
        
            
                
            
        

     
   
   Nightlord
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   Sunset
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
  
 
  



   


  

    Copyright © 2006 by Garon Whited.


    Cover Art: “Bronze” by Rachel C. Beaconsfield


    Library of Congress Number: 2005907016


    ISBN:               Hardcover               1-59926-305-X


    Softcover               1-59926-304-1


     


  [image: Wise Wolf E-book]
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   DISCLAIMER
 
    
 
   I started this with the intent to keep a diary.  As I have written it, it serves me well; it recorded my thoughts and feelings at the time I wrote it, and in that regard is certainly a success.  Nevertheless, it fails to tell the whole of the story.  It is only my own point of view, and I was woefully ignorant of a number of things while they were happening.  Therefore, while it is of interest to me, it is less so to anyone else who reads it.
 
   Within this work are places where you will see I have done some unforgivably stupid things; here I can say only that I am not perfect.  Throw stones if you must, but have a care for your own house!  I also offer a part-excuse, part-explanation:  I am subject to influences from my most recent meals.  I have not edited those parts to make myself seem better than I am; they stand as they were written.
 
   I am what I am, for better or for worse.  I find it instructive to observe how I changed over time, even in so short a time as this work covers.  “You are what you eat” is more of a truism for my kind than I ever expected.  Nevertheless, not all of the changes can be attributed to things I have eaten, perhaps not even most.  I like to think I have grown, but I may flatter myself.  I am certain you will have your own opinion; decide for yourself.
 
   I suppose I could have edited the entries for brevity; perhaps even should have.  Instead, I have left them as they are.  Keep in mind that, originally, these were my personal thoughts recorded in diary fashion; this was not something for others to read, and never intended as an actual story.  
 
   That said, one must keep in mind this is, of course, a work of pure fiction with no bearing whatever on anything real, provided you have a firm grasp on your personal reality.
 
   It’s just a story.
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   SATURDAY, JUNE 11TH
 
    
 
   Everything has to start somewhere.  For me, it was at a bar.  
 
   Normally, I’m the clean and sober person in the bunch—I often find myself in the role of the tolerant, understanding uncle. I party with students, drive them home, pour them into their houses, and shake my head at the senseless slaughter of brain cells in their prime. Drinking is  not  something I do.
 
   Or didn’t. Or did, depending on how you want to look at things.
 
                 The actual beginning was on Friday night.  My friends did their best to get me plastered.  They had good reason.  Travis was buying mixed drinks, Hutch was setting me up with vodka shots, and I already had myself on the outside of a Scotch on the rocks.  At least I now know I’m not a cheap drunk, so the night wasn’t entirely wasted, unlike myself.
 
    Which brings me up to the present, in a roundabout way.  The last thing I recall was the bottom of a glass, and that was none too clear.  Now, I was keenly aware of a vicious pounding noise.  The intervening period was a blank.
 
    If I could have rolled over and gone to sleep, I would have, but the sadist with the hammers kept up a steady beat.  I could feel the throbbing in my teeth.  I’m told that’s a sign of a Grade-A hangover.
 
   I opened my eyes under a pile of blankets and tried to sit up.  I felt like I was buried, which did my hangover no good at all.  So I shoved them out of the way and blinked at the dim light; even that seemed to drive nails into my head.  Even through the eye-watering agony, I noticed a few details.  The bed was larger than I recalled.  The room was larger, too.  There was a window—presumably—behind some frilly pink curtains.
 
   My brain eventually reached the conclusion I was not in my own bedroom.  I checked for company, discovered I was alone.  I’m still not sure if I’m relieved or disappointed.
 
   All of this was secondary to the fact I was stark naked.  My clothes weren’t even scattered in a trail leading to the bed.  Not a garment in sight.
 
   I hate that.  It’s only happened the once, but I’m already sure of it.
 
   So I lay there, groaned, and tried to breathe deeply without making my head explode.  It seemed to help, at least.  After a while, I didn’t think I’d suffer an aneurism from standing.  I stood.  Either I swayed, or the room rocked.  I’m betting on me swaying.  I grabbed a sheet, wrapped it around me like a toga—being the sober guy at a frat party teaches you things—and headed out to find something to drink, preferably without alcohol.  And to deal with a very urgent need before it became an embarrassment.
 
   The door wouldn’t open.
 
   I tried the knob again.  It turned, and my hypersensitive ears—or hypersensitive skull—could hear the scrape of the bolt even through the thudding of my pulse, but the door still wouldn’t budge.  Since the door had one of those antique keyhole locks, I knelt down and looked through that.
 
   No key stuck in the outside.  A tiny slice of hallway.  Floral wallpaper.
 
   Something moved through my line of vision.  Then my view went black.
 
   When the lock scraped and clicked, I caught on.  I stood up and stepped back.  The door opened and a woman entered, carrying a tray.
 
   Even in my rather fuddled state, I could appreciate her.  She was beautiful.  Dark hair tumbled in loose waves down over her shoulders—that look takes hours and an expensive stylist to get right.  Her face was an oval, with full lips—no lipstick, or a type that made itself look natural—and wide, dark eyes.  Her complexion, as far as I could tell, was perfect.  Venturing lower, I encountered a nicely packed halter top, a smooth expanse of taut tummy, and a waist that flared into full hips contained in a pair of athletic shorts.  Long legs, bare feet…
 
   …and a tray.  It looked antique.  What was on it managed—barely—to distract my attention from her.  There was water, milk, juice, bacon, eggs, diced potatoes, and toast.  I looked at breakfast with a combination of longing and terror; the hangover was overwhelming.
 
   “Do you want to get out of the way, or should I just stand here while you eat?” she asked.
 
   I got out of her way.  It gave me a chance to watch her move and to get some distance from the delightfully nauseating odors of the food.  (If you’ve ever had a real hangover, you know what I mean.)  She set the tray down on the nightstand, by the bed.
 
   “The only convenient way to eat is to get back in bed.  The tray doesn’t have much point, otherwise.”
 
   “Actually, I need to do something first.”
 
   She nodded.  “Out the door, to your right, first door on the right.”
 
   I nodded back and walked quickly.  I found the bathroom and took care of the problem.
 
   Minutes later, I was back in bed—under a sheet, for modesty’s sake—and was slowly working on breakfast.  I understand it to be an axiom that hangovers destroy your appetite; my hangover made breakfast a hesitant, careful love affair with the food, but my appetite was strong.  The breakfast, combined with a few pills—vitamins and analgesics, I was told—contrived to make the headache shrink even further.  Either the food or the medicine or both helped to settle my stomach.  I felt much more human.
 
   She never said a word while I ate.  She just sat on the foot of that huge bed and watched me, her expression as unreadable as the sphinx, though prettier.
 
   When I was done, “Thank you,” were my first words.  “May I have my clothes, please?” were my next.
 
   She smiled so hard she dimpled.  “You didn’t seem so eager to have them last night.”
 
   Pause.  
 
   Let us consider the implications and potential ramifications of that statement.
 
   What was just implied, from expression, tone, and body language, was we spent the night in wild debauchery.  Considering the muzzy haze that set in around the same time Burton was urging me to have yet another drink, this could well have been the case.
 
   While it’s possible I just got sick and she arranged for me to be cleaned up and cared for—much as I do, or did, for my undergraduate friends—I have no idea why she might benefact me thus.  I don’t have a lot of faith in the milk of human kindness; it’s generally been left out too long.  Then again, I also didn’t see why she might spend a night in drunken revels with me, either.  I’m no prize, unless you count door prizes.
 
   Well, whatever revels there were, my half was drunken.  She looked bright and cheery right then, without a trace of the lingering hangover that slithered around my frame like an over-friendly snake chasing a spider.
 
   So what, I wondered, is the protocol for asking for an introduction?  How does one admit that one does not remember having the time of one’s life?
 
   This, I reflected, could be sticky.
 
   Unpause.
 
   “Well, that was last night,” I replied.  “Today, I’m going to need them.”
 
   “True.  We have a wedding to go to.”
 
   Okay, now, she did not say it was my wedding, but my blood decided to dive for my guts to lubricate the ones that just tried to seize up.  This resulted in a severe shortage in my head and made me dizzy.
 
   “Oh,” was all I could think to say.
 
   “Of course, you’ll have to wear something besides the jeans.”
 
   “Of course,” I heard myself reply.
 
   “But they’ll do wonderfully for horseback riding.  Let’s do that, instead; weddings make me green with envy.  Come on, get up.”  She held out her hand and stood, waiting.
 
   I set the tray aside, carefully, and wrapped my toga about me with what dignity I could muster.  Not a lot, in other words.  She watched me, not with the leer I half expected, nor with the bright disposition she demonstrated earlier.  Instead she looked curious—just that.  Curious.
 
   Just as I was wondering why, she asked, “Why are you wearing a blanket?”
 
   “Because I’m naked,” I answered.  Seemed obvious enough to me.
 
   She looked at me is if to say, Go on, finish, and I looked back at her.  At last she shrugged and led the way.
 
   I followed her as she led me down the hall to the stairs, past the first floor, down to the basement.  On the way, I came to realize this was a big house.  A very big house.  The stairs went up from the second floor, as well as down.  The whole basement was done as one of those bomb-shelter things the ’50’s were so fond of.
 
   She pulled my clothes out of the dryer and handed them to me.
 
   “With all the spilled Coke and the ketchup, they needed a wash.”
 
   “Coke and ketchup?”
 
   “The—” she smirked, “—‘accident’ with the squeeze bottle?”
 
   “Oh.  Right,” said I, clueless.
 
   Actually, I did remember something about a ketchup bottle… a plastic one, designed to squeeze a stream of ketchup out.  Something about a food fight…
 
   “I’ll get dressed, now.”
 
   She nodded and didn’t move.  Her latest expression was not one of mild curiosity.  She looked more like she was sizing me up for where best to take a bite.  I didn’t like where she seemed to be favoring.  So I headed back upstairs while she followed.
 
   Now, normally I wouldn’t mind this.  But, normally, I’d be waking up with someone and coping with memory.  Waking up with someone who is effectively a stranger to me is not a good thing.  Well, it’s an unusual thing.  Makes me edgy and nervous.  So the whole trip back up to the bedroom was spent thinking about how to politely ask her to not stare at me while I dressed.  There were a few thoughts on how to ask what happened, but those were a minority.
 
   As I got to the door, I stopped in it and turned.
 
   “Could you please give me a few minutes alone to dress?”  Direct.  To the point.  Hopefully polite.
 
   She smiled, then.  “Certainly.  I’ll be downstairs.  Your shoes are under the bed.”
 
   I watched her walk off, her hips rotating a bit more than perhaps necessary.  As she went, I reflected that I needed a better liver and faster kidneys—or someone to follow me around with a camcorder while I’m drinking—then ducked into the room and threw my clothes on.
 
   If she was agreeable, I was going to find out what happened.  I was, I admit, very curious.  I’d never had a chunk of memory simply not be there—then again, I’d never gotten seriously plastered out of my mind before, either.  I had good reason, though—a woman.  I may go into that later.  I probably will.  But… let it be later.
 
   Suitably attired once more, I headed downstairs to chat with my hostess.
 
    
 
   I opened with, “Hello again,” as I sat down on a stool in the kitchen, at a counter.
 
   “Oh, you remember me now?” she asked, dicing something.  I could hear a smile in her voice.
 
   “Er.  No… I am afraid I don’t.  I was referring to our parting upstairs…?”
 
   She nodded.  “That will do.”
 
   “I would like to remember—I’m fairly sure of it.  Could you refresh me on what happened?  For that matter, could you tell me where I am?”
 
   “Yes.  And yes.”
 
   I waited.  She waited.  We smiled at each other.  She continued cooking.
 
   Finally—I blame the hangover for the hangfire in my head—I said, “Please tell me what happened between us last night.”
 
   She told me, rather bluntly.  I had the grace to blush, and the presence of mind to kick myself for not remembering.  She caught my look, however, and giggled.
 
   “Oh, don’t be so hard on yourself,” she chided.  “You were wonderful.  Wonderful enough I’ll give you a rematch, now that you’re sober.”
 
   I blinked, I think.  A dozen responses leaped to mind like salmon heading upstream to spawn.
 
   -Great! Turn off the stove!-
 
   -All right.  How does the rest of the morning sound?-
 
   -Only if I get to hide your clothes, this time.-
 
   -Okay, but you be on top; I’m not feeling well.-
 
   What came out was, “Maybe later; I have a headache.”
 
   She didn’t take offense.  She wasn’t even surprised.  “Tsk.  That’ll be the hangover.  Do you take coffee?”
 
   “Sugar and a little cream.”
 
   She poured and mixed, and I sipped.  It was good stuff, tasted expensive.  The coffee grinder was a clue.  I was surprised she got the sugar and cream just right.  
 
   While I sipped, she cooked, and I realized that the small breakfast she had prepared before, while it had filled at the time, was suddenly very tiny.  My stomach rumbled quietly about this, then made its wants known more audibly.  She glanced at me and opened a waffle iron.
 
   It was a great waffle.  I ate it with syrup and butter and some strawberry jam.
 
   I went on to make an absolute pig of myself.  Sausages, bacon, a one-eyed Texas honeybutter stack, toast, bagels… I would have said there was enough food for a buffet, but only if it was for her and I alone.  She surprised me again, this time by eating like a football team. I wondered how she managed to keep that figure—and what kinds of exercises she did.  
 
   Those thoughts made me realize I was feeling a lot better.
 
   Finally, when we had chased the last of the syrup and gravy down, I stared at the heaped dishes.
 
   “You know, I’ve never had a friend with a hangover wake up hungry; they’re generally nauseous and look green whenever food is mentioned…”
 
   She nodded.  “How is the hangover?” she asked.
 
   “Oh, it’s… well, it’s gone, as far as I can tell.”
 
   She stood up and moved around the counter to me.  She kissed me on the forehead.
 
   “You’re welcome.  Now help me get these in the dishwasher.  Then we’re going riding.”
 
   And I did.
 
    
 
   Outside, I realized the house wasn’t just a house.  It was a mansion.  It was big.  It sprawled. The place was huge.  I really came to appreciate this when we got into a golf cart to drive to the stables.
 
   It was a long trip.
 
   “So, where are we riding?”
 
   She glanced at me.  “Around.  You said you knew how to ride, and that you hadn’t in some time.  I offered, you accepted.  Do you not recall?”
 
   “No, not at all.  But while we’re on the subject, do you know that I don’t even know your name?”
 
   She laughed, thoroughly amused; I could tell by the way her eyes crinkled at the edges, like a little girl’s.
 
   “My name is Sasha,” she replied.  “We have been introduced, but I see why you might need a reminder.”
 
   “Pleased to meet you, Sasha.”
 
   Sasha kept smiling.  “The pleasure is all mine, Eric.  Or at least half of it.”
 
   I pretended not to hear, as the innuendo generator in my head—I call it my brain—detected one.
 
   The stables were not large, being built for six horses.  There were only four in residence and they were all turned out to graze when we walked into the place.  Various bits of equipment hung from the walls, identifiable only to one who finds such things fascinating.  The place looked well-kept; I expected a rough-looking guy in overalls to be around, but I didn’t catch sight of him.  I did spot the resident cat, however, looking fat and sleepy on an overhead beam.  He looked at me like I was a mouse he’d get around to, eventually.
 
   Sasha closed the barn/stable doors through which we had just come; the back of the stable had another oversized door, open to pasture.  She went to it and whistled.
 
   All four horses came trotting up, crowding around, trying to nuzzle her and search for treats, I guessed.  Things they would consider treats, that is.  She stroked noses and patted necks, and called me over to introduce me.
 
   There were three mares and a stallion.  Ladybird, Silly Girl, and Flower Child were all lovely horses.  I don’t know a lot about horse breeds, but I liked them immediately.  Once we were introduced, they liked me, too; I found I wanted to brush them down and pet them more than I wanted to ride them.
 
   Arabesque, however, was a magnificent Friesian—or is that Arabian?  I get the two confused—with a tendency to rear; he was the stud of the stables.  I liked him a lot.  Unfortunately, he was none too fond of me; he accepted some petting and a sugar cube, and then dismissed me from his world as he walked off.
 
   We saddled up Ladybird and Flower Child for our ride.  They both rather liked the idea; I got the impression they didn’t get out of the pasture much.
 
   So we rode along on a bright and clear morning, enjoying the view and the ride.  We rode around and over quite a few very nice hills, and Sasha’s place occupied a lot of them.  I noticed a few cattle roaming the property and wondered how many acres the place occupied.
 
   We talked a lot.  She turned out to be completely unselfconscious and frank, sometimes even blunt, and tended to lapse into an oddly formal style of speech.  I found I liked her more and more.  I inferred she was a very private individual with people she did not like, but it seemed she liked me.
 
   Her husband, I learned, died some time ago, a very wealthy man.  Later, she settled into widowhood, determined to enjoy life as much as possible as part payment for death’s snatching him away.  As for how I came into the picture of her life, she had been out dancing and had noticed I was getting determinedly, grimly drunk with a bunch of sad-faced friends egging me on.  Something had moved her to come over and try to cheer me up.  She succeeded, and discovered I was actually a lot of fun, so she took me home.  Her home.
 
   I was rather glad of that; my place is a small two-roomer, appropriate for someone on a teacher’s (untenured) salary.  As a bachelor apartment, it is generally a bit messy—to say the least.  Mine might have been a bit more organized than most, but that just means the light and dark laundry have specific spots to be thrown.
 
   She went on to describe our evening in a bit more detail, smiling the whole time.  I wasn’t sure if she was kidding me, or really regarded it as a fond memory.  If she was accurate, I impressed myself with my deeds.  I wish I could have been there.
 
   I hadn’t been paying much attention to the trail; good horses don’t need a lot of steering, and the conversation was… distracting.  When she reined up to a halt, I looked around and found we were on a rocky hillside with a sort of flat spot of grass looking like a big dent in the hill.  She dismounted, beckoning, and I followed suit.
 
   She took my hands, smiled up at me, and pulled me with her into the grassy area.  I followed, curious, and she stopped near the middle.  Then she stepped close to me, put her arms around my torso, and turned her face up, lips slightly parted, eyes closed.
 
   I considered for a long second… and kissed her.
 
    
 
   The rest of the morning was pretty anticlimactic after that.  Once we returned to the house—and put my clothes back in the wash; they were dirty and had grass stains—Sasha found a very nice black bathrobe for me.  It was a couple of sizes too big, made of very thick silk, and heavily embroidered with dragons in gold thread.  I liked it, but then I’ve been told my tastes are gaudy, often tacky; regardless, they’re mine.  Sasha dumped her clothes in the laundry as well and donned her own robe, a white, fluffy thing that would have looked in fashion in any high-end spa.
 
   It was just past noon and I found I was starving.  Admittedly, I had been exercising a lot today, but it seemed unusual; I put it down as odd metabolic reactions to being seriously drunk for the first time.  Maybe my body was trying to adjust.
 
   So Sasha assembled a huge lunch and I helped by not getting in her way, occasionally even handing her things; there were several sandwiches, some fried chicken, rolls, lots of potatoes, carrots, and peas, along with a soup I couldn’t identify but liked. She ate some of it, but not with her previous vigor; I ate like I hadn’t seen food in days.
 
   As I was finishing, she said, “I like a man with appetite.”
 
   I half-chuckled, half-choked on a roll.  I realized something was different.  Now I was caught up.  She remembered one extra night of wild passion; I remembered one wild morning on a hillside.  But we both knew we worked well together; we knew each other physically, and had shared that.  I didn’t feel I was a stranger any more.
 
   I took out my feelings and examined them.
 
   I liked Sasha.  I liked her a lot.  We’d spent—that I recalled—a pleasant morning together and we seemed… comfortable with each other.  I could, with time, fall in love with her; right now, I just lusted after her hot, sweaty body.  She smiled a lot around me, she looked at me when she thought I couldn’t see, and she generally tried to make me feel comfortable and happy.  I wondered what she saw in me. I’m told I’m funny and kind of cute, but I know I’m not Mr. Sexy.
 
   Maybe I’m just insecure.
 
   Still… I decided, yes; I like her.  Let’s see how that goes, for a while.
 
   Sasha cleared away the dishes again and I helped.  Then, standing close to each other in the kitchen, the urge hit us both at once.  For me, I think it had something to do with the smell of her hair.  There’s something so very sensual about a woman when she’s fresh from the bath, wearing nothing but her own natural perfume.  
 
   The robes were a lot softer than the tile floor.  And warmer.
 
   The rest of the day was like that.  We talked a lot, too.  I learned a lot about the life of the idle rich and what it’s like to lose a husband and a child.  I shared with her the story of my life and what it’s like to lose the lady you love.  We shared pleasure; we shared pain.  It brought us closer.
 
   I decided that even if later we were going to back away from each other on a romantic level, I was going to keep her as a friend.  And, my somewhat-less-noble-side added, as a really great sex partner.  Wow.
 
   Dinner was a repeat of lunch, mostly; I ate like I was starving.  When I commented on it, Sasha laughed.
 
   “You’re a growing boy, and you need your strength.  How do you feel?”
 
   I did a quick check.  “I feel great. Perfect. I haven’t felt this good in months,” I replied.  “I’m still a trifle curious about a wedding you mentioned, though.”
 
   She smiled, eyes all a-twinkle.  “That was just to help get your blood flowing.  Your awakening was much quicker, was it not?”
 
   “I can think of better ways to be woken,” I grumbled, “but, yeah, I guess it worked.”
 
   “Good. Finish your dinner and I’ll see about dessert.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SUNDAY, JUNE 12TH
 
    
 
   It occurs to me it may seem odd I had nothing better to do than hang around a mansion with a sexy, beautiful woman who seemed to want to feed me and devour me all the time.
 
   Well… maybe not that odd.
 
   But that was yesterday, Saturday.  I had taken a big slug of “seriously drunk” on a Friday night.  The guys would be wondering where I was, sure—but they wouldn’t be too worried.  Sasha had been sober enough to drive, and Hutch was always telling me I needed a good lay.  It was either that or get utterly, fall-down drunk; I went with the drinking, alcohol being easier to come by.  I hadn’t thought I was in any emotional shape to deal with another woman.
 
   All right, I guess I should mention Terri.
 
   Terri was the reason I was trying on a drunk.  Up until recently, we were in love.  We were going to be married.  We were absolutely happy.
 
   She changed her mind.
 
   Now hold on a moment, let me finish.  It’s not that she grew distant, or discovered I had dandruff.  Everything was absolutely peachy—one morning we woke up in her bedroom, roused out, and over breakfast she mentioned it.
 
   “Eric?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, dear?”
 
   “I’ve changed my mind.”
 
   I smiled at her.  “Your privilege.  What about?”
 
   “Loving you.  I don’t.  Don’t come around any more, okay?”
 
   I must have blinked.  “That’s not funny.”
 
   “I know.  More juice?”
 
   “You can’t be serious!”
 
   “Oh, but I am.”
 
   “What, did the pixie dust wear off?” I demanded. 
 
   “I’ve decided I don’t love you.  Don’t try to see me ever again.  I mean it.  Finish your breakfast and leave, please.”
 
   I got up, my head spinning like a weathervane, and got dressed.  I gathered my things and walked back to my place.  What was I going to do?  Fight about it?  “You do too love me!”  “Do not!”  “Do too!”  “Do not!”
 
   And that was it.  True story.  It was that fast.
 
   Now, you figure out how I felt.  Try.  If you can, you have both my respect and my pity; I wouldn’t wish that feeling on anyone.  Personally, I don’t care to discuss it.  It’s a trifle raw and very tender and I’d rather leave it alone to heal—in a few thousand years, maybe.
 
   At any rate, that was a week ago. The guys felt it would be a good idea to take a break from my depression and misery and get me plastered. So they did.
 
   I must admit Hutch was much closer to correct.
 
    
 
   I don’t really remember much after the evening exercise; Sasha insisted on dragging me to bed, despite my feeble protests.  I can’t recall the last time I went to bed on a Saturday night; usually I make it to Sunday morning before hitting the sack.  But, despite a feeling of comfortable happiness, exhaustion snuck up on me and thumped me into dreamland before it was even dark out.
 
   My dreams were disjointed things, crazy and shifting and none too pleasant, at least at first.  I was back in the hospital with a kidney stone, but it had come loose and was reproducing rather painfully in my bloodstream.  I kept telling the doctor that it couldn’t do that, it had to be something else, and he just kept shaking his head and muttering about what shame it all was.  Then Sasha came in—dressed in black and wearing a veil, which disturbed me immensely—to shoo him out and hold my hand.  My dreams improved a lot after that.
 
   I woke up Sunday, about sunrise, shivering and trembling and sweating. It felt like I was having some sort of attack; my heart was struggling to beat, my breathing was short and rapid, and I could swear that my extremities were asleep for longer than the rest of me.  The slow thud of my heartbeat was something I could feel in my teeth.  Everything hurt, except for the places I couldn’t even feel.  
 
   Whatever it was, it passed quickly—like someone turned a dimmer switch on the effect all the way to off.  It didn’t just vanish, but it phased down quickly until it was gone.  I lay there for a while, just breathing and listening to the steady thud-thud-thud of my heart.  Everything seemed fine….
 
   As I lay there, I took stock.  I realized that now I felt fine—actually, incredibly good—but ravenous.  I got up, threw on the robe, and opened the curtains.  Then I opened the blinds.  Then I opened the window so I could throw back the shutters.  Geez.  Who has real shutters any more?  I found myself looking south, over the lawn and driveway to the gate.  It looked like a glorious morning.
 
   I went downstairs to find Sasha and food.  I found both in the kitchen.  She had been up for a while and had not wasted the time.  There were pancakes and sausage and bacon and ham and butter and toast and jams.  It was a big breakfast.  Huge.
 
   “You mean to feed a regiment?” I asked, eyeing the piles and platters.
 
   “Just us; a cozy little lovers’ breakfast.  Join me?”
 
   “Sure.  Do you always wake up so early?”
 
   “Always.  It’s a hard habit to break.”
 
   So we sat, and we ate, and I found I was packing food away as if I hadn’t eaten for a day or more.  I never eat like that—at least, not more than once a day.  It was just weird.  That, combined with my episode on waking, made me wonder if I should see a doctor.  I mentioned it to Sasha, just in case it was contagious.
 
   She shrugged.  “I wouldn’t worry about it.  It should finish running its course in another day or so.”
 
   “Oh?” I asked, surprised.  “You know what it is?”
 
   “Yes.  I have it, too.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “Don’t be,” she countered, quickly.  She smiled sadly.  “I have it; I gave it to you.”
 
   “Oh.”  I thought about this.  “Is it dangerous?”
 
   She looked at me oddly.  Maybe she was considering the question.  Maybe she was figuring out a good answer.
 
   “No.  Not really.  Just… inconvenient, sometimes.”
 
   “Sometimes?” I prompted.
 
   “It never goes away completely.”
 
   I regarded the heaped dishes.
 
   “Am I going to be eating like a pig for the rest of my life?” I asked, patting my stomach.
 
   “If you like,” she replied, smiling again.
 
   “Oh, ha ha,” I answered.  I noticed something odd while patting my stomach.  I probed at my abdomen with curious fingertips.  Normally, I have a small excess around my middle; teaching the rudiments of physics to an auditorium of freshmen isn’t too physically demanding.  That fat was gone; I felt only a layer of skin over muscle.  The surprise must have shown in my face.
 
   “Your body’s adjusting,” Sasha said, quickly.  “It is rapidly burning away what fat you once had.  There are changes occurring in your metabolism.”
 
   I considered that while taking off my robe.  There was a large mirror in the hallway and I made use of it.  I was a lot leaner, now.  If I had body fat, I couldn’t find it.  I knew I hadn’t looked like this when I stepped out of the shower on Friday morning.  Whatever it was, it would make a fortune as a diet plan.  Still, it worried me.
 
   I muttered something profane to myself, then, “Will you look at me?”
 
   “Yes.  Yummy.”
 
   I shook my head and turned back to her, put the robe back on.  “So what sort of… changes?  I’m not… that is, you haven’t given me anything… permanent, have you?” I asked, worried.  
 
   She hesitated.  That didn’t help my worries.  I could feel a slight tingle of panic.
 
   “You’ll be fine,” she assured me.  “You’ll feel terribly ill for a few minutes come the morning.  Other than that, it’s not too bad.”
 
   “I would really appreciate it if you could be a bit more forthcoming,” I replied, as levelly as I could manage.  Evasive answers make me extremely unhappy.  “I’d like to know what the hell you gave me before I decide whether or not to be hacked off about it, okay?”
 
   She nodded.  “Okay.  But can you please just see?  It is difficult to explain.”
 
   That sounded reasonable.  “All right.  I’ll bite.  How do I ‘just see’ what’s happening?”
 
   She worried her lower lip and then nodded.  “Come with me.”  I followed her into the house gym; a lot of equipment was in there, most of it pneumatic resistance.  There were a few free weights—dumbbells—to one side.  Sasha selected one of these, a twenty-five pounder.  Then she pitched it, overhand, at my head.
 
   I ducked it and raised my hands by reflex.  I succeeded in catching it.  I caught it.  I held it in my hands and stared at it.  My reflexes are good and I’m not in bad shape, but…
 
   “That’s the easiest to demonstrate,” she said.
 
   She selected a fifty-pound dumbbell and started curling it.  Sasha is built along athletically slender lines.  She should have trouble lifting the thing one-handed.  She kept curling it easily, without apparent effort—almost as though she were fanning herself with it.  I could see the muscles under her skin, shifting and flexing and bunching.  Not a trace of stress or strain.  Then she twirled it, like a cheerleader with a baton, and handed it to me.
 
   I took it.  Solid steel.  Heavy—but I handled it easily.  On impulse, I tossed the fifty-pounder spinning into the air, almost to the ceiling, and caught it on the way back down.  One-handed.
 
   I dropped the dumbbells on the floor; they thudded heavily to the matting.  I put me down on the seat of the inclined press machine and put my head in my hands, thinking—or trying to.  Sasha came over to me and sat down at my feet, resting her chin on my knees.  
 
   “Is there something—anything—I may do for you?” she asked, softly.
 
   I shook my head, still trying to grasp what I’d just seen.  And felt.  And done.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I admitted.
 
   “You will,” she said, smiling.  “I will help.”
 
   “I think I want to go home.  I need to sit down somewhere familiar and just think for a while.”
 
   “I would rather you stayed here, please; I have enough food to feed you during the change.”
 
   I didn’t like the way she said that.  “The change?”
 
   She nodded and hugged my legs.  “We shall be so happy together!”
 
   Which really creeped me out.
 
   “What are you talking about?” I asked.
 
   She stood up and beckoned.  “I might as well tell you, now that I’ve found you once more.  Come, my lord.”
 
   That did nothing to decrease the creepy factor.  I went with her anyway; curiosity will be the death of me.  We went through the house while she clung to my arm, happy as a little girl with a new dress.  She unlocked a door in another wing and ushered me inside.
 
   It wasn’t a large room, but seemed bigger than it was; it had almost no furniture.  On the far wall was a portrait.  The artist had done a real Norman Rockwell job.  It was an old oil of a guy on a bluff, overlooking a city.  It was dark, but moonlight illuminated the subject’s face.  He had a cloak, furled by a wind, and a black horse standing behind him, one forehoof raised as though pawing at the ground.  He had a big, heavy sword—not quite a greatsword, but longer than a broadsword—hanging at his left hip from a dark-red leather baldric.  It looked like the same sword that rested on a narrow shelf beneath the picture.  It was a very nice weapon; one piece of steel, with the swirls of Damascus striations in the blade.
 
   I’ve never dressed like that, not even for a renaissance fair.  But the guy in the painting had my face. 
 
   “Welcome home, my lord,” she said.
 
   And my creepy-feeling factor went off the scale.
 
    
 
   Okay, I was rude; I don’t like to be, but I was.  I didn’t say a word.  I just went up to the bedroom and got dressed.  I ignored her when she followed, I ignored her when she watched, and I ignored her when she started asking me what I was going to do.
 
   Bloody hell!  Like I knew?
 
   I walked out the front door and kept walking.  She followed me to the front door and stopped there, watching me.  I could feel her looking at me.
 
   “My lord?” she called after me, with a tremble in her voice.
 
   I kept going.
 
   I was thoroughly confused and pretty badly beaten, emotionally.  I might have coped better if Terri… if any of a number of things had been different.  As it was, I couldn’t take it.  Losing a loved one because she changed her mind, nothing more, had hit me hard.  Then a fresh upswing in meeting Sasha… and then finding she was a raving lunatic with obsessive tendencies, apparently over some guy from the tenth century or some such I happened to resemble.  Added to the fact I was obviously infected with something…
 
   No.
 
   It was just too much.
 
   I couldn’t stand it.
 
   I walked down the drive until I hit a road, picked a direction, and kept going.  I didn’t even hitch a lift; I didn’t want to talk.
 
   I was betrayed.  Disappointed.  Let down.  Major bummer.  Like that.
 
   Finally—about the same time that my stomach started snarling at me again—I hit a truck stop.  I went in and ate, and kept eating for a while.  I was lucky I had my wallet—and my credit card.  I must’ve spent close to sixty dollars on food.
 
   People were staring.
 
   “Tapeworm,” I said, as I paid the check.  The waitress nodded, not saying anything.  I checked the map on the wall and started walking again.
 
   Blast it; I was hungry when I got into town two hours later.  I finally found a pay phone to call a cab, my guts grumbling about the wait, and went home.  There, I cleaned out everything in my bachelor kitchen.  I mean everything. I even drank the ketchup.  It was bad.  The hunger, I mean; it made straight ketchup taste good.
 
   This forced me to reconsider my position.  Sasha knew something about my condition, even if she was crazy.  I couldn’t argue that I had a condition.  I cursed myself and the world around me for being unfair.  A happy man I was not.  And one that could feel himself growing hungry again.  Bad sign.  I get grouchy when I’m hungry.
 
   Fine, I decided.  I’m going to eat like a horse for the next twelve hours—she said something about it being mostly over in the morning, so I could tough it out.  I would.  I was far too stubborn to go back.
 
    
 
   Night fell.  When it did, I suffered an attack of a sort I never felt before.
 
   I felt a cold prickling sensation all over, at first.  It got worse, much worse, and I began to shiver uncontrollably.  As I was considering calling 911, the pace accelerated.  I fell to the floor, convulsing.  My teeth ached as though I were biting down on a metal bar.  I could feel my heart thudding, slowly, like someone was striking my chest with a hammer.  I sweated profusely, until my shirt was wringing wet; it smelled terrible and the white shirt turned a dingy, cloudy yellow-gray.  Inside, I could feel things moving, shifting; my guts knotted and twisted, and every joint in my body seemed to be on fire and swollen.  My breathing became labored and I couldn’t seem to get enough air.  I twisted and writhed like a dying thing, and I was afraid I might be.
 
   And then I wasn’t.  It cut off like someone pulled the plug on my own personal misery machine.
 
   I sat up, easily, effortlessly, with no pain at all.  I felt fine.  Better than fine, I felt ready to spring to my feet and lash a few serfs.  I got up from the floor, noticing with distaste the wet place I had managed to sweat into the carpet—and then the nasty odor of my own clothes.  I quickly peeled out of them, hoping this feeling of well-being wasn’t just a stage.  I stepped into the shower, turned on the hot water to start, and started rinsing my clothes.  I held them up, piece by piece, and wrung them out before dumping them in the laundry basket.
 
   When the last of the laundry was in the basket, I noticed the steam.  The mirrors were completely fogged; steam hung in the air, and I was standing under the blast of hot water.  I wasn’t scalded.  It just seemed… warm.
 
   I noted it and was puzzled.  If my nerves had been affected, I should be scalded; I wasn’t.  So the scalding water didn’t scald me.  I wondered why.  Then I had an idea.  If I was suddenly much more resistant to heat, how about cold?
 
   With some trepidation, I started turning on the cold water, slowly, and turning off the hot… eventually, I had nothing but cold water running over me.  It felt cool, but I knew from past experience it would be far, far too cold for me to tolerate.
 
   I climbed out of the shower and dried, thinking.
 
   So temperatures didn’t bother me much.  It was strange and I had no explanation for how it could be, but I couldn’t deny the evidence. I was tempted to boil some water and just dip a finger for an instant.  After all, there are fakirs and shamans who walk across hot coals.  On the other hand, I’m crazy, not stupid.  I got dressed and went to get an ice cube.  I held it in my fist, tightly, and waited.
 
   It took a long, long time to melt.  Much longer than I thought it should.  When it was gone, I dried my hand.  That was it.
 
   I took a breath and said, “Hmmm.”
 
   I was missing something, here.  Oh, yes.  I was hungry.  I ordered a pizza; that should keep me from starving to death before I could finish shopping.  I offered extra for a rush delivery and got dressed.
 
   While I waited, I wondered… what sort of changes would it take to make a person ignore things like scalding and frostnip?  I got down a couple of textbooks and fired up the computer.  I read and researched to take my mind off the hollow ache in my middle.
 
   When the pizza arrived, I swear I could smell it before the delivery guy even knocked.  I paid him off, slammed the door, and started to wolf down a slice of sausage-bacon-hamburger-pepperoni with extra cheese.
 
   Suddenly, I felt ill—very ill.  I barely made it to the bathroom in time, wondering if this was the start of the second phase of my earlier agonies.  I threw up violently into the toilet.
 
   As I regarded the floating chunks of masticated meat, cheese, and dough, I realized I felt fine again.  And still hungry.  I started looking forward to the prospect of being hungry and tossing up anything I ate.
 
   I mentioned I get grouchy when I’m hungry.  Well, I got grouchy.
 
   I rose.  I brushed my teeth.  I stared.
 
   There was something wrong with this smile.  What is it? I asked myself.
 
   I calmly finished brushing my teeth, rinsed, and headed out into the night.
 
    
 
   I broke her front door coming in.  A foot planted right next to the lock plate broke the jamb and sent the door slamming back against the wall.  I stomped into her house and shouted for her.
 
   Sasha came down the hall, wearing jeans and a tight blouse.  She was smiling.
 
   “I’m so pleased you’ve come back.”
 
   I pointed a finger at her like it might be loaded and said, seething with rage and terror, “You have a lot of explaining.  What the hell is happening?!”
 
   “Come in.  Don’t mind the door.  I tried to explain earlier, but you—”
 
   “Don’t shove this off on me!” I shouted, feeling less than reasonable.  “Just tell me what’s going on!”
 
   She nodded, looking patient.
 
   “All right.  Come in and sit down.  You’ve been hungry ever since sunset, and you can’t eat; I have something you can keep down.  Follow me.” Fury and hunger warred for a bit.  I don’t like being a grouch; I followed, trying to keep from shouting.
 
   She pulled a bottle out of the oven and handed it to me; it felt quite warm.
 
   “This will keep you, for a while.  I’ll talk, you drink.”
 
   I unscrewed the cap and sniffed; whatever is was, it smelled good.  My stomach reinforced that opinion in no uncertain terms.  I tried a small sip to test it.  It tasted… well… okay.  It left a slightly bitter, metallic flavor in my mouth.  Coppery.  But it stayed down.
 
   It left my head reeling.  It was like being drunk without being impaired.  It was liquid elation and bottled contentment.  I wondered if it was drugged.  I felt… stronger.  I felt powerful.  If I flexed my arms, I felt I should ripple with muscle like a bad cartoon.  I was powerful… I was invincible.  I was perfect.
 
   The feeling diminished my earlier fears, but supplied new ones.  The net effect was I was less scared and more worried, if that makes any sense.
 
   “What has happened,” she said, sitting on the other side of the counter from me, just audible over the ringing in my ears, “is that you have acquired a peculiar disease.  You know the difference between a parasite and a symbiote?”
 
   “Yes,” I replied, still trying to get a grip on the overwhelming feeling of power.  Confidence.  But it was easy to think; my thoughts were clear and lightning-fast—or seemed to be.
 
   “Tell me.”
 
   “A parasite is an organism that survives by feeding on another creature.  A symbiote does the same thing, but it gives something back—it’s more of an ally than a burden.  A tapeworm is a parasite.  A seeing-eye dog is a type of symbiote, if we can stretch the technical definition.”
 
   She nodded.  “Good examples; I see why you teach.  Well, the disease you have acquired—from me, yes—is a symbiotic organism.  It requires a considerable amount of feeding, but also provides some interesting side effects.”
 
   “Like?” I prompted.
 
   “Your musculature is developing new fibers to replace the old ones—denser, more compact, and stronger.  Your bones are becoming both harder and stronger.  Your tendons are attaching to those bones with new strands and better anchoring.  Your joints are changing; their basic design is altering.  Your cells split and multiply much more quickly, and your body’s ability to repair damage no longer results in scarring.  This I know.  I believe that your nervous system is becoming more conductive…”
 
   I wondered, for a moment, just how crazy she might be.  Or how crazy I might be.  She just sat there, straight-faced, and kept talking.  I only half-listened, drinking absently, as she went on about polymers, superconductivity, mitosis, myosis, Hayflick’s limit, fertility, mortality rates, aerobic and anaerobic function, and other things.  
 
   Finally, I got a grip.  I was upset.  No, I was angry.  And afraid.  I was feeling betrayed and infuriated and frustrated and frightened.  I had been changed in a way I did not understand and to which I had not agreed, no matter how overwhelmingly better it felt.
 
   Oh, yes, it felt good to be this way.  But I don’t trust anything that feels too good.
 
   “Stop!” I said, finally.  She did, and she looked at me, waiting.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I finally went on, gripping the edge of the counter—I was putting finger-shaped dents in it—“why you did this to me.  You said it was hard to contract this… this… this.  But you went out of your way to expose me to it.”
 
   She hesitated.  “This will be more difficult to believe.”
 
   I laughed.  I couldn’t help it.  It broke me up completely.  It was either laugh or weep, and I couldn’t weep anything but tears of rage.  So I laughed and laughed and the windows rattled in their frames.
 
   When I quieted down, I was less angry.  Still mad as hell, but I was more controlled.
 
   “Go ahead.”
 
   For the next two hours, I drank and she talked.  She told me a long story about a man who had saved her from the plague in London.  A man who loved her, married her, taught her, and defended her until the day of the peasants, there in France—and who sent her to safety while he fought to give her time to flee.  Moreover, who promised her he would one day return to her through death and time.
 
   While she talked, I calmed down a lot.  It explained—if I could accept it as true, and why not?  More incredible things were happening in front of me; hell, to me—the portrait in the shrine-like room I’d seen.  It explained why she took an interest in me.  It also explained—without excusing—her sudden decision to hand me a virus or whatever with unpredictable consequences.
 
   When she finished, she had tears in her eyes.  She told me her story and waited.  She didn’t ask me anything.  I just sat there, trying to grasp the whole of that story and come to grips with what it meant to me. 
 
   Even angry as I was, I could never have made a move to hurt her, not when she was beautiful and hopeful and desperate.  Desperate women trigger my gallant tendencies, regardless of the circumstances.  I’ve pulled over on long car trips to help stranded motorists—all female.  One was in a driving downpour, and she wasn’t that pretty, either.  But the combination of both beauty and desperation… 
 
   I sighed and tried to let go of my anger.
 
   “You think I am this… person… reincarnated, or some such?” I asked.  She nodded, wordless, eyes bright.  Who knows?  Maybe I am.  My personal verdict is still out on what happens after we die.  I continued, “You know that, if I am, I don’t remember any of it.”  She nodded again.  “And I’m going to need… a while… to sort out what I think about this.”
 
   “I know,” she whispered.  “I will wait, as I have waited.  It is not so difficult a thing, waiting.  But would you please… not think so much that you forget to feel?”
 
   I agreed, of course.  “I’ll try my best.  While I’m thinking it over, is there anything I need to know about this, ah, condition for day-to-day living?  The whole alterations thing is nice to know, but have you any practical advice?”
 
   “When the sun rises or sets, be indoors and away from the light; you’ll react badly to it.  Find a quiet spot, preferably without witnesses, because you will have a period of illness.  They are bad, at first, but they become easier to bear after a week or so, and you grow used to them, eventually—rather like sneezing; you do it, it’s over.  You will also want to stop by here every night for a drink.”
 
   I glanced at the now-empty bottle.  “What is this stuff, anyway?”
 
   She bit her lip.
 
   “It’s blood.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MONDAY, JUNE 13TH
 
    
 
   If you’ve ever gone for a walk in a city at night—especially after midnight on a Sunday night—you know that no city really sleeps.  Some of them doze fitfully; some lie in a great drowse.  Others merely get another cup of coffee and go right on being wired and half-mad—the half that isn’t the sane half.
 
   So I was walking through the city, feeling sorry for myself, and noticing that as much as I had changed, the world seemed to have changed even more.
 
   Traffic was a constant rush of sound.  Lights were blazes of brilliance.  The smells of the city were like hammers to the nose.  Someone had turned up the volume on all my senses and I couldn’t find the knob.
 
   But I couldn’t have stayed with The Crazy Lady for another minute.  I needed this walk to sort things out—to sort me out.  
 
   Good gods and little fishes!  How do you go about coming to grips with being some sort of vampire?  I mean, really.  I couldn’t argue I was feeling… well… different.  I couldn’t find a pulse, for example.  I tried holding my breath.  After about ten minutes I gave up because I’d proved some sort of point.  I hadn’t actually cut myself to see if I bled, but I didn’t really think I would.
 
   So I walked, and I thought, and I wallowed in self-pity and misery.
 
   Part of it, I realized, was I liked Sasha.  But, like her or not, I felt she had done something horrible.  By her lights, she was being kind and helpful.  Even to the point of giving me a fantastic gift, I suppose.  Who wouldn’t want to be super-strong, super-fast, and immortal?  But to me it was an assault on my person, a betrayal of trust, a rape of my being.  Maybe I’m just ungrateful.  Would it have been so bad if a stranger had just done this and left me?  Probably not; then I could have hated and blamed someone.  I can’t hate her for it, and I don’t really want to blame her for it.  She’s just a little crazy.  
 
   Still… I was hacked.
 
   What really bothered me about this was… who was I going to tell?  When I have a lot of nasty problems, I generally find one of my friends and we have a talk.  I feel better, and I get on with life.  Everybody does this to some degree or another; shared pain is diminished.
 
   Who do you trust?  In my shoes, do you have someone you could tell?
 
   I wallowed in self-pity for a while longer and tried not to think about it.
 
    
 
   There’s only so long I can wallow in self-pity.  That’s generally about a day or so—Terri being a notable exception—and I’d had a head start on this one.  So when morning came, I made sure to avoid the sunlight.
 
   Yes, she was right.  I had a bout of illness much like the one that came with the sunset.  It was like having a foot go to sleep and then wake up, except it was my entire body… and there was no numbness.  Then it was like being set on fire… and the shivering and convulsing started.  I could feel my heart starting, moving the cold, sluggish blood.  I gasped, suddenly out of breath.  I sweated a nasty, vile secretion that stank like a dead thing.
 
   When it stopped, I was wrung-out and gasping, but otherwise just fine.
 
   I hate this, was the first thought through my mind.  I need a shower, was the second.
 
   I took care of the clothes I wore, showered, and found the hot water was hot again.  Apparently, dead people don’t mind temperature much.  It’s us living folks that mind being scalded and frozen.
 
   That got me to thinking.  What, exactly, was changing?  How?  What did this do to me?
 
   I determined to find out.
 
   Oh, looking back, I can see I was avoiding the issue, sort of.  By distancing myself from the problem, by treating it as a clinical, scientific problem—not a life-and-death matter of immediate concern—I was stepping back from it.  But it did help me to come to grips with it.
 
   First thing: call in.  If I’m going to be sick, I’ll use a sick day.  Maybe several.  No problem.
 
   Second thing: I’m going to need someone to help.
 
   So I called Travis.  Travis is about six months past his RN, and he’s been my friend since high school.  If I ever needed a kidney, Travis would volunteer.  I might even go so far as to make the man a gift of one lobe of a lung.  There are two things I needed at that point:  someone to listen to my troubles and someone who wouldn’t get bent out of shape about them.  That was Travis.
 
   I called him up.  The phone rang six times before he answered.
 
   “Mrphgm.”
 
   “Hey, Travis?”
 
   “Grumph.”
 
   “Good morning to you, too.  Look, I have a problem, and I need your help.”
 
   “Dgnwtmtz?”
 
   “A little before seven.  I’m not kidding, Travis.  This is serious.”
 
   There was a pause. “How serious?”
 
   “I need you, Travis.”
 
   There was another pause.  “Do I have time to shower?”
 
   “It’s not going to kill me before sunset.  Sure.”
 
   “I’m on it.”  He hung up without saying goodbye.
 
   See why I’m friends with the man?  Do you have any friends that would do that?  I hold myself highly fortunate to know him.  But it’s a two-way street; I recall a couple of times I got out of a warm bed for him, too.
 
    
 
   I ate breakfast on campus.  It tasted much stronger than I recalled food should.  All my senses were cranked up.  Not as bad as the night before, but still far over normal.  At least the food stayed down.  I did try a candy bar first, just to make sure, before Travis and I hit the cafeteria.
 
   I was getting some odd looks from the staff on my third trip through the line.  But I already paid for my meal plan; working at the university has its perks.  They couldn’t really say anything so long as I ate it right there.
 
   Travis and I sat well away from most other people while we talked.  I told him my story, he listened.  About the time I started in on the story of my supposed previous life, he held up a hand.  I stopped.  Rummaging in his bag for a moment, he fished out a notebook and a pen.
 
   “Start over.”
 
   So I did.  It took a couple of hours; he asked questions and I kept interrupting my own story to go through the chow line again.  When I brought him up to date, he flipped through the pages he’d filled with the odd, multi-directional chaos notes I’ve seen so often.
 
   “You know I haven’t written this much for patient reports in the past week?”
 
   “That’s because you type them.”
 
   “Computers are wonderful.  But still… the sheer volume… Okay.  So you want to know what’s going on in your bloodstream and such, right?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “I can arrange for some tests, sure—Herb works in hematology and I can talk him into it.  I don’t know what the schedule looks like for the x-ray or MRI machines—”
 
   “Hold it, hold it.  I was thinking more along the lines of old-fashioned medicine, to start.  Gross physical symptoms.  I don’t feel like crawling into a magnetic bottle or getting irradiated.”
 
   He nodded.  “I can do that.  You know we need to come up with a pathology for this thing.”
 
   “So you’ll take some blood.  Okay.  I wouldn’t worry.  Apparently it requires fluid interchange.  A lot of it.”
 
   “Sex?”
 
   “No… As I understand it from things she’s said, only the blood is contagious.  You have to get infected blood into your system, whether by drinking it or transfusing it.”
 
   Travis looked at me.  “You were drunk, you say?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Don’t remember a thing?”
 
   “’Fraid not.”
 
   He shook his head.  “Okay.”
 
   “No, go ahead.  You were thinking something.”
 
   “Just wondering, really…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Did you nibble a little too hard, or is it just that time of the month?”
 
   I looked at his slightly lecherous grin, and I chuckled. “You’re one sick man, you know that?”
 
   “Mine’s psychological.  Let’s look yours over.  Or do you need to have lunch, now that you’re done with breakfast?”
 
   I regarded the tray and thought about it.  If we’d had this conversation at an all-you-can-eat buffet, they’d have thrown me out.
 
   “Give me another run through the line and I’ll be right with you.”
 
    
 
   I spent a good chunk of the morning sitting in a drafty gown while being poked, prodded, and stuck.  It occurred to me that if anybody got wind of this, I could wind up in a laboratory permanently… and that immortality could be a terrible curse.
 
   After the basic physical exam, Travis drew some blood.  We dropped it off with Herb on our way out of the university clinic.  The physical hadn’t found anything innately wrong, as such.  My body fat was way down and my weight was way up.  My reflexes were sharper, too; the old joke about tapping the knee and kicking the doctor nearly happened with Travis and I.  My range of motion and flexibility were about the same or a little better.  I was running a slight fever—about half a degree—and had borderline high blood pressure.  Everything else seemed to be normal.
 
   Once the exam was done, we headed over to the university gym and occupied a weight room.  During the post-lunch period of a Monday it was mostly deserted, so we went ahead and shut the door.  Travis—a big guy; he was born a brick and grew up to be a wall—was dressed in sweats, just to blend in.  I think he’d have been more comfortable in a white lab coat and clipboard.  We started more tests.
 
   Things we noted right off: I was a lot stronger.  Last time I checked my bench press, I topped a hundred pounds—but only just; I’m not a brawny guy and I have a desk job.  Now… my age is in the near neighborhood of thirty, I’m about ten pounds too thin to look average, and I pushed slightly over three hundred pounds up.
 
   The leg press was really scary.  I’ve always been a walker and a climber.  I used to go up mountain paths for the fun of it.  When the weather’s nice, I still ride a bicycle to work—it isn’t that far, and it’s not that often.  Sitting at a desk most of the day may have ruined my endurance, but I’ve got great legs.  When I push the leg press or do squats, I reasonably expect to be able to do it—keep stacking weights; I can take it.
 
   We ran out of weights.
 
   Doing the math, we totaled up over half a ton.  While I thought of it as heavy, I didn’t think we were pushing my limit.
 
   Which gave us more ideas.  We went into a handball court to get some headroom.  My standing high jump was considerably higher; I could have gotten a starter position with any basketball team.  My standing long jump was equally impressive—call it thirty feet or so.
 
   Travis just kept writing as we collected data.  He never even blinked.
 
   We tried a few endurance tests, too.   Let me say right off that I can walk forever, but I’m not a runner.  I hate running for running’s sake.  If I’m running, it’s to get from point A to point B that much faster.  Jogging always struck me as a sweaty waste of time.  But I made four laps of the quarter-mile track in slightly under four minutes and broke a sweat.
 
   Travis shook his head.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “You’re disgusting.”
 
   “I’m—what?” I asked, taken aback.
 
   “You’ve a perfect specimen, as far as I can tell.  If you’re not at the limits of human capability, you’re close.  Aliens kidnapped you and replaced you with an android.  I’m envious as hell.”
 
   I grinned evilly.  “Wanna arm-wrestle?”
 
   “No, thanks.  I want to keep my knuckles.  How about a swim?  Jogging with you androids is tiring.  Have you ever heard of ‘pacing’?” he asked and headed for the showers.
 
   “Yep.  That’s what you do when you’re nervous.  Involves a lot of walking back and forth.”
 
   Travis made a rude noise at me, then smiled.  He decided a nice float in the pool and a trip to the steam room would be just the ticket.  I decided to hit the high-dive and then join him.
 
   I like to dive.  I’m not good at it, but I like stepping off the twenty-meter platform and plummeting.  It’s the free fall; I love it.  I like roller-coasters and hang gliding, too.  I even jumped out of a perfectly good airplane, once.  With a parachute.  It’s not quite flying, but it feels like it.  So, while Travis floated in the shallow end, I went up the ladder.  There were a few other people in the pool, but they were all at the shallow end, playing what appeared to be a game of drown-your-buddy, involving a ball.
 
   I stepped off the platform and fell like a brick.  I hit the water, heels together, nose held shut, and probably with an idiot grin on my face.
 
   I sank to the bottom like a brick, too.  And stayed there.
 
   I would have sighed, but I needed the breath.  I tried to swim upward and only managed to thrash a lot.
 
   Not good.
 
   The pool ladder—the water was twenty feet deep—went only about three or four feet into the water.  I’m six feet tall, with maybe another couple feet of reach.  Somehow, to reach that ladder, I needed to grow another eight feet, minimum.
 
   I wasn’t even coming close to floating.  It occurred to me that my weight problem might be about to kill me.  I resolved to never again get into water deeper than my chin once I got out.
 
   If I got out.
 
   So I did the only thing I could think of: stay as calm as possible and walk as fast as I could toward the shallow end.  It had a sort of nightmare quality to it.  I had a sense of infinite hurry, backed by my decided need to breathe, along with a creepingly slow uphill struggle.
 
   I’ve never noticed how long an Olympic-sized pool is.  I noticed then.  About fourteen thousand miles, give or take a few hundred yards.
 
   I made it.  I had red flashes behind my eyelids and bright spots dancing before my eyes, but my head finally broke the surface.  I blew like a whale, I think, and kept walking, getting my head completely above water and gasping.  Then I realized Travis was right there.  Lifting me and hauling me forward—he was completely underwater, lifting and shoving while holding his breath.  I think he saved my life.  I know they’d never have managed to get me out of the pool for mouth-to-mouth in time.
 
   We made it the last few yards to water shallow enough to stand in and still breathe.  We both gasped for air and slowly walk-drifted to a corner with stairs.
 
   “You okay?” he asked, panting.
 
   I nodded, still too out of breath to answer.
 
   “You must’ve been down for four minutes, man.  What happened?”
 
   “I can’t swim,” I gasped.
 
   “Well, yeah, you’re a lousy swimmer—”
 
   “No,” I broke in, then coughed for a moment, “I don’t float.  I can’t.  Sank like a stone.”
 
   We reached the three-foot deep corner and the stairs.  I sat down and put my head down on my knees.
 
   “So you sink?” he asked.  “Interesting.”
 
   “Yeah.  Remind me to buy a lifejacket.”
 
   “Sure.  How about one of the inflatable kind?” he suggested.  “You know, we should have seen this coming.  You weigh too much for your build.”
 
   I just nodded.  I never floated well anyway, but I could at least swim.  Now I was trying to swim with a hundred-pound weight strapped to my back.  No wonder I nearly drowned.
 
   “Jacuzzi?” Travis suggested.
 
   Relaxing was a good idea, but I really didn’t want to have to deal with water at all.
 
   “Sauna,” I countered.  Travis nodded and helped me up.  No wonder vampires had that running water phobia.
 
    
 
   We were in the university clinic that evening, waiting for sunset.  It was a slow night in the clinic, which doubles as an emergency room for the campus; the local hospital staffed it.  I was sitting in a quiet spot, wired to an EKG and EEG and a bunch of other acronyms, wondering what Travis hoped to learn from this mess of wires.  I thought to ask him about some of the things he was adjusting but had an interruption.
 
   The sunset started.  I settled back on the bed and tried to relax.
 
   A horde of ants crawled out of my skin and started to mambo.  Just as they got going good, they set fire to themselves and switched to the lambada.  I was not appreciative.  At least my guts weren’t cramping up this time; I felt nauseous and ill, but not like some sadist with a penchant for knots had been handed my intestines.
 
   It turned off.  Again, it was like someone turned down a dimmer switch to off—not instantaneous, but a rapid fading to zero.
 
   I sat up and noted I was soaked in sweat again; not as bad as the icky goo the last couple times—I’ve smelled as bad after a long afternoon in the dust and heat, mowing.  But it was definitely not pleasant.
 
   Travis was staring at me.
 
   “What?’
 
   “You’re pale, and your EKG just flatlined.  Are you feeling okay?”
 
   “I feel fine, aside from being wired like a Christmas tree.”
 
   He examined the machines, hands trembling slightly.  He watches me heft three hundred pounds, break world records for jumping, and defy human biology by sinking like a rock—but the graphs had him all a-tizzy.  Go figure.
 
   “This is unbelievable!  You have no heartbeat—no heart action at all.  And your EEG altered markedly,” he said, examining a strip-chart.  “I haven’t seen a brainwave graph like this before.”
 
   “What does it mean?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I said it’s like nothing I’ve ever seen before.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Okay.  Now, can we get me unwired?  I’m hungry.”
 
   “Sure.  Can I take a couple of x-rays first?”
 
   “Fine.  Irradiate away if you feel you must.  But hurry.  I’m not kidding.  I feel starved.”
 
   He hurried.  
 
    
 
   Back at his place, he was frying up a steak; we’d stopped to pick up a lot of meat.  After draining several pounds of it for me, he was cooking some for himself.
 
   It wasn’t enough, but it took the edge off.
 
   “So, what else do we know?”
 
   “The lab report on your blood came back; you’re O positive, you didn’t eat recently, and you have no identifiable pathogens.  No dice.”
 
   I frowned while he turned the steak over in the skillet.
 
   “Shows what they know.  I’ve stuffed myself all day long.”
 
   “And you were hungry again when we took the blood sample.”
 
   “Okay.  I see your point.  So how do we find an unknown pathogen?”
 
   “Search me.  Without having a clue what we’re looking for—or telling someone about it—we’re out of luck.”
 
   “Great.  What else?”
 
   “Well, when the sun went down, you did a fine job of becoming dead.  I’m still wigging out about that.”
 
   I looked at him as he calmly added salt and some butter to the skillet.  Wigging, indeed.
 
   “So I’m dead?” I asked.
 
   “Well… technically, no.  You have brain activity—a lot of it, too, in ways that people generally don’t.  It’s downright weird.”
 
   “I gathered.  Go on.”
 
   “You don’t breathe, you don’t eat—except to drink blood.  You don’t have heart action, nor can I hear any sounds of digestion or anything else with a stethoscope.  Your x-rays show your flesh as being a lot more dense than normal—but your bones are more transparent to x-rays than usual—and your mouth has some peculiar dentition.”
 
   I ran my tongue over the sharp teeth, upper and lower.  They slid out, lengthening slightly; I worked on it for a moment, concentrating, and managed to retract them.  It was like concentrating on moving just one toe, or learning to wiggle your ears, but I was getting it.  It explained the pains in my mouth during the first three days, anyway.  The fangs have to retract somewhere.
 
   “Which leads us to what conclusion?”
 
   He shrugged.  “I don’t know.  I’d say you’re a vampire, but you apparently get better during the day.  Since you don’t fry in the sunlight, that shoots down the vampire idea.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t think that’s unreasonable,” I countered.  “There are legends about vampires that walked in daylight; they were just weaker during the day.  Could be the ultraviolet, maybe, or other solar radiation.”
 
   “What about the night-stalking, day-fearing, bloodthirsty fiends of evil that haunted mankind and wantonly slew anyone they wished, killing mercilessly in their nocturnal orgies of blood?”
 
   I looked at Travis.  He grinned.  I grinned back.
 
   “Well, nobody’s perfect,” I replied.
 
   “Good to see you still have a sense of humor.”
 
   “I may be dead, but I’m still good people.  So let’s assume I am a vampire, a kind that doesn’t toast in sunlight.”
 
   “Okay.  Are we postulating vampires exist?”
 
   “Yep.  Let’s go ahead and add most other supernatural beasties as well, just to be safe.”
 
   “Great.  Can I be a werewolf?”
 
   “You’re hairy enough.  You need sharper teeth, though.”
 
   “I’ll talk to my dentist.  Go on about vampires.”
 
   I thought about it, remembering all the mythology and folklore I’ve read.  I have an eclectic library stuffed into boxes.  Someday, I’ll have shelves for it all.
 
   “All right.  There are a lot of legends and folklore about vampires.  A common thread to most of them is blood drinking.  ‘Why’ varies from culture to culture, but it’s pretty universal.”
 
   “What are the exceptions?”
 
   “Female vampires—succubi—sometimes fed on seminal fluid.”
 
   “Wow.  Lucky guy.”
 
   “Not considering the fact it also sucked the life out of him.”
 
   “Ouch,” he replied, wincing.  “What a way to go.”
 
   “Male versions of such creatures—incubi—would feed on the sexual energies of women.  In all these cases, it’s a symbolic consumption of life energies, really.  Blood, semen, sexual power—all just forms of energy, when you come down to it.  The energy of life.”
 
   “So you could get laid instead of drinking blood?” he asked.
 
   “Or both, if I really wanted to be unkind.  I’ll skip that for now; I’ve got too much on my mind.  Besides, I have no idea how to feed on sex—and no smart remarks, please.”
 
   Travis looked thoughtful and sat down at the table with a plate.  “You mind if I eat in front of you?”
 
   “Not so long as I can eat in front of you, someday.”
 
   He nodded and started in.  “You know, with no heart action, I’m not sure you can engage in sexual intercourse.  With no blood flow to fill the erectile tissues, you’re probably rather limp.”
 
   I thought about it and realized he had a point.
 
   “Could be.  That would put a damper on the evening, certainly.”
 
   Travis chewed and looked thoughtful for a while.  I had some thinking to do, myself.  This could be doable.  If sunrise and sunset were as bad as it got, slurping down restaurant meat drainage could be done.  I’d regret not being able to swim.  I’d regret not being able to watch a sunrise.  But…
 
   “Eric?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “You mentioned that Sasha knows a lot about this.  She’s the one who caused it, after all.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Could we just ask her what she knows?”
 
   I hesitated.
 
   “I suppose so,” I answered, slowly.
 
   I didn’t want to ask her.  I wasn’t sure what I wanted from her, if anything.  It’s no easy thing to be told you’re the reincarnation of a long-dead vampire count and you’re a vampire now, by the way, congratulations.  She struck me as being way too hung up on the guy.  While it was probably romantic, love never dies and all that, it made me think of obsession, insanity, and lots of loose bits rattling wildly in the engine compartment of her brain.
 
   While I was pretty sure I liked her—okay, I was sure; she’s was a great looking piece of woman and had a real talent for…  um… she’s the one that made me think of succubi—I wondered if I wanted to get any more involved with her.  Maybe a few days… weeks… years… later.  When she wasn’t thinking of me as her long-lost lord and master.
 
   I realized something.
 
   I did like her.  A lot.  Moreover, I was both jealous and irked.  Jealous of the ancient fellow who once had her love, and who she still sought.  Irked in that she did not see me when she looked at me.  She saw him.  I wasn’t so sure she really cared about me.  I was more sure she was just after the man I resembled.
 
   Yeah, I had to admit it to myself—I was angry about that.
 
   “We could,” I continued.  “Or I could.  I’m not so sure she’d want to discuss it with anyone else.  Obviously, nobody else is really in on the secret.”
 
   “Good point.  So, do you think you can turn into a bat, or something?”
 
   Bless that man.  He can sometimes tell when I need a distraction.
 
   “I don’t know.  How does one go about it?”
 
   “Kinda like folding up like a telescope, I would imagine.  All you have to do is figure out how to start.”
 
   “Alice.”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Okay, so how does one start turning into a bat?”
 
   “Search me.  That’s your problem.”
 
   “Aren’t you supposed to be fading out around that grin, about now?”
 
   “I’m a werewolf, not a cat.  Besides, I’m too busy eating.”
 
   I sighed.  “Okay, let me think about it.”
 
   So I thought about it.  Being a bat.  Leathery wings instead of arms.  Little tiny feet.  Fangs—okay, I didn’t have to imagine the fangs.  Big ears.  Fur…
 
   I opened my eyes.  No soap.
 
   “Didn’t work,” Travis said, mouth full.
 
   “So I see.  I’ll keep practicing.”
 
   “Go on and talk to Sasha.  Maybe she can teach you.”
 
   I shrugged.  “I’ll get around to it.”
 
   He chewed vigorously for a moment, swallowed, and said, “No, you’ll go now.”
 
   “Now?  Why?”
 
   He set the silverware down and leaned back.
 
   “Eric, you’re… not quite right anymore.  We don’t know anything about this condition of yours.  All we know is what it’s done to you—and probably not all of that.  I surely don’t understand how you manage to survive without heart action and breathing.  We need to know more about this; she’s the only one who knows.  And I know you.  If you put it off today, you’ll put it off tomorrow—and you’ll never do it.”
 
   I sighed and thought about it.
 
   “All right.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, JUNE 14TH
 
    
 
   It was after midnight before I got out there.  I took my bike; I partially own a car and completely own a motorcycle.  Both are somewhat beaten up.  Generally, I drive the car; I have a lot of stuff in the trunk—odds and ends from an eclectic lifestyle.  Some armor from my SCA days, a couple of home-made wooden swords, a bunch of textbooks, CD’s, and tapes… plus, buried in there somewhere, jumper cables, a tool kit, and an air compressor.  I think I have a spare tire.  I saw it once.
 
   I didn’t feel like a lot of baggage tonight.  I also wanted to feel the wind; my senses were exceptionally alive—it goes with being a vampire, I guess.  But I put my helmet on (don’t wear one if you don’t have anything to protect) and drove out there with the visor up.
 
   I felt a lot better.  A good ride on a bike is a tonic.  If more people did it, the world would be a happier place.  It was almost like flying, really… although hang gliding is probably the best for that; parachuting is more like plummeting.  Although that does have its good points.
 
   I landed at her front gate.  The last time, it had been open.  I thumbed the call box and waited.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Sasha?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It’s Eric.”
 
   The gate hummed and swung inward.  I rode up the drive.
 
   She was standing on the top step of the portico.  She was wearing white—some sort of billowy gown.  In the stiff breeze, it pressed tightly to one side of her and fluttered like smoke on the other.  The contrast was … distracting.  And attracting.  Powerful.
 
   “Welcome home, my lord.”
 
   I took my brain bucket off and left it on the seat.
 
   “Don’t call me that.”
 
   “But my lord thou art, and ever shall be.”
 
   I marched up the steps and took her by the arm.  She made no protest, but went meekly with me as I led her inside.  I plunked her down on a big leather couch and started to pace, thinking.  She said nothing, but smiled at me and watched me pace.
 
   “Okay,” I finally said.  “Look.  If—and I stress if!—I am your ‘lord’ reincarnated, you’ve got to understand that I don’t remember it at all.  You’re going to have to start from scratch.  Completely.  Can you do that?”
 
   “I will bear whatever my lord requires.”
 
   “Hmmm.  I’m not sure that’s a responsive answer, but okay.  Can you grasp the fact I’m Eric, now?  I’m not whoever he was—I’m Eric.  Maybe I’m a lot like him, maybe not.  But you can’t keep calling me your lord.”
 
   “But you are,” she said, smiling.  “You have proven yourself time and again.  I have watched you for years, my lord, and know you to be a good and true man, as you always were.”
 
   Chills.  That’s the word.  Cold ones.  Like centipedes carved from icicles, running up and down my spine.  She’s been watching me for years.  Wonderful.  I was in the same room as my vampire stalker.
 
   Then again, I was a vampire, too; so how crazy did that sound, really?
 
   “All right,” I agreed.  “I am your lord… or I will be.  I have some things to learn.”
 
   “Of course, my lord.  As you once taught me, I shall teach thee anew.”
 
   “Good.  And… must you be so…” I groped for a word.  “Formal?”
 
   “It is only meet, my lord, now that you know who you are.”
 
   I gritted my teeth.  I learned then that a vampire can’t gnash teeth; the fangs get in the way.  And it hurts.
 
   “Perhaps.  But I don’t know, because I don’t remember.  Can you please just call me ‘Eric’?”
 
   She smiled and rose and drifted over to me. She held out her arms, and I hugged her.
 
   “Thank you, Eric.  Yes.  I can call you whatever you wish.”
 
   “Thank you.”  I pulled back a little to look at her, but still held her.  “So what is the first thing I learn?”
 
   Her eyes twinkled merrily.  “Feeding.  Come, I will show you!” she said, taking my hand.
 
   I went upstairs with her.  She changed clothes first, completely unselfconsciously—well, not completely.  I’m certain that some of those subtle jiggles and wiggles weren’t completely necessary.  I don’t think she needed help with the zipper and button on her skirt, either, but I’m a gentleman.  I think.
 
   We took one of the cars.  I hadn’t been in the garage; it was on the same scale as the house.  Apparently Rolls Royce once made a sporty little two-seater.  Durned if I know what the name of it is.  She drove it with the top down.
 
   “So what’s the plan?” I asked.
 
   “We’ll go park and watch people go by.  You can practice.”
 
   “Practice what?”
 
   She glanced at me.  “You do understand that you have to feed, yes?”
 
   “Better than you realize,” I assured her.  My stomach was still grumbling.
 
   “Are you sure?  I’ve seen some people… get upset at the thought they’ll be drinking blood and draining the life from someone.”
 
   “I can’t say I like the idea, but if it’s got to be done… wait.  I don’t actually have to kill someone, do I?”
 
   “Not every time,” she admitted.  “But there is a sort of… dying spark, I suppose, that you must have eventually.  You will have to experience it, for words cannot convey it.  Once a year, perhaps, you will need to kill—if you lead a quiet life.  More often if you exert yourself.”
 
   “Okay.  I can live with that.  There are a lot of people who would look good as the centerpiece at a funeral.”  I was thinking about a bunch of people waiting in prisons.  If they’re going to die anyway… and I’d have fewer ethical dilemmas that way.  I wonder if I can get a job as a prison guard?  Nah, that would eventually make me a suspect… but it might be worthwhile to cut down on the waiting time on death row.
 
   I blinked.  My train of thought derailed when I noticed that Sasha was looking at me intently—while driving.  It made me acutely nervous.
 
   “What?” I asked. 
 
   “How is it that you… You were colder, before.  Long ago.  You are a warmer, kinder man, now.  Can it be the centuries have softened that icy disposition?”
 
   “Ha.  Maybe I’ve just learned to hide it better.  Will you please watch the road?”
 
   She drove fast, of course.  We reached a nice spot to lurk fairly quickly; I think she’s used it before.  The shadow of an old tree partially obscured us from both the streetlight and from easy view.  Before us was a parking lot for The Sand Trap, a club that catered to upscale crowds, especially golfers; it was right across from the Thousand Oaks Country Club.  Sasha slid down in the seat a little, to be less obvious, and I scrunched down as well, peeking over the dash.
 
   “So what now?” I whispered, and I was amazed at how loud it sounded.
 
   She whispered back, barely exhaling, and I heard her clearly, “Take my hand.”
 
   So I did.  And then she did something.
 
   All right, let me try to explain this.
 
   Imagine for a moment that you have a network of strands—or tentacles—tendrils that you keep reeled in or wrapped up inside your body.  They are boneless, stretchable, and more sensitive than your tongue.  Now imagine these dozens of extra limbs are uncoiling at once, and spreading out, reaching outward through space to touch like feathery serpents all the things around you—going through the metal of a car, the rubber of the wheels, the glass and metal and filament of a headlight.  The filament of the headlight seems to these sensitive structures to be a huge thing, like the hawser of a battleship, while the whole of a tree fits easily in the circle of one tendril.
 
   That’s what she did, and by touching me with them, somehow awoke in me an awareness of my own tendrils.
 
   “Just watch,” she whispered.  “Don’t move, yet.”
 
   I couldn’t help but stretch a little, feeling outward with my new senses.  It was more than just touch.  I don’t know how to describe it.  If you don’t have it, you can’t understand it, like a man born blind can’t understand color.  Now, though, I was no longer blind, and the colors of souls were mine to see.
 
   I watched, fascinated, as Sasha stretched out toward the parking lot with invisible strands of darkness.  I know that’s a contradiction, but that’s what the tendrils are like.
 
   Several minutes later, people came out of the club, two men and a woman.  One man went to his car; the couple went to theirs.  Sasha’s tendrils closed on the lone man like serpents striking.  It was frightening and terrible and beauty in motion.
 
   They wrapped him and enfolded him, moving through him completely and lacing themselves into a webwork of incredible complexity throughout his body, as though they made his blood or his nervous system—or both—a part of themselves, or merged with his.  I could suddenly… well, not see exactly, but I could… sense him, through Sasha.  Sense who he was, what he was, everything he felt or had been.  It was like looking at his soul, all the bright spots and the dark spots, and the colors that rippled through it from his past.  In that instant, I knew him, and I knew I didn’t like him.  
 
   He was wealthy, born to it, and considered it his right and just desserts to have wealth; he considered anyone who wasn’t wealthy to be somehow his inferior.  He was smart and handsome and proud.  He knew it, liked it, and was disdainful of those who were not all of these things.
 
   He had very few redeeming qualities.  He liked children, for one.  He liked dogs, and kept three; he wished he could play with them more often.  He worked diligently as some sort of corporate officer and was very busy; he was quite conscientious in his duties, but only because it made him feel important.  He was thirty-six.
 
   He was a jerk.  Worse, it wasn’t even possible to give him the benefit of the doubt.  There was no doubt.  I could see it.  He could have had a neon sign blinking above his head and it would have been less obvious.  Given a choice, I would never want to associate with him.
 
   It amazed me that I knew so much about him.  I didn’t read his mind, exactly, so much as I simply understood him.  It made me feel a little queasy to look into him like that; it was who he was, entirely.  That’s a very private thing.  I didn’t like seeing it without his permission; it seemed wrong, somehow.
 
   Sasha did something to him.  The tendrils thickened and pulsed, like snakes swallowing.  The… energy… of the guy was slowly pumped out of him, down the tendrils, into Sasha.  I watched him… fade.  Yes, fade.  Physically, I knew my eyes still registered his image, and he was backing out of his spot, stopping, turning the wheel to leave the parking lot… but his spirit faded away to a dull glow.  I watched Sasha drink almost all of it.  It made her seem stronger, brighter somehow; he was a pale ghost in the flesh, dim, wan, and exhausted.
 
   “That’s part of it,” she said, eyes shining.  They glowed like a cat’s as the light caught them.
 
   I nodded and she asked, “Do you think you can do that?”
 
   “I can try.”
 
   So we waited.  After a time, more people entered our view.  This time it was a pair of gentlemen who apparently needed a cab; they staggered and laughed and whooped.  They headed for their cars after much handshaking and back-patting, as well as mutual cautions to be careful, you’re drunk.
 
   I… uncoiled.  I reached out to the nearest.
 
   I underestimated myself.
 
   In an instant, I knew him.  He was a divorced father of three—two by his first wife, one by his second, and none by his third—and barely paid enough alimony to cover the cost of feeding them.  He hated all three of his ex-wives and regarded his children—of which he did not have custody—as his property, unkindly stolen from him.  But he was fond of his fish, and regarded his maid as a lovable old lady and paid her twice what she was worth as a maid, just so she would have a reason to be around and talk to him.  He was a lonely man.  I wrapped him in tendrils of dark thought and drank him.
 
   He poured through the tendrils and into me; for an instant, I knew more about finance, taxes, stocks and bonds, commodities and interest rates than I had ever known… and then it was gone, mostly, like the sting of a strong drink fades into a mild aftertaste.  I felt a rush I can’t describe.  It was like being electrocuted in a tank of liquid ecstasy while having a full-body orgasm.  It was more powerful than that.  Better.  I had an orgasm of the soul.
 
   If that was what religion was like, I began to understand the appeal.  And the addiction.  I liked it.  It left me shivering, almost vibrating with delight and power.
 
   I admonished myself to never, never, NEVER get used to this.  Ever.  
 
   The man slumped behind the wheel of his car, the keys barely in the ignition.  The man Sasha touched still had the warm glow of spirit in his body; this one was a darkened husk.  I had drawn too hard on the thing that was him; I drained the vital essence that made him more than a sack of damp chemicals inside skin.  All that was left was the meat.
 
   Inside myself, I could feel a small piece of him.  Like walking on the beach, you get sand in your shoes; a small part of him came away with me forever.  It wasn’t something I had to be told.  I felt it.  I knew it.  It was a miniscule piece of what makes up a whole person, less even than one drop of blood to a body.  Yet he was both dead and alive; dead because I killed him, alive inside my soul.  I didn’t know whether to laugh or to weep.  He was dead… but he wasn’t, not really.  I’d killed him… and now he would never die, not as long as I lived.
 
   I turned to Sasha, and she looked both surprised and pleased.
 
   “Eric!” she exclaimed, delighted.  “You remember!”
 
   I took a few deep breaths—air requirements or no, I needed a few deep breaths.  I could smell the exhaust of the cars that had been in the lot.  I could smell the dirt at the roots of the tree beside us.  I could smell the faint traces of soap in Sasha’s hair—even the leaves of the tree.
 
   I could see!  To my eyes, it was a though darkness simply ceased to exist.  There were light places, and then there were places where there was no light—but the darkness rolled away from my gaze as though afraid.  The world was a crisp and sharp black-and-white, with the contrast control twisted up high.  Where light fell, things faded into ultra-sharp, vibrant color.  I could see the ribs in the leaves of the tree, count the blades of grass peeking up through the cracks in the sidewalk.
 
   All my senses went through the roof.  I could hear the whine of alarm systems on idle inside the cars!  There was the feeling of tension and energy, tickling me from above; the power lines to the club.
 
   With my tendrils out, I could feel the living energy of the tree next to me, the earthworms in the ground… and the packed mass of humanity inside the building, defended only by thin and fragile concrete and brick.
 
   “My lord?” Sasha asked, voice quivering.  She was staring.  I suppose that’s fair; I wasn’t looking at anything in particular.  Instead, I was looking at everything.
 
   I narrowed my focus down, came back from the all-encompassing awareness.  It was too much, too quickly.  Overwhelmed with awareness, I blocked most of it out by instinct.  Eyes can adjust to too-bright light; ears can adjust to loud, constant noise.  I adjusted, dimming my senses to something at least tolerable.
 
   I looked at Sasha.  She was beautiful and vulnerable and she loved me.  She was a dark energy, much like a normal person in negative, which quivered, feared, loved, and hoped.  I saw myself through her eyes in a flash of understanding, saw the power and the darkened majesty inherent in us.
 
   I leaned close to her and kissed her.
 
    
 
   It was morning, and I had my usual convulsion. Sasha was with me and took hers a lot better.  More practice, I suppose.  I oozed a nasty, icky sweat into the sheets for a few minutes; she just perspired a bit.
 
   “It does get better, right?” I asked, gasping.
 
   “Over time, my love. Your body will finish purging byproducts of your transformation soon, and you will have only a mild discomfort, as you did on the first morning of your transformation.  If you will think back, you will recall that it was hardly noticed and easily passed off as remnants of a hangover?”
 
   “Yes.  But the next one was worse.”
 
   “That is correct.  The dawn-change is always worse than the night-change, but the first is always mild.  The night-change is like dying quietly; the dawn-change is the struggle back to life.”
 
   I shivered a little, despite the heat under the blankets.  I don’t much care for the idea of being dead.  It makes me nervous.  I’m allergic to dying; I break out in screaming.  At least, I used to.
 
   “So the whole process takes a while to finish?  And gets worse as it goes?”
 
   “Exactly.  Now you are done with the initial change.  All that is left is to purge your body of some remnants of the process, or so I understand it, and your transformation is reasonably complete.  But have a care, I beg you; even so soon as the second day of the metamorphosis, you must be wary of dawn and dusk, and even moreso now.”
 
   I finally untangled some sheets and climbed out of bed, feeling filthy.  I don’t know how she managed to cuddle up to me while I was all icky like that.
 
   “What happens if I’m out in the sun when it comes up or goes down?”
 
    “That would be unfortunate,” she said, getting up with me.  Together we stripped the bed and piled the covers for later washing.  She kept talking while we did so.  “If you are caught in the dawn, you will burn to death and be destroyed.  If you are caught in the sunset, you will burn to mortal death and lie incapacitated, in misery and pain until the sunrise truly kills you, unless someone rescues you.  If so, you will be a nightwalker.”
 
   “A nightwalker?” I asked, as we moved to the bathroom—and the shower.
 
   “A nightwalker, a nightblood, a darksoul.  You are a dayblood, a… a vampire that has not died.  By day you are little more than mortal, will all their flaws and all their advantages, for the darkness in your blood hides from the Sun.  Some things remain; you are stronger, harder.  Your fangs remain.  Little things such as those.  All that draws upon the darkness in your being is gone.  But at night, you are a lord of the undead.  The power in your blood unfolds and you become a power.
 
   “If you die during the day—if you are slain while you are mortal and not destroyed—then you will rise that night as a nightwalker.  Only then must you will fall into slumber as the sun rises, a corpse, only to rise again at night—and any sunlight will burn your flesh like a blowtorch.”
 
   I turned on the hot water and adjusted it.  I had already planned on avoiding sunrise and sunset; the nasty convulsions were convincing enough I didn’t want to try experimenting along those lines.  Especially since I was familiar with vampire legends.  Sunlight bad; darkness good.  
 
   “Important safety tip.  Thanks.”
 
   Sasha grinned mischievously.  “It is my pleasure, my love.  Get your back?”
 
   I nodded, and we washed each other; wet, slick, squirmy fun!  Later, clean in pore and tooth and nail, if not in thought, Sasha was working on her face, her hair done up in a towel while I finished drying mine with the blower.  I was wearing the black robe with the dragons; I liked it a lot.
 
   “Something I’ve been meaning to ask you,” I began.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “Why is it I suddenly have sharper senses?  And I feel even stronger.  Is that… well, ‘normal’ probably isn’t the right word for it.”
 
   “You have fed on blood and it has nourished your body—much more thoroughly than the food you eat during the day.  Now you have fed on the spirits of men, and that has awoken the power within you.”
 
   “Poetic.  What’s it mean?”
 
   She smiled at me and put the mascara away.  “What it means?  Well.  Every vampire has their own strengths.  One never knows how the change will affect any given person.  We are all very strong, but a few will have the strength to shatter stone or uproot trees.  All our senses are sharp, but some of us can hear clouds scrape together.  Some possess a strength of spirit to seize a soul and drain it so quickly the victim has no chance to cry out—such as yourself, dear one.  These are the ones who can work with the stuff of spirits as a sculptor works with clay.”
 
   “I can reshape someone’s soul?” I asked.  The idea of taking someone’s spirit—or soul—and changing it to match what I wanted them to be… it made my stomach churn.  I’m not really all that happy at killing a man—I wouldn’t have killed even the bastard in the parking lot if I’d known what I was doing—but it sure beats turning someone into a mind-warped zombie.  I’d rather kill someone quickly and cleanly than break their brain.
 
   “Perhaps.  I do not know your present strengths.  In the old days, you could take the energy of your prey and use it for whatever you would.  Create fires, draw down lightning, shatter doors… whatever you wish.”
 
   “So you’re saying I can do what?  Work magic?”
 
   “You did once, yes.  But you needed no rituals, no diagrams, and no arcane accoutrements.  You once drew a thousand small fragments of energy from a thousand people to fuel a spell.”
 
   I thought about it, distantly, as an abstract problem.  I can see now how punchy I had to have been; I can only plead industrial-grade shock and a sharp sense of unreality.  The incredible—the impossible—was happening to me at high speed and I had a slight case of subconscious denial, I think.  Without that sense of unreality to shield me, I’d have been in a corner somewhere, gibbering quietly.
 
   “Those would help as focusing agents for the direction and efficient transformation of energy,” I mused.  “I’ll have to give that some thought…”
 
   She chuckled at me and turned back to her makeup.
 
   “What’s so funny?” I asked.
 
   “You’ve gone down that road before, my love.  You are right, as I understand it.”
 
   “Really?  What can you tell me?”
 
   “Alas, nothing.  I do not have that power.  I am only strong and fast and keen in my senses.”
 
   “You forgot ‘ravishing in beauty and enchanting in charms’.”
 
   “Did I?  I suppose I did,” she admitted, pretending to be coy.
 
   I stood behind her and looked at her in the mirror.  Kissing the top of her head, I looked at myself and rubbed my jaw.
 
   “You know, I’m going to have to get a razor over here, someday.”
 
   “Bottom drawer, on the right.”
 
   “Woman, do you think of everything?”
 
   “Everything I can.”
 
   I looked in the drawer and found a straight razor.  I felt a little queasy; I’ve never liked having sharp objects at my throat.  I’m used to an electric, too.  Still…  I have this hopped-up ability to heal… What the hell.
 
   So I soaped up and tilted my head to shave.  I found I was a lot better at it than I had any right to expect; maybe it had something to do with the angularity of my jaw or the boosted senses of a dayblood.  Not a nick.  And a shave as close as anything I’d ever done.
 
   Sadly, it also got me dragged back to bed.  Nothing like a nice, close shave it seems.  I spent a goodly chunk of the day there, too.
 
   Okay, all of it.  Travis had been quite correct about my physical limitations while “dead,” but I like to think I made up for it during the daylight.  I guess I did, because we went out for more lessons that evening.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, JUNE 15TH
 
    
 
   She was right; sunrise came like a nasty swarm of glowing insects crawling in and out of my pores—but I didn’t feel quite so icky afterward.  I guess I’m adjusting.
 
   I stretched, as close to catlike as I’ve ever managed, and felt three inches taller as a result.  We hunted, last night, after a fashion.  Something Sasha had called “the smorgasbord of life.”  It involved going out to a club, extending tendrils all around us, and sweeping them, winglike, through masses of people.  Or we could hold these invisible nets still and watch little bits of energy siphon away as people walked through.  It was like taking a single bite from every plate at a formal dinner.  I think the term I want is “replete.”
 
   I felt grand.  I could have danced and sung, if I could dance and sing.  I was as cheerful as a new bride and felt as shiny as a brand-new gold double-eagle.  You could have made me poster child for the Happy Campers Association.
 
   Good start to the morning, I thought.
 
   Sasha was nowhere to be seen, so I got up to go looking; I found her in the shower, washing off the morning yuck.  Even at its mildest, the morning switch is still like breaking into a fevered sweat.  If one has been pretty badly pounded the night before, it can be a lot worse.  Sunset isn’t quite as bad—the body is dying, not trying desperately to come back into a living balance.
 
   So we washed.  Everyone should have a shower partner.  It may not go more quickly, but it’s at least as thorough and certainly more entertaining.  Once we were clean again, we ambled down to breakfast.  Sasha insisted on cooking and I didn’t argue—her kitchen, her house, her food.  And her skill; I can open packages and read directions.  That’s about it for me, but I can follow directions really well.  It still doesn’t make me a cook.
 
   We ate a good-sized breakfast.  It wasn’t as much as I remembered; it was merely a very large breakfast.  Big, hungry men who stuff themselves eat about that much.  It was odd to watch Sasha’s slender form wolf down eggs and sausages and toast with such gusto, though.  Now I know why!  The body still needed to have something to use to replace lost mass.  The energies we absorb give us supernatural strength and regenerative abilities, the blood stokes the furnaces of our physical forms, but we have to have the materials to run through the forge.
 
   A dayblood that spends a lot of time regenerating needs either a lot of blood on hand that night, or he’ll have hell to pay in the kitchen, later.
 
   After breakfast, we repaired to the library.  Sasha introduced me to a selection of manuscripts—some a bit charred around the edges—she had rescued from her lord’s home after the mob tried to burn it.  They were his notes on How Stuff Works for daybloods, and a few notes on nightwalkers.  Most especially, his notes on magic.
 
   Okay, let’s talk about the magic.
 
   I spent the day reading a crabbed, cramped, nasty handwriting that had an ugly habit of using Old English lettering in a cursive hand.  It was enough to make me think longingly of calculus.  But I read until my eyes crossed and took a few notes of my own.
 
   Magic.  I’m a vampire—now!—and I still have trouble watching magic do things, visible things, things you can watch and go “Wow!” about.
 
   Let’s not go into a lot of theory.  Maybe later, if I need to explain to someone, I’ll write more down.  The basic idea is that there is energy in everything.  All sorts of energy, all sorts of things.  It just takes a special sort of interaction between chaos dynamics, the uncertainty principle, quantum theory, and the functions of consciousness.  Apparently, most people can’t achieve the necessary brain function; those few who can need to be in an altered state of consciousness called “casting a spell.”
 
   What happened to me?  I became a dayblood.  This did interesting things to my nervous system and, as Travis noted, my brainwave patterns.  I was effectively in a permanently altered state of consciousness—and one apparently ideal for that sort of thing.
 
   For example, while I was leafing through a particularly difficult piece of a folio, the lights came up.  I said thank you to Sasha.  When she didn’t say anything in return, I looked, but she was nowhere to be seen.  Coincidence, right?  She just turned the lights on and left?
 
   Okay.  Try this.  I was twirling my pen in my fingers, like a baton.  I dropped it.  Just because my reflexes are suddenly insanely fast doesn’t mean I’m more coordinated!
 
   It clattered across the desk, and I reached for it instinctively.
 
   It jumped into my hand.
 
   Still not believing?  It gets better.
 
   I held the pen on the palm of my hand and thought about it.  It rose into the air.  I held it there.  I could feel sweat starting on my brow.  I let go of it and it fell back to my hand; I had a slight headache.  I had been lifting the physical mass of the pen with just my own little grey cells.
 
   Not bad for a first try.
 
   So I read, and kept reading.  I wasn’t sure where Sasha was—she’d said something about dealing with the real world, and I hadn’t insisted she stay.  I was distracted by tomes of arcane lore.  I’m a reader and always have been.
 
   Whoever this guy had been, I respected him.  He was sharper than a serpent’s tooth.  There were drawings of things da Vinci might have imagined.  He wasn’t an artist by any means, but the lines were there for an airplane wing, a helicopter, and a clip-fed machine gun—complete with brass casings, percussion centerfire primer, and pre-seated lead.
 
   I wondered how the world would have changed if Sasha had let these books loose, back when.
 
   But the things that were new knowledge to me were the works on magic!  There were diagrams and words, symbols and foci.  He apparently hadn’t believed in anything as esoteric as codes; all of the “spells” were simply instructions and explanations, listed in order.  Any idiot with literacy and the proper mind-set could have followed these.
 
   It was mildly frightening, at least until I got to other sections of his notes.  The ability to bend one’s brain and actually manipulate magical forces is fairly rare.  But the spells themselves were so simple!  It brings me back to the blind man metaphor.  A telescope is simple on paper—but a man born blind will never invent it.  The whole science of astronomy would not exist except for the sense of sight.  So it is with magic; the one-eyed man in the kingdom of the blind is the only one who can see stars—and the blind don’t believe him.
 
   Eventually, though, you know I had to try a spell.  Just to see.
 
   I’ve always loved snow.  Preferably lots of snow.  There’s something to be said for a world locked in white silence, peaceful and serene.  So I decided to make it snow.  Well… try to.  I copied out the notes in longhand so I could read them easily, then walked into the back yard for the first time, whistling as I went.
 
   Wow.
 
   The back yard was a Japanese gardener’s stony dream.  Big rocks, small rocks, pebbles, sand… everywhere.  From drunken monoliths to precisely-aligned lines of rocks, the place was a rock garden.  The space to the right of the door I’d come through was a swimming pool—a shallow one, more of a wading pool and overgrown hot tub—with lots of places to lounge and those fun folding chairs that go with it.  I felt I knew why there wasn’t a full-depth pool around.  The rock garden had a few small reflecting pools, and one powered fountain—with a goldfish!—and the output flowed down the face of several jumbled-together stones.
 
   I found a nice quiet spot and followed the directions, drawing lines in the sand.  That’s all I’m going to say about the process right now.
 
   When I was done, I knew I’d done something.  I was tired and shaking and hungry again.  So I folded up my notes and went inside to eat.  I felt weak and I was definitely trembling, as though I had just run a race and given my all to win it.  I wondered, offhand, how much effect I could expect.  I mean—June!  Sure, it wouldn’t snow, but what sort of temperature and precipitation could I reasonably hope for?
 
   I ate heartily—I can assemble a sandwich, boil soup, and so on; I don’t starve in a kitchen—and rested until I felt better.  I wondered just how much of that replete feeling I would have tonight as leftovers from the smorgasbord.  I suspected it wouldn’t be much.  Normally, a whole person, death and all, could support a dayblood like myself for a year or so of living strictly as a human being.  The snacking, the little bites from everyone, could pack a dayblood so full he bulged and it wouldn’t last for more than a week.  It’s that dying spark, like Sasha said, that has the power to truly satisfy—and cause that overwhelming rush.
 
   Sasha came home while I was—Hmmm.  I just realized that I consider this place to be home.  Not “Sasha’s house.”  Not “that great bloody mansion.”  Home.  I’ll have to think about that.
 
   Anyway, Sasha came home while I was eating, so I shared with her, feeding her little bits of my own abbreviated meal while she cooked a real one.  As the steak began to sizzle, I asked about the blood she kept on hand and she reminded me of the cattle on her property.  We can survive on any blood, but the more vital the creature is, the better the blood is.  Other than that, it’s just a matter of taste.  We need blood just as a sort of super-food.  If we’re quiet and don’t do much, we can go without blood for weeks… but won’t like it.
 
   After we ate—I ate again—we retired to the bedroom.  There are two things about daybloods and sex I might as well mention here.  A woman can be stimulated, even at night—perhaps especially at night, when her senses are heightened even further—to a pitch impossible in mortal women.  But a man cannot; the body and the blood do not respond as they should, no matter how much he wants them to.  During the day, both can have all the bedroom fun they can stand.  During the day, you can think of a dayblood as a mostly-mortal person.  It’s only at night that his vampiric state becomes obvious.
 
   On the other hand, a woman can never bear children again.  After the first night, her body rejects it in a spontaneous abortion.  But a man can reproduce with a mortal woman; this does not affect her, nor does it affect the child.  Vampirism of this sort requires the transfer of blood, and only blood—and one must drink quite a bit of the infected blood to have a chance of contracting the condition.  Blood transfusions, of course, bypass this requirement; a small hypodermic will do fine.
 
   There are other kinds of vampires, though.  Some more human-like, some less so.
 
   More of what’s-his-name’s notes.  Sorry.  Back to my train of thought.
 
   As we lay together, temporarily exhausted, I asked her how her day had gone.
 
   “Oh, well enough, my lord.  Lawyers are so tedious.  But there are things to sign and things to read, and there are always those who clamor for a moment of one’s time.  It is often boring and seldom fun, but is the price one pays for wealth.”
 
   “I suppose so.”
 
   “And your day?  How has it gone?”
 
   “It improved a lot about four this afternoon.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “You came home.”
 
   She dimpled.  “And before that?”
 
   “Pretty good. I spent the day reading your late husband’s notes.  Fascinating stuff.  I even tried a few small workings, and I can actually levitate a pen if I’m not too tired.”
 
   Sasha’s eyes shone.  “I suspected you might.  Can you do so for me?”
 
   “I’m too tired—and that’s your fault.”
 
   “Aye, it is,” she agreed, and smiled.  So she proceeded to make me even more tired.
 
    
 
   About eleven that night, Sasha came downstairs to the library.  After the sun went down, I’d had a nice little bout with her in the bedroom, discovering just how well I could play her nervous system when it was strung up tight.  She keened in the hypersonic range for several minutes before I let her come down.  I also discovered something that wasn’t in the notes; daybloods can apparently feed on each other’s blood simultaneously and it doesn’t seem to have much loss in the circuit.  Now that was fun; it was like a constant rush from feeding without the worry of killing someone.  I liked that a lot more.  Sasha tastes good, moreso than a normal human.  Maybe that comes with being a vampire.
 
   I was sitting and reading in the dark, enjoying the way light just didn’t seem necessary.  With sharper vision than I’d ever had before, the handwriting wasn’t too bad.
 
   “My love?”
 
   “Hmm?  Yes, dear?”
 
   “Earlier, you mentioned a few small workings?”
 
   I looked up.  She sounded very nonchalant.
 
   “I tried a few levitation and telekinetic tricks, and a weather spell.  Why?”
 
   “You were trying for what sort of weather?  May I ask?”
 
   I stared at her for a long moment, then asked, “Why?”
 
   “Just answer, please.”
 
   “I went for snow.  I knew I wouldn’t get it, but it was worth trying for to see how… much… Why are you smiling like that?”
 
   She beckoned, and I followed.
 
   Outside, it was frigidly cold and snowing.  Big, thick flakes were falling.  It was melting as fast as it hit, but the point was there—it was doing the snowfall equivalent of bucketing down.  I couldn’t see twenty feet through it.
 
   “Wow.”
 
   She giggled.  “According to the news, a sudden shift in the jet stream and a cold front from Canada combined with a lot warm, humid air over New England… quite unexpected, really.  Nobody could have predicted it.  But perfectly understandable.”
 
   I nodded.  “I think I did good.”
 
   “In a manner of speaking, surely.  But, darling?”
 
   “Yes, dear?”
 
   She regarded the flakes on the ground—they were beginning to stick.
 
   “Next time, don’t try quite so hard?”
 
    
 
   It’s hard to shut down the University for something like mere snow.  But snow in June is unusual enough to warrant special attention.  We had a snow day in summer.  It scared me a little.
 
   Okay, it scared me a lot.  I’d just upset the weather patterns for the whole eastern seaboard and possibly caused more than a little death and destruction with icy roads and downed power lines.  All entirely by accident from fooling with forces that have far-reaching ramifications.  For all I know, I may have started a process leading to the melting of enough polar ice to flood Florida, or enlarge them enough to expose a land bridge from Alaska to Asia.  Ecology isn’t my area; I go for computer sciences and physics!  I just hope I haven’t screwed up my planet.
 
   No more weather magic for me.
 
   I stayed with Sasha and got to know the place better.  Nice house.  It had all the toys of the idle rich—game room, gymnasium, indoor track, indoor lounge, spa, the works.  There was an eccentric element I especially enjoyed—the showers.
 
   There were a dozen or so, all of various kinds.  One was patterned after a waterfall—just a stream of water pouring over a rocky-seeming ledge.  The handles were disguised as stones in the concrete, and the whole thing looked like an actual waterfall.  The first time I saw it, I wondered if it were a broken fountain or something.  Another was a box—the express method of getting clean.  It had nozzles on all six sides.  I got in, turned the door latch, put a bar of soap in the compartment and shut that, then turned on the water.  Hot, soapy water blasted from all six sides.  Turn off the handle, lather up, turn the knob to rinse, and hit it again—Wham, I’m clean!  I called it the humanwash and considered it interesting, but not the best way to wake up in the morning.
 
   I found out that Sasha had these things installed because her previous husband had always loved a shower—an oddity in a fellow that never made it past the seventeenth century, I thought.  She wanted the place to meet with his approval if and when she found him again.
 
   I wasn’t arguing.  It had my approval.  The showers amused me so much I tried each of them.
 
    We also went for a walk in the cold; it didn’t seem so bad, now.  Maybe that’s just dayblood physiology for you.  I did learn a very important lesson, however.  When a dayblood packs a snowball, it’s not a joke.  A fastball from that kind of pitching arm makes the major leagues look kids playing softball.  I didn’t clock the comet that smacked me in the face, but I did manage to get its license number while I was lying there afterward.  Ouch.
 
   What would happen if a professional athlete was made a dayblood?  Would the difference in performance be that much greater?  Or would there be a leveling effect as a normal person and the athlete both moved toward a physical ideal?  I wonder… but I’m not going to experiment.  
 
   It was late afternoon when I finally pried myself away from Sasha—I found I didn’t want to go.  But I remembered Travis, and some mundane things that needed doing.
 
   “You will be moving in here, won’t you?” she asked.
 
   “Of course.  I was just waiting for you to ask.”
 
   She dimpled and curtseyed.  “If it is my lord’s pleasure to inhabit his manor, I will be most honored.”
 
   I stood up straight and tried to look noble.  Ha.
 
   “It is my pleasure.  Prepare this place for my return.”
 
   “I have done so for a century.”
 
   Ouch.
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   She kissed me on the cheek and smiled.  “I’m just glad you’re here.”
 
   I hugged her and inhaled in her hair.  “So am I.  I’ll be back soon.”
 
   “Drive carefully.  Body bags under the seat if you need them.”
 
   I didn’t ask.  I was halfway into town in her SUV when it hit me—if I got stuck out here during sunset, I’d need something to keep the rays off.  Ergo, body bags.  Smart lady.
 
   I stopped by my place and threw some stuff in a suitcase.  No need to seriously pack; just some clothes and things.  I could fetch the rest of it—books, mainly—sometime later.  Then I headed over to Travis’ place.
 
   I knocked on the door; he shouted, “It’s open; don’t mind the alligator!” I went in. 
 
   “Hi, Trav, how's…” I trailed off.  I could see him, across the living room, through the doorway of the kitchen.
 
   Travis was sitting at the kitchen table in what I always thought of as the Fifties Kitchen Chair.  It’s poorly designed from a comfort standpoint, thinly padded, and made out of tube steel and hardwood.  It’s the ’57 Chevy of kitchen chairs: big, heavy, and solid.  The bad part of it was the way he sat in it; his arms were hidden behind the chair back, and he was looking pretty beaten up.
 
   I did not like this at all.  Normally, I’d have assumed it was a joke of some sort—he’d once put a lot of guys up to pretending they thought I was a vampire as a prank.  They’d chased me across an icy campus one evening, waving torches and wooden stakes and shooting at me with squirtguns.  In January.  I was not at all happy about it at the time.  In retrospect, especially now, I suppose it was pretty funny.
 
   But you don’t have a black eye and bloodstains as part of a practical joke.  Well, not unless someone is a very poor sport indeed.
 
   “Travis?”
 
   “Hi, Rob.  Come in and get my arms, would you?  I can’t feel my hands.”
 
   Rob?  My suspicions deepened.  I closed the door and locked it, then carefully looked around from my position by the door.  I didn’t see anyone, but the place wasn’t too terribly open.
 
   “Are they gone?” I asked
 
   “I think so.  I was kinda fuzzed out for a while,” he replied and shook his head.  He didn’t shake it fast enough to be trying to clear it.  It was a slower headshake, a clear “no.”  So whoever it was hadn’t left, but couldn’t see him.  
 
   “Mind if I look, first?” I asked, picking up the empty hat rack in both hands.
 
   “I’d really rather get both my hands untied first,” he replied, still shaking his head. 
 
   Damned cold centipedes.  They love my spine.  I was listening to Travis, listening very carefully.  Both hands.  Two people?  Why else would he mention both hands?
 
   “Coming up,” I responded, then catfooted around through the hall; there was a second entry to the kitchen just around the corner.  I took a deep breath, hefted the hat rack like a staff, and spun around the edge.  I wished fervently I’d taken more martial arts classes.  I just never thought I’d need to be incredibly dangerous with my hands.
 
   Two men.  Both in suits, standing on either side of the other entryway, obviously prepared to roll around the edges and go in.  One had a gun already out; the other had a sort of mace-like affair, rather ornamental-looking—but still a heavy, nasty weapon.  I wondered with a part of my mind why he had a mace, of all things.
 
   The hat rack snapped up as the first guy—who turned immediately when I swung into view—swung around to aim at me.  The gun fired wild when I hit his arm with the coat rack; both made cracking sounds and he screamed.  I suppose I shouldn’t call the bullet “wild,” really, since I could feel it move through my hair.  I wasn’t hurt; that’s the point.  The gunman, though, was suddenly the proud owner of a broken forearm.  He was busy for a second or two.
 
   The man with the mace decided that, since God was on his side, he should pray about the situation, loudly, and smite me with the Holy Mace of Head-Beating.  I didn’t feel like a theological debate, so I stuffed the end of the coat rack in his gut before he finished his remarks.  His argument dissolved into a sort of “whuuuuuuffffff” sound and I shoved him back, moving forward as I did so.
 
   This brought me next to Joe Gunman.  He tried to grab me with his good arm; he succeeded.  I kicked him in the broken one and he changed his mind quickly.  I brought the hat rack up in both hands and hit him in the throat with the middle portion.  The hat rack broke and didn’t do his throat any good in the process.  He slammed back against the wall and gurgled his way to the floor, trying to clutch at his windpipe.  
 
   Joe Priest, meanwhile, was fumbling out a vial—holy water, I can only assume.  I got as good a swing as I could with the base-end of the hat rack and it made a lovely thud alongside his head.  Like a good thump on a melon.  When you crack the melon.  He snapped sharply to the side, rebounded off the wall, and collapsed to the floor.
 
   It was suddenly very quiet.
 
   I dropped the pieces of the hat rack and got the gun.  I searched the rest of the place.  Then I untied Travis.
 
   Then I took stock of what I’d just done.
 
   I’d just beaten the hell out of two big men.  Let’s be honest—I killed them.  One had been trying to shoot me.  I felt for an instant as if I was in a bad kung-fu flick, taking on multiple opponents with improvised weapons—except I wasn’t in a movie, and I had just done it, and there were two bodies lying on the floor because I killed them.
 
   This was surprising and disturbing, because it brought home to me exactly how much I’d changed in the past few days.  A lot.  More than I’d realized, that was certain.  I sat down in the other kitchen chair and developed a nice case of shakes as my adrenalin high wore off.
 
   Travis went to the bathroom and cleaned himself up.  I was busy figuring out how I felt about things.  It was fine while I was in the middle of it—I just saw and reacted.  I didn’t freeze up and become a statistic.  That was a good thing to know.  But afterward… afterward, I could think and realize just how ugly things might have been.  They beat up my friend and tried to kill me.  Now they were dead.
 
   Killing someone at night is one thing.  A tiny piece from each of them becomes a part of me.  It’s not the same as… as…
 
   I hurriedly kicked Travis out of the bathroom and threw up.  I’ve never been in deadly combat before.  I’ve never killed anyone with my bare hands before, either.  Fine, fine—bare hands and a hat rack.
 
   When I felt steadier, I got up, rinsed my mouth at the sink, and splashed my face. I looked at myself in the mirror and, yep, I could see where the bullet had gone through my hair.
 
   At that range, the bullet was still hot enough to singe. I don’t like the smell of burnt hair.
 
   Travis opened the door a crack and peeped in.  He was sporting an ice pack and a couple of bandages.  
 
   “You all right?” he asked.
 
   “I think so.  Well… no.  I just killed two men.  But I’m… doing better.”
 
   “I’m sorry.”
 
   “No, no, no,” I said, waving my hands.  “That’s not it.  I don’t like the idea of killing a man, but I don’t feel at all bad about killing people who are trying to kill me—or you.  Or anyone I care about.  I’m thinking that I killed two men.  It wasn’t even as though they started a fight; they were there and I laid into them without even thinking about it.”
 
   “And you don’t feel that’s normal,” Travis said, nodding.
 
   I came out of the bathroom and sat down in the kitchen.  “Hell no, that’s not normal.  I’m a teacher.  I’m almost a professor.  I’m not a soldier.”
 
   Travis sat down in the same chair he’d recently occupied.  He thought about it for a minute while I pulled myself together.
 
   “Perhaps,” he said, “this change… Is it possible it has some neurological—and psychological—effects we haven’t gauged?”
 
   I considered my sudden ability to levitate small objects and to manipulate magic.
 
   “Maybe,” I admitted, and changed the subject.  “But I’m feeling better, at least.  How about you?”
 
   “I feel like a Bond martini.”
 
   “I didn’t know you liked martinis.”
 
   “I don’t.  I just feel shaken, not stirred.”
 
   “I’m a bit shaken, myself,” I admitted.  I glanced at the bodies.  I felt a little queasy, but not bad.  It might have been different if there were entrails all over the floor.  “Let’s look at the door prizes.”
 
   They were, indeed, dead.  One with a collapsed trachea, the other with what Travis diagnosed as “severe head trauma.”  I hadn’t intended to crack his skull.
 
   I take that back.  They had been trying to kill me without so much as an “Excuse me, but aren’t you a vampire?”  I had meant to break them, and I was not sorry.  But I regretted it, if that makes any sense.
 
   Neither of them had identification—not surprising—but both had sizable quantities of cash, which did surprise me.  I let Travis have the money, something on the order of a thousand dollars.  There were some other unusual things about them, too.
 
   Neither had keys.  Not one.  I even checked their shoes.  After stripping them in the bathroom, I found another thing; they both bore a tattoo on their backs, a sort of stylized mace with streams of light radiating from the fist-like head.  It matched the thing Joe Priest had waved at me.
 
   I’d never seen it before.
 
   Travis gave me a look when I started cutting clothes off the bodies.  I shrugged.  I’m no pervert.  Well, not that kind, anyway.  But when I’m dealing with people who are trying to kill me I get downright irked.  I got thorough.  If I’d really thought it might lend me a clue, I’d have gutted them in the bathtub and checked the contents of their stomachs before washing the mess down the drain.  I would probably have thrown up a couple of times, too;  this is one of the reasons I didn’t feel it worthwhile to check on their most recent meal.
 
   Anyway.
 
   I’d never seen the design before, and I’ve seen a lot of religious artwork.  So I felt that this was important.  I got the digital camera and took a couple of photos, then printed the best of them.  I’d look it up later.
 
   “So what do we do with the bodies?” Travis asked.
 
   “I’ll deal with them; leave them in the tub for now.  Want to help me clean the kitchen?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   We did that, and I felt sunset starting just as we were finishing.  “Excuse me.”
 
   I went and hid in a closet, wishing I could take a shower afterward.  Icky.  When it was over, I came back out.  Travis applauded.  I eyed him, suspecting a joke at my expense.
 
   “What’s that for?” I asked.  
 
   “You finally came out of the closet.”
 
   Arrrrgh.  But he is my friend.
 
   “I may go back in.  There’s a lot of prejudice, it seems.”
 
   “So I’ve noticed.  Even your friends get beat up.”
 
   “Let’s deal with the bod—” I began, opening the bathroom door, and staggered back.  It was like a blazing wave of hatred, pushing on me with physical force.  I braced, recovered my balance, stood there, and endured it.  I kept one arm up to shield my face from the blinding glare.  It was like trying to stare down a semi on a dark highway.  I felt a decided need to get away.
 
   “What is it?” Travis asked.
 
   “I’m not sure.  I…  I think it’s the bodies. They’re… I don’t know.  I don’t think I can touch them.”
 
   “You’re serious?” he asked.  I realized he couldn’t see anything wrong.
 
   “I’m very serious.”  I managed to shut the door and the feeling cut off immediately.  Whew.
 
   “So there’s something paranormal or supernatural or something?” he asked.
 
   “You didn’t see a blinding light?”
 
   “What light?”
 
   “The bodies.  They were glowing like searchlights.”
 
   “Not to me.  They didn’t bother you before,” he observed.  “Why now?”
 
   “Because the sun went down.  Oh, wait… no, you haven’t been brought up to speed.  Come on. Let’s sit down; I have to tell you a lot of things about daybloods and nightwalkers…”
 
   So I told him what I’d found out about vampire ecology and reproduction—in general terms—and the basics on the care and feeding of a bloodsucker.  That took a while.  He ate while I was talking and asked a lot of questions while I made mental notes for future research.
 
   “What I want to know is what they wanted with you—and how they knew to interrogate you.”
 
   Travis looked sheepish.
 
   “Oh, no,” I said, pretending to be grief-stricken.  “What did you do?”
 
   “Well… I was curious about your lab results, so I did a comparison search through the hospital network.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “There aren’t a lot of people with similar clinical results.  Maybe two dozen in the last ten years in hospitals nationwide.”
 
   “Really?  Maybe they’re daybloods, too.”
 
   “Or used to be.  All of them also had a ‘cause of death’ listed somewhere in the file.”
 
   “Arrrgh.”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “So you think these yahoos might have been working for someone who could flag the database for queries?”
 
   “That seems reasonable.  Your name wasn’t on the lab tests; mine was.”
 
   “And when they came over and grabbed you—”
 
   “They realized I wasn’t the guy they were looking for.”
 
   I nodded.  “That makes sense.  So what did they want to know?”
 
   “‘Who was the patient?’,” he said, mocking someone’s voice.  “They kept asking that; I felt like they were going to start calling me ‘Kenneth’ and quiz me about the frequency next.  I told them I didn’t remember the patient’s name—‘We see bunches.  They’re all just a collection of symptoms to me.’  But I did ‘remember’ he was a football player for the university, and I did a good job of describing Mulligan.”
 
   “The senior, the fullback on the football team?”
 
   “Yeah.”
 
   “Oh, that could be entertaining.  Isn’t he the one who’s been taking tae kwon do since he was eight?”
 
   “That’s why I thought of him.”
 
   “Pity they didn’t go looking for him.  Any idea why they stayed here?”
 
   “One of them suggested that my ‘master’ would be back to check on me.  They decided to set an ambush instead of going hunting.”
 
   “Sounds like a good plan, at least in general.”  I glanced at the bathroom door.  “Or usually.”
 
   “So what do we do now?  I can’t have a pair of bodies in my bathtub indefinitely.”
 
   I thought for a minute.
 
   “Okay, I’m going to go get some body bags.  You’ll have to stuff ’em, though.  Whatever it is that’s giving me the quivering nasties seems to stop when there’s something in the way; with luck the body bag will count for something.  Then I can get rid of them.”
 
   “You’re the vampire; you know your business.”
 
   “Be back in a minute.”
 
   So I popped down to the SUV and grabbed a couple of bags.  Travis loaded them up and I found that once they were zippered in, everything was fine.  If I can’t see them—or if they can’t see me?—then it seems to be all right.
 
   As I hefted one to each shoulder, Travis shook his head.
 
   “It doesn’t seem fair, you know?”
 
   “What?”
 
   “All the powers of a dark lord of evil and the night, and you still get to go out during the day.  Any chance I can talk you into handing me immortality?”
 
   “Maybe later, sure.  I think I better get the hang of this first; there could be downsides we don’t understand.  You’ve still got that neuropsych investigation to do, and there are people who don’t want immortals wandering around.”
 
   “Fair enough.  What are you going to do with the bodies?”
 
   “You know where the chute is for the hospital incinerator?”
 
   “The medical waste disposal?  Sure, but—“
 
   “—it’s too public a place and it’s locked, right?”
 
   “Right.”
 
   “Trust me.”
 
   “I guess I have to.”
 
   I loaded the bodies up and headed back inside.
 
   “I remembered something.”
 
   “What?”
 
   I wrote a note:
 
    
 
   Dear Travis,
 
   Thanks for all you help with the lab work.  Please don’t say anything about the results—just lose them.  I’m going on extended leave of absence to talk to a private practice doctor who specializes in these sorts of things.  Brazil is lovely, I’m told.  If you don’t hear from me, you’ll know I didn’t pull through.
 
   Regards,
 
   —E.
 
    
 
   “Leave this on your desk, like you read it already.  Next time someone tosses your house or roughs you up, you’ll have an excuse to plead ignorant.”
 
   “Good plan.  It should save me from a matching black eye.  But I want to ask a favor.”
 
   “Anything I can.”
 
   “If you find out who’s responsible for this invasion of my home…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Let me take a swing at him first, would you?’
 
   “I’ll do my best.”
 
    
 
   The hospital incinerator is a nasty piece of work.  It’s designed to take a whole garbage bag down the chute at a time and kill anything that might be living on the remains of disposable medical equipment.  But, with a garbage cart, a ball cap, and a set of scrubs, anybody could do what I did.  I just loaded the meat in a garbage wagon, pushed it down the hall and around a couple corners to the incinerator.  I checked for anyone around and then forced the lock.  It pinged like a hot engine as it broke.
 
   I dumped the bodies first; then I finished dumping the rest of the garbage.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, JUNE 16TH
 
    
 
   I made it home without incident.  Sasha was up and waiting for me; she met me at the door, kissed me a welcome home, and handed me a nice, hot drink.
 
   I was thirsty, actually.  I slugged it down quickly and she refilled it.
 
   “You will be very thirsty for the first week or so; there are some adjustments that still need to take place, and your full powers are not yet achieved.  You grow most rapidly in power the first few days, then more slowly as you age.  But you will never stop.”
 
   “So the older I get, the more powerful I become?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “There are perks to being old.  Good to know.  What is this, anyway?  It isn’t human.”
 
   “Beef.”
 
   “Ah.  That’s right, you own a slaughterhouse, yes?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “No?”
 
   “No.  You do.”
 
   I choked as I drank and tried not to waste any of it.  Admitted, I don’t need to breathe, but it isn’t good to try and exclaim loudly while swallowing any fluid, breathing or no.  Besides, I didn’t want to get blood on my shirt.
 
   “I do?”
 
   “Of course, my lord.”
 
   I thought about that.
 
   “Should I ask what else I own?”
 
   “Not unless you really want me to read you a big list of properties.”
 
   “Um.   No.  Thanks, anyway.”
 
   “Does this disturb you, my lord?” she asked, taking my arm and squeezing it.
 
   “It’s just… sudden.  Here we have centuries of time, and you’re moving awfully fast.”
 
   Her eyes were dark and solemn.  “I know how short time can be.”
 
   I could have argued with that; I don’t feel time is short.  I’ve just become immortal, after all.  But I’m not the one with a couple of centuries of experience.  Ask me again in a hundred years and I might feel differently. 
 
   Especially with people trying to kill me. 
 
   “All right.  That brings me to another question.  Are there people who actively hunt us?”
 
   “Yes,” she answered.  “There are more than just a single organization, as well as the occasional random person out for our blood—for whatever reason.”
 
   “Tell me about them, please.”
 
   So she did.  There are three main groups: 
 
   The first and most dangerous calls themselves the Fist of God.  For the smiting, apparently.  They are the best organized, best funded, are extremely motivated, and apparently have Someone or Something on their side.  It’s disturbing to be burned by a naked human hand.  I guess the two who recently made Travis’ life so difficult were part of this outfit.
 
   The second is the Blades of Night.  They don’t have a holy war, they just don’t like the idea that humans aren’t the top of the food chain.  Also motivated, but not too organized or well-funded.  Something like a human-supremacist group composed mainly of superstitious survivalist types—to describe by drawing on stereotypes, anyway.  They seem to favor the old-fashioned method:  drive a stake through the heart, cut off the head, burn the remains.  While the whole process isn’t necessary to killing a vampire for good, they either don’t know that or don’t care.  Then again, there are other kinds—species?—of vampires; maybe all that is necessary for one or more of them.  I don’t know enough.
 
   The third “organization,” if it can be called that, is more of a bunch of librarians trading vampire stories.  They aren’t interested in actually killing anyone—other than in self-defense—but are intensely interested in cataloguing the species and activities of Homo Sapiens Sanguineous.  If anyone would know about the various subspecies, it’d be these people.  I wonder if they’d be willing to have a polite talk?
 
   Of course, there’s always some poor soul who has lost a loved one or who likewise has an axe to grind—the independents.  Some join up with the first two organizations, but most just have a nice, quiet obsession… when they don’t have a padded cell, somewhere.
 
   When she finished her explanation, I pulled out the pictures I’d taken and showed them to her.  She stared with a look of mixed horror and fascination.
 
   “Where did you get these?”
 
   “I took the pictures this evening, shortly before sundown.  There were two of them and they were not nice to me.”  I decided to leave Travis out of it; somewhere in the back of my mind I was thinking that if vampires existed, they wouldn’t want normal people knowing they did.  And since vampires manifestly do exist… the fewer people that knew Travis knew…
 
   “Where are they now?” Sasha asked, looking at me sharply.
 
   “I would guess they’re where every martyr longs to be.  Whatever heaven they picked.”
 
   “And the bodies?”
 
   “Charcoal, by now.  Maybe ashes.”
 
   “Any witnesses?”
 
   “God.  Maybe some angels.  A couple of new ghosts.  Me.  That about covers it.”
 
   She hugged me hard, then.  “Good!  You did wonderfully!
 
   “This is the symbol for the Fist,” she confirmed, releasing me to take the picture and trace the symbol.  “See how the sunburst around the head of the mace is shaped so…” 
 
   “Yes, it does look sort of like a fist of light, now you mention it.”
 
   “It is well that you faced them during the day.  Much of their power lies in their faith, and cannot harm you in daylight.”
 
   “I found that out.  Unfortunately, they like weapons, too.  The thing I don’t understand is why it matters whether it’s day or night.  That, and why the bodies became impossible to handle,” I added.  I explained about the sudden glare from them.
 
   “They are field agents,” Sasha said.  “They are consecrated before a mission.  At least, I think that is the reason; it fits the facts.  Why they cannot harm you with that power in the day—I believe it is because we are more human than undead.  Their power afflicts the magical portion of our beings, and that is dormant, unreachable, except at night.  But, oh, at night!  I do know that touching them will hurt; it is as though their very skin were acid.  You dare not feed from them—with fangs or otherwise.  They are protected.”
 
   “I’ll keep that in mind.  Thanks.”
 
   “Good.”  She took my hand and gazed keenly into my eyes.  “They are dangerous, my lord; very dangerous.  They have powers mortal men should not have.  They do things that no mortal can do.”
 
   I considered that.  Maybe the easy victory over two nasty men had me heady and overconfident.  Maybe I was just still reeling with the shock of being something other than human.  Had I adjusted?  Or was I repressing everything and just going with the flow, not thinking?  Or was Travis right and I was going a little bit insane from rapid changes to my neurochemistry?
 
   Whatever the reason, I said, “I’m not a mortal man, either.”
 
   She hugged me hard.  I was glad I wasn’t mortal or I would’ve had fractured ribs.
 
    
 
   I spent the rest of the day reading in the library.  There were a lot of notes this guy had taken.  Moreover, it was a treasure-trove of magical information, written in a cookbook fashion.  It fascinated me and made me want to twist my mind like a bright ribbon of power and hang words in letters of fire on it.
 
   I did, however, manage to pry myself out of the house for a while.  It took the techno-geek portion of my nature to do it.  It started when I asked Sasha where the computer was.  She looked puzzled.
 
   “Why do you think I have one?  I don’t understand the things.”
 
   “No computer?” I asked, aghast.
 
   “No.”
 
   “But how do you get email?”
 
   “Email?”  She cocked her head to the side, regarding me.  “I don’t.  If someone needs me, they call me or my answering service.  Sometimes I receive letters.”
 
   “You don’t even have an Internet connection?’
 
   “What for?”
 
   “To get online.”
 
   “Why would I?”
 
   I thought about that for a second.  The idea was… well, alien.  Not get online?  Not surf the web?
 
   “Well,” I said, “you haven’t seen an internet shopping site, that’s certain.  I’ll have to bring my computer over and a dialup modem.  You’ll like it.”
 
   “If you think so, I will await it most avidly.”
 
   So I went back to my place—I couldn’t think of it as “home” anymore—and I loaded up a lot more stuff.  I resolved to get DSL or cable out there as quickly as possible; dialup connections are so slow!  I did pause to do some surfing and preliminary shopping first.
 
   I showed Sasha the Internet.  Search engines, shopping channels… and a lot of other things.  She became fascinated with it in short order.  We found the local ISP’s and discovered we were way outside DSL range, but cable was available.  Online ordering made that a snap, and with a bit of extra cash fronted up, installation could be tomorrow.  We went for it.  I pointed out a few other things I would like, if she would be so kind as to order them; she agreed readily, and did so.  I kissed her and left her to play.  She played.
 
   Is it studying when it’s fun?  I wonder.  Studying implies work, and I’ve always hated the thought that acquiring knowledge has to be a laborious, tedious process.  I always tried to make classes interesting for the students.  We tend to forget things that are unpleasant, but cling to the memories of things we find enjoyable.  So if there is a way to make all learning fun, we learn faster and better.  At least, that’s my theory.
 
   Magic was something I liked.  Studying a spell and trying it out tickled me more than playing with kittens.  It’s a wonderful feeling to be able to walk into a room and watch the candles all flare to life at once—or all go out.  But I also like melodrama, so maybe that’s just me.
 
    
 
   It was late when Sasha came into the library.
 
   “The Internet is an evil thing,” she said, without preamble.
 
   I looked up, blinking.  That’s when I noticed it was pitch black, or, rather, monochrome.  I had forgotten to turn on the lights.  The library has no windows, so sunset was merely an inconvenient interruption, quickly forgotten.
 
   Sasha had blisters along her right arm.
 
   “What happened?” I asked, rising and approaching, abandoning an essay titled Sacrificial Efficiency.
 
   “I was so wrapped up in ‘surfing,’ as you put it, I did not pay attention to the time… and the phone we disconnected is near the western windows.”
 
   “I’m so sorry!” I replied, moving forward and holding her.  “Is it bad?”
 
   “No, I got away quickly.  My mouse-wielding arm got the worst of it.  But take me out this evening, please.  I feel I need a drink.”
 
   “Done.”
 
   And I did.  I made it a point to get her that drink from the kitchen stores, first; I didn’t like the idea of vampire-hunting lunatics wielding their own brand of power finding us at less than peak fitness.  
 
   I learned something.  Sasha took a mouthful of blood from the bottle, spit it into her hand, and rubbed it over her blistered skin.  The skin seemed to suck it up like thirsty earth drinking rain.  Where the blood sank in, the skin was whole.  She smeared blood up and down her arm until every trace of the burn was gone.
 
   “It’s not good for deep burns,” she said, “but it has a wonderful cosmetic effect.”  Then she swigged from the bottle and gulped the rest down.
 
   We went to a club and enjoyed another buffet.  Life pulsed in tiny bits through the dark webwork we wove, in time to the heavy thud of the woofers.  The place—The Fire Gate—was a loud, flashing, chaotic place, with a flame motif and lots of flickering neon.  I would’ve hated it a week ago; now I enjoyed the stimulation it gave my senses. 
 
   By the time we got home, we were both effectively drunk.  It’s not really intoxication, as such, but it’s definitely a feeling of euphoria.  Imagine how it would feel to combine that floating, dreaming feeling after a powerful orgasm with the replete fulfillment of an excellent meal.  Now add a feeling of boundless energy and optimism, along with a mild hyperactivity.  Now double it.  That’s close.
 
   The blood is physically pleasurable, a thousand times better than rare beef to a starving man.   It fuels the body of a vampire to do things—it grants physical strength and speed, durability, stamina, regeneration, the works.  The spirits we tapped, however, fed our life essences, our souls, if you will.  While Sasha could not truly use that energy for anything aside from a stockpile against her next feeding time, I had the capacity to take that power and use it to work magic.  When I expended energy, it hastened the next time I would need to feed on life.
 
   We were well-fed on blood and spirit.
 
   We were also moving a bit too rapidly for normal humans, that’s certain.  I dropped my keys while unlocking the front door; Sasha caught them before I could—they never had a prayer of reaching the ground.  She dangled them in front of me, teasing, and I tried to snatch them.  She laughed and hid them behind her, smiling at me.
 
   I stepped up to her and put my arms around her, reaching behind.  She looked at me with half-lidded eyes and whispered, inhumanly low, “Wilt thou taste me, my lord?”
 
   “Aye,” I whispered back.
 
   Maybe because my hearing was keyed down to hear her, I heard the clicking.
 
   I lifted my gaze to sweep the front yard.  There’s a big circle drive, a large expanse of lawn inside it, and a hedge along the inside edge of the circle.
 
   I don’t think I’d have seen anything with normal eyes.  They were dressed in dark, matte colors.  They had been perfectly still, waiting.  The one had only moved enough to bring his weapon to bear and click the safety off.
 
   He fired almost immediately.
 
   I pushed Sasha, hard, to one side, using the momentum to propel myself the opposite direction.  I was mildly lucky; the rocket impacted on Sasha’s side of the door, missing us both, but flames bloomed like an incandescent flower on the front wall.  Incendiary warheads made it instantly to the #2 spot on my fecal roster.
 
   I got bathed in a wash of flame.  My hair singed and burned, and my clothes caught.  I threw myself off the porch—it seemed to take forever to reach the ground—and rolled like a panicked log until I didn’t feel on fire.  I was in a lot of pain, and not just from the blast of fire; I accidentally bit my tongue with these inconvenient fangs—they tend to pop out when I’m overexcited, day or night.  They punched a hole right through my tongue and it almost hurt worse than the burns.
 
   The high-pitched feminine screaming, however, did nothing to improve my mood.  I was up again as soon as I was extinguished.
 
   Vision: Sasha on fire, screaming and writhing.  The three men were on their feet, pouring streams of bullets into her.  
 
   First things first, after all.
 
   This was their main mistake; they chose to finish off Sasha, or try to.  The guns were chattering, some sort of submachine guns.  Bullets were popping when they hit her, blowing chunks out.  If they’d known what a job of killing it would be, they might have focused on me and we would have been in trouble.  I can only assume they assumed Sasha to be the one I created, instead of the other way around.  I suppose they felt she would be easy to finish off, and then they could focus on me.  That’s the only explanation I can think of, anyway.  I’ll never know for sure.
 
   I did not consciously think of killing them; I simply moved to do it.  Extinguishing Sasha, nursing my hurts, running away—these were all considerations after the fact.  At the moment, there was just a heavy pulse, a sort of throbbing in my blood that had nothing to do with a heartbeat.
 
   I plowed into the trio at full tilt.  I don’t know how fast that is, but I do know I left accelerating footprints deep in the lawn the whole way.  
 
   The guys I ran between and clipped spun away like pins from a wrecking ball.  The third one I slammed square into; he didn’t so much bounce away as crunch, like he’d been hit by a car.  He did a nice job of helping me come to a halt, though, and I was grabbing for his weapon even as I hammered into him.  I could feel a stinging, burning ache on both shoulders and all along my front—a different, nastier burning sensation, like my skin was trying to flake and peel.  Possibly what acid would feel like.  I don’t know.
 
   I ripped the gun out of his dying hand and sprayed the remainder of the clip into the one who was closest to regaining his feet.  The explosions blasted chunks out of his hip, chest, and head—and were much more effective on humans than on people who don’t necessarily need most of their internal organs.  A vampire isn’t alive—well, not at night, certainly—and is really just a corpse that doesn’t care to sit still.  We can soak up appalling amounts of damage without really feeling it.
 
   Shooting him turned out to be a mistake; a white light blazed out of the wounds as he staggered back and fell.  The light blinded me for a second.  Meanwhile, the guy still on the ground wasn’t trying to get up.  He just aimed at me and let fly with what was left in his magazine.
 
   I took four of the bullets.  Each one dug a hole about two inches or so into me—one in the leg, one in the abdomen, one in the lower lung, one in the upper chest, all along the right side.  Each exploded and took with it a sizable bite of me.  Explosive bullets made it to #3 on the roster.
 
   I snarled.  No, I didn’t just snarl, I growled.  The throbbing increased to a pulsing thud in my body and mind; a reddish stain crept into my vision.  The bullets hurt more than anything I ever felt before.  I was not just hurt, I was wounded—I felt hurt, even if I didn’t really suffer from it.   It was worse than breaking a leg on a summer job; that had been an accident.  This was deliberate.  It was worse than the agony of falling down concrete steps in the rain and cold because a migraine gave me momentary vertigo.  It hurt because I’d been shot, for God’s sake!  Being shot is supposed to hurt!  It was an assault upon my person, and the hurt went deeper than the flesh.
 
   But vampires don’t understand the meaning of “shock” unless it involves lightning—and now he needed to reload.
 
   I threw the gun I had in hand, hitting him in the upper arm; I’d been hoping for his head, but my eyes were still blinking away bright spots.  It hurt his arm without breaking it.  It still slowed him in his attempt to reload.  I approached as quickly as I could.  I was feeling a lot less chipper now, but the rage in my blood allowed only thoughts of attack.  He remained prone and slammed a fresh clip into the gun.  He raised the folding stock to his shoulder, brought the gun into line…
 
   … and I was close enough to grab it by the barrel.  I squeezed.  I wasn’t in a mood to consider the effects.  I have wondered, since, if I chose the best course of action.  As with so many things in life, the answer was both yes and no.
 
   The gun blew up.  The bullet in the barrel exploded, rupturing it and sending bits of jagged metal around indiscriminately.  This I could stand, but I got the brunt of it.  Shrapnel bothered me slightly, like bee stings bother a normal person.  He took some shrapnel, but not anything lethal.
 
   When the magazine took the shock of the explosion and self-detonated… well, he was the one holding that end.  He wound up missing both hands and part of his face.  I planted a boot in the remains of his face—literally; my heel wound up kissing the back of his sinuses—before I considered the screaming still coming from Sasha.  The whole fight had lasted less than four seconds.
 
   I hurried over to her.  She was still on fire; charring had set in all over her body.  She had no hair left and apparently no clothes.  She was rolling on the ground, but her flesh was combusting.  I didn’t waste time wondering at the fact that human flesh wouldn’t ignite at such temperatures.  We aren’t exactly human.
 
   I grabbed her, ignoring the way my hands sizzled and bubbled in the heat.  I ran with her, rounding the house in record time, hindered slightly by the slowly-closing hole in my right thigh.  We both splashed into the wading pool, submerging completely.  The flames sizzled and steam boiled up, but the Sasha-consuming fire went out.  The throbbing in my body began to slow.  This let me think of other things.
 
   I was up and out of the water again immediately.  Sasha would be fine there while I attended to details.  What was she going to do?  Drown?
 
   As I zipped around to the front, my first order of business was to use one of their guns to make sure each of the assassins was really dead.  I didn’t want to find a stream of bullets stitching my spinal column.  Head shots are sure shots.
 
   Then I grabbed a hose and started putting out the front of the house.  It was touch and go, but whatever they used had obviously been intended to start fires on readily-flammable things—like vampires, maybe?—not as a materiel destruction device.  Witness the low-power explosion and the huge initial wash of fire.
 
   I did succeed in putting the front façade of the house out.
 
   When everything was dark and silent except for the drip of water, I turned off the hose.  I felt tired.  No, more than tired—bone-weary.  I don’t know if what’s-his-name ever did an experiment to determine if a vampire has an adrenalin high or not, but I believe there’s something similar, at least.  I was coming down from one to prove it.  I sat on the wet porch and started to shake, both from exhaustion and from what I’d just done.
 
   I’d killed three men.  That was okay—they had been trying to kill Sasha and myself.  That squared up.  Fine.
 
   I hadn’t thought about it.  I just fought.  Everything I did was by reflex and by impulse.  As before, I hadn’t considered any portion of the fight.  My conscious mind had been an observer—one lost in the performance.  But this time… I had been angry.  Enraged.  It was a level of fury I’d never felt before.  I’d killed, in any fashion it took.  Bare hands.  Bullets.  I would have torn them limb from limb if that was the most direct route to their deaths.
 
   It scared me.
 
   I sat there for a while before I realized I was getting hungry.  My wounds were visibly healing, but slowly—and my hunger was getting stronger.  I didn’t have time to sit and brood; I had other problems.
 
   I headed around back to get Sasha.  The pool had a floating layer of black ashes and oily scum; I stepped down into the water.  Sasha was right where I’d left her.  I carried her to the edge and set her on the side.  Her skin was black where she still had skin; a lot of her body showed naked, cooked muscles and charred patches of bone.  She opened her eyes.  One was cloudy white, burned a bit, but the other focused on me.
 
   “We live?” she asked, voice rough and cracked.
 
   “We do,” I replied, and sat down on the edge of the pool next to her.  “They don’t.”
 
   She nodded, slightly, and closed her eyes.  “Blood,” she rasped.  
 
   I rose slowly, still tired, but there was more to do.  I lifted her; she seemed incredibly heavy.  I staggered as I carried her into the kitchen.  There, I broke out what blood we had in the house and we had a drink or twelve.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, JUNE 17TH
 
    
 
   It was well after midnight before we finished off the stocked blood.  I don’t know how many gallons we drank, but it was a lot.  Sasha got the lion’s share—not because she wanted it, necessarily, but because I insisted.  I was hideously hungry—or is that “thirsty”?  My body was trying to pull itself together and was apparently consuming the last of my reserves in the process.  I felt like something was clawing its way out of my stomach.  But I realized, as bad as that was, Sasha must have it worse.  So I held her down and poured blood down her throat.  She lay there and swallowed when I sat on her and upended a bottle in her mouth.
 
   The blood of humans is a more powerful than cattle, just as their life-essences are.  I think three human beings would have been enough to put us back to rights.  Maybe it has something to do with sentience, as well as size.  I resolved to check out a whale and a dolphin for comparison, sometime.  Or maybe it’s just because human blood is so nearly identical to ours.  It has everything we need and in the right proportions.  I dunno—yet.  Someday.
 
   I also discovered a useful fact:  pouring blood directly into a wound works wonders.  I’m glad the hole in my tongue had a lot of blood poured on it.  My fangs make wounds that don’t want to close.  A handy thing when you’re a blood-drinking fiend, I guess.  I got to watch—and feel!—the bullet-craters in my flesh fill in.  It was like the cosmetic effect of Sasha’s burned skin, but the open wounds let blood get inside.  A burn has damaged flesh underneath an outer layer, too deep for that sort of treatment.  I suppose we could peel back a layer of burned skin and pour blood under it as well as on it, but it’s a lot less painful just to drink!
 
   As for the regeneration… I don’t know how to describe how it felt.  You know the itching feeling you sometimes have under a scab when it’s getting better?  Imagine that magnified a thousand times—so powerful that the flesh feels like it’s squirming.  Like it’s alive and moving and not entirely you.
 
   I also wondered where all the blood went.  Think about it.  I know I slugged back about four gallons.  That’s not an insignificant amount of anything.  Yet I was not swollen like a bloated tick; I was as slim as ever, undistorted.  Sasha sucked down at least twice that, not counting what I poured on her.  She didn’t gain a hundred pounds of weight.
 
   Maybe it’s just magic and I should quit wondering.
 
   Anyway, like I said, we finished off the entire blood supply in the house.  We were both feeling pretty close to normal—well, as normal as a dayblood can feel at night—but still weaker than usual and tired.  We cleaned up and dressed again.  Then we went out front with a couple of tarps, gathered up the remains—salvaging undamaged equipment—and drove the bodies out into the hills.  
 
   The bodies weren’t too difficult to move.  A pruning hook was all it took to slide or roll one onto a tarp, then we would drag the tarp.  I didn’t bother checking for the marks the Fist puts on their people; we could feel the effects of it just by standing near.  Their garments had been thoroughly covering, complete with ninja hoods.  The holes I’d made shone white from the light within.
 
   It’s good to know who your enemies are.  Sort of.
 
   Sasha had a nice, deep chasm in mind for a garbage dump.  It was far back in a cave—more of a cleft in a hillside—concealed almost totally by the overgrowth around it.  I didn’t ask how many bodies were down there; I could just barely smell old rot and mold.  We disposed of the bodies, tarps and all, by shoving them under the brush until they cleared the lip of a drop.  I heard them thud more than once on their way down.
 
   Then it was time for lunch.
 
   Sasha drove us into town while I went through the stuff we’d collected.  Two working submachine guns and two loaded magazines, three pistols, three silver fighting knives, and something I presumed was a bazooka.  It looked like something from a World War Two movie, and I found spots where serial numbers and other identifying information had been scratched off.  No ammunition for it, though.
 
   And that was all.  I thought that weirder than anything else.
 
   Well… okay, one of the weirder things about these guys.
 
   I mean they didn’t even have wallets.  Not even a picture in a breast pocket of a loved one.  No loose change.  No lucky rabbit’s foot.  No car keys.  Nothing.  It was like they’d deliberately divested themselves of everything but what was mission-oriented.  Or just sprang into existence on our lawn.  Hell, if I’d seen a parachute harness I would have felt a lot better; it would have meant they were just people, real people, not aliens beaming down just to shoot at us!
 
   I picked up one of the knives.  It tingled slightly as I held it.
 
   “Silver bothers us?” I asked.
 
   “No.”
 
   I touched the flat of the blade, gingerly, as though it might be hot.  It tingled strongly, as if a mild current was going through it… but it was fading even as I sat there.  I could feel it.  I put it away.
 
   “So where are we going?”
 
   “To eat.  We may need our strength.”
 
   “I can’t argue that.  But at this hour?  The clubs are closed and the all-night supermarkets will look at us funny when the customers start falling down.”
 
   “There are ways,” she replied, darkly.
 
   I didn’t argue, just went along.
 
   In short order, we were in one of the local hospitals.  She parked and we both got out.  As we walked through the parking lot, I cleared my throat.
 
   “We’re going to raid the blood supply?”
 
   “No.  We are going to do our job.”
 
   “Our job?”
 
   “Yes.  And I am going to teach you something, as well.”
 
   I was too tired to argue.  We went inside and the nurse at the front desk looked up.  I could feel Sasha touching her with dark lines of force, twisting them inside her.  The nurse looked blank for a moment, then shrugged to herself and looked back down to her magazine.
 
   Sasha led me past reception and into an elevator.
 
   “What was that?” I asked.
 
   She smiled, slightly.  “With practice, you can learn to sense things within the spirit.  One may pick and choose what to drain.  I took from her the… concept of our being.  Not her memory, exactly… but she was unable to see us and will be unable to even conceive that we exist for a while.”
 
   I tried to keep the horrified look off my face.  Sasha had just eaten a piece of someone’s mind.  Maybe I’m being hypocritical, but that just pushes all the wrong buttons with me.  My mind is me.  Nobody fools with it.  It’s wrong to mess with someone’s head, to change them!  Kill me if you must, shoot me if you feel like it—I’ll return the favor.  But mess with my head?  That’s where I keep all my most important stuff!  
 
   I tried not to shudder.
 
   “How long does it last?” I asked, trying to keep my voice quiet, to act like it was a clinical question.  If this was a permanent thing, we were going to have a long, long talk right there in the elevator.
 
   “It depends on how hard you draw on it.  It is… like… squeezing your wrist to put your hand to sleep.  Squeeze for a little while and it merely fades a bit.  Squeeze harder and it will go completely numb.  Squeeze hard enough and long enough and it will go completely limp.  Do that even more and it will die forever.”
 
   “We can do that?” I asked, feeling queasy.  I don’t like the idea of reaching into someone’s mind and… and… altering it.  Drinking down their whole being?  Swallowing their blood?  Devouring their life-force?  Eating their soul?  No problem.  But to reach in and tweak their selves… It’s one thing to kill a man.  It’s another thing to break his mind.
 
   That shudder finally escaped.
 
   “Oh, yes,” she went on, not noticing.  “You can learn to eliminate many things from a human’s heart.  Fear, joy, sorrow, love… almost anything.  But you devour it, make no mistake; you will feel some small portion of it.  I am somewhat self-conscious right now, and I am very aware you are with me.” She took my hand and held it tightly.  “And I am glad you are.”
 
   “I am pleased to be here,” I replied, trying to shake the nauseous feeling in my soul.
 
   She nodded and leaned close to me; I put my arm around her and held her.
 
   The elevator stopped; the doors opened.  We stepped out and went down the hall to a waiting area.  A few people were there, even at this hour.  Two men and three women, obviously not all together.  One of the women looked like she hadn’t slept for some time.  The men both needed to shave.
 
   “What now?” I asked, quietly.
 
   “Sit.”
 
   We sat.  Sasha still held my hand and I could feel the slow uncoiling of her spirit into mine.  I welcomed it in and touched hers.  That was a huge act of trust on my part, especially after what she’d just told me.  My mind is mine and I’d sooner share my underwear.  We spoke then with intimate feelings and urgings, but without words.  It was a touching of our inner selves, a joining of her soul and mine, if you will.  If we were to put it into words…
 
   Come with me.
 
   Where are we going?
 
   Walk with me and feed.
 
   On who?
 
   Those who long for us.
 
   So I felt her uncoiling, and I stretched my dark reach out, coiling out with her through walls and plastic plants and hard chairs.  Tendrils touched on people—nurses, a doctor, the visitors…
 
   A sick man.  Ill unto death, struggling to live.
 
   A hurt woman.  Broken and bloodied inside, held together with thread and glue and staples, supported somewhat by machines and even more by her will to live.
 
   A child.  Sick and wasted, but awake and delighting in cartoons.
 
   A man—ah… tendrils coiled into him, searching.  He was in the final stages of his cancer… it had metastasized, rogue cells circulating in his blood, latching on everywhere, spreading like a fungus in a cellar.  Everywhere was in pain, a whole world of it, but especially the places he had been opened to have cancers cut away.  He was more than just tired, he was exhausted.  The drugs to kill the pain could not do so without killing him; they could only dull his pain and his intellect with it.  He was waiting to die.
 
   Sasha drew his life out, slowly, gently.  I could see how she touched him… the parts that thought, first.  They leaked away down the channels she laid out, flowing to her like bright water.  I could see it didn’t hurt; it looked like he was falling asleep.  Then she worked her way down from the highest places, draining each in turn, carefully, until she reached the root, the life-spark itself, flickering dim and wan in the depths of his husk.  She took it and consumed it and he was gone.
 
   I found I was blinking back bloody tears.  I blotted at my eyes with a tissue—the waiting area had lots—and kept it hidden.  Reddish stains cause talk.
 
   It made me think, too.  I’d killed people recently.  More than one, and on more than one occasion.  Did that bother me?  The first one was somebody I never even knew—but knew him in the moment of his passing.  Then there were the men at Travis’ place… and, tonight, three men who were trying to kill Sasha and me.  Did these bother me?
 
   No, I decided.  I remembered the man I had devoured, and I hated the men who had hurt my friend, and the men that had tried to kill my Sasha.  No remorse, and only a little regret.
 
   But this… this was not something I had to do.  It was something I felt, very intently, I was supposed to do.  This was how someone was supposed to die when I came near them.  To die peacefully and without pain—indeed, to have pain taken from them.  
 
   That was the purpose of my kind: to be the doorway out of life when it was time to go.
 
   Do you know your function?  How many people do, I wonder?  But at that moment, I saw what I was.  A vampire, yes… and one that understood what vampires are for.  Wolves bring down the weak of the herd to keep it strong.  Vampires do that for humans, too… but, having once been human, we have souls.  We are more than just predators; we also have compassion and pity—and, yes, love for our prey.
 
   Sasha was still linked with me as I realized this, listening and feeling, and she smiled, eyes brimming redly.  I could feel her understanding and her love for me.  I think I really accepted, right then, that she did love me, not just some long-dead man in the mountains of southern France. And I loved her.
 
   You can reach everywhere.
 
   
 
  


I can’t see where I’m reaching.
 
   You can feel your way.
 
   How?
 
   Follow the walls and floors and in time you will learn to not need them.
 
   I had my touching spirit-coils flow over the walls and floors, like spreading rivulets in a wind, coiling like the vines of a creeping plant up the legs of chairs, over equipment, over and through the staff and the patients…
 
   Pain, sickness, misery… but desire for life…  hunger for living… the need to survive… there the quiet despair and agony of the dying…
 
   I touched, slid over… his spirit… felt him coughing blood… six floors down, in the emergency room with knife wounds in his chest… the pain of the loss of wife and son… the despair and the wish to escape it all… the kitchen knife and the movements… not even a decision… just an inevitable result…
 
   He quieted as I drew gently on the higher places of his spirit, the consciousness of thought and feeling.  He ceased to think, mind cycling down into a quiet lassitude, and I could feel that pain, a shadow of it, and knew I too might long for death if I were as lost and alone.  I understood his pain.  I worked deeper, as I had seen Sasha do, tugging lightly at layer after layer, peeling his life away gently, eating each one and tasting its joys, its cruelties, its triumphs and its failures.
 
   At the last, there was only the spark of his living body that remained, and it strained to reach out, to touch the darkness that flowed in and around him.  I wrapped it in a web of black tendrils and it came free of his flesh, vanishing into me.
 
   I stood up, fulfilled and at peace.  I helped Sasha up and we walked out of the hospital.  Death was content.
 
    
 
   Sunrise was a living hell.  We both writhed and twisted in the darkness of a deep room in the house.  All that regenerating came back to demand its price on mortal flesh.  We sweated yellow-grey foulness, convulsed and shivered in misery.  If anything had been  in our stomachs, I’m sure we would have lost it.  We dry-heaved until we choked on our own throats.  We could feel muscles quivering like the strings of a violin or the cables of a bridge in a high wind.
 
   When it was over, we lay there, panting, stinking, half-choked and waiting for the twitching to stop.  It did, several minutes later, and I lifted myself on my arms.
 
   “Is it always that bad?” I rasped.  I sounded like a marathon winner at the finish line.  Felt like one, too.
 
   “Always, when you have been sorely wounded,” she answered, not bothering to rise.
 
   “Reason enough to avoid it.  And if we’d still been wounded when the sunrise came?”
 
   “You can die from wounds not yet healed.”
 
   I nodded.  “Let’s clean up and call a contractor.”
 
   “After a nap,” she agreed.  “And breakfast.  And a shower.”
 
   “In reverse order.”
 
    
 
   “Fireworks are touchy things, sometimes.”
 
   The supervisor—Ted—looked over the burned and blasted front face of the house.  In daylight, it looked worse than it was, but it still wasn’t good.  A large portion of the front had burned, and several holes in the wall gaped like acne in the front face—overshots from the spray of explosive bullets.  I had driven around in the yard to put tire-track slashes at the scene and obscure footprints, then built a bonfire in the grass.  I claimed I had foolishly—and drunkenly—decided to build a bonfire for a weenie roast and tossed a box of miscellaneous fireworks into it.
 
   “Only when you light ’em,” he observed.  “Ever thought you need a keeper?”
 
   I shrugged.  “I’ve considered it.  But she was out last night.”
 
   Ted shook his head.  “Well, we can get the front face fixed fairly fast.  The holes are going to take a little longer, unless you want the whole façade taken off and replaced.  At least the busted windows are no problem.  What else was there?”
 
   “I was interested in a fire extinguisher system.  And some aluminum siding.”
 
   “No problem.  I get a lot of demand for that—antique houses like this don’t always age well, and the siding keeps ’em in good shape quite a while.”
 
   I looked at the men and ladders as they cut away portions of the house.  “Yes, absolutely.  When do you think we can get on that?”
 
   “We can get most of the structural work and the paint done today, no problem.  The siding we can get to work on tomorrow.  The extinguisher will need a lot of poking around inside and some details worked out—but I can get a guy out here to do most of the footwork today.”
 
   “Good.  Do it.  I’ve got some insulation for the siding on order.  New stuff.  So get the groundwork on that, too—but carry on with the fire extinguisher.”
 
   Ted rubbed his jaw.  He was a long, lean man with a calculating eye.  “This is going to be expensive, you know.  It’s a big house, and halon isn’t cheap.”
 
   I nodded.  “I know, but the wife has some antique furniture in there.  Water damage or fire damage, it’d still be shot.  Give me a quote this afternoon and I’ll negotiate with you.  Perhaps you’d like to join us for dinner to discuss it?  My wife would love to hear about the home improvements.”
 
   “Wife?”
 
   “Yes.  She’s inside, doing some internet shopping.  We decided we needed a new car, so she’s looking over some imports.”
 
   Ted eyed me again, obviously considering that—and liking the thought.  I could almost see dollar signs whirling around his head.
 
   “Sure.  What time?”
 
   “About seven.  We’ve got some things to do in town.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   I left him out there and went inside.  Sasha was looking over the details of covert armored cars on the Web.  The graphics were taking some time to load, but the cable installer was due today, along with the cable modem.  She was looking forward to it.
 
   “My lord?  Have you seen what they can do with a pickup truck?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   I looked it over.  It was a nice-looking truck with a closed-in bed.  It was also impervious to an AK-47, had blinding lights, tear gas dispensers, electrified exterior, oil and smoke dispensers, and a retractile .50-caliber Browning machine gun. It also got about twenty-six miles to the gallon on puncture-proof tires and had a top speed of slightly over one-twenty.
 
   “How much do they want for it?” I asked, interested despite myself.
 
   “It’s a concept vehicle.  I’m not sure it’s for sale.  But these companies offer cars and SUV’s that look perfectly normal, except they’ve been redone…”
 
   I looked.  I was impressed.  The wreckage of a car after two shoulder-mounted missile hits was ugly… but apparently the occupant survived with only minor wounds.
 
   “Want to sell the cars we have and buy some new ones?”
 
   “After last night, my lord?  That is a jest, is it not?”
 
   “Yes, it is.  Order them.  Once they get here, we’ll get rid of the old ones.  Oh, and we’re having the contractor for dinner, tonight.”
 
   She smiled at me, eyes fluttering, teasing.  “Oh, thank you.  He looks tasty.”
 
   “Over to have dinner, I should say.  I intend to persuade him to avoid gouging us.”
 
   “We are wealthy, my lord.”
 
   “And one stays that way by not spending it all.”
 
   “A point.  But wealth does not solve all problems, my lord.”
 
   I clicked on the body armor site I had bookmarked earlier.  Concealed synthetic spider silk vests.  Quite nice.
 
   “No,” I agreed, “but it changes them into problems that can be solved.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, AUGUST 9TH 
 
    
 
   I went in to the university and let them know I was going on an extended leave of absence; I might not make it back, but I’d keep them posted.  They didn’t like it.  Nuts to them.  The administration is just there to make life difficult, anyway.  I felt bad about dumping my students, though.  Even as I was doing it, I knew I was going to miss them.  I don’t much care for the administration, but I love teaching.  My students are interesting and interested; that’s what makes teaching fun.  As it is, Archie will probably take over my classes.
 
   Ick.  Poor kids.  Not that there’s anything wrong with Archie… he’s just so… so… boring.  So dry.  Monotone.  Having him for an instructor is like watching broccoli grow, but less entertaining.  He would never show up with overalls and pushcart, pretending to be a curious janitor.  He wouldn’t stand by the door and hand out super-cooled candy roses on Valentine’s day.
 
   Poor kids.  I hate having to leave them like that, but I won’t have them nearby when some lunatic throws a bomb at me.
 
   Back home, I studied magic in my off moments.  Sasha and I both shopped.  We redid the house almost to the frame—and even the framing in spots.  It still looks like a fine old example of an expanded colonial home.  It’s a fortress.  And that makes me edgy.
 
   It’s been nearly two months, and the Fist hasn’t so much as lobbed a Molotov cocktail at us.  I’m certain they haven’t forgotten us; they’ve lost too many men and too much equipment to take us lightly.  I have the feeling when they come back—and they will, I’m sure of it—they will not be fooling around with a mere assassination.  I have mental images of a full-fledged military assault on the house.  And the concern it might work.
 
   They won’t find it easy.  There are a lot of nonflammable gases that are also toxic, and a halon system can be rigged to draw from other pressure bottles besides the halon tanks.  For example, there’s something called vomit gas, used for riot control, and it goes right through a gas mask.  Once you toss your cookies in there, the mask is pretty much useless.  If it’s mixed with something like, oh, mustard gas or tear gas, someone is going to be in for a bad day.
 
   Sasha and I will get better.  Normal people won’t.  I wonder what effect nerve gas has on a vampire?  Not that I’ve managed to make any contacts that can get nerve gas, but I keep my ears open.  There are people in the chemistry department who used to work for the military.
 
   There are fire extinguishers in every room, and everything semi-permanent—drapes, couches, carpet—has been treated with a fire retardant. The siding is up over the resin-bonded Kevlar “insulation.”  The motion sensors and the infrared scanners are all emplaced and tied in to the security system.  The windows have been replaced with double-paned bulletproof windows, with security locks.  I’ve bought a trio of hostile, nasty, well-trained attack dogs and introduced them to the house and grounds—it took one night and some training, but they got the message about who was boss in no uncertain terms. I also didn’t use any single security company; I tasked out specific jobs to different companies.  Anything I could install myself, I did.  
 
   There’s a whole lot more, but I won’t go into it.
 
   When I said the house was a fortress, I wasn’t kidding around.
 
   So, by stages, I relaxed.  Mostly.  At the back of my mind I knew the Fist wasn’t done, but aside from keeping a little caution in mind, I pretty much left them to their own devices.  When Sasha and I went out in the evening to feed, we did so in a car that looked perfectly normal, but was such a marvel of high-tech defenses a tank would have to shoot it twice and then run over it to kill the occupants.  We exercised all caution and precaution while we were out of the house; when we returned, we checked everything carefully before relaxing again in our safe haven.
 
   But I kept expecting that quiet click in the lock, or the faint spark of a wire being crossed to bypass security.  I hated it, but what could I do about it?  Chase them down and beat them up?  Chase who down?  Where?  It’s rather pointless to go checking in the phone book!  “Hunters: Vampire.”  No listing.  I looked.
 
   So what was I to do?  Not a lot.  Just sit and take it, mainly.  But it’s hard to get any fun out of life at all when you’re on guard twenty-four hours a day, seven days a week.  It’s impossible to enjoy yourself when you know someone is just waiting for the chance to kill you.  It rankled, and I worked on doing something about it.
 
   A lot of the magic I chose to study was focused on divinations.  It included a lot of exercises for expanding the native powers of the dayblood and increasing the sensitivity of the tendrils.  With practice, a dayblood with any talent for it could learn to dimly see, sometimes even hear, whatever the tendrils touched.  But these astral tentacles made the direction and focusing of some spells simplicity itself.
 
   For example, casting a scrying spell—a spell to see a distant place—has as its main difficulty adequately specifying an exact location.  The trouble isn’t to see that far away; the trouble is to see only the place you want!  See too much at once and your mind refuses to process it all.  It’s hard to block out most of the universe and still see just the little bit you want—rather like trying to see the Sun’s corona around the edge of a coin.
 
   But reach out to the place with a tendril—or hold on to something there and walk away from it, letting the tendril unreel behind you—and you can send a spell back down along it, almost perfectly directed. As a result, it becomes child’s play for a competent magician to pull off a sight-and-vision spell.
 
   Not that I was a competent magician, but I was working on it.  Sasha commented on it one evening at dinner.
 
   We’d taken to calling our normal meals by their proper names—breakfast, brunch, lunch, tea, dinner—and our evening meal, if we chose to have one, as either a “liquid lunch” or a “midnight snack.”  It was still surprising to me that a dayblood should require food and blood… but I suppose it shouldn’t.  We have the advantages of both mortals and immortals; I guess it’s only fair we have some of the disadvantages of both.
 
   I had just drawn the salt across the table, without really thinking about it.  She arched an eyebrow.
 
   “Practicing, my lord?”
 
   “Practicing what?”
 
   She nodded at the saltshaker.  “That.”
 
   I probably blushed.  “Oh.  Yes, I suppose.  I wasn’t really paying attention.”  I can handle small objects with naked grey matter.  It’s a talent that’s been growing rapidly.  My capacity isn’t all that high, but I handle small things with nary a problem, now.  Maybe it’s that whole turning-into-a-vampire thing.  I still haven’t managed any of the larger spells for moving things around, personal levitation, or the like.  Someday, someday…
 
   “Do, please, pay attention when you are out in public.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   We ate for a while in silence before she spoke again.
 
   “You seem distracted, my love.  What troubles you?”
 
   “Oh… nothing, really.”
 
   She smiled and came around the table to stand behind me.  She placed her hands on my shoulders and stroked them.
 
   “You were not so tense some weeks ago.  Did you think I had not noticed?”
 
   “I didn’t want to bother you.”
 
   “And I love you for it, but now you must share, for I have brought it forth.”
 
   I nodded and put one of my hands on hers.
 
   “Dear, we have what some people might call a strategically disadvantageous position.”
 
   “I do not understand.  We occupy a position of strength.”
 
   “True enough.  But while we are as secure as I can make us within the bounds of the law—or mostly within the law—I have a major misgiving.  We don’t have anyone to strike back at.”
 
   “The Fist—” she began.
 
   “—is a nebulous thing,” I answered, gently.  “Where do we go to hit them?  Who do we ask?  How do we find them?”
 
   “Is that what you have sought so in the library?”
 
   I nodded.  “Some sort of spell to seek them, certainly.  I haven’t found what I need, yet; I don’t even know enough to be able to find out more.”
 
   “I am sorry.  I do not know enough of them to aid you.”
 
   “It’s okay.  It’s a problem I’m working on.  There’s a spell for making a mirror show you random things you need to see—sometimes the future, sometimes the past, sometimes the present.  It’s unpredictable, and hard to do.  I’ve been hesitating to do it; it requires a lot of energy.”
 
   “Long ago, my lord, you spoke of sacrifices as being more practical for some magical operations?  I do not recall exactly…”
 
   I nodded, then leaned my head forward and let her work on my neck.
 
   “According to the notes, it’s more efficient to cut out the middleman—me—when shoving power into a spell.  If I eat it first, I can’t get all of it back.  If I kill something as a sacrificial victim for the spell, it all goes straight into the spell.  See, our personal energies are used to gather up magical power—it’s around us all the time.  We just expend our personal energy to manipulate the magical field.  That magic is then formed into the structure of a spell.  But we can also pour raw energy—life energy, the stuff we usually consume—into the spell directly.  If the ‘magical energy field’ of the planet were stronger, it might be more worthwhile to feed and then grab more of the surrounding magical energy, but there should be a point of diminishing returns—” 
 
   “Then must we find someone for this task?” she interrupted, cutting off my incipient lecture.  Her fingers moved down my neck and shoulders to help me loosen up.
 
   “No, but I’m going to need a cow, I think.  If I really knew what I was doing, it might not need something that big, but it’s a worry I don’t want on a new spell.”
 
   “Aye.  I will see to it that you have one.”
 
   “Thank you.”  I rolled my head back and forth while she worked on my shoulders.  “That’s nice, by the way.”
 
   “I should hope so; you always liked it.”
 
   I chuckled.  There were times, sitting in her little shrine-like room, I wondered if she could be right.  He did look a lot like me.  Or I him.  Or we.  Oh, hell, you know what I mean.
 
   One of the things I hadn’t done yet was pick up that sword.  I wanted to; my hands itched to hold it.  It looked like a beautiful piece of work—rainbow tones in the wavy Damascus striations along the length of it convinced me that someone had lavished a lot of care into it.
 
   Sasha told me it was also somewhat magical; he once cast spells on it, and she had seen it on fire before.  I could sense something in the metal when I tried.  It was something buried deep within the steel, almost like it was asleep.  Something named “Firebrand,” or so the nameplate on the shelf implied.
 
   I wasn’t afraid of it, exactly, or not entirely.  I was intensely curious!  But I was also… cautious.  I was learning there were a lot of magical things in the world, and I had a healthy respect for the possible dangers, thanks to my prior life.  Many of these things wouldn’t kill me… but there are worse things than dying.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 10TH 
 
    
 
   I had things set up in the rock garden well before the sun went down.  The reflecting pool would be the mirror for this, and there was even a good rock next to it for the cow.
 
   All day long, I’d drawn symbols with great care on the stone, scratching lines around it and the pool, rearranging rocks around the whole thing—the theoretical Japanese gardener would have been scandalized.  I had Sasha holding a tape measure and using a protractor; she occasionally helped me with some of the larger stones.  Colored candles were arranged around the pool and at tactical points around the diagram.  The whole reflecting pool and makeshift altar would’ve looked really good on a movie set.  I was proud of it.
 
   I was shooting for overkill this time.  Forget snow; I was aiming to shove a scrying spell so far up the Fist’s nether portion I would see daylight coming in their ears.
 
   The cow, of course, was content to hang around, chew cud, and watch everything.  Not a clue.
 
   After the sun went down, we both went out to give this a try.  Sasha was playing the part of my assistant; she didn’t need talent to help.  She would hand me things—the knife and the bowl—and sprinkle incense in the brazier, chant with me, and the like.  Maybe you don’t think that’s too important, but you try keeping a complicated chant going in perfect time while hunting for your sacrificial knife… and where did you put that baggie of incense?
 
   Maybe the surgeon doesn’t need a nurse to hand him instruments like that—but he’s glad she’s there.
 
   This wasn’t a finesse operation.  I was stacking the deck with elaborate preparations so it didn’t need to be.  If it had required finesse, I’d have been up a creek.  Power I could provide.  Skill?  No, I was lacking that.  Maybe in another hundred years; magic is subtle and complicated.  I wasn’t a surgeon using a scalpel; I was a headsman with an axe.  Either way, the amputation is a success.  That’s all I cared about.
 
   We went out back wearing long robes.  Lucky for me it was nearly a full moon—a good time for scrying, as the moon illuminated hidden night-things.  I led the cow over next to the stone and we took our places.  We chanted, I hit the cow above and between the eyes, then we hefted it onto the rock, head at the lower end, nearer the pool.  I took the knife, spoke the chant louder and stronger, contributed some of my own power to form the framework of the spell, and cut the animal’s throat.  Blood poured out and power flared along the diagrams I had drawn.
 
   The blood trickled into the pool and the waters roiled, turned red.  They began to spin and churn, rapidly becoming a whirlpool.  The whirlpool deepened.  I could see it reached down far below where the bottom of the pool used to be.  This did not seem right for a mirror-like scrying spell, but maybe the waters would open to show me things.  The notes weren’t too specific on the results, just the process.
 
   I didn’t move, but continued the chant as the last of the life flowed into the spell.  It wasn’t done yet; it needed more.  I expended some more of my own power, drawing more ambient magic into the spell.  It was like I upped the current in an electromagnet and sucked more power toward my spell.  I raised my hands higher, even as I raised the tempo of the chant.
 
   The whirlpool touched bottom.
 
   Suddenly, there was just a ring of red water whirling madly in a circle.  In the center, there was an opening, as though it were a window in the wall of a room.  Down was suddenly across.  It gave me a powerful sense of vertigo, but I braced myself against the sacrificial stone and remained standing, watching.
 
   Through the opening, I saw several men in the process of taking places, facing me.  They were wearing dark fatigues and holding assault rifles; they were muffled up completely, much like the trio that had tried to torch Sasha and I on the front porch.  The floor was inlaid with gold and silver in an intricate mosaic of some arcane nature.  The whole room was done in Early Medieval stonework with heavy roofing beams visible.  Aside from the troops, there were three men, one older, two younger, and they were dressed in fancy robes.  They had their hands upraised, and I could hear them chanting faintly.
 
   Everyone got very quiet and stared at me.
 
   I gaped.  The scrying spell was only supposed to work one way… but… no, I could feel some other spell, interacting with mine.  It felt… it felt as though they had each reached across a great gulf and met in the middle, and this was a compromise.
 
   The gunmen charged forward, screaming, firing from the hip.
 
   Bad move.  While the viewpoint told me I was looking out through a wall, they obviously hadn’t realized they would be fighting upward through a pool of spinning water.  They piled up like a freeway accident in a fog.
 
   I clapped my hands and dispersed my spell, closing the odd gateway.  There were screams—strange screams that seemed not so much as to cut off, but to fade away into the distance.
 
   I jumped down into the bloody water and snatched at an assault rifle, jerked it from the grip of the top man—now the only man.  He choked and coughed as the reflecting pool became a churning pool of water and blood again.  He went for another weapon.  I stomped his forearm, then his other forearm; my boots took the sting out of touching him.  He struggled backward with his legs and I let him.  I even let him get to the edge of the pool and push himself out as he backed away from me.  Once out of the water, he gasped and coughed, then lifted his head and said something to me in a language I did not understand.
 
   It hurt.  I felt like someone had just dialed up my personal body temperature.  I felt feverish and hot.  Then my blood felt like it was beginning to boil and I screamed, going to my knees in the water.
 
   Sasha hit him on the head with a rock, not too hard, and he collapsed.
 
   I slowly got up and climbed out of the pool.  He groaned and rolled over, trying to get up.
 
   “Shall I kill him, my lord?”
 
   “No,” I gasped, still feeling the burning pain slowly subside.  “I have a use for him.”
 
   She hit him again, this time on the other side of the head, and he decided to take a nap.  I fell down next to the pool and wished I could pass out comfortably.  There are drawbacks to being dead.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, AUGUST 11TH 
 
    
 
   Morning dawned very bright and annoyingly clear.  I struggled through my morning ordeal, clutching Sasha for comfort as I shuddered and sweated and hurt.  Being blasted by someone’s faith really takes it out of you.
 
   Then we both cleaned up and headed down to the basement.
 
   Our prisoner was restrained by the simple expedient of drilling some holes in a big picnic table and feeding ropes through to tie him down.  I could’ve just hog-tied him, but I wanted him to be spread out on the table, feeling vulnerable.  He was shorter than I, with dark, curly hair and a wiry hardness to him that spoke to me of a professional soldier.  
 
   “Morning,” I said, cheerfully.  I was pretty sure he had a concussion, but I hadn’t been able to check; I’d barely been able to use a long knife and tongs to strip him.  His clothes actually protected me somewhat from whatever force emanated from his body.  Now that the sun was up, though…
 
   I peeled back an eyelid, and he spat at me.  Since he missed, I ignored it and checked his pupils.  They were the same size, but he still seemed disoriented.
 
   “Feeling better?  Hungry?  Thirsty?”
 
   He was silent.
 
   “First lesson.  Always answer questions.”
 
   I held out a hand.  Sasha put a pencil-torch in it.  I took the torch and ignited it, adjusted it for a clean, blue flame.  He stared at it with a sort of stoic fascination.  I brought it slowly toward his feet, closer and closer, waiting for him to answer… and I sighed inwardly when it became obvious he was either calling my bluff or truly unwilling to talk.
 
   I hated it.  I had to make a decision:  kill him now or force him to talk.  The only way I could reasonably let him go was if I could get information I needed… or give him information I wanted him to have…
 
   I gritted my teeth, tried to think of it as saving his life, and applied the flame to his little toe.  It raised instant blisters.  He screamed and I jerked the flame away.  I tried not to breathe; the smell of cooked meat made me queasy.
 
   “Now, feeling better?” I asked, forcing a light tone.  “Hungry?  Thirsty?”
 
   “NO!”
 
   “Good job on answering.  You’ve learned, I hope,” and I closed down the torch.
 
   He cursed us and reviled us in both broken English and a language I’d never heard.  I had a tape recorder going under the table, so I wasn’t worried about it much right then.  I let him go on at length.  A good sample might make it possible to identify the language.  We’ve got good linguists at the University.
 
   When he wound down, I just looked at him.  He looked back.
 
   “So where do you come from, friend?” I asked
 
   “I will not tell you.”
 
   “Why not?  Is that where all your murderers hide?”
 
   “We are not murderers!  You are!”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   He snarled at me.  “You are murdering evil creature, drinking blood of innocent!”
 
   “Oh.  Who says?”
 
   “The First of Cardinals of Telen saw vision from God, and Fist have fight your kind ever since.  You will die, marivel.  Today, tomorrow, or next—matters not, but you will die.  We never break faith, and we kill you, for God is with us!”
 
   “So I’ve noted,” I replied, wondering what a marivel was.  Was that an insult or just his word for my kind?
 
   “You mock God?” he demanded.
 
   “Of course not!  I’ve felt the power of faith and it stings like nothing else I’ve ever known.”
 
   He looked at me with a keen gaze, then nodded, satisfied.
 
   I nodded to Sasha, and she walked back upstairs to listen in through the intercom and surf the Web for references.  For someone who never used a computer for the first few hundred years of her life, she was getting quite good at it.
 
   I sat down on the edge of the table.
 
   “Look, I don’t want to kill you.  Okay?”
 
   “You lie, marivel.  I tell you nothing.”
 
   I didn’t contradict him.  If that’s what he wanted to believe, who was I to shatter his illusion?
 
   “Okay, don’t tell me anything.  But listen to this.  I am going to let you go.  You can go wherever you please, as long as you don’t stay here.  If you stay here, or anywhere nearby, I will hunt you down and kill you without hesitation.
 
   “Now, I’m pretty dangerous,” I went on.  “So dangerous, in fact, I think I can take your best assault squad.  So here’s the deal I’m offering.  If your bosses want to send a dozen of their best men, armed however they want to meet me, I’ll take them on.  If I win, you guys give me a bye.  I’m off-limits.  You leave me alone.  If I lose, problem solved and you can do what you like.”
 
   “I will have no part in vile bargain—”
 
   “Shut up,” I interrupted. “I’m not asking you.  I’m telling you.  I’ve got a spot all picked out.  There’s a place in Death Valley—I’ll give you a map—and I’ll be there in four weeks, on Thursday night, September eighth.  I’ll arrive at midnight.  We can talk over the deal, shake on it, and square off like civilized enemies. If your side will go for it, wonderful.  If not, fine.  We’ll work something else out.
 
   “But you do not make these decisions.  You have superiors, right?”
 
   He looked stubborn.  He said, “Yes.  But—”
 
   “Just tell them the proposal.  If they like it, great.  If they don’t, I expect them to not show up.  Fair?”
 
   He looked at me like I was insane.
 
   “No,” I sighed, “don’t bother to answer.  You think I’m crazy.  Maybe.  But that’s me.”
 
   I jerked on the ropes, snapped them, and set him free.
 
   “Come on upstairs and I’ll give you some clothes and some money.  Then you can go away.”
 
   He stared at me, dumbstruck and wondering.  Then he jumped me.
 
   Not a good choice; he was slow from the double-knock to the head and off-balance from his torched toe.  I hit him once in the gut and once in the side of the neck; he went down, gasping and wheezing.  I stood over him and glared.
 
   “Can’t you see I’m going to great lengths not to kill you?” I demanded
 
   I didn’t wait for an answer.  I muscled him up the stairs and plopped him in a comfortable chair. Sasha had previously laid out some sweats for him and slip-on shoes.  I dug up some cash, about five hundred, and handed it to him.  I already had the map for him and I gave him that, too.
 
   “Now,” I said, “there are two things I need to say.  First, I’m sorry that I had to hurt you.  I believe that we wouldn’t have had our conversation at all if I hadn’t, and I apologize for your toe.  I don’t like the idea that I had to do that, and if it makes me sick to think I actually did it.  Moreover, it was rude of me.  Please forgive me.”
 
   He said nothing, just stared at me some more.  I was getting used to it.
 
   “Second,” I went on, “I know you’re still my enemy, and I know you still want to kill me.  That’s fine, as long as you can be at least reasonably polite about it.  So it’s time for you to go.  I see your cab is pulling up out front.  You know what a cab is?”
 
   He nodded, still without a word.
 
   “Good.  Now,” I finished, softly and with all the menace I could muster, “go away before I kill you.”
 
   And he did.
 
    
 
   “My lord?”
 
   I watched from an upstairs window as one very confused fanatic got into the cab.  But, being a fanatic, he would probably rationalize—or irrationalize—away this generosity on my part as a ploy, a greater scheme.  Well, it was, but he couldn’t know that.
 
   “Yes, my love?”
 
   “I listened, as you wished.  I could find nothing relevant to any Cardinal of Telen, or even Telen.  But does not a Cardinal imply a Catholic priest?”
 
   “Maybe.  Possibly it’s a schismatic sect.  I somehow doubt the Catholic church would have anything to do with magic—and that doorway was a product of both my spell and theirs.  It can’t be the Catholics, nor any other Christian faith with which I am familiar.  They would want to kill us, sure, but they wouldn’t stoop to sorcery for it.  I suppose there may be students of Jewish mysticism who would go for it, but I don’t think this is any publicly-recognized Church.  I’ll bet it’s some sort of splinter sect off one of the major religions, if it’s not an outright cult.”
 
   Sasha nodded and was silent for a while.  She stepped up closer to me and hesitantly took my hand.
 
   “Will you truly challenge them so?”  She asked quietly, but she couldn’t hide the tremor in her voice.  She was afraid.  Both for me and about me, and afraid of losing me.
 
   “I’ll challenge, them,” I replied, “but not necessarily in the way they think.”
 
   “You have a devious, underhanded, sneaky plan?”
 
   I grinned.  “No, it’s pretty straightforward.  It does involve a deception, but after that, it’s pretty up front.”
 
   Sasha took my hands and drew me to her; I went.  I held her and she pressed her head to my chest.
 
   “I am afraid.”
 
   I nodded.  “I know.”
 
   “May I ask why you did not touch his mind, my lord?  Why did you not take from him all he knew?”
 
   “He wouldn’t know the things I need,” I answered, half-truthfully.  “I also didn’t want to go in there at all; it’s—and this is going to sound weird coming from me—it’s wrong.”
 
   “Not so very weird, my love.  You are a good man.  You have ruthlessness only when it is needful.  Besides, you are right; he was just a soldier and doubtless knew little of value.”
 
   “Yes.  But there is something deeper here.  Do you recall the view through the pool?”
 
   “Yes.  Quite a nice castle, I thought, until the men came through.”
 
   “Exactly.  That’s not normal.  That was a portal, not a view—and the men beyond were startled, but not shocked.  That was no scrying spell; they were using magic to open a doorway for delivering their soldiers to wherever they want.”
 
   Sasha was silent for a long moment.
 
   “Such is the stuff of legends, my lord.”
 
   “I know.  But so are we.  I’m forced to accept this is possible.”
 
   She squeezed me, hard, as though reassuring herself I wasn’t an illusion.
 
   “Sasha?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, my lord?”
 
   “You know other vampires, right?”
 
   “A few, of various species.  We are not terribly social with each other.  We are solitary predators, usually.”
 
   “I would like to meet some.”
 
   She looked up at me, curious.  “Why?”
 
   “I may be able to appeal to their self-interest to gain help.”
 
   She narrowed her eyes, looking into mine intently.  “You mean to go to war.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   She bit her lip and worried it, thinking.
 
   “It has been tried, my lord.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “Never have their leaders been discovered.  Always, they regroup and gain more power to themselves, then kill us.”
 
   “But I intend to go to them—back through their own doorway.  Has that ever been done?”
 
   She shook her head.  “Never, to my knowledge. I was not even aware they could do such a thing.”
 
   “Wherever they are, the other side of that opening will be a stronghold and will have someone who knows what we must know.”
 
   She hugged me tightly again.  “Yes.  I agree with your reasoning.  But it is dangerous.”
 
   I laughed, probably nervously. “I know!  Oh, trust me, I know!  But I consider it more dangerous to just let them keep taking potshots at me—and you!”
 
   She cocked her head.  “My lord has, of course, included me in this plan?”
 
   “Ummmm…”
 
   “And realizes I am an efficient killer?”
 
   “Ummmm…”
 
   “And knows how much I love him?  And knows I will not permit him to go into such a conflict without me?”
 
   “Ummmm… I had really not intended to permit—”
 
   “—me to be placed in danger.  I know.”
 
   I nodded.
 
   She smiled and stepped back, then took my hand and pulled me along.
 
    
 
   The shrine-like little room was mostly dark, except for a pair of pillar candles—one at either end of the shelf with the sword.  Sasha didn’t bother to turn on the lights; candlelight was enough for us to see clearly, even when the sun was up.  She moved to the portrait and the shelf beneath it.  She hesitated for a moment in reaching for it, then slowly lifted the blade from the shelf.
 
   Now, at night, I can tell you what playing card you drop by the sound of it hitting the floor.  Likewise, I’m much more sensitive to magical operations.  During the day, my senses are still jacked up all out of normal range—my vision is sharper, my hearing and sense of smell much more sensitive.  Likewise, I sometimes feel very psychic; people’s feelings, the oddness about things with spells, and so on.  I don’t actually see magical force during the day, but I can sort of feel it, especially when it’s densely packed, as in a spell.
 
   That sword did not like being picked up.  Like a man having a bad dream when a robber comes into the room.  Or a woman stirring in her sleep at the smell of strange cologne.  It grumbled, somewhere below the level of consciousness.
 
   Sasha held it gingerly for a moment, perhaps making peace with it; it did seem to quiet.  Like the woman who falls back into full slumber at the sound of her lover’s voice.
 
   Sasha assumed a guard position with it—a very competent-looking stance.  I would have thought, long ago, she was too slight to wield that monster of a blade.  But with her unexpected mass and amazing strength, it was well within her capacity.
 
   She swung it about, around, up and over, down, thrust; all of it so fast the fencing coach would have been drooling to have her on the team.  I nodded inwardly and admitted anyone within that circle of razored death would be dead, disemboweled, or suffering from an impromptu amputation.
 
   “There’s more to fighting than just strength and speed,” I remarked.
 
   “I have been well-taught, my lord.  By you.  And if you refer to fighting spirit, let me reassure you I have no qualms about killing.  There is nothing in this world or the next that will persuade me to stop when your safety is concerned.  If you succeed in this… invasion… you will be in danger as long as even one of them remains alive.”
 
   “The objective, ideally, is to capture the one in charge.”
 
   “Aye,” she said, her emotions mixing older speech with modern.  “And all those who wield guns against thee will weaken thee against him.  It would be well for others to slay them, leaving you free to find and deal with this leader or leaders.”
 
   I wanted to argue.
 
   I seriously wanted to forbid her to come.
 
   And I thought about it.
 
   “Besides,” she added, “if you go and you fall… then I may carry through for you, rather than joining you in death immediately.”  Tears started in her eyes and began to spill.  Her voice took on a strange intensity as she finished, “If thou die, then die I must,  for I will not wait again!”
 
   That was a stopper.
 
   “All right,” I replied, gruffly.  “Come.”
 
   She put the sword back on the shelf and came into my arms again.
 
    
 
   It’s not easy, being reviewed on swordsmanship and trying to study magic.  One or the other tends to suffer, and my sorcerous studies were the victim—swords require drill, drill, drill.
 
   Sasha turned out to be very skilled.  I thought I was pretty good.  I was a member of the Society for Creative Anachronism for a few months before starting grad school, and I’d been in the fencing club for two years before that, but Sasha had learned to fight in a harder school.  Apparently, “I” had been very serious about her—a woman!—learning to use a sword effectively.
 
   Now she was equally serious.  This was a good thing; I had a lot to learn.
 
   We spent the rest of the day drilling.  Lots of repetitive motions.  She had gotten a couple of old swords from somewhere and we were using those.  It made me respectful of even the practice weapons.  I kept doing the same thing, over and over—a thrust, twist, and withdraw-and-parry.
 
   “One new maneuver a day.  You must be drilled in all the ways the sword can move until your hand and eye learn them, not just your head.  One new maneuver a day—for the rest of your life.”
 
   That was a scary thought.  If I lived as long as she had… that’s a lot of practice.  I was tempted to get wooden swords and spar, but decided against it.  This wasn’t a question of who could take whom; this was a matter of who was more skillful—and that was her, without question.
 
   So I practiced.
 
   One advantage I discovered about being a dayblood: once the sun went down, the exhaustion, the blisters, and the sore, sprained, pulled muscles all went away.  That was worth it right there.
 
   We went out that evening and snacked around.  Nobody died; we were too cheerful at my progress and the idea of actually doing something about what had become a long shadow over the future.  Whether we succeeded or not was momentarily immaterial.  We were going to do something!
 
   That’s always a good feeling.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, AUGUST 16TH 
 
    
 
   “Pessimists cannot be disappointed.  Optimists cannot be pleasantly surprised.”
 
   Sasha spent a lot of time hunting down old friends—very old friends.  She turned up less than a dozen worldwide.  They led her to almost a dozen more.
 
   Nobody wanted to come along.
 
   I hadn’t expected a rousing cheer and an army of irate undead lusting for the blood of their killers, but I’d hoped for more than, “Ha.  Good luck; you’ll need it.  <click>”
 
   I could have been irate about it.  Sasha just shrugged.
 
   “It is the way of our kind.  If it is not bothering you, leave it alone.  Don’t attract attention; it only causes trouble.  We are immortal.  Why make waves and make a very long life a very miserable one?”
 
   It sounded logical.  But then, while I often try to be logical, I’m afraid my heart keeps getting in the way.  Usually I can ignore it.  Usually.
 
   “It shouldn’t be that way,” I muttered.
 
   “But it is that way, dear one.  Come.  Let us work on a new cut,” she said, beckoning me outside.
 
   “We should enjoy living, or what’s the point?” I asked, following.
 
   “We can live forever.  To be too obvious is to cut it short.”
 
   “Maybe so, but who wants to live forever if you don’t enjoy it?”
 
   She smiled, handed me a sword, and said, “I do enjoy it—as long as I am with you.”
 
   Then she showed me a new cut and nearly took my head off.  I admit, it is a good way to change the subject—and effective at teaching you to pay attention.
 
    
 
   I got tired of it that afternoon; I had worked up a fresh set of blisters and was feeling not just tired but aching and weary.  Considering my new endurance and strength, I was highly pleased at my progress.  Most students of a physical skill can’t hammer away at it for ten hours at a stretch.  I was wondering, however, when Sasha and I would spar; there is a lot more to fighting than waving the blade.  Footwork, strategy, use of terrain… I realized that, intellectually, I knew all these things, but nothing beats practice, more practice, and some extra practice on top of that.
 
   I took a break.  Let the assassins come.  I was beat and needed to relax.
 
   I headed over to the stables; all four horses came over immediately.  Even Arabesque.  He and I had sorted out our relationship in the past months.  He was stud of the stables; I was stud of the whole area.  He got the mares, I got Sasha.  He didn’t lower his head for me, I didn’t lay spurs into him—and he did his best, regardless.  Pride and dignity on both sides.
 
   Well, except when looking for a sugar cube.
 
   I handed out four of them, one to each, then stroked noses and patted necks.  The horses loved the attention.  Sasha did not ride often, and the care and management of the stables was devoted to a paid groom.  In point of fact, most of the house and grounds were maintained by hired help; there was no live-in staff.  Once a week the maids descended on the house and the mowers hit the place like a cleansing wind.  I almost never saw any of them unless I looked for them.
 
   I didn’t like it.  It was a potential security situation.  But the staff had been in service for some time—several years, in some cases—well before the troubles started.  So I contented myself with being watchful while they were around.  Along with wearing a vest, having a concealed weapon on me, and sitting in the security room, watching.
 
   I still don’t like it.  But even if I wanted to, I couldn’t even keep up with mowing the lawn—it’s big.
 
   Back to what I was saying… I patted all the horses and loved on them for a bit.  They were only too happy to crowd me.  I eventually pushed Flower Child and Silly Girl away, then sent Ladybird after them.  Arabesque I rubbed down and brushed thoroughly, checked his shoes, and combed his mane.  He held his head up high, ears perked forward, with the equivalent of a horsey grin on his face.  He flicked me in the face with his tail as I was working on one of his rear legs and he looked at me to see how I reacted.
 
   I chuckled and swatted his flank.  He nodded and didn’t flick me again.
 
   Eventually I led him farther into the stable and saddled him, bridled him—with some persuasion—and led him outside before mounting.  I was wearing boots, knowing I was riding, but I’d left the spurs inside.
 
   I kicked him with my heels and he reared—he always does—and rapidly powered up to a gallop.
 
   If there’s anything I like more than the feeling of a fleet horse under me and the wind in my hair on a nice day, I don’t know what it is.  Sex is good.  Thunderstorms are good.  The taste of blood and a draught of spirits are both delightful.  But… well, if I could fly, that might be better.  Hang gliding was a lot of fun, after all.  Working with a good horse is a lot better than hanging from a bunch of aluminum, polymers, and fabric.
 
   For the next half-hour, there was only the sound of hoofbeats and the wind.
 
    
 
   I made sure that Arabesque had some extra corn and a few more carrots than usual in the bin after I rubbed him down.  He seemed very pleased with himself; maybe we need to exercise him more.
 
   “You’d come with me, wouldn’t you?” I asked, stroking his neck.  He needed his mane brushed again, so I started on that.   “You’d love to ride into a fight, wouldn’t you?”
 
   He twitched an ear at me, listening, possibly in agreement.  I could almost feel him wanting to go do more, to be more, to rear up on a hilltop while backlit by the setting sun.
 
   A horse with dreams of glory.  How odd.  Maybe I was reading too much into my new sensitivity.
 
   I finished brushing him down and took some time with each of the other three, making sure they also got some attention.  I’m very attached to them all; I love horses, and these are the first I’ve ever owned.
 
   Back at the house I wandered around, looking for Sasha.  I made a mental note to get some small communicators, maybe cell phones.  Searching through the house was tedious.  I found her in the library.  I had thought she would have been online again.  She was sitting in front of the stacked folios and volumes my predecessor had written.
 
   “Everything okay?” I asked.
 
   She nodded, silent.  I moved a chair to sit beside her.
 
   “What is it?”
 
   She shook her head and silently took my hand.
 
   “No, there’s something,” I said.  “Please.  Tell me.”
 
   She took a deep breath, held it.  “I… I am so sorry.”
 
   I blinked.  “Sorry?”
 
   “Yes,” she whispered.
 
   “For what?”
 
   “I don’t know.”
 
   “Well… can you try to tell me what you’re feeling?  I’ll listen.”
 
   She started to weep.  “I’m just… It’s so pointless, loving you!  But I can’t help it!”
 
   I was seriously startled and not a little apprehensive—to put it mildly.
 
   “Pointless?” I prompted.
 
   “You’re… you have so much… I never understood, even before.  I was a poor woman, a prostitute, yet you came to me and healed me and made me your woman.  You gave me immortality, riches, and love—and I have never understood why!”  She half-leaned, half-toppled into me, clutching at my shirt.  “You can work magic and weave spells!  I can barely manage to focus enough power to light a candle, and that only with elaborate preparations.  You have talent, you have skills, you have knowledge and wisdom and goodness!  Under all the money and the practice and the lessons, I’m still that pitiful prostitute you rescued from the plague.  I don’t understand how you can love me!”
 
   I lifted her hand and kissed it, stroked her hair.
 
   “Do you understand love?”
 
   “No!” she sobbed.
 
   “Neither do I.  I’ll need help to even try.  Will you help me?”
 
   She moved from weeping to crying.  We shifted a little and I started to rock her.
 
   “Yes,” she whispered.  “But you can’t love me.”
 
   “Oh?  Stop me.”
 
   “I am not a good woman, dear Eric.”
 
   “I’m not a good man.  I tend to eat people.”
 
   “No, truly; I mean it.”
 
   “Could be.  If it matters, I’ll let you know.”
 
   She lifted her head with a nearly-convulsive shudder.
 
   “I drove Terri away from you.”  She dropped her eyes, not willing to meet mine, and her hair fell forward around her face.
 
   I paused and took stock.
 
   Disbelief.  That was the start of it, followed by the realization it could be done—a bit of skillful devouring to take the thoughts and feelings of love… yes, it could be done.  There was relief at the explanation; it answered the why that had so confounded and confused me.  
 
   There was also anger, hot and bright.  How dare—how dare—the bitch interfere!  Messing around in the head of the lady I love?  I wanted to take her neck in my hands and squeeze.  I wanted to hit her—hit a woman!  My hands were shaking.
 
   Sasha did not move.  She just sat there, waiting, willing to take anything I dished out.  I could see it in her posture, in the lines of her body.  If I wanted to beat her half to death and then leave her bleeding on the floor, she’d have taken it and not uttered a word of protest—because she deserved it and she knew it.  Not only did she know it, but her guilt twisted inside her like a snake eating her heart until she had to confess.
 
   Surely that counts for something.  Doesn’t it?
 
   Then again, if she hadn’t done… what she did… then I wouldn’t be here now.  I wouldn’t be half-over Terri and bouncing nicely into Sasha’s bedroom.  I wouldn’t be a vampire, I wouldn’t be wealthy, and I wouldn’t be studying magic.
 
   No, none of that could excuse what she’d done.  But…
 
   I wouldn’t be in love with her.
 
   As I realized that, I couldn’t stay angry.  I tried.  I thought Terri deserved that much.  But Sasha… Sasha needed me so much more than Terri.  Vulnerable women bring out the best in me.  I’m glad something does, even if the timing is sometimes inconvenient.
 
   “So?” I asked, finally.
 
   She looked up at me, tearful and shocked.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I said, ‘So?’  What of it?  Yes, I love her; maybe I always will.  Yes, that hurt a lot, at the time.  But I’m here now, with you.  Let the past be past; learn from it and move on.  We are where we are now.”
 
   She stared at me with a mixture of expressions I couldn’t interpret.  Surprise, amazement, shock, disbelief…
 
   “You… you mean that?”
 
   I shrugged.  “Okay, my past is doubtless interesting; whoever I was is obviously a great man.  Since I don’t recall it, we have to deal with the now.  Maybe I can learn enough about my history to not repeat it.  You’ll have to help with that.  Likewise, I don’t care who or what you were.  You are Sasha; I love you.  I don’t make that statement lightly.
 
   “So,” I continued, “when some guy from the depths of your past knocks at the door and wants to talk to his wife, I’m going to tell him she isn’t here—mine is.”
 
   She squeezed me harder and wouldn’t let go—and I didn’t ask.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 24TH 
 
    
 
   Swords by day, sorcery by night.  What a schedule!
 
   I’m doing pretty good at some of the more complicated spells.  My predecessor managed to figure out a spell for stopping musket balls; it merely required some refinement for use against the more highly-energetic bullets of today.  It was a good exercise in magical theory.  Testing it, though, is something else again.  I don’t like being shot at, and the spell was designed for use on the person casting it.
 
   Bulletproof vests.  Definitely.
 
   I’d never had to really work at anything like this before.  I fooled around with swordplay as a hobby, and I’d studied a little magic in the course of historical and fantasy subjects.  Now I was having a crash course in both.  I felt like a stereotypical recruit in boot camp.
 
   It began to get old after the first few days.  I don’t know if I would have stuck with it without Sasha’s insistence.  But she did insist, and I humored her… and I started to notice some real progress.  Have you ever worked really hard on something and noticed the work was paying off?
 
   Now imagine all you had to do was read and think and remember.  It’s like learning a new language, almost, when the time comes you start to think in it.  Except when you start learning to think in it, you can do things—like change color faster than a chameleon.  Or ignore gravity.  Or even create a ball of fire out of nothingness and hold it in your naked hand.
 
   Would that motivate you?  It motivated the dickens out of me!
 
   I needed motivation for studying; I was tired on a routine basis.  Sasha was fast—very fast—and skilled with a blade.  I knew I was making progress as a swordsman.  I could feel it.  But she kept stepping up the pace, kept pushing me harder as I got better, and it looked more like my progress was sitting still or even backing up a trifle.
 
   It was disheartening and embarrassing.  I was routinely humiliated and pounded flat by a slim little woman.  I’m the tall one, the strong one, the big macho guy… and I can’t touch her with a practice sword if she doesn’t let me.
 
   She noticed my growing frustration and took steps.
 
   She didn’t say anything.  She just found a couple of good motivational techniques—stick and carrot, essentially.  If I screwed up, she smacked me good with whatever we were using—wooden sword, flat of a blade, whatever—and made me feel embarrassed.  Every time I did something new exactly right, consistently—say, a dozen times in a row or so—she would drop whatever she was wearing and make love to me on the spot.
 
   Okay, swordsmanship.  Motivation.  Yeah.  That was covered.
 
    
 
   The phone rang this afternoon.  Since I was working on a new trick—using fencing parries with a broadsword—I was outside, running through the motions over and over again as the pitching machine shot baseballs at me.  I stepped out of the line of fire to watch her jog to the door.  We were both dressed in shorts and shirts, barefoot.  It looked a lot better on her.  Sasha went in and picked up the extension near the patio door while I stepped back into practice.  She spoke for a bit and stuck her head out.
 
   “Dear?”
 
   “Hmm?” I answered, deflecting a baseball.
 
   “It’s a Travis.  Do you want to take it?”
 
   I paused the pitching machine and nodded.  She handed the phone to me and started a little practice routine of her own.
 
   “Hello,” I said, watching her move.  She wasn’t running through sword-drills as much as she appeared to be dancing.  Or maybe it was a sword-drill, just a very complex one, and she made it look easy.  Probably the second.
 
   “Eric!  Jeez, where have you been?” he demanded.
 
   “Sorry, but things have gotten a little hectic. I know it’s been a while.”
 
   “A while?  Is that what you call it?”
 
   “Sorry.”
 
   He seemed to be a trifle rankled but let it pass.  “Well… okay.  Can you talk?”
 
   “Not right now, no.  Maybe I can get free later, though, and we can check out Hutch’s date-of-the-month.”
 
   “She’s right there?’
 
   “Yeah, sounds good,” I replied, still watching Sasha.  She was moving faster.  “I’d love to.”
 
   “Can she hear me?”
 
   “No, I don’t think so.  I want to be home early tonight.  How does three o’clock sound?”
 
   “Okay, she can’t hear me, but she can hear you.  I understand.  Ummm.  Can you meet me somewhere?  I don’t want you to be anywhere near my place.  You’re a shady character and I have a reputation to protect.”
 
   “Keen.  Seen any other old friends, lately?”
 
   He paused to think about that.  “Seen any more ruffians, you mean?  No.  But my place got burgled.  I haven’t seen hide nor hair of any of your religious fanatics.”
 
   I nodded, even though he couldn’t see.  Sasha was beginning to scare me.  Her movements still looked fluid and effortless, but she was a whirling ball of steel-wielding death.  Taking her along now seems like a damn good idea.  I wondered to myself if I could throw an orange through her personal space—and whether it would be peeled or sliced on the far side.
 
   “That sounds good,” I answered.  “How’s the student union sound to you?”
 
   “Fine.  You said three o’clock?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Okay, later.”
 
   He hung up and I switched off.
 
   Sasha wound down her routine and smiled at me, panting slightly.  She came over and kissed me on the cheek.
 
   “You haven’t seen your friends in some time.  Do they think you dead?”
 
   I grinned back at her, appreciating the joke.  “No; they think I’m infatuated with a wealthy heiress.  Travis wants proof I’m not languishing in your dungeon as a slave to your unnatural lusts.”
 
   She laughed aloud and subsided into giggles.  There were a few beads of perspiration on her brow.  She kissed me lightly and looked up into my face.
 
   “And do you consider my lusts to be unnatural?” she asked.
 
   “What, no concerns over my languishing?”
 
   She giggled again.  “I’ll handle this first, please.”
 
   “Since I share them, I can’t regard them as unnatural, now can I?”
 
   “There’s a logical flaw in that somewhere, but I’ll let it go, my lord.”
 
   “And the languishing?” I persisted.
 
   She smiled and kissed me again.  “No, I don’t think you languish.  Satisfied?”
 
   “Very,” I replied, waggling my eyebrows at her and leering.
 
   She laughed again and pushed me away.  “Go tend to your friends, my lord; we cannot have them dropping by unexpectedly.  And please be home by dark.”  She wasn’t calling me “my lord” seriously, this time.  Sometimes she means it; sometimes, it’s just a term of endearment, like “dear,” or “honey.”
 
   “Sure.  If I won’t make dark, I’ll call.”
 
   She nodded, still smiling.  I went to shower and change, then drove into town.
 
    
 
   We had an early dinner in the student union for two reasons.  First, it was a public place.  It would be hard to anticipate I would be there, and equally hard to be at all quiet about a terrorist attack on random customers.  Second, the Antonio’s serves a really great pizza.  We got a booth along the far wall and huddled over the food.
 
   I finished one pizza on my own; Travis kept plugging away at his, so I helped while we talked.  I explained a lot about magic and filled him in on recent events.
 
   “You’ve been busy.”
 
   “Don’t I know it,” I replied.  I showed him my hands.  “See the raw places?”
 
   “Shouldn’t you have calluses?”
 
   “You’d think so.  I’m building some, just really slowly.  A lot slower than I should.  I think it has something to do with the regeneration at night.  I notice I don’t need to shave as often, either.”
 
   He nodded.  “Normal biological functions might be bypassed in the dark.  I guess that’s a good thing.  You wouldn’t want to have your hair growing at the same rate you regenerate.”
 
   “No, indeedy!  I’d need to carry around hedge-shears to whack it off every half-hour or so.  And drawing that much mass from me would probably make me very hungry.”
 
   Travis looked at the empty pizza pan, then at me.
 
   I grinned.  “Don’t say it.”
 
   He chuckled.  “Okay.  So what’s the plan with the fanatics?”
 
   “I’m thinking about it.  I don’t think they’ll take the deal.”
 
   “I’m glad to hear you say that.  I was worried.”
 
   “I think they’ll lay a trap.  But I hope to trap the trappers, because I  have no intention of keeping to the deal.”
 
   “You mentioned something about that.  Sasha was calling up other daybloods to help with your plan?”
 
   I shook my head.  “No takers.  The idea is to meet the Fist—the fanatics—for the fight, but to avoid actually facing them.  I hope to sneak or charge through their magic door, wherever that opens, and beat the living bejeezus out of anybody and everybody.  Ideally, the place—hopefully a headquarters of some sort, wherever it is—gets reduced and prisoners get taken.  I would like to at least find their base of operations and run like hell; knowing where it is will be valuable.”
 
   Travis nodded.  “You realize that if security is breached, they’ll relocate?”
 
   “Yeah, but it might take a while.  At least the bastards get inconvenienced.  Apparently, nobody’s ever managed it before.”
 
   “Well, that will be something.  Maybe they won’t be expecting trouble.”
 
   “And maybe they will.  The guys who weren’t soldier-like seemed rather surprised to see me.  I doubt they will take that little occurrence lightly.  If I were the one opening a magic doorway, I’d be a bit concerned if someone opened it from the other side.”
 
   “Could be.  Doesn’t that make this more dangerous?”
 
   “Yep.  But I don’t like the idea of being a target for the next thousand years, either.”
 
   “I guess there’s something to that.  How about you just find their doorway and throw a small nuke or a large bundle of dynamite through it?”
 
   I thought about it.  “Might work.  But what I need, more than anything, is to find out who they are, not just kill everyone near at hand.  I want to get the leaders, the people with the money and the power, or they’ll just be back.”
 
   “Hmm.  You have a point.  Is there anything I can do to help?”
 
   “I don’t think so.”
 
   “If you think of anything—”
 
   “—let you know.  I will.”
 
   Travis nodded.  “Okay.”
 
    
 
   As I drove back home—fairly quickly; I had some time before sunset, but I would rather not get caught in the car—I reflected on Travis.  He is doubtless the best friend I have.  Maybe his older brothers, Matthew and Carl, come close—but Travis is the best, bar none.  I’m not sure why we we’re friends, really; he’s a brick and a bear.  I am, by comparison, a cerebral wimp.  Maybe it was a sort of union-of-opposites?  We didn’t even like many of the same things.  It was weird.
 
   I was glad of it, though.
 
   Lost in these thoughts, I failed to notice the smoke until I was nearly home.
 
   The front gate was a twisted mass of wrought iron, lying mostly flat on the drive.  The tire-spikes were up, and someone had left rubber on them.  When I keyed the access at the roadside panel, they did not retract; the power must have been cut.  So I decided to test the puncture-proofing on the tires and went over them anyway.  No problem.  Nice tires.
 
