hit me.  “We really should look into money-laundering techniques.”

“Mm.  Good idea.  I’ll take care of it.”

“Oh?”

“I remember stories from my elders,” he told me.  “I also have connections in the here and now.”

“The Italian Werewolf Mafia?”

“The Brotherhood of the Wolf,” he corrected.  “That’s what they call themselves here.  This world is similar in the broad strokes.  There are plenty of smaller differences.  I’ll ask about how to clean up our income stream.  We may need to ‘invest’ in a few businesses.”

“I leave it in your hands.”

“All things considered, I’m starting to wonder if me betting on vampires should include the tax-man.  They suck the lifeblood out of people, too.”

“Ah-ah-ah,” I chided, waggling a finger at him.  “Metaphorical versions don’t count.  Why do you think vampires are going to be the reason we have to find another world to live in?”

“It’s a feeling.”

“Rusty.  Don’t try to kid me.”

“Really.”

“Rusty…”

“Okay, okay.  I did a little calculating.  Do you realize fully half of all the times we’ve bailed out of a world, it’s because undead bloodsuckers were knocking at our door?”

“It can’t be half.”

“It is.  Directly, I mean.  I can’t say how many were indirect.  If the tax-man, for example, is tipped off by the vampires, we can’t know it for sure.  Which is why you won the bet last time.”

“You think the local vampires got us in trouble?”

“Call it a gut feeling.”

“Your guts want to go to Yellowstone again,” I accused.

“There is that,” he admitted.  “It’s more than that, though.  I had a feeling the reasons for our departure were skewed toward vampires, so I sat down and made as much of a list as I could remember.  About half came up vampire, and it doesn’t account for the indirect possibilities.”

He sipped at his coffee while I toyed with what was left of half a grapefruit.  I thought back.  Vampires taking a dislike to us seemed like a really good reason to abandon a world.  Did the plausibility of the reason conceal something more sinister?  We abandoned a Victorian era Earth because of vampires, but that was sort of in keeping with the theme.  And Florence, Italy.  And the time we staked out a claim in California, going gold mining…

How many other times could have been vampires trying to make our lives miserable?  Taxes were an obvious way to reduce our assets and make us more vulnerable, especially if the tax agency did a lot of the investigations for them, knowingly or unknowingly.  Getting us in trouble with the law, in general, would be a good tactic.

The potential was there.  I had no way to confirm or refute, but it was possible.  Pop and I didn’t have the same sorts of problems as Rusty and I did.  Pop can have a word with a whole vampire clan and convince them to mind their own business.

Firebrand told me a story about how a bunch of vampires showed up one evening to murder Pop and his then-girlfriend—a vampire lady named “Mary.”  I’m confident the survivors would prefer a footrace against a sunrise rather than face him again.

“You’re thinking vampires are more pervasive than we thought?”

“Maybe,” Rusty allowed, reaching for the coffee pot.  He poured a half-cup for each of us.  “I’m starting to wonder if they hold a grudge.”

“A grudge?  For Vampocalypse world?  How?  They don’t even know about other realities.  Not so far as I know,” I corrected.

“I’m thinking of the Boojum, behind the vampires we killed.  Your uncle says the Boojum works through vampire avatars, right?”

“They aren’t true avatars for Dingus McVampire.”

“Okay, so they aren’t really avatars,” he conceded, ignoring my emphasis on the name.  “Their relationship to the Boojum got me to wondering.  The Boojum—”

“Dingus.”

“—lost its connection to Vampocalypse world when we killed the last of its vampires.  But the Boojum,” he emphasized, shooting me a look, “is still around in other worlds.  He’s a celestial entity and he has vampires in lots of worlds, regardless of the presence of any other type of vampire.  Am I right?”

“About everything except the name.  What brought this on?”

“I hang out with werewolves,” he said.  “We’re a very spiritual people.  We talk.  I’ve been getting ideas.”

“Do tell.”  I fixed my coffee and stirred with one hand while resting my elbow on the table and my chin on my palm.

“Alden was a Nephilim, right?  The product of the union between an angel and a human being.  Or do I misunderstand?”

“No, that’s my understanding as well.  What’s that got to do with it?”

“Bear with me.  So, an angel… does what?  Possesses a male human body and impregnates a normal human woman?”

“That’s the traditional view.  It’s also possible to go the other way.  I’m told there are variations in the talents and abilities of the Nephilim thus produced, but it’s still a hybrid.”

“Okay.  So, my question is this:  Could the Boojum who made the awful-awful vampires on my old Earth also be the entity who fathered Alden?”

I put down my coffee spoon and sat up straighter.

“I don’t know.  I mean, I suppose it’s possible.  Why?”

“He was part of the overall scheme of events leading to the end of the world, wasn’t he?  Alden, I mean.  I’m thinking in terms of prophetic apocalypse and whatnot.  Alden was charismatic, he was taking over, he was kind-of an Antichrist figure in many ways.  And the forces of darkness rose up and plunged the world into a literal darkness, what with all the dust in the air.  There are other parallels, but stuff like that.”

“You were there when I talked to Dietrich about this,” I pointed out.  “Remember?”

“Did you talk about this?” he asked, cocking his head.  “I don’t recall.”

“We did.  We concluded there was no way Alden was working with vampires.”

“Oh!  Yes, I remember.  Who says Alden knew his actions were going to wind up, in the long run, benefiting the bloodsuckers?  If he was used as a celestial being’s patsy, as a goad to frighten the vampires, or even as a scapegoat, to give them a good excuse…?”

“So, you’re thinking Alden and the vampires were being played off against each other, with the Dingus giggling offstage while they unknowingly played their parts?”

“I don’t know about unknowingly.  The Boojum can communicate with his vampires.  Alden might have been getting ‘visions of prophecy’ from his angelic parent.  As long as the vampires and Alden didn’t know they were both talking to the same guy, the Boojum could steer them however it wanted.  Is this a possibility?”

“Anything’s possible,” I conceded.  “If it’s true, I’m going to have to start seriously considering how to stab a celestial being.”

“Ask your uncle.”

“I’m not sure that’s wise.”

“Probably not,” he agreed.

“Now answer me this.  Why do you ask about Alden and Nephilim and the Dingus?”

“I was thinking about the local werewolves.  The ones living here, in this world.  See, the history between werewolves and vampires—what I’ve gathered of it—is kind of a mixed bag across the different Earths.  There are versions of history that have us being allies—or, at least, respecting each other’s territory—in Europe.  During the ‘good old days,’ as your buddy Dietrich might put it.

“There are also stories,” he went on, “about werewolves being… not ‘domesticated,’ as such.  Maybe ‘used’ is a better word.  Treated like intelligent animals, maybe.  I’m wondering if the reasons have more to do with the different attitudes of individual vampires, or if it comes down to which type of vampire was involved.”

“Dietrich’s type being more respectful of large, supernatural predators, while Dingus McVampire’s creations are more cruel and manipulative?”

“Pretty much, yeah.  The Dietrich-type might be doing their best to get by while the Boojum-type could be one element of a larger plan where a Nephilim comes along and the whole thing kicks into gear.  Maybe,” he said, leaning forward, “just maybe, if you have a branch world without a Nephilim catalyst… I wonder.  Do you still get a bunch of crazed vampire plots to destroy the world?”

“That’s a really good question and I don’t know the answer.  I don’t even know how to find out.  I also wonder if you’re always going to wax philosophical after attending a drum circle?”

“Probably.  There’s more to it than running naked through the woods.”

“You do run naked through the woods,” I pointed out.

“That’s not all there is to it.  It’s a very spiritual experience.”

“Running naked through the woods?”

“I swear, you keep going on about it.  You want to come with me, next time?”

“Okay.  Meanwhile, if we want to find out about how a Nephilim affects vampire politics, we could find worlds in the proper time period and spy on them, if you like.  If we maintain a couple hundred of them for a few of their years, we can see how many have Nephilim in them and how many don’t, then see if there’s a correlation to global disasters.  Or we could ask Uncle Dusty.  He might have insight into the workings of Dingus’ McVampire’s mind.”

“One sounds like more work and the other is distasteful.  I’m not that interested in the breeding habits of the Boojum,” Rusty decided. 

“Dingus.”

“Boojum.”

I stuck my tongue out at him.  He returned the gesture.  He did it better.  His tongue is longer.

“What does interest me,” he went on, “is we may be focused only on things within a single world, rather than taking into account a problem stretching across several, and following us from world to world.  Consider how often we have to give up on a life we’ve built and move on.  I question whether it’s our inexperience—especially after all this time!—or if someone has it in for us.”

“We did piss it off,” I mused.

“So, it could be holding a grudge?”

“It’s… possible,” I allowed, thinking of the times severed vampire heads looked angrily at us.  I was about to add I didn’t see how it could identify us until I recalled the Thing In The Circle.  A pair of vampire eyes might not see well through a mirrored visor, but a spiritual manifestation could see through cloud, shadow, earth, and flesh.  It could very well look inside us and see who we were, not merely the meat suits housing our spirits.

Well, crap.

“Can we undo it?” Rusty asked.  “Or are we going to be… I don’t want to say ‘hunted.’ Maybe ‘inconvenienced’ by the thing—and therefore by vampires—wherever we go?”

“If your suspicion is correct, I don’t see a way to force the Dingus to leave us alone.  On the other hand, I’m not a hundred percent certain we really do have a multi-world vampire problem.  I admit, I grew up with a vampire present one hundred percent of the time.  What seems a normal frequency of encounters to me is probably skewed.  If it was really after us, like after us, after us, I would expect a dozen vampires to try and crawl in our windows.  Let me think about it for a while.”

“May I offer an observation?”

“Sure.”

“It’s more of a question, really.  How long did you live in my world, in New York, before you ran into a vampire problem?” he asked.

I saw what he was getting at.  I was in New York a long time, much longer than in any of the more recent worlds.  It was quite a while before I ran into any, much less found they were working against me.

Rusty drove us into downtown Detroit.  This Detroit, even in a less car-crazed world, was still a major hub for industry, trade, and finance.  Detroit also made a lot of rolling stock for railways, as well as train and airplane engines.  Even so, with the majority of the United States automakers still centered in the city, parking was considered an essential feature.

Don’t misunderstand me.  The Detroit subways and streetcars are some of the finest in the world.  The buses in their public transit system are built right there in the city and are usually field-tested on the streets for a month before being sold to other cities, so the Detroit bus system is always top-notch.  But the place makes cars.  The people there like cars.  It has the highest per-capita car ownership in this world.  And, along with it, some of the best parking garage engineering.

Most other cities haven’t yet built buildings specifically to house their cars.  Such structures haven’t been financially practical, nor needful.

In our building, we have underground parking.  We rent three spaces with our offices.  We keep the business car there and drive another for our commute.  The third spot is for our office manager, Muriel.  Rusty parked us and we took the elevator to the eleventh floor.

It’s a nice building, mostly concrete, with internal trim done in dark wood and brass.  It’s kind of an Art Deco style.  I liked it, except for the heating.  The architect did a great job, but the systems engineer should have been shot.  We’ve been here over a year, though, so our offices don’t have the same troubles as the rest of the building.  Pop would have subtly refurbished the whole building, of course.  I focused on our little part of it.

The first winter, I did a little home improvement on the building’s wiring so I could safely plug in more heaters.  Adding more and better metal to the wires uprated the maximum safe power, as did the removal of trace impurities.  I didn’t want to overheat the wall outlets.

I also painted the office walls with a futuristic compound none of the locals will live to see.  Their grandchildren won’t, either.  It’s quite a long way off.  One coat of insulating paint had an R-value comparable to a half-inch of Styrofoam.

I don’t like being cold.  Muriel doesn’t like it, either.  She has an excuse, being a little old lady.  I’m more than a little hot-blooded.

Our offices are only a few rooms out of the whole floor—and we’re not even on a corner.  We have a reception-slash-waiting area and two interview rooms.  Rusty and I have a shared office with two desks.  We had two tiny toilets that originally shared a wall; we combined them into one room and made it a de facto first-aid station, as well.  We have a large file room for papers, photographs, recordings—all the evidence we collect.  And a storage room.

The storage room isn’t obviously for storage.  The door is marked “Janitor,” for one thing.  It’s a solid door, too, and requires a much more complex key than one might think simply by looking at the lock.  Once you get the lockpicks in and start counting pins, though, it’s obviously not standard.

The reason for this is the equipment in the storage room.  A lot of it is deadly, although mundane.  Even more of it isn’t deadly, merely anachronistic.  For example, I swiped the laser microphone from 2088.  It’s far less obvious than a parabolic microphone.

When we want to record a conversation, it’s easier to use the gadget than to work the spells.  Pop taught me to be practical, not lazy.  I developed the laziness on my own!

Muriel shows up in the early morning, gets the office ready, and unlocks at nine on the dot.  She schedules appointments, takes messages, and generally runs the place.  We just work there.  As we came in, she stopped typing and handed Rusty a stack of messages and mail.  He thumbed through it as he went ahead.

“How are things this morning?” I asked.

“All is well.  My newest grandbaby arrived this morning at four-oh-three.”

“Congratulations.  How many is this?”

“Four.  Three by Kenneth, one by Marsha.”

“You could have taken time off to be there,” I pointed out.  She sniffed.

“I’m not going to San Francisco to wait a week while you two disorganize the office.  I’ll visit after they settle in.”

“Wise choice.  If you like, you can trade in a day of vacation time and we’ll pay for a round-trip ticket.  You never use vacation days, anyway.  Might as well get something out of it.”

“That’s very kind of you.  I might do that.  Rail or air?”

“Across the country?  The express train will take maybe half a day more, but it’ll be comfortable.”

“Rail it is,” she decided.  “I’ll work out the scheduling and put it on your calendar.”

“Thank you.  Anything of interest around here?”

“Your one o’clock, a Margaret Anderson.  Mister Giancomo has the rest.”

I’ve tried to get her to call us by our given names, but she’s from a bygone era.  One simply did not address one’s employer in so familiar a fashion.  The lady is over sixty and relentlessly proper.  This is probably a good thing, since Rusty and I are, admittedly, rather casual.

“Thank you, Muriel.”

“You’re quite welcome, Miss Kent.”  She turned back to her typing.  I sneaked a peek at it.  She was filling out police forms, probably for the gang violence thing we did.  Mrs. Phillips didn’t want her son involved in a street gang, but when a teenager chooses not to come home, what’s a mother to do?  We assembled dossiers on the gang members, accumulated evidence, and handed it all to the police for action.

We also rescued—kidnapped—young mister Phillips and took him home.  That was mostly to keep him out of police dragnets.  With no gang to go back to, maybe he would find better uses for his time.  Or his mother would.  The family dynamics were still a problem, but not our problem.  At least he wasn’t clamped in a peer pressure vise.  If only he would find a better class of friends!

I went into the office.  Rusty was on the phone.  Of the messages, my half was on my desk.  I tuned him out as I went through my mail.

Bills, of course.  We barely make enough at this business to support ourselves, but I have additional methods of income generation.  For us, our business is more of a hobby.  I hoped Rusty could remember good ways to account for our unreported income.  I can’t imagine how much business his father’s little pizza shop must have done.  It was good pizza, but it was primarily a front for the Italian Werewolf Mafia.

We also had messages from three other investigators, updating us on their subcontracted cases.  There was also a thank-you note from a client.  The rest were messages from clients wanting updates, schedules, time estimates, or to know what details we had uncovered so far.

I don’t like spying on unfaithful spouses.  For legal reasons related to divorce, I understand the need for evidence.  Fine.  I prefer to work on cases that are more objective-oriented.  Kidnappings?  Fantastic.  Find the person.  Recover the person.  Collect a fee.  Done!  Something inanimate stolen?  Same drill.  Did a debtor skip town with your money?  No problem, we’ll find him.  Those sorts of cases have a really high ratio of money to time.  We make a profit on those.  The long-term, boring stuff we farm out to P.I.’s who need the work.

We slugged away at our messages and mail, returning calls and writing letters, until Ms. Anderson arrived.  Muriel showed her into an interview room and let us know.  Rusty and I made sure we looked presentable—for the 1970s, this meant our hair was perfect and our polyester was clean—before we entered.  I must admit Rusty’s new horseshoe moustache was a whole category of its own.  I’m still not a hundred percent sure I like it, but it does fit in with the time and place.

Ms. Anderson was a soft-spoken lady with a fluffy hairdo and a knotted silk scarf.  Floral patterns were in fashion and she was a victim.  With my solid colors and practical footwear, I was happy to be stylish without being in fashion.

She rose as we entered.  We made introductions.  We sat.

The issue was reasonably straightforward.  Her former husband had absconded with their son, Edgar.  The courts had determined the boy should stay with his mother.  The father disagreed in a direct and defiant fashion.  Now they were off somewhere, probably in Canada—the father, Michael, had family there.  She wanted us to kidnap the kid back and was willing to pay.  She couldn’t pay a lot because she didn’t have a lot, but we were used to that.  The Rockefellers and the Carnegies of the world had yet to knock on our door.  We had a good reputation, though, so it could happen any day.

After taking the basic information—when, where, how, why, all the usual stuff—Rusty went with her to examine the scene of the crime.  He went because he would also collect things.  An article of clothing worn by the boy, for our “bloodhound.”  A recent photograph.  A favorite toy— “So, when he sees it, he’ll know you sent us.”  And, since we’d been lied to before, he would also get copies of the court documents granting custody to our client—assuming a court actually did.

Not that we were above ignoring court documents if the court was clearly wrong, but, you know, legalities.  Staying in any world meant we had to abide by the rules of society… or, at least, not get caught breaking them.

Meanwhile, I would prepare to fire off gate spells to the likeliest cities.  Through these mini-gates, I would then launch location spells, using the gate as, effectively, the point of origin, rather than the office.  We had this down almost to a science.  I had a small metal sculpture on my desk, purely as a decorative piece.  The fact it was a sphere composed of tiny, hollow rings, all connected at the edges, had no effect on its hidden function, i.e., it was a whole bunch of little gates.  Iridium also tends to make a lot of pretty colors when you weld it, which worked as additional decoration.

Muriel buzzed my intercom.  I hit the switch.

“Yes?”

“Miss?  There’s a police detective here to see you.”

Well, I thought, this is new.  Usually we call them.  Them coming to us isn’t how this is supposed to work.

“Send him in, please.”

A moment later, I laid eyes on a cop.  He was in plain clothes, but he was clearly a cop.  Don’t ask me what it was.  I don’t know, myself.  Maybe it was the haircut, or the tie, or the suit, or a mannerism, or maybe it was a combination of everything.  I looked at him and knew he was a policeman.  I would guess he didn’t do undercover work because nobody was dumb enough to think he could pull it off, no matter what sort of moustache he wore.

I rose to greet him.  We shook hands briefly.  He didn’t have an overcoat; the weather was unseasonably nice.

“Detective Abrams, Ma’am.”

“Please, call me ‘Phoebe’,” I told him.  “Won’t you sit down, Detective?  Can I interest you in coffee?”

“No, thank you.  I’m here on business.”

“Really?”  We sat down, me at my desk, him at the chair next to it.  “Does the police department wish to retain our services?”

“Not exactly.  I’m investigating your services.”

I let my eyebrows rise in an invitation to go on.

“I should really be talking to your partner, Mister Giancomo,” he added.

“Is he in trouble?”

“I want to go straight to the top, miss.”

It was a good thing I insulated the offices.  The air might have gotten chilly.  We had windowsill air conditioners, but they were sealed up against the rapidly-cooling season.  They couldn’t have frosted the detective nearly as much as I wanted to.

“Detective, have you had occasion to read the door of our offices?”

“Yes.”

“My name is Phoebe Kent.  With a ‘K’,” I emphasized.

“So?”

“On the door, on the letterhead, on the business cards, and on all the checks, everything reads ‘Kent and Giancomo.’  The ‘K’ comes first.  I am the senior partner.  If you wish to discuss matters with the junior partner, the hallway is a public space and you are free to sit in it until he returns.”

Detective Abrams face flushed a nice shade of red.  He rolled his shoulders before he answered.  He looked as though he was counting to ten in his head.

“I apologize.  I assumed he was in charge.”

“Despite obvious evidence to the contrary.  Very well, we’ll move on.  You’re investigating us.  In what way, to what end, and why?”

“Your turnaround times and closure rates for cases are phenomenal.  It leads us to believe you may be involved with the causes of the cases, giving you insight in how to solve them.”

“We’re too successful and it makes you look bad?”

He flushed a darker shade.

“That’s not the reason.  It’s suspicious, that’s all.”

“And someone in your department with nothing better to do decided to compare our closure rate to the police and came up with an embarrassing fact, which prompted you to come here?”

“You must admit, you do seem to have a knack for solving things.”

“So did Sherlock Holmes.”

“You’re no Sherlock Holmes.”

I leaned back in my chair and regarded the detective.  He was a product of his time, obviously.  It still didn’t excuse his attitudes.  He was having a hard time taking me seriously purely because I was a woman.  The fact I was a beautiful woman made it ten times worse.  If I’d been a bookish, nerdy sort with glasses—the stereotype of a hidden genius—he would have liked me better as the brains of the outfit.

I usually try to dress in ways more practical than flattering to minimize this sort of problem.  It doesn’t always work.

Was he suspicious, personally?  Probably.  He was a distrustful sort.  Did he do the math and start the investigation?  Probably not, but someone did.  Was it a person in the department, a policy of the police in general, or was there a reporter claiming the police were incompetent?  Or did a former client of ours raise hell with the police because we succeeded where the cops did not?

Fortunately, I was raised in a manner that taught me the value of conflict avoidance.  The pertinent question was whether or not to try and damp this down or pull up stakes and move along.  I already went to the trouble of building a smokescreen for the nosey, so why not use it?  The 60’s were big on hippy trippy weirdness and a lot of it was still around in the current decade.  I might as well let the detective think I was a wacko.  A lucky wacko, no doubt.

But, at that moment, it rankled.  I clamped down on the feeling and did it anyway.

“Do you really want to know the secret?” I asked, leaning forward, clasping my hands on the desk.

“You say it like there is one.”

“There is, in a manner of speaking.  Let me get a few things.”

He followed me as I gathered up an atlas of the city, along with a tetrahedral wire frame.  It was about a foot tall and had a needle suspended from the top point by a silken thread.  In the other interview room, I laid out the atlas on the table and placed the hollow tetrahedron on top of it.

“Behold, the psychic dowser.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“It’s a psychic dowser.  It’s like a dowsing rod for finding water.  I can use it over a map to find lots of things.  It uses pyramid power to focus my psychic radiations.  I can also use crystals to enhance the etheric vibrations or pull in spiritual advice from the astral dimensions.”

His policeman’s mind flatly rejected this.  Anyone who understood how it worked would also reject my explanation, but he wasn’t a professional mystic.  He simply wasn’t prepared to deal with any of this nonsense.  In his mind, the whole Age of Aquarius movement, crystal power, and all the rest was a load of hokum, bunko, and flimflam.  He knew there were loads of people who took this sort of thing—not to mention astrology, palm reading, and numerology—as seriously as gospel.  He, personally, couldn’t take any of it seriously.

And, since I was obviously one of Those People, I, too, was not to be taken seriously.  Which, in large measure, was what I wanted.

“You’re a psychic,” he said, voice as neutral as Switzerland.

“Yep.”

“And you find things…”

“With my dowsers.  Yes.”

“Look, lady, if you’re not going to talk sense, I’m going to have to take you down to the station and question you.”

I’d like to see you try, I thought.  I was careful not to project any of it.

“I’m prepared to be reasonable,” I told him.  “Are you?”

“How do you mean?”

“I propose a test.  If I can prove to you I can locate things by dowsing, will that satisfy you?”

He wanted to reject the proposal out of hand, but my offer of proof triggered his police instinct for gathering evidence.  Usually, psychics don’t want a test case.  The idea he might prove his opinions were justified was too good to pass up.

“What sort of proof do you have?”

“I’ll show you how it works.  I see you’re wearing a wedding ring.  It doesn’t look like it’ll come off, so do you have picture in your wallet of your wife?  Or a kid?”

“I have pictures.”

“May I trouble you to show me one?  It won’t be harmed.”

He withdrew a wallet and unfolded a series of wallet-size pictures.  He selected one of a matronly lady, all dressed up in her best, hair done, makeup on point, the works.  Clearly, a formal portrait.  He slid it out of the sleeve and handed it to me.  I took it with care and laid it on the table.

I don’t usually use the swinging-pendulum method for locating things.  It’s not as precise, it doesn’t give me a line on the target, it can be blocked by any number of natural causes, it takes too long, and it requires good maps to work with.  But, for purposes of showing off to the locals, it’s elaborate-looking and nonthreatening.

I put the tetrahedron on the largest-scale map of the city and blew gently on the swinging needle.  As it started to sway, I concentrated on the picture and gradually moved the tetrahedron along the map, looking for a disturbance in the needle’s movement.  Eventually, I narrowed it down to a particular district, which meant I had to start over with another map.  I kept at it until I picked out a building.

“I don’t know what building that is,” I admitted.  “It doesn’t look like a residential neighborhood, so I’m guessing it’s not where you live.”

“No, it isn’t.”

“Hang on.  We have a reverse directory.”  I looked up the addresses in the indicated area.  I doubted she was a frequent patron of “We Pawn It,” or “Sal’s Pool and Beer.”

“Does she spend much time at the hairdresser’s?”

Detective Abrams took the book and flipped through it to the phone numbers.  He borrowed a phone and called the number to ask for his wife.  She was seated under a hair dryer and was it important enough to drag her out?  No, it wasn’t, and he’d see her for dinner, thank you.

He hung up and looked at me oddly.

“And you say you can do that for anyone you have a picture of?”

“Usually.  It helps that you’re here and have a close attachment to her.  If I had to work with only the picture, it would be pretty hit-or-miss.  Even with you here, it could have taken a few tries.  It gets worse if they’re farther away, outside the city.  Range is a factor, and more maps are involved.  All it’s really good for is generating leads.  Knowing a good spot to start looking around and asking questions is a big help, though.  It’s also tiring, so I only try it once or twice a day, usually.” I shrugged.  “It’s enough to make a living.”

He folded his arms and continued to look at me while the gears in his head slowly ground around and around, like a quasi-Babbage engine.

“I can’t put this in a report,” he said, at last.

“Am I doing anything illegal?”

“Not that I know of.  In Massachusetts, maybe, you might be violating an old law about witchcraft.  Here?”  He shook his head.  “I got nothing.  I don’t know how I’m gonna explain this.”

“So don’t explain.  That is, don’t volunteer information.  Say you found no evidence of wrongdoing.  You don’t have to say what you did find.  And, someday, if you’re stuck on a case, I’ll see what I can do to help.  As a professional courtesy.”

He rubbed one cheek while he considered it.

“That’s the best you can offer?”

I didn’t need to be a mind reader to know he was asking for a bribe.  There were two classes of bribe he might want, neither of which I was prepared to offer.  If I offered money, it was blackmail material for having tried to bribe a cop.  Offering him other favors would be harder to prove, but I wasn’t invested enough in the outcome to even try.

“You think a couple of good leads on an unbreakable case isn’t going to be worth a lot to your career?”

“Mm.  Maybe.  I’ll keep it in mind.”  He got up.  “I’ll have to drop in again and at least pretend to look through your case files.”

“And we will be only too glad to honor any warrant a judge sees fit to sign.”

“Really?  A warrant?  Whatever happened to the cooperative spirit?”

“It hid behind the Fourth Amendment until the warrant arrived.  Get the warrant and we’ll cooperate as required by law, and as advised by counsel.”

“No doubt you will.  You’ll be hearing from me again.”

He departed and did not slam the door.  I got the feeling we weren’t going to be friends.

Rusty came back late in the afternoon.  He saw the tetrahedron in the interview room and had questions when he entered the office proper.  I explained what happened.

“Nuts to him,” he decided, pulling out his desk chair and plunking himself into it.  “Let’s find the missing kid, drop him at home, and move.”

“Really?  I thought you liked it here.”

“I do.  Mostly.  I’m not a fan of the fashion choices, but it’s not a bad time and place.”

“Then why are you so willing to abandon it all?”

“I don’t know.  Maybe I’m getting a little bored with the job.”

“Tracking down missing persons bores you?”

“It’s not boredom, exactly.  It’s more of the predictability.  It’s the same thing, over and over.  There are variations, but it’s like watching slasher movies.  You know how it’s going to turn out.  Once in a while you get a surprise, but mostly it’s the same song with a slightly different refrain.”

“We also have friends here.  You have a nice pack of werewolves you run with every month, up in Canada—”

“I’m not sure ‘nice’ is the word,” he interrupted.

“You have a pack to run with,” I corrected.  “I have my book club.  We have neighbors we like.  And let us not forget date nights at the Red Room Club.”  While he thought it over, I added, “If we leave because you decide to, you also lose the bet.”

“All true,” he agreed.  “I do like it here.  Maybe I need to find another job.  I like feeling useful and helpful, but there’s a difference between deciding to help and being called on.  I’m not sure, exactly.  I haven’t analyzed it.”

“Do we need to break out the armor and go leaping across rooftops?  It’s been a while since we went full superhero mode.”

“It’s a thought.  We might try it and see.”

“You don’t sound convinced.”

“I’m not.”  He picked up a pencil and twiddled it through his fingers.  “I don’t know what’s wrong.  Nothing, I guess.  I just know I’m not…”

“Not?” I prompted.

“I feel as though there’s something… missing?  Or something isn’t as it should be.  I have an uneasy feeling.  It’s not really a discontentment—I do like it here.  It’s maybe more of a… a feeling,” he finished, lamely.  “I don’t know how to explain it.”

“Contrast might help.  How about we take a vacation.  We have been at this for a while without a break.  We could let Muriel refer clients until we get back from Cancun.  Unless you’d rather use time-tickers and spend a week tracking woolly mammoths?  We can chip flint for my spears.  I’ll even wear the fur outfit you liked so much on Raquel Welch.”

“Not in the cold regions.”

“I’ll wear a heating spell.”

“Mm,” he said, thoughtfully.  “Maybe.”  He tossed the pencil down on the desk and slouched in his chair. “It bothers me.  Not the feeling of being restless.  I guess it’s more a case of not understanding why I feel restless.”

“You’re good at introspection,” I agreed.  “You’re also more of a roamer.  I’m more of a nester.  I like to explore, but I also like having a place to call home.  I’ve noticed you don’t mind if we don’t have a fixed address.”

“That’s part of it, but neither of us is extreme about our preferences.  I like having a place to come home to—eventually.  You are right about us being built different, but in another way.  You’re better than I am at focusing on immediate things.  My mind wanders.  I ask silly questions, like, ‘Who am I?’ ‘Why am I here?’ ‘What’s my purpose in life?’  All that stuff.  You have all those things sorted out.”

“I’m glad you think so highly of me.  I’ve got one of the three, with vague ideas on the other two.”

“Which one?”

“I know who I am.  Pop was a great teacher and he gave me everything he could, including help in establishing my personal identity in my own mind.  What he didn’t give me was a reason for being.  I’ve got one,” I told him, and moved to him, turned his chair, and sat on his lap.  “I’m sure there are more, even if they are less hairy.”

“Why didn’t he give you a purpose in life?” Rusty asked, and kissed my cheek.  “From everything you’ve told me, he could have.”

“I’m sure he could, but he didn’t want to decide for me.”  I moved to sit on the edge of his desk, facing him.  “He gave me the tools to become anything I wanted to become.  It’s kind of like your situation when I asked you to pick a world.  I’m spoiled for choice. There are too many options and it provokes me to a fear of choosing wrong.  I don’t have a career path in mind.”

“Aside from ‘witch’,” he pointed out.

“That’s part of who and what I am.  What do I want to use my witchy talents and skills for?  That’s the question.  I have great potential.  Sometimes I wonder if I’m wasting it.”

“If you’re happy with your life, your life isn’t wasted.  If not… Maybe we should consult professional witches and wizards?  I mean, if you know any.”

“Maybe we should.  Maybe not.  Pop and I didn’t always get along with the magical societies we encountered.  I’ll think about it.  In the meantime… First things first?”

“Let’s find the kid,” he agreed.

Hunting the kid down wasn’t hard.  With cooperation from Mom—and an electromagical transformer—the location spell gave me a precise fix.  Oddly enough, she was wrong about where Dad ran.  The kid was in a motel on the outskirts of Toledo.  The one in Ohio, not Spain.  Clearly, he didn’t run far in the past two weeks.  He also didn’t run anywhere permanent.  The motel wasn’t a place to live.  It was a place to hide out.  Why?  To make a point?  To scare his ex-wife?  Maybe he was stuck there, dithering about what to do next.  He might not have thought it through.

Rusty and I prepped the company car.  We drove for an hour and backed into a parking spot so we could face the room.  At two in the morning, the motel was almost silent.

The plan was simple and direct.  Quietly unlock the door from the outside, silently enter, gently remove the sleeping child, and depart.  If we could avoid waking up the father, great!  If not, I would deal with the child while Rusty—larger, stronger, and more intimidating—would tell Dad to consult his wife and the courts about proper custody.  And, when the father inevitably resorted to violence, Rusty would be as gentle as possible in rendering him unconscious.

Rusty usually deals with violence by turning into a fanged horror out of nightmares.  He’s been my sparring partner for quite a while, now.  He’s pretty good at being a badass even while he’s in human form.  Having the ability to heal at incredible speed also helps.

I used a small spray can of lubricant on the lock before I laid a finger on the doorknob.  The internal mechanism slid silently around under my telekinetic influence.  I repeated the performance on the deadbolt.  The chain was a bit more involved as the metal fixtures had no exterior component, and the chain had to be manipulated more carefully.  If it simply slid aside and dropped, it would make noise.  I had to move it slowly along the track and, keeping a light tension on it, swing it down to a resting position.  Without being able to see it or touch it, this was trickier, but still doable.

Once I had the door unlocked, I stood aside.  Rusty pushed, opening the door very slowly, careful of hinge squeaks.

The door flew open and Rusty disappeared into the motel room.  This was not according to plan.

Okay, so, the father was obviously a very light sleeper or an insomniac.  He saw the chain undo itself and, since that’s a creepy thing to see at two in the morning, he would obviously react badly to anyone who came through the door.  I was sure Rusty was surprised, but I did not doubt his ability to deal with it.

All this flashed through my mind in an instant.  Then all hell broke loose.

The screaming and snarling put me in mind of a kennel when Pop visited.  The cats would go insane and the dogs would join in for the excitement.  I swung around the doorframe, prepared to jump into a brawl.

Rusty was on the floor, presumably yanked in and slammed down.  Somehow, he was on his back, arms up, hands wrapped around the neck of the guy on top of him.  Farther into the room, another man, holding a shotgun, was aiming at the top of Rusty’s head.  All three of them were screaming or yelling or snarling, depending on personal taste and current vocal cords.  The man with the gun saw me and changed targets, taking aim over the brawling figures.

My first evaluation was the father had recruited a friend to help.  Were they hoping for the mother to show up?  Or was the plan to have a hostage situation and a bloody last stand?  How crazy was this going to get?

Then I got a glimpse of myself in the mirror.  The motel had a sink on the opposite end of the room and a big mirror above it.  The bathroom was to the left of this.  The man with the gun stood next to the bathroom door.

I did not see him in the mirror.

Rusty, on the floor, was changing rapidly, but in a controlled fashion.  He went in with a tight grip on his shapeshifting to avoid sudden shifts from surprises or threats.  The last thing we wanted was for the father to shoot him and provoke a change!  It took him a moment to come to grips with the new circumstances and shake off his Must Not Change attitude.

I, too, had to change mental gears.  Whatever the family problems might be, there were larger and more immediate issues at hand.  This might still be a rescue mission, but not from a desperate father.  If at all possible, we were going to remove a child from vampire custody.

I did not take time to consider the child was nowhere to be seen.  I had more immediate things with which to concern myself.

The armed guy raised his shotgun and tried to blast me.  It wasn’t loaded with a slug.  The shotgun pellets all took different paths, mostly missing the doorframe as they skimmed by to either side of me.  I was pleased.  I hadn’t anticipated heavier artillery when I cast my deflection spell.  I had been thinking in terms of handguns.  It worked, so I wasn’t complaining.

I moved forward, anticipating a momentary delay while the gunman worked the pump of the shotgun.  I attacked Rusty’s vampire en passant.  I brought one fist down like a hammer on the monster’s upper back, slightly below where Rusty’s lengthening fingers were wrapped around the neck, about the level of the first and second thoracic vertebrae.  Bones crunched and either broke or dislocated.  This shot the vampire’s coordination to hell.  As I continued past them, Rusty, no longer contending with an actively-struggling opponent, twisted and jerked, breaking the neck much more thoroughly.

He wasn’t decapitated, but it would take a while to recover from that.

The gunman fired again, more quickly than I anticipated.  I had almost crossed the room, so this time we were at point-blank range.  My deflection spell did what it could, but really only spread the load out.  The majority of the shot hit me in the chest and abdomen while a couple of pellets missed me entirely.  My underwear did its job and prevented penetration, but I felt it.  It was like being hit with a dozen handgun rounds at once.

He tried to rack another shell into the chamber and finish me off, but he obviously anticipated mortally wounding me.  He was shocked when I didn’t go down.  My survival momentarily shorted out his thought process on what he was going to do next.  I dug my feet in and charged harder, plowed into him, and forced him back against the counter.  This bent him backward over it and I grabbed the gun.  We struggled for it.  He hissed at me, showing fangs while we pushed and pulled and twisted.

Other people recoil or hesitate when confronted with this sort of thing.  I was unfazed.

I learned a little bit about my opponent in the first few seconds.  Mostly, he wasn’t much of a physical combatant.  He focused on the gun.  If he was an older, more experienced vampire, he would have let me take it and started in with the talons.  He also wasn’t inhumanly strong.  He was stronger than any mortal of his size and build, but not beyond my ability to manage.

He got his feet braced and used the leverage against the countertop to force himself upright.  I kneed him in the groin, reset while he was momentarily distracted, and kicked his knee.  It popped and the balance he’d fought for went away again.  I continued to twist at the shotgun and he continued to hang on to it, so I used it to control his fall and put him down on his back.  I went with him, sort of, driving my knee in below his breastbone.  It blew the wind out of him despite the fact he didn’t need to breathe.  As with the strike to the groin, the point was to distract him.  It hurt him.  It caused him pain and prevented him from regaining his focus.  I didn’t want him thinking ahead.

While I struggled with a blood-drinking supernatural monster, the hairy supernatural monster finished his transformation into a giant, fur-covered killing machine.  Rather than spring instantly to my defense, he rolled over with the limp vampire, fetching up hard against one of the two beds in the room.  He clamped enormous jaws on the vampire’s head and crunched it.  This eliminated the vampire and put Rusty in a prone position.  From there, he could get both hands and feet on the floor.  With his vampire eliminated and crumbling to dust, he shot forward to join me.  I kept my vampire’s attention on me and kept his hands busy, which made it easy for Rusty to bite his head off.  Well, Rusty crushed it in his jaws, but from a practical standpoint…

The first vampire crumbled to dust.  The second one collapsed and oozed.  My vampire was obviously turned quite recently.

I stood up.  Rusty moved past me to the sink, gurgling and gargling and spitting as he shifted back down to human shape and size, trying to get the taste of undead out of his mouth.  He was, once again, covered in gouges from vampire talons.  He had wounds all along his arms and one set of bloody gouges down the left side of his face.  They were healing slowly, as was typical of vampire-inflicted cuts.

Why do vampire talons heal slowly?  We’re not totally sure.  It may have to do with this type of vampire excreting an anticoagulant.  The idea being they want to open you up and let all the blood out.  This may inhibit regeneration.  It may also be a mystical issue.  If they consume the life force of their target, their teeth will be the primary mode, but their talons may also draw a portion of living energy from their victims.  This could also inhibit regeneration.  Or both.  Or it could be a third thing.  We haven’t captured one and studied it.

I searched for Edgar, Ms. Anderson’s son.  This was going to be incredibly awkward if he was a witness.  Eight years old is old enough to explain what he saw.  Whether his future therapist would believe him or not was an open question.

Luckily, he wasn’t in the main area.  He was in the bathtub, unconscious.  A quick examination told me he had been fed on, probably as a snack, but not drained to death.  This also served to keep him quiet and avoid any pesky escape attempts.  Unfortunately, given this type of vampire, he was also infected with vampirism.  His condition wasn’t great in other ways, either.  He was dehydrated and underfed.

Rusty, now in almost-human form again, held a cup of water.  He sipped, swished, and spat repeatedly as he spoke.

“We have to hurry,” he gargled.

“Yeah, the gunfire will get cops here,” I agreed.  “We’ve still got a little time.”

“People are also curious,” he argued.

“People avoid being shot,” I countered.

“Yeah, but there’s always a dummy who wants to see,” he insisted.

“Fair.”  I helped Rusty go through the pockets of the deceased and the drawers in the room.  He carried the loot, I carried the boy.  He was a limp weight in my arms.  Rusty hurried to the car and I followed.  I slid into the back seat and Rusty closed my door by accelerating away.

We ignored the people in the parking lot.  They shouted questions and demands to halt.  One even ran up to the car, presumably to try and rescue what he thought was the child being kidnapped!

I do like knowing there are such people.  Rusty is more indifferent, especially when they’re being inconvenient.  He didn’t hit the guy, even though it would have been easier.  I wasn’t worried about him or the other witnesses to our escape.  What were they going to do?  Take down our license plate?  We took the plates off before we started, and I put a spell on the car to change the color.  Why?  Because we don’t like being interrogated by policemen, that’s why.  Being a private investigator is not a license to commit crimes.

Later, while I went into an all-night place to get food, Rusty put the license plates back on.  We ate in the car.  Rusty wolfed down a double order of hamburger to feed his regeneration and I checked his healing spells.  He had two, now.  One was a generic encouragement to recover, the other worked to enhance his normal regenerative ability.  They were doing a good job.

I also ate, but took more time as I also fed the kid.  He didn’t eat much.  His stomach wasn’t happy and he had a hard time staying awake.  It was a start, and that was good enough.

Rusty drove us down the nearly-empty road, headlights on, doing the speed limit, heading back to Detroit.  I canceled the spell on the car, letting it revert to a nondescript tan color.

“How is he?”

“He’ll be fine from a biological standpoint.  Food, rest, and recovery will do it.  I’m more concerned about the vampire bites.  They snacked on him.  I’m not sure how to fix that.”

“A transfusion?”

“It wouldn’t be a bad idea.  I’m more concerned about the effect of a vampire bite, not the blood loss.”

“How about sunlight?”

“How so?”

“When the Sun comes up, we go to a rooftop and let him work on a full-body tan.  Will that burn out the badness?”

“I strongly doubt it.  If it did, vampires would have a hard time keeping controlled servants—at least, this sort of vampire.  It might work with other species.  With this sort, it might slow the progression in the early stages, even temporarily stop it, but I’m virtually certain a sunlight bath won’t reverse it.”

“Fair enough.  Do you want to spin up the Dusty Amulet and try to zap the vampire influence out of him?”

“That’s a thought, but let’s go visit.  I want to consult.”

“Mind if I stay here and do more investigating?  I’ll meet you at the office.”

“I’m okay with that.  Find me a phone booth and I’ll use it as a shift space.”

Rusty pulled over and watched us depart.  I was pleased to see his wounds were almost gone.
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Medically, Edgar wasn’t in any real danger.  I splooshed him into a cloning tank and used it as a regeneration tank.  A little synthetic blood substitute went in one arm, nutrient solution went in the other.  No problem.  We repaired his physical damage in less than a day.

While he regenerated in the tank, I did the psychic repair work.  The little guy didn’t need to remember horrible things.  Being kidnapped was bad enough.  Dealing with monsters?  No, no, no.  I went in, examined his memories, and took notes on what he experienced.  This situation was obviously more than an ex-husband wanting custody of his son, and Edgar’s memories bore that out.  I altered them with exacting care, leaving him with a clear chain of events and no memory of monsters.  In his mind, his Dad ran away with him to Canada rather than to a cheap motel.  It was still a bad time for him, but not monsters-eating-him bad.  He wouldn’t remember being stolen in the night and treated for conditions he didn’t remember, either.  He would simply “wake up” already on his way back to his mother.

Getting him cured of a vampire infection was a little more involved.  Uncle Dusty knows a lot about vampires.  He says it goes with the territory and long experience.  He hangs out with Pop, after all.

“The good news is this isn’t a Dingus-type vampire,” his avatar said.  “This is a local vampire.”

“In the service of a Dingus vampire?”

“That’s more than I can tell from looking at the kid.”

“Okay.  Can this brand of vampiric infection be fixed?”

“The farther you get into a vampire transformation, the worse it is.  If it runs the full course, you’re pretty much stuck,” he informed me.  His avatar walked around the cloning tank, looking at Edgar.  “This isn’t too bad.  I don’t think he’s been fed any vampire blood.  This infection isn’t as virulent as it could be.”

“Hmm.  Okay.  Do you feel comfortable doing an extraction process on the vampiric energies?”

“I don’t even know how.”

“Oh?  Oh.  Sorry.”

“You can miraculously cure him.  Right?” I prompted.

“Yep.  Good thing you brought him here.  Back where you’re staying, I wouldn’t have the oomph.”

“How long will it take?”

Uncle Dusty placed one hand on the overgrown test tube Edgar floated in.  The whole tube started to glow like a cracked chemlight.  It brightened to a white color and became difficult to look at.  I kept watching, though, because I like seeing how things are done.

The white light seeped into Edgar, kind of like the way heat seeps into any homogenous mass.  It worked its way in, frying little flecks and veins of blackness inside him.  It burned all the darkness out of him, chasing down every root, every spore, every bit of lightly-tainted material.

When he was done, Uncle Dusty let the glow die and removed his hand from the tube.

“You okay?” I asked.

“Pfft.  I’m fine.  This was an easy one,” he said, waving a hand dismissively.  “They never tried to dominate his will or control him.  Biting him and draining half his blood was sufficient for their purposes.  What, exactly, were they trying to do?”

“Keep him quiet.”

“Yes, I get that.  I guess what I should have asked was why they did it.”

“I’m not fully clear on why any of this happened.  Rusty is investigating.”

“Want Me to turn on the time-tickers again?”

“What do you mean?”

“We’ve got a whole chain of them leading through my reactor worlds—plus a few you have for added links in the chain.  We can turn them on again and let Rusty do his thing for a year, if you like.  I turned them off when you arrived.”

“Turned them off?  You run a time-ticker chain out to the world I live in?”

“Sure.  It keeps Me from bugging you about stuff.  You promised Me about the garage-barn in La Mancha, remember?”

“I remember.  What about your handshake gates?”

“I’m using one to connect to Tauta, but I switch which one, along with the order of the time-tickers.  I’m being patient because you have things to do.”

“I’ll get to the La Mancha thing soon,” I promised.

“Time is relative,” he noted, “especially among our relatives.  Also, be aware I have friends who would appreciate an ersatz miracle, here and there.  With you running fast relative to most other things, you don’t get hit with requests every other week.  Your abilities are invaluable and in high demand.”

“Huh.  Okay.  If I’m in high demand, what do I get out of it?”

“Goodwill.  Not just My goodwill, either.  You never know when you’re going to want a dozen gods standing behind you—or standing between you and something else.”

I had to agree, that was a very good point.

“That’s a very good point,” I agreed, because I had to.  “I suspect things are going sideways in my current world, so remind me again when we’re done with it.  When Rusty and I are between residences is a good time to do errands.”

“Can do.  And thank you, by the way, for completing the set of handshake gates, even if I don’t get to use all of them at once.”

“I’ll find more worlds to use as time-ticker links,” I decided.  “You can have your reactor worlds as a constellation at one end and wherever I am at the other.”

“Branch off more of the original world my reactor worlds branched off of,” Uncle Dusty suggested.  “There’s nobody there.”

“Good idea.  I’ll have to put gate spells in them, though, which means a magical power source, as well.  And a place where the gates won’t be disturbed.”

“Rapa Nui.  It’s still there, doesn’t have an overabundance of vegetation, has lots of sunshine, and you can sink a geothermal power thingy if you feel like it.”

“I’ll bear that in mind.”

“Another thing,” he went on.  “Do you plan to leave your fluffboi here while you deal with magical setups and minor miracles?”

“I might call him that,” I told him.  “I don’t think you should.”

“Can I call him your anthro?”

“How about ‘boyfriend’?”

“Oh?  Oh.  Yes, of course.  I abase Myself in contrition.”

“You really need to work on that.”

“Sounding sincere?”

“Not being a racist.”

“I’m not a racist!”

“You view him as slightly more than a dog.  Is it just him, or is it all werewolves?”

Uncle Dusty frowned.

“Does de-vamping the kid deserve this?  That you should call Me out on My word choice?”

“I could ignore it and let you keep insulting my boyfriend until he loses his temper at your continued harassment, at which point he tries to eat you and you annihilate him, which will make me very sad and maybe outright angry, possibly even leading me to complain to Pop, eventually.  Would this be a better choice?”

“Hm.  Okay.  How about you thank Me for helping with the kid and we’ll say no more about it?”

“Thank you for helping Edgar.”

“You’re welcome.”

“We’ll still talk about your attitude toward Rusty again.  Later.”

“I’d rather not.”

“I know.”

Back in Detroit, I rejoined Rusty.  He had returned to the motel to sniff around—literally—and to see how the local police handled the situation.  They didn’t like the mess and had no idea what to do about it.  To be fair, a pile of dust inside clothes is weird, but it’s hard to tell the head was crushed in enormous jaws.  A gooey, apparently weeks-old corpse isn’t quite as weird.  It does add to the ambiance, as does the crunched head.

A number of motel residents identified the car we were using.  Being witnesses, they only got the color right—black, in this case.  They weren’t entirely certain about the make or model.

Eyewitnesses.  What can you do?

Overall, the police didn’t seem likely to put twenty-seven and forty-two together.  Admittedly, it’s a lot harder than two and two, but I’m not here to make it easy for them to catch us.

We wrote up our report—an entirely fictional account of how we tracked her ex-husband to Canada, as she suggested.  In the report, we started looking around for him in the vicinity of his mother’s house and, lo and behold!  Little Edgar, missing his mother, had left the house and was headed for the bus station.  We spotted him as we cruised through the neighborhood.  Since we were hired to get him home, not to hunt down his father’s hideout, we delivered him.  If she wanted to press charges, she would have to go through the police and they would have to find him.  It was a good story and I edited Edgar’s memories to match.

With Ms. Anderson and her son happily reunited, we could turn our full attention on another matter:  The memories I swiped from Edgar.  We stayed in the office after Muriel went home for the night.  I locked up behind her.

“We didn’t get anything out of the undead,” I began, preparing a three-way vanity mirror.  “I would have liked to interrogate them, but…”

“So, we don’t get to interrogate vampire ghosts.  What did you get from the kid?”

“Quite a lot.  First, what did you find from the loot?”

“Two wallets.  Michael Hughes—Ms. Anderson’s ex—was the gooey one.  The crumbly one was Trevor Fitzhugh, or so his IDs claim.  I’ve got an address for each of them.  There’s nothing much else to go on.”

“Okay.  Watch with me as I replay Edgar’s viewpoint.”

We sat and watched the replay on the three-way mirror.  Edgar’s father woke him up in the night and they left the house stealthily.  Michael had a car waiting and a friend—Trevor—to drive it.  They traveled on the highway for a while and Edgar fell asleep in the back of the car.

They arrived at the motel and, as far as we could tell from Edgar’s viewpoint, they already had the room.  The two vampires unloaded the car, locked the door, and had a brief discussion about how to keep Edgar quiet.  Edgar listened to the discussion intently, since he was the subject.  His father wanted to lock him in the bathroom.  Trevor insisted on taking stricter measures because their lives were at stake.

Edgar didn’t understand the phrase the way we did.

Eventually, Trevor browbeat Michael into standing aside.  The vampire bit Edgar’s wrist, holding it in both hands to keep it still, and drained enough blood to make Edgar weak.

After that, there were only a few clear memories.  Edgar was often hungry; Michael insisted on feeding him, but Trevor didn’t always let him go out.  From snatches of their conversation, they were waiting for someone.  Michael protested.

“How do you know they won’t come during the day?”

“They always try to be sneaky and do their work at night,” Trevor said.  “They’ll try to break in quietly and sneak off with the boy.”

“What makes them so important, anyway?”

“I don’t know.  It’s not my business to know.  I’m doing what I’m told, and so will you.”

We watched the whole show play out, seeing what Edgar saw, hearing what he heard.  I didn’t like the way his former father occasionally looked at him.  It seemed a hungry look.  I wondered how determined the vampires were to stay in the room as much as possible.  Trevor clearly didn’t care if the boy lived or died as long as he was effective bait.  Would a dead Edgar serve their purposes?  Or was he being kept alive as emergency rations?

When it was all over, Rusty puffed out his cheeks as he exhaled.

“How accurate is this?” Rusty asked.

“Fair to middling.  It’s clearer than Edgar would have managed, if he had been asked to remember.  The big weakness is it’s what got recorded in his memory, not what he actually saw and heard.  You can remember something wrong because you didn’t hear it clearly or didn’t understand what you were seeing.  Most of this was probably accurate enough for us to work with.”

“Can you play back a person’s memory like that whenever you want?”

“No.  I learned a lot about it while working on Camerons.  It’s hard to get a coherent memory sequence.  It’s even harder when the subject isn’t fully in possession of his faculties.  What you saw was a composite of several reviews of Edgar’s memory and a fair amount of extrapolation.  Again, it’s not a hundred percent accurate—not like an electronic recording—but it should be close enough for us.”

“Good to know.  It looks as though the vampires were waiting for us.”

“They were waiting for someone,” I corrected.  “If they were waiting for us, how could they know we would show up?”

“It’s not a big stretch to think we might take the case.”

“True enough,” I agreed, “but how could they know?  Know with enough certainty to park two vampires in a motel room, I mean.  It’s not a safe place for anyone with a sunlight allergy.  If we’d phoned this in, the cops could have kicked in the door at noon.  Then where would they be?”

Rusty drummed fingers on his desk and thought about it.

“When we dropped off Edgar with his mother, did you notice anything unusual?” he asked.

“Not really.  She was immensely relieved.  That’s normal, isn’t it?”

“I would think so.  I’m wondering if she was involved.”

“Like, vampires threatening her, or controlling her?”

“It could be as simple as a friend of a friend recommending us.  It wouldn’t take much to get her to go to private investigators.  And we have a lot of business cards floating around out there.”

“Okay, she could be manipulated into helping,” I agreed.  “Your point?”

“I’m not sure I have a point.  I have questions and I’m having a hard time putting them into words.  Mostly, I want to know why.”

“Why what?”

“Why us?  If they have an axe to grind, why use it on us?  When did we kick over their apple cart?  I mean, if these were the demon-vampires of my old Earth, I’d understand.  Were they?”

“No, their auras are all wrong,” I told him.  “These are a different species from the Dingus type.”

“There you go.  What did we do to piss off the local vampires?  I can’t think of anything we’ve done they could take personally.”

“I have no idea.  Maybe we made one angry by accidentally spoiling a plan.  ‘I would have gotten away with it, too, if it wasn’t for those meddling private investigators!’  That sort of thing.”

“Hold up,” he said, sitting up sharply.  “In the memory playback, what did the older one, the not-the-father one… Trevor!  What did Trevor say about following orders?”

I ran it back to replay it.

“I don’t know.  It’s not my business to know.  I’m doing what I’m told, and so will you.”

Rusty nodded.

“That’s what’s bothering me.  He’s not upset with his targets—whoever they are.  I think we need to assume they mean us, though.  Don’t you?”

“We’ll go with that assumption for now,” I agreed.  “Go on.”

“As I said, he’s not upset.  He’s following orders.  There’s a plan, here.  Behind the scenes, his boss told him what to do and, possibly, exactly how to go about it.  His boss is using him to accomplish an objective.  It reminds me of the demon-vampires manipulating the other vampires, the Deitrich-vampires, on my Earth.”

“I really hope you’re drawing a parallel where there isn’t one,” I said, slowly.  “I haven’t seen a demon-vampire here in DiscoFunk World.”

“Maybe they don’t like disco?”

“Maybe they’re the ones who invented it.”

“Now that is evil,” Rusty quipped.  “Okay, we don’t know if the nastier-type vampires are actually present in this world or not.  If they are—and, given vampires are taking notice of us for no good reason I can see, we have to assume they are.  If they are, one of them could have sent vampire minions to lure us into a trap at the behest of their patron.”

“If they took notice of us,” I argued, “they wouldn’t set such an elaborate—and wimpy—trap.  They would have rolled up into the office with hired mercenaries, or set demolition charges to bring down the building.  They wouldn’t waste a vampire only to annoy us.  And, given what we did in Vampocalypse World, there’s no way they’re going to waste a vampire.”

Rusty nodded as I spoke, eyes up and looking into the distance.

“You make a good point.  More than one, actually.  Okay.  We don’t know they were after us, specifically.  We don’t know the vampire—we presume there’s a vampire—behind it.  We don’t even know what species is behind it.  I think we have to assume there’s a deity of the undead behind it because that’s the worst-case scenario.  Where does this leave us?”

“With more questions than answers.  How about we go home and sleep on it?  Maybe we’ll have ideas in the morning.  And, in the morning, once the Sun is up and all evil little bloodsuckers are asleep in their coffins, I can more easily do a location spell to find them.”

“Have I mentioned you’re as brilliant as you are beautiful?”

“Once.”

“Probably because you’re even more brilliant than you are beautiful.”

“Nice.  Come on.  Let’s go home.”

“I’ll drive,” he said, grabbing the keys.

“Coward.”
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We went home and went to bed.  Our routine was a trifle altered by our present concerns, however.  The car we take on the job is not the car we routinely get around in.  We searched our car before actually getting in it.  Rusty isn’t a bomb dog, but he would make a great one.  We didn’t find anything untoward, but it was worth checking.

Rusty drove while I watched for anyone following us.  When we reached the house, we did a perimeter search and checked for any signs of entry.  Rusty reported there was no smell of trespassers, aside from the neighbor’s cats.  I don’t consider them trespassers, but they annoy Rusty.  You’d think they would avoid the house where the werewolf marked his territory, but they don’t seem to care.  He keeps muttering about eating one to get them to take him seriously.  He hasn’t actually done it.  Yet.  I don’t think he has.

Inside, we locked up and did a sweep of the house.  Anybody home?  Nope.  Just us.  Rusty confirmed the continued lack of foreign odors.

Good enough.

The next morning, we woke up early—for us—and had breakfast.  We usually adhere to the English concept of breakfast.  It should be big enough to sustain you until lunch.  I let Rusty handle the bacon and sausages.  I fried eggs in toast and piled up un-egged toast to go with it.  He laid out plates and several sorts of jam.  I brewed the coffee and poured both orange juice and milk.  He likes his citrus with breakfast.  I prefer the milk.  Coffee first, of course.

We ignored the elephant in the room while we had our breakfast.  The world should not end until after breakfast.

Rusty mopped up bacon and sausage grease from his plate before starting conversation.  I preferred strawberry jam.

“Any thoughts about the vampire problem?” he asked.

“Not really.  We don’t know enough.”

“I had the same thought.  Do we hit the workroom and find us a Boojum?”

“I thought of that first, but had another idea.  I want to consult with Uncle Dusty.  We know Dingus McVampire is a celestial creature.  He can look in this world and tell us if there’s a Dingus connection.  It has its own species of vampire and they exist in multiple Earthlines, maybe even this one.  If so, they may already be using cloaking spells to hide, just in case.”

“No need to waste our efforts if we can get him to look,” Rusty agreed.  Then he looked startled and concerned.  “If there are Boojum vampires here, and if they are after us, do you think the Boojum might have put out an all-points bulletin on us?  It would explain my feeling that vampires in general have it in for us even when we haven’t done anything to them.  Not in their worlds, I mean.”

“It’s possible.  I wouldn’t think we made it angry enough, but I could be wrong.  On the other hand, it may not be aware we can travel between Earthlines.  Or it may not have been aware.  If we attracted vampiric attention through our activities or whatever, it might have heard about us and gone, ‘Wait a minute!  Those two sound familiar!’  The first time it might have been coincidence that we look so much like the people who gave him problems before.  After the third or fourth time, I’d think he would be suspicious, at the very least.”

“If it doesn’t know we can switch worlds, maybe it’s our local analogues giving him a hard time.  It might be happy to think we are stuck in the one Earthline where all its vampire connections are gone?”

“I dunno.  If he’s caught on to the fact we’re world-hopping, it might upgrade us on his threat-o-meter.  We might get taken seriously.  You know, the bit about coming to the attention of powerful people.”

Rusty gave this due consideration as he finished his toast.

“All right.  Let’s look at this from a practical standpoint.”

“Sure.”

“Regardless of what it thinks, we can put our options into categories.  First, we can stay here.  Maybe this means we have to hunt down all the demon-vampires and destroy them in this world, too.  Maybe we have to remove all the vampires of every sort.  We can’t know in advance.  I think we have to assume somebody is out to get us.  The most logical source of our troubles would be the Boojum.”

“Dingus,” I corrected.

“You don’t need to get snarky,” he countered.  “My point being, if we stay we have vampire hunting in our future—unless we can negotiate a peace.  That requires knowing who to bargain with.

“The other option is to go elsewhere.  We’ve gone wandering among the infinite Earths before, looking for places we like.  If we do elect to wander, we still have places to go home to.  I know you don’t like your father’s place in Iowa, but it’s a good spot.  It’s out of the way.  It’s got lots of forest to run around in.  It’s set up so the bills and taxes and whatnot get paid automatically.  It even self-repairs, right?”

“To a limited extent.  If a tornado opens up the basement, it won’t get better.  As it stands, it won’t get old.  It’s a maintenance spell, not a rebuilding spell.”

“So it’s pretty close to permanent.  And, if things go really, really wrong, we can go visit your Uncle Dusty.  Which means we can go haring off around the multiverse pretty much at will.

“The third option,” he went on, “is to relocate again.  We do what we’ve been doing.  We strike our tent and move to another world.  Only this time, instead of moving to the next decade in this world, we find one as close to this one as possible.  We set up shop again, hire the local Muriel, buy the same house in Palmer Park, and carry on.”

“It won’t be the same,” I warned him.  “I’ve told you this before.  Finding a nearly-exact copy of a world means you make mistakes, remembering things that never happened with people who look exactly like people you used to know.”

“I remember.  In this case, keeping everything similar is the goal.  It’s a test.  If we run into the same sorts of vampire problems, won’t that be a clue?  If we avoid vampires there and the Boojum—”

“Dingus.”

“—sends more undead goons after us there, too, what does that tell us?”

“It says a celestial entity has it in for us.  I have another idea that might give us the same information.”

“Oh?”

“The same one I talked about, the one you avoided.  I could ask my uncle.”

“Ah.  Yes.  I suppose you could,” he agreed, grudgingly.  “All right.  You go ahead.  I’ll get out a mirror and see what I can find while you’re away.”

“Actually, I was thinking of building a gadget Pop used to use.  It’s a tray full of fine powder.  I can set it up with a micro-gate so it can contact Uncle Dusty.  The dust will form an image of his head and it will reproduce his voice.”

“Or you could give him a radio with a gate,” Rusty pointed out.  “The signal will go through the hole, right?”

“Yes, but I’ve only ever seen the dust-gadget Pop built.  I’ve never built one of my own, all by myself.  I’d like to give it a try,” I admitted.  Rusty looked thoughtful.

“Either way, we wouldn’t have to go to his worlds to talk to him, right?”

“Correct.”

“I think it’s a fantastic idea.  Can I get a vampire triangulator, first?”

“Like the one I used at the nightclub, way back when?”

“Whatever seems best to you.  You’re the pro.  I don’t want to find the local vampires, though.  I want the Boojum vampires.”

“I’ll incorporate Dingus dust in the design.  Assuming we still have any.  Do you remember where we put it?”

The vampire triangulator was a variation on the setup Pop and I built for locating Alden.  It used location spells rather than psychic antennae, and a little vampire dust gave it a specific signature to hunt for.  The three long rods effectively dowsed for vampires, swinging around to point directly at their target.  By measuring their angles, we could draw lines on a map.  Where they intersected was the location.

Once we had three of the things parked around the city—one at the office, two in different hotel rooms—Rusty and I went home.  While Rusty went into a workroom to do the finicky measurements, I went into the kitchen.  I put a scoop of flour in a pie plate.  Pop already did all the R&D.  Since I already had a micro-gate on hand, all I did was put pieces together and assemble the correct spells in the right order.  It was easier than I thought it would be.  I put the pie plate on the kitchen counter and activated it.

Uncle Dusty answered the call.  The dust puffed upward into a ghostly, dusty, disembodied head.

“Aww,” he said.  “I thought it was your father calling.”

“Sorry to disappoint.  I figured I ought to build one of these and save myself a trip every time I wanted to talk.  And save you the effort of reaching to another world.”

“Good thinking.  Is this a test, or do you have something on your mind?”

“Now that you mention it, I do have a couple of questions.”

“Shoot.”

“You know Dingus McVampire?”

“The entity behind the leader vampires on The World of Suck,” he agreed.

“Is that what you’re calling Rusty’s old world?” I asked, severely.

“Yeah.  And I have recently realized I should not call it that where he might hear.”

“How recently?”

“Very.  Why are you preserving it, anyway?  It’s nuked and full of undead.”

“I have things I want to see.  I’ve got spells cleaning the upper atmosphere and I want to know how effective they are.  And there’s a moonbase I might want to use again.  Stuff like that.  It also has no Dingus presence, so there’s that.”

“Fair points.  What do you want to know about the Dingus, or the Boojum, or whatever you two are calling it?”

“He has a lot of vampires, right?”

“It depends on how you look at it.  In each world, it costs a lot to make the first one, then it costs less to spread by infection.  That’s the initial power investment.  Then there’s the maintenance cost to keep them.  He has to spend power to keep the link open.  This is one reason he doesn’t have many in any individual world.”

“What’s the other reason?”

“Angels.  They don’t like vampires, but they especially despise his.  By keeping his vampire suckage on the universe at a very low level, he gets a constant trickle of power across billions and billions of universes.”

“Wait.  What about Rusty’s world?  They dialed up their energy draining, didn’t they?”

“It’s a ratio thing.  A black cape stands out on a white-sand beach at noon.  Hang it in the shady jungle and it’s still easily visible.  Lay it on the forest floor at night and you can walk over it and miss it.  It’s kind of like that with the cloud of life energy in the World of… uh, Rusty’s old Earth.”

“Vampocalypse World.”

“Got it.  With the massive release of living energy, they could work much faster without being spotted.”

“You’re saying he didn’t spend extra energy to make lots of his own sort of vampires because the Dingus really, really wants to turn a profit in terms of power, right?”

“Yes, and I venture to guess he also didn’t anticipate the need for more.  The ones he had could keep draining the place for ages.  It’s not like they were going to wear out.”

“Interesting,” I said, as an idea took shape.  “To be clear, how many worlds does he have vampire minions in?  Billions, you say?”

“Ah, that’s where we get into the other side of your question.  He won’t have many vampires in one world, but, as far as I can tell, he’s got vampires in every Earthline that also has people.  I’d guess he used to have them in any Earthline where people died out, too.  Here, in My reactor worlds, for example, there were no vampires when I arrived.  When the humans died out, the vampires didn’t have anything to feed on.”

“So, rather than mere billions, he has vampires in every single one of the Earthlines?”

“I can’t say for sure,” he hedged.  “He seems to be in every Earthline.  All the ones I know of, anyway.  I haven’t got access to all of them, obviously.  He’s much more widespread than I am.”

“How can that be?”

“He’s existed since the beginning of the Earthline universes,” Uncle Dusty said, showing a brief flash of shoulders as he shrugged.

“If he’s in all the baseline Earth worlds, that means he’s in all the branched worlds, too, right?”

“It would seem so.”

“How does that work?  Don’t they all have their own celestial plane?”

Uncle Dusty looked pained.

“Do you want the detailed explanation or the good-enough explanation?”

“How long will the detailed explanation take?”

“Assuming your brain can grasp the non-material relationships, a month or two of study and another month for field trips.”

“I’ll take the good-enough explanation.”

“Wise choice.  Okay, the parts that apply to you go like this:  Each Earthline has a celestial plane.  This is true.  However, there are layers of celestial planes.  The lowest layer, bordering the material realm, is the one with which you are familiar.  This is where I exist to talk to mortals, invest power into an avatar, and harvest energy.  With me so far?”

“Sure.”

“Moving up through the layers is hard to describe.  They become more energetic and, in many ways, more… I don’t want to say ‘organized.’  Structured, maybe.  Instead of swimming through a crackling sea of energy, we move higher and swim through undersea channels, then move higher and climb on monkey bars, then move even higher and become flashes through facets of a gem, and so on.  The lowest of the celestial layers is the easiest for material beings to comprehend.  They get progressively more alien to material thinking as you go higher and higher.”

“How many layers are there?”

“That’s a really good question,” he said.  And, not answering it, he went on.  “Each of these layers is less in tune with material realms and harder to get to.  Manifesting an aspect of Myself on a higher plane is difficult and energy-intensive.  If I choose to go there, I gain several advantages.  I can transfer power from one of My lower-state selves to another more efficiently, for example.”

“You’re not manifested on higher planes?”

“Not usually.  I’ve ventured there several times, boosted as I am by multiple reactors.  Thing is, there are other gods who have already established themselves on those levels.  It’s a whole different system of predator and prey on each new layer and I’ve got more than enough to occupy Me down here in the trenches.”

“And that’s why you had me make those handshake gates, right?  To transfer power between universes more easily?”

“Yep!  But the main advantage to the higher planes, I feel, is the ability to… hmm.  I want to say ‘access.”  That’s not quite right.  I can oversee, sort of, a larger slice of lower celestial planes, whether I have a presence on them or not.  Higher up, I can look at many Earthlines at once, but only as someone with a higher vantage point, not as a person down on the ground.  Still higher up, I can see millions of worlds, but I lose most of the details.  It’s like being on top of a mountain.  It took a lot of work to get up there and it gives Me a great view.  Not a detailed view.  A broader perspective.  Got it?”

“So far.”

“Now, Earthlines each have their own a celestial plane.  Those are the lowest-level planes.  When you create a branched Earthline, the branch doesn’t affect the base Earthline.  On the celestial level, it’s slightly different.  Up here, it’s like we’re watching the universe from above as the great sea of Chaos rolls back, kind of like the tide going out.  Now we have a whole new universe-island quasi-connected to the original.  As soon as the sea rolls in again, it’ll be gone.  For the moment, it’s a nice island.  Most celestial beings ignore it even if they see it.  It’s temporary.  It doesn’t count.  It’s a fake island and you don’t want to go there because it’ll disappear soon.”

“Is this why branched Earthlines seem to have relatively few angels and whatnot?”

“In large part, yes.  And sort of.  It’s more complicated.  See, if you branch an Earthline, everything in the world is duplicated, right?”

“Right.”

“Angels on the associated celestial plane don’t get duplicated,” he pointed out.  “This is because…?”

“Because the branch shares the same celestial plane?  Not exactly, but sort of,” I amended.

“Very good.  Now, since angels don’t exist on the material plane when the material plane gets duplicated… Hmm.  Actually, I don’t know for certain.  One of two things happens.  Either they don’t notice or don’t care.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“It’s possible they don’t have the capacity—or not all of them have the capacity—to observe a branched universe emerging.  Even if they do, they generally tend to disregard the momentary appearance of a rapidly-degrading worldline.  It’s trivial.  It’s inconsequential in the greater scheme of things.  See what I mean?”

“I get the idea.”

“Now let’s think about angels who are manifested on the material plane.  What if they’re doing the whole advent display for the shepherds?  Or if they’re currently in full possession of a human being, occupying a material body?”

“I—I don’t know.  What happens?  Do they duplicate?”

“It’s possible.  From what I’ve seen, it depends on whether or not they’re possessing a human body or if they’re in full-on angelic mode.  The angelic display version is a manifestation on the material plane.  Someone is about to get the Message, whether it’s ‘Fear not,’ or fire and brimstone.  If they’re manifested, they might notice the branching happening and—since it’s a Chaos effect—choose to resist it.  They stay in their base Earthline.  Whether they know what’s happening or not is questionable, though, and may depend on the type of angel.

“In the other case, where one is crammed into a meat suit, it’s more limited.  Their senses are dulled.  They have a lot of purely physical sensations to distract them, too.  When a universe branches, they either don’t notice it or they can’t sense it while they’re possessing a body.  Suddenly, boom, you have a duplicate body, complete with angelic occupant.  It’s the only way I’ve ever seen an angel reproduce.  However, if it doesn’t abandon the body before the universe collapses, it will be destroyed in the dissolution.”

“What about Alden?  Is there another Alden back in an original Earth?”

“Ah, that.  Alden was half-human and half-angel.  He was born with a body, obviously, but also with a sensitivity to celestial energies.  He had a lifetime—apparently, quite a long lifetime—to get used to using both.

“What I think happened with him is—and it’s only My opinion, since I’m not a Nephilim—despite his fleshy envelope, he was sufficiently sensitive to feel the universe branching, just as a manifested angel would.  Maybe not as clearly.  Maybe enough to alert him to an event.  At that point, he had a choice.  Either go with the flow, or resist it.  I don’t think he had any idea what was happening, though.  If he had chosen to resist, I believe he would have stayed in his own Earth and not been duplicated.  Why he wound up in the branch without being duplicated is harder to fathom.”

“He should have been duplicated, right?  There should be a base model and the branch model.”

“Exactly.  I can only speculate he felt it happening and chose to go with it, actively chasing the source of what he would have sensed as a massive shift in the universe.  Again, it’s only a guess.  Don’t ask Me why he would choose to do it.  Chasing power?  Looking to unlock a secret of the universe?  Or a snap decision when confronted by a sudden circumstance?  I have no idea.”

“So there isn’t another Alden still in the base Earthline?” I pressed.  “It’s one or the other, but definitely not both?”

“I believe so.  Didn’t your father search for Alden?”

“He did.  Just because Pop didn’t find him doesn’t mean he doesn’t exist.  It’s possible to hide from Pop’s gate spells.”

“You generally have to know you’re being hunted,” Uncle Dusty mused.  “Your point is well-taken.  It does make Me wonder why Alden seems to be unique.”

“As I recall, Pop is also the product of a low-probability sequence of events in the branching tree of Earthlines.  It doesn’t mean Pop doesn’t exist at all in other Earthlines—or didn’t, or won’t, depending on where in the individual universal calendar they are.  It only means they aren’t around when we do the search.  I could search for a mortal version of Pop and not get anything because the worlds where he will be are still in the Jurassic.  Or the Medieval period.  If they age up to the year two thousand and I search again, he might be around in one of them.”

