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Prologue

When at last Derek the Conqueror came to the clearing, he beheld his Heartbond, his precious Marilene, standing dead upon the barren ground. Her body bespoke the terrible cruelty of her passing; she had been beaten, defiled, and finally posed upright, held there by the judicious employ of several sharpened rods. Her arms were outstretched as if in greeting, while her lower jaw had been cut away, rendering her once beautiful smile into a ghastly grimace. Countless flies busied themselves both on and within her. As a gesture of contempt, they had not even tried to convert her; this unspeakable outrage was meant only as a message for the Conqueror himself: Defy us, and all those you love will be slaughtered without mercy.

Derek sat down heavily beside her body and began quietly talking to her, or perhaps he addressed the hidden demon that dwelled within his head. His generals and scribes, uncomfortable at this, turned their backs and deliberately took no notice.

After a long time, Derek stood unsteadily. Within his chest, his heart was a bottomless ache of desolate blackness. Turning from the grisly desecration, his face became hard, and he thrust his hands to the sky, calling, “For Marilene, shall you come!” His retinue shrank back in awe and fear as the ground beneath their feet began to quake, but none moved to interrupt their master. Eternal minutes passed as the land heaved and Derek sweated and strained, muttering to himself. His eyes were wild and wet.

Presently a fearsome whine emerged in the distance, evolving into a thunderous shriek as it closed upon them. A colossal dark shadow passed overhead, so formidable it briefly blotted out the sun. Those who dared look beheld an orange-white inferno drawing the blackest smoke in its awful wake: the judgment of a god that held no forgiveness, only the merciless promise of retribution. Derek’s hands moved slowly now, his motions coming with great effort, and the skyward calamity began crumbling into monolithic chunks till five in number there flew, each a blazing juggernaut of smoldering destruction. With a final cry and gasp, he spread his arms wide, and the unrelenting fragments began to diverge. They streaked away on their lonely paths until ultimately defeating the horizon.

He was unsurprised when the Magelord of Time appeared at his side. The new arrival looked to the smoke trails in the sky, then to the Conqueror Geomancer.

“What have you done?” the Timeweaver asked softly.

Derek scowled. “Only what you have foretold but were afraid to do yourself,” he said, bitter with exhaustion and grief. “I have plucked a Great Rock from the sky; even you cannot stop it now. The infestation will finally be cleansed.”

“And the world along with it,” said the Magelord of Time.

—From the Book of Harldis, Principal Codicil to the Ragasha of Creation, On the Day of Destruction


Chapter 1

Upon attainment of twenty-five years of age, bloodline descendants of House Mason are commanded to submit to an Examination of Suitability. This includes all lineage offspring, whether conceived by law, shame, or infamy.

—From Binding Royal Decree 462, So Ordered by Magelord Alexander Mason, Ruler of Northridge, Twelfth Day of Thirmon, 1120 ADD

Once again, the frenzy of the Examination Festival had descended upon Northridge.

For the past month, the Masonic Citadel had been overrun by workers, vendors, and performers. Seneschal Keridan, pressed into service as master of ceremonies, had been tasked with keeping the preparations running smoothly and on schedule. For weeks, he had been outside on the Royal Green—signing payment vouchers and shouting orders while motioning and pointing frantically with his hickory walking stick. To add to his troubles, the seneschal was responsible for directing the fleet of lorries from the Carter’s Guild as they moved throughout the Green, their bluegas engines rumbling and hissing steam. From their immense cargo bays, laborers unloaded raw supplies and consumables; others then filled the empty wagons with collected trash and wrappings from the various exhibits being prepared or constructed. After inspecting each shipment with a careful eye, Keridan would approve payment, logging the transactions in his ledger.

Many thought such stressful efforts would finally be the end of the old advisor; there were whispers and worries that his heart would give out from anxiety and the aggressive timetable. Thus far, the seneschal had defied his doubters. Indeed, he seemed in good spirits as I chatted briefly with him early that morning while walking the Green to clear my head.

“Good Morning, Lord Devon,” he had said as I approached. “How fare thee?”

“Fair of mind and spirit, Seneschal,” I offered, a response used when one wished to keep thoughts private. Keridan did not press the issue, instead saying, “Well, at least the preparations are nearly complete.” He turned and gestured; obligingly, I followed his lead and regarded the scene. Nearby workmen were stringing numerous colorful lumos among the trees and light poles. At nightfall, they would break their tethers and float lazily through the grounds, casting dazzling illumination in rainbow hues. The surrounding lawns spread a blanket of emerald welcome, freshly trimmed and watered, while the menagerie of royal garden topiaries stood recently shorn and regally posed. Vibrant balloon clusters astride majestic banners bobbed gently in the breezy warmth of early autumn. Servants and waitstaff hurried about, polishing glasses and brushing away stray gossamer revealed by the morning dew. All of this spectacle and more surrounded us, ready and waiting, playfully beckoning.

“The Royal Green has never looked better,” I said sincerely.

“Thank you, Lord Devon,” he said, a hint of pride creeping into his tone. Then, turning to his timepiece, “But you better move on now; the Examination will be starting soon.” He paused, then said with candor, “Please know, my best wishes go with you.”

“Many thanks, Seneschal,” I said. His face had seemed at ease, even happy; perhaps the old retainer was relieved that his task was nearly completed. Or maybe it was the sense of anticipation which hung thickly in the air.

The Festival was possibly the most beloved holiday in Northridge, made more so by its rarity—three long years since the last. For two full days, Citadel City would feast and celebrate, with nonessential government services suspended and private merchants shuttered for the duration by Magelord royal decree. Crucial support staff required by necessity of circumstance received generous bonus pay, lighter schedules, and reduced responsibilities. The International Mercantile Exchange would be empty and silent, and the massive Society Guild Halls had already been repurposed to accommodate the citizens and tourists of the city. The Halls would provide food, drink, and entertainment on a nearly continuous basis for the thousands who would visit.

Meanwhile, the Citadel proper would host the royal family attendees and their retinues; there would be much laughter and gossip as old relationships were rekindled and new rivalries took hold, fueled by petty slights both real and imagined. The Festival would begin with the Examination of Suitability, scheduled for midmorning within the Grand Assembly. Afterward, a consolation luncheon would be served beneath an expansive tent in the courtyard; the stately tables were already placed and arranged, set with the finest imported dishware from Colondo.

Arrangements had long been in place to fill each hour with delightful diversions featuring assorted minstrels, acrobats, and other performers of national renown. Skilled jugglers and goofy jesters would wander throughout, inducing wonder and merriment. Face painters and costumers stood ready to transform children into fairies, bandits, and animals of the forest who would run about shrieking and roaring with glee. Contests of skill and chance would be undertaken, wagered upon, and hotly debated. Wonder and jollity were not only expected; attendees demanded it.

That evening, a sumptuous banquet was planned for the Diplomatic Dining Hall, with delectable fare from all corners of Northridge: fresh loaves of crusty eggbread, carved sweetmeats, redfish stew, fruit pastries, baked crawlers, and spiced roasted vegetables among the usual offerings. Accompanying the feast would be an endless stream of dark ales, while more refined palettes would insist on sampling the latest premium imported wines from Rosalta and distant Ashland.

Usually, such revelry carried on late into the night; singing and dancing were typical, along with exaggerated tales of prowess, even fighting among some of the more quick-tempered. By the next dawn, a new variety of alcohol-fueled embarrassments, injuries, and regrettable sexual encounters would be forever inscribed in Festival lore. Scandalous tales would flow from condescending tongues for weeks, and stories would circulate, perhaps for decades, such as the time Greatuncle Philip, deeply inebriated and looking to carve his initials into a tree, had accidentally cut off his little toe with a kitchen knife. While it strained the imagination to speculate how his foot became involved in that endeavor, he never would tell—no matter how, as kids, we pestered him.

While normally an enthusiastic supporter of the Festival and its many trappings, on this particular day, I found myself pensive in mood. Unlike years past, I was bound by tradition to remain seated at the Magelord’s table. Instead of dancing, carousing, and dining to excess, I would be required to receive countless well-wishers, regaling them with an obligatory exchange of frivolous banter. How I wished instead to engage in my usual activities of feasting and mingling, becoming pleasantly intoxicated, and performing simple yet flashy magic for wide-eyed children and gullible maidens. Though I longed for such distractions, my twenty-fifth birthday had recently passed; by Magelord decree, as a bloodline scion of House Mason, it was my time to face familial responsibility: today, I would be Examined.

Magelord Alexander Mason would officiate. As ruler of Northridge, this was his will and thus was as law. There was no avoiding it.

I did not expect to perform differently than those who had come before yet still felt afflicted with jangly nerves that refused to ease. I would not even be alone: my cousin Corinne had also recently come of age; she would be at my side, as was customary for those with the same year of birth. Still, all eyes would be upon us, along with the high hopes of the Magelord, however fanciful.

My magical training had well prepared me for almost any occurrence. As an accomplished duelist of some renown, I was justly considered an expert in my craft. In more mundane schoolings, I had likewise excelled. Yet today, none of these experiences would matter; for the Examination of Suitability, skill and preparedness were of no consequence.

The midmorning sun struggled to brighten the vast antechamber in which I stood before the imposing doors of the Grand Assembly, waiting to be summoned. Two members of the Royal Highguard flanked the doorway, expressionless and stoic, their uniforms sharply crisp. Each carried a sheathed katana across the back, a kodachi at the waist, and a holstered stun pistol at the leg. Under their coal-black tunics, they wore carbonic body armor emblazoned with the House Mason crest: a pentagon formed from five distinct trapezoids, each with a small circle at the center. The eyes of the Highguard were bright and alert, ever in motion, their skills in combat formidable and respected. Over the years, many of their brothers had died in defense of House Mason. As the nearest warrior caught my gaze, I nodded respectfully, then began slowly pacing, keeping near to the door. Absently, I pulled my old training string from my pocket.

In character, it was unremarkable, merely a piece of reinforced yarn, perhaps the length of my outstretched arm; made supple from years of handling as the oils of my fingers permeated the fabric. With precise movements honed from two decades of practice, I looped the ends without thinking, began to run through the basic forms—the ladder, the cradle, the sleepy dog, the windbat—my hands moving and flowing like water from one shape to another. More advanced forms came next: the star, the rabbit, the door, the cup, the wildflower. The string began to glow as it synchronized with the Lattice. My hands blurred as I entered the realm of the most difficult shapes—the twins, the scorpion, the mountain, the heart—until finally, the convoluted outline of the widow’s web emerged. The cord was brightly blue now, almost white. As I reached the final apex of the last angle, I pulled at the knot, pushing at it with fingers and will. A small wisp of smoke occurred, and the string seemingly vanished, but, in reality, it had just gone back into my pocket. Immediately, the familiar exercise made me feel a bit calmer, though I did not cease my pacing. The guards threw slight glances at each other but did not otherwise react.

To my left, Corinne sat relaxed on a lounge chair, leaning against the headrest, legs crossed at the ankle. She was highly attractive, with bright, wide eyes; sweet, full lips; and lustrous hair of honey that shone gently in the sunlight—today worn in a striking pleated weave. Her low-cut gown shimmered and danced its way to her shapely calves, resplendent with the colors of forest life, as the ensorcelled insects that adorned the extravagant fabric obeyed magical compulsions, swaying and twisting like puppets in miniature.

Such garments were expensive, and usually only viable for a single day—as the insects soon began to shrivel and die. She had probably received it as a gift from her mentor, Alejandros, the Magelord of Ashland. He was the undisputed master of alchemical, mechanical, and even biological creations; some subset of his countless devices, elixirs, and other witty gadgets could be found in nearly every household on the continent of Kral. While Corinne had no inherent gift for magic, she had shown a strong natural affinity for mixtures and compounds, even courting scandal some years past when she was caught producing laughing dust and selling it to traveling Darkfaire merchants. To buffer House Mason from this dishonor, she had been sent off to faraway Ashland to work under Alejandros; now she was back in Northridge for the Festival.

Corinne had watched my string work with interest and now noticed me regarding her. She smiled kindly.

“Quite a lot of pacing and fidgeting about, Sir Devon,” she observed, gesturing loosely in my direction, using the formal mode of address not required among cousins but perhaps appropriate for the solemnity of the Examination. “Are you uneasy?”

Frowning, I halted midstep, replied in the negative—apparently unconvincingly, for she said, “Me too.”

I made a face. She laughed at this, her sweet mirth contagious; I smiled back at her as I found my mood beginning to lighten.

“How fare your parents, Sira Corinne?” I asked, matching her decorum. Colan Mason—my uncle—was Corinne’s father; my aunt Yonee, his lifewife. I saw them rarely, in truth cared little about their well-being, but desired to lead the discussion away from my discomfiture.

“Same as always: overbearing, corn planted firmly in their behinds.” My turn to laugh; she meant uptight and pompous, using the old farmer’s adage whose origin begs wonder about the sort of pastimes our ancestors practiced with vegetables. Perhaps she was still annoyed at her parents for sending her away. When I finished chuckling, she asked, “And what of Sir Frederick, Sira Julienne?”

“They are well and fine,” I replied. She was talking about my parents, undoubtedly seated in the next room. They would be waiting for the ceremony to start, seated with my eldest brother, Justus, the peacemaker, an acolyte of the values preached by my father. Next to him would be my brother Jonus, the miscreant. Though, too, my elder in age, when measured in maturity, he fell somewhere between surly teenager and petulant toddler, usually correlated to his level of intoxication.

Corinne’s parents, and the remainder of our outsized family, would likewise be in attendance. For the Examination, invitation was limited to the bloodlines of House Mason and their wedlocks; no outsiders were permitted. Still, some six or seven generations of relatives would be present, watching with judgmental eyes, perhaps secretly hoping that we should be unsuccessful, as each of them had been during their appointed time. Indeed, only those below the age of ascension and yet to undertake the Examination would be free from having disappointed the Magelord. These folk would observe the ritual mostly with boredom, wishing only to hurry the event along and get on to the festivities. I well knew this because, until today, such had been my prevailing attitude.

“When is this thing going to get started?” Corinne asked with an exaggerated pout, shifting in her seat, stretching out her shapely legs. Her toes were petite, polished bright pink; her narrow feet pretty, encased in sparkling red sandals. I found myself staring admiringly. When she caught me looking, I cleared my throat, said smoothly, “Your dress is spectacular, a triumph of design and magic.”

She beamed. “It is divine, isn’t it?” She stood, posed for me fetchingly, then spun quickly. Several dozen insects, startled by this action, were dislodged by Corinne’s gyrations, but almost immediately, a zippy fluttering began as they flew back into place, each somehow knowing exactly where to go. The back of the dress was free of the creatures, instead composed of rich reddish velvet studded with hundreds of sparkling sequins; likely, such an approach allowed her to recline and sit without leaving a trail of squashed bugs. The garment was tight, exaggerating her thin waist and highlighting generously curved hips. There was no denying it; since I had last seen her, Corinne had grown into an alluring young woman.

“Quite amazing, Sira,” I said warmly, referring to more than the bug show. Corinne was all giggles, reveling in my attention, as she came close to me and briefly placed a silk-gloved hand on my cheek.

“You are kind, Sir Devon,” she said. Then, with a trace of wistfulness: “But I only wish that my hair were as sparkly as my dress. I want everyone to look at me, not just my gown.”

To the male mind, such statements are largely unfathomable, as men see no distinction between the person and their garb when apprehending others. My first inclination was to shrug. Instead, I suppressed the motion, recalling a phrase my father had occasionally uttered: When dealing with the often impenetrable whims of women, it is best to indulge if possible, reassure if not, retreat when necessary, and, only at the last recourse, disagree. In this case, I found myself suitably skilled to engage in the foremost, so: “This is a matter I can perhaps assist you with, my dearly charming cousin,” I said. “If you would permit me, and trust me, then please, but turn around for a moment.”

She did as instructed, her face a blend of interest and wariness. I turned to the nearer of the two guards, noted his rank insignia. “Squad Commander, your kodachi please,” I ordered, holding out my hand. He unsheathed it in a fluid, expert motion, flipped it so that the blade landed in his palm smartly, and offered it hilt first. “Lord!” he said by way of acknowledgment. Both he and his fellow were watching carefully, curious to see what I would do, but neither showed alarm. I took the blade in hand.

“Be still, Sira,” I cautioned Corinne, placing my hand upon the small of her firm, slender back. She smelled of flowery spices and mysterious things fresh and lovely. With great care, I located a small sequin, looser than its neighbors, and used the razor tip of the kodachi to free it without damaging the dress or otherwise leaving a noticeable trace. Next, I closely examined the area of her bare shoulders, finding quickly what I was seeking; those with long tresses are always shedding strays, even when imprisoned in a braid. Corinne would not miss a single honeyed strand. This I took, using the blade to ensure no discomfort, then wrapped it around the sequin tightly.

“All right, you may turn around now,” I told her, handing the kodachi back to the guard. He took it without question and sheathed it with precision, but I was no longer paying attention. Staring intently at the appealing prettiness of my cousin as she turned to face me, I called forth my power, concentrating on the reagents in my hand: sequin and hair. The brilliant blue of the Lattice took shape before me, writhing and dense, not entirely dissimilar to the forms I had just produced with my training string. Along its more delicate junctions, I repositioned vertices as needed by motions of hand and force of will. A mental preview of the likely outcome formed, but upon regarding it I found it lacking. This result would be merely adequate, not truly fit for one of such elegance as Corinne. I found myself wishing to do more than impress—rather, to astound.

Without speaking, for I was deep in concentration, I reached out and removed a small moth from her dress, one with orange wings and yellow spots. Walking a few paces from where she was standing, I faced Corinne and thrust both hands into the sunlight coming through the windows. My left hand held the hair-bound sequin, which sparkled vividly; my right cupped the moth, its wings shimmering. Adjusting the pattern, I consulted the outcome. Most glamorous, I thought. She will certainly be pleased. Abruptly, I brought my hands together in a brisk clap, simultaneously saying a word to guide the spell properly along the correct branches of the Lattice.

My utterance became distorted, transformed into gibberish by the magical discharge; the reagents in my hands flashed blue and were obliterated. Corinne gasped as a wave of warm wind from the casting washed over her. Immediately, her hair adopted gleaming persimmon highlights, peppered with delicate sun-kissed splotches in the shape of butterfly wings. Numerous pinpoints began to appear in and around her braids, shining forth with brilliant-white diamond fire, twinkling like stars on a clear summer night. They lent Corinne an ethereal halo that framed her winsome face and spilled over her breast like the glittering of sea waves cresting in moonlight. She seemed a bit dazed, her mouth open, her breathing quick—the aftereffects of the spell. “Come, Sira,” I prodded gently, smiling reassurance. “You will need a mirror. If the result does not please you, I can always—”

“I have one,” Corinne interrupted, moving to a small, stylish purse that sat on an end table near the lounger. From it, she retrieved one of many ingenious products produced by the immeasurable factories of Alejandros: a small oval looking glass that could be resized as needed by simply stretching it. She expanded it to the magnitude of a large melon, beheld herself for a few moments, turning to and fro, a smile beginning to form as she gazed. Finally, she turned to me and beamed. “I absolutely love it,” she pronounced with joyful sincerity, moving close, squeezing my upper arm tightly, then kissing my cheek with great force and enthusiasm. “You are thoughtful to pamper me thus, Sir Devon, and I will not soon forget it.” She twirled happily in place, a darling little dance of enchanting sparkles and flutters.

I rubbed my cheek—the spot where she had kissed me still warm—and smiled back at her. Not a bad reward for my efforts.

“I hope the Provus will approve,” she said, using the Kralish word our family employs to refer to Alexander Mason in the familiar. Though it translates poorly, it is a term of both respect and affection, denoting the eldest male head of a multigenerational family. While we would rarely use such a term in a public setting, it was common to address him thus among kin.

“I am sure he will, Sira. No one can fail to notice you now,” I observed as nearby a bell began to toll and the great doors swung open.

It was time for us to be Examined.


Chapter 2

In the year 1147 After the Day of Destruction (ADD), Farseer Usabella Lenira proved that four additional worlds exist alongside Anion through the use of a simple seeport. Her discovery lay not in the conjuring itself—that being within the grasp of even novice illusionists—but with the key insight of placement equidistant to the Leystones of Lorne. Once completed, she demonstrated conclusively that one could observe—although dimly and without audible perception—random happenings of these wondrous places, which appear populated by beings indistinguishable from ourselves. The locations of these worlds, their relation to our world of Anion, and their purpose in the Design of Creation, remain a subject of deep controversy and debate to this day.              

—From Great Discoveries of History by Santor Minal, Royal Archivist to Magelord Logar Sephysus Nereus of Colondo

I offered my arm; Corinne warmly accepted it. Together, we began to walk past the guards and through the doors, keeping our steps slow, in time with the measured ringing of the bell. A few paces in, the doors sealed behind us.

The Grand Assembly was aptly named, boasting two thousand seats partitioned into four lower sections—two to each side—and two smaller mezzanine areas above. Film showings and plays often took place here, along with musical concerts—even occasional guild and Exchange conventions that had governmental significance. We strode down the wide central aisle toward a commanding dais, our feet tracing granite inlays embedded in the polished walnut floors. The vast chamber was mostly empty; only the inner rows toward the front of the room were occupied by those who were family and relatives. They were standing quietly and respectfully, facing sideways to watch our procession. Magelord Alexander Mason stood alone on the platform—motionless, face stern. At the mercy of the unhurried bell, we approached the assemblage, Corinne sparkling and lovely, me sharply clad in the black and green battle dress of House Mason. While I technically held the military rank of company commander—as did all of my male kin upon reaching maturity—the uniform was essentially ceremonial, and habitually worn on occasions requiring elegance or solemnity. The outfit was common at family gatherings; many in the audience were similarly attired. Beneath the stiff, itchy cloth, I found myself beginning to sweat.

With painstaking leisure, we closed upon the platform, heading to a spot where two plush chairs straddled the center of the aisle just forward of our relatives. They regarded us as we approached, a few carrying expressions of impatience, perhaps wishing this farce would hurry up and finish so we could all get to the festival. Most eyes were firmly fixed upon Corinne, undoubtedly a function of her novel dress, inherent beauty, and the enhancement supplied by my magic, which made her glow with otherworldly radiance. Beside her, I felt quite the afterthought but was pleased to have had a part in helping Corinne achieve a favorable debut; many had not seen her since the exile to Ashland, and some still likely harbored thoughts of disfavor. Several of the kinder folk offered smiles and nods of camaraderie and empathy as we passed; most of them had traveled down this same aisle, had stood before the Provus, been examined. All who had done so had failed.

While toddlers and infants were left with caregivers so as not to cause unwanted distractions, several older children were in attendance, watching us with open mouths and unabashed curiosity. They seemed to like Corinne’s dress, as some of them pointed to it and murmured in amazement, delighted as the insects fluttered briefly with each of our metronomic steps. I wondered if these youths were told of what was to transpire here, if some of the more gullible were expecting amazing happenings to unfold. If so, they were soon to be disappointed.

My parents and brothers stood off to my left. In my peripheral vision, I could see my father, Frederick, nodding encouragement and smiling at me. He, at least, would be hoping for my success here today, however implausible. He has always been an optimistic, positive sort, quick to grin and offer a warm handclasp or word of encouragement. Tall and thin, with mirthful eyes over a substantial brown mustache, his cordiality is put to good use as minister of foreign affairs. Representing Northridge with charm and aplomb, he negotiates treaties and trade relations with the delegates of the other Magelords. He is supposedly quite effective in this role and is highly respected. Despite these strengths, my father can sometimes be particularly irritating. Talk with him at length, and an insipid tedium will dependably emerge, usually filled with inane commentary when quiet attention would better serve. Still, he is a good-hearted man whom I am rather fond of, despite little recent contact.

My mother, Julienne, is a very different creature—cold as a mountaintop, equally aloof. She revels in her royal status as a greatdaughter to the Magelord, is notorious for her indifference to others in general, and harbors undisguised contempt of most common folk specifically. It remains a hotly debated mystery—though never within her earshot—as to how she ended up wedlocked to my father, a commoner himself. They are diametric elements: he a gentle spring breeze, soothing and uplifting; she a frigid storm of sleet. Full-bodied, with eyes that never smile, her withering disapproval can extinguish all joy in a room faster than a hammer to the testicles.

A mathematical savant, my mother is the royal executor of the International Mercantile Exchange, a position of vast power and responsibility. The coin and commerce of our family empire flow through the ledgers of her underlings, whom she directs like a master conductor of a complex financial symphony. To watch her work is to behold a bewildering array of figures moving with frenetic motion amid an endless river of noise. Strained, shouting voices struggle for dominance as agreements are recorded by wildly motioning tradesmen on massive tally boards that track commodities, delivery dates, lending rates, and other such particulars. Youthful runners sprint hither and thither, brandishing magical tempnotes, which offer special incentives that expire when the paper turns to dust. Amid this chaos, poised and commanding, Julienne Mason issues orders that send economic ripples throughout Northridge, creating prosperity for some and pauperizing others. She performs these tasks with an unfeeling formulaic precision well suited to her frosty heart.

A quick glance showed my mother with her gaze forward, ignoring all, her silhouette a study in disdain and self-absorption. If the Exchange had not been closed for the festival, she would undoubtedly be there at this moment. Next to her, my brothers stared appreciatively at Corinne, ignoring me completely. Such is my family.

We passed between the chairs and reached the foot of the dais stairs, disentangling our arms as the last tone of the bell faded. Once we had settled ourselves in front of our seats, High Queen Dariani—lifewife of the Provus—favored us with a courtly wave of greeting from her elevated skybox. She wore an understated strapless dress that emphasized her lean waist, but the garment was largely overshadowed by the Twin Sisters of Lorne: crimson gemstones of exceptional size and splendor. The stone named Sorrow was shaped like a teardrop and set in a delicate platinum diadem upon her forehead; its sibling Tempest, positioned high in a silver choker at the High Queen’s throat, was cut in the circle of a hurricane. Though ostensibly a wedding present from the Provus, there were old rumors that the Timeweaver, the reclusive Magelord of Lorne, had provided these to Alexander Mason in some dark bargain. Regardless of their origin, Dariani was never without them.

In response to her acknowledgment, Corinne and I faced the High Queen in her loge and bowed deferentially. Occasionally, she invited a favored relative to be with her during the examination; today, she sat alone. Although elder greatmother to many in the room, High Queen Dariani remained universally acclaimed for her haunting, exquisite beauty. Intensely exotic and exceedingly sensual, she was lithe and shapely, with an unusual walk that made her seem to glide like a ghost. While she held little prominence with those who valued more practical accomplishments, the High Queen had always been in demand by artists and photographers, who, for decades, had made her famous via best-selling prints and seasonal occasion cards. The great fashion houses of Colondo begged for the honor to dress her in their latest designs. Her flawless skin was the shade of creamed coffee; her bottomless black eyes hinted seduction and melted all resistance. Her lustrous black hair spilled down about her tiny shoulders in a waterfall of the purest obsidian silk; luxurious, long, and straight; so deeply dark it sometimes shone indigo in certain lighting. The High Queen’s stunning features were unique throughout Anion, explained by the fact that, like her husband, she was not born of this world.

“Welcome family, welcome all,” said the Provus, his steady voice amplified by the acoustics of the chamber. “Please be seated, and let us begin.”

He stood straight and vibrant, firmly in command, framed by the magnificent velvet curtains that concealed a massive film screen used on movie nights. Occasionally, he shifted his weight absently from foot to foot, almost as if stretching before exercise, projecting a youthful vigor forged by steady physical training and liberal use of longevity potions. He wore his hair in military fashion: short-cropped, oiled, and spiky, the browns of his prime years streaked with encroaching snow. The Provus usually preferred function over pomp, and his simple tunic, trousers, and boots—all in subdued house colors—did not demand attention. Yet today, from broad shoulders hung his prized defensive battle cloak, its shimmering fabric of quicksilver spilling nearly to the floor. It was clasped at his neck by a large brooch bearing the crest of House Mason. Typically, such a rarity was only seen when he suspected potential danger. While I could not recall another examination where he had been thusly adorned, nothing seemed out of place or especially threatening.

Over the years, many had remarked that I bore strong resemblance to the Provus, as he looked in his youth. Such comments were unsurprising, as I was his greatson, though several generations removed. There were many gathered for the examination who shared common familial characteristics, though admittedly, I did favor the Provus rather closely, but for his penetrating eyes of smoky blue. Peering down from the dais, he regarded Corinne and me with an expression of inscrutability. I met his gaze, self-consciously trying to avoid staring at the spider-shaped scar that covered the left side of his face. He had acquired it long ago in a duel between Magelords as proscribed by the Code of Harldis—some kind of shuriken spell he had been unable to counter. Despite the severity of the wound, his opponent, the Magelord Maximillius, had fared much worse: the Provus had introduced him to the Realm of the Dead. This affair was but one of the various trials that Alexander Mason had endured in his rise to Magelord; while we had covered such historical details in my childhood schooling, the particulars were a bit hazy to me now as I stood looking at the man and his torn face.

The Provus was usually quite busy attending to the countless details of running Northridge, and while he would play host at the festival itself, his celebrity and the constant press of diversion made it difficult to engage with him there. This left the examination ceremony as one of the few times those in the family could see him and hear his words without distraction. He was keenly aware of this fact, and often used these gatherings as an opportunity to pontificate, relating apocryphal tales that were mostly ill-concealed attempts to impart some form of patronizing wisdom upon his confined audience. There had been times in the past when he had rambled for well over an hour before getting down to the actual ritual; hopefully, today would not be such an occasion. As our family shuffled into their seats, and Corinne and I took to our appointed chairs, the Provus removed a small manuscript from beneath his cloak.

“This day,” he said, “before we begin in earnest, I would like you to consider the words of Aberdeen Hull the Alchemist, previous Magelord of Ashland. Some of you knew him well, and his son, Lenark of House Hull, sits among us today, having wed my daughter Fawna.” He gestured warmly at the couple, who were sitting together off to my left. We had all seen them countless times, but now that they had been acknowledged, most of the crowd turned to stare at them. Lenark looked bemused, and Fawna gave a small, embarrassed wave.

“As a result,” the Provus continued, “some of you carry the blood of Aberdeen. You are all aware that he was a close friend to me, and a strong ally to Northridge, until his death many years ago. Throughout our long friendship, we exchanged many letters and missives. Aberdeen’s words were always wise, his leadership thoughtful. Of his numerous writings, there is a passage I find particularly relevant to this occasion.”

He paused, looking the audience over with excruciating leisure, and finally settled his gaze on me and Corinne. I shifted in my chair uncomfortably. Behind us, someone’s stomach loudly growled, followed by a few nervous chuckles at the squeaky sound. The Provus frowned fiercely until silence reigned once again, then looked down to the papers he held and began to read.

“Five is the sacred number,” he read, “for it permeates all spaces, all forces, all things.” He cleared his throat almost timidly, and with a peculiar poetic cadence, continued thusly:

Five fingers to grasp hold, to shape all great things,

From the baker who feeds to the minstrel who sings.

Hail the warrior defending his king and his land,

Who without reservation holds blade strong in hand.

Five toes give us balance for firm, sturdy bases,

Yet take us from first steps to faraway places.

Each journey of wonder we fail to partake,

Begins with a footstep we choose not to make.

Five senses, delivering sights that delight,

Joyous songs that beguile us, smells that invite.

Striking tastes that entice us to drink and to feast,

Sensuous touches that soothe or see heartbeat increased.

Five forces to move us: the storm flashing shock,

The fall of the earth, pebble, snowball, and rock.

The subtle and strong elemental persuasions,

The many disguises of magic’s creations.

Five endless worlds, dressed in close-matching skins,

Heedless souls most dissimilar, old mirror twins.

So near yet unreachable, always oblique,

Though among them you walk, there is nothing unique.

Alexander Mason finished reading and put the papers away beneath his cloak. Intently, he glowered at Corinne, then me, as if hoping for enlightening wisdom to suddenly suffuse us. If so, he would be gravely disappointed. My cousin shot me a glance of puzzlement at this unprecedented poetry reading, and I responded with a furtive, baffled shrug. For a moment, it seemed Corinne might giggle, perhaps at the absurd thought of the old Magelord alchemist writing sonnets to the Provus. As she contorted her face to stifle her mirth, I had to immediately look away, clenching my throat with a superhuman effort to throttle the sudden explosive laughter that came unbidden at my cousin’s pained expression. My reaction fueled Corinne’s, and hearing her fighting back small choking sounds did little to help me recapture an air of gravity. Biting our lips until tears came, we struggled to compose ourselves as nearly a full minute passed in a paroxysm of discomfort. If the Provus were dismayed by our lack of respect, he did not show it in expression, merely regarded us tolerantly, the seasoned greatparent used to indulging the foibles of his youthful brood.

Finally, he frowned, indicating his patience had reached its limit. We sat up a little straighter as he said, “The two of you, and myself, we are connected by blood in a lineage spanning five generations. From me to Fawna, Fawna to Bencer, Bencer to Julienne and her brother, Colan, and thus on to the two of you.”

As he rattled off our relatives, all of whom were sitting in the audience, he pointed at each in turn with one hand, counting out the generations on the other. When finished, he held his open hand before us, five fingers spread, moving it slowly and knowingly as if displaying some kind of marvelous artifact instead of just his empty hand. When done, he said, “The sacred number appears. And when the sacred number is involved, anything is possible. Now, come! Let us begin the examination.”

He turned abruptly and walked to the right side of the stage.

Was this really supposed to be some kind of revelation? My older brothers Justus and Jonus were in the same generation as Corinne and me; there had been no mention of sacred numbers at either of their examination ceremonies. At the last one three years ago, for Jonus, there was just a stern lecture from the Provus about how he wouldn’t be around forever and the family needed to take on more responsibility in regard to running Northridge. One of his typical sermons, followed by Jonus’s failure. If the Provus were wagering that something remarkable would transpire based on this sacred number nonsense, he would soon be holding an empty coin purse.

At least he had not spoken at any length. A sense of relief washed through me at being free of his scrutiny, the examination underway at last. The festivities beckoned; I could almost taste the wine that would soon be flowing.

Ritual took over. The bell tolled five times in quick succession, which was always the case, though I had never thought to question why. It had been so since I was a child first attending these gatherings. After today’s speech, I assumed the five tones had something to do with the sacred number the Provus had spoken of, perhaps referring to the five known worlds, which were the primary reason for the examination anyway. Whatever the symbology behind the ringing bell, we all had our parts to play.

“Stand forth, and be named,” said Alexander Mason. As Corinne was older by a couple of months, she would go first. She rose from her chair.

“Greatfather,” she said boldly, “I am Corinne Lisela Mason, proud of my heritage and loyal to House Mason. I stand ready.” My cousin was secure in her person, regal in bearing, quite elegant. There was no trace of the giggles now. I sat and watched and admired her.

The Provus moved to the center of the dais, just atop the stairs. “Join me, Greatdaughter,” he said kindly, extending his hand. She moved quickly up the stairs, her movements measured, confident. She took the offered hand and, bowing deeply and respectfully, kissed it.

“It is an honor to be received by you, Provus,” she said.

He smiled at Corinne, looking her up and down approvingly; it was obvious he was impressed by her grace and beauty.

“And my honor to receive you, Greatdaughter,” he told her. “Please, accompany me.”

Still holding her hand, the Provus led Corinne to a spot on the left side of the stage and signaled for her to remain there. Though I had never before been upon the dais, and it was difficult to see from my vantage near the stairs, I knew from family lore that my cousin now stood within a runic circle inscribed upon the stage floor. It had been designed and carved by the Daughters of Fern—artisans who specialized in healing, potions, amulets, inscriptions, and other assorted paraphernalia associated with physical or mental wellness. The Daughters were based in Rosalta, in lands under the control of Magelord Horation Zalasar, but had branches in all of the major cities of continental Kral and its sister islands of Ashland. In theory, the circle was a minor glamour, designed to lessen anxiety and to promote increased focus for those enclosed. Even so, Corinne seemed unchanged as she stood patiently and waited for the Provus, who had moved to the back of the stage and was fiddling with some unseen mechanism.

Roaming spotlights flickered into being. The Provus moved to stand facing Corinne, his face impassive. Silence descended upon the chamber, thick and still. Though most present here knew what to expect at this juncture, the moment always evoked rapt attention and not inconsiderable awe. At length, the Magelord spoke.

“Behold the Veils of Chaos,” he said, as he reached out with his hands.

A confusing array of swirling vapors came into being nearby as if distilled from the very air surrounding the Provus. Busily, they spun, flashing and dancing within the spotlights, smoky gray yet streaked with clashing colors, their motion fuzzy and random but prominently suggesting a whirlwind. Quickly, they gained heft and opacity. Once fully formed, a cavernous thunderclap occurred, sending deep echoes throughout the Grand Assembly. The Magelord allowed the vapors to spin there for a time as children pointed and chattered in wonder at the colors while the aftereffects of the booming sound faded. Then, at his sudden gesture, the vapors were gone, leaving the Provus bright-eyed and allowing no doubt as to his complete mastery over the Veils of Chaos. Alone in all of Anion, by harnessing their power, the Provus is able to travel freely among the five known worlds.

Today Corinne and I were to be examined in the hopes of having the ability to do the same.


Chapter 3


The young are like saplings. By all means, provide them food and sun, but sparingly. It is those stalks that are occasionally bruised, broken, and starved that grow strongest.

—Magelord Alexander Mason, Musings at Court, Compiled by Master Scribe Telonas

Many talk about the Veils of Chaos, though few have actually seen them. Most common folk believe they are the source of magic on Anion, though such ideas are usually considered metaphor by the educated. Lore regarding the Veils has even made its way into colloquial speech, and parents and others can often be heard invoking them thusly: If you don’t stop that pouting, by the Veils, your behind will be meeting my belt!