   I went up the long drive at a somewhat unsafe speed.  I think I can be excused.
 
   The house, despite my best efforts, apparently had not been enough of a fortress—nor quite fireproof.  Large sections of it were not yet burning, but the central portion had several large holes in it and flames roaring out.  More rocket launchers?  Maybe.  Probably.
 
   I leaped out of the car and shouted for Sasha.  It didn’t even occur to me there could be ambushers lying in wait.  If there had been… Well, I probably wouldn’t be here.
 
   No answer to my shouting.  I dashed into a non-burning section of house, still shouting for her.  I came right back out, however, because the fire-suppression system was doing its job in those sections; good thing the hostile chemicals were not on automatic release.  It was still impossible to breathe in there.  So I ran around the house, looking in windows, still calling for her over the rushing sound of the flames.
 
   No luck.  No sign of her, either—until I got out back, into the rock garden.  I noticed there was smoke rising some distance from the house.
 
   I found a charred place, about twelve or so feet in diameter, like an explosion went off there.  
 
   In the exact center, there was a glassy, fused area, as though someone had played a blowtorch over the ground, melting it… in the shape of a sprawled human figure.
 
   It was getting close to sunset at this point.  I waited in a body bag as it went down.  Once it was fully night, I came out and hurried to the circle of scorched earth.
 
   She did not rise from the ashes.


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, AUGUST 25TH
 
    
 
   It keeps running through my head.  Over and over.  I keep jumping on top of a large rock to see what’s smoking… and there’s a Sasha-shaped glassy spot.  Like she caught fire.  I don’t know what happened.  I don’t know what could have done that.  But I can see it in the mind’s eye, imagination.  She’s running away, she’s hurt, and some sort of rocket hits her… and she’s engulfed in flames.  She falls, screaming… and burns.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, AUGUST 27TH
 
    
 
   I’ve been thinking.  Thinking a lot.  Things have changed, somehow.
 
   I’ve been spending my transitions in body bags out at the ruins; I didn’t see much point in going anywhere else.  Not the brightest move on my part, perhaps.  If they’d come back while I was alone, things might have gone badly.  Maybe they thought I’d died in the fire.  Maybe they assumed I ran.  I don’t know.
 
   While I was there, grieving, trying to put my head in order, there was something that began to bother me.  I was utterly devastated by the loss of Sasha… but it was a colder, more distant thing than I had felt when I first saw the outline.  I thought it might be a good sign, a sign I was going to be able to cope with the loss.  It kept getting more distant.  Like I was watching it from the outside, and it was fading away.
 
   I recalled some of the things I had read about; specifically, influencing another’s thoughts.
 
   I had been under a spell.  A powerful spell.  Someone had wanted me to love Sasha.
 
   Now, don’t get me wrong; I loved her.  She was a really great lady.  The grief I felt at knowing she was dead was still there.  But the overwhelming, heart-wrenching, soul-rending agony of it was blunted by the fact I had to doubt my own feelings, to a degree.
 
   That, and the fact that I was seriously pissed off.  A man’s mind is the last place of privacy in a world wired for sound.  I can find out someone’s name, phone number, address, favorite food, type of pets, and sexual fantasies if I just know where to look in the electronic environment of the Internet.  Even physical violation, whether it’s from a sharp object or a simple beating isn’t an invasion of Who You Are.
 
   This was.
 
   Someone had influenced my mind.  Someone had messed with my head, and twisted my emotions like a child would twist taffy.
 
   The question thought:  cui bono?  Who benefits?  Sasha?  She had all the magical expertise of a century of learning, but all the capability of a garden-variety houseplant.  She could drain away an emotion, a thought, a concept, because that’s in almost any vampire’s capacity.  To implant one took more than just the spirit-tendrils and a hunger.  It had to be magical.  So, who could want me to love her?  And why?
 
   No answers.  I thought about it for hours, but there simply wasn’t anyone or anything I could think of.  That just made me more angry.
 
   I didn’t fly into a rage.  I don’t, usually.  It’s normal for me to just simmer—at least, it used to be.  This tendency to kill people was new, but so was the idea of people trying to kill me.  But the anger helped to balance out the grief and got me moving again, brought me back to an awareness of the world around me.
 
   I went to my old apartment—yes, I still have it.  It occurred to me that having a backup address might be a good thing.  Sasha had agreed.  For the first time in days, I got a change of clothes and a shower before the sun went down… and noticed I was hungry.
 
   So I went out as soon as it was dark.  Feeding time would wait; there was something more important. 
 
   I went back to the house to say goodbye.
 
   It was an ugly sight, now that I could look at it and see it.  The house was cold, not even wisps of smoke.  A lot of it was still standing, the charred skeleton of a house.  I went around it, found the blackened and melted place where she died.  I stood there for a while.
 
   I did love her.  Maybe not with the all-consuming passion the spell had caused, but forget the spell.  This was remembering her, not some faceless person with an unknown motive.
 
   Yes, I loved her.  Maybe I would have married her without the influence of the spell.  Maybe it would have grown into that huge, all-encompassing emotion on its own.  Maybe I would have truly loved her anyway; perhaps this just hastened the process.  Maybe.  Did it matter?  She made me a dayblood, loved me, and died.  We had a very limited time together and we loved all we could—more, I think, with the spell than without it.  Forget the fact my head was messed with—and my heart.
 
   There was more to it.  She wasn’t just someone who did this, did that, and isn’t here.  She was Sasha.  She was a lovely lady, old beyond her appearance perhaps, and always smiling at me.  Forget the occasional frown; forget the sudden smack of a wooden sword.  Remember instead waking up to her touch and soft whisper.  Remember her laughter.  Remember how she held me so tightly and never wanted to let go.
 
   “I remember,” I said, crouched there by the glassy earth.  “Oh, yes.  I remember.”
 
   I reached down and touched the smooth-and-crazed glassiness.  It was cold, even to my fingertips.
 
   “And I will remember.”
 
   What is it worth, I wonder, to have such a promise?  Do the spirits of the dead look on at the funeral and wonder who will remember them, and for how long?  If so, is the promise of an immortal’s remembrance worth anything extra?  I hope so.  And I hope Sasha was watching.
 
   I got up and went back toward the car, but I couldn’t help curiosity about the house.  Maybe it’s just the kid in me, but I had to wander around in the burned-out wreckage and see if anything survived.  I knew the manuscripts were gone with the library; the center section of the house was nearly completely ash.  But there were memories still in the wrack and ruin.
 
   I poked around a bit, finding all sorts of things.  Melted glasses, for example, and some lumps of what were probably kitchen utensils.  Large sections of bathroom tile, too; the wall behind it had burned away, and the tile fell almost as a piece.  The claw-footed bathtub was almost all intact, too—not bad, considering it had been on the second floor.
 
   The wings were in slightly better shape; not at all salvageable, but more recognizable.  A wall used to be here; I can tell by the steel members that reinforced it.  Little things.
 
   Something flickered, a small flame.  I looked sharply that direction, wondering irrationally if it might be a gas leak.  I couldn’t spot it.  Sniffing, I went to look.
 
   The moonlight glinted on it, and I lifted it from the ashes; a sword.
 
   His sword.  Now my sword.  Or, at least… maybe it will be…
 
   It looked unhurt.  I was completely unsurprised, because I could feel the magic in there.  Even the red leather winding on the grip was intact.  There was fire magic shifting in the blade like a live thing, looking at me.
 
   “Good evening,” I said, more out of reflex than anything else.
 
   I could feel a… a sort of… an acknowledgement, and contentment.  A quiet subsiding into slumber.
 
   I shivered.  This thing was alive.  A moment ago, it had been awake.
 
   Maybe it’s silly, but it creeped me out worse than anything I’ve ever known.  It’s one thing to have a wild animal look at you and then roll over and go back to sleep—even if it’s a lion and it doesn’t feel like eating you just this second.  But this was a piece of metal.  Someone slagged down a chunk of rock, skimmed the crap off, blasted it with fire and water while hammering it into shape.  Even without any trace of eyes, it looked at me, sized me up, decided it would be okay for me to hold it—and then went from dozing to snoozing again.  But something about it seemed more awake than before.  Like it rolled over and went back to sleep, but it wasn’t hibernating any more.
 
   Creepy doesn’t begin to describe that!
 
   I didn’t put it down, though.
 
   The scabbard for the sword had suffered badly; I found a buckle.  I poked around a bit more, sword in hand, but didn’t find anything worth looking at, really.  Some of the windows made some interesting melted-glass sculpture, though.  Pity about being blackened and cracked.  They might have been quite pretty.
 
   At last, I headed back to my apartment, sword lying in the back seat.  I made a note to get something to keep it in—there are a lot of people who make nice weapon accessories in the SCA.  Tomorrow, I decided; tomorrow.
 
   I got home, cleaned a lot of soot and ashes off of me and then cleaned the sword.  It was easier to clean the sword; nothing seemed to stick to it.  I also discovered the blade was far sharper than it should be.  Normally, a sword-blade—especially a big, heavy sword—has a fairly dull edge; this helps keep it from chipping when it strikes armor.  Smaller swords, like a saber or rapier, generally have sharper edges.  They aren’t supposed to encounter armor—just flesh.  This big monster was just made for knocking an armored man out of the saddle.  I’d expected an edge like a woodaxe.
 
   I realized my mistake when my cleaning rag started to fall to the floor in pieces.  I ran it down the flat of the blade to wipe the soot off, and two pieces of rag hit the floor.
 
   I was a lot more careful after that.
 
   The soot came right off; not a trace of it tried to stick.  The metal wasn’t even faintly marked by being in a house fire.  Not that I was really surprised, after its initial greeting, but it was still amazing to see.  I looked at it more closely and wondered how it was enchanted and what went into its making.
 
   And I had a revelation.
 
   I was drifting.
 
   What was I doing, really?  Sitting around, not doing anything.  Drifting.  I was cleaning a sword, remembering the dead, and not thinking about my situation or my life.
 
   Maybe that’s typical when things go really wrong, but I don’t like it.  Maybe it has something to do with the aftereffects of a mind-affecting spell—in which case, I hated it.  Either way, I had the sudden urge to do something, not just sit around.
 
   So I did.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SUNDAY, AUGUST 28TH
 
    
 
   Travis I trust enough for this secret.  I don’t feel like being too public with my current status, so he gets to be Igor to my Mad Wizard.  We spent most of the day rounding up the cattle on the estate property and herding them in toward the fenced-in pasture area nearer where the house had been.  It was a dirty, nasty, smelly job and I don’t think Travis has ever had that much fun.  I may have noted he’s a bit weird at times—at least, to me he is.
 
   Oh, and I got a scabbard, belt, and baldric for the sword.  It wasn’t a perfect fit, but it was the best Dave had on hand when I dropped in on him.  It worked.  I wore it and the blade all day, getting used to it and adjusting the straps to fit comfortably.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MONDAY, AUGUST 29TH
 
    
 
   We spent today refreshing and elaborating on the symbols in the rock garden.  Most of them were still there—Sasha’s crater was nowhere near that section.  I explained to Travis what I believed to have happened; he wisely asked no questions nor offered sympathy.  He just nodded when I told him I was going to kill something that didn’t want to die—and I wanted his help.  He agreed and we worked to make it happen.  I taught him his part of the upcoming spell so he could help me, and some of the underlying magical principles just because he wanted to know.
 
   I added some symbols from memory to the rim of the reflecting pool—not just from the grimoires I had been studying, but also one or two I saw on the floor of the other place.  I hadn’t had a good look at them but a couple stood out in memory.  By the law of correspondences, if nothing else, I figured they would help.  They seemed to fit, somehow; something down deep inside me seemed to think they belonged exactly where they were.
 
   Maybe wizards get that feeling when they know they have it right.  Or when they think they do.  If something fiery, ugly, and wielding a pitchfork showed up, I’d know I hadn’t.
 
   Then we drained the pool.
 
   Travis eyed the sacrificial rock and the brown sludge slowly gurgling out of the hose we were using to siphon the pool out.
 
   “Do I want to know?”
 
   “Probably not.”
 
   “I’m guessing that there are no human lives involved?”
 
   “That’s right.  At least, not directly.”
 
   “Fine.  Is it okay to take home some steaks, afterward?”
 
   I laughed.
 
   “You can take a whole cow, if you can figure out how to butcher it.  I won’t have any use for it.”
 
   “Fair.  I’ll see what I can manage.”
 
   I didn’t doubt him for a second.  We watched the level of the pool continue to drop.
 
   “Eric?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “This isn’t part of the original plan, is it?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Can I have some details?  What I know of the big picture is still pretty sketchy.”
 
   I shrugged.  “My picture isn’t much better.  I’m not going to meet them at our little rendezvous.  I wasn’t intending to keep the deal; obviously, they weren’t either.  So it’s all off, along with the gloves.  I’m going to kick open their door and kill anything that moves on my way to the person in charge.”
 
   “Ah?”
 
   “Yes.  I made a sort of contact, you’ll recall?”
 
   “You mentioned it.”
 
   “It was tough.  It was hard to reach them at all and I wouldn’t have if they hadn’t been reaching out at the same time.  I get the feeling we sort of met in the middle.  Like their spell was a lightning bolt that hadn’t decided where to ground—and I stuck up a flagpole.  I think they were aiming for someplace else entirely.”
 
   “If you say so.  So?”
 
   “That was a lot of personal power along with the sacrifice of a cow.  I’m going to up the power factor a bit.”
 
   Travis eyed the corral of cattle.
 
   “So I see.  How much is ‘a bit’?”
 
   “The way I figure it—and this is purely subjective; there’s no mathematics for magic—”
 
   “—yet,” he interrupted.
 
   “Yet,” I agreed, smiling.  He and I chuckled over that.  “But I have the feeling, by way of gross observation—”
 
   Travis eyed the brown sludge again, then looked at me.
 
   “All right, all right,” I said, “No pun intended!  Happy?”
 
   “Close enough.  Go on.”
 
   “There’s about a three-to-one efficiency difference between something I ‘eat’ and then use, versus a sacrifice for a spell.  I’m willing to bet there are a lot of factors—several are mentioned, or were mentioned, in the magician’s notes.  My own ability to concentrate and focus, the precision of the ritual diagrams, the materials involved—and the nature of the spell itself, of course.”
 
   “So if you, for example, devoured the entire herd of cattle, you could only really use about a third of the energy for a spell?”
 
   “That’s what I think,” I agreed.  “If I spent the energy, it would be to gather more ambient magical energy.  With that method, I’d be a lot more exhausted afterward.”
 
   “Whereas if you just cut a lot of throats?” he pressed.
 
   “My arm might be tired, but I’ll have almost all that life energy stuffed into the spell directly.  Magic and vital force seem closely related, but don’t quote me.  Still, the throat-cutting is much more efficient than gathering power.”
 
   He glanced at the lines of power on the ground.  “Any chance this is going to overload?  I mean, do I wear rubber underwear or what?”
 
   “Sure, if you’re into that,” I replied.  “Don’t worry.  Even if I do screw it up, you should be okay; you won’t be chanting or anything—just leading a new cow over while I work with the one on the block.”
 
   “So what will you do with the bodies once you—oh, wait.  Down the hillside?”
 
   I nodded.  “I’ll just shove it off the rock fairly hard; the natural slope of the hill back here should be enough to get it to slide or tumble down.”
 
   “I’m sure you’re strong enough.  Let’s mow it and pour oil on it, just to be sure.  I’m not sure a dead cow would roll down that slope.”  I looked down the hill with him and thought about it.
 
   “Um.  Okay.”
 
   So we mowed it and made a trip to the store for a couple of buckets of oil—motor oil, cooking oil, you name it, as long as it was slick.  Then we sat around for a while, watching the afternoon wane.
 
   “You know, you could die,” Travis observed.
 
   “You know, you’ve mentioned this before.”
 
   “Yep.  And you mentioned hiding out for a thousand years or so didn’t have a whole lot of appeal.”
 
   “I’ve had occasional second thoughts.”
 
   “And?”
 
   “I then have third and fourth and fifth.”
 
   Travis chuckled and sipped at a beer; he’d brought an ice chest.  “So what’re you up to?”
 
   “A few billion.  But inertia is a wonderful thing; it keeps me going when I have doubts about the plan.”
 
   “It slams you into bridge abutments in the rain, too.”
 
   “You win some, you lose some.”  I shrugged.  I wasn’t nearly as lighthearted as I sounded.  I was actually scared enough for three men; throwing out a bit of bravado helped a lot.  Act brave, sound brave, feel brave.  I also tried not to think about how scared I was.  If I did, I would have to think about how angry I was, and being that angry at the world is a bad thing; I had a lot to be angry about.  True, these people, whoever they were, didn’t deserve all of my frustration and rage, but they were going to get a lot of it.  
 
   Such thoughts also kept me from thinking about how stupid this idea was.  It kept me from thinking how impulsive, rash, and basically foolish I can be.  It also kept me from thinking about any innocent Joe Average types I might be about to slaughter—clerks and secretaries and whatever else might be around in Fist Fanatics HQ.  If I thought about that, I wouldn’t do it.
 
   “True enough,” Travis agreed.  “What do I tell the guys?  You know they wonder what’s become of you.”
 
   “I married a wealthy wench and am living comfortably in Acapulco?”
 
   “You hate the beach.”
 
   “Oh.  London?”
 
   “Too cold.”
 
   “Damn.  How about Hong Kong?”
 
   “You hate Asian food.”
 
   “Got a suggestion?” I asked.  “I’m out.”
 
   “Australia.”
 
   “Sydney?  Melbourne?”
 
   “They speak English, and the food’s not bad.  That could work.”
 
   I nodded.  “We’ll go with that.  So what do they think now?”
 
   “That you’re simply shacked up with her and lost in sexual bliss.  Hutch is firmly of the opinion that you landed on your feet—well, landed on something, and landed well—when Terri dropped you,” he said.  I must have looked hurt because he apologized immediately.  “I’m sorry; I didn’t mean to say that like it sounded.”
 
   “No problem,” I replied, trying to sit on a bunch of emotions that were suddenly clamoring for attention.  “I’m not over it, of course.  But I’m coping with it.”
 
   “By doing something half-crazy and certainly dangerous?”
 
   “It works.”
 
   Travis opened his mouth and then closed it a couple of times.  I could see him start to say something, hear a few sentences into the future, then decide not to go there.
 
   “Okay,” he said, finally.
 
   “Come on,” I said, rising.  “We need to rope some steers.  Then you need to shut me in the basement.”
 
   Travis burst into laughter.  I stared at him for a long moment.
 
   “What is it?” I finally asked.  “The entombment?  The subterranean lair?  What?”
 
   Travis shook his head, grinning and chuckling.  “No, not at all.  I just thought most people have a skeleton in the closet.  Not a vampire in the basement.”
 
   I grinned back at him.  “Okay, that’s funny.  I didn’t mean it to be, but it is.”
 
   Travis sighed, calming, but still smiling.  “Yep.  Let’s go punch some cattle.”
 
    
 
   Sunset was the usual; it tingled and shivered and prickled me from head to toe—skin and bones and organs, all—which left me with the distinct feeling that darkness was a friend, yes, absolutely, and a faint curiosity about what happens to a dayblood in the dawn.
 
   We got busy.
 
   First off, I got dressed.  Three pistols.  A submachine gun.  Extra ammunition.  The latest in bulletproof vests.  A small backpack.  Field boots and camouflage field uniform.  Black-and-green face paint.  I looked like an extra on a war-movie set.  
 
   Travis suggested a small backpack of other supplies—typical short-term survival stuff, mainly, along with a cell phone and a pocket shortwave radio receiver, just in case.  Since weight wasn’t really much of an issue, we strapped gear on with an eye to getting weapons quickly and let it go at that.  One thing I was adamant about was the sword.  I was bringing it; I’d put too much effort into practice for it to go to waste.  Besides, a sword doesn’t jam or run out of ammo—and one never knows when a magical sword might come in handy.
 
   The roped-together cattle were strung out, hobbled and blindfolded; we kept them upwind from what was about to happen.  I didn’t want them panicking.
 
   Then again, they were used to the smell of blood; Sasha had once told me that, when hungry, nothing beats drinking straight from the throat.  Apparently, they were fed on in that fashion more than once, so maybe it wouldn’t have mattered.  This was not a time to take chances, though.
 
   I started the spell.  This one varied slightly from the first I’d cast into the pool.  Instead of a steady chant, it was a litany, pause, repeat.  It was a longer, more drawn-out ritual, partly original, and gave me gaps in which to fit other activities.  Travis and I did a brief walkthrough—a three-cow walkthrough, if you would, without the actual cows—to get the rhythm down.
 
   If I ever need an apprentice, I’ll keep him in mind.  He managed this without anything more than minor bobbles, and that was because neither of us handles cattle for a living.  I had to whack a couple when they spooked, but aside from that, it went smoothly.
 
   He led a cow over to the rock and up the homemade ramp, on to the rock.  I clubbed it with a sledge and it dropped.  I recited the litany I had worked out—referring to my cheat sheet, taped to my forearm, as needed; it was a long litany—while cutting its throat and letting the blood run down into the empty pool.  After the sacrifice, I shoved it off the far side.  It slid down the greased boards and then down the oily hillside.
 
   It wasn’t a fast process, but speed wasn’t necessary. In fact, had it been faster, we would probably have screwed it up.  As it was, it was a slow, rhythmic thing.  I could almost hear the low thunder of power flowing through the diagrams.  It reminded me of the circuits on a printed board—or the circulation of a living thing, with me as the heart.
 
   I painted symbols of opening and movement on the floor of the empty pool before we started.  Being melodramatic at times, I decided that using my own blood for paint would be a nice touch.  The blood from the cattle covered the floor of the pool, but the designs were still visible beneath the first few millimeters as disturbed places; there was a shivering in the shape of the symbols on the surface of the bloody film.  As it grew deeper, the whole bloody mess began to swirl.  I took that as a good sign.
 
   It was nearly four in the morning when the pool started to deepen unnaturally.  By that point we had a good whirlpool formed, but now it was deeper than the floor of the pool.  I kept the tempo, and Travis kept the cattle coming.  This must have been around forty or forty-five; I didn’t keep count—I was preoccupied.  Travis kept looking into the pool, but also kept moving.
 
   It was getting close.  I could feel it.  It was like a sneeze, or an orgasm; it was about to happen—all it needed was one last breath, the lightest of touches…
 
   When Travis brought another one, I knew it would be the last one; after this, it would open.
 
   It did.
 
   The whirlpool of blood deepened suddenly, then widened; a ring of foaming, swirling fluid surrounded an opening into the same stone room I recalled—now empty.
 
   I don’t suppose I hesitated for more than an instant.  I must have changed my mind two or three dozen times while my body stepped forward.  I toppled over the side of the pool, falling into it as though to do a bellywhopper right in the center.
 
   On the way down, I thought a thousand crazy things. 
 
   Maybe I should have hired some soldiers-of-fortune.  Maybe I should have tossed a grenade in first.  Maybe I should have brought a grenade or two.  Will I make it back?  Where, exactly, is this place I’m going?  I should have brought more ammunition.  A rifle might be a good idea.  Arabesque would be helpful, if I could get outside.  Nice image, anyway; a motorcycle might be more practical.  Where is Arabesque?  And Silly Girl, Ladybird, and Flower Child?  And the dogs—where are Caesar, Khan,, and Larry?  I haven’t seen any of them since the night Sasha died.  There ought to be bodies.  A rocket launcher—yes, I should have brought one.  No telling when I’ll need to go through a wall.  Or dynamite.  I forgot the dynamite!  It’s hard to blow up buildings without dynamite!  I’ll have to hope they have a lot of gasoline.  Maybe I can set fire to their armory—or steal it…
 
   I flew out of a doorway and halfway across the room.  I landed on my feet, lost my balance, fell and rolled until I fetched up against the far wall.  I picked myself up and looked around.  Through the doorway—no, it was an archway; the opening was arch-shaped, but my spell was an indistinct circle, rippling redly within it—I could see Travis looking through at me.  He waved.  It wasn’t nearly as dizzying to be looking across and up instead of down and across.
 
   Then the ring of blood closed in a red wave, leaving only an archway set against the wall.  Nothing but smooth, unmarked stone occupied it.  Not even a bloodstain.
 
   There was one other door to the room.  The place was largish, with an intricate diagram inlaid in the floor; very good work.  There were also six metal keys, finely crafted, each about four inches long, heavy, and radiating powerful, highly complex magic.  The diagram had places obviously intended for them, complete with eight intricate-looking locks set flush in the floor—two of the locks were empty.  I wondered what they were all for, aside from the obvious:  they controlled the archway.  The locks were also magical, but not nearly as powerful or complex as the keys.  
 
   Well, then.  I took the keys and loaded them into my pack.  I thought it would take a while to replace them.  In the meantime, it would be tough to use the magic door.
 
   There were also a pair of tables and some bookshelves off to one side.  I looked through them quickly but did not recognize the language.  I did recognize a lot of stellar charts, illustrations of the sky—that is, I recognized them as such; the constellations were unfamiliar to me.
 
   Then I wondered… what time was it?  How long until dawn?  What time zone was I in?  I knew it was night—my heart wasn’t beating—but nothing else.  Since it was night, I was probably somewhere in North America, maybe on a Pacific island… 
 
   The window was narrow and high, more of a crossletted arrow-slit; definitely not a way out.  It told me the night was still in full force; there was no lightening of the sky in that direction.
 
   Was that direction east?  I checked my survival knife; there’s a compass in the hilt.  I tried to get a line on north and south, but the thing was broken.  It wouldn’t steady down; it just spun at random and wouldn’t settle in the same direction twice.  Nuts. 
 
   I looked down and saw a courtyard.  There were horse-drawn wagons and a stable.  Farther off, I could see pennons hanging from the tops of towers, but there was no wind to reveal their devices.  Then I crouched down to look up at a slice of sky.  I’m not all that terribly good at stellar navigation, but I can find most of the major constellations.  The North Star.  Orion.  The Dippers.  I didn’t see a single familiar star.  Worse, I’m certain there is no constellation with three bright stars in a perfect triangle with a single very bright star dead center.
 
   That’s when I started to wonder if the sun would even rise in the east.
 
   First things first, however; figure out how to get out of here.  Always know which direction to run.  That’s my thinking.  Originally, I had considered just hacking my way through any opposition (and running for the hills to hide if things got really sticky).  I was beginning to have my doubts about that.
 
   Nice timing on my part.  I resolved not to let my heart do all the thinking.
 
   I tried the door.  It opened easily under my hand.  The hallway outside was mostly dark—a good thing for me, since that meant I could see, but no one else.  I slithered like a shadow through the building, looking the place over.  I sent out feelers—a moving web of tendrils that probed around corners and through doors as though I were feeling my way with insubstantial fingers.  I encountered no one for several minutes.
 
   As I started to descend a staircase, I felt a guard on the landing below.  I withdrew my tendril instantly; it stung a little to touch him with it.  I quickly checked downward, feelers crawling over wood and stone, avoiding him.  Yes, the stairs went all the way to the ground floor… and there was another guard on each landing.  Out of curiosity, I checked upward; yes, two more floors—a total of five—and a guard for each.  Each of them protected, somehow, from my life-draining touch.  It felt very similar to the blast of repulsion I felt from the bodies of the assault squad, but much less intense.  I didn’t know if it would keep them from being drained, but it would certainly hurt me if I tried.
 
   Fine.
 
   I sneaked a look down the stairs; there was light below.  The guard stood under a hanging lantern, in shadow.  He seemed rather bored; which I expected—guard duty being one of the most boring jobs in the world.
 
   I regretted I had not brought a silencer.  Well, I hadn’t anticipated being able to be stealthy.  I thought they’d guard the gate, at least.  I’d expected someone to sound an alarm as soon as I showed my face.  But as long as I could be quiet…
 
   I reluctantly drew the sword; if I could nail him in the throat he wouldn’t shout.  Maybe it would be better to go for an eye, then support him as he collapsed?  He might not make much noise.  But, damn it, he was just doing his job!  He wasn’t doing anything to me.
 
   Then I had a thought.  Why not check the entirety of this floor first to see if there were any windows I could squeeze through?  Three floors of drop would be nothing to me—and with a small spell to cancel out some of the effects of gravity I might even manage to clear the courtyard and the outer wall in a single leap, without even touching the ground.
 
   It was worth a try.  I kept the sword out as I crept around the third floor.  Every door I came to was locked.  I fiddled with the locks—rather primitive things—by running tendrils into them to feel around, then using my telekinetic trick to open them.  Most rooms looked to be residential—at least, the snoring people seemed to give them that air.  Windows were in short supply.
 
   After about three dozen rooms, some occupied, some not, I found quarters somewhat larger than the rest; these quarters had a window, a real window, along with heavy shutters of brass or bronze.  The man I sensed on the bed was also somewhat older than most of the rest of the people I’d seen; he also had a room to himself.  Probably a man of some importance.  I didn’t see him, just felt his presence; the bed had heavy curtains.
 
   I considered waking him and asking him a few searching questions.  But I kept having momentary flashes of a wakeful fellow screaming… or of a burning in my hands as I held him… or even a ball of fire coming at my face.  I thought it likely he might be the one who led the little ritual that wound up in my reflecting pool.
 
   Decisions, decisions.  If he was the man in charge, then quizzing him would be good.  If not, then things could be more difficult.  I didn’t think he was.  The guy in charge would have better quarters.  This was just the room at the end of the castle hallway.  Besides, I didn’t sense any unpleasantly religious objects in the room.  Definitely not the Cardinal of Telen.  
 
   I decided not to risk waking him.  If I could get out undetected, I could figure out where I was, hire help, and bomb the spit out the building.  I left him alone and went to the window.
 
   Simple latch.  Heavy shutters.  Complicated spell.
 
   Hmm.
 
   I looked the spell over carefully.  I’d never had to deal with anyone else’s spells before and this one was very instructive.  It was a warning spell; it looked like it was tied to the sleeping fellow.  I doubted it would make any actual sound—the “colors” of the magical construct were wrong for a physical result—but it was certain to wake him.  I didn’t think I could disarm it without setting it off in the process.  But that appeared to be all it did, just wake him.
 
   I sighed quietly.  Not only is life not simple, but undead ain’t too easy either.
 
   So I quietly moved some of the furniture around by picking it up and setting it down, rearranging to make it hard to come bounding out of the bed without tripping.  In the days when I had been blind in the dark, I had tripped over my share of unexpected objects in the blackness of a nighttime bedroom.
 
   I quietly enfolded myself with twisting strands of power, shielding myself to a degree from the effects of gravity.  I could hear him stir as I did so; apparently he was at least as sensitive as I to magical operations.  That confirmed my suspicion he was at least a wizard.  Some rare humans can learn to use spells, but it takes a lifetime to master.  If he wasn’t one of the guys I’d seen opening the gate, he was at least someone involved.
 
   I cut the magical strands that connected him to his window alarm spell.  The noise from the bed, or, rather, the sudden cessation of all noise, told me he woke instantly.  I stifled a naughty word and flipped open the latch of the shutters and hauled them wide, revealing a window of fine glass.  He shouted something, an interrogative, and I ignored it, sliding the window open carefully; I did not wish to damage it.
 
   He came out of the bed over the footboard, apparently fearful of assassins to either side.  The open chest at the foot of the bed caught him as he planted his feet in it and tried to run.  He went tumbling, cursing in a language I recalled an assassin used.  The tumble looked like it hurt; he was an older man, blond-ish hair gone mostly gray, face lined with age, beard thinning and heavily silvered.  I hoped he hadn’t broken anything in the fall—that chest had to have been bad for his shins.
 
   “Just leaving.  Please go back to bed,” I said.  The look on his face told me he understood English; it also told me he was shocked, surprised, and afraid.
 
   I climbed out onto the windowsill, aimed for the outer wall of the courtyard, and leaped.
 
   Unfortunately, I discovered that tampering with gravity throws off all your reflexes.  I sailed up and over and away in a leap that would have made certain superheroes green with envy.  I cleared the wall and several buildings before I came to a landing in a clay chimney.  Not “on top of.”  My momentum was undiminished—I had shoved off with considerable force—and I broke through the chimney, the wooden shingles, and the roof, in that order.
 
   Ignoring the startled and somewhat panicked expressions of the couple I had woken, I immediately departed through the nearest wall; it was only plaster and wood, nothing worth stopping for.  Out in the street, I took to the rooftops with a bound and continued in like fashion away from the castle complex I had just quitted, sailing in the peculiar shallow, slow arc of a man in lowered gravity.
 
   I took a few chances with high bounds on my way out of town, just to get the lay of the land. The castle complex was dominated by a central keep about a hundred feet high, I’d say. A high-altitude breeze showed me a silvery banner with an open, yellow hand in the center; the lower pennons were still hanging limp. Weird, that; metal on metal wasn’t a combination normal to any heraldry I ever heard of. Then again, heraldry was never my strong subject. 
 
   The keep complex had several outbuildings as well, mostly of stone. Three curtain walls divided the complex into an inner, middle, and outer area. It seemed likely the central keep had been the first structure, added to in later years, and then added to again. That central keep was the building I had just departed.
 
   While the keep seemed to be a fortification, it wasn’t the only major structure.  Next door, still inside the inner wall, was an equally large building, quite obviously a temple or cathedral.  You don’t put big, fancy windows in a structure you mean to be a fort.  Kids throw rocks through normal windows; bigger kids with catapults tend to lob really large rocks through weak points like that.
 
   The surrounding city was that; a city.  It was slightly different from what I expected.  Instead of paved roads, there were cobbled streets.  Buildings were wood, with occasional half-stone or brick construction.  Roofs were either wood, slate, or thatch.  I saw horses and carts by candlelight and lantern.  The lanterns, hung from poles along the larger streets, glowed with a pale blue flame.  At first I thought it was either gas or some odd oil.  I looked more closely while I paused on a nearby roof; they were enchanted lanterns!
 
   Nowhere on Earth do they use sorcerous streetlights.  At least, not to my knowledge.
 
   As I moved away I heard the ringing of a great bell, then sounds of other bells, spreading through the city.  The alarm was up, it seemed.  Fine.  I kept to the rooftops, leaping more quickly, and covered a lot of ground.
 
   Eventually I had to hit dirt; the wood and slate roofs were grouped closer to the center of town.  As I got farther away, the rooftops became thatch, and that won’t hold me, especially not for a landing.  Thatch would hold my present, spell-altered weight, but my inertia was undiminished.  I’d crash through on landing like a cannonball into a clump of weeds.
 
   On the ground, I still kept jumping, coming down a lot farther away each time; it would make tracking me all the much more difficult.  There appeared to be no outer wall to the city; not too surprising, considering its size.  There was a wall around the inner city—obviously, the older section and upscale district—but the outlying areas were open.  I was unmolested as I moved off into the night and into the surrounding farmland.
 
   I paused in the middle of a wheat field and crouched down to think.
 
   Plans change.  I never get attached to a specific plan; I get attached to objectives.  My overall objective was to find the leader of the Fist and visit upon him a level of misery unknown in the history of mankind.  And, incidentally, get the rest of those yahoos to quit pestering me.  Killing them seemed a good solution at the time.  Invade their stronghold, kill them all before they killed me.  Now…
 
   I wasn’t dealing with some shadow organization.  I wasn’t dealing with a secret cabal of vampire hunters.  Apparently, I was dealing with a major religious organization on another planet—or whole alternate universe.
 
   Daybloods do not need to breathe at night.  Usually.  I took a few deep breaths anyway, just to keep in practice.
 
   Okay, now is not the time to kick myself.  I suppose I could have guessed this—seven impossible things happen to me before breakfast, and that’s whether I believe them or not—but this hadn’t even crossed my mind as a nightmare.  Maybe I should have seen it, though; wizards, magical doorways, vampire hunters, unknown religions… they must have some sort of foothold in my own world to get the clothes and weapons and intelligence… and all probably under the control of a fanatical religious organization.  Assume it’s that bad, or worse.  Possibly much worse.  Better to be overcautious than to be overconfident.  Again.
 
   I wonder if they sell guns to the local rulers.  If they aren’t the local rulers…
 
    Right now, though, the thing on which to concentrate was finding someplace to hide out for a while.  It didn’t look like it was near daybreak, so more distance was in order… but thinking ahead is what puts a man above the animals.
 
   So I started bounding along until I crossed a road.  I followed it, heading away from the city.  I was a little worried about being followed.  The hard earth of a road took tracks much less readily and my landings tended to leave deep footprints.  With enough people, I could still be followed.  And I knew of at least one wizard who had actually seen me—
 
   I stopped right there as I realized I could be under observation through a spell at that moment.  I extended magical senses, hunting for the business end of a scrying spell, but I didn’t find one.
 
   I considered how to prevent such a spell from finding me.  It could be important, since the opposition obviously exercised the magical arts.  Several ideas leaped to mind.  I could build a “whirlpool” of magical energy that would intercept any incoming spells, but that would require a lot of energy on my part and would have to be maintained.  I could build a shell of power around me so that magical energy simply didn’t reach me, but I would be unable to use magic, either.  Or, and this one I liked, I could build a spell that would act like a lightning rod, attracting and grounding out any active spells that reached for me; as long as it didn’t get overloaded it should work, and require only a little maintenance now and then to keep it active.
 
   So I built it; it wasn’t all that complicated, but I did go for overkill.  I’d no experience with the levels of power that might be employed, so I took a long time—close to an hour—which was potentially wasted time.  Maybe I didn’t even need a magical defense; but I’d rather have it and not need it than need it and not have it.
 
   When I was done, I listened carefully.  No more alarms from the city.  No hunting horns, either.  I wondered at that, then realized only a fool hunts a vampire at night.
 
   This sobered me a lot.  They would hunt me during the day.
 
   Time to get moving again.  I had let my low-gravity spell lapse, so I started jogging.  A few months ago, I would have managed nothing better than a fast walk for any real distance.  Now… now I moved right along at a comfortable trot.
 
   I made a note to get a horse, if possible.  An exceptionally strong one; I’m not a lightweight anymore.  I missed Arabesque.
 
   It was coming up on dawn when I finally looked for a spot to hide.  I had a couple of body bags rolled up together in my pack, so it didn’t matter if the hiding place was light-tight.  But I did want someplace to hide for the next ten minutes or so.  Since I was in forest now, this was not hard to find; a fallen tree with a hollow underneath provided that.  I checked it to make sure it wasn’t inhabited by something more mundane than me, found nothing.  I got out the body bags, nested one inside the other, slid down into the hollow, zipped myself into them, and rolled over onto the zippers.
 
   Sunrise did what it usually does; it made me shiver and sweat and tremble.  It brought me back to life, not quite kicking and screaming.  I got out of the bags quickly and let them air a bit before rolling them up and putting them away.  I smelled like I’d been hiking all night.  Which, come to think of it, wasn’t too far wrong.
 
   Now I avoided the road; I stayed within sight of it, followed it, but did not travel on it.  Too many things could come down the road unexpectedly, and I doubted my outfit would blend in well with the locals.  Besides, how many people around here would be wearing camouflage face paint?
 
   It was a good thing, too.  Not two hours later, a horseman rode by as though the devil himself were after him; a half-hour later, a party of armed cavalry went by.  They did not seem to be pursuing anybody, but they were making good time.
 
   My first thought?  The first was a courier or messenger; the others were the hunting party.  The group seemed to be rather alert and they were loaded for bear; every man had a crossbow out and cocked.  I presumed they were hunting me.
 
   It’s a chilling sensation.  It’s one thing to realize people will be after you, quite another to see half a dozen men with weaponry actively looking for you.  It inspires a fight-or-flight reaction that is not entirely a pleasant thing.
 
   I kept low in the undergrowth and waited until they were long gone.
 
   It occurred to me I was making very poor time, trudging through the woods like this; the road would be much faster.  Then again, where was I going?  What was I after, really?  Everything I had intended to do was thrown out of whack by this new difficulty: a whole world of possibilities!  I didn’t even know if that was a capitol of some sort, or if it was just another city out of dozens or hundreds.
 
   That’s when I had my attack of the Oh-My-Gods.  I lay down in the underbrush and took deep, slow breaths.  I was shaking.  Here I was in broad daylight, on the run from cavalry with crossbows and an unknown number of wizards because I’m the vampire that stepped through their magical doorway.  No, this isn’t a dream, I’m not in a wet pack, I’m not due for my Thorazine, and please get that needle away from my arm.
 
   Deep breaths and a lot of attention to relaxing.
 
   I don’t know how long I lay there thinking about my situation.  It was a while.  I kept trying to come up with a plausible explanation for all this that didn’t involve being off my own planet.  I kept coming up empty on that.  I couldn’t think of anything else that would explain… everything.
 
   I noticed I was thinking in circles—a no-good way to get anywhere.  I looked up at the tree branches and the patches of blue sky between the leaves.
 
   “You’re going to have to get a grip,” I said.  I know I’m in a bad way when I talk to myself.  “You don’t know much.  Take what you know and see what you can do with it.  But stop lying here and dithering.”
 
   Now was the time to figure out what I needed, wanted… and what my ultimate goals were to be.
 
   First, I have a whole world of unknowns.  Learning to deal with that takes priority over everything else.  Knowledge of my surroundings will be vital.  For all I knew, there was a snark lurking in the bushes; hopefully, the boojum would eat it first and give me time to get away.  I didn’t just need to check on the local wildlife; I needed to find out about all of it.  How the money worked, who was in power, what the political setup(s) were, what other power groups there might be, and the position of the Fist in all of that.
 
   Until I did that, I couldn’t make any practical plans.  Ignorance hinders effective planning.
 
   So what was first?
 
   Observation.  I needed a smaller town, but something more than a village.  Some place a stranger would not be immediately noticed nor all that exceptional, and a place where I could watch the locals and learn their customs.  Maybe even ask questions about them, since I was from “far away.”
 
   Arrgh.  Where is “far away?”  Are there distant countries they are passing familiar, but not intimately so?
 
   Then I had a really cold chill.
 
   I recalled the grunt I’d captured back home and the rudely-woken wizard on this side of the door both spoke a language I did not understand.  It was possible I would have to learn a whole new language just to blend in—provided English didn’t automatically mark me as someone to string up by the tonsils.
 
   I pressed the heels of my hands to my eyes and tried to relax.  So what if it took me a decade or two to blend in flawlessly?  I was short on time?  Ha.
 
   Lots more deep breathing and deliberate relaxation later, I was feeling less frightened.  Still worried, but not scared.  It was going to be tough.  Tougher than I probably realized, but what choice did I have?  None, really.  That does wonders for me.  There’s no need to be nervous or scared when the inevitable comes knocking.  Accept it and move on.
 
   It’s the accepting part that’s tough.
 
   So I struck off perpendicular to the road, going deeper into the forest.  Travel during the day was a bad idea; if I had to deal with the local constabulary or military or whatever they were, I’d do it at night.  Right now, I was going to find a quiet place, well-hidden, and have a nap.  A little creative work with a knife and a few vines and I had myself a nice blind up in a tree.  It wasn’t something that would last, and certainly not a shelter, but I was hidden from anyone on the ground.  I wedged myself into a fork in the trunk and tried to get comfortable.  That turned out to be impossible, but I slept.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, AUGUST 30TH
 
    
 
   I’m a little off on my days, here; I usually switch over at midnight, but missed it last time.  I was busy with a ritual and running for my life, okay?  Technically, the gateway opened today, Tuesday, really early this morning. My whole leapfrogging adventure also happened today.  But I’m caught up now, and we’re back on track.
 
   I had my nap, scratched at bug bites, wondered if there were any poisonous nasties, and sighed.  It bothers me that there may be vampire mosquitoes roaming around.  After all, they drank my blood, didn’t they?  Or does this thing I have need something with more of a nervous system—or a soul?  Then again, if there’s a vampire mosquito, how do you tell?  Do you swat it and it comes back anyway?  Do they burst like fireworks when the Sun starts to rise?
 
   Skip it.  I’ll think about it later.  Maybe.
 
   The day looked well-advanced; my watch said it was two in the afternoon.  Somehow, that didn’t look right to me, but for all I knew interdimensional or interplanetary gateways screw up digital watches.  Then again, who says this place has a twenty-four-hour day?
 
   Ick.  Who says the world is round?  Maybe it is flat, and the sun orbits the world!
 
   I got down and headed back to the road.  I spent most of the rest of the day by the side of the road, belly-down in the bushes, watching traffic go by.
 
   There wasn’t much, but it was informative traffic.  The local technology seemed to be about on par with the medieval period, with evidence of some Renaissance influences.  Wagons were horse- or ox-drawn; the better ones had iron-rimmed wheels and the coaches had leaf-springs.  Slaves were obvious in about half the groups I watched, but apparently were accepted and generally well-treated; I saw decorative metal collars locked or riveted on, but no actual chains; slaves appeared to be the province of the wealthy.  Armor and weapons had advanced to the plate and crossbow stage, but there was no sign of guns.
 
   I wondered at that last.  What about the nutballs with the automatic weapons and rocket launchers?  Where were they?  Did the commerce between worlds run to ordnance?  It was a hell of a lot of work to open a gateway, I know that; maybe it wasn’t practical to trade.  Or, perhaps, the people running the gate didn’t like the idea of screwing around with their own world like that.
 
   I dealt with these questions by the simple expedient of shelving them.  I couldn’t answer them—at least, not yet.
 
   There were also occasional bits of more exotic traffic, as well.  A traveling wizard went by.  I could tell he was a wizard; I could feel magic glinting off him.  He wore robes, nothing fancy, but good for traveling and belted at the waist.  He carried a staff and a pack, and seemed to be lost in thought.
 
   Another item of interest was a sedan chair; the lady in the sedan chair was only momentarily visible as curtains swayed, but she, too, seemed to be a sorceress of some sort.  The chair was borne on the shoulders of four wooden men, apparently statues animated for the purpose.  It looked pretty comfortable, if unusual.
 
   I also noted two items of air traffic.  One flying carpet—a very fat fellow on it—and one giant bird apparently made of smoke, a rider astride its neck.  I avoided both of these as best I could; I didn’t want to be spotted.  Neither of them seemed to be looking for me.  The fat man seemed worried.  The bird’s rider was too far away to see an expression, even with the aid of my mini-binoculars.  His body language suggested he was urging his unearthly mount to greater efforts at speed.
 
   It was coming up on sunset when I started to get up and slither back into the woods.  I froze at the sound of rapid hoofbeats.  A dozen men in half-plate and chainmail came at a brisk pace down the road, looking determined and somewhat hostile.  Each bore the device of the Fist on their tabards.
 
   I thought about it for several seconds, then decided to wait until after sunset to follow them.  At night, I should have no trouble—and I did not want to be caught in the light so near to sunset.
 
   So I returned to my hideaway and slipped into the body bags.  Sunset did its worst, prickling and tickling and sending the armies of ants crawling all over me.
 
   I got up, stowed my port-a-coffin, and ran after the horsemen.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, AUGUST 31ST
 
    
 
   I’m going to start shifting days at sunset.  This midnight stuff is too confusing, and my watch tells me this place has days twenty-two hours, eighteen minutes long or thereabouts.  Which means my calendar is also going to get out of whack if I’m here long enough… wherever “here” is… 
 
   Anyway, I ran down the horsemen.  Sounds silly to have a man on foot chasing men on horseback, but I’m not exactly a human being any more, so that’s okay.  Besides, they came to a stop.
 
   I would guess there had been a group of wagons, about fourteen or so, pulled into a large, cleared area off the roadside.  I’m sure there were a couple of fires for cooking and for light.  For all I know there could have been a dozen men and women dancing around them, children playing or eating their supper, and a fiddler or two.
 
   Now the fires were much larger as the wagons burned.  Men and women and, yes, children were moaning wounded, unconscious, or dead.  The horsemen were firing the last wagon as I came into view.  The smell of burning wood, burning flesh, and burning hair were strong in the night air, and I could see the pillars of dark smoke rising into the still sky.
 
   The leader shouted commands at his men and lobbed a torch into the last wagon, then mounted up.  It looked as though they had lost none of their number, although one was favoring a leg.  They all wore swords, but each was carrying a crossbow—all leveled now at the wagon just starting to burn.
 
   I didn’t see any weapons among the fallen, unless you count a couple of large sticks.
 
   They waited until the flames were going well inside the last wagon.  The ones on foot remounted their horses, then wheeled away and rode back toward town.  I could feel them as they passed; there was something similar to them, much like the assassins sent after me.  It was a fiery glow around them, something that would burn me, I felt sure.  But it was softer, less intense.  More of a campfire than a blowtorch.
 
   A campfire can still burn you.  I didn’t like it a bit.
 
   Still, they passed by in, if anything, more of a hurry going back than coming out.  The horses were all tired, and the men equally so—but they laid in with a will, as though pursued by the Devil.
 
   Considering that night had already fallen, in other circumstances they might have been right.
 
   Still… there were other things on my mind besides killing miscellaneous troops.  Well, okay, that was on my mind, but how to go about it was what dominated.  And here were the wounded and the dead…
 
   I came into the light to look them over.  Tendrils of power uncoiled and reached, touching the bodies and reaching through them while the wagons burned.  I reached into the wagons as well, through the fires, just in case.  Altogether, I found four wounded.  The rest were dead.
 
   Waste not, want not, as the saying goes.  I drank from the wounds carefully, getting blood without brilliance from the dead, then turned to the living ones.  Two were going to die shortly; that much was apparent.  One, a young girl no more than fourteen, was already sinking into the final blackness.  So I took her, drained her of that living spark, and watched the lights go out in the rooms of ruin and the house of dust.  
 
   The other, an average-sized fellow with a large stick of firewood near his hand, had blood in places it wasn’t supposed to go.  I could feel him leaking into his guts from the sword-wound through them; he was already pale, almost ashen, and cold to the touch.  I drank him too, drawing out that vital essence and watching it dim to nothing.  
 
   With each of them came a piece of them, becoming a part of me.  I felt the music of the fiddler, the song of the singer, the dancer’s movement, and the poet’s words hung like letters of gold on silver smoke.
 
   The remaining two were in doubt.  Left alone, they were probably dead; the man was badly cut across the face at an angle, a wicked slash that parted an eyebrow, the bridge of his nose, and the opposite cheek.  It provided a lot of blood, and the slash across his chest—nasty, deep, to the bone—had not been enough to seriously threaten his life.  But he looked like he was a dead man with all that gore.  
 
   I used dead men’s clothes to bandage his chest and face, then applied a small healing spell—one of the few I could recall; I had not been too interested in them at the time, and my previous incarnation had not been too devoted to their creation.
 
   The other was a woman.  Of the two, her life force was much stronger, her body being somewhat less damaged.  She had suffered a good blow to the skull.  The scalp under her black hair was also open to the bone from the edges of the weapon—I presume a sword that turned in the wielder’s hand—and provided enough blood to satisfy the murderers.  I touched the leaking places with tendrils of power to get a better idea of the damage; head wounds are tricky things.  The jagged edges of the skull fracture against my tendrils' touch was like licking sandpaper.  I felt the slow oozing of blood into her brain from even deeper damage, so I applied that healing charm a bit more precisely, wrapping it around the wound.
 
   They seemed stable enough when all was said and done, which presented me with a small dilemma.
 
   What now?
 
   With a sudden sense of realization and dread, I discovered I was now responsible for them.  Much like picking up a stray kitten and feeding it, I was now honor-bound to care for them until they could care for themselves.  While this struck me as something of an inconvenience, I thought better of it after a moment.  The situation had some small upsides to it.  If they lived—and I felt she would; his odds were worse, but still good—then they would be an invaluable source for learning the language and culture of the society into which I had been thrust.
 
   Okay, okay—into which I had unknowingly plunged myself.
 
   There wasn’t much to salvage from the fires; the wagons burned quite well.  There were a few cows and horses loose in the vicinity, but none seemed disposed to be helpful and return to the scene of bloodshed and fire.  So I was faced with the choice of either going to chase down a mount or two and leaving my newfound pets alone, or trying to move them by hand—an uncomfortable prospect at best.  And in his condition, possibly dangerous.  Hell, maybe for her, too.  Travis is the nurse, not me!
 
   The sound of an animal and the gleam of many eyes made my decision for me.  No leaving them alone.  There were wolves—or a boojum, maybe even a banth—within the wood.
 
   Instead, I drew the sword.  I hacked up the bodies of the fallen and tossed the pieces away from the burning wagons.  It was a chore and took some time, but it kept the hungry things from coming up to sniff at me or my new pets.  The sounds and sights of wolves and other things tearing flesh in the shadows of the trees gave a peculiar, surrealistic quality to the scene.  Was this really some place on another world, or was this merely madness?  Or perhaps this was Hell and I was damned.  Whatever, it seemed to me the night was something more than it was, and it made me afraid.  No, not of the wolves or of the night, but of something within me, because I responded, somehow, to the scene on a level I did not wish to examine too closely.  Another time, another time, I promised myself, hoping I would forget.
 
   The wolves were not at all unhappy, however.  They lingered after they had eaten their fill of the dead, sitting or lying, fat and satisfied, all around the dying fires.  They paced occasionally, or moved to a more comfortable patch of grass—always a little closer, drawing a ring about us as the burning wagons died to embers.  Other things stayed out of the firelight and occasionally had a momentary challenge with members of the wolf-pack, but the abundance of food made such contests mild.
 
   Then the lead wolf stepped into the shrinking ring of firelight and faced me.
 
   I looked at him.  He looked at me.  He snarled.
 
   I touched him with a tendril of power, lightly stroking his spirit.  The taste of an animal’s spirit is different from a man’s.  Less complex, less refined.  In terms of human food, it is the difference between waving a stick with meat on it through a campfire, and an eight-course meal presented by a European school for chefs as a final examination.  Still, there are times when all you want is a roasted chunk of meat.
 
   It laid its ears flat, whimpered, and backed away.  It didn’t know what I was, but it knew enough to realize that challenging me was a bad, bad idea.  Once he was out of the light, he turned, howling, and ran for it.  The rest of the pack was on its feet in an instant and chasing off with him.
 
   I tried to analyze what I was feeling.  Tasting the spirit of the wolf… it was… good, in a way.  It was the stirring of some primal instincts men have forgotten.  The smell of wind, the taste of flesh, the uncertainty of the hunt, the challenge of battle, the satisfaction of the kill, a different satisfaction from a belly full of good red meat, the vying for dominance and power within the pack.
 
   Every piece of a spirit or soul or life-energy—or whatever you want to call it—brings a tiny fragment of itself to become part of me.  This did not inspire me to howl at the moon or run naked through the forest, but it did make something within me stir in response.  Are we all beasts?  Are human beings just animals that have learned to think?  Possibly.  I knew there was something of an animal in my own heart.
 
   Again, it was not something I wanted to explore right then.  I had too much to do.
 
   I watched them go before I started looking for some smaller trees or larger branches.  I built a large travois, a triangle of two long branches and several smaller ones.  This I bound together with belts and bits of harness, then covered over with the clothes of the dead.  
 
   This is not as easy as I make it sound.
 
   After loading both my charges on this, I began to drag them along—no real destination in mind, but definitely away from the scene.  I headed away from the road immediately; the ground was chewed up enough that the twin scars the travois left behind might be missed.  I hoped.
 
   My passengers were heavy, but I was well-fed and strong.  What slowed me down was the twisting path I had to take to avoid undergrowth and close-spaced trees.  I kept going until nearly morning and wasn’t a bit tired.  I stopped when the man moaned; I put the travois down.
 
   “Are you awake?” I asked, moving to the rear.  He opened the eye that wasn’t covered in bandages, stared at me with it, and then made a weak gesture:  thumb and little finger held out from the fist.  He directed it at me and said something—I believe he would have been forceful if he hadn’t been quite so beaten up.
 
   “Sorry, old fellow,” I replied.  “I don’t quite understand.  I almost feel as if I should; doubtless my recent meals are helping with that.  So you lie down and rest.”
 
   I took out my canteen and unscrewed the top.  Mentally, I thanked Travis for insisting I bring some mortal survival equipment.  I poured a little of the water into my hand so he could see it, then drank from my hand.
 
   It made me queasy, but it stayed down.  I doubt I could have held it down if I’d had much more of it.  File that away under “only blood at night,” as a reminder.  Eat what I like during the day, drink wine, water, or Grandma’s Herbal Cure-All, but only blood at night!  I held out the canteen toward him; he shook his head.  I put it away and moved to take up the travois again, slogging on into the woods.
 
   He asked me a question.  I knew it was a question.  I couldn’t tell what it was, though, so I ignored it and kept going.  Presently, I heard him weeping.  I suppose I might have too, if I had been hacked across the face and left for dead amid the slaughter of my family and friends.
 
   It was getting on toward morning when I came to a creek.  It looked to be about hip-deep and maybe twenty feet across, with cut banks and a lot of smooth rocks at the bottom.  I could see small fish.
 
   Good enough.  I put down the travois and got to work, pulling down vines and branches.  A lean-to isn’t hard to make, just time-consuming.  Build two, facing each other, and you have something that looks a lot like a tent and is pretty good at keeping the rain off.  I had time to get all the branches I could want and set the main poles before sunrise started to get close.
 
   I did my best with some stick figures in the dirt and a lot of hand-waving to tell him to stay here.  I was fairly certain he wasn’t going to go anywhere, but it never hurts to make sure.  I set off into the bush at a good clip, heading off to find a bit of privacy; I doubted that either of them would take kindly to the idea of a dayblood—and I didn’t want to be forced to sit still where they could just unzip me.  It would be more than just embarrassing.
 
   I found a good spot and got out the bags.  Sunrise came and went.  I packed up the bags again and jogged back to my human pets, resolving on the way back to have a bath.
 
   He might have been in pain—surely he was—but he wasn’t willing to lie still.  He had dragged himself to a tree, leaned up against it, and was tying a large twig of pine needles to a length of straight branch.
 
   “Buddy, you’re one of the toughest men I’ve ever known,” I said.  He looked up, saw I was smiling, and showed his teeth in return; I can’t really call it a smile, but I give him an A-for-effort.
 
   I let him tie stuff together and I helped.  We started language lessons at that point, too; Rethven, he called it.  I learned his name was Ubar, and the lady—still unconscious—was a relative of some sort whose name was Utai.  We also traded a lot of nouns.  Tree, rock, water… and then more difficult things, like pine, oak, maple, creek, river, boy, girl.  Verbs required a lot more drawing and hand-waving; I decided most of them could wait until the necessary effort wasn’t damaging to him.
 
   I was surprised, however, at how easily I remembered each of the things he taught me.  My suspicion that my recent meals had carried some of their language with them felt nearly a certainty now.  I’d had examples—my first meal had brought a lot of financial information with him; things I could not put into words, but seemed familiar whenever I came across such things again.  They were like lessons learned long ago, now almost forgotten.  Familiarity without proficiency.
 
   After he finished a length of branch for roofing—I had done about two and a half, but he wasn’t feeling well and was also trying to answer me about objects—I took them and assembled them into something resembling a structure.
 
   It took a while.
 
   We took several breaks; I checked his wounds and found they had grown visibly better.  He was still going to have a major scar, but I was fairly sure the eye wasn’t damaged.  His chest was much better, too.  If that kept up, he would be well in a week.  That didn’t jibe with what I recalled as normal for that spell—at least not the description of that spell; I’d never tried it before.  I guess I got some overkill.  Or overheal.
 
   I made a mental note to be stingier with power whenever I had recently eaten.  Apparently my sense of scale was distorted.  Like a person who is used to normal gravity who is suddenly on the Moon; he is six times stronger than he’s used to, and a simple step is a sizable jump!  
 
   His—sister?  Cousin?  Tribe member?—Utai was still unconscious.  I didn’t fool around with any spells to probe her physical structure; I didn’t know any.  It would have to wait until nightfall before I could look inside with vampire tendrils.  But her breathing was strong and her heart regular.
 
   Unfortunately, she was also quite unconscious.  I had to clean her up.
 
   This, surprisingly, brought out Ubar’s defensive nature.  He spoke to me sharply when I started to undress her and was not at all mollified when I showed him the soiled clothes.  I had to threaten him physically before he shut up.  But I did clean her and then moved her to a pile of leaves where the lean-to would eventually cover her.  Meanwhile, I covered her over with the clothes from the travois.
 
   “Ubar, I’d have let you do it, but you’re in no shape to pick her up, turn her, and so on,” I said, knowing he wouldn’t understand; but my tone was gentle and apologetic.  “Please don’t be angry.”
 
   He was, though.  He said something to me and I caught the words for “man” and “woman” and figured I wasn’t supposed to see her naked.  Well, tough.
 
   I left him with lean-to materials at hand and went down to the creek.  I needed to refill my canteen and to wash out her soiled things.  While I was doing laundry, I had myself a bath—sword and pistol in reach on a handy rock.  I had forgotten about the facepaint until I rubbed water on my face and black and green came off on by hands.  I got the facepaint off with some scrubbing; I can only imagine what Ubar was thinking when he first saw me.
 
   When I got back, he had made little progress on the lean-to, but seemed to have made a lot of mental progress; he looked glad to see me.  I hung up her clothes on the lean-to poles as he greeted me.  I hailed him in return and he seemed very pleased.
 
   We got to serious work on that shelter.  There was a layer of pine needles, then a layer of oak and maple branches, then another layer of pine needles.  If that didn’t keep rain out, we couldn’t do it.  I started in on the other half of the shelter—I can’t call it a lean-to when it’s more like a full roof—when Ubar called a halt.
 
   Another language lesson followed; I learned a lot of words about hunger, food, and eating.  I was also pretty sure I had nailed down the word for “please.”  I had been ignoring the gut rumbles of my own stomach—not an unnatural hunger; I’d fed well last night—but a typical one.  Ubar and Utai were healing rather rapidly for mortals; doubtless they were both famished.
 
   I got out a couple of MRE entrees—I hadn’t brought the full brown bags, just the smaller, green ones to save space—and poured water in the packages to heat them.  Ubar looked surprised and watched in fascination.  When I opened them up and handed him one, he looked impressed.  I confess the chicken isn’t too impressive; it must have been the whole idea of using water to heat the things that did it.
 
   We finished a layer of pine needles on the second side and called it quits on that score; it would keep out most rain and the wind, and that was good enough for now.  I helped him into the shadow of the shelter and made him lie down.  As I suspected, he was asleep soon.
 
   It seemed like a good idea to conserve calories.  So I did, too.
 
    
 
   When I woke up, there was a cat looking at us.
 
   Well, it was feline.  It looked to be about three feet long, not counting the tail, and reminded me of a cougar.  It was mainly dark brown with greenish stripes.
 
   I looked at it.  It looked at me.  We both held very still.
 
   Slowly, I drew one of my pistols.  It growled, tail flicking low.  I worked the action and then pointed it, taking aim.  It flexed, slightly, crouching lower.
 
   I put a bullet between its eyes.
 
   I’ve fired several pistols before, from .22 caliber to one .44 Magnum.  The kick doesn’t bother me and the noise is just loud.  But it was always at paper targets or cans.  This was the first chance I’d had to see the effects of a .45 automatic with hollow points at close range.
 
   And I thought swords made a mess.  Ick.
 
   I made a mental note: This is not my world.  There are dangers here I don’t begin to guess.
 
   The cat—or what was left of it—collapsed on the spot.  Ubar woke immediately, looking wild-eyed and panicky.  I reassured him.  With a dead predator handy it was easy; it helped that he could see it was, most definitely, dead.
 
   Utai moaned and stirred.
 
   We were both solicitous.  She muttered and mumbled and Ubar spoke to her.  I only caught occasional words and failed to follow; I let him handle it.
 
   Meanwhile, I looked over the cat’s remains.  I wondered if it was worthwhile to skin it and eat it.
 
   Nothing ventured…
 
   I strung it up by the rear feet and gutted it, taking care not to pierce the intestines.  I’ve helped dress out a deer before; this was different in detail if not in gross.  It was a bloody, messy job, and I don’t doubt a real woodsman would have finished in a quarter of the time it took me—and would have been a lot less messy about it.  I ruined it as a skin, I’m afraid.  Still, it looked like catburgers for dinner.
 
   Ubar was already piling small sticks together.  Apparently he was hungry again, but he wasn’t complaining.  He was also doing a lot better; he moved more quickly and with less pain.  I stopped him anyway and made him wait while I dug a hole with my knife.  We built the fire in the hole.  I didn’t want a lot of light to give us away at night.  I also roamed fairly far afield to find all the driest wood possible—smoke could be bad, too.
 
   We feasted on broiled cat; Utai ate some as Ubar fed her.  I took that for a very good sign and resolved to double-check her as soon as night fell.
 
   Ubar and I then discussed a bit.  Apparently the creature was a tuva, and quite dangerous.  Since it was coming up on sunset, I pointed at the fire, made sure several long branches were sticking out of the hole in easy reach, and handed him my knife.  Then I pointed at the blood, sniffed several times, and made a growl-and-hiss while raking my fingers like claws.
 
   He nodded, grasping immediately that there might be more than one.  I pointed at my eye and made walking motions in pantomime.  He looked puzzled, then got the idea—I would go look around while he kept guard with a flaming stick.
 
   I headed off into the bush and back to my hidey-hole to wait out the sunset.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 1ST
 
    
 
   First thing out of the bag, I sent out rolling tendrils all over the place.  I reached out like an uncurling flower, looking for any more of those cats.  Found one, too; it was coming upwind, following the scent of blood.  I reached into it, hooked its spirit with the claws of my tendrils, and fed on it.
 
   I felt the impulse to lick my fingers afterward.  That gave me a shiver.
 
   I went down to the stream instead; the water was cold but I needed another bath.  Anything that wanted to bother me could brace me in the middle of the water at night, when I could see it coming.  It was safer for me—and more comfortable—to bathe during the darkness; I resolved to try and stick to that.
 
   Nothing bothered me.  I washed up.  A few moments of concentration were all it took to dry out my now-washed clothes.  The bloodstains might never come out, but at least they weren’t sticky or itchy.
 
   Ubar was awake and vigilant; he spotted me as I walked up to the campfire.  I said, “Tuva” and held up one finger, then made a throat-cutting gesture.  Ubar nodded and relaxed a bit.  I checked his wounds—still healing nicely—and then checked Utai’s.  Ubar made no protest, instead turning his attention to cooking.  That he was still hungry was not surprising.  I gave him my canteen and he drank a lot of it.
 
   Utai was doing much better.  Her eyes focused and she seemed more aware—more dazed than comatose.  I carefully felt her head, both with fingers and with tendrils.  The bone had knit, mostly, and the skin had mended well.  She would probably have a pair of thin, parallel scars under her hair, but that was better than the alternative.  The important thing was the inside of her skull seemed to be coming together nicely.  I couldn’t detect anything out of place—and her life energies were flowing peacefully, not leaking out or “sparking” across broken areas.  I was hoping that meant everything was going to be all right.
 
   I made a couple of trips to the creek to refill my canteen and let them drink, then stood guard at a modest distance while they managed to make a joint latrine call.  After Ubar’s initial reaction, I thought it best to let them do for each other rather than risk antagonizing or embarrassing either.  After that, they both ate some more.  Utai, especially, seemed starved; she’d gone a lot longer without eating.  Afterward, they both seemed stronger.
 
   Since Utai was sleepy again, Ubar and I continued with language lessons.  I bit down on my dislike for mind-affecting things; I deliberately touched his mind with tendrils, lightly, listening as he spoke.  I was very careful not to do anything to it—this was more on the order of getting an X-ray instead of doing surgery.  It wasn’t “all right,” but the slow way we were progressing frustrated the hell out of me.  Touching and listening—that made things much easier; no more guessing.  Or, at least, much more confident guesses.  We made a lot of progress.  My vocabulary was growing like a weed near a manure pile.
 
   Ubar gradually got tired.  I let him sleep.  I was busy letting language wander around in my head, trying to think in it.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 3RD
 
    
 
   It’s been another couple days of recuperation and language lessons; both have progressed nicely!
 
   Both Utai and Ubar are up and about; Utai is much better off.  Ubar still has a nasty scar on his chest and some muscle damage—he can’t bring his left arm in toward his chest with any force, but I have hopes it will get better.  His face is no longer bandaged, but he will have that scar for the rest of his life, as well as a nose nobody will ever call pretty.  Utai has scars hidden in her hair and no other injuries.  I guess the soldiers didn’t really want to hack a pretty lady to pieces.
 
   Between the two of them, we’ve managed to get my vocabulary to somewhat over two thousand words.
 
   I would have said it was impossible.  I have no talent for languages.  I know enough German to get into trouble, enough French to swear effectively, and enough Latin to sound impressive, but that’s about it.  But I’d never consumed someone who spoke any of those languages as a native language.  I wonder if someone who spoke several languages would have the same effect on all of them, or if the native tongue would be stronger?  Not an experiment I want to try, as such, but something to note.
 
   Ubar and Utai were impressed at my facility with Rethven, to say the least.
 
   “You learn our language as though you had but forgotten it,” Ubar said, once.
 
   “It feels that way,” I replied.  “It seems as though I should know it.  Like I can almost remember the words I want to say.”
 
   Unfortunately, with increased facility and fluency came questions.  About myself, and about their gata, or extended family.
 
   “I didn’t see what happened to them,” I admitted.  “What do you recall?”
 
   Utai shook her head.  “Horsemen rode up after we encamped and started killing; I was struck and fell.”
 
   Ubar nodded.  “I saw her fall.  These were soldiers of the Hand of Light.  They called us consorts of darkness and allies to evil as they killed us.  I do not know why.”
 
   I sighed.  “I can’t tell you either.  I know there was some sort of excitement back in that city—what’s it called?”
 
   “Telen.”
 
   “Telen, yes.  Thank you.  There were alarms and shouting all that night before.  Might that have had something to do with it?”
 
   “I have no idea.”
 
   “Nor I,” Utai added.
 
   I shrugged.  “Whatever the case, when I came on the scene they were firing the last of the wagons and mounting up in a hurry.  The sun had just gone down and they were heading back toward Telen as fast as their horses could go.”
 
   Ubar shook his head.  “It makes no sense.”
 
   Utai looked thoughtful.  “Perhaps it does.”
 
   We both looked at her.  “Oh?” Ubar asked.
 
   “Do you recall Ulegba’s stories about the na’irethed?”
 
   The word na’irethed wasn’t familiar; we hadn’t covered it in my language lessons.
 
   “Of course,” he said.  “Everyone knows children’s stories.”
 
   “She once told me the stories were true—there used to be na’irethed, and they ruled the world before the Hand of Light hunted them.”
 
   Ah.  Vampires, obviously.  The assassin had called me a marivel; I guess I need to review more insults with Ubar and find out what it means.
 
   “She would,” he said, disdainfully.  “She loved to tell stories.”
 
   Utai slapped him across the chest, not hard, but he winced.
 
   “She insisted this was true!  She told me there had been na’irethed who were kind, as well as marivel—” Well, so much for my idea that it was just an insult.  More than one kind of vampire, maybe?—“and that our gata had been allied with one of the na’irethed.  He cared for us and helped us, and we helped him and hid him from the dawn.  But the Hand of Light did not care.  They slew all the marivel and na’irethed together.”
 
   “Right, right, right,” he said, rubbing his chest.  “So?”
 
   “So, the stories say the na’irethed fled from the Hand of Light.  They went through a door of shadows through which the light could not follow.  Maybe one of them came back through the door.”
 
   I felt something like a centipede go running down my spine.  It couldn’t have been a centipede, of course; any centipede that cold would shatter.  If that was only a guess, I was going to get paranoid very quickly.
 
   Then again, maybe it wasn’t that far out; she obviously spent a lot of time listening to stories from this Ulegba.  And here I was, a stranger in odd clothes, bearing strange devices.  For all I knew, touching her brainstem with my tendrils had given her some unconscious clue as to what I was and where I was from.  I just didn’t know enough about it.
 
   Someday, I promised myself, I’m going to sit down and figure me out.  Now I know why the former me spent so much time and effort on studying vampires!
 
   “Maybe,” Ubar said.  “And what if one did?  So what?  Do you think it will be the one we were ‘allies’ with?” he asked, sounding scornful.  “Or is it more likely that the Hand is starting up another one of its purges?”
 
   Utai looked so disappointed.  “A purge, yes.  That’s much more likely.”
 
   “So,” I broke in, “if there is a purge going on, what exactly does that entail?”  Could be a bad time to be even a mundane stranger, much less a bloodsucking fiend of the night.
 
   “The Hand will kill heretics, blasphemers, and unbelievers,” Ubar replied, “or, at least, those who do not shout their faith loudly enough.  People who are known to be less than faithful will find their land and property seized by the Church of the Light and themselves either killed outright or purified by pain.  This will continue until the Hand is satisfied that ‘evil and corruption’ have been destroyed.”  He sounded disgusted.
 
   “What is the difference between the Hand and the Church?”
 
   “The Church is the main organization.  The Hand is part of it.”
 
   “So what is the Hand supposed to do?”
 
   Utai spat, “It does all that.  It is supposed to hunt down evil and corruption and destroy it, root and branch,” she said, and her voice broke.  I looked at her and she looked away.  She rose, still facing away from us both, and walked away.
 
   I looked at Ubar.  “What?”
 
   He shook his head.  “Let her go.  She is a strong woman and will not shed tears where a stranger may see them.  It is not done.”
 
   I blinked at him.  “A stranger?”
 
   He hesitated, thinking, then said,  “You are not part of our gata.”
 
   I nodded.  “And?”
 
   “You are a stranger.”
 
   We took a linguistic distraction for what it was worth.  The word I had thought was “stranger”—tilar—was closer to the Japanese “gaijin.”  It meant “outsider” more than anything else, although there was also an implied “barbarian,” or “uncivilized person.”  “Stranger,” merely a person one does not know, was timat.
 
   “So I am not a member of your gata.  I see.  And that’s why she cannot cry in front of me?”
 
   “Exactly.”
 
   “Okay.  I can understand the tilar/timat difference, but why is it a woman cannot weep in front of someone not part of her gata?”
 
   “It is not done.”
 
   I suppose every culture has customs that seem odd to outsiders.  Kissing a woman’s hand would be perfectly acceptable in an English ballroom; doing so in Baghdad could get you killed
 
   “All right.  I’ll take extra time tonight, when I’m hunting.  You two can talk and she can cry on you if she needs to.  Tomorrow I’d like to go back to the place and look over the remains. You two can start thinking about what you want to do.”
 
   Ubar nodded.  “I would like to see what is left.”
 
   “Then we’ll get an early start tomorrow—just after dawn.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   I spent a goodly portion of the rest of the day discussing politics—and avoiding questions about how Ubar and Utai and their gata fit into everything.  Ubar isn’t exactly a political theorist, but since when does the average man on the street know the details of how his government works?  He gave me the gist of it.
 
   The country I’m in is, technically, a feudal monarchy complete with lesser nobles, knights, guilds, peasants, serfs, and slaves.  His Majesty has a few problems with absolutism.  First, there was a Court of Nobles.  Second, there’s the Church.  Third—and increasingly—there are the wizards.
 
   This is the gist of it.
 
   The Court of Nobles functions a lot like a Senate, I think; they can overturn a decree of the sovereign by a two-thirds majority.  They could also pass a law with or without the Royal Seal of Approval by the same margin.  The King presides over the Court of Nobles and runs the day-to-day affairs of the kingdom, commands in war, and so forth.
 
   The Church is not part of the government; it is, however, highly influential.  As a whole, it commands a lot of popular support.  Getting into a good afterlife is generally high on people’s lists of Things To Do.  The idea of eternal damnation was never popular.  The Church is also rich.  Really rich.  So rich it needs big, solid, stone castles to keep people from thinking about it too hard.  Apparently a few centuries of steady tithing does wonders.
 
   The wizards were becoming more of an influence in the last decade or so because they were becoming more unified.  The local society was already using a guild system; the wizards, instead of being independents, were starting to realize how useful it could be to have other wizards to help out with some projects, share information, trade spells, and the like.  Magic was becoming more commonplace and more necessary to society.
 
   Ubar used two words for wizards, both hetu and hetaru.  In context, it seemed that the hetu weren’t sticking together, while the hetaru were wizards trying to form a union.  I also gathered that everyone believed in magic in a very matter-of-fact way.  They believed in magic the same way people in my world believe in electricity.
 
   Not that all of this helped as such, but I felt more comfortable knowing what might or might not blend in, as well as what to expect.
 
   “So where do you fit in?” I asked.  Ubar smiled widely and gestured broadly, without even a wince.
 
   “We fit wheresoever we wish.  We are gata, and we go wherever we will.  There are no borders to us, for we live within the whole world.”
 
   “No borders?” I asked.
 
   “Well, there are often persons who would presume to manufacture one and so trouble us, but we try to humor them.”
 
   “Oh,” said I, and I asked more questions.
 
   The gata were a combination of circus, tinkers, traders, and witches.  They provided entertainment in small towns and villages, provided minor services—repairing pots and tools, shoeing horses, and other things a village blacksmith might do if the village had one, and if he had the time—and traded various things, such as cloth, garments, and jewelry.  Traveling wizards were the main source of magic for smaller towns and villages, but the gata did some fortune-telling, minor charms for continued health or for conceiving children—subtle things.  They often performed music or small plays.  Utai was a dancer and the whole gata had worked to keep her looking her best; she was a major source of income.  Ubar was a musician, one of the three that played while she danced.  They both had other functions within the gata, but I gathered those were their main occupations.
 
   I considered this to be fortunate; since my two strays had some experience outside the normal lines of the system they should be invaluable in keeping me from getting colored in as a dark thing of evil. 
 
   Of course, most people would agree I am a dark thing of evil, but I don’t see it that way.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 4TH
 
    
 
   I took a lot longer in hunting for something to eat; I wanted to preview the remains of the gata. During the day, Utai had been combing the woods for edibles, I provided meat, and Ubar continued to recuperate.  His injuries were the more grossly severe of the two, although Utai’s would have been the most difficult to treat by normal means.  Go me!
 
   While out hunting, I went back to the wagons for a bit.  The remains were cold and there was nothing really left.  Passerby had obviously scrounged whatever hadn’t burned, but it looked like the fires had destroyed nearly everything.
 
   I doubted that Utai would take it well.  Ubar wouldn’t be too pleased, either.
 
   Farther down the road—away from Telen—I saw thin pillars of smoke in the still air, as of many small fires.  The sky looks quite odd to vision that cannot see darkness; I don’t know how to describe it.  It isn’t black, but rather nothing-colored.  Regardless, things in the night sky do tend to stand out.
 
   Sword in hand, I headed down the road to investigate.
 
   A largish space had been cleared to either side of the road; a dozen tents were up on each side.  Soldiers stood guard or patrolled the perimeter of the camp.  I knew they were soldiers; they wore brigandine armor and carried swords.  Peasant militia would not be so well-equipped.  At least, I don’t think they would.
 
   I couldn’t tell if they were coming from or going to town.  Or, for that matter, what they were here for.  But what bothered me was the sense of a priest.  In the largest tent I could sense him—or them.  It was like seeing the glow of a fire through the cloth; it shone through.
 
   A small army sponsored by the church?  Why?  Looking for me, perhaps?
 
   No answer.  
 
   However, traveling might prove more difficult if the roads were being patrolled or guarded.  We could hardly admit we were gata who had been assaulted by Church troops.  Some other cover story would be needed.
 
   I faded back into the woods, found some squirrels—it was simple; I could smell them, enspell gravity down a bit, leap lightly and silently up into the tree, snatch, and move on—and returned to my campsite.
 
   Ubar and Utai were talking.  I didn’t intend to eavesdrop, but my hearing is appallingly acute at night.
 
   “I think he is a dark wizard.”
 
   Ubar agreed with, “Perhaps he is; but he has been kind to us.”
 
   “True enough.  We owe him our lives.  We cannot betray him.”
 
   “But you do not wish to aid him.”
 
   “No.  There is that about him that makes me wish we had died rather than be indebted.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   Utai hesitated and so did I.  I moved to a place where I could see them.
 
   “He is not all of this world.  Something about his garb, his weapons, his gear… and his self.  He does not sleep that I have seen.  And have you ever heard such a barbarous tongue?”
 
   “No.  Not even from the savages beyond the Eastrange.”
 
   “There is that which makes me think he is not entirely human.”
 
   “Fae-kin, perhaps?”
 
   Utai shook her head, dark hair falling in waves about her face.
 
   “No.  Or not of the fairer kind.  I have a touch of the sight from my own fae blood.  His is something darker.”
 
   Ubar stroked his chin; he had a short growth of beard since he had not asked to borrow anything with which to shave.
 
   “Demonic?”
 
   “I do not know.  I do not think so, but I do not know.”
 
   “Then what would you have us do?  Simply leave him?”
 
   “Yes,” she replied, definitely.
 
   “Now?’  Ubar sounded startled.
 
   She shook her head reluctantly.  “No… not immediately.  Perhaps in a day or two, when we have reached another town.  Bildar was to be our next stop?”
 
   “Yes, it was.  And may yet be.  Why leave him then?”
 
   “He can make his own way, as can we.  He saved our lives; we taught him language.  We will also show him to a town and see him established as a traveler who wishes to rest.  Then we can leave in good conscience.”
 
   I chuckled to myself.  Lost kittens, indeed!  They were worried about their obligation to me.
 
   “Fairly spoken.  It shall be as you say, sister.”
 
   Sister?  I wondered.  Perhaps it was literal, but possibly it was a usage common to anyone within a gata.  I started crunching through leaves, heading toward the camp.  Ubar lay back and Utai poked up the fire.
 
   “Evening, all.”  I presented Utai with the squirrels; she started skinning them and dressing them out.  Her knife wasn’t sharp enough to shave with, but her skill with it far exceeded mine.  “So, ready to take off in the morning?”
 
   “Yes, of course,” Utai replied, smiling at me.  I silently complimented her on the ability to smile charmingly at someone while plotting behind his back.
 
   Utai paled, but her smile never faltered.
 
   I smiled back.  Somehow, I knew she caught that rogue thought.  Maybe she was just sensitive—that Sight she had mentioned—or maybe I wanted her to know and had projected.  Whatever the case, she knew, and I knew she knew.
 
   I nodded and sat down on a rock.
 
   “So, what sort of cover do we want for our trip to Bildar?  There are Church troops along the road, and I don’t know why.  I doubt they’ll be too friendly to you or me, given that they tried to kill you a few days ago.”
 
   Ubar put his hands behind his head; he had missed the momentary byplay with Utai.
 
   “I would suggest we avoid the road until the forest ends; after that, we are merely traveling together.  I am a musician, she is a dancer, and you are a wizard.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Not a very good wizard, I hasten to add.  But where is your instrument?”
 
   Ubar looked utterly woebegone.  “Alas, I have none remaining; one night while drinking it was inadvertently destroyed.”
 
   “A pity,” I agreed.  “And why do you travel to Bildar?”
 
   “I seek employment for my sister, who is a dancer, and we hope to recover enough of fortune to purchase a new instrument for myself.”
 
   “Good plan.  And I’m along for the trip, three being safer than two, or one alone?”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   I nodded. “Sounds good.  All right; I’ll hunt something for breakfast before dawn and we’ll head out after that.”
 
   “Excellent.  What shall we say is your reason for bearing such a blade?” he asked, nodding at Firebrand.
 
   “I need a reason?” I asked.
 
   “You are not a knight,” he said, as though that explained everything.  It didn’t.  Or not completely.
 
   “I have to be a knight to carry a sword?”
 
   “Such a one, yes.  Guardsmen are permitted sharmi—” shar meaning sword and mi used as a diminutive, making the word equivalent to a small sword, “for their duties, and some may carry bows.  Only a knight may bear heavier weapons when not on a battlefield.”
 
   I’m rather attached to the sword.  I admit it.
 
   “They’ll have to take it from me.  It’s been in my family for generations.”
 
   Ubar pricked up his ears.  Even Utai looked interested.
 
   “You have noble blood in your ancestry?”
 
   I thought about it.  “The first owner of this sword was a lord of his own lands,” I replied.  Well, he was.  Sasha had said as much.  “It has been passed down to me across centuries in an unbroken line of blood.”  Literally, it was the truth… just minus a few additional details.
 
   “Where are his lands?” Utai asked.
 
   “In a region of far-distant mountains.  He was overthrown by a rebellion, but I may reclaim them, someday, if I ever find both time and men for it.”
 
   Ubar and Utai looked at each other.  Utai nodded, slightly.  Ubar shrugged.
 
   “Very well,” Ubar said.  “Say as much to any who ask and perhaps nothing will come of it.  But be warned:  any knight who makes an issue of your arms will likely not take you at your word for your heritage.”
 
   “I’ll bear that in mind and be ready to run.”
 
   “Wise,” Utai answered.
 
   I looked at Utai and thought at her, And, if so, you will be rid of me that much quicker.  Don’t be afraid; I will be sad to see you go, but I will not contest it.  I would rather you did not bring attention down on me, if you can avoid it..
 
   Utai dropped her gaze and threw more wood on the fire.
 
    
 
   Hiking is not that terribly strenuous when compared to, say, mountain climbing.  Or jogging; I’d much rather hike than jog.  Even swimming takes more effort.
 
   But it wears on one.  Not quickly, but definitely.  And over the broken terrain of a forest floor, combined with the necessity of hacking through vines, climbing fallen logs, jumping small streams, and a whole host of other minor details, that adds up to a major pain.
 
   Fortunately, we were traveling light.
 
   There was a brief stop at the wide spot in the road where the wagons had burned.  I left them alone for a few minutes while they looked around, touched the ruins, gathered in the reality that things had changed. 
 
   I still didn’t feel I’d blend in.  My boots were laced up, not pull-ons.  My backpack was okay, except it had a lot of pouches and odd buckles.  My swordbelt was in period, at least… except it was a monster of a blade and bound to cause talk.  The rest of my clothes were a mixture of things I’d used to build a travois—at least, anything that came close enough to fitting.  I work with what I have, though. 
 
   We made some good distance that day, with me in the lead to break trail.  The blade—named “Firebrand,” I recalled—did a fine job as a machete.  It also apparently noticed; something about it led me to believe it was not pleased at vine-chopping duty.  Maybe it was the singed smell that came from the severed ends of plant stems.  Whatever, in spots it was necessary.  At least I managed a lot more drill on both right- and left-handed cuts.
 
   By the end of the day we were all tired.  Ubar and Utai were more used to riding a wagon than to hiking, and I’d been carrying the gear while breaking trail.  As we traveled, they both gathered up the occasional edible from the forest around.  Don’t ask me what they were; I don’t know the names.  We built a small fire and cooked a lot of them together in a field cooking kit.
 
   Once again, I am making a note:  Do something nice for Travis.  If I ever see him again.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 6TH
 
    
 
   One good thing about reaching Bildar and losing my kittens is they don’t have to keep wondering why I’m never around at dawn or dusk.  It started getting difficult to come up with excuses to go away and be alone for a while!  Now I don’t have to cope with it.
 
   I wonder if I could have trusted them.  Maybe.  But right now I don’t trust anybody.
 
   Bildar is a small town by modern standards; quite large by local ones.  It has one wall surrounding it, about twelve feet high, and six gates.  It’s also surrounded by farmland and irrigated from a local river—the Quaen, I’m told.  Apparently the largish creek we had camped beside was a tributary into it.  Small amounts of traffic move along the river and there is a road leading out from each of the six gates.  Not a bad place for a merchant to set up shop.
 
   Utai and Ubar went their merry way after a brief discussion of cover stories.  I agreed I didn’t know them other than from a meeting on the road and off they went.  Ubar seemed somewhat less than fully happy with the idea, but I think Utai egged him on.
 
   My next order of business was money.  Every society has something it uses for a medium of exchange.  Maybe it’s barter or maybe it’s gold, but there’s always the idea of trading one thing for another.  And where there is money, there is a way to make it.  Or steal it.
 
   So I wandered around the streets of Bildar and played tourist.  I got the general layout of the place in daylight, and found a lot of different establishments including inns, a city hall, the local church, several posts for the local watchmen, and various craftsmen.  Nice place, except for the smell.  Open gutters were still the chief sewer; I managed to avoid being hit with the dumping of a chamber pot.
 
   I found myself hoping it rained frequently.
 
   First order of business: find employment.  It wasn’t as hard as you might think.  I walked into any shop I thought I might be useful to and asked, “Need any work done?”  Most of them said no.  But the blacksmith was all too willing to have a hand at the bellows.  With my mass and strength I did a lot better than he expected.  And the smithy, I must add, was without windows; aside from the forge, there wasn’t much in the way of light.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY SEPTEMBER 7TH
 
    
 
   I took a break around sunset, same time as the smith, and rested—and changed.  He paid me the equivalent of a penny—he called it a milling—for my wages and gave me black bread, a bowl of thin soup, and even thinner beer.  I accepted these and thanked him, disposing of them quickly when he was not handy to observe.  I regretted not being able to actually eat and drink them.  It seemed a waste.
 
   “That’s an int’resting blade you carry,” he said, indicating Firebrand; I’d hung it up on a peg, out of the way, along with my shirt.  Pumping a bellows can work up a sweat.  “I’ve never seen the like.”
 
   “Oh?”
“Aye.  Very nice.  Where did you get it?”
 
   “It’s an heirloom.  Been in the family for generations.”
 
   “Oh?  Grandsire was a knight?”
 
   “Ancestor, yes; not grandpa.”
 
   “How far back?”
 
   “I couldn’t say.”
 
   He nodded, but there was something behind his eyes.  “All right.”
 
   I didn’t stick around, despite his invitation to stay on another day or two—apparently I was good at making a lot of hot air.  No comments, please.  Instead, I went out into town and took root.
 
   Well, not exactly.  I extended tendrils into the ground and started them outward, flowing out around me.  I could feel the cobblestones under my boots, the filth in the gutters, the water in the well, the wooden doors, the stone, wood, plaster, and thatch of houses… I must have stood there for an hour, feeling outward at the whole city.  I didn’t get even a sizable percentage of the place in an hour; the farther out I stretched, the slower it went, and the more difficult it became to encompass it all.  But I deliberately selected a richer portion of town for my purpose.
 
   I didn’t find what I was looking for on the first try, so I moved down the street and tried again.  On the third try, I got lucky and found two people dying in their beds—and glad to be dying, glad to get it over with.
 
   Then I was the shadow in the night, the darkness behind the moon.  In ten minutes, I had touched both of them and consumed them, blood and spirit and spark—and wept, each time.  Not the sadness of seeing someone die, but happy tears.
 
   Sound odd?  Okay.  You haven’t understood death.  I’m not sure I have either.  Maybe I’ll try to explain it, sometime.
 
   Practical considerations, however, encouraged me to loot the bodies.  Rings—one quite fancy—and some money were the easy stuff.  I suppose I could have swiped a wardrobe or other furniture, but that would have involved a lot of moving and hauling, and there were people still in both houses I’d rather not wake.  I did manage to find some better-fitting clothes, though.
 
   I was going to leave town soon.  Bloodless corpses are a clue for the Church.  Lucky for me I’d found a hostler earlier that day to facilitate my departure.  I hurried in that direction.
 
   Damned if someone didn’t choose that moment to start screaming!
 
   I sighed inwardly.  It wasn’t coming from a house I’d targeted, so it must be a damsel in distress.  Why is it a damsel can never be in distress when it’s convenient?  Probably the same reason women go into labor at four A.M. on a weeknight.  Or it rains after you wash and wax the car.
 
   Damn you, Murphy.
 
   I changed course abruptly, drawing steel as I did so.  I caught a faint flicker of orange along the striations of the blade.  Whatever was in there was coming more awake gradually, over time.  Maybe because it was being carried around and used, rather than sitting on a shelf.  Or maybe it just liked killing things, plants notwithstanding.
 
   I wrapped a spell around myself.  Ignoring some gravity for the moment, I bounded to a rooftop and to look at what was going on.  On the far side of the building, three men were raping a dark-haired woman in the street.  Her companion was lying in a slowly-spreading pool of his own blood; the wind was at my back, so I could not smell it.  I could see he had no spark of life remaining.
 
   Lovely world.  The natives aren’t even friendly with each other.
 
   She tried to scream again as the second man took his turn.  The third knelt in front of her, kept her head in his arms, and set his forearm in her teeth as a crude gag.
 
   I shan’t repeat all they said, but I learned a few new idioms for sadistic encouragement to fight.  I also noted my understanding of the language seemed much easier.  More evidence of retaining things learned by my lunch.
 
   What got my keenest attention was, “Bite, you gata whore!  Go on!  That’s it!  Bite!”
 
   I sighed more heavily.  Yes, the fellow in his own blood did rather look like Ubar.  From the back, anyway.  I decided that, yes, it could be Utai with the men.
 
   Bounding off the roof, I remembered gravity and it remembered me.  I landed heels together in the center of the third guy’s back, just as the second was finishing.  I left the second guy alone—he was almost on top of Utai, and I came down awfully hard.  Instead, I brought Firebrand down on the skull of the first man as I landed.  The spine under my heels made a crunching sound and Firebrand made a sluutch! sound as it clove through the other’s head and down into the body.  Blood and other fluids splattered everywhere.  I stepped out of the remains of the man on whom I landed—I didn’t want to trip on the ribcage.  The man I’d split was lying on the ground.  His extremities twitched randomly.
 
   The man on top of Utai stared up at me; Utai just lay there, face-down, sobbing brokenly.
 
   I put the dripping point of Firebrand in the hollow of his left eye, next to the bridge of his nose.  His eyes crossed and he froze, staring at the blade.
 
   “Get up.”
 
   He got up very slowly and didn’t even bother to try and close his trousers.
 
   “Do you have any money?” I asked.
 
   “Ahhh… no.”
 
   “Pity.”
 
   I reached out with tendrils and took his life, draining him of all he was.  I wiped Firebrand on the dead men’s clothes, took the cloak from the one I had drained, wrapped up Utai—who screamed again and struggled blindly as I did so.
 
   I had to pause to shut her up.  I didn’t want to hit her; she was hurt enough.  I couldn’t physically keep her quiet and move with any speed.  Finally, I touched her spirit lightly to drain her a little, mainly to tire her out.  I hated having to do that—I don’t like manipulating people like that.  But it was either that or explain to the local cops.  I tried to ignore the sudden feeling of fear I got when I took some of her spirit.
 
   I bundled her up in my arms like a baby and ignored some gravity again.  Leaping tall—well, two-story—buildings in a single bound: That’s me.  All I needed was a red cape and a big fat bull’s-eye on my chest.
 
   Damn morals, anyway!  Well, damn ethics.  I don’t think I have much in the way of morals.  But I was raised to help a lady in distress, among other things, and that one took.  It’s caused me some problems over the years.  And then there was that whole touch-her-mind-and-keep-her-quiet thing!
 
   I was having some severely paranoid impulses.  Considering what I’d just drained from a terrified rapist and from Utai, it wasn’t surprising.  The flickering of terror wasn’t really fear, but it was still enough to give me a lot of worry.  I’m just glad there aren’t any shadows at night for me to jump at.
 
   We wound up hiding in a hayloft above a stable.  There I looked her over; she wasn’t too hurt, not physically—a couple of bruises, a split lip, a puffy eye.  I reached inside her with coils of power and touched what had been left within her.  I don’t know if anyone has ever had a dayblood act as a contraceptive before, but I figured it should work…
 
   A few minutes later I’d finished working my healing spell on her again.  She opened her eyes.
 
   “Feeling better?” I inquired.
 
   “Safer,” she replied, slurring slightly.  Her lip was still swollen.
 
   “Oh?  I thought you didn’t like me?”
 
   “I don’t.  But you would not save me if you wished to kill me.”
 
   I nodded.  “You’ve got me there.  What happened?”
 
   “They saw through our swindle,” she replied, simply.  
 
   “Ah.  And Ubar got knifed?”
 
   She nodded.  I wondered at her lack of emotion at the idea.  Shock?  No; I’d touched her emotions and sapped them.  A few hours from now and she might be a writhing bundle of remorse and despair, but for the moment she couldn’t get upset.  Heck, judging by her monotone she wouldn’t be feeling any sort of emotion until tomorrow.  I, on the other hand, was feeling rather disgusted with myself for giving in to convenience and doing it to her.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Okay.  What will you do now?”
 
   “I will probably wind up a dancing girl for some tavern for a while, unless I am lucky enough to be taken in by a noble who desires a concubine.”
 
   “What would you like to do?”
 
   “Go away from here.”
 
   “Would you prefer to travel with me or to go your own way?”
 
   She hesitated, thinking.  “I would rather go with you.”
 
   “Sounds like you aren’t sure.”
 
   “I am afraid of you.”
 
   I cocked my head to the side.
 
   “Why?” I asked.
 
   “You are not human.  You are a na’irethed.”
 
   “What, exactly, is a na’irethed?”
 
   “A master of the dark places.  A nightlord.”
 
   Hmm.  Okay, so, technically, I was right in assuming na’irethed meant vampire.  I like the idea of being a nightlord a little better.  It sounds less like a bloodsucking fiend.  But my recent snacks helped me understand the word.  Na was a prefix noting a sort of dominance, while irethed was a complex word that, literally, meant without light.
 
   “How do you know I’m not a marivel?”  
 
   “You move in daylight.”
 
   Seemed logical.  Marivel could be translated as hungry darkness.
 
   “Fair enough.  How else are marivel different from na’irethed?”
 
   “The marivel are evil.  Na’irethed are not always so.”
 
   Vampires come in many species.  Why should I be surprised there are at least two subgroups around here?  Or were two subgroups, anyway.
 
   “And what makes you think I’m one of these na’irethed?”
 
   “I have dreamed it.  I have Seen it.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I have dreamed of you.  I knew you when first I saw your face.  I have Seen it when I was out of myself, while I was being taken.  I saw the dark fire within you as you came down from the sky.”
 
   Hmmm, I thought.
 
   “Hmmm,” I said.  “And you would still travel with me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   She shrugged.  “One death is as good as another.  You acted to save me when you could, twice over now.  Perhaps you will not see your efforts wasted.”
 
   I nodded.  “All right.  So what is our cover story?”
 
   “I am your wife.  Until your accent can be corrected, you were born in Rethven, but raised in Kamshasa.”
 
   “Where is Kamshasa?”
 
   “Far to the south, across the sea.”
 
   “Okay.  Is there anything else you need at the moment?”
 
   “If you will claim I am your wife, you will provide for me as if I were.”
 
   “Good point.  You’re sharp.”
 
   “I am gata.  Or was.”
 
   “You still are, for as long as you live.  Nobody can take away what you are.  Now where do we go?”
 
   “East.  Far, far east.  Nearly to the Eastrange, then south.”
 
   “We’ve been heading northwest to get here.”
 
   She nodded.  “Anyone who seeks a nightlord will think you are heading into the west, to the edge of the world and the City of Bones.  East leads to the mountains; nothing wholesome lives in the Eastrange.  Southeast will take us to Baret and the coast.  It is as far distant as one may go and yet be within the kingdom.”
 
   I looked at her again with new respect.  “You are sharp.  So what’s a city of bones?”
 
   “It is an ancient place, accursed of the gods and haunted by the dead,” she replied, coolly.
 
   I wondered how hard I had touched her.  Surely not that hard.  Well, only time would tell.
 
   “Okay.  I’m going to see about a mount.  You wait here.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I climbed down and hunted around to find the hostler.  I had to pound on the door for a while to wake him.  A ruby ring was enough to make him forget the hour, and a pouch of mixed gold and silver coins was enough to make him smile at the opportunity to do business.  There was also a significant look I gave him, along with a small crackle of static electricity all through my hair.  It was a neat effect and I was proud of it.  It also clued him I was a wizard.  He was very happy to do business—and see me leave.  
 
   I fed the horses some treats and made friends with them.  They liked me immediately.  Good for me, maybe not so good for them.  Leading a string of horses—six of them, in fact—I headed down the street toward a fountain.
 
   It was a very nice fountain.  Don’t ask me how the thing spouted water, but it did.  It was a large basin with a rearing horse of bronze in the center, mane wild, nostrils wide, mouth gushing water.  I’d seen it earlier while I was roaming around the city.  It was a big, more-than-life-size statue, but that wasn’t necessarily a bad thing.
 
   I led my string of horses into the fountain, arranging them carefully so they were all standing with their forward hooves in the water.  Several took the opportunity to drink.  I let them, then bound a cloth around their eyes to keep them quiet.  I tied their lead-lines to the base of the statue.
 
   I’m sure you see where this is going.  I needed a steed that could run longer than any normal horse—six times longer would suit me just fine.  Six times faster would also be nice, if I could swing it.  I could ride a horse, at least for a while.  I’m not a lightweight anymore.  But everyone who might chase me could also ride a horse—maybe a faster one.  I needed something that wouldn’t get tired.  Since I didn’t have a nuclear-powered land rover on hand…
 
   I poured a lot of personal energies into the spell I placed on and within the bronze statue.  Actually, it wasn’t a spell as such, but an enchantment.  The difference being mainly that a spell has energy emplaced within it and expires when that energy is exhausted.  An enchantment is a permanent spell, capable of drawing energy from the ambient magic of the world around it to power its effects—and much more difficult to do in terms of complexity and raw power.
 
   It was rather like the magic bound up in Firebrand—and in this case, modeled a lot after it.  My studies had included brief notes on such things, but I’d never actually done it.  There’s something to be said for a formal apprenticeship.  So I was relying on having an example of a somewhat-sentient enchanted object and copying the design.
 
   I was also making my life easy on the enchantment end.  By using horses for the sacrifice, as well as a horse statue for the object, I was creating a mount.  I could have done it with a dozen cattle and a fallen tree with the limbs still on it, but it would have taken a lot longer and a lot more power.  With correspondence and resonance working for me, this was tons easier!
 
   So I killed all six horses, one after the other, focusing their power and their spirits into the cold metal—using their lives and pieces of my own power to give it life of its own.
 
   There was a terrible screaming sound as the metal hooves tore free of the base and splashed into the bloody basin.  I hadn’t realized just how big the statue was until it got down; on all fours, its shoulder was a good foot higher than my head!  It shook its mane and the mane divided into individual hairs, tinkling like bits of wire.  It looked at me and wisps of smoke came from its hide; the greenish patina of old bronze was starting to fade to a brownish color.  The whole statue was loosening up and moving more fluidly by the moment, as well as growing hotter.  Steam rose around the hooves.  Water inside it boiled and steam poured out the nose, mouth, even the ears.  I could feel heat radiating from the whole thing.
 
   It snorted—a scorching blast of steam—and then nuzzled me with a nose almost hot enough to cook on.
 
   That’s when I realized I hadn’t a clue what to name it…
 
   Shouts echoed down the street.  The sound of tearing metal tends to wake people.
 
   … Nor time to consider it.
 
   I laid a hand on its forehead, between the eyes—which were flowing slightly as they melted; they turned into orbs that could roll within new sockets—gritted my teeth at the heat, and said, “Your name is Bronze.”
 
   Bronze nodded and shivered almost like a horse, but more like a ripple in liquid.  I snatched my hand back quickly and waved it to cool it.  Ow.
 
   “Let’s go.”
 
   We ran from whoever it was.  I was on foot and not about to mount a horse-shaped frying pan without a saddle.  But both of us are faster than a man on foot.  We vacated the area.  I wondered who would be after me for stealing the fountain.  Unfortunately, there was nothing to be done about the bodies of the six horses.
 
   Back at the stables, I noted Bronze had cleaned up nicely, almost to a polish, and the heat had diminished.  I had the hostler get the saddle on—it took a sharp look, a hand on the hilt of Firebrand, and a snap of the fingers that involved an electrical discharge—while I went up into the loft to get Utai.
 
   We mounted, Utai in front of me.
 
   “Hostler!” I called.
 
   “Aye, your wizardship?” he replied, obviously afraid there was a frog in his future.
 
   “Did you see anything strange tonight?”
 
   “No indeed, your wizardship!”
 
   “If I find you have, I swear by the power of Einstein and Bergenholm that you’ll have cause to regret it!  Mark me!”
 
   “As you say, your wizardship.”
 
   “Good!”
 
   I kicked Bronze with a ringing sound and the hooves made a metallic thudding on the cobbles.  We charged down the Market Street, headed west, and I toyed with gravity again.  
 
   Levitation is tough.  Picking something up is rough work with just my brain.  That’s because I’m supplying a force with nothing but my own little grey cells.  It’s much easier to manipulate an existing force than to conjure up a new one.
 
   Smoothing out dented space is likewise tough to do—but it’s a mostly a matter of volume, not of mass.  It appears to be an expenditure on a hyperbolic curve.  It’s not so bad for a minor change, but the closer one gets to fully zero gravity the more power it takes. For me, it’s not too hard to lose half to three-quarters of my weight.  For me and a passenger it’s harder, but not too bad; the spell is like a field that just needs a little more size to encompass the extra person.  For something the size of a horse and the two of us… that’s tough.  It’s over ten times the size I would use for just me—and it’s a linear expression.  Ten times the area would mean ten times the power.  But I wasn’t shooting for anything too strenuous; just a decrease enough to hurdle a twelve-foot wall.
 
   I made a note to someday figure out a way to flip gravity, rather than just smooth the dents out by pulling the edges of space tighter.  In the meantime, I “pulled” on one edge of space harder than the others; it was like the world tilted.  Gravity shifted to pull us forward and it seemed we were suddenly going downhill as the whole world tilted.  We gained speed.
 
   I suppose we could have gone out through one of the town gates, but the town closes up for the night.  We would have to crash our way out.  I didn’t much care for that idea.  If I could avoid having people know when I came and how I left, I would.  Besides, I didn’t want to get arrested for stealing a piece of civic decoration.
 
   Bronze was doing about forty miles an hour when I gave the signal to jump; there was a lurch as I shifted gravity again, minimizing it, and I felt the sudden shove as Bronze hit the air.  Utai slammed back into me and I held on to Bronze’s mane for dear life; the wires cut into my hands, but I barely noticed.  Then there was a wall in front of us, beneath us, behind us… and ground sailing past in a long, long leap.
 
   Hot dog!  Or hot horse; the metal was doing a nice job of warming my butt right through the saddle.
 
   Bronze landed with a serious thud—serious to Utai and to I, but not to the horse.  Bronze fell into a steady pace, sticking to the road.  Half a night of travel like this should give any pursuit a heck of a trail to follow.  Then a day of rest… then double back around to head southeast… I liked that plan.
 
   We rode into the night. 
 
    
 
   It was a long night.  Before an hour had passed, Bronze began to emit smoke from both nostrils in a steady stream.  Occasionally, there was a blue-green spark as a hoof struck a stone just right.  I felt like I was riding a locomotive, not a horse.
 
   But there was never a locomotive that could leap a wall, pound through a ford—leaving hissing, steaming clouds as it went—and turn sharply enough to stick to a hilly road.
 
   We came to a halt on a hilltop just a few minutes before dawn; it was partially ringed about with low, broken walls and scattered trees.  Along one side of the hill were scattered stones, possibly from what might have once been a tower.  I dismounted with a feeling of shivering and prickling all over my skin.  In another few moments it was going to become actively painful.
 
   “Utai—mind the horse.”
 
   “I have it.”
 
   “Bronze—mind the woman.”
 
   Bronze nodded.
 
   In the back of my mind I wondered just how smart Bronze was.  With the rest of it I was concentrating on getting into a plastic bag in the shadow of a ruined wall.
 
   Sunrise ran its riot through me.  I learned something important, too; never be too cold.  I became mortal again with a profound sense of cold.  The wind chill must have been considerable at that speed, despite Bronze’s heat.  I shivered even after the sun rose, almost convulsively, and deliberately tensed all my muscles, trying to overcome the frozen numbness.  It worked slowly.  I unzipped the bag.
 
   Utai gathered wood and had a good fire going.  I marveled inwardly at how she had managed to get such a blaze going so quickly.  I huddled near the fire with her.
 
   Of course, she must have been even colder; she rode in front.  Then again, she was alive and generating her own heat inside her cloak.
 
   Neither of us was warm for quite a while.  I rummaged in my stuff and found a blanket of thermal film; we wrapped up together in that until the worst of the shivering stopped.  Eventually I lifted down my pack—noting as I did so that I now had saddlebags to go with the saddle; it’s good to have a horse—and poured water and a packet of dehydrated soup into the aluminum cup.  I put it in the fire and Utai and I split it once it was hot; both of us felt better for it.
 
   “This looks like a good spot,” I offered.  “We’ll stay here for the day.  I doubt anyone will be able to catch up to us after that ride.”
 
   “I agree.  May I sleep?”
 
   “Sure.”  I unwrapped myself from the blanket and she rolled up in it.  Without a word, she lay down by the fire and pillowed her head on one arm.
 
   While she slept, I wondered what I did to her—and wished I could touch her mind then as I could at night.  She lost her extended family, was nearly killed, lost her only remaining relative, was then raped, followed by having to cope with a blood-sucking fiend of evil—and now she was napping.  Inwardly, I knew I’d screwed up in calming her.  How was the question.  And would she recover on her own?  And could I fix it, if not?  
 
   Things were not all good.  There will be a lot of self-kicking in the near future.  Listening to someone’s thoughts might not be so bad if I have to do it, but doing things to the way people think and feel is just plain wrong.  I can’t explain it.  It just is.  And I hate myself for doing it to Utai.  I didn’t like the idea of touching her mind again, but I feel obligated to try and fix her if I broke her.
 
   So I petted Bronze—who seemed to enjoy it, oddly enough—and transferred some gear from my pack to the saddlebags.  I shook out her mane and my dried blood flaked easily from the metal.
 
   “So how smart are you?” I asked, trying to distract myself.  Besides, I like my new horse.
 
   Bronze nodded and pawed the ground, leaving a furrow.
 
   “Smarter than an average horse?”
 
   Bronze stomped six times and shook its mane, making that wiry tinkling sound again.
 
   “Hmmm.  Good.”
 
   I mounted up and we went out of the ruins at a walk, taking a tour in a circle around the place to have a better look around.  It was nice country, full of low, rolling hills, covered in grass and with clusters of trees.  This was the highest hill for some distance, which would explain why it was selected to have a structure built on it—how long ago?  I wondered why it was allowed to fall to ruin.
 
   Farther west I could see mountains, reminding me of the Appalachians, blue-tinged with distance and haze.  These didn’t look quite as worn down.  If I hadn’t seen the stars and the odd constellations, I would have been happy to think I was somewhere in my own world.
 
   Come to that, I might have been happy to be in my own world.  I’d learned a lot about the opposition already—and, given a chance, going home and starting over might be worthwhile.
 
   Then again, even if I could get back home, could I come back here again?  Without finding a hundred armed guards watching the magic doorway like a conclave of cats at a mousehole?  Could I even get through the door to get home?  I had the keys to it stuffed in my backpack, true, but it looked like it took three normal wizards to open it.  Or could I just use any doorway as a target in my own world—and a lot more herd animals to force a connection?
 
   Decisions, decisions.
 
   I would stay, I decided.  Tough it out.  There was a lot more to learn and doubtless much I could accomplish.  Well… hopefully, much I could accomplish.
 
   Another thing.  It was important to me to find out who, exactly, was behind this unreasonable—as I saw it—desire to harm my person.  The Church of this place?  Or was it a private thing by some powerful individual with the appropriate connections and influence?  Sure, the Church ran the Hand of Light, as they called it, but were they really the ones doing it?  It would seem so… unless some other power was pushing for it.  Or was it just the Hand, as a splinter of the Church?  Or just the Cardinal of Telen—apparently the head of the Hand?  Maybe it was a cabal of overzealous nitwits within the Hand?  Did the kingdom know and approve?  Were the wizards working the archway being paid, pushing the project, or just devout?
 
   Lots of questions, no answers.
 
   We walked back into the ruins; I was thoughtful, Bronze was placid.  I dismounted and shoved a rock near the fire.  I sat down and leaned back against it, noticed the fire was dying down.  I sighed and got up again to gather some more wood.  With the fire built back up, I dipped into my—our—supplies and ate.  Then I decided on a nap.
 
   “Bronze.  Guard.”
 
   Bronze nodded and walked out of the ruins.
 
   “Smart horse,” I muttered, and drowsed.
 
    
 
   I woke up to the sound of sobbing.  It was very quiet, but persistent.  I didn’t so much open my eyes as look out through slitted lids.
 
   Utai was curled up in the blanket, still asleep; she was crying in her sleep.  While I was greatly relieved to see it, I was also… I don’t know.  I just don’t like it when women cry.
 
   I got up and moved around the fire to her—adding some more wood as I went—and sat down near her.  Placing her head in my lap, I smoothed her hair and let her weep.  She calmed eventually and her breathing became regular.  This pleased me enormously.  It meant I hadn’t broken her emotions permanently.  
 
   Bronze looked in from one of the gaps in the ruined wall.  I nodded.  It nodded.  Bronze resumed walking around.
 
    
 
   Utai woke about mid-afternoon.  She looked up at me, her head still in my lap, and her brows drew together.
 
   “How much of last night was a dream?”
 
   I shrugged.  “I don’t know.  What do you think happened?”
 
   She sat up and related to me a fairly accurate account of what had transpired, up to her sleeping; I stopped her there.
 
   “Anything after that was a dream,” I said.  She sagged visibly in relief.  “What?” I asked.  “Lots of naughty dreams?”
 
   She blushed.  “A gentleman would not ask such a question.”
 
   “Probably not.  Hungry?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I reflected that I would have to get more food soon.  Possibly a hunting trip this evening; I was running low on MREs and tuva.  I handed her a packet of barbequed chicken and the canteen.  She spitted the chicken on a sharp stick and warmed it; I don’t think she liked the idea of chemicals and water being used to heat something up.  Well, it is a little strange to watch, first time you see it.
 
   “So tell me more about the City of Bones and this Eastrange,” I said.
 
   “What would you know?”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “The City of Bones is a ruin from long ago, right on the world’s western edge.  Nothing lives there, and the dust of ancient bones blows in the streets.  It is an evil place, haunted, and home to all manner of unquiet ghosts.  Great buildings stand as monuments to a civilization long-dead, cursed by the gods for arrogance.  I have heard it is death to go there for any who are not already so.
 
   “The Eastrange stretches north and south for a thousand leagues or more, from the Southern Sea to beyond the Kingdom’s northern border.  Where it finally stops…” she shrugged.  “Perhaps the viksagi know.  I do not.  The mountains have but a single true pass through to the great grasslands of the east and the barbarians that live there.”
 
   “That’s helpful.  What’s a viksagi?”
 
   “Northern tribes.  They are warlike and vicious and are always trying to invade.”
 
   “Ubar mentioned grassland barbarians.  The ones on the other side of the Eastrange?”
 
   “They are half-naked brutes that ride wild horses.  They kill and eat all who enter their land.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “Go on?  About what?  That is all I know.”
 
   “Ever seen one?”
 
   “An eastern barbarian?  Yes.  I was a small girl, then.  It was kept in a cage, a captive of an eastern lord.”
 
   I nodded.  “Okay.  So where are we going to say you’re from?”
 
   “I do not know.  I cannot be Utai if I am your wife; a gata will not marry an outsider.”
 
   “Oh?  I was really asking where you are from.”
 
   “I was born in a wagon,” she replied, looking into the fire.
 
   I changed the subject slightly.  “‘Utai’ is a gata name?”
 
   “Of course.  Utai, Ubar, Ulegba, Uda, Uman—these are some of the names of my gata.  Other gata have other names—Atar, Amel, Azar, and so on.”
 
   “I did not know that.  Thank you.  So who will you be?”
 
   “I have never thought on it.  I am not certain of anything, today.”
 
   I nodded.  “I can understand that.  I’ve seen my own life do a sudden flip a couple of times.  It’s always disorienting.  Let me know if I can help.”
 
   “How?”
 
   “I don’t know.  But I’ll try.”
 
   She looked at me keenly.  “Because you need me.”
 
   “Because I like you.  And yes, I need you too.”
 
   She looked skeptical.  “Very well.”
 
   I drank from the canteen and Bronze came in, hooves leaving deep impressions in the dirt.  I got up and stroked its nose as it nuzzled me.
 
   “What manner of beast is that?  It would seem a horse…” she trailed off.  “I remember riding through the night upon it.”
 
   “It is a horse.  Well, more than a horse, but mainly a horse.  And yes, we did.”
 
   “Its color is unique,” she said, circling Bronze respectfully and looking.  Bronze lifted its head and posed proudly.
 
   “True enough,” I allowed.  “It’s also very smart.”
 
   “And a huge, strong-looking beast as well.  Is she a magical creature?”
 
   “It is now.”
 
   “Now?” she asked, sounding startled.
 
   “I’ve enchanted it.”  More thoroughly than you suspect, I think.  Is there a word for “golem” in Rethven?
 
   “I see,” she said, but I was willing to bet she didn’t.  “She will bear us to the Eastrange?”
 
   “Yes.  And why do you call it a ‘she’?”
 
   “She would seem a mare.  Is he a gelding?”
 
   Hmm.
 
   “No, not a gelding.  But her name is Bronze.”
 
   Utai nodded.  “A goodly name.  It fits her color.”
 
   I looked at the shadows as they lengthened, then finished dividing plunder from my gear between the backpack and the saddlebags.  I kept the bulletproof vest on under my tunic and a pistol went into a belt holster in the small of my back.  I considered the keys for a bit, wondering if I should keep them on me.  There was power there, a lot of it, but they were also a little long for a pocket.  I finally decided to put them in a saddlebag; most of my gear went into the saddlebags.  I doubted anything was going to get lost.  Bronze was turning out to be considerably more useful than I first anticipated.  After all, what was going to happen?  Someone was going to shoot my horse and steal my stuff?
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 8TH
 
    
 
   After a brief bout of evening sickness, we mounted up and continued west.  I was in front this time, to act as a windbreak for Utai.  The plan is to hit another town—Kilda—so that anyone following will be sure which way we were headed.  Then we’ll circle back and work our way eastward.  When we reach the Eastrange, we’ll follow it southward until we find someplace congenial to settling down for a bit.  Probably a city named Baret; at least, that’s Utai’s plan.
 
   While Bronze kept to the road, Utai and I discussed our traveling and our history.  I learned there were different types of magic-workers.
 
   “You tell me that you have but little formal study,” she said.  “Therefore, you are a wizard—” she used the term hetu, “—a wise man, a willworker who seeks to master his inner strengths.”
 
   “What other types are there?”
 
   “There are also the magicians.”  The word she used was hetaru.  I began to see the difference.  “They are the ones who spend their lives in scholarship and study, learning the discipline of the arcane arts.  Most start as wizards.  There is a third type, the sorcerers—” hekar, “—but they are seldom sorcerers for long.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Sorcerers are those who deal with entities from beyond the world to gain magical powers.  Usually, they have one or two special powers—the ability to kill with but a look, or some other singular ability.  It varies.  These never go to the Academy, although the most formidable sorcerers are those magicians whose lust for power grew too great.”
 
   “Academy?”
 
   “All magicians—all who would be called magicians—study at the Academy in Arondel.  Until the Academy says you are a magician, you are only a wizard.”
 
   A degree in magic.  Interesting.
 
   “Fair enough.  So, are wizards all known to each other?”
 
   “I should think not; most are wanderers.  A very few will adopt a village or town and remain with it as their wizard.  Individuals can often trace their magical lineage—Del, pupil of Baror, pupil of Zamon, and so forth—back for several generations, but many know only the name of their master or former master.  At least, that is what I have gathered from listening.  I do not know for certain; I am not a wizard.”
 
   “Sounds good, then.  What do wizards usually do to earn their keep?”
 
   “Cast spells.”
 
   I restrained a sigh.  “I meant, what sort of magic do they do?”
 
   “They heal the sick and injured, if they can, and if there is no priest about who will do so.  Wizards are paid in coin or trade; priests demand tithing and faith.  Some wizards find lost things, or find special places, such as where to dig a well.  Sometimes there are things that must be slain, and steel cannot do so.  Then a wizard will be sought.  Of course, there is often payment for taking on an apprentice; not a large one, usually, but it is something.”
 
   The healing aspect bothered me.  “The church and the wizards don’t get along?”
 
   She hesitated, thinking.
 
   “They do not fight with each other.  A few wizards become magicians, in time, as their knowledge grows and their desire for power leads them to the Academy.  I feel that the church cultivates the magicians as allies while discouraging wizardry, although I cannot prove this.  I feel it is true, however, from much travel and many places.”
 
   I was quiet and lost in thought for a while.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 11TH
 
    
 
   It has been several days since we started our circling around to the east.  Tonight we came into view of the Eastrange.
 
   Up close, the Eastrange reminds me of the Rockies, but with a harsher, sharper look to them.  I can see why popular superstition says they’re the wall at the eastern edge of the world!  We reached their foothills before midnight—Bronze maintains a steady gallop at what I guess to be about forty or fifty miles an hour—and we turned southward, rising and falling over the rolling terrain.  It had taken a bit of coaching to get Bronze to understand I did not want to be whacked in the face with branches, vines, or brambles; these things bother a metal horse not in the least.  We were in good shape after that.  Bronze stuck to more open areas and kept up to speed as well.
 
   I wondered how Bronze saw.  It was obviously not normal vision for a horse—and, equally obviously, not normal vision for a bronze statue.  Has anyone ever studied how a golem’s vision works?  Or has anyone ever cared?  More mental notes of things to look into, someday.  
 
   We took a break around sunrise to let me get over my morning sickness.  Hmm.  Sunrise sickness?  Morning sickness just sounds wrong, somehow.
 
   At any rate, we rested for a bit.  I made it a point in the mornings to build a fire and warm up thoroughly before dawn arrived.  The transition is always worse when I’m chilled to the bone.  After something to eat and a nap, we made some more distance in the daytime.  By not taking the roads, we could avoid being spotted by random people and possibly tracked.  Bronze was a fine-looking horse, and mildly conspicuous due to her coat—she was also looking more and more like a horse.  There were even fine bristles, like fur, although she had a tendency to glint.  If anyone actually touched her and discovered she was metal, she would be a lot more memorable.  As it was, at a distance, she was just huge.
 
   One of the other things I noticed about Bronze was her activity.  I don’t think I’ve mentioned how we started campfires.  When Bronze was active—running, for example—she built up a lot of heat.  Utai complained that Bronze was hot to the touch after an evening of riding.  When we piled wood for a campfire and started in on flint and tinder, Bronze came over and breathed a flame onto the kindling, lighting it thoroughly.
 
   I wonder if I’ve conjured up a demon.  I don’t think I have.
 
   Anyway, we made some more distance that afternoon and encountered one of the small, outlying towns of the kingdom.  The place was called Verthyn, Utai told me.
 
   “And now I must be someone other than Utai,” she continued.  “What will you have for the name of your wife?”
 
   “I don’t know.  Is Eric a name around here?”
 
   “Yes.  Eric would be found in a gata, however.”
 
   “Pity.  Very well—you name your husband, I will name my wife.”
 
   She blinked at me and thought.
 
   “You are Halar.”
 
   “All right.  Melissa?”
 
   “I do not know that name.”
 
   “Sandra?  Kathy?  Jennifer?  Kellie?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “All right, maybe you should give me some names that you’ve heard.”
 
   “Tiera,” she said, slowly.  “Shada.  Gemma.  Leyet.”
 
   “How about ‘Shada’?  Any objection to that as your name?”
 
   She shrugged.  “No.  It will serve well enough.”
 
   “Great.  Glad to have gotten that sorted out.  Now, how does one introduce oneself as a traveling wizard?”
 
   “You will need a staff.”
 
   I looked around at the local forest.  “Maple?  Pine?  Oak?  Elm?”
 
   “Oak would be ideal.  Ash would also be acceptable.”
 
   “Back in a second.”
 
   I shaded my eyes from the sun and looked around.  The terrain wasn’t thickly forested, but there were trees everywhere.  I moved off into the woods, looking for something likely.  It wasn’t long before I found an oak tree and checked around on the ground for a fallen branch.  Not finding one, I regarded the tree, considering which limb would be best.  I selected the one I liked, then climbed up to it.  The survival knife has a saw-toothed back edge.  I got this out.
 
   A whispered voice in my left ear said, “Thou shalt not do that which I fear, I pray.”
 
   I nearly fell out of the tree.  I looked around, but saw no one.  
 
   “Who’s there?” I asked.
 
   “No one.”
 
   “Then who’s talking to me?”
 
   There was a long pause.
 
   “No one?” came the reply.
 
   I shook my head.  “Not buying it.  Someone has to be talking for me to hear it.”
 
   “Wouldst accept the oak speaks to thee?”
 
   “Sure—if trees talked.  Of course, it would be more believable if you’d said, ‘Would you believe that I am talking to you?  I’m the tree.’”
 
   The voice cursed softly.  “I speak seldom to any.”
 
   “It’s okay.  Who are you, anyway?  And what is it that you’re worried I might do?”
 
   “Verily, I fear so for the safety of my tree.”
 
   “Aha!” I said, snapping my fingers.  “You’re a dryad!”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “So why can’t I see you?”
 
   “I shall not come to thee, for of human men I have heard much.”
 
   I tried to look offended.  “Oh?  And what have you heard?”
 
   “Thy kindnesses are of kisses, but thy hurts are of the heart.  For beauty thou shalt lie and steal and take, and such I shall not endure.”
 
   “I see,” I said.  I couldn’t blame her.  “Well, consider this.  I need a staff.  I’d much rather have an oak staff than anything else.  If I needed to, I could probably cut down the whole tree just to get it.  Or I could just whack off a limb.  But not all men are as bad as you think.  For example, I’m not going to hurt your tree!  I’m going to climb down and leave it strictly alone—and leave you alone.”  I climbed down as I spoke, then paused next to the tree.
 
   “I’m sorry you have such a bad impression of humans,” I continued.  “By and large, you’re probably wise to think as you do.  But not all humans are the same.  The tricky part is knowing which ones aren’t villains.”
 
   “I have offended thee,” the whisper replied.  “’Twas not my intent, but much do I fear thee.”
 
   “It’s okay.  We generally are an untrustworthy lot.  Can you direct me to an oak or ash tree I can get a staff from?”
 
   “Take one as given,” the voice replied.  “You say thou’rt an untrustworthy lot, yet not all be villains.  Thou hast proved most gentle, for thy kind, so accept a gift.”
 
   The whole tree swayed, then turned; the trunk twisted to bring a branch over me.  The branch bent down and the whole tree leaned toward me.  The wood flowed under the bark, changing shape.  In the space of a minute, the branch had thinned and lengthened at the tip, until a staff-sized piece of wood hung from the end like an odd fruit.
 
   “Take it, with my blessing.”
 
   I reached up and tugged; it parted easily.  The wood tingled in my hands.  I didn’t need to have nighteyes to see it was still alive.  It felt like Firebrand, in a way—sleeping.  But where Firebrand felt like fire and steel, this felt like earth and water, if that makes any sense.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, and I meant it.  “I really didn’t expect this.”
 
   “I feared t’would be my only recourse to crush thy body ’twixt two great branches.  It pleases me thou’rt not so much a brigand as others I have known.”
 
   “I’m pretty happy about that, myself!” I replied, startled.  I mentally kicked myself and reminded myself yet again that this was not the nice, safe world in which I had grown up.  And even my world had some rather unpleasant possibilities still alive in it.
 
   “Fare thee well, wizard.”
 
   “Thank you—hey!  How did you know I’m a wizard?”
 
   “Why else seek a staff of oak or ash alone?” the voice replied, amused.
 
   “I guess so.  Thank you again.”
 
   The leaves in the tree rustled without wind, like a chuckle, and I took that for a farewell.  I went off a little way to sit down and unwind.  I’ve never spoken with a dryad before.  And the whole rearrangement of a limb to give me a staff…
 
   I’m alive in the sunshine.  I’m taking deep breaths.  I’m calming and relaxing and trying just to go with the flow.  Panic attacks are bad things.  I don’t want one.  If I think about it too hard, I’ll have one for certain.  But if I roll with the changes, Zen-like, and simply accept that this is not my world…
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 12TH
 
    
 
   After sunset, I scouted ahead, checking out the town.  Verthyn was without a wall—a community of about a hundred families or so, given mainly to farming.  There was a small chapel—more of a village church—and a few other buildings: town hall, blacksmithy, that sort of thing.  I sniffed about a bit, lightly feeling around with tendrils, and found no major magical traces outside of the church.  The church, though, was obviously cared for by the local priest; there was brightness there that wasn’t exactly magic.  I’ve seen that light before.
 
   I left it alone and went back to Utai—excuse me, to Shada.  Since I have to call her that, I’ll use that for her name.
 
   Shada was awake and alert, waiting for me.  I sat down and faced her across the fire.
 
   “What do you think?” she asked.
 
   “I think we should have no trouble there during the day.  We can get some more traveling gear and some food, and I might find a bit of work as a traveling wizard, too.”
 
   “You have money, still?”
 
   “Some, yes.  Not a lot, really, but a lot for around here.  I’ll see if I can find work, first.”
 
   She nodded.  “Wise.  I will keep my eyes open for opportunities.”
 
   I thought about that.  “What do you mean by ‘opportunities’?”
 
   She smiled.
 
   I frowned.  “I’m not a thief, Shada.”
 
   She smiled wider.  “No, merely a murderer.  And the dead have no need of possessions, correct?”
 
   I opened my mouth to protest—and then thought about it.
 
   I kill to survive.  Upon reflection, I kill when I feel I need to.  A year ago, I wouldn’t have killed another human being unless it was down to that: Life or death.  Now…
 
   “You may be right,” I admitted.  “I am a murderer—if I’m still human at all.  I have to think about that.  If I am human, I’m a murderer.  If not, I’m a predator.”
 
   Shada’s dark eyes held worry.  “I have not meant to anger you.”
 
   “I’m not angry.  I’m…”
 
   What was I?  Confused?  Philosophical?  Thoughtful?  Curious?
 
   “… just thinking, that’s all.”  I rose to my feet.  “I’m going for a walk.  We’ll go into town in late morning.”
 
   She nodded and I did as I said, still thinking.
 
    
 
   Tough questions.  I’d lived with Sasha for my entire existence as a vampire.  Naturally, she thought it normal.  Travis… well, Travis accepts me as I am.  I haven’t had much social contact with normal people since my sudden switch.  Shada reminded me that things might be different.  Very different.
 
   So am I human being?  I don’t know.  I started out that way, certainly.  Can you so change a person that he is not human?  Is humanity something you can take away?  Or is it just something you lose?
 
   Come to that, what is humanity?  What makes a person human?
 
   As I said, tough questions.  I’m getting irritated at having lots of questions and never any answers.  I’m glad I didn’t major in philosophy.
 
   If I’m a human being, then I’m a cannibal.  I drink the blood of people and eat the power of their souls.  That’s definitely not a good thing, from a human perspective.  As I understand it, I can subsist on animals for a while, but eventually, I have to have that last living spark of a human being.  At least, I think I have to have human essence, eventually…
 
   Could this be a disease?  A magical one, perhaps?  One that has damaged my own spirit to the point I need to refresh it with the spirits of others?
 
   Or am I just a new creature?  Could I be a predator designed for humans?  It’s possible I am part of the natural order of things, and I have that feeling quite strongly when I kill someone who longs to die… or is that just their relief at dying?  I feel things my meals felt, know things they knew.  If they truly, utterly long to die, then wouldn’t I feel I was doing the right thing?
 
   But if I’m part of the natural order, how could vampires have evolved?  Vampires don’t pass on genetic material…
 
   Wait.  We do.  We feed our own blood—our successfully surviving blood—into our offspring.  Weak lines of vampires die out, strong ones survive.  So how do vampires come to be in the first place?
 
   I have no idea.  Skip it.  It’s not something germane to the situation at hand.
 
   Given: I am a vampire.  I am no longer a human being.  It is my purpose to hunt and kill humans, to eat them for my own survival.  I can’t argue my purpose in life; I’ve fulfilled it more than once and felt… felt it was right.  Enough of humanity.  I am not human.
 
   Does that make me a monster?
 
   To other humans?  Yes.  I look like them, I walk and talk like them, I move among them, and I eat them.  Even the most rational of human beings must consider me to be a creature, not a person; a predator.
 
   A very successful design for a predator.  Which is only appropriate; humans are the most dangerous of animals.
 
   What of my own kind?  Vampires must be even more dangerous to hunt humans.  What of us?
 
   Lone predators lack certain advantages.  We do not work well together.  Sasha called for help and no one came.  Vampires have an every-man-for-himself attitude, it seems, which I do not understand.  That may be a good thing, overall.  Working together could make vampires too successful.  Without some sort of check on a predator species, it eventually expands its population to the point it destroys its prey population.  Or, overhunting could get humankind wise to the existence of vampires.  Humans are aggressive on their own; proving they aren’t the top of the food chain would result…
 
   …in something like what obviously happened here.
 
   Vampires are gone from this world.  The Church still hunts them regularly—apparently finding them a convenient excuse to perform ‘purges’ of the populace.  Given their doorway, it looks like magicians help the Church to extend their hunt into other worlds.  I’d guess they plan on a multi-universal genocide; it looks like they succeeded locally.
 
   Still… what would have happened if the local vampires—nightlords—had unified and defeated the humans?  Would things be any better?  Or worse?
 
   But, dammit, that doesn’t help me right now.  I still feel human—well, half the time, anyway—and still have human feelings.  I miss Sasha.  I get lonely.  I fear dying.  
 
   Do vampires have feelings?  This one does.  I don’t know what vampires are supposed to be like.  Sasha never got around to teaching me the finer points of being immortal.  I think she just assumed I knew, since I look like the guy who turned her into one.  I’m completely in the dark—so to speak—and have to figure this out on my own.
 
   Screw the movies.  Forget the legends.  Lose the myths.  How they hell would they know?  I’m the vampire; I’m making this up as I go!  If I can feel regret or remorse, being the bloodsucking fiend of night that I am, then I can!  If I love, I love.  If I hate, I hate.  Anything else I manage is perfectly appropriate—because, by definition, it must be possible.
 
   So it’s decided:  I am not human.
 
   Now all I have to do is figure out what it means to be a vampire…
 
    
 
   I noticed how long I’d been walking.  The moon had risen and moved across a good portion of the sky before being hidden by a knife-edged line of clouds.  My feet had kept to a general circle, though, and I knew where our campsite was.  I turned more sharply and headed back.
 
   Then I smiled to myself.  Even on an alien world in an alternate dimension, it’s nice to have a moon.  It looked larger than the one at home and lacked the craters and maria.  A shining, silver ball; it seemed brighter, probably because it lacked those darker areas.  The moon at home was sometimes illuminated, even during the dark phases, by reflected Earthlight; the moon here seems to be utterly black along the shadowed sections.  Less reflection from this planet, perhaps? 
 
   Shada was sleeping when I came up.  Bronze nodded at me as I came into the cleared spot.  The cooking fire was out, and Shada was curled up on both cloaks and inside the thermal blanket film.  With some surprise, I realized it was quite cold.  Last night was just cool—uncomfortably so when riding at speed—but tonight there was a decided chill in the air.  The first faint touches of frost were visible along leaves and grass.  I thought it was a cold snap before winter; the leaves were still green.
 
   Then there came a roll of thunder.
 
   “Damn.”
 
   I worked quickly to gather enough leafy branches and bare limbs to make a shelter.  I took care, however, to knock on any tree and ask first.  No answer meant the tree in question lost some wood.  I spread it out to avoid irking anybody too badly, visions of haunted forests dancing in my imagination.
 
   While dragging a pile of brush back to the campsite, I reflected on the effectiveness of a dryad for forest conservation.
 
   I gently nudged Shada to wake her.  She muttered in her sleep and curled up more tightly.  I said something ungentlemanly but refrained from waking her; better to let her stay curled up and as warm as she could manage.  Besides, she would have to start a fire for light before she could help build.  So I fell to working.
 
   The thunder came again, followed by a howling, baying noise that made all the hair on my body stand up.  It was a lot like the baying of hounds, but deeper, louder, and somehow purer—wilder.
 
   If I had been mortal at the time, I don’t doubt I would have had a chill.
 
   The thunder diminished but did not cease.  It became a low, steady rumble, and I began to suspect it was not thunder but something more like the pounding of hoofbeats.  I set aside the materials for a lean-to and tried to wake Shada.  She muttered something incomprehensible and moaned in what sounded like fear.  I couldn’t wake her.
 
   I drew pistol and sword, left and right, and uncoiled tendrils all about.  Bronze moved to stand behind me and I wondered again just how smart my horse was.
 
   Then I heard the horn.  It was both piercing and deep, all at once, and sent a bolt of cold fear all the way through me, from my feet to my head.  The baying grew to a howling.
 
   The hell with this! thought I.
 
   I thrust both pistol and sword back into their containers.  Shada I picked up by grabbing the edges of our cloaks and wrapping her in them.  I swung into the saddle and kicked Bronze ringingly.  I slung my unconscious burden over one shoulder, rose to a crouch in the stirrups, and we were off.
 
   Bronze pushed herself that night, and we saw just how fast a metal horse could go.  If she had been a statue of a winged horse, she would have flown, power-to-weight ratios be damned.  Trees flashed by at either hand like telephone poles along the highway.  I had no way to guess at our speed other than “bloody fast.”  The horn sounded again, merrily giving chase, and the deep baying of the hounds told me they found our trail.
 
   Bronze lowered her head, flattened her ears, and went even faster.
 
   We broke from the treeline, headed southward, literally burning a line through a cornfield.  I glanced back under the arm that wasn’t holding Shada and noted the hoofprints Bronze was leaving were smoking.  I could already smell hot metal in the plume of smoke streaming steadily back from her nostrils.
 
   Then our pursuers broke from the treeline and I shouted to Bronze to move faster.
 
   It was a pack of dogs—but what dogs!  They were white dogs, an ugly, bone-white color that made me think of eyeless fish and dead things.  They were the size of ponies, with greenish fires where the eyes should be and licks of green flame whipping over their shoulders like elongated tongues.  The thunder wasn’t hoofbeats; it was the pounding of the pack.
 
   And behind them…
 
   It was a man, or manlike in form, mostly.  He was huge, easily seven feet tall, not counting the antlers that sprang up and out from his head.  He was as black as tar and muscled like a piece of sculpture.  He bore a spear in his right hand and ran behind the dogs, keeping up on foot even at that mad pace.  His eyes glowed green.
 
   I tugged on space around us.  Rather than decrease our weight, I tilted the plane of gravity; everything was now downhill to us.  Bronze was not slow to take advantage of this; her gait shifted more in support of us than in propulsion and we went even faster.  We passed through fields and fences, over ditch and over road, while the smoke from Bronze’ nose and mouth became shot with sparks and red flames.  
 
   The dogs had been gaining slowly ever since I spotted them and were about a mile behind us.  Bronze just kept creeping up in speed, almost imperceptibly, until she was about as fast.  If things kept going like that indefinitely, she would lose them.
 
   The horn sounded again, and I knew how it felt to be hunted.
 
   I felt the flare of anger, hotter than the fear, and a low throbbing in my blood.  There was something in my anger, a fury that seethed, normally quiescent and deep down.  It made my blood roar like dragons, and the rage answered with that same throbbing power I had felt before.
 
   I hate being hunted.
 
   Bronze ran on, but in my mind I stopped running; I started thinking.  At this rate, things were going to get really ugly in about an hour, perhaps less.  I had a feeling the Wild Hunt would vanish with the dawn—but then again, so would I!  While the Hunt would re-form some other night, I wouldn’t.  Ergo, escaping at the break of dawn wasn’t an option for me.  I started thinking about fight instead of flight.
 
   There looked to be about twenty hounds.  Not too bad, all things considered.  The huntsman, however, gave me some small concern… but if I could deal with the dogs first…
 
   I forgot about plotting a course.  I let Bronze have her head and I concentrated, weaving a spell on Shada.  Her personal gravity lessened further and I added a few supporting tendrils, like the legs of some gigantic, mantic spider that had eaten her.  It cost me dearly, both in power and in headache, to make her levitate like that, but I couldn’t have her slung over my saddle when I turned to fight.  If I hadn’t had a lot of power in reserve for the levitation and a good feel for how to tweak gravity, I’d never have managed it.  I released her into the air and she floated there, ten feet from the ground, magical tendril-legs flickering madly back and forth as she continued to coast forward.  She would follow the rise and dip of the terrain and slowly coast to a stop.  I just hoped she’d stay in the air until then; the levitation wouldn’t last long at all.
 
   I wheeled Bronze about as we reached an open hilltop.  We faced the closing Hunt.  I dipped into a saddlebag for one of my salvaged weapons and made sure it was loaded.
 
   I had a couple of misgivings about the dogs.  I’ve had to fight a dog before; typically, they bite.  If you can get them to bite something, they generally hang on to it.  One dog isn’t really a problem.  Once he sets that bite, he thinks he has you—but you have him, too.  It’s a whole pack that becomes a problem.  They bite everything, generally by surrounding you, getting your ankles and knees from behind and pulling you down for their mates.
 
   These dogs looked like they might set fire to me when they did.
 
   So I waited until they got fairly close—way too close, I thought—and used the submachine gun to draw a line of bullets across the front rank.  I didn’t really expect it to work.  Therefore, I was quite gratified to discover that supersonic projectiles had considerable impact—yes, pun intended, so there.
 
   The front rank of the charging mastiffs went down, tripping up and blocking the ones behind.  The huntsman skidded to a halt as well, but did not join the pile.  Judging by his gestures, he gave the dogs orders I couldn’t hear, which I thought was odd.  Then again, I’d just fired an automatic weapon empty, so a little deafness might be understandable.  I switched clips while they sorted themselves out.  
 
   When they did, they came charging up the hill and I emptied the second magazine into the dogs.  That done, I lowered the gun by its strap to the ground and drew Firebrand.  A few of the dogs were still twitching and whining, but all of them were down and bloody.  It was probably the best use I could possibly have made of my machine-gun ammo.  With the blade laid bare across my lap, I urged Bronze forward at a walk.
 
   The huntsman looked at me with burning eyes and I met them.  It took a lot to do that.  
 
   Who are you?  
 
   The words lashed at my mind and I swayed.  This was no time to be shy; I uncoiled a bunch of tendrils and lashed back, thinking and saying, “I am known as Halar.  Who are you?”
 
   I am the Master of the Hunt!
 
   “Nice to meet you,” I said/thought back at him. He seemed nonplussed by this.
 
   You are the hunted!  You cannot do this!
 
   “Want to bet?”
 
   He looked at me with undisguised hatred.
 
   I do not know what strange magic it is that you bear, but it will not avail you against my curse, wizard!
 
   “Oh?  What sort of curse?”
 
   He laughed, then.  You are hunted, now and forever.  And you shall remain so until the hunters take you.  Run where you will; they will pursue.  Hide if you can; they will find you.  Kill them by their dozens and their hundreds; more will rise up against you until the day you fall.
 
   I considered that.
 
   “I live with that all the time already.  I must say it’s a piss-poor curse.”
 
   Once again, he seemed nonplussed.  Well, nobody had ever given me a manual for having a discussion with a supernatural being.  Then again, I am a supernatural being, too—maybe that makes it okay?
 
   Mortal, you go too far!  He lifted his spear to cast it.  I lifted Firebrand and a glitter of orange ran along the striations of the blade.
 
   He paused.  I could feel something from him, a sense of confusion, perhaps even shock.  I didn’t have time to consider it; I was busy trying to talk my way out of being a shish-kebab.
 
   “You can throw that thing,” I said, “and I am willing to bet you’re on target with it.  But know this:  I am not mortal.  I am a nightlord and I am the last I know if in this world.  There is vengeance and death I must deal out, Huntsman; if you love the church or its minions, then you do them a service if you slay me.  If you hate them, then you only make an enemy where you should have an ally.
 
   “And if you miss, or if I parry your spear… then I promise I will kill you if I can.”
 
   He held his position for several long moments—about a thousand years, I’d say—while we looked at each other.
 
   Your horse is not of flesh and blood, he observed.
 
   “No, it is not.”
 
   You bear a blade of dragons and of iron.  You slay with fire and thunder.
 
   “You could look at it that way, yes.”
 
   I have much of grievance against the church of men… but no love for nightlords.
 
   “What’s not to love?”
 
   Your kind devours without regard for renewal.  You are destroyers.
 
   “Then have you respect, perhaps, for another huntsman?  One who, like yourself, hunts men?”
 
   He thought about that one for a long time.  I was glad I couldn’t sweat; I’d been looking at that spear and it made me very nervous to see how much raw, elemental force was packed into it.  I wondered if I could parry it if he threw it, or if it would go off like a small nuke on contact.  I also wondered if I dared to try and drain him.  He didn’t look like a human being to my night-eyes.  I could see past the seeming of flesh.  Inside, he looked like a raw, elemental force, too.  I didn’t like the idea of trying to tap that and consume it.
 
   Go your way, nightlord, he finally thought at me, and he grounded the butt of his spear in the earth.  I will not cage you, but I will have something for this favor.
 
   “Perhaps,” I admitted, wondering who had managed to send this thing.  “Name it.”
 
   You will pour out the blood of one of your kills for me, once every cycle of the moon.  Let the earth drink of it, instead of you.  That is the price of your life.
 
   “Once a month, hmm?  And if I miss one?”
 
   I will come at the full of the moon to… remind you.
 
   The idea behind that “reminding” didn’t seem to be a polite postcard.  He was smiling unpleasantly.  But it didn’t sound so bad.
 
   “I agree.”
 
   The antlers dipped in a nod.  Go your way, nightlord.
 
   He turned on his heel and loped off back the way he had come.
 
   I shook my head.  Magicians, magical gates, the power of faith, strange beasts, mythical woodland creatures, and now Celtic legends.  Where was the rabbit when I needed him to show me back to the rabbit-hole?  I’d climb back up the thing with teeth and toenails.
 
   I sat down on the hilltop, sword still in hand, and shook for a minute.  I’m a coward after the danger is over, it seems.  At least I have good timing.  Or a faulty survival instinct.
 
   The bodies of the dogs burst into a dark green fire and began to burn.  I got to my feet and watched ghostly fire-dogs vanish into the sky.  I felt perversely better at that, for some reason.
 
   Sighing, I sheathed Firebrand and climbed up the wall—excuse me; I mounted my steed.  I left the machine gun where it lay; the pistol ammunition was a different caliber, so it was out of ammo.  We moved away, heading on our original course, chasing down Shada.
 
    
 
   Shada was sitting by the campfire and shivering.  It wasn’t that cold and I’d wrapped her in both cloaks.  She kept glancing at me, looking away, and glancing at me again.  She wasn’t taking this as well as I was, and she hadn’t even been awake for it.  Of course, I have the advantage of being dead; there aren’t a lot of hormones involved when I’m a corpse.  
 
   “Okay, what’s the matter?” I asked.
 
   “Nothing.”
 
   I may not understand women—no, I take that back; I don’t understand women—but I’m not stupid.  Foolish may be another matter entirely, but I’m not stupid.
 
   “Right.  I’m not buying.  You’re shaking like a leaf in a breeze and you won’t tell me why.”
 
   She looked at me with an expression of fear and longing.
 
   “You have powerful enemies,” she stated.
 
   “I suppose I do.  It works both ways; I’m not too thrilled with the Hand.”
 
   “The Hand would not call the Hunt.”
 
   This was news to me.  “Why not?”
 
   Her expression changed to pity.
 
   “You know so little,” she began.  “The Hunt is of the Old Ones.  The Huntsman is the god of the hunt, and no man of the Church would perform his rites or make sacrifice to him.  Even magicians dare not slay an animal for their magic; it is against the laws of both Church and King.  Any who do so risk death with their discovery.  Whoever has sent the Hunt must fear you more than death itself.”
 
   I thought about that, all of it.  I’d better keep my mouth shut about how I enchanted Bronze.  As for fearing something more than death itself, I doubted anyone was exceptionally scared of me.  What I am, perhaps, but not me, personally.
 
   Aloud, I asked, “So, he doesn’t go hunting on his own?”
 
   “Never.  His kind manifest only when summoned.  Even so, he usually guides a mortal hunter; he seldom takes flesh of his own.  Someone offered a powerful inducement to send him bodily after you.”
 
   “Like what?”
 
   “A life for a life,” she stated.  “One of equal value.”
 
   A life for a life.  Someone died to summon that thing to chase me.  Or was killed.  And that might explain why the Huntsman was willing to let me go—nobody had paid him to hunt down a nightlord.  Maybe they’d find out what happens when you try to cheat a god.  I can hope, anyway.
 
   “I see.  So I’ve got a whole new enemy from somewhere.  Lovely.”
 
   “Perhaps it is merely some overzealous magician in the service of the Hand,” she suggested, but didn’t sound certain.
 
   “One that’s willing to slit throats and chant just to get me?  I don’t think I’ve done anything to make them take me personally.  How strict is this rule about not killing things to power spells?”
 
   “It is one of the few things that can bring the King and the Church and the magicians into league,” she answered.  “It is one of the darkest of arts.”
 
   Except on an altar, I bet—then it’s a sacrifice to their god.  Of course, that’s okay.  Feeding time in the temple.  A completely different matter.  Naturally.
 
   I poked up the fire and added more wood.  We were far enough away from any habitation that I didn’t feel too bad about the light and smoke.  Besides, Shada needed the light to feel more secure.  Being off in the middle of nowhere after having been enspelled into slumber while your bloodsucking companion runs for his life from a god of the hunt will make anyone edgy, I suppose.  Come to think of it, I didn’t mind having a cheery glow, myself.
 
   “Nice,” I commented.  “Does the Church have a lot of magicians on the payroll?”
 
    “I do not know.  Magicians are men, like any other, save their gift of magic.  Some feel the calling of the gods, others hear it but do not heed, and others are deaf.”
 
   “Good to know.  What do you think other magicians will think?  The ones who don’t much care for the Church?”
 
   She shrugged.  “I cannot tell.  I would think they will fear you and seek to pull you down.  But I do not know; I have never been close to any magician.”
 
   “Fair enough.  I’ll leave them alone, if I can.”
 
   She was interrupted by an exclamation:  “By the seven silver circles of Salacia, I am most pleased to hear you say that!”
 
   This was a new voice and came from beyond the firelight.  I looked in that direction and witnessed a man fade into view.  I could see the webwork of a spell around him dissolving away.
 
   Interesting.
 
   “And who are you?” I called back, keeping one hand on Firebrand’s hilt.
 
   “My name is not important.  Indeed, it may be unwise to tell it to you at present, given that there are many who are seeking you and many more who will start.”
 
   “Then what do you want, Not Important?”  He smiled slightly at my little joke.
 
   “Might I come into your camp and sit down?  I should like to pass much speech with you.”
 
   “Come ahead,” I replied, and loosened Firebrand in its scabbard.
 
   He hesitated.  “You will have no need of your blade, I assure you.”
 
   “Permit me my little peccadilloes,” I replied.  “It hasn’t been a good week.”
 
   He nodded and walked into the light.  I had already seen him clearly, but Shada watched him intently.  He was a younger man, slightly on the short side, quite stocky, with a bristle of dark blonde hair covering his head and a well-trimmed, short beard.  In his left hand, he carried a staff.  He wore brown robes, slit up the sides for easy running, and had on a peculiar belt of many pouches and pockets.  A variety of odd odors came from this last.  I gathered he was either attached to many strange snacks or carried a variety of materials for his spells.  He looked sort of familiar, as if I’d seen him in a crowd or met his brother.
 
   “Have a seat,” I offered, indicating a log.  He settled himself down, leaning the staff on his shoulder.
 
   “I am here to make you an offer,” he began.
 
   “What sort of offer?”
 
   “I represent several individuals who feel the Church’s influence is just a trifle too great.”
 
   “Ah.  Do go on.”
 
   “We feel that you—with a bit of help—could do a great deal of damage to the Church proper by undermining some of the tenets the common man accepts as truth, further weakening the faith they have in it.”
 
   “Maybe,” I allowed.  I was surprised to hear, well, such an academic discussion.  “Why don’t you do it yourselves?”
 
   “Ah!” he replied, looking mortified.  “That’s the trouble; we would, and well do they know it.  It is a small thing for a circle of magicians to slay a man, or even ten men, but to slay the leaders of the Church so?  Ten men can die in flames, but thousands will take up arms, seek us out, and pull us down.  The people are a problem.
 
   “The priests—most especially the Hand clerics—also go on about how they keep all evil at bay, constantly.  To some degree they do, but the cost is high.  Which, unto my mind, seems an evil in and of itself, although you will not hear me say so in earshot of any priest.  The faith of today is not the faith of a century ago—but aged does not mean infirm.”
 
   I learned a lot of things—spoken, assumed, and implied—from that explanation.
 
   “How do I fit in with this?” I asked.  He chuckled.
 
   “Obviously, the knowledge of your presence in this world would do much to discredit Cardinal Tobias of the Hand.  He is the one who is charged with keeping evil subdued, and he is also the one who is responsible for carrying the offensive against evil onto its own ground.”
 
   “The Cardinal of Telen,” I mused.  The fanatic in the basement had mentioned him.  Now I had a name to go with it, a position, a job description…
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What do you want me to do?”
 
   “Be a nightlord.  Do… whatever it is you do.  Kill people.  Spread terror.  Make it obvious that a nightlord lives in the world again.  It is thought by some that you will hide in the deep places of the world.  Others think you will open the Shadow Gate.  I and those of like mind would see you abroad and visible.”
 
   “And draw fire, you mean.”
 
   “I beg your pardon?” he asked, looking puzzled.
 
   “You want me to go out and make the Church look bad, like they aren’t doing their job.  Right?”
 
   “In essence, yes.”
 
   “And the result?  The Church works exceptionally hard at doing its job,” I pointed out.  “They try to kill me.  Don’t tell me they can’t find me; you did.  They have magicians on staff.  I’ve seen them.”  He looked embarrassed and would not meet my eyes.
 
   “Worse,” I continued, “I’m not so sure that your anticipation of events is correct.  Sure, I can terrorize a small town, maybe even a city.  Do you think the peasants will scream and dither and declare war on their Church?  Or will they flock to it like frightened sheep into a barn during a storm?  Then I’m going to have to deal with rioting mobs with pitchforks and torches screaming for my blood.
 
   “What you really want me to do is break the Church for you, not weaken it.  If you can’t do it, what makes you think I can?”
 
   Sure, I was going to try and break this religion; I didn’t have a choice  about it.  Hopefully, he and his cronies would see the wisdom of working with me—but I wasn’t about to ask.
 
   He looked thoughtful for a long time, fingers tapping idly on his staff.  Shada was silent, watching us both.
 
   “There is something to what you say,” he admitted, at last.  “I must think on this more.”
 
   “I think so.”
 
   “May I come and speak with you again?  I do apologize for the discourtesy of tracing you down; it was the only way to reach you.”
 
   “I accept your apology on the condition that you tell me how you did it.”
 
   “Nothing easier.  The fountain that you stole.  Excellent work, by the by.  I worked a spell to trace its whereabouts; sure, and it led me to you.  I cannot so much as see you in a crystal, even when I have found your place.  Thus I came to brace you in person, else I would have merely sent a seeming in my stead.”
 
   I nodded.  That anti-spell spell was working better than I’d hoped.  Which, come to think of it, wasn’t all that surprising—I’d invented it on the spot and had no idea how effective it would be in the first place, so any effect at all was a good thing.
 
   “Good thinking.  How common is this idea?  Who else knows?”
 
   “Knows?  I’ve shared the idea with no one, but there are others who will think of it.”  He looked worried.  “You aren’t… you won’t kill me, will you?”
 
   “Not at all.  You’ve been quite civil.  Of course, if I find that you’re just stalling me here to give others time to arrive, I’ll be sure to kill you first.  But I think you are what you say you are:  no friend to the Hand.”
 
   He nodded.  I looked at him with my nighteyes and could see the spirit within him.  It was a colorful thing, very bright with the colors of magic and swirling strangely, but I did not see anything within his soul that said he was lying.  I might be mistaken—I’m too new at this to tell for certain—but he looked okay to me.
 
   Then again, he could have an illusion spell that made me think I saw his heart.  I just don’t know.
 
   “I am not their friend.  There are some few of us that oppose the Church for our own interests,” he assured me. 
 
   “All right.  I want you to help me to help you.”
 
   “Name your terms,” he replied.
 
   “The Hand employs magicians, right?”
 
   “Yes, perhaps a dozen or so.  Mostly to open the door of shadows and to seek out your kind.  The Church may not like us, but they recognize our necessity in that quest.”
 
   “Good to know.  All right, I want you to interfere with them.  Make decoys to keep me from being found.  Block their seeking spells.  Hell, kick them in their crystal balls if you can.  Make life difficult for them.  You don’t have to be obvious about it, but it would be a very bad thing if they pinpointed me and dropped a doorway in my lap some morning.”
 
   “The door does have that capacity,” he replied, absently.  He seemed thoughtful.  “I think that can be done.  We cannot risk exposure, but we can cause them some trouble in finding you.  Yes, I think we can do that.  So you will ally with us?”
 
   “Consider me to be a friendly power with a common enemy.  I may or may not agree to your plans, but I will listen to your proposals when you have some.”
 
   He smiled.  “Thank you.  I look forward to many profitable ventures with you.”
 
   “No problem.”
 
   He rose.  “Then, with your permission?”
 
   “Hold it.  Suppose I want to reach you?  Do you really want me to run a trace on you?”
 
   He paled.  “No, certainly not.  It, ah… it could in turn be traced.”
 
   “Then relax and hold still.  I promise not to hurt you.”
 
   He paled further.  “What are you going to do?” he whispered.  His hands tightened on his staff.
 
   “I am going to look at you.  Intently.  I am going to see you, without touching you, and remember you well enough to imprint your essence on a bird.  Then I can send the bird somewhere to seek you out with a message.”
 
   At least, I thought to myself, I think I can.  But I didn’t say that aloud.
 
   He was sweating.
 
   “You … you won’t… ?”
 
   “I won’t.  You’ll be fine.  I promise you that.”
 
   Shada spoke up, then. “He does have his own honor, magician.  If he gives his word, I would trust it.  You have given him no reason to harm you.”
 
   “But how do I know that?” he asked.
 
   “I am still alive,” Shada answered.
 
   He looked dubious, but nodded.  “I will do as you ask, but I would have some security in return.”
 
   “What do you mean?”  I could understand his hesitation, but I don’t like it when people don’t trust me.
 
   “Legends of the power of nightlords speak of their ability to look beyond the flesh.  You will look into my soul in this working.  Is that not so?”
 
   “I suppose it is,” I admitted.
 
   “Then I would have a drop of your blood in exchange.”
 
                 I thought about it.
 
                 “What do you want with it?” I asked.
 
                 “I will have it as security,” he replied.  “If you use the knowledge you gain against me, I will have a means to both defend myself and retaliate.”
 
                 “And what sort of retaliation do you envision?” I asked, not liking the prospect.
 
                 “I could send a spell back along the connection of any spell you send at me.”
 
                 “My main worry is spreading,” I admitted.  “I don’t want nightlords crawling all over the landscape.”  I doubted that one drop would be enough to cause the change.  According to the notes and Sasha’s description of the process, it involved drinking a lot of blood.  An injection would do it, but I doubted anyone around here had a hypodermic, or even knew what one was.
 
                 “Believe you this:  I would be much distraught if such a thing came to be!”
 
                 “Will you be able to find me with that drop of blood?”  That was also a worry, but it wasn’t as important as keeping my condition from spreading.  He shook his head.
 
                 “I doubt it strongly.  I’ve seen your spell now, and it is fundamentally troublesome.  I would have to break the spell first, and for that I must needs be close enough to reach it.  I would have to find you before your spell could be broken.”
 
                 “All right, I guess it’s a fair trade.”  Or as close as I would get, and I did like the idea of having someone I could call up and ask questions of.  Besides, if I didn’t extend a little trust, I’d never find any sort of allies, to say nothing of friends.  Everything involves some level of risk.  This seemed small enough.
 
                 He rummaged through pouches and pockets before finally dumping the contents of a small glass vial.  He presented it to me and I pressed my thumb to a fang.  I handed the vial back.
 
                 “One drop, as requested.”
 
                 He nodded, stoppered it, and put it away.
 
                 “Look, then.”
 
   So I looked at him.  I ran tendrils of power over and around him, learning him thoroughly.  Here was the boy that worked the bellows.  Here was the young man who sang to the metal as he forged it.  Here was the uncertain fellow learning letters and numbers.  Here was the apprentice magician who moved his lips when reading.  Here was the delver in the deep places of the earth, seeking power.  Here was the man, speaking in the language the gods used in the creation of the world.
 
   All through him there was the feeling of both great age and youthful vitality, as though he were an old steam locomotive with a new oil-burning firebox.  It looked strange, but effective.  He was alive and vital, with a great deal of power tucked away inside.
 
   “I know you,” I said.  He just looked at me.  
 
   “That is all?” he asked, glancing down at himself.
 
   “Yes, that’s all.  All I did was look at you.  What city should I send a bird to?”
 
   “Have it seek me in Arondel.  If not there, then Carrillon.”
 
   “If I have any reason to, I will.”
 
   “Thank you, lord.  Good even to you.”  He rose and bowed slightly to me, then to Shada.  “And to you, madam.”
 
   I watched the magician walk off into the darkness.  When he left the light of the fire, I saw him move more quickly, pause, then draw on the ground with his staff—a circle about himself with wavy external lines off to the southwest.  Then he walked out of the circle in the direction of he lines… and vanished.
 
   I investigated, of course.  I could almost taste the residues of a spell in the air.  I examined the ground with a sharp eye, noting some symbols he had obviously drawn earlier, as well as the faint smell of animal fluids of some sort.  I wondered what the thing was that had provided the fluids; it was a bitter, acrid smell and reminded me of solvent.  I had no idea what the spell might have been, but it obviously had something to do with transportation.  Maybe a teleportation spell, or some sort of spacewarp.
 
   I wonder what they call it.
 
   Shada and I packed up and moved again.  I wove a spell much like the one that protected me from detection around Shada and around Bronze.  It was obviously working if he had found it necessary to trace my horse.  With a little luck, nobody else would even try that tactic.  Without luck… well, you hope for the best and plan for the worst.
 
    
 
   We spent the day traveling along the road; Shada was uncertain as to our location, but we had the mountains on our left and the road running southward.  I can’t say we were lost, exactly, but we were a little geographically obscure.
 
   We reached a road and followed it south.  It wasn’t long until we came to a place where a river—the Caladar, I think she called it—crossed it; there was a bridge over the water and a small gatehouse beside it on each side.  The river wasn’t too big at this point, since it had apparently only just come down out of the mountains; I was told it would gather up some tributaries along the way to the southern sea.  It was still pretty deep and fast, though, and I didn’t relish it at all.  I don’t swim, and Bronze sinks faster than I do.
 
   “We must be a little north of Eastgate.  It is the fortified city that guards the pass of the Eastrange against invasion from the savages.”
 
   “Big city?”
 
   “Not really.  A city with walls and a garrison of King’s Army, though.”
 
   “Good to know.  Any idea how far?”
 
   “Two or three days, depending on the weather… oh.  We should be there well before tomorrow morning.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   We rode Bronze up to the bridge, spied no one, and started on across.  Bronze’s hooves sounded odd on the stone of the bridgeway; not quite right for a shod horse.  Then again, that’s understandable.  I considered how to make Bronze a bit more like a normal horse, to blend in, and was lost in thought when the gate-guard stepped out of the far gatehouse.
 
   “Hold!”  He shouted.  I drew rein and he continued, “Who are you that crosses the King’s bridge?”
 
   “Travelers from the north, heading for Eastgate,” I called back.
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because there’s good money to be had in hunting savages?”
 
   “First I’ve heard of it.  Be that as it may, you’ve yet to pay the toll.”
 
   “How much?”
 
   “A milling for you and her, two millings for the horse.”
 
   I flipped him a silver coin, what they call a decius, worth ten millings.  He caught it on the fly.
 
   “Pass.”
 
   “What about my change?” I asked, once we were abreast of the gatehouse.
 
   “You want money back?  Push off; there is no moneylender here.”
 
   I grumbled and pushed off.  I was irked, but it seldom pays to argue with the cops.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 13TH
 
    
 
   That night, after my momentary lapse of health, we mounted up again and made some serious time.  I pushed Bronze, to see if she retained any of her speed from the night before.  She did.  As we ran through the night, she started to edge up even faster as her joints and muscles—does a solid block of bronze have joints and muscles?—burned in more thoroughly.  I think.
 
   Magical Constructs 202: Golem Anatomy and Physiology.  Ah, the benefits of higher education!  Is it possible I might attend a magician’s academy, someday?  Or open a wizard’s school?  The latter seemed more likely; a group of students and myself, exploring the intricacies of magic, and experimenting with new spells—I like that idea.  Heck, we could work on just plain old knowledge—things they don’t know about on this side of the doorway.  Physics is a broad subject, covering everything from the lever to nuclear reactions.
 
   I wonder if the Yankee felt like this around King Arthur?
 
   We blazed down into farmland—literally in Bronze’s case; her eyes were glowing and spark-like flames were mixed in with the steady smoke that came from her nostrils—about the same time I started reining her in.  We were headed up and down hills with terraced farms; there was no telling who might be seeing what by moonlight.  The occasional farmstead I saw had no light on, but that never guarantees those within were asleep.  Better to be cautious.  We slowed to a canter.
 
   The road worked up and up, finally running along the foot of the mountains.  Eastgate came into view below us as we rounded a shoulder of stone.  The banner of the town appeared to be green sinister, red dexter, with a black bar dividing the two colors down the middle.  The midpoint of the black bar had a white, six-pointed star.  
 
   Actually, it wasn’t a town; it was a walled city.  The main walls, however, were not around the city proper, but around a fortress construction that occupied the mouth of the pass.  There was a smaller wall around a large, upscale section of town, but there were no walls around the outlying suburbs.  
 
   First, a word or two on the pass.
 
   The thing reminded me of a road.  I could not see very far down the pass from my vantage, but I was almost on the same level as the top of the fortress wall blocking it.  It was like a giant smote the range with an axe, leaving a gash all the way through it.  The foothills rose up into the mountains and up to the floor of the pass.  The walls of the pass slanted slightly back from vertical, and looked to be nasty buggers for climbing.  As far as I could see, the pass extended straight and clean.
 
   Now, the fortress…
 
   The designer had chosen to cork the pass with the fortress; anyone who wanted to come down the pass could do so easily, without any resistance, until the gate.  The mouth of the pass was plugged with an earthwork topped by a fortified wall.  Crenellations toothed the top of the wall and outworks grew along either side of the pass, putting any assailants into an area where the defenders could rain down death from three directions—or fire into the backs of troops actually assaulting the gate.  The gate was large enough for two wagons to travel abreast.  It opened away from the pass, but was held closed by three large beams, as well as an iron portcullis.
 
   Not bad at all.  I’d hate to have to force the thing without a tank.  Still, from the condition of the gate and the rust on the portcullis, it had been a while since anyone had tried.
 
   Which made me wonder.  Why all the bother?  How dangerous were these “savages” I kept hearing about?
 
   Judging by the fortification, pretty damned dangerous.
 
    
 
   We killed some time in the outwall areas of Eastgate.  The people who couldn’t afford a house within the walls of the city were suspicious of strangers, of course, but a silver coin persuaded one man to part with his loft for a few hours while Shada slept and I stood watch—and then she watched while I crawled into a plastic bag for a few minutes.  Then we went to town.
 
   It was quite a letdown.
 
   I was all primed to be a tourist in a quaint medieval city.  It wasn’t all that much fun.  The people were dirty, the animals more so, and the gutters indescribable.  Stonework seemed reserved for fortified walls and such; houses were wood with thatch for the roof, with the occasional wood-shingled building.  The place was a firetrap, an arsonist’s wet dream.  Well, incendiary dream.
 
   Shada told me this was a pretty average town.
 
   “It was once greater, but the barbarians of the eastern plains have ceased to raid through the pass.  It has been many years since last they ventured within sight of the gate, and the King has withdrawn many of the forces that once guarded it, sending them north.” 
 
   Sounded good to me.  Fewer cops to dodge, and I was definitely not up to a close inquisition.  We found a store and bought some supplies.  She sold some salvaged jewelry and valuables; I bought a couple of blankets, some dried meat, some cheese, a waterskin—that sort of thing.  Traveling stuff.
 
   We got out of the walled area before sundown; they locked up at night, and I had no desire to wear myself out by playing with gravity again.  I was still feeling below par after the effort of that levitation spell.  We hung around in the poor section until after sundown.  I needed a midnight snack.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, 
 
   SEPTEMBER 14TH
 
    
 
   I found my midnight snack inside one of the nicer houses outside the walls. He was on his knees, curled up in misery beside a dead woman.  From the looks of things, he’d just done a nice job of strangling her.  The pain within him made him long for death, and that made him—to me—legitimate prey.
 
   So I fed on him.  I coiled dark lines around his spirit and drew on it like a fisherman hauling in a catch of lightning.  I drank him fairly slowly, draining him thoroughly.
 
   Yes, he had strangled her.  He was a poet and a troubadour.  He loved her and desired her and she had been a whore.  She accepted his money, his gifts, his poems, his songs.  She kept right on working, greedy for both the money and the feelings—taking temporary lovers for an hour’s ecstasy or for a night’s languid pleasure.  The troubadour entered her home, surprising her—and her latest patron.  The patron fled the scene, but the troubadour and the harlot shouted, fought… and he, in his rage and jealousy, his envy and his hurt, had taken her throat in his hands and strangled her.
 
   He had written many songs of cheer and gladness that lightened the world.  He had loved lightly many women; he had been a good friend to half a hundred people in each of twice as many towns.  He had always given a coin to beggars who were lame—luck for the road, he called it, but it was his generous heart that was to blame.  He had always been kind to dogs.
 
   He was a human being.  And he was gone… or almost, save only for that spark that lived on in me.
 
   I fastened my fangs in his throat and drank off half of him, then did the same to the body of his ex-lover.  I didn’t need it, but it pays to stay ahead!  Quick work with a knife and her fingernails made this scene much more of a mutual killing in a jealous quarrel.
 
   Good enough for me.  I left the bodies as they lay and slipped out into the night.
 
    
 
   We made good time southward on Bronze.  Once we got out of the farmed area around Eastgate, we stepped up the pace and she leaned into her run.  Shada had complained about the freezing effect of high wind on her at night, so she rode behind me, now bundled up.  After a while, I’m sure the heat from Bronze warmed her a bit; I know I could feel surges of warm air blowing back over me as Bronze’s gait made her blow flaming smoke back over her shoulders.
 
   The night poured past us like a sea of ink.  For the first time in a long time, I loved the way the sky looked, the way the stars blazed with unreal brilliance for me.  It was a good night to be dead.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 17TH
 
    
 
   We reached the southern coast a little before midnight, I think; I’ve given up on trying to keep track of time by my watch.  The night sky is no help; the stars around here don’t move!  The Moon rises and sets like the Sun, and apparently opposite it; that’s how I can guess the time.  But the stars don’t change position.  A constellation on the eastern horizon at sunset remains there until blotted out by sunrise!
 
   What a weird world I am in.
 
   Shada was nice enough to watch the sky with me a few times while we were resting from the ride.  Okay, let’s be honest: while I pulled over for her to rest.  I’m unnaturally tough and night after night in the saddle at fifty to sixty miles per hour doesn’t bother me.  God forbid I should try this as a normal human being; I’d be done in after one night.  I used to be just an average guy—maybe above average for the typical pocket-protected academic.  I don’t know how Shada managed, but she never complained.
 
   The place Shada had in mind was called Baret and it straddled the Caladar river where it flowed into the Southern Sea.  A cursory once-over in the evening told me it was a farming and fishing town, with some mining in the Eastrange and a fair amount of trade.  There was a lot of farming in the delta area, especially rice.  Wheat and corn were more upland from the river, and it looked like one wing of the city stretched eastward along the coast toward the cliffs of the Eastrange; there seemed to be a natural harbor.  Above the walls, the city’s banner was dark blue with a silver sword in the upper right, a golden harp in the lower left.
 
   From the look of it, it was fairly well-defended; the walls were good, solid construction and the river—at least, the last mile or so, the part that would be in the city itself—ran through a stonework pipe out into the sea.
 
   I reflected on that.  It made a sort of sense, from a defensive standpoint; I wondered how they mucked it out when it got silted up.  Considering the size of the river, it was a safe bet invaders wouldn’t even consider trying to get a force down the pipe; they would wash away.  And it did make the land-wall and the sea-walls pretty much solid.  I must have wasted an hour examining it and wondering at it; it was a big sewage pipe, too.  A lot of the town’s gutters drained into it.
 
   Which might explain why the pipe runs out so far into the sea.  I was impressed with it.  It rivaled Roman waterworks and surpassed them in some ways—I’m sure that Rome could have built such a thing, given time and men, but how much easier is it when you have wizards to help out?
 
   It must have cost a fortune, both in money and time.  That spoke well for the prosperity of the place.
 
   I also noted the sea defenses seemed geared to repel smaller craft and invaders.  There were arrow engines—big, crossbow-like devices that fired twenty arrows at a time—and small ballistae on the seawall, but no such engines on the landward side.  Apparently, the city was more concerned about an attack of the 23rd Armored Canoe Division than a bunch of regular infantry.
 
   Or mermen?  I wondered.
 
   I faded back into the night—an easy trick, these days—and rejoined Shada and Bronze to wait out the dawn.
 
    
 
   I underestimated the locals.
 
   The first words out of the gate-guard’s mouth were: “You a magician?”
 
   I blinked down at him; I was still on Bronze.  “Not that anybody ever told me.”
 
   “Magician-type horse, that is.  If you’re a magician, you have to talk to the baron.”
 
   “Sorry.  I’m a wizard.”
 
   The guard looked more alert.  I got a sinking feeling at that.  
 
   “Oh are you, now?  Well, then, the baron’s wizard is the one you’ll be needin’ to see.  And quickly, too.”  He whistled sharply and waved; a younger man—maybe fourteen, but considered an adult around here—came out.  “Take this fella up to see the wizard.”
 
   And he did.  I followed him through the cobbled streets to the fortified manor that served as the baron’s residence.  From ground level I noted other details of the city construction.  Most of the buildings seemed to be stone construction for the first floor; second storeys were optional, but were mostly wood.  I also noted that there were carts rumbling along, scooping up the gutter-leavings—a process made easier by the smoothness of the gutters; it looked like cement or concrete under the filth.
 
   Why not?  The Romans had concrete.
 
   Another thought: how much of this crap—literally—made it into the river/sewer pipe?  And with such a handy disposal, why bother to scoop it up?  Did they use it for fertilizer?  If so, why?  River-delta land is unusually fertile to begin with.
 
   There’s so much about the world I don’t know.
 
   In fairly short order we were shown up the hill to the manor; it was the highest piece of ground in the city.  Shada was told to “wait here” by one of the manor guards and I was told to “follow.”  The guy doing the talking had six other guys with him, all in chain-and-scale, and all carrying swords.
 
   I leaned on my staff and noted them eyeing my sword.
 
   The chief guard blinked.  I felt/listened to Firebrand; apparently, it was awake enough to eye him back.  I don’t think they liked each other.
 
   “I’ll have to ask you for your sword.”
 
   I nodded.  “I’m sure you do.”
 
   He waited.  I waited.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Well, what?” I asked.
 
   “Are you going to give me your sword or not?”
 
   “You haven’t asked.”
 
   “I just did.”
 
   “Not that I noticed.  You did say you would have to ask for it, and I agreed you would have to ask for it.”
 
   He got that pained expression all security professionals learn.  It’s the one where they have to be polite as long as they possibly can.  The one they get when they can’t just smack you in the chops and say something like “Shut up, sit down, and be quiet before I feed you your shoes—with your feet still in ’em!”
 
   “I’m afraid I am now asking for your sword.  Please give it to me.”
 
   “No.”
 
   There was a long, ugly silence.  Shada kept her hands visible and began to edge away from the center of attention—me.  I leaned back against Bronze and waited it out.
 
   “I insist,” he tried.
 
   Bronze pawed the flagstone tossed her head, and snorted.  It was hard to hear the snort; her hoof made a scraping, ringing, screaming sound of metal on stone.  It scored the flagstone.  Deeply.
 
   Hands came out from under helmets; it’s hard to cover your ears when you’ve got a metal bucket on your head.  I waited a couple of minutes to let them get their hearing back.  Okay, okay—I was waiting for mine to recover too, but I could slap my hands on my ears a lot faster and easier.
 
   I’m pretty sure the head guard—a sergeant, maybe?—said, “and the horse will have to wait outside,” but I wouldn’t swear to it.
 
   I pointed at Bronze, then at the manor gate, and made a negative, handwaving gesture.  He nodded and made a sort of blocking motion with his hands, then pointed at Bronze.
 
   I motioned to Shada; she came over and we all walked out the manor gate.  I mounted.  Shada got up behind me.  The sergeant had a couple of men draw steel and get in the way.
 
   I looked at him, appearing puzzled.
 
   Fortunately, the ringing in our ears was dying down.
 
   “I said that thing has to be outside the wall—not you!”
 
   “Oh.  Bronze, stay.”  I got off and helped Shada down.  “Mind if my wife waits here with my horse?”
 
   “Is she anything like the horse?”
 
   “Better,” I said.  Shada looked startled.
 
   “Then she stays here, too.”
 
   I smiled inwardly; Shada seemed amused.
 
   “Shall we go in, then?” I asked.
 
   “I still have to take your sword.”
 
   Looking tired, I unbelted it and hung it on the pommel of the saddle.
 
   “Go ahead,” I suggested.
 
   “Um.”
 
   There was a lot of whispered consultation.
 
   “That will do,” the sergeant decided, finally.  “This way.”
 
   I was half-disappointed he didn’t say, “walk this way,” as it would’ve given me a great opportunity to annoy him further.  I guess only hunchbacked henchmen say that.  Minions and guards just escort.  No sense of humor.
 
   The manor house had at least started life as a manor.  Someone had decided to turn it into his home—much like I had decided to take Sasha’s house and make it my home.  There was an outer wall for the manor.  The ground floor walls were now solid stone, without a single window.  The double doors into the house were serious, no-nonsense, doors—doors that said, “We are a Portal,” in deep and ominous tones.
 
   The living room—well, the equivalent; a large hall with a big fireplace—was devoted to medieval warfare.  There wasn’t quite room enough for a pair of knights to joust, but only because the follow-through would put an unbroken lance through a wall into the kitchen.  But everything else was here.  Sword-work, bows, crossbows, wrestling—equipment and space for just about everything.  It was someone’s private gymnasium.
 
   From the battered look of the practice weapons, I’d say someone’s well-used gymnasium.  I got only a brief glimpse, really, as I was hustled up some stairs and through a series of doors.
 
   An old man, rather hunched, wiry, and looking about as leathery as a tanner’s shop looked up from some papers.
 
   The sergeant saluted.  “Wizard!”
 
   “What is it, Sergeant… um… Sergeant?” the fellow said, sounding tired.
 
   “As you ordered, the wizard has been brought to you.”
 
   The wizard—I assumed he was the baron’s wizard—took considerably more interest.  I had the impression I was off to see the wizard, and me without my ruby slippers! 
 
   “Oh?  Good.  You may go.”
 
   The sergeant saluted again and stomped an about-face he could have used in England.  Everybody left.
 
   “Annoying, aren’t they?” the wizard asked, grinning.
 
   “Oh, you can get used to them.  I guess.”
 
   “Good luck.  So, you’re a wizard?”
 
   “Um.  Well, yes.”
 
   He chuckled.  “You’re looking at large piles of paper and an old wizard and you’re feeling inadequate?”
 
   “Not exactly.  Well, maybe.”  He was uncomfortably close to the truth.  I don’t know much about magic.  I just do it; I’m a talented amateur.  This guy looked like a pro.  An old pro.
 
   “Good.  As long as you have that feeling, you’ll keep learning new things.  When you’re sure you can handle anything the world can throw at you, you’re in for a nasty shock.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “The world is a lot bigger than you think it is.  It notices these things.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   “So, what brings you to Baret?”
 
   “Well, I needed to go somewhere.  My feet just went this way.  Well, metaphorically speaking.”
 
   “Good!  My spell seems to be working.  And in the nick of time, too; the funeral is this week.”
 
   Centipedes do not have that many legs.  Even if they did, they aren’t made of ice.  So why do they like my spine?
 
   “Funeral?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, of course.  You didn’t think I’d be Calling if I was going to be around for much longer, did you?”
 
   “I’m sorry?  You were calling someone?”
 
   “No, no, no,” he said, sounding exasperated.  “I was Calling.  For my replacement.  For a wizard to take over when I discorporate.”
 
   “Excuse me, but will you be terribly disappointed if I don’t understand what the hell you’re talking about?”  I was feeling confused.
 
   “Hmmm.”  He regarded me critically.  “No, not terribly.”
 
   “I don’t know what the hell you’re talking about.”
 
   He chuckled, a dry, rasping sound.  It reminded me of creaking leather and rustling pages.
 
   “Let us begin anew, my boy.  I am Jon.  I have been the wizard to the baron of Baret for, let me think now… ninety-four years next April.”
 
   (Yes, I know; they don’t really have “April,” even though they have twelve months.  But “April” is easier to think about than the month of “Quatrar.”  It’s my calendar and I’ll stick with it if I feel like it.)
 
   “You don’t look a day over a hundred,” I replied.  He laughed.
 
   “Good!  Your wits are about you even when you’re confused.  And you are?”
 
   “Only a little.”
 
   He laughed again, grey eyes sharp and twinkling.  “Sharper wits than I’d hoped for!  What do they call you, boy?”
 
   “Halar,” I replied.
 
   “Good to meet you.  New to wizarding?”
 
   “Well, yes.”
 
   “Sorcerer?”
 
   “Not that I know of.”
 
   “Good.  Best kind of wizard or magician.  Got to have a head for the work to be an artist.  Any fool can learn to paint—and many do.  But it takes talent to make Art.”
 
   “I can’t argue that.”
 
   He chuckled wickedly.  “Of course you can; that’s what arguing is about.  You can argue any statement or fact.  It’s debate that’s difficult.”
 
   I found I was grinning.  I liked this game of words.
 
   “That’s because debate,” I replied, “involves using one’s brain for more than padding between the ears.  Most people barely have enough brains to keep their ears from knocking together.”
 
   “I’d argue, but I’m too smart for that,” he said.  “Here, take a look at this.”  He shoved a paper toward me.  I approached his desk and looked at it.  It was a chain with little paddle-like things attached at intervals.  The illustration showed it being drawn by a team of horses, pulled around a roller at the end of the river-pipe.
 
   “So that’s how you keep the silt from building up,” I commented.
 
   “One of them.  The river is fairly swift, and the spring floods tend to wash anything and everything out.  But you’ll want to see it’s sludged out a month or so in advance of the floods, just in case.”
 
   “I can understand that.”
 
   “So, how do you get the chain into the pipe in the first place?  It won’t wash downstream; it’s too heavy.”
 
   I thought about it.
 
   “A large wooden block and a rope.”
 
   White eyebrows went up.  “Oh?  The chain drags the block down; it’s been tried.  Won’t work.”
 
   “Sure it will.  Tie a rope to the block.  Put the block in the upstream end of the pipe.  Feed out rope until the block comes out the other end.  Fish it out and hook it to the team of horses.  Tie the upstream end to the chain and start pulling.  Ideally, I’d want enough—what’s this thing called?”
 
   “A sludging chain,” he replied, smiling.
 
   “I’d want two sludging chains, both several yards longer than the pipe itself.  Once one is fed through, the other gets attached; when one is fully through, attach it to the tail of the second and just keep repeating until the pipe is ‘sludged’ out.”
 
   “You’re hired, Halar.”
 
   I blinked.  “This is a job interview?”
 
   “Yes.  I can quit Calling, now; I’ve summoned my successor.  Hail Halar, Court Wizard of Baret!”
 
   Bloody hell.
 
   I argued.  It’s not that the idea held no appeal—a good position, power, money, influence (not to mention probable perks and bennies)—but I just didn’t feel qualified to be The Personal Wizard To His Lordship.  I admit I’m talented, but talent only goes so far.  Training helps a lot. Besides, I have a whole Church after me—well, a whole division of it—and I don’t understand the world I’m in.  How could I possibly hold down a serious job?
 
   “I’m not competent to be a court wizard; I’m really just a beginner,” I said.
 
   “Do you blow holes in things by accident?”
 
   “Well, no… generally only when I mean to.”
 
   “Shouldn’t be a problem, then.”
 
   “But… but I don’t know all that many spells!”
 
   “Can you improvise?”
 
   “That’s about all I ever do!”
 
   “Then you’re a wizard.  It’s the magicians who have spells handed down to them as the perfect spells for any given application.  I even know a few.  Horzun’s Fabulous Firestarter is indispensable, in my opinion.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   He flourished a pipe and snapped his fingers, lighting it.
 
   “Oh, yes.  Absolutely.”
 
   “So what do you do when someone has a problem you’ve never seen before?”
 
   He grinned at me.  “I solve it.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yep.  I figure out how it needs to be solved.  And who is best to solve it.  Can’t go around fixing everything for people, my lad.  Does them good to do it themselves.  You only fix personally the things they can’t fix for themselves.  That’s your job.  If they do need a little help, you don’t make a big production out of it—you just quietly put a thumb on the balances of the cosmos in their favor.”
 
   “So people don’t ever see you do anything, is that it?”
 
   “Done right, doing nothing looks like hard work.”
 
   I stared at him.  “So the job of court wizard basically boils down to looking busy and giving advice?”
 
   “Mostly.  There’s a trick to it, though.”
 
   “And that is… ?”
 
   “You have to give good advice, or you’re out of a job.  And, most likely, out of town in a hurry.”
 
   “Doesn’t sound that great.  One mistake and you’re in the midden?”
 
   “Every occupation has its hazards.  You would rather keep wandering around, looking for some place to settle?”
 
   I thought about it.  What could be the worst that happened?  I screw up, get banished, maybe even run for my life.  Gee.  And how is that worse than my present situation?  Gold star for the correct answer.  On the other hand, if I didn’t screw up…
 
   “Not really, I guess.  But why me?”
 
   He shrugged.  “Couldn’t tell you.  I cast a Calling spell to bring me someone worthy to be my successor, powerful enough to do anything I can do—although I admit I did not specify ‘skilled enough’—smart enough to not be taken for a fool, wise enough to do my job well, and most especially someone with enough personality and guts to keep the baron happy.  I suppose I might’ve included ‘and wants the job,’ but I’m not as picky as you appear to be.  Lately, I’ve been dreaming of you and that metal horse you ride.  You’re here sooner than I thought, but that’s good.”
 
   I thought about it.
 
   “Okay, I tell you what…”
 
   He grinned around his pipe and leaned forward, listening.  “Yes?”
 
   “Suppose I agree to try this out.  How long will you be around?”
 
   “About a week or so, I think; that’s when the lines come together.  The future is always a fuzzy thing.  But that’s a point at which I am very likely to die—and I’m old, my boy.  Very old.  I think it may be the last nexus I see.”
 
   “So, as long as you are still around—will you teach me?”
 
   He grinned wider, if anything.
 
   “That’s the question I hoped to hear.  Of course I will.”  He stuck out a hand.
 
   “And if I hadn’t asked it?” I said, shaking the withered, bony hand of his.  He had a good grip.
 
   “I would have marked you as overconfident, greedy, or incautious.  And if you had said ‘no’ a bit more firmly, I’d have let you go—and not taken you back, either; indecision kills.  You did well on my little tests.”
 
   “Glad to hear it,” I replied, then thought a little further.  “They aren’t over, are they?”
 
   He laughed aloud and released my hand, using that skinny arm to hold his stomach.  When he finally settled down to mild chuckles, he looked at me with a twinkling eye.
 
   “Not even close.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 23RD
 
    
 
   I am in Hell.  My personal devil is a nasty old man with a talent for showing me how utterly wrong I am.  It isn’t that the job is hard.  Not really.  It really boils down to the job of being grand vizier to the baron and wise man to the tribe in Baret.
 
   I got a rare treat for a commoner:  I met the baron socially.
 
   The baron Xavier Baret is shorter than I, about five-nine, but solid and with a tough, wire-hard air about him.  He uses the practice rooms on a regular basis—that is, every single day.  He appears to enjoy it, even to the point of conducting business while at archery and during the turns at jousting—although to be fair, the jousting is outdoors.  I don’t think much of jousting in the rain, but “wars don’t wait on the weather.”  When I met him, he was working with a pair of the baronial guard—the guys on security detail at the manor—at target practice with the crossbow.  The guards were jogging back and forth to different targets to fetch back practice bolts while the baron kept loading and firing.  Jon introduced me to the baron.
 
   The baron observed that I wore Firebrand.
 
   “Jon, does this replacement of yours think he can fight?”
 
   “He hasn’t been a wizard long, lord.”
 
   The baron regarded me critically.  “Why do you bear arms, wizard?”
 
   “It’s mine.”
 
   The baron’s eyebrows shot up.  “Is it now?  By what right is it yours?”
 
   “It has been in my family for generations.”  Well, my wife’s family—and for several centuries, anyway…
 
   “But you are not a knight?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then let us see if you are worthy to carry it.  Bhota!  Fetch me a pair of practice swords.  No, the bigger—yes, those.”
 
   Bhota was a skinny guy in plain homespun; he bustled up, carrying two of the wooden weapons.  Lethal in a clubbing fashion, they at least didn’t give me the feeling I was about to be skewered.  The baron took one and nodded that I should take the other.
 
   I unbuckled Firebrand and hung the belt on a wall, then leaned my staff next to it.  I took the offered weapon.
 
   “Ready?” he asked.  I noticed Jon was grinning.
 
   I set myself and tried to concentrate on Sasha.
 
   “No.  But go ahead.”
 
   And he did.
 
   I can’t say I got my butt kicked.  I can’t say he trounced me thoroughly.  But I can say, quite definitely, that I lost.  I usually managed to tag him with a wound—I am very fast—but even that wasn’t certain.  I’ve fought against men and women in the Society for Creative Anachronism who are fast, talented, and skilled.  I’ve fenced with a couple of guys who spent time in Heidelberg before joining the local fencing club.  But I’ve never—until that moment—fought anyone who lived their whole life in the study of arms and combat.  Admittedly, the baron had a lot of other things to do and study; he had a city to administrate and a barony to govern as well.  But every single day from the time he could gnaw, someone was either teaching him, practicing with him, or being hammered by him.
 
   Today was my day to be hammered.
 
   It was about a half-hour, I’d say.  It felt like a wooden hailstorm.  I had bruises on bruises.  Thrusts to the chest.  Whacks to the arms.  One rib that felt like it wasn’t completely attached to the ones above and below.  A knee that swelled up nicely inside my trouser leg.  A muscle in my other thigh that screamed at me every time I took a step.  One stroke that almost cost me teeth.  And more than one lump on my precious noggin.  I was suddenly glad I was a lot tougher than I used to be, and I wished it was night—I heal at lot quicker when it’s dark.
 
   I didn’t do anything over-rash.  I didn’t kill him.  I didn’t try to do anything magical or underhanded, although the thought of shooting him did cross my mind.
 
   Finally, he laid me out on the floor again—a cut to the bad knee, a parry of my wild stroke as I toppled, and a double-handed thrust down into my chest.  I say “a cut” and “into,” but you know what I mean.
 
   He looked down at me as I lay there, “pinned” to the ground.
 
   “Aaaarrrgh.  Hack, hack, cough, gasp.  Ugh,” I said, and pretended to expire.
 
   He tried not to smile.  He tried really hard; I could tell.  Finally he just gave it up and laughed.  He even extended a hand and helped me to my feet, grunting as he took more weight than expected
 
   “All right, wizard; carry your father’s sword.  You are no knight, but… carry it.  At least you won’t disgrace it.”
 
   “Thank you, my lord,” I replied.  I bowed—not as deeply as I might have under other circumstances, but I wasn’t feeling well—and slowly hobbled to my staff and Firebrand.
 
   “It looks to be a very nice weapon,” the baron went on.  “May I see it?”
 
   I leaned against the wall and dabbed sweat from my forehead.  “Of course, my lord.  Be my guest.”
 
   He took the hilt and drew it partway, then frowned at the blade.  He did not draw it farther, but examined the steel.
 
   “Excellent workmanship.  Would that I had its like.  But what is it that lives within that mislikes me?”
 
   “I do not know, my lord.  I know only it is pleased to be wielded by myself; I think it is aware of my family and my lineage.”
 
   “Ah, a familiar spirit for denoting an heir.  Quite impressive.  Your ancestor must have been a powerful enchanter.”
 
   “So I’m told, my lord.  I know almost nothing else of him.”
 
   The baron tsked.  “Family is an important thing.  But you wizards know little of that.”
 
   Jon interjected, “True words, sire.  Now, if you will excuse us?  I have much to impart before I depart.”
 
   The baron smiled slightly at the rhyme and Jon returned a millimetric smirk.  The baron waved a hand at us in dismissal and accepted a drink from Bhota.  I buckled on Firebrand again and hobbled with my staff.  Jon was surprised I could still walk.  I didn’t bother to tell him I’m harder to hurt than a normal human.  Density, you know.  But I was really looking forward to sundown.
 
   Dealing with the baron was going to prove somewhat easier for me, he said.  The baron never respected magic, not really, but he did respect fighting.  Apparently I would have a head start over Jon in that regard.  Jon was merely been “my wizard” from the day baron Xavier could speak.
 
   Other things Jon went over with me included most of the city.  The streets, the sewers, the gutters, alleys, back streets, and wharves.
 
   And defenses.  Most definitely the defenses.
 
   Apparently, the savages beyond the Eastrange occasionally circumnavigated the southern tip of the range in coracles—it was easier than going through the pass, or safer.  They used to take a day or so in their boats to row around, raid, and go home again with whatever loot they fancied—generally knives, axes, and jewelry.  With the introduction of a seawall, that slowed down a lot.  With the addition of arrow engines, the raids pretty much stopped.  It’s been several years since they’ve tried it.
 
   Of course, a minor skirmish or two with pirates and raiders has also occurred.  Loading an arrow engine with flaming arrows isn’t that hard, and wooden ships do not take it well.  Pirates generally avoid the place.
 
   There also exists another kingdom, farther south, about six weeks by sea.  They aren’t exactly friendly, but they also aren’t openly hostile.  The two kingdoms—Rethven, the one I was in, and Kamshasa, the one across the Southern Sea—were more like cautious trading partners than anything else.  The baron trusted them about as far as he could comfortably throw his horse, so the city defenses were well-maintained.
 
   Jon also went over a lot of wizarding with me—the magical end of things.  He showed me how to get rid of warts, cure a cold, and make crops favor the idea of growing bigger.  He taught me to see far places in a bowl of water, a mirror, or a crystal.  He instructed me on how to read signs and omens in a handful of bones, to listen to the life of the world in the wind, and some of the language used by the gods in the creation of the world—what he knew of it, anyway.
 
   One of the things I found most interesting was making a Mental Note.  Quite literally, it was like having a private study inside my own head.  He taught me to “go inside” and find my “inner room.”  There I could sit at the desk, lounge on the couch, read, write, and do whatever else I fancied.  The things I read in there were rather disjointed—like reading a book in a dream—unless I had gone in and written it there.  It was handy for making notes about things, and I immediately started updating my journal there.  Here.  In the study.
 
   We also went over magical theory and practical applications, but mainly over the why and the how of magic, not the step-by-step engineering of spells.
 
   “That’s for magicians,” Jon said; the scorn in his voice was plain.  “They’re nothing but technicians for something that is Art.  You can’t put Art into a classroom to memorize.  You have to live and breathe it.”
 
   One evening, sitting on a rooftop, watching the nighttime glitter and flow of life in the city, I reflected I certainly eat and drink it, which isn’t quite the same as living and breathing it.  
 
   Later, in the study, I also asked Jon about his life as a wizard.  I caught him after a good meal and a pipe, so he was more talkative about his personal life than usual.
 
   He knocked out the bowl of the pipe and scraped it a bit, filled it again, lit it, puffed, thought.
 
   “I can’t say I’m so different,” he said, finally.  “I’d like t’think I am, sure, but I don’t know.  Looking back, I’m a lot like all the rest—just older and with steady work.”
 
   “How do you mean?”
 
   “Take yourself, for example,” he said, pointing at me with his pipe.  “You travel all the time, going from place to place, working spells for whatever the traffic will bear.  Never settling for long because nobody really trusts a—a wizard.  There’s no telling what sort of crap is going to come boiling out of a wizard’s shack.  Or, at least, that’s what the bloody-minded peasants think.  
 
   “Of course, the traveling wizards will come through and undercut your prices; they’ll resent you, too, for taking business out of the town for them.”  He settled sullenly back in his chair and dropped his eyes to his smoldering pipe.  “We don’t get along at the best of times; we’re too conscious of keeping our own reputation as high as possible to really cooperate.  I’ve never known a wizard to share a spell with anyone else unless he got at least as good a spell in return.  I hear that may be changing a little, but I don’t get out much anymore.  That’s the way things were fifty years ago, anyway!
 
   “And then there’s the local priest,” he added, almost savagely. “He’ll have the peasants muttering and cursing you under their breath in a fortnight.  Thanks to him, you get blamed for every sick sheep—after all, some peasant will be paying you to cure it.  You hexed it to make him hire you!”  The bitterness in his voice was plain.  “They’ll accuse you of everything from well-poisoning to stillbirths without any care for whether or not it would actually profit you!
 
   “Then there’s the idea that you’ll fall in love with some local girl—forget it!  She may like you and be willing, once you get past her fear of you, she’ll never really love you, and her father will never stand for it and her other suitors will just say you bewitched her—” he broke off sharply, aged knuckles white around the bowl of the pipe.  He sat silent for long moments, then puffed viciously for a while.  I was quiet, just waiting.
 
   “I’ve talked too much tonight,” he said, finally.  “Go to bed.”
 
   I left, but I didn’t go to bed.  I did notice that there was light in the study late into the night.
 
   I couldn’t resist it.  I looked into a bowl of water to see what he was doing.  “For practice,” I told myself.
 
   Jon was sitting in his favorite chair, brooding.  On the table in front of him, there was a mirror, laid flat, face up.  Above it was the image of a girl.  She was just on the pretty side of plain, but she had absolutely gorgeous eyes.  It was like a three-dimensional photograph; it didn’t move, but seemed otherwise completely real.
 
   I noticed that Jon occasionally had to wipe at his eyes.
 
   I stopped looking and went for a walk, feeling like a heel for poking my nose in.  I vowed to never bring it up again.
 
    
 
   We also went over the basics that every wizard should, at least in theory, know.  A lot of that included a bunch of mental exercises—and spells to hurry the process of educating me.  Normally, I hate having my mind tampered with; I get allergic to subliminal audio tapes and hypnosis videos, to say nothing of mind-altering drugs.  It’s my mind, and in that respect I am an unrepentant control freak.  But Jon accepted my emotional aversion with grace.
 
   “Good.  Can’t have a wizard getting his thoughts all muddled up.  So we’ll do the spells together and I’ll let you walk through my headspace first.”
 
   That wasn’t so bad.
 
   The headspace is a mental construct, an imaginary world a wizard keeps in his head, like the inner study—but larger.  When a wizard wants to sit back and put his feet up and think about a problem—and he’s in the middle of a swamp—he can.  Just step inside into an imaginary study and think.  A wizard can also file good ideas and spells in his headspace; just work it out in your imaginary study or laboratory, then put it in a box.  Be sure to label the box, or finding it could be a problem.  
 
   Now, to expand upon a concept…
 
   Suppose you need more room?  Imagine a door that leads to another, larger room.  Want to build a working model of a spell without actually making a rock explode or enchanting an entire sailing ship?  Add another room to the Headspace and put it together there.  Since it’s all happening in your mind, not in the real world, the power requirement is almost nonexistent, but you can see if your idea is likely to work or not.
 
   Maybe it’s just a really advanced form of meditation, but I find it really handy.
 
   Once that basic technique was down, we could go into a sort of mutual rapport in either his headspace or mine.  We built a “hallway” between the headspaces with doors at either end.  Jon doesn’t like unexpected visitors any more than I do, I think.  But by visiting in his headspace, he could whip out notes, show me things, and replay memories for me that would have taken hours or days just to explain.
 
   It’s all happening at the speed of thought.  We were in his headspace for at least twelve hours—or so I thought.  When we came out into the “real” world again (the headspace seems as real as imagination can make it) I found it had been a little over an hour.
 
   My education and training as a wizard seem to be proceeding at a headlong pace.  I get the feeling he’s in a hurry.
 
   Let’s see, what else have I been learning?  Well, one of the high points:  How to not be noticed.
 
   “No, you aren’t invisible!” Jon snapped, after I asked.  “That’s a lot harder because it involves fooling the eyes, not the head!  Eyes almost always see things as they are; it’s the head that doesn’t pay attention.  You’ll be seen, if you do it right.  You just won’t be noticed.  It’s bloody useful.”
 
   “I’m not getting it,” I admitted.
 
   Jon seemed disgusted.  “What color are the baron’s eyes?”
 
   I blinked.  “Uh.  I don’t know.”
 
   “You fought with the man for half an hour, sometimes so close you could have kissed him when your guards locked.  You looked him square in the face how many times?  And you don’t know what color his eyes are?”
 
   “Well, no.”
 
   Jon nodded.  “The same thing happens here.  You stop being noticed.  People have more important things to think about, like their drink, or what the wife will say when they get home, or whether or not the sergeant knows about that privy break.”
 
   “So I can’t be noticed?”
 
   Jon slapped a bony hand down on the table, making the candle jump.  “No!  You do something stupid and draw attention to yourself and people will notice.  If you don’t, you’re just another face—if they remember anything about you at all.  A sentry won’t let you through; he’ll demand your papers.  A guard won’t let you rob the merchant.  A watchman will chase you if he sees you knife someone.  People will laugh at you if you take off all your clothes and dance in the street.  But if you are just a face in the crowd, then no one will notice or remember you.”
 
   “If I do okay at blending in, then I just sort of fade away?”
 
   “It can learn!” he exclaimed.  “Exactly!”
 
   “Sounds useful.”
 
   “It is.”
 
   I’m not really all that pleased at projecting a field to influence people’s minds, but it’s a lot better than reaching into someone’s brain and eating part of it.  I can live with whispering “don’t notice me” instead.
 
   One of the other things he explained was how any magic-worker works his magic.
 
   “If you’re going to make magic do something, you have to tell it what you want,” he said.  “You can just picture your result and muscle it, or you can see how you want your result and make your life easier.”
 
   “So, if I just want it to rain, I can wish real hard?”
 
   “You can, if you’re stupid,” he answered.  My ears burned and my face grew warm as he continued, “You need to watch clouds for a while and ask them to come over, clump together, and then take a big leak all over the area.”
 
   “Um.  Right.  So the more I know about how a thing works, the better?”
 
   “At last, something correct!  Yes.  And you need the ability to make vivid mental pictures—which you must have, or you wouldn’t be here.  I catch flying lines of color and make them spin around for spells; you’ll see magic in your own way and develop your own techniques to use it.  How do you see magic?”
 
   “Well, I don’t see it so much as I feel it, usually.”
 
   Jon threw his hands into the air.  “By all the gods!  I’m glad you arrived early!”
 
   That was a long, long bout in the headspace.  A wizard’s eyes are sensitive to magic—or the wizard is, anyway.  A wizard has to be in order to work with the forces involved.  Jon spent a lot of time on sensitizing me to the ebb and flow of magical force.  By the time he was done, I could see magic as easily as I could see the life in a beating heart.  That wasn’t entirely a good thing, especially at night; the two could blanket each other if I didn’t look carefully.  Strong magic could hide life-auras, and vice versa.
 
   He also went over Calling.  Apparently, when a wizard knows it’s time for him to go—or, at least, suspects it—he casts a spell called the Calling.  Like calls to like, and a wizard much like himself will find events are conspiring to move another wizard to him.  One can put a delicate spin on the Calling, too, in order to get someone not quite like oneself, or who tends toward certain qualities.  But it’s draining, ongoing, and pretty much all a wizard can do magically until he succeeds or gives it up.
 
   As for how a wizard knows he’s going to need a replacement…
 
   Jon showed me the ropes.
 
   Well, the Ribbon.
 