“Variable time rates in multiple universes can be such a pain in the temporal lobe,” he sighed.  “Yeah, you’re right.”

“Which brings me back to Alden again.  Is it possible there’s another one out there?”

“Given what you’ve said, yes.  I’m certain there are multiple Nephilim or demigods or whatever.  Getting Alden, though… getting him, specifically…”  He frowned in concentration.  “Given we can’t find him—haven’t found him—with a gate search, this implies he has either been killed in any universe the gate can reach, or he hasn’t been born.  Correct?”

“I dunno about ‘born.’  The gates seek out shapes.  He could be a teenager and it wouldn’t hit.  It’s the secondary spells to detect celestial energy that clinch it.”

“So he’s either dead or hasn’t grown up.  Which also means he might not have been sired by his celestial patron.  Given the way Zeus has a tendency to sire divine heroes whenever Earth develops Greek civilization, I would think Alden should be around a lot more often.”

“Unless there’s a specific reason he was sired on that one Earthline?” I asked.

“Um.  Yes, I suppose so.  I’m at a loss as to what the circumstances might be.  The branch you lived in was indistinguishable from the original.  Was Alden always going to try and take it over?  Or provoke human civilization to self-destruct?  Or what?”

“Could it have been a one-off occasion between his mother and the celestial entity that sired him?  Not a specific reason.  Not part of a divine plan.  Just two crazy kids and the resultant bundle of joy?”

“Possibly,” he allowed.  “You’ve never seen what happens to the mother when a Nephilim is born, have you?  —And I use the word ‘born’ rather loosely.”

“No, and I’ll thank you not to tell me.  I can guess.”

“Which leaves us in the dark about his origins.  If I knew who sired him, I might be able to ask him.  I don’t suppose Alden mentioned his father at all?”

“Not that I recall,” I admitted.  “I don’t suppose you can bring Alden back from whatever afterlife he went to and ask him?”

“He’s not available any more.  He did not succeed in jumping from quasi-mortal to celestial entity.  What there was of him lost cohesion and dissolved.”

“Oh?  Good.  I was ambivalent about getting to kill him again.”

“Of course, that’s not to say there aren’t more like him,” Uncle Dusty went on.  “There’s no way to tell how many Earthlines have a Nephilim.”

“Wonderful.  Thank you so much for the reassurance.”

“Anytime.”

“You’re really bad at this sarcasm thing.”

“No, I just choose to ignore it.”

“Okay.  Back to the celestial realms thing.  The Dingus has vampires in a sizable percentage of the baseline Earth worlds.  When we branch one, the vampires get duplicated because they’re physically present?”

“Correct.”

“Aren’t his type a celestially-manifested sort of thing?  Like a Nephilim?  Shouldn’t they be unduplicated?”

“Not even close.  These vampires are similar to possessed bodies, but downgraded even from that.  They don’t have a celestial entity in there, doing the driving.  They only have a celestial connection to the patron spirit.  They aren’t possessed so much as they’re powered.  They’re corpses that refuse to fall down, not celestial creatures.  Think of them more like priests and you won’t go far wrong.”

“Sideline,” I said.

“Okay?”

“These vampires aren’t Nephilim and they aren’t possessed by a celestial spirit.  Got it.  So, as I understand it, a Nephilim can be conceived when an angel possesses one or the other of the human bodies involved, right?”

“Pretty much.”

“What would happen if you had two human bodies, each possessed by an angel, and they produced a child?”

“Uh,” he said, succinctly.  His eyebrows drew together as he thought it over.  “I’m not sure.  It might not survive.  The celestial energies involved might be too intense for flesh to contain.  If it lived long enough to be born, I would guess it would be more like an angel inside a human body. When the body died, I think it would be likely to ascend to celestial status.  Nephilim have been known to make the leap from physical existence when they’re killed, but it’s rare.  Your double-dipping hypothetical case might manage it more easily.

“It still wouldn’t become an angel, of course.  This process would be too organic.  Like an ascended Nephilim, it might best be classed as a very weak, but well-defined god.  Also like an ascended Nephilim, it would need help in a hurry, though, or it would starve, much like a newborn baby.  Or, in this case, it would be more like dropping off a toddler on a tropical beach.  He might survive for a while, but unless he’s incredibly lucky or in an amazingly friendly locale, not on a long-term basis.”

“Just checking.  Back to the main point.  The Dingus connects to and animates physical bodies in order to suck energy out of the world to feed itself.  If we branch an Earthline, we effectively double the power it gets from the Earthline?”

“Effectively?  Yes, but temporarily.  Only while it exists.  In the metaphor, when the new world surfaces from the receding tide, the Dingus, as you put it, has brand-new vampires it didn’t have before.  It’s a temporary world, though, so it’s not worth a lot of long-term investment.  The world will disappear soon, so it probably doesn’t get much attention.  It’s a brief boost in power revenue.  It’s like a water truck going by in the desert.  You drink as much as you can, fill every container you have, and wave a sad goodbye as it dissolves into the heat haze forever.”

“Hang on a second.  These branched worlds—the temporary islands.  They’re connected on the celestial level?”

“Back to the original Earthline?  Yes.”

“Then why did you want those gates?  The handshake gates for your avatars.  All the reactor worlds are branches from the same Earthline, so they should all have the same celestial layer.  Shouldn’t they?”

“Not exactly,” he replied.  “The island metaphor may be a bit misleading.  Maybe it’s more like islands with land bridges.  They connect back to the baseline Earth.  They do not connect directly to each other.  Since I don’t exist in the baseline Earth they branch from, I have no celestial cross-connection between them.  Without a central connection, I have a bunch of independent celestial islands.”  He sighed.

“Part of our miscommunication is the planar geometry involved,” he went on.  “It’s hard for anything with a meat brain to comprehend without complex mathematics.  Even if a physical entity is actually present up here, they don’t understand it.  Their perceptions are distorted, making the plane appear to them in a form analogous to things they do comprehend.  If you open a gate and shield yourself from the energies, you’ll still see floors and walls and trees and fruit, not ever-shifting patterns of energy.  You would have to ascend from your physical body and become an energy-state being before you could perceive the plane as it truly is.  As a result, I’m handicapped by a lack of concepts in describing the complex interactions of the higher planes.”

“So, I can’t understand it fully.  I’ll have to quiz you about how things work and ask if my plans will function the way I think they will.  Yes?”

“I’m afraid so.  On the upside, I’m happy to help however I can.  I’m sure, with enough time and great exertion, you’ll eventually come to understand more about it.”

“I look forward to it.  Check me, here.  My takeaways on this are as follows.  There’s one major entity behind these Dingus-class vampires.  It has its fingers in every Earthline with humans.  Therefore, we will encounter Dingus vampires in every Earthline we visit, even though we can only go to branched worlds.  Am I on track?”

“As long as there are enough humans alive in it to feed the Dingus vampires, I’d have to say it’s highly likely.  Not certain, but definitely the way to bet.”

“Now, next question:  How pissed off is the Dingus?  Is it angry enough at us to notify all its vampire hordes to be on the lookout for us?”

“Uh… I don’t know.  I don’t think it likes you, since you’ve interfered with its plans.  I doubt it’s willing to spend the power required to notify all the myriad vampires it has to be on the lookout on the off chance you put in an appearance.”

“What if we do show up?  Assuming we come to their attention?”

“You mean, if you annoy the vampires in yet another branch world?  I don’t know.  Assuming the Dingus realizes it’s you, rather than a random local causing problems… I guess it might decide to… hmm.”  His image appeared to shrink, giving me a whole-body view.  He appeared to lean back in a chair of swirling dust, hands clasped behind his head, thinking.  I kept my mouth shut.  If I caused him to have a long train of thought, I wanted it to make it all the way to the platform.

“No,” he said, finally.  “Now that I think on it, if it realizes you’re traveling from world to world, it changes things.  It makes you more than a local issue.  It might decide you’re troublesome.  You show up in branch worlds and give the vampires problems, cutting into the energy flow.  In branch worlds, obviously, but your interference could be costly—if he’s thinking in terms of opportunity lost.”

“How so?”

“When a branch world springs into being, it’s a chance to raid it.  There’s no way to feed on it for the long term, and branches aren’t… I don’t want to say ‘guarded.’  Branches are of lesser importance to angels.  He’s more likely to get away with shenanigans in those.  He can’t have too much of a presence in a mainline Earth or he gets in trouble.  He can feed more freely in a branch.  He still has to be careful—they don’t like him and will come down on his creatures even in a branch—but manipulating the people in the branch to self-destruct and make power-siphoning easier?  If it lasts long enough, it could be a rich source of energy.”

“And this relates to me how?”

“If you show up and interfere, the opportunity to take a big bite out of a planet gets snuffed. He might be pretty upset.  I don’t know how much effort it would go to, but I can easily imagine it would order you killed.”

“If we show up in a branch world and mind our own business, though…?”

“If it doesn’t notice you, it can’t order anyone to attack you.  And didn’t you tell Me his vampires have a ritual that allows them to communicate fairly directly?”

“Yes.”

“And the communication is in visions?  So they could easily ‘see’ you and know exactly who to look for?  They may not know your name or much else about you, other than what you look like—your energy pattern, presumably, since you wore helmets whenever the could see you.  Sound right?”

“Grr.  Yes.  So we’re probably okay until the Dingus spots us, then we have vampire hordes after us?”

“If it realizes you can travel between worlds?  Probably.”

“And this applies to every single Earthline where there are people, right?”

“By and large.  The majority, I would think.”

“Great.”

“Oo, I felt the sarcasm through the gate.”

“I’m not surprised.”

“Yeah, I understand.  What else can I tell you?”

“For now, that’s enough.  I have an idea I want to test.  I’ll call you back.”

“Anytime.”

I went to see how Rusty was doing with his vampire tracking.

During the day, they were quite obliging.  They held still.  Rusty got out all the maps and tacked them to a bedroom wall, making one really big map.  There was one Dingus-type vampire in range.

“Why isn’t he shielded?” Rusty asked, pointing at the pin at the intersection of lines.

“I’m not sure.  I would guess he hasn’t gone to the effort, yet.  I also don’t know what spells they know or how good they are with them.”

“Who?  The Boojum?  Or the vampire?”

“Could be a combo deal.  Remember the blood circle in the bunkers?  It was a gathering point for power.  It wasn’t a summoning, as such.  It was a concentration point, using magic to gather celestial energies.  It’s kind of like digging a hole at the bottom of a puddle.  You might not be able to scoop up water from a shallow trickle of water.  Once you dig the hole, the trickle fills it and it’s deep enough for your cup.  Does that make sense?”

“I get the idea, but not how it relates.”

“I’m getting there.”  I gestured him in front of me and we headed into the kitchen.  “One of our previous vampires mentioned how hard it is to get clear communication.  If it takes so much effort, the vampire in question may not have been told to ward his lair from detection.  Since he doesn’t get told exactly what to do, he might send lesser vampires out with orders to hunt and kill.”

“And when the lesser vampires report failure?”

“I’m not sure.  I suspect the vampire would keep trying on his own rather than pester his patron.”

“Wouldn’t he call in regularly for advice or instructions?”

“It’s not an easy thing to do, this calling up his patron.  I’m guessing the communication is difficult and imprecise in both directions.  It might be different in a high-magic world or if the Dingus had a direct line to the material plane.  Plus, if the Dingus told him to assassinate us and he, in turn, sent minions to do the job, how eager would he be to report failure?  Or would he keep trying until he could report in simple terms, such as ‘I succeeded’?  Or would he wait until the Dingus sent him a dream to demand a status update?”

“Ooo, I see your point.  Evil Overlords seldom react well to reports of failure.”

“So we may have days, even weeks, depending on how long it takes the vampire minion to arrange the next attempt on our lives.”

“Yeah.  About that…”

I raised an eyebrow at him.

“I’m not comfortable with being hunted by vampires,” he admitted.  “I didn’t like it the last time and I find I’m not pleased at the idea this time.”

“I’m more than a little annoyed at this, myself.  I keep thinking the Dingus is negatively interfering in my life.  I also keep thinking he’s the one behind the vampire elders we killed.”

“Uh-oh.”

“’Uh-oh’ what?”

“You’re still grumpy over Mister Stuffins.”

“Yes.  I’m better, even if I didn’t get nearly enough vengeance to be satisfied.  I was prepared to learn to live with it.”

“’Was’?” he echoed.

“I’m reconsidering.”

“Well, then, I have an idea.”

“Oh?” I asked.  “What do you suggest?”

“I’m thinking we should hunt them all down and kill them.”

I thought about it while leading him into the kitchen.  I pulled things from the refrigerator and laid them on the counter.  It was getting on toward lunchtime.

“What’s the objective?” I asked, finally.  “Are we thinking of preemptive self-preservation?  We kill any vampire we come across because it’s probably going to be ordered to kill us?  Or are we trying to punish the Dingus for continuing to bother us?”

“I would very much like to punish the Boojum,” Rusty admitted.

“Enough to call it ‘The Dingus’ instead?”

“Convince me we have an effective way to punish it and I’ll call it ‘The Electric Boogaloo,’ if you like.”

“I just now started thinking about it.  I already have ideas.”

“You have my undivided attention.”

“Even with roast beef sandwiches cooking?”

“You have the majority of my attention.”

I put a skillet on the stove and started slicing beef.

“As I understand it, the Dingus is only interested in one thing:  Power.  I don’t see a way to directly steal its power.  It’s not like I understand how it works.  I can briefly go to a celestial plane if I really, really want to, but pulling off a heist—or even a mugging—is a bit beyond me.

“However, we do have access to the vampires it creates.  These vampires require upkeep.  They cost him a little bit to maintain.  Usually, they feed on humans to not only feed their own existence, but send power back to him.  They constantly draw in energy from the world immediately around them.  I don’t know if it pays their upkeep costs.  In highly-charged environments—such as after a mass extinction event—they can suck in enough by existing to supply him with energy.

“My idea is this.  If we capture a vampire and lock it away, far from any living beings, we force the Dingus to either abandon it or operate it at a loss.  Potentially, we could build a prison for several vampires.  If so, we could occasionally throw in a really bad person and let them feed, hopefully creating a new vampire for the Dingus to maintain.  There are many questions about how they feed and how they reproduce and so forth.  There might be a way to put losses on his balance sheet.”

Rusty buttered brioche buns while he listened.  He set these aside.

“Out of curiosity, how many worlds does the—the Dingus have access to?”

“Possibly all the Earthlines.  If we go to what you think of as an alternate timeline, anywhere we find people, we’re likely to find Dingus-type vampires.”

“What, in all of them?”

“So I’m told.  If they have people in them.”

He grumbled about this while I fried beef.  When I had enough beef, I put the buns in the skillet to soak up juices and toast a little.  We moved to the table and assembled our lunch.

“I don’t like the fact he’s everywhere,” Rusty said, finally.  “Anyplace interesting is going to have Boo—Dingus vampires.  If we want to settle in one place for any length of time, we have to avoid them.  Right?”

“Correct.  Unless we settle on a voidworld.  The non-Earthline places.  The ‘fantasy realms,’ as you put it.  Being quasi-nomadic is still on the table, though.  If we want to actually settle down anywhere on an Earth, we have to avoid being spotted or settle for whatever Earthline we come across that, for whatever reason, doesn’t have a Dingus presence.”

He chomped with, perhaps, slightly more vigor than was called for.

“Suppose,” he said, once he finished destroying his sandwich.  He started building a new one.  “Just suppose we don’t punish him.  What if we try to get off his radar?  If we leave him alone for a while, will he stop ordering his minions to attack us on sight?”

It was a good question.  I had to consider it carefully.  How did the Dingus locate us?  Was he actively seeking us out, or was he simply reacting to our presence?  If we told him we would leave him alone, would he leave us alone?

“If we try to punish him, he will definitely take it badly,” I decided.  “If we go on a tour of voidworlds, keeping out of his way, he might forget about us.  Well, not forget, as such, but cool off.”

“‘Might’?” Rusty echoed.

“He’s a celestial entity with a power complex and, I assume, a massive ego.  It’s possible he doesn’t care about us unless we cross his metaphorical line of sight.  It’s also possible he’s sitting on a celestial throne and waiting for any clue from his minions as to where we might be so he can order them to destroy us.”

“Well, that’s helpful.”

“I’m not equipped to read the mind of a celestial.”

“Fair point.  So, what do we do?  Dodge him for a while to see if he calms down?  Or do we make him want to avoid us because encountering us is too expensive?”

“If those are my options, I think he deserves a swift kick in the throat.”

“Okay by me,” Rusty agreed.  “Tell me more about this vampire prison idea.  How effective will it be?  Will it hurt him?”

“Yes and no, assuming I can even develop the idea into a workable plan.  It may be the first time he’s ever had someone deliberately set out to cost him power.  If we can link the ideas of ‘You keep messing with us,’ and ‘you keep losing power,’ he might decide to avoid us.  I get the impression we can’t actually harm him.  I’m willing to experiment and find out.”

“There’s got to be a way.”

“I suppose Uncle Dusty could do it.  Do you want to ask him to get into a fistfight in the celestial realms?”

Rusty chomped his sandwich.  Viciously.  I knew him well enough to recognize it as a negative.  I let him eat in whatever peace he might be able to find.  He was on medication again— “futuristic” medication!—but we chose it for the way it made him feel rather than the strength of its effect.  The lack of side effects was of paramount importance, mostly because side effects upset him and made him angry, which required larger doses or more powerful medication, which increased the side effects.  Rather than have Rusty effectively tranquilized enough to not mind the clouding of his mental faculties, we went with a drug to merely take the edge off.  It wasn’t a perfect solution, but Rusty praised it as the best medicine he’d ever had.  I was happy he liked it.

“I really want to do something drastic and unpleasant to… to the Dingus,” he said.  He was still having trouble getting used to the name.  He was fond of calling it the Boojum.  “I really, really do.”

“Why?’

“For one thing, I prefer to be the hunter, not the hunted.”

“We don’t know for sure he’s actively ordering his minions to hunt us,” I pointed out.

“It’s starting to feel that way,” he replied.  “Also, when you think back on my world, who’s responsible for nuking it into oblivion?  Humanity?  Vampires as a whole?  Special, super-evil vampires manipulating the regular vampires?  Or one celestial monster directing the show from another plane of existence?”

As Rusty pointed this out, I had a realization.  Rusty’s world was a branched timeline.  It was a short-term, disposable timeline by the Dingus’ reckoning.  It wasn’t a long-term investment.  It was a short-term gain to be harvested as quickly as possible.

Alden might have provoked the vampires by his presence, but the Dingus… he probably used Alden as a convenient excuse—a cover, or a smokescreen, to distract any angels watching.  Alden was present and obvious, so he would, naturally, be the prime suspect.  This provided the Dingus with the opportunity to ramp up his efforts, kill massive numbers of people, and have his vampires feed on the resulting energy field.

And the branched timeline we visited where Rusty got closure with his parents?  Was it being destroyed by the Dingus even now?  It had the same vampires, the same situation, minus me and minus Alden.  Under ordinary circumstances, would it last long enough to warrant going to the effort?  It might not be worth much attention if it would normally vanish before the first missile flew.  If it lasted for a good, long time, the Dingus might then take a more active interest.

Wait a minute!  What about all those branched timelines I created when I summoned things in the Magic Microwave?  Was my breakfast giving the Dingus his breakfast?

“Are you okay?” Rusty asked.

“I’m fine.  I’m thinking about ramifications.  If we do one thing, or if we do another.  You know how it is.”

“Yeah.  I’m learning.  I still want to find a way to hurt the celestial bastard.  Not your uncle; the other celestial bastard.”

“I know.  I understand.  I have my own issues with him.  I’ve also realized how he operates.  Most celestials establish a religion and consume the energy generated by the worship of the faithful.  This guy literally sucks it out of the world.”

“So, punch him in the face?” Rusty suggested.  “Wait.  Before we do anything, how many void-world places are there?  I mean, if we’re wrong about anything and have to go on the run, are we going to be popping around the same few dozen for the next fifty years, or what?”

“As far as I know, there are an infinite number of voidworlds, too.  It’s a mathematical set thing.  The Void is, in theory, infinite.  Therefore, you have an infinite number of voidworlds.”

“You’re doing math again,” he complained.  “You promised not to do math at me.”

“I’m sorry.  Take it on faith.  There are more voidworlds than we can visit even if we immediately find a new one every time we arrive.”

“Okay.  In that case, do we need to visit Earthlines?”

“Technically?  No. We can still visit Earthlines without dealing with the Dingus.  I don’t know if the Dingus can see through his minion’s eyes—the ones we killed by hand may have had a flash of direct contact as they died, which would explain a lot—but if they don’t see us, they can’t report us.”

“Good.  I was worried we would be shooting down most of our options.  If we have a line of retreat that won’t make us feel like exiles, I say we see how much of his face we can rip off.  As soon as we figure out how to do the ripping.”

I sat back, cradling my coffee in both hands.  I sipped at it slowly and regarded the back yard while I did a mental juggling act, trying to balance actions and efforts against consequences.

“This is a big decision,” I said, finally.  “I’m going to want all the information I can get.  I have new questions for my uncle.  Depending on his answers, I may want to capture a Dingus-vamp and interrogate it, too, before we make any final decisions.  Is all that okay with you?”

“Can you hide us from the Dingus while we have his vampire in custody?”

“Not yet.  That’s part of what I want to discuss with my uncle.”

“Okay.  When you’re happy with the setup, I’ll be happy with it.  Say the word.  Hell, say the word and I’ll ask three dozen werewolves to help.”

“If I have an idea that needs ten tons of werewolf, I’ll take you up on it.”
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Uncle Dusty was not pleased at my research on anti-celestial cloaking spells.  He didn’t have a good way to object. I could tell.  I wanted to hide from the Dingus, and to hide a vampire from the Dingus.  The first was relatively easy; the second, not so much.  I could manage the first by tweaking an anti-scrying shield into the celestial energy states.  It was crude but effective.  The second required active help from Uncle Dusty to even set up the parameters.

I reorganized the time-ticker line.  Rusty stayed in DiscoFunk World, keeping up appearances, and I didn’t want to leave him there for too long without me.

I cheated time a little in other ways, too.  I didn’t sleep much.  I went to the considerable trouble of building conversion spells to pipe artificial vital force into me.  This is not usually a good idea, for two reasons.  First, it’s not a healthy thing to do.  Second, it has an extremely poor conversion factor, making it ruinously expensive in magic.  It sucked up enough power from Uncle Dusty’s reactor zone for him to notice.  I dropped a few more geothermal panels to make up for it.

Pop tried artificial vitality, just to see how useful it might be.  He said it “tasted” like television static and paint thinner.  It’s usually easier and always cheaper to get vital force from a creature.  Thing is, I don’t drink vitality the way he does.  I can’t taste it.  I lack his sensory capabilities.  For me it’s fuel, not a vintage.

With artificial vitality boosting me, I got a hell of a lot of research done in a relatively short amount of time.  I don’t think I’ve worked this hard, this fast, since my monkey research in Alaska.

Of course, when it was all over, I spent twelve hours in a regeneration tank, sleeping and recuperating.  Raw vitality isn’t damaging by itself, but it keeps you from noticing you’re burning up inside, expending your body’s resources at an unacceptable rate.  In the short term, it’s a terrible strain.  It gets dangerous very quickly—a matter of a week or so for normal humans.  I last longer.  Plus, I ate everything I could reach and had healing spells regenerating a lot of the damage, so that helped.

Did I absolutely need to rush it?  Probably not.  I had a bad feeling, though, and I’ve learned to pay attention to my paranoid delusions.  Excuse me.  “My intuition.”

I came back to DiscoFunk World later the same day.  A whole line of time-tickers can be an enormous multiplier.  I think I was rocking about a thousand to one, give or take, so two hours for Rusty was closer to twelve weeks for me.

I am certain Pop wouldn’t have taken so long.  We mere mortals have to do the best we can.

I shifted into the house, had an internal debate about whether or not to drive to the office, and had it settled for me when I realized Rusty had taken the car.  We have two cars, but the other one is usually parked at the office.  So I scried on the building, found an unoccupied corner down the hall from our offices, and shifted in there.  I walked down the hall to our offices as though I’d arrived at the building by more normal means.

Muriel greeted me as I came in.

“Good afternoon to you, too,” I replied.  “Anything interesting?”

“Mister Giancomo has it all, including the detective.”

“Detective Abrams?  The one who was here before?”

“Yes, Ma’am.”

“Oh, wonderful.  Still got the key to the safe-deposit box?”

“I do.”

“If we’re dragged off in handcuffs, use it and retire.”

Muriel arched an eyebrow without otherwise replying.  I went into our offices without knocking.  It’s my office, after all.  The detective and Rusty both looked sharply at me as I came in.

“What?” I asked, moving to my desk.

“We were talking about going through the files,” Rusty said.  “Apparently, he has a warrant.”

“Nice.  I’m sure the judge was delighted to sign it.  May I see it?”

“Of course.”  He handed it over and I read it.  “Yes, this seems in order.”  I handed it back.  “Okie-dokie.  Help yourself.”

“I’m going to need you to show me the files,” he told me.

“Maybe you do.  The warrant says nothing to compel me to assist you.  It says you can search.  You can even confiscate as evidence if you so desire.  Great.  Go get several husky men with rolling carts and start loading filing cabinets.  I’ll be here, at my desk.  Let us know when you’re through.”

“Now you listen to me, young lady.  You need to cooperate—or else!”

I looked him in the eye and deliberately sat down.  I pulled out the lowest drawer of my desk, swiveled my chair, and propped my feet on the drawer.  It’s unladylike to put my feet on the top of the desk, especially in a skirt.

“‘Or else’?  Or else what?  Tell me.  I want to know what you think you’re going to do that won’t get you formally reprimanded and your whole department so tangled up in a civil suit you go back to walking a beat.”

Rusty, I noticed, sat back in his chair, not saying a word.  He restrained a grin and watched.

Detective Abrams took out a pair of handcuffs and I held out my wrists, still locking eyes.  He didn’t like the way I smiled.

“Well?” I demanded.  “Are you arresting me?  On what charge?  Failure to stand at attention and salute?  The warrant is quite specific.  I read it.  Did you?  You can willfully misinterpret it if you like.  I believe that’s ‘official misconduct.’  I’ll leave it to our lawyers to determine the exact charges and whether or not you’re going to get criminal charges along with the civil suit.  Now, are you going to arrest me or not?  My arms are getting tired.”

“I don’t like your mouth, lady.”

“I’m not on this Earth for you to like,” I informed him, lowering my arms.  “Now quit wasting my time.  No matter which way you jump, we won’t stop you from going through the files—but we are not required to help you.  Although, if you’re nice, we might answer the occasional question.  If not, I have the right to remain silent and will make maximum use of it by forcing you to submit every individual question to our lawyers.  In writing.  In triplicate.  We will bury you in even more paperwork—and you still won’t get our help with the files.”

He looked as though his head was about to explode.  The veins in his temples made me think he really ought to talk to a doctor about his blood pressure.  He glanced at Rusty, who continued to smile slightly and watch intently.  Wordlessly, Abrams shoved his handcuffs back from wherever he got them and stalked off into the file room.  Rusty watched him go and looked at me.  He didn’t say anything.

“Comment?” I asked, getting up and closing the office door.

“Are you sure you weren’t part of a crime family growing up?”

“I was, actually, considering how many crimes Pop committed.”

“Yeah, but it wasn’t his career so much as an inevitable consequence, right?”

“Correct.  As for this detective, it’s mostly a matter of me not liking to be pushed around.  I’m certainly not going to let a chauvinist cop bully me.”

“I told you we should let the place run until a later time period.”

“Yeah, yeah, yeah.  I didn’t want to fight with the computerized stuff.  Maybe you were right.  I admit it.”  I sat down at my desk again and leaned back, about to stretch, when I caught myself.  “Hold on.”

“To the desk?”

“No!  I mean, wait a minute.  This investigation…”

“Yes?”

“What’s it about?”

Rusty cocked his head, looking at me with a puzzled expression.

“Aren’t we being investigated as potential co-conspirators in dozens of cases?”

“Yes.  But we shouldn’t be.”

“I agree.  We’re innocent.  Innocent, I tell you!”

“Not like that, you goof.  I meant the whole idea of this investigation is paper-thin.  I went out of my way to give Abrams an excuse to consider us—well, me, anyway—as nothing more than a granola-crunching new-age hippie weirdo.  Why is he back here?”

“Because you didn’t pay enough of a bribe?”

“A bribe would have given him a legitimate charge, not this cooked-up excuse.  Let me ask, instead, how did he get a judge to agree to a warrant?  What probable cause was there?  The fact we’re good at our job?”

“Huh.”  Rusty thought it over.  “It does seem suspicious.  Are you thinking it’s financial or supernatural?”

“How do you mean?”

“Is it the governmental revenue assessors?  Or is it a cabal of blood-drinking monsters?”

“I lean toward the second,” I admitted.  “The tax-men tend to come knocking with a good deal more manpower and enough accountants to fill a stadium.”

“Good point.  So, if the vampires are looking at us this hard, do you think Abrams knows who he’s working for?”

“I doubt it.  They’re more likely to have influence at a higher level.  There are a limited number of vampires, so they tend to aim for control in upper management.  They get to order around everyone below that point by proxy.  A department captain tells him to go investigate, so Abrams—as far as he knows—is doing the work of the department.”

“So he’s been tasked with harassing us?  Or digging for dirt so they can come up with a charge they can use, maybe even force to stick?”

“If he comes back tomorrow with a whole squad to go through the files, the investigation is serious.  If his lieutenant or captain or whoever lets him muddle through on his own, they’re more interested in having him in our offices than in flushing us out.”

“What sort of flushing are we talking about?” Rusty asked.  “If they’re after us, why not send a dozen feral vampires in with jackets full of dynamite?”

“I don’t know for sure.  I would guess they aren’t sure.  The Dingus doesn’t communicate too well, I gather, and the local vampires have no history with us.  Even if there’s a kill order out, they have to make sure they’re getting the right people.  A police investigation—even a stupid one, like this—could help them decide.”

“Fantastic,” he groaned.  “Assuming this world has an all-points bulletin out on the vampire grapevine, what do we do about it?”

“One thing in our favor is I now have the tools to stay undetected.  Mostly.  We won’t show up on radar, but we can still be visually acquired.  Does that make sense?”

“I follow you, no problem.  Can we kidnap a vampire and interrogate him?”

“Ah.  That.  No.”

“Why not?”

“Any other vampire species, we could do it.  This bunch has a direct connection to a celestial power source.  Most vampires have a fuel tank.  They fill up on blood and burn through it.  Dingus vampires run on a power cord.  It’s possible they can survive for a while, disconnected from their source.  If I display the ability to disconnect them without going through a physical disruption process, the Dingus is going to notice.  And immediately upgrade our threat level.”

“Do we want to risk it?” Rusty asked.  “I’m game if you are.”

“Maybe.  If we really need to kidnap one and study it, we will.  For now, I think we should avoid giving away anything to the Dingus we don’t have to.”

“Lay low and spy on it, rather than break in and go through the files?”

“Exactly.”

“I can be a very patient hunter,” the werewolf informed me.  I believed him.  “From a practical standpoint,” he went on, “can we go to an Earth world and hang around?  Even if the Dingus and all his little Dingettes are looking for us?”

“Yes, up to a point.  The Dingus can’t see us from the celestial plane—or won’t once I add a new charm on your chain.  We’ll still have issues if the Dingus vampires actually see us, but as long as we don’t stick our faces in their business, we should be pretty much unnoticeable.”

“Got it.  Nice to have the option.”

“How have things been going here?  Aside from police interference.”

“I’ve been working with city references, going down my list of vampires in the area.  Not only the Dingus versions, but any undead I could get a bead on.”

“The triangulator only has dust for the Dingus type,” I pointed out.

“Yeah, but it mostly helps with the range.  I only wanted to check the city, or the county.  Not the whole state!  I can do that by concentrating.”

“You are getting good.”

“Thank you.  Anyway.  I decided to check on any vampire I could find.  The idea was they would be doing the dirty work under the direction of the so-called elder.”

“A fair assessment,” I agreed.

“Their daylight locations fall into three categories:  Private residence, apartment building, or business.”

“Which covers most of the buildings in Detroit.”

“I know.  I like knowing what to expect.  Our one Dingus vampire is in a private residence.  Given the address, it’s probably pretty upscale.  I figure that’s going to be generally true for any vampire.  Private residences are probably richer, while businesses are fronts for other activities.  That sort of thing.”

“Possibly.  We shouldn’t make judgments before we look at them.  We also have a lot of prep work to do.  There’s no point in capturing a vampire if you don’t have anywhere to put him.”  I frowned.  “Have we checked on the numbers of Dingus vampires in this world?”

“No.”

“Let’s do that.  I find myself concerned there might be lots of them specifically because we’re here.  If there are still only seven, the fact even one of them is actually in the same city as us seems an unlikely coincidence.”

“Do we look right now?  Or will this wait until we get home?”

“Let’s do it at home.  Everything is already set up in the workroom.  In the meantime, we were talking about how to contain a Dingus vampire and study it.  I want to see if there’s a way to use it against the Dingus.”

“I’m listening.”

“I’m not sure, exactly.  I know the Dingus supplies them with energy to keep them animated and functional.  Even when they’re asleep, they have to draw power, even if it’s only at maintenance levels.  They don’t crumble to dust.  I’m wondering if we can force the Dingus into losing power through one, maybe by enhancing the drain. First, we have to catch one and study it.  I’m not sure how much we can get out of it by asking.  What do you think?”

“I’m thinking concrete and maybe a dozen splinters from the True Cross.  What about you?”

“I like your thinking as far as containment goes.  What about proximity?”

“Proximity?  To what?  Ice cream?”

“These things drain living energy out of the world.  Where do we put it so it can’t do that?”

“Ah.  The idea is to force the power flow to come from the Dingus, not feed energy back to it.”  He drummed his fingers on his desk, thinking.  “A sub-ocean base on the floor of the Pacific?”

“The ocean has lots of fish in the radius of effect.”

“I certainly don’t want it on the Moon,” Rusty decided.  “I like the Moon.  And I don’t want it so near to our—no, wait.  We didn’t build a moonbase in this universe, did we?”

“No, we didn’t.  You give me ideas, though.  How about an IKEA space station?  We can put it in a solar orbit so it never has a night.”

Rusty sat up with a jerk.

“No night?  So they’re always in daylight?  Permanently?”

“Exactly.  They’ll either stay unconscious or they’ll have a hard time waking up.  If it takes a major stimulus to break their daytime coma, they could sleep for centuries.  And they would be literally millions of miles away from any living thing.  They might still be able to take in an insignificant amount of energy from the universe itself, but I’m guessing that’s not enough to pay for their own maintenance.”

“So, a sleeping vampire stays asleep until nightfall.  And, while it exists, that existence has to be supported and paid for out of the energies provided by its patron.  If we lock it up, it’s a permanent expense rather than a source of income?”

“That’s the idea.”

“I like it!” he declared.  “Hang on.  Can we put a habitat on Mercury?  On the light side, I mean.  The brighter the day outside, the harder it should be to wake up.  And wouldn’t a ground base be easier than building a space station?”

“It might, but Mercury isn’t tidally locked.  It rotates enough to have a day and night cycle.”

“It does?”

“Yes.  It’s about thirty Earth days from sunrise to sunset.  There are weird orbital circumstances.  Call it thirty days.”

“Damn.  Maybe there’s a tide-locked planet around another star?”

“Maybe.  How about we get the proof of concept sorted out before we go exploring the galaxy?”

“All right, if you think it best.  I’m not looking forward to zero gravity.  I didn’t much like adapting to lunar gravity, either.”

“I’ll bear it in mind.  While we work out a containment facility, we should go to the effort of searching out the rest of them.  We should find them and keep tabs on them so we can grab them all, bang-bang-bang, without warning the others to take defensive measures.  This isn’t like when Orrysa found the last of them on your Earth.  This is a fresh bunch and we want to minimize any warning.”

“Also a good idea,” he agreed.  “Do you want to call Orrysa?”

“I don’t know.  I think we can probably find them ourselves, what with the improvements we’ve made in seeker spells.  Still…”

“It’s a good excuse,” he pointed out.

“All right,” I agreed.  “It is a good excuse.  I’ll see if she’s up for it.  Not now.  Later.  After work hours, at the house.  Right now, we have a busybody detective in the file room, so let’s do normal people work.  What have you got for mundane business?”
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The galator were on the road, between jobs.  Another two days of travel would get them to a small town where they could set up for business again.  They were all in good spirits.  Orrysa was semi-young again and her Sight was stronger than ever.  Her granddaughters were developing their skills.  Money was, at the moment, not even a vague concern.  Aside from a broken wagon wheel, everything was going better than they expected.

I fixed the structure of the wooden wheel.  Whoever built it didn’t know there was a weakness in the grain.  Not anymore!  They had already hoisted the wagon and started mounting a spare wheel before we arrived.  Now the formerly-broken wheel would be a good, solid spare.

We?  Yes.  Rusty wanted to see the galator, so I brought him along.  Orrysa welcomed him and introduced him to several of her people.  Rather than take a tour, he immediately volunteered to help change the wheel.

He’s a werewolf.  He’s stronger than he looks.  It immediately got him on the good side of everybody involved.  He was more than “Phoebe’s friend.”  He was the guy who pitched in and helped when he didn’t have to.  I’m not sure if it was his helpful nature or an intuitive grasp of how to make friends.

While he worked at that, Orrysa and I sat in her wagon and discussed what I needed.  Compared to her previous labors, this would be child’s play.  She was ready to go instantly.

“There is also a favor I would ask of you, if you are willing,” she added.

“Name it.”

“Olea and Olanna have heard my tale of the Undying Land and your friend, the unicorn.  They greatly desire to visit and see this sight for themselves.  I have cautioned them.  A journey to the lands of the zana is not to be undertaken lightly, so they do not expect it.  Nevertheless…”

“…they’re excited at the idea,” I finished.  “I can imagine.  I’ll have to ask if he’s okay with me bringing him more visitors.  It’ll be his decision.”

“That is more than fair.  Until then, shall we attend to your tasks?  I trust you will again make our journey seem short to those who remain here?”

I reassured her on the subject.  After drawing a circle on the ground on the far side of her wagon, we stepped into it and disappeared.

Our house outside Detroit was a three-bedroom property, with a garage and an unfinished attic.  Rusty and I only needed one bedroom so the other two were repurposed.  His and hers workshops, basically.  My workshop was a trifle messy, but we stacked everything as neatly as possible to get it out of the way.  Orrysa needed a space to do her work and I needed space for all those spare mirrors.  The troupe had several of them in their wagons, while all the rest we stored with Uncle Dusty.  Now I had a use for them again.

We set everything up and Orrysa found the Dingus vampires in a matter of minutes.  They weren’t hiding behind all the magic they could muster, so it was a simple matter for her.  I suspected it would be.  The lack of any defenses at all still raised questions in my mind.  Did the Dingus not warn them, or did they not understand?  Or was it too much effort on their part to raise and maintain such defenses twenty-four hours a day, day after day?  In a bunker, they could easily ward themselves from detection.  If they had to travel—even only if it was to leave the house!—this wouldn’t work.  And how much time did it take to keep the warding spell running?  How much trouble was it?

Maybe I’ll ask.  I’m not sure I care enough, but it’s possible.

Worldwide, there were seven of them, which matched well with the previous world.  I scried on them, cautiously, once she located them.  By “cautiously,” I mean I looked at them through telescopic spells from as far away as I could.  Once I had them identified, I would be able to locate them again much more easily, especially since they seemed to be at home.  Admittedly, five of them were awake and moving in nighttime time zones, but they weren’t in board rooms or office buildings or whatever.

I recognized some of them.  As far as I could tell, they were the same vampires as the ones Rusty and I staked, beheaded, and burned.

It took me a minute to realize this was neither unreasonable nor unexpected.

Why?  Well, I’ll tell you.  Vampires are immortal.  If the Dingus created a vampire in… let’s say the third century B.C.  That vampire could very well still be around in the twenty-third century.  Any Earth world with a reasonably similar history was likely to have the same guy, way back in the third century example, as one of the Dingus vampires.  It wasn’t impossible to have variations, of course, especially in Earthlines divergent from Vampocalypse World.  If I created a branch from any world where things were broadly similar, it seemed likely the exact same people would still be the exact same vampires!

Once we found them, had a bit of a rest, did a little catching up, and ate a good-sized snack, Orrysa and I went to visit Argestes.  He was okay with little girls coming to visit.  I thought he would be, but it’s important to ask.

With this news, we went back to the galator camp.  The wheel was on the wagon and the men were resting, sitting around and swapping stories.  They were very interested in Rusty’s stories—always after more entertainment material, I guess—but they also loved telling stories, so he wasn’t stuck doing all the talking.

Olea and Olanna had missed Orrysa and started looking for her, so they were waiting at the edge of the circle when we appeared.

“We thought you were here,” Olanna said to me, without so much as a polite greeting.

“We thought you had come and gone and would be back,” Olea corrected.

“There weren’t any glyphs,” Olanna went on, ignoring her older sister.  “I saw the power in the circle, though!”

“So we waited,” Olea finished, nudging Olanna to hint that she should stop talking.  “Welcome back.”

Orrysa smiled indulgently and stepped out of the circle with me.

“I chose to help Phoebe in a little errand.  She was also gracious enough to intercede on your behalf with a unicorn.”

I wonder if I looked so excited the first time Pop took me to Faerie.  Probably.  There’s something about little girls and unicorns.  It never really goes away.  It does change a bit as we get older, but it’s still there.

“Do we get to go?” they asked, in unison.

“Yes, but not this instant.”  Orrysa glanced at me.  “It will depend on Phoebe’s schedule.  She has important matters to which she must attend.  It will be at her convenience—and you will not ask her when.  She will tell you.”

The instant chatter about how they would be willing to help me with anything I needed was not unexpected.  I assured them I would be as quick about it as possible.

“What can we do to help?” they insisted.

“Not a lot, I’m afraid.  I have to deal with a few vampires, first, and maybe get into an argument with a minor deity.”

Olanna looked impressed.  Her elder, Olea, looked curious.

“Argue about what?” she asked.

“About the vampires,” I told her.  “There are many different sorts.  This type is particularly unpleasant.”

“That’s enough,” Orrysa decided.  “Run along, you two.  Phoebe and I will converse in my wagon.”

They went, reluctantly.  Orrysa and I climbed into her wagon.  She shut the door and bolted it.

“You have plans?” she asked.

“Yep.  And now a new one, thanks to your granddaughters.”

“Oh?”

“They gave me an idea.  I’ll run it by Rusty and see what he thinks.”

“You are doing something very dangerous, are you not?”

“Within limits, yes.  It’s not dangerous if I do it right.”

“Perhaps.  May I assist you?”

“You’ve already done me a great favor.  I know enough to finish this.  When I’m done, we can schedule a trip to view a unicorn.”

“I hope so.  If you require anything—of me, or of the galator—we will be honored if you ask.”

“If such a time comes, I will not hesitate,” I assured her.

Rusty and I left via the circle I’d drawn.  We appeared at the house and I disabled the time-ticker to Sofera.

I love being able to go away for a while and come back almost when I left.  It’s a fantastic thing.  I’m surprised Pop didn’t use the trick more often!

Although, now that I come to think of it, he was constantly using it when I was younger.  Tauta constantly ran slower than us, no matter where we were.  Adding more iterations so he could work faster relative to the world we were in… we were always a couple of steps down the chain already, making further time-ticking less effective.  Hmm.  Pop surrendered the ability to easily use time-ticker technology in order to raise me quickly, relative to Tauta.  He wanted me to be an adult before he did the dangerous stuff there.

I like Tauta.  When I handle Uncle Dusty’s errand there, maybe I should plan to hang around for a while.

Anyway, Rusty and I did a quick run-through of the house to make sure nobody was in it.  It all looked the same as when we’d left it.

In the war room—Rusty’s workshop, with all the maps and pins on the wall—Rusty considered the six new ones.

“It looks as though they’re on every continent except Antarctica.”

“They’re spread out to maximize feeding, I think.  Not a lot of vital force to be had in Antarctica.  No densely-packed cities.”

“They don’t like penguins?”

“I don’t think they’re nutritionally viable in the long term.  The Dingus is going for maximum returns, remember?”

“Fair enough.  What’s next?  Do we avoid him and his minions to let him calm down, or do we build our IKEA space station and make him suffer?  Or do we go with the third option?”

“Third option?” I asked.  “Refresh my memory.”

“Maybe we should at least try to talk to him.”

“And say what, exactly?  ‘Hi?  How are you?  What’s the weather like up there?’”

“I was thinking we might discuss where this is going.  He may be angry and determined to find us, determined to escalate.  If so, we should know that.  If we can pay him the Danegeld and get him off our backs, I’d like to know how much he wants.  It’s also possible he’s more worried than angry, hoping we won’t interfere further.  It would be nice to know that, if it’s true.”

“Why do I doubt the powerful celestial being will be worried about us?”

“Maybe he won’t be.  Maybe he isn’t.  At the moment, he seems—and I stress seems—to be annoyed with us.  True?”

“True,” I agreed, “but it isn’t an established fact.  Maybe when his vampires do their magic circle, he routinely tells them about us.  Gives them a vision, I mean, along with images of our lifeless bodies lying in pieces.  That would make them all watch for us without understanding why.”

“If he’s done that, he may have washed his metaphorical hands of us and presently give us not so much as another thought,” Rusty pointed out.

“Also true.  Even so, he’s not a nice person.  He’s the creature behind these dark and sinister vampires.  He’s feeding on not just people—and I mean any sort of people, not just the human monsters.  He’s also feeding on the general life essence of everyone, in several universes.  Maybe even all of them.  He deserves to bleed if only to understand what it feels like.”

“Teaching empathy by punching him in the nose?” Rusty inquired, raising an eyebrow.

“I hadn’t thought of it like that, but yeah.  Yeah,” I repeated, nodding to myself.  “That’s what I want to do.  I want to bleed him enough to make him think about what he’s doing.  If that’s empathy, fine.  If it’s fear, I’ll settle for it.  I want him to consider his actions and have to actually consider them, rather than go merrily on his way without a care in the world.  He knows he’s a big fish.  There may not be bigger fish ready to eat him, but even a big fish should understand little fish can be piranha.”

“Piranha can probably eat a shark,” he agreed, “if there are enough of them.”

“That’s part of what Olanna and Olea made me think.  I’m one witch in a vast multiverse.  How much can I bite out of the Dingus?  Am I a piranha or a mosquito?  If I can work out a way for others to do it, too… how many mosquitos does it take to bleed someone to death?  Or, perhaps more practically, how much does he need to bleed before other fish—other celestial entities—start to smell blood in the water?  How long before they start wondering if he’s still as strong as they thought he was?”

Rusty bobbed his head, nodding slowly, and gave me the look that says, Huh.  That might actually work.

“So, you’re not trying to bring him down on your own?”

“Of course not.  That would be silly.  I’m thinking we can make him bleed, though, and kick him in the ego enough to make him suffer. Maybe force him to be more circumspect in his feeding habits.  Maybe even enough to make him a target for other celestials.  According to Uncle Dusty, there really is a food chain or pecking order or whatever it is in the celestial realms.  The Dingus could wind up like one of those lizards that shed their tails when a predator catches them.  The predator eats the tail and the lizard grows a new one—eventually!  Something like that might happen to a celestial creature.  If it regenerates each bite taken out of it, it still loses the body mass—the power—along with each bite.  A horde of celestials, whether they be piranha, sharks, or goldfish, might whittle him down to size.”

“They need a little motivation?”

“I hope so.  You in?”

“I haven’t bitte a god, yet, but I’m always up for a scrap.  How do we go about this?”

“First up, we need a spaceship.”
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Finding a spaceship was easy.  We didn’t need a fancy one, just one capable of interplanetary flight.  Finding a ship with a life support malfunction meant we could take it, eject the remains of the former crew, cast a few repair spells, and use a gate to refuel it.  Even better, once I got the power up and running, I could power repair spells by using electromagical transformers.  With a dozen repair spells on different systems, we left the ship to sit for a week at the end of a time-ticker chain.

It was like taking your car in to the mechanic and having them do a week of work while you had a cup of coffee.

Once we had a ship, we could move on to the experimental phase. I planned to put the vampire containment station on the far side of the Sun from Earth.  I figured it should be disguised as an asteroid to keep it innocuous.  I didn’t want Earthlings motivated to send probes to the space station acting as a vampire storage facility.

If we were going to build a space station anyhow, why did I need a ship?  I suppose I could have shifted everything directly to a point in space, but where?  And at what velocity?  Would it be in orbit around the Sun, or would it be falling into it?  And was it going to be in a stable orbit?

I wanted the spaceship mostly for its navigational equipment and the open space of the cargo hold.  Once I had it park itself in an orbit matching Earth’s—six months out of sync, of course—I had a perfect target for equipment drop-offs.

The cargo area wasn’t huge, but we shifted in space habitat components.  Once inflated and assembled, these made for a much larger empty space.  The inflation and curing process left behind a lot of waste gases, byproducts of the chemistry involved, but we didn’t have the shipping and supply problems of other people.

Rusty did not like zero gravity.  He adapted well to the low gravity of Luna, but he despised weightlessness.  Whenever he came out of contact with a solid surface, he pawed at the air.  He hated it.  Hated it.  Even with magboots, he couldn’t spacewalk worth a damn, so we put him in the main cargo space, maglocked to the floor.  He handled cargo there, organized it, and pushed pieces out to me.  I was the one who bounced around—whee!—and maneuvered the pieces into their proper positions before locking them together.

Once we had the overall structure inflated and cured, we still had to bolt all the external and internal reinforcing rods in place.  The internal struts, at least, he could do, using slippers with a sort of static cling sole.  It was kind of like having sticky tape that didn’t wear out on the soles of his feet.

The station required sun shielding to keep the temperature reasonable, so we mounted the solar-cell sheets on the sunny side to block direct radiation and generate power.  I set the gyroscope to keep the solar panels sunward.

“Can’t we get a little gravity in here?” Rusty complained, as we floated a reinforced box through the zero-gee corridor.

“Yes, but it’ll take more time and effort.  We can make a lot more power panels for an ongoing gravity spell, or we can import a really high-tech gravity generator—the ones I know of will require putting down gravity-plate decking—or we can start over completely and assemble a centrifugal station.”

“I only want one room,” he clarified.  “A room with a down.”

“Oh!  That’s much more doable.  I’ll set you up with a spell in the messroom.  It can run on the existing panels.”

“You mean I get to eat sitting down?”

“Unless you’d rather shift home to eat?”

“No, no—unless that would be cheaper?”

“Not really.”

“I’ll eat in the galley.”

The boxes we bolted down were casket-sized, for obvious reasons.  I went ahead and drew on them, preparing each of them with a one-shot shift-space spell for incoming cargo.  I also charged them for use.  Rusty, despite his hatred for zero gravity, went outside.  The device making more solar conversion panels had built up quite a stock, so he moved them around and arranged them for me.  He’s getting better at this stuff.

I finished preparing the caskets.  Rusty was, by that time, in the scrying room.  As I came in, I had a different idea about the gravity and said so.

“Oh?  What is it?”

“You don’t care about things floating around as long as you feel you’ve got firm footing, right?”

“Right.”

“Let me try something.  If it feels right to you, you’ll have the sensation of gravity anywhere in the station.”

I cast a spell to levitate him.  However, instead of lifting him, it would push him into whatever surface his feet were touching.  Rusty walked around for a bit, trying it out, until the navigation alarm beeped.

We hurried to the navigational pod.  The gyroscope was having a hard time correcting for an off-center thrust.

“Oops.”

“Oops?”

“That’s you.  A gravity spell pulls you down, but the effect also makes you pull the floor up, so there’s no net force exerted on the station.  The levitation spell only pushes you into the floor.  That means you’re pushing on a big, floating thing in space.  The whole station starts to turn.”

“Nice try,” he consoled.  “I’ll get by with one pod as a little gravity haven.”

“It was worth a try,” I sighed.

“And I do appreciate it.  Don’t worry about it.  When do we grab vampires?”

“Let’s do a run-through and make sure we’ve got everything sorted out.  Then we’ll schedule the grabbing to maximize the daylight involved.”

“Daylight?”

“On Earth.  Grabbing them during the day means they aren’t awake, so they can’t wonder what happened and alert the Dingus to strange goings-on.”

Normal creatures can sense a shift-space taking hold.  There’s a brief feeling as the spatial definition spell activates, magically marking the volume to be switched between origin and destination.  Even animals can tell something is happening.  Animals usually hold still and look around, trying to determine which way to run or where the attack is coming from.  Human beings often dismiss the feeling as irrational and ignore it.  Others, such as myself, recognize what it is and have an opportunity to move aside, out of the shift area.

The bigger the shift area, the farther you have to go and the faster you have to move.  Trying to blanket a large area so your target can’t escape involves a really powerful shift-space spell.

Vampires vary widely in their sensitivity to magical forces.  Usually, they can sense it as a strangeness in the air.  As with living people, unless they’ve been through the process a few times, they have no idea what it is.  The Dingus vampires, in particular, don’t seem too sensitive to magic.  I can run a scrying spell in the same room and they don’t usually notice.  I have no doubt they would be able to spot it easily if they thought to look for it, though.

Their medium-to-low sensitivity meant being shifted from a sunlit time zone to another sunlit time zone was not enough to wake them up, which I found deeply gratifying.  We wound up with six armored coffins containing six Dingus vampires.  The seventh was still awake and moving—dawn hadn’t quite arrived in his location—so he would have to wait an hour or two.

“This was way easier than last time,” Rusty observed.

“We’ve learned a lot since then.”

“Yeah.  Back to Earth?”

“Not yet.  I would rather relocate the last one and make a clean sweep.  Then I want to double-check everything and make sure we aren’t leaving anything useful behind.”

“Can I bring in snacks?”

“As long as they aren’t mobile.”

We waited in the gravity module while sunrise crept up on our last vampire.  We did spot-checks to make sure he wasn’t leaping into a jet and fleeing the morning.  He wasn’t.  He went to bed in his basement and, shortly thereafter, was in his new orbital coffin.

Nice!

We went through the station, clearing out everything it didn’t need.  Magic mirrors, magical power panels, anything at all Rusty or I might use to escape or even signal for help.  The vampires should remain in their undead day-coma indefinitely.  On the off-chance one woke up, I wanted them all trapped inside a useless lump of space station.

Once the final check was complete, we disengaged the spaceship from the station and set a course for deep space.  With the ship out of the way, Rusty and I shifted out of our salvaged spacecraft and into the house.  We appeared in the shift-space in the workroom.

It had gone dark outside.  We don’t get to use time-tickers in the same universe.  And, in thinking that…

“Rusty,” I began, taking off my space suit helmet.

“What?” he asked, echoing slightly.  He raised his face shield.

“I have another idea.”  I put the helmet down and started peeling out of my spacesuit.  This design is pretty comfortable, but I always feel constricted in it.  It’s not as bad as a corset, but there are similarities.

“Am I supposed to act surprised?  ’Cause I don’t feel surprised.”

“Jerk.”

“It’s a compliment,” he insisted.  “I expect you to keep coming up with more ideas.”

“It’s the way you said it, not what you said.”

“If you say so.  What’s the idea?”

“What if we started summoning those seven vampires?”

“Uh… we already did?  Or is there somewhere else you want to summon them?  Maybe shift them into the Sun?”

“No, I mean what if we used those seven vampires as a template to create a new branched timeline?  Say we’ve got Alvin, Brutus, and Carmine, all of them vampires.  We then attempt to summon Alvin again.  This branches off a new timeline and, in the process, drags Alvin—a brand-new Alvin, from the freshly-branched timeline—over to this one.  We then grab Brutus, Carmine, and the others.  We now have two copies of each and the new branched timeline has none.  We’ve got them all here.”

“O-kay.  I don’t see anything to stop us from doing it.  Why would we?”

“We could increase the number of contained vampires.  By adding to the load here, the Dingus has to put forth more energies to sustain them.  Meanwhile, the new branched timeline provides nothing for him at all.  We can, effectively, manufacture more and more costs he has to pay without generating any revenue.”

Rusty thought it over.  He eventually went to the workroom’s chalkboard and started drawing.  I finished changing clothes while he worked on it.  When I came back, I helped, explaining again and adding to his diagrams.  Sometimes, he needs the visual aids.  Sometimes I do, too.

“So,” he said, rolling a piece of chalk in his gloved fingers, “what you’re saying is the Dingus vampires are a bigger weakness in the system than we thought.  Each one costs him an ongoing amount and he knows it.  It’s the cost of doing business.  He controls how many he has, keeping it at an optimum for his expenditures compared to his profits.”

“Correct.  He doesn’t dare make too many of them in a base Earthline.  Too many angels exist in those.  The risk is lowered in a branch, due to a shortage of angelic activity.  Branches don’t last very long, though, so making more vampires is an investment that—usually!—won’t have time to pay off.”

“Ah.  Right.  Except we can manufacture more Dingus vampires by creating a branch.  You want to make more and stack his vampires in this branch world?”

“Yes.  We can throw his profit-and-loss equation completely out of whack.  We’ll manufacture more of them—for free!—and stick him for the maintenance costs.”

“Kind of like giving him a piece of property as a gift so he has to pay the property taxes?  A white elephant of a gift.”

“Yes.  We can force him to have dozens.  Hundreds.  Thousands.  It all depends on how what sort of containment facility we can find.”

“Why not put them on Earth?”

“People.  They’ll feed on everyone, gaining their energy, which defeats the purpose.”

“No, no.  An empty Earth.  One of those… what do you call them?—The N-L-A worlds.  Nobody Left Alive.  Put them on a barren rock, devastated and wiped clean by radiation, biowarfare, all of it.  They’ll have nothing to feed on except each other.”

“I’m not sure they can feed on each other.  Ultimately, they draw their power from the same source.”

“Could we use that?” he asked.  “Is there a way to set up a destructive feedback loop?”

“Maybe.  It might be worth exploring.  You’re missing the point, though, about why we put the local ones on a space station.  On Earth, they’ll wake up and complain to the Dingus.  It won’t the Dingus long to figure out the scheme, which will end the power drain as he cuts his losses.”

“Mm.  I see what you mean.  It all hinges on them being silent, on not attracting his attention.  Okay.  Space station work it is,” he sighed, mournfully.  “I guess we need this set up in advance of—” he broke off, sniffing at the air. Even though his faceplate was up, I couldn’t see his ears inside the helmet.  I bet they perked up.

“What is it?” I asked.  He gestured me to silence and started to change.  The tight-fitting spacesuit changed with him, of course, since we hadn’t yet switched outfits.  The latest iteration of his amulet was, if I do say so myself, one of the better pieces of work I’ve ever done.  Even the helmet changed, adapting to his new head-shape.  A space suit helmet for a werewolf!  Go me!  If he had shape-shifted in open space, he would still be breathing!

I am proud of several things I’ve done.  Getting that damned adaptive shift to work is one of them.

In his half-man, half-wolf form, he moved with exaggerated care to the door, breathing through his nose.  He hunched down so he wouldn’t bang the lintel as he reached for the doorknob.

I moved to one side of the door, drawing my version of Angrist from the thigh sheath.  I made a mental note to strap on a gun from now on, even at home.  Or at least have a gun in every room.

What is it? I thought at Rusty.

Fe-fi-fo-fum.

Rusty opened the door.  The three men in the hallway, preparing to kick the door open and charge in, were taken aback.  Partly because the door opened without them, but even more, I feel sure, because two and a half meters of hairy half-man, half-wolf monstrosity stared them in the face.

In the brief glimpse I had, they did not seem friendly.  They wore what looked like Army-surplus fatigues—Vietnam style—and carried M16 rifles.  This fit in well with the era.  The M16 had enough time to go through revisions and become a decent weapon.  The invaders also had sidearms and combat knives.

The lack of bayonets didn’t surprise me.  Rifles are nice, but their length can make them a liability indoors.  I’m not knocking their choice.  The best weapon for a fight is the one you’re most comfortable with.  I would have gone with a shortened shotgun.

My glimpse was brief because Rusty was not at all surprised.  He expected people to be on the far side of the door, in our house without our permission.  They weren’t anyone he knew by scent, so he assumed they were there for nefarious purposes.  And, judging by their clothing and armaments, he was right.  He probably also smelled gun oil.  One does not argue with The Nose.

He lunged forward almost as part of yanking the door open.  Monster jaws gaping wide, he tried to bite the middle guy’s head off.  This did not work as anticipated.  While the face shield was still up, the rest of the helmet blocked his jaws from getting any purchase.  I made a mental note to redesign the adaptation—again.

Then the screaming and the shooting started.  The guy Rusty tried to chomp staggered backward into the wall, squeezing his trigger as he did so.  Bullets hit the floor and the wall, mostly.  Rusty never hesitated.  He put one hand in the guy’s face, half-squishing his head, half-ramming it through the wall.  He turned left to face another of the invaders.

Both men stepped away from “the monster” and emptied magazines.  I didn’t know if it was silver ammunition or not, but there were two reasons it didn’t matter.  First, Rusty has magically-enhanced regeneration, courtesy of his favorite witch.  Silver bothers him, but not nearly as much as it does other werewolves.  Second, our space suits were carefully designed.  We might have to deal with hostile vampires trying to claw us to death.  Unless the bad guys came equipped with armor-piercing ammunition, the worst they were going to do was bruise him.

They weren’t using silver, and they weren’t using armor-piercing.  Just to clear that up.

Rusty and his new playmate moved down the hall a few paces, mostly from Rusty’s momentum.  I didn’t pay much attention to them; I still had a guy handy. I rolled around the doorjamb to the right as my guy dropped the empty magazine from his weapon and started to load a fresh one.  I stabbed the receiver of his weapon, penetrating the metal easily, and jerked my knife up, cutting along the steel.  He didn’t drop the rifle, exactly, but the strap was the only thing keeping it on him.  He fumbled the magazine, clearly shocked at the loss of his rifle and the manner of it.  He forgot about the magazine and reoriented, reaching for his handgun and knife.  I moved closer, anticipating a retreat, and cut across his right arm, mostly severing the bicep muscle near the upper tendons, before putting a deep cut across his right pectoral.  Carefully!  I didn’t want to hit the axillary artery!  I didn’t expect Rusty to leave either of his victims alive, so if I wanted prisoners, I would have to arrange for one.

The wound was severe, but obviously within his experience and expectations.  He was shocked and stunned by a knife punching a hole in his rifle.  A knife cutting him was unpleasant and unwelcome, but not weird.  He had one working arm and a combat knife.  He also had either, A: no sense of self-preservation, or B: way too much adrenalin in his system to appreciate his tactical position.  He had himself a serious dilemma.  Maybe it wasn’t a dilemma.  It might be a plight.  More than a pickle, certainly.  It might even be a crisis.

He stabbed low, trying for a the classic under-the-ribs thrust.  I blocked it with crossed wrists and cut his wrist as we disengaged.  His knife fell to the floor as the tendons parted.

He said a bad word.  Pop would not have approved.  Understood, yes.  Empathized, even.  Agreed, definitely.  Approved, no.

I felt the hallway shorten behind me.  It wasn’t a wall.  It was a huge, hairy barricade taking up the entire passageway.  There was a clacking sound as Rusty finally got around to removing his helmet.  He snarled.

My opponent repeated his bad word, although his emphasis was different.  He was very pale.

“You want to get down on the ground,” I said.  He didn’t seem to hear me.  Well, I suppose I can’t blame him for being distracted.

One of the things Pop is a little weird about is reading people’s minds.  He’s reluctant to do it.  He feels a person’s thoughts should be inviolate, sacrosanct.  Oh, he’s not a fanatic about it.  He’ll invade a person’s mind and do awful, terrible things in there only if he feels he has reason to do so.  Fortunately for everyone with a brain in their head, Pop’s not kidding around about having a real reason.  He’s not looking for an excuse; he’s resisting abhorrent necessity.

I understand his point of view, but I’m not Pop.  I’m me.  I have no such qualms.  Hello, brain!

I interrogated our prisoner verbally and he was surprisingly forthcoming.  Or, perhaps, not so surprisingly.  Rusty kept acting impatient and I kept “restraining” him.  I even put field dressings on his wounds, as a courtesy, implying he might survive.

His name was Larry Smythe.  Not Smith.  Smythe.  Apparently, he was a second-generation American by way of England.  He served in American forces in Vietnam, mustered out after the conflict, and went into private practice with his friends.  As professional mercenaries, they went all over the world.  This was their first job on American soil, however, and they didn’t like it.  Apparently it’s one thing to kick down doors in another country, but doing it “at home” felt wrong.

Not that it was a problem for them now.

Their employer offered too much money to turn down, which made them suspicious.  If there was so much cash to be waved around, a hundred thugs and a hefty bribe to the local police would work as well, wouldn’t it?  No, this was pitched as a surgical job, which meant a small group of professionals.

And what was “this,” which required precision?  Assassination.  The man who lived in the house and the woman who lived with him.  No credit for partials; both had to be confirmed dead.

I rummaged around inside his skull while he talked, getting the finicky details of the arrangement.  Partial payment up front, of course, as earnest money.  How did they collect the rest?  How did they report success?  All it would take was a pair of heads and a meeting.  Where was the meeting?  When was it?  What sort of security was involved?  Who did they expect to meet?

In theory, they were supposed to meet later tonight in a parking garage.  They hand over a sack with two heads, they get a briefcase full of cash.  Everybody goes home happy.  Except it didn’t work out as planned.

The fact they didn’t come armed with silver told me a lot about their intelligence briefing.  Either they were expendable, as a probing attack to gather intelligence, or their employer didn’t think there was anything special to the contract.  Maybe the Dingus didn’t know Rusty was a werewolf, or maybe the silver weaponry in the vampires’ visions was mistaken for shiny steel.  Or maybe the Dingus knew Rusty wouldn’t be particularly affected by silver.  It all depended on how much the Dingus knew…

Larry the Attempted Assassin did not survive.  I was willing to bandage him and let him go.  Rusty was not.  I didn’t object too strongly.  Blame Pop.  When people try to kill me, their survival is not my priority.  Rusty, on the other hand, is very concerned about the survival of anyone trying to kill us.  He’s four-square against it.

“Rusty?”

Rusty laid the three of them out side by side in the workroom.  The hallway carpet was a mess, but it would be fine. I’m the second-best there is at removing bloodstains.

“What’s up?”

“Hand me your helmet.”

He fetched it from the hallway and handed it over.  It was still in the same shape as when he took it off.

“I see what I did wrong,” I told him.

“Yeah, it was kind of a problem, but not too much of one.  Any ideas?”

“I’d like to do a few manual reshapings to get you a helmet fit that lets you bite when you open it, as well as one that will work with a vacuum helmet.”

“What about the important part?”

“What’s the important part?”

“Will it look cool?” he asked, grinning.  I rolled my eyes.

“Do you want to—” was as far as I got before a thumping sound distracted me.  We both turned toward it as half a dozen more sounded at almost the same time.  My first thought was of bricks bouncing off the windows.

The windows were a hard plastic, like Lexan or Plexiglas.  I replaced the glass when we bought the house.  There’s another thing you can blame on Pop.

We traded looks and moved to either side of the nearest window, preparatory to peeking out behind the drapes.

The thumping was not caused by bricks.  They were bombs.  Outside, bright explosions went off in rapid succession.  At a guess, a half-dozen people tried to throw explosives through the windows, all at the same time.  When these “grenades” bounced off the windows, it must have been one hell of a shock.  Not only does one expect a grenade to easily break a window, but a live grenade came bouncing back in the dark!

On the upside, the grenades weren’t fragmentation or high explosive.  The bangs out there didn’t bother us inside.  The walls of the house were brick and would stand up pretty well to anything short of breaching charges.  When I saw the windows didn’t blow out of their frames, I decided these were flash-bang grenades, designed to stun and disorient people rather than kill them.

This told me a few things.  First, whoever it was, they came with real weapons.  Not home-made pipe bombs or sticks of dynamite with carefully-measured fuses.  Those were specialized equipment.  Second, they didn’t show up to kill us.  They made a deliberate effort in their weapon choices and put serious thought into their plans.

I am not a fan of people who come prepared with nonlethal weapons.  Being stunned by explosions and kidnapped is seldom the prelude to a pleasant dinner at a restaurant, followed by an evening at the ballet.  Usually, the purpose is slightly more sinister.

“We should go,” I suggested.  Rusty looked as though he wanted to argue and I could hear his instinctive thought of attacking while everyone outside was lying on the ground and clutching at their eyes.  He dismissed the idea himself when it became obvious at least a few people were not stunned or disoriented by their own grenades.  The unmistakable sound of a twelve-gauge pump-action shotgun firing into the hinges of our front and back doors persuaded him to follow my lead.

It is a distinctive sound.

We were already in the workroom, so he shut the door.

Under normal circumstances, there are three main ways in and out of the house.  There’s the front door and the back door, obviously.  Technically, you can go through the door to the garage and then out through the garage door, but it’s not really a “main” way.  The other is the shift-space.  It’s a marked-off space in my workroom, a corner designated as a shift area.

However, if necessary, the corner shift-space can be uprated.  It can encompass the whole room.  It only works once, as it’s designed as an escape shifter.  It has the added advantage of bringing along the majority of the magical doodads in the house.

Where does it go?  To the Moon, of course!  The local Moon, I mean; an inter-universal shift that big is a pain in the thaumaturge.  We were here for over a year, so I put an emergency hideout on the Moon.  I like having a place to run to—yet another thing we can lay at Pop’s feet.  And yes, locally it’s 1978.  People have been to the Moon, but they’re not going to find a modular, sub-surface lunar base on the far side, now are they?  It was an excellent spot to put an emergency hideout.

The fact the shift-space trades places with a whole lot of plastic barrels is, as Slartibartfast once said, “merely a courtesy detail.”

No, the house doesn’t blow up.  We’ve got neighbors, thank you.  The explosive charges merely breach the containers and, due to the careful arrangement of their arrival, three interior walls of the house.  This also ignites the fuel.  The fuel gushes out, burning in all directions, and floods through the building.  It’s a firestorm of epic proportions, but it’s a fire, not a mushroom cloud.

Trust me.  I understand fire.  I learned from the best.

On the DiscoFunk Moon, Rusty and I took a moment to sort ourselves out.  I activated a mirror and zeroed in on our house.  Yes, it was on fire.  Very much on fire, in fact, and more quickly than I anticipated.  The shot-open doors would let in air, of course.  It was the flames shooting up and out the top of the chimney that told me we’d left the damper open.  With a pathway for air movement, the fire burned hotter and faster.

I wanted to get rid of the bodies from my lunar base floor, but I wasn’t shifting the corpses into that.  I’d get a firestorm in return.  They were fresh corpses; they could wait.

Out on the front lawn, two men were extinguished before being carried across the street and loaded into a van by their fellows.  More men exited the back yard via the alley and piled into a parked car.  Altogether, I counted eight.  Eleven, if I included the first three, but those men didn’t know about the others.  One small assault force to gauge the opposition, then a larger force for the actual attack?  Possibly.  Did the first three know about the others?  I doubted it.  There was nothing in my interrogation to indicate it.  Whoever did the planning anticipated losing the first men in—and didn’t care.

Rusty watched the mirror with me.  The van and the car both headed in the same direction.  He pointed at the van, then at himself.  I shrugged.  He fired up another mirror and tuned in on the van.  I focused on the car.

“Can I drop a grenade in the van?” he asked.

“And let them know we’re following them?  They won’t go home to their boss if they’re being followed.”

“Mm.  Good point.  What do we do when we find him?”

“Something awful.”

“You sound angrier than I do.”

“The house is burning.”

“And?”

“The Magic Microwave was in the kitchen, not the workroom!”

“Oooo!  Ouch!  I hadn’t thought of that.”

“Me, either.  I would have set up a one-shot space around it and connected it to the main one.  Damn it!”

“You can make another one,” he said, trying to sound soothing.  “You can make a better one.  One that doesn’t occasionally get us slightly green T-bone steaks.”

While I acknowledged what he said on an intellectual level, emotionally I was still ready to chew sand and blow glass.  Partly because we were forced to escape and thus burned the place behind us, partly because I hadn’t made better arrangements to get our valuables out.

“Valuables,” in this sense, meant “things representing our time and effort.”  Gold, diamonds, money—that stuff is easy.  It’s the things we make that hold value.  It’s the things we put some of ourselves into.  Whether it be a magic microwave or a painting or raising children, it’s the time we spend that makes things valuable to us.  I was irked about my microwave oven.

Rusty and I watched the vehicles move south, through the city.  The car continued down Griswold Street and swung into the parking garage under the Guardian Building.  The van crossed the Ambassador Bridge, heading south into Canada.

Later, Rusty told me the van went to a private residence.  The three mostly-healthy men helped the two burn victims inside.  The owner of the house was a doctor, apparently one with a home office.  They didn’t take their wounded comrades to a hospital, which told me they were working outside the law and wanted no questions asked.  The fact they knew exactly where they could access unofficial medical care implied they did this sort of thing semi-regularly, at least.

Meanwhile, the three guys in the car I watched parked, got out, and, after a brief pause to change from fatigues into more normal civilian clothes, reluctantly boarded the elevator.  They went up, which was reassuring.  Going down would have required a full-on supervillain lair arrangement.  It wasn’t impossible, but such an investment of time and resources was questionable unless its secrecy and therefore security could be assured.

My mirror followed them down the hall.  They knocked, a rapid six-beat knock, and pushed the doorbell button twice.  They were admitted, passed through the apartment, and were allowed through another door into the much larger apartment at the end of the hall.  The door between apartments looked professionally installed, but it didn’t belong there.  It was simply an access point.  Judging by the way the bigger apartment’s main door was bolted and boarded, nobody used the main door.

“Phoebe?”

“Hmm?

“What’s with vampires and apartments?”

“What do you mean?”

“Isn’t it inconvenient to have your sacrificial victims brought into such a public place?  Apartments and condos and such ought to be the last place you’d find a vampire.”

“Oh, I don’t know.  Look what happened to our house.”

“We burned it?”

“I had more in mind why we burned it:  Because a lot of people showed up and attacked it.  This is a problem for a house, unless you have a whole estate.  With an apartment, charging through the lobby and up a dozen floors involves a hell of a lot more bystanders.  And they may not all be bystanders.  How many apartment doors are going to fling themselves open to reveal guards or sleeper agents behind the assault force?  Or are the vampire hunters going to blow up a whole building of innocent people to get one vampire?”

“I guess it’s a question of how fanatical they are.”

“And what your anti-terrorism security is like.”

I let the men go through and had the mirror peek around the doorjamb.  Rather than go through with them, I moved the scrying sensor around to enter the room from behind.  I wanted to keep it out of their boss’s line of sight, just in case.

The leader of the three did the talking.  The other two kept quiet.