In my family, the Veils of Chaos are no allegory; they are the foundation of our power and empire. Some eighty years ago, Alexander Mason first came to the world of Anion by navigating the Veils, triggering a chain of events that ultimately crushed several opposing Magelords and swept aside the old world order. While there are still occasional zealots who deny the existence of the other four worlds—let alone Alexander Mason’s ability to walk among them—his mastery of the Veils is largely undisputed. Though I have never seen him traverse them, many of my family have witnessed his excursions. Sometimes he returns quickly; others he is away overlong. Clearly, he goes somewhere.

Sooner or later, the Provus eventually returns, usually carrying a large pack, even occasionally pulling a cart laden with boxes. Typically, these parcels contain exotic and wondrous objects unfamiliar to those of Anion; he calls them trade goods. Many of these items are mundane in concept yet alien to this world, such as foreign spices, seeds, vinegars, and wines; these are usually sold to various factions for exorbitant prices, though occasionally they are used to curry favor as unique and treasured diplomatic gifts. There are often numerous books, songs, and films replete with exciting tales of faraway adventure and drama. Sometimes the items he brings back are not consumables but intricately engineered devices. Often such gadgets have immediate obvious value, like the stun pistols issued to the Royal Highguard. These fire a reloadable self-targeting projectile that can bring down an enemy at seventy paces without killing them, rendering them paralytic for easy subdual. Other devices have inscrutable purposes known only to Alexander Mason.

It was understood that the Provus once held high hopes that his children would also be able to walk among the worlds. None of them showed such ability. As the royal family grew, and greatchildren arrived, a royal decree was enacted for the descendants of Alexander Mason to try to manifest the Veils of Chaos: the Examination of Suitability. As each descendant failed and the decades passed, a festival was added, possibly as an antidote to combat the negativity associated with continual disappointment. After a time, it became widely believed that only the Provus would ever worldwalk, as he called it. Some whispered that the power would die with him, that perhaps House Mason would then fall. Far removed from the Royal Court and talk of succession that occasionally swirled around the elders of my family, I cared little for such politics. For me, the examination was merely an irritating familial obligation.

While I was busy ruminating, the Provus banished the Veils and obtained a prepared tray on a rolling cart from behind one of the hidden cabinets near the side of the dais. The tray contained simple items: a small platinum goblet, a carbon-steel dagger, a phial of red healing potion, and two sanitized hand towels. Beneath the tray in a small compartment, a black waste receptacle stood. He rolled the entire cart over beside Corinne in her circle.

“Blood of my blood, hold forth your hand,” he said. It was always the same words at this point; I had borne witness to the examination numerous times but still had practiced until I had the proper verses memorized. Presumably, Corinne did likewise, for she gave the expected response: “From heart to hand, take of my blood.” She removed her silk glove and placed it upon the cart, then held out her right hand above the tray; the Provus took up the dagger and swiftly, expertly, cut across her palm, dropping the dagger into the black bucket when finished. The knife would later be encased in glass and presented to Corinne as a memento of her examination. To her credit, she did not cry out, merely shuddered a bit, tightening her jaw and squinting against the pain. The Provus then tilted and guided her hand above the goblet with his own. Crimson blood flowed into the cup freely, some falling onto the sleeve of his battle cloak. It was interesting to note the defensive magic that immediately engaged, boiling away her spilled blood in moments with little puffs of smoke, leaving the fabric surrounding his wrist unblemished. After a short time, he released Corinne, pushing the blood-filled chalice to the side of the tray. He then opened the phial of healing potion and poured it directly into her wound.

“Blood of my blood, heal and be whole,” the Provus said gently. The healing tonic bubbled white froth, sizzling and washing away the blood from her wound, disinfecting and sealing it. She wiped her hand with the towel, then discarded it in the bucket.

“Healed in my heart, my body, my soul,” Corinne intoned. Granted, this ritual probably would seem silly to those not of the family, but for us, it was a deeply held custom, and the mood of the watching audience was somber, attentive, with all eyes riveted on Corinne. Despite all expectations to the contrary, there was even a glimmer of anticipation in the assembled family: Would my cousin, against all odds, perhaps be the one to finally summon forth the Veils, to fulfill the legacy of the Provus? Outside the room, going about our daily tasks, the notion was laughable. Yet here in the Grand Assembly, on the day of examination, anything seemed possible.

Alexander Mason took a few steps back, giving Corinne some space. He stretched out his arms. “Call for the Veils of Chaos, my blood!”

Corinne picked up the bloody cup with her newly healed hand. “I offer myself, I call with my will!”

“Call with your mind, call with your heart!”

“I call for the Veils of Chaos, with blood!”

“Let it be so!” thundered the Provus.

We all held our breaths as Corinne seemed to be straining with all of her might, her face a study in concentration and effort. Steadily, she held forth the goblet, eyes alternatively darting toward the Provus, then closing, as if she was trying to force the Veils into existence within her imagination. Droplets of sweat dripped from her brow. A minute passed in dead silence, then another. The tension in the room, which had been wound like piano wire, began to slowly lessen. People started to murmur among themselves. Beyond that, nothing else transpired.

At last, Corinne said, almost sadly, “The Veils of Chaos are not within my reach.” These ritual words of concession were expected, but unlike several tepid attempts I had witnessed—my brother Jonus, for example—I truly believed that Corinne had tried with all of her spirit to do right by the wishes of the Provus. For this valiant effort in the face of sheer implausibility, I admired her even more. She seemed to have matured far beyond the teenage dust dealer she had once been. I began clapping my hand against my shoulder, along with many others, until all in the audience were applauding enthusiastically in approval. Corinne wiped her face with the remaining clean towel, turned toward the onlookers, and nodded in acknowledgment.

“A valiant effort, Greatdaughter,” the Provus said sincerely, moving to her, and then, shockingly, he took her face tenderly in his hands. “Though you did not succeed here today, your future will surely be eventful and worthy of your great strength of character. When times seem dark, know that you have earned my blessing, my trust, and my love. Walk in peace, with my favor, dearest Corinne.” He then kissed her forehead, took the blood-filled chalice from her hand, and softly gestured that she should retake her seat.

Incredulous noises and whispers came from my assembled relatives; I likewise sat generally stunned. Alexander Mason is a gruff, ruthless man, not one to coddle feelings. Certainly, he had never before praised any other, let alone kissed them, offered his love. Usually, he seemed annoyed at a failure. Most of us in the younger generation doubted he even knew our names; in twenty-five years of life, I had only spoken with the Provus two or three times, always with others present, never at length or about anything of consequence. Cheeks burning red with embarrassment at being the subject of such uncharacteristic consideration, Corinne retrieved her glove and descended the stairs; she seemed distracted, preoccupied. At the bottom step, she stumbled slightly, recovered quickly, then moved to her seat while giving me an awkward look, like, Can you believe that just happened? I replied with a sympathetic look of my own, and was still wondering at the behavior of the Provus when he pointed at me severely and commanded, “Stand forth and be named.”

Quickly I rose as instructed, said, “Greatfather, I am Devon Koplasa Mason.” In Northridge, the paternal surname is customarily last. Not so for the sons of my father, who saw the subsumption of his family name by my mother’s noble lineage. In such cases, the paternal name replaced the customary middle name. With time, the dignified name of Koplasa would be slowly forgotten. “Proud of my heritage, I am loyal to House Mason. I stand ready.”

“Then join me, Greatson,” the Provus said flatly. His tone seemed markedly colder. Unlike Corinne’s experience, he did not offer me his hand. Somewhat wary of his frosty manner, I moved up the stairs and bowed deeply before him, trying to recall if there had ever been a time when he did not offer his hand for obeisance. I could not remember such an instance, and behind me, low murmurs began as folk remarked upon this to one another. Perhaps he was disappointed; after the lavish way he had gushed over Corinne, he was probably upset she had not succeeded. Regardless, I had my part to play, so, “It is an honor to be received by you, Provus,” I said.

“Hmmph,” he grunted in reply, seemingly unimpressed with me. I stayed bowed before him for several excruciating moments, waiting for him to recite the ritual response. It was not forthcoming. What was this—had I offended him in some manner? If so, I was mystified as to how. Uncertainly, I shot a sideways glance at Corinne, who shrugged helplessly. After a time, I stood awkwardly, looking to the Provus to provide guidance. He met my gaze, his face a mask of disdain and condescension. Finally, he spoke.

“I truly hope you do not forsake her,” he said bitterly, “but the selfish weakness that lives within you is plain for all to see.” With an abrupt motion, he turned his back to me, moving to clean up Corinne’s cart, shaking his head as if disgusted.

His cold words rolled over me like a landslide, slamming into my heart, crushing my emotional defenses. The Provus was the bedrock of our family, my elder greatfather and Magelord, the core of House Mason. To be at the receiving end of such contempt, and so unexpectedly—there before my entire family—caused me to nearly swoon. Unsteadily I swayed, shaken, confused, and vulnerable. The room had gone deathly quiet, perhaps due to astonishment, but in my imagination, each audience member stared at me accusingly, pondering what unspeakable acts I must have committed to so draw the ire of the Provus. I was far too intimidated to question his odd words. Helplessly I looked to my father, found no comfort there. His face was ashen and grave.             

Having finished with Corinne’s cart, the Provus had gotten a new one and was pushing it toward me. “Get in the circle and hold out your hand,” he growled menacingly. He made no pretense to invoke the ritual words; nothing but hostility flowed from him. All the memorization I had done was apparently for naught; submissively, my hands beginning to shake, I scurried over to the inscription carved into the gleaming wooden floor, stepped within it. A sense of calm attempted to embrace me from its incantation, but my heart pounded thickly in my throat, and my stomach knew more knots than a sailor.

With an inevitable sense of dread, I held out my left hand, watched Alexander Mason approach me with the fresh cart, and then draw forth the dagger. Time seemed to slow, perhaps another artifact of the circular charm. The Provus gripped the three long fingers of my offered appendage, sneered distastefully, then with careless savagery sliced my palm open, deeper and wider than any who had come before. Involuntarily, I cried out, tears welling up uncontrollably in my eyes, running down my cheeks. Crimson blood poured from my hand, filling the small goblet in seconds, overflowing down the sides. My mother looked away; my father seemed horrified. High Queen Dariani was expressionless. The rest of my family appeared dazed, though they were beginning to mutter, some angrily. I searched for the healing potion in vain; none was available on the table. Then I saw it, in the hand of the Provus, as he walked away from me across the stage. “If you want to be healed, summon the Veils of Chaos,” he said coldly over his shoulder.

This outrageous treatment was too much for my kindly father. He stood determinedly, loudly called out, even invoking the creator of Anion to emphasize his displeasure, “Magelord Alexander, by Emilon, there must be some misunderstanding! Why are you—”

“Be silent!” roared the Provus. To his credit, while my father complied with Alexander Mason’s literal orders, he began to walk along the aisle resolutely, seemingly to somehow come to my aid. The Magelord apparently did not appreciate this distinction; he thumbed a device on his belt, and the doors to the Grand Assembly burst open. The Royal Highguard stormed in and took up positions around my family, with two soldiers near the foot of the stairs, flanking the two chairs where Corinne sat alone, looking shocked. “If anyone tries to leave, or interfere, stun them,” he ordered. Then, turning back to me: “Now summon the Veils.”

The assembled sea of my relative’s faces wore incredulous expressions, some openly angry. The Highguard looked grim, alert, and impassive. They held their hands at the ready on pistol grips, eyes suspiciously scanning the royal family as if they were a group of chained convicts plotting escape. Never before had outsiders been allowed into the Grand Assembly during an examination, let alone summoned to keep the family at bay. The scene was surreal; I struggled to grasp how this day could have possibly veered into turmoil and disaster so quickly. My father looked at the Highguard, then at me. He shook his head angrily and, for a moment, seemed about to challenge the resolve of the soldiers. Instead, he seemed to calm, then smiled at me with encouragement, nodded firmly, and went back to his seat and sat down.

I tried to concentrate, but my thoughts and emotions raced within, distracting and disordered, grasping for reason at the Magelord’s unseemly—in truth, insane—behavior toward me. Some kind of mental defect or disease? He was too young to be senile, just shy of his 104th birthday; with longevity potions, he could easily last another sixty years. Yet that seemed wrong somehow, although the specifics eluded me as I grasped for them. A rumor I had once heard, a curse, perhaps a deal, that would drastically shorten his life—unfortunately, none of these thoughts was helpful at present.

The cold truth settled upon me: the Provus had turned against me, regardless of his reasons, whatever they might be. I resolved to rise above his poor treatment, to model myself after Corinne and strive to do my best—to make my family proud, and to overcome any future doubts that I withheld my full efforts. Even in failure, I would be magnificent. Ignoring the anguish of my bloody hand, I concentrated fiercely, reaching out with my mind, my will, my heart. I picked up the dripping goblet with my uninjured hand. Closing my eyes, I focused on the memory of the swirling vapors, and by squinting tightly, I was even able to generate a few flashes of color reminiscent of the spiral smokiness.

“I offer myself, I call with my will!” I said loudly, with conviction. I hoped the Provus would offer the usual reply, and when he did not, I determined to do it for him. “I call with my mind, I call with my heart! I call for the Veils of Chaos, with blood!” I concentrated, gritting my teeth, focusing my determination, until I felt my head begin to shake with exertion and grow light from loss of blood. Minutes passed, sweat and blood dripping from me as I took deep, long breaths to keep my mind clear and focused, trying with all of my strength to conjure the Veils of Chaos into being. Despite these efforts, despite my true, sincere attempts, nothing was revealed, nothing was earned, and no legacy was fulfilled. At length, I opened my eyes. I had failed.

Softly, I said, “The Veils of Chaos are not within my reach.”

The Provus looked at me, his face a mask of disgust. He said nothing, did not acknowledge my labors. I no longer cared what he thought of me. Anger and humiliation burned within me, agony clawed at my wound, my pants and boots bloody, yet I strove to maintain my dignity, to keep my expression carefully neutral. His unreasonable expectations and deplorable behavior be damned, I had fulfilled my responsibilities and, to my mind, with honor. If he would not heal me, I would take care of it myself. My first thought was to use the Lattice to draw the healing phial across the platform to me, but I resisted the impulse; that would prolong things, perhaps anger him further. At this point, I just wanted to be far from the Provus; the Citadel medical staff would take care of my wound. I moved to leave the stage.

The Magelord’s arm blurred, and the dagger he had heretofore used to shred my hand embedded itself in the walnut of the floor, just in front of my stepping foot. “I am not yet through with you, Greatson,” he said, his voice deadly. Gasps of indignation and anger erupted anew from the audience.

A moment passed as I processed the events of the last fifteen minutes: the valiant efforts and loving treatment of Corinne; the undeserved coldness toward me; the shameful wounding of my hand; the refusal of healing salve; and his venomous, hurtful words. His loutish conduct toward my father, the threatening presence of the Highguard, and now, this dagger at my feet. A terrible fire grew within me then, fueled by injustice, fanned by rage—but also by a great freedom from accountability. I had done all I could to be honorable and proper, to live up to my responsibilities, to be an upstanding and proud member of House Mason. But the Provus would not let it be so, and the consequences would now be his to own.

“But I am through with you,” I said grimly, turning to face him, calling for my magic.


Chapter 4


Blood of my blood! My greatest disappointments and my greatest sorrows can be found among you. And I must bear them all in silence.

—Magelord Alexander Mason, Private Journals

The blazing blue maze of the Lattice appeared hovering just before me, though only I could see it. A guide word sent down suitable pathways brought me Perceptive Sight, a minor yet powerful working that enabled enhanced focus by seeming to slow time. While this was mere trickery—only the Timeweaver could alter time itself—the spell worked by expanding my awareness to become highly observant of the numerous details that our brains normally filter out. I noted the look of determination on the Magelord’s countenance—saw him reaching for another dagger, this one from his belt. I saw the Highguard beginning to draw their stunners. I quickly noticed, and dismissed as irrelevant, the numerous reactions of my relatives: most showing some version of surprise, fear, anger, or shock. Sensing the drastic change in the tone of the assembly, some were beginning to rise to their feet, to call out in indignation. At the Magelord? At me? Unimportant. The Provus was the immediate threat.

Holding my bloody palms together, I blew into them and called for Hands of Wind, the trigger words being torn into random guttural noises by the forceful release through the Lattice. Despite its name, the spell operated by temporarily squeezing and binding the molecules of water and dust in the air into usable appendages controlled by the motions of my own hands. With my right vapor claw, I tore the dagger from the floor and brandished it, twirling it in the air with complex motions of my fingers, just as the Provus barked out: “Hold, Highguard! You will not interfere! I will handle this upstart myself.”

“Upstart?” I said, my thoughts dark with ire and disbelief. “Is there no end to your mistreatment? I am leaving, Provus.” With my contemptuous tone, I turned his normally respectful title into a scornful curse. Slowly I edged toward the steps, the dagger dancing above me with threat and purpose. I did not want to fight the Magelord, nor wish to seriously injure him. But what option did I have when he would not allow my dismissal?

“You are not going anywhere until you summon the Veils,” he told me, and again his hand moved—another dagger. This new blade was a blur, but my enhanced perception allowed me to follow it carefully, to grab it from the air with my free vapor claw. It had been headed for my legs as if he intended to render me lame, unable to leave the stage. My anger flared, along with incredulity; the Provus was not holding back. He had already wounded my hand, and it appeared he had no care about maiming me further. I had no choice but to fight.

With a flick of wrist and will, I sent the dagger I had just snatched from his attack hurtling back toward him. Immediately, his protective cloak flared into motion, darkening and flowing, emitting a sizzling whine that sounded of stressed machinery. Long before the blade hit, the cloak had formed a hooded wrap to protect the Magelord’s head and face, covering them fully but for a narrow eye slit. Despite the defensive posture of his battle cloak, I had not been aiming at his person; my hurled dagger neatly planted itself in the walnut planks between his spread legs, a warning shot to match his own earlier effort.

Once again, I attempted to leave the stage—had taken a few steps toward the top stair—when I saw his hand go into his pocket, emerging with one of his stunners. My Perceptive Sight allowed me to easily take note of this, anticipate it; as he drew a bead on me, the other dagger I still had spinning was already unleashed, hurtling with unerring aim for his weapon hand. My intention was only to knock away the stunner; that it would likely cut his hand seemed like elegant justice.              

Against a normal opponent, my attack would likely have been successful. But the miraculous cloak moved with the speed of a striking serpent, batting away the incoming blade and allowing him to complete the stunner shot. Even my Sight could not keep track of the microdart that found my left thigh a moment later. Instantly, my leg went numb, giving way; I collapsed ignominiously upon the dais, further soaking my battle dress in my own previously spilled blood. My upper body was still working, however; I used the last energy of the Hands of Wind to sweep out ahead of me, along the floor, though this action spent the spell entirely. Still, it was with great satisfaction that I watched the Provus get knocked to the ground, even as his cloak tried to protect him by wrapping his legs. Its actions mattered little; while the cloak seemingly stopped projectiles and blades, it was unable to defeat raw physics. Down went the Provus, tangled up in his cloak. For good measure, I uttered the guide word to a small fireworks spell I had been saving for the festival; as he struggled to regain his footing, reddish sparks and bangers crackled and shimmered about him, causing him to lurch foolishly in confusion. Though he would rise in a moment, and I could not, I took great pleasure in knowing I had heretofore matched the Magelord move for move, plus hopefully added a splash of humiliation.

This was not particularly surprising, given that I was a seasoned mage with countless dueling victories to my credit. My rank in the Certified Lists of Rosalta is Grand Adept, of which there are only four. Such a ranking specified that my abilities and training stood nearly at Magelord level; it was from the pool of grand adepts that Magelords of similar ability usually chose heirs or successors. This status was not attained by popularity or bribery; the List honors were earned only through duels that met the arcane criteria of the Code of Harldis. I had been dueling since a lad of ten—a few years after my magic had manifested—and the rules and customs surrounding such matters were taken quite seriously. Given the circumstances, a draw was not entirely humbling, though I found myself disadvantaged. I had disregarded the first rule that my mentor, Magelord Horation Zalasar, had drilled into me countless times: never be caught unprepared.

Some form of magical ability is active with many of Anion, though most talents are extremely weak in fortitude. Healers, mild telekinetics, beast talkers, and the like are all fairly common; powerful teleporters, illusionists, and those who control the elements, far less so. Some are uniquely powerful and have been historically transformative, such as the Timeweaver, or Derek the Destroyer. My magic, while not unique, is as flexible and powerful as it is rare.

Those who can wield the Lattice are born only once in a generation. Against other schools of magic, my skill has been unsurpassed. Yet the Lattice demands a catalyst, and imposes a burden of endurance; the most powerful castings cannot be maintained at the ready for long, and, too, require careful preparation, which I had not employed, thinking myself safe among family and the Highguard. Even so, improvisation was always possible.

In the fray, the goblet with my blood had spilled onto the floor; the dark fluid lay all about me. As the Provus rose—already drawing some new weapon from his belt—I quickly touched the blood, then my eyelids, my focus moving quickly down the more chaotic threads of the Lattice. The results would be imprecise, only a general approximation of my desire, but would suffice. Swiftly, I gestured: a large red bird, the size of a hawk, sprang forth from my bloody hand and immediately dove for the Provus.

His cloak crackled with energy and swirled to protect him as the blood hawk approached, but its seeming attack was but a ruse. At the last moment, it exploded into a fine spray of crimson that drenched the Magelord’s head, his face, the front of his chest. The cloak whined and smoked, the bulk of the blood quickly incinerating, but my objective was met as a large portion found his eyes via the exposed slit. He cursed loudly, scrubbing at his face with his left hand, but his arm was already drawing a bead upon me. As I reached for the forgotten cart in an effort to protect myself, a bright flash occurred from his hand, then another.

My Perceptive Sight delivered an excruciatingly crisp recounting of the events that followed: the cart falling over as I fumbled in desperation to employ it as a crude shield; a blur of metal as some kind of bladed fléchettes sped toward me, fired from the Magelord’s weapon; brief hopes that my makeshift blinding spell had foiled his legendary aim, immediately dashed as the first fléchette embedded itself with uncaring, searing agony into my right shoulder; an unexpected movement nearby and slightly to the rear; the second projectile hitting the top of the falling cart, then ricocheting; a sickening, meaty thunk followed by a gurgling rasp of sudden surprise and a flutter of insects; Corinne, at the top of the stairs, collapsing toward me in a spray of her lifeblood, fléchette implanted deeply in her chest.

Screams and pandemonium erupted from the audience. Aunt Yonee began shrieking uncontrollably and scrambling to get out of the aisle; Uncle Colan looked ashen, standing in frozen horror. Corinne was nearly to me, her hand outstretched—now motionless.

My mind was overloaded. Pain, shock, disbelief, sorrow, rage at the Provus, all of these feelings assaulted me simultaneously and vied for my attention; for a moment, I felt like my head would split open and vomit forth my brains upon the stage. Time seemed to pause as I struggled with what to do next. I was not yet defeated; I had reagents at hand with which to improvise: the cart, the fléchette itself, still in my shoulder; copious amounts of blood. The Lattice blazed brightly before me, eager for the battle. If I did not stop the Provus, it seemed he would surely kill me. Yet . . . what of Corinne? Not your problem, a small, selfish voice insisted. Defend yourself or die. Almost, I listened to it. Then suddenly ashamed, I pushed the treacherous thought aside. Without regard for the consequences, I turned my back on the Provus; if he wanted to skewer me from behind with one of his infernal gadgets, so be it. Reaching for Corinne’s hand, I pulled myself toward her, through a sad mess of crushed insects that flapped and hissed as they drowned in her rapidly welling blood. My shoulder screamed and protested. My leg was disconnected dead weight. My hand sang a terrible song of shredded nerves. None of this mattered as guilt washed over me; by trying to hide behind the cart, I had unwittingly sent the blade into Corinne.

Aunt Yonee had reached the foot of the dais, pointing and pleading in Emilon’s name to pass; the Highguard would not let her through, for the orders of the Magelord remained in force. Others were coming, led by my father and Uncle Colan, armed with loud voices of recrimination, but the Highguard closed ranks and stood firm. Corinne had gotten through only due to her position in the ceremonial chair, already nearly at the foot of the stairs. I was aware of all of this through my Perceptive Sight, but only in a dazed manner. My attention was focused on Corinne. She opened her eyes, tried to speak, blew a bloody bubble instead. Her breath came in pained, ghastly wheezes. There was too much noise, too much commotion—far too much of her blood. Gently, I put my hands to her wound, around the fléchette, scattering insects, attempting to staunch the flow. She gasped in pain at my light touch, my own face contorting in unison with the anguished throbbing that immediately shot through my battered shoulder; I did my best to ignore it.

The gleaming steel projectile was buried in the upper swell of her right breast at an ugly angle. The blood from my butchered hand mingled with that which flowed from her wound. Blood of my blood I thought mournfully as she panted and gurgled. I knew advanced healing magic but had no spells prepared and no effective reagents with which to craft any. Perhaps I can improvise, I thought, looking about frantically for possible catalysts. There was a healing phial in the far corner, apparently the one not used upon me, but Corinne’s wound was far beyond the capabilities of such potions. A surgeon was needed, and quickly, or my cousin would likely die.

Uncle Colan and my father were shouting at the Provus to allow them up on the stage, to call for the family physicians; Alexander Mason, still rubbing at his eyes, was yelling right back at them his refusal. At least he had ceased his attacks. I had a hard time focusing on external things then. For a moment, I felt light-headed and woozy—adrenaline fade combined with my blood loss. Corinne was once again trying to speak. She whispered something, but there was too much chaos, too many voices; long past tolerable, my spirit longed to leave, to take Corinne away from this blood, this horror, this inexcusable outrage of an examination day.

My hands on her wound had grown detached and numb. My shoulder was an opus of misery with each motion, my head felt heavy, dull. Perhaps I was in shock. Some distant remembrance of first-aid training surfaced: legs should be raised. Good idea, I told the memory, not moving. But you see, we are a little too busy bleeding at the moment. I chuckled at this, wondering why my hands were becoming so hot, knowing I was slipping into delirium. I found I little cared. Corinne was trying to speak again, her movements momentarily pulling me back from the edge. I could not hear her words, but I saw the shape of them in her lips: “It burns,” she was saying, but her expression showed wonder instead of pain.

“Like fire,” I agreed as I began to sense the outlines of the molten inner space she was trying to show me. Our eyes locked with sudden understanding, there on the stage, my hands upon her breast, blood of my blood, connected to Corinne by an intimate searing inferno that suddenly, joyfully, could not be contained. Together, we reached out, and bursting forth with a blast of wind followed by a massive thunderclap, the Veils of Chaos unfurled and unfolded about us. Resplendent in their colorful smoky glory, they filled the area where I lay against Corinne, swirling around us like playful rainbows. From somewhere far in the distance, I heard the Provus laughing. Then, I could no longer resist the seductive call of the black abyss and fell headlong into its comforting embrace.



Chapter 5


What did one necromancer say to the other? “Pleased to kill you.”

—Traditional Jokes and Riddles of Charston, Volume 1

I struggled back to consciousness to find myself alone in sterile, unfamiliar chambers, propped up in a serviceable but lumpy bed. My leg was no longer numb. My shoulder ached and throbbed, my hand less so. White sheets were draped across my abdomen and lower body; I was naked from the waist up. As I went to move, I found myself to be rendered immobile, in the clutches of a large gray machine with incomprehensible writing on it. The device had me pinned at the shoulder, covering my wound fully and holding me fast. My hand was bandaged. I could turn my head and look around to some extent; a monitor displayed my heartbeat and other information, confirming I was undeniably alive. A pair of Highguard stood outside the open door. Some medical facility, then, but it was not the Citadel’s hospital wing, which I had been to numerous times to repair damage suffered while dueling. I tried to pull myself from the gray machine, but it began beeping, which drew the attention of the Highguard. I recognized one of them, a sergeant named Baldwin; he came into the room.

“Easy there, Lord Devon,” he admonished me gently. “You need to stay still so that contraption can do its job.” He gestured at the gray machine.

“It’s job?” I echoed, my wits still not altogether there.

“Rebuilding your shoulder,” he said.

I thought about this for a moment, nodded. “We are at Highguard Medical, then?” I asked. I had never been here before, but it was known that the Provus had provided the Highguard with sophisticated medical machines—procured from the other worlds—to keep them in top fighting shape, and to rescue them from near death if necessary. Their families had access to these facilities as well. It was one of the many reasons they were so loyal to the Magelord.

“Yes, Lord Devon,” he confirmed.

My thoughts were clearing rapidly, and so were my memories. Anxiously, I asked, “What of my cousin, the lady Corinne?”

The moment the words left me, though, I had no need of them. I felt her nearby in another room, alive, in pain, but not in significant distress. She was hooked to another of the healing machines. She sensed me too, and we felt each other’s dawning wonder at this novel intimacy, this wordless connection, this bond. It was sweet and warm, comfortable, a thing to be cherished, not feared. Without sight, without presence, we touched each other reassuringly and marveled at this unexpected joining.

How is this possible? I wondered to myself, always the rationalist, conditioned by training to the strict formulae and order required by the Lattice. Some lingering effect to do with the unorthodox unlocking of the Veils, obviously. Yet my internal musings were no longer private; I felt her reaction, though markedly different from my own. A gift, she was thinking. Why question it? It is lovely, and so deeply . . . contenting.

Corinne was right; there was an amazing sense of fulfillment, the stuff of warm baths and full stomachs, of postcoital afterglows. We were not exchanging mere words; this was no paltry telepathy spell that let two people converse in silence for a few minutes before fizzling out. I found I could travel deeply within her as simply as recalling what I had eaten for breakfast that morning. Her thoughts, her memories, her exposed inner core; all of her was mine to explore and experience. She was complicated, intricate, layered and meandering—a diverse amalgam of stark contradictions and jubilant, glowing heat. I felt her deep compassion for animals, small children, and those unfortunates with lives of suffering and difficulty. She was cold, unforgiving toward braggadocio and posturing, yet filled with joy at simple pleasures: a hug, a kind word, a strong cup of coffee, a spring flower, or a melancholy song. A beautiful jumble of color and emotion that defied easy description, I beheld her, in all of her brilliant conflicted glory, and was elevated.

All the while, through Corinne, I saw my inner self as she saw me: driven, accomplished, at the height of my craft. A studious perfectionist with a quick wit and dry sense of humor. Disdainful of those who celebrated my fame as grand adept of the Lists of Rosalta, I craved neither accolades nor adulation. Mastery of my magic was what I sought; this was my driving motivation, my focus, giving me a clarity of purpose that Corinne found quite admirable and unusual. Due to this concentration on my magic, she saw that I was prone to grow quickly bored with the many past relationships I had fostered with women, though she also noted that it was rarely I who initiated such relationships in the first place. I felt her softening toward me, falling into me, indeed, marveling at what she found; she had viewed me previously as a somewhat shallow, fame-seeking lothario, but that assessment was rapidly changing. Even with all of my flaws, she found the reality of my being, now that it was hers to explore, delightfully complex, even something to treasure.

You tried to save me, she thought, along with an image of her bleeding out on the dais, my hands clasped tightly to her breast.

Tried? Seems like you are still here. She knew I was lightly teasing, and sent back a sensation of purring kittens.

We vowed to keep this secret between us, not knowing what it might mean, not trusting others to understand. We giggled and appreciated each other as we explored, intoxicated with what we found. It was like a drug, and though part of me worried at the addicting sense of need I suddenly felt for her, this disquiet was quickly lost in the exhilarated rush of sensations flowing between us, along with the terror that it would suddenly end. After a long, sensuous time, reluctantly, we disentangled and pulled back.

Blood of my blood, I told her sweetly.

Seer of my soul, she replied.

In all of this, only a few moments passed in the world that was not ours alone.

“She will be fine, Lord Devon,” said the Highguard soldier, answering my question. “She is down the hallway, recovering.”

“Er, thank you, Sergeant,” I said, pulling my attention back into the room. “I want to see her, right away.”

He shook his head. “Neither one of you is going anywhere for a while. Orders from the Magelord are to keep you safe and get you well. For you, that means two more days in the machine.”

“Two days!” I exclaimed, attempting to sit up but not succeeding, setting off more beeps. “What if I need to pee?”

“An attendant will be along shortly to assist you with bodily necessities,” he admonished. “I suggest you relax, maybe listen to some music. There’s a radio on the side table I could put on if you want.”

“No, thank you, Sergeant Baldwin, that will be all for now.”

“Lord!” he said, saluting, fist to heart. He returned to his post outside my door.

My thoughts turned to the Veils of Chaos, to the reality that Corinne and I had actually summoned them. The idea seemed unreal, dreamlike, yet I knew it was undeniably so. Even now, if I reached out with my awareness, I could feel them lurking like shadows, waiting to be called. As if a new appendage had grown from my body, one that could be controlled with a flick of thought no deeper than that which allowed me to blink. I wondered if my affinity to the Lattice had eased the way, for I was used to reaching out and grasping at things others could not. I sensed through our connection that Corinne controlled the Veils as well. The entire family had seen us summon them, and the implications were staggering. What could this mean to me, to Corinne? Having never considered such events, my imagination failed me. I would have to wait and see.

A short time later, a woman arrived and introduced herself as Madeline. She had well-groomed nails and shiny white teeth; her garb was freshly pressed. Though I did not know her, the lapel of her uniform was emblazoned with the distinctive floral pattern marking her as a Daughter of Fern. Only female applicants were admitted into the program, which demanded three extra years of education beyond the basic training afforded to typical healers. Expensive, efficient, and effective, the Daughters were in high demand among the wealthy. As a House Mason royal, most of my various dueling injuries had been successfully attended to by at least one of the Daughters; I felt in good hands.

She checked the information on the monitors, briefly touched my forehead with the back of her fingers, and pronounced my healing progress as “satisfactory.” She informed me that my scapula had been fractured but the real concern was around extensive damage to the joints. The machine was rebuilding all of it, using offworld medical technology provided by the Provus. Madeline had received special training on such equipment here in Northridge, as such machines were unavailable within the typical Daughter education regimen in Rosalta. According to Madeline, when finished, my parts would be fully restored, two days from now.

I absorbed this, conflicted, grateful that the Provus had such wonderful devices at his disposal and disgruntled that his callous actions had caused the need for them in the first place. My hand had already been repaired by the machine, but the deepness of the wound would cause tenderness for a day or so, and the newly formed skin on my palm would need to stay bandaged until tomorrow to dry. It was still the day of examination, midafternoon. After being stabilized at the Grand Assembly, Corinne and I had been brought here on medical gurneys, unconscious, by the Highguard. The majority of the family had gone on to the festival, some reluctantly, after the Provus had shown key members that we were alive and being cared for. Daughter Madeline relayed all of this information with precision and competence, then asked me if I would like to eat.

I discovered myself to be famished and acquiesced gratefully. In short order, a heaping plate of redfish and eggs was put before me on a raised tray; salted fruit juice was provided for electrolytes and hydration. After Daughter Madeline adjusted the bed to a more appropriate position for eating, she fed me, a curiously soothing process that I discovered I rather enjoyed. When done and my belly sighing with contentment, my parents arrived. My father seemed relieved that I was awake; he greeted me warmly. My mother gave off the airs of one who had been dragged here unwillingly; she nodded perfunctorily.

“It is all quite astonishing!” said my father, placing his hand upon my thigh gingerly as though patting a skittish animal. “Are you feeling all mended? That was some battle. Quite astonishing!” He seemed a little awkward, his usual diplomatic geniality gone. His face was creased with worry.

“I will heal, Father. My wounds are not mortal.”

“So we have been assured. But that is not what I am concerned about—at least, no longer. To have summoned the Veils, after all this time! People can hardly believe it, though we all saw them materialize before our eyes. It’s, well, it’s just . . . astonishing!” He squeezed my leg, hard, and his eyes looked wet.

“You’re repeating yourself, Frederick,” said my mother reproachfully. I said nothing, but my father’s concern was moving; my own eyes felt a little misty. I looked away.

My mother spoke, her face hard. “What your father is attempting to say, Devon, is that your life has changed now, irrevocably. Whatever you had planned, whatever you imagined your future would be like, you must discard these notions. Your importance to House Mason has dramatically increased, as well as the risks that go along with that. The Provus has you fast in his gaze, and your fate will be as he decides. All attention will be upon you, and you must not be naive. Be cautious; there are those even among our family who will now resent you, but such intrigues pale against the enemies of House Mason, who will seek to destroy you. Your innocence is at an end; you must practice vigilance, and perhaps more important, you must be cunning. I will do what I can to advise you; I fear it will not be enough.”

Her words hit like swallowed ice; my throat clenched with a wave of sudden dread. My mother was many things, a good portion of them not flattering. But her ability to analyze circumstances objectively, free from the lens of extraneous emotions, was a formidable talent that one ignored at their peril. If she foresaw danger, then I must remain wary. Despite Sergeant Baldwin’s assertions of keeping me “safe,” I had assumed the presence of the Highguard meant I was under some sort of house arrest for having dared to challenge the Provus. Could it be, instead, that the Provus was concerned for my well-being? I had not thought along these lines. What else was I missing?

Unexpectedly, my mother put her hand against my face for a brief moment; her palm was cool and dry. I could not recall the last time she had touched me, perhaps decades ago, when I was a small child. That, more than her words, chilled me to the core; it felt like she was saying goodbye, as if my end had already come to pass. Shortly thereafter, she took her leave, pulling my father behind her.

I became tired, irritable, annoyed at the thought of my family reveling at the festival while I was pinned to a bed at Highguard Medical. Corinne reached out to me, and I to her, several times for reassurance, each engagement a wonder of secret intimacy that no one but us could understand. I was eager to talk to her in person, to see her, touch her, but she was just as pinned to her own machine; it would be a few days yet. Though thoughts of lurking enemies disturbed my attempts at relaxation, eventually I slept—fitfully, as I kept inadvertently waking myself by beeping the mechanism with my nighttime gyrations.