   Imagine standing on a ribbon.  It’s a couple of feet wide, and seems to be a sort of polychrome, shifting and changing in color as you watch.  It’s rolling by under you, constantly, out of a formless fog ahead.  The fog is silvery-grey and seems to flow into threads of different colors, which twist and braid themselves, smoke-like, into solidity just under you.  Behind you, the ribbon stretches as far as you can see, crystal-clear and fixed.  Ahead, it’s being woven out of the raw stuff of chaos.
 
   Normally, a wizard looks ahead as far as he can; that may be an hour, a day, or a week—maybe even a month or a year, if his life is very stable and quiet, very predictable and unchanging.  And, sometimes, the ribbon seems to narrow a lot, a sort of pinch where everything all comes together in a pivotal moment; beyond that, things are very hazy, as it is a major, life-changing decision point.  The future isn’t, and there’s no way to tell what will come until that point is reached.
 
   You can sometimes get a clue about the nature of the decision from the colors of the threads.  Oh, yes, you can see individual threads.  Some are finer than silk (and not major influences in your life) and some are thick as yarn (for big things).  They all vary in color, too, and that can give you some idea of what they are, along with how they twine with other things.  And when they started, of course.
 
   My ribbon stretched back about a day.  Behind it, there was a break.  Then another short stretch of ribbon. Then a break.  Then another short stretch… until you went back a long way and found an unbroken line of ribbon.  Ahead, my ribbon kept right on going, twisting, braiding, and weaving until it came to a definite end.
 
   Sometimes, dying at sunset and coming alive again in the morning is a real nuisance.  Obviously, my ability to see my own personal future was sharply limited.
 
   The other problem was it took a while to get into a state where one could look at one’s life-ribbon.  Jon managed it in about an hour, and it took me about as long even with his help.  It was also tiring.  Not exactly something one can do in the middle of a fight to determine whether or not sticking around is likely to be comparatively safe or not.  It’s not even good for deciding whether or not to stick around for an upcoming siege; that would just be a pivotal point.  I don’t see the Ribbon as being all that useful.
 
   Oh, and even though Jon was helping, he saw his ribbon.  I saw mine.  A wizard never gets to see anybody else’s ribbon, except for the thread of his own ribbon that marks another’s influence on his life.  If it stops, for example, it only means they aren’t an influence anymore; it doesn’t mean they’re dead.
 
   Shada tells me the gata fortune-tellers do much the same thing, when they are actually trying.  Their technique is different, though.  It isn’t something you can learn; you have to be born with the Sight, as they put it.  If you have it, you can get better at it; if you don’t have it, no amount of trying will help.  For some reason, they can see someone else’s Ribbon—the ones that aren’t frauds, anyway.
 
   I tried to look at my ribbon again that night, after the sun was down.  It also only works for people who are alive.  No shadow ribbons for us dead people.
 
   Jon also tried to teach me the rudiments of divination by crystal ball—seeing bits of the future in the glass.  Usually, they are dim, fleeting, and seldom very revealing, but they do provide clues.  What you see will come to pass.  Of course, if you see yourself bleeding from the neck, that may mean you cut yourself shaving—or that someone cut your throat.  Sometimes it’s hard to tell through the murk.  The future is never too clear.
 
   Sadly, Jon was disappointed in me as a diviner.  I just don’t get it.  It’s the future.  There’s no telling what’s going to happen.  Probabilities, perhaps, but the future isn’t fixed.  At least, that’s how I feel about it, which Jon says is my chief difficulty.  If I had more faith in Fate, I might do better.  I did just fine at seeing other places now, using the crystal ball like a television screen; but the future is almost a closed door to me.
 
   Various other forms of divination—bibliomancy, pyromancy, tea leaves, water and bones, runestones, horoscopes—all failures.  Jon despairs of ever teaching me to read the future.  I stink at it.
 
   Shada, meanwhile, made herself at home in the baron’s manor.  The Court Wizard to the baron has three main rooms all to himself: a laboratory/library, a living area, and a bedchamber.  No private bath, though there were washbasins aplenty and both servants and slaves to haul water.  
 
   I was right about my early evaluation of slaves; they are generally the province of the wealthy because they are expensive, especially skilled ones.  Plus, unlike servants, the owner has to be able to afford feeding and housing for the slaves.  But there are also various degrees of slavery.  There is serfdom—a small step up—and indentured servitude, as well as the basic chains-and-whip property.
 
   Shada managed to make herself comfortable in what were going to be our quarters.  Which meant, yes, she cleaned.  Or supervised cleaning, anyway; gata wagons aren’t as drafty and dusty inside as you might think.
 
   I wonder if I can get a shower rigged up in my quarters?  I’ll have to look into it later.
 
   Shada apparently spent a lot of time with her gata seer/sorceress/wizard/wise woman.  None of the chalked diagrams on the floor of the workroom were touched.  Heck, she barely touched the room at all, aside from closing some dusty books and putting them on shelves.
 
   Which brings me to another issue I’d been concerned about.
 
   I had learned to speak the language by—apparently—absorbing a lot of it during feeding; literacy, however, was something that made me nervous.  The books I’d looked over in what I think of as the “Gate Room” in Telen hadn’t been even remotely familiar or legible to me.  I don’t like the idea of having to learn a whole new alphabet, spelling, and so on.  It took me a long time to get this proficient with English!  That was my main stumbling block in college—learning another language was required for a degree.  It took me four years to finally get enough successful credit hours in German.
 
   I needn’t have worried.  I looked at pages and had to think a bit, but I could puzzle it out.  After being told “Read that,” by Jon a couple of times, I managed to stop moving my lips, too.
 
   Do you have any idea how much of a relief it is to realize that you can read?  I don’t think most people really ever think about it.  To not be able to read is almost like being blind.  It closes off not just a whole world of possibilities, but several worlds of possibility, impossibility, fantasy, and fiction.
 
   I’d sooner part with an eyeball than not be able to read.
 
    
 
   The baron is a man of harsh punishments when it comes to breaking the law.  Well, at least to my “civilized” standards.  Losing a hand strikes me as being a bit on the harsh side for petty theft.  Then again, there isn’t a lot of petty theft in this barony; losing a hand is a pretty good deterrent.  Still, there are murderers and thieves, cutthroats and cutpurses, if you will.  I find the city’s watchmen are pretty decent at their job, if not quite the forensic and detective specialists I’m used to.
 
   That’s okay.  It isn’t just the Shadow who knows what evil lurks in the hearts of men.  I went hunting for meals and tried to do my job as a good bloodsucking fiend of the night.
 
   In a town this size, I discovered very few people who actually wished to die.  Not just the “I wish I was dead!” lament, but truly, really, longed for it.  Both of them, unsurprisingly I suppose, were chained to oars in trading ships.  The life of a galley-slave isn’t good; the two I found were murderers with death sentences.  They were just being put to work in the meantime.
 
   Trust me, the lowest level of a prison galley is not a hygienic place.  They don’t unchain you to go to the toilet; you stay right where you are.  Think about it.  Or, if you can avoid thinking about it, even better.
 
   I was glad I didn’t have to breathe.  I was also pleased I could reach into a ship with my tendrils and not even leave the wharf.  Once I’d done my job, I was happy enough to let the blood stay right where it was.  I got off the dock and back onto solid ground.  I don’t like the water these days, and I doubted the emaciated, half-starved wretches would have had much blood in them.  Not to mention the filth.  
 
   Enough.  I don’t want to think about it any more.
 
   I did find a few amusing moments, though, during what I lovingly think of as Hell Week in Wizard School.
 
   Jon had a fondness for the delight of children.  The old ham loved to do little tricks to make people—yes, especially children, but he never scorned the wonder of adults—stare and go “Oooooo!”
 
   We were walking along, staffs thunking the cobbles regularly, and he was going on about drainage and drying.  I mentioned the silt and soil from the river pipe ought to be exceptionally fertile if it could be gotten off the sludging chains and into the fields; we were trying to figure out a practical way to do it.  In the middle of this, a little boy, I don’t know, maybe four years old, came running up at full tilt and ran smack into Jon’s legs.
 
   I thought he was going to topple over, but a wizard’s staff is apparently more than just a magical prop.
 
   Jon tried to peel the kid off his leg and eyed the dozen or so children arrayed about us.  They’d appeared out of nowhere, like spectators at a traffic accident.
 
   “Well?  What’s all this fuss, then?”
 
   “You’re the wizard!” the one sticking to Jon’s leg piped.  The rest agreed this was true.
 
   “So?”
 
   “Wanna see magic!” the sticky one declared.  This was chorused and amplified.
 
   “SO?” Jon roared.  “Just because you want to see it,” he lifted his staff and it radiated a pale blue light, “doesn’t mean I’ll do this!”  He gestured, and a bolt of what looked like lightning forked up into the clear sky.  “Or that!”  Then it started to rain flower petals.  “Or that!”  And the flower petals turned to butterflies.  “Or that!”  The butterflies turned into little glowing fairies, which darted away on the wind, scattering.  “Or that!  Now scram, you little beggars!”
 
   They scrammed, chasing after the glowing, winged creatures.
 
   He scowled after them, but I caught him smiling when he didn’t think I was looking.
 
    
 
   The local church is pretty decent.  The head priest has services twice a week and a lot of people show up, mainly people already in town; country folks don’t seem to have a taste for it.  Jon dragged me along to one.  Since it was daytime, it all worked out okay, but it made me nervous as a cat in a kennel to be there.  Psychosomatic, maybe?  Maybe.  I got to meet the priest, though, and I don’t think he was making a special effort to greet the wizards.  I shook his hand, discovered I liked him.  His name is Ander.
 
   “Isn’t that a gata name?” I asked.
 
   “It is, but all are welcome in the light.”
 
   I didn’t go on with it.  I doubted they would let me see the light other than as a blazing fist of wrath.  No sense in antagonizing an influential man I just met and rather liked.  He was a well-meaning and earnest sort, without being, what’s the word… pushy.  Perfectly willing to just lead by example and answer any questions you might have—without dragging you into the temple to pray over you.
 
   I found the ceremonies to be instructive, though.  The priests lead the congregation in prayers and singing, then reads from one of their holy works—I get the impression there are several, but I didn’t ask—and follows that with a sermon.  The sermon I sat through was about the importance of obedience to authority, with a clear implication that those Guided By God were in authority.  After the sermon, the sacrifices were brought out.
 
   Watching them pour wine on an altar was nothing major; it was when they laid a live lamb on the rock and got out the knife.  The ritual was fairly short, direct, and just as lethal to the animal as anything I might do.  But instead of using the power thus released, it was directed at the statue of the god.
 
   If the statue was the real target of such power, it should have been blazing with energy.  It wasn’t.  The power entered the statue and went somewhere else.
 
   The god accepted the sacrifice.
 
   Jon also took me to a somewhat less-than-kosher meeting with, as it turned out, some of the local pagans.  Or protestants.  Or heretics.  Take your pick.  We had to take a ride well out of town to do it; this was where non-city-dwellers found religion.
 
   They had a bonfire in the middle of the day.  Their religion centers around fire and the sun as the primary source of all life.  The sun is the Mother, strangely enough.  All sun-worshiping religions with which I am familiar think of the earth as a mother-figure while the sun is a father figure.  But this one regards the sun as the Mother of All Fire; within everyone, there is a spark of the Divine Fire—it takes a father and a mother to spark it, but only in a woman can that fire be nurtured into a child.
 
   That’s one reason.  The other reason is the priestess.
 
   Only women can be clergy in this religion.  Even then, she has to be a redhead.  Apparently, the two are inseparable; if you’re a lady with red hair, you’re a priestess—like it or not.  Here, a woman has red hair only because she has enough of Mother’s Fire within her to make it so.
 
   And boy, can they ever do some neat tricks with it!
 
   A fire-witch—as the more patriarchal Church calls them, when they aren’t calling them “heretics,” and “blasphemers”—cannot be burned by any normal flame.  She can drown in a river of molten lava, but she won’t even scorch until after she’s drowned.  Even magical fires are blunted; there are stories of a fire-witch and a magician slugging it out.  The magician needs to use something besides the handy bolt of flame to be effective; lightning works a lot better, apparently.  But it’s still a pretty even match as the fire-witch tends to be able to generate fires of hellish intensity.  Legends tell of a priestess awakening a mountain and making it roar in fury.
 
   Volcanic temper?  I don’t know.  I don’t want to find out the hard way.
 
   The local priestess—Tamara—is actually a very pleasant lady.  She stays out of sight a lot since the Church is pretty down on this “heretical” belief in a sun-goddess… and therefore redheads in general.  It’s not that a solar priestess is arrested on sight—that’s relatively suicidal—but they are definitely persecuted.  
 
   It’s hard to vaporize a crossbow bolt when shot from behind.
 
   Tamara strikes me as being a bit young for the job.  She can’t be more than twenty or so.  Maybe I’m just getting cynical in my immortality, but I would’ve thought she needed to be a bit older to be a full priestess.  Then again, it’s also a fertility goddess we’re talking about.  Maybe it makes a sort of sense.  
 
   The way they lit the bonfire was really startling.  I have a fire-breathing metal horse to light my campfires and a sometimes-flaming sword if it feels like it, but this was interesting.
 
   Tamara and all the celebrants—Jon and I spectated; we’re not part of the Mysteries—surrounded the heaped-up pile of brush and branches.  They joined hands in a big ring around it and Tamara recited a prayer.  Her hair got longer.  It was already loose and down over her shoulders, but it lengthened, started to glow, and turned a more orange-like color as it did.  By the time it reached her feet, it was also flickering.
 
   Her hair looked like a curtain of fire, enveloping her completely, except for her outstretched arms and her face.  I could see the ground at her feet smoking, but the people on either side of her, holding her hands, didn’t seem to be discomfited.  She looked at the pile of brush and it lit.
 
   Not like someone tossed at match in it, either; flames bloomed from the pile.  It was like someone had piled all the wood on top of a big gas stove burner and Tamara touched off the pilot light.  There was even a whoomph of displaced air.
 
   The disturbing thing to watch was when they all kept their hands clasped in a ring, but stepped forward, close to the fire, arms coming down, until they were standing in the outer edges of the bonfire, actually in the flames, hands still joined, shoulder to shoulder.
 
   Nice trick.  I wondered if it worked with flamethrowers.
 
   I’m also wondering if Tamara likes me—I mean, more than just as a polite-hello-type of likes me.
 
   The ceremony was over and the celebrants took off for their various points of the horizon—no grouping up; I liked that.  Members of a persecuted religion don’t need to draw attention to themselves—and Tamara came to Jon and me.  Jon made introductions.
 
   “This is my apprentice and probably my successor,” he noted, gesturing at me.  “He goes by the name of Halar.”
 
   Tamara looked me up and down.  She smiled.
 
   “He’s bright.”
 
   Jon shrugged.  “He’s young,” he answered, then said to me, “Halar, this is Tamara.”
 
   I held out my hand.  “How do you do, Tamara?”
 
   She swarmed into my arms, hugged me hard, and kissed me!  I was so surprised I just stood there like a fool, hand still outstretched, while she went on kissing me.  I’m not used to strange, beautiful women throwing themselves into my arms.  This is decidedly unusual.  Nice, but unusual.
 
   Finally, I put my arms around her and kissed back.  I have to admit she kisses well.
 
   She finally pulled back and looked me over again, still embraced.  Jon looked on, amused.  Tamara cocked her head to the side, as though listening.
 
   “She says he’ll do.”
 
   Jon nodded.  “Good.”  Tamara pecked me on the cheek and stepped away.
 
   “’She’?” I asked, feeling stupid.
 
   “Mother,” Tamara answered, as though that was all I needed to know.
 
   “Your mother?” I asked, wondering if she was talking about a ghost.
 
   “Not entirely,” she said.  “Mother.  The Mother.”  She pointed at the sun.
 
   “Oh.”  It was all I could think of to say.  She was listening to the voice of a goddess?  One that approved of me?  That was a switch.  I thought for sure a solar deity would be against me.
 
   Another thing distracted me.  I’d do… for what?
 
   While my head whirled, she pecked Jon on the cheek and said, “Welcome, both of you.  Will you come with me to share my afternoon meal?”
 
   “No, thank you,” Jon demurred.  “I’m just introducing the boy around.”
 
   “As you will.  Will you join us for the autumn feast?”
 
   Jon looked startled.  “I doubt it.  I plan to be dead.”  
 
   I tried not to smirk.  Not the politest way to tell someone “no,” but it gets the point across.
 
   Tamara turned to me and looked me squarely in the eye.  “Will you attend?  Please?”
 
   “I… uh, sure.  If I can get away.  I don’t know how busy I’ll be, with Jon dead and all…”
 
   “Quite understandable.”  She smiled again.  I like her smile.  “I will hope that you can join us.”
 
   Jon insisted we had a lot to do—him to teach, I to learn—and we made our exit.
 
   Let me see, now.  What else happened this week?
 
   Oh, other notes on the baron; apparently, he does a lot of the actual governing on his own, rather than farming it out to subordinates.  He’s got a sizable staff, but he’s a very hands-on ruler.  He saddles up and goes on tour, sometimes for a day or two, just so people can see him and talk to him.
 
   Okay, he’s still often an arrogant overlord, by my standards.  People, even peasants, aren’t something to be scraped off your boots, even if a lot of them smell like it.  But he’s a noble and they aren’t.  At least he isn’t using them for jousting targets or keeping them up at night to scare off noisy frogs so he can sleep.  I think he’s actually, for his environment, a pretty decent guy.
 
   I just realized something.  I don’t have a qualm in the world about nibbling on the living essence of a dozen people at a time, but I get all offended when the baron is rude to them.  I think I’ll shut up now.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, SEPTEMBER 24TH
 
    
 
   Jon died today.  It was a quiet thing.  We were in his workroom and he was making me re-draw some of the symbols, just for practice.  I was down on the floor and he was watching.  He went to his chair after a bit and sat down slowly, as old men are wont to do.  I ignored this and kept sketching, keeping in mind the significance of each symbol, one by one.
 
   As an aside, anybody can just draw the pretty pictures.  It’s the way you focus power into the symbol, not the symbol itself, that gives it significance.  It’s easier to do when the symbol means something to you.  If you think of wavy lines as an air symbol, use that in your weather magic.  If the wavy lines mean “water” to you, then use that in your spell to purify a well.  It’s what you put into it that makes it potent, not the actual design.  It helps a lot, though, to have symbols everyone feels the same about if you’re going to have more than one person doing spells with the same diagram!  If a symbol means “fire” to one person and “earth” to another, then there’s going to be some ugly harmonics in that magic.  
 
   Jon told me there are written symbols for the language of creation—ones that have significance to the universe, as opposed to significance to people.  Sort of like the magical equivalents of math symbols for universal constants back home.  Pi.  Avogadro’s Number.  Planck’s constant.  The speed of light.  That sort of thing. He taught me—as well as he could!—the few symbols he knew of the Language.  They’re hard to understand.  Understanding the Language reminds me of Westerners trying to translate Chinese; each symbol means something precise and unique, and we don’t really understand the context surrounding it. He also cautioned me about ever using them; they attract Attention From On High.
 
   Bad idea, especially for me.
 
   Ironically, the Language is entirely written; no one knows how to pronounce it.  Jon was of the opinion it couldn’t be pronounced, for much the same reason a man can’t do brain surgery on himself.  He might be right.
 
   Anyway, I finished going around the circle after about an hour or so.  It was a simple circle, mainly for “the gathering of power from all the corners of the world,” as Jon put it.  Sort of an amplifier for whatever spell you want to cast from inside the circle.  All it does is gather and concentrate magical energy so a wizard can focus more of it, but it’s handy when there aren’t a lot of cows around. 
 
   I stood up and regarded the thing.
 
   “Okay, it looks good to me.”
 
   Jon didn’t answer.  He was slouched down in his chair, eyes closed.  I sighed; he kept dropping off to nap while I did the more time-consuming exercises.  I nudged his ankle with the toe of my boot.  He didn’t stir.  When I took his wrist, it was cool.  I checked both pulse and breathing, but he was entirely too quiet for either.
 
   He’s laid out in the church right now.  Ander recited a long litany over him, the baron gave a speech, and I had to get up there and address everyone at the funeral and tell them what a great guy my predecessor was.
 
   I barely knew the man.  He was a grouchy smartass with a nasty wit and a relentless, ruthless attitude, as well as having something of a contempt—usually well-concealed—for anyone who had to take off shoes to count above ten.  He despised magicians as rote learners without creative thought.  He considered religion to be a fool’s game.  He loved the wonder of children; I think he liked children, period.  And he liked cabbage and bean soup—mainly because it gave him gas, and that amused him.  I’ll never understand why.
 
   I think he was my friend.  I wish I could have had longer to find out.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SUNDAY, SEPTEMBER 25TH
 
    
 
   Jon had a second funeral this morning.  The fire-worshippers built a pyre just for him; Tamara asked me to acquire the body.  It wasn’t that hard.  As Jon’s apprentice, I was expected to bury him myself, so I did.  After everyone was gone, I just dug him back up again.  Tiring, but not difficult.
 
   Tamara held the ceremony at noon—and I should add that she kissed me hello again.  She kissed everyone hello, usually a quick peck on the cheek, but I got the full treatment.  It beat the heck out of having old folks welcome me to church with a handshake.  Maybe she wants me to join her religion.  It can’t be because she likes me that much; she doesn’t even know me!
 
   I got to join in the ceremony this time.  It was just a ring of people, holding hands and watching a pyre.  We didn’t step into the flames—those were reserved for the guest of honor.  The bonfire flared up just like before and Tamara’s hair did that flowing firefall effect again.  But the fires of this bonfire kept getting brighter and hotter.  I could feel it getting hotter, but it didn’t seem to be hurting any, if that makes any sense.  It just felt… I don’t know how to describe it.  Warmer, maybe.
 
   Tamara’s fire-hair started shading over into yellow, and then yellow-white, and then white.  
 
   So did the bonfire.
 
   It took about three minutes or so before the entire bonfire was gone.  Hot ashes and smoke were all that was left of a half-ton of brush, branches, green logs, and a bony old body.  The dirt where it had been was melted and fused—which, of course, reminded me of another death.
 
   After the ceremony, everyone dispersed.  Tamara came up to me and took my arm.  She tugged on it to get me to walking and we talked.
 
   “You seem very sad for someone who only knew him a week,” she started.
 
   “I’m just thinking he wasn’t kidding about being dead.”
 
   She chuckled and squeezed my arm.  “That’s not all, surely?”
 
   I admitted it, adding, “I’m sad I won’t know him better.”
 
   She cocked her head at me.  “And is that all?  Or does something more trouble you?”
 
   I felt uncomfortable, suddenly.  “The pyre reminded me of someone I lost, not long ago.  She… burned.”
 
   Tamara looked surprised, then sympathetic and sad, herself.  “It is hard for me to imagine burning.  I cannot understand it, for I cannot be burned.  But I know pain, and I know death.  And beyond the shadow of death there is life.”
 
   “Maybe.  I’m in no hurry to go find out.”
 
   Tamara smiled.  “You doubt?”
 
   “Let us say, rather, that I don’t know.”
 
   She looked puzzled.  “You don’t?”
 
   “Nope.  I hope, I guess.  But how can I know?”
 
   “Ask.”
 
   “Who?  Your goddess?”
 
   “She is your goddess as well,” she answered, smiling again.  “You are alive, are you not?”
 
   “Well… at the moment, yes.”
 
   It annoyed me that she took it so matter-of-factly one could simply ask a deity and expect a clear answer.  I guess that’s just par for the course.  You have questions, you get faith, you don’t have any questions anymore.  It always comes back to faith.  Have faith!  Have faith and all will be revealed! —or, at least, you won’t feel the need to ask those pesky questions!
 
   All my life, my family was big on religion—mainly, searching for the one that suited Mom.  Some of my earliest memories involve getting dragged to yet another church function.  There I could sit, stand, sing, pray, sit, stand, sing, pray… and, of course, get shoved into another gaggle of kids I’d never seen before.  I don’t care what denomination they are, kids are still kids, and I was always the new guy.
 
   If you get the impression it put me off religion, you may be right.
 
   Still, I’ve never heard God say anything to me.  Maybe I’m deaf, or just don’t know how to listen.  Maybe it’s because I don’t really believe.  I’ve never had a ray of light come down from the clouds while a voice in the thunder Tells Me How It Is.  But I’d like to believe.  I’d like to believe that Someone knows what He/She is doing.  I’d like to believe that Someone is In Charge.  And I’m hoping that there’s a complaint department.
 
   But I’ve never seen anything to say, There is a Power here beyond your understanding.
 
   I looked away, even as I put my hand on hers, holding it to my arm.  My eye fell on the not-so-distant circle of flame-touched earth.
 
   In my world, we’d call that sort of thing a miracle.
 
   “Tamara?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “How often do you and the goddess… chat?”
 
   She chuckled.  “Constantly.  I am one of the few who can hear Her.”
 
   “How would I go about, ah…”
 
   “…speaking to Her?” she finished.  “Simply speak.  She will hear you.  She hears all who address Her.  I will even speak for Her.”
 
   Oh, what the hell.
 
   “Um.  Well, I need to know… I guess I want to know about Sasha.  My wife.  Ex-wife.  Is she… rather, did she go… uh… is she happy?”
 
   Tamara cocked her head, listening to something I couldn’t hear.  Her expression was one I’ve seen on many faces:  the look of a person on the phone, speaking and listening to someone that can’t be seen.  She started to say something, checked herself, then nodded.
 
   Her hair flickered, reddened, and started to glow.  In seconds, it looked like her head was on fire.
 
   Her eyes began to burn.  I mean it.  Flames took the place of her eyes—white and green fire in the shape of eyes.  They focused on me and I felt as though I was looking back up the microscope lens.  I had to squint to look at them; her eyes—Her eyes?—were bright as a welding arc.
 
   When she spoke, it was not Tamara’s voice.  It was her throat, and sounds she could make.  It was recognizably Tamara speaking.  But it wasn’t her voice.
 
   “She rests from long labor, and is content.”
 
   I didn’t need to consider it.  True, I could probably figure out a spell to make an illusion of the fires and something to distort my voice to match the sound effect, but I didn’t need to examine it—that was something besides Tamara or a spell.  Whatever it was, it was powerful and primal and quite definitely not human.  Don’t ask me how I know.  I just know.  I stared while the pyrotechnics settled down into a normal human being again.  Tamara held my arm with both hands as the fiery effects subsided, then leaned on me.  I put an arm around her and helped her to sit down on a rock.
 
   “Are you all right?”
 
   She nodded.  “I will be.  It is—difficult to bear.”
 
   “I imagine!  Why did you do it?”
 
   “She thought it best,” Tamara answered, as though that covered all the bases.
 
   “Why?”
 
   Tamara adopted her listening pose.  “Would you have accepted my words without Her?”
 
   I thought about it.
 
   “Now that you mention it, no.  Probably not.  Not really.”
 
   Tamara simply smiled at me and said nothing.  I guess the goddess knows what She’s doing.  I glanced upward, toward the sun.  
 
   “Thank You.”
 
   Tamara answered, “You are welcome, My child.”
 
   I shelved the thoughts that started.
 
   “Do you want help getting home?” I asked.
 
   “That would be very kind.”
 
   I whistled for Bronze and helped Tamara up, then mounted behind her to help keep her in the saddle.  She didn’t seem weak, just shaky.  She pointed out directions and we followed them at a trot; it was the smoothest ride Bronze has ever given me.  Either she likes Tamara or realized I wanted to be careful with our passenger.
 
   Tamara’s place was a sod house.  It wasn’t too large and not at all impressive, but it also blended well with the hillside.  We were very close before I realized the door wasn’t set in the hill.  
 
   I helped her down and she opened her door.
 
   “Will you come in for tea?” she asked.
 
   “I’d love to, but I have to get back to work.  Sometime soon, though?”
 
   “I will be pleased to have you as my guest,” she answered, smiling.  If she was unhappy at my refusal, she hid it well.  She stood on tiptoe and kissed my cheek.  “Thank you.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   She went inside and gently shut the door.
 
   I mounted up on Bronze, thinking a lot of things, and none of them coherent.
 
    
 
   Back at the manor, Shada was waiting for me.  This caused me no end of thoughtful moments.
 
   Shada is my de-facto wife, at present; at least, that’s our story.  She was sticking to it, too; she slept in the bed, with or without me, kept Jon’s—excuse me, our—apartments clean, made sure I ate human food regularly, bossed household slaves, and so on.  On my part, I made sure the menials knew she was someone who could boss them, gave her the lion’s share of the stipend the baron provided, and tried not to be too odious a roommate.
 
   But do I love her?  No, I don’t think I do.  Oh, I like her, certainly.  I like Tamara.  Hell, I like Ander.  And Shada is a lithe and cuddly armful if I do put my head down on the pillow.  I suspect that Tamara would be, too; she’s less of a dancer—heavier—but more curvy.  Shada isn’t showing a bit of interest, though; Tamara is.
 
   Okay, let’s be honest, here.  It’s also been a while since I got any.  Maybe that’s it.
 
   Should I just ask Shada?  Not for sex—not just for sex—but how she feels?  I know we’re not really married, but I still feel iffy about the possibility of seeing Tamara while our charade is going on.  It’s not like we have a commitment or anything… it’s only a cover story on why we stay together… we can’t possibly pass for brother and sister, that’s certain… but it still feels wrong to be hanging out with a pretty lady that obviously likes me when the other one doesn’t even know about her.  It makes me feel like a two-timing louse, and I hate that.
 
   I would have to be an ethical bloodsucking fiend of darkness!
 
   There’s too much irony running around loose in the world.  Worlds.  You know what I mean.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MONDAY, SEPTEMBER 26TH
 
    
 
   I spent the night on a ride outside the city, out and around the countryside.  There are mining camps up in the Eastrange for metal and for coal, as well as lumber camps.  I found them, just to know where they were and how they operated.  The mines are pretty rudimentary.  The lumber camps are just that: camps.  Very mobile.  The highest technological innovation is the two-man saw.  I started thinking about a sawmill.
 
    Some time ago, three or four generations, the baron decreed that any land cleared without a homestead on it had to have at least one tree left standing for every forty feet.  If someone could stretch a forty-foot rope out from a tree trunk and not reach another trunk, then another tree had to be planted in there somewhere.  That kept the forest from being thinned out too much.  But the law also requires that for every tree taken down, two seedlings of the same type must be planted, one on each side of the stump.
 
   Kept the lumberjacks in business, I guess.  Kept the dryads happy, too, sort of.  At least, that’s what they tell me.  It’s an unwritten rule that if a dryad says “No, that one is mine,” the tree is left alone.  It’s a de-facto treaty of sorts, enforced on both sides.
 
   Shortly after sunrise, the baron sent for me.  Before she went to bed, Shada had laid out fresh clothes and a sponge-and-basin for my morning ablutions.  Sasha was right; sunrise got easier and less messy as time went on.  A quick sponge bath and a change of clothes and I was ready to go.
 
   I showed up in the gym, as instructed.  The baron was wrestling with some of the house guards; both he and the present guard were stripped to the waist and barefoot, locking arms and legs and rolling on the floor, doing unpleasant things with grips and throws.  At last, the baron let go of the gurgling guard and stood, then offered him a hand up.  Once they parted, he turned to me.
 
   “So, you’ve some small skill with a blade; well and good.  You will get better, wizard.  Every man in this house can use a sword, bow, and lance; you will, too.  Can you wrestle?”
 
   “A little,” I replied, thinking of various martial arts I’ve taken.  Aikido, judo, various types of karate… the best I’d ever done was a green belt in judo, and that was over four years ago.  I’m not particularly afraid of any normal man in a fair fight, but my hand-to-hand training isn’t what I’d call in-depth.
 
   “Then come at me, wizard,” he said.  He was on the border between a smile and a sneer.
 
   The baron shouldn’t have used that tone.  He said “wizard” the same way I would have said, “jerk.”  I unbuckled Firebrand, set my staff aside, pulled off my boots and shirt, and stepped forward.
 
   He started to circle; I circled with him.  He stepped forward, one hand moving forward to catch the back of my head.  I stepped forward with him, hugged, and lifted him off his feet.  I jumped up and forward to land face-down on the floor—except I landed on the baron.  Hard.  I weigh a lot more than he thought.  His breath went out like a blown tire and I bounced to my feet.
 
   A moment later, he rolled over and rose, slowly.
 
   “Are you…” he began, then paused, hands on his knees, breathing deeply.  “Are you using some wizard’s trick?” he asked.
 
   “No, my lord,” I replied, trying to sound polite.  “You made that quite clear when we practiced with wooden swords.  Never.”
 
   He nodded.  “As you say.”  He rushed me.  He landed a one-two pair in my abdomen and I grunted, partly out of surprise, partly from the blows; he had a hell of a punch.  He foot-swept and I went down.  He landed on top of me with a knee in my gut, then both hands went to one arm, twisting.
 
   I resisted the twist and grabbed his other knee.  Specifically, his kneecap; I dug my fingers under it as though to pop it off.  He made a sound halfway between “eeek” and “arrrgh” and tried to roll away.
 
   I didn’t let go; that stopped his attempt to roll away.  He gave me a solid cross to the jaw and I felt it; it snapped my head around nicely.  That was a punch he meant.
 
   I folded myself, legs coming up behind him, and kneed him in the back, hard.  He pitched forward and I met him on the way down with a head-butt to the cheek—I was going for the nose, but he tried to twist aside.  Still, while he was down here… I punched him in the side with my free hand twice, ribs and kidney.  Then I let go with my kneecap hold—I had to; the angle was awkward and my fingers were starting to slip—and he immediately rolled to the side.  I rolled the same direction, brought up both feet, and half-kicked, half-shoved him, sending him skidding across the floor.
 
   I got up and readied myself.  He got up more slowly and regarded me, breathing hard.  Thin trickles of blood ran down his side from skin scraped open against the floor and he favored that knee.
 
   “Are you lying?” he asked, working his right arm and twisting his torso to assess the damage.  I’ll say this:  the man could take a hit and worry about it later.
 
   “No, lord.”
 
   “I’ll have you flogged with a salted lash if you are.”
 
   “I swear to you, lord, I have no spells on that could affect this combat.  I have only a spell to deflect purely magical attacks.”
 
   He regarded me for a long moment, then laughed softly and called for wine and water.
 
   “It seems hardly fair,” he said, seating himself and drinking deeply of the diluted wine, “that some men should be so broad-reaching in their talents.  You are stronger than you look, but also have the talent for magic.  It is almost an affront to those of us who have only a few of these advantages.”  Bhota pressed a damp cloth to the scrapes along the baron’s back; the baron stiffened, then relaxed.
 
   “I was not born with beauty, wealth, or position, lord,” I answered.  “Perhaps there is a balance in these things.”
 
   “Perhaps there is, at that.  Ah, well.  I trust you are not injured?”
 
   “Somewhat bruised and aching, lord,” I replied.
 
   “Then you will report to Davad every morning for instruction in arms; after lunch, you may continue with your duties.”
 
   “As you wish, sire.”
 
   He drew the cloth away and regarded the blood.  “And have you anything to put your broken baron back together after you’ve smashed him?”
 
   I smiled; he was smiling as he said it.
 
   “I believe I might, lord.  It is not the work of a moment; when you please, my lord, I will be happy to do so.”
 
   “We shall repair to your workshop.  I feel the need of some repairs.”
 
   We limped up the stairs, accompanied by several of the guard.
 
   Shada was startled to have us come into the rooms; she curtseyed to the baron immediately, though.  He waved her up absently and dismissed her from his mind as we entered the workshop.
 
   I had him sit on the floor inside the circle, then explained to him what I was going to do.
 
   “Everyone heals, eventually,” I said.  “We take in food and our bodies turn it into flesh.  Our old flesh dies away and is removed in our wastes.  What I am going to do is tell your body to do it faster.  A lot faster.  And I will supply, magically, much of what your body needs to do so.  You’ll eat like a tiger after we’re done, though.”
 
   He nodded.  “I am pleased you tell me these things; Jon was reticent about his workings.”
 
   “Please sit quietly, my lord, and try to relax.”
 
   So I did exactly that.  Since I had half a dozen guards in the room, I wove a spell that drew on their life energies, much as I might draw on them at night.  I couldn’t drain them quickly enough to kill them with a spell; it was simply moderately tiring to them.  But the spell poured their combined energies into the baron, focusing them on his regenerative capacity.  It was really an experiment to see if direct transfer of life force would be more effective than using it focus more magic into a spell.  I cheated a little and took some of that spell for myself; the baron hadn’t damaged me, but I was aching from his blows.
 
   I wondered if this was how Jon had managed to stay alive so long.  Could he have been a wizard’s equivalent to a vampire?  He knew a lot about such spells, but didn’t have the natural (unnatural?) advantage I have in dealing with such forces.  I can use a spell to see them during the day, just as he could, but he never learned how to manipulate that energy.  It seems to be a talent I have.
 
   Hmph.  I wonder why.
 
   “There you are, my lord.  You should be right as rain by lunch.  But hungry, I remind you.”
 
   “I’m already hungry,” he replied.  “And I feel like I could wrestle dragons—or you.”
 
   “Please, my lord; give it at least an hour to work before doing anything strenuous.  Or, at least, combative.  Archery, perhaps.  Or riding.  But no blows, please.”
 
   “Very well.  I shall do as you suggest, Halar,” he agreed, smiling slightly.
 
   I smiled back.  I noticed he wasn’t calling me “wizard” anymore.
 
    
 
   That afternoon I was walking on the seawall, observing the fishing fleet, nodding at the occasional sentry, and listening to the sound of surf.  It was a nice day, and I was enjoying the walk.  That’s when I heard a cry for “the wizard.”
 
   It’s not the word to which I object; it’s the tone the baron used.  Contempt pushes my buttons.
 
   I turned to see what was the matter and found a man was chasing after me at speed.  He was dressed in typical clothes—wool and cotton, leather for his shoes and belt, tight sleeves and breeches.  He carried no visible weapons.  Upon reaching me, he paused to gasp for breath.
 
   “Take a moment,” I said.  “Just breathe.  I’ll get your message quicker if I don’t have to puzzle it out of pieces.”
 
   He nodded, rested a moment, and then said, “My master has sent me—indeed, all of the servants of the household—to seek you, lord.  He bids you to come to him with all haste, if you will, for his wife is ill unto death.”
 
   “Of course I will.  Take me to your master.”
 
   Rather than let the fellow run all the way back, we detoured slightly to the baron’s manor.  I mounted Bronze and let him ride behind and give directions.  Shortly we were in the upscale district of the town.  I was shown into a bedchamber immediately.  The room was dim and hot, with a small fireplace and several candles.
 
   Sitting beside the bed was a portly, older fellow, perhaps in his fifties—fairly old for this place. The lady on the bed was perhaps ten years his junior, equally chubby, and very pale.
 
   As I moved to the opposite side of the bed to check her pulse and breathing, I asked, “How long has she been ill?”
 
   “Master wizard, I do not know what to do!  My wife is ill—dying!  Tell me that you can save her!”  Her breathing was shallow and slow, her pulse faint but steady.
 
   “How long has she been ill?” I repeated.
 
   “About two days,” the servant answered.   “Last night she rose and called for water, then fell in a heap and has not roused since.”
 
   “Thank you.  What did she say was wrong with her before that?”
 
   “She complained of numbness, lord.”
 
   The master of the house added, “Her left arm and leg had no feeling.  She spoke of it to me, though she could move them.”
 
   I pulled back the covers slightly and regarded my patient.  A few wrinkles made tracks around her eyes, but they looked like smile-wrinkles to me.  To all intents, she seemed asleep.  I touched her forehead and wrists but felt no fever.  I then peeled back an eyelid without response.
 
   “Bring me a small mirror or something polished.”  This was done and I reflected the firelight into her open eye; the pupil did not change size.
 
   “Well,” I said, “I know what is wrong, but not if it can be cured.”
 
   “I will pay whatever you require if you will save her, lord wizard.  I swear it!”
 
   “Then you won’t have to worry about being poor.  Calm down.  If I can, I will; if I can’t, not all your fortune will change it.  So abandon that line of thinking.
 
   “What I think has happened,” I continued, slipping into the local speech pattern again, “is a vessel within her head has burst.  It has harmed the brain within her head, robbing her of movement and sense.  There are spells that can help this, possibly even cure it, but they are difficult and not quick to cast.  There is much I must do here immediately, then I must go to my workshop and prepare mightier spells.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes,” he said, desperate and miserable.
 
   “Now, leave the room, everyone.  Let no one within until I come out.  To have spectators may well ruin the workings I am about to attempt.  But fetch me a dove in a cage and a knife made of silver; knock once upon the door when you have them and wait for me.”
 
   He nodded feverishly and shooed his servant out, then slammed the door behind him.
 
   Personally, I was wondering what I was going to do with a dove and a silver knife, but it gave him something to do.  Oh, well.  If nothing else, it would make a good sacrifice and a bloody snack, later—if I could keep it quiet.  The locals don’t like the idea of slaughtering anything for magical purposes; it smacks of dark arts and evil to them.  Considering it’s probably a method invented and used by nightlords, way back in the beginning of time, I can’t say I blame them especially.  Of course, slaughtering an animal for the greater glory of their god is a completely different thing.
 
   I regarded my charge for a minute or four, thinking.  She was alive, in the biological sense of the word.  The question was really whether or not anyone was still in there.
 
   I’ve never really read someone’s mind.  I’ve only looked on the…patterns, the changes in the ripples of their spirits.  Even when Sasha and I had communed in the hospital, it wasn’t with words, it was with feelings and concepts.   It’s not the same as reading a book.  Of course, I can get everything that someone once was by devouring them… but that’s rather counterproductive when I’m trying to preserve their life!  So I worked a spell that would let me see her spirit, much like my night-eyes would; that would do for now.
 
   It’s a difficult spell, according to Jon.  I seem to have a talent for it.  Go figure.  Might be because I know what it should do—like having the box-top picture for a jigsaw puzzle.  I know the answer, so putting the pieces together is easier.
 
   She was in there.  Not at all quiet, either; rather hysterical and terrified was my guess, judging from the chaotic, shifting patterns of color.
 
   “Aha,” I said.  “Can you hear me?”
 
   Judging by the sudden shifting in her aura, she did.  She was trying desperately to tell me so but her body just wasn’t obeying.
 
   “Yes, yes.  Do calm down, please.  If you’ve been listening, you know help is here.  I can’t hear you, but I can see that you hear me.  I’m going to do everything I can to help you.  It might not be enough to fix you, but I promise you won’t be a prisoner in your own body for the rest of your life.  Just calm down and wait for a bit; I’m working as fast as I can—and a lot of that you won’t be able to see or feel, so be patient.”
 
   She wasn’t reassured, really, but she was a lot more comfortable knowing somebody was doing something.  I suppose I’d have felt the same.
 
   So I sat and thought.  Brain injuries don’t normally heal; the brain doesn’t have cellular reproduction.  What I did with Shada was an elementary thing, not something on this massive scale.  Still, I applied all four of the healing spells I knew by rote; by definition, they couldn’t hurt.  I also improvised, much like I did for Shada, and wrapped them around and in the lady’s head.
 
   Why do my damsels in distress always have head wounds?  Because they have to be crazy to ask me for help?  I dunno.
 
   There was a single, sharp knock at the door.  I waited for a bit, then went to it and opened it.  The husband—Keldun was his name; the wife was Geva—was sitting in a chair outside.
 
   “Will she live?” he asked, instantly.
 
   “She is alive; she is in there and is aware, but she cannot move.  I’m still working on it.  Don’t give up until I do, okay?”
 
   “As you say, lord wizard.  Thank you.”
 
   I brought the knife and the bird inside and shut the door.  I set the bird down on the nightstand next to the bed and had the idea.
 
   The bird was alive; it was constantly producing living energy.  Normally, when I feed on someone, they get tired if I only take a little, but they produce more energy and stop being tired.  Of course, when I take it all, they die.  In many ways, when I snack on someone, it’s like they do work—the work of keeping me alive and strong.
 
   Why not try to bind the bird’s life to the spells acting to encourage Geva’s healing?  Not with such a drain that the bird died, but just enough to tire it?  I had done something similar with the baron and his guards—but there I had just done mainly what a vampire does.  I stole energy from the guards and used a spell to tie it down inside the baron.  But this idea was, essentially, building a conduit between one spirit and another to make an ongoing power link—a small, steady trickle, rather than a thrown bucket.  Would that work?
 
   I could almost hear Jon in the back of my head, saying, How will you ever know?
 
   So I tried it.  I deliberately set the drain on the bird very low, simply because it was only a bird.  I don’t think I could kill a human with such a spell; the spell just doesn’t have the same draw I do at night.  But a bird doesn’t have the same vital wattage, if you will.  Once the spell was in place, the bird stayed settled in its cage and didn’t stir.  It stopped its annoying cooing, though; that was something.  Yes, I could see a faint trickle of energy flowing from the bird to Geva, directed into the places where she was damaged.
 
   I sat back and watched to make sure everything was going well.  The bird seemed to be in no danger of immediately expiring; Geva didn’t stir.
 
   Fine.  Time to pretend to make preparations in my workshop.  I wanted to look this over with vampire eyes and vampire tendrils—much more precise and sensitive than anything I could conjure.
 
   At present.  Time and practice… someday.
 
   I told Keldun I was going to fetch some things and I had certain preliminary spells to work on and I would be back in a few hours, possibly that evening—and not to touch the bird or move Geva.  I also reassured him again that I was fairly sure I could help.
 
   Bronze is good at city navigation; she hurdled a beer wagon full of barrels and ran straight over a small child in the street—without laying a hoof on him, I hasten to add.  Good drama.  Let the citizens see a wizard in a hurry to help.  Nice publicity.
 
   Shada, when I told her about the situation, brought up a good point.
 
   “Surely you know that Ander will pray over her.”  That gave me distinct pause.  “What if he is there, tonight?” she went on.  “He may well be chanting a litany over her when you walk in the door.”
 
   “Shada?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Have I mentioned lately that you are smart, sexy, helpful, and possibly the most important person in this world to me?”
 
   She turned away to pick up a book and put it back on the shelf, but not before I saw her blush.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Shada, you are all those things.  I’m glad you’re here to do my thinking for me.”
 
   “A wife’s duty,” she replied, “is to bring her husband back down to earth when his head is up… in the clouds.”
 
   “I’m not going to ask if you changed that in mid-thought,” I chuckled.  “I’m glad you do.  Thank you.”
 
   “You are welcome.”
 
   “Excuse me, please; I want to review some of Jon’s notes before tonight.”
 
   “Of course.  I’ll bring you dinner in the workroom; it sounds like you anticipate a busy night.”
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, SEPTEMBER 27TH
 
    
 
   Ander wasn’t in Geva’s bedchamber; he was in the hall.  Keldun wouldn’t let anyone in for fear of disturbing something.  But the door was open and Ander was gallantly praying and gesturing in Geva’s direction.
 
   Oddly enough, this didn’t bother me in the slightest.  I was expecting to feel a blaze of agonizing, fiery energy radiating off a priest in the performance of his duties, but Ander wasn’t anything like that.  Oh, he was doing something, that was obvious.  The power of his faith might not move mountains, but it was at least a good field-plowing and a couple of irrigation ditches.  It wasn’t bothering me a bit to be in line of sight—and, as I carefully moved closer, pretending to be cautious of Ander’s ritual liturgy, I found being within arm’s length brought no change in my comfort level.  Well, that’s not quite true.  I think I actually felt better with him praying close at hand.
 
   While he was speaking, I noticed he occasionally paused in thought.  From the sound of him, he was done with the ritual portion and was just praying, spontaneously, from the heart.  He meant it when he expressed his hope that the Light of All Life would heal Geva.  He wasn’t just reciting words.  I wonder which was more effective, the ritual or the heartfelt asking?
 
   Ander finished praying and turned to me.
 
   “I’m told that nothing was to be touched,” he said, half-smiling.  “As you can see, I have not; I have prayed for her healing from here.”
 
   I recalled the story of Jesus and the centurion’s servant.
 
   “Not a problem, Ander.  If your faith is strong enough to heal her, it won’t matter if you pray over her here or from as far away as the temple—and I don’t doubt you’ve helped her.  Thank you for your consideration and caution, though.”
 
   “I cannot say that I wholly approve of wizarding her sickness away; I often feel that there is some sort of price to be paid for such healing—indeed, anything at all that is gained through wizardry.  But these are, I hope, baseless fears; if there be a price, mayhap it will be small enough to pay.”
 
   I nodded.  “I hope so.  But there is a cost.  It is mainly in time and energy and work, as well as study and practice, practice, practice.  A musician pays for every tune he plays, Ander.  He pays in the aching of his hands and the time spent in trying, until he gets it right.”
 
   Ander nodded.  “May that be all the price one pays.  Will it disturb you to have me watch you work?”
 
   “I’m sorry, but yes.  The thoughts and feelings of observers, especially when—no offense—they do not understand what is happening can make small ripples that have major consequences.  That’s one reason wizards often work alone.”
 
   “Ah, I see.  I never knew that.”
 
   “I learn something new every day.  Usually by falling flat on my face when I try it.”
 
   Ander chuckled.  “Do we ever truly learn any other way?”
 
   “Come to think of it—no.”
 
   I crossed over to sit next to Geva.  Her condition seemed unchanged, but brain injuries don’t always have gradual stages of recovery.
 
   “I’ll leave you to your work, wizard,” Ander said, and made the sign of his faith toward me in blessing.  “God speed to you to your work.”
 
   That was odd.  I’ve never felt a blessing before.  I was expecting to flinch.  I was expecting to have to suppress a scream of agony.  But it didn’t hurt; it was actually quite… hmm.  It’s hard to describe.  I felt blessed.  A blessed vampire?
 
   Weird.  Nice, but weird.  Obviously, I don’t understand the rules governing vampires and religion.
 
   Ander closed the door and I turned my attention—and my supernatural senses—to Geva.  While coiling tendrils into her and through her, I got a much better picture of what was going on.  It looked like a stroke, after a fashion.  Bits of brain were under pressure from a burst blood vessel; the leakage was stopped by the healing spell and maybe a prayer.  Likewise, I doubted there was any serious harm to the brain itself.  The pressure was still there, making sections unusable, much like a hand or foot might go to sleep if you keep it under pressure for a long time.  Sort of numb.
 
   The only real problem I could see was the excess blood.  There was no real way for it to drain away anywhere.
 
   Easy enough.
 
   Every cell is alive, in a miniscule, faint way.  Tuning down my vision to finer and finer levels, individual sparks became visible.  I say that casually; at the time it was not a casual thing.  I must have sat there for an hour, just doing a zoom-in on the area through a dozen tendrils.  But once I was down to that level, I ate the spark in every single cell.  Once they were lifeless, I started shredding their physical housing.  After reducing them to sub-cellular bits, I got to the tricky part.  I opened a few tiny holes in a vein and started pumping the shredded crap back down into her bloodstream until it was gone, then healed over the vein.  Maybe I could have pumped the intact blood cells and platelets and the rest back in without the shredding, but I wasn’t about to open a vein in her head again without being reasonably sure the hole didn’t solve more problems than it caused; the remains needed only a few truly microscopic hole to drain into.  Needless caution?  Maybe.  But neurosciences were not high on my list of studies!
 
   Still, that’s not as simple as I just made it sound.  There was a lot of, well… telekinetic work involved, as well as a couple of small spells to isolate and contain and filter.  It’s like saying, “I opened up his chest and put a patch on his heart.”  It’s complicated and intricate and a whole lot of other words that oppose “simple.”  By the time it was done, my own little grey cells were aching from all the pushing.
 
   But I’m still willing to bet I could get a job as a surgeon’s assistant; we don’t make tools that can do what I did.  Score one positive karma point for the bloodsucking fiend of darkness!
 
   I ran my vision backward through the size spectrum until I was looking at her brain again.  The pressure was gone, the tissues seemed intact, and the blood was moving through the old channels… one of which was slightly reinforced.  Everything looked as good as I could make it.
 
   I pulled my tendrils out and blinked.  Geva was looking at me.
 
   “Good evening.”
 
   She nodded.  “Good evening,” she whispered.  “You are?”
 
   “I’m Halar, the baron’s wizard.”
 
   “You are the voice I heard in my mind?”
 
   “That would be me, yes.”
 
   “And the other voice?  The… bright one?”
 
   “That would be Ander, I’m guessing.  He was praying over you earlier.”
 
   She nodded.  “That is likely.  The two of you freed me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Thank you,” she whispered.  She closed her eyes and slept.
 
   Well, I didn’t blame her.  I was tired, too.  It’s not that it was terribly exerting, but it was a lot fine, finicky, detail work and extremely stressful.
 
   I freed the bird from the energy drain and turned it loose through the window.
 
    
 
   I rode back to the baron’s manor and snacked as I went.  I had assembled a spell like a pair of large, netlike wings, a framework for my vampire spirit-tendrils to flow over.  These stretched out behind and to the sides, reaching forty feet or so.  Whenever they brushed over someone—mainly people indoors, asleep—they drained a tiny fraction of their vitality.  A portable smorgasbord, Sasha would have called it.  So long as I kept moving, no one would even notice.  If I stopped with someone intersecting the webwork, however, they would eventually be drained completely.
 
   We made good time to the manor; I didn’t want a whole street of people to wake up with headaches.  Causes talk.  By the time I was home I was feeling pretty good.  I let the spell-wings dissolve back into normal tendrils and the ambient magic I had used to hold them rigid.
 
   Shada was asleep when I entered the bedchamber.  Watching her, there in the darkness, I wondered.
 
   I still can’t say I love her.  I like her.  I’m pretty sure if I crawled into bed one morning wearing nothing but a smile, she would smile back.  But that’s the deal, apparently.  I’m the one with the job and the position; she can stay my de-facto wife or leave, as she pleases… with the note she has nowhere to go.
 
   Am I an idiot for not taking advantage of the situation?  Maybe.  Then again, I don’t really want a new wife.  I don’t really want this job.  What I want is to burn Cardinal Tobias of Telen alive.  Preferably over a slow fire.  After flaying.  I think.
 
   That’s another thing. Sometimes, I just want to mount up, grab Firebrand, ride to Telen, and hack until there’s nothing left to carve.  It’s a powerful urge, and it always hits unexpectedly.  I hide it well.  One may smile and smile and be a villain, I think it is.  It doesn’t change the fact I want to hurt this man.  I don’t know if I really want to kill him—I’m not sure I can kill a man in cold blood—but I do so want to make him suffer!
 
   Hmm.
 
   Come to think of it, that magician I spoke to may be right:  I may not have a real choice but to kill this Cardinal—and I will have to hurt his Church.  A lot.  Just killing this Tobias… what would it really accomplish?  It would get someone from the ranks promoted to the position of Cardinal.  Given that the last of the vampires were “cleansed from the world” a long time ago, the Hand apparently has a hunting policy in force… so I have my revenge, uselessly, and a new Cardinal who knows he has to worry about being assassinated by a nightlord.
 
   Besides, I don’t like the thought that I have to kill someone.  I hate being pressured, even if it is just by circumstance.
 
    
 
   It was shortly after sunup when a page pounded on the door to summon me.  I’d forgotten about the baron’s instruction regarding arms practice.  I muttered under my breath as I went down to the courtyard.  A good portion of the house guard was turned out for it.  It took me a minute to spot the instructor.
 
   Davad is about five-foot-two and looks like he’s carved out of wood:  Light brown from his tan, brown hair, green eyes, and as hard as teak.  I wouldn’t have been surprised to find dryad blood in him.  He was also the commander of the house guard, but I found that out later.
 
   I looked around while he finished giving instructions to a page.  It was a chilly morning; I noticed the forest on the slopes of the Eastrange was noticeably changing color.  There were also a lot more people coming into town in the afternoons to sell produce.  Most of that got shipped out; Baret has a lively merchant fleet.
 
   By then, Davad was ready to start.  We started with some stretching and a few laps around the courtyard wall of the manor.  Davad paired us off, and paired himself with me.  He grinned widely as we fought with wooden weapons.  He was feeling me out, getting to know my style and my moves.
 
   The baron was good.  Davad was better.  With the baron, he walked away the victor, but that was about all he could say about it.  Davad kicked my butt all over the courtyard.
 
   I wouldn’t have believed a human being could be that fast.  I wouldn’t have believed a human could be that good!  Every time I tried to attack, he was there with a parry or already moving out of the way—and, I might add, placing a piece of wood up against my tender skin.
 
   Unlike the baron, however, he wasn’t swinging or thrusting to hurt me; he was just making contact.  Stinging contact, I admit, but it’s not like we had foam rubber.  The sting was made worse by the knowledge I had this huge advantage and it wasn’t doing me a bit of good.  I’m sure I’m stronger than he is—once, when we locked blades, I shoved and sent him stumbling back.  He recovered so fast I couldn’t follow it up and we never locked blades again.  Davad owned the fight; I was just thrashing about, flailing at him.
 
   Well, that’s how it felt, anyway.  I had to work at it to keep my temper.
 
   After about an hour or so, he called a break; we took five and had some thin beer and watered wine.
 
   “You’ve been taught to fight,” Davad observed.
 
   “Some.”
 
   “You fight like someone who hasn’t done it much.”
 
   “I only fight when I have to.”
 
   Davad grinned wider than ever.  I noticed he was missing a tooth; I hoped it was from a cavity.  The idea that someone might have knocked it out was frightening.
 
   “Good!  Because you have the makings of a knight!  Damned if I want to think of you fighting for the hell of it.”
 
   I must have sat there blinking at him for too long.  He continued:
 
   “Oh, yes.  You’re strong—damn strong!—and fast, too.  The baron says you can take a hit without screaming like a woman.  But can you learn?”
 
   “I learn something new every day.  I’m a wizard.”
 
   “Ha.  A wizard with a sword.”
 
   I think I bristled at him.  “Yeah?  And?”
 
   “Wizards,” he said, “pay too much attention.”
 
   “Huh?”
 
   “You pay too much attention,” he repeated.  “You focus on my blade, on my feet, on my body—you are constantly looking around, trying to think of what to do next.”
 
   “And that’s a bad thing?” I demanded.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “All right, I’ll bite.  Why?”
 
   “You focus on all the little things.  You think too much.”
 
   “I can’t help that—” I began.
 
   “But you will have to,” he interrupted, sternly.  “You must learn to live in the flow of steel.  No thought, no hesitation.”  He took a deeper swig of his drink.  “I don’t know if you can do it.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Now I know what to shoot for.”
 
   “If you reach that place, you will understand the secret of war.”
 
   I arched an eyebrow.  “Oh?  War has many secrets.”
 
   “Hmm,” he said, and eyed me thoughtfully.  “You’re not so foolish as that old sack of bones.  Maybe I should have said battle, instead; war involves a lot more men.”
 
   “All right.  What’s the secret of battle?”
 
   “Kill the other guy,” he replied.  I laughed.  He chuckled.  “It sounds simple,” he continued, “and down at the root of it, it is.  Just kill the other guy.  Every time.  Applying it is what most find difficult.”
 
   “Maybe so.  What seems so hard about that?”
 
   “I can teach you to use that sword of yours.  I can teach you to use shield and spear and bow.  I can teach you how to sit a horse and couch a lance.  But I can’t teach you to kill a man.  That you have to learn on your own.”  Davad picked up the practice weapon.  “Think on that.  Say you have the skill to do it—but what you have to do is take a sharpened bar of metal,” he brandished the wooden sword, “walk up to a man,” he stepped over to me, “look him in the eye, then put that bar of metal in his guts.”  Davad looked me in the eyes and slowly moved the wooden blade forward, touching my abdomen with the tip.
 
   I nodded.
 
   “That could be hard,” I agreed.
 
   “It gets harder,” he said, sitting down again.
 
   “How?”
 
   “Once you’ve learned to do it, it’s even harder to learn to stop.”
 
   I regarded Davad for a long moment.  He met my stare.  I’m not sure what I saw there, but it was something old and weary and somewhat saddened by experience.  It made me wonder.
 
   “All right,” he shouted, “break is over!  Back to it, boys!”
 
    
 
   I have to admit I learned a lot from Davad.  His teaching method was simple: beat me up until I learned the tricks he was using and worked out my own counters for them.  I must say I preferred Sasha’s method!  But it was effective and fast, I give it that.  By noon I was holding him off without seriously worrying about being clobbered, but I was a long, long way from winning.
 
   During our last bout of the morning, he demonstrated that I hadn’t seen a fraction of his repertoire.  He had been using just a few of his practiced moves and combinations; he fought me for real—still with practice weapons—and took every last ounce of pride I had built up and pounded it into dust.  Easily.  Quickly.  Inexorably and inevitably.  Over and over, until he knew I knew he was a master swordsman.
 
   He clapped me on the shoulder—the one he hadn’t bruised as much—and smiled at me.
 
   “Tomorrow, we will test you with all weapons and teach you those you do not know.”
 
   “I shudder to ask, but is this how you’ll be teaching me to use a mace, quarterstaff, and battle-axe?”
 
   He looked puzzled.  “There is another way?”
 
   I groaned.
 
   “Do not feel so bad,” he said, smiling.  “With ten years of hard work, you may be a decent warrior.”
 
   Feeling much humbled and completely inadequate, I went upstairs to my apartments for lunch and a few small healing magics.  Shada met me at the door with a washcloth and fresh clothes.
 
   “Hurry, please, my lord; the noon meal will be soon.”
 
   “What’s the rush?  I thought I was going to be recovering this afternoon.”
 
   “The baron’s son has returned from Carrillon, bearing tidings of the kingdom; he will be at the meal, and the baron instructed that you should be there to greet him.”
 
   I groaned again; I was feeling beat.  Literally.
 
   “Fine.  Give me a moment in my workroom and I’ll be right down.”
 
   Shada nodded and hurried to finish dressing.  I staggered into the workroom and sat down in the magic circle.  After a bit of deep breathing and some head-clearing, I pulled myself together.  No serious damage; a lot of bruises, several aches, maybe some deep tissue damage in a few places.  Appearances could wait; I concentrated on the deep muscle aches and the sharp pain in my hip.  These faded away as the spell progressed.  They were not healed, but they would not pain me while the spell worked to effect my recovery.
 
   Good enough.  I’d try to take things easy.
 
   I washed quickly.  Shada handed me a towel after I had scrubbed down.  Between the two of us, we got me ready in rapid time.  I was quite surprised at the clothes; Shada went shopping when I wasn’t watching.  I’m not used to velvet or to silver brocade.  The shoes felt odd.  I’ve grown accustomed to my boots, and I don’t normally wear slippers.
 
   Firebrand did not go with the outfit.  Shada tried to explain to me that it was unusual for a court wizard to bear arms—one of those things Simply Not Done.  I tried to explain that this court wizard was going to bear this one.  She put her foot down.  I put Firebrand on, but I slung it in an over-the-shoulder style; it’s hard to sit in a chair with a sword at my hip.  She threw up her hands and gave in.  I leaned on my staff and took her hand.
 
   “What?” she asked, snappishly.
 
   “I’m sorry I’m about to embarrass you in front of the whole baronial court.”
 
   She checked her reply just as her mouth opened.  After a small pause, she said, “You will not embarrass me.”
 
   “No?  Then why so adamant about Firebrand?”
 
   She lowered her eyes and muttered something.
 
   “I didn’t catch that.”
 
   “I said I’m nervous!”
 
   “About?”
 
   “This!  I’ve… I don’t know… I haven’t had occasion to dine with nobles.  Perform a dance by firelight, sing for their amusement, surely.  But…”
 
   “I haven’t, either.  If it’s any comfort, no one will notice any little bobbles you might make.”
 
   “Oh?” she demanded.  “How do you know?  Have you some spell?”
 
   “Not at all.  They’ll be too busy wondering why someone as beautiful as you married a clod like me.”
 
   She blushed.  “Oh,” she replied, in a very small voice.
 
   I have to admit, she was very beautiful.  She had a couple of hours’ warning in which to get ready.  The dress was mostly velvet and had full skirts; the top was almost all corset and looked like it had taken a servant to help tie up.  Her hair was up, with some sort of netting around it and a couple of silvered sticks thrust through it.  I don’t know much about ladies’ fashions, but she looked good to me.
 
   I gathered we were formal.
 
   We went down to lunch.  Shada took my arm when I offered it and I wondered if I would get it back; her grip was vise-tight.
 
   It turns out we were on time.  We were also somewhat overdressed.  Nobody had mentioned lunch was going to be business casual.  I felt like the one guy in a tuxedo.  I can only imagine how Shada felt when she realized.  I can’t blame her for overdressing us; I didn’t see anything wrong with the outfits she’d selected until we saw everyone else.
 
   The baron, however, merely stood and beckoned us across the dining hall—a somewhat smaller chamber than his gymnasium, barely large enough for a tennis court.  Of course, everyone else stood up when he did.
 
   “I do not believe,” he stated, while we approached, “I have had the pleasure of a formal introduction, Halar.”
 
   “My lord, I present my wife, Shada.”
 
   Shada curtseyed deeply and the baron inclined his head.
 
   “It is my pleasure to meet you, dear lady.  I trust that you have found the accommodations to your liking?”
 
   “Everyone and everything has been wonderful, lord,” she replied, rising.
 
   “Good.  Master wizard, this is Sir Peldar, my son.”  The baron gestured to the younger man at his right hand.  Peldar looked a lot like the baron, just less weathered; he had the same light-brown hair—no sign of the baron’s grey, yet—the same strong jaw, and the same broad shoulders.  He might have been twenty, but I doubted it.  Eighteen?  Nineteen?
 
   “I am honored to meet you, Sir Peldar,” I offered.
 
   The kid looked me over.  “I have heard much of the wizard that rides a steed of metal and bears arms.  Do you desire a knighthood?”
 
   There were a few quick breaths around the table.  I sensed a trick question.
 
   “What man of common birth does not dream of being a knight?” I asked.  “But often dreams are the stuff of fancy and not to be taken seriously.  There may come a day when I may prove I have the soul of a knight and so be honored.  I do not seek it; honor and glory are not pursuits of the lowborn.”
 
   The baronet smiled.  “Well said, wizard.”
 
   I suppressed a desire to wipe that smirk off his face.  He was just a product of his environment, and his father doubtless taught him contempt for commoners along with how to kick peasants off the road without dirtying his boots.  I kept reminding myself of that.
 
   The baron intervened.  “That will be enough for now, son.  Be seated, all!”
 
   Everyone sat.  A servant showed us to our places at the table.  The baron was seated in the center of one long side of the table.  I found, to my surprise, that I was seated at the baron’s left hand.  I knew there was no baroness, but I hadn’t expected to be that far up the table.  I had a lady on my left, apparently the wife of someone important.  Shada was seated across from me, between an empty chair—directly across from the baron—and a ship’s captain.  I smiled at her as the captain held her chair.
 
   Lunch was interesting.  The gossip from the capitol was that the old King wouldn’t be lasting much longer, and with no heir to the throne the king would have to declare for one of the Dukes, thus changing the dynasty.
 
   “We certainly cannot afford a time of division and strife now,” Peldar—okay, okay, Sir Peldar—continued.  “The northern border is still in turmoil from the barbarians, and the Kamshasan ambassador is growing arrogant.”  He shook his head.  “There is talk that the viksagi may be tools of Kamshasa.  If they were to take the river, it would be bloody.  Yet without a strong King, I suspect the Dukes Jelmon and Hagan might be tempted to provoke civil war even in the face of invasion from north and south.”
 
   The baron snorted.  “Hard luck for them if it is so; I am not their vassal.  Duke Brenner is a King’s man.”
 
   “True, father; possibly the staunchest supporter of the royal line there is.  But he is only one man, and not in favor.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Truly.  His Majesty listens to few enough people, and their numbers diminish.  Duke Welton and one of the Cardinals seem to be the only people to whom he pays heed.”
 
   I restrained myself.  My first impulse was to ask “Which Cardinal?”  Not good to interrupt.
 
   “His Majesty will surely do what is right,” the baron replied.  There was a murmur of agreement around the table.  “He is King.”
 
   Sir Peldar looked less than pleased.  “As you say, father.”
 
   “What else happens in the wide world?”
 
   The story ran that the Church had apparently put out an APB on one bloodsucking fiend of evil.  A sorcerous nightlord had returned through the shadow door to wreak havoc in Telen, killing half a dozen loyal guardsmen in the Church’s infantry and two magicians before fleeing, smoking and crisping from the priests’ righteous wrath, into the night.
 
   I don’t remember killing anyone, actually.  And no smoking or crisping.  I’m sure I’d recall.  Apparently, someone was indulging in a bit of creative reporting—or the rumor mill was grinding cheerfully along without regard for fact.  As usual.
 
   The incident also prompted the Hand to declare a hunt was on.  The last they could able to tell, the undead fiend was headed toward the City of Bones to raise demonic legions.  But everyone was encouraged to hunt down and root out corruption and evil at home.  Local priests were to be especially alert for the influences of evil, just in case.  Gata were to be regarded as suspect—potential allies of the fiend.
 
   Ander was not present at the table; maybe he had other duties.  I wondered what he would have to say about it, as well as what he would do.
 
   Other incidents were minor, to me.  Apparently pirates had taken up raiding the southern coastline, ambushing merchantmen by flying the King’s colors and then closing to board and storm.  Elsewhere, Sir Peldar had been given a captaincy over a small force of men and would be heading north to the border in a few days to keep out the barbarians.  The gossip and miscellany of a kingdom.
 
   I was munching and thinking, wondering if and how this changed my plans.  I had anticipated some pursuit and some hue and cry… did this alter anything?  Not really, I decided.  Just be ready to drop everything and run if the mob showed up with pitchforks and torches one afternoon.  In the meantime, being court wizard to Baret was proving highly educational.
 
   “I’m sure our wizard can devise some stratagem,” Sir Peldar said, breaking my reverie.
 
   “Beg pardon, Sir Peldar?” I asked.  “I was lost in thought.”
 
   “Of matters weighty and arcane, no doubt.  But here in the world of men, we have practical considerations.  Such as that of harbor defenses.”
 
   “Against?”
 
   He sighed, obviously exasperated at my complete lack of attention.  “Our southern neighbor, Kamshasa.  If the war with the northern barbarians flares as hot as feared, they may take advantage as well.  How would you repel invaders, wizard?  By thinking them to death?”
 
   “How about burning them, Sir Peldar?”
 
   “So you would hurl balls of fire upon our enemies?  How powerful a wizard are you?  You claim to be able to win a war single-handed; perhaps we should send you north to conquer the barbarians!”  Sir Peldar laughed.  “I am sure it would be quite a spectacle.”
 
   I already didn’t like this kid.  Maybe it was the laughter, or maybe it was the way he tried to twist my words around.
 
   “I am sure it would be.  It would be interesting to have a small band of perfectly normal soldiers wielding rays of fire upon our enemies—while our men remain safely hidden behind armored walls.  I am sure a small army could be reduced to charred meat in short order.  I would hate to think of all the loss of armor and weapons as the rays melted them; such things make good plunder.  Worse, if any such rays were to be stolen and used against us… perhaps it is too dangerous to make the inventions of my thinking; it would be a shame for the barbarians to take the products of thought and cut down our own soldiers.”
 
   Sir Peldar was holding his eating-knife in a fashion that suggested I had pinked him.
 
   The baron laughed.  “Well returned, Halar.  Son, meddle not in the affairs of wizards, nor antagonize where you need not.  I tell you again, Halar is no doddering fool to be taunted, but is worthy of some respect.”
 
   “As you say, father,” he replied, but his eyes were burning.  I think his father’s rebuke stung him more than my remarks.
 
   “Lord?” I asked.
 
   “Yes, Halar?”
 
   “It occurs to me that the good knight was speaking of seaborne invaders, not so?”
 
   “Yes.  Kamshasa must approach on the sea; there is no land route.”
 
   “Perhaps I might be permitted to build a version of my device so ships can be destroyed at sea?  One large enough it could not be stolen, only destroyed.”
 
   The baron glanced at his son.
 
   “Of course,” the baron said.  “I am sure it will be a pleasure to see the product of an inventive mind.”
 
   “Thank you, my lord.”
 
    
 
   I had words with a glassblower right after lunch.  Archimedes would be proud, I think; I was swiping his concept and modifying it a little.
 
   On the way back to the manor, though, I had an interesting encounter.  I was riding Bronze at a walk and a kid came dashing out of a house to tug on my stirrup.
 
   Bronze stopped and I looked down.  “Yes?”
 
   “Are you the new wizard?” he asked.  He was still slurring his words, slightly; I put him at about five or six.  He reminded me of the sticky kid that nearly bowled Jon over; different child, of course, but the attitude was the same.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Show me a magic!”
 
   Gravity being something I fool around with a lot, I leaned down from the saddle, picked him up, held him at arm’s length, and dropped him.  He slowly fell to the ground, around a third of his usual speed.  He whooped and went bouncing—literally—up the street and back to me again.  This attracted no end of attention.
 
   “I can almost fly!” he declared.  “Can you make me fly?”
 
   “Not yet; I’m still working on it.  I’m a young wizard.  Ask me again when I’m an old wizard.”
 
   He jumped up and landed in front of me on Bronze’s back.
 
   “Show me another!”
 
   There were a lot of people watching with interest—and a lot of them were children.
 
   Oh, why not?  It’s sort of a tradition Jon started.  I could spare the time and energy.
 
   I waved my hands and chanted for a moment.  It isn’t necessary to do that, but it’s easier to actually reach out and grab magic than to just think about it; maybe it’s a psychological crutch, but it works.
 
   I hummed for a bit as I worked, and a cobblestone cleared its throat, or sounded like it.  People gasped and stepped back from it.  It began to sing “Danny Deever,” that being the first tune that came to mind.  After a moment, another cobblestone joined in, and then another and another.  By the ending of the song, I’d managed about two dozen in the choir and people were tapping their feet.  Nothing like a good hanging to get people all excited.  
 
   The stones finished their song and babbled individually, thanking everyone, thank you, thank you, we really need to practice more, thank you.  My amazed little passenger was fairly splitting his face with glee.
 
   “Do more!”
 
   “No,” I replied, and handed him down to the ground under normal gravity.  “I have much to do and little enough time to do it.  But I’ve enjoyed showing off a bit.  Now you run along.”
 
   A grown man stepped up on the other side of me.  “Your pardon, lord wizard?”
 
   I glanced at him; most of the rest of the people were going on about their business, maybe with a few more smiles than before.  He seemed harmless enough.  Sandy-haired, thin, dressed in striped hose, loose tunic, puffy sleeves, leather vest, all colorful.  On his back was a lute.
 
   “You have it,” I answered.
 
   “This humble troubadour begs the boon of knowing your name, that it might be immortalized in song.”
 
   “You may call me Halar.  And why should I be immortalized in song?”
 
   “Any singer must respect a man who can make the stones themselves come to life and sing.  Is it not one of the Nine Great Deeds of Cyril the Bard?”
 
   “Of course,” I said, wondering who Cyril was.  Oh, a bard, of course… There’s a lot of context to this culture that I just plain miss. “So why immortalize me in song?  I cheated; I didn’t enchant the stones with my music, just with a spell.”
 
   “Far indeed have I traveled, and many a spell I’ve seen.  But never has a wizard brought forth song from a stone.  It is the first of which I know.”
 
   “Oh.  Well, if you think it’s worth it, go ahead.  People call me ‘Halar’.”
 
   “Thank you, lord.”
 
   I rode on and gave the matter no more thought.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, SEPTEMBER 28TH
 
    
 
   Baret has a slaughterhouse.  I paid it a visit a couple of hours before dawn.  
 
   There is enough grassland around here to warrant ranching and shepherding, and it’s easier to drive live animals into town than to butcher them and haul meat.  It’s one of the city’s export industries.
 
   The blood from the animals is considered a waste product.  How nice!
 
   I used Jon’s I’m-not-here spell to wander in and look around.  I’m definitely coming back for evening snacks.
 
   On a more human note, the glassblower is coming along nicely with my order.  With some luck, he may be done today.  If not, tomorrow or the next.  I find I’m anxious to see if I can really build this thing.  Using magic to tweak physics—if it works, it will open up a whole slew of possibilities for me to look into!
 
   In the meantime, Peldar is being a jerk.
 
   So there I am, out in the courtyard, trying to learn how to not get my brains bashed in by Davad, when Peldar comes out of the manor in his armor.  Upon seeing me, he steps up and declares that Davad is too skilled to be a fair match.  I’m thinking to myself that this is instruction, not a match, but Peldar doesn’t seem to grasp that.
 
   This armored lunk takes up a practice sword, closes his visor, and has at me.
 
   To be truthful, he’s good.  He’s very good.  But he’s not as good as his father, and nowhere near Davad.  Which put him well above my level of actual skill…
 
   We whacked and clacked and occasionally clanged—he was armored, after all—back and forth for a while.  I let him carry the attack; the armor weighed him down and wore him down.  I also kept an eye on how he fought, watching for his weaknesses.  I have Davad to thank for that; Sasha taught me a lot of good moves, but Davad taught me how to size up an opponent and find weak spots.  I attacked on occasion, but quickly found that wooden swords against full armor are rather pointless, even when you are trying to hurt the other guy.  So I backed away, circling, parrying and forcing him to pursue me if he wanted to fight.
 
   Once Peldar started slowing down, I attacked in earnest.  I beat his sword aside, carrying my own out of line as well.  This allowed me to step forward, plant a heel behind one of his, and shove him hard in the chest.  He went down in a clatter of tinware and I stepped on his sword-wrist to keep it from being a nuisance.  Then I hit him in the helm with a two-handed blow, once, twice, three times.  His helm rang nicely.
 
   That was it for Peldar’s practice.  He wasn’t hurt, as such, but his brain was swimming through a lot of ringing noises.  Davad just shook his head and picked up where he had left off; I think he was a little easier on me after that, though.
 
   “You know he’s not going to forgive you that,” Davad pointed out, after finishing my pre-lunch beating.
 
   I sat on the edge of the front steps and massaged my aching knee.  Well, the one that was aching worse.
 
   “You mean like I’m not forgiving you for beating the tar out of me every day?”
 
   “No, I mean the part about making him look bad in front of men he will someday command. When he inherits the barony.”
 
   “Oh.  I should have bowed down and taken my beating?”
 
   “It might have been better,” Davad hedged.
 
   “Or I might just get beaten every day after that.  It’s hard to earn someone’s respect when they think you’re slightly below river-sludge.”
 
   “It’s harder to earn their respect when they are plotting to kill you.  The boy has been a vengeful, bitter person since the baroness passed away.”
 
   I handed the wooden sword to the squire collecting them and recovered my staff; it was proving more useful than I anticipated, and I leaned on it heavily.
 
   “How did the baroness pass on?”
 
   Davad shrugged.  “She was giving birth to the baron’s second child, a daughter.  The child was stillborn and the baroness died of it.  Jon tried to help, but his magic was useless.”
 
   Hmmm.
 
   “Thank you, Davad.  I did not know that.”
 
   “May it help you.  Do you need a hand getting upstairs?”
 
   “I didn’t know you cared.”
 
   He smiled, slightly.  “It’s my job to hammer you into a swordsman, regardless of the pains you must endure.  It doesn’t mean I don’t care.”
 
   “Good point.  Thank you, but no.  I think I can manage today; I’m just tired.”
 
   “As you say.  I’ll know to hit you harder tomorrow.”
 
   I groaned.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, SEPTEMBER 29TH
 
    
 
   True to his word, Davad.  Apparently, the baron spoke with him about my being a tough fellow; Davad beat the unholy bejeezus out of me today.  I learned a lot—pain being wondrous motivating—but I don’t know if I can stand to get pounded like that every day.  Maybe it’s normal for people in this world to accept being hammered on regularly, but I don’t like it.  Not a bit.
 
   The good news is I’ve been doing some experiments with spells for my Archimedes Ship Destruction Ray.  The idea is to get a lens—a big magnifying glass, essentially, about three feet across—and enchant it.  The enchantment takes almost all the radiant energy that hits the glass and turns it to red light; everything that hits the glass moves up or down the spectrum to the same wavelength.  Makes a pretty blinding light, I can tell you.  It’s not perfect efficiency, I’m afraid; only about ninety-five percent or so.  Some of the light—or other radiations—don’t make it all the way to red.  That’s actually a good thing.
 
   This light gets put through a smaller lens, turning it into a ray.  I’m cheating again; the local glass technology is rather depressing.  Instead of just focusing it, the enchantment on the smaller lens causes the light waves synch together, forming one big wave with a very small beam diameter—about one one-hundredth of a millimeter, I think, but it’s hard to measure.  It’s in that neighborhood.  Magical laser light!
 
   The ray, in turn, gets bounced off a mirror to hit the target.  There is, however, a catch; the mirror is enchanted to shift the light way down into the infrared—otherwise, it would be too bright to look at.  Again, it isn’t perfect, but it’s a lot smaller step than the enchantment on the collection lens; it doesn’t have to shift the frequency very far.  Any other “leftover” colors of light aren’t affected, which makes a very bright, very tiny spot wherever the ray is striking.
 
   That’s a very hot spot, indeed.  I was trying it out, experimenting with the spells on some small lenses while the glassmaker is working on the big one.  I got a three-inch glass to melt lead and heated iron to a nice glow with nothing but a trio of candles for power.
 
   I spent a lot of today working on that spell, refining it further.  By extrapolating the spell into energy types I can’t normally see, I’m dragging radio, X-rays, and other energetic waves into the visible spectrum as well—anything that happens to hit the collection lens.  At least, I think I am.  Then again, maybe there’s more energy in sunlight than I suspect.  I don’t know how much radiant energy that is, but it has to be a lot.  I remember a high school lesson with a Fresnel lens—a big magnifying glass.  Just the usual sunlight and a three-foot glass will melt asphalt, and that’s just a crude focusing, not even close to the fine, pinpoint laser beam I’m creating.
 
   Mental note: I must play with this spell a bit; a variation of it could let me see ultraviolet, thermal, radio, and maybe other things as well.  If I can drag ultraviolet down to red, why not just step it down an octave into visible light?  Maybe tomorrow.
 
   Keldun, meanwhile, has sent word that Geva is doing well—exceptionally well; she’s energetic and feeling wonderful.  He also sent over a small chest full of gold coins, along with a velvet pouch of pearls.  With the money, I bought some clothes and ordered some equipment and tools from the local craftsmen.  I gave half the pearls to Shada, then returned all the rest.
 
   I anticipate hearing from him again tomorrow.  He strikes me as the sort who will keep trying to give until he feels he’s managed to repay me.  If he keeps being insistent, I may let him—and then invest in some of his merchant ventures!
 
   Mental note: send someone to find out what those are.
 
   Other good news:  Peldar has been keeping to himself and not bothering me.  He didn’t show up to practice, and I’ve been left alone in my workroom all afternoon.  Maybe he’s found someone else to pick on.  Or maybe he just isn’t recovered from his headache.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, SEPTEMBER 30TH
 
    
 
   Shortly after midnight, I was in my workroom, fiddling with my spell for shifting spectrums around.  It works wonderfully for seeing in other frequencies; I can watch the world in thermal, ultraviolet, even X-ray or radio ranges—not that there’s a lot to see in the ultraviolet range at night, but it’s a bit brighter outdoors that way.  The radio range is pretty darn dim.  However, my nighteyes work perfectly in absolute black; I don’t think physics is going to explain that anytime soon.  
 
   Thus, when the Thing slid in through the window, I had a good view of it.
 
   If some mad sculptor were to take a man and make him rubbery, then coat him in some sort of black, viscous slime, give him a mouth that was really a flip-top head full of teeth, make his eyes solid balls of red, remove the nose entirely, inflate him to seven feet tall, change his fingers into straight razors—and his toes into fangs—then the result might be something not quite as ugly as the Thing.
 
   It half-oozed through the window—it was a high, narrow one, not really large enough for a person to go through.  It reminded me of a pseudopod, or of an octopus.  When it got mostly through, it flopped to the floor, rippled into shape, and looked around.
 
   I think my reaction is probably fairly typical:  I jumped up from behind the workbench, snatched up Firebrand, whipped the blade around—slinging the scabbard off in the process—and began backing away toward the door.  I felt a low pulsing inside me, in my blood.  I guess both fear and rage can bring it out.
 
   It hissed at me as it crouched.  Yes, it hissed a lot better than I do.  Very intimidating.  It gave me a good look at its tooth-lined throat and tentacular, sucker-covered tongue.  It raised both hands, bent forward like a track star coming out of the blocks, and came straight at me.
 
   I shouted and gave it a point-attack down the throat.  Well, the mouth was open and it was charging at me; it seemed the thing to do.  The hands whipped forward and around, slashing me open along the chest and the abdomen; they were so sharp they were merely a cold sensation, not even painful at first.
 
   That was the only attack that landed; it ate four feet of steel to make it.  While this did not, to my surprise, kill it, my twisting with both hands and slicing out through its chest did.  It fell heavily, nearly in two pieces; it was pretty much bisected from neck to hips.  I could probably have stopped there.  But, despite my being dead and therefore hard to panic, I went on and chopped through both shoulders, the neck, twice more through the torso, and then the knees.
 
   Yes, I panicked.  Once it was obvious the Thing was dead, the blood-thunder faded.
 
   Shada knocked on the workroom door and I nearly jumped out of my shoes.
 
   “Is there something wrong?” she asked.
 
   “Yes!” I replied, then unlocked and opened the door.  Shada stared at the Thing on the floor and stepped back quickly.  It was slumping, almost melting, into the foulest goo I have ever seen.
 
   “It tried to kill me,” I said, poking the remains with the point of Firebrand.  The blade was clean; apparently demon goo either slides off or evaporates quickly.  “It came in through the window and just went for me.”
 
   “You did not summon it?”
 
   “Hell, no!  I don’t even know what it is!”
 
   Shada stared at it for a while; it was a slowly spreading pool of ichor.  The ichor was steaming, turning to vapor.  I started a small spell to blow the vapor out the window rather than allow it to accumulate.  Apparently demon goo evaporates into a noxious cloud.  And it stinks horribly.  I’m glad I don’t need to breathe at night.
 
   “It was a demon,” she said, slowly.  “I have never seen one like it…”
 
   “’Like it’?” I echoed.  “You’ve seen demons before?  How many kinds are there?”
 
   “I have.  They are not common and cannot survive in the day, but Mama Ulegba once battled with a minor creature.  I was but a girl…” she trailed off, still staring at the dissolving Thing.  “I am not sure what kind this one is—or was.  A devourer… I think.  But I know them only from legends!  I did not think they were real.”
 
   That gave me pause.  Shada lives in a world where wizards wander around, magicians go to college, a metal horse is merely cause for comment, and she does not believe in a particular type of demon?
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “They are legends, myths.”
 
   “Like the nightlords?”
 
   “No,” she said, shaking her head.  “Come out, please; I don’t want to watch it… it…”
 
   I stepped out of the workroom and closed the door.  “No problem.  I don’t really want to watch it, either.”
 
   “You’re hurt?” she asked, touching the rents in my shirt.
 
   “Some,” I admitted.  The wounds were closing, but only slowly.  It was an itchy, pins-and-needles feeling in the cuts along both sides.  I opened up one of the rent places in my shirt and examined one.  It was taking longer than usual, but the flesh was visibly knitting back together.  “I should be in good shape in an hour or two.  I’m just glad this didn’t happen right before sunup.”
 
   “Good.”  She hugged me gently, careful of the wounds.  
 
   “Go on and tell me why devourers are myths and I’m not,” I suggested.  I put an arm around her and kept an eye on the other windows.  I didn’t put Firebrand down.  
 
   “The Church has records of the hunt for your kind,” she replied.  “It happened.  But the demons… demons were forbidden in the world by the Light.  Legend says the Light and the Dark once had servants abroad in the world; the lights—” the word she used was arheru, meaning, roughly, starborn.  Literally translated, it was more like lightmade, but the inflection carried meanings I didn’t know I knew— “and the demons.  But they nearly destroyed the world; neither wanted it destroyed.  So they agreed to fight through the hands and hearts of those living things upon the world.  So some serve the Light, some serve the Dark, and some simply live, uncaring or unknowing.”
 
   Aha.  Creation myths versus ancient history.  Makes a sort of sense.  I can believe in that World War Two happened because it’s history; believing in six days of Creation is myth.  Okay.  Pay no mind to the fact I wasn’t there for either of them.
 
   “So where does one find out about these things?  Especially when one just tried to eat my face off?”
 
   “I don’t know,” she admitted.  “Perhaps the Church has some sort of records.  Maybe the magicians do.  It is not something I know a great deal about.”
 
   “Great.  Just great,” I muttered.  “I wonder if I should ask Ander about them.”
 
   “I am certain he would take the opportunity to explain in detail, and expound upon his faith.”
 
   Lights clicked on in my head.  Typically, I am not one to be entirely happy with organized religion.  When it stops being a connection between the individual and the deity and becomes more of a big business, I’m done with it.  I avoid it reflexively, without thinking about it any more.  I had been doing that with Ander and his Church.  Maybe it was time to walk into the dragon’s mouth, so to speak, and pay him a visit.
 
   “Good plan.  I may do that.  I may see if I can scare up a fire-witch while I’m at it.  Maybe a priestess will have some other legends.”  I didn’t feel like mentioning Tamara directly.
 
   Shada nodded against my shirt.  “Very likely; it is their myth.  The Church merely appropriated it.  But fire-witches are scarce; few—if any!—remain.  The Hand has hunted them.”
 
   “But they managed to kill off all the nightlords?”
 
   She withdrew from our mutual embrace and sighed.  “Nightlords are not born of mortal man and woman.  A fire-witch is born, not made.”
 
   I nodded, seeing her point.  If fire-witchery is a recessive gene, then a few should show up in every generation.  Nightlords need someone to cause them.  Which made me wonder how vampires all got started in the first place.
 
   “Thanks.  Got those pearls somewhere safe?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Good.  If something does happen to me, that’s your getaway money.”
 
   She looked puzzled.  “Why did you give so much of the money back?  I have meant to ask you.”
 
   “Because Keldun, as far as I can tell, is a kind, generous, and loving husband.  He worries about things most people take for granted.  And he gives without stinting when he feels he is indebted.  It would be a bad thing to put him in the poorhouse; every world can use more people like him.”
 
   “You gave the money back because he is a good man?” she asked, curiously.
 
   “Well, yes.  If he were a nasty, underhanded bastard he wouldn’t have called me in to help his wife in the first place.  If he was such a person and still called me for help, I doubt he’d have sent me anything; I’d have had to dun him for my compensation.”
 
   “So he was helpful to you and you want him to remain wealthy?”
 
   “Not exactly, no… he’s a nice guy and nice guys need all the help they can get.”
 
   She stared at me.  “That’s it?”
 
   “That’s it.”
 
   She shook her head.  “I will never understand you.”
 
   “Could be,” I agreed.  “I don’t.”
 
   I went back into the workroom; the last of the puddle of demon was turning to vapor.  The smell was awful, but at least most of the smell was venting out and up.  I wondered if anyone would be complaining to the baron about the stink in the morning.  Hopefully not.
 
    
 
   I found a carpenter this morning; the glass would need a mounting.  We talked for a while and I presented him with sketches—and a goodly amount of gold.  Wonderful motivator.
 
   Then I went to find Ander.  Not that finding Ander is a difficult process; one goes to the local church and asks for him.  If he isn’t in, the lay priests will know where he is.  As it was, Ander was present.
 
   “Good morning, lord wizard.  And how do you fare this day?”
 
   “Eh.  I’m alive; that’s always a good sign.”
 
   “Indeed,” he said, smiling.  “How may I be of service to you today?”
 
   “Well, actually, I was hoping to speak with you privately.”
 
   Ander nodded and led me into a small office-like area, saying, “Many wish to speak privately; I am always willing.”
 
   I settled into a comfortable-seeming chair; it looked more comfortable than it was.  I missed my recliner.
 
   “Ander, I have a problem.”
 
   “I suspected as much.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “A private conversation usually means there is a problem.”
 
   I nodded.  “I suppose it would.  Well, let me begin by stating I am in the dark; I have no idea where this problem came from and I am completely mystified.”
 
   “I understand.  And your problem is… ?”
 
   “Last night a demonic entity entered my window and tried to eat me.”
 
   Ander smiled.  “And what sort of entity was it?”
 
   “As far as I can tell, it was some thing called at devourer.”  I described the creature and outlined what had happened, implying I had used spells to repair myself instead of a natural (normal?  Innate?) regenerative capacity.
 
   Ander’s expression went from tolerantly amused to uncertain, rounded the corner to surprised, and finally pulled up to park at serious.
 
   “You truly did as you describe?  There truly was such a thing?” he demanded.
 
   “I did.  There was.  And I do not understand.”
 
   “What were you doing in your workroom?  May I ask?”
 
   “I was fooling around with bits of glass and a candle, watching how reflected light changed shape and size through different kinds of glass.”
 
   “Nothing magical?”
 
   “I was also changing the color.  That was magical.”
 
   “That is all?” he demanded, sounding worried.
 
   I stared at him.  “Yes, that was all,” I replied.  “And no, I don’t even know how to call up a demon.  I wasn’t even aware these devourer things existed, much less that there’s apparently a process to summon one.  I’d really rather not know, thank you.  I just don’t want them coming in my window and trying to eat me!”
 
   Ander looked relieved.  He reached for a decanter and a mug, poured himself some water.
 
   “Very well.  Please, pardon me if I seem disturbed; these things are an abomination of ancient days.  Their like has not been seen in the world since the Cleansing.  If one has returned—however briefly—then it must be investigated.  Doubtless, some magician has stumbled across a forbidden grimoire or a fire-witch has invoked the dark fire to open a gate.  I will send a report to Telen and the Hand will send an investigator.”
 
   I considered that.  A professional Inquisitor, essentially, was my impression.  That could prove to be a bit tricky.  Then again, I wasn’t being hounded by the Hand; they must be having trouble locating me, either from my blocking spell or from a bit of divisiveness between the Hand and the magicians—kudos to the magicians with the magical chaff!  Then again again, someone sent the Hunt after me, and now a demon; that wasn’t a coincidence, surely.
 
   Sit it out and endure the attacks by the forces of Hell?  Or call for help and risk being blasted by the armies of Heaven?  Is mankind always in this spot?  Or just the undead?  Whatever happened to “live and let live”?
 
   “Okay.  How long do you think it’ll take?”
 
   “I do not know; there is much evil in the world.  But I think this will be swift.  It is powerful, dangerous, and unusual; it merits immediate attention.  Ten days or so, at a guess.”
 
   “I look forward to it.  Anything special I should do before they get here?  I don’t have any bits of demon to hand over; it boiled away on its own.”
 
   “That is characteristic of devourers.  Other demons, according to what I have read, behave differently.”
 
   “Could you give me some examples, just in case something else tries to slither into my rooms?”
 
   “Certainly.  Some will burst into cold fires when slain.  Others explode into foul clouds of poisonous vapors.  Others become clouds of caustic fumes, burning and etching anything they touch.  Some burst like overfull waterskins, coating their slayer in slime that eats flesh and steel alike.  I recall that the lesser breeds tend to simply die and lie still, leaving poisonous corpses behind.  Only the greater demons are dangerous even in dying.  Devourers, if you do not know, were middle-ranked in the hierarchy of evil.  A… a ranking enlisted, but not quite an officer in the legions of the damned, I suppose.”
 
   “Good to know.  Anything else for which I should be alert?”
 
   “Some can become invisible.  Others cloud men’s minds and make them see things that are not there, or not see things that are.  Some instill emotions by their mere presence—lust, hatred, greed, fear—and some, very powerful, wield magical powers far in excess of mere mortal magicians.”
 
   “Also important safety tips.  Okay.  I’ll see about a few magical defenses of my own.  I don’t suppose you would be so good as to bless me and allow me to borrow a medallion of your faith?”
 
   Ander smiled.  “I understand that you do not share my faith, Halar.  Few willworkers come to the light, preferring to pretend they do not need Him.  But you have my blessing, regardless.  And yes, I will provide you with a medallion—and I will pray for your safety, every night.”
 
   I’m not always a fool.  I thanked him and accepted his help.
 
   Just as a footnote, I do not dislike priests, clergy, religion, or whatever gods there may be.  I dislike organized religion.  Ander I like.  Ander is a good man in every sense of the word.  If his entire Church were to be obliterated overnight—not that I’m implying anything—I’m sure that Ander would still be at work in the morning, preaching his faith, helping those who need it, and doing everything in his power to not only rebuild the Church and the church, but taking the time to care.
 
   That’s the ticket.  A huge organization like the Church can’t care.  A man (or woman, depending on the religion) can.
 
   I’m going to take a chunk of Ander’s favorite religion and pound it into rubble because of what they did to Sasha… and I can’t even feel good about it.  Thanks, Ander.
 
    
 
   That afternoon I went for a ride.  The carpenter was working on the mounting for the lens, the glasscrafter was doing well on the polishing, and I had the spells ready for shifting the light—and some minor reshaping of the lenses for better focus.  Now, there was just the waiting.
 
   This whole demonic thing was bothering me.  I have felt persecuted and hunted enough by the good guys (the theoretically good guys, anyway) that I don’t need to feel hunted by the bad guys, too!  
 
   So I headed out to the bonfire site.  Maybe the local fire-witch had some insights.  On the way, I waved to the local farmers; they waved back every time.  I wondered if it was because they were friendly or because Bronze pretty much made sure I was recognized.  She’s bigger than any other horse I’ve seen and she tends toward really glossy highlights.  
 
   Either way, it was nice to feel at least a little bit loved for a change.
 
   The bonfire site was in a valley-type area between hills; the whole area was extremely green.  I noticed the charred circle of the bonfire had green shoots springing up in it.  Whatever else, this place was a farming dream.  I wondered if anyone had ever planted crops here.
 
   I dismounted and let Bronze wander around.  She cropped at the grass, almost absent-mindedly.  I wondered about that.  A left-over instinct from the horses that went into making her?  Or was she just trying to look like a normal horse?  Or teasing me with horsey behavior?  Or did the grass actually have some sort of use to a bronze golem?  Do golems eat?  If so, what?
 
   I shook my head and looked around.  Nobody was in sight, so I walked to the center of the blackened area and readied a spell.  Firebrand caught my attention before I could actually do anything; it… well, it yawned in a psychic fashion, like someone near waking.  Or awake but enjoying lying in bed and drowsing.  That was, to say the least, odd.  I looked around for something that might have disturbed it.  On levels other than the visual, I found something.
 
   Looking at something with magical vision—seeing the eddies of magical energy—sometimes looks like being on the bottom of a pool with colored currents going by.  Or being surrounded by thin, colored mists on a breezy day.  In either case, they glow.  It doesn’t usually obscure vision, but it’s there.  Spells look similar; they have their color or colors, but are much more opaque, more solid.  Enchanted objects are pretty much solidly existing in magical sight, and generally shine very brightly.
 
   As an aside, when casting a spell, these currents or vapors are drawn to the wizard and concentrated; it’s one reason a spellcaster might gesture.  Magical shapes are created—lines, cords, rods, squares, spheres, whatever.  These are the actual spells, the circuitry, if you will.  The colors of the mists or currents is usually a very pale pastel; it’s the will of the wizard that concentrates them into brighter color, gives them solidity and focus.  The colors correspond to the function of the spell or object.  But an area without a spell on it normally has no definite color, magically—just a faint haze of misty magical energy that changes color randomly.
 
   Think of a soap bubble and the colors you can see in it.  That’s close—now fill in the bubble with eddies and currents of those shifting colors and put yourself inside.  That’s what it looks like.
 
   So it was with some surprise I noted the area around me seemed solid and brightly glowing.  With my eyes shifted into second-sight mode, I couldn’t see much past my fingertips through the intense magical fog.  I was standing in it.
 
   With considerable caution, I stepped out of the blackened area and well away from it; that seemed to be the center of the effect.  After a bit of cautious analysis and experimentation, I discovered the whole area was much more alive than anything short of a creature had a right to be.  It was like a lake of life energy without anything to generate it.
 
   Ah.  Life energy, indeed.  The living flame that Tamara keeps summoning here…
 
   With considerable trepidation, I reached out to the energies to send up a magical flare and let Tamara know I was here.  I had intended a simple reddish-yellow ball to go up, hover a bit, and slowly drift back down.  A signal.  Nothing complicated.
 
   I made an error, somewhere.
 
   Energy poured through me like an opened floodgate.  No, like air pouring through the hole in a rubber balloon.  And the hole in a balloon keeps opening as the balloon pops…
 
   I don’t know what effect my spell had; I was too busy being exploded, inflated, and seared to pay much attention.  Every blood vessel I had was expanded to twice normal size and my blood set on fire.  My nervous system had every fiber used like a high-voltage line.
 
   I would probably have screamed if I could.  I might have.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, OCTOBER 1ST
 
    
 
   I woke up in a sod house.  It was dark, but not completely so.  I was lying on a comfortable cot, wrapped in warm blankets.  Firebrand was leaning against the wall by my head, in easy reach.  There was a small table, two rough chairs, a chopping block with a basin, a freestanding cabinet of some sort, and a ladder that went to a half-attic above me.  A woodstove provided heat and a bit of firelight through the grate.  The window was shuttered, but let me know that what I was feeling was definitely sunset.  
 
   The sunset had woken me.  Lucky for me, the window faced east.  Aside from a prickly, unpleasant tingling, I felt alive and fine.
 
   I burrowed down under the blankets more thoroughly and waited it out, wondering.
 
   When it was finished, I threw back the blankets and stood up.  A quick look around found some foodstuffs upstairs and a wooden chest.  There was nobody in sight.
 
   I sat down on the bed about the same time the door opened.  Tamara came in, looked startled, and then smiled at me.  Beyond her, I could see Bronze outside, looking in.  Tamara came in and shut the door.  She was wearing a dark skirt with a leather vest over a linen blouse.  Her hair was tied back with a thong and she had a small basket of flowers and herbs, which she set down on the table.
 
   “Good evening,” she said, still smiling at me.  “Feeling better?”
 
   “Much.  What happened?”
 
   “I was hoping you could tell me,” she replied, feeling my forehead.  “You seem all right.”
 
   “I came out to see you, actually.  I sent up a flare and something went wrong.”
 
   “Apparently.  I noticed the flare.  It was hard not to.  Did you intend to attack clouds with it, or was that a part of what went wrong?”
 
   “Um.  I don’t know.  I cast my spell and it felt like I was set on fire from the inside out.  That’s the last I recall.  Next time, I just stop by and knock.”  That’ll teach me to call ahead…
 
   She looked at me critically.  “You sent up a column of fire that made me think that there was a new priestess in the world.  I came immediately.”
 
   World?  I thought.
 
   “‘A new priestess in the world?’”  I echoed.
 
   She cocked her head to one side, regarding me.  “Of course.  I am the only one that survives of this generation.  Perhaps, in another few years, another will be born and I will teach her.”
 
   “Oh.” Again, I didn’t grow up here, so nobody sees fit to tell me these things.  I hate that.
 
   “You did not know?” she asked, curious.
 
   “I didn’t even know about fire-witches until I met you.”
 
   “Really?”  She seemed slightly taken aback.
 
   “How do you know that you’re, you know, the only one?”
 
   “Mother says so.”
 
   “Mother?”
 
   “The goddess,” she clarified.
 
   “Oh.  Right.  Sorry, I’m still not completely pulled together.  But… well, how is that possible?  I mean, wouldn’t there be fire-witches in, what is it, that southern kingdom, Kamshasa, or whatever it’s called?”
 
   Tamara smiled slightly.  “There are.  But the Church—the Church with which you are so displeased—was once much greater than it is.  Fractions of it, or factions of it, each worship the Light in their own way… and my way…” she trailed off.
 
   “Is right?” I guessed.
 
   “I hear the voice of the Mother,” she said, simply.
 
   “And they hate that.”
 
   She nodded.  There’s nothing to inspire hatred like claiming to be right while everyone else is wrong.  There are a couple of other religions that can testify to that.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I offered.
 
   She took a breath, let it out, and smiled.  “Do not dwell on it.  I will not.”
 
   “Right.  So.  You found me.  Do go on, please.”
 
   “There is little else to tell.  I found you lying in a charred circle with your horse standing over you, standing guard.  She let me examine you.  I could find nothing wrong, as such.”
 
   “As such?” I echoed.  
 
   “You seemed to be far too bright, but that need not be wrong.”
 
   “Bright?” I asked again, feeling like an echo canyon.  I know I sounded stupid.  I hate that.
 
   “Inside.  You were too alive.  There was too much of the divine Fire inside you.  Unguided, that could be bad; even a simple illness could prove deadly as it grows far more swiftly than it should.  But you seemed healthy, so it did no harm.  I vented much of it into the valley, to relieve the stress it placed on you.  I also see your sword and your horse tend to absorb such things.  A good portion of that power is yet within the metals.”
 
   I glanced at Firebrand.  I got the feeling it was smug.  Then I realized what she’d said.
 
   “You know that an illness is alive?” I asked, startled.   Microbiology with medieval technology?
 
   “Of course,” she replied.  “Most illness of the body is caused by tiny lives, feeding on you and sapping your strength.  Like mistletoe growing on a tree, really.”
 
   “How do you know that?”
 
   “I am a Priestess of the Flame,” she answered, primly.  “I can see the colors of the living flame within you.  How can I fail to see the dark red and deep orange against your own blaze?”
 
   “It’s not really something I understand,” I said.  “So I’m okay now, right?”
 
   She looked me over again and froze.
 
   There was a long silence while I waited.  She just stared at me, eyes widening… and widening… her breath seemed to stop and she grew very pale, then she began to breathe rapidly and color came back into her face with a vengeance.
 
   “Oh… certainly.  Yes.  You seem… quite strong.”
 
   “Good.  I need to be; Things are bothering me.”  I didn’t press her.  It also occurred to me I didn’t want her examining my inner living-ness too closely.  I don’t know what I look like to a fire-witch’s vision, but I bet I look different at night.  I needed to distract her, provided I wasn’t too late for that already.
 
   “Ah, right to business,” she said.  She turned away and busied herself at the counter.  I got the feeling she was nervous or frightened.  I think it was her body language.  Her movements were a trifle too fast, a little too jerky.  She started making tea.  “Is it something that will keep for ten minutes?”
 
   “Hmm.  Probably.”
 
   “Then it can wait for tea,” she replied, not turning around.
 
   “Okay, but none for me, please.  It doesn’t agree with me.”
 
   “Of course.  If there is anything you would like to drink?  In moderation, of course…?”
 
   “No, thank you.”  I doubted she would contribute a pint from that pretty neck of hers.
 
    “Very well.” She seemed slightly miffed.  That boded ill; not accepting her hospitality didn’t strike me as a good idea.  Pretty low on my list of Things To Do was to get her mad at me.
 
   “However,” I added, “I don’t want you to think I’m ungrateful for your help.  Would you do me the honor of lunch, tomorrow?”
 
   She turned to look at me again.  She blinked at me for several seconds, thinking.  “You want me to come into town and have lunch with you?”
 
   I’m glad I can’t blush at night.  “No, I know the Church has a thing about red hair,” I said, having been recently reminded.  I can absorb new facts when they’re hammered through my skull.  “How about I bring lunch with me and we can picnic?”
 
   She cocked her head and looked thoughtful.  “Why?”
 
   I started to say something about how I had nothing better to do than have lunch with a pretty lady.  But somewhere between brain and mouth, the words changed—and thank-you to whatever gods look out for fools.
 
   “Truthfully, I don’t want you to feel upset with me for not accepting your hospitality.  And to say thanks for helping me, both recently and in the near future.”
 
   “Hmm.  That’s fair enough, I suppose.  I accept.”
 
   “Then I’ll see to it.  Your water is boiling.”
 
   She made the tea and sat down at the little table to drink it.  Lemon, no sugar.  Ack.
 
   “So what is it that brings you to consort with the high priestess of a pagan goddess?” she asked, sounding moderately amused.
 
   “Demons.”
 
   She set the cup down and looked at me seriously.  “Summoning or banishing?”
 
   “More of a hunting.  Hunting me.  I want them to stop.”
 
   She arched a fine, reddish eyebrow and indicated I should continue.
 
   I repeated my story about the devourer that tried to eat me, and she nodded intermittently.
 
   “I see your difficulty,” she replied.  “What do you wish of me?”
 
   “Ideally, I’d like you to make them stop.  I’ll settle for anything you can tell me about demons, their summoner, and how to get rid of either.  Preferably both.”
 
   We talked about that for quite some time.  In short form, this is what I learned about Tamara’s perspective:
 
   The Mother is the sun; this is her predominant aspect, the goddess of life.  She has another aspect, the Grey Lady, in the moon.  In that aspect, She is the goddess of those who are nearing the end of their lives, as well as those whose bodies have died.  This is the face the Mother wears when she’s going to do something that isn’t necessarily what most people would call nice.  It’s the “tough love” face.  She is also known as the Guide, but we didn’t go into why.
 
   The Grey Lady also has associations with nightlords.  The present Church would have it that nightlords are all evil fiends and unholy creatures of the darkness.  According to Tamara, those are the marivel.  Nightlords are supposed to be more like Valkyrie.  They are the hands and fingers of the Grey Lady, finding those who need to die—whether because they desperately want to or because even Mom won’t let them live—and seeing to it that it happens.  Antibodies in the body of the world, eating anything that gets out of line.  Metaphysical cops.  Supernatural enforcers.
 
   There is another deity in this pantheon, however, referred to as the Dark One, or the Father of Darkness.  He is in charge of cold, entropy, the dark, and all empty things.  He is a characteristically male deity, with a tendency toward warfare, bloodshed, destruction, and death.
 
   Mom is the warmly nurturing deity (with Her occasional savagery when necessary) while Dad appears to be the brutal, abusive father people tend to want to horsewhip.  Between the two exist the whole spectrum of Their children—everything that lives.
 
   Dad, being the faithless piece of dirt that He is, has had more offspring than just the ones by Mom; He has created Things on His own as well as through incestuous relations with the living things of the world.  
 
   The ones He created are the demons.  They have none of the divine Fire of the Mother, just a dark, empty, brooding hunger, or a cold blaze of dark fire in the more powerful ones.  
 
   The second, the get of darkness and of living things, are significantly less pleasant than their mothers.  Examples include marivel (surprise!), dragons, basilisks, cockatrices, minotaurs, trolls, and all manner of other unclean things—all of them inimical, hostile, dangerous, and carnivorous.
 
   As for dealing with demons, there are too many shapes and sizes to describe; they hate fire and light of all sorts.  They also slip away between the boundaries of the worlds with ease, returning to the outer darkness before dawn; they cannot endure the gaze of the Mother—that is, sunlight.  The most powerful of them can remain in the world through the daytime, but they must not encounter direct sunlight lest they burst into flame and be obliterated.  But none of them can enter this world unassisted.  Since the world is a joint creation of Mom and Dad, Mom won’t unlock the door.  They have to have something to provide that sort of implied permission from Mom; someone with a spark of the divine Fire must help.  That is, one of Mom’s kids has to unlock the door before a Thing can come in the house.
 
   As for finding out who that idiot was, only the Thing would know.  They are lying, deceptive, and brutal; getting a straight answer out of one is like doing engineering drawings with a noodle for a T-square and a pretzel for a triangle.
 
   “So I’m going to have to wait until someone tries to kill me again?” I asked.
 
   “It would seem so.  Unless you wish to call up one of those dark brethren and interrogate it?”
 
   “I’ll pass, thanks.”
 
   “Wise,” she observed, nodding.  “I cannot say this is a good thing, but it does seem the laws of the Church are weakening.”
 
   “Yeah, that is good news for you, isn’t it?”
 
   She shrugged.  “I dislike being condemned.”
 
   “I’m not fond of being hunted.  Tell you what; you don’t get grabbed by the Hand and I’ll try to keep from being eaten by demons.  Fair?”
 
   She chuckled.  “I will make the attempt, surely.”
 
   “Excellent!  I think you’ve been a great help; I may not be better equipped to cope with demonic things, but at least I feel less completely ignorant.”
 
   “I’m happy to have helped,” she replied, smiling.
 
   “Well,” I said, rising, “I thank you for your help.  If you will excuse me, I’ll be going.”
 
   “Probably best,” she murmured.
 
   I belted on Firebrand.  “Excuse me?”
 
   “Oh, nothing.  I’d hate to keep you from your duties.”
 
   “I’ve enjoyed this chat.  I just hope nothing has crawled into my workroom while I was out.”
 
   “Perhaps you should hurry.  You say that you are hard to find?”
 
   “I have a spell,” I agreed.  “Makes me hard to spot with magic.”
 
   Tamara caught her lower lip between her teeth and hesitated, as though about to say something.  She didn’t, though, and I rose to open the door.  Bronze was still standing outside, waiting.
 
   “Halar?”
 
   I paused in the doorway, turned.  “Yes?”
 
   “You will be careful, won’t you?”
 
   “Of course.  I have good reasons to be.”
 
   “All right.  Where are we having lunch?”
 
   I snapped my fingers.  “Ah!  I have no idea.  Do you know a good spot?”
 
   “Oh, just meet me at the circle,” she said, smiling.  “I’ll show you from there.”
 
   “Brilliant.  I’ll do that.”
 
   She took my arm and kissed my cheek.  “Good night, Halar.”
 
   I noticed how good she smells.  I kept that as a warm and happy thought as I mounted up and started for home.  
 
   I glanced back as I rode away.  She stood in the doorway and watched me until I was out of sight.
 
    
 
   My workroom was undisturbed; no fresh entities crawled in the window.  Shada was in bed, asleep, and I was careful not to wake her.  I paused for a few minutes, leaning on the doorjamb, just looking at her.  She looked different, somehow, when she was asleep.  Maybe she wasn’t trying to put on a false front—while she slept, she looked more like herself.  I think that’s it.  It took me a while, staring at her, to figure it out.
 
   I shut the door quietly and went into the library.  There was a three-foot lens on my worktable, along with its smaller counterpart and the mirror.
 
   Yes!  The glassblower must have finished them while I was napping in a field.
 
   After I set up a candle, I started fiddling with it, adjusting it to a more precise focus. It took a while and involved a lot of very finicky adjustments of the glass.  I may be able to manipulate matter very finely, but it takes work and patience to get optics at any level of precision.  Just ask the guys who made the Hubble reflector.  Plus, I only had the length of the room to work with when testing it.  If I’d had better mirrors, I could have multiplied the length of my test beam… but the usual mirror around here was visibly imperfect.  I have one good mirror—a signal mirror from my backpack.
 
   How does one make a flat sheet of glass?  With a roller?  Something to look into.
 
   I finally wound up shooting the one-candlepower beam into the mirror and reflecting it out into the living area.  It was a pinprick of light that burned to the touch; I was a happy man.
 
   Now if only the carpenter were done with the cradle!  Patience, patience…
 
   I shuttered the window and waited out the dawn.
 
    
 
   The baron regarded the contraption with some interest.  Peldar simply ignored it and me, choosing instead to regard the raft out in the water.
 
   “So this is the weapon you were telling me of?” the baron asked.
 
   “Indeed.”
 
   “How does it work?”
 
   “The light of the sun feels warm on your skin, does it not?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “These lenses take that warmth and focus it down to a point on objects far distant.”
 
   The baron regarded the lenses mounted in the wooden frame.  “But the heat of the sun does not harm me,” he observed.
 
   “True enough, lord.  But if I strike you in your armor with a practice sword, the force of the blow does not harm you; it is spread out over all your armor.  If I strike with a war-hammer, all the force of the blow strikes a tiny point—and penetrates.”
 
   Peldar snorted.  “Nonsense.  It is the weight of the head that adds force to the blow.”
 
   “My lord, if you would, hold out your hand,” I said, smiling. He did so, and I placed mine, palm down, on his palm.  “Feel the pressure of my hand,” I said, pushing down.  He pushed back up, supporting the weight.
 
   “I do.”
 
   I lifted my hand and then pushed down with one finger, keeping it rigid, but pushing just as hard.
 
   “It is not painful, my lord, but it is much more annoying, not so?”
 
   He nodded as I withdrew my hand.  “That it is.  But an annoyance will not stop an army.”
 
   “May I trouble you for your dagger, my lord?”
 
   He hesitated, then handed it over.  I held it, point-down, in my fist.
 
   “Now extend your hand again, my lord, and I will apply the same pressure through the tiny point of the dagger.  We will see if it is still just an ‘annoyance’.”
 
   The baron chuckled.  Peldar flushed.  I handed back the dagger and he glared.
 
   “The same thing,” I continued, “applies to the heat of the sun.  Admittedly, on a cloudy day there may not be much use to it.  But today looks good for these purposes.”
 
   Peldar kept his dagger out and toyed with it, eyeing me.  “Then when shall we see this miracle, wizard?”
 
   I pulled the cover off the upper, large lens and rotated the cradle to align the lenses toward the sun.  The beam shot off the mirror into the sky.  With a bit of adjustment, I sent it out over the water.
 
   “Observe; we reflect the light so…” and I tilted the mirror down to let the beam strike water.  There was a sudden hissing and boiling. Steam poured up into the air.  I panned the beam over to the raft.  Wood charred and crackled; rope twanged as it parted.  
 
   “The steam marks the place where the light strikes, and it is a simple matter to turn the mirror so the light plays over rigging, sails, hull, masts, or crew.  The light is so hot it will set fire to a man or melt a hole in armor.  Best of all, if you can see it, you can hit it; the range is as far as the eye can see.”
 
   There was an appreciative silence.
 
   The baron stepped up to the device and regarded it.  “Let me.”
 
   I stepped aside.  “Have a care of the light as it comes from the lower lens; keep your hands clear of it or you will lose whatever the light touches.”
 
   He nodded and gingerly took the rods that adjusted the mirror.  Pieces of raft began to flame.  Turning, he swung the beam to the east, playing it over the seaward face of the Eastrange.  Shading my eyes, I could see sections of rock smoking and steaming.  He held the beam steady on a projecting rock and waited; after a while, it began to smoke, then crack.
 
   The baron returned the mirror to an upward-angled beam.
 
   “And you say that there is no wizardry in this?” he asked, regarding the glass suspiciously.
 
   “None that is required to use it.  There is some magic in the glass and the mirror, to keep them from melting, of course.”
 
   The baron nodded.  Peldar was still regarding the east, shading his eyes to look at the heated stone; distantly, the sound of cracking was still audible.
 
   “Well done,” the baron said.  “I shall have a tower constructed to take full advantage of it.”
 
   “Then I will construct three more, that they may be easily used in any direction.”
 
   “Very good.”
 
   “What about night?” Peldar demanded.
 
   I turned to him.  “At night they are useless, my lord.”
 
   “I thought as much.”
 
   “But, now that you bring it up, I am sure I can modify them to throw a wider beam of powerful moonlight, or perhaps lantern light, to illuminate targets for archers.  Thank you for the thought; your wisdom in warfare is even greater than I had believed."
 
   “Peldar,” the baron said, warningly.  Peldar kept his mouth shut.  The baron turned to me.  “And you will stop baiting him, Halar.”
 
   I bowed.  “As my lord commands.”  I suppressed a grin; I could feel my fangs wanting to come out.  I don’t much like Peldar.
 
   “Now, get back to the manor; Davad has missed beating you,” the baron said.  Peldar didn’t even try to hide his grin.
 
   I winced.  “As my lord commands.”
 
    
 
   Davad was a vicious—well, he was vicious today.  He wasn’t holding back on his tricks and techniques; he was feinting, punching, circling, sweeping, disarming, and generally just kicking my sorry kiester all over the courtyard.
 
   During a brief rest, I asked, “Did I do something to piss you off?”
 
   “No.”
 
   Nice, simple, monosyllable.
 
   “Then why are you just beating the hell out of me?”
 
   “Because.”
 
   Great.  Before all was said and done, I was glad I had troubled myself to study those healing spells.  I applied a couple of them during rest breaks; the world can look blurry after a good clout on the noggin.
 
   Finally, Davad called it quits; he had worked up quite a sweat.
 
   “If it comforts you,” he said, words clipped, “I see that you have grown much better in our time together.”
 
   “Thanks.  A few days ago I’d never have parried you once.”
 
   “True.  It is a difficult art to master.”
 
   “I guess it is.  Yes.”
 
   Davad handed the practice weapon to the squire that was collecting them.  “It is always a pity when a master swordsman, who has spent a lifetime learning his craft, dies from a blast of sorcery.  Years of training and work, and some upstart with a power kills him at a hundred paces.  Infuriating.  Would you not agree?”
 
   He turned his back on me and walked away without waiting for an answer.
 
   I’m thinking he’s upset about the Archimedes Ray.  It isn’t a fair way to fight, I admit.  But who said war was supposed to be fair?  Or life itself, for that matter?
 
   He’s got a point, though.  I feel a little guilty about that.  Mostly, I just feel in pain.
 
    
 
   Tamara was waiting when I rode up.  Her outfit was much like the one from yesterday, but her skirt was a light grey and her hair was bound back with a white ribbon.  She took one look at me and immediately demanded I get off the horse.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “Get down this instant!  Are the others dead?  Where did you hide the bodies?”  She half-pulled me from Bronze’s back.  I gave up and got down, moving slowly to favor aching muscles and bones.
 
   “Nobody died,” I said.  “It was swordwork this morning.  I built a new weapon for defending the town from sea raiders and Davad isn’t happy with it.  I think because there’s no good way to defend against it.”
 
   Tamara muttered something and her hair started to glow.
 
   “Uh,” I said, “what are you doing?”
 
   “I’m healing you.  Now be quiet.”
 
   “I, uh… your goddess may like me,” I began, “but are you sure it’s all right to, um… do that when I’m not part of your faith?”
 
   “Yes.  And you are.  Now hush.”
 
   I hushed.
 
   Maybe fire isn’t the best way to describe what the energy is like.  It acts like fire, and the way Tamara’s hair changes makes one think of fire, but it isn’t.  She cupped her hands and they slowly filled with what certainly looked like fire.  She tilted her hands forward and let the glowing stuff pour over me.
 
   No, it definitely wasn’t fire.  It was warmth.
 
   How cold have you ever been?  So cold you were wondering if your lips were blue?  Freezing or frozen, and realizing there are icicles in your hair?  So cold you can’t even sniffle?  Imagine the feeling of standing under a hot shower at that point.  Of warming up.  Of coming alive again.  Of numb places growing warm with feeling where you didn’t even remember you had places.  It was like the first warm day of Spring melting away the snow of a long, nasty winter.
 
   But better.
 
   When she was done pouring fire on/into me, she folded her hands together in a small explosion and her hair went back to normal.  I just stood there and flexed muscles, checking for pain.  Not a thing.  Not even an ache.
 
   “Can I get a bottle of that?” I asked, half-jesting.
 
   “No.  It cannot stay in any container that does not live.”
 
   “I’ve got to find a way to let you know when I’m kidding,” I observed.  “Thank you.  Thank you a lot.  My healing spells were going to take all day to do that.”  I did not add they wouldn’t have to keep working once the Sun went down.  On their own, the healing spells would take closer to seventy-two hours.
 
   She smiled at me and kissed me quickly but firmly.  “You are welcome.  Now help me up on your horse.”
 
   I did so, and she hooked a knee around the pommel to ride sidesaddle.  I necessarily rode behind her, holding on.  We rode off in the direction Tamara indicated.  On foot, or even horseback, it would have been a lengthy trip.  But Bronze is not precisely a horse.
 
   The glade she’d picked was surrounded by thick forest.  Once upon a time, it had been a clear area, well to the west of Baret, but was taken over by the woods.  It contained great menhirs, standing stones, now covered in ivy and lichen.  It reminded me of Stonehenge, but seemed smaller and had no lintel-stones.  One menhir lay on its back, inside the ring, much like a table.  It looked like it had been placed there; the ring wasn’t missing a stone.
 
   Tamara guided us into the middle of the stones and slid from Bronze’s back.  I dismounted and looked around.
 
   “I like it,” I said, finally.  Tamara was sitting on the table-stone.  She smiled as I spoke.
 
   “Do you?  I hoped so.  It was once a place of worship, but that was long ago.”  We were speaking softly; the place seemed to be the sort where one speaks in whispers.
 
   “It’s quiet and ancient.  I like that.  It also feels alive, somehow, like it’s watching—and amused.  Or friendly.”
 
   “Good.  I’m pleased it likes you.  Now what do we have to eat?”
 
   I unpacked Bronze and Tamara picked a spot to lay out the picnic.  I had thought to use the horizontal stone, but she chose a section of grass.  So we laid out bread and meat, fruits, some vegetables, honey and jam, wine and water.  I wasn’t sure, myself, what was in the basket; I told the kitchen staff to pack it.  I don’t think I’ve ever enjoyed a picnic quite so much.  I missed chocolate for dessert, though.
 
   We talked while we ate, of course, with no regard to chewing and speaking at once.  Tamara explained some of the difficulties of being a fire-witch—learning to not set fire to things when angry, how to not make everything around you grow all the time, how to avoid being seen by clerics or those who would report to one, and so on.  It’s not a good life for a child; it’s not a good life for an adult.  It’s also very lonely; like myself, she is the last of her kind in this world.  At least, until another fire-witch is born—and provided the Hand doesn’t get the youngster first.
 
   “Sometimes, a family will color the child’s hair,” she said, “as my parents did.  This serves, at least until the child begins to change into a woman.  With the first flow of blood, there will be the first flow of the Flame.  No color will remain in the hair, then.  It is a dangerous time, for the Fire within burns both bright and hot.  It is difficult to control, and can be dangerous to all in the vicinity.”
 
   “Sounds like it’s not fun, that’s certain.”
 
   She toyed with the remains of a chicken leg.
 
   “The Hand,” she began, “finds most fire-witches because of that very lack of control.  A young girl can have such fits of temper that, that whole villages…” she trailed off, not looking at me.
 
   “I understand temper,” I said, softly.  “I’ve lost my temper, before.  With deadly consequences.”
 
   “Have you?” she asked, finally meeting my eyes.  “Yes, of course you have.  Tell me, please.”
 
   I recounted to her an edited version of my own story, leaving out the vampire references and replacing things like “car” with “carriage.”  It was surprisingly easy; most of the things in my world that would confuse her didn’t even have a word in Rethven.  It was also surprisingly hard.  I didn’t enjoy recounting Sasha’s demise at all.  But I gave her a brief summary of how I got to the present day, with most of the detail where she asked for it:  the fighting.  
 
   I didn’t realize until then just how many fights I’ve been in.  Up until I met Sasha, I’d be hard-pressed to think of the last real fight I’d had.  Now I’ve had far too many in the space of weeks and it doesn’t bother me.  And that bothers me.  A little, anyway.
 
   “So you are seeking those that slew your wife?” she asked, once I finished.
 
   “I am,” I replied, finishing an apple and throwing the core out of the circle.
 
   “To do what?”
 
   “What do you think?”
 
   She cocked her head.  “But you say that your feelings were a spell.”
 
   “Partly,” I admitted.  “The spell encouraged me to live with her and think I loved her right away.  I find I did love her, or could have loved her, spell or no.  They took from me the opportunity to find out for myself.  I still want to have some words with whoever is responsible for the spell; I hate having my mind messed with.  But first I have to deal with the people who killed her.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Many reasons.  Both justice and revenge, although neither is the whole.  Personal honor, maybe?  They affronted me by this attack.  Fear, too, definitely; I know they want to kill me.
 
   “But mainly,” I finished, “it’s because I think I did love Sasha, at least a little bit.  Nobody mistreats someone I love—even if it’s only the beginnings of love.  Not even me.  These jokers killed her.  What do you expect me to do?  Kiss them?  Sure—with Firebrand.  Maybe I’m not justified or fair, but it’s what I feel I need to do, and I will!”
 
   She caught her breath and licked her lips.  “I see.”  We were both quite for a few moments and she sipped at the wine, seemed to calm down.  “And where will it end?” she asked, quietly.  “One man?  Two?  Ten?”
 
   I snorted.  “I know the man who is ultimately responsible.  I’m just not sure I can bring myself to kill him; he didn’t go do it himself—of that I’m certain.  I’m trying to talk myself into it.  I’m in no hurry; eventually, someday… but most certainly.  I would rather be certain than hurried.”
 
   “I can understand that.  So who was responsible?”
 
   “Cardinal Tobias of Telen.”
 
   She fumbled a slice of something that reminded me of an orange.  “The Cardinal of the Hand?” she demanded.
 
   “Yep.”
 
   Tamara stared at me like I’d gone mad.
 
   “You realize the Hand has an army?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “And a dozen magicians pledged to their cause?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “And the Church has the ear of King Relven?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “And you aren’t worried about all that?”
 
   “Nope.” Oh, I was a madman, all right.  
 
   “I have to ask… why not?”
 
   I regarded an eating knife for a moment, then carefully wiped it on the edge of the ground cloth.
 
   “I am going to find him,” I said, quietly.  “When I do, I will look him over.  Perhaps I will kill him on the spot and damn the consequences.  I don’t know if I can bring myself to murder him in cold blood.  But he deserves to be punished.  He wounded me deeply, heart and flesh, and I want him to feel my pain within himself.  Somehow, I will hurt him.”
 
   Tamara caught her breath and I looked up at her.  She was flushed and licked her lips quickly.
 
   “I had no idea,” she said, “that wizards could be so adamant about things.”
 
   “We can be a cranky bunch,” I admitted, smiling.  “Never make a wizard angry; we haven’t learned what’s impossible.”
 
   “So I see!”
 
   I regarded the height of the sun.  “Well, it looks like the picnic is about over.  I have to get to work on some projects for the baron.”
 
   “Oh?” Tamara asked.  She picked up a plate and it was momentarily washed in flame before she put it away.  “Like what?”
 
   “I need to see about the new water-wheel for the sludging chain; you can’t trust a contractor.  And I have a message that I’m supposed to be having some sort of open house tomorrow, to see if I can help anyone who wants help.  Sort of an open clinic day for the poor.  I need to get ready for that.”
 
   Tamara finished packing away the non-biodegradable stuff; I tossed the bones and such out into the forest.
 
   “I understand.  Do we truly have to go right now?”
 
   “Well, no, not right this instant, I guess.  What’s on your mind?”
 
   Tamara smiled and rose.  She held out her hands.  I took them, rose, and followed her as she drew me after her.
 
   “There is a ceremony,” she said, “every year around this time.  The world is moving into fall.  The harvest is almost taken in, the fields are quiet, and the warmth of the world is decreasing.  Birds are flying south, animals are bedding down for the long sleep.  The northern reaches of the kingdom are already seeing the first of the snows.  Here on the southern coast, we will not feel the bite of winter for some time yet, but even here we will wake to frost on the ground and the occasional snowfall.”
 
   I nodded, and she continued backing up to the table-stone until she could hoist herself up to sit on it.
 
   “In accordance with the cycles of the world, there will be a time of darkness and of cold.  The fire will dim, the dark will ascend, and all will seem to die.  But in the spring, the fire will rise again and the world will be reborn.”
 
   “I’m with you so far,” I replied.
 
   “Before the darkness falls, before the Mother rests and the Father rules for a season, it is well to remind Her of the beauties of the world and the joys within it, to please Her dreams and to hurry Her return.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
   Tamara looked at me with an expression of amusement.
 
   “You have no idea what I’m talking about, do you?”
 
   I blinked at her.  “I’m following the theology.  Is there some sort of celebration about this time of year?  A religious one, I mean; I’m sure there’s a harvest festival nobody’s told me about, yet.  Some sort of party with a bonfire and dancing and drinking and such?”
 
   Tamara laughed and covered her mouth with one hand.
 
   “Yes, there is a festival,” she said, trying to keep serious.  “But I am thinking of a… celebration of life, yes… and a rite the priestess performs.  Not a… party, as you think.”
 
   “Oh.  Okay… so… why tell me about it?”
 
   “Because I would like for you to… ah… assist me with the rite.”  She was smiling hugely—I am tempted to say grinning—with her hands tightly clasped over mine.  To keep from fidgeting, I think.
 
   “All you had to do was ask,” I agreed.  “I don’t wind up getting sacrificed, do I?”
 
   She burst out laughing again and it took a bit before she calmed down.
 
   “No, no,” she said, holding her middle with both arms.  “You are not a sacrifice!  The… your role in the rite is actually quite a pleasant experience, I’m told.  Oh, you might lose a little blood, but it would just be scratches, truly.”
 
   “Some sort of symbolism, I’m guessing?  You play the part of the Mother and I play the part of the Father for this rite?”
 
   “Precisely!” she declared, smiling.
 
   “It’s all right that I’m not part of your religion?”
 
   “I told you already:  you are.”
 
   “But I don’t believe,” I countered.  “I just know that your goddess exists.  Or, rather, I’m prepared to accept that She does.  It doesn’t mean I’m one of the faithful.”
 
   “You don’t need to believe,” she said, smiling more softly.  “You don’t need faith.  You eat and breathe and have the divine Fire within you.  Fish do not need to believe in water.  Birds need not believe in the air.  You do not need to believe in Her.  She believes in you.”
 
   I thought about it.  Interesting twist on religion.  I doubted it would go over well back home.
 
   “Okay.  What do I do?”
 
   Tamara reached behind her and untied the ribbon, freeing her hair.  Then she pulled some strings and cords, loosened her clothes, and started to wiggle both out of them and backward onto the rock.  When she spoke again, her voice was different.  Deeper.  More resonant.  It was a voice that belonged to someone—or Someone—that was using Tamara’s throat to speak.
 
   “Get undressed.”
 
   So I did.
 
    
 
   I propped my head up on one hand and looked down at her.  We were lying on that flat rock in the ring.  She was still snuggled up to me, eyes closed, practically glowing.  Never mind it was late afternoon and the air was probably quite cool; there was a lot of heat in the area.  Grass was seared for yards in every direction.  I’d take credit for it, but I’m not that good.
 
   “Do you do this every year?” I asked.
 
   She chuckled and kissed my chest.  “Yes.  And yes, with someone different every time.”
 
   “That wasn’t my next question, actually.”
 
   “Oh?  It usually is.”
 
   “I can see why it might be.  I was more wondering if your Mother always, ah… takes over during the rite?”
 
   She dimpled at me.  “The rite is in Her honor,” she replied.  “She will enjoy my pleasures if She wishes.  That is the point.”  She squeezed me a little harder and pressed herself more snugly against me.  “Although,” she admitted, “this is the first time She has ever taken control, even to speak.”
 
   I decided not to press for details.  “I’m not used to seeing it happen.”  Big understatement.  “So how do you know you’ll actually enjoy it?”
 
   “That is part of it,” she said.  “A good man always turns up.  Every year.  Mother sees to it.  And Mother has been sending me dreams of you for weeks.”
 
   “That’s handy.  You mentioned that this rite is with someone different every year.  Doesn’t Mother ever pick the same man twice?”
 
   “Rarely.  It has been known to happen.”  She glanced up at me, smiling mischievously.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Oh, yes.  But he must be impressive.  He has to be noble, upright, staunch, chivalrous, generous, kind, understanding, smart, honorable, gentle, loving, caring, strong, durable, tireless, and very potent.”
 
   “Eeep.”
 
   She laughed at me and squeezed me hard.  “Yes, your odds are good.  Feel better?”
 
   “Much.  Except for my back.”
 
   “Oh, I hardly hurt you.”
 
   “Then where did the red stains on the stone come from?” I demanded.
 
   “Oh, those.”  Tamara ran her hands over my back.  My skin tingled, tensed, and relaxed as the scratches went away.  “Silly.  A trifle of blood for the Goddess has not harmed you.  Did you think I would not fix them?”
 
   “Hey, I’ve never been part of this rite before.”
 
   She looked me in the eye, more seriously.  “You do mean just this rite, do you not?  You mentioned a wife…”
 
   “No, I’m not a virgin.  Wasn’t one, either.”
 
   “I was about to call you a liar,” she said, smiling again
 
   “Good thing we clarified that.  Is the rite over already?” I asked
 
   “Yes, it is,” she admitted, and her smile grew lazy and catlike.
 
   “So what happens next?”
 
   She reclined on the stone and stretched luxuriously.
 
   “What springs to mind?”
 
    
 
   We dressed in the late afternoon/early evening.  I estimated I had a little under an hour before some personal incineration effects started, not counting the fireworks of the afternoon.  Not a lot of time, but my main goal was to get Tamara home quickly and find a spot to crawl into a body bag.  Bronze was only too happy to show off; we shot over the landscape, dodging trees, while Tamara whooped in delight.
 
   I rather enjoyed it, myself.
 
   Bronze came to a halt in front of her house and I dismounted, then helped Tamara down.  She kissed me again, rather firmly and not at all quickly.  We lingered like that for minutes.  Maybe hours.  Could have been days.  It was a while, anyway, before we came up for air.
 
   “Have you time to come inside?” she asked, holding my hands and smiling.
 
   “I would like nothing better, actually… but I do have duties to the baron, which I have been neglecting.  But,” I added, as disappointment clouded her features, “I can work quickly when I see a need, and Bronze can make any trip seem short.  Perhaps I might visit again soon?”
 
   “Whenever you wish,” she replied, smiling once more.  “If I am not here, I am at someone’s field or farmstead; it is a long trip into town to see the wizard on poor day.”
 
   “Ah!  Thank you for the reminder.  I have sick and injured to help tomorrow.  Any advice?”
 
   “Pick the hardest ones first,” she answered, instantly.
 
   “Why not get the easiest ones first?  I can get more of them.”
 
   “The easy ones do not really need your help, and they will siphon away your power so that you cannot deal with the ones who do.”
 
   I nodded.  She had a lot more experience at that sort of thing than I.
 
   “Good call.  I’ll do that.
 
   She regarded me for a long moment, amused.  “You are a deliciously odd fellow.  I think that’s a good part of why I like you.  Few men would bother to ask for, much less listen to, a woman’s advice on anything.”
 
   “Really?  Why not?  It’s good advice.”
 
   She laughed and pushed me gently away.  “You don’t even understand why I find that attractive, do you?”
 
   “Um… no.”
 
   “Oh, go home and get ready for a long day.  Tomorrow will be taxing.”
 
   “As you say.”  I kissed her forehead and climbed aboard Bronze.  “I’ll be back as soon as I can.”
 
   “I hope so!”  She threw kisses at me, I caught a couple, then turned Bronze’s head toward Baret.  I didn’t go far, maybe a mile, before finding a spot well off the beaten track and fairly secluded.
 
   “Guard,” I said to Bronze, as I unrolled my body bags and climbed in.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SUNDAY, OCTOBER 2ND
 
    
 
   Shakespeare once wrote something to the effect that troubles come not in single spies, but in battalions.  It never rains, but it pours.  When it hits the fan, it scatters all over.
 
   I got back to Baret shortly after sunset; they opened the gate anyway.  R.H.I.P.
 
   Once back at the manor, I checked my chambers; nobody there.  Nothing sprang out to try and eat me, either, so that was okay.  I found a few messages: Peldar had set off for the northern border, an emissary from Telen had arrived earlier that evening, and the baron was pleased with his new toy—please find enclosed a token of appreciation, etc.
 
   The token was a sheathed dagger.  Nice one, too; someone had gone to some trouble to make the hilt go with Firebrand.  I unbuckled my swordbelt and affixed the new sheath on the right, then buckled it on again.  I regarded myself in the mirror and rather liked it.
 
   Feeling good, I went out for the evening and used my tendril-wing technique to nibble at the life of a city—and to get ready for tomorrow.  I built up quite an internal charge in preparation, but most of it wasn’t going to be useful; only a tiny fraction of that power would “leak over” into my daytime reserves.  But I was fairly confident I could handle, or at least help, anybody who asked.  I might not be the best wizard of the world, but I have a lot of knowledge the rest do not.  I don’t cast out evil spirits; I kill microbes.  Things like that.
 
   Just because I had a heavy charge of power, though, I decided to fiddle with the dagger a bit.  Enchanting it was not on my mind; besides, what would I enchant it to do?  But it wouldn’t be too unreasonable to bind some of that power into the metal.  It might even be useful during the day, like a battery of magical energy.  Couldn’t hurt to try, anyway.  So I experimented, and it seemed to work.
 
   Firebrand watched.  It was the first sign of interest I’d seen in a purely magical operation.  Maybe it was thinking about having a baby brother.  I don’t know.  What do flaming swords think about?  But it just snoozed again afterward, apparently happy with the results.
 
   So, with a light heart and cheerful spirit I settled down with a few magic books to wait out the dawn and relax.
 
    
 
   I’m glad I rested.  I was given the morning off from Davad and my daily beating, but it was only so I could wear myself out more thoroughly.
 
   People have so many different ways they can fall apart!
 
   I was shown to Eriador Plaza, a marketplace area, and I set up shop with a sizable crowd already gathering.  Lame, sick, injured, all of the above—they were a filthy, scabrous, sorry lot.  I looked them over and started work.
 
   I rapidly discovered that even little healing spells are tiring if you do them often enough.  And some of these were not little.  A broken wrist isn’t an easy thing to fix; it’s an intricate arrangement with lots of moving parts.  Fortunately, there’s usually a spare, mirror-imaged, available for comparison.  So I was working harder than I had anticipated, and was glad I’d fed well the night before.
 
   I handled bigger problems, as Tamara suggested, and they really took a lot out of me.  Finally, I got an idea.  I started making healing spell frameworks for the smaller problems.  Sort of a guideline, a blueprint, for the patient to power.  Much like the bird helping Geva, the patient helped himself—I just provided a guide and framework for his own energies.  I did have the forethought to make them delicate.  A day or two of use, even at a low level like that, would have them come unraveled and end the spell.  But that should be plenty for most of these cases.  A broken bone was a bit more demanding on the patient, and I made the spell a little more durable to give bones a chance to get the jump on healing up.  And drink lots of milk, you—eat lots of cheese, and have a piece of chalk with lunch.
 
   Sickness was simpler; I just told the patient’s body to get busy on invaders.  You, white blood cells!  This is what you’re after!  Hup-hup-hup!
 
   It pretty much guaranteed the patients were going to be constantly hungry for the next day or six, depending on the problem, but there’s a price to pay for anything, I guess.  The sad thing was that most of them were already hungry from a trip into town for Wizard’s Day.  Life on a farm ain’t easy, even around here.
 
   There were lots of them, too.  Infection was a common theme.  It isn’t exactly a sanitary job when you’re shoveling manure.  One lady had been clipped by a cart—apparently it had rolled backward when the horse was unhitched—and had her foot crushed.  It wouldn’t have been so bad if it weren’t for cobbled streets and wooden wheels.  That took a bit of time and some fiddling with the bones.  I also had a sizable crowd of spectators pushing to get close and watch.
 
   I cheated.  The spectators, being mostly healthy and not doing much, got tired of watching after a while.  Of course, more came over as some drifted away, and eventually they got tired, too.  It sure was nice of them to have such concern for the health of the poor, that’s certain.  And to volunteer—all unknowing—to help out the wizard.  Maybe it wasn’t fair, but it was effective and for a good cause.
 
   It was late afternoon when I closed up shop; I’d run out of walking wounded to fix.  Anybody left in or around Baret who was hurt either didn’t think it worth the time to come down to the wizard or was too ill to be moved.  Either way, it wasn’t going to be today; I was tired.
 
   I mounted up on Bronze and found I felt good.  Tired, but good.  This morning, the plaza had been crowded with people who were miserable, sick, or hurt.  Now there were just people.  I felt like the Statue of Liberty. “Give me your tired, your poor, your huddled masses…”
 
   I decided I could live with that.  I took a tour down to the river outlet to check on the water wheel.  The idea on that was simple; a water wheel would turn a drum around which the sludging chain ran.  This would drag along the bottom of the pipe, helping to scoop silt down and keeping the pipe clear.  This water wheel looked more like the paddlewheels of a riverboat, since it was mounted above the flow.  It looked like another week might have it tested.  I’m still wondering about the gear ratio.  If it’s too slow, I guess I can change it later.
 
   I discovered I was more tired than I’d thought.  I yawned while I watched the construction, then headed back to the manor.  A hot bath, a good dinner—I had a brief break for lunch; black bread, milk and cream, two apples, some cheese—a change of clothes, and a quiet evening fiddling with spell principles.  That was the plan.
 
   Of course, my plan was ruined.
 
   I made it in the door just in time for the porter to inform me that dinner was being served in the main dining room; the baron was expecting me.
 
   Muttering curses and even the occasional epithet, I stalked to my chambers.  I still didn’t see any sign of Shada; it occurred to me to wonder where she was off to.  No way to tell right now and no time to go looking.  I stripped, ran a wet cloth over myself, dressed in fresh clothes, and slid downstairs to the dining hall.  
 
   The baron nodded to me as I entered; I took that as a signal to join him.  There were several people at table, mostly the ranking servants—head butler, stablemaster, etc—and the captain of the house guard.  Things seemed rather informal tonight.  
 
   “Ah, the wizard joins us,” piped up one fellow.  I didn’t recognize him.  A guest, I assumed; it turns out I was right.
 
   “Yes, the wizard joins you,” I replied as I seated myself at the baron’s side; it was the only empty chair at the table.  “I apologize for being late; there was quite a crowd in the plaza.”
 
   The baron nodded.  “There always is.  How did it go?”
 
   “Tiring.  Very.  But I think that most of them will recover in a day or two.  The broken bones will take longer, of course, but should all turn out fine.”
 
   The guest arched an eyebrow and openly regarded me.  I looked him over in return.  From what I could see, he was dressed in riding clothes that had never seen the road: puffy blouse and shiny boots.  Too much lace and frill at the chin and wrists.  He also wore a plum-colored coat of what looked like satin.  Worse, his light-brown hair was long and carefully curled.  In my own world, he would have looked at home in the French court during the later Louis.  In the present day, he’d have belonged on a movie set or a posh gay bar.  Here, I wasn’t sure what to make of him.
 
   He spoke again, regarding me.  “You are so certain, then, that you have repaired all the ills and hurts of the people, wizard?”
 
   Why do people keep using that tone?  Do I need to brush my teeth more often, or is it my deodorant?  Maybe I have “treat me with contempt” tattooed on my forehead?
 
   “I am not certain,” I replied, trying to sound more formal.  “I have merely done my best.  I have confidence that the ills and hurts of which you speak will fare better now than if I had done nothing.”
 
   “Such faith in your abilities,” he observed, smiling.  Oily.  “Have you no faith in the mercy of the Lord of Light?”
 
   I felt cold.  I recalled a message from Ander that an emissary of the Church was on its way…
 
   “I have great faith in His mercy,” I lied, “and in His wisdom in giving men wits to use and hearts that are moved to pity.  Where is your faith, priest—that He guides us all to do right?”
 
   Things had grown quiet while we spoke; apparently, it’s always interesting to have a wizard and a priest at the same table.  The baron looked amused.
 
   The priest smiled.  “Of course.  It is sometimes the work of evil, however, clothed in the guise of good.  Is it pity that moves you, wizard, or is it desire for power and fame?”
 
   I pretended to think about it.  I could turn that around on him, or…
 
   “Good question.  I’ll give it thought.”  I turned my attention to the food.  Well, I was hungry.
 
   The baron chuckled.  “I told you that Halar was as close to an honest man as I’ve seen, Lothen.”
 
   News to me.  Gratifying, too.  I wondered if he meant it or if he was just trying to keep the Church off his wizard’s back.
 
   I hate politics.  And here I am, holding a political office.  Maybe I should go back to teaching.  I could find a few likely kids in Baret, take them as apprentices—I doubt I’d have much trouble convincing their parents—and open Halar’s School of Wizardry.
 
   I miss being a teacher.  Applied sciences are fun, sure, but I like classrooms.
 
   While I was having this idea, Lothen frowned.  “But is he honest with himself?  Perhaps he should come to the temple and be cleansed of pride and greed.”
 
   “If that is his choice,” the baron replied, and I could hear warning in his tone.  I kept eating and listening, trying to figure out what there was between these two.  Both the food and the conversation were important to me.  Pity I couldn’t focus solely on either.  Lamb.  Nicely broiled.  Good sauce, too.
 
   “Of course, I would never dream of sending anyone to fetch him,” Lothen replied, smoothly.  “I merely suggest it for your lordship’s consideration.”
 
   “He’ll be there when he chooses to be—no sooner.  I will not mandate any worship within my barony.”
 
   Lothen did not seem happy about that.
 
   “I feel certain your lordship does not mean to say that the worship of infidel gods is also permitted practice within his barony?” Lothen asked, sweetly.
 
   “What matter is it to me?” the baron asked.  “If they pay their taxes and obey my laws, they can worship the swill of the pigs for all I care.  Their souls are yours if you can claim them; their bodies belong to me.”
 
   Separation of Church and State.  Lovely!  Doubtless full of friction, too.  And where there is enough friction, one finds heat, sparks, and fire.
 
   “It is common practice,” Lothen said, slowly, “for the subjects to follow the worship of their ruler.”
 
   The baron nodded.  “I know.”
 
   “And the King worships at our altar.”
 
   “So I am told.”
 
   “Does it not, therefore, behoove his vassals to follow in his footsteps?” Lothen inquired.
 
   “Certainly.  And to blunt your rather unsubtle point, I do.  But I am a man of arms and I rule my realm.  I leave the matters of the gods to the gods, magic to the mages, fields to the farmers, and fish to the fishermen.  Tend to the souls of those who will follow you; that is your sole proper concern.  Trouble me no more with this.”
 
   Lothen met the baron’s gaze for a long minute.  “Of course, baron.  The Church is always pleased to find it need not trouble itself about the rulers of any region.”
 
   “And it is good that the Church does not trouble me within my barony.”
 
   There was a long silence at the table after that.  The baron called for music, and musicians started to play.  I kept an eye on Lothen, noting he had a good diplomatic face; he ate without a trace of discomfort or concern.  The baron was not much behind him in that area, either.  I hoped I was being just as subtle and mysterious while wishing for a mirror.  But mainly I was glad I could eat without worrying about being subtle, cagey, or cryptic.
 
   The way I see it, Lothen tried to push the baron around a little, just a test, and the baron responded with a smack in the chops.  Either the baron has something against Lothen as a person, dislikes taking sides in religious matters, resents the Church’s power, or is just unwilling to risk being a puppet ruler.  Judging from Lothen’s outfit and bearing, he wasn’t a fighter of any sort; that wouldn’t earn him any points with the baron.  Offhandedly, I would guess that Lothen was just disliked.  But the other possibilities wouldn’t give Lothen any kudos.
 
   The baron broke the conversational silence.
 
   “Where is your wife, Halar?  I had hoped she would join us.”
 
   “I am not certain, my lord.  I’ve been out all day and didn’t see her in my chambers.  Shall I hunt her up?”
 
   “No.  No matter.  I was merely curious.”
 
   Lothen asked, “You are married, wizard?”  There was that tone again, when I was feeling punchy and tired.
 
   “Yes I am, priest.”
 
   Lothen smiled again, almost smirked.  I wanted to hit him.  With a brick.
 
   “You may address me as ‘prelate,’ wizard.”
 
   “Thank you,” I snapped.  “You may address me as ‘Master wizard’ after asking permission to speak.”
 
   The baron turned to look at me; so did the rest of the table.  If I’d dropped a knife it would have sounded like a girder.
 
   Lothen tsked.  “Such disrespectful behavior.  I am surprised that you tolerate it, baron.”
 
   I cut the baron off before he could answer.  “I show respect to those worthy of it, priest.  So far, you have been a poor guest—both pushy and rude to your host.”  I turned my head and addressed the baron.  “Such a discourteous guest!  I am surprised you tolerate it, my lord.”
 
   The baron had the interesting look of a man severely torn.  I had just put him in the unpleasant position of having to decide which side to stand on; he was really on the spot.
 
   I shouldn’t have done it.  Lothen just rubbed me the wrong way.  Have you ever met someone you disliked the instant you set eyes on them?  And then learned to hate as your association continued?  Lothen was like that; I disliked him instantly and it just kept getting worse.  I had a vague thought there might be magic involved, but there was no easy way to tell; someone inside a mind-altering spell effect has a lot of trouble spotting it even if they can work magic.  It was only a vague notion; I think Lothen probably just had a personality that grated on my nerves.
 
   The baron reached out, sipped at his wine, and continued eating.
 
   Well, after all, we hadn’t asked a question.  If he wanted to just ignore the byplay and our comments, that was his privilege.  I went back to eating.
 
   Lothen, however, did not.
 
   “Baron, I must insist that your wizard tender an apology.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Because he has publicly insulted the dignity of the Church!”
 
   “I think he has insulted you, Lothen,” the baron replied.  “If you have an issue with it, take it up with him.  You are both commoners, after all.”
 
   Lothen went white.  I thought he was going to hit someone.  He got a grip, though, and settled down.
 
   “As you say,” he said, softly.  “I was born a commoner.  But now I am a prelate of the Church, and as such I demand that your wizard apologize for his insults.”
 
   The baron glanced at me.  I just looked at him.
 
   “Will you apologize?”
 
   “If you ask me to, my lord.”
 
   “Please do.”
 
   I looked at Lothen and got out a bucket of sarcasm.  “I apologize for pricking your vanity and telling the truth to your face.”
 
   Lothen frowned thunderously.  “That is an apology?”
 
   “It’s the best you’re going to get unless it’s at the point of a sword.  How much honor do you have… priest?”
 
   The baron burst out laughing.  We both looked at him.
 
   “Well said, Halar!  Well, Lothen?  You are neither of you noble, nor knighted, but I give you my permission to settle this affair with honor.”
 
   “Works for me,” I said.  “He can pick his weapons.”
 
   Lothen looked ill.
 
   “Well, Lothen?” the baron demanded.
 
   “It is hardly befitting the dignity of a prelate—”
 
   “—of the Church, yes, and so on,” the baron interrupted, waving a hand.  “Are you saying that a wizard is more proficient at arms?  Or are you afraid that you are in the wrong and that you will lose?  Where is your faith that the right will prevail, prelate Lothen?”
 
   Ooo!  Double-teamed into a fight.  I should have realized the baron would be willing to push the man into combat.  In the back of my mind I was wondering at my own eagerness to beat him senseless.  I don’t like getting into real fights.  Power going to my head, maybe?  Or all those spirits of combative people and things that left behind their traces?  Or is my neurochemistry and hormone balance all out of whack from my transformation?  Are all vampires this willing to fight, night or day?
 
   “To first blood?” Lothen asked.
 
   “To the yield,” I replied.
 
   The baron nodded.  “I accept the idea of fighting until one yields.  Weapons, Lothen?”
 
   “I—I do not know.  I must think about it.”
 
   “Very well.  Noon, tomorrow, in Market Plaza.  I will send a page to fetch you, Lothen.”
 
   Lothen rose from the table and bowed.  He looked quite pale and perhaps a bit ill.  “Of course, baron.  With your permission, I will be at the temple, praying.”
 
   “I imagine you will.  You may go.”
 
   Lothen went.
 
   There was quite a bit of hubbub once he left.  
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MONDAY, OCTOBER 3RD
 
    
 
   That evening I was in the baron’s chambers.  Very nice.  Tapestries on the walls depicting martial scenes, along with a large fireplace.  The furniture was old, solid stuff; it looked comfortable, but I didn’t get to try any of it.
 
   “Halar,” he said, leaning back in a heavy, high-backed chair and holding a goblet in both hands, “why are you fighting one of the Church’s inquisitors?”
 
   I shrugged.  “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “I couldn’t seem to help it.  He just… I don’t know.”
 
   “There are many such as he in the world, Halar.”
 
   “I know.  But this one was in my face.  It’s not like—” I broke off.  I had almost said, It’s not like I go hunting for them, but I couldn’t say that honestly.
 
   The baron sighed.  “There is a time and a place for everything.  It is not good to antagonize the Church overmuch; they have power, too much of it.  My people make pious mouthings to the Church—and each man worships as it pleases him.  Even so, some follow the Lord of Light with great faith.  I am certain that there will be repercussions from this.  These will be easier to weather if Lothen is not publicly humiliated.”
 
   I thought about that.
 
   “You’re asking me to lose?”
 
   “No.  I am merely,” he rolled the goblet between his hands, “explaining consequences.”
 
   I sighed in frustration.  “Which is tantamount to asking me to lose.  That rankles, my lord.”
 
   “That I would imply you should throw the fight?”
 
   “Losing to something like Lothen.”
 
   He chuckled.  “I agree.  I do not care overmuch for him, myself.  He puts men to the question and takes their wealth for the Church.  It is said he takes their wives for his own pleasure—but it is said very quietly; I know not the truth of it.  He is a cruel man living behind a mask of faith.  He deserves anything he gets.  But…”
 
   “But he can be trouble for you.”
 
   “For my barony, Halar,” he corrected.  “I have no desire to be the first baron the Church puts to the question.”
 
   “I get the point.  Okay.  I’ll lose.”
 
   He rose and put a hand on my shoulder.  “I know how you feel.  It’s always hard to let something like this go.  But sometimes you have to let the enemy win a battle so that you can win the war.”
 
   You have no idea how right you may really be, I thought.
 
   “I’ll manage it.  It’s to the yield.  I’ll yield.”
 
   “Good man.”
 
   “But I do have a question, if my lord will permit?”
 
   The baron shrugged.
 
   “Why did you push him into accepting my challenge?” I asked.  “I had only implied a willingness, not actually flung a gauntlet.”
 
   He chuckled.  “Because of several things.  Partly because I do not like him.  Partly because you started it.  But mainly…” he trailed off, smiling.
 
   “Yes, lord?”
 
   “Mainly because I would love to beat him myself, Halar.  I know him well, for he is a son of my father on a housemaid, and he is a disgrace to my father’s blood.  While my head would counsel prudence in this matter, my heart wishes Lothen nothing but a beating.  You may go, Halar.”
 
   I went back to my chambers, distracted and thoughtful.  The baron really doesn’t like Lothen at all.
 
   I spent a lot of the night fiddling in the workshop.  Little things, really—well, little things to me.  Playing around with gravity and magnetism.  This planet has all the magnetic field of a typical brick.  No wonder my compass doesn’t work.
 
   Eventually, I lay down, put my hands behind my head, and thought.  I thought about everything that had happened since a certain drinking binge.  It was a chaotic, disjointed swirl of thought, really, and one that went on for a while.  I wondered where Shada was.  Maybe she was pretending to have an affair with one of the locals.  Not that I could blame her, since I was never really “home”—and when I was, I was working.
 
   Hell, she’s not even married to me.  Why should I care?  I shouldn’t, probably, but I do.  Why do I care?  I shouldn’t.  Really.  She’s not even my wife.  I barely know her.
 
   Such were my thoughts as I lay there, staring at the not-darkness.  And, contrary to everything I had believed possible or likely, I fell asleep.
 
   I dreamed.
 
    
 
   My hands shook as they clasped before me; sleeves of dark red, like old blood, spilled back down my forearms to reveal pale flesh.  The shimmer of the silk was bright in the light of the candles as I sank to my knees.  My hands rested on the sharp edge of the marble block, my forehead pressed to my thumbs.  I shivered, I shook, I moaned softly in fear.
 
   How long I remained so, I do not know.  People came and went, voices dimly echoed, but there was silence in my heart—a darkness unending, an emptiness, a void.  The Voice of God was silent in the halls of my soul.
 
   With no power to fill that emptiness, I rose and turned my back upon the bright altar.  I walked away, and I felt the weight about my neck, the dragging of the chain.  I clutched at the pendant—a key—through the silken robe.  It was cold, even though it lay against my flesh.
 
   I knew the answer.  It came to me in a whisper of thought: Evil consumes all things, even itself.
 
   I opened the hidden door with the enchanted key of brass and iron, locked it behind me.  I went down the dark and ancient steps.  Deep into the earth did they descend, sightless and timeless in the stony bowels of the world.  Far down, where the sun never goes and where Men and Dwarves should never have delved, there went I.
 
   The stairs ended in a chamber hewn out of the bones of the world.  It was illuminated with a wan wyrdlight.  Torches burned, cold and pale, at either side of the Door.
 
   Black iron, blacker than the ancient grease that coated it, blacker than the darkness through which I had descended.  Worked with symbols lost to the knowledge of Man—and rightly!—and massive.  The Door stood as a portal between my own time and an elder age.  A vault door, containing the wickedness and malice of evils long restrained. Restrained, contained, imprisoned—and the responsibility of the Hand.
 
   These evils had been found, found and conquered.  They can be found, they can be conquered again.  But they would serve first.  They must, for the keys to the lesser gate were stolen, and a Lord of Night had come to open the shadow gate for its brethren.
 
   I brushed at the lock plate, removing the caked grease that sealed it.  I inserted the key and felt the shock of icy cold shoot up my arm and through all my body.  I spoke the Word that would loose the wards.  I turned the key.  I gave myself up to damnation for the salvation of the world.
 
   The Door swung toward me, soundlessly.
 
   A single great hall met my eyes.  Mine were the first to see it in a thousand years.  Yet there was no dust, nor spiders, nor cobweb.  No signs of age at all that my eyes could detect in the sourceless, pale glow..  This place had been sealed against the worst ravages that Time could deliver unto it and sealed well.
 
   An aisle ran down the center of the hall.  I walked it, as a man might walk a tightrope, keeping my robe wrapped about me in a futile gesture, hoping to ward off some of the unearthly, netherworldly chill.  To the right and the left were things.  Here a simple, two-tined fork of red metal upon a pedestal, a legend affixed below.  Here a sword, the blade made of dark iron.  There a knife, obsidian and gleaming.  A ring of tarnished silver that could never be polished clean.  A cloak of utter darkness, like piece of the sky between the stars ripped free.  And more.  Much, much more.  Things that no power wielded by mortals could destroy; things that mortal men might only imprison.
 
   And this great hall ended in another door.
 
   This door was man-sized.  It bore no runes, no markings, no symbols… save one.
 
   The Hand of Light.
 
   I touched it, placing my hand upon the Hand.  A darkness came over my vision and my head swam.  I had surrendered to the knowledge that my damnation was assured.  What worse fate could befall me?  Now there was nothing more to lose.  The door swung toward me slowly and I entered the inner chamber.
 
   Six spheres of onyx flashed their inner fires at me, cold and hard and smooth as glass..  They each rested upon a pedestal, nestled into a velvet depression.  Each was a foot in diameter—a priceless gem.  Each pedestal was surrounded by diagrams of containment, the forms filled with poured gold.  And before each pedestal was a smaller stand, holding a book; each book made of brass, the pages brass plates, inscribed with words in the First Tongue of Men.
 
   I read the covers of the six books and so learned the names of those bound within those spheres.
 
   I opened each book with the key of brass and iron, read of each of the Six—the demons that could not be banished, could not be destroyed.
 
   This one the Devourer.
 
   This the Destroyer.
 
   That one was Terror.
 
   That one Greed.
 
   And Lust.
 
   And Rage.
 
   All six, bound here for eternity.  But now known, now held, now to be used. Those were not their names, not their true Names, but adjectives, descriptors, handles by which one might speak of them.  Their natures were deeper things, not fully known by those feeble words.  They encompassed more, so much more, even as a book holds so much more than the title.
 
   I laid my hand upon the pages of the one called Devourer.  One Devourer to consume another… fitting, fitting…
 
   I spoke the words and the sphere of onyx cleared.  I looked into the eyes of the Devourer.
 
   We spoke for a long time, It and I.  When I demanded, It refused.  When I cajoled, It laughed.  When I offered It prey, It accepted.  It told me the words to speak, the rite to perform.  It gave me power over Its kin.  I sealed the sphere again and departed that place, locking all things behind me as I went.
 
   Up, up, up… the long and winding stair led from the depths of the earth to the surface, and I emerged in the frigid air of the night.  Yet the cold bit only my flesh, not my spirit, for I was chilled within as mortal man has never known.
 
   Still I went up, floor by floor, and reached at last the roof.  I looked out over the walls, observing the sleeping city—my city.  My city to protect from all the darkness of the worlds.  What matters my own life if I can spend it to shield my flock from evil?
 
   If only there was another way!  If only I could trust the magicians!  If only I could find the returned Lord of Night and slay it!
 
   But there was no other way.  The magicians failed me, keep failing me; they sought it again and again with magician’s crystal and magician’s glass, yet still they could find only hints, only traces, never the thing itself!  Liars, fools—to trust in magic when the only true power is in the Light.
 
   And for my foolish trust in them, I could hear no more the Voice.  Now I must redeem so many for our lack of faith, wash away the stain that has crept back into the clean lands, even thought it means the offering of my soul to Darkness.
 
   I spoke the words, and the devourers came, appearing out of darkness and smoke.
 
   I commanded them, and they bowed before me, departing to seek the last of the dark kings—the one that slipped through the door of shadow and returned to a world we had cleansed.
 
    
 
   I woke, feeling cold and very alone.  The dream, once vivid and clear, is faded now.  I do not recall the true Names of the Things in the spheres, if ever I did; I do not know the name of the man responsible.  But I do know that there was a rooftop full of devourers.  Dozens of them.
 
   Where is Shada?
 
    
 
   Morning was not a happy thing.  Davad spent a good portion of it with me on the quarterstaff instead of the sword.  He’s just as good with a staff as he is with a sword, or he’s so much better than me at both of them I can’t tell the difference.
 
   Using a quarterstaff is hard.  It’s very hard.  I think I hate it.  I think I may hate him, too.  But the baron called for a break early, today; I had to arrive at my real fight on time.  Which, fortunately, gave me a chance to pull myself together a bit so I didn’t look like I’d lost a fight already.
 
   Eriador plaza, the market square of Baret.  Yesterday I had been healing people here; there was quite a crowd today, as well.  People were on walls, hanging out windows, on top of carts.  I couldn’t tell for sure if most of them were rooting for me, against me, or just eager to watch a fight.  I think most of them were rooting for me.  Me they like.  Ander they like.  The Church’s secret police they’re not so fond of.
 
   Lothen was pale and somewhat green.  From the circles under his eyes, I guessed he hadn’t slept.  I noticed he was carrying a quarterstaff, and I silently forgave Davad for working me over.  Now that I actually used my brain, it seemed a likely choice of weapons.  No sharp bits to get accidentally impaled upon.  Good thinking on Lothen’s part.
 
   Maybe someone suggested it to him.  I eyed the Baron and saw Davad beside him; they were talking quietly.  I wondered if the suggestion of a staff was to keep Lothen alive or to make it easy for me to lose.
 
   The baron had himself a nice seat already arranged and had delegated the officiousness to a flunky.  The flunky called us close, ran through a bunch of formal rigmarole, and told us to have at each other.  We did.  I can’t say I went in confidently and with serene detachment; I had no idea if Lothen was really good with a staff or not.  I was a little concerned about it and definitely still pissed about being told to lose.
 
   I noticed the pulse of fury wasn’t bothering me.  I guess it only happens when I’m dead.  Either that, or Lothen didn’t scare me enough.
 
   I’m not good with a staff; it takes a lot more skill than you might think to wave a six-foot stick effectively.  But since I had used magic to recuperate from the morning’s workout, I wasn’t stiff and sore—just a little tired.  Lothen was exhausted from a night of worry.  I had a lot of warm-up; Lothen hadn’t.  I wasn’t entirely human; Lothen was.
 
   He never laid that stick on me.
 
   I would have cleaned his clock in the first ten seconds.
 
   I could have danced around him and laughed at him while he flailed like a frantic flagellant.
 
   I didn’t.
 
   Instead, I blocked everything he threw at me.  I smiled at him.  I backed away and let him press the attack.  Finally, I stopped against a wall, unable to back farther, and stayed there.  Just stood and parried, blocked and—nothing.  I just defended.  Never once did I swing at him.
 
   When he finally stepped back—angry, frustrated, sweating, and exhausted—I said loudly, “I yield.”
 
   He didn’t have the breath to accept; he just nodded and leaned on his stick.  There was hatred in his eyes; he couldn’t even touch me and he knew it.  Everybody in the crowd knew it, too.  There were catcalls and jeers.
 
   The baron, not entirely pleased but happy enough, packed up and headed back home. Lothen did the same—albeit in a much nastier mood—and headed for the local church.
 
   And I?  I went to the glassblower to see about another piece of work.
 
    
 
   A lens is a tough thing to do well.  Even a simple magnifying lens isn’t easy, at least not at this level of technology.  Much, much simpler is a round lump of glass.  Ten minutes after I walked into the glassblowers, I had a ball about the size of my fist.  I let him get back to his other work and I got back to my workroom.
 
   I had already built a spell to protect myself from being magically located.  After my week in wizard school, I realize the spell I kludged together is actually pretty inefficient.  It’s a lot more power-intensive than it needs to be; if I were to re-do it now, it would take a lot less power and time.  But it is also about as simple and fundamental as it gets.
 
   Why not use magic and try to track Shada down?  After all, I’m a wizard.  It’s the sort of thing we do.  It’s my spell that’s keeping her from being found; I should be able to bypass it.  And Jon had gone over the particulars with me, so it shouldn’t be too difficult.  In theory.
 
   Jon liked using a mirror; I could see his point.  He had a nice mirror, too.  It was about four feet high and two wide, very clear.  But the disadvantage of a mirror is it’s just a window to wherever you are looking.  You can’t look around with it, just through it.  A ball, on the other hand, can be walked around.  That allows the user to look at the target and at the scenery on all sides.
 
   Unfortunately, a lump of glass is pretty blurry.  I cheated.  I enspelled it a couple times; one to hold it midair—it was light enough to not strain my brain—and another to heat it up to melting again.  Surface tension pulled it into a perfect sphere and I held it there while it cooled.
 
   Not too useful for making most lenses, I admit; that’s more of a grind-and-polish job.  But for a simple globe?  Piece of cake.
 
   After it cooled, I set it in the middle of a table and started work.  Shada, fortunately, had various things lying about that belonged to her, thus helping set up the sympathetic link.  I also know her pretty well, so that was easy.  I “reached” out for her, specifically for her, and waited.
 
   It’s kind of like radar, or ripples in a fog-shrouded pond.
 
   I drop a rock in a pond.  Ripples spread outward.  When a ripple starts to come back from somewhere, I know where to look.  But it’s more than that.  Once I know where to look—or have a target lock, as I think of it—I can focus my attention there and burn away the fog between.  
 
   Taa-daa!  Instant image in the glass.
 
   Of course, the farther away it is, the bigger the rock—or the more powerful the spell—I have to use.  And the less precisely I identify what I’m looking for, the more false positives I get.  I could look for “all women” and get a thousand echoes back in short order; it would take a long time to search through them all.  Or I could look for “all dark-haired women” and get fewer results.  Or “all dark-haired women, about five-foot-six, with dark eyes,” which would narrow the search even more.
 
   Jon described, without demonstrating, an alternative method.  It was more like astral projection than scrying.  You locate a place in your crystal, mirror, pool of water, whatever.  Then you step out of your body and into the image, and your spirit is there!  You can look around, walk through solid objects, go over a hill, whatever you like, just as if you were walking around, intangibly and invisibly.
 
   It’s incredibly useful.  You can explore places you’ve never seen just by sending your spirit to the closest place you know and walking.  Taking too long to get there?  Take a good look around, then step back through your focus and into your body!  Now start afresh tomorrow where you left off!
 
   Not sure what’s in the ruined castle?  No problem!  Project through your crystal to the door, then walk inside!  Wander around.  Whoops!  A ghost!  Step back through your focus—it follows you around; a blurry patch into which your silver cord vanishes—and you’re back in your body again.
 
   It’s incredibly risky.  If something happens to your astral self—say, that hypothetical ghost smacks you—your body will feel it.  And if something happens to your body… well, you aren’t actually in there.  How do you know anything is happening to your body?  You are out.  For all you know, you’ll come back to find that there are small animals munching on your toes!  And worst of all is if something happens to your focus.  It’s bad.  Your astral link to your body is going through a magical interface; if the interface fails, the cord snaps, and your spirit dissolves into the ether.  Your body just lies there, a mindless vegetable, and eventually dies.
 
   I’m rather attached to my skin.  I’ll scry.  It takes a lot more effort and time and it’s only good for people or places that you know, but I’m chicken.
 
   In this manner, I sought Shada.  And I found her.
 
    
 
   I caught the baron between visitors and offered to let him see what Davad had taught me if we could talk.  He agreed.  We fought with wooden swords and, while I didn’t manage to hit him, he didn’t touch me, either; I was pretty defensive.  We spoke during our match; it’s not hard.  Your eyes and hands just do it, or you’re dead.
 
   “Baron?” I asked, parrying wildly and corkscrewing the point around to go for a disarm.
 
   “Yes?” he replied, stepping back and slashing at me.
 
   “If someone is taken by the Hand, what recourse might one have to get them released?”
 
   “Nothing.  Oh, I suppose the King might order their release, but it is really an ecclesiastical matter.”
 
   “So Church law is all that matters if the Hand accuses someone?”
 
   “Quite so.”
 
   “If I spoke to Ander… ?”
 
   “He is a priest, but not an inquisitor of the Hand,” the baron replied, working a bit to keep off a heavy attack.  “He has not the authority.”
 
   “Who does?” I asked, suddenly backing up as he counterattacked.
 
   “That would be Tobias, the Cardinal of Telen; he is in charge of the Hand.  Or his superior, Javar, Light of the World.  But they would not; the Hand is their instrument.”
 
   I stepped back and lowered my practice sword.  “I see.  Thank you.”
 
   The baron lowered his own weapon, watching me.  “You… who is it that… ?”
 
   “Shada.”
 
   The baron’s face darkened, slightly.  “You are certain?”
 
   “Yes.”  We handed our practice weapons to Bhota and the baron gestured me toward a pitcher.  I poured; we drank in silence for a moment.
 
   “What will you do?” he asked, quietly.
 
   “Learn about war.”
 
   He looked at me for a long minute, maybe trying to decide something.  He nodded, finally.  “I think you will.  Good fortune.  And if I cannot say it later, goodbye.”
 
    
 
   When I finished talking with Keldun, I swung into the saddle outside his house.  We had talked for quite some time and made arrangements for my abrupt departure—hopefully with Shada.
 
   “You will take care of everything at the docks?” I asked.
 
   “You may depend upon it,” he replied, bowing.  “It will be my great honor.”
 
   “Thank you, Keldun.”
 
   “Thank you.  My prayers and Geva’s will go with you.”
 
   I’m not sure I appreciate that, but he meant well.  I guess I should have asked who they’d be praying to.
 
   I rode up to the front steps of the local temple on Bronze.  The front of the building reminds me of major government buildings—or ancient Greek temples.  Wide, wide steps, shallow and long, about a dozen.  Big columns out front.  Big doors, too; three sets of double doors.  The front face of the building has a bas-relief, apparently of God.  It’s a big, muscular male, arms spread wide, with a blank spot for a face that has carved rays of light shooting out in all directions.  Very impressive.
 
   A blank spot can’t watch me.  Can it?
 
   If it had any idea of what I was about to do… maybe.
 
   I was in a hurry.  A fast getaway struck me as a sound idea; beyond the Eastrange, we should have some breathing space.  I wished, not for the first time, that I’d managed to work out a spell for flying.  There’s only so much that low-gravity jumping will do for you.  But you use what you’ve got.
 
   I left Bronze outside as a reserve.  It’s impolite to go barging into someone’s place on horseback; if this could be done politely, then fine.  If not… well, that would have to be fine, too, wouldn’t it?  I had Firebrand on my left hip, my dagger on my right, a pair of pistols in shoulder holsters under my jacket, and a stout oaken staff in hand.  Did I mention I had my bulletproof vest on?  No?  You bet I did.  I’ve treated it like an American Express card:  I don’t leave home without it.
 
   Can you tell I was nervous?
 
   So I walked into the metaphorical lions’ den, yea, with sword and pistol to comfort me.  It helped.  Inside, I found an acolyte, asked for Ander, waited patiently and tried not to fidget.  I took a good look around to try and distract myself.
 
   Rows upon rows of benches, with aisles down both sides and the middle.  There were doors in either wall, presumably to monks’ cells, or offices, or quarters, or something.  At the far end of the church—the central area was much longer than it was wide, by the way—was an altar and a statue.  That whole section of the room was built up, three steps—maybe two feet.  The altar was a businesslike affair, large enough for an ox, and with braziers at either hand for juicy bits.  
 
   The statue was three stories tall, apparently done in the same theme as the carving on the front of the building.  It was a man, big, heavy, and muscled.  But it had no head; instead, it had a sort of fish-eye mirror, like the security mirrors in stores.  It looked like brass and it hung over the statue.  There was a fire pit in the statue’s torso to illuminate this area via the mirror.  Nice effect.  I was in no shape to appreciate it other than to note it looked rather like a giant, flaming eye, staring at me.  It made me even more nervous.
 
   Ander came toward me, looking concerned.
 
   “Halar, what is wrong?  You seem troubled.”
 
   “Can we talk, Ander?” I asked, trying to keep cool.
 
   “Of course!  But you are wearing weapons within—”
 
   “Yes, I am, and I apologize.  But I am in a terrible rush.”
 
   “As you will, then.  This way.”  He led me to one side, through a side door, then down a hallway to his chamber.  I had expected his office again, but this would do fine.
 
   As the ranking priest in this church, I expected him to have some above-average quarters.  He didn’t.  Just a simple fifteen-by-fifteen room for his personal chamber.  I noticed it was spotless, too.  Acolytes with scrub brushes?  Maybe… but I wouldn’t count on it.  He did have more priestly robes than one might expect, but, hey, he’s the High Priest.  Doubtless there are special vestments for every sort of ceremony.
 
   He gestured me toward a chair—it looked a lot more comfortable than it was, and that wasn’t very—and seated himself in its twin.  The chair-making art leaves a lot to be desired around here.
 
   “What troubles you, Halar?”
 
   “To get right to the point, I need to see Shada.”
 
   “I am sorry, but I am afraid that cannot be,” he replied, sounding pained.  He didn’t seem surprised I knew.
 
   “And why would that be the case?”
 
   “She is being put to the question, Halar.”
 
   “I know.  Why?”
 
   Ander hesitated.  “In truth, I do not know why.  I have not communed in prayer with my superiors.  I know only that she stands accused of consorting with demons, blasphemy, and of allying herself with creatures of darkness.  Doubtless the inquisitors have been guided by their faith to bring her to this place and cleanse her soul.”
 
   Right.  And someone, somehow, found out she was part of a gata, or that she was near a nightlord, or just wanted to have leverage on the local wizard before moving on Baret… It didn’t matter why.
 
   I took several deep breaths.  “And in what manner will her soul be scrubbed clean?”
 
   “The pain of her flesh will redeem her spirit,” he replied, looking ill.
 
   I stared at him.  “You believe that, don’t you?”
 
   “I… it does not matter.  It has been revealed to wiser men than I that this must be done to cleanse a burdened, sinning soul—”
 
   “How do you know they’re wiser?” I asked.
 
   He blinked at me.  “Beg pardon?”
 
   “How do you know that the people who handed down this decree or policy or whatever it is—how do you know they’re wiser?”
 
   “Why… why, because they are the leaders of the Church.”
 
   “So the Church says this is how it’s supposed to happen?”
 
   Ander lowered his eyes.  “Yes,” he said.  He sounded miserable.
 
   “And you are a faithful, honest man, loyal to your Church?”
 
   He looked at me, and there was a grim determination in his gaze.  It hurt him to know a woman was being tortured, but he had faith it was the right thing to do—and was willing to endure his own pain for the greater good.  I have to respect that.
 
   “I am.”
 
   I nodded.  “I know you are, Ander.  Now I have a hard question.”
 
   “Ask it.”
 
   “How do you know the Church leaders are listening to God?  What if God is telling you something that doesn’t match up with what they are telling you?”
 
   Ander was silent for a long minute.  He looked like a man struggling with an idea he didn’t want to have.  I let him think for a little bit and finally pushed on.
 
   “Look, I’m sorry to have to bring this up, but where is this inquisition taking place?”
 
   “We have a chamber underground so that the worship might not be… disturbed.”
 
   “By the screaming?”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Suppose I wanted to talk to the inquisitor—that would be Lothen, I take it?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “How would I get there?”
 
   “There is a portal behind the statue.  But they will not see you until this evening.  They will question her all day today.”
 
   “Uh-huh.  I noticed that Shada went missing, at least to me, about the same time that Lothen arrived.  How did he even know she was here?  Come to that, how did he arrive so quickly?”
 
   “As I said, the power of our faith guides our works.  He was on his way well before I brought the matter of the devourer to the attention of the Church.”
 
   “Right.  You mentioned communing in prayer with your superiors?”
 
   “I pray and they hear my words.  Yes.”
 
   “Could they grant clemency?”
 
   Ander stared at me.  “But what for, friend Halar?  If she is impure, surely she must be purified?”
 
   “I was afraid you’d say that.”  I stood up and sighed, leaning on my staff.   He stood up with me, looking concerned.
 
    “Halar, I do not wish you to be distraught.  It is only her flesh that suffers; her soul is burned clean by those agonies.”  He sounded almost sure.  Like he was sure in his head, but not his heart.  I know the tone, mainly because I’ve heard it in my own voice way too often.
 
   “I don’t doubt that you believe that, Ander.  You may even be right.  But I don’t think she’s willing.”
 
   He sounded pained.  “I know.  But what can I do?  I am bound by the strictures of the Church.”
 
   “Well, I guess that means I’m going to have to do something I don’t want to.  And I want to make sure you know, in advance, I bitterly regret having to.  I hope, someday, you will forgive me, because I like you.”
 
   “What—” he began, and I hit him in the groin with my staff.  His eyes bugged out and he made an odd little peeping noise.  I hit him in the back of the head and laid him out on the floor, then tied him up with a couple of his own belts.  They weren’t the best restraints, but he wasn’t too feisty, either.  He could probably squirm his way out of the bonds in a few minutes, once he started moving again.  Hopefully it would be long enough.
 
   Deep breaths.  Too late to back out now.  But now that I was about to go out and bluff for as long as I could… and then do whatever came to hand… I was nervous.
 
   I was scared, but I couldn’t have done anything else.  I’ve lost too much in recent months to even consider losing Shada.  First, Terri.  Then Sasha.  My old life.  My job, my students, my career.  Change may be inevitable, but it could go a little slower.  I didn’t feel willing to let someone take Shada out of my life.  Besides… I like her.  I like her a lot.
 
   Still, I was scared.  The church didn’t have a lot of armed men.  Who attacks a church?  It was the Hand compound that was heavily armed.  This was just a large church.  What did I have to worry about?
 
   Mundane stuff included the town watch, the guards Lothen brought with him—a man like that doesn’t go anywhere without personal bullies—and rioting mobs.  Then there was the whole works-of-faith thing; I don’t understand that, and it makes me nervous.
 
   How long ago?—a couple of months?—I would never have even considered this.  Under other circumstances, I would be feeling out a new freshman class, learning their names, grading papers, maybe setting up new student user accounts on the network or starting them on the Big Five motion equations… I might even be helping out with the thermogoddamics class; someone always needs tutoring.
 
   It seems so long ago.  I miss it.
 
   I left the room and closed the door behind me.  I walked quickly to the main area and headed for the statue.  I got some odd looks from people at prayer and several lesser priests—I was still armed—but nobody really got unfriendly until I went up on the raised area and cut behind the statue.  Someone called to me, but I ignored him.
 
   Behind the statue there was a space about ten feet wide.  Two doors greeted me; one was in the base of the statue, the other in the wall.  I tried the one in the wall; it led outside onto a large, open court.  There were people passing by on the surrounding streets.  I opened the one in the base of the statue; it revealed steps down.
 
   About this point, the Protesting Priest rounded the statue at a hustle.
 
   “Goodman, you may not go there; this is sacred—“
 
   I cut him off with a hand around his throat.  I beat his head against the base of the statue until he quieted.  It was all rather muffled, so I hoped nobody would be too suspicious or investigative.  But I brought him with me down the steps just the same.
 
   They went down some distance.  I was struck by the similarities between these steps and the ones in my dream… it was not a good feeling.  Would it have demons at the bottom, hiding from the sun?
 
   At the bottom, the stairs ended in a door—a wooden one, with metal straps, not a big, black, iron portal.  I felt a little better.  I opened this a crack and peered through; beyond was a torture chamber, fully equipped, even if it looked like it hadn’t been used in a while.  Racks, tongs, pincers, braziers, pokers and coals, iron maiden, you name it.  It was a masochist’s wet dream.  Sadist’s, too.
 
   From the scream that floated out, I gathered someone’s dreams were coming true.
 
   I threw open the door, still carrying Father Protest.  I laid him down on the floor and cried, “Help!  This worthy priest has fallen down the steps!  Your aid!”
 
   This got attention; Lothen—yes, he was there—put down the hot iron and hurried with the other two to tend to their fellow.  The two guards stayed by Shada; she was on the rack and stretched out, just like I’d seen in the ball.  I spotted an elderly magician in a chair; he remained seated and simply watched keenly.
 
   Lothen checked his rush and stared at me.  “You!”
 
   “Me,” I agreed.  I dropped my staff, picked up the nearer inquisitor, and threw him at Lothen; they both fetched up against one wall and went down in a swearing heap.  I kicked the other inquisitor—he was kneeling by Father Protest—in the face; I’m pretty sure I broke his jaw.  He didn’t do anything afterward but lie there, so I was happy.
 
   Lothen and his buddy were disentangling themselves and swearing—piously—at their minor hurts; the guards immediately drew steel and rushed me.  If it had been nighttime, I might have tried lashing them with tendrils and taking my chances on whether or not they were protected.  Regardless, no priest was going to get any sort of a tendril-touch; I didn’t want to find out if tendrils could be burned off.  I may have as many as I can imagine, but I also imagine that would hurt.  That left me with more difficult options.
 
   Pity for them it was a full-sized torture chamber.  I had time to grab a fistful of magic and lash it at their weapons; the mundane blades soaked up the power and began to glow hot.  They almost reached me anyway; it took a second for the swords to warm up.  Both guards shouted and dropped their weapons, nursing blistered hands just as they came up into sword-range.
 
   Still lying on the floor, Lothen began to pray.
 
   Even in the middle of all this, his prayer caught my attention.  You bet it did!  I’ve felt the blast of power from dead assassins; a full priest was something I considered a threat!  But his prayer was very strange to see.  When Tamara invoked her Goddess, power just came out of her.  I presume it has a limit based on her own capacity to channel, like a conduit or pipe tapping a huge reservoir.  But she did things—Jon’s pyre, for example—I couldn’t have done without a few cattle.  And certainly not that quickly!
 
   Lothen was reciting the words to a prayer… but, working as I was with the stuff of magic, I could see the way magic moved around him.  I would have called it an incantation, myself.  He was using no divine powers, even though he invoked his god; he was working magic, like a magician.  The power was drawn to him, coalesced about him, and streamed toward the weapons.  It was like watching a garden hose extinguish a campfire.  His stream of energy disrupted and dissipated the spell I had placed on the weapons.
 
   The blades cooled rapidly under the influence of his chanting.  The guards picked them up again.
 
   Meanwhile, I wasn’t holding still.  When he started chanting, I moved toward him and the priest I’d thrown; Lothen stayed down while the other man got to his feet.  I shoved the standing priest against the stone wall and grabbed his face; I pounded his head against the stone, twice, and he fell heavily.  He probably survived that.
 
   Lothen I simply poked a hole through, like sticking a piece of litter in the park.  He looked at me with an expression of surprise, then looked at the steel protruding from his upper chest.
 
   “I thought… you a wizard,” he said, and blood came out of his mouth.
 
   “I thought you to be heartless.  Glad I was wrong,” I replied.  He collapsed and I pulled Firebrand free.
 
   By that time the guards had recovered their now-cooled weapons and were on me.  I kept moving, trying to keep them in each other’s way, while I went for the quick disables—legs and arms.  
 
   Firebrand lived up to its name.  It flared up into brilliant light.  I had a moment’s warning, being able to feel it stirring; they did not.  We were all dazzled by the sudden glare, but I recovered first.  Guard One took a solid hit to the sword arm, all the way to the bone.  Guard Two got a nasty slash in his thigh.  Both wounds cauterized immediately; there are disadvantages to a flaming sword, but I was in no position to complain!
 
   I knocked the sword out of Guard Two’s hand and kicked both the blades away from them.  I herded them at swordpoint to a handy torture device—don’t ask me what it was; all I know is it had manacles.  I locked them to it and held out my hand.
 
   “Keys.”  One of them handed over a couple of keys on a ring without arguing.
 
   Then I turned my attention to Shada.
 
   They had used the rack and a lash, with the recent addition of hot irons.  I’d say it was all superficial damage—no broken bones, no penetrating wounds—but she looked like a particularly well-used masochist.  Lash marks on her front and back, her arms and legs.  Marks around her wrists and ankles from the rack.  Burns under her arms, along the inside of her thighs.  A few bruises about the face, presumably from blows.  One eye swollen shut.
 
   “Halar?”  she asked, softly.
 
   “Hmm?” I replied, sheathing a now-extinguished Firebrand.  I was glad Firebrand had gone out on its own; I could feel a sort of glee in it at killing.  I don’t want to find my sword is more determined to fight than I am to flee; that could turn out very badly.
 
   “Escape,” she said.  “Flee.  They will be coming.”
 
   “You’re supposed to say ‘thank you’ when you’re being rescued.”  I unlocked her manacles and removed her from the rack-like affair that held her.
 
   “If you can, I will be pleased.  I—I have told them nothing…”
 
   “If I can’t get you out of here, go ahead and tell them.  See if they have any mercy.  There!”
 
   I picked her up, set her on her feet.  “Can you stand?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Walk?”
 
   “I—I do not think…”
 
   “I’ll carry you.  We have stairs to climb.  I may have to put you down suddenly.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   I picked her up again, carefully cradled in my arms.  She hissed as her back pressed against my arm; the lash left bleeding streaks.  I recovered my staff by kicking it up and catching it in one hand.  Then I realized the magician in the corner was gone; simply gone.  To get help, possibly.  Suddenly I felt very pressed for time.  I headed up the steps.  Halfway up, I could hear noises, see light.  Someone opened the door and started down.
 
   A guard’s helmet and tabard would have helped enormously, if I had thought to wear one.  Oh, well.  I was rushed.
 
   “Halt!” the descending person said.  “What goes here?”
 
   “Someone attacked the prelate and his guards!  He’s badly hurt!  Get a priest, and be swift!” I replied, trying to sound panicked.  It wasn’t that hard.
 
   “What?  How is this?  What has happened?  Wait, who are you?”
 
   While he was asking questions, I kept climbing.  By this point I was close enough to see he was a guard, not a priest, and was carrying an oil lamp.
 
   I set Shada on her feet.  “I do beg your pardon, goodman.  Allow me to introduce myself,” I began.  Courtesy.  With a little luck, it would soothe him enough to put him off his guard.
 
   I need more luck.  He stepped back and drew steel.  “Do that.”
 
   I gestured and used more power; I set fire to his sword.  He yelped and dropped it; it clattered and bounced down the steps.  I lunged forward, grappled him, and sent him after it.  I had a moment to reflect it was probably not the best course; the lamp broke as he bounced and he started screaming.  Being set on fire does that.
 
   I picked up Shada, slung her over one shoulder with a quick apology, and hurried.
 
   At the top of the steps, the door was closed; I worked the latch and toed it open.  Several priests were standing there, looking curious and a bit worried.  When I came out, they started looking actively hostile.
 
   “Aaaah!  The wizard is in league with the dark harlot!” was the most polite of their remarks.
 
   Why is any woman accused of a crime automatically a harlot?  That was the first thing through my head.  I mean, isn’t a harlot a whore?  Why the automatic assumption?  Can’t women be murderers and conspirators and just generally mean-spirited without being sexually promiscuous?  Nasty stereotype, that.
 
   I started waving my staff like a baton; priests scattered away from me, arms raised to fend off blows.  I made for the exit door and cleared it.  We were outside.
 
   Not out of danger, but outside.  I headed around the building as fast I could run, shouting for Bronze.  I don’t know who or what she ran over, around, or through to get to me, but I’m fairly sure she didn’t kill anyone.  I heard screams, but no gooey thuds, anyway.  I mounted, Shada held before me so I could keep her in the saddle, and we rode like hell was after us.  Or, in this case, heaven.
 
   Bronze is faster than any horse; we made it to the waterfront well ahead of any pursuit.  Keldun was as good as his word; we hurried aboard one of his ships, the Prosperina, and cast off.  Keldun had been generous enough to allow us to “commandeer the vessel at swordpoint”—at least, that was what the captain was going to say.  I had my sword out and stayed near him, both to make it look believable to the crew and to make sure everything went to plan.  Once we were aboard, sailors slung ropes under Bronze and worked to lower her into the hold; the Prosperina looked like a fairly small boat to me, but I think of oil tankers when I think of freighters.  They didn’t need her weight topside.
 
   We could have made it out of the city on Bronze, I’m sure.  With her speed, nobody would have caught us.  But a magical message, or even carrier pigeons, could carry our description all through the kingdom.  Not good.  Not good at all.  Better to get out of the kingdom forever, or at least make them think so.  
 
   I still have unfinished business with the Hand, but the Hand isn’t going anywhere.  It’ll wait.
 
   Speaking of business with the Hand, why did they grab Shada?  Because she’s with me?  Because she’s an ex-gata member?  Because Lothen just liked to grab pretty women off the street, or because he and I got on so poorly?  If I’d had more time during the break-out, I’d have asked him.  As it is, I may have to get used to not knowing.  It worries me a lot to be ignorant on that score.  I don’t understand the subtler motivations of the Hand, and that could be a bad thing.
 
   We headed away from the wall; with our lead, we had no trouble getting out of arrow range before anyone thought to fire on us.  Why should they?  We were just a merchantman setting sail.  No one even gave us a second look until we were well out to sea.  Things were settling in to a nice cruise with a fair wind and full sails.  We were making good time and making our slow turn around the projecting headlands of the Eastrange.
 
   A sizzling line of steam drew itself through the water across our course.
 
   Occasionally, I do regret my brilliant ideas.
 
   Bronze would go to the bottom immediately; she would also walk out on her own.  Shada could float on debris, I felt sure, if they didn’t just keep waving my heat ray over the survivors.  But I was going to be in trouble any way you sliced it; sunset wasn’t that far off.
 
   The fountain of steam tracked back and the beam swept along our hull, igniting a line along the wood.  The captain got busy with damage control and I got busy thinking.
 
   A mirror.  Not that I had one handy, but that was what I needed.  A big one.  Could I create one, or the appearance of one, magically?  Yes.  But it would take time I did not have; it would have to be big. The boat looked small from a shipping standpoint; from the standpoint of covering it with a spell, it was huge.  Or I could weave a spell to scatter it, which is much easier than a reflection.  It would have to be huge to be useful, and to make it would take that precious commodity—time.
 
   I swore viciously and wove one around Shada; she might come through this, at least.  The beam came back, playing through the rigging, cutting a neat line through several sails and setting fire to the masts.  Fortunately, I had failed to anticipate how difficult it might be to aim a beam that long by hand; it was like poking a fly on the wall with the tip of a broom handle.
 
   It would take a couple of minutes of steady work to make a ship-sized shield against this.  Maybe there was enough time.  I had to try; there wasn’t much choice.
 
   I went to the portside rail and started spinning a shield; any heat energy that came through it would scatter evenly in a cone, like using a magnifying glass in reverse.  Since the shield was forming several feet from the hull, this would lower the energy density enough to avoid setting fire to anything.  I started it in front of me, amidships, and expanded it, making it grow like a piece of pizza dough—spinning faster and faster, getting larger, feeding on the power I kept moving into it.
 
   The beam moved more slowly now, as the operator got the hang of it.  A bright streak moved along the bow, wavering up and down, sending boards into instant flames and boiling away the caulking into smoke.  It worked its way aft—sometimes steaming into the ocean, sometimes missing us completely above—and bloomed amidships as it hit my shield.  I closed my eyes as the blaze of hot light ran over me like a desert sun and I worked harder at expanding the shield.  The beam left the rear edge of the shield and started a fresh surge of flames on the hull.  Luck played the beam over our helmsman; he screamed briefly as he caught fire.  Not his clothes; him.  Hair and flesh.  He hurled himself over the starboard side.
 
   Someone else took the wheel immediately, but we were losing headway; the damage to the sails wasn’t that bad, not really, but it cut down our speed and speed was what we needed.  Even if they stopped shooting at us, we might not make it to shore with these fires, and the water out here was deep.  Very deep.  The Eastrange is a faulted area and extends well out to sea, mountains marching down into the water.
 
   The beam came back, burning.  Less of the ship was ignited; my shield was working and had grown considerably.  But that fore quarter and aft quarter were still vulnerable; these were further set afire or freshly, depending on how well the crew had done with buckets.  I could hear the snap and pop of boards coming free of the ribs in the flames, and the occasional scream of a man blasted by my ray.
 
   It’s one thing to kill a man when he’s trying to kill you.  It’s another to kill someone when they want to die.  And it’s yet another to consider a weapon such as that “for defensive purposes.”
 
   These were dying men, burned by fire and by an invention of my mind; their agony was my fault, first to last, and needless.  Killing someone should be a personal experience, not a wholesale slaughter.  One person at a time—even if it’s only a second’s worth of attention—makes it personal.  This was cold-blooded murder.  I felt it, and I hated it, and I hated the Hand all the more for it.  There was also the guilt.  Lots of guilt.  I killed these men, impersonally and coldly, without ever even considering they would die.  It was my idea, and I was responsible.  Mea culpa, mea maxima culpa—my fault, all my fault.
 
   Suddenly, I hated my own invention.  I wished I had never built it.  That gave me an idea.
 
   I stabilized my spell so it would hold as it was without my attention, then I knelt and whipped open my pack, fetching out my glass ball.  I stared at it, reaching, and the vision of the tower of the lens swam into focus.  Yes, there were priests up there, and the smiles on their faces were visible.  Pious smiles, pleased at the work of their god… and cold smiles, excited smiles, filled with the joy of killing.
 
   I never thought I’d be sickened by anything short of a gruesome road accident.
 
   I reached through the glass to the lens—the key to the whole device.  And, sympathetic magic being the easiest sort, I brought the hilt of my new dagger smashing down on the glass ball.  Glass broken here, glass broken there…
 
   The beam winked out.
 
   That would help.  I rose from the deck and withdrew my spell, absorbing again some of the power I had put into it.  I didn’t get much back, but I suspected I was going to need it.
 
   The ship was thoroughly afire in the bow and the stern.  Since the wind was at our backs, I concentrated on dimming down the flames in the stern.  Between my efforts and those of the sailors, the flames died quickly.  We turned our attention to the forward section.
 
   We lost a lot of sail from both the beam and from the burning embers the wind drove up from the poop deck into our canvas.  Worse, too much hull had been burned completely away and we were taking on water below decks.  The fires were out now, but the ship was sinking despite our best efforts.  
 
   We had rounded the point of the Eastrange; the land on the other side was plainly visible.  Five miles of open water doesn’t seem that far—until you don’t have a ship.  Ours was going down, much like the Sun.  We were only minutes away from foundering when the captain gave the order to abandon ship.  Pity there was only one boat.
 
   “We cannot take that horse,” he said, coldly.  I gathered he was unhappy about losing his ship; I would have been.  “I will see to it that your woman has a place in the launch.  I can make no promise beyond that, as I do not know if any of us will reach land alive.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Get what’s left of the crew and go.”
 
   He looked me up and down.  “And you?”
 
   “No.  Give me the ship, captain, and I will go down with it.”
 
   He laughed bitterly.  “Wizard, the ship is yours.  Godspeed.”
 
   I stayed and watched them climb into the launch—an oversized rowboat, really.  Most of them fit.  A few of the uninjured had to get in the water and hang on to wooden floats and a rope, towed behind the rowboat.  They rowed for the shore—we were much closer to the eastern land by now, and I doubted that anyone would have enjoyed their reception in Baret.
 
   I could probably have floated along with a large-enough piece of wood.  But when the sun hit the western water… no, not good.  I would have to risk going down with the ship, if only it would stay afloat just a little longer…
 
   “Bronze,” I called down into the hold, “get as far back toward the stern as you can.”  No sense in adding her weight to the forward, sinking section—that’s where the ship was taking on the most water.  I would have ordered her off the ship and saved the weight entirely if I could have gotten her out of the hold.  As it was, we didn’t need to enlarge the existing holes.
 
   The sun was close to the horizon, now.  I went below, found an intact cabin—the officers’ cabin, I think; the captain’s had windows—and closed the door; the deck was tilted forward.  With a little luck, there might be enough of an air pocket in here, even after the ship went down, for me to breathe until I didn’t need to.
 
   I waited.  Water started coming in under the door after a bit, and the ship continued to tilt forward.  I wondered if I could have dumped more of whatever-the-hell the cargo was and bought more time.  Probably too late, now.
 
   The water kept rising, alarmingly fast.  When would the sun start to sink?  How long had it really been?
 
   I found myself thinking about drowning.  Does it hurt?  Aside from panic?  The pool hadn’t been too bad, other than the aching in my lungs and the desperation.  But there I knew Travis would be after me, there was help near at hand and I might survive even if I, personally, couldn’t save myself.  
 
   What about breathing water, though?  If I did make it through this, would I have to drain my lungs before dawn?  Probably so, I reflected.
 
   The water reached edge of the bunk and soaked my boots.  I stood up on the bunk and braced against the bulkhead, keeping my head in the highest corner of the cabin.
 
   The ship shuddered and groaned.  She shifted around like a drunken fat lady.  I kept braced as the water in the room sloshed violently.  Then there was, quite literally, a sinking sensation.
 
   The water started to rise again and my ears popped.  We were going down.
 
   I breathed a quiet curse; I hadn’t even felt a tingle yet.
 
   The woodwork wasn’t airtight, that was obvious; I would have enspelled it to keep the air in, but I couldn’t think.  The water kept rising.  Still, it was more air than I would have had on deck.  Inwardly, though, I considered resigning myself to drowning and never seeing the sun again. 
 
   It went all black as the water rose over the lantern and extinguished it.  Blackness isn’t something I’ve really seen a lot since I started drinking blood.  It was unnerving and disturbing, being in a black room of a sinking ship slowly filling with cold water.  We must have been pretty deep; the water was very cold to me; my hands and feet were going numb and my teeth were trying to chatter.  By the time the water reached my chin, I had my head pressed hard against a corner, so this reduced my breathing space to something slightly larger than a basketball.
 
   I inhaled most of it and tried to be as quiet and still as possible.
 
   Now that I was underwater, I could hear things differently.  It seemed the ship was groaning, low and unhappy, as she continued down.  And down.  Seconds?  Minutes?  How long it was I do not know.  Time seemed to pass in an instant and drag on forever.  I wondered, absently, how far down we were.  Would I crush first, or drown?  Probably drown…
 
   And then there was a crash.  I was thrown forward in that peculiar slow-motion of underwater movement.  We must have been headed down at a considerable speed; I nearly crossed the length of the cabin.
 
   By now, my lungs were complaining.  A lot.  I needed to breathe, badly.  The reddish flashes were starting behind my eyelids and it was getting harder and harder not to breathe.  But there was also the beginning of a familiar tingling feeling.
 
   Could I crack water into oxygen and hydrogen?  Maybe.  If I had thought of it sooner, I could have worked out the spell for it.  Oxygen gathering in one hand, hydrogen in the other, like two electrical poles in water?  A second spell to remove the impurities, like the salt?  And the ozone?
 
   I realized, from somewhere, that I was very detached.  And the tingling was fading as I grew even more numb.  Maybe the cold?  Or the oxygen deprivation?  Could be.  My hands weren’t there anymore, and my arms and legs were lumps attached to my body.  I could almost feel my body tingling, but nothing really seemed important.  Just distant.  Like it wasn’t really happening, or I was simply watching.  Didn’t concern me.  Oh, but there was some trifling difficulty with my breathing.  Not important.  Then I let out a breath and even that didn’t matter.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, OCTOBER 4TH
 
    
 
   I wasn’t cold anymore.  That is, I knew it was cold, but it didn’t bother me.  Ergo, I was dead.
 
   But was I dead dead or just the usual nightfall dead?  No way to tell until dawn.
 
   I opened my eyes. The salt water stung like hell; I doubt I could have kept my eyes open during the day.  I gradually got used to it.  Looking cautiously about I saw I was no longer in the ship.  I was lying on the sandy bottom next to it, along with various boxes and a lot of junk.  How had—
 
   Something like a walrus with arms flew by.  Excuse me, swam by.  The water was fairly clear, no worse than a hazy day topside, and illumination is no problem for my eyes, so I first thought of it as flying.  It might have been eight feet long, nose to tail, with three-fingered hands.
 