The boss wasn’t obviously a vampire, but most of them aren’t obvious.  It’s a severe drawback to be readily identifiable as nonhuman.  This one was a woman, appeared to be in her mid-forties, and wore her long, black hair up in a bun.  Two sticks held the bun in place and allowed artful coils to escape and frame her face.  Her features were a combination of European and Asian, with strikingly blue eyes.  She sat behind a desk, holding a pen, and looked up from her paperwork when they came in.  If I remembered the locations on Rusty’s map correctly, she was one of the local vampires, not a part of the Dingus clan.

The leader reported to her, explaining what happened in a brisk, efficient manner.  He kept his eyes on the triptych behind her.  It was a Japanese woodblock print of wrestlers.  I didn’t recognize it.  I bet the guy doing the talking didn’t recognize it, either.  He was trying to avoid eye contact.

“And you are certain no one exited the inferno?” she asked.  Her voice was pitched to be gentle, and her pronunciation made me think English wasn’t her first language.  She spoke with extreme precision in her diction, snapping her consonants and making her “T”s sharp enough to cut.

“Two of our men were badly burned,” he said.  “They were the last ones out.  The only things after them were fire and smoke.”

“I see.  You do not have heads?”

“No heads,” he confirmed.

“Then you cannot be certain.  More important, I cannot be certain.”  She made a small gesture with her pen and he took it as a dismissal.  He didn’t salute, but he did make a sharp about-face, followed instantly by his companions.  The three made their exit quickly.

I decided he wasn’t important enough to track.  I moved my viewpoint from the doorway to the ceiling, slid it along overhead, and stopped above her desk.  She wasn’t writing at the moment, but I checked her document anyway.  She had two invitations and the report interrupted her writing a regretful refusal to one of them.  She did not immediately resume.  Instead, she sat in thought for a while.

She finally picked up the handset of the telephone and dialed a number.  I wrote it down.  After being handed up to a higher-level flunky, she discovered the person she wanted to talk to—someone named “Alianna“—was unavailable.  She settled for passing on the report to the flunky for later delivery.  During the conversation, I got the impression she was far enough down the food chain to have a nominal superior—the person she spoke to on the phone—but she had expected to be allowed to go right to the top with her report.

They definitely had orders to kill Rusty and I.  Alianna—whoever that was—gave the orders and Emiko—the vampire I was watching—was the one tasked to carry them out.  She relayed what her lieutenant reported.  When Alianna got back, she would decide what to do next.  In the meantime, others would work on containment of the site and any inconvenient evidence.

With Emiko off the hook, at least for now, she cradled the handset of the phone and went back to writing her note.  Since I knew where to put the scrying sensor if I needed to reestablish it, I let the mirror shut down.

“Well?” I asked, looking at Rusty.

“Vampires want to kill us,” he stated.  “Isn’t that weird?”

“I’d say it’s more annoying than weird.”

“Annoying?  If the Dingus has notified every vampire who contacts him, we’re going to have them sniffing our butts in every Earth-world.”

“The trick,” I said, “is to not be found.”

“We’re going to avoid him for the rest of our lives?”

“We’re wearing spells so it can’t eyeball us from the celestial planes.  Plus, if we clean out the Dingus vampires from any branch we want to visit, the Dingus will have to really exert itself to look for us.  If it can see through the eyes of its minions, all he’ll get is the inside of eyelids.  It won’t have ready connections and won’t have puppets to give orders.  It would have to build a whole new vampire without the benefit of an existing one to bite a living human and spread it.  I get the impression that’s work.”

“And the contract out on us with the local vampires?”

“Locally?”  I shrugged.  “It’s not like we have a house to go back to.  I’ll tell Muriel to empty the safe-deposit box and go live with one of her kids.”

“We’re still going to stick around to dump more Dingus-vampires into the containment station, right?”

“To a degree.  Maintaining their existence is the weakness in his system.  We’ll stack more of them.  I’m not sure we want to put them all in one branch.  Too many in one spot might give it away.  I’ll talk to Uncle Dusty.  We’ll definitely grab more of them.”

“I’d like to clean out the alternate Earth where I got to say goodbye, too.  If nothing else,” he added, “I’d like to see how it turns out without them.”

“We can do that.”
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Adding modules to Tartarus Station—our vampire-containment space station—was simple enough.  We already had a working station, so it was simply a matter of more.  The modules were designed to be, well, modular.  Attach a new one to the built-in hatchway of an existing module, inflate it, leave it alone at pressure for a while to let it cure, bolt on the auxiliary support framework, connect the generic power and air fittings, and presto, a new room on your space station.  Adding a spray-on foam to make it look like a lump of interplanetary rock was the final touch.  It would take a close flyby for anyone to tell it wasn’t just another asteroid.

We still didn’t bother with full life support.  No water.  No hydroponics.  Minimal power for lighting—for when we were there—and temperature control—to keep the vampires from boiling or freezing.  Oh, and armored caskets bolted to the floor.

There was discussion on whether or not a casket should be airtight.  Rusty said no, because if one gets out and destroys the station, the vacuum of space would boil the fluids out of all of them and reduce them to dust.  I said yes, because an airtight casket won’t let them turn to mist and escape into the station.  They would be trapped in a box and have no way of knowing what was going on, aside from the lack of gravity.  He thought it over and decided vampire Tupperware was a good idea after all.

Our existing prisoners were still asleep.  Apparently, they’ll stay asleep indefinitely as long as the Sun is up—and assuming nobody sets off an alarm clock.  And, short of a rogue planet wandering between the space station and the Sun, it will never be night.

I still wonder, now and then, about what constitutes “night.”  Solar panels intercepting sunlight provide shadow.  Is that night?  Apparently not.  What does it take?  Does it require a planet?  If we moved the station out-system, how far out would we have to go before the tiny dot of the Sun counted as a star, instead?

Maybe I should ask Pop.  Someday.

Earlier, I made the decision to set up a brute-force shifter on the Moon for sending things to or retrieving them from the station.  Nothing would be based on the station.  The last thing I wanted was to inadvertently provide vampires with the tools to escape.  Minimalism reigned supreme.  I didn’t even expand the solar power converter to run shift-space spells on the new caskets.  I brought a micro-gate and power crystals with me.  Eventually, I built a pre-programmed spell crystal so I could put a one-shot shift-space spell on a casket quickly and easily—and take it back with me when we were done.

Our process was as simple as we could make it.  We scried first, then shifted to the station, bringing new caskets with us.  We installed these.  I zapped them with a shift-space spell.  The vampires we’d chosen to target—in another universe!—were asleep in their lairs.  Poof.  One by one, they disappeared there and reappeared in their new resting places.  Once we had all the vampires we could grab from that universe, we went back to the Moon.

Mind you, we didn’t live on the DiscoFunk Moon.  We used it as a base of operations.  We were once again hunting for a place we could settle down.  Poking holes in the Dingus’ power reserves and sneakily draining it was clearly going to be a more long-term thing.  It had another good effect, though.  Clearing out a world before we went wandering around in it was also safer for us.  If there were no Dingus vampires in it, they wouldn’t be reporting us to their boss.

Whether the Dingus noticed a new branch world when it was empty of his vampires was an interesting question and I didn’t see a good way to find out.  Well, I could always draw a blood circle and do the spell, but, as I said, I didn’t see a good way.

We closed up shop on DiscoFunk Earth in an orderly fashion, paying the bills, canceling the office, disconnecting the phones, all the stuff that happens when going out of business.  Early the next morning, we shifted in and cleaned out the anachronistic junk, putting most of it in lunar storage or in a reactor world.  The old files, evidence, and anything else having to do with our cases we also shifted out, for no better reason than I wanted to deny them to Detective Abrams.  He hadn’t seen fit to confiscate it, merely show up and read through our files, but why leave him anything?

I’m virtually certain he’s working for the local vampires, although I strongly doubt he knows it.  Rather, the local police are heavily influenced by the vampires and he’s a pawn assigned to finding out whatever he can about us.  I can’t prove it.  No, I can prove it if I care to, but I don’t care enough.  Without us around, the people pushing the police to investigate us will stop pushing and he’ll be reassigned.

Muriel got the bank account and power of attorney, along with written and notarized instructions to pay off anything needing paying off and to keep paying her salary until the money ran out.  Our cash reserves came to quite a tidy sum, and it didn’t take into account the key to the safe deposit box.  There are things needing to be kept off the books.

All this put us back in the same position as before.  Where do we go from here?

Well, almost the same position.  Uncle Dusty mentioned he wanted help with a bunch of divine favors, as well as a little problem in La Mancha.  I might as well look at his projects.  Even if I can’t do what he wants immediately, I can get a good idea of what I’m up against.  We were still stuck for a place to call our own.

“Rusty?” I asked, as we stacked new armored caskets on the Moon.

“Hmm?”

“Remember how I told you about the Tassarian Empire?”

“Sure.  Caste system, fighters with a dueling tradition, a dozen or so gods, and your father’s Quixotic sense of humor.”

“I will thank you not to disparage the Valley of La Mancha.”

“I abase myself in contrition, Manzhani.  Or mahrani?  Which is it?”

“I’m not sure.  I get them confused.  Technically, I’m not either of those because I’m a child of an avatar of a local deity.  If I claim a title, it upsets the local power structure like Godzilla playing Jenga.  I ask because Uncle Dusty has a job for me there, as well as a bunch of other places.  Want to come along?”

“What are my options?”

“You could stay in his guest suite and hunt for a world you like.”

“I’d rather not stay there without you.”

“Is he that bad?” I asked, concerned.  “Even with the new medication?”

“No, the medication is pretty good.  It helps even me out without making me feel like my head is full of fuzz.  The problem is, your uncle and I don’t like each other.  I think I can now ignore his egotistical and racist opinions, but he thinks—no, let me try again.  From my point of view, he seems to think he’s in charge of everyone and everything, including me.  It feels to me as though he thinks he can boss me around.  And, to a limited extent, I’m willing to go along with him because I’m a guest.  Despite this, I don’t react well to anyone trying to impose their imaginary authority on me.”

“Makes sense,” I agreed.  “I never quite understood until now.  Your anger management issues aside, you still have a… what is it?  Independent streak?”

“Dad always called it my poorly-hidden rebellious streak.  I’d do what he or Mom said to do because I learned they had the authority.  I would help a customer because orders are expected from customers.  They’re paying for service and it’s our job to provide service.  There were still a few occasions when Dad had to post bail to get me out of a cell before the full moon.”

“Seriously?  I didn’t know that!  Why didn’t you ever tell me?”

“It didn’t seem relevant.  You already knew about my anger issues.  Those landed me in jail a couple of times when I was a teenager.”  He smiled ruefully.  “I had an extensive juvenile record.”

“Wow.  You were a bad boy.”

“A very bad boy.”  He raised his eyebrows and grinned at me.  “Do you like bad boys?”

“Yes, but now is not the time to spank you.”

“Spoilsport. So, do we move in with your uncle again, or are we staying here?”

“I’d prefer to hide out at my uncle’s.  I’m not sure how the Dingus perceives an infinite array of vampire suck-points, but I know my spells can’t hide them.  There’s no telling when he’ll notice the power drain here—and I’m fairly sure he will, eventually, if we keep stacking vampires.”

“There will be a critical mass.”

“Yep.  I’ve got my new cloaking spells hiding us from routine celestial view, so he can’t do a wide search for us.  His own direct celestial connections are a different matter.  We’ll see how long it goes unnoticed.”

“Mm.  I see.”  He thought for a moment.  “Would hunting for a place to live draw celestial attention?”

“I don’t think so.  You seem ambivalent.  What’s wrong?”

“I’m thinking about my self-improvement.”

“How do you need to improve?  Or what do you think you need to improve?”

“Lots of things.  For now, I think I’ll try living in your uncle’s guest apartment for a while.  Like you said, I’ve got new meds.  I should see how it works out.”

“Are you sure?” I asked.

“Yes…-ish.  We need a coffee machine.  One with better programming.  The old magic microwave was seriously hit-or-miss when it came to coffee.  There is so much more to a good cup of coffee than the shape of the mug!”

“I’ve been thinking about improvements for the new Magic Microwave. I can include testing spells in the design from the ground up, rather than bolt-on upgrades.  The gate opens up, the spells test the stuff we’re trying to summon to determine if it matches what we want—directly, drawing on our sense memory, like the taste of the coffee you’re trying to get—then either cycles the shift-space to steal it, or cycles the gate to restart the search.”

“And we need a size parameter,” he suggested.  “These Grande cups need to be Venti, at least.”

“I’ll be sure to include a measurement scale.  If you’ll scry on the station, these containment pods are ready to ship.  We’ll bolt them down and have them ready for the next batch.”

“Coming up.”
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For our trip to Tauta, Rusty and I dressed as middle-class tradespeople—butchers, bakers, candlestick-makers.  We wore nothing ostentatious, and, since we weren’t playing the part of warriors, we carried no obvious weapons.  We were… people.  Nobody of note.  We were only there to observe and make plans, not bring a Divine Visitation Unto The Land.  Uncle Dusty has me do enough of that by request.  I didn’t want to do it by accident.

Velina and I chatted incessantly the last time I was there.  She loves to talk and I learned a lot.  Wherever we went, people got out of our way.  Well, got out of her way.  Warriors are high-caste people and obviously so.  The majority of citizens scramble.  And they’re armed, which may account for why they’re considered high-caste.  Velina explained about the castes and the expected etiquette, as well as the potential repercussions of failing to follow it. 

Depending on how far apart the castes were in the hierarchy, the results could vary from inconvenient to disastrous.  It wasn’t neatly cut and dried, though.  A high-status individual within a caste wouldn’t outrank a higher-caste person, even though it played a part in the expectations.  A wealthy merchant wouldn’t outrank even the lowest of the warriors.  If he was sufficiently wealthy and accidentally gave offense, it might be ignored.  If not, a simple, verbal apology would be acceptable.  A poor merchant might find himself beaten or given a good scar to remind him of his place.  The castes weren’t negotiable, but status within them was.  There was a surprising amount of wiggle room.

It was complicated and I didn’t grow up in it, so it wasn’t at all clear to me.  I warned Rusty about it and he agreed to use his most polite demeanor.

He got to practice when we checked in with Uncle Dusty before going.  He knows a lot more about Tauta than I do.  My guardian demigod looked our outfits over and nodded.

“You should blend in fine,” he decided.  “If you run into any trouble, I’ve got a power budget there.  Call out to Me and I’ll make it clear you’re not to be trifled with.”

“Nice,” I agreed.  “Okay.  Any thoughts on where we should land?”

“In the garage-barn, I’d say.  Nobody uses it.  They’re scared of it.  It belongs to the Lord of Fire and Shadow, the God of Mysteries, and it has a sleeping dragon in it.”

“Hold it,” Rusty interrupted.  “Nobody said anything about a dragon.”

“It’s not a real dragon,” I told him.  “It’s a semi-tractor-trailer rig Pop and Bronze put together.  It’s a troop transport more than anything else.  To anyone who has never seen anything with wheels besides a horse and cart, a roaring, fire-belching thing of such enormous size simply has to be a dragon.”

“Oh.”

“Anything else I should know, Unc?” I asked.  He shook his head, stopped, and looked thoughtful.

“Wellllll…”

“Yes?”

“Once you look over the garage, could you take a look at the castle?  Your father set it up so the locals could control the stone-shaping spells for architectural modifications.  I don’t think they’ve got the hang of it.”

“Can do.  Anything else?”

“A whole laundry list.  None of them in Tauta,” he added.

“We’ll get to those after we get back.”

Uncle Dusty was right about the garage.  It was empty, even a bit dusty.  We appeared in the marked-off corner, inside the lines of a prepared shift-space.  I’d seen the garage before, in passing.  Now I was here to examine it and figure out how it functioned.

As it turns out, it functioned perfectly.  It wasn’t designed to only use the marked-off corner shift spaces of various sizes.  It was set up to shift the entire interior of the barn!  That’s a volume of space over three times the size of the tractor-trailer rig Bronze parked in it.  My napkin math puts it at a trifle over nine hundred cubic meters!

Sure, I could build a shift-space of such size.  I’m also sure I could chop down a full-size redwood tree with a hatchet—eventually.  I’m glad Pop did the heavy lifting on this one.

I fished out my dial-a-deity amulet and spun the wheels faster.

“Uncle?”

That’s one way to get My attention, he said.  What’s on your mind?

“I’ve looked over the barn.  Pop already has spells in place for this, as well as power crystals.  What, exactly, do you want me to do with it?  Shift in the contents of a grain silo?”

I hadn’t got that far, he admitted.  My concern is the nutritional needs of My worshippers here in the valley.

“So, shift in a bunch of genetically-enhanced grains, vegetables, and super-fruits?”

Those would last longer, but I’d have to explain how they’re more nutritionally dense than the usual stuff.  People would try to eat just as much out of hunger rather than rationing based on nutrition.

“I meant they could start planting the stuff.  Their crops would, from then on, be the enhanced variants.

Oh.  Yes, do that.  It’s a good start.  I’m also thinking of the production cost of meat.  They have to feed animals a ton of stuff.  If you shift in a load of things to plant, they can grow the good stuff forever.  We can then use future shifts to bring in meat.  They can still have livestock, but they won’t have to spend so much of their farming efforts to raise animals.

“I can arrange that.  The first load is easy; I’ll handle it.  I’m not going to be available for a regular grocery run, though.  How do you want to trigger the butcher-shop delivery?”

You’ll automate it?

“You bet I will!”

In that case, can you set it to go off on holy days?

“Okay.  What’s the schedule of holy days?”

Hmm.  That’s tricky, as they’re irregular.  On second thought, how about we have a trigger?  I’ll instruct My priests in what to do.

“Or we could set it up so you trigger it directly,” I suggested.

Oh?  Can we do that without an avatar present?

“Once I get it down to a case of ‘push the button,’ it’ll be a simple matter to set up a sensor tuned to celestial energy.  You zap it, it detects the energy surge, it triggers the spell.  No problem.”

That sounds promising.  You’re sure you can do it?

“I am going to ignore that insult to my skills.”

I abase Myself in contrition.  Hey!  If we put a kind of altar or other focus outside, I can have priests direct My power more effectively.  They can pray for a gift from their god and poof, a warehouse full of goodies appears.

“Good idea, but remember: the power crystals will take a while to charge.  This thing is enormous.”

How often can it fire?

“I don’t know.  I seem to recall a solar power grid over the valley?”

So I’m told, yes.

“I’ll have to look at it and see how much it’s producing.  Or what it’s hooked to.  Although,” I mused, “if you want to grow stuff, you don’t want to interfere with the sunlight over the whole valley.  Not even a little bit.”

We’ll burn that bridge when we get to it.  If nothing else, you can cover the roof of the garage with panels, right?

“Fair point,” I sighed, thinking of how long it would take to produce enough panels to layer the roof repeatedly.  “Okay.  Let me get a couple of crystals and program search parameters for a meat warehouse.”

Rusty cleared his throat.

“Yes, Rusty?”

“If you’re about to start summoning food, can I make a couple of suggestions?”

“Yes, I am, sort of.  Oh!  Uncle Dusty?  Are you including Rusty in the conversation?”

No.  He doesn’t have the family talents.  I have to shout at him to be heard.  For routine conversation, it’s only okay in a reactor world.

“Hmm.  All right.  One moment.  Rusty, we’ve worked out what we want to do here, which is to periodically shift in the contents of a warehouse in the meat-packing district.  You have suggestions?”

“Yep!”

“I’m all ears.”

“First, we had a magic microwave and we’ve started the Mark Two version.  Might we not make use of the work already done on it?  It’s still a bit hit-or-miss, but it’s a place to start and build on, right?”

“A brilliant suggestion and I love it,” I declared.  “What else?”

“Have you any idea where you want to put the big rig?”

I looked at Bronze’s war wagon.  She could build a new one anytime she liked and would enjoy doing so.  Still, she might want this one.  I didn’t recall any mention of it, one way or the other.

“I’ll have to find another place to park it,” I decided.  “In the meantime, I’m going to take a closer look at the mechanism Pop put in place.  Can you start a list of things we should look for—or avoid—when summoning a warehouse full of cold cuts?”

“You mean like, whether or not there are people in it?”

“Oh, that is an excellent thought!  We didn’t have that problem with the microwave.  We don’t want to import random people by accident!”

“I’ll see what else I can think up.”

It took most of the day.  We took breaks to use the shift-space in the corner to fetch back drinks and snacks.  Pop’s setup was robust, so installing a subset of sensory spells to scan the target meatlocker wasn’t too difficult.  Figuring out all the conditions was the hard part.  We were ready for a full-scale test a little after dinnertime.

Of course, the first thing I had to do was find alternate parking for Bronze’s big rig.

The Moon?  No.  Bad things happen to machines not designed to be spaceproof.  Maybe a reactor world?  Or, since we had a house in Iowa… The back yard was pretty big, although it lacked a barn.  Given the woods around the house, nobody was even going to notice the sudden appearance of a giant truck.  I cleared a couple of trees so I could park it where it would be hard to see.  And, given the trees I left in the way, it would be very hard to steal.  Oh, it could be done with an hour’s work, a chainsaw, and a professional diesel mechanic, but who was going to try?  Of course, Bronze might find the trees a trifle annoying, but if she didn’t blast through them, Firebrand would.  Or Pop would.  I wasn’t worried about it.

Once the truck was out, the sheer size of the barn became more apparent.  Rather than test things with the whole barn, we experimented with the smallest of the marked-off shift spaces for summoning food.  There were a lot of criteria.  First, we wanted meat, so the shape—for example—of a side of beef was a good start.  So, search for a side of beef.  Lock on.  Is the room at least as large as the barn?  Do we have multiple hits in close proximity?  If so, we probably want everything in the room, whether it be pork, beef, chicken, fish, dodo, penguin, water buffalo, or what-have-you.

I specifically avoided searching for hanging sides of meat, though.  Wrapped in paper and stacked in crates or boxes?  Fine!  Hanging meat is more limiting.  A stack of frozen steaks in a shipping box can appear on the floor and another one like it can appear on top of it.  Sides of beef hanging from hooks and racks wastes space.

Second, once we had a likely-looking location, another spell would need to confirm a few things.  Was the meat cold?  If the temperature was near or below freezing, great!  How about if the meat was still good?  It’s harder to detect that, so I had to set up a scan for a ton of likely suspects.  If my spell didn’t detect any meaningful levels of Escherichia coli—or sixty-three other possibilities—then it was probably okay.  A bunch of other spells could perform other quality checks, such as detecting twisted proteins, like “mad cow” and other prion diseases.

Third, while the quality checks are running, let’s make sure there’s no one around to be kidnapped.  If a guy is wandering around inside with a clipboard and a push-cart, looking for a particular side of protein, he’s going to be in for a terrible shock when the lights go out and the doors open.  If we get a gate hit and there’s anyone alive in the room, the searching spells abandon it and move on.

I’m sure there’s a way to summon the whole room, then target the person or persons inside to send them back.  That’s a darn sophisticated piece of automation!  Oh, it could be done, I suppose, if I wanted to spend a week working it out.  I didn’t want to spend a week on it, so we went with an abort-and-restart process instead.

In the interests of filling the garage, I had a subroutine—a loop, really—that would engage if the target area was less than two-thirds of the garage.  It would repeat, starting a new gate, and targeting the “same” location.  The second time around, it would only get a volume equal to the unoccupied space in the garage.

While I worked out the safety features, Uncle Dusty worked out what he wanted to do for triggering an incoming load of meat.  His idea?  Put a pillar at each corner outside the barn.  Put an osmium brazier atop it.  With the osmium attuned to him in the same manner as the wire inside a dynamo, having a fire in the brazier—God of Fire and Shadow, remember?—would contribute a miniscule amount of energy.  With a priest at each corner, maintaining the fire and praying, it would produce considerably more.  It would also serve as a focus through which he could direct his energies.  The channel works both ways, after all.

Taa-daa!  The miracle of the meats!  Or, at least, it would appear so to the average worshipper.  It would appear so to the average wizard, too, unless they went inside and started poking around.  Keeping them out would be Uncle Dusty’s problem.

Loaves and fishes are fine, but when it comes to reliably feeding the multitudes, you want a repeatable miracle.  A church picnic is very different from running a messhall.

Rusty, meanwhile, was hard at it with a mirror, scrying on other universes and reading label after label.  I cast another translation spell for him, the more difficult and complicated version designed for written language.  I also told him, in no uncertain terms, to nag me mercilessly about adding a permanent one to his amulets.

Helmet design and adaptation.  Written language translation.  I keep discovering more and more work for myself.

“We’re going to have to redesign this thing again soon,” he pointed out, hooking the chain with his thumb.  A number of talismans dangled from it, like an oversize charm bracelet.

“I see what you mean.  What do you have in mind?”

“I don’t.  I leave such things to the experts.  We do have to come up with a way to pare down the multiplicity of charms.  How about we add the translator when we do the redesign?”

“Suits me,” I said, and got back to work.

Why did Rusty need to read so much, you ask?  Well, I’ll tell you.  He was reading labels on packets of seeds.  He’s pretty good at finding universes, now.  He’s been practicing with mirrors for quite a while.  He’s got the hang of finding the right technological era based on what we want.  He may not know much about farming, but he understands the idea of super-crops.  He swiped samples for us to review and laid them out along one wall, arranging them in groups.

I didn’t particularly like the fact our extra-universal searching through Earthlines created multiple branched worlds.  By doing this, we were giving the Dingus bonus power, counteracting the captive vampire power drains.  On the other hand, if we never went back to those branches, they would collapse and the extra power would stop.  We could keep the captive power-drain vampires indefinitely.  And, hopefully, add more as time wore on.

There has got to be a way to cut down on the number of branches we create.  Something besides giving up gate searches, I mean.

Anyway, once we had Tauta’s auto-meat-ic functions sorted out, I helped Rusty sort the fruits, vegetables, and grains.  Did the people of La Mancha grow rice?  Maybe they should.  The Lord of Secrets could clue them in on how to plant, where to plant, when to plant and harvest, and what crops to rotate.  “Secrets” includes “hidden knowledge,” right?  Or maybe he could give advice through their local harvest deity, depending on the celestial politics.

Unfortunately, we did not find a convenient warehouse of the seeds we wanted.  I settled for zapping in big cases—or stacks of cases—into the shift-corner.  Rusty and I moved them out and slowly filled up the floor space.

When we were done, we shifted back to the reactor world and our suite.  I wanted a hot bath, twelve hours of sleep, and a big breakfast.  Uncle Dusty had other ideas.

“Look, I’ve got the osmium already attuned.  All I need is for you to put the metal-shaping spells on the piles.  I’ll handle all the time-ticking gate settings and move everything to a faster track.  It’ll be done before morning.”

I growled and did as he asked.  Getting it started made sense.

Rusty made dinner while I worked on the braziers.  He insisted on feeding me after I had my bath.  I was thankful.  If I go to bed hungry I can wake up pretty cranky.

The next morning, after a good run, an MMA match with Rusty, and a hearty breakfast, I checked in with Uncle Dusty.  He sat down at the breakfast table while I cleared dishes.  Rusty, having rustled breakfast, was still finishing.  Besides, I was being nice after grinding his nose into the carpet.  He studiously ignored the avatar in the room.

“While you were sleeping, I took care of a lot of legwork,” he said, helping himself to half a grapefruit.  “The braziers took shape nicely, so I sent them over.  We’ve got plinths built at the corners and the fires already lit.  With this in hand, I also had people open the barn to see the miracle—the current miracle, I mean.  The barn is now empty and they’ll be using the super-seeds instead of the local ones wherever possible.”

“That’s a lot of legwork.”

“I know the principles behind a time-ticker gate.  Besides, I didn’t want you to feel you had to do everything.”

“Good idea,” Rusty said, not looking up from his plate.  Uncle Dusty ignored this.

“So, what else do you need?” I asked.

“The celestial trigger?”

“Ooo, yes.  I forgot about that.  You don’t want to walk an avatar in there every time you want to trigger it.  Installing the trigger should only take a few minutes.  We’ll test it to make sure.  What else?”

“Rather than triggering it every time, could you set it up so I can put it on a timer?  It would be nice if, in an emergency, there was a setting for ‘As soon as it’s charged enough,’ for example.  If I can set it for a specific time, I can work on building a better calendar.  A work-week won’t be defined by whenever the next holy day happens to be.”

“A timer for you to set,” I agreed.  “I can do that.  Anything else?”

“The castle,” he reminded me.

“Aha!  I knew I’d forgotten something.  What’s wrong with it?”

“You’ll have to look at it.  You’ll see.”

“Okay.  Is it going to be difficult to get to the castle’s control center?”

“Yeah, you could say so,” he said, thoughtfully.  “I tell you what.  I’ll make sure you have a priest to guide you.  That should take care of any social problems.”

“Social problems?” Rusty asked.

“You’ll see,” he repeated.  “By the way, have you worked out how often I can fire the spell on the barn?”

“No.  I haven’t had a chance to look at the solar panel situation.  It might be simplest to send a geothermal rail down and run it off that.  It’s what I plan to do for the new time-ticker chain.”

“Nope.  Won’t work.  Not in Tauta, I mean.”

“Why not?”

“The world is hollow.  Once you get past the crust, there’s a whole world on the inside of the sphere.”

Rusty and I looked at each other.  He made a face at me.

“You never told me Tauta was a hollow world,” Rusty said.

“I forgot,” I admitted.  “Now that he mentions it, it rings a bell.  I think Velina alluded to something Pop said, but I had a lot on my mind.  I was getting the grand tour around the valley at the time.”

“Have we been to a hollow world?”

“No, we haven’t.  It would have to be a voidworld.  The inside of a planet can’t have workable gravity according to the rules of an Earthline, and we’ve mostly been looking at Earthlines.  We can go see it, if you like.  Wait,” I added, turning to Uncle Dusty.  “Is it habitable in there?  Breathable air and all that?  Are there monsters or other good reasons not to go?”

“No, it’s quite nice,” he said.  “It’s got an ecosystem and a few natives, but they’re primitive.  It’s got dangerous places, but it’s no worse than Earth.”  He pursed his lips for a moment.  “It might not be there for much longer, though.”

“Why not?”

“There’s a thing in the center.  It acts like a sun.  It’s dying.”

“Is it going to cause problems for the outside of the world?  Pop likes La Mancha.  I wouldn’t want anything to happen to it if I can prevent it.  An internal sun going out sounds like it might have effects on the whole world.”

“It’s not exactly an internal sun.  The Firmament around a true voidworld interacts with the Void of Chaos, drawing power from it.  In Tauta, the thing in the middle processes the energy and supplies power back to the Firmament to maintain it, along with incidentals like keeping the exterior heater—the sky-based ‘sun’—lit.”

“If the central power converter energizes the Firmament, shouldn’t we deal with that, first?  If it goes kerflooie, anything we do to the castle will be wasted,” I pointed out.

“It’s a long-term issue,” he assured me.  “It’s also a bigger problem.  The castle is easy.  You can handle that, no problem.  I’m still working on a fix for the universal power issues.  I mean, if you want to tackle the power flow problems of something the size of a small solar system, sure.  Or you could tackle the castle first.”

“By all means, castle first.  Let me get into my Tauta clothes.”

“Dress nice.”

“Why?”

“You’ll be expected to look important enough to get access to the controls.  It’s a social appearances thing.  The Tassarians are big on sartorial display.  How you dress helps them make snap decisions about your caste.”

“Good point.  I’ll upgrade our wardrobe.”

“I’ll have a priest waiting at the barn.”

We wore a lot more brocade.  In keeping with Pop’s original color scheme, it was mostly black with gold and silver thread.  The Tassarians didn’t really have a caste characterized by black; Pop kind of defined it as his color.  Nobody liked it because it was outside their colorful social structure.  This was okay by me.  We weren’t there to be part of a caste-driven culture.  We were only visiting.

Huh.  Maybe we should suggest black as the color of visitors?  If so, how would “visitors” be treated in a caste system?  If you’re from outside the system, nobody knows what manners to use.  Is a visitor considered an equal?  Or would outsiders be “casteless,” and therefore below everyone as far as their social status was concerned?  Fortunately, engineering a solution to that social problem was not my responsibility!

The priest met us at the doors of the garage-barn.  We swung one open and he was already waiting.  He was a tall, handsome man.  He had a swarthy complexion and dark, wavy hair down below his ears.  He knelt immediately when he saw me.  He held his hands together, edge to edge, and pressed the tips of his fingers to the center of his forehead, as though shielding his eyes.

“Oh, stop it.  Get up.”

“As the noble lady commands,” he replied.  He didn’t really call me “noble.” The term applied equally well to both the hereditary nobility and a close relative of a deity.  It’s a Tassarian thing.

I saw two new-looking plinths, one at either corner.  The osmium braziers were on top, already lit, and a priest knelt in meditation at each one.  I doubted the mortar had finished setting.  Even as stacks of flat rocks, they looked solid enough.

“I am surprised to be greeted in such a fashion.  Have customs changed since I was last here?”

“No, noble lady.  The customs are eternal.  I have been instructed in the unique and proper modes in regard to yourself, rather than the customs due to mortals.  Have I erred in my ritual obeisance?”

“No, not a bit.  You’re doing fine.  I’m in no mood to be slowed down by excessive protocol.  Try to relax and treat us as equals.  It will avoid wasting my valuable time.”

“As you command, noble lady,” he agreed, smiling with a mouthful of very white teeth.

“And my name is Phoebe.  This is Rusty.”

“I am Falcor,” he said, bowing.  I did my best to hide a double-take.

“Falcor?”

“Yes, noble lady.”

I desperately wanted to ask him if he was a particularly lucky individual.  I restrained myself.  When you consider the uncountable numbers of people and the limited number of convenient sounds in a language, no doubt there were a lot of people with names I would find odd or oddly familiar.

“We are both pleased to meet you.  Were you told where we want to go?”

“Yes, noble lady.”

“Good.  We’ll stand right here until you call us by our names.  Don’t let the approaching storms of wind, lightning, and hail encourage you.  They won’t do more than scourge the valley clean of all life.”

Falcor bit his lip in worry for a moment.

“I would hope that will not be necessary… Phoebe.”  He nodded at Rusty.  “Rusty.”

“She’s kidding,” Rusty assured him.

“I am relieved.”

“She would summon a burning rain and cleanse the valley by fire, not lightning and hail.”

“Rusty!”

“What?  I’m sure you can find something to use as a rain of fire.”

“That’s not the point!”

“True.  Since he called us by our names, you don’t have to do it.  Right?”

I gave him a glare and he grinned at me.

“I might be sorry I upgraded your translation amulet.”

“Hey, you wanted me able to talk to the locals conveniently.”

“Okay.  That one’s on me.  Falcor?  Would you please show us to the castle’s… what do they call it?”

“It is the Chamber of Shape,” he said, gesturing toward the castle.  He led us around the corner of the garage-barn and indicated the castle.

“Castle” is such a misleading word.  For me, it conjures up images of a sprawling layout, a large area surrounded by a curtain wall, possibly with internal buildings, along with towers and a central keep.

This was a tower.  It… well… towered.  At a guess, it might have forty or fifty floors, making it maybe five hundred feet high.  It was a phenomenal, even incredible height for this culture and technology.  It was hard to judge properly as the windows were not in neat rows.  They seemed to be placed almost randomly along the side we could see.  It was a broad-based structure, overall, and tapered slightly toward the top.  It also had a sense of… twisting?  Spiraling?  It wasn’t quite like the spiral of a unicorn’s horn.  It was more like a rubbery twisting, a distortion of what should be clean, straight lines.  The windows made me want to think of it like a child’s drawing, while the strange curves made me think of Dali, maybe with a hint of Escher.  Not Lovecraft, though.  It was weird and architecturally concerning, but it still adhered to acceptable geometric rules.

“I seem to recall a time when this was a bit less…” I began, and didn’t know how to finish.

“You last visited when the God of Fire and Shadow put an end to the war?”

“Yes.”

“I am told it was much different back then,” Falcor agreed, nodding sagely. “We mortals have meddled with it, trying to expand the structure.  It did not always go well.  There has been much improvement in the past year, ever since the Manzhani hired a wizard.”

This is an improvement? I thought, but I kept it to myself.  Rusty shaded his eyes and kept trying to count windows.  I nudged him and he nodded at me.

Falcor lead us around to the… front?  To the main doors, so I guess it counts as the front.  There were two sentries outside.  They made no move to stop a priest.  I saw their eyes flick over Rusty and I, but they either had no instructions about a priest’s companions, people wearing black, or they knew what black used to mean in La Mancha.  I think they heard legends, because they snapped to attention as we passed by.  No salutes, though.

Inside, the floors were smooth and absolutely never level.  They were always at a slight angle, and seldom in the same direction.  Not much, usually—barely enough to notice.  It was probably nice for the cleaning crew draining mop water, but any spills were going to spread.  I glanced around for cleaning spells because I know Pop.  Yes, the place would self-clean to a limited extent. I wondered where it all went.  I never asked about the plumbing setup when I was here before.

Falcor kept going and we followed.  There were no stairs.  Instead, the hallways, being sloped, doubled as ramps to… well, not other floors, obviously.  There were no individual floors.  There were merely places higher up than others.  How he navigated was also a bit confusing.  The interior of the tower was wide and did not have a central, open area.  The whole of the structure was filled with rooms and corridors, like a three-dimensional labyrinth.

I could tell Rusty didn’t like the labyrinth.  It made him feel trapped, and he hates that.  If we had to leave, Rusty could track our trail back to the main doors.  That’s a rational argument against an emotional issue.  I held his hand and winked at him.  He relaxed a little, no doubt reminding himself I could always shift us out.

We marched for quite a while.  Did Pop put the controls at the top of a tower in the original design?  Or did he put the layout control room in the basement?  I would have put it in the basement where it would have a fixed point of reference.  Pop might not be so concerned about it.  He does weird things because he thinks it’s simple, easy, and obvious.

Which brings me to the layout controls.

We reached the room and Falcor threw open the door.  Inside, there was a simple stone pedestal with a replica of the tower standing in the center.  A number of chairs and couches lay about the room, along with one large table.  The table was full of papers, rulers, compasses, and drawing implements.  The room had no windows, but there were three wooden stands, like floor lamps, each bearing an enchanted, brightly-blazing gem.

“Behold, the Chamber of Shape,” Falcor declared.  He bowed and ushered us in.  We went and wandered around, looking the place over.

“Falcor?  Will you join us?”

“If you wish.  I do not know what use I may be.”

“We’ll have to find our way out,” Rusty pointed out.

“All roads lead to the doors from here,” he answered.  “Keep going down and you will find them.”

“Or we’ll wind up in the dungeons.”

“You must climb up to go down there.”

“I beg your pardon?”

“If, on your way down, you find yourself going up, you are going the wrong way.  Always down.  From here, if you wish to reach the dungeons, you will descend for a time before you take an upward turning.  If you know the way, you will then go down again to reach them.”

“Huh.  Okay.  I can go down.  I’m good at that.”

I lightly smacked my wolf on the back of his head.  He grinned at me.  Falcor looked puzzled.

The papers on the table had several drawings of keep designs, castle layouts, courtyard arrangement, all that stuff.  They were all fairly simple designs.  The Tassarians didn’t go in for siege warfare.  They much preferred to meet in the field, maneuver into an advantageous position, and call it a victory.  If things were too equal, then you had to fight.  You fought on the field, like honorable warriors, and the victor graciously accepted the surrender of the loser.

As far as warfare went, it was pretty civilized.  Comparatively.

Rusty and I looked over the various castle designs before we turned our attention to the pillar/pedestal.  It stood in the center and was easily the most magical thing in the room.  The power it could channel was enormous.  It would have to be capable of withstanding brutal power levels if it was going to rearrange the whole castle at any reasonable speed.  Where did the power come from?

I traced the magical power leads.  They led me to the dome of solar conversion panels roofing over the whole valley.

Whew.  That’s a lot of solar panels.  Even considering they were set to be transparent to what I think of as the ecological frequencies of light—visible light, for example, and others vital to plant growth—it was still a lot of surface area.

Rusty, meanwhile, stepped up to the pedestal and examined the air around the castle model with care.

“Do you see the controls?” I asked.

“I can when I try.  They’re only visible to second sight, right?”

“Correct.”

“So, anyone using the thing looks like they’re swatting invisible bugs?”

“Pretty much.”

“Wouldn’t it be helpful to have actual, physical things to manipulate?”

“And how, exactly, would you put together physical controls?  Look at these things.  Up and down, back and forth, side to side, twist this, rotate that, squeeze here, pull there.  The way it’s set up reminds me of holographic drawing tools.  I concede that physical controls could be done.  It would be a hell of a lot more work and take up eight times as much space.  And be less convenient.”

Rusty walked around the pedestal, looking at Pop’s handiwork.  I stayed right where I was and tried to figure out what Pop was thinking when he put it together.  Clearly, it was meant to control the shape of the castle.  It had a default function of holding the castle together, repairing little annoyances like cracks in the foundation, worn areas of heavy traffic, and the impact of battering rams.  Those functions were automatic.

The complicated bits controlled the actual shape and structure of the place.  In an ideal situation, one could visualize the structure and project the mental image into the matrix.  The pedestal, as part of the structure, would then start flowing the stone of the building or buildings into a matching configuration.  To give credit where it’s due, it would be a slow process, allowing plenty of time—days, maybe weeks—for people to get out of the way.  Anything in a room that wasn’t part of the new plan would be slowly squeezed out as the room shrank, leaving furniture, equipment, knickknacks, and whatever else in the nearest remaining space.

I immediately understood the problem.  Why do we have a giant tower with weird floors and rooms kind of at random?  Was it because the guy in charge had a revolutionary vision of what a fortress should be like?  Because the opportunity to have the tallest tower and grandest fortress in the world was irresistible?  Because Barad-dûr was a role model for the architectural elites?

Nope.

The problem was Pop’s idea of “user-friendly.”  Sure, all you have to do is concentrate and visualize.  How much simpler can it get, right?

Pop doesn’t have a good idea about how well other people do that. His mental image of a tower-castle-fortress has the details of forty floors of rooms, corridors, doors, windows, stairs, railings, balconies, all that stuff.  He assumes everybody can do it, assumes it’s easy.  And it isn’t.  Even professional architects and designers would have a hell of a time visualizing every door, corridor, archway, pillar, room, window—every little detail.  Pop does it easily because of two things.  First, he’s a genius, meaning he has the capability to do it.  Second, because he practices, meaning he developed his talents and sharpened them into skills.

I wonder.  Does he realize most other people can’t do what he does?  Does he think it’s simply a matter of teaching and coaching and practice?

He really needs to get over his thing about reading people’s minds.  It would help him understand human beings a lot better.

Anyway, at an earlier point, a wizard plugged his brain into the control center and told it to make his vision of the place into a reality.  But GIGO applies in magic as well as in technology.  Garbage In, Garbage Out.  I don’t know if he had more than one idea in mind or if he simply didn’t focus clearly enough.  Maybe he misunderstood and tried to present general ideas of what the place should look like, hoping the control center would choose the best.  Regardless of how it happened, the control center took what it was given and did what it could.  The result was… well, judging by what I’d seen so far… not great.

The good news for us lesser mortals was Pop did include manual controls—the things Rusty looked at.  The issue with those was they weren’t meant for building a whole castle.  They were meant for touch-up work.  Rather than re-visualize the whole castle, you could move a door down the hall a little farther, or put a new one in wherever you needed it.  Want two rooms to have an open floor plan instead of a hard division?  These controls will edit the wall into a structural arch or a pair of fancy pillars, no problem.

Still, the controls were extensive and comprehensive, so it was entirely possible to “assemble” a blueprint one room at a time, floor by floor.  This would be time-consuming, obviously, compared to the visualization imprint method, but anyone with second sight and one hand could eventually rearrange the whole building.

As we continued to examine the device, the door banged open and a robed figure stormed into the room.

“Who are you?  What are you doing here?  Get away from that!”

This did not go well.

To be fair, I’m sure the guy who burst into the room had good and valid concerns.  The controls to the castle layout were in here, after all.  A sufficiently-sensitive person could put in a whole new imprint—and probably a much worse one.  So the guy comes busting in like a riot squad. Neither I nor Rusty appreciated it, but he wasn’t completely in the wrong.

Even so, this wouldn’t necessarily be a bad thing.  Merely impolite.  His misfortune lay mainly in the fact Rusty had his back to the door.  Rusty was already uncomfortable in the weird, labyrinthine tower.  Then the door booms open and a guy charges into the room, shouting, almost directly behind him.

Rusty is on new medication.  It’s really good medication, but we picked it for the lack of side effects rather than the degree of control.  It levels him out a bit and his psych training and coping techniques cover the rest of it.  Neither of those last two are really helpful when you startle the hell out of him and make him feel threatened when he’s already on edge.  And he is, no matter what else, a werewolf.  One that—Oops.  My bad!—can now shapeshift at any time, almost instantly, and pretty much reflexively.

There was a sort of fleshy popping noise, kind of like a really extensive spinal release, but much louder.  About half a second after the door came open, the guy in the robes added, a high-pitched, rather girly “AAAAHHHHH!” to his commentary, for which I did not blame him in the slightest.

A giant wolf—not a regular wolf; the prehistoric-looking, savage monster-wolf aspect of Rusty’s shape-changing—stood over and on the supine wizard, a paw dominating his chest to hold him down and lips rippling back in a snarl to display about a thousand flesh-ripping teeth.  Okay, it wasn’t a thousand.  It was lots.  Up close and personal like that, the last thing on anybody’s mind is numbers.

“Don’t move!” I shouted, mostly to the wizard, somewhat to Rusty.  Rusty didn’t bite his face off.  The wizard froze.  “Everybody stay perfectly still!” I continued as I circled around the pedestal and came up to Rusty’s right side.  Speaking soothingly, I got him to stop compressing the wizard—smooth-brained wolf-forms don’t have quite as much cognition, you know.

“Everyone stay calm and this will all end peacefully.  You.  Wizard.  There has been a misunderstanding and we’re going to correct it.  Don’t do anything rash.  Don’t escalate.  Everything is going to be fine if you remain calm.  Do you understand?”

“Yes,” he wheezed, still staring Rusty full in the teeth.  “I understand.  What do you need from me?”

“I’m going to persuade my friend to back off.  You’re also going to back off.  Make no sudden moves.  We’re all going to back away as a mutual thing and we’re all going to calm down so we can talk like rational human beings.”

“Human beings?” he asked, doubtfully.  I went to one knee and put a finger on his chin, turning his face so he looked me in the eye.  I allowed my usual eye illusion to slip.  He glanced at me, did a double-take, and stared.

Copper-colored eyes in the Tassarian Empire are taken as a sign of being born without a soul.

“I use the term loosely.  I am trying to settle this peacefully and without brainshed.  Do you object?”

“Brainshed?”

“It’s like bloodshed.  Think about it.”

Rusty made a growling noise reminiscent of the startup sound on a main battle tank.

“I love peaceful settlements,” the wizard decided.

“I’m glad one of us does.”

I gently pulled a reluctant Rusty away from him.  The wizard sat up and visibly considered reaching for one of the wands in his belt. I held up a hand and fires flickered between my fingers. He reached the correct decision and edged backward, scooting on his butt toward the door.

Falcor, meanwhile, watched all this from his spot beside the door.  He hadn’t moved an inch when Rusty transformed.  At the moment, he looked worried rather than scared.  No doubt Uncle Dusty had warned him about who he was escorting.

After a minute or two of coaxing, Rusty shifted through the various phases and returned to human form.  I was really proud of the upgraded enchantment on his shapeshifting amulet.  It worked quickly and seamlessly under field conditions.  Of course, Tauta is a world with a lot of magic.  It ought to work at least once or twice even in a low-magic world, but the attached power crystal would need to recharge if he shifted that fast.

“I believe you asked who we are?” I said.  The wizard, observing Rusty’s de-escalation, climbed to his feet.  Once he stood up, he was a medium-sized man, a bit portly from a physically undemanding job, with a long moustache growing across his face all the way to his ears.  There’s a name for that style, I think.  I don’t recall what it is.

“I did,” he agreed.

“I am Phoebe, daughter of Halar of La Mancha, who was also called Al of House Lucard.”

He took a long moment to process this.  He looked at Falcor.  Falcor nodded, somberly.

“This,” I went on, “is Rusty, my consort.  And you are?”

“I am D’vayn.  I am the wizard to the House Lucard.”

“Now that we are no longer on a surprised and upset footing, I am pleased to meet you, D’vayn.”

“I am honored to make your acquaintance… ma’am?”

“I have no formal status,” I told him.  “I am merely a visitor.  You may address me as you would an equal.”

D’vayn didn’t like the idea.  Wizards have their own ideas about who is an equal, no matter what caste they are.  They generally pay attention to the cultural niceties, though, if only because they don’t want to argue about it with a whole civilization.

“As you like, Phoebe.  In that spirit, may I ask again—with all due courtesy, this time—why you are in this room and what you are doing?  This is a restricted room.  No one is allowed in here.  No one is supposed to be allowed in here.”

“My father built this device.  I am given to understand the shape of the fortress is not what was intended by those who dwell here.  I thought I might see if I could be of assistance.”

“I believe I have sufficient understanding of it to effect the desired changes,” he said, stiffly.  “I hardly think your assistance will be necessary.”

If he had not used such a condescending tone, things might have gone differently.  I suppose I shouldn’t blame him.  He was a product of his culture and I wasn’t in a clearly-defined caste.

Upon hearing D’vayn’s remark, Rusty faked a frightened expression and moved quickly aside, placing himself well out of the line.  Falcor, upon seeing Rusty look scared, stepped smoothly to the door and rolled around the doorjamb into the hall.  I became certain Uncle Dusty briefed Falcor quite thoroughly.  I suppose it was possible he didn’t want to see Rusty transform again.  It takes a bit of getting used to.

D’vayn looked after Falcor, momentarily puzzled, before he realized why Falcor wanted a solid wall between himself and the room.  My eyeball-concealing spell is a minor illusion, but it can be used for other things.  Putting a violet nimbus around my head, for example.  Or making it appear as though I have lightning crawling through my hair.  You know, subtle little clues for alert and perceptive people to pick up on.  D’vayn was at least moderately perceptive.

“However,” he went on smoothly, “as a seeker of knowledge, I am always deeply appreciative of any instruction from one who is willing to share it.” He sounded wary and rested his hands not-so-casually on the hilts of two wands.

“No, no,” I said, my voice sweet enough to drip honey.  “You’re doing a fine job of manually altering the fortress and, extremely slowly, bringing it down into the shape of an actual castle.  Don’t let me hurry you.  No doubt this will require a lifetime of work for a mortal, but if it gives you a mistaken sense of purpose and steady employment, who am I to presume?”  I ran my hands through my hair, pretending to calm it.  The violent nimbus around my head dimmed and faded out.  I smiled with my mouth, not even trying to let it reach my eyes.

“What secrets?” he asked, curious despite himself.  “And how much faster?”

“We could probably have it laid out like any of the designs on the table in a matter of weeks.  But I would never dream of interfering with a master wizard’s work,” I told him.  “I mistakenly assumed you were not fully proficient with the more subtle applications of this relatively simple device.  I will interfere no more.”  I waved a hand across my face to restore the eye illusion.  I could wear colored contact lenses, but my eyeballs don’t like the way contacts feel.

“I would be delighted to have a worthy assistant,” he admitted.

“No doubt.  Unfortunately, you’ve decided to be arrogant and condescending, so I will have to decline.  Take solace in the fact it is possible to learn a small fraction of the secrets of this device simply by working with it, and I am certain you will.  One learns lessons better when one is risking one’s own neck.  For example, have you never made a social gaffe and paid dearly for it?”

“It would appear I have.”

“As you can see, it is a lesson you will never forget, even if you are someday forgiven.  If you do forget, the reminder will last for whatever is then left of your life.  Good luck to you, D’vayn.”

We stepped out into the hall.  Rusty curled his lip and made a soft snarling noise as he walked past.  D’vayn watched him warily, but did not draw a wand.  I closed the door after Rusty came through.

“Well.  So much for that,” Rusty observed.  “What now?”

“I should probably pay a visit to… Hey, Falcor?  Who’s in charge?”

“Hazir is the Manzhani of House Lucard.”

“Good!  I didn’t get to hang around with him much.  I liked him.  Let’s see if he’s willing to see us.  We should at least try to stop in and trade greetings while we’re here.”

“Suits me,” Rusty agreed.  “Lead on.”

Falcor headed us downward again and we followed.  We did not see a minotaur.  One would feel right at home.  I could understand why Uncle Dusty was interested in rearranging the layout.  The place was terribly inconvenient.

Or… was it inconvenient?  It might be confusing, but did that mean it wasn’t being used in a coherent and sensible fashion?  Hmm.  Interesting question.  Once you got used to it, was it as bad as it seemed?

And, yep, after heading downward for a while, we started going up again.  There were obviously multiple paths leading up from the ground floor, kind of like having long hallways stretching in different directions, into other wings of a mansion.  In this case, the hallways are lifted up and coiled around instead of being straight and level.

What they need are cross-connections so people don’t have to go all the way down to go all the way back up just to move sideways.  The manual controls would be ideal for making such a minor modification.  I don’t know why D’vayn didn’t do it already.

When we reached the private areas for the Manzhani of House Lucard, we were stopped by the guards.  Wandering the palace with a priest?  We could go pretty much where we liked.  Then there’s a difference between wandering the halls and walking into a living room.  Falcor explained who we were and how we would be pleased to pay a call.  One of the guards knocked on the door and another guard opened it from within.  The message was relayed.  We waited.  The return message was an invitation to enter.

Hazir was much older than I remembered.  His hair was a grey fringe around the sides and back of his head.  He was still a handsome man, though, with sharp, dark eyes and the powerful bearing of a warrior.  A good portion of his weight had moved down from his broad shoulders to his midriff, as time and gravity did their work.  His hands might have a few age spots, but they were still big, capable hands, softened from the callused things I recalled.

He remembered me, as well.  His face lit up as we came in.  Servants tried to guide us to chairs in the receiving room until he stood up and held out his hands to me.

“Phoebe!  It has been so long, I had feared we would never again be graced with your presence.  Welcome home.”

I did not say it wasn’t my home.  Being welcomed so warmly made it feel almost like it was, in fact, home.  Hazir doesn’t remind me of Pop, but he’s a warm, kind man and he made me feel welcome.

I took his hands and kissed him on the cheek.

“I’m glad to be here.  Hazir, this is my consort, Rusty.”

“I am Hazir,” he said, turning to Rusty and holding up a hand.  I had already told Rusty about Tassarian customs.  He held up his own hand and pressed it to Hazir’s.

“I am Rusty.  I am honored to meet the…” he glanced at me.

“Hazir is the Manzhani of House Lucard,” I told him, “and, I believe, the mazhani of La Mancha.  It’s been quite a while here.  Is Leisel the mahrani of La Mancha?”

“I am pleased to meet Phoebe’s consort,” Hazir replied, to Rusty.  To me, he added, “Liesel is my vidat.  If she was not, I would make her mahrani of the valley.  Her duties as my vidat put her in charge of my personal holdings, so, for practical purposes, it amounts to the same thing.”

“Got it.  The subtleties of titles aren’t always clear to me.”

“You have no need to know them,” he said, smiling slightly.  As the daughter of an incarnated god, I outranked everybody—and, incidentally, could upset the whole political structure of the Empire.  It’s one reason Pop made a political adoption of Hazir, specifically so he could rule without being a threat to the social order.

Yeah, in Tauta he’s my adopted brother.  I don’t think he knows I’m also adopted.  From his point of view, Pop took away a baby girl and came back a year or so later with a fully-grown person—me!  I think Velina was the only one in on the fact I was adopted, but I may be wrong.  Maybe everyone knows it.  Nobody has ever brought it up in my presence.

“What brings you home after all this time?” he asked.

“Errands.  The Lord of Fire and Shadow asked me to help him with the barn.”

“The…?  Oh!  The lair of the sleeping dragon?”

“That’s the one.”

“May I ask what you have done?”

“I—” I started to tell him, but broke off to think about how to phrase it.  The point of making the thing look like a miracle gets kind of shot in the foot if I say I enchanted it.

“I manifested here for him, so he could direct his power more effectively.”

“Like a priest praying over a person?”

“Pretty much.  You may have heard there are now priests praying by the—the dragon’s lair.”

“And what effect has this had?”

“The dragon will sleep elsewhere, for one thing.  And, on occasion, my uncle will fill the place with food.  Mostly meat, I think.  It’s his miracle, not mine, and he isn’t in the habit of explaining.  Send a messenger to the temple and have them ask.  Or wait until he does it and see how it works out.”

Hazir’s eyebrows—also grey and now somewhat bushy—climbed his forehead.

“I see.  That will be useful.”

“So I’m told.  I was also going to help out with the layout of the palace, at least until I met D’vayn.  He was of the opinion he didn’t need my help.”

“Was he, now?” Hazir asked, in a velvety purr.  I got the impression the two of them had history regarding the castle’s shape.

“It’s his opinion, although I do not share in it.  He’ll get the place put into whatever shape you want… very, very slowly.  By refusing me, he’s made a ton of work for himself, that’s all.”

“Very well.  I will ask him for a detailed report on his progress.  Daily.”  He nodded toward a servant and received a nod in return.

“Oh, I like that.  Please do.”

“In the meantime, have you dined?  I feel certain a meal is being prepared.”

“I can smell it,” Rusty agreed.

“Oh?”

“Before we get too far into dinner conversation,” I interrupted, “perhaps we should avoid surprising Hazir.  D’vayn will have a lot to say about our meeting.”

“Huh?” Rusty asked, then the penny dropped.  “Oh.  You want me to demonstrate?”

“Let me explain, first.  If he wants to see, then maybe.”

I told Hazir about Rusty’s “powers,” assuring him there were no demonic entities involved.  He agreed he would like to observe.  Rusty did a slow transformation, sliding along his man-to-wolf spectrum until he sat on the rug, tongue out, panting.  He did the head-shake thing, flapping his ears, and woofed in a friendly fashion.  It didn’t quite make up for the terrifying man-wolf hybrid shape, but it helped.  He slid back along the spectrum to his human form and stood up.

Hazir took it all in with a complete lack of expression.  When Rusty finished, Hazir nodded.

“I see.  You intend only friendship?”

“Anybody Phoebe is friends with, I’m friends with—whether I like them or not.”

“Ah, that’s how it is.  I accept your intent.  I welcomed you as Phoebe’s friend.  Now I welcome you as my guest.”

“I am honored,” Rusty replied.  I wasn’t certain exactly what the difference was, nor was Rusty.  It sounded like a good thing so we went with it.

“Now, shall we dine?”

“I’m famished,” Rusty admitted.  “Phoebe?”

“I could eat.”

Dinner wasn’t formal, but it was a minor occasion.  Hazir dismissed Falcor, who bowed and took his leave.  Leisel joined us, which pleased me greatly.  She had also aged in the intervening local years—darn those variable time rates!  She had done so with grace, fortunately.  Her hair was still dark and her body trim.  The only real sign of age affecting her was the stiffness in her movements.  She handled the cutlery with a peculiar grip, trying not to bend her fingers too much.

Also at the table were a few other people.  We were introduced to Fallina, a solid-looking, middle-aged lady who served as the galvanais to Hazir.  There was also Tinta, the rezeet of the House—on the younger side, but well-spoken, observant, and pretty enough to be in movies.  And, of course, Hazir’s son and heir, Hazon.

Hazon looked a lot like his father, but I took note of his hands.  Hazir was originally of the warrior caste; his hands gave him away.  Hazon was born a nobleman.  He had hands that would be good for a warrior, but they lacked the wear and tear of long years of training.

I did not get to meet Dauni, Hazon’s galvanais.  She wasn’t feeling well.  I did meet, in passing, three other ladies who came and went, all speaking to and deferring to Leisel.  They were potential vidat for Hazon.  Leisel hadn’t picked which one, yet.

“They are all doing well.  I am hoping to decide in the next year or two.  If I can find no one to favor, Hazon will select from among them.”

“Seems fair.”

We chatted a lot about the valley and how things were going.  As Uncle Dusty mentioned, they had trade issues.  Pop set up ways to get in and out of the valley, but they were not at all convenient.  Better than if he hadn’t, sure, but still a long way from perfect.

Then again, what would I do?  Build a permanent gate between La Mancha and whatever distant city would make a good trading partner?  Not on your life!  Maybe a jumbo-sized shift-space capable of handling substantial and considerable amounts of cargo.  Sure, they had a small room acting as a shift-space to Sarashda—a large city on the coast.  The far end of it was in a front organization, a merchant’s shop.  The main trouble was the size.  It was small.  Shoving tons of goods through it wasn’t really practical.  I also had the impression they were, for whatever reason, trying to keep their magical teleportation room a secret.  Setting up a conveyor belt and a dozen stevedores to constantly run the room would not be ideal.

What did that leave?  The valley wasn’t in a good spot for overland trade and it was in a horrible spot for sea trade—and yet, it had the capacity to actually do both!  Give the man credit.  The elevator to the underground harbor might look stupid, but if it works, it isn’t stupid.

They had plans, though, to minimize their problem.  There were other valleys, smaller ones, up and down the river, into which they could expand.  More farmland, more food, less trade being spent to feed everyone.  It seemed like a big deal to them, which made me realize Uncle Dusty was actually paying attention to the people and what they needed.  They didn’t have food security and were being overcharged for imports, so he was looking into ways to fix it.

Maybe he’s not such a bad god, after all.

During the course of dinner, I noticed a visitor.  A ball of light, about the size of a soccer ball, almost entirely transparent, glowing pale blue, drifted through the room.  I’d seen this sort of thing before, both recently, during our work on rearranging the garage-barn into a miracle-maker, and long ago, when I came to visit Velina.  I didn’t call attention to them because, as I discovered back then, most people couldn’t see them.  Pop could, and so could I.  This one floated in through the floor, rose up through the table, and hovered over a candelabra.

I watched faces.  Nobody even glanced at it.  Oh, well.  I ignored it.

After dinner, we had drinks and conversation.  Hazir finally called it a night.

“Gone are the days when I could talk the sun out of the sky and into the morning,” he admitted.  “I thank you all for a pleasant evening.”

We all thanked him in return and I asked Leisel if she would be so kind as to show us to the door.

“You will not remain?” she asked.

“Sadly, no.  Running errands for the Lord of Fire and Shadow keeps me busy.”

“May I ask what sort of errands?”

“He’s also the Lord of Secrets.”

“Ah.  Of course.”

“I would be honored to escort you,” Hazon suggested to me, smiling.

“And perhaps another time you shall.  For now, I would like to have a little more time with my friend, Leisel, before I make a new one.”

He nodded, clearly not pleased to be rebuffed.  He took it with a modicum of grace.

As we wound our way through the labyrinth, Leisel talked about him.

“You realize he was trying to spare me from a long walk.”

Rusty immediately offered her his arm.  She gave him a calculating look, but accepted it, leaning on him slightly.

“Of course,” I agreed.  “He was also trying to get me alone, or more nearly alone, to explore his chances.”

Leisel chuckled and so did I.

“He is young.  You look young.  And he does not share his father’s preferences.”

“Under other circumstances, he might have a shot.”  I winked at Rusty.  He did his best to look innocent.  “I preferred to walk with you and talk with you.  And to make an offer.”

“An offer?  Of what?”

“I couldn’t help but notice you seem a bit stiff.”

“It is a hazard of old age.”

“So I’m told.  Many hazards can be avoided, if one knows how.”

“I regret I do not have such knowledge.”

“I do.  Would you like me to loosen things up again?”

Leisel stopped where she was and looked at me, hard.

“You are your father’s daughter, aren’t you?”

“Very much so.  And he has spoken quite highly of you.  I feel he would be deeply displeased with me if I did not help you.”

“I accept your offer.”

I had not anticipated such an instant response.  Most people, when faced with any sort of mystical deal, are immediately beset by questions.  What’s it going to cost me?  What do you get out of it?  Why would you do this?  What’s the catch?

Leisel knew Pop, and I was his daughter.  Boom.  End of questions.

Frankly, I think it says a hell of a lot about Pop.  And about Leisel.

While we stood there, I pulled out my notebook, scribbled for a bit, and laid a hand on her shoulder.  Tauta is a high-magic world, so the spell took hold easily.  It would also run for weeks.  Plenty of time for her body to regenerate arthritic joints.  Plenty of time to regenerate a whole internal organ, in fact, if she needed one.  I might have overdone it, but that’s a risk of growing up in an Earth-level magic field.

Leisel flexed her fingers, testing.

“The effect isn’t instant,” I told her.  “It might take an hour or so to notice.  It’ll keep getting better, though.”

“I am more grateful than you can know,” she said, quietly, and put her hand on Rusty’s arm again.  “It has been… difficult.”

I got the impression she meant it as more than a mere physical difficulty.  How hard is it to grow up as a warrior, expecting to die in battle—so much so you go out and find a monster when you start getting too old to be a warrior—and wind up as an administrator who’s going to die in bed?  And, to top it off, to watch your ability to fight diminish with every passing year?  Maybe every passing month?

I didn’t think she would go out and find a kill-or-be-killed situation when her joints were working properly again.  She had a duty to Hazir and, through him, to Pop.

We reached the main doors and she bade us farewell.  We traded farewells, actually, before strolling off around the base of the tower toward the garage.

“Is your uncle going to be okay with you not fixing the thing?” Rusty asked, indicating the tower-palace.

“I don’t see why it needs to be done in a hurry.  Their idiot wizard will pare it down, room by room, and eventually it’ll be in good shape.”

“So, if he does have a reason for it to be done immediately we’ll have to come back?”

“Grrr,” I replied, or something to that effect.  “Yes.  We’ll see what he has to say about it.”

“Fair.  And the solar power idea for the barn?”

I said an unladylike word.

“You forgot,” Rusty accused, chuckling.

“I forgot.  Let’s go get the solar production frame.  We’ll get it going, first, then we’ll start casting them by hand.  You need to practice.”

“I suck at it.”

“I did say you need the practice, did I not?”

“I should have kept my big mouth shut.”
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The roof of the barn turned black before we were done.  Those panels would absorb their four percent of all electromagnetic energy they encountered, not just the ones people and crops didn’t need.  And they were layered, increasing the total absorption over the roof area.  Topping it off—or at the bottom of it all—the roof itself I tweaked a little.  It smoothed over, gradually becoming glossy and reflective.  Energy coming down would be mostly absorbed on the way down, then whatever was reflected up would have to run the gauntlet again.

Overall, I think it was a pretty good arrangement.

We left it to charge the crystals and went back to the reactor world apartment.  Uncle Dusty was very polite.  He let us eat and sleep and have breakfast before he tried to discuss the shape of the castle.  I explained what was going on and asked if he really needed the castle rearranged now.

“Yeah, well, no, not exactly,” he said.  “I mean, it doesn’t need to be done in a major hurry, I guess…”

“Then why did you want me to do it?”

“Wizards tend not to be very religious.  I don’t know what he’s trying to do, nor do I know if he’s going about it in any fashion reasonably close to correct.  We don’t talk.”

“I looked at the controls.  The primary control input is beyond me, and I’m pretty good.  It is not user-friendly.  I can’t say it’s user-hostile, but it will punish a nonproficient user or even an inadequate attempt.  I’m sure it’s simple enough to Pop’s way of thinking, but only to Pop’s way of thinking.  I’m not sure he understands how normal people think.”

“He doesn’t,” Uncle Dusty assured me.  “Not anymore.”  He sounded weary.  No doubt he dealt with the issue more than anyone else.

“The good news is he included manual controls.  They were obviously meant for fine-tuning little things you didn’t get quite right in the main input.  However, if you’re willing to adjust things in meticulous, painstaking detail, one room at a time, you can do almost anything with the secondary controls.”

Uncle Dusty got up from the table and paced around the apartment, hands behind his back, thinking.

“What’s the matter?” I asked.  “You act like that’s a recipe for disaster.”

“I don’t know.  Maybe it is.”

“Okay, you’re not explaining yourself very well.”

“It comes from spending a long time keeping my own counsel.  Has it occurred to you I have no one to talk to?  No one to confide in?”

“Oh, come on!  There are dozens, hundreds, maybe thousands or millions of intelligent celestial entities out there—and I’m not counting angels.”

“Yeah, angels are pinheads.  No, the other gods are, all too often, competitors,” he pointed out.  “A few of them are reasonable and, if they’re specialized enough, as part of a pantheon, they don’t mind a newcomer who wants to occupy an unforeseen niche.  If you have a god of wine and partying, they might not mind the new guy showing up and offering to be the god of hangovers.  See what I mean?”

“I think so.  Isn’t that how you make friends?  You hang around and get to know each other?”

“Maybe you do.  It’s different up on the celestial planes.  I may be on friendly terms with a few deities—partly thanks to you helping Me out—but we’re not friends.  I don’t dare confide in them; they’ll take any advantage they can get to further their own power.  It’s in Our nature, Phoebe.”

“Then why am I helping you do nice things for other gods?”

“Because I’m angling to be viewed as more valuable alive.  Someday, if I ever get the chance, I may try to form a union—that is, a pantheon.  I need friendly acquaintances for that.  If I already know people who will fit the bill for a pantheon position, I don’t have to risk dangerous recruitment meetings, nor do I have to risk bragging about the potential gains to larcenous raiders who would steal everything out from under Me.

“And,” he added, “speaking of which…”

“It doesn’t sound like I’m done with Tauta, yet.  Hold on to your horses.  Right now, we’re talking about a castle and about your celestial diplomacy issues.”

“I was pointing out I don’t always tell you things I ought to because I’m not used to having anyone I feel is safe to talk to.  And who can actually do anything, I mean.  I can tell one of My priests anything I like, but they tend not to comprehend it and they have zero good ideas.  It’s depressing, this lack of omniscience and omnipotence.”

“I can’t even imagine, so I’ll take your word for it.  Now, about the palace-tower-castle thing in La Mancha.  Why are you concerned about it?”

“How much of the history of the Tassarian Empire do you know?”

“It’s old, it’s a caste-driven society, it’s elaborate, and it’s pretty static, bordering on stagnant.”

“Yeah, but how much of its history do you know?”

“Like, when was it founded?  How did it come to be?  Stuff like that?”

“Yes.”

“Not a thing.  Velina and I talked a lot, but mostly she was showing me around La Mancha and trying to mother me—Tassarian warrior style—while you and Pop were busy.  She’s the reason I’m not worried about making a terrible social blunder.”

“Okay.  Look, the Tassarians didn’t spring up out of the ground with a full empire all up and down the coast.”

“I didn’t think they did.”

“Hush.  I’m explaining.”

“Oopsies.  Go ahead.”

“There’s a body of water they call the Shallow Sea to the east.  It’s mostly about as deep as an in-ground swimming pool and with about the same variation. As far as the Tassarians are concerned, that’s it.

“What they don’t know—or most of them don’t know—is the sea deepens sharply once you get far enough from shore.  Geologically, it’s not a continental shelf, but it might as well be.  Keep going east and you’ll be in deep water.  Go really far east—or southeast—and you’ll hit the other continents.  Think of it like sailing from the east coast of the United States.  You can hit Europe or you can hit Africa.  In this case, there isn’t any connection between the two; they’re separated by a thousand miles of ocean.

“The Tassarians were originally a migration, a bunch of refugees escaping the collapse of an even earlier empire on the eastern continent.  Over time, a bunch of ships landed on the Tassarian shore and established themselves.  They didn’t get along with the local barbarians, they didn’t get along with each other, and they didn’t bring enough supplies with them to maintain their standard of civilization.  Things got kind of Dark-Ages-ish for a few generations.

“Eventually, having stories and rumors and tales of old skills and devices and whatnot, they had something to shoot for.  They started to pull themselves together and make progress.  They had to fight for it, since the natives weren’t friendly.  There’s something to be said for having your minds set on advancing one’s civilization rather than on nothing more than eating and reproducing.  At least a few competent individuals decided ‘There’s gotta be a better way to do this!’ and set about finding it.

“The Tassarians organized themselves.  Their leaders sorted everyone out in the interests of maximizing efficiency.  It was darn near military in its discipline.  At the time, it seemed like a good idea, and it did work for them.  They spread out, conquered everything east of the Kasnakani Range, and settled down to consolidate their position.  As is common with many civilizations, the mountains acted as a border.  They were a buffer zone between the Tassarians and the kustoni.  Everything stabilized.”

“Yay!” I said.  “That makes it all clear.  Now I understand about the palace! –Oh, no, I don’t.  Are we getting to it anytime soon?”

“Smart mouth.  Do you talk to your father like that?”

“Yes.”

“Uh… okay.  Where was I?”

“Things stabilized.”

“Right!  Meanwhile, on the other two continents, you have two other civilizations.  One was the original parent civilization of the Tassarians, now gone to pot and, over time, recovering.  The other was a colonized area, still highly reliant on their parent, and more than a little caught up in their political divisions and prejudices.  When the original empire collapsed, everything collapsed.  Those two continents aren’t really in contact with each other, yet, nor with the Tassarians.  They’ve all been dragging themselves out of the mud ever since the first collapse.

“Now, what this has to do with the castle—don’t give me that look!  What this has to do with the castle is the potential for invasion and warfare.  With other civilizations out there—now interested in exploration and possibly conquest—the Tassarians may have to evolve their society or face destruction.  It depends on how warlike they are.  Reorganizing the fortress of La Mancha will take a long time to rearrange, based on the progress their wizard is making. I was hoping you would nudge it along and save him a dozen years of work.  And, incidentally, make it a much tougher nut to crack in the event the armies of the east or the armies of the south march up and start lobbing flaming pots of oil at it.”

“Back up a second,” I told him.  He returned to the glass table and sat down.  “Why didn’t Pop tell me about any of these places?”

“He didn’t know about them.  Well, maybe he did know the landmasses were there.  If he did, I doubt he concerned himself with who was on them.  He’s generally more concerned with the immediate situation—things capable of affecting it, I should say.  If the world has space lasers, he’s concerned about them.  More usually, if he lands in London, he only wants to know if it’s ‘London’ or ‘Londinium,’ and how to dress appropriately.  If the Tassarians had any sort of trade agreements with other countries, he would have been all over a trade deal for La Mancha.  Since the Tassarians themselves don’t know about anywhere else on the planet, how would he?”

“I can’t believe Pop would miss two whole civilizations.”

“Really?  You can’t?”

I checked myself.  Pop absolutely could miss a civilization, especially if he only looked at the world from orbit.  Lacking the outdoor lighting of an industrialized society, a city doesn’t show up well at night.  Added to this, if he wasn’t looking for it… if he didn’t care about it… if he had other things on his mind…

The man is an absolute master of focus, sometimes to his detriment.

“Hmm.  Maybe,” I allowed.

“Maybe?” he echoed.  “Let me bring your attention to a point he hasn’t grasped.”

“I’m listening.”