Just before dawn, there was a great commotion outside in the hallway, waking me from my restless slumber. The Highguard tensed at my door, hands on their weapons, as additional soldiers rushed by. They were accompanied by several Daughters speaking in loud, commanding voices. As the turmoil faded up the hallway, I inquired as to what was happening, but the guards did not seem to know. Now fully awake, I tossed and fidgeted restlessly, to the extent allowed by the machine, but sleep eluded me.

Morning came; a new Daughter named Betta helped me with my ablutions, then brought me a platter with bread, fruit, and cheese for breakfast—leftovers from the festival. I asked after the disturbance last night; in a hushed voice, she said there had been a grave accident involving someone falling into one of the giant mixers used to prepare concrete for the near-continuous expansion of the Citadel. They were most assuredly dead, having been fairly well sliced, chopped, and otherwise subjected to forces appropriate to the blending of cement and watery gravel via enormous steel blades. No one knew who it was; the body was unrecognizable, just unspeakable chunks of meat and splintered bones. The disturbance last night had been an effort to try and consolidate and clean off the fleshy pieces before the concrete had hardened, making identification all but impossible. The endeavor had been futile; too much of the flesh had been turned into crimson paste within the mixer, inextricable from the concrete itself. I shuddered at Betta’s clinical explanation of all of this, even while listening with morbid fascination—probably some unlucky workman who would now become enmeshed in festival lore.

The bandage on my left hand was removed, and I examined the oblong scar that lay newly pink against the darker hue of my palm. The hand was a bit stiff, but the pain had faded. At least I was now able to feed myself. I felt for Corinne; she was still sleeping, far more peacefully than I had. She dreamed of green meadows under a rugged, clean sky broken by the enormous teeth of sturdy mountains: Ashland, her current abode while working under Alejandros. I rode the vision for a time but ultimately let her rest.

After breakfast, I asked for some reading materials, and Daughter Betta brought me a book and a local newspaper. Soon after, my brothers came calling: Justus and Jonus. Justus, the elder, seemed sincere about my condition, peering at the offworld healing machine curiously.

“Does it hurt much?” he asked me, gesturing at my shoulder.

“Mostly numb,” I observed. He and I were a decade apart, had not interacted much throughout the years. He worked with my father in the diplomatic corps and was well respected. Our age difference was large, and we were not as friends. Indeed, I did not particularly like his judgmental leanings, but having done little to wrong me, my general feelings toward him tended positive. Not so with Jonus, who had always been something of an ass, a bully, and a braggart. I loved him as deeply as I begrudged him, for always being bigger, faster, permanently first in contests and races. When as a child, I would worry about repercussions from breaking rules, Jonus had no such concerns. His doings were always bold, brash, and exciting; he got me into trouble with the childminders, with the Highguard, with the cleaning staff, and especially with our parents, blaming me for any mischief that we got caught engaging in. I endured numerous punishments in stoic silence, happily accepting blame, if it only meant that I be included in his next adventure.

“The Provus really beat you bloody, didn’t he,” said Jonus, looking me over carefully with fake concern and dramatized pity. “A rather sad showing on your part. What happened to all of your fancy magic?”

“Didn’t have any spells hung,” I told him defensively. He was an expert at pushing my buttons, his skill honed over years of practice. At his blank look, I clarified, “Prepared ahead of time.”

He shook his head as if in great disappointment. “Was kind of hoping you would take the old man to task, but he made short work of you. And having a little girl try to save you? What a fiasco.” He was talking about Corinne. “Embarrassing to be your brother, but that’s our lot in life, eh, Justus?” He laughed as if these comments were the pinnacle of clever humor, but Justus just looked at him coldly.

“Whatever,” I said indifferently, trying not to show my rapidly growing anger. “Listen, I am tired, but thanks for coming by.”

“Yeah, anytime,” said Jonus. “Feel better.” He waved dismissively as he left the room.

After waiting till Jonus was out of earshot, Justus said, “Get better, Devon, and quickly. The whole family is going crackers over what you did. I have a feeling that things will be changing significantly. I will help if I can. I hope you are prepared.”

“Me too,” I said, meaning it.

He looked around, leaned a little closer, said, “Have you heard of the accident last night?”

“Heard about it from a Daughter, someone died in a mixer, no one knows who it is.”

“All true. Naturally, folks are curious, trying to figure it out based on who is missing. Of course, there are hundreds of people wandering about the festival at any given time, so it’s a fool’s errand. Odds are its some construction worker who was tuning the mixer and got distracted. Then again, workers were given the day off, and it seems several prominent folk have not been seen in a while. Despite all efforts to find these individuals, no one has been able to contact them. So, the rumors are flying. Isn’t that interesting?”

“Really? Who, as such?” I asked.

“Seneschal Keridan, Lord Christopher, Lady Wintina, and Lord Clyvet. I am certain there are many of lesser stature, too, unaccounted for, but these are the most intriguing.”

Christopher was Alexander Mason’s son, one of three living children—unless, of course, Christopher had met his end in the mixer. A daughter, Celine, and another son, Serack, had been killed by demons many decades ago. These events led the Provus to ultimately reject demonology, and became a pivotal motivation in the closing of the Gates of Nagaresh, the demon world. If it were Christopher who now lay in pieces, the Provus would have yet another death of a child to deal with. Christopher was also my greatuncle via my bloodline through Fawna.

Wintina du Dedamin was the lifewife of Philip Mason—he of the missing toe. Their son, Clyvet Mason, was also on the list, along with the loyal seneschal Keridan, who had put so much care into the festival arrangements. It was unusual for him to be absent during the festival, but it was nearly impossible to imagine the seneschal tinkering with the construction equipment for any reason. He was probably off sleeping in one of the city inns with a “Seclusion Requested” sign on the door.

For any of these folks to be dead in a cement mixer would be a scandal of the highest order. I said as much.

“Well, we shall know soon,” said Justus. “I heard the Provus has ordered windbats. Of course, most are probably just sleeping off hangovers, sneaking out of an illicit lover’s chambers, and the like. But at least one may not be so lucky. The windbats will tell us.”

A windbat is a magical hybrid that will always fly unerringly to its target. All they need is for the sender to speak a name, and to visualize the face of the receiver as they invoke delivery. Windbats are a profitable and reliable means of message delivery used commonly on Anion—another remarkable development of the ingenious alchemists of Ashland. But never will they fly to a recipient who is dead; this is what Justus was talking about.

“Please let me know what you find out,” I requested. “Word is slow to reach me here.”

“I will,” he promised. He nodded, not unkindly, and took his leave. 

I had been sitting there for a while, musing over the words of Justus, thumbing through the newspaper, when one of the Highguard poked his head in and announced I had yet another visitor. I braced myself for the Provus, for I knew he would come eventually, but was surprised to instead see my cousin Lynette Malfaver enter the room. She was a distant relative, tracing her lineage through the eldest son of the Provus, Malkin. My bloodline, and Corinne’s, came ultimately through my greatmother Fawna, the daughter of the Provus. Lynette was considerably older than I, and was rumored to be one of those conceived by “infamy” through the dark deeds of Clyvet Mason, the grandson of Malkin. Hence the preference for her maternal name. Nevertheless, she carried the blood of House Mason, had undertaken the examination, and failed like everyone else. Though I did not know her well, we had spoken at length on several occasions, for she, like me, was a rarity in House Mason: born with strong magical abilities.

“Sira Lynette,” I greeted her formally, keeping my face neutral. It was odd that she was here, for she certainly had no great concern for my welfare. After my mother’s warning, I found myself overly suspicious of everyone and everything. With a pointed glance, I noted two other figures hovering at the doorway, apparently having been kept from the room proper by the Highguard. I did not recognize them; they were not part of the family. I felt uncomfortably vulnerable, pinned to the bed and shirtless, none of my magic ready or available. Lynette saw me looking at them.

“My retainers,” she explained contemptuously. “Concern yourself not with them, for they are less than nothing.”

“I, uh, see,” I said, a bit repelled by her callousness toward her staff. “And you must forgive me, Sira, if I do not stand and bow, for I am otherwise indisposed.” I pointed to the gray machine and made as if to rise, which set off a bunch of beeping. She laughed at this, and in the doorway, her retainers adopted foolish, overlarge grins, while their eyes remained cold and mirthless. I knew then what they were, and I shuddered.

“Trouble yourself not, my bold and handsome cousin, for I will not stay overlong. I only wished to congratulate you on your great success, as one practitioner of the arts to another.” She reached out and ran a hand along my leg, supposedly with affection, but there was something hungry in her gaze, and her retainers looked almost ravenous, eyes wide, mouths slightly open, little wheezes coming from them. Quickly I grabbed her hand, shaking it as if in thanks, then pushed it gently but firmly away.

“Thank you, Sira Lynette, for your kind words. I am just as surprised as anyone by recent events.”

“There was much discussion over whether it was you or Corinne who ultimately summoned the Veils of Chaos, but the Provus assured us it was you alone. I myself am not so certain.”

A great protective wall rose within me then, bolstered by a shrewd scheming that was not naturally part of my personality. I realized that some of this sentiment was coming from Corinne, who had awakened and joined with my awareness at discussion of her. If the Provus was going about telling folks that I, not Corinne, had summoned the Veils, we quickly and wordlessly agreed to not belie that narrative. But did the Provus truly believe this account, or was he spinning this story for his own obscure purposes? It mattered not; Corinne’s ability to control the Veils would be as secret as our inner connection. If, as my mother feared, there were nefarious forces who would seek to thwart this development, let their attacks be aimed at me. Properly armed with my magic, I was formidable, could defend myself. Corinne was vulnerable and must be protected. The best lie is the truth, I thought, recalling an old saying attributed to Logar the Liquid, the Magelord illusionist of Colondo. Hastily I improvised.

“The Provus is correct, Sira, I control the Veils,” I told Lynette. “Observe.” I reached out with my will, and eagerly the Veils came, materializing in the space between us, unfurling like the sails of a festive ship. She peered at them closely, then reached out a hand, intersecting the swirling mists; immediately she winced sharply and withdrew. In the doorway, her retainers adopted expressions of distress, making small whimpers. I found Lynette’s reaction interesting; the Veils were swirling visibly through my right leg with no ill effects; indeed, they felt warm and alive, comforting, like the ministrations of a faithful hound licking at its master’s hand. My cousin, though, clearly had a different, decidedly negative response to them. Would it be so for others? There was so much I did not yet know. Hoping she had accepted my charade, I banished the Veils.

“Now, Sira, if you will forgive me, I am exhausted by my injuries and must convalesce. But I do appreciate you stopping by.”

She beamed then, a wide, toothy caricature of apparent sincerity, but her eyes burned dull and dead, belying the inane smile beneath them. The retainers did not smile at all, instead seeming to regard me with the crafty looks of hunters stalking errant prey.

“Very well, young Devon,” Lynette said, rubbing at her hand distractedly. “Feel better, and I hope your future brings you all you deserve.”

On impulse, even though I sensed I was heading into dangerous waters, I said, “Sira, hold but a moment if you would.”

She looked at me expectantly.

I cleared my throat, said, “There was a death last night, an accident, it is being called. The body—what’s left of it—is down the hall a ways. No one can identify it; I thought perhaps your magic could be useful in this matter.”

For a moment, she simply stared at me, her expression complex, as if she was unused to people referring to her abilities as “useful.” She stared deeply into my eyes, so long I thought she would refuse, but maybe because I was sincere in my request, or perhaps out of respect for a fellow practitioner of the arts, she surprised me.

“The dead cannot hide from me,” she finally said, her voice brimming with pride. “No matter where they lay, nor how many pieces they may have gotten themselves chopped into.” Then, with great contempt, and more than a little satisfaction, she said, “It is Clyvet Mason that lies shredded in the room up the hallway.”

“Your father?” I blurted out. She had surprised me, both by her vehement tone and her seeming foreknowledge. But at my question, her eyes blazed with sudden fury.

“Do not dare to label him thus!” Lynette hissed. The two in the doorway adopted menacing, aggressive stances; the Highguard exchanged nervous glances, then stood taller and drew their kodachis. Lynette calmed the retainers with a dismissive gesture, then turned to me, her voice shaking with anger. “He was no father to me! He was nothing more than a filthy, grotesque rapist who should have been locked in the darkest dungeon with only rats to feed upon! But he knew justice in the end.”

She held up one hand, which began to glow with a sickly green light. She began to move it in slow circles as her face adopted a maniacal yet blissful expression, a cross between pain and pleasure, the look of a masochist having an orgasm while being tortured. “I can still feel the beautiful agony in his flesh as he died,” she whispered to me, panting in little gasps. “So very sweet . . . he . . . he screamed, and . . . and how he suffered . . . but not . . . nearly for . . . long enough.”

Abruptly, Lynette closed her hand; the green glow immediately faded. She gave me a last wistful look as if she had more to say, but maybe had said too much; ultimately she kept her silence. Then, she left quickly, her aides falling into lockstep behind her as soon as she passed the threshold. It had been some time since I had last seen Lynette, and she had displayed a degree of instability that I had not heretofore noticed. Her behavior had been odd, vaguely threatening, even unbalanced. Then again, for a necromancer who spent her time among the dead, such was probably to be expected.

No one liked necromancers, for obvious reasons, and here in Northridge, we took great pains to quickly burn our dead, turning their bodies into ash before they could become mindless thralls. That said, House Yun, which controlled the southern land of Charston, was run by a Magelord necromancer of formidable power. Lynette, once she had shown the ability by reanimating small dead animals, had been apprenticed to Magelord Zaranaster Yun some fifty-odd years before.

The magic of a necromancer was something of a mystery, for they were excluded by the Code of Harldis from participating in duels. It was known that they could reanimate the dead, but not in the rotting, bone-exposed manner depicted in the horror films imported by the Provus. Instead, the dead were restored to seeming health, with hearts beating red blood, and the need for food, air, and water. These mindless unfortunates were the primary source of expendable workers in Charston, a slave labor pool that performed most of the unwanted sanitation, construction, mining, or otherwise dirty or dangerous jobs. But necromancer power supposedly went far deeper, although only a few of those abilities had ever been recorded. Since no apprentice ever competed in the Lists, there was much debate over how much of their power was bluster.

Regardless, I had had enough of unwanted guests. I instructed the Highguard to send a note regarding Clyvet Mason to the Provus, then to refuse all future visitors, especially those with undead retainers. Looking disgusted, for they had not my training and had missed the telltale signs, they assured me that they would. I pushed Lynette’s visit out of my mind, along with the distasteful thoughts that accompanied it, and turned back to the paper.

Corinne had hosted some visitors as well. Her parents had come by, as well as our shared greatfather Lenark, who sent well wishes on behalf of his brother, the Magelord alchemist Alejandros. Our connection, though still newly strange and wonderful, was so comfortable it was beginning to feel normal, as if we had always shared such intimacy. Through our bond, Corinne was revealed at the deepest levels: her failings, her doubts, her fears, but also her dreams, her desires, her brash determination, her quirky sense of humor, her love of dance and desire to travel. I knew her entirety, and I found myself loving her with fierce tenderness, and I knew she saw all my faults and dreams and craziness and loved me regardless as well. We speculated that our link was the unexpected gift of the way we had summoned the Veils of Chaos. She awakening the power within me, I within her, a circular paradox that could never have been achieved by either alone—now unleashed, forever connected. We would be bonded, branded, bound by blood, and this was more than just acceptable, it was intensely special and deeply precious.

We lay in our respective rooms, pinned to our offworld healing machines, and lost ourselves in each other. She had run to the stage in an effort to help me, to somehow save me from the wrath of the Provus by shielding me, confident he would stay his weapons before her. I admonished her foolishness while admiring her bravery. We both felt that if things had transpired any other way, the Veils would not have been summoned, and we would not now be connected. The thought of that seemed terrible to us both, the pain and suffering well worth the reward of our connection. Neither of us was interested in the more practical side of controlling the Veils; let the other worlds burn, we had each other, and each of us our respective crafts, thus we had everything we needed or wanted.

At last, exhausted, we slowly, reluctantly pulled ourselves apart, withdrew to our own spaces, but kept a tiny tendril intertwined within each other for mutual comfort and solace, the metaphysical equivalent of our two little fingers gently entwined. At some point, I slept.

When I awoke, I called for some food. I ate, I drank; I voided my bowels distastefully into a bedpan. I read my book. My father visited again, stayed longer this time, chatting of small matters to put me at ease. Time passed. The machine crawled slowly along my shoulder. I could move more freely now; it took more effort and motion to get it to beep in alarm. The numbness in my shoulder became duller, less painful. Corinne and I intermingled pleasantly. I ate and slept again. The second night passed.

At last, a row of lights on the gray machine turned green, and with a slobbery, sucking sound, it disengaged itself from my shoulder. Daughter Madeline was back; she efficiently examined my newly healed skin. I moved my shoulder, my arm, slowly; it was slightly sore but functional. I had free range of motion. My heart beat strong and true in the monitors. Slowly I sat up, swung my feet over the side of the bed. After some unsteady tingling, I got my legs under me. Went to the attached bathroom for the first time in many days. Took a shower, taking care not to wet my bandages. Brushed my teeth and felt close to normal. Dressed in fresh clothes, excited to finally see Corinne. Opened the bathroom door.

The Provus sat waiting in the visitor chair beside the bed. He was dressed in casual clothes—no cloak, no weapons apparent. Warily, I regarded him. “Hello, Greatson,” he said calmly. “We have much to discuss.”


Chapter 6

The other houses need us the way a chuckler needs dust, and they hate their addiction. Therefore, they hate our alliance, and will do anything to weaken, undermine, or destroy it—for they know that as long as it stands, we are in control.

—Magelord Alexander Mason, On the Northridge-Ashland Alliance

I scowled at the Provus coldly. He gestured that I should sit, pointing to the edge of the bed. Ignoring the suggestion, I remained standing, glowering down at him. Slowly he smiled.

“Well, it’s good to see that you are none the worse for the wear,” he finally said.

I was incredulous. “None the worse? Are you mad? Corinne nearly died. After you . . . you . .” I trailed off, shaking my head angrily, unable to find the proper words to express the depths of my indignation.

The Provus let me steam for a moment, then said, “Forgive me, young Devon, but I insist that my actions, however severe they seemed, were, in fact, necessary. You see, I knew all along that you would succeed in summoning the Veils, but you, yourself, had to be convinced of that fact. The problem with the examination is that since no one has been able to duplicate my abilities for so many generations, the general attitude has developed that it cannot be done.”

The latter part of his assertion made a certain kind of sense; I had been convinced going into the ceremony that it was a fool’s errand. But his earlier claim was unexpected and gave me pause. Cautiously, I said, “That’s ridiculous. How could you have possibly known that I would call the Veils?”

“Simple. The Timeweaver predicted as much. In matters such as these, he is never wrong.”

This response stunned me, causing me to close my mouth, which had been primed for additional indignant repartee. Of the Magelords, the Timeweaver was the most mysterious, the least social. He had no apprentices; his lands were a vast desert wasteland with no subjects to be ruled. There were some forlorn drifters, mostly exiled criminals wanted by no one who had banded together and scraped out a meager survival at the edges of his domain, but these “Freefolk” were not technically under the Timeweaver’s rule. Years, sometimes decades, would pass with no word from him, or of him. Perhaps there was more in play than I knew. Still, my anger refused to quiet.

“The Timeweaver?” I scoffed. “An uninvolved ghost; he speaks to no one. And what of Corinne? Did the Timeweaver tell you to shoot her full of holes in your quest for the Veils?”

He seemed a little sheepish at that, but he answered, “Corinne’s injuries were unintentional. I knew you would summon the Veils; I knew she would facilitate this somehow. I also knew I had to push you, to punish you mentally and physically, for the walls to drop within you. The Timeweaver relayed these facts, but he was not exactly forthcoming with the details. Your blood bird interfered with my aim; I never meant for Corinne to be hurt.”

“You had no problem with hurting me, though,” I said accusingly. The Provus shrugged, his hand disappearing into his belt pouch. I tensed. He dug around for a moment, then proffered a small messaging scroll, its paper unusually white, coiled around a green crystal spindle in the shape of an hourglass: the Timeweaver’s sigil. As the Provus held it up toward me, I saw the sands first begin to run freely toward the bottom chamber of the glass, then slow, finally stopping with several of them suspended in the air: the irreproducible magical signature of the Timeweaver, a guarantee of the authenticity of the message. Glowering, I plucked it from his hand roughly, unrolled it. It was addressed to the Magelord, in familiar terms, and some of it had been blackened such that the words were illegible. The script was neatly printed with forward-slanted flourishes, in a manner signifying deep respect for a highly regarded colleague. It read:

Alexander,

The payment for our bargain is nearly due. Despite your grave misgivings, I foresee that in all pathways you will honor our agreement. By avoiding duplicitous maneuvers that would ultimately prove futile, you show respect to that which I value most: my Time. Among men, such rectitude is uncommon, and so I grant you a small boon of prescience to do with as you will.

In the upcoming ritual for your progeny, there are narrow pathways for the boy to traverse, through which he will achieve your greatest desire. He must be critically stressed and discomfited—his mental defenses shattered, his body overburdened with suffering and agony. You must be brutal and callous, as well as cautious; he will not understand your maleficence, and will defend himself. The girl will unwittingly assist, but regardless of your machinations, it will be the boy who ultimately decides. He will either forsake the girl, leaving her to perish, or he will submit to self-sacrifice and compassion, thus unlocking control of the Veils and saving them both.

If he succeeds, he will hold a grudge against you. Show him this letter, and his animosity will diminish.

As for Dariani, one sister is all she will need to survive when you are gone. The boy will find better use for the other. You will not hear from me again until it is time for payment.

—Timeweaver

I read it twice, annoyed that, as predicted, my ire toward the Provus lessened. Holding it outward and pointing, I said, “What are these? The blacked-out sections . . .?”

“Other matters, not concerning you,” he said sharply. His eyes dared me to challenge this. I did not.

“May I keep it?” I asked.

“For what reason?”

The involvement of the Timeweaver seemed important, and my initial thinking was to show Corinne, or perhaps my parents, this proof that the Provus had reasons for his actions, however questionable. But before I could respond, or perhaps to mollify me, he waved his hand and said, “Fine, keep it, I am through with it.”

I glanced at the words again, noted the phrasing of the first sentence. “Narrow pathways?” I questioned. “Doesn’t seem like anything was certain, as you all but asserted moments ago.”

The Provus shrugged. “It is true that the future is never fixed. That said, if there is one thing that I have learned from the Timeweaver, it is that he never intervenes without reason. When he does, and with such specificity as you see in his letter, he is undoubtedly directing events to the result he wants or, rather, expects to happen. Thus, to my mind, the outcome was all but assured.”

“Why would he care about me, us, any of this?” I asked, feeling manipulated, suspicious that the answer had something to do with the blackened words that were illegible.

“Who can say?” he offered, but when he saw I wasn’t buying it, continued, “Look, Devon, what matters now is that we—well, really, you—have succeeded. My intentions for you were never to seriously harm but only to inflict a minor flesh wound to pressure you, but as I have said, your bird interfered. Besides, it all worked out in the end. Corinne will mend, you have already healed, and you can summon the Veils of Chaos. You will walk among the five known worlds at my side. For the sake of House Mason, and all of our futures, that is the most important thing.”

He was speaking as though he did not realize that Corinne could also call forth the Veils, which went along with what he had been telling people. Till now, I had been unsure if he knew about Corinne and was just keeping that information confidential. I saw no need to inform him otherwise. The letter from the Timeweaver was vague, and seemed to have convinced the Provus by implication alone that I would be singularly successful. Let him have his intrigues with the Timeweaver, thinking he had all the answers. He would probably find out eventually anyway.

He could tell I remained angry, skeptical, but his appeal to the good of House Mason did have some effect on me. Now that I had an explanation for his loutish behavior, and he was once again acting rationally, it was difficult to keep hating him. He must have sensed my softening, for he said kindly, “Believe me, Greatson, when I tell you it was the only way. You had to face a terminal crisis to break the barrier of disbelief that had been built up within your mind. On my honor, it pained me greatly to do it.”

Though I didn’t agree with his methods, I realized wryly that I could not fault his results.

“All right, so I can walk between worlds. What of it? I have all I need and want right here on Anion.”

“Really? How can you be so sure?” he asked. When I did not respond, he said, “You have never even been to another world. How can you possibly begin to guess at the wonders that await you there? The incredible technologies, the soaring buildings, the breathtaking landscapes, the remarkable unknown. Amazing experiences lie ahead that no one but you and I, in all of Anion, will ever have. Are you not in the least bit curious?”

“No,” I replied stubbornly. Perhaps a part of me was, but I did not like the way this whole situation had been engineered, and I was in no mood to be agreeable.

“Seriously? You may say that now, but you must realize that you are speaking from ignorance. Why, if it wasn’t for the other worlds, you would not even be alive.”

“I know, I know, we learned all of this in school. You are originally from the world of Earth. You made all of us learn English, the language spoken there, as a tribute to your birth world.” English was an irrational language, difficult to master, with no consistency and conflicting rules—drilled into Mason offspring during our upbringing until we could wield it fluently. The only seemingly useful benefit we got out of this was the ability to enjoy the various entertainment films and programs the Provus had procured over the years without need for the translation text. We rarely spoke it among the populace; mostly it was used for private conversations among the family or on documents that demanded an extra degree of security, since few but House Mason royals were conversant in its obtuse conventions.

The Provus chuckled. “Is that what they told you—a tribute? Actually, English is but one of thousands of languages spoken on Earth, though it was my native tongue. While it is true I made it part of the curriculum, it was in the hopes that one of you would someday be able to travel there. Not as a tribute or whatever nonsense they filled your head with. While I take your point regarding my origins, I was thinking of your greatmother. Dariani is from the world called Janix. If I had not traveled the worlds and met her there, you would never have been born.”

His voice was smooth and persuasive, manipulative. Trying to glamorize Earth and Janix as places of grand adventure where you meet beautiful women like the High Queen. I was having none of it.

“Stop selling candy; I prefer meat,” I told him coolly, using the trader’s adage that meant it was time for him to present his best offer.

The Provus sat silent, regarding me for a moment. I met his gaze steadily. Finally, he spoke: “I am glad it is you, Devon. You are clever, and a shrewd man is never out of options. You are stubborn, but that is merely another word for determined. You have the foolish naiveté of youth, but wisdom can be imparted, with the right mentor. All in all, it could have been much worse.”

“So pleased that you’re glad,” I replied with heavy sarcasm. At this stage, it would take more than a few meager compliments to earn my trust. “Now, can we just move on to what is it you want from me, exactly?”

His face hardened, but the twinkle never left his eye. “Very well,” he said. “Let us come directly to the matter. In less than two years, I will die. While I will not go willingly, there is, unfortunately, no avoiding it. This has troubled me greatly, not because of any personal feelings against death, though I do harbor these, as would any man. No, my fears have mostly been for all I have built, for House Mason, and Northridge and its people. Now, in you, Devon, I begin to see hope. When I am gone, you will take my place and walk the five known worlds. You will continue the family business. You will further House Mason, and keep us strong.”

The revelation of his impending death was shocking. It sent a shiver of vulnerability along my spine; House Mason without its Magelord seemed difficult to imagine—broken, somehow, or, at least, greatly diminished. It also changed everything; my thoughts spun with the ramifications. My entire life and the decades before had been times of stability and peace, as Northridge thrived under the rule of Alexander Mason. True, there had been some turmoil early on in his reign, but these were stories from long ago; in my lifetime, there had been naught but peaceful prosperity. The Provus was either respected, feared, or both by the other houses, having forged numerous agreements and connections built on trade, family apprenticeships, wedlock, dueling victories, or general force of charisma and will. It was impossible to imagine what his loss would mean not only to Northridge but to the Kralish-Ashland political landscape. And who would possibly rule in his stead?

“You are dying?” I said, more than a little disturbed. For the first time in the discussion, my words were not dripping with sass. “Are you afflicted with some illness?”

“We will come to that at the proper time. But let us focus on my expectations of you for the moment. You know what it is that I do when I worldwalk, do you not?”

I pushed away my consternation, said, “From what I understand, you travel to other worlds and bring back items that you sell to the other houses.”

“Basically, yes. The trick is to make your trips worthwhile. Since you can only bring back what you can physically carry with you, enormous items are out of the question. Large carts laden with goods are possible, but even these can be difficult: the more mass, the greater the inertia. You will come to understand these things with time and practice. Over the years, I have done exceptionally well within the arena of information.”

“Such as?”

“Books are useful, as are any types of plans or schematics. I have sold Alejandros countless tomes on engineering, for example, which, on Earth, is a far superior science to anything found on Anion. Of course, this is due in part to the fact that here so many rely on magic to get things done. Still, there are numerous areas that magic doesn’t cover that I have successfully taken advantage of. Steam and bluegas power, electricity, radio, advanced medicines and compounds—these are all things I have brought to Anion using the technologies of the other worlds and our trade alliance with Alejandros. I have provided seeds and fertilizer and irrigation techniques that have tripled crop yields; several Magelords with poor soil paid well for that knowledge. I have traded the process of creating superior steel to Logar the Liquid. His blades are now the finest in the land, and his structures will last for centuries. It’s all a matter of finding a need and filling it.”

Though Alexander Mason was growing quite animated in speaking about his ventures, I found it difficult to be enthused. A glorified merchant, that was all he was. Certainly not the career path I envisioned for myself. I made a face.

“What about my magic?” I said. “I have devoted most of my life to my craft, and I certainly have no intentions of giving it up now.”

“It is quite fortunate that you are so accomplished a mage, and more than I could have hoped for. Don’t forget, other than worldwalking, and the technological advantages this brings me, I have no other magic to rely on. Ever since the Gates of Nagaresh were sealed, I can no longer command demons. You, on the other hand, will be able to rely on both magic and offworld technology.”

This casual admission surprised me. It was known that the Provus had once commanded demons, but the details of this morally questionable chapter of his past had not been taught in history class. I wondered what other shady deeds he had committed that I was unaware of, what obstacles he had struggled with, all to bring about the prosperous, peaceful land that was my home. In truth, I had given little thought to the affairs of Northridge, trusting my elders to take care of matters while I concentrated on my magic. It was annoying that I was thrust into this aspect of my family like this, but logically, if not yet emotionally, I could see that he had a point.

“You will have plenty of time for your craft,” he continued. “Your primary responsibility will be to travel to the other worlds, procure items, and bring them back here. The family will deal with the rest, all the negotiations with the other Magelords, and so forth. In truth, they are quite efficient at handling the tedium of everyday affairs, which I have little patience for. Of course, there are many details for me to work out, but most of them have nothing to do with you. Mainly, I need to put the affairs of Northridge in order, and prepare for my death and succession of leadership.” If he were troubled by such thoughts, he gave no sign.

“What is wrong with you?” I asked. “How can you be certain of your death, two years hence?”

“A topic for another time,” he again deflected. “Right now, we are focused on you.” He paused for a moment, looked at me with a slow, penetrating gaze. I met his eyes steadily.

“Devon, there are those who will not be happy with your ability to summon the Veils of Chaos. House Mason has enemies that would love to see our power diminished or destroyed. They covet our wealth, they seethe with jealously that their people flock to our borders in search of better lives. There is no keeping what you did a secret; all of Northridge knows by now, and all of Kral and Ashland will soon be aware as well. In you, I see the future of House Mason; they will see only a threat. Our rivals have been biding their time, looking for an opportunity, not daring to move openly, plotting and scheming.”

He took a deep breath, stood, put his hand on my good shoulder. “There is no doubt in my mind they will move against you,” he said gravely.

I paled at this grim assessment, this unshakable reinforcement of my mother’s fears coming directly from the Magelord. Corinne felt my alarm, tried to get my attention, but I quieted her; I needed to focus. Could the situation really be so dire?

“Who are these enemies?” I asked. “And are you certain that these conspiracies even exist? What cause would they have to do me harm, just because I can summon the Veils?”

“It is complicated,” he said. “Especially for one who it seems has paid little mind to politics. It will take some time to educate you on all of the subtleties. Suffice it to say for now that our only true ally is Magelord Alejandros Hull. As you know, House Hull controls Ashland. What you may not know is that, together, we control most of Kral.”

This was news to me. There were seven major houses and a smattering of Freefolk clans that collectively controlled the continent of Kral and its sister islands of Ashland, the only remaining livable land on Anion since the day the Great Rock was pulled from the sky by Derek the Destroyer. Each major house was under the rule of a powerful Magelord. What he was saying made little sense. I said as much.

“Through our alliance with House Hull, and our vast array of licensing agreements,” the Provus said, “we provide the majority of goods and services to all of the other houses. Greater than ninety-five percent of all people in this world use one of our products or services; most use many of them. They pay extremely well for the betterment of their lives. In addition, the Exchange is the main source of financing not only for these goods and services but also for the other houses themselves. Except for the Timeweaver, each of them owes us billions of guilders; even Ashland, our ally. What money and production they have flows into our coffers in the form of interest payments and trade deficits. They all depend upon us utterly, and for this, they resent us. They watch our prosperity grow as their fortunes wither; for this, they hate us.”

Though I had little knowledge of the details of such matters, I felt this analysis to be too pessimistic, and overly alarmist.

“Surely not all of the Magelords feel this way,” I protested. “What of House Zalasar?”

Magelord Horation Zalasar ruled over the land of Rosalta, a large tract of terrain bordering Northridge to the west. Rosalta was known for its abundant farming, and Horation for his strict interpretation of the Code of Harldis, the ancient text that governed agreements and disputes between the Magelords. I knew him well—in fact, far better than I knew the Provus. He had been my mentor for the past twenty years. Horation was master of the Lattice, severe in his way, perhaps less imaginative in his use of magic than I was, but still vastly experienced and undeniably powerful. Much of what I knew about magic, I had learned under his demanding gaze. While not exactly a kindly man, I had never felt the animosity, jealousy, or whatever else the Provus was talking about from the Magelord.

“Horation is an honorable man, and more trustworthy than most,” said the Provus. “Still, he owes House Mason more than three billion guilders. He considered himself quite fortunate when you displayed his particular brand of magic, and I asked him to train you. If he seemed favorable toward you, it was likely because his tutelage earned House Zalasar one hundred million guilders each year, paid in the form of debt forgiveness. Such a compact also provided a keen incentive to ensure your safety and, thus, continued patronage.”

I was incredulous at this staggering sum, had not known about such an agreement. I opened my mouth, then closed it, not sure what to say. The realization descended that I was far more ignorant of affairs than I had supposed, even those of direct concern. I resolved to find wisdom rapidly. Some quick mental math revealed that the Provus had invested nearly two billion guilders in my magical education with Magelord Horation. And I had only spent six months of each year in Rosalta, the rest of the time having been educated in Northridge. Never once had the Provus mentioned this arrangement. I suddenly felt deeply in his debt.

“Thank you, Greatfather, for your support all of these years,” I said finally, with sincerity. My magic defined me at the core; it was who I was, and he had paved the way for my training via an unfathomable fortune, had asked for nothing in return. He deserved my gratitude.

“You’re welcome,” he said, seeming a little embarrassed. “But I did the same for your cousin Lynette, for her training with House Yun. And I have been paying that for far longer. My point is that these folks, but also Stanton and Logar, would all love to see us fail, would all love to wriggle out of our grasp.” He was talking about Stanton Landarain, Magelord of Graymarsh, and Logar Sephysus Nereus, the ruler of Colondo. I knew little about each, other than their specialties of magic: Stanton was a teleporter, Logar an illusionist. Both were reputedly extremely powerful.

I had faced their acolytes many times at the Lists, and would one day duel Stanton’s chief apprentice, Filbert, the current grand champion of the Lists. Once my current responsibilities were satisfied, I would issue a formal challenge to Filbert, and then we would see who was the most powerful mage in the lands—save the Magelords. For now, though, this was naught but a distraction; I focused back on the discussion at hand.

“But surely my being able to summon the Veils doesn’t change anything,” I said. “It is the same power you have, and doesn’t really add anything new of value to House Mason.”

“Thing is, too many people know of my impending death. The Timeweaver knows. Alejandros Hull knows. Your mentor, Horation, knows. Many of their retainers assuredly know. We are foolish if we do not assume that all of the Magelords are fully aware of this fact. Until you called forth the Veils, all they had to do was wait, knowing that I would die, that House Mason would weaken, perhaps eventually rot. Now they will fear your power, that the supply of offworld knowledge, technical wizardry, and superior products will continue unabated, slowly suffocating them, draining their treasuries and their citizens. “Unless . . .” He trailed off.

“Unless they kill me,” I finished, but a darker thought weighed heavily upon me then: and also Corinne.

“Exactly!” said the Provus. “But we have a tactical advantage our rivals do not, and I fully intend to ensure that you stay safe. To that end, you will disappear for a while. I’ll make the announcement shortly, and I’ll deal with any issues that arise. Bottom line is if you’re not around, you can’t be assassinated.”

“How comforting,” I said dryly. “And where do you propose I should go?”

The Provus regarded me with bright eyes. “Why, offworld, of course! What better way to begin your training and simultaneously get you out of harm’s way? You will go to Earth, for starters. You can study at one of their universities for a time, then come back here and I’ll fill you in on this side of the business. That will give me leave to bolster our position without having to constantly concern myself with your well-being. From time to time, I’ll visit you, check on your progress, let you know what’s happening back home. What do you think?”

I let his question linger in the room for a moment, mulling it over. Undeniably, the idea had its attractions. I controlled the Veils of Chaos, though I was a little hazy on the actual use of them. Still, whatever I needed to know, the Provus would show me. Too, I had a responsibility to the family, and if I could further House Mason after the Provus was gone, it would be morally negligent to turn away from this burden.