   Interesting.  Was I lunch, later?  I craned my neck and looked around.  I wasn’t stacked with the edible goods.  At least, I hoped they didn’t eat things like brass lanterns or iron kettles.
 
   I checked myself over; I still had my stuff on.  I doubted the pistols would be useful underwater, but I might be able to clean and oil them if I got topside soon.  Salt water and handguns; not a good combination.  But Firebrand didn’t seem to mind, so that was okay.  I wondered where my staff was.  Floating somewhere, I supposed.
 
   I sat up and took a better look at my surroundings.
 
   Not far from where I lay was the wreck of the Prosperina.  Her fire-weakened bow had crumpled badly on impact; the whole forward quarter of the ship was a crushed ruin.  The rest of the ship had settled, listing to starboard on and in the sandy ground.  There were several of the walrus-creatures swimming around and through it, unloading things, prying things loose, and generally taking anything that was merely nailed down.  I was in a large, fairly flat spot with most of the ship’s non-buoyant supplies and equipment.
 
   There was an ongoing low sound, reminding me of an old car horn: aaoOOgaaah.  But it was low-pitched and repetitive, varying only in volume.  It seemed to be coming from within the wreck.
 
   Something swam toward the ship.  It was smaller than a walrus and put me in mind of a mermaid.  It made higher-pitched noises, almost like whalesong, and the walrus-things took up what I thought was debris.  They swam in the front, through the broken section, and the sounds of dull ringing emerged, along with a gradual reddish stain, like a cloud in the water.  I had a feeling I knew what the ringing sound was.
 
   I stood up and found I could stand normally.  Experimentally, I tried to exhale.  Water flowed out with the exhale, in when I inhaled.  I could taste blood in the water.  It was an odd sensation, breathing water.  I can’t recommend it.
 
   Walking was a slow process, nowhere near my customary zippy stride, but I made good headway with night-muscles and my tendency to sink.  I was almost to the wreck when the smaller creature—I could see him clearly, now; a man of bluish skin, webbed fingers and finlike feet, lightly scaled, wearing a harness-like garment of woven, bright-colored seaweed; he had a bone dagger in one loop of the harness and bits of gold ornamentation, including rings, bracelets, anklets, and armlets—sang again, apparently to call his soldiers back from the fray.  Then they noticed me.
 
   I didn’t have Firebrand out.  First, it would have been impolite.  Second, a big blade is a hindrance underwater.  I still had my dagger, and if it came down to cases, they didn’t know what they were fooling with.  Then again, I had no idea what I was fooling with.  So I tried being nice.
 
   They surrounded me and I got a much closer look at what they were using.  The weapons looked like long pieces of bone or stone ground down along one edge and sharpened.  Nice for thrusting, mainly, and good for sawing into things.  Also somewhat intimidating, since they were pointed at me from every direction that wasn’t ground; they didn’t seem to care about ground level at all.  I counted about thirty of them.
 
   He trilled, and I looked at him.  His expression might have been inquisitive, but I’m not good at reading fish.  His lips were very thin, mouth very wide, and his eyes were exceptionally, almost cartoonishly, large.  Not my personal ideal of a handsome man.  He trilled again, and I am forced to assume it was with impatience.
 
   “I’m sorry,” I said, muffled, distorted, and faint in the water, “but I do not understand you.”
 
   He looked thoughtful, hovering unmoving for several moments.  Then he said something else and two of the walrus-things moved in to take me by the arms.  I let them; they didn’t seem to be attacking.  Then, as a group, we swam away.  Well, they swam; I was carried along like an unwelcome hitchhiker.  When my two got tired of carrying me, they dropped me and two more would take their place, catching me as I sank.
 
   We kept going down.  Apparently the Eastrange keeps descending when it hits the water.  It was an interesting trip.  The terrain was extremely rough; I was glad I was being carried.  It looked like a lot of coral, with plants of some sort clustered thickly over it all.  It could have been an alien landscape viewed in slow motion; everywhere there was movement.  Waving fronds, schools of fish, the occasional prowling predator… it was pretty and dangerous and I liked it.
 
   Now if I only knew where we were going.
 
   My wondering was satisfied shortly; there were ruins ahead.  It reminded me of some photos of the Parthenon, just underwater.  Or Atlantis.  Broken and fallen columns, partial structures, cracked pavements everywhere.  Most encrusted with a light layer of undersea growths of some sort.  Surprisingly little, really, considering I guessed them to be quite old.  Maybe the locals cleaned them.
 
   Near these ruins were structures that looked more grown than built.  Coral?  Could be.  Maybe a framework for coral to grow on, left for a while?  Or even with chunks of live coral transplanted onto it?  Might be worthwhile; sort of a living concrete.  They looked like large half-bubbles, high domes for the most part, ranging from a few tens of feet to hundreds of feet in diameter.  It was to one of these larger that I was conducted.
 
   Inside there were dozens of these fishy men.  Every one of them seemed surprised to see me; the trilling sounds they made died out quickly.  They were arrayed all around the interior of the dome, sitting or reclining in some sort of plants affixed to the interior.  The floor area was concave, a shallow bowl, and unoccupied.  I was unceremoniously placed in the center.  Much trilling started as I stood there and looked at them.
 
   Something brushed over me, like a tentacle.  I turned quickly and beheld a spell touching me, lightly probing at my scrying shield.  I reached out, took it in hand, and shook it like cracking a whip.  Not hard, but enough to make it shimmer and ripple back to its originator.  He was about halfway up the dome and looked very surprised.  He began trilling more earnestly.
 
   The rest quieted somewhat to listen to him.  In short order, I had dozens of the spells reaching for me.
 
   Okay, polite is one thing…
 
   I drew Firebrand and pushed a bit of power into it.  It blazed up like a magnesium flare, bubbles of steam hissing and boiling angrily from the naked bar of flame.  It swung freely, surrounded by nothing but steam and vapor.
 
   Their reaction was completely unexpected.  They trilled at even higher pitches, almost keening, and withdrew all the spells instantly, writhing and clutching at their eyes.  I had not considered the effects of bringing a bright light into this place; to me, all darkness is lit.  But down here, where almost no light reached, they would have large eyes… and they would be very sensitive to light.  Doubtless they possessed some sort of sonar, too, for navigating in enclosed areas like this.
 
   I let Firebrand dim and go out.  Then I waited while they recovered.
 
   The question: would they now try to talk to me?  Or would they be hostile?
 
   Apparently, they were somewhat divided on that question; there was much trilling back and forth, up and down, and there were many, many gestures in my direction.  Some of which did not look entirely wholesome; drawing a finger—or fingernail—from abdomen to throat seemed to indicate to me a lack of friendliness.  Then again, maybe I’m just not too trusting.  Besides, I wanted to get busy finding Shada.
 
   So I decided not to wait for the debate.  I recalled the Hunt and that strange mental communication we had shared, trying for something like it.
 
   You, I decided, pretty much at random, and reached for him with tendrils.
 
   “Hello.”
 
   I felt shock, fear, startlement, puzzlement, wonder.  Who are you? he thought back at me.  What are you?
 
   “I am Halar.  And I have been shipwrecked.”
 
   He digested the thought of “shipwreck.”  The word meant nothing to him, but we were communicating in concepts.  This one was obviously as alien to him as the word.
 
   The things that live beyond the world?  It is your mount and it has died?
 
   “In a manner of speaking, yes.”
 
   Why are you not dead with it?  We have thought it some sort of mother that bears you as her young; I see we were wrong.  Or are you an older one that is almost ready to be birthed?
 
   Interesting.
 
   “No, people are not young.  And we usually breathe air; the thin stuff beyond the water.  By virtue of magic, I do not need to breathe right now; without air, we cease to live.  We cannot breathe water.”
 
   The hubbub of the dome was dying down as my friend started trilling urgently; I got the sense he was relaying my words, translating them.  It was enough to tell me this was a language I wasn’t going to learn without special vocal cords.  I might learn to understand it, but there was no way I would ever speak to these people other than magically.  Operatic divas don’t have that kind of range.  Dolphins get that high.  I don’t know any other intelligent creature that does.
 
   So you did not wish to be here?
 
   “My coming was an accident.  I apologize for intruding in your realm.”
 
   We have no objection.  But we are curious.  What is that thing you carry that hurts the eyes?
 
   “It is called Firebrand.  It is a sword, but it is magical.”
 
   May we examine it without harm?
 
   “You may.  Come close and I will show it to you and explain.”
 
   There was considerable trilling at this.  I learned the expressive nature of trepidation and half-heard the misgivings within him, but at the urgings of his fellows, he did approach.  I showed Firebrand to him and explained what steel was and the use of swords.  And then I explained fire; I had to go into considerable detail on that one, as they had no concept for it.  Oxidation chemistry takes a lot of effort to put across.
 
   Several more of these fishy guys came in while I was talking; my friend was keeping up a running translation, explaining as I explained to him.  I felt like I was back in Holcombe Hall, lecturing to a freshman class.  It was weird, to be explaining fire to undersea people, and it made me homesick.
 
   How can we have this “fire”?  May we keep it?
 
   “I don’t know how.  There isn’t much that will burn underwater.  You would have to use magic to sustain it.”
 
   We have magic.  It is also this hard, strong thing of sharpness we wish to have.
 
   I paused.  “All right… I am prepared to make you a deal.”
 
   Deal?
 
   “A bargain.”
 
   This caused a stir as he translated.  There were many gestures, most prevalent being a sort of gentle sculling motion with the webbed hands, as though pulling the water toward the torso.
 
   Ah.  A bargain.  Yes.
 
   “I have to go back to the surface, and soon.  If you will take me there, I will work with you to help you make fire, or at least find a way to give you better tools.  That is what you want metal for, isn’t it?”
 
   They discussed it at length.  I wondered how long it would take.  I had already been down here for what felt like a couple of hours and the night wasn’t getting any younger.  I needed to get back topside, find a place to sleep for the day—assuming I had drowned at sea—and get ready for a somewhat different life.
 
   Yes, you are correct.  Very well.  We will take you back to the place-beyond-the-world, he replied.  When will you return to teach us fire and ‘metal’?
 
   “You know that the… place beyond the world grows light and dark?”
 
   Yes.
 
   “I will return to the water when it grows dark again.  But it is a long way to here.  Will you meet me at my ship and learn with me there?”
 
   Trilling discussion.  Assent.  Yes, we will meet you at the… ship.  The way he said it communicated what was obviously a concept alien to his psyche:  An object for conveying someone on the outer skin of the world.  But he was getting used to the idea.
 
   “Then let us go now; I have many things to do before I may return.”
 
   As you will.
 
   Six of the walrus things were summoned and I was carried as before.  My translator took it upon himself to guide and direct his work crew in carrying me.  As we ascended, I noticed my ears did not pop.  Maybe the hydraulic pressure equalized more readily than air pressure?  Possibly.  I hadn’t noticed it on the way down, being occupied with other ideas.
 
   As we passed over the rocky rills and flows of coral, I spotted something that made the laugh aloud, a peculiar sound underwater.  Bronze was headed across that difficult terrain like a mountain goat, gouts of steam bubbling from her nostrils.  Forcing herself through the water at that speed had to be hard work.
 
   I called to her and she stopped, looked up at me.  I shouted, “Head for shore!  No rush!” and she tossed her head—possibly in acknowledgement, possibly in irritation, as if to say, I run like the devil, thinking I might have to save your skin, and you tell me it’s for nothing?
 
   I made a note to try to figure out something to do for her she might like.  Which provided a nice distraction and kept my mind fruitlessly occupied for the rest of the trip.
 
   They put me down in water no deeper than I was tall.
 
   At the ship, when the upper light dims?
 
   “Yes,” I agreed.  “I will be there then, or soon after.”
 
   Then we will wait.
 
   And they swam back out and down.
 
   I slogged ashore through the rolling surf.  I was feeling fine, if waterlogged.  I exhaled and spouted water.  Oh, yeah; I was going to hang upside-down for a while, taking deep breaths.
 
   I did that first.  I found a handy rock, laid face-down over the side, and spouted water for a while.  If I haven’t drowned, I thought, then I’d hate to drown.  Eventually, I quit spitting salt water; I kept on for another couple minutes, hacking and coughing, just to be safe.  Then I got up and started looking around for a place to hide from the sun.
 
   Switched if I didn’t remember, right then, that Bronze had my body bags.  And I’d said not to rush.
 
   I looked at the sky; it was cloudy and dim, but I saw the moonglow through the clouds.  Nowhere near dawn.  Maybe four hours, if I was lucky… but I knew how likely that was.  So I walked up the beach—a very nice beach, I might add; a good spot for a resort—until I was well above the high-tide line.  There I dug a shallow grave.  Deep enough to block out the sun, shallow enough I could burst out of it if I was really alive.
 
   It was something I tried not to think about.  Being dead.  Really dead.  I knew I wasn’t all dead, not so long as I was moving and thinking, but I’m ridiculously attached to the daytime.  Odd for a man who spent a lot of his life hating sunburns and sneezing in the spring to think about missing the sun.  But I would.  And I didn’t want to think about it until I had to.  If I had to.
 
   I sat down next to the hole and waited, using my powers to clean and dry my pistol.  It didn’t look hurt, but the ammunition casings were crumpled from the water pressure.  I threw the bullets away, hoping the shells in Bronze’s saddlebags hadn’t reached a crush depth.  In the meantime, I’d have to do without a gun.
 
   I started wondering where Shada was.  Hell, where the rest of the survivors were, come to that.  Did a ship set sail in pursuit to catch them?  Was I over here alone?  Or were they just over the next rise?  Did they even make it in to shore, yet?
 
   Slowly, the eastern sky began to lighten.
 
   I laid down in my hole and started scooping sand in, burying my feet first, my legs, and then my lower torso.  I folded my hands over my nose and mouth and closed my eyes, sweeping the rest of the sand over me with a few enspelled tendrils.  I was buried eighteen inches or so below the surface; I hoped, really hard, I was about to rise from a very shallow grave.
 
   The tingling started, and it hurt like hell.  Well, I’d been breathing salt water for a while and had been deeper than most people would ever dream.  And it got worse.  Each grain of sand became a hot coal, searing into my flesh, and then they started to bore in.  I restrained myself from screaming on the principle it would just be a waste of breath.  I ground my teeth together and I know I was rigid as an iron bar; I think I vibrated slightly.  I wouldn’t be surprised if I gave off a note like a tuning fork.
 
   The pain started to diminish.  I could feel it ebbing away with every heartbeat.
 
   Heartbeat?
 
   Yes!
 
   I think if I went down with the ship and woke up in a hospital bed, my relief would have been less.  I’d had a long time to anticipate and to worry.  As it was…
 
   I punched upward through the sand and started clearing it away so I could breathe.  It was difficult; it wanted to flow back down into the depression I made.  But I got my head up eventually and started flinging sand in earnest.  I was salty, sandy, dead broke, and alone—but alive.
 
   There was something I could do about two of those, at least.  I stripped down and waded into the surf to scrub sand off and to shake it out of my clothes.  A quick spell flash-dried them—taking the salt with the water, to avoid unnecessary itch; I’d used the same technique on a smaller scale to clean the pistol—and a similar improvisation gave me the equivalent of a brisk toweling-off.  I was pulling on my boots when Bronze’s head broke the surface with a hiss of steam.
 
   She came ashore at a walk, sinking hoof-deep in the wet sand and paused right next to me.  I stood up and stroked her nose.
 
   “Thank you for the effort,” I said.  Her nose was still hot to the touch despite the water cooling.  “I appreciate it.  I don’t know what I would do without you.”
 
   She tossed her head and nuzzled me in the chest.  I hugged her neck for a moment, which made me look at her anew.  Her lines were slightly different.  Stronger, thicker.  More like a draft horse.
 
   “Get a good workout?” I asked.  She tossed her head in a nod and pawed the sand.  Someday, when I have more time—always ‘when I have more time’—Bronze is going to get a good going-over.  What, exactly, have I done with my improvised enchantment?  Created a golem, yes… an animate metal statue.  But this was almost a horse of living metal, not a magical robot.  Someday, someday…
 
   I fished in the saddlebags and brought out one of the spare pistol magazines.  It seemed okay, so I dried everything out and reloaded the pistol.  I wondered where I would get gun oil, though.  Grease, maybe?  I don’t know enough about guns to tell what needs to be oiled and what doesn’t.  Flintlocks are more my technical speed.
 
   “Ready to go find Shada?  I’m hoping they washed up on the beach, somewhere.”  Bronze flicked an ear with what I might call disdain, as if to say, It will take more than running all night on the bottom of an ocean to tire me out.
 
   I mounted up and turned her head west, toward the mountains.  It wasn’t too far, and I could finish that stretch off quickly.  Then I could turn my full attention to the eastward direction without wondering if I was too far down the beach already.
 
   No dice.  Right up to the Eastrange (now the Westrange?) with no signs of a landing anywhere.  I gave up when the beach slowly turned into cliffs with small stretches of beach below.  It reminded me of Dover.  Nobody was going to land and stay here.  Ergo, they must have gone farther east.  We turned and headed back to my grave at high speed.  Then we slowed again to watch more carefully for signs of coming ashore.  
 
   It was nearly noon—we were about four miles farther east—when we came across the boat.  It had been dragged up out of the water and now rested on its side.  Many footprints surrounded it, but I’m no tracker; I just knew it was a lot of people.
 
   We turned inland and started following.  Unfortunately, as I said, I am not a tracker; the tracks led uphill, through the sand, into a rocky stretch of the same color, then into open grassland.
 
   It must have been a while since they passed through.  I couldn’t see anything to follow in the waving sea of amber, green, and brown.  The terrain wasn’t perfectly flat.  There were lots of low hills; they looked like the surface of a rolling sea, frozen and covered with a layer of dirt, prairie grasses, and a few isolated pockets of trees.  I rode up on one of the higher rises of ground and looked around.  I didn’t even see smoke.
 
   Fine.  First I’d get my glass… no, it was broken.  All right.  First, I would keep my promise and work out underwater fire.  Then I would go hunting for Shada and the remainder of the crew.  Preferably at night, when things would be ever so much simpler.
 
   Maybe it was just a desire to not do much during the day.  I felt vulnerable, hungry, and weak, and recently, all too easy to kill.  That could be it.  Whatever it was, I was taking the day off from adventures and such.
 
   Bronze and I camped by my grave and I ate the last of my MRE rations.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 5TH
 
    
 
   After hiding my non-waterproof stuff under some bushes, I rode Bronze down to the ship; she moved much more quickly than I.  I just hung on and tried to avoid being peeled off by the rushing water.
 
   I am morally certain she was getting faster underwater, too.  And stronger.
 
   The fish-men, I discovered, called themselves “people.”  Why not?  There weren’t any other intelligent races in the world—which, to them, was under the sea.  The strange, alien things that sometimes fell from beyond the upper boundary of the world were curiosities, nothing more.  They didn’t have a name for themselves; you don’t need a name for something unique.  It just is.  
 
   But, unlike humans, they also didn’t have names for any sub-races among themselves.  You were either people or you were a fish.  The walrus-things were a magically mutated type of sea lion, changed into servant creatures a long, long time ago by ancient and forgotten sorceries—and therefore a fish, not a person.
 
   All this I learned while talking with the people and teaching them about fire.  Some things burned, some things melted, some things behaved oddly in fire.  I explained how to magically take hydrogen and oxygen from the water and to combine them again to make flame; they loved that.  Fire from water into water.  Under water, no less.  That was the tough way to make fire.  They could also just go up to the edge of the world and take some of the air, bind it like a genie into a bottle, and take it back down with them with which to make fire.  The really easy way was to just apply heat without flame; simple and effective.
 
   I found them to be quite intelligent, if not imaginative.  Brilliant at remembering, lousy at coming up with applications.  Any one of them has a better memory than I do, that’s certain; I made the mistake of asking one if he had been listening and he started quoting me from the point I started talking.  But other questions stumped them: “And that would mean… ?” always earned me a blank look.  They did a lot of thinking and trilling and never answered.  I pretty much gave up on asking leading questions.
 
   I went on to explain about metal and how to forge it.  Finding ore and digging it out, melting it to get the metal, getting rid of the dross and slag, and so on.  The main problem was being underwater; they could create an “empty” bubble, but there were problems with that, too.  I recommended a furnace in shallow water to minimize the pressure problems and warned them about metal’s tendency to rust.  But they appreciated the idea of something better than a sharp rock or piece of bone.
 
   The gold ornaments I saw were not their craft; they were the remains of wrecks.
 
   Finally, having experimented with some of their magical capabilities, I showed them how to heat things far higher than they had ever tried before.  It was simpler than making flame, and just as good—better, in fact—for a lot of processes they might someday discover.
 
   A lot of their magic was community magic.  Just about every one of them could do some sort of magic.  Individually, they were terribly weak at magic.  But they shone at working together, combining their efforts in a synergy, making the result far greater than the sum of its parts.  That was how they had built their framework for the coral, and made the coral domes grow.  A few dozen of them together could, with a little guidance, heat a cooking pot until it melted—and hold the heat inside the molten iron so it didn’t boil the surrounding water.  It had never occurred to them to apply heat like that.
 
   I was impressed.  They didn’t even need to kill something and channel it to achieve quite powerful effects.  Good trick, that.  Now, if only I had a dozen helpers with whom to practice that trick…
 
   When I left, they were unhappy to see me go but thrilled to have discovered (or been shown) fire.  I wondered as I rode back up—carrying gifts of pearls, sunken gold, and the like—how this might change their society, and whether or not I’d just done a good thing.
 
   I also chuckled in the current, thinking that Prometheus might have wondered that very thing.  Then I stopped chuckling as I remembered what happened to him.
 
    
 
   Back on shore I wasn’t exactly smiling.  I was torn between the idea of taking off immediately to hunt for Shada and finding a good spot to go to ground before dawn.  I compromised by heading east to the abandoned boat and overturning it—with me under it.  I wriggled into my body bag and waited for the dawn.
 
   Yes, salt water is bad for you.  Dawn was unkind to me as I made my transformation.  Apparently I did a lot of regenerating from pressure or something, and my night-to-day transformation was reflecting that.
 
   I say that casually; it was nasty to go through.  My first order of business was a bath.
 
   Now I find I’m hesitant to go chasing off into the grass after them.  Am I afraid?  I guess I am.  I’ve never come so close to dying as I did on the Prosperina.  Sure, I got set on fire by nutjobs with bazookas—but I regenerate.  So what?  It hurt, I’m better, it’s over.
 
   There’s the difference; I wasn’t helpless.  On the Prosperina I was going to fry from sunset or I was going to drown.  No real options.  I think I have the miracle of hypothermia to thank for keeping me in my skin full-time.  It’s not dying I fear so much as I fear being unable to do something about it.  Being helpless.  That’s it.
 
   I’m afraid I’ll wind up in some situation that won’t have any options.
 
    
 
   It takes a while to master fear.  First I have to figure out what I’m afraid of—did that—and then I have to screw my courage down until it sticks.  That can be a while.
 
   But I did.  What finally did it was the idea I could simply flake out and go my own way.  I could tell myself it wasn’t my problem and I could just walk away.  I did the best I could and now Shada’s lost, somewhere in the great grasslands.  Oh, well.  I can just crawl into a hole, build a hermitage, and hide.
 
   True.  I could.  It was possible to do that.
 
   The fact I even thought of it brought color to my cheeks and a twist to my stomach.  While I had the physical ability to abandon her, I didn’t have the emotional ability.  I rescued her from a Hand attack on her gata.  I rescued her from rapists.  I rescued her from the Hand Inquisitors.  She agreed to pose as my wife—and I felt bad about that; she’d been over a barrel.
 
   More to the point, she rescued me.  She overcame her innate fear of nightlords and became my friend—and of all the things I’ve needed in this world, a friend is the most important.
 
   I’ll damned before I just leave her.  If I’m not already, of course.
 
   I know Shada.  I’m familiar with her.  I rummaged in my saddlebags for my signal mirror before I remembered it was still in my workshop in Baret.  Crap.
 
   Rather than try to scry on her, since I lacked appropriate tools, I pulled out my survival knife.  It was a fairly standard thing found in pawnshops and soldier-of-fortune magazines.  Compartment in the hilt for matches and fishline and such.  Saw-backed blade, bottle-opener/can-opener crossguard, compass capping the pommel.
 
   I worked with the compass.  It might be broken as far as magnetic north was concerned, but I impressed upon it my sense of Shada, telling it to align on her, instead of trying to align with the planet’s piddly magnetic field.
 
   It worked.  I wasn’t sure it would.  Half the time I do something magical, I’m not sure it’ll work; usually I’m improvising.  I have horrible visions of screwing up a new spell someday and getting sucked into yet another alternate dimension—an even more unpleasant one.  So I pay a lot of attention to my improvisations, much like a man might pay attention to his footing when walking a tightrope—but, sticking to the metaphor, it’s really a plank and I’m just being overcautious.  I can still fall off, but it’s not as bad as I make it out to be.
 
   Then I realized:  Oh, crap.  It worked.  I’d forgotten to work a bypass for the cloaking spell I put on her.  That meant the cloaking spell had worn off.  I hoped nobody else was looking for her.
 
   Double crap.  I checked on my own spell, as well as the one on Bronze.  I’d invested a lot more energy into mine, initially, so it was still holding up well.  The one on Bronze was holding up fairly well, despite being less powerful than my own—maybe because she was a magical construct?  I spent a few minutes doing some maintenance on both of them; like mending a sweater that’s trying to come unraveled, I tied off bits and pieces to preserve its structure.  I would remember to maintain both of them in the future!  Then I turned my attention back to the ensorcelled compass.
 
   Now that I had a direction, I mounted up on Bronze and we headed that way.  Our course was roughly northward, bearing slightly to the east.  We kept the new-risen sun on our right and the mountains on our left.
 
   Bronze wanted to run, so I let her; I like roller-coasters and other such rides.  Going over the low hills and rills in the ground was a lot like that.  She could run up the side of a large rise, jump like she was coming off a ramp, and land on the downside of the next one.  Following her is easy; she leaves a couple tons of really big hoofprints and tramples a path right through chest-high grass.  But her hoofprints just stop at the top of a hill, as does the gap she makes… it looks like she ran right up into the sky.
 
   The fact her hoofprints resume on the next hill, headed down, isn’t necessarily going to help anyone’s peace of mind.
 
   I did have a few sharp words with her—mainly “Ow!  Watch it!”—about rough landings; she got better at hitting the slope of the next rise instead of the peak.  That worked out much better and spared me some fang-jarring impacts.  Most of the time, though, we just ran, keeping it slow enough that she didn’t start grass-fires; the leaps were useful for getting a better view, not for covering ground.
 
   I’m not sure how much distance we covered.  It was a while, but the grassland looked endless; there were no landmarks I could spot aside from the Eastrange.  But at the top of one jump, I spied something distant and reined in once we landed.  We proceeded more slowly, sticking mainly to the lower areas while closing in.  We crested a few hills, cautiously, and once or twice I stood up on Bronze’s back to get more height.
 
   Yes.  There was definitely a collection of some sort of tents camped along a creek.  Not teepees or wigwams, but more like yurts.  
 
   Mongols?  Or just the same design?  I wondered how they made the dome shape.  I recalled some tall, springy plants that reminded me of bamboo, but they looked too thin to be useful.  Regardless, they probably had archers, or at least slingers.  They were in line with the compass line to Shada… if nothing else, they might be friendly enough to tell me about what happened to her and the crew.  If they weren’t friendly… well, at least I’d still have some idea of what happened to Shada and the crew.
 
   I sat back down on Bronze and started working on a shielding spell I recalled from my first grimoires.  It was designed for arrows and slings, and I’d started work on modifying it for bullets—how long ago?  I felt pretty confident I could avoid being shot.
 
   That done, we continued at a walk toward the encampment.  I shaded my eyes and sat up in the saddle, looking the place over.
 
   Yes, it was a nice spot to camp.  One of the broader rises of ground provided enough space for about thirty tents; these were scattered along a small stream.  People—dark haired, well tanned, and wearing minimal clothing; maybe winter didn’t hit so hard this side of the range—were at their business around the camp, cooking, cleaning, skinning, crafting.  I saw horses nearby, grazing.  Bronze and I just sat there, waiting.  I didn’t want to just ride into camp and surprise everyone.
 
   We were noticed quickly.  A shout went up and a lot of men mounted up on the horses.  No saddles, no bridles, just bareback and apparently comfortable with that.  I noticed they carried bows.  I congratulated myself on my foresight.  We waited for them.
 
   In short order I had maybe twenty men surrounding me, riding in a circle with me at the center.
 
   Decisions, decisions.  I doubted telepathic spells would be too welcome.  Never clear your throat in someone’s mind when they have a weapon pointed at you; they’re likely to be surprised.  And I don’t like doing that; it smacks of messing with people’s heads.  Even if it’s just to talk to them… I don’t like it much.  With the sea-people, I didn’t see much choice.  Here, I wasn’t out of options.
 
   I got down off Bronze and stepped forward, letting her rest her chin on my shoulder.  I stroked her jaw and waited.
 
   Somebody let fly.  It missed me.  That was the nature of the spell.  It simply deflected incoming projectiles slightly.  Of course, the faster the projectile, the harder it has to work.  That’s why the idea of testing it with bullets bothered me a bit.  Even if it hadn’t worked, I was still wearing my vest.  No trouble.
 
   But the arrow, while it missed me, hit Bronze.  The arrowhead—flint, bone, or obsidian?—shattered.
 
   This caused some consternation.  They began a low chant that sounded less than friendly.  Not exactly threatening, but not friendly.  They also slowed and stopped, still in a circle, still aiming at me.
 
   If they all let fly—and Bronze knelt down—could they kill each other in one volley, I wondered?  No, I was on the ground, they were on horseback.  They would be aiming downward.  Ah, well.
 
   Finally, one guy put his bow away and got out what looked like a spiked club.  He rode forward and pointed at me with it.  Then he said something and I had no idea what he meant.
 
   “I do not understand what you say,” I tried.  He shook his head.  I pointed at my mouth and ear and wiggled my fingers in a mockery of spellcasting, then pointed at him.  He nodded.  Well, that was different, if he was willing.  I re-cast the communication spell I had used with the fish-men.
 
   “Did you just agree to have a translating spell worked on you?” I asked.
 
   “No!” he said, nudging his horse to back away.  I know I looked surprised.
 
   “I’m sorry, what did you just agree to?” I asked.
 
   “Our wise man would do it!” he replied, from a safer distance.  “Are you a wise man?”  The word he used was bahara, which really meant “one beloved of wisdom,” but “wise man” is close enough.  The concept behind it was something between a priest and a magician.  Maybe a shaman.
 
   “No, I just know some magic.  I hope to be wise if I live long enough.”
 
   He thought about that one for a second.  “Come with us to the wise man.  He will ask you things.”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   So I mounted up on Bronze again while he explained events to his friends.  There was ugly muttering about me.  I got the sense my translator felt I was something strange and maybe dangerous, but possibly beyond a warrior’s ability to deal with.  Maybe he was right, too.  I caught the word nekelae, which meant, to his mind, one who plays with spirits.  Something like a shaman, but colder; a nekelae ordered spirits about, much like a higher-ranking spirit might order lesser spirits.  Possibly a nekelae was some sort of spirit that could take on a form of flesh, or possess someone.  It wasn’t too clear to me and I wasn’t going to ask.
 
   We rode into the camp at a walk.  Several people glowered at me, others just watched curiously.  I saw no sign of Shada or any of the others.
 
   “Dismount.”
 
   I did so.  So did four of them.  These four escorted me into a largish tent; it was dome-like, and I had to stoop to go in.  Inside, there was only room to stand in the center; everywhere else required a sort of crouch or that one be seated.
 
   The wise man wasn’t old enough for the job.  Well, maybe.  He looked to be about forty; he was the oldest person I’d seen in the camp.  Wearing nothing but a loincloth, he was still a smooth, wiry guy.  I know people who work out and don’t have that kind of muscle definition.  He gestured for us to sit and we did, my escorts holding spiked clubs as they sat around me.  My translator explained to the wise man; the part about the metal horse impressed him.  Well, that’s fair; she impresses me, too—and I made her.
 
   I felt the tendrils of power being woven around me and recognized something very similar to my own translation spell.  I didn’t argue with it, no matter how much I disliked it.  I figured it was only fair. 
 
   First sign of any actual tampering, though, and they were going to see how fast I could crack skulls together.
 
   “Do you understand me now?” he asked.  I did, sort of; his version made his words seem to be actual speech.  It was a much more refined spell than my own kludged-together crap.  I looked at it and tried to memorize the structure of it while I spoke to him.  It didn’t give concepts behind the words, it just put the concepts into the closest words.  Very neat.
 
   “I do.”
 
   “Good.  What do you want?”
 
   “I am looking for a woman.”
 
   “If we give you one of ours, you will go away?” he asked, expressionless.
 
   “Wha—?  No!  I don’t want one of yours; I’m looking for one particular woman.”  I went on to describe Shada.  “She should be in the company of men, sailors from the other side of the mountains.”
 
   “We have not seen her,” he replied, shaking his head.  “We have seen strange men.”
 
   “Strange men?  That could be the group.  What sort of men?”
 
   “Killers,” he said, coldly.  “They attacked some of my family and slew all but two.”
 
   “I see.  Where are these killers?”
 
   “They took the horses and ran away.”
 
   I felt an inward rush of relief; that would mean that Shada was probably all right.  At least, I thought so at the time; perhaps she was lying in the long grass, dying.  But if the crew was well enough to attack someone and win, then the horses might have been necessary to carry wounded—and Shada was not in great shape.  Still, the natives did not seem unduly unfriendly… if you didn’t try to kill them.
 
   I rubbed my jaw in thought and realized I needed to find a razor.
 
   “Why should they kill your people?” I asked.  “You would not attack defenseless people, would you?”
 
   He shrugged.  “Why do any of the barbarians from beyond the teeth-of-the-world’s-edge need an excuse to kill?”  I wasn’t happy with his non-answer.
 
   “Because killing for the sake of killing is wrong,” I told him.  “It needs a reason.”
 
   “If it brings pleasure, this is a reason.”
 
   I shook my head.  “Not to me.”
 
   He smiled at me, briefly.  “Then you will not be harmed by us.  Go your way.”
 
   “Wait… What of these men?  Where are they?  Where did they go?”
 
   “They journeyed west and north, for the hole in the edge of the world.”
 
   “You didn’t chase them?” I asked.
 
   He shrugged.  “What would we gain by it?  They will return and tell how weak we seem to them, and more will come through the hole to take our herds, steal our women, and kill us.  But we will be ready for them and we will fight.  So it was in the time of my grandfather, and it may be so in the time of my sons.”
 
   “I see,” I replied slowly, thinking.  It was a long time ago that anyone bothered to come through the pass of the Eastrange…
 
   “I can hear some of your thought,” he said, frowning.  “You want our help.”
 
   “I think I do.”
 
   He shook his head.  “We have no help for ourselves.”
 
   “I will help you first.”
 
   “How?”
 
   I suppressed a giggle.  How, white man!  They did remind me strongly of the Native Americans.  Then again, similar environments... I guess I shouldn’t be surprised.
 
   “Sorry.  A joke I just remembered.  But helping you… long ago, your grandfather—or others from this side of the teeth-of-the-world’s-edge—went around on the water and raided there.  What things did you take?”
 
   “The ringing stones, and the clear or colored ones.”
 
   “The what?”
 
   “The ringing stone, like that of the weapons you bear.  And the clear ones; they are like flint, and very sharp.  The colored ones are like the clear ones, but smaller and brighter.”
 
   Metal, glass, and jewelry.  Right.  Valuable commodities in this world.
 
   “I will go through the… hole in the world’s edge… and bring back ringing stone—we call it metal—if you will help me.”
 
   There was a lot of silence in the tent.
 
   “What is it that you want?” he asked, quietly.
 
   “Someplace to go,” I said.  “I have no home, and many enemies.  I would hide from my enemies among friends.”
 
   He looked at my dagger and my sword, thinking.
 
   “They will follow you,” he stated.
 
   “They will not be able to find me.”
 
   “Perhaps that is true.  They will still seek you.”
 
   “And if they find me, I will leave.  You will still have the ringing stone.”
 
   He gestured to my escorts.  “Go with them.  I must think of this.”
 
   I went.
 
    
 
   I had my own tent.  Yurt.  Whatever they are.  Apparently, it belonged to a hunter that died at the hands of the ship’s crew.  Offhandedly, I wondered how many of the crew died.  These people did not look soft.  And upon reflection, I decided the crew must have attacked from either fear or for a desire for horses.  Either one would have done it, probably, but my bet was on the horses.  Then again, the “savages” had a reputation for being bloodthirsty—fear might have played a part.  They didn’t seem unreasonable, but things could have gone badly if I had been.
 
   Yep, the bamboo-stuff was the main framework material.  Tougher than I thought, obviously.
 
   I sat down on the ground and waited.  Bronze was standing outside, near the flap.  I hadn’t ordered her to follow, she just did.  This impressed and worried everyone over the age of ten.  Those younger tended to be fascinated, even going so far as to come close and look at her.  One was bold enough to try and touch her, but one of my guards grabbed her hand and sent her off.
 
   Oh yes, I still had guards.  I felt reasonably safe, though; they were just keeping an eye on me.  Lucky for them I’d found the slaughterhouse in Baret.  I was pretty well-fed.  I’d hate to think of them trying to keep me inside if I got hungry.
 
   Stretching out on the floor, I rested and waited—and cast a couple of spells.  First, a little work in examining the telepathic translation spell, then some time building up a good charge in a missile deflector.
 
   Side notes on casting spells.  There are three main factors in determining how much energy it takes to cast a spell.  First is the effect you want; lighting a candle takes less power than lighting a bonfire.  
 
   Second, there’s how skillful you are at that spell.  Like a professional carpenter compared to a talented amateur, the professional gets the job done with a minimum of wasted energy.  The amateur is continually measuring again, cutting again, and sometimes taking down and re-doing sections.  
 
   The third factor is how long you want to take.  If you want to wind a spring, you can select a low gear ratio and crank all day, easily, and get a lot of power into that spring without wearing yourself out.  If you select a higher gear ratio, you can put all that energy into the spring in a matter of moments—if you have that much, that is.  Grabbing magical power costs you something of your own energy to shape it and move it; the more you grab at once, the more effort it takes.  But the slow and steady method can get a lot more power into the spring than you can exert in an instant.
 
   For effects, I do a lot of things.  Fiddling with gravity is one of my favorites, obviously; that can be pretty power-intensive.  But shifting energy from one frequency to another, as in my Archimedes’ Ray—that’s not power-intensive at all; it takes almost no effort to do that.  It would be another story to generate that kind of power, but to simply run it through a magical transformer?  Much less work.
 
   As far as skill goes, a lot of what I do is improvised from basic principles—I’m the talented amateur.  I’ve gotten pretty good with gravity, and I have an innate talent (surprise!) for manipulating life force, spirit, living energy, whatever you want to call it.  I am actually pretty talented at some minor mental tricks, probably because consciousness and life are interrelated, somehow, but I have no idea why I seem to have a telekinetic power.
 
   So most of my magic is power-intensive.  If I want to cast such spells quickly, I have to expend a lot of personal energy to grab existing magical forces.  Fortunately I have a lot—compared to Jon, the only wizard I’ve ever studied with—and can use it all if I feel like it.  And at night… well, I can have tons of it, oodles.  And I can get a lot more in short order, provided there’s something living fairly close at hand—a dozen yards or so, unless I want to use a spell to extend that range or I spend considerable time reaching and latching on to my target.
 
   It is possible to mix and match these factors.  If I have a lot of power coming in—say, my assistant keeps sacrificing virgins on the altar, for example—then I can take my time weaving the spell and get the best of both worlds.  I can grab magical energy like a human whirlpool, expending most of my vitality to do it—and recharge that vitality immediately by drawing on the life force of the sacrifice in order to continue sucking in more magical energy.  Now, if I’m an expert with that kind of spell, I would also get a lot more bang for the buck.  Or cow.  Or virgin.  Or whatever.
 
   So I worked on a refinement of my missile deflection spell.  I built it carefully; I wanted it to last for a while.  I would be chasing down Shada and the rest of the sailors, and there was no telling how many other tribes they might offend before I caught up with them.  This didn’t cost me a lot of energy.  It just took some time to do it slowly and carefully.  Another good metaphor would be building a brick wall.  Instead of slapping a bunch of bricks and mortar together, I was laying careful courses and aligning everything.
 
   When I finished, it looked like a good, solid spell.  So I went back out into the daylight—my guards didn’t stop me, but they kept close—found a rock, and tossed it up so it would hit me when it came down.  It missed.  I gathered several and kept trying; they never quite made contact.
 
   A child, maybe five or six years old, was watching me toss stones.  He asked me something and I turned to him.  I reached out with a spell.  I told myself I wasn’t reading his mind, just understanding his words... 
 
   “I’m sorry, what was the question?” I asked.
 
   “What did you do to the stones?” he repeated.
 
   “I asked them not to hurt me.”
 
   His eyes widened.  “You talked to the stones?  Are you a shaman?”
 
   Crap.  I still had elements from my own hacked spell.  I got concept bleed-through.  I resolved to study the spell again when next I met with the wise man.
 
   Shaman is the closest thing I can think of.  Literally, he asked if I was one who negotiates with the realm of spirits.  I have no idea what his actual word was.
 
   “Of a sort,” I admitted.
 
   My guards were looking uneasy at my conversation; they understood the kid perfectly, of course.  They did not understand me.  So there was magic involved again and it made them edgy.  One addressed the kid, and I could read the disappointment in his heart at being told to beat it.
 
   “Wait a moment,” I said.  “Before you go.”  I moved to Bronze and my guards shifted uneasily, looking ready to jump me.  I rummaged in my pockets for a silver coin.  Why I didn’t think of this earlier, when I was trying to scry on Shada… I put it on the ground and Bronze stomped on it, flattening it.  I picked it up, rubbed it between my hands with a bit of power to polish it, and handed it to the kid.
 
   “There you are.  It won’t show you spirits, but it will let you see yourself, if you will look.”
 
   He held it up in the light and stared into the silver.  His face split in a huge smile, then he made faces for a bit.  
 
   “How did I get in there?” he asked, finally.
 
   “It’s a kind of magic.”
 
   He looked woeful.  “I don’t have anything to give you.”
 
   “All I wanted was a smile.  It’s a gift you give without losing.”  I can be so trite at times.
 
   “Sure?” he asked, looking doubtful.
 
   “I’m sure.  Run along before my friends here get any more nervous.”
 
   He did, and I went back into the tent, much to the relief of my guards.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, OCTOBER 6TH
 
    
 
   I made one more trip outside for my body bags.  Sunset came and went, and I waited.
 
   The wise man of the village—or group or tribe or whatever they were—came to me.  Maybe it was politeness, or maybe he just didn’t want to risk having me wander around any more.  He sat down across from me; the guards sat around the inner edge of the tent instead of behind me.  He cast his spell again.  I waited and watched it, noting things I’d missed before.  It was more complicated and subtle than I’d thought.
 
   “Welcome,” I said, once he had finished.
 
   “I am pleased to be here.”
 
   “So am I.  You have thought?”
 
   “For a long time.”
 
   “What have you decided?”
 
   “That I wish to have this metal.  But I do not wish to hide you.”
 
   “That is difficult to reconcile,” I replied.  “So what will you do?”
 
   He sighed.  “If I do this, many will come to this land—you say you have many enemies.  Many will die on both sides.  There will be war among us and between both sides of the world.”
 
   I nodded.  “Thank you for thinking about it.”  So much for a nice hideout.  Oh, well.
 
   “You are not angry?”
 
   “No.  If that is your wish, I will honor it.  I am not angry.”
 
   He looked at me, long and hard, then nodded.
 
   “Good.”
 
   “May I go?  I must seek my woman, now.  She was injured when last I saw her, and I wish to be certain she will live.”
 
   He cocked his head.  “How will you do this?”
 
   “I have my own magic.  I will seek her through it, and I will heal her.”
 
   “You can heal wounds?” he asked, leaning forward.
 
   “I can,” I allowed, cautiously.
 
   He sat back and frowned, thinking.
 
   “What is it?” I asked.
 
   “The two who saw your people and lived are injured.  One may die.”
 
   “I will heal them, if I can.”
 
   His expression changed, becoming curious.  “Why?”
 
   “Do they wish to die?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Then I will help them.”
 
   “Why?” he insisted.
 
   “Because I can.  I have power, and responsibility.  They are the same thing.”
 
   He looked thoughtful for a long moment.  “Very well.  What do you want in exchange?”
 
   It was my turn to look thoughtful.
 
   “I would like to be allowed to travel on this side of the teeth-of-the-world’s-edge.”
 
   “No one of my family will hinder you.  I cannot speak for others.”
 
   “Fair enough, fair enough.  If you do speak to others, though, please let them know I will help them too, for the same trade.”
 
   “Save my brother and I will.”
 
   I don’t think he meant brother in the sense of child of my father.  That was just the word the spell selected from my vocabulary.  I think he meant it as one who is part of my greater family.  These people are a close-knit bunch.  I could see that my version of the translation spell might have its good points.
 
   So we went to the tent of the worse-off wounded man and I looked him over.  It looked like a rock had caught him just above the temple.  Probing with power-tendrils, I could feel the black, jagged edges of broken bone.  There was also some minor damage to his arms and back.  Blunt trauma—more rocks?
 
   Lucky for him it was already night.  I reached into his skull and fused the bone back together, wrapped the whole injured area in a bright web of raw life, sank it deeply into the cell structure, moved around some blood vessels, drained a bit of swelling…
 
   “He should be fine tomorrow.”
 
   The wise man was staring at me.  When I spoke to him, he dropped to his knees and pressed his forehead to the ground.  My guards did the same thing.
 
   “Forgive us, Lord of Night, that we did not know you by day.  Bless us with your mercy and be kind to those who do you no wrong.”
 
   What the hell is this? I wondered.
 
   “What the hell is this?” I asked.
 
   “I ask, O lord of shadows, that you bring no harm; pass and be thanked.”
 
   “Fine.  You have my blessing, for what it’s worth, and I will not harm you or yours.  Now get up and tell me what the blazes you’re talking about.”
 
   He looked up from the ground, hesitantly.  “You wish me to rise?”
 
   “Of course.  No, better, sit.”  I sat, too.  “Now tell me why you’re groveling.”  I hate watching a grown man grovel.
 
   He contorted into a sitting position, keeping his eyes downcast.  The guards didn’t budge. 
 
   “You are a lord of night, a mighty one of the darkness.  I ask only that you harm no one.”
 
   “And I agreed.  Now tell me everything you know about, uh, us.”
 
   “You are lesser gods, to be revered and feared and made sacrifice to when the midwinter moon is dark.  This we have done.”
 
   “Well done,” I replied, absently.  “What do you sacrifice?”
 
   “We pour out the blood of the best animal of our herds to satisfy the thirst that never ends.”
 
   “Very good.  And what do you get out of the deal?”
 
   He looked surprised, but did not look up.  “You do not destroy us.”
 
   Simple extortion.  I thought.  Good racket.  Whoever set it up did a fine job of it, too, to last this long.  Bastard.
 
   “Just as long as I’m clear on that.  Now tell me about the greater gods.”
 
   “There is the Mother Earth, upon whom we live and who loves all things.  There is Father Sun, who hates the darkness.  There is the Lady Moon, who holds the spirits of those who die with a pure heart.  There are the stars, the spirits of great heroes.  And there is the Great Darkness, who lives between the stars and eats the spirits of those who have evil in their hearts.”
 
   Great.  More gods.  I wondered what they would say to Tamara, a fire-witch.  Could be a heated theological debate.  Briefly.
 
   “Okay.  What sacrifice to you make to them?”
 
   He looked surprised again.  I guess I was showing my ignorance.
 
   “We do not make sacrifice,” he said.  “They are the greater gods.  They do not hunger.”
 
   “Right.  Thanks.  Now show me the other wounded guy.”
 
   He didn’t argue or ask; he just got up and showed me to the next tent.  The man was hurt, but not too badly.  There were some deep cuts into the muscle of his back—jagged ones; sharp rocks?—and some nasty bruises.  That was pretty much it.  Simple.
 
   “There.  Both should be feeling better tomorrow.”
 
   “Thank you, dark one.”
 
   “I’m going now.”
 
   “As you will, dark one.”
 
   I sighed.  I don’t think I like being a god.  Even one with no duties, aside from reining in his tendency to kill.
 
    
 
   I was headed northwest, up and down again, when I noticed the phase of the moon.  It triggered a memory of an obligation.
 
   It wasn’t a big deal to find grazing animals.  A herd of them gives off a quite noticeable odor.
 
   I left Bronze on a hilltop while I was stalking the herd, picking the one I wanted—or the Huntsman might like.  I wasn’t sure if these were domesticated or not, but I saw no signs of anyone about.  They resembled a cross between a cow and a horse.  Imagine, if you will, a cow with longer legs, built more for speed, and with bulls that had ram-like horns.
 
   To make this more of a hunt—I had no idea how to offer up a kill to the god—I stalked on foot and mentally promised myself to kill one with my bare hands if I could.
 
   They were alert; one of them snorted in my direction.  And here I thought I had been doing a good job of being stealthy!  I was downwind and everything.  Pity I never took Hunting & Stalking 101; I might have some idea how the heck they knew I was there.
 
   I sprinted forward and one beast gave out a sort of low, groaning wail.  The rest of the herd became much more alert and started to swing away from me, running for it.  It didn’t help my target, though.  I’m very fast.  I sprinted for it, jumped, hooked one leg over its back, seized it by the horns, and twisted.  Its neck didn’t break, but it did suddenly veer to the right—my side—and start to scream; it reminded me of a sheep’s bleating, but louder and lower.  None of the others seemed inclined to stop and check on why it was making a distressed noise, either.  Good for them.
 
   Twisting harder, I discovered my problem; my arms were too short to turn its head that far.  I had the strength to do it, no problem.  I just needed to tie it down while I unscrewed it at the neck.  Damn.
 
   Out came the dagger.  Still holding on to one horn, I kept it off-balance and running in a circle.  Then I reached under its neck and drew my dagger across its throat.  It stopped screaming and started gurgling, kept on running.  It wound down, like a toy with dying batteries, and eventually collapsed in its tracks; I let go and rolled away as it came to a halt.  I went back and stood over it to watch it finish bleeding out; the blood steamed in the night air and soaked into the ground.
 
   “Does that satisfy you?” I asked, out loud.  “Am I good for this month?”
 
   The wind laughed, Yes.
 
   “I’m glad you’re happy.  Anything else you need done to complete this?”
 
   The wind just blew, no words came with it.
 
   “Okay, I’m off.  Enjoy.”
 
   Bronze and I shot away from that place.  Glancing back, I noticed a greenish flicker licking over the carcass.  The dogs?  Maybe.
 
   I’m glad I remembered on my own.
 
    
 
   I don’t know how fast these guys went on foot, or with whatever horses they had, but Bronze was a lot faster.  We covered ground like a motocross racer.  The only thing that bothered me was the compass; it was still tuned to Shada, and it said she wasn’t headed for Eastgate—the city at the pass.  Maybe they were headed almost due north before cutting west to the mountains.  I wondered what sort of lead they might have on me.
 
   Maybe it’s the side effect of changing worlds multiple times.  First from academia to idle rich, life to half-life, loved to alone, my world to this world… I had been through a lot.  But I finally realized I could take a pair of sightings, triangulate on Shada, have some idea of how far away she was.  Duh.  Or maybe I’m just slow, sometimes.
 
   I took a sighting along my knife, picked a star that was almost exactly on the line, and then rode a couple of minutes perpendicular to that direction.  At Bronze’s speed, that was pretty far.  Another sighting revealed a noticeable change in Shada’s line; a little math and some hefty approximations…  twenty minutes away?  Okay.  That would give me a good idea of when to start slowing down, anyway.
 
   I paused to wrap us both in a twisted space of different gravity.  Then I kicked Bronze in the sides and we started taking hills three at a time, hitting maybe a hundred feet at the top of the arc.  A running start and a ramp make all the difference.  It gave us a hell of view.
 
   I reminded myself sternly to hang on.  Inertia was going to be the next thing I tried to fiddle with, as soon as I got off the roller-coaster.  Pity I didn’t think of it sooner, because we found a hole on one of the upslopes.
 
   Bronze was ramping up a low rise, preparing to launch again, when the local equivalent of a gopher or prairie dog had its entryway invaded by a hoof.  Bronze pitched forward, pivoting at the knee and shoulder in a fashion no real horse could have managed.  I was pitched forward, out of the saddle; the low gravity didn’t help me, since my mass was undiminished.  We both wound up tumbling and rolling to a halt.  Bronze wasn’t hurt that I could tell, but I certainly was!  Bronze is heavy—even at fractional gravity—and rolled over me.
 
   I was lucky; the ground wasn’t rocky.  I made a nice dirt angel.  Dirt vampire?  A deep impression, anyway.
 
   Bronze nosed at me to check on me.  I let some ribs finish crackling back into place and lay there for a few more minutes.  I’d gotten one leg tangled up with Firebrand in the tumble and it was bent backward at an unpleasant angle beneath me.  Firebrand seemed okay, even if my leg wasn’t.
 
   “Are you okay?” I asked.  She nodded and nosed me again.  “I’m fine.  I think,” I said, and patted her nose.
 
   I sat up slowly, not wanting to disturb the leg too much.  Instead of pulling it around and straightening it out, I moved the rest of me to align with the break.  I had to take off my swordbelt and put Firebrand aside to do it, though.  Big swords can be inconvenient.
 
   I managed not to do more than whimper a little as the broken bones and snapped ligaments started to pop back into place.  Bronze stood almost right over me and watched.  I’d swear she was worried for me.
 
   Once the cracking, popping, and internal slurping around were finished, I got up and checked on my stuff.  The saddlebags had sailed even farther than I had and were a pain to locate; tall grass does that.  But all things considered, I was lucky; Bronze hadn’t crushed anything vital.  Then again, what was left after a trip into the sub-ocean realms wasn’t too vulnerable to crushing.
 
   After a few stretches and pops, I felt almost back to normal for the evening.  I brushed myself down— I desperately needed both a laundry and a bath—and mounted up.
 
   “Can we avoid that sort of thing in the future?”
 
   Bronze nodded vigorously.  I don’t think she liked falling on me any more than I did.
 
   It was considerably more than twenty minutes before I caught sight of campfires during one of our now-more-cautious leaps.  I lost them again when we came down, but no matter; I had a marker for where we would be headed.  We turned off our line to pass by the campfires and continued until we were well to one side.  I took another bearing on Shada, which showed her to be in the camp.
 
   Aha!
 
   Now, riding toward a camp in broad daylight had me looked at, shot at, and made a lot of people nervous.  I doubted a casual stroll up in the middle of the night was going to be any less disturbing.  Ergo, stealth.  Hopefully more effective stealth than I’d used on the herd of animals.
 
   I extended my tendrils all over the place, a lot like the wings I designed for light feeding, but much more nebulous.  I only wanted to notice everything, not consume it.  With magical senses extended, I then drew down a piece of the night to cloak me.
 
   Okay, okay; I cast a spell to change my coloration to a broken-up black-green-and-grey camouflage.  It wasn’t perfect concealment, but it affected both my clothes and myself.  With that and my tendril-web to warn me of anyone moving around, I felt I’d be all right.  
 
   I left Bronze just over the rise of a hill as I crept into camp.  It’s good to have cavalry in reserve.  She wasn’t too pleased at the idea; I think she was still a little protective after our accident.
 
   The camp was hardly a model of military efficiency.  Aside from one wakeful fellow with a weak bladder, I didn’t see anyone.  But my compass worked fine; I homed in on a larger tent and circled it, noting where it pointed.  There was someone in there, and I could smell blood; that decided me on speed.  A quick slash with the dagger and I put my left leg through the slit, followed it inside…
 
   Someone at my back knifed me under the ribs, just under the vest, up into my left lung.
 
   It was a unique sensation; I’ve never been knifed before.  As a human, it would have been ugly.  But, being dead, it was just a sharp, cool sensation where I normally don’t even have sensation.  I don’t often consider how my kidney feels.  Or my liver, for that matter.  
 
   Not wanting to make a lot of ruckus, I didn’t even turn to look at my assailant.  I just folded and collapsed inside the tent.  A moment later, I got turned over—with effort—and saw Shada standing over me with a bloodied blade.
 
   “You!” she hissed, catching my features by the moonlight from the slit in the tent.  I was glad to see she was recovering nicely.  A couple of days and a healing spell had done wonders for her appearance.
 
   “Me,” I whispered back.  “I’m rescuing you.  What gives?”
 
   She seethed wordlessly at me for several seconds.  “I am escaping.  But you can help.”
 
   “Sure.  I’m agreeable.  What’s your plan?”
 
   She nodded toward the middle of the tent; a man was lying there, unmoving, near the embers of a fire.  From the look of him, he was going to be unmoving until someone carried him off.
 
   “He thought to keep me a prisoner, the price for letting the rest go.  He wished to keep me as his woman, but found that I am not to be taken.  No one knows he is dead.  I had intended to steal a pair of horses and make for Eastgate.  But you are never without that metal steed of yours; it will be much faster.  Let us ride it and be gone.”
 
   I nodded.  “Well, that was kinda my idea, too.  Let’s see if we can’t sneak out of here.  Stay close to me; I have spells to help avoid being noticed.”
 
   She did so, keeping one arm around my waist as I kept one about her shoulders.  I expanded my spell to camouflage her as well.  We practically danced out of camp and around the hill to Bronze.
 
   “I’m going to have words with the captain,” I said, helping her mount.
 
   “He had no choice but to barter me for their freedom,” she replied as I swung into the saddle behind her.  “We came upon them unexpectedly at the close of the day; our few mounts were tired and the barbarians armed with slings and spears.  I told the captain to offer me; I can take care of myself.”
 
   “I agree; you can.  I’m still not pleased with him,” I replied, kicking Bronze into a gallop.
 
   I forgot Shada was not familiar with Bronze’s gait in this rolling country.  She gasped as we left the ground and white-knuckled the saddlehorn as we started to come down.  But Bronze landed as smoothly as silk on glass.
 
   We paused there between two hills for her to quietly berate me; I told Bronze to take it easy after that.  She stopped jumping; the up-and-down still made Shada a trifle seasick.  However, we made excellent time until dawn. 
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, OCTOBER 7TH
 
    
 
   We reached the pass of Eastgate before noon and paused for a stretch.  There would be a few hours’ ride to the other end of the pass, then the gate itself.  
 
   Shada had recovered somewhat while a prisoner; I wove a minor spell through her to hasten the process and to be sure any infection was taken care of.  While I did so, I took the opportunity to cast her non-detection spell again.  I asked her about it; she did not recall anyone waving their hands and chanting at her, which left me with a minor mystery.  Perhaps the inquisitors took it down.  It’s possible it just failed on its own.  After all, it’s a spell, not an enchantment, and needs to be refreshed periodically.
 
   During this, I noted smoke coming from this side of the range; not out in the plains, but in the mountains themselves.
 
   “Shada?”
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “What’s that?” I asked, pointing.  She shaded her eyes and peered.
 
   “I do not see anything.”
 
   Well, it was a very thin line of smoke, but my eyes had become exceptionally sharp even by day.  “I see smoke.  Like from a chimney or a small fire or something.”  I wondered if the Eastrange was at all volcanic.
 
   “I do not see… wait.”  She shaded her eyes.  “Perhaps I do see something.”
 
   “Any idea what it could be?”
 
   “No.  The savages live down in the grasslands, not in the mountains.  Orku, perhaps.”
 
   Orku rang bells.  I knew that word.  Orcs.
 
   “You’re kidding.”
 
   “No, of course not.  They favor colder climes and mountains.  The galgar like the mountains, as well.  The Eastrange is a dangerous place.”
 
   Galgar sounded the word goblin in my head.
 
   “Hmmm.  How are you feeling?”
 
   “Better, thank you.  But hungry.”
 
   “We’ll camp here for the rest of today; maybe we’ll see the rest of the survivors trooping this way.  Tonight, I’ll get you something more material to eat and see you to the gate.  After that, I’m going to check out the smoke.  I’ve never seen an orc.”
 
   There was a pause for a beat too long, then she asked, “You will leave me?” 
 
   I looked at her.  There was something in her tone that sounded strange.  But the answer was obvious.
 
   “No, I’m not leaving.  You’ll see me again; I just don’t want to put you at risk while I satisfy my curiosity.”
 
   Shada nodded.  “Oh,” was all she said.  Either she had great faith in me or wasn’t impressed by orku and galgar.
 
   “So what can you tell me about these things?”
 
   “They are not smart, but they are cunning, fierce, and strong.  Have a care.”
 
   “I will.”
 
    
 
   It was a fairly long ride through the pass; I didn’t realize the mountain range was that wide.  But my initial impression of the pass was correct.  It was like a giant axe had fallen across the Eastrange and darn near divided it.  Well, maybe it took a couple of axe-strokes; the pass wasn’t fully straight, but jogged left or right on occasion.  It sloped upward from the plains, very gradually, to meet the top of the foothills on the western side.  From the looks of it, the pass flooded when it rained; maybe erosion had worn the pass deeper toward the east.
 
   Getting in through the Eastgate was more of a challenge than I expected.  I mean, it was obvious we weren’t the natives of the eastern plains, so I didn’t think it would be all that hard.  Here we are, driven off course by a storm, shipwrecked in a savage land of bloodthirsty barbarians, by some miracle spared a horrible death at their hands, fortunate to even make it this close to home—at least, that was our story—and nobody will open the bloody door!
 
   I resolved to learn how to disintegrate things.  Without causing an explosion.  Someday.
 
   “Listen to me you arrogant, overpaid, lazy excuse for a soldier!  You open this gate right now or I’ll have your head for a footstool!  Or maybe just give you a case of piles, scurvy, and a permanent limp!”
 
   The guard I addressed spat over the wall.
 
   “You a magician, then?” he asked, drawling.
 
   “A wizard.”
 
   “Oh.”
 
   We waited.  Nothing happened.  Zip.  I watched.  He didn’t move an inch.
 
   I gestured, reaching out to him with a spell.  I set fire to one of his shoes.  There ensued a howl and much commotion.  Once extinguished, he leaned over the battlement, shook his fist in my general direction, and hurled epithets.
 
   “Next time,” I shouted back, “I’ll set fire to your face!  Now open the damned gate!”
 
   He shut up.
 
   Much clanking and groaning followed, as well as much stomping and lesser clanging from men arranging themselves on the wall.  If you’re opening a gate, you’re arming the wall and rousing the garrison.  Fortunately, this particular garrison was about as lax as you can get; they would never have let us in if they were professional.  I guess nobody takes the “eastern barbarians” seriously anymore.
 
   With the scream of rusty hinges, the gate opened and the portcullis rose.  We rode in through the opened portal and started parrying questions.  Someone, I think the garrison commander, demanded the whole story.  I invited him to come with us to our inn and share a meal and some wine while we talked.  That went over very well and he accepted, on duty or not.
 
   I twisted the truth a little, adding the bits about a storm, a shipwreck, and hitting shore on the wrong side of the Eastrange.  Anything he asked that could have been difficult I answered with, “I’m a wizard, not a sailor; I have no idea.”
 
   It worked, too.  The wine may have helped.  I thanked him for his help at the gate and gave him one of the pearls the sea-people provided.  That went over very well.  It was late in the afternoon when he finally went away.
 
   By sunset, I saw Shada safely installed in a room of her own and well-supplied with funding; the sea-people had been quite generous.  But then, even gold was just a pretty form of ballast to them.
 
   “When will you be back?” she asked, holding a double handful of wealth.
 
   “Tomorrow night, probably; maybe the night after.”
 
   “What do I do if you don’t come back?”
 
   I shrugged.  “Find someplace and settle down?  Buy some land and hire some peasants?  I don’t know.”
 
   She let the loot tumble to the tabletop and laid her hand on my arm.  “Please… do nothing stupid.”
 
   “It is too late for that,” I said, smiling.  “But I’ll try not to repeat myself.”
 
   She smiled slightly and nodded.  “All right.  I don’t understand what attracts you so to a bit of smoke.  But satisfy your curiosity.  Go do—whatever it is you have to.”
 
   So I did.
 
    
 
   I waited until after dark before setting out; I didn’t want to just barely get started before whipping out a body bag.  Besides, the local inn had a bathchamber; I needed a good scrubbing.
 
   Getting back out through the gate was easier; it just involved some bribery.  From this side, I could hand a man some gold and ask him to open the gate.  No problem.  It was all downhill from there, all the way back to the plains.  Then a hard left in the marshy area at the eastern mouth of the pass and I started looking for smoke.
 
   As I rode north along the foothills—up and down, up and down; Bronze, I suspected, liked to jump—I began to wonder about Shada’s comment… why my sudden interest?  I didn’t have anything special to do immediately, that was true… but I had just rescued/helped Shada and was leaving her to her own devices again in a strange town.  I also felt an urge to talk to Tamara again—about what I had no idea; maybe just to talk to her.  But what I was doing was riding off to investigate a thin line of smoke in the wilderness.
 
   I shook my head.  That just didn’t sound right, somehow.
 
   Reining up, I thought about this.  Why the sudden curiosity?  What did I want with this line of smoke?  Why was it so important to find out about it?  Just to see a real, live orc?  Or goblin?
 
   I shook my head.  I had no idea.  Curiosity, maybe.  Divine guidance, perhaps.  Infernal influence, possibly.  But whatever the reason, I was going to go, look around, and decide from there.  Yes.
 
   Questioning my own thought processes is not merely difficult, but futile.  My mind is normally a black box; my senses go into it, my conclusions come out.  I like it that way, especially since the results are frequently correct.  Examining my method of thinking might bring on the centipede’s dilemma.  But I know enough of my own mind to realize something about this was as off as week-old milk; nothing for it but to go find out what it was, though.
 
   Bronze rumbled up into a canter again and we covered ground.  We were within an hour or so of where I thought the place should be when I stopped for sunrise.  Lying in a body bag with a bronze horse standing guard over you isn’t the most pleasant experience in the world, but you’d be amazed at what you can get used to.  It’s better than frying in the sun, certainly.
 
   So now I had a dilemma.  Go on and look around during the day, or hang back and wait for nightfall?
 
   Decisions, decisions.  We would go and look around, carefully.  At the first sign of trouble, we would be gone like the wind.
 
   So Bronze bore me up into the mountains and we sought for smoke.  It was almost noon before I saw the smoke again.  We headed for it and came up over the shoulder of another slope to look at it from a distance.  Bronze waited, several paces lower down, while I crept up along a large, slanted slab of stone to peer over the edge.
 
   It was a tower.  Not a large tower, but a squat, heavy one.  Smoke was trailing up from a sizable chimney—a very small amount of smoke for such a large chimney.  Santa would have an easy time with this place.
 
   There was no one in sight.
 
   This did not count as trouble, no, but I considered getting some distance anyway.  I had intended to look around, see who or what was present, and then figure out whether to greet them or avoid them.  But there was nobody visible.
 
   Fine.  I lay down on my large rock, covered my head with my jacket, put my chin on my forearms, and watched.  Someone would be coming out, sooner or later.  And if ‘later’ meant ‘after sunset,’ I would probably just go in and have a look around anyway.
 
   Such were my thoughts as I settled in for a light nap.
 
   And couldn’t.
 
   I was comfortable enough, but I was unable to so much as nod off.  The tower was right there, and it was a place of mystery.  I wanted to go in, look around, rummage through somebody’s stuff.  Or knock on the door and ask for a cup of sugar.  Even peek down the chimney and see how big the fireplace was. Something.  Anything.
 
   That simply isn’t normal.  I’d have done something about it, too, but I was more concerned with my favorite skin than with any curiosity itch.  It was wrong.  It didn’t change the fact I wanted to know more about this tower.
 
   So I thought to myself, Self, if we’re going to go down there and look around, we should make sure we’re prepared.
 
   I checked my pistol, made sure I’d reloaded it with intact ammunition from Bronze’s saddlebags (and bemoaned the loss of the ammunition I had carried with me), then gathered up some good throwing rocks.  I winged a rock downrange and heard the loud “thunk” on the wood.  I waited a bit, then pitched another one.  I was about to throw a third when someone came to the top of the tower.
 
   I say “someone.”  I may be giving the wrong impression.  It could have been something, but it was too humanoid for that.  From the look of it, it was about four feet tall, skinny, with bulbous nose, greenish-black skin, and greasy, dark hair.  It had a crossbow and looked like it was annoyed by the daylight.  It peered over the edge and then looked around.  I ducked and waited.
 
   Then it said something I didn’t understand, beyond the basic level of comprehension involved in any frustrated curse.  With that, it went back down into the tower.
 
   I’m pretty sure I saw my first goblin.  My curiosity, shall we say, spiked.  
 
   I regarded the tower more critically, with an eye toward magical effects.  Yes, there was definitely a spell of some sort radiating from the structure.  It bore some resemblance to a Calling, but I couldn’t see any indication of what it was Calling.  Normally, a Calling is after something specific.  This just… Called.  Anyone in range, apparently.
 
   Like a bug zapper.  With me as a potential bug.
 
   It is a measure of the spell’s effectiveness that I never even considered turning around and leaving it alone.  It attacked me in that most vulnerable of places—my need to know.  The only thing that kept me from marching down there and knocking on the door was a keen sense of self-preservation.
 
   Fine.  I sat down and gathered power, weaving a couple of spells.  Normally, it takes a while to gather power together—a second or two of concentration, if it’s a simple spell.  In a fight, this can get you killed.
 
   So I cheated.  I prepared a spell or two in advance.  Think of it as typing up a contract without actually signing it; it means nothing until the signatures are on the paper.  It just sits there, waiting, until you set it off.  You can also tap a hanging spell for the energy you tied up in it and just go blasting power at your problems, but that’s far, far less efficient.  But if I’d had a spell hanging ready, I would have been able to set fire to the guards’ swords in the torture chamber even if they were swinging at me at the time, instead of needing the time it took for them to close with me.
 
   Of course, preparing a spell in advance also means that another magic-worker can see you have spells hanging around you, and a good smack by a strong will can disrupt them.  Most mages have magical objects to put spells into to prevent that sort of thing; that’s one reason wizards are so fond of carrying a staff.  Also, when you’re out of ready spells, it’s still a whacking great chunk of wood.
 
   I wonder where my dryad-staff is?
 
   Which brings me to another point.  Magic-workers can cleverly fry each other with spells, or they can both duke it out mentally with sheer force of will.  Jon and I took a few throws that way; he was a strong-willed, imaginative, and devious old coot.  I lost, seven falls out of ten.
 
   In some ways, a battle of wills is more dangerous than swapping hostile spells.  It’s not as pyrotechnic, of course, unless you can see magic, but it carries with it the danger of having your mind liquefied.  I don’t want to sit quietly and drool while someone gets a knife out to finish the job.  Or worse, doesn’t finish the job at all.  Being as coherent as a moderately-retarded houseplant doesn’t appeal to me.
 
   Anyway, I digress.
 
   I hung a couple of spells around me.  A pair of good hammering spells, each like a good stroke with a battering ram.  Handy for forcing doors if I had to leave in a hurry.  And, while I was at it, a translation spell, since I don’t speak goblinoid.  Goblinese.  Goblin.  Gobbledygook.  Whatever.  It took about an hour and a half to assemble things.
 
   Then, with sword and pistol at hand, I went up to the tower and rapped smartly on the door.  Bronze I left behind, out of sight but in earshot.  Just in case.  I don’t think she liked it much.
 
   It wasn’t long before the same fellow stuck his oversized nose over the edge.  He looked surprised to see me.  He made a startled exclamation, then addressed a question to me.
 
   “You speak any other languages?” I asked.  He frowned at me.  It wasn’t an improvement for his features, and I thought almost anything would be.  He addressed me again, apparently in the same tongue.  I let loose my translation spell and answered, “I’m sorry, but could you repeat that?”
 
   The look on his face was astonishing.  Suddenly, he “heard” what I said, in his own language, in his head.  I knew he wouldn’t like it, but it’s hard to get the idea across and then ask for permission without a common language.  The fact that touching his brain with a spell didn’t bother me was another marker for how strong the curiosity-spell on the tower was.
 
   His immediate reply was graphic, obscene, and forceful.
 
   “No,” I replied.  “You aren’t my type.”
 
   “Who are you?” he demanded.  That wasn’t precisely what he said, but that was the idea.  His actual terminology was more colorful.  I noticed the crossbow had peeped over the edge and was held ready.
 
   “I’m just curious.  I saw the smoke and thought I’d drop by, say hello, that sort of thing.  I take it I’m not welcome?”
 
   “Oh, everyone’s welcome,” he replied, sneering.  “Most don’t just walk up and knock.”
 
   “Then I’ll wait here while you open the door,” I suggested.
 
   “Yeah, right, you do that.”  He withdrew and I waited.
 
   Presently, the door clunked and rattled, then groaned inward.  I stepped inside.
 
   Let me make something clear I had not fully realized until a moment later.
 
   I’m hard to hurt.  I am by no means invulnerable, but it is difficult to inflict serious injury on me.  Even during the day, I am exceptionally tough and resilient—far more than a normal human being.  I can take a punch from a mailed fist and just about shrug it off.  Part of that is the excessive density—no wisecracks, please—and part of it is the new way my cells all hold together.  I think.
 
   In addition to this, I wear a vest designed to stop small-arms fire and sharp pointy things.  Even if I am injured, if I can survive until the sun goes down all will be well in short order, since I regenerate rapidly.  It gives a person confidence to know these things.  When risk is lessened, one can substitute confidence for bravery.
 
   It can also make a person bloody stupid.
 
   Intellectually, I realized I could still be killed.  But viscerally, down in the guts, I felt pretty near immortal.
 
   A whale of a knock on my noggin did much to dispel that gut feeling of invincibility, as well as my own rather limited intellect.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, OCTOBER 8TH
 
    
 
   Sunset woke me.  Judging by the overwhelming annoyance of having my skull itch—not the scalp, mind you, but the bone—I’d say I had a concussion.  Or had had one.  Whatever the grammar is.  It went away.  I listened, didn’t immediately hear anything special, and took stock.
 
   I was naked on a cold stone floor.  The spells I had taken pains to have ready had been discharged, disrupted, or dispelled.  The air was damp-ish and smelled of straw, feces, and a general unwashedness.  Something was around my ankle.  I opened my eyes.
 
   It was a cell.  Typically, I’d have expected to be in a deep hole; that’s the easy way to keep someone from going anywhere.  A cell told me there might be considerable traffic in and out.  Not for the prisoner, of course; there was a large metal cuff around my left ankle and what looked like a primitive spun-cylinder combination lock.
 
   That last implied—at least to me—that prisoners weren’t kept here for long.  A key lock you’re stuck with; a combination lock just takes patience and lots and lots and lots of time.  I could shorten it considerably; the hasp was iron, and a good, sharp twist should break it.  At least, at night—during the day I’d need a lever of some sort.  Which I didn’t have, of course.
 
   I hate being naked and locked in a dungeon.  I’m really learning about a whole new range of unpleasant experiences.  I much preferred the idea of waking up in a strange bedroom.  But I wasn’t ready to charge out into the hall naked.  Best to look helpless while gathering some intelligence about the place.
 
   I settled down against the wall and let my tendrils feel their way around.  I was underground.  There were two lives nearby, just outside the door.  Nothing else without going up or down.  No sign of my things.  
 
   Of course, that just gave me time to think about why I was here.  I had been incredibly stupid.  Hindsight being 20/20, I considered it to be the capstone of my career of stupidity.  What in the name of heaven possessed me to go wandering off into the alien landscape to chase a faint wisp of smoke?  
 
   The spell on the tower.
 
   It had confounded me, a sensitive to magic, and I didn’t like it a bit.  I came into its radius of operation and I was snared, as simply as that.  Which irked me something considerable.  Have I mentioned I hate having my mind tampered with?  Well, I do.  I thought about it for a while and decided I needed another defensive spell.  I grabbed hold of the local magical energy and started building a bunker for my brain.  A bit of my own energy to grab it, a bit more to shape it, and a lot to make it stay.  Good magic.  Stay… stay!  Visions of brick walls, Army tanks, underground missile silos, futuristic force-fields…
 
   The only problem I ran into was how to bomb-proof my skull and still have the ability to use a translation spell.  The things were really handy.  I needed something better than a metaphorical open hatchway while I chatted with people.  I didn’t solve it immediately, but I did come up with an idea for an airlock-like arrangement… Unfortunately, I was interrupted while fleshing it out.
 
   The door unlocked with a grating click and an elf stepped gracefully into the room.  He was white as snow and dressed in black, with purple-irised eyes.  He was about five feet tall, thin, handsome—almost pretty—and had black hair pulled back into a short pony tail, held in place with some sort of clip.  Judging by the way he looked at me, I was willing to bet he was not a frolic-in-the-woods vegetarian, but a roast-the-baby-and-suck-the-marrow Bad Guy.
 
   “You speak Rethven?” he asked.  He had a nice voice, too.
 
   “I do,” I answered.
 
   “You also speak Goblin?”
 
   “No, but I have spells for that.  Who are you?”
 
   He calmly drew out a whip and cracked it, opening a small gash in my chest.  I cried out, mainly from surprise, somewhat from the hurt.  I clapped one hand over the wound.  I was glad I did; it started to close up immediately and I didn’t want him to know I was regenerating.  I had a feeling he might enjoy having a torture subject that was hard to kill.
 
   “I will ask the questions.  You will answer.  That is all.”
 
   Since he didn’t ask a question, I just nodded.
 
   “You are a magic-worker?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Of what sort?”
 
   “Wizard.”
 
   He nodded.  “Where did you get that sword?”
 
   “I inherited it.”
 
   “What can you tell me of it?”
 
   “Not very much.  It has an affinity for fire and for me, and I think it’s sleeping.”
 
   “That is all?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He looked vexed.  Finally he gave the smallest shrug I have ever seen.  “What of the other implements you carried?”
 
   I hesitated.  “Can I ask you to clarify the question?” I tried.
 
   “Many of your implements may have their function divined with some thought.  The cooking utensils, for example, and the clever knife with the hidden compartment.  But some are utterly foreign to me.  What are they?”
 
   I hesitated again.  I suspected he was talking about the gun, the bullets, and other high-tech devices.
 
   “I’m not sure which items you’re talking about,” I tried.  “If you can show one to me—or just describe it—I can tell you what it is.”
 
   “This is tedious,” he observed, coiling the whip.  Without another word, he left; someone bolted the door behind him—presumably one of the two life-forces I’d sensed.  Probably my jailers.
 
   I wondered what was next.  Displays of my stuff?  Or another bout of wait-and-see?  Regardless, if there was a chance he’d simply bring me my things and spare me the need to go hunting them down…
 
   I kept wondering for a while; it was some time after midnight before the door opened again to admit the elf.  He carried my backpack in one hand and the whip in the other.  Unfortunately, the chain was not long enough to allow me to reach him at his position by the door, so I didn’t try.
 
   He drew out a pistol.  “This is?” he asked.
 
   “A weapon.  It throw small metal slugs, faster than a sling.”
 
   He put it away.  Out came a magazine for the pistol.  “And this?”
 
   “A device that fits into the weapon.  See the small metal things in it?  The spring pushes them up so that when one is thrown, the next is made ready.”
 
   He regarded the magazine much more intently than the gun.  Trying to figure out how to make an auto-loading sling, possibly.  He went on to have me identify a few other things, all of which were defunct.  Cell phones, for example, do not take sea bottom pressure very well.  Not that I had used it here, but it was still in the pack.  Ditto for the shortwave radio receiver and pocket calculator.
 
   Once that was done, he turned and stepped out into the hall.  A few words in goblinese passed and both my jailers came in.  One had his crossbow, the other a long knife.  I got the feeling they were about to kill me.  The one with the knife was licking his chops and grinning.  The elf didn’t bother to stick around.
 
   I stood up and got ready to fight—i.e., I put up my hands and crouched a little.  What else was I going to do while naked?  Poor, defenseless human, acting so brave in the face of death!
 
   Short Stuff with the crossbow tried to shoot me.  I smacked the bolt aside mid-flight; I tried to catch it to throw it back, but you take what you can get—crossbow bolts are very fast.  It shattered on the stone wall.  My jailers stood, staring and stunned, with looks of blank amazement.  I took that as my opportunity to bend down and twist the lock, hard.  It snapped in my hand and I kicked free of my ankle-fetter.
 
   Short Stuff Number Two—the one with the knife—lunged for me while his partner ran screaming from the room.  I sighed.  Life was about to be complicated again.  Well, more complicated.
 
   I grabbed knife-boy with a lot of tendrils at once.  He expired in mid-leap and I brushed the body aside.  He hadn’t tasted very good as far as a life is concerned; a nasty, black-hearted little mean person.  Ugly to the bone.  There was no way I was drinking any of that blood unless there was an incendiary device involved beforehand.  And maybe not even then.
 
   Out into the hallway.  Check left, check right, nobody in sight, but screaming coming from the left, a sudden thud, and much-muted is the screaming… and off I go, following.  Down the hall to a door, a brisk kick to shatter the door, then through the remains of the door and to the stairs.  They go up and down, but the screaming is coming from up.  I go up.
 
   Several short and ugly people with swords came down.  And with a sweep of life-drinking tendrils, they fell down.  Not all at once; the front two dropped immediately, the next two took a second or so more, five and six halted on the steps before I was finished with three and four, and seven and eight were headed back up the steps before I latched on to them.  They were not brave souls.
 
   It was the spiritual equivalent of drinking yesterday’s coffee.  Cold and nasty.  But now I felt a lot stronger and had a pair of short swords, so maybe I wouldn’t have to do that again.  I hoped not; I felt a bit more ruthless and cold from the aftertaste.  Aftereffects of consuming very nasty people.  A part of me wondered how long it would last.
 
   Up the steps I went.  I didn’t know how far down I was, so I kept going up.  I would eventually find a window or come out on top of the tower; either one would work for me.  Occasionally, I would encounter a goblin.  It would scream and I would kill it.  Pity they were all so small; I would have liked something to wear.  Then again, they were also unwashed and smelly.  I’m not sure I would have worn anything on them even if it had been my size.
 
   The stairs had no doors; they simply went up through a hole in the floor, along one wall.  It occurred to me it was a good spot to get one’s head cloven in twain.  I went up carefully.  Sure enough, as soon as I had risen far enough to get eyebrows over the edge, another goblin tried to part my hair with an axe.  I ducked, and it clanged on the stony edge.  Then I put my hand on the back of the axe, held it in place, and rose quickly.
 
   He let go of the axe and ran.  One good thing about these little guys, their morale seemed to be a fragile thing.  I finished climbing the steps and ran after him.  He ducked sideways into a door, quicker than I would have expected, and I charged in after him.
 
   Bad move on my part.  A dozen of the little so-and-so’s fired as one, the majority nailing me in the torso.  One lousy shot managed to put a crossbow bolt through my right thigh.  I made some sort of noise; it sounded vaguely like a cross between a gasp and a scream.  Somehow it was worse than being shot by exploding bullets—the bullets were hammers of pain, but the pieces that would have really been hurt were also blown away.  These bolts were lances of pain, all going deep into flesh that remained connected and screaming.
 
   A sudden, wild pulse throbbed in my blood and I lost it.  Utterly lost it.  My temper snapped like a matchstick and things got a bit hazy.
 
   I do recall fanning out my tendrils in all directions and setting them to whirling.  Rather like a magical whirlpool that sucked in all life energy with me at the center.  I also recall the taste of blood; I’m pretty sure I drank from some of them.  Not as foul as I might have expected, but no treat.  I’d rather drink rat.
 
   When I came to myself again, it was a gradual process.  I think I’d just killed the last thing I could find on my stalk up the steps, and was on the roof of the tower.  I know I saw the front door on my way up, but I was intent on killing everything I could find.  Enraged and drunk on my own power, perhaps.  Berserk, certainly.
 
   So there I was, standing on the flat roof, holding one short sword—I don’t know where the other one went—and gradually calmed down.  The pulsing in my blood slowed and diminished in strength; as it did, I found I could think again.
 
   I wasn’t even remotely tired—far from it!  I was exhilarated, energetic, ready to do it again and for longer!  Even my wounds were gone.  With enough living things near me, I kept getting stronger and faster and more dangerous.  Instead of eventually becoming exhausted, I grew more powerful the longer it went on.  The only things that would stop the process were killing everything I could find, being killed, or sunrise.
 
   Oh, I’m sure there’s a point of diminishing returns.  The power of the spirit is good, but for a vampire there must also be blood.  I might become a wraith at some point, a ghost of killing, if it went on long enough without a pause to drink something more material than a spirit; but that would take a lot of killing to achieve.
 
   I shuddered and made a mental note not to take foolish chances; I didn’t want a repeat of this.  It was a state of completely uncontrolled fury, and I didn’t like it at all.  I could do stupid things—well, I could do that anyway—but lost in fury I might not have a chance to regret them.  It was dangerous for me and anything near me.  But at the moment, my big concern was keeping my own skin intact; mindless rage has never seemed to be a terribly good idea to me.
 
   A soft applause met my ears.  I turned around, seeking the source.  The elf was standing head and shoulders out of the hatch in the roof—I presume it needed a door for when it rained—and was gently clapping.
 
   “Well done, lord,” he said.  “I trust you have fed to your satisfaction?”
 
   I pointed my ichor-dripping short sword at him.  “I want my things,” I stated.  I noticed my fangs were still out; they didn’t want to retract.  I tried.
 
   “Immediately, lord,” was the response, and he disappeared from view.  I stared after him.  I hadn’t expected that.  I’m not sure what I expected, but it certainly wasn’t agreement!  Then again, maybe it was a ruse to get a head start?  No, surely not—why bother to follow me up to the roof and applaud if he was only going to run away?
 
   I looked over the battlement of the tower.  The front door was still shut.  So he wasn’t running that way.
 
   I went down the steps, three floors, until I was at ground level; here was a smithy.  I had passed through it like some engine of death, killing everything without actually damaging much.  It was spooky to see.  There wasn’t a drop of blood anywhere; apparently, I had sucked the blood from these without really noticing.  There were a dozen or so bodies, all lying perfectly still, as though they had simply dropped in their tracks—which might have happened, if the tendrils got them before the fangs.  At least the light from the forge gave them a semblance of color, ghastly as it was.  It made me think of Hell.  Aesthetically, it was somewhat pleasing.  I took a few moments with the shortsword to make cuts and holes where I had bitten, disguising the nature of the wounds.  Habit.
 
   The elf came back up from the basement levels at a light, quick trot.  He set down my backpack—hastily but neatly repacked with my equipment and clothes—and swung Firebrand by the belt.  I could sense the blade didn’t like him.  Judging by the way he was careful not to put his hands anywhere near the sword itself, I suspect he could too.  He laid Firebrand on the floor next to the pack, stepped back, and bowed.
 
   “Does my lord require any other service?” he asked.
 
   From prisoner-to-be-whipped to yes-my-lord in less than ten minutes?  I wondered.  What gives?  I asked as much.
 
   “My lord, forgive,” he asked, and I could hear a slight quaver in his voice.  “I knew not that one of your kind had returned from beyond the Gate of Shadows.”
 
   Aha, thought I.  “My kind?” I asked.  “And what do you think I am?”
 
    “You are na’irethed.  One who stands in the light, rules in the dark; one who drinks life.”
 
   “You’re right about that,” I observed.  While I spoke, I looked him over.  His spirit was deeper, richer in colors than a human’s, and tinged with darker shades than most.  Not a nice person at all.  I had wondered, for a moment, if I might have brushed by him with that whirlwind of life-draining effect and weakened his will.  No, he looked intact to me.  If he was lying, I couldn’t tell.  But he didn’t like being stared at that keenly.
 
   “What will my lord require?” he asked, going to one knee.
 
   I drew out my clothes and got dressed.  He didn’t move.  I thought I detected a faint flinch when I picked up Firebrand and buckled it on.  When I took out my gun, checked the load, cocked it, and pressed it to his head, he merely looked inquisitive.
 
   “Give me one good reason why I shouldn’t smear your brains all over a wall,” I demanded.
 
   “I am your loyal servant,” he replied immediately.  “I will serve you best by living and doing your will, rather than wasting my life in an expression of your well-earned ire.  I will be your herald to all the under-deeps of the world, and restore to you the dominion over all the dark lands.”
 
   And do a damn fine job of sucking up, I reflected.  You have to respect a man who can think that fast and sling that much blarney on the fly.  I put the gun away.
 
   “All right.  Tempting as it is to kill you out of hand,” and it was, believe me, “I’m trying to cut down on random violence.”
 
   “My lord has his servant’s thanks.”
 
   “Yeah, well… right,” I replied. I’m not used to having people bow and scrape and refer to themselves in third person.  “What’s your name, anyway?”
 
   He told me.  I couldn’t pronounce it if my life depended on it.  It was long and complicated and probably had some cultural significance regarding his history and deeds and family and whatever else.  Unfortunately, I wasn’t in the least interested in a lesson in culture.
 
   “In the interests of ready communication,” said I, “I will refer to you as ‘Bob.’  It is not replacing your name, but it is difficult to repeat your name when one is in a hurry.”  Or at all, I added mentally.
 
   “Yes, lord.  When you say ‘Bob,’ I shall know that you are addressing myself.”
 
   “Good.  Now, what’s this place out here for?”
 
   “The tower, lord?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “It is a foundry, lord, for the iron mines over which it was constructed.  I took it from the humans of the west and have made use of it for a decade, forging weapons and armor.  The spells are my own, drawing in any who venture too close, and they become slaves in the mines below.”
 
   “I see.  How many more goblins do you have?”
 
   “Few, my lord.  There are four shifts of them to guard the slaves, and only the shift on duty has survived your wrath.  The smith, his helpers, and the personal servants are also dead.”
 
   “Fine.  Take me to see the slaves.”
 
   “At once, lord.”  And he did.  Down and down and down farther, we kept on going.  The stairway, once below the floor where I had been incarcerated, turned into a sloping ramp.  This wound down, erratic and twisting, presumably following the iron seams.  As we descended, I heard the sounds of digging echo up the shaft.  Eventually we came to the end of the tunnel; there were wheeled carts being loaded with iron ore and with rock.
 
   Despite myself, I was curious about the operation.
 
   “You do not smelt it here below?”
 
   “No, lord.  The fumes would kill everyone.”
 
   “Of course.”  I was thinking there could be a ventilation chimney, but the local drilling technology probably wasn’t up to that.  “And what do you do with the rock?  The dross of smelting?”
 
   “One of the older tunnels ended at a deep chasm.  The waste is carted there and dumped.”
 
   I nodded.  Good answers.  Labor-intensive, but what did he care?  Slaves aren’t exactly there to be coddled.
 
   Nor were they.  When we reached the diggings, I saw a bunch of skinny, hungry-looking men with picks and leg-irons.  The only working lanterns were down near the slaves themselves, illuminating them and the diggings.  A pair of shuttered lanterns was set some distance back, presumably in case the slaves decided to douse the lights. The goblins stayed back with the shuttered lanterns, holding crossbows; one overseer with a long whip was actually down with the slaves.  The slaves could probably kill him if even three of them agreed to rush him, but it still wouldn’t get them out of the leg irons or the tunnel.  And crossbows have a lot more range than a bunch of men with picks.  One or two dead companions would slow the whole line down considerably.
 
   I wondered how many escapes were tried, and how many of the failures were tortured to death in front of the rest.
 
   That made me realize I could half-remember such things had actually happened.  I tried not to think about them.  Or about my own dietary side effects.
 
   “Bob?”
 
   “Yes, lord?” he answered, surveying the operation with me.  We hung back with the crossbowmen; I saw no reason to notify any of the humans to my presence.
 
   “I don’t think we can keep them with so few guards.”
 
   “I agree, my lord.  What is your will?”
 
   “Let them go,” I replied.  “Take them up to the lowest level, lock them in a room, and give me the keys.  I’ll deal with them in the morning.  Don’t let them see any signs of the battle.”
 
   He bowed.  “As you say, lord.”  He sounded nettled.
 
   “You disapprove?”
 
   He hesitated.  “Lord, if I may?  They will bring others to this place.”
 
   “I know.  And they will find it empty.  Let them waste the time and effort.”
 
   “Ah?” he said, blinking at me.  “Then my lord has some other task in mind for his servant?”
 
   “I do.  I would rather have a dominion somewhat more elaborate than this.  I am sure you are just the one to go out and find it.”
 
   “I will justify your faith, lord,” he replied, and bowed again.  “Is there any token I may take to show your favor?”
 
   I thought about it.  “I believe so.  But that will be later, and not here.  See to it my orders are carried out.  I will be upstairs.  Oh, and kill one of the goblins for his blood; scatter it around.  See to it that it looks like the others were slain in more mundane fashions.”  I left him there to give orders to the goblins—which I overheard, by the way, and understood.  Apparently consuming the spirits of an uncertain-but-large-number of people brings enough with it to include a whole language.  I doubt I could have spoken it, but I could understand it.
 
   That would make things easier if I ever felt like learning another language.  Come to that, it did explain my surprising facility with Rethven.  I thought about finding some magicians and devouring them, just to see if their arcane studies would come along as well.  It was worth thinking about.
 
   I caught myself thinking like that and did my best to suppress the ruthless tendencies.  Language isn’t the only thing I got from a bunch of goblins…
 
   Upstairs, I took more time sorting through my gear; it was all there, neatly folded and packed.  I rearranged it a bit and went up to the roof; it would be dawn in another couple of hours.  Below, I heard the clanking of chain and the shuffling of feet.  That would be the slaves—excuse me, the prisoners—being locked away for the time being.
 
   I gave some thought to my immediate plans.  Send Bob off, of course.  Let him take his goblins.  Let the prisoners go.  Head back to the town.  Find Shada and see if she would rather settle there or move on with me.  I could cope on my own, now; I ought to give her the choice.  After that, who knows?  Maybe take a trip to some subterranean kingdom, there to plan a war of conquest against the foolish religion that dared attack me.
 
   Good plans, good plans.  I readied a spell for Bob, then enjoyed the night sky for a while.
 
   Bob came up when dawn was still a half-hour or so off and reported.  He had done exactly as I’d told him.  He and his remaining goblins were ready to head out.  As he handed me the keys to the tower, I smiled.
 
   “You asked for a token,” I said.
 
   “Yes, lord.”
 
   “Bare your chest.”
 
   He looked frightened for a moment, but did so.  I placed my palm over his heart, fingers spread, and released my spell.  Smoke rose from my touch, and Bob shuddered.  He fairly writhed, but was unable to pull away from my hand—it was as though they were glued together.  But his face was contorted in the most ghastly expression of ecstasy as I have ever seen.
 
   A very good piece of work, I thought.  It branded his flesh, reversed pain for pleasure, and called up a little of my own blood from the skin of my hand to soak into the burned wound.  About one drop of it, spread so thin it covered an entire handprint.  This left a permanent patch of crimson scarred into his flesh, exactly in the shape of my open hand.
 
   When the spell ended, Bob was released from my touch and fell to the floor, gasping, curling around his chest, twitching—and now it was no longer pleasure; the pain of the handprint branding was exactly as one might expect.  I smiled.  So much for the arrogance of elves and their haughty grace and poise.  After he had recovered a bit and looked at the mark, he rose to one knee before me and bowed his head.
 
   “I am your servant, lord.”
 
   “Indeed you are,” I answered.  “Never give me cause to close my fist.”
 
   His hand flew up to the mark on his chest and he gasped.  “As you say, lord!”
 
   “Good.  Get you and yours hence.  In an hour or so I will loose the prisoners as their conquering hero and send them to the Eastgate.”
 
   “I go, my lord.”  And he did.
 
    
 
   After the sun came up—it was a nasty one; I’d gone into a fit of rage, healed a cracked skull and several crossbow hits.  Regenerating overnight always makes sunrise unpleasant—I felt much more myself again; my fangs also retracted, finally.  I stomped around the tower, calling out to anyone who might be around.
 
   “Hello?  Is there anybody here?” Several voices replied.  There was a general agreement that there were, in fact, people there, several of whom did not wish to be.
 
   “One moment, one moment—I’ve got to find a key, or something to batter down the door.  Hold on; I’ll be right back.”  I dashed down the corridor, out of earshot, and waited a while.  I was searching for the keys in my pocket, of course, and taking enough time to make it look good.  But they didn’t need to know that.
 
   I came back after maybe twenty minutes and tried key after key in the lock; there were several on the ring.  The door opened, and the sorry mass of them were practically in tears to see something that looked like a human being.  I shouted at them for quiet, told them the place was no longer occupied by anything living but them, and assured them they would be free in a moment.  I also introduced myself as Halar, the former court wizard to the Baron Baret, currently out for a bit of wandering and magical experimentation.  None of them were wizards, but they all knew of Baret.
 
   “So are the goblins all dead, wizard?” asked the tallest.
 
   “All that remain, yes; the rest have fled, in the company of some sort of pale-skinned elf, I think,” I replied, examining the ankle fetters.  They fastened like two metal half-circles, with the ends rigged to hinge.  The open hinge had the pin removed, the cuff closed, and then the pin replaced—and molten lead poured in with the pin.  It didn’t take a key; it took a hammer and awl or a blowtorch.  Then again, if it’s not taken it off until the man is dead, he won’t be screaming in either case.
 
   “What has happened to them?” one of them asked.
 
   “I did,” I replied.  “I’m not a wizard for nothing, you know.  But these fetters will need work in the smithy; I’m tired.  Follow me, men, and we’ll see about getting you free without removing feet!”
 
   They shuffled along with me automatically, from long practice.  They were duly impressed with the dead goblins.  Bob made quite a mess with the extra blood.  It seemed it was everywhere.  There was much muttering and whispering and a few gulps.
 
   It took a bit of experimentation to determine I didn’t have a tool remaining in the smithy that would do the job.  What I wanted was a metal rod I could heat to glowing, use it to melt most of the lead off, then a metal punch to drive the pin out.  No such luck; all the useful stuff was gone.  I couldn’t even find a chisel to cut the chains.
 
   “Looks like I’ll have to wizard your fetters off after all.  You, at the head of the line—what’s your name?”
 
   “Jaelon,” the tall guy squeaked.  Wizards who heal the sick are one thing; apparently, wizards who carry big swords and kill goblins before breakfast are quite another.
 
   “Put your foot up on the anvil.  Take this cloth and wrap it around your ankle, under the metal; use this piece to hold the cuff with.  I’m going to melt the lead, so you take this piece of metal and just push the pin out.  Then open that cuff quickly and get out of it, because the cloth is likely to catch fire.  Ready?”
 
   He wasn’t, but we all waited until I’d walked him through it.  Everyone watched—it was their freedom they were about to gain, and everyone was very interested.
 
   I drew Firebrand.  I’m okay with heating things up, but Firebrand has a strong affinity for fire.  I was hoping to get some use out of that.
 
   I touched the leaden seal with Firebrand’s point, carefully.  There was a yellow-white flash.  The lead ran like water, the pin slid out as though it were greased; Jaelon yelped as he yanked open the cuff and was loose.
 
   It worked better than I’d hoped.  We streamlined the process.  Everyone got down on one knee, grabbed the sides of their cuff, and got ready to pull it open and drop it.  I walked down the line, pricking the leaden seals and moving on.  It was like popping bubbles.  They were all loose before I knew it.
 
   And Firebrand was… well, yawning.  Like someone who keeps having an annoying fly land on his face, he brushes at it and sleeps again.  Brushes at it, sleeps again.  Keep it up and it’ll wake him, whether he wants to be awake or not.  Personally, I didn’t see any reason to wake Firebrand up if it didn’t feel like it.
 
   Then I had an idea.  It survived a house fire, a rather intense one.  The forge here was still going—even if it was burning low.  So I stuck the blade into the forge and “listened” to it.  It seemed to be much more content about that.  Like that guy the fly has been bothering—the fly goes away and someone turns on the heat, warming up a bitterly cold room.  Now that he’s warm and happy, he drops back off again.
 
   Good enough for me.  I left Firebrand sitting there, blade in the coals, shoveled in what little was left in the coal bin, and pumped up the bellows.  By all means, keep the sentient, flame-spirit sword happy.  I’d get around to quizzing it when it woke up on its own.  Hopefully, woke up happy.  I didn’t like the idea of an angry flaming sword.
 
   As I did this, I wondered if an angel was missing one.  If so, would he want it back?
 
   Meanwhile, my erstwhile captives were whooping and celebrating, clapping each other on the back and generally being happy.  When I turned away from the bellows, they started touching forelocks and bowing at me and thanking me.
 
   “Right.  Think nothing of it.  Now search the place, please, and see if there’s anything fit to eat, and perhaps someplace to wash and bathe and such.  It’s been a busy night for me,” I said, gesturing around at the scattered bodies, “and I’m sure you could all do with a bit of breakfast and a good cleanup.  What do you think?”
 
   There was hearty agreement, and we ransacked the place.  It was nearly noon—and after what lunch we could find—before we were ready to move down the road.  I was amazed at how much energy they had after working in the mines.  I suppose freedom is a better motivator than a whip for some people.  I recovered Firebrand from the forge and went with outside with them.
 
   “So where are we going?” one asked.
 
   “Eastgate.  I was on my way back there when I decided to stop here for the night.  Not a wise move on my part, but it turned out well,” I answered.  “Unfortunately, my business calls me that way in a hurry; I will have to leave you to the road.  But it is no more than a week away at most.  You have some weapons and you have numbers; I think you will do well.”
 
   Several gripped wooden cudgels and another had a makeshift sling.  “We’ll not be taken alive,” the sling-wielder said.  “Pity any who thinks we have no teeth for being ill-equipped.  We know what waits for us if we’re taken.”
 
   Looking at them, I had to agree with that assessment.  I wouldn’t want to meet up with them in any sort of fair fight; there was a savage desperation to them that made me think of wounded lions.  They might lose, but they would go down swinging to the last.  I was suddenly struck with the thought that they were exactly the sort of people I want watching my back.
 
   “Gentlemen,” I said, “I will ride with you for part of the way.  I should like to know you better.”
 
   They were quite glad of my company, of course.  I whistled and Bronze came down to join us.  They were much impressed.  I introduced Bronze to them and they were quick to touch forelocks again.  She nodded and made a horsy sort of bow in return.  This went over very well.
 
   I spent most of the rest of the day riding along at a walking pace, talking with them, finding out their names and what they did before being captured.  The majority were mercenaries, gone through Eastgate hoping to collect a bounty for barbarian ears or to find some magical creatures that could be captured and sold.  Two were landless knights, out a-questing.  For what they had no idea; going a-questing is an activity in itself.
 
   Sir Raeth replied, in answer to my questions, “That tower would have been a fine quest, in fact; I should have been very content to have achieved this result on my own motion.  Sadly, I was not sufficient to the task.”  He was about my height, broader in the shoulders, and had a shaggy mop of dark-blonde hair.  A few weeks of regular meals and a haircut and he’d be handsome.
 
   Sir Bouger—I snickered inwardly at the name; the sound of it made my inner child want to giggle madly—agreed with him.  “I had similar hopes, but I fear that such an undertaking is beyond any one man.”  Then he did a double take.  “Present company excepted, of course, good wizard.”  Bouger had a shorter, stocky build; I would have thought of him as a wrestler.  Even in his present state, he was still a formidable-looking fellow.
 
   I chuckled.  “Of course.  But I confess I cheated.  I used magic to defend against the spell on the tower, and more magic to kill the ones I could not catch.  I doubt any true knight would have done such a thing.”
 
   “Nor could he,” Sir Bouger replied.  “We study arms, not magic.”
 
   “I’ve a bit of study in arms, myself.”
 
   “So I see,” answered Sir Raeth.
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “There are calluses upon your hands, and the grip of your sword is worn.  You have replaced belt, baldric, and scabbard more recently than you have rewound the grip, and their conditions indicate some usage.  I would say that you have practiced considerably with that blade, and, I must think, used it in battle, for there are spots upon the scabbard that mind me of spatter-stains of blood.”
 
   I stared at him.  “You are correct,” I replied, “and I am sure I never want you for an enemy.”
 
   They both chuckled.
 
   “Not likely,” Sir Raeth replied, smiling.  “I owe you a debt of gratitude that I can never repay.”
 
   “As do I,” Sir Bouger added.  The rest, hearing the conversation, echoed the sentiment.
 
   “Well, if I ever manage to have my own holdings, I assure you I would welcome your service,” I observed.  “That may take some time, since I’m just a wandering wizard.  But everyone wants to settle down, someday.  I can think of worse fates than to clear a stretch of untamed land, build a small keep, raise crops and peasants and children, and send knights a-questing through my lands for things that bother my people.”
 
   “Noble goals,” Sir Raeth said, wistfully.  “May they come true.”
 
   I moved on to discuss things with others in the group.  I noted, however, that Raeth and Bouger had their heads together; I assumed they were planning what to do when they got back to civilization.  Everyone else was.  And since I’d not been keeping my voice down, a lot of them were wondering if my future manor might not have need for a few good guards.  I admitted this might be so, but suggested they not turn down other work in the meantime!
 
   We stopped for supper and I started a fire for them.  While they were warming what was left of our salvaged food—none of it too palatable—I handed out everything edible I had with me.  It wasn’t much, but it was a start.  They had a long trip ahead of them; I’d be in Eastgate before sunrise.
 
   To help out, I put a couple of small spells on some twigs.  Little things, really; you get your firewood all laid out, then you break the twig into the wood, dropping it quickly.  It surrounds itself with a globe of fire for a minute or two, probably enough to get the wood going good.  Half a dozen of these I handed to Sir Raeth, with explanation and best wishes, and then moved to mount up and go.
 
   “A moment, if you please,” he suggested, laying a hand on my shoulder.  “There is one other detail that Sir Bouger and I wish to discuss.”
 
   I glanced at the sun.  Plenty of time to get some distance, before curling up in a plastic sack.  
 
   “Sure.  What’s on your mind?”
 
   “I do not have a sword,” Sir Raeth replied.  “May I borrow yours for a moment?  I will return it almost immediately.”
 
   “It doesn’t really like other people,” I suggested.  I wondered what he wanted my sword for.
 
   “Perhaps you might persuade it?” he hazarded.
 
   “Hmm.  Okay.”  I was curious—it’ll get me killed yet—so I laid a hand on the hilt and thought at Firebrand for a minute.  It didn’t seem to mind the idea; maybe it was the nap in the forge that had it in a good mood.  So I drew it, reversed it, and laid it in his hands.  “So what do you need it for?”
 
   “I outrank Sir Bouger; I am the third son of Duke Wellen.  Therefore, I claimed privilege.”
 
   “For… ?” I asked.
 
   “Kneel, wizard,” he replied, and raised Firebrand in a vertical salute.
 
   Oh, great green galloping gremlins! I thought.  He’s not!
 
   He was.
 
   “For deeds you have done this day by force of arms and will,” he said, laying the flat of my own sword on one of my shoulders, “and for the kindness your heart has shown through word and deed to those in need,” he continued, lifting it and laying on the other shoulder, “I hereby create thee Sir Halar the wizard.”  He then reversed Firebrand and offered me the hilt.  “Who stands to witness?”
 
   “I stand to witness,” said Sir Bouger.
 
   “I stand to witness,” said another of the men, sounding formal.  They each offered that as a statement and touched forelocks again, some smiling, some looking very serious, and more than one with tears suddenly streaking his face.  I found, with some surprise, that my own eyes were leaking.
 
    “Take up your sword against all injustice in the world, Sir Halar, and rise,” finished Sir Raeth.
 
   Can someone please tell me what I was supposed to say?  “Sorry, old boy, but I’ve misled you slightly.  I’m really a vampire your society is actively hunting down, and I only freed you because I didn’t want your captors just killing you out of hand because they didn’t have enough guards.  Oh, and your jailer?  He’s working for me, or thinks he is; I lied to him and sent him packing with his remaining henchmen to find me a kingdom.  And as soon as I make it back to civilization, I’m going to see about bringing down that nice religious institution that seems to be the dominant theocratic power of the region.”
 
   No, I couldn’t tell him.  I couldn’t.  But it groused me—still grouses me—right to the very core.  I like him, and Sir Bouger.  All of them, in fact.  Oh, maybe I would learn to hate some of them as annoying people, eventually, but they were all so happy.  So very pleased to be free again and so very grateful to me for making it so.  It made me uncomfortable, sure—but I liked them out of reflex.
 
   What I did say was, “Are you sure?  I’m a wizard.  Isn’t there some sort of rule or something…?”
 
   “Nothing so formal as a rule against wizards.  You fulfill all the conditions, which few people, wizard or no, can do.  You are a man of arms and you have performed a noble, even heroic deed.  None may contest it, for you have succeeded where more than one knight has failed; you have been kind to those in need; you have been generous and courteous when none could lay claim against you for either.  We choose to recognize you as a peer and so create you knight.
 
   “There is precedent, as well,” he continued.  “Knights have been wizards before, and wizards made knights.  I mind me Sir Deviden, of King Gormar’s reign.”   He urged the hilt toward me again.
 
   I reached out and took back my sword.  Well, it wasn’t likely I was going to leave it.
 
   Cheering rose from everyone but Sir Raeth and Sir Bouger.  They clasped forearms with me and clapped me on the back and congratulated me.
 
   What could I do?  I accepted their praise and thanked them, pointed out I didn’t feel worthy of the honor, and so on.  They brushed aside my thanks as unnecessary, assured me no one worthy of it ever feels that way when a title is conferred, and so on.  I could see they were determined and any protest I could raise, they would shoot down.
 
   It was tempting to stay with them, but the sun was headed horizonward.  They assured me all would be well with them and I ought to be about whatever business had drawn me past that tower in the first place.
 
   “After all, a knight must sometimes make haste to fulfill his quests,” Sir Raeth pointed out.
 
   Considering my quest to keep from frying in the sunset, I agreed with him, remounted, and kicked Bronze in the sides.
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   The guards on the Eastgate were a little quicker to open up this time; I didn’t have to threaten to set anyone’s face on fire.  I let them know to expect Sir Raeth and Sir Bouger in few days and they just shrugged.  I wondered if the day shift would hear about it and resolved to hang around until I could see to it myself.  Then I went down into town to see if I could find Shada.
 
   It was easier than I’d thought.  She was staying at a different inn, the Upright Flagon; it was quite close and her window faced the gate.  When the gate screeched open, she threw on her clothes and came looking for me.  I saw her as she was hurrying up the boulevard.
 
   “Good evening,” I said, smiling, in my best Bela Lugosi impression.
 
   She bobbed a curtsey.  “Good evening.  I trust that all went well?”  I should know better than to try and be funny; she didn’t have my cultural background.  I couldn’t say how many of her charming witticisms missed me completely; I didn’t have her cultural background.
 
   “Close enough.  Found a tower, got knocked on the head, killed some goblins, freed some slaves, got knighted, that sort of thing.  How are things here?”
 
   She shrugged.  “Well enough.  We have a room.”
 
   I held out a hand and she swung up into the saddle.  Bronze moved on at a walk.
 
   “Splendid,” said I.  “What are my chances of a hot bath?”
 
   “Fair, if you’re willing to spend for it.  Excellent, if you wizard the water yourself.”
 
   “I’ll call up rainclouds and carve the tub from stone,” I answered.  “It’s been a long time.”
 
   “Well, you could use one,” she agreed, chuckling.  “Over there; that’s our inn.”
 
   I parked out front and handed Shada down just as it began to rain.  Shada hurried inside.  I patted Bronze on the neck and she nuzzled me.  “Go on back to the stables, girl.”  She tossed her head, mane ringing like wires, and swished her tail as she headed back.  I wondered what the stableboy would think.  I resolved to tip him well if I heard him scream.
 
   Once inside, Shada explained I could rent a bath room.  There was only the one, but at this hour it was probably unoccupied.  I did so, pumped water, stirred it with Firebrand, undressed, and climbed in.
 
   I don’t think I’ve enjoyed a hot bath so much in years.  I’d rather have a shower any day, but the bath was a welcome luxury.
 
   Shada merely shook her head in amusement and swiped my damp and filthy garments; I didn’t say anything about it, just hoped there was some sort of laundry or valet service to be hired.  I sure wouldn’t want to have to wash the things.  I shouldn’t have wasted thought on it; Shada took care of everything.  She brought me clean clothes and a towel and left me to my bath.
 
   It was some time before I felt clean.  I made my way up to the room; Shada was already asleep, so I sat down and laid Firebrand on my lap, intending to have a few quiet moments with a sleeping sword-spirit.
 
   “Do you not sleep?” she asked, softly.  I started; I thought she was asleep.
 
   “Sure I do.  Just not much.”
 
   “Why have you your sword out?”
 
   “I was considering waking it up.  I hadn’t meant to disturb you.”
 
   “You don’t.  Come to bed.”
 
   I considered that.  I hadn’t slept with her much; she usually had the bed in Baret to herself.  But now we weren’t in Baret, and we didn’t need to keep up the pretense.  I just hadn’t found the chance to discuss it with her.  So should I open my mouth about it now?
 
   Probably.  But I’m not known for being wise—just clever.  I leaned Firebrand at the headboard, took off my boots, and climbed into bed.  She snuggled up against me and apparently went right to sleep.
 
   I dropped off to sleep myself.
 
    
 
   The eyes looked back at me from the sphere.  Full of colors unnamed and inconceivable, they stared at me, through me, into my soul.
 
   “What is more fitting?” I heard in my mind.  I had no answer, for there was justice in it.  A Devourer to devour the devourer.  Consumer consumed.  Hunter hunted.
 
   “You failed me,” I said, listening to my voice from that deep place of my soul wherein I hid.  I could not stand the eyes, constantly staring.  I cowered away, hiding behind my faith, using it as a shield, while my voice replied with courage and strength.
 
   “I did not.  One of my lesser children found him,” It whispered.
 
   “What?  Where?”
 
   “Baret.  He was there.”
 
   “Not in the City of Bones?”
 
   “All those doomed to watch say that he has never come to it.”
 
   “Why did you not tell me this?”
 
   There is laughter in those eyes.
 
   “I am not one of your priests,” they answer.  “I do not serve you out of loyalty, but because I am coerced.”  But the laughter is greater, the amusement both cold and vast.  “You who have read all the books your Hand has hidden away, you who dares to call up the very things you oppose… you do not understand this?”  The laughter is mocking me.
 
   I listen to my voice reply, “I see your point.  Very well.  You say he was in Baret.  Where is he now?”
 
   “That I cannot say with surety.  The nightlord slew the form of that which found him.  He may have remained.  He may have fled.  I do not know.”
 
   “Then send another.”
 
   “They cannot stand the hated Sun.  You must open the door again in darkness to call forth fresh servants.”
 
   By day, yes, they would be reduced to ashes and vile odors, nothing more.  To call up more of them would be no great thing; they cannot survive the Light.  Yes, of course, call up more and send them off to kill or be killed.  But it is exhausting work, and I am so very tired…
 
   I must be muttering, or the eyes—the Eyes!—see my thought, for they answer.
 
   “Your strength must be increased, I see.  Very well.  In the outer chamber there is a two-tined fork of reddish metal, set beside a jewel pendant of dark ruby.  Wear the pendant.  Use the weapon to execute those who are to be put to death under your law.  They shall go to their judgment, and their strength shall be lent to you.”
 
   I hesitated.
 
   “Surely,” the Eyes went on, softly, mockingly, “such a final service to the Church is more grace than they could ever expect?  Is it not a blessing to be a martyr in the service of your faith?  It is either that, or you must throw wide the door in the City of Bones to call forth an army.”
 
   That was true.  Yes.  If they were to be executed, then their deaths might have some purpose, some meaning—to have helped in the destruction of a nightlord would surely count for them in death, give them a touch of some grace.  Yes.  Perhaps those traitors, the magicians that had once falsely sworn their loyalty to the Church!   And almost anything would be better than to risk another opening of the Gate of Shadows.  Horrors had departed the world through it, and a horror had already returned.  No… not the Gate.  Some sacrifices would have to be made… yes, it was for the best…
 
   “Very well.  Ready my servants and see that they understand their duty,” I heard myself say.
 
   “What is it the command I shall give them?”
 
   “To hunt this nightlord and to report all they discover.”
 
   “As you command.”
 
   “You are dismissed,” said my voice.  The Eyes faded within the dark sphere, as I had hoped.  I turned to go out, to seek the stabbing fork and ruby pendant among the ancient things of evil.  They were not difficult to find, though the vault of the damned is vast.  My feet carried me through the pedestals and racks, the displays and cabinets, as though guided by a higher power.  Find them I did, contained under enchanted glass and crystal.  I broke the glass and donned the pendant, then took up the weapon.
 
   A dark, hideous strength coursed in my blood, and I knew I could summon whatever powers I needed.  Whatever servants I might require.  Anything I wished… Yes, this was a dangerous thing, a thing far too powerful for normal men to wield.  Only I, who had the strength to bear such an awesome weight of responsibility, could dare its dangerous temptation.
 
    
 
   I woke in a cold sweat.  Well, I would have, if I’d been alive.  In what I like to call reality, I just opened my eyes and slowly started to come back to myself.
 
   I was still in the room, still in the bed.  Shada was snoring slightly, on my chest; she reminded me of Bartleby, a cat that adopted me some years ago and liked to nap on top of me.
 
   Obviously, I hadn’t been thrashing around in a nightmare.  But the dream had been very vivid, very real.  Have I become oracular in addition to semi-undead and magical?  Or does that just come with the territory?  Jon had mentioned in passing some things about dreams and true dreams.
 
   “When you’re sleeping, your soul sorts out the day and sets it all in order,” he’d said.  “It may lie to your mind, or your mind may lie to it, I don’t know.  Fluff and nonsense wander around in those.  But if you dream true, it’s your soul trying to tell you something.”
 
   I lay there and thought about it.  Possibilities ran through my head in waves while my mind swam madly upward, trying to get on top of the situation.  I could just be oversensitive while I sleep, and this whole Devourer business the most powerful impulse out there to receive.  I could be unconsciously reaching out to Tobias to read his mind.  Angels of righteousness could be trying to influence me to do a good deed and kill the man—which I’m not entirely against, anyway.  Someone could be monkeying around with my sleeping mind.  I could be imagining it all.
 
   Somehow, I doubt I’m imagining things.  A devouring-type demon did show up in my rooms and try to eat me, after all.
 
   The good news is that it should be close to impossible to mess with my head.  I double-checked my brain bunker; the spell was as solid as I could make it, without a crack or flaw to be seen.  So that wasn’t it.
 
   Someone was trying to kill me.  The Hand was the obvious choice.  Oh, sure, I might have some other enemies—the Baron Baret, for raising such a ruckus in his town.  Davad, for creating a dishonorable weapon.  Even the captain of the Prosperina, possibly, for getting his ship sunk—but nobody with serious mystical muscle.  The only enemy I could think of that employed magicians was the Hand.
 
   Or did they?  “Perhaps those traitors, the magicians that had once falsely sworn their loyalty to the Church!”  Not much else was clear, but I recalled that phrase.  Maybe things were changing.
 
   My head felt fuzzy inside.  I wasn’t thinking very well.  Somewhere, there was the conviction the Hand was after me, and that Cardinal Tobias, Master of the Hand, was willing to go to any length to get me.  He wanted me out of this world, even if it meant bringing in the Devil himself to do it.
 
   So why was I having dreams?
 
   Tobias didn’t seem the sort to send such things.  I felt I was in his head during the dreams, a rider within, watching.  The orbs scared him silly, but he didn’t let that stop him; he went ahead with using the Devourer because he believed it to be the lesser of two evils.  And he would never agree to warn his adversaries about any plans he was making.  He wasn’t the type.  The first they would know of it was when they realized they were bleeding.  If they had time.
 
   So who did that leave?  A traitorous magician in his service, as he suspected?  Maybe the other magicians—the resistance that contacted me—were spying on him and trying to warn me.
 
   Or the…
 
   Devourer.
 
   My mental bunker was proof against anything but the most powerful and subtle of spells; of that I was sure.  It could be breached, but I doubted anyone could do it at a distance and without my noticing it.
 
   But demons don’t do things the way mortal mages do, or so I’ve been told.  Then again, neither do I, but the methods are useful.  Jon wasn’t too specific about demonology other than to point out they’re powerful, dangerous, and unfailingly bad for you.  
 
   Still, the Devourer and I have some things in common.  A resonance, a sympathetic link, if you will.  I can’t argue I am a devourer of human spirits.  If you want to get technical, souls are another matter, and I have no idea if I actually consume those or not.  But the life essence, the living energy, yes; I feed on it in a magical fashion.  For all I know, that’s enough to send me a dream.  From a demon, anyway.  From the mystical king over that domain.
 
   It would suit the character of the creature, that was certain.  I’d be willing to bet it was never told not to warn me.  So it hands out nasty critters to the priest that wants them, lets them hunt me down, and warns me beforehand that they’re coming.
 
   I wonder if Tobias sent the Hunt after me, or if that was an idea of his pet magicians?  Did its failure drive him to the Dungeon of Doom and the demons in the orbs?
 
   It’s going to be a long night, especially since there’s no way I’m going back to sleep.
 
    
 
   The next morning I had one of the easiest transitions I’ve had yet.  No major nastiness, relatively minor agonies—it was pretty mild.  A sponge-bath and a change of clothes and I felt almost human.
 
   It’s become my favorite play on words, okay?
 
   Shada and I went down to breakfast and I told her the story of the Distant Line of Smoke and what I did in it; I altered a few details, since it was the common room of the inn.  I did not, for example, mention the fact that I sucked the life out of an unknown number of goblins—I think I spotted about thirty or so, afterward—but said I had magically incapacitated them without going into specifics.  Shada had raised an eyebrow, I flashed my fangs at her and nodded in return.  She nodded sagely and went back to eating.
 
   That was the only real caution I required; I was still wearing a monster of a sword and the other residents gave us a wide berth.  I made a mental note to get another staff, or figure out a way to recover my old one; it was less eye-catching and good for storing spells—which I’d been lax in doing.  Maybe Firebrand could hold spells?  It was a magical blade, after all… I’d try it.
 
   No, correction: I’d ask it.
 
   It isn’t that I fear the blade—or whatever is in it—but I have a profound respect for anything that can generate temperatures generally reserved for hyperactive blowtorches and small stars.
 
   Now, to demonstrate the differences in how Shada and I think:  I was most impressed with being shot several times and going berserk; this indicated I had a lot of unused potential, which is always a good thing to know.  One the other hand, it bothers me a lot to lose control like that; I like to have some idea of who or what I’m killing—I’d like to be able to decide whether or not to kill.  Shada noted it and mentioned something about being more careful not to stab me by accident again.  But when I got to the part about being knighted—she didn’t find anything unusual about Sir Bouger’s name; the word booger in English translates to thebbel in Rethven—she put down her spoon.
 
   “Do you mean to say that you have truly been knighted?” she demanded.
 
   “Well, yes.  On the road, coming back.  They both seemed to think it was a good way to say ‘Thank you’ after being rescued.  I told you last night, when you asked me what I’d been doing, or something to that effect.”
 
   “I never thought you were serious,” she replied.  “Oh, my!”
 
   I stared at her.  “Oh-my-what?”
 
   She made an exasperated noise.  “Have you never…?  Oh, leave off.  You’ve no knowing of what must be done upon being created knight?”
 
   I thought of Erik and of Donald the Black, back when I was in the SCA.  I decided, in the present circumstances, I probably shouldn’t bring them up.
 
   “No, I suppose not.  Why?  Am I doing something wrong?”
 
   “Well, no, not exactly.  But you have need of a red sash.”
 
   “Whuffor?”
 
   “Did you not see Baron Baret wearing a red sash?”
 
   “Fairly often, yes,” I replied, thinking back.  He wore one whenever he was formally dressed or going out of the keep, and sometimes when he was in casual clothes around the house.  “I thought he just liked it.”
 
   “And his son, Sir Peldar?”
 
   I began to see where this was going.  The sashes she was talking about were narrow things looped about the waist three or four times, then the tasseled ends hung down from the hip to about mid-thigh.  The baron had golden tassels; his son had silver ones.  Presumably, it was a badge of knighthood.
 
   “All right.  We’ll buy one today.”
 
   “Not until you have Sir Raeth to go with you; he’s must purchase it and give it to you, along with some other things.  Although,” she added, looking thoughtful, “if he’s short on money, I suppose you could give him funds beforehand.  I am not entirely sure.”
 
   I began to slowly realize that this was some sort of big deal.  But then, I come from a republic, not a monarchy.  Where I come from, a title is generally just a job description.
 
   “Care to explain to me exactly what’s just happened?  I’ve never been knighted before.”
 
   She worried her lower lip.  “I… I am not entirely certain, but I have learned more of it while residing in Baret.  A knight is more than just a title; even nobility must earn their sash and such.  It is quite possible to have a baron, or even a king, who is not a knight.”
 
   “So what’s with the gift-giving?”
 
   “The one bestowing the knighthood must make certain gifts to the new knight, you see.  It marks him as a knight, as his… his badge of honor.  His identification.”
 
   “As a knight.”
 
   “Yes.  I think.  But I think it is more than that, too.  Knights have certain requirements to go with their authority and their privileges.  I am not certain, exactly.”
 
   I sighed.  Oh, well; I had time.  We’d wait for Sir Raeth and Sir Bouger.  I said as much.  Shada smiled and finished her breakfast.
 
   “Can we go shopping, my lord?” she asked.  I was hit by a memory flashback to Sasha, asking exactly the same thing.  The occasion escapes me, but she had said that at one point or other, and Shada sparked the memory.
 
   “Of course,” I answered, automatically.  “I also have to get up to the gate and make sure they let the escapees in.”
 
   “Then that we shall do first.”
 
   And we did.  The day garrison remembered us.  Surprisingly, they were polite, took down the names and descriptions, and promised to let the night watch know about it.  Maybe their commander had words with the troops.
 
   Then we went shopping.  I stopped by a hostler or carriage-wright or whatever you call the place.  The man dealt with horses and with carriages; I don’t know what the shop is called and I didn’t ask.  Since I don’t care to own a rickshaw, I rented one for the day by putting down enough to buy it, with the understanding that I would get the lion’s share back when I returned the thing.
 
   In carriage terms, it was a sporty little two-seater.  No cushions, but it wasn’t for picnics; it was a working cart for people to ride with some baggage.  Ideal for a shopping trip.
 
   Bronze looked it over, looked at me, and seemed to sigh.  I harnessed her in and stroked her nose; my guess was she didn’t like draft duty.  I thought about offering her a sugar cube, but she’s made of bronze.  What do you offer a bronze horse?
 
   I was tempted to shelve the notion until a more opportune time, but the shelf was getting full.
 
   “Bronze?”
 
   She lifted her head and twitched an ear at me.
 
   “Is there anything you’d like to eat?  Other horses get carrots and such.  If you spot something you might like to nibble, let me know, okay?”
 
   She nodded, turning her head to look at me with one eye.
 
   “You do understand what I’m saying, don’t you?”
 
   She nodded again.
 
   “How?”
 
   I shouldn’t have asked.  It’s not something that can be answered fully with a whinny or a stomp of a hoof.  Instead, she lifted her head and tapped me on the skull with her chin.  It felt like a sledgehammer.
 
   I got up, rubbing the top of my head, and glared at her.
 
   “Next time, just shake your head if I ask something too complicated.”
 
   She nodded again.  Was that a horsy smile?  
 
   Shada and I got into the cart and we trotted along.  Eastgate was a nice town, all things considered.  It was still something less than downtown New York, but for the time and place… well, I’d gotten used to the local technology and had some experience with roughing it.  It was actually pretty decent, compared to, say, slogging through the local forests.
 
   This time, instead of just visiting the local dry-goods store, we toured the more upscale merchants.  Shada exchanged some of our jewelry for coins, spent some time having measurements taken at a dressmaker’s, made me take off my boots so the cobbler could have a look at my feet, and otherwise took me in hand for a tour of the local shops.  I didn’t mind.  I could probably have managed on my own, but nowhere near as efficiently.
 
   Bronze, however, made an unscheduled stop of her own, down in the lower-middle-class section.  We were heading down the street at a walk, sticking to the center since most traffic was pedestrian, and she pulled over in front of a smithy.  I knew I hadn’t done it, so I got out of the cart and went inside.
 
   The whole front wall was wooden and rigged to swing upward; with the addition of a couple of posts out in the street, it made an awning of sorts.  This was mainly to let air get inside easily, I think.  The smith was a big, burly fellow with arms like knotted hawsers and a partial deafness.  The younger version of himself was helping; it didn’t take much brain to recognize the two were related, probably father and son.  The smith gestured and the younger fellow put the whatever-it-was back in the forge.  Then the smith turned to me.
 
   “Aye?  And what can I be doin’ for you?” he asked, sounding friendly enough.
 
   “I’m not sure.  I think I’d like a sample of various metals, please.  Iron, steel, copper, bronze, tin, and whatever else you have.  Just something the size of a nail, at least to start.  I’ll be back for more as soon as I figure out which one I need.”
 
   The man’s eyebrows climbed his forehead.  “And what might you be needin’ such things for?”
 
   I smiled.  “I’m a wizard.”
 
   “Oh.”  And that was that.  He hunted up several metals, both shards and ingots; iron and copper were easy, since there were iron scraps about and copper coins.  Steel was harder, since it was hard to make and seldom wasted; I wound up purchasing an unfinished knife.  There was zinc and tin for making brass and bronze.  He melted some into bronze for me and I bought a set of brass buttons while I was at it.  I also got some silver from him for the gold I gave, so that worked out.
 
   While his son was working the bellows to melt the bronze, the smith asked, “Wizard?  ’Tis certain that what you’re doin’ is beyond my ken, but would ye take a moment to try and explain?  I’m powerful curious.”
 
   “Sure.  This going to be a minute?”
 
   “Aye.”
 
   “Then step outside and meet someone.”
 
   We did so, and I introduced Shada.  He bowed.  “Pleasure to meet wi’ you,” he said.  “I am mastersmith Larel.”
 
   “How do you do, mastersmith?”
 
   “Well enough, and thank ye, lady.”
 
   “And this,” I said, diverting him, “is my horse, Bronze.  Bronze, this is mastersmith Larel.”
 
   Bronze extended one foreleg, drew back the other, and dipped her head in a bow.
 
   Larel stared hard at her.  “Your horse…”
 
   “… is Bronze,” I finished.  “Yes.  She has no need to eat, so far as I know, but I have a mind to see if there is anything she will.”
 
   He blinked, and I could almost hear the hamster squealing as it sprinted in the wheel.
 
   “So you’ll see if I’ve aught that will feed her?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   He walked around her, carefully, gently patting her neck and rubbing her sides.
 
   “’Tis excellent work,” he said, finally.  “I could cast such a figure, but another must need ha’ made the mold.  I have never seen the like.  She’s a right beauty, she is.”
 
   I chuckled and glanced at Shada.  She was reclining in the cart, arms folded, trying not to smile; not a word about her beauty, but Bronze was the only metal at hand.  Maybe all smiths are like that.  Or maybe he thought it would be forward to say anything about Shada.  It would certainly have been forward to handle her as he was handling Bronze.  But Bronze didn’t mind.
 
   “That she is,” I agreed.  “Fast, smart, tough, and beautiful.  I like her.  Do you see why I would like to find something she will eat?”
 
   “If she wishes it, I’d feed her the finest steel I can craft,” he remarked.  “My thanks for the kindness; I’ll surely sleep better for having been shown.  Shall I bring her the pieces?”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   A moment later, Bronze was sniffing at the various bits of metal.  She nibbled on the iron scraps, spat it out.  The tin was more palatable, but she didn’t take more than a few ounces of it—and a good thing, too; chewing it made a racket.
 
   “Nothing you like?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “Still think there’s something here?”
 
   Nod.
 
   “Well, there’s some bronze in the forge—”
 
   Headshake.
 
   “No?  Well, I’m stumped.”
 
   Shada called out, “Why should she wish to eat bronze?  She is.”
 
   I thought about that.  Horses don’t eat horseflesh, but you are what you eat.  “Good point.”
 
   “Wizard?” asked the smith.  “If I may?”
 
   “Sure.  What’s up?”
 
   “If she’ll take no metals, then p’raps coal?  It feeds the forge to make the metal.”
 
   “Excellent thought!  Fetch me a rock, please.”
 
   He did so, and I held it out on my open palm.  Bronze snuffled it, snapped it up, and made crunching noises with it.  Then she butted me in the chest—ouch—and sent me sprawling backward into the smithy.  I hit the floor hard and skidded into Larel’s feet.
 
   Lying on the smithy floor, I folded my hands together and looked up at the startled Larel.
 
   “I think we found something she likes,” I observed.  “One bucket of coal, please, and a hand up.”
 
   Nodnodnod.
 
   I have a coal-fired horse.  Pity the statue wasn’t iron; I could have named her “Locomotive.”
 
   A few minutes later, we had a bucket of coal on the street—plus an audience—and Bronze was chomping away at it.  The coal, not the audience.  I noticed smoke was coming from her ears.  Just a little smoke, but it was there.  I wondered if she was ready to breathe fire already.
 
   “What do I owe you, my good mastersmith?”
 
   We dickered for a bit and I let him get the better end of the bargain.  Neither of us was really paying attention to the haggling; we were watching Bronze eat.
 
   I did find myself interested in his shop, however.  Maybe I’m being stereotypical, but there I was, a guy wanting to hang around the garage while the lady went shopping for dresses.  I’m sorry, but dresses and shopping just aren’t my speed, unless we’re looking at books, computers, or other kinds of toys.  I watched for a while, observing the work, until Shada climbed down from the cart.  She stood in the entryway with her arms folded, looking at me.  
 
   I resolved to come back later.
 
   I handed her back into the cart and we got underway again.  Shada enjoyed the day out; to a degree, so did I, despite Bronze’s ears giving off a rather unpleasant sort of smoky odor from whatever internal processes were going on.  What kind of digestion does a golem have?  And do I need a pooper-scooper for them?
 
   On the trip back through town toward the inn, I brought up the subject of her freedom.  After all, she’d agreed to help me when she didn’t have much choice.  I didn’t want her to feel I was forcing her to stay.  If she wanted to, okay.  But I had to clear that up.
 
   “You know, I think I’ve got most of the hang of this place now,” I said.  “If you want, you can afford to do pretty much anything you like.”
 
   She glanced at me and frowned.  “I do not understand.”
 
   “I’m saying that if you don’t want to be around anymore, I’ll understand.  I needed you—as a guide—for a while.  Now I think I can manage on my own.  And I know that you aren’t too happy about… well… me being what I am.  I don’t suppose you have better prospects, but by now you could surely afford to find less distasteful ones, if you want.”
 
   “Are you telling me that you want me to go?” she asked.
 
   “Not at all,” I answered, feeling my stomach do a flip-flop.  I didn’t want her to go, but I needed to let her know she could.  “I’m just pointing out that you can if you like.  It’s your feelings I’m trying to consider.  I know you don’t like me much—I’m a bloodsucking fiend of evil and all—but you put on a good face and haven’t rubbed my nose in it, and I appreciate that.  So I won’t stop you if you’d rather be somewhere else.”
 
   She sniffed at me.  “You,” she replied, frostily, “are the most arrogant and stupid man I have ever had the misfortune to know.  Stop the cart.”
 
   “What?”
 
   “Stop the cart,” she repeated, in a tone suitable for addressing high-grade morons.  I did so, feeling a deep-down sense of dread.  
 
   She got down, collected her purchases in one arm, and looked me squarely in the eyes.  Her monologue described my mental, physical, and moral shortcomings in detail, rising from a conversational tone to something like a priestess’ chant.  I barely kept up with what she was saying and can’t reproduce it without mangling it.  It went on for over a minute, maybe two or three.  People stopped to listen and stare.  Even Bronze turned to look.  I felt my face get warm while she boiled hotter and hotter.
 
   “You self-centered, narrow-minded, black-hearted excuse for a man,” she shrilled, trembling.  “For a while, I had thought it was an incredible irony that such as you might be different from a normal man—but I was wrong!  You’re no better than them, no better than the mud between the toes of a pig!  Men are always dolts, but you are exceptional!  Get away.  Go on!  Get away from me before I say something unkind!” she finished.
 
   Then she turned on her heel and stalked off.  I stared after her, dumbfounded.  I found I couldn’t do anything else.  I wanted to chase after her—to say something, anything.  I couldn’t move.  I watched her go and realized with a sense of shock that she was leaving.
 
   It hurt.  I didn’t want her to go.  I was surprised at how much it hurt.  It felt like Terri all over again, but with my own stupidity to blame this time.  All I could do was watch her vanish into the crowd.
 
   I flicked the reins and headed back to the manor.  I didn’t want people to see their wizard weep in public.
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   I took the sunset gracefully, without even convulsing.  As Sasha mentioned, the changes weren’t nearly so bad if I had led a good life and didn’t need a lot of regeneration.  Things seemed pretty mild.  I could get used to it, or at least learn to tolerate it as a necessary nuisance.
 
   There was no sign of Shada, and I was fidgeting.  Waiting.  If I’d had a book, I might have killed some time by reading, but I didn’t even have a paperback.  I needed a distraction.  Finally, I decided this might be a good time to have a chat with Firebrand.
 
   I settled down at the low, rickety table in my room and laid Firebrand on it.  I didn’t need light, but I got a candle just the same; some fire seemed appropriate.
 
   “Hello,” I tried.  I’m sure I must have looked silly to any third party, but I’d felt that sword; I knew someone/something was in there.
 
   It didn’t answer.  It was a very sleepy sword.
 
   I touched it lightly, like I would touch the spirit of a man.  It sounded deeper and harder, if that makes any sense, and somnolent and inquisitive at once.
 
   “Hello,” I tried again.
 
   It stirred.  And, in a flash, I was no longer sitting in my room.  I was standing in a cavern—I know the smell of a cave, and there was the echo you might expect.  I spun around, looking the place over and staring; it was a big bloody cavern.  But the place had an air about it that reminded me of my mental study, the place where I go to write this down, make notes for later, read my notes-slash-reference library.  But it wasn’t my mental study—it wasn’t my mental study.  I’m not sure if it’s in my headspace or in the sword or somewhere in between.
 
   “What do you want?” came the voice, and what I had taken for a pile of rock stirred slowly.  Large head.  Long neck.  Scales.  Those were wings, not flows of cooled lava… eyes the size of my head, lids just barely open.  The voice was a cross between a hissing and a grinding, like a heavy stone as it slid over gravel.
 
   “To speak with you,” I answered.  My voice sounded awfully faint and piping next to the rock-grinding-crushing-grumbling of the dragon.
 
   “Then you have your wish.  Be silent.”
 
   “Hold on a minute!  I have questions.”
 
   “Yes, you have questions now,” it observed, as the head rose higher to look down at me.  The cavern roof was only a few feet farther when it stopped.  Big bloody dragon, with eyes that glowed the color of my own.  “Be brief.  I require rest.”
 
   “Okay,” I replied.  Seemed fair to me.  “What are you?”
 
   There was a pause, as though for thought, then, “I am the sword of fire.”
 
   “What does that mean?”
 
   “I am the blade forged of the heart of the dragon.”
 
   I thought about that for a second, and thought of Bronze.  “Then my sword has the spirit of a dragon inside it?  You’re the thing in the metal?”
 
   “Much of it, yes.”
 
   I haven’t met a dragon before.  But, judging by this, I don’t want to, either.  It looked at me as though it looked at all of me—the good, the bad, the hidden.  I felt like I was four and my all-knowing, all-powerful grandfather was giving me the Long, Hard Look.
 
   “So who made you?” I ventured.
 
   “You did.”
 
   I shut up.  It regarded me for a moment more, then settled itself into a position of repose.  As suddenly as I left, I was back in the room at the inn, exactly as if I had never moved.  Which, considering the nature of my encounter, was probably the case.  It now had the quality of a dream or a vision; I think I was drawn into the blade to talk to it, or it found a congenial imagery in my mind to talk through.  Whichever, it implied a power in the sword I had not suspected.
 
   Which didn’t help my feeling of unease.  My ability to be disturbed was diminishing—there were a lot of things I’d been through that just made the typical wow-that-creeps-me-out things seem trivial.  But what it had said… .
 
   I made it?  
 
   This case of mistaken identity is going a bit far.  I wish to heaven I could meet this joker who looked like me.  Or I look like.  Whatever.  I wonder how I would know the difference between him and a mirror.  Wittier conversation, perhaps.
 
   I left Firebrand on the table and moved to lie down on the bed, still thinking.  Hands behind my head, I looked at the ceiling and thought about it for a while.  Presently, I fell asleep.
 
    
 
   It was the same night when I awoke.  I had a headache roughly the size of New York.  Maybe Los Angeles.  Large enough to be a whole new state.  I groaned and put my arm over my eyes; something clanked as I did so.
 
   “Aha!” came a voice.  “It’s awake.”
 
   I muttered something about it being open for debate.  Then, as my head started to decrease in size, I realized I was on the floor—a cold stone floor, not the wooden floor of my room, and I wasn’t wearing anything.  As sense slowly slipped into its rather roomy spot inside my skull, I realized my regeneration was working—ergo, something had hit me in the head.  Judging by the diminishing points of agony, mainly along the sides and behind the ears.  Quite possibly a collection of bludgeoning wounds.
 
   I opened my eyes and sat up carefully.  Nothing fell off, but parts of my head felt like they were trying to.
 
   I was in the center of a very large room with a bunch of dark-robed figures; it might have been a meeting hall at one point, or a throne room.  There were candles along the walls—not bright and cheery candles, either.  Fat, dribbly candles with odd, but not entirely unpleasant odors.  They were set up high on the walls, in fresh brickwork; apparently, someone had sealed the narrow windows just recently.  
 
   In between and below the candles, there were other prisoners—a bunch of old guys, shackled to the walls.  These older fellows watched with varying degrees of interest and terror, but the robed figures had all my attention.
 
   There wasn’t a staff to be seen in the bunch.  Nor my sword.  But there were a lot of ornate daggers at belts and some very nice rings on various fingers.
 
   I got up.  I found I was chained at the wrists, as well as naked.  I’m getting annoyed at being undressed by strangers.  The chains were set into the floor itself, with enough slack to let me stand with my arms down and to either side, but not enough to move around much.  I was also standing in the center of a complicated magic circle, chalked on the floor.
 
   I knew I should have studied the blasted things in more detail.
 
   “Well, you seem to have recovered nicely,” one of the figures commented.  I made a rude noise in response while getting a good look at him; the hood of his robe was meant to conceal features in shadow, but that wasn’t doing much to stop my vision.  He was a little on the short side and a bit plump.  I couldn’t see his hair because of the hood, and he was clean-shaven.  His eyes were brown.  He looked familiar, but I couldn’t place him.  
 
   I did a quick count of the others and got a depressingly large number—thirteen.  Mostly male, with a trio of women, but they were all dressed alike.
 
   “Come, come,” he continued, smiling.  “Surely you didn’t expect to wander to and fro over the face of the world without attracting some attention?”  His voice sounded somewhat familiar, too, but my skull was still setting itself to rights.
 
   “If I’d wandered faster, it wouldn’t have mattered,” I replied.  “So how did you find me, anyhow?  I thought I had magical detection pretty much whipped.”
 
   He chuckled.  “Indeed!  We are all quite anxious to learn your technique; it is quite effective.  But while you are relatively immune to magical detection, you can still be seen.”
 
   “So you put out an APB on me?”
 
   “Beg pardon?” he asked.
 
   “You sent out a lot of spies?”
 
   “After a fashion.  Birds, mostly.  You’re quite a devil to keep in sight, you know.”
 
   I shrugged.  “I blame my horse.”
 
   He smirked.  “That is part of it, I’m sure.”
 
   “Speaking of which, where is my horse?”
 
   “That golem you ride is still in Eastgate, as far as I know; we did not even attempt to capture it.”
 
   Great.  That meant we weren’t in Eastgate.
 
   “And my sword?” I asked.
 
   “Still on the table, I believe.  You are the subject of our interest.”
 
   I sighed and sat down; there was plenty of room to stretch out, if I wanted.  “Which brings us to business, I suppose.  What do you want?”  My skull was still bothering me, but it was down to a deep-bone itching as it finished knitting back together.
 
   He chuckled outright.  “Why, your blood, naturally.”
 
   I felt very cold.  I doubt it had anything to do with the temperature.
 
   “My blood?” I asked, and I didn’t like the squeak in my voice.  Well, I was naked and chained in a magic circle at some unknown place with a coven of magic-workers who wanted my blood.  I think I can be excused for a little anxiety.
 
   “Not all of it,” he pointed out.  “Just samples.”
 
   “Dare I ask what for?”
 
   He lifted a hand and stroked his chin for a second.  “You are immortal,” he stated.
 
   “After a fashion,” I agreed, cautiously.  “Proof against age, I’m sure, but I can still be killed.”
 
   “We are interested in becoming immortal.”
 
   “It’s not all it’s cracked up to be.”
 
   “You do not wish to be?” he asked, looking startled.
 
   “It’s okay.  All things considered, I guess I have to say it’s been a positive experience.  But I don’t recommend it.”
 
   “Well, we will try to avoid the vampiric portions of your immortality.  We hope to make an elixir of youth, or at least an elixir that will stop or slow aging.”
 
   I thought about it.  That didn’t sound so bad.  At least it wasn’t like handing over thirteen magician-vampires into the world… which, all things considered, wasn’t necessarily a bad thing around here.  It would certainly give the Church a baker’s dozen headaches.  Which gave me an idea.  If I could find people of suitable temperament to turn into vampires, it might work out.  Later.  When I was loose again.  If I ever was loose again.
 
   But if these bright lads did manage to make a potion of age halting… well, it had better be permanent, or they’d need a steady supply of vampire blood to keep making more.  Hmm.
 
   “How much blood do you want?” I finally asked.
 
   He looked momentarily vexed.  “I do not know,” he admitted.  “Enough to perfect our formula.”
 
   I had a nasty, sneaking, evil suspicion.  “You mean to keep me as a supply of vampire blood until you have your potion all worked out, don’t you?”
 
   There was some shuffling and muttering among the others, but the leader nodded.
 
   “You’ll pardon me if I say I find that incredibly offensive?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “You’ll also understand I’m already a trifle upset about being kidnapped and bound here.”
 
   “Naturally.  We had no choice, however.”
 
   I bristled.  “No choice?  Whatever happened to a nice, polite request?  Did you try that?”
 
   “You might have said ‘no,’” he answered, reasonably, “and would undoubtedly have wanted to know why.  It would have revealed too much of us, and we cannot afford to be revealed.”
 
   Lights came on in my head.  “Experimenting with vampire blood can’t be sanctioned by the Church; I doubt fiddling with your lifespans is looked on with great favor, either.  And if you’re already worried about being found out, then I bet you’re all probably wanted, dead or alive,” I guessed.  From their reactions, I could tell they didn’t like my guess.  The leader accepted my guess with good grace.
 
   “True enough,” the leader admitted, unruffled, “although there are none who know of these offenses.  We extend our lives by using the time allotted to others.”
 
   The fact he was willing to tell me that did not bode well for my future freedom.
 
   “But the Church—especially the Hand—would be all over you if they knew.”
 
   He nodded.
 
   “Then we are natural allies,” I went on.  “I propose this: I need more magical training and some other assistance in my goals.  You need blood.  We can trade,” I suggested.
 
   He looked thoughtful for a long minute, then he and his buddies went into a huddle.  I could hear them perfectly, but it didn’t seem wise to say so.  They discussed the possibility and likelihood I was lying to get loose.  In the end…
 
   “I am sorry,” said the leader, when the huddle broke.  “While your offer is tempting, it is more likely a gambit to regain your freedom.  I am sorry,” he said again.  “No.”
 
   Without bothering to get up from the floor, I let my tendrils uncoil around me.  Several of my captors jerked back from the edges of the circle.  The leader stood his ground, but he paled.  I’m pretty sure they’ve never seen an actual vampire before.  At least, not one at close range and pissed off.
 
   And understand this:  I was, indeed, pissed off.  A faint throbbing in my blood warned me not to let it get out of hand.
 
   I lashed at the magical confines of the circle.  I whipped and beat and tore at it in an invisible cyclone of psychic violence, but it was like using a hose against a wall of glass.  My tendrils slid along the inside of the circle like the inside of a bell jar.  The floor was immune to my probing, and the containment arched up and over, sealing me into a bullet-shaped area.
 
   I switched tactics; I stood and gathered magical energy.  This I blazed as a stream of fire at the leader; the fires fanned out when they reached the edge of the circle, as though striking a force field, and I felt the backwash of heat.  A kick at the edge of the circle met the same unyielding force.  I was well and truly pent.
 
   I glared.  It didn’t have any magic behind it, but it didn’t need to.  It was a damn fine glare.  I took a slow breath, trying to calm down and quiet the fury inside.
 
   “Now,” I hissed, “I really am upset.  You go make a mistake.  Just one.  Go ahead.  And your quest for immortality will be over.”
 
   I think I rattled them.  That made me feel a lot better; they weren’t completely confident in their plans, and that gave me a trace of hope.  They didn’t say anything, but sidled out through a heavy, brass-bound door.  I heard a key scrape and a pair of bars thud into place.  I looked around the room again.
 
   “Okay, you guys,” I said, addressing the other prisoners.  They were on short chains, each attached to a manacle at the ankle, and I doubted any of them could reach my circle even if they lay down and stretched; the room was sizable.  “Anybody got a good way to get me out of here?”
 
   “What’s in it for us?” asked one old geezer.  He had to be ninety if he as a day, quite a feat for the local level of healthcare.  Most of them were eyeing me with a high degree of fear and mistrust.  No terror, but then I hadn’t done much that was visible, aside from the fire; my little cyclone of magical, whipping tentacles of darkness was only visible to people with wizard-sight.  And we vampires look just like everyone else—mostly.  Predators that blend in with the prey.  No wonder people don’t believe in us—and then get utterly terrified when they have to.
 
   “I’ll bust your shackles before I bust that door,” I offered.  “You can follow me out.”
 
   “Ehh, I’d rather take a few years off the bastards what done this to me!” he replied.  “Can you give me that?  If y’can, I’ll figger out a way to get y’out!”
 
   “I plan to kill them.  Does that count?”
 
   “Will it get me m’years back?” he asked.  Others perked up as we spoke, taking an interest.
 
   “Your years?” I asked, stupidly.
 
   “M’only seventeen!” he replied.  “They tooks m’years t’keep theirselves young!”
 
   I stared at him.  I couldn’t imagine him at seventeen.  I had a hard time imagining that someone could steal the years right out of another person, even though I’d been told as much.  I didn’t see, offhand, how it could be done.  Nor did I see how to undo it and give him back stolen years.
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “If I kill them, your years might just come back, but I doubt it.  I just don’t know.  I don’t know what they did to you—or, rather, how.”
 
   “Leary?” asked another man.  My conversationalist turned to the other fellow.
 
   “Yah?”
 
   “’E’s honest.”
 
   “S’right.  Point.  Well, we’ll be thinkin’ about it, me and the lads.  You’re a magician, then?”
 
   “I’m a wizard,” I corrected.
 
   “Wizard, sorcerer, magician—doesn’t mean much t’me.  Y’make magic, right?”
 
   “Well… yes.”
 
   “So what’ll it take t’get y’out?  Chantin’ and handwavin’?”
 
   I regarded the circle.  It was a fairly complicated double circle; the inner edge kept me contained.  Between the inner and outer tracks were a number of symbols.  The whole thing was done in white chalk on the smooth stone.  It had an air of hasty improvisation, although the symbols were carefully drawn.  If they had the time, I’m sure they would have carved them into the floor and poured in metal; chalk could be marred too easily.
 
   “Well,” I replied, “unless one of you is a wizard’s apprentice—anyone?”  There were no takers.  “Then I suppose the easiest thing to do is to rub out part of the design.  Can anybody reach?”
 
   The two nearest fellows laid out, belly-down, and stretched for it; the taller one came within a foot of touching the outer line with an outflung hand.
 
   “I’m open to suggestions,” I offered as the two returned to their positions by the walls.
 
   “If I were a younger man, I might piss on it,” one offered, “but me bladder ain’t what it used t’be.”
 
   I had a momentary vision of someone throwing a chamber pot to my rescue.  But no, there were small holes in the floor near each man’s station for a toilet.
 
   I sat back down, torn between laughter and despair.  I tried to run a hand through my hair and was brought up short by the chain on that wrist.  For some reason, that goaded my temper.  I responded by twisting my wrist around so I could grab the links of the chain and pull.
 
   It creaked and thrummed as it went tight, but didn’t break.  I stretched it slightly, though.
 
   The fact it didn’t give just made me all the more furious.  The throbbing in my blood was back and sounded like a drum in my ears.  I grabbed the other chain as well and rose to my feet, hauling against each of them.  The links popped against each other under the stress and stretched slightly, but they held.
 
   Back and forth, up and down, pulling steadily and then yanking viciously.  I let the throbbing, pulsing anger have a little leash, threw it a bone.  I fought with the chains for upwards of a minute before I finally started to calm down.  I didn’t feel quite so wound up; it was good to let off a little steam.
 
   I sat down again, leaned over to one side, and ran a hand through my hair; I had a good three inches more reach than before, and that made me feel a lot better.
 
   Everyone was staring at me.
 
   “Mite upset?” one asked, softly.
 
   “Was,” I answered.  “Still am, down deep.  Looks like I’m stuck here for a while.”
 
   “Yeah, I can see that.  Looked like you were ’bout loose, though.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Only from the chains.  They’re good ones.  It’s the circle that’s the real problem.”
 
   “So yer a nightlord, then?”
 
   “Yep,” I replied, brightly.  “You’re sharp.  Boo.  Cower and tremble in fear and awe and all that sort of thing.  How’d you guess?”
 
   Someone snickered.  The man speaking smiled a little and said, “I heared ’em talking ’bout your blood and bein’ immortal.  I guess you could be part elf, but yer ears ain’t pointy.  Thought about the tales I heard as a lad and figgered y’might be a nightlord…”
 
   I grinned—showing fangs—and added, “Not the bogeyman you were expecting?”
 
   “Dunno what I was expecting,” he said, and shrugged.  “Ain’t seen a nightlord afore.  Never had cause t’believe in ya, either.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Fair enough.  I’ve never been locked in a magic circle before, either, so we’ve all got something new to learn here.”
 
   “Y’been dead long?” he asked, conversationally.
 
   “Nope.  You been old for long?”
 
   “Comin’ up on a year, I think.  Dunno why they’re keepin’ us alive an’ old.”
 
   “Hmmm,” I replied.  “Could be they’re just… well… switching ages with you, spreading out the total years, I guess.  If you die, everybody probably gets those extra years handed to them… I’d have to poke around, magically, and see what I can find out.  Hard to do in here, though.”
 
   I had everyone’s attention.
 
   “So y’think we could get out from under all this age?” another asked.
 
   “Could be.  I can’t tell until I look into it.  But if I can, I’ll try and undo it.”
 
   “Fairly spoken; I’m your man.  Verg is my name.”
 
   “Thank you, Verg.  I am—“ and I paused for an instant, recalling my new title, “—Sir Halar.  Everybody know everybody else?” I asked.  “We might as well get acquainted.”
 
   So we did.  The original speaker had been Leary.  I also met Tibal, Jubal, Eddon, Farqh, Theb, Nivan, Dannor, Echa, Sorn, Geisel, and Plud.  Most of them had atrocious accents, which reflected a distinct lack of formal education combined with strong regional influences.  Farqh and Theb had distinctly foreign accents—foreign to Rethven, anyway.  I think they were from Kamshasa—I didn’t ask at the time; I had other things on my mind.  I also found out my fellow-prisoners fit into two categories.  
 
   The first category was Mercenary, subheading:  Lied To.  After all, why bother spending a lot of money to buy a slave?  Hire a mercenary.  You get your victim and you get your money back.
 
   The second category was Inquisitive Dolt.  When a smart mercenary decides to check up on the offer of employment, he goes to the employer and asks questions.  Or when one goes looking for a missing friend or relative, one asks the would-be employer.  Either way, evil, youth-stealing cabals of magicians rarely like answering questions for nosey would-be victims.
 
   “So you’re all mercenaries?”
 
   “Manner o’ speaking, manner o’ speaking,” Leary answered.  “A couple is new at it, free lances, fought in a battle or two and determined ne’er t’go back t’the farm.”  Jubal and Nivan nodded.  “Others is hire-swords for any with the money.  Geisel, there, he’s a ratfink if e’er there was one; poison and backstabbin’ is his game or I’m a milkmaid.”  Geisel glared through rheumy eyes, but said nothing.  “But most of us is just in it for adventure,” Leary finished.
 
   “Looks like they got it,” I said, and realized I was still feeling a bit sulky.  I hate being caged.  “I don’t suppose one of you has conveniently hidden a set of lock-picking tools about his person just in case such an occasion as this came about?”
 
   “Nope.”
 
   “I had to ask.”
 
   We chatted for a while, talking about life as a mercenary and life as a wizard.  We found some similarities.  They both involve a good deal of traveling—until you find a “good billet,” as they put it.  Apparently, the vast majority of mercenaries don’t find a good spot to settle down as a private guard.  Most get hired to go fight the barbarians in the north, guard a caravan or ship for a trip or two, or to help settle a dispute between two nobles—none of which is much better than a temp job.  
 
   Oddly enough, a large percentage of wizards—they aren’t all that common; a typical village might see a wizard pass through once a month at best—wind up in the same job; a bit of magical muscle on the battlefield is appreciated by a commander.  If it’s going to be a longer war, a bit of magical bandaging also goes over very well with commanders.  In both cases, the Church doesn’t like it, but someone pointed out that Right Will Prevail no matter what, which lessened the grumbling.
 
   Knights, as opposed to mercenaries, are mostly commanders and managers, not lead-the-charge fighting men.  Saved a lot of money with mercenaries that way, since there’s no such thing as life insurance.  Although there were always a few who were leaders as opposed to commanders.  It made me glad I was new to the job, as these young/old men didn’t think much of most knights; they were very forgiving of my title.
 
   Our conversation came to an abrupt halt with the sound of the door being unbarred.  I looked at it, then at the guys.  
 
   Leary, the most outspoken one of the bunch, shrugged and said, “I dunno.  Ain’t feedin’ time.”
 
   So we silently directed our attention at the door.  The second bar was pulled, then came the rattle and rasp of the lock.
 
   Instead of the whole cabal, there was only one, and she had her hood thrown back.  She was worth looking at, too.  Hair like ink, glossy in the candlelight, hung in a wavy mass down her back.  Large, blue eyes, a small nose, a cupid’s-bow mouth, and high cheekbones nudged her over the brink from “pretty” to “beautiful.”  The radiant glow of youthful vitality added even more, even though I suspected I knew where it came from.
 
   We all just watched her as she glided forward to the edge of my cage.  She didn’t seem to mind; maybe she was used to being stared at.  I didn’t bother to rise.  I was sitting tailor-fashion, legs folded, since it was either that, lie down, or stand.  A gentleman would have stood for a lady.  I didn’t think she was a lady.
 
   She looked me over.  I looked back.  It’s hard to say who won the Searching Gaze contest, but I think it was me; she knew I was a vampire and I think it intimidated her a little.  I wasn’t about to ask what she wanted; I was negotiating from a position of weakness.  The only thing I had on my side was the fact she wanted something or she wouldn’t be here.
 
   Eventually, she spoke.
 
   “How long have you been a vampire?”
 
   I shrugged.  “Not long enough, it seems.”
 
   “Answer the question,” she snapped.
 
   “Go to hell,” I replied, smiling, fangs still out.  I leered at her suggestively and fixed my gaze on her throat.
 
   She lifted her hands and I could feel the power building.  I made a warding gesture and prepared for a slugging match.  A bad one, I reflected, since I couldn’t attack.  The circle wouldn’t stop her from lobbing spells at me.
 
   She paused mid-gesture, watching me closely.
 
   “You said you needed magical training,” she accused.  
 
   I just sat tight and ready; the spell she had in her left hand looked like it was a mind-affecting one.  I wasn’t sure what it did and had no desire to discover by experiment.
 
   “Your defensive spell seems quite proficient to me,” she prompted.
 
   “Put down the spell you’re holding,” I said, “and I’ll talk with you.  No interrogations.”
 
   She shrugged and dismissed the spell.  I relaxed my wardings.
 
   “As you wish.  I note that you possess a remarkable facility with the Art.  How long have you been a nightlord?”
 
   “What difference does it make?” I countered.
 
   “Little enough, I suppose.  Rather, I should ask how long you have been a wizard.”
 
   I pressed my lips together for a moment, glaring at her.  “What difference does it make?” I repeated.  “I’m sure you have a foolproof method for sucking out a pint or two of blood when you want it.  I’m just another piece of meat, albeit one you’re bleeding in a different fashion from the rest.”
 
   She sniffed.  “I am interested in your earlier offer.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Too bloody bad,” I replied, voice low and intense.  “I offered it and it was refused.  Now I’m determined to be revenged.  I will find a way out of this circle.  When I do, I will hunt down every last one of you.  I will rip a year from your life every day while you’re forced to watch your body wither with age—I’ll build a room of mirrors, just so you can see!  I’ll keep you alive as long as I can, just so you can see the withered old crone you’ve become.  Toothless, nearly hairless, with skin like crumpled paper and a voice like a raven!  All except your eyes—your eyes will remain perfect so that you can see the hag you will be!”
 
   Her face grew white as I spoke, then a rush of blood came to her cheeks and she turned away, walking quickly out the door.  She retained enough presence of mind to lock it, more’s the pity.  Not that it would have done us any good to have it open; everyone was chained.
 
   The guys applauded.  I started in surprise and stared wildly around at them; I’d forgotten all about our audience.  I think I tried to blush; hard to do without a heartbeat.  But I stood up and bowed as best I could while they wheezed and whooped and clapped.
 
   “Thank you, thank you.  I try my best,” I offered as they wound down.
 
   “And a right fine job y’do!” was the answer.  “Haven’t seen any of ’em flinch like that b’fore!  Not even when the Cardinal yammers at ’em!  Huzzah!”
 
   Verg had my full attention.
 
   “Cardinal?” I echoed.
 
   “Aye.  Big man in the clergy, I reckon.  I saw him once, before I got picked for age.  Chewed righteously on a buncha butt about their aim bein’ off for huntin’ nightlords.  I didn’t reckon there was any, y’know, ’till you come by.  Never believed in ’em, m’self.  No offense, o’course; y’don’t seem t’be half so nasty as legends’d make y’out to be.”
 
   I thought about that.  If these magicians were working with the Church… well, why they were keeping me was obvious.  You don’t turn over your ticket to immortality to the people who want to destroy it.  But if they’re willing to go to such lengths to stay young, then why work for the Church at all?
 
   To find nightlords, of course.  To become immortal themselves.  
 
   It made me wonder how many of the Church’s magicians were in it for similar reasons.  If they were in it for the potential benefits—there’s a whole other world, at least, to explore and exploit—instead of from pious faith… maybe they could be persuaded to switch sides.
 
   “Thanks,” I said.  “I try to focus mainly on people better off dead anyway.  But giving our captors nightmares doesn’t get us any closer to being out of here.  Maybe I should have considered her offer.”
 
   “Maybe.  But t’was worth it to see one o’them snotty buggers get a comeuppance,” was the general opinion.  I gathered they didn’t have a high opinion of their captors.  Then the door started to unbar again.
 
   How many of them are going to sneak down here and try to wheedle me in one night?  I wondered.
 
   It was another of the women.  That didn’t surprise me.  A man might be concerned with staying alive and strong, but women want to stay young and beautiful, as a rule.  Men don’t feel too much difference between twenty-five and thirty-five, but women sure do.  Seemed reasonable that the ladies would be the first to check up on the prospects of becoming immortal.
 
   She was another beauty, with chestnut hair in an elegant coiffure, highlighted with jeweled combs.  Large, dark-green eyes, high cheeks, and a small chin gave her an almost elfin appearance—possibly more than appearance, given the world I was in.
 
   The lady looked me over, then walked around the circle, still eyeing me.  When she returned to her starting point, she lifted her arms and folded them together.
 
   “Whatever shall I do with you?” she asked, possibly rhetorically.  I took it as rhetoric and did not answer.  She sighed.  “You realize that your powers are contained within the circle, and that you cannot possibly escape?”
 
   “I realize it appears to be so,” I acknowledged.  I wasn’t comfortable at all with the fact, either.
 
   “Then capitulate quietly and things will go easy.”
 
   “You forget something.”
 
   She arched a fine eyebrow.  “Oh?”
 
   “Appearances can be deceptive,” I pointed out, attempting to be as menacing as possible.
 
   Her own appearance was somewhat deceptive; she had seemed utterly calm and self-possessed.  But my comment, delivered in a low tone of menace, showed me a crack in her mask.  She glanced at the floor, double-checking to make sure the circle was unbroken, and then she laughed softly.
 
   “You are more dangerous than I thought,” she said, “especially to one’s peace of mind.”
 
   “Do you realize what you have done?” I asked, standing and drawing on my chains to tighten them.
 
   “Fully.”
 
   “Do you, now?  I wonder.  How do you see this little relationship ending?” I asked.  “You and I go our merry ways once you have what you want?  We call it quits, no harm, no foul, and we just walk away?”
 
   She didn’t meet my eyes.  “Possibly.”
 
   “Don’t believe her!” shouted Eddon.  “She’ll lie to your face.  She did to me!”
 
   The lady lifted a hand and gestured with it in Eddon’s direction; he gagged and choked, then fell silent.
 
   “I didn’t need him to tell me that,” I said, trying to sound casual.  “You and I both know it isn’t going to go that easily.”
 
   That brought her attention back to me; I hoped it also brought Eddon back his breath.
 
   “It need not be unpleasant,” she replied.  “I could make it—” her voice dropped to a low whisper, “—very pleasant.”
 
   “What is this, ‘Make A Deal With The Vampire’ night or something?  I already had one of your cohorts down here asking for a bite.  What do you want?”
 
   She looked so startled, I nearly laughed.  Her expression was almost comic.
 
   “Another?” she demanded.  “Who?”
 
   “Like I know your names!” I snapped.  “Just another cowled figure to me.  You go figure out who it was.  It’s not my problem.”
 
   She looked worried.  “And the deal?”
 
   “None of your business.  Any deal you try to make you’ll have to go at on your own.  Like I said, what do you want?”
 
   “Life,” she replied, and I must have looked startled at the intensity of her tone, for she continued.  “I want to live.  I spent years, trapped in a failing, faltering old body.  I cursed that the appreciation of youth came to me only when old; what point to love living if one cannot enjoy it?  I want to live,” she repeated, hugging herself with both arms.  “I want to be able to run, to feel strong and graceful and beautiful.  Forever.”
 
   I regarded her for a long moment, then said, “Tell me one thing.”
 
   “Perhaps.”
 
   “Someone called the Hunt and sent it after me a few months ago.  Who was it?”
 
   She worried her lower lip and considered.
 
   “Melloch,” she admitted.  “He felt that your blood would be enough.  If not, we could create a nightlord from one of these,” she gestured around the room, “and continue our experiments.”
 
   Melloch.  A name I would remember for later.
 
   “That’s the guy who was doing the talking?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I nodded.  “All right,” I answered.  I mentally filed his face—where had I seen it before?—under the name and marked it as pending business.  “I’m not promising cooperation.  Not caged like this.  And I won’t cooperate simply to gain my freedom; you owe me that already, and then some.  As long as I am a prisoner, you’ll get no deal, no matter what you do.  You’ll have only my immortal hatred.”
 
   “Perhaps I have a solution.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “What if I were to give you a slave?  One that you could turn into a nightlord?  Then we would have no need to keep you; you could leave your offspring here with us and return to whatever you were about.”
 
   I thought about it.  It would certainly mean they had a steady supply of vampire blood for their experiments.  It might even get me out of this circle.
 
   There were just two things wrong with it.  First, there was no guarantee they would actually turn me loose.  Second, I wouldn’t do such a thing to some nameless person.  I might feed on someone when I’m hungry or kill them when they’re trying to kill me, but to change them into a nightlord and leave them in the clutches of a bunch of magicians for experimentation?
 
   That’s a little much, even for me.
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?” she asked.
 
   “I could try to explain, but you wouldn’t understand.”
 
   “You are so certain?”
 
   I looked at the men against the walls, my circle, and my chains.
 
   “I, the unholy fiend of darkness, object on moral grounds.  So, yes, I’m certain you wouldn’t understand.” That went home.  She flushed a nice shade of pink.
 
   “It would be a reasonable exchange,” she crooned, trying to sound persuasive.  “One nightlord for another.  You could walk free.”
 
   “Nothing doing.  There’s no guarantee you wouldn’t just keep both of us.  I hate being caged and I won’t make it happen to someone else without a better reason than ‘It would be convenient for me.’”
 
   “And what if I were to… free you?” she asked, softly.  “What would you do?”
 
   “I would see to it that you and I and these fellows here were spirited away and hidden.  Then we can discuss what you want and what I want.  If we cannot reach an agreement, I am willing to part company.  If we can work together, I will be pleased.  I’m only willing to be that gracious because you did answer my question about Melloch.  It shows that someone here—you—may have a reasonable side.”
 
   She thought about it.
 
   “However,” I added, “this deal is only good for any one of you.  I will make no deal with the group, or coven, or cabal.  Whoever takes me up on it first gets the chance at immortality.  Then that person can work with the rest of them—if they feel like it.”
 
   She looked startled, doubtless recalling someone else had already visited me.  She turned and left without a word.
 
    
 
   I spent the rest of the night fiddling with the links of my chains.  The chains were attached to heavy metal rings that projected from the floor—it looked like they were set in concrete.  So I worked on those rings, bending them back and forth to weaken them.  I might need to snap them and move quickly, later.  Maybe not, too, but it doesn’t hurt to be prepared.
 
   When sunrise came, it was nasty.  Apparently, I’d done a lot of regenerating during the night.  Probably from multiple knocks on the skull, at a guess; I didn’t notice anything else that needed fixing.  In minutes, I was feeling much more human.  A filthy, stinking human, but human again.  I also noted it was cold in our communal cell, and very poorly lit; my eyes took a while to adjust to the gloom.
 
   Most of the guys were sleeping; made sense, as I had been brought in during the middle of the night.  I laid me down and tried to relax and wait.  Not easy to do on a cold stone floor while wearing chains in a thaumaturgic circle.
 
   My wait was lengthy.  The only break in the monotony of snores was a servant; he came in to hand out breakfast.  He was a wizened little guy, shuffling about with a rolling cart and ladling out something like gruel.  My fellow-prisoners got up and held out their hands, forming a sort of bowl.  Nobody got implements; they just sucked it down as quickly as they could.
 
   He made a circuit of the room and departed without feeding me.  Ah, well.  I wasn’t very hungry anyway.
 
   I found myself hoping he fed them more than once a day.  Curiosity got the better of me again.
 
   “So, do you get fed often?” I asked.
 
   “Three times a day,” Leary answered, licking at his hands.  “Ain’t enough, but it serves.  He’ll be handin’ out a piece of meat and cheese around noon.”
 
   “I see.  Well, hopefully they’ll feed me this evening.”
 
   A couple of the guys shuddered.  Leary chuckled, an evil sound.
 
   “Don’t go lookin’ at us!” he declared.  “Ain’t hardly a bite fit t’eat left.”
 
   I laughed with him.  “Not at all!  I’m hoping for a sheep.”
 
   “Y’can eat sheep?” he asked, looking puzzled.
 
   “Sure.  Anything alive and moving.  Why?  Did you think I could only stalk human prey?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   I blinked.  “Really.”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Where did you get that idea?”
 
   “Ever’body knows it.  Listen t’the priests at Festival every year; they does go on ’bout how nightlords fed on men,” he said.  “Hell, it don’t seem like nightlords ever fed on anythin’ but people, and damn near ate us all, what with bitin’ and makin’ others inta nightlords, and them bitin’ others, and so on.”
 
   “That would be a little silly, yes,” I agreed.  “And that’s not how it works, anyway.  You can’t become a… a nightlord just by being bitten.  You could feed me a little blood every night for years and never run that risk.”
 
   “Now, y’see, there’s another thing,” Plud interrupted.  “I was always told a nightlord had to drain all your blood.  Couldn’t stop even if it wanted to, once it got teeth into you.”
 
   I sighed.  “I’m the victim of a long campaign of propaganda.”
 
   “Funny.  A nightlord bein’ a victim an’ all.”
 
   “Hilarious,” I agreed, trying to keep a light attitude.  “Here’s the scoop…”  I went on to explain how a typical vampire fed, emphasizing how it wasn’t necessary to harm anyone in the process.  Everything taken would get better in a while, except… 
 
   “But there comes a time when a nightlord has to really eat someone, not just nibble at them.  Then that person is going to die.  Doesn’t happen every night, of course, but it does happen.  And a nightlord is supposed to hunt down someone who wants to die.  I’m sure some of you have seen people on a battlefield who didn’t die quickly.”
 
   Lots of nods, and a lot of distant looks.
 
   “Times like that, finding food isn’t hard,” I went on.  “It’s quick, it’s painless, and it’s a lot better than watching your entrails sink into bloody mud.  And then there are times when you find someone who doesn’t want to die—but deserves to.”  I glanced at the door.  “Anybody want to argue that point?”
 
   “No.”  “Not me.”  “No argument here.”  “Well… no, I guess not.”  “Nuh-uh!”
 
   “So what yer sayin’,” Leary said, “is that nightlords is supposed to just pick off the bad and the dyin’?”
 
   “Wolves do the same thing to deer,” I pointed out.  “They catch the old and the sick.  Nightlords are just smarter wolves—and, hopefully, more moral.  Sure, it isn’t right to kill someone; it’s taking their life and you’ll never know what might have happened with them.  But a nightlord can see your soul; if you’re scum, you’re scum, and I’ll know it.  Maybe I’ll wind up in some hell with all the other evils, but I for one don’t feel bad about cleaning out the bottom of the humankind barrel.”  I shrugged.  “But then, I’m still young; I may feel differently in a thousand years.”
 
   “How many have you killed?” Farqh asked.
 
   “Around here?  Let me think.  There were some guys who murdered a man and were raping his sister…” I began, and started to list off the people I’d actually killed.  Before too long, I found I was telling my story to them, occasionally prompted by questions.  I realized what was happening when we were interrupted for lunch.
 
   Our jailer came in with his trolley and started handing out a chunk of meat and a small wedge of cheese to each man; these weren’t large, barely enough for a burger back home, but it was better than nothing.  As he passed me, I called out to him.
 
   “Hey!  Aren’t I supposed to be fed, too?”
 
   He looked at me, thought for a second, and then tossed in a piece.  I caught it and wolfed it down.  It was too salty, but it went a long way toward quieting down my stomach.  It also made me realize I was thirsty.
 
   “How do we get a drink?” I asked, while the cart was making the far turn.  Leary nodded at the jailer.
 
   “He brings in a couple pitchers every night and y’drink all y’can hold.”
 
   “That’s not going to do me much good,” I observed.  “I don’t think he’ll toss one in to me.”
 
   “I dunno,” he admitted.
 
   “Hey!  Jailer!”  I called.  He was passing by on the other side, headed down that wall of prisoners and back toward the door.
 
   “What?” he asked, not bothering to turn to look.
 
   “How am I going to get water?”
 
   “Not my problem,” he instantly replied.
 
   “You’re supposed to feed and water the prisoners, aren’t you?”
 
   “Yep.”
 
   “Then it is your problem.”
 
   That seemed to give him a bad moment.  He turned and looked at me, then at the floor, then he caught his lip between the worst set of teeth I’ve ever seen.  He finished handing out lunch in a hurry, then rushed out, presumably to go ask someone in authority.
 
   “Didn’t think they’d be feedin’ ye durin’ the day,” Tibal noted, snickering.
 
   “Looks like.  Let me guess—I’m supposed to just be lying here like a dead man, right?”
 
   “Yup.”
 
   “Tough break for them.”  Then I had an idea.  I stood and stretched and attempted to put my foot beyond the edge of the circle.  No dice; I hit that same not-quite-there wall as before.  I was alive during the day, no question, but the circle had been told to keep me in, and it was doing a splendid job.  They’d been careful, and I could almost respect them for it.
 
   I sat down again and started thinking about containment circles.  Well, circles in general; they could be used to keep things out as well as in.  This one was designed to keep me in, obviously.  And, since I had sensed the magic being aimed at me by the brunette, it wasn’t designed to keep anything out.
 
   So, the problem:  How to break a circle from the inside.
 
   It wasn’t going to be easy.
 
   There are two main ways to break a circle.  The first could be done only from the outside.  A magician could lay something across the diagram, ritually opening the circle, then remove it again to close it.  Or anyone could mar the design, wipe out a character or such, and the whole thing would vanish like a soap bubble in a thumbtack factory—again, opening it from the outside.
 
   The second way was to just shatter it.  Overwhelm the magic of the circle with superior force.  Which, unless someone ran a lot of livestock right through where I was sitting, wasn’t going to happen; there was no way I could generate a magical burst powerful enough to shatter the wards around me.
 
   Then again… it wasn’t going anywhere.  I could keep building up a magical pressure on the inside all day long—no, that would just fry me in the magical energy buildup.  I would effectively “crush” my own life essence under the pressure, like a diver going too far down and being squished by the depths.
 
   Unless I made my own circle… build a bathysphere inside my own personal goldfish bowl…
 
   That could work.
 
   The more I think about it, the more I like it.
 
   Draw a circle inside theirs to protect me, to hedge out incoming forces.  Trap power between the circles until the pressure ruins one of them.  Hope like hell it’s theirs.
 
   Good idea, provided I can find something to draw with.
 
    
 
   The meddle of mages trooped back into the room in what was probably the late afternoon.  I didn’t rise to greet them, and they didn’t offer me any hellos.  I tried to pick out my two previous visitors, but my daytime eyes aren’t as good as my night-eyes; I spotted the three women, but had no way of knowing which was which under those heavy robes and hoods.  
 
   I wondered idly whether that was a normal distribution of men to women in magical society.  Women seemed to be largely second-class citizens or borderline property; I doubted one with power would be considered a good thing in general.  Maybe magic was even between men and women—and men just got all the training.  Or maybe magic was more common among men, while women had the potential to be fire-witches.  More mental notes… I’ll have a notebook of stuff to research if I ever get around to it.
 
   They spread out around me in a circle and joined hands.  I got nervous; I could sense a spell building up.
 
   It hit me.  Hard.  Like I’d been jogging along and discovered the joys of traffic.
 
   Then they did it again.
 
   And again.
 
   Horribly, I felt myself clinging to consciousness.  The hammering went on for a while before I finally had my nap.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, OCTOBER 11TH 
 
    
 
   I came to with a throbbing pain everywhere and a bunch of red-hot bugs crawling all over me.  Eventually, the bugs went away—the sun finished setting—and the more generalized pain started to fade.  I started the evening with a few cracked ribs, a fractured wrist, probably a concussion, and I distinctly remember one impact breaking an arm.  A lot to put back together.
 
   I realized I was hungry.
 
   I sat up carefully and looked around.  Nothing seemed changed.
 
   “Glad t’see you up again,” Leary offered.  “Y’ve been out for th’day.”
 
   I lifted my hands; I was still manacled.
 
   “What did they want?” I groaned.  “Just to flatten me?”
 
   “Newp.  They cut y’ankles and bled y’inta bowls.  Took away y’blood and did somethin’ to stop the bleedin’.”
 
   I examined my ankles.  They seemed okay, but there was a fading itch, as though they were finishing up a job of healing.  All this regenerating was going to see me pretty hungry pretty quickly.  That’s not a good idea for anybody.
 
   “So what else did I miss?” I asked.
 
   “S’all.  Seemed awful eager t’get y’bled and then get gone.”
 
   “Wise,” I replied.  “I feel like having them as a thirteen-course meal.”
 
   It’s one thing to be a vampire—vampires look mostly human, after all—but another thing entirely to talk about eating someone.  It makes the locals nervous.  
 
   “Uh… you wouldn’t… uh… ?”
 
   “Not if I can help it,” I assured them.  They seemed to take considerable comfort from that, even if it did put kind of a damper on the conversation for the evening.  That suited me fine; I didn’t need distractions.
 
   I worked on the rings in the stonework, back and forth, until they broke.  Just to make sure, I swung one of my chains toward the edge of the circle; it bounced, as from a wall of glass.  Ah, well; I knew they were thorough.  But the broken rings gave me tools to use for scratching on the stone.  While that might have been enough, I wanted to make my circle as powerful as possible—if mine broke before theirs, I’d fry under the power load.
 
   I extended fangs, bit my finger, and sketched with my own blood.
 
    
 
   By morning I had, in all modesty, one heck of a powerful circle drawn inside the lines they had drawn.  Mine was a sphere—a stronger shape than the bullet-shape of theirs—and was as magically mirror-like to esoteric energies as my Art could make it.  Physically, it was an invisible sphere bordered by scratches and dried blood on a stone floor.  Magically, it was a bank vault on steroids.
 
   The circle wasn’t noticed by the jailer, but when he came through to feed the prisoners, I caught the block of cheese he lobbed in to me—my hands were now free.  That he noticed and did not like.  Feeding time was cut short while he informed his masters; apparently, they didn’t care.  He came back soon enough to finish his rounds.  Still nothing to drink for me, though.  Pity.
 
   It was getting on toward evening when the meddle of mages trooped back in.  I sat there in lotus and waited, giving them my glare.  I had expected someone to drop by during the day to try and swing a private deal, but I was disappointed.
 
   Once again, they circled me without a word.  Hands were joined, and the hammer of their spell fell more like an anvil.  It bounced, ricocheted back and forth between the two magical barriers until it disintegrated, and became a cloud of magical force hemmed and hedged by the boundaries of the two wards.
 
   “You know, if you expected to get more blood out of me, you should have fed me,” I noted.  “You can only get out what you put in, you know.  Letting me get hungry doesn’t earn you any kudos.”
 
   They hammered at me again, harder.  That spell, too, shattered on my shield and just added to the ambient magical force in the narrow confines between the opposed circles.
 
   They withdrew to a huddle.  It was a lengthy huddle.  It got louder, too, until it seemed almost a full-blown argument.  At last, they all glared at me—some angry, some scared, none of them happy—and trooped off to consult their references or plan their offensive, or whatever it is a bunch of magic-workers do when confronted by a conundrum.
 
   I, meanwhile, sat there as smug as the Buddha—a very thin Buddha, maybe, but that can still be pretty darn smug.
 
   That lasted maybe an hour.  Then they took all the guys out of our communal dungeon and left me alone.
 
   


 
   
 
  

  

    




     


     


     


     


    WEDNESDAY, 


    OCTOBER 12TH 


     


    Nothing new, aside from more pronounced hunger pangs.  I haven’t seen anyone; the door hasn’t opened once since they took everyone away.


     


    

      


    


  







 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, OCTOBER 13TH 
 
    
 
   This does not bode well.  I think they’re just letting me starve.  Not that this happens quickly—I’m thirstier during the day than I am hungry—but at night!  Right now, I understand the idea of a junkie needing a fix.  They don’t need to torture me; hunger is doing that.  I wouldn’t normally have a problem this soon, but…
 
   Maybe they’re just letting hunger soften me up for negotiations?  I’m hungrier than I thought I could become.  It feels like I’ve swallowed an empty barrel.  One wrapped in barbed wire.  And it’s spinning slowly in my stomach, trying to grind its way out.  My blood… I can feel my blood.  It’s cold and thick and somehow it feels crackly—I don’t know how else to describe it.  Moving makes every muscle feel like it’s made out of lead—warm lead, and it takes about as much effort to move as it would to mold the metal.  Even my bones are hurting, like they’re all a little too large.
 
   There isn’t even anyone to bargain with.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, OCTOBER 14TH 
 
    
 
   Someone once told me civilization is two meals and twenty-four hours away from total collapse.  I believe it.  I don’t know what I’d do if I had someone to eat.  I can feel myself slipping… it’s like I’m not completely me anymore.  I need to feed.  I need to.  I can’t describe it; it’s deep.  It’s hunger that hurts.  And it won’t go away.  I can’t even ignore it; it’s too intense.  It’s all I can think about.
 
   I burned my hands a moment ago.  I tried to reach out and claw at the outer circle; the power there singed me and brought me back to myself for the moment.
 
   Would I be this hungry so soon if I hadn’t been beaten and bled so much?  No, certainly not.  Sasha once said something about some kinds of vampires lasting weeks between major feedings.  But what about the power I put into my protective circle?  Did that have anything to do with my current hunger?  I doubt it; that’s a more a function of the spirit than the flesh.
 
   I’m hungry.
 
   I have to get out of here.  I have to.  I have to have blood.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, OCTOBER 15TH
 
    
 
   I’m… not entirely sure I’m really writing this down.  It’s hard to think, to focus.  It’s easier in here, in the depths of my mental study; I’m distanced from my body.  If I am in here.  If I’m not imagining I’m in here.  All I can think about is the taste of blood.  I have to feed.  I can’t stand it.  Something is throbbing, like a heartbeat.  I can feel it in every line of my body, like rage.  It’s like every organ, every muscle, every fiber is pulsing with the need for nourishment.  It’s getting stronger every minute.
 
   Tomorrow will be worse.
 
    
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SOMETIME LATER, 
 
   DATE UNKNOWN. 
 
   WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 19TH 
 
    
 
   The sun has just come up, and I’ve come back to what passes for sanity.  I’m in a cave, that’s all I know.  Somehow, I’m out of their circle.  I feel fine, though—not even hungry or thirsty.  I think that means someone is a rattling husk.  If I’m lucky, I found a flock of sheep.  I’m going to hope that’s the case while I try and find my way back to the surface.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, 
 
   OCTOBER 19TH
 
    
 
   All right, same day, later.  I’ve found out a lot.  Here’s what I’ve done so far.
 
   First thing I did was conjure up a light and start heading upward.  When I did so, I discovered there were a bunch of holes in my clothes—judging by the cuts, I guessed they were from swords and either arrows or crossbow bolts.  Most of the holes were punctures, which made my rags—sorry, “clothes”—look like something from Goodwill’s garbage.  Bad sign, that.  It meant a lot of people tried to kill me.
 
   Ironically, I felt absolutely wonderful, in tip-top condition.  That spoke of a lot of blood.  Other people’s blood.
 
   The surface wasn’t all that far away; I could smell fresh air and headed for it.  Apparently, I’m somewhere along the Eastrange.  At least, I think I am; it looks high and rugged.  The cave opening was small, or used to be; I apparently widened it forcefully on my way in.  There were handprints on some of the rubble.
 
   Outside, Bronze was waiting for me.  She had a few scars—melted places, I guess, where bolts of fire or lightning must have hit—and was scratched, dented, and scuffed in general.  She seemed pleased to see me and otherwise healthy enough.  For a metal horse, I mean.  She was still hot to the touch, too.
 
   I don’t know how she found me.  I don’t know how she even knew I was gone, for that matter.  But Bronze isn’t an ordinary horse—or even an ordinary golem.  I think.  She’s certainly very special to me.  She had with her the saddle I’d left on her, but there was no sign of Firebrand, and the saddlebags were rags.  I’d bet something cooked off the remains of my ammunition; a melted scar ran along her flank right where one of the bags used to be.  The saddle was mostly okay despite some scorching.
 
   “I don’t suppose you saw what happened?” I asked, not really expecting an answer.  She surprised me by nodding.
 
   “Can you tell me about it?”
 
   She shook her head.
 
   “I wish you could talk.”
 
   She flicked an ear at me and turned so I could mount.  I took the hint and did so.  Ten minutes later, I had a good view of a pile of rubble with bits of wall standing in it.  Around it was the smoking remains of a sizable village.
 
   Scattered hither and yon were bodies.  Men, women, and children.  Dogs, sheep, cattle, pigs, chickens—everything.  If it walked, flew, or crawled, it was lying in the sun, thin and wasted-seeming.  Dry.
 
   Bronze went down into the village at a walk while I stared, dumbfounded.  I counted bodies, more out of shock and morbid fascination than anything else.  I think there were about sixty people of all ages, and even more livestock.
 
   Corpses look slightly thinner when they’re sucked dry.  Mummified, almost.  The most striking thing about them was the sheer whiteness of them.  Pale as milk or chalk.  Lips without the faintest trace of pink.  White fingernails, even at the quick.
 
   The buildings were the usual huts, sod houses, and occasional cabin; several had burned or were still smoldering.  From the postures of the dead, I concluded they had fought in desperation or tried to flee—and it hadn’t made any difference.
 
   Oh, yes.  This was a complete disaster.  My disaster.
 
   We went to the ruin of the manor or keep or whatever it was.  There was a lot of wood and stone lying in a heap where it had fallen in.  I noted the wall of the outer court—more like a six-foot stone fence—was still mostly intact, aside from the obvious lack of a front gate.  Well, it was there, but broken inward, lying on the ground.  There were hoofprints on it, too.
 
   I pointed at it.  “Your work?”
 
   Bronze nodded and kept walking to the rubble.  I dismounted at the pile and regarded it.  It looked as though most of it had fallen inward.  Since I didn’t know anything about the layout of the place beforehand, I couldn’t guess how it had been done.
 
   “Did the magicians survive?” I asked.
 
   Bronze tapped the ground four times, then scratched at the ground twice more.
 
   “Four survivors that you’re sure of, maybe two more?” I guessed.
 
   She nodded.  I love my horse.
 
   “Well, that’s something, anyway.  Did you get me loose before or after you tried to kill them?”
 
   She looked at me.  I played Twenty Questions with her and found out she attacked the building, charged into the place and wreaked havoc, room by room, until she found me and scraped a hoof across a line.
 
   Then everything went to Hell, because a hunger-crazed vampire was on the loose.
 
   It occurred to me I wasn’t wearing the wrist manacles anymore.  I wondered if I just snapped them off, or yanked them over my hands and then healed the injury.  Somehow, it bothered me to not know.
 
   We had then gone on to kill everything we could find and catch.  I gather I rampaged through the house and brought most of it down.  Bronze kicked out a few supports as well.  I suspect she was being modest; I don’t see why I would attack a wall—they don’t have blood.
 
   I wondered if the elderly young men were in some underground dungeon, or if I’d devoured them.  I decided I had to try and find out; if they were trapped in there, they deserved to be loosed.
 
   Bronze and I started shoving the pile around.  Horses aren’t made for digging, but she did a fine job of shoving things out of the way that were too big for me to move.  I was slightly frightened by the ease with which I hefted stones.  Big stones.  Things the size of my torso.  During the day.
 
   Apparently, diet has a lot to do with the progress of the vampire transformation.  Sasha had said something about growing in power as we get older.  Maybe it’s also a question of how much we eat, and what.  Or who, in the case of magicians and their ilk.
 
   Maybe I’m pumped up from being really well-fed just now.  I keep trying not to think about that.  It’s obvious to me I must avoid being hungry.  Hunger always brings out a bad side of me when I’m alive; it’s much, much worse when I’m dead.  So are the consequences.  It’s a lot like my temper.  I’m not so much different from what I used to be like as I am more intensely so.
 
   There’s something to be said for moderation.
 
   As we shifted through rubble, we found more bodies.  Most looked like the house staff—servants and the like.  Sure enough, we found six magicians in various states of broken.  All six were white as snow and looked like they’d died of extreme old age.  Being caught in a collapsing house didn’t do them a bit of good, either.  But it was the pale, milk-white skin that clued me into the real cause of death.
 
   I also found a key.  It was one of the keys I’d put in a saddlebag—one I stole from the Hand keep in Telen.  We shifted more debris around and I found a couple more nearby.  I kept an eye out for the rest of them while we cleared cracked stone and broken beams.  Whatever destroyed the saddlebag apparently scattered the contents.  More evidence my ammunition blew up.
 
   It was almost noon before we cleared away enough debris to find the trapdoor leading down.  It was broken by falling rock, but the thick wood wedged a large hunk of masonry on the top step, so it wasn’t filled in.  Bronze kicked it once and reduced it to rubble.  I tossed out head-sized pieces.
 
   Downstairs, I found cells.  They were simple things, just pits about twelve feet deep.  There were people in them, or what was left of people.  It didn’t look like I’d done it, though; they all looked ninety years older than God.  If I had to guess, I’d say killing a youth-stealing wizard is bad for the people he’s stealing youth from.  Why that’s the case, I don’t know, but I can’t think of anything else that would explain it.
 
   Indirectly, yes, I guess I killed them, but I didn’t drink them.  I feel incredibly relieved about that.  I’m not sure why that should be so—if I’d been hungry and thrown into a pit with one of them, would I have felt bad about drinking his blood?  Probably.  I think it’s the fact I knew their names, talked with them… I knew them and liked them and didn’t have any need to kill them.  I also promised I wouldn’t; I’d like to think I keep my word about at least the life-and-death matters.
 
   Strangely, I don’t feel much remorse over a whole village.  Is it a bad sign I don’t mind so much the deaths of so many strangers?  Or is it just because I don’t remember doing it?  It’s like I’m coming across the scene as a tourist.  It’s bad, it’s horrible, and I wish it hadn’t happened—but I don’t feel the deaths.  If I wanted to have a full course of denial, I could say I didn’t do it; it was the vampire side of me.
 
   But even I don’t delude myself that much.  I know I did it.  I had to have done it.  There’s just no other explanation.  I just don’t remember doing it, so it doesn’t bother me as much as it should, I guess.
 
   Once we found the dungeon, we shifted our priority to search for the rest of those keys.  They may be the only way I’ll ever get home again, and I wanted to have them.  Lucky for me, they’re highly magical; I could sort of feel where they were under the rubble.  I put them in a pouch and tied it to my belt.
 
   Afterward, I cleaned the place up and dealt with the dead.  I gathered up the bodies, stacked them, layered them—a bed of thatch and logs, a layer of bodies with wood between them, another layer of wood, and so on—until they were all accounted for.  I found some oil, and this I sprinkled liberally over the whole arrangement.
 
   Partly, this was out of a sense of obligation, I suppose.  Part of it was that burning them was easier than burying them.  And little bit was the knowledge there was, in fact, a deity that favored cremation, and I was fond of a priestess thereof.
 
   Standing by the about-to-be-pyre, I looked up and addressed the Sun.  I felt stupid.  It’s a few million miles away and it’s hydrogen turning into helium.  It’s a big fusion bomb that’s continuously going off.  Talking to it is silly.  Besides, even if a goddess does have it as a symbol, I’m a vampire.  My talking to a solar deity is probably silly—or suicidal—no matter how you look at it.
 
   “I’m not a fire-witch,” I said.  “I’m a man, I don’t have red hair, and I surely don’t know what sort of prayers You might want to hear.  If it matters to You, I’m sorry this happened.  I don’t know many of these people, but I liked several of them, had anger at a few others.  Maybe some of them deserved to die; others deserved to live.  I can only say I wish things were different, and I hope You understand.  
 
   “I’m told if someone is alive, then they are part of Your faith; I’m also told You have an aspect as a guide after life.  Well, they were alive, and now they may need a guide.  I don’t know if You will listen to a prayer from their killer, but I’m offering one anyway.  I hate to leave You with a mess like this, but I don’t know of anything more I can do.  Please look after them.”
 
   I stepped back, spots dancing in my eyes, raised my hands, and cast a spell above the pyre.  A lot like the spell on the Archimedes Ray lens, it shifted some visible light into heat, but it was also refractor, focusing a six-foot circle of sunlight into a dot.  It was an easy spell, nowhere near as power-intensive as the actual enchantment had been.  It was a great magnifying glass in the air, focusing the sun’s rays to light the pyre.
 
   Shockingly easy.  Where I had expected effort on par with pedaling a bicycle up a minor hill, the actual effort was more like keeping a good speed on a level road.  It was the magicians I’d devoured, of course.  Several of them.  Old and highly proficient in their craft.  I made a mental note to watch what I ate.
 
   Flames licked up immediately and I let the spell lapse.  I don’t know how much smoke bloodless bodies are supposed to give off, but I suspect that someone—or, rather, Someone—heard me before I lit it.  It was a very clean fire, which gave me much to wonder about.
 
   I led Bronze away from the pyre and we started salvaging what we could find:  Some clothes, a decent sword, all the money, some food, a set of saddlebags, several blankets.  Thus supplied, we headed back toward Eastgate; the sword as a good one, but I wanted Firebrand and the rest of my stuff.
 
   It did occur to me that the escaped magicians might watch my room, use my stuff as a trap, knowing I’d come for it.  Considering what I’d been put through, what Bronze had been put through, and—not the least!—what they had driven me to do in hunger… I rather hope so.
 
   Hmm.
 
   On second thought, I hope not.  Revenge is not something I find I like.  Anger isn’t something I like either.  Especially when I have the evidence of a loss of control on my part lying dead in the sun.
 
   Which brings me to think of Sasha.
 
   Do I want to kill someone in the Church for that?  I think so.  I know that someone—this Tobias person, probably—deserves to die.  But I can’t bring back the dead; why should I presume to kill him?  I could assume it’s my job to mete out death to the deserving, but who is it that dispenses life?  It seems to me that there ought to be a balance to these things.
 
   Or maybe the world just has more live scum than dead nobility?
 
   I must avoid that thought; that way lies cynicism.
 
   Still… some part of me, most of me, doesn’t want to let the issue of the Church and Sasha go.  Call it a sense of duty to her memory, rather than a burning need for vengeance.  I still want to punish them for what they did—and what they are doing—but I don’t… it isn’t… it’s only a quiet determination, not a raging need.  It isn’t the be-all and end-all of my existence.  I’m tired of killing, really.  And this Tobias—I don’t even know him.  He’s just a name, not someone to me.  It’s also been a while; I’m not as passionately angry as I was some months ago.  I’m still upset about it, probably always will be.  But… 
 
   Maybe I just don’t have enough capacity for hate.
 
   Let me be honest.  Another part of me—a small part, but it’s there—wants to just go home.
 
   Then there’s the smartest part that realizes, here or home, this Church will still come after me.  My own sense of self-interest is telling me I can’t leave them alone.
 
   Such are my thoughts on a long ride to Eastgate.
 
   


 
   
 
  




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, OCTOBER 20TH
 
    
 
   I am not at all happy with the incompetent boobs.  Firebrand was still on the table when I got there.  Nothing else was around, but my swordbelt was, with sword and dagger still on it.
 
    Let me back up a second.
 
   We were still on the way to Eastgate at nightfall.  I pulled over, rolled up, and waited for it to finish.
 
   The sunset came down like fire in my blood.
 
   I don’t know how to describe it. It was the power of a whole village of people, several professional magicians, and a bunch of livestock.  It can’t be described, any more than I can describe the feeling of a sneeze or an orgasm to someone who hasn’t had one.  You can get the idea, but until you feel it, you don’t know.
 
   It didn’t fade, but kept on long after the sky turned dark.  I felt like I could walk on air or through walls, leap tall buildings or crush through them.  I felt powerful.  Not just confident or capable—I’ve often felt that way.  I can do this, I can do that, I feel certain I can manage that particular deed…
 
   This was a feeling of power.
 
   I understood, instantly, why absolute power corrupts. It was intoxicating and wonderful and I could tell it was very, very dangerous to like it.  But I did.  
 
   It took me a while to get my whirling head to slow down, but when I felt a little less dizzy, I mounted up on Bronze and discovered that riding a flame-spouting block of living metal is a lot like flying.  So I was in a fairly exhilarated, perhaps even intoxicated mood when we did make it into town.
 
   I stopped outside the inn and left Bronze out front.  I treated it as a potential trap; Bronze I left outside as a reserve.  When the trap sprang, Bronze could break its teeth while I fought it from the inside.  She doesn’t like being left outside like that, but she takes it with good grace.
 
   Inside, the innkeeper looked surprised to see me. Turning pale and sweating at the sight of me was not endearing; it implied he was guilty of something.  So I marched across the room to him, snatched him close by grabbing the front of his shirt and apron, and demanded what he knew about my kidnapping.
 
   “N-n-nothing!” he sputtered.  I lifted, raising him up off the floor.  He squeaked.  I could see he wasn’t telling the truth; his spirit rippled with a pattern I knew.
 
   “You’re lying,” I stated.  “Tell me the truth or I’ll kill you.”  I didn’t raise my voice; that made it more frightening.  He didn’t know I wouldn’t kill him, so he spilled his guts before I did it for him.  A pair of magicians had come in, asked about me, asked if I was alone, all that sort of thing.  They had paid gold, too, for the information.  Then they had gone upstairs.  They didn’t come back down.
 
   “Oh.  Then you just sold me out on the spur of the moment?  Don’t your patrons have any privacy?”
 
   “Lord!  What was I to do?” he begged.
 
   That stopped me, cold.  He had a point.  I put him down.  I couldn’t have really hurt him, anyway; he didn’t do anything worth a pounding.  Caught between the proverbial rock and hard place, he’d done the only thing he could.  No options.
 
   I can sympathize with that.
 
   “Fine.  Consider yourself extremely fortunate I am trying to be a fair and honest man.  Where are my things?”
 
   “In your room, lord,” he answered, backing away.  “I’ve touched nothing.”
 
   So I got another key from him and went upstairs to find it was already unlocked.  Of course, the room had been robbed.  I somehow doubted the kidnappers had locked the door when they left.  The only thing left was Firebrand, along with a faint smell of burned meat.
 
   I can guess why no one stole my sword.
 
   I belted on Firebrand and hung my mundane sword on the other side.  I felt silly wearing two swords, one of which would take two hands for normal people to wield effectively—and sadly naked without my vest and pistol.  I like having an edge over people who are trying to kill me.  Preferably one that is chopping down at them.  I wonder what became of my stuff?  
 
   Well, fine.  I could find my stuff when I found a spot to sit and quietly toss around a few spells.  But I wanted some new magical tools—a small mirror, a glass ball, colored yarn, that sort of thing—before I went hog-wild on it.  Especially since my vest and pistol were probably in the hands of an escaped magician or two; Bronze and I didn’t find anything I’d left in the room during our excavation.  It could take work to put a locator on either.  I feel certain they’ll have shields up.  Good ones.  Especially after my little fit of temper.
 
   With some luck, maybe someone will look down the barrel and hit the trigger.
 
   I left the inn and I don’t think I’ll ever go back.  Not that it’s not a good inn; it’s just not someplace I think I ever want to see again.
 
   We stopped at a couple of shops and I picked up things.  I got some crunchy bits for Bronze at the smithy—her scrapes and scuffs were already fading—and I found both Sirs Raeth and Bouger.
 
   “Hey, you made it!” I said, striding in to greet them.  I was terribly pleased by this; I guess I was half-suspecting people I met would die just from the association.  I also realized I was in something of a foul mood from all the killing and dark thinking.  Seeing friendly faces was cheering.
 
   They both broke into smiles and clasped forearms with me, clapped me on the shoulder, greeted me.  The journey to Eastgate was not terribly hard, but it was longer than they’d hoped; afoot, weary, and hungry, it had taken them several days to trek the distance.  But they did it.  Not a single goblin, orc, or troll to be seen.
 
   I was again pleased.  Maybe I wasn’t a jinx after all.
 
   “So where are you staying?” I asked.  “Where are the others?  And have you eaten recently?”
 
   “We are staying with Lord Heledon, by his courtesy,” Sir Raeth answered.  “Our other companions have scattered throughout the town to find work where they can.  We ate this morning, but we would be honored to have you join us for luncheon.”
 
   “My pleasure.  But don’t let me take you away from your business here.”
 
   “Indeed.  The good smith was just explaining why he is not yet done with the blades we were promised.”
 
   The smith—Larel, I thought, if I recalled his name correctly; I didn’t slip into my inner wizard’s study to look it up—was quietly waiting for us to finish; it’s impolite to hammer metal while your betters are talking.  Now he sighed.
 
   “Sirs.  I can nae make a sword as quick as a snap o’the fingers.  One I have, for I had it near to ready and t’was what ye needed.  Another I am making, alike to what ye said.  Will ye not return in a fortnight?  Or would ye have it shatter or chip at the first blow struck?”
 
   “He has a point,” I offered.  “I’d rather wait and have a decent sword than get a worthless one now.  Whose is it to be?”
 
   “Mine,” Raeth said, looking unhappy.
 