“You remember stories about Rethven?”

“Sure.”

“The northern ice, the Rethvan continent, the Circle Sea, the Southern Continent—a misnomer, as it stretches north around the Circle Sea, too.  Right?”

“I’m familiar with it.  And?”

“And the southern desert?  And the Spire?  And the Dragonspine Range?”

“Of course.  I know what Rethven looks like.  What are you getting at?”

“What’s on the south side of the Dragonspine Range?”

I had to think.  The Spire was in the center of the world, and the world was flat.  The Dragonspine Range ran east-west at the southern border of the world.  Didn’t it?  I could not for the life of me recall anything Pop might have mentioned about anything beyond.  The Spire was “the center of the world.”  The Heru lived there, or were imprisoned there, or whatever, in order to observe their game.

I said as much to Uncle Dusty.  He grinned, but it was grim expression.

“He’s never been to the other half of the world.  He’s never even tried.  To My knowledge, he’s never even thought about it.  For him, the world ends at the Dragonspine.  It simply hasn’t occurred to him there might be a whole other half of the world beyond those mountains.”

“That’s ridiculous.”

“Yes!  Yes, it is!”

“How can he have missed half of a world?”

“Beats Me.  Maybe it’s too obvious for him.  I definitely want to see his face when he realizes it’s been there the whole time.”

I gave a moment’s thought to the idea.

“I don’t,” I decided.  “I’d like to be in another universe.”

“You think he’s not going to be happy?”

“You think he’s going to enjoy discovering he’s been totally oblivious to something so obvious?”

“Mm.  No.  Maybe I won’t tell him.”

“Write him a letter,” I advised.  “We’ve wandered off the subject again.  What I’m getting is you want me to rearrange the La Mancha castle just in case invaders from other continents want to attack the place?”

“In short, yes,” he agreed.  I did my best not to roll my eyes.

“I’ll think about it,” I told him. 

“Thank you.  Now, I should also mention you have a message from Orrysa.”

“Great!  What is it?”

“Two little girls are threatening her wits.  She is afraid they will come to a terrible and maddening end.  She said you would understand.  I don’t.  Does she mean the girls or her wits?”

“I don’t think she’s made up her mind about that.  Dang.  I clean forgot.  Rusty!  Want to come with me?”

“Yes.”

“Wait,” Uncle Dusty protested.  “Where are you off to?”

“Sofera, then Faerie.  I’ll be back in a bit.”
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Olea and Olanna went dancing through the meadow with Argestes.  Orrysa sat on a blanket with a basket full of lunch and a blanket spread in the shade.  Rusty helped her lay out the food while I watched the girls play with the unicorn.

“Dollar for your thoughts?” Rusty asked.

“I thought it was a penny?”

“Inflation is a bitch.”

“Good point.  I was thinking about Pop.”

“I figured.  Your eyebrows do a thing.”

“They do?”

“Yup.  What were you thinking about him?”

“He used to stand here and watch me playing with Argestes.  Now I’m watching over these two.”

“Do you miss being able to pet a unicorn?”

“Yes and no.  There are upsides to being disqualified.  And, technically, if I wanted to, I could arrange it.  Olea or Olanna could sit and let Argestes put his head in their lap.  I could walk up and pet him then.  It’s an old unicorn-trapping technique.  I won’t do it.  Even petting him would bother him immensely.  If legends hold true, he shouldn’t even allow me to see more than a glimpse of him.  Except he knows I won’t do anything unpleasant to him, nor allow anyone else to do so.  That’s the only reason he still comes out when I visit.  We’re as close to friends as a unicorn can get.”

“Fair.  You’re still looking at them with a weird expression.  What’s that about?”

“I’m not sure,” I admitted.

“Thinking about children of your own?”

“Oh, hell no!”

“No?” he asked, surprised.

“No.  Children are a huge responsibility and I don’t think I’m up to it.  Not yet,” I amended.  “Are you?”

“I don’t think so.  Not yet,” he added, echoing me.  “Someday, maybe?”

“Yeah,” I agreed, and took his hand.  “Not today.  Not this year.”  I hesitated, then asked, “They’re going to be werewolves?”

“That’s the way it usually works out.  Not always.  I don’t know if it’s a genetic thing or a magical thing or what.”

“We’ll run tests before we try anything,” I assured him.  “Would you rather have werewolves?”

“Kids I can teach to hunt?”

“You can do that with non-werewolves.”

“Kids I can run through the nighttime forest with?”

“Ditto.”

“Kids I can howl at the moon with?”

“Humans can sing in a choir.”

“I’m being racist again, aren’t I?”

“Maybe a little.  I get the impression you would like them to be werewolves.”

“I think I would relate to them—or them to me—better if we shared that common ground.  You’re going to teach them to be magic-workers.  It would be nice if I could teach them tricks with their shapeshifting.”

“We’ll know more about it before we start trying.”

“Okay.  Whenever you decide to, I’m here for it.”

We stood there and watched the kids play with the unicorn.

“Hey, can I ask you a weird question?” he said.

“Weirder than your track record indicates?”

“Shut up.  How is it you’re not… uh… I mean, we haven’t used anything to prevent… that is…”

“Pop did a total refit and upgrade on the plumbing.  I’m not afflicted with the problems evolution saw fit to saddle human women with.  I have to decide to conceive.”

“Is that why you don’t have a ‘time of the month’?”

“How would you know that?”

He tapped the side of his nose.  Of course The Nose would know.

“Obviously,” I agreed.  “According to Pop, it’s a very popular genetic modification by the twenty-third century.  In some worlds,” I added, thinking of a few unpleasant exceptions.

“Can you find one of those?  If we have kids, I mean.  For the girls.”

“Pop got me the high-end, expensive version.  It’s a dominant trait and inherited.  All my daughters will be able to pick and choose.”

We were quiet for a while.  Rusty eventually spoke again, pointing at Argestes.

“I still can’t believe I’m looking at a unicorn.”

“It’s a side effect of hanging around with a high-powered witch.”

“Glinda?”

“No.”

“Hermione Granger?”

“No.”

“Baba Yaga?”

I smacked him lightly on the back of the head.  He grinned at me.  We sat down on the blanket, opposite Orrysa.  The girls came over when Orrysa called.  They sat on the meadow-side edge and Argestes came with them, settling down on the grass so his head was between them.  I was surprised.  He doesn’t like Rusty.  Too much of the wolf about him, I suppose.  Yet he was still willing to approach.  That’s a lot of trust, especially from a unicorn.

Then again, the girls tended to stroke his face and neck with their free hands, as well as feed him.  I brought fresh plums and apple slices.  Argestes loves plums.

After the frolicking and the picnicking, Argestes addressed me, privately, as the rest prepared to leave.

The Hunter comes to the meadowland more often, he said.  He comes to look at the hole and go away.

I pondered this for a moment.

Maybe he’s expecting to see another hole appear.

Perhaps.  The hounds of the Hunter seldom add to the pack.  It is not usual for him to come to the sunlit lands.

You find this disturbing?

Very much so.  Can you tell him there will be no more?  The Gus was the only one, and you will not provide them with another.

I didn’t want to have anything to do with a pack of mystical hunting dogs, much less a mythological entity known for chasing people through the night.  On the other hand, was there any mortal with more experience with enormous hounds and deadly nightwalking creatures?

I’ll see what I can do.  Where can I find him?  How do I approach him?

Argestes gave me directions and a little advice, including the suggestion that having a werewolf along might be helpful.  I didn’t see how, but I wasn’t about to second-guess the native.  Still, the task didn’t sound difficult.  All I had to do was deliver a message. 

We finished packing and I shifted us all back to the galator camp.  I showed Olea and Olanna how to braid the silky strands of unicorn mane into bracelets.  Rusty hung around with a few of the guys in the camp.  He blended in well.  His coloration was similar to theirs and he tended to talk with his hands—another shared characteristic.

Once we took our leave of the galator, I shifted us back to Faerie.  Rusty looked around and turned to me, puzzled.

“Faerie?  Not back to the nuclear hideout?” Rusty asked.

“Not yet.  I wanted to ask for your help.”

“Okay.  Let’s do it.”

“Don’t you want to know what it is?”

“Of course.  How else am I going to be any help with it?  Tell me what we’re doing.”

“I need to have a word with the Wild Hunt.  Argestes is nervous about them showing up in the meadowlands.”

Rusty blinked at me for several seconds.

“I’m sorry?”

“Big guy, antlers, spear?  Chases through the night with a pack of dogs around him?”

“Yeah, I got that.  Mom used to tell me stories, and Nana loved to brag about the time she ran with the pack.”

“I need—wait.  Back up.  Your grandmother ran with the Wild Hunt?”

“When she was young,” he clarified  “So she said.  She was also a teller of tall tales, especially when she told a bedtime story.  If you believe her, the Huntsman took quite a liking to her.”

“And that was part of a bedtime story for you?”

“Yes.  She didn’t do more than mention that part.  It’s not like she told us they were lovers or anything.”

“I wish I could have met your grandmother.  She sounds like a fun old lady.”

“You better believe it.  Are we going to meet the Wild Hunt?” he asked, sounding excited.

“That’s the plan.”

“Excellent!”

“How so?”

“I’ve wanted to meet them, maybe get to run with them, ever since Nana first told me about them.”

“Now I understand why Argestes suggested I bring you with me.  When we get to the right area, do you think you can call the Hunter?”

“Does this involve me howling at the moon, or a ritual where we chase prey together?”

“Did your grandmother not say?”

“I’m willing to howl for the pack and I will absolutely run with them, but if the Hunter decides I’m cute, I am out.”

“That’s fair.”

“So, how does this work?  Do we wait for nightfall, or what?”

“It’s never night here.  Not on this side of the border.  The meadowlands are way into the springtime country, bordering the Summerlands.”

“Border?”

“Come with me.  I’ll show you.”

One of the peculiarities of the realm involves the division between the day and night.  In some respects, it resembles a planet where one half is always in sunlight, the other in shadow, but that’s entirely too simple a way of looking at it.

Rusty and I headed toward the lands of night.  If cardinal directions mean anything in Faerie, I haven’t figured them out.  It was a long walk.  There are lots of paths, many of which will take you to places you didn’t know you were going to.  Even on Earth, there are a lot of paths like that.  These were more overt about it.  Argestes taught me the trick:  pick your destination.  Don’t wander.  Select a path, make a choice, and stick to it.  Then you can sort of feel it when the texture of the path underfoot changes.  You want to take a few steps back until it “feels right” again, and concentrate harder on where you want to go.  It’s as much a mental thing as a physical thing.  It takes focus.  If your mind wanders, your feet will follow.

It’s still disconcerting to anyone who doesn’t know the trick.  Wandering in circles is only the beginning and most benevolent of the possibilities.

Sadly, the pathways only go to places, not to people.  I can concentrate on a destination, not an individual.  While Argestes has never been a big fan of the Wild Hunt, in his younger, more foolish days, he had ventured into the nightlands to see the Castle Midnight.  As a result, he knew of a few places I might start looking.

We trudged along, Rusty walking with me and keeping quiet.  I concentrated on where we were going and he came along for the ride.

“Uh, Phoebe?”

“Hmm?”  I stopped walking to avoid being distracted and diverted.  “What’s up?”

“Is my internal clock ticking in time-lapse?”

“Ah.  That.  See, time, like the magic in Faerie, is extremely slippery.  As long as we don’t lie down to take a nap, we ought to have a reasonably congruent level of time passing outside this realm.  I think.  However, while we’re here, time is also at least partly based on our geography.”

“So, the farther we walk, the later it is?”

“Not exactly.  As we approach the border, it gets closer to noon.  We’re trying to get to a place in the nightlands.  Once we reach the border and step across it, the sun will turn into the full moon and begin setting, changing phase as it does.  I’m told the Castle Midnight is as far as you can go from the sun, and even the new moon sets by the time you reach it, so there’s never any light but starlight.  The Castle of Glass is right on the border, sort of a no-man’s-land for the light and the dark to meet—neutral territory.  And the Fair Palace is in the center of the Summerlands.  The sun does weirder things on the way to it—it doesn’t just move to sunset as you get closer.  The realm of Faerie borders the great Void of Chaos and is neither the most predictable nor symmetrical place.”

“Okay.  I don’t get it, but okay.”

“Just stick close to me.  I’m nervous enough without worrying about losing track of you.”

Rusty held my hand as we walked along until the path through the forest narrowed.  He walked behind me, reaching forward to let me lead.  The forest thickened and darkened, making it hard to tell where the sun stood.

After a while, it didn’t matter how thick the canopy was.  It was full-on dark.  Fortunately, we both see really well in the dark.  We slowed a bit, but kept on.  I wanted to get out of the forest and into the moorlands Argestes described.

With a boatload of mental insistence and a little podiatric fortitude, we found it.  The forest canopy thinned to twisted, leafless branches.  Mushrooms and toadstools sprang up around us as we forged ahead.  A pale glow from underneath these growths shed eerie luminescence all around, in patches.  We left even these behind as we emerged beneath an open, star-studded sky onto broad, rolling terrain.

A few hills broke the monotony, along with a standing stone here and there.  The whole vista was covered by a heather-like growth with scattered bits of what might be grass.  I saw two small ponds under the light of a full moon, tinged with red.

“Okay,” Rusty said.  “What do we do now?”

“Let’s go to a hilltop,” I decided.  “Sound will carry farther.  Right?”

“Right.”

I wasn’t worried about concentrating on the path.  There wasn’t a path.  This was a straight-up trek across open ground toward an easily-defined destination.  There was no funny business about magical pathways between sub-realms of the Faerie lands.  This was basic geography.

Once on top of the low hill, Rusty raised an eyebrow at me.  I nodded and he rolled his neck and shoulders, loosening up.  He shifted through most of the phases, first gaining wolflike features, then losing the more human ones.  On the way to an everyday, normal-looking wolf, he passes through a stage where he’s a big, prehistoric-looking thing—a dire wolf, if you will.  He stopped there and shook his head, flapping his ears and ruffling the fur all the way around his neck.

He sat back and howled.  It was a good howl.  No, it was a great howl.  It reached for the primitive section of the brain and reminded me I had monkey ancestors, way back in the dim and misty.  It raised my hackles.  It made me wish there was a tree—a really big tree—within easy sprinting distance.  In short, it reminded me of Gus.

Rusty paused after his howl and looked at me.  I assured him he was doing a great job, ran hands all through his fur, and encouraged him to keep at it.  He resumed, sending his deep, dire-wolf howl rolling over hill and dale like a flood from a burst dam.

Green fire flickered in the distance.  Faintly, I detected something—some things—baying in response.

Okay, I thought.  Here we go.

The fire came over the hills like shooting stars, each trailing tongues of flame.  Literal tongues of flame, because these fires burned in the mouths of great, black hounds.  Their eyes glowed with it from the inside and they panted plumes like streaming clouds of St. Elmo’s fire as they ran.

Behind them, a towering figure followed.  Seven feet tall?  Eight?  More, with the spreading rack of antlers.  He was lithe and muscled and moved through the night in great, loping strides.  His eyes were the same green as his hounds’.  His face was hidden in featureless shadow.  He bore a spear in his right hand.  The edge of the spearhead winked green and violet as it bobbed and danced.

The hounds closed in on us.

This was not an easy thing to watch.  A couple of tons of fire-tongued dogs raced toward us like a wave carrying bits of burning wreckage.  I suddenly had a vague notion of what other people felt when Gus came charging toward them.

Rconeusty moved forward a pace and let out another howl.  The pack bayed back at him, slowing as they approached.

I relaxed a little.  I hadn’t been aware of how tense I was.  I hadn’t realized how afraid I was.  Until now, I didn’t have a good idea of what I’d agreed to do.  My experiences with creatures of Faerie was limited, mostly, to the ones living near Argestes.  Now it occurred to me the ones Argestes associated with were the ones most likely to get along with unicorns.  And these creatures—this Huntsman—was a person Argestes did not want to be around.

Too late now.

The pack closed in, surrounding us, and several of them did dog-talk with Rusty.  There was a touchy moment when the leader of the pack faced him.  The leader was about his size, half again the size of the other dogs in the pack.  Rusty and the leader circled each other, but Rusty knew the protocols.  He speaks Dog.  He made it clear he was trying to be friendly.

Knowing how hard it was for Rusty to get along with Gus, at least at first, I wondered how he was feeling about getting along with a bunch of supernatural hunting dogs.  Probably pretty well.  He did say he was looking forward to meeting them…

The Hunter, only a trifle behind his hounds, came to a halt near at hand and also watched the proceedings.  If Rusty’s Nana was to be believed, this sort of meeting had happened before, possibly many times in werewolf history.  The Hunter didn’t seem displeased—hard to tell with a creature who has no visible face—and also didn’t seem disposed to intervene.

The leader finally gave a sort of whuff-ing bark of approval.  Tails wagged.  With an agreement reached, there followed much sniffing and roughhousing, a bunch of getting-to-know-you stuff.

The lead hound of the pack turned my way and fixed his burning gaze on me.  He sniffed in my direction and took a pace toward me.  Flames flickered where his eyes should be and wisps of fire escaped from his mouth.

The Hunter chose this moment to take charge.  He stepped up to his lead dog and placed a hand on his back, over the shoulders.  The dog did not sit down, but also did not come any closer.

Who are you? demanded the Hunter, his not-really-a-voice thundering all about me.

“I am a messenger from the unicorn Argestes.”

The Hunter considered this while his pack leader edged forward, sniffing.  The Hunter patted him firmly on the back.  The dog eased back, nose still twitching in my direction.

A messenger must bear a message, he said.  Speak!

“You have ventured into the meadowlands.  You found a dog there.”

I did.

“That was the Gus,” I told him.  The pack leader’s ears pricked forward and he ignored the hand on his back.  He stepped right up to me, sniffing all over my front.  He was a big, big dog.  If he sat down, he would look me in the eyes.  “There was only the one,” I went on, not even trying to fend off the inquisitive nose, “in all the history of all the worlds.  There will never be another.”

The pack leader lifted his head to sniff around my face.  I was grateful he didn’t lick me.  Fiery tongue.

Since he seemed more curious than anything, I skritched him behind the hinge of his jaw and along the sides of his neck.  He wagged his tail.  The Hunter’s eyes widened.  When he spoke again, the thundering, intimidating quality of his psychic voice wasn’t quite as strong.

You have delivered your message of words, said the Hunter.  What is the intent?

“What do you mean?”

Tell me what a unicorn wants of me.

“Oh.  I think it makes him nervous when you come into the meadowlands.  Acquiring a new hound for the pack was a good reason to go, I suppose, but there won’t be another.  Another such hound, I mean.  If you don’t have a reason to go there, he doesn’t have a reason to be upset.  So now you know there’s no reason.”

The pack leader, extremely pleased by the attention, rolled over at my feet to demand belly rubs.  I went to one knee—which probably pleased the Hunter—and obliged the big, fuzzy guy.  His tail became a hazard to small animals, whacking back and forth like a furry club.

And you, who are so wise, you know so much about this hound of which he speaks?

“I know Gus when I see him,” I said, and continued with both hands to pet what used to be Gus.  Or… no.  Not who used to be Gus.  Gus’s son, maybe.  The relationship would be about right.

His tail continued to wag.  The Hunter did not miss the fact.

Perhaps.  Tell me of this Gus of whom you speak.

“Not this Gus.  The Gus,” I corrected.  “Gus was my best friend,” I went on, “and he was the greatest of all mortal hounds.  He was without peer—save perhaps for Huan, the Hound of Valinor, if you’ve ever heard of him.”

I have, he said, which somehow did not surprise me.

“We shall never see his like again.  When he died, his spirit could have gone anywhere and would have been welcomed.  His spirit could have guarded the gates of Hades.  He could have sat by the throne of Odin, or run through the night with Hecate, or guarded the tombs sacred to Anubis.  Ares would have rejoiced to have him.  I would wager anything you can name Father Christmas would have welcomed him as a sled dog.  And yes, I am well familiar with the nature of such a wager in the lands of Faerie.  Doubt me at your peril.”

The Hunter regarded the enormous fuzzball currently wiggling his back on the ground.  The not-quite-Gus looked back at him, completely unabashed.

I do not accept your wager, he decided.

“Thank you.  Before he died, the Gus visited the lands of Faerie with me many times.  He played with a unicorn.  He loved the meadowlands and the fields of summer.  When he died, rather than send his spirit to any of those other places and other people, I buried him here, in the lands he loved.  When I returned, the fruit from that planted seed was gone.  It is now here, the leader of a pack of hounds worthy of the legends surrounding them. He has chosen you over Valhalla or Olympus and I will not challenge his choice, nor require him to choose between what he once knew and what now is.  For that, you are welcome.”

The Hunter’s eyes brightened, burning hotter.  By telling him this, in this manner, it implied he was indebted to me for taking what was mine, or at least indebted for me not challenging his right to keep the Gus.  True, I didn’t realize what would happen when I buried Gus, but he didn’t know that.  From his perspective, I told him he stole my dog.  I also implied it was okay, because it was an honor for him to lead the Hunter’s pack, so consider him a gift.  He didn’t immediately react.  I hoped being on one knee and petting his pack leader softened the blow.

“It is also a kindness, I think,” I went on, “to let you know there are no more hounds to be had in the meadowlands.  Thus do I give back to you all the time you would waste in seeking for more.  However, I have a request, if you will hear it.”

It’s hard to read the minds of Faerie creatures.  They don’t think like anything else I’ve ever encountered.  They can, most of them, think in words if they choose to, but it’s not their natural mode of thought.  The closest thing I can think of is speaking a foreign language.  If you don’t know the language well enough to think in it, you translate in your head.  Faerie creatures are like that.  You want words?  They have to run their intentions through a filter and squeeze words out for you.

Nevertheless, I could almost hear him thinking, “Aha.  Here is the bargain.”

Say on, is what he actually said/thought at me, for you interest me strangely.

“My request is for a favor.  For my friend,” I replied, gesturing at Rusty.  “He has long desired the honor of hunting with you.  I could go on and on, requesting many specific things about how long he be permitted to do so, how he should be returned to me, and so many more.  But I am asking for a favor, not trying to out-bargain one who is great in the legends of Faerie.  I seek a boon.”

Thus you would surrender your obligation and gain nothing? he asked.

“I ask a favor for my friend, because he is my friend.  Between he and I, there are no transactions.  It is not he and I, but us.  His happiness brings me joy.”

Mortals are strange.

“So I’ve been told.”

And for this paltry thing, you release all claims on the Gus?

“Kindness and generosity from the Hunter is no paltry thing.  Who better than the Hunter to know the value of the Gus?  Who better to know what is a good measure for such a one as this?  And, if he is not to come with me, who better to care for him than the one he has chosen over all others, and in what better place?  Where would he find more joy than the life he lives now?  Let there be joy for all concerned, if it is not too much a boon to ask of one of the great ones of the Fae.”

Flattery is important when dealing with creatures of Faerie.

You speak the truth, he said, and thumped the butt of his spear on the stony ground.  The skies lit with a lightning-flash and thunder rolled away into the distance.  The bargain is struck.

He turned to Rusty.  The canine playtime settled and Rusty looked back at him, panting slightly.

You!  Come!  It is a long run ere we cross the trail of this night’s quarry.  The Hunter then turned away and loped down the hill.  The Gus—the leader of the pack—rolled to his feet and licked me in the face.  Not with fire, much to my relief, but with a big, slobbery doggie-tongue.  He then turned and raced down the hill, howling.

Rusty looked at me, cocking his head.  Wolf-brains are smoother than human brains and he hadn’t been paying attention.

“Go!  Run!  You’ve got a fun night ahead.”

He leaped halfway down the hill, baying as he went, galloping along in the biggest, hairiest, most monstrous wolf-form he had.

Something was getting chased.  If they caught it, it was dead, whatever it was.  If it looked back, it would die even sooner.  The heart attack would bring it down.

I sat down on a convenient rock and waited, watching green flames and shadows disappear into the night.

It was a complicated feeling.  It wasn’t necessarily a pleasant one.  It hurt, sort of, but in a not-bad way?  A good hurt?  Maybe a healing hurt.  Gus still knew me, sort of.  He recognized me, at the very least.  But he was a new dog, now.  And he was a happy dog.  It was kind of like… like losing a friend, but watching their kid remember you and do well in life.

I’m starting to think I might be okay with losing Gus.  Not happy about it.  Never.  But… okay.

I waited for Rusty to have his hunt.  He deserved it.  Later, we would go back and let Argestes know the message was delivered.
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I waited up for Rusty for a while, then decided it was pointless.  He might be busy for a long time.

So I set up a chain of time-tickers to let me wait faster.  A scrying sensor sent back images along the sequential tickings, like a time-lapse video.  When green fires appeared in the distance, I shifted back, traded pleasantries with the Hunter, and brought Rusty back to the reactor world apartment.  I helped him clean up and we went to bed.

The next morning, we sat down to breakfast and discussed what to do. Rusty and I decided not to go back to DiscoFunk World.  Why?  Because the attack on our house meant we might have the whole vampire social structure after our heads.  I didn’t particularly want to go for my morning jog with Rusty while hoping a human agent with a rifle was a lousy shot.  A better question might be: Why would we live in a place where mercenaries were paid to specifically come after us?

Of course, this meant we were stuck in the reactor world apartment for a while, sort of as an interim address.  This was hard on Rusty, but his medication helped.  It also helped that we got out of the apartment on a regular basis.  We hunted for a new place to live, for one thing, and that meant both scrying and visiting.  Mostly, though, Uncle Dusty kept us out of the house pretty steadily.  He had a backlog of Good Deeds™ for us to catch up on.  For me to catch upon, really.  I was okay with it.  I usually brought Rusty along as my backup and co-pilot, just in case.

I’m not a hundred percent sure they should all be classified as good deeds.  On the face of them, at least, and according to the local deity for whom we are doing the favor, sure.  I didn’t get both sides of the story when there were multiple sides.  On the other hand, stopping a plague was probably on the good side of things.

What did he have for us?  Well, let’s see… There were a couple of temples.  One needed funding, although for what, I don’t know.  Another couple needed repairs or recovery.  If it was crumbling but still standing, restoring it was easy.  If it was a buried ruin needing archaeological help, that was a wholly different project.  Fortunately, those sorts of things could mostly be done with spells.  Rusty and I could cast those, power them up, and leave.

Rusty had fun with a few of Uncle Dusty’s errands, too.  When the people are suffering from a horrific monster that eats their livestock and, once in a while, them, a bigger, badder monster might be just the ticket.  Assuming, of course, it’s not merely misunderstood.  We made sure to check.  Nope.  On both occasions, it was a generic monster—basically a hostile animal with a territory overlapping human-settled areas.  A creature cursed by one of their enemies and turned into a monster?  Maybe.  We weren’t charged with getting to the source of the problem, only with killing the monsters.  Rusty had a great time, wounds and all, even though he’ll never admit it.  Not to Uncle Dusty, anyway.

I wasn’t entirely happy about it.  I’ve been working on his amulet and I keep on finding more things about his clothing-shift spell to change or improve!  I do not want him wearing armor in his human form only to find he shifts into a bigger, more combat-ready form and his armor effectively vanishes!

It took work and several tests, but I’ve got it sorted out.  I think.  For now.  He’s not entirely happy with it.  I find I’m more concerned with the huge, bloody gashes in his body than with his fashion-based objections.  He shifts from human to giant man-wolf and his clothing comes with him.  Dress like a lumberjack and his halfway, hybrid form winds up with man-wolf boots and a flannel shirt to match.  Dress like a knight and he winds up as a clanking, armored man-wolf, too!  The power requirement isn’t as bad as I feared, although it’s still one of the major sticking-points as far as I’m concerned.

The part Rusty objects to is on the far side of the midpoint, when he’s becoming more wolf than man.  The clothing or armor or whatever still vanishes, shifting into his fur.  See the dire wolf with the big teeth?  Ever seen one with plaid forequarters and denim-blue hindquarters?  Or one with gleaming, stainless steel fur all over?

Yeah, he’s not entirely pleased about it.  He flatly refused to have armor in what he calls his “speedy forms.”  The coloration of his clothes is a wrinkle I haven’t ironed out and I’m not in a big hurry, either.

Speaking of things he’s not happy about, there was one monster hunt.  There was a centipede-like thing in a silver mine.  He didn’t mind the silver, obviously, because I enchanted his charm collar to protect him from it.  Afterward, though, when we found out why the local church needed the silver mine cleaned out, he was upset.  They were going on a crusade against the lycanthropes and needed the silver for weapons.

If Uncle Dusty had explained, I wouldn’t have brought Rusty along.  As it was, Rusty was mad as hell at being kept in the dark.  I can’t say I blame him.

We did go back and have words with the lycanthropes.  They were more than reasonable.  They didn’t have any problems with the humans until they got a new religion!

I had words with Uncle Dusty and he had words with his celestial friend.  It was a long negotiation and I had to perform a couple of Divine Visitations, but stopping a race war was worth the effort.

I did not mention to Uncle Dusty how Rusty was planning to spearhead a werewolf army.  It wouldn’t have helped the negotiations.

We also had a couple of straight-up religious wars.  Uncle Dusty always came down on the side of the celestial who disapproved of human sacrifice.  It’s hard to argue with that kind of moral division.  When one side is putting enemy priests to slow, lingering death in the name of faith, it’s hard to justify them as the good guys.

Not all of these errands were troublesome.  We did have fun on several.  I liked impersonating a divine messenger.  I could usually use the same outfit—white robes, golden hair, rosy aura, the works!  For example, one of the errands was simply an appearance.  The local deity was supposed to affirm the divine choice of the succession, and she did.  All I did was make sure everyone got the message.  I get the impression the priests had their own ideas about who should be king, whether influenced by their own political ambitions or outright bribery.  This short-circuited the problem.

I have my doubts about how that’s going to go.  If she’s not willing to speak directly to her priests and tell them what she wants, they’re going to squabble among themselves.  Aren’t they?  It also seems to me unless she’s willing to divinely protect the new king—possibly from her own priests!—his reign may not be long.

Other things were less people-oriented and more Pop-oriented.  By that I mean they were things requiring a miracle worker.  A holy spring ran dry.  How do you restart a spring?  It was an involved process to find water and figure out how to alter a layer of rock strata to permit water flow to the spring again.

A similar geological issue was the volcano.  When the god’s people live on a volcanic island, there’s a real risk of the island becoming more volcano than island.  That was a problem.  The geology of vulcanism isn’t my strong point.  I had to study for a while, then do a lot of underground surveying.

It led me to examine the island of the kytonia again.  More on that in a second.

My solution for the volcanic island was to divert it.  Anyone who has seen the Hawaiian Islands understands what a chain of volcanos looks like.  I cast dozens of stone-shaping spells and juiced them to run as quickly as possible, powering them from the heat inside the existing volcano.  These spells opened up a new vent for the magma, branching it way down deep, so it would bubble its way to the sea floor farther along the fault.  At that depth it would take a while to build up to a new island, but it now had a new, more accessible vent.

Doubling up on this, I kept the geothermal panels going, sucking heat out of the magma in the first volcano’s pipeline.  While the magma cooled, the energy it produced sealed the mouth of the existing volcano and kept solidifying from the top down, plugging it.  The first volcano’s core region solidified, gradually turning cool and hard, with this effect reaching deeper and deeper until the magma pathway was fully closed.

I didn’t stay to see the whole process completed; it was a long process.  It had the immediate result of diverting a potential eruption to a different location.  People saved, prayers of gratitude given, mission success.

Pop, however, back on the island of kytonia… their island was volcanic, too.  He reshaped the whole thing as a more defensive structure, obviously, and also made it geologically stable.  The fault it was on is welded shut.  There are stone-shaping spells still running, down in the depths, trying to make the island the center of a new continental plate.

I diverted a volcano.  Pop messed with planetary tectonics.  I don’t know why I’m surprised.

There was one other class of errand Uncle Dusty wanted.  These involved doing celestial things.  One of them was easy and I cheated.  The other was not.

The easy one was creating a Divine Artifact of Holy Power.  The original idea was for me to act as a channel; the local deity didn’t have the oomph to put down an avatar and the local priests would burn out before finishing.  I nixed the idea of opening myself up as a celestial channel to a strange deity.  No way.

Instead, I enchanted a Magical Artifact Faking Holy Power.  There was a lot of osmium involved and a gate spell to attune it.  The altar I built acted as a focus for the local deity.  It was, in essence, an enormous, blocky altar with a micro-gate inside.  When switched on, it allowed the local deity direct access from the local celestial plane without having to push across the interdimensional barriers.  It could easily direct energies into whoever touched and prayed at the altar.  Even with the gate off, the highly-tuned metal of the altar meant prayers and sacrifices were much more focused, giving more bang for the buck, sheep, or goat.

It wouldn’t last forever, since opening a portal to an energy plane eats away at the gate, itself.  To offset this, the gate is about the size of a fifty-pound weight plate with a pinprick opening in the center.  The spell keeps shrinking the thing down to keep the opening tiny.  It should be good for several thousand uses.

The harder one was purging a celestial energy pattern from an area.  When you have an Evil Temple—that is, a temple of any deity who doesn’t like you—in an area, it leaves behind an energy signature even after you tear it down.  Wiping the signature out was tricky.  Uncle Dusty could have thrown a lot of energy at it through my amulet, but this would have replaced the existing signature with his.  Instead, we rigged up a micro-gate and I channeled power, myself.  I’m not a deity, so my signature doesn’t matter; I don’t stomp a personal footprint into the celestial plane.  All I do is channel undifferentiated energy.  Deities are like water knives, carving their initials into everything.  I’m more like a garden hose, useful for washing without wrecking things.

This took a while.  Every time I did it, I “washed” another small area.  I couldn’t keep it up for very long at a stretch, but I got better with practice.  I still had to take frequent rest breaks.  I was very glad to wrap that project up!

No doubt Uncle Dusty will have more for me to do.  I’m not looking forward to it.  It’s not that I don’t want to help, but I’m putting out a lot of hard work and not seeing how it helps him, nor me.  Oh, sure, he’s “getting good karma” with his “future allies” and gaining a lot of goodwill.  I’ll take his word for it.  I’ve paid my rent for the apartment and then some.

In between errands I rebuilt the Magic Microwave.  I’d learned a lot in building the first one, so the new one was much slicker and more user-friendly.  Not only did it have a better array of detection spells, I had it set up to take snapshots of anything we liked and save it in crystal memory.  All we had to do was keep trying until we found the One Perfect Example of “tea, Earl Grey, hot,” and the unit would search for another one exactly like it.  No “tea, Lipton, frozen solid,” no “tea, Earl Grey, six weeks old,” nor any weird variations.

I grabbed a cup of coffee from the Magic Microwave Mark Two—the MMM2—and moved to the glass table.  I pulled out the chair as a long-lost memory leaped up and hit me in the forebrain.  I almost dropped the mug.

I shouted an extremely heartfelt, unladylike word and immediately regretted it.  The windows and the table shattered into little fragments.  The couch caught fire.  The overhead lights exploded in showers of lightning-like sparks.

Never lose your temper in a supercharged magical field.

I put out the flames and started repair spells on the lightning-scorched areas.  I was about to shift in replacement lights, but remembered in time to stop myself.  The idea of creating a new branched timeline was still on my mind.  I even remembered not to swear at myself for coming close to doing it again.

There came a light tapping on the door to the suite.  I called out to come in and Uncle Dusty poked his head in.  He did not step inside.

“Is it safe?”

“No, but it won’t be on purpose.”

“I guess I can risk it,” he decided, and entered.  “What happened?”

“I remembered something and it really, really pissed me off.  No, I remembered something I should not have forgotten in the first place and I’m pissed off because I did!  I expressed myself in forcible terms in an overcharged magical field.”

“You’re channeling power easily,” he observed, presumably in an attempt to look on the bright side.  I wasn’t feeling too bright-sideish.

“And damaging everything in the near vicinity.  You don’t want this happening near the reactor.”

“Nice to get a little fresh air in here, though,” he said, crunching carefully around the chrome supports of the former table.  He looked out a hole where one of the picture windows used to be.  “Do I need to get robots to sweep up the glass for you?”

“Down below, maybe.  I’ll use it to rebuild the windows.”

“Maybe we could replace the glass with plastic?  I’ll fetch the stuff through the new closet for you, if you like.”

“Fine.  Not right now.”

“No problem.  To help prevent this in the future, how about we partially divert power from the suite, maybe draining it into a high-demand application on the next floor down?  I can put an avatar there with both of the local handshake gates—one to Tauta and one to another reactor world.  That should lower the ambient power level in the immediate vicinity so you don’t accidentally shatter things.”

“Two hand-sized gates?  Maybe.  We can try it and see if it needs more adjustment.  I can get a shielding spell to decrease the room’s power level, too.  I’ll set it up.”

“You do that.  I’m moving in downstairs even as we speak.  Let Me know when you’ve got your shield dialed in.  By the way, do I dare ask what irked you so grievously?”

“Vampires,” I snapped.  He rolled his eyes.

“Do you have the slightest idea how little that narrows it down?”

I brushed off a chair and sat down.  I slugged back half the mug and almost swore again when there was nowhere handy to put it down.  I felt a headache coming on and finished the mug, hoping the coffee would help.  If nothing else it might help me organize and marshal my thoughts.

“Okay,” I said.  “Follow me through this.  I’m building a new Magic Microwave.  You know how it works?”

“Sure.  A micro-gate finds a good candidate for what you want.  You scan the target with other spells to make sure, and you shift it in if it matches.  Easy-peasy-lemon-squeezy.”

“And every time the gate inside locks on to a new target, it branches a new world off from a base Earthline.”

“Probably,” he agreed.  “Voidworlds and already-branched Earthlines are possible.  Statistically, you’re likely to get a lock on a base Earthline and create a branch.  So?”

“I thought about this weeks ago and it slipped my mind!”

“Again, so?”

“You don’t get it.  Every time we use the MMM2 and it latches on to a base Earthline, it causes a new branch.  And, in creating a new branch, it produces seven new vampires.”

Uncle Dusty looked at me expectantly, as though waiting for me to continue.

“You mean the Boojum vampires?”

“Dingus vampires.”

“Whatever.  Yes, that’s likely,” he said, obviously prompting me to go on.

“This doesn’t bother you?”

“It’s a short-term branch,” he said, reasonably.  “Momentary micro-gate contacts like that are inherently unstable and decay rapidly.  The branches your insta-food machine makes aren’t going to last long enough for them to engineer a global thermonuclear meltdown, not even if they’re in a position to start immediately.  They get whatever they’re eating at the moment, that’s all.  It’s a miniscule increase in the power supply for your—uh, the ‘Dingus’.”

“I don’t want it to get anything.  I want to drain away its power and make it suffer!”

“That’s going to be difficult,” he warned.

“I have to keep adding more vampires to Drainage Station.  A lot more, to make up for how often I create new branches.”

“Drainage Station?” he asked, puzzled.

“The place where—oh.  I haven’t told you about the plan, have I?”

“I would be delighted if you would tell Me about the plan.”

“Of course.”  I explained the idea about bleeding the Dingus—hopefully, bleeding it enough to make other celestial entities think it might be worth taking a bite of their own out of it.  He nodded along as I went over the outline.

“Clever.  Very clever.  The principles are sound.  On a practical level, I’m not sure how much of his power you can drain like this.”

“As much as I’d like to reduce him to an anemic little demigod, I recognize this may turn out to be nothing more than an annoyance.  I would like to put his blood in the celestial waters.  I would like to bleed him dry!  But what I want…” I trailed off, trying to put it into words.  “When it comes right down to it, this isn’t about slowly bleeding him to death.  It’s about taking action to make myself feel better.  I’ve created a lot of bonus energy for him by branching timelines.  This process will eventually cost him more than he ever made off my efforts, won’t it?”

“It should, if you can get enough of his vampires for long enough.”

“Yeah.  I’d like to have a lot more of them so it won’t take as long.  Pop would find a way to automate it.”

“I have every confidence in you,” he said.  “You’ll think of something.  I should point out, if you build up enough vampires in one spot, he’s going to notice.”

“I kind of want him to notice,” I admitted.  A gust of wind hit the open wall at the proper angle and swirled madly through the room.  Uncle Dusty held up both hands and the wind died down.  I chanted and gestured at the broken glass all over the floor.  My spell dragged glass to the lower edge of the window frames and started building up from there.

“I want him to realize how much he’s lost,” I went on.  “I want him to look at his balance sheet and see how negative he’s gone by pissing me off!”

“I would argue against it,” Uncle Dusty said, mildly, bending down to examine the glass-assembling process.  “Nice,” he observed.

“If you put your signature on it,” he continued, “he might be angry enough to make sure you never do anything like it again.  Call it a preemptive investment against future losses.  Even if he doesn’t connect you with the problem, he’ll still disconnect from the vampires to stop the loss as soon as the number becomes noticeable.”

“How many does it take to be noticeable?”

“I only sort-of understand how his vampire trick works.  I don’t use it, Myself, so I don’t have hard numbers for you.  Look at it like this.  Each vampire is like a single strand of spiderweb, practically invisible, indistinguishable from the billions of others in the grand network of Dingusland.  What you’re doing is moving strands together.  Eventually, they form a thread, then a string, then a cord, then a big, obvious rope…”

“Hmm.  I see your point.  One strand, or a dozen, are normal and unnoticeable on their own.  Lots together are suspicious.”

“Exactly.  Your space station will have a critical mass.  Once you pass that unknown number of vampires, he’ll cut them loose.  How many do you have right now?”

“About a dozen.”

“Okay, so a dozen in one spot doesn’t immediately attract his attention.  I’d spread them out, if I was doing it, so even if he glances their way he won’t wonder why they’re all in the same physical location.”

“How far apart?”

“I’m not sure it matters as long as he doesn’t look closely.  If he demands a report, there’s nothing you can do about it.”

“Yeah, I get that.  What I’m asking about is distance.  In the metaphor of the spiderweb strands, does distance count for anything?  Physical distance, I mean.  Or are individual universes considered like geometric points?  Do those celestial-level strands look clumped together if the vampires are at a distance from each other?”

“Huh.”  He paused to think, looking into the distance, probably visualizing how it would all fit together in a weird, celestial-to-material dimensional matrix.  “From a celestial level… yes, there is a physical proximity factor, but it’s… look, two vampires on opposite sides of the world are almost standing together.  You do still want to separate them by continental distances so if he does glance at the branch in question he won’t wonder why they’re holding a meeting.  Keeping dozens or hundreds of connection-line strands separated?  That’s another story.  They’re going to look bunched up and suspicious no matter where you put them.  You need more physical distance than you have available.  Vast distances.”

“Astronomical distances?”

“What, like other planets?”

“Would putting a vampire on Mars be far enough away?”

“I doubt it.  Don’t think in miles—not even in AU’s.  Think in light-years and parsecs.  Thing big.”

“Okay.  I can do that.”

“You can?” he asked, taken aback.  “How?  Most planets are hostile even to vampire existence.”

“Think smaller,” I advised.  “Like, airtight capsules.  Coffin-sized.  If I put one vampire into orbit around a star, then put another one in orbit around another star, I can capture thousands, maybe millions of his vampires from branch worlds.”

“I…” he began and trailed off.  “Placing them parsecs apart… huh.  It seems like it would work, at least to Me.  It doesn’t guarantee he won’t notice… You know, that’s not bad.  Not bad at all.”

“Thank you.  If I can figure out a way to automate it, maybe I can put a vampire—or a set of them—around every star and leave him confused as to why he’s feeling anemic.”

“More power to you.  And, speaking of your power, I’d like you to use it.”

“The palace of La Mancha?” I guessed.

“No, you’ll get back to it when you’re ready.  I need a favor for someone else.”

“Oh.  What is it this time?”  I scooped more glassy bits toward the windows.  The pieces were smaller than a fingernail.  Tempered glass does that.  If it had been plate glass, I would have picked up large shards and carefully put them in place by hand.  As it was, the glass bits merged into the bases of the new-forming windows and the upper edges inched slowly higher in the frames.

“The gods of Tauta are mostly Tassarian gods.  They have the most organized worship.  The gods of the other… hmm.  People?  Civilizations?  The non-Tassarians.  They tend to worship in more shamanistic ways, fearing the storm, praising the sun, giving thanks for the rain, and so on.  The more advanced religions often have ‘household gods,’ like ancestor spirit-worship.  Both of these are, at present, feeding the Tassarian gods simply because the more developed gods tend to expand into any area they can reasonably own, preempting the rise of tiny gods wherever possible.”

“And…?” I prompted.

“One of the Tassarian gods is having a bit of an issue with expanding into a niche in the old, Dark-Ages, fallen empire.”

“What does he need me to do?”

“She.  There’s a cult of the mother-goddess over there.  Their beliefs aren’t really compatible with the one in the Tassarian Empire.”

“Is this a prelude to a religious war?”

“No, no!  I wouldn’t ask you to do that.  I had more in mind of you doing another divine messenger gig, this time as a divine visitation.  You can give them a bit of divine guidance on what you—or, rather, she—would prefer.  The Tassarian gods aren’t well-defined yet.  They inherited power from the previous empire, but there’s been considerable fuzz around the doctrines.  I’m almost on their power level now, but they’re still pretty lacking in the personality department.  I want to put more of an imprint on the material and celestial planes to better define their mental development.  That’s why I want to encourage similar beliefs in the other cultures.”

“Are these guys magic-workers?”

“Not in any meaningful way.  There were a lot of arts and sciences lost in the collapse.”

“Hang on.  Why aren’t their old gods around?  Didn’t the previous empire have temples and whatnot?”

“They did, but they built them to their old gods.”

“That’s what I’m asking.  The old gods.”

“I think we’ve missed a step,” he decided.  “Did you know the people on and in Tauta were imports?”

“Imports?  You mean humans were brought to the voidworld of Tauta?  They aren’t native to it?”

“That’s the case with voidworlds.  If they have humans, they were stolen from an Earthline.”

“Really?”

“Yup.  I don’t know of a voidworld where humans are native.  They were brought in by other entities, or they got there through catastrophic accident, or they wandered through a natural portal, or something.  I can’t tell you how many times people wandered into Faerie and wandered out somewhere besides Earth.  Or even on the wrong Earth.”

“Huh. Okay.  So, how does this relate to… oh, I see.  You get a bunch of Earthlings together, dump them in a new world, and they do their best to survive.  They build temples to their old gods, but, in a voidworld, their gods don’t exist.”

“Exactly,” he agreed, nodding.  “It takes a long time to build up enough of a charge to give a god a decent reason to reach out.  Even more if they’re an Earthline deity and they’ve got to reach to a voidworld.  Then they have to go to the effort of subsuming the existing celestial entity’s imprint, kind of eating it and digesting it to make it compatible—and then they have to adjust the local doctrine to tune the proper worship to their new celestial self.  I get to go to other worlds regularly because some people put divinity dynamos there.  I go looking for those.

“In Tauta, humans took a while to get themselves sorted out.  Once they did and started seriously worshiping their old gods, they didn’t quite have it right anymore, which didn’t send out an exact pattern, which made their weak signal even harder to notice.  Then, when their own political foolishness and magical idiocy caused their government to collapse, they stopped generating a coherent pattern and stopped the intellectual development of their local versions of the gods, although their disorganized, personal prayers continued to feed them.”

“And the Tassarians—the guys I know—have been more stable?”

“Yes.  They’ve been generating their own gods, albeit ones based on dim and unreliable memories of their pre-empire gods.  They’re coming along pretty well, though, especially with help from Me and your father.”

“And now you want me to help a mother-goddess to get a foothold in another civilization?”

“The Tassarian version, but yes.  And to help existing not-quite-Her-worshippers in another civilization be more in tune with Her aspects now rather than later.  It won’t do anybody any good to have them worshipping an alternate form of the goddess.  It’ll require harsh adjustment, sooner or later.  While it will contribute to her overall energy level, it will also slow her development as a sapient being.  You don’t want a split personality deity.  You either get psychotic behavior or a nasty schism as the god splits in two.  That will get you a holy war as the two fight for dominance.”

“Okay.  I guess I can manage a display.  I’ll need a list of specific doctrines you want to establish.  I’ll also want specifics on appearance and any mannerisms.”

“Can do.”

“While you’re putting those together, I want to talk to Rusty.  I already have an idea for automating the vampire-grabbing, and for minimizing the number of branch worlds we make.”

“How can you avoid making branch worlds?” he asked, looking puzzled.  “Gates cause them to branch automatically.  It’s a built-in property of Earthlines, and Earthlines have all the really good stuff you want.”

“Yeah.  If we create a branch and snatch all the vampires from it, we can keep the branch from collapsing, right?  There has to be a way I can prioritize those cleaned-out branched worlds when I use a resource-grabbing gate.”

“Keep using the same branched Earthline, over and over again?” he asked, frowning.

“Sure.  Why not?  Depending on what we need, of course.  A loaf of bread?  Bar of gold?  Ammunition, applesauce, antimatter?  They’re all available in one Earthline or another.  I can build up a library of Earthlines for my Magic Microwave to use by default.  And I can turn all their vampires into power drains.”

“Sounds like a lot of work,” he cautioned.

“You think I’m afraid of a little work?”

“No, clearly not.  All right.  Let Me know if I can help.”

While Uncle Dusty wrote up a manual of religious doctrine for the mother-goddess he favored, I checked on Rusty.  His necklace carried a number of charms, one of which was a micro-gate.  In theory, he can activate it and automatically connect to a matched gate in a ring I wear.  A psychic shout can then reach me from anywhere the gate can.

Rusty was having a good time out in the jungles of the reactor world.  Uncle Dusty was slowly introducing more animals to the ecosystem, mostly as livestock for human residents.  On occasion, things would get loose and need to be culled.  Without natural predators, even a few loose chickens would become a problem.  A few loose hogs would become a disaster.  Even sheep, if left alone, would overpopulate and strip the landscape.

Uncle Dusty may need to import actual wolves.  I’ll leave it to him to figure out when.  In the meantime, it gets Rusty out of the house, and he enjoys chasing things.

Hmm.  Could this be Uncle Dusty’s attempt to accommodate Rusty?  By holding off on introducing predators, he gives Rusty something to do—something he likes to do, and, at the same time, something useful, thereby giving him a sense of purpose while he’s here?  Could be.  Uncle Dusty can be subtle.

I went over my idea for automating the vampire-grabbing process with Rusty.  His job, as a preliminary necessity, was to get on the multi-universal scrying mirror and hunt down a small starship for us.  This amused him tremendously.  I didn’t tell him how to go about it, either.  He had his own ideas.

I considered using the ship we already refurbished, but it was a spaceship, not a starship.  It had no faster-than-light drive.  It was strictly a planet-to-planet craft.

While he went starship shopping, I was busy trying to figure out how to use a gate to avoid base Earthlines.  It’s easy to generate a branched world.  The trick is, how do I get one to hunt only in already-branched worlds?  If I get a lock on a voidworld, it’s fine; they don’t have a common thread of Dingus vampires.  They don’t branch.  They aren’t a problem.  The problem is I can’t tell if a connection is to an Earthline or to a voidworld without opening it, which causes Earthlines to branch—and this is exactly what I’m trying to avoid!

I have reached the conclusion it cannot be done.  At least, not with gate spells.

No, I take it back.  I don’t see how to do it with gate spells.  I admit, I am good with gates, but I am not The Expert.  He’s busy, so I have to improvise.

Rather than do gate searches with an impossible parameter— “Only check existing branched worlds” —I will have to make an index of already-existing branched worlds.  If I create a branch, we can drag the vampires out of it and stuff them in their orbital coffins.  The Dingus gets nothing from the new branch.  I can then record that branch as an acceptable universe for future searches.

Look at it this way.  If I summon a mug of coffee in the MMM2, I’ve created a branch.  This destination can be recorded in a crystal inside the unit.  Rusty and I can then go to the branch and steal all the Dingus-vampires.  From then on, the MMM2 can search for my coffee—or my breakfast, or my Hope diamond, or whatever else I want—starting with the branch addresses it already has in its memory crystals.  It can work its way through all the branches, only going to a full-spectrum search if it doesn’t find what we’re looking for in any of the existing catalogue—and if I manually approve!

“But wait!” I hear you cry.  “Won’t your branched worlds collapse eventually?  Once they collapse, trying to access them will create a new branch world in place of the collapsed one!”

To combat this, the MMM2 can cycle through the catalogue when it’s idle.  By opening a brief micro-gate connection to the branched worlds, it resets them.  Their… decay timer?… goes back to zero.  They get a fresh infusion of whatever it is that makes them not collapse.

Obviously, there’s a limit to how many universes one gate can maintain.  For this, I have an easy solution.  I can put more than one micro-gate in the MMM2.

Yes, this is an immense amount of effort to have convenient snacks.  I agree.  Absolutely.  However, it’s evolved beyond snacks.  It’s now a maintenance unit for “clean” universes and our key source of Dingus-draining vampires.

Now I need to work out detailed capture and containment methods for individual vampires.  And test how well they tolerate other suns besides Sol.
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The mother-goddess Uncle Dusty likes doesn’t have a name.  Well, not among the locals on the eastern continent of Tauta, anyway.  It’s more of a concept than a creature, and the people don’t have widespread communications.  It’s not an organized religion, which, according to Uncle Dusty, means it’s not too effective at being a god-producing one.  There’s a lot of religious energy being produced, but it’s more of a light bulb than a laser.  You can’t carve an idol with a light bulb.

Not the best metaphor, but I think it works.

Showing off to the locals wasn’t hard.  They had magic-workers of the raw-talent sort.  People with an innate feel for magic can—in higher-magic worlds—often develop their own spells through the trial and error method.  You start with a “wish real hard” effect and gradually figure out things to help you focus your desire more specifically and strongly.  Eventually, you have a pattern, a ritual to follow, and that is the spell.  You can then teach it to your apprentice by walking him through it a few dozen times until he internalizes the pattern as “the way to make this happen.”  Then he knows the spell, too.

Magic is extremely subjective.

I prepared several spells, both for display and communication purposes.  The display was the stereotypical shaft of heavenly light overhead.  The communications involved a psychic voice and a couple of stone-shaping spells.  I had the beam of light shine down on an altar, which drove everyone back.  I popped in amid a cloud of lavender scent.  I thanked them for their devotion, told them how to venerate My Divine Self properly, and shaped passages of the mother-goddess religion—the Tassarian’s form of it, written in the local runes—into the sides of the altar.  I disappeared, leaving behind a bunch of impressed shamans and worshippers.

This wasn’t a single event.  It required showing up in a lot of little villages.  I had to take a short break to help Rusty—more on that in a minute—but mostly I kept hard at it.  It went on for sixteen days, usually half a dozen times a day.  Village after village, tribe after tribe, again and again, all over the whole damn northern continent.  If I didn’t come back to the reactor world to recharge and occasionally take a time-ticker break, it would have been unreasonably difficult.  As it was, it was reasonably difficult.

Uncle Dusty better get a major favor out of this, that’s all I’ve got to say.  I did a ton of boring, repetitive legwork.

Rusty, meanwhile, stole a starship.  Kind of.  He found a ultra-high-tech Earthline and listened in on their emergency signals, using their own equipment.  He ticked the universe faster and found a ship broadcasting a mayday.  It had a hole through it and only a few survivors, so, rather than wait for another FTL vessel to close in, he evacuated the people using gate spells.

Obviously he can’t cast a gate spell.  What he can do is run a shift-booth.  He yanked the people out so they could stand in the workroom and wonder what happened.  Then, almost as quickly as each one arrived, he retargeted and deposited them on their Earth.

Tabloid headline: “Furry Aliens Teleport Starship Crew Home!”  I pointed out he didn’t need to be in his half-man, half-wolf form to do all this.  He countered with the fact it was hilarious.

Hey, he got it done.  I don’t argue with results and try not to argue with a short-tempered werewolf.  Neither one is a profitable course of action.

He couldn’t shift the whole ship elsewhere, though.  Neither could I without enormous effort.  We shut down the distress call and changed its course.  I couldn’t shift it immediately, which risked rescue teams finding it.  Cloaking it from the local form of scanners was much easier.  It would do us no good to fix up the ship and have it confiscated!

Once we were sure it wasn’t going to be found, Rusty insisted on taking over.  I got out of his way and went back to delivering the divine doctrines.  He worked on the ship by using the conversion-panel spell gem.  He produced a lot of panels for use with the ship’s remaining powerplant.  Fortunately, all competent starship designs have more than one reactor.  As long as one was still working, we would have power to repair the rest.  The working reactor supplied magical power through the conversion spells to fuel generic repair spells from another gem.

Rusty wasn’t really equipped to help the spells along.  His theoretical understanding wasn’t up to par, yet.  On the other paw, he had no trouble with putting repair spells on smaller, more granular bits of breakage.  A repair spell was directed to fix the whole ship.  Another one was cast on the nonfunctional fusion plant.  Another one was aimed at a specific hull breach.  Another went to work on a hole in a deck.  Another was attached to a length of tubing running along through the decking.  Another went on a bundle of wires… and so on. It’s not like he was going to put too many repair spells on things.

By the time I finished playing avatar, both reactors were on-line, the hull was intact, and he was back to stacking conversion panels along a main power bus.  If I’d taken longer, he would have fixed the whole thing using nothing but generic repair spells and overwhelming amounts of energy.

I refueled the ship and got to work helping with the repairs.  We had a lot of fun with it, as I recalled the time Pop and I quasi-stole a space battleship.  The thing was shot up pretty bad and falling into a gas giant.  After all the escape pods launched, Pop figured the ship was abandoned.  Turns out there was still a gunnery sergeant aboard; he’d been trapped in a turret.  As a result, it was still “his” ship. Pop was okay with being a space pirate and borrowing the vessel.  They worked out a deal.

He and Bronze did most of the fixing-up and modifications.  I was allowed to help.  Mostly, I got to learn how to pilot, astrogate, and use the guns!

The ship Rusty and I salvaged wasn’t a military vessel, but it was still armed.  I got the impression it was a typical civilian transport and freighter, doing a regular run.  According to the black box, they had the misfortune of coming out of FTL off course and encountering space debris—a rock by any other name would hit just as hard.

Compared to the battle damage Pop and Bronze repaired, we didn’t have nearly as much to do.  We did have computer security issues at first, but software piracy is easy when you have multi-universal capability.  You’d be amazed what winds up in the public domain when it’s a century or two out of date.

The most difficult problem was getting the starship from its universe to our vampire storage universe.  The ship Rusty found had passenger accommodations, but was, at its heart, a freighter, meant to travel from star to star and dock with space stations.  FTL drive notwithstanding, the thing was strictly an orbit-to-orbit vehicle.  I can’t cast a shift-spell strong enough to handle the power required for a shift-space of such size, and chopping it into smaller pieces for easy transport wasn’t really a good option.  I would need to prepare sending and receiving points.

To define the soon-to-be-switched volumes of space, we used a three-axis frame of iridium wire.  A few kilometers of it, in fact.  I worked on the wire before we deployed it, attuning it to my purpose.  Then we threw out a loop of it big enough to encircle the whole ship.  Electrostatic repulsion made it circular.  Floating in open space, it worked fine.  The wire couldn’t hold its shape under gravity.

We added another loop from front to back and bound the intersection points with glyphs of movement.  Each plate with inscribed glyphs was bordered with one-shot power crystals.  And a third loop, this one side-to-side, gave us more intersection points where we could tack more transport glyphs on power plates.  All this defined the sphere I wanted.

I cast my spells and routed power from the reactors to… what’s the word?  Temper them?  Strengthen them?  If you have a well-constructed spell, the more you use it, the more solid it becomes.  Pop taught me a magical hack, though, pretty much unique to our family.  Instead of using the spell, you can run power through its components without setting it off.  This accelerates the process of building up your spell’s durability and making it strong enough to carry a bigger charge than you could handle on your own.

While the shift-space spell on the ship’s end was drinking its milk and eating its Wheaties, Rusty and I shifted to the vampire storage universe.  We started constructing our receiving sphere.  Floating in open space, we unspooled more wire.  Rusty floated away from me, occasionally touching his suit’s thruster controls to add more speed as the unspooling wire tried to alter his vector.

He took a pill for the zero-gee issues.  I told him he didn’t have to help with space-suit work.  He insisted.  I think he’s determined to face his free-fall fears and get used to zero gravity.  More power to him.

“Hey, Phoebe?” Rusty crackled over the com.

“What’ve you got?”

“A question.  The ship we’re going to use—it’s got an Alcubierre drive, right?”

“Technically, no.  Yes, it warps the fabric of spacetime, but not in the way Mickey thought it would.”

“Mickey?”

“Miguel.  Miguel Alcubierre?  Curly hair, olive skin, fantastic smile?”

“I wouldn’t know.”

“He played around with the idea, but they never figured out how to make his drive work.  His work was vital, though, to the conceptual breakthroughs that followed.  He was a genius and doesn’t get nearly the credit he deserves.  Zephram Cochrane was an inspiration, but Mickey did the work.”

“I get the impression you met Mickey.  I’m not going to ask about Cochrane.  What I was asking was about the space-warping.  If the FTL drive can warp space, can it help move the ship through a gate?”

“No, warp drives are incompatible with gates.  Gates need stable spacetime to operate correctly.  A warp drive does things to spacetime.  Oh, I suppose it might be possible to design a gate spell and a warp engine to work together.  I’m not sure it would be worth it.  The power you get out of the reactor would be more efficiently used in a straight-up shift spell.  Better to go zooming around locally with the warp drive and use the shift-spell to jump the longer distances.”

“What about hyperdrives?”

“That’s another story.  Hyperspace is another layer of reality.  It’s an energy plane, but a physical one, not a celestial one.  Technically, a hyperdrive moves you from one universe to another, but it uses a… what’s the word?  It uses a loophole in interuniversal physics to reach an adjacent plane of existence.  It kind of shifts the physical ship out of phase with the physical world, sort of.  It’s hard to explain without math.”

“Ick.  I’ll pass.”

“Good.  I find the math complicated, myself.  How’s the wire?”

“Three hundred meters to go.  I’m about to retro.  Another question, if you don’t mind:  Can you go into hyperspace and come out in another universe?”

“I wouldn’t think so.  Each Earthline has a sheaf of hyper dimensions they call ‘hyperspace,’ each accessible by… uh… let’s say ‘rotating’ your phase alignment to a greater or lesser degree.  Hyperspace travel to another universe is, well…”

“Hard to explain?”

“Hyperspaces belong to specific spaces.  You have lots of hyperspaces, just like you have lots of Earths.”

“I’m not sure I follow.”

“I have to switch metaphors on you,” I cautioned.  “You can walk around the lake and take a long time to get where you’re going.  A hyperdrive is a specialized device—a motorboat—to cross the lake—the hyperspace—to get there much more quickly.  What you’re wanting to do is use that boat to not only cross the lake, but wind up on another planet.  Each planet has its own lakes and they don’t connect.”

“Hmm.  I’m trying to wrap my head around how gates, shift-spaces, warp drive, and the rest of it interacts.  Decelerating.”

“Roger that.  Let me know when you’re clear and I’ll connect the capacitor so the strands separate and form a loop.  As for all the interactions of warps, gates, hyperspace, and the rest of it, you’re asking the wrong person.  I’ll draw you a chart of what I know, but the expert is out to lunch.”

“Do you think he’ll teach me?”

“I’m certain he’ll teach me, which means you’ll get to join in.”

“That’ll work.  I’m clear.  Charge it.”

Rusty had drifted away from me, unspooling wire as he went.  Both ends were in my hand; the wire was doubled up when we wound it on the spool.  Now I joined the ends to complete the loop and connected a capacitor to the metal, giving it a powerful electrical charge.  The strands parted, moving out and away from each other.  In a few minutes, it would form a circle.  Rusty activated his suit jets again and drifted back to me.

So how does a starship fit into my plan to kick the Dingus?  With a working starship, we can tell the computer to go to a sun it hasn’t been to before.  It parks itself in a circular orbit around a nice, stable star.  The objective is to have as long as possible between any major flares or a nova or anything like that.

Down in the cargo hold, a local-only shifter reaches out into the surrounding universe, collecting raw iron and rocks.  The iron is spell-shaped into a coffin.  The rocks are shaped around the coffin to make it look like a typical rock-iron asteroid.  There are seven spell-circles among the cargo holds and the process produces a new “asteroid” whenever one of the circles is empty.

When the MMM2 accesses a new branched Earthline—

Side note.  Right now, the MMM2 is the main thing creating new universes, as far as we’re concerned.  Using the indexed universe list, we can hunt for all sorts of things.  This should, at least usually, be sufficient for whatever we need to find.  Gold, sandwiches, swords, whatever.  We may need to add to the list, but every time we do…

…it forwards the latest universe address to the ship.  The ship then targets the seven specific vampires we know about, aiming specifically into the brand-new branched Earthline.  We had plenty of access to the vampires we’re trying to find and I’ve got the targeting gates tuned in with precise detail, plus a couple of detection spells to make sure we’ve got the vampires, not random people who happen to look alike, and to make sure the vampires are unconscious.  I don’t want them awake for their kidnapping; it might alert the Dingus.

Is it weird it’s always been the same seven people who were turned into vampires?  I’m not sure.  I can make a case for why, though.  Vampires last forever if you run basic maintenance on them.  Once you have good candidates for your vampire minions, use them!  Whether an individual vampire is created shortly after Homo Sapiens come about or in the early ninth century doesn’t matter; they’re tools to be used until all human life is extinguished.

On the off chance the ship doesn’t find these seven vampires—maybe it’s a world with only six, or maybe one or more had to be replaced due to the fourteenth-century Vampire Purge—it sends an alert through a micro-gate and we can investigate.  We must get all the Dingus vampires!  If we don’t the ones still loose will notice their fellows are missing and report to their boss.  If the Dingus investigates, it might not figure out what happened.  On the other hand, it might, which could ruin the whole operation.

In normal operation, the ship targets the grab gates and detection spells at these vampires.  I have seven sets, each one tuned to a specific vampire target.  This speeds up the process.  Once we have target lock on all seven and the scrying mirror shows maximum daylight coverage, the shift-spaces fire in sequence.  We want to minimize the warning they get—i.e., none—and grab them while they’re sleeping.  The shift spaces drop our kidnapped vampires directly inside the coffin-prison-rocks.

The spell circles on the deck then fire, shifting the prison-coffins into space, complete with their undead contents, to orbit the latest sun.  The rocks are coated with a layer of reflective material so they radiate heat as fast as they get it, to maintain the internal temperature, and the orbital radius is carefully selected for this balance.

After a bit of experimentation, I can say it doesn’t matter which sun they’re near.  As far as I can tell, if they don’t have a planet between them and the local star, they’re effectively corpses.  Don’t ask me why it works that way instead of another way for this model of vampire.  It does. I’m happy it does.  It makes this whole process viable!

The magic circles in the hold were a headache, though.  Since the space station hasn’t been targeted by the Dingus, the critical number to be noticed—or easily noticed—is more than fourteen.  Seven vampire coffins, placed in orbit equidistantly around a sun, should be fine.  The tricky bit, for me, was to define a circle based on the ship’s movement relative to the star and shift the coffin-prisons into orbit along that circle… but not sitting there at a point in space.  They had to retain a vector along the path of the orbit.

A gate spell usually lets you walk through at whatever speed you want, retaining your absolute velocity.  Run through one gate and you emerge from the other at the same speed relative to the anchor point of the gate.  You may be going in a different direction, but your speed is unchanged.  A shift-space will, technically, allow you to do the same thing.  If you’re running down the length of a barn and the interior of the barn shifts elsewhere, you’re still running at the same speed.  However, there are several subroutines in the spell to make sure you’re not retaining a vector based on the airplane bathroom you were in, or the rotation of the planet, or the movement of the planet along its orbital path, and so on.  I had to work out how to disable these functions—no, worse than that.  I had to figure out how to partially disable these functions, not simply turn them off!

With the spell suitably modified, I then had to rig it so each coffin’s shift-space was “aimed” in the proper direction.  Inside the ship and moving with it, the coffin has a velocity relative to the star.  I had to put a coffin one-seventh of the way around the star, but with the shift-space rotated enough so the velocity was in the correct direction—tangent to the orbital circle.  And do it five more times, with different angles.

Only the first one was easy; it shifted right outside the hull, drifting along in the same orbit as the ship.  The rest were a pain to calculate.  There was considerable trial and error with dummy loads before Rusty made an observation.

“Why not have the ship dump them in sequence?  Let the navigation computer do it.  Drop the first one off like an astronaut who lost his grip, then fly to the next point in the orbit, under power.  It can repeat the process until it drops off all seven.  Will that work?”

“Of course it will work.  Why didn’t you come up with this idea earlier?  Like, before I took apart a gate spell to completely rearrange the vector determinants?”

“I didn’t know what you were doing.  That sort of thing is way over my head, which is why you went, ‘Not now!  This is difficult!’ instead of explaining.”

I wanted to argue, but he had a point.  I did say something like that.  I was focused on solving a specific problem, not looking at the big picture.

Pop does that, too.  I wonder if I got it from him.

Now that we have the vampire delivery system working correctly, when we open up a new branch world, I can forward the universe-targeting data to the ship.  It cleans out the Dingus-vampires, puts them in stellar orbit to keep them unconscious (and less likely to alert the Dingus!), and moves on to another star, building new coffin asteroids as it goes, preparing to do it all again.

Of course, there are other details.  For example, the ship has a couple of repair spells to keep it maintenance-free, it summons fuel from elsewhere in the same universe, and so on.  There are a number of other precautions as well, most notably the self-destruct.  But, overall, it’s roaming that universe, occasionally depositing asteroid-cased vampires in worthless solar systems, hopefully to leave them there for thousands, if not millions or billions of years.

As Uncle Dusty says, this won’t go unnoticed forever.  When the Dingus does notice, he’ll spend the effort to cut all the links at his end, which will end the problem as far as he’s concerned and destroy the vampires we’ve collected.

Ooo, so sad!

On the upside, this shouldn’t affect the machinery.  I can move the starship to another universe and start over!  It’s also possible he won’t notice all the vampires, only the highest concentration of them, and destroy the space station.  It’s unlikely, in my opinion, but it’ll be interesting if he does.  We can always inflate another space station and populate it as a decoy!

As per Rusty’s request, the ship is named the Revenge.  Not only does it seem fitting, given the fact he stole it in open space, effectively in international waters—Rusty, the werewolf space pirate!—it’s also appropriate due to our reasons for wanting it.

I really need to figure out a way to make it totally automatic, so it doesn’t rely on the MMM2 for new targets, nor on me to move it to another universe.  That’s for later, though.  We have it kludged together and working.  We’ll see how it goes wrong and fix it with the next model.

Another good point to the index inside the MMM2 is the ability to utilize those branched timelines as time-ticker worlds.  Once they’re confirmed to be clean of Dingus-type vampires, I can put a time-ticker micro-gate in as many as I like to use them as links in a time-ticker chain.  This will let Uncle Dusty run his reactor worlds at any speed he likes while I have my own time-distorting daisy chain!

I figure micro-gates inside concrete pylons, each one sunk deep below the surface of Mercury—one in each universe—should be reasonably safe from interference for a while.  And Mercury is big enough to have a core worth tapping with a geothermal ladder.  It’s also got a long “evening” when the temperature isn’t too bad while we install a time-ticker pylon.

As an aside, the longer the chain, the less of a differential each link provides.  A bit of experimentation with a few clock-calendars says, statistically, it’s probably not worth it to use more than eighteen links in a time-ticker chain.  It really starts to break down around fifteen.  If you’re desperately determined to squeeze every little bit out, you can get a very slight improvement by adding more gates.

Let’s take a look at fifteen links in a time-ticker chain.  With those, you get approximately a 1,713-to-1 ratio.  You average one more at sixteen, seventeen, and eighteen, for a total ratio of 1,716-to-1.  It gets progressively worse from there, with the ratio increasing fractionally beyond the eighteenth gate.

Those are averages, of course.  Each gate after the eighteenth is a lot of effort for very little gain.

Thing is, I now have a new Magic Microwave, an index of worlds to use with it that don’t contribute to the Dingus’ power, and a set of time-tickers that doesn’t interfere with Uncle Dusty’s reactor worlds.  I am on fire with progress!

What else?  Let’s see…

Divine errands run?

Check.

Divine revenge scheme in action?

Check.

New table for the dining area?

Check, sort of. Uncle Dusty fetched in a wooden dining table.  It’s nice, but mahogany doesn’t go with the black-and-chrome industrial motif.  I’ll live with it.

Speaking of living with it, how about a nice place to live?

Hmm.  Pending.  Rusty has been casually shopping.  It’s hard to target a gate at “a nice place to live.”  I think we’ll have to go exploring again and see if we can find a place where we feel comfortable.  It’s harder than I thought it would be!

We really do need to find a new place.  I’m sure Rusty and my uncle can sort themselves out eventually, but I’m not sure the drama between them is worth it for the apartment.  More and more I realize it was meant as a safe house, a place to hide out and regroup, not a permanent residence.  After all, if we did stay here, what would we do?  More errands for the landlord?  It’s not like we have a society to live in.  True, there’s the village off over thataway, but aside from checking in on Cameron, I don’t have any emotional investment in this place.

I am emotionally invested in Pop’s place in Iowa, but not in a good way.  Rusty understands and doesn’t insist on moving immediately.
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I finished up another errand for Uncle Dusty and came back to the apartment.  Once I cleaned up, I went looking for Rusty and found him in the workroom, mirror-gazing again.

“Looking for a nice place to live?” I asked.

“Yep. I’m not a fan of living here.”

“No?” I asked.  “Because of Uncle Dusty?”

“Him, too.  This world is empty and boring.  I’m not cut out to be a pioneer farmer, and they don’t have anything worth hunting.”

“I thought you liked chasing down loose livestock?”

“I may be a city wolf, but chasing escaped sheep through the jungle isn’t my thing.  It’s okay for a brief distraction about on par with playing checkers with your nephew.  It’s not exactly the most gripping entertainment.”

“I understand.”

“I have been thinking, though.  See if this makes any sense to you.  If we live in an Earth-world, we risk running into the Dingus-vampires, so we have to do the vampire cleanout.  Either way, if we run across any agent of the Dingus—or if word gets back to him—we have to leave.  Right?”

“Well… if he has any sorts of agents other than his big seven vampires, yes.  It’s hard to hang around when we’re surrounded by assassins.”

“So Earth is, no matter what we do, potentially hazardous.”

“Potentially?  Yes.”

“I’d say we can pretty much count the Earth worlds out entirely.”

“There are worlds without any humans,” I pointed out.

“And how are those better than a reactor world?”

“I can’t say they are.  You’re saying voidworlds are our only option?”

“Options,” he corrected.  “Plural.  There are lots of them, aren’t there?”

“Yes.  In theory, there should be an infinite number of them.”

“And they’re magical worlds?”

“Uh… usually?  I would think so, yes.  Why?”