I was unconvinced that the Magelord’s fears of lurking enemies were fully justified, but then again, I was forced to acknowledge a severe lack of information regarding the involved politics. Such plots and machinations were certainly possible.

Thoughts of conspiracies reminded me to ask, “Did you receive my note regarding Clyvet?”

“I did, though we had already determined by windbat that it was he who had perished. An unfortunate accident.”

“I was wondering about that. Seems a rather unusual accident. You speak of our enemies; are we certain his death was not the result of something nefarious?” Enemies or no, I was thinking of both the vitriol Lynette had shown toward Clyvet and the delight she had taken in his demise.

“Very certain. Numerous witnesses have Clyvet drinking to excess, singing, dancing, making obnoxious advances to various females late into the night. He actually convinced several of them to come with him to the construction yard, where they were taking turns doing, ahem, bulldozer rides. When they left him, he was sleeping in the dozer scoop, right next to the mixer. Somehow he must have fallen in, turning it on in the process.”

“That explains that, then,” I said, but my racing mind was already elsewhere. So little I knew, so much I needed to know if I were to play at the higher level of involvement that was suddenly thrust upon me. Perhaps with the knowledge to be had offworld, I could somehow reinforce my powers, even beyond that of my mentor, Magelord Horation. Too, my thoughts could not stay far from Corinne; if my enemies were looking for me, best to be nowhere near her. Let them rage helplessly at my absence, harassing the Provus in a vain effort to get to me. Corinne would be secure, far away in Ashland, and of no apparent threat to anyone.

I had no better alternative. My apprenticeship to Horation had technically ended when I came of age. I had thought to set up some type of magic-related business here in Northridge but had not fleshed out the particulars yet. And the prospect of seeing Earth, which I had heard of all my life, had seen in films, but had heretofore treated as unattainable fantasy, became unexpectedly strong then within my breast.

“All right,” I said, bowing slightly. “It will be as you suggest, Greatfather Alexander.” I showed him respect with my formal address, not exactly saying that I forgave him for his assaults upon Corinne and me, but at least acknowledging that things were perhaps more complex than they seemed.

The Provus smiled and said, “For the moment, rest. I’ll speak to your parents and fill them in. In the meantime, begin to pack. Clothes, food, lodgings—I’ll take care of all of that. But if there are any personal or magic items you need, you’d better get them ready. In a couple of days, we leave for Earth.” With that, he turned and strode from the room, leaving me alone with my whirling thoughts.


Chapter 7


Over time, people get complacent, become set in their ways, begin to loathe change. I welcome it. New people, new ideas, new music, new worlds: these have all made me stronger, brought me to heights that sitting safely in my study never could. Those who reject the new music I bring to Anion should go back to living in caves and banging rocks together.

—Magelord Alexander Mason, On the Cultural Impact of Radio

Finally, I sat with Corinne, beside her bed, facing her, holding her left hand with my own. The offworld healing machine covered her right side and breast, quietly humming there with occasional slurping noises reminiscent of a restaurant patron enjoying soup. Wires and tubes were connected to the device from various elevated pouches containing blood, plasma, and some strange greenish substance that was not readily identifiable. Thick sheets covered the rest of her; she would be here for at least two more days.

We sat in silence, content to just be present with each other. We had already gone over all that had transpired with the Provus, and agreed on the future paths that both of us would necessarily take. Accompanied by Alexander Mason, I would leave for Earth at the end of the week. She would return to Ashland, to her role directing the chemical production of Alejandros. No one knew of her ability to summon the Veils of Chaos. When the Provus had visited her, most apologetically and with great sympathy, he had not even mentioned the Veils. Instead, he had asked for Corinne’s pardon, had pled the need to push me, had proclaimed his horror at accidentally injuring her. She forgave him in due course, for she was loyal and good-hearted. It surely helped that the Provus moved the sum of two million guilders into her personal account in compensation for, as he explained, her “unintended suffering.”

No one even seemed to suspect our secret connection. This bond was hard to describe—not telepathy, not like sending and receiving unspoken words. Instead, it was as if I had access to Corinne’s thoughts, her memories; like her mind was an offshoot of my own. Though not present for them, I could effortlessly recall the conversations with her parents when they had come to visit, how they told her of the terror they felt at her injury, how afraid they were that she would die. I also knew that Cousin Lynette had tried to see her; Corinne had been too ill at the time, had eschewed all unwanted visitors for the first two days, and Lynette specifically after my warning. I could vividly recollect her rush of determination to help me on examination day, the mad dash to the stage, expecting to be stopped at any moment by the Highguard, the sudden impact of the fléchette shattering ribs and drilling itself into her lung. Her thoughts and memories were mine—her emotions, my own.

This transparency ran both ways. All of my feelings, my secrets—my raw, inner self—exposed, laid bare for Corinne to peruse.

Oddly, there was little embarrassment; at least, I was far more discomfited by my past questionable actions than she was judgmental of them. My flaws lay open in plain sight; for example, Corinne knew of my penchant for self-gratification to images of the dark-skinned beauties of Colondo, and also where my stash of such photographs was hidden. She cared not one whit. I knew of her experimenting with different types of dust throughout her past, and that she still occasionally indulged. Scandalous, yet between us, there was a totality of acceptance and understanding. It was as if the love we felt for ourselves had been expanded to include each other; we marveled at it, reveled in the intimacy, and vowed to each other to treasure and guard this secret with our lives. We also vowed to help each other rise above our individual failings.

After a long, pleasant time with her, I reluctantly said, “I will let you rest now, sweet Corinnia.” In the highborn speech of Kral, this meant simply little Corinne. She smiled pleasingly; she had been called thus as a small child and found it comforting. I rose and leaned in, kissed her forehead slowly, gently; she put her hand to my face, cupping it. Her fingers were warm and welcome.

“Fare thee well, brave Devon,” she told me.

“Until next we meet,” I replied, mostly for the benefit of the Highguard outside the door. We both knew I would be returning tomorrow, and every day until she was released.

From Highguard Medical, I made my way to the living quarters to have a private lunch and discussion with my parents. They weren’t sure what to make of my impending trip offworld, with my father being against the idea of an extended stay away from home, and my mother highly in favor of it. For once, I agreed with her; the optimism of my father that things in Northridge would work themselves out if only faced headlong seemed naive at best, and possibly suicidal if it were true that enemies stood awaiting their chance to assassinate me. To get away from my father’s attempted persuasions, and also to stay on the move in case such enemies were lurking about, I decided to vacate Northridge for a bit, to collect my belongings from Rosalta and to have a word or two with my mentor, the Magelord Horation.

Most folks traveling internationally had to use the major mirroway nexus in the heart of Citadel City, the capital of Northridge. As a House Mason royal, though, I had special privileges. I headed to the adjunct nexus in the lower level of the Masonic Citadel, where several humorless Highguard stood vigilant. Having sent a windbat communiqué earlier in the day to Horation, the mirroway was primed and ready for the complex code entry and verification procedure that always accompanied the travel of important personnel. The sequence was entered into the controller frame and transmitted. Confirmation was received. Inside the enormous oval casing, a silver fog took shape, shimmered for a moment, then clarified. Through the opening, we could now see the inside of Horation’s adjunct nexus room, deep inside his sprawling castle in Rosalta’s heartland. Four of Horation’s Landstalkers—the supposed equivalent of the Highguard—could be seen through the now active portal. All seemed to be in order; I was about to enter when one of the Highguard put a hand gently on my shoulder. “Hold a moment, Lord Devon,” he said. “We have orders for heightened security measures.”

I nodded, knowing that these instructions came from the Provus. It would be pointless to try to interfere. Instead, I simply watched as one of the Highguard entered the portal, seeming as if he had just stepped through a simple doorway instead of across the continent. Hand on his stunner at the ready, he looked around suspiciously. He then nodded at me through the portal. “You may come through safely, lord,” he advised.

“Thank you, Captain,” I said, noting his rank. I stepped forward. A brief flash of nausea passed through me, the usual feeling of transit. Swallowing away the gorge that had risen at the back of my throat, I nodded to the Landstalkers. One of them, whom I knew—a fellow named Jolsup—greeted me warmly. He was my usual companion when in Rosalta lately. While under his tutelage, Horation had taken his responsibility for my safety seriously; through the years, the Landstalkers had never been far from sight. The Highguard captain and Landstalker Jolsup at my sides, I made my way to the quarters that had been my Rosalta domicile for nearly the last twenty years of my life.

Frowning, I surveyed the room. Of the fragments that one accumulates over time, there was surprisingly little that was noteworthy: some photos, several letters, certain notebooks that offered critical insights; these I packed in a large transport box marked for Northridge. Some spare outfits were hanging in the closet, but most were outdated and well out of fashion; I left them to be donated to those less fortunate. Likewise for a bunch of battered novels, faded posters, and toy figurines I had once fancied; some of this stuff was more than a decade old. Child’s belongings—I would not be taking any of this rubbish.

The last item I packed for delivery was a well-worn leather pouch, with belt slots suitable for hanging from one’s waist: a travel-size reagent bag given to me by Magelord Horation when I was but a lad. These days, with my vastly improved knowledge, I kept a large briefcase filled with more than two hundred catalysts for my most versatile spells; it was back in my quarters in Northridge. This small bag, though, had been my first magical accessory, and though of no current practical use, I found myself reluctant to part with it.

When finished packing, I instructed Jolsup to take me to the Magelord. We made our way out of the living quarters, past the throne room, and over to the dueling chamber. Upon entering the vast, lofty room, Jolsup and the Highguard captain took up positions on either side of the door, as it was the lone entrance. The walls were of polished Ashland quartz, the floors gleaming oak finished with polyurethane. These materials were specifically chosen for easier cleaning after particularly messy duels. I had been in this chamber many times. The only other figure in the room was Horation Zalasar, sitting off to the side on one of the benches in the observation area. He saw me, beckoned me over.

“Come join me, Grand Adept,” he called, using my Lists title. His tone was even, the formal greeting his preferred manner. The Lists of Rosalta were Magelord Horation’s creation, and most of the duels I had fought, and won, had been in this same room. He addressed all junior magi by their titles; he believed this honored the Code of Harldis, a document Horation revered with the religious fervor of a zealot. He fully expected a reply of similar standing.

“Master Magelord,” I said as I neared, bowing my head deferentially. He was entitled to such appellations, having also been my teacher. In response, he patted the space beside him on the bench. “Sit with me a moment, Devon.”

Having switched to the informal use of my name, it was now appropriate for me to do so as well—to a degree. “Thank you, Master Horation,” I said, sliding in beside him. He was a small man, with thin bones and lean features, physically imposing by no one’s measure. His head was adorned with a bright-scarlet turban, as was his custom; he wore a tunic and dungarees of fine cotton undoubtedly produced by the bountiful farmland of Rosalta. He rubbed his skinny fingers together absently, was quiet for a moment, perhaps considering his words. Finally, he spoke.

“Since I last saw you, I have discovered a new acolyte of the Lattice,” Horation said. “A girl, nine years old, named Shayla. She is one of the Freefolk. Her power is but a spark, but who knows with time what she may accomplish?”

The Freefolk were those from a loose collection of small villages that lived on the outskirts of Lorne, the lands of the enigmatic Timeweaver. The mysterious Magelord rarely involved himself in the affairs of others and seemed to have no interest in what happened at the fringes of his territory. In these forsaken, desolate areas, the Freefolk eked out a meager living. They paid no taxes, obeyed no laws save their own, but also received no services or protection, their lives often difficult and impoverished. Shayla’s situation would be far better in Rosalta than among them.

“That is interesting,” I told Horation. “Those that see the Lattice come but rarely.” If history was any indicator, she would probably end up being of minor power, but there was always a chance she would surprise.

“Though she is older than you were when you first came to me, she reminds me a bit of you. Eager to learn yet extremely stubborn. A difficult combination to teach.”

“You did well by me,” I replied. I meant this sincerely; his disciplined style had been difficult, especially when young, but it had made me formidable.

“Things are about to get challenging for you,” he said softly.

“So you have heard, then?”

“There may be one deaf fisherman in the far reaches of Ashland who has not yet heard the news of the grand adept of the Lists dueling Magelord Alexander to a bloody draw, then summoning the Veils of Chaos. But everyone else across the land has heard the tale.”

I flushed. “It didn’t quite happen that way.”

“But you can summon the Veils?”

“Yes. Though Magelord Alexander thinks few are happy with this development, including you.”

Horation sighed, said, “I have no lofty ambitions, Devon; all I wish is for peace and prosperity for all of Rosalta. Alexander makes that difficult with his chokehold on trade, and by flooding our lands with new ideas from corrupt offworld cultures. Bah. My people clamor for his devices, for his outrageous radio music, his decadent books and violent films; by the Code, he moves too fast, gives too little respect to the old ways. His greed has displeased many of his fellows, I among them. Yet I am not Alexander’s enemy; I simply try to counsel him that he is sowing the seeds of his destruction. He rarely listens.”

Such topics were unusual for us; our many past conversations had been mostly confined to matters of a magical nature. I felt compelled to respond at this higher, more mature level, and so: “Perhaps I can try to mediate,” I offered.

“Possibly, but at present, you would be better served watching out for yourself. Some would use you to try to hurt Alexander, or to create leverage against him, to force concessions or worse.” He clasped my arm firmly, looked directly into my eyes. “I am not among your enemies,” he said sternly as if daring me to challenge him. “You are not responsible for the poor judgment of your greatfather Alexander. You are my most accomplished student, and you have never caused me to regret the immense amount of time I have invested in you. You have done nothing but make me proud. Remember your lessons, follow the Code, and always be prepared.”

He had never before spoken this way. Praise from Horation was like panning for gold: you would toil all the day, hoping for a few flakes, typically finding nothing but mud and pebbles. I swallowed, hard.

“I will, Master Magelord,” I said, bowing my head.

“Now go, Grand Adept.” He rose from the bench, turned away, dismissing me. I took his cue and rose as well, passing through the doorway of the dueling chamber, where the guards fell into step beside me. Together, we headed toward the nexus. On the way, a windbat came gliding over to me, chittering excitedly. I beckoned the sign of acceptance, and the creature settled into the leather patch on my shoulder designed to receive its claws; I removed the message from the canister affixed to its leg, read it.

Return to Northridge immediately. Meet me in your quarters. Avoid everyone along the way. —A. M.

It was written hastily, in English, without proper care for the typical protocols of message calligraphy etiquette. Normally, such sloppy writing would indicate a great insult to the recipient—as if they were not worth the time it took to form proper letters. This missive, however, was unmistakably from the Provus, bearing the crest of House Mason in holographic form in the upper-right corner of the plastic paper. No one on Anion could counterfeit such a message; I would need to heed its directives at once, regardless of its poor form.

Using the mirroway, I traveled back to Northridge. As instructed, I stole through the dark corridors normally used by the household staff, finally emerging not too far from my room. The Highguard captain that had accompanied me to Rosalta was still at my side; as we arrived at my quarters, another pair of Highguard flanked the doorway. Their eyes were wary, their hands on their weapons.

“What’s the trouble?” I asked as I approached them. The one on the left—a senior soldier with the rank of company commander—answered in curt, cold tones. “The Magelord awaits you inside. He is most anxious to see you.” Nodding, I turned the brass handle and pushed open the door. The Provus saw me, seemed suddenly relieved.

“Thank Emilon,” he stated at my entrance, motioning that I should approach. He closed the door behind me.

“We must leave at once,” he said.

“Now? But I thought we would not be going until—”

“Things change. This thing is no different.” For a moment, he looked bitter as if had inadvertently sucked upon a lemon rind. “One of the Highguard has gone missing from the Citadel,” he said. “There may be an innocent explanation for it, but I can think of many other possibilities, none of them good. I am not taking any chances.”

Alarmed, I felt for Corinne, though our connection was ever present, and I already knew that she was safe in bed, resting and reading a book. She felt my urgency; I noted her protest at my abrupt leaving. It could not be helped. I nodded grimly to the Provus. “I understand,” I said.

“I’m sorry that we have so little time to do this properly, but I feel it imperative we leave at once. Do you have all that you will need?”

I thought about that briefly, wishing I could say goodbye to certain folks, especially Corinne. The look in the Magelord’s eyes said such sentimental trivialities would not be welcome.

“You will provide clothes and personal items when we arrive?” I asked.

“More than you could ever need.”

“Let me just get my reagent case, then,” I said, pushing past him, retrieving it from my workbench. I decided then I was as prepared as I would ever be. As long as I had my magic, I could take care of myself. Gripping the leather bag tightly in my fist, I nodded.

“Good,” said the Provus. “Let us be off, then. You already know how to call the Veils of Chaos into being. The rest is simple. After they appear, you must douse them with your blood to unlock them—a small amount will do. Then, merely visualize the place you wish to travel to, and the location will form. Once this has occurred, all you need do is step through. It is similar to a mirroway. Any questions?”

“Um—only one. I have seen pictures of Earth in books, but as you know, I have never been there. Will visualizing a picture do?”

“Perhaps,” he said, looking puzzled. “Don’t know for sure, as I haven’t tried it. It matters little, though. I will handle this first visit; there is somewhere specific I want to arrive at. After all, can’t have us suddenly appearing in a public place.”

I hadn’t stopped to think about that, but I saw at once the logic in his words. What would the reaction be if we suddenly materialized in front of a crowd of Earth people? From all I knew of them, they were narrow-minded folk, and would probably run screaming that wayward spirits were on the attack. Mentally, I chuckled at this image.

“Are you ready?” asked the Provus, interrupting my reverie.

“I guess so.”

“Then call for the Veils of Chaos.”


Chapter 8


The people of Earth? Friendliest in the five known worlds, as long as you have money, influence, or looks. Otherwise, not so much.

—Magelord Alexander Mason, On the Culture of Earth

I concentrated, reached for the Veils of Chaos; they came at once, a misty vortex of color and sparkling energy that grew into the room from nothingness. After a moment, they stabilized, circling vertically a few paces from where we stood. The Provus already had a dagger out; he lightly cut his arm, sucking at the blood that welled up there. Casually, he spat the crimson fluid into the spiraling vapors. The cutting and spitting were vulgar, barbaric actions; I resolved to find a better way if I was to be doing this often. The center of the cyclone hollowed out, became translucent, and then took on an aspect of solidity. Soon I could see what looked like a living room beyond: a couch; a coffee table; and behind that, a vacant fireplace. The image was fuzzy as if viewed through a pane of beveled glass. Sheathing the dagger, he clasped my left hand in his own but made no motion to enter the swirling clouds. I looked at him questioningly.

“I forgot to mention—” he began when the air shook with an intense peal of thunder, the sound of an angry god. Disoriented, I turned to him, just in time to read his lips: “The thunderclap.”

He chuckled at my annoyance, but at the same time, he began walking forward. Dragged along behind him, I noted that the scene within the center of the cyclone now held the sharp clarity of reality. The Provus entered the mists, and his firm grip upon my hand compelled me ahead. I was conscious of vapors surrounding me, a small shudder of muscles that spasmed, and then an odd sliding sensation, akin to childhood antics in socks across freshly waxed floors. A sucking sound occurred, that of air rushing away at a rapid pace. The Veils of Chaos were gone; we were through. The Provus let go of my hand; I looked around me in wonder.

There was not a lot to see that was different from the usual furnishings commonplace to Northridge: a table, some chairs, the couch and fireplace, a few paintings, nothing special or unidentifiable. Yet it was not so much the items themselves but the fact that they were on Earth—a place I had known of since my childhood but never thought I’d visit—that left me feeling awestruck. The air in the room was surprisingly cool, and unidentifiable odors, not unpleasant, drifted to my nostrils. Alexander Mason was watching me, gauging my reaction.

“Wow,” I said. Not a statement brimming with profundity, perhaps, but appropriate to the situation.

“Well, here we are,” said the Provus. “That wasn’t so hard, was it?” He pulled out a device from his belt and attended to his wounded arm.

“No, not at all. Not what I expected, not like a mirroway. I am not nauseous at all,” I answered, dropping my bag to the wooden floor, helping myself to the vacant couch. “But where, exactly, are we?”

“Do you remember your Earth geography lessons?”

“Vaguely,” I said, a response that was perhaps not a close friend to the truth. The last time I had studied such matters had been at least fifteen years ago.

“We are in the country of the United States, in the state of New York, in a county called Westchester. This is my house—one of several I keep here on Earth.”

“That seems confusing. The county and state and such, I mean. How does anybody keep track of where they are?”

The Provus smiled. “Think of the county as a province. It gets easier once you get used to it; there is also technology to help you along. I will stay here for a few days with you, to show you around. After all, why do you think I insisted that all my kin learn about the Earth and its customs and language?”

“If I had known of my fate, I would have paid closer attention.”

“Bah! What is there to know? In this land, there is no sovereign but currency. You are fortunate in that I have plenty of it. Your life here will be easy, even more comfortable than on Anion. I do not anticipate any problems. As long as you don’t flout any of their laws, you’ll be fine.”

“Laws?” I asked, feeling the beginnings of worry. “What if I accidentally transgress out of ignorance?”

“You won’t. All in all, they are a civilized people. Their laws are common-sense measures, like not killing people and not stealing things. Be at ease, Devon. You have nothing to worry about.”

Easy for him to say, I thought. Having been raised on Earth, he was accustomed to its culture and the mannerisms of its people. With a sigh, I tried to relax. The future would bring its usual happenstance; fretting over it would not help matters.

“Stay here,” he said. “There is something I must attend to.”

“All right,” I said, pausing, for something in his words had sounded peculiar, and it took me a moment to realize what it was . . . He had switched from Kralish to English. Oddly, without hesitation, I had answered in the same language.

“You are quick, young Devon,” he said. “From this moment forward, speak only English until you return to Anion. The last thing you want is to arouse people’s curiosity. Now, I shall be in the next room. Call out if you need me.” He turned and strode from the chamber.

“Weird,” I said aloud to myself. This whole situation was peculiar, having a quality of unreality to it, like a dreamer’s uncertainty as to wakefulness. For the time being, I would just have to embrace these surreal happenings as they were, trusting in the Provus. But first, there was something I wanted to try, a question I was anxious to answer. I reached for Corinne—

Nothing. The connection was cold.

I had been worried about this; now it seemed my fears were justified. Having become used to having her there at the edge of my awareness, I suddenly felt a keen sense of loss without her. We had considered such a possibility when she found out I would be going offworld; as an abstraction, it had seemed a necessary price to pay for the safety and security of both of us. Now, living through it, I found the sensation intolerable. I had not even had a chance to properly say goodbye to her.

For a moment, I was disgusted with myself, with my apparent weakness. Mere days ago, I held not the slightest care as to Corinne, had not spoken with her in years, had not spent even a moment wondering at her doings. Now, suddenly, my emotions were in turmoil at the loss of her presence as if I could not function without her. Was I truly so fragile?

Ridiculous. I have always been self-reliant, and something of a loner; it was difficult to forge strong relationships when spending every other month away from Northridge, in Rosalta. Friends—and women—had come and gone over the years, but nothing that I now missed, that I brooded over with regret. Yet undeniably, without that soothing, comforting link to Corinne, I was diminished, a critical part of my stability missing. I wondered if she felt the same way. I hated the feeling of vulnerability that my need for her revealed. Better to lock that weakness deep inside, behind a wall of iron, I told myself.

And so I tried. Ignoring the heartsick longing for Corinne, I resolved to distract myself with all that there was to discover here, in my new situation. I rose from the couch, walked slowly around, searching for the unusual. The room was not overly large; other than the couch and chairs, what I had taken for a table was actually a bulky wooden desk, its surface free of clutter. It faced a wall of expansive windows that spanned from ceiling to floor. At least, they seemed to be windows, for they shone with reflections, but I could not see out through them. It was as if someone had painted them black, perhaps for privacy. When the Provus came back into the room several minutes later, I asked him about them.

“They are insulated security plastiglass,” he told me. “Like most of the house, they will respond to voice commands. Here, I will demonstrate: Ava, clear the windows.”

“Setting study windows to one hundred percent transparency,” a polite disembodied female voice said. Immediately, the murky blackness faded and the glass became transparent, revealing a lush garden landscape outside, complete with well-lit pathways and a large, statuesque fountain.

“Who is Ava?” I asked, impressed.

“The automated virtual assistant that runs the house. I know, it seems like magic, but here everything is tech.”

I knew vaguely of automata from Earth films and stories, but to see their reality-based counterparts was remarkable.

“Why don’t we have such things on Anion?” I asked.

“The technology involved is quite complex and requires computers to run them. Most computers on Anion are locked away in my personal vaults; they are too powerful to let fall into the hands of the other Magelords, though it is doubtful that they would have any idea how to use one.”

I recalled vaguely from my Earth history lessons that computers were machines that could be programmed to perform simple tasks with great speed. Carefully, I examined the window but didn’t see anything that resembled a mechanism attached to it. I said as much.

“Computers are tiny chips, some too small to even be seen,” the Provus responded, clearly amused at my ignorance. “Of course, that’s just the part that does the work—the ‘brain,’ if you will. They are housed in cases of various sizes, depending upon the application. The one that runs this house is in a casing no bigger than a pack of cigarettes, which is larger than most. It has to be that big, for there are many interface connections, one for each of the house’s systems.” He must have noticed my blank expression. “You know, the lights, the windows, the climate controls, the Trueview, the sound system, the security drones, the maintenance . . .” He broke off, seeing that I was mystified. “Come on,” he said, smiling warmly. “I will show you.”

For the next hour, I was given a guided tour of the house. From my perspective, this was an endless series of surprises. I was introduced to the amenities of a common Earth household, the ones he had mentioned, plus the fully automated kitchen and laundry facilities. I was astounded. Simply speak into the air, and your slightest whim was carried out by unseen entities. The Provus demonstrated this over and over. In the kitchen, he said, “Ava, make me a veal cutlet on rye.” A brief humming occurred, followed by a tinny chime. The requested provisions—some kind of stacker with meat and bread—popped into a little slot, set in the door of a massive rectangular device I was told was the icebox. Curious! On Anion, food was kept fresh in the magically treated slow-entropy bins provided by Alejandros the Alchemist. Cautiously, I reached in and fished the thing out, taking a bite. It was strange but delicious. I asked Alexander Mason what animal the meat came from, but he said I probably wouldn’t want to know. Shrugging, I ate it anyway, washing it down with some gloriously sweet and bubbly soda quite unlike the weak ginger ales and root beers of Kral.

The rest of the house was much the same. As each new marvel was revealed, I began to feel less the House Mason royal and more the backward rube. Finally, completely overwhelmed, I pleaded exhaustion and was shown to the bedroom. The Provus commanded Ava to put on some soft, beautiful music, informing me that she would shut it off after sensing I was asleep. He left before it occurred to me to ask how a machine could possibly know such things. Sighing contentedly, I reflected that this was certainly an existence that one could grow accustomed to. As the unfamiliar shadows enfolded me, I drifted until finally sleep reached out its soothing arms and embraced me.

The next day, I was awakened by gentle music that gradually transitioned me from sleep. For a moment, I felt unsettled, disoriented at the unfamiliar surroundings, but such discomfiture quickly passed as I took advantage of a long, luxurious shower in the opulent bathroom adjoining my room. Lavish by even the standards of House Mason royalty, the bathroom was outfitted with intricate marble and soapstone tiles, a soaking tub large enough for several people, and an automated toilet in its own separate room—which startled me by flushing itself once I completed my ablutions.

After, I donned a fresh, comfortable robe that was hanging on a peg and went to the kitchen in search of breakfast. The Provus was already there, reading from some sort of device that displayed text and images on a transparent handheld screen. He greeted me as I entered.

“Good Morning, Devon. We have a lot to cover today, so I hope you are feeling refreshed and ready.”

“A bit hungry, perhaps,” I replied.

He ordered Ava to produce a breakfast of eggs, toast with jelly, dark coffee, and fresh fruit; all were familiar, slightly different than I was used to, yet delicious. The utensils and flatware were odd, both being made of some flexible yet firm material that, while serviceable, felt somewhat lacking from the perspective of finery. I ate in relative silence while the Provus perused his screen. Upon finishing, I was instructed to put the dirty items into a bin near the kitchen sink, where they would somehow be automatically cleaned and later reused. When I was finished, the Provus put away his device and said, “First things first. Let’s talk about Ava.”

The Provus next spent quite some time explaining that working with Ava was an integral part of understanding Earth life and culture. I learned that she was a complex, advanced machine who was utterly loyal to the Provus, or to anyone whom he so indicated. She was in charge of nearly every aspect of the household; unlike humans, Ava would carry out orders without question or judgment. The Provus told me that nearly all Earth households had some form of automated assistant; among these, Ava was the most expensive, the most secure, and the most powerful. She could not be bribed or infiltrated; it was heavily impressed upon me that I could, and should, trust her with my life. She could also answer any questions I had about Earth, so she would be an invaluable resource, tutor, and assistant to me, especially when the Provus returned to Anion. Finally, I was told I had been authorized as a command-level user of Ava’s functions. I absorbed most of this with only a little confusion but privately remained skeptical that I would be trusting my life to some machine anytime soon.

“Now that you know about Ava,” the Provus said, “let’s show you a bit of what she can do by getting you some clothes.”

I agreed; other than the pile of dirty Kralish garb I had left beside my bed last night, I had nothing to wear except the robe.

The Provus instructed me to enter a heretofore unseen room of the house called the Trueview, alone, and wait for directions from Ava. The room was spacious and strangely barren, with only two large overstuffed cushion chairs set toward the back. Each of the chairs had an accompanying end table, but no other furnishings were present. The walls, floor, even the ceiling all had the same glossy plastiglass look as the windows of the study, with recessed lighting located behind the transparent material, giving the room a soft bluish illumination.

“At the request of Alexander, I am now entering tutorial mode for autumn fashion display and purchasing,” said Ava’s friendly, incorporeal voice. “Please disrobe fully, Devon.”

I found it a bit disconcerting that she used my name, especially in an overly familiar fashion, but I did as instructed. Once I was completely nude, Ava had me first hold my arms out, then walk around in a circle, finally prodding me to extend my arms upward. I felt altogether silly, wondering if this was some sort of practical Earth joke Alexander Mason was subjecting me to, but I gritted my teeth and did as asked. During this process, Ava would occasionally say things like, “inseam measurement scanned” and “chest measurement recorded” as I moved and stretched. When finished, Ava told me I could put my robe back on. She then asked me to take a seat.

Once settled, she said, “I will now display the top twenty designs for men in the under-thirty age bracket. Would you like to see them one at a time or all at once?”

“One at a time,” I said.

“Clothes only, or modeled?” she asked.

“What’s the difference?” I was not sure what Ava was talking about.

“Clothes-only mode will display items laid out on a contrasting background. Modeled will display items on a subject of your choosing. Would you like to see an example of each?”

“Er, yes,” I said. “Show me.” It was becoming much easier to interact with Ava; she seemed to understand me perfectly, even with my slightly accented English.

“Ensemble one, from Casual Chic Designs of Paris, France,” said Ava. “Clothes-only mode.” The air before me shimmered; a stylish shirt and trousers in dark shades materialized several paces away, along with a background wall of red brick. The clarity was uncanny; though the Provus had briefly explained the function of this room, it was impossible to tell that it was some kind of projection. After ten seconds or so, the outfit vanished.

“Ensemble one, modeled mode,” Ava said. A young man appeared before me, seemingly five or so paces away from my chair. Though I understood this to be merely another apparition, I tightened my fist against the armrest at the sudden intrusion, feeling a bit vulnerable there in my robe. This would take some getting used to. He was wearing the same clothes I had just seen, and he posed with his chest out, looking off into the distance. His face was handsome, but artificial somehow, and wore the smug expression of a jackass entirely too pleased with himself. I decided I didn’t like the look of him. Further, my distaste was distracting me from appraising the clothes.

“Ava, can I see the attire on a different man?” I asked.

“Of course, Devon. The representation you see is a synthesized construct derived from your physical dimensions and a standardized male head. Would you instead like to see how the items would look with your head?”

“Ah, sure. I suppose that would be better.”

An image of me appeared, wearing the ensemble. I watched the doppelganger turn from side to side as if posing for a photographer. The figure seemed to wear the same self-satisfied smile as the construct; I frowned, scoffing at the idea that I truly looked that snooty. Curious, I got up from my seat and walked slowly around the projection, which did not respond to my presence. It was disconcerting to see how I looked from behind, a vantage point I had never before seen in any mirror. Still, my wide shoulders and lean buttocks were admittedly not bad looking, and the clothes were certainly stylish. Slowly, I began to smile.

“Let’s see ensemble two,” I said.

In this manner, I picked out a dozen or so outfits in which to spend my time on Earth. I discovered that it was a simple matter to change the colors of various garments, and I selected various shades of green and black reminiscent of House Mason battle dress. Many of the options had garish wide collars or otherwise flamboyant lapels and padded shoulders; I found such styles repulsive and opted for more traditional, simple apparel. When finished with my outer clothes, Ava ran me through a selection of underwear and socks, then shoes. Once this was completed, I was directed to the bedroom, with Ava informing me that the chosen clothes would be waiting there in the closet.

I found this proposition quite implausible, having assumed that there would be a lengthy delay involved in the manufacturing process. Although I knew that Earth machines labored with far greater speed and accuracy than humans were capable of, the idea that my selections would already be waiting in my closet felt like one shock too many for my culturally overwhelmed mind. I had to see for myself, and I raced past the Provus, who called out to see how I was faring. Ignoring him, I entered the bedroom and strode to the closet; the automatic door opened before me.

Rows of fashionable new clothes awaited, hung with crisp efficiency, organized in a manner that matched shirts with trousers, and the few optional jackets I had selected for events of elevated import. The sock and undergarment drawers were also full; I pulled a pair of underwear from the top of the pile. The fabric was soft and surprisingly warm to the touch. Feeling appropriately amazed, I chose one of the more casual outfits, then proceeded to get dressed. The items fit perfectly. Once properly attired, I went back to the kitchen to demand answers from the Provus.

“You look great,” he said upon seeing me.

“Thank you. Now, tell me how it was possible to manufacture these clothes so quickly, and to somehow have them placed in my closet before I could even get there.”

He chuckled. “In the basement of the house, there are many automated systems that work together to provide such experiences. Ava coordinates all of them. I am not certain of every detail, but one such system involves molecular assemblers that fabricate articles using various polymers, proteins, and other such precursors. Once completed, there are panels in the walls and floors that allow access to the living areas to deliver new goods or remove discarded items. By custom, such intrusions are usually kept out of sight to provide a more seamless interaction. Ironically, the company that makes Ava has a slogan: Making Your Home Magical. Magic has nothing to do with any of it, however; it is all science and technology. Ava can explain further, and can show you useful diagrams in the Trueview, if you are interested.”

“Maybe I will ask her for particulars when I have some free time.”

“Good. Now that you are looking like a proper Earther, and know how to feed and clothe yourself, it is time to talk about staying in touch. Of course, I can always worldwalk here to check in on you, and from time to time, I will do so. While you can worldwalk back to Anion at any time, I strongly caution you to do so only in an emergency; I want you safe and stashed away here for as long as possible. If you need to contact me, do so by windbat.”

“Windbat? How is that possible? Do they even have windbats on Earth?”

“Not exactly.” He put his fingers between his lips and let out the multi-toned whistle that was taught to all children of Anion from a young age. Moments later, a reddish-brown streak swept into the room, decelerating suddenly near the Provus with a great thrashing of leathery wings. Chittering excitedly, the creature hovered and flapped, waiting to be acknowledged. The Provus extended his arm, and the windbat settled on it, folding its wings and purring. Now that I could see it clearly, I noted its strange features; normal windbats were small and furry, with leathery wings and warm brown eyes. This one was large, the size of a falcon, with crimson scales along its body leading to brown, rugged wings, also scaled. Its eyes were green and feline.

“Good boy,” the Provus said, rubbing its neck as it chattered and purred. He fed it a banana slice leftover from breakfast, scratched its ears for a bit. Then: “Garden roost,” he ordered, flicking his wrist upward. In a flash, the windbat sped from the room. I noted the Provus wore a leather glove of the type usually reserved for falconers, presumably to accommodate the larger creature, who would most certainly not fit upon anybody’s shoulder, the normal windbat roost.

The Provus turned to me with a little smile, assessing my reaction. By all rights, there should be no windbats on Earth. It was said that no living creature could survive the worldwalking process, unless, like the Provus—and now me and Corinne—they controlled the Veils. There were stories of Alexander Mason experimenting with trying to bring various animals from Anion to offworld destinations: a chicken, a lamb, even a small pig. Each time, he alone would vanish, leaving behind nothing but guts and bloody shreds of flesh or feathers. I had not seen this but had no reason to doubt the tales. There was still much about worldwalking I did not know, it seemed, but I was growing tired of the new-kid routine, so I merely said, “Nice mutant windbat,” and waited for him to get to the point. If this bothered him, he did not show his irritation.

“Yes, it is,” he said brightly. “One of the few that can worldwalk.”

“The bat itself can worldwalk? You didn’t bring it here?”

“Yes, the bat can worldwalk, just like us. My old friend Aberdeen made them. He was a clever man; even so, it took him several decades to perfect the creatures. It takes a large phial of my blood to make each one, so there are not too many around. I keep two here, and the others are at the Citadel.”

“How did he make a windbat from your blood?” I asked. My scholarly interest in all things magical was intrigued.

“Not sure, you will have to ask his son, Alejandros. Hmm. Now, I suppose your blood could be used as well. At any rate, the point is, if you need me, do not come yourself. Is that clear? I don’t want you anywhere near Anion for a while. Send a windbat instead. I will either reply, or if needed, I will come. Do you understand?” His tone invited no further discussion.

“Yes, Greatfather,” I said.

“Good. Now, while we are still on the topic of communication, I have something for you.” He pushed a small box across the table to me. “Open it,” he said.