   “I’ve an extra—not a fine blade, no, but good enough to get by with.”  I offered him the one I’d filched from the ruins.  “Do me the honor of accepting it as a gift.”
 
   Raeth looked at me as though I’d just asked him to marry my daughter—sight unseen.  Both honored and appalled at once.  But he took it, drew it a few inches, slid it back home again, and accepted it.
 
   Sir Bouger surprised me.  “Have you no other?” he asked.
 
   I noticed he had a sword.  I blinked and thought, He’s already got a sword, but he wants one from me?  Well… okay…
 
   “If you like, yes.”
 
   “If Sir Raeth will take your sword, then so shall I.”
 
   Now, a normal person would have thought something was up.  I didn’t.  All I can say is it’s different when you’re there.  Right now, I’m writing it down on some paper I suspect is just a neuron, magically enhanced, but looking back on it, it’s obvious even to me… after the fact.
 
   So I asked Larel about weapons in town, found where to buy a decent sword, and told him to keep working on the one in the forge.  I laid down money on it, just in case we decided we needed it later.  Then we all trooped out to head for another smithy.  Eastgate isn’t really all that large, but it supports several smiths; there’s iron in them thar hills.  I walked, leading Bronze, and my two companions stayed at either hand.
 
   Raeth broke the silence after we had gone a hundred yards.
 
   “Sir Halar?”
 
   “Yep?”
 
   “I regret we did not have all at hand at your knighting.  Might we stop, after you present Sir Bouger with his sword, and see to that matter?”
 
   Ah, yes, I thought.  Shada told me about this—the ceremony and whatnot.  Right.
 
   “Sure.  Be happy to.  Then we’ll see if I have enough money left over to get either horses or some armor of some sort.  It just seems wrong that you guys are on foot.”
 
   They chuckled and agreed wholeheartedly.  Cavalry hates becoming infantry.
 
   We found Sir Bouger a sword, and he seemed to expect I would buy it and offer it to him.  I intended to, but it was a little irritating he would take advantage of my generosity like that, especially when he already had one.  Maybe he was a two-weapons man, rather than sword-and-shield.
 
   Nope.  He handed me back the sword he’d already purchased and belted on the new one.  Privately, I was wondering about the significance of giving gifts among the nobility; I haven’t exactly found a book by Duchess Emily Post, after all.
 
   I sold the spare sword, did some accounting, found my total funds, counting loot from the village, might possibly buy a pair of nags and some chainmail… and decided to share the news with Raeth and Bouger.
 
   “Well,” Sir Bouger said, thoughtfully, “you might offer your services as a wizard.  Eastgate has a resident wizard, but he seldom comes out of his apartments.”
 
   “What about heal-the-hungry day?” I asked.
 
   “I beg your pardon?”
 
   “Back in Baret, there was a day when the wizard came out to heal anybody who wanted to risk it… ?”
 
   He looked surprised, then nodded.  “Oh, yes!  I had heard something of it.  The Baron is an odd one, coddling his people with such luxuries.  No, that is not done anywhere else I know of; the wizard must be hired by the ones so ill.”
 
   “I, also, have never known it elsewhere,” Sir Raeth agreed.  “Although I admit that it does seem a noble thing to do, even if the Church might object to such reliance on secular power.”
 
   “So I can charge the rabble for spells?” I asked.
 
   “I should not see any reason against it,” Sir Raeth replied.  “What sort of spells might you perform?”
 
   “I have no idea.  Healings, of course—minor ones.  What else do people want?” I asked.
 
   “That is difficult to say.  Better crops, healthy children, stronger backs, a bed free of vermin.  Can you give them these things?”
 
   I shrugged.  “Given time and effort, I’m not sure there’s anything I can’t do; it’s just a question of how much time and effort.  So we have a short-term cash flow problem, not a long-term one.  I’m looking to get you two into some armor and on horseback.  How can we accomplish that?”
 
   Sir Bouger chuckled.  “The rabble will be of no help; you must speak to someone with gold.”
 
   “Granted.”
 
   “Then let us pay a call on Lord Heledon; his lordship may have need of a wizard.”
 
   “You said he has one.”
 
   “Yes, but there are wizards and then there are wizards.  Some task beyond his pet wizard’s power may be a sore point with his lordship; he may be willing to pay for a more powerful wizard’s aid.”
 
   “He’s the guy in charge of Eastgate?”
 
   “That he is.  Sir Raeth and I are guests at his courtesy.”
 
   I shrugged.  “Okay.  Let’s go talk to the man and see what he can afford.  Right after I get some wizarding supplies.”
 
    
 
   Slightly lighter in funding and much heavier in useful bits and pieces, we made our way to the fortified manor of Lord Heledon.
 
   The place wouldn’t stand a siege, but it was perfectly adequate for beating off an attack by a rampaging mob.  The windows (windows!) on the ground floor had heavy brass shutters, while the upper floor had crossletted wooden ones.  The whole place was stone, with a slate roof.
 
   After listening to the man for a bit, I got the impression that beating off an attack by a rampaging mob was about what he expected.  He was pompous and grasping and generally offensive, and I’m glad I let Sir Raeth do all the talking.  Since I had no immediate plans for the future other than wandering a bit and scouting out more of the kingdom, the arrangements turned out to be quite satisfactory.
 
   The Duke felt horses were no problem.  Happy to provide them.  Armor?  Well… plate would take too long to fit.  Scale and chain, though, were readily available. 
 
   Provided…
 
   … provided we were willing to go in place of the King’s Levy on Eastgate.
 
   Apparently, His Majesty raised troops from his vassals in a simple formula:  one knight equals one hundred men under arms.  “Arms,” in this case, meant “with appropriate weapons.”  Crossbows, polearms, or something similar; not pitchforks and woodchoppers.  Places that could afford a hundred men and enough sharp objects to go around sent them; a lot of knights would fork over cash to help out, rather than actually go to battle.
 
   My opinion of chivalry really took a nose dive at that revelation, let me tell you.  I began to have some inkling of why Sir Raeth and Sir Bouger were so impressed with me for cutting them loose.  I was likewise more impressed with them for getting into trouble in the first place; it’s apparently rare to find a member of the gentry out looking for trouble!
 
   Eastgate didn’t have the money (read: didn’t want to shell out) for a hundred peasants with some basic instruction on which end of a pike to hold.  The local knights (if you want to call them that) also didn’t like the idea of heading off to war.
 
   So the three of us were worth three hundred conscripts.  Handy for lord Heledon.
 
   Sir Raeth did arrange for Lord Heledon—that is, Duke Heledon—to knight me, though.  It carries more weight than when another knight does it, I guess.  And, since he was already willing to fob us off on the King as his knights, a little sword-waving wasn’t so much more.
 
   What the hell.  It’s not like I had any serious plans for next week.  And it would let me stir about the country, see the sights, do some traveling.
 
   Standing vigil this evening sounds boring, though.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, OCTOBER 21ST 
 
    
 
   I was in the privy when the sun went down; I’d complained of a bit of constipation and warned Sir Bouger I might be a while.
 
    Good thing, too.  The sunset brought with it a slightly-lessened blaze of power in my blood.  It had diminished a little, but it was going to be a while before I stopped feeling giddy in the evenings.
 
    Altogether, I was probably in the toilet for close to half an hour.  Bouger gave me an inquisitive look as I walked carefully into the chapel, but he didn’t ask.  He showed me where to sit, clapped me on the shoulder—in sympathy, I think—and left me to my watch.
 
   So here I am, in a chapel, standing vigil over my own sword and a suit of armor I’ll never wear.  Apparently, I’m supposed to defend them against anybody who comes along to try and grab them.  I’d like to see someone try and grab Firebrand, actually.  At present, I can see the matrix of the enchantment in it; part of a dragon’s spirit is in there, all right.  It’s a sharp-edged bar of mystic fire, poorly hidden in fragile steel.
 
   Still and all, I’m nervous.  It’s night, I’m not breathing, and I’m in a chapel.  I’m taking part in some sort of consecration ritual, but I’m not crisping.
 
   Yeah, I’m nervous.  Aside from that, I’m bored.
 
    
 
   Sir Raeth dropped in.  We had a chat about knighthood.  He’s apparently of the opinion that noblesse oblige is more than a phrase in a foreign language.  That whole noble-service-cheerfully-rendered thing means something to him.  Don Quixote would understand Sir Raeth; they speak the same language.
 
   I also found out some interesting things about the local chivalry.  Shada wasn’t exactly wrong about chivalry, just a mite confused.
 
   All the noble houses, from the King on down the vassal tree, are knights of the Order of the Crown.  Which basically means they inherited the title.  Such knights range from the chubby fellow with the asthmatic wheeze to sword-waving lunatics like the Baron Xavier Baret.  The majority aren’t interested in risking their necks; they have a bigger title to inherit.  Encountered in the army, they are the guys on the hill, at the rear, watching the battle and telling people what signals to give.  Nobody was a member of that Order without a noble pedigree.  Second sons and suchlike who don’t stand to inherit something more grandiose also wind up in the Order of the Crown.  Their offspring have to earn their spurs and don’t automatically wind up in the Order of the Crown.  Instead…  
 
   Another Order of Knighthood is the Order of the Sword; that’s the one offering me a membership card.  These are men ballsy enough to go looking for trouble and are generally dangerous enough to give trouble a hard time.  With no other claim to nobility than a knighthood, a strong arm, and a good heart, they were the core of what I think of as the actual knights.  The officers of the army, if you will, that led on the field.  These guys would be yelling for men to follow them as they hacked their way into the enemy line.  
 
   Commoners who join (or are conscripted) into the army sometimes become knights.  More often, an existing knight will take a commoner for a squire and train him.  This sometimes is enough to let the squire advance to knighthood.  Earning a knighthood is supposed to be damned tough.  It requires years of squiring… or one act of great heroism, valor, and force of arms.  I got in through the second method.  A few get in via bribery, if some wealthy commoner decides a son ought to look good in armor, but members of the Sword are almost as picky as the Order of the Crown, although about different things.  Having a sword as part of a heraldic device—all Knights of the Sword are required to—is sort of a badge of quality.  Knights of the Crown have their family crest.
 
   Sir Raeth seemed almost apologetic about my being stuck with the Order of the Sword.  But then, he was an hereditary noble and doubtless felt it was a lesser honor.  Which, by his lights, it was.  Personally, I think nobility isn’t something you’ll find in a gene sequence.
 
   We also talked about where we would be going.  As I suspected, the destination was much farther north, facing off with the northern barbarians.
 
   “What lunatic starts a war in the winter?” I asked.
 
   He chuckled.  “It is not lunacy; this war is outright madness.”
 
   “This I gotta hear.”
 
   “We have southern duchies that are yet warm enough to lay in a crop over the winter.  We have heavier armor, and great stores of food every year.  We have many wizards who will help to move supplies and aid troops at His Majesty’s behest.  We sometimes have a few fighting wizards—such as yourself—who will lend their skills in battle.  They have a few wizards in their ranks, but not so many as we.”
 
   “We still have to go to them,” I pointed out.  “Isn’t that going to cost us?”
 
   “Aye, that it would,” he answered, and looked less than pleased.  “I was coming to such things.  It is their land, and they know it better than we do.  They have shorter lines of supply, difficult to disrupt, and greater numbers on their side.  So it was decided that the river bridge would mark our northern outpost.  We have a single fortification upon which they may mass their assembled might, and in so massing, break against it.  It has been many, many years since last we sallied across the river to carry the attack to them.”
 
   Sir Raeth grinned widely at me.  “But we may always hope we shall do so this year!”
 
   He should have been a Knight of the Sword.
 
    
 
   I think I dozed off after Sir Raeth left.  I think.  Because this is what I think happened—at least, what I remember happening.
 
   The chapel dimmed.  I say “dimmed” because it seemed to be less there than I remembered.  It wasn’t darker, because I have excellent night vision—even back before I developed a drinking problem.  But someone turned down the gain on my eyes, or maybe on the local reality.
 
   The statue of the god spoke.  It was a smaller version of the thing in the temple at Baret, complete with little oil lamp in the torso and fish-eye mirror where the head should be.
 
   What bothered me about it wasn’t the fact it had anything to say, but the way the featureless mirror looked at me, like a great, reflective eye.  More evidence I was dreaming, I suppose.
 
   “My son, my son,” it said.  “Why are you troubling my Church so?”  The voice made my skin crawl despite the quiet, benevolent tone.  It was a crooning, seductive voice.  One that made you want to listen to it and agree with it, just so you might sound that good by association.  If I hadn’t been so worried about terminal sunburn, I might have been more receptive.
 
   “They started it.”
 
   “Yet, they do that which I have instructed.  Return to your own world, my son, and live out the balance of your days there.”
 
   It’s a dream.  Why not just say it? I thought.
 
   “If you’re the one who told them to murder my wife, myself, and a bunch of good people, as well as to make deals with ancient demons, then I don’t think I’m going to take any suggestion from you.”
 
   “I see.  No, I gave no such orders—but this world is not yours.  This is not your place.”
 
   “It is now,” I countered.
 
   “If you stand against me, I must smite you down,” it warned.
 
   “You already tried that in my homeworld.  If you’re so much more powerful here, why haven’t you already?  I’m in a chapel that belongs to you.”
 
   Long pause.  The flame reflected from the mirror seemed to burn darker.
 
   “You will pay for your insolence,” the voice said, and the benevolent tone was gone.  Now it was a tone of menace.  Hissing.  Threatening.  Angry.  Somehow familiar.
 
   “Not nearly as much as you’ll pay in loyal followers and clergy.  Or were you not watching when I broke into your church and killed both guards and priests?  What happened to your omniscience?  Or your omnipotence?  Or is it just that you need someone to weed out the weaklings in your ranks?”
 
   Gods don’t like to debate, I guess.  The voice shut up and the chapel undimmed.  But I could swear I almost heard it snarl.
 
   I’m pretty sure that’s when I woke up.  At least, I think I did.
 
    
 
   Fortunately for me, the chapel has no windows.  A god of light, and he doesn’t like windows?  I haven’t got that figured out yet.  The only light was from lamps and from the statue’s mirror-face-head-thing.  Maybe it’s significant in that the only light is that of the god.  Doesn’t like competition?  It sure fit with the policy regarding Tamara, and fire-witches in general.
 
   Regardless, it isn’t a sunrise.  I stood it well.
 
   Once the day was well under way, I realized that the sheer power of my victims was gone to wherever such things go in the daylight.  Doubtless, it would be back at sunset.  It bothered me, how much I missed it.  It was a good feeling, a feeling that made anything possible.  A boundless sense of capability, strength, competence… Power.
 
   I liked it, and it scared me that I liked it.  It still scares me, but I’ll shut up about it now.
 
   A bath came next, and new clothes—I expected to be dressed in my armor, but they don’t seem to go for that here—before I got ushered in to the sound to trumpets.
 
   I felt like I was getting married.  A long, long walk down a bright red carpet (if a trifle worn) with people simply packed into the ducal hall.  Being knighted is a spectator sport.
 
   The Duke was long-winded and fanciful.  He praised my martial prowess (which he’d never seen), my commitment to noble ideals (which he’d never asked), my steadfast loyalty and honor (which he’d never tested), and the fact I was an inspiration to all chivalry everywhere (which, I have to say, I’m not.)
 
   He did it really well.  If I hadn’t known better, I’d have bought it.  The court surely did; there were oohs and ahhs at every eloquent turn of phrase.  The Duke was a good speaker, had a good voice, and knew how to impress the crowd.  He pulled out all the stops and made the crowd do that excited murmuring thing that sometimes happens when there’s supposed to be silence.
 
   I wondered what advantage it would give him.  I didn’t doubt for a second it profited him to invest his time like this.  
 
   On the other hand, maybe he was just something of a ham.
 
   Once he finished his speechmaking, he actually tapped my shoulders with his sword, pronouncing the actual knighting.  I rose on cue as he picked up a red sash—red tassels, since I wasn’t of noble birth—and offered it to me, draped over both of his outstretched hands.  I took it, wound it around my waist, tied it off, and I bowed.  He bowed very slightly and then dismissed me.  I’d been briefed on what to do; back up seven steps, then turn and exit, stage left.  I did so, while applause and huzzahs followed me.
 
   Damned if some of ladies didn’t throw flowers and flutter eyelashes at me.
 
   My Sirs were waiting for me; they were dressed in what looked like a cross between brigandine and chainmail—that is, small rigid plates, about the size of a playing card, with a lot of close-spaced chain links holding it all together and comprising the joints, the whole of it worn over quilted padding.  It looked freshly polished, and they had a suit for me.  The fancy plate I’d stood vigil over wouldn’t fit me, so it was staying here.  I wondered who really owned it.
 
   They helped me get into the tinware.  I needed the help; armor is awkward until you have it on.  But they knew what they were doing and had me dressed in nothing flat.  We mounted up.  I was on Bronze; Sir Raeth and Sir Bouger had fresh horses.  There was a mule with supplies on it in tow as we set out.  People cheered us as we left.
 
   Maybe it’s my imagination, but I’m positive I was getting a lot of significant looks from the ladies in the crowd.  I may be wrong but I’m certain.  I guess they just love a man in uniform.
 
   Once we were in the hills and out of sight, we halted to rearrange stuff and get out of the armor.  It was actually fairly comfortable armor, but it was going to be a long ride.  We put a lot more gear on Bronze—it wouldn’t have looked good to have the Conquering Heroes loaded with camping gear—and on the other two horses; the mule had been seriously overloaded.
 
   “Duke doesn’t waste any time, does he?” I offered, while we were unloading and repacking.
 
   “Not a bit,” Sir Bouger agreed.  “The quicker we are on our way, the quicker the King can be told.  His Grace has met his commitments now, and will be unmolested for at least half a year.”
 
   “And His Majesty’s proctor can be sent packing,” Sir Raeth added.  “Few nobles enjoy having a man with the King’s Writ in their demesne.”
 
   “It’s always bad when the boss is looking over your shoulder, yeah,” I agreed.  “So where are we going, and how long will it take to get there?”
 
   “We will ride north to Delvedale, then turn westward.  The place we are bound for is Crag Keep.  Twenty days to Delvedale and another fifteen to Crag Keep, if we have good weather all the way.”
 
   “Which we shall not,” Sir Bouger added.
 
   (I’m going to stop “Sir”-ing them all the time and just use their names.  Just remember they’re knights.)
 
   “Expecting us to get rained on?” I asked, smiling.  I’ve been rained on before.  I’m not sweet enough to melt.
 
   “Likely so,” Raeth agreed.  “Rain, and sleet or snow as we go farther north and the season advances.”
 
   I shook my head.  Too many years in a technological society, I guess.  I had been thinking in terms of a day or two at most; this was a month or more of being on the road.  On Bronze, I could probably make it in one night.  She hit speeds in cross-country that would have cops falling all over themselves to write me tickets, and she never got tired that I could tell.  But I was tied to a pair of merely mortal nags (actually they were well-trained war steeds and in fine shape, but by comparison…) and wasn’t going to be zipping merrily down the road at my usual headlong pace.
 
   I should have brought something to read.
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, OCTOBER 26TH  
 
    
 
   Okay, we’ve been on the road for four or five days and we’re shaking down into a sort of routine.  We call it a day while there’s still an hour or two of light left and I get lessons on how to kill people.  Then I spend a half-hour or so off in the bush by myself—the wizard has to do wizard things, don’t bother me, I’ll be back—and I take most of the night watch.  They’re amazingly happy with the arrangement; if the wizard doesn’t sleep as much as a normal person and will take eight out of ten hours, they’re fine with that!  Around dawn, I go off to do wizard stuff again while they break camp.  I come back to help them finish up, then we hit the road.
 
   I am becoming much more respectful of skilled opponents.
 
   Davad is the absolute best I’ve ever seen; I don’t think I could beat him even at night.  Sasha might have; she combined inhuman speed with centuries—or, at least, decades—of skill.  The baron is the second-best human, and he works at it constantly to be that good.  Raeth and Bouger aren’t far behind the baron.  I thought with my overwhelming speed and my basic training, I could probably take any normal knight in anything resembling a fair fight.
 
   And, in truth, I probably can.  But I’m very likely to pay for it with a nasty wound somewhere.  I’m much faster than Raeth, somewhat faster then Bouger—he’s very fast—but nowhere near as good as they are.
 
   I’ve messed with swordplay off and on for years.  I’ve gotten a lot of practice recently.  But the fighting men of this world have had cutlery in their hands for most of their lives.  I’ve heard stories about incredible swordsmen in Heidelberg and suchlike, and underground fencing clubs that don’t mess about with those silly sport rules.  I think I may believe them now.
 
   I’m also learning the finer points of the lance.  No pun intended.  It’s actually a lot harder than it looks; the pointy end is about fourteen feet away and joggling all over the place from the horse’s gait.  Hitting a target with it is like trying to squash a fly on the wall with the tip of a fishing rod.
 
   I’m getting better.  I can hit a shield pretty reliably.
 
   But the lance is only a secondary skill.  There’s also mace-work and some axe-work, and a miscellany of other weapons, because there’s no telling when I’ll need to use one.  Besides, the good thing about a lance is you can skewer someone at the end of it.  The bad part is you then need to drop the lance and get something else in hand fast, because after you put the lance through someone’s chest, you aren’t going to be using it for much else; it either breaks, or you have a sizable shish-ka-Bob and no good way to remove him. 
 
   If we had bows or crossbows, I’m sure I’d be practicing with them, too.
 
   Still… axes and maces!  How difficult can they be to use?
 
   Plenty.  There’s a lot more to them than “swing real hard.”  I’m not exactly sure I understand it myself, but I’m learning.  They’re completely different from a sword, even different from each other.
 
   While we were resting after an evening bout of beatings, I asked Raeth a question.
 
   “Can I ask you a question?”  I began.  No, that wasn’t the question.
 
   “Of course,” he said, panting a bit.  It was staff-work; he and Bouger traded off against me, but we were all tired.
 
   “Why’d you want me knighted, anyway?  Just because I broke you loose?”
 
   He shook his head and wiped sweat from his brow.  It was getting cool in the evenings, but fighting is hard work.
 
   “No.  Or only somewhat.  It had more to do with your actions and attitude.”
 
   “That’s the first time anyone’s ever given me something good just because of my attitude,” I observed, leaning on my staff.  “What was it that you liked?”
 
   Bouger interjected, “Your assumptions.”
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   “You assumed many things,” he said.  “You assumed we would instantly be free to go our way.  You assumed it was your duty to help us go.  You assumed responsibility for our well-being.  You assumed the tower and all its goods would be divided among us all, rather than spoils for yourself.”
 
   Raeth nodded.  “Yes.  You gave, without asking or expecting reward.  You were generous and you were kind.  Indeed, even noble.”
 
   I stared at them, back and forth.  “That’s it?”
 
   “Well, that and you are a whirlwind with a blade.  Your skills are nothing exceptional, but you are the fastest man alive—of that I’m certain.  And your strength is something a man has to experience before he will believe it; you do look fit, but not powerful.  I see a great potential in you, more than any squire—or knight—I have ever known.”
 
   “Ouch.”
 
   “Ouch?”
 
   “There is no greater burden than a great potential,” I replied, quoting or misquoting someone; I don’t know who.
 
   “True.  But what of Bouger and I, who must help you develop it?”
 
   “Indeed,” Bouger added.  “Think of the lumps and bruises we will have before you are truly skilled in the arts of war!”
 
   I laughed then, and we went back to whacking at each other.
 
   Still, that whole “Arts of War” comment has me thinking about the upcoming war.  I’m trying not to think about the possibility of gulping down a few knights, just so I can have some familiarity with the weapons—the knights on the other side, of course.  Perfectly justifiable, right?  Wrong.  That way lies… something unpleasant, and I don’t want to go there.  Someone once said something about the quick and easy path and how it could dominate one’s destiny.  Very bad idea.
 
   On a lighter note, Bouger knows more bawdy songs than I’ve ever heard in my life.  I find this odd in a man who has been groomed as the heir to a County since the day he was born.  Bouger knows more about how a fiefdom is run than I do, and his knowledge is practical experience from being dragged along by his father.
 
   Raeth, meanwhile, doesn’t stand to inherit anything.  Perhaps a stipend, at best.  But he’s more of an intellectual than Bouger.  Bouger isn’t much on literature, poetry, history, or geography, but Raeth knows at least a little bit about them all.  Raeth reads a lot—at least, for around these parts!
 
   I’m pleased to say starting a fire with a word and a gesture is a trick they both appreciate all out of proportion.  Maybe I’m just used to a society with the Zippo.
 
   I’m also bleeding off some of the head-rush level of power I have at night.  One of the wizarding tools I bought was another glass ball.  I’m slowly leaching power into it, storing it—slowly, because I don’t want the ball to explode from too massive a power surge.
 
   I’m doing it because I like the feeling of that power too much.  I don’t dare get used to it.  It’s taken a few days, but I’ve got it back down to my usual whee-I’m-a-vampire feeling.  I think.  I may still be riding a massive high, but feel normal because of the contrast.  How do I tell?  I don’t have a dipstick to check my blood level!
 
   I wonder how long it’ll be before I’m hungry again?  If I get peckish, I can grab a small animal or two and take care of minor hunger.  It’s the life-spark that worries me.
 
   Well, the good news on the potential feeding problem is we pass through towns or villages nearly every day.  The King’s Highway sees a lot of traffic, and most people don’t go farther than one day’s worth of walking.  Of course, while we have enough actual cash to stay at an inn, we don’t have enough to spend it lavishly.  Since it’s bad policy to presume on the hospitality of local lords, we cruise right past small towns and through tiny villages—we camp along the road.  Apparently, we can commandeer a farmhouse whenever we like, but most farmers don’t have what we would call worthwhile accommodations.  So what keeps us from borrowing someone’s hovel for the night isn’t nobility—or not much—but more of a distaste for odor.
 
   Ick.  I don’t like sleeping with pigs.  Give me cities and sanitation.  I was never a country boy, but I feel less so now.
 
   Bouger was right about the weather, though.  It’s raining, and large stretches of the road are mud.  Nobody seems to have bothered to develop a real road system.  I know they could—the Romans had great roads.  These are packed dirt at best, more often muddy ruts.  The horses and the mule are slogging along, but it’s slow going.  We loaded everything onto Bronze and walked through the rain for most of today.  It slowed to a drizzle in the late afternoon, but came back strong after nightfall.
 
   Bouger and Raeth are in the tent.  I enspelled it to retain heat and repel water, and Firebrand is hanging from the central pole, glowing comfortably.
 
   Me?  I’m out in the wet, on watch.  It’s not like a little rain is going to bother me, being dead and all.  It isn’t generosity, just practicality.
 
   I still wish I knew more about meteorology.  I understand the basics, but messing about with a whole line of storm systems when I don’t even have a satellite picture… I’d try manipulating the weather if I had a better idea of what I was doing, but I recall my snowstorm a little too well.  I might tell the rain to go away and get a six-year drought.  And in breaking the drought, I’d drown the kingdom.  I’m not going there.
 
    
 
  
 
  


 
 
   
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, OCTOBER 28TH 
 
    
 
   The rain stopped earlier, during the afternoon.  The ground is still muddy soup.  I helped set up camp by wizarding dry a piece of higher ground.  Bouger made a remark about how I was going to spoil them for warfare and how everyone would want a competent wizard.  We all chatted for a bit and they hit the sack.  That works out for me, because I can find something to drink while they nap; it doesn’t do to demonstrate the proper method of sucking the blood out of a squirrel or rabbit to persons not in the habit.
 
   One of the other advantages of having the night watch to myself is it gives me a lengthy period of reflection—something I haven’t had, recently.  Things have been zipping along at a blur ever since, well, ever since I found it needful to appear married.
 
   It’s important to pause and take stock of one’s life every so often.  Who am I?  Why am I here?  Where am I going?
 
   Is it a bad thing when you don’t know the answers?
 
   I know who I am.  I’m me.  That’s all the answer I need.  Sorry if you don’t understand it, but I do, and that’s the important thing.
 
   A slight modification of the question—and perhaps just as important in my case—is what am I?  I’d have thought what I am is inextricably tied up with who I am, but that seems not to be so.  I’m a man… and a bloodsucking fiend of darkness.  I’m a human being… and a vampire.  A nightlord.
 
   No, I take that back.  I don’t have a problem with being a bloodsucking fiend of the night; I’ve never been a vegetarian, and I don’t propose to start now.  I’m a living vampire, and I’ve got some learning to do on exactly how that will affect my world—and how I will affect the world.  I’ve been cruising along without thinking much about it other than “How do I survive?”  There’s some philosophy that needs to be done, but I suppose I have time.
 
   The thing that bothers me is what am I doing?
 
   A year ago, my biggest concerns were preparing for a freshman physics class, making a car payment, and whether or not I’d have a date for Friday.  (If you’re interested, the usual answers were yes, probably, and darn.)
 
   More recently, my concerns have expanded—learning to be a husband (pass or fail?  I dunno; I didn’t get to finish the test), avenging my wife (pending; I’m having issues with mass murder and assassination these days), finding Shada (after she cools off, and if she wants to be found), and fighting in a war (which isn’t even my war).
 
   Why am I here?
 
   It’s a terrible thing not to have a purpose in life.  I don’t know what I’m living for, or what I would die for.  Maybe they should be the same thing, but I don’t have a good answer to either.  And I have absolutely no idea what might be good starting points.
 
   It looks like I’ll just drift with the current while I think about it.
 
    
 
   We passed through the remains of a village, today.  It looked awfully familiar.
 
   Raeth and Bouger were very quiet as we rode through.  The place was still deserted.  There was nothing larger than a rat, and not many of those.  Immigrants, I assume.
 
   “What do you suppose happened?” Bouger asked, quietly.  It seemed wrong to make noise.
 
   “I would say an invasion force, but the destruction…” Raeth answered.  “It’s so complete.  There couldn’t be a force that size in the kingdom.  Could there?”
 
   “Don’t ask me,” I replied.  “I’m just along for the ride.  You guys figure it out.” I thumped Bronze’s sides and rode around in the remains of the village, sightseeing—well, pretending to.  I was really more interested in leaving Bronze-sized tracks to cover up her previous ones.
 
   We stopped for a while, but they couldn’t find evidence of the army that did it; we left it as a mystery.  A raiding party or an overlarge bandit gang wouldn’t have burned the bodies.  It left Raeth and Bouger scratching their heads.  Which was fine by me; I don’t really want to explain.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, OCTOBER 29TH
 
    
 
   I spent a good portion of this evening working out a new idea.  Most of why I bother to step into my mental study, here, and write this stuff down is so I can come back and read it later.  Sort of a snapshot of what I think at the time.  I’ve sat down and re-read a lot of this journal at various points.  
 
   What I’d really like is a chronicler.  Someone to do the writing for me—when it comes to tedious tasks, I confess to a certain laziness.  It doesn’t do me any good to log, “Eighteen miles today.  Bouger’s jokes are wearing thin.  Fair weather.”  On the other hand, there’s a certain loss of continuity if I don’t write in my little diary here, except when I feel like it.
 
   Maybe I’ll construct an imaginary friend in my mind to keep track of little details, and I’ll elaborate only when I have something significant.  That could work out.
 
   Or I could just feel guilty about not keeping my journal updated.  I’ll try leaving it alone until something interesting happens.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, NOVEMBER 12TH
 
    
 
   Now I see why people didn’t travel anywhere in the Dark and Middle Ages.  It’s boring, filthy, and uncomfortable.  Give me a highway and a Buick any day.
 
   And the food!  I am learning to hate dried meat, dried fruit, hard bread, and hard cheese.  Now I understand why spices were so expensive back then, too.  The flavors are pretty monotonous.  Hideously so.  I find I look forward to munching on something at night, just to wash the ever-present taste out of my mouth!
 
   I think I can remember the taste of chocolate.  What I wouldn’t give for a Hershey bar.  
 
   Nothing else, really.  I just needed to gripe.
 
   Well, I take that back; Raeth likes wizarding.  While I’ve been at drill, drill, drill with sword, mace, and meat grinder, both of them have been getting to play at wizard’s apprentices.  I have no idea how to be an apprentice wizard’s master and they don’t know spit about being wizards.  But they can both do things when I show them.  We have that to talk about while we’re riding along.  They’re learning.
 
   Bouger was watching me wrap a fire spell around a twig—the same thing I did for them when I first met them.  He asked me how I did that.  I tried to explain, but he didn’t follow it.  Raeth didn’t either.  So I started in on an explanation of magic and how a wizard uses it.  
 
   It was like speaking a foreign language.  So I cranked up my translation spell, unlocked my mental bunker, and tried again.
 
   This is the really fun part.
 
   Have you ever had a subject where you just didn’t “get it”?  The facts might be easy enough to memorize, but the concept was tough?  Sure, a foreign language is a collection of nouns and verbs and such—but when learning it, you don’t speak it; you just translate in your head.  Then the lights come on and you think in the language; you can then speak the language.  It’s part of you; you own it.
 
   I got an idea.
 
   A lot like my language translator spell, the one I used on Raeth and Bouger let them “think” the way I did.  The spell was a refinement, really; nothing too impressive.  I could do a wizard’s trick and they, en rapport with me, effectively did it with me, watching from inside my head.  How much better an explanation and example could you ask for than to live the experience you’re trying to learn?
 
   In Raeth’s case, it was like suddenly being able to hear.  In Bouger’s case, he remained a bit tone-deaf.  Bouger has all the talent for wizarding of your typical hamburger.  Without cheese.
 
   Still, it’s something to do, and Raeth can already light a campfire.  Bouger can, too, technically; it just takes him about as much effort as flint and tinder would.  Handy if he doesn’t have them, though.  Raeth just waves his hands and concentrates for a half minute and the laid sticks start to burn.  It’s their one trick, but they practice it.
 
   They’ll never be great wizards.  They just don’t have the… the… what’s the word?  Capacity?  Like a man who wants to be a professional race car driver, but who doesn’t have the reflexes or the eyesight for it.  Doesn’t mean he can’t drive, just not well enough to be a pro.  Or a man who wants to be a professional bodybuilder—but just doesn’t have the bone and muscle structure for it.  Doesn’t mean he can’t bulk up and get strong, but he’ll never make it to the Olympic weightlifting team.
 
   I’m enjoying it immensely, though.  It tickles me pink and polka-dotted to see them succeed.
 
   I needed something enjoyable to offset the food, that’s certain.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, NOVEMBER 15TH
 
    
 
   Delvedale.  Lovely place.  Set in the foothills of the scenic Eastrange and climbing into the rocky prominences.  Primary industry: mining.  Population:  well over a thousand.  Main exports:  Iron and coal.
 
   It’s impractical to put a wall around the place; it’s too spread out.  There are mineshafts all over several square miles, each with a cluster of nearby shacks for miners and their dependents.  The only fortified area is the civic center, a sizable keep where they do most of the refining and where they store the metal.  It’s a no-nonsense keep and looks like it’s seen its share of fighting.  Since the Eastrange is full of orku and galgar, I guess mining is more hazardous than usual.
 
   Delvedale isn’t really a city, as such.  It’s more of a Royal industry.  The King gets twenty-five percent of anything that comes out of the ground, in addition to his usual taxes, but also subsidizes the local food merchants to keep prices reasonable.  Granted, some of the locals farm in the foothills, but it can’t possibly meet the demand.
 
   I’m glad we stayed the night.  I would have felt guilty about sapping energy from these poor blokes.  The administrators—who do nothing more strenuous than collecting the King’s share—they were another story.  I’ve never been too fond of the tax-man, so it seems fair they should have a headache for a change.  Hanging around for the night let me pick and choose rather than just take a fast sweep with a wingful of tendrils.
 
   The place has a good inn, though.  It lives and breathes for merchants who want iron and coal.  The foundries and smithies of the kingdom hinge on these mines.  I’m told there are other mines besides here in the Eastrange, but none anywhere near as large or productive.  The inn also makes a nice profit off the soldiers passing to or from the war with the northern barbarians.
 
   I was downstairs; Raeth and Bouger had already hit the beds.  We had a large, tasty dinner—trail rations got old for them, too—before they went up.  I visited the room and a curled up in a blanket for the sunset, then went back downstairs.  I found I was enjoying a nice evening in the common room.  The place never was empty; miners, working underground, don’t care if it’s day or night, only if it’s their shift or not.  I’d been there about an hour when I noticed there was a discussion across the room.
 
   Three large men accosted the fellow at his table.  They simply sat down and started having a direct conversation.  The first fellow listened intently, nodded, nodded some more, answered a question.  This would not have stood out so much if there hadn’t been such an intensity to the conversation.  I wondered what it could be about; I couldn’t hear them over the room noise.
 
   Finally, the first man rose and picked up a staff; the quartet then departed.
 
   A wizard of some sort, I guessed.  Probably just hired for some sort of spell work.  I understand the mines use magical lights whenever possible; it prevents gas explosions.  The really good lights even change color when the gas starts getting thick.  Nice safety feature.  I wondered what other uses they had for magic in a mine.  Magical blasting, maybe?  Or spells to pump out, evaporate, or otherwise remove water?  Maybe something to freshen the air?
 
   I was lost in the ideas of enchanted mining equipment when the trio returned, minus the wizard.  One of them got up on a bench and cleared his throat.  A sort of hush settled as people craned necks to see what was what.
 
   “I don’t want t’be disturbin’ ye from yer drinks, but is there another wizard hereabouts?  We’ve a need for all, for we’ve more injured than a single wizard can handle.”
 
   There was a good deal of looking around and a lot of headshaking.  The man got down from the bench, looking glum.
 
   I stood up.  “I’m a wizard.”  People near at hand gaped at me and scooted back.  I guess I don’t look the part.  I blame the armor.
 
   The trio closed on me at flank speed.  “Indeed, are ye?  Good, then.  Will ye help?” asked the spokesman.
 
   “If I can.  I am Sir Halar.  And you are?”
 
   “Drummon,” he replied.  “These’re Phlis and Bulton.  Are ye a knight or a wizard, then?”
 
   “Both.”  I gestured and a ball of blue fire appeared in my hand; I closed my fist and it winked out.  “Where’s the wounded?”
 
   “This way, good sir wizard,” Drummon replied, and they led me out of the inn.
 
   The trip was fairly lengthy.  We wound our way up into the mountains at a fast walk; the locals have really good legs.  When we arrived at the scene of the accident, it turned out to be no accident.  Men were lying all over the place, many of them dead or dying.  The wounded were being cared for, but there were only two wizards there before I arrived.  Mundane care was mostly limited to giving them water and staunching the flow of blood.
 
   The dead had arrows sticking out of them; several of the bodies were badly carved up.
 
   “What happened?” I asked.
 
   “Galgar,” Phlis replied.  “Dozens of ’em.  Loosed two flights, then charged.  Cut down near everybody.  Took the mules and the iron on ’em.  Happens.”
 
   “Happens?” I echoed.  “Why doesn’t someone go after them, wipe them out?”
 
   “They’s fast and sneaky, an’ they know them peaks,” Drummon replied.  “Ambush spots ev’rwhere.  Tried it a couple times, back when.  Gave up.  Now we leaves some iron and a mule now and then as a bribe.  Din’t leave enough, I’d say.”
 
   “I guess not.”  I looked over the wounded.  At least they understood the idea of triage.  The dying were in two groups.  The first group was being comforted as much as possible; they were considered hopeless.  The other group was being bandaged; these were the ones they thought they could save.
 
   I don’t doubt they knew their business, but I had to see for myself.  I went to look over the hopeless cases.
 
   They weren’t hopeless.  Just tricky.  Like the fellow with the arrow in his left lung.  He was bleeding into the lung and would likely drown in his own blood eventually.  If anyone pulled the arrow out, it would bleed more freely and he’d die quicker.  But he was hanging on for a while; his wife or girlfriend or whoever she was knelt beside him on the ground and wept over their clasped hands.
 
   I whistled piercingly for attention.
 
   “All right, I’ve got a couple of spells for the dying.  Is there anybody here who is willing to buddy up with someone who is dying and carry them while I fix them up?”
 
   There were a lot of exchanged glances.  The only volunteer I knew I could count on spoke up right away.
 
   “Oh, master wizard!” she cried, throwing herself at my feet.  “Save him!  Save him!  Do whatever you must, take whatever you need, but save his life, I pray you!”
 
   I looked at the other two wizards.   “Keep at it; we’ll have sit-down and I’ll show you later.”  They looked at each other, back at me, shrugged, and turned their attention to the not-quite-dying wounded again.
 
   The lady and I examined her man.  The trick would be to get the arrow out—feeling it with tendrils told me it was a barbed arrowhead—without ripping him open much more.  A little magical push and pull and twist ought to be okay for that…
 
   “All right, here’s what’s about to happen,” I explained.  “I’m going to tie your lives together for a while.  Some of your life force will flow into him.  It will be like sharing his wounds; I don’t think you will feel any pain from it, only some of the weakness.  But I could be wrong, so be prepared for it.”
 
   “Anything, master wizard.  Anything!”
 
   “So you said.  Now sit down.  Better, lie down next to him and hold him close.  Don’t interfere with that wounded side, though.  Good.”
 
   I wound tendrils through them both, drew lines of power between them and through them, and linked their lives.  His spirit brightened immediately; hers dimmed.  
 
   That was the first easy part.
 
   “Drummon, do we have any wine or strong spirits?”
 
   He looked startled, then drew out a flask.  He handed it to me.
 
   “Good start.”  I was certain I could sterilize the wound, but I wanted something to wash out dirt and the like.  I wrapped tendrils around two ribs and pushed, separating them.  Both the man and his lady gasped in pain.  Ah, well.
 
   Once I had the ribs apart, I jammed two fingers in, one on either side of the arrow, and held them there.  He groaned aloud while she just gritted her teeth.  My tendrils slid down the arrow, covered the arrowhead completely, and expanded just a little.  This pushed back all the flesh and allowed me to carefully slide it out.
 
   That was the second easy part.  Now, about this problem with a lung collapsing…
 
   “Open your mouth,” I told him.  “You, girl; hold his nose shut.  Take a deep breath, son, and then hold it.  Let your lady breathe into your mouth; I want her to blow air out this hole in your chest.”
 
   They both looked at me strangely.
 
   “Now, please,” I prompted, “or all my work to now is wasted.”
 
   So they did it.  She kissed him and blew into his mouth; he laid there and let the air flow through him.
 
   I, for my part, worked quickly.  He couldn’t hold his breath for very long.  I drew a gridwork of power inside the wound, a frame for flesh to follow when it healed.  This is how you will grow, it said.  It was really just a copy of another section of lung.  Then I washed it out with whiskey, scooped even the whiskey out with a flick of my mind, and drew flesh from all around the wound into the hole.  
 
   It was a heck of a bandage, I thought; I made it up on the spot.  It doesn’t heal the wound, just fills it in from everything around it.  It treats flesh like clay.  You can close over holes pretty easily, but you only have so much clay and it’s rough on the person you hit with it—it hurts a lot.
 
   It took two minutes, tops.  That’s a long time to hold your breath when you want to scream in agony.  We had to pause for both of them to breathe a little between applications, but I kept at it until he looked less like an anatomy display.
 
   “Okay, leave off,” I said to her.  “You, big guy.  Try breathing slow and deep.”
 
   He did.  It looked like he was airtight again.
 
   “Now listen, you two,” I went on.  “You’re both going to be tired and shaky for a while.  Eat a lot.  Rest a lot.  Drink a lot.  In a week or two, you should start feeling pretty good again; don’t get too excited.  That’s when my spell should wear off.  She’ll be healing some of your injury until then.  When the spell goes, you’ll feel worse; that’s normal.  You’ll still feel a lot better than dead, though, so rest until you feel well.  Got that?”
 
   They grabbed my hands.  She kissed the one, he just gripped the other.  I moved on to the next guy with holes.
 
   It was four hours of work I don’t want to do again.  I was bloody, dirty, and tired before all was said and done.  I felt really good for all of that.  Six men died under my care, one of them while I was working on him.  Fourteen not only survived because of me, one even got up and hobbled down the mountain on the arm of a friend.
 
   Yeah, it was draining.  I didn’t mind.  I kill people who don’t want to live, but it felt even better to help people who do.
 
    
 
   Back at the inn, I counted my coins.  There weren’t a lot of them.  I splurged on a bath anyway; I needed one.  Fortunately, the inn was built near a small waterfall; fresh bathwater was free.  I luxuriated in steaming water—I stirred it with Firebrand until it started to boil—and got rock dust, coal dust, and blood out of my pores.
 
   Dead or not, it’s nice to have a hot bath.  But if that waterfall were warmer…
 
   The wizards who were also on medic duty hit the bathtub after I did.  Then we had a lengthy conference at a table in the common room.  They got a few drinks—I declined their offer to buy me one—and I explained the idea behind the buddy system spell.
 
   It’s really a simple idea.  Healthy people produce more energy than they absolutely need—you can be tired, even bone-weary, and still be alive.  By tying the two life-streams together, a wound on one person heals up twice as fast—both bodies work to fix it.   Of course, in Geva’s case, the bird didn’t double the available energy.  And I’m sure there’s a point of diminishing returns—fifty people probably can’t heal a paper cut in ten seconds—but I haven’t fooled with it enough to know for certain.
 
   The danger to this is that if one of the people dies, everybody dies.  All that life energy drains out through the hole.  It wouldn’t be an instantaneous thing, of course, but it’d be a heck of a major energy loss.  A wizard in the matrix ought to be able to break the spell before he died.
 
   Probably.
 
   They were duly impressed.  Unfortunately, they also had very little talent for doing it; mucking about with life force isn’t something mortal wizards generally do.  They have to make spells to even see it, really; then they have to cast them and create new spells to manipulate and channel it.
 
   Complicated.  But possibly worthwhile.  It also might explain why there were so few occasions to invoke the law against animal sacrifices for power.  True, the penalty was death; but the potential power to be had from one slaughterhouse before a feast-day is incredible.  It’s possible that sacrificial power is only really useful to a nightlord.  I’d bet that no mortal magician can take life force and use it to gather magic.  The life force probably winds up being put directly into the spell—converted, transformed into energy the spell can use.  A no-good way to do it, with a really poor return on the life of the creature sacrificed, but if you have enough of them… I made a mental note to research a transformer-type spell and see.
 
   I did not share these thoughts with my students!
 
   The wizards, Phlis and Bulton, were appreciative of my skill; I didn’t have the heart to tell them I just had a natural (unnatural?) talent for it.
 
   “It is a shame we must part company,” Phlis offered.  “I would love to know more of your art; it is fascinating, the idea of binding two lives together so.”
 
   “Indeed,” Bulton agreed.  “I wish we could study this more.  Where are you bound?”
 
   “Crag Keep.  There’s a war on, I understand.”
 
   “Ah, yes.  Doubtless your skills will be very useful.”
 
   “Possibly,” I replied.  “Why not come along?”
 
   Phlis and Bulton looked at each other, then at me.  In unison, they said, “No.”
 
   Phlis went on with, “We dislike fighting, you see.  We are not warriors.”
 
   “Fair enough, fair enough,” I said.  “But if you want to study the spells, talk to the two I lifebound; they’ll probably let you look it over.  Don’t touch it, if you please.”
 
   Bulton looked guilty.  “I was planning on examining it,” he admitted.  I chuckled and he asked, “You are not angry?”
 
   “Why should I be?”
 
   “It is your spell,” he said.  “I am somewhat amazed that you share it so freely.”
 
   I stared at him.  “Why shouldn’t I?”
 
   “Well… it is yours.  It is terribly useful and doubtless worth much to those who need it.  You could travel the kingdom with a few slaves to heal the dying.  You could be wealthy.”
 
   “I’d rather teach the technique to anyone who can use it,” I said.  “Wouldn’t it be better if all wizards could learn everything they could hold?  Then we’d know who the competent ones are and who are the idiots.”
 
   Phlis burst out laughing.  “That would work!” he declared.  Bulton looked sour.
 
   “Yes, it would,” he agreed, “and we would never make a decent amount of coin again.  Everyone has their specialty, the thing he can command high prices for.  I hear metals in the earth; Phlis can see through rock and stone.  We do not share these things because that is how we make our living.”
 
   “You have a point,” I conceded.  “Well, I suppose I’ll just have to content myself with being poor.”
 
   “Oh, I don’t know,” Phlis replied.  “It is not a simple thing you suggest.  This life-bonding is difficult at best; I do not know that I can do it at all—no, nor you, Bulton!  Yet you, sir, can do it.  That is a talent, not just a technique.  A battlefield is the place for you, I think; you will find much profit there.”
 
   I grinned.  “I just hope I get that far on what I’ve got left,” I answered, jingling my coin pouch.  “Sometimes being a wizard is more profitable than others.”
 
   They chuckled and agreed.  Phlis downed the rest of his beer and rose.  Bulton followed suit.
 
   “The hour is late and the night has been hard,” Phlis said.  “We thank you for your instruction, sir wizard, and we wish you well on your journey.”
 
   “And quick passage out of our financial territory,” Bulton added, smiling and winking at me.
 
   I laughed at that.  “Goodnight, gentlemen.”
 
   I watched them leave and chuckled to myself.  I wonder if that’s how all wizards feel about their spells?  I realized I was in a good mood.  I really did enjoy teaching them how to work that spell; it was fun.  It’s been a long time since I was in front of a class, and I miss it terribly.
 
   There’s something about taking what you know and giving it to someone else.  It’s a good feeling, one of the reasons I like teaching.  Probably the main one.  Physics isn’t hard to teach, but often people think it’s hard to learn.  If it’s hard to learn, either A: the student doesn’t want to think or B: the teacher isn’t doing his job.
 
   Sounds callous, I know, but everyone is different.  You can teach a horse to open his own stall, but it will never learn calculus.  It doesn’t matter how good a teacher you are; the horse can’t do the math.  Some people are like the horse—in some areas.  But everyone has talents.
 
   Take me, for example.  I’m no artist.  I can draw with a T-square and triangles.  Geometry I can handle.  Portraits are beyond me; my brain and hands don’t work that way.  I can barely mix paint into the color I want.
 
   Hand me a thermodynamic problem or a blue screen of death on a PC and I’m your man.  Or, nowadays, a magical puzzle.  I like those.  Spells are… well, they’re almost like the purely intellectual puzzle of a math problem, combined with a computer and a thought-based user interface.  No typing, no fumbled keystrokes, no waiting for the compiler to finish.  It’s definitely for me.
 
   I should really look into founding a school, here.  ‘Halar’s College of Magery: No Spell Too Small, No Fee Too Outrageous.’
 
   On second thought, I’d have to broaden the curriculum.  Most of the spells I’ve encountered here do things by brute force, not by knowing how the world is put together.  Everything is easier when you know how to get what you want, instead of just wishing really hard.  Learn how the world is run and you can guide it more easily.  Don’t divert the river by dropping in a giant boulder; dig an irrigation ditch.  Don’t lift the block of stone; set up a block-and-tackle.  Don’t push the car sideways, turn the wheel.  The concepts aren’t hard; anybody should be able to grasp the rudiments with a little study.
 
   Come to think of it, why not found a school here?  I mean, really.  Why not?  I could teach, and the students would doubtless be more interested than the early-morning class back home.  I’d need a building and some way to attract students.  Probably only the wealthier families could afford formal schooling, though.  Some sort of work-exchange program for poor-but-smart kids?  It might be possible.  And I would certainly enjoy it!
 
   I indulged the idea, entertained it.  Would it be better to put a private school in a major city or out in the country?  The city would provide a lot of convenience for supplies, true.  But I still feel nervous about being so accessible and obvious; I like a lower profile.  I doubt either the magician’s academy or the Church would find it amusing.  The magicians might feel I was poaching.  The Church would not appreciate my attitude.
 
   Placing the school in a rural or wild area would make it appear less of a problem; distant problems are never quite as important.  But it would also take longer to get students—and take longer to get noticed.  A trade-off.  There would be other problems.  How to feed everyone, how to get support staff, how to build it in the first place…
 
   Ah, well.  It’s a pleasant daydream.
 
    
 
   Morning found us saddling up and about to hit the trail.  I stayed in my room and hid under blankets from the sunrise; Bronze didn’t mind being prepped an hour early.  When I finally came down, Raeth and Bouger looked amused.
 
   I mounted up and asked, “What?”  I wrapped my cloak around me a bit more tightly; it was a cold, blustery morning.
 
   “Have I ever mentioned,” Raeth asked, “that you seem to be a generous man?”
 
   “I think so.  Something about spending time and effort turning loose a bunch of enslaved people, as I recall.  I don’t think about it much; it’s done.”
 
   Bouger laughed.  “And what were you doing last night, I wonder?”
 
   “I helped a few people with some injuries, taught a couple of wizards a new spell, that sort of thing.”  I looked at them both, back and forth.  They were trying not to grin, lest their faces crack.  “What?” I demanded.
 
   Raeth drew out a pouch and tossed it to me; it clinked heavily and musically.  It was loaded with copper coins, one or two silver coins, and one rather small gold one.
 
   “A lady left this for you,” he explained.  “Fourteen men send their thanks with it.”
 
   Well.  My eyes were watering.  I didn’t like the look of that one lonely gold coin.
 
   “Come on; we have to find a lady.”
 
   They glanced at each other.  “Why?” Bouger asked.
 
   “Because they can be grateful as they like as long as they don’t starve themselves.  I spent too much time and effort putting them back together for that.”  Bouger opened his mouth and I pointed a shaking finger at him.  “And if you’re about to say something about how we could use the money, stuff it!  We’ll keep some of it, but most of it goes right back to them!  I have spoken.”
 
   Bouger closed his mouth without a word.
 
   It took a while.  I had to ask around; I didn’t even know the names of the people I treated.  Raeth seemed amused at that—he snickered a little, but he didn’t actually say anything.  Eventually, I wound up knocking on a rough door.  The lady I’d met last night opened it.  She looked tired, but perked up immediately when she recognized me.
 
   “Oh!  Master wizard!  Enter and be welcome!”  She backed away and bustled for a moment, clearing a space to stand.  Raeth came in with me and Bouger leaned in the doorway.  It was a small, one-room cabin, large enough for one person—or two very intimate people.  
 
   “How may I be of service?” she asked.  I noted her husband—I’ll assume they were married—was lying in a pile of blankets and fur, resting as per orders.
 
   “I was wondering if you can tell me who contributed this,” I asked, fishing out the gold coin.
 
   She dropped her eyes.  “I did, sir.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “You saved his life, sir,” she explained, and seemed to think that was all the explanation required.  Well, maybe it was.
 
   “All right.  Now I want you to do me a favor.”
 
   She bobbed a curtsey again.  “Anything, sir.”
 
   “Take this coin and get something to eat,” I said, holding it out to her.  “Recover.  Grow strong.”
 
   “But—but sir—”
 
   “And then take these,” I continued, putting a fistful of silver and copper on the small table, “and see to it that every last man of the fourteen I treated gets at least one good, wholesome, filling meal.  With meat in it.  That’s enough money, isn’t it?”
 
   “And then some, sir, but—”
 
   “Good.  That will save me the trouble of hunting down each and every one of them myself.  Thank you; I appreciate the favor you are doing for me.  It means a lot,” I added.  “I have to get on the road and I can’t afford the time.  I know you’re tired, too, so it hurts me to even ask, but I’m confident that you’ll manage it.  I can trust you to take care of this for me, can’t I?”
 
   She shook her head and opened her mouth to say something and Bouger interrupted her.
 
   “Give in, lass.  He nearly bit my head off for suggesting we keep the coins.  You won’t win.”
 
   She looked uncertain, then just nodded.
 
   “Good!” I beamed.  “Now we really have to go.  Raeth, Bouger, let’s hit the road.”
 
   It was at least six miles before anybody said anything.  At a horse’s walk, that’s a lot of silence.
 
   “It looks like we’re up about a dozen silver coins,” Bouger said, finally.
 
   “More than I expected,” Raeth replied.
 
   “What’s that supposed to mean?” I asked.  I think I might have been a trifle defensive.  Raeth didn’t react to that; his expression and tone never changed.
 
   “It means I didn’t expect to find that you’d gone out and made us some traveling money,” he replied.
 
   “Oh.”  I felt my face get hot.
 
   “Of course, I also half-expected you to give it all back,” he added.  “You’re a sentimental, romantic fool.  But so are we, or we would be at our homes, enjoying a fire, and content to lord it over our serf and slave.”
 
   I muttered something and they both laughed.  It was a laughing-with, not a laughing-at, and I’m glad I could tell the difference.  It broke my self-conscious defensiveness and the day seemed a lot lighter.
 
   “Thank you, gentlemen.”
 
   “Think nothing of it,” Bouger replied.  “Have you heard the song about he milkmaid and the shepherd?”
 
   I hadn’t, but soon did.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, DECEMBER 8TH
 
    
 
   Crag Keep is a big, solid, no-nonsense structure.  It’s a couple of weeks west of the Eastrange, and far enough north the morning hoarfrost doesn’t vanish quickly, and sometimes there’s ice on the ground.  The keep is apparently there to be a major hindrance to anyone coming across the bridge that spans the Averill river.  
 
   The river comes out of the Eastrange as a pretty decent waterfall and tumbles through broken rock for a while; it levels out to a quick-moving river with deep-cut banks as it goes past Crag Keep.  The water level is a fair distance below the banks, making a boat crossing a bad option; in flood season, it would rise, but that would bring new problems for would-be marines.  Well to the west, it eventually calms down to something you might want to take a boat across.  On the Rethven side, small outposts keep patrols and signal towers on alert.  A dozen archers can make surprising amounts of trouble for animal-hide boats, and the Averill is rather deep.  The viksagi don’t like swimming, apparently.
 
   So the only way to really get a bunch of hostile people from the north to the south is to go over the bridge.  Why the Rethvens don’t just knock down the bridge, I’ll never know.  Instead, they built a fortress on their side of it and big gates.
 
   What is with these people and big gates?  Do they have a complex, or what?  Come to that, who built the damn bridge?  And why?  To be able to invade the northern lands?  Or just to say “Here’s the front door!  Come in if you can!”?
 
   Come to think of it, probably.  It would explain why north and south kept grudge-fighting.  Which prompted me to immediately christen the Averill river “the Mason-Dixon Line” in my mind.
 
   Looking over the keep as we rode up the eastern road, it occurred to me that the place was really a lot more like a full castle, complete with moat—on the river side, anyway.  Bigger than I’d thought, too.  From any but the river side, you could walk up to the wall.  But from the river side, invaders would have to cross the bridge—under fire from anyone on the wall—and then batter down the gates.  Once through the gates, you could get into the courtyard and continue to get shot at by people on the outer wall, as well as people in the keep.  Which would leave you a choice: invade the keep, or start on one of the doors leading out of the castle and out into the kingdom.
 
   Good design.  I liked it.  I’d have added a tunnel and second gate after the front gate, just to pour boiling oil down and to slow invaders even more, but maybe they had that in the budget for next year.
 
   The army along the fortress’ back was housed in several large, log-cabin-style barracks, set in the lee of the keep proper.  Soldiers were scraping some sort of mud or other goo into the cracks, winterizing their lodgings.  It made me wonder again why a winter campaign was considered a good idea.
 
   About a half-mile farther back from the barracks—and the river, and any ill-aimed missile—and spreading to either side were other structures.  I hesitate to describe it as a town, but it was larger than a village and smaller than a city.  It was such a ramshackle collection of temporary structures, constantly repaired, that… well… the only thing it reminded me of was a trailer park.  A run-down one.  And, of course, it housed all the, um, “accessory personnel” any army is likely to have.  Merchants to sell things the army doesn’t provide, whether it be a shirt or a dagger, a woman’s service or a boy’s, an ointment for the itch thereafter, or just a place to sit out of the eye of a sergeant and drink oneself unconscious.
 
   The place bid fair to become a real town, someday.  All they needed was a constant war, instead of this on-again, off-again fighting.  But, looking the place over from afar, I wondered how they kept it from burning down from all the cooking and warming fires.  
 
   There was one thing I’d learned to hate on the trail, though, and this place had it.  Mud streets.  Well, muddy spaces between the buildings.  There weren’t any straight streets; people just built wherever they felt like it.  The only good thing about winter is the mud turned into an irregular-but-solid footing when it froze.  
 
   We stopped just as we spied the keep and changed into our formal go-to-meetin’ duds, armor and all.  We were still risking mud; it was early afternoon and the ground thawed every morning.  Pity.
 
   “Halar, if you don’t mind,” Raeth said, while we were sorting out our gear, “I think it would be best if I did the talking.”
 
   I looked at him in surprise.  “You’re the highest rank, aren’t you?” I asked.  I recalled Raeth made such a remark to Bouger, a long time ago.
 
   “In lineage, yes.  I am the son of a duke.  Sir Bouger is the son of the Count of Wexbrey.  But we follow you, and that makes all the difference.  Now we are about to enter—”
 
   “Hold it,” I interrupted.  “What’s this about following me?”
 
   Raeth looked surprised.  “Why, you gave us swords, and we bear them for you, do we not?  You offered, we accepted.”
 
   “Although I had to ask,” Bouger added, smiling.  “I understand you only had the one to spare.”
 
   “Exactly,” Raeth continued.  “We had no better prospects, that is certain, and we both owe you our lives.  Although,” he added, “having come to know you in the past weeks, I know that you are worthy of our loyalty.  You are clever and knowledgeable, both, a thing few men achieve.  You are also a powerful wizard—as well as a kind and generous soul.  And that potential I once spoke of seems all the greater now than before; you will exceed Bouger and I by far.  Such a man is worthy of respect, regardless of the ends to which he turns his power.  We would follow you anyway.”
 
   He grinned at me.  “It also suits us both to help mold that potential.  You will find glory, and we will share in it.”
 
   I found I couldn’t swallow.
 
   “Raeth… Bouger… I don’t… I don’t think you have the right picture of me.  I’m not…” I waved a hand, “all those things.  I’m just a guy trying to muddle through, complete with short temper, indecision, and the occasional stupid blunder.  I mean, you have no idea.”  I have no idea how he could have gotten that impression.  I mean, I just don’t.  I’m a vampire.  Not that he knows that, but still…!
 
   Raeth chuckled.  “Nobody’s perfect?”
 
   “Oh, stop it.  I’m serious.”
 
   “So am I.  We have done nothing regarding protocol in your training; we are likely to be received formally.  Therefore, I wish to do the talking and you can follow my lead in this matter.  Will that suit you, my lord?”
 
   I felt like flinching.  “Don’t call me that.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “A couple of reasons.  First, I don’t want to be reminded of the responsibility.  Second, my wife called me that and—no offense—you’re nowhere near as pretty as she was.”
 
   Raeth and Bouger chuckled a little, but Raeth also looked at me keenly; I think he sensed I was more serious than my tone.
 
   “As you will,” he agreed.
 
   “And as you will,” I seconded.  “Do the talking.”
 
   So we dressed up, brushed down, and got ready to say hello.
 
    
 
   Fine waste of effort.
 
   We rode up to the keep and were admitted.  A sergeant took our names and that of our liege-of-record, whistled for a boy, and told him where we were to be housed and to handle the horses first.
 
   There was a little bit of a fuss in the stables.  It seems the stablemaster did not take well to a statue thudding around with real horses.
 
   Raeth looked at me for a cue.  I glared.  He nodded.
 
   “Horsemaster!” he snapped.  The fellow cut off mid-tirade and glared at Raeth.
 
   “Aye?”
 
   “Do you see the knight, mounted upon his steed?” Raeth asked, indicating me.
 
   “I see the knight, but only a strange thing of magic and metal.”
 
   “Does he ride it?” Raeth pressed.
 
   “That he does,” the horsemaster agreed, reluctantly.
 
   “Then find a stall for it.  And if it rankles,” he added, sweetly, “then you may take the matter up with your lord.  Or with me, in the courtyard.”  Raeth shrugged.  “I will not mind, either way.”
 
   The horsemaster grudged us stable space.  I don’t see why he should complain; Bronze wasn’t going to take any care.  No hay, no oats, no water, no cleaning up after, nothing.  But some people would complain if you told them they had to wake up in the morning.  Lord knows I used to.
 
   Once afoot, we schlepped our belongings on our backs, following the boy—whose name was Firth, I discovered—to quarters within the keep proper.  Officers’ country.  It reminded me of a dormitory.  Small rooms, quite cramped, little more than a monk’s cell.  We each had our own room, though, and that was nice, even if the entire furniture of each was only a washstand and a cot.  On the washstand was a basin and ewer; under it was a brazier and charcoal.  Firth left us there, and we settled in our stuff.  Basically, we piled it all under the cots; there wasn’t room to do much else.
 
   Out in the hallway, we regrouped and went looking for someone to whom we could report.  We needn’t have bothered; a soldier was trudging up the hall in the manner of the professional infantry—minimum effort for the speed involved, no wasted action.  He saluted briefly, right fist over his left breast.
 
   “You’re the new three?” he asked, sounding bored.  I nodded.  Raeth nodded.  Bouger shrugged.  “Right.  The commander says all social calls are considered to be made and to see him in the morning.  Until then, you’re at liberty.  Welcome to Crag Keep, and breakfast is sharp at dawn.  Hope you like fish; it’s about the only meat they serve.”
 
   And with that, he marched off again.
 
   “Well,” Raeth said after a time, “I certainly feel most welcome.”
 
   “The rain of flower petals was nice,” Bouger offered.
 
   “It was the red carpet that I didn’t expect,” I replied.
 
   Raeth chuckled.  “I think we are all in agreement that our welcome was less than completely cordial.  Still, we have encountered only the official welcome; let us find our brother knights and—”
 
   He paused, listening to a ringing crash.  We all did.
 
   “I suspect,” he continued, “that some of them may be taking their exercise on the jousting field.  Shall we venture there?”
 
   “Good plan,” I said.
 
   Bouger shrugged.  “I’m not jousting without at least a breastplate.  Think I can talk the local smith into helping with that?”
 
   “Probably.  For coin.”
 
   Bouger winced.  “That’s another matter; we need to find out how much we get paid.  And when.  I can almost afford to spend the night at an inn—if I don’t care to eat.”
 
   “I’ll see what I can do,” I put in.  “As soon as we have a better idea what the local problems are, I’ll bend my brain in solving them.  This time, I won’t mind taking a fee.”
 
   Raeth blinked at me.  “’This time’?” he echoed.
 
   “I don’t normally charge,” I explained.
 
   He shook his head, smiling.
 
   “What?” I demanded.
 
   “Nothing.  Not a thing.  Nothing at all.  Come, friends, let us away.”
 
   And we awayed down to the tournament field.  Well, practice ground.  There were quite a few soldiers doing their best to keep warm through vigorous exercise and largely succeeding—mainly because sergeants were “helping.”  We missed lunch in our arrival and just made it in time for the afternoon drills.
 
   Of the officers, knights in varying levels of ironmongery were practicing a variety of deadly skills as well.  Most were more financially upscale, such as jousting and practice from horseback.  It’s very different, swinging a sword at someone when you’re on the back of a horse.
 
   Here and there, I saw a person carrying a staff and wearing robes.  Wizards, I gathered.  None of them appeared to be too interested in clumping together and discussing magic so I ignored them.  I was rather curious as to what sort of spells they might have, but it would wait.  I’m sure I’ll get a chance to discuss arcane matters with a few of them, later, if any of them are willing.
 
   Much to my consternation, I discovered a gaggle of priests were watching the knights from the sidelines.  Maybe to help if someone was accidentally injured.  Or maybe just to be handy for a quick burial.  Or maybe just to be glad they didn’t have to do all that hot, sweaty work.
 
   I wished for my vest and pistol again, but wistfully.
 
   Since we had some time to kill, we borrowed some of the wooden weapons and squared off; Raeth and Bouger then proceeded to try and kill me.  They eventually succeeded, but, had it been a real fight, Raeth would be dead and Bouger likely to bleed to death; he’d never walk again, even if he lived.
 
   After a brief rest and some drill on a couple of interesting counters that came up, Raeth and Bouger took turns with me, working on the new stuff.  It’s important to know what you want to do, but in a swordfight, it’s even more important that your hand and arm just do it, without the need for thinking about it.  Thus, drill, drill, drill.
 
   I like sword-work, but it’s still work.  Give me a quiet library and a lot of books any day.  I’d rather exercise my brain.  Burns fewer calories.  If I ever grow old and fat, I’m retiring to open a bookstore with a snack bar.
 
   We attracted a small audience.  Swordwork will always do that.  Most of them were professionals; I found that any man who commanded more than twenty others was allowed to carry a sword—a sharmi—as a symbol of rank even when not on the battlefield.  Knights—the officers—were further distinguished in that they could, first, usually afford decent armor and, second, always wore the sash.  The vast majority of our forces consisted of polearms, crossbows, and axes.  So we got people with an interest in swordwork—mainly ranking non-coms and other knights—as an audience.
 
   We also had a few, ah… what’s the word I want?  Ladies?  No, “ladies” conjures up the image of fair maidens and pointy hats giving scarves and hankies to the knights.  I’m thinking a little lower on the social scale.  “Camp follower” might be closest.  Given they’d never seen us before, they felt it was a safe bet we were new here—and just arrived from a long journey.  Probable customers.
 
   A couple were cute.  The rest were considerably less so.
 
   A brilliant idea flashed on in my brain.  I had a perfect way to earn money.  It just leaped to mind.  But I’ll go into that later.
 
   We finished whacking on each other and rested again; most of the onlookers drifted off.  A pair of non-coms came right up to us.  A trio of women hung around, smiling at us a lot but keeping a polite distance. 
 
   “Good afternoon, sir!” one of the non-coms declared.  The pair of them must have been cast from the same mold; they looked like twins to me.  They were broad-shouldered, maybe five-ten tall, and had that weather-beaten look that reminded me of old trees.  They even had almost-blond hair, cut identically, and they each had a matching scar on the left cheekbone.
 
   “Good afternoon, sergeants,” Raeth replied.  “What can we do for you?”
 
   “Sword-work, sir,” the other replied.  “My brother and I are always looking to be better.”
 
   “Your brother, eh?  That seems obvious enough by the look of you.  What do you command?”
 
   “Sir!” he said, standing straighter.  “I have two score infantry under arms, a moiety of Sir Elthar’s pikemen; my brother commands a quarter of Sir Latel’s archers.”
 
   Raeth looked puzzled for a moment.  I could imagine why.  Pikemen and archers?  But Raeth asked the question on my mind.
 
   “So, why are swords of such interest to you, soldiers?”
 
   “Sir, the enemy is often not full willing to let us keep our distance,” answered the archer-commanding brother.  “And pikes are only good in formation; if the formation breaks, then it’s every man for himself in the rout.”
 
   “Good answer,” Raeth said, nodding.  “Yes.  You wish to practice with us?”
 
   “Not at all, sir,” answered the first.  If they sounded at all different, I couldn’t hear it.  “We wish to be taught, if your lordships are willing.”
 
   Raeth and Bouger laughed, amused.  I didn’t see anything funny.
 
   “A fine distinction, sergeant.  I find I like you.  What is your name?”
 
   “I am Caedwyl, and this is my brother Caeron, sir.”  They each made a sort of micro-bow at the sound of their names.
 
   “Very well.  Halar, if you would be so kind as to take them both, we shall see what skills they possess.”
 
   “Me?” I asked.  “Why me?”
 
   “The fight should go on longer that way.”
 
   “Oh, thanks.”
 
   So we hefted wood and laid into each other.  It did my ego good, at least.  They really weren’t fast, nor were they especially skilled; even in two-on-one, I took them both without taking a serious hit myself.  Caeron hurried me a bit while I was finishing off his brother, but I don’t think he expected me to duck, spin, and swipe his legs out from under him quite that fast.  Or that hard, but I didn’t break anything.
 
   I helped them both up and there were no hard feelings; they seemed both impressed and abashed at once.  I know I felt much better about my swordsmanship than I’d felt in a long time.  It isn’t ego-building to know you’re stronger and faster than any mortal man and still get beaten regularly.  But maybe I was improving.  A little, anyway.
 
   Raeth took over from there; I think he just wanted more of a rest.  I know he watched because he picked apart their attack like a cook takes apart a chicken.  He wasn’t brutal about it; he did it with precision and just the right touch of sarcasm and scorn.  The sergeants were blushing before it was half done and they kept standing straighter, eyes front, more rigid by the minute.  I pitied them the scathing evaluation.
 
   Then it was my turn.  Suddenly, I pitied me.  Raeth took that ten-foot-tall feeling and whittled on me until I was about three-and-a-half.
 
   “And what were you thinking by going to finish off Caedwyl before dealing with the threat at your back?  Were you trying to get Caeron’s blade in your spine?  Perhaps so that you might hold it there while you turned to him?  A novel method of disarming, I grant you, but I question the practicality.  Or was it impatience to finish one enemy before starting on a second?  How many times have I told you?  Disable one, disable the other, and then finish them at your leisure!  Do you have too much ringing in your ears from the head blows?”
 
   I didn’t start any brushfires with my face, but I tried.
 
   Bouger and I wound up drilling combinations.  Feint, feint, thrust; feint, feint, chop; parry, feint, thrust… I felt like Daffy Duck with a quarterstaff.  Cut, parry, spin, dodge, thrust!  Just without the cockeyed beak.
 
   Raeth took the other two under his tutelage and started them to sweating; the boring part of sword-work is the first part where the novice learns by rote what reflexes he needs.  I got most of that with Sasha—and probably the best way, I might add.  It kept my attention and motivation high, that’s certain.  Unfortunately for Caedwyl and Caeron, they were getting the run-through just to make sure they had a firm grounding.  Couldn’t hurt them, and it would make it all the easier to help them along later.
 
   Bouger and I fell out when the keep’s bell started chiming; dinner for the officers.  Raeth sent us on, sticking with his new charges until he was happy with them.
 
   Inside, Bouger and I found out fish was very high on the list of things to eat.  It’s a sizable river, after all.  Boiled fish soup, chunky fish stew, fried fish fillet.  I like salmon, so I was in luck.  A collection of greens and some vegetables rounded out the evening meal—as officers, we rated the good stuff.  The drink was a choice: very thin beer or some water cut with wine; it was a lot more water than wine.
 
   It didn’t seem to matter to most; appetites were good.  The conversation was mostly quiet, with a trio of musicians in the great hall to keep the place entertained, or at least provide background noise.  We were seated on benches on either side of the trestle tables that filled the hall and a dozen or more servants kept bustling in with more food and drink.  The hall wasn’t filled; if one wanted to eat without company at hand, it was easy enough.  
 
   Many did; the local wizards might be attached to the Keep and its defense, but they weren’t precisely welcomed with open arms.  They were more of a grim necessity.  It was still the most wizards I’d ever seen in one place.  Altogether, there were six, not counting myself.
 
   One table, though, was reserved for the local contingent of a dozen priests.  In conversation, I learned the Duke had refused any exceptions to the rule of the common meal; the priests could eat with the rest of us or go hungry.  I gathered he didn’t have much tolerance for either priests or wizards.  Either that, or he wanted to make a point about comparative ranks.  Wizards and priests might qualify as de facto officers, but they were staff officers, not line officers.
 
   At one end of the hall was a huge fireplace, already ablaze.  A few scattered braziers at the other end helped even out the heating.  Light was provided by large oil lamp chandeliers of cast iron, suspended from pulleys mounted on the cobwebbed beams above.  It looked like a fire hazard to me.
 
   The conversation was about the viksagi.  They were apparently formidable opponents.  I also gathered they didn’t have much in the way of strategy—an all-out charge to hack down their enemies was about the limits of it.  They could build siege engines—rams and catapults—but not much else.  They were terrible at using them.  No patience.
 
   But the thing I found most interesting was they weren’t fighting a winter war.  They were fighting an ongoing war.  The northmen kept coming back, unpredictably, week by week and month by month.  They’d been doing it for over a century, but there had been a long lull recently.  Most seemed to think it was the calm before a storm.  Others were more optimistic.
 
   “Perhaps we are running out of them; they keep coming to be killed,” one pointed out.
 
   “No danger of that,” another opined.  “They grow more numerous, not less.  Last year was a greater wave of them than ever before.”
 
   “So where do they all come from?” another wanted to know.
 
   “Ha.  I’d like to know, myself.  Then we could ride out and butcher them like the beasts they are.”
 
   “Surely, someone has tried to find out?” asked another voice.  I got the impression I wasn’t the only newbie here.
 
   “How might that come to be?  Shall I ask one?”
 
   “Surely.  But do you speak their tongue?  I do not,” interjected some wit. There was some chuckling at that.
 
   Another added, “I’m sure you don’t, Reufeld; you do well enough to use your tongue with our language!” which got considerably greater laughter.  Reufeld took it well, apparently some sort of inside joke, and smiled without humor.
 
   “Besides, they never surrender; they die before they give up.  They are mad,” he finished.
 
   I agreed for the sake of form and kept my thoughts to myself.  It wouldn’t do to stand out when I’d just arrived.
 
   Besides, I really didn’t want to attract attention from the head table, where the ranking officers were seated.  His Grace, the Duke Ganelon Northreach, of the duchy of the same name, sat to table as the general of our army; he was a squat, powerful man, and one could see he had all the leadership qualities—sharp eyes, square jaw, powerful voice, and a strong presence.  He looked competent and shrewd and very, very dangerous.  He didn’t bother me in the slightest.
 
   Peldar was seated at his right hand.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, DECEMBER 9TH
 
    
 
   I found myself fairly cheerful in that my monastic little cell did not have a window.  The whole place was designed as a fortress, so windows were pretty scarce in general.  It made sunset much simpler.  
 
   Once that was out of the way, I got into more comfortable clothes—dark breeches, a grey tunic, a black vest, and a heavy green cloak—and headed down to town.  I wore Firebrand, but I also carried a new staff.  Not for the first time, I wondered if my first one was washed ashore somewhere.  It’s not that I really need a staff, but… well… that one had been a gift, and I hate losing gifts.
 
   Thinking such thoughts, I went out to town.  It wasn’t long before I found what I wanted; she was dressed for cold weather, but she was also loitering out-of-doors and smiling at all the passers-by.  She even smiled at me.  Her smile grew as I approached her.
 
   “Evenin’, lordship.  Care for a bit o’the ride astride?” she asked.  I’d never heard it put quite that way, but the metaphor was apparently trans-universal.
 
   “Actually, I’m looking for someone.”
 
   She dimpled.  “Found someone ye have, my sweet,” she answered, taking my arm.  “And what will you be doin’ with her?”
 
   I decided to go with her conversational gambit, as well as the tugging on my arm.  We walked along and I replied, “Seeking out the ladies who’ve some troubles.  I’m a wizard, you see, and I have it in mind to… undo what men may have done.”
 
   She looked thoughtful, but kept walking.  “There are a few as would be grateful not to be havin’ another brat,” she admitted.  “Not all o’them women, neither.”
 
   “I had more in mind, ah, the pox, for example.  But I can keep a woman from catching a child just as easily.”
 
   We turned along another muddy lane and moved down it, heading toward a sizable and well-lit establishment.  It looked like ramshackle tavern, but the painted sign out front clearly indicated more than just drinks were on the menu.  And, because I was paying attention to her and our destination and my plans, I didn’t pay any mind to the two men coming toward us along the lane.  As they passed us, my new friend greeted them with an airy, “Evenin’ dearie,” and on they went.
 
   And immediately turned behind us.  I didn’t see that, but the sudden shifting of her aura told me she was suddenly nervous, a little frightened, and a lot excited.
 
   I had time to wonder, What the hell? before one of them brought a cudgel down on my head.
 
   He hadn’t struck hard enough to break the cudgel; it was a stout stick.  But any human being would have dropped, either unconscious or dead.  I staggered forward, off-balance and seeing stars for a moment, then my head cleared as the crack in my skull knit back together, itching.
 
   “Hsst!  Fool!” said one to the other, and they rushed me.  I continued to stagger forward for a few more paces before I turned, hands rising, expecting them to club me again.  They did try.  I saw the cudgels coming at me and I caught them, one in each hand.  I twisted and jerked; suddenly, I was holding the clubs and the thugs were unarmed.
 
   They were thugs, yes, but not stupid enough to keep trying after that.  They took to their heels as though Hell were after them—and I might have been, except for the woman.  She was pale and shaking and about ready to collapse right there.  I think it was the first time their little plan had ever gone wrong.
 
   I tossed the clubs aside and moved to stand beside her.  She looked about ready to faint.  I offered my arm.
 
   “Well, that takes care of those brigands.  You were saying about the ladies who might need my services?”
 
   She rallied magnificently, with all the cunning and guile of a streetwalker; she took my arm and led me into the front door of the establishment.  I was ready to have a major throwdown when she led me inside, but the rough stuff stayed outside.  Instead, I was introduced to a smiling fat man whom I instantly despised.
 
   He wasn’t fat, precisely; just a touch overweight.  He had a double chin, but no jowls.  Under the fat was a hardness, a meanness that would be at home in the Thing I had killed when I had a workroom.  It was worse in a human being, because he had a soul to give it contrast.  At least the Thing had been what it was because… well… that’s what it was.  He didn’t have that excuse.
 
   “And what’re ye bringin’ me here, Lana-me-girl?” he asked, eyeing me.  “Wants a bit of a multitude, p’raps?”
 
   “Says he can be of service,” she said, almost tittering.  “Fixes things like the pox and whatnot.”
 
   “Oh, so it’s service he wants to give, is it?” he asked, grinning broadly.  He needed to brush his teeth.  With acid.  But he wiped a hand on his apron—
 
   I’m sorry; the downstairs portion of the building was largely a tavern.  It served mead and ale, hard spirits and really cheap wine.  Upstairs, it also served a need that any detached military post is going to have.  The fat man was the owner and the equivalent of a bartender.  From the smell of unwashed bodies, I wasn’t sure I wanted to breathe inside, much less touch anything.  His hand included.
 
   —and he held it out to clasp mine.
 
   “Pleased to make your acquaintance,” he said, enunciating carefully as I clasped forearms with him.  He had a dagger in his sleeve; I didn’t.  Neither of us made mention of either fact.
 
   “Charmed, I’m sure.  You may have noticed I am a wizard,” I offered, gesturing with my staff.
 
   “Mayhap,” he agreed.  “And you’ll want to be lookin’ over the girls what got the pox and the blossoms and the rest, aye?  And maybe one or two that’s late to bleed, and maybe with child?”
 
   “Perhaps, yes.  I believe I can be of some assistance.”
 
   He laughed again.  “It takes more than a big stick to be a wizard,” he chuckled, and waved a hand; three large men came over to stand nearby.  One had a hand on his dagger.  “I’ve had this blazer run on me afore, lad.  Now get yourself out into the snow like a good sojer and come back when you’ve a coin or two, eh?”
 
   Lana was trying to give him a very subtle ixnay on the bum’s rush, but he was keeping his eyes on me.  I worried him instantly because I smiled.
 
   “Why, you don’t believe I’m a wizard!” I accused.
 
   “Aye, you’ve that right.  What wizard would be down here? And with a sword, no less.  Ha!  You’re like another or two; look ’em over, wave yer hands, find one that’s likely already with child, use her for a bit, then off you go and nothing to show for it.”  He gestured to the trio.
 
   I gestured and grabbed with my mind; the bouncer with the dagger in hand looked shocked when the blade apparently yanked itself from his grip and flew into mine.  It would never have worked if he’d been ready for it.
 
   “Then watch!” I cried.  I placed my hand on his countertop, palm down, and drove the dagger down through it, nailing my own hand to the wood.  No blood flowed, but it hurt.  Hell yes, it hurt.  But the major hurt of such a wound is the trauma of knowing you’re hurt.  I knew I’d be better almost as soon as the blade came out.  So it was a lot easier to endure, and it made a really powerful impression.
 
   “Now, just to show there’s no trick, you take it out,” I said, keeping my eyes locked with his.  There was a pause for a beat, two beats, three… and he finally looked down at my hand.  His eyes widened.  And, gently, gingerly, he tugged on the hilt of the dagger.  Then more forcefully.  At last, he used both hands and yanked it out.
 
   I closed my hand, made a fist, flexed it—and there was no hole to be seen.
 
   “I’m a wizard, thank you, and I can heal your girls.  You can charge more for clean merchandise, and I can make a coin or two myself.  It’s honest work and no one else will touch it, am I right?”
 
   He nodded, speechless.  I think it might have been the first time in his life.  That was a good feeling.
 
    
 
   Killing off a disease isn’t that hard.  Just find the organism responsible, weave tendrils of power into a fine-meshed net, and scoop through someone to kill anything that matched that organism.  Bacteria, viruses, you name it; it died suddenly and painlessly and a literally microscopic amount of vitality came to me.
 
   As for contraception, that was a little harder.  I had each girl bring me a bracelet or ring or other thing of hers; these things I enspelled for them.  While they lasted, the spell on each girl would find and kill a quickened egg before it could be turned into a zygote.  Just because I’m paranoid, I made sure the spell’s effect inside their bodies was restricted to the womb; I’d hate to make a mistake of a permanent nature.  The spell shouldn’t affect unfertilized eggs… but I wasn’t taking chances.
 
   I swear, I never thought I’d be able to make a living because I passed high-school biology.
 
   By midnight, every girl in the house was clean as new-fallen snow, even if their bodies didn’t quite show it yet.  But that wasn’t good enough for the Squire—or so the fat man called himself, and everyone else did too.  Oh no.  He had to be able to see the changes.  So I went ahead and burned a little more power to encourage rapid healing.
 
   “I’ll be back tomorrow night.   One silver bit for each girl, one silver bit for each charm.  If they aren’t all completely without stain when I return, I’ll kill and eat the girl that isn’t,” I promised.
 
   I think it took him aback that I would just walk away after laboring for a couple of hours—and all without so much as asking a girl to disrobe.  I hadn’t even interrupted the flow of customers noticeably.
 
   On the other hand, it might be best to convince him I was serious.
 
   I pointed at the fireplace in the middle of the room; chemical reactions multiplied and a geyser of flame roared up through the chimney.  A wave of heat rolled out from the hearth and the whole common room warmed by a couple of degrees.
 
   “You’ll have the money ready, just in case I’ve told you the truth?” I asked.
 
   “Aye, that I will,” he replied, eyeing the ember-filled fireplace and the soot-covered kettles, now boiling.  “And I’ll thank you not to be burning my inn down, master wizard.”
 
   “Yes,” I agreed.  “You will.”
 
    
 
   I spent most of the rest of the night going over the keep and town, just to get a better feel for the place.  I did detour out into the countryside a bit—it was about time to kill something for the horned hunter again, and I like to keep ahead.  I know I haven’t mentioned doing it, but it’s really not much to mention.  I’m a predator, and I’m good at it.  But he notes it, every time, and I can tell.  It’s one promise I’ll have no trouble remembering to keep, no matter how easy it is.
 
   I also took a liberty or two with the occasional mugger in the night; I found the ladies had not yet let it be known I was not to be touched.  Or the Squire hadn’t.  Perhaps he even encouraged them; if I didn’t make it back tomorrow night, he could keep the money.
 
    I didn’t kill any of them, but a few would wake up tired, and with a headache.  Fortunately, they generally came in twos, so they could keep each other warm when wrapped up in their cloaks.  With luck, they wouldn’t freeze—I didn’t take that much blood from any of them, and always made sure to drink after they were napping.  Also, I drank from cuts, rather than leave fang marks.
 
   Then I took a closer look at the keep.
 
   I can’t say I disliked the keep; it was what it was:  A fortress meant to be the rock upon which invading hordes would break.  The bridge would be a killing ground, then the courtyard, then any scattered remnants that made it past those would find a small army waiting for the disorganized mob.  The guards on the gates were at least awake, and a beacon was at the top of the keep, to be lit in case the keep was lost.  
 
   It would work.  It had worked, apparently for a century or so.
 
   Which meant it was due for a change.  I have the feeling the viksagi calm heralds a major storm.  
 
   Stuff like this keeps happening around me.  Why couldn’t I have a quiet life in the country, studying my books, drinking my cattle, loving my wife?  Is that too much to ask?
 
   I miss Sasha.  I miss Tamara.  I miss Shada.  I wonder where they are now?
 
   Well, in two out of three cases, I should be able to find out.
 
    
 
   It was almost dawn when I took out my crystal ball.  I wasn’t fool enough to try to see Sasha; necromancy isn’t something you do on a moment’s notice—or at all, if it can be avoided.  Besides, the place where she died is a long way off in an odd direction.
 
   Shada was another matter; I looked for her.  
 
   She was with a bunch of wagons.  There were many people, brightly-garbed, and it seemed to be a caravan of some sort.  She was traveling with a gata, and that made me… I felt better, lighter, with a loss of a tension I hadn’t known I had.  Or mostly; when she smiled, it was with her mouth but not her eyes.  She seemed almost to look at me before the vision faded.
 
   Tamara I saw in her house, knitting and whistling, immensely happy.  I felt warmed and cheered by that prospect; it was good to know she was well.  More than well; she fairly glowed with life and radiant beauty.  I think I realized at that moment I could fall in love with her.  Maybe I have, a little bit.  
 
   She cocked her head, as though listening to something I couldn’t hear.  Then she lifted her gaze, smiled in my direction, and waved.  I was so startled I lost my focus on the vision and it faded.
 
   Well, at least it was nice to know she remembered me.
 
   As I was putting the ball away, a thought came to me.  I’d been highly successful at both of these attempts; it was so easy to see either of them.  But… I rolled the ball between my hands, thinking.  Did I dare to try and see someone I didn’t know?  I knew some things about him, true… and I’d dreamed him.
 
   A magician would say it was impossible, or too dangerous, or too unpredictable.
 
   But I’m no magician.  I’m a wizard, and wizards, when confronted by something unknown, unknowable, or even presumably impossible, have a saying:  What the hell.
 
   I stared into the ball again, seeking Tobias, Cardinal of the Hand.
 
   The ball cleared almost instantly, and there he was.  He was not an old man, but not young—he had that timeless face that can be anywhere from thirty to sixty.  I guessed him closer to thirty than to sixty, judging by his hair; only a trace of grey was salting the dark brown.  He was clean-shaven and his hair was bound back in a tail by a silver clasp.  He wore a white-and-gold robe with the Fist of Light picked out in both gold thread and small topaz stones.  His face was also covered in sweat, like a mask of glass, and firelight flickered on it both red and orange.
 
   Behind him was a gold statue, only partially visible because of its size.  It seemed to be covered in rivulets of black blood, or maybe that was the effect of the shadows.  Somewhere in front of him was a fire, the source of the flickering light, and it dimmed even as I watched.  It made the shifting shadows on the statue grow and thicken, like vines choking a pillar, until the light went out and my crystal went dark.
 
   Eyes looked at me through the crystal, and I slammed the connection shut with a shout.
 
   They were not human eyes.
 
    
 
   At breakfast I was quiet, trying the fish soup and eating the brown bread.  The bread wasn’t that good, but it was filling and the soup was hot.  I felt a definite longing for butter, though; the bread was rather dry.  Raeth and Bouger ate with gusto, anticipating a good day.
 
   Their enthusiasm was catching.
 
   “What’s with the mood?” I asked as we walked along the practice fields.  “Why so cheered?”
 
   “Ah, today we start to amass some small fortune,” Bouger replied, grinning.  “We have little enough to wager, but there will be good odds at first, and we will doubtless make good quickly.”
 
   “On what?”
 
   “Our skill at arms,” Raeth answered.  “There are always wagers on the contests in practice.”
 
   “Oh?  I hadn’t known that.  So you’re thinking you’ll bet on each other?”
 
   “Indeed,” Bouger said.  “Raeth and I are very good.  Raeth has been here before, and I, myself, know many of those here and their skill.  With a modicum of care, we should be able to gain a tidy sum on our own.”
 
   “And then, of course, there is you,” Raeth added.
 
   “Me?”
 
   “You.  No one here knows of your skill; if they think of you at all, dressed in second-rate armor and carrying your father’s sword, they think of you as just barely a peer.”  He smiled like a wolf at a downed hart.  “You should magnify our winnings.”
 
   “I’m not that good,” I protested, but he cut me off.
 
   “You are.  You fight like a demon from the depths of Hell and have the beginnings of true skill.  Between those, you hold your own against the both of us; I doubt any single man could stand against you.”
 
   I was blushing, but I was also thinking of Davad, and the Baron.
 
   “I can think of a couple.”
 
   That had their interest.  “Oh?”
 
   “Baron Xavier of Baret,” I offered.  “He’s good.  He’s very good.”
 
   Bouger nodded.  “I have heard of him.  He is held in high regard.  Perhaps it would be a difficult fight.”
 
   “And the head of his guard, Davad,” I added.  “He’s scary.”
 
   Raeth paused and Bouger and I stopped with him.
 
   “Davad?” he echoed.  “Davad?”
 
   “Well, yes.  Do you know him?”
 
   Raeth shook himself and resumed walking.  “Yes and no.  I have heard of him, of course.”
 
   Bouger prompted, “I have not.”
 
   “You are younger and less traveled, but surely you have heard of the Dama?”
 
   I hadn’t, but I could hear the capital letter.
 
   “They are a myth,” Bouger stated, flatly.
 
   “They are not,” Raeth countered.  “I have seen one—his name was Davad.  They are warriors without peer; one alone might hold the bridge here against all the forces the viksagi might bring to bear, at least for a time.  To watch one move is to watch water flow, or the movement of wind in the fields.  You cannot fight the river; you cannot stop the wind.  Even so with the Dama.
 
   “If this is the Davad of whom I remember, then he is outcast from them.  Yet the blood of the Dama is his, and he is more formidable than any ten men.  Twenty.”
 
   I fought the man every morning for a small eternity, and I never knew any of that.  It just goes to show we never really know the people around us.
 
   Bouger snorted.  “We shall see.  If I ever meet him, I’ll offer him a bout.”
 
   “He’ll win,” I said.  “I was beaten at his hands every morning for far too long.  He never even broke a sweat.  He never fought me; he just played with me.  And it was easy.”
 
   Bouger digested that, then changed the subject.
 
   “All right.  So the Baron and his pet Dama may beat you.  Anyone else?”
 
   I shrugged.  “I guess we’ll find out.”
 
    
 
   The plan worked wonderfully.  Actually, it worked perfectly.  Part of our luck was a well-funded group of mercenaries that just made it in; they weren’t knights, just brigands-turned-soldier, but they had a lot of coin and they liked to bet.  It helps that I don’t look like I’m all that strong.
 
   Against any of my tutors, I was ready to pit my skill and have a fair idea of how it would come out; against strangers, I just had a mild confidence.  But against my tutors, I also knew them, how they favored certain moves (except Davad, of course), and roughly what to expect.  Not so with random adversaries, and that made me nervous.  Strangers are unpredictable.
 
   Raeth and Bouger circulated rapidly, a bout here, a bout there, never really going all-out.  I quickly realized they were exceptionally good.  Raeth had years of training and discipline as well as a natural bent for it, and Bouger had both a good base of skill and even greater native talent.  Watching them, I came to appreciate just how good they were.  If anyone was going to go out into the world a-questing, these two would do it.
 
   And they’ve been teaching me.  My confidence climbed slowly as I watched.
 
   Once we had a sizable stake, they maneuvered for a match; myself, and Sir Dele de Mouchon.  He was good, they assured me; good enough that people would give odds against me.
 
   I didn’t like the look of him.  He was tall, broad-shouldered, and moved like a dancer: all grace and effortless ease.  It was a good thing he was also ugly as a pile of mud, or I might have felt an unbecoming jealousy.  He wore plate to practice, which made sense; if one is to fight in it, one has to learn to live in it like a second skin.  It also kept him from the worst of the blows from the wooden practice swords.  Even better, it was warm.  Warmer than my own armor, that was certain.  It was good plate, too; it didn’t hamper his mobility, aside from the weight, and it was well cared-for.
 
   “Are you sure about this?” I asked, standing at the edge of the circle of bare earth.  Sir Dele was limbering up his sword arm and a squire was strapping a shield on his other.
 
   “Trust me, you can defeat him,” Raeth assured me.  “He is not smart, but he is both strong and fast.  Not as strong as you, nor as fast—and he is honest.  And rich; it’s a pity he doesn’t wager.  He will do nothing underhanded or unsporting, unlike some people I could mention.”
 
   Bouger looked wounded.  “It’s perfectly within the rules to kick a man’s shield out of the way.”
 
   “Not when he’s already on the ground,” Raeth replied.  “Now, Halar—are you sure you don’t want a shield?”
 
   “I’m sure.  Not against swords.  Archers, sure.  But not for this.  I’d just try to hide behind it.”
 
   “Okay.  Go get him.”
 
   I went, stomach knotted like a rope.  Everyone kept out of the practice ring, except for the referee.  He held out a stick and we crossed swords on it.  When he snapped the stick away, the fight was on.
 
   Sir Dele came on slowly, at the ready, watching me and feeling me out.  We traded a few cuts and parries and got a feel for each other’s speed.  He was good, they were right about that.  But I could take him.  I knew it.  It was just a matter of finding the right opening in his guard, the attack he wasn’t ready for.  We continued to circle and trade light attacks, looking for weak places.
 
   In an instant vision, I had one of those moments of blinding clarity.  Without thinking I just did what seemed to be the perfect thing to do.
 
   He swung at me and I blocked, two-handed, blade vertical.  I continued to push the blades to my left and surged forward, inside his guard, both our blades far out of line.  His shield was in the way, but I didn’t care; it was better than having to deal with his arm.  My right hand let go my wooden sword and I continued forward, accelerating the whole time, and I shoved on his shield.
 
   I don’t think he expected me to have that much speed, strength, or momentum; the shield clanged against his breastplate.  As he staggered back, I came to a stop; we must have weighed about the same.  And while he staggered back, I hooked one of his feet with my own and tripped him backward.  Down he went.
 
   I beat his blade out of the way—he had brought it back around to defend himself—stepped on it, and asked him to yield.
 
   He glared at me for a long second.  Then he let go the sword and raised his visor, surrendering.  I watched him let go of his anger as well and begin to smile again.  I wish I could do that.
 
   “Prettily done, sir!” he said, rising.  I helped him up.  “Very prettily done.  You’ve cost me a bit of pride, if I may say so!  Prettily done, indeed!”  He held out his arm to his squire for the shield to be removed, and he gave a slight bow to me.  “I would know your name, sir.”
 
   “His name is Halar,” came a familiar voice, “and he is a wizard, not a knight.”
 
   I kept my temper in check.  I turned to see Peldar standing a pace ahead of the spectators, just barely in the ring.
 
   “He is no knight,” he repeated, “but an upstart wizard with some training.”
 
   “I must differ,” Raeth answered.  “I was there when he rescued two knights from bondage and slavery by force of arms, and I witnessed his knighting thereafter.”
 
   “I believe it not,” Peldar said.  “He has no right to the sash, nor the arms.”
 
   I can tell when things are going bad.  Usually after they already have.  My clue was the thick silence that settled over the crowd, bubbling lightly with faint whispers.
 
   “I beat you badly the first time we had a bout, Peldar,” I said, angrily.  I was still flushed with the leftover products of a fight in my bloodstream.  This upstart little prick was on my nerves.  “Pick your bone and I’ll break it for you in the next.”
 
   “Insolence!” Peldar shouted, and drew.  He did not have a practice sword.  I brought up my wooden one.
 
   “HOLD!” came a shout.  Even Peldar froze.  The owner of the voice was the marshal of the field—the referee.  “There will be no bloodshed!  His Grace has forbidden blood-duels within sight of the Keep.  Either release your steel or go hence from his service, but do not think to cross his will in this or both your lives are forfeit.”
 
   Peldar slammed his sword back in its scabbard.
 
   “You, wizard!  If you have the honor you pretend to, then choose your weapons, minding only His Grace’s stricture!”
 
   “Sure.  Swords will serve me fine.  I beat your helm in with one last time!”
 
   “So be it.” Peldar unbelted his sword and accepted a wooden weapon from someone nearby.  The circle cleared to larger than before, giving us plenty of room.
 
   I was amazed at the speed with which a duel had materialized.  I always thought it involved a lot of negotiating and such, with seconds, terms, and so on.  These people don’t mess about.
 
   Peldar was on me in a second.  He was better than I remembered; I could see his moves had grown smoother, more practiced; he hadn’t been just sitting around and getting soft.
 
   Unfortunately for him, neither had I.  
 
   He hammered and tore at me with fast, vicious swings and lunges, and I stood there and defended against them.  He kept coming, pressing his attack, and I remained where I was, holding my ground.  He never laid that stick on me.  He came close more than once, but I refused to budge.  Oh, I ducked and twisted, but I never backed away.
 
   People around us were cheering and waving and screaming; I distinctly heard Raeth shouting something about forty on Sir Halar and somebody answering him.  People were swarming around the edges of our circle, everyone jockeying for a view.  But I didn’t really notice anything but Peldar.  Everything else was secondary; there was him, there was me, and there were two wooden swords.
 
   That was wrong, somehow.  What was it Davad has said?  I think too much.  Don’t think, just do.  Zen and the art of the sword.  Like with Sir Dele, that pellucidly clear moment of perfect action.
 
   I tried to remember how that felt.  Peldar gave me lots of time.
 
   For nearly ten minutes he kept up a high attack, never pausing, always trying to “kill” me every second of it.  But he couldn’t keep it up forever.  He began to slow, and when he did I saw an ideal opening.  I hit his helm with my first and only attack of the whole fight.  It took him completely by surprise; I hadn’t struck at him even once until that moment—but it was the perfect moment, and the perfect blow.  It made his helm ring like a bell.  He dropped as though I’d killed him; in truth, I put quite a dent in the metal.
 
   The crowd shrieked approval.  I gathered it wasn’t like a normal bout, where someone might lie about whether or not a blow was hard enough to penetrate the armor—or would have been, had it been a real weapon that delivered it—but this was definite and decisive.  And, of course, it was a good show.
 
   It earned us a tidy profit.
 
    
 
   At dinner, I discovered it earned me a nickname, too.
 
   In between slurping up fish and potato stew, someone asked about a wall.  I didn’t bother to look up; I was hungry.  But a moment later, I had a man looking me over from across the trestle.
 
   “Yes?” I asked, politely.
 
   “Are you Sir Halar?  The one they call ‘The Wall of Blades’?”
 
   “I am Sir Halar—” I began, but Raeth interrupted.
 
   “He is.  How may we serve you?”
 
   “His Grace wishes to see this one,” the man nodded at me.
 
   “When?” I asked, having a sinking feeling.  What’s that Chinese curse?  ‘May you come to the attention of powerful people’?
 
   “After dinner,” I was told.  “His Grace must eat too.”
 
   After he’d wandered off, I turned to Raeth.  “The wall of blades?” I demanded.
 
   “You did stand there and fend him off for a long time,” he replied.  “It was longer than I thought you would.  There were a hundred openings that you ignored.  It was impressive to those who know swords, and every knight knows swords.  You built a wall with your blade—wooden though it was—and he could not break it down.”
 
   “Oh.”  It made a sort of sense, especially in the local tongue.  “Wall,” or Ech, stressed, with a suffix to denote a descriptive noun was ech’shar, or “EK-shar,” literally meaning “a barrier made of swords.”  Wall of Blades.  “Why didn’t you tell me about this?”
 
   He grinned at me.  “And spoil the surprise?”
 
   “Hmph.  Well, you’re right; I’m surprised.  Was it your idea?”
 
   “No, nor Bouger’s.  We just heard it; we did not invent it.”
 
   “Good, because I don’t—”
 
   “We did spend some coin on the bard, though,” Bouger interjected.
 
   “Bard?” I asked, feeling a little lost.
 
   “Troubadour,” he said.  “Entertainer.  Singer.  He says he already wrote a song about you, but now he’ll write another.  Is it true that you made stones sing?”
 
   I groaned.  Suddenly, I had no appetite.  First, an unexpected audience with the local lord and now this.
 
   “What is the matter?” Raeth asked, concerned.  “Is this a bad thing?”
 
   “I don’t know.  I just know I don’t like being famous.”
 
   “Why not?  How do you expect to attract men to your banner if no one knows who you are?”
 
   I blinked at him.  “I don’t have a banner.”
 
   “Not yet,” he corrected, “but you have men who will fight and die for you.  I would not be surprised to find a few of them among the soldiers.  Many are those who have come here to fight, but the pay is not enough to keep them overlong without the bounty for actual fighting.”
 
   It halted my spiraling worry and nervousness by derailing it.  He was right.  Those men in the tower when I lost my temper… they probably would fight for me.  They’d certainly offered their loyalty, even before I was knighted, and that means a lot around here.
 
   “I suppose they might,” I conceded, half thinking aloud.
 
   “Indeed they would,” Bouger agreed.  “Raeth and I are here, are we not?”
 
   “Is that why you’re here?”
 
   “Partly,” he said.  “I, too, see a great potential in you; you are a powerful wizard and a good man—perhaps even a hero.  You will be a knight worthy of legend.  I would be part of it, if I am worthy.”
 
   It was a moment or two before I realized I was staring at him.
 
   “You’re mad,” I said.
 
   He grinned at me.  “Is not glory a divine madness?” he countered.  “Besides, you may not live up to your potential; then I shall have to settle for being wealthy.”  He jingled his coin pouch.
 
   “Or dead!”
 
   “There is always that risk.  I’ll take it if I like, and I do.”
 
   I shook my head in wonder.  I don’t think I quite have the madness of being noble.
 
   “Come then, and let us brave danger together,” I said.  “I think the Duke is done, and he wants to see me.”
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, DECEMBER 10TH
 
    
 
   I’m lucky this place is a fortress.  We cooled our heels in a hallway for a while, awaiting His Grace’s pleasure.  I took the opportunity to break into a sweat and shiver; the sun went down.  It took a lot of effort to keep my reaction from being too obvious, but there was no way I could be completely casual about it.
 
   “Be calm,” Raeth encouraged.  “There is no need to fear; we are not under escort from his guard.”
 
   “I’m not afraid, just nervous,” I answered, truthfully enough.  I was still wearing Firebrand and I’d picked up my staff before reporting.  I wondered again where my first staff was.  Possibly still floating out at sea, somewhere.  Someday I need to go find it, I think, or I’ll wonder forever what became of it.
 
   “Then you have need of a bath,” he observed.  “I should ask one to be drawn for you before we go in.”
 
   “What, and keep His Graciousness waiting?  Maybe later.”
 
   It wasn’t much longer before the door opened and a liveried guard called us in.
 
   The Duke lived in much nicer quarters than us junior officers.  He had three rooms.  One was a sitting room, where we were told to stand.  Another was obviously a bedroom, and the third, I discovered later, was both a bathroom and a personal armory.  The sitting room was appointed with thick tapestries, depicting forest scenes.  Rugs covered the floor, done in browns and greens, with a low couch and a large chair facing each other across a wide table.  A fire blazed away on an hearth behind the chair, but mirrors backed the oil lamps on the walls; he was easy to see despite being backlit.
 
   “Your Grace,” said one of the guards—there were three; one by the door, the other two on either side of the Duke—“I present Sir Halar the Wizard and his company: Sir Raeth, third son of His Majesty’s cousin, Duke Wellen; and Sir Bouger, heir of the Comte de Wexbrey.”
 
   The Duke did not rise; it wouldn’t have been proper.  We weren’t his peers, just minor lordlings at best.  We, however, bowed.  That is, Raeth and Bouger bowed and I imitated them.  Damn protocol.  I was going to need lessons, and soon.
 
   “Come in,” he said, waving toward the couch.  “Be seated, please.”  He had a good voice, I think I’ve noted.  It could project across a battlefield or just a sitting room; if he’d been in my world, I’d have pegged him for an actor on the stage or a radio talk show.
 
   We came in and I sat down; Raeth and Bouger did not, but stood to my right and left, at the ends of the couch.  I was surprised, but tried not to show it.  The couch was easily big enough for three big men to sit, and none of us is large, even in our armor.
 
   “Your Grace wished to see me?” I hazarded.
 
   He chuckled at me.  “Right to business, Halar?  No pleasantries, first?”
 
   “If your Grace desires, of course.  May I ask how your Grace is doing?”
 
   He laughed.  “Very well, thank you, although the cold begins to bother my bones in the mornings.  I feel my youth slipping away from me.  And yourself?”
 
   “I’m from farther south, your Grace; I don’t like the cold even in the afternoons.”
 
   He also had a good laugh when he was really amused.  This was such a moment.
 
   “Ah, it’s good to see that there’s wit in the world, still.  I thought I might be the last.  Well-said, Sir Halar—may I call you Halar?—and you’ve a pleasing manner about you.”
 
   “Yes, and thank you, your Grace.”
 
   He settled more comfortably in his chair, shifted slightly, and leaned against the back.  “Tell me, Halar… what made you become a knight?  I understand you were a wizard of some renown.”
 
   Bells and whistles went off.  If he knew about my prior career as a wizard, he might also know the circumstances under which I left it—hunted by the Church.  Then again, he might not know about my previous employer; he might just be complimentary by assuming I did a good job of wizarding.
 
   Maybe he’d just heard that stupid song.  I made a note to hunt down that minstrel and make him play it for me; I was suddenly itching to find out what he’d said!
 
   “Why?” I repeated, thinking.  “I suppose I just sort of fell into it.”
 
   At his inquiring look, Raeth spoke up.  “My lords, if I may?”  We both nodded at him.  He then told the story of how he and Bouger both tried to take that tower in the Eastrange and been captured in the process.  Until I came along, that is, and went through the place “like a whirlwind of swords and fury, slaying all that was unclean.”  I just sat and listened and stared.  Raeth should have been a reporter; from his spin on the story, I wasn’t a knight, I was a Hero!
 
   Then he started going on about my generosity to those I’d freed, and my kindness to them.  How I’d seen them armed (with clubs and such, but armed), worked spells to help them reach civilization and safety (matchsticks!), and later accepted the two knights into my service.  Providing what armor and weapons we had to the best of my ability, even to sacrificing the opportunity for better armor of my own.  
 
   And so on.  None of it a lie, but not all of it the truth, strictly speaking.  Damn, I was impressive.  The upshot of all this was I was a natural-born knight and couldn’t help becoming one.
 
   The Duke took it all in, impassively, smiling here and there at some particularly amusing portion of the tale—Raeth was quite the raconteur—and nodded happily when it was done.
 
   “Well spoken,” he said.  “Very well.  You almost make me think that Halar is my long-lost son returned.  But I am not so concerned with his prowess; that seems well-proven, given the complaint.  I am more concerned with his soul.”
 
   It’s been a while since those icy insects crawled along my spine, but they remembered the way.
 
   “What about my soul, your Grace?  And what complaint?”
 
   There was no amusement in his eyes, now, only a faint regret.  Somehow, I knew if I relied on that, it wouldn’t save me from whatever he decided.  “The complaint is that you bear your arms falsely, having gained them through wizards’ tricks and magic, and that this is the source of your seeming skill.”
 
   “How may I assure your Grace that when I fought Peldar today, I did so honestly, without magic to back my stick?”
 
   “That cannot be proven, I think.  But I will have a magician ask you, and he will see it if you speak true.”
 
   “When?”
 
   “On the morrow,” he said.  “Shall I expect you in my audience chamber in the morning?”
 
   He was asking me if I wanted to give up the pretense and walk away.  I knew it, although how I knew it, I couldn’t say.  But it wasn’t a pretense.  I had been knighted, and I hadn’t ‘cheated’ Peldar.  It’s not my fault he isn’t immortal.
 
   Well, maybe it is, but it’s also my secret.
 
   But I could walk away and we would all pretend this never happened.  Peldar would be satisfied, probably, because the Duke was, and I would be shamed.  It would mean Peldar would cause no strife and there would be no conflict—or one less—between the officers of the army.
 
   All to spare Peldar hurt feelings?  What about mine?
 
   “I’ll be there, your Grace.”
 
    
 
   Outside, in the hallway, Raeth and Bouger walked with me back toward our quarters; it was the end of the day for them.
 
   “What will you do now, Sir Wizard?” Bouger asked, half-smirking.
 
   “Well, I had in mind to head down into town and see what’s about.  I’ve an appointment with some ladies, I think.”
 
   “Oho!” he cried.  “Such energy!”
 
   Raeth shook his head and chuckled.  “The fire burns strong within you, Halar.  Good night.”
 
   “Good night,” Bouger echoed, glancing at Raeth.  I bid them good night, myself, and didn’t bother to correct their impression of my upcoming activities.  I slid past my chamber to pick up some clothes.  I had plans for a bath and a change.
 
   It was a fair walk through the fortress—everything went in and out through the rear gate; the courtyard was a killing zone, pure and simple, and was kept clear of traffic.  I nodded to the guard on gate duty and was saluted in return.
 
   The walk down to the whorehouse was uneventful; word spread among the underworld.  Or maybe it was just that I was still wearing armor from earlier and carrying a sword.  The Squire greeted me like an old friend, clasping my forearm and beaming broadly.  All around us, there were quite a number of men and women both drinking and singing, having a grand time.
 
   “I take it business is good?” I asked, retrieving my hand.
 
   “Indeed, indeed!  And much thanks do I owe you.”
 
   “More than thanks,” I mentioned, smiling again.  He nodded and chuckled and produced a purse.  It weighed about right; I wasn’t going to count it there.  “Very good,” I said, tucking it in my belt.  “Now, does this place offer anything remotely resembling a bath?”
 
   “Indeed!  For a small fee, you may—”
 
   An almost-pretty hellion cut him off before he could finish the statement.  “Squire!  Don’t you dare go charging him for a bath!”
 
   The Squire frowned.  Lip from the girls was unexpected.  But he shrugged it off.
 
   “Ah, so be it.  Magdelene will show you, since she has such concern for your pretty skin.”
 
   Maggie sniffed at him as he turned away, then she took my arm.  Personally, I thought she could use a bath too, but I’m from a world where a hot shower involves just turning a tap.  We went into a back room with a large tin tub.  A fireplace warmed the room a bit, and a kettle of water was over the fire.
 
   It was used bathwater.  I drew the line right there.
 
   “Hold on, Maggie.  If being charged for it gets me fresh water, I’ll take it.  Who do I pay?”
 
   “Give me the silver; I’ll roust out the lads.”
 
   I gave her the coin and she got a half-dozen young men/older boys busy with buckets.  It wasn’t ten minutes later that the tub had been emptied and refilled with icy river-water.  I warmed it by stirring it with Firebrand until it steamed; one kettle of hot water wasn’t going to do it.  It felt like Firebrand grumbled a little.  Maybe it was getting tired of warming my bathwater.  I made a note to stick it in a fire for a while, and soon.
 
   Maggie helped me out of my armor—which, by the way, is damned awkward stuff to put on or take off alone.  I was glad of the help.  This she set to one side, along with the quilted undergarment and the clothes I’d worn beneath that.  I gave her another silver coin and she fetched someone else to have them taken and cleaned.  Meanwhile, I leaned my staff and Firebrand against one side of the tub, in easy reach.
 
   She came back in with the valet service and they hustled out with my old clothes; Maggie remained and moved over to the tub to help me bathe.  I had no real objection; at least not after I thought about it for a second or so.  What the hell.  It wasn’t a hot shower, but she could get the awkward places on my back.
 
   So it was that I was starting to feel clean again when the door slammed open and a trio of drunken soldiers lurched into the room.  I grabbed Firebrand’s hilt, but did not draw; they were wielding two cups and a bottle, but their manner was less than threatening.
 
   “Wher’z th’ wizard what cures the pox?” one slurred.  “I’ve an itch tha’ won’ go, and a sore tha’s a sore point!”
 
   “That would be I,” I answered, trying for what dignity I could manage.  I don’t think it was much.  Well, I was up to my ribs in soapy water.
 
   “Then have a look, then!” he declared, and handed off the bottle to unfasten his breeches.
 
   I swore to myself to never become a doctor, followed by an equally strong desire to never make house calls.
 
   “Yes, that looks like a problem,” I admitted.  “Quite the rash you have there.”
 
   “Can y’make it go?” he demanded, trying not to sway.
 
   “Of course.  But bursting in on my bath will cost you.”
 
   “S’okay; I don’ want t’tell everyone about m’loins.”
 
   Maggie muttered, with a trace of disdain, “Small hope of that,” but only I could hear it.  I didn’t laugh, but it was a near thing.
 
   So I worked the spell that would hunt down the things in his body causing the rash; it took maybe two minutes.  Then, just because I didn’t want him barging back in to demand why it wasn’t gone, I redirected his body’s energies—told his body to get busy on this problem, the visible symptoms.
 
   “Now,” I said, looking him in the eye, “you go drink beer for the rest of the night.  No less then six tankards of it.  Then sleep it off; in the morning, you should be well.”  A good flushing out of his kidneys wouldn’t hurt; besides, cleaning out his systems would be a good idea with all the dead bugs floating in him.
 
   He blinked at me.  “Tha’s it?”
 
   “That’s it.  Tomorrow, you’ll pay me, or I’ll hunt you down.  Got that?”
 
   “Got it.”
 
   I waved a finger at him.  “I’m a wizard and a knight, remember!”
 
   “Got it, Sir!” he amended, and saluted.  I could tell he was a career man; staggering drunk and he could salute:  the right hand, closed to a fist, wrist in, knuckles out, pressed to the left breast, as though holding a blade upright.  Very crisp.  I mentally marked him as a sergeant.
 
   “Then off you go.”  And he went.  Behind me, Maggie chuckled and poured water over my back.  I turned my head to her, saying, “You know I don’t really need the help.”
 
   “I like it, m’lord.”
 
   I didn’t ask her what she meant by that; I just let her.  When the bath was done, she held the towel for me and she brushed out my hair.  I needed a haircut, and Maggie offered to give me one; I took her up on it.  I shaved and dressed on my own, though; people with sharp things near my throat make me nervous.
 
   “Will you be staying the night?” she asked, and I could almost believe it was a casual tone.
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered.  “Maybe.  It depends on how many people need to get rid of a rash.”
 
   She snickered.  “If you like, lord, I’ll spread word faster than the plague.”
 
   “That will do nicely.  Yes, I think.  Do so.”
 
   “All it will cost is five silver coins,” she added.
 
   I arched an eyebrow.  “Three.”
 
   “Four.”
 
   “Good enough.  You’ll have your silver when I have mine.  Fair?”
 
   “Done.”
 
   Thus is came to pass that I spent my night on the ground floor of a whorehouse, well-groomed, nicely dressed, and working hard at being the cure of STD’s.  Seem odd?  It did to me.  But I’d had it up to here with the trail, the armor, the riding, riding, riding, the feeling filthy every sundown and sunup… I needed to be clean, to feel dressed, to be the sharp fellow I hope I am instead of the road-wearied guy in metalwork.  And, by god, I was going to dance.
 
   Either the fact of my power and wealth, relatively speaking, or my good looks and charm kept the ladies of the evening making strong eye contact and suggestive gestures.  That may not be much of an indicator, but I’ll take what I can get.  I winked back at most of them and danced with a few.  To music.  Upright.  No, really; I mean it—dancing.  At least until I started getting a steady stream of clients.
 
   A system developed with Maggie; when I was ready for a client, I sat down at “my” table.  The person in question would slouch over and take a seat with me.  Those that paid in advance—very few—I gave the full treatment; both killing off their disease and giving the body encouragement to heal the symptoms.  The rest just got their cure; recovery was their problem.
 
   The advance payment plan paid off in word-of-mouth advertisement before the night was over.  I’m glad I managed a few dances before the clients started coming too fast.
 
   I also met Hellas.
 
   Friend, in that place and time, a whore didn’t have to be beautiful to make a living.  It was a military camp, mainly, and catered to men who would be unlikely to see an available woman for months.  All a whore needed was to be willing and capable.  
 
   Hellas met those two qualifications, but only those two.  She wasn’t just unattractive.  She wasn’t just homely.  She was downright ugly.  It wasn’t any single ugly feature, but a collection of mildly unpleasant ones that added up to a repellent whole.  She was short, barely five feet tall, and much too thin.  Her jaw was too wide and too strong, her cheekbones too narrow, her eyes too small, her nose too large… her hair hung in lank locks, even though it was cleaned and combed, and her ears tried to stick out anyway.  She couldn’t have been more than sixteen or seventeen at the most, but even the blush of youth only provided a contrast.  She would actually improve with age—someday, she would make a magnificent crone.
 
   Surviving, for her, was dependant on two things: a high volume of very eager traffic and the odd jobs she could do in the meantime.  Tonight was busy, but not that busy, so she was out of work.  When she came to me, she stood quietly and waited for me to notice her.
 
   “Yes?  Have a seat,” I said, thinking her a client; I’d already treated her the night before, but all it takes is once to get it again…
 
   She didn’t sit, but wrung her hands.  “Sir?” she asked, sounding pitiful.  “I’ve no meaning to trouble you, but… have aught I might do?  Tasks or chores?”
 
   I can be a pitiless bastard when I’m wronged.  But she’d done nothing to me, and female—even homely female—tears trigger some sort of response, way down deep in the primitive part of my brain.  She wasn’t actually shedding any tears, but her tone of voice suggested it could happen.  I wondered just how hard a life she had.
 
   Pretty hard, I reflected.  Harder than mine, certainly.  Possibly harder than I could imagine—or would ever want to imagine.
 
   “I think so,” I said, speaking slowly and thinking rapidly.  “I’ll be wanting my armor and other clothes before I go back to the keep.  Check and see how long they’ll be—but don’t rush them!  Just find out; there’s no hurry.”
 
   “Right away, sir!”  She was off like a shot.  I got through another client and was waiting on the next when Hellas was back.  “Another hour, lord; chain is a bugger to clean.”
 
   “Good, good.  Is there a tailor in town?  And a smith who can do fine work?”
 
   “Yes, lord.  Both.”
 
   “Excellent.” I drew my dagger, the gift from Baron Baret.  It still had a magical charge in it I hadn’t used, but… oh, well.  “See this?  I will want another like it, I think.  Can the smith make its like?”
 
   Hellas stared at it for a bit, chewing on her upper lip.  “I know not, my lord.”
 
   “Then take it to him in the morning,” I said, sliding it across the table.  “If he can, then commission it; if not, bring it back.”  I dug into my pouch and produced money.  “Three silver for you; the rest is earnest money to the smith.”
 
   I didn’t know if she was honest or not.  I thought so, from the flickers in her aura.  But if she wasn’t, this would make a fine test.
 
   “I will do as you instruct, my lord.  And the tailor?”
 
   “I just want to know where he is; I’ll visit on my own.  You’ll show me, later.”
 
   “Yes, lord.”
 
   I handed over four more silver.  “And give these to Maggie; she’s earned them.  That will be all, until I need you for a guide.”
 
   She did a wonderful job of going away.  Considering the going rate, I’d paid her for two hours of her professional services; she should be good for a while.  To say nothing of the rest of the money she was carrying.
 
   Why did I do it?  I don’t know.  I didn’t really need another dagger, and I surely didn’t need a professional prostitute—and one as ugly as a blob of spit, to boot.  Maybe it was pity.  There probably was some pity.  But not all of it, not even the greater portion of it.  She was a woman, and in her own way, she asked for help.  She wasn’t begging for alms, but for work.  I have to respect that.  And, I guess, I have to answer it.
 
   Sometimes, I’m so weird even I don’t understand me.
 
   I fixed a lot of people with nasty diseases, and even a few with bumps, cuts, and lacerations.  Someone with a festering arm-wound asked me to help it, and I did.  I was reminded of my Wizard’s Day in Baret; I find I miss those days.
 
   Later, after she’d collected my clean clothes and polished armor, Hellas did show me to the tailor’s shop; it wasn’t much as such things go, but I’d be able to find it again when he was open.  I gave her another silver for her time and for the walk in the icy cold; the weather had turned for the worse.
 
   She gave me a free kiss on the cheek, and I didn’t try to duck.
 
    
 
   I went back to the Keep before dawn and pretended to sleep in my little monk’s cell for an hour or two.  I did strip for dawn, though, not wishing to dirty my clothes.  I washed with the basin before putting them back on.  Brrr!
 
   No fighting today, I decided.  Not if I can avoid it.  So I went to breakfast in civilian clothes.  I’d seen others do it, so I knew I wasn’t too out of line.  Besides, I had an interview with the Duke this morning, of which Raeth reminded me.
 
   “It’s good to see you dressed well,” he noted.  “I’m not sure it will help.”
 
   “The Duke’s a canny old guy,” I reflected, sitting down with my soup.  Some sort of vegetables floating in broth.  I can’t say I liked it.
 
   “That he is.  He has defended the northern border for fifteen years.”
 
   “Who did it before him?”
 
   “His father.”
 
   “Family tradition, eh?”
 
   “It is the reason his ancestor was granted titles and lands.”
 
   “Good at it, too?” I asked.
 
   “No major force has ever crossed the river within his lifetime.”
 
   “Here’s hoping the streak remains unbroken,” I offered, lifting my cup of watered wine.  Raeth and Bouger joined me in that toast.  As we drank, Sir Dele approached our table with a bowl of breakfast and a cup.
 
   “May I join you?”
 
   “Certainly,” I offered.  “We were just toasting the Duke’s success at defending the border.”
 
   “Indeed!”  Dele seated himself, lifted his cup and drained half of it.  
 
   We ate for a bit, then I mentioned, “I’ve been meaning to talk to you about our bout.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Well, there are some who claim I cheat.  I’m a wizard and a knight, and it’s been said I use magic against other knights.”
 
   Dele shrugged.  “It matters not to me what they say.  You fought me, you bested me.  I know more of your prowess and the same way will not be so easy, next time.  Whether you use magic or no is of little concern to me; a man can be killed by many things, and I am pleased to know one more so that I may live through it!  If you used magic to lend strength to your arm, what of it?  There will always be stronger men than I.”
 
   “Good point,” I said.  “A very good point.  I doubt most people would see it that way.”
 
   “Then that is their loss,” he said, and shrugged.  “For my part, though, I do not believe there was magic; you are strong all the time.  I have seen you move, and there is a strength to all your movements.”
 
   “It gladdens my heart to hear you say so,” Raeth replied.  “Would you do us the honor of saying so to his Grace, the Duke?  We are to come before him in answer to these slanderous mouthings.”
 
   Dele frowned.  “Rumor is one thing, despicable as it is.  Baseless accusations are unpardonable.  Tell me, who is it that bandies about such lies?  I’ll give them a taste of the stick, and no mistake!”
 
   “His Grace hasn’t mentioned a name,” Bouger answered.  “But it was very likely someone who… has been bested by Sir Halar.”
 
   “Are you implying—no, or you would not ask my help,” Dele started-and-reconsidered.  “Then I must needs think it is someone who brings no grace to his title.”
 
   Raeth and Bouger nodded; I just sat there and pretended to be interested in my soup.  I don’t mind my friends defending me, but… well… it’s kind of embarrassing.  I don’t know why.  Maybe I just wanted it all settled quietly and without fuss.  I only like to make a scene when I’m in a really good mood, or when I’m really pissed off.
 
   I was also thinking about Travis.  Raeth and Bouger remind me of him in some ways.  I miss him.
 
   “I will come with you and bear my witness,” Dele agreed.
 
   “I don’t know if it will be needed, but I’m glad,” I told him.
 
   “It will be an honor to assist you.”
 
   I thanked him, and we ate with better appetite until a house guard came to urge us away.
 
   The audience chamber is larger than the living room of the Duke’s private quarters.  Easily big enough for a dozen horses, it was spotlessly clean and smooth-floored.  A five-step dais bore a heavy chair at one end, and there were seats along the sides of the room, alternating with braziers full of glowing coals.  Doors faced the Duke’s chair from the other end.  There were no tapestries on the walls, except behind the Duke’s chair; that one was the crest of his house: a silver diagonal on a field of black, with a rampant dragon in gold, facing left from the lower-right half.
 
   Six guards showed us in.  It was more of a formality than anything else; we were allowed to keep our arms.  The chairs to either side were filled, and I spotted Peldar among the twenty or so who occupied them.  The magician was standing at the Duke’s left hand, a few steps down.
 
   As a note, the dais for the Duke was five steps; around here, that’s a signal of his rank.  The King, I later learned, is accorded seven steps, and the Heir’s Seat has six.  Other nobles have lower seats.  An interesting tradition, and one whose origins I’m curious about.  But that’s just me.
 
   “I see you have come,” said the Duke, once we were standing before him.  Sir Dele stood to one side, out of the way, but Raeth and Bouger took up station on my right and left, a pace behind me.  “Do you know why you are here?”
 
   “My lord the Duke requested it,” I replied.
 
   He smiled, slightly.  “In a manner of speaking, yes.  You are here to face charges that you are no true knight.”
 
   I stood mute and waited.  It wasn’t a question, after all.
 
   “Let any who would deny his claim stand forth,” the Duke called.  And, sure enough, Peldar stood up.
 
   “I call him false,” he declared.
 
   “Approach,” the Duke instructed.  Peldar did so.  “State your claim.”
 
   “I have a letter from the Baron Baret detailing the deeds of this that was once his court wizard,” Peldar said, “and the Baron’s description of such acts as must mark this man as unworthy of knighthood.”  Peldar drew out a letter from his father and began to read it.  He skipped over some sections, obviously personal, and then hit the high points of his father’s description of my… exodus from Baret.
 
   “…invaded the Church’s Temple… slew several guards and a few, ah, priests… apparently, he stole a ship at swordpoint to try an escape around the Eastrange to the barbarians… and then destroyed a weapon of the city’s defense as he sought to escape,” Peldar finished.
 
   The Duke looked grim and thoughtful.  “These are serious,” he said, “verging as they are on the criminal, treasonous, and sacrilegious.  What have you to say, Sir Halar?”
 
   “I say that Peldar has been beaten by me before,” I replied, quietly.  “He is young and angry and prideful, and the sting of his defeats is all the worse for my being made a knight.  I was first trained by an ancient warrior of my family, then by the leader of the Baron’s personal guard, and lately by these two whom I have accepted in my service.
 
   “The Baron knew me for what I was—a wizard with some training in the sword.  He encouraged that, and I learned at the rough hands of the most skilled man I have ever known.  If the Baron is so displeased with me that he writes to his son to warn him of me, then let me read this damning letter that I may know more fully my accuser’s mind, the better to answer it.”
 
   “No,” Peldar protested.  “It is a letter to me, his son.”
 
   The Duke raised a hand.  “Be still.  Peldar, read aloud the parts wherein your father accuses Sir Halar of crimes.”
 
   “Um…” Peldar replied, scanning down the pages.  “Here he says the wizard did enter the Temple—”
 
   “No, read it,” the Duke said.  “I would hear his words.”
 
   Peldar flushed and read:
 
    
 
   The damn wizard has more balls than I gave him credit for, my boy!  His woman got taken by inquisitors for some damn reason, and off he went, charging into the Temple and kicking in the door to their hidey-hole.  Killed a couple guards, and made off with her on that metal steed of his!  Damn fine show on his part!  Pity about Lothen, but I’ll shed no tears for that bastard; he’s been a disgrace to your grandfather’s name since he first drew breath.
 
   If only he’d stuck to land—I’d have had to chase that thing he rides, and that’s a fool’s errand if ever I heard one!  But he went aboard a ship—made it look like he hijacked it, too, but I know whose ship it was.  I think someone gave him the thing, and the hijacking was an act.  I can’t prove it, but I’m not trying too hard, either; saving the man’s wife puts him in debt to my wizard, and I can’t blame the man for repaying it.
 
   But Halar built that magic glass of his too well.  The priests got to it—not Ander; he’s too lily-handed for that—and set fire to the ship, despite the fact he was obviously defending it.  I guess if a wizard builds it, he can guard against it.  The ship was in serious trouble when something happened to the wizard’s glass; it broke into a thousand pieces.  I would wager he undid his own work to save himself.  That must have hurt him, because I know he was proud of it.  I wish he’d found another way; it was a fine weapon.
 
   As it is, the ship’s boat got away around the horn of the Eastrange.  The ship went down right about sunset.  I don’t know if he made it or not.  I hope he did, because he’s a good man and I could use a dozen more like him.
 
    
 
   Peldar stiffly rolled the letter back up, adding coldly, “That is all there is that concerns the wizard.”
 
   The magician leaned over and whispered to the Duke; the Duke eyed Peldar with a frown and said, “You do not yet stand accused, Sir Peldar.  But that day may come.  Your deliberate misrepresentation of your father’s words is no small thing. You will see me in my chambers after this.”
 
   Peldar flushed again.  “Yes, your Grace.”
 
   “Have you anything further to add?”
 
   “Yes, your Grace.”
 
   “Speak on.”
 
   “This man also consorts with the lowest sort of filth,” Peldar said, pointing at me.  “He has been here but two nights, and has spent both of them carousing in the brothel in lowtown.”
 
   The Duke raised an eyebrow.  “Is this true?” he asked of me.
 
   “I have been in a brothel both nights, your Grace,” I admitted.  “The same one, both times.  But not to carouse.”
 
   “Speak on.”
 
   “I have healed the sick, your Grace.  The ills to which the flesh is heir—and which befall the unwary soldier—I have labored to undo.  Last night, I also hired a bath, and service for my garments, knowing this meeting would come today.”
 
   The Duke glanced at the magician; the magician, an older man with a portly look about his middle, shrugged and nodded.
 
   “Well, a noble sentiment,” said the Duke.  “But, to return to the matters addressed in the Baron’s letter… while he may hold no love for the Church—a fact evidenced by his choice of words—it is still not seemly to have invaded it.  Why did you do this?”
 
   I shrugged.  “They kidnapped Shada.”
 
   “Your woman?”
 
   “At the time, yes.”
 
   “I understand she was arrested.”
 
   “Perhaps so.  To me, it was a kidnapping.  I did attempt to request her freedom, but the high priest, Ander, could not aid me.  I did not kill him, but merely bound him so he could raise no alarm.  I killed only when it was needful to rescue my lady.”
 
   The Duke glanced aside; the magician nodded again.  I was wondering how the hell he could tell if I was lying or not.  I have spells to protect against mental crap.  Maybe he was just making it up and hoping he wouldn’t get caught.  That suited me fine, as long as he kept agreeing with me.
 
   “And you did this in defiance of the Church?”
 
   “I did.”
 
   “What of your oaths?”
 
   “I was not a knight then, your Grace; only a wizard.  I had no duty to protect the weak and defenseless; I only knew what the Church did to her was wrong.”
 
   There were murmurs in the hall at that, but they were quickly stilled.  I couldn’t tell if that answer went over well with most people or not.  The priests present looked less than happy.
 
   “Yes, I can see that,” the Duke murmured.  “Having heard your exploits in gaining your knighthood, I am inclined to believe it.  But tell me of how it came to be that you were knighted; I would hear of it again.”
 
   “Your Grace, if I may, I would allow another to tell that tale.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “Your Grace… I cannot.”
 
   The Duke frowned.  “Why not?”
 
   Raeth stepped forward to my right side and spoke up.  “Noble Duke, may I speak for him?”
 
   “Speak on.  Why can he not tell it himself?”
 
   “Because his humility is too strong, your Grace, and it is a tale of heroism,” Raeth smoothly replied.  I didn’t agree, but, well… he saw it that way.  And now was not the time to argue the point.  I didn’t feel like explaining while a magician watched me for lies.
 
   “Very well.  Say on.”
 
   And Raeth did.  He pulled out all the stops.  He didn’t report, he spun a tale.  And the magician kept nodding as Raeth spoke, only once in a while whispering to the Duke.  Raeth was embellishing, but any good storyteller does the same.  By and large, it was the same story again.
 
   The Duke nodded when it was done.  “Fairly spoken, Sir Raeth.  But is there any other who would argue this man’s knighthood?”  Nobody stepped up.  “Well enough.  Are there any else who will stand for you, Sir Halar?”
 
   Bouger stepped up to my left side.  “I will.”
 
   Then Sir Dele stepped over next to Sir Raeth.  “I will.”
 
   The Duke’s eyebrows rose.  “You, Sir Dele?”
 
   “Your Grace, I have fought this man on the practice field,” he said, calmly.  “He bested me by great strength and some skill of arms.  Today, I have heard that which confirms what I suspected:  he is a good man and true, with both ferocity in battle and generosity in victory.  If he will give me his sword, I will take it up.”
 
   I marveled at him, myself.  I was on trial, for crying out loud, and he was willing to what?
 
   “I think you may discuss that later, but I shall take the thought for the deed in this matter,” the Duke remarked, dryly.  “Will any other stand for you, Sir Halar?”
 
   “Your Grace,” I said, and it was a struggle to keep my voice normal; Sir Dele’s speech had caused a lump in my throat.  I had to swallow before I could continue.  “There are at least a hundred in your domain who will toast my health, and thrice that in the barony of Baret who will tell you I set their bones and knit their flesh together.  There are mercenaries abroad who were freed with Sir Raeth and Sir Bouger, and who have promised themselves to my service if I ever have need of them.  But of those here present, only these three stood forth, and I thank them for it.”  I gulped and blinked, trying to clear my eyes.
 
   “Then I will render judgment.”
 
   And the old scoundrel paused.  I could hear my heart beating.  I knew he had to find in my favor, but… well, I didn’t know it.  I just thought it would be obvious.  But Peldar is a Baron’s son… and I’m not a political animal; I have no idea what ties are involved among the peers of the realm.
 
   A moment later, I realized that nobody was breathing.  Even a nobleman likes some drama, I guess.
 
   “Sir Halar,” he said, formally, “you are a knight by the laws of the Kingdom of Rethven, and a knight by your heart and deeds.  I charge you to be true to that heart and to let it lead you to noble deeds.  I have spoken.”
 
   And then Bouger was pounding me on the back and Raeth was shaking hands with Dele and a lot of people were all talking at once.  I didn’t see what became of Peldar, but he was nowhere around.  Besides, I had to deal with a hug from all three of my knights, then much congratulations from everyone else present.  I got introduced to about twenty people—including the magician Brennick—and tried to remember all their names through a haze of relief.
 
   The Duke had apparently dismissed us with his “I have spoken” line, since everyone started talking at once after it.  The Duke himself simply got up and walked out, accompanied by a pair of guards.  The rest of the spectators took the time to shake my hand and congratulate me before moving on to their own business.  Before too long, it was Raeth, Bouger, Dele, and I.
 
   “I’m a little short on swords,” I remarked, eyeing Sir Dele.  “Can it wait?”
 
   “That it can, my lord,” he replied.  He unbuckled his own swordbelt and held it out.  “Will you accept a gift from an admirer?”
 
   I blinked, but Raeth was nodding a near-frantic yes at me, so I did.  “With my thanks, Sir Dele.”  Then I partly drew it and examined the blade; it was a good one.  Old, but finely tempered and much used.  I slid it back and held it out to him.  “Will you accept this sword from my hand?” I asked him.
 
   “Gladly, my lord,” he answered, and buckled it back on.  Ah, the lovely technicalities of chivalry!
 
   We went out into town together to have a small celebration; I showed them where I had been working.  The whorehouse was pretty quiet in the mornings, so we had the common room almost to ourselves.  I showed them where to get a hot bath and noted the service on cleaning and mending clothes was excellent.
 
   “So, what, exactly, have you been doing down here?” Bouger asked, once we had a seat and some wine.
 
   I explained about the spells.  Raeth and Bouger followed it; they’ve been studying to be wizards, after all.  Dele just watched us, rather wide-eyed, 
 
   “Pardon,” Dele broke in, “but are you all wizards?”
 
   “Yes,” I said, as Bouger and Raeth both said, “No.”  We chuckled and I went on to them with, “Oh, aren’t you?”
 
   “Well, not real wizards,” Raeth said.
 
   “Got a brazier in your room?”
 
   “Why, yes.  Of course,” he answered, startled at the question.
 
   “How did you light it?”
 
   “I concentrated on making the particles of the charcoal vibrate… against… oh.”
 
   “I think I’ve made my point.”
 
   Then Hellas came in.  I swear, Bouger flinched.
 
   She saw me and came straight over.  Everyone stared at her in what, to my mind, was something less than a pleasant welcome and more of a horrified fascination.
 
   “My lord, the smith says he cannot do such work,” she said, and handed me back the money, along with my dagger.  I accepted both and put them away.
 
   “Well, it was good of you to try.  Thank you.”
 
   “Will my lord need anything further?” she asked, looking both eager and nervous at once.
 
   “Not right now.  But do see to it that people know I will be here in the evening, will you?”
 
   “Right away, lord.”
 
   I put a hand on her arm to keep her from dashing off.  “No, not right away.  I know you’ve been up all night—and no one is around to listen to you at this hour.  Rest if you like; this afternoon is quite soon enough.”
 
   She relaxed a little; she did seem tired.  “As my lord wishes.”
 
   “Also, know these three, my stalwart companions—Sir Raeth, Sir Bouger, and Sir Dele.  Gentle sirs, this is Hellas.”  Each nodded in turn, a courtesy to a woman.
 
   “Charmed.”
 
   “Hello.”
 
   “A pleasure.”
 
   She blushed.  I don’t think she knew what to say with four knights looking at her and being civil.
 
   “That will be all, Hellas.”
 
   She nodded and headed for the stairs.  A youngster I’d thought an apprentice waiter was sleeping by the stairs; he couldn’t have been more than four.  She picked him up without waking him and carried him upstairs with her.
 
   Raeth shook his head but said nothing.  Dele also kept his peace.  Bouger, though, watched her go upstairs and shuddered again.
 
   “What… what was that?” he asked, sounding serious.
 
   “One of the ladies for hire,” I answered.  “Really.”  I was busy thinking about the boy.
 
   He shuddered again.  “I’ve seen where you work.  Can we go now?”
 
   We laughed and left the place.
 
   It turns out that Raeth had already found the tailor; I simply wanted another shirt and some underwear, myself.  The tailor was working on some sort of small blanket or shawl while a pair of boys were stitching carefully on a new cloak—Raeth’s new cloak.  Bouger decided to get a new one himself, and Dele joined in too.  Since they were all getting the same thing, I thought we might as well match; I ordered one for myself.  They were all to be a rich green with a yellow-and-orange braidwork trim.  Rather nice, I thought.  It almost gave the impression that the edge of the cloak was on fire.  We were promised they would be ready soon—Raeth handed the man a takar, which means crown.  In this case, a fairly large gold coin, stamped with a crown on both sides, worth about twenty silver decius—and we took a walk.
 
   The town really didn’t have much to recommend it.  By day, it was just more active.  The streets were starting to thaw—the sun had come out, but it was still rather cold—and squelching from the morning’s moisture; it was only wet enough for a thin layer of mud.  It wasn’t too bad.  I still wondered how they kept this firetrap from burning to the ground, though.
 
   Dele turned the topic back to wizardry.
 
   “You are all wizards, yes?”
 
   “Yes,” I answered.
 
   “Although Bouger and I are not so good at it,” Raeth qualified.
 
   “Is it difficult?” Dele asked.  I let Raeth answer.
 
   “Yes and no.  It isn’t complicated… most of what I know, that is.  But it involves…” he trailed off.
 
   Bouger supplied, “Thinking differently.”
 
   Dele frowned.  “How so?”
 
   “You have to be able to step outside yourself and be someone who can do it.”
 
   We all looked at Bouger.  He looked back, unabashed.
 
   “Well, that’s how I see it.  I know I can’t make a fire start by staring at it.  But I can when I’m a wizard.”
 
   I nodded.  It made a sort of sense, in a way.
 
   “Could I learn?” Dele asked.
 
   “It takes work,” Raeth cautioned.  “And a harsh taskmaster.”
 
   “Do I not have such a one?” Dele asked, glancing sidelong at me, grinning.
 
   “Only if you keep mocking me,” I replied, lightly.  “But yes, you can learn.  If Raeth and Bouger are willing to try and teach you what they know, I’ll help.  It’ll do them good.”  It’s always a learning experience when you have to teach what you think you know.  I recall the first time I tried to explain thermogoddamics to a sophomore class and still shudder at my blundering.  Dele might not thank me for the suggestion.
 
   Dele looked eager.  “When may we begin?”
 
   “How about after lunch?” Bouger asked.  “I’m hungry, and I think we can buy a decent meal down here.”
 
   “It’ll be expensive,” Raeth warned.
 
   “Yes, but our lord has steady work.”
 
   A laugh exploded from me as I heard that; the others chuckled.  “Your faith in me is reassuring,” I offered, “but don’t think I’ll buy lunch every time.”
 
   So we found a man selling food from a tray; none of it was appealing, but we asked him about his supplier.  He directed us to a house was a good way off; it had a moderate farm attached to it.  I wondered how they managed to keep their chickens from being stolen.
 
   The lady of the house was quite willing to roast us a whole chicken, though; we wound up eating two of them, along with her entire stock of eggs.  We paid heavily for it, too.  But it was good, very good.
 
   At last, we wandered back to the keep and the practice field.  It was a good walk, and we were in shape to get out and bash on people by the time we arrived.  Since I wasn’t in my armor I sat on the sidelines to watch.
 
   In truth, it was interesting to watch without being preoccupied by the knowledge I was going to beat or be beaten soon.  Fighters have their own styles and preferences, and I’ve learned enough to appreciate the differences.  I saw a lot of moves and combinations I liked, things to add to my repertoire someday, after a lot of patient practice.  And then more practice.  And some practice on top of that.
 
   I also watched Dele get beaten a lot.  He didn’t lose all the time, only about half; Raeth and Bouger lost only rarely.  I got the impression Dele was about average, for a knight; I already knew R & B were knights of quality.
 
   I noticed people kept looking at me.  I suppose I shouldn’t have been surprised; how often do you see a knighted wizard, acquitted of disrespecting the Church, wandering around your practice field?  I didn’t mind it.  Or not much.
 
   The only bad part about it was the priest.  There were a dozen priests in and around the keep; the keep has its own chapel inside and does a brisk business in maintaining the souls of those who feel they need a spiritual mechanic.  There are no formal services, but there’s a steady trickle of people wanting to pray, pay for a prayer, get absolved, or otherwise feel a connection with a higher power.  This particular priest walked right up to me.
 
   “You are Sir Halar, the wizard?” he asked.
 
   I looked him over.  He was almost my height, had darker hair, a full beard, and a little surplusage around the middle.  He wore white robes (slightly muddy around the hems) with some designs stitched into the front.  Working clothes for the field, I guess, rather than the ornamental, high-ceremony robes.  He also carried a staff with a stylized sunburst at the top.
 
   “I am.”
 
   “Then I pronounce you outcast!” he declared, pointing at me.  This drew a lot of attention.  The priest rapped—well, squelched—the butt of his staff on the ground and declaimed in a loud voice my blasphemy or heresy or whatever it was.  I had defiled a Temple, killed an Inquisitor, and damned some poor woman to eternal torment by dragging her away from those who could have saved her soul.  Therefore, I was outcast now and forever from the protection of the Church.
 
   When he finished, I just looked at him for a second.  It had been a good speech, and I wish I’d paid more attention to the words.
 
   “So, this means I can’t go to services?” I asked.
 
   “Never!”
 
   “I don’t tithe, either?”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Basically, as far as the Church is concerned, I don’t exist?” I continued.
 
   “You exist,” he admitted, “but shall not be saved from the doom of the eternal night.”
 
   “So,” I probed, “that means I’m never, ever, under any circumstances, going to have to do anything at all for the Church ever again?”
 
   He seemed nonplussed.  “Nor will it do aught for you!”
 
   “I’ll settle for it not kidnapping my friends,” I suggested, and turned my back on him to walk away.
 
   “That is not what happened!” he shouted.
 
   I paused, then turned around.  “Were you there?”
 
   “No, but what happened—”
 
   “—is the Hand came and grabbed my lady while I was gone; they did not even have the courage to face me, the one they really wanted!” I interrupted, striding forward to stick a finger in his face.  “As for your outcasting, I’ve been an outcast from your pathetic mockery of salvation from the first time I ever saw your so-called holy works!” I shouted, still advancing, shaking that finger in his face and forcing him to backstep.  “And if I ever see another member of your inquisitors or investigators or whatever you want to call them, I’ll kill them on sight like the rabid dogs they are!”  When I yelled the last bit, I shuffled him back over the edge of a swords ring and he tripped, landing hard and wetly.
 
   Around us, there was a thick silence.  I risked a glance at the faces; most were openmouthed.  A few were carefully schooled to show no emotion at all.  Here and there, I saw grins.
 
   “You will rue this day!” the priest said to me, shaking a muddy fist.  “The darkness will claim you at the end, and you will go down swallowing curses!”
 
   “Get out of my sight, priest, before I turn you into a pig so you can wallow more effectively.”
 
   “You dare not touch me!  I am a priest of the Light!”
 
   It wasn’t as impressive as it could have been.  Sitting there in the mud, he gathered what dignity he could, but it wasn’t much.
 
   I squatted down next to him.  “Didn’t you just cast me out?” I asked.  “That means I don’t owe you anything at all, not even respect.  If I were you, I’d be a bit more concerned about my worldly hide.  Although you’re safe from being turned into a pig; you’ve managed that well enough on your own.”  I eyed the glop he was in.
 
   “My faith protects me,” he snapped, working his way to his feet.  I rose with him.
 
   “Not from mud,” I observed.  “Nor from steel.  Beat it, or I’ll beat you.”
 
   He gave me a look of withering disdain and squelched away in a huff.  There was some snickering, but well-muffled.  I shook my head and watched him go.
 
   “Sir?” came a question.
 
   “Hmm?  Yes?” I asked, turning to a tired-looking man in armor; I knew I’d seen him before, but I couldn’t place his name.  He had his helm off, held under one arm, and his hair was pulled back into a braid.
 
   “Art not thou afraid of the wrath of god?”
 
   “Sure,” I admitted.  “But that chubby guy in the muddy robes isn’t a god.  These bastards get fat on threatening everyone with eternal damnation; how are they different from any other robber?  They blackmail people with the threat of damnation; that makes them crooks to me.  Besides, if a god wants to tell me something, I’m sure it can without help from a priest.  What do I need them for?”
 
   The expression on his face was a study.
 
   “That’s it, show’s over,” I said, waving my hands to shoo everyone.  “Break it up.”
 
   I suspected there would be a lot of talk at dinner.  And that the Duke would want to see me again.
 
    
 
   The Duke did.  I hadn’t been seated in the dining hall for longer than ten minutes when a pair of unsmiling men in the Duke’s livery came up and respectfully requested my presence.  Now.  Right now.
 
   I went.  Not far; just to the head table to stand before it with my escorts.
 
   “That’s him!” said the portly priest, pointing pontifically at me.  He had cleaned up and dressed more formally.
 
   “Calm yourself, Marel,” said the Duke.  He leaned forward over his dinner and eyed me.  “It is not often I see a man twice in the same day about his criminal offenses,” he observed.  “Having escaped the headsman once, few wish to risk it again so soon.”
 
   I bowed the best I knew how.  “Of what do I stand accused, your Grace?”  I tried to ignore the itching feeling around my neck.
 
   “I am told that you assaulted the good priest, here.”
 
   “I shouted at him and waved a finger in his face, but I never touched him, your Grace.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “He pronounced me outcast of the Church, your Grace, and seemed to think I should feel chastised therefore.”
 
   The Duke regarded the priest, Marel.  “Did he lay his hands upon you?” he asked.
 
   The priest drew himself up with an air of haughty dignity.  “He did not dare to touch the blessed vestments of faith, lest the power of the Light should strike—”
 
   “Yes, yes, thank you,” the Duke said, interrupting.  “He never actually touched you.  Very well.  He’s outcast of the Church and apparently unafraid of your dooms.  I see no reason why you should expect deferential treatment.  Your person is still inviolate under law as long as you do not strike the first blow; be glad of that.  Now begone, the both of you.”
 
   I bowed to the Duke and returned to my dinner while Marel sputtered and turned pinkish about the ears.  
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   The Duke wasn’t finished with me.  After dinner, he sent for me again, privately.  Standing in his living room, I was alone as specified in the summons.
 
   “I see that you have had a rather active career,” he noted.
 
   I nodded.  “More than I like, your Grace.”
 
   He sighed.  “You shall be no end of trouble.  Not so?”
 
   “I don’t know what you mean, your Grace.”
 
   “I mean that you’re going to butt heads with the priests like a young rams in spring.  That you and that young fool of Xavier’s get are going to come to blows again.  That you are going to make my smooth and organized army into armed and divided camps.”
 
   I thought about it.  “I hope not, your Grace.”
 
   “You’ve done a fine job of it so far,” he answered, dryly.
 
   It was nighttime, so I couldn’t blush.  I know I looked embarrassed.  I felt ten years old again, being gently scolded for boyish overexuberance.
 
   “Well, what shall I do with you?” he wondered aloud, fingers laced under his chin, elbows on the arms of his chair.  He eyed me speculatively.  “I suppose I could send you on a scouting foray across the river, since those often fail to return.  I could send you back as unsuitable and demand a different tithe of troops from Eastgate—but the season is late, and it would be spring before a new levy could arrive.  Or I could lock you in a cell and leave you there to rot so that you fracture my army no further.”
 
   I really didn’t like any of those options.  I said so.  Tactfully.
 
   “Is there no other course?”
 
   The Duke remained thoughtful.  “I suppose it is possible—not likely, but possible—you will take heed of my warning and cease to be a trouble to me.  Despite your fractious effects, you are a powerful fighter and, at least among some, well-liked.  You are also a wizard, and that in itself is a power; your curative effects among the foot soldiers do wonders for their morale.”
 
   “Your Grace… I have no intention of being a trouble to you,” I said, and I meant it.  He was a nice enough old guy, and more decent than most people in authority I’ve ever known.  “Having this brought to my attention tells me I must take steps to avoid further headaches and late-night audiences.  With your Grace’s permission, I will do so.”
 
   He eyed me critically.  “Very well.  But the next time I need to have you brought before me, you will be in chains.  Are we clear?”
 
   “Crystalline, your Grace.”
 
   “You may go.”
 
   I went.
 
    
 
   I walked for a while through downtown.  Baiting priests and humiliating Peldar were fine in and of themselves, but the Duke was right.  It wasn’t good for the army.  Oh, sure, it was entertainment, but it was also something to polarize on; people on Peldar’s side against the wizard, people on my side against the… well, whatever they thought of him as.  People on the priests’ side, because they believe, people on my side because they don’t.
 
   The last thing you want to have is a question in your mind about whether or not the guy beside you will leave you to die in a battle.  And wasn’t that what we were doing here?  Waiting for a battle?
 
   I made myself a vow to be a team player for however long I stayed.
 
   Onward to the whorehouse!
 
   Sure enough, I had clients stacking up.  A lot of previous clients showed up with their money; more clients showed up with money in advance.  Prove you can do what you say and people will pony up the cash, especially when the paying customers go first.  I also saw several wizards hanging around, loitering over drinks.  At a bet, they would be watching my spellmanship and trying to figure out how to do it.  It’s a valuable trick.  I didn’t mind.  I doubted they’d manage to duplicate it; they wouldn’t have any idea why it worked.  And if they figured out a way to make it work, so what?  People wind up being healthier?  My heart bleeds at the horror of it.
 
   “All right, all right!  Line it up!” I ordered.  “I can only handle one person at a time!  People paying in advance, to the right!  People who will pay tomorrow, to the left, and have a seat; I’ll get to you after the paying customers.”
 
   There was grumbling, and not a few left.  Many of them returned with a silver coin.  After a while, a nasty itch is worth anything to be rid of—ask anyone who has ever been afflicted with poison ivy.  Or a toothache.  They didn’t just come to get the pox removed or a horrible rash taken care of; they came with all the little ills to which the flesh is heir.  I’d have thought the other wizards would have dealt with some of these problems, but apparently they fixed everything they know how to.  If you’re a specialist in bleeding wounds, a toothache isn’t something you’re well-equipped to handle…
 
   One man, with a seeping wound under an eyepatch, asked me, “Can y’bring back me eye, wizard?”
 
   I looked it over.  It had been pierced some time ago, a week or more, and was a festering sore that wept a yellowish fluid.  Nasty.
 
   “I can try.  I don’t know if it will see again, but it will stop weeping and should stop hurting.”
 
   “Then it’s worth a silver.  Get on.”
 
   I took a little extra time with that one.  I killed the infection and drained it of fluid first.  Then I wrapped power around his good eye, mapping it.  This I mirror-imaged, flipping it around and fitting the framework into the mess of his bad eye.  A bit of a twist to his body’s metabolism to crank up the healing processes and focus them on the injured organ…
 
   I was hoping the framework would help his body regenerate.  A scarred mess where an eyeball once was isn’t something I’d like to have.  The framework of that spell was there to make sure that everything at least looked okay when it grew back.  I was hoping for more, but… well, I just don’t know enough about eyeballs; my degree is in physics, not medicine.
 
   Still, I spent a good twenty minutes on it.  People were wondering what was going on; it isn’t much of a show unless you can watch the magic moving.  All they could see was some handwaving and muttering on my part.
 
   “All right,” I said, finally.  “That’s the best I can do for now.  It may see again, it may not.  If I’m still around when it stops getting better, maybe I can do more with it then.  But that’s all I can do with it now.”
 
   He got up and gingerly touched his cheek and brow.  “It’s not hurtin’,” he observed.
 
   “Nor should it.  Come back tomorrow and let me see it, though.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Next!”
 
   Soldiers tended to come in groups; I didn’t know the Squire was requiring them to pay him a silver for the group up front as a cleaning fee, followed by a silver apiece to me for the work.  I found that out later in the evening.  Not that I minded; it was good business on his part.  
 
   I should mention that Hellas was near at hand all night.  She would fetch me things as I asked for them and I paid her lavishly.  Clean cloths and watered wine, mainly, for cleaning off some of my patients.  I lectured them on hygiene endlessly while Hellas skipped back and forth to wash filthy rags.
 
   When I was out of customers, it was after midnight.  The place was still going strong, especially now that people were feeling very merry indeed.  I had Hellas sit still while I made sure she hadn’t caught anything from handling their dirty linen.
 
   “My lord?” she asked, while I concentrated.
 
   “Hmm?”
 
   “How long will you remain?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I replied, absently.  “A day, a week, a year.  I don’t know.  I never know.”
 
   She bit her lip and nodded.  I finished washing out her system and gave her a fistful of silver.  
 
   “But,” I added, watching her eyes widen, “it is possible you will be able to afford something better than this.”
 
   She accepted the silver, but looked sad.  “I do not think so, my lord.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I thank you for your kindness, lord, but I have no real way to earn my keep, and few enough are desperate enough to spend coin on such as I.”  She glanced at her silver-laden hands and blushed.  “That is, lord… I mean…”
 
   I smiled at her and chuckled a little.  “Hellas, consider something for me.”
 
   “Lord?” she asked, looking miserably embarrassed.
 
   “Why do I hire you as my assistant?”
 
   Her brows drew together.  “I …”
 
   I nodded at her hands.  “For that, I could have the services of any lady in the house, and for things much worse than washing rags.  Why you?”
 
   She shook her head, unable to speak.
 
   “Well, think about it,” I said, still smiling.  I rose and dusted my hands together.  “I should be back tomorrow night—”
 
   “Hoy, Sir Wizard!” shouted a soldier.  He had a tankard in either hand and a grinning face.  “I’ve not a spot to me anywhere, and I’ve a mind to drink!  Join me!”
 
   I accepted the tankard thrust against my chest.  “I really can’t—”
 
   “And bard!  You there!  Strike up that tune of yours!  He’s here!”
 
   I skidded to a verbal halt.  Yes, there was a musician, complete with a lute, and he looked shocked to see me.  Puffy, slashed sleeves, flashy doublet and hose, all in bright colors.  Yep; that was the guy from Baret.  I headed toward him, my newfound companion trailing behind.
 
   “I understand you’ve written a little song?” I asked.  He nodded, eyes wide.  “I’d love to hear it.”
 
   He licked his lips and nodded.  It’s not like he could really do anything else.  It took him a minute to tune up, and the place quieted down while he did, although the whispering picked up a lot.  
 
   “The Ballad of the Wizard Knight,” he declaimed.  I give him this; his voice didn’t crack.  Then he started to sing.
 
   I come from a place where music is extraordinarily complicated and live performances are often the worst work of an artist.  That’s not the case here; music is still complicated, but if you don’t do it live, you don’t do it at all.
 
   He was great.  I swear, I don’t think I’ve ever heard singing and playing like that.  It was so great, in fact, I nearly missed what he was actually saying.
 
   I’m not eight feet tall.  I don’t call down the fires of heaven.  I don’t whistle up storms at my back when I’m feeling wrathful.  I don’t crack mountains in twain.  I don’t split temples at the foundations.  At least, I’m pretty sure I don’t.  I would remember that sort of thing.  I’m pretty sure I would.
 
   But damned if he didn’t almost make me believe I did!  Whoever this character was he sang about, he was bloody impressive.  He did a lot of the things I’d done in Baret, plus a few I’d never heard of, except he did them with style.  I resolved to remember as much as I could—heck, with this for inspiration, I might manage to actually appear to have panache.  It was hard to remember he was singing about me.
 
   Poetic license, I gather.  Still, it was a great song.  People were howling and pounding on the tables and basically being all sorts of enthusiastic all over the place.  A few were even staring openmouthed—at me.
 
   One of these latter tugged at my sleeve after the song ended.  He shouted, barely audible over the whooping, “Is that you?”
 
   I pointed at the bard.  “Ask him.”
 
   My admirer’s eyes got wider after the minstrel’s reply.  I didn’t hear it; I was sitting quietly, debating with myself.  Having a PR man is a good thing, usually, and I know that stories grow in the telling…
 
   I don’t know how this will affect things.  Oh, sure, people will recognize my name—people I’ve never even met.  But I wonder if there will be those who want to make a name for themselves coming to hunt me down.  I’m reminded of the Fastest Gun in the West problem.  If you’re the Fastest Gun in the West, then every other gunslinger wants to try you so he can be the Fastest Gun in the West.  It’s a losing proposition.
 
   I don’t like being hunted.  The only good news I could see was that any idiots who came after me would be the kind who laughed in the face of death and charged all-out for glory; those are easier to deal with.
 
   Still, nothing might come of it except a few people trying to buy me drinks and say they actually met me.  I really don’t know.  I’ve never been famous before.
 
   Then, out of the blue, inspiration hit me like a meteor impact.
 
   The minstrel was sweating; that was strange, since the performance was over.  Then I realized I’d been sitting quietly and scowling.  I smiled at him and beckoned to him; he quickly disengaged from a conversation and glided over.  
 
   “My lord?” he asked, making a leg.
 
   “You’ve been talking to people, haven’t you?”
 
   “My lord has a discerning eye and a mind quick with wits.”
 
   “Do you want a steady job?”
 
   He blinked.  “I could consider a position under a suitable patron,” he replied, carefully.
 
   “Come with me.”  I gave him my best Do It Now tone and, lo, he followed as I led him outside.
 
   Once safely out of earshot of the majority of the world, we took a walk down the now-frozen streets.  It was starting to snow.  The warm front had moved on and its brother, the cold front, had come to town.
 
   “I have in mind a particular problem that needs someone with tact, discretion, and the ability to travel anywhere.  Would you describe yourself as such a man?”
 
   “No, my lord, for I am but a humble singer of songs.”
 
   “Good.  If you’d said yes, you wouldn’t have enough discretion for my taste.”
 
   He smiled.  “As you say, my lord.”
 
   “I think I like you.  Tell me something—that bit about the invasion of the Church to rescue my wife—did you see any of it, or was that all from others’ accounts?”
 
   “I did not see it of my own, my lord, but I did query most shrewdly all those who did.”
 
   “You did a fine job.  A very fine job.  And that leads me to this offer.  How would you like to work for me as a… a rumormonger?”
 
   He stroked his chin and thought, shivering slightly.  I gestured and wrapped him in a temporary warming spell.
 
   “I am uncertain what such a position would have in the way of duties, my lord.”
 
   “I would have you spread rumors, gossip, and choice bits of news.  I would also have you collect such things, sift them for the truth, and deliver the results to me.”
 
   He seemed relieved.  “That would be a pleasant pastime, I should think.”
 
   “Moreover, I would have you—apparently of your own motion—seek out others who might be willing to, shall we say, spread word and gather it.  But words to my advantage, of course.”
 
   “That, at least, should also prove relatively simple, my lord.”
 
   “That is all.”
 
   He considered this; I noticed he stopped shivering.
 
   “What form of recompense would such duties entail?” he inquired.
 
   “I am quite prepared to see to it you are funded well.  I am also prepared to enhance your musical accompaniment.”
 
   His spark of interest rose to flame.  “Oh?  How so, lord?”
 
   “What do you play besides the lute?”
 
   “I have a recorder and a lap-harp, lord.”
 
   “Would you like to play all three at once?”
 
   He blanched.  “Lord!  How so?  I have no wish to have more arms!”
 
   I chuckled.  “No, no!  I had more in mind something closer to making stones sing.  But instruments of music have voices of their own.  I’ll just teach them to sing for you.”
 
   His eyes shone.  “My lord, if you will do as you have just described, then I shall be forever in your service.”
 
   “Excellent,” I beamed.  Now I could start thinking seriously about how to accomplish it…  “What is your name?”
 
   “I am known as Linnaeus, my lord.”
 
   “Fetch your things and meet me by the door, Linnaeus; I’ve no desire to brave the mob again.”
 
   “Immediately.”
 
   He hurried; I waited for him and we walked together.  Once we reached the keep, I led him inside and to my cell.  This was going to take a while.  While he sat on my cot and played song after song, I sat on the floor and stared at his instruments.
 
   How to do it?  Obviously, an enchantment would be needed on the instruments; a spell would simply fade after a while.  But what sort of enchantment?  Something that drew heavily from the bard, I guessed; I have all the musical ability of a bent spoon.  A little of the musician’s spirit to guide the instrument, backed by a lot of magical power.  The first would leave my companion exhausted; the second would take a lot out of me.
 
   Fortunately, I had a glass ball that contained the power of a small village, or nearly.  Some of them might even have had musical talents.
 
   The thought startled me.  I took up his recorder and held it, thinking.  It felt slightly familiar.
 
   “Do you know any common, everyday tunes anyone with a reed flute might play?” I asked.  He nodded and started one on the lap-harp.  I lifted the recorder to my lips, gave an experimental blow, and then played along with him.  Not well, I hasten to add, but I knew the tune and my fingers stumbled over themselves to follow.
 
   I never knew how to play such a thing.  I shivered and put it back down.  Wisely, Linnaeus did not ask any questions.
 
   So I worked with his life-stuff while he played tunes.  I impregnated something of the spirit of his music into the unliving instruments, one by one, each as he played them; I bound them all about with power and tuned them to his will like he might tune his lute.
 
   It sounds simple.  It wasn’t.  But I can’t describe it any better; I would have to show you, bring you along, let you feel it before you could really understand.  It’s like that with the subtler aspects of the Art—or, at least, what I consider to be its subtler aspects. 
 
   How I know that, I don’t know.  I suspect it’s a few magicians I’ve digested.  
 
   When I was through, the power in the ball was dimmed a little—this was finicky work, not the power-oriented feat of animating a metal horse!  But it made Linnaeus wretchedly tired.  Quite literally, it took a lot out of him.  He was weak and looked wrung-out.
 
   “That’s it,” I told him.  “We’re done.”
 
   He nodded and put down the last instrument, his recorder.  I’d saved it for last because, while the strings of the lap-harp and the lute can vibrate to make sound, the recorder would need to move air through itself.  A trifle more complex, that, and I wanted the practice of the other two before I tried it.
 
   “Will they play on their own, now?” he asked, wiping his brow on a sleeve.
 
   I nodded.  “Sing something, if you have the breath for it.”
 
   And he did.  It was a soft, gentle tune about being far from home and longing for it; the recorder accompanied him with a haunting, almost eerie melody, and the lute strummed itself softly.  The lap-harp plucked counterpoint as he sang, and it was like having a quartet in my cramped little chamber.
 
   He stopped about halfway through, tears running freely down his cheeks.  He looked at me in wonder.  “I would never have believed such instruments could exist.”
 
   “They do now, and they are yours.  They will sing for you and with you, with all your skill.”
 
   “Then I am your bard, my lord, to sing thy praises and tell thy tales.  I am yours, until you or death loose me from this oath.”
 
   I regarded him.  He meant it.  I could see it.  I’d made it possible for him to play three instruments at once with a coordination and teamwork impossible under any normal circumstances, and that was the whole world to him.
 
   He loved his music.  I’d tripled his ability to make it.
 
   “I accept your service.”  What else could I say?  “Now rest.  When you feel up to it, I will explain in more detail.”
 
    
 
   When my three retainers came knocking later, I asked them to bring me some breakfast.  Servants were not in profusion in the keep so it wasn’t that unreasonable a request.  Only the one meal a day had mandatory attendance; if you could wangle breakfast in bed, you were welcome to it.
 
   Bouger did not mind stepping and fetching this once, although he did eye the sleeping troubadour with amusement.  Raeth and Dele both gave me long looks, but I just grinned and shooed them on.  Bouger came back with enough food for three, which was fine; I was hungry, too.  Then he made himself scarce.
 
   While Linnaeus ate, I explained at length.  Not about being a vampire, but almost everything else.  I told him where I’d been, what I’d done, and what I wanted to do.
 
   “So, you wish to bring down the Hand with rumors and gossip?” he asked.  He didn’t sound skeptical, just cautious.
 
   “Not alone, no.  That is merely a sideline.  I also want you closer to the heart of things, the better to hear it beating.  I know nothing of what goes on in the halls of the Church, especially now that I’m outcast from it.  Find me the players in this drama and have a mind for the parts they play.”  I found myself speaking more formally after a conversation with Linnaeus; he had a trained voice and almost annoyingly perfect diction.  It made me speak more clearly just from his example.
 
   He nodded and abandoned the rest of breakfast in his eagerness.
 
   “I will, lord.  How shall I report?”
 
   “I will reach you in visions,” I replied.  Magic crystals are very helpful in that regard.  I handed him about half the money I’d made the night before.  “That’s to speed you on your way.  What else will you need?”
 
   “Nothing more, I think.  I have traveling gear and a sturdy mount.”
 
   “Good.  Go quickly, then.”
 
   He did.  If it weren’t for the fact I’d just sent him off to do something exceedingly dangerous, I would have felt really good about it.
 
   Being in charge is nice.  It stinks, too.  Funny how that works out.
 
   After I saw him off, I wandered over to the practice fields.  People were hard at it; the Duke didn’t believe in people getting soft just because of a little cold weather.  The good news was the snow stuck; it was tricky ground, slick if you put a foot wrong, but it wasn’t thawed and muddy.
 
   Over by the keep, I noticed there was some construction work.  I nudged a spectator, an infantryman by the look of him, and nodded toward the site.
 
   “What’re they doing over there?”
 
   He glanced where I pointed, then looked at me.  He did a double-take, then tugged at his forelock.  “Rebuilding the water tumbler, sir.”
 
   “Water tumbler?”
 
   “’Tis like a great wheel with buckets.  The bottom of the wheel is in the water.  When it turns, the water is carried up to pour into a trough.  The river bank is too steep and deep for the keep to gain its water afoot.”
 
   “How is the wheel turned?”
 
   “A pair of mules, or horses.  Sometimes it is men,” he added, “who have found what it is to be in a nobleman’s disfavor.”
 
   I nodded.  Sounded likely.  “So what happened to it?”
 
   “None knows, lord,” he said.  “Some say ’twas the ice that did it, but it has turned for six years or more and never minded a snow.”
 
   I thanked him and wandered over to watch the construction.  It was sweaty work, even in the cold, and there was much swearing to be done.  A sort of trough was being built to carry water to the keep, and men overhung the sides of the riverbank on ropes to hammer at the rough-timbered beginnings of a wheel.  Others scraped and sawed and hacked at new timbers, shaping them into pieces that would eventually be lowered.
 
   It looked quite busy and not nearly as interesting as I’d hoped.  I found myself wanting to take charge and tell them how to do it; it wasn’t easy to overcome that urge.  Instead, feeling a trifle queasy, I decided to pay a call on my horse.
 
   The stablemaster was nowhere in sight, but Bronze was easy to find.  Her stall was at the very end, heavily shadowed, and clean as a whistle.  She lifted her head to greet me and nuzzled me with a cold, cold nose.  I stroked her neck and smiled.
 
   “Sorry I haven’t been about a lot,” I said.  I wondered who held conversations with his golem besides me.  Then again, who else do I really have that knows me for what I am?  “Things have been a little busy.  It ought to slow some for a while; we’ll go out for a run this evening.  Okay?”
 
   She tossed her head, mane tinkling like wire—because it is—and then pawed at the ground in eagerness.  She’s a horse.  Running is what she does.  I hugged her neck and headed back into the keep with thoughts of the privy; breakfast hadn’t agreed with me, it seemed.
 
   I wasn’t alone.  There was a line, some of whom were quite urgent in their insistence.  And a few who hadn’t made it to the privy but got rid of their breakfast by letting it come back up.  Sour smells filled the corridor.
 
   Well.  It looked as though someone had left this morning’s fish out of water a little long.  I walked quickly away, trying not to let go, and made it outside.  I’d have dug a hole, but I was in rather more of a hurry than I’d thought.  I threw up.  As though that were the signal, I suddenly, frantically lowered my breeches.  
 
   No doubt about it.  I felt ill.  About as bad as anyone else in the keep, it would seem.  A few others had forgotten pride and the privy and gone outside as well.  It made me glad I was in regular clothes; men in full armor have a serious handicap when trying to be thoroughly ill.  I didn’t envy them, and I had problems of my own.
 
   I lay on a section of clean snow and groaned.  It’s hard to concentrate while being violently ill, but it came in spasms; for about ten minutes in between, I was weak and shaking, but otherwise okay.  After the second spasm of purging, I turned inward and started giving instructions to my body.  Purging is all well and good, but the process needed to go more smoothly, without this horrific upset.
 
   I knelt in the cold and ate snow, and lots of it.  Along with my spell, it went through my system quickly, washing out the remains of food poisoning.  Spasm after spasm had me lying helplessly ill in the snow and not caring about the cold.  It was messy, it was horrible, it was foul and nasty, and I’d rather not dwell on it, thank you.  I had more misery crammed into the space of a few hours than in most of my life before.
 
   I swore off any fish I didn’t personally catch.
 
   Somewhere in the afternoon, I started to feel like myself again.  Numb with cold, weak, exhausted, and soaked from moving to a fresh stretch of snow after each attack, but my digestive tract wasn’t acting like a tube of toothpaste in a vise.  
 
   When I started to pay attention to what was going on around me, I smelled smoke. The barracks and a large part of the town was burning.
 
   Nothing to be done about it, at least by me; people were trying to shovel snow onto the fires to put them out.  With the water-wheel no longer supplying them from the river, it wasn’t easy to get water.  There weren’t many people even trying.
 
   I worked my way over to another clean place and used a combination of fistfuls of snow and grim determination to clean myself up a bit.  That’s something else I don’t want to dwell on.  I was chilled to the bone, my stomach was empty, and I was as tired and filthy as a well-used dishrag.
 
   I think I would have killed for a hot shower and a meal.  If I could have stood up reliably.
 
   Once I was feeling a bit less like a lump of protoplasm washed up on the shores of life, I ventured to refasten my clothes and stand up.  It took more than one try; my hands were shaking.  I finally took Firebrand, scabbard and all, off my belt and used it as a cane.  Either it didn’t notice or it didn’t care.  Maybe it just didn’t mind, circumstances being what they were.
 
   Lightheaded and staggering, I made my way over to the flames.  All but one of the barracks buildings was fully aflame; the last one was smoldering along the roof from flaming bits carried by the breeze.  Much of the rest of the town was also going well, including the whorehouse.  I felt a pang of sorrow.  Not for the lost income, but for the people I met who might have been in it.  Hellas, her boy—did I ever get that kid’s name?—Maggie, even the Squire.
 
   A lot of people were simply evacuating.  Scrambling to get what goods they might, they loaded up their horses, donkeys, wagons, and carts in a race against the leaping flames.  The whole town was going to be a pile of ash before nightfall.
 
   I wondered dully where the soldiers were.  Some were still fighting flames, trying to slow the advance by heaving snow against it.  It was better discipline than I thought to see.  Others were lying in bloody heaps in the aftermath of a skirmish of some sort.  But there were many, many more who were rolling on the ground and being as ill as a human can be.
 
   I grabbed a firefighter as he went by.  “What’s going on?” I demanded.
 
   “Traitors,” he answered, and hustled on.
 
   Seeing I’d get no answers while they were busy, I gripped Firebrand’s hilt.
 
   “Are you hungry, Firebrand?”
 
   It yawned and stretched in my mind.  What do you want?
 
   “I know you absorb fire.  Can you put a whole building out?”
 
   After a fashion.
 
   I drew the blade and staggered up to a burning building.  I think it was a house, once.  I stabbed Firebrand into the burning wall.
 
   The flames ceased to lick upward and started to lick sideways, all toward the sword.  It looked like I’d brought a vacuum cleaner close to a campfire, but on a much larger scale.  It looked, to me, like the flames had suddenly decided I was a tasty bit!  They swarmed toward me, only to be drawn into a whirling vortex of fire, the core of which was steel.  A tornado of flames reached for me and whirled into the blade.
 
   Firebrand glowed white as great tongues and sheets of fire poured into the metal, yet I felt no heat.  The roof of the house fell in, the structure crumbled, and the flames burned yellow-white instead of red and orange.  But I did not scorch and blister.  It all flowed unnaturally into my sword.
 
   In the space of a minute, the house had burned completely to ash.  Well, that did put the flames out, sort of.
 
   Firebrand made a satisfied sound.  I went on to the next building to make a firebreak of sorts; the town was probably dead, anyway, but at least the ones who were fleeing could take a little more time about it.  The next burning building vanished in the same fashion, only faster.  Then another, and another, and another.
 
   When it was done, there were still several buildings afire, but they weren’t close to any unburning building.  I sheathed a satisfied Firebrand—which was now nothing more than warm—and found a place to sit.  I still wasn’t well.  I was tired and shaky and my brain felt like it was askew in my skull.  At least I wasn’t cold.
 
   Someone crunched through the snow next to me.  I looked up and was pleased to see Hellas survived.  She was soot-stained and dirty, which added nothing to her appeal, but she had a double handful of snow for me and the youngster—equally dirty—at her side.  I accepted the snow and ate it; it helped a little.
 
   “What will you do now, master wizard?” she asked, while the kid clung to her leg; she kept a hand on his head to soothe him.  He didn’t seem to need soothing; he was watching the fires.
 
   “Find my friends,” I said.  “See to them.  Help what others I can.”  I noted a bunch of tired soldiers headed toward me.  I blinked up at them.
 
   The sergeant among them saluted.  “Sir… Halar, is’t not?”
 
   “That’s right.  And you are?”
 
   “Sergeant Brynon of Helvetown, attached to Sir Gyeth.  It seems you’re the only knight not tossing his guts, sir.”
 
   “Don’t depend on that,” I cautioned.  “I’m only moving because I tossed all my guts at once.  I’m exhausted.”
 
   “As you say, sir.  We’re all tired.”
 
   I looked around.  There were about thirty of them.  “Where are the rest?”
 
   He pointed; the soldiers moved out of the way so I could see the smoking ruins of barracks.
 
   “All right,” I said, quietly.  “Tell me what happened.”
 
   He gave me his best guess:  A party of men prepared the barracks’ roof and walls during the night.  When the noblemen were mostly out of the way with the sudden plague, these infiltrators parked carts at the doors of the barracks to trap most of the footmen and archers inside and then lit each building.  Then, already armed and armored, they went through the town in groups of three, killing every soldier they could find until enough of the army massed into units to take them down.  Unfortunately, a lot of the army was hit with the plague, too.  Thirty-one were still standing, and several of those were wounded.
 
   It was a very convenient plague.  I was willing to bet someone poisoned us—maybe one of the cooks or kitchen helpers.
 
   “All right.  I’m deathly tired and still not well, but I think we need to help the survivors.  Bring me someone ill and a lot of water.  I can fix my problems, but fixing someone else is tricky.  I’ll have to experiment.”
 
   “Fyrn, go get one of the dying; one that can get no worse.  Harlach, see to—”
 
   We all paused and listened at the sound of a distant horn.
 
   Brynon proceeded to swear in an efficient and effective fashion.  I paid close attention and was impressed at his command of eloquent profanity.  I made note of some of the more colorful of his epithets, just in case I needed something impressively blasphemous.
 
   “What is it now?” I asked.
 
   “The viksagi,” he replied.  “They come at last.”
 
    
 
   It doesn’t take a lot of men to defend a bridge.  Horatius did it with two friends.  I had about twenty healthy men, ten walking wounded, and a small-but-helpful woman.  Hellas kept me upright, found my staff, and was basically my gofer.  I don’t know how it looked and I didn’t care; I wasn’t going to turn away any help.  I did send her kid to a back room of the keep, well away from the gates and hopefully out of harm’s way.  
 
   Where was everyone else?  Sick or fleeing.  Can’t say I really blamed either; the civilians would have evacuated when the fighting started anyway; this just meant running instead of walking.
 
   The only good news was we heard the horns while they were still a long way off.  It was nearly an hour before we could hear the enemy singing.  And what singing!  Bellowing, deep-voiced men clad in furs and leather, all hammering out the tune and some beating time on their shields with short axes.  It was nothing more than a distant swell of sound, like surf, but it grew louder and I started to pick out voices.
 
   When I asked about it, I was told they always sing before battle.  It pleases their gods and attracts the attention of angels, or something to that effect.  The word was arhelu, loosely meaning bright warriors—I don’t think they meant what I think of as angels.
 
   We had time to brace the gate with timbers—the water-wheel-whatever was on hold, so we had plenty.  We got up on the wall and into position.  Everybody had a crossbow, except for Verril, our only archer.  We improved our numbers by using the walking wounded who could shoot a crossbow, but not cock it; we teamed them up with the able-bodied to increase the rate of fire.
 
   I found myself wishing for a machine gun.  And field glasses.  And artillery.
 
   They advanced almost into bowshot.  They didn’t march so much as walk in time with their singing, and there wasn’t even a hint of ranks or files.  Instead, they were strung out along a couple of miles of their route; more people and wagons and such kept moving into their forming camp.  I worried about the largest; it was obviously a heavy ram.  The keep’s gates are old, much-dented bronze, but a ram is eventually a problem for any gate.  The second largest wagon was, in its way, even more worrisome; it was easily big enough to house a partially-assembled trebuchet.  Each was big.  It took six hairy oxen to haul either.
 
   They didn’t start doing anything immediately upon arrival.  Instead, they made merry and camped cheerfully—and with a lot of clear space left around the second wagon.
 
   “Sir?”
 
   Sergeant Brynon stood next to me on the wall.  I leaned heavily on the battlements, watching the oncoming army.  I never realized how impressive it would look.  A couple thousand people, all here to kill us.
 
   “Yes, sergeant?”
 
   “What are your orders, sir?”
 
   I shook my head.  How did I get stuck with this job?
 
   “I have no idea,” I confessed.  “Hold the bridge, I suppose.”
 
   Brynon looked around sharply; we were relatively alone.  He leaned close to me and whispered in my ear.
 
   “Sir?  Permission to speak freely, sir?”
 
   I leaned back a little to look at him.  “Granted.”
 
   “If you say that in the hearing of the men, I’ll feed you your own guts, sir,” he replied, softly.
 
   I blinked at him.  “What?”
 
   “If you want to take the heart out of every last one of your men, sir, tell them you have no plan,” he hissed.  “You’ll give over the keep to the viksagi faster’n the bowels of the other officers pass gas.  You have to know what to do.  You can be wrong, but you’re in charge.  You do something besides stand there and dither or, with respect, sir, I’ll kill you.”
 
   I felt a coldness in my belly.  I was in charge.  People were depending on me.  Not just the soldiers, but also the sick people, the fleeing people—everyone they could potentially catch.  I doubted the viksagi force could take the whole kingdom, but it would be a real pain once it got across the river.  If it got across the river.
 
   I fell back on delegation.
 
   “Right.  Sergeant, ready the men to defend the bridge.”
 
   Brynon looked relieved.  “Yes, sir!”
 
   I watched the army assemble as he jogged off, bellowing orders.  I don’t know enough about defending a castle!  It looked like it was time for some on-the-job training.  Now, if I were going to assault this gate, how would I go about it?  And how would I stop it?
 
   I noticed several unusual individuals grouped together, looking the keep over from a safe distance.  My eyes are excellent these days, and I could see they wore odd markings, tattoos or inked scars, all over their forearms.  Each one wore an odd hat, each in the shape of some sort of animal—birds, bears, or wolves.  There were nine of them.
 
   A slow chant reached my ears, mainly because I was listening for it; I saw their lips moving.
 
   I felt the slow approach of a spell, a vision spell.  They were moving it forward like a periscope, peering at the keep, to see how things were inside.  Since we couldn’t let them get away with that, I drew my dagger and called up the spark of power in it.  I lashed at their floating vision spell and it came apart like an egg in a blender.  The backlash of the broken spell made them all flinch.
 
   That ended attempts to spy magically.  But I was quite aware that animals might be used to peer in at us, so I kept an eye out for them.  Birds at this time of year would be unlikely; they’re smarter than us and go south where it’s warm.
 
   “Verril?”
 
   “Yes, my lord?”
 
   “If you see a bird heading our way, do you think you can shoot it down?”
 
   “If it’s not too high, my lord, aye.”
 
   “Keep your eyes open and an arrow on the string.  If you do see one, sing out and we’ll go after it with arrow and spell.”
 
   “Yes, lord!”
 
   A spare set of eyes—especially a professional archer’s eyes—is never a bad thing.
 
   I went back to thinking about this army on the doorstep and the magical artillery they might have.  And how to tell them all to go away.
 
   “Sergeant!” I shouted.  He came hustling up.
 
   “Sir!”
 
   “I see you’re readying the oil cauldrons.”
 
   “Yessir.”
 
   “Send someone to fetch us all the lamp oil in the keep, as well as a lot of torches.  Bring all the jars, jugs, and bottles we have, too, and a double armload of clothes, cloaks, or blankets.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Now, sergeant.”  We looked at each other for three heartbeats.  I had an idea and I was in charge, right?  I could see him wondering if he wanted to demand an explanation.  I don’t think he had a lot of confidence in the one remaining officer.
 
   Firebrand glared at him.  The sergeant felt it.  His expression was a study in changes.
 
   He saluted and gave the orders.  I settled down to sit and rest.
 
   The sun was about two hours from setting.  With a little luck, we wouldn’t have to hold them off long.  Because after sunset, I would feel a lot better.  Then we’d see just how Horatius did it.  
 
   Once the materials arrived, I started several of the wounded on making Molotov cocktails.  A clay jug full of kerosene with a rag tied around the neck is all they were.  It wouldn’t do anybody it landed on any good, and no one who wears fur, long hair, and a beard wants to run through a flaming puddle.
 
   We ran out of jars before we ran out of oil.  I had the rest of the flammable oil poured into one of the grease cauldrons.  The oil they normally used in the cauldrons was just boiling-hot and sticky; mixed with kerosene, it would make a reasonably good napalm.
 
   All this took time.  Time they were willing to give us.  Maybe the wizards were encouraging caution.  I don’t know, but I bet the sting from my counterspell lasted for hours.
 
   We were halfway to the sunset line when the viksagi finally started their offensive.  We watched them form up, an open mob of guys shouting and gesturing at us, at least until they attacked.  Men came charging across the bridge, round shields held over their heads, and we shot as fast as we could.  They didn’t wear armor, aside from hides, and they didn’t form a very good shield-wall; the shields were used more like umbrellas than overlapping scales.  Men went down before they even reached the bridge.  They came on, pressing forward at a lumbering dogtrot as they funneled their numbers into the narrow strait of the stonework.  From the way they moved, and glimpses through the waving shields, I could see they had ladders held low, carried by half a dozen men at a time.
 
   Hanging back were slingers and archers, hailing dangerous missiles at us; their weapons had much less range than ours, but they depended on the threat of the advancing horde to draw our fire.  It was not nearly as dangerous as it could have been; the builders of the keep had given the defenders a wall both high and thick, with good defenses on the battlements.  We suffered a few minor wounds from their missiles, but nothing more than that.  Had the top of the wall been packed with defenders, I daresay it would have hurt us more.
 
   Below, more dead and wounded hit the stones, some howling, others gasping, a few dropping silently.  They tangled the feet of those behind a little, but not enough to matter.  We shot and we shot and we shot, but they reached the gates.  The scaling ladders they carried tilted up to rest against the battlements over the great bronze gates.
 
   I gave the signal, and Pent tilted the hot oil out onto the causeway.  Many screamed and many more fell in the slick mess, but others started up the ladders.
 
   We shot or cut apart those who came up anyway rather than burn, and then shot the ones who were running away from the conflagration at our gate.
 
   During the respite, the ladders burned away and fell in flames.  The respite wasn’t long; fresh troops were bringing up the ram to the edge of arrow range.  Oxen couldn’t pull it closer; we would just shoot them.  But the ram was almost a wheeled building.  It had a heavy wooden framework with a sturdy roof; it was already covered in snow, but they threw more on top while they unhitched the oxen.  I could see one end of a tree, banded over and around with iron, poking out through a hole in the front.  Once they unhitched the oxen from the front, brawny men got under the roof and started pushing.
 
   It rolled slowly forward and there wasn’t much to be done about it, at least not with what we had on hand.  We fired flaming arrows at it, but the roof was covered in wet hides under the snow.  We shot anyway.  When they came close enough, we threw the firebombs; the roof caught and began to burn.  The viksagi reversed their approach in a hurry and worked like mad to put their ram out.
 
   Shortly afterward, they rolled forward again.  We threw more firebombs, but they flicked to the sides before they hit, only to fall into the river.  A magical shield protected the ram.  There had to be a wizard under that canopy with the troops.
 
   “Aim in front of it!” I shouted.  “Put your bombs on the bridge!  Build a fire in front of it!”  A second later, we had a nice blaze going.  Nobody under the ram wanted to march through that.
 
   They ground to a halt; the ram darn near blocked the entire width of the bridge.  They waited.  The fire was only kerosene, after all, and the bridge was stone.  It would burn out shortly.
 
    Brynon came over and watched the ram with me.
 
   “I don’t suppose you’re up to a cavalry charge, my lord?”
 
   “I’m feeling better, but not that much better,” I countered.  “What I wouldn’t give for two dozen men in armor.”
 
   “And two dozen more of those things you ride,” he added, eyeing the ram.  It was just a matter of time before we ran out of oil, and the viksagi could afford to wait all night.
 
   “A point.  But even if I had the statues to enchant, the riders wouldn’t stand up to the…”
 
   He looked at me as I trailed off.  I’d just had another meteorite impact in the forebrain.
 
   “My lo—” he began as I turned away.
 
   “Bronze!” I shouted.  I felt much better; my voice echoed in the courtyard.  Seconds later, she emerged into the sunlight.  If we survived, I’d apologize to the stablemaster for the stable doors.  To Brynon, I said, “Prepare to open the gate!”  I turned back to Bronze as he ran down to untimber the doors.  “I’m not up to a ride,” I called, “but I hope you’re up for a war.”
 
   She tossed her head and let out a steam-whistle scream.  Smoke started to wisp from her nostrils.
 
   I took it for a “Yes, that would be lovely.”
 
   “When the gate comes open, kill that ram!”
 
   With six men cranking at the winches, the gates creaked and groaned and shuddered open just as the flames started burning down.  Viksagi reinforcements charged forward when they saw the gates start to move; I think they were expecting cavalry.  They jammed up behind the ram, trying to flow around it, but the best they could do was a shuffling, single-file line on each side of it.
 
   They weren’t expecting Bronze.
 
   Bronze rang like a bell with every hoofbeat, charging hell-for-leather across the stonework.  She reached the ram and went right through the front of it.  I heard shrieks.
 
   I missed seeing her attack a manor house.  I didn’t miss a second of this.
 
   She was perfect.  I don’t think I’ve ever been more proud.  Men hacked at her with axes, which bounced off or shattered.  Hooves flashed like glints of sunlight.  Flames shot from her nostrils to ignite the underpinnings of the ram.  Men shouted and hammered and hacked and threw themselves on her or out of her way.  The attackers gave her a few dents and dings, but that merely attracted her attention.  But, attacking or fleeing… either way, it did them no good.  
 
   If there was a wizard under that siege engine, he ran or he died.  The spell protecting it failed and I was quick to encourage the flames already there.  I saw spells building, dangerous, damaging ones of lightning and ice, to melt or freeze my horse.  The wizards were taking a hand in things.  But my vision is better than a mortal man’s.  I saw them building and I struck them, grounding out their power and wasting it.  It was difficult, and it was tiring, but that’s my horse they were trying to kill.  I won’t stand for it.
 
   “That’s it!” I called to her.  “Time to come back!  Back!” I shouted.
 
   Bronze didn’t listen, or didn’t hear.  She stayed in there, slashing with her hooves, kicking madly, breathing fire and bellowing smoke.  Anything still moving was a target, and she buried metal in flesh time and again.  Finally, nothing moved except the roaring flames of the ram.  I shouted at her a few more times until she tossed her head at me, as if to say, “I hear you.  Stop shouting.”  I gave up and just kept an eye out for magical unpleasantness.
 
   The viksagi ran like hell.  Or, to be technical and proper, Bronze fought them back to the end of the bridge and they elected to break off the attack.  Bronze snorted a blast of flame after them—contemptuously, I thought.  She turned and walked through the flaming ruins, back across the bridge.  Walked, despite hurled missiles—which merely bounced off with little more than a scratch to show for it.  It was her insult to the whole army, with her tail flicking as though to swat away flies.  She left behind a bonfire of logs and hides where once there had been a siege engine.
 
   We cranked the gates shut and let the flames block the bridge.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MONDAY, DECEMBER 12TH
 
    
 
   As sunset approached, the remains of the ram were still burning brightly; it promised to be a good fire for most of the night.  I went inside to visit the toilet; it’s a good spot to be alone.  Not only did I wait out the sunset there, I also cast a few spells.  Most of them were personal defenses, but I also wrapped a spell across my eyes to shift infrared up into the visible range—invisible IR goggles—and I tried, carefully, to summon up a fog.
 
   Bronze went on a sortie against the ram; with her help, I was going on a sortie against the wizards.
 
   Once I was dead and cleaned up, Hellas helped me into my armor; I now understand why knights have squires.  Inconvenient stuff, armor.  But tonight, at least, I was glad to have it.  It made me feel a little better.  I headed out to the courtyard and climbed aboard Bronze.
 
   “Gentlemen!” I shouted.  “Open the gate.”
 
   “No!” Hellas cried, seizing my boot.  “My lord, you mustn’t!”
 
   “You can not, sir!” Brynon agreed.  “You can’t abandon the keep!  Let me ride out.”
 
   Firebrand glowed for a second, maybe as a warning, then burst into flame.  I had nothing to do with it, but I appreciated the theatrics.
 
   “Oh, but I can and I must,” I replied, shouting up to the sergeant.  “I’m not abandoning the keep; I’m defending it.  If we wait, we lose!”
 
   He frowned thunderously but held his tongue.  A moment later, he clapped a couple of men on the shoulders and sent them down to the courtyard and the gate.
 
   I smiled down at Hellas.  “You’ve been a great help to me, and I thank you for it.  If I open a school, as I hope someday I may, it will be my pleasure to have you for an assistant and a pupil.  But for now, you must let me go.”
 
   She did, reluctantly, and they cranked open the gate.  I told Firebrand to damp it down until we got to the wizards.  It seemed irritated, but obeyed.
 
   I’m getting better at bravado.  I wasn’t sure in the least I would make it to the wizards.
 
   The idea, for me, was to nail the wizards.  They didn’t know I was the only wizard in the keep, otherwise they could have done any number of unpleasant things to the remaining defenders.  All they knew was their earlier seeing-spell was hammered like a glass nail.  Prudence is a good quality in a wizard.
 
   And, being prudent, they would be working on a way to neutralize Bronze.  I can’t have that.
 
   One good thing about my sortie was the potential to rout a whole army.  If the wizards went down, the rest of the army would be much easier to deal with.  Hidden in a fog, they would be uncoordinated and uncertain.  This would act in my favor and allow me to kill anyone nearby without worrying about masses of slings and spears.  With Bronze to provide mobility on the battlefield, I thought I could whip tendrils through a lot of people, kill some, terrify the rest, send most of them running, and kill anyone who stayed to fight.
 
   Nice plan.  What bothered me was the old maxim:  “No plan survives contact with the enemy.”
 
   I was afraid.  It would be my first war.
 
   I galloped out through the opening gate.  Everyone on the wall stood up and saluted with whatever blade was handy; Verril held an arrow, point up, in his fist.  That, at least, made me feel a little better.
 
   We thundered ringingly over the fog-shrouded bridge and hurdled the bonfire on the far side in one great leap.  We paused in the darkness and fog beyond to get bearings.  I looked through the fog with thermal vision, trying to spot the wizards’ campfire.  Things looked a bit strange through my spell; everything was a pearly gray mist beyond fifty feet or so, with an overlay of colored figures.  The people were human-shaped blobs of dull red and orange; the campfires were bright yellow.
 
   Something out there was five times the size of a man and blazed white.  I tried to remember anything besides the bonfire that could look like that.  I didn’t really remember anything in that area, though.  Whatever it was, I’d get to it later.  First things first.
 
   Bronze changed gaits, stepping as delicately as she could to minimize the noise.  Firebrand stayed unlit, but I could see the yellow-white glow of heat in my thermal sight.  I guided Bronze toward the campfire I’d picked out from the wall; I was fairly sure it was the one the wizards were clustered around.
 
   A sentry shouted at us; I have no idea what he asked, but he didn’t ask again.  Bronze dropped into her regular gait like a semi shifting gears and I took his head off with Firebrand.  We rumbled up to full speed and charged through the scattered encampment.  I spread my tendrils out, reaching as far as I could and drawing as hard as possible on anything we touched.  Bronze held a straight line for our target and went through men, equipment, and carts on the way.
 
   Screaming started almost immediately.  People did not have time to scream at seeing us; between the night and the fog, we were invisible.  Instead, they screamed when my tendrils touched them and cut cold lines through their living spirits.
 
   There was nothing gentle or kind about this.  I was out to cause terror.  If they ran, they would live.  If they fought, I would die.  Killing soldiers wasn’t as important as making them go away.
 
   The wizards, on the other hand, were too dangerous.  As Brynon said, I was in charge.  The keep was my responsibility until someone superior to me in authority took over.  It was my job to make sure the men under my command survived long enough for me to be relieved.
 
   I doubted the wizards wanted to die, but they weren’t leaving me a lot of options.  That irks me.  I don’t like killing.  But, since it was a choice between them or us…
 
   They heard the cries and they knew something was up.  I can only assume they used some sort of magical vision as well; they attacked before I even entered the light of their fire, which resolved my moral dilemma nicely.
 
   Lightning danced in the sky and came down, missing me to the left and the right, never quite striking; all my hair stood up from the static charge as my defensive spells deflected the bolts.  A ball of orange fire rolled grandly through the air toward me, roaring, and I pricked it like a soap bubble on Firebrand’s point; Firebrand gulped it and blazed into vivid flames.  Banshee screams assailed my ears and I was deafened; I hadn’t anticipated a sonic attack.  One spell pierced my heart with a biting coldness and I knew it froze solid in my chest.  Freezing vital organs was another thing I hadn’t anticipated, but also didn’t much mind; I’d thaw by morning.
 
   Bronze lowered her head and dug in, racing for them; that ball of fire had cut a clear lane through the fog.  I shouted and raised Firebrand; it streamed fire like a banner in the wind of our passage.  The wizards stood and stared, dumbfounded at my survival, and I rode them down.  A fistful of tendrils lashed at them, draining whatever I could from all of them and ruining any attempts at spells.  Firebrand rose and fell, chopping and searing, while Bronze cornered like a barrel-racer to bring me to every one of my targets.  As Firebrand cut down one, it freed tendrils to lash into others.  Then another died by the sword, and a third, while the rest shuddered and swayed; a pair went to their knees, gasping.  I killed another with a cut through the neck before finishing the rest by drinking their lives.
 
   I dismounted and took their blood, lifting bodies and drinking from their throats; I was sure there would be a lot of hacking and killing before the night was over.  It’s quicker to drink the blood of a living man; the heart pumps it for you.  One has to squeeze the blood out of a dead man, but it can be done.
 
   Bronze kept busy, circling me for the moment and killing anyone that came too close.  The encampment was in chaos as people shouted and ran about.  I drew the mist around us, thickening it, and Firebrand dimmed; my sword was waiting and watchful, like a cat waiting for bugs to show themselves.  
 
   Without their leaders, the mob of viksagi had no discipline, no clear chain of command to give them organization and direction.  I knew this because the wizards knew it.  They had planned this for years, this invasion of the rich, warm southlands.
 
   I tossed aside the last husk of a wizard.  Now for an army…
 
   I reached out with a whirlwind of dark, spell-driven tentacles, questing ever outward, like ripples spreading on a pond, touching every man I could within a considerable distance.  These I drew upon, taking what power they possessed, drinking of their spirits as a thirsty man drinks from a fountain.  I drank, and drank, and my reaching spirit swelled huge, reached even farther afield with the power drawn from many men.  Many, many men; more than a single village, more than I could easily count. They shuddered, they screamed, they fell, and they slowly died.
 
   The viksagi have their own culture, old and rich as it is, even if they aren’t as technically or magically advanced as Rethven.  For long moments, I knew their ways as I knew my own.  They seemed to buzz and hum, frightened and confused, before they sank into silence within me.  With a spell spreading my tendrils wider than they could normally go, I took them in faster than I could assimilate them; there were seconds of time when each man was momentarily aware.  Then… silence.
 
   I moved to snatch up a body, sank fangs in the neck, and drained him quickly.  Hot blood, still driven by a heart unaware of death, poured down my throat and made me strong.  Let them see now.  Let them know what they face, now that I have power.  Now they can see, now they can run.  I tossed the husk aside and summoned a wind to disperse the fog.  Let them see.  
 
   As I fanged another throat, there was a profound, snarling roar.  I lifted my head, unmindful of the blood that trailed down my chin.
 
   The second siege engine, or what I had taken to be a wagon full of it, shuddered and exploded; the blaze of heat and light was visible like a sunrise through the remains of the fog.  The wave of heat dispersed much of the concealing mist and I had a good look at what caused it.
 
   The thing was some forty feet long, serpentine, and covered in scales.  It had four legs and walked like a cat, for all it looked more like an armored snake.  The legs were very short, little longer than my own, but tipped with hand-like claws and piercing talons.  Wings, great leathery things, unfolded and folded again, stretching.  Flames dripped from its mouth like liquid and left spots of brightness like burning paint.
 
   I looked hard at it, and I could faintly see the fading remains of bindings the wizards had once laid upon it.
 
   They had bound a dragon.  Now it was loose.  And angry.
 
   It looked around; the survivors were fleeing as though their lives depended on it, which was not far wrong.  Then it centered its gaze on me.  I wasn’t running; instead, I mounted Bronze.
 
   “You will die,” it said to me.  Its voice was a deep, snarling hiss.
 
   “I just freed you from your bondage,” I countered.  “You owe me.”
 
   “I owe you nothing, little human, and I will gladly devour you.”
 
   I wished I knew how far it could spit flames.  I rode forward anyway.  If I ran, it might catch me—and it was certainly going  to kill something.  Screaming hordes of terrified troops scattering over the landscape might be worthwhile to it, but I didn’t want to risk it might decide to take up residence in the keep.
 
   Although, that would tend to keep everyone on their own side of the river.
 
   Still, attacking it probably wasn’t very smart.  All I can say is I drank a lot that night and I was feeling it.  I can see now I should have thrown spells at it, grabbed it with tendrils, run like hell, almost anything else.  Nevertheless, a knight riding into the teeth of a fire-breathing dragon appeals to the romantic in my soul.
 
   Okay, and sometimes I’m stupid.
 
   It watched us come and reared up, wings spread.  It gaped that tooth-filled maw open and blasted a white-hot lance of fire at us.  I had Firebrand out in front of me and the flames engulfed only the blade.  Firebrand drank the flames like I drank living spirits.
 
   This startled the dragon rather badly.  Well, I didn’t blame it for a second; it was damn surprising the first time I saw anything like that happen, too.
 