“A bonus point in our favor.  While we lived on Earth worlds, we had to hide the fact of our magical natures.  In a voidworld, you can openly be a witch.  I might even be able to be a werewolf without everyone screaming and grabbing for the kitchen silver.  Voidworlds at least have a chance of being more hospitable.”

I had to admit, he had a point.

“I have to admit, you have a point,” I said, because I had to.  “All right.  Voidworlds.  There’s one problem.  How do I search voidworlds without also searching Earthlines?  If I run a gate search for a physical artifact, what do I look for that will only be found in voidworlds?”

“Most of the voidworlds are magical, aren’t they?”

“Yes, but a gate can’t search for magic.  A gate is a spatial effect.  It wants a physical border—a two-dimensional shape—to act as an anchor for one end of the wormhole.  I can abuse it by forcing it to find a three-dimensional shape.  Magic doesn’t have a shape.”

“Aren’t there magical things?”

“As a rule, magical things are not required to have a label on them.”

“No, no, no.  I mean… well, take a unicorn, for instance.  If you do a gate search for a unicorn—a life-size one, I mean, not a little cement fountain version—you get a voidworld because unicorns don’t like Earth.  Right?”

“Mm.  It’s not a bad idea.  I’m more likely to get hits in Faerie, all over the Summerlands.  I might also get a lot of hits on life-size statues or movie props on Earth.  By the time I can run any other spell to confirm the shape is more than a prop, the gate has to establish a connection, which causes the branching we’re trying to avoid.”

“Dragons?” he suggested.

“There’s a thought.  Full-sized, four-legged, winged dragons…” I trailed off, thinking it over.  “It’s possible to get an Earth hit, but less likely.  There could be an animatronic at a theme park.  A higher-technology Earth might have genetically-engineered lizards in the right shape.  Oh, dammit!”

“What?”

“There might be alien creatures with the same overall look.  They might or might not be smart—they could be the equivalent of dinosaurs for a planet with silicon-based life—but their shape and size might be right.  And if they exist in one Earth universe, they probably exist in lots of them.”

Rusty threw up his hands and scooted his chair back from the scrying table.  He went into the kitchen area to get snacks, muttering under his breath.  I ambled along with him.

“All right,” he said, raising his voice.  “All right.  I give up.  What else is there?  How do we search for a voidworld?”

And, just like that, I had an idea.

Rusty is a bang-up assistant.  He’s gotten quite handy in matters magical.  We went into the workroom and he set up the mirrors.  I imprinted search parameters into crystals.

“Are you sure this is going to work?” he asked.

“It was your idea,” I told him.

“No, I’m pretty sure it wasn’t.”

“Phrasing matters.  You said, ‘How do we search for a voidworld,’ right?”

“Yes…?”

“We don’t search for anything found only inside a voidworld.  We think big.”

“How big?”

“Really big.  We don’t search for anything inside a voidworld.  We search for a voidworld.”

“Like, searching for a whole planet?”

“Think bigger,” I suggested.  “Voidworlds come in different shapes and sizes, but most of the ones I’ve seen are spherical.  We search for spheres floating in the Void of Chaos.  If we have to, we can search for other shapes.  I’d rather not.  I’m guessing cubes, pyramids, tetrahedrons, and other such things are going to be far weirder on the inside than we like.”

“Why?”

“There are structural and surface area reasons that apply in worlds where the physics are like our own.  Trust me.”

“Can do.  So, we can actually use a gate search to find something the size of a small universe?”

“Think big, but not that big.  I’m thinking more like the size of a small star.”

“You mean, a small solar system.”

“Stars are huge,” I corrected.  “You can fit planets inside them.  Planets orbiting each other.  Even the smallest red dwarf is about seventy-eight thousand miles across—or big enough to line up nearly ten Earths, side-by-side.

“The voidworlds can be bigger or smaller.  We could have a voidworld where there are hundreds of big, flat continents skating around on the inside of the Firmament and gravity only exists because of centrifugal force.  Or we could have a central world, like a regular planet, with a single bright thing acting as a sun.  Remember Tauta?  The sun there is a tiny thing—a celestial heat lamp, if you will.  It doesn’t need to be huge because it’s only warming one planet inside a Firmament, not blasting out heat into the infinite cold of deep space.”

“Uh, okay.  I’ll take your word for it.  You’re sure we can search for something so enormous with an itty-bitty gate?”

“Size matters not,” I told him.  “How big it is doesn’t matter.”

“Really?” he asked.

“Oh, shut up, you wolf.  What I’m saying is we can use a gate to search for anything we can visualize.  You don’t have to open a universe-sized gate—you can’t—but you can make contact with a target.  All this tells you is the gate made a contact matching your criteria.  It may or may not be what you want, obviously.”

“And you can get a lock on a universe?”

“A voidworld universe,” I hedged.  “I can visualize a spherical Firmament floating in the Void.”

“I’m not sure I can.”

“It’s not as hard as you think.  Imagine the Sun, with the planets orbiting around it.  Add the asteroid belt between Mars and Jupiter.  Throw in a few comets for flavor.  Can you picture it?”

“Sure.”

“How about a place more like Pellucidar?  An inside-out world, where everyone lives on the inside of a world-shell?”

“Easy.”

“Then you shouldn’t have a problem with a very small, spherical universe floating in the Void, should you?”

“I guess not.  I’m not sure I’m a hundred percent ready to try it.”

“I’ll do the driving,” I assured him.  “You keep an eye on the mirrors.  When we get a contact, we can’t open a universe-sized portal.  I’ll have to use the contact gate as a targeting channel for a secondary gate and I’m not sure how to do that.”

“This isn’t a sure thing?”

“Nothing ever is.  This is experimental so I want you watching.  I’m going to be concentrating on making it work, not on why it didn’t.”

“On it.”

We eased into it, trying one search at a time.  I didn’t want to run a wide search and discover—too late!—that we’d got it wrong and were accessing Earth on every other try.  Gate spells are complicated to begin with and this added another layer to it.  I was sure I could do it; I’m pretty good.  I didn’t manage to tie two spells together correctly on the first try, so we kept at it—carefully—until I figured it out.

Once I had the two-gate search system working, we still checked every hit, confirming it was a Firmament-based world.  After the first dozen individual tests, we tried running a series of ten, confirming afterward they were all voidworlds.  After a hundred worlds with zero Earthlines, I was ready to invest a little confidence.

We set the automatic process up to hunt spherical Firmaments as the only criteria.  It got a lock on a universe, opened the secondary micro-gate, and we pulsed a Firmament detection spell through it.  If it returned a positive result, it automatically clicked one more onto a counter, disengaged, and searched again.  If it didn’t return a positive result on Firmament detection, it would stop so we could evaluate where it locked on to and why.

I turned it on and let it run.  I didn’t care about anything else, just the accuracy of the single search criterion.  It ran much more quickly with the automatic checking, so I let it run through ten thousand worlds.  Still no hits on Earth.  I resisted the urge to fist-pump.

“I think we’ve got it,” I announced.

“Fantastic.  Can we cure it?”

“You’re funny, today.”

“I’m always fuzzy.”

“I said ‘funny,’ not ‘fuzzy.’  Speaking of which, are you ever going to shave the moustache?”

“It’s grown on me.”

“Better you than me.  Now that we can reasonably assume our searching will only hit voidworlds, we can let them take longer.  The gates can linger, allowing for more detection spells.  What do we want in a world?”

“People.”

“Humans?” I asked.

“Huh?  Oh.  Probably.  I mean, I’m sure there are many types of elves, orcs, lizardmen, and probably sapient earthworms.  I suspect we’ll be most comfortable with humans.”

“Agreed.”

“All voidworlds will be magical?” he asked.

“I already told you, yes, it’s very likely.  They may have formal wizards or people with a single magical talent, or they may hate magic and all who use it, but magic should be there.  Magic can manifest in all sorts of ways.  Wizards with spells are one way.”

“Hmm.  We should think about this.”

“No kidding.”

Uncle Dusty knocked on the workroom door.  I assumed it was Uncle Dusty.  Who else would it be?  I told him to come in and, to my total lack of surprise, it was him.  We swiveled around on our respective stools to face him.

“Afternoon,” he greeted us.  “How goes the search?”

“Search?”

“You’re looking for voidworlds to live in, aren’t you?”

Rusty shot me a sharp glance.  I didn’t need it.  We hadn’t discussed the plan with Uncle Dusty, but he obviously knew what we were doing.  It was a hazard of living there.  His being permeated the whole building, possibly the whole world.

In that moment, I decided we were moving out.  I mean really decided.  The fact Uncle Dusty didn’t seem to understand—or didn’t care—about minor social trifles like personal privacy was a trait I could ignore as long as he kept his big mouth shut.  But this was entirely too much.  What was next?  Which part of our personal lives was he going to casually mention?  What questions or advice might he decide to give about things that were absolutely none of his business?

We might not like the next place we lived, or find we needed to move on quickly.  So what?  We were moving out, not moving to.  It would be a place to stay while we looked for a better one.  In a way, it would be like moving to a new city and taking whatever rathole apartment we could.  It would only be a stopover while we figured out where to live.  But we would not be staying in the reactor world apartment on any long-term basis ever again.

“It’s going okay,” I told him.  I said nothing about my crystallized resolve.  “We’re still considering what we would like in a residence world.”

“I understand.  Real estate values depend a lot on the location, and you have to factor in the neighbors.”

“No kidding,” Rusty muttered.  Uncle Dusty ignored him.

“What’s on your mind?” I asked.  “Or is this purely a social call?”

“Straight to the point, hmm?  Your father told you about Rethven, didn’t he?”

“He did.  A lot of my bedtime stories were set there.  Later, when I was older, he admitted he embellished a bit, but the places and the events were, for the most part, real.  I’m not sure I would want to trust my life on what I think I know, but I would recognize the world if I landed in it.”

Uncle Dusty looked pained.  I raised both eyebrows at him.  His lips thinned as he looked at me, looked at Rusty, and made a decision.

“Phoebe, I have to tell you about matters that your father would consider private and personal.  I’m not sure they’re for your friend to hear, so I would rather tell you in private, first.  You can decide for yourself after you hear them.”

I glanced at Rusty.  He had a look that said, Oh.  Well.  That makes too much sense to be mad about it.  He shrugged.  I nodded.  Without a word, he left the room, closing the door behind himself.

“Regardless of what you think of him—” I began, but Uncle Dusty held up a hand.

“What I think of him is immaterial.  I’m going to tell you things about your father that he may have neglected to tell you.  Not out of embarrassment, but perhaps because there was never any need.  Or he thought it would never come up.”

“All right.  What’s so—” I broke off as music started in the residential area beyond the dividing wall.  I smiled wryly.  “Ignore that.  Rusty is making a point about how he doesn’t listen in on private conversations.”

“I figured.”

“Good.  Continue.  You were talking about Pop.”  Without getting up, I hooked a wheeled stool out from under a worktable and kicked it in his direction.

“Your father did a lot of stuff in Rethven,” Uncle Dusty began, maneuvering himself onto the stool.  “And I do mean a lot of stuff.  His influence on that world is greater than anybody knows.  Due to shenanigans with a gate formed from the stuff of Chaos, a couple of entities native to the Void, two or three deities, and his own unavoidable brilliance at working magic, he semi-accidentally went back in time.”

“Back in time?  As in, ‘time machine’ back in time?”

“Pretty much.  That’s what bothers you?  Not the ‘semi-accidentally’ part?”

“Not when Pop is involved.  How far back did he go?”

“It’s tricky to evaluate, given there are multiple worlds and multiple time rates.  The only real way to measure it is in local time, where the travel took place.  In Rethven, he traveled back a couple of thousand years.”

I was glad I sat down.

“So Alden was right.  It’s not the alternate Earthlines making it look like he’s a time traveler.  Pop can travel through time.”

“Arguably, yes,” Uncle Dusty agreed.  “He’s done it once.  I doubt he wants to do it again.  I get the impression material beings find the journey… unpleasant.”

“Okay.  Even so, no matter how far back he went, he’s immortal, right?  All I have to do is wait and he’ll catch up to now, won’t he?  No,” I corrected myself, “he would already have caught up and be here now.  So where is he?”

“What?  No!  I mean, yes, it would work.  That’s not what happened.  He didn’t go back in time from today.  A couple of thousand years from now, in the future, in Rethven, he’s going to go back in time from then.  He came back to this time from what you would call the future.”

“I don’t think I follow.”

“We’re in the past.  Here and now is the past he time-traveled to.  He’s from the future and went back to here, in what is, to him, the past.  If you were born in the year two thousand, then he was living in the year five thousand and came back.  He’s been hanging out here, in his past and your present, ever since.” 

“Ohhhhhh!  Now I get it.  I thought you meant you figured out why we couldn’t find him, and it was because he time-traveled.”

“No, in this timeline he’s still hiding.  The time travel was back to here, from a future where a Really Bad Thing happened—two things, actually—and he wants to make sure they don’t.  He chased a nasty Thing into the past and stopped it from making the future awful; that’s one of the Bad Things that he’s trying to stop.  Now he’s waiting—as you pointed out, he’s immortal; he can do that—for a couple of thousand years to catch up to the other Bad Thing and make sure it goes right, this time.”

“What’s this other bad thing?”

“I’ll be honest:  I don’t want to tell you.  I’m risking paradoxes right now because telling even this much will influence choices you make, which can propagate into major issues later.”

I was about to argue with him, but I thought about it.  I’ve seen and read a lot of science fiction.  Paradoxes can be dangerous.

“Okay.  We can’t disrupt the future or it’ll ruin Pop’s plans.  Good reason to keep it stable.  Hey!” I exclaimed.  “Wait a minute.  How do you know all this?”

“Because I came back in time with him.  I, too, am from the future.”

“The once and future deity?”

“Why not?  He’s the once and future king of Mount Arthur.  He’s even got the badass sword for the job.”

“I think you mean the smartass sword, but Firebrand wouldn’t deny either description.  Okay, you two are time travelers from what I think of as the future.  You’re back here in your past to change things for the better.  Got it.  Why are you risking a paradoxical timeline collapse by telling me?”

“Because Rethven has a problem it shouldn’t—historically—have!  We have to get it back on track or we risk a massive paradox event.  The trouble is, I barely have a presence there, so I can’t do much to fix it, and I still can’t find your father!”

“Oh.  Well, Miracles-R-Us is on the job.  What’s the trouble?”

“Remember how Rethven isn’t a sphere?  It’s a plate?”

“Of course.”

“And the sun comes up in the east, slides along the Firmament overhead, and comes down in the west.  It drops below the world, burns out, and is made anew every morning.”

“The miracle of the sun,” I agreed.  “I know this from stories.  Pop described it as an example of poor universe design.”

“Yeah, well, maybe he’s right.  It went out a couple of days ago and hasn’t come back.”
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Uncle Dusty was, as far as Rethven was concerned, useless.

“I showed up when your father did, a temporal refugee with hardly more than the shirt on My back.  I barely had a toehold there.  Even now, it’s all I can do to look around and keep an eye on the place.  I’ve been working on increasing My presence, but it’s not a quick process.”

So Rusty and I went to run another deific errand.  This one was a trifle more involved than the ones before.

How do you re-start a sun?

We took the general-use shift-closet.  Uncle Dusty made sure to get all the robots out of the way—that particular shift-closet gets a lot of use.  He had wardrobe ideas for us—Greco-Roman traveler fashions—and we brought along both a communications dustpan and a pair of his dynamos.

“You’re not coming with us?” I asked his avatar.  He shook his head.

“I can’t support an avatar with My Rethven aspect.  You’ve got the communicator.  I’ll park you in a spot with a good view and you can do the spell where the dynamos sink into the ground inside a little bubble of open space.  That should give Me enough power to talk without strain.”

He shut the door and triggered the shift.  We landed on the eastern Edge of the world, or nearly.  This portion of it had low mountains and a number of villages scattered in the foothills.  The village in our view was a timber-walled fort, really.  All the houses were inside, with no inhabited structures beyond the wall.

Under the moonlight, it looked quite pastoral.  Fields around the village, smoke from the little chimneys, all that.

The instant we arrived, I felt a strange lightness, as though the world was… what?  I don’t know.  Rethven felt different from any other world I’d visited.  There was a quality in the air that sharpened every sense.  It was as though I could see a slightly wider range of color, hear slightly higher and lower pitches.  I felt… taller, sort of.  Stronger.  It was like coming home after being abroad for too long.

Which was really weird, considering I was born on Tauta.

Rusty tried to tap me on the shoulder, waving his hand in my direction without looking at me.  I took his hand in mine and turned around.  He looked westward, so I looked, too.

The moons were big and bright.  Moons.  Plural.

The moons weren’t like Earth’s moon.  Luna is a silvery orb, pockmarked with craters.  These were more like planets.  One of them was probably a jungle.  Another looked like an ocean world.  One of them did look silvery.  For the keen-eyed observer, it was possible to see lines, geometric shapes and patterns.  These were as subtle as a fingerprint, but they were there.

Inhabited moons.  Inhabited by elves, if I recalled my bedtime stories correctly.  I wondered if what’s-his-name made anything besides elves.  There were a bunch of moons.  Why not a signature creature for each one?  Or were the elves generic?  Maybe variations on the elf theme, depending on which moon they were for?

“Impressive, aren’t they?” I asked.  Rusty nodded, still staring.  “You okay?”

“I’m fine.  I’ve just never seen so many…”

“No urges?” I prompted.  “No instincts?”

“No.  But I’m definitely not taking this off—” he jingled his necklace “—while we’re here.”

“Probably wise.”

We set down the dynamos.  Running on magical power only, they spun contentedly in Rethven’s magical field.  I set up the dustpan and poured powder into it.  After a moment, Uncle Dusty’s face formed.

“Okay,” I said to it, “we’re here.  You’ve got two dynamos helping you.  What can you see?”

“Lots,” he told me, voice sounding tinny as the pan vibrated.

“With the extra dynamos, can you find what’s wrong with the sun?”

“Yes and no.”

“Which is it?”

“I can see the problem.  I can also see you’re not repairing the damage.  I’ve looked at the eastern end of the Dragonspine Range.  The area where the sun is supposed to form and launch itself into the sky is damaged.  Whatever mechanism was in place to perform this function is no longer there.”

“What happened to it?”

“I’m going to blame the ice giants.”

“Ice giants?” Rusty asked.  “Is this Ragnarök?”

“Not exactly.  There are no functional gods here except Me.  The only similarity to Ragnarök is the eternal night and the never-ending winter.”

“No gods?  So, no war between the gods and the ice giants?”

“Will you let go of the Norse mythology, please?” Uncle Dusty snapped.  “The world was created by creatures of Chaos.  The beings inhabiting it were, for the most part, also created by them.  They’re primitive life-forms spawned by the will of these Chaos entities for the specific purpose of fighting each other, each race against all the others.  The whole world is set up to be an arena for the amusement of their creators.”

“This seems less of a foretold apocalypse,” I interjected, “and more of a bold strategy.  I’m guessing the ice giants don’t have any qualms about living in a frozen world lit by moonlight?”

“None.  They live on magic and ice.”

“Hang on,” Rusty replied.  “Where does the moonlight come from?  If there’s no sun—”

“They’re magical moons,” Uncle Dusty replied, visibly trying to sound patient.  “They give off light from themselves.”

“How does—”

“It’s immaterial!  It has no bearing on the problem!”

“Sorry.”

“Listen,” he said, turning to me, “the problem is, we have a serious issue with the sun.  I need you to put a new one up in the sky so the world doesn’t freeze.”

“Sure,” I agreed.  “I’d love to save the world.  How?”

“Huh?”

“I’m willing, but I don’t know how to do it.  I don’t know how it was set up in the first place and I have absolutely no idea how to make one from scratch.”

“It’s a big ball of fusion.  You know about science and fusion and stars.  Make a gadget to lob a ball of fusing hydrogen across the sky once a day.  If we can replace the sun now it’ll save everybody a lot of time and energy.”

“Uncle,” I said, calmly, “remember who you’re talking to.”

“Phoebe Kent,” he replied.

“Yes.  And I’m telling you, I have no idea how to do this.  I can set up a launcher for fusion bombs or missiles, no problem.  Manufacturing a small sun?  Maybe I could, given time and a lot of trial and error.  I could cram a lot of hydrogen together, somewhere out in space, in an Earthline—not here.  And I couldn’t move it here!

“As for building something to manufacture a sun that lasts for… what, twelve hours or so?  And makes a new one every twenty-four hours?  First I have to have an idea—any idea!—of how to do it in the first place!  I mean, maybe, someday, after I spend a lot of quality time studying the nuclear physics of Rethven and blow up a couple of thousand square miles of terrain with my experiments.  Right now, I’ve got nothing!”

“You can’t build a sun?”

“Here?  Now?  Do I look like I’m a physicist vampire wizard?”

“You were raised by one!”

“And he never taught me to build a sun!”

We stared at each other for several seconds.  Uncle Dusty finally sighed and appeared to run a hand over his face.

“Look, something has to be done.  Seriously.  This sunless darkness isn’t supposed to happen.  If we don’t fix it, everyone in Rethven dies, the ice giants win, and the whole world gets canceled as the Heru come out of their Spire, congratulating the creator of the vicious freezer-pops.  This is an unacceptable outcome.”

“I agree.”

“You do?”

“I absolutely agree.  Doesn’t change the fact I can’t build a sun.  Well,” I amended, “maybe I can, but it’ll be a big ball of fusion, levitated in the middle of the world, and will never go out.  Will that be good enough?”

“I don’t think so.  The ice giants will work at putting it out, probably.”

“Shall I import a bunch of reactors and run them as space heaters for a planet?  It’s not too chilly, but since there used to be a sun I’m guessing the place will eventually cool down to absolute zero without an internal source of heat.  Or I can turn magic into thermal energy if you think that’ll solve the problem.”

“No, definitely not.  The world would be warmer, but the long nightfall will still kill all plant life.”

“So I build a gadget to make lots and lots of bright squares.  These stick to the inside of the Firmament and spread out until the whole sky is covered in bright, hot lights.”

“That’ll save everyone, but it’s not a sun,” he countered.  “In the future, there’s supposed to be a sun.  A lot of things happen because there is, in fact, a big, hot ball rolling across the sky.  We’ve got to have it.”

I spread my hands.

“Okay, I’m out of ideas.  What do you want me to do? –and don’t say ‘Fix it.’  That works with Pop because he can ‘fix it.’  Me, I need ideas.  I came up with three and you shot them down.  It’s your turn.”

Uncle Dusty was silent for a long moment, brows drawn together, frowning a frown of concentration.  I waited while he considered his options.

“Okay,” he said, finally.  “Okay.  Let’s forget about the sun.  I’m sure your father will fix it when he resurfaces from wherever he’s gone.  Here and now, we need to focus on damage control. We need to keep people alive through an ice age—a long, dark night, possibly one that lasts for years.”

“How do we arrange that?” I asked.

“There’s the tricky part.”

“They could leave.” Rusty suggested.

“You’re not funny.  The people currently here need to still be here when the sun eventually rises again.”

While they talked, I thought it over.  If the sun going out was going to kill everyone off—and, eventually, it would—then what was Pop going to find when he came to visit?  There were a lot of people I felt I knew pretty well who would never be born.

It still messes with me to think of all the people Pop told me about as future people, not people from long ago.  Maybe I should read up on my time travel and paradoxes.

More immediately, if everyone died out and the ice giants took over, it would ruin Pop’s plans.  That, all by itself, was a good reason to make sure it didn’t happen.

“Both of you, hold on.  I think Rusty might be on to something with exporting people.”

“I’m telling you—” Uncle Dusty began.

“We also bring them back.”

“Eh?”

“I’ll put a spell on a pair of cargo containers.  Or we can use Bronze’s tractor-trailer war wagon.  We go from village to village, transporting people to another world—best case, your reactor worlds, where you can keep an eye on them.  We time-tick things in Rethven and your refugee reactor world so minimal time passes.  When Pop gets back, he fixes the broken sun and we put the people back after they spend a long weekend in the tropics.”

Uncle Dusty expression was suitable for a man with acute constipation.

“First off,” he began, “we don’t know where he is.  He’s in another universe with its own time.  We don’t know running Rethven slower will actually mean anything to him; he’s outside our time-ticker chain.”

“On the other hand,” I argued, “time does run forward.  If we put enough iterations in the chain, it will have the effect of running Rethven at a below-average speed.  Maybe not to the same extent as a world at the other end of a time-chain, but statistically slower is still a better deal than letting it sit in the freezer doing nothing, isn’t it?”

“Mathematically, yes, but… Okay, look.  I know I sometimes ask you to do things without fully explaining why.  I’ve even told you how to do things.  In My defense, I always have a good reason.”

“So you say,” Rusty muttered.  Uncle Dusty ignored him.

“What I’m asking for is your faith.  I know that’s a big ask.  I’m a deity and we’re into that sort of thing.  I have really good reasons for wanting this done a certain way.”

“And you don’t want to share,” Rusty added.

“Okay, I’ve about had it with your attitude.  You are about to convince Me you’re more trouble than you’re worth.  As of right now, shut up.“

Rusty opened his mouth to reply and found he couldn’t.  He could breathe, but no matter how he tried, he couldn’t make a sound.  He even tried to whistle.  Nothing.

“You’re going to undo that,” I stated, glaring at the dusty apparition.

“Yes, I am.  Once we’ve finished our conversation without interruption.  I promise.”

Rusty looked imploringly at me.  I considered it.  I took his hand in both of mine.

“The way I see it, we have a few choices,” I told him.  “You can listen in forced silence until he’s done.  Or you can go elsewhere until I come get you.  Or, third choice, you can promise not to interrupt in any way.  Thing is, if you promise and don’t follow through, he’s going to be really pissed.  Technically, there’s a fourth choice.  We could both walk away, but then he might get pissy about ever undoing the silencing thing.  I don’t think we can count that one.”

“I can hear everything you’re saying, you know,” Uncle Dusty commented.

“I know.”  I addressed Rusty again.  “What do you want to do?  Hear what’s going on, wait elsewhere, or promise to be as quiet as if you were still muted?”

Rusty looked at the dust-face, eyes narrowed.  I was reasonably certain he was contemplating the best way to attack an avatar the next time they met.  I wasn’t sure I was willing to stop him.  I hoped he would calm down enough to avoid doing it in a reactor world.

Rusty held up one finger, indicating his choice.  Option one.  He would stay muted and wait.  Rusty was self-aware enough to not trust his ability to keep quiet under provocation.

“Got it.  Uncle Dusty?  Let’s expedite this.  What, exactly, do you want done?”

“That’s a great question and I wish I knew the answer.  The only idea I have at the moment is to figure out how to shelter people against a really long night—a short ice age—until the sun comes up again.”

“We can’t move them, even temporarily, to a better world?”

“I would love to, but the people here in Rethven need to still be here—or their descendants do—when your father comes back.  If we move them, they may be moved for quite a long time.  Generations, possibly.  I would much rather have them remain as natives of Rethven, without exposure to other universes.”

“Okay, I can accept that the ones near mountains and caves need to hide from the frost giants—”

“Ice giants.”

“—ice giants.  Fine.  What about the rest?  If they’re going to get stomped by animated icebergs anyway, can’t we evacuate them?”

Uncle Dusty looked pensive.  He exhaled, puffing out his cheeks.

“I mean… If they have nowhere else to go… and they’re going to die off anyway… I guess?  The people who remain here have to take priority, obviously.  Once you get them set up to outlast a long winter, you can start evacuating anyone else.  If you want to.  It’s going to be quite a job.”

“Which is why I’ll ask you where we can put them,” I countered.  “I’ll do the legwork to set up underground survival communities.  You need to find me a place to put the other people.  You—we—will not let them hang around only to starve or get stomped even if it means I dump them by the truckload into random reactor worlds.”

Uncle Dusty’s lips thinned, but he nodded.

“I’ll find a place for them.  I have no idea where, at the moment. I’ll ask around and see what I can find.  In the meantime?” he prompted.

“Yes, I’ll get to work.  Survival shelters against an ice age.  I don’t have a better idea, so we’ll go with yours.  Hold it.  Rusty?  Any thoughts?”

He shook his head.  I heard him thinking he wouldn’t volunteer an idea even if he had one.  I can’t say I blame him.

“All right.  Uncle Dusty?  Villages near mountains probably have access to caves.  I can start spells on those to make them more habitable, maybe even more extensive.  What else do I need to know?”

“The season will move rapidly to winter.  They’ll have to lay in stores.  Depending on how long this goes on, they may have to find ways to survive underground.”

“And I’m supposed to convince them to do this?  How many villages are we talking about?”

“Near cave systems?  Maybe a dozen.  Not more than fifteen.  The good news is everyone—all the humans—live in a relatively small region of the world.  Their villages are located in this southerly region along the eastern mountains of the Edge.  Ice giants come south in winter, so they know about each other.  The humans are usually more concerned about the bugs.  Those like human climates.”

“Bugs?”

“Big, chitinous, clawed, omnivorous, unpleasant.  Your father is going to hate them.”

“Any chance we can get the bugs to kill the ice giants?”

“None.  The bugs don’t like cold and the giants don’t like warm.  They aren’t major competitors.”

“And the winter will kill off the bugs?  The people will have to shift their focus from bugs to giants?”

“The giants aren’t the problem.  It’s the inhospitable conditions on the planet that are the problem.  If the people live belowground so they aren’t easily detectable, they’ll be shielded from the worst of the weather and the depredations of pretty much everything still alive on the surface.”

“If they’ve fortified their homes and villages against giant bugs, they obviously plan to defend their land against all comers.  Any idea how I can convince them to abandon their homes and live in caves?  It wouldn’t be their first choice.  By the time it’s obvious the caves are warmer and safer than the snow-crusted surface of the world, they’ll have lost too much prep time and the caves will be big, empty spaces, not places set up to support them.”

“I’ll prepare the way with dreams and omens.  I’ll give them warnings of the horrible frost coming their way.  They should be reasonably receptive to your ideas.”

“Well, that’s a huge load off my mind.”

“I know it sounds like a big job.  It is a big job, and I apologize for sticking you with it.  But it’s vital.  I do not use the word lightly.”

I ran a hand over my face and took a deep breath.  When the nuclear demigod says your help is vital, what choice do you really have?

I realized I was getting sick and tired of running errands for the gods.  One god, anyway.  Or maybe I was sick of running other people’s errands.

I’m starting to think I want a cottage with a white picket fence and roses climbing over the door.  I could settle for a twelve-bedroom mansion, a butler, a housekeeper, a chef, a couple of scullery maids, a few kitchen boys, half a dozen housemaids, a ladies’ maid, a valet, and a dozen footmen.  They could be androids or just plain old robots, if necessary.  I haven’t decided on the particulars, but I’m feeling the urge to go comparison shopping.

“So, to make sure I understand this project, I’m going to break it down.  Ready?”

“Go for it.”

“I need to provide underground shelter.  Specifically, deep caves, far below the frost line of the oncoming global—excuse me, ‘worldwide’—winter.  These caves need to be survivable for years, which means they’ll need the whole ecological survival package.  Like those guys in the post-apocalyptic world, living in the old underground tunnels under the city.  Right?”

“Right.”

“You also want me to persuade a bunch of people to go live and work down there, potentially for the rest of their lives.  They basically have to give up life on the surface altogether.”

“Or have it taken from them,” he agreed.  “As the permafrost line moves south, so will the ice giants.  Eventually, they’ll squish every warm-blooded creature they find.”

“How big are these ice giants?”

“Any who come this far south will range from eight to thirty feet tall.”

“Fantastic.  Sounds like a great motivator, both for the cave-dwellers and for the evacuees.”

“I’ll leave it in your hands.”

“Hang on.  Is there anything else I need to do?”

“I don’t think so.  They need to not die out.  That’s all.  Once your father re-starts the sun, it’ll drive the ice giants back north and people will be free to live on the surface again.”

“So this is all temporary?”

“In the sense it shouldn’t last more than two or three human lifetimes?”

“That’s not very temporary, in human terms.”

“It’s still not permanent,” he pointed out.

“I don’t feel like arguing.  I’ll need to run a time-ticker here for a while, slowing the place down.  I need to do a ton of reading, research, and spellcasting before I get started here.”

“That’s fair.  I’ll line up the reactor worlds so you can do it faster.”

“I’ve got my own time-ticker chain, but thank you for offering.”

“Good!  Then I can temporarily relocate a Tauta handshake gate to Rethven.  I’ll need more power here if I’m going to affect a lot of dreams.”

“Do you want my help moving dynamos here?”

“I have robots and a shift-closet.  I can put dynamos anywhere.  I’ll start burying a line of them in the south-side foothills of the Dragonspine Range.  The magical field is strong there.  I think I’ll be okay.”

I’m still not sure why Uncle Dusty had us go to Rethven to have the discussion.  We could have done this in my workroom with scrying mirrors.  Still, as long as we were already there, Rusty and I did a bit of reconnoitering.  The village we saw was well laid-out and orderly, with straight streets between the buildings.  The outer wall was mostly wood, as I had noted before, but the wood was merely the topper of a earthen rampart, partly natural, partly constructed.

Everyone we saw was armed.  It was dark, so maybe that was only to be expected.  What time of “day” was it for them?  How long was the sun gone?  Was it supposed to be the same day, or was this the third “day” since it went down and didn’t come up?  I took a moment to ask Uncle Dusty how long the local sun had been missing.  He told me this night had been going on for at least forty hours.  That seemed reasonable.  The weather hadn’t turned cold, yet, and people were still keeping to a circadian-based schedule.

The walls of the fort—well, fortified village—were also topped with jumbo crossbows in varying sizes.  One type was set up to launch a dozen arrows with each shot.  Another design was simply a crossbow too big to carry, with a winch to draw it.  Its big brother, next to it, was definitely a ballista.  They also had a couple of catapults and stone-throwers.  Their primary weaponry was concerned with punching holes in things, not bashing the target with blunt force trauma.  Although, if you have a sharp point on a spear, does it crack ice?  The arrows wouldn’t be too useful, but a spear has real mass.  I guess it depends on the ice and exactly how you hit it.

Since Uncle Dusty had us wear specific clothes for the trip, we decided to pay a visit.  The resemblance to a heavily-defended military camp continued when we approached.  We were using translation spells, but I recognized their language as Latin.  Moreover, their sanitary arrangements, fashion styles, and armaments all screamed “Rome” at me.  I wondered about this and resolved to question Uncle Dusty more closely about the human residents of Rethven.

They were curious about us and where we came from.  They believed us when we said we were from a small village to the north that had been destroyed.  We were on the road, looking for a place to settle, when the long night caught us.  We were grateful to find civilization, and thank you for letting us shelter here.  All that sort of thing.

As it turns out, they were aware of other villages.  They had no cities to speak of.  There were monsters abroad, and thus far no village had survived to grow large enough to become a city.  This village, alongside the Viam Meridianam, was a very old village.  They believed they were still around because they had deliberately chosen to fortify as much as possible, without growing too large—large enough to attract unwelcome attention from the gods.  Our being from an “attacked” village was perfectly reasonable to them.

What attacks a village?  Apparently, there are several choices.  One was a race of muscled barbarian bipeds they call the orci—which, from the description, sounded more like the half-orcs of Saruman than Morgoth’s orcs or typical ogres.  There were also the occasional horde of skinny little guys they called galboli.  According to them, a goblin horde is nothing to sneeze at, but their morale is awful.  A couple of volleys toward the commanders was usually enough to discourage them.  You really need to discourage them because the horde will climb right over your wall and overwhelm you if you don’t!

The two things that really concerned me were the dakthars and the prevnyt.

Dakthars were like amphibious octopi.  Lots of tentacles and a cartilaginous endoskeleton made them mobile, flexible, and strong.  They were also moderately intelligent and venomous to touch, provided you weren’t orci.  Orci found them tasty.

The prevnyt, on the other hand, were the bugs Uncle Dusty mentioned.  Seriously difficult bugs.  They came in many of sizes, ranging from Doberman to three-bedroom house.  They stung, they laid eggs, they ate everything and everyone—except dakthars, apparently, because of the poison.  The flying ones and the foot soldiers were armored, but not overwhelmingly so.  The biggest ones required the heaviest war machines to damage, but were slow and seldom entered combat.  The rest could be hurt by a good hit from a hand weapon.

The real danger of the flying bugs and the infantry bugs was their sting.  They laid eggs inside you.  If you killed a flying thing or a soldier bug, you had to burn them or little bugs would eat their way out and go off to grow into more soldiers.

Pop is not a fan of giant bugs.  I would bet hard money the two aren’t going to get along.  Assuming they survive the Big Freeze, they are not going to survive Pop.

Hmm.  There’s a word for the winter at the end of the world.  What does Norse mythology call it?  It’s not Ragnarök.  That’s a whole series of things.  The winter has a specific name, I know it does.  Dang it.  The… something-winter.  It’s not coming to me.  I hate when that happens!

One of the odd things about the fortified village was the lack of intact shrines.  You would expect a bunch of Romans to have shrines to their favorite gods in any permanent settlement. A shrine to Mars and one to Minerva, because you’re frequently in battle.  A shrine to Vulcan if you’re mining iron, as these people were. Maybe you don’t build anything fancy in a temporary encampment.  That’s understandable.  However, once you’ve tilled land and planted fields, raised homes and barns and suchlike, you build a shrine to your gods!

To be fair, they obviously did. It wasn’t the lack of shrines that caught my attention.  It was the rubble, still piled in the spot they built one.  Offhand, I’d say it was either struck repeatedly by lightning or spontaneously combusted.  I had the sense not to ask them about it.

I did ask Uncle Dusty about it.  According to him, these people were Romans, stolen en masse from an Earthline by one of the Heru.  And, rather than allow them to act as a beacon for Earth-based gods, whenever such worship was detected, it was blasted.

I got the impression the Heru didn’t want gods interfering in their game.

“How are they going to react when they find out you are interfering?” I asked.

“I’m not,” he replied, grinning.  “I’m observing.”

“Okay, how are they going to react when they find me interfering?”

“Why should they care?  Aren’t you just another human?”  He grinned wider.  “This is why gods have human heroes.  You can do things we can’t.”

“At last, you admit there are things you can’t do.”

“Of course.  I also do things for you that you can’t do, so it works out.”

“I sure hope so.”
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When all was said and done, Uncle Dusty’s great cave project wasn’t all that hard.  Lengthy and tedious, yes, but not actually difficult.

I spent a lot of time studying before I started the project.  It was necessary.  I had to figure out what to grow, both on a nutritional basis, as well as on an environmental basis.  What can they grow underground?  What they grow underground normally, and what will require magical help?  And how much help?  Of the things on this list, is there a combination with a sufficient variety of nutrients to fulfill their requirements?  How hard is it going to be to grow enough food?  How hard will it be to do so on an ongoing basis?  For example, there are plenty of edible fungi, suitable for growing in a cool, moist environment like a cave.  It’s such a fungi-friendly environment it often nets you in-edible fungi—and there are a lot of inedible fungi.

Technically, all fungi are edible.  Some fungi are edible only once.

Underground, raising farm animals of any sort was out of the question.  Everybody was about to become a vegetarian.  The fungus farms were one thing; the vegetables and cereals were another matter entirely.  Fungus grows fine in the dark.  The others do not.  This meant I had to figure out how to provide “sunlight” for plants.

I think I bruised my forehead, banging it on the table as I kept finding more and more problems.  I was already familiar with the basics of a farm—if the farm is on the surface of the Earth!  I was also familiar with farming in space—inside a solar system, with sunlight all over the place!

I wanted to think outside the box, or, rather, inside the magical box, but Uncle Dusty flatly refused to let me build Cabinets of Creation, or Sacks of Snacking, or even a Fountain of Fortified Fruit Juice.  It was fine to have a whole barn in Tauta shift in a warehouse full of meat.  It was an acknowledged miracle by the gods.  Here, it would draw too much ire and fire.  When I pitched a fit about it, he admitted he might be able to bend the rules a little and, once in a while, sneak in a shipment of stuff for them through his reactor world shift-closet.  It would have to be by surprise, as the exception, not the rule.  It would be an emergency supply drop, not a daily delivery.  I had to accept it as the best we could do in the face of formless Chaos-creature opposition.

I took a two-pronged approach to the problem.  First, I went to the Human Resources department and searched the computer’s database.  Was the human genome the only thing it could fool with?  Yes.  It was only programmed for human cloning.

Rather than hunt down the correct timeline and load up a lot of information—which I would then have to figure out how to use—I simply ordered up specialty crops, kind of like what we did in finding genetically modified crops for La Mancha.  In this case, the stuff I wanted had to grow in the caves’ temperatures and it had to cope with limited light.  How efficiently could we feed people?  Pretty efficiently, as it turns out.  Efficiently enough?  Well… maybe.  We could minimize the amount of light the farms required by using better crops, but we still had to see how much light we could get.

Which brings me to the other prong of this attack: teaching the locals how to use magic.  In our trip through Brevimons—the village we toured—we saw no signs of magic-working.  I didn’t see anything at all with my second sight.  The ability to work magic is, I venture to say, innate to the human condition, so they should be able to do so.  Talents vary, of course.  Even when dealing with people from a low-magic Earth, at least one out of a thousand should be able to consciously and deliberately cast a spell simply by following instructions.

This does not mean they’re smart enough to understand what they’re doing or how, only that they have enough innate capacity to do so.

Since I didn’t have anyone local to help, Rusty and I cast several stone-shaping spells.  At each village, we started with existing caves and worked to rearrange them. We repeated the process at other villages wherever they had mountains and caves nearby.  Pop would lay a final arrangement over the whole interior of a mountain and tell it to get busy.  Rusty and I cast spell after spell—going room by room, as it were—to create long tunnels, drains, pools, air vents, private chambers, public chambers, storage chambers, and so on.  Given a few weeks, they should have plenty of living and farming space, plus a lot of extra space to allow for any population growth.

Uncle Dusty mentioned “two or three human lifetimes.” The thought stuck with me.

I’ve made sure the roof of each non-fungus farming tunnel is glossy, for reflection, to maximize the lighting and I’ve arranged for crops that minimize the need.  Now we need people who can provide light—hopefully enough!

To this end I’ve started teaching people how to cast spells.  This has gone reasonably well, all things considered.  While the initial surprise and “She’s a witch!” was pretty par for the course, I didn’t start with a demonstration.  Rusty helped by pretending to be a spectator.  His job was to be interested and curious and to shout down naysayers.  By having a member of the crowd lead off with questions, people were more likely to listen.

It helped that I was only showing two spells.  One is designed to be a magical source of heat and regular light, with a touch of ultraviolet for vitamin D production.  The other is a “farm fire,” with less heat and more of the invisible wavelengths plants like.

See the fire?  I’m good with fire!  Anyone who wants to learn how to summon fire—gee, it’s kinda cold out, isn’t it?—Anyway, anyone who wants to learn how to summon fire, I’ll teach you.  Yes, if you have the talent for it, you can create fires out of thin air!  And if you’re really talented—or practice an awful lot—you might even be able to throw fire.  Maybe at giant bugs.  Or ice giants.

“Hey, that sounds really useful!” shouts the Voice of Reason.  People all around nod thoughtfully.  Witchcraft?  Sure.  But, like the man said, really useful witchcraft…

I wish Pop was here.  I don’t mind teaching, but I’m more of a tutor, doing it one-on-one.  Trying to teach a whole class?  That’s a skill.  That’s an art.  I do not like it.  I don’t think I’m cut out for it.  Give me one student and I’m your gal.  Fifty?  Not my thing.  It’s not Rusty’s thing, either.  He does okay as a “talented” individual who can help his “fellow students,” though.  When he’s not doing that, I’ve got him writing down instructions on how to cast each spell.  He’s a good choice for this.  I take too much for granted.  He’s uncertain enough about his own skill to be concerned about making the instructions as clear and detailed as possible.

So we wandered around, casting spells on caves and importing seeds and teaching the masses all through the night.

Yay.

Caves.  On it.  Crops.  On it.  Illumination for the farming caves?  Probably.  Emergency support?  Likely.  Survivability?

Hmm.

I’m not sure how well this is going to go.  Uncle Dusty is trying to un-paradoxify—yeah, I know it’s not a word—an apparent divergence in the history he knows.  I can’t help but think the upcoming ice age killing off a large percentage of people who aren’t living near a cave complex is going to result in deaths they weren’t supposed to have.  This will change the numbers descendants down through generations… won’t it?

Maybe I don’t understand it well enough to have an opinion.  I hope Uncle Dusty does.  I would hope and pray Uncle Dusty knows what he’s doing, but I talk with him pretty much every day, anyway.

One nagging thought that keeps coming back to me is a different, more fundamental question.  What caused the change, the paradox, in the first place?  When Pop came back in time, did he do something to alter history without meaning to?  Or did the thing he was chasing already do the damage before Pop stopped it?  Or did Pop stop it?  Could he and Uncle Dusty only think it’s all sorted out?

I would ask, but Uncle Dusty already made it clear telling me more would further jeopardize the potential future.

I hate it for multiple reasons.  First, I hate it because I hate not knowing.  Second, I hate it because if I know it could, paradoxically, make things worse.  Third, I know that I know this and still want to know!

Grr.

In between teaching people how to make fire—magically, I mean—and casting expansion spells on cavern complexes, Rusty and I brought out Bronze’s war wagon.

The vehicle impresses me.  It started as a semi tractor-trailer rig.  That description doesn’t do it justice.  It indicates a point of departure.  She did things to it.  This was more bullet-shaped and aerodynamic, although the reinforced front bumper resembled two rows of steel shark teeth more than anything else.  Mounted on it, integral to it, was a horse-shaped… hood ornament?  Calling it a hood ornament is misleading.  Maybe a horse-head-shaped battering ram is more accurate.

It also runs on tracks rather than wheels.  It still has front wheels, half-hidden under the aeroshell of the cab, for steering.  The former drive wheels are replaced by track-laying modules—one on each side and one down the middle, presumably so she can run over things more thoroughly.  In the back, where the rear wheels of the trailer would be, there is a similar arrangement of tracks.  Those have electric motors for power rather than a drive shaft.

It’s not an eighteen-wheeler.  It’s a six-track, all-wheel-drive off-roader.  A very intimidating one, too.  The windshield looks like a pair of backswept, slanting eyes, for example.  And the air horns on the roof… I’m not sure if they’re meant to be sonic weapons or were merely intended for intimidation purposes.

For someone who hangs around with Pop—an almost obsessive road-builder—Bronze sure put a lot of effort into not needing a road.

We drove from village to village, preaching the apocalyptic word.  The winter is coming.  The sun won’t rise again.  The world is ending.  All that stuff.  And people listened.  It’s an impressive thing, not having a sunrise.  Everyone talks about how tomorrow is another day.  What do you do when it isn’t?  What do you do when the sun refuses to kick things off?  How much time has to go by before panic sets in?  The moons still rose and set, so tracking the “days” wasn’t hard.  After a month of night, the future starts to look more than a little dark.

It was surprisingly easy to persuade people to go elsewhere.  I mean, look at it this way.  A monster grunts and rumbles its way across the landscape, blazing light ahead of it.  It slows as it approaches the fortified village.  It stops, sighs, and goes quiet.  Then two people shout “Hello!”  The monster is… their steed?  It’s a mount, not a monster!  Well, okay, it’s a monster, but one people can tame and ride!  Whew!

Then comes the offer.  Abandon the village.  Leave the sunless lands and go elsewhere.  Initially, there’s resistance.  How far is it to lands where the sun shines?  There’s a lot to consider when planning such a journey!

I open a gate inside the trailer.  One can walk up the ramp, in through the back doors, down the length of the trailer’s interior, and, instead of reaching the forward wall of the trailer, they can step from steel decking onto sunlit grass.  They can look at it.  The people outside can see sunlight pouring out of the trailer doors.  They can smell the ground and feel the warmth.  Brave souls can go there, look around, look back through the gate, wave at their friends, even come back and take them by the hand.  Gates aren’t one-way.  You can walk back and forth.  Go through, pick a ripe strawberry, bring it back.

Yeah, holding a big gate open is expensive.  I’ve got big crystals.  I also I know a guy who has a nuclear reactor I can use.  It’s worth it, because although it’s ruinously expensive, it’s also tempting.  Not everyone was willing to go, but most did.  There were always a few who wouldn’t leave even if you burned the place down.

Rusty did suggest we burn the place, the first time.  I didn’t let him.  “For their own good” is an excuse I don’t like.

As for the ones who did go, Uncle Dusty came up with a solution for where to put them.  He didn’t want them in a reactor world; he had enough people for his tastes.  Instead, he picked another world I knew.

Tauta.

No, not La Mancha, nor anywhere in the Tassarian Empire.  The southeastern continent has a human presence, based on abandoned colonies.  They weren’t scratching to survive.  They weren’t exactly a great civilization, either.  All the former colonies were along the northern coastline and, for the most part, hadn’t expanded inland much.

Putting a bunch of excommunicated Romans on the east coast of the southeastern continent, as far from the Tassarian Empire as possible, would give them time to grow into a formidable civilization.  It also meant they could spread out along the coast, working their way north while the—what do I call them?  The former colonies on the north coast?  The Yankees?  I don’t think they have a name for themselves.  They aren’t unified enough.  They’re a bunch of villages and small towns.  They know each other and trade freely with each other, but they don’t think of themselves as a group.  I guess they’re more like city-states than a nation.

Until I come up with better names, the north coast has the Colonizers and the east coast has the Immigrants.

Anyway, with the Immigrants on the east coast, the two groups will bump into each other on a narrow front when they expand along the coastline.  This should let them meet each other without being directly in conflict, especially since it will leave them with plenty of room to expand in other directions without challenging one another.

I hope.

The Immigrants took pretty much everything with them, from food to tools to furniture.  I didn’t mind.  Once any given village was convinced, they wasted no time.  They organized everything, packed up, and hustled.

We plunked individual village groups down along the coast in what Uncle Dusty said were good spots.  They were near enough to each other to be supportive, far enough away to have elbow room.  Everyone had their share and more of fertile, well-watered land.

I didn’t do the surveying.  I took him at his word.  I did throw in a lot of food, though, to make sure they had ample supplies for overcoming startup disasters.  Rusty had several suggestions, too, from his listening to them worry and gripe at each other.  They were concerned about tools, mostly, from a potter’s wheel to chisels to a forge.

I consulted with my uncle.

“Yeah, I know,” he assured me.  “The spots I picked each have something going for it besides farmland.  If they bother to look for it, they can find good limestone and granite quarries, as well as places where they can mine iron or cut timber for charcoal.  Please, trust Me on this.  I’m going to look after them.”

“Oh?  You didn’t want them in a reactor world.”

“Ah, but living in Tauta and having no gods to speak of, they’re perfect candidates for conversion.  I can use their help there.”

“Am I going to have to perform a divine manifestation for you?” I sighed, wearily.

“Not in Tauta!  You did the legwork to get them there.  I’ll handle them from here.  With the handshake gates to move power from the reactors into Tauta, I can fuel minor miracles easily.  And with the new general-purpose closet I can find things they need and deliver them—and you don’t have to.”

“I’m glad to hear that.”
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Once we evacuated everyone we could evacuate and cavernated—yes, yes, I know that’s not a word either—the rest of them, Rusty and I turned our attention to more personal matters.

We gave up on finding the “perfect” place to live.  Perfection is the enemy of progress.  Instead, we lowered our standards.  We shopped for a place that would be comfortable and without too much bureaucracy.  Voidworlds were headed our shopping list, of course, and with the addition of a fairly reliable Dingus-removing procedure, Earthlines were also up for consideration.  We already had a lot of worlds already listed in the MMM2 we could camp out in, if we cared to.  Establishing identities there might be problematic, but paying cash would let us get by for quite a while.

The priority was to finally get out of Uncle Dusty’s apartment building.  We would have taken a Polynesian hut in 500 BC or an abandoned tower in the Dark Ages.  Heck, I would have been fine with a badly-used interstellar yacht from Honest John’s Junkyard as a fixer-upper project.  At this point, we wanted a quiet place, one where we wouldn’t be required to work-work-work.  A place to relax.  A place we could come home to, put the feet up by the fire, and know we wouldn’t be bothered.

Okay, I wanted a place to relax.  Rusty wanted to be unbothered.  They’re different things, but they’re related.

We settled on a nice place in a cleaned-out (we removed the Dingus vampires) Earthline.  We pretended to be rich Americans in France.  We laid down a big pile of gold and bought a vineyard estate shortly after World War Two.

We got it cheap.  It needed work, mostly due to age and recent neglect.  Rusty and I were fine with that.  The place was perfectly habitable.  It only needed a little TLC.  Rusty is pretty good with a hammer and saw, and the technology of the time was, to him, incredibly simple.  When we arrived it was early in the year and an excellent time to start an herb garden.  And to pull down a lot of wall-climbing vegetation!

This was more our speed.  A little gardening, a little yard care—not working to save the world, preserve a civilization, spread my uncle’s religion, or whatever else the Powers of the Universe wanted!  Nothing was actually required.  Nothing had to be done now.  If a few climbing ivies wanted to creep up a wall for another week… so what?

I got quite a shock, however, a week later when Rusty brought in half a dozen farmer types.  They wanted to know if the new owners had any plans for the season.  Letting the whole vineyard lie fallow for another year was our prerogative, of course, but it had been four years already…

That’s when I realized the estate was more than a house and grounds.  It was a whole… thing.  All of it.  There were gardens, sure, and I was happy to handle those.  On the majority of the property, there was also actual farming to be done—grapes to grow and wine to make.  Before we bought the place—before the war, I should say—it was a major economic force in the region.  During the war and after, the locals had suffered considerable hardship without it.

I briefly considered dumping a huge pile of money into the local economy.  I resisted the notion.  An economy runs on a cycle of money.  Transfusions of cash have short-term benefits, but also cause inflation.

So, since planting season—is that what they call it for grapes?  There were things needing doing on a schedule, anyway.  Rusty and I were both ignorant of how it all worked.  This meant we hired every able-bodied man and woman and kid who wanted a job.  In a minor way, the estate also grew lettuce and eggplant and green beans and carrots and a whole host of other stuff.  That’s farming.  The grapes were the commercial crop, for winemaking.

The herb garden was more my speed.  I have the general idea about farming, but I’m a gardener at heart, not a farmer.

Rusty, on the other hand, got out in the fields and leaned into the whole French farmer thing.  There wasn’t a hope in hell he would eat any of it, but planting it and growing it sat quite well with him.  He enjoyed practicing his French with the hired laborers—with his translation amulet turned off—while learning how to hoe a row.  I was as surprised as he was.  He’s a city wolf.  For some reason, once he got into the swing of things, he decided he liked it.  It was fun!

To help keep him entertained, I built a chicken coop and… “imported”… chickens for him on a regular basis.  A few of them wound up fried.  Others escaped in the night and only their feathers were ever found.  At first, the locals attributed these piles of feathers to the actions of the local foxes.  This suited us fine.  And later… well, I’ll get to the “later” in a bit.

We stopped doing work on the big, rambling house and the outbuildings.  Instead, we hired people to come in and work on them.  Financially speaking, it was the right move.  We paid fair wages and therefore dumped a lot of money into the economy… but in exchange for work.  They worked, they earned, they spent.  And they didn’t always spend locally, which brought in goods from elsewhere, spreading the money around, removing it from local circulation and, at the same time, enriching the community with new Stuff.  The new Château le Vide was in business.

Pop would be so proud of me.

When we weren’t busy—and we weren’t!—Rusty and I had time to do nice things.  We went boating on the river or picnicking on the riverbank.  I read a lot of French novels from the period, rounding out my reading with a bit of Spanish fiction.  Also, while I don’t particularly like wearing fancy dresses without an appropriate occasion, I’ve been encouraging the post-war economy by making sure the local tailor doesn’t go bankrupt.  I’m not prepared to visit Louis XIV again, but I’m prepared for a week of fancy parties in the Paris of 1946!

I’ve also gone out of my way to note the birthdays of everyone who works in our vineyard.  Having a little birthday celebration is another excuse to spend money in the local economy.  There is more than one baker in town, so having a cake made pretty much every week is helping there, too.  It’s also a good excuse for taking a long lunch.

Rusty spent a fair bit of time in town, hanging around his favorite bistro with a number of our hired hands.  He, too, is contributing.  It’s become his custom to buy a round for the house whenever one of our hired hands has a celebration—birthday, new baby, a marriage, whatever.  I think he would be happier in a more Italian setting, though. We can’t really do Italian—not here, not at the moment.  He can do Nordic, though, despite his darker skin.  And, say what you like about the French, a number of the locals fought in the French Resistance. He almost always comes home only after a friendly bar fight.

I would not have called that.  The French gentlemen I met all seem eager to be as polite as humanly possible.  They don’t seem the sort to start throwing punches over a difference of opinion on sports, politics, or literature.  Then again, if you ask them, every man in town will claim he was part of the French Resistance—possibly whether he was or not.  And when they’re talking to me, they’re talking to a lady.  I guess it’s different when they’ve had a bit to drink and they’re talking to a foreigner with a terrible accent.

Rusty is working on his French.  It’s not going quickly.  He’s not a linguist.

He takes care not to damage the bar too much, nor the customers.  Again, he’s only after a friendly fight—a concept I’m not sure I fully understand.  I wasn’t taught to be friendly when fighting.  He says it’s like a sparring match.  I have to take his word for it.  Still, nobody seems too angry with him, so I guess they understand how it works.  In fact, a number of the more standoffish ones—the ones who were especially snooty about his accent—seem to not mind it so much, now.  I guess Rusty is accepted as an honorary villager, rather than a nouveau riche American who bought a vineyard.

I resolved not to go back to La Mancha.  I took a brief trip to try and straighten out the castle.  It’s not exactly rocket science.  Rocket science I can do.  The complexities of the castle are a geometric headache.  D’vayn will have to sort it out by hand or risk trying to re-visualize the place.  Good luck to him, either way.  From what I’ve seen of the other continents, he’s got lots of time before anyone can even consider trying to invade the Tassarian Empire.  I think Uncle Dusty is a worrywart.

But the reason I don’t think La Mancha is a good place to stay is because of Rusty.  Hearing him go on about how much fun it is to schmooze and booze with the rowdier sorts leads me to believe he not only isn’t cut out for a caste system, he’ll rapidly become an outcast from the system and possibly hunted down as a heretic.  He doesn’t like the idea of categorizing people into social layers.  I’m not sure if that’s a Mafia thing or a wolf thing or if it’s just Rusty.  We’ll stay here for a while yet, I think.

On rare occasions, Uncle Dusty manifests in the pie plate of personification.  I’ve got it in a locked room so nobody stumbles across it and four dynamos spinning in there with it.  He hasn’t asked for anything too difficult since the whole Rethvan relocation thing.  All he wants is a little temple renovation here, faking a divine visitation there, and similar stuff.

He’s also asked for help in Rethven, so I’ve made a couple of trips to give supplemental lessons on illuminating subterranean farms, too.  The underground dwellers have less proficiency in magic than we might have hoped.  Still, after doing a little testing, I think I’ve found the more talented ones.  With intensive individual coaching—and a psychic link—they’re coming along pretty well.  Keeping the farms illuminated is the sine qua non of underground survival.  I think they can do it.  I’ve also cast a lot of flame-like illumination spells for them.  Mine are self-sustaining in Rethven’s magical field.  The residents still need to cast their own spells!  A few of them can do it reliably.  A few is sufficient.  They’ll get plenty of practice.

Are they wizards?  No.  People who know a couple of spells?  Yes.  Uncle Dusty assures me this will be the seed of many a magical tradition, leading, ultimately, to the magicians and wizards of Rethven.

Or so he says.  I’m sure he’s going to try to make it come out that way.  I wish him luck.
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I’ve been giving it a lot of thought.  I’ve had lots of time to think, so this was unavoidable.  There’s nothing here to keep me so busy. I have time to worry.

And, when I realized this, the dominoes clicked over, one after the other, falling into a clear pattern.

There’s nothing here worth my time.

Oh, wow.  That sounds egotistical.  I don’t mean it to be.

Look, running a vineyard takes brains and work and—by strong preference—experience.  All of those are available here.  Planting, weeding, fighting off pests (insects) by spraying, fighting off pests (human) by threat of force, harvesting the leaves, harvesting the grapes, turning grapes into grape juice and grape juice into wine, all this takes planning and work.  It’s not an easy thing to make it all come together flawlessly.

The thing is…

The thing is…

How do I put this without sounding like a spoiled princess?

I have powers.  I have capabilities.  This place is so nice, there’s nothing demanding going on.  Nothing requiring my… hmm.  Bad phrasing.

There’s nothing here I find challenging.  Oh, sure, I have to work at things.  I pull grapes with the best of them.  I have an herb garden that’s the envy of everybody within a hundred miles.  There’s all sorts of work to be done and I do my part.

I haven’t taken apart a spell to jigger a new function into it in months.

I haven’t built anything.

I haven’t repaired anything.  Casting a spell on the house doesn’t count.  It doesn’t take thought and planning on exactly how to put missing components back into play.  The house becomes more house-like as the magical energy counteracts entropy.

I haven’t healed the lame, cured the sick, or even helped an old lady across the street.

I haven’t faced a vampire.  I’ve wrestled with a werewolf, but that’s a very different arrangement.

I haven’t so much as gotten into a fistfight.  Heck, I haven’t even gotten into a decent argument!

Rusty seems okay with all this.  He gets to run around the countryside at night, chase the local wildlife, and make friends with the region’s wolves.

Told you I’d get to it.

People gradually became aware of a lone wolf in the region, much to their dismay.  A few missing chickens is one thing.  Having a hungry wolf roaming around is a danger!

At least, until a lost little boy comes home riding on the back of a wolf.  It takes the wind out of the argument.  Many people might still be concerned.  At least one set of parents will brook no criticism of their new wolf friend.

Waking up drunk in a ditch and chivvied home before the storm breaks is another way to earn a nickname: le loup berger, “The shepherd wolf.”

Rusty has, on occasion, spent all night in wolf form, running around the countryside while scaring off wildlife.  I don’t know what regular wolves do when they detect a werewolf marking his territory.  Flee, is my guess.  I doubt they challenge it.

One of the most amusing things about it is Rusty’s attitude and the arguments he gets into.

“I haven’t seen this wolf and I don’t believe it.  Bringing home a child instead of eating it?  Ha!  Guiding a man home because he’s barely sober enough to walk?  Ha!”

And the locals shake their heads and act like l'étranger does not understand the secrets of their village—as though their wolf has always been a part of village life and nobody from outside could ever truly comprehend what it means to them.

I don’t know how he can keep up the act without grinning.  I really don’t.

Rusty does like it here.  It suits him pretty well, all things considered.  He likes big cities, too, but not for the same reasons.  A big village or tiny town is a good fit for him.  Thing is, Rusty is accustomed to a much more relaxed lifestyle than I am.  I wasn’t raised to sit by the fire and knit!

I can’t blame Pop.  Pop wanted me to be as capable as possible so I could do anything.  The problem is, the process of learning to be so capable made me incapable of being content with sitting on my hands.  I have the terrible feeling I’m wasting my potential.  I’m not living up to expectations—whose expectations, I’m not sure.  I feel like I’m slacking off.  I’m being lazy.  And I hate it.

Southern France?  Lovely.  Wonderful.  It’s as close to paradise as I’m ever going to get… but I don’t belong here.

Maybe France would be more fun in 1940, when the Germans invaded.  Or, no… rather, it would be more exciting.  Maybe 1944 would be better.  Do I want to be part of the French Resistance, conducting guerilla raids in Nazi-occupied France and spying for the Allies?  Or do I want to fight my way across France with the Allies, heading for Berlin?

Pop would bypass all that and show up in Berlin one evening, eliminate the entire high command, and see how far he could get into the staff officers and senior clerks before sunrise.  Me, I’m not trying to achieve an efficient victory.  I’m trying to find something to hold my interest.  Fighting Nazis seems like a reasonable idea.

Locally, all that is over and done with.  I can always find another world where the swastika is flying in Paris.  If I try, I can find a world where Hitler’s Fortress Europe is a fact and the Normandy invasion failed.  Imagine a world where the Third Reich developed atomic weapons.  Picture a place with Japan in charge of China and Mongolia on one end, a German-Italian Europe on the other, and Russia split in two between them.

I don’t think I want to try fixing that mess.  I’ll stick to timelines that haven’t gone so terribly wrong.

Long ago, Pop took me to the trenches in World War One.  He posed as a civilian doctor and I was his aide.  Nobody argued with us, aside from the occasional, “This is no place for a girl!”  Pop would silence them with a sharp look and possibly a snappy remark and start fixing injuries while I handed him stuff.

It wasn’t a pleasant experience, but that was the point.  “War is hell” is a fine sentiment, and one oft-repeated by people who have never seen it.  I’ve met a lot of men who came back from a police action in Vietnam who always said, “You had to be there.”  The sentiment was similar.  Pop prepared for weeks to go into a war zone and show me exactly what it looked like, from the mud to the blood to the guts opened up by an artillery round.

I understood about blood and pain from working on a farm.  I understood human anatomy.  In the trenches, I got to see it, to smell it.  I knew how to put it all back together, and I actually did it.

I didn’t have to stay there.  He made it clear we could leave whenever I wanted.  It was an educational experience.  I wasn’t being drafted.  So we showed up for a few hours, fixed a lot of injuries, and went home.  I got to sit at the kitchen table and have lemon sherbert while we talked about it.  I decided I wanted to do it again—not because I enjoyed it, but because going once was not enough to make it easy.  If I had to face it involuntarily, I wanted to be ready.  So we visited Antietam.  And Falkirk.  And Alesia—I met Julius Caesar there, and put six stitches in his calf, under Pop’s supervision.  He was nice enough, if a bit brusque.  I can understand.  He was a little stressed.

I don’t know if Pop is a great parent.  I will fight to the death anyone who says he wasn’t an effective parent.  Later, when I started going off on my own, I saw people eviscerated in front of me. I didn’t scream, I didn’t puke, and I didn’t panic.  Pop did a good job preparing me for the harsher, more unpleasant aspects of being alive—and how to stay alive.  Ensuring the survival of the offspring may be the most important thing a parent does.

Sorry.  Rambling.

Getting back to the question of what I wanted to do…  Did I want to fight in the Resistance?  Or did I want to fight a war at all?  I couldn’t decide, so I got my furry friend and talked it over at dinner.  We sat on the brick patio behind the house and watched clouds turn different colors.  We finished dinner and sipped a sparkling wine.

It didn’t come from the Champagne region, so, technically, it wasn’t champagne.  Around here, people can be very specific about such things.

“I’m guessing you like it here,” I started.

“Yep.”  Rusty selected another tiny wedge of cheese from the board and tossed it in the air, catching it in his mouth.  We had four cows, but we didn’t make our own cheese.  We had an exchange deal with the village fromagerie.

“Enough to make this home for good?”

Rusty chewed and thought and swallowed rather than answer immediately.

“I like it here,” he said.  “Maybe, when I’m old and tired and want everything to slow down, I would want this and only this.  Or maybe I’d be content with this.  It’s nice.”

“Yes.  It’s very nice.”

“Yeah.  It’s nice.  Really, really… nice.”

“Too nice?” I asked.

“It’s not too nice to endure.  It’s like chocolate.  I like chocolate.  I don’t want too much of it, but it’s good.”

“So…?” I prompted.

“This would be a fun retirement village,” he decided.  “If we could get the locals on board with werewolves—and I think I can—this would be a good place to raise pups.”

“Should I plant climbing roses for the front door?”

“Please don’t.  I’m not a flowers kind of guy.  If we have anything over the door, it should be crossed swords or axes.”

“Oh?  Go on.”

“About how much I like it here?  Or about why I would rather have something besides flowers over the door?”

“Are they related?”

“Possibly.  Probably.  Why?  Do you like it here?”

“Mostly.”

“What about it isn’t as appealing as the rest?” he asked.

“When was the last time you made a pizza?”

Rusty looked puzzled and put down his glass.  He shifted in his chair and turned toward me.

“We don’t have an oven for it.  What’s that got to do with it?”

“I can build you a brick pizza oven, if you want.  I’m going somewhere with this.  Just tell me.”

“I don’t recall.  I want to say it was when we lived in Detroit.  I played around at making Detroit-style pizza because it was different.”

“I think so, too.  Have you hunted down anything unpleasant and killed it?  Recently.”

“Not here, if that’s what you’re driving at.”

“I am.  Do you miss it?”

Rusty took another sip of wine and looked off into the distance.

“Yes and no.”

I waited.  I could tell he had more to say.  He took his time about finding the right words.

“I sometimes dream,” he said, “about the Hunter.  We chased things through the dark for… I don’t know how long.  It might have been days.  I never tired.  I never got hungry or thirsty.  There was the hunt, and only the hunt.  If I wind up an old man in a farmhouse, this is the house and this is the farm.  Once I die, I would not be unhappy to find my personal heaven is in the darker lands of Faerie.”

“I can understand that.”

“I’m not done.”

“Oh.  Continue.”

“In the meantime, I’m not an old man.  I don’t need to sit in my rocker and remember the old days.  Yes, I’ve hunted vampires.  I’ve studied magic and become a wizard—not much of one, I admit.  I would like to think I count.”

“You do,” I interjected.  “Go on.”

“I’ve salvaged spaceships.  I’ve survived a nuclear war.  I’ve survived a nuclear bomb.  I’ve survived a vampire plague and zombie hordes.  I’ve run with the Wild Hunt.  I’ve met a unicorn.  I’ve done a lot of things.  And now I live in a quiet village with pretty scenery and productive fields.”  He puffed out his cheeks in a sort of sigh.  “I’m not sure what I’m trying to say.  I think… I think what I’m… I think the question is, am I done?  Have I done all the things?  I’m still young and strong and… and… and I can do so much more, I guess.  And there isn’t anything to do here.  This world is pretty much out of Nazis, unless we’re going to South America and sniffing around for them—and, for the record, I would be delighted to do so if you feel like it.

“I don’t mind living here,” he went on.  “I think it’s nice to find lost children and show them the way home.  It’s my personal brand of ‘where’-wolf, sort of.  But there’s nothing here for me to sink my teeth into.  Show me a rabid lion.  Where’s my monster crocodile, like the one we killed for your uncle’s friend?  Is there a serial killer abroad I can sniff out, track down, and rip apart?  No.  It’s like… I kinda feel like I’m waiting for something to happen.  For anything to happen.  But nothing happens here.  Oh, there’s plenty of drama between people.  Mostly, it’s only gossip to me and none of my business.  It’s soap opera problems, not…” he trailed off, not certain how to phrase it.

“You’re bored.”

“I wouldn’t say that,” he protested.  “I’m entertained.  I like farming, weird as that seems for a city boy.  The guys at the bistro are good guys and a couple of them are downright hilarious.  They also know how to throw a punch and how to take one, and they don’t hold grudges.  But… well… take the chickens, for example.”

“What about the chickens?”

“I’m hunting chickens.  I am not sprinting through the night to chase down a bull elk in mating season.  I’m not even creeping through the forest after buck deer.  I’m chasing a squawking bundle of feathers.  It’s like… Hmm.  I imagine it’s like a retired military dog playing fetch.  ‘Didn’t I used to sniff out bombs?  Didn’t I used to bring down terrorists by biting them in the groin?  Now I’m chasing a stick?  A stick that doesn’t even have a fuse burning at one end?  This is it?  This is my life?’  That sort of thing.”

I leaned back in my chair.  The wickerwork rattled and creaked.  I turned toward the sunset.  The sun was down and the fire in the clouds died to embers.

“I know what you mean,” I told him, because I did.  “We have different reasons, but I feel much the same.  This place is just plain nice.  Very plain.  Very nice  Too plain and too nice for the likes of us.”

“I do like it here,” he pointed out.  “It’s a wonderful place to decompress and unwind and relax.  Check that.  It’s a wonderful place, period.  I can’t see myself… that is, I don’t think I’ll be happy staying here forever.”

“Is that what it is?  It’s a nice place to visit, but I wouldn’t want to live there?”

“Maybe.  Or maybe it’s us, not the place.”

“How do you mean?”

“Maybe we’re wrong about looking for a place to live.  Maybe there isn’t any one place we can call home.  There are people, like the galator, who travel all the time.  They don’t stay put.  Our travels are little broader than theirs, but maybe the idea is the same.  We talked about this before, being world-hopping nomads, living anywhere we like until we don’t like it anymore.”

“So, we find places to call rest stops?  Pop’s house in Iowa.  The reactor world apartment.  The moonbase.  Places like that.  Maybe even here, in this vineyard.  Places we go back to when we rest or recuperate or resupply.  And, when we’re not here, we’re out there, doing whatever comes to mind and having whatever adventure falls readily to hand?”

“Could be,” he allowed.  “All I know is I’ve got good stories to tell at the drum circle, if I ever get to attend a drum circle again, but I don’t want to have to tell the same stories over and over.  I could stand to have a few more.  I feel I’m not done with that life,” he decided.  “Enough about me.  How about you?  If you were presented with the choice of living out your days here, never leaving, or going walkabout and never coming back, which would you pick?”

I added a little wine to my glass and watched the bubbles, taking the time to think.  Rusty helped himself to another piece of cheese.

“I don’t see how we can preserve this farmhouse as ours,” I warned him.  “Not for long, anyway, even with time-tickers.  A time-ticker chain is relative to the world at the other end of it.  This place will miss us pretty quickly.  There are a lot of people to ask questions.  You may be more right than you know when you say we can’t come back.”

“We could say we’re going to travel the world,” he suggested.  “This could be our house in the south of France, where we come back to when we want to rest.  I know just the guy to take over and run it for us while we’re gone, even if we don’t come back.”

“Maybe.  We could hire a foreman to run the place while we’re gone.  I don’t think it would be the same, though.  We might come to visit.  I don’t think we could come home to this place again.  It wouldn’t really be home anymore.  A vacation house, like you said.”

“I’m okay with that,” he told me.  “When we eventually build a new vacation home—a little place with a white picket fence and a pretty yard—if we find it takes a lot more effort than we like, it will be a sign we need to consider living in it instead of building a new one every time we want one.”

“I’ve heard several definitions of ‘home’,” I told him.  “Home is where the heart is.  Home is the place where, when you have to go there, they have to take you in.  Home is something you somehow haven’t to deserve.  Maybe the best one is, home is where you’d rather stay than go anywhere else.”

Rusty pushed his chair back as he stood up.  He offered me his hand and I took it, rising.

“Home is where you are,” he told me.  “Where is home next week?”
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“Missing France, yet?” I asked.

Rusty ducked under a wild swing and responded with an uppercut that lifted his assailant into the air, knocking him backward onto a table.  The table was of heavy, rough-timbered construction.  It withstood the abuse.  Rusty turned immediately to raise a forearm and block a chair aimed at this head.  It was of similar construction and failed to shatter, but Rusty is tough.  He cushioned the blow with one arm and punched with the other, sending his opponent reeling back with a nose streaming blood.