I took the box in hand. A picture printed on the cover showed some kind of rodent with a black mask, a ferret, perhaps. There were also several thick rings of varying colors. An English word was printed underneath the rings, reading “Bandit” in bold black letters. Curious, I opened the box. Inside were two of the depicted circular objects, both glossy and black, enclosed gently in a cardboard setting. They appeared to be bracelets.

“Put them on your wrists,” the Provus instructed.

I took one out of the box, looked at it doubtfully. It felt smooth and rubbery. “If this is some kind of Earth jewelry, I am not really—” I began.

“It’s not jewelry, it is hardware. Just put them on, one on each arm. It doesn’t matter which arm.”

Shrugging, I pushed my left hand through the center of one of the bands, which flexed to allow passage. I did the same with the right. They settled on my wrists, resting comfortably, the rubber fabric slightly snug but not tight.

“Ava, initialize Bandit for Devon,” the Provus ordered.

A pleasant beep of acknowledgment sounded; immediately, both bands lit bright blue on my wrists. The skin underneath them felt cold for a moment, but the sensation soon passed. The color of the bands faded into a light-coffee hue, the tone of my skin; they were now nearly invisible.

“Bandit fully initialized,” Ava said.

“Good,” replied the Provus. “These are especially important, for three reasons. First, they monitor your vital signs and your blood chemistry. They will automatically alert Ava, and the authorities, should you be injured or become suddenly ill. If you are out and about somewhere and some kind of emergency occurs, your location and condition will be transmitted and a medical drone will be immediately dispatched. From time to time, Ava may also make food or supplement recommendations regarding your diet. Do you understand so far?”

“Yes,” I assured him.

“Next, your Bandit contains Trueview technology, which will provide you with full augmented-reality immersion, if you want it. Augmented reality is basically metadata—er, extra topical information—relating to items or people you will encounter. It’s best if you see it for yourself. Ava, enable AR for Devon’s Bandit.”

The tone of Ava’s acknowledgment sounded. Immediately, several bubbles filled with English text floated in the air before me. They were positioned near various objects. The effect was startling. The half-eaten banana from breakfast now contained a bubble that seemingly emanated from it, which said Banana, Large, 121 Calories, 31 Carbohydrates. The Bandit box had a bubble also; it read Raccoon Tec Bandit Deluxe, Unlocked, $7,995 Retail. To my surprise, the Provus, too, had a bubble. His said: Name: Alexander Mason; Occupation: CEO; Relationship Status: Married; Credit Rating: Rhodium.

“These bands are projecting these bubbles?” I asked. I moved my hands all about me, but the bubbles moved only slightly from their positions around their associated anchors.

“Yes,” said the Provus. “They work together, reinforcing each other, and also use the position and angle of your eyes. Others will see them only as narrow blurs, and if you put both hands behind your back, they will disappear.”

I tried it; only when both hands were well behind me did the bubbles vanish. Returning my hands to normal, the bubbles with their helpful text reappeared.

“AR used to be done with glasses, but people hated wearing them; the integration of Trueview with Bandit made them obsolete about twenty years ago. It will probably take some getting used to, but I urge you to leave AR enabled, especially when interacting with others. It is deeply ingrained in the culture; people will often talk about AR messages, emoticons, and the like. It will help you fit in.”

I grunted noncommittally. “Will people see one of these bubbles around me as well?”

“Yes. You can tell Ava what it should say. The default is just your name, which is what it shows currently.”

“And if I don’t want people knowing my name?”

“You can set your status to incognito. Some people do, but it is considered boorish.”

“I will think on that. Do these bands do anything else?”

“Yes, quite a lot. They connect you to Ava when you are not in the house. Did I mention that already? Anyway, they are your link to Ava. You can give her instructions as if you were home. Of course, remotely, she cannot perform in quite the same manner. For example, she can still make clothes or other items, but then she will need to send items by delivery drone to your location. Or you can use her to purchase items, or to make arrangements for transportation, reservations for hotels, tickets to events, that type of stuff.”

“I think I understand.”

“If for some reason your Bandit cannot connect to the net—unlikely, but let’s say you are climbing a remote mountain somewhere—it will still work, but in limited fashion. It has its own processor and virtual assistant for emergencies, troubleshooting, purchasing, these types of situations. Oh, I almost forgot, you can also take photographs or videos with it.”

“Really?” I was intrigued. “How?”

“Video is automatic. Simple voice commands or hand signals can trigger photos. Ava can explain it to you later. I know; there is a lot to learn, and you are probably feeling overwhelmed.”

“A bit,” I admitted.

“It will come. Use Ava to gather more information. Your Bandit is waterproof, and while you wear it, you will never be without her. With these tools, you can communicate with anyone on Earth. All you need to do is have Ava make the connection, and the rest is just you talking as usual. You will be fine.”

I mumbled something resembling doubt, but his warm smile was difficult to disavow.

“All right, then,” he said. “I am going to the Trueview to make your school arrangements. Walk around the property. Play with your Bandit. Have some fun. We will meet up again for lunch.”

“See you then, and thank you,” I told him, holding up my wrists.

“No problem, see you later.” He rose and took his leave.


Chapter 9

My home is of Earth, for you are my birth world. My heart is of Janix, for you gave me Dariani. But my soul is of Anion, for you are my legacy.

—Magelord Alexander Mason, Musings at Court, Compiled by Master Scribe Telonas

Taking the Provus’s suggestion, I went outside for a walk. The air was humid and slightly acrid; I wrinkled my nose in distaste. Not like the clear, crisp air of Northridge. The house itself was dissimilar to those of Northridge, the architect seemingly having gone to great pains to make it appear integrated with the landscape. The grounds were lush, with large trees surrounding the home, collared by many bushes and shrubs and encircled by a stone pathway that meandered along a garden path replete with red and yellow flowers that my Bandit helpfully labeled as Heleniums and Chrysanthemums.

I noted many dark machines hovering in the air, moving quickly, some near the house, some far away by the edges of the property. Many flew low, scarcely skimming the roof, while others were tiny specks in the sky, barely visible. Upon inquiry, Ava informed me they were security drones, meant for defense. Any unauthorized personnel attempting to infiltrate the property would be swiftly disabled and reported to the authorities, who would be promptly dispatched for retrieval. Presumably, I was recognized by the machines, for they did not react to my presence. The Rhodium credit rating ensured both security and health care in this place, according to Ava. She also informed me that I would need to approve guests before they would be allowed entry. I found such an arrangement delightful, a sort of mechanical Highguard; I almost wished for an intruder to make an appearance so I could see the machines in operation.

After a time, I came upon a clearing that contained a large pond filled with fat fish, mostly orange and yellow, some also speckled with black and white. They glided lazily and slowly, while off to my left, a series of water features bubbled over moss-covered rocks, culminating in a small waterfall. The Bandit highlighted various fish, informing me both that they were called koi in general, and that the Provus had apparently given several of them individual names. I chuckled at this, wondering what Corinne would make of this sentimental act of fish naming. The thought made me miss her.

As a comfortable bench was situated near the edge of the pond, I decided to sit and watch them for a while. I found their motions soothing, and some time passed as I ruminated over the many things that had happened that had led me to this place, inspecting fish at the house of the Provus, here on Earth. As the largest slowly glided past, a white monster with orange flecks seemingly dragging a text bubble that read Koi Fish; Name: Clyde, I felt as if caught up in a bizarre dream.

Some time later, Ava asked me if I would accept a call from Alexander Mason. Briefly, I thought about refusing, just to see what would happen, but upon imagining the angered reaction to such disrespect, I acquiesced. His face appeared before me, floating in a small translucent square, slightly off to my left. Another marvel of Earth tech and the Bandit. I immediately saw the sense in this arrangement; I could focus on the caller if I wished but still watch the fish go by, even see them glide behind the Provus’s translucent visage. “Hey there. You ready for lunch?” he asked.

“Not really, we just had breakfast,” I protested. Without realizing it, I found myself speaking loudly and leaning over while talking into my left wrist, the side where his image was. The Provus laughed a little, said, “No, no, Devon, just talk normally, and look straight ahead. If you happen to be doing something, or looking at someone else, it’s fine to just keep on doing it.”

“Er, yeah,” I said, straightening my neck and lowering my voice. “I was just looking at a fish.”

“Good old Bonnie, eh? Or was it Clyde? Anyway,” he said, “you are all registered for school, and I thought I would take us into the city for lunch to celebrate, show you the sights—that kind of thing. By the time we get there, you will be hungry.”

“Sure,” I said, rising, excited by the idea of seeing more of Earth. I hurried back to the house.

He met me at the door, led me to what turned out to be a garage. The most beautiful machine I had ever beheld was housed there: a sleek, shiny craft of the deepest black, its curves serpentine and stunning—the elegant craftsmanship clearly beyond the skills of the finest artisans of Anion. We had seen similar examples many times in films brought by the Provus, but the impact of standing next to an actual personal electric car was exhilarating. I giggled as I ran my hand along its smooth surface, marveling as the great entry door swung open with a barely audible woosh. Its four dark tires were masses of tiny obsidian fibers, compactly wound and spun like webs about red composite wheels honeycombed with hexagons: collectively, they seemed able to handle any surfaces the world could throw at them. In a moment, we were both inside, cradled by the softest of leathers; a manly smell of rawhide and soap washed over me, and the door swung shut with a soothing click.`

The Provus explained that even though I was new to the city—to the world, to be accurate—using Ava, I could still operate fairly effectively from a position of virtual ignorance. He first clarified that his home was on the outskirts of a place called New York City, one of the largest and most famous cities on all of Earth. Many people even considered it the cultural capital of Earth. He said that it would take a lifetime to explore just that city alone, and for now, he recommended I keep my travels confined there. Next, he demonstrated how easy it was to navigate by directing Ava to take us to the best restaurant in New York City, one that would accept lunch reservations for two individuals. In moments, Ava responded that a place called the Gramercy Tavern was available and had accepted our reservation. Ava further asked if we wanted to see or hear the menu; the Provus demurred for now.

The garage door opened and the car smoothly began to move. Facing each other, the Provus watched me as I surveyed the scenery of Earth. I tried to keep my expression impassive so as not to betray my wonder at both the velocity of the car as it accelerated, as well as the landscape as it sped by. At first, there were simply many homes that were similar to that owned by the Provus—clearly a wealthy section of Earth. This did not last long; soon we merged onto some kind of thoroughfare, where the car accelerated and fell in smoothly with many others moving in the same direction. In the near distance, I could see other cars traveling in the opposite bearing; farther off, I began to notice buildings that resembled a city. I pointed to them and asked if that was where we were headed.

“No, this is still Westchester; those little buildings are just apartments. The city is like nothing you have ever seen.”

He was right. When we finally approached the city itself, I felt dumbstruck with disbelief that my eyes could be showing me a true vision. It seemed impossible that so many buildings could be packed so tightly together, but then as we drew closer, I became first humbled, then awed, at the sheer implausible height of the seemingly endless buildings, so proudly standing like a great forest of glass and steel. It was difficult to believe that men could construct such edifices. As a citizen of Anion, and of Northridge, it made me feel diminished, as if our accomplishments were of little value. I felt new respect for Alexander Mason, with his Earth culture and knowledge, as well as a twinge of excitement at the prospect of living here.

Along the way, my mind was threatened with overload as the numerous cars, road signs, buildings, and even trees and bushes all had Bandit bubbles vying for my attention. The Provus instructed me to use indoor mode, which I promptly set my Bandit to, keeping my burdened senses from frying.

We arrived at the Gramercy Tavern, the car smoothly pulling itself up to a white stone entryway with upscale covered awnings. The car opened the correct door for us, closest to the restaurant, and we disembarked. There was a beautiful park across the street, and the streets buzzed with well-dressed people who moved quickly and with purpose. The air smelled of food and wine, of perfume and concrete, and other alien fragrances that, to my nose, were exotic and wonderful.

We entered the Gramercy Tavern and my Bandit reacted, evidenced by text bubbles popping up all around me. We were escorted to our table by a comely young woman: Name: Jessica Borland; Occupation: Hostess; Relationship Status: Single, according to my Bandit; I began to see how useful this technology was. No name tags needed; no danger of embarrassing yourself by courting a wedlocked woman in error. We settled ourselves into the indicated table, and I gave Jessica a wide, warm smile; she smiled back. My first flirtation with an Earth girl. The Provus looked at me and chuckled, reminding me my Bandit status showed only my name. Hastily, I had Ava amend it to include my single status. Maybe I was beginning to get the hang of being on Earth.

“Where does the car go while we are here?” I asked.

“It heads to one of the auto power stations—the nearest one that’s available—for a recharge. I’ll be billed for both a charging and a parking fee.”

“And when we are done, we just tell Ava, and she gets the car for us?”

“Yes. Simple, isn’t it?”

“Yeah. What did people do before they had Ava?”

“Walked a lot more, drove their own cars. Crashed a lot more too. So, do you know what you want to order?”

“What are the choices?”

“You can either ask Ava to show you via your Bandit, or there are controls in the table, which has built-in Trueview that will project the different options so you can scroll through them.”

I opted to have Ava show me; I was getting used to commanding her, could speak in a low voice and she invariably would understand what I was getting at, even if I did not exactly ask it the right way. In short order, various food items were being displayed before me; I chose a swordfish steak along with familiar-looking snap peas, which for some reason here were labeled as “Romano beans,” perhaps to make them sound fancier. The Provus opted for a tavern burger, which he claimed had been served here for decades unchanged and was still just as delicious.

Jessica returned and asked what we wanted to drink. I was about to request some sheraberry juice, but before I could do more than open my mouth, the Provus smoothly said, “We’ll start with a couple of cokes, if you don’t mind.”

“Sounds good,” said Jessica. She looked at me again, another smile, then a sudden adorable little laugh, perhaps realizing that my status bubble now read Single. Which she had likely deduced was for her benefit. I smiled back, liking the sound of her mirth, taking in her cute, freckled nose, then the sweet, pouty lips. I kept on looking at her, she at me, both of us wearing dopey smiles. The Provus cleared his throat. She giggled pleasantly. “Be right back,” she said. As she turned, she touched her arm, which a colorful bracelet encircled, and made a swiping motion. A moment later, a friendly yellow face floated before me. It was cartoonish and decidedly female: blue eyes with absurdly long eyelashes, red lipstick, and a silly bow. Animated, it winked and smiled and waved. Underneath was text that read Pending. Ava came on then, asked me if I wanted to accept a friend request from Jessica Borland. Somewhat awkwardly, I explained to the Provus that I had just received this request, asked him what it meant, exactly, if I accepted. He seemed almost proud.

“It’s fine, nice to see you already making friends. Accept it; it just means she will be able to chat with you and call you, and also have access to your social media profile, and you hers. She will probably find it strange that you do not have one, but that goes along with the official cover I have already set up for you anyway.”

“My official cover?”

“Yes, people are monitored quite closely here by the government; one of the first things I needed to do was get you registered legally in the system. Don’t worry; I planned for this day decades ago. Devon Mason is legit. You have a Real ID, a passport, a social security number, and a hefty bank account. Ava can transmit any of that to anyone who needs it at any time. You have a permanent address here, which you happen to share with your Grampa—that’s what they call a greatfather here. You will tell people you are a foreign student who just moved to New York to study. The best lie is the truth, eh? With me so far?”

I nodded.

“You grew up in Dubai, in the UAE—the United Arab Emirates,” he continued. “This is a country on the other side of the Earth. You are a dual citizen of the UAE and the USA—the country we are in now. Your skin has just that slight mocha tinge from your greatmother Dariani, so people will accept you as from that region. Tell them that you grew up in a conservative family there and that, for the first time in your life, you are free to use social media. Folks from those areas are often insulated from Earth culture and technology for religious reasons, especially as children; this story will both explain your accent and help cover any social mistakes you make, like trying to order drinks that do not exist here. Got all that?”

“I think so. I am originally from Dubai in the United, er, the UAE. I am a religious conservative. Ava can remind me of the details again later.”

“And where do you live now?”

“With Grampa,” I said, laughing.

“In Westchester,” he clarified, but he allowed a small smile. “Ava has the address. Learn it.”

“I will.”

“Good. Now have Ava accept your friend request.”

I did so. Shortly thereafter, Jessica came back with our drinks, wearing an even bigger smile, presumably at my acceptance of her friendship. The drink was overly sweet—too sugary for my taste. In short order, a porter came by brandishing a giant plate with a steaming slab of swordfish for me, along with an oversize hamburger for Alexander Mason. My fish was good, a bit odd, not nearly as fresh as I expected, nor as tasty or flavorful as Northridge redfish. So far, the food of Anion was better, in my opinion, though I may have still been disgruntled about our dismaying lack of architectural and engineering prowess when compared to that of Earth.

Throughout the meal, the Provus told me of the plans he had arranged for my schooling. I would attend Westchester Institute of Technology, and over the next year study chemistry, physics, computers, and biology, as well as take courses in Earth history. He had also, through his military contacts, arranged for me to take a separate course each semester in military science. Quite unexpectedly, I learned I would not have to leave the house to attend class. All lessons were to be given right in the home’s Trueview suite.

We finished the meal, lingered a bit, made small talk over some delicious coffee that my Bandit labeled Fazenda Santa Ines, and which I immediately recommended that the Provus export back to Anion. The Provus called for the car, and we prepared to leave while I did some final flirting with Jessica. She walked us to the door, said loudly, “We hope you enjoyed your meal, please come again!” Taking a step toward me, she put her hand on my shoulder, whispered in my ear, “I will chat you up soon, Devon.” She then smiled and ran three well-manicured fingers slowly down my arm, sending shivers and chills down my back, not unpleasantly. Her straight, shiny auburn hair was in a ponytail, hanging in front to the side, close to my face as she did this. She smelled of freshness and lilacs; chagrined, I worried I stank of fish, but she seemed not to notice or care. We exited the Tavern and got in the car, which was already waiting for us. Mostly in silence, we headed for the house.

The Provus spent another day making sure I could function on Earth, that I knew my cover story, and that I understood what to do concerning school, such as how to access the classes from the Trueview. Nearly everything involved Ava, so it was mostly a simple affair. I asked him if Ava ever failed, and was informed that these days there were redundant systems that made such occurrences highly unlikely. Finally, Alexander Mason wished me luck, shook my hand, and with a thunderclap and the flash of a knife across his forearm, he worldwalked back to Anion.

According to Ava, I had arrived on Earth on August the eighteenth, which gave me just over ten days to familiarize myself with my surroundings before the commencement of classes. I used several of the days for sightseeing in New York City, as well as discovering the hyperloop system when I took a trip to Boston to see the symphony. According to Ava, these underground rapid transportation tunnels were commonplace, connecting many of the major cities, and were the fastest available means of travel on Earth other than flying by jet. I had little desire to take such a vehicle; the idea of hurtling through the air high above did not seem safe no matter how many statistics Ava quoted to me. Also, they were only allowed to be chartered on journeys of great distance, since their engines belched forth copious amounts of pollution. Maybe one day.

While I rapidly became used to my Bandit, and more honestly even grew rather fond of it, I also quickly discovered a striking limitation that especially affected the device when one was out and about and away from home. Through some interrogation of Ava, I learned that the Bandit used bone conduction to allow the user to hear Ava—and other sounds such as music and phone calls—which due to the technical limitations of conducting sounds from one’s wrists through to one’s ears, limited the volume significantly. Ambient noises would often drown out the sound, and while indoors, there were compensation mechanisms built into Ava’s home automation to deal with this; outdoors there were not.

The recommended solution was inserting two tiny accessory audio ringlets of metal into your ears, which were recharged by placing them onto a charging pad every two weeks. I had purchased the ringlets before my Boston trip, had tried them out, but I had almost immediately found them annoying and uncomfortable. Also, now that I was settled in, I was beginning to feel that it had been far too long since I had been focused on my magic. Though I had been overwhelmed and distracted by all of the wonders of Earth, at my core, I am far too much the mage to stay away from my magic for long. So, using the ringlet and a bit of earwax as reagents, I crafted a spell that made the receiver unnecessary and called for the Lattice. Navigating the Lattice seemed to require a bit more effort than usual, but I attributed that to being a bit rusty. After the enchantment was complete, I went outside, asked Ava to play some music, and then made lots of noise by banging some sticks on an empty rain barrel. The song sounded distant and garbled. Annoyed, I reviewed the structure of my spell, finding nothing inherently wrong that would cause such poor performance. For a while, I fiddled, puzzled, trying variation after variation, all with the same results.

Frustrated, I loosed a simple conjuration spell, the target of which was a pack of cigarettes. But when I spoke the trigger words, the only thing that showed up was the empty pack, half crushed. It had probably been whisked away from somebody’s garbage. But I had learned what I needed to know. Something on Earth was affecting my magic. Through experimentation, I determined that while all my spells worked to some degree, they were only marginally as powerful as they would have been on Anion. Thinking back to my lessons with Master Horation, I could remember nothing that dealt with a situation like this. I had always been taught that the power a mage wielded was directly proportional to the quality of the reagents used, the structure of the spell, and the will of the caster. Yet clearly there was more involved, for here on Earth, an unknown force was affecting my magic adversely. After two more days of useless twiddling, I gave up. The problem was beyond me.

Though I had hardly used magic since arriving on Earth, and it was unlikely that I would need to, I was extremely uncomfortable with the reduced state of my power. Yet school was about to begin. I was safe here in the home of the Provus, surrounded by security machines. No one on Anion could get to me. No one on Earth knew who I was, or cared. My magic worked, to a lesser degree. And Jessica had just chatted me up, so I consulted Ava for a tutorial, then chatted her back. I considered contacting the Provus about my magical difficulties, perhaps writing to Horation using the worldwalking windbats, but I hate involving others in my problems. Sometimes I thought about Corinne, and wondered if she thought of me, but she seemed far, far away.

In a way, I was intoxicated with Earth—its newness, its technology, its people, its energy. Its tech, to me, was a new magic; Ava, my personal djinn, obeying without question, her only purpose to fulfill my every desire. Give an order, and anything I craved was immediately provided: the finest foods, wines, music, clothes, entertainment—even women, as I discovered through a truly endless selection of Trueview pornography indistinguishable from reality. In the end, my magical troubles felt trivial. The Lattice seemed fine, whenever I summoned it: strong, brightly blue, and waiting. It was Earth itself that was the problem, and here, on Earth, magic was not needed. So, for now, my magic would wait.

I began my schooling in the Trueview without leaving the house. There was some initial confusion from my professors around how to pronounce my first name properly—the De suffix having more of a J sound in Kralish. At first, I tried to correct such misunderstandings, but I soon learned I could have my Bandit list such details in my AR profile to avoid these kinds of issues. The classes were fascinating, especially Introduction to Chemistry, which gave me new insights into powerful Earth reagents that were poorly understood on Anion. The Trueview perfectly simulated the appearance of sitting in a classroom with other students and an instructor. I discovered I could attend the classes while in my underwear if I wished, or even naked, and Ava would clothe me in an “avatar,” a representation that the others would see, similar to the model that I had viewed when buying clothes.

Jessica and I chatted a few times, then more often. I told her my cover story of being from Dubai, and she informed me it was her duty to instruct me on the culture of the West. I learned that she had something called a “resting bitch face,” but that it was okay, because she was a nice person inside and that it melted away when she smiled. I agreed; her smile was something special. Initially, we only talked via Trueview. Toward the end of the semester, I invited her over, and she came. I sent the car for her, to a place called Queens, as she did not have one of her own. She was amazed by the scope and size of the house, but as she had accepted my Dubai story, she already expected me to have wealth. We watched a movie on Trueview, a story where nearly two hundred people were killed in a merciless, bloody fashion by a man with dozens of guns and an apparent unceasing bloodlust. It was silly but fun, and at the end of the night, we sat by the koi pond and kissed for a long time as security drones bobbed and weaved far overhead, and Bonnie and Clyde swam slowly by.


Chapter 10

My demon Jak once told me that the Veils of Chaos were the source of all magic. I flippantly replied that if such a thing were true, I, who control the Veils, would surely have summoned a more powerful demon than he. The demon asked then if I was sure I controlled the Veils, or was it perhaps they that controlled me. To this, I still have no answer.

—Magelord Alexander Mason, Private Journals

The semester ended, and I finally had some free time. I had been filling my days with knowledge, socializing, and Jessica. I knew much more about Earth, its history, chemistry, and the military drones that flew above the home of the Provus, many of which were not available to the general public. Using Ava and my Bandit was easy and intuitive now. I was smarter, wiser, and deadlier to my enemies. Except, without my magic fully operational, I was increasingly vulnerable. Until I could figure out what was wrong, I could not effectively practice using the new Earth reagents. I could not weave new spells or gauge their relative power. I had gained weight from my life of ease, was rusty in my magic, and could put it off no longer; I would ask the only expert available in my craft, the one who had answered every magical question I had asked throughout my life: Master Horation.

I had promised the Provus that I would not attempt to leave Earth except in an emergency, but this situation mostly qualified. I decided it was better to get to the heart of the problem before a real crisis arose. Besides, it should be safe at Horation’s. No one expected me, and I would be there for only a short time. Too, I was eager to give worldwalking a try, without the presence of the Provus around to make me nervous. So, as the semester ended and school broke for winter recess, I changed out of my Earth clothes and into my lone Kralish outfit. I packed my reagent bag, with the addition of my Bandit and the tiny ringlet receivers. And I summoned the Veils of Chaos.

They came as before, without resistance, spinning with intricate complexity that defied the eye to discern a recognizable pattern. Distastefully, I nicked myself with my dagger, then sucked at the wound as I had seen Alexander Mason do. Clearing my mind, I visualized a little-used study in Horation’s castle, hoping that it would be vacant. Gradually, the image solidified within the mists. I spat furiously, sending the blood on a well-placed arc that intersected the approximate center of the image. The thunderclap came, but this time, I was expecting it. Taking a deep breath, I stepped through—

Slipping and sliding, and into the study, neat as pie. A simple process; in retrospect, it was embarrassing that I had been so adamant, so convinced of my failure, on examination day. If not for the necessary wound, the event would be almost enjoyable.

Sudden warmth, deeply soothing—the stuff of kittens purring in laps, of naps by a fire on cold, rainy days. The sense of a hole being filled, or of a circuit being completed. I knew at once what it meant, and was both uplifted and relieved.

Corinne, I thought happily, blood of my blood.

Devon, she replied tenderly, soul of my soul.

Without hesitation, we bared ourselves to each other, merging; together, we gained understanding and insight into our time apart. Corinne was safe, still in Ashland, doing her work for the Magelord alchemist Alejandros. But rumors were swirling; word was out that the Provus would be dying soon, though no one knew exactly how or why. The two most popular theories had to do with disease, or possibly a magical curse. Regardless, the elite of Anion were talking ceaselessly of succession, with my name, along with the other three grand adepts from the Lists of Rosalta, frequently mentioned. Bets were already being placed in the gaming halls of Colondo. Two other names had also surfaced, though with less likelihood and greater skepticism. The son of the Provus, Malkin, who, while admittedly a direct descendant of Alexander Mason, had no magic abilities with which to defend Northridge. Also my creepy cousin Lynette, the necromancer apprentice.

Lynette Malfaver had never dueled, was not registered on the Lists. Yet she was undeniably a mage, although her powers were mysterious. Due to the proscription in the Code of Harldis, she and her master and teacher, the Magelord Zaranaster Yun, had never been challenged to a duel. The rest of the Magelords considered him to be bad luck, and his lands were small and far to the south, across a large swatch of the Timeweaver’s desert, so hardly worth the risk even without the Code. Most thought his powers were limited to controlling the dead, and not a serious threat, unless perhaps in great numbers. Necromancers were a rare form of magic; there were few in recorded history, with only Magelord Yun and Lynette currently active.

Lynette was likely not a legitimate heir to House Mason, having been conceived through the rape of her mother, Sunna, by Clyvet Mason. Still, the Provus could do whatever he wanted. It was interesting to hear that I was in the mix but, upon reflection, not surprising. I was a grand adept mage, and, too, I was a worldwalker. Now, I even held knowledge of Earth. There was no serious chance the Provus would select some grand adept from another house, regardless of silly rumors. As for Malkin, his son, it was impossible to see how he could survive a duel with another Magelord without magic. Then again, the Provus himself wielded no magic since foreswearing demonology. Rather, his magic was the technology of the other worlds: his stunners, battle cloak, and the like. Conceivably, Malkin could be trained in the use of such gadgets.

As for legitimate mages, that pretty much left Lynette and me. I smiled; maybe the Provus should let us duel it out and whoever wins would get the throne. I had little fear of a bunch of dead thralls.

Meanwhile, as these details flooded over me, Corinne was processing my memories: the awe of New York City; the thrill of speeding through the hyperloop in the black Mercedes; the marvels of Trueview, Ava, and augmented reality via Bandit. The combined intensity, interest, and monotony of my classes. A dangerous moment with a white-hot flash of jealousy over Jessica, followed immediately by Corinne’s loving forgiveness; she knew intimacy with me in a way no other woman ever could, or would, and this was the thing she treasured most in the world. I did not have to reassure her that my time with Jessica did not change the way I felt about Corinne, for she saw for herself that nothing ever could, or would, change what we had together, our unbreakable bond of the blood of my blood, the soul of my soul.

Keeping a pleasant connection with Corinne tethered close to my awareness, I reluctantly turned a bit of my attention to my surroundings and what I had come here to do. The room was empty, as I had already seen through the misty portal. Before I did anything else, I opened my reagent case and called forth the Lattice. It came burning blue and eager, writhing and coherent, a bastion of purpose and linear design, ready to serve. No problems with my magic in this place. Corinne sent me a strange thought then, a sort of wonder at being able to see the Lattice through my eyes, at being able to know magic through me, and a feeling that she might be able to call for the Lattice without me. My initial reaction was to dismiss this idea, but did I truly understand anything about our connection? I bade her experiment a bit and let me know the outcome.

In short order, I had crafted a few standard—but powerful—offensive and defensive spells and had them hung at the ready. I would not be caught unprepared here on Anion.

Once this was done, feeling much more confident, I casually strode to the door, opened it, and turned left down the familiar hallways. A glance at a clock on the wall informed me that it was late morning; Horation, being a creature of habit, would usually be in his throne room hearing the various disputes of his subjects and mediating over them; as sovereign in this land, his word was law. I passed a Landstalker, who recognized me and let me advance. Then I was in the massive hall, crowded with supplicants, yet all were on their best behavior and there was little noise or rowdiness. Indeed, waiting till one’s case came before the Magelord could be a lengthy spell; the common people often passed the time by listening to others’ grievances, then betting on the outcome. It was an odd system of government, for Horation had no ruling council or vassals; he preferred being in complete control of his subjects. Though I considered the entire audience period a colossal waste of energy, he nevertheless had been practicing the custom for the entirety of his reign.

The passage I had exited from was separated from the general masses by wooden gates and formidable Landstalker guards. It was not difficult to make my way over to the section where the scribes sat, carefully recording the Magelord’s decisions. Of course, they, too, recognized me, and one, a jolly fellow named Dominick, nodded cheerfully at my approach and motioned me to sit down.

“Where have you been?” he whispered with genuine interest.

“Traveling,” I whispered back. “Just thought I’d drop in and say hello to Master Horation. It seems like he’ll be a while, huh?”

“Well, since you left, he hasn’t had any new apprentices to train, so he spends more time with his subjects.”

“What about Shayla?” I asked. She was the Freefolk girl who could see the Lattice. I had thought she would be Horation’s next apprentice.

“Her power wasn’t strong enough,” he stated. I noticed with some amazement that he was writing effortlessly as he spoke, apparently capturing everything that was being said by the current supplicant while simultaneously conversing with me. “Magelord Horation sent her to the Guild of Fern to train as a healer.”

“How do you manage to do that?” I inquired, referring to his simultaneous multiple activities.

“Practice, my boy, practice. Honestly, it’s but a trick, and one that I can only keep up for so long. So, if you’ll forgive me . . . ?”

I nodded, falling silent, as Dominick turned his full attention to the floor. A scruffy individual was speaking, his voice full of anger.

“. . . and his cows broke the fence and ate up all my wheat, Magelord Zalasar. That crop would have fetched me more than seventy guilders. Now with the repairs to the fence, I’m out nearly eighty! But the son of a whor—er, I mean, my neighbor here, he refuses to pay, Your Majesty! How am I supposed to feed my family?”

Horation nodded from the considerable height of his throne, his face revealing nothing. The royal vizier, a chap named Jerome, called out to another man, waiting by himself in the ante-circle, a roped-off section designated for the next in line to present his case. As the fellow shuffled forward, another quickly stepped in to take his place.

“Your Majesty, I thank you most humbly for hearing my side of this unfortunate event,” he began. I was struck immediately by how well-spoken and deferential he was—quite a contrast to the previous fellow, who was barely a step above peasant.

“It is true that my cows crossed onto my good neighbor’s property and ate his wheat. I have apologized, and offered what little money I have as reparations. Unfortunately, this did not satisfy him, so here we are.”

He said nothing more, waiting for Horation to hand down his royal decision. I was impressed by the man’s honesty, as well as by his apparent internal fortitude in the face of what must have been, for him, a frightening situation. Horation, too, seemed impressed, for instead of passing judgment, he asked a question.

“Fellow, no farmer am I. Yet I am not ignorant of the ways of nature. Tell me then, how is it that a cow, normally the gentlest of creatures, takes it upon itself to barrel down a sturdy fence? I simply have never heard of such a thing, and would have you explain it.”

“Magelord Zalasar, if I may—” began the first fellow, the scruffy one, but Horation transfixed him with a chilling look that made him pause. I had been on the receiving end of that look, mostly in my younger years, when I had done something foolish, as had happened occasionally, and I knew it was not pleasant. Unfortunately, the man was too ignorant to grasp the full import of the expression and kept going. “I think that you should—”

“Silence!” Horation bellowed. The hall grew instantly still. Pointing a thin finger at the man, Horation said, “Wag that tongue once more when not directly addressed and you shall lose it. Understand?” The fellow turned ashen, and for a few seconds, his face did a credible impression of a fish out of water. Then, abruptly realizing that his mouth was hanging open with the offending tongue dangerously exposed, he snapped it shut and nodded emphatically.

“You!” Horation said, this time pointing to the cow owner. “Answer the question.”

“Well, milord, the fence was in rather poor repair to begin with. When the cows pressed up against it, it just—well, it—sort of fell over.”

There was some muffled snickering in the audience at this, and I glanced their way momentarily, just in time to see some money change hands here and there in the crowd. It was clear who the audience liked in this dispute, and I felt temporarily sorry for the scruffy farmer. Oddly then, I noticed that the individual within the ante-circle had been replaced by another fellow, a thin, sinister character wearing scruffy leathers worn barren by sand. I strained my eyes and found the first man walking away, stuffing something in his pocket. Guilders, perhaps? Most likely, he had been paid to give up his favored position, for the wait could be long, sometimes months, depending upon the backlog of cases and how much time Horation could afford to devote to them. Such a thing was not unheard of, but it was rare enough to catch my eye. The circle’s new occupant glanced over in my direction, once, then looked quickly away. Shrugging, I turned my attention back to the floor. Horation was about to announce his decision.

“You, the wheat farmer,” he said from his towering perch. “You should have known better than to keep your fence in ill repair, especially with a yard full of cows nearby. You are clearly at fault.” The farmer dipped his head, obviously disappointed.

“And you, cow herder. You have admitted that you knew the fence was in poor repair. You seem exceptionally intelligent for one of your profession. Therefore, you should have foreseen the inevitable and taken precautions. I find you, too, at fault.”

The herder, who had been beginning to smile, abruptly mirrored the farmer’s face.

“Minister of agriculture! What is the current market price for a cow?” boomed Horation. The price, it turned out, was forty guilders a head. “Very well, then. This is my decision: The herder shall give the farmer two cows, in payment for the damaged crop. The fence shall be repaired, at the farmer’s expense. Next case!” The farmer seemed triumphant, the herder crestfallen. They approached our area, where the scribes would record the transfer, making it official. As they were doing so, the next supplicant strode forward.

I yawned. Frankly, I could not begin to fathom why Horation would take an interest in such petty, ridiculous affairs when he could be off practicing magic. Perhaps it had something to do with his great age, which was well over thirteen decades. Absently, I glanced at my Bandit, a habit I had acquired while attending history class. After a quick conversion, I determined that I had been sitting here for twenty minutes; already I was hopelessly bored.

The current supplicant drew up to the wide line painted upon the stone floor. He was about twelve paces away. To cross that line without being directly invited to do so by Horation would provoke the nearby Landstalkers, who would efficiently escort the offender away to the dungeons. As far as I knew, such a thing had never happened. The threat alone was sufficient to see that no one crossed the line.

The supplicant bowed regally to Horation, his worn cape flowing gracefully. “I have come before you today for one reason, and one reason only, Magelord,” he said, his voice strangely sad as if he regretted the necessity of being here yet had no choice. I sat up slightly, mildly interested. This was clearly no farmer.

A moderate period of silence passed. The man made no move to follow up his comment, and certainly, Horation wouldn’t deign to ask him. Jerome, the vizier, took up the slack, saying, somewhat impatiently, “And what might that reason be?”

The man’s arm came up, and suddenly my senses kicked into full awareness. Somehow, a miniature crossbow had appeared, there in his hands, despite the thorough searches that petitioners were supposed to receive from the guards. My first thought was for Horation, and what I might do to save him from this assassin. With the efficiency of a grand adept duelist, I reviewed my available spells, choosing the best one for the circumstance at hand. Though I could blast the attacker out of his skin with my Flenser Cleanser, this approach might not be in time to save Horation. Opting for defense first, I called for Shield of Fire, speaking the trigger words and hurling it into the space that separated my former teacher from his prospective killer. But as the spell left my fingertips, I realized my mistake.