   Then I hit it, striking hard and fast in passing, and scored it deeply along its chest.  Thick ichor welled out, sizzling as it hit the ground, and it screamed loud enough to crack the clay pots around the campfires.  It turned its head away from us, spinning, before we had a chance to do more than pass it with that first cut; the tail whiplashed out and swept me from Bronze’s back.  I landed with a heavy thud, and the beast threw itself on me, snarling rage and animal fury, to claw and bite, rend and tear.
 
   Too bad I had Firebrand, and hard lessons delivered over months.  That deadly point found lodging against and within that scaly chest as the dragon threw itself down on me.
 
   The claws found me, of course; they tore through my armor, dug deep, and opened my flesh; but I’ve been carved open before.  Even with a mortal wound, the dragon might manage to shred me, but I was fairly sure I’d be better by morning—there was a lot of blood yet to be had on this battlefield.  
 
   It lowered its head to bite me, but I twisted Firebrand and it threw its head back in a ringing scream.  The claws still held me, still moved, trying to rip me apart, and I daresay they would have had I been mortal.  But it was weakening already, and I could feel Firebrand doing something—something very much like swallowing the flames of a burning building.  Inside a dragon?  Consuming its inner fires, perhaps?
 
   Bronze came at it from behind, but the tail was still whipping wildly; it knocked her sprawling in a clangor of metal and ruined encampment.  That made me angry.
 
   I reached out with the tendrils of my spirit, to kill it quicker, and seized upon its dwindling life.
 
   Again, there were both good and bad points to my brilliant idea.
 
   Firebrand was already drinking up the fire that was the dragon, absorbing it as it had absorbed the flames.  It was the first time both Firebrand and I ever tried to consume the same thing.  We touched, my sword and I, and we must have marked each other, for as the dragon’s legs gave way and it collapsed atop me, I drank as my sword drank, with my mouth burning in the ichor that flowed from the dragon’s breast.  There was no thought to it.
 
   It was too much, much too much for me to hold—or too much all at once.  The dragon still lived, it still shuddered and twitched, and the claws still buried in my chest sent shivering waves of fiery pain through me with each tremble.  It was an agony to endure as I drank—and that drinking was a pleasure so pure as to be pain.
 
   I could think of nothing else to do, except to drink and drink and drink, to let it heal me, and to pass on, as quickly as I could, everything I could not hold.  I drank a dragon and channeled it as I might channel power into a spell, feeding it to a hungry sword.  How it burned!  The blistering and charring of my lips, tongue, and teeth was as nothing to the fires that flowed through my soul!  It was like breathing flames and swimming in them, feeling fire pumping where blood should be.  It was the most terrible and awesome thing, this pain beyond all recognition.
 
   The dragon died.  The final life-spark passed from the scaly beast and into me.  Gone was the rush of delight and pleasure; now there was only a burning in my heart and soul.  Whatever else I had of its spirit, I poured into Firebrand, pushing it out of me as hard as I could, forcing the pain out, out, OUT!  
 
   My lord?
 
   When the pain was gone, so was I.
 
    
 
   I floated in nothing, a non-existent figment of the imagination, myself.  It was actually quite pleasant, non-being.  I floated in nothing, I drifted without space, I was-and-was-not.
 
   Had I been more lucid, it would have driven me mad.  But was I not half-mad already, being trapped between life and death?
 
   Then, in the nothingness that was not even a blackness, simply a nonexistence, I felt or saw something that did exist.  A darkness, like a thunderhead, rolling and roiling, approaching.  It was a form of blackness, churning with colors of cruelty, hunger, and pain, bubbling with rage.  It towered before me, a seething figure of impenetrable murk, stained with the tears and blood of innocence and innocents.  Manlike, yet not a man.  A figure carved from noxious black vapors
 
   You! it said, or thought, and I writhed under the whiplash of that word.  You dare to interfere!  Each word, each haughty thought, was a blow of pure agony.  I had no body to break, no flesh to rend, yet I felt the thrice-distilled essence of pain as the mass of darkness regarded me.  Within my soul, if that is what it was, I knew this was only the barest taste of what it could do.
 
   But it was not alone.  A wall of fire sprang up, blazing like the hearts of stars or love, yellow-white and blinding, trapping me between the light and the dark.  Or putting me there again; are not all men caught so?
 
   He is not yours to punish, I heard, and was immediately soothed.  The lancing pains that drove holes in my being faded, and the holes mended flawlessly, better than new.  He also belongs to me.
 
   I have brooked your interference far too often, said the darkness.  I have him, and I will punish him!  You would use him to tip the balance—
 
   You do not have him, the flames contradicted.  You merely lay claim to him by your power in his blood.  He is his own.
 
   You know you cannot take him from me, glowered the cloud.  We are too well-matched.  I will not allow you to put him back on the field.
 
   Then I shall not.
 
   —what?
 
   I will not.  I will merely prevent you from stopping him from going back.
 
   The black cloud laughed, a mocking, cruel laughter that rang in my mind like brass gongs.
 
   How will he return, then?  He knows nothing!
 
   The Huntsman was there, spear shining in the light, half a dozen hounds at his feet.  With his appearance, the non-place took on a touch of place-ness, seeming to have something of directions and a sense of space.
 
   “I will take him.”
 
   WHAT?  boomed the figure.  You do not dare—
 
   “He is a hunter, is he not?” interrupted the Huntsman.  “Never tell a god what he will dare, for anything can be hunted.”
 
   The cloud paused.  Is that a threat, godling?
 
   “I never threaten,” remarked the Huntsman, “but I do advise caution.”
 
   You are a fool to risk yourself for this thing!
 
   He shrugged.  “Perhaps I am.  Nevertheless, I cannot stand idle while you threaten one who honors me.  You know that.”
 
   There was the lady.  From a distance, I could have described her; up close, she was ever-shifting and impossible to discern.  I know that sounds impossible, but it was true; impossible things were happening here, and my ability to think critically about them was only slowly beginning to recover.
 
   “I will stand with him,” she said, in a thousand different voices, all beautiful and terrible at once.  She seemed to carry something.  One moment it was a scroll; the next instant, it was a spear.  Her appearance, apparel, voice… everything about her was in a constant state of flux.
 
   Why?  asked the darkness.  This conflict is nothing to you.
 
   “Because of all the gods that have ever been, I am held foremost in his heart.”
 
   Your concern for one will be your ruin, the darkness remarked.
 
   She fell silent, but smiled.
 
   A third figure swam into my view, this one only remotely humanoid.  It was streamlined and powerful, with great eyes in its almost-human head and a heavy tail, like a merman.
 
   “There are worlds within worlds,” it/he remarked.  “He is no child of the deeps, but he has been kind to them, and they remember him in their prayers.”  It was not a language I knew; it was not the tongue of the fish-men I had met.  It sounded guttural, older, more primal; yet at this time and in this place, I understood.
 
   The darkness paused, considering that.  You will not risk yourself and your children for him.
 
   “You speak much of risk,” was the reply, “for one with four opposed.”
 
   The cloud growled, but the sea-man smiled at it with a mouth full of teeth like a shark’s.  The darkness gauged us all for a small eternity.  I could feel a weighing of forces, a calculation of powers.
 
   You are all fools.  She will not be content with a single turn of the wheel.
 
   “And you would?” asked the fish-man.
 
   Never, the man-cloud admitted.  I will have this world.
 
   “And us,” the Huntsman observed.  “You have slain our brother.”
 
   He was weak, was the rejoinder.  Is that not the fate of the weak, Huntsman?  To be devoured by the strong?
 
   The Huntsman shrugged.  “There is also a balance to be preserved.”
 
   Ah, yes.  A balance, the roiling blackness said, amused.
 
   Faster than thought, it touched me and I knew what pain was.  I thought I knew it, thought I had some idea of its measure.  Nerves firing to stimulate brain cells, psychological trauma to injury, emotional hurts of loves lost and betrayals, regret for things both said and unsaid.
 
   This was worse.
 
   I saw myself.  I saw every piece of me I would rather not, every deed, every word, every thought and feeling.  I saw my pride and greed and my lust, my gluttony and my rage, my lying, laziness, deceit, treachery, cruelty.  The unthinking cruelties of a child; the knowing hurts dealt by an adult.  My whole life, I had torn a swathe of hurt through all those around me, flaying their souls with my unkindnesses, my temper, my evil.  All my foulness, drawn up from the deepest slime-filled vats in the cesspit of my heart and brain and soul, laid out before me and assembled into one hideous, horrible whole.  
 
   It was Evil.  
 
   It was me.
 
   The darkness burned away as the fire engulfed me.  A roar of dark fury, an answering snap of fierce flame, and, distantly, the feel of the world turning, pivoting…
 
   The thing born of all my faults was gone.  Instead, I was myself again, unburned by the fire, feeling as alive as ever I had.
 
   My siblings will take you back, said the fire.  I cannot, for he presses me hard and I have no strength to spare.
 
   I tried to speak, to ask a question, but I couldn’t.  It didn’t matter; the fire answered, sounding amused.
 
   It was you, as he sees you.  What you saw is not a lie, but only part of the truth.  You are a child of shadows, heir to both life and death.
 
   I wanted to know, then, if I was really a good man.  Normally, I would never consider it—or, if I did, give it no more thought than to realize I was at least moderately good.  I don’t think about it; I’m just me, as good as I can manage.  However, I’d been through a lot, not the least of which was seeing the sum of all my foulness dredged up and displayed to me.  I wanted to know, but was afraid of the answer.
 
   The measure of a man can be taken in his tools.  It is not given to men to see themselves as they truly are.  When you wonder, look to the works of your heart and hands and see yourself in them.
 
   Typically oracular and vague, I thought.  I would have asked what it meant, but the fire was gone, leaving me with the Huntsman, the merman, and the undefined lady.
 
   “Well, you’ve kept your word well enough and then some,” the Huntsman said.  “Now I remand you to her,” he nodded at the lady, “and with regret.  But never forget me.”  Then he and his hounds simply weren’t there anymore.  They did not vanish; it was as though they had never been.
 
   The merman remained aloof and thoughtful, great eyes regarding me unblinking.  I wanted to ask so many questions.
 
   “Not today,” it answered, my thought still unspoken.  “Remember my people fondly as you go.”  He, too, was gone.
 
   The lady took my hand and I realized I had a hand.  I lifted it to stare.  I could stare; I had eyes again.  Perhaps even a voice…
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.
 
   She smiled at me.  “You may think of me as your aunt, I think.  But that is not what you meant.  I am your patron and your guide.”
 
   “I don’t know you,” I confessed.  “Can you… will you please stop changing?”
 
   She laughed and her form settled into that of an armored woman.  “Oh, but you do know me—although you do not think of me as a goddess.  You give your faith to me, and for that I attend to your prayers,” she said, smiling.  She wore a helm with a white crest and bore a shield on her left arm.  An owl sat on her left shoulder.  “Now it is time for you to go back and fulfill your heart’s promise.”
 
   “What promise?”
 
   “You have made more than one, haven’t you?” she asked, cocking her head to one side.  The owl stepped away, making room.  “Well, they all work with each other, so do not despair.  What I have in mind is the promise you made to yourself about a school.  You will need to build it.”
 
   “Then I will,” I replied, and she started to change again.  Now a golden-haired lady in a toga, now a dark-haired lady in layered robes…
 
   “Good.  Now, I commend you to your cousin and her care.”
 
   I wanted to ask about that.  I have relatives?  A cousin?  An aunt?  I didn’t see how it figured.  But everything was fading, not into nothingness, but into oblivion.  All I heard was laughter, good-natured and well amused, and I thought I felt a kiss upon my brow.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, DECEMBER 16TH
 
    
 
   When I woke this time, it was already noon.  I was lying on a comfortable cot, wrapped in warm blankets, and had no idea where I was.  The room was stone, fairly spacious, and had narrow, shuttered and curtained windows on one wall.  Two braziers glowed in opposite corners, and the door was firmly closed.
 
   I recognized other things, though.
 
   First, I recognized I was lightheaded and dizzy; even lying down, the room seemed to pitch and sway like a hammock full of rambunctious children.  All the colors seemed far too bright, while sound seemed to be muted.
 
   Second…
 
   On my left, holding my hand and dozing in her chair, was Tamara.  She wore heavy white robes of homespun and her hair was bound with itself in some odd but effective workman (workwoman?)-like fashion.  I decided not to wake her.
 
   On my right, leaning against the wall by my head, was Firebrand.  It… smiled at me.
 
   Welcome back.
 
   “Firebrand?” I whispered.
 
   I hear, chief.  What’s up?
 
   Either I was delirious, or my sword was bright and chipper.  I wasn’t taking bets either way.
 
   “What the hell is going on?”
 
   Easy enough.  You’ve been off in the dreamlands, talking to gods.
 
   I took a deep breath.  “I’d really rather not… think about that… right now.”
 
   Sorry, chief.  What do you want to talk about?
 
   “How did I get here?”
 
    Bronze shoved the corpse off you, we conferred for a bit, and she decided to go fetch help.  That hottie at your bedside, in fact.  We didn’t think the yahoos in the keep would be very helpful, considering they don’t know what you are.  She ran the whole way.
 
   “Really?”  I am more and more impressed with Bronze.  “That’s a hell of a trip.”
 
   I understand she set a few fires by accident, running over flammable stuff, Firebrand said, and I mistrusted the tone.  It sounded delighted.  Well, it’s a flaming sword.
 
   “Really?” I asked, sounding a bit more stern than I’d planned.
 
   Yep!
 
   I sighed quietly, then whispered, “Okay, tell me.”
 
   Apparently, Bronze had broken all previous records.  Without the encumbrance of riders, she had poured on the speed, running the entire distance to Barony Baret—the width of the Kingdom of Rethven—in a matter of hours.  To do it, she’d stuck to an almost-straight line and ignored the roads.  She turned aside for no minor obstacles.  These included anything she couldn’t weave between, jump over, run down, or plow through.
 
   When a couple of tons of glowing-hot metal, spouting fire and leaving a trail of burning hoofprints gets going good, nothing stays in the way willingly.
 
   Once she’d reached Tamara’s house, Bronze had tapped the door, carefully, so as not to break it in or set it on fire by accident.  Tamara had apparently come willingly enough—despite not knowing what to expect—and had been treated to an E-ticket ride.
 
   I wondered how she’d managed to stay on when Bronze was hot enough to use for a stovetop, but then I grinned at myself.  She was a fire-witch, after all; they have resources. 
 
   “Did she kill anybody?” I asked, meaning Bronze.
 
   Not that I know of, chief.  She didn’t mention it, if she did.  However, if someone didn’t get out of the way, I swear he’s smoking paste on the roadway.  There are trees that turned into toothpicks because she wasn’t willing to slow down or turn.
 
   I wouldn’t worry too much, Firebrand added, since she wasn’t on any road for very long, and it was at night.  She did try to keep to her original path on the way back, though; she minimized collateral damage because she knows you don’t like it.
 
   “Great.”  I wondered who else would take an interest.  No help for it, though.  “How long have I been out?”
 
   About four days; it’s Friday afternoon.
 
   “Thanks.  What was wrong with me, aside from indigestion?”
 
   Firebrand chuckled.  Well, you were pretty badly burned by the ichor-pool you were lying in; you grew skin again, so that’s all right.  Mostly I’d say it was the indigestion.  It nearly killed you, you know.  Nightlords aren’t supposed to feed on their peers.  Stick to mortal creatures, chief.
 
   “Peers?”
 
   Children of Light and Darkness?  Shadow-children?
 
   “Explain.”
 
   Firebrand seemed to sigh.  Right, chief.  Look, as I understand it, the living Flame created you humans.  The Darkness infected humans with mortality.  That’s why people die.  The Darkness also mated with living things in the beginning of time to create offspring that have qualities of both.  Dragons are one of them; nightlords are another.
 
   “I see.  And how do you know this?”
 
   I used to be a dragon.  I can see where you might not have noticed.  Now I’m a sword that has a dragon-spirit, filtered through a living nightlord’s soul, stuffed up my enchanted hilt.  You want I should shut up and let you figure things out for yourself, chief?
 
   “No.  Not usually.  But later we’re going to have a long, long talk.”
 
   I figured that out, chief.
 
   “And quit calling me ‘chief’.”
 
   You got it, boss.
 
   I get smart remarks from my own sword.  I guess it could be worse.
 
   I squeezed Tamara’s hand gently and she woke, startled and blinking madly for a moment.  Then she stared at me.
 
   “You are alive!” she declared, and kissed me, full-on, like she meant it.
 
   The room rocked and I heard a roaring in my ears, just before the world dimmed and went out again.
 
    
 
   When I woke, it was not all that much later, but Tamara had been busy.  I was naked and damp, having been washed down with water and a hint of some sort of aromatic.  I smelled roses and oranges and herbs.  The sleeves of her white homespun were rolled up near her shoulders and she was laving my brow when I opened my eyes.
 
   “Are you awake?” she asked, softly.
 
   “I think so,” I croaked.  “Why wouldn’t I be?”
 
   “You opened your eyes and spoke in a strange tongue when you were fevered,” she answered, soothingly.  She sounded worried.
 
   “I think I’m better, now, but I should stay still until the room does.  What happened?”
 
   She blushed, started to say something, changed her mind, and then answered, “You tried to devour a dragon.”
 
   I had no answer to that, at least not immediately.  There is no good way to ask someone if they know your Deep Dark Secret.  On the other claw, the room had a window and I wasn’t charred to ash six times over—and the curtains looked more like blankets nailed to the casement.  She phrased it just so about devouring the dragon…
 
   “You know,” I said, softly, and it wasn’t a question.
 
   “I know,” she agreed, equally softly.
 
   “What will you do?”
 
   “Tend you while you are mortal.  Fear you while you are not.”
 
   “I don’t turn into a monster, Tamara.”  I sounded defensive, even to me.
 
   She swallowed and did not answer.  The cloth moved over my forehead again, wiping away sweat and leaving coolness.
 
   “Why did you kiss me?” I asked.  I don’t know why I asked, it just sprang to mind.
 
   She laughed.  “Because I am a priestess,” she replied.  She sounded a trifle bitter.
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “No,” she said, regarding me with a small smile.  “Probably not, but it doesn’t matter.  You are what you are, and I am what I am.”
 
   I didn’t like the conversation’s tone.  It sounded ominous.
 
   “Do you think you can explain?” I asked.  “I really would like to know.”
 
   “Later.  Now, do you think you can eat?”
 
   “Promise?” I asked.
 
   She drew back to regard me again, searchingly.  Then she nodded.  “I promise.”
 
   “Then I will eat.”
 
   She drew a blanket over me before bringing a bowl of broth.  When I tried to reach for it, she slapped at my hand and seated herself beside the cot again; she spoon-fed me.
 
   Since I wasn’t ready to sit up, much less stand up, I tried to take it with good grace.  In some respects, I rather enjoyed it.  The unnatural brightness of all the colors was fading, and my hearing was returning to normal.  I didn’t mind the attention of a pretty lady, either.  I couldn’t taste the soup, though.  I wonder if I’ve burned my tongue forever.
 
   By the time she finished the bowl, I was feeling fairly stable.  Maybe not enough to stand, but the room didn’t rock when I turned my head.
 
   “Will you tell me what happened?” I asked.
 
   She smiled as she set the bowl aside.  “Your metal horse happened.  It fair near battered down my door to drag me off on a flight as wild as that of the Hunt.  At the end of it, there was a dead man beside a dragon, with a sword of fire in his hand and the blessing of the Lady of Flame upon him.  And who do you think that was?”
 
   “Sounds like me, aside from the blessing.”
 
   She took my hand again and was silent, faintly smiling.  “You are Her chosen,” she said, softly.  “It was you She chose to come to the last priestess, and to quicken get within her.  It is a great thing, and one that no other has had in living memory.”
 
   I squeezed her hand.  “I didn’t realize.  Thank you for telling me.  When I am stronger… we will talk of it more, yes?”
 
   She nodded, eyes bright.  “Yes.”
 
   “So tell me what happened next.”
 
   “I found men yet lived within Crag Keep.  I persuaded them to come out and to fetch you within.  When they brought you in, they claimed you were dead.  I knew better.  Here is where you have lain for four days in fever and delirium… and that little death that comes with nightfall,” she added, almost too soft to hear.  “I tended you, praying for your recovery, every morning and every night, when the change came over you.  Between times, I tended those who did not die of the poison.”
 
   I nodded.  “So it was poison?  It seemed too convenient for a plague.”
 
   “Yes.  We have discovered poison in the cisterns of the keep, making the water near deadly.”
 
   So that was why the water-wheel was destroyed… and why the barracks was burned; the foot soldiers filled skins and buckets from the river’s wheel—or with snow, in this season.  Poison would not work nearly so well, so barring the doors and burning it down would have to do.  Those soldiers still out, seeking rest and relaxation after a shift, would not be expecting much trouble and would be tired.  Yes.  That fit.  Moreover, the fires would signal the viksagi that their plan was in train….
 
   “How many?”
 
   She hesitated for a moment.  “Why?”
 
   “Because I care about them.  We were on the same side, and many of them I liked.”
 
   “You really do care?” she asked, looking at me intently.
 
   “Of course!  What kind of heartless fiend do you think— oh.”
 
   She had the grace to blush.  “Of those who were ill, forty-two died of the poison or the cold, all before I was brought here.  The rest are like unto death with embarrassment.  It is not kind in its effects.”
 
   I shuddered in memory.  No, that it was not.
 
   “There are a few who swore their service to me,” I began.  “Are they…?”
 
   “I know of them.  Sir Raeth and Sir Bouger ask for you every day, and this one called Hellas sleeps outside your door even now.”
 
   Hellas?  Sleeping outside the door?  I wasn’t ready for shocks like that, but I heard my voice asking, “And what of Sir Dele?”
 
   She shook her head.  “He died before I reached the keep.”
 
   That wounded me.  I liked Sir Dele.  Raeth was right; he was an honest man.  He was what I thought a knight should be.  He was a bloody Boy Scout in armor.  
 
   For some reason I might never understand, he’d sworn himself to me.  He’d even given me the sword so I could accept him.  He’d pledged his life and honor—that last being more than just a word—to my service.  He had been poisoned, to puke up his guts until he died of it, without ever taking a swing at an adversary.  I felt tears welling up in my eyes.
 
   I wiped at them with a trembling hand.  “I’m sorry.  I just… I barely knew him, but I liked him.  He was a good man.”
 
   Her other hand touched my face, turning me toward her.  “Halar.  Halar, look at me.”
 
   I blinked tears away and looked at her.  “What?”
 
   She stared into my eyes, long and hard, and hers were the eyes of a priestess of the Mother of Flames.  The fires of life glowed in them, brighter than the eyes of a cat.
 
   “You really did, didn’t you?” she asked, wonderingly.  “You can care.”
 
   “I can,” I acknowledged, and closed my eyes, suddenly tired.  “But I sometimes wish I didn’t.”
 
   She knelt beside my cot and put her arms around me, laid her head on my chest.  “You are a good man,” she said, “and these hurts will pass.  I did not believe my seeing, because I know you for what you are; I was wrong not to trust the Goddess’ gift.  You are yet a man, and the Goddess loves you.”
 
   I would have laughed, but I didn’t have the strength.  The irony of the alive-and-undead, beloved of a goddess of life, was too much for me.  I did manage to chuckle weakly.
 
   “I am pleased,” I replied, when it passed.  “Did the Duke survive?”
 
   “Yes.  He is one of those stubborn sort that clings to life even when he should not.”
 
   “I thought he might.  How is he?”
 
   “Like most; weak and embarrassed, but nearly mended.”
 
   “I’m glad to know that.  All right… Oh, will you tell Hellas I want her to go sleep in a bed, please?”
 
   “Of course.  You rest and I will tell her.  Sleep, shadow-child.”
 
   So I did.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, DECEMBER 17TH
 
    
 
   The sunset didn’t wake me.  I slept right through it, almost to midnight.  I must have been really beat.
 
   When I awoke, it was to the sound of someone humming.  I opened my eyes.
 
   The room was almost dark; only the coals of the braziers glowed.  However, my eyes see in the darkness as easily as the light; better, for some things.  Tamara was sitting beside me again, humming to herself and knitting.  It amused me to see her knitting.  It seemed such a… mundane, yes, mundane and homey sort of task.
 
   I realized I’d chuckled.  I realized I felt well again.  Tamara stopped her humming and a collection of candles leaped to life.  That made me wonder if she could see in the dark or was just knitting by Braille.
 
   I blinked and sat up, swung my legs over the side of the cot, and kept the blanket over me for modesty.  She stared, eyes wide, and a stifled gasp escaped her.  I checked quickly to see if I’d missed anything with the blanket.
 
   “What?” I asked.  Then I paid attention to my own hands where they held the blanket.
 
   They were pale, paler than ever before, pale as the full moon through a fine mist.  My nails were like mirrors, smooth as glass and holding more of the silvery color that tinted my skin.  I could have been a sculpture in stainless steel, dusted with chalk.  I was also thinner than ever—skinny, even—but I felt light and strong, even healthy.  I raised one arm and examined it, interested, but not worried.  Maybe I should have been worried, but it just wouldn’t come.
 
   “I seem to have altered a bit,” I observed.
 
   She nodded, still staring.  “You were burned by the dragon ichor,” she said.  “I watched you regrow your skin after you were taken from it.”
 
   “What, all of it?”
 
   “You were lying in it—and sizzling.  The earth was torn and churned, where you had thrashed about in pain, I believe,” she said.  “The ichor ate away your clothes as well.”
 
   I stood up and wrapped the blanket around me like a toga.  It was weird, the way the material seemed to hang in the air.  Every movement seemed strange, as though my sense of time was distorted.
 
   “So do I have any other clothes—what?” I asked, as she jerked back, eyes wide.  She stared at me and blinked, glancing from the cot to my face and back several times.
 
   “Your movements!  One moment you are sitting on the bed, the next you are standing…” She swallowed and clasped her hands.  “Please, don’t… it frightens me.  ”
 
   I lowered myself to the cot again, very slowly, very carefully, and it creaked alarmingly under my weight.  That much was normal.  The eye-watering speed she was seeing was not.  It didn’t seem to me I was moving any faster than usual, but the folds of the blanket had hung in the air rather long… almost as though the rest of the world had slowed down.  Maybe it was the dragon blood inside me; if so, it should wear off in a few days.
 
   I resolved to move very slowly and carefully whenever possible.
 
   “Was that better?” I asked, once seated.
 
   “Yes.  Yes, thank you.”  She swallowed again and reached for a jug of something, poured herself a drink, sipped at it.  Water melted from the snows, I guessed.  Maybe the wheel was running again.  “Are you… are you still… you?”
 
   I flexed my fingers and considered.  I felt like me.  Physically, I had no complaints; dead, but healthy.  Mentally, I felt sharp and alert, confident.
 
   “Kiss me and find out,” I replied, smiling.  
 
   For a long moment, she looked like she might refuse, but she set down the cup with a determined expression and sat down beside me on the cot.  She worried her lower lip between her teeth for a second, then took my face in her hands.  She kissed me, kissed me hard, and my arms went around her in response.
 
   When she came up for air, she was gasping.  “You may be a child of shadows, but you are still Her chosen,” she said, holding on to me tightly.  “I cannot deny it.”
 
   Heck, I just wanted her to kiss me again.  I wasn’t looking for compliments.
 
   “Oh?  And what makes you say that?”
 
   She pressed her head to my chest and squeezed me hard.  “Did you know that I thought of you, after you had gone?”
 
   I considered that.  “I suppose you must have.”
 
   “Yes.  I thought of you every day.”
 
   “I’ve thought of you now and again, myself.”
 
   She looked up at me with a wry smile.  “But you do not have the reminder I do.”
 
   “Reminder?” I asked.
 
   She took one of my hands and placed it on her belly.  It felt hard and tight under my hand.
 
   My first thoughts were not about her.
 
   Did I want to be a father?
 
   Admittedly, she was pretty.  Very pretty.  Hell, she was beautiful.  I liked her a lot.  She was smart and funny and had enough well-sharpened wits to shave me with them.  Yes, yes, yes—she was also immensely good at sex.  She also saved my life, twice now, and probably the lives of Raeth and Bouger.
 
   I like her too, boss.  So does Bronze.
 
   I glared at Firebrand, who shut up.
 
   Did I want to be a father?
 
   I didn’t even know if I wanted to be a husband again, even if I had the option.  It might not be necessary for a priestess.  
 
   The world moves at a geological pace, no pun intended.  That is, there’s lots of standing still, doing nothing much, and then the occasional short, sharp yank.  Once in a while, there’s a huge kaboom, and nothing is quite the same afterward.
 
   Did I want to be a father?
 
   Some Goddess throws me at a priestess for two-person orgy in Her honor, then decides the priestess ought to spawn from it.  Was I asked what I thought about it?  No.  Nevertheless, I had a choice.  I knew the risks.  I could have said no.
 
   I could have… but I didn’t.
 
   Did I want to be a father?
 
    “What do I do?” I asked.
 
   “About?”
 
   “In general.  Do… I’m going to be a… a… you’re going to… uh….”
 
   She chuckled and sat up straight again.  She didn’t giggle, she didn’t exactly laugh; she chuckled.
 
   “Whatever you want to do,” she answered.  “It is not your responsibility.”
 
   “Beg pardon?”  I wasn’t sure I heard her correctly.
 
   She laid a hand on her belly and smiled wider.  “The Mother decides when a priestess conceives, not some calendar.  She chose you to give me a spark; I must fan it to flame.  You are not needed.”
 
   “I’ll keep my own opinion on whether or not I’m responsible,” I answered.  “And if I’m not needed for that, what am I needed for?  You imply that there’s something.”
 
   The smile went away.  “I’m hunted, you know,” she said.  “The Church will kill me if they find me, and there are priests here who have survived.  They dare not try anything now, for I healed all I could reach in time—and you.  Everyone has heard about you, the hero.  I bask in your glory in that I kept you alive.  So I’m safe, for now.  But it will not last.
 
   “When word reaches Carrillon, a contingent of men will set out.  They shall have my head on a pole if it kills them.  The men here…” she shook her head.  “They’re grateful, but most of them only know me as the Church has painted me—a fiery succubus from the netherworld.  Most will protest, for I have done them only good, but few will stand and die to defend me.  So I must go somewhere out of the reach of the Church before I become too big to run.”
 
   She paused.  “I would be pleased with some company,” she said, in a very small voice.
 
   I thought about it.
 
   Aside from a matter of genetics, this was my fault in another way.  If Bronze hadn’t gone to fetch her, she would still be in her little valley, safely anonymous, protected and hidden by secret Fire worshippers and the laissez-faire attitude of the Baron.  Here she was safe for a while, because everyone owed her for her help.  She was too public.  She couldn’t hide.  In fact, soon enough, she would be famous.  Because she was what she was, and because of the deeds I’d done.  She needed to find a place where nobody else—
 
   “You will need to build it.”  I could almost hear the words.
 
   I wondered how much steering the gods did.  Interfering bastards.  I hate being manipulated.  But is it still manipulation if it’s something I would have done—or wanted to do—anyway?
 
   “Well, since the Church is after me as well, I think I’ll let you talk me into it,” I said.
 
   She moved to me and hugged me again, hard—hard enough that I felt it.  Then the cot broke under our combined weight and spilled us both to the floor.  Laughing, I rose and handed her up.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, smiling, standing close, and not releasing my hand.  “Mother said that you would likely be willing to help.”
 
   “Glad I didn’t let her down, I guess,” I replied, slightly stung.  I hate being predictable.  I also don’t like the idea I’m a convenience, but I doubt she meant it that way.  
 
   “Well, do you have any idea where we will go?”
 
   “The mountains, I think.  I know a good spot to start looking, anyway.”
 
   She nodded.  “I don’t… I’ve never traveled much,” she admitted.  “I could not, because of my hair.  It won’t take color for long.”
 
   “I could guess.”  Which reminded me.  I looked at my hands and thought.  “Any suggestions on my color?”
 
   “It is a good one.  You are beautiful.”
 
   “I’m—?” I broke off, taken aback.
 
   “Beautiful,” she repeated.  She poked me in the midsection.  “Even though we need to fatten you up a bit.”
 
   “Oh,” was all I could think to say.  I have a reflection—comes in handy when shaving.  I couldn’t describe it as ‘beautiful,’ though.  But there she was, saying it to my face.  I couldn’t see it, but she was looking at me with those too-bright eyes and smiling.  I wondered what she was looking at.
 
   “Perhaps you have a spell?” she suggested.
 
   “Spell.  Right.”  I tried my camouflage spell, using it for skin tones.
 
   She looked me over.  “Much better.”
 
   “Okay.  Can I get dressed, now?”
 
   She giggled.  I thought I detested the sound of giggling.  I didn’t mind it from her.  I wonder if that’s a survival reaction—being more tolerant of a reproductive partner, whether you love them or not?
 
   “If you insist.”  She fetched out clothes.
 
   And what clothes!  Formal attire with a vengeance.  A dark-green tunic and breeches, with red, orange, and yellow knotwork for the trim and piping; a tabard to throw over it, in the same colors, but with a solid red circle taking up most of the field, containing a stylized dragon on its back, black, with a great sword of fire, in gold, thrust downward into it.  It looked like the dragon was about the size of a medium-large dog in relation to the sword, but it was the idea that counted.
 
   “These aren’t mine—” I began.
 
   “Yes, they are.”
 
   “I don’t recall them.”
 
   “Sir Raeth brought them.  After the battle, your healthy men sent a rider to tell of victory.  Rather than face a long trip through the snows, many of the people returned.  One of them is a tailor, and he had already been commissioned to make some garments.  It seems Sir Raeth had been intending to surprise you with finery.  He made the tailor add the device to your tabard after he heard of your deeds.  He gave them to me and told me, ‘If he lives, he should wear them.  If he doesn’t, we’ll burn him in them.’”
 
   I nodded.  “That’s Raeth.  And my boots?”
 
   “Replacements scavenged from the dead; the cobbler was a casualty.  Cut down by the ones who burned the barracks.  The belt and baldric are new; the tailor is not used to such leather, but he did his best.”  She dimpled.  “Do you like the belt?”
 
   I looked at it.  The leather was dark red, nearly black, both supple and tough.  It reminded me of sharkskin, decorated with scales.  The workmanship wasn’t the finest, but it was solid.  The scabbard was of the same stuff, cured differently, and stiff as a board.
 
   “It’s quite nice,” I admitted.  “Why do you ask?”
 
   “I had to help with it,” she answered, smiling wider.  “It is dragonskin.”
 
   “Really?” I looked at it more closely, sniffed it, touched it with my tongue to taste it.  I don’t know why I did that.  It just seemed the thing to do.  I still couldn’t taste anything, but I could tell by smell it was the dragon I killed.
 
   “They’ll do nicely,” I said.  “All of it.  Thank you.”  I got dressed.  Raeth had also picked up the underwear I’d commissioned.  Nice of him.
 
   I stood up, feeling much more presentable, and buckled on Firebrand.
 
   Nice, it commented.  Going to ask her to dance?
 
   “Later.”
 
   “Excuse me?” Tamara asked.
 
   “Just talking to my sword.”
 
   She blinked at me, then answered, “Oh.”
 
   “You’ve met?”
 
   “No…”
 
   “Firebrand, this is Tamara.  Tamara, this is Firebrand.”
 
   Charmed, said my sword.  I could hear the difference in its “voice” when it spoke to others; I still “heard” it, but I knew it was including Tamara.  The difference was a sort of psychic echo when it included her.
 
   “Likewise,” she replied, eyeing it cautiously.
 
   “Now, can I go out without raising a ruckus? Or do they all think I’m dying?”
 
   Tamara smiled.  She did that a lot.  I liked it.  “They doubt you’ll die.  The fire-witch has been tending you.  I also warned them you were much better.  Besides, you are the wizard knight, the hero that rides a steed of bronze, wields a sword of flame, vanquished the viksagi, killed their wizards, and slew a dragon.”
 
   I nodded.  Great.  Well, at least Linnaeus would have more grist for his musical mills.  Right now, I just wanted the hell out of that room for a while.  It felt tiny and enclosing.  I wanted to stretch my wings and fly, but since I didn’t have wings…
 
   “Shall we go for a walk?” I asked, and offered my arm.  She put her hand in the crook of my elbow, firmly.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I opened the door and Hellas fell backward into the room; she’d been sitting with her back to it, sleeping with her boy in her lap.  Tamara looked surprised.  I bet I did, too.
 
   Hellas opened her eyes, groggy, and the child stirred.
 
   “Didn’t I say you should be in a bed?” I asked, trying to sound stern.  I don’t think I did it well.  I was touched, and deeply so.  I will lay long odds she was helping Tamara tend me—whenever Tamara would let her—and sleeping at the door between times.
 
   “My lord!” she cried, and set the boy aside on a blanket; he curled up on it and went back to sleep.  I suppose he was tired.  Hellas rolled over to kneel in front of me.
 
   “I’m not your lord,” I said, feeling both moved and now a trifle testy.  “I’m your employer.  Get off your knees and get that boy out of the hall and into a room.  A warm one.  You go with him and you both get into a bed.  Sleep in it.  And if I see you outside that room before sunrise, I’ll beat you with wet noodles.”
 
   She stared at me, altogether taken aback.  Then she bowed—a neat trick while kneeling—and then scooped up the blanket, boy and all, before hurrying away.
 
   Tamara looked at me, amused.  “Are you always so brutal?”
 
   “Yes,” I replied.  “She’ll just have to endure some comfort, damn it.”
 
   She laughed and squeezed my arm as we continued down the hall.  She had to lead; I was turned around.  It turns out we were on an upper floor, in the back; the rooms were larger there.  I don’t know why the upper rooms were larger.  Maybe to be more attractive to people after climbing several flights of stairs.  Maybe because they didn’t need to have as many structural walls to hold up higher floors.
 
   The great hall was empty.  The keep was quiet at that hour.  We didn’t mind; we were out for a stroll after a long period of convalescence.  She led me out into the courtyard and then up on top of the wall.  We passed a sentry; he drew his weapon and gave me the closed-fist-to-chest salute, grimly serious, keeping eyes rigidly front.  I returned the salute, empty-handed, and we walked on.
 
   “I’m going to get a lot of that, aren’t I?” I murmured.
 
   She didn’t say anything, but she squeezed my arm.
 
   From the rampart atop the wall, over the main gate, I could see the battlefield.  It had already been looted of anything useful by the townsfolk.  What was left of the dragon was still there.  There was a large charred area surrounding it—blackened and seared by the ichor.  I knew, without knowing how, that the place would never be able to grow another living thing again.  There were no bodies on the battlefield, but there was another charred place, full of bones and ashes, where the dead had been burned.
 
   I wondered about the viksagi.  I’d never met any socially.  What were they like?  Did they have families to go back to, or was this just the way they got rid of excess bachelors?  Did they even want to go to war?  Did their wizards charm the lot of them and drive them like pieces on a board?  Why would they even bother to try and invade Rethven?  Loot and slaughter?  Women?  Cattle?  Clothes?  What?
 
   Something within me seemed to feel that all these questions, to some degree, had an answer of “yes.”  Winter in their land is a bitter thing, and Rethven was much more appealing.  They also bred rapidly, often having twins, and needed space to grow—or fewer numbers of their own to feed.  I didn’t understand the details; I just had a sort of general feeling.
 
   Well, I’d certainly consumed enough of them to make up a statistical universe.
 
   But it galled me.  Maybe because I’d consumed so many of them, it galled me even more.  They hadn’t done anything, not the average guy.  Sure, they were trying to breach the keep I was in, but they weren’t after me.  If I’d had the good sense to just stay out of the way, they would have left me alone.  It wasn’t anything personal.
 
   I think that’s what bothers me the most.  Killing someone is very personal, or at least it should be.  It always is, for me.  If I’m going to kill a man, it’s either because he wants to die or because he’s pushed me to it.
 
   I wish I hadn’t had to kill them.  If I have to kill—and I do, no argument—then I’d rather do it retail.  Wholesale slaughter… I don’t know.  I don’t like it.  It feels wrong, like it’s not what I’m meant to do.  It bothers me and I don’t like being bothered.
 
   The breeze brought me the scent of scorched earth.
 
   “I’m going to have to dispose of that corpse, aren’t I?” I murmured, eyeing the dragon remains.
 
   “If you wish,” she answered, looking at it with me.  “But it is rotting with a vengeance.”
 
   “It is?”
 
   “Yes.  Almost as though… well…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “…the life had been sucked out of it,” she finished, softly.
 
   I patted her hand.  “It was.  Yes.  I know.  It isn’t something… if I’d had a choice, it isn’t something I would choose to do.”  
 
   Pay no mind to the fact that you were drunk on your own power, boss.
 
   Hush, you, I thought back.  Firebrand heard me and chuckled.
 
   “You frighten me,” she whispered.  “Yet I must be with you.”
 
   I glanced around.  Nobody was within fifty yards of us; there were only two sentries on the wall, walking beats.  We were private.
 
   “Why?” I asked, softly.
 
   “I am not…” she paused to take a deep breath.  I kept her hand in mine.  “I am not used to things that have so much of darkness within them.  Yet you…” she trailed off, squeezing my arm.  “You make me feel even more alive.  No, that’s not right.  I feel… whole around you.  Completed,” she finished.
 
   “I’m glad of it,” I noted.  “I really am.  I don’t want to make you nervous or upset.  I’d really rather try and be your friend.”  As for whether or not I felt completed… well, I don’t know.  I’m not as in touch with my feelings as I could be, I guess.  But I like her.  I like her a lot.  I’m glad she’s around.
 
   “I am glad of that,” she replied, softly, and I put my arm around her shoulders, wrapping my cloak around her.
 
   “What would you like to do?” I asked.  “If you could go anywhere and do anything, what would you want to do?”
 
   She considered it, one hand resting low on her belly.
 
   “I don’t know.  It is all so strange, now.  I… I still have difficulty understanding what the Lady of Fire wishes of me.  We speak often, but I cannot understand Her; She is a Goddess, and I am only a woman.  She would not have chosen you for the rite and brought us together again now if I was not meant to be with you.  But I do not understand why.”
 
   “I don’t, either.  But I asked what you want,” I reiterated, touching the tip of her nose with one finger.
 
   She smiled.  “I would like to go away from here and be with you.  I like you.  And, as Mother wills, I will know more of you.”
 
   I thought about it.  “I can do that.  I think.  We can try.”
 
   She turned her head toward me more fully, to look me in the eyes.  “What do you feel?”
 
   Funny; I’d just been thinking about that.  It was a simple question, but the answer was profoundly difficult.
 
   “I have trouble sorting that out,” I answered.  “I can give you a partial one.  I know I like you, too.  I know I don’t understand what the hell the gods are playing at.  I know I want you to be safe, along with whoever it is you’re growing in there.  I’m not sure if I really want the responsibility, but I’ll do my best at it.  And I want to know you better, too.”
 
   She squeezed my hand and nodded.  “You have had little time to think on this.”
 
   “That’s right.  But I hope I do the right thing.”
 
   “I have faith in you.”
 
   “Oh, thanks.  Like I didn’t have enough pressure.”
 
   She laughed, a delightful sound, then kissed my cheek.
 
   “Shall we finish our tour of the battlements?  Or are you ready to go inside?”
 
   “Up to you.  I don’t get cold.”
 
   “Oh yes, you do.  You just don’t feel it.”
 
   “How about you?”
 
   “A fire-witch is never cold,” she replied, primly.
 
   “Fair enough.  Let’s walk.”
 
   We continued our walk and I traded salutes with the other sentry.
 
   “Good morning, lord.”
 
   “Good morning,” I answered.  “How stands the keep?”
 
   He drew himself to attention and held a fresh salute, grinning from ear to ear.  “Secure, lord.  There has been no sign of the viksagi.”
 
   “Very good.  Carry on.”  He dropped his salute and marched away.  I almost growled after him.  I didn’t like the look of admiration in his eyes.
 
   “Get used to it, hero,” Tamara whispered, answering my unspoken thought.  I did growl at her, a little.
 
    
 
   After a brief stop by the stable to reassure Bronze—she managed to express her displeasure at being kept out of the loop regarding my condition; Tamara tried to brush the soot from her dress afterward—we spent the rest of the nighttime hours in my sickroom.  I encouraged her to tell me more about herself.  I learned more about what it was like to grow up with red hair in this world:  it involved a lot of running, hiding, and the occasional incineration of people.  Not pretty.  I told her a more complete version of my own tale, complete with cars and airplanes and telephones… the university, Terri, Travis, Hutch, and Sasha.  I didn’t have time to tell her everything, no, but it was a good start.
 
   I’m thinking of a spell to let her come in to my mental study and read this journal.  It might be the easy way to let her find out about me for herself.  I’ll have to think about it.
 
   She found my explanation of my relationship with Shada to be enormously interesting.
 
   “You mean she is not your wife?”
 
   I should have seen that coming.  I had to explain about that in more detail while she fixed me with a burning gaze.  I’d always thought that was just an expression.
 
   “You mean to say that you made a bargain with her.  That I can understand and accept.  But your behavior!  How could you be so callous?  No, cruel.  So unfeeling!”  She shook her head.  “She was right to say such things to you.”
 
   There was more on that subject, but I really don’t want to think about it anymore.  Suffice to say that I have been chewed out about it twice now, and have no wish to relive either.
 
   When dawn rolled around, it stung.  I’d already gotten out of my new finery in anticipation; it doesn’t do to sweat nastiness into your brand-new clothes first thing in the morning.  It was a bad morning.  Apparently, the evening’s adjustments were fairly extensive.  I took it, toughed it out, and it finally settled into a feeling approximating normality.
 
   Tamara had a bowl of hot water and some cloths already at hand.  My sponge bath went a lot faster with her helping, despite her playfulness and giggling.  Then I dressed again and checked myself as I did.  I felt fine again.  Good balance, decent coordination, and strong.  Still unreasonably thin, though.  And hungry.
 
   I didn’t notice my skin color had darkened appreciably; Tamara pointed it out and I let my coloration spell lapse.  As far as we could tell, I looked normal.
 
   We went down to breakfast.
 
   Word had spread I was up and about; everyone came to breakfast.  There were few enough infantry to fit in the main hall along with the knights, but the place was still overcrowded.  But everyone was there, talking and jostling and sucking up the soup.
 
   Like ripples on a smooth pond, silence spread from the pebble of our entry.
 
   Tamara and I stood in the open arch of the main doors and looked at the assembled men.  You could have heard a pin drop.  A small one.
 
   Then the cheering started.
 
   And got louder.
 
   And kept getting louder.
 
   Voices rose, hands clapped, mugs thumped on the tables, people whistled, feet stomped, the works.  I haven’t seen anything like it since the final closeout of a rock concert.  And it kept going on and on and on.
 
   I couldn’t stand it.  I raised my arms for silence, smiling because I couldn’t help it.  If they kept on cheering me, I’d have burst.  They didn’t want to stop.
 
   The Duke rose slowly and carefully.  He looked older and thinner—I guess everyone did; it was a nasty, nasty poison.  But he rose without help and gestured us to approach.  The cheering diminished as we walked forward.
 
   “Good sir wizard,” he began, once there was silence, “while you have slept, I have heard much of your doings.”
 
   I bowed.  Tamara did not.  Priests (and priestesses) have different rules.
 
   “Your Grace,” I replied, “I trust you found your keep in satisfactory order?”
 
   He smiled.  “In better order than I dared to hope.  But I find myself at a loss to explain the disappearance of some thousand or more viksagi, to say nothing of the appearance of a dragon’s corpse almost upon my doorstep.”
 
   “I accept the responsibility for these things, your Grace.”
 
   “Then come to my table and be welcome, for I am of a mind to honor you.”
 
   Tamara and I circled the table, and chairs were drawn out for us; I was guided to the Duke’s right hand, and Tamara to my right.  When the Duke sat, we all sat, and conversation broke out in a hubbub.
 
   “It would seem we owe you our lives, sir wizard,” the Duke offered.
 
   “In part, perhaps, your Grace.  But to Tamara you owe the rest, even as I owe mine.  I would have healed you, but I was busy dying under a dragon.”
 
   “Ah?  Of course.  The efforts of the fire-witch are not unappreciated.”
 
   I smiled.  “As you say, your Grace.”
 
   Fire-witch, indeed, I thought.  She has a name, your Grace.  Maybe you’ll learn to use it, someday.
 
   “You have done the kingdom a great service,” he went on. “A great service indeed, as well as preserving my own duchy from the invaders.  I would knight you, but you already are.  What sort of boon would you have, sir wizard?  If it is within my power, I will grant it.”
 
   I thought about it.  A servant placed bowls of soup in front of us and Tamara and I spooned it up for a bit while I thought.  What would make a good boon?  A piece of land?  A noble title?  A ton of gold?
 
   What do you wish for when you only have one wish?
 
   “If I may, your Grace, I would think on it.  Perhaps I may have leave to call upon you this afternoon?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   The remainder of breakfast was relatively uneventful; the Duke made light conversation and asked about the battle.  I ate everything I could reach while I told the tale, with the exception of claiming to rely on wizardly powers instead of vampiric ones.  The Duke was very pleased and much impressed.
 
   My attention, though, was mostly on another table—a smaller one, where the priests were eating.  And their attention, for the most part, was firmly fixed on the lady to my right.
 
   After breakfast, there were quite a number of people who wanted to see me.  Tamara tried to fade into the background and slide away; I caught her hand and kept her at my side.  Why?  I don’t know.  Maybe because I didn’t want to face a horde of admirers alone.  Part of it, at least, was the fact she deserved a great deal of credit for life-saving in her own right.
 
   I smiled and chatted and thanked people I barely knew for what must have been hours.  We couldn’t go anywhere without someone saluting or shaking hands or otherwise falling all over themselves to be courteous and respectful.
 
   Except the priests, of course.  We were anathema to them, and they ignored us.  I did grin and wave at Marel, though.  Of all the people who had to survive, he wasn’t one I would have picked.  He pretended not to see my wave.  I wonder how they must have felt in owing their lives to the blasphemous heretic?  Or did they pray for their own recovery without her?
 
   Raeth and Bouger tried to hang around as we took a walk outside, enjoying the crisp, winter air.
 
   “I’m fine, guys.  Truly I am.”  I flexed my arms.  “See?  I don’t even stagger.”
 
   Raeth nodded.  “So I see, but you have the lady to steady you.  Yet you are not unmarked.”
 
   “I am?”
 
   “You move with more grace after your ordeal, and you are terribly thin.  How has it changed you?”
 
   I wondered.
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “Watch and see, will you?”
 
   Bouger nodded.  “I will.  Raeth, too.”
 
   “Good; I feel safer already.  In the meantime, I think we may safely take our leave of this place, don’t you?”
 
   Raeth chuckled.  “I doubt they will protest that you have not done your duty and then some.  Where do you wish to go?”
 
   “I have in mind to find a place where no one will bother me for a year or ten.  And there build that manor I once spoke of.”
 
   Raeth’s eyes gleamed.  “I take your point, lord.  I shall see what can be done in that regard.”
 
   I nodded at him and he took Bouger with him; they would find people we needed—and who wanted to go.  Stonemasons, perhaps.  Definitely a blacksmith.  Who else would I need for such a thing?
 
   “Halar?” Tamara asked.
 
   “Hmm?  Oh.  Tamara, I’m sorry, but that isn’t my real name.  I’ve been using it for what seems a long time and I forgot to tell you.  My real name, the one I was born with—”
 
   She placed a finger over my lips.  “Hush.  I have no need to know it.  You are Halar, my wizard and my knight, chosen for me by the Mother.  That is all the name you need.”
 
   I kissed her finger and shut up.  She smiled and lowered her hand before speaking again.
 
   “Where do you plan to go?  Or, where do you plan for us to go?”
 
   “I’m thinking of looking for some real estate on the far side of the Eastrange, but still in the mountains.  Someplace impossible to reach without going through Eastgate and riding for a day or more.  Someplace bloody inconvenient to get to.”
 
   “The barbarians beyond the Eastrange are dangerous, are they not?”
 
   I paused in our walk, our crunching footsteps in the snow falling silent.  I looked at Tamara for a long second, then drew her into the circle of one arm.
 
   “Tamara, I have met those barbarians.  They are not as technologically advanced as people on this side of the Eastrange, but they are most definitely not barbarians.  They are people, with loves and hopes and fears like any other, and some of them were kind, even generous to me when I was shipwrecked in their land.  Okay?”
 
   She nestled against me.  “I’m sorry.”
 
   “It’s all right.  I know I shoot my mouth off about things I don’t know anything about.  I just hope I don’t do it very often.”
 
   “Shall I tell you when you do?” she asked, impishly.
 
   “With a bucket of water in my face?  Or with soft words?”
 
   “Either.”
 
   “Try words.  If those don’t work, try a stick.”
 
   “You may regret that.”
 
   “Possibly.  But growing is sometimes painful.”
 
   She dimpled.  “I cannot contest that.”
 
   “Good.  So, do you think you could stand to live in a manor and teach people anything you know?”
 
   She cocked her head at me.  “Such as?”
 
   “I don’t know what you know.  I know I’ll be teaching people to read, do math, and both science and magic—at least until I can find people who know them better than I.  Herb lore?  The worship of the Lady of the Blessed Flame?  You pick a subject, because I’m thinking of opening a school for wizardry and anything else I can think of.”
 
   “Perhaps I might.  But why?”
 
   I shrugged.  “At heart, I’m a teacher.  Besides, I know there are a dozen guys out there who are really grateful to me and would like a job as a guard; if I can swing it, I’ll hire them.”  I paused for a moment, worrying at my lower lip.  “And another thing… Someone heard a promise I made to myself, I think.”
 
   “I don’t understand,” she answered, fine eyebrows drawing together.
 
   So I told her about my dream, or vision, or near-death experience.  As I did, her eyes grew steadily wider.  I found a sort of perverse pleasure in making a priestess have such an expression.
 
   “You… spoke… with the gods?” she whispered.
 
   “If it wasn’t all a dream.”
 
   “I recognize the gods you mention,” she said, wonderingly.  “The Mother and the Father, of course.  The Huntsman.  And Ssthich, lord of the deeps.  But who is this other goddess that wishes you to teach?  Her I do not know.”
 
   “I’ve no idea.  The Lady of Knowledge?  Mother Nature?  Quantum Physics?  The Patron Saint of Teachers?”  I shook my head.  “I couldn’t tell you.  But she was on my side in that argument, and she’s the only one that asked me to do something.  So I think I ought to try.”
 
   “I suppose so.  How will you pay for it all?  Are you wealthy?”
 
   I nudged her in the ribs, gently.  “I was hoping to marry you for your money.  And now I find you’re a gold-digger, yourself!”
 
   She laughed and took my arm again.  “Silly.  You’ll find a way.  What about the Duke’s boon?  Would he not reward you well?”
 
   I snapped my fingers.  “All that beauty and brains to go with it.  That does it; I’m keeping you.”
 
   She smiled and half-curtseyed.  “As you will, my lord.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SUNDAY, DECEMBER 18TH
 
    
 
   My new color scheme is mildly annoying.  Why a night-stalking creature of darkness should have bright skin is beyond me.  A reaction to having it burned off by dragon ichor?  I dunno.  I’ve taken to shifting my color with magic to hide my unusual shade.  It’s like remembering to put on my pants before leaving my rooms.  I don’t want to surprise or shock anyone.
 
   The Duke was quite happy to reward me with money; I think he was lavish.  Raeth and Bouger started preparing for a journey, getting supplies and such.  I let them, being more interested in finding someplace to go.
 
   It’s inconvenient, not having a mirror, but a glass ball is so much easier to get and to carry.  Still, some things are best done using a mirror—or, at least, easiest done through one.  So I spent the afternoon hunting down a mirror.
 
   Okay, having one made.  I had enough silver for it.
 
   So, now, nighttime and a large, flat sheet of polished silver.  Time to think of exactly what I’m looking for.
 
   What I want is a spot on the far side of the Eastrange and isolated from everyone else.  Preferably a not-too-large mountain that can access the plains with nothing more than a couple of bridges and maybe a little blasting.  Near coal and iron, if possible—although that shouldn’t be hard; the Eastrange is loaded with natural resources.  I found that out in Delvedale.
 
   I looked into the mirror and a deathly pale statue looked out at me.  My new appearance would take getting used to.
 
   I enspelled the mirror and laid my will upon it.
 
   These are the things I want.  Seek.
 
   “Show me.”
 
   Snowcapped peaks and rocky wastes flickered in its surface.  My own image dimmed and was gone, leaving only flashes of scenery like a badly-spliced film.
 
   “Show me.”
 
   Smaller mountains, backed by vast plains, overlapped in images that rippled and swirled in the metal.
 
   “Show me.”
 
   The storm of images slowed, hesitated, settled to stillness.  A mountain, right at the edge of the Eastrange, with its toes digging into the soil of the plains, made itself clear.
 
   “You,” I told it, “are going to be my home.”
 
   I fixed the look of it in my mind’s eye and sent a tendril of power out, into the mirror, and touched the cold, naked rock.  That was my link.  I held the mountain with that tendril, gripped it hard, and closed the spell on the mirror.  Like a whip, the tendril flicked to the side, twanging in my whole body like a plucked harp string.
 
   That was my path.  That tendril, wrapped around the mountain, would be my guide.
 
   I went to find Raeth and Bouger; they were with Tamara, still sorting out what we needed.  I guess a woman who jumps on a horse in the dead of night and travels a thousand miles or more with the clothes on her back might need a lot of stuff.  They greeted me, and I kissed Tamara.
 
   “I’m off to find a place for us,” I said.  “I think I know where we’re going, but I have to look it over first.”
 
   Bouger glanced involuntarily at the courtyard—and, invisible through the walls, the stables.
 
   “I suppose,” Raeth said, “that is wise; you will find a place for your manor and there shall we build it.”
 
   “You will come back, will you not?” Tamara asked.  “We won’t be… traveling alone?”
 
   “I will.  But while I am gone,” I added, looking at Raeth and Bouger, “I trust these two will keep you as safe as a babe in its mother’s arms.”  They saluted.  Bless them. “Then I’m off to hunt for land.”
 
   Tamara kissed my cheek,  and I grinned like an idiot.  Oh, yeah; I like her.
 
   Bronze was happy to see me again.  I stroked her nose and smiled before I mounted up.  She pranced out of the stable, stepping high.  People saluted or pointed or just stared.  I forgot most of the people here hadn’t actually seen my horse, just heard about her.
 
   Bronze ate it up.  Well, she was magnificent and she knew it.  I couldn’t blame her.
 
   Outside the keep, we headed south out of sight, then east.  I didn’t want anyone to have a clue where we’d gone, so if all they knew was that we headed south, so much the better.  I’d have headed north, but nobody would buy that; people would know it was a false direction.  Besides, the river would be a pain to re-cross.
 
   So it was southward first, then eastward, straight to the mountains.  And right up into them.
 
   Bronze can leap like a maniac on a motorcycle.  I can play with gravity, both the angle of it and the force.  Between the two of us, the only thing that could give us more than momentary difficulty was a sheer cliff face—and there were a few.  We had to go around them.  It made me wish I knew how to fly; it’s a spell I just can’t seem to figure out.  
 
   Altering the force of gravity is one thing, but negating it or reversing it… I just don’t see how to do that.  The amount of energy put into an anti-gravity spell varies roughly on the square with the fraction of gravity reduced for a given area.  Turning gravity to zero or negative would be expensive or impossible. I’m sure there’s a practical way to do it; I’ve seen a flying carpet!  It’s just the how of it escapes me.  There has to be something more to it besides just manipulating gravity—or my method of it.  I’ll have to think outside the box before I solve it.
 
   Still, even with the occasional cliff face, it was only a little past midnight before we gained the far side of the Eastrange and the plains below.  I thrummed the strand that marked my destination, chimed it in Bronze’s ear, and she tossed her head to tell me she would follow it.  We streaked south along the edge of the mountain range like a locomotive.  Even so, it was nearly morning before we arrived.
 
   Up close, the mountain looked more forbidding than I’d thought.  The whole Eastrange reminds me of the edge of a big plate, tilted up at an angle, the thickness of the plate forming the height of the mountains—except the plate is broken into many pieces.  It makes for unpleasant slopes and difficult climbs.  But this mountain was on the eastern edge of the whole range, a major pain in the kiester to reach from the western side—which suited me fine.  Some work in the mountains to the west would make them much harder to get through… yes, good plan…
 
   Manor house.  Maybe.  But if I had my druthers, I’d build a wall all the way around the upper slopes and call it an estate.  Or a campus.
 
   I looked it over, trudging up and down near the peak, and worked my way down.  It had snow on it, but it wasn’t the permanent thing elsewhere, just a product of winter; trees marched all the way up to the peak.  We were south of Eastgate, so it was warmer, and the lower snows had already melted.  There was a cave, without an occupant, and elsewhere a spring poured water out of one face of rock.  The mountains all around were covered in trees where they weren’t bare stone, and the trees gave way to grasslands not far from the foot of my mountain.
 
   My mountain.  I like the sound of that.
 
   How will this be different from a fortress in my own world?  I once fortified a house and it was not enough.  But in that case, they knew where we were and came loaded for us.  Here, with luck, I might avoid detection.  If no one sent a bird out this far to look for me.  If no one breached my spells.  If, if, if.
 
   I heard a whisper on the wind.  Or was it just in my mind?
 
   A goddess of knowledge chooses to whom she will grant it.
 
   Fair enough.  I’d make the mountain mine.  But first, the cave.  Sunrise was coming.
 
   I explored it more thoroughly while I was waiting for the sun to come up; it was really a series of caverns interconnected by cracks.  It was deep, deeper than I could search easily.  It might work out to widen and shape the open areas into living chambers, at least as a start.  If it’s good enough for Norad…
 
   And we might need a bomb shelter.
 
    
 
   During the day, I mapped the mountain more thoroughly, planned out what to cut, where to build, and how to lay things out.  I wanted a university; eventually it would happen.  Right now, it would be a school with housing.
 
   A very defensible school, to be sure.
 
   Likewise, I got out my crystal and checked in with Tamara and Raeth.  Raeth was leading a pack mule, but didn’t feel me watching.  Tamara, though, sat on a horse of her own and looked up at me when I regarded her.
 
   “Hello,” I offered.  She smiled and waved silently, then turned to explain to Raeth.  I wondered where they were; it was obvious they’d gotten under way, but these crystal balls aren’t exactly optical-grade lenses.  The mirror, sadly, was too large to lug around; I’d left it behind in the baggage.  Tamara blew me a kiss and I grinned.
 
   “I think I found a good spot,” I told her, wishing I could hear through the crystal.  “I’ll be here a day or three, then I’ll be back.”  She nodded and turned to speak to Raeth again.  I could see him laugh aloud and made a thumbs-up gesture I’d used; they didn’t use it over here, but he’d gathered its meaning.
 
   “I’m off,” I said, then closed the ball down.
 
   It was going to be a lot of work to rearrange a mountain.  The sooner I started…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, DECEMBER 20TH
 
    
 
   I’ve been busy the last couple days and nights, and will likely be busier.  I have managed a great deal through experimentation and improvisation and a moderate amount of luck.
 
   First of all, I’ve learned something very important.  Ground isn’t dead.
 
   Okay, it’s not alive like a dog is alive, or even a plant, but it’s not dead, either.  Just a lot slower.  So I’ve started rearranging the mountain magically.  Not by the brute force methods of power shovel and dump truck, but by asking it to rearrange itself.
 
   Ever had something—a car, perhaps—that was cantankerous and grouchy and tended to bite whenever you picked up a socket wrench?  One that made noises just to worry you, but would purr quietly whenever a mechanic was around?
 
   This was like that.  Except I was the mechanic.
 
   I’d started by trying to figure out how to undercut some slopes to cause earth to fall away from the rocky portions—and fall somewhere handy so I wouldn’t have too far to move it to build an access ramp.  I spent a nasty day fighting with gravity, soil, and tree roots before I gave up on it.  I may have the strength of ten because my heart isn’t purely human, but I’m not a construction crew, not even with magic.  I tried something less direct and more like judo; I tried making the ground slowly flow into shape instead of blasting it and moving it.  That worked a lot better.  So much better I got suspicious.
 
   That night, I touched the mountain and sent flickering tendrils down through it to get a feel for it.
 
   It might not be aware, and it might not be entirely organic, but it’s alive all right.
 
   You can’t see it happen.  It doesn’t move fast enough to be seen.  But after a night and a day, little changes are there.  It’s subtle; earth is moving, almost creeping, trees, shrubs, and all.  It’s like the rock of the mountain is a man and the earth over it is the blanket.  Just a very, very slow man.
 
   So I tried a spell to make him roll over in his sleep, if you follow the metaphor.  It works, if really, really slowly.  It’s still a hundred thousand times faster than any natural process.  I’m happy.
 
   Now I’m working on walls and passages and such.  I tried using Firebrand for a cutting tool; it can blaze hot enough to cut through stone faster than a buzz saw through a board, but hauling blocks back up a passage to the surface is hard work—and me without a rope or horsecollar for Bronze!  But, again, if you ask the stone to change a little—and this required some persuasion—it will alter, slowly, to match what you want.  So the underground passages are expanding and reshaping.  I like this.
 
   I get the feeling the mountain likes me.  That’s fair, I guess; I like it.
 
   Looking the place over during the day, I can already see the beginnings of a wall—well, a ridge—all the way around the mountaintop, like a crown under a quilt.  It should break through the dirt and sprout up as ramparts.  I wonder if anyone’s ever grown a stone wall before?
 
   The only thing that worries me is how hungry I’ll get before it’s done.  That, and how long it will take.  So far, so good; armies and dragons make great meals.  I’m not even peckish, but I’ve invested a terrible amount of power in this working over the past days and nights.  Enchanting statues is much easier.  I wonder how long it will be before I get hungry again.  Then again, I haven’t felt like I was high and flying on a power rush, either.  Maybe I burned out my ability to feel that, along with my sense of taste.
 
   I’ve also been giving some thought to who I want to have in my school.  Ideally, I’d like people who really want to learn something, people with an innate curiosity and the gumption to work to find things out.  I’m not in this for the money, obviously, so I’d better have people I’ll enjoy working with.
 
   Why shouldn’t I shoot for an ideal?  I can craft a Calling; Jon taught me that.  Why not get the best?  But do I want a bunch of people pulling a Close Encounters move and drawing attention here?  No, probably not; they should head somewhere else, then get brought here.
 
   I’ve got the mountain-moving well under way; the spell will keep on chugging toward the form I pictured without my helping it.  There might even be enough power in there to finish the job; I have no way to tell.  Like most wizards, “I’ve never done this before.”  Tomorrow I’ll leave it running and head back to Tamara, Raeth, and Bouger.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, DECEMBER 21ST
 
    
 
   I decided to take a detour south to check in with the sea-people.  They’re well, and they’ve got the hang of fire!
 
   In the shallows, they have a forge.  The chimney goes up into the air while another a lot like it feeds air to the fires.  Magic keeps the water out and the heat in; they may not be too imaginative, but they do pretty good at problem-solving anyway.
 
   They were glad to see me, too.  They wanted to have a celebration, but I didn’t really have the time.  Instead, they loaded me up with the pretty things—mainly gold ornaments and gemstones; it’s remarkable what goes down with a ship—and thanked me for showing/explaining/giving them fire.  And, of course, metal.  I did take the time to explain some things about smelting, but I have faith they’ll get a lot better just by experimenting with it.
 
   I also opened my mouth on the subject of glass.  They know what it is; there’s obsidian to be found near some underwater volcanic vents.  But it’s expensive to them; it’s dangerous to go near places where the pressure won’t let the water boil, and the glass only rarely forms there.  On the other hand, if you can make your own, you can get a lot more of it a lot cheaper.  They started humming together and thinking about it.
 
   I sounded them out lightly on the idea of breathing air for a while; students are where you find them, and their talent for group magic would be something to study.  Mostly, they didn’t understand.  The few who did seem intrigued, but not terribly enthusiastic—rather like driving past a road accident; it’s interesting, but you don’t want to be part of it.  Ah, well.
 
   Much enriched—gold is just ballast to them, and gems are generally too small to be cutting tools—I headed back up, bearing left and westward around the undersea decline of the Eastrange.
 
   There were a couple of things I had to do in Baret.
 
   Bronze I left outside of town to wait for me and to act as a reserve; I didn’t anticipate a lot of trouble, but it never hurts to be careful.  Then I camouflaged myself with a couple of spells and jumped the outer wall.  It was a lot easier than I’d anticipated; I overshot and nearly landed in a house.  Again.  I have got to watch that; it’s a bad habit, as well as rude.
 
   The first thing to do was make my way to the Baron’s.  At night, this is no great trick.  Not for me.  Nobody wanted to see me, and the few who might have taken an active interest were more concerned with other matters—like what a fine night it was, or how to get in out of the cold.
 
   Invisibility is one thing; making people not notice is easier.  Sometimes that spell makes me uneasy, though.  It’s like fiddling with people’s minds.  I’d rather rely on stealth and camouflage.
 
   I made my way into the place and hunted around for a while; the Baron was still up when I knocked on his door.  He growled a “Come in!”  I dropped my spells (all except my coloration control) and in I went.
 
   The Baron was just as I remembered him.  Stocky, fit, blunt; he did not bother to rise from the chair by the fire.  He glowered at me for a moment, then snorted.
 
   “I didn’t expect to see you again,” he offered.
 
   “I didn’t expect you to see me again, either,” I replied.
 
   We looked at each other for a few moments.
 
   “All right,” he said, breaking the silence, “what do you want?  You came here for something.”
 
   “I just wanted to let you know how things are going on the northern front.”
 
   His mask of blustering indifference cracked.  He leaned forward and his hands clasped together.  “Yes?”
 
   I stepped close to the fire and gestured toward the other chair.  He nodded curtly and reached for his wine cup.
 
   “It went well,” I said, seating myself.  “The viksagi arranged to have the keep’s cistern poisoned and the barracks sealed and burned.  It was pretty effective, actually.  Things were looking grim.”
 
   “This is how you describe ‘went well’?” he asked.
 
   “Considering it finished with them running hell-for-leather with the loss of at least a third of their forces, all their wizards, and the dragon they’d charmed, yes.”
 
   His eyebrows rose.
 
   “This is news.  I hadn’t heard so much.  Were you there, or did you see it in a mirror?”
 
   “I was there,” I admitted.  “But that’s not really what I wanted to tell you.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes.  Peldar was there.  Probably still is there.  He was one of the ones poisoned, but he lived through it.”
 
   The baron sagged, just slightly, in relief.
 
   “That is… good to know,” he admitted.  “I take it that you ministered to him?”
 
   “I was in no condition to,” I admitted in turn.  “The local fire-witch had to.”
 
   “They have another fire-witch up there?” he asked, surprised.
 
   “No, my horse fetched the local one, from here.”
 
   “Ah.  Then I owe her.  Would this have anything to do with the new northern road that’s been burned across the kingdom?”
 
   I would have blushed if I could have.
 
   “Um.  Yes.”
 
   “I thought you might have something to do with it.”
 
   I stood up.  “Yes, well, it wasn’t something I’d intended.  I wanted to let you know things were going well up north and that Peldar survived.”
 
   “That’s all?”
 
   “That’s pretty much it, yes.  I was passing by and thought you’d want to know.”
 
   “Why did you bother?  I cannot think that you feel you owe me anything.”
 
   I shifted uncomfortably.  “Well, actually, I do, sort of.  You gave me a job and a place when I was a wanderer.  You made me a court wizard when I wasn’t much of anything at the time.  And… well… it’s recently come to my attention that a father takes an interest in his children.  So…” I trailed off.
 
   He nodded.  “Very well.  Thank you.”
 
   I hesitated.  “Ah… I also wanted to mention I’m sorry I had to leave like that.”
 
   “I knew it.  I apologize for my bastard half-brother, and I am sorry the priests were so rude as to use your own glass against you.”
 
   “Well, I did kill him for it, so I’ll forget it if you will.  And as for the glass, it’s not your fault.  I built the thing.”
 
   “True.  But I apologize nonetheless.”
 
   “Then, can we be mutually forgiven?”
 
   “I think so.  Yes.”
 
   I looked him over, taking a good look at his spirit.  But I already suspected what I found.
 
   “You’re a good man, baron.”
 
   “As are you.  Will you accept the hospitality of my house?”
 
   “I would, but I have no time.  I have leagues to go before dawn.”
 
   He nodded.  “A man hunted by the Hand for,” he smiled without humor, “blasphemy will travel swift or not at all.  I do not envy you.”
 
   “Neither do I.   With your leave, I will take mine.”
 
   “Go,” he said, gesturing me off.  “I’ll expect to hear from you again, someday.”
 
   “I think you will,” I answered, smiling.  “Good evening, baron.”
 
   And with that, I left to go hunt down someone else.
 
   Ander.
 
   I didn’t have to go apologize to him.  I did what I had to do to rescue Shada.  It’s that simple.  He would have tried to stop me and, by yelling for help, he might have succeeded.  But I liked him, and I hated to have to hit him.  It still bothered me.
 
   So I eased on down to the temple and looked it over; I’d never seen it at night before.  Light, bright light, shone out through all the windows.  Apparently they kept the idol’s fires up and blazing when the sun went down.
 
   I approached cautiously.  Emphasis on the “caution.”  If the light was going to set me on fire or melt my skin off, I wanted to know at a decent distance.  But it didn’t.  I didn’t feel anything at all.  It was just a place with a fire, surrounded by walls and windows.
 
   Okay.  Hood up, cloak wrapped tight, I went up the steps and through the main doors.  A priest came up to me at once.
 
   “Well-met, goodman.  How may the temple aid you?”
 
   I kept the hood up and draped low to shadow my face; I don’t think he could make out more than my chin—which reminded me that, darn it all, I needed to pick up a razor…
 
   “I wish to speak to Ander,” I answered.
 
   He frowned.  “He has retired for the evening.  In the morning—”
 
   “That will not do; I have much to be about and little time.  I must see Ander now or not at all.”
 
   The priest thought about that one for a long minute.  I could see him taking in the quality of my cloak and the sword at my side.  And, doubtless, Ander’s future reaction to having turned someone away.
 
   We could just hack him to smoking chunks, boss.
 
   I thought back at Firebrand, really hard, No.
 
   Awwww.
 
   I’m just glad the priest didn’t hear the byplay.
 
   “I will see if he is willing to see you,” he offered.  “Who shall I say calls?”
 
   “A man who owes him a debt.”
 
   The priest looked even more dubious.  An armed man who won’t give his name might be considered unusual, but he toddled off to see.  I loitered, looking the church over through night-eyes.  It looked… well… pretty unremarkable to me.  It was just a building.  Even the statue/idol at the far end didn’t seem to have anything special about it.
 
   Why had I felt so threatened when I came here during the day?  Just my own nervousness and imagination, conspiring to make me more nervous?  Or was there something here then that wasn’t here now?
 
   Which brought me to another question.  If the Big Dark Nasty God had it in for me while the Lady of Flame liked me, what was up with this light-oriented deity hunting me down?  Was it just a case of priests being less than attentive to their god’s will?  Or did he just have it in for all vampires, everywhere?
 
   Come to that, could it be I was off the hook?  That he wasn’t hunting me any more?  Whether it be through the Lady’s graces or by noting Mean and Nasty’s ire toward me?  If so, would his priests still be after me, or did they get the memo?
 
   More to the point, did Tobias get the memo?  And did he care?
 
   I have the feeling that man’s deep into the darkness.  I don’t think he’ll stop for anything short of a divine visitation.
 
   Hmm.  Maybe, if Lightboy, here, will keep off my back I can arrange for something that looks like one.  Maybe.
 
   Nah.  Too many magicians on staff.
 
   With that thought, I reflexively checked my defensive spells.  Still shielded from magical detection, still got the mental bunker.  Okay.  They need refreshing every so often; I keep tabs on them.
 
   Ander came out to greet me.  He was dressed, but I got the feeling he had retired for the night and got up just to see me.
 
   “How may I be of aid, good man?” he asked.
 
   I spoke quietly, pitching my voice lower than usual.  “I would like to be forgiven.”
 
   “Ah.  Come this way.”  We made our way over to a quiet corner and he gestured me to a pew, taking one himself.  “Now, what troubles you?”
 
   “I did something unkind to someone, which may have gotten him in trouble.  He stood in my way, and I hit him, fairly hard.  Then I did things that doubtless grieved him greatly; I even killed a man he knew.  I regret that.  I see it as something I had to do, but I regret it was necessary.”
 
   Ander looked thoughtful.  “Then you should go to him.  Yes.  Go to him and ask his forgiveness.”
 
   So I pulled my hood back.  “I just did.”
 
   He stared at me for a long minute, eyes widening, then widening some more.
 
   “I’m not staying,” I said, into the silence.  “But I did want to apologize to you.  I’m sorry I hit you, but I didn’t any other way.”
 
   “You’re a nightlord,” he hissed, scooting back on the pew.  How he knew that, I don’t know.  Maybe someone in the Hand told him; they surely knew it.
 
   I sighed.  “Yes.  But that doesn’t make me a bad person.”
 
   Ander made the sign of his faith at me and stood.  “Begone, foul creature!  Get thee hence from this most holy of—”
 
   When he opened his mouth, I expected to be blasted.  I really did.  But nothing happened.  So I interrupted him.
 
   “Look, I’m not here to profane your sacred space, okay?  I’m here to apologize to you, man to man.  I’ve made my apology; you can accept it or not.  So I’m leaving.  Yeesh.”  I turned my back on him and walked away.  He didn’t say anything, but I could feel him watching me as I went.
 
   Well, good.  Let him wonder why his god didn’t hammer me.  I was wondering, myself.
 
    
 
   A good chunk of night sped past as we went north.  Bronze followed the burned trail she’d left before; some pieces of it were in good spots for a road and were now relatively clear of obstructions.  At least one place was the scene of a forest fire, albeit a small one.  There were wagon tracks and footprints along some lengths of it.
 
   It was still a long way to dawn when we came upon the camp.  Not Tamara and Raeth’s camp; no, a circle of boxy wagons in a burned-out clear space in the woods.  A gata.  I don’t recall seeing a gata since the destruction of Shada’s.  No telling how many had been put to the sword and torch since I came through the door and the Church started hunting them.
 
   Ouch.
 
   I hauled back on Bronze’s mane and she thundered to a halt.  She’s not quiet at a full run—she can be heard like a semi roaring down the highway—and the chuffing smoke and flickers of flame doubtless make people more alert.  A sentry shouted as we were slowing and men turned out with clubs, knives, and bows.  The sentry was sitting atop a wagon; he aimed a crossbow at me as Bronze thundered to a halt.  I was startled.  Their response time made me think of a gypsy S.W.A.T. team.
 
   “Hello the camp!” I called.
 
   “Who are you and what do you want?”
 
   “A traveler in the night, seeking an old friend.”  I kept my voice level and hid the anticipation and excitement inside.
 
   “Who?”
 
   “She has been known by—” I began, but did not need to finish.  A door banged open and Shada came out of a wagon.  She stood on the top of the ladder-like steps and glared at me.  I shut up and stared while my insides did a quick loop and twist.  I hadn’t known seeing her again would feel like that.  I guess… I guess I missed her more than I thought.
 
   Oh, who am I kidding?  I wish I hadn’t been an idiot and made her go in the first place.
 
   “You!”
 
   She didn’t sound glad to see me.  My heart dropped toward my toes.
 
   “Shada!”
 
   “Call me ‘Utai,’ for that is my name.”
 
   I nodded.  The sinking sensation continued.  She wanted to put all that behind her.  I can respect that.  “Okay.  I’m glad to see you, Utai.  How have you been?”
 
   The crowd was loosening up a little, watching us talk, but they were still suspicious.  One man said a few words to Sh— to Utai in the language of the gata.  Utai answered him, and I could only barely follow it; apparently, I haven’t eaten enough gata.  But the thrust of it was that she did, in fact, know me.  Although she qualified it a bit—and that I did not follow at all.
 
   Whatever she said, it seemed to calm the grouchy people.  Most went back into or under wagons to go back to sleep.  The sentry snorted and stopped aiming at me.  Utai stepped down.
 
   I joined in by dismounting and leaving Bronze where she stood.  I approached Utai.
 
   “I wondered what happened to you,” I offered.  I didn’t add I’d worried about her; she might think I was saying I thought she couldn’t take care of herself.
 
   “Did you?” she asked, coldly.
 
   “I did.  We didn’t part under the most pleasant of circumstances.”
 
   “I suppose we did not.”
 
   “You’re looking well.”
 
   “As are you.”
 
   I thought for a second, having exhausted my ready cache of one-sided small talk.
 
   “Nice weather we’re having?” I tried, somewhat desperately.
 
   She frowned at me.  “What do you want?”
 
   “Nothing, really.  I was passing by and I recall what you said about legends between the gata and my kind.  I also realized I haven’t seen a gata since I first found you; I’m glad you’re with your own people again.”
 
   “They are not,” she hissed, “my people.”  A neat trick with so few sibilants.
 
   I blinked in confusion.  Oh, yes.  Each gata is its own tribe.  Faux pas on my part.
 
   “I’m sorry.  I didn’t… I forgot,” I admitted.  I probably could have felt lower, but I didn’t have a hole to step into, despite my verbal digging.  “I am sorry.”
 
   She didn’t soften for a second.  “Sorry for what?” she asked.
 
   Ah.  I’ve screwed up somewhere and now I get to play a guessing game.  Not all women do this to men, but I’ve met very few who don’t.  On the other hand, maybe it always is somehow my fault and they just do it to me.
 
   So I thought about it.  In point of fact, I went back into my mental library and flipped back several pages to review what I knew of our last conversation.  I looked it over with the benefits of time and distance and tried to understand what I might have done to irk her.
 
   And, hindsight being much more accurate than foresight…
 
   “I think,” I began, “I was being stupid.”  That’s always a good guess, anyway.
 
   She nodded.  “In that, you are most correct.”
 
   “I assumed that… you were… abiding by the terms of our deal,” I continued.  “It did not even occur to me that you might, perhaps, possibly, have actually found your situation with me to be… ah…” I stumbled to a halt, thinking.
 
   She didn’t help; she just stood there and waited.
 
   “… that you might like things the way they were,” I finished, lamely.
 
   “I see you did not.”
 
   “Ah.  Yes.  Well, I also think—and if I’m wrong, please just tell me?—that you might have actually, at some point, decided you care for me.”
 
   I cheated; I shifted my vision to look at her spirit.  I had to know.  Her face gave nothing away, but her spirit flickered with a bunch of colors.  I’d say I hit close to the mark.
 
   “I did,” she admitted, in a tone that invited me to continue.  I noticed the sentry wasn’t doing his job; he was sitting in the darkness up there and grinning.  I tried to ignore him.
 
   “I made a mistake,” I admitted.  “I thought you were merely adhering to your word, instead of actually being my… companion.  It didn’t occur to me you would; I’m not fully human, and I’m no prize to begin with.  So… I never believed—and that’s my fault for not seeing it—that you were staying with me because you wanted to.  I tried to be considerate and botched it; I drove you off by hurting your feelings and treating you casually—when you’re really very important to me.  You’re the first, best friend I’ve made since my trip through the shadow door.  I missed you,” I admitted.  I missed her a lot, and it took admitting it to fully realize it.  I also realized I care about her, a lot.  An awful lot.  More than I should, I guess, considering where I am with Tamara…
 
   “I’m sorry,” I finished.
 
   She smiled, just a little.  I was profoundly glad to see that.
 
   “Very well.  I accept your apology.  I am still displeased with you.”
 
   “I’ll bear that in mind.  Is there anything I can do to make it up to you?”
 
   “Perhaps.  Come inside and we will discuss it.”
 
   I heard the sentry snicker quietly, but I climbed the steps and entered the wagon.
 
   The place was crowded as a flea market and three times as colorful.  It was a small room on wheels, crammed with drawers and boxes and cabinets, decorated simply but with a disregard for the damage it might cause to creatures with color vision.  A small window on either side could be opened for air, and the main light was a hanging lantern in the center.  The roof was only a trifle higher than my head.
 
   Utai moved to sit atop a wide, low chest; there were cushions of all description on top of it.  She tossed a few to me and I arranged them on the floor, sat on them.
 
   “So what can I do for you?” I asked.
 
   “Protect us,” she answered.
 
   I think I blinked.  “Excuse me?”
 
   “In the old times, all the gata had a protector among the nightlords.  Sometimes several gata would be allied with one, sometimes a nightlord would bargain with only one gata.  But each alliance was a secret, shared with no one.  The gata would listen and watch for things the nightlord would wish to know; they would hide him from his enemies; they would even surrender up some of their blood to slake his thirst if hunting was poor or dangerous.
 
   “In return,” she continued, “the nightlord of a gata would protect it.  When disasters struck, the nightlord would send aid.  When food was scarce, game would be driven to the gata’s hunters.  And when they were hunted, the nightlord would hunt the hunters.”
 
   I thought about it for a few minutes.  She was quiet, watching me.
 
   “So this is the deal you want to make with me?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “When I need help, you help.  When you need help, I help.  We both do what we can, as best we can, and hope that’s enough?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I got the feeling that there was something I was missing.
 
   “Is there anything, right now, you would like me to look into?”
 
   “So you accept?” she asked.  Her voice and face gave nothing away, but her spirit was eager.
 
   “Not yet, no.  But is there anything you would like me to do now?”
 
   She looked at me shrewdly.  “Perhaps.”
 
   Aha! thought I.
 
   “And what might that be?”
 
   “Three weeks ago, Mama Aliery died,” she said.  “The wise woman of the Athil gata,” she amplified.  “She said something about a creature following the gata, something dark and dangerous, and she was going to summon it closer so she could banish it for good.”
 
   I nodded.  It’s hard to get rid of something if you can’t even see it.  I should know; I’m hiding from a lunatic priest and his pet demons.  It works.  I just hope that Tobias never tries summoning me.
 
   Oh, now that’s a bad thought.  Can I be summoned?  Shivers and chills.  Ick.
 
   “She did this, calling with her magic to summon the creature,” Utai began, then swallowed.  “It must have simply appeared in her wagon.  There… there was blood everywhere…” she said, then stopped.  When she continued, her voice was much softer.  “Mama Aliery was ripped to pieces.”
 
   “I see.  And the creature?”
 
   “There was no sign of it.”
 
   “Hmm.  You think it’s still following you?”
 
   “It must be.  It has been seen, out beyond the firelight.  At least one of our animals vanishes every week.  And the children—the children wake in the darkness from nightmares.  We have lost none of them, but we dread the night we shall.”
 
   I nodded again.  That explained why they were all on a hair-trigger alert.
 
   “All right.  You want me to find it and kill it?”
 
   “Yes.  I… I have tried to find it, to seek it, but my spells… I am not a wise woman; I have not the training, nor enough of the Gift.  I have done my best, but… no.  I cannot even see this beast in water or crystal.”
 
   “So you’ve no idea what it is?”
 
   “None,” she admitted.  “Do we have a bargain?”
 
   “No,” I said.  “But if there is something out there with an eye on your gata, I’ll carve it into little chunks.”
 
   She looked perplexed.  “We have little to offer you in return,” she protested.  “There is no accounting in the alliance of nightlord and gata, and we are not wealthy enough purchase service—”
 
   “Oh, save it.  I’m doing it because I feel like it.  And because it’s you that’s asking.  I’ll do it for you.  You, not the gata.”  I stood up and ducked by reflex when my hair brushed the ceiling.  I took off my cloak; it would only get in the way.  “Wait here and I’ll see what I can find.”
 
   She nodded wordlessly as I opened the rear door and climbed out.  I shut the door behind me and stomped off into the surrounding forest.
 
   I didn’t see anything unusual.  It was a forest—a forest that was well-lit and shadowless, at least to me—and had the usual run of vines, undergrowth, and variously-sized trees.  The moss on the trunks wasn’t in great shape; it was pretty dry.  I circled the camp and failed to find anything larger than rabbits.
 
   I had a mental image of Monty Python’s vorpal rabbit and ruthlessly suppressed it.  Then I gave in and ran tendrils over and through the ground.  When they brushed over anything, I felt it.  The rabbits were perfectly normal.
 
   I made three complete circuits, spiraling outward.  Zip.
 
   Well, so much for a simple search.
 
   I drew a circle on the ground with Firebrand’s point, myself at the center.  I reached outward, flickering tendrils among the tree-trunks, into the camp, and beyond.  No more of this localized sensing; I reached much farther outward, tendrils pushed by my will and by magic, crawling outward in all directions to check everywhere around the camp at once.  I could feel the sleepers in their wagons, the children’s amorphous dreams of terror, the sentry’s bored-but-wakeful watching, Utai’s worry, the heartbeats of those frightened rabbits, the furtive movement of field mice, and the slow pulse of the winter sap in the trees.
 
   The place was safe as houses.  
 
   Then an owl flew down and snatched up a mouse.
 
   I hadn’t seen it.  I hadn’t felt it.  I hadn’t known it was there.
 
   And I kicked myself.
 
   I’d looked for something on the ground.  I’d sent out seeking tendrils all through the forest, filling the local area like water fills a bowl.  But I hadn’t looked up into the trees.
 
   I have got to pay attention to the little details.  They can get me killed.
 
   So I stretched the whole webwork of strands upward, expanding the meshes of my magical net.  Smaller things might escape notice—like bugs and small birds—but that would be fine by me; what I wanted ate geese and ripped people apar—
 
   A hungry, devouring emptiness.  This was no beast; this was a demon.
 
   It felt my spell and knew I had found it.  Without a sound or a signal, it leaped from its tree and was off and running as though in a hurry to get back to Hell.
 
   It was going to go anyway, but I’d send it on a faster route.
 
   “Bronze!” I shouted as I ran toward it, following the tendril-touch I locked onto it.  I didn’t even try to drain it; there was nothing there to drain.  I didn’t want to find out what happened when I opened up a feeding channel to a piece of vacuum.
 
   As I ran after it, I found I was faster, although not by much.
 
   Can I kill it, boss?
 
   If I get close enough to kill it at all, it will be with you, I reassured Firebrand.
 
   Hot damn!
 
   Bronze caught up with me as I was trying to catch up to the demon; I didn’t slow down, but swung into the saddle and pointed with Firebrand—which burst into low flames, rippling in the wind of Bronze’s run.
 
   She kicked up her hooves and we really began to gain on it.
 
   My first thought upon seeing it was we were chasing a black lion.  As we got closer and the trees began to thin out a little, it resolved into something that looked more like a cross between a Rottweiler and a lion; it had a mane of tentacles behind its head and a tail that looked like it might make a good club.  It was large for a dog, small for a lion; it was strong enough to kill, but small enough to be stealthy.
 
   It knew we were almost on it.
 
   I don’t know how it turned like that.  One instant it was running away full-tilt, the next instant it was charging us at the same speed.  It leaped like a missile and I tried to cut it in half with Firebrand; I did not succeed, although I did score a solid hit.  It lost one foreleg and a chunk of that shoulder.  But it carried on into me, sweeping me from the saddle like a fullback into a tight end.  I went down and it landed on me.
 
   A good forward view, now:  I saw the muzzle of a dog filled with teeth like a cat’s, only sharper.  They locked into my shoulder and held.  The tentacles, meanwhile, were all whipping forward; each had a stinger of some sort on the end of it.  A dozen small cuts appeared in no time at all and more were on the way.  They stung, much like the bite—but I wasn’t alive at the moment.  Sure, I was damaged; pain tells you something is wrong.  But that’s all it was—a damage notification and a bit bothersome, nothing more.
 
   I reached up with my left hand—the one with Firebrand was attached to the bitten shoulder—and I stuck a thumb into one slit-pupiled eye.  Hard.  Hard enough to rupture it and give me a good grip on the side of its head.
 
   It didn’t like this at all; it opened its mouth to roar at me and that was a mistake.  With my arm thus loosed, I reversed my grip and shoved Firebrand into the Thing’s until the point came out the opposite side.  Firebrand demonstrated how dragons prefer to kill things.  I felt the heat even in the hilt.
 
   The Thing exploded on top of me, its innards turned to a cloud of high-pressure steam.  Chunks exploded outward and started to burn.  I was slammed into the ground by the explosion.  I jerked myself out of the dented ground and rolled, trying to put myself out, while Firebrand did its best to help me.
 
   When the fires were out and I was standing again, I noticed my clothes were a mess—as usual—and that several of my cuts hadn’t healed.  The smaller ones, from the stingers, were healing very slowly, while the bite was still aching and deep.  I took that for a bad sign.
 
   Well, it was a demon, after all.
 
   I hunted down those rabbits and poured blood into the wounds; it helped some, but looked like it would take a couple of cows.  Supernatural venom, maybe?  Magical poison?  Spiritual corruption?
 
   So I flushed out the wound as best I could with more blood.  Then I mounted up and headed back to the gata.  Utai met me as I came into camp; I noticed there were two sentries on different wagons, now; both looked nervous. 
 
   “Did you do it?” she asked.  “Is it dead?”
 
   “Oh, yes,” I assured her.  Firebrand practically radiated smugness.  “Most definitely dead and gone.  But it was a nasty fight and I’d like a change of clothes, if you can.  I hate it when my enemies explode in flames.  At least,” I amended, dismounting, “when I’m under them at the time.”
 
   Sorry about that, boss.
 
   It’s okay.  It’s not the burns I’m worried about.  You did great.
 
   Well… thanks, boss.  I appreciate that.
 
   “You’re hurt?” she asked, looking me over.
 
   “Yes.  That was not a normal beast, but a demon of some sort.”
 
   “Was that not obvious?  It did appear in Mama’s wagon.  Come into my wagon and I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   Now she tells me.  Come to think of it, yes, it should have been obvious, if I’d thought about it.
 
   Still, I didn’t see anything she could do for my wounds, but I’ve been wrong before.  What was on her mind?  Bandages?  Antiseptic?  An herbal poultice for the undead guy?  Don’t make me laugh.
 
   Inside, she insisted I lie down.  She got my shirt—excuse me, “my burned and shredded rag”—off me and began examining my lacerations and punctures.  Her fingers were delicate and warm.
 
   “You washed these?” she asked, fetching a mirror and reflecting lamplight into the wounds.
 
   “Yes.  The blood seemed to help.”
 
   “I suppose it would.  The one in your shoulder is deep, but they all seem to be healing.  I think you’ll live.”
 
   “I think so, too.  I just wonder how long it will take for these to go away.”
 
   She smiled.  “Will you stay with us for tonight and tomorrow, until we may judge your mortal survival with more surety?”
 
   I smiled back.  “Do I owe you anything for that?”
 
   “Owe?  No.  But you know I have the Sight.”
 
   “Yes,” I agreed.  Her smile went away and she grew more serious.
 
   “I see a… a time when things will be in doubt.  A pivotal place for me.  Your thread runs strong through it.  I do not know if it for good or ill, but I would have you think kindly on me.”
 
   “I’ll do my best to keep from doing anything unpleasant,” I assured her.  She smiled a little again.
 
   “Then let us say… you are welcome here.  Not nightlords.  You.”
 
   I couldn’t have felt more warmly pleased if she’d tickled me.
 
    
 
   Sunrise was an ugly thing.  I sweated, I groaned, I had the living daylights wrung out of me.  Demons are bad for my health.  And when the sunrise was done with me, the sharp, stabbing pain in my shoulder wasn’t.  If this was partially healed, I was profoundly glad I’d poured blood into it.  The lesser cuts were painful too, but almost completely healed; they felt about as bad as beestings.
 
   Utai had insisted on bandaging me when it was obvious sunrise was going to get there before I healed up.  I was glad she did; I could feel the shoulder bleeding.
 
   I could have gotten up and walked, but I really didn’t want to.
 
   The gata, meanwhile, was busily breaking camp and rolling out.  I got to see none of it; the windows were no larger than my head and set much too high, even if Utai hadn’t shuttered them and covered them with cloths—sunlight, you know.  Instead, I got to lie quietly and try to not think about the stabbing pain in my shoulder.  I took the opportunity to work a few spells into my shoulder and on each of my little cuts.
 
   Utai came in with a bowl; we were rolling, but only at a walking pace.  Still, she did it gracefully.  Years of practice, I should think.  The bowl held herbs, most of which I did not recognize.  She gave me few leaves to chew; the rest she prepared as an infusion into cloth bandages.
 
   “Wha’ am I chewin’?” I asked.  Whatever it was, it tasted terrible.  At least my sense of taste seemed recovered.
 
   “It promotes clotting.”  While it was informative, it was not an answer to the question I asked.  I decided I probably didn’t want to know.
 
   Utai worked with the herbs for a while, then prepared a fresh bandage for my shoulder.  The exchange was painful; moving at all was painful.  I didn’t bleed much when the old one came away; that was a good sign.  The new bandage was much more comfortable; something in there was a painkiller, I think.  She also insisted on a sponge bath.  I didn’t argue, mainly because it had been a very bad sunrise.  I’ve smelled worse, but not by much.  I felt a lot cleaner afterward.
 
   When she was done with me, she sat back and regarded her work.
 
   “Tonight you should recover.  I have left word that any fresh meat we obtain…”
 
   I nodded.  “Thank you.”
 
   She bit her lip for a moment, then said, “They know.”
 
   I was startled.  But why should I be?  They have legends, they saw me, they know what I did—surely they know what I am?  What else could I be?
 
   “I thought they already did,” I replied.  “Does this change anything?”
 
   Utai settled herself more comfortably.  I sensed a long story, and I wasn’t feeling well.
 
   “We do not… like… the bargains with the nightlords.  It is not our way to be allied with any but our own kind.  Yet we are wanderers.  People welcome us with one hand, while the other holds a knife.  You, too, are a wanderer; in that sense… you are much like us, although not of us.
 
   “Who else would we trust?  Who else would you trust?  We know you can slay us, yet we do not fear it; nor do we bow down before you.  We work with you, not for you, as we bend to the storm that brings rain for a farmer’s fields.  Dangerous and terrible, yet still a part of all things.”
 
   “I found that the people beyond the Eastrange knew of the nightlords, too.”
 
   “Do they?” Utai asked.  “I was not able to speak much with them.”
 
   “Yes.  They consider nightlords to be lesser gods, or powerful spirits that have physical forms.  I don’t much care for being bowed down before.”
 
   “Then you are safe here,” she answered, smiling.  “We will respect you, but not serve you.  You are an honored guest.”
 
   “That’s fair.  And a guest among you should be polite and helpful to his hosts, not so?”
 
   “Precisely.”
 
   “All right.  I can live with that.  So how is everyone else in the gata going to take this?  Or, how are they taking it?”
 
   She frowned in thought and put her chin in one hand.  “They are… excited, yes.  And a trifle fearful.  And grateful, too, that you have rid us of the thing.  There will be no unpleasantness, but your welcome… is not warm.  My influence is not so powerful as it might be, for this is not my gata.”
 
   “I understand.  I’ll be on my best behavior.”
 
   “That will help.”
 
   “In the meanwhile, where’s Bronze?”
 
   Utai chuckled and rose fluidly to her feet; oh yes, she’d spent a lot of time in rocking wagons.  She opened the door and stood aside.  Bronze was perhaps six feet behind the wagon, following it.  She tossed her head when she saw me and I waved back at her with my good arm.  Utai shut the door again and reseated herself.
 
   “Thank you,” I said.  “Now, where are we going?”
 
   “Northward.  We avoided a large force of men farther south; we wish to continue to do so.  Loyalists to the Hand are combing the south for you.”
 
   I felt a chill.
 
   “For me?”
 
   “Who else?”
 
   “No, no!  I mean, are they looking for me or are they looking for a nightlord?”
 
   Utai looked blank for a second, then her face cleared.  “Ah!  Something of both; they have a description of you, but no one that knows you by sight.  I think.  They have been arresting all those who match your look; the Hand holds them until sunset.”
 
   “That’s it?”
 
   “Outdoors.”
 
   “Oh.”  Yes, that would tend to flush me out; a sudden smoking and blistering would be a bad thing—followed by a lot of bad things, mostly in the guts, I’d imagine.
 
   “You are actually quite fortunate,” she continued.  “They ask not about your steed.  Perhaps they think you would abandon it to hide yourself.”
 
   “Bronze is rather distinctive,” I agreed, “but I’m not losing her if I can help it.”
 
   “Of course.  Now, will you take food?”
 
   “Sure,” I answered, and sat up.  It hurt to move that shoulder, but I didn’t feel weak anymore.  Utai stuffed cushions behind me while scolding me for moving around, then departed the wagon to fetch something.  I hoped it wasn’t more soup; the wagon needed springs.
 
   It wasn’t soup; she brought back smoked meat, some hard bread, and some odd-looking vegetables—they reminded me of carrots, only more pinkish than orange.  It was good enough for me; beggars can’t be choosers.  I wolfed it down, one-handed, and Utai kept a goblet of watered wine close by.  Only when I’d cleaned the whole serving board did I stop.
 
   “I have a lot to heal,” I explained.
 
   “You are also terribly thin,” she observed.  “I will bring you more.”
 
   “Okay.”  It’s a measure of my condition that I didn’t argue.  She went out and fetched back more to eat; I kept at it for a while.  When I was done, I felt terribly tired; she kissed my forehead and took the serving board away.  I scrunched down in the cushions to try and nap.
 
    
 
   The old fool summoned him for no purpose; all that was gained was more time for the nightlord to rise to power.  There was no business here worthy of the notice of the Hand; there could be no other business so important.  All that mattered was the hunting of the evil that had slipped into the world.
 
   He held a reddish, forked instrument in his hand.  Two-tined, needle-sharp, it hummed with an almost-quiescent power.  It hungered.  Or, more properly, the jewel pendant, hung down inside his vestments next to his heart… that hungered, and waited for the flow of life from its brother enchantment.
 
   If the resources of the Hand—which was only a fraction of the Church—were insufficient to comb the entire kingdom, then he would have more.  As much more as there was to have.  Enough to return to the old days, when the lords of light walked the land and smote evil wherever they found it.  Enough to unite the world again in the Empire of the Sun and destroy all that was foul and unclean.
 
   The path lay through darkness.  But did the sun not journey through night before the glorious dawn?  Yes, yes of course…
 
   His hand opened the door of the chamber.  His robes rustled slightly as he entered.  He stood over the bedside of the sleeping patriarch, the two-tined fork humming in anticipation.
 
   Beneath his vestments, a pulse of dark light, like a heartbeat, intensified and quickened.
 
   The points of the metal found the pulse in the old man’s neck.  The old man’s eyes opened wide, startled, terrified, then glazed in death.  Blood poured from the wound only to be absorbed, sponge-like, by the dark metal.  Life flowed from his veins, conducted along the tines like current in a wire.
 
   The jewel pendant received the power of a life and pulsed all the more strongly.  This power it lent to its wearer, giving him strength.  Now… now there would be even greater demons, greater tools, summoned for the uses of the light.  And if they did not suffice, there would be more sacrifices, more martyrs to the Lord of Light, and even greater tools would bow down and serve!
 
   And now there would be the new Patriarch.  The Church would spread its benevolent rule over all the lands once more.
 
   The laughter that came from his throat startled even him.
 
    
 
   When I woke, I realized the wagon had stopped.
 
   I hate weird dreams.  And I hate being a psychic or oracle or prophet or whatever the hell you call it.  I didn’t feel rested; I felt wiped out and tired.  Worse, I felt dirty; I had either touched the mind of a madman or I had some pretty twisted thinking in my own mental basement.  Either way, I wanted a shower.
 
   I could hear people doing things outside, talking, someone playing an instrument, and a brief laugh.  So I struggled to sit up, checked my shoulder bandage—no bleeding I could find—and took a few deep breaths.  They sent twinges through my shoulder and I found I was wishing for something alive to tie to it so it would heal faster.
 
   I managed to get to my feet.  It hurt, but I wasn’t lightheaded or dizzy.  Good enough.  I tried raising my right hand and found I could—if I just bent my elbow.  Raising my whole arm was a very bad idea.  I let it hang.  Shada left some clothes laid out for me; nice, if colorful.  I got into them easily enough, but buckling on Firebrand was tricky.
 
   You could let me sit, boss.
 
   “No, I couldn’t.”
 
   It’s okay.  I wouldn’t mind.
 
   “I would.  If I want you and you aren’t there, I’ll be unhappy.”
 
   Well… so would I.  Okay.  But you want me on the right side, don’t you?  For a left-handed draw?
 
   Damn.  “Yes.  Thanks.”  I switched sides and fiddled with it until I got the belt right, then stepped outside.
 
   It was early afternoon; either they weren’t in a hurry, or they’d found a place they liked.  Several cooking fires were going, washing hung out to dry—mostly bright colors; they seem to love them—and the various animals were being tended and brushed and cared for.  Bronze was standing next to the door when I stuck my head out.
 
   “Hello, old girl.  How are things?”
 
   She nudged me, quite gently, in my good shoulder.  Her ears twitched and she shook her mane.  
 
   She says she was worried about you, boss, Firebrand said.  
 
   “Thanks, Firebrand.”  I rubbed her between the eyes.  “I’ll be fine.”  She nodded at me and looked to my right.  I looked, too.
 
   People were watching.  Not staring, but watching me.  Children were still playing, women were still turning and stirring and tending, the guy with the thing like a violin was still playing… but absolutely no one made eye contact.  
 
   It wasn’t so much they were watching, but that they were paying attention.  Casually.
 
   I wasn’t sure I liked it.  But if I were in a wagon with a wasp, I’d want to know where it was.  I guess they felt the same way.
 
   “Excuse me?” I called.  Several people did look at me then; it was only polite, I suppose.  “I could use a little help in finding a stout walking stick.  Anyone?”
 
   One of the men rose the shade of a wagon and approached me.  He made a sweeping, theatrical bow.  It was nicely impressive; he was tall and graceful.
 
   “I am Alivinus, and I would be most pleased to be of aid to you.  Shall I fetch you a stick, or will you wish to select it for yourself?”
 
   “I would be pleased to accompany you,” I replied.  More quietly I added, “Especially if we might also find a convenient hole in the ground.”
 
   “Ah, yes.  Of course.  This way,” he replied, gesturing for me to precede him.  I walked in the direction indicated and he fell into step beside me; I went slow and took it easy.  Every step was a small, dull pain in my shoulder, even though I walked lightly.  He led me out of sight to a sort of latrine, obviously a new one, and I did my business there.  Back the other way and we came across a stream; I drank and rested and washed my face a little.
 
   “Have you a preference?” he asked, eyeing the nearby trees.
 
   “Something stout enough to walk with.”
 
   “You’ll be using it as a wizard’s staff?” he asked.
 
   “No, I don’t think so,” I answered, remembering the dryad-gift.  “I have one, somewhere, and I’ll find it sooner or later.  Right now I just want a walking stick.  Without making any forest spirits angrier with me.”
 
   “Well said, well said.  But I recall a lengthy limb, new-fallen; not a staff in length, but longer than a mere cane.  Will that serve you?”
 
   “I think so, yes; let’s go look at it.”
 
   “And shall I find a sling for that arm?” he asked.
 
   “That might be a good thing,” I admitted; my shoulder was aching something awful.
 
   We went back to the camp proper and he rummaged in the firewood for a moment.  A few quick strokes with his knife and I had a serviceable-if-short staff.  And Utai.
 
   “What do you think you’re doing?” she asked, glaring at me.  “You should still be in bed, resting.”
 
   “I needed to get up for a while,” I answered.  “Besides, if I’d stayed there, I would have missed meeting this fine gentleman.”  Alivinus grinned at Utai.
 
   Utai, flustered, took my good arm and tried to lead me away.  “You should still have stayed where you were.”
 
   I held my ground.  “But Alivinus was going to get me a sling for my arm,” I complained.  “And besides—I can smell the food.  And I’m hungry.”
 
   That stopped her.  Maybe it was the idea of a wounded man needing food, or maybe it was the idea of me being hungry now and getting hungrier… later.
 
   “Oh, very well.  Alivinus, fetch a sling for that arm of his and I shall bring him food.”  He grinned and turned his head to wink at me, then strolled off.  Utai watched him go for a moment, glared momentarily at me, then went off to find me something to eat.  I, for my part, sat down on a convenient keg of something and rested.
 
   Or tried to.  With my guardians gone, a trio of children appeared before me as though they’d sprung out of the ground.  Two boys and a girl, spread out between eight and ten years or so.
 
   “Utai says you’re a wizard,” said the girl.
 
   “—and a nightlord,” said the first boy.
 
   “—but nobody’s suppose to say anything about it, ’cause you’re a guest,” added the second.
 
   I looked them over.  If there was mischief in them, it was honest and without malice.  I could live with that.
 
   “I am known as Halar,” I answered.  “And yes, I am a wizard and a nightlord.  And I don’t mind if you call me a nightlord, as long as you don’t let anyone else know about it.  Who are you?”
 
   “I am Anni,” said the girl, pronouncing it ann-EE, and bobbed a curtsey.
 
   “I am Andel,” said the first boy, and bowed.
 
   “I am Aramon,” said the second boy, the youngest of the lot.  He bowed, then asked, “Can you do magic?”
 
   “He’s a wizard,” scolded Anni.  “Of course he can do magic!”
 
   “But I want to see,” Aramon replied.
 
   “He’s tired, you lackwit,” Andel answered.  “It’s not polite to press.”
 
   “I’m just hurt a little, not really tired,” I interjected.  “I could do a few simple things, if you like.”
 
   This was met with unanimous approval, but Anni and Andel tried to be casual about it.
 
   “Well,” Anni mused, “if you want to, I suppose.”
 
   I chuckled.  She’d break hearts and slit purses when she was older.
 
   “I feel like it.  Can you find me a rock about the size of your clasped hands?”  I no sooner asked than the trio disappeared with all the speed and energy of children.  Was I ever really that young and energetic?  How did I get so old?
 
   In a trice, they were back, each with their own rock.  I accepted Anni’s and looked it over; it was smooth and rounded and still wet.  Andel’s was rough, while Aramon had apparently wrenched his right out of the ground.
 
   “Well, Round Rock, what do you think?” I asked, weaving spells tendrils into it.
 
   “I think I’m a superior rock,” it replied, in a piping, little-girl voice.  “I’m all rounded and smooth, although I’d rather still be in the river.”
 
   Mouths dropped open.
 
   “I see.  Well, Anni will be happy to help you with that.  Andel?”  I handed the round rock back to Anni and accepted Andel’s rock, addressing it. “What do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   “Eh.  I’m a rock.  What do you want?  I was lying there, minding my own business, thinking rock thoughts, and this young gentleman snatches me up and off I go to see you.  What do you have to say for yourself?”
 
   “I’m very sorry.  Shall I chuck you into the forest?”
 
   “If you’d be so kind.”
 
   I lofted the rock, left-handed, hard, up over the treetops.  The movement gave me a twinge in my bad shoulder, but it was worth it.  There was a faint, diminishing “WHEEEEeeeeee!!” as it vanished into the distance.
 
   Three pairs of eyes looked pretty wide, too.  I took Aramon’s dug-up stone and examined it.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “Well, what?” it asked back.  “I had the good sense to be in the ground, but this kid still digs me up and hauls me over here.”
 
   “Maybe we could put you in the stream?” I hazarded.
 
   “Eeew!” said Anni’s rock; she almost dropped it.  “He’s filthy!” it protested.
 
   “And you’re so round, you’re practically worked,” replied Aramon’s.  Anni’s rock gasped in shock and outrage.
 
   “Hush, the both of you.”  I handed Aramon back his rock.  “Make sure this one winds up well downstream from Anni’s.  I don’t think they get along.”
 
   Aramon nodded frantically, accepting his rock with considerable care.
 
   “I’m not going to bite you, kid.”
 
   Aramon dropped the rock.  Andel picked it up for him.
 
   “All right,” I said, “go put them down where they belong.  I’ll be here.”  They dashed off, wordlessly, obviously amazed.  I was pretty pleased, myself.  Making a stone speak isn’t that hard, not really; it just vibrates, like the speaker in a stereo.  Reshaping rocks into mouths that speak—that would be a lot harder.  But just vibrating to make sound?  No problem.
 
   Utai came back with a bowl and a wooden spoon; I accepted these and set the bowl on my lap to eat.  She hovered for a bit, as though she wanted to feed me, but I managed fine.  Eventually, she sat down next to the keg, her skirts billowing around her like a washed-out and scrambled rainbow.  The food was okay; I’m not as partial to onion as the cook, though.
 
   Alivinus returned before I was halfway through the bowl; Utai took charge of the cloth he’d found and shooed him off.  She tied my right arm up in a very good sling.  The arm was out of my way, or mostly, and unlikely to swing and bump and be a nuisance.  I thanked her and went back to eating; I was hungrier than I’d thought.
 
   When I finished, she took back the bowl and spoon, saying, “Will you have more?  There is enough and then some for you.”
 
   “I’m fine for now, thanks.  I don’t suppose that anyone has found, ah, game?  For later?”
 
   She shook her head.  “Not yet.  But we will slaughter something for you, if you need it.  Tonight.”
 
   I nodded.  “Thank you.”
 
   She fidgeted with the bowl for a while.  “I watched you with the children.”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Do you… are you always like that?  With children?”
 
   I shrugged.  “I can be as impatient and snappish as the next man, I guess.  But I like kids.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “I think it’s because they haven’t lost the ability to find wonder in little things.”
 
   “Such as speaking stones?” she asked, smiling.
 
   “Or even skipping stones,” I replied.  “Kids make me think hopeful thoughts.”
 
   She nodded.  “I can understand that.  Will you return to my wagon and rest?”
 
   “I think I will.  Thank you.”  She helped me up and I used my new stick as a cane; I felt tired.
 
   “I see you have your sword,” she noted.
 
   “Of course.  A knight always has his sword.”
 
   She smiled.  “Of course.  Does anyone… else… know about you?”
 
   “As a knight, or a nightlord?”
 
   “A nightlord.”
 
   “A few have found out, yes.  But they are people I trust, and nobody I trust is running a loose mouth.”
 
   “Wise of them.”  She opened the door for me and I went in, carefully.  A brief walk, a full meal, and I was tired again.  Being chewed on by demons really seems to take it out of me.
 
   “Is there anything I can do to make you more comfortable?” she asked.
 
   I settled down in the pile of cushions that served as a bed.  “No, I think I’m good.  Thank you, though.  I’m going to try and nap some more.”  She nodded again and plumped a couple of cushions for me.
 
   “I will return after nightfall to see to your needs.  Please, wait for me?”
 
   “I will,” I promised.  I don’t know why she asked, but, well, okay…
 
   “Good.  I will see you then.”  She kissed my cheek and left.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, DECEMBER 22ND
 
    
 
   Nightfall was worse than sunrise.  Everything seemed to catch fire inside me and burn.  It hurt—it hurt like having my bones dipped in molten metal and my blood brought to a boil.  The worst of it was my shoulder.  Every puncture the Thing’s teeth made were lines of pain, drawn deep in the fabric of my being with acid and fire.
 
   When the sunset was over, the pain diminished, but it did not go away.
 
   Then came the thirst.  The hunger.  Oh, yes.  I was hungry.  My body was demanding blood to fix the problems it was having, and demanding it now.
 
   But I laid there and waited, breathing deeply—I didn’t need to, but it’s a calming thing—and tried to keep the upper hand on my hunger.  It wasn’t as bad as I’d felt in the magicians’ circle.  That had been starvation.  This was intense, moreso than I’d ever felt as a mortal, but not beyond my strength to endure.
 
   At least, for a while.
 
   It was distracting, though, and made the minutes crawl by.  Where was Utai?  Why hadn’t she come yet?  Come to that, where was everyone else?  Why was I waiting here?  I could be out in the dark, hunting rabbits, foxes, deer, those big cats—what were they called?… tuva, that’s right…
 
   The door opened and Utai came in.
 
   “How are you feeling?” she asked.
 
   “Hungry.  Very hungry.  Is there anything for me?” I asked; I know I sounded eager.
 
   She nodded.  “Yes.  Will you come out?”
 
   I grabbed my cloak, clasped it, and followed her, still favoring my right arm.  Outside, there were six men, each holding an animal or two.  Rabbits, yes, still alive and kicking.  But the prize was a six-point buck with a crossbow bolt sticking out of one lung; it was still alive, but not by much.  Three men were with it, looking haggard around the edges and extremely tired.  I would guess they had dragged it back—still alive and kicking—from wherever they shot it.  I hoped they wouldn’t get in trouble with any local lords.
 
   “These are for you,” Utai said, gesturing.
 
   I gestured, and the tendrils lashed out, sinking into the still-living creatures.  They immediately ceased to struggle or twitch.  A moment later, I had my fangs sunk into the neck of the buck, feasting on the blood like a starving thing.  That took the edge off.  I paused to remove my shirt and the bandage.  The wound was still open and looked raw.  I seized a rabbit and poured blood into the hole.
 
   It wasn’t all I needed, but it was enough.  My shoulder still hurt, but the rest of me was feeling fine.  Even the stinger-cuts were gone.
 
   Then I became aware… Surrounding me, there was the entire gata, silently watching.  I stood up and looked back at them, turning to regard them all.
 
   “Thank you,” I said.
 
   Utai dropped a deep curtsey, and all the women and girls followed suit.  The men bowed deeply.  I took it for a “you’re welcome” and let it slide.
 
   “The meat is edible,” I said.  “Please, take it.”
 
   Utai curtseyed again and the men who had been holding the prey/offering/animals moved to take up the carcasses.  Gutting and cleaning them would be a lot less messy than usual.
 
   “Will you remain with us, Lord of the Dark Hours?” she asked.
 
   “Not tonight.  I have a lot to do.”
 
   “You are not entirely well,” she observed.  I rubbed my shoulder gently; it still hurt.
 
   “That is so.  But I thank you for your aid.  It will not be forgotten.”
 
   The whole gata bowed/curtseyed again.  It was eerie and unsettling.  I’m not sure if I like it.
 
   “Then we bid you good journey and safe return.”
 
   I smiled.  “Thank you, Utai.  For everything.”  Then I took her hand and kissed it.  She blushed like a sunrise and I heard a group gasp.
 
   It’s not easy being from another world where the rules of etiquette are different.  I wondered what the hell I’d just done.  But I ignored it, let go of her hand, and moved to mount Bronze.
 
   “Lord?” asked Alivinus.  “Will we see you again?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “If I can, I will send word of my coming.”
 
   “As you will, lord.”
 
   With that, I rang my heels against Bronze’s sides and we vanished into the night.
 
   Well, okay, we just went away really fast, but it sounds good.
 
   We covered ground for a few leagues before I pulled over and got my crystal out of a saddlebag.  A few minutes later, I had a good image of Tamara; she was not yet asleep, although she was wrapped in a blanket.  She sat up, looked out of the crystal at me, and waved.
 
   “I’m headed your way,” I said, projecting my voice to her.  “I don’t know where you are, though.”
 
   She nodded and cleared a patch of dirt.  With a stick, she sketched the northern keep and the river, then a road southward, one village, and then a little more road.  
 
   “Okay.  I’ll probably hit the village and backtrack… but I’ll find you.”
 
   She smiled at me again and blew me a kiss.  I blew one back and waved a hand over the ball to shut it off.  After that, Bronze and I headed north at speed.
 
   To make a long trip short, I did eventually find them.  I wound up going all the way to the keep to do it.  I asked which way they’d gone, got pointed in the right direction, then just followed the road.
 
   Where’s a road atlas when you need one?
 
   I reined up when I saw the smoke from their campfire and Bronze and I walked the rest of the way.  When we got closer and I could actually see them camped out by the roadside, I drew Firebrand and held it up, over my head.
 
   Blazing or just bright? it asked.
 
   “Just some light.  I don’t want everyone leaping to their feet and screaming.”
 
   Gotcha, boss.  Firebrand lit like I’d dunked it in gasoline, shedding enough light to make us easily visible.  The man on watch looked startled; I suppose that’s reasonable, considering I was still far enough away to be invisible in the dark.  One second, there’s an overcast night in a lightly-snowing forest; the next, there’s a man on a bronze horse with a sword of fire illuminating him.  I think I’d be a trifle startled, myself.
 
   We went forward at a walk while the sentry kicked into a tent to wake someone.  Even at that distance, I could see Raeth stick his head out—I’ve got sharp eyes, especially at night.  Sharper than I’d realized; I could count his eyelashes.  While he was blinking.
 
   That was better than I remembered.  Still, as I get older, I should expect changes… right.
 
   A dragon’s eyes can see better than an eagle’s, boss.
 
   “Good to know,” I muttered.  I wondered what else was going to be odd.
 
   Raeth, Bouger, and Tamara woke up to greet me, quietly.  Tamara had warned them I would be arriving sometime tonight.  Raeth and Bouger clasped forearms with me, then Tamara kissed me hello.
 
   I was surprised at the number of people with them.  Hellas and her son, Esmun, of course, but there were at least two dozen more men and a dozen women.  It was a sizable party, complete with tents, a few horses, several mules, and a trio of wagons for goods and supplies.
 
   “What’s up with all the people?” I asked, softly—we spoke in whispers to let people sleep—and gestured at the encampment.
 
   Raeth grinned at me.  “They are your people, my lord.”
 
   “I don’t understand.”
 
   “They have pledged themselves to your banner, my lord,” he clarified, nodding at a pole in the middle of the camp.  I looked at it and thought I recognized a familiar piece of cloth.  I went over to it and held it out.
 
   Yep, that was my banner all right.  Circle, dragon, and sword.  I let it hang again.
 
   “So what does that make me, Raeth?” I demanded.  “I’m just a knight, not a lord.”
 
   “You’re a knight with a retinue,” Tamara answered.  “That makes you a lord.  Is that such a bad thing?”
 
   “Well, no,” I admitted, “but it’s a lot more responsibility than I had in mind right now.”
 
   She smiled.  She took my hand and placed it over her belly, then looked me in the eye.
 
   “You wish to found a manor—a manor of schooling, is it?—and have pledged yourself to aid me in this,” she said, patting my hand.  “Shall you not profit and learn from these who would follow you?”
 
   I listened with only half an ear; my right shoulder was still hurting and she’d taken my right hand.  But there was something strange I felt…
 
   “Shh,” I said, and knelt down, pressing my head to her belly.
 
   “What—” she began, and I shushed her again, listening.  I could hear her heartbeat and breathing… tune that out, tune out the sounds of the wind in the trees, the sound of thirty people snoring and sleeping, the crackle of a campfire… and listen within her…
 
   Heartbeats.  Tiny things, smaller than the sound of snowflakes falling on water.  Two of them.
 
   I stood up.
 
   “Twins,” I said.  “You’re going to have twins.”
 
   She broke into a radiant smile.  And I mean that; light glowed from her, faintly, like she had glow-in-the-dark skin.  Raeth and Bouger both congratulated us.  I got the impression they already knew about her having a baby.
 
   “Why, of course,” Bouger answered, after I asked.  “Did you think she would not tell us?  We are traveling far and we are taking all the care of her we may.  It would not do to keep such a thing a secret.”
 
   “I guess you’re right,” I admitted.
 
   “Although, she didn’t say who the father of the child—the children—is.”  Bouger grinned at me and nudged me in the ribs.  “But I think you just did, eh?”
 
   “Oh shut up,” I mumbled.  I’m glad I can’t blush at night.  “We’ve got a long road in the morning; let’s turn in.”
 
   “Anxious to get to bed?” Bouger added.  I growled at him softly and he smirked.  Raeth kicked him in an ankle and gestured; the two of them retreated to a tent to sack out.  Tamara took my hand and led me to a tent.  Her tent.
 
   “Unless you intend to spend the night in the cold?” she asked.
 
   I allowed myself to be led.
 
   Inside the tent, she lay down on a pad of blankets and drew another over her, then looked at me expectantly.  I sighed theatrically and undressed.
 
   “You’re hurt,” she said, upon seeing my shoulder.
 
   “Not to speak of; it’s getting better.”
 
   “But you should have healed, should you not?  It is night.”
 
   “Yeah, but it was a demon what done it,” I answered.  “It’s dead now.  I’ll be fine in a day or two.”
 
   “Let me see,” she demanded, sitting up.  I sat down beside her and let her examine me.  The bite was still there, the mark of fangs driven through flesh and bone until they met inside.  It was much shallower now; the flesh was healing from the inside up toward the surface.
 
   “Did you wash these?” she asked.
 
   “Yes, with blood.”
 
   “Good.  Now tell me how this happened.”
 
   So I explained what happened—coming across the gata, greeting Utai, making a sort of pact, killing the demonic thing, recovering for a day, feeding on their gifts, then coming here.  When I spoke of the demon, her eyes grew wide, but she did not interrupt.  When I was done, she touched my wounds and bit her lip, thinking.
 
   “What you killed was something fouler than you know,” she said, softly.  “It is a thing that eats other demons.”
 
   “Then I’m sorry I killed it.”
 
   “No, do not be.  It is an unclean thing.  It was seeking you, I will swear to it; it favors the flesh of all things of darkness over any mortal meat.”
 
   I felt cold chills that had nothing to do with the weather.
 
   “So it was looking for me?”
 
   Tamara nodded.  “I fear so.”
 
   I thought about it.  Utai used to be with me a lot, and I’d cloaked her in a shielding spell.  But I hadn’t maintained it in a long time—doubtless, it had gone down by now.  Anyone looking for me—okay, let’s face it: one or more of Tobias’ mages, if he still trusted them; possibly even Tobias himself through the agency of the Devourer—might put something terrible on her trail to wait for me.  Something nasty and dangerous that might even kill me.
 
   They couldn’t be sure of that.  So what would be the backup?  Something to follow me, maybe, to keep an eye on me…
 
   I pulled Tamara close to me and whispered my thoughts to her.  She nodded, silently.
 
   “I’m going to step outside and look around, see if I can find anything watching.”
 
   “I will wait here,” she whispered.  “If you need any aid…”
 
   I kissed her cheek.  “I’ll yell.”  I got up, dressed, went outside, and headed for Bronze as though I were leaving.  As I mounted, I started spreading out tendrils to check for unpleasant Things.  I remembered to search higher than ground level, too.  I also looked into the sky, in case some Thing was flying.  Nothing.
 
   Relieved, I went back into the tent and to Tamara.
 
   “Nothing to be seen,” I reported, smiling.  “Not a sign of anything.”
 
   She looked pensive.  “That may be well,” she said, still frowning slightly, “or any watchers may have already departed to report.”
 
   My cheerful feeling subsided rather rapidly.
 
   “Thanks.  I feel ever so much better, now.”
 
   She smiled a little.  “But much more forewarned.”
 
   “True enough.  It looks like I’ll be up all night, keeping eyes and ears open.”
 
   She settled down and curled into the blanket.  “Then I shall sleep soundly.”
 
   I smiled at her.  “You do that.”  I settled down to listen and be paranoid for a while.
 
    
 
   Nothing happened for the rest of the night.  If the intent had been to follow me, the tail had come and gone.  If it had been calculated to make me wonder and worry, it was highly successful.  If someone had only set a Thing on Utai to ambush me, it was only a partial success; I lived.
 
   It was a long night.
 
   I got a trio of blankets from one wagon when the sky started to lighten; the tents were canvas and not all that thick.  Tamara was nice enough to warm me up beforehand.
 
   Sunrise smote me like a flaming fist.  Then it grabbed me and squeezed.  I locked my teeth together and tried not to scream.  It was worse, far worse, than any I’d previously experienced.  In seconds, I was dripping with a foul, reeking sweat; my heart hammered slow and hard, gradually building speed.  Every inch of my skin had its own pitchfork-wielding demon—and the tines went deep, through muscle and bone.  
 
   And my shoulder!  Some sadist with a chemistry set had been at it with his newest and most refined compounds.  I thought the whole shoulder and arm was going to come off.  Then I started to wish it would.
 
   When the sun finished its horizon-clearing, I didn’t have the strength to unroll.
 
   That was a bad one.  Right, boss?
 
   I couldn’t come up with a wisecrack answer, either.  “Yes,” I whispered.
 
   Tamara hauled on a blanket edge and unrolled me.  She waved a hand in front of her face.  “Phew!  What happened?”
 
   “I don’t know,” I croaked.  My voice was rough.  “It shouldn’t have been that bad.”
 
   “You’re bleeding,” she noted, reaching down to touch my shoulder.  The holes from the fangs were indeed bleeding freely; they weren’t as bad as the morning after the bite, but I still needed a bandage.  She laid her hand over the ones in front and her hair did that firefall trick again; living flame poured out of her hand and into my shoulder.
 
   There was a terrible moment of blinding pain and then blackness.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SUNDAY, JANUARY 8TH
 
    
 
   I woke in a bed.  Again.  This whole passing-out thing is getting old. 
 
   The first thing I noticed was that my shoulder was stiff and aching, but otherwise fine.  The second thing I noticed was Tamara had her head on it.  Her unbound hair was spilled all over my chest and shoulder and seemed to be flickering.
 
   Well, okay, yes.  It was, in fact, flickering.
 
   She was snuggled up next to me under the covers and apparently had no qualms about being naked in bed.  Not that I could say anything; I was peeled down as well.  Maybe it was my imagination, but she seemed was a bit wider around the middle.  Her belly was hard to the touch—harder than I recalled.  I suppose it could have been from a lot of sit-ups… but it wasn’t.
 
   A lot of incredible things have happened to me.  More than I like to really think about.  But waking up with a beautiful woman half-wrapped around me beats the hell out of all of them.  There’s nothing supernatural about it—one might say it’s entirely natural.  I like it better than the rush of power or the taste of blood.
 
   Pity it happens so seldom.  I could get used to this.  Or rather, I don’t think I could ever get used to it.  Especially when I think about her having my baby—babies!—in her belly.  My children.  It makes my head spin to think about it.  Hell, it scares me, too.
 
   Of course, there’s something not quite right about her hair being on fire—yes, all of it; eyebrows included—like that.  But if she can cope with my tendency to sprout fangs and bite people, I’ll live with it and count myself lucky.  She’s a keeper.
 
   I wondered what time it was.  It was definitely daytime but I couldn’t place the hour; the windows were shuttered and covered.  The room was also quite small; I was willing to bet it was an inn.  I didn’t see anything for heating the room, but the place was quite toasty.
 
   I glanced at the still-flickering hair spread over me.  Okay, so, there were no mundane heaters in the room.
 
   I noticed ropes hanging from the rafters, one in each corner of the room.  I wondered what those were for.  Did we take a room in a bondage bordello?
 
   The next question was in regard to the day—what day?  How long was I napping?  And why?
 
   Ah, well.  When she woke up, doubtless she’d tell me.  So I sighed pleasantly and settled in to nap and wait.
 
    
 
   I woke up when she tried to get out of bed.
 
   “Morning,” I offered, without regard for the actual time, whatever it was.
 
   She burst into smiles and kissed me.  Hard.  I had to remember to breathe.
 
   “You’re alive!” she whispered, once she let my mouth go.  I hugged her and she buried her face in my neck.
 
   “Of course I’m alive,” I answered.  “I’m hard to kill.  Plus, I have you to help.”
 
   “I am not sure what was wrong with you,” she said, muffled.  “I was afraid you would not wake.”
 
   “I feel fine,” I replied, hugging her some more.  “I’m glad I’m awake to get kissed like that and enjoy it.  What happened?”
 
   “I… I am not entirely sure,” she said, still holding me.  “Something in your blood reacted to the Flame… You had convulsions.  It… was difficult to keep you alive.”
 
   “Well done,” I replied, absently.  Convulsions?  At night?  That could be bad for anyone in arm’s reach.
 
   It was, boss.
 
   Oh, thanks, I thought back.  What happened?
 
   Raeth got a broken arm, Bouger a broken leg, and the ropes are hanging in the corners.  They bought a small shack, shored it up a bit, and they’ve been hanging you by wrists and ankles from the roof beams so you could twist and buck all you like without breaking the furniture or walls.  Just at night, of course.
 
   No convulsions during the day?
 
   Nope.  Not a twitch.  And Tammy’s been washing you in a firebath every morning to put you back together.  A lot of crap apparently burned out of your system that first time she flamed you.  Good thing, too, or she wouldn’t have been able to keep roasting you to life.
 
   Tammy? I thought, questioningly.
 
   You know.  The redheaded piece that’s pretending to be welded to you?
 
   Her name, I thought carefully,  is Tamara.
 
   There was a long pause.
 
   Um… right.  I shouldn’t call her “Tammy”?
 
   Not unless she says you can.
 
   Um.  And I’ve pissed you off.
 
   Right.
 
   I’m sorry, and I won’t do it again? Firebrand ventured.
 
   I smiled.  I’m sure you will, but I’ll forgive you.  Probably.  Just… be nice to Tamara, okay?
 
   Got it, boss.  She’s the one?
 
   I don’t know.  I certainly like her a lot.  Plus, she’s growing kids.  My kids.  That’s a lot of bonus points in her favor.
 
   Check, boss.  Can’t wait to see the hatchlings!
 
   I ignored that and turned my attention back to Tamara.
 
   “You are getting better,” she went on.  “This is the first day you have woken.”
 
   “I’m pleased I did.  Especially with you.”  She blushed; I could feel the heat from her face.
 
   “I too am glad.  Now, are you hungry?”
 
   “Famished.”
 
   “Then I will bring you food.  After, if you feel strong enough, there are many who wish to know that you live.”
 
   “Many?  What do you mean, ‘many’?”
 
   “All in our company,” she answered, rising and reaching for a gown.  “Your knights, of course, and Hellas most especially.”
 
   “She’s not sleeping in front of the door, is she?” I asked, concerned.
 
   “No,” Tamara replied, eyes twinkling, “but she would if it had not snowed so.  She follows you like a lost puppy, my lord.”
 
   I repressed a flinch.  “So she does.  Any thoughts on how to get her to stop?”
 
   “Not really,” she replied, sitting on the bed to pull on boots.  “You are kind to her.”
 
   “Yeah, well, I guess someone ought to be,” I muttered.  “Am I well?”
 
   She looked me over critically.  It reminded me of being x-rayed.
 
   “I think so.  For today, at least.  Whatever was wrong with you—or is wrong with you—is magical in its nature; you have no illness in your body.  There was something dark and evil that coursed in your blood; I have burned away all that can be.  What remains may well be part of you forever.”
 
   “I see.  Or, rather, I don’t.”  I sat up in the bed, carefully.  “I recall I was bleeding again…”
 
   “I tried to heal you.  That darkness that hid within your flesh—perhaps a venom from that demon-eater—reacted to the touch of Fire.  Most of it has burned away with the touch of the Goddess.  In your deathly state, it would have been most painful.  Since you were mortal when the Fire touched you… it nearly killed you,” she finished, whispering.
 
   “Ah.”  I don’t like coming within a hairsbreadth of dying.  Coming that close and only finding out about it later makes it worse.  I should have kept my yap shut and not asked.  Curiosity can be a curse.  “So, what part of it is left?”
 
   “I cannot say.  It has… the darkness in your blood seems blacker than before, but no deeper.”
 
   “I’m not following.”
 
   She bit her lip and rose to pace a little.
 
   “The darkness in your blood can be seen by a priestess if she looks deep enough.  I have seen it.  I know it well.  Darkness calls to darkness, and the poison of that demon—if that is what it is—has made that darkness deeper, but has not spread it any.  It has grown more powerful with the addition of more dark force, but has not spread farther.  Does that make any sense?”
 
   “Sort of.  The river has gone from dark water to black paint, but it isn’t any wider, deeper, or faster?”
 
   “That is a good way to view it.  Yes.”
 
   “Can I get up?”
 
   “I cannot keep you in bed,” she replied.  Then she smiled impishly.  “At least, not without exerting you unduly.  Do try to be restful.  I know not what sort of exertions may prove to be your undoing.”
 
   “Take it easy.  Got it.”  I got up and went to the washstand; I miss taking a hot shower.  Tamara came over, kissed the back of my neck, and then slipped outside.  The glimpse I caught through the doorway showed snow.  Definitely a shack, not an inn.  Ah, well.
 
   Once I cleaned myself up I hunted around for clothes.  They’d brought in all my stuff, including Firebrand.
 
   I thought it would be a good thing to stick near you, boss; besides, I don’t mind it when Tamara picks me up; she understands fire.
 
   “Good thinking.”
 
   I noticed my good outfit had already been replaced.  I decided on something plainer for the day; no telling when I’d get flaming bits of demon exploded all over me again.  Then I waited for Tamara.
 
   She came back with a large tray and Raeth; he had one arm in a sling.  After she set the tray down on the foot of the bed she seated herself in the only chair.  Raeth appropriated a stool.  I sat on the bed and ate.
 
   Between mouthfuls—scrambled eggs, toasted black bread, some sort of fish, cracker-like things, some winter vegetables, and a cereal-based broth—I apologized to Raeth about the arm.
 
   “Think nothing of it,” he said, waving the other dismissively.  “It is an occupational hazard when one swears fealty to such as you.  Your lady is most helpful in setting and mending bones.  She tells me I will be wielding a sword again within a day or two.”
 
   I blinked.  “What’s the holdup?  Shouldn’t you be well by now?”
 
   “Ah, but her attentions have been summat reserved for a most special patient.  I agree with her in that regard.  Besides, bone takes much more time and effort than a bit of torn flesh.”
 
   Which reminded me he was one of those who helped to tie me up while I was thrashing around.  I found my appetite was gone.  Then what he’d said played back in my brain:  when one swears fealty to such as you.
 
   “Raeth…” I began.  I stopped because I wasn’t at all sure what to follow it with.  I still don’t think there’s a good way to ask people if they know I’m an undead creature of the night.
 
   He just nodded.
 
   I stared at him for a minute.  “You know?”  It’s not fancy, but I guess that works.
 
   “I know,” he agreed.
 
   “Who else?”
 
   “Bouger.  Hellas.  And her ladyship,” he added, nodding to Tamara.
 
   I sighed.  A hell of a secret.  Like being a little bit pregnant.  What was that saying?  Three can keep a secret if two are dead?  I wondered who else might know or suspect.  If this kept up, the whole world would know.
 
   “How do you feel about this, Raeth?”
 
   He opened his mouth, closed it, and paused for thought.  Tamara snapped her fingers at me and pointed at the tray.  I let him think while I shoveled away at a breakfast I didn’t want anymore.
 
   “I think,” he began, “that I do not know what to think.  I have seen you helpless and in pain.  I have seen you angry and full of wrath.  I have seen you laugh yourself to tears.  I have sung bawdy songs beside a campfire with you.  I have my life because you gave it to me.”  He shrugged.  “I do not know what a nightlord is; I only know what I have been told.  But I know you only as a man.  You are also a nightlord, but it does not diminish you.”
 
   “You know the Hand wants me dead,” I pointed out.  “How is this going to go with your religious convictions?”
 
   He shrugged.  “I have never been overfond of the Church, and my only oath is as a knight.  If I can do my duty, my place in the next world should be at least tolerable.”  He smiled slightly.  “I do not think any god will be too quick to damn me for my oath to you.  Besides, I believe the Lady will have something to say about where I go when I leave this flesh.”
 
   “That She will,” Tamara declared.  She moved to Raeth, put her arms around his neck, and kissed him soundly.  “I say it.”
 
   “Then my soul is well-cared-for,” Raeth finished, blushing just a little.  Tamara let him go and moved back to her chair.
 
   “All right,” I said.  “I’m sorry I didn’t trust you sooner.”
 
   “You are wise to keep it secret,” he answered.  “Remain wise.  Tell no one.  Speak not of it.  You are the evil that comes in the night,” he said, chuckling.  “Those people who believe in your kind will fear you.  He who forces them to face that fear will suffer for it.”
 
   “Gee, thanks.”
 
   “It is but how I see it.”
 
   “Okay.  Thank you.  I mean it.”
 
   Tamara interjected, “Are you done?”
 
   I gulped down the last of breakfast.  “Yeah.  Thank you, too.”
 
   She took the tray and shook her head, smiling.  “You go ahead and worry.  Men do that.”  She breezed back out in to the cold.
 
   “So where are we?” I asked.  “I don’t remember breaking camp.”
 
   “Well, we had a choice:  stay or press on.  Going back would have wasted a couple days’ worth of travel.  We kept on southward for a little less than a day before we reached here—Teryn, a big village that is trying hard to be a town.”
 
   “How long have we been here?”
 
   Raeth hesitated, then answered, “Two weeks or so.”
 
   I digested that.
 
   “I was out for two weeks?”
 
   “A little more.  This is the fifteenth day since you collapsed.”
 
   No wonder I woke up hungry.
 
   “I see.  So what’s our situation?”
 
   “We are doing rather well.  There’s a small inn and we are occupying most of it.  We had to get you your own shack because of the jerking and twisting.”
 
   “So I understand.  You hung me by wrists and ankles?” I asked, nodding at the distant corners and the ropes.
 
   “Yes.  No leverage to pull down walls that way.”
 
   “That’s good thinking.  I’m not sure I would have thought of it.  How are the finances?”
 
   “Excellent.  We could winter here,” he answered, smiling.  
 
   “And you wouldn’t mind, would you?”
 
   “Slogging through the snow is not my idea of comfort.  And there is Bouger’s leg, my arm, your own illness…” he trailed off.
 
   “Tamara will have you back in the saddle before the day is out.  If I don’t have a relapse this evening, we’ll be off in the morning.  Anything I should know about, otherwise?”
 
   Raeth looked thoughtful for long seconds.  “Nothing that would force us to stay—or flee, for that matter.  Do you wish to go say hello to your troops?”
 
   I winced.  “I don’t have troops.  I have people who have decided to throw in their lot with me.  May whatever gods there be have mercy on them.”
 
   Raeth chuckled.  “It’s not so bad as all that.”
 
   I got up and reached for heavier clothes.  “I hope you’re right.”
 
    
 
   One of the first places we went was the inn.  The place was packed and the staff was busy; I doubt they ever had this much business in the winter.  I still got a seat by the fire in short order; no less than six men got up to clear a space for Tamara, Raeth, and I—and each saluted with that fist-to-the-chest gesture as they moved.  
 
   What gets me is that nobody told them to; they saw us come in and cleared right out.  Cheerfully, even!  I’m not used to that.  Do these people just need to follow someone?  Is it a cultural thing?  A kind of self-image?  It’s like they need to feel a connection to a larger group.
 
   So we sat down and I had a second breakfast—well, a lunch.  My appetite was returning and both Tamara and Raeth had eaten much earlier.  Besides, Tamara insisted we all needed to eat; Raeth and I to recover, she to “feed tiny fires.”
 
   We were halfway through bowls of something too thick to be soup when one of the more nondescript people in the place came up.  I recognized his face but couldn’t place his name; he had a high forehead, a trimmed beard, dark hair, and eyes of a muddy green-brown color.
 
   “Lord?” he asked, dipping to touch one knee to the floor and then stand again.
 
   I assumed he meant me.  “Yes?”
 
   “My lord, I’ve ne’er been given the chance to swear,” he said.  His hat was being slowly throttled in his hands.
 
   “And what would you swear?” I asked, putting down my spoon.
 
   “My fealty and fortune in allegiance to you, my lord.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   That stumped him for a second.  He thought about it.
 
   “I was there when you broke the viksagi,” he said, as though that said it all.  Then I remembered him more clearly; he was one of the wounded.  One leg had been hurt in the fighting during the barracks-burning, so he sat behind a merlon and loaded for someone who could stand.
 
   “Will you cross the Church, defy the Hand, and risk your life, your fortune, and your sacred honor in my service?” I asked.
 
   He went to one knee again.  “I will,” he said, eyes brimming.  “I swear it,” he whispered.
 
   I looked around the room and raised my voice.  “Who among you will so swear?” I asked.
 
   Most of the room rose to its feet and then went down to one knee.  The few who remained seated or standing were evidently natives to the place or the staff at the inn; those just gaped.
 
   “We swear it,” they said.  It was soft and solemn and they meant it.  I could hear they meant it.  If I asked them to follow me over the edge of a cliff, they would, trusting me to see they didn’t fall.
 
   “Understand me,” I said.  “The Church bears me no love, and less for the lady at my side, mother of my heirs.  Your oath will bind you to me and mine, until death or I release you.  You will face hardship and danger.  Will you still swear?”
 
   “We swear it,” they murmured.
 
   “Then I accept your oaths and I swear to be as just, as kind, and as generous as I can.  Go back to your meals.”  They rose again and seated themselves, and I caught the guy who started it all by the sleeve.  “What is your name?”
 
   “I am Hebron, my lord,” he replied, bowing.
 
   “I am pleased to meet you.  What do you do?”
 
   “Lord?”
 
   “What is your occupation?  Soldier?”
 
   “Oh, yes.  Halberdier, mostly, my lord.”
 
   “Anything else?”
 
   He looked thoughtful for a moment.  “My Da, he always said I’d make a fine tailor and take over the shop when he passed on, but I’ve no care for cloth and thread, my lord.”
 
   “Fair enough.  And you enjoy being a soldier?”
 
   “Oh, yes, my lord.  A rough life, to be sure, but I likes it.”
 
   “Very good.  That will be all.”
 
   He saluted again and went back to a table.  I turned my attention to my soup.  Tamara squeezed my knee under the table and I smiled at her.
 
   “I meant to speak to you about that,” Raeth said.  “Many who follow your banner have not yet sworn.  Although,” he added, smiling slightly, “those numbers have diminished.  Shall I make arrangements?”
 
   “By all means.  But I want more than soldiers, Raeth.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes.  I mean to have my own barony, duchy, kingdom, whatever it is.  I want to found a school; a place for people to learn other things besides just some sort of trade.  A place for the curious to go and have their curiosity satisfied.”
 
   He nodded.  “I have not known where we are bound, but I have gathered together all who would follow; crafters are slow to abandon their shops, but a few can be persuaded.  We will gather what we can as we go.” 
 
   “Good.  We should have time; it’s a long trip.”
 
   “Oh?” Tamara asked.  “You know where we are bound?”
 
   “I do.  I found us a mountain.  I think you’ll like it.”
 
   “It is far?” Raeth asked.
 
   “Yes.  But we’ll be heading through the Eastgate, then southward along the range.  The going should be easier there even though there aren’t any roads.”
 
   Raeth nodded.  “I trust the barbarians will not trouble us?”
 
   “I think,” I answered, smiling tightly, “I can convince them we should be left alone.  At least at first; I intend to trade with them later.”
 
   Raeth and Tamara both looked at me.  Tamara arched one eyebrow and Raeth clasped his hands, leaned forward, and asked, “Trade?  With savages?”
 
   “You’d be surprised.”
 
   “If you say it, I believe it.  Very well.”
 
   We fell to chatting about what it takes to make a manor or village.  There are a lot of skills needed to build and maintain, feed and house.  As we traveled toward Eastgate, we would hire people to come along if we could.  If not, we’d do the best we could with what we had.  Our route would take us straight south for a while, through a more populated area of the kingdom, the we’d hang a left to head toward Eastgate.  On a map, our route from Eastgate to Crag Keep would be the eastern and northern lines of a box; the return route would be the western and southern borders of it, but we would see more people.  I had no argument with that.
 
   As we were winding down the discussion, Hellas came downstairs.  She was pale and weak and moved very slowly.  Nobody came close to her; I think they were afraid she might be sick.
 
   Nuts to that, I thought.  I got up and hurried over to her, helped her down the steps and to a table.  She smiled at me and I tried to smile back.
 
   “So what happened to you?” I asked.  “Not feeling well?”
 
   She smiled weakly.  “Better now, sir.”
 
   “Good.”  I got a waitress/barmaid and had her fetch food.  “Will you manage on your own?”
 
   “I will.  Thank you.”
 
   “My pleasure.”  I slid back over to my table and found Tamara smiling at me.  Raeth was also looking amused.
 
   “What?”
 
   “I am done with my lunch,” Tamara said.  “Shall we take a walk?”
 
   “In the snow?” I asked, ignoring the non sequiteur.
 
   “I am a fire-witch.”
 
   “So you are.  All right.  Raeth, if you’ll excuse us?”
 
   “Certainly.”
 
   So Tamara and I went for a walk, arm in arm.  The village was sizable.  Dirt roads, but the town square had a few wooden buildings for civic functions; a town hall, for example.  A permanent stage was in the center of the square.  I noticed that there was someone sitting on the stage, leaning against a heavy post.  Bad time for it; it was cold as a brass monkey.
 
   “I am pleased that you are kind to Hellas,” she said, after a few dozen yards.
 
   “She needs someone to be kind to her,” I answered.  “Why not me?”
 
   Tamara shook her head, amused.  “Why not, indeed?”
 
   We walked a little farther; there were few people out.  Several of those saluted; I didn’t recognize all of them, but most.  I returned all the salutes and we kept walking.
 
   “All right,” I said at last, “what’s the scoop on Hellas?  You’re being awfully quiet.”
 
   She grinned impishly.  “You have much to be thankful for, especially from her.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   “She volunteered her body and soul to save you.”
 
   I was quiet while I digested that—no pun intended.
 
   “She was the first,” Tamara went on.  “I could not heal you at night; something in your night-blood now refuses the Fire.  But she could give of her blood to feed you and her spirit to lend you strength—and I could heal her.  Alone, she might have given up her life to make you live.  But she was not alone.”
 
   “Who else?” I asked.
 
   “Who else but your noble knights?  Your thrashings hurt them, yet they surrendered their living blood for you.  Did you think their broken bones were something I could not mend?  There was much to heal and I could spare little enough effort for their limbs.”
 
   “Raeth didn’t say a word about this.”
 
   “He would not.  Just as you would not, were your positions reversed.”
 
   “Why not just bleed some animals?” I asked.  “They have pigs around here, don’t they?”
 
   She smiled, sadly.  “And risk your life further?  How should we have kept such a thing a secret?”
 
   I shook my head.  “Well, I will be damned.”  My respect for Raeth and Bouger, already high, soared.  Hellas’ tagged along with them.
 
   “I doubt it.”
 
   “You would know better than I.  So when can we hit the road again?”
 
   She worried her lower lip for a moment and said, “Tomorrow, I think.  It will depend on how you fare tonight.  If all is well… yes.  Tomorrow.”
 
   “Fair enough.”
 
    
 
   We spent the rest of the day in conversation and idleness.  I didn’t mind.  Tamara is beautiful and charming.  We lounged in the one-room house, chatting.  I can’t begin to think of all the things we said; it was a freewheeling, unstructured, stream-of-consciousness conversation that went everywhere, naturally, easily, effortlessly.
 
   I have no spell to help me this time.  I think I’m falling in love.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MONDAY, JANUARY 9TH
 
    
 
   Nightfall wasn’t so bad.  I’ve had worse.  I cleaned up and got dressed.  Tamara stayed in bed and watched me, giggling a little when I paused to pose after every garment.  I was in a good mood and we were both feeling playful.
 
   “Are you going out?” she asked.
 
   “Just for a bit.  I have to see if I’ve changed.  And I have to hunt down something for the Master of the Hunt.”
 
   She raised eyebrows at me.  “Is it time?”
 
   “No, but I never like getting behind on an obligation.”
 
   “Quite so.  Will you be back soon?”
 
   “I think so.”  I sat down on the bed and kissed her.  She put her arms around my neck and smiled into the kiss.
 
   She laughed a little and pushed me away.  “Go.  Find some animal and give the Huntsman my regards.”
 
   “I will.”  With a final hand-squeeze, I got up, buckled on Firebrand, and slipped out into the night.  My first order of business was to check on Bronze.  She was happy to see me and a little reproachful I hadn’t stopped by during the day.  The stableboy watched from the loft; I can only imagine what he was thinking about my talking to a metal horse.
 
   I mounted and we went for a walk around town.  At night, I saw things differently.  Not necessarily more clearly, but definitely with a different perspective.  It’s hard to describe.  Some things just stand out more; the contrasts are different.  The emphasis on the world is skewed when you don’t see darkness.  It’s not a world of living color, but of black and white and shades of grey.
 
   I noticed the fellow on the stage in the market square was still there.  Considering the weather—it was solidly clouded over and starting to snow a little—that seemed downright strange.  Bronze and I ambled over.  The stage was a little under shoulder-height on Bronze, so moving right up next to him to chat wasn’t a problem.
 
   “Hail, stranger,” I offered.  He was wrapped in a large fur, possibly a bearskin, and looked like he had been there all day.  He was shivering, needed a haircut, and looked absolutely miserable.  I’d say he was about fourteen.
 
   “Hail,” he answered, voice rough.  He had some of the fur up over his head like a hood; he peered at me from it like a frightened animal in its cave.
 
   “Why are you here?”
 
   “My master is punishing me,” he replied.
 
   “For…?”
 
   “I failed to stock the woodbox and the hearthfire went out.  This is to remind me that winter can be cold.”
 
   “Oh.  How much longer do you have out here?”
 
   “At least until morning,” he answered, shivering and drawing the fur more tightly around himself.  I heard the clink of a chain.
 
   Okay, slavery offends me.  Well, maybe not slavery per se, but this sort of punishment is unreasonable, at least as far as I’m concerned.  Then again, a master can do pretty much anything he wants with a slave, including being a sadistic bastard.  So, okay, yeah, I was right the first time.  Slavery offends me.
 
   “Are you allowed to eat?” I asked.
 
   He looked thoughtful and slightly desperate.  “Nothing was said.”
 
   “Hold on.”  I went back to the inn for a bowl of something hot for him.  The few people still there stared openly at me while I paid for a bowl of bubbling stew, as well as the wooden bowl and spoon to go with it.  I ignored them.  It’s impolite to stare at strangers, but I didn’t feel like making an issue of it.
 
   I went back out and gave the bowl to the fellow; I sat on Bronze to have a more convenient conversation.  He took the bowl with shaking hands.  Despite that, he managed to eat it all before it got cold.
 
   “Thank you,” he offered, handing back the bowl.  Through the opened fur, I saw the iron collar around his neck.
 
   “No problem.  What’s your name?”
 
   “Muldo.”  I watched his spirit as he spoke, looking at the patterns and how they shifted.  A bright young man, this one.  A bit chaotic, perhaps… but curious and with a good heart.  I tasted his soul, just a taste, and knew him for what he was:  kind and curious and afraid.
 
   “I am Halar.  Good to meet you.”
 
   “You are Sir Halar, the lord that was ill?” he asked.
 
   I sighed inwardly and decided it wasn’t worth the effort to clarify.  “I am.”
 
   “Are you also the one who slew the dragon?”  His eyes were widening.
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And broke the viksagi invasion?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “And—”
 
   “Yes,” I cut him off.  “That bard has been through here, hasn’t he?”
 
   “Um.  Yes, lord.  Did you survive your illness?”
 
   I blinked at him.  “I beg your pardon?”
 
   He bit his lip and clutched the fur tighter around himself.  “I beg your pardon, lord.  I do not mean to offend.”
 
   “You haven’t.  I just don’t understand the question.  Of course I survived it.  I’m up and about.”
 
   “As you say, sir.”
 
   “Why do you ask?” I asked, feeling suspicious.
 
   “You have the look of one who should be dead,” he answered.
 
   I glanced down at myself, checking for holes.  I felt fine, but a mortal wound is just an annoyance at night; you never know.  I was visibly intact…
 
   …and my hands were white as moonlight, cold as the winter’s chill.  Whups.
 
   “It’ll go away shortly,” I replied.  “It’s just the aftereffects.  I’ll get my color back tomorrow.”  Mentally, I kicked myself for not doing something to adjust my color before going out.  I need to remember that, make it a habit.  But it wouldn’t do to shift around this second, in front of him.  I’d wait until later.  I also wondered why Tamara didn’t say anything.  Maybe because I hadn’t intended to hang around with people.
 
   “As you say, sir.”
 
   Drat.  This also explained why people stared at me in the inn.  There would be stories circulating soon about the dead man unless I did something about it.  Breakfast in the morning, looking healthy, maybe.  Perhaps there could be stories about a fire-witch bringing back the dead, instead.  That would be better, anyway.
 
   I changed the subject.  “What do you do for your master?”
 
   He looked startled for a second, probably at the sudden shift in topic.
 
   “I clean the house, tend his things, and do chores.”
 
   “What are you worth?”
 
   “I… I don’t know,” he admitted.
 
   “Fair enough.  Who is your master and where can I find him?”
 
   He pointed to a large house on the edge of the town square.  Obviously a well-to-do gentleman.  I nudged Bronze and we headed for it at a walk.  I dismounted and knocked on the door.  Inside, there were footsteps, then a voice.
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “Sir Halar the Wizard,” I answered, trying to sound imperious.  I feel silly saying my titles; it just doesn’t seem, well… me.  
 
   The door opened up to reveal a big man.  Only an inch or so taller than I, he was somewhat more brawny and beginning to run to fat.  He looked to be in his mid-forties, a respectable age for a medieval society, even one with wandering wizards for doctors.
 
   “What can I do for you?” he asked, looking at me with a sort of fascinated stare.
 
   “May I come in?  It’s cold out here.”
 
   “Yes.  Yes, of course.”  I walked in at his invitation and made sure to stomp my feet on the doormat; no need to track snow into the house.  It was a nice house.
 
   “Thank you,” I said.  “I couldn’t help but notice you have a slave on the platform in the square.”
 
   “Ah?  Yes, he’s a rather forgetful lad; I hate to be strict with him, but he has to learn to focus on the matters at hand.  May I offer you hot tea?”
 
   “No, but thank you; I have a very strict medicinal diet until I’m fully recovered.”
 
   He nodded and gestured me to a chair.  He seated himself as I did.
 
   “I had heard of your illness.  You will make a full recovery?”
 
   “Yes, I believe so.  I hope so.  But I find I will need some assistance in keeping my clothes and equipment in good order; I think I need a valet.  I am interested in purchasing Muldo.”
 
   His eyebrows rose a fraction.  “He would make a good valet, that is true.”
 
   “I think so.  What do you want for him?”
 
   He looked crafty for a moment, thinking.
 
   “You are a wizard, yes?” he asked.
 
   “I am a wizard, yes,” I answered.
 
   “Can you restore a man’s… potency?”
 
   I thought about it.
 
   “It depends on what is wrong, but I think so, yes.”
 
   “Then I want you to try,” he said.  “I’ve asked the priests and they tell me it is the will of their god that I shall have no heirs.  If you succeed, Muldo is yours.”
 
   “I’ll try.  When?”
 
   “Whenever you like.”
 
   “Okay.  Sit still and I’ll see if I can figure out what’s wrong.”
 
   He gulped down his tea, set the mug aside, and braced himself in the chair.  Clearly, he expected whatever I did to hurt.
 
   I uncoiled tendrils and sent them shifting and moving through his flesh.  If you don’t mind, I’m going to gloss over the opportunity to make jokes about probing and stroking and all the rest, okay?  I figured out what was wrong.  Let’s leave it at that.
 
   Then I got a shock; I was forced to leave it at that.
 
   I tried to put a spell together to fix the problem.  I couldn’t.  I reached out for magical power to weave into a spell… and couldn’t get a grip on any.  I couldn’t tap my own reservoirs of power.  It was there, without doubt.  I could feel it, a small lake of energy, stored and potent.  But I couldn’t do anything with it.
 
   Flabbergasted.  That’s the word I want.
 
   It took a minute or two of trying before I accepted that something was wrong.  Well, I’d been sick.  Maybe that was the problem.  But I could see what would fix his problem, if only I could get my hands on some magic!
 
   “I can see how to fix it, but I will need some time to get the spell ready,” I said, smoothly.  “Tomorrow morning, perhaps, when I’m feeling better.  Will that suit you?”
 
   “You mean you can?” he asked, sounding hopeful.
 
   “Sure.  It will take a little work, but I think so.”
 
   “Tomorrow morning will be fine,” he agreed.
 
   “Excellent.  I’ll get right to work.  If you’ll excuse me?”
 
   He showed me out with great courtesy.  If I’d been in more of a mood to appreciate it, I would have enjoyed the look of hope on his face.  I was too preoccupied at the time to do more than notice.  I went out of town in a hurry and tried every spell I knew, every mind-twisting exercise of power I could remember.
 
   The tendrils worked perfectly; they come with being a vampire.  I could touch things with them, taste the life and power of a creature, even drink it.  Yet, once I took the power into myself, it stayed; I could not call it back up again.  I could feel the power in me like I could feel my own blood during the day—but what can you do with your blood?  It’s just there.   All the things I could do, all my spells, all the tricks with tendrils that rely on being a wizard—those failed.  It was as though magic simply didn’t work for me.  It was as though I wasn’t a wizard.
 
   It scared me.  I’ve gotten used to being a wizard.  I like it; it’s fun.  This new trouble, it was as terrible and frightening as a physicist waking up and realizing he’s forgotten how to add.  Or a writer discovering he’s forgotten the alphabet.
 
   Okay, first things first; off into the woods to find some hapless creature and dedicate its blood to the Huntsman.  Then I’ll worry about being nonmagical.
 
    
 
   “So how do you fix a busted wizard?” I asked.  Tamara held my hand and looked unhappy.  We were sitting on the bed in my shack, toying with breakfast, talking; I put in an appearance earlier to eat the morning meal and let people see I was quite alive.  My appetite wasn’t what it should be.  I forced myself to eat anyway; I still need to gain weight so my clothes will fit again.  Tamara, of course, ate anything in reach; she was eating for three.
 
   “I do not know,” she admitted, around a mouthful of bread.  She swallowed and continued, “You are healed of your wounds.  Can you work no magic at all?”
 
   “I tried everything I could think of last night,” I said.  “I was up until nearly sunrise, trying to squeeze out so much as a single drop of power into a spell.  Nothing.  It’s like missing an arm; I can reach for the power, but it’s only a memory; nothing happens.”
 
   “Show me.”
 
   So I got up from the bed and raised my hands.  I reached out with my little telekinetic trick, the first and easiest trick I ever learned, and tried my hardest to lift the washbowl from the nightstand.
 
   It flung itself upward.
 
   I stared in utter shock and completely forgot to keep holding it up.  It didn’t quite reach the ceiling before it came crashing back down.
 
   “It appears you are a wizard after all,” Tamara noted, eyeing the mess.
 
   I flicked a hand at one of the pottery shards; it jumped obediently into hand.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said, turning the shard over and over.  “Last night, I couldn’t levitate a leaf.”  I snapped my fingers at a candle; the Fabulous Firestarter spell worked perfectly.  “I can work magic again!”
 
   “Then let us count ourselves fortunate.  Mayhap your powers return but slowly.”
 
   “Maybe,” I agreed.  I gathered up some moisture into a mist and played with it like a ball, passing it from hand to hand.  “I’m just relieved to be able to spell again.”
 
   She smiled as she ate.  “Go help your patient,” she suggested.  “If there is a need, summon me and I will help.”
 
   I let the ball dissipate and kissed her cheek.  “I’ll bear that in mind.  But this wizardry problem has me worried.”
 
   “You will be fine,” she answered.  “Go on.  I will be with Raeth, preparing to head south.”
 
   So I did.  It really wasn’t that hard to fix his problem; a little encouragement to a muscle or two to grow stronger… that was all it took.  But he was as good as his word; we trooped over to the stage and he presented me with the end of Muldo’s chain and the key to the collar.  He even let Muldo keep the skin or rug or whatever it was.  We parted company and I took Muldo back to the shack.  
 
   “All right,” I began.  “I suppose you’re wondering what your new duties are.”
 
   “Yes, master,” he answered, looking down.
 
   I gritted my teeth.  “First of all, you’re not to call me that.  Call me anything you like as long as it’s polite.  But this whole ‘master’ business ends now.”
 
   “As you say, m— my lord?”
 
   “That’ll do.  Second, your main duties aren’t aimed at me; you’ll be answering to my lady.”
 
   “Your lady?  —my lord?”
 
   “You’ve seen the red-haired woman?”
 
   “Oh!  The fire-witch.  I never thought I would see one!  Yes, sir!”
 
   “She’s working on growing a pair of children.  You’ll be seeing to it she is as comfortable and cared-for as you can.  If you do it well, you’ll have your freedom when the children are born—and you can stay on as a paid helper.  Room and board and some pocket change.  Understand me?”
 
   He looked at me like I’d just handed him the keys to the castle treasury.  “Yes, sir!  Thank you, sir!”
 
   “All right.  Can you ride a horse?”
 
   “I have never tried, sir.”
 
   “Right.  Then let’s get you something warm to wear and see if we can find you a seat on a wagon.  Am I going to need to keep that chain on you?”
 
   “No, sir,” he said, and I could see he meant it.  “I’ll not try to run.”
 
   I took the chain in hand and touched the last link of it, where it joined the iron collar.  A spell drew out the heat of it, chilling it until it had cold vapor rolling off it in a cloudy waterfall.  I held the collar in one hand, the chain in the other, and twisted the link sharply; it jarred Muldo a bit, but the super-cooled link shattered.
 
   “I’ll take the collar off with my own hands, Muldo.  That much I promise you.  Let’s go.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, JANUARY 28TH
 
    
 
   When Raeth, Bouger, and I were traveling north to Crag Keep, I thought we were going slower than a greased turtle on tranquilizers.  I was wrong.  We’re making headway southward, but it’s slow.  Slow.  Bloody damn slow.  Marching men and creaking wagons can’t make time like cavalry.
 
   The only bright spot is that there isn’t any mud; it’s too cold for that.  And we don’t get rained on; we get snowed on.
 
   I used to like snow.  I used to like it a lot.  I liked watching it fall, liked watching a cold, crisp morning unfold, liked the pristine whiteness of a snowy field, and liked making snowballs and snow forts and snowmen.  I liked looking at it through a window while sitting in a warm room.  I liked playing in it, and then going inside to have a hot drink.
 
   That was before I had to travel in it.  Constantly.
 
   I’m learning to hate being cold.  Whoever thought of calling snow a blanket?  A blanket is warm.  A blanket of snow is a recipe for frostbite.  That metaphor seems completely stupid—now!
 
   Let me see, what else is there to note?
 
   Oh, I’ve fiddled and experimented with magic.  I can cast spells during the day; once my mortality wears off, I lose the magic.  I can see magic at night; that doesn’t appear to be affected.  But I can’t touch it.  It’s maddening.  If I want to do anything as a wizard, it’s got to be as a purely mortal wizard.  So a magical disguise has to be readied in the evening, before sunset; I can’t just go wandering around as pale as a sheet of paper without causing talk.  Just in case, I’ve taken to wearing gloves, a hood, and a scarf; at least it’s winter and I can get away with that.
 
   Maybe I burned something out?  As a nightlord, I can pump a lot of power out.  Could be I strained something.  Or maybe it’s that illness after the demon’s bite.  I don’t know how I can tell, nor what I can do about it if I ever do find out.
 
   The good news is that my tendrils and my telekinesis—if they aren’t just aspects of the same thing—seem to be more recovered.  I can lift and tote with my mind, day or night, which gives me hope I may make a full recovery someday.  In the meantime, I’m otherwise cut off from doing anything magical while I’m dead.
 
   It used to bother me a lot.  For weeks, I didn’t even feel like keeping my journal up-to-date, and I’m sorry about that.  I was snappish and depressed and generally less than convivial.  Raeth and Bouger put on their yes-sir-no-sir formal faces and did an even better job of keeping people from bothering me.  Tamara let me get away with it because she loves me—I think—and knew why I was upset.
 
   You’d think I wouldn’t mind so much.  I could still work magic during the day, right?  Well, how would you feel if you could only see and hear during the day?  If you could only stand up and walk during the day?  Or if you could only speak while the sun was up?
 
   Tamara is the sunshine in my life.  True, at night we’ve always been a little tense.  After all, I can only get it up during the day and I don’t retain body heat very well at night.  So it’s hard for her to completely forget that the person she’s cuddling in bed is a corpse that hasn’t quit moving.  Tamara tried.  She went to great lengths to make me feel appreciated, necessary, and loved.
 
   Let me give you an example.  During the daylight hours, she insisted we have afternoon naps.  These were excuses to get some quite time to ourselves for physical enjoyment of each other.  She touched me and I touched her and we found pleasures of many sorts, intense, lingering, erotic, and romantic.  In the evenings, we went for long walks—“Taking her exercise,” she calls it—and talked about me:  My past, my old girlfriends, my time before coming to this world, my time in this world, Sasha, Shada, Jon, Baron Baret… Everything I’ve said or done or felt, she wanted to know.
 
   She asked about me.  She insisted on knowing.  She listened.
 
   Okay, I have to face it:  I love her.  Nobody else would have insisted I whine about my life like that for weeks on end.
 
   On another note, Muldo has slipped right into my extended family.  He’s helpful, cheerful, and just plain nice.  I may have to tell him to get away from Tamara; I find I can’t even help her up onto a wagon—Muldo is right there.  I think he’s psychic.
 
   Hellas is still recovering from trying to feed herself to me; physically, she’s fine—it’s her essence that’s been bitten to the quick.  (And I still feel bad about that.  I know she volunteered… but that’s not the point.)  In order to have a chance at being alone with Tamara, I’ve had to give Muldo double duty, keeping Hellas fed and warm in the back of another wagon.  He even keeps track of Hellas’ boy, Esmun, while he’s caring for Hellas.  Muldo’s got more energy than a jackrabbit on speed.  
 
   When I’m not with Tamara, I’ve been busily arranging for lectures, getting a head start on school—it’s a distraction from being magically half-crippled.  It’s amazing what you can learn while traveling; it keeps you from being bored out of your skull with watching the feet go up and down.  I’ve also had a pleasant surprise:  Bouger has a talent for math.  Everyone can now count, add, subtract, multiply, and divide.  We’re working on fractions, even the kids.
 
   Yes, I said “count.”  Most of these followers had to take off clothes to count above ten.  And almost no one can read.  I never realized just how illiterate this society is.
 
   There’s something just wrong about that.  If I hadn’t already decided to build a school, that would have done it.  Literacy is something I take for granted, or used to.  Ever since my worries about learning to read Rethven, I’ve been grateful for my ability to drink my way to an education, even if I’ve been hesitant to use it.  I consider it a beneficial side effect, but not a sufficient reason on its own.
 
   So we’ve also been working on the alphabet.  The Rethven alphabet has thirty-one characters, but the alphabet song can be changed a bit to accommodate it.  I wonder if there’s ever been a troop of men marching to an alphabet cadence before.
 
   We still have weapon practice every evening when we camp; we don’t always make it to a town before nightfall.  An hour or so before sunset, the combatants get out practice weapons and we all have a go at each other.  Fortunately, Tamara now has the time and energy to see to it that everyone recovers from minor injuries; we wouldn’t risk it without her.  We’d lose too much time to injuries; being clocked by a big stick isn’t a picnic—it’s just better than being sliced by an edge.  But everyone enjoys it; it’s like having all the guys over for a violent version of basketball every night.
 
   Raeth is the most skilled of us all, so he does most of the teaching.  Bouger makes a good assistant instructor.  I make a good practice dummy.  It’s hard for me to gain skill in sparring; I beat people.  I spend a lot of time on drill, and they’ve started double-double-teaming me at practice—two teams of two men with practice weapons try to jump me at once, to teach them teamwork.
 
   It’s working; I lose fairly regularly.  Before sundown, anyway.  I haven’t tried sparring with anyone at night.  I’m a little afraid to try; I’m stronger than I was before the dragon, as well as faster.  I don’t want to accidentally break anyone.
 
   What else, what else…
 
   I’m slowly rebuilding my accustomed size; I eat everything in sight during the day and drink the rest at night.  My trousers don’t threaten to fall down if I don’t have a tight-cinched belt.  I’m disproportionally pleased with that.  Forever ago, when I was always alive, I was considering a diet to deal with a starter set of stomach.  Now I’m trying like hell to gain weight.  I should be more careful what I wish for.
 
   Yesterday, I bought another wagon, specifically for Tamara and Hellas; it’s a lot like a gata wagon.  Anyone who winds up on the binnacle list gets to ride, but this wagon is specifically for these two ladies—and me; I always wanted a mobile home.  Bronze is very understanding about hauling it.  We’ll get more horses as soon as we can.  Someday, I’ll get a great big chain and hitch all the wagons to it to let Bronze try and pull them all, like a locomotive hauling cars.  Someone will have to steer each wagon, I think, but it would free up the other horses for riders… we might make better time.
 
   The scary thing is I think Bronze can do it.  So does she.
 
   On another note, I had an idea about finding students and teachers and people who would generally love my school.  The Calling can be used to summon people who match whatever criteria I want to sort for.  Divining magic can be used to find individuals with certain qualities.  So I invented magical radar.  Low-powered radar, to be sure; I don’t want to spend more power than I have to.  Tossing big spells can attract attention.
 
   Remember my rock-in-a-pond metaphor?  Well, the spell is a lot like that.  I use a Calling framework to define the qualities of the person I want—a deep-seated curiosity, a desire to know, and a general willingness to work well with others—and use it like a divination.  The “ripples” go out from me to cover a whole village or town; they pass through everyone and everything except for the people who match.  Those reflect the “ripples” and I see the person appear to glow in my vision.  Also, the spell attracts their attention toward me—people with these qualities can’t help but notice me.
 
   With some modification, I think I have the makings of a good bug zapper.  But that’s another story.
 
   I found Kerrin with my curiosity-radar.  He’s an older man with a distinct lack of hair and enough wrinkles to keep a dry cleaner busy for weeks.  He was dressed in rags and scribbling in the dirt of a town square when he wasn’t begging for food.
 
   He used to be a merchant; he got lost in the math, though, and let business slip.  I never knew anyone could get addicted to numbers.
 
   When I found him, he was trying to work out the relationships of the various sides of triangles.  He hadn’t reinvented trigonometry, but he was trying.  He has developed the Pythagorean Theorem all on his own; I’m not sure if that’s a product of genius or obsession.  Right now, he’s in the back of a wagon, hopefully eating something, and blissfully playing with an abacus.  It took me a while to remember how to make one, but it was worth it.  I don’t have charcoal marks all over every flat surface, now.
 
   I must invest the time to re-invent the pencil and the slipstick.
 
   There are a few others like him, but not as many as I might have hoped.  Curiosity seems to be at a low ebb around here.  Most of the curious ones don’t care to leave with a traveling troupe of strangers, no matter how appealing their charismatic and charming leader happens to be.  They prefer the security of the business/farm/job.  I can’t really blame them.  Getting The Next Meal is high on the list of priorities for any lowborn in this kind of society.  Altogether, our numbers have swelled by an overwhelming eight.  
 
   Still, it hasn’t been that long.  We still have a long way to go.
 
   Tamara is about four months along, now; we had a little crying session the other morning when she tried to wear a skirt and it wouldn’t fit around her middle.  It was sort of a mixed weeping, both in despair that she’s horribly fat and looks like a cow, and joy at the evidence that she’s going to have babies.  She believes me when I tell her she’s beautiful, but doesn’t believe it for long.  I keep telling her.
 
   We have our cuddle and nuzzle in our wagon; I have a rule—and Raeth enforces it—we don’t stop for anything short of a busted wheel.  Tamara is going to add two more to our company in a few months; wherever we are, it better be a good spot.  We won’t be going anywhere for a while once she spawns.  I’d rather be at my mountain beforehand.
 
   I think I am in love.  Tamara is intelligent, charming, tolerant, and understanding.  She’s also beautiful, especially so with a swelling belly—even if she doesn’t see it that way.  And she’s getting more beautiful.  She’s also frisky in bed; I’m wondering if that’s normal for a woman as far along as she is, or if it’s just her, or if all fire-witches are like that.
 
   She’s also a priestess of a very apparent and powerful goddess, and everyone—I say again, everyone—in our expedition has converted.  Even me, although I have less of a devotion and more of an acknowledgement.  I don’t actively adore her goddess, but I do know She exists.  I met Her, after all.  Evidence doesn’t do much for faith, I’ve discovered.
 
   Besides, a certain shape-shifting goddess has been on my mind.  I don’t even know her name.
 
   Other notes…
 
   I’m exceptionally pleased at Raeth and Bouger.  These two are competent officers and able lieutenants.  I shudder to think what sort of disaster this trip would be without them.  This is no time for on-the-job training; I’m just watching and learning.  Everyone in the group acknowledges me as their lord.  Given.  But I’d be swamped with requests, questions, and pleas if it weren’t for these two.  I’ve heard them use a lot of phrases over and over:
 
   “He’s not to be disturbed.”
 
   “You want to bother him with that?”
 
   “He’s in with her ladyship.  Are you sure you want to interrupt him?”
 
   “He told me to handle anything of that sort.”
 
   “I hate to tell you to shut up—but that won’t stop me.  Shut up.”
 
   “Because I say so.  If you want to hear him say so, I’ll send you in to wake him up and a dozen men to gather wood for your pyre.”
 
   I love these two.  The only thing that would make this trip better would be Travis.
 
   I’m off to get double-double-teamed again; more later.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, FEBRUARY 14TH
 
    
 
   Valentine’s Day.  They don’t have it here, at least not by that name nor on this date.  I bought a pendant in city called Chavi two days ago.  I like it; it’s about eighteen to twenty inches of light gold chain with an orange gem in a simple setting.  It was expensive, but I defrayed part of the cost with a couple of spells for the shopkeeper.
 
   Tamara loved it.  I suspect she’d have loved it if I’d tied a rock to a piece of string and called it a pendant; she’s like that.  I felt suitably rewarded when she untied her top and insisted I put the pendant on her.  She’s well aware of my libido, and since I had just told her I found her beautiful, she was feeling beautiful.  I have the strangest effect on her.  And, come to think of it, she on me.
 
   I’m looking forward to spring.  She tells me that Planting Moon is a lot like St. Valentine’s Day; agriculturally, it’s time to start getting seed in the ground.  Socially, people exchange love-tokens, declare betrothals, and spend a lot of time making merry and making babies.  I’m promised she’ll have something special for me.
 
   Curiosity is killing me.
 
   Apparently the women gossip around the campfires while the men beat on each other.  A couple of them have joined in the weapon practice, mainly because I encourage it, but the vast majority don’t seem to have much interest.  
 
   Hellas has recovered from her weakness and I’m glad; it pains me to think about her coming so close to dying, and then being ill for so long.  I owe her.  
 
   She was up and about when we camped for the evening; she accosted me after dinner.
 
   “Lord?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I am told that today is a day for the exchange of lovers’ tokens.”  
 
   “In my homeland, yes,” I admitted.
 
   She took a deep breath and blushed furiously.  “Lord… may I ask a favor?”
 
   I felt a little apprehensive.  Everyone knows Tamara is “her ladyship,” and that she and I are together.  But I think Hellas has had a crush on me since the night we met.  I was really afraid I was going to have to turn her down and break her heart.  It wouldn’t do mine any good, either; I like her and don’t want to hurt her.
 
   “Of course you may ask.  What do you wish?”
 
   “I would like to… give someone a gift.”
 
   Oh, yes.  I was definitely starting to worry.  I wondered what Tamara would say.  I wondered if Tamara knew.  Surely she did, she had to.  Didn’t she?  I mean, they talked to each other a lot, girl talk, while they rode in the wagon together.  It had to come out at some point.  Right?
 
   “How can I help?” I asked.
 
   “I cannot… I do not have much, lord.”
 
   I leaned down and whispered in her ear, “You have my gratitude and my friendship.  That is more than you may suspect.  Name your desire.”
 
   She drew in her breath, held it for a second, and then blurted, “Muldo.”
 
   I think I stared at her.  She blushed harder and looked down.  I was intensely relieved and maybe just a little pinked in the ego.  There I go, assuming again.
 
   “You said…” she offered, trailing off.  “You said to name…”
 
   “So I did.  But I promised him his freedom when Tamara has her babies.”
 
   She nodded.  “I know, lord.  He has spoken of it often… but I would not have him as my slave.”
 
   “Then what would you have me do?”
 
   “I—I don’t know,” she admitted.  “I love him, my lord.”
 
   I didn’t see that coming.  Interesting wrinkle.
 
   “Very well.  Go tell him I want to talk to him.  Quickly, please; nightfall will not wait.”
 
   She hurried to find him and bring him back.  I sat on the end of a cargo wagon and waited, much like I might have waited on the tailgate of a pickup truck.  They both came up at a run, Muldo looking worried and Hellas looking flushed.
 
   “Lord?” Muldo asked, going to his knees.  “You have summoned me and I have come.  What is your will?”
 
   I got to my feet and looked down at him.  He looked up at me; I’d insisted on that.  I wasn’t happy with him for being on his knees again, but he’d been a slave since he was six, when his father sold him.  Habit.  At least he didn’t have the downcast eyes anymore.
 
   “Hellas, go find Tamara and wait with her until I send for you.”  She gulped at that, then went wordlessly.  I continued to regard Muldo.  Normally, whenever he goes to his knees I tell him to get on his feet.  I let him stay kneeling in the snow for a while.
 
   “Muldo, tell me what you know of Hellas.”
 
   He thought for a second, then said, “She was born at Crag Keep, a whore and a whore’s daughter, lord.  Until you took her as a servant, her life was very hard.  She is grateful that you found her and she loves you.  She bore her son early and nearly died of him.  She has had no other child since and fears she cannot.”  He paused to think.  “She is clever and quick, but is always afraid to be laughed at and made sport of, so she is often silent.  Um… She hates her face and body; she would be beautiful if she could.  She envies Tamara for having you, but loves her ladyship too well to keep that a secret.  Ah, Tamara knows and understands, or so I am told by Hellas.”
 
   “Hellas confides in you, then?”
 
   “Yes, my lord.”
 
   “How do you feel about her?”
 
   He shrugged and looked at my boots.  “I like her, my lord.  She is sweet and she is kind to me.”
 
   “Would it surprise you to find she likes you?”
 
   He shifted uncomfortably.  “No, my lord.”
 
   “Would it please you to know such?”
 
   “Yes.  Yes, lord, it would.  But nothing may come of it until the birth of your heirs; I am a slave.”
 
   “That was the agreement, was it not?” I mused.  “Well, I am changing the deal.”
 
   He looked shocked.  “Lord?”
 
   “Lift your chin.”
 
   He did so, his eyes brimming.  He was sure I was going to snap a chain onto the ring in his collar; I could see it in his face.  Instead, I unlocked it.  It creaked horribly as I swung the halves open.  I closed it, locked it again, and handed both the key and the collar to him.
 
   “I said I would remove this collar with my own hands.  I promised it.  And so I have.  You’re free now, Muldo Freeman.  From now on, if you kneel to me, go only to one knee—never both—or it will go hard with you.  Do you understand me?”
 
   “Yes, lord,” he whispered, staring at the collar in his hands.
 
   “Good.”  I headed back to the wagon to tell Hellas.  Tamara and I cuddled up once she was gone; it’s nice to have someone to hold.  I hoped Muldo and Hellas thought so too.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, 
 
   FEBRUARY 15TH
 
    
 
   Timing is everything.  I’m glad I gave Tamara her present—and Hellas hers—yesterday.
 
   We rolled through a little place called Veddul a little after noon; it’s a village of maybe two dozen people about one day’s hard march from a small town called Krethmore.  We stopped for a hot meal, a little more fodder, and to get another wagon wheel—we broke one crossing some nameless ford I’d like to forget.  
 
   Changing a tire is never fun, and doing it in knee-deep water even less so, especially when a half-dozen strong men are the only thing you have for a jack.  Lucky for us the riverbed was mostly rocks; it gave me something solid to stand on while I took most of the weight.  At least we’re far enough south now that the water wasn’t frozen, just freezing cold.  
 
   I then wasted an hour of our travel time by having the rocky hole responsible for the busted wheel filled in.  We had to get some gravel and clay from elsewhere in the creek packed into the hole; it took some time.  No more busted wheels in this ford, dammit!  The King needs to hire a road crew.
 
   Or I need to invent the steel-belted radial.  I wonder if I can get one of those gates and set up an import business?  Nah.  Too much work for one load of tires.  But profitable; people would pay in gold.  I’ll definitely get a reference library if I ever have the chance.
 
   On the way out of town, a man on horseback started to follow us.  Since he was wearing split robes for riding, I assumed he was a wizard.  Nobody wears robes on horseback unless they’re a magic-worker.  Even the clergy break over and wear trousers.  He didn’t seem to be a magician; he had a plain staff, plain robes, and simple gear.  Magicians also don’t get out much, I understand; too fond of time in their towers, studying and practicing.
 
   He waved when we spotted him, so I dropped back to greet him.  He drew alongside and pulled back his hood; I didn’t recognize him.  He was about my height and a little heavier, with dark hair, a wide smile, and ears that might have tended to be ever so slightly pointed.  We kept after my group at a walk.
 
   “Good day,” he offered.  “I am Meryth.”
 
   “Good day,” I returned.  “I am Sir Halar.”
 
   His eyes widened.  “The one of whom the stories are told?”
 
   “Well… yes.”
 
   “Then it is an honor to meet you,” he said, and bowed in the saddle.  “We have a mutual friend.”
 
   “The bard?” I guessed.
 
   “No,” he chuckled, “although I was most impressed with his musical accompaniment.  No, I refer to a magician who spoke with you some months ago.  About mutual favors and possible alliances.”
 
   I thought back to that night by the campfire.
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “We have been looking for you ourselves,” he continued, quietly.  “Many of us have been lurking in towns and villages, hoping to catch sight of you that we might speak.  
 
   “It has become apparent that your ire with the Church is great,” he went on, “but we must implore you to cease your assaults on the senior clergy.  Tobias grows ever more influential with each rival who falls to your fangs.”
 
   I stared at him.  I what?  I stared at him so long he grew uncomfortable.
 
   “I am sorry if I have offended,” he said, cautiously.  “I am merely relaying a request, sir.”
 
   “I appreciate that,” I returned.  “Unfortunately, I have absolutely no clue what you’re talking about.  Someone is killing off the senior clergy?”
 
   Meryth looked at me sharply.  “You deny your part in these deaths?”
 
   “If I had a part in it, I’d admit it.  I don’t know anything about it.  I’ve been with these people for a month or two, traveling.  What makes you think I had anything to do with it?”
 
   Now it was Meryth’s turn to stare at me.  “Twin holes in their necks, about the width of a man’s mouth,” he answered.  “Not a drop of blood left in the bodies, and none to be seen on the floor.  All were slain in the dead of night, and none have survived an attack save only the Lord of the Hand.  He drove you from his chambers with the power of his faith—or claims it is so.”
 
   I shook my head.  “I’m sorry, but I don’t even know where his chambers are—although I’d like to.  I wouldn’t go into them; I’d just shoot him.”
 
   Meryth looked at me keenly.  “I see you speak the truth.”
 
   That reminded me of Brennick, the magician for the Duke Ganelon.  He could do that, too.
 
   “How do you do that?” I asked.  “I have a spell that keeps people out of my mind.”
 
   Meryth nodded.  “I see it.  It is most formidable, if unsophisticated.”
 
   “Thanks,” I replied.  “So how do you do it?”
 
   “It is certainly proof against any probe I might make upon it,” he answered, “but it does not shield the lights of your heart.  My spells allow me to dimly see your soul and to know that you believe what you say.”
 
   A spell of vampire eyes!  I marveled.  Well, I will be damned!
 
   “I see.  Yes, I do see.  That makes a lot of sense—hey!  What do you mean ‘unsophisticated’?”
 
   He smiled.  “I am sure that, with time, your wizardry will turn to more scholarly endeavors.”
 
   “You’re a magician,” I said, realizing.  “You’re just dressed like a wizard to avoid attracting attention?”
 
   “Indeed.  Bravo.”
 
   “I should have guessed when you said who you were with.  I’m slow today.  But you say you can see I’m telling the truth.  Where does that leave us?”
 
   “With a mystery,” he admitted.  “I will tell the others.”
 
   “You also say that Tobias is gaining power?”
 
   “Yes.  Your campaign against the hierarchy of the Church—or, rather, what most believe to be your campaign—has been steadily thinning their ranks.  Tobias has been taking advantage of the power vacuum.  If this continues, he is a good candidate for the next Patriarch.  With King Relven dying, it is likely he will soon wield considerable political power as well; the Dukes have not settled the succession.  His support will be much sought-after.”
 
   “Did you ever consider that Tobias might be behind it?  He could be murdering them and framing me for it.”
 
   Meryth looked surprised.  “Nonsense!  He is a man driven only by the need to see the world cleansed of evil; I have seen it in his heart.”  He looked sheepish for a moment.  “I once held a post as a crystal-gazer for the Hand,” he admitted.  “I have seen him many times.”
 
   “How recently?” I asked, thinking of some dreams I’ve had.
 
   “Not recently.  It has been more than a year.”
 
   “Look again.”
 
   Meryth frowned in thought, then shrugged.  “When I might, I will.  Since you have not done these deeds, I need no longer concern myself with asking you to cease.  I must now turn our conversation to another matter.”
 
   “Fire away.”
 
   “There is a request by Duke Andalon that you attend him at the capitol.”
 
   “Who the what now?”
 
   He held up a hand.  “Not as a nightlord, but as a wizard knight.  You are the first in living memory, and your fame has spread considerably.”  He chuckled.  “There are many bards who favor certain songs of valor; it is unusual to have a living hero.”
 
   “No kidding,” I muttered.  “Any idea what he wants?”
 
   “To meet and fete you, I understand.  Perhaps you are not aware, but you are well-known across the length and breadth of the kingdom.  Surely, some doubt that you exist, and since tales grow in the telling, many believe that you are not all the bards might claim.  I would venture to guess that almost any man you ask will be able to tell you a tale of yourself.”  He hesitated for a moment, then added, “From the tales, I had expected you to be bigger.”
 
   I sighed.  Just my luck—world-famous and completely unrecognized.  See what happens when you don’t have TV?  I wondered if this was how William Wallace felt.  On the other hand, if the Hand started yammering about how the hero was actually a nightlord, it might be a good thing to be unrecognized.
 
   “Okay.  So, are you an official messenger for Duke Anderson?”
 
   “Duke Andalon,” he corrected.  “And no, I am not.  I merely know of his desire.  Others are abroad with his invitation.”
 
   “Right.  Answer me something.  When a noble wants to find someone or send him a message, how does he do it?  A bunch of riders sent to all points of the compass?”
 
   Meryth’s brows drew together.  “That is one way, yes, if I follow your meaning.  I am not certain what the compass is.  But if it is known where the man is, a single rider might be dispatched.  If his lordship knows not, then he will often consult his magician—or hire one—to discover the location.  If that is not possible, then many riders may be sent, or another magician may be sent for to aid in the divinations.”
 
   “So how is Duke Andalon looking for me?” I inquired.
 
   “I understand he has sent riders out to leave word in every town and hamlet through which they pass.”
 
   “How will he know I got the invitation?”
 
   “You will respond to it, of course.  He is a Duke; you are a knight.  You must accept.”
 
   My eyebrows rose.  “I must?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Why?”
 
   Meryth seemed to be momentarily at a loss for words.  “Because… because it is so.  He is a Duke.”
 
   “So it isn’t an invitation—more of a command performance.”
 
   “I suppose one might view it so,” he said, slowly.  “It is also an honor,” he pointed out.
 
   I sighed.  Well, I could ignore it for a while.  But this business of the higher-ranking clergy dying in a way that pointed straight back at me… I wonder just how much influence the Devourer has on Tobias.  I think It isn’t trying too hard to find me and report me.  It needs an excuse for Tobias to keep coming back and keep using black magic to “cleanse” the world.  I would be willing to bet the idea to advance by assassination wasn’t Tobias’, either.
 
   “All right.  Thanks.  Anything else I should know, or that I can do for you?”
 
   “Actually…”
 
   Crap.
 
   “… yes, if you would,” he finished.
 
   “What is it?”  I tried not to sound tired.
 
   “This matter with the Church,” he went on.  “If Tobias attains the Patriarch’s Seat, then the world may have something more to fear than one reasonable nightlord abroad.”
 
   “Oh?”
 
   “Yes.  He has dismissed his magicians from the employ of the Hand.  Many of us feel that this is because he has come to fear and distrust us.”
 
   “Ah.  And if he hunts nightlords to extinction—again—he may decide that magicians and wizards—being naughty, demon-invoking sorcerers in disguise—may need a good flaying and burning?”
 
   Meryth winced.  “If you wish to phrase it so.  Yes.”
 
   “You know, I was looking forward to settling down in a nice manor, tilling a few fields, and watching an orchard grow.”
 
   “I am sorry the world does not conform with your plans, sir,” he replied, voice a trifle frosty.
 
   “So am I,” I sighed.  “All right.  Where is Tobias staying, these days?  Telen?  Carrillon?”
 
   “Carrillon.”
 
   “Fine.  I’ll want someone to meet me there and show me around.  Can you arrange that?”
 
   “Of course.  Do you plan to kill him?”
 
   “That’s what you’re leading up to, isn’t it?  That’s what you want?” I asked.  I met his eyes, held them, and he dropped his gaze.
 
   “Yes,” he admitted, quietly.
 
   “It’s possible.  I don’t even know the man, and I hate cold-blooded murder.  We’ll save that as a last resort,” I told him.  “I don’t know when I’ll be in town.  It may be sooner or later than a month, but not by too much; I have arrangements to make.  I’ll go there and we can discuss what to do and how to go about it.  Fair?”   
 
   Suddenly, Sasha’s death seems very real and very recent.  Not only does Tobias owe me on that score, but I also have a preemptive reason to see to it he doesn’t repeat the offense.  I won’t have Tamara killed because of one man’s obsession.  
 
   It looks like Hell will soon be demanding its paycheck.  Is it also my job to be a bill collector?
 
   Meryth nodded.  “Eminently fair.  When you arrive in Carrillon, stay at the Inn of the Golden Horn.  I will see to it that you are met.”
 
   “Okay.  Anything else?”
 
   “That is all I am bid to discuss with you.  I do have some personal matters.”
 
   I nudged Bronze into a slightly faster walk.  “Shoot.”
 
   “I have great respect for the sheer power of your spells.  May I inquire as to your technique?”
 
   “I drink a lot.”
 
   He paled.  “I—” he began, then swallowed heavily.  “I take it to mean that you drink, ah…”
 
   “People,” I supplied.  “I try to stick to people who want to die.  And goblins and orcs.  But I won’t scorn to gulp down people who are trying to kill me.  It implies they want to die, so I oblige.”
 
   “Ah.  Yes.  I can see that,” he agreed.  “But does not this… drinking… is it not a dark thing, taking lives to make magic?”
 
   “I guess it is.  I do it because I feed on it, not because I want power.  It’s a survival issue,” I explained.  “I know there’s some sort of law against sacrificing things for spells.”
 
   “Yes,” he agreed.  “I think it may have its roots in your kind.”
 
   “Could be.  If I get out of hand, be sure to let me know, okay?”
 
   He chuckled.  “I will make every effort.  Yet, given your nature, I cannot see that it will corrupt you greatly.  And you do make good choices in your victims; few orku are truly civilized.”
 
   “There was also a dragon,” I added.  “That wasn’t pleasant.”
 
   “You—” he choked.  “You drank a dragon?”
 
   “Most of it.”  Why bother to tell him I couldn’t hold it?
 
   “By the Sacred Sisters!  What did you do with all that power?” he demanded.
 
   “That’s a secret.”  I smiled at him.  “I put it to good use, though.”
 
   We rode in silence while he contemplated and fidgeted.
 
   “Very well,” he said at last.  “Is there anything you would have of me before I go?”
 
   “How many magicians do you have on your side?” I asked.  “I mean, willing to cast spells, sneak around, and actually throw down with balls of fire and bolts of lightning.”
 
   He pursed his lips, thinking.   “There are perhaps a dozen who would openly defy—even attack—the Church of the Light.  Twice that number would surely give hidden aid.  Most magicians care not overmuch for anything that might happen beyond their own laboratories.”
 
   “Good to know.  How many magicians are there, anyway?  Total.”
 
   “It is difficult to say; some are no longer in this world, others may be dead.  The Academy graduates and certifies perhaps a half-dozen every year.  Two hundred living magicians?  Perhaps three, if one were to search the hidden places of the world.”
 
   “But more wizards,” I noted.
 
   He shrugged.  “Wizards are easily made; they have talent and some training.  A magician is a master at his craft.  Few have both the talent to work deeply with magic, the mind to understand the construction of spells, and the will to master the discipline of power—and each of the three qualities is vital.”
 
   “I’ve never studied to be a magician.  I’m not qualified to judge.  Okay.  Thanks.”
 
   “Then I will go make arrangements.  Good day to you, sir.”
 
   “And to you.”
 
   He reined up, turned around, and headed back to the village at a trot.  I caught up to the wagon train quickly and called both Raeth and Bouger in to see Tamara with me.  Once we were settled into the command wagon, I explained what was discussed and asked for their opinions.  Tamara and Raeth were silent; Bouger spoke right up.
 
   “When do we leave?” he asked.  “If this clerical bastard is clawing his way to the top with demonic help, he deserves to be dead.  I have a sword I’ll put in his guts.”
 
   “Thank you.  Thank you very much,” I replied, smiling.  “I don’t think that’s going to be the answer, though.  If anybody’s going to kill him, I think it almost has to be me.”
 
   “If you say, so, lord.  But must you keep all the fun for yourself?”
 
   “Personal privilege.  He’s tried to kill me off and on for a while now.”
 
   “Oh, all right,” he huffed.
 
   I turned to Raeth.  “Your thoughts on this?”
 
   “Lord,” he began, formally, “I do not think it will be as easy as you hope.”
 
   “Neither do I.”
 
   “I fear he may be expecting an assassin.”
 
   “He’s killing people right and left, I gather.  So yes, he’s probably on the lookout for someone after him.”
 
   “He also has demonic servants, although their servitude is indirect.  How much faith may we place in your dreams of these things?”
 
   I was on sticky ground now.  “I don’t know,” I admitted.  “I think we can assume I wouldn’t dream of such things normally.  I think that either I’m much more sensitive to such creatures than I like, or the big, nasty one wants me to know about it.  I don’t know.”
 
   “Why might it desire your awareness of events?”
 
   “That’s easier.  I can think of a couple of ideas.  First, it’s using Tobias.  Tobias will be a pawn for this thing as long as Tobias thinks he is making progress toward hunting me down.  I get the impression that Tobias is all sorts of crazy about hunting down nightlords.”
 
   Bouger snorted a sharp laugh.  “All the Hand is so.”
 
   “Yeah,” I agreed.  “Not happy with just kicking all the vampires out of this kingdom and then hunting them down in all the others, they go actively seeking them out in other worlds!”
 
   Raeth frowned.  “Lord, I do not believe that you quite understand.”
 
   “Can the ‘lordship,’ Raeth.  This is an informal council; my friends are helping me figure out what to do.  Now, what are you talking about?”
 
   He smiled at me.  “Okay, Halar.  You do not understand how long ago the nightlords were hunted.  The whole world was unified in a single empire; the Church of Light was the cement that held the various stones of that edifice together.  When it fragmented from internal schism—the Lords of Light and the Ladies of Flame—so did the empire.  Now we have remnants of their former glory in the Church of Light as we know it today.  And in your lady, here; she is the last of the priestesses, last Lady of Flame.”
 
   Tamara shook her head.  “I may be the last, but I am no more of that false sect than you.  I am a fire-witch, named so by others, but all my kind since that schism have taken the title willingly.  We are priestesses of the Mother of Flame.  Her power moves through us directly, without the need for ritual prayer or spoken spells.  We are god-touched… or, rather, I am.”  She laid one hand on her belly.  “If She is willing, I will not be the only one for long.”
 
   “As you say,” Raeth agreed.  “It was long held that the schism in the elder days was from corruption within the Church.  Some say the priests were corrupted by the Darkness and made jealous of the priestess’ brighter blessings.  Others say the priestesses sought to gather all the power to themselves.  Whatever the truth of it, without the nightlords to give the Church an external enemy, it succumbed to the internal ones:  Greed, envy, jealousy, and spite.”
 
   “Right,” said I.  “Very interesting.  But let us return to our muttons.  I want help persuading myself to kill the man in cold blood.  Murder him for personal reasons.  It’s one thing when I’m defending myself in a fight; it’s emotional.  I’m considering rational, premeditated murder—and that’s not an easy thing for me.”
 
   Raeth looked pained.  “Halar, I believe the history of the Church is relevant.”
 
   “How so?”
 
   “The schism that divided the Church of Light could not have happened if the faith behind the Church was pure.  To be divided, there had to be another influence besides that of the Lady—or the Lord, if one assumes the present sect is correct.”
 
   “Reasonable,” I agreed.
 
   “A year ago, I would never have considered this, but recently,” he glanced at Tamara, “I have come to a new appreciation of the Mother,” he looked at me, “and a greater understanding of magic.  I no longer believe the Church—as it now exists—is truly a religion.”
 
   Everyone looked at him.  He continued, unperturbed.
 
   “I have seen priests at prayer and performing the rituals of their profession.  As a wizard, I can appreciate the art of a spell—now that I know what one looks like.  Their prayers are nothing like the invocation of your lady, here.  The priests use spells, not prayer.  They are like magicians in that they have spells they memorize, rather than an understanding of the principles behind them.  They memorize prayers because they are pleasing to their god—and because they work.  They do not know why, other than ‘Our god likes to hear these words.’  They have faith in magical symbols they do not understand.”
 
   I nodded, remembering.  “I remember when I busted into the church in Baret.  A high Church investigator de-magicked a pair of swords I’d heated up.  It struck me that the prayer looked more like a spell than the intervention of a deity.  I never thought about it again; I was busy.”
 
   I also recalled a vision I’d seen through a crystal.  Tobias and the statue of his god, with darkness creeping up and engulfing the statue.  I was about to mention it when Raeth continued.
 
   “Indeed.  What I now think is that the Church of Light is what remains after a dark manipulation to fragment and destroy the worship of the Flame.  One, I fear, which has very nearly succeeded.”  He nodded to Tamara.  “She is the last fire-witch.  Is that not so, Tamara?”
 
   “For now,” she answered.
 
   “Halar—my lord, my friend—there is more at stake here than a bit of vengeance for your first wife.  There is a war going on between the Light and the Dark—and the Light is losing.  Can you truly leave Tamara for no better reason than to go into the stronghold of evil, especially when your cause is one unlikely to be regarded as holy or good?”
 
   Damn, thought I.  He’s not helping me with my misgivings on murder.
 
   “All right, you have a point.  But if we have to ask how much to trust my dreams, we have to ask how much of what you just spouted is speculation.”
 
   Raeth sighed.  “And I must, in all honesty, admit that almost all of it is.  But it is logical and without perceptible flaw; it explains much that would otherwise be considered a mystery.”
 
   “True.  But we can’t prove it.”
 
   “We cannot.”
 
   “There’s another reason that my little trip to visit Tobias is necessary.  Three, in fact.”
 
   Raeth looked thoughtful.  “All right.  May I ask?”
 
   “Of course.”  I pointed at Tamara.
 
   There was a thick silence.
 
   “You said there were three reasons—” Bouger began, then stopped.  “Oh.”
 
   “What happens when Tobias gets the power he’s after?” I asked.  “Or, rather, has all the power the Devourer wants him to have?  Will his sit back and lord it over the kingdom?”
 
   “Yes,” Bouger answered, looking glum.
 
   “At first,” Raeth added.  “He must then consolidate his power.”  Raeth looked even more glum.  “He shall then spread a holy war across the length and breadth of the world, taking all under the rule of the Church once more—and his rule.”
 
   I nodded.  “I see that.  Do you think he’ll forget about me in the meantime?”  Nobody answered.  “I don’t.  I think he’ll try and pound me flat with all the might at his command—and that will be considerable, by that point.  Worse, the Devourer won’t have any need to keep me around.  If I were the demon doing the influencing, I’d be plugging away at Tobias on the idea of reuniting the world in the true faith.  He obviously feels the ends justify the means.  Why stop with just a few deaths—and mine?  Oh, and let’s clean out these heretic fire-witches while we’re at it.  What?  Two of them are little baby girls?  Too bad!  Someone fetch me a sword!”
 
   I glared around the wagon at all three of them.  I realized I was shaking.  I calmed myself and took a slow breath.
 
   “If I stay here, I’ll draw fire here.  Sooner or later, he’ll come for me, or send an army of minions.  If I go to him, he won’t be expecting that.  He won’t be looking for that.  He thinks I’m running and hiding.  Both Tobias and the Devourer think so.  And the demon is the one we really have to fool.”
 
   Tamara laid one hand on my arm.  “My lord, hear me.  I do not fear for myself, but I fear for both my babes and for you.  How much more dangerous is the serpent when you reach within its lair?  How much more dangerous the cat when you come within reach of its claws?  Stay, I beg of you.  At least here you may defend the things you love, and we may live or die with you.”
 
   I covered her hand and looked at her.  It hurt my heart to have to say it.
 