“This is better than the zombie world,” he replied.

I stepped back from my dance partner so his right cross slid by in front of my face instead of connecting with my cheek.  I caught his wrist as it went by and pulled, chopping my other hand into the back of his elbow.  He screamed and kept screaming as I sent him sliding, face-down, under the same table his friend occupied.  I had considered flipping him into the big, communal fire in the center of the tavern, but I didn’t want to damage the tinwork fume hood over it.  The owner of the place had been nice to us.

“Why do you ask?” Rusty went on, catching a fist in one hand, the other fist in the other hand, and head-bashing a man in the nose.  The man staggered back, or tried to.  Rusty let him move back several inches before yanking him forward to head-bash him in the face again.  This time, the man dropped.  I reflected, for the thousandth time, it must be nice to be a natural regenerator.

A crossbow bolt missed me by an inch, going whiff over my shoulder.  Behind me, someone screamed.  This distracted me from my latest assailant for an instant.  The crossbowman wore the colored armband of the local militia—a bad sign, considering Rusty and I had decided to infiltrate the militia and determine their plans for rebellion against the local Count.

I didn’t waste time wondering what gave us away.  Instead, I punched my guy in the throat to take the fight out of him, yanked the dagger from his belt, kneed him in the groin to get him out of my line of fire, and threw the knife at the crossbowman.  Since he had lowered the crossbow and stepped in the stirrup preparatory to pulling back the string, he wasn’t paying attention.  The knife hit him in the thigh, hard, and stuck there.  He screamed and released the bowstring prematurely.  It didn’t snap, but he lost his balance and toppled backward, hands clutching his leg.

Rusty, meanwhile, had also noticed the man—excuse me, “men”—coming into the tavern.  They all wore the cloth armbands indicating they were members of the militia.  Unlike the locals in the tavern who wanted to pummel us into submission, the militia carried arms.  Illegal arms, I should say.  Farm implements were legal.  A belt knife was legal.  Hunks of wood were legal.  The stools and chairs were legal.  Crossbows and swords were weapons of war.

“Oh, just curious,” I said, trying to sound casual.  “The wine in this place isn’t great.”

“Let’s find a better one,” Rusty said, stepping closer to me.  We stood back-to-back while a bunch of people decided how involved they wanted to become now that the militia was present.  A few dragged the unconscious or wounded people away.  Others turned over the rough-cut tables and took cover.  The militia, for their part, spread out along the front wall and spent a minute sorting themselves out.

They weren’t professionals, but it doesn’t take a lot of brains to put swords and shields in front and missile weapons in back.  They needed a lot more drill to do it quickly, though.

“Surrender!” shouted a voice from the back.  Probably their commander.  They weren’t so green as to assume he meant them.  Still, for the comedy and confusion value, I shouted back.

“We accept your surrender.  Throw down your weapons and you will not be harmed.”

Yep.  These guys were new to the game.  The men looked at each other with puzzled expressions, obviously uncertain about how this was supposed to play out.

You think they’ve covered the back? Rusty thought at me.

I don’t know, I sent back.  I’d say it’s a coin flip.  They aren’t good at this.

Okay.  Back door or stairs?

Stairs.  The back door is iffy.  With the stairs they’ll think they’ve got us.

“We are not surrendering!” shouted their commander.  “You are the ones surrendering!”

“We are not!” I shouted back.  “You’re the one who offered!”

“That’s not what I meant!  I demand your surrender!”

“Oh, is that what you meant?  I was confused.  Does that mean we won’t be harmed?”

“Surrender or die,” he demanded, finally getting the hang of it.  “Do it now!”

I gestured at the glowing coals of the firepit.  They flared up and a dragon made of flame sprang out, leaping toward the men nearest the door.  A lot of crossbows twanged, a few bolts even went through the fiery apparition.  The rogue shots missed us, as well, due to our deflection spells.

While the screaming and shooting went on, Rusty and I broke for the half-log stairs.  We pounded up, three at a time, before anyone could tear themselves away from a fire elemental.  Once I lost line of sight on the fire manifestation, though, it whuffed out like a birthday candle.

“Get them!” screamed the leader.  “Get them!  Get them!”  Many feet hit the steps a moment later.  Rusty took one of the cots—the upstairs was a common sleeping area—and flung it down the steps, tangling up our pursuers.  He repeated the process with more of the furniture.

I headed for the front of the building.  It had windows, but the local glassmaking technology was insufficient to make glass cheaply.  I flung open the inner and outer shutters.  It was dark out.  There was nobody visible in the street.  Clearly, everyone who wanted to have anything at all to do with this was already inside the tavern.

With the second and third cots also tangling up everyone on the stairs, along with the poor guy who had the misfortune to shatter a ceramic chamber pot with his face, we exited through the window.  I went out feet-first, with Rusty leaning out to hold my hand and lower me as much as possible.  I landed quietly and saw I was directly behind the fat guy doing all the shouting.  He stood in the doorway, not quite inside, and occasionally yelling encouragement— “Get ’em!” and the like.

I can recognize an opportunity when it presents itself.  I grabbed the commander in a knockout chokehold as Rusty landed behind us.  He hit and rolled, having leaped farther.

Together, we muscled the fat guy along the front of the building and around the corner, out of immediate sight.  My hold on his neck cut off his air and compressed blood vessels.  His eyes rolled up and he went limp.

“Carry him?” Rusty asked.

“I don’t have time to read his mind here.”

“He’s big.  I’ll have to transform to hoist him.” He did so, then hoisted the fat man in both arms.  I led the way to—if possible—dissuade witnesses from screaming.  We hurried along at a jogging pace, avoiding the few people out and about at this hour.

Behind us, alarm bells rang.  Oh, well.  They were bound to sound the alarm sooner or later.  Getting out through one of the town gates wasn’t going to happen.  I didn’t mind.  We weren’t intending to leave through one of their gates.

The tavern we escaped from wasn’t where we were staying.  The inn was another building entirely.  We made it there.  Rusty shifted down again, temporarily, and held Fatso up by an arm around the neck.  He showed signs of waking up, so discouraging his consciousness seemed a good idea.

The innkeeper looked through the little hatch in the door, recognized me, and unbolted it.  We hustled in with our cargo.  I put a finger on the innkeeper’s lips as he started to speak.  I shook my head and smiled at him while Rusty dragged our prisoner to our room.  I followed and shut the door.

I’d already prepared a corner of the room as a shifter.  You never know when you’re going to need to leave in the middle of the night.  It was a tight fit for the three of us, but I made it work.

Here’s what happened.  Rusty and I have been banging around the universes, seeing sights, learning stuff, and generally sticking our noses into matters not truly our business.  I’m not sure how to put “meddling do-gooder” on a resumé, so I hope never to fill one out.  I’ve got a lot more stuff like that, now.

We finished another of our adventures in a futuristic Earthline, hunting down human traffickers in the Eastern Spiral Arm.  The Olorn Empire didn’t view humans as people, so basic sapient rights didn’t apply as far as they were concerned.  Humans were animals, albeit highly intelligent ones.  Olorns felt any species who couldn’t communicate directly, mind to mind, without flapping meat at each other was a lesser creature.

This wouldn’t have been a problem, but there were humans willing to sell other humans to the Olorn Empire in exchange for Olorn psychoactive drugs.  It would have been a major problem if humans had been worth more.  Even so, any human trafficking was enough to get the Federated Systems annoyed.

We found the humans doing the trafficking, sent the evidence and their ident data to the Feds, and sold them to the Zirans.  The Zirans were a hive-mind race of the insectoid type and, in this universe, were deeply cautious about humans.  They had every right to be.  Humans were still objects of curiosity to the queens.  It seemed fair to sell pets to the Zirans, so we sold the humans who were willing to sell their fellow humans.

Legal?  No.  Moral?  Good question.  As I said, it seemed fair.

Unfortunately, with all the official attention, the inevitable net of bureaucratic interrogation was closing in.  Who were we?  Where did we come from?  Why are there absolutely no records on you?  All that stuff.  High-tech societies are fine as long as their communications have major lag.  You’ve got time until records requests can be sent, received, processed, and returned.  Dang bureaucracy.

It wasn’t too bad, really.  We could have kept ahead of the Fed authorities pretty easily.  It’s a big galaxy.  Eventually they were going to already be where we wanted to be, asking for our idents and not being polite about it.  So we decided to bail out.  We try to alternate between Earthlines and voidworlds, mostly because there’s always the work of grabbing and removing Dingus vampires from Earthlines before we can enjoy the universe.  This gives us a branch we can add to the index, though, so that’s nice.

We left the Earthline for a voidworld. I like voidworlds.  They usually have enough magic to be interesting and seldom have the bureaucracy to be difficult.  True, we have to figure out how the local society works—what’s acceptable, what isn’t, and how to behave—and then figure out what sort of fun we’re going to have.

It can be dangerous.  Mostly it’s entertaining.  We like adventure.

The inhabitants called their world Karká.  Their technology was pretty decent, considering it was all wind and water powered.  They understood reciprocation, cams, and gear ratios.  Their magic was another story.

See, they had two classes of magic-users.  One was the uninitiated, mildly talented amateur who wished really hard and caused things to happen.  This sort of person usually blew himself up or ruined things for other people.  Either way, he didn’t survive long when the mob, thinking he was an evil creature, hacked him down or burned him in his house or whatever the mob happened to feel like at the time.

The other class of magic-user was the uninitiated but extremely talented amateur who saw or felt the magical forces and realized no one else did.  This sort could work in small ways, concentrating on making specific things happening.  This was superior to the mildly-talented people who discovered they could channel magical energies by screaming, “I hate you!” at someone and watching them fall down dead.  The more talented sort could keep their abilities a secret—at least, a few of them could—and might eventually learn enough about how to use magic to be good at it.

The survivors tended to be extremely wary of revealing their abilities.  They weren’t known for being trusting.  The ones who developed their abilities to any degree were isolated and paranoid, as well as proficient and powerful.

Someday, someone is going to convince a group of them to work together.  Then things might change.  Until then, wizards are ill-tempered hermits and generally determined to stay that way, the alternative being a corpse.

Meanwhile the world is full of interesting magical flora and fauna.  They don’t have werewolves, per se, since they don’t have a moon.  They do have a couple of shapeshifting monsters.  Oddly enough, silver is still supposed to be bad for them.  Rusty would be regarded as a target if he transformed.

We wandered around, met people, drank in taverns, slept in inns, and bought a few maps— “Here There Be Dragons” sorts of maps.  Cartography was clearly a skill they possessed.  They simply hadn’t got around to mapping the whole world.  There were vague areas with landmasses, mostly coastal outlines, without details.  These, we discovered, were holdovers from before the dark ages.

This bothers me.  Is it normal for human societies to grow to grand, imperial size, then suffer a catastrophic collapse?  At this point, I’ve seen a lot of worlds.  Voidworlds and Earthlines generally have something in their history—or at least their legends—along the lines of a great empire or vast federation or even a global nation that went kaputt.  Even Tauta has this issue, although I don’t recall offhand the Tassarians ever mentioning it.  Uncle Dusty told me about it.  As for Earth, there’s the asteroid that wiped out the dinosaur civilization, then the fall of Atlantis, then the collapse of the Roman empire, and don’t get me started on Asia…

Is this an inevitable, even a cyclic thing?  Maybe I should find a history department and offer grant money to study the question.  Or maybe I should ask a history professor and get an earful.

Anyway, Rusty and I hung around and got to know the place.  I wasn’t going to open up a magic shop, obviously.  After a brief consultation with a few of the world’s wizards— “We come in peace.  See?  I’m a wizard, too!”—I concluded opening a wizards’ guild wasn’t going to fly, either.  They equated “change” with “risk,” and they didn’t like the idea of risking their lives by making themselves an even more tempting target by hanging around with others.  Putting all the eggs in one basket for easy scrambling, sort of.

While we were looking for something to stick our noses into, Rusty came across rumors of rebellious grumbling against the local count—Count Merion.

Sidebar:  I use the term “count” not as a specific title.  It’s a generic rank based on his power.  He ruled over an area too large for a typical barony.  In a feudal system, it would probably have subdivisions ruled by barons.  This was more of a tight union of three good-sized towns and a dozen villages under one ruler, and with no formal superior over the ruler.  I suppose I could call him a king, but he was “king” over less than a thousand square miles.  If I did that, the larger nation neighboring him—two counties, comprising six towns and a city—would have to be ruled by an emperor, which seemed silly.

We decided to investigate the rumors of rebellion by going to visit the rumored rebellious town of Maon, posing as travelers and listening a lot.  We didn’t get much, aside from a lot of local grumbling about how the Count taxed and tariffed them to death.

The place seemed prosperous.  A scrying check on other areas of the county told me they were better off than the rest.  I suspect the Count was either trying to redistribute the wealth and raise the economy throughout his realm—unlikely—or trying to bring the highest quality-of-life area down to a more average level.  You can’t have travelers telling the poor and downtrodden there are better places to live!  Either way, it was pissing off the people already living in the nicest place around.

Late one afternoon, we observed a bunch of guys practicing with sticks, mostly staff-work, and Rusty volunteered to join in.  They told him to buzz off and keep his mouth shut.  We buzzed off.  We now had things to ask the townsfolk of Maon about.

This, I think, is what got us noticed.  I mean really noticed.  Strangers in town are fine.  Travelers spend money.  They buy food and gear, rent lodgings, and so on.  Travelers who stay and ask questions about your militia-in-training is another matter, especially when they’re preparing for violent rebellion against and the potential overthrow of their ruler.  “Hey!  Those aren’t travelers!  Those are spies for the Count!”

Well, we were spies, sort of.  Nosey, certainly.  We didn’t work for the Count, but nobody seemed to be interested in our denials.

Elkon—the fat guy who yelled orders—didn’t want to explain anything.  When he recovered consciousness, we were on an uninhabited island, although still on the world of Karká.  It’s nice to have a local place to teleport.  It’s quicker and easier than breaching trans-universal barriers.  Plus, we set up a tarp among the trees, sort of like a big beach umbrella.  We had a place out of the sun and rain, still with a great ocean view.  It was really nice.

After we arrived and laid Elkon out on the beach, we had a calm, rational discussion with him.  He chose to be obstinate.  We were spies for the Count.  We were traitors to the people.  We were totalitarian thugs.  We were fascist agents.  We were mercenaries who only cared about money, with no regard for who we might hurt.

Mind you, he wasn’t as concise and eloquent as all that.  He added quite a few intensifiers, most of them involving sex or manure, depending on the flow of his answers.

Rusty quickly tired of this.  He took Elkon by the front, grabbing a fistful of linen shirt and leather vest, and yanked him up into a sitting position, nose to nose.  Elkon didn’t resist.  The fact I was pretending to clean my nails with a really wicked-looking curved blade had nothing to do with it.  He didn’t even glance at me.

“Now listen,” Rusty began, trying to sound calm and not quite succeeding.  “You’re not being very helpful.  I don’t like people who aren’t helpful.  I try to be helpful and think every good person in the world does the same.  If you’re not helpful, you’re not a good person.  Which means you’re a bad person.  If you’re a bad person, eating you is an option.  I’m allowed to eat bad people.”

Elkon snorted.  He wasn’t bound in any way; it didn’t seem necessary.  Rusty and I were armed.  He wasn’t.  And he certainly wasn’t going to outrun us.  He put his hands behind him, on the ground, propping himself up to stay nose-to-nose with Rusty.

He expressed his disbelief with one rude word and he spat on Rusty’s shirtfront.

I stepped back.  Rusty does a good job of being a level-headed person, mostly.  The trick is for him to understand and comprehend what is making him feel angry.  He processes this, consciously chooses whether it is legitimately worth being angry about, or it’s simply an annoyance provoking an unjustified anger.

But the key to this coping strategy is having time—time to grasp the situation and think about it to reach a logical conclusion.  When D’vayn burst in on us is a good example.  Surprise Rusty when he’s already on edge, or provoke him without warning, and he can respond reflexively.  For a werewolf with high-speed shapeshifting capability—no, I have not toned it down, not one bit—this can cause results both sudden and irrevocable.

Rusty actively hates being spat on.  It’s one of his triggers.  You can spit in his presence without fear.  He’s known a number of people who chewed tobacco, for example.  Spitting on him is like whacking him with a rolled-up newspaper and calling him a bitch.  While this is insulting and provocative in many human cultures, it has severe connotations in Rusty’s werewolf culture, usually leading to even worse repercussions.

Elkon found himself nose-to-nose with several hundred pounds of half-man, half-wolf.  Elkon rose slowly as Rusty hoisted him, one-handed, lips peeled back, snarling, revealing oh-my-Grandma-those-aren’t-your-usual-dentures teeth.  Rusty… what’s the word?  Barked?  Is there a specific word for a bark where the snarl turns into a loud, open-mawed noise and is followed by tomb-door-slamming as the enormous mouth chomps shut on nothing?

“Bark” doesn’t seem to cover it.  I don’t know what else to call it.

I reached up and put a hand on Rusty’s arm.  It was hard and tight under the fur, supporting Elkon’s considerable weight.  I patted his bicep.

“No, Rusty.  Please.  No.”

Rusty doesn’t always listen.  I figured Elkon had about a fifty-fifty chance of becoming a particularly messy chew toy.  I kept my hand on Rusty’s arm, not trying to restrain him, only to remind him I was there.

Very slowly, Rusty lowered Elkon to his feet.  Elkon collapsed backward to sit on the sandy beach.  He didn’t try to scramble away—wisely, I thought, even though it was instinctive on his part.  Trying to escape would have triggered a predator/prey response.  Freezing in place, holding totally still, was the right thing to do.  Rusty elected to let me handle the interrogation and continued his transformation into a wolf.

I know what this means.  As a wolf, he’s more instinctive.  He’s also harder to insult.  He’s also… not domesticated, because of all the things he is, “domesticated” sure as hell isn’t one of them.  He responds more immediately to me when he’s a wolf.  He finds it easier to be led when he’s in wolf form.  Being human can be more problematic.

Rusty was upset with Elkon.  I wasn’t pleased with him, either, but I’m used to being the cooler head when Rusty is provoked.  I crouched next to Elkon, idly smoothing and drawing in the sand with my knife.

“First thing,” I told him.  “Don’t get up.  Lie there.  Wiggle to get comfortable.  If you move too fast you’ll have a wolf eating you before you can hear the echo of your scream.  Got it?”

He got it.

“Second, we don’t work for the Count.  You’re assuming we do, and I understand your concern.  Your overreaction based on your fears has made it incredibly unlikely two potential allies will actually do anything to help you.”

“I didn’t—”

Rusty cut him off with a growl.

“Third,” I went on, as if he hadn’t tried to interrupt, “I still want to know why you’re so upset with Count Merion.  Your town looks very nice, very prosperous.  The taxes haven’t caused you any hardship.  Are you afraid he’s going to keep raising taxes, or are you simply unwilling to part with whatever amount he’s already taking?  How much is he taking, anyway?  I don’t even know if it’s a reasonable tax rate.”

“I won’t say anything,” Elkon stated, although not as definitely as he probably intended.  “You can’t make me talk.”

I looked at Rusty.  Rusty didn’t take his eyes off Elkon.  It struck me then how Elkon’s name was rather unfortunate.  Elk-on.  Rusty hunts elk for fun.

“Look, buddy, there are a couple of ways of making you talk.  So yes, I definitely can make you talk.  However, as I don’t particularly like watching anyone suffer and bleed and scream and weep and slowly die in a miserable lump of agonized regret, I would much rather you simply answered questions.  I’ll give you a minute to think it over.  Consider your options.  Think about whether or not you’ll tell me anything.  Think about every little fact you know.  Consider one little fact at a time.  Ask yourself if keeping that particular fact a secret is worth your life.  Is there anything you are willing to tell us?  What are you willing to part with in bargaining for your life?  Think hard.”

I laid a hand on Rusty’s neck and gently tugged him back.  We stepped back a couple of paces so Elkon could have a little space, calm down a bit, and actually think about anything besides The Teeth.

Rusty can make a hell of an impression.

While Elkon took a minute—a couple of minutes, actually—to consider his predicament, he did also consider what he knew and whether any part of it was something he might bargain with to avoid being eaten.

There was no way I was going to torture the information out of him.  I would much rather he directed his attention toward what he didn’t want me to know instead of how much pain he was in.  It’s why I encouraged him about what to think.  It made reading his mind a whole lot easier.  He laid out everything for me!

Eventually, Elkon shook his head.

“No.”

“No?” I asked.

“I won’t help you.  No matter what you do, I will fight you.”

“Oh.  Well, drat.  Your determination has foiled my plans completely.”

“Uh…”

“Yep.  There’s nothing I can do to change your mind, so I’m not going to get anything out of you.  I guess I’ll have to take you home and go elsewhere.  Phooey.”

Elkon lifted his head to look at me.  He did more than look.  He stared.

“I don’t understand.”

“Yeah, I figured.  Nobody gets my sense of humor.”

Rusty woofed in protest.  I skritched him behind the ears.

“Okay.  Let’s get you back to Maon.”

“What?”

I ignored his incomprehension.  He was unconscious when he arrived, so he had no idea what was going on.  He was considerably more upset when I shifted the three of us back, appearing in the town square, next to one of the public water fountains.

“Go straight home,” I advised, “and get cleaned up.  It’ll hurt your credibility if anyone sees you in this condition.  Goodnight.”

Rusty and I vanished, leaving Elkon to his own devices.
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“So, the issue isn’t with the taxation?” Rusty confirmed, before tearing meat off the turkey leg.  This tavern was much more upscale—and over a thousand miles from the town of Maon.  We could have snatched snacks to the island, of course, but Rusty wasn’t in the mood for the tropical beach vibe.  We went instead for the rowdy tavern ambiance, and for that it was easier to go out to eat.

“It’s a pretext,” I agreed.  “Sure, Count Merion is taxing them.  It’s what the nobility does.  In my opinion, it’s being blown out of proportion by Count Robar.”

“Okay, Maon is being taxed by their Count Merion.  Robar is telling Elkon and everyone else in Maon that Merion is being unreasonable.  You say Count Merion isn’t being unreasonable?”

“Yeah.  Elkon doesn’t know.  More accurately, he doesn’t realize it.  Elkon thinks Count Robar is a decent sort who is willing to sell weapons to the town so they can defend themselves from excessive taxation.  Elkon doesn’t grasp why.”

“There’s a good question.  Why?  What does Count Robar get out of this?  Aside from the profits from weapons dealing.”

“Got me,” I admitted.  “I’m inferring a lot from what Elkon knew.  He’s a leader of the militia because, a long time ago, he served as a soldier in one of Count Merion’s border wars.”

“Okay.  Merion is taxing the people of Maon.  Robar is selling them weapons and encouraging them to be upset at the taxes.  Count Merion is… what?  Unaware of this?  Or is he doing something about it?”

“That’s a great question.  Elkon thinks—or has been led to believe—Count Merion is preparing to invade the town, replace all the political leaders, put puppet guild leaders in, and take more direct control.  Elkon also thinks—he hasn’t been promised anything—he thinks Count Robar might be persuaded to hire out part of his standing army as mercenaries to help defend the town.  How much of all this is Count Robar’s propaganda is anybody’s guess.”

“It sounds to me as though Robar has more in mind,” Rusty decided.  “I mean, yeah, he’s making money off arms dealing.  The motive could be bigger.  Maybe he’s planning to move into the region after the rebels are clobbered into submission?”

“Could be.  Or he’s pushing for a rebellion in Count Merion’s territory to weaken the whole county, preparatory to invading it and either conquering it or lopping off a healthy slice of territory for himself.”

“Could he be working with another of Merion’s bordering states?  An invasion from two or three places at once could eliminate the whole county and get chunks of territory for everyone.  Even if he’s the decoy, drawing troops away from the rest of the county, if he’s working with other counties they could be ready to roll in.”

“I don’t know.  He might like having a weakened Merion County between him and the potential neighbors.  I doubt he’s planning to take the whole place.”

“Why not?  If he’s got the manpower, I mean.”

“If he overextends in taking the whole place, who’s to say the neighbors might not join up and take it from him?  Once the dust settles, the last thing you want to see is a fresh enemy waving at you from across the corpses.”

“Mm,” he said, tearing into another drumstick.

“This Count Robar seems to be moving more slowly,” I went on.  “He’s certainly moving more subtly, lying back and letting patsies do the work and take the fall before he does anything of his own.  If he can trigger a small rebellion—maybe even a civil war—he’ll have a better idea of how ready Count Merion is for an invasion.  And if it’s hard to put down the rebels, it might weaken Merion significantly.”

“Fair points,” he agreed.  “Who do we talk to in order to find out more?  On second thought, what do we want to find out?”

“How do you mean?”

“I like to know who the good guys are.”

“I’m not sure there are good guys when it comes to nobility.  Just lesser evils.”

“I can see that.  So which evil is the lesser one?”

“We’ll have to find out.  Right now, I suspect it’s the guy doing the taxing.  Merion.  The taxation may be higher in Maon, but it’s not obviously diminishing their quality of life, just their hoarded gold.  Compare that to Robar, the guy encouraging armed rebellion.”

“Is it possible the armed rebellion is justified?”

“It’s possible,” I agreed.  “That’s why we’ll look into it.”

Phoebe.

I held up a hand to forestall anything from Rusty.  I concentrated on the psychic impulse.  My transformer amulet spun faster.

Uncle Dusty?

I’d like a moment of your time, if you please.

Coming up.

“What is it?” Rusty asked, once I relaxed.

“Uncle Dusty paged me.”

“Really?  It’s been a while.  What does he want?”

“No idea.  It was just a shout.  He probably doesn’t want to waste the energy to hold a conversation when he doesn’t exist here.”

“If he’s willing to shout, it must be important.  The gods are stingy like that.”

“So I’ve heard.  You want to come with me to see what he wants?”

“Not really.  We’ve got an island all to ourselves.  I’ll fetch a couple of mirrors and I’ll prop them up in the shade.  I’ll look into the Counts and you can check on your uncle.”

“There’s a plan.”

I arrived in the prime reactor world, stepped out of the shift-area in my workroom, and checked the apartment.  Wherever he had his avatars, they weren’t waiting for me.  I ambled downstairs to look around.

Uncle Dusty waved at me from down a corridor.  He was standing next to the general-purpose shift-closet, letting one of his warehouse robots out.  It fit through the door, if only just.  I’m not sure if the robots were designed that way or if Pop modified all the doors in the reactor complex.  Another robot waited in the corridor, this one loaded with dynamos, several collapsible, flat-pack boxes, and a shovel.

I headed toward him.  He shut the door, concentrated for a moment to activate the shift, and smiled at me.  He met me halfway along the hallway.

“Afternoon.  How are things wherever you are?” he asked.

“Not bad.  Just checking into a bit of taxation without representation.  How are things here?”

“About the same.  Cameron is doing well.  The villagers are happy.  I’m shipping dynamos off to various places.  Typical stuff.”

“Good to hear,” I agreed.  He gestured and we walked together.  “I heard you yell for me.  Problem?”

“Yes and no.”

“You want another miracle?”

“I hadn’t thought of it like that,” he mused.  “Maybe.”  He held the door open to the breakroom and we went inside.

“Okay, you’re being cryptic.”

“Sorry.  I don’t mean to be.  I need to ask you about the microwave oven in your apartment and get your help with an issue in Tauta.”

“Barbarians invading the Empire?”

“No.”

“Angry gods challenging you for your position?”

“No.”

“Transplanted Romans marching all over the natives on the southern continent?”

“No.”

“Wow.  This is a tough one.  How many more guesses do I get?”

“If you’re implying I should come right out and tell you, I get the point.”

“Never crossed my mind,” I lied.  “I won’t object if you would rather come right out and tell me…”

“I will, but Tauta is likely to be more involved.  First, what’s the deal with the microwave?”

“What’s it doing?”

“How should I know?”

“Bad question,” I decided.  “What’s the problem?”

“I’m not sure there is one,” he admitted.  “Why don’t we go up and look at it?”

“Sure.”  We headed to the elevator.  “Want to tell me about Tauta on the way?”

“You know I’m not as powerful in Tauta as I am here.”

“I guessed.  I don’t know what the equivalence of one nuclear power plant is to active worshippers.”

“With this setup?  About two billion typical worshipers.  Full-time priests and cloistered monks are worth more, of course.  The Tassarian Empire doesn’t come close to matching the output here.  It doesn’t have that many people, much less devoutly religious ones.”

“I’d think you have nearly everyone active in a world where the gods regularly appear or manifest or obviously do things.”

“Yeah, but I’ve got competition.  Sort of.  I have to share.  I’m not the god of warriors, nor the god of merchants.  If I were a singular deity over the whole place it would be different.  I also wouldn’t have any allies when other deific manifestations showed up and tried to establish themselves.”

“Mmm.  Better to share a pie than to have to defend it from all comers, I guess.  Okay.  What’s going on in the Empire?”

“It’s not the Empire.  They aren’t even aware of it.  It’s an anomaly out in the middle of the ocean.”

“There’s a lot of ocean,” I pointed out.

“There is,” he agreed, as the elevator doors opened.  “Let’s look at the microwave and we’ll get back to this.”

In the apartment, the MMM2 was sitting where I’d left it.  I had my sight tuned to detect magical phenomena, so I noted the micro-gates inside were cycling.  They kept cycling, non-stop.

“Huh.”

“Yeah, it’s doing something.  When you set it up, it wasn’t too active.  Now it’s a constant thing.  Even at full blast, I don’t mind this thing’s power requirements.  Between the solar and geothermal supplies, we’ve got more than enough to keep a magical field around every dynamo the reactor can spin.  What concerns Me is your gadget may be in a feedback loop.”

“Give me a minute.”

I pulled over a chair and unlatched the microwave’s casing, opening it up for examination.  Everything was working perfectly.  No magical short circuits, no obvious feedback, no burnouts…

“Aha.”

“Aha?”

“I found the problem.”

“Great.  I love the suspense.”

“I am suddenly aware you and Pop sprang from the same source.  I’ve heard that exact tone before.”

“I am unsurprised.  What’s wrong with your gadget?”

“Oh, nothing is wrong with it, as such.  It’s doing exactly what I designed it to do.  It’s just nearly at capacity.”

“Capacity?” he repeated.

“When we stop by the apartment, we use the microwave,” I explained.  “Sometimes for food, sometimes for drinks, sometimes for valuables, sometimes for weapons and technology.  It’s a really handy gadget.  It’s also faster, cheaper, and easier to use a magic item to come here, then use a magic item to summon stuff, than to go through the whole process of summoning what I want by casting the spells manually.  Even moreso if I might have to try a couple of times to get it right.”

“I can understand that.  And?”

“Remember the plan to bleed the Dingus?”

“You’re making him sweat blood by capturing his vampires and sticking them in stellar orbits.”

“Exactly.  I’m also keeping the cleaned-out Earthline branches intact as primary search locations.  The microwave searches in those worlds first, only creating a new branch if it doesn’t find what I’m looking for.”

“And the micro-gates have to keep connecting to maintain them,” he said, as the light dawned.  “You’ve got a lot of branches in your list, now, so the gates are always connecting and reconnecting to keep them from collapsing.”

“Exactly.”

“So it’s not about to blow up?”

“No, it’s just busy.  I knew it was busy the last time I was here, but I didn’t think it was this close to capacity.  The micro-gates inside can only connect so quickly.  I’ll have to add more.”

“Hang on,” Uncle Dusty protested.  “Before you do that, consider.  This is the keystone to a bloodletting attack on a massively powerful celestial creature.  Maybe having it in My house isn’t the best place for it.”

“You can guard it from interference, can’t you?”

“To a degree,” he hedged.  “If it pisses him off enough, the Dingus can smite it.  I think I can keep him from figuring out where it is.  If not, and if he’s angry enough about it, he may decide to go to the trouble of destroying it—and anything around it.  You’re risking a sizable fraction of My reactor power by keeping it here.”

“Mm.  I suppose I should improve it and move it.  The system needs more micro-gates.  It also needs more automation.  I originally started it as a convenience.  Now it’s a weapon.  I should redesign it so the weapon is separate.  The Box of Summoning portion can still take advantage of the catalogue of ‘cleaned’ universes.  I intended to do this when I first weaponized my grocery shopping.  I never got around to it.  Sorry.”

“May I suggest now is a good time?”

“Rusty’s doing intelligence-gathering,” I agreed.  “Let me notify him I’ll be busy and I’ll get on it.  When he’s done, I can take a break to finish up in Karká or he can take a break to help me finish The Bloodletter.”

“’The Bloodletter’?”

“It’s what I’ve decided to call my Dingus-power-bleeding device.  It’s using his own vampires against him, so…”

“The name seems apt.  If you’re going to focus on this for a bit, can I ask you to use your time-ticker chain to slow down Tauta?  The issue is likely to take longer than your project.  Slow Tauta down and come back to it when you’re done.  Is that reasonable?”

“Very much so.  Have you been taking reasonableness lessons?” I asked.  He snorted.

“There are times when you remind Me an awful lot of your father.”

“That’s hardly surprising, is it?”
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I had to alter a few things about my prototype weaponized microwave oven.  First and foremost, I had to arrange things so the microwave itself wasn’t the lynchpin of the whole operation.  This was the easy part.  All I had to do was move the index crystals to the starship Revenge—but I didn’t.

At first, I thought I would need a lot more micro-gates to stabilize all the branched Earthlines.  Now I realize there’s a minor flaw in my plan.  A misconception on my part, really.  Once I had the Dingus vampires placed in space coffins, did I need to keep the branch they came from?  No.  The main purpose of cleaning out a branch was to obtain vampires for Operation Anemia!  Why was I bothering to maintain branches where the vampires were cleaned out?  Why use cleaned-out branches for my gate searches?  I should be happy to make a new branch!  With every new branch I would get a fresh set of vampires!  And wasn’t that the whole point?  To grab more Dingus-vampires and bleed the Dingus more completely?

I’ve been going about this all wrong.

The Revenge now has a new program.  Using a collection of spells, it specifically looks for exact matches of the seven Dingus vampires we’ve found.  There’s a fairly complicated series of pre-checks to determine if it’s got all seven, but when it has a positive lock and line on when sunup occurs, it snatches all seven in order.  The key to that is to get the one who is closest to the sunset line.  This maximizes the number in bed and semi-comatose.  The one—or ones—about to go to sleep don’t have time to notice their colleagues are missing!  Once the ship has a full set, it parks them in orbit and moves to a new star.

The real key to this is the Revenge doesn’t maintain the branch it creates.  The branch collapses.  The process isn’t about minimizing the number of vampires we create.  Quite the opposite!  It’s about harvesting as many vampires as possible to use as power drains, then spreading them across interstellar—or intergalactic—distances.

This is why we make prototypes.  Clearly, starting with a kitchen convenience colored my operational plan.  The new, revised plan is for the MMM2 to do regular searching again, without reference to an index of “clean” worlds.  It auto-forwards the new branch coordinates to the Revenge, which then grabs any sleeping Dingus-vampires it can find.  The branch is then left to collapse on its own, producing a minimal amount of energy for the Dingus.  Meanwhile, the Revenge keeps adding to the pile of energy-draining vampires!

Speaking of intergalactic distances, the Revenge doesn’t have a drive system capable of intergalactic travel.  Technically, yes, it can cross the intergalactic void, much the same way rocket ships can travel to other stars.  From a practical standpoint, it’s simply not fast enough.  In anticipation of such a journey, I’ve added iridium stripes around the hull and done a lot of engraving.  Hopefully, by the time it finishes with the unoccupied stars in this galaxy, the shift spell I’ve given it will be tempered and strengthened by constant power use, enough to make a ship-sized point-to-point transit within the same universe.  So the ship warps around this galaxy, fills up the vampire slots around the stars, and magically jumps to another galaxy to continue.  At least, that’s the plan.

How many Dingus-vampires will we get?  I don’t know.  I’d like to see several billion sucking power out of him.  How much blood will he sweat from a galaxy filled with comatose vampires in maintenance mode?  He’s got to notice, sooner or later, from the sheer volume of power loss.  What does he do then?  Destroy all the vampires we’ve stolen?  Or does he destroy the branch, hoping to destroy whoever is responsible?

Should I put a firmament spell on the Revenge?  No, probably not.  It would be bad if it was the only surviving thing from a collapsed branch and the Dingus decided to examine it.  He might figure out how we’re doing this and find a way to stop it.  Better to start completely over rather than give anything away.

With the upgraded Revenge running and set up to operate for the next few thousand years—local time, of course—I checked in with Rusty on a mirror.  He was still enjoying our island paradise while he watched and listened to local nobility.

“Took me a bit to find the Counts,” he admitted. “Now I’m waiting for them to have significant discussions about stuff.  Sooner or later, one of them is going to get a report or issue orders or discuss a plan.”

“It could be a while,” I pointed out.  “Need anything?”

“Nope.  I’ve got supplies and the island is pretty big.  All is well.  Besides, I’ve got my talisman to get me back to the shift-space in the workroom.”  He held up one hand and rattled the beaded bracelet on his wrist.  “How’s the uncle?”

“He’s okay.  Still got an issue in Tauta he wants me to look at.  I’ve been busy fixing up the vampire-grabbing for the Revenge.”

“What was wrong with it?”

So I explained what was going wrong and what I did to fix it.  Rusty nodded along and agreed it was a vast improvement.

“If the Vampocalypse universe—or should we call it the Bloodletting universe?—if it collapses, we’ll have to start completely over?  There’s no way to salvage the freighter?”

“Not without risking the Dingus spotting it.”

“Mm.  If we have to start over, we probably ought to use multiple branches.  By spreading the vampires out across universes, they’ll be even less noticeable, won’t they?”

“I’m not sure.  Uncle Dusty says there’s got to be a critical number beyond which will cross his threshold of awareness.  Too many in proximity will be more like… like… you know how a magnifying glass can burn you with sunlight?  You can also focus it less and get a warm sensation.  It’s kind of like that.  We’re spreading them out, but the whole universe may start to sting after a while.  There’s no way to tell, exactly.”

“Add a counting function to the computer program on the Revenge,” he suggested.  “Have it keep the Magic Microwave updated.  If the vampires are all destroyed or the universe stops existing, we can aim for half that number and start spreading them out across multiple branches.”

“Good plan.”

“I thought so, but I would, wouldn’t I?  What else can I do to help?”

“You’re fine for now,” I told him.  “I’ll find out what Uncle Dusty’s Tauta issue is and get back to you.”

“Addio, mia cara.”

Since I was in the workroom when I called Rusty, I then called Uncle Dusty and asked him if he was ready with the next problem.  He directed me to a conference room with a whiteboard.  I wondered where he got the markers for it.  The original ones would have dried up long ago.  Then I remembered the all-purpose shift closet.  Unlike the resource boxes Pop built for dynamo construction, the closet could target anything and anywhere.  Or could those boxes be used for anything besides a default resource?  I may be making an assumption; I haven’t checked them.

“Okay,” I said, settling into a chair at the conference table.  “What’s up?”

“You’re done with your vampire-grabbing upgrades?”

“Yep.”

“It’s all set up?  It’ll run for ten thousand years without further attention?”

“Yes.  It should.  I mean, it could be hit by a relativistic, extragalactic rogue asteroid, I suppose.  Aside from a wildly improbable accident, it should be good until it runs out of galaxies.”

“Just making sure,” he said.  “Okay, here’s My problem.”  He drew on the whiteboard as he talked.  “This is the continent with the Tassarian Empire.  This is the Empire on the east coast, and here’s the mountain range between them and the kustoni.  La Mancha is here,” he put an elongated ellipse in the mountains.  “The rest of the continent runs west and south, like so.  You have the shallow part of the Shallow Sea out to here, then it gets deeper beyond about here, and the ocean continues east.  You get a continent here, with its southern coast dipping down to about the same latitude as the city of Argesh in the Empire.”  He drew a dotted line on his hasty map.

“The rest of it spreads out northward and covers the Pole, like so.  Go south across the ocean from this continent and you run into the southern continent.  It’s a medium-fair voyage, but nothing like the trip west to get to the Tassarian Empire.  Um…” he trailed off, still drawing.  “See over here, on the Empire’s continent?  The Kasnakani Range runs southwest for a while.  Here, where it peters out into the western waters, it’s at the same latitude as the northern part of the southeastern continent.”  He drew another dotted line.

“I’ve seen this one.  It’s the place where we transplanted the Romans from Rethven.”

“Yes.  The natives here are along the northern coast,” he said, changing colors and making little slash marks to partially color in their territory.

“Do these continents have names?”

“Sort of.  There’s Tassar, obviously, with the Tassarian Empire.  The original civilization was on Kan’nes, and the colonies down south were on Kan’nes-vosh, but I haven’t checked to see what they’re calling themselves now.”

“I’m not getting anything from my translation spell besides random gibberish.  Do these names mean anything?”

“Sure.  In the old tongue of the Nesiri, Nes is for people.  Kan is for land.  Kan’nes, the land of the people.  And vosh, from vo, meaning two.  Vosh would be second.  The second land of the people.”

“Okay.  We were discussing proper names and the meaning of words.  My translator is working.  I was confused for a second.  Please go on.  Tell me more about Kan’nes-vosh, the southern continent.”

“It’s tropical.  The former Romans—the Rethvans—are along the eastern coast and farther south, away from the equator and near the edge of subtropical latitudes.”  He changed colors again and made more marks, although in a much smaller area along the eastern coastline.

“Got it.  And on the northern continent, we’ve got the original Tautans?  Their empire collapsed and they’re in a Dark Ages kind of thing?  Huts, primitive farming, tribal, all that?”

“Pretty much.  They’re a cut above the kustoni only because they have myths about the previous empire.  These color their moral and ethical values.”

“How is this different from the kustoni?”

“The kustoni don’t have any.”

“Myths?”

“Morals.”

“Ah.  Now I have a pretty good idea of where everything is and who occupies it.  What’s the problem?  The anomaly, I mean.  Is there a portal between worlds letting high-tech visitors invade?  Or are dragon-riding troops marching through?”

“No,” he said, looking startled.  “Although I hadn’t considered a natural portal, like contact points with Faerie.  Those are usually weak places that can be triggered, not open holes between worlds.  I suppose it might be possible to force one open and hold it.”

“Maybe you should tell me what this ‘anomaly’ looks like?” I suggested.

“Oh, that’s easy.  It’s a volcano, about here,” he replied, using red to draw a circle in the center of the triangle formed by the three continents.

“Huh.  Well, I’ve seen a number of volcanoes.  Rusty and I set one off, once.  What makes this one special?”

“The world of Tauta is hollow,” he reminded me.  I blinked a moment.  A hollow world can’t have a volcano.  At least, it can’t have one based on the same principles as Earth worlds.  If you don’t have a magma layer under the crust, where do you get molten rock?  What forces it to the surface?

“Okay, that’s weird,” I agreed.  “How does it work?”

“That’s why it’s an anomaly.  I don’t know.”

“Hmm.  Okay, so it’s an anomaly.  It’s weird.  We don’t know how it works.  From the looks of it, it’s out in the deep water, kind of like Hawaii.  While it’s a curiosity, I don’t see it as a huge emergency.  It’s too far from anyone and anything to be a serious problem.  I suppose a massive eruption could cause a tsunami.  Isn’t that a risk you take with any ocean volcano?  Or undersea earthquake?”

“While I agree with your basic assessment, there are two things that concern Me about it.  First, it shouldn’t be there.  There are no other signs of volcanic activity anywhere in the world.  Even the mountain ranges aren’t geological in the same sense as an Earth world.  They grew as irregularities in the formation of the world, not as continental plates bumping into each other.”

“I can understand that,” I said, having just thought about how stable the geology of any hollow world would have to be.  “It’s unusual.”

“More than you know,” Uncle Dusty agreed.  “The second reason I’m concerned about it is the fact I can’t examine it.  There’s a surprising amount of interference in the area, getting stronger as you get closer.  I can’t see what’s going on in there.  However, I know for a fact it has to do with a celestial being.  Otherwise, there wouldn’t be celestial energies interfering!”

I considered the map.

“And you want me to scry on it?”

“If you wouldn’t mind.  I’d like to know what’s going on.  And, if possible, who is responsible for it.”

“Have you tried the celestial observatory?”

“It doesn’t help.  I don’t know what pattern to look for, so all I get is static.”

“I guess I can run a mirror over it.  Come on.  Let’s go up to my workroom.”

I parked a micro-gate in Tauta, looked around, and zeroed in on the volcano Uncle Dusty indicated.  Zooming in on it remotely, I could get a fine telescopic view.  It appeared to be a typical underwater shield volcano breaching the surface.  It was active, bubbling magma up the throat and gently oozing down the sides.  Steam billowed upward constantly as the lava hit water.

“It looks normal to me,” I told him.

“There’s a lot of celestial static,” he insisted.  “Like you, I can look at it fine from a distance.  Can you probe it?  Look inside it?”

“I can try.  It’ll be easier if I’m in the same universe.”

“Okay.  Go ahead.”

“Anybody using Bronze’s garage?”

“It’s empty.  Why?”

“It’s an easy arrival target.”

I packed up a mirror and brought it with me.  I appeared in the personnel corner of the barn and sat down, propping the mirror against the wall.  Here, in the same world, it was much easier to fly a scrying sensor around.

I drove a scrying sensor in circles, looking at the volcano from all angles and in multiple spectra.  Magically, it was surprisingly powerful.  There was no spell on it.  The volcano wasn’t burping up molten rock because a wizard wanted it to.  It was giving off a steady wave of power, though, in much the same way it produced a steady wave of lava.

Shifting to the celestial spectrum, I saw what Uncle Dusty was talking about.  It was giving off celestial energy, as well.  When it came right down to it, the volcano was erupting with a broad range of radiant energies.

What the hell was going on?

I tried to move the scrying sensor into the mouth of the volcano.  As it descended, the image on the mirror got fuzzy and bright, eventually turning into a solid mass of flickering white.  The scrying sensor never quit, but I couldn’t see anything through it.

I withdrew the sensor and set it to circling the volcano again, this time working downward through the water.  The volcano sloped normally under the water.  It looked pretty typical from a geological point of view, all the way down to the sea floor.  This would have been reassuring if Tauta had typical geology.

The sea floor looked a little less normal.  On Earth, it might not be odd to find evidence of a fault line, for example.  For example, in simplest terms, there might be indications of a canyon—a massive crack—in the sea floor.  Here, on a world without normal geological operations, I had no idea what to expect.

I certainly didn’t expect to see fractures radiating outward from the volcano.  Big ones.  Not wide, like canyons, but street-sized and jagged, extending radially outward along the sea floor for tens or hundreds of miles.  I sent a scrying sensor down into one to check the depth.

The scrying sensor kept going down for a lot longer than I expected.  It had to jink and swerve to stay in the water rather than in the rock, and I had to stay out of the rock to see anything, even with the sensor using thermal imaging.  Eventually, I worked out a little automation for it so I didn’t have to drive it by hand and fetched myself a chair.  And a snack.

How far down did this crack in the world go?

I fiddled with the spell, speeding it up.  The sensor started to really move, zipping along.  I pushed it, not caring about the violent, chaotic visions in the mirror as it bounced between rock faces, trying to stay in the watery area.  If it ran out of water, fine.  That would be my point of aim for other spells.  As it was, it had a narrow, twisty path, so it kept going.  And going.  And going.

At long last, I saw light in the depths.  As I continued to drive it down, the light grew brighter until the sensor shot from the water and immediately plunged back into it.  I had a bad moment of vertigo as I realized the sensor was now looking upward, out of a body of water on the inside surface of the planet!

I cut the auto-guidance and took over manual control.  Looking around, I immediately decided this momentary disorientation was a minor concern.

The exact center of the world is a bright thing.  It looked very much like a sun.  I, however, looked at it through a complex, multi-spectral scrying spell.  Whatever it was, it wasn’t a star.  It radiated light and heat.  It also put out a wide range of celestial vibrations.  It had an aura of magic around it.  It had vital force.  It was alive.  I wouldn’t call it a celestial entity, but its energies… what’s the word?  Inflict?  That might work.  Its energies inflicted a level of order and control over the surrounding area.  I had no idea what it was.  In some ways, it reminded me of those glowing beach balls roaming around Tauta.  Bigger, obviously, and infinitely more powerful and complex.

The volcano—or a reversed version, here on the inside surface of the world—was surprisingly calm.  There was no geological upheaval.  Instead, there was a volcano-sized feature resembling a glassy mountain, as smooth as any window glass, and bent in strange ways.  It stood in the center of what appeared to be a sizable new lake, bordered by primeval jungle.  The lake steamed in the bright light.  It didn’t have a hard border.  There was no definite shoreline.  It was new.  It was a flood that covered all the jungle terrain around the base of the mountain.  Presumably, it was created by the ocean leaking through the cracks in the shell of the world.

The prismatic mountain threw an eerie, coruscating brilliance over everything.  Colors shifted, skewed by the strange light as it emerged from the twisting refraction of the crystal mountain.  It was hard to see into the mountain because of this and because of the distortion.  I looked at the thing and through it, using most of the electromagnetic spectrum.  I thought I saw a shadow, a tiny flaw in the heart of the mountain.

Despite all this foofaraw of prismatic light, the brilliant iridescence was a sideshow.  The main attraction was a constant stream of energy shooting down—or pulled down—from the sun-like being in the center of the world.  It reminded me of movies where golden shafts of light break through the clouds to illuminate the hero like a divine spotlight.  The difference here was it looked almost solid, clearly visible and radiant even in what passed for bright daylight.

This wide river of power fell straight down on the glassy mountain, covering and engulfing it, and broke apart inside, splitting into different types of energy.  I wasn’t sure how it worked—what was going on inside the crystal mountain—but I could see a lot of results and draw conclusions.

Most of the descending energies were transformed, deflected, refracted away, with specific portions of the celestial energy spectrum directed toward the center.  Hidden in the glare, I was fairly sure a thin slice of the magical energy went along with it. The rest poured through, down into the ground here, on the inside of the planet.  In the depths below, on the far side of the ground, on the outer surface of Tauta, this massive dumping of energies welled upward with volcanic effects.

As I watched, the waters began to tremble.  Steam bubbled up like it was in a hurry to be elsewhere, or maybe to get away as quickly as possible.  The whole lake decided it wanted to go, too, and heaved upward, sending boiling, white-capped waves in all directions.  The lake level rose and the border spread out, engulfing more of the primeval jungle.  The waters churned and burbled steam even as the boiling subsided, and a thick, twisting cloud hung over the surface, temporarily obscuring everything.  The blazing pillar of energy still shone straight down through the churning mist, and now I saw rainbow rays, ever-shifting, as they shot through the water vapor around the base of the crystal mountain.

I withdrew my scrying sensor and sat there for a bit, wondering what was going on.  Something about it seemed familiar to me.  What, I had no idea.  The whole scene felt… it wasn’t déjà vu, exactly.  What I saw spoke to me on some level.  It meant something to me, but I was damned if I could tell what.
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“Well, that’s concerning,” Uncle Dusty said.  I gave him a look and he raised his eyebrows.  “What?”

I put down two mugs of coffee on the dining table.  I still didn’t like the way it clashed with the décor.  I could replace it, but a tablecloth might be the way to go.  Something colorful might actually make a good contrast to the rest of the room.  I’m sure the galator could whip up something nice.  It would give me an excuse to be a terrible haggler and pay them more than they really want to charge me.

“Unc, you know more than you’re telling me.”

“What makes you think that?”

“You’re a celestial entity and don’t lie to people through your avatar enough.  Your poker face is awful.  Your eyebrows go up a trifle.  Your lips thin.  You make strong eye contact, like you’re trying to look honest.  It’s a bunch of little things.”

“Damn.”

An overhead light made a loud popping noise and shed sparks as it died.  He looked up at it and frowned.  Miraculously, it came back on.

“Sorry about that.  Yeah, okay.  You’ve brought back important intelligence.  Combined with things I already know, it starts to paint a picture.”

“Shall we go to the conference room?  You can use the whiteboard and markers while you draw stick figures for me.  Or you could try to explain without diagrams.  Your choice.”

“I’m not sure where to start.  Did your father ever explain about voidworlds?”

“I know a lot.  Do you have anything specific in mind?”

He drummed his fingers on the tabletop and leaned back in the chair, looking constipated.  Maybe he was concentrating.  It went on for an awfully long time, but I waited.  It could be important.

Finally, he shook his head and sat up straighter, clasping his hands and resting them on the table.

“All right.  Listen.  I’m going to tell you things I’m not sure I should.”

“Paradoxical things?” I quipped.

“Yes,” he replied, seriously.  I decided this might be more important than I thought.

“Oh.  This has to do with Pop?”

“In a couple of very important ways.  I would rather not do this.  Sometimes I don’t think I have a choice.”

“What’s the problem?”

“Let’s start with Tauta.  It’s a voidworld, meaning it exists as an independent unit, floating in the Void of primal Chaos.”

“It doesn’t have branches,” I added.  “It’s a singular thing with an independent existence, unrelated to other worlds.”

“Correct.  Voidworlds can be created in a number of different ways.  One of them, as in the case of Tauta, is to be formed as a kind of chrysalis.”

“A chrysalis?” I repeated.  He looked pained.

“Or a cocoon, or an egg.  It’s hard to explain and I don’t want to get into life cycle comparisons.  Look, the glowing entity in the center of the world formed the structure of the Tautan miniverse around itself from the stuff of Chaos.  The Firmament of Tauta acts like an outer shell, sort of.  The Firmament is also like… gills?  Or the sea-strainer things whales use to collect krill and plankton or whatever.  At the line between the Void and the interior, energy conversion functions happen, feeding the creature and, incidentally, powering the universe.”

“So the Chaos is the food and the creature in the center is the mitochondria?”

“Mitochondria?”

“The powerhouse of the cell.”

“No.  It’s more like the yolk at the center of the egg, trying to grow until it can become a dinosaur.”

“I’m not sure I’m following.”

“I’ll start again.  Tauta.  Universe.  All of it is, in one form or another, a protective shell around the thing inside.  The Thing is a creature of Chaos, created in the fluctuations—by the fluctuations!—of Chaos.  Now it’s no longer purely a Thing of Chaos.  It’s evolving.  It’s got a physical form that isn’t a bunch of random shapes.  It’s adapting to an environment of order.  That’s the point of the Tautan universe.  It’s an incubator.  The thing inside is undergoing a metamorphic, or maybe an evolutionary process.”

“And it created life on the surface of the rocky eggshell?”

“No, but it adapted to the presence of life when it was imported.  Look, the world has a sun and moon because other voidworlds—and Earth worlds—have them.  It didn’t think these things up on its own.  In many ways, it’s like a child, learning by copying what it sees.  When it got to the point where it needed to evolve beyond eating other void-creatures to grow, it formed a shell around itself much like the non-Chaos environments it had already observed.  Void-beast see, Void-beast do, like monkeys only bigger.”

“And when people arrived, it reacted to them?”

“In a manner of speaking.  It’s in a transformational phase, not really conscious.  It’s subject to psychic influences because it’s in a coma and can’t defend itself.  It’s impressionable.  Vulnerable.”

“Ah!  Now I see.  And because it’s vulnerable, it’s easy to steal power from it.  Yes?”

“Yes.  There’s a Tassarian wizard in the glass mountain you described.  That’s where the power goes.”

“And the mountain?”

“It’s not really glass.”

“Crystal?”

“Not exactly.”

“I figured.  What is it?”

“It’s a form of energy.  Most matter is made up of energy, arranged in such a way as to be ordered and structured on the macro scale.  There are intermediate stages between raw Chaos and what you think of as solid matter.”

“Like quarks and gluons?”

“No, those are components to matter as you understand it.  I’m talking about stuff where E equals m times c-squared doesn’t apply.  In this particular case, it’s a crystalline substance with celestial-energy bonds acting as a filter for a specific form of energy.”

“I saw that.  I still don’t know what the glassy stuff is.”

“It’s complicated, that’s what it is.  Can I go into the physics lesson later?”

“I guess.  If I’m following this, so far we have a Chaos entity undergoing a life cycle metamorphosis into a more ordered type of being.  It’s central to the Tautan universe.  A local wizard is drinking its blood.  Presumably to become more powerful?  I mean, full-on Mad Science laughter and ‘I’ll show them all!’ and a thunderclap outside the tower?”

Uncle Dusty pursed his lips and bobbed his head, half-nodding.

“Close.  There’s a little more to it.  A while back, I was talking to your father about life up on the celestial planes in Tauta.  Most of the so-called gods aren’t very well developed, intellectually.  Big, yes.  Powerful, yes.  But a collapse of civilization does terrible things to a religion.  It stunted their higher development.  For the longest time, I was the little guy, smart and fast, dodging the dinosaurs.  I’m bigger, now, so I’m not automatically prey.  It’s a process.

“Then another entity found the world of Tauta—a big, powerful guy with no local worshippers.  That’s not unusual in a deity looking for a new place to raise faith.  They’ll send out a version of themselves to scout across the universal barriers.  If it turns out there’s a worthwhile world, they’ll keep sending energy to support their presence until it can get a self-sustaining religion going.”  He folded his arms and brooded for a moment.

“And?” I prompted.  “Did he take over a local religion?  Or establish his own?  Or what?”

“He hasn’t bothered to interfere in established religions.  I’m pretty sure he has groups—cults—in the northern continent as his initial foothold, but nothing organized.  The big deal is the human wizard.  He’s using the poor sap to tap the energies of the being at the heart of this universe.”

“Ah!  I see!  The guy in the mountain isn’t sucking up all the juice.  He’s a pipeline!  The guy behind him is using him like a plastic straw in the celestial milkshake—and the glassy stuff is like a strainer to keep out whatever else is mixed in.”

“I am dismayed at the accuracy of your metaphor.”

“I am my father’s daughter.”

“No one is more aware,” he said.  “Okay, pop quiz.  Does this method seem at all familiar?”

“A wizard in a crystal mountain acting like a lightning rod?” I asked.  Then a bunch of dominos fell over in sequence and the big one at the end smacked me in the face.  “Oh, no.  No, no, no.  Nononono.  A powerful celestial being using a physical being as a channel to drain energies from the universe.”

“Yep.”

“It can’t be.”

“Yes, it can.”

“Are you telling me the Dingus has been in Tauta for years?”

“Yes.  It hasn’t been a real issue on the material plane until recently.”

“The Dingus is eating the thing that formed the universe?” I pressed.  “And this hasn’t been a real issue?”

“If you’re bleeding a little, it’s not a big problem,” he countered.  “If you don’t stop bleeding, that’s an issue.”

I wanted to argue with him.  I know all about metaphors involving blood and how they can be misleading.  But the Dingus was eating a world!  A world I liked!

“This has to stop,” I snapped.  “That celestial jerk is sucking down more power in one world than I’m costing him across several universes!”

“You can’t stop him everywhere,” Uncle Dusty said, soothingly.

“I do not want to hear that.  I want him to slowly bleed to death.  I would settle for slitting his throat and letting him bleed quickly to death!”

“Yeah, you’re his daughter,” he muttered.

“What’s that supposed to mean?”

“Later.  Look, the Dingus has been slowly—in humongous celestial-energy terms—draining the lifeblood out of this thing.  It’s not enough to wake it during its… what do I call it?  Pupal stage?  Metamorphosis stage?  It’s not in a condition to wake up, and waking it up prematurely will either kill it, which destroys the universe, or hatches it, which also destroys the universe.  Ideally, we stop the parasite from feeding on it, and we do it in a manner that doesn’t kill it, wake it, or get the Dingus on My celestial back!”

I grumbled about this, but I had to consider Uncle Dusty’s side of things.  He lives in Tauta.  He’s been using my handshake gates to funnel power through his avatars to enhance his aspect in Tauta.  Now I had an idea why.  It wasn’t to even things out for the sake of obsessive neatness.  It was because he needed to pump reactor power into an all-organic worship system in preparation for a much bigger project.  As he pointed out, he’s been aware of the Dingus in Tauta for a while.

“All right,” I agreed, grudgingly, “if you say so.  The thing that created the universe is getting a little pale and we need to stop the bleeding.  Yes?”

“It would be nice if we could stop the Dingus from drinking its blood,” he agreed.

“Oh, good.  For a moment there I thought we were in trouble.  What am I missing?”

“I mentioned other conditions.  See, it’s not merely the thing that created the universe.  It’s the thing that maintains the universe, remember?”

It’s a good thing Uncle Dusty blew out an overhead light by accident.  It reminded me to watch my language.

I rubbed my temples and closed my eyes.

“It maintains the universe,” I repeated.  “Right.  Sorry.  I forgot.  Back up, start over, and walk me through this to make sure I understand everything going on.”

“Sure.”  Uncle Dusty took a breath.  “In The Beginning—”

“No, no.  Hold on.  On second thought, let me see what I’ve got already.  The universe of Tauta is a voidworld, right?”

“Right.”

“And it exists because the Firmament interacts with the Chaos outside, drawing power from it.  Right?”

“Right.”

“And the system that powers the sun and whatnot isn’t automatic.  It routes through the thing at the center of the world, right?”

“Right.”

“The Dingus is sucking power out of the system through a wizard-based straw, right?”

“Right.”

“And if the thing at the center of the world dies, the power flow stops, right?”

“Right.”

“Okay.  That’s as much as I’ve got so far.  When the thing at the center of the world dies, exactly what happens to Tauta?  How does the end of the world go down?”

“Well… if the Firmament isn’t ruptured—and I see no reason it would be—the energy it produces from the Void would have nowhere to go.  I think it would be stored in the Firmament, itself.  It would probably start to expand.  Of course, the energy wouldn’t have a way to leave the Firmament, much less get routed where it needs to go, so the sun would go out, probably pretty quickly.  My guess is gravity would also switch off.  The Tauta voidworld has an active gravity system, not the passive spacetime system of an Earthline.  As the Firmament got larger, the interior would get colder as the energy inside had more space to occupy, and as it bled non-Chaos energy out into the Void.  Eventually, you would have a large, empty spot in the Void of Chaos, lightly sprinkled with the remains of the world and the moon.”

“Out of curiosity, how big would it get?”

“I’m not sure.  As these things grow larger, they grow more vulnerable to Chaos forces and creatures.  They’re kind of like soap bubbles.  The little ones in the kitchen sink can last a long time.  The big one you blow in the back yard on a breezy day doesn’t last nearly as long.  Eventually, the Firmament would be punctured severely enough to be ruptured, at which point it would rip apart and Chaos would wash it all away.”

“Okay.  If the thing dies, the world ends slowly.  Right?”

“Right.”

“Can you do anything about it?”

“You mean, can I save the thing in the—you know what?  I’m going to call the thing ‘Tauta.’  Calling it ‘the thing in the center of the world of Tauta’ is getting old.”

“I see your point.  How about we call the thing ‘Tau,’ instead?”

“Why?”

“Consider how it sounds.  Tauta built a shell around itself and people came to live on Tauta.  Tauta then had empires rise and fall while Tauta was asleep.  Does that make a lot of sense?”

“I can figure it out through context clues, but okay.  Tau built a world-shell and the shell became Tauta.  Tauta had empires while Tau slept.”

“I like that much better.”

“Then we’ll go with it.  Back to your question.  Can I do anything about it?  Personally?  Maybe.  The issues I have are twofold.  If I show up inside Tauta and do the whole avatar thing, blasting the crystal mountain and the wizard in it, it gives the Dingus a clear and obvious… uh…”  He paused and looked confused.

“I’m not sure how to describe it,” he admitted.  “Maybe it’s like a sword-fighting thing.  I want to attack with sufficient commitment to destroy the problem.  To devote enough of My abilities to this will cost Me the ability to defend.  I’ll have to give him an opening.  It will make Me vulnerable.”

“How bad is that?”

“You know how he hates to spend energy on Earthlines?”

“Yes.”

“It’s not just because he’s miserly.  In the Earthlines, he’s got angels to worry about.  He has to keep a low profile and be as subtle as possible.  They spot one of his vampires, they come down on it like a solar flare.  They dislike him more than they dislike raw Chaos.  I think they’ve got history.

“In the voidworlds, he can find power sources he can tap more directly, and he’s got no angels to worry about, only the local gods.  In Tauta, he doesn’t even have any old, established gods worth considering.  He’s got a big bag of power he can tap and a local wizard with an exceptionally old and powerful spirit to use as a siphon.  The Dingus doesn’t even have to create an avatar!  He can simply use the local guy—as you put it—as a straw.  He’s not going to give up a ready source of power so easily.  He’ll fight for it.

“And, in Tauta, he’s much more powerful than I am.  Here in a reactor world, he wouldn’t bother to show up, much less pick a fight.  Everything is on My side.  There, he’s perfectly capable of breaking My nose with the first divine punch.  It gets worse from there.”

“There’s got to be a way to weaken him,” I insisted.

“Oh, I’ve got a few ideas,” Uncle Dusty admitted.  “The problem with most of them is I’ll need your father to try them out.”

“Any sign of him?” I asked, eagerly.

“Nope.  If I had to guess, he’s lurking, working on whatever it is he’s working on.  Maybe he’ll appear tomorrow and ask how things are going.  Maybe he’ll be gone for another few years.  There’s no way to tell, and that concerns Me deeply.”

“Why?”

“Because Tau may not last long enough to wait for him.”

“Does it have to be Pop?  I’m not in his league, but I can take longer and prepare big spells.”

“It’s not about being prepared,” he told me.

“Then what is it?”

“Two things.  He’s much harder to kill, and I don’t have to answer to him if he goes and gets himself killed.  If you die, I will have to answer to him, and nobody wants that.”

I blinked at the vehemence of his statement.

“Are you scared of Pop?”

“I’m not sure ‘scared’ is the right word.  It’s not entirely wrong, but it’s not necessarily the right one.  He worries Me.  He makes Me nervous.  When he’s upset, I view him with alarm.  He’s always thinking or building or researching or something.”

“Gilgamesh.”

“Beg pardon?”

“I’m thinking of Gilgamesh, the king of Uruk.”

“How do you mean?”

“There was a translation, or a story, or an adaptation.  Gilgamesh was a tireless force during his early reign, building walls, expanding his city, and being a major civil works project manager during the day.  At night, he kept busy with drinking, whoring, and generally being a party animal.  Being so tireless and so driven, the people of Uruk cried out to their god… uh…”

“Anu.”

“Yes, thank you.  The people cried out to Anu for relief from their own king.  Anu, through a few shenanigans, provided them with Enkidu as a buddy for Gilgamesh.  Once Gilgamesh had a friend who could keep up with him, they went off and had adventures, thus allowing the people of Uruk to rest.  The people were suffering from a form of the ancient curse, ‘May you come to the attention of powerful people.’  In this case, he needed a companion who could keep up with him so he didn’t run them ragged.”

“Lovely story,” he said.  “I’m familiar with it, or variations of it.  And how does this apply to your father?”

“Work on it,” I advised, hoping it was a sufficient distraction.  “Let’s get back to Tau and Tauta.  We need to remove the parasite feeding on Tau before Tauta is destroyed,” I went on, as though my participation was already agreed upon.  “What I was asking earlier, when I wanted to know what you could do about it, I had more in mind of the preservation of Tauta if we don’t succeed.  Can you set it up so Tau isn’t part of the circuit anymore?  Automate it?  Maybe do a coronary bypass or the equivalent on the voidworld universe?”

Uncle Dusty looked thoughtful.  He turned away and gazed out the window.  I don’t think he was actually looking at anything.  To my surprise, I realized it was night out there.  Time differentials sometimes throw me off.  I wonder if Pop ever goofs in traveling from time zone to time zone?  Probably not.

“That’s not a comfortable question,” he admitted, finally.  “I suppose I could.  It would cut Tau out of the system entirely.  It wouldn’t have the energy input from the Firmament and it wouldn’t continue its metamorphosis.  It would be like taking a human off life support.”

“If Tau is out of the circuit and dies, what does this do to Tauta?”

“I’m not sure.  It might die quietly as it’s drained of all its force, or it might reach a critically low point and go into death throes.  There’s no way to tell.  And even if I figure out a way to disconnect it from the Firmament, the digested energies inside it are still formidable.  The Dingus will still have plenty to draw on even if it won’t be for as long.”

“Understood.  It’s a last resort.  It is doable if, for example, we try to stop the drain and the Dingus goes all scorched-earth on us?”

“Good thinking.  He can be a petty, vengeful sort.”

“So figure it out, set it up, and get it ready.  Then, if worse comes to worst, throw the bypass switch.  In the meantime, how do we cut off the power drain?  If it helps, I know where to get a lot of nuclear weapons.  We can blow the crystal mountain to glass.”

“It’s more likely to dissolve back into energy, with disastrous results.  When your father went back in time, he went through a gate composed of a similar type of material.  In his case, the energy bound up in the gate’s substance was consumed in creating the time bridge, so it didn’t do anything too horrible.  Remember, though, that was a gate—an archway.  This is a mountain.  It’s been growing for a long time.  If the energy bound up in its material structure is released, it’s got nowhere convenient to go.”

“Can we blow it up and feed it to the Dingus?  Kind of direct it so he gets it in his face?”

“Doubtful.  From what you and I have seen, it appears the whole setup is designed to feed the mortal-body pipeline pure celestial energy, not a variety of forces.  The bang won’t translate across.  It’s like sending current down a wire.  If you blow up the powerplant, does the explosion travel down the wires to physically punch your appliances?  Besides, when the mountain goes kaboom, the wizard’s body will too, which shuts off the channel.”

“There went that idea,” I grumped.  “Okay, this mortal wizard—he’s alive in there?”

“Yes.  He has to be alive, to one degree or another, for the channel to work.”

“To one degree or another,” I repeated.  “He could be a vampire?”

“Not with celestial energy running through him!”

“I mean he could be like a vampire.  Not quite the living human being he once was.  A modified human.  Altered.  Specifically reshaped to be a funnel for the Dingus in much the same way his vampires are in the Earthlines.”

“Very likely, yes.  And if you’re about to ask if killing him is kosher, I’m all for it.  But how?  You saw the mountain.  What have you got that will go through a mile of crystal?  And doesn’t involve atomic disruption or Chaos energy?”

“Atomic disruption?”

“Anything involving fission, fusion, or antimatter.  If you’re mucking about with the nuclear strong force or anything on a smaller scale, it will likely start a disruption through the whole substance of the mountain.  This will turn it back into energy.  It won’t be the same as regular matter, but still a world-ending event.”

“Got it.  How about lasers?  They say things are crystal clear for a reason.”

“You saw the distortion.”

“Yeah, I did.”  I drummed fingers on the table.  “What if we do this conventionally?”

“There’s a conventional way?”

“I mean with regular explosives.  We hit it with rapid-fire artillery.  Boom, boom, boom, shattering more mountainside with every shot, drilling our way in until we turn the wizard into hamburger?  That stops the flow of power, does it not?”

“It does, but it takes too long.  You’ve seen the thing, but you may not be aware of the scale.  The assault you’re describing is like trying to destroy Mount Fuji with artillery shells and block-buster bombs.  There’s too much mountain to move.

“The real problem,” he went on, “is even worse.  The instant the first shell hits, the Dingus will redirect a portion of the incoming energy into defense.  Then, almost as quickly, he’ll direct more of it into attack.  A physical assault on the crystal mountain isn’t going to work.”

“No?  No physical assault will work?”

“Technically,” he admitted, “you can attack the mountain on the physical plane and achieve a Pyrrhic victory.  Here’s the way I see it.  You can’t attack with conventional explosives and kill the wizard—not for certain, and not before the Dingus moves to defend him.  Best case, a bunch of bombs force the Dingus to divert power into defense.  It still feeds off the thing—Tau—at the same rate.  It pays the defensive tax and still gets more out than it uses.

“You also can’t attack with a bucket of Chaos or a nuclear strike, but for a different reason.  Chaos will break down the forces holding the mountain together, releasing it all.  Effectively, this would make it explode.  A nuclear device, which has unavoidable subatomic consequences, is likely to cause a similar chain reaction in the mountain’s unstable matter.”  He paused for a moment before adding, “In theory, I suppose you can get a really big atomic bomb and set it off farther away to minimize the disruption effects.  Either way, nuking it involves hammering the weakest point in the shell of Tauta…”

Uncle Dusty shook his head.

“No, I don’t see a good way to break the mountain without destroying the world.  Not with the Dingus guarding it.”

“All right.  How about we cut the feed at the source?”

“Eh?  What do you mean?”

“The wizard is the conduit.  Through him, the Dingus is reaching up to Tau, forming a channel for energy to come down—kind of like a really long hypodermic needle stabbing upward to find a vein.  Or do I misunderstand?”

“No, that’s not a bad way to think of it.”

“So we pull out the needle.  We cut off the supply and get in the way.  We block him from stabbing Tau again until the Dingus realizes we’re not going to stop.”

“While I like where your thinking is at, I see two major problems.  First, the Dingus knows how much energy is still left in Tau.  Not exactly how much, but he knows there’s a lot.  This justifies a massive outlay of energies to gain access to it.  He won’t quit until he’s convinced the energy expense is too high for the amount he hopes to recover.

“Second, he wouldn’t be limited to attacking Tau.  He could easily see Me standing there in his way and devote all his efforts to eliminating Me.  Once I’m out of the way, there would be nothing to stop him.”

“Hold on,” I objected.  “Back up.  He needs to be convinced the fight is a losing proposition—that he won’t get enough of a profit out of it to make it worthwhile.  Correct?”

“That’s his M.O., yes.”

“Okay… okay.  Give me a second.  I need to think.”

“Take your time.  We’re running fast, here.”

“How long can Tau last if you do the bypass?  If you take Tau out of the energy circuit, how long will it survive?”

“Survive?  I’m not sure.”

“Are we talking seconds, minutes, hours…?”

“Oh.  Probably a couple of days.  I wouldn’t count on more than three, and if you want it to recover, not just stay alive, I wouldn’t leave it unplugged for more than a couple of hours, tops.”

“So, if we disconnect Tau, you could tap into it, right?  If you have a link to it and it’s obvious you’re using the same energy the Dingus wants, but you’re using it to keep the Dingus from connecting to Tau’s energy, he’s got to hate that.  And if Tau is running down, like a battery—it’s no longer getting energy fed into it—how long until the Dingus grasps the situation and leaves?”

“In such a situation…” he said, looking thoughtful.  He trailed off for several seconds.  “In that case, the more it fights for control of the Tau, the more energy it expends and the less energy is left to harvest.  Nice.”

“I thought so.  How long?”

“It’s a nice idea, but there’s still a major flaw.  The Dingus is a larger and more powerful presence on the celestial plane than I am.  I exist there with him.  If I do this, he’ll spot Me in a second.  While he might reach through the wizard to tap Tau, there will be nothing at all to stop him from breaking My neck on the celestial plane.”

“I don’t follow.”

“I know I say this a lot, but it really is complicated.  The interrelations of the celestial and material planes aren’t easy to explain.”