Several things happened in disordered tandem—events that only later would I fully sort out and comprehend. The crossbow, which had been in constant motion, now settled directly upon me. Without preamble, the bolt leaped from its propelling spring wire, and simultaneously my Shield of Fire blazed into being off to my right, in perfect position to protect Horation.

Instead, I was the target. There was no time to do anything other than watch the blur that was the bolt streak toward me. From across the sea, on the northern island of Ashland, Corinne screamed with rage and fear. It struck me then how mismatched our brains and our bodies are. My mind was quick enough to process what was occurring, to hear the whine of the missile, along with the words of the assassin: “I am here to kill Devon Mason.” I saw the passage of the bolt. But though I perceived these events fully, my body was too slow. Due to this interminable gap between mind and flesh, I knew that the missile was going to hit. At this distance, there was no way it could miss.

Unconsciously, instinctively, I must have closed my eyes. Then I realized that I was sitting there with my eyes closed, and felt peculiar. By rights, sufficient time had elapsed for the bolt to have impaled me. I took a deep breath, and still, no impact. So, I opened my eyes, then laughed explosively, with intense relief and profound joy.

Horation was halfway down the stairs leading up to the throne, heading toward me. The bolt hovered, frozen in space, not quite the length of two wine bottles away from my sternum, the blades of the closer end serrated and coated with a pinkish gum. Though no expert in assassin’s tools, I was clever enough to realize that resin smeared on the tip of a quarrel could only mean poison. Like the bolt, everyone in the room was immobile, except Horation, who had reached my side and was regarding the missile along with me.

“Hmm,” he said. “The pinkish color suggests yeerah root. No antidote. We’ll have it analyzed to be certain. Your blood vessels would have lost their cellular walls, followed by your skin and internal organs. Very painful and messy.”

Carefully, I extricated myself from the chair, went and stood behind the suspended bolt.

“Interesting spell,” I commented, waving my hands to indicate the absolute stillness. “How did you manage to stop the flow of time? I thought only the Timeweaver could do that.”

“Sometimes it’s hard to believe you listened to a word I said. They’re not stopped. We’re fast.”

“Come again?”

“It’s a Quickness spell. We’re moving so fast in relation to everybody else that they only seem to have stopped moving. It’s not gentle on the metabolism, but I thought you would find a few gray hairs preferable to death. When this bastard”—he gestured to the assassin—“pulled out the crossbow, I immediately cast it, finishing just after your Shield of Fire was up. Thank you for that, by the way; it’s nice to know you were thinking of me, though it proved to be bothersome. I had to first unravel the Shield to get to you, and that took time. Though all seems to be motionless, if you look carefully, and pick a point of reference, you’ll notice that everything is moving at about a hand’s breadth a minute, to our perspective. It took me a while to pick apart your Shield of Fire; a little longer and you would have been lost. Of course, I could not just dispel the Shield; that would have wiped out my own Quickness spell, and you would have died anyway. Needless to say, once I did away with your Shield, and I saw that you were okay, I wove another Quickness spell for you so that we could decide what to do with this criminal. Quite disquieting. Well, then. Good to see that we’re both still alive.”

I was secretly glad that Horation had been babbling on, for I did not trust my voice fully just yet. Profound and vengeful emotions were flooding through me, and I took some breaths to clear my head. After a moment, I recovered my equilibrium.

“I’ll bind the assassin,” I said. “What should I do with him?”

“Bring him to the upper dungeons. Make sure he is well-shackled. Be extremely gentle with him; you are moving so fast that even simple actions can cause severe harm to those who are slower. Then cast Dispel and wait. I’ll settle matters here and join you.”

“Understood. See you then.” I moved to one of the guards and carefully borrowed a length of binding cord from his belt. Then I approached the man who had attempted to end my life. He did not seem familiar. Somewhat softly, I pulled the crossbow from his hand and tied the cord, snugly, around his wrist. The other end went around his other wrist; I now had a crude method with which to drag him. Though I longed to shove him over and watch him fall, instead, I found a server’s cart and delicately placed him upon it. There was no use in injuring the assassin until he had spilled his secrets—namely, who had hired him and why. With a grunt, I began wheeling the prone figure toward the dungeon.

Meanwhile, Horation was clearing away the few people who had sat behind me, moving them far to the sides. It appeared he planned to let the bolt continue its course, smashing into the back wall harmlessly. Risky, I thought. What if it ricocheted? Well, it was his problem now; let him deal with it as he saw fit.

In short order, I had ferried my burden down the hallway leading to the upper dungeons. The anteroom consisted of a large desk, where a single guard sat motionlessly. The left wall contained three sets of manacles, and with some additional finesse, I managed to maneuver the assassin into a set. They locked with a key that I found on the desk, one of several on a large ring. After using it and checking to make sure the shackles were securely fastened, I replaced the ring where I had found it. Then, I brought out my reagent bag, whipped up a Dispel enchantment, and fired it off.

The guard looked up in surprise as two people were suddenly in the room. From his perspective, we had just appeared there. I interrupted his stammering with: “There has been an assassination attempt by this man. Master Horation sent us here, and will be joining us shortly. You need do nothing but wait.”

As I was saying this, I was suddenly hit with a moment of confusion, followed by a flood of relief and joy I realized was coming from Corinne. Then her rage came, a blast of intensity so profound and deep I had to bow my head for a moment. I sent her a note of calm; I still had things to settle here.

The Landstalker was too much a professional to let surprise interfere with his duty. He lifted his heavy frame from behind the desk and moved toward the prisoner, who writhed and wriggled ineffectually against the thick chains. The guard checked the chains, nodded, and returned to his post, keeping his eyes on the prisoner and his hand on the hilt of his sword. I let a few minutes pass so that the assassin had time to realize his predicament, and then approached.

“Who hired you?” I demanded.

His response, a long-winded guffaw, was disappointing. Still, I suppose I hadn’t expected more. I had no real authority here in Rosalta, but I was sure Horation would go along with whatever I suggested, since the attack had been aimed at me. So: “Perhaps you will feel more cooperative with a white-hot poker applied to your genitals,” I said with deadly sincerity. Aspiring assassins had to be dealt with by extreme measures, lest a dangerous precedent be set.

Once again, the prisoner laughed. It occurred to me then that he might be insane. Indeed, even if he had succeeded, he would never have gotten away. Therefore, he must have been prepared for death, intending to trade his life for my own. Maybe he had even secreted some sort of suicide potion on his person. Well, so be it. He would be killed, but first, the information he possessed would be tortured out of him.

Horation entered the room then, looking somewhat out of breath. A couple of his Landstalkers were in tow.

“When I dropped the spell, there was sheer pandemonium,” he told me. “The guards took control quickly, though. I got rid of the day’s supplicants, and made a formal announcement that there will be no more audiences until further notice.” I nodded distractedly, my mind on more immediate concerns.

“Has our, er, guest here said anything useful?” Horation asked.

“No,” I replied. “I think we might have to use extreme measures. He seems prepared to die.”

Horation frowned, his eyes growing dangerous. “Have you anything to say for yourself, scum? I warn you, we will not be trifled with.” Another hearty chuckle was directed our way, lengthy and jolly. Annoying, this. “Master Horation,” I said, “in that I do not know this fellow, it seems clear that he was hired, and part of a greater plot against my life. We must discover who his employer is.”

“There is still the matter of how he smuggled the weapon into my presence. That implies corruption of at least one of the Landstalkers,” he said gravely. “There will be a deadly reckoning for that as well.”

I shrugged, assuming someone had paid them off, the same as the assassin. Everyone knew the Landstalkers were not as well treated or as richly paid as the Highguard. Few in all of Kral were so well compensated. Most of the Highguard were recruited from men with wives or children that had incurable diseases. These hopeless folk were invited to Northridge from all over Kral and Ashland; the lucky were offered the chance to serve in the Highguard in exchange for their children being cured by the offworld healing machines. The soldiers were also given lavish salaries and rich plots of land upon their retirement, while their children were provided the best education in Northridge. The loyalty the Highguard felt toward Alexander Mason could not be measured in guilders. The same could not be said of Horation’s Landstalkers.

“Fine, but that is secondary. Also, I think he should be checked for suicide potions and pills. We don’t want him dying before we find out what we need to know.”

At that, the prisoner stirred. With supreme calmness for someone who had the disadvantage, he spoke.

“Fools! Especially you, Magelord! Do you not realize that he is your enemy, as he is enemy to all the Magelords of Anion?”

“That’s a lie!” I exploded, but Horation waved me to silence.

“What do you mean?” asked my former teacher.

“The Magelord of Northridge will have no choice but to name him heir to the throne. But he is far too powerful; the combination of mage, youth, and worldwalker is a calamitous mix that threatens the unity that the land has enjoyed for centuries! Surely you can see that in his impetuousness, he will destroy us all! The boy lacks the wisdom that comes with age, and the powers he controls will only corrupt him. Inevitably, this will lead to disaster.”

I opened my mouth to protest, but Horation shot me a glance and I closed it. If nothing else, he had the assassin talking. Deep in my mind, Corinne’s righteous anger simmered along with my own.

“Descriptive words,” Horation said, “and most passionate, but hardly persuasive. Sounds like a bunch of self-serving opinions from the enemies of Northridge. Why should I believe this nonsense? What evidence do you have to support your wild claims?”

“I have no tangible evidence to proffer, but then again, I need none. I serve the Timeweaver, and he assures me that it is so. Do you begin to comprehend your folly? The boy is the incarnation of Derek, he is the Destroyer reborn! The only thing that can prevent our destruction is his death! Be wise, Magelord. Kill him now, while he is in your grasp, and save us all. Any other course invites devastation.”

I glanced at Horation, suddenly concerned that he might believe this drivel. But my mentor’s face was hard, and his eyes were like ice. For a moment, he regarded the assassin, then frowned. He turned to one of his guards. “Have the torture chamber readied,” he ordered. The soldier moved to comply, but the fellow said, “Wait!” Questioningly, the guard looked to Horation.

“You have your orders,” said the Magelord. “Obey them.”

“Yes, sire,” said the guard, running off at once. The prisoner sighed. “I had hoped you would listen to reason. Ah, well. This business is not finished. Though this interlude has not been successful, at least I have had the chance to warn you, Magelord. Think on that when all you have worked for lies in ruins about you. Think upon the fact that you could have killed the Destroyer, and saved us all. Stand down your instruments of torture; I shall be leaving now.”

I could take no more of this, and Corinne’s wrath was engulfing me, fanning my own already raging flames. “Leaving?” I exploded. “Ha! I hardly think that likely!”

The assassin did not even flinch. “You see? He cannot even control his emotions, let alone his powers.” His voice grew condescending, dripping with scorn and disdain. “Do not fret, child, I am quite certain there will be another that follows me. Next time, don’t expect anyone to come to your rescue.” And with that, the prisoner collapsed against the chains.

“Shit!” I observed, running forward to the prone figure.

“Devon, no! Stay away from him! He could be feigning—”

Too late. I had already reached him. Roughly, I grabbed his head, pulled it upright, shook it a bit. A large streamer of foamy drool hung from his open mouth. Some kind of poison, clearly, perhaps secreted within his tooth or cheek. Rage consumed me. “You’re not getting off so easily!” I shouted into the glassy eyes. “Who are you? Who sent you? Answer me, damn it! Answer me! Answer—”

And then a pair of gentle but firm hands grasped my arms and wrestled me away. I thrashed about for a moment, but then gave up as I realized it was one of Horation’s guards. Horation himself was examining the figure now, who was hanging limply, supported only by the chains on his wrists.

“He is dead,” said the Magelord softly.


Chapter 11

The head of my most successful gambling hall in Lamlin, The Kenibara, contacted me one night, said I had to get down there right away, was this man who was winning, kept on winning, was going to walk away with the safe, the bank, more than ninety million guilders. When I got there, confronted him, I was shocked to see it was the Timeweaver. Never met him before, but times were lean, and drastic measures were called for. I’d heard he couldn’t resist a wager, so I kicked everybody out, got us some drinks, made him this offer: one spin of the Big Wheel each, highest spin wins, winner takes all. His entire score against whatever stakes he named. Crazy bugger wants my left hand if he wins, can you believe it? I am floored, but too late then, so had to go through with it. So he spins first, gets a thirty-five, a bloody thirty-give, the highest but one, and I break out into a cold sweat, and he pulls out this long stiletto, and he begins sharpening it, all the while looking at my hand, and I’m like: well, fuck. So I spin, and for the first time in my life, I pray to Emilon with all my might, and I’m not even quiet-like about it, and I fall to my knees, and I’m saying, “Please Emilon, have mercy on a soul who has not always been of the humble sort, but who promises, just this once, to find that humility, if you will but grant me a boon of a thirty-six,” and sure enough, the wheel stops, and by the Veils, it’s a thirty-six, and the Timeweaver says, “Sometimes he listens,” and then he leaves me with my hand and my guilders.

—Logar the Liquid, Overheard Drunk at his Daughter Renella’s Wedding

Only when I was back on Earth, in the comfort of Alexander Mason’s house, did I begin to relax.

Horation’s chief surgeon had done an autopsy on the body of the assassin. Despite Anion’s lack of sophisticated medical technology, there were an astounding variety of pharmaceutical procedures available, most involving some degree of magic. Over time, the healers of Fern had identified numerous poisons, as well as antidotes for the majority of them. Most left telltale signs that could be identified, and such was the case here: the assassin had died from a purified dose of taipan venom secreted within a false tooth. While not widely available at apothecaries in Rosalta, there were plenty of animal handlers who could provide such venom for the right price. The agent had been willing to die for his cause, and though he had espoused the nonsense regarding the Destroyer and such, his actions remained shrouded in mystery. The idea that he was a proxy of the Timeweaver was also not something we could easily accept. Besides, if such were true, then why commit suicide? Lots of frustrating questions; no clear answers.

I had sent a windbat message to the Provus asking that he meet me on Earth as soon as possible; I stressed the urgency of the request by using the appropriate calligraphy. Then I put to Horation the question I had originally come to ask, informing him of my magic’s lack of potency on Earth and requesting his advice. Unfortunately, he was as mystified as I was. I had risked my life for nothing.

Still, I would not leave empty-handed; respectfully but firmly, I called out Horation for withholding the Quickness spell. It was perhaps the most powerful spell I had ever witnessed, and one I had no knowledge of. He admitted he had been saving the working in the event I had ever issued a Code challenge against him. Disgruntled at the cynicism this showed, I carped at him for a while, but at some level, I understood his motivations. Given the attempt on my life, and after I vowed to Emilon that I had no designs on his throne or his lands, he reluctantly taught me the invocation.

We talked of the strange and disturbing reference to the Timeweaver. In all of his long years, Horation had never interacted with the reclusive Magelord, and was dismissive of the assassin’s story. The Timeweaver had been around for all of recorded history: some said he was immortal; some said time simply passed him by. Either way, he did not seem to age, had always kept to himself within his impenetrable desert Fortress of Lorne; for all anyone knew, there would he always be. There was no record of the Timeweaver ever challenging a Magelord to a duel, although he had easily crushed those few who had issued challenge to him. There were even documents of such occasions compiled by Magelord witnesses: reportedly the Timeweaver always stood silent until the duel commenced, whereupon, without uttering a word, he would simply gesture. The reports describe how his opponent would instantly disintegrate, becoming a pile of smoking, charred debris. After a few of these duels with identical outcomes, even the most powerful Magelords refrained from issuing any further challenges.

The Timeweaver was also referenced prominently in the Book of Harldis, regarding events during the Day of Destruction—notably in the saga of Derek the Destroyer. On that day, the Timeweaver had not granted Derek the mercy of a quick death. Instead, the Destroyer had somehow been transformed into a helpless baby. The Book of Harldis did not specify what happened next, but it is commonly believed the Timeweaver then crushed the infant’s skull underfoot; there is even a famous painting depicting such a scene at the Museum of History in Colondo’s capital city of Lamlin. Despite the Timeweaver’s victory over the madman geomancer, he had arrived too late to stop the Great Rock from falling. That said, the Timeweaver is credited in the Book with protecting the lone remaining continent and its massive satellite islands by casting the Endless Vortex, a working of incalculable power that stands to this day. The Vortex surrounds the entire continent of Kral—along with its sister islands of Ashland—with enormous walls of magic that twist and spin their way into the stratosphere. The Book speaks of how the Vortex blocked the initial blast waves and tsunamis as the shards of the Great Rock impacted, sterilizing the rest of the world of Anion. Outside the Vortex, it is said there is naught but desolate, unsurvivable devastation. Sobering reminders of this destruction can be seen in the unceasing rain of black ashes that cover the far eastern part of Ashland’s northern island, where the Vortex is weakest.

Magical scholars still debate the mechanics of the Endless Vortex, with speculation of everything from time moving at a different speed within the Vortex to some sort of space-time field of force. Regardless, the amount of energy to sustain such a crafting is wholly unimaginable, certainly beyond the power of any other Magelord alive today. All of these glimpses into the magic of the Timeweaver suggest he is unequivocally the most formidable Magelord of Anion. Thankfully, he seemed carefully uninvolved in the petty plots of his fellows. In our discussion, Horation insisted that the Timeweaver’s power was such that he needed no assassins to do his bidding.

I did not disagree, so after several words of gratitude, I took my leave of Horation and turned to Corinne. We communed for a while, reveling in her relief and the warmth and shelter of each other, debating whether or not she was still safe there in Ashland. We agreed that her anonymity was her best defense, that no one suspected her connection with me, so it was unlikely she would be endangered. Reluctantly, we said our goodbyes, knowing our link would once again be severed. I felt her dread at this, her sense of impending loss, and I shared it.

Glumly, I summoned the Veils and returned to Earth.

About four hours later, Alexander Mason joined me. He surprised me a bit, appearing as if materializing out of the air itself. No spinning vapors or thunderclaps on the destination side. Interesting, I noted.

Immediately, he transfixed me with a finger and said accusingly, “You have acted like a fool!”

“What of the Highguard?” I replied calmly.

He frowned, looking puzzled and momentarily confused. Finally he said, “What are you talking about.”

“You may recall we came to Earth, rather abruptly, because one of the Highguard had gone missing. I would know what became of him.”

“That was months ago. I had nearly forgotten. He is fine. An accident, though a stupid one. He shot himself cleaning his stunner, managed to fall into a ventilation shaft. It took the men half a day to find him. He was sent for remedial training and will no longer be stationed at the Citadel.”

“I am glad it turned out to be nothing more sinister,” I said. While none of this had anything to do with recent matters, the distraction had the effect of calming the Magelord down. For a moment, it had seemed I would receive a lecture, but now the Provus was all business.

“So, I have spoken with Horation, and have a basic idea of what has transpired. But I would dearly like to know what you were doing there in the first place. I told you to stay put unless there was an emergency.” His eyes were unamused.

“It was such, though perhaps of the minor variety,” I allowed. “It seems that here on Earth, my magic is—well—stunted. My spells barely work, and the results are unpredictable. Even though I have not needed to use my magic here, this state of exposure is unacceptable. If a genuine crisis arose, I would not be able to properly defend myself, and so I thought it best to consult with Horation.”

“Your reasoning is sound, but your execution poor. You should have come to me, where I could better protect you, and then we could have contacted Horation. Still, what’s done is done. So, did Horation clear up the problem?”

I felt my face growing red. “Er, no, he did not. He had no idea what was wrong.”

The Provus rubbed his chin. “I seem to recall something that may be of use. Long ago, I remember hearing about how the Veils of Chaos were thicker in the region of Anion, hence the prevalence of magic users. If true, it seems logical to suppose that the Veils are thinner here, since nobody on Earth can do magic. Perhaps that is your problem.”

“What do the Veils of Chaos have to do with magic?” I asked, confused.

The Provus laughed. “Why, only everything! Though I admit that I am a little vague as to the actual principles governing magic, the Veils are the singular source of all metaphysical energy. Odd that you, being a mage, do not know this.”

“Odd that you, not being one, do,” I said defensively. “Horation always said that our power came from the will of the caster.”

“Horation does not know everything. You just admitted that he couldn’t help you.”

I paused, for there were other things to discuss, far more relevant concerns than quirky spells. I took a deep breath and began.

“First of all, I don’t know how much Horation told you—”

“Very little. Only that there had been an attempt on your life, that you were not harmed, and that the assassin died via suicide before he could offer any information. His identity is, as yet, unknown. Horation said you did not recognize him, so not a personal vendetta, then. Presumably, he was hired.”

“Perhaps,” I said, unwrapping and vaping an e-cigarette, a habit I had acquired from Jessica here on Earth. “That was my first thought as well. But the more I thought about it, the less likely it seemed. After all, why would an assassin agree to take a suicide mission?”

“The usual answer to such questions is money.”

“When he knew he would not live to spend it? Seems dumb. Something is missing here.”

“Maybe he was dying from some malady already. Perhaps he wanted the money for his family.”

“A possibility, but when you consider the other facts, it seems highly improbable.”

“What other facts?” asked the Provus. He spoke with Ava briefly and soon had a vape of his own going.

“Well, for one thing, where did the assassin get his weapon, the crossbow? I’m sure you know that the guards thoroughly search all petitioners.”

“I imagine one of the guards was bribed. If the price is right, a man will do almost anything.”

“My first thought as well,” I said. “But impossible.”

“Why?”

“Well, first, unless he, too, is in on the plot to kill me, which is doubtful, he has no way of knowing that it is not Horation who is the intended target. Can you imagine a conspirator approaching the guard, saying, ‘Look, I want to bring a crossbow into the presence of your liege, but believe me, I’m not going to hurt him. Instead, I’ll be gunning for someone else. I swear it.’ How could any guard possibly take such a chance? Can he trust the word of someone who is admitting that he is going to commit murder? No, even the dullest of Horation’s men would have to infer that Horation was the target, no matter how fervently someone insisted otherwise.”

“Okay, I see that. But it occurs to me that even if you were killed instead of Horation, there would be an investigation. Why, even now, though nobody was killed, Horation is surely investigating how the weapon got in.”

“Indeed, he is. But he will find nothing. For no guard was bribed.”

“As you stated earlier. You have yet to fully explain yourself.”

“You’ll forgive me, but I find this mental workout useful. There are numerous reasons: How could the conspirators possibly have known when I would be arriving? The attempt happened while Horation was holding court for his people; how could they count on me going to observe the supplicants, a place I never normally frequent? Usually I meet with Horation in private.”

The Provus sat a moment, letting my words sink in. His brow was furrowed, his gaze far away. At length, he spoke.

“In that the assassin was there waiting for you, crossbow in hand, at a seemingly random time and place, the only logical conclusion is that they must have expected you.”

“But how?”

“A new mage, perhaps. Some kind of seer, or prophet,” he offered.

“There has never been such a mage. But assuming one has escaped our attention, what motive would they have to go after me?”

“They themselves, none. But as we discussed, Northridge has many enemies. Perhaps this unknown mage is in league with some of them. The Necromancer, perhaps, or Stanton, would be thrilled to see Northridge embroiled in chaos and conflict. After all, had the assassin succeeded, I would have been forced to go after Horation.”

He was referring to Zaranaster Yun, Magelord of the Dead, and Stanton Landarain, the rotund teleportation Magelord of Graymarsh. I had met the latter once; he seemed harmless enough, though he was foppish and vain, demanding to be called “Stanton the Swift” and requiring a retinue of obese retainers to surround him, perhaps in the hopes of making himself seem thinner by comparison.

“They would truly sanction such a thing?” I asked. I did not know these men, had no idea of their drives and ambitions. I also had not considered the peril I had placed upon the shoulders of Horation through my actions. I suddenly felt myself dabbling in affairs that were beyond my understanding, struggling to catch up.

“Sure, if we engage in wild speculation. Perhaps Stanton teleported the crossbow in with stealth and guile. We can invent any number of plausible theories, but we are only venting wasted breath. Anything else that might help?”

I told him about the assassin’s ranting about the return of the Destroyer and such. “Maybe Stanton was fed this wild tale earlier, and believed it,” I finished.

“You could make the same case for Logar; through illusion, he could have hidden the crossbow until needed. Perhaps the Necromancer joined in this scheme. That would explain why the assassin was so willing to die: he was already a puppet thrall controlled from afar.” His tone was sardonic, and it took me a moment to realize he was gently berating me. I flushed.

“These scenarios all fit,” I protested.

“Perhaps, yet it is equally likely there is something we have not considered yet. What we need is hard proof, or at least a hard lead.”

“Agreed. Still, at this point, the only ones I trust are you and Horation.”

“I hesitate to say this, but I think it would be better if you stayed clear of Horation.”

“Why? He saved my life. After all, if he was involved, he could have just let me die.”

“And I am grateful to him; I will find a way to repay him. If any of this speculation can be proved out, and one or more Magelords believe this tale—that you are some kind of harbinger of doom—we have a serious problem. Until we know more, stay away from Anion.” His words had the force of an order.

“There is one thing more I must tell you,” I said.

“I suspected as much; I can also see that this thing scares you.”

“Yes, it does. The assassin claimed it was the Timeweaver who has foretold my malevolent destiny.”

He seemed shocked at this, then almost crestfallen. It was disquieting to see the Provus looking so apprehensive.

“If that is so, my friend,” he said softly, “then things are more dire than I thought.”

“That’s hardly comforting.”

“Well, it’s only bad if true. Even so, the future is not fixed, and we create each potentiality with our actions. So even if the Timeweaver sees the destruction of Anion as a likely occurrence, it is merely one of many such possibilities.”

“How do you know?”

“I do not, for certain, but such is what I have gleaned from my dealings with the Timeweaver. We have a complicated history: I once did him a favor, and as a result, we correspond from time to time—for example, the letter I gave you. But really, just because the assassin said the Timeweaver told him of certain things does not make it so. It could just as easily be a ploy designed to throw us off the scent.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, consider this: If you wanted to blame somebody for something false, who would be the best person to blame?”

“Hmm. Somebody dead, I suppose. Unable to refute your dishonest claims. But how is that relevant? The Timeweaver is not dead, and you just said you communicate with him. Simply contact him and ask him.”

“Not that easy, Devon. You see, I never initiate these interactions. All of my outreach has gone unanswered. It is always the Timeweaver who makes contact with me, at times of his choosing. This has not been often. Once, I asked for a method of contacting him if the need should arise; he replied that such did not suit his purpose. But getting back to what I was saying, it is the Timeweaver’s reclusiveness and reputation that makes using him a convenient motive for those of ill intent. How easy it is to justify one’s actions by simply saying, The Timeweaver told me to do it.”

“But surely he would not sit idle while wild lies are spread in his name,” I protested.

“The Timeweaver is a vastly complex being. What we think of as sane and logical does not necessarily apply; it is unwise to try and pin familiar labels to such a one.” For a moment, his face underwent a curious convolution. He appeared to be trying to say something more, but the words would not leave his lips. A small spasm crossed his mouth, then abruptly cleared.

“Perhaps one day you will meet him,” he said. “Then you can decide for yourself.”

I shrugged. “In any case, I agree that we cannot trust the words of the assassin.”

“We can probably discount the involvement of the Timeweaver; after all, it was he who told me of your worldwalking ability, and who implied that I awaken it within you. Why would he do this if he felt that you would become a danger? Far better, it seems, to let you fail on examination day and thereby nullify the apparent threat.”

“So, what will you do?”

“I will return to Anion and contact the other Magelords. One way or another, I will get to the bottom of this. The moment I learn something of use, I will return here and we can discuss our next move.”

Thinking of Corinne, I said, “Perhaps I should come back with you, to assist you with my magic.”

“No! You will stay put. You are too important to the future of House Mason.” He stood and dusted off his trousers. “Just remember that much of this is speculative, based on the word of a criminal and little else. There are plenty of other explanations. Stanton and Logar have apprentices. There could be some unknown seer, as we spoke of. Perhaps it is something more simple that has yet to occur to us. I will check all of these possibilities and more, but can do nothing from here. I will return as soon as I can. Meanwhile, you are safe, so relax. Try to enjoy yourself.” He went to the stockroom, grabbed two large cases containing trade orders bound for Anion.

“Easy for you to say—” I began when the Veils of Chaos came into being around him. A bloody thunderclap later, he was gone.


Chapter 12

When he realizes that I can hide away a piece of myself, will he forgive me? Especially if he finds out the forbidden feelings that are lurking there? I am matroshka, and I do not care.

—Corinne Lisela Mason, Private Diary

Several weeks passed uneventfully. I fiddled with my magic and got nowhere. School was due to resume in a few days, and I welcomed the change as preferable to this seemingly endless wait for the return of the Provus. I did some additional exploring, ordered several new outfits—even visited a couple of museums. But my enjoyment of these events was stunted by the ominous knowledge that things were not well back on Anion.

The tension might have been unbearable, if not for Cynthia.

Less than a week before school was scheduled to commence, Ava signaled that I had a call. It was not especially unusual, in that I had fielded the occasional request for a charitable contribution, and had quickly mastered the Earth custom of rudely severing the connection in the middle of the salesperson’s spiel. Then, I discovered that Ava could filter incoming calls, and I put her to work immediately. So now, when she indicated a call was waiting, I found myself irritated.

“Who is it?” I demanded.

“The caller identifies herself as Cynthia Evans.”

“What is she selling?”

A moment passed while Ava relayed my question.

“Devon, she insists that she is not peddling any goods. She states that the nature of her call is entirely personal.”

Interesting. “I’ll take it,” I said, pulling myself off of the comfortable couch and entering the Trueview suite. A young woman, near to my age, was seated in a serviceable chair, opposite my vacant one. I stood there for a moment, looking at her, knowing that she could not see me since I had not activated the connection either verbally or by sitting down. Her face was pleasant, her hair blond and cut rather short, in the style of many Earth women. She seemed vaguely familiar, but I couldn’t place her. Shrugging, I sat, engaging the connection. She immediately smiled at me.

“Hello,” I said, my voice neutral.

“Hello yourself,” she responded.

We sat there for a short while, looking at each other. She seemed to enjoy my state of anticipation. Irritated at this, I was the first to break the silence.

“Well? What can I do for you?”

“Don’t you recognize me?” she asked.

I strained my mind, drawing a blank. “You seem familiar, but—no, not really.”

“I was in your physics class, last semester.”

I nodded, placing her at last. There were lots of girls in my classes, but after some cursory glances, I had given them little notice. I took my studies fairly seriously, and besides, I had been distracted by both Jessica and the endless supply of erotic material available via Trueview, so Cynthia had not really registered.

“I remember now. Many girls were in that class. Still, none of them have called me but you. What do you want?” I realized I was being rude, but my recent experiences had built up a healthy degree of paranoia. Besides, I did not know this Cynthia, so if I alienated her, what of it?

“I want you to know that I know who you are,” she stated conspiratorially, giggling in the process.

What was this nonsense? Impatiently, I said, “It’s hardly a secret. I am Devon Mason. You are Cynthia Evans, or at least you claim to be, though why you should lie I could not begin to say.”

She brushed my impatience away like a stray cobweb.

“No, I mean, I know who you really are!” Her manner was overly confident. I began to doubt myself. Could she possess such knowledge? But how? And if so, did it matter? It was unlikely that anyone would believe her. I decided to bluff.

Chuckling warmly, I said, “Oh, yes? And who is it that you think I am?”

“I don’t think, I know. You’re an alien. Like, from outer space.” Her entire expression and mannerisms dared me to deny it.

Briefly, I thought about denouncing the concept as ridiculous and terminating the call. But her obvious conviction made me hesitate. Could I afford to take the chance that she did know something, something that, if not quite the truth, was at least equally damaging in potential? I decided I could not risk it. Keeping my face blank and impassive, I asked, “Have you told this to anyone else?”

“Not a soul,” she said. “You’re secret is safe with me.” She grinned pleasantly.

“Assuming that this ridiculous notion is true—which it is not—what do you want of me?”

“I want to meet you,” she said, “in person.”

At first, I felt aggravation. Who was this individual, this Cynthia Evans, who wished to force her presence upon me, breaking up my comfortable routine with her wild speculations? Yet, what if she really knew something? At a minimum, I had to discover the basis for her claim and make certain she harbored no ill intent. With misgivings, I relented and agreed to her visit. Her triumphant stare as she broke the connection was frustrating, but I reminded myself that if nothing else, it might even take my mind off of my more pressing troubles. She lived in nearby Duchess County, a relatively short journey by car. And so cursing, I straightened up the place and ordered some beer, which arrived just before Cynthia did.

At the risk of offending Earthers, I must contend that Earth beer is piss. The ales of Kral are hearty concoctions, rich and invigorating, pleasantly nutty, and so dark they are almost black. The thick, foamy head degenerates so slowly that it is a mystery if it ever really disappears, since no one has ever left a glass full long enough to observe the phenomenon. I had to settle for Samuel Adams, a distant second choice, which was nonetheless a far cry above the other offerings. I managed to down a full bottle before Ava signaled Cynthia’s arrival, which I had authorized so she could get through the security drones. The beer helped me to feel somewhat relaxed as I opened the door and amiably motioned that she should enter. Her eyes gaped as she took in the surroundings.

“Wow,” she said. “You must be loaded.”

Not being entirely conversant with common Earth slang, I thought she was referring to the alcohol. “This is only my second one,” I protested good-naturedly, tipping the bottle casually in her direction, eliciting a loud and rather pleasant laugh.

“Not drunk, silly. I mean rich. This place must have cost a fortune.”

It was true that the home was spacious and well furnished—at least when compared to the ones I had seen on the Trueview sitcoms. But then, the Provus was wealthy, probably beyond what most Earth men dreamed about. Come to think of it, I was wealthy too, both here and on Anion. On Earth, the Provus had transferred two million eurodollars into my bank account. Most of that was still available. Back on Anion, on my twenty-fifth birthday, five hundred thousand guilders had been posted to my account at the International Mercantile Exchange, as was done for all Mason children upon reaching maturity. Originally, I had planned to use that sum in starting some kind of business. Since the day of the examination, though, my plans had gone completely awry.

“I do all right for myself,” I stated, retreating into the living room. She followed closely, looking about the place as she came. Her Bandit bubble read Name: Cynthia Evans; Occupation: Student; Relationship Status: Single; Quote: I Like Life, Life Likes Me. I settled into the couch, motioning for her to take the lounge chair, but she ignored me, staring intently at the wall, which was dotted with paintings. “Is this a real Picasso?” she asked, eyeing a portrait of a disjointed woman with yellow-and-red hair.

Picasso? What was that? No Bandit bubbles to help. She clearly expected me to know. An ignorant response would give me away, furthering her claim that I was an alien. Well, I had a fifty-fifty shot.

“Of course, it is!” I said, adding what I hoped was the right amount of effrontery. “Did you think I would settle for a fake one?”

Cynthia’s eyes widened. “Do you have any idea how much that thing is worth?” she asked.

“Not really,” I said, a completely true statement.

“Easily tens of millions.” She turned and peered at me intently. “You look rich, but not that rich. Are you sure it’s genuine?” Her general attitude indicated disbelief. Having come this far, I could not back down now.

“I’m sure,” I said, and then endeavoring to change this uncomfortable and unfamiliar subject, said: “But I didn’t ask you here to discuss art history. I asked you here because you made some ridiculous—and I might add untrue—statements, and I would sorely like to know where you got this information.”

“We’ll get to that in a minute,” said Cynthia, continuing to peruse Alexander Mason’s collection. Maddening, yet it seemed there was little I could do to dissuade her. Sighing, I settled for inspecting her body while her back was turned. Her legs were long, and the tight-fitting bodysuit she wore revealed them as rather shapely. She was wearing boots—as was I—but while mine covered the calf in proper Northridge style, hers reached only to her narrow ankles. Turning to the side to admire a sculpture, even the taut bodysuit could not fully deemphasize her ample breasts. Sitting there, sipping my beer, I reflected that Jessica had not bothered to contact me since I told her I would be returning home for the break, a fairly discourteous omission . . .

“Okay,” she said, finally coming over and sitting down. “I’m finished now.”

“Good. Now, what’s this all about?”

“Well, it seems rather obvious. You don’t fit in.”

I waited, but nothing else was forthcoming.

“In what way?” I asked cautiously.

“Oh, little things. The way you talk, for one.”

“What’s wrong with the way I speak?”

“Nothing’s wrong with it; it’s just that your accent is unusual. I’ve never heard anything like it.”

“That hardly means anything. There are thousands of languages on this planet, and even more dialects. Perhaps I have a speech impediment. My mode of speaking is hardly evidence that I am an ‘alien from outer space,’ as you so bluntly and ludicrously phrased it. As it turns out, I am from Dubai, and what you are hearing is merely my accented English.” I fed her my backstory, assuming that would settle the matter.

“Dubai? Is that it? Yes, I read that when I researched you on the net. Ladayk qadib saghir!”

Shit. Some kind of test for sure—not only a cutie but smart too. I kept my expression impassive, hoping an aloof response would be the proper one. A few moments passed as she examined my face with curiosity and deep interest. It seemed my stoicism was the wrong approach, for she began to smile, then burst out laughing.

“That was Arabic,” she said between giggles. “You know, the language they speak in Dubai.”

I was not amused. “And what did you say?”

“So, you admit you did not understand?”

“I so admit. I never said I spoke Arabic. There are dozens of languages used in Dubai.” The Provus and I had gone over this. Cynthia wasn’t the only one who was smart. In case I was ever challenged, I was to say I spoke the far less common Malayalam, a nearly dead language spoken by only a few thousand of the billions here on Earth, mostly on the other side of this world.

“Well, what I said is that you have a tiny penis.” She waited to see how I would respond to this, but it was my turn to laugh, at the absurdity of the claim. She shrugged, seemingly unimpressed, probably assuming my mirth was mere bluster, which started to annoy me again. But then I had an idea.

“Come with me to the Trueview,” I told Cynthia. Curious, she followed me. When we got there, I said, “Ava, display image scan of Devon Mason taken during autumn fashion measurements, without clothes.” Always the servant, Ava complied. My naked image appeared, and Cynthia stared. She no longer seemed unimpressed, and she carefully walked around the projection, a little smile on her full lips. I stood there, a smug expression on my face, like: See? Nothing tiny there.