   “I can’t.  I would, but I’ve tried that route already.  If all I do is stand and take it, then he will win.  Someday.  Eventually.  I must attack.  I see that now.”
 
   Raeth and Bouger both sighed; they were too good at warfare to disagree with that.
 
   “The secret of victory lies in attack,” Raeth agreed, “but any who neglect their defenses will not attack for long.  You will take all precautions, my lord.”  It wasn’t a question.  I didn’t mind.
 
   “You bet!” I declared.  “I intend to spend a lot of time right here in this wagon, pumping power into spells and getting ready for a major battle.  When I feel I’m ready, then I’ll go visit.  Not a minute sooner.”
 
   “If you insist,” Raeth said, trying to sound less than gloomy.  “I will take all care while you are flitting hither and yon.”
 
   “Good.  I’m trusting you with something more precious than my own life.”
 
   He saluted.  “I will not disappoint you.”
 
   “On that note, gentlemen, please excuse us; Tamara wants to talk to me.”
 
   Raeth and Bouger blinked, looked at me, looked at each other, then bowed and left.  Tamara quirked an unwilling smile.
 
   “Am I so obvious to you?” she asked.  I scooted closer and snuggled up against her; she held on to me and nuzzled against my neck and shoulder.
 
   “Not at all.  If our positions were reversed, I know I’d want to talk to you.  I wouldn’t want you to go.”
 
   “As you say,” she agreed.  “Can I not persuade you to abandon this plan and yet remain?”
 
   “Honey, I don’t see that I have any options.  I don’t want to do this; I think I have to do this.  I’ve always been worried about being found.  If I stay in one spot for too long, something is going to show up and try to kill me—and maybe kill people around me.  I like the people around me too much to let that happen, so the source of the problem has to go away.”
 
   Her only answer was to sigh into my shirt and squeeze harder.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 16TH
 
    
 
   There’s not much to be done in preparation when it’s dark.  I can’t prepare spells for later, for example, and I don’t have to sharpen my sword.  What I can do, however, is spend time with Tamara.  She’s nervous and scared and worried—and so am I.  It’s good for us to hold on to each other.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 17TH
 
    
 
   I spent a little time out and about tonight, looking for a deer.  I don’t think the Huntsman would be too pleased if all I gave him were squirrels.  I found one and bled it out for him; I got the feeling I was being watched.
 
   Oh, yes; I’ll remember this every month.  How often do you know a deity is paying attention?
 
   After that, I went back to our latest camp.  We’re pushing right along.  I’m told we’ll hit a major city soon, then head east.  Allowing for my little hiatus to recuperate, we’re doing well for a bunch of footsloggers and bulky wagons.  I still think I’ll be getting a few more horses when we reach Hagan; Raeth tells me we can get some good deals there.
 
   My spells are coming along nicely; a staff isn’t the only thing you can put a spell into.  I have a nice stroke of lightning sitting in my dagger.  I think I’ll work with Firebrand later today and see if we can work out something to pump up its ability to play flamethrower.
 
    
 
   About my earlier note on using Firebrand as a flamethrower… the spell works really well.
 
   Safety tip:  Never test-fire a magical flamethrower without a fire-witch at hand.  Tamara is very good at putting fires out, too.
 
    
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, FEBRUARY 22ND
 
    
 
   My spell arsenal is coming along nicely.  I have prepared a collection of spells and have a new appreciation for being a mortal mage.  If I could throw a spell at night, I’d have been able to draw a little power from all the people around me, even the animals and the larger plants.  The spells now embedded in various items on my person would have taken one night, two at the most.
 
   I have quite a collection of pretty rocks, though.  I understand from my lessons with Jon that a wizard can cram a lot of spells into a staff mainly because a staff can be ornamented.  Bits of bone on a leather thong, feathers hanging from a string, a stone mounted in the wood—each of these can hold a different spell, along with the wood of the staff itself.  Me, I just have a pocket full of pebbles keyed to go off when I say certain words—in English, for safety.
 
   I’m pretty sure these will come in handy.  And I am beat; binding a spell for later is more tiring than just setting it off.  I manage to add one more spell every day—usually.  I’m taking today off to rest up; sometime tomorrow we should hit Hagan.  I’d like to be fresh for it.
 
   The villages have grown larger as we’ve approached, and the last one was really a town—a place called Rivenmire.  I can see why; the place has a swamp to the north and to the south—it’s the only sizable piece of high ground for miles.  
 
   We’re far enough south it doesn’t always freeze at night, and we don’t have much snow on the ground.  The season hasn’t turned yet, but it almost feels like it.
 
   Anyway, I’m going to go nuzzle with Tamara for a bit, then I’m going to sleep the rest of the day, I think.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, FEBRUARY 23RD
 
    
 
   We made it to Hagen early this afternoon.  I think I like the place, aside from the smell.  They need a good river to flood the streets and wash away the muck.  Speaking of the streets, they’re pretty good; not a dirt road that I saw anywhere inside the walls.  And moderately wide, too; the wagons didn’t cause traffic jams when we drove through town.
 
   I went with the sergeants, Caedwyl and Caeron, to find some horses.  The two of them need to dress differently; I can’t tell them apart during the day.  But they make a hell of a bargaining team.  They confuse the haggler and keep him distracted by double-teaming him.  They have practice at it, I gather.
 
   We got a fair deal for the horses, I think.  We needed at least one; a frozen irregularity of ground had managed to lame one of ours.  Instead, we got eight, enough to rotate through the wagons and speed things up a little.  But the haggling went on forever; they kept finding something wrong with this horse or that horse.  I felt like I was on a used car lot.  It was late in the afternoon when we got back to the group.
 
   Which had grown.
 
   Raeth had been busy.  He sent everyone out to go hunt down tradespeople from a lengthy list—coopers and carpenters, millers and miners, farriers and farmers.  And with everyone going out to hunt for them, he simply sat down and waited to interview prospective applicants.  There were at least three dozen hopefuls waiting when I showed up again.
 
   Raeth came to his feet and saluted, all crisp, military efficiency.  “Lord!”
 
   I returned his salute and tried to look like I knew what I was doing.  I wish he’d tell me these things in advance.  I think he does things like this just to keep me on my toes.
 
   “How goes it?” I asked him.
 
   “Well enough, lord.  I have several persons of skill who are willing to be hired into your service.  Would you care to inspect them?”
 
   “I would, indeed, as soon as I take care of a small matter.”  I nodded toward the wagon I’d been living in.
 
   “Of course, lord.”
 
   I went inside, cast my curiosity-radar spell, and stepped back outside to ping the group of applicants.
 
   Three glowed.  Total.  I pointed them out and Raeth called them over—by name, from memory—and we hired them on the spot.  One journeyman mason, one cooper, and a tanner.  Three very nice professions to have along for a trek outside the borders of civilization.  Raeth handed them over to Bouger for some explanation and more orientation.
 
   “Raeth?” I said, before he could go with them.
 
   “Yes, lord?” he replied, much less ostentatiously.
 
   “Next time you have a bright idea…?”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Tell me before you do it, okay?  I liked this one; I’d have gone with it.  But I hate stepping hip-deep into things without warning.”
 
   “As you say,” he agreed, grinning.  “I thought you liked surprises?”
 
   “Fried apples for breakfast is a surprise.  Honey for my tea is a surprise.  Looking like an idiot because I don’t know what you’re up to—that’s a bother.”
 
   “I understand, my lord,” he answered.  He saluted.  I returned it and made a face.  He grinned again.
 
   “I’m off to wander around and see who else would fit in with us.  Is everything well in hand?”
 
   “Yes.  We’ve found a roadhouse with a yard, just outside the walls.  It can accommodate our wagons and beasts.  I believe it is the Pig and Pony, outside the north gate.”
 
   “Good.  I’ll see you in an hour or so,” I said, glancing at the sun.  “I’ll want a room.”
 
   He nodded.  “I understand.  You’ll have one.”
 
   I wandered off through the streets of Hagan, occasionally sending out a Calling pulse to see who registered.  It was a while before I saw anyone take on a magical glow.
 
   When I did, it was a boy no older than eight or nine.  He was dressed—if that’s the word—in a thick collection of castoff garments that looked warm, if not clean.  He was watching a street vendor hawk wooden spits of roasted meat from a cart.  When the pulse bounced from him, he looked around, as though seeking something he’d dropped, and his eyes fixed on me.
 
   I ignored him and walked over to the vendor.  Each stick held half a dozen small, thick strips of meat about the size of my first two fingers together.  I bought two sticks and looked around for a spot to sit and eat them.  I found a low section of stone wall from a former building; it looked solid enough, so I parked myself and started in on one stick.
 
   My prospective student edged around toward me, trying to stay unnoticed.  He would have done it, too, except I’d already noticed him.  I put the spare shish-ka-bob down by wedging the end between two stones so it stuck up into the air.
 
   Bait.
 
   While I worked on the first one, he slithered around, out of my line of sight.  I figured he was hungry.  Maybe hungry enough to steal dinner.  I heard his breathing when he got close.  I could imagine his hand, reaching out, about to snatch the meat and run for it…
 
   “If you ask politely, I won’t even chase you,” I said.
 
   The breathing stopped.
 
   “I’m not kidding,” I continued, not turning around.  “Ask politely and you can not only have it, but I might even offer you a job.”
 
   The city didn’t stop around us; people kept going by, the occasional cart went clattering past, and the hubbub you get whenever people crowd themselves together was omnipresent.  For the moment, the world was only myself and a young, hungry boy.
 
   “What job?” he asked.
 
   I still didn’t turn.  “Room, board, new clothes, a silver a month, and the opportunity to find out why the sky is blue, how birds fly, and what color magic is.  Or you can just have the meat and be on your way.  I’d still rather you asked, if you don’t mind.”
 
   I can only imagine what he was thinking.  He was curious by nature; he had to be or the spell wouldn’t have sensed him.
 
   “Can I have the meat?”
 
   “Be my guest.  Have a seat and we’ll talk while we eat; I think I’ll be getting another one.”
 
   My peripheral vision noticed the bait vanished.  I wanted to turn and see if he’d vanished with it, but I didn’t.  It was a hard thing; I’m curious, myself.  Instead, I got up and headed to the vendor to get another stick.
 
   On the way back, I saw he was on the far side of the wall, watching me and chewing vigorously.  I smiled and resumed my seat.
 
   “Want a hot one?” I asked, holding the stick out at arm’s length.  “Just the one off the end; I intend to eat the rest.”
 
   He looked at me, gauged the distance, and then delicately pulled the end piece off.  It was still steaming and juicy.  He ate it with relish.  I sat down on the wall again and nibbled.  We stayed that way for several minutes, just munching our dinner.  I wondered what it was, then decided it was probably better not to know.  Meat was usually pretty scarce in a city, and the guy was selling it from a cart in the street, like a hot-dog vendor.  Sadly, I have some idea what gets put into hot dogs.
 
   The kid ate about half of his.  I held mine out again.  “One more of the warm ones, if you like.”
 
   He accepted by taking it neatly off the stick.  Then he moved down the wall a bit, climbed up on it, and sat down facing me.
 
   “What did you mean when you said I could have a job?” he asked.
 
   “I meant that.  You could be hired by me.  I could use a squire.”
 
   He nearly choked.  “A squire?” he yelped.
 
   “Yes.  Or an apprentice.  I’m a wizard and a knight, both.  If you have talent for both, you could be, too.”
 
   He stared at me as if I was crazy.
 
   “Nobody’s a wizard and a knight,” he said, confident of the Truth the way only the very young, very old, or very foolish can be.
 
   I held an end of the stick in both hands, concentrated, and let go.  It hovered there, slowly turned over, end-for-end, and I took hold of it with my hands again.  Oh yes, I was definitely getting better at this trick.
 
   “I’m not demonstrating swordwork just for your amusement,” I said.  “The tunic, sword, and sash should be enough, don’t you think?”
 
   “Holy crap,” he breathed.  That’s not a direct translation; the expression doesn’t translate well—kind of like the French “sacre bleu.”  Saying  “sacred blue” doesn’t mean much to most people.  But “holy crap” gets the gist of it across.
 
   “Want to see it again?” I asked.
 
   “Yes!”
 
   So I did it again.
 
   “That’s one trick,” I offered.  “If you can’t learn it, I’m sure there’s something you can.  You also get clothes to wear and at least one hot meal a day.  If you want the job.”
 
   By God, the kid thought about it!
 
   “What do I have to do?” he asked.
 
   “Learn everything you can.  Practice what you learn.  Drive a wagon.  Brush down a horse.  Fetch water.  Chop firewood.  The usual.”
 
   “What if I don’t like it?”
 
   “You can keep the clothes when you go.”
 
   He stared at me.  “You mean it?”
 
   “Want to find a tailor?  I haven’t got all evening.”
 
   “I haven’t said I’ll do it.”
 
   “That’s why I asked.”
 
   He hesitated, bit his lip, and looked me over.  I finished my second helping of roasted whatever and used the edge of my cloak as a napkin.
 
   “Well?”
 
   “I’m thinking.”
 
   I chuckled and let him think.
 
   “Can I come back and tell you?” he asked.
 
   “You have a pressing engagement?” I asked in return.
 
   He shifted uneasily.  “Yeah.”
 
   “Sure.  I’ll be at the Pig and Pony for a little while.  If you’re quick, I might let you take me up on it.”
 
   He worried his lip and looked at me appraisingly.
 
   “Would… you said you’re a wizard.”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “If I asked you to help me, would you?”
 
   “Depends on what you want.”
 
   He shifted again, then climbed down from the wall, leaned on it.
 
   “I can’t pay you yet.”
 
   “I figured.  Why not tell me what you need, then I can tell you if I’ll do it?”
 
   He took a breath and told me in a rush.  “I have a friend who’s sick.”
 
   “Oh, is that all,” I said, smiling.  “I fix people all the time.”
 
   “You do?” he asked, surprised.
 
   “Sure.  I used to be the court wizard to Baron Baret.  Fixing up all the sick and injured in a whole barony really wears you out, let me tell you.”
 
   He looked skeptical.  “You can’t do that.  There’d be too many people.”
 
   I held his gaze and never wavered in my smile.  He looked less sure of himself, then doubtful.
 
   “Show me your friend,” I suggested, “but hurry.  I’ve got a date and I don’t intend to miss it.”
 
   He thought about it some more, then nodded.  “Follow me.”
 
   I followed.  It wasn’t a terribly long trip, but it did take me into a less-than-savory area of town.  The buildings were considerably more dilapidated and the streets needed some serious attention.  Some civic-minded individuals had filled holes in the cobbled street with gravel and rocks and other hard trash, but it was still a bumpy, uneven road.
 
   The place he took me was nearly falling apart.  It was by no means abandoned, but the people living in it were not the sort of folks who like to have their address advertised.  When we slithered in through the door—it wouldn’t open more than a foot or so—I found that most of the residents were also armed.
 
   “Riddle! Who the hell is he?”
 
   The speaker was an older man.  He wore a full beard, graying in streaks, and wore a tattered eyepatch.  His garments matched Riddle’s in general quality:  rags with stitches.
 
   The kid—Riddle—looked pained for a brief instant.  “He’s a wizard, come to fix up Tort.”
 
   The reply was short, crude, and forceful.
 
   “No, thanks,” I said, “ but I’m willing to work on anyone who has an ailment.”
 
   There was some muttering at that, both for and against.  No matter how suspicious you are of somebody, the idea that you might get a toothache to stop is a powerful inducement to trust.
 
   “Who’re you?” the graybeard demanded.
 
   “Terribly sorry.  I’m Sir Halar the Wizard.”
 
   “Here, I’ve heard of you,” another man said.  “You’re the one what fought off the viksagi and killed the dragon, ain’tcha?”
 
   “Ah.  That bard has been through town.  Yes, that would be me.”
 
   “Y’don’t look like no hero t’me.”
 
   “I left my armor and shield in my room, along with my pointy hat and staff.  Should I go get them?  Or can we skip that and move right on to fixing people?  I haven’t got all afternoon.  Things to do, people to see.”
 
   “Who says you’re goin’ anywhere?” the graybeard asked, almost sweetly.
 
   “I do,” I answered.  I drew Firebrand and the blade was bathed in flames as quickly as it cleared the scabbard.  “Now, I’ve got no interest whatsoever in who you are or why you’re here.  I don’t care.  This isn’t my town.  The only thing I care about right now is putting injured or sick people back to rights.  If you’ve got a problem with that, I’ll go away and you’ll never see me again.  If you try to stop me, I’ll kill you all and burn the building over your bodies.  Any questions?”
 
   Someone threw a knife at me.  I caught it, flipped it, and threw it back at him—a lot harder.  He was lucky; there’s an art to throwing a knife so it goes in point-first.  I don’t have it.  The hilt struck him in the forehead with a sound reminiscent of a thumped melon.  He pitched backward and fell heavily, blood streaming from the broken skin of his forehead.
 
   I pointed Firebrand at a collection of wood scraps that loosely resembled a table.  I distinctly heard a mental exclamation of glee as flames shot out.  The table began to burn merrily.  I swung the jet of fire up and across the room, deliberately missing people and structure.  People dove out of the way anyhow.
 
   Firebrand settled back to a mere flaming sword.
 
   “Now, shall we try that again?” I asked.
 
   From behind a broken-down thing that was probably once a divan, a voice said, “Get out.”
 
   I glanced at Riddle.  He looked sick.  He impressed me, though; he didn’t run.  He stood there and held his ground beside me while I waved flaming metal around.  He was about to have a really tough time with his playmates for bringing me in, but what could I do?  I glanced out the door and nodded that direction.  He shook his head.
 
   “All right.  I’m leaving.  Terribly sorry to have intruded.  Good day.”
 
   I backed up a step to the wall, then slid out through the door.  Someone inside shut the door.
 
   I sheathed Firebrand and went to find the Pig and Pony, still feeling a little guilty.
 
    
 
   The Pig and Pony was a sizable place with a lot more parking than it needed.  The wagons were drawn up side-by-side and the horses were in a wood-shingled stable.  The interior of the inn was a lot more cozy than the external timbers suggested; the floors were raised so hot air from the fireplaces—two of them—could circulate underneath.  Roman central heating!  I admired it for a while.
 
   “Lord,” Caedwyl or Caeron said—one of the CC twins.  “Welcome.  Sir Raeth has your room prepared and her ladyship awaits you.”
 
   “Good.  It’s been a long afternoon and will probably be a long night.  I’ll be going out later to see if I can scare up a squire.  Do me a favor and ask… what’s her name?  Fenethra?  Fevira?  Something like that.  Ask her if I can have some of her boy’s clothes; the kid I have in mind is about his size.”
 
   “Of course, lord.”  He about-faced and dashed off.
 
   That done, I got one of the Pig & Pony’s staff to show me to my room.  Tamara was already in there and waiting.  She was in the bed, under the blankets and was curled up into a ball.  I shut the door and bolted it before sitting next to her.
 
   “Something the matter, sweetheart?” I asked, and rubbed her back gently.  She looked up; her eyes were puffy and red.
 
   “Am I still beautiful to you?” she asked, sounding weepy.  
 
   “What a question!” I declared.  “Whatever brings that on?”
 
   She sniffled and moved closer to lay her cheek against my leg.  “I looked at myself, and I’ve grown so fat,” she said, and began to cry again. 
 
   “You’re not fat,” I replied.  “You’re just making room for someone else.  The athletic, slender you is still in there.”
 
   “I don’t see her!” she sobbed.
 
   “I do.”
 
   Her sobbing stopped, diminished to sniffles.
 
   “You do?” she asked, in a very small voice.
 
   “Yes,” I answered, moving to sit beside her, hip to hip.  “You are very beautiful.”
 
   She sniffled a little and asked, “Promise?”
 
   “I promise.  The day you look like a fat old cow, I’ll tell you,” I grinned.
 
   “Oh!” she gasped, then hit me with a pillow.  I took it.  “You!  You…!”
 
   “Beast?” I supplied, still grinning.  I leaned forward and kissed her quickly.  She glared at me.
 
   “Brute.  Bastard.  And other things.  Evil, evil man!” she accused, pushing me away, half-playfully.  “I shouldn’t have been so nice earlier.”
 
   “Nice?  What did you do?” I asked.
 
   “I had a nice bath, so I ordered one for you.  Beast.  I ordered a bath for a beast.  I should have it poured over Bronze.”
 
   “Yes.  I’m a brute.  And a beast.  And a bunch of other naughty things.  But you like me that way, don’t you?” I asked, lying down next to her and hugging her.  She resisted for a moment, then snuggled up next to me.
 
   “Yes.  As long as you don’t think I’m a fat old cow.”
 
   “I don’t.  But I should have that bath before we snuggle much.  I feel filthy.”
 
   She sniffed.  “A point.”  Sometimes, Tamara can be a little too honest.  But she curled up with me anyway.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, FEBRUARY 24TH
 
    
 
   The sunset went well; I hadn’t done anything strenuous during the day.  Having Tamara curled up next to me was actually pretty nice; it gave me something to focus on that wasn’t part of the changeover from being alive to being undead.  I got up, regretfully, and gathered the clothes and towel she’d laid out for me.
 
   “Take your time.”
 
   “If I can.  I’ll be right back.”
 
   She blew me a kiss and I hustled off to bathe.  The place only had one tub, and someone beat me to it.  I sighed and found a seat to wait.
 
   I was in a hallway, sitting on a bench by the bathchamber door, and I heard a hush come over the common room of the inn.  Then the sound of a stringed instrument—a guitar, maybe—started.  It was a lively tune and the singer wasn’t half bad.  Pretty soon, people were clapping along in time with the music and joining in on the chorus.  I wandered on down to watch.
 
   The place was hopping; it reminded me of a good night at a private club, but with a medieval theme.  People were smiling and stomping their feet while the singer—it was a duo; a guy was playing a guitar-like thing and a lady was singing—encouraged them on the refrain.  They were dressed like traveling troubadours, or in a fashion similar to my limited knowledge of the breed; colorful garments on both, puffy sleeves on him, long, draping sleeves on her.  He was fairly well-built and had good hands; deep eyes and a strong jaw made him handsome.  She was a bit heavier than I usually like, but most of it was top-heavy; black hair flowed down from under a sort of net on her head.  She seemed the more exuberant of the two, dancing a few steps while everyone bellowed out the chorus.  They never stopped smiling.
 
    It looked like a good show.
 
   They finished one tune to great applause, announced another—“The Wedding of the Duck and Goose”—and I slipped down to the bathchamber to check.  Nope, still occupied.  I slid back into the common room to wait and listen.
 
   They were good, and the song was funny.  A duck and a goose fall in love, but the goose is in a pen in a castle.  The duck keeps trying to break her out of the pen and a servant keeps interfering; hilarity ensues.  Even the ending, when they both wind up on the same serving-platter, is amusing.  At least they got together in the end… You really had to be there for the song.
 
   Once that one was finished, everyone who could speak instead of laughing demanded another.  The result was “The Viksagi and the Wall of Blades.”
 
   I was about to slip down the hall to check on the bath, but that stopped me in my tracks.  It also killed every laugh in the room.  Everyone—and I mean everyone—was paying close attention to the performers.  Even the wait staff and the innkeeper.  I would bet hard money the musicians hadn’t had a chance to gossip much with the people they were entertaining; they probably just walked in out of the cold and set up shop.
 
   The sudden stillness and attention flustered them.  You could see it.  A few people in the audience spotted me and waved me over toward the stage.
 
   I went.  People murmured.
 
   “Well?” I asked, looking up.  The stage was really a pair of large tables shoved together.  “I want to hear the song.”
 
   She bit her lip and the guy started playing.  I smiled my best don’t-worry-I-won’t-bite smile (fangs safely retracted and all my teeth hidden behind my lips) and had a seat.
 
   The song reminded me strongly of Linnaeus.  I think he wrote it.  The girl did a fine job of singing it despite her sudden anxiety; once she got going, everyone loosened up.  I helped by clapping with the beat.  It was a stirring, martial sort of tune, good to march to and with a solid chorus pattern, with a last line of, “…and built a wall of blades (of blades); he built a wall of blades!”
 
   I was delighted with it, despite the extraordinary liberties Linnaeus had taken with the actual battle.  He did get my alias right, at least; I could see why Duke what’s-his-name would want to meet Sir Halar.  If the song was right, then I was a one-man regiment.  The song did go over very well with the people present, especially since I was clapping and singing along.  I suspect we’ll be marching to this tune somewhere along our route.
 
   When it was over, I stood up and applauded; everyone joined me.  I think we embarrassed the singers a little.  Maybe it was a reaction to being so nervous at the start.  I ordered them food and drink and gave them each a small gold coin—a dektus, the smallest gold coin made—while I spoke to them.
 
   “A rousing tune,” I said.  “I’ve not heard it before.  Where did you learn it?”
 
   The girl seated herself on the edge of the stage, feet on a bench, while her partner folded his legs to sit tailor-fashion next to her.  She answered.
 
   “We traveled for a time with Linnaeus the Bard—he composed it in honor of his patron.”
 
   “His patron?” I asked.  “I did not know that bards had patrons.”
 
   “Oh yes, lord,” the man answered, “although the patron more often has the bard remain at court.”
 
   “Linnaeus still travels, I take it?”
 
   “Indeed.  His patron is a powerful wizard and has no court of his own.  Although,” he went on, leaning forward conspiratorially, “it is said he will one day be a king of his own lands.”
 
   I leaned forward with him.  “Why do they say that, I wonder?”
 
   “He is a most powerful wizard, as well as a knight,” the girl replied, leaning into our three-way huddle.  “He is the one of whom we sang, the one called the Wall of Blades.  He did vanquish the viksagi by force of arms and slay a dragon.  More, in but a single night, he enchanted three instruments with such beauty and power that they sing with Linnaeus, or play while he tells stories, and ever the music is perfect!”
 
   “Remarkable!” said I.  “I venture to say it is amazing.  Where might one find this paragon of magical and martial prowess?”
 
   They both shrugged.  “None knows,” she said.  “Rumor has it he departed Crag Keep on a steed of molten gold after the viksagi were defeated.”  
 
   He added, “Since then, rumor has seen him at all nine corners of the world.  He could be anywhere.”
 
   I nodded.  “Quite so.  Well, I see the boy who was occupying the bathchamber has finally finished; I will avail myself of it.  Please, do remain and entertain my people; I will reward you for it.”
 
   They made a sketchy bow and curtsey, more a gesture than an actual attempt.  He bent at the neck, she flourished her skirts and bobbed her head, still seated.
 
   “Your people?” she asked, as I rose and gathered my things again.
 
   “Oh, yes.  Did they not tell you?”
 
   “No.  No, lord, they did not.”
 
   “Ah!” I declared.  “My manners.  May I ask for an introduction?”
 
   She made a slight curtsey again; the man said, “This is my wife, Belis.”
 
   He made a small bow; Belis said, “This is my husband, Pelom.”
 
   “I am pleased to meet you both,” I acknowledged.  “I am Sir Halar.  Now, if you will excuse me, I must attend to my bath.”  I left them both agape.
 
   I wasn’t as quick into the bath as I’d hoped.  I had the water dumped, the tub scrubbed, and fresh water drawn.  Someone—or maybe several someones—had been filthy.  Ah, well.  I have also learned something very important about taking a bath anywhere but in your own home:  Expect to be interrupted.
 
   Firebrand was leaning against the side of the tub—I’d warmed the water with it until steam started coming up; now that it was awake, it didn’t mind so much—and was in easy reach.  I also made use of the soap, which cost an extra milling, or copper coin.  My old clothes were away being washed in what passed for the inn’s laundry service.  I had just resurfaced after a dunk to rinse out my hair and was thinking about the necessity of another haircut.
 
   Knocking at the door.
 
   “It never fails,” I noted.
 
   It could be worse, Firebrand said.  It could be someone kicking it open and trying to kill you.
 
   “A very good point.”
 
   I’m a sword.  I always have a good point.
 
   “Oh, ha ha ha,” I replied.  “You’re making me edgy.”  More loudly, I called, “Come in!”
 
   One of the CC sergeants stuck his head in.  “Lord?”
 
   “I said come in.  Shut the door; you’re letting out the heat.”  He stepped inside and saluted.  I sloshed one back at him.
 
   “Lord, the minstrels are asking questions of you.  Many of them.  They know who you are, lord.”
 
   “I know.  We were introduced to each other.  What are they asking?”
 
   “Where we have been, whither we are bound, why we have sworn to you, and what plans you have for the future.  We know little of the future, but all else they may have discovered.”
 
   “Hmm.  Send for them, please.”
 
   “Yes, sir!” he replied, saluting.
 
   “Gently,” I added.  He nodded and went back out.  I scrubbed quickly while he was gone.  Me and my big mouth.  I was standing in the bathwater and pouring a pitcher of fresh water over myself to rinse when the knocking came again.  I stepped out of the tub and wrapped a towel around me.
 
   “Come in!”
 
   Both of the CC sergeants came in, escorting Belis and Pelom.
 
   “Good to see you again,” I offered.  “Please be seated.  Caedwyl, Caeron, I believe you may go.”  Everyone moved to do as I bid them; in moments, the three of us were alone.  “Now answer me and answer me honestly; your lives may well depend on the accuracy of your answers.  Are either of you armed?”
 
   They shook their heads in the negative.  I watched their spirits.  His flickered with uneasy colors for a moment, but he spoke up.
 
   “Sir?  I have my chekket—” he held up his instrument.  “I could hit someone with it…” he began, but the very idea looked like it turned his stomach.
 
   “Don’t count that as a weapon; you would no more break your instrument than Belis would willingly tear out her own voice.”
 
   “Thank you, sir.”
 
   “Good.  Now, do either of you have any plans to wander abroad, spreading songs and stories about me and where I am going?”
 
   They nodded.  I sighed.
 
   “Sir?  Do you not—stories and songs of your deeds are abroad in the world—why should we not…?” Belis asked.
 
   “What I’ve done is not much of a concern; tell all the tales you like.  But where I am going and what I am doing—that is something to which I must object.”
 
   “May I ask why?” Pelom asked.  Belis looked frightened, but Pelom was merely interested.
 
   “If I told you, you would know—and you might tell everyone.  You are bards; that’s what you do.”
 
   “We are not,” Pelom corrected me.  “We are minstrels.”
 
   “There’s a difference?”
 
   “Oh, yes, sir!” Belis breathed.  “A bard has great renown.  A bard plays many instruments, sings, writes both music and poetry, knows the great stories and the epics of old—oh, many, many things!  We are but minstrels.”
 
   “And a minstrel…?”
 
   “We sing,” Pelom replied, “for our supper.  We sing and we play, we dance a little.  Neither of us can write well, although Belis has a finer hand for it than I.  We are but poor players, sir; the play and all its trappings would be crafted by a bard.  We are barely fit to read the lines we are given.”
 
   “Really.  I did not know that.  Thank you.”
 
   “At your pleasure, sir.”
 
   I thought for a moment, then realized I was still dripping.  Damn.
 
   “Pardon me while I dry and dress, please; I have to get back upstairs.”  I moved around the tub to my spare clothes and used the towel to dry off.  “Very well, I still cannot tell you where I am going or why—but I would imagine you can find out by pumping my people for information.  Not so?”
 
   Pelom fidgeted nervously while Belis looked keenly at a washstand to her left.
 
   “Yes, sir,” Pelom answered.
 
   “Good.  You’re still being honest.  That will save your life.  So, I can see only one way to keep you from telling the whole world what I plan.”
 
   “Swear us to secrecy and then tell us all?” he guessed.  I could see the lights of his heart didn’t hold much hope for that.
 
   “Hardly.  I’ll just have to hire you.”
 
   “Hire?” he asked.
 
   “Hire,” I replied, continuing to dress.  “I will want someone to teach music, singing, and as many songs as you know.  If you have other talents, I would be pleased to know of them.  In return, I will see to it that you are taught to read and write fluently, to do math, and that you learn whatever magic you have the talent for.”
 
   They both just sat there and looked at me, stunned.
 
   “I’ll even add some coin,” I offered.  “Room and board, too.  But that’s the best I can do.” I finished dressing and buckled on Firebrand.
 
   “Are you joking, sir?” Pelom asked.
 
   “Hardly.  If I ever get my hands on Linnaeus, he’ll be my chief bard and you’ll study under him.  But until then, you’ll teach music and songs to everyone who wants to learn them and you will learn everything you can.”
 
   “And magic?” Belis breathed.  Her eyes were wide and I daresay they were shining.
 
   “Whatever you have the talent for,” I repeated.  “It may be nothing at all, or you may move mountains.  Or anything in between.  I don’t know how strong you are.”
 
   “May we… may we think it over?” Pelom asked.
 
   “Of course.  We leave in the morning, though.  I’ll have Caedwyl and Caeron escort you and answer questions.”
 
   “Sir?  What if we decide against it?”
 
   I thought about it.
 
   “Then I will have to ask you to come along as guests for a week or two.  Not as prisoners, I hope; I would rather you just travel with us and keep us entertained as any hired minstrel might.  When we get to where we are going—then you may leave us.  I will see to it that you are well-paid in the bargain.”
 
   “So we have no real choice,” Pelom replied.  “We will go with you whether we wish to or no.”
 
   I sighed.  I hated it, but he was right.
 
   “Yes, Pelom.  You are correct, and it grieves me greatly that I must inflict my will on you in this manner.  I hope you will wish to go with us; we’re a fun bunch of people,” I said, smiling.  “But your curiosity may be the death of us.  Unless…” I trailed off.
 
   “Unless?” Belis encouraged.
 
   “If you will swear an oath to me, bound with blood and magic, that you will make every effort to conceal and hide the knowledge you gain from my people… then, if you still do not wish to join us, I will leave you here.  That is the very best I can do, for not only my own safety but the safety of my people.”
 
   Pelom and Belis looked at each other.  Belis was itchingly curious; Pelom was surly and a trifle scared.  But they managed to communicate all that in just a look.
 
   “We agree,” Pelom answered, reluctantly.  “If we do not wish to join you, we will accept your geas.”
 
   “I am sorry, Pelom.  I hate this as much as you do.  If you can think of another way, I will be very pleased to hear it.”
 
   He shook his head.  “I do not know.”
 
   “Nor I,” Belis added.
 
   “Well, think about it.  If you can find a way that doesn’t involve putting a geas on you or kidnapping you, I’ll listen.  If you aren’t going to join us willingly, then you aren’t going to join us at all; I don’t really want you along unless you qualify and want to be here.”
 
   “I understand, sir.  I think.  What do you mean ‘qualify’?”
 
   “You have to have several excellent qualities before I’ll be willing to accept you as one of my own,” I said.  “I won’t hire just anybody; I might throw you out once we’ve finished traveling.  I don’t know if I would allow you to actually join us.”
 
   Pelom blinked in surprise.  “No?”
 
   I nodded.  “It’s possible.  But you go think.  Make up your mind.  I have much to do this evening.”
 
   I stuck my head out the door and found that both of the twins were waiting outside.  I beckoned them in, explained the situation, and they left with Belis and Pelom.  I heard a cheer as the minstrels came into sight in the common room.
 
   That dealt with—or tabled for the moment—I headed back upstairs.
 
    
 
   Somewhere along the wee hours of the morning—or is that just really late at night?—I heard a tapping at my door.  I carefully disentangled myself from Tamara and reflected that someone was going to pay for the disturbance.  Tamara caught me just as I was about to set foot on the floor, pulled my head down to kiss me soundly, then relaxed back onto the bed.  I took it as permission to see who it was.  I pulled on trousers, picked up Firebrand, and opened the door.
 
   It was Riddle.  He looked haggard and more than a little beaten.  There were circles under his eyes—one of them was puffy and bruised—and there was a split in his lower lip.  He kept his left arm pressed to his side, but I didn’t see a bloodstain in what we might be generous and call his shirt.
 
   “What the—?  Come in,” I said, gesturing him inside.  “What happened to you?” I asked, but I was pretty sure I knew the answer to that.
 
   He limped into the room and slouched onto a stool.  Tamara clutched the covers to herself and sat up.  The candles in the room lit on their own, as did the oil lamp.  She doesn’t see well in the dark, but she doesn’t need to.
 
   “All right,” I said, going to one knee beside him.  I looked at his face.  “What’s the story?”
 
   He turned his face away.  “I’m all right!”
 
   Tamara got up, wrapping a blanket around herself in the process.  “No, you are not,” she chided.  She settled next to him, on his other side.  “Let me see.”
 
   He shoved her hand away.  “Stop!” he half-shouted, then winced and clutched at his side.  “I’ll get well.  But I need someone to help me.”
 
   “Sure,” I said.  “The job offer is still open.”
 
   His eyes were shadowed and bleak.  “I can’t.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “I can’t leave Tort.”
 
   I thought about it.  He already mentioned someone named Tort who needed a wizard.
 
   “Who is Tort?  We may have room.”
 
   “Halar.”  Tamara’s voice was gentle, but there was a tone…
 
   “Yes, my dear?”
 
   “Hush for the moment.”
 
   I blinked at her.  “Um.  Okay.”
 
   She caught Riddle’s attention.  “You have someone that must be cared for?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Is this person hurt?  Or sick?”
 
   “She’s both.”
 
   “And you wish to help her?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then tell him—” she nodded at me, “—what you need.  If it can be done, he will do it.”
 
   “But he can’t!” Riddle said, almost in tears.  “If he shows his face at Grummen’s again, they’ll kill him!  He only got out because there was no one behind him!”
 
   Tamara turned to me with a raised eyebrow.  I knew I was in trouble.
 
   “I went home with Riddle,” I explained.  “I was going to help his friend, and the people there didn’t want me there.  I get the feeling they don’t like unexpected guests.”
 
   “It was my fault,” Riddle said, choking slightly.  He looked like he was crying, except there wasn’t a tear to be seen.  The world could do anything it liked, but it couldn’t make him weep.  “I did not tell them… I did not ask anyone… I just brought him with me to see Tort…”
 
   “Anyway, they threw me out,” I finished.
 
   “And if you go back, they’ll kill you!  They have some crossbows and everyone has knives!”
 
   Tamara shook her head and clucked reprovingly.  “There, there.  You’ve never seen a hero about his trade.  Don’t be long, Halar.”
 
   “I shan’t,” I replied.  “Where is Tort?” I asked.  “I’ll have her back here before sunrise.”  I started getting dressed while he answered.
 
   “She’s… she’s upstairs.  We’re small, we won’t break through the rotten boards.  Nobody else goes up into the attic…”
 
   “Right.  She’s the only one up there?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “What does she look like?”
 
   “A little smaller than me,” he sniffed.  “She doesn’t have… her left foot is gone.”
 
   “Piece of cake.  Back soon.”
 
   “But—but—but—there are dozens of people in there!” he burst out.
 
   “Well, if they’re people, I won’t kill them unless they do something stupid.  If they surrender without a fight, I won’t hurt them at all.  What could be more fair?”  I pulled on my boots and stood up, grinning.
 
   Riddle just stared at me.
 
   “Now let my lady work on you; she’s quite a healer.  Then you can let her help Tort, if you like.”  I kissed Tamara.  “Careful, lady.  He’s a charmer.”
 
   “He is not alone in that,” she replied.  “Off you go.”
 
   I grabbed my cloak and left them there.  I headed off through town.  If they had railroads, I would be crossing the tracks.  As I went, I wondered who Tort was.  A sister, maybe?
 
   Are we going to burn the place down like you said, boss?
 
   “Not with a little girl in the building.  I don’t like killing people unless I absolutely need to.”
 
   Yeah.  I noticed.  What’s up with that?
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   Never mind.  Just let me have some of the fun, willya?
 
   “I’ll see what I can do.”
 
   It’s a good thing nobody was out at that hour.  I wonder how people would react to a madman talking with his sword?  Probably by fading into the background.  Nobody wants to encounter a madman, especially one with a sword.
 
   The building didn’t look any better by darksight.  In some ways, it looked worse; shadows couldn’t hide the rot and the cracks.  I could hear the wind blowing through the walls and smell the mold in the rafters.  From the sounds of it, there were a couple dozen people in the building, possibly huddled together for warmth.
 
   Warmth is something we got, boss.
 
   “Only if I have to.”
 
   Firebrand grumbled but shut up.  My sword likes to kill things.  Go figure.
 
   I thought about it for a minute.  How do I go into a building full of probably-hostile people and recover a sick and injured child without letting her get hurt in the process?  A nice puzzle.
 
   I could just go in and march through whatever they threw at me.  Unfortunately, that was likely to necessitate killing a bunch of people.  Or I could try to go in through the roof—easy enough with my mass.  Stopping in the attic, though—that could be more of a problem.  If nobody goes into the attic because the floor is weak…
 
   I sighed.  This would have been so much simpler if I could still work magic at night.
 
   Finally, I settled on sneaking up to the building and reaching through it with tendrils.  They flowed in like coils of smoke, ignoring merely physical barriers like stone and wood and plaster.  I let them coil and drift through the whole ground floor, lightly touching everyone.  Yes, sleepers, mostly.  One or two wakeful people.
 
   I touched the sleepers lightly and siphoned off what energy they possessed.  I killed no one, just made sure the sleepers would sleep very soundly.  The wakeful ones were more tricky.  I circled the building and got as close as I could to the first one.  Him I attacked, fully, with every tendril I had; I wanted to so exhaust his vital essence that he simply collapsed.  That was tricky, but I managed it.  He didn’t even cry out before he fell unconscious.  The other wakeful person came over to see what happened and I got him the same way.  It wasn’t easy to just drop them without killing them, but I need to work on my fine control anyway; it was good practice.
 
   That cleared the ground floor.  I let my tendrils flow upward and search the second floor.  Up and on up, I kept finding sleepers.  By ones and by twos, they all slept the sleep of utter and complete exhaustion.
 
   Contact in the attic.  I touched, tested, felt around; it was definitely a child.  I got the sense of a sleeping, sick little girl.  Good enough for me.  I went into the building and headed up the stairs.
 
   My problem became more obvious when I reached the ladder to the attic.  It was rickety and old, with a nice case of rot.  I’m not sure it would have held me before I added the extra weight of an undead.
 
   Well, crap.  I should have brought Riddle to go up and bring her down.
 
   Too late to do that now.  If I had to, I might come back with him, but for now, I’d see if I could obtain the kid and get out on my own. 
 
   Hmm.  If the floors were that fragile, maybe it could become an advantage.
 
   I looked up, tendrils questing, and found the girl.  Her presence was a glowing light, radiating even through the old wood.  I centered myself under her, carefully, and considered the architecture.  Two cuts would cause the boards beneath her to fall away and I could catch her.  Or, one cut and a good scoring would cause the wood to bend, hopefully, and dump her into my arms as though she were lying on a trapdoor.  That would be better.  Yes.
 
   The wood wasn’t very tough.  Firebrand’s point scored across several boards with ease.  A moment later, I pushed the tip through the wood at the other end of the boards Tort was lying on.  It took some muscle to force the edge of the blade along—it was essentially cutting old wood with an oversized straight razor—but Firebrand was good about it.
 
   When the boards gave way, the scored area crumbled, letting the attic floor—my ceiling—tilt down as planned.  A very startled little girl woke up as she tilted, but she didn’t scream.  It was more of a piping sort of “Eeep!” noise.  She slid down the angle as her floor continued to swing down.  I caught her, blanket and all, and a good thing, too; the boards were coming apart from each other and one of them broke completely free.
 
   “Hi,” I whispered.  “Riddle sent me.  Are you Tort?” I asked.
 
   Her eyes got huge as she stared at me.  She nodded.  I think she was scared half to death.  She was wrapped in a tattered, moth-eaten blanket and apparently bundled in the remains of several castoff garments.  Offhand, I pegged her at about five years old, tops.  More likely four.
 
   “I’ll take you to him,” I said, quietly.  “Can you hold on?”  She nodded again and I hoisted her up to ride my hip.  “If I put you down, it will be suddenly.  Just drop to the ground and hold still, okay?”  She nodded against my shoulder and held on to me.  A good kid.  I wondered if she’d learned to be like that from living in these conditions.  I can’t imagine living as a child on the streets.  Or maybe I just don’t want to.
 
   We headed down stairs and then more stairs.  The sleepers didn’t stir.
 
   Outside, Tort looked up at me.
 
   “Are you an angel?”
 
   The question was so utterly unexpected it took me a moment to process it.  An angel?  Who in their right mind would even think such a thing?
 
   “What makes you ask that?” I asked.  She shifted against my hip, trying to get more comfortable; I cradled her in my arms and she settled down.  It didn’t feel like she weighed anything.
 
   “You’re all pretty and bright.  You’re being nice to me.  Nobody ever did that but Riddle, and Grumpy beats him for it.”
 
   “I’m not an angel,” I denied.  “Riddle is still being nice to you—by asking me to be.”  I kept on down the street at a fast walk.  The word we were using was arhia, meaning a spirit in the service of light.
 
   “Oh.”  She seemed to accept that.  “Where are we going?”
 
   “To an inn.  There’s a nice lady there who will give you a bath and make sure you get something to eat.”
 
   “Can Riddle have something to eat, too?” she asked.  She sounded worried.
 
   “I’m sure he’s been fed already,” I assured her.
 
   “Good.”  She closed her eyes and slept as I carried her.  I wish I could do that.  Not just the sleeping part, but the trusting part.  I guess I’m too old for that.
 
   Back at the Pig & Pony, I found Tamara alone in our room.  She was dressed in a long gown and was waiting.  I saw no sign of Riddle.
 
   “This is Tort?” she asked, quietly.  I nodded and laid Tort down on the bed.  Tamara touched her with one finger and the firefall glow of her hair started.  The glow spread through her body and flowed down her arm into Tort.  Tort took on a sort of glow as well.  A minute later, Tamara let the light fade.  
 
   I watched the process with vampire eyes and saw the flow of life force.  Where it all came from, I can’t say.  It looked like it just appeared out of nowhere.  If Tamara ever took it upon herself to feed me at night, I would be stuffed like a Christmas goose—assuming I didn’t wind up cooked like one.  The energies she was channeling weren’t exactly like the life-stuff I consume, and she already mentioned that something in my blood reacts badly to Flame, now.
 
   “She was ill.  She will recover.”
 
   “Good.  Where’s Riddle?”
 
   “I put him in the care of Caedwyl; there is a bath and a change of clothes in his future.”
 
   “Even better.  Want to take over on Tort, here, too?”
 
   Tamara smiled at me.  “Will you bring home puppies and kittens as well, my lord?”
 
   I grumbled something about my better nature being abused.  She chuckled and kissed me.
 
   “How could you have done anything else, my hero?  Yes, I will see to your latest pet.  Will you wait for me?”
 
   “Okay.”
 
   She laughed softly and kissed me again.  Then she picked up Tort and carried her out of the room.
 
   I lay down on the bed and sighed.  I felt good about rescuing a little girl from neglect and possibly abuse, but it was darn inconvenient in regard to my love life.
 
   I was trying to decide whether to be mostly pleased or mostly irritated when I fell asleep.
 
    
 
   Sunrise came and went.  I barely even felt it.  I felt great, alive and well and absolutely thrilled to be so.  Tamara stirred next to me and kissed me sleepily.  She hadn’t woken me in climbing into bed.  Maybe I’m not too old to trust people after all.
 
   “Good morning, my lord.”
 
   “And a good morning to you, you frolicsome wench.  I thought women with child are not supposed to be so frolicsome?”
 
   “It is oft the case,” she admitted.  “Yet I know only my own desires.  Are you awake and alive?”  As she spoke, one hand slipped low on my body.  “Ah, I see you are.”
 
   “Some of me, yes.  How are you feeling?”
 
   “Please find out,” she asked.
 
   Sometimes, once in a while, every so often, I wonder how much the Goddess had to do with Tamara and I being together.  Am I being manipulated?  Is Tamara?  Or is this just the way things are supposed to work?  Or do the desires of the gods just make reality lean the way they want?  Free will, yes or no?
 
   In this one case, I decided, I didn’t care.  I should lighten up and just enjoy it.
 
   We missed breakfast entirely, but I pried myself away well before lunch.  It wasn’t easy, but I lured her with the idea of food and she went for it.  While she worked on a quick wash and dressing, I popped downstairs to have something sent up—and to have a word with Raeth, Bouger, and the twins.
 
   Raeth was supervising the wagon loading; we were packing up to leave.  Everyone seemed reasonably cheered at the idea of leaving after lunch.  Early-morning moves were wearing on us a bit, I think.  I headed his way across the yard and was intercepted by one of the twins.
 
   I swear, I’m going to tattoo their names on their foreheads.  Or make them wear different colors, at least.
 
   “My lord, the minstrels wish to speak with you at your convenience.”
 
   “Sure.  Where are they?”
 
   “They are in a room, my lord; Caeron is keeping them company.”
 
   “Have they been fed?”
 
   Caedwyl—had to be him if Caeron was inside—snorted.  “They are our guests, not so?”
 
   “Good man.  Tell them I’ll be in directly.”
 
   He saluted and hustled off.  I went over to Raeth—who saluted.
 
   I returned it and stuck out my tongue at him.  “How’s the loading?”
 
   “We shall be ready before lunch; we can pull out as soon as we finish eating.”
 
   I nodded and looked over at a pile of chains.  “Bouger get those for me?”
 
   Raeth glanced at the metal.  “Yes.  May I ask what for?”
 
   “Another delay in departing.  I want the wagons rigged with eyebolts in the front before we leave.  Come here, I’ll show you.”
 
   So I did.  I wanted an eyebolt mounted on the front of each wagon, embedded deep and strong.  I figured to let the chain drag behind Bronze and let wagons latch on to it.  I’ve thought Bronze would make a good locomotive.  She ought to hasten the whole works along.
 
   Besides, I wanted to get everyone settled before I went off to my potential doom with Tobias and the Hand.  It strikes me as a good idea to have my lover and unborn children off in a place nobody goes and nobody really wants to go.
 
   We have a few handy folks in our little community, as well as a professional carpenter.  We had to buy the eyebolts and they weren’t cheap; nobody had them in quantity.  But that was nothing compared to the extra carts I wanted.
 
   The new ones would be low-slung, about ten feet long, maybe five wide, with minimal springs and thin, comparatively fragile sides; no roof was required.  I hired every cartwright in town for the day, paying top dollar, and they surprised me by knocking together the things I wanted well before dark.  These would be horse trailers.  A rather novel concept for the locals, so I didn’t explain what they were for—I only explained what I wanted.
 
   More eyebolts for them.  I should have planned this better.  Next time, I explain everything to Raeth and let him do the organizing.  The man is a lot better at it than I am.
 
   In between the lurching stages of my poorly-arranged plan, I found time for lunch.  After lunch, Tamara went to supervise some of the activities—taking care to be inconspicuous; a fire-witch is still something Church officials go ballistic over—while I dropped in on my minstrel guests.  
 
   They were deep in discussion with the twins as I approached their door.  I confess I paused outside to listen.  The twins were demonstrating their superior grasp of number theory by going over multiplication.  I interrupted by just barging straight in.  Everyone stood up for me.
 
   “Good afternoon, Pelom, Belis.  I trust you have been comfortable?”
 
   “We want to go with you!” Belis declared.  Right to business.  Pelom looked hesitant, then sighed and nodded.  I looked from one to the other and back.
 
   “I take it that there was some debate?”
 
   “My wife wishes to travel with you,” Pelom agreed.  “I am not so fond of it, but will go.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Is that all?”
 
   “I want to learn magic,” Belis admitted.  “I watched your lieutenant light torches with a snap of his fingers!  And he is a knight, not a wizard!”
 
   “Ah, that would be Raeth with Horzun’s Fabulous Firestarter,” I replied.  “It’s a useful spell.”
 
   “Can we learn it?” she asked, eyes dancing.
 
   “I don’t see why not,” I replied.  “It all depends on your talent for it.  Everyone has at least a little talent; maybe not enough to be useful, but a little.  We can try to teach you.  And do sit down, please.”
 
   They both sat; the twins took up station by the door and waited, still standing.
 
   “Sir,” Pelom began, “I am just a minstrel with a talent for making wood and gut give forth a pleasing noise.  I know little of numbers and less of magic.  I am not certain I wish to know so much.  But my wife has always been a bit mad—it is the blood of the fae within her, and I love her both for it and despite it.  If she wishes to travel with your people and learn more of such things, then I will go with her.”
 
   I nodded.  “I understand.  All right.  Wait one second.”  I cast my curiosity radar spell again, already knowing what I was probably going to find.  Belis showed up on it quite well; Pelom didn’t even register.
 
   Well, I guess it was bound to happen.
 
   “All right.  I’ll take you both.  Pelom, if you don’t want to learn things, no one will force it on you.  If you do, no one will deny you.  Your amusement is entirely up to you—but if you would be so kind as to teach these rascals behind me to sing, I would appreciate it.”  I shuddered in mock horror.  “They call cadence and it’s like listening to a bunch of panicked cattle.”
 
   Pelom smiled slightly.  “I will do what I may… my lord.”
 
   “Does that mean I may study wizardry?” Belis asked, just to nail that down.
 
   “Yes, you may,” I answered.  “And thank you, Pelom.  Moreover, now that we have that settled, I am going to trust you.  Caedwyl, Caeron—that will be all.  Unless you’d care to show our two latest friends down to the common room and introduce them to everyone as such?”
 
   “Our pleasure, lord,” they replied, in unison.  Eerie, that.
 
   “Good.  Once that’s done, report to Raeth; he’ll need the help with the cartwrights, I’m sure.  These two,” I looked at Pelom and Belis, “will just have to make do on their own for a while.”
 
   “We’re not to guard them, lord?” one of the twins asked.
 
   “Why should you?” I asked, eyeing the two in question.  “They say they want to hang around with us.  I believe them.  I trust them.”  I headed back out the door and paused to look at Pelom; he seemed a trifle amazed.  “I trust you’ll keep us entertained while we are delayed here?” I asked.
 
   He paused for a long second… and slowly saluted.  “We shall honor your trust, my lord.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, FEBRUARY 25TH
 
    
 
   It was well after dark before we rolled out of town.  Fortunately, we were already outside the main walls, so we weren’t locked in for the night.  We set out normally, in column, and got out on the road.  Then we paused, closed up our column, and led all the horses around back.  About half of them would fit in the new carts; the other half would walk along behind.  By keeping everyone aboard the wagons—moderately crowded, but I’ve been on car trips that were a lot worse—and by switching the horses in and out of the trailers at every rest stop, I figured we could keep going pretty much solid all day and night.  Since an unladen horse goes faster than one hauling a wagon, we’d make more distance per unit of time, too.  In theory.  We’d see if it worked in practice.
 
   I got Bronze harnessed up in front.  Four chains ran back from the custom-built iron-and-leather horsecollar; these connected to the main drag chain.  We used four smaller chains so the horsecollar would seat itself properly against her shoulders.  While I got her ready, the others made sure the wagons were ready.  We still needed a driver on each wagon—well, a brakeman—just in case we had to stop suddenly.
 
   “Ready, girl?” I asked, patting her neck.  She tossed her head and pawed at the ground.
 
   She loves a challenge, boss.
 
   “You can hear her, can’t you?”
 
   You made us both.  Yes, I can hear her.
 
   “Why can’t she speak to me like you can?”
 
   I used to be a dragon.  She used to be a bunch of horses.  Dragons can talk, boss.  Dragons can also hear the feelings in a beating heart.  Horses can’t.  I’ve been filled with the spirit of a dragon; you’ve consumed the blood of it.  We have a strong affinity.  Bronze was just shaped by your will.  It’s not as strong a connection.
 
   “Oh.  That makes a weird sort of sense, I suppose.  So how do you know all that?”
 
   Boss… I used to be a dragon.  Hello?  Remember?
 
   “Ah.  All right, I’ll take it as truth.  Wagons… HO!”
 
   Bronze leaned into the collar.  Slack was taken up.  Wagons started to roll, one by one.  Creaking and squealing and groaning, but they rolled.  They picked up speed as Bronze dug in and started a slow, steady march forward.  Hoofprints a handspan deep marked the hard-packed road.  She picked up speed slowly but definitely, finally topping out at what was, for a horse, a fast walk.  Any faster and she would have to change gaits.
 
   I think she could have slowly rumbled up from a walk to a full run, but I already told her not to go too fast.  We didn’t want to lose anybody to a busted wheel or a broken axle.
 
   I wonder if it’s worth the effort to install seat belts?
 
   I rode Bronze all night to watch over everything.  The chains looked like they were in good shape, the wagons were rolling along easily, Bronze wasn’t even straining, and everyone except the brakemen were apparently snoozing comfortably.
 
   We made a lot of miles before dawn.  Then we paused for breakfast and to change out the horses to and from the horse-trailers.  The ones now in the trailers also got sacks of oats and a few carrots; they had a long night.
 
   Once we had ourselves sorted out from the early-morning wake-up, we hit the road again.  A cheer went up as Bronze started us down the road.  She took us up to a fast walk again and I could see her stepping a little higher than before, almost prancing, even under the load she was hauling.  
 
   I haven’t told her, but there’s a chest full of coal and her favorite metal scraps in my wagon.  Every so often, I store a little magic in a nugget or scrap; I hope to have a little bit in each before the trip is over.  When we get to Eastgate I’m going to surprise her with it.  But I think the cheering is what she’ll appreciate the most.
 
   Everyone was up and awake now.  I jumped down and waited for my wagon to go past.  With a little jogging and a small jump, I swung aboard the back step and opened the door.  I’d forgotten we were so strapped for space; Raeth was awake for the day shift and Bouger was sacked out, snoring.  Tamara was lounging—she got the lion’s share of the space—while Hellas and Muldo were wrapped in each other’s arms and dozing.
 
   “Was the delay worth it, Raeth?” I asked.
 
   He smiled ruefully.  “I am sorry that I ever doubted you, my lord.”
 
   “Stop it.”
 
   “Okay, Halar.  Yes, I am impressed.  We have made excellent time, and will surpass the best I have ever seen cavalry accomplish—all because of one tireless steed.  Your legend will grow because of it.”
 
   I glared at him.  “You always find some way to rub it in, don’t you?”
 
   He laughed, but quietly.  “I cannot help but find it amusing.”
 
   “I’ll make the bards sing about you, too, if you keep it up,” I threatened.  “‘Noble Sir Raeth, sidekick to the Wall of Blades, poniard of Honor and Justice!’  Don’t make me do it.”
 
   He bit his lips and shook his head.  “I would not dream of it.”  But there was laughter in his eyes.
 
   “Oh, nuts to you,” I said, and crawled carefully through the rocking wagon to lie down with Tamara.  She shifted over to make room for me and was in no hurry to get up.
 
   “Shall we stop for lunch?” Raeth asked.
 
   “I’ll leave that up to you; how hard do we want to push everyone?  I’d suggest it, though.  I doubt anyone is used to being cramped into wagons like this for long.  We’re the ones with space.  The others are much more crowded.”
 
   “Rank hath its privileges,” Raeth noted.  “Shall we obtain more wagons as we go?”
 
   “Later, maybe.  I intend to blow most of our wealth on equipment and supplies in Eastgate; money won’t do much for us beyond there.”
 
   He nodded.  “Well thought.  I will bear it in mind.  Now, if I may be excused, I wish to review our procession.”
 
   “As you will,” I said, waving him off.  He stepped out the back, rode the rear step while he shut the door, and the wagon jounced a little as he dismounted.
 
   Tamara and I snuggled closer.  We had a space about the size of the back of a station wagon and a bunch of cushions.  And company.  Still, I can think of worse ways to spend a day traveling than cuddling with a pretty lady.
 
   Pretty much anything, actually.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, MARCH 2ND
 
    
 
   The days have rolled by quickly, along with the miles.  Bronze truly does seem to be tireless.  She isn’t complaining, anyway, and if she’s straining at all, I can’t tell.  We’ve passed several villages in the past nights; I don’t think anyone noticed us.  But it lets us know where we are; another two days like this and we’ll hit Eastgate.
 
   Riddle is going to be a politician or a professional pickpocket.  He’s swiped something from everyone at some point.  As per instructions, he gives it back, whatever it is—usually a few minutes after he’s taken it.  He’s been caught several times, but the vast majority of his thefts are successful—or successful enough to let him get a good head start, which is all that counts.
 
   The good news is it has kept people amused.  Almost everyone has taken his little pilferings in a good humor and thrown him gently out of their wagon.  Mainly, I suspect, to keep him from teaching the other kids how to swipe stuff.  I could be wrong.
 
   I finally stuffed him into a wagon with several squires—the kids were all a year or more older than Riddle, but I told them to hustle up teaching Riddle how to be a good squire.  They saluted.
 
   It’s a bit creepy to see such a serious-eyed look from children.
 
   Tort, meanwhile, is skin and bones.  Riddle’s thin, but she’s wasted away.  Tamara decided to keep her in the main wagon and stuff food into her.  Tort doesn’t go anywhere, generally; she is indeed missing her left foot.  I didn’t notice it amid the bundles of clothes and the blanket.  I’m told her foot was badly broken some months ago by a hobnailed boot; that was deliberate.  Grumpy—the guy in charge of the gang—tended toward violence when frustrated, and both Tort and Riddle were convenient targets.  When the broken foot began to fester, though, it had to be cut off; that ruined Tort as a potential thief or streetwalker.
 
   She’s lucky to be alive at all.  She wouldn’t be if Riddle hadn’t half-hidden her in the attic and brought her food.
 
   Tamara is mothering her.  Maybe that’s just for practice, but I know I get all soft and mushy whenever I see Tort.  Hurt children get me all bent out of shape.  I’m thinking about ways to encourage her to grow a new foot, but that will take both time and a lot of attention.  With luck, though, later…
 
   Meanwhile, I have our carpenter whittling up a false foot.  Maybe she won’t run like other kids, but she will walk without a crutch—or I’m not a wizard.
 
   Our minstrels have taken to teaching people new songs.  Worse, they appear to be songs our minstrels have composed; I’ve heard at least two marching songs that allude to a wall of blades and a dragon.  The lyrical quality is about on par with most of the marching cadences I’ve heard in movies.  They’re not really too bad as songs go, but I’m still a little embarrassed about that sort of thing.
 
   We did have a couple of small incidents that could have been ugly.  Brakemen shouldn’t fall asleep.  We were stopping for the morning meal and leg-stretch and one of them barely jerked awake in time to jerk the brake.  Nobody was hurt, but the wagon he was on came within a hair of ramming the one in front of it.  That sort of thing is sheer carelessness.  We’ve got the brakemen in shifts, now.  Bronze is also slowing down a lot more gradually and we try to park on a gentle upward incline.  That’s getting easier as we get closer to the mountains.
 
   Tamara is another story entirely; she’s enjoying the trip far more than I would have thought.  We have all the privacy of a one-bedroom apartment with six people, but she isn’t demanding or pushy.  She just touches me whenever she can and is happy—it’s a trick I wish I had!  I’m working on it.  I find that I like her touching me.  If I weren’t deliriously happy, I’d be disgusted at our sappy, romantic, sugarcloud sweetness.
 
   As it is, I wouldn’t dream of having things any other way.
 
   Now, that brings us up to the present.
 
   Earlier this evening, I was riding Bronze and keeping an eye on things, as usual.  I don’t need headlights to see the road, so I’m generally up there at night.  It’s just as well I make a habit of that; I saw some figures lurking in the underbrush on either side of the road.
 
   I would have shouted and drawn Firebrand, but Bronze was hitched to the wagons.  I need a quick-release system for that horsecollar.  So, what to do?  I dismounted, told her hold it down to a slow walk, and dashed ahead.
 
   Crossbows annoy the hell out of me.  I damn well want my vest back.
 
   The good news is I was well-fed and healthy.  The better news is that my reflexes are a lot faster at night than I ever dreamed.  I caught one of the bolts and threw it down.  I still had time to bat another aside before the rest of the ragged volley hit me.  I took two in the chest and one in the belly.
 
   It hurt, but not as much as I expected.  Besides, my body spat them out a second or two later.  The regeneration forced them out of the flesh.  That’s never happened before, but I don’t mind a bit.  I felt fine after that.
 
   The crossbowmen made noises I interpreted as surprise and fear.  I don’t blame them.  I ran forward at full speed and was there, with them, picking them up and lofting them twenty feet into the air to land in the road.  In the space of seconds, I had all six of them lying on the hard-packed dirt and trying to pick themselves up.
 
   They were goblins.  Nasty little buggers with short swords, crossbows, and soot-blackened ring mail.  I knocked heads together—gently—until they stopped moving.  Then I waited for Bronze to catch up.  I moved the unconscious forms aside as she approached, then signaled a halt.  Bouger was the lead brakeman at the time.  He insists on taking a watch even when I’m up.  He had Raeth woken.
 
   Together, we bound and interrogated our prisoners.  I needed the help; I don’t speak goblin very well at all.  I understand it just fine, but I can’t think of the words I want.  A few more goblins for dinner, perhaps, and maybe that won’t be a problem.
 
   Raeth and Bouger both speak goblin.  Bouger is better at it; his father’s domain has a goblin problem on the border.  Both of them picked up a lot from their time in the mines.  Since we had an interpreter, we didn’t need to speak the merchant pidgin language—it takes a lot of effort to get anything but transactions across in that tongue, but you have a chance of talking to almost anybody in the world with it.  Maybe not a good chance, but a chance.
 
   We dragged them off the road, posted guards to keep us private, and waited until they were all awake and looking surly.  Nasty headaches will do that to you, but goblins have a natural bent for it.
 
   “Who are you?” Bouger asked the first one.  The goblin shook its head and spat at him.
 
   I picked the little guy up in full sight of the other prisoners, bared my fangs in a hiss, and bit the goblin in the neck.  Yuck.  It was blood, but it wasn’t what I call tasty.  I drained it as dry as a rattling sack of sticks, dropped the remains, hacked the body into small pieces, and cut off the head.  I punted the head as high and as hard as I could.  Then I grinned, fangs out, and pointed at the next goblin to interrogate.
 
   Bouger barely finished asking a question before the goblin was answering it.  The others were trying to contribute more information.
 
   They didn’t know a lot.  They were part of a scouting force that was looking over the territory around their new city and killing anyone they found.  Nobody was supposed to get away.  Nobody was even supposed to know about them.  They would have just let us go by if I hadn’t obviously seen them.  Later, other forces would have grabbed us; their little scout troop would have picked off anyone who tried to flee.
 
   As for who they were serving, they didn’t know exactly.  There was a prophet that promised a dominion in the fertile land outside the Eastrange, and they had joined up.  Now they just did what their sergeants told them to—in this case, Bakaru, a rather unpleasant orku.
 
   “Where is Bakaru?” Bouger demanded.
 
   “He’s back in his tent, waiting for us.  We’re supposed to go back and report before sunup.”
 
   “Why sunup?” I asked; Bouger translated.
 
   I got looked at with a mixture of fear and pity.  “Because we’re goblins.”
 
   Bouger pointed out, “They hate sunlight, sir.  Most breeds won’t be out during the day for anything less than an orku with a whip at their backs.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Tie them together in a line and let me have them; I’ll see what this orku has to say for himself.”
 
   “Sir?”
 
   “Well, I want to know what we’re getting into.  I heard the part about ‘our new city,’ and I don’t think it’s because they just built one.”
 
   Raeth nodded.  “He’s right.  We’ll wait here.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   With my remaining guides, I headed off to meet Bakaru.
 
   Bakaru was doing maintenance on his equipment when we got to his camp.  He spoke a version of Rethven’s pidgin or merchant tongue; apparently, goblins and orcs don’t speak the same language.  
 
   As a side note, the Rethven language has more than one dialect—much like the difference between the Queen’s English and the English spoken in the deep South of the United States.  The elves, goblins, orcs, viksagi, and Kamshasan people, to name a few, also have differing languages or dialects.  The merchant tongue is actually an ugly mix of all of them, good enough to get a point across when trying to trade—and not much else.  It is not a language of eloquence or poetry, but it works.  Where such language is used, I have expanded on it to reflect the spirit and meaning of the conversation.  So if a goblin seems more eloquent than you’d expect, it’s because I made him sound that way.  That said, I’ll probably not mention it again.  But I have a new appreciation for translation spells.
 
   Bakaru was a little over six feet tall and covered in muscle.  When his arms moved, it looked like a demolition derby under his skin.  His skin was a mottled sort of gray.  He had large eyes under thick brows and a forehead that sloped back more sharply than a man’s.  He reminded me of pictures of Homo Neanderthalus, with just a touch more of a gorilla in the face.  His hair was held back in a tail by a leather thong.  He was wearing leather and chainmail and had a nasty-looking serrated dagger in hand.  He stood up when he saw the first goblin.
 
   “You!  What are you doing here so early!” he demanded, gesturing with the dagger.  “Coward!  Lazy!  I’ll have your heads for this!”
 
   Then he caught sight of the rest of them as they shuffled forward—and the rope binding their hands.  He dropped the dagger to grab a spear and sword as he glared into the darkness.
 
   “Who’s there?”
 
   What the heck.  I stepped from the shadows and into the moonlight, smiling at him.  “Me.”
 
   He snarled and lifted his spear.  I hissed and drew Firebrand.  He dropped his spear and sword and went to his knees.  I blinked in surprise.
 
   “Master!” he declared, knocking his forehead on the ground.
 
   I think the goblins could have taken me right then, if they had tried.  I was dumbfounded.
 
   “Who are you?” I asked.
 
   He didn’t get up, but he did stop pounding his head on the dirt.  “I am Bakaru of the Cracked Tusk Clan, leader of these miserable goblins in your service, Lord of Blood!”
 
   I wondered what the hell he was talking about.  Still, if he’d mistaken me for someone else, this was a good time to quiz him.
 
   “What is your mission, and where is your commander?”
 
   “Master!  I am to drive these scum to kill any who might try to escape your new domain.  I was sent from the city your forces have captured; there you will find my commander.”
 
   That matched up nicely with the goblins’ report.
 
   “What was the human name for the city?”
 
   “Gate of the East, master.”
 
   Crap.  I made a mental note to beat Murphy over the head if I ever saw him.
 
   “Good work.  Now, you will keep my presence a secret.  Neither I nor the people I am with were here.  Forget us entirely.  Do you understand?”
 
   “Yes, master!”
 
   “On your feet.  Get back to what you were doing, and ignore any sign of us.”
 
   He leaped to his feet and started to berate his goblins for coming back to camp; I untied them and left them to be yelled at.
 
   Back at the wagon train, I called a huddle in the command wagon—Tamara’s wagon, my wagon, the one I called home.  I explained what just happened and asked for suggestions.
 
   “Is there no way through to the place you have prepared?” Bouger asked.
 
   “Could be, for people on foot, but I doubt it.  I don’t know if there’s a way through a horse—a normal horse—could follow.  There’s likely some climbing involved.”
 
   Raeth looked thoughtful.  He had been thinking while I’d been telling the tale.
 
   “If there is an easy way—which I strongly doubt—we will have to destroy it behind us.  If there is not, then we should go south to Baret and take ship around the Eastrange, though it will cost us time.  We should also come to know the forces that occupy Eastgate; if they are all as subservient as this orku, we may have little difficulty.  If there are few enough, perhaps the way can be cleared.”
 
   I nodded.  “In any case, scouting is my job.”  I held up a hand to suppress objections.  “I’m faster, I see in the dark, I have a horse that can leap tall wagons in a single bound, and I stand a good chance of telling a significant number of bad guys to shut up and leave me alone.  If you have a rational argument, I’ll hear it now.”
 
   There was a thick silence.  Tamara finally broke it.
 
   “’Tis better than a journey to face the Hand,” she said, trying to smile.  The sentiment was met with a good deal of grudging agreement.  Once everyone else was out of the wagon—for the first time in days—Tamara and I held each other.
 
   “Lord?” she asked, her face buried in my shirt.
 
   “Yes, sweetheart?”
 
   “I must speak before you go.  Will you listen?”
 
   “Sure.”  I had no idea what she wanted to talk about, but I’m not too unreasonable.  Usually.
 
   “I have been a priestess and performed the rite of winter every year since I was sixteen,” she began.  “Every year, the Mother selected someone and I would lie with him.  Some were handsome, some were gentle, and some were neither.  Yet they did the bidding of the Mother, whether they knew of it or no.  When they had come and gone, there was nothing more of them.  Over two dozen men, and not one ever tried to see me again.  Such is the way of the rite.”
 
   I could have been jealous.  I could have been upset.  But I wasn’t.  I found that very weird.  She’d just admitted she’d taken a couple dozen different men to bed—well, had sex with them—before she met me.  It’s not a rational thing, jealousy; but hearing her story, I’d half-expected it to rear up and snarl.
 
   Not a twitch.  That does it; now I know I love her.
 
   “I see,” said I, and stroked her hair.  “And the Mother was happy with—wait a second.  Over two dozen?  I thought this rite was once a year!”
 
   She looked up at me.  “But it is.  Every winter.”
 
   “How could you have started at sixteen, then?  Two dozen men would mean you’ve been at this for over twenty years—you’d have to be at least forty!”
 
   She dimpled.  “I have lived forty-two years, my lord.  I have performed the rite twenty-six times—twenty-five times before you.”
 
   “You can’t be that old!” I protested.  “You can’t be a day over twenty.”
 
   Her dimples became more pronounced.  “Health and long life are but two of the gifts of the Mother to Her chosen.  Now, will you hear my tale?”
 
   “Uh, yes.  I’ll shut up.”  And I did.  She settled her head against my chest again and continued.
 
   “With each rite, they would simply arrive, traveling from nowhere to nowhere, passing through to whatever fate She has in store for them, pausing only to please Her as they go.  This is the way of things.  I would see them for an hour or half an hour or for only a few moments; some never even spoke, but fulfilled their roles as beasts in the fields might.  They served their function and were gone.  But you… I met you, spoke with you, knew you, and you went away… and you came back.”  Her voice was low and intense and she held me as hard as she could.  
 
   “I carry your seed in my womb, as is fitting; any priestess would bear a child at Her will.  But She never allows the one who sired the babe to be anything but a name, if that.  Yet, though it was many days later, She drew you back to me.  First, you came to me, then I came to you.  She chose us—the last of Her priestesses, the last of the Lords of Night—and it is Her desire we be together.”
 
   “I must remember to thank Her,” I said, sincerely.
 
   Tamara looked up at me, squarely in the eyes.  “Please do.  And do one thing for me?”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Come back.  Always, always come back.”
 
   “If I can, I will,” I promised.  “Now promise me something.”
 
   “Anything.”
 
   “If I don’t come back, it’s because I can’t.  Come shove a dragon off me or burn down a temple—but come find me.”
 
   She nodded, eyes bright.  “I will.”
 
    
 
   I knew it wouldn’t be easy to go scouting, but I didn’t realize how hard it would be.  Tamara matters a lot more to me than I ever realized.
 
   While we had our conference in the wagon—and also during my private farewells with Tamara—everyone was roused to turn the wagons around, one by one, and hitch up horses again.  It was going to be several hours on the road before they came to a southern fork.  While I scouted Eastgate and the mountains, they would head south at best speed, just in case.  
 
   If it came right down to it, we could go around the Eastrange by boat from Baret, but it would take a long time.  I think the Baron would be willing to let us do that, if we could avoid antagonizing the Church in his town any more.
 
   I decided to start with the mountains; it was the least risky of my options.  Bronze and I headed southeast like a bullet.
 
   “I don’t suppose you can find my mountain again, can you?” I asked, shouting into the wind as she galloped like a freight train.  She shook her head, spraying flame-shot smoke over each shoulder in turn.
 
   She says she can’t, boss.
 
   “Thanks, Firebrand.  Crap.  That means we’ll have to camp somewhere along the range and wait for dawn; I’ll have to seek it.”
 
   So we did.  It wasn’t a bad morning, all things considered.  I found a nice spot in a ravine and dragged some pine branches over to help shade it.  I wrapped myself in blankets and reflected how some things never change.
 
   Once the sun was fully up, I sent out a spell in the general direction of my mountain.  I’m well familiar with it, so I got a good lock on it.
 
   Bronze and I spent the day trying to walk, climb, or scramble in the general direction of my mountain.  It didn’t go well.  Periodically, I’d use my crystal to get more of an eagle’s-eye view of the terrain; it wasn’t pretty.  Rather, it was quite pretty, in a rugged, impassable fashion.  I also learned if something looks like an easy route from a thousand feet up it can be a treacherous, nasty, evil path when you’re trying to walk along it.  
 
   I also got a new appreciation for how blasted thick the Eastrange is.  Eastgate sits on the thinnest, narrowest section of the whole range—even so, the pass is over a dozen miles long.  Everywhere else, it’s wider.  You could lose whole armies in those mountains and valleys.  It was almost a country of its own.  I found several nice valleys almost side by side—and impossible to get to from each other, short of using grappling hooks and rope.
 
   Somewhere around mid-afternoon—and a lot more scrying spells—I called it quits.
 
   “Bronze, I don’t think there’s a way through around here.  At least, nothing we can expect women and children to take.  You and I might get through this section and sneak up on the mountain, but it’d take more than I’ve got to get everyone across.  This place is rugged as the dark side of the Moon and less hospitable.”
 
   She tossed her head and stomped.
 
   She says we can take these overgrown pebbles, boss.  Just give her a chance and she’ll kick a road through.
 
   “I don’t doubt you can do it, old girl,” I said, patting her neck.  “I wish I had the time to let you.  But we’d just have to destroy it afterward; we can’t have a road leading to our hidden lair.  It looks like we’ll be scouting out Eastgate tonight.”
 
   Bronze tossed her head and turned around, heading northward along the mountains.
 
   She says that kicking a road through an army will do just fine, boss.
 
   “Thanks, Firebrand.”
 
   I wouldn’t mind carving a path, either.
 
   “I’ll bear that in mind.  But I want to see if we can get through without bloodshed.”
 
   There was a long silence from Firebrand.  We passed a large rock, possibly a marker of some sort.  It had been squared off and carved on, but the markings were worn away.
 
   Boss, has it ever occurred to you that you’re weird?
 
   “On many occasions.  People tend to point it out.  What weirdness did you have in mind?”
 
   What are you? Firebrand asked.  I paused, surprised at the question.
 
   “Hmm.  I used to be human.  I still feel like one, sometimes.  I’m a nightlord.  A vampire.  I’m also a wizard and a knight—”
 
   That’ll do.  A nightlord.  And what do you eat and drink?
 
   “Blood and souls.”
 
   And you want to get through Eastgate without bloodshed?  Who’s crazy here, you or me?
 
   I chuckled.  “I see your point, if you’ll pardon the expression.  But as it happens, I don’t particularly care for killing.”
 
   Oh, now that is weird, boss.
 
   “Would it help if I mentioned that goblins taste terrible?”
 
   Hmm.  Well, at least that makes sense.
 
   I chuckled as we galloped north.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, MARCH 3RD
 
    
 
   Well, Eastgate has been sacked.  Someone rolled into town and beat the place to a bloody pulp, then started rebuilding and fortifying it.  Mostly goblins; hundreds if not thousands of the little guys were running around—I can’t call it “marching”—and doing general labor.  They were like ants, swarming over everything.  Overseeing them, about one to every ten or so, there was an orc with a whip, apparently a sergeant.  There were also whole units of orcs, obviously the elite divisions, who were loafing around in full kit—a reaction force in case of attack.
 
   I saw all this from a mountainside about four miles away.  Getting up there would have been a serious activity for a professional rock-climber.  I prepped a gravity-shifting spell in advance for it.  Instead of a nearly-vertical cliff face, it was as though I had tilted the whole mountain back about forty degrees.  A comparative walk in the park.  It did give the whole world a sort of tilted look to it, though; standing straight meant I was the one tilted.
 
   As for watching such details from four miles away… well, dragons have really good eyesight.  
 
   Burp.
 
   I wonder what else I can eat and what effects it would have?  Does all monster blood carry with it strange qualities?  Come to that, is it the blood or the spirit?  And do I really want to catch things and coldly devour them to experiment?
 
   I guess I’ll just wonder.
 
   Anyway, it didn’t look like my people were going to fight our way through that lot.  Being highly optimistic and assuming we could, A:  roll up three times our number of enemies outside the defenses, and B: get inside the new palisade around Eastgate, we would still have C: about two thousand enemy soldiers in town that would contest our passage.
 
   If I could cast spells at night, there would be no problem getting through.  As it was…
 
   I wondered if we could bribe them.
 
   “Any ideas, Firebrand?”
 
   Kill them all, drink their blood, consume their spirits, and burn the bodies?
 
   “Good idea.  Could take a while, though.  Should we get started now, or should we look for wizards and shamans and magicians, first?”
 
   Let’s look, boss, Firebrand suggested.  Maybe we can find the guy in charge.
 
   “Might as well.  I’m thinking we may be able to bribe the commanders.”
 
   Could be.  How much gold do you have?
 
   “On me?” I asked.  “Not a lot.  But we have several pounds of it in the wagons, along with a fistful of jewels.  Between the Duke Ganelon and the merfolk, we’re still pretty rich.”
 
   Might be worth a try.
 
   I walked down the mountainside like I might walk down a really steep slope.  The spell should keep going for half the night or until I clapped my hands.  It’s a good idea to be able to shut the thing off, so I included the mundane hand-clap cancellation—a switch, if you will, that didn’t take wizardry to throw.  I’m glad I took the time to figure out how to do that.
 
   I got back down to Bronze, clapped my hands, and then waited for a few seconds while the world rocked under me.  Weird feeling, that.
 
   “What do you think?” I asked of both Firebrand and Bronze.  “Ride straight in and see what they have to say?  Or sneak in?”
 
   Bronze scraped dirt up in a furrow.  She snorted.  There was a wisp of smoke.
 
   I was about to suggest sneaking in, boss, but Bronze seems to think that you would leave her outside again if that happened.  She doesn’t like that idea.
 
   “I gathered,” I replied, patting her neck and letting her nuzzle me with a hot, metal nose.  “We’ll try just riding up to their gate and saying hello,” I told her.  “Think you can carry me to safety even if they shoot me full of holes and set me on fire?”
 
   Bronze tossed her head and bared her teeth.
 
   She says that if you hang on, she’ll bear you across fields of goblin blood and burning orcs and the blackest depths of Hell, Firebrand supplied.
 
   “Really?”
 
   Well, she really just said “yes.”  But she meant what I said, Firebrand admitted.
 
   I didn’t have an answer to that.  I mounted up and we headed for the city.
 
    
 
   The palisade was mostly wood; trees had been cut from all around the place, stripped, and placed as a wall.  It reminded me of a fort in a Western movie.  And why not?  The redskins weren’t all that far away, come to think of it.
 
   The wall wasn’t done; there was a lot of frontage to cover.  The technique appeared to involve digging a trench and throwing all the dirt in toward the city.  This, when mixed with loose rock and broken stone, became a mound where the ends of the tree trunks—and other timbers, presumably from buildings—were thrust to form a wall.  Attackers would have to go down into a fairly deep ditch, then climb up twice as far to get to the timbers themselves.  They had the ditch done; it was the wall itself that was still being constructed.
 
   Not bad.  I probably wouldn’t have thought of it, myself.  I wondered if they would find a way to flood the ditch and make it a moat.
 
   The construction crew was pretty impressive.  I’ve never really seen monsters before, unless you count a demon or two.
 
   The goblins had the shovels and reminded me of ants, as I said.  Orku were dragging up timbers, stripping trees, that sort of thing.  I’m not sure what was setting them upright in the holes at the top of the mound.  It had long arms, lots of muscles, tusks, floppy ears, and stood about nine feet tall.  I wasn’t willing to bet on whether it was a troll or an ogre.  Either way, it could win prizes for ugly.  It was certainly an effective crane.  Another pair with giant-sized sledgehammers made good pile drivers.
 
   Their sentry system was pretty decent, too.  I came into view of the city at a walk; we weren’t in a major hurry.  Besides, I wanted to give them an opportunity to see me.  I needn’t have worried; a troop of cavalry poured out through the wooden gate and came galloping hell-for-leather toward me.
 
   We stopped.  I watched them come for a moment.  They were orku, whooping and snarling and waving spears.  Each had a sword and short bow as well.
 
   I drew Firebrand and it lit like a torch.
 
   The cavalry divided into two columns of eight; they surrounded me and kept about a two-spear length away.  The spears were all pointed at me.
 
   The leader addressed me, asking, “Who are you and what do you want?”
 
   “I am Halar,” I replied, “and I wish to speak to your leaders.”
 
   “Why?” he demanded.
 
   “Because I want to bribe them.”
 
   To my surprise, he raised his spear and fit the butt into a cup alongside one stirrup.  “Come with me.”
 
   They escorted me to the gate while keeping me surrounded.  They knew what they were doing.  I revised my optimistic estimate of how many my people could have fought their way through.  I think Tamara could have accounted for a lot more of them than all of us sword-wielders together, but I don’t think it would be enough.
 
   Once inside the gate, we continued into town.  I was not surprised to find the ducal manor had been left mostly intact.  Nor was I surprised to find it was now the command center for the invaders.  It was a nice place.  We stopped just outside the front door.
 
   “Dismount,” the orku cavalry leader said.
 
   I dismounted.
 
   “I’ll have your sword,” it said.  I had a strong feeling of déjà vu.  I sheathed Firebrand and kept my hands away from the hilt.
 
   “You have my permission to borrow it for safekeeping, but I can’t guarantee it’ll agree.”
 
   The orku growled a command and spears pointed at me from all sides.  He pushed his way up to me and seized Firebrand’s hilt.
 
   He screamed and jerked back as Firebrand sizzled like red-hot metal.  It left a hard burn on the offending hand.
 
   “Maybe we should just leave it where it is, hmm?” I suggested.
 
   Nursing his burned hand, he snarled something in orku.  One of his troops stuck me in one arm with a spear; I held still and let him.  It was a good hit, too; went right through the muscle, missed the bone by a hair, and stuck out the other side of the bicep.  It hurt quite a bit, but it hurt even more when he jerked it back out.  There were barbs on the spearhead.  The commander grinned at me.
 
   “Take off the belt and drop the sword.”
 
   I examined the hole in my shirtsleeve.  The wound was healed up and gone by then.
 
   “You know,” I replied, conversationally, “I’m going to mention this to your commander.  A new shirt is eating into the bribe I can offer.”
 
   He snorted.  “You’re a tough one.”  Then he said something else in orku and three spearmen went for my legs.  They knew their job; I wound up kneeling suddenly.
 
   “Well?” he asked.  “I can keep this up all night.”
 
   While he spoke, I regenerated.  I could learn to like this rate of recovery.  I stood up again.
 
   “So can I, but I won’t be patient that long.”
 
   He snarled again and I interrupted him in the middle of it.  I took a spear away from one of the troopers and swung it in a circle, whacking skulls in passing with the butt of it.  Then I threw the spear into the heavy outer door of the manor; it went completely through and vanished inside.  Oops.
 
   I leaped forward and snatched the commander by the throat.  I lifted him off the ground with one hand and looked him in the eye.  He was bigger than I am by about five inches and looked like he outweighed me by a hundred and fifty pounds.
 
   “I’ve come a long way,” I said, softly, just loud enough to be heard over the groaning and the flailing of the troops behind me.  “I’ve had a church on my ass, gods trying to kill me, a dragon trying to eat me, and now you.  I am keeping the sword and you’ll never even suggest I hand it over again—or I’ll break every bone from your fingertips to your spine and send you out to play with a pair of forest cats.  Do we have an understanding?”
 
   I don’t like orku much.  Nasty, smelly, evil brutes.  They remind me of jocks when I was in high school; I have bad memories of those.  
 
   He gurgled and clawed at my arm, tried to kick me, and finally drew a dagger.  He stabbed my forearm with it, in and out, quick and efficient.  I pulled back my sleeve and let him actually see the wounds close.  His eyes, already trying to bug out, couldn’t get any worse.  But his frantic gurgling changed tone.  He flung down the dagger.
 
   One of his troopers put a spear through me from behind.  I looked down at the spearhead sticking out of my chest, then back up at the commander.  I sighed.  I put him down gently.  He sat down, coughing and hacking.  
 
   The trooper behind me yanked out the spear.  It hurt a lot; all of them were barbed.  The trooper probably expected me to go to my knees, blood bubbling in my mouth.  Instead, I turned around.
 
   “Bad idea,” I said.  I knocked the spear aside and was on him, bearing him to the ground.  I sank fangs into his flesh and tendrils into his spirit before he knew what hit him.  In seconds, I had a flash of his existence:  Cold mountains, tough farming, climbing rocks and hunting, challenges and fighting with his fellows, long feuds with other valley clans, combat over females, trials of blood and pain.
 
   And he was gone.
 
   I looked up from my crouch, suddenly aware I had done the right thing.  To be respected, I would have to demonstrate power, strength, and ruthlessness.  It was their way.  They respected only what they couldn’t kill.  It echoed with what I had taken from the goblins I’d devoured.  That was the way of all their kind.
 
   They took my actions to heart.  They were already on their knees, knocking foreheads to the pavement, their commander included.
 
   I got up and stood over him.  “Are you going to give me any more trouble?”
 
   “No, master,” he replied.  I got the feeling I’d had this conversation somewhere before.
 
   “Good.  Lead me to your commanders.”
 
   He sprang to his feet and hurried to the door.  He pounded on it and someone inside opened it.  It led to a receiving room.  There was a dead goblin nailed to the far wall by a spear.  Whups.
 
   The trip through the manor was pretty quick; there was no nonsense about surrendering weapons or asking my business.  My escort stayed several steps ahead of me, constantly clearing the way.  Nobody gave us any trouble, not even when he ushered me into the presence of the Supreme High Overlord, Master and Commander, General of the army.
 
   I should have seen it coming, but I’m sometimes dense.  Have I mentioned that?
 
   “Hi, Bob.”
 
    
 
   The orcs and goblins and other such beasties have two things humans don’t; they see really well in the dark and their digestion rivals that of a goat.  Humans, however, have one major advantage that seems difficult to overcome:  superior intelligence.
 
   I make no assumptions about wisdom or sense, but we’ve got intelligence.
 
   So when humans—with superior technology, organization, and magic—became the dominant power on the continent, they forced the orcs and goblins to move into territory the humans didn’t want.  This was done inadvertently; there was no trail of tears as they were relocated.  No, the humans killed any orc or goblin they found and expanded into the territory thus liberated.
 
   The orcs and goblins and kobolds and trolls and all the rest wound up living in the Eastrange.  Literally.  They occupied valleys as well as living underground, mainly toward the middle of the range.  They avoided Rethven like the plague and tried to stay out of the plains on the far side—the “barbarians” in the plains don’t mind being out in the sun and they are almost entirely a cavalry force.  The orku cavalry I encountered was their elite unit—cavalry is hard to maintain when you don’t have much pasturage.  With the liberation of horses from Eastgate, their numbers would at least double.
 
   All this I learned while sitting quietly in what used to be the Duke of Eastgate’s study, sipping at a glass of blood, and talking with Bob.
 
   I had almost forgotten Bob.  I haven’t thought of him in a long time.  I recalled what I told him to do; for the life of me, I can’t think why I told him to do that.  It must have been the goblin feast I ate just before—at least, that’s the only thing I can think of.  The last thing I really want is to rule over a kingdom of goblins and other monsters.
 
   Bob succeeded admirably.  He first raised troops in a goblin village, promising them blood, meat, and land.  With these reinforcements, he started campaigning in the tunnels and warrens beneath the Eastrange.  Community by community, he preached the Gospel of the Shadow’s Return.  He showed them the handprint.  He persuaded, threatened, cajoled, and bribed.  Anything he could do, he did, and did very well indeed.
 
   He promised a campaign against the humans.  He promised the sub-surface races would have a leader, one who shunned light and who would live with them in darkness.  A leader who would be everything they could imagine—strong, ruthless, cunning, wise, a drinker of blood, a giver of pain, one to lord it over all the world with a fist of iron.
 
   Me.
 
   Not all of them believed, of course; not even most.  A few here, a few there, always a few more than last time, community by community.  They came together for a cause, for a belief, and their numbers grew very slowly.  But they believed, and that made them far more dangerous than a bunch of hired thugs.
 
   Bob had built me an army.  An army that believed in the survival of the strong—and revered nightlords as the pinnacle of the food chain.
 
   “So why did you start a war?” I asked.
 
   “I had many in your service, Dark Lord.  I needed some task to set them or they would have begun to chafe at the leash.”
 
   I couldn’t argue with him.  You get an army together and then do nothing, it tends to fall apart.  Idle hands.
 
   “What happened to Duke Heledon?  And the people?”
 
   Bob shrugged.  “The Duke is dead.  He fought, as did all the army at his command.  A few tried to surrender, but all of your soldiers eat meat.”  I didn’t need him to draw me a diagram. 
 
   “How did it go down?  An outright invasion?”
 
   “It was not so obvious.  Humans do not see well at night, and these were lax in guarding against an infiltration along their western border.”
 
   I nodded.  I recalled the condition of the garrison at Eastgate.  They relied on the main gate in the pass and the static fortifications; they never thought about an attack from anywhere else.  Until this happened, I doubt they ever had an attack from another direction.
 
   “But what of the rest?  The citizens?” I pressed.
 
   “Many yet live, held captive to keep them fresh.  The women are used for play among the orku and the men make fine sport for the others.  After that, it is into the stewpot.  Some of the finer flesh has even found its way to the tables of the war captains.”
 
   “I have other uses for the prisoners,” I said, flatly.  “Have them assembled in the pass and ready to march the sunrise after this.  Have you any troops that can stand the sun?”
 
   “There are some orku that endure it more readily than others,” he admitted.
 
   “Post them as guards; I’ll handle the transport of the prisoners myself.  See to it they are in wagons—I’m sure you have several lying around and no horses to pull them.”
 
   Bob looked pained.  “True enough, Dark One.  Horseflesh, manflesh—these brutes care not.  But they long for the chance to kill.”
 
   “I thought so.  Have a pair of chains, each about as long as a troll’s arm, along with some heavy bolts put into each wagon.”
 
   “May I ask why, lord of darkness?”
 
   “No.”  Bob didn’t even blink; he just took it and continued listening.  “Now, how are you paying them?  Just in spoil?”
 
   “Spoils and the glory of the cause, aye,” he agreed.
 
   “It’s hard to eat glory.  I’ll see to it you have some additional funding, just in case.  I plan to move through here early tomorrow with a load of humans.  I have a plot ripening that involves the plains barbarians.  Stay out of that region.”
 
   He bowed in his chair.  “As my lord commands.”
 
   “That’s it for me.  Give the orders.”
 
   “I humbly beg your indulgence, lord.  It would aid your unworthy servant greatly if you would consent to review the troops and demonstrate your power.”
 
   “You have twenty minutes to get them assembled before I address them,” I replied.
 
   Bob wasted no time.  He rose, genuflected, and then walked remarkably quickly from the room.
 
   I sat back, rolled the glass between my palms, and considered moral dilemmas.
 
   Take the glass of blood, for example.  Bob had it on hand, ready for me, just in case I put in an appearance.  The man—the elf—doesn’t miss a trick.  Somewhere in town there was a…(sip)…girl, about fourteen or so, terrified almost out of her wits.  She was cut on the right wrist and bled into a glass basin.  How I knew that was beyond me; maybe I’m a little more psychic than I think.
 
   Whether she lived or died from it I don’t know.  I could pour out the blood or drink it.  Neither course would help her or harm her; it was already done.  I didn’t need to drink it—I wasn’t hungry.  If I poured it out, it would be wasted.  If I drank it, it might be useful later.
 
   I hate wasting things.  I hate having to make these decisions.  I drank the blood in three big swallows and brooded over my next problem.
 
   What do I do about the ongoing war?  Like it or not, I set this in motion.  I never dreamed Bob would be so blasted good at following orders.  I told him, let me think… that I wanted a more elaborate domain than just a simple tower. 
 
   So how do I get them to stop marching to war?  They’ve sacked a city!  They won’t want to stop there.  They’ll want to spread out and take more towns and villages.  Strategically, that’s a terrible idea.  They haven’t got the numbers to take the whole kingdom.  They barely have the numbers to defend the inner city, and even that won’t be for long if the king gets it into his head to take it—this isn’t Masada.  It’s a spread-out cluster of buildings with a wooden wall around it.
 
   There’s going to be a lot of dead people before all is said and done.  And for what?  Lines on a map?  A religious fervor?  Loyalty to a king?
 
   Somewhere, there’s a kid in the Rethven army.  He’s going to march a hundred miles or more to a city he’s never seen, carrying a pike he can barely use, just to fight a war he doesn’t understand, with an enemy he’s barely heard of, all because a sergeant tells him to.  Where’s the sense in that?
 
   Hell, if we’re talking about making sense, why am I worrying about it?  I drink blood for an evening snack and souls for a midnight lunch!  Why am I worried about the nameless, faceless thousands in some war I won’t even see?  How do I reconcile that, hmm?
 
   I’m feeling guilty.
 
   What can I do?  Fix it?  How?  Tell them to pack it up and go home?  
 
   They might.  But the fact they took Eastgate is going to make the rest of their various races think about coming up and paying a call.  Everyone will jump on the bandwagon, kill the musicians, take the instruments, and eat the horses. 
 
   Maybe I should kill them all?  I might be able to, especially if they’re all conveniently assembled.  But I’ve recently had some ethical issues with mass slaughter; something about being emotionally involved with a fire-witch.  I get the feeling her Goddess would not be pleased.  What was it Tamara said?  “You’re alive, so you’re part of Her religion.”  Something like that.  I get the feeling—and it’s a strong feeling—that She would be a little… disappointed in me.
 
   Dammit.
 
   I brooded and thought and cudgeled my brains for a solution.  When Bob came back, I was still thinking.
 
   “Lord, the troops are assembled and ready for your inspection.”
 
   I grunted something and got up; he led me out to a balcony that overlooked a city square.  It was a good balcony.  I could easily imagine the Duke standing here and addressing the public.
 
   My army was waiting.  They were in ranks, ready for parade, and obviously summoned directly from whatever duty they were on.  Many weren’t even wearing armor, but every last one of them had a sharp object of some sort, just in case I wanted something killed.
 
   Goblins and kobolds formed the front ranks.  A little quick math pegged them at around fifteen hundred or so.  Kobolds, by the way, are like goblins, just smaller, more feral, and look a lot like a humanized and miniaturized Tyrannosaur.  If goblins had evolved from the T-rex, then the kobolds would be about the same place as Neanderthals on the evolutionary tree.
 
   Orcs made up the next ranks.  Maybe three hundred, tops.  All of them were dressed for war; armor and weapons were ready.
 
   I got to compare ogres and trolls.  There were about five hundred of them, total.  The things on wall detail were ogres.  Trolls are even taller, but incredibly thin and wiry.  Ogres are sacks of muscles inside skin and hair.  Trolls are skeletons with steel wire for muscles and a spray-on coat of green and grey rubber.
 
   The whole arrangement was divided into four sections, equal numbers of each troop type in each section.  At the head of each section was an elf.
 
   Bob didn’t impress me much—or, to be more nearly correct, he didn’t impress me when we first met.  These guys did.  They each wore blackened mail and carried a thin, long sword that reminded me of a fencing saber.  Unlike their troops, they stood to attention and stood perfectly still.  The troops tended to shift from foot to foot and look around.  The guys in charge struck me as having been to a war in a professional capacity.
 
   “Is this everyone?” I asked, quietly.
 
   “All who are not beyond reach of swift messengers.  There are scouting forces beyond the city, lord,” Bob replied, equally quietly.
 
   “Good enough.  Do they all speak Rethven, or will we need translators?”
 
   “Most know a few words, lord.  Those few who know it well will relay to their fellows.”
 
   I raised my voice.  “You have come here to sack a city,” I said, and discovered the acoustics of the place were excellent.  “You have succeeded.”
 
   There was an excited susurrus of sound among the ranks.  I ignored this.
 
   “It has been asked of me to demonstrate my power.  This tells me that your faith is weak!” I shouted.  “Weak!  And weakness is not permitted!”
 
   I stepped over the edge of the balcony, fell three storeys to the ground, and landed like a gymnast doing a dismount:  I spiked the landing.  No flexing of the knees, no grunting, not even a flicker of expression across my face.  I didn’t break anything, but I felt it from heels to head.  
 
   I pointed at the four elves while my joints and spine realigned.  “Select one from each of your divisions,” I commanded.  “Each of you, offer me a sacrifice.”
 
   One instant, they were standing as motionless as statues.  The next, they were whirls of dark cloak and flowing movement.  In thirty seconds, I had a pair of trolls, one ogre, and a big, hulking brute of an orc in front of me.  Very nice.  Apparently, they were aiming at appeasement; I was expecting a quartet of kobolds.
 
   They wanted a nightlord.  Fine.  I would rather they had one; I might be able to keep them from rampaging from one side of the kingdom to the other.  If it’s a matter of unquestioning obedience to the ruthless madman with fangs, I can play the part of Dark Overlord of Evil for a while.
 
   I gathered myself, uncoiling tendrils like a crazed jellyfish.  I struck with them, gesturing theatrically as I did so.  All four of the chosen sacrifices staggered under the lash of exhaustion, under the draining.  They sank to their knees, one by one, and slowly toppled.
 
   None of them were mental giants—the orc was the bright one.  The others were materially more stupid.  They were all unpleasant, nasty, evil creatures.  They didn’t see themselves that way, but they had absolutely no moral character at all.  Anything they felt like doing—literally, anything at all—had to be right.  Worse, they didn’t even have the idea of abstract right and wrong.  Anything that succeeded in getting food or a mate or prevented pain was right.  Anything that lost food, lost a mate, or caused pain to themselves was wrong.  That was all.
 
   I picked up the ogre, all half-ton of him, just to demonstrate to the troops that their ultimate leader was really the badass they hoped.  I steeled myself for the taste and sank fangs into it.  It was a simple creature, but immensely strong.  I drank the power of its blood.  It was nothing compared to dragon’s blood, but it was still heady stuff.  I did it again with the orc.  That was just another gulp.
 
   The trolls were different.  Their blood had a flavor of vitality I didn’t recognize.  Something about it was exceptionally alive.  Their spirits were nothing exceptional; simple and uncluttered, nothing like a human being.  Their blood was like drinking from a fire hose.  There was a simmering, ready-to-go quality to it I couldn’t quite fathom.  It didn’t taste like anything I’d ever tried before.
 
   When I threw down the last of the bodies, I realized I’d let some of the blood spill down my chin.  I wiped it away and drew Firebrand.
 
   “Move back,” I advised the elves.  They didn’t step back so much as drift.  Maybe glide.
 
   Torch ’em, boss?
 
   “Just the corpses,” I muttered.  Firebrand lit like a blowtorch and poured out a steady stream of white fire.  It blazed, it burned, it blinded.  I swept the stream of fire over the bodies, playing it like a hose.  They burned brightly, red and orange, and I swept Firebrand back over them again.
 
   When it was done, there was a glowing place on the flagstones where the bodies had been, cracked and clicking as it cooled.
 
   I leaped back up to the balcony.  I thought I would need to catch the rail and flip upward theatrically, but I was pumped on monster blood.  I sprang easily over the rail and the balcony itself, nearly kissed the wall above, bounced from it lightly, and landed on the balcony proper.  I kept my expression cold, or tried to, and turned to face my troops.
 
   “Well?” I asked, loud enough to carry.  Many of the troops were blinking and rubbing their eyes.  The ones who had looked at the fire too long would be blind for a while.  “Is your faith strong?” I demanded.
 
   A couple thousand sharp objects thrust skyward.  An army of voices screamed.  It echoed around the city and back from the mountains.  
 
   I still had Firebrand in hand.  I drew the edge along the palm of my left hand.  The cut healed almost as quickly as I made it, which was annoying.  This idea would take timing.
 
   “You have taken this city in my name,” I said.  “You have shed blood for it, you have given your blood for it.  Now I give mine and claim it.”  I ran my hand along Firebrand’s edge and immediately flicked blood to the still-glowing stones; it hissed and sizzled and boiled away.
 
   “This is my city!” I shouted.  “Keep it!”
 
   They cheered.  They stomped.  They pounded breastplates, they rattled weapons on shields.
 
   I turned my back.  “Dismiss them,” I told Bob, and went inside.
 
   Inside, I sheathed Firebrand and wound my way back to the sitting room.  Outside, I could hear Bob exhorting the troops at length.  They were crazy for him.  They shrieked like teenage girls at a rock concert.  It brought a smile to my face, thinking of some beanpole troll jumping up and down and then fainting.  
 
   There was a sudden silence from the courtyard, broken a moment later by sharp orders and the sounds of marching feet.  A moment later, Bob came into the sitting room, smiling.
 
   “Well done, great lord,” he said.  “I humbly thank you for your generosity.”
 
   “You’re welcome.”
 
   “May I say, lord, that you possess a certain brevity in your remarks that seems quite appealing to the troops?”
 
   “Which means I’m not an eloquent orator, but I get my point across.”
 
   He bowed.  “True eloquence is saying more with fewer words, O Lord of Night.”
 
   “So what did you say to them?”
 
   “I took your remarks to heart,” he said, laying a hand against his chest.  “I have ordered that the city is to be prepared for defense with all haste.  We shall claim it as our home and defend it against all who would take it from us.  I am certain this will inspire more of those below to join our cause.”
 
   “Good,” I replied, sounding more cheerful at the prospect than I felt.  This wasn’t such a terrible compromise, I guess.  They took Eastgate.  It’s done.  Now they would sit and keep it if they could, rather than wreak havoc in the kingdom.  If the armies of the king came to take it back… well, they came looking for a fight.  If anyone wanted to be reasonable, the killing could stop right here.
 
   I doubted anyone would be reasonable, but at least I was presenting the world with the opportunity.
 
   “I shall have your prisoners prepared as instructed,” Bob went on.  “How else may I serve?”
 
   I thought about it.  “That’s it for now.  Keep on top of things.”
 
   He bowed again, his hand pressed to his chest, over his heart.  Probably right over the handprint I’d already put there.
 
   “To hear is to obey, Dark Lord.”
 
    
 
   I made it back to the wagons well before dawn.  We turned around and headed for Eastgate again.  Bronze was hitched up and, once it was daylight, we pushed the safety limit on speed.  I wanted us ready to roll through Eastgate, collect the human survivors, and be gone before anyone could to anything stupid.
 
   Once things were organized, the command staff settled in our wagon and I explained.
 
   “First of all,” I started, “I have to ask Caedwyl and Caeron to step outside for a moment.  Family business.”  The two looked at each other for a second, then shrugged in unison and opened the door to step outside.  Once the door was closed behind them, I sighed and looked around at the rest:  Tamara, Raeth, Hellas, and Bouger.
 
   “Can they be trusted?” I asked.  Everyone nodded, eyeing me with some concern.  “I mean really trusted?  With the truth?”
 
   “That truth?” Tamara asked.
 
   “My truth.  My secret.”
 
   There was a pause, and a long one.  They thought hard about it, and I was glad.  A snap answer when my life is potentially on the line would have worried me.
 
   “I think so,” Raeth offered, “especially if it is made clear that all of us knew of it.”
 
   Hellas nodded.  Bouger looked thoughtful, then agreed.
 
   “Tamara?” I asked.  She bit her lip.
 
   “All right.  Yes.  I wouldn’t risk it, but I think they will not betray you.  Is it needful?”
 
   “It may be.  I do not like having secrets from the people in charge—and they are the right hands of Raeth and Bouger.”
 
   Bouger snorted.  “You can say that again!”
 
   “Then we’ll tell them?” Tamara asked.
 
   “Yes, but later.  Right now, I have to explain something that may not be entirely good.”
 
   “Uh-oh,” Bouger offered.  “Will I need my armor?”
 
   “No.  I’ll hold still for it if you’re that pissed off about it.”
 
   He blinked.  “I was joking.”
 
   “I’m not.”
 
   “Oh, dear.”  They all scooted closer, the better to hear me as I got quiet.  Tamara took one of my hands into her lap and enfolded it in both of hers.
 
   “I am sure that all of you are familiar with the story of how I freed Raeth and Bouger.  Yes?”  There were nods.  “The official story is I killed everything in the tower I could reach and the survivors fled at best speed from my wrath.  With me so far?”  More nods.  “That’s not quite the case.”
 
   Raeth interrupted.  “I do not mean to be troublesome, but I know you lied about what happened.”
 
   “Excuse me?” I asked.
 
   “It was obvious to me that the events you described were not the truth.”
 
   I stared at him for several seconds.  “All right.  I’m listening.  How did you know that?”
 
   “If you had invaded the tower, the survivors would not have had time to pack up and take what supplies they did,” he explained.  “They stripped the tower of all they might find useful and made off with it.  That alone would have been sufficient.”
 
   Oops.
 
   “The wounds on the bodies did not immediately interest me,” he went on, “because you said that you used magic to slay many of them.  Yet, after some thought, I wondered why every corpse had wounds.  If you slew with magic, why bother to cut throats?”  He smiled.  “It was only later, after dreams of nightlords, that I began to wonder at your sleeping habits, and then wonder about the bodies again—few had bled at all, although blood was splashed about.”
 
   Bouger looked startled, then thoughtful.  “The cut throats should have bled quite a lot,” he said, absently.  “Even dead, they should have had a pool beneath each head.”
 
   “Exactly,” Raeth agreed.  “So I can only assume that you entered the tower, slew many, negotiated our release, and then pretended—for you own safety and security—to be merely mortal.”
 
   I stared at Raeth until Tamara nudged me.  I shook myself and said, “Raeth, have I mentioned I am very glad to have you on my side?”
 
   “It has been mentioned,” he allowed.
 
   “Good.  Because if I missed mentioning that, I’m a bigger fool than you’ve just proven me to be.”
 
   “You are no fool, my lord.  Sometimes a trifle obtuse, perhaps.”
 
   “Ouch.  I walked into that one, didn’t I?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   I sighed.  “Okay.  Well.  With that as a starting point, let me explain what really happened at the tower.”  I did; I left nothing out.  I even asked them to wait for a moment while I stepped into my mental study, flipped open my journal, and consulted the pages with the details.  I told them everything I could remember.
 
   When I was finished, there was a reflective silence.
 
   “He succeeded,” Raeth said.
 
   “He succeeded,” I agreed.
 
   Bouger frowned.  “Who?  And how so?”
 
   Raeth turned to him and explained, “This elf that went off to conquer a kingdom—he has gathered together many troops of the unclean races and they have taken the Eastgate.”  Raeth looked at me.  “For you, lord.  In your name.”
 
   I nodded.  There were stares and I felt my face growing warm.
 
   “There are over two thousand troops, divided among kobolds, goblins, orcs, ogres, and trolls—and a few elves.  They have Eastgate and they are fortifying it.”
 
   “Then why are we going there?” Bouger demanded.  He’s a good man and a practical fellow, but sometimes a little slow on the uptake.  “It’s asking for a quick death!”
 
   “The troops,” Raeth said evenly, “belong to our lord, Sir Halar.”
 
   Bouger stopped in mid-gripe.  “They…?” he trailed off.  Lights started coming on in his head.
 
   “Bob went into and under the Eastrange and recruited troops,” I explained.  “He didn’t get a lot of takers, but all the ones he could get, he brought up and used to take Eastgate.  The place is theirs—or, if you want to be technical, mine.  We are going through to pick up the human survivors and continue on our trip.  I’ve left orders that Eastgate is to be held.”
 
   “Held?” Bouger echoed.  “Whatever for?”
 
   “Because they need something to do!” I snapped.  I shouldn’t have snapped at him.  I was feeling upset and guilty and angry with myself.  “If I let them do whatever they please, they’ll kill anyone and anything they can reach, then beat it back to their new walls to hold off any counterstrikes.  If they get reinforcements, they’ll attack farther into the kingdom—and with their current morale and leadership, they would kill a horrendous number of people.”
 
   “By keeping them in Eastgate,” Raeth said, laying a restraining hand on Bouger’s forearm, “they are a limited threat.  True, they fortify their position, but they are also a known threat and can be dealt with.  If they cannot be eradicated, they can be contained.”
 
   “I thought that a better idea than a roving army sacking anything in its path,” I added.
 
   Bouger looked unhappy.  “What about farther south along the mountains?”
 
   “What about it?  I don’t know of any activity there.”
 
   “My lands are there, lord.”
 
   “Wexbrey is between Eastgate and Baret?” I asked.
 
   “Yes.  Far enough south to be in Duke Brenner’s fold.  Baret is closer to Wexbrey than we are, at least at the moment.”
 
   “Then they should be fine, as far as I know.  Eastgate is the rally point.”
 
   He nodded and relaxed a little.
 
   “That’s the situation as it stands.  My questions are two.  First, does anyone want to yell at me, knife me, or tell me I’m lousy rotten bastard before they pack up their things and go?  Anyone?”
 
   There was a silence while everyone shook heads in the negative.
 
   “I’m not kidding, people.  I’m kicking myself over this.  It’s only fair you get in a few licks.  I won’t hold it against you.”
 
   Raeth and Bouger looked at each other for a second.  Raeth shrugged and said to Bouger, “He shall feel the better for it.”
 
   Bouger turned to me, leaned forward, reached out, and slapped me squarely across the face.
 
   As he settled back, he asked, “Now will you talk sense, sir?”
 
   I touched my cheek with delicate fingertips.  The slap stung like a wicked sunburn.
 
   “I’ll try,” I replied.  “As soon as my eyeballs stop spinning.”
 
   Tamara lifted one finger to my chin and turned my head to examine the reddened cheek.  She leaned close and licked the handprint, once.  It felt better immediately.
 
   “There.  You have my licks,” she said, and I tried to remember if I’d ever heard the word licks—essae—used as slang for beating—deta—in this world.  In hindsight, I don’t think so.  “Cease this foolishness of self-blame.  What has been done is done.  What is yet to come is ours to decide.”
 
   It certainly took my mind off my guilt, I give it that.
 
   “All right.  My second question bears on that.  What do we tell everyone else?  Can we tell everyone else I’m a nightlord?”
 
   “No,” said everyone in unison, even Hellas.  I blinked at them.
 
   “I’ll take your word for it,” I said.  “Can you tell me why not?”
 
   Raeth started it.  “Many of them are only here because you will found a school.  If it were known you are nightlord, they would doubt your sincerity and think themselves simply stock for your feeding.”
 
   Bouger continued it with, “Others who swore to your banner will repudiate their oaths if they know you are—as they will see it—a creature of corruption and evil.”
 
   Hellas spoke up.  “The women would never trust you again, lord.  If but a single child goes missing, a single babe dies in its cradle, you will be the one they fear.  You would not do any such thing, I know.  You could not do such a thing to my Esmun or any other child.  You are too gentle with children to ever harm one.  But they will wonder.  Wonder and fear breeds suspicion and mistrust.  The ones who stayed would shun you.  Others would take their children and flee.”
 
   Everyone looked at her, myself included.  “I think that’s the longest I’ve heard you talk at a stretch since I’ve known you,” I remarked.  She blushed pink from her neck to ears.
 
   “My lord did ask,” she murmured.
 
   “I did.  And you answered me most cleverly and completely.  I thank you for your counsel and I will do as you suggest, Hellas.  We will keep my secret for a while longer.”
 
   She blushed even more and kept quiet.
 
   “So!  Now we have to come up with a reason for why the bad guys are letting us through and giving up their future meals.  Suggestions?”
 
   “Bribery,” Tamara replied.  “Or what they will think of as bribery.  Purchase passage.”
 
   “Go on.”
 
   “We have much gold and many jewels.  We have little use for them once we are beyond the pass.  You will give them to the dark horde that holds Eastgate and they will surrender up their prisoners to us, then let us pass.  Among their own kind they may then buy food, and with ourselves gone from the kingdom, it will be that much easier to invade it.”
 
   Raeth nodded.  “Among the dark army your stature will grow, cementing your leadership further.  You are the lord of the night that pours out riches in reward.  It will do much to offset your absence.”
 
   I nodded.  “Good thinking.  We’ll do that.  I only considered Raeth’s argument before—I promised Bob a fistful of gems.  But it makes for a good cover story, too.”  I squeezed Tamara’s hand and nodded to Raeth.  “All right, let’s get Caedwyl and Caeron in here and explain things to them.”
 
   Bouger opened the rear door and whistled.  The sergeants jumped down off an open wagon and came jogging up, swung aboard, climbed in.  Bouger shut the door behind them.  All three settled on the rocking floorboards and the scattered cushions.
 
   I realized I didn’t have the faintest notion of what to say.
 
   Everyone was looking at me and waiting.  I don’t have a problem with that.  I used to have up to four hundred freshmen staring at me on a daily basis.  It’s just… How do you tell someone you’re a blood-sucking fiend of evil that’s really a pretty decent sort of guy?  I drew a blank.
 
   “My lord?” Tamara asked.  I turned to her gratefully.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “May I?”
 
   “Since I have no idea where to start… please do.”
 
   She kissed my cheek and smiled at everyone.  “I come before you as a Priestess of the Flame,” she said.  “Who stands in the light?”
 
   Everyone held out their hands in a gesture that put me in mind of an orphan child asking for more.  The edges of the hands were pressed together, the fingers curled a bit to form a bowl.  I copied this gesture.  (Nobody tells me anything.)
 
   “I bring you the Flame,” Tamara said, and her hair started that flowing firefall effect.  She held out her hands and solemnly placed them over mine.  Something poured into my hands.  It wasn’t a liquid, exactly, although it flowed like one.  It wasn’t a gas, either, but it weighed about as much.  It might have been calm fire.  It looked like it.  Tamara filled the cupped hands of everyone, one by one.  None of it spilled or ran; it was as though the fire wanted to stay in our hands.
 
   “Who still holds darkness within them?” she asked, looking to Raeth, on her left.  He sat on the other side of Tamara from me.  We were all in a very loose circle.
 
   “I do,” Raeth said.  “There are those who are less insightful than I, and I mock them in my heart.”
 
   “You know the shadow of your soul.  Drink,” Tamara replied.  He lifted his hands and drank the fire as if it were water, every last glowing bit.
 
   “I do,” Hellas said.  “I fear.”
 
   “You know the shadow of your soul.  Drink.”  Hellas tilted up her hands and the fire flowed down her throat.  Raeth was already glowing from his draught—quite literally glowing, like a watch dial.
 
   Caeron spoke up in his turn.  “I do.  I have a greed for gold.”  Tamara answered him ritually and he drank the fire in his hands.
 
   Caedwyl’s response was, “I do.  I lust for the flesh of women.”  Tamara again answered him with ritual and he drank.
 
   Bouger said, “I do.  I am proud and arrogant and think myself better than other men.”  Again, the ritual answer and drinking.
 
   My turn.
 
   “I do,” I said, and my mouth was dry.  “I am a nightlord.”  I saw what was coming and hoped really hard that we finished burning away demonic venom.
 
   “You know the shadow of your soul,” she answered.  “Drink.”  I lifted my hands and drank down the fire.  It tasted like wild honey and laughter.  If you can’t imagine that, good luck on imagining how it felt to experience it.
 
   Now we were all aglow in the wagon.  A yellow-gold light shone through the skin, tinged with red.  It reminded me of the effect of shining a flashlight through a fingertip, or staring at the sun with your eyes closed.  The light shone from inside each of us.
 
   “Shadows take refuge behind us and within us,” Tamara said.  “They cannot bear the touch of light.  The Flame is within you.  The darkness inside is no more.”  She touched my hand again and we clasped fingers.  She said to me, “Yours will never fully leave you,” she said, “for the power of it is rooted in blood and bone.  But your spirit is strong and your heart is good.  May your darkness be that of the time before, when the Mother and the Father loved as one.”
 
   I didn’t have a good answer to that, so I just nodded.  She smiled and leaned close, face turned up; I kissed her.  It seemed the thing to do.
 
   When we finished, she smiled at everyone.  “The Fire within us burns brightly.”
 
   “We will burn brightly,” everyone replied.  I was a beat behind, but I was there.  Having said that, our inner glow damped down and Tamara’s hair went back to merely an exuberant red.
 
   Caedwyl and Caeron looked at me and kept looking at me.  Raeth and Bouger smiled and pretended not to notice.  Tamara kept my hand in both of hers.
 
   “What?” I asked, looking from one twin to the other.
 
   “You are a nightlord?” Caeron asked.  (I’m going to just guess which is which and correct it later if I find out different and it matters.)
 
   “I am.”
 
   They looked at each other, then back at me.
 
   “How long?” Caedwyl asked.
 
   “Half a year or so,” I admitted.
 
   They shared a long, contemplative silence.  At last, Caeron spoke up again.
 
   “My lady,” he began, formally, “we wish to ask your opinion of this man, this nightlord.”
 
   “I am a Priestess of the Flame,” she replied, serenely.  “The Goddess has chosen him as my consort.  I trust him.”
 
   Caedwyl and Caeron looked at each other again and shrugged simultaneously.  Eerie.
 
   “As you say,” Caedwyl replied.  “Will there be anything else?”
 
   I know I had to be a study in amazement.  “You’re all right with this?  Me being a nightlord?”
 
   Caeron nodded.  “We do not know much of nightlords.  They are stories to frighten children, not things we have ever seen.  Now our lord—an honest and generous man, a hero of the realm—is one of these creatures that drinks blood in the night.”  He shrugged.  “Can I say I believe it?  Not truly.  But I’ve not seen your fangs at my throat, nor any throat at all.  When I do, ask again!”  
 
   Caedwyl added, “And there’s much to be said for the trust of a woman!  I ought to know!  But we speak not of just any woman; we speak of one beloved of the Goddess of Flame.  If She says all is well, then I’ll not be naysaying!  No, nor my brother—nor dares any man in our hearing, or he’ll eat steel.”
 
   “Aye,” Caeron agreed.
 
   I squeezed Tamara’s hand.  She’s saved my life more than once and made it a much happier one to boot.  If I got what I deserved, I’d probably be a heap of ashes.  Instead, Someone up there likes me—and sent me Tamara.
 
   “Thank you,” I said, and I meant it.  “Caedwyl, Caeron—welcome to my inner circle.  We’re planning to go through Eastgate and pick up a lot of people.  You’re included on the planning session because you are, effectively, the ranking noncoms in our party.  We want your input and opinions on the plan.  This is what we have so far…”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SATURDAY, MARCH 4TH
 
    
 
   We’ve been on the road for a while this evening and we’ve made excellent time, mainly because a lantern and a couple of mirrors can be turned into a workable headlight.  I mounted that on the front of the lead wagon while it was still daylight.  Once the sun went down, we took a break to stretch legs, oil swords, sharpen knives, string bows… all the little things.
 
   We’re going into potentially hostile territory.  We’re ready to be hostile right back.
 
   While the warlike preparations were being carried out, I took a quick jaunt into the surrounding land to check out the local wildlife.  Mostly, it was rabbit and squirrel again, although I did luck out and find a bull that had escaped the army of the uglies.  I fell to, drank my dinner, and beat feet back to the caravan.  A headlight is helpful, but things can be misinterpreted at night; with me up front, on Bronze, there wasn’t much chance of an overeager goblin sentry shooting someone in the throat.
 
   By being up front, I was putting my own throat on the line.  I could take it.  I drink dinner every night so I can take it.
 
   Fortunately, no one molested us.  We rolled through the night at battle stations, approaching Eastgate steadily.  We were a trifle ahead of schedule when Eastgate came into view; we went off-road into a field and circled the wagons to wait for dawn.
 
   No one bothered us.
 
   Once the sun was up again, I cast a deflection spell—just in case—and mounted up.  It was a dark morning.  The sky was heavy with clouds; most of the peaks were lost in them.  Bronze hauled the wagons along the road, winding ever upward through the foothills to Eastgate.  Whoever was on guard saw us coming and opened the wooden palisade gate to let us in.  I caught sight of one of the elves, swathed from head to foot in a lot of black wrapping.  It made me think of a full-body turban or a mummy.
 
   The gate closed behind us.  After that, we saw no one.
 
   Eastgate was well and truly sacked.  The buildings outside the wall were in the process of being torn down to liberate material for the fortifications.  The buildings inside were being reinforced.  Little guys with beady eyes and big noses peered at us through the ripening daylight.  It was definitely a goblin town.
 
   Bob met us at the gate to the pass.  He came out of the guardpost at the gate and went to one knee before me.  I signaled Bronze to halt and the whole wagon train squealed to a gradual stop.
 
   “Lord, I have done as you instructed,” Bob said.
 
   “Get the gate open,” I replied.  Bob drew out a whistle and blew on it; it was a high-pitched squealer of a whistle.  At that signal, clanking and shouting told me he had orcs at the windlass.  The gate started to creep open.  I could see a collection of wagons a few hundred yards beyond, loaded down with passengers.  I waited until the portals had swung back completely and beckoned Bob to my side.
 
   “Take these,” I said, and handed him the small pouch of jewels.  “Reward the ones who did well and give them my compliments.  Then keep the rest for a treasury against need.”
 
   Bob bowed as he took the pouch in both hands.  “As my lord commands.”
 
   I beckoned him closer and I leaned down in the saddle.  “If it should so fall out that the entire Eastrange—above and below—should fall under my sway, I would be pleased.”
 
   Bob pressed his hand over his heart—a salute I felt he would never forget—and said, “My lord, I will have every thing that lives and breathes in or on or under the mountains swear fealty to thee, or it will die.”
 
   I smiled at him and had to admire his dedication—I still didn’t like him, but I could at least respect him.
 
   “Good.”  I signaled to Raeth and he dismounted a wagon to approach.  “Bob, I want you to meet Sir Raeth, my most trusted lieutenant.  Know him well.”
 
   Bob looked Raeth over and nodded.  “I mark him, Dark Lord.”
 
   “Good.  Because he is my right hand.  He is my executive officer and has authority not only over you, but over all of my forces, everywhere, no matter where they are hidden.  If he says to do it, make it happen—or I will personally give the order to your successor.  I don’t care what he tells you.  His orders are my orders.  If I find he has ever given orders on my authority and it has not come to pass, I will see to it that you do not die.”
 
   Bob looked puzzled for a moment.  “That I…?”
 
   “You will serve as a good example—or a horrible warning,” I clarified.
 
   Bob’s hand drifted up to his chest again.  He swallowed heavily.
 
   “Lord, I understand.”
 
   “Show me,” I replied.
 
   Bob moved to stand before Raeth—Raeth had held a stern-looking expression during the whole conversation—and went to one knee, head bowed.
 
   Raeth touched Bob’s head.  “Rise, Bob, and know that I serve our lord’s will, even as you.”
 
   “As you say, Sir Raeth.”  Bob rose and backed up a step.
 
   “Sir Raeth, mark this elf well.  You are my right hand, but he is my left.  Respect him.”
 
   “I will, my lord.”
 
   “Now that we have that clarified,” I said, “is there anything else I need to know about, Bob?”
 
   “We have sent messengers to the undercaverns.  I hope to have more forces and support within the week.”
 
   “Excellent,” I enthused, hiding a twist in my gut.  The last thing I wanted was a massive army of monsters.  I felt unpleasantly responsible and not at all amused.  “I will leave you to it,” I added.
 
   Bob bowed and backed away.  I gestured Raeth back toward the wagon and he remounted.  I nudged Bronze and we walked through the portals of Eastgate, out of the kingdom of Rethven.
 
   Once we drew abreast of the prisoners’ wagons, we called a halt again.  These wagons didn’t have hitching hardware mounted for our caravan configuration, but Bob had included the chains I’d specified.  We’d handle that later.  We got out a collection of horses, hitched them up to the new wagons, and headed on through the pass.  Roll call would wait.  We got moving as quickly as we could.
 
   It’s tricky going, rolling through the pass.  It’s just a low spot in the mountains, really.  It slopes very gradually down from the Eastgate to the plains, but not evenly.  That takes constant vigilance on the part of the brakemen.  I was glad we’d had practice.  Bronze hauled very gently, just enough to keep the whole train moving over level spots.  We paused to change horses on the new wagons about midday.
 
   While we were rolling, we handed out blankets and made use of hammer and chisel.  Bob had chained his prisoners to the wagon beds.  Once we started cutting chains, they started to ask questions.  Lots of questions.  We split up among the new wagons and explained they were being freed.  
 
   “Who are you?” a man in my wagon asked.
 
   “Sir Halar the Wizard,” I replied, trying to keep a straight face.  I’m getting used to it, slowly.  I deal better with being called “Dark Lord.”  Go figure.
 
   “I heard of you!  You’re the one that Duke Heledon knighted and sent to Crag Keep!  You killed a dragon and drove off—”
 
   “Yes,” I said, cutting him off.  “That’s me.  Now, I’ve just pulled a fast one with the dark horde behind us—I’ve blown a lot of money to bribe them to let you go.  If you would please just hold your questions until we can get out of this canyon and into the plains, we’ll camp, have something to eat, and see to any hurts you may have.  Anyone have any serious—I mean life-threatening!—wounds at the moment?”
 
   No one in my wagon.
 
   “Good!  I’ll see about something to eat and drink directly, just to keep body and soul together until we get a real meal.”
 
   One young lady, maybe fourteen, slowly raised a trembling hand.  Her expression was of near-terror.  From the look of her, she’d been badly beaten, but wasn’t in any danger.
 
   “What?” I asked.
 
   “S-s-sir?  W-won’t the… the b-barbarians…?” she asked, shivering, staring at me, eyes wide.  I could almost see her thinking, Saved from being eaten by goblins and orcs to be killed and skinned by savages.
 
   “No,” I replied.  “They won’t.  They don’t generally even come to the end of the pass.  Even if they do, I’ll tell them to go away.  What are you looking so scared for?”
 
   She gulped and looked down, trembling.  I noticed two things.  Most of the rest of the wagonload was fidgeting right along with her, and she had a bloodstained rag wrapped around one wrist.  They’d been through a lot—more than I like to think about—and were doubtless still uncertain and on edge.  The girl, I felt sure, had been through a little more as my involuntary blood donor.
 
   Time for a little reassurance.
 
   “Oh, hell,” said I.  “I’m being intimidating again, aren’t I?”
 
   There were a couple of nods from around the wagon.
 
   I sighed theatrically and sat down on the wagon bed.  “I’m sorry,” I said, and tried to sound sincere.  “It’s been a tough couple of days and I have a lot of worries right now.  I have a lot of people who are following me because they believe in me—and I don’t want to let them down.  I have a manor to found, a long way yet to go, and babies due in a few months.  Now I have fifty or sixty guests—all of you—I need to clean, clothe, feed, and care for.”
 
   I bowed my head and rubbed my temples with both hands.  “I’m snappish and unkind.  I apologize most sincerely for frightening anyone.  I’ll send Sir Raeth over, or the Lady Hellas; they are much more diplomatic than I am.”
 
   To my everlasting surprise, the young lady who asked about the barbarians touched my arm.  I suppose I shouldn’t be surprised; she had the guts to ask a question even when she was quivering in terror.  I looked up at her touch.  Everyone was looking at me with mixed expressions of surprise, amazement, and wonder.
 
   “Sir Halar?”
 
   “Yes… uh, what’s your name?”
 
   “Katarin,” she replied.  “Lord, may I ask another question?”
 
   “Katarin, I have a rule:  You may ask anything.  Asking is never a bad thing, as long as I have time to listen.  I may choose not to answer, but you always have permission to ask.”
 
   She blushed and murmured, “Thank you, my lord.”
 
   “That goes for everyone,” I said, looking around.  “That’s the way things work here.”  There were nods of cautious agreement.  It was a novel concept to them.
 
   “My lord,” Katarin said, “may I ask why you choose to… to apologize to us?”
 
   “I frightened you,” I replied.  “Seems obvious to me.  You’re not frightened of me any more, are you?”
 
   “No… not so much, no.”
 
   “Are you still frightened of anything else?”
 
   She looked thoughtful.  Everyone seemed to pause to think.  For just a moment, they had been so distracted by a knight apologizing, so caught up in my problems… and they were one of my problems.  A problem of how to care for them…
 
   “There you are,” I said, into the silence.
 
   “But—but why?”
 
   “Why what?” I asked, puzzled.
 
   “Why would you care about such a thing?  Surely, a lord such as yourself cannot be concerned with our feelings.”
 
   I looked at her like she was from Venus.  She dropped her gaze and muttered an apology.
 
   “Forgive me,” she said.  “I did not mean to presume.”
 
   “No, no.  It’s all right.  I’m just a little taken aback by the question.  A lord has to care for his people.  If he doesn’t, he’s not doing his job.”
 
   This was met with blank incomprehension.
 
   I stood up.  Different times, different countries, different customs.  Well, fine.  I was in charge.  My time, my country, my customs.
 
   “That’s the way it works here,” I said, in a tone of flat finality.  “I’ll have something to eat brought ’round.”  With that, I hopped out of the wagon and jogged forward.  As I passed another wagon, I was hailed.
 
   “Sir wizard!”
 
   I slowed to keep pace with the wagon; we were only going a trifle faster than a walk.  The man hailing me was broad-shouldered and dirty.  He had several days’ worth of beard and a nasty, purple-black bruise across half his face, but he seemed familiar.
 
   “What’s on your mind, goodman?” I asked.
 
   “D’ye not know me, lord?  I’ve fed yer horse.”
 
   Fed my horse?  Who the—  “You’re Larel, the smith.”
 
   His face nearly came apart with a monstrous grin.  I could see he was missing teeth.  I wondered what prompted the beating.
 
   “Aye, lord—aye, my lord, if you’ll have me.”
 
   “You bet your anvil I will!  Well-met in a dark time, Larel.  I need a smith.  What’s become of your son?”
 
   “He is here,” Larel replied, nodding.  The stout lad was snoring on the wagon floor; he looked about as beaten as his father.  “My wife, also.”  The lady was about as dirty as Larel, although nowhere near as battered.  I suspected why, judging from the pounding the other two had taken.
 
   “Then I am pleased indeed,” I answered, and offered my hand.  He blinked at me for a moment, then his eyes (well, his eye; one was swollen shut) widened.  He accepted my hand and stared at me.
 
   “Be welcome, Larel,” I said, trying to sound formal.  “Welcome to you and all your family.”
 
   “My lord,” he replied, and nodded his head in a sort of bow.
 
   “I will see to food and cleaning and clothing as quickly as possible,” I offered.
 
   “Lord, there’re others worse than I,” he countered.
 
   “Yep.  But I’ll be seeing to it for everyone.  You’re in good hands, Larel; trust me.  We’ll get you fixed up and back at a forge as soon as humanly possible, if not sooner.  I’m founding a whole new town as soon as we get to the middle of nowhere.  I’m glad the mastersmith is someone I know.”
 
   “Lord?” he asked, looking even more startled.  I guess it does come as kind of a shock to go from potential orc-lunch to soon-to-be-mastersmith for a whole community.
 
   “Oh, hush.  Rest and recuperate.  I’ve got a lot of work to do and a lot of people to care for—and quit looking at me like that!”
 
   He dropped his eyes—so did everyone else in the wagon—and muttered, “I beg y’r indulgence, my lord.”
 
   I sighed.   “Sure.  Rest.  Got to run.”  And I did, on up to a supply wagon.  Bouger was already there, riding beside it and discussing food and drink with a trio of ladies.
 
   “Greetings, your frightfulness,” he said, saluting.  I glared at him.
 
   “What do you know about it?” I demanded, hopping up to ride on a sideboard of the wagon while we spoke.
 
   “Just what people are whispering.  You looked royally wrathful as we rolled out of Eastgate.  You were, as has been said before, ‘in a mood.’  Your people know the look, my lord.  Did you not think the harnessing and the hauling were exceptionally swift?”
 
   I thought about it.  “Well… I was highly pleased at how quickly it went, yes.”
 
   “The newcomers know you not as we do.  You are a knight and a wizard and they have heard tales, lord.  In your wrath, you routed the viksagi and slew a dragon.  No man wants to discover if your gaze can truly slay.”
 
   I grumbled, not seriously, about that bard.  Bouger just grinned and concluded instructing the ladies on some trail rations for the latest additions.
 
   “Bouger,” I said, when he was done, “see if you can get Hellas to tell them other tales—and maybe those two minstrels, Pelom and Belis, can entertain them for a while.”  I beckoned him closer and we leaned toward each other.  “I’ll be interested in what the minstrels have to say about our little journey so far,” I added.
 
   “Right away, lord.”
 
   “Also, bathing.  We’ll need to let our gests wash and get the orc-stink off.  Clothes, too.  I’m not sure how just yet, but Tamara and I can heat water—work something out.”
 
   “I shall get right on it, lord.”
 
   “And one more thing.  Cut it out.  Stop calling me ‘lord’ and whatnot.  I’ve told you this before.”
 
   “In private, lord, most surely,” he agreed, bowing in the saddle.  “But be ruled by me in this one thing; my father taught me much of rulers and commanding men.  ‘Thou shalt not ignore protocol.’  We must have it in public.”
 
   I glared at him.  It galled me because, as I heard him say it, I realized he was right.  I might not think of myself as a leader or commander or monarch or whatever, but other people do.  I have to live up to that.
 
   “All right.  But not in private.”
 
   He bowed in the saddle again and dropped back along the line to find Hellas and the minstrels.
 
    
 
   The Eastrange is a fairly thick chunk of mountain range.  Even at the pass, it’s more than one day of travel by wagon; I underestimated it.  I’d only been through it on horseback—well, Bronzeback—and that doesn’t give a good feel for distances.  Worse, around late afternoon it started to rain.  A thunderstorm rolled through the mountains and gave us both wind and water.  
 
   We were past the halfway mark and heading more steeply downhill, which made going tricky; we needed to ride the brakes.  In a thunderstorm, that wasn’t too safe.  It’s a mountain trail, not a highway, and the wheels are wood or iron-covered wood, not rubber.  I called a halt and we wound up camping in the pass for a few hours.  The whole wagon train pulled over next to a near-vertical wall of stone for what little shelter it offered.
 
   The wagons Bob provided were uncovered.  It’s hard to rig a canvas roof in such conditions, but we got on it.  The pass also acted to focus the wind down its length; it felt like we were in a gusty wind tunnel.  It was cold, wet, and miserable, but we did the best we could with the circumstances.  
 
   At least anyone who wanted to wash could get a cold shower.  A lot of them did, despite the way the temperature was dropping.  I worried about hypothermia.
 
   I toured the wagons, one by one, and Firebrand contributed a warm glow in each.  Tamara insisted on coming with me through the wind and wet.  She’s visibly showing, but she can walk just fine—maybe she waddles just a little, but I’m not going to say anything about it.  I have to admit her fire is better at drying people out without roasting them.  Firebrand doesn’t have that sort of control.  She makes living fire—or, rather, Fire—while Firebrand just burns things.
 
   We moved the smaller children into the command wagon; it has real walls.  Tamara stayed with them while the rest of us toughed it out in canvas-topped wagons.
 
   We sat there in the pass and hunkered down against the storm.  It was a miserable experience, that’s for certain.  Anyone who has gone camping in the mountains and discovered the weather turns sour when you most want sunshine knows what I’m talking about.  Drafts blew under the canvas covers of the wagons, carrying icy rain.  The humidity was at maximum, making everyone damp and sticky even if they weren’t near a gap.  Winter was by no means over; we were just far enough south it didn’t snow every night.  It stayed warm enough to rain—barely.
 
   So we sat and shivered and our teeth chattered until I worried again about hypothermia.  The rain had been bucketing down for over an hour.
 
   Blast.
 
   It was so tempting to fiddle with the weather.  My big concern was that I knew spells to call up storms, not send them away.  I recall reading wonderful examples for bringing down rain, hail, or lightning.  Making it stop is a whole different kettle of fish.
 
   I made a decision to wear myself out.  Tamara, of course, stays dry.  Even in a downpour, water only has to touch her before it vanishes; I have to cast a spell.  A variant on my missile shield worked perfectly; I cast it and climbed out of the number-two wagon.
 
   Two minutes later, the wagon had a heat shield.  A bubble of force surrounded the wagon; it allowed heat in, not out.  It wasn’t perfect, of course.  I can’t manage one hundred percent, and even if I did, everyone inside would roast.  But it was fairly easy to build and would allow even body heat to eventually warm up a wagon.
 
   Not that I would rely on just body heat.  I stuck Firebrand into the wagon and said, “Look away.”  They did, and Firebrand blazed white-hot for a second.  The temperature inside climbed by ten degrees.
 
   Good enough.  I worked my way down the line, one wagon at a time.
 
   I didn’t enspell the lead wagon; if there was any place in this godforsaken valley of stone still warm and dry, it was in there with the fire-witch.  I did stick my head in to see how things were going.
 
   Tort, sitting by the door, grabbed my by the shirt and bawled.  I put an arm around her by reflex, surprised.  Tamara was sitting with a pair of youngsters on her lap, comforting them while the storm raged.  All the children seemed scared.
 
   I climbed into the wagon and picked Tort up to hold her.  Another child—Burel?  I think that was her name—crawled into my lap and huddled against me.  I think she was about five.
 
   Unholy fiend of darkness, and I get mobbed by frightened children.  The world has so much irony in it I’m surprised it doesn’t rust.
 
   So I petted them and rocked them and gave Tamara a significant look.  The one that said, I have got to get things done.  Help!
 
   She smiled a small smile and did absolutely nothing.  Wench.  I’d spank her later.
 
   For nearly half an hour I cuddled two small children and tried to calm them.  It worked; they calmed quickly as long as I stayed there and held them.  The minute I tried to let go, they tightened their grips like a drowning man clings to driftwood.
 
   “Okay, look,” I said.  “I’ll be back as quickly as I can, but I have to go tell a storm to go away.  All right?  I can’t punch a storm in the face while I’m holding you.”
 
   Tort looked up at me, eyes reddened and very wide.  “Will you really make it go away?”
 
   “I hope so, sweetie.  It’s bigger than a dragon, but I’ll give it a try.”
 
   She nodded solemnly.  “You’re a hero.  You can do anything.”
 
   Ah, the faith of small children.  Please, God, let me be the hero they think I am.
 
   “If you say so,” I hedged.  “Now stick close to Tamara and I’ll be back as soon as I can, all right?”
 
   Neither of them wanted to let go, but I gently insisted.  Tort sat down near Tamara, in a pile of other children.
 
   “Sir?” she said, as I was about to open the door.
 
   “Yes, Tort?”
 
   “Thank you for a foot.”
 
   I noticed she was wearing the false foot.  I keep meaning to find time to enchant it so it will move.
 
   “You’re welcome,” I answered.  “I’ll get you one like your old one, someday.”
 
   I slipped out into the rain.
 
   Enspelling the wagons took me longer than I expected.  I was dead tired before it was all over.  I hadn’t thought about the horse trailers when I came up with my idea.  We had canvas tarps over the tops and the horses were actually drier than we were, but definitely colder.  I settled for casting the heat-retaining spell directly on each horse.  It was like giving each one a sweater; they seemed immediately happier.
 
   I slogged slowly back to the lead wagon, my boots splashing ankle-deep in the running water.  My missile shield would stop anything from hitting me, but it did nothing for standing in a shallow river.
 
   My fatigue-addled brain slowly caught on that the pass had a lot of water flowing through it.
 
   I was almost to the command wagon when I realized it was getting deeper.
 
   We were going to wash away.
 
   I burst into the command wagon and scared the kids again.  Hopefully, they’d be scared later, rather than drowned.
 
   “Tamara!  What have we got that can be used to block off a river?” I demanded.
 
   She had a little girl in her lap, rocking her.  The child stared at me with wide eyes.  They were blue, I remember, and looked too large to be real.  Crazily, I wondered if my daughter would look like that.
 
   “Nothing of which I know,” she replied, calmly.  “Hush, children; all is well.  See?  The hero is here and he is still working to keep us safe.”  Her tone of cool, unworried authority helped a lot.  It calmed the kids and it helped me get my tone under control.
 
   “The pass,” I said.  “It’s flooding.  Water is pouring down the mountains and draining down the pass.  We’re far enough down I’m afraid we’re going to be a bunch of boats instead of a bunch of wagons.”
 
   “Can your magic divert this water?” she asked.
 
   “For a while,” I said.  “But not for long.  I’m not sure how long I have until sunset, and I can’t put up a spell that will last the night.  I spent too much power keeping people from freezing.”
 
   She clucked her tongue reprovingly and set the child down on a cushion.  Apparently, Tamara’s lap was a time-share comfort zone.  
 
   “How deep is the water?”
 
   “Ankle-deep and rising,” I replied.  She nodded and rose, crossing to take my hands and kiss me briefly.  That helped the children a lot; they giggled.
 
   “Fetch Bronze, please.  I should like to ride.”
 
   I thought that a very good idea.  Bronze could outrun a river, I felt sure.  I nipped back out, unharnessed Bronze, and brought her around to the rear door.  Tamara came out and I helped her up onto Bronze’s back, sidesaddle; steam constantly puffed from her clothes and hair as raindrops vanished.
 
   “I’ll figure something out,” I began, and she pressed a finger to my lips.
 
   “Do not worry yourself, my lord; I will tend to this.”
 
   I stared at her.  “I’m sorry?” I asked.  I was only thinking of getting her out of harm’s way.
 
   She dimpled at me.  “Do not think the one I serve will ignore my pleas for aid.”  She nudged Bronze; Bronze turned to look at me.  I nodded and we headed back upstream, toward the other end of the wagon train.
 
   Bronze came to a halt and turned sideways in the pass.  Behind us, the entire length of the wagon train was awash in shin-deep water.  I stood back and bit my tongue gently to keep from asking questions; I didn’t want to distract her.  She had an expression of concentration and effort.
 
   Her hair began to blaze.  She held out her hands, side by side, palms up, and a line of fire appeared between them, as though she supported an invisible, burning yardstick on them—all I saw were flames.  The fire grew, blazing up higher and hotter until I had to back away from it.  No gentle fire this, to warm and nurture and illuminate.  This was a burning fire, white and roaring like a rocket, a fire to melt rocks and reduce bones to ash.
 
   Drawing her hands apart with a jerk, she dropped the line of fire to the ground.  It lengthened as it fell, covering the whole width of the pass.  When it landed in the torrent in front of her, there was a massive, almost explosive hiss.  The thin line of white fire blazed up in a towering wall of incandescent gas.  The water around my feet abruptly dropped to a trickle as the remainder drained downhill.  The oncoming water met the wall of fire and hissed like a war between all the ghosts of every snake and every cat that ever lived.  The water converted instantly to steam and shot skyward.  I felt a shift in the wind as air from behind me was drawn forward into the heat of the wall of fire.  Flames poured upward into a wall of white steam like smoke from a gate to Hell.
 
   I could feel Firebrand snort.
 
   Is that all you wanted, boss?  I could do that.
 
   “All night?” I asked.
 
   Maybe.
 
   “If she gets tired, you’ll have to.”
 
   Firebrand was silent for a moment.
 
   Well, maybe not all night, it admitted.
 
   Tamara turned in the saddle; I could see the movement, but the glare from behind her hid her expression.  She said something, but I couldn’t hear it over the roar and hiss.  I held up a hand to shield my eyes, but couldn’t see her well enough make out what she was saying.  She beckoned me closer and held out a hand.  I pushed myself forward, struggling against the furnace-roar heat, until I touched her hand; the heat vanished as I did so.
 
   “Let the storm rage,” she said, and I could hear her clearly, almost as though the flames spoke for her.  “We will not wash away.”
 
   I patted her knee.  “I had no idea you could do that.”
 
   She smiled a little, tightly; she looked distracted.
 
   “I cannot.  But through me, She can.”
 
   “She listens to you,” I replied, “and I am very glad of it.”
 
   Tamara reached down and ran her fingers along the side of my face.  Her other hand gripped the saddlehorn tightly.
 
   “She listens to everyone.  She just agrees with me more often than most.”
 
   I laughed.  “So I see.  Shall we go inside?”
 
   She shook her head.  “I cannot.  I must be close at hand to whatever works I request.”
 
   “Then I’ll stay here with you, if that’s okay.”
 
   “If you wish,” she said.  “But do not distract me, please; this is… difficult.”
 
   I nodded and just stood there with her, holding her hand.
 
   I glanced back behind us; people were peeking out of the wagons.  Nobody wanted to get out in the downpour, but everyone wanted to see the wall of fire.  It was hard to miss.  Flames towered at least forty feet in the air, roaring white and yellow as they drank the water and vomited steam.
 
   I tried to estimate the energy required to pull that stunt.  With a cross-sectional area of water thirty meters wide and fifteen centimeters high, moving at a rate of two meters per second, given the heat of vaporization of water—and ignoring for the moment the need to raise the temperature from near-freezing to boiling… I got an approximation of about twenty-one billion joules per second.  That’s not merely amazing, it’s outright appalling.  I must have made an error, somewhere.  Surely.  Right?
 
   It made me think of a trek through the desert with a pillar of smoke by day and a pillar of fire by night.
 
   I’ll say this much:  There are no atheists in this world.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   SUNDAY, MARCH 5TH
 
    
 
   Sunset was no problem.  Deep in the mountains, the shadows of the peaks protected me some; combined with the heavy cloud cover of a thunderstorm and a few layers of clothes, I managed just fine.  I left Tamara to her wall of fire long enough to roll up in some blankets under the wagon.  The wagon, of course, was still stuffed with youngsters; I wasn’t going to lie down and shiver in front of them.  It felt more like being slow-roasted than is usual and I resolved to get something better to hide in.  A coffin is suddenly looking more practical than I thought.
 
   The rain let up around midnight.  The leftover runoff kept coming for a while longer, but Tamara—or her patron—is no fool; the fire defended us from the flood until we didn’t need it anymore.
 
   Even after the flood was done, we stayed camped.  There was no firewood handy, but I took care of that.  Bronze and I thundered down the pass to check for trees in the more gently-sloped areas.  I felled one after checking to make sure I wasn’t about to hurt a dryad.  Bronze dragged it back and Raeth handed out axes.  Tamara was good enough to light several campfires—green, wet wood being wondrously resistant to normal methods of ignition—and everyone thanked her.  
 
   The thanks were extremely sincere and heartfelt.  It wasn’t just about some campfires.
 
   I’ve realized something.  Most of these people view me as their lord.  Okay.  I can accept that, I guess.  I’m the one who makes policy, gives orders, and has the authority.  I’m the Guy In Charge.  They trust me, they follow me, and they’re glad they have someone to follow who knows what he’s doing.  
 
   Boy, are they in trouble.
 
   But they respect me!  True, they also fear me a little; I’m the mysterious wizard-knight with a flaming sword and metal horse.  So far, though, they trust me more than they fear me.  I’ve overheard people who are happy I’m such a dangerous, mysterious person.  Sort of a “Our Dad can beat up their Dad” sort of boasting among themselves.
 
   But Tamara… Tamara they love.
 
   Tamara is the one who is always there, even when I’m off doing something else.  Kids with scrapes or bumps run to whoever is closer, their own mother or Tamara.  I watched one boy, about five or so, jump off the back of a wagon, land off-balance, and plunk onto his butt.  He got that look that says, “I’m in a lot of pain but you couldn’t pay me to cry.”  He got up and limped past a lot of grown-ups, straight to Tamara.  She held him and rocked him while she rubbed the injured areas with a glowing hand.  A minute later, he was smiling again and she sent him scampering back on his way.
 
   Dad is the one who provides for the kids, plays with them when he can—but duty keeps him busy a lot, so he’s often a mysterious, powerful figure.  Sure, Dad loves the kids, but it’s harder to see.  He gets the job of the Bad Cop; he hands out the serious punishments.  It’s like he’s a temperamental god.  When he’s around and in a good mood, he’s great.  When he’s not around, you throw offerings on the altar just in case.  When you transgress, you take your punishment and promise never to do it again.  If someone else comes along and does something mean to you, heaven help them, because Dad is going to show them what the Wrath of God really looks like.
 
   That’s my role.
 
   Mom is always there, caring for and nurturing the kids—she’s the one who provides most of the love.  It’s constant.  Dad is fun to have around while he’s there, but it’s Mom that makes the kids’ world.  Mom is more like an angel.  Skinned knees?  Go to Mom.  Hurt your head?  Go to Mom.  Someone swipe your toy?  Go to Mom.  Don’t worry about offerings; she’ll take them if you want to give them, but won’t expect them.
 
   That’s Tamara’s role.
 
   In my world, this sort of stereotype was changing.  It might well be that Dad stayed at home while Mom worked, or the kids might wind up in day care while both worked.  Or any number of other possibilities.  But that’s what I thought of as a metaphor for how our community is structured.  
 
   Maybe it’s good practice.  I’m going to be a father soon.  Technically, I guess I already am.  I’m hoping I manage to be a decent daddy.
 
   Before morning, we were ready to get out of the pass; when dawn came up, we rolled.  Everybody was still in train formation, chains hitching us all together, but we also hitched up a team to each wagon.  The grade ahead got pretty steep in spots.  I also put Bronze in the tail-end position as our anchor.  If anyone started to skid, I wanted a lot of horses disagreeing and a lot of brakes to back them up—and Bronze to plant hooves into solid rock and be definitive about it.
 
   It worked.  We went slowly and carefully, taking most of the day to get the rest of the way through; the weather had turned cold and there were icy patches.  We had some scary moments, but we kept ourselves to a slow walk.  After the first ice slick, I marched out in front, waving Firebrand like a garden hose—that got us out of the pass without further mishap.  I felt a great sense of relief; things were looking pretty good.  A few more days through gently rolling hills and we would be home.  Our new home.
 
   I wonder what it looks like.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   MONDAY, MARCH 6TH
 
    
 
   We camped well below the pass, wagons circled, sentries posted.  Everyone is tired and frazzled; even Raeth is snappish.  Getting through the pass was nerve-wracking, especially on that long, treacherous second half.  I told Raeth and Bouger that today is a holiday; we’ll rest here and I’ll see to it we have some fresh meat.  They both thought that a very good idea.
 
   Not much else happened that night.  I cuddled Tamara and reassured her that she’s beautiful and lovable.  It amazes me that she can channel so much power and still be so insecure.  I guess there’s a difference between being powerful and self-confident.
 
   Hmm.  Strike that.  It’s the difference between being powerful and feeling loved.  She’s got the first part down; I’m working diligently on the second part.  
 
   Later, I went out to find us some of the local grazers.  I don’t know what to call these things.  Longer legs than a cow, fur like a buffalo, horns like a ram on the males.  I’ll ask, next time I see one of the locals.
 
   Bronze and I cut a few out of the herd.  It wasn’t hard.  A quick flick with a fistful of life-draining tendrils and any one I wanted was too tired to run.  I tagged three more before the herd went too far to make it worthwhile.  My now-exhausted prey just stood there, heads low, trying to rest.  I chivvied them along, prodding them with a hot Firebrand here and there.  It took a few hours at a walk to get back to the camp.
 
   I half-drained each of them, drinking their blood and almost all of the energy they had left.  Their life-energies flickered like guttering candles, threatening to go out.  I left them like that; they wouldn’t go anywhere in that condition.  In the morning, I had a working party go out to kill and butcher them.
 
   Steak for breakfast, brisket for lunch, roast for supper.  Along with a few new fur blankets.  Added to a day to rest, it was enough to have most of us feeling fairly frisky and ready to roll along the last leg of our journey.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, MARCH 7TH
 
    
 
   Bronze was in the lead and hauling for the night; most of us can sleep just fine in a rolling wagon.  It’s an acquired skill, but we’ve had lots of opportunity to practice.  When morning rolled around, I had Raeth put out scouts on horseback, planning our route.  When we were rolling on roads in Rethven, it wasn’t a major issue; this off-road travel is already making me nervous.
 
   When Bronze and I ran along the hills, it didn’t seem too bad.  From what I could recall, a wagon shouldn’t have any difficulties—but I hadn’t been watching the terrain with an eye to rolling traffic.  The wet, soft ground left a lot to be desired as a road.  If it had been dry, it would have been fine.  At least the grass kept the ground from being a vast sea of mud.
 
   It is both a source of pride and amazement that Bronze never bogged down in hauling the wagon train.  The effort of hauling drove her knee-deep into mud and soft earth at times, but she never let up, never slowed down, or even hinted this was anything more than a walk in the park.
 
   I have no idea if that’s a measure of her strength or her stubbornness.  Both, I guess.
 
   We’re making better time with scouts out.  It helps to avoid the excessively muddy areas!  The sun is also out, drying the world.  As the day gets older, our pace picks up.
 
   I’m working on a spell to help keep Bronze from sinking in mud or water.  Surface tension enhancement, perhaps.  Changes in viscosity, too.  Couldn’t hurt.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, MARCH 8TH
 
    
 
   We bore more eastward and away from the mountains overnight. We tried to keep a nice balance between rocky terrain (and the risk of breaking a wheel) and muddy terrain (and the risk of bogging down).  We had a slight delay with one busted wagon wheel and bore a little farther east than before, away from the rocky base of the mountains.
 
   We’re also within sight of the mountain.  Well, I’m within sight of it.  It’s cloudy again and dark as the inside of a dog.  No one else will see anything before morning.  I’ve ordered a stop until then.  We’ll get a good look at it when we have breakfast.
 
    
 
   Once the sun was fully up, I came out of the command wagon and looked at the place with nearly-mortal eyes.
 
   The mountain itself was largely unchanged.  It still stood mostly apart from the surrounding peaks, a roughly cone-shaped chunk of stone and earth rising from the edge of the plains.  Yet the peak bore obvious signs of my tampering.  A crown of stone circled the top, walling off everything below a few hundred yards of the rounded summit.  A long stretch of cliff descended from the wall, effectively making the wall that much higher from below.  The only way in or out I could see was a long, sloping ridge; it ran from the only gap in the wall, down and around the mountain like a ramp.
 
   I wondered how many months a construction crew would have taken to do it.  It’s remarkable what you can get if you just ask politely.
 
   We rolled as an open group of wagons now that we were in sight of the goal.  There was considerable merriment and good humor as we stepped up to a trot and scattered a little.  Raeth didn’t look happy about the open formation—the free-for-all, as-you-will driving—but he didn’t try to get everyone in column.  You can only look at the back of the guy in front of you for so long.
 
   The climb up the ridge/ramp was moderately lengthy; a one-in-six grade is fairly steep for horses.  A decent car would have no problem with it, but horses get tired and it’s over a mile of uphill slogging.
 
   Inside, the peak of the mountain went right up, just as if it had never been interrupted.  Around it was a large, flat ring— a courtyard in the shape of a giant washer.  From wall to wall, the whole thing was a few hundred yards across, but the flat space surrounding the inner peak was only about two hundred feet in width.  There was still a lot of mountain to climb, if anyone felt like it.
 
   The caves had also changed considerably.  Gone were any places where one would have to duck, climb, or crawl.  The interior had ramps everywhere in what looked like lava tubes, earthquake rifts, or water-cut channels.
 
   That was the most interesting thing of all the stonework.  It all looked natural.  True, there was a big honkin’ wall surrounding the place—but it was all of a piece, without individual stones, joints, or mortar.  Even the crenellations on the outer edge looked wind-scoured and eroded into shape.  The courtyard was also a single sheet of rock—a big plate of it, with a hole in the middle for the mountain to grow through.
 
   It was a mountain that accommodated guests.  Very kind of it, I thought, and I made sure to tell it so.  This was not lost on Tamara.  She sidled up to me as I was standing in the courtyard.  I was touching the spells I’d woven into the mountain and feeling for their condition; they needed some work.  Well, it had been a long time…
 
   “May I interrupt?” she asked, running her hand along my back.
 
   “Sure,” I replied, distracted.  The spell-weave was still fairly solid, just drained.  The wiring was fine, but the current was low.  It needed a recharge.  Considering how much had been done, I wasn’t surprised.
 
   “What is it that you are doing?”
 
   “I’m talking to the mountain,” I replied.  “Well, sort of.  I talk to the spell I put on it and the spell talks to the mountain—a mountain doesn’t talk very fast.”  I pushed more energy into the spell, enough to make me a little tired; a little now, a little later, a little more the day after that…
 
   Her hand stiffened against my back.  “You can speak to the stone?” she demanded.
 
   “To the mountain,” I corrected, and withdrew my awareness from the spell.  I turned to her; she was staring at me with an expression of surprise.  “The mountain is more than just stone.  It’s alive in its own way.”
 
   “The mountain is alive?” she asked, incredulous.
 
   “Sure.  It’s a really slow life, but it’s alive.”  She closed her eyes and I could see flickers of light dancing in her hair.
 
   “I sense only your spell,” she said, after a moment.
 
   “I found out about it at night,” I offered.  “Even then, I had to look really close.  Look past the spell and, well… look deeper and slower, I guess.  I don’t know how to describe it.”
 
   She did.  I watched as her hair went into full firefall mode and lengthened to the ground.  It reached the ground and spread out around her.  It kept lengthening and spreading.  It started to remind me of a rocket launch.
 
   “Ah,” she said, and the pyrotechnics diminished to extinguishment.  “It is alive.”
 
   “Told you.  You saw it?”
 
   “No, but it accepted the fires I fed it; only a living thing can do so.  I have never thought to pour life into the ground before.”
 
   “What about that place over by Baret?  The bonfire circle-valley-whatever it is?”
 
   “That is only the residuum of power left from many ceremonies,” she replied.  She took my hand again, smiling.  “That is different.”
 
   “Is it?”
 
   Her brow furrowed as she thought about it.  “Perhaps.  I have not considered it before.”
 
   “Neither have I—until just now.  Something to look into.”
 
   “Later, please.”
 
   I nodded.  “No problem.  Something more pressing on your mind?”
 
   “Raeth and Bouger have many people searching and mapping the caverns within the mountain; they are quite extensive.”
 
   “I know.  I could feel them.  The passages, I mean.”
 
   “As you say.  Yet also must our people know how the hallways of their home do run.  There are many chambers and passages, enough for all of us and more.  We shall need stabling for the horses; there is no chamber that would serve.”
 
   “Did Raeth ask you to tell me that?”
 
   “That, and he would like you to address our people.”
 
   “He does a fine job,” I countered.
 
   “Yes,” she agreed, and took my arm.  “For the deeds of each day, he leads them in your name and they follow.  Yet you are their lord, and we have come to the place you have chosen.  Is it not time you spoke to them?”
 
   “I do that every day,” I noted.  She elbowed me lightly in the ribs.
 
   “In passing, and to one or two,” she agreed.  “That is well enough to be seen and to be known.  Yet now we have a home and a domain.  Here, beyond the borders of Rethven, you are our lord and king, albeit of a very small kingdom.”  She smiled at me and wrinkled her nose.  “I do not see you in a crown.  It does not suit your brow.”
 
   “No kidding,” I replied, and found I was smiling with her.  “I’m not much on hats.”
 
   “Mayhap a diadem will serve,” she countered.  “But do you say something to our people.  Welcome them.  Close the trek upon which we have so long marched and let them feel that their lord is pleased with them.”  She took one of my hands in both of hers.  “Please?”
 
   It made sense.  Besides, I have a hard time telling her no when she looks at me like that.
 
   “I will.  I’ll have to come up with something to say, first.”
 
   She hugged my arm and rested her head on my shoulder.  “Say whatever you will; be but yourself and all will be well, my lord.”
 
   “Maybe.  I still think I’ll talk to Raeth, first.”
 
    
 
   So I did.  He and Bouger were in the command wagon, assembling pieces of map into a coherent whole.  Occasionally, someone would come in and hand over another section of caverns.  It looked like it was going to be a while before we had it all sorted out.  The caves went deep.
 
   “Raeth?  Got a minute?”
 
   “Of course.”  He stacked a few pieces of parchment while Bouger continued to add to the main map.
 
   “I understand you want me to give a speech.”
 
   He nodded.  “Bouger and I think it wise.”
 
   “What for?” I asked.  “We’re here.  I don’t have to exhort them to bravery or anything.”
 
   “That’s true,” Bouger answered, from the table, “but they have come a long way and now have a new home—a wondrous one, to be sure, but strange.  Cement your authority by addressing them and telling them they have done well.  Give rewards for a job well done.  Demonstrate power as well as kindness.  Then outline the work yet to be done so they can set their hearts and minds on a new goal.”
 
   Raeth nodded.  “Yes.  Bouger and I have carried out your wishes, and we have made it clear that we follow you.  Everyone knows this.  You are our lord.  Everyone looks to you to lead.  Lead them.”
 
   “Is that why kings hold court?” I asked.
 
   “Partly.”
 
   “All right.  I don’t have any idea what to say.  Suggestions?”
 
   “Compliments,” Bouger stated.  “A formal chain of command, as well.  On the road, we had difficulties of discipline.”
 
   “I never saw anything.”
 
   Bouger smiled and Raeth pretended to be busy with his papers.  I belatedly realized they’d done such a fine job with the problems in discipline that I’d never seen them.
 
   “Ah,” said I.  “Well done.”
 
   “Thank you.”
 
   “All right.  Draw something up for me.  I know I’m at the top, Tamara’s next to me, and you two are just below.  Everyone else—well, you know their strengths better than I do.  I presume this is a chain of command for the military side of things?”
 
   “Of course,” Raeth answered.  “The tradesmen and other commoners are simply your subjects.”
 
   I restrained a sigh.  Subjects.  Well, when in Rome, shoot roman candles.
 
   “Fair enough, I suppose.  Sort it out and I’ll announce it.  Now, what do you think I should say about my upcoming trip?”
 
   Raeth and Bouger looked at each other.  Bouger shrugged and said, “We are against it, but understand why you must go.”
 
   “Oh?  Good.  Explain it to me.”
 
   Raeth sighed.  “Very well.  If you remain, Tobias will grow in power.  He will seek you out and overwhelm you—and us.  If you go to him and succeed in killing him, all should be well.  If you fail, it will at least avert his wrath from us, for he will have slain you and he will be content—at least, for a time.”
 
   “Succinct,” I agreed.  “You still don’t like it.”
 
   “No.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “There exists the possibility that you will not return,” Raeth replied.  “We must have you.  You are the founder of this place, the lord of these lands.  You are the one with the quest to found a school.”
 
   “And I have,” I pointed out.  “If nothing else, this will be the best-educated bunch in all of history.  You do not need me—at least, not as much as you need me to go deal with a personal threat.”
 
   “It is a personal threat,” Bouger agreed.  “Will you at least take a few men with you?  A few loyal retainers may mean the difference at a crucial moment.”
 
   “Who?” I asked.  “You?  Raeth?  Tamara?  All of you are needed here.  Even Caeron and Caedwyl.  Or do you suggest I bring someone who doesn’t know I’m a nightlord?”
 
   There was a long silence in the wagon.  I finally broke it with a sigh.
 
   “We have to face it.  I am the one who has to deal with Tobias.  I suspect the gods move in sneaky ways to engineer things for their amusement—and this seems like something they’d pull.  If they want to watch, I’ll just have to deal with that.  So let’s get past that.  What do I tell everybody?  That I’m off to kill the head honcho of the Hand?”
 
   We were quiet, thinking for long moments.  At last, Bouger snapped his fingers and lifted his head, grinning.
 
   “You’re going a-questing!”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   THURSDAY, MARCH 9TH
 
    
 
   I’m really pleased about the way this place turned out.  There are big rooms and little rooms, hallways and archways, the works!  Heck, there are even bathrooms.  Admittedly, they’re just places with shallow pools to bathe in and a narrow drainage channel to eliminate into, but they work.  You’d be amazed.  I couldn’t have drawn up something this neat if I’d tried.
 
   See what happens when your subconscious takes over?  I have got to remember to be less picky and detailed in some of my spells.  Or maybe the mountain is smarter than I give it credit for?
 
   The only thing I could wish for is a hot spring and a waterfall.  I’m really beginning to miss taking a hot shower.  Or even a shower.  Being caught in the rain just isn’t the same.
 
   We met in what we were calling the Grand Hall.  It was a sizable cavern, mostly dome-shaped, with a stepped floor like an amphitheater.  A few lamps and a half-dozen magical glows did not illuminate it brightly, but it was enough to see by.  The shadows made the cavern seem even larger.
 
   People found their way to the natural benches and spread out in families.  We had a little under three hundred people, including most of the mercenaries who had started all this, way back at a lonely tower.  It looked like a lot less, spread out in all that empty space, but I smiled at the thought of two more that would be joining them.  Actually, six; four other women in our company were pregnant, but I had nothing to do with it.
 
   Tamara was with me on the first row, just in front of the flat, stage-like area at the bottom of the cavern.  Raeth and Bouger were also there.  We were all dressed in our best.  For Tamara, that was white robes.  I had on the breeches, tunic, and cloak Raeth commissioned for me.  Both Raeth and Bouger were in freshly-polished armor.
 
   In the middle of the stage was a very large chair.  It looked new.
 
   I’d spent a good portion of the day in planning what to say and do.  After our discussion in the command wagon, I hadn’t consulted anyone else.  If this was going to be my show, I was going to give a show that was mine.  I just had word sent ’round that we were all to meet shortly after sunset and readied my usual camouflage spell for the evening.
 
   “Raeth?” I murmured, quietly, while we waited for the stragglers to file in and find seats.
 
   “Yes, my lord?”
 
   “Is this a throne I see before me?”
 
   “In a manner of speaking, lord.”
 
   “Did I ever mention anything about surprises to you?” I asked.
 
   “I believe you did, lord.”
 
   “Just checking.  You’re going to get it, buster.”
 
   He chuckled.
 
   We waited a few minutes after everyone had found a seat, just to make sure.  I got up.
 
   Everyone else rose to their feet when I did.
 
   It’s been a while since I was in front of a class.  I tried to keep my teacher’s confidence in place as I took center stage.  I stood in front of the chair, turned to face my students—and my subjects.
 
   “Be seated.”  They sat.  I marshaled my thoughts and looked at Tamara.  She blew me a kiss.
 
   “Let me begin by thanking all of you.  I know this journey has been a long one, a hard one, and sometimes a perilous one.  We are here; we are home.  This mountain is the place I have chosen to make a new domain.  A domain where learning of all sorts is prized over power or gold.  A place where the limits of a man—or woman—are determined by their own merits.”  I gestured for Raeth and Bouger to approach.  They rose and walked forward together. 
 
   “I have seen you all struggle and persevere—and prevail.  We are here, after all.  My own efforts are hardly worth mentioning, for I could have done nothing without these two, Sir Raeth and Sir Bouger.  You know them well, for it is their joint effort that has made my desire manifest.
 
   “Sir Bouger, kneel before me.”
 
   Bouger went to one knee and looked up at me, puzzled.  Put a throne in center stage without telling me, eh?  Raeth wasn’t the only one with surprises tonight.  I was planning on a little ostentatious showmanship.  If I have to play to the crowd, then play to the crowd I shall.
 
   I drew Firebrand and it glinted brighter than the lamps allowed.  I held it between us, point resting on the floor.
 
   “Place your hand on the hilt of my sword.”  He reached up and did so.  “Sir Bouger, will you swear on your life and honor to hold this fortress in my name, to see to its maintenance and the defense of those within, and to let neither force nor deception take it from you?”
 
   “I will,” he answered, loud and clear.
 
   “Then I name you the castellan of this fortress.  Rise and be recognized.”  He rose and turned to face the gallery.  I sheathed Firebrand and applauded him.  Everyone else rose and did likewise.  Bouger blushed.
 
   When the applause died down—it took a minute—I gestured him to my left and turned to Sir Raeth.
 
   “Sir Raeth, kneel before me.”
 
   Raeth smiled ruefully at me and went to one knee, whispering, “I will never surprise you again, my lord.”
 
   “Payback is a bitch,” I murmured, drawing Firebrand again.  I held it upright as I had for Bouger and said, “Sir Raeth, place your hand on the hilt of my sword.”  He did.  “Will you swear on your life and honor to hold my domain safe from all who would invade, destroy, or conquer it?  Will you see to the safety of its citizens, the prosperity of its people, and the administration of its laws?  And will you do as you have done, making all that your liege desires come to pass?”
 
   “I will,” he answered, solemnly.  I put Bouger in charge of the school.  I’d just put Raeth in charge of my entire holdings.  I don’t think he was expecting that.
 
   “Then I name you seneschal of my domain.  Rise and be recognized.”
 
   The applause was even greater.  Raeth is a popular man.
 
   When the room finally quieted, I gestured Raeth to the right.
 
   “Will the Lady Tamara please approach?” I asked.  Tamara looked startled, but rose and walked forward.  In the robes, it wasn’t obvious she was pregnant unless you knew what to look for.  The way she walked was starting to show.  A trifle slower, a trifle more awkward.  
 
   She approached and started to kneel; I caught her shoulders and kept her up.  I maneuvered her to my left and kept her arm linked with mine.
 
   “My people,” I began.  “You know of Sir Bouger and Sir Raeth through their deeds and their close contact.  You have spoken with them, each of you, and many of you know them as men, not just as commanders.  I daresay all of you know the Lady Tamara, the priestess that has been so good to us.  Compared to them, I am a mysterious stranger; yet you follow me.  You barely know me—most of you—and yet, here you are.
 
   “I do not know what I am.  True, I am a knight—yet two knights follow my banner.  I rule a domain—yet there is no kingdom to which it owes allegiance.  I am a worker of magic—yet I am not a magician to found an academy.  I am without a title for the lands I hold.
 
   “Whatever title I may someday claim, understand this very clearly.  Tamara is my lady consort.  In my absence, it is she who will rule.  The order of succession will descend to her until such time as she forsakes it.  Only then will it fall to my heir.
 
   “I have no doubt you will all accord her honor and respect out of the love I know you have for her.  I also give her authority in my capacity as your ruler.  The Lady Consort stands but a single step away from the throne.”
 
   I looked around the room.  Everyone was quiet and paying close attention.
 
   “You chose to follow me,” I said, softly.  “I chose her.  Will you follow us both?”
 
   Hellas sprang to her feet and started clapping madly.  Larel beat Muldo by a fraction of a second, followed by the entire contingent from Eastgate and my mercenaries.  It took about three seconds before everyone was on their feet, hands pounding together and feet stomping, whistling and cheering and shouting.  The chamber rang with it.
 
   I glanced at Tamara.  She was blushing so hard I seriously wondered if pyrotechnics were about to start.  She never had so many people cheering for her in her life.  She’d never been in front of so many people at once; the congregation in Baret had been barely a hundred.  And this—this wasn’t because people were there for her services as a priestess.  This was for her.  Tears were leaking from her eyes.
 
   I stepped closer to the throne Raeth had arranged and helped her to sit.  This raised the level of cheering.  She wouldn’t sit at first, but I insisted.  “It’s a courtly gesture,” I said, just loud enough for her to hear over the noise.  “It also sets a precedent.  You’re allowed to sit in the Royal Highchair.  Get used to it.”
 
   It took a while before everyone was willing to settle down.
 
   “Now, my people, I have given you these three as leaders, making official the status they have so clearly earned.  Yet I am not perfect.  Of these three I am absolutely certain.  Are there any among you worthy and deserving of honors and acclaim for their deeds in our service?  If you know of any such, raise your hand—keep silent!  Just raise your hand and I will call upon you to tell me.”
 
   Several hands went up.  We worked through their suggestions.  Larel was the only smith; he was naturally appointed as the mastersmith.  Likewise, we had several other trades get recognized.  After several such appointments, I was surprised to find that Bouger had his hand up.  I called on him and he leaned close to whisper.  I listened for a bit and nodded agreement.
 
   “There are two more who I would honor,” I announced.  “Hellas, come here.”
 
   I’ve never seen a worse case of stage fright.  She paled to the color of milk and almost fainted.  It took her several moments to become steady on her feet and she half-staggered to stand before me.
 
   “Hellas, it has been remiss of me to not recognize you sooner.  I owe you much, for you have aided me even when doing so risked your own life.  Men in my service take up arms and would risk death in battle at my command, for I am their lord.  Yet, all unbidden, you offered your aid to Tamara that I might live—you asked for neither reward for service nor for assurance that you would survive the giving of your aid.  You followed me even when I was a wizard curing the pox in a whorehouse.  Even then, you saw something in me I did not see myself.  You believed.  You have a great generosity of spirit, equaled only by the kindness in your heart.”
 
   I addressed the gallery.  “Does anyone here not know of this woman and the goodness within her?”
 
   If so, nobody admitted it.  But I doubt there were any who could have honestly said so; Hellas is just naturally helpful.
 
   “Will you swear to follow me?” I asked her, formally.  “Will you show me the loyalty and unselfish generosity I have always seen from you?  Will you commit yourself and your heirs from now until the end of your line to that oath?”
 
   “I will,” she whispered, and fell to her knees.  I laughed and drew her up to her feet again.
 
   “Until we have settled the nature of my title, I can hardly grant you one of your own,” I said.  “But understand this:  here and now, I tell you that the nobility of my domain never kneel to me—only bow.”
 
   “The—?”
 
   “Nobility.  Nobility is something in the heart, not always something in the bloodline.  I see it in you, and recognize you as a peer.”
 
   Hellas broke down into weeping.  Tamara took her in her arms and cried happy tears with her while the gallery gave forth enthusiastic applause.  The poor little ex-whore, promoted to a noble rank!  It seemed as though they liked the idea.  It certainly set the tone of advancement-by-merit.  People would be dreaming of noble titles—and wondering how to be worthy of them.  That suited me just fine.
 
   While the two ladies were working on composure and the crowd was still cheering, I pointed at Muldo and crooked a finger at him.  He gulped and walked forward.  The cheering died down, the better to hear what was about to happen.  Muldo approached and went to one knee.
 
   “How many of you,” I asked the gallery, “have ever been slaves?”  All the hands from the Eastgate contingent rose.  Also, all my mercenaries from the tower.  Some dozen others.  There might have been twenty who had never actually been a slave at some point, however briefly.  Inwardly, I was shocked.  Slavery was a lot more common than I had supposed.  Or did they also include forced servitude?  Serfs aren’t slaves—no matter how much they may feel like it.  Still, to the person on the wrong end of a whip, technicalities don’t matter much.
 
   “Muldo, former slave, I have never been a slave,” I said.  “Tell me now what you think of it.”
 
   “I… I do not like it, your majesty.”
 
   I ignored his form of address; I had bigger things on my mind.
 
   “I have owned you, Muldo, and freed you.  I find I do not like owning people.  Yet I have no gift to give you that is great enough to wash away the pain of having once been my property.  So I must give a gift to all who were once slaves, to make the gift greater.
 
   “This is my decree:  No one need fear enslavement within my realm, for slaves cannot breathe here.  If but once they take a breath within my lands, from that moment they are free.”
 
   The cheering was deafening.  
 
    
 
   The meeting had gone exceptionally well, in my opinion, and I declared a holiday.  Everyone else was expending some of our reserves of both alcohol and food.  Celebrations are expensive, but I didn’t begrudge it for a second.  Heck, even Bronze was putting on the nosebag; I could hear the grinding, shearing sounds as she happily munched on the smithy-scraps and coal I’d brought.  Riddle circulated, stealing things just to put them in others’ pockets—at least until Tort walked over to him.  I grinned like a fool to watch his expression.  The man who whittled it had done a great job, and I’d done a middlin’-fair piece of work to make a wooden foot move like a real one.
 
   I felt like I was home.
 
   Still, we don’t have any doors in the mountain.  Archways, doorways, openings—sure.  But a door is difficult for a mountain to grow.  “Moving parts” generally means flowing water or an avalanche.  We’re building some doors.  In the meantime, privacy requires the use of the command wagon.
 
   “I note that you mentioned not your journey to Carrillon, my lord,” Tamara said, snuggled up to my left side.  Raeth and Bouger had joined us and we were all enjoying a little quiet time.  
 
   “I didn’t mention it because I won’t be leaving yet.  I have a few days before the month I promised is up, and Bronze and I—well, we’ll get there in time.”
 
   “Without a wagon train to slow you down,” Bouger remarked, “I would guess that you need but one night.”
 
   “Less,” I said, smiling.  “Bronze is some of the best work I’ve ever done.”
 
   And I’m an accident?  Firebrand demanded of me.
 
   Yes.  A very happy accident, I hasten to add.  I’m glad you’re here,  I thought back.
 
   Firebrand accepted this and I could feel satisfaction radiating from the blade.  Everyone likes to feel appreciated, and Firebrand could feel what I meant with that thought.
 
   “I believe it,” Raeth answered.  “It will also be good for you to remain for a time.  The people need to see you.”
 
   “Oh, they will,” I assured him.  “I’ll be working day and night, right alongside them.  There’s a lot more to a city than just a place to live.  We have a forge to construct, hunting to arrange, farms to start—although Tamara can see to it we have bumper crops, I hope.”  She nodded.  “I also have to have a chat with the locals,” I finished.
 
   “Yes, that,” Bouger said.  “About these barbarians…”
 
   “Yes?” I asked, a trace of frost in my tone.  I don’t consider them barbarians and don’t appreciate it when someone else calls them such.
 
   “Are you sure it is safe to trust them?  In my father’s day, they swarmed thick as fleas on a cur in the pass to Eastgate—and attacked it.  They do not like us.”
 
   “They don’t like us,” I agreed.  “They dislike being eaten even more.  One tribe of them knows me for a nightlord.  They were most reasonable and accommodating.  I intend to let it be known among our people I’m going to intimidate the ‘barbarians’ into peace.  I’ll let the ‘barbarians’ know I’m a nightlord.  And I’ll expect both sides to be able to discuss and negotiate and deal fairly with each other.”
 
   Raeth coughed lightly.  “I take it we are not to press our advantage of your, ah, powers?”
 
   “That’s right.  I want them as allies, not vassals.  If they decide they want to stop roaming the plains and settle down to farm—and want to do it close to us—then we might consider making a chief into a noble and marking off some land.  I doubt it will happen, though.  Their ways are not our ways—and their ways are a lot better suited to living in these plains than ours!
 
   “Which brings me to another point.  I want you to poll our citizens and see what they want as far as titles go.  I’d feel silly claiming to be a baron out here in the middle of nowhere—or at least feel I looked silly for doing it.  See what they think of me.  Am I a baron?  Am I an earl?  What do they want to follow?”
 
   Bouger shook his head.  “That is not the way to go about it, my lord.”
 
   “Are we in private?” I demanded.
 
   He smiled.  “It was a formal statement.  But, since you insist… that is stupid, Halar.  You do not ask for a title from the common man.  You tell them what you are.  If you insist, we can discover what they think—that much is wise, yes.  But when you choose a title, you choose.  From there, we may appoint other titles below you, an order of succession.  But the decree must be yours.”
 
   “Thank you.  In that case, yes, find out what they think.  Help me come up with an appropriate title while you’re at it.  I’m stuck.”
 
   “The answer is obvious, ” Raeth replied.  “You must needs be a king.”
 
   I shook my head.  “I don’t see it.  There aren’t enough people to make a kingdom.”
 
   “It is not a matter of population,” he answered, reasonably.  “If all save a hundred of the Rethven people were struck dead this instant, the king would still be the king.”
 
   “But it would seem silly.  Maybe a count?”
 
   “To whom do you pledge your fealty, my lord?” Raeth asked.
 
   “Uh?  Well… nobody, I guess.”
 
   “Yet you are a ruler.”
 
   I didn’t like where this was going.  “Yes…”
 
   “Then you must needs be a king.”
 
   I ran a hand over my face.  I didn’t want to argue it right now.  There were more important things to discuss than some silly title.
 
   “If that’s the way you feel about it, fine.  Let me know what everyone else thinks about it.”
 
   “I shall.”
 
   We went on to discuss the food situation and the lumber arrangements.  We’ve been settled in for one day and I’m already dealing with the department of agriculture and the minister of the interior.  Much to do, much to do…
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   TUESDAY, MARCH 14TH
 
    
 
   I am very glad sleep is optional for a nightlord.  There is still a lot to do, but we’ve accomplished a surprising amount.  Doors, for one.  It’s nice to be able to go into your room and shut the door!  We also got Larel set up and his forge running.
 
   I pretended to innovate at the forge.  Actually, I remembered some things I saw in a historical program on television.  Instead of the usual bellows, we built two of them, one on top of the other.  When one was blowing air in, the same movement was refilling the other.  They worked in sequence, blowing an almost constant stream of air into the fire.  The idea is from China, slightly modified.  Lots of good technologies got their start in China.  
 
   I also got one of our potters—we have three, strangely—to make some ceramic jars.  I think it was England, Sheffield in particular, that came up with the thought of putting metal into ceramic jars to help focus the heat.  Some steel alloys are a pain to melt, and the ceramics make it possible.
 
   Larel was ecstatic.  We now make a very fine grade of steel.  Steel is the lever that pushes all our other progress.  Axe-heads, pickaxes, plows, even hinges, horseshoes, and nails—all these are needed, and steel is the key.
 
   We have the beginnings of a mining industry.  I may not be an expert geologist, but I have people who know what they are doing.  Besides, with the right spell I can watch the world in both radar and magnetism—the iron is there!  With teamwork, we found good places to start digging. 
 
   Laying out farms has been another project.  Bouger has exceeded all expectations in parceling out land—and about half of my people are farmers.  They are absolutely giddy with the thought of having their own farm.  Apparently, land is owned by the nobles and worked by the commoners, with a fraction of the produce being given to the guy actually working the land.
 
   We’re a little behind schedule for planting, but Bronze doesn’t get tired and I’m usually awake at night.  I plow—Larel built a four-bladed plow for Bronze to pull—and people come out to plant in the morning.  Tamara then blesses the fresh-planted field.
 
   It’ll still be a while before we get our first crop.  Bouger is planning foraging and hunting parties to extend our stores.  Raeth just agrees with him and lets him do as he pleases.  I get the feeling that while Raeth is brilliant, Bouger has actual experience in managing a holding.
 
   We also have a good amount of forestry to do.  For that, I took a cue from Baron Xavier.  I took a ride in the woods one afternoon.  While riding, I had a variant on my curiosity-location radar spell going; this one was tuned for dryads.  Found a few, too.  We came to an arrangement. They wouldn’t charm any of my people.  In return, we would let them pick the trees we cut down.
 
   “Certes, thou’rt mad!” said one.  “A dryad choose a tree to be felled?”
 
   “If you don’t want to do that, I can guarantee that all of them will come down in five years.”
 
   She was aghast.  “All?”
 
   “Every last one, from sapling to forest giant,” I assured her.  “On the other hand, if, say, one out of every hundred was felled every year—and those who cut them planted new ones—the forest would live quite comfortably, yes?”
 
   “But what of the birds and beasts that lair in trees?” she asked, hugging herself and almost in tears.  “What of them?”
 
   “You can persuade them to move to another tree, can’t you?  And persuade another tree to shape itself to accommodate, can you not?”
 
   “Aye…”
 
   “Good.  You think about it.  But people will take wood from the forest anyway.  You can minimize the damage.  That is, if you’ll bend like a reed, rather than breaking like a rotten branch.”
 
   Three out of four took the deal.  One refused to have anything to do with humans.  I told Raeth and Bouger about it and they made sure everyone else knew to avoid that area.  I’d deal with it later, if necessary.
 
   Other days, I’ve been talking myself hoarse, trying to teach chemistry and physics and mathematics—and magic!—in a matter of days.  I know only a fraction of what I’m trying to teach will stick, but the emphasis is on recording what I say, not understanding it.  I talk faster than I write, which is why I have a trio of magical quills scribbling madly to catch up to what I’ve already said.  Half a dozen students are also following me around, in shifts, trying to keep up with what I say.  I don’t mind that.  With luck, they’ll have some understanding to go with the notes.  Failing that, I’m confident they’ll figure it out anyway.
 
   I plan on asking them to open their minds before I go back to Rethven.  If they agree, it should make all the note-taking worthwhile.  If not… well, they’ll at least have a head start on Sir Isaac Newton.  But it will help enormously if we can mind-meld and they can understand what I know, at least for a while.  Having seen the cover of the jigsaw-puzzle box, the pieces become easier to assemble.
 
   I don’t like the idea a lot—I don’t like people in my head, and I don’t like the idea of invading anyone else’s—but I can’t argue that it would be extremely helpful.  I won’t be upset if I get no takers.  I don’t know I’d go for it if positions were reversed.  I’d rather slug it out with the notes and discover things for myself.
 
   Almost every minute I’m inside the walls, Tort is tagging along.  She listens to everything I say, but doesn’t ask any questions.  I don’t think she understands a tenth of what the others do, but she listens anyway.  She’s a strange little girl—all big solemn eyes and bouncing brown ponytail.  But she’s cleaned up and gained some weight; she no longer looks like a refugee.  She’s still thin, but not so bony.
 
   I haven’t figured out a way to grow her a new foot, yet.  At least, not one that will take less than a year or five.  That gripes me.  Her wooden foot sometimes bothers her stump, especially when I’m walking and talking at the same time.  She tries like a trooper to keep up, but I have long legs.  I’ve taken to picking her up and letting her ride my hip; she doesn’t weigh enough to slow me down and she seems to enjoy the ride.
 
   I’m a sucker for happy children.  I know it.  I live with it.
 
   Tort and Riddle are the only orphans in our troupe.  Riddle, at least, has squiring to keep him busy; the other squires brought him up to speed in jig time.  He’s a bright kid.  I wish I had more time to make use of a squire, but Bouger seems to have Riddle well in hand on that score.
 
   Tort, though…
 
   I feel like I’m a daddy already.  Not that I mind, exactly.  I am responsible for her being here.  I went and got her, after all.
 
   I guess I’ll have to keep her.
 
    
 
   I took a trip down into the plains to say hello the local tribe.  It’s hard to navigate down there; once you get down out of the mountains, the trees thin out rapidly and turn to grassland.  Tall grassland.  Really tall and extremely unremarkable grassland.  It’s like going for a walk in a shoulder-deep ocean, but less damp.  I had to resort to a location spell to find the tribe.
 
   They weren’t exactly where I’d last seen them, but not too far off from where I recalled—I think.  I was a little turned around.  Still, they remembered me.  I could tell by the way people shrieked and pointed and ran screaming into the night.
 
   I’m kidding.
 
   Bronze and I came into their encampment at a walk.  We were intercepted by a few warriors on the way in and they escorted us the rest of the way.  The same older guy as before—I don’t think I ever did get his name—was waiting when we came to a halt.  He looked at me keenly, then at Bronze, then prostrated himself on the ground.  The people around us did the same.  He said something to me I didn’t understand.
 
   I came prepared with a translation spell.  I set it off and linked up with him.
 
   “Get up,” I told him.  “I’m not here to be all hostile and unpleasant.”
 
   He rose, but no one else did.  They didn’t understand what I’d said.
 
   “Be welcome, O master of shadows, and bless us with your mercy.”
 
   “Naturally.  Now talk to me about the ringing stone.”
 
   He seemed surprised.  “I do not understand, dark one.”
 
   “There are people I have brought from beyond… ah… ‘the teeth of the world’s edge,’” I told him.  “They will make the ringing stone.  If you will give them kindness and food, they will give you kindness and tools of the ringing stone.”
 
   He looked troubled.  “They are lords of the shadows?” he asked.
 
   “No.  I am the only one.”  His relief was obvious.
 
   “They will bargain instead of kill?”
 
   “They will.”
 
   He nodded.  “Then we will speak with them.”
 
   “Ah.  Yes.”  I recalled I spoke with him through a spell.  “They do not speak your tongue.  A spell will be needed until they can learn it.”
 
   “I will make it so.”
 
   “Good.  I will leave word with them to treat you with respect and with fairness.  You will treat them with respect and with fairness.  I will not have bloodshed between these two peoples.”
 
   “Why would this be a problem?”
 
   “I am suspicious of human nature,” I replied.  “I know your ways are not their ways, nor are theirs yours.  There will be misunderstandings and confusion.  But there will be no fighting—and if there is, I will see to it those who do so will fight no more.”  I smiled at him and let him see the fangs.
 
   He lowered himself to the ground immediately.  “I understand, O lord of shadows.  There will be peace.  I swear it.”
 
   “I go to tell them what I have told you.  When you wish to talk to them, they are upon a mountain, there,” I said, and pointed.  “Look.”  He looked up, followed the line of my arm, and lowered his head again.
 
   “As you will, dark one.”
 
   “Now stand up.  Get everyone on their feet and have them return to their business.  In the future, you will not kneel as you have done.  It is my wish that you will bow and rise, not remain on the ground.”
 
   He rose and spoke to the others; they got up and stood around, shifting uncomfortably.
 
   “What is your name?” I asked him.
 
   “I am Last-Pale-Light-At-Sunset,” he replied.
 
   Wow.  How hideously appropriate.  I wonder if that was the time of day he’d been born.
 
   “You may call me Halar.”
 
   He looked at me intently for a long moment. “Halar,” he repeated.
 
   “Well done.  Thank you.  When you go to my people, you will ask for the one called Sir Raeth.  He will speak for them.”
 
   “I will.”
 
   “Very good.  That is all I have to say.  Do you have anything you wish of me?”
 
   He thought about it for a minute.  “Do you wish us to give them daughters?”
 
   “Do I what?”  The idea was something more than just handing over women.  It held a significance I didn’t understand.  It wasn’t slavery.  It was more along the lines of a political marriage and an adoption.
 
   “Do you wish us to give them daughters?” he repeated.  “We will accept theirs, if it is your will.”
 
   I abandoned plans to leave.  Instead, we sat down and had a long talk while he explained.
 
   The people of the plains have several tribal groups scattered all through the plains—and they are big plains.  Last-Pale-Light-At-Sunset (I’m going to call him “the shaman”) tells me there are more than ten hands of hands of tribes, each with as many people as his own.  I think that works out to about two hundred and fifty roving camps.
 
   According to their custom, they can’t marry anyone from their own group.  Daughters are given back and forth among groups in a sort of trade.  They live in the new group in place of the previous daughter—but the new girl is considered eligible for matrimony.  If she doesn’t find anyone she wants—she can say “no” to every man in the group—she gets traded to another group to look around some more.  In this way, they keep circulating new blood among their groups, prevent inbreeding, and keep cultural, linguistic, and social ties together.  Very nice.
 
   Of course, not all the tribes get along with each other, but often a third tribe can act as a middleman for relations or negotiations.  It’s hard to declare war on your wife’s father and brothers.
 
   “The ways of the new people are not your ways,” I explained.  “They may not see the wisdom in your way, just as you may not see the wisdom in theirs.  I will tell them of your way.  It may be that, in learning of the way you live, some may desire to learn more.  Perhaps not.  But you may speak of it to Sir Raeth and he will listen.”
 
   He clasped his hands together, then unclasped them and pressed his palms together.  “When the fingers intertwine, the bond is strong.  When there is but a touch, there is no strength.”
 
   I nodded.  “That may be so, but I will not send daughters to you who know nothing of your ways—” such a girl would be confused and unhappy very quickly!—“and who has no woman-skills that you recognize.”  She’d be useless until they taught her, so they would also be unhappy.  Not good.
 
   I held up my hands, palm to palm, and crossed the thumbs.  “When the strength of two hold firm, slowly the others may learn from that strength,” I said, clicking one finger at a time over to link my hands.  “In time, friendships form, and then families, until the bond cannot be broken.”
 
   “There is wisdom in what you say,” he said, smiling. “If your Raeth will do this, we will not fail in it.”
 
   “Then I am pleased.  Good night, Last-Pale-Light-At-Sunset.”
 
   “As you will, dark one.”
 
   We’ll work on that whole informality thing when I get back.  For the moment, I’m just happy he’s agreeable about not scalping everybody.  
 
   I kneed Bronze and we set off back toward the mountain.
 
    
 
   Raeth looked at me as though I were crazy.
 
   “So when warriors of the barbarian hordes come over yonder hill and charge the gates, I should throw wide those gates and let them in?” he demanded.
 
   I made a rude noise.  “They aren’t a horde, they won’t charge the gates, and no, you don’t let charging barbarian hordes in.  They’ve promised to be reasonable.”
 
   “How reasonable can a barbarian horde be?” he asked.
 
   “Very.  Just treat them with respect and fairness.  Their leader has about the same social rank as a baron.  The adult men are all warriors—the equivalent of a knight.  Keep that in mind.”
 
   “Is it not possible that they simply leave us be?”
 
   “Possible, yes.  But I don’t think it a good idea.  They know these plains and how to live on what the plains provide.  We’ll farm near the mountain, surely—but we have to eat in the meantime.  Later, they’ll make valuable allies.  There are more than one tribe of natives here, and we need to be friends with any of them that are willing.  Deal fairly with them in every way and keep an open mind about how they do things—don’t just assume you’re unassailably right because you’re civilized and they aren’t.  Their civilization is just different.”
 
   We were on the wall, walking together along the eastern curve.  He paused and looked out over the moonlit plains.
 
   “I will follow your lead,” he said, finally.  “This is strange country and I know little enough of it.”  He turned back to me and smiled.  “It will be good to learn something new.”
 
   “That’s what we’re here for,” I agreed.
 
   We walked farther along the wall in silence.
 
   “Where is your shadow?” he asked.
 
   “Tort?  She’s in our rooms, with Tamara.  She doesn’t sleep well.  Tort, I mean.”
 
   “She has had a difficult time,” Raeth agreed.  “Any thoughts on helping her?”
 
   “Just that I will,” I answered.  “I can fix her foot, but it will take time.  A lot of time.  Years, possibly.  The nightmares are easier, though.”
 
   “Oh?  You have a cure for bad dreams?”
 
   “Absolutely.  I go to bed.”
 
   Raeth eyed me.  “This cures bad dreams?”
 
   “When Tort winds up between a nightlord wizard-king and a motherly fire-witch, both of whom want her to be safe, she sleeps like a rock.”
 
   Raeth laughed.  “I would imagine.”
 
   We walked a few more paces in silence.
 
   “When will you be leaving?” he asked.
 
   “Soon.”
 
   “Before dawn?”
 
   “No, I’ll be here all day.  After sunset—then I’ll go.”
 
   There was another silence.
 
   “I am not certain I understand all your reasons,” he said.  “If it were myself, I know the reasons I would be going, but yours…”  He shrugged.  “I agree you must go, but do not fully comprehend your thought.”
 
   “Don’t comprehend it, or just want to know if I’ve finally got it all sorted out in my own mind?”
 
   He smiled slightly and didn’t answer.   I sighed; we’d had this discussion… how many times?
 
   “All right,” I said.  “Tobias is, as far as we can tell, trying to take over the entire institution of the Church in Rethven.  He may be intending to take over the kingdom itself.  He’s certainly using demonic forces and is going to try and kill me—and anybody with me—when he feels he can succeed.  With the best of intentions, he’s going to plunge the world back into darkness.”
 
   “And you intend to save the world?” Raeth asked.
 
   “Hell, no!” I declared.  “I can’t save the world!  It’s too big a project.  Either I’d be overwhelmed with an understood responsibility or indifferent because it’s unimaginable.  I just want to save my friends and unborn children.  That’s something in my scope.  I can grasp that.  It’s also something I can do.”
 
   I didn’t add I was A: not at all sure I would succeed, and B: uncertain about being able to actually kill Tobias.  Oh, I want to kill him, make no mistake.  But to actually go hunting for a man I’ve never met with the intention of cutting him down… I don’t know.  I’ve never done that before.  If he would just come after me himself, I’d sit quietly and wait for him—I’d have no qualms about skewering him through the gizzard then.
 
   “The rest of us will surely be grateful for your efforts on Tamara’s behalf,” he replied.
 
   “Yeah, but I try not to think about the rest of you.”
 
   Raeth laughed.  “Very well, I will trouble you no further on that subject.”
 
   I smirked.  “So what subject will you trouble me on?”
 
   “Well, there are matters of supply I might use for such a purpose.  There are also questions about the nature of the defenses of your castle.  But I suspect I can answer these difficulties with my own authority—and thus free you for more important tasks.”
 
   “Such as?”
 
   “Spending time with the Lady Consort, your Majesty.  You have had little enough of it, and you will depart within a day.”
 
   I ignored his verbal jab and took the advice.  Wise man, Raeth.
 
    
 
   The remainder of the night and the whole of the day, I was with Tamara.  Raeth and Bouger double-teamed anyone else that wanted me.  We were uninterrupted.  Even Tort found something else to do—I think she spent the day with Riddle, but I’m not sure.
 
   Have you ever had a companionable silence?  One where you didn’t need to talk?  That’s what we had.  It was a time to quietly be together.  Holding hands here, hugging there, a fleeting kiss, a significant look, a silence as comfortable and warm as an old bathrobe.
 
   When we did speak, it was only of good things.  What to name the children was high on the list.  We decided to each provide one girl-name and one boy-name, so no matter what sex the children were, we’d have names picked out for them.  She decided on “Merissa” and “Beryl.”  I suggested “Amber” and “Michael.”
 
   Late in the afternoon, we snuggled close and had a nap in each other’s arms.
 
   It was a good day.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   INTERLUDE
 
   “It has given orders,” one said.
 
   “It must be obeyed,” another hissed.
 
   “Let us begin,” a third croaked.
 
   A black wave crawled, hopped, skittered, and flew through the bare-branched forest.  It closed on the tiny island of firelight as the Sea closes on a drowning man.  There were screams, screams of rending wood and twisting metal, screams of men and women and children, screams of dying animals, screams of rage and pain and fear.
 
   The sound of a horn-call rose above the din.  The black shapes ceased their assault and listened.  Hoofbeats drummed the winter earth.
 
   “Be ready,” said one, in a language no human throat might utter.
 
   Mounted men rode into view, swords unsheathed and shields riding their left arms.  Light shone about them, pale and wan, and the dark horde grinned.
 
   The dark ones grinned wider as they fell back before the horsemen.  They allowed themselves to be driven, to be scattered and routed.  They fled, as they had been instructed, and smiled all the wider with the knowledge why.
 
    
 
   “I will not believe you!”
 
   The shriek echoed in the chamber, died there.  The eyes—the Eyes!—stared back, unmoved.
 
   “The truth will not change at your childish whim,” returned the voice.  “I say to you that he is heading west, and he will come to the Gate of Shadows.  He will open it.  My kindred cannot stop him; he is too powerful.  Something greater must oppose him…” the voice trailed off.
 
   “What?” Tobias demanded, shivering and pacing.  “What can stop him?”
 
   “I might,” the voice said.  The Eyes moved with Tobias, watching him.  Always watching him.
 
   “No!” he raved, hands waving madly.
 
   “Something must be done,” It countered, reasonably.  “If he opens the Gate of Shadows, all the nightlords, all the blood-drinkers, will return through it in their thousands.  They will swarm over the land, turning all those they touch to the ways of the night.  Death and undeath shall follow in their wake, and no man will stand against them.”
 
   Tobias calmed as though a switch had been thrown.
 
   “I will stop him.”
 
   “I do not believe that you can—”
 
   “The truth will not change at your childish whim!” Tobias snapped.  “I am a Priest of the Light!  I wield the power of martyrs’ blood!  I will oppose this thing of evil and I will overcome it!”
 
   “Will you explain, lord?” asked the Eyes, respectfully.  Cajolingly.  Almost mockingly.
 
   “I now have something he will want,” Tobias said, smiling.  His eyes were focused on something far-distant, possibly beyond the edge of the world.  “He will come for it, as he did before.  I will be ready.”
 
   “And if he evades your trap?” asked the voice.
 
   “Then I will stand before the Gate of Shadows and face him down,” Tobias replied, calmly.  Too calmly.  “I have the power.  I can defeat him.”
 
   “As you say,” the voice replied, in what Tobias thought was agreement.
 
    
 
   Why are you showing me this?
 
   What do you want?
 
   Hello?  Are you going to answer me?
 
   What the hell is this all about?
 
   Who are you?  
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   WEDNESDAY, MARCH 15TH
 
    
 
   If they’d had the chance, they would have given me a major sendoff.  Flowers thrown, cheering, music, the works.  I didn’t give them the chance.  As soon as the sun went down, I kissed Tamara again and made a break for Bronze.  I much prefer to come and go like a thief in the night.  All that fanfare and whatnot just embarrasses me.
 
   Darn it, I wasn’t quick enough.  Tort was standing in the main gateway.  She was clean, wore a blue dress, and had her hair all back in a tail.  She also looked woebegone.
 
   If I ever get to the point where an unhappy little girl doesn’t move my heart, I’ll know I’m the monster legends make my kind out to be.  I sighed and reined up.
 
   “What is it, Tort?”
 
   She stepped up to Bronze’s left and held up her arms.  What was I going to do?  Kick Bronze and ride on?  Instead, I dismounted and picked her up; she was a lot heavier and healthier than the first time I’d held her, and I was glad of it.  She hugged my neck.
 
   “Thank you,” she said, and gave me a little-girl peck on my cheek.  Then she went right back to squeezing me.  I don’t know if someone told her to say that or if she just felt like it.  Frankly, I don’t want to know.  I just enjoyed it.  I hugged her for a minute, then put her down.
 