“Give it your best shot,” I suggested.

“Okay.  Remember, this is a deeply flawed description.”

“I understand.”

“The Dingus has a wizard as a whaling ship.  He’s sent it out to harpoon the Tau whale and bring back the goods so he can afford the venture.  When I send out My ships—one to stop his ship and another to get the money to support my merchant empire—he’s not going to take it well.

“Now, back on shore—in the celestial sense—we’re rich men living in the same country.  When his whalers radio back about what’s going wrong and how I’m stealing all their whale oil, he gets his goons together, goes down to the docks, and follows the money trail straight to Me, wherever I am.  He promptly shoots Me so My ships will stop the blockade.  Then the whole industry is his again.”

“Hmm.  Any chance you can ask your fellow citizens—the other gods of Tauta—to help out?”

“It’s unlikely in the extreme.  If one comes near him, the Dingus is more likely to carve off a chunk and eat it like a ravenous zombie.  He’s absorbed a lot of power into his local manifestation.”

“Wait a minute!  The Dingus has a wizard inside a crystal mountain, right?”

“Yes.  That’s his ‘whaling fleet,’ the way he gets what he wants out of Tau.”

“Okay… okay… okay.  I think I’m getting an idea.  The Dingus is manipulating the wizard.  He’s not actually doing the work?”

“Not on the physical plane, no.”

“We can’t actually kill the wizard without blowing up the world, right?”

“No, we can absolutely kill the wizard.  It’s the destruction of the mountain that’s the problem.  Killing the wizard is perfectly acceptable.”

“Great!  How do we do that?”

“I have no idea.”

I made a growling noise.  Uncle Dusty shrugged apologetically.

“Fine,” I went on.  “Even if we can’t kill the wizard, we could cut the connection, either between the wizard and the Dingus, or between the wizard and Tau.  Either one would be a big step toward solving the problem.”

“Theoretically,” he agreed. “I don’t see a way to disconnect the wizard from the Dingus.  No practical way,” he amended.  “I could attack the Dingus on the celestial plane and maybe sever the link.  Then the fight would be on.  I don’t know how long I would last, but there’s no way I could win.  Either he kills Me or I flee the scene.  He would then reconnect and continue.”

“Yeah, if you get into a fight by yourself.  Part of the reason we can’t kill the wizard conduit is because the Dingus will defend it.  He’s got a fortified position we have to attack.  Yes?”

“In a manner of speaking, yes.”

“So we set up a fortified position of our own.  If I act as a conduit for you—we’ve done things like it before—it starts to look like a race to see who can drain Tau faster.”

“That’s not a good thing,” he protested.

“Not for us, no.  But the Dingus doesn’t know that.  He’ll see it as a challenge and he’ll have to come after us.  Can he find you on the celestial plane if we do it this way?”

“Um… hmm.  If I use one of My avatars, he would immediately have a way to track Me down.  But you?  You don’t share My imprint.”  Uncle Dusty frowned thunderously.  “No, he wouldn’t be able to find Me through our link.  Rather, he wouldn’t be able to find Me simply by observing it exists.  He could trace it back, but he would have to enter it, kind of like discovering where a pipe goes by swimming down it.”

“What would that involve?”

“He would have to reach you on the material plane and establish a link.  It would have to be at close quarters, possibly even through physical contact.”

“Would he have to establish an avatar to do it?  Or would he send his crystal-mountain wizard body?”

“I really don’t know.  Plonking down an avatar would be a massive investment, especially without an ongoing supply from Tau.  He might think it’s worth it, though, if he believes he can get the investment back—and, if he wins, he can.  As for sending the wizard… I hadn’t thought of that.  By cutting off the power flow, the wizard is freed to do other things.  The Dingus might use the body as a physical focus and come after you with it.  If you destroy it, he can manifest an avatar to raise the threat level and try again.  If that also failed… I think he’d call it quits.  Assuming he doesn’t add an avatar to the mountain and use both the wizard and the avatar to bleed Tau as fast as he can.”

“Which is why we need a fortified position.  If the Dingus tries to destroy me on the material plane, I have magical defenses.  Sure, it can probably overcome anything I create—if it’s willing to expend the energy.  Wouldn’t focusing enough attention to stop me effectively be exposing its back to you?  Or do I misunderstand?”

Uncle Dusty looked at me in much the same way the medieval innkeeper looks at the four-headed creature when it asks whether they take Interstellar Express.

“That’s… not wrong… exactly,” he said, slowly.

“If I remember right, there’s a lot of magical energy also radiating off Tau.  If we’re tapping it directly I should have plenty of power for my defensive spells, shouldn’t I?”

Uncle Dusty steepled his fingers and swiveled gently in his chair, back and forth.

“Problem?” I asked.

“I’m trying to figure out how to explain this to your father if it goes wrong.”

“I’m volunteering,” I pointed out.

“And I’m not telling you ‘No’ in a loud and definite Voice.  That’s the part I’m afraid will get Me killed.”

“Don’t be silly.  He wouldn’t kill you.  He might not speak to you for a few decades, but you have gates to use as time-tickers.”

Uncle Dusty continued to brood over the idea.

“I’m not comfortable with this,” he said at last.  I shrugged.

“Okay.  I’ve shot my bolt.  Do you have another idea?”

“Not at the moment.  I’m not saying this isn’t what we should do.  I’m saying it requires more thought.  Maybe a lot more thought.  It’s the outline of a plan.  It doesn’t account for what can go wrong.”

“Then we’ll keep the time-tickers set so Tauta runs slow while you think up another plan.”

“If you have any ideas, feel free to share.”

“I will.  And good luck.”

Uncle Dusty nodded and rose, rolling the chair back from the table.

“Just in case,” he added, “I’d appreciate it if you could give Me an idea about what sort of defensive spells you might have on hand.”

“I’ll see what I can whip up.”


Journal Entry #122

I returned to find Rusty snacking on berries.  He had a hollowed-out coconut to hold them.  He grinned at me and waved when I appeared in the roped-off shift-space between trees.

“Welcome back.  How goes it?” he asked, holding out the cococup.  I selected a berry and tried it.

“A bit tart,” I decided.

“I meant the thing with your uncle.”

“Oh, there’s a metamorphic quasi-deity that powers the basic universal functions of Tauta floating in the center of the world while it’s undergoing a chrysalis mutation and the Dingus has a local wizard trapped in a crystal mountain of unstable matter in order to filter the energy the Dingus is stealing from the creature.  You know how it is.”

“Yeah.  That’s liable to take all afternoon.  Is he at least providing lunch?”

“You’re tired of berries already?”

“These are dessert.  The pig was lunch.  There’s some left, if you want to cook it.”

“Pass.  What have you found out about the Counts?”

“Oddly enough, this Count Robar guy?  He’s got a wizard.”

“No!”

“Yes!  I’m not totally clear on why there’s a wizard willing to work for him.  From hints in their conversations, I’d say it’s a combination of the wizard owing him a favor and the prospect of mutual benefit.”

“Count Robar saved his life and used it as a foot in the door to make a profitable proposition?”

“Maybe,” Rusty allowed.  “It’s a dangerous alliance.  The locals don’t like workers of magic.  If Calon—Robar’s wizard buddy—is ever exposed as a wizard, both he and Robar are likely to face serious problems.”

“Calon, maybe.  I don’t see the Count suffering too much.”

“I wouldn’t bet on it.  Robar’s cousin lives in the County Merion.  He’d love a chance to overthrow Robar and claim the title.”

“Wait a minute.  Robar has a rival claimant for his title living in the county he’s trying to destabilize?  Is this related?”

“I haven’t got far enough into their motivations.  Robar isn’t exactly sitting down with anyone to discuss his ultimate plans and his reasons for wanting what he wants.  He’s more of a ‘give orders’ kind of guy than a ‘council of trusted advisors’ sort.  I also miss a lot because his wizard keeps telling him there is ‘a strange presence in the air,’ and similar stuff.”

“How about Merion’s motives?”

“Ah, now he’s another story.  He’s not happy about the rising unrest in the cash cow of the county.  What he’s trying to do is be proactive about spreading the wealth around before one town becomes impressively, obviously wealthy and the whole rest of the county catches the dread disease of discontent.”

“So he’s taxing them?”

“Sort of.  What I’ve gathered of his plans is this.  By taxing them at a higher rate, the county—Count Merion, that is—gains more wealth.  He’s spending money on improving the rest of the county.  Better roads mean more trade and more money.  More patrols and professional hunters mean fewer bandits, more safety, and more money.  From the sound of it, what he’s trying to do is make sure the town of Maon has the government support it needs all around it to keep the cash cow safe and happy and producing.  They need him to do the whole county-wide administration stuff and he’s trying to do it.”

“And they don’t know this?  Or don’t care?”

“Have you ever tried to explain fiscal policy to anyone?  Most people don’t want to burden themselves with anything outside their immediate circle of needs.  Let the economists—or the local lords—deal with how the taxes turn into government stuff and leave me alone!  Meanwhile, most of the rest have very definite ideas about fiscal policy, usually related to why someone else should pay for everything.”

“Huh.  Yeah, I can see that.  And Count Robar is sowing propaganda seeds in this fertile soil?”

“If I had to guess, I would go with it.” Rusty shrugged and waved a hand at a mirror.  It flickered and refocused on a small group.  He sat up sharply.  “Whups.  I was about to show you where the movers and shakers of Maon meet, but here they are.”

“Who are—”

Rusty shushed me and activated a recorder.

“There.  Sorry.  I didn’t want to miss anything.  These four are the ones plotting to have Maon declare independence.  The party line is the place would be rich enough to be its own nation, sort of.  The political structure around here still confuses me.”

“Me, too.  Maon wants to be independent, right?”

“Yes and no.  Their idea, so far, is if they declare independence, they can charge whatever they want for their cloth and, without Count Merion’s ‘harsh taxes,’ they can afford all the luxuries in the world.”

“Hold up.  Are you telling me this whole foofaraw is about textiles?”

“Well, yeah,” Rusty agreed, looking puzzled.  “What did you think made Maon rich?  Iron?  Grapes?  A silver mine?”

“Truthfully, it didn’t occur to me to ask.  Do they have massive fields of flax or what?”

“Yep.  And they make linen, and lots of it.  They also grow another plant for making a really vivid red dye.”

“Maybe it’s the combination of the two that makes their stuff so in-demand.”

“It’s the equipment and techniques.  I looked into their production of stuff.  There are a lot of steps involved—way more than I thought, and most of them I don’t understand.  They’ve got a whole operation going on, from harvest to threshing to soaking to running through rollers, each step is done so they don’t have a big backlog of stuff waiting and don’t run out of stuff to work with.  It’s not one guy or one workshop doing a batch at a time, from harvest to finished garment.  It’s a bunch of guys working together, each doing one part, and producing it by the barrel.  Here, I’ll show you.”

I watched as he walked me through the process on another mirror.  Not every step was doing anything interesting, but Rusty described what was going on.

“It’s a primitive assembly line,” I said, after a while.  “They’re producing lots of material and doing it cheaper than anyone else.”

“Yes!  And they can charge less per piece because their production costs are so low.  They make as much profit as—or more than—anyone else making linen goods, and they still sell at a lower price, which means they do a volume business.”

“You know,” I said, still looking at the mechanical device being used to spin the flax into thread, “the idea of a production line might be hard to put across to anyone else.  A four-spindle, semi-automatic thread-spinner would be easier to comprehend and more physically immediate.  No imagination required.”

“Assuming they have enough flax to spin.”

“Or cotton.  Or wool.  It’s pretty easy to adjust to fit the source material.”

“You want to steal the secret of their monopoly?  Share it with a bunch of other people so they lose their competitive advantage?”

“No, the production line is their idea and they’re welcome to it,” I argued.  “My thought is if linen goods go down in price all over due to mechanization, they still have the advantage of an actual production line.  They’re likely to be stuck with being a strictly local monopoly through undercutting prices, though.  Shipping too far will raise their costs and make their goods competitive rather than preferred.”

“It doesn’t seem fair,” Rusty argued.

“It may keep them from being manipulated into a rebellion that can only benefit a couple of noblemen.”

“Oof.  I hadn’t thought of it like that.”

“Take a minute.  Think it over.  I’ll be back.”

“Where are you off to?”

“I’m not cooking what’s left of your pig, that’s where I’m off to.”

Rusty nodded and went back to his berry snack.  I went to find lunch.


Journal Entry #123

Uncle Dusty said Tauta was running slow.  This suited me.  Oh, sure, Rusty and I could have dropped everything and gone straight off to fight the Dingus.  Three things stopped us.  First, we were interested in our current meddling.  It’s not always glamorous work, but we enjoy being meddling do-gooders.  Second, if we prioritized opposing the Dingus over everything else, we would never have any fun.  Well, less fun.  It would be fun to foil the Dingus’ plans, true.  It would also feel like work if it was the only thing we did.  Third, I don’t like leaving things unfinished.  I’ll walk away from a project to let it simmer, when necessary.  In this case, we might not be back to the world of Karká to finish!  Dealing with the Dingus was, as Uncle Dusty noted, dangerous.  Better to finish up here, first.

We drew up plans, assembled several of the high-output thread-spinning machines, and distributed them wherever there was a thriving business in thread.  True, this leveling influence wouldn’t immediately help Maon.  Until the machines could be duplicated and ramp up production all over the place—and thus make themselves felt in the market—Maon would still be viewed as a major source of revenue.

There was the long-term strategy.  The upcoming rebellion was more immediate.

So, how to make Count Robar lose interest in fomenting rebellion in the county of Merion?  That was trickier.  It involved having a deeper understanding of what he hoped to achieve.  Why was he doing it?  To obtain the place for its wealth?  That seemed most likely.  Was he also interested in gaining it as territory?  Was he hoping to weaken Count Merion enough to make Merion’s neighbors think they could lop off pieces of their own?  Or was he hoping to help Maon achieve independence as a city-state and install his cousin as the prince?—to keep it in the family, of course, and as a consolation prize for not being the Count, which would lessen the potential for internal problems of his own.  How far-reaching were his motives?

This involved two major issues.  First, we had to deal with his wizard, Calon.  A wizard in residence would make anything else more difficult.

Rusty was all for the brutalist solution: Distribute Calon’s various body parts around his workshop and let the bloody droplets fall where they may.  While this certainly was an option, Calon never did anything to us!  I persuaded him to try a more subtle approach.

We had a quiet word with Calon.  Calon felt he had already repaid his debt to Count Robar.  The Count didn’t feel the same way, so Calon was trying to keep from being crucified on a wheel and spun to death.  I was delighted at this news.  Not the part about wizards being executed.  The part where Calon didn’t have any personal loyalty to Robar.  He was being coerced.  Paid, too, but pressured into helping.  Finding him a nice, far-off place to live, a few loyal hirelings to keep the residence neat, tidy, and safe, and paying him a big pile of gold more than made up for any vestige of loyalty to the Count.

Wizard:  Gone.  It’s nice to be able to buy people off like that.

Second, I needed to look inside the Count’s head.  Psychically, not by popping off the top of his skull.  Rusty had focused on Count Robar for days while Karká ran faster than I did, but Robar simply wasn’t discussing his plans with people.  Why should he?  With a ‘Do as you’re told’ attitude, along with a hefty dose of personal cunning, he had minions rather than advisors.  His cabinet was structured more like a military, where he delegated tasks rather than informed of his plans.  A spy would have a tough time figuring out what was going on.  Rusty proved as much.

I, on the other hand, can read minds.  And, with the assurance there would be no wizard to interfere, I could open a gate near the Count with no chance of detection.  Better yet, my research with downloading Camerons into crystals meant I didn’t have to bend my brain too hard.  While I could read the Count’s mind while he dreamed, probing for specific information was more delicate.  What was a dream, what was reality, what was he planning, hoping, dreading, fearing?

The crystal recording, by contrast, wasn’t a living mind.  It was a gestalt of him, an impression.  It wasn’t actively worrying or dreaming or even thinking.  It was a fixed, unchanging recording—not a live performance. I could page through it like a book.

It didn’t have everything about him, of course.  My spell couldn’t copy his entire life history in a single night.  What it could do was copy things in layers.  There are things we remember because we’re using that information.  I can recall the time I tried to Tarzan-swing on a rope in front of the barn; I don’t usually remember it because I’m not using that information.  I can also recall I want a tablecloth for the apartment in Uncle Dusty’s reactor world; that’s a project I have in mind and want to work on.  These two memories are not the same.

Hmm.  One moment.

Okay, Orrysa has agreed to work something out.  I gave her the dimensions of the table, a fistful of silver, and no hard date for completion.  Never rush artists.

Where was I?  Oh!  Right.  Count Robar.

I interrogated his psychic crystal clone and sorted through the motivations.  My goal was to find a way to persuade him from pushing Maon into rebellion.  Turns out he was after the funding stream it would provide.  He also saw other opportunities that might develop in the process, so he was prepared to take advantage of them.

“If all he wants is a reliable source of income, we can arrange that,” I told Rusty.

“How?  A gold mine?”

“If there’s gold to be found, sure.  And if it isn’t too rich.”

“Too rich?” he echoed.

“If he starts coining gold by the ton, the value of gold will plummet.  Spain had this problem when it imported massive amounts of silver from the New World.  It absolutely wrecked the economy.  It would be like a more modern government revving up the printing presses and printing money as fast as the machines can run.”

“Hm.  Yeah, I can see that.  But this is a hard-currency culture.  They don’t print money.  They only have money because they have gold and silver.  It seems to me the more business they do, the more cash they need, and their cash is made of metal.”

“That’s why I might okay a minor gold mine, if we can find one.”

We didn’t, but not for lack of trying.  We did find a lot of silver and copper, though, which was good enough for me.  It was good enough for Robar, too, when we offered to trade him the location of the precious metal veins in exchange for cutting off support to Maon.  He wanted assurances about the potential mines, and he pointed out Maon might continue to feel a rebellion was in their best interests even without his help.

The first was easy enough.  We dropped off a “sample” from a silver mine.  Anywhere else, we could call it a bribe.  Here, we could say it was proof of our bona fides.  I did read his mind when he agreed to the deal and discovered he would much rather have a simple little mine than have to deal with the inept bunglers of Maon’s city council.  He might still encourage them, if the mine wasn’t as profitable as we promised, and if they went ahead with their rebellion he was perfectly willing to take advantage of it.  He would be happy to leave them to their own devices and keep his hands clean, though.

As for Maon… persuading them to calm down was a bit more involved.

We stole their weapons.  And armor.  It took a couple of days for us to remove ninety percent of the formal “weapons” from the town.  Swords, maces, spearheads, all that sort of thing, along with a bunch of breastplates, helmets, and so on.  If they really wanted to fight, they absolutely could—with pitchforks, wood-cutting axes, and other agricultural implements.  Those were plenty dangerous, but didn’t have the same psychological impact.  Using a sharpened stick as a spear doesn’t fill one with confidence when facing formations of soldiers.

Listening in on the councils of the Maon power brokers, we were confident they would take a couple of years to re-arm.  They didn’t want to suddenly start buying everything under the sun and make it obvious they were planning a rebellion.  True, they thought Count Merion was behind their sudden disarmament.  The problem, from their point of view, was admitting they were armed in the first place.  Screaming about their stolen hardware and accusing the Count of taking it would mean admitting they had it in the first place.  Quietly ignoring the theft gave them a chance to avoid unpleasantness.  Both sides could pretend nothing happened.  In the meantime, they would pay their taxes and Merion would be watchful but content—they hoped.

Robar would doubtless sell them more weapons and armor, but he would do it for immediate profit, rather than on the cheap as part of a long-term strategy.

“What do you think?” I asked.  Rusty shrugged.

“They stand a good chance of being well-off and unmurdered.  It beats wealthy and under attack.”

“I agree.  How long do you think we should let it go before we check in?”

“It’s a voidworld, so we don’t need to run a constant gate.  How about we put a crystal with a timer and a micro-gate on the island?  The mirror there can contact a mirror in the reactor world workroom.”

“Deal.”

“Now, tell me more about this thing in the middle of Tauta.  I got the gist of it, but I don’t think I like the gist of it.  Explain to me what the Dingus is doing and how we’re going to stop it.”

“I’m not sure how we’re going to stop it.  Not yet.  Now that we’re done with the crisis at Maon, I can focus.”

“Do we have anything else we need to look at?”

“I don’t think so.  Why?”

“I’m not so eager to run errands for the nuclear numbskull.”

“I would like it if you two could learn to get along.”

“We get along fine,” Rusty protested.  “He leaves me alone and I leave him alone.  I figure as long as I don’t shed on the furniture or chew his slippers, he’s happy.  After all, I’m nothing more than a big, furry pet, right?”

“If it’s any consolation, he has a low opinion of anyone who isn’t a celestial entity.  He’s got an ego that could fill a universe.  It’s not that you, in particular, are viewed as any less than anyone else.  It’s not personal.  He fails to respect pretty much everyone.”

Rusty thought this over for a moment.  He started to reply, stopped, thought some more.

“I’m not sure that’s better,” he said, at last.

“It isn’t.  If anything, it’s worse—from any point of view regarding him as a person.  He isn’t.  He’s a creature we can’t understand and he doesn’t really understand us anymore, either—if he ever did.  And from the point of view of him picking on you, specifically, because you’re somehow a lesser creature?  It’s not him viewing you, in particular, as a quasi-animal.  You haven’t seen him treating regular humans as pets or pests—or any other mortal race—because you haven’t seen him with any of them.”

“Huh.”  Rusty cocked his head, rolling this new idea around in his head.  “He’s the one Aryan Nazi in Uganda.”

“Oof,” I said, wincing.  “I’m not sure I’d put it quite like that.”

“However he would put it, he is a racist jerk who thinks he’s better than all us ‘lesser’ creatures,” Rusty persisted.

“If seeing him in that light helps you tolerate him, fine.  We can fine-tune the illumination later.”

“It doesn’t help me like him, but I have a better perspective on him.  And different expectations.  I can think of him as my alcoholic, racist uncle who only shows up on holidays for the food, gets drunk, and talks too much.”

“I never had that experience, but I get your point.  Can we move on?”

“Sure.  How’s the Revenge holding up?”

“Last time I checked, it was doing fine.  Want to go look?”

“I’ll head over and run a diagnostic,” he decided.  “Do we have anything else I can look at before we go do yet another errand for the Lord of Ego?”

“I don’t think I have anything else.  No, I take that back.  Orrysa has people working on a new tablecloth.  Other than that, I don’t think I’ve got anything in particular that needs doing.”

“What about the Earthline we diverted?”

“Who the what, now?”

“The one where I said goodbye, we gave out werewolf goodies, all that stuff.”

“Oh!  I don’t know.  It’s got a circular gate connection to maintain it.  I haven’t been keeping tabs on it.”

“I have,” Rusty said.  “I thought I was the one keeping it going.  What’s a circular gate connection?”

“It’s a mini-gate looping around to itself.”

“I’ve never heard of it.  How’s it work?”

“You’ll love this.  It’s my own idea.  It’s a gate that reaches to the other side of the ring.”

“Come again?”

“Every gate structure—the physical object the gate spell attaches to—has a certain thickness to it.  I could put a gate at one end of a pipe and have it lock on to the other end of the pipe, effectively ‘shortening’ the pipe to nearly nothing.  With me so far?”

“I go through one end and immediately come out the other.  If it’s one of the England-Europe tunnels, I’ve saved myself a long walk.  Sure.”

“Right.  Now think smaller.  What if you had a tunnel under a bridge?  A few feet long, rather than through a mountain?”

“I’d take one step instead of ten steps.  Impractical for a gate spell unless there’s an obstacle in the way.  Isn’t it?”

“I agree, if transport is your aim.  What if all I want is a wormhole connecting two points?”

“I can see how it’s doable, sure.”

“Now shorten it more.  Instead of a few feet, maybe a few inches?  Or shorten it even more.  Instead of a whole length of pipe, cut the end off the pipe.  Now you’ve got a potential gate on one end of this really, really short length of pipe, and a target gate on the other end of this really, really short pipe.”

Rusty took a moment to visualize it.

“But… you’ve only got… what, an inch of distance?  A quarter of an inch?”

“Yep.  It’s a short wormhole.  A very short wormhole.  It’s even shorter than you think.  I’m using a mini-gate, not a length of pipe.  There appears to be a limit on how short a stable wormhole can be.  It has to be, at minimum, a little over a third of the diameter of the gate opening.  If you have a six-foot circle, you have to have a wormhole a little over two feet long or the wormhole fails.”

“Okay.  Why?”

“I don’t know.  I assume it has to do with spacetime and what physics will allow.  I don’t know how to test it.  My circular gate uses a very small opening—about two millimeters, to keep the power requirement down.  The metal plate is three millimeters thick, so it doesn’t have any problems with the minimum limit.  I have a wormhole gate almost indistinguishable from a normal hole drilled in metal.”

“Why do you call it a ‘circular’ gate?”

“Because it’s self-referential?  Like circular logic?”

“Is this a math joke?”

“It’s more like a logic joke.”

“I don’t get it, but I guess I don’t have to.  What’s the point of this gate?”

“It’s a full gate spell, bypassing normal space.  It’s what keeps the branch from disintegrating into—damn it!  You’ve been checking in on it, too, haven’t you?”

“I said so, yes.  You didn’t say I couldn’t.”

“Now I don’t know if it’s your periodic checks or my circular gate that’s been sustaining it.  You’ve invalidated the results of my test.”

“I don’t think I can be blamed for ruining a test you didn’t tell me about,” he remarked, mildly.  “I only wanted to know how the place turns out without Dingus vampires to ruin it.”

“And I don’t blame you a bit.  It’s okay.  I’ll put it in another branch universe to test it.  I should have realized you would want to see how the one we visited got along.  How’s it doing, by the way?”

“So far, it seems okay.  If the vampires are panicking because their so-called ‘Elders’ have vanished, they’re keeping quiet about it.”

“I’m a little concerned they may be in the midst of internal power struggles.”

“You mean they may be killing each other off?” he gasped.  He pressed his hands to his cheeks in mock theatrics.  “Oh, noooo!  Not that!”

“I’m saying it might not all go smoothly.”

“It’s got a better chance of leveling out without inherently evil monsters pushing from behind the scenes, doesn’t it?”

“There is that.  Hm.  We’re going to be doing stuff in Tauta.  What do you want to bet Uncle Dusty will have more stuff for us to work on in La Mancha while we’re there?”

“Fine by me,” Rusty said, with a shrug.  “I don’t much care where we go—as long as the people there don’t get all in my face about my social standing.  I’m not fond of their caste system.”

“I don’t approve of it either, but if it’s going to change it has to be from the inside.  An outside force trying to alter generations of internalized social order is going to have a tough time.”

“We could divide them up into small groups and put them in cooperate-or-die situations.”

“Half of them would die.”

“Yeah, but do we need that half?”

“Sometimes you remind me of Pop.  Not in a good way,” I added.

“Sorry.”

“It might work,” I admitted.  “It would be a massive project.  I could talk to Uncle Dusty about it, though.  He might be able to start a few changes.”

“Him?”

“Yes, him.  He could adopt priests from any caste.  At least, I think he can.  As a god, I would think he could even promote—or demote—people by divine decree.  The paperwork would be a headache for the Tassarian Empire to deal with, but nobody can argue when fiery letters appear on the documentation and a voice like thunder speaks from the black-and-crimson seal of the Lord of Fire and Shadow.”

Rusty bobbed his head back and forth, weighing the pros and cons.  Finally, he nodded.

“Okay, maybe.  Is he doing it already, or will you have to talk him into it?”

“I don’t know.  Why do you ask?”

“I’m wondering if he’s less of a jerk than I think, or if I’ve been right the whole time.”

“Meaning he’s a jerk if he didn’t think of it himself?”

“Pretty much, yeah.”

“I’ll ask.  Come on.  Let’s see what he’s learned about the Dingus and the dying light.”

“Stop by the Revenge first,” he reminded me.

“Of course.”
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The Revenge was working perfectly.  The shift-spell was already well-tempered and much stronger.  It looked good to me, so we tested it, shifting in a short hop to make sure it worked.  It did, so we recharged and took a much longer hop to Andromeda while I monitored the spell structure.  We made it there and back again with no problems.  The Revenge was all set to continue until the Dingus destroyed it or the universe ran out of stars.

Back in the reactor world apartment, Uncle Dusty had an avatar already waiting.  He grinned at me and waved as we came out of the workroom.

“I noticed you were ticking ahead, so I figured I’d wait,” he said.  “I knew it wouldn’t be long.”

“Hello to you, too.  Hungry?”

“I could eat.”

Rusty smiled amiably and said nothing.  He helped me in the kitchen.  The MMM2 was sitting where I’d left it.  Nowadays, we only move it if we’re settling down for a material length of time.  There are disadvantages to having an adventuring lifestyle.  If we stuck to one sort of culture, we might be able to have a mobile home—a galator wagon, or an RV, or maybe a little skyhopper starship.  We chose to have variety, not stability, and tended to switch things up every time.

Maybe we should get several mobile homes so we have one suitable for wherever we go.  On second thought, maybe we shouldn’t.  Putting stuff in a box designed to move means someone will try to steal the box.

Rusty and I brought food to the table and we all sat around it.

“Have you given any thought to My request?” Uncle Dusty asked, buttering a roll.

“I have.  Have you?”

“What do you mean?”

“I’ve got a list of spells and variations of spells I think will be useful.  What I don’t have is a plan of attack.  I don’t know enough about the metamorphosis of Chaos entities and universal Firmaments and voidworld energy dynamics.  I’m not even a hundred percent sure how the Dingus actually uses his wizard conduit.  I know he’s doing it, but I don’t understand how it works, the mechanism of action.  I’m not the best person to come up with a plan, here.”

Uncle Dusty looked disgusted, but didn’t argue the point.  I don’t think he liked being put on the spot like that.  Rusty’s presence might have been part of it.

“Fine.  The way I see it, this breaks down into a few distinct parts.”

“And what are those?”

“I’m still working on the specifics.  The primary part of this plan, the sine qua non, is to cut the Dingus off from the power supply.  There are three places where we can do that:  The creature, Tau, is one.  The wizard is another.  And the Dingus, itself, is the third.”

“How would we do the third?  How is the Dingus an option?”

“It’s not an option.  I only list it for completeness.  If we want to cut the link, we have to do it at one of the other two points.”

“What about the conduit?” Rusty asked.

“The wizard is the second one I listed.”

“No, I mean the energy conduit from the wizard to the creature.  Tau.  Or the connection between the wizard and the Dingus.  Don’t those count as points of attack?”

Uncle Dusty bit back a sharp response.  I could almost hear him counting to ten.

“In a manner of speaking, yes,” he agreed.  “The trouble is, you’re thinking more in terms of power lines.  If you cut an electrical wire, it’s cut.  It has to be repaired.  This is more like photonic power transmission.  A high-intensity beam is blasting from one station to another.  You can’t take a pair of clippers to it.”

“I don’t understand.”

“I get that.”

“I mean,” Rusty answered, “I don’t quite see why it’s so hard.  Maybe I haven’t got a full explanation.  My concept—which you likened to a copper wire—is like this.  The wizard focuses on Tau, sending out a spell or a power or an effect.  This reaches up to the being, taps into it, and starts sucking power out of it.  This comes flooding back down to the wizard, getting filtered through a prismatic mountain.  Most of the power gets wasted, boiling oceans, melting rock, cracking the planet, and so on.  What does get through the mountain pours through the wizard and on through his connection to the Dingus.  Did Phoebe not explain it right, or did I misunderstand?”

“No, I think you got the gist of it.”

“Hang on,” I interrupted.  “Talk to me about the connection between the wizard and the Dingus.  I’d like to know more about how that works.  It’s a celestial thing, isn’t it?”

“It is.  In basic terms, the Dingus has control of a person—it’s kind of like a possession.  The spirit of the wizard is an old spirit, one that’s moved from body to body over the centuries, growing in power and strength, and gradually burning up bodies from the intensity of it.  How the Dingus got in isn’t clear.  Obviously, it did.  That’s enough.  It’s putting forth its power to preserve the body.  It needs the body as a material focus on this plane.  With Me so far?”

Rusty and I nodded.

“Okay.  Power comes flooding down, as Rusty said.  He’s pretty much correct on the process, by the way.”

“Thank you.”

“Phoebe did an excellent job of explaining,” Uncle Dusty replied.  “The power gets filtered by the crystal mountain—you know the mountain is unstable matter, right?”

“Yes.  A variety of energy effects will destabilize it with catastrophic results.”

“Just checking.  As the power goes through the mountain, all the non-celestial energy is stripped away.  The remaining energy is all celestial energy, although it still isn’t quite ready to be consumed.  In animal terms, the beast has been killed, skinned, gutted, and cleaned, and we have nice raw steaks.  Technically, a human can eat the steaks—in this case, the Dingus can eat this energy.  If it can be ‘cooked’ properly, it becomes much more digestible and provides far more calories.  Filtering the Tau-based energy through a human spirit tunes it and makes it more palatable for the Dingus to devour.”

“The wizard is a faith converter!” I shouted.

“Exactly!  Remember how we talked about celestial entities modifying people directly?  It’s not worth the effort unless they’re going to convert a whole lot more people to the cause.  Well, Tau still only counts as one, but one worth a whole theocracy.  The Dingus is using the wizard the way a human would use a cross, for example, in repelling a vampire, only in reverse.  The divine focus is drawing in energy and turning raw Tau power into a well-cooked dinner.”

“Question,” Rusty said, raising a hand.  Uncle Dusty’s eyebrows went up.

“Go ahead.”

“I don’t recall the discussion about celestial entities modifying people, but maybe I’m forgetful.  You know us lower life-forms.  The idea of it costing energy sparked a thought.  Couldn’t the Dingus create an avatar to do this directly?”

“Yes and no,” Uncle Dusty replied.  “I see where the confusion is and it’s understandable.  Physically manifesting is a huge investment.  There’s a reason I have cloning facilities and custom-made human bodies.  The Dingus could use an avatar for the focus in Tauta; the power flow through an avatar would be even greater and therefore likely to pay for itself over time.  There are drawbacks to this, however.  Not only would the initial investment dangerously weaken him on the celestial plane, the draining of Tau would be starkly obvious.  It would also be much more violent on the physical plane because of the second reason.

“The second reason is the wizard.  By utilizing a wizard in this fashion, the other energies can be, at least to a limited extent, diverted into useful functions.  Celestial and magical forces are being used to sustain the wizard and to produce the crystal filter around him.  Because it’s so efficient at feeding power to the Dingus, it’s a relatively small drain on Tau, and therefore the effects weren’t noticed for quite a while, giving it all a chance to build up into a problem.  The wizard is also the chef of the energies the Dingus actually wants to eat, which would be impossible for an avatar.  An avatar isn’t human, it doesn’t have belief, it doesn’t produce faith.  It’s a manifestation of its creator, so it can’t ‘cook’ the energies the way a human spirit can.”

Rusty nodded along with the explanation.

“Thank you.”

“You’re welcome.”

“Now I understand the process better,” I said.  “All right, it looks as though the wizard is the lynchpin of this whole arrangement, but let’s examine it all.  You say we can’t attack the Dingus, itself.  I presume you mean the Dingus as it manifests on the Tautan celestial plane?”

“That’s correct.  I don’t have the force necessary and, even if I could motivate and organize the so-called gods of Tauta, they aren’t smart enough to be much use.”

“What about Tau?  Is there any way to cut off the energies it produces?  Or any way to change them, maybe… I don’t know… poison them?  Reduce the energies the Dingus wants so it’s no longer viable to maintain the connection?”

“This isn’t anything Tau is doing,” Uncle Dusty pointed out.  “This is a bloodletting.  The Dingus isn’t eating fruit off the tree.  He’s chomping into a vein and letting blood dribble into his mouth.  To make it unpalatable we’d have to change the nature of the creature, reversing its metamorphosis and turning it back into a creature of pure Chaos.  And, before you ask, no.  I have no idea how to even begin to do that.”

“I had to ask.  Now, the connection between the Dingus and the wizard—how hard would it be to interrupt that?”

“Interrupt it or prevent it?”

“What’s the difference?” Rusty asked, cocking his head.

“Interrupting it is like when the power quits for a moment, then comes right back on.  You might not even have to reset your electric clocks.  Preventing it, cutting it off so it can’t be restored—that’s different.  You want a total power blackout and a call to the power company.”

“So, interrupting it for a moment can be done?”

“Sure.  I don’t want to, though.”

“Why not?”

“Because I’ll have to do it from My end, in the celestial plane.  If I do this, I’ll have to sneak up on the Dingus, prepare a stealthy attack, and immediately sprint for distance before the Dingus can grab Me.  It probably won’t chase Me as it will want to restore the connection as quickly as possible.  Keeping the connection severed will involve getting into a stand-up fight.  I’m not equipped for it.”

“Okay,” I agreed.  “It’s good to know we have the option of a one-time interrupt, if it turns out to be useful.  Let’s look at other options.  How about what Rusty was talking about?  Cutting off access between the wizard and Tau?”

“That’s your department,” he informed me.  “That’s a connection on the material plane between two definite points.  It’s a conduit full of various forms of energy, but the conduit is present there.  However, as I said, it’s not a material thing you can sever.  It’s a flow of energy and has different properties.”

“Rusty may still be on to something,” I argued.  “I’ll need to examine it before I can say anything about it.  If I do cut it, what’s liable to happen?”

“Same as the wizard-Dingus conduit.  When the power flow stops, the Dingus will try to restore it.  At a guess, there will be lances of energy shooting toward Tau, trying to harpoon it and start siphoning again.”

“How big is Tau?  If I want to cover it in a shield, I need to have a better idea of the size of a shield I’ll need.”

“Hang on.”  Uncle Dusty looked up and far away for a moment.  He lowered his gaze again.  “Tau is—very roughly—two hundred miles in diameter.”

“Two hundred?”

“Could be as much as three hundred.  It’s hard to judge physical things when I don’t have physical eyes on the same plane.  You might want to look at it, take its angular width, maybe do a little scrying of your own.”

“Oof.  Regardless of the final measurement, it’s the size of a small country—no, damn it, it’s bigger than that.  It’s spherical, not flat, so the surface area is… hang on… if it’s actually two hundred miles across, a shield around it would have to cover more than 125,000 square miles.”

“Sounds right.”

“Ack!”

“Problem?”

“It’s a little bit large for me.”  I kicked Rusty’s shin under the table before he could say anything.  He kept his mouth shut and tried to look innocent.

“Didn’t your father work out how to collapse a star by wrapping multiple shells around it?”  I gave Uncle Dusty a hard glare.  He blinked for a few seconds. “Too bad he’s not available and I should try harder to remember that,” he went on.  “I take it putting a shield around Tau to block whatever sort of probes is out of the question?”

“I’m not even sure what it would have to block.  And, as I think about it, I’m not sure how well it would stand up to an ancient wizard with the power of the Dingus pouring through him.  We might find we went to a lot of exhausting effort to build such a shield and he pokes a hole in it, first try.  To get it right, we’d have to build a shield, see how he penetrates it, then build another shield, this time set up to counter his specific attack.”

“What if he has more than one?” Rusty asked.

“More than one what?” I asked, turning to look at him.

“Method.  I don’t know as much magical theory as anyone here, but if you have a shield designed to stop arrows, does it also work on bullets?  How about spears?  Or those cannon things they use to fire harpoons?”

“Rusty has a point,” I told Uncle Dusty.  “If we don’t have any better ideas, I’ll work on shielding spells for Tau.  It seems to me like it should be a last resort.  It’s our Hail Mary because it takes too much time and energy, shows off the fact we’re resisting the Dingus’ efforts, and probably won’t work.”

“Duly noted,” he said.  “What does this leave us?”

“No Dingus.  No Tau.  No Dingus-wizard connection.  No wizard-Tau connection.  All that’s left is the wizard.”

“Encased in an unstable crystal mountain,” Uncle Dusty added.

“Yep.”

“Okay, I’m game.  How do we kill him?”

“That’s a very good question and I would love to hear an answer.”

Rusty raised one hand again.  We both looked at him.

“Can we go back to my idea about cutting the wizard-Tau connection?”

“It’s an energy beam, not a wire,” Uncle Dusty said, clearly irritated.

“I’m aware of this.”

“Oh.  Does your smooth brain need a more explicit explanation on why you can’t cut an energy beam?”

“Nope.  I get your point.  I don’t know what I’m talking about and my idea can’t possibly work.  I’m useless here.  You go ahead and figure it out.”  He rose and turned to me.  “Phoebe, if you’d like to hear my idea, we can talk about it when we won’t be wasting his time.”  He looked Uncle Dusty in the eye.  He doesn’t usually do that.  It’s a werewolf thing.  He tends to avoid it unless he’s challenging someone.  “Good luck.”

“Hey, I didn’t—” Uncle Dusty began, but Rusty ignored him and went into the workroom.  He didn’t slam the door.  “Is he always this touchy when he’s wrong?”

“Oh, I don’t know.  He reminds me of someone.”

“Is that meant to be funny?”

“Don’t I wish it was.  I’ll get his input later, when he won’t be interrupted and he can believe he’s being taken seriously.  Even a bad idea might inspire us to a good idea—oops.  I mean it might inspire me, since you won’t be listening.  You were talking about killing the wizard?  Please do go on.”

Uncle Dusty regarded the closed door to the workroom for several seconds.  He shrugged and turned back to me.

“I don’t see how to do it.  As far as I can tell, he’s completely encased in that mountain.”

“When you say ‘encased,’ do you mean he’s in a small space, like being buried alive in a casket?”

“I mean it’s like he’s been stripped naked and pushed into a vat of the stuff.”

“Then how is he alive at all?”

“He’s sustained by the byproducts of the power transfer.  The celestial energy pouring through him wants to burn him out, while the magic is being used to keep him alive.  Think of it like a wire carrying so much current it’s trying to melt.  The magic is like a bath of liquid nitrogen, cooling the wire so it doesn’t.”

“The Dingus is using the magic?”

“I wouldn’t think so.  Not directly, at least.  I think the Dingus is using him to manipulate the magical energy.  This still has limits, though.  The wizard’s ability to channel the coolant is separate from his ability to channel celestial energy.  He’s pumping as much liquid nitrogen as he can, which partially determines how much celestial energy he can conduct.  It’s still a tidy little setup.”

“So, to be clear, if we drop a big enough bomb to blow up the whole mountain, we crack Tauta wide open.  If we start dropping smaller bombs to tunnel our way in, the Dingus will act to defend the wizard before we get anywhere near him.  I’m guessing there will be interference if I try to open a gate inside the mountain?”

“Assuming that’s even possible?  Probably.”

“And if I shine a laser of sufficient intensity to kill the wizard?”

“Considering how much material it has to go through to reach him, I would guess the electromagnetic waves would be intense enough to destabilize the material of the mountain, destroying the world.”

“How good is your guess?”

“I used to be a physicist, too.”

“Fair point.  So the Dingus has the whole planet as a hostage while he drains the lifeblood out of the creature keeping the world alive.  Kind of like holding a gun to the head of a hostage while they slowly bleed to death.”

“Looks like,” he agreed.

“Which means our options are to destroy the world now, cutting off the Dingus from any more power, or let the world die later after the Dingus has eaten all it can?”

“Uh… I don’t like where this is heading.”

“Me, either.  I’m going to talk to Rusty.  Maybe he isn’t useless.”

“That’s not fair.”

“Well spotted,” I agreed, and went into the workroom.  Rusty was nowhere to be seen.  I checked the shift-space and, yes, the crystal capacitor was recharging.  The dial was set for “Nakota,” a world where the year was in the late fourteen hundreds.  Rusty liked it because there were enormous herds of bison still roaming all over.

We’ve found a number of places where he can externally express his internalized anger.  He says it helps to be a wolf.  There’s a primal component with simpler thought processes when he goes hunting.  I’m used to this.  Pop does it, too, in his own way.  Pop is more cerebral about it.  He goes hunting humans who deserve to be dinner—well, he makes an effort.  He’s not always overly picky about it.  Rusty doesn’t hunt humans out of anger and frustration.  And Rusty is willing to share his kills.  Very environmental, my Rusty.

Come to think of it, Pop might be willing to share his kills, too.  Rusty shares because he can’t eat an entire bison by himself, though.  Pop would share because he’s a generous person.  And because he only drinks the blood.

I didn’t go chasing after him.  Instead, I started the mini-gate ticking, letting Nakota click ahead.  After a few minutes locally, I shifted over to see how he was doing.

The shift-space was a natural-seeming cleft among rocks.  It was open to the sky and had cleverly-angled stones to make rainfall splash in, like the downspout from house gutters.  Nothing was going to want to make a lair in our arrival point!

This worked perfectly, but we failed to take into account the geographic location.  It was in a region that would correspond to northern Montana, around the 48th parallel.

Why was this important?  One word:  Winter.

I shifted in and promptly lost my footing.  I fell on my butt, slid on the ice, shot down the drainage slide, gained speed the whole way down, made a number of undignified and unladylike noises as I flailed for purchase, and gave silent thanks for the snowbank at the bottom.  It wasn’t all that far to the snowbank.  It only felt like several miles.

I stuck my head up, shook snow out of my hair, and half-climbed, half-dug my way to a standing position.  It was a nice, sunny day, rather early in the morning, and my breath plumed magnificently in the frigid air.

And I do mean frigid.  I didn’t have a thermometer with me, but I judged the temperature to be well below freezing.  Once you get past ten below, it all kind of blurs together for me into a generic, Oh my frozen toes, it’s cold!

Looking up at the gentle slope, I saw the icy path I would have to climb back to the shift-point.  I could leave manually, of course; I had my homing bracelet for emergencies.  The smooth, ice-covered expanse did not look inviting, except maybe to penguins and bobsled teams.

I’d burn that bridge when I got to it.  At the moment, I was looking for Rusty.  It should have been at least a few hours since he arrived, so, hopefully, he was feeling better.

No, there was one thing to get before looking for Rusty:  Warm.  A stiff gust of wind reminded me I wasn’t dressed for the weather.  The wind made me look at the sky.  A weather system was coming and it would mean sleet, hail, or snow—not rain, not in this cold.

What the hell.  I had power crystals on me.  I conjured a heat-retaining spell on myself to lessen my heat loss to the environment.  I shouldn’t be here long enough to need winter gear.

Once I was feeling less Ice Queen and more Queen of May, I pulled out my makeup compact and did a search for Rusty.  He was definitely feeling better.  He was snoozing, on his back, all four paws in the air, while a dozen other wolves either laid around him or lazily tugged meat off a bison carcass or gnawed playfully on bones.

See?  He shares.  He’s a good boy.

I finished digging myself out of the snowbank and made it to the snow shallows—not more than knee-deep and frequently only ankle-deep.  I could crunch along pretty easily after that.  It still took a while to get down out of the hills and through the forest.

The wolf pack was near the edge of the treeline because that was where Rusty brought down his kill.  They saw me coming and became alert.  Rusty continued to snooze until one of them barked.  He opened his eyes and rolled over in the snow, lifting his head to look around.  They were all looking at me by then.  When he saw me, he yipped happily and came bouncing through the snow to greet me.  The rest of the pack stayed where they were, watchful but more relaxed.  If the big guy vouched for me, then I couldn’t be a problem.

Rusty remembered not to rear up and lick me in the face.  We discussed this many times.  It wasn’t necessarily a bad thing, but immediately after eating?  No, thank you.

He shifted, taking his time, moving slowly through all the intermediate stages of wolf and man ratios.  About a minute later, he stood there in the same outfit I’d seen him in before.

I’ve got that amulet nailed.  Awesome.

“Feeling better?”

“Much,” he agreed.  “Let’s walk.  The others are uncomfortable about my transformation and about having a human in sight.”

“Sure.”  We headed back into the trees.  I steered us toward the shift-point.  “I ran your world faster before I came by.  How long has it been?”

“About two days.”

“Wow.  One of those ticks or tocks must have hit a big differential.  I was thinking it was a couple of hours.”

“You didn’t miss anything.  Did you two come up with a plan?”

“No.  I wanted to get your input.  It sounded like you had an idea.”

“I’ve had time to think it over, inasmuch as I can as a wolf.  Your uncle is probably right.  My idea is probably silly.”

“Lucky for you, his opinion doesn’t count.  He doesn’t get to judge you or your ideas.  Let’s hear it.”

“Let’s go elsewhere.  It’s cold out here without my fur on.”

We slogged up through the snow until we reached the runoff area.  Looking at it as we approached, it seemed obvious a warmer day had cause snowmelt and runoff, while nighttime temperatures froze it—or maybe a winter storm moved through.  The result was a sheet of ice.

“Thoughts?” I asked.

“Fireball?”

“Ice has a surprisingly high heat of fusion.  Melting it with a blast of fire is seldom practical.  Unless you’re a dragon,” I amended.

“Giant magnifying glass?”

“That might work.”

I cast a lens spell, altering the refractive index of a large chunk of air.  This focused the Sun’s rays across a wide area into the space between us and our shift-point.  A smaller spell shifted most of the energy into the infrared range, ideal for heating ice.  The area we wanted cleared started to sweat almost instantly, quickly developing rivulets like a windshield in the rain.  In twenty minutes, the whole way was melted.  It was still wet, but no longer too slippery to climb.

We hurried to the shift-point and I accessed the spell, manually overriding the targeting.  I took us to our most recent little hideaway, the island where we interrogated Fatso.  This had two great qualities.  It wasn’t a reactor world, so Rusty wouldn’t feel self-conscious about my uncle’s omnipresence.  It was also tropical, which he appreciated after being in the cold.  My desire to be on a tropical island instead of the icy wastes had hardly anything to do with it.

I sat down next to him while he stretched out on the sand.  After his human form warmed up by lying on the beach for a while—sand and surf and sunshine are wonderful restoratives—he finally answered my question.

“You know the energy beam thing between Tau and the wizard?”

“Yes.  You had an idea.”

“I do.  Two, actually.  The first one is to hijack the beam.  If possible.”

“Hijack it?  How so?”

“It’s energy pouring out of Tau.  Can you use a spell to divert it so your Uncle Dusty gets hit with it, instead?  Or pan it around, anywhere besides the mountain.  Maybe it’ll set fire to a lot of primeval, inner-world jungles and boil a thousand gallons of ocean per second, but if it’s not hitting the mountain, it’s not getting through to the Dingus.”

“Maybe,” I hedged, thinking it over.  “I’ll need to take a look at the spells holding it together.  If I can take over the targeting from the Tau end of it, I don’t think there would be a way to regain control from the ground.  No easy way, certainly.  On the other hand, they could simply make another one.”

“Which you could then also hijack?”

“That’s an even bigger ‘maybe.’  Having done it once, they may find a way to prevent me from doing it again.  I would.”

“Could be,” he agreed, “but the Dingus and the local wizard may have a long damn way to go before they match you.  I doubt they can figure things out as quickly.”

“Possibly,” I agreed, thinking about how the Dingus had vampire servants with a customized spell for getting its attention.  It might know more about magic than we thought.

“I also wonder if we should let them do it,” Rusty went on.  “If they reestablish a connection, what happens if they go into full production on their second energy-ray conduit thing and you swing the original back on target?  Maybe you can also dig it deeper into Tau so the energy beam is even stronger than before.  What do they do when you hit their wizard-conduit with double or even triple the power he’s expecting?  They operate at nearly the limit of what he can handle, right?”

I visualized the beam intensity doubling and considered what would happen to the wizard.  If the Dingus was very, very quick, it might be survivable for the wizard, but “survivable” isn’t the same as “good for.”

“Most likely, the wizard would burst into flames and die.  Then we would have an uncontrolled energy stream hammering into an unstable form of matter.”

“Ah.  Let me guess.  Big bada boom?”

“Like a Martian blasting the Earth because it’s obstructing his view of Venus.”

“Got it.  Okay, that probably means my other idea isn’t going to work, either.  I got the idea while you were melting a lot of ice.  You have spells to transform energy.  Why not prep a shell of many layers and slap it suddenly into the energy channel?  You can turn most of the energy into laser light or radio waves or pure magical energy, right?”

“Each spell does one type of energy conversion, and usually only a limited amount. I can stack multiple spells of each type to overcome this limitation.  The real trick, I think, would be finding an energy type that doesn’t destabilize the mountain.

“In fact,” I went on, “you’ve helped me realize an important fact.  If we’re going to kill the wizard, we have to cut off the energy stream before we do it.  If the wizard dies—when the wizard dies—the energy coming down on the mountain won’t have anywhere to go.  A lot of it goes into the ground and the water, yeah, I get that, and it may continue to do so.  The magic and the celestial blood don’t.  Those are being used in the current process.  And, since the mountain is designed to refract, filter, and purify those out of the rest of what’s coming down…”  I shook my head.  “I doubt the Dingus installed overload safeties or even circuit breakers.”

“Right.  Cut the power before killing the wizard.  I’ll remember.  What does this leave us with?”

“An order of operations.  Still no actual plan, but at least we know another thing we shouldn’t do.”

“When we eliminate all that, whatever’s left is the plan?”

“It’s the long way around,” I admitted, “but it seems to be our current process.”

Rusty put his hands behind his head, lacing his fingers together before settling onto the beach again.

“You know what?”

“What?”

“I could really go for a coconut.”

“Why don’t I go for a coconut?  You look comfortable.”


Journal Entry #125

Tauta was on slow time, or I was on fast time.  Einstein said time was relative.  I don’t think he had multiple universes in mind, so I could afford to lie on a beach and think.  I tan very well and had Rusty to keep an eye on me.  He’s a great guardian for when I want to step into my mental study.

I don’t spend a lot of time in my mental study.  Pop could live in his and be happy.  I prefer to be out and about, doing things.  Nevertheless, it’s a useful tool when I need to get a lot of thinking done.

In a way, my mental study is like another form of time differential.  By consciously focusing on my thoughts, I think faster.  I can’t keep up with Pop, but I’m not sure Deep Thought could do that.

Pop’s mental study is like a library office.  It has shelves for days and a big desk.  Nice lamps, though.  It’s not exactly stark.  Maybe the word I want is “spartan.”  It’s an office.  It has a few minor touches of whimsy, but, for the most part, it’s a serious, no-nonsense, businesslike place.  If you ever get to visit, you’ll immediately understand you’re not there for tea and a friendly chat.  You’re there for a purpose.  Pop goes into his mental study when he has a goal in mind and the trappings of his thinking space reflect that.

My own mental study is more homey.  I wanted a place where I could sit and think, not another workroom.  If our studies were different rooms in an old mansion, Pop would have the library.  Mine is more of a reading room.  His has a big fireplace, frequently with Firebrand on the grating instead of logs.  Mine has skylights.  His has old-fashioned oil lamps.  Mine has a crystal chandelier.  His has hardwood floors.  I have thick carpeting.  He has a desk like a glass-topped steel block.  I have couches and a roll-top writing table.

I’ve wondered if our mental study architecture and styles are reflections of our personalities.  Since we consciously construct them, I’d have to say no.  Since we each chose how to arrange them, I’d also have to say yes.  Your living room says something about you even if it wasn’t directly extrapolated from your subconscious.

I lounged around in mine, going through the shelves.  I wasn’t looking for anything specific, just browsing.  The idea was to find things my mind wanted me to know.  It’s an inspirational technique.  If I already had enough information to solve the problem, it would be in my mind… somewhere.  The theory was I could let my mind present me with that information on a conscious level by examining my subconscious bookshelf and pulling any volume to catch my eye.

A few hours in my head worked out to about an hour outside.  I emerged with more questions than with answers, but the fact I had new questions was still a form of progress.  They indicated I had a line of attack, even if I didn’t quite know what I was on to.

Rusty agreed to accompany me on an investigative trip.  We went to Tauta—the exterior of Tauta—and settled in with a fair amount of scrying equipment.  I did most of the scrying.  He handled the recording and note-taking.

What was I scrying on?  Everything.  I wanted a better look at the energy pouring out of Tau and down into the crystal mountain.  I wanted to see what was being shed from the mountain—the “useless” energies the Dingus had no interest in.  How did they interact with the mountain’s substance?  What were they doing to the foundations—the crust of Tauta?  I wanted a better look at Tau, as well.  What was going on in there?  How was it put together?  What changes were taking place?  And where was the process going?

All this involved the most sophisticated scrying spells I knew.  I don’t think I’ve examined anything in such detail since Pop gave me my final exam in scrying.

I also took precautions.  I doubted the wizard in the mountain was going to detect my activity—it would be like noticing a squirt-gun fight on the shore while you stand at the base of Niagara Falls!  It was still possible the Dingus might, being a incorporeal, multidimensional being.  Possible, if unlikely.  Still, if it was unlikely, it was a risk.  I don’t usually have to cast spells to hide from celestial energies, so I traced those out with great care, making sure to get them right.  I couldn’t hide the fact I was doing something, but I was pretty sure I could avoid being traced and identified.  I cast several, in fact, not only to cloak our work area from routine observation, but I incorporated them as filters in my scrying spells.  A wizard might trace a scrying spell to its source.  A celestial entity might be able to do something similar.  With a celestial energy detector built into the spell, any celestial entity trying to “look back” down the scrying channel would effectively trip a breaker and break the spell.  Hopefully before it could see me!

And, in accordance with the idea the Dingus might detect my scrying investigations and might choose to look back along a spell and might discover who and where we were, I definitely wanted a fast-acting shift-space tied into the scrying setup.  A celestial entity looks down my scrying spell, the spell breaks, severing the link.  Once that happens and the link is severed, the shift-space spell immediately zaps us elsewhere.

Overkill?  Maybe.  Being smote from the heavens by a black cloud in the shape of a fist could be overkill, too.  Best to err on the side of caution.

Once we had a ton of spells cast, we shifted to Tauta, into a nice, empty patch of desert.  We put up an awning to keep the worst of the light off us and started looking into the hollow space inside the world.  It’s a lot easier to look around when I don’t have to reach across interuniversal barriers.

Did it all go smoothly?  No.  There was plenty to discover by looking.  I could examine the power pouring off Tau easily enough.  The energies reflected or refracted out of the crystal mountain were also easy.  The power being dumped into the ground under the mountain?  Also a snap.  Getting a look at the rock and stone beneath the mountain and developing a picture of what was actually happening down there… that was harder.  It mostly involved using multiple scrying spells and panning back and forth to build up a composite picture.

Looking at the mountain wasn’t hard—from a distance.  There wasn’t a single thing stopping me.  There were no defenses around it, no spells, no fields of force erected by the Dingus, nothing of that sort.  I thought it a stunning display of overconfidence—or stinginess.  Either it thought there was nothing capable of threatening its energy-processing plant or it didn’t want to “waste” power protecting it from merely potential threats.  Maybe both.

On the other hand, I couldn’t get a scrying sensor up close to it.  The energy blazing off the crystalline material was a powerful defense against examination all by itself.  This limited my ability to test it, to probe it and analyze it.  Still, watching what it did, from a distance, and analyzing the energy changes was informative.  I learned a lot about what it did.  How it did what it did was a mystery.  I can only conclude the artificial matter involved has properties no normal matter can possibly have.  At a guess, this particular material was created specifically to act like a prism would, and this super-prism affected the energy types coming off Tau.

Imagine a pair of prisms.  One of them is set in a beam of light so it throws a rainbow on a wall.  The hole in the wall then lets only the yellow light through.  There’s your celestial energy—specifically, the energy being run through the wizard.  The other prism is in the same beam of light and angled so the rainbow it throws overlaps the first one, but the second one has the blue light hit the same hole.  This is the magical energy being utilized by the parts of the wizard that aren’t involved in preparing the celestial energy.

That’s kind of what goes on inside the mountain.  It’s one big, magical-celestial-psychic-electromagnetic-you-name-it prismatic thingamabob.

It had to be.  The energy coming off Tau was composed of pretty much everything you can imagine.  There were all sorts of electromagnetic waves, from long-wave radio right up to the shortest gamma rays.  Fortunately for all life on the inside of Tauta, the atmosphere was thick enough to block most of the really harmful stuff.  The entire interior of the world was getting about the same intensity of solar flux as the Altiplano.  And the “sun” of the hollow world never goes out.  Daytime is eternal!  This makes for really lush vegetation, once natural selection weeded out the plants that couldn’t take it.

In addition to the electromagnetic spectrum, Tau also emitted celestial energy.  With the appropriate conversion filter on a scrying spell, Tau glowed just as bright.

Psychic energy?  Yep, that too.  The people living inside the hollow world must be darn near psychically deaf.  It’s like living near a jet engine.  Not an airport; a jet.  One that never stops screaming.  Once you stop being able to hear, it’s fine.

Magic?  Oh, yes.  Quite a lot of it.  The interior of Tauta has magical background levels way higher than most places.  Oddly enough, I didn’t find any signs of magic-working among the natives.  Is it for the same reason as the psychic deafness?  Anyone trying to do magic burns up, removing the magic-sensitive people from the gene pool?  Is there a “butter zone” of intensity where people can develop magical skills?  Too low and nobody believes it works, or that any result is “coincidence.”  Too high and the ones with magical talents melt like chocolate in a microwave when they make the attempt.  I don’t know how to find out without conducting experiments and I don’t feel comfortable experimenting on people like that.

I wonder.  Would extra-high levels of magic as the norm mean people might try to work magic in “dead zones”?  On Earth, people trying to work magic go to “places of power” where they think (or hope) the magical field is strongest.  Could the interior of Tauta have places where the level of magic was partially blocked, making it reasonably safe to use for the unskilled?  If so, did the inside-dwellers know about them, or were their magical senses so blinded by the overall intensity they couldn’t tell where these places might be?

Anyway, magical intensity aside, where I ran into real problems was trying to examine the creature, Tau, itself.

You’d think the big, unmoving thing hanging in the center of the sky would be easy enough to examine.  And, from the standpoint of a telescope, it is.  Taking the angular width of the Sun from Earth is easy enough.  Doing it from the inner surface of Tauta was even easier.  This calculation let me determine Tau’s exact diameter: 237.28 miles.  Yikes.

As for non-telescope methods, flying a scrying spell around it and using different conversion filters to see it in multiple spectra was simple enough.

As for looking through it to get a view like an x-ray picture or an MRI scan?  Or even looking inside it?  This presented problems.  It wasn’t that the thing was super dense or impenetrable.  The problem was the energetic interference.  Tau produces raw magical energy.  Flying a scrying spell into the source of the universe’s magic is… I’m not going to say it’s impossible, because I’m sure Pop could do it.  I can’t.  I even consulted with Uncle Dusty.  It shines in celestial terms too, so it’s like he’s a normal person looking into the Sun.  Not helpful.

Sorry I can’t be of more use, his celestial voice said, regretfully.  I adjusted my sun hat and fished a water bottle out of the cooler.

“It’s okay.  I really need more information, though.  Any thoughts on how we can probe Tau without alerting the Dingus?”

You can probably do a power tap without too much trouble, he pointed out.  I sat down in a beach lounger and drank before I answered.

“I don’t really want a power tap.  Watching the existing tap already tells me about it.  I don’t want to draw blood.  I want to get a look at what’s going on inside.  Or at least a better look at it, up close and personal.”

What will that tell you?

“I have no idea.  That’s why I want to look.”

Can’t you put filters on your spell or something?

“It’s not the brightness.  It’s the static.  By the time my scrying spell gets close enough to see anything, it’s full of garbage and distortion—and then it disintegrates.”

So use a telescope.

“The telescopic functions are for visible spectra,” I told him, trying to be patient.  “Air-refraction lenses don’t work on, say, celestial or psychic energies.  And no, I can’t shield the scrying spell from the loose magic without losing the magical connection to—” I broke off.

Problem?

“There’s another method of scrying,” I said, thoughtfully.  “If it works, great.  If not, I should have plenty of warning before it becomes a problem.”

I’m not up to date on scrying spells.  It’s not one of My areas of expertise.  What do you have in mind?

“An older method.  Hey, Rusty?”  He looked up from the laptop where he kept our notes.

“Yo.”

“Have we got a crystal ball lying around?”

There are two main methods of directly observing a target through scrying magic.  The first one is to put a scrying sensor—a camera, if you like—near where you want to look and have it transmit or conduct the images back to a reception device.  Whether this is an actual image on a mirror anyone can see or a psychic impression only the caster can see is a minor variation in what is, essentially, the same basic technique.

The second version is much older and much more risky.  The spellcaster uses a focus, such as a crystal ball, and imprints on it a destination.  For example, let’s say I pass a crossroads.  A day later, I want to check on the crossroads to see if anyone is following us.  I picture the crossroads and project my vision into the crystal ball.

Once I have the remembered image firmly fixed, I project my spirit into it.  This transports my astral self into the destination.  Otherwise, I would have to step out of my body and fly along the backtrail until I reached the destination.  For the crossroads example, this might take an hour for most people.  If I’m in Los Angeles and want to astrally visit a friend in Monaco, that’s going to take a lot longer.  Better to project there and twang my silver cord to come back, like letting go of the destination and letting your bungee cable yank you home.

The trouble is…

…I don’t have one.  I don’t know why.  Everyone else does.  Even Pop was surprised the first time he taught me to astrally project.  I’ve always had to be extra careful not to get lost.  Everyone else can look at the few feet of silver cord trailing off from their astral selves and know which way to go to find their body.  Me, I’m disconnected entirely and can get as lost as anyone on foot.  I had to be very careful when I was buried under Manhattan not to lose my temporary tomb!

Pros and cons of this little venture?  Well, using a crystal ball to project myself closer to Tau really cuts down on the travel time.  Coming back still might take a little while.  Nearly four thousand miles?  That’s going to take a while, even for me.  I’m very fast as an astral entity.

Will it be dangerous?  Not overly.  As I approach Tau, everything should be a matter of degrees.  It’s kind of like approaching a fire.  You feel the heat in plenty of time to avoid getting burned.  Once I got a look at it—or failed to—coming back would take time, and we could set up visual and magical markers for me to navigate by.  There are mountains on the inner surface, as well a jungles and deserts and oceans.  Put a few flags up, maybe drive a tractor in a barren, desert area and carve big lines into an arrow shape, that sort of thing.  And do it completely opposite from the crystal mountain so Tau, itself, blocks the view from there.  We don’t want anyone else noticing!

After considerable thought and thorough explanations, Rusty was ready to help.  He started hunting for a tractor.  We could shift it in here, next to our shelter, before shifting it inside the world.

Uncle Dusty, however, was less than enthusiastic.

Absolutely not!  I forbid it!

“You seem perturbed.”

If you think I’m going to permit you to throw your spirit at a primordial being so you can get a good look at it, you’re crazier than your father!

“Is there a specific danger of which I am unaware?”

I… that’s not the point!

“Oh, but it is!” I argued.  “I need more information, and an up-close examination of Tau is called for.  Why is this a problem?  What’s it going to do?  It’s my understanding it’s comatose, in the middle of a kind of chrysalis metamorphosis.  Or is there more you’re not telling me?”

I stood there and waited.  Rusty looked away from his mirror to raise an eyebrow at me.

“Arguing with him,” I told him.  “Could take a minute.”

“Carry on.  Still looking for a tractor.”

Finally, Uncle Dusty answered me.

Come to the apartment, he said.  You and I will talk there.

“Hmm.  All right.”  I turned to Rusty.  “He wants to have a family discussion, I think.”

“Good thing we never got married, then.  He wouldn’t have an excuse to kick me out.”

“When we’re done being adventurers and settle down, then we’ll get married and raise kids.  That’s the deal, isn’t it?”

“Yep.  How do you think he’ll take it when you’re not on call for magical miracles, oh heroine of the faith?”

“He’ll get used to it.  You want to hold the fort?”

“Are we relocating to the interior for this?”

“Since I don’t want to get lost, yes.  Find me a place opposite the crystal mountain and easy to identify from above.”

“I’ll see what they’ve got.  Enjoy your chat.”

I stepped into the drawn circle and shifted to the workroom.  Uncle Dusty was already waiting for me in the apartment.

“Do you leave an avatar here all the time, or do you anticipate?” I asked.

“I anticipate.  I don’t support more flesh suits than I have to.”

“Just checking.  I wondered if I was taking up valuable time or if you had more than enough to waste.  What’s on your mind?  What’s the problem with me astrally projecting?”

He rose from the table and began to pace.  I seated myself and watched.  He was clearly disturbed.

“Before I begin, what did your father tell you about your mother?”

“Her name was Renata and she was of the warrior caste.  She was often judged too pretty to be a warrior, but she acquitted herself well and earned a rung in the middle third of the ladder of La Mancha.  She died in childbirth.  Apparently, there’s a superstition in the Tassarian Empire about children whose mothers die in childbirth.  They’re supposed to grow up to be murderers.  Combined with my copper-colored eyes, Pop had to do a little fast footwork to keep me from… hang on, I know the word…”

“Attekytes,” he supplied.

“Yes.  Ritual execution by abandonment.”

“Okay,” he said, gripping his temples between thumb and forefinger.  “Okay.  Here’s the thing.  I’m going to tell you stuff and if you tell your father any of it, I could be in trouble.  A lot of trouble.  Pretty please don’t get Me in trouble.”

“I’ll do my best,” I promised.

“That’ll have to be good enough.  All right.  Now remember, this is supposed to be a secret—”

“I’m adopted.”

Uncle Dusty dropped his hand and his jaw while he stared at me.

“You’re not supposed—how—who—”

“Velina told me.  A long time ago, when you two were fighting invaders and arguing about the power structure.  Don’t feel bad.  You were busy.”

“Why didn’t you say anything?”

“Because it wasn’t worth the breath.”

“I don’t follow.”

“Clearly.”  I stood up and moved to face him.  “Listen.  Listen closely.  Look at me.  Understand what I’m about to say.  Remember every word.  You ready?”

He nodded without speaking.

“My father raised me when everyone else in the Empire wanted me dead.  Rather than murder every single person who dared think killing a baby was the right thing to do—which, I have no doubt, crossed his mind as a perfectly valid option—he took it upon himself to adopt said baby and put ninety percent of his life on hold.

“Maybe fifty percent,” I said, correcting myself.  “He usually got to do as he pleased while I was sleeping and he had time differentials to work with.

“The point is, this immortal being of incredible, almost inconceivable power, with a thousand things to do told how many universes to fuck off because he was busy?  Busy devoting his time and attention to doing the best possible job he could to being a father.”

I gently laid my hands on Uncle Dusty’s shirt, slowly curling them into fists, bunching up material and pulling him close while I maintained eye contact.

“I’m his daughter and he loves me.  He is my father and I love him.”

I moved ever closer, pressing my cheek to his and breathing softly in his ear even as I tightened my grip on his shirt.

“And I don’t want to hear anything about any sort of ‘adopted’ bullshit ever again.”

I let him go and smoothed his shirt.

“I have spoken,” I finished, smiling sweetly.  I turned away and resumed my seat.  Uncle Dusty stood still for several seconds, idly and unnecessarily smoothing his shirtfront.

“Um.”

“Comment?”

“I’m trying to think of one.  About the only thing coming to mind is ‘Indeed you have.’  I don’t seem to have anything else.”

“Okay.  So, how does this relate to you not wanting me to go astrally projecting?  Is it a concern that Pop won’t like it?”

“Oh.  Oh!  Right!  Right.  Um.  No.  Well, yes, partly.  There’s more to it than that.”

“I’m waiting.”

“Look, I understand you don’t want to hear anything that… seems to… indicate anything… negative?… about your relation to your father.  I do need to discuss practical details regarding your ancestry and heritage and so on.  Is that going to be a problem?”

“No, I don’t think so.  As long as we’re clear about the basic fact.”

“He’s your father, you’re his daughter, and anything contrary to that is to be dismissed as irrelevant.  Or punched repeatedly until it’s hammered into a more acceptable shape.”

“That’s a fair assessment.”

“Got it.”  He kept smoothing his shirtfront.  I’m not sure he realized he was doing it.  “Here’s the thing.  Do you know why you don’t have an astral cord thing?”

“No.  I do remember asking Pop about having a soul, though.  I think there was a discussion about my eyes and it came up.  Maybe I’m misremembering.  I clearly remember him telling me I didn’t have a soul.  I am a soul.  I have a body.”

“Really!  I’m surprised.  I didn’t realize he knew that.”

“He knows lots of stuff.  How much do you know that he doesn’t?”

“That’s an awkward question and one I won’t be answering today.  However, one thing I will tell you is where your soul comes from.”

“Given the fact clones are soulless, I was under the impression souls grew inside the womb, drawn in part from the mother.”

“That’s not incorrect, although there is quite a lot more to it.  Yours, however, is a somewhat uncommon occurrence in Tauta.  At present, I’m not aware of any other world where it happens.  You could say you’re a true native of the place.”

“Is that why I like it there?”

“Possibly.  Probably.  See, your father encountered you before you were born.  You were just a wee energy being at the time.  He interacted with you and you picked up a lot from his nervous system, becoming more complex as you adapted and learned from him.  You might say you patterned yourself after him, on a spiritual level.  So, in that sense, he really did father you.”

“Well!  I’m glad to hear it.  You say I was an energy being?  Like a celestial entity?  Or what?”

“Have you ever seen a glowing ball of light hovering around in Tauta?”

“Sure.  Wait.  I was one of those?”

“Yes.  Most people can’t see them, of course, much less interact with them.  Wizards don’t really see them either, although certain types of spells can trap them—accidentally, or by design—and use their energies.  It’s the main way they die, in fact.”

“That’s not what happened to me, obviously.”

“Obviously.”

“So, what did happen? Pop interacted with me, and I… what?  Grew?”

“Grew.  Evolved.  Adapted.  You went through a million years of evolution in nothing flat,” he said, moving behind his chair and resting his forearms on the back of it.  “You developed a basic pattern much like a nervous system and were well on your way to sentience.  Your rudimentary energy-pattern was nowhere near complex enough to interact meaningfully with a human being, but it was ideal for imprinting on a much less developed physical medium.  When you came near a suitable host, you bonded with it.”

“So, when Pop said I was a soul with a body, rather than a body with a soul, he was literally correct?”

“Yes.  He may even have suspected.  He was there when you imprinted yourself on Renata’s embryo.”

“Wait.  What happened to the baby?  Does this mean I killed it?”

“What?  No!  There was nobody in there!  You merely permeated the cell culture and occupied it.  Not consciously, of course, but because it was there.  It’s like lightning being attracted to a lightning rod, and about as conscious.”

“It’s still a disturbing thought.”

“If you like.  Would it be less disturbing if you had found a soulless proto-clone in the gastrulation phase and bonded with it?  At that stage, they both have about the same level of soulstuff.”

“It seems unfair to Renata, at least.”

“In what way?”

“I’m guessing this body wouldn’t have copper-colored eyes if not for me?”

“That’s true.  You little energy globs do have that effect.  And although Renata died in childbirth, you had no effect on that.  Your body was a perfectly normal body and she gave birth in the normal way, barring mundane biological complications.  So stop wondering about ‘what-if’ and ‘maybe’ and ‘if it hadn’t’ and all that.  You had zero say in the matter.  Let it go.”