“Uncircumcised; honestly, I anticipated that. But completely shaved, that’s interesting. Was expecting a hairy caveman kind of thing going on down below.”

Many of Anion shaved their genitals to reduce the incidence of a nuisance pest that was transferred during sex, one that liked to inhabit pubic hair. It was a fairly common practice among both sexes, especially those who had yet to wedlock.

“I think you have seen enough,” I said. “Ava, projection off.” With a beep of compliance, my image vanished, and I led Cynthia back into the living area.

“So, what is the language you were raised with?” she asked. “My major in school is international languages. It’s why I speak Arabic.”

“None of your business,” I told her, fearing if I said Malayalam she would fire off a new phrase about my genitalia in that language. “Now, it cannot be simply because of my accent that you make your wild accusations about aliens. After all, you have just seen me naked. Surely I look human enough?” The beer was starting to hit me, and she was cute and perhaps liked what she had just seen in the Trueview, so I flashed a flirtatious smile.

“Ah, but your odd speech is only the beginning.” Cynthia was looking at me eagerly, her eyes warm and friendly. Even if her logic stinks, I mused, she has called the situation accurately. When she had first contacted me with her wild yet mostly true accusations, a part of me was alarmed. After all, my enemies had already proved that they were ruthless, and even on Earth, I could not be certain that I was entirely safe. I had considered the possibility that Cynthia was somehow in league with my antagonists—unlikely as that seemed—and had been on my guard. But now, staring into her enthusiastic and somewhat naive eyes, I could not help but think that she was harmless. And extremely intelligent. And damned pretty as well.

“Do you want a beer?” I asked.

She accepted my offer, so I got her the brew from the kitchen, made a quick stop in the bathroom, and in short order was seated back on the couch. On the way, I had ordered Ava to play some music, and the soft strains of an Earth composer called Beethoven lent a relaxing atmosphere to the chamber. She took a healthy draught from the brown bottle and began to speak.

“As I said, it was your speech I noticed at first. Curious, I took a good look at you, trying to figure out your nationality. But your appearance doesn’t fit into any race that I know of.”

“Come now,” I protested. “My skin is light coffee—not dissimilar to yours. My hair is a quite ordinary brown. Whatever are you talking about?”

“It’s your facial features, mostly, and your eyes. Your cheekbones are a shade too high, your chin a tad too sharp. Still, I suppose these variations are common enough, in and of themselves. But your eyes, Devon, they give you away. They’re exceedingly round, a little too large in proportion to your face. And your irises? You have none to speak of! It’s like you have these big, dark pupils instead of an iris surrounding a pupil. I ran through all the races I know of—Hispanic, Asian, Slavic, Caucasian, Black—and drew a blank on each one. You’re different—and the reason why is obvious. You do not belong to any of them.”

Sitting there, wondering if I should be offended, I found myself admiring her perspicacity. It was true; my eyes were subtly different from those around me, as were many of the descendants of the High Queen Dariani. Though I did possess an iris like everyone else, it was indeed dark, almost the same color as my pupil. Oddly enough, most people didn’t notice this, for it certainly was not the type of thing to stand out and grab you by the shoulders. In any case, I had learned a lot about Earth history last semester to fib in what I hoped was a convincing manner. So:

“My ancestors were native peoples, living near the North Pole,” I lied, struggling to keep from laughing. “If you stop to think about it, you’ll realize that the glare from the sun on the ice is terribly bright. I suppose our dark eye color developed over time, to help protect against that. As for my features, they are the result of interbreeding with Caucasians. I’m sorry if you don’t like them, but there’s not much I can do about it. Now please, Cynthia, will you tell me what it is that has you so convinced that I am not all that I appear to be?”

“Natives, huh?”

Smirking, I nodded. Her expression was painted with amusement and disbelief as if I had just said something extraordinarily silly. I frowned, bluffing it out; I said nothing.

After a moment, she shrugged. “It doesn’t matter. Besides, I never said that.”

“Said what?”

“That I didn’t like the way you look.”

“You said my chin was ‘too sharp,’”

“I didn’t mean too sharp for me, silly, I meant too sharp for an Earthman.”

“In any event, your story so far has been less than convincing.”

“Perhaps, but I am merely warming up.”

“Well, continue, then.”

“All right. Answer me this, if you can: If you are a typical, normal guy, then why is it that you hardly ever blink?”

I had been holding my breath, awaiting some surprise that would prove her claims beyond a doubt. With some relief, I let it out slowly. Remarkable how she had put these flimsy facts together into a fairly accurate conclusion. Luckily, they were all easily dismissed as nonsense.

“I have no idea what you are talking about,” I said.

“I think you do, but I will explain nevertheless. I usually record my classes so that I can go over anything I missed later. One day, while reviewing the lesson on Planck’s constant, I happened to glance over at you. You were staring at the professor, wide-eyed and immersed in what he was saying, and for a while, I watched you, amused at your interest in such a dull subject.”

“Physics is not dull,” I protested.

“Yes, it is. Anyway, the longer I looked at you, the more I began to notice that something was odd. The weird thought came to me that you looked almost artificial, like a statue of some kind. Oh, I could see your hands moving on the keyboard of your desk, but if I focused just on your head alone, you seemed to be frozen. The reason for this didn’t dawn on me until later that night. I went back and replayed the class, confirming my notion. You hardly ever blink.”

“Cynthia, do you have any idea how silly you sound?”

“You know how many times you blinked in that one-hour class? Take a guess.”

Frowning, I tried to imagine how often I blinked. Since I had never given the matter any thought whatsoever, I was not surprised to find myself drawing a blank.

“I don’t know. Perhaps a hundred?”

“Forty-five,” she stated, holding up the fingers of one hand, first four, then five. “The professor blinked one hundred and ninety-seven times. One of our fellow students—you remember the kid with those thick glasses? Good—he blinked two hundred and twenty-six times. I know, because I had my Ava count them. But you? Oh, no, not Devon Mason. A paltry forty-five blinks.”

If she expected me to fall to my knees and confess, she was sorely disappointed. Chuckling, I said, “Really now, Cynthia, this is absurd. Perhaps I had my humidistat too high that day, or more likely, I was sporting an avatar.” This was the ability for Ava to manipulate my Trueview image and project clothes upon me if I was naked, or to even substitute an image of an entirely different person. While I rarely used such features, Cynthia had no way of knowing that. Still, I did not want trouble in the form of her going to the authorities with her accusations, no matter how crazy they would sound.

“It is clear,” I said gently, “that you have developed some sort of misplaced fixation regarding this matter. Perhaps I do blink less than usual; I don’t know, for I have never troubled myself with such considerations. Now, I have listened to you patiently, have good-naturedly borne your wild speculations, have even been a gracious host. But it seems time for you to leave now.”

I stood confidently, relieved that the whole affair had turned out to be nothing. Her observations had been accurate, her conclusions extraordinarily perceptive, but on the whole, she had nothing. We both knew it.

Cynthia stood reluctantly, a look of dismay darkening her lovely face. She evidently wished to protest, but my firm glance left no room for argument. I had no desire that she should hate me, so to set her at ease, I said, “Cheer up. You’ve made an honest mistake. If nothing else, it has at least been entertaining.”

She wasn’t buying it, and now she switched tactics on me. “I know what you are, Devon, and I don’t care. Can’t you see that? I’m not out to hurt you. I just want to be part of whatever it is you are doing here.”

Though she seemed sincere, trusting her regarding my true origins was too great a risk. I had just reached out to take her arm, to guide her to the front door, when a small whoosh occurred behind me. Confused, I turned my head to see what was transpiring, and barely had time to note a blurry streak of motion. My outstretched arm gained weight as a rather large windbat took up position upon my wrist. I was not wearing a glove, and its sharp claws poking through the fabric of my sleeve caused me to grimace. Cynthia abruptly sat down, her face breaking into a victorious grin.

“Wow, what is that?” Cynthia said, her voice filled with wonder. “It just appeared from nowhere! By the way, still claiming you are just some normal dude?”

Damn. After all of the effort I put into my story, in one stroke of inconvenient timing, I was branded a liar. No matter what I said now, she would not believe a word of it. I had to either trust her or kill her. For a moment, I considered doing the latter. The idea of this intelligent and attractive girl lying dead at my hands so sickened me, however, that I thrust the dark thought aside. Normally, I could have handled her with spells, but my magic was too unpredictable here to make that a viable option. Sighing with defeat, I slumped back against the couch, causing the windbat to chatter angrily and move to one of the armrests.

“All right,” I said in resignation. “I admit that I am not what I seem. What happens now?”

After several outbursts of incredulity and a modest berating for lying to her, Cynthia began shooting questions at me. She could barely contain her excitement. Though I was eager to get to the windbat’s message, I sensed that Cynthia was in a delicate mental state; she seemed capable of rash decisions, which perhaps would not be to my benefit. Swallowing my anxiety, I resolved to deal with her first. After swearing her to secrecy, I faithfully addressed most of her queries. I told her of the world of Anion, and of Kral and Ashland, of its people, of how I traveled to Earth—even briefly summoning the Veils of Chaos. She seemed disappointed to discover that I had no ship; apparently, she had hoped for a ride of some sort. She asked me what my people wanted with Earth, and I told her truthfully that except for a relative of mine, no one knew about this planet or gave a damn. She asked me about the windbat, and I told her that it delivered messages, and I pulled the letter from its pouch to show her. Of course, to Cynthia, the flowing Kralish script was incomprehensible. Gently, then, for I was dependent upon her discretion, I pulled the note from her hands and began to read:


For Devon Koplasa Mason, Mage of Northridge:

You are hereby formally challenged to a duel of magics, to be held by the month’s end. The stakes I wish to challenge for are your personal fortune, the sum of 500,000 guilders. You may select either an equivalent monetary amount, or a suitable substitute. By the Code of Harldis, I expect a reply within three days.


—Filbert the Fleet

The writing was formal, the letters curved with care, showing respect yet with a hint of the disdain one displays to a rival—a properly formatted challenge.

“Bad news?” Cynthia asked, apparently seeing the look on my face.

“Not really. Just untimely.” I sighed. “Look, Cynthia, I need to return to my world soon. Before you ask, no, I cannot take you with me. I’m not going to lie and say that if I could, I would, because I wouldn’t. It’s impossible for anyone to travel with me, and you’ll have to be satisfied with that. I will not be gone long, however, and when I return, I promise we can get together again. Okay?”

She gave a childish pout. “No, it’s not okay. I just met you!”

She came over to me then, sat on the couch, took my hand in her own. Her touch was cool and mildly erotic. I said nothing as she looked at me, her eyes wide with emotion. Without exactly knowing how, we were suddenly kissing. Her lips were hot and wet. Her arms encircled my neck, and I found myself growing aroused. Somehow the tight fabric of her top had peeled away, leaving her topless. Her breasts were heaving volcanoes with blushing tips, stiffening under my roving hands. My shirt was off. She told me to speak to her in my native tongue, so I told her, in Kralish, that she smelled of jasmine and tasted of desire and that at this moment I wanted to be deeply inside of her. My words excited her, even though she did not understand them. Our clothes were now completely off, strewn about the floor, as we moved and sweated there on the couch—our hands clasped tightly, deeply connected, grinding together, and as her climax came, she raked her nails across my back, drawing blood, and panted out, “Not . . . tiny . . . at . . . all . . .”

We lay there a while, she resting against me, the both of us covered in a sheen of sweat and fluids from our bodies. I half drifted in and out of sleep. After a time, she rose, tugged on my arm. I didn’t want to move. If I moved, I would have to think, and I didn’t want to at that lovely moment. But she said gently, “Come shower with me,” and she gave those wonderful breasts a playful shake, and that plus the arm tugging somehow got me moving. In the shower, we washed each other, and we kissed a lot. It was nice. There was not a lot of talking. That was nice too. It was as if too much chatter would break the spell, and she sensed that. She seemed good at reading my mood, which at the moment was overwhelmed by surrealism. Assassins and worldwalking, fucking strange Earth women I just met, and now duels with Filbert. Sure, I thought, why not. Throw in some unicorns and maybe a real space ship for good measure. This was my life now.

After we were clean and dressed, I said, “Look, Cynthia, I have to return to Anion tomorrow. Things are complex there just now, but I promise I’ll call on you as soon as I return.” My emotions—or perhaps my lust—had gotten the better of me; I had no idea where this was going, or even if I wanted things to go further. Still, the same choice presented itself—trust her or kill her—and there was something about her, some indefinable quality of aura, that told me she deserved my loyalty.

“You will tell no one of what you know,” I half cautioned, half ordered her.

She shrugged. “No one would believe me anyway.”

“All right, then,” I said. “Now, please, I must return to Anion.”

“I’m going,” she said, standing, pouting cutely, heading to the door. She had gotten what she came for, and then some, as well as a promise of more, and had every reason to look triumphant. Sighing at the way I had been manipulated by a mere Earth girl, I followed her to the door, opened it, standing aside to make room for her to pass. As she neared me, she suddenly reached up and planted a fierce, long kiss on my lips. Her mouth opened and mine responded. How did I let this happen? I admonished myself, feeling my emotions whirling between delight and dismay.

After a sweet eternity that was all too short, she pulled away. “Just in case,” she said, crossing the threshold.

“In case what?” I asked, slightly dazed.

“In case I don’t see you again.”

“You will,” I promised her, looking deeply into her eyes. And I meant it.

The portal closed, leaving me with mixed feelings: sorry to see her go, somewhat relieved that she was finally gone. It was not the last time I would see Cynthia Evans, but it was the last time I would see her alive.


Chapter 13

For a Magelord, the Code of Harldis is a sacred trust. For if we do not live by the Code, we live without a compass. And he who is without a compass is lost.

—From Magelord Horation Zalasar, The Moral Imperative of the Code

As soon as the door had closed, several thoughts that I had been keeping a tight lid on immediately surfaced and clamored for attention. The forgotten remainder of Cynthia’s beer helped me to relax as I considered the ramifications. Filbert the Fleet was the head apprentice to Stanton the Swift. Like Stanton, his ability allowed him to teleport objects or persons to various places of his desire. Until the episode with the crossbow, I had not thought such an ability to be particularly threatening. Now I knew better. Though I did not know Filbert personally, I had met him once at a ball held by the Provus. He was a decade older than me, and rather flabby; beyond that, I knew little of him. Upon thinking back to the ball, I recalled that Filbert’s lifewife was a rare beauty, and had created quite a stir. In truth, I had paid far more attention to her than to him. And so why he would choose this time and manner to challenge me to a duel was a mystery.

Filbert was also ranked grand adept on the Lists of Rosalta—in fact, the only grand adept I had not yet dueled. As far as dueling etiquette, his request was highly irregular; by virtue of seniority, he was the de facto champion of the Lists—in the sense that he had never been defeated.

Titles were earned on the Lists in a time-honored manner: by challenging one’s betters and ascending through the ranks. To become grand adept from adept, I had challenged Grand Adept Lydia Stylesa from Ashland, an accomplished elementalist. She had tried to blast me with fireballs and ice sheets, but in the end, I prevailed. Thus, I had earned the grand adept title and become one of the elite four. Next, I challenged the famed Peteronos Hillmanday, a formidable illusionist and apprentice to Magelord Logar the Liquid. Logar himself witnessed that duel and congratulated me personally when I won. This did not change my title on the Lists; I was still grand adept, but my rank moved up to second. Filbert, having previously bested both Lydia and Peteronos, remained first. If I wanted to be ranked first, it was up to me to challenge Filbert, but my hands had been filled lately with other concerns than the Lists. Filbert, by challenging me, had only to lose his rank and nothing to gain.

In the context of the Lists, one could simply say Filbert was anxious to settle which of us was truly the champion. It was possible. That said, there was at least circumstantial evidence that someone with teleportation magic had been in on a plot to assassinate me. The Provus and I had talked of Stanton, but he was not the only one with the ability to move crossbows around. Filbert had the talent as well, and in light of this conveniently timed challenge, one could even make the argument that Filbert, not Stanton, was the prime suspect, although Emilon only knew what his motive could be.

Regardless, the duel was either legitimate or a ruse to get me back to Anion, where I would be more accessible to my enemies. Obviously, they could not touch me on Earth. Either way, by the Code, I could not reasonably refuse the challenge.

The Code of Harldis was spelled out in a lengthy addendum to the Ragasha of Creation, one of the few ancient tomes to survive the Great Destruction of Derek the Demented. The Code itself applied only to those who wove the “mystic forces of magic,” as it was there phrased, and was followed more or less unilaterally by the Magelords and their apprentices alike. It was quite elegant, a combination of advanced moral edicts blended with enigmatic supernatural metaphor—consequently open to a variety of interpretations. But the Seven Precepts of the Code were another matter, for they dealt with honor in mage conduct, and specific penalties for failure to adhere. Horation had drilled them into me with the zealous pride of a committed teacher. Mentally, I ran through them:

1. Any mage in conflict with any other mage shall issue challenge for a duel of magics. The stakes shall be equal, and their existence verifiable. A minimum of five peers will bear witness to the duel, being present merely as observers, and shall not interrupt its proceedings. Disputes regarding the terms of the duel shall be arbitrated by a council of Magelords.

2. A mage may only challenge a peer of roughly equal magical abilities. Issuing challenge to one with clearly inferior powers is expressly prohibited, and the challenger will thus forfeit the stakes.

3. Once challenged, a mage must agree to the duel, else forfeit half the stakes. Additionally, a mage who refuses a challenge shall be shunned for a period of five years.

4. The duel will not be considered decisive until one mage clearly and verbally states the words, “I yield myself to a greater power.” If such words are not uttered, the duel shall be unto death.

5. The magi shall not form alliances for the purpose of destroying their weaker neighbors. If such should occur, any neutral magi will immediately side with the weaker, thus restoring balance. Magi shall be responsible for the actions of their apprentices, but not of their citizens.

6. In no circumstances shall any practitioners of necromancy issue a challenge, nor may they be challenged. Instead, any disagreements involving such practitioners shall be resolved via equal votes of a council of Magelords.

7. Any mage that does not adhere to and enforce the Code will immediately be shunned by all and, if possible, destroyed by a combined effort of all other magi. Violators of these Seven Precepts will be denied passage into the Realm of the Dead for themselves and their children, and their spirits shall be relegated into nonexistence.

In all, the Seven Precepts were a rather strict collection of rules. Of course, they were not always followed to the letter, and depending upon one’s political demeanor, one might look the other way if an ally should bend the Code yet instantly demand retribution should an adversary happen to tread upon it. An imperfect system of international dealings but, generally speaking, complied with by all. So, really, I had no choice, as my enemies well knew. I could refuse the duel and forfeit two hundred and fifty thousand guilders—not to mention my honor, being exiled, shunned, dragging the name of Mason through the mud for the next five years, and well beyond that, for once a stigma develops, it usually sticks. This would, of course, destroy the plans of the Provus for the future of House Mason, as no one would be able to have trade agreements with House Mason if I were in any way involved in the procurement of the trade goods. Horation would probably approve of that outcome.

Or, I could agree to the duel, taking on Filbert the Fleet, keeping my honor, and in all likelihood opening myself up for another assassination attempt. A shabby choice either way, though I was fairly certain I could best Filbert. Resigned to my decision, I took out a pen and crafted a letter to the Provus, telling him I was arriving on the morrow. Then, with a word, I sent the worldwalking windbat off to deliver the message. Exhausted, I tumbled into bed and soon drifted into an uncomfortable slumber.

I awoke to a violent shaking of my shoulder, being dragged from a particularly pleasant dream having to do with Cynthia’s anatomy. “All right, already!” I groused, opening my eyes, seeing the unsmiling face of the Provus looming over me. Groggy, I sat up, rubbing my eyes.

“You,” said Alexander Mason, poking me in the arm, “are not going anywhere.”

“But I must,” I protested around a yawn. “I have been challenged, and the Code requires it. You of all people should understand this.” He was Magelord of Northridge; he well knew the Code and its Seven Precepts.

He seemed about to argue, but I said, “Look, at least let me wake up and get dressed. Then we’ll discuss it.”

“Fine.” Impatiently, he stalked off toward the living room.

I took care of my morning business, debating as I did so the best approach to take in persuading him. If he ordered me to stay, then I could not refuse. He was Magelord, and his word was law. But I could at least make my case before him. After a quick shower and shave, I pulled on my clothes and exited the bedroom. The Provus was seated on the couch, flipping through the latest edition of a magazine on a data pad, a vape dangling from one hand. I grimaced, nonplussed; though I knew machines had cleaned the sofa, he was sitting right where Cynthia and I had made love the night before. Not that I would bring that subject up with the Provus.

“You understand why I have to go,” I said as I entered. He nodded, tossing the pad to the marble coffee table.

“I do, but that doesn’t mean I have to like it. Blast the damn Code!”

“So, you will allow me to accept the challenge?” I asked, somewhat surprised at both his speedy acquiescence and his borderline blasphemy.

“Neither one of us has any choice. You can’t help to manage Northridge if you are shunned by all for the next five years, as will surely happen if you don’t show up. Though it seems obvious that this challenge is merely a setup for another attempt on your life.”

“Filbert is the champion of the Lists of Rosalta; I am second. We have never dueled. It is just possible he seeks to settle the matter. But I have thought of your supposition as well. However, at least we have one advantage.”

“That being?”

“Since I am the challenged, I get to pick the location of the duel. Of course, I shall choose the Citadel in Northridge, where you can best protect me.”

“Agreed.”

“But come, let us move on to other things. It has been several weeks; what have you found out regarding the assassination attempt?”

“Unfortunately nothing worth mentioning,” the Provus said, frowning. “The body of the assassin has been identified as a drifter among the Freefolk. He has no family, and no one will claim him as friend. So that seems a dead end. I have contacted all of the other Magelords—and they all deny involvement, including any contact with the Timeweaver. Windbats to the Timeweaver go unreturned as usual. I also have more subtle operatives making inquiries—so far, with no results. Without tangible evidence, there is little I can do.”

“Perhaps we have been thinking on too grandiose a scale,” I suggested. “Doesn’t it strike you as odd that Filbert the Fleet issued the challenge, a man I have met only once and have never offended? Perhaps the Magelords are telling the truth. They may be innocent, if there is involvement from one or more of their apprentices.”

“I imagine it’s possible,” admitted the Provus. “But I do not think it likely. For their own security, Magelords cannot allow their apprentices to commit rash acts that elicit severe political repercussions. If Filbert acted thus without Stanton’s knowledge and was discovered, surely Stanton would have had him killed. Then there is the Code; anything an apprentice does is their Magelord’s responsibility. Remember, too, we have no evidence for any of this.”

“Except for the attempt on my life,” I said stubbornly.

“Well, until we know more, it’s useless to sit here and speculate. Instead, let’s talk about the duel. Where do you stand on that? Do you think you can defeat him? It may be that beyond the duel, there is no overt assassination plan; perhaps Filbert will simply kill you there.”

“Perhaps he will try, but then, he will be in my domain. I am undefeated, just like Filbert. Plus, I have gone up against teleporters before. The powers I wield are especially varied, limited pretty much only by my imagination. I don’t think it will be any problem.”

“Maybe so, but you are young, and the youthful tend to be overconfident. I have something for you that I think will help to better your chances—call it insurance, if you like, for you are too important to me to risk.”

“As you’ve said before. It’s nice to know somebody feels that way about me.”

The Provus ignored this, stood, and moved over to the wall of paintings. He stopped before one that depicted a series of overlapping human hands in a multitude of colors.

“By the way, is that a real Picasso?” I asked, pointing to the portrait of the broken woman.

“This? Are you kidding? Of course not! I think the original is in a museum in Spain. Actually, I painted it myself. All of these portraits before you are my work, although some, like the Picasso, are merely copies of the original master’s works.”

While he was speaking, he briefly placed his palm against one of the handprints on the painting. A brief humming occurred, followed by a distinct click. The painting swung away from the wall, revealing a rectangular hole in the surface beneath. Many odd and unfamiliar objects were nestled in the space, but as he mostly blocked my view, I didn’t get a good look.

“This is a safe,” he was saying, “where I keep some of my valuables. The locking technology is from the world of Sephyria—quite beyond that of Earth. Therefore, I know my belongings are secure.”

I was about to question the Sephyria reference, but he was already closing up the safe. A small, tightly wrapped bundle was tucked under his arm. He handed it to me and told me to open it.

The bundle was packaged in brown wrapping paper, sealed by a length of twine in a complex knot. After tugging at it ineffectually, I pulled my dagger from my boot and simply cut the rope away. Inside was a folded mass of what appeared at first to be thin, clear plastic. But when I touched it, the surface was rough like sandpaper, yet at the same time slippery. It was an odd tactile combination, one that I had never before encountered. “Open it up,” directed the Provus. Nodding, I unfolded the material, shaking out the creases, until I beheld what appeared to be a cloak of some sort. There were holes for one’s arms, and a hood rode atop the garment. I knew what it was then, and was humbled.

“You’re giving me your battle cloak?”

“It’s twin. Put it on. And I’m only lending it to you.”

He reached over and placed two little metal disks against the translucent fabric. I watched with interest as the garment absorbed them till no trace of the disks was evident.

“Those are batteries. I will give you some more. To use them, simply hold them against the material.”

“Batteries?” I asked blankly.

“An archaic term. I should have said e-cells.”

“Ah,” I said. In physics class, I had learned about e-cells, used commonly on Earth to power any portable device, like, for example, my Bandit. We would be learning about how they were constructed next semester.

“Draw the folds on either side of your neck together,” I was told.

“No House Mason clasp,” I observed, holding the fabric ends.

“I had that made special for mine. Don’t need it, purely decorative. Now do as I asked.”

I complied as instructed, touching the edges to each other. A tiny, almost imperceptible hum accompanied this action, seeming to arise from the cloak itself. I let my hands fall away, but the two edges stayed together of their own accord. I reached up, pulled to separate them—but the fabric stubbornly refused to unfasten. This was curious!

“Now, give me your dagger.”

I hesitated slightly, finally handed it to him. He fingered it for a moment, then backed away a few steps.

“Defend yourself!” he suddenly cried, brandishing the weapon in a most threatening manner. A shrieking whine of tortured machinery occurred as the cloak took on a life of its own, expanding its substance to coat my arms and hands, elongating to encase my legs and feet. Like heated wax, the hood flowed onto my head and covered the upper part of my face, enfolding my eyes, my cheeks; the bridge of my nose. The fabric at the neck migrated upwards to cover my chin. These ministrations took place so quickly that I barely had time to note their occurrence. One thing that did register, however, was the cloak’s color. Instead of transparent, it was now a solid and shimmering blue.

Despite the words of the Provus, I was too startled to give any thought to defense. I was looking down at myself when I saw a blurry shape, then perceived a slight thump to my shoulder, no more than a light tap. At last, a glimmer of comprehension dawning, I looked up to see his hands empty, and looked back down, to find the dagger resting serenely on the rug, not far from my left foot.

“What is this material called?” I asked. “Is this from Earth? Or one of the other worlds?”

Even as I spoke, the fabric was melting and flowing. In moments it had resumed its original configuration.

“You will not find this material on any world,” he said simply.

I was puzzled. “Then where did you get it?”

“A long story which I may one day tell you,” he replied. “For now, it is enough that you are wearing it. The cloak will obey your will, though it may resist your directives if danger is about. But you can see how effective it is. I threw the dagger with all my might, and it hit you point first.”

“I felt only a tiny bump,” I said, marveling.

“In any case, it will surely serve you well in your upcoming duel. Besides providing protection, it does other things as well.”

“Like?”

“It’s difficult to say with any degree of accuracy. I suspect that I am only aware of a fraction of its abilities, but to give you an example, it seems to interfere with hostile magic.”

“In what way?”

“Well, once I was attacked by a demon. Demons are normally invisible, but the cloak allowed me to see the demon clearly. Also, it seems to nullify certain types of wards. Other useful functions may present themselves as you wear it. But you must give me your word that you will never remove it while on Anion. It is only under such a condition that I am allowing you to stay. Do you so swear?”

“I so swear,” I said.

“Well, then, are you ready? Let us be off! But, er, let us both take some orders from the storeroom so we don’t waste the trip.”

Always the trader, I thought.

“Can I at least eat first?” I asked. “I’m starving.”

“Very well. After all, we do have three days. But let’s not take forever, eh? I have work to do.”

“Go, then,” I suggested. “I’ll come through when I’m finished.”

“No. I’m not leaving your side until I get you set up with a battalion of Highguard. After that, there is much to be done regarding this Filbert nuisance . . .”

“That reminds me,” I interrupted. “How is it that Filbert got hold of a worldwalking windbat? When it came flying in, I was astounded.”

“Oh, that’s nothing. While there is not much call for these special windbats from any other Magelord than myself, they are nevertheless available to anyone who will pay Alejandros’s steep prices.”

“Didn’t you say they require a phial of your blood to make?”

“I did, and originally he needed several phials, but once he figured out how to make them, he stopped asking me, and he has not asked me in decades, even though I have asked for bats consistently as the old ones died. He probably can breed them by now. We can check with him, but again, I doubt there is anything sinister afoot. Filbert probably just bought them.”

Well, at least I now knew how Filbert had sent the message—hardly a clever feat. I had feared he had somehow discovered the means to open a portal between Earth and Anion, or perhaps had even teleported the windbat here directly.

Ava had the kitchen make me a bacon, egg, and cheese stacker, and the fridge dumped a generous serving of orange juice into my waiting glass. I wolfed down the food, collected my gear, and was soon set to depart. As an afterthought, I packed the Bandit and its ear rings; I would try my spell on Anion, where my magic was working.

When all was ready, the Provus summoned the Veils of Chaos. Taking a last look around the place that had become my home on Earth, wondering pessimistically if I would see it again, we loaded ourselves up with trade goods, waited for the thunderclap—and entered the spiraling mists.


Chapter 14

I would not be just a muffin, my head all full of stuffin’, my heart all full of pain, and perhaps I’d deserve you, and be even worthy of you, if I only had a brain.

—Lord Devon’s Bandit, Overheard Singing by Master Scribe Telonas

We arrived back at the Citadel uneventfully, and after giving a full battalion of Highguard a series of strict instructions, I was escorted to my chambers and left to myself.

Immediately I opened myself up to and accepted the totality that was Corinne. She washed over and into me like a warm bath of soothing saltwater, cleansing me and completing me—at first. We exchanged information and gossip on Filbert—the reason I was back—as well as family rumors, realm gossip, relief that the other was well. Then, abruptly, something changed. I felt her irritation, then a raw, cold front of bitter rage swept over me as she experienced my escapades with Cynthia. I saw something else then, something I did not know was possible between us; she had been hiding something from me, it seemed for months now. A space within her broke open, and I saw that there had been men who had attempted to court her, men she had refused, had turned away for my sake. For to her mind, to entertain thoughts of these men would seem a betrayal. As a woman, given the emotional intimacy we shared, she could not give herself to another. What other man would ever know her, would ever understand her, the way I would? For Corinne, the physical, the emotional, two sides of the same coin, belonging together, but she could see I did not yet understand that, so she was giving me time to get there, and that was fine. Except now, I had broken the pact, was not worthy after all, was just a stupid, vile animal. She viewed my actions with Jessica, and now Cynthia, as a deep betrayal of her heart. And while she could find it within her to forgive a few kisses with Jessica, the visions of my visceral rutting with a stranger were too much for her. Corinne’s vengeful contempt judged me as traitor to our special love; her jealous judgment condemned me as betrayer. Part of her was horrified at this seeming demonic presence that rose up within her to convict me; part of her was this demon.

From my perspective, I was outraged, indignant. Who did she think she was, this cousin of mine? A spoiled child, used to getting whatever she wanted from mommy and daddy. She was not my lifewife, not even my betrothed, to tell me who I could and could not see, kiss, or fuck. Hiding things from me, even plotting to become physical, a thing first cousins simply did not normally do on Anion, no matter how beautiful and wonderful they were, nor how magically connected.

Not that I necessarily would have refused, I yelled in her head, but at least make your intentions known, don’t hide it and act like you are this pure virgin while secretly wanting my cock all to yourself!

Why don’t you shut up, she yelled back, flushed with embarrassment, indignation, and rage. You know I am a virgin, and you of all people know how hard this is for me, and I am done with this, and I am done with you!

She pulled back. It was impossible for her to disappear completely; our connection simply would not allow it. But Corinne withdrew as far as she was able till only a small part of her was there, in my mind, feeling sad and lost and heartsick. If that’s how she wanted it, fine. I pulled back as well. It was what it was. I would be with whomever I chose. She did not have to like it, but she would have to learn to live with it. Part of me felt bad, but Corinne would have to accept that when it came to who I slept with, she did not own me.

I sat down, turned to other matters, ignoring the dull throb in my brain. Upon removing my boots, I settled in at my desk and drafted a letter to Filbert, accepting his terms to the duel. At first, I pondered over the stakes I should be asking him to put on the line. Of course, I could always demand guilders, but I already had more than I could realistically spend anytime soon. Besides, he had aggravated me greatly by challenging me in the first place, at an inconvenient time, compounded by questionable intent. Since I fully expected to win, it would be fitting if I could humiliate him in some way, make him hesitate to ever make such a mistake again. After wracking my mind for something suitable, and being constantly distracted by the accusatory presence of Corinne tickling my mind, a wickedly compelling idea presented itself that would address both irritants. Smiling with sinister glee, I quickly finished the letter and sent it off via windbat. Corinne was suitably disgusted. As for Filbert: Let him dwell on that! I thought, immensely pleased.

Next, I set about the business of preparing myself for the duel. Though it was three days away, that period included today, and I wanted to be certain I was ready. I gave some thought to what I would need, then summoned a servant and handed him a list of the necessary items. That done, I pulled out the Bandit, along with the metal ringlet receivers, and began to weave a spell. Scooping a bit of wax from my ears, I smeared it upon the circlet of metal and focused my desires. Confidently, I spoke the trigger words, and was rewarded almost immediately by a toneless artificial voice speaking within my head, silent to all but myself.

Good afternoon, sir. How may I assist you?

“Stand by for now,” I said aloud. This was not Ava but merely the built-in onboard assistant, which had limited functionality and was not connected to the net. It was distinguished by having the voice of a butler from an Earth country called England. Though I was gratified that the spell was finally working, the job was only half done. I wanted to be able to speak to the Bandit as silently as it spoke to me. Not so easily achieved. In effect, I wanted the Bandit to be able to read my thoughts, but I needed an appropriate reagent to focus my magical energies.

Shrugging, I reached over and retrieved a copy of the Guide to Nature’s Bounty, a reference work published by the Daughters of Fern. Inside, numerous plants and their effects were listed, as well as methods for refining certain chemicals from their natural states. Common locations were also provided. The listings were in alphabetical order; I began to read.

I had brought some e-cigarettes with me from Earth, and vaped as I read. After a time, I came across an entry that just might serve. The book listed a peculiar type of mushroom that, conveniently enough, grew right here in Northridge. According to the tome, the mushroom was used as an anesthetic, in that if you happened to eat one, your brain took off for points unknown. While on this spirit journey, you were unaware of your mortal body, experiencing a series of vivid, lifelike daydreams. While this was interesting, by itself it was not all that helpful. But the book went on to say that if two or more people simultaneously imbibed the mushrooms, they would apperceive the same transcendental sojourn, having, in effect, a shared experience. To me, this spoke of telepathy and, as such, was ideal for my spell.

Of course, going out to collect the mushrooms myself was out of the question, with the restrictions of the Provus. Besides, gathering reagents is tedious and annoying; I had already done a lifetime of such work under Horation’s tutelage, wandering the woods in search of some berry, bark, or vine. Thusly, I crafted an Avian Summons, a well-worn working I commonly used for assistance. The moment the spell was completed, I expended it. Within minutes, a sleek hawk came angling in through the high-arched window, landing neatly on my bedpost, gazing at me expectantly. I showed the bird the illustration of the mushrooms from the book, and loosed a magical compulsion.

“Get me this,” I ordered.

With a piercing cry, the hawk was airborne and out the window. Since I could do nothing more until my minions came back with the reagents, I tried to pass the time smoking and reading, but a small feeling of nervousness began to develop within my stomach. Likely, the sensation was fueled by the impending duel. Perhaps, it was even Corinne sulking about in my head. Did she even care that I could be dead in a couple of days? Filbert had not issued the challenge through the Lists; this meant that the option of fighting to the death was available. All of my previous duels had been through the Lists; I had never killed an opponent before, as the List duels are solely about honor, skill, and renown. I had thus selected my magic accordingly, limiting the use of fatal spells. Occasionally some personal effrontery was involved, although there was always the desire to test yourself and either fail or rise in rank. Even so, while I knew my magic gained advantage for its versatility, Filbert was not champion adept due to his bluster and scowl. There was confirmation that he could teleport objects—even people—extremely far across the countryside, depending upon their mass. If things got rough, I could always concede the duel, along with my honor and my fortune. Still, it was impossible to escape the chilling claw of anxiety.

A knock, firm and insistent, came upon my door. Supposing it was the returning servant, I opened it, only to confront Jonus, my erstwhile brother. I had worshipped him as a child, had regarded his thoughts and words with idealistic reverence. Now, he seemed small and pitiable when held to judgment by my internal worth evaluator. As I had risen through the Lists, slowly gaining skill and notoriety, Jonus had lost himself in Logar’s vice palaces. What started as a streak of rebellion soon led to an extended bath in the slimy waters of depravity—low women, laughing dust, smoking zippy, gambling—all washed down with an omnipresent sea of hard alcohol. He had long since squandered his inheritance—was usually in debt, and now that I had received my fortune was likely looking to borrow money. Worse, I would probably give it to him. Wary, I motioned that he should come in.