   “Sir?” she asked, not letting go of my neck.  I stayed crouched at her level.
 
   “Yes, Tort?”
 
   “Why don’t you ever play?” she asked, loosening her grip enough to look me in the face.
 
   “Because I have a lot of people to take care of, Tort.”
 
   “Like you took care of Riddle?  And me?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   She hugged me again.  “Then you are an angel.”  
 
   That’s child logic for you.  How many blood-sucking fiends of evil get accused of being an angel by anybody?  Tort is just too young to understand what I really am.
 
   “I’m sorry, Tort, but I’m not an angel.”
 
   “You saved me,” she protested, fiercely.  “You’re my angel!”
 
   Well.  Okay.  If she wanted to put it like that…
 
   “All right.  I’ll do my best to be your angel.”  I hugged her and patted her back.  “Now I have to go do angel-things for other people, too.  All right?”
 
   Angel of Death things, I added, to myself.  Firebrand snickered at me.
 
   She let go of me and stepped back.  “Will you come back?” she asked.
 
   Good question.
 
   “I don’t know,” I answered, honestly.  “I will if I can.  I promise.  I’m going to grow you a foot, remember?”
 
   “All right.”
 
   Little girls.  I swear.  If I have daughters, Tamara’s going to have to be the stern one; I’ll spoil them rotten.
 
   I mounted up and kicked Bronze into a gallop.  Bronze struck blue-green sparks from the ridgeline as we descended.  She gained speed the whole way down, blowing smoke and flaming sparks over her shoulders.  We hit the plains smoothly and bore left, northward.  
 
   What took us days by wagon train we crossed again in minutes.  We halted at the main portal to Eastgate and the Kingdom of Rethven less than an hour after the sun had vanished under the horizon.
 
   “Open the gate!” I shouted.  Heads popped up and looked over the wall at me.  Goblin heads.  I wondered if the little guys were standing on boxes.
 
   “Who goes there?” one demanded.  I thought hard about how to answer in goblin and finally gave up.
 
   “Open the gate,” I threatened, “or my blood will rise from the streets and consume you.”
 
   That worked.  They opened the gate.
 
   Inside, soldiery was pouring in my direction to form a double file.  They made a lane for me as Bronze walked forward.  The place was shaping up nicely.  Most of the damaged buildings had been torn down and used to fortify everything else, while the new wall—the one facing the rest of the kingdom—appeared to be intact and ready for battle.  A stone wall was in progress just inside it, but progress was slow.  At least they had the wooden palisade finished.  I also saw that there were more troops than I remembered.
 
   Bob came out to meet me, flanked by five elves in dark clothes—one extra from the last time I’d been through.  I didn’t dismount.
 
   “Lord, you honor us with your presence.”
 
   “I do,” I admitted.  “Tell me how you fare.”
 
   “More soldiers rally to your cause.  We have lines of supply into the depths of the mountains and can outlast a siege.  We are constructing engines of war to rain down destruction on any attackers.  The city is strongly held.”
 
   “Good.  You should have no trouble from the east for some time.  It is the armies of Rethven that are most likely to give you difficulty.”
 
   “They will break upon us like surf upon the rocks,” he assured me.
 
   “Good.  I am but passing through, for I have an errand within the kingdom that begs my attention.”
 
   Bob bowed low, as did his cohorts.  “May your passage be swift as shadows at sunset.”
 
   “Well said,” I replied.  “Keep up the good work.”
 
   “I shall, my lord.”
 
   I kicked Bronze and she reared.  Horses can scream loudly.  When they paw the air, they’re impressively large and dangerous-looking.  Bronze is larger than a normal horse to begin with.  Combined with steam-whistle volume and a gout of smoke and fire, I’m certain we looked terrifying.
 
   We took off toward the other gate.  Either Bob signaled someone or there were decent IQ’s on gate duty; it started to open before we were halfway there.  At our speed, the double doors of the gate were barely wide enough to let us pass when we shot through.
 
   I glanced back under one arm.  The gate was already swinging shut and the wall was almost completely lined with wide-eyed soldiers.
 
    
 
   You’d think the capitol would be easy to find.  If you’ve never been there, it can be tricky.  Why don’t they post signs at the crossroads?  Surely, it can’t be that expensive?  Or is it just because most people can’t read?  Or most people don’t travel?  Whatever the reason, it’s blasted inconvenient.
 
   For example:
 
   A man in dark green, astride a huge bronze horse, reins up at the door to an inn.  Smoke and flames still pour from the horse’s nostrils in great gouts.  The man goes into the inn and asks directions to Carrillon.  Nobody answers; they are too busy staring and gaping.  Once the man makes it known he’s serious about wanting directions—picking someone up by the shirtfront does wonders—several people are obliging enough to point out a road.
 
   A quick thank-you and he’s off again.  But not to Carrillon.  He’s off to the next town on the way.  Now he has to repeat the process to see which road he needs to take from there.
 
   Bronze may be capable of incredible speeds, but she needs to know where to go.  At least I have the sense to stop and ask directions!  It may slow me down, average-velocity-wise, but it makes it possible to actually reach my destination.  I can get lost on Bronze—and make record time while I’m lost!  I’d rather spend some of that extra time finding out where to go.
 
   It was well after midnight before we came into sight of the capitol.
 
   Carrillon is a major medieval metropolis.  The city itself is placed near the southern coast, straddling another river—the Oisen, I think it’s called.  The river itself is very wide and slow-moving; barge traffic goes both ways on it and larger vessels can sail up for some distance.
 
   I say that Carrillon straddles the Oisen.  That’s not exactly true.  The actual city proper is on the western bank of the river, enclosed by walls.  The eastern bank of the river has what I would call a placeholder fortification.  There are some towers, linked by heavy walls, that dominate the eastern bank.  I get the impression that someone tried to take the capitol via a riverborne invasion and this was the reaction when it was all over.
 
   The city is laid out like a bull’s-eye.  The center of the city is the old, high-rent district.  It includes people who have both high station and high wealth.  Sort of an upper-crust-of-the-nobility-only neighborhood.  It also has the stoutest, highest walls and a bunch of city police.  The nobility also have some personal guards keeping an eye on their estates and persons.
 
   Outside that is a neighborhood devoted to money.  Wealth is apparently the major factor for where one lives.  In this second ring, you have merchants—successful ones—and lesser nobility.  There are also some of the more exclusive (read: expensive) shops; jewelers, glassblowers, and other such trades can be found here.  The walls around ring two are still high and thick, but they aren’t manned for defense.  I guess the theory is if an invasion rolls in, there will be time to man the walls while the invaders deal with the outer urban areas.  The city guard still has a strong presence in ring two, though, to keep the riff-raff from making any ruckus.
 
   Ring three, the outermost ring of the city inside the walls, is devoted to the upper-middle-class.  The skilled workers and the upscale service industries make their homes and shops here—frequently, the same thing.  Coopers, smiths, wine-merchants, stables, carriage-wrights, the works.  The major markets are also in this ring.  The wall around ring three is only about fifteen feet high—which is huge, considering the sheer size of the city—and patrolled by the city guard.  Meaning there are a pairs of watchmen walking around the city all night.  Ring three doesn’t have a lot of cops per unit of area; there isn’t as much in the way of easily portable wealth, or people important enough to protect.
 
   Outside the city are the slums.  Nobody is allowed to build against the wall, but the houses crowd up right to the hundred-pace limit—except on the south and east sides, of course.  These sides have holes in the outer wall for wooden piers, and the sea and the river come right up to the foot of the wall.  It looks like a magical construction job to me, or their engineering is a lot more clever than I give them credit for.  The farther you get from the wall on the non-river sides, the sparser the buildings become—and the less savory.  Inns and taverns outside the wall are not pleasant places.  They tend to have large, ugly men with big sticks hanging around.  With luck, those are the bouncers.
 
   Beyond the slums, there’s farmland.  Lots of it, on both sides of the river.  There are three wooden bridges across the river.  One connects with the city itself; the other two are found farther north of the city.
 
   I found all this out by the simple expedient of getting mugged.
 
   It was easy.  Bronze took a walk in the river to cool off, then we went to an inn with a stable—there weren’t many outside the walls.  It was one of the better inns to the north of the city, near a river bridge.  It was at least a trifle cleaner than most, but noisy.  The common room downstairs doubled as a tavern; private rooms were on the second floor.  I left Bronze out front and went in to buy a drink.  
 
   Gold in such a place is rare.  Usually, there are copper and silver coins.  I flashed a large gold coin—a dekat, or the rough equivalent of a hundred-dollar bill—and asked for a room.  The innkeeper was only too glad to accommodate me.
 
   “I’ve no way to change yer lordship’s coin,” he said.  The accent reminded me slightly of my aged friends in captivity.  “If ye’ll leave it with me, I’ll have it broken at a moneylender’s while ye sit to table in the morn.”
 
   I sighed, as though it were an imposition.  “I suppose so,” I huffed, loudly.  “I shall have a bottle of your finest brandy as well, and a lad to show me to my room.  I’ve sorrows to drink away and do not wish to be disturbed.”
 
   He bowed and provided these things.  The kid was actually a young girl, about nine, but with that world-wise air that comes with a difficult environment.  She was none too clean, but her clothes were well-mended and her hair was braided neatly into a tail.  She kept out of arm’s reach and was always watching me.  I think other customers have tried to be over-affectionate with her.
 
   “Thank you,” I told her, and flicked at silver coin to her.  She caught it and made it disappear.  “Do you know where I might find Linnaeus the Bard?”
 
   “Heard of ’im.  Sings for his supper about town.  Try the middle city,” she suggested.
 
   “Thank you again.  And if anyone asks about me, tell them I’m down by half a bottle already and drinking steadily.”
 
   She glanced at the bottle of brandy, then at me.  “If y’say so, then ’tis so.”
 
   “Good girl.”  I flicked her another silver.  “Goodnight.”
 
   She dipped in an attempt at a curtsey; I don’t think she got much practice.  “Goodeven, lord.”
 
   I shut the door and examined the room.  It was small, dark, had one window—with both bars and shutters—and a straw-filled mattress on a cot.  There was a cracked clay pitcher and a matching clay basin on the windowsill.  I didn’t like the smell of the mattress; I waved a fistful of tendrils through it.  That killed a godawful number of fleas, vermin, and molds.  Only then did I lay down on it and wait.
 
   The wait wasn’t a long one—an hour or so.  A pair of rough men tried to sneak into my room.  If I had been passed out drunk, they would have succeeded.  They crept in without light, sneaking carefully, if blindly, to the bed.
 
   I could see perfectly, so I kept out of their way.  When they reached the bed, they both drew daggers.  I knocked their heads together, fairly hard.  One went down immediately, the other groaned and rolled into a ball, clutching at his skull.
 
   Wave around big money in a bad neighborhood and go to bed with a bottle—I rather thought it would bring out the worst in someone.  Maybe I’m just cynical.
 
   I drew Firebrand and gave them some light.  The groaning man rolled over, facing away from Firebrand’s blaze.  The room had a candle, so I prodded the wick.  Firebrand lit the candle and dimmed to a gleam.
 
   We had a long chat, my new friend and I.  I tried not to hurt him any more than necessary, but I kept in mind he and his partner would have knifed me in my sleep in order to steal everything I own.  He didn’t enjoy the quiz and I didn’t enjoy talking to him.  At least I didn’t do any permanent damage—just enough to convince him I would, if he didn’t answer me.  I think I was mighty generous just to let him live.
 
   I also found out about the gate-passes.  Going into and out of the outer and middle cities is easy enough; just look like you’re worthwhile and the guards at the gate won’t even ask your business.  But the inner city is hard to get into.  You need a passport, a parchment with a noble’s seal on it that says you’re allowed in.  No riff-raff allowed.
 
   One more complication.  Ah, well.  I can go over walls if I have to.
 
   The Church, meanwhile, has a major cathedral—one might say the major cathedral—in middle city.  It’s very near the eastern gate of inner city, about as upscale a neighborhood as you can get without having to card everyone who comes by.  My informant didn’t know exactly where the upper crust of the clergy lived; somewhere near the cathedral, but that was all he was sure about.
 
   I let him and his now-groggy companion go with an admonishment to leave my horse alone.  With a little luck, they wouldn’t listen.
 
    
 
   Morning found me hiding, naked, in a blanket under my mattress.  I may have killed all the vermin, but the smell was still unpleasant.  They don’t wash a straw-filled mattress—they empty the old straw and dump in fresh.  Mine was overdue.
 
   Once I pulled myself together and had a brief wash, I dressed again to head downstairs.  True to his word, the innkeeper had change from a moneylender—at a ten percent surcharge.  I ignored this, accepted my change, ate the black bread and the onion soup he served up as breakfast, and went out to check on Bronze.
 
   No signs of bloodshed.  I guess they left her alone.  Well, they had headaches.
 
   We headed into Carrillon.  The gates opened shortly after sunrise.  I dawdled enough to miss the morning rush, but there was still a lot of traffic over the bridge.  People on foot made up the bulk of the traffic, but there were a few people on horseback.  I suspect coaches would be used by the wealthy.  Loaded wagons also rolled in and out in a steady stream.  There was even some sort of prison-on-wheels, festooned with chains and surrounded by cavalry, all in the livery of the Church.
 
   Whoever was in there might deserve it, I reflected.  Probably not, but I have to pick my fights.  I can’t just go around indiscriminately beating up Church flunkies.  I’m aiming at the top.  If I have to, I’ll work my way down. 
 
    
 
   The Inn of the Golden Horn was in middle city.  As far as inns go, it was definitely upscale.  The clientele were washed and well-dressed, the tables were polished, the chairs were padded, and the kitchen stocked a wide variety of victuals.  The staff was friendly, well-spoken, deferential, helpful—and also well-scrubbed.  Perfumed lightly, in the case of the women.  Even the stable was clean.  There was even a yard for a few carriages.
 
   I took an average room—it was really a small suite—and paid through the nose for it.  I squashed my inner grumbling and accepted that high prices were to be expected—and found it included a bathtub, a laundry service, and simple tailoring and mending.  They even offered to polish my sword.
 
   It made me wonder what an inn was like in the inner city.  Or even if they had them.
 
   I saw Bronze stabled and had words with the stablemaster.  Then I went up to my room—on the third floor; it’s the first inn I’ve seen with more than two—and had not only a bath but a change of clothes and a meal.  Room service is a luxury, so I luxuriated.
 
   While my clothes were being taken away to be cleaned, a gentleman servant (Bellhop?  Valet?  Lackey?) asked about my other needs.
 
   “I think I’m good,” I replied.  The soap was scented with rose oil.  Very nice.
 
   “Perhaps sir desires some form of companionship?” he pressed.
 
   “What, like a bath-girl?”
 
   He smiled.  “Of course, sir.”
 
   “I can wash myself, thanks.”
 
   He blinked at me.  I think I surprised him.
 
   “As sir wishes.”  He bowed and breezed out.  I bathed, rinsed, dried.  
 
   I did willfully and with enjoyment aforethought thoroughly revel in getting completely clean.  Go without bathing or showering for a while.  Take nothing but a sponge-bath for a month and see how your appreciation for a hot bath gets enhanced.
 
   It still doesn’t compare to a shower, but I can live with it.
 
   Freshly dressed, I emerged from the bathchamber and found a young girl, about twelve, setting the small table; she had a sizable tray of covered dishes on a stand.  The plates were polished metal and the flatware matched it.  The cup was made of glass, not wood or ceramic.  The food smelled absolutely wonderful.  I sat down to eat and she did an excellent job of serving.  I could have reached anything myself, but I don’t mind a waitress.
 
   A whole roasted duck, diced potatoes, some wonderful rolls, and a nice wine made for an excellent lunch.  The girl cleared the table and whisked out before I could tip her.
 
   Now what?  Sit here and edit my diary?  I’m supposed to meet someone here, but I have no idea who or how.  Meryth never promised to come himself—just that he’d arrange a meeting.  I could go looking for Linnaeus, but I might miss my contact while I’m out.  I suppose I can find the bard later.  I’ll wait.
 
    
 
   I wasn’t waiting long.  No one recognized me, of course.  I carry a sword, have cash, and wear a nice sash—anyone can see I’m a knight.  Anyone who doubts it doesn’t doubt it strongly enough to point a finger and say I’m not.  Other than that, I could be anybody.
 
   Bronze stands out.  She’s larger than a normal horse, faster, and apparently smarter.  But the big giveaway is that she’s made of metal.  There aren’t too many of those around.  As far as I know, she’s unique.
 
   There was a polite knock at the door.
 
   “Come in!”
 
   The valet slipped in.  “There is a gentleman here to see sir.  He claims to have an appointment.  Does sir wish to see him?”
 
   “Who is he?”
 
   “The name he has given is T’yl,” he replied, pronouncing it t-YIL.  “I believe, sir, that he is a magician.”
 
   I nodded.  “Very good.  Show him in.”  In short order, my guest arrived.
 
   The man himself was dark-skinned, about the color of the darkest tan I’ve ever seen; coffee-colored, if you like a little coffee with your cream.  He wore the fancy robes of a professional magician—or what I took to be such.  There were lots of pouches at his belt and a number of symbols embroidered into the robe itself.  There was a wand tucked into a sheath at his hip and a number of magically-charged accessories on his person—rings, bracelets, and an amulet.
 
   I did not expect additional company.  Following the magician was a suit of armor.  It reminded me of a lot of bad fantasy movies.  It was plate armor, decorated with arcane symbols in gold and silver inlay.
 
   From the way it moved, I was pretty sure that there wasn’t anyone in there.
 
   I rose to greet my guest.  “Good afternoon.  I am told that you are T’yl.”
 
   He pressed his hands together, as though about to pray, and bowed in my direction.  The armor simply stopped when he did and was motionless.
 
   “I am T’yl.  You are the one who is known as the Wall of Blades?”
 
   “I am,” I admitted.
 
   He regarded me with keen, dark eyes.  “I was under the impression that you would be taller.”
 
   “Apparently, I’ve failed to grow with the stories,” I remarked, dryly.
 
   “Indeed.  Indeed.  Forgive me, please.  Your exploits are rapidly becoming legend.”
 
   I gestured him to a seat.  “Think nothing of it.  Have you spoken with Meryth?”
 
   “At length.  I have been in contact with a number of like-minded individuals and we are prepared to go to whatever lengths are necessary to prevent… certain individuals from coming to power.”
 
   “Right to business, I see.  So where is this fellow?”
 
   “He is in residence here, in Carrillon.”
 
   “So I’m told.  But where?”
 
   “The cathedral is not far from the palace of priests,” he said.
 
   “Palace of priests?”
 
   “A mansion of some opulence, for the use of high church officials while they are within the capitol.”
 
   “Good to know.  What sort of help can you give me?” I asked.
 
   “Much,” T’yl replied.  “There are some few of us who clamor for Tobias’ life, but to slay him out of hand will only prove to be more trouble.  The whole of the Church would turn against all workers of magic.  That is unacceptable, even to those who are more hot-blooded.”  He smiled ruefully.  “Thus, we wish not to act directly, but to support you however we may from the shadows.”
 
   I nodded.  “I recall Meryth mentioning some of that.  Why not turn this whole problem around?  Let’s make sure everyone knows that Tobias is making deals with demons and assassinating his way to power.  I’m sure you can create an illusion of such actions.  Include sound.  Display it three times life size.  Put it in a dozen different places here in the capitol.  Have a dozen magicians go to other cities to show it off.  Let everybody know about him.”
 
   T’yl looked thoughtful, but shook his head.
 
   “A sound enough idea, and one that may be useful in other matters,” he allowed, “but the people would be divided on who to believe.  Many have great faith and small trust for magic.  Others chafe at the Church and would embrace our views.  It would cause schism in the kingdom and the Church, and likely war.  To kill Tobias then would be to make him a martyr.  To not kill him… he may already have enough demonic power at his command to turn such a war into a slaughter.”
 
   “Can’t the king intervene to stop such a thing?  He’s got to have an army.”
 
   “Surely.  But the king is old and has no heirs.  The dukes are already maneuvering into line for the throne.  This would give those far down the list the hope of moving up; that alone assures we would have war.  Worse, there are dark forces that have massed in Eastgate and sacked it—there is some new leader that has arisen and made an army out of rabble.  A civil war could lose the entire kingdom.  Even the viksagi might take advantage, if the war drags on.  Kamshasa would certainly raid to take loot and slaves; there is no love lost between the kingdoms.”
 
   I rubbed my temples and thought about it.
 
   “Conjecture,” I suggested.  “What will happen if a nightlord kills Tobias?”
 
   T’yl pursed his lips and steepled his fingers.  “If it is not known that Tobias is a demonomancer, the Church will shudder to its roots.  It would either cause a fatal crack in the faith of those who hold to it, or cause a backlash of resounding faith as they rise up to smite the evil that has been gone for so long.”
 
   “Which do you think would happen?”
 
   He hesitated.  “I think—and this is only my opinion—with the present internal troubles of the Church, I think it would crumble.  There is no one of whom I know who could head it, and the present leaders of the various factions would likely see it as an opportunity to gain more power.  Without unity in its leadership, I think it would fall.”
 
   “I’m not so sure they wouldn’t close ranks and forge ahead.  I’m worried about backlash, you understand.  Could you and the other magicians see to it that any competent leader had problems—or met with an accident?  Say, a bolt of lightning from the sky?”
 
   “We could.  But…” he trailed off.
 
   I raised eyebrows.  “But?”
 
   “There are some,” he began, hesitant, “who do not feel… comfortable… with the idea of trusting you.”
 
   My eyebrows climbed higher.  “No?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Because I’m a nightlord?”
 
   He shifted in his chair.  “Yes.”
 
   “Why does that matter?”
 
   “The matter of Tobias is without question,” he said, quickly.  “We need him to be removed—”
 
   “—and you want me to be the patsy for it.  I know.  Go on.”
 
   He worried his lower lip for a moment.  “We all agree about Tobias,” he said, ignoring my comment.  “Some of us do not feel comfortable with any other agreement with… well…”
 
   “A blood-sucking fiend of the night that wants to sink fangs in your throat and devour your blood and soul.”
 
   He glanced nervously at the suit of armor, then met my gaze.  “Yes.”
 
   I laughed aloud.  Delightful!  The big, bad, powerful magicians were playing Faust to my Mephistopheles!  Now, if only I were as powerful and competent as Mephistopheles…
 
   “I’m sorry to disillusion you, but I’m not evil.  I’m just tragically misunderstood.”
 
   “Whether you are evil or not is debatable,” he admitted, “but we have a preponderance of evidence that suggests you—”
 
   “What evidence?” I demanded, leaning forward.  The armor shifted slightly, then held still.  “As I understand it, you have the writings of a bunch of Church scholars from a thousand years ago or so.  Hardly impartial witnesses.  And, of course, the raids into my homeworld at the behest of the Church.  Again, not the best of examples.  Where is the evidence?  You have a lot of biased hearsay about nightlords as a whole—and what do you know about me?” I demanded.  “Are all magicians alike?  Are all priests?  Why assume—even if what you think you know about nightlords is true—I am anything like the ones you have heard about?”
 
   He raised a finger and opened his mouth to reply.  Then he paused.  My respect for him rose enormously; he realized he didn’t have anything immediate to say, so he closed his mouth and thought about it.
 
   If it’s a requirement that magicians be able to think, not just memorize, I may have to revise my opinion of the breed.  Or maybe T’yl is just exceptional.
 
   “Look,” I said.  “I’ll make you a deal.  If we can make this revolution or coup or whatever it is work, you do your best to see to it that any criminals of capital crimes—rapists, murderers, and so on—are put to death by me.  That keeps me fed by giving me things you would normally throw away anyhow.  Do that, and I will never consume anyone in the realm unless they want to die—with the note that trying to kill me is a way of asking to die.”
 
   I grinned at him.  Even in the day, I can show fangs.
 
   “Of course, I might stick a sword through someone because he’s trying to molest my daughter, but I won’t consume him.  Fair?”
 
   T’yl kept thinking.  I could tell he was tempted.
 
   “Better yet,” I continued, “don’t make a snap judgment.  Take your time.  I want you and yours to understand I’m not an evil man.  Well, no more so than is usual for a man.  I’m not exceptionally good, either.  I’m neither saint nor devil.  I’m just a man with some added features.”
 
   “I would not wish to agree or disagree quickly,” he said, still thinking.
 
   “I’ll make it easy.  Go talk to your friends.  I’ll keep this room for as long as I can—I’m not carrying bags of gold around, you know—and we can meet here for lunch tomorrow.  Or the next day.  Whenever.  In the meantime, I’ll look over Tobias’ house and see if I want to nail his hide to a wall.”
 
   “That sounds eminently fair,” he agreed.  He drew a pouch from his belt and placed it on the table.  It clinked.   “In the spirit of our… cooperation… please accept this gift.  It should serve to keep our meeting-place reserved for some time.”
 
   “That will be very helpful,” I agreed.  
 
   “Is there any other service I might provide?” he asked.
 
   “Actually, yes.”
 
   He had begun to rise, but he resumed his seat, looking inquisitive.
 
   “What I would like,” I said, “is to know more about that world-gate thing.  It’s the only way I know of that can get back to my homeworld.”
 
   I don’t really want to go back.  I miss a lot of things about it—showers, for one.  Toilet paper.  Chocolate.  Central heat and air.  Electric lights.  Computers.  Telephones.
 
   But I do want some things from there.  Books, mainly.  Some tools.  And a lot of ammunition and explosives.  This can be a violent world, and I’m about to have kids in it.
 
   I wonder if Tamara would be willing to visit my world with me?
 
   I felt a pang of homesickness, the first in a long time.  What would Travis think of Tamara?  What would Hutch think?  I’d like for them to meet her.  I’d be very willing to show her off to them and them to her—provided my friends managed to be on their best behavior.  It would be wonderful to have everyone in one place.  Maybe a few of them would like to relocate…
 
   I shook my head and came back to the present.  T’yl was talking.
 
   “Indeed.  Indeed.  I can understand your interest in reaching your own world again.  The archway, the diagram, the keys… It is quite complicated.  I was not yet born when it was first enchanted, but I have studied its crafting as part of my training.  What would you wish to learn?”
 
   “How it works.  I accidentally made contact with it when I was using a scrying pool, then found it again deliberately through the brute-force method—all power, no finesse.  So I’m understandably curious.”
 
   He thought for a moment.  “Very well.  I presume that you can read?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then I will have a tome sent over this afternoon.  It is a text for journeymen-magicians, but you have some experience with the artifacts themselves.  If you have any difficulties in the study of it, I will attempt to amplify upon the text when we meet again.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Thank you.  How long do you think it will be before we have our lunch?”
 
   “I will have to arrange for a convocation of the Academy.  Even via spells of vision and voice, it will take some time to arrange.  Perhaps a matter of a day or two—a week at the most.”
 
   “Excellent.”  I remembered something.  “By they way…”
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “Have you noticed that when a priest prays, it’s often a spell?”
 
   He nodded.  “That has been noted.  Many of their prayers are ritual magic.  A few gifted individuals pray and obtain results without formalized ritual; those may well be actual divine works.  But most clergy use the ritual spells they call prayers.  Some of us have studied them, but we cannot make them work.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “The symbology they use is alien to our understanding.  Their magic is based on faith, not on an understanding of the forces involved.”
 
   “So it’s magic, just a different style of magic?”
 
   “In essence, yes,” he agreed.  “Priests spend years in study and training to learn the symbology of their profession.  They learn to believe, if you will, with such a fervor that their belief generates power.  It has been theorized they also draw on the power of belief from all those who worship, possibly even from the sacrifices in the temples.”
 
   “Whereas a magician,” I countered, “draws power from the magical field of the world and focuses it by will?”
 
   “That is rather imprecise, but predominantly true.”
 
   “Good to know.  I wondered if you knew about the priests’ spells.”
 
   “Oh, yes,” T’yl replied.  “The magic of faith has been the subject of much study.  Some magicians have become priests through such study; they have found faith.”
 
   “But not many?” I guessed, smiling.
 
   “Not many,” he agreed.  “There is one great flaw in faith-based magic.”
 
   “That is?”
 
   “One can only use it when the belief is complete.”
 
   I thought about it.  If you don’t believe, you don’t get results.  If your faith isn’t strong enough, you don’t get a miracle.  It’s just a question of Who—or what—you believe in.  Believe in the power of your spells, whether they should work or not, and they do.  Believe in your god(dess) and it answers.
 
   “Good point.  Thank you.”
 
   I stood up and offered my hand.  The suit of armor stepped closer and stood next to the table, almost between T’yl and I.
 
   “I look forward to meeting with you again,” I said, ignoring it.  T’yl eyed my hand for several seconds; I could see him thinking.  At last, he stood up and gestured the armor aside.  He clasped wrists with me.  
 
   “I am pleased to have met you.”
 
    
 
   After T’yl had gone to talk to his magician buddies, I went out for a walk.  Carrillon is the largest of the cities in Rethven and I wanted to get a feel for it.  I also wanted to know my way around, at least marginally.  You never know when you’re going to have to sprint for the city gate before it closes.
 
   I also saw the cathedral.
 
   The thing was huge.  It looked like a cross between Notre Dame and the Astrodome.  It was a dome-like structure done in marble and glass, heavily carved and decorated.  The whole building was done on a massive scale.  Big blocks of stone, big stairs, big doors.  It would have looked perfectly natural somewhere in Washington, D.C.
 
   Surrounding the cathedral was a large, paved area, almost a court.  Clustered near the doors—there was a set of doors at all four cardinal directions—there were merchants and vendors of many sorts, mostly in ecclesiastical and religious wares.  I saw all sorts of small animals for sale, as well as incense, candles, and a broad miscellany of other goods.  Business was going on, but didn’t seem to be lively.
 
   I’m gutsy.  I went inside.
 
   The air inside was noticeably warmer.  Sunlight streamed through windows in brightly-colored rays.  The whole of the interior was one large room, the lion’s share of which was occupied by benches.  In the center of the room was a raised stage for the ceremonial whatever.  I headed down one of the aisles to look it over.  As I approached, I noticed the seating got more comfortable and elaborate the closer it was to the stage.
 
   There were people in the cathedral this afternoon.  Most were up near the stage at some sort of kneeler arrangement.  A pair of priests was accepting offerings—incense was crumbled into smoking braziers, birds were sacrificed, that sort of thing—and a number of worshippers were simply hunched down, heads bowed, praying.
 
   Nobody came up to greet me.  Nobody even noticed I was there.  I found a seat in the front circle of pews—that close to the stage, I can’t call them “benches”—and rested.
 
   There were two altars, one on each of the east and west sides of the stage.  The western altar had the line for praying and sacrificing and such.  The eastern altar had a few priests in front of it, praying.  The contrast between the two was striking.  The priests at the western altar were all dressed up and formal, smiling, taking offerings, chanting ritual prayer over the worshippers.  The ones at the eastern altar were in plainer garments—still obviously vestments—and didn’t move from their kneeling and praying.  I got the feeling the western-altar priests were ignoring the eastern-altar priests.
 
   At last, a greeter came up to me.  His robes were very ornate and exceptionally fine.  He wore them well, too.  He stood with erect posture and the hem came within an inch of the floor.  It was hard to tell, but I thought he might be a little heavy for his height.
 
   “Good sir,” he began, “this is the Cathedral of Light.”
 
   “So I see.  Very impressive.”
 
   He looked pained.  “Sir knight, I regret I must inform you that you are still bearing arms.”
 
   I glanced down at Firebrand.  It had been a bit awkward to sit on a pew; they hadn’t been designed with swords in mind.
 
   “So I am.”
 
   “It is not permitted within a house of Light.”
 
   Well, that’s nice, Firebrand said, to me.  I give off more light than this joker.
 
   I smiled at Firebrand’s comment.
 
   “I am terribly sorry,” I said, both to Firebrand and to the priest.  I got to my feet.  “Good day.”
 
   The priest looked somewhat taken aback, but said nothing.  I walked out of the cathedral.
 
   Not very sword-friendly, are they?
 
   “Not really.”
 
   You could have hung me up somewhere, boss.  Nobody would steal me, I promise.
 
   “Nah.  I saw all I wanted in there.  Besides, I’d no sooner part from you than I’d part with a finger.”
 
   Firebrand was silent for a while.  I walked around the cathedral, doing a tourist impression.
 
   Boss?
 
   “Yeah?”
 
   Thanks.
 
   “De nada.”
 
   It was easy to see where the priests lived.  It was to the north, just across the court from the cathedral.  The place was built in a different style, but it was just as massive.  T’yl had described it as a mansion.  I thought of it more as an ornate fortress.  It was a big, heavy place, easily large enough to have a hundred bedrooms—and hold off a catapult for a while.  It had its own privacy fence, just a six-foot-high stone wall, and some ecclesiastical guards for a security force.  It even had its own stable.
 
   The prison wagon I’d seen earlier was parked in front of the stable.  People accused of heresy and blasphemy apparently get delivered to a building full of priests.  I’d have thought they’d go to Telen and the Hand headquarters.  Still, Tobias was here, and he was in charge of the Hand.
 
   It made me curious, though.  Might be worthwhile to break out a prisoner or three if I could do it.
 
   I headed back to the Inn of the Golden Horn.  There I got out a small glass ball and started hunting for Linnaeus.  The image that formed showed him sitting at a table, writing something; I couldn’t make it out.
 
   “Linnaeus.”
 
   He jerked and stared wildly about.  I saw him mouth a question, but I don’t read lips.
 
   “I cannot hear you, Linnaeus.  It is Halar.  I am staying at the Inn of the Golden Horn.  If you can see me this afternoon, just nod.”
 
   He nodded, wide-eyed.  Well, I imagine it would be startling to have a voice come out of nowhere and address you by name.
 
   “Excellent.  No rush; I’ll be here for a while.”
 
   I passed a hand over the crystal while he nodded again.  The image faded.
 
   That done, I found a bellrope and tugged on it.  A minute later, a servant knocked politely and entered.  I left word that Linnaeus was to be shown up when he arrived.
 
   Then I had a nap.
 
    
 
   The room seemed odd, somehow.  I sat up in bed, looking around.  I couldn’t quite put my finger on the problem…
 
   Oh.  It wasn’t a problem.  It was Tamara.  She was sitting in one of the chairs, smiling at me.  Her hair was flickering with a fire-gold light.
 
   “Good afternoon,” I said.
 
   “Hello, sleepyhead,” she answered.  Her voice was different, somehow.
 
   I swung my legs off the bed and stood up, stretched.  Isn’t it odd that Tamara should be here?  Well, no.  I love her.  Of course she should be here…
 
   “Enjoying your nap?” she asked.  Again, there was something about her voice.  Something familiar, but I couldn’t quite place it.
 
   “Yes.  Want to join me?”
 
   “I already have.  I came to ask you a question.”
 
   “Sure.”
 
   “Do you really want to kill Tobias?”
 
   In other circumstances, I might have been startled.  But it just seemed a good question.  I thought about it.
 
   “I don’t want to kill him,” I replied, and I realized that was the truth.  “I don’t like to kill.  I’d much rather just help people die.  I don’t think he wants to die.  But I think I have to kill him.  I don’t see another option.  I may have to kill everyone in the Hand, as well.   Again, not because I want to kill them, but because I want to live.”
 
   “Good.  Kill Tobias, by any means.  He serves My enemy, the Devourer.”
 
   “I figured he was in league with the Father of Darkness.  Is the Devourer passing on orders, or is it on its own?”
 
   “The Devourer has consumed Tobias’ god, while I have taken some of the priests as Mine.  Beware any priest that works with magic instead of Fire.”
 
   I felt confused.  “How can a god be consumed by a demon?  Aren’t gods above that sort of thing?”
 
   Rather than answer, she stood up and approached me.  She wrapped her arms around my torso and I hugged her in return.  She felt very warm as she pressed her cheek to my chest.
 
   “You are a good man, Eric.  Because of that, you cannot see it as others do, but you are a good man.”  
 
   That was nice.  I stroked her hair.  “Okay.”
 
   She laughed aloud and squeezed me tighter.  “You are accorded an honor seldom known—to have your soul’s balance told to you—and you say ‘okay’!”
 
   “Thank you?”
 
   She glanced up at me and kissed me quickly.
 
   “You are sometimes too innocent,” She said, still smiling.  “But you are young.  Very young, and yet you stand at the pivot of the world, equal parts mixed of light and darkness.  You are more important than you know in this struggle for supremacy.  Call to Me, shadow-child, and I will hear you, though you glorify My sister.”
 
   I placed that voice.  It wasn’t Tamara.  It was a voice I’d heard from Tamara’s throat…
 
   “I could use some help,” I admitted.
 
   “You already have it.  I have aided you constantly, even before you came through the magician’s gateway.  The light that blinds leaves men in darkness; it has been too long in power, and you are the shadow that will fall upon it.  The false light is waning and the new dawn is at hand.  The end of this exchange is near.”
 
   “What sort of help will I have?”
 
   She smiled.  I’d call it impishly.  “I will be there, My child, to watch over you and guide you.”
 
   “By steering or by advising?”
 
   Her laughter was surprisingly powerful.
 
   “You will do what you must,” She replied—an answer that seemed good enough to me at the time. “Now get back in bed.  You are about to have a visitor.”
 
   I let go of her and sat back down on the bed.  “Why did you appear to me in Tamara’s form?” I asked.
 
   Her eyes twinkled.  “Many reasons.”
 
   “Tell me a few of them?”
 
   “As you wish.  Because she is My daughter, and you love her—and well you should.  Because it pleases you to see her, and it is good that you are pleased.  Because I enjoy your hugs.”
 
   I felt warm and fuzzy.  She likes my hugs.
 
   She sat down on the bed, next to me, and pushed me gently down.  “Lie down.  Close your eyes.  You must wake in a moment.”
 
   “I’m dreaming now?”
 
   “Of course.  The walls between your world and mine are difficult to breach.  Here, when you wander in dreaming, we may speak freely.  Since you seldom sleep, I must give you true-dreams whenever I can.  Later, when you sleep more deeply, My sister will speak so to you.”  She smiled that I-know-something-you-don’t-know smile.  “Much later.  Now go back to sleep.”
 
   That made sense to me.  I closed my eyes.
 
    
 
   Someone came pounding at my door.  I opened my eyes and rolled out of bed, grumbling about being woken from a really nice dream.  It had Tamara in it, I recalled, and she had called me “Eric.”  That was odd…
 
   I may have been sleepy, but I was still suspicious.  I answered the door with Firebrand in hand.
 
   The gentleman in the hall was a big man.  I don’t think he meant to pound on the door; for him, it was just knocking.  He was panting slightly and his face was flushed.  Sweat stood in small beads on his brow.  His clothes were some sort of formal livery.  The tabard had a mountain, argent, on an azure field, with a bird, or, atop it, preying.  Nice device.  I didn’t recognize it.
 
   “Sir?” the man asked.  He had a hat in hand, somewhat the worse for being squashed.  The feather had seen better days, too.
 
   “What do you want?” I asked.
 
   “I have a message for Sir Halar, the wizard knight,” he said.  He looked hopeful.  “Are you him?”
 
   “I am.”
 
   He smiled hugely and dropped to one knee.
 
   “Sir, my lord requests the honor of your presence this evening.”  Out of the mangled hat came a small scroll, also the worse for wear.  It has once been sealed with wax, but that had cracked in the delivery.  I accepted it gingerly.  It was also slightly damp with sweat.  I got the impression he’d run a good way to deliver it.
 
   I opened it up, suspecting that Duke Andsomeone had finally found me.  Yes, reading the invitation, I became certain he had.
 
    
 
   Sir Halar, the Wizard Knight:
 
   Greetings.
 
   The House of Andalon requests your presence at dinner in the fifth hour past noon.
 
   His Grace,
 
   Duke Martis Andalon
 
    
 
   The price of fame.  Ah, well.  I suppose I should have expected him to track me down sooner or later.  Sooner, considering I did come to the capitol….
 
   “Go back to your lord and inform him I have received his invitation and will make every effort to see his wish is carried out.”
 
   The big guy bowed and rose to his feet.  He was fully a head taller than I and proportionally broader.  He saluted, turned on his heel, and pelted for the stairs.
 
   I shut the door and shook my head, looking over the broken seal.  The wax was impressed with the same crest as the messenger’s tabard.  So that was Duke Andalon’s signifier.  At least now I’d recognize it.  I wondered what was for dinner.  Pity the invitation—or the summons—didn’t say.
 
   I suppose I could have turned him down, or just not shown up.  But I’ve never been formally invited to dinner with a Duke before.
 
   The knocking at the door broke my brown study and I opened it again.  The valet was there, along with Linnaeus.  The valet handed him off to me and I retreated into the room, closing the door as I did so.
 
   Linnaeus tried to go to one knee, but I caught his shoulders.
 
   “Stop that.  You’re not my vassal, just my friend.”
 
   “But you are a knight, my lord, and I am in your service.  Clearly, it is meet that I should bend the knee upon our first meeting of the day.”
 
   I looked him over.  He hadn’t changed a bit, aside from his clothes looking a little cleaner and newer than I recalled.  He had his instruments with him, in fine new cases.  There were a few extra lines around his eyes, maybe, but he looked better-fed than when I last saw him at the Keep.
 
   “Well, if that’s the proper protocol,” I replied, nodding and thinking.  He went to one knee and rose immediately.
 
   “My lord, I have spread your fame far and wide with all the skill at my command—and learned much that you may find of interest.”
 
   “Good.  I have heard of your efforts, in fact.  I am told I am not as tall as people expect.”
 
   He chuckled.  “I fear the legend has grown beyond my own power to control.”
 
   “I’ll forgive you.  Sit.  Are you hungry?  Thirsty?”
 
   “Some wine would be pleasant,” he agreed, taking one of the chairs.  I rang for a servant, let Linnaeus pick the wine, and then settled into the chair opposite him.
 
   “Linnaeus, before we get down to business, tell me how things are going with you.  You look like you’re eating, at least.”
 
   “Shortly after leaving the Keep, I could not eat,” he said, not smiling at all.  “I fell deathly ill for two days.  I thought I was going to die.  Only later did I discover the Keep’s water had been poisoned.”
 
   “It was touch and go for a lot of people,” I agreed.  “I was one of them.  I’m glad you didn’t eat much of that soup.”
 
   “As am I,” he replied.  “I had not heard of your own illness.  Those who spoke of it to me said only that you shrugged the poison aside.  You organized the few who yet remained of the garrison into a defense until you could make a night attack.”
 
   I chuckled.  “Trust me.  I’d have been lying in the snow as sick as anyone if I hadn’t used magic.  It was an unkind poison.”
 
   “That much I know of it,” he agreed, and shuddered slightly with the memory.  We paused to accept the wine from the valet and dismiss him.  Linnaeus opened it and let it breathe.
 
   “What can you tell me about Tobias?” I asked.
 
   Linnaeus toyed with his empty glass while thinking.
 
   “He is powerful.  He is rising rapidly.  There is word that the Hand will become the power of the Church again—which may be needful if it is to survive…”
 
   I perked up.  “Oh?  Really?”
 
   He nodded, smiling slightly.  “Understand, my lord, that what I am about to tell you is far from common knowledge.”
 
   “I won’t ask how you found out.”
 
   He smiled slightly more.  “As you will, lord.  What I have discovered is an internal struggle within the Church ranks.  A struggle bordering all too closely on schism.”
 
   “I can’t say I’m upset.  Who are the players?”
 
   “The division is between those who follow the ways of the Hand and those who deplore its methods.  Those who linger in the middle seem to have… difficulties.”
 
   “Difficulties?”
 
   Linnaeus held his empty glass up to the light for a moment, then set it down to pour.  As the red fluid gently flowed into the glass, I was reminded of the blood Bob poured for me in Eastgate.  
 
   “It is said—and I cannot vouch for the certainty of this rumor—that those who have not chosen a side in this debate find that their prayers go unheard.”
 
   “But both sides—those that have picked a side—still work miracles?”
 
   “In some small measure, yes.”
 
   I sat back and considered that.  There are two main ways for a priest to make something miraculous happen.  First, he can cast a spell.  Second, he can work an act of faith.  I wonder who—or, rather, Who—is answering the faithful.  And to Whom the faithful are praying.
 
   And if my dreams are true.
 
   “How deep does this schism run?” I asked.
 
   “It is hard to say.  The differences are fundamental, but the Church does not acknowledge that there is a difference, or even a problem.  This is Tobias’ influence, I think.  It helps that many of those who would contest Tobias’ rise or question him in council conveniently die at the hands of the nightlord.”
 
   Linnaeus smiled ruefully.
 
   “I must admit to a certain admiration for the man.  Few now remember it was the machinations of the Hand that brought this nightlord back into the world; almost all who knew of it are now dead.  Indeed, there are few who would admit to any knowledge of the quest through the Mage’s Door.”
 
   “Mage’s Door?” I echoed.
 
   “A potent artifact of magic,” he explained.  “It is a doorway without a door.  It is said it can be used to open a magical passageway to any place.  Also, it is difficult to control and requires much power, but can transport anyone and anything that can fit through the Door while it is open.”
 
   Aha.  That thing.
 
   “Good to know.  Someday, I have to study to be a magician.”
 
   “It is extensive instruction, second only to the training of a bard,” he replied, perhaps with a touch of pride.  “But to get on.  There are three prelates of the Church remaining who stand a chance of becoming Patriarch:  Tobias, Karth, and Jelal.  Tobias controls the Hand and most of the priests that rely on ritual.  Jelal has less of a power base, for the priests whose faith is strong in these times are few, but they follow him.  Karth is much in the middle, as are most of the clergy, but he is a charismatic man and better-liked than either of the others—his strength is that he compromises and reaches agreements.
 
   “In actuality, I feel that Tobias will easily become the Patriarch.  There is much desire within the Church that this nightlord be dealt with—and thus, a desire for the Hand to have enough power to do so.  The fact that those who are—or were—serious obstacles in his rise to power are no more… well, it but adds to his mystery and his apparent destiny.  I feel that Karth, the only remaining threat to Tobias’ power, may be willing to bide his time and let Tobias deal with the nightlord… and see Tobias brought down once it is done.”
 
   “What do the regular people think?” I asked.  “People who aren’t actually part of the Church?”  Popular support may not always be necessary, but it strikes me as being something to court when you’re dealing from a theocratic point of view.
 
   Unless God really is on your side.  In which case you don’t need popular support; you have artillery.
 
   Linnaeus sipped at his wine.  “There are rumors abroad that the Church hunts the last of the nightlords.  These are the most prevalent.  There are other rumors that the last of the nightlords has returned from beyond the shadow door for vengeance, but they are not taken seriously.”
 
   “Good.”  I leaned forward.  “Linnaeus, I want the Hand regarded as a bunch of incompetent boobs.  I want them discredited.  Faith in a deity is something I don’t mind; it’s a lack of faith in the chosen ministers that I want.  Do you think you can put together rumors that will have the Hand—not the god—looking bad?  The Church, too, if that makes it easier, but most especially the Hand.”
 
   He drew out the lute, did something that made it sound like a bell instead of a stringed instrument, and smiled.
 
   “Do the fish swim in the oceans?” he asked.  He smiled slightly.  “I confess I have taken some liberties in that direction.  I have many friends among the entertainers in the capitol, and they are most pleased to play my humble works for the high and low alike.  Songs and stories, street theater, even one play… You did say that you wished to bring down the Hand—and since the hand bids fair to become the power of the Church…”
 
   “That’s my man,” I said, beaming.  “Speaking of being my man, I have a proposition for you.”
 
   He set the lute aside.  “I am all attention, my lord.”
 
   “Keep that thought in mind.  Here’s the deal:  I need a professional bard to be the trainer of musicians and suchlike at my estate.  I have a couple of minstrels, but they just know songs.  I have in mind to see you installed as my chief musical officer, whatever that’s called—”
 
   “The court bard,” he interjected.
 
   “Is that what they call it?  Good.  Do you want the job?”
 
   He looked momentarily surprised.  “Lord!  Did I not swear to you?”
 
   “Yes, you did.  But I’m asking if you want the job.”
 
   “Of course.”
 
   “Then you have it.  Right now, I need you here and abroad, working on making people think it’s time for some religious reform.  You know about the fire-witch that came to Crag Keep?”
 
   “Indirectly.”
 
   “Good.  She’s also with me, and the soon-to-be mother of my children.  Also, the Mother of Flame is definitely on her side. You might mention that, if it’ll help.”
 
   Linnaeus looked thoughtful.  “I shall surely bear it in mind,” he replied.
 
   “Now, there is one other thing I need right now.”
 
   “Name it.”
 
   “I have to get ready for a dinner with Duke—” I checked the invitation “—Andalon.  I don’t know what to wear or which fork to use.  Help me.”
 
   Linnaeus leaned back in his chair and looked me over, frowning and thinking.
 
   “Have you ever been to a formal dinner, lord?”
 
   “I’ve been to dinner with the Baron Baret when I was his wizard,” I offered.  “I also ate with the rest of the knights and nobles at Crag Keep.”
 
   “Not quite the scale upon which we must work.  Allow me a moment’s thought.”  
 
   I got up and laid out my clothes.  He might as well see what he had to work with.
 
   “We will not have time for the niceties,” he reflected.  “The garb is suitable, and your bearing is good enough.  Yes.  We will take the tack that you are a commoner risen to prominence, not a prancing son of a noble.  You are a celebrity, a Hero, and cannot be expected to be perfect in the finer points of courtly graces.  Some instruction in modes of address and what to expect, just to minimize the inevitable offenses… yes.  This can be done.  The dinner is when?”
 
   I handed him the invitation.  He read it, pursed his lips, and regarded me again.
 
   “We must work quickly.”
 
    
 
   It was a feat.  Linnaeus knows his etiquette and he knows Carrillon and he knows the Duke Andalon.  He got me briefed and ready and drove the staff of the inn mercilessly to make it so.
 
   I don’t think anyone has ever polished a horse before.  Bronze was gleaming in the afternoon sun.
 
   I got another bath.  With perfumes.  And bath-servants.  I even got a shave and a haircut—for substantially more than two bits.  One lady spent considerable time working on just my hair while another pair snipped and clipped and buffed at all twenty of my nails.  Then they fussed at the male valet while he helped me to dress.
 
   I was dressed for a cross between a formal ball and a battlefield.  A pair of forearm guards—bracers?  I thought those were for archers; these were metal armor—had my sleeves inside them.  A sleeveless shirt of scale armor went on over my actual shirt.  Suede gloves of deep green tucked into my belt.  My boots were mirror-bright and I got shin-guards to match the bracers.  Everything steel was polished until I could see myself.  
 
   It wasn’t wasted effort.  I was looking good.  I know, because the chambermaids kept handing out comments—sometimes rather direct ones—about how to dress to be more appealing.  The valet followed most of their suggestions, which resulted in a lot of extra help from the ladies.  A lot of unnecessary help in tugging, snugging, tightening, loosening, and shifting my clothes around.  I had to shoo them out to finish.
 
   As I mounted up on Bronze, there were a lot of hungry female eyes watching me from the inn.  A few others were male, which I found somewhat disconcerting.
 
   Linnaeus had a bunch of hirelings turn out in my colors—apparently, red, gold, green, and black.  Most were footmen, a pair were heralds, and we made a small procession through the middle city to the inner.  The invitation served as our passport.  We were admitted with some fanfare and pomp, but I get the impression that’s normal.
 
   Linnaeus acted as our guide.  As a professional bard—rather than just a minstrel—he frequently got commissions to entertain at high-end parties.  With magical instruments, he got a lot of good jobs.  I think it’s partly economic; you pay the one-man-band half what you’d pay the whole band and still get all the music.  Better music, too.  I know Linnaeus.
 
   The inner city is a spacious, open place.  The nobility of the kingdom maintains residences here, apparently from times long past.  Traditional estates are side-by-side.  Some have been obviously remodeled, some presumably torn down and rebuilt, while still others appear to be careful replicas of the old buildings.  A few are old, look old, and feel old.
 
   The streets aren’t straight.  They’re laid out in odd curves and twists as they meander and snake between the outer walls of various estates.  It reminded me of London, in a way, but it didn’t have the same feel of walking through a tunnel.  The walls on either side weren’t high enough for that, and the streets felt wider.
 
   Duke Andalon is a wealthy Duke.  How you can be a Duke and not be wealthy, I’m not sure.  But he’s one of the richer ones, so that’s saying something.  The house had a small estate surrounding it and a solid-looking wall.  The house itself was less a fortress and more of a display piece.  It was full of windows and surrounded by gardens.  Lampstands were everywhere; the place could be illuminated quite nicely.  I spotted sentries on the roof of the house and crossbowmen on the corners of the outer wall, but a serious assault would take the place apart.  They were just security.
 
   As we came up the drive, Bronze started stepping high, making her hooves ring like deep bells.  I don’t know how she does that.  It made for a heck of an attention-grabber, though.  There were people chatting on the lawn, playing some sort of game like lawn darts; they paused to turn and stare.
 
   Bronze loved it.  I have to admit, I found I rather liked it, myself.  We made an entrance, all in accord with Linnaeus’ plan.
 
   The retinue and I came to a halt at the front door.  A liveried old gentleman in silver, blue, and gold came out to greet me.  I dismounted while my hired retainers filed off to the side.  Linnaeus had told me a guest’s retinue is fed separately, and it’s part of the hirelings’ fee.  Sounded like easy work, being a warm body to lend someone an air of respectability.
 
   “Good afternoon, Sir Halar,” said the servant.  “I am Sir Gwyth, in the Duke’s service.”  Whups.  I upgraded the guy’s status in my head.  He wasn’t wearing armor and I’d missed the sash under the tabard.  I’m glad he introduced himself.
 
   “I am pleased to make your acquaintance,” I replied.  I turned my head and snapped at the squire reaching for Bronze’s reins, “Stop that!”  The kid jerked as if I’d cracked a whip in his face.
 
   I sighed and put a hand on Bronze’s gleaming neck.  “Follow this one to the stables until I call for you.”  She nodded and took a step toward the kid, waited.  The kid backed away.  Bronze paced slowly forward with him.
 
   We watched them depart until they were out of sight around the side of the house.
 
   “A most interesting steed you ride,” Gwyth noted.
 
   “I agree.  I’m proud of her.”
 
   “Proud?” he asked.
 
   “I created her,” I replied, casually.  “I will relay your compliments.”
 
   His brows drew together for a moment while he just looked at me.
 
   “It is good that your reputation precedes you,” he ventured. 
 
   “But you thought I’d be taller?” I asked, half-chuckling.
 
   He laughed outright, partly in surprise, I think.  “Yes, I am afraid I did.”
 
   “Everyone says that,” I assured him.  “Shall I pay my respects to the Duke, or is he otherwise occupied at the moment?”
 
   “Ah, yes.  This way.”  He gestured me to walk with him and I did.  We mounted the steps to the front door, found it held open for us by a real servant, and we ambled down the hall.  The place was almost opulent, with rugs instead of rushes on the floor, plaster and wood to cover the interior stonework, and paintings along the walls.
 
   “Have you ever been to Carrillon before?” Gwyth asked.
 
   “No, I haven’t.  This is my first visit.  I’d heard the Duke wished to see me, so I came this way…”
 
   “I am certain he will be pleased.”
 
   “I must admit I am not used to being invited to a ducal palace for dinner.  Does he do this often?”
 
   Gwyth chuckled.  “The Duke invites people at his whim.  Anyone interesting may find themselves invited.”  He paused a moment as we walked a few steps.  “Of course, he also invites people he wants to impress, and all those of high station.  I suspect you may be one of the interesting people.”
 
   “I will try to be.”
 
   “Good.”
 
   We came to a large set of double doors.  The guard in front of it knocked on it as we approached and someone inside drew them open; I heard music coming from beyond.  The guard halted us and demanded my name.  I told him.
 
   One of the men on door-duty inside shouted, “Sir Halar the Wizard!”
 
   Heads turned.  Inside, it was a ballroom, complete with polished floor and crystal-dripping chandelier.  Dancers kept dancing, but I think we might have been responsible for several near-collisions.  On opposite sides of the dance floor were buffet and drink tables, constantly replenished by a stream of servants.  At one end of the ballroom was a raised area—three steps up—with a long table on it.  The table was covered in a white cloth and had about a dozen occupied seats.  The diners—rather than run the buffet, they were being served—all sat on the far side of the table to face the room.  One chair was larger than the others and placed in the center of that side.  I assumed the chair’s occupant was the Duke.  He beckoned us to approach.  We did so and stopped across the table from him.
 
   “My lord Duke,” Gwyth began, “may I present Sir Halar, the wizard.”
 
   The Duke nodded.  He was rather thin and pale, but with a sharp eye.  I wouldn’t have put him down as more than twenty or so.  Dark hair curled down to his neck, carefully styled.  He looked me over with a gleam in his eye that worried me.
 
   “Sir Halar,” Gwyth continued, “His Grace, the Duke Martis Andalon.”
 
   I bowed.  Linnaeus taught me the proper way to do it, which involves more than just bending at the waist.  There’s how to hold your head, whether or not to look at the person, comparative ranks, and a dozen other things.  I did my best to do the knight-bows-to-Duke routine.
 
   It must have been close enough.  He smiled and gestured me closer.  I stepped up to the edge of the table.
 
   “I understand that you have some skill with a blade and with magic, both,” he said.  His voice was reedy and hard to listen to.  It was like listening to a radio station with static.  Everything else tried to drown it out.
 
   “I have that reputation, your Grace.”
 
   “So I note.  Come, sit with me and tell me the truth of your deeds.”  He gestured to a chair on his side of the table, so I took a long walk around to get to it.  Once I was seated, he started in on questions.  What really happened at Crag Keep, how I broke the viksagi, how did I kill the dragon, where did I get my horse… the list went on and on.
 
   I have a fan.
 
   It became obvious as we talked.  He wanted to know everything.  Worse, he wanted me to tell it like a bard would tell it, the full story.  I tried my best, especially when I saw how he hung on every word.  The servants kept circulating with food and drink, continually adding or subtracting food in front of me.  I snacked a little as I talked and did what I could to answer his questions.
 
   Some were tough.  He wanted to know where I grew up.  I resorted to the whole my-parents-traveled-a-lot story.  Then he wanted to know all about my parents…
 
   I had one good advantage:  He loved every word.
 
   Don’t get me wrong.  I like the Duke.  He’s an honest young man and earnest about knowing everything there is to know about heroes.  The Hero that figures prominently in Linnaeus’ songs and stories—well, that guy is probably a good role model.  I wouldn’t be worried about the moral fiber of anyone who holds that guy in high regard.
 
   It made me wish I was that guy.  The Duke believed in the Right.  You could see it in his eyes.  Or, rather, he wanted to believe, wanted it so badly he could make himself believe.
 
   I tried to sound like I lived up to that image, for his sake.
 
   After a while, I got rescued.  Several people arrived while I talked and there was a backlog waiting to pay their respects to the Duke.  The Duke eventually took notice of them and I took the opportunity to slip away to the garderobe.  I had a cleaning spell and a disguise spell ready, so I just waited out the sunset there.
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   Back in the ballroom, I was accosted before I took two steps.  Apparently, they only announce you the first time you enter, so the Duke didn’t instantly note I was back.
 
   The lady that buttonholed me was beautiful in a Reubenesque way.  There was a lot of her, but it was arranged artfully.  I didn’t think a woman that heavy could be that beautiful, but I generally like ’em more athletic.  Her outfit was appropriate to a fancy ballroom, complete with long skirt and the jeweled lancet things in her hair.
 
   She interposed herself in my path and curtseyed.  I wasn’t sure what to do, so I bowed in response.
 
   “Good sir,” she began, “I believe you to be the Wizard Knight.”
 
   I could hear the capitals.
 
   “That I am, dear lady.  I regret that your own fame has not yet reached my ears—or the tales of your beauty fall far short of the reality.  May I ask your name?”  
 
   Linnaeus has a lot of good lines, and I paid attention.
 
   “I am the Lady Taria,” she answered, simpering.  The name didn’t ring any bells.
 
   “Then the pleasure of this meeting is mine.”
 
   “Only a small part, surely,” she replied.  “It is only once in a lifetime that a Hero is celebrated.”
 
   I made a mental note to ask Linnaeus why everyone was using that word with a capital letter.
 
   “I’m not so much a Hero,” I protested.  “Just a man.”
 
   “It takes a real man to be a Hero.  There is always a shortage.  But tell me, do Heroes—or men—dance?” she inquired.
 
   “Badly.  But if you are willing to risk your feet…”
 
   She took my arm and I allowed myself to be escorted to the dance floor.  People stared again.  I was getting used to the many and sundry covert glances, but this open staring was something else again.
 
   Ballroom dancing isn’t my favorite pastime even when I’m not nervous.  As it was, I was mingling with some very well-dressed nobility and trying to keep in step with something like a complicated clockwork involving feet.  It made me glad I was dead at the moment.  We had a brief moment of handy confusion as we negotiated the appropriate grips and embrace, then we tried fitting into the dance pattern.  The Lady Taria made small talk and we batted the conversational ball back and forth.
 
   As we revolved around the floor, I found myself brushing past a priest.  I could tell, not because he was dressed in formal vestments—he wasn’t—but because he wore a medallion of silver with an open, golden hand embossed on it.  For a moment, I wondered if I was about to feel unpleasantly warm.  We slipped past each other without more than a glance.
 
   How many more priests are here?  I wondered.  And how many of them are from the Order of the Hand?
 
   My nervousness increased sharply.  I tried not to step on her feet.
 
   When the dance was over and we were all bowing to our partners, another lady sidled up beside me.  She was a cute little thing, possibly all of fifteen, and dressed like a princess from a fairy tale.  She even had the pointy hat on top of her golden curls.
 
   “Will milord Hero be dancing again?” she inquired.  My erstwhile partner looked less than amused around the eyes, but her mouth kept smiling.  I got the impression I had a full dance card.  If I’d had a card.
 
   “If milady wishes it,” I replied.  She cooed happily and snuggled up to my arm possessively.  I looked at Lady Taria and asked, “If her Ladyship will be so kind as to excuse me?”
 
   Lady Taria’s mouth-only smile widened slightly.  She inclined her head in a nod and I allowed the youngster to assume a dancing position in front of me.  Where our hands went was a bit more complicated—she couldn’t seem to make up her mind—and it was more awkward due to the height difference.  When the music started, I was relieved to see it was something less like a sedate square-dance and more like a freestyle waltz.  I waltzed.  The girl could dance, but wasn’t familiar with the waltz.  She picked it up quickly.
 
   “You dance very well,” she said, smiling up at me.  I was head and shoulders taller.  Looking up at me made her threaten people behind her with that silly hat.  Her height may have been the reason for the extra-tall hat, now that I think of it.
 
   “As do you,” I answered.  “I don’t believe we have been introduced.”
 
   “Oh, you are Sir Halar the Wizard,” she breathed.  “Everyone knows you!”
 
   Another fan.  Judging by the flush on her cheeks and the colors flickering in her aura, a very… ardent fan.
 
   “Perhaps you are right,” I admitted.  “Will milady do me the honor of allowing me to know her name?”
 
   She giggled.  “I am the Lady Callias,” she said, pronouncing it cal-EYE-as, “daughter to the Duke Brenner, heir to the Duchy Brenner.”
 
   “I am impressed.  I’m dancing with near-royalty and I’m not even landed.”
 
   “My father might change that,” she said, fluttering her eyelashes at me in what was probably meant to be a seductive fashion.  “Together, we might persuade him.”
 
   I’m being propositioned by a fifteen-year-old!  I thought.  I wasn’t sure if she meant I could get a small landholding out of it if I was nice to her, or if she meant I could marry her and inherit a dukedom.  Either way, it was probably a good deal, economically.  Unfortunately, I have an allergy to pedophilia, prostitution, and other perversions starting with “P.”
 
   “I can certainly see that you’re persuasive on your own,” I hedged.  “It might be rude of me to leave the Duke Andalon’s party so soon, though.”
 
   She laughed and squeezed my hand as we danced.  Her other hand also squeezed and I did my best to ignore it.
 
   “Silly.  There are protocols to be observed.  Perhaps you will pay me a visit at my father’s residence tomorrow?”  Again with the fluttering lashes, this time with a coy look.  She had the coy look down pat.  I wondered if she practiced in front of a mirror.
 
   “I will certainly have it on my mind,” I said.  
 
   She smiled again and looked me up and down, deliberately.  Slowly.  Then she met my eyes and licked her lips.
 
   Duke Brenner, I reflected, must be either a very liberal father or Callias a very clever daughter—since she wasn’t locked up in a convent, somewhere.  Then again, I haven’t heard anything about convents or monasteries or anything of that sort.  Maybe she could get away with more by being an only child; she did mention being the Ducal heir…
 
   After the dance, Callias tried to persuade me off the dance floor.  Since no one was about to snatch me up while she had my arm, I was being towed toward a quiet corner.  That’s when the guys on door-duty announced another guest.
 
   “Cardinal Tobias, Prelate of the Order of the Hand!”
 
   Callias came to a sudden halt and nearly fell, mainly because I did the equivalent of turning to stone.  I froze in place, staring at the door.
 
   Tobias was thinner than I recalled.  He looked more ascetic, more hungry around the face.  His robes were a dark red silk; they shimmered in the light and made me think of a curtain of blood.  The belt was red velvet and accentuated the shimmer of the silk.  On the chest was an ornate, open hand in winking yellow stones.  A pendant hung around his neck, outside his robes: a silver disk with a stylized sun in gold on it.  He carried a staff in one hand and he seemed almost to glow with an inner light.
 
   The light was visible to my nighteyes.  His spirit was many times brighter than anyone else in the room.  It was not the light of some holy power, either.  It was energy, pure and simple, and it shone through his flesh and clothing like a searchlight through paper.  The glow wasn’t at all like the radiance I saw when assassins attacked; in fact, nothing about him suggested even the slightest trace of that power.  The power inside him looked more like… well… me, after an evening meal.
 
   I don’t know how that much raw power got crammed into him.  I don’t even know what effect it has on someone who is actually alive.  I’ve never even thought about it, much less seen it.
 
   It took me a minute to realize he was flanked by a pair of lesser priests.  The trio moved toward the Duke’s table, escorted by Sir Gwyth.  Callias tugged on my arm impatiently.
 
   “Sir Halar?  What is it?”
 
   I shook my head and resumed walking.  “Nothing.  Nothing at all.  I’ve just never seen the leader of the Hand before.”
 
   She sniffed in disdain.  “He is a commoner, risen through the Church by cold piety and shrewdness.”
 
   “I didn’t know that.”
 
   “Oh, yes.  He is the son of a shoemaker, I believe, although he would have you forget it.”
 
   “I think I’d like to meet him.”
 
   She cocked her head to one side and looked at me.  “Why?”
 
   “Well, I started out as a commoner, myself.”
 
   “But you have proven your worth,” she pointed out.  “You are a Hero.”
 
   I am going to have to get Linnaeus to go over this whole hero-thing with me.  I’m beginning to think it’s an actual title, or something.
 
   “Maybe I’ll be a good example for him?” I hazarded.  Callias laughed and squeezed my arm.
 
   “Anything my Hero desires,” she breathed.  But she did lead me over to Tobias.  I was thinking, thinking very hard, about what I was going to say and do.  So much depended on whether or not he knew what I looked like…
 
   Damn.  I was sure I could kill him and get away with it.  Have the scabbard unhooked, let it fall while I drew, slash upward through the body without letting Firebrand ignite—
 
   No searing to stop the blood.  No problem, boss.  I understand.
 
   You are not helping.
 
   —a single sideswipe to take the head off—
 
   I can light for that part, right?
 
   Will you stop tempting me?  Please!
 
   I’m not the one thinking about it, boss.
 
   —and that’s all it would take.  Then running for it, bowling people out of the way like running through a cornfield, shouting for Bronze… I could pull it off.  
 
   I could do it.
 
   The last time I jumped in with both feet, it was more like toppling into a whirling pool of blood.  This time it would be more metaphorical, but also more messy.
 
   So I kill Tobias.  What happens?
 
   The Duke Andalon gets upset.  I get tagged as an assassin by everybody.  Maybe Tobias doesn’t come after me, but the Hand surely does.  They won’t be able to ignore me.  Will the magicians stand up for me and say, “Hey, we were in on it!”?  I don’t think so.  Why should they?  I don’t trust them that far.  Besides, I went over this with T’yl.  If I nailed Tobias right here, the magicians would have what they wanted; they wouldn’t need me anymore.
 
   I was nervous.  More, I was scared.  And rationalizing.  I realized I didn’t want to do this.
 
   It’s one thing to kill a man because he’s pointing a gun at you.  It’s something else again to find someone who wants to die and drink down his life.  And then there’s calculated murder.
 
   That’s the problem.
 
   I was planning to assassinate the man.
 
   Now, I admit I’m a killer.  I’ve killed people because they were trying to kill me.  I’ve killed people because they wanted to die.  I’ve killed people because I needed their blood and living essence.  That doesn’t excuse it, just explains it.  I’ve had a reason for killing every time I’ve done it.  Every time, it was a needful thing that the other person die.  I don’t kill people because my head tells me it’s the right thing to do.  It’s a visceral thing, deep in the guts, that says, this is what I have to do now.
 
   I’ve never met Tobias.  I’ve had some dreams, I’ve heard some stories, and I’ve looked at him in a crystal.  But I’ve never actually met the man, known him for who he is, and felt the desire in my heart to kill him.  I wanted to kill the person responsible for Sasha’s death, but that was “someone responsible,” an imaginary target of rage and pain.  This was a person.  A person I didn’t even know.  My guts weren’t telling me he should be dead—my brain was telling me that.  My brain was telling me to coldly and rationally kill him, because he was a threat to me.
 
   I wasn’t sure I could do that.  Sure, he probably deserved it.  And, maybe, if I could find some convenient serial killers and axe-murderers to snack on, I could make myself kill the man in cold blood.
 
   Good God!  Why do I have to have moral issues with killing someone?  I feel like such a hypocrite!  It’s worse than a vegetarian touting organically-grown steaks.  
 
   I had to look at myself and ask the big questions.  Is it right to kill this man?  Is it something I have to do?  Will it be, ultimately, something that makes the world a better place—because once I’ve done it, I can’t undo it!  But I’m sure it’s a good thing to kill Tobias.  I know it… I just don’t feel it.  I know I should kill him.  
 
   My heart isn’t in it.  I just don’t have enough capacity for hatred.  I don’t know him and I can’t bring myself to do the whole premeditated murder thing.  In the heat of the moment, or under the goad of blood-thirst, yes.  But to walk up, dispassionately stick a sword through someone, and walk calmly on?
 
   We approached on a slant, arm in arm.  The Duke saw me coming—I think he was just being polite and letting me dance and mingle a little before summoning me again—and nodded that I might approach.  Tobias was seated across the table from the Duke, his back to the rest of the room.  I noted that Tobias rated a chair, but wasn’t invited around to the Duke’s side of the table.  His escorts stood behind and to either side, like bodyguards; the one on his right held Tobias’ staff.
 
   Where’s Linnaeus when I need his advice?  Probably mingling with the musicians.
 
   When I reached conversational range, the Duke got up to greet me.  This was a shocker.  I don’t know much about the protocol of the court, but he accorded me an honor reserved for equals.  I must have made a good impression.
 
   Tobias turned in surprise and rose, probably expecting another Duke.  Instead, he saw me.
 
   I have seen more rapid flickers of expression go fluttering over a person’s face, but only with computer animation and thousands of man-hours of work.  One hand darted to his belt, but whatever he wanted wasn’t there.
 
   “You!”
 
   The priests looked at each other.  I looked at Tobias.  The Duke looked from Tobias to me and back again.  More looks got traded around.  If glances were sharp, we’d have bled all over the floor.
 
   “Yes,” I replied.  “Me.  Sir Halar the Wizard, Hero of the Battle at Crag Keep, breaker of the viksagi invasion.  And you are?”
 
   He calmed instantly to a bland, mild, mundane Milquetoast.  Everything except his eyes—which made me remember how dangerous Milquetoast really was.  He stared at me without blinking.  I could see his eyes glimmer, tapetum-like.  Catlike.  I wondered how he knew me.  Crystal-gazing?  Memories drawn from people who actually saw me?—at least one mage and one assassin, for certain.  Perhaps through dreams and visions?
 
   “I am Cardinal Tobias, Prelate of the Order of the Hand,” he said, formally, and his voice was cold.  “I regret that I have heard much of your doings.”
 
   “Not as much as the good Duke, I am certain.  I’ve regaled him with every story I can think of, although I tell them nowhere near as well as that troublesome bard.”
 
   Tobias nodded.  “I am sure.”  He turned his gaze to Callias.  “Does your father know with whom you consort?”
 
   Callias’ chin lifted.  “My father will have no objection to the attentions of a perfect gentleman,” she retorted.  I sensed history, there.
 
   “A pity you have not yet found one—” Tobias began, but I cut him off.
 
   “I haven’t introduced her to the Duke,” I retorted, “so there’s hope.”
 
   Tobias stiffened.  “Your implication is offensive.”
 
   “Yours was first,” I retorted.  “I responded in kind.”
 
   “Does she know what becomes of your paramours?” he asked, not taking his eyes off me.
 
   “Does she know what you’ve tried to do to them?” I snapped back.
 
   “Them?” he asked, looking startled.  “There have been more than the black-haired wench?”
 
   “Yes.  And Sasha was not a ‘wench,’ priest, but my wife.  If you weren’t wearing those robes, I’d see you at noon on the field of honor.”  Now we would discover if he knew about Shada or Tamara.
 
   He backpedaled a little.  “I refer not to the… lady who was your wife,” he corrected.  “I have in mind the gata woman you toyed with.  Utai.”  I felt a sinking sensation.  Yes, he knew exactly who she was.
 
   “Yes, that’s her,” I admitted.  “Shall we air that little incident with the Inquisitors and what happened to them?”
 
   He regarded me intently.  “Yes, I think that would be well.  Here.  Now.  In front of all these nobles here assembled—yes, now would be a most excellent time.”
 
   Well.  That was unexpected.
 
   He turned to the Duke—who was watching and listening, if a trifle confusedly—and requested permission to make an announcement.
 
   For a culture without loudspeakers or electric lights, it’s amazing how fast attention can be grabbed.  Before I knew it, the Duke was between Tobias and I, there on the raised area before the main table.  The musicians had fallen silent and a couple hundred faces were aimed at us.
 
   “Lords, ladies, gentlemen,” the Duke began, voice quavering in the silence, “the Cardinal Tobias, Prelate of the Hand, and Sir Halar the Wizard Knight and Hero, wish to make announcements.  Direct your attention to these gentlemen, if you please.”  The Duke stepped forward, down the steps of the raised area, and turned to look at us expectantly.
 
   I loosened Firebrand in its scabbard.  If murmuring is any indication, the gesture did not go unnoticed.
 
   “You first,” I said, bowing slightly and gesturing toward the crowd.
 
   Tobias took a step forward and began to speak.
 
   He’s a good speaker, I give him that.  He has a voice that projects, he speaks clearly, he uses language well, and he pushes emotional buttons while he talks.  He explained that a nightlord had returned from beyond the Gate of Shadows.  He traced the thing from the City of Bones to Telen, then tracked it through half the kingdom before closing in on it in Carrillon.
 
   To hear him tell it, it was an epic adventure and worthy of a saga or two.  It sounded like the Hand was full of heroes and martyrs, prepared to lay down their lives for the greater good—and I was an evil from beyond the ends of the earth, more dangerous than nuclear waste.  He told it very well, lied through his teeth, and the crowd was raptly attentive.  Worse, they were getting into the story, murmuring and muttering and occasionally shaking fists or gripping dagger-hilts.  Here and there, I spotted a few priests in the crowd, encouraging the people.
 
   “Tonight—tonight!—I have found it.  I have found this creature lurking here, within the very lights of Carrillon!  It stands among us even now, masquerading as a human being, as a man!  It looks at us, seeing only prey, seeing only blood to drink and flesh to rend!  And it deceives all those who look upon it!” he shouted.
 
   It sounded like a climax to his storytelling.  I interrupted.
 
   “He’s talking about me,” I said.  Tobias did a double-take as I said so; I don’t think he expected to be interrupted—or for me to admit it.  “Thank you for the introduction,” I told him, “but you have a few details wrong.”
 
   I held up my hands to quiet the murmuring crowd.
 
   “First of all, I didn’t come through the Gate of Shadows.  I barely know what it is.  I’ve never even seen it.  I came through a magical doorway in Telen—one the Hand has been using to hunt nightlords in other worlds.  They’ve been sending agents through to other realities, other places, just asking for trouble.”
 
   “Silence!” Tobias thundered.
 
   “Are you afraid of the truth, priest?” I demanded, glaring at him.  I turned back to the crowd before he could answer.  “Personally, I’d never have come here and never bothered anyone, except the Hand sent assassins after my wife and I.  They killed her, and I’ve come to make the Hand pay for that.  And to make them stop murdering people.”
 
   I grinned.  I showed fangs.  There were gasps.  Tobias was turning a sort of reddish-purple color.  I wondered if he’d burst a blood vessel and save me no end of trouble.
 
   Instead, he pointed at me and shouted “Seize him!”  His bodyguards were obviously selected for their loyalty and combat skills, not for their brains.  They tried to jump me.  During the day, they might have succeeded.
 
   Firebrand whooped in glee—and then complained bitterly when I didn’t move to draw.  Instead, I grabbed the two bodyguards, slammed them together, and braced for a heavy shove.  I sent them skidding back along the raised end of the room until they thudded against the wall.
 
   I turned back to the crowd, ignoring Tobias, treating the whole incident as a minor annoyance.
 
   “Lord and ladies, I do beg your pardon for that unmannerly interruption.  Where was I?  Oh, yes…
 
   “As I was saying, I’ve seen the occasional problem.  Yes, I’ve killed people; that much is true.  The Prelate of the Hand has neglected to mention who I have killed.  Several murderers are now dead, along with some rapists.  So are a lot of goblins.  And a few hundred viksagi, along with one dragon.”  I shrugged.  “If you don’t think I should have killed them, then I apologize.  But it seemed like a good idea at the time.  If you want me to never kill another viksagi, just say so.  I’ll leave them alone.  If you want cutthroats and thieves roaming your streets, say so!  I’ll leave them alone, too!”
 
   The expressions on the faces varied greatly.  Some were still confused and startled.  A few were thoughtful.  A priest in the crowd shouted at me.
 
   “Who are you to judge who lives and dies?”
 
   “Have you ever killed someone on a battlefield?” I demanded, pointing at him.  “I have.  When someone is trying to kill you, they pronounce judgment on themselves.  I’m not the one sitting in a temple and pretending to speak for a god!”
 
   “Pretending!” he shrieked, indignant.
 
   “Pretending!” I shouted back.  “I’ve heard the voice of the god!”
 
   That stunned everybody, Tobias included.
 
   I looked around the crowd, making strong eye contact.
 
   “I don’t know any of you—not really.  I like to think I haven’t bothered you.  You know more about the Hand than I do; you know how they operate and what they do.  I think they bother you a lot more!  I know they bother me.”
 
   There was some muttering at that, mostly in agreement.  The shock of my claim was wearing off, and the Hand hasn’t been too popular for a long while now.
 
   “We hunt you because you are a creature of darkness!” shouted another priest.  “You must be destroyed!”
 
   “Fine.”  I tugged loose a glove from my belt and threw it at him.  People surged away from it as though it were a bomb.  It landed near the priest.  “The creature of darkness will see you at noon, if you like.”
 
   He didn’t move to pick it up.
 
   “A minute or two ago,” I continued, “Tobias and I agreed to air some dirty laundry; he’s used the opportunity to make a speech.  Well, here’s mine—and the laundry.”
 
   I explained about Shada (and called her “Shada”) and my tenure at Barony Baret.  Tobias’ bodyguards came limping up to his side again while I spoke.  Tobias kept himself in check, visibly trying to master his rage.  I went on about the episode with the Inquisitors grabbing Shada, torturing her, and my subsequent jailbreak.  Churchbreak?
 
   “Most people don’t trust me when they know what I am.  Most people are afraid, because they don’t understand what I am and my place in the scheme of things.  But the exceptional few who can rise above that and be my friends find I am a constant friend.
 
   “How am I worse than any armed man?” I asked.  “A man with a sword can kill you just as dead.  A headsman will kill you even more quickly.  And an Inquisitor will kill you more slowly than you wish.”  I looked at every person in the crowd.
 
   “I rescued my friend.  Yes, I killed a couple of Inquisitors—because they had out the tongs and hot irons.  Yes, I killed a couple of guards—because they tried to stop me.  I didn’t want to, I didn’t like it, but I did it because Shada is my friend.  How many of you would like to know your friends are being tortured by the Hand?  Anyone?  
 
   “I don’t.
 
   “I did something about it.  If that’s what it means to be a creature of darkness, then I guess I am.  I wish it wasn’t necessary, but I don’t regret it and I would do it again.”  I looked at Tobias.  “I could kill you right now.  I probably should.  I want to, but I won’t.  You—you personally—haven’t done anything to make my heart want to kill you; you’ve just sent assassins to their deaths against me.  I haven’t seen you do anything, so your actions don’t feel real.  
 
   “It would be sensible to kill you now—if only I could bring myself to do it.  Consider yourself lucky I don’t kill anything without a good reason.  But sooner or later, you’re going to make me angry enough.  You’re going to make me very angry—enough to kill you.”  I pointed a finger in his face.  “Leave me alone.  This is the only warning you get.”
 
   Tobias tossed his head and barked laughter.  I became certain he was more than half-crazy.
 
   “The power of my faith protects—” he began, and I moved.  I snatched the solar-disk pendant from around his neck, snapping the thin chain.  With the other hand, I slapped him hard.  It knocked him into the table and almost over it.  There was a scream from the crowd and a massive indrawing of breath.  Tobias’ cronies moved up and I stepped back.  They stepped between us to defend him, but didn’t try to attack.
 
   Come on!  Please? Firebrand thought.  Just the bodyguards.  ONE bodyguard!  Just a wound!  Please?
 
   No! I thought back.  Not now, not here.  Not unless they start it.
 
   Awww.
 
   Are all swords bloodthirsty, of is it just mine?  I wonder if there are any pacifist swords?  Then again, Firebrand is unique, and I really don’t want to try making another one to check.  Besides, what would be the point of a pacifist sword?
 
   Tobias righted himself and stood there, glaring at me between a pair of priests, a handprint on his face as livid as his robes.
 
   “It’s not your faith,” I announced.  “It’s your bodyguards—these priests, and the demons you conjure up in the name of the Devourer!  Your faith doesn’t exist!  And it certainly can’t protect you when you’re wrong.”  I held up the disk, the medallion of his faith.  I showed it first to him, then to the crowd.  “If your faith is so powerful, why aren’t I burned?”
 
   Tobias’ mouth worked, but no sound came out.
 
   I flipped the medallion at him and he ducked aside from it; it clattered ringingly on the floor behind him.  I turned away and marched down the steps to face the Duke.  The space between my shoulder blades itched with the thought that something would be punching a hole between them, but I didn’t hear anyone behind me move.  In front of me, however, there was a lot of staring and murmuring and not a little backing away.  The Duke stood his ground, staring at me, and I bowed before him.
 
   “I’m sorry, your Grace, for ruining your party.”
 
   He nodded, looking dazed.  “I accept your apology.”
 
   “With your leave, lord, I will be going.  I expect the Hand to try and murder me shortly.”
 
   “Ah.  By all means.  Yes.  Of course.”
 
   I walked out.  People got out of the way as though I were an air bubble moving through water.  Slow march amid a low murmur of wonder, never looking back.  I didn’t even pause to pick up my hurled glove.
 
   Outside, I stood on the stairs and looked around.  Nobody fetched Bronze.  Well, I can understand why everybody in the ballroom might be a little preoccupied.  I whistled piercingly and waited.
 
   There was some minor cracking and banging before Bronze came into view.  She saw me, stopped accelerating, slowed to a trot, stopped before me.
 
   “Stall door?” I asked.  She nodded.  “Anybody hurt?”  She flicked her tail as though shooing flies.  “Well done.”
 
   I told you, boss.  She knows that you don’t like casualties.  Unlike some of us!
 
   “Thanks, Firebrand.  I’m sorry you didn’t get to kill anyone yet tonight.”  
 
   Well… the night is young, right? 
 
   “There’s that,” I admitted.  I stroked Bronze’s nose for a moment, then swung up into the saddle.  Nobody tried to stop us as we headed out the gate.  I glanced back, once, and saw there were quite a number of people watching from the windows and talking excitedly.
 
   I kicked myself the whole way, thinking about what an idiot I am.  I got into an argument with Tobias over public opinion, revealed a secret that can get me hunted down and killed by everybody, and left my worst enemy to do a closing speech before the undecided nobility.
 
   Kick, kick, kick….
 
   I left him alive.  That was my big mistake.  I should have killed him out of hand and been done with him!  I must be the most insanely stupid man in the history of creation.  Either that, or an outright coward.  Maybe I am a coward.  Maybe I just don’t have the balls to murder a man in cold blood.
 
   Kick, kick, kick, kick….
 
   We had no trouble getting out the gates between inner and middle city; they only worry about letting riffraff in.  Riffraff can go out all they like.  I rode slowly back to the inn, lost in my inner monologue of self-recrimination.  Once there, I went up to my room, decided I shouldn’t take time to change, and started packing my stuff.  As I did, I found T’yl was true to his word; there was a book waiting for me.  I flipped through it, noted it was about the archway I recalled, and stuffed it into a bag.
 
   There came a knocking at my door.  I drew Firebrand and approached.  
 
   “Who is it?”
 
   “The valet, sir,” came a voice through the wood.  “A gentleman is downstairs who wishes to speak with you.  He says his name is Linnaeus.  He insists on speaking with you, sir.”
 
   Oh, hell, damn, and spite.  He deserved to be told in some other fashion than hearing Tobias and I in an argument.  I should have told him, should have told him… more kicking!
 
   “Send him up,” I answered.  I felt tired, but finished putting my gear together.  He deserved a chance to yell at me or shake a finger in my face or whatever.  I felt bad about not trusting him, and a good yelling-at might help.
 
   When he knocked, I let him in.  He was red-faced and sweaty, as well as slightly out of breath.  He had hurried to catch me before I left.  I held the door open for him and he stepped in, shut it, and put a finger in my face.
 
   “You!”
 
   He’s pissed, boss.
 
   No kidding.
 
   “Yes, Linnaeus?” I answered, backing away from the finger.  He stepped forward with me.
 
   “You told me not of this!  You kept it a secret!  You lied to me!”
 
   “I didn’t exactly lie.  I didn’t tell you, that’s true—”
 
   “You did not tell me you were a nightlord!”
 
   “I know!  I know!  I’m sorry!  I should have told you from the first—”
 
   “Do you realize the things I could accomplish?” he demanded.  “I’ve painted you as a Hero—yet you hide the fact of undeath from me!”
 
   “And I should have told you!  I admit it!”
 
   “The stories!  The ballads!  The poems and plays!  The last nightlord, returned to find justice for his slaughtered kin!  The turning of the cycle!  The coming of a single lord of night, seeking vengeance and justice for the persecution of his kind!  The forging of a Hero in shadows and blood!  The struggle of light and dark in the battle between nightlord and a church of fallen grace!  The return of balance to a tottering world!  
 
   “Master bards live their lives without finding a tale worthy of their skills, and this—this you keep from me?  Cruelty or stupidity, I know not, for I knew you to be neither cruel nor stupid—until now!  Unjust!  Oh, unjust and base, my lord!  Have you any idea what I could have done with this knowledge?!”
 
   I opened my mouth to apologize again and Firebrand mentally goosed me.
 
   Boss!  He’s not upset that you’re a nightlord!  He’s upset that you didn’t let him use it in his work!
 
   I blinked—and listened.  Linnaeus was shouting by now, thoroughly on a roll.  Oh, the things he could have done, the stories he could have told, the plays he could have written, and the songs he could have sung!  If only I had trusted him!  A palette of dark colors to work with, the challenge of painting light with dark on the canvas of public opinion!  The sheer injustice of it all, to keep the most juicy and vital fact of my existence from the one who could exploit it to best advantage!  I was a cruel, heartless monster for being so stingy, so untrusting!  How, oh how could I have been such a mean-spirited, small-souled cretin!
 
   I sat down and let him rant.  It was one of, if not the best rant I have ever heard.  He outlined my mental, spiritual, and emotional deficiencies in excruciating detail.  He never paused, never stuttered, and never once resorted to anything resembling profanity.  It was almost lyrical, the way he spoke and gestured.  Instead of being insulted or feeling shamed by it, I was more lost in the sheer artistry of his command of language.  It went on for nearly an hour without pause while I just watched and listened.
 
   When he finally finished, he drew himself up and straightened his doublet, ran a hand through his hair.  He calmed himself visibly and took a deep breath.
 
   “My lord,” he said, formally, “I beg your pardon for this unseemly outburst.  I was overwrought.  I thank you for your indulgence and assure you it will not happen again.”
 
   “Linnaeus… that was the most amazing chewing-out I’ve ever experienced.  Thank you for bringing my attention to this error.”
 
   “As my lord pleases,” he replied, bowing.  “Will you slay me, now?”
 
   “Not unless you’re absolutely determined I should.  Now, sit down and join me.  Moreover, please accept my apology for not telling you sooner.  I was afraid you would be unwilling to work with me if you knew.”
 
   He sat down opposite me at the table and dabbed at his forehead with a kerchief.
 
   “My lord, you prove yet again that you are no wiser than other men.”
 
   “Thanks.  So, are you still willing to work for me?”
 
   “Lord, the instruments you have crafted for me are wonders beyond all imagining.  I would have sold my soul to darkness had I known such things were possible.  To serve you, instead of the darkness, gratifies me greatly.”
 
   “I’m glad you see a distinction.  So… you do still want the job?” I asked.
 
   “What better lord to serve than one who is a Hero and a legend?  What few bards there are will seek you out like a tick seeks a hound, to drink from your exploits in much the same manner.  I have sworn it:  I am your man.”
 
   “You don’t worry that I’m going to upheave the entire kingdom and put everyone under the rule of my dark and sinister hand?”
 
   He shrugged.  “If that is your will, then I will chronicle it.  I do not think it is.  You have shown by deeds that you have a good heart… and I have met you, known you.  I have known ten thousand men, who spoke in all tones and with all manners.  Some were good men, some were evil men, but most were merely men.  Your manner and your speech are different from all of these, yet I can sense something in you that tells me you are more than most men.  There is a heart within you, I think, that is larger and stronger than you know.  It is the heart of an honest man, the heart of a kind man—the heart of a Hero.  Living or undead, into light or into darkness, where a Hero leads, good must follow.”
 
   I turned sideways, rested my elbow on the table and chin on my fist, and regarded the fireplace for a while.  People keep telling me I’m a grand, good guy.  Sadly, it’s usually women who just want to be friends, at least until recently.  Do the people on this side of the magic door see things more clearly?  Or just differently?  Maybe it’s a cultural thing.  Maybe I’ve finally found a place I fit, a hostile religious organization notwithstanding.  Back home, I’m an ill-fitting gentleman with too much fantasy rolling around in his head and very sharp teeth.  Here, I’m… I’m…
 
   “All right,” I said, finally.  “What’s a Hero?”
 
   “A Hero is all those things we wish we could be.”
 
   “Catchy.  Explain.”
 
   He thought for a long minute, trying to put it into words.  “My lord, I wish I had the power to be gentle.  If confronted by one who wishes my life, I must needs kill him or be killed.  You stood before much of the assembled nobility of the kingdom and declared yourself a lord of night.  You confronted your chief adversary, the Cardinal of the Hand, and had him in your power—yet you did not kill him.”  Linnaeus shook his head.  “It is not in me to let an enemy live if I have the opportunity to slay him.  But I am not a Hero.
 
   “Others wish for the strength of arm to fight for what is right.  Others seek the wisdom to know right from wrong.  Still more wish for the courage to take up the fight and right what is wrong.  All these things can be found in a Hero.
 
   “I had a brother, my lord.  When his son was seven, I was granted leave from my loremaster to visit my nephew for the first time.  Before, my brother was never one to whom I would extend much trust; he was not worthy of it.  Yet when I saw him with his son, I saw how changed my brother had become.  My nephew held only love and admiration for his father—so much so, the man began to be the father the little boy saw.  He became all those things, gained all those qualities a father should have.  He became the Hero his son believed him to be.”
 
   He leaned forward, arms resting on the table.  “No one declares you a Hero—or, more properly, everyone does.  It is not like being knighted.  A man can be trained to arms and instructed in the code and so be worthy of knighting.  To be a Hero comes from within.”
 
   “Maybe,” I admitted.  “But I’m also a nightlord.”
 
   “Usually an honest one,” he responded, “and one with both kindness and justice in his heart.”
 
   “Yes, but I’m a nightlord.”
 
   “To be a nightlord, you first had to be a man.”
 
   “Well, yes.  But I kill people to preserve my own life.”
 
   “So do I, if attacked.”
 
   I frowned.  “I drink their blood, Linnaeus.”
 
   He shrugged and sat back in his chair.  “Even Heroes are not perfect.”
 
   “Ha!  I’m not a Hero.  You made everyone think I’m a Hero!” I accused.
 
   “I?” he asked, looking innocent.  “How could I do such a thing?”
 
   “You sang your songs, you made up your tales, and you spread all the rumors and the stories!”
 
   “What stories are those, my lord?”
 
   “About the viksagi, for one!”
 
   “Did you defend the kingdom from their invasion?”
 
   “Well, yes, but—”
 
   “Did you not ride out alone to meet them?”
 
   “I had Bronze with me.  My horse.  And Firebrand, my sword.”
 
   “And did you slay the dragon they had brought?”
 
   I could feel Firebrand looking at me.  Did I really kill the dragon?  Or did I just… change how it lived?  How dead is dead?  How dead is “sort of dead”?  Come to that, how much of each of those men still lives in me, in some small way?
 
   “Hmmm.  I defeated it,” I replied, carefully.  Firebrand chuckled agreement in my head.
 
   “I lied about nothing, lord.  I spoke only the truth of your deeds as I knew it.  The people who listened, they decided.  I never called you a Hero, not in any song or story.  It is an appellation awarded to you by all others.”
 
   I eyed him.
 
   “You never called me a Hero?  Ever?”
 
   “Never in song or story,” he answered.  “When asked for a song of the Hero Halar, I would sing of you—but who else could they mean?”
 
   “I suppose you have a point.”
 
   “I am pleased to be of service.”
 
   I shook my head, sighing.  “Even if that service is to call me a moron when I do stupid things?”
 
   “Even so, my lord.”
 
   “All right.  Let’s have a long talk about what I’ve been doing and what I want to do… and you tell me where I’ve been stupid.”
 
    
 
   It was well after sunup before we finished.  I won’t go into how I’ve been stupid; I’m sure anyone can go back and pick things out.  Let’s just say I have a new appreciation for how a smart man can still be a fool, okay?  I don’t care to dwell on it.
 
   When sunrise started, Linnaeus took a great interest in watching my morning transformation.  I didn’t mind letting him watch, but I did ask him to keep quiet about nightlord biology.  He agreed on the basis that it’s hard to serve one’s lord if you give away dangerous secrets.  People tend to call that treason and behead you for it.
 
   I suggested we find somewhere else to stay.  Linnaeus disagreed.
 
   “If, as you suspect, Tobias immediately takes action against you, it will not be here.”
 
   “Why not?”
 
   “What was your first impulse upon returning?”
 
   “To get out.”
 
   “And you think he knows this not?”
 
   “A point,” I conceded.
 
   “If he is seeking you—and he surely is, yes—then he is looking everywhere else.”
 
   “All right.”
 
   “Now, what is it you wish to do, my lord?”
 
   “To be honest, I don’t really know.  I want to kill Tobias.  But I can’t.”
 
   He looked perplexed.  “Why not?”
 
   So I had to try and explain that.  I don’t think I did very well.  I tried to tell him that cold-blooded murder is different from consuming a nearby person while I’m in the grip of a hunger.  Or even carving someone apart when they try to knife me.  It’s an emotional thing.  I have to be emotionally involved when I kill someone.  Intensely so.
 
   “It guess… I guess I just don’t want to walk up to him and stick a knife in him.  It’s too cold, too quick and simple.”
 
   “You wish to feel his death,” Linnaeus said.  “You wish to fight him and slay him, not merely murder him as any thief on the street might.”
 
   “Yes,” I answered, softly.  “That’s it exactly.”
 
   “That is well.  It would be most upsetting to find that you possess the cold, calculating intellect that can decree a man’s death without a shred of remorse or regr—”
 
   There came a knocking at the door.
 
   “That’s probably T’yl,” I said, quietly.  “He’s a little early, but I wouldn’t be surprised if he’s in a bit of a tizzy.”
 
   “As you say, my lord.”
 
   I answered the door in the usual way—Firebrand in hand.  T’yl was, indeed, outside.  There was no sign of the animated armor.
 
   “T’yl,” I said, by way of greeting.  “Do come in.”
 
   “Thank you.”  He stepped inside and I introduced him to Linnaeus.  T’yl knew of him because of the instruments; Linnaeus knew him because… well, Linnaeus knew of him.  I think Linnaeus knows everybody.  Once we were seated, T’yl got right to business.
 
   “I have heard of your debate with Tobias.”
 
   I can blush during the day.  I did.
 
   “Yes?”
 
   “I am uncertain if it was an act of the sheerest stupidity or brilliant audacity.”
 
   I blinked at him for a moment.  “Excuse me?”
 
   He sighed, evidently exasperated.
 
   “Your direct admission of your existence has caused considerable repercussions among people of all stations.  The Council of the Church is in closed session to discuss, I doubt not, your personal exposé.  Gevyn, the number-two man in the Hand, however, is the representative in the Council; I do not know what has become of Cardinal Tobias.”
 
   Linnaeus leaned forward.  “With your pardon, master magician, I believe he has dealt the Church a blow the like of which has not been seen in all its history.”
 
   T’yl frowned.  “How so?”
 
   “Imagine, if you can, the look upon those faces when a nightlord struck the Cardinal of the Hand, itself!  Worse, now see that the nightlord still stands while the Cardinal lies prostrate and at his mercy.  The nightlord is unburned.  The nightlord is not struck down.  Moreover, the nightlord disdains to kill, and walks unhurried and unafraid from what should be his mortal adversary.”
 
   T’yl’s face was a study.
 
   “My lord has struck Cardinal Tobias,” Linnaeus went on, “but the blow has smote full on the crest of the Church.  Like rotten beam struck just so, the cracking sounds begin.  In time, the cracks will outrace the eye and the whole of the decaying edifice will crumble.”
 
   T’yl nodded slowly.  “No better strike could he have intended—if the truth of it can be made known,” T’yl added.
 
   “Rumor is swifter than news, and the mouths of gossips are quicker than the pigeons,” Linnaeus said, smiling.
 
   I held up a hand.  “Hold it.  If this wasn’t a boneheaded thing to do, then get busy on exploiting it.  If you think you can make this work for us…?”
 
   “Yes, my lord.”
 
   “Then get out there and start stirring things our way.  I won’t keep you.”
 
   “As you say, my lord.”  He rose from the table.
 
   “Just keep me informed of… whatever I’m supposed to live up to.  Okay?”
 
   “My lord need but continue as he always has,” Linnaeus replied, bowing.  “By your leave, my lord.  Master magician.  Good day.”
 
   We waited until he was out of the room and the door shut once again.  I’m glad I have a PR man that loves his work.
 
   “So how does this affect us?” I asked.
 
   “Us?” T’yl asked.  “Or you?”
 
   “Let’s worry about me later.  How does this affect our working relationship?”
 
   “Hmm.  I do not see that anything material has changed.”
 
   I leaned forward.  “I think it has.”
 
   T’yl shifted uneasily.  “How do you mean?”
 
   “Everybody knows.  There is a nightlord in the world—one the Church hasn’t been able to kill.  This puts everything into a cocked hat.”
 
   “Beg pardon?”
 
   Damn metaphors.
 
   “This makes everything change,” I tried.  “Look, you wouldn’t openly take sides for fear of public opinions.  The nobles get bent out of shape and magicians have problems.  The Church rouses the people and the magicians have problems.  The magicians argue with each other and the magicians all have problems!  
 
   “Right now, you have an opportunity made of solid gold!  People don’t know what to think, and the Church is cracking along its faction lines.  Right now—and only now—can you make a major difference.  If you, the magicians, throw your weight on my side of this, you can snap the Church and earn major kudos with the nobility and the people.”
 
   “What of those of the people whose faith is strong?” he asked.  “The pious are not few in number.”
 
   “If their faith is strong, they’ll still find a way to talk to their god,” I answered.  “That’s my problem, if it is one.”
 
   “And the ritualists?”
 
   “Are they better at their craft than master magicians?” I asked.
 
   T’yl flushed.  “You imply we are cowards,” he stated.
 
   “I do not.  I merely point out they are not so much of a problem as you might think.  Besides, they have to believe their spells will work, not so?  Fully and completely?”
 
   “Since they do not use standard magical formulae, the power of their belief is vital to any spell,” he agreed.
 
   “If we crack the Church like a dropped wineglass, how well will they hold their faith?”
 
   T’yl was silent for a long minute.  He settled in his chair and steepled his fingers, lost in thought.  I waited.  The fact he was thinking about it was a very good sign.  Very good indeed.
 
   “If I can persuade some share of us to join with you in earnest,” he asked, “what would you have us do?”
 
   “Communications,” I replied, succinctly.  “I’m sure you can cast a spell that will be sensed by any magician—or wizard!—worth the name.  Give them a vision, tell them what transpires.  That will create more rumors—rumors we want—than even the fertile ground of housewives at the fences.”
 
   “That is all?” he asked, not batting an eye.
 
   “For the most part, yes.  If there turns out to be a thousand members of the Hand who want to make a war of it, a massed strike of thunderbolts might be helpful to soften them up before I go in to clean house.  But until we see which way the Church is toppling, it’s hard to say where I want the cushions and where I want the spikes, if you follow me.”
 
   “I think I do.”
 
   “So what do you think of the idea?  Can you talk the rest of the magicians into it?  Will you, I should say.”
 
   T’yl got up and paced.
 
   “Understand me true,” he said, hands clasped behind his back.  “We are not well-loved, for we each contain great power.  Yet, for all our power, there are few of us.  We seldom work together, and few enough are even willing to see the next generation of magicians grow in strength and skill.  There is great distrust for the Hand among us, but we are hardly unified on this matter.  None of us is so powerful as to command the rest.”
 
   He stopped pacing and looked at me.  “You are a nightlord and a wizard.  If you were to become a magician, if you were to be trained, then you might dominate us all.”
 
   “So you don’t trust me.”
 
   “How can we?” he demanded.  “You are part-man, part-demon, and your spells are as strange as your heritage!”  He looked shocked at his own statement and clamped his mouth shut, lips in a white line.
 
   “You didn’t bring your armor,” I observed, quietly.
 
   “That is true,” he admitted, straightening from his slightly-hunched pacing.  “I did not think I would have need of it.”
 
   “You don’t.  But doesn’t that tell you something?”
 
   “That I am a fool?”
 
   I slapped the table and made the glassware rattle.  “No, dammit!  Not about you!  About me!  I’ve recently had my whole list of deeds thrown at me by a very talented bard—hell, I’ve recently been told I’m a Hero!  How elaborate a deception do you think one nightlord can pull off?  If you think I can fake what I’ve done so it looks good enough to be Hero-worthy, then why stop there?  What would I need you for?  I’m not that blasted talented at lying to people!  I’m a teacher, not a politician!”
 
   T’yl stared at me for long moments.  He nodded slightly.  The gears in his head were turning.
 
   “There comes a time,” he said, as he sat down again, “that any man worthy of the name must make a decision.  To stand in the middle, to never move one way or another, is foolish at best and suicidal at worst.  We can never know everything, and so we must sometimes guess at the right course of action.”
 
   He set his forearms on the table and clasped his hands together.  He met my eyes and nodded.
 
   “I will trust you.”
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   FRIDAY, MARCH 17TH
 
    
 
   I called Linnaeus and he made it back a little before sunset; he was in the middle of several things when I called.  I sent for food and drink and made sure he and T’yl were comfortable while they had their talk.  The conversation rapidly turned to a festival of name-dropping and varied opinion; my input became less and less relevant—or wanted.  I suppose I shouldn’t feel bad.  I know about six nobles, and four of them just stand to inherit.  As for how the local grassroots movement would react to any given thing, I have about as much expertise as fish on fire.  
 
   I’m not counting the sea-people and their experiments with it. 
 
   Instead of bothering the experts, I curled up on the bed with the tome of the gateway and read for a bit.
 
   When was the last time I sat down to read a book?  I don’t remember.  Back in Jon’s library, perhaps… but that was more along the lines of flipping open something to find a reference, then back to the grindstone.
 
   This was a book.  Not much on plot, perhaps, but an interesting read nonetheless.  A lot of it was history as it applied to the doorway.  Doorways, rather.
 
   In the City of Bones, there’s an ugly sort of doorway between worlds.  Why it’s there, who built it, where it goes—none of that was explained.  It was mentioned only because that magical doorway was the one studied to produce the less powerful one in Telen.  And, apparently, the one in Arondel, in the magicians’ Academy.
 
   These doorways are really objects, independent of any wall or structure; they can be picked up—with a few people to help—and taken anywhere convenient.  They can then be powered to go from any point to any other point, opening a hole in space.  From what I read, the doors were designed to access each other; targeting some place without a similar door was much more difficult, requiring perhaps ten times the power.
 
   The theory that other worlds could be reached was mentioned, but that would be an order of magnitude worse than just opening a portal to some random spot in the same world.  Instead of just ten times harder than a door-to-door opening, it would be ten times that—roughly a hundred times worse.  Of course, to my perspective, opening a door-to-door connection would be a hundred times easier than the only thing I’d ever managed.
 
   I looked up, listened to the wrangling of the Rumor & News Control duo for a moment, and decided not to interrupt.  T’yl could tell me what the doors were built for later.  If they were intended as a method of rapid travel, why didn’t they have one in every major city?  Because they were too complicated?  The one in Telen was more elaborate than the designs in the book.  There was no mention of the magical keys I’d swiped, either.
 
   I probably would have read the whole book straight through, but there was a knock at the door.  By this time, I recognized the characteristic sound of the valet/bellhop/gofer.  While Linnaeus and T’yl kept discussing, debating, and note-taking, I went over to it.  A quick reach through the door with tendrils reassured me there was no one else there, so I opened up.  The guy had a rolled note for me.  I accepted it and tipped him, then shut the door.  Back on the bed, I broke the wax—there was no crest—and read it.
 
   Written in a neat, feminine hand:
 
    
 
   I apologize on my own behalf for holding you prisoner.  I should have taken your offer and freed you.
 
   I cannot speak for the other survivors of your wrath, for even if they yet live I know not where they are.  I believe them to be likewise regretful.
 
   If you are prepared to make an equitable exchange, I am willing to discuss the trade of information for immortality.
 
   I will be in the common room of the Seven Roses Inn at two hours past sunset.  I will also be there at two hours after sunrise.  I will continue this for the next two days in the hope of a meeting.  You may choose the time of the meeting that best suits you, if you will meet with me at all.
 
    
 
   It was unsigned.
 
   I checked the window and spotted the moon.  It looked like I might have time to make the early appointment.
 
   I considered the note again.  Information… in exchange for immortality.  It would have to be something pretty important before I’d even consider it.  But someone obviously thought it was important, impressively so.  Or wanted to sucker me into another trap.
 
   The more I thought about it, the more I worried it was a trap.  And the more I wanted to know what it was that she—I presumed it was a “she;” only two of the ladies had tried to make a private bargain—thought was worth immortality.  “An equitable exchange” implied it was worth it, or that I’d consider it to be.
 
   I have a lot of faults.  One of them is curiosity.  It’s a shame I’m not part-cat; extra lives could be very, very useful.
 
   “Hey, guys?”
 
   Linnaeus looked up immediately; T’yl was talking quietly to someone through a crystal ball.
 
   “Where can I find the Inn of the Seven Roses?  Or the Seven Roses Inn, if that’s different?”
 
   “I know of only the one,” Linnaeus answered.  He gave me directions to a place in middle city.  “It is a very expensive place, my lord, and specializes in discretion.  Has my lord made arrangements with someone?”
 
   “In a manner of speaking.  Can you two get along without me for an hour or so?”
 
   “I believe so, my lord,” Linnaeus said.
 
   “Good.  I have a date.  If you don’t see me before morning, try and find me, please.”
 
   Linnaeus bowed in his chair.  I made sure I looked presentable—mainly by setting off a rock with a disguise spell embedded in it—and sauntered out.
 
   The directions were good; I found the place easily.  It was actually a pleasant ride through the streets.  I enjoyed the night air and the sights of the city.  The only thing that marred the quaintly picturesque nature of the trip was the occasional gasp and murmur.  The streets were less crowded at night, but the city was far from silent.  People were out and about, but there weren’t throngs that needed to be shoved through.  Still, nobody screamed or fainted, and comparatively few even knew who I was—probably just the gasp-and-murmur people.
 
   I left Bronze out front and tipped the horse-boy well to leave her there.  I didn’t want him to lose fingers, and I did want her close to the door.
 
   The common room of the Seven Roses is hardly what one might expect of a medieval tavern, mainly because it wasn’t a tavern.  It wasn’t even really an inn.  I think I would describe it as more of a fancy motel for people who can’t have their affairs at home.  Patrons were dressed in highly-concealing stuff, mainly fancy hats, cloaks, and the occasional mask.
 
   As I watched a lady go upstairs with a hat-wearing gentleman, I wondered… What’s the point of wearing a mask to go meet a clandestine lover?  So everybody can know you’re having an affair?  Heck, why have a professional establishment for the purpose of illicit affairs?  So someone can stake the place out to check up on the husband or wife?
 
   I looked around the room.  It was a very nice room.  The chairs were padded, the tables small, and the outer edge of the room was lined with semi-private booths—they reminded me of office cubicles.  A trio of masked musicians was playing over by a fireplace.
 
   Upon closer observation, I realized the patrons were unmasked; the staff was wearing masks.  A masked man with a pair of wineglasses in hand moved from the bar to a cubicle; the lady in the cubicle sat up at his entrance and I could see a smile under her veiled hat.  The man was trim, handsome, and graceful.  I began to suspect the Seven Roses Inn wasn’t exactly a motel, either.
 
   A young lady, maybe seventeen or so, wearing long skirts and a mask, whisked to a stop beside me.  She curtseyed deeply, eyes down, then rose to smile at me.  It was a nice mask.  It was a stylized, birdlike domino with a lot of feathers and fanciful hanging things, along with some sort of hair net done in the same style, like plumage.  It pointed up the green in her eyes and made her smile stand out.  The dress was rather unique, as well; I haven’t seen anything that low-cut since I stepped through a whirling pool of blood.
 
   “I am Keria,” she said, dipping low in a curtsey.  “Will m’lord be pleased to sit?” she asked, “or to take a room forthwith?”
 
   I had the feeling she would come with the room.  So to speak.
 
   “I am looking for a lady,” I replied.
 
   She bobbed a curtsey again, this time with a little shimmy to the shoulders to display her own womanly proportions.  Nice.
 
   “M’lord has found one,” she said, smiling wider and pitching her voice a little lower.
 
   “And a very pretty one, I must admit.  But I have one in particular who asked that I meet her here.”
 
   “Oh.”  I could swear that there was a little disappointment in her face.  It was hard to tell with the mask in the way, and I didn’t bother to look at her heartlights.  “Shall I seek her for you, m’lord?”
 
   “No, that’s okay.  I’ll take a table in the middle, there, and wait for her.  I kinda stand out, not wearing a hat and all.”
 
   “Indeed,” she murmured, and took my arm to lead me to a table.  Once we were seated, I smiled at her.
 
   “Look, you don’t have to hang about with me.  I really am supposed to meet someone in particular.  If I were looking for other company, you would be absolutely excellent.  But I’ve got a consort who is amazingly dangerous; I don’t dare cheat on her.  If you’d like, you can go get another customer.  I don’t want to cut into your business.”
 
   I’m pretty sure she blushed.
 
   “It… it is not that way, m’lord.  Most of the… workers… are not paid by the person.  The house charges a fee, and we are paid from that.”
 
   In spite of myself, I was curious.  I’d never been in such an upscale whorehouse before.  It was a far cry from the Squire’s place at Crag Keep.
 
   “So if a customer comes in the door, how do you decide who has to—what do you call it?”
 
   “Escort him, m’lord.  If it is a lady, the next gentleman will take her.  If a man, then the next lady will approach, as I have done.  See yon pair of seats at the end of the bar?”  She nodded toward them.  I nodded that I did.  “A man and a woman, watching the door.  I was in her seat, until you came in.  Now I will be with you until you dismiss me for the night.”
 
   I nodded.  “Fair enough.  But how do you get paid if I dismiss you?  Say I sit here for six hours and do nothing but watch people come and go while making idle chit-chat?”
 
   “Then I have had a pleasant evening with a gentleman, lovely conversation, and an easy night,” she answered, “and I am certain a gentleman would let a lady go neither hungry nor thirsty.”
 
   I laughed quietly.  “You have me there.”
 
   She lowered her eyes to the table.  “And,” she added, more quietly, “I feel certain a gentleman would at least allow me to save face by taking me upstairs, whether I were to be used for his pleasure or not.”
 
   I smirked.  “I’ll consider it.  Don’t be pushy.  I like you fine as you are, but I hate to be manipulated.”
 
   “I know.”
 
   I glanced at her sharply.  She was looking squarely at me with no trace of mirth.
 
   “Do you, perhaps, know who I’m supposed to meet?” I asked.
 
   She nodded.
 
   “How did you manage to time it exactly right to pair up with me?” I asked.  Given the arrangements, it would be hard to do.  “I have to know.”  It’s the curiosity bug.
 
   “I am a magician of some skill.  None here have the strength of will or power of mind to resist the spells I have woven over them.”
 
   “I see.  All right.  Can we talk here, or…?”
 
   “Take me upstairs, please.  We must speak to the man behind the bar and pay the fee, but then we will have privacy for… whatever you must do.”
 
   “Fine.”
 
   We rose together and she laid a hand on one of my forearm guards rather than link arms.  We made our tour past the bar before heading up the stairs.  The place was pricey, but I expected that.  Upstairs, there were several rooms; she led me to one, unlocked it, and we both went inside.
 
   Nice bedroom.  Very nice.  Three wardrobes, a big feather-bed, lots of pillows, a pair of washstands, even rugs on the floor.
 
   “There,” she said, taking off her mask.  With the plumage gone, I saw the chestnut hair.  With the hair and eyes as clues, I could see she looked even younger than she had when I was trapped in a magic circle.  “Now we can talk.”
 
   “All right, talk.  I know what you want.  Why should I give it to you?”
 
   “Because I can find Melloch,” she answered, settling to the bed.
 
   Melloch.  I remembered the name.  He was the one who had called the Hunt, way back when.  If I remembered correctly, he had sacrificed someone to call it up and send it to kill me.  I don’t really know the man, but I don’t have to.  He led the meddle of magicians that kidnapped me, locked me in a magic circle, hammered me flat, and stole my blood.  I watched him lead them in a spell to crack my skull so they could slice open my ankles and bleed me for their experiments.
 
   Call me provincial, but I take that sort of thing personally.   
 
   “I admit,” I said, “I would like to take a swing at him.  But I don’t see that as being important enough to feed you blood until you change.”
 
   She toyed with the coverlet as I spoke, picking and plucking at it.  Her lower lip was caught between her teeth, and her eyes were large and soft.  Her pose was seductive, showing off her curves.
 
   “There are other things you could have,” she offered.
 
   “I told you I’ve got a consort,” I countered.  “She would turn you into a steaming pile of ashes so fast it might not even hurt.”
 
   She sniffed.  “There is no magician powerful enough to do that to me.  I am old, Sir Halar.  Old beyond any mortal lifetime.  My skills are honed sharper than the razor’s edge.”
 
   “Okay.  Did I mention she’s also a fire-witch?”
 
   That got her attention.
 
   “You… a nightlord and a …?”
 
   “Yep.  So, while I don’t mind a floor show if you want to lounge around and look good—you do, and no mistake—you can get the idea of seducing me completely off your mind.”
 
   She sat up straighter and became all business.  Pity, that.  She really was beautiful.
 
   “Very well.  You have shown that you can care about others and you have demonstrated loyalty to your friends.  If you do not wish so dearly to kill Melloch, allow me to sweeten the offer.”
 
   “I’m listening.”
 
   “He still works closely with Cardinal Tobias.”
 
   “Still listening.”
 
   “He knows where the Cardinal has fled.”
 
   Hmm.  I hadn’t known Tobias had actually fled anywhere.  Of course, the number-two guy in the Hand was in council in Tobias’ place…
 
   “Fine.  Let him run.  I’m still not prepared to simply kill him, but I’m working up to it.  If he’ll shut up and go away, I’ll settle for that.”
 
   She shook her head.  “You are a fool.”
 
   “Probably.  Almost certainly.  But it’s my foolishness, thank you.”
 
   “As you will.  Are you so much of a fool that you will also care about your dark-haired lady?”
 
   Shada.
 
   I must have shown it in my face.  She smiled.  “I see you do.  You wish to know what bearing this gata wench has on the Cardinal?”
 
   “I don’t see how she’s involved,” I replied, carefully.
 
   “The Cardinal has taken her.  She is in his possession at this moment.  You came to her rescue once; he believes you will do so again.”
 
   All that self-doubt and self-recrimination for not taking the opportunity to beat Tobias’ head in with a banquet table came back and jeered at me.  Then it pissed me off.  Yeah, I still felt bad about not killing him—damn that ethical streak!—but this was, to me, a kettle of fish of another color entirely.  Tobias was no longer just some nameless stranger.  He was now an active offender using one of my friends as a hostage.  I met him, disliked him—and now I had a heart-strong reason to kill him.  Him personally, rather than a collection of flunkies, grunts, and lackeys.
 
   That changed everything.
 
   I took one long step to stand before her, almost nose-to-nose.  It was a movement faster than the eye could follow.  She froze, staring at me, muscles rigidly locked in both surprise and terror.
 
   “Now I’ll kill him,” I whispered.  “Where is he?”
 
   “Th-that… that I do not know,” she stammered.  My expression must have been something terrible, because she immediately went on, “Melloch does!”
 
   I stepped back and she relaxed, trembling.  Sometimes it’s good to be a terrifying being of the night.
 
   Melloch knows where Tobias is.  Melloch is someone I want to kill anyway; that whole kidnapping and binding thing, you know.  So, find Melloch, get the location out of him, and kill him.  Find Tobias and therefore Shada—dammit, Utai!  I keep thinking of her as Shada!—and kill the one, rescue the other.  Sounds simple enough.
 
   I had the distinct feeling I was missing something.
 
   “How do I know that Melloch isn’t just in your way and you just want me to get rid of him—conveniently making you a nightlady in the process?”
 
   She pulled her composure together and eyed me coolly.  “I have no other objectives but youth.  At my age, there is nothing else of concern.”
 
   I watched her heart-lights as she spoke, and it looked like the truth to me.
 
   “All right, I believe you.  Why is Melloch still with Tobias?”
 
   “I do not know.”
 
   “You worked with him, didn’t you?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Then you must have some idea.”
 
   Keria hesitated, thinking before she spoke.
 
   “Melloch is not… entirely…” she groped for a word.  “Rational.  I do not understand his motivations for anything.”
 
   Great.  A pair of madmen.  As if my life weren’t complicated enough.
 
   “Explain, please.”
 
   “At first, our partnership—all of us—agreed that to aid the Hand would give us the greatest hope of obtaining the blood of a nightlord.  We have made use of many methods to hold back the advance of age, but even with all our knowledge and experience combined, we could but hold it at bay, not step aside from its path.”  She rose and raised both hands to lift her hair.  She turned about, showing herself.
 
   “Look at me.  Through my arts I have taken the years of this body and divided it among a dozen people.  I am once again young and beautiful, as once I was.”  She let her hair cascade over her shoulders and seated herself again.  “Yet those years come creeping back, quicker than Time.  In the beginning, a year might pass in the stream of Time, bearing with it one more year that was my due.  The denied years return more quickly now, so that every month, my body gains again a year of its total.  My flesh is all of eighteen; in a year, it will bear the signs of a woman of thirty.  In two years, more than forty.”
 
   Her eyes were touched with fear as she looked at me.  “That is why we agreed to hunt your kind.”
 
   “You didn’t tell the Hand this,” I said.
 
   “No.  Of course not.  In our declining years, we claimed to have seen the light.  We came to the Hand on our own.  Tobias welcomed us, for he needed our power in the Hand’s quest through the Mage’s Door.”
 
   “But why did the Hand bother?  The nightlords were gone.”
 
   She sniffed disdainfully.  “Gone, but not forgotten.  They were hunted to extinction, save for the very few who escaped.  What fool would allow a persecuted people to flee and recover, to grow strong and return?  Especially when they need but bite, and bite, and bite, multiplying like a plague.”
 
   I shook my head.  It made sense from that viewpoint.  How were they to have known the nightlords of my world just wanted to be left alone?  Come to that, who says they even got the right world?  There could be an infinite number of them.
 
   “All right.  What does this have to do with Melloch?”
 
   “Melloch was the leader of our cabal.  It was he who suggested we allow a nightlord through the Door and into the world.”
 
   “Wait a second.  Why not just use the Door yourselves?  Go through, mug some poor bloke like you did me, and drag him back?”
 
   “The magic of your world is thin and weak.  We were not sure we could do it.  More important, there was no Door on your side.  It would have to be held open for far too long—it cannot be held, without a Door at the destination, for more than a few moments.  
 
   “Thus, we worked to empower the Door with special keys.  These aided the working of the Door, providing it power.  We could open a portal between the Academy and Telen with nothing more than a twist of a key; by turning the others, we could hold the Doors open to each other for hours.  For contact with your world, they were immensely useful; instead of ten magicians working in tandem, it required but one—although we often used three.  The work was exhausting.”
 
   She sighed and looked down at her hands.  “Each key Melloch made was more powerful than the last.  Eventually, we would have had enough to hold the Door open even to your world.  We would have Called through it and summoned one such as yourself to a place of our power.”
 
   A lot of thoughts went through my head.  I didn’t recall that the magic of my world was thin and weak.  Then again, I’d just been learning the arts.  I never really saw magic, as such, until I got here and Jon showed me how.  I recalled the keys that were sitting in a pouch on my belt.  I wondered what they were worth, and to whom.  Still, these were just background thoughts.  I was more focused on the events Keria described.
 
   “I came through too soon,” I observed.  “You didn’t expect that.”
 
   Keria nodded.  “That upset all our plans.  No more expeditions to other worlds, now; only the work in seeking you.”  She smiled slightly.  “You were hard to find.”
 
   “Good.  So, on with Melloch’s story.”
 
   “He became obsessed with finding you.  This earned considerable favor from Tobias, true, but it also led Melloch down pathways to power that no sane man should ever take.”
 
   “Such as?” I prompted.
 
   “Human sacrifice.  Negotiations with dark forces.”
 
   “The two aren’t the same?”
 
   She sighed.  “You are abysmally ignorant.  No.  Dealing with the darkness is dangerous, but it does not eat away at you in the sense that human sacrifice does.  A demonic being will trick you, tempt you, and deceive you… if it cannot simply kill and eat you.  Contrariwise, a living sacrifice to empower spells uses that creature’s life essence, but a bit of your own also gets caught up in it.  That eats away at your soul.”
 
   I nodded.  “Got it.  So Melloch killed someone and called up the Hunt.”
 
   “That, too.  He also used the power of others’ lives to send out seeking spells the like of which have been seldom seen.  It took its toll on him.”
 
   “I imagine it did.”
 
   Keria clasped her hands and took a deep breath.  “I understand he found you once before, early on, but lost you again when you took more precautions.  We had to track you down indirectly, by sending out proxy creatures to search for you.  When we did find you, all of us used our most stealthy abilities to attack you by surprise, in unison.  When you eventually escaped us, he turned to Tobias for aid.”
 
   “Hold it.  How can Tobias aid a master magician?”
 
   “Tobias is the Cardinal of the Hand.  The Hand holds the Vault of Night.”
 
   I looked inquisitive and said nothing, waiting.
 
   Keria pursed her lips and elaborated.  “The Vault is a storehouse of earlier days.  A place where things that could not be destroyed were contained, that they might do no one harm.”
 
   “I see.  And they are things of great power?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “I have a feeling I know the answer, but what did Tobias say to Melloch’s request?”
 
   “I believe Tobias agreed.”
 
   “’Believe’?”
 
   “Melloch…” she began, then looked away.  “After you slew those you could reach, we dared not attempt to recapture you.  We were too few, and too weak to face your power.  Melloch made his deal with Tobias, the black-hearted priest of the light, and slew the rest of us.”
 
   “Except for you.”
 
   She nodded, still not looking at me.  I could see the pain and shame in her aura, but she controlled her voice as she spoke.
 
   “I was in communication with Dessier—another of our cabal—when I felt Melloch’s spell take him.  I was warned of Melloch’s treachery by the dying cry of Dessier’s mind.  Melloch found a way to take Dessier’s being and consume it, adding that power and force to his own.”
 
   I thought about that.
 
   “So, Melloch has a half-dozen other magicians’ powers instead of just one?”
 
   “Yes.”
 
   “Sounds like a dangerous man.  He knows where Sh— where Utai is?”
 
   “And I know where Melloch is.  Yes.”
 
   I paced for a bit, thinking.  
 
   “What’s to keep me from cracking your skull and jerking the knowledge from your mind?” I asked.  I wouldn’t do it—I knew that, but she didn’t—and I was interested in what she’d say about it.
 
   She stiffened.  “I do not doubt that you are capable of such a feat.  Yet, were you to do so, it would set in motion certain preparations that would warn both Melloch and Tobias.”
 
   “Preparations?”
 
   “I am not so much a fool as to give you the tools to circumvent my countermeasures.  I will say nothing of them.  But know this:  you cannot take from me what you must have without destroying it.”
 
   Nice.  Neat.
 
   I thought about it some more.  What would it mean to turn her loose as a living vampire?  True, she could then make more; we could have an epidemic on our hands in short order.  Aside from that, what was the downside?
 
   “What would you do if I agreed?”
 
   “Live,” she said.  Here eyes met mine and her voice was husky.  “I would cease to fear the creeping of the years, the slow decay of my body.  I would enjoy the strength and health that comes with the power of a nightlord.  You who have never felt the frost of age in your hair or the creaking of your bones, you cannot know the terrors that lurk within your own body.  I would live, Sir Halar.”
 
   I couldn’t argue with that.  When it comes right down to it, what would I have chosen in her place?  She was right; I don’t know what it is to be old.  I think about it, I imagine it, but I can’t know it or feel it or live it.  I still have that youthful sense of immortality, the inner certainty I’ll go on forever.  I haven’t felt the cold wind of age and mortality.  I know I can be killed, sure.  But I’ll never feel the slow decline, feel old and decrepit and feeble.
 
   The idea gives me shivers.
 
   “You know that there are… difficulties in being a nightlord?” I asked.
 
   “Avoid the dawn and dusk.  Drink blood.  What else?”
 
   “You will never bear a child again.” 
 
   She shrugged.  “It has been threescore years and ten since last I gave that any thought.  I have outlived my children, and my grandchildren grow feeble with age.  My family is large, nightlord, and will satisfy.”
 
   “That’s another thing,” I added.  “Your family.  I will want your oath that you will do your best to keep from making more nightlords.  No matter how they beg, no matter how terrible it seems, nobody gets transformed.  You will avoid that at any and all costs.”
 
   She cocked her head and smiled.  “As you are avoiding it?” she asked, too sweetly.
 
   I snorted.  “I’m hunted by a powerful faction of the Church, an insane magician that consumes the power of other magicians, and I’m a target for demonic assaults.  The only way to get to the heart of the matter—and preserve my life, as well as the lives of those I care for—is one dangerous old woman who will settle for nothing else.”  I shrugged.  “It doesn’t sound trivial to me.”
 
   She nodded, soberly.  “I see.  Yes.  This oath is a condition of the bargain?”
 
   “Yes.  There’s nothing else to stop you from turning loose a plague of nightlords on the world, except, perhaps, self-interest.  A lot of nightlords could cause a reaction, such as a rise in the power of the Church to hunt us down.  Anyone you create, even if it’s just one, has the potential to cause such a disaster.”
 
   “You do appeal to my self-interest,” she remarked, dryly.
 
   “Good.  I hoped to.”
 
   She folded her hands together and thought for a moment.  “Have you any other conditions?”
 
   I gritted my teeth, thinking.  I’ve never turned loose such a potential for disaster—but I was about to.
 
   “No.  Those are my conditions.”
 
   “You have a bargain,” she answered, quietly.  Then she swore the oath, weaving magic through it as she spoke.  I hadn’t thought that could be done; I was hoping just to get her word, for whatever it was worth.  But an oath-spell is worth seeing.
 
   Once sworn, she turned away, still seated on the edge of the bed.  She tilted her head and exposed her neck.
 
   I moved up behind her, sat on the bed.  I bit my own wrist, driving the fangs deep into the flesh.  A wound from my own bite would take a minute or two to heal—enough time to let her get some blood.  I uncoiled dark tendrils, filling the room with hovering, hungry darkness.  I put one arm around her waist, the other around her shoulders; I placed the bloody wrist against her lips.
 
   “Drink,” I said.  Her mouth opened and she sucked at my wrist as I bit her neck.  Her whole body stiffened, rigid as metal, and I could feel the powerful, almost convulsive draw of her mouth against my skin.  Blood flowed, from me to her and from her to me, constantly, in a never-ending circuit.  I touched her with tendrils, drawing on her lightly, drinking lightly of her energies.
 
   It was different from the matched set of Sasha and I.  There, we were both vampires, feeding on and feeding each other.  This was a consumption, a devouring, a conversion.  Her blood flowed into me; her spirit flowed, almost dripped from her.  It left her hungry, empty, void.  To fill this nothingness, she drew in what I offered.  Dark blood to flow into the cracks of her body, dark energies to draw shadows in the bright valleys of her soul.  Life leeched away, replaced by a kind of death, yet I was not diminished.
 
   I tasted her spirit, felt the outer, most volatile layers depleted—the energy of living, the stuff people use to feel perked up or pooped out—and tapped more deeply, touching the nature of who she was.  I stopped there, drawing back the tendrils that worked so insidiously, so deeply into her.  Before I pulled my mouth away, I bit my own tongue and forced some of my own blood into the bite in her neck.  If that didn’t turn the trick, I didn’t know what would.
 
   She slumped against me, chest heaving as she gasped for breath.  I took my wrist from her mouth and held her carefully.  Her eyes were wide and glassy.  Her skin was almost white.  I wondered if I had looked like that.
 
   I moved, laying her down on the bed, then half-emptied a wardrobe for clothes to put under her feet and legs to elevate them.  She was unresisting, seeming only semi-conscious.
 
   I sat down next to the bed and waited, watching.
 
    
 
   Sunrise.
 
   I made sure the windows were shut and then hid in the wardrobe I’d ransacked.  It wasn’t a good morning, but it was a lot better than, say, digging myself out of a beach.  I can’t complain.
 
   Afterward, Keria looked much better.  Her color was better and she appeared to be sleeping normally.  Her pulse was strong and her breathing regular.  I had no idea this would take so long.  I was tempted to slap her a few times, wake her up, and demand answers… but…
 
   I stuck my head out in the hall.  A semi-dressed young lady was escorting a well-dressed gentleman toward the stairs.
 
   “Miss?” I called.  “Any chance of getting breakfast brought up?”
 
   “Keria can fetch it for you, m’lord,” she replied.
 
   “No, we’re not quite done in here.  Probably not for another few hours, at least.”  I grinned, almost leered.  “So be a dear and tell the kitchen, would you?”
 
   She stared at me—well, they both stared at me—and she nodded.  “As you wish.”
 
   I ducked back inside and bolted the door.  It wasn’t that long a wait; someone knocked and I opened the door enough to let him in.  He was a big guy, heavily muscled, and had a scar along the side of his face and up into his hair.  I pressed a finger to my lips as he came in.  He looked at Keria as he set the tray down, looked at me, and frowned.
 
   I reached into a pouch and tipped him a silver coin.  He accepted it, looked at Keria again, and then shrugged.  I closed the door behind him.
 
   Keria woke as I was looking over breakfast.  Eggs, toast, some sort of jam, suspicious-looking sausages—then again, that’s sausage for you—and a carafe of juice.
 
   “Morning, sleepyhead,” I offered.  “How do you feel?”
 
   She tried to sit up, gave up, and lay there blinking at the ceiling.
 
   “My head…” she whispered.  “Am I dying?”
 
   “Not completely,” I told her.  “At least, you shouldn’t.  Here, try some juice.  Get something into you; it’ll help.”
 
   I held a cup for her and she sipped at it.  It took a while, but she managed to get it down.  Once it was down, she seemed to feel stronger.  She sat up, carefully, slowly, and rolled her shoulders.
 
   “Every portion of me aches,” she said.
 
   “Yep.  That’ll go on for a few hours, but you can cut it down if you eat something.  Trust me, I had it worse.  I went through this with a hangover.”  I put the tray on the bed next to her and kept some of the toast for myself.  I don’t know what the jam was, but it was sweet and tasty.
 
   She regarded the tray like it was a stain on the coverlet.
 
   “Go on,” I urged.  “Try.  You’ll waste away fast if you don’t.”
 
   She tried a piece of dry toast, managed it, then some egg.  Soon she was devouring everything.  Fortunately, she stopped when she got to the plate.  I wasn’t sure she would.
 
   “I… I am still hungry,” she said, amazed.
 
   “You’ll be hungry all day for the next three or so.  The transformation process takes some time.”
 
   “It does?”  She seemed startled.  “I had thought… I had thought it was simply a magical curse, transmitted by the bite of your kind.”
 
   “Oh, no!  It doesn’t happen at all, except by a lot of deliberate effort—as you’ve seen.  Just biting someone doesn’t change them.”
 
   “I see that now.  What else must I know?”
 
   I opened my mouth, paused, and closed it.
 
   “I think it’s more a question of what I should know, don’t you?”
 
   Keria folded her hands together in her lap and nodded.  “As you say.  You have fulfilled your part of our bargain.  Yet I am concerned that you will kill me once I have given you that knowledge, for I am yet too weak to resist you.”
 
   “Lady, even if I were willing to wait three or four days while you got fully into the swing of things, you would still be too weak to resist me.  I’ve been a nightlord for a while.  Just tell me what I want to know and I’ll be on my way.  Places to go, people to rescue.”
 
   She worried her lower lip between her teeth, hesitant.  Finally, she nodded.
 
   “As you will.  I will trust you.  Melloch is in Telen.”
 
   “Why?”  I didn’t like it a bit that he was supposedly in the Hand’s headquarters city.
 
   “I do not know.”
 
   “Fair enough.  Did he take anybody with him?”
 
   She shook her head.  “Yes.  He departed with Tobias and your woman on the very night you declared yourself before half the nobility of the kingdom.  He traveled with them upon a magic carpet.  A dangerous business, as such things are only meant to carry one.”
 
   “Hmm.  How do you know where Melloch is, anyway?”
 
   She smiled.  “I am young and beautiful, and I work in this place.  I hear things.  Having heard so much, I know what questions to ask—and I am also a magician of great experience and skill.”
 
   “Oh.”  I cracked my knuckles and loosened Firebrand in its scabbard.  “Is there anything else you need or want before I go gallivanting off?”
 
   She laid a hand on my forearm.  “Yes.  Please.  Tell me more of this transformation.  What must I do?”
 
   So I explained about the heavy eating, the physical changes, and the need for blood.  It was a sketchy explanation, but it would do.  It’s not that hard to go through.  After all, I managed it—how hard can it be?
 
   When I finished, her expression was intense and thoughtful.
 
   “If you survive this encounter,” she said, “will you return and teach me?  I would know more of my new strengths and weaknesses.”
 
   “Perhaps,” I said, and thought, I don’t know how Tamara is going to take this—and I’d really rather not give her any cause to wonder about you.  I only thought it.  I didn’t say a word of it.  Instead, I went on with, “If I don’t survive, I’ll expect you to carry on with killing Tobias.”
 
   She looked surprised.  “That is not part of our arrangement.”
 
   “No, it wasn’t.  It just comes with the territory.”
 
   “What do you… ?” she trailed off, eyes widening.
 
   “Yep.  I mean that you’re now a nightlord—or a nightlady, rather—and he’ll be coming after you, too.”  I grinned and opened the door.  “If I don’t succeed, you’d better hope I at least wear him down.”
 
   The look of dawning worry was just starting as I closed the door.
 
    
 
   Downstairs, there was a messenger waiting.  I say a messenger; in actuality it was a musician with an instrument that reminded me slightly of a mandolin.  He was providing chamber music for the lobby, even though the place was almost deserted.  When he saw me, he bowed slightly and sauntered over, still strumming.
 
   “Good morn, lord Halar.”
 
   “And merry meet?” I hazarded.  “Do I know you?”
 
   “Nay, lord, but the bard sends his greetings and his wishes for your lordship’s good health.”
 
   “Ah.  Right.”  I’d forgotten I’d asked Linnaeus and T’yl to find me if I wasn’t back by morning.  “I’m headed to see him, in fact.”
 
   “As your lordship pleases,” he replied, bowing gracefully.  He never missed a note.  Maybe he was one of Linnaeus’ pupils.
 
   I went out front and patted Bronze for a minute.  She nuzzled me with a very cold nose and I could feel she was glad to see me.
 
   A shout went up.  I looked toward it and saw a priest pointing at me and screaming holy blue murder.  While this didn’t bother me especially, I noted that other priests and several lightly-armored thugs were pouring into view.
 
   I’d left Bronze parked out front and someone had seen her.  Or somebody in the Seven Roses had spotted me and blown the whistle.  Either way, it didn’t matter; a bunch of holier-than-god types had lurked nearby and waited for me to come out to my horse.
 
   I swung into the saddle and Bronze turned as I did so, making it easy.  She also kicked the lead thug in the head.  There was a wet crunch.  She kept turning, hooves lashing out to keep people back or kill them outright.
 
   Within one revolution, I had Firebrand out.
 
   “Light up!” I shouted, and Firebrand did.  A gout of fire twice my height shot down the length of the blade like a rocket taking off.  I swung Firebrand and the jet of flame around to clear some space; people screamed and fell back.  Some fell down, smoking; some danced back, beating at their clothes.
 
   The priests were chanting.  I hadn’t done anything about it to this point because they were too far away and I had more immediate concerns.  Now, though…
 
   Whatever spell they were preparing was a doozie; there were four priests combining their efforts.  While they weren’t as good at it as the sea-people, they were still building up a whopping great charge.  Unfortunately for them, I studied magic after I studied electrical theory.  A high potential can ground through any conductive path—I gestured, shouting, and did the equivalent of throwing a long coil of copper cable at their whirling, growing dynamo.
 
   Spells being constructed are delicate things.  All that power shorted violently down the length of the cable—which I intended; that’s why I threw the whole thing, rather than hold on to one end.  What I had not intended was for one end of it to be draped over a priest.
 
   He melted.
 
   He didn’t burst into flame or start to char.  He liquefied.  It looked like his body softened rapidly to the consistency of gelatin without losing either color or texture.  Then he started to wobble and jiggle and slowly deform down to a halfway state between puddle and lump.  It made me wonder what they had been trying to do to me!
 
   I’m going to get blamed for that, I thought.  Bad PR.  Not that I minded killing him—if I did; I hope I did.  I wouldn’t want to think about him still being alive like that—but I didn’t like the idea of killing a priest while there were spectators.
 
   Firebrand turned off the stream of fire but remained lit.  It asked, What spectators, boss?  The honest citizens are beating feet like bastinado with cobblestones.
 
   I looked around.  Some of the thugs were regrouping and the other three priests were reeling from the mental backlash of a disrupted spell.  What few bystanders I could see were more like far-away-runners.  Firebrand was right.
 
   “Good.”  I kneed Bronze slightly and we charged the priests.  I had Firebrand out, pointed at them, and they staggered in three directions.  One we ran over, crunching.  Another I beheaded.  The third we cut in front of so that he slammed into Bronze’s flank.  He lay there, staring up at us, eyes wide and half-mad with terror.
 
   I pointed Firebrand at his right eye.  Firebrand rippled with flames that looked like they might drip from the point.
 
   “Go back to your masters,” I said.  “Tell them I am not hunting them.  But if they hunt me—or even allow anyone to hunt me—I will teach them the mysteries of death.  Do you understand me?”
 
   He nodded, eyes fixed on Firebrand.
 
   Bronze wheeled about and we went thundering away.
 
   Heading back to my room was probably asking for trouble.  Instead, I made a few turns and slowed to a walk.  Then we headed straight out of Carrillon.  If they were going to be so bold as to attack me in the street, fine—let them catch me first.  I rode through the gates at a walk, alert for ambushes.  Nobody tried anything, although a few people pointed and a few more stared.
 
   Because I’m a nightlord?  Or because they think I’m a hero?  I wish I knew.
 
   Outside, I asked, “Ready for a run, girl?”
 
   Bronze tossed her head in affirmation.  I thumped her with my heels and held on for dear life.
 
    
 
   There’s an old joke in my world.
 
   “How do you spot the happy biker?”  “How?”  “He’s the one picking bugs out of his teeth.”
 
   I wished I had a helmet.  Or goggles, at least.  Bronze is quieter than a motorcycle, at least as fast, and goes over terrain that would destroy the shocks on almost any vehicle.   Still, if you’ve never had a bug pretend your forehead was a windshield… don’t.  I can’t recommend the experience.
 
   Spring is in the air; the bugs are coming out.  It’s inconvenient to say the least.
 
   We paused that afternoon outside Telen so I could clean up a bit in a small creek.  Once that was out of the way, I got out a crystal—how many of these things have I gone through?  I can’t recall—and hunted for Linnaeus.
 
   I saw him on a stage somewhere, singing.  Behind him, there were instruments floating and playing themselves.
 
   Bad time.  I hung up and looked for T’yl.
 
   T’yl was much harder to find.  It took some effort, but I really wanted to know what the two had come up with.  T’yl was in a workshop, seated, and apparently explaining something.  He paused when he came into focus, looked in my direction—or seemed to—and held up a hand in a gesture that begged a moment’s wait.  He set up a mirror between himself and my point of view… and I had the strangest sensation.  I’d describe it as like a bug crawling up your arm, except this felt as though it was crawling up my eyes, if that makes any sense.
 
   “Good afternoon,” he said, greeting me.  His voice sounded like it was between my ears.
 
   “Nice trick,” I answered.  “I’ve never seen that done.”
 
   “You have done me the courtesy of paying a call; can I do less?”
 
   “Oh.  You can do that?”
 
   “If you refer to your spell that prevents detection and location, know that by reaching to me with a scrying orb you have given me a channel through which I may reach you.”
 
   “Oh.  I learn something new every day.”
 
   “I am pleased to further your education.  How else may I be of assistance?”
 
   “I was wondering what you and Linnaeus cooked up while I was out.”
 
   T’yl smiled.  “You once suggested it might be profitable to disseminate the truth of Tobias’ activities by displaying them in every city, town, and village.  While I and others possess the power to do so, we lack the characteristics of showmanship necessary to give such a display the proper impact.  Linnaeus has such talents.”
 
   “Sounds like he’s going to be busy, then.”
 
   “Indeed.  Linnaeus’ efforts will be multiplied by those of his profession in whom he places trust.  I will work with Linnaeus.  Other magicians who agree with our cause will work with minstrels of Linnaeus’ selection.”
 
   Sounded good to me.  A professional bard—or minstrel—with a magician to add special effects ought to make for an interesting show.
 
   “So what are we telling everyone?  That Tobias needs to be hung by the neck?  Or just beaten with soggy noodles?”
 
   “Linnaeus has outlined a program for us.  His mastery of the art of swaying opinion is remarkable.”
 
   “Yes, I gathered.  But what opinion are we shooting for?”
 
   T’yl paused to find a sheaf of papers.  “Let me see.  There are several points that must be addressed, according to Linnaeus.  First, the fact the Church is not entirely truthful.  Second, your kind are not necessarily evil.  Third, Tobias is dealing with the powers of darkness.  And, last, you yourself are battling him on the side of the light.”
 
   “Good points,” I agreed.  “What’s he think a good time frame will be?”
 
   “Time frame?”
 
   “How long will it take?  Before we see any real shift, I mean.”
 
   T’yl shrugged.  “I do not know.  He says the will of the people is a fickle and ever-changing mistress.”
 
   I’m sure there are political analysts and spin doctors at home who would swear to that.
 
   “Okay.  Now, on another note, what can you tell me about a magician named Melloch?”
 
   T’yl frowned.  “He is not one of ours.”
 
   “As in ‘on our side’?”
 
   “Yes.  He worked with the Hand.  He may still.  I do not know.”
 
   “Good start.  Go on.”
 
   “I have met him but once, and I do not like him.”
 
   I sighed.  “Thank you.  I’m planning on killing him.  Now, is there anything in particular I ought to know about him?”
 
   T’yl’s eyes widened.  “Why?”
 
   “Why am I going to kill him?  Because he and a bunch of his magician friends grabbed me and tried to use me for immortality experiments.  Specifically, my blood.  They caged me, beat me unconscious, and stole blood from me.  When I resisted, they left me to starve.  Now I have a rough idea of where he is and I’m going to pay him a call.  But, before I kill him, I plan to find out where Tobias is—apparently, this Melloch knows.  If he tells me straight up, I might not even hurt him.  I kind of hope he’ll be less than forthcoming, though.”
 
   “I see.  Well.  He is a heavy man, perhaps a few inches shorter than yourself.  He favors brown or black robes and is fond of spells that change distances.  He is an expert on the Mage’s Door.”
 
   “Any way you can show me what he looks like?”
 
   T’yl gestured and spoke a word.  The image in my crystal changed into a picture.  I’ve seen that face before.  Stocky, brown-robed, carrying a staff, wearing a belt full of odd bits and pieces.
 
   It was the magician who had met with Shada and myself, that night.  The one who had proposed to have an alliance.  I’d never seen him ag—wait!  Before that, in the keep in Telen!  An older man, almost old enough to be the father of the image in the crystal… and a younger version of him, young enough to be a son, had been in that keep when I was captured… 
 
   Now I knew that face.  I’d seen him three times, each time at a different apparent age.  In Telen, on the road with Shada, and while locked in a magic circle.  I hadn’t realized it was the same guy any of the three times, of course; I expect people to stay the same age.  But these people, stealing youth from others, bounce up and down the human age range.
 
   “Son of a bitch!” I said.  T’yl reappeared in the ball.
 
   “Is there trouble?”
 
   “For him,” I replied, darkly.  T’yl looked at me strangely, almost as though he was worried.  “Any idea why he might be in Telen?” I asked.
 
    “He is the expert on the Mage’s Door,” T’yl pointed out.  “Perhaps he intends to use it.”
 
   “Maybe.  All right.  Thanks.  At least I know where to start looking for him.”
 
   T’yl’s eyes widened.  “But… the Mage’s Door is in the compound of the Hand.”
 
   “Tough luck for them,” I replied, and closed the connection.
 
    
 
   Telen has some good pasturage around it, along with some hills.  I figured a little roaming around ought to find me a farmstead with pigs, or a herd of something.  What I found was a kid with a dog, minding a flock of sheep.  His eyes widened as I rode up to him.
 
   “How many sheep do you have here, boy?” I demanded.
 
   “T-twenty-two, sir,” he stammered.  I guess a shepherd would be able to count.
 
   “Whose are they?”
 
   “Sedgewick Woolspinner, sir.”
 
   “And you are?”
 
   “Hadrick, sir.”
 
   “Where is this Woolspinner?”
 
   The kid pointed back at Telen.
 
   “Hadrick,” I said, “I want you to go to mister Woolspinner and tell him that, if he’ll send word to Linnaeus the Bard in Carrillon, he’ll be paid for twenty-two sheep.  After that, I want you to get outside the walls and get as far away from Telen as possible.”
 
   “Milord?  Why?”
 
   “Because you’ve got no business being anywhere near a war.  Have some silver as earnest money.  Here.  Now get going.”
 
   He accepted the coins, called the dog, and got going. I watched him until he was out of sight.  Then I turned my attention to the sheep.  I spoke a spell, brief and to the point, laying a webwork of sleep over them all.  I’m a poor shepherd; I didn’t want them wandering off.
 
   I drew my dagger and dismounted.  If I can create a blizzard in a low-magic world, surely I can create a thunderstorm in this one.  A doozie of a thunderstorm.
 
   A sheep doesn’t have as much vital force as a cow.  A cow doesn’t even have as much vital force as a human being, even though it’s larger.  But I had twenty-two sheep to work with and a bunch of rocks in my pockets:  the spells I’d prepared and hadn’t used.  I could salvage some of that power.
 
   The spell I wanted now was going to need a lot of extra work done to it.  Aside from calling up a storm, I was going to need mundane triggers and controls to use it at night—like the gravity-shifter I’d used to go up a mountain, but more sophisticated by far.  That would take a while to improvise.
 
   The sun was well on its way to the horizon.  I hurried.  I recalled the spell I’d used to summon up a blizzard and began drawing on the grassy ground with my dagger.  That was slow going.
 
   Let me do that, boss.
 
   “I didn’t want to use you for cutting sod.”
 
   I don’t like it either, but you’ll be at it all day—and you don’t have much of it left, boss.  Please, let me.
 
   I wiped the dagger and sheathed it, drew Firebrand.  It took on a glow like metal straight from the forge.  Together, we sizzled and charred our way through a large diagram of power.
 
   “Thanks, Firebrand.”
 
   De nada, boss.  Am I going to get to kill something else, soon?
 
   “Sheep,” I replied.
 
   That’s it?
 
   “And anyone who tries to stop us.  I’ll make a special effort to use you for that.”
 
   Thanks, boss.
 
   I have a vampire-filtered dragon-spirit in a sentient sword, and it’s a homicidal maniac.  Go figure.
 
   Once we had the diagram done, I picked up the sheep, one by one, and arranged them along the perimeter.  The diagram was larger than the one I’d used before; it’s hard to carve small diagrams and symbols in sod.  Besides, I didn’t have an assistant to hand me sheep.  I would work my way around the perimeter of the diagram, building up a charge as I went, until I reached the starting point and released it.
 
   I also found myself a stick, trimmed it into a wand, and stuck it in my belt.  That would be the mundane tool for guiding and directing the upcoming weather.  If I did it right.
 
   The details are of no real interest.  Feeling up into the sky and into the ground for the patterns of the weather.  Moving heat into and out of masses of air.  Chanting, skewering unconscious sheep with a fiery sword, that sort of thing.  I did it, pumped the power through my will and the wand, and aimed it at the heavens.  Then I waited and watched the sky.
 
   It wasn’t a long wait.  Within minutes, a haze started, high up.  It started to visibly thicken into clouds, tinged orange and gold by the low rays of the sun.  A greenish-yellow cast started to creep into the air.
 
   I got out canvas and blankets from the saddlebags.  I wish I had body bags left.  Pity they’d all been on Bronze when she broke me out of a magic circle.  I got into the shade of some bushes on the hillside.  I rolled up tightly in several layers and Bronze started kicking dirt over me.  It was the best we could do. 
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   I unrolled from my undead fajita and shook off the dirt from my coverings.  I packed them back in the saddlebags with difficulty; the wind snatched at them and held them out like flags.  Once I had them put away, I went back to the bodies of the sheep.  Waste not, want not.  I drained what blood was left in them like squeezing toothpaste out of a tube.
 
   The temperature had dropped sharply enough for me to notice.  It began to rain, hard and sideways with the wind.  The clouds were thick and black and churning like boiling mud.  Flashes of inner lightning were almost constant, making the clouds both beautiful and ghastly.
 
   Good.
 
   We went through the hills until we had a good vantage point.  The Hand compound was also on high ground, mostly above the rest of Telen.
 
   Which made it a target.  Now, where was that room with the door?
 
   I drew the wand from my belt and pointed at the room, or where I believed the room to be.  In response, hidden cloud-lightning flickered above.  I slashed upward from the fortress I’d jumped out of, so long ago. 
 
   A thick line of blue-white light twisted up, exploding from the structure.  It blasted part of the roof into oblivion.  Flaming debris whipped away on the storm-wind and rain poured into the hole.
 
   That must have been a surprise.  While I wondered what they would do about it—and they would, if Melloch was in there; anyone who worries constantly about growing old is very concerned about keeping a whole skin—I aimed the wand at the hole, letting a charge build up.  I couldn’t sense the level of power involved, not now, not at night, but I let it build for a slow ten-count.  By then, the fine hairs on my body were standing up; the way the hair on my head was crackling was making me nervous.  When sparks started to dance along my scaled shirt, I slashed toward the clouds again, drawing lightning up from the earth to meet the clouds.
 
   This blast was more impressive.  It looked like a blue-white highway from earth to heaven.  The thunderclap was deafening, even this far outside the city walls.  The bolt had launched roughly from where I’d intended, up from the same hole opened by the first.  Fires gouted out along with the lightning.  I could see the blocks of the wall shift unsteadily and several cracks ran through the structure.
 
   The second bolt was worse than I’d expected.  I gritted my teeth, ignoring the idea of innocent bystanders.  It’s a military structure, not a hotel.  But, if I was lucky, people had started running after the first bolt of lightning—I hoped so; I couldn’t see the base of the keep.
 
   I took aim at the cathedral next to the keep.  I had one bolt of lightning hit the rear peak of the roof, right over the altar area.  I waited perhaps half a minute for people to get away from the falling debris while I kept the wand pointed at the clouds—building another heavy charge.
 
   Heaven’s artillery, indeed.  Another massive bolt lanced through the demolished temple roof and made all the windows glare bright as noon for an instant, then explode outward in glassy shards, whipped away by the storm-winds.  
 
   The heavens are pissed at the Hand.  Take that, Linnaeus, and see what you can do with it!
 
   I tucked the wand in my belt and kicked Bronze.  We headed downhill at full tilt with Bronze trying to go faster with every step.
 
   There were two main obstacles we wanted to get through.  The inner city’s wall was sizable, but if I could hurdle it, I was confident that Bronze could do so.  I was right, and she did.  Nobody got to see it but me.  There were no sentries in this weather; they wouldn’t have been able to see the ground, much less anything approaching.
 
   The second obstacle was the curtain wall around the Hand compound itself.  This proved to be even less trouble.  All three gates were open and people were streaming out.  The sound of the main keep was a steady grinding of stone on stone as the wind battered at the structure.  In the dark and the rain, nobody paid much attention to me—they were much more interested in getting somewhere far away from a building that was going to come down.  And maybe in getting away from the wrath of god.  I shudder to think what it must have looked and felt like up close!
 
   The rain cut down on my vision a little, but the darkness, of course, was no handicap.  We did a turn around the whole compound, searching.  I didn’t see any sign of Melloch.  I’d have to go in and look for him.
 
   “I don’t want to bring the building down yet,” I shouted into Bronze’s ear.  “I’m sorry, but you’re heavy.  You’ll have to stay out here.”
 
   She twitched that ear and stopped beside a door.  She kicked it with one forefoot and sent it into the keep in a shower of splinters.  I got the impression she wasn’t happy at the idea of staying outside.  I dismounted and went in.
 
   The interior was dark as the inside of a rock.  This didn’t bother me, but the few people still groping their way out were having a tough time.  The wind somehow found a way inside and made it devilishly hard to strike a light.  Obviously, none of these people were magicians.
 
   I found a wooden part of the wall and poked it with Firebrand.  It caught.  The flames were whipped wildly and struggled to keep alive, but it was a good fight; I thought the wood would keep burning for a while.
 
   “This way!” I shouted.  “Door over here!”
 
   I kept going in, occasionally poking a fallen bit of timber to make a new light.  The building cleared out quickly.  There were some strange looks sent my way, but the majority were just too happy to be getting out of the ominously-creaking structure to care who I was.
 
   I didn’t see Melloch until I reached the room with the door.
 
   My lightning had broken through the roof and upper floors.  Rain poured in; the whole ceiling was open to the sky.  The floor was mostly covered in broken timber and shattered stone.  What books had been present were gone—probably burned by lightning and scattered by wind.
 
   But what I noticed first was someone lying facedown, halfway between where the operations circle would be and the doorway.  Whoever it was had taken a good hit from the lightning.  Even with all the rain and wind, I could smell burned hair and meat.
 
   What I noticed second was the doorway was open.  Through it, I saw an open courtyard, filled with tilted and irregular paving blocks.  All around were crumbling, ancient buildings.
 
   There was a man in Hand vestments hurrying away, a naked woman draped over one shoulder like a sack of flour.  Hurrying fast, faster even than an unburdened man should run.
 
   I shouted, “TOBIAS!”  Walls that merely creaked in the storm rattled with that shout.  I took a step forward, meaning to hurtle through the Door and across the tumbled stones of the courtyard to put Firebrand’s edge through his skull—starting from his balls.
 
   He heard me.  He spun around at a speed I found starkly incredible—I’ve never seen anyone move that fast.  Not me, not Sasha, not even Davad.  As he spun, he drew a black-glass knife, slashed the air with it in my direction…
 
   The doorway closed.
 
   Vision through the doorway seemed to be cut.  A rent opened in the image and the whole thing rippled, almost peeled back from the rent, leaving only blackness behind.  
 
   The blackness had eyes and laughter.
 
   Then there was only the stone of the wall behind the doorway.
 
   With a curse, I turned to the body on the floor.  I looked and saw there was some life left in him, but not much.  His energies were like a guttering candle.
 
   I sheathed Firebrand.  I crouched next to him in the rubble and rolled him over.
 
   I wish I hadn’t.  He was charred.  I had a vivid memory of Sasha leap to the forefront of my mind and I shuddered.  He was also old.  I’ve never seen anyone so withered and ancient.  It was a wonder he was alive at all.
 
   Over the rain and wind I shouted, “Tell me!  Tell me where that doorway went!”
 
   He smiled, horribly.  His skin crackled and bled as it stretched.  There were no teeth left in his mouth.
 
   “Tell me!” I shrieked, lifting him half-off the floor by my grip on his robes.  “Tell me!”
 
   My unnaturally acute hearing distinctly heard him whisper, “Life.”
 
   “What do you mean?” I demanded.
 
   “Life,” he wheezed.  “Give… life.”
 
   I stared at him in confusion for all of three seconds.  Then I realized what he was saying.  He wanted me to make him a nightlord.
 
   “You’ll be dead before the change can take place!” I shouted.  “It takes three days!  You won’t live long enough for it!  So just tell me where they’ve gone!”
 
   His smile widened and his lower lip split like it had been cut.  “Life,” he whispered again, and he died right there in my hands.
 
   I screamed at him and jerked him up to my mouth.  If there was anything left of him in that husk, I meant to have it.  Blood, yes; magician’s blood.  Faint traces of a complicated and unusual spirit.  Nothing more than that.  No hint of where the Door had gone.
 
   I dropped the husk and thought furiously.  Tobias, thirty feet away—if the Door were open!
 
   I tossed the body up and out of the room, giving it to the storm.  Then I started clearing away debris from the floor, pitching it casually up over my shoulders to be whipped away by the wind.  The floor cleared rapidly as my hands flew back and forth, faster than the raindrops around them.  I found the diagrams in the floor, cleared them, and looked them over.  They looked intact, which was simply amazing.  I can only conclude that Melloch must have had a powerful shielding spell running when I hit the keep with that second stroke.  Just not quite powerful enough.
 
   One of the locks had a key in it.
 
   I had no idea if I needed to be able to work magic for the keys to operate.  But what would I lose by trying?  I got the keys out and fit them into the next six locks—I left the original key alone on the theory it ought to keep the last setting it had, wherever it went.
 
   In my heart, I knew where it would go.  There were two other Doors in this world.  One was in the Academy—and that ruined place I’d seen didn’t look like a working school.  The other Door…
 
   I turned the keys, one after the other.  The locks clicked smoothly; I felt them, rather than heard them over the howling of the wind.
 
   Yes.  The doorway opened.  The courtyard was there, the stones askew as before, but there was no Tobias.  Only a trail of water from rain-soaked robes.
 
   Fine.  I’d find him.
 
   I drew the wand out of my belt and pointed it straight up.  I started turning it, as though I were stirring, faster and faster.  The clouds above me began to turn, slowly at first, but they gained speed rapidly.  In less than a minute, a funnel started to form directly above, whirling lower, screaming like a freight train.  It twisted and writhed, reaching down for the main keep of the Hand.  As the leading edge of the funnel cloud touched the top of the keep, the floor beneath my feet shuddered.  I could feel the floor start to slide.  
 
   I stepped through the Door.
 
   If I’d done it right, my tornado would waver around all through the inner courtyard, battering at the keep and the cathedral until the weather spell wore out.  With luck, there wouldn’t be anything left but foundations.  If that.
 
   Behind me, through an ornate, metallic arch, I could still hear the screaming of the wind, feel the driven rain and spray.  The occasional flash of lightning glared as through a window, throwing light and shadow beyond me onto the ground.  Yet for all the raging of the storm at my back, I was standing on stable ground with not even a vibration in the stone.  
 
   Through the open door, I heard a shrieking and cracking.  I watched the far wall of the room tilt away, cracking apart and crumbling as it did so.  The floor followed it.  A moment later, the viewpoint started to shudder and sway before the opening winked out, leaving behind only a metal arch.
 
   Silence, broken only by my dripping on the stones.  I stood in the pool of rainwater driven through the door.
 
   I looked around for footprints.  Yes, there they were, leading away, surrounded by the drippings of a man soaked to the skin.  Tobias had been caught in the rain, as well; I had blasted the roof away, after all.  His robes held water at least as well as my cloak.
 
   I drew Firebrand and stalked after him.
 
   The trail of water led me through a ruined city, past collapsed buildings and crumbling monuments.  The city, even ruined, was magnificent; the crumbling buildings near at hand were huge.  Between them, there were open spaces of barren earth, perhaps parks.  In my mind’s eye, I could picture a place of white stone and climbing gardens; now there was no trace of any sort of life whatsoever.  There was only cracking rock, weathered stone, scattered sand, and dust.
 
   I hurried, because the water was evaporating quickly in the dry air.  The trail turned a corner and headed straight down a major boulevard.  Once, there had been monuments, giant statues, lining the roadway.  Now, most of them were weathered down to unidentifiability; a few others had fallen from their massive pedestals, like toppled kings from ancient thrones, cast down into ruin.  Men or women or both, perhaps, represented for eternity in these stones.  No more.  Now they were as faceless as the fallen pillars.
 
   A faint glow hovered over the trail, in my way.  In my vision, it was like seeing the dim outline of a human’s life, but without the flesh to give it form.  A ghost.
 
   It took on clearer form as I approached, becoming more human-like.  I went around it, or tried to, but it always hovered in front of me, forcing me to stop or run straight through it.  I looked past it; the trail ran on down the boulevard and up to the front door of a huge, coliseum-like structure.  Momentarily content with that knowledge, I paused to consider the ghost.  I’ve never seen a ghost before.
 
   “Out of the way,” I told it.  It continued to gain form and substance and I felt it regard me.  When it replied, it was faint, very faint, lower than a whisper.  I’m still not sure if I heard it in my ears or my head.  I suppose it doesn’t really matter; I heard it.
 
   “You are a nightlord,” it said—no, she said; its form was coalescing into a woman’s.  “You have come through the Gate.”
 
   “You could say that,” I answered.  “I’m sorry, but I’m a bit busy just now; I’m after the guy who just came through here.  If you’ll excuse me?”
 
   “Wait.  Please.”  She stayed in my way and held out her hands to me.  I noticed she didn’t touch the ground.
 
   “All right, but make it quick.  What do you want?”
 
   “I want—what we all want—is to be free.”
 
   “Free?” I echoed.  “Free of what?  And what do you mean, ‘we all want’?”
 
   “I am Queen Flarima, last ruler of Zirafel, City of the Western Edge.  I and my people have died, yet we are bound here, forbidden to move on to the next cycle of existence.  We number half a million—you understand this number?”
 
   “I understand a million,” I agreed.
 
   “That is good.  We are cursed to remain here, captives of deific ire, unable to escape the confines of the City or the ever-more-cruel constraint of sanity.  Ghosts cannot go mad; we cannot find comfort even in that.  We must endure the passing of the ages amid the ruins of what was once our home, now our prison.”
 
   “So where are the rest?” I asked, interested despite myself.
 
   “They are here, all about us.  I alone have the power to manifest that mortal eyes might see me.”
 
   I looked around, deliberately looking for them.  Yes, there was a faint shimmer of energies surrounding us, filling the ruined avenue as far as I could see.  I doubted anyone except a well-prepared magician could have detected them.  Then again, there may be spells specifically for that—I wouldn’t know.
 
   “I see.  All this is good to know, but what do you want from me?”
 
   “You live on the threshold of one plane of existence and another.  You are a nightlord, a doorway between life—yea, even unlife—and death.  Open the way for us and let us know peace again, I beg you.”
 
   I blinked.
 
   “You want me to… to consume a city full of ghosts?”
 
   “Yes.  Release us.  Let us flee to whatever awaits us in the next cycle of existence.”
 
   I thought about it.  It was, as far as I could tell, the reason for nightlords in the first place…
 
   “What did you do to get stuck like this?” I asked.
 
   “The offense is mine,” she said, “and mine alone.  I sought a balance of forces between light and darkness, that one should not dominate wholly over the other.  This was unacceptable, and so I was condemned to this fate—and my people with me.”
 
   “Most unfair,” I agreed.  “All right, if the darkness bound you here, it’s only fair that—”
 
   “It was not the darkness,” she interrupted.  “It was the Mother of Flame that cursed us so.”
 
   I shut up and stared at her.
 
   The Mother locked their spirits here?  For wanting to achieve a balance of light and dark?  No, She locked them here for their Queen wanting such a balance.  I don’t see why She would object to a balance, and I certainly don’t see why She would punish innocent civilians for the actions of their monarch.
 
   “Why would She do such a thing?” I asked.
 
   Flarima shrugged.  “The gods are jealous—and intolerant of disobedience.  I defied Her.  She smote my city and my people for it.  The Guide cannot reach us, nor may we depart.”
 
   I rubbed my jaw and thought about it.  I wasn’t too sure I wanted to court deific ire, myself—at least, not any more of it, and especially not from the one that appeared to be on my side.  Still, a whole city of people, condemned for something they didn’t even do…
 
   I’m not a god.  Maybe I can’t see it the way it ought to be seen.  It struck me as unjust in the extreme.  I expected better of the Mother of Flame, in whatever aspect She was using.
 
   Time was running, too.  Tobias had Shada in there, whatever that building was, and was doing maybe-the-gods-knew-what.  Make a decision, Eric.  Make it and get busy!
 
   “How long have you been here?”
 
   “Long,” she replied.  “Centuries.  How many I do not know, for we have lost count.”
 
   I uncoiled tendrils and spread them as wide as my outstretched arms.  I wove the strands thickly, ready to draw strong and hard on anything that touched them.
 
   “Come to me,” I said, and they did.  The sea of faint ghosts surged toward me, a barely-discernable mob.  As they poured toward me, crowding into each other to escape from their eternity of—what?  Boredom?—they funneled themselves into my being.  I absorbed one, ten, a hundred.  More came, and faster, until each spark of their existence merged into a steady, searing blaze, grounding into my own spirit.  Dying sparks by the thousands, feeding my power and filling my being.
 
   It was unlike the rush of power that comes with the drinking of a living person.  Most of that is the energy of the body, the day-to-day power everyone expends in moving, thinking, and living.  What hit my tendrils and was that last piece, the part that made a person more than merely animate flesh—the vital spark of a life, perhaps the soul.
 
   How long it took, I don’t know.  It wasn’t long, I know that.  Ghosts can move more quickly than a man in flesh, and they can overlap.  They poured forward into me without pause until only Flarima remained.  I was dizzy and a little shaky, as though my whole body had been asleep.  A pins-and-needles sensation danced not only in my skin but deeper, in every organ and vessel—even in my bones.  I could feel it in everything.  Everything.  And in my heart there were tens of thousands of voices, each vying with each other for direction and purpose and attention.  A small piece of each person remained with me, but clamored, unquiet and noisy.
 
   “You have defied a goddess,” she observed.
 
   “Yeah,” I replied.  “I guess I have.”
 
   She came close, swayed toward me and away.  “Will you close your portal for a moment?” she asked.
 
   I unwove my tendril-screen like a normal person unlaces fingers.  I’m glad it wasn’t anything complicated; I was still trying to cope with the surging sense of others inside.  Vampire indigestion is not pleasant.
 
   She moved close and kissed my cheek.  I couldn’t feel it.  Well, maybe.
 
   “What was that for?” I asked.
 
   She smiled.  “The thanks of a Queen.  Now send me on.”
 
   “One moment.  That building, there,” I said, indicating the one Tobias had so recently fled into.  “What is it?”  A thousand voices inside whispered answers, each in their own way.  I did my best to ignore them.
 
   “It is the Plaza at the Edge of the World.”
 
   “What will I find in there?”
 
   “Nothing,” she answered.  
 
   “What do you mean?”
 
   “I mean what I have said.  There is a large, open space.  The floor ends at the edge of the world.”
 
   I wasn’t in the proper frame of mind to accept that.  I was in a terrible rush and was somewhat high from having a city full of ghosts use me as death’s door.  If I’d been thinking straight, I might have asked a lot of questions—about the gods, about the city, about the Gate.  I wasn’t.  Instead, I just held out my arms and spread my tendrils to either side.  She came to me smiling and embraced me in ghost-pale arms.  I enfolded her with arms and with masses of tendrils, like great wings.  Then she was gone, vanished away down black lines of power, devoured by the darkness within me.
 
   In the external silence, I could more easily hear the echoes of all those people filling my soul, like the whispers of the crowd in a stadium.  I couldn’t pick out any single voice from the masses, but I could feel them, every one of them.  I was an army.  No, an army has organization and discipline; I was a mob, but a mob with a definite leader.
 
   I ignored the susurrus of voices, dashed up the avenue between the ruined monuments, and took the broad stairs before the door in three skipping jumps.  The door itself was a carefully-balanced block of stone.  It stood about eight feet tall and was perhaps twice that in width.  Opening it required it to pivot around the center, its balance.  Judging by the scrapes along the dusty portico, Tobias had found it no trouble at all.  I, however, shoved on each side of the block in turn without result.  Maybe he locked it.
 
   I backed off, got a running start, and jumped.  I kicked it with both feet, as high up as I could manage.  Something snapped in the wall as I hit the door.  I came to a sudden halt, thudding into the stone like a cannonball, then fell heavily to the dusty floor.  I rolled to my feet awkwardly—Firebrand can be an annoyingly large chunk of metal—and was in time to watch the whole block of stone finish a slow, majestic topple inward.  It landed flat with an echoing, tomb-door thud and sent up a huge cloud of white dust.
 
   I was over that stone and past the cloud in an instant, dashing down a long tunnel before the echoes had finished.  Directly ahead, far distant, I could see Tobias out in the open air.  I came out of the mouth of the tunnel like the bullet from a gun.
 
   The plaza was large.  Two football games and a cricket match could have been held concurrently in that space—complete with spectators.  The tunnel I exited was at the floor level of a grandly-curving amphitheatre facing Tobias.  All of this was scoured from rock and worn by years of use.  The floor was also natural stone, cut only to smooth it down and level it.  There was no roof at all.
 
   Perhaps a quarter-mile away, the radius of the half-circle, Tobias had his back to me.  Shada was lying naked on a slab of rock just beyond him.  And beyond her…
 
   The world ended.
 
   I once wondered about the nature of the world I’m in.  Is it round?  Is it flat?  Does it go around the Sun or vice versa?  
 
   The world is flat.  Sure, it may be round—like a coin.  But it has an edge, very real, and sharply defined.  I know.  I’ve seen it.  At least that explained why my compass never found north.
 
   Beyond that edge exists a gulf of yawning blackness, speckled here and there by the distant stars—or are they stars?  I don’t know what they are.  Maybe they’re just lights on the inside of a great sphere of crystal, or holes in that sphere to an even greater space that happens to be better illuminated.  Maybe the stars are really angels with flaming swords and glowing halos.  
 
   Maybe they really are distant suns… but I doubt it.  
 
   Right up near the edge live the Things.  I recognized a few from having seen them before.  The rubbery monstrosity from the lab in Baret, along with the multi-tentacled creature that tried to eat me outside the gata camp.  They had a bunch of brothers with them, along with a whole lot of more distant relations.  There were hundreds, no, thousands of the Things in every shape and size imaginable—and many I wouldn’t choose to imagine without serious drugs.  They seemed to have no gravity out there.  They weren’t a flat crowd, but a wall, extending up and to the sides, as though they were all pressing against a barrier of glass, trying to get in.  They were clustered most thickly near Tobias, thinner out away from him.  All of them were fairly frothing at the mouth to pour from the outer darkness onto the stone floor of the world.  They chattered and chittered, hissed and clacked and moaned.  Their sounds were muted, as though there really was a barrier, but there was nothing to be seen holding them at bay.
 
   Tobias was chanting.  He had some tools in his hands—I couldn’t tell quite what, but one seemed to be a knife.
 
   I didn’t bother shouting.  If the focused echoes of multi-ton block of stone slamming to the ground didn’t break his concentration, I wouldn’t waste my breath.  Instead, I ran for him, Firebrand out and blazing.  If he killed Shada, I wouldn’t run him through.  I would cut his hands off, bite out his tongue, and kick him right off the world for the Things to eat.  If I got to him before he killed Shada, he would be lucky; decapitation is fairly quick.  I wasn’t about to grab him with tendrils; my indigestion was bad enough.  It crossed my mind to torch him with a blast of flame from Firebrand—an idea Firebrand heartily endorsed—but I wanted to have the satisfaction of metal meeting flesh and bone.
 
   Was that hatred or fury?  I don’t know.  But it was strong, and I gave in to it.
 
   He knew I was coming; he couldn’t have missed my knocking.  He didn’t even bother to turn around.  He just lifted the knife and gestured with it.  The point described a small circle, aimed well to the right.  It was as though some sort of invisible barrier beyond the world’s edge was breached for a moment.  A couple dozen Things squirted through the opening before the invisible wall restored itself.
 
   Tobias paid them no attention whatever, aside from the one that leaped in his direction.  This one he pointed at with the knife, thrusting.  Even though the Thing was several yards too far away to even be touched, it wailed; it looked as though it had been skewered completely through.  A moment later, it collapsed into a bubbling pool of ichor.  The ichor evaporated and the vapors wafted back out across the edge.  I made a mental note to not let him have time to aim that knife in my direction.
 
   The rest of the Things, meanwhile, charged me.
 
   Things don’t have any sense of teamwork.  They also don’t have much in the way of tactics, aside from an all-out, hell-for-leather charge, claws swinging, teeth snapping, tails lashing.  They didn’t try to stay together and they certainly didn’t try to defend themselves.  Their only concern was putting holes in my skin.
 
   The one in the lead was one of the extremely fast, spiny, all-angular-lines sort.  I grabbed it by a wrist—careful to avoid the sharp bits of bone along its arms—and sidestepped.  I braced, turned, and pulled, swinging it around and adding to its already-considerable momentum.  Its feet went out from under it and it wailed, thrashing momentarily as I carried it on through a tight arc and released it back at the rest of the pack.  Most went down in a multi-limbed pileup.  The rest kept coming, bounding onto and over the squirming pile of upset monsters.
 
   I carved into them with a combination of homicidal straight razor and blowtorch.  
 
   If I had stopped moving for even an instant, they would have eaten me.  As it was, whipping members scored my arms and chest with light cuts—one even marked me along the left cheek.  None of these were the venomous Things that had given me such trouble outside the gata camp, so I kept going, circling and spinning, moving, moving, moving, never holding still long enough for them to surround me.  Venom or no, if they could hold me still long enough to grapple, they could weigh me down and carve me apart.  Even an animated corpse doesn’t do so well when it’s rendered bite-sized.
 
   The first few went down quickly; I’m much quicker than these Things and somewhat stronger.  Even more important, I have better reach, because my ancestors were tool-users.  Firebrand howled in glee as black-blooded monsters charred and crisped all along its edge.  For once, the fact that Firebrand is a bloodthirsty killing machine didn’t bother me a bit.  It seemed appropriate—the bloodthirsty killing machine dancing around in the hand of the other bloodthirsty killing machine.  
 
   I could feel the throbbing of my blood, faintly.  These Things were not enough to warrant my rage; they were merely in my way.
 
   But it was like avoiding raindrops by running in circles; they were piling into me from more directions and I kept getting cut after cut—never anything serious, but never anything that would close up and heal quickly, either.  A dozen, two dozen, thirty or forty slashes… again, nothing that would slow me down or even be more than superficial in a normal human… but there were a lot of them, and they were coming from almost all sides. 
 
   Rather than be surrounded, I broke off the attack and ran.  They followed as quickly as they could, and they weren’t smart enough to stay together.  When I stopped, the fastest and most agile caught up first.  Firebrand and I killed it.  I ran some more, waited on the next few to catch up, killed them.  And so on down the line.  One by one, the monsters died, as they had to if I wanted to live.  But it took time, minutes of it, and I grudged every second.
 
   The remains of the Things—swirling vapors—blew straight out over the edge of the world, billowing Tobias’ robes.  Beyond him, I caught sight of a larger-than-usual Thing.  Something vaguely man-shaped, directly in front of Tobias, just at the edge.  It mirrored and mimicked every movement, every gesture, aping Tobias perfectly.
 
   Something about the eyes seemed familiar.
 
   I headed for Tobias again.  Whatever he did to breach the barrier, it didn’t seem to be a trick he could repeat.  He turned to face me.  His eyes were wide and staring, his face white and covered in a mask of sweat.  His hands trembled, white-knuckled about the tools he bore—a black-glass knife and a heavy, two-tined stabbing fork.
 
   He spoke, and as he spoke, the Thing behind him spoke; I heard them both perfectly and in perfect unison.
 
   “I must kill the nightlord,” Tobias and the Thing said.
 
   Tobias moved away from the altar—I could see it more clearly as he moved to meet me; it had blood grooves in its surface and stone bowls set to catch it—and lunged at me with the glass knife.
 
   I tried to parry it and twist aside at the same time; I’d already seen what that knife could do at a distance.  But even as he thrust at me, I realized something was wrong.  He was fast—far too fast.  Faster than I, certainly.  How that could be possible, I had no idea.  It was simply a stark fact, as surprising as finding a diamond in an apple—and about as welcome as finding half a worm.  The power I saw in him at the Duke’s party was still there, pulsing with his heartbeat, even brighter than I remembered.  It was an intensity of energy I had never before seen in a human being, and I can only assume it pushed his body beyond all human limits.
 
   The knife drove into my right arm, sinking through flesh as though it were water.  Right in through the skin and muscle, scoring a line across even the unnatural bone of my kind.  The point came out the far side and Tobias twisted it.  With that wound, I felt a hideous weakening, as though I were mortal again and all my blood were being drawn from my body.  Or, perhaps, as though something cold was flowing into my flesh and numbing it.  The throbbing of rage diminished markedly, and the whispers of the ghosts suddenly sounded much louder, much more angry and afraid.
 
   It only lasted for a fraction of an instant, hardly the blink of an eye, because the parry I had begun I now finished.  Firebrand met Tobias’ forearm edge-on.  The heavy blade sliced and seared through human flesh and bone as easily as the glass knife cut me.  This tore the knife out the wound, the dead fingers of Tobias’ hand still clutching the hilt as it fell to the ground.  Tobias, for his part, staggered back, the stump of his arm smoking and reeking of burned muscle, bone, and blood.  My right arm hung at my side—it felt like it was burned with cold, but that was better by far than the touch of the black blade!
 
   I normally held Firebrand in a two-handed grip, but my right hand let go of the hilt when Tobias twisted the knife.  I kept my grip on Firebrand with my left hand and swung it around toward Tobias.  But before I could take any advantage of Tobias’ injury, he attacked.  Nothing human could have done so; the flaming agony of such a burn, the shock of the loss of a hand—he should have been down on the ground and writhing in pain.
 
   He stabbed at me with the two-pronged thing—it reminded me of a miniature pitchfork.  I danced back, waving Firebrand between us.  My right arm was not working well; the glassy blade had inflicted a wound worse than any demonic cut so far.  I could feel it, even move it a little, but it felt cold and dead.  
 
   Fortunately, Firebrand was four times the length of Tobias’ weapon and I was keeping the point toward my adversary.  Faster or not, he was going to have trouble getting close enough to do me any damage.  I thought.
 
   Tobias kept coming at me, sweeping at Firebrand with the metal haft of his weapon to give himself an opening, then closing to try a thrust at me.  The action kept exposing his good hand to heat from Firebrand, but he ignored the blisters.  I just kept backing away and counter-cutting to keep him and his stabbing fork away from me.  I played for time, as much as I could get, because my right arm was slowly beginning to recover usefulness. 
 
   He did not give me time.  Catching Firebrand between the tines of the fork, he pushed with an inhuman strength and forced both weapons out of line.  I felt Firebrand grunt at the impact and the fires died suddenly.  I wondered what sort of weapon could give a flaming sword a hard time—and decided I really didn’t want to experiment with it.  I wish I’d just torched Tobias instead of trying to slice him apart; I regretted the missed opportunity.  I doubted that Firebrand would be up to a flame job anytime soon.
 
   These thoughts flickered across my consciousness in no time at all.  My hand moved, circling Firebrand away and outward, freeing the blade from the tines.  Tobias surged forward, getting inside my guard, and brought his weapon up in a short, vicious stroke.
 
   If I’d been able to use both hands, he couldn’t have done it.  As it was…
 
   He scored a hit.  It was only a shallow gash, not a deep, penetrating wound.  The reasons for this are twofold: first, I kicked him in the groin as soon as he lunged for me.  This lifted him a good two feet into the air and helped spoil his aim.  I’m tempted to say that rupturing one or both of his testicles might have hurt him a little too, but I don’t think pain or shock were factors at that point.
 
   The second reason:  after I kicked him, I fell backward and attempted to roll away.  It worked in that I didn’t get a solid hit from his mini-pitchfork, but it slowed me down enough that he stayed right on me.  I was on my back, continuing my backward roll, when he was there, around me and in my way, fork in hand, stabbing.  Nothing human moves that fast—hell, I don’t move that fast, have never moved that fast.  I doubted anything human, under any sort of spell, could do it.
 
   I managed to bring Firebrand up in time to present Tobias with the point.  Tobias didn’t care.  He let the blade run through his abdomen and out his back.  He shoved himself farther down the blade, toppling off-balance to land on me and nail me with that magical fork.
 
   It wasn’t pleasant.  I recall the feeling of Sasha feeding on me.  When it was a mutual thing, it was quite pleasurable.  This, however, was all one way, and it was painful to boot.  Whatever the thing was, it drained people like a nightlord would—and I could see the flow of that power surging into an amulet or pendant hidden under his robes.  In use, it glowed like condensed lightning to my night-eyes.  It was linked to Tobias, pouring power into and energizing flesh that should have been dead already.  Whatever it was, it was powerful enough   that it would not allow him to die.
 
   Great.  Just great.
 
   I twisted Firebrand in his body.  It didn’t help.  I pushed him up by my grip on Firebrand, lifted both legs, planted my feet against his chest, and shoved.  Firebrand was torn from my grasp as Tobias went sailing through the air—he might be stronger, but he was also a lot lighter and had no leverage.  He was also less coordinated; he bounced a couple of times on the stones before he stopped and picked himself up.
 
   He had left his vampire-sticker in me when I launched him.  I jerked it out quickly and threw it down; the thing had gone on mindlessly draining me even when it wasn’t being held.  The drain was minor compared to when Tobias wielded it, but any drain was going to be bad for me.  I was feeling the effects of this fight already; my right arm would still barely move, I had dozens of small scratches, and now a deep double-hole in my left ribs.  Worse, I was now disarmed and tired.  Tobias may have taken more actual damage, but he was obviously pumped up a lot higher than I was to begin with.
 
   Tobias pulled Firebrand out of his own guts.  Of all the things I’d seen in the fight so far, that impressed me.  Firebrand didn’t like this; Tobias’ hand was wreathed in flame.  He still came after me, blade high, sprinting all-out.  He seemed a little slower than before; I think his wounds were finally beginning to be serious, despite the magic in him.  I rolled to the side and his momentum carried him on for a few paces.  That was fine by me; I just wanted to lay my hands on his dismembered one.  The one that had the knife.
 
   Given a choice, I went for the knife.  True, the fork was closer, but it didn’t seem to be feeding him like the vampire-fang-fork thing.  I didn’t want to risk handling it if I had a choice.  I grabbed the knife.
 
   It was evil.  It was hungry.  And it was quite willing to serve me as long as it got planted in someone’s flesh.  Amoral to the extreme.  Whoever created this thing had no sense of personal scruple.  And whatever had been put in this blade, it was more sinister, evil, and ugly than a dragon.  By far.
 
   I got to my feet in time to be ready for his next charge.  He swung at me with Firebrand—my sword was still trying to burn his hand off, but that hit from the fork must have been exhausting—and I ducked.  Now months of patient practice made themselves felt.  While Tobias was still faster than I, he had no experience with a sword; I went under his clumsy swing and straight for him.  I got inside his guard before he could check the swing—there are disadvantages to a big sword!—and grappled him with my bad arm.  There, body-to-body, I shoved his own knife up under his ribs and into his heart.
 
   We stood there, very still, for a long moment.  He looked at me as though I’d committed some unpardonable breach of manners, like farting in church or belching at the dinner-table.  It was an expression of wide-eyed surprise, frozen for a stretched and timeless instant, while we stared at each other.  Then the moment snapped and time came flooding back.  His fingers opened and Firebrand fell ringingly to the stone.  Tobias took a staggering step back, looked down at the knife-hilt projecting from his body, then slipped to his knees.
 
   The knife started to pulse, blackly.
 
   Bad sign.  I grabbed Firebrand—I heard it mutter something; I think it was “ouch”—and hurried to the block Shada was on.  She was laid out on the slab, obviously for sacrifice.  She seemed uninjured.  She hadn’t been tied down, not even tied up.  I tried to rouse her, but couldn’t get her attention; her eyes were unfocused, glassy.  I put one hand on her arm, preparatory to lifting her, slinging her over my shoulder, and running like hell.
 
   I froze at the sound of a voice.
 
   “Well done,” Tobias said, behind me.  His voice sounded… different.  More sibilant and richer, if that makes any sense.  The sound of it was still recognizably his voice, but different.  Different in a way I’d only heard from Tamara’s throat.  I felt a cold sensation at the idea that Someone might be using Tobias’ dead body for His own purposes…
 
   I let go of Shada and slowly turned around.  He was standing right behind me, holding the hilt of the knife.  The blade was missing.  He dropped it and it shattered at his feet.  His missing hand was back, after a fashion; the member that grew from the charred stump of his arm was bloody, almost flayed.  Bone projected through the pulsing, red flesh.  It was slick and stiff, awkward—but visibly improving.
 
   “Well done?” I echoed.  My right arm was almost in shape; a moment or three longer and I’d see if his resistance to injury extended to bisection.  With luck, not even the Father of Darkness could hold him together.  Without it, I was purely and completely screwed.
 
   Along with the planet.  Plate.  World, anyway.
 
   “Well done indeed, cousin.  Thank you for bringing me in.”
 
   That’s when I saw the eyes.  The Eyes.  I remembered them from a dream.  I looked over my shoulder and saw the Thing that had been mimicking Tobias—or, perhaps, using him as a puppet?—was no longer there.
 
   It was here.  Standing in front of me, barely an arm’s length away, in Tobias’ flesh.
 
   “I don’t understand,” I said, watching it carefully, trying to judge its balance—and avoid those Eyes.
 
   “The dagger was the key,” it replied, smiling with Tobias’ mouth.  “When you took his life with the dagger, you gave that life to me.  Now I am the Devourer cloaked in flesh!  I need fear no light.  Darkness will devour the world.”
 
   Megalomaniacs worry me.  Powerful ones make me downright nervous.  Megalomaniac demons I’ve accidentally helped to take on physical form are the worst of all.
 
   “I thought you were the Father of Darkness,” I confessed.
 
   He/It laughed.  “No, no.  He is more powerful than you think, little cousin; He is the emptiness at the end of all things.  If He were to move against you, even the demigods that came to your defense would be snuffed.”
 
   My arm was almost healed.  I kept him talking.
 
   “What about the Mother of Flame?  She stood him off before.”
 
   The laughter was shocking.  It was a laugh of profound amusement.  It was the laugh of something not even vaguely human.  It sent chills up my spine.
 
   “That was not the Father you saw, hovering there in the void!” It said.  “That was I!  I, who broke the lying goddess’ church of Fire.  I, who led men to invent a god of light!  I, who drank deep of their faith and grew strong!  Now I live within the world while she gnashes teeth and watches.  Her use for you is done, and she drops her tools when there is no further use for them.  Now join with me, little cousin, for I will have you at my right hand and make you lord over the kings of the world!”
 
   Demons lie a lot.  That’s a comfort, of a sort.  But I think the smarter ones also like to gloat.  If what he said was true, then the Mother of Fire wasn’t a duality with the Father of Darkness.  Instead, She was a demigod, a lesser god—an equal to this Thing in Tobias’ flesh.
 
   I’d have prayed it wasn’t so, but to whom?  Nothing seemed to be going right, tonight.  Well, maybe I could change that…
 
   “Why should I?” I asked.  “Why should I help you in any way?”
 
   “Fool!” It snapped.  “Who do you think drove this feeble cleric to madness?  Who twisted his words?  Who found you a dozen times, yet said nothing?  Who put fear in his heart of your world’s weapons, and so kept them from this place?  Who watched over you like a father over a son, guarding and protecting you?  You have a debt to me!”
 
   I thought about that for a bit.  That would fit.  It would make so much sense… but as for his motivation…
 
   “I don’t think so,” I answered, shifting my grip on Firebrand.  My arm was feeling fine and I was about as ready as I could be.  “I think you owe me.  You used me as a scapegoat and a target to drive Tobias crazy and to keep yourself here—you used me to get into this world!”
 
   I brought Firebrand up in a vertical slash, meaning to hit him in the crotch and carry on up to the brainpan.  Instead, I found myself hit almost before I even started—hit and pushed.  He/It had been expecting something, I guess.  Both of Tobias’ hands shot out, connecting with my chest, and sent me hurtling up and backward over the altar, over Shada…
 
   …and over the edge.
 
   The only thing I could think was This is so gonna suck when I hit that mess of Things.  What I actually said was more along the lines of, “Oh, sssshhhhhhhiiiiiiii—”
 
   I passed the edge.  A few billion claws reached hungrily for me.
 
   I landed in a cloud of blackness.  One second, claws and teeth and talons as far as the eye could see—the next, complete darkness.  It was like floating in ink.  All around, I could hear whimpering and whining and not a little slavering and yowling, but I didn’t feel a thing.
 
   You should not be inside, said a voice.  I didn’t recognize it.  I was about to make an angry remark—I was terrified out of my mind; if I stopped to consider how frightened I was, I wouldn’t have time to be angry—but someone else answered first.
 
   “Why not?” Tobias/Devourer answered.  “Because You will not be?  I found a way!  I did!”
 
   If I had desired incarnation, I would have done so long ago.
 
   “I desired it.  I have it!  Nothing will keep me from devouring the world!”
 
   I felt movement.  The blow that knocked me out of the world had cracked ribs; they hurt a bit, but were mending rapidly.  My arm was as good as new, too.  Wherever I was going, I decided not to fight it.  I wasn’t being harmed and it was a lot better than being eaten alive by Things in the outer darkness of the world.  Still, I was worried.  What sort of entity could have rescued me?
 
   I was afraid I knew the answer.  Something in my blood knew the answer, that’s certain.
 
   I was in the clutches of the Father of Darkness.
 
   “Firebrand?” I whispered.
 
   Aaaaagh, came the faint reply.
 
   “Are you going to live?”
 
   A few… weeks in a… furnace… would be… good.
 
   “Gotcha.”
 
   The voice of the cloud continued while I conferred with Firebrand.
 
   Little demon, you cannot devour the world.  Or, rather, you are capable of it, but cannot be allowed to do so.
 
   “You would prevent it?” I could almost hear the look of stunned surprise.  “WHY?”
 
   If you devour the world, it will simply be made anew—and the barriers about that one will be even harder to breach.  No.  The game must be played on the board we have.
 
   “Game?  You speak of games?  The purpose of games is to win!”
 
   Not so, little demon.  The purpose of games is to play.
 
   A snort of derision.  “Play, then, while You can.  Coddle Your pawn and keep it from my brethren if You will.  Prize it and pamper it, or rend it at Your leisure.  I shall take the world and consume it, bite by slow bite, and enjoy it to the crumbs.”
 
   The voice of the cloud laughed.  It boomed like thunder until I thought I would go deaf.  I tensed, trying to see through the all-encompassing murk.  The sense of movement ceased.
 
   Fool,It said, coldly amused. You are no longer a player in the game—players cannot stand upon the board.  You have made yourself a piece.  A powerful piece, to be sure, but a piece nonetheless.  Pieces do not dictate terms to the players.
 
   “If I am a piece, then why not use me?  Work with me!  Help me!”
 
   Because you are a poor piece, the voice answered, and that I will not tolerate.
 
   Uncertainty.  “What… what do You mean?”
 
   Lights.  I could see again!  And stone!  I was no longer beyond the edge; instead, I was falling face-first to the floor, a dozen yards from Tobias, right on top of—
 
   Knight takes bishop, said the darkness.  Tobias’ body, fifty feet away, turned at the sound of my thud.  I lay face-down for a moment, scrambling to shift Firebrand to my left hand…
 
   “Ha!” sneered the Thing in Tobias’ body.  It marched across the stone floor, saying, “Give it back, will You?  Then there shall be a double sacrifice to breach the barrier.  I shall have that many more demons at my command.  The conquest of the world shall be all the swifter!”
 
   A heavy boot cracked down on my left forearm, breaking it.  I didn’t think my arm could be broken by anything short of a thirty-pound sledge.  I let out a muffled grunt of pain.  Firebrand came loose from my grip.  I started to get up, my right arm still folded under me, when I felt a hand close on the nape of my neck.  Another closed on the back of my belt.  I was lifted, as easily and effortlessly as a grown man lifts a baby.  With me suspended overhead like a prize lamb, Tobias’ body marched toward the altar.
 
   My right hand held the fork.
 
   I stabbed down as far as I could, aiming for the middle of his back; I’m either a good shot, or I finally got lucky—it centered on his spine, one tine to either side.  He cried out, a wordless roar of agony, and convulsed, sending me flying.  I crashed against the altar while he twisted and arched.  The magic of the weapon drew out his essence and fed it back to him again.  He shivered and twitched as though he were holding a live wire in his teeth.  He thrashed, reaching for the fork, but it was almost exactly in the center of his back—impossible for a human body to reach and grasp.
 
   It took me a second to clear my head; the impact against the altar had rattled my skull, probably cracked it.  When I realized the Thing in Tobias was distracted, I scrambled widely around him and snatched up Firebrand.  I swayed a little as I stood up, but the disorientation of the head-blow was rapidly fading.  I already had a plan.
 
   Enchantments are usually pretty efficient, but they take up some power on their own to maintain themselves.  If that amulet and fork kept going, the Thing would lose power steadily.  If I could keep it busy while that happened, eventually I could wear it down.  And if it stayed distracted for just a few more seconds, immediate and radical neck surgery looked like a really good distraction.
 
   But no.  When I turned, Tobias’ form was changing.  His skin was darkening and turning more glossy-smooth.  Those Eyes were growing larger and began to glow with an inner, hungry light.  The head lengthened, became more predatory; the magical fork looked like the beginning—or the remains—of some strange crest.  Most importantly for him/it, the arms were lengthening.  The physical form of Tobias was taking on the shape of the Devourer incarnate.
 
   A shot thundered through the air.  I looked wildly around.  Another shot sounded and I spotted the flare of the muzzle.  Keria was at the opening of the tunnel.  To either side of her, I saw several men—most of them were magicians, but Linnaeus was also present—coming through the opening.  To my surprise, one of them was Ander.
 
   I’ll be damned, thought I.  The cavalry doesn’t always show up late!
 
   Keria had my pistol in her hands and was sighting down the length of her arms.  She fired again and again, whenever she came to bear on her target.  I’ve wondered where that pistol went, but never found time to seek it.  She was missing consistently—I doubt she’d ever fired a gun before, and the range was pretty extreme—but the Devourer didn’t know much about guns either; it didn’t try to take cover.
 
   The Devourer looked at her for the space of two shots, then turned its attention to me.
 
   “A pet of yours, perhaps?” it asked.  “I shall crack her bones and savor the—” it broke off, because one of Keria’s shots finally found its mark.  The top quarter of the Devourer’s skull lifted off.  At nearly a quarter-mile range—with a pistol!—that was either incredible luck or someone getting clever with a spell.  My money was on the spell; nobody can get that lucky.
 
   The Thing staggered back, twitching.  I can only think that having physical flesh gave it some physical limitations.  No matter how mystical you are, if you need a body, you need a brain.  When it goes, so does some control.  It flailed around, trying to keep its balance, moving erratically and with difficulty until it crashed backward into the altar.  That just drove the fork even deeper into its body and probably severely damaged its spine; it didn’t even try to rise.  It paused for a moment to reorient itself and possibly get some measure of coordination back.  I lifted Firebrand and started to approach as it reached back with one taloned hand to pull out the fork.
 
   Touching the haft was a bad idea.  The low-level draw the fork’s enchantment was exerting must have been nothing but a persistent nuisance to something like the Devourer.  But with half its brain blown into bloody chunks, it apparently forgot that grabbing the fork would reinforce the connection and amplify the amount of power it sucked out.
 
   My vampire eyes watched the circuit of power flood with energy, winding up like a sound system’s feedback.  Unlike the screech of a sound system, it didn’t top out; it kept climbing… and climbing… both visually and audibly.  I could sense both the fork and the pendant—both powerfully enchanted items—being horribly mistreated.  They were obviously never meant to carry such a load.
 
   I decided to get away; I could smell disaster.  I ran for it but, like Lot’s wife, I couldn’t help it; I looked over my shoulder to see what happened.
 
   The magic came undone.  The enchantment broke under the strain and the magical artifacts let go not only of their rapidly-cycling charge, but the very magic that went into their making.
 
   The explosion was impressive.  It started as a white glare in the shape of the Devourer and rapidly expanded, becoming a half-sphere.  It grew, blazing brighter than a star, until it was about sixty feet across.  At that point, it started to lose some of its luminescence.  The front of the blast wave reminded me of old video footage of the first hydrogen bomb test, only smaller—and closer.  It continued to expand, dissipating as it did, carrying with it a shockwave and a blast of heat.
 
   The shockwave hit like a driver, with me as the golf ball.
 
    
 
   It couldn’t have been more than a moment I was out.  The rock against which I lay was cracked and my whole body hurt.  I was both mending and hungry.  I could smell smoke and burned flesh; I think that was me, but I didn’t feel it.  It took me a moment to realize Keria was beside me, shaking me with both hands.  Linnaeus was on the other side, trying to prop me up, but watching everything that was going on.  We were several rows up in the stands; I’m pretty sure that’s where I’d landed.  
 
   Below me, spreading out, were several magicians—I recognized T’yl and his bodyguard-armor.  They were chanting and gesturing, launching spells to slow or slay the Things that poured in over the edge of the world.  Ander was with them, cloaked in a mantle of yellow-white fire and blasting any Thing that came within arm’s reach.
 
   Ah.  The Mage’s Door in the Academy.  I wish I’d taken time to see the Academy.  They must have a very nice library.  I wonder how Ander got set on fire?  Poor guy.  Maybe I should go down there and help.
 
   I wasn’t feeling all that coherent.
 
   The Things beyond the world’s edge were scattered; they were a lot closer to the center of the effect and rather bunched up.  While they hadn’t had anything to be thrown against, the sphere of primary action looked pretty lethal.  It hadn’t been a half-sphere; it had been a whole sphere, disintegrating even the rock beneath it.  A lot of the Things were simply gone.
 
   The ones that survived were the less dangerous sort; they hadn’t been able to muscle up as close to the upcoming sacrifice, so they hadn’t taken the full impact of the blast.  Still, I had a feeling a lot more would be coming.  I found I didn’t mind.  It should have worried me, but it didn’t—because, while I saw many items of interest, only a few registered on my consciousness.
 
   The surviving Things—now only several hundred, and most of them obviously hurt—were pouring out of the empty void and into the world.  That was okay.  It wasn’t what really got my attention, though.
 
   There was a neat, semicircular bite taken out of the world’s edge.  Cracks radiated outward from it over most of the courtyard like a madman’s conception of spokes in a wheel.  The center of that semicircle had been the Devourer.  That was a good thing, in and of itself, but…
 
   …immediately behind it had been an altar…
 
   …and Shada.
 
   Shada is gone.  Dark-haired and beautiful…
 
   “You must rise!” Keria screamed.  It was the first sound I heard since the blast.  “We have not the power to both hold these at bay and seal the barrier!  You must rise and take up arms!”
 
   I gave my head a shake.  It didn’t come apart, but a reddish film seemed to obscure my vision.  Something in my chest felt missing, as though a hole had been carved through me.  I hadn’t realized how important she was to me.
 
   Shada is gone.  Laughing eyes and smiling lips…
 
   Linnaeus had Firebrand; he held it out and I took it.  I got to my feet.  I felt a slow throb, somewhere inside.  It wasn’t a heartbeat, no—it was more like a rhythmic flexing of my every cell of my body, of my blood, in time with the adagio pulse of the universe.
 
   Shada is gone.  Soft hands and soft voice…
 
   Keria was still screaming something, trying to get me to answer her while the horde of Things came closer at a slithering, hopping, scrambling run.  Linnaeus was trying to add his two cents to whatever she was saying.
 
   I looked at them and tried to say something.  I don’t know what.  All I heard was a low, animal snarl.  Keria’s eyes and mouth flew open, three perfect circles of shock and terror, and she promptly ran.  Something in me thought that was a good thing.  Another part wanted to chase her down and kill her—she was running, after all.  Linnaeus stood his ground and lowered his eyes—I think he sensed something atavistic and primal surfacing.
 
   Shada… is dead.
 
   But here are a lot of Things, and all of them are running.  Running toward me instead of away, foolish Things.  There are people here, hurting them, even killing them, but the humans will not interfere with me.  Firebrand feels light and quick in my grip as I move toward the Things, bounding down the tiers like a dancer.  All the world is reddish, hazy.  Fury escapes my heart at last, flooding outward like liquid fire, filling my body and mind.
 
   I move forward to kill.
 
   


 
   
  
 




 
    
 
    
 
    
 
    
 
   EPILOGUE
 
    
 
   It was dark.  This was not the seething blackness of the Devourer-cloud, nor the cold emptiness of outer space.  It wasn’t the not-being-ness of nothing. This was a warm darkness, like an old bed at night.
 
   “Sleep, shadow-child.”
 
   I heard the voice, not as a voice, but as an awareness of intent.  I was so tired it felt and sounded like a very good idea.  But that curiosity itch…
 
   “Who are you?”
 
   I felt amusement in the voice.  “The aunt who took you home. The goddess you glorify.”
 
   “That doesn’t really tell me anything.”
 
   “You will discover my identity for yourself.  In that way, you will know, rather than simply be told.”
 
   That made a sort of sense.  The lessons you learn on your own are yours forever.  I realized I wasn’t thinking clearly.  I was so tired.
 
   “Why is it so dark?” I asked.
 
   I felt lips once more upon my brow.
 
   “You have done much in a short time, and it is a difficult thing to shift the fate of a world.  You are wearied and must take a great sleep.  You live longer than mortal men; you must sleep longer, as well.”
 
   I didn’t want to, but I was so tired.  I sank down into sleep like death.  Dimly, I heard the voice again.
 
   “I will wake you when it is time.”
 
   And then I knew no more.
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