“I’ll try.”

“Good.  Which brings Me to My next point.  Where do these energy globs come from?”

“The Void?”

“Nope.”

“The gods?”

“Closer.”

“Tau?”

“Bingo!” he declared, beaming.  “Tau sheds these little things like a fungus shedding spores.”

“I’m not sure I like the comparison.”

“Sorry.  It’s hard to come up with a more accurate one.  If I had a way to capture and feed these little whizzers—outside a body, I mean—we might see what they grow into.”

“Wait!  What am I going to grow into?”

“You?  You’re inside a body.  You’ve been growing as a human being.  That’s how it works.  When your physical form finally wears out, you’ll be back to being an energy glob again.  A much more evolved and complex energy glob, though.  If you need or want another body, we’ll put you in a clone, assuming you’re not too powerful for a clone body to hold you.”

“They seem to hold you just fine.”

“These are designed to be robust in that respect, and I’m not in it so much as I’m using it.  There’s a huge difference.  If you don’t want or can’t fit in a body, we’ll see what you need and sort out any requirements you may have.  I promise.”

“Okay.  And this potential to be an entity separate from a physical body—does this have to do with why you don’t like the idea of me astrally projecting?”

“Not exactly.”

“Oh?  Go on.”

“My bigger concern is you’ll be spotted and targeted.  The Dingus might see you and decide you’re edible in much the same way Tau is.  You’re much smaller, of course.  A single sardine next to a whale.  Which only means you would be swallowed at a gulp and gone, not have your blood slowly harvested.”

“A sardine has nothing to fear from a whaling ship.”

“Not from the harpoon.  What about the guy tossing a fishing net off the back?  Or the way the ship’s screws chop the water?  It’s not a perfect metaphor, okay?”

“Mm.  I see your point.  I don’t see how it’s a material danger, though.  Tau is shining brightly enough to provide a glare I can hide in and I’ll be on the far side from the wizard.  Tau is big enough it can physically act as cover.  Even if the Dingus spots me, getting a shot at me would involve moving the wizard, which—correct me if I’m wrong—would put the whole energy-transfer process on hold.  Yes?”

Uncle Dusty sat down at the table again, mostly to give himself time to think.

“Look, you know your father won’t take it well if I let you do something dangerous.  I’m looking out for Myself, okay?”

“I get that.  And I understand you don’t want me to take any real risks.  Is this a real risk?”

“The potential consequence is you get eaten by a monster.  If there’s even a one in a million chance, it’s a real risk.”

“The alternative is to allow the Dingus to consume Tau, gaining massive amounts of power.  And, incidentally, destroying a perfectly valid and permanent voidworld.  Apparently my homeworld.  And, come to think of it, Tau is sort of like my mother, in a way.  True?”

“You don’t care about that,” he accused.

“Correct.  It’s a little too weird for me.  My father was a vampire, my mother was a metamorphic Chaos entity?  No, that’s not the way I grew up.  It’s an intellectual fact, not an emotional one.  And my other points stand.  Tauta exists and should be preserved.  Most importantly, the Dingus should not be allowed to get what it wants if I can possibly stop it.  Do we have a meeting of minds on this point?”

“You really don’t like this guy, do you?”

“He is the driving force behind the circumstances that forced me to choose between my life—and Rusty’s life—and the life of Mister Stuffins.  And don’t you tell me he was ‘merely’ a construct!  There was nothing ‘merely’ about my teddy bear.  I can’t actually blame him for Gus unless the Dingus sired Alden—which he may have done; I don’t know.  No matter how you come at it, he is my enemy and I will hurt him.  Got that?”

“Got it,” he agreed.  “We’re really covering a lot of psychological ground, today.”

I realized I was as taut as a bowstring.  I deliberately relaxed.

“Yes.  Yes, it would seem we are.  It’s a good thing.  I think.”

“You’re welcome.  Okay.  Thwarting the Dingus.  I’m okay with that.  Ideally, I’d like him out of the whole Tautan voidworld, if possible.  Unfortunately, as long as Tau is there, he’s going to keep coming after it.”

“That’s a problem,” I admitted, “ but it also gives me an idea.  We don’t necessarily have to beat the Dingus, just convince it draining the life out of Tau was impractical.  If Tau was out of the equation—or the Dingus thought it was—would it stick around to enhance those cults you mentioned?”

“I doubt it.  There aren’t enough of them to justify the expenditure.  It would involve generations of population expansion.  He’s more likely to go with the religious warfare angle and human sacrifice.  Short-term gains.”

“I’m going to have to ask you to explain that.”

“Simple enough.  If he unifies the tribes under a religious leader, he can do as he pleases with them.  Give them divine aid in how to forge weapons, build ships, all that.  Maybe he gives them a generation or two to build up their numbers.  Then they invade, say, the southern continent.  Expand into it.  Kill everyone they find as sacrifices to their patron deity.  Mmm.  Delicious.  Maybe he pauses there to regroup and build the next generation of soldiers.  Now, with the young men led by older, veteran warriors, they ship people in to the Tassarian empire and put everyone they can find to the sword—more human sacrifices!”  Uncle Dusty shrugged.

“Maybe they win,” he said.  “I doubt it, but you never know.  Even if they don’t, a long, drawn-out war with the Tassarians is going to be bloody.  With his own people dying for their god—martyrs!—and anyone they kill being slaughtered in the name of their god—a version of human sacrifice—and all the captives being ritually put to death—straight-up human sacrifice—it’s going to be a good time for the Dingus.”

I sat there for a long minute, thinking back.

“This is why you wanted the castle in La Mancha beefed up, isn’t it?”

“I considered this a possibility.”

“It’s still at least a couple of generations away, isn’t it?”

“Yes.  I like to be prepared.”

“Mm.  Fair enough, I suppose.  We still have to sort out the problem with Tau.  As I see it, there are a few possibilities.  The worst result is the Dingus eats Tau and Tau dies.  This causes Tau to stop acting as a central power distribution point and the universe goes dark.  Yes?”

“Uh, yes… rather, yes, but.”

“But what?”

“Tau won’t drain away into nothing like a balloon losing air.  It’s a living being.  If it loses enough ‘blood’ to go into shock, it will go into… uh… call it ‘death throes.’  It will release a lot of energy very quickly.  This will be catastrophic, but, with the power bypass, I don’t think it will destroy the planet.  We’ll want to hold off on demonstrating the bypass until the Dingus withdraws from the universe, of course—at that point, there’s no reason to waste any further power here.  Everyone is either dead or about to die.  Withdrawing all the energy he can is the only logical thing to do.”

“Talk to me about these death throes.  When I envision death throes, I picture convulsions, seizures, violent thrashing, all that sort of thing.  Is Tau capable of this?”

“I don’t know.  It started as a creature formed in the primal Chaos.  I’m a celestial entity.  We’re not the best people to ask about Chaos.  Why do you think the Dingus has such an elaborate and thorough system for harvesting extremely specific energies from Tau?”

“I hadn’t thought of it quite like that,” I admitted.  “What would the Dingus do if Tau woke up?  If it… well, let’s say it noticed the needle and turned to look at whoever was drinking its blood?”

Uncle Dusty blinked at me for a moment, processing the question.  He opened his mouth, closed it, and thought for a while longer.

“My problem with answering is I don’t know what Tau is transforming into,” he admitted. “It’s undergoing a metamorphosis.  I don’t know what the end product will be.  It’s such an occult subject I’m not sure if there’s anyone qualified to answer it.”

“Aaaaand we’re back to wanting more information.”

“Look, if I knew, I’d tell you, okay?”

“I believe you.”  I put my hands on the table and got to my feet.  “You keep right on thinking about it.  If there’s anything more you can find out, I’d like to know.  Right now, I want to see what Rusty’s come up with in our observations and do more thinking of my own.”

“Seems like a good idea.”

Is it lying when I don’t tell people things?  I mean, I get the concept of lying by omission, but I always thought it was more a case of leaving out vital information in order to mislead.

For example, if someone asks me if they look good and I tell her the shoes are absolutely on point, fashion-wise, I’m telling the truth.  The fact I deliberately fail to mention there’s a nasty stain on her skirt where she can’t see it is lying by omission.  I’m implying one thing with the shoe observation while I’m misleading her about the actual answer to her question.

By contrast, Uncle Dusty told me not to go out-of-body to investigate Tau.  I didn’t agree not to.  I also didn’t tell him I was going to.  It’s my business, and not telling him about my business is my privilege, isn’t it?

Noting his concerns, I did take extra precautions.  For one thing, I prepared defensive spells specifically for my astral form.  Or my native form.  My energy form?  Whatever it is, Rusty and I practiced a bit to make sure I had cloaking spells to help hide it from direct view—and that the spells would “stick” to it—to me—rather than sit in one place while I wandered off.

Another issue was the travel time.  Four thousand miles is a long way to fly.  I know from past experience I can travel very quickly, but travel by gate is about as fast as one can get.  We tested a few micro-gate spells—the sort without physical rings, just spell structures defining the perimeter.  We parked them up near Tau.  How did they handle being in proximity?  Did they manifest?  Did they decay quickly?  How much energy came through them?  Was it tolerable, or was it devastating?

Turns out a gate survives being near Tau tolerably well.  Gates have to be more robust than a scrying spell, for one thing, so they could be parked pretty close.  The energy pouring through is pretty unpleasant to the surroundings, though.  You don’t want to put a gate too close to the Sun, after all!  We solved this by turning the gate edge-on to Tau, rather than facing it.  Of course, this would make it harder to locate on my way back.  Rusty had an idea to fix it.  He got a leaf blower and a bunch of long, metallic ribbons.  These blew through the gate and fluttered in the light, making the gate incredibly easy to spot.

And, of course, since we were going to do a ton of prep work anyway, why bother to use a crystal ball?  Putting a gate spell up there in the sky would provide me with a shortcut anyway.  And I could ease through, like testing the waters with my toes before stepping into the hot tub.

I lay down on a blanket.  We were on a high plateau on the inside of Tauta, fairly well concealed behind the glare of Tau.  We couldn’t make out the mountain, so we were probably okay.  If I couldn’t find the glittering ribbons blowing through the gate, or if the gate failed, I would still have an obvious—if distant—landmark to head for.

Rusty opened the gate.  It wasn’t easy to get close to Tau, but we got closer than I thought we could, based on the trouble I had scrying.  Maybe the gate was more robust.  Nothing immediately happened, so I went through and evaluated the situation.  Nobody was trying to eat me, so that was okay.  Tau’s emissions weren’t too bad, either, so I headed toward it, using my prepared spells like sunglasses so I could see more clearly.  I got extremely close before I felt… well, I guess I could classify it as unpleasantly warm.  This was plenty close enough to get a look at what was going on.

Tau was a monster.

I hate to judge by appearances.  I really do.  In this case, however, I had not only a visual representation but a spiritual one.

Yeah.  Monster.

Structurally, the glowing ball of light was a multi-layered envelope.  If the Firmament was the outer layer of the “egg,” then Tauta was a different type of hard shell.  Here, this blazing orb was more of a collection of membranes around the innermost part of the universe.  Inside, there was a generalized radial shape.  It had too many legs to be a spider.  The layers around it, despite my best efforts, blurred it too much to make out details.  From the central body, a long neck bent along the arch of the back.  I didn’t think the “head” was really a head.  I think the end of the “neck” was nothing but a mouth.

If biology had anything to do with this creature, the brains were located elsewhere.  The outer carapace of the being was still semi-transparent, not fully formed.  I could see different-colored blobs inside.  Maybe the formation of individual organs?  If one of these was the brain, I couldn’t tell.

The legs were inconsistent.  Some were longer, with three joints.  Others were shorter and curled up.  Their bent places varied from six to nine.  The feet were probably going to be grasping claws, but this was only an impression I got, not a clear picture.

I had to wonder if this was the default shape of this particular Chaos entity and it was still dissolving into goo, preparatory to becoming another creature entirely, or if it had already gone through the goo stage and this was the general shape of what would eventually hatch.  I’m not sure which was more stomach-churning.

After looking at it for a while, I decided this was the developing shape.  If it was still a creature of Chaos, there would be more chaos energies inside it.  There were still traces of chaos energy seething through it, but Pop has those, too.  This was still cooking.  It was forming up, not breaking down.  I had no idea what sort of timeline we could expect, though.  How long does it take to finish cooking a hard-boiled spider monster?

And what does a hard-boiled spider monster eat, anyway?  Where would it go?  Back into the Void?  Would it eat everything inside the Firmament and eventually starve inside?  Or would it move from voidworld to voidworld, breaking in and eating everything?

I don’t know why I felt such a revulsion for the thing, but I did.

I slid away from it, back the way I came, found the glittering ribbons, and swooped from near proximity to a few thousand miles away.  I floated into my body, settled in, and sat up.  Rusty immediately yanked the fan and shiny ribbons away from the gate.  He closed it and handed me a bottle of water.  I took it and realized I was thirsty.

“How long was I out?” I asked.

“Four and a half hours.”

“That long?  It didn’t feel more than a few minutes.”

“I’ll take your word for it.  You had me worried.”

“I’m sorry about that.  Any problems?”

“Not at this end.  How about you?”

“I learned a lot and most of it unpleasant.  I’m not liking anything about this.”

“How so?”

“I’ll explain everything to you, then you can come with me as moral support when I explain to my uncle.  Right now, I want more water—to drink, and then for a bath.  I’m sweating like Hitler at the Hague.”

“Hitler was never tried.  He committed suicide.”

“In your world,” I countered.  “You should have seen him get what was coming to him.  I saw it on live television.  Help me up.”
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Uncle Dusty wasn’t as angry as I thought he would be.

“You went and did what!?”

Nothing exploded or melted.  See?  Not as mad as I anticipated.  I did have a bit of a ringing in my ears, but it was from the thunderclap outside, in the sky.  It made the new, plastic windows tremble like drumheads, but the room was fine.

I went into more detail about what I did.  I explained it quite carefully and slowly.  He sat through the whole presentation with the air of a man not able to believe what he’s hearing.

“You took a terrible risk,” he said, once I finished.

“Yes.  And it worked!  Yay!  Can we move on?”

He sat there, arms folded, with an unreadable expression.  Usually, his face gives away what he’s thinking.  Not today.

“I’m not sure I’m ready to move on from it.”

“Excuse me,” Rusty said.

“No.  You keep quiet.”

“I have important information.”

Uncle Dusty’s eyebrows rose.

“Oh?  Such as?”

“Unless you can turn back time, she already did it.  This sort of thing is in her nature, and I don’t believe you can change that.  So if you aren’t going to drop it and move on, you’re wasting your time in pointless complaining when you could be doing something constructive.  Of course, that’s for you to decide.  It’s your time to waste while one of your enemies is drinking the blood of a powerful creature and getting stronger.  You are enemies with the Dingus, aren’t you?  You’re not secretly trying to humor Phoebe while your friend endures her merely-mortal plans, are you?”

“I should turn you into a cat and feed you to wolves for even suggesting it.”

“I don’t think you will, because you claim you love your niece,” Rusty replied, with a tone much like checkmate.

“Don’t,” I said, quickly, pointing at Rusty while looking at Uncle Dusty.  Uncle Dusty held his tongue.  “I’m starting to wonder if the two of you can be trusted in the same room.  You,” I said to Uncle Dusty, “clearly have the power to kill him instantly.  And you,” I went on, turning to Rusty, “seem to be ignoring this fact.  Why, I’m not sure.  I think it has to do with your hatred of being coerced.  Whatever the reason, it comes across as provoking him.”  I pointed at both of them, one hand for each.

“You provoke each other and neither of you is willing to concede you do it.  So lets not try to be friends.  That ship hasn’t sailed; it’s been torpedoed several times, caught fire, and sank to the depths.  As of this moment, you two are allies, united in common cause, and you don’t have to like each other.  You just have to tolerate each other a whole lot.  Got it?”

“I’m game if he is,” Uncle Dusty said.

“I’m the hunter, never the game,” Rusty replied.  “I understand what you mean.  I’m here for Phoebe, not for you.  Are you okay with that?”

“I’m here for my niece and that’s final.  Everyone else is expendable,” he added, smiling in a less-than-friendly fashion.  “I’m not willing to spend resources uselessly.  Are you okay with that?”

“I think we have an understanding,” Rusty agreed.

“Maybe we do.  Maybe we do.”

“Good enough,” I decided.  “Now, while the two of you are in such an agreeable mood, let us see how you agree with my idea.”

The two of them exchanged glances, each deciding how this new détente affected things.  I didn’t expect anything to change, really, but I saw or felt something between them.  This was a new framework.  Rusty was never going to knuckle under to Uncle Dusty.  Uncle Dusty was always going to expect Rusty to be a lesser creature, like a dog rather than a wolf.  They weren’t going to be friends with each other even if they were friends with me, and trying to be part of the same friend circle was simply not going to work.

What about being allies?  What if they didn’t have to like each other?  To be co-workers who couldn’t stand each other, but still had to do their jobs?  Rusty would follow me into desert storms and icy wastes and through a horde of screaming zombies.  I know, because he has.  Uncle Dusty would help me in any way he could, not only because of Pop, but because he cares about me and he wants me to succeed.  They didn’t have to be friends or even friendly.  They could be icily formal or they could ignore each other—whatever the moment demanded.

I wish I’d tried to give them this frame of reference sooner.  This stood a chance of working.  At least, working well enough.

“I’m listening,” Rusty said.

“As am I,” Uncle Dusty agreed.

“Good.  To sum up what we know:  We want to keep the Dingus from gaining power from Tau.  We can’t kill the Dingus.  For all practical purposes, we can’t kill the wizard.  We also can’t cut with wizard-Dingus link in any meaningful way, nor can we cut the link between the wizard and Tau.  Both cases will cause… backlash?  Is that a good word?” I asked, looking at Uncle Dusty.

“I’d say it fits, yes.  Or countermeasures.  Or a riposte.”

“Which leaves us with killing Tau,” I finished.  Rusty already knew my idea, so he sat there and nodded.  Uncle Dusty stared at me.

“Just to be absolutely clear on this,” he said, “you are aware Tau is a primal entity, formed out of the Chaos of the Void, right?”

“Yep.”

“And you realize killing it will destroy Tauta?”

“That’s what I want to talk about.  You have a bypass system.  If Tau dies, the energies produced by the Firmament shell will still power the interior functions.  Not so?”

“Well… yes,” he agreed, reluctantly.  “It’s not as simple as that, but yes.  There’s also the issue of keeping the Dingus from realizing this sort of energy bypass is possible.  If it catches on, it will definitely be staying in Tauta, doing basically what it’s doing now, but on the Firmament-converted energies directly, rather than feeding on Tau.”

“I was under the impression the energies being converted by the Firmament were processed through Tau, then filtered through the wizard.”

“Yes, but it’s only a matter of efficiency,” Uncle Dusty answered.  “For example, if the Dingus is getting one percent of the energy produced by the Firmament with Tau in the circuit, it would only be able to get one percent of that one percent without Tau, tapping directly into the Firmament.  The Dingus wouldn’t care, though.  Free energy is free energy.  It could even build more crystal filters and install more wizard conduits—and, without the inevitable death—or hatching—of Tau, there’s no time limit, so the investment would be worth it.

“And, worst of all, there are other voidworlds with similar properties.  It will actively seek them out to use them for its own purposes or destroy them in the attempt.  It’s important that the Dingus never realize this is possible.”

“Is it hard to set up a direct feed?” I asked.  “You set one up pretty quickly.”

“I have advantages the Dingus does not,” he told me.  “I have active worshipers.  I’m a local deity.  I live there.  I’m not a recent energy projection sent to raid the place.  I’ve studied the world of Tauta in far greater detail than it could ever manage.  Believe Me.”

“Okay.  Check me on this.  If Tau dies, the universe of Tauta doesn’t instantly disintegrate.  If you don’t cut in the bypass, the Firmament starts to expand while the interior of the universe starts to run down.  Once it becomes apparent the universe is running down, how long will the Dingus hang around?”

Uncle Dusty drummed his fingers on the table for a moment, looking up and to the left, doing a mental calculation.

“He doesn’t have any followers to speak of,” he mused, “especially considering the size of his presence on the celestial plane.  They can’t support his present manifestation.”

“May I have a little explanation on that?” Rusty asked, politely.

“He’s too big and eats too much energy,” Uncle Dusty clarified.  “It’s an overhead cost. Think of it as having a big household, but with a garden out back rather than a working farm.  The garden is fine for a little food, but it won’t support him.  If he didn’t have a constant influx from Tau, he would have to expand his follower-garden rapidly and massively, into a full-sized farm.  If he didn’t, his local presence would have to burn off stored energies until a new equilibrium point was reached.  Or he would have to sacrifice a lot of power from other celestial aspects elsewhere to keep feeding the one in Tauta.  None of these are good options for him, for various reasons.”

“Got it.  Thank you.  Please continue.”

“You’re welcome.  As I see it, it’s not worth it for him to hang around through the Apocalypse to harvest the liberated energies.  Not only does he not have enough worshippers to support him, even if every single one of them was converted into conduits, they’re fairly typical humans—not at all like the ancient wizard.  I believe it would be in his best interests to get out of Tautan space and abandon it entirely rather than waste any more energies.”

“So it comes down to making him think the universe is worthless, and persuading him quickly enough that the universe doesn’t become worthless in the process.”

“Possibly,” he allowed.  “Now check Me on your procedure.  We kill Tau.  We’ll come back to that for more details, but let’s say we do it.  With the energy processing plant dead, the universe starts winding down.  Like a spinning top, we shut down power and it starts to wobble.  The Dingus goes, ‘Well, that was fun, but now it’s costing me,” and he packs up and leaves.  We then power up again before it spins down enough to fall over.  Do I have it?”

“I think so.”

“And if I’m wrong?  If the universe shuts down more quickly than I expect?  Or if the Dingus hangs around longer than we can afford?”

“Then Tauta is destroyed.  Now let me ask a question.  What happens if we do nothing?  If we sit back and watch without interfering?”

Uncle Dusty sighed and ran a hand down his face.

“Yeah.  Tauta is destroyed.  Got it.”

“It’s worse than that,” Rusty pointed out.  “Tau is eventually going to hatch, coming out of its ‘egg,’ right?  That’ll kill the world, too.  And if the Dingus is allowed to kill Tau in his own way, the Dingus will gain enormous amounts of energy in the process and destroy the world.  Although I admit I may misunderstand the finer points, is this correct in essence?”

“In essence, yes,” Uncle Dusty admitted.  “In short, we can either let the world be definitely destroyed—by the Dingus or by Tau—or we try to save it.”

“One chance in a thousand is better than no chance at all, isn’t it?” I asked.

“As for the Dingus abandoning the place when he sees it’s useless, I’d say it’s more like a three chances in five.  Pretty good odds, by comparison.  Now let’s get back to the tricky part.  The keystone of this plan is to kill Tau.”

“Yes.”

“Okay.  We’ve been over the concept before.  The Dingus is already killing it and will probably manage to do so before it can finish its life-cycle metamorphosis and hatch.  When it starts to die, it’ll thrash and convulse—physically, psychically, in celestial and magical and electromagnetic and maybe even Chaos-based ways.  This will destroy the world by reducing the physical shell—the planet—to pebbles and dust.  Do you have a plan for this?”

“Yes.  I haven’t worked out the full details.  I need your expertise.”

“All right, let’s hear your idea.”

“We kill it quickly,” I told him.  “We don’t let it die gradually.  We kill it, bam, dead.”

“And how are we going to kill such a physically massive and energetically powerful creature as this so quickly that it ‘just dies’?”

“You’re going to eat it.”

Uncle Dusty blinked at me.  For once, he didn’t have anything to say.

“If the Dingus can do it, you can,” I went on.  “You have not only worshipers, you actual priests.  They have to be attuned to you.  They can channel energies from you into the physical, material world.  It works both ways, doesn’t it?  They may not be ancient wizards whose spirits are tempered by magic and time and many bodies, but they’re practiced as energy conduits and there are many of them.  Instead of one fire hose of energies, you’ll have a hundred garden hoses.”

“And I may run out of priests, too.  They can’t sit in the temples and simply think about it.  They’ll have to have a line on the target, and I suspect it will have similar issues to a scrying spell through a gate’s wormhole.  Doing this will require means putting them inside Tauta.  And, when this tactic is spotted, no matter where we put them, their physical bodies will be exposed to the destructive effects of an angry Dingus.”

“Don’t use more than half,” I advised.  “We’ll give them defensive spells against direct celestial smiting.  I’ve recently given a lot of thought to how that should work.”

“Individual priests are going to have a hard time channeling raw energy in the quantities we need.  I may not have enough priests.”

“We’ll enhance them.  We’ll build devices like my amulet, but bigger.  These won’t tune the energies to the priest, though.  They’ll tune the energies to you while a priest operates it, maintaining the resonance.  We might even be able to do it without a priest, but with a priest, I’m certain I can make it work.”

“This still doesn’t solve the problem of the Dingus picking them off.  True, your spells may shield any given priest from the first hit, maybe even the second.  After he figures out how hard to hit, he won’t waste time or energy on test shots.  He’ll play whack-a-priest as fast as he can.”

“That’s where Rusty and I come in.  We’ll keep the Dingus busy.”

“How?”

“The Dingus will defend his wizard-conduit at all costs.  That’s the sine qua non of his presence here.  If the wizard dies, the Dingus may as well call it quits, especially if there’s any sort of resistance costing him power.  Correct?”

“Yes?” Uncle Dusty agreed, cautiously.

“So Rusty and I will bomb the holy spit out of the mountain.  With a couple of shift-spaces and gates, we can drop plain old chemical explosives—those won’t destabilize the fundamental forces in the funky matter, will they?”

“No, I wouldn’t think so.”

“So Rusty and I drop bombs via shift-spaces and fire missiles through gates.  With several of them, we can fire an initial salvo that may not destroy the mountain, but we can sure as hell crack the bastard.  With a barrage of explosives dropping on the mountain, what’s the priority?  Defend the mountain or hunt down the competition?”

Uncle Dusty leaned back in the chair, fingers steepled, and looked up at the ceiling for several seconds.

“You know,” he said, to the ceiling, “I’m not one hundred percent sure how this will play out.  It’s a good plan.  It has potential.  We’ll need to… what did your father always say?”

“We’ll need to do the math.  Even if there is no math, we’ll need to exercise our brains, run simulations, do a little game theory, all that stuff.”

“Yes.  You’ve hit upon a plan I think might work.  Let’s play it out and see how it can go wrong.”

Rusty cleared his throat.  We both looked at him.

“The time-ticking thing favors us a lot right now, yes?”

“Yes,” Uncle Dusty agreed.  “Although it could favor us more?” he asked, looking at me.

“I’ve got a few extra iterations.  I’ll make sure we’re running as fast as we can in this reactor world.  You can put your others into direct contact with Tauta and keep juicing your aspect there.  This one will be our base of operations.”

“Consider it done.”
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One thousand seven hundred and sixteen.

When you have eighteen gates in your time-ticker chain, that’s the average ratio between the ends.

Mind you, that’s an average.  One of the peculiarities of time-tickers is the chance of hitting a jackpot.  For the three seconds I usually have between gate connections, time can run fast or slow between two universes, apparently at random.  Statistically, most gate ticks and tocks aren’t too severe.  Every once in a while, you get a big one.  For those three local seconds, the other universe may have close to zero time pass, which is no big deal… or it may run faster at a ridiculous rate, with minutes, hours, or even days passing in that little three-second window.  In theory, it’s possible to have years or even centuries go by!

So when I say there’s not much point to having more than eighteen gates—that’s where the 1,716-to-1 ratio average hits—I mean the consistent average for most calculations says there’s not much point.  In this particular case, I’m looking to take advantage of as many of those occasional lucky breaks.  I want to improve my odds of winning the lottery and getting a lot of time tacked on.  To that end, the more links in the chain, the better.

It’s true, I don’t have a bunch of enchanted iridium rings like Pop would have.  I have a bunch of iridium rings with spells on them.  Enchantments are a pain.  For time-ticker purposes, the gates don’t care.  The time clicks by faster or slower all the same.  So every hour in Tauta is nearly three days at this end of the chain, with occasional spikes giving us a little extra.  On average, this makes every day in Tauta—at the slow end—the equivalent of over four years for us.

I find it amazing we came up with a plan, worked out the kinks, assembled our stuff, practiced our parts, considered contingencies, prepared for the worst, and got ready to rumble all between lunch and afternoon tea in the Tassarian Empire.  Not that they have an afternoon tea.

We could have done it even quicker, but I’m not a machine.  I have to take breaks, even vacations.  I need to sleep.  There’s only so much magic I can work before I get too tired to do it safely.

In our virtual wargames, Uncle Dusty played the part of the Dingus.  He’s got the perspective.  Rusty and I set up locations where we would hide priests with Tau-draining energy harpoons.  We bombed the crystal mountain.

The initial play-throughs did not go well.  If we started with priests harpooning Tau, the “Dingus” reacted quickly.  Uncle Dusty tested my shielding spell in the reactor world.  We determined the Dingus was going to take a few seconds to sort out his problems with the first one, then chew through the rest of our Tau-tappers faster than a tap-dancer.

There’s a limit to how much of a shield I can put around a priest.  Even if the magical energy from the Tau-tap is redirected into a celestial defense, it’s a minor power flow compared to what the Dingus has on hand.  Once he figured out how big of a hammer to use, it was like a carpenter driving a particularly large nail.  Wham!  Done.

If Rusty and I started our bombing runs first… well, the opening volley was fine and would cause plenty of surface destruction on the mountain.  It would instantly have his undivided attention.  We wanted that, sort of.  We figured he would sort out what was happening about the second or third time we opened a gate or a salvo of gates.

Sadly, we did the experiments and discovered the semi-transparent nature of the mountain was not necessary to its function as a prism-filter-thingy.  With a glass prism and light, roughing up the surfaces would ruin it even if the prism remained intact.  With this annoying quasi-matter stuff, it didn’t matter if we turned the entire surface of the mountain to gravel or simply coated it with paint.  All that mattered was the mass involved.  Bigger pile of transformational material, bigger quantity of energy it can handle.  Blasting off hundreds or thousands of tons of it was good, don’t get me wrong.  It decreased, slightly, the amount of energy it could convert.  Unfortunately for us, the mountain was—quick Fermi estimate—about a hundred billion tons.  If we could blast a thousand tons of material off it per second, we would pummel the whole thing into gravel in a mere three years or so.  We didn’t have that kind of time.

What we could do was use the explosives as a threat.  If we’re eating away at his production capacity, he’s got to pay attention to us!  Doing it in such a way as to avoid being immediately killed for our uppity behavior was the tricky part.  Opening individual gates to shoot through them and then snap them closed wasn’t useful to us.  Once he figured out what was going on, he could detect the forming locus and be there, ready to reach through the gate and blast the other side.  Opening a whole bunch of gates was better, as it forced him—in the practice runs, Uncle Dusty—to divide his attention across all the incoming fire in order to blast everything before reaching the mountain.  The number of gates required to keep him too busy to counterattack through one was ridiculously high.  We would have to cover a sizable fraction of the interior surface of Tauta with launching points.

What to do?  It was a pretty problem.

Could we use the vampires in solar storage to distract him?  No, those were in other universes.  They could be a distraction to the local aspect in their universe, but not in Tauta.  We could bring them to Tauta, but clustering them like that would immediately get them noticed and shut down.  Besides, there weren’t enough of them to make a material difference in the energy equation.

I wish we could maintain a time differential through an open gate.  If I could have one world running at a thousand to one, I could machine-gun a gate attack.  As it is, I can take all the time I want to get ready, but when it comes down to the fight, we’re all running at the same speed.

So we Built Stuff.  Lots of Stuff.  Uncle Dusty brought in his avatars and got to work on celestial-energy transformers.  Not the miniature model for me, but bigger, heavy-duty models for priests to operate for him.  Rusty and I got to work on gates.

I don’t know if Pop has ever used his replication spell design on a gate.  I wouldn’t think so.  Gates are hideously complicated and adding a replication function would be difficult, even for him… I think.  It would also take a long time to replicate even once.  The more complex the spell, the more time it takes to duplicate.

Me, I don’t do replication functions.  I never managed to wrap my brain around them.  I can build a gadget to make more of any given spell, though.  It still takes a while to produce a gate spell, but I can enchant more than one gate-spell manufacturing gadget.

Which left me with another problem.  Did I want to import a few million missiles and have them ready?  I did not.  Even if we took a week of Tautan time, I would still be setting up launchers.  We needed lots of things to attack the crystal mountain, all at once, and over and over again.  Doing it all by hand was simply not practical.

We needed armaments.  If I wasn’t going to find a million missiles to set up for gate launches, what were my options?

Well, why not find a cannon?  There’s a battleship out there, somewhere, firing guns big enough to crawl through.  Why not open a gate at the mouth of one and swipe the shell in mid-launch?

Because a gate takes too long to form.  I can’t get a gate to lock on and establish itself in a short-enough time.  Finding the geometric configuration of an eighteen-inch shell halfway along the barrel is easy enough, but it’s gone before the gate can grab it.  Could I find a loaded cannon, one about to fire?  Surely, but “about to fire” is a tricky, imprecise question.  Is it about to fire in the next second or the next ten seconds?  It’s important, because if I’m opening a gate while the Dingus is watchful, the gate must not be open for longer than absolutely necessary.

If I want to launch explosives or armor-piercing shells or whatever at the crystal mountain, I need to open any individual gate for the minimum possible time.  That means the geometry I’m looking for has to already be actively dangerous.

I experimented a bit, trying to grab artillery shells in flight.  It doesn’t really matter if the shell is leaving the muzzle or descending toward the target.  Could I lock on to one and gate it into proximity of the crystal mountain?

Short answer, no.  They cover too much distance to do it with a gate—correction:  For me to do it with a gate.  Shift-spaces are faster, but they rely on a micro-gate connection.  The shell is too far away by the time the gate opens and the shift-space triggers.

There were a bunch of things I then looked at.  Cruise missiles travel more slowly, but they also tend to avoid terrain obstacles.  Not ideal.  Ballistic missiles?  Once they hit the top of their trajectory, they pretty much fall.  I could grab one of those, but they usually have nuclear payloads.  I could even grab a meteor, if I really wanted, by getting a gate lock on one of the pits or openings in the surface of the thing, then shifting it through a shift-space spell—but that didn’t get me any relative velocity.  The meteor was traveling at great speed over there, but so was the shift-space and the gate lock.  The meteor appeared at the other end of the shift with zero momentum.

Rusty pointed out there are weapons systems that fire a lot of rockets sequentially.  The first one fires and a whole series of them launch, one after the other, whoosh-whoosh-whoosh, until the whole rack of them is gone.  If a gate finds a specific model with the first one firing, there’s enough time to establish a gate ahead of the last one, effectively stealing one rocket out of their salvo.  That’s an example of one type of active weapon we could fire at the mountain.

Less active would be armed bombs.  If the Luftwaffe is dropping blockbusters on London, it’s probable the bomb is armed.  If I shift it in high above the mountain, it doesn’t matter if its relative velocity is zero.  It will still fall and it will still go off on impact.  Even V-2 rockets after they exhausted their fuel—all these were going to explode on impact and could be swiped.

The most passive of the armaments was Rusty’s idea.  Practical high explosives don’t go kaboom when you drop them.  Their detonators are a more capricious type of beast.  They’re designed to… well… detonate.  Anything designed after an arbitrary date—say, around 1970—is likely to be stable enough to be safe, while older designs might go off if you threw them against a wall.  Dropping them from high enough to reach terminal velocity would certainly do it.

The real prize of his idea was the way warfare encouraged people to stockpile them.  It would be possible to grab a large group of them at once—several times—and then drop the whole lot of them as a giant cluster bomb.  Dropping one V-2 toward the crystal mountain would get the Dingus’ attention.  A single, large bomb would be relatively easy to stop.  A thousand or more small explosives falling from the sky, scattered over a wide area, would be more likely to keep the Dingus busy.

Was it ideal?  No.  Pop would have come up with something clever, I’m sure.  But I’m not Pop.  I’m me.  We came up with a plan that should work, and that was enough.
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I write this—if writing is the correct term—for the sake of neatness and completion.  It isn’t really a journal entry, as such, so much as it’s a… a…  I don’t know what to call it, exactly.  Maybe, someday, Pop will read this whole thing.  If he does—That is, if you’re reading this, Pop, I want to give you the best understanding I have of things while I still…

No, let’s not get ahead of things.

My Uncle Dusty came through on his end.  He had priests.  He built the transformers I helped design.  He prepped his priests and set up his celestial-based defenses for them, designed to be powered by the energies they were to draw from Tau.  He even cooked a spare avatar clone so he would have one on standby.  That way, he could send his existing ones to Tauta to run more transformers.  He really went all-in.

Rusty and I sourced munitions and developed delivery systems.  We loaded the initial attack with mixed munitions.  Some were deep penetrators—bunker busters.  Others were hypervelocity armor piercing weapons.  And, of course, good old reliable high explosive warheads.  Since we couldn’t be sure the crystal mountain wasn’t flammable, we added a few incendiary devices, as well—napalm, zirconium pellets, and thermite.

The mountain was gonna get rocked.  We couldn’t use anywhere near enough force in one shot to bring it down, but we could certainly try to crack it down to the gooey center and peel the rest of it!

With the priests distributed around the interior of the world, we set things in motion.  Uncle Dusty would handle the squad draining energy from Tau; that was his job.  He would start as soon as Rusty and I started doing ours.

Gate spells—as opposed to enchanted devices, or objects with gate spells on them—are usually one-shot affairs.  Since Rusty and I had built several devices to produce gate spells, it was a limitation we were comfortable with.  Thousands of one-shot spells went off almost as one, launching all the pre-stockpiled munitions.  Instantly, the surface of the mountain shattered, scattering light in unearthly, impossible colors.  Flame and smoke erupted all over it as projectiles drove meters deep into it.  Explosives blasted, gouging craters out of the surface and sending shockwaves into the crystal.  The mountain shook under the thunderous bombardment.  A screaming sound, like a gigantic bell wailing in agony, made the air ripple for miles around.

You’ve got his attention, Uncle Dusty informed me.  I couldn’t tell, of course.  The gates were only open for the minimum possible time and snapped shut as soon as their payloads were through, even before impact.  My scrying gate was much, much farther away and as unobtrusive as I could make it.

Phase one, complete.

At the end of a time-ticker chain, things go much faster.  That’s basic.  Unfortunately, if you’re in the fast world and want to do anything to the other end of the chain, you open a gate and are suddenly at the same time rate as the slow one.  This is not always a good thing.  We worked out a solution.

Over there, way out at the end of long time-ticker chain, is world #35.  It’s like any other NLA world, unimportant in the larger scheme of things.  Its purpose is to provide us with lots of time to get things done.  That’s where we do things at ultra-high speed.  Once we do what we need to do, we shift the results to a brand-new branched world outside the chain.  No, we don’t connect #35 to Tauta.  We put stuff from #35 into a temporary world—call them 35A, 35B, and so on—and, once the attack package is dropped off, those worlds cut loose, independently, so they aren’t connected to the existing chain.  Then those worlds connect to Tauta.

For example:  Here I am in a fast-time world.  I import a collection of dangerous objects.  I have robots arrange them in a pattern.  The pattern is designed to disperse them when they fall. My spell-casting gadgets put a brute-force micro-gate spell on the pile, along with a shift-space spell.  I then shift the whole lot of them to another world, a brand-new branch world—World #35A.  Once the shift to #35A is complete, #35A is no longer connected to #35 at all.  At this point, the spells already on the pile activate.  This shifts everything to the actual destination.

Meanwhile, world #35 is still cranking along over a thousand times faster than Tauta and has produced more branches and more attack packages.  And, with multiple assembly lines of robots preparing various different attack packages, the rate of fire is way higher than I could ever manage on my own.  I wasn’t going to launch anything personally, of course.  I had a heavily-shielded spot picked out on Tauta where Rusty and I could watch everything and communicate.

Communicate things like, “Go for launch.”

I’ve seen a lot of war films.  I’ve seen plenty of examples of war.  Whether you call it “carpet bombing” or “saturation bombing” or “area bombing” or “obliteration bombing,” it’s still a ground-level fireworks show the likes of which nobody wants to see.  Not up close.

We started peeling that mountain like an onion, blasting the surface off in what looked like paper-thin layers, but were, in actuality, landslides.  We still weren’t going to destroy it without months upon months of bombardment, but we didn’t plan to.  It was under constant, unremitting, unendurable assault.  We could destroy it… eventually.  In the meantime, we were disrupting the smooth flow of power!  The lights were flickering madly as the power supply came under attack.

Did the Dingus appreciate getting contaminated food?  Does having magic mixed in with your celestial energy taste bad?  Is it bad for a celestial creature?  We couldn’t test the effects at full scale, but Uncle Dusty thought our blasting might cause mix-ups in the filtering function.  We could only hope.

The Dingus finally got itself together.  Munitions began to detonate midflight, creating a rapidly-thickening cloud of smoke.  We definitely had the Dingus’ attention!

Which brings me to the second good thing about all those branch worlds we were creating.  World #35 was the armory.  It summoned, organized, and distributed munitions to launch worlds.  And the launch worlds were one-shots.  Used once and abandoned, they were always disconnected from #35, leaving no path back to us.

Micro-gates opened up to shift in cluster bombs, but the Dingus shot back.  First, it blasted the micro-gates as they appeared.  It didn’t like the way they kept—from his perspective—reappearing.  It shifted tactics and went to the extra effort of sending blasts of energy through them, presumably to disrupt or destroy whoever was on the other end so they couldn’t keep trying.  This also destroyed the gate spells, but whether the munitions made it through or not was immaterial.  The Dingus was wasting its effort, so I didn’t care.

It couldn’t know there was no one on the far end.  So what if it destroyed a gate spell?  So what if it did blow up a pallet of munitions?  In the time it took to do that, the production pipeline on world #35 had branched off another world and loaded it for firing.  The Dingus was spending power to defend its power tap.  As the bombardment continued, the power tap was gradually decreasing production.  And the cost of defense stayed constant, with no sign the attack was going to let up.

Meanwhile, apparently unnoticed, a dozen priests, seven sort-of avatars, and a bunch of highly-charged metal coils were pulling energy out of the power source in contention.  The priests were doing a good job, especially considering the fact they were merely human beings.  The hardware took most of the load for them, of course, and I had spells and small gates for grounding out energy types they couldn’t handle.  They channeled celestial energy to Uncle Dusty, absorbed a fair amount of vitality on their own, routed magic into anti-celestial defensive spells, grounded excess magical energy into the Tautan planet, shot beams of psychic energy into NLA worlds, and piped chaotic-type energies—not the raw stuff, thank goodness!—through magical pipelines, spitting them through gates.  Good thing we had a lot of excess magic to keep rebuilding those pipeline spells, huh?  Pop didn’t raise a fool.

Well… yes, he did, in a way.  I’ll get to that part.

Uncle Dusty was the one who really shouldered the load.  His avatars weren’t human, or not entirely.  The spirit within them, channeling celestial energies, had a much higher capacity than even an ancient wizard.  Or… they were his spirit already?  Or the bodies were more used to handling celestial energies?  It’s hard to understand, at the moment.  He tells me I’ll get the hang of it.

While the priests and their hardware, collectively, probably handled about fifty percent more than what the wizard-conduit in the mountain did, each of Uncle Dusty’s quasi-avatars at least doubled the drain, especially since they had the heavy-duty hardware, specifically designed to handle a hellish load.

The goal was to kill Tau quickly by bleeding it dry, and bleed it we did.  It shuddered convulsively in its glowing chrysalis.

Dusty and his priests were scattered about on the interior of Tauta to minimize the convenience of large, area-effect smiting.  Fortunately, the focus of the Dingus’ attention was on the mountain and the ongoing assault there.  There was plenty to keep its attention, too, as we had run drills with our production lines on world #35 to work out any bugs in the systems.  We had to hit a mountain, so accuracy wasn’t my big worry.  This was a volume business!

There came a point when the blaze of light from Tau was measurably dimmed.  In retrospect, I’m sure the Dingus thought the diminishing power flow was entirely due to damage to the mountain.  I don’t think it even considered Tau might be dying quickly. 

Tau burbled and groaned, distorting the spherical chrysalis, filling the interior of the world with a psychic backwash that made me want to throw up, even thousands of miles away from it.  Rusty did throw up.  He immediately spat and returned his attention to the array of mirrors monitoring the assault and the power draining sites.

This is when the Dingus realized something else might be going on.

He’s on to us!  Uncle Dusty shouted.

“I’m on it,” I told him.  “Rusty, monitor the assault and have Uncle Dusty relay to me if you see anything else going wrong.”

“I’ve got it,” he replied, still looking a little green.  He also looked grimly determined to stay at his post and do his job.

I left him there and went to world #35, riding a sequential shifter down the time-ticker gate chain.  The shift spell took me through the gate in Tauta to the first world in the chain.  When the time-ticker gate there opened to world #2, I shifted through.  Then to world #3, and so on.  The time-ticker chain ran normally, not disturbing its function at all.  This let me skip down the line rather than jump to the end—which would momentarily disrupt the whole time-ticker chain!

Once I reached the end, I fired up the reserves.

Earlier, in the preparation phase, I had gone to the trouble of finding a railgun.  I was plenty picky about it, too.  I didn’t want a tank or a battleship weapon.  I wanted, at most, a self-propelled gun.  A two-wheeled field gun would be ideal.  It had to be ready to fire, too—abandoned by the crew before they could hit the firing key, maybe.  It took a while to search the infinite worldlines, but I did find what I wanted.  Now I would start a railgun version of the bombing process.  I could shift it in—loaded, charged, and ready to go—and send it on to a branch world with a brand-new gate spell over the muzzle.  Firing hypersonic penetrators, these things would drive their shots deeper into the mountain than anything we had yet tried.  And they could keep firing through the open gate until the Dingus did something about it.  This would destroy the railgun.  It would also mean the Dingus had to ignore other gates.

I felt sure it would distract him from other attacks.  Not only were they persistent gates, the weapons were causing cracks deep into the structure of the mountain, weakening it so the explosives raining down on it—what got through the Dingus’ attempts to stop them—were more effective.

Railguns appeared, disappeared, and fresh ones came in.  The carpet-bombing had an intermediate step of having robots sort and prepare the munitions, so it was slower, but it had several more pipelines to keep up a constant rate of fire.  Three railgun pipelines was plenty.  All that was needed was a gate spell on the business end of each gun and enough of a charge to keep it open.

“How’s he taking it?” I asked.  I had a small dynamo array in #35 so we could use Uncle Dusty to communicate.

Not great, Uncle Dusty replied.  I was spending a lot of power to hold him off My guys, but the new barrage has him reevaluating.  Keep it up!

“Can you hold out long enough to drain Tau?”

I’m not sure.  It’s in bad shape up there and it’s weakening fast.  It’s also stirring itself, as though it’s waking up.  I can’t say for sure if it’s going to try to hatch itself or if it’s going to die quietly.  If it breaks out of its chrysalis, it’s going to be bad for Tauta.

“Can you drain it any faster?”

I’m at full draw now!  You’ve got to keep the Dingus busy for a few more minutes!

“Okay.  I’ll crank up the decoys.”

I activated a pipeline of blanks.  The “blanks” were simply gate spells.  A group of gate spell gadgets each produced one, all programmed and ready to go, and a shifter placed the bunch of them in a brand-new branch world.  These gate spells all activated at once and… well, that was it, really.  These were gates.  They sat there, wide open, for about two seconds before they burned out and died.  While they were open, each and every one of them was a potential threat—but the Dingus didn’t know that.  Anything might be about to come through.  And, since the Dingus was almost forced to try and destroy gates as they formed, this was a cheap way to make the task even more difficult.

What I hoped for, more than anything else, was for the Dingus to attempt to send a celestial smiting through one.  Why?  Because several of the decoy gate spells were in pairs.  If you stepped off the mountain (and could fit) through one of these small gates, you would go to a launch world… and directly into another gate, this one leading straight back to the same mountain.  If the Dingus attacked one of these, the smiting would transit, mostly, to the mountain.

I wish I could tell for sure if he ever did.  And I wish I could have seen his face.

Rusty says there’s something magical going on, Uncle Dusty informed me.  He doesn’t recognize it.

“On my way.”

I skipped over to a branch world, this time, out of the time-ticker chain.  From there, I shifted to our forward command post in Tauta.  I reflexively raised mental barriers.  Tau was sick and in pain and emitting a world-girdling aura of both.  Rusty looked sick, but still grimly unflinching.  His psychic shields were as good as mine—I saw to that!  He’d been enduring it for several seconds longer, though.  I moved close to him so we could double up our mutual shielding.

“What’s the scoop?” I asked, looking at the mirrors.

“The mountain.  It’s under constant, high-level attack.  The Dingus was missing a hell of a lot of stuff.  Dusty says our assault was keeping it off his neck.  Now it’s got attention to spare and is using it on Dusty’s guys.  We’re not sure why.”

“What the hell?  Has it stopped defending the… no, the mountain is… hold on.”

As I watched in the mirrors, I could see a magical effect around the mountain, almost like an aura.  The stuff we dropped on it had to pass through.  Contact explosives impacted it—our cluster munitions—and detonated prematurely.  Incendiaries, too.  Anything that would blow up on impact now blew up before hitting the mountain.  The railgun rounds were working fine, but, by themselves, weren’t a serious threat.  Those were about the only things not stopped by this magical shield.

I’d seen variations on the theme, of course.  Pop and I both favor deflection spells instead of hard barriers.  Setting off an explosive in close proximity is only a trifle better than being hit with it—unless you’re in sealed armor, anyway.  Better to let bombs and bullets go past you and strike elsewhere.  A spell like a solid wall has its uses, too.  It’s often more expensive in terms of power, especially if it has to absorb not only a solid impact but also a shockwave.

Here, though… so what?  They had power enough to defend the whole mountain!  And it didn’t need as much power as a real force field would require.  It could afford to expend only a small amount of force—enough to simulate a good, hard hit.  It didn’t have to stop the whole missile; it only had to trigger the detonator at a reasonable distance.  And, sadly, my gates were all appearing outside this area.  They were pre-programmed things, darn it, and changing their targeting would be impractical, even with the time differential.  I would have to change the gate-producing gadgets.

I knew I should have worked more on the targeting subroutines.  I knew it.  I didn’t.  I mean, it’s a mountain.  I thought, “What’s he going to do?  Move it?”  I should have listened to my intuition.

“How is the Dingus doing this?” I asked, searching for the energy flows amid the ongoing devastation.  “Celestial entities don’t usually work well with magic.”

“It’s not,” Rusty said.  “I was about to tell you.  The effect is being generated from inside the mountain.”

He’s working through the wizard, Uncle Dusty interjected, sounding tinny and distant.  I presume his focused effort at communication was sufficient to penetrate the.  He’s using the wizard’s magical capacity as a spellcasting tool!  This is a last-ditch tactic!

I saw what he meant. The wizard’s ability to utilize magic was keeping him intact as the Dingus drew power through him.  By diverting the magic to defense, the wizard couldn’t channel as much celestial energy without burning up, melting down, or otherwise becoming useless.

However, while it reduced the celestial energy the Dingus could draw, using him this way could protect the mountain from the majority of our disruption.  If the Dingus could then spare the attention to eliminate our drain on Tau, there was no telling how long it would have to feed on Tau before it finished dying.  Whether it rebuilt or regrew the mountain converter or not, it could still recoup its expenditures—or thought it could.

Hurry!  He’s blasting my priests because they’re easier—especially while Tau’s psychic emanations are so vile.  I can slow him down, but even with Me reinforcing their protection, he has too much power!  I can’t hold him off!

I don’t think I’ve ever heard Uncle Dusty sound scared.  It underlined the urgency of the situation more thoroughly than any words could.

In flashing thoughts, I explained what I wanted Rusty to do and cautioned him it might be damaging.  He acknowledged and we both shifted quickly to a reactor world for equipment.

What Rusty would do was get a thick orichalcum cable.  He would then go to a low-magic, empty Earth and stick one end of the cable in the ground.  Then, using a portable gate—an enchanted one, not a spell—he would open a portal to a spot alongside the mountain’s defense shield.  By sticking the cable through to touch the shield, he should be able to ground out magical energy.

As a note, a well-designed and well-built spell should not be immediately destroyed by such a tactic. It would run much hotter and expend itself more quickly, yes.  You can’t avoid it.  If the spell is properly designed and its construction is up to code—metaphorically speaking—it shouldn’t instantly ground out and disappear.

I was confident.  Most magical traditions are built on empirical lists of what works, not on solid theory and fundamental principles.  The wizards of Tauta were professionals, but their spells were developed by trial and error, not based on logical construction.

The barrier around the mountain did not look like a well-built spell.  What I saw of it looked like a magical effect generated by a concentrating wizard.  It was less of a spell than it was magical shamanism.  The spell—if I can call it that—was the wizard sucking up magical force and concentrating on an effect.

The orichalcum grounding cable might not take down the shield, but it would certainly make it one hell of a fight to keep up.  It would drain power faster than all the munitions combined.  And, given the sheer size of the shield, if the wizard—or the Dingus, acting through the wizard—tried to reinforce it against a sudden drain, the effort might push the wizard over his maximum.  It was something to hope for!  If it burned out the wizard, there would be no conduit and no reason for the Dingus to remain.  Either way, it would draw the Dingus’ attention to the new problem!

We couldn’t guarantee it would kill the wizard.  If it did draw unwelcome attention to Rusty and his grounding cable…

I didn’t like the idea.  It would be very bad to be near that gate.  Rusty would do his thing and leave immediately, of course.  I hoped he would be fast enough.

If he wasn’t, he was dead.  And I didn’t like the idea.  So I improvised a way to bypass the wizard problem and speed up the Tau-draining tactics.  Even if the wizard survived, without Tau, there was no reason for the Dingus to stay.

I hoped really hard he was the sort to be frustrated rather than vengeful.  Sticking around to stick it to us would be bad.

The devices we used for the priests and the sort-of avatars were fairly complex converters, scrubbing away any resonance or signatures from the energies.  They rectified the power flow so it was generic energy, then imprinted a certain amount of Uncle Dusty’s pattern on it.  The priests did most of the tuning work and acted as focal points for Uncle Dusty’s celestial presence in Tauta.  The avatar bodies had more artificial tuning in their devices, but they handled considerably more energy flow.  The priests fed good food to Dusty; the avatars fed vast quantities of junk food to him.

The important part, as far as killing Tau was concerned, was the amount.

It occurred to me the energies in question don’t have to be rectified and tuned and, ultimately, fed to my uncle.  The celestial planes are energy planes, it’s true, but the energy concentration is far lower than the blazing intensity inside Tau.  It’s like the difference between the pressure in a human artery and the pressure when you’re floating in a swimming pool.  You can bleed to death on dry land very quickly, true.  It’s not much different in a swimming pool. If you’re doing the dead man’s float and you sever an artery, you’ll rapidly become a dead man in a huge, red cloud.

Rusty got orichalcum cable.  I got osmium cable.

I can open a gate to a celestial plane, but not for long.  The energy planes tend to have a disintegrating effect on matter.  Even spell-defined gate borders suffer from this.  Osmium has a higher resistance to this effect due to its conductivity.  Even so, a physical gate ring, even made of pure osmium, erodes in minutes.  Nevertheless, I was prepared to use a small gate for those few minutes.

I did have to take a moment in world #35, though.  Cable was fine for feeding the current into a celestial plane.  For physical contact with Tau, though, I wanted options.  If possible, I wanted to use a spear.  If I couldn’t get a gate close enough to pierce Tau’s outer membrane, I also wanted a line-throwing gun as a backup option.  Zapping a length of osmium into a spear was the work of a moment.  Finding and fetching in a harpoon gun was almost as simple.  I took my time and did it right; a few minutes in world #35 was only a second in Tauta.

I went to a fresh, empty branch world and parked myself on a riverbank.  Exactly where wasn’t really important.  It was the fact I was in a disposable NLA world that mattered.  I brought with me two small gates, my weapons, and a lot of osmium cable.  I also made sure to keep a micro-gate connected to world #35 while I set things up, maintaining the time differential.  I laid one gate on the ground, preparatory to feeding osmium cable down through it into a celestial plane.  The other gate I mounted on a nearby rock, about chest height, so I could shove my makeshift spear or fire my harpoon through it.  I wanted to pierce the physical border of the chrysalis and, if possible, get down into the meat of the matter, so to speak.

I cast several spells to protect myself.  I expected to deal with a celestial energy surge—mostly along the cable, of course—but there would be high-intensity energies of other sorts.  Tau’s psychic emanations would be brutal, to say nothing of the heat and light and possibly other forms of quasi-“solar” radiation!

With my preparations complete, I activated my first gate, connecting to the local celestial plane, and fed a length of cable down into the celestial energy bath.  The fact celestial energy shone from the gate opening was inconsequential.  I’m a tough little spirit, and I had a spell to shield me.  The cables and my stabbing implements were energized, though.  I hoped it wouldn’t become a problem making contact with Tau.  Like charges repel, at least in electrical theory.  Would a charged osmium harpoon be deflected?  Could I overcome it with a hand-held spear and push it in?  I was about to find out!

I cut the micro-gate to world #35 and started my second gate, juicing it as hard as I possibly could.  I dumped power into it to the limit of my capacity.  I wanted it to appear as close as possible to Tau’s surface—inside it, by preference!—but minimizing the range was my highest priority.

Instantly, Tau’s aura of power blazed out of the gate and I realized I might have misjudged.  I was worried about the gate in the celestial plane disintegrating.  I should have worried about the one next to Tau melting.  As a spirit, I hadn’t felt any of the physical energies; it was intensely hot up close.  Still, the manifested gate was holding for the moment, so I sent a quick ranging ping through the gate.  How far away was the glowing wall of light?

Too far to stab, as it turns out, but okay.  I didn’t really think I would manage to get a solid gate connection so close.  I lowered the barrel of the harpoon gun, took very careful aim, and fired.  The harpoon took off with a bang, went perfectly through the open gate, and osmium cable went zipping through with it.  It didn’t have to go too far, so I got to see the blinding flash as it penetrated the chrysalis around the heart of the sun.

I don’t remember anything after that.

Uncle Dusty and I pieced together what happened.

The osmium cable did exactly what it was supposed to do.  I shot Tau, pierced the membrane around it, and a quasi-solid flood of energies raced down the cable.  In less than a second, more energy blasted down that channel than the Dingus, Uncle Dusty, several priests, and all the technomagical augmentation we could put together had ever managed.  It was a lightning bolt grounding out through the osmium kite string.

Everyone else had been drawing power from a wall outlet, maybe from the big outlet for the electric dryer, or from the power line for the central air conditioner unit.  Think in terms of what you can plug in and what draws a lot of power inside the house.  That stuff.

I threw a cable over the transformer lines at the power station.  This wasn’t a controlled draw of energy from the grid.  This was a zap.  No, I take that back.  “Zap” doesn’t cover it.  “Brzzzt,” maybe?  No, it wasn’t anything so simple.  It was more like a sizzling crackle mixed with a thunderclap.  Sort of like a “ZZZZ-FOOM!”

This was not according to plan.

In retrospect, there were a couple of things I could have done different and maybe should have.  One of these was the length of osmium cable.  I had one end in a celestial realm, but there was still a fair amount of it lying on the ground in a material realm.  A lot of power simply grounded out into the actual, physical ground.  Nowhere near all of it, but still quite a bit.

In a similar fashion, Tau’s celestial energy blasted out of the gate and crackled along the osmium wire, instantly superheating it to blazing incandescence.  A fraction of that energy burst jolted through me, but I had a spell to blunt the worst of it.  I also have a lot more practice and capacity for handling celestial energies than most people.  I’m tough enough to say this energy surge was relatively inconsequential to me.

The tough part happened a microsecond after.

Flying a kite in a thunderstorm isn’t wise, mostly because of the amount of power a lightning bolt can contain.  The string cannot conduct more than a tiny fraction, but it doesn’t need to.  Once the string shows the lightning where to go, the string—and the osmium cable—becomes superfluous.  The lightning ionizes its own channel to the ground and the string becomes combustion byproducts.

In this particular case, power arced out of the Tauta gate, flashing all around, shedding discharges in every direction like those plasma ball toys.  A hundred minor arcs flickered outward in the material realm, radiating outward thousands of yards into the air before dissipating, carving trenches in the dirt and rock, blasting trees into splinters, and sending up billowing clouds of steam from the river.

But, as it turns out, celestial energy doesn’t want to ground out into a material realm.  It doesn’t like it.  It wants to go to a celestial realm.  So, since I was aiming the harpoon gun and, therefore, standing between the two gates, none of these minor, half-mile-long arcs of raw energy hit me.  I got hit by the big one, the primary discharge.  No, I didn’t “get hit” by it.  That implies it whacked me and it was over.  No, I was in the way as it carved a channel through material reality from Tau, through a gate, through the material realm between gates, and into a celestial realm.  And, incidentally, en passant, through everything in between.  Like me.

Oof.

I saw a bright light when the harpoon pierced Tau’s chrysalis and I felt as though I’d been punched in the chest before being caught in a river after the dam breaks.  Picked up, tumbled, swept along.

The next thing I knew, I was in a blank, white space.  There was nothing to see or hear except a warm brightness and a crackling sound.  I tried to look around and gradually realized I was already looking around.  I could see in all directions at once.  There was no up, down, nor sideways.  There wasn’t even a “me,” in the sense of a body.  I was consciousness without form.

This didn’t bother me too much.  I’ve stepped out of my body before.  I’ve been a free-roaming spirit and I was used to this.  I didn’t feel hurt, so it was only a matter of time before I figured out where I was and how to get back.  I decided to investigate the light.

Yeah, yeah, yeah.  I know.  “Don’t go into the light!”  From the looks of things, I was already in the light.  Besides, it was the only thing in existence besides myself.

I approached the source of the brightness and realized what it was.  There was an iridium ring around it!  This was my gate!  The brightness was the crackling blast of energy coming from Tau, through a material plane, and splashing into the celestial plane.  I could tell what it was, but now the energy seemed to have more… depth.  Different, more complex qualities. It used to be plain, white light, like watching black and white films.  Now it was in vibrant, brilliant color!  It felt warm.  It felt alive.  It felt good to touch it, to reach out to it and take it, to bask in it and drink it in.

Now I know how flowers feel as they turn to track the Sun.

Sadly, this did not go on for long.  The stream of energy began to diminish, dimming as the force behind it ran down.  I can only liken it to the way a tank drains.  At first, the water comes pouring out of the tap at the bottom under great pressure.  As the water level drops, the pressure decreases and the flow slows down.  There was still a torrent of power pouring through, albeit diminishing, when the gate gave out.  I thought I ought to try to get through the gate, back into the material world I’d just left, but I couldn’t.  Even as the torrent of power diminished, it was still like trying to swim up a waterfall.  Then the magic popped like a soap bubble and the partial rim of the gate dissolved like a sugar cube in water, stranding me.

This left me with a dilemma.  Where was I?  What happened?  What do I do now?  All that stuff.  I looked around, directing my attention into the examination of my environment.  There wasn’t a lot to see.  When I concentrated, there might be a wisp of feeling.  It was an odd sensation.  Obviously, I was alive on a celestial plane.  It didn’t look like the sort of thing I saw through eyes of flesh and blood.  Of course, why would it?

A moment later, Uncle Dusty found me.  I didn’t realize, at first, what was happening.  It looked a lot like… how to describe it?  Imagine a heat shimmer.  Now take that stuff—the heat shimmer—and form it into a hand.  Now you’ve got this heat shimmer hand in a pure white space.  It’s there, but seeing it, perceiving it, is difficult.  This giant, not-really-visible hand wrapped around me and I moved.

Don’t ask me what direction.  I’m not yet conversant with the dimensions involved.  I moved—or I was moved—from one point to another point.  The hand opened in a space I’d seen before.  It was my uncle’s laboratory, the one I’d seen in a dream, except now I was a tiny figure, possibly the size of a mouse, standing on a worktable, looking up at him.

“There you are!” he said.

“Here I am,” I agreed.  “And there you are.  Where are we?”

“This is my workshop.  One of them.  What the hell do you think you were doing?”

So I explained my reasoning and actions.  He nodded along, frowning down at me the whole time.

“I see.”

“Did it work?” I asked.

“Of course it worked.  You ruptured the membrane around Tau.  This caused the… Hmm.  The environment inside was conducive to Tau’s survival during its metamorphosis.  When this ruptured, Tau immediately started dying.  Dying faster, I should say.  Actively dying.  I grabbed everything I could and used it to mitigate the effect of even more.  It wasn’t much compared to the flood you let loose.  We were draining the water balloon.  You burst it.”

“What about the Dingus?”

“It’s gone.  Rusty cracked the magical barrier.  The ongoing bombardment expended the rest of its force and it went down.  With all the armaments raining down and absolutely nothing left to gain by staying, the Dingus cut its losses.”

“How’s Rusty?”

“Him?  He’s fine.  He had enough sense to throw a coil of cable and run.”

“Hey, I shot a harpoon at Tau,” I pointed out.  “I wasn’t sure I could get a gate close enough even for that.  And I had to get a harpoon and a cable going fast enough to penetrate the chrysalis surface.  I had to get it close.  I couldn’t be sure, otherwise.”

“You could have put the gate over Tau and let gravity do the work.”

“There’s no gravity in the center.  That’s why the gate stayed where I put it.”

“Mm.  Good point.  I sometimes forget about physical realities.”

“How long have I been a disembodied spirit?” I asked.

“I’m not sure.  Multiple timelines, remember?  Once Rusty cracked the barrier and the bombardment picked up again, the Dingus was upset.  It hammered another priest hard enough to make him stop working, but then you burst the celestial water balloon.  That’s when everybody realized Tau only had a minute or two to live.

“The Dingus shifted to greed mode.  It stopped fighting and burned out the wizard, sucking up everything it could get in the last few moments when the getting was good.  It kept going until Tau finished dying, then used the captured energies as a booster to leave the Tautan celestial planes and take as much of his hoarded energies with him as possible.  Gaining power was the whole reason for being there, so there was no point in wasting energy fighting if the universe was about to end.

“During this, I did what I could to protect everything while Tau finished dying, made sure the Dingus had withdrawn, and finally shifted the Firmament’s power over to direct universe maintenance.  The sun rolling around the Firmament dimmed for a bit, but it’s back up to full power.  I’m monitoring it and ironing out wrinkles.  It’s a big job and it’ll keep Me busy for a while.  Despite this, I’d say the universe is now running fairly smoothly.”

“I’m glad Rusty and Tauta are okay.  Now, what about me?”

“Once the Dingus departed, I sent other aspects of Myself to look for you.  Rusty and I had a few words on how to go about it.  I didn’t do anything worse than ignore him.  I had to wait until a lot of the branches you created died down before I could do a real search for you, though.  They make ripples when they sink, sort of, and that makes searching difficult.  Once things calmed down a little, the celestial observatory was very helpful in spotting your signature.  I saw you swimming around, reached down into the little tide pool you were in, and pulled you out.  And here you are.”

“Well, that’s good,” I decided.  “Rusty’s okay, you’re supercharged, the Dingus is foiled, and Tauta is okay.  Pop will be delighted.”

“Not about you,” Uncle Dusty pointed out.  “He’s not going to be super thrilled about Tauta, either.”

“I can get a new body,” I pointed out.  “You’ve got clone tanks.  And why is he not going to be pleased about Tauta?  Is he going to be upset the interior went dark?  It’s like having a second whole world in there, I know.  Was he ever interested in it in the first place?”

“Ah.”  He shifted back on his workstool and folded his arms, frowning down at me.  “Tau didn’t die as quietly as we hoped.”

“Go on?”

“Physically, it didn’t hatch.  It didn’t unfold into a great, world-devouring monster.  It didn’t even kick its way out of the world-shell.  On the other hand, it did kind of come apart.  It lost its physical integrity.  There’s no corpse of an ancient Chaos monster killed in mid-metamorphosis.  It reverted to energy types.  Some of it was electromagnetic, which superheated the internal atmosphere like a nuclear weapon.  Some was psychic, which wasn’t so bad—not at those ranges.  Some was celestial, which I didn’t mind.  And a bit of it was still chaos energy, which had unpleasant effects on everything.

“The net result,” he went on, “was devastating, but not irrecoverable.  Tauta is broken.  The shell of the world cracked and came apart.  It might not have if the mountain-volcano hadn’t already pre-started cracks—or it might have shattered the world more thoroughly, instead of a lot of medium-to-large pieces.  Either way, the point is moot.  The shell of the world broke.”

“Oh, dammit!  Pop and I liked La Mancha!”

“It’s still there,” Uncle Dusty pointed out.  “The gravity of Tauta isn’t like Earth.  And it doesn’t have all the same large-scale rules of physics.  The people of Tauta had a nasty earthquake and there’s a bunch of flooding going on as oceans rearrange themselves.  It’s not like the Death Star blew it up.  La Mancha, for example, is still there.  Aside from a couple of landslides, they’re fine.  Here.”

He raised one hand and a globe appeared.  At first, it resembled a snow globe and I wasn’t sure what was going on.  As I looked at it, I realized it was the whole Tauta universe, inside the Firmament.  Enormous pieces of eggshell—what used to be the hollow world—drifted slowly apart.

“See?  Lots of survivors.”

“The world is in pieces!”

“And?”

“Pieces!” I insisted.

“So what?  Once things settle down, most people will hardly know there’s a difference.  There was a natural disaster and a bunch of rulers are all upset about international relations, but these crops ain’t a-gonna tend themselves.”

I bit back a snappy retort.  If the world was broken into big enough pieces, would it matter to most people?  In a global economy, sure.  Worldwide trade would be a thing of the past.  But… most people never got more than seven miles from their homes.  To the vast majority, there was a ground-shaking disaster and the chicken coop collapsed.  Anyone not in a place where the ocean settled into a new bed might not notice anything amiss.

“I’m not sure how Pop is going to take this,” I admitted.

“He’s welcome to try and put it all back together.”

“He might.”

“He might,” Uncle Dusty agreed.  “Maybe he can.  If he wants to, I won’t get in his way!”

“Okay.  So, how soon can we get me a new body?”

“Ah.”  He looked uncomfortable.  He waved his hand and the snow-globe of Tauta disappeared.

“You already started a clone for me, didn’t you?”

“No.”

“All right, I’m listening.  Why not?”

“You’re not going to fit in a new body,” he told me.  “You can probably cram yourself into one, at least for a while.  If you’re okay with burning it up.”

“I didn’t burn through my old one.”

“Yeah, I know.  Thing is, you started as a spiritual entity in an infant body.  You grew with the body, or the body grew with you.  And your father did a lot of work on your fleshy envelope, too.  It was a tough, resilient, powerful form of flesh.  I don’t know how to duplicate it.”

“We should have taken cloning samples while I was alive,” I grumped.  “I don’t suppose there’s enough left of my old body to clone?”

“I haven’t found any of it.  And, even if I did, you wouldn’t be able to wear it for long.”

“Why not?”

“You’ve become much more…” he groped for a word.  “Solid.  Bigger.  Brighter.”

“I’m not following.”

“You’ve existed in a high-energy zone on the celestial plane,” he tried.  “Your spirit is much more powerful than it was.  Your father had a similar problem, once, but his body was a vampire body and could be adapted in ways a human form cannot.  The Chaos in his system achieved a new equilibrium with him—eventually.  He also didn’t have the problem to your degree.”

“You’re saying I’m stuck on the celestial plane?”

“Pretty much.”

“Hm.  Okay.  How soon can we grow a body for me to use as an avatar, like you do?”

He looked pained.

“The trouble there is you aren’t strong enough for that yet.  Plus, you don’t understand enough about it.  You don’t have the technique.  It’s not something you just do.  You have to learn how.  Fortunately,” he added, looking smug, “I know someone willing to teach you.”

We talked about what happened, sorting out the details.  Once I had the whole story, I thought it over.  Being stuck as a celestial entity—especially a tiny one, at least compared to my uncle—didn’t seem like a good deal.  On the other hand, the alternative was dying when my body intercepted a celestial thunderbolt, so this was a better deal than I had any right to expect.  And I would, eventually, be able to re-take human form, even if it wasn’t exactly being human.

“How long can I occupy a clone?” I asked.

“Right now?  I’m not sure.  Flesh suits vary quite a bit, but if we grow you the toughest one I know how to… maybe a few days?  A week, at the outside, before it undergoes structural breakdown.  Why?”

“It’s important I revisit the material plane.”

“Now?”

“Yes.”

“I mean…” he trailed off, hesitating.  “I guess it can be done, if you really need to.  I just don’t see why.”

“I’ll give you two reasons.  First, I absolutely have to explain all this to Rusty.”

“I’ve already told him.”

“No!  You telling him isn’t the same thing at all!”

“It isn’t?”

“It is not!  There is a lot of stuff we need to talk about, in person, in the flesh!”

“I don’t see why,” he admitted, “and I don’t think it’s a good reason.”

“I don’t suppose you would.  News flash:  I may burn through a dozen clones before Rusty and I are done.”

“Oh, talking with him won’t be a problem.  In a reactor world, I can set it up so you can communicate—”

“In the flesh,” I repeated.  “Not on a mirror.  Not a psychic contact.  With words, through lips.”

“It’s a waste of clones,” he protested.  “You need to get used to being a non-corporeal entity.”  I shook my fist up at him.

“You aren’t listening!” I shouted.  “I understand what you’re saying and I’m working on accepting it.  Answer me this—no, answer Me this: will I be quicker to accept it with unfinished physical business, or with all my material-realm crap dealt with?”

“Hmm.  You make a good point.  I’ll think about it.”

“The second reason is I want to finish up my diary and transcribe it into a crystal.”

“That doesn’t seem like much of a reason, either.”

“I want it on hand so Pop can read it, if he cares to.  If he has my diary to read, you won’t have to look him in the eye and explain how I died.”

Uncle Dusty looked down from on high, staring at me for several seconds.

“Would you prefer blonde, brunette, or redhead?”

So, here I am with a female clone, burning it up like a fire inside a cardboard tube.  I don’t know how long it will take me to learn how to take a clone body as a poor man’s avatar.  I don’t even know how strong I’ll have to get before I can do it.  The good news is Uncle Dusty says he’s already got thousands of dynamos for me, and I’m part of the pantheon he’s got planned.  Hopefully, it won’t take too long!

Pop, if you’re reading this, please don’t hold it against Uncle Dusty.  All I lost was a physical shell.  You once told me I had a body, but what I truly am is a soul.  I’ll have a body again, sooner or later.  It’s all okay—or will be!

I miss you, Papa.

Until we meet again,

With love,

Phoebe.
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