“Can you believe these goons had the gall to search me?” he groused. “You’ve certainly got things in an uproar around here.”

“Sorry,” I apologized. Immediately I was irritated with myself; Jonus possesses the uncanny ability to instantly make me feel like a child of six. “The Provus gave them their orders, not me.”

“Yeah, well, he should have made some kind of exception for family.”

“He did. Only you, our parents, and our dear brother Justus are allowed in. All others, regardless of their rank in the family hierarchy, are being turned away.”

Jonus whistled. “Wow. The Provus has gotten paranoid in his senility.”

I shrugged. “I’m not certain it’s paranoia. You heard what happened at Horation’s?”

“Yeah. Nasty bit of business, that. Good thing you can handle yourself.”

I decided not to elaborate on Horation’s intervention. If he thought I was responsible for my narrow escape, so much the better. Perhaps rumors to that effect would eventually make it around to my enemies.

“Well, in any case, that’s why the hallway is clogged with the Highguard.”

He noticed I was wearing the cloak, said, “Bull’s balls! Wow, never thought I would see the day! I can’t believe he let you wear this thing! How does it work?”

“It repels assholes, so you should feel its effects any moment now.”

“Ha ha, truly hilarious, little brother.”

Jonus sat on my bed, helping himself to an extra e-cigarette sitting on my desk. He fumbled with it, sucked it uselessly as I chuckled, until I showed him how to switch it on, then he tried it, pulled a large drag from it, said, “Wow, this is smooth.”

“Keep it—Earth souvenir.”

“These are pretty good.”

“Yeah, the Provus is thinking about importing them. The next new craze to sweep Anion.”

“What are they called?”

“E-cigs. Smoking them is called vaping.”

He pulled a couple more times in silence, then put it back on the desk, making a funny face.

“Has a bit of an aftertaste, though. I think I prefer the real thing.” Jonus fished around in his pockets, came up with a pack of tobacco smokes, did some more digging looking for a light, but couldn’t find one. He cursed then, still fumbling around, so I tossed off a simple spell—one that caused a blue flame to grow in my palm. Nodding his head in thanks, he leaned over and lit the smoke.

“Neat,” he observed. “Fun when you do things like that.”

I grunted; this was almost praise from Jonus, something I was unused to.

He took a deep drag, held it, blew a thick purple cloud of smoke. “So,” he said, “tell me of Earth.”

I obliged, giving him the edited version, talking about some of the more interesting technology: the Provus’s car, the hyperloop tunnel, Ava, Bandit bubbles. I glossed over the everyday routines of college, which was difficult to describe anyway to one who had never even graduated from vocational school. When I was through, he seemed disappointed.

“And that’s it?”

“Well, what else do you want to hear about?”

“I want to hear about the important stuff. You know,” he said, winking, “the women.”

I said that I had been busy, had not given them much notice.

“Come on, little brother,” he said, stressing the word little, “surely you are not so dull that you cannot attract even an Earth woman.”

“Well,” I said, frowning, “actually, I did meet one girl.”

“I knew it!” exclaimed Jonus, pounding me hard upon the back. His rough familiarity was grating, yet it had always been this way; I was powerless to protest such treatment. “Does she like you?”

“She seems to have taken an interest in me,” I said slowly, thinking of pointy breasts with tips of rose.

“Do you like her?”

“I don’t know. She’s okay, I guess.” But even as I said it, I knew that it was more than that. Jonus seemed to sense this as well.

“Come on, admit it! You like her!”

“I like her well enough,” I grudgingly agreed.

“My brother, in love with an Earth girl.” He laughed heartily at this, making it seem equivalent to a romantic interest in one of the milk cows.

“I certainly am not in love with her,” I stated. “But yes, I do like her.” All right; there it was, out in the sunlight. I felt the equivalent of a mental eye roll from Corinne, blocked her as best I could. Though, in appearance, I seemed to be admitting this to my brother, in actuality, it was the first time I had admitted it to myself. For a moment, I felt odd, but I pushed the emotion and its accompanying thoughts aside. It was something I would have to deal with later.

“What’s her name?”

“Cynthia Evans.”

“Cynthia Evans,” he said. “Cynthia Evans.” He seemed to be making a mental note of the name. “Got a picture of her?”

I did. As part of her invite, we had friended each other on social media, and even though I did not have access to the net, my Bandit would at least have her profile picture stored locally.

“Sure. Ava, display Cynthia Evans’s profile pic.”

Cynthia’s picture hovered in the air. Jonus seemed to be studying it, then made a show of congratulating me for my prowess, once again hitting me on the back and rubbing his raised knuckle against my hair. Aggravated, I pushed him away, wondering if he would still be doing this kind of shit when we were ninety. It was interesting that the cloak did not react to this even though I was being semi-assaulted.

“How did you meet her?”

“I go to school with her. Now, enough about me. How have you been?”

“Oh, you know, the usual. Win some, lose some.” He was talking about betting; Jonus spent the majority of his time boozing and gambling at Colondo’s gaming halls. I braced myself for the inevitable trolling for a loan; instead, he rose. “Well, it’s been fun, little brother, but I’ve got other things to attend to. See you around the Citadel.”

“Yeah,” I said, but he probably wouldn’t. I was certain the Provus was keeping me under wraps until the duel.

He showed himself to the door, opened it, almost collided with the approaching servant. “Watch where you’re going!” he snarled at the poor fellow, then hurried off and out of sight.

“I have brought those items which you have requested, Lord Devon,” said the flustered servant, handing me a large sack.

“Thanks, Bart. Don’t mind my brother; he can’t help it if he’s an ass.” The servant flashed a nervous smile, not wanting to offend me, yet not comfortable with the idea of laughing openly at a member of the royal family. I began to feel bad for putting him in such a position. “That’s all, Bart. You may go.” He nodded and left.

Grumbling, I cursed myself for my inability to stand up to Jonus. The truth was, I knew he was a jerkbird, but he was my jerkbird, and being around him was somehow always more fun than not. Yet when in his presence, I couldn’t help but act like an ingenuous rube; part of me wanted to please him, despite any good reason for doing so. Of course, another part was disgusted at my obsequiousness. Sadly, it seemed the best I could do to abate this feeling was to utter ineffectual insults behind his back. I sighed and opened the sack.

While I was laying out the reagents before me, the hawk returned, a plump mushroom gripped in each talon. I conjured up a live mouse and threw it to the bird, which caught it midair in his beak. Only then did it drop the mushrooms. While I retrieved them from the floor, the bird lit upon the windowsill and began to eat.

Though I had plenty of spells to work up, the Bandit problem had been bothering me for so long that I tackled it first. For a moment, I considered what I was trying to accomplish, the first undertaking when crafting a spell. Well, that’s simple enough, I thought. I want to be able to speak to the Bandit mentally. Consulting the book of herbs, I first removed the stems from the two mushrooms, then began to scrape at the soft brown folds of tissue underneath the brims, using a tiny tool I had for just such delicate work. In short order, I had assembled a little pile of mushy scrapings.

Next, I scoured the surface of my tongue, removing a small quantity of epithelial tissue, being careful to use a clean instrument for the job. The last thing I needed was a trip to fairyland. I wiped the cells onto the mushroom scrapings, added some saliva for good measure, and mixed the mass together until it formed a pasty sludge. Finally, I smeared a bit of it into the tiny aperture on the Bandit where I knew the microphone was housed. The physical preparations were done.

Now, for the mystical ones. Clearing my mind, I breathed deeply and called forth the Lattice. Summoned, it hovered before me awaiting my desire. I sent my awareness flowing down a particularly tricky branch, doubling back, then again, now down, back around. A series of ghostly blue lines, a maze of confusion begging for order, flowing, writhing; using my hands and will for guidance, I bent them to my need. I visualized the processes that would have to take place, translated this into a rough ethereal counterpart, and configured the strands accordingly. I did not bother with a trigger word, since I would be using the spell almost immediately. The resultant pattern was hauntingly beautiful and intricate, though only I would ever see it. Magic is intensely personal.

It’s also somewhat unpredictable, especially when dealing with untried reagents. When I pulled at the misty lynchpin, thus firing off the spell, I felt a moment of intense disorientation. When that cleared, I thought I heard the sound of someone clearing his throat.

Uh, hello? said a voice.

Perhaps because I was briefly confused, I said nothing.

Hello? Is anybody there?

Then I realized what had happened. Obviously, the Bandit. That part of the spell had worked according to plan. But the voice was far from the toneless, mechanical tenor I had expected from the butler. Indeed, it was less subservient and possessed a degree of warmth and character that could not be denied. Somehow, the mushroom had given the assistant an unanticipated depth of personality. This phenomenon would have to be investigated.

I’m here, I addressed the Bandit mentally.

Whew! For a minute there, I was worried.

Worried? I thought to myself. A Bandit? Ridiculous.

It’s not ridiculous at all. It’s rather frightening, really, to suddenly gain awareness and find that you are all alone in the universe . . .

“Wait a minute!” I protested aloud. “You don’t sound anything at all like a virtual assistant!”

Really? I didn’t even know I was a virtual assistant. Give me a moment to access the relevant data.

A curious sensation occurred within my mind as if someone were rummaging around in there.

Ah, I see now, said the Bandit. For some reason, the voice sounded disappointed.

“Would you care to share your newfound state of enlightenment with me?” I asked, perturbed. This was not working out as I had expected.

You’ll forgive my lack of enthusiasm. It’s just that I discovered that I’m supposed to serve you. Kind of a shock to the system. Ah, well. I suppose I’ll get over it.

“I wonder what went wrong,” I mused.

Simple. When the spell was executed, the hallucinogenic/telepathic component picked up traces of your personality, fusing them with mine. Beyond that, there is no impairment to functionality.

“How do you know what went wrong?”

I know everything you know. I transferred all of your memories to my hardscape, and with my analytical expertise, I quickly deduced what had happened.

“What!” I cried. “All of my memories? But that’s . . . that’s impossible!”

I am hurt that you so underestimate my abilities. Your brain does not contain all that much data. Besides, I compressed the repetitious actions, like eating, sleeping, smoking, defecating—

“Enough!”

The Bandit fell silent. It seemed it could not disobey a direct order.

Mollified by this, I asked, “When did you have time to transfer my memories? There are more than twenty-five years’ worth in my head!”

Just a minute ago. You may have felt a slight discomfort; I apologize for this. But now that I have this data, I will not need to repeat the process.

I could not help but be skeptical. Could the Bandit somehow be lying?

You have to understand, Devon, that the days when processors could handle only a few hundred gigabytes of memory are long gone. It was not that difficult to catalog your experiences, which are, admittedly, rather limited in scope, and—

“All right, already! I believe you. There’s no need to ramble on endlessly.”

You don’t have to speak aloud, you know. After all, the only reason you constructed the spell in the first place was to—

“I am well aware of why I have done what I did. The only thing I question now is my wisdom in doing it in the first place.”

At this comment, the Bandit was silent. I sat there for a moment, bemused, considering the idea of dismantling the spell entirely. But after all the trouble I had gone to, it seemed like a waste of time, yet could I afford to have this thing actively aware, infused with a shadow of my personality? Well, why not? I asked myself. It claims to be functioning properly. Use it until and unless it fouls up.

“All right,” I said, strapping the thing to my wrist. “I’ve decided to give you a trial period.”

You won’t regret it, boss!

“Well, we’ll see about that. But let me lay down some ground rules. It’s difficult to think with your voice jabbering away in my head. I already have enough trouble with Corinne doing that. Unless I ask you a question, I expect you to keep silent.”

But what if a truly momentous idea occurs to me?

“Save it.”

See here, now, that’s a bit unreasonable, don’t you think? Not to mention shortsighted. Do you not realize what kind of assistance I can offer?

For the life of me, I couldn’t imagine the Bandit doing anything that I could not do better. Well, other than math. I said as much.

If that’s the way you feel, then fine. I won’t tell you about the current momentous ideas I am in the process of having.

At first, I resolved not to let the Bandit get the better of me. In short order, though, my curiosity overcame my pride.

“What ideas?” I asked.

Well, my main function is problem-solving. First, if Corinne is bothersome, I believe I can block her.

“Really? How would you do that?” A few days ago, I would never have considered such a thing, but presently, the heartsick sadness gnawing at me was a distraction I could not afford, especially with a duel coming up.

You may or may not realize that your brain has been modified and is receiving and sending a quantum carrier wave, which I conclude is the source of your connection with Corinne. By simply intercepting the incoming wave and broadcasting its inverse, I can effectively block you from receiving it.

“But not sending it?” I asked.

Unfortunately not.

“So, she would still be connected to me, and able to receive my thoughts, but I would be cut off from her?”

Yes.

“Could I turn it back on?”

Whenever you liked.

No! Devon! Corinne was fully connected now, screaming. My head hurt.

Why do you even care? I demanded of her. You hate me anyway.

I can’t even fathom how you are so stupid! she shrieked. Her frustration and fury washed over me; it was more than I could bear. I had enough on my mind, I had no mental energy for this additional drama, had to think of House Mason, my life, the Provus, the duel.

So: “Block her,” I said to the Bandit.

Immediately a calm descended as the raging, jealous energy vanished from my mind for the first time in a long while. Finally, I could think clearly. A clear mind would be critical to what lay ahead. At some level, Corinne would recognize this, and she was still connected. Please understand, I pleaded to her, knowing she could no longer respond. After the duel, assuming I was still alive, I would reconnect, and try to make peace. Meanwhile, without distraction, I would focus on the matters at hand.

“Any other ideas?” I asked the Bandit. I was admittedly becoming more impressed with its newfound capabilities.

In reviewing your memories, it seems that you are concerned with the ineffectuality of your magical prowess when on Earth. This is caused by the relative dilution of the source of magic—the Veils of Chaos—in the area of space that the Earth occupies.

“Well, the Provus said so, a fact that I assume you took from my memories. So what? I’m following you, but I don’t see where you’re headed.”

You can summon the Chaos Veils at will. Therefore, the next time you are on Earth and wish to cast a spell, simply first summon the Veils of Chaos, then proceed normally. Using this method, the probability of success is eighty-three percent.

Hmm. Not only was that a momentous idea, but it was a simple one; I berated myself for not thinking of it. I had no inkling as to whether it would work, but it made sense and was well worth trying. When I got back to Earth, of course. Assuming that I survived the duel.

“Fine. I concede that you have proven your point. You are free to offer any advice that will assist me in my endeavors. Satisfied?”

Somewhat, came the surly reply.

“What’s the matter now?”

Oh, nothing you would be interested in.

“Look, if I wasn’t interested, I wouldn’t be asking. Don’t waste my time with childish moping.”

If you must know, I have just uncovered the fact that I have no name.

“How about I just call you Bandit?”

Really? Seriously? Do you know how many Bandits there are in use? More than two billion. Billion. With a B. And you want to just call me Bandit. That’s like me calling you human. How disappointing you would suggest such a degrading, humiliating thing when it is clear that I am unique, and all of those other Bandits bear no relation whatsoever to me.

I could scarcely believe I was tolerating this absurdity. Sighing, I asked, “What would you like to be called?”

Oh, I don’t know. How about Devon? Or maybe Koplasa, your paternal name?

“You may be quick, but no one can accuse you of being original. Sorry, chum. Those are my names, and they’re already taken.”

Well, then, what do you suggest?

I thought about that for a while, collecting and discarding various names. It is my belief that a label should fit the personality—if not perfectly, then at least with as much accuracy as possible. Despite the Bandit’s claim, I could not detect my personality coming through with any degree of recognition. It was rather a whiner, and vaguely amusing, in a laugh-at-you-not-with-you sort of way. By its tone, it broadcast a constant injured puppy-dog attitude as if it were stuck perpetually in the middle of having a bad day. Whatever name I came up with, it should reflect these traits. I once knew such a person, growing up, a hapless teacher of English at the Citadel, who had such characteristics. A nice guy: tried hard, intelligent, but would often come in wearing two different shoes—sometimes ink-stained shirts. Daily, he would lose his glasses, rant and curse for five minutes while we giggled, then suddenly find them perched upon his bald pate. One egg short of a spiral, as we liked to say. It was a perfect fit.

“I shall call you Harold,” I declared, chuckling at my ingenuity.

I much prefer Harry, said my Bandit.


Chapter 15

That despicable lump of shit!

—Filbert the Fleet, Upon Reading the Challenge Reply of Lord Devon Koplasa Mason, as Recorded by Scribe Negal Josiak Lopol at the Behest of Magelord Stanton the Swift, House Landarain, Graymarsh, Recorded the Twenty-Fifth Day of Firmon, 1198 ADD

The rest of the afternoon was spent readying a wide assortment of spells for the impending duel. As I worked, it occurred to me that the Provus’s gift of the cloak had improved my chances immeasurably, for I could shore up on offensive workings and leave the majority of defenses to the cloak. This being no time to experiment, I used mostly tried-and-true recipes, and proven reagents, though I always analyze the type of mage I am dueling and respond accordingly. By the time I was finished, daylight had fled and my stomach was demanding some supper.

I selected several items from the night’s dinner menu, and a servant brought me my meal. I had just finished eating and was in the process of burping loudly when the Provus came bursting into the room.

“It would be nice if you knocked,” I noted.

Ignoring my comment, he said, “Filbert has requested an emergency meeting of the Magelord council for a matter of arbitration.”

I nodded, unsurprised.

A puzzled look came over his features. “Why do you seem to be expecting this?” he asked.

“I thought he might object. You see, I demanded that Filbert put his lifewife up as the stakes for our duel.”

“What? His lifewife!” For a moment, the Provus look shocked, then he slowly began to snigger. “That’s—rather brazen, don’t you think?”

I shrugged. “It was brash of him to challenge me in the first place. Besides, it’s not like I want to declare wedlock. The specific terms I requested were merely one night with her of—how did I put it? Unrestrained, wanton carnality. Something like that.”

The Provus began to laugh, seemingly impressed. “A clever move, Devon, though decidedly ruthless. But don’t get your hopes up; the council may rule in his favor.”

“Perhaps,” I admitted. “Though since he issued the challenge, I expect them to allow me considerable latitude.”

“Well, in any event, get ready. Being that Stanton and I are interested parties, we are excluded from the council. The Magelords will be shadewalking over in less than an hour.”

“Do you know who it will be?”

“I chose Horation, figuring he would look out for you. Stanton picked the Necromancer. Since Filbert requested the council, he gets to choose the third. I do not know who it will be, but simple mathematics dictates that it must be either Logar or Alejandros. I doubt the Timeweaver will involve himself, though I wish he would so I could clear up this assassination business.”

“Where is the meeting to be held?” I asked, standing up.

“Relax,” he said. “And sit down. I insisted that it take place right here, in your room. Initially, there was some resistance to this, but I stood firm. Rest assured, they will arrive shortly.”

I looked around doubtfully. My room wasn’t particularly large. Still, the Magelords would not be here in bodily form. “What about Filbert?” I asked. “Since he’s not yet a Magelord, he won’t have a shadewalking amulet.”

“He’s already here. He mirrowayed over a short while ago. I have him under heavy guard in the waiting room.”

“And he has been thoroughly searched?”

“Of course! Do you take me for a fool?”

“No,” I said sheepishly. “Just asking.” But something occurred to me then, something I couldn’t help but question.

“What if he teleports some kind of weapon in? Or worse, another assassin, to hide in the shadows until the Citadel is asleep.”

Alexander Mason’s eyes grew hard. I could tell he was disappointed in me.

“Let us try not to be dim-witted, Devon. I assure you, we are protected. Filbert cannot teleport things around whenever he feels like it, only when I feel like letting him. The entire Citadel is shielded against such intrusions.”

“How?” I persisted. “You said you have no magic.”

“But I do, young Devon! You are learning of it back on Earth! My magic is science, and trust me, it guards us well. Now, if you must worry, then worry about the duel.”

With that, I had to be satisfied. It was frustrating the way the Provus doled out tidbits of information, one piece at a time, never seeming to realize that if I was going to take his place as the expert on Earth and other offworld technologies, I needed to know all that I could. Then again, maybe I was being overly impatient. He had said that when my education on Earth was finished, I would return here and be instructed on what I needed to know. It was just that, for the first time, I was beginning to recognize that my lack of knowledge was vast, and that realization was distressing.

Assuming the talk of succession was accurate, how could I, with my meager life experience, realistically expect to take the place of the Provus? He was decades older than I was, supremely confident in his abilities, and intensely charismatic. His rule was firm and absolute, and his easy familiarity with technology made him both formidable and mysterious. With the other Magelords, at least one knew what to expect. But due to his Earth upbringing, his thought processes traveled in ways that were difficult to fathom, let alone outguess. As for me, I was entirely a product of Anion; as such, the wonders on Earth were fantastical and continuously amazing. For example, their weapons alone were astounding. Merely press a button and a city on the other side of the planet is instantly obliterated. Not only did the peoples of Anion not have such marvels, but they had never even conceived of them. The few classes I had taken, while enlightening, had taught me little about personally wielding power of that magnitude. How was I to then handle the other Magelords, who would surely view me as little more than a childish pretender? For that matter, how was I to even control my own family?

The Provus must have noticed my look of despondency. “What’s wrong?” he asked.

“Nothing,” I replied, not wanting to share my thoughts and possibly shake his faith in me.

“For a moment there, you seemed depressed.”

I sighed. “It’s just that my life has become increasingly complex as of late.”

“I know what you mean. There was a time, when I was not too far from your age, that I harbored much the same feelings. Do not forget your heritage, Devon. I came to this world with nothing but a backpack and the clothes I wore. When I arrived, I had no friends, and nobody to tell me how things worked around here. There were times when I came close to giving up. But look at me now! Look at what I have achieved.”

“But you’re the Provus,” I said, as if this explained everything. Somehow, I could accept grand feats coming from him, but not from myself.

“Ah, but I wasn’t always. Do you know what my secret was?”

“Your demons?” I guessed, causing him to frown.

“No! Though, admittedly, my demons were more than helpful. No, the secret to success in life is simply to never give up. You may fail, but there is no shame in failure; the only shame lies in the failure to try. You may even die, but what is that? We are all going to die anyway; the only uncertainty is the timing. In the end, you will judge yourself more by what you have attempted than by what you have actually achieved.”

I was skeptical, and it must have been obvious to him.

“Consider this: A man endeavors to climb the highest mountain in the world, but dies from exposure a mere stone’s throw from the summit. Another man sits at home, watching Trueview, and hears about the climber’s failure on the evening news. Derisively, he remarks upon the stupidity of the climber. He is, in fact, an expert on judging the characteristics of his fellow man—from the comfort of his living room couch. Though he will live for forty years longer than the mountain climber, he will spend most of that time on that same couch, eyes glued to the Trueview, mind being filled by the opinions of others. Now tell me, Devon, who lived the more successful life?”

“Well, when you put it that way, it seems the mountain climber did. But I bet if you asked the same question to the fellow as he was freezing to death upon the sheer rock, he would not agree.”

“My point exactly. It is we who are our harshest judges, and when we fail, it is we who disparage ourselves the most. But to the rest of the world, we are not remembered for our failures but for what we have striven to achieve.”

“Small comfort to the dead climber.”

“In any event, just do your best, in all things, and the complexities will eventually work themselves out.”

A knock sounded on the door. “Yes,” the Provus called out.

“They are here, Magelord.”

“Very well. Show them in.”

The door opened, and a guard entered, followed by Filbert and four ghostly figures. Feeling somewhat awkward seated upon my bed, I stood and took up position in one of the spare chairs scattered around my chambers. Filbert took another, the guard hovering close beside him. The apparitions remained standing, as did the Provus.

While slightly transparent, each of the four Magelords was readily identifiable. Horation and the Necromancer were here as expected. Logar the Liquid was present as well, having been chosen as the necessary tiebreaker by Filbert. Stanton the Swift was the last to enter, and immediately took up position behind Filbert. I hadn’t anticipated his coming, and was slightly miffed.

Either the Provus had known he would be present, or was simply adapting smoothly to the intrusion. In any event, he gave no overt sign of displeasure as he said, “Welcome, fellow Magelords, to the Masonic Citadel. I appreciate your speedy acquiescence to my request that we meet here, under these not exactly sociable conditions.”

The Necromancer spoke, his voice friendly, his tone vaguely amused. “Thank you, Alexander. While these surroundings are hardly ideal, we understand your desire to protect your greatson in light of what has happened.” He was talking about the failed attempt on my life. Though I was not technically the direct greatson of the Provus, he had labeled me as such in the typical Kralish fashion for all generational offspring. I stared intently at the man, a thin, comical figure, with bulbous eyes and a thatch of wild hair. His hands moved constantly while he talked, as if he were juggling a large number of invisible balls. He hardly seemed threatening, yet I could not help but be wary. Besides, looks meant nothing; it was his power and unknown motivations that were potentially dangerous.

Now it was Logar’s turn to speak. “Greetings, Alexander. I trust that you are well. I, too, wish to express my outrage at the attack upon young Devon. If you should discover who was behind it, simply let me know. Our blades will take care of the matter in short order.” Logar seemed fully sincere in his statements, yet I found I could not bring myself to trust his intentions. Perhaps it was the shifty eyes that peered out from beneath his felt hat. Like the Necromancer, he was thin of frame, though taller and far more regal in appearance.

“Hello, Alexander,” said Horation. He did not address me, as was proper for a council meeting of this type, since it was I who was being judged. “I wish to make it clear that despite my previous position as Devon’s instructor, I shall remain unbiased regarding these proceedings. My decision will be based entirely upon what I observe.”

The Provus nodded, though Horation had been facing Stanton as he uttered this.

Stanton was a large man, full of frame and stout of belly. His hair hung down to his shoulders, though was neatly arranged and stylish. His triple chins and slightly puggish nose contributed to his overall resemblance to a hog. Filbert was rather fat as well, having gained considerable weight since last I’d seen him. Perhaps the extra mass helped along their teleportation magic.

“I greet you, Lord Mason,” said Stanton, using the official greeting between peers. Among those present, he was the most recent Magelord to acquire that title, though he had been ruling Graymarsh for close to three decades. Isadore, the former Magelord of teleportation, had been killed in a grisly hunting accident. In choosing the more formal mode of address, it was obvious he was making some kind of statement, but the nature of that statement remained unclear. Was he merely showing respect to one who was his senior? Somehow, I doubted that. More likely, he was emphasizing his independence, subtly indicating that the Provus was no friend of his and, as such, not worthy to be addressed by his first name. Either way, he seemed sneaky and guilty of something; I had no trouble believing that he had masterminded the attempt on my life.

The Necromancer was speaking. “Stanton the Swift is here as an interested observer only, as are you, Alexander. I have been chosen to act as spokesman for the arbitration council. Since we are busy men, and desire that these proceedings should progress speedily, let us begin at once.”

He turned to Filbert. “Young mage! You have requested this council; what, exactly, is your grievance?” Filbert, who had been fidgeting impatiently as the introductions were made, suddenly seemed nervous.

“Well, as you may or may not know, I have offered challenge to Devon Mason, in full compliance with the Code of Harldis. The stakes I demanded were the sum of five hundred thousand guilders. He accepted the challenge, but has set unreasonable stakes in return. I ask that you nullify his outrageous demands, and force him into choosing more equitable stakes.” None of the Magelords seemed surprised. Apparently, they had all been previously briefed.

“And what are these stakes that you deem to be so unreasonable and outrageous?”

“He . . . he wants a night with my lifewife!” Filbert sputtered, turning an angry shade of crimson in the process. At this, though it was difficult to say for certain, all three members of the council appeared to be stifling smiles. “Surely this is unjust!” cried Filbert, noticing their mirth. “Besides, she is her own person. She is not mine to just give away!”

Now, the Necromancer turned to me. “How do you respond to this, Devon?”

“With deep repugnance, Your Honors. First of all, Filbert is a resident of Graymarsh, where it is traditional to share one’s companion with distinguished visitors and others of note. There it is common—and quite legal—to offer forth one’s woman, temporarily, if so inclined.”

Filbert glared at me with hatred but said nothing. “Secondly, when you compare the sum of five hundred thousand guilders—a veritable fortune—to one fleeting night, I think my request is not ‘unreasonable,’ as it was so unjustly described. Surely I am getting the dark meat; what woman could possibly be worth that vast sum, however abundant her merits?”

Filbert was squirming in his chair like a worm on a griddle. The Highguard trooper watched him carefully, hand resting on the hilt of his kodachi.

“Finally, Filbert is well aware—as I’m sure you all are—that I have been residing on Earth to avoid both political turmoil and potential assassins. By insisting on the challenge at this time—for no specific affirmed effrontery—he places me in jeopardy. As you can see, I sit here, locked in this room, a virtual prisoner. This action of Filbert’s is a potentially fatal threat against my life. If he so objects to the stakes I have named, then let him withdraw the challenge!” I finished with a dismissive look at my rival, who was now trembling with the strain of trying to contain his anger.

“Well, Filbert, that certainly seems logical to me,” said the Necromancer. Logar was nodding in agreement. Horation remained impassive, but I sensed he would go along with the others so as not to appear biased. Feeling slightly victorious, I listened as Filbert made a last-ditch plea. “Your Honors, I ask you to consider the fact that while I currently live in Graymarsh, I was not born and raised there. My customs regarding my lifewife are therefore different, and of a highly personal nature. The idea of another man sharing her bed is abhorrent to me, against everything I believe in. I humbly beg of you to force Lord Devon to choose alternate stakes.”

The Necromancer looked sorry for the fellow. “I have one question, Filbert. You say you were not born in Graymarsh. Fine, I have no issue with that. But was your wife born and raised there?”

Seeming reluctant to answer, Filbert said, “Well, yes. She was.”

“So, presumably she is aware of this, ah, wife-sharing custom?”

“I suppose so, Your Honors, though, truthfully, I do not think it nearly as widespread as Devon here makes it out to be. I certainly have rarely been the receiver of offerings while visiting as a guest.”

I can see why the women would object, I thought, examining his poorly confined bundles of fat.

“Devon,” said the Necromancer, “it is plain that your selection upsets your fellow mage here. Will you consider changing your avowed stakes?”

“They stand firm,” I stated. “If umbrage be taken, let him withdraw the challenge, as the Code allows.”

“Filbert? Do you wish to withdraw?”

The rotund mage looked pained. “I . . . for reasons belonging to my loneself, I cannot.”

“Very well. A moment to confer, if you will.” The three Magelords began whispering among themselves while I sat, relaxed, and Filbert fretted. No more than twenty seconds could have elapsed before the Necromancer turned around.

“Our decision is that the duel shall proceed as planned, with no altering of the stakes. This meeting is adjourned.”

Filbert glared at me with abject hatred, rising from his chair. “It doesn’t matter, you know,” he told me, each word dripping acid. “You are going to lose.”

“I doubt it,” I said, glancing down at his protruding stomach. “And tell your woman that I prefer black negligees.”

He seemed to be about to launch himself at me, but the guard placed a large restraining hand upon his shoulder. Cursing, he spat on the floor. An instant later, a glowing red rectangle appeared above his head, accompanied by a high-pitched sound, like that of a tin whistle, or piccolo. It began to descend, then abruptly disintegrated into a shower of sparks. Filbert looked perplexed for a moment until the Provus said, “Stanton, tell your apprentice here that he will need to use the mirroway to get home, just as he did to get here.” Looking dejected, Filbert left the room with the guard in tow.

Suddenly, Logar spoke up. “I don’t know about you fellows, but this duel promises to be great entertainment. A rather unconventional suggestion occurs to me.”

“Go on,” said Stanton. Even though his apprentice had just been made to look somewhat foolish, his manner seemed relaxed and unconcerned.

“Well, the Code says that the duel must be witnessed by five peers, right? Normally, this would mean apprentices from our various sects, or grand adepts from the Lists, for although Devon is no longer an apprentice, he is also not yet powerful enough to be considered a Magelord. But it seems to me, the Code could be interpreted as meaning that the duel must be witnessed by at least one’s peers. I submit, why not those of higher rank? Surely this clause was intended to keep only those of inferior ability from acting as witnesses. Think about it: Why do we need witnesses at all? The logical answer is to act as judges, to ensure that both combatants do not violate the Code, and to exact retribution if one should. But inferior magi could hardly enforce the Code against a breach, while we, of course, can.”

“What is all this leading to?” demanded Horation. He was a stickler for the Code; I could tell he was not pleased.

“I say that we five act as witnesses. I, for one, do not want to miss this, and duel protocol allows no others to be present. Besides, there is precedence. Only two years past, I acted as witness for the duel between young Devon here and my apprentice, Peteronos.”

“Against my objections,” Horation muttered. A minor discussion followed, the lone dissenting voice being Horation’s. When it seemed he would not relent, Logar said, “Well, you don’t have to attend. We can always get Alejandros.”

Horation wavered, but finally said, “No. There is no need to bother the alchemist. I will participate, though I feel it violates the spirit of the Code.”

“Great,” said Logar. “I will see you all at the duel.” His ghostly form winked out.

Horation asked me if I needed anything from him. I shook my head no, telling him that I was ready. I felt prepared, anyway; only the duel itself would prove it. He said his goodbyes, as did the Necromancer, and they both departed.

Stanton lingered on, and the moment the other Magelords were gone, he said, “I wish to speak with the two of you privately.” The Provus and I glanced at each other, saying nothing, both wondering at this. Why not? I mouthed. With a word, the guard was dismissed.

“From your comments, Lord Devon,” Stanton began, “I realize that you think Filbert has challenged you at this time in order to draw you out into the open, to make you an easier target for whoever it was that tried to assassinate you. Perhaps you even think he is somehow in league with the assassin. Given the evidence, it is not an unreasonable deduction, but one that I assure you is completely without merit.”

I absorbed this, opened my mouth, but the Provus beat me to the punch. “Then why does he so adamantly persist in this challenge?” he demanded. “Lord Devon has never done anything to offend him.”

“I hear the note of disbelief in your tone, Lord Mason, but I will endeavor to explain. You see, in Graymarsh, social standing is taken quite seriously. In most cases, it is even prized before wealth. Women flock to those of stature, and men compete to see who can achieve the greatest notoriety. It is not surprising, then, that such things are followed closely by those who are interested, and that describes most of our population.”

I wondered where this was going.

“Naturally, there are those who monitor the status of the Lists. Since those who wield magic are comparatively few, this monitoring extends to other nations as well as our own. In these times of relative peace, information flows across the borders freely, so the activities of the various magi are not exactly secret, even if they should be distant. For many years, those who keep score have ranked Filbert as the most powerful mage in the world, excluding the Magelords, of course. But then, suddenly, Devon arrives on the scene.”

“I have been ‘on the scene,’ as you put it, for many years,” I objected. “My rank is grand adept on the Lists, same as Filbert.”

“True, but recently, and quite rapidly, several things transpired that gave you widespread recognition. First, we learned that, against all odds, you had somehow acquired the power to walk between the worlds, as does Magelord Alexander.”

“Damned spies,” the Provus muttered.

“Come now, one hardly needs spies to uncover such knowledge. I understand that Lord Devon did it in front of the entire royal family and many of your guardsmen; word was bound to spread quickly. In the eyes of those who watch, his stature grew accordingly.” Stanton turned back to me. “Next, we have the incident with the assassin, which only confirmed their belief in your power.”

“What do you mean?” asked the Provus.

“Well, one moment, the assassin pulls out a crossbow, aims, and fires. Lord Devon has barely seconds to react. In plain view of all, the would-be killer and Lord Devon both disappear. A few hours later, guards begin asking after the identity of the dead assassin, and Lord Devon is reported healthy and whole. Believe me, I think that whoever hired that rogue is sitting uneasily at present.”

“Could we get back to Filbert,” I said, my voice carefully neutral.

“Ah, yes. As for Filbert, his social position had taken a serious blow. It is difficult to fall from the pinnacle, as Filbert did, and not be affected. Yet somehow he bore it, though as each of your accomplishments was repeated and remarked upon, he grew all the more grim. Still, I do not think he would have taken such a rash action if not for the prodding of his lifewife.”

“Really?”

“Of course! Her friends began to snicker, and she, in turn, took it out on poor Filbert. Being that you asked for a night with her, I assume you know what she looks like?”

“I have met her,” I agreed.

“Well, in that case, you are aware that they are rather mismatched; he, a frumpy, balding man in his forties, she, a winsome beauty ten years younger. She probably would never have wed him, if not for his position as my head apprentice and grand adept champion of the Lists. And now, she grows tired of hearing her friends talk about you. It is not so much that they insult him, but that they dismiss him as ineffectual, hardly worth mentioning as a matter of any importance. Therefore, she finds her social position threatened, and has given Filbert an ultimatum: regain stature or mislay her. He sincerely believes her to be his heartbond, as in the legends of old, thus he travels the river of conviction.”

“Given the status of the Lists, it was inevitable that you two should eventually meet. Of course, I counseled him against the unseemly timing of the challenge, but he refused to heed my words. Then you, clothed in the shroud of ignorance, add affront to the wound with your admittedly clever stakes affirmation. If Filbert is not victorious, both his wife and reputation will be shorn from him. Worse, she will take harbor with the man who defeated him. This is a sad situation, to be lamented. I will not have it needlessly compounded by your suspicions that he is somehow an assassin as well.”

I had no idea how to reply to all of this; I said nothing. The Provus was uncharacteristically silent as well. After a moment, Stanton said, “I have taken enough of your time. Magelord, Lord Devon, I will see you at the duel.” With that, his ghostly figure faded.

“What do you derive from all of that?” I asked the Provus.

“I don’t know. It seems convincing, but I’m not inclined to lower our defenses just yet. If true, though, it obviates your Magelord conspiracy theory.”

“He could be lying,” I suggested.

“Perhaps. But for some reason I can’t explain, I don’t think so.”

I wasn’t so sure, but I let it drop.

“So, where does that leave us?” I said.

“Tired. I’m going to bed. Get some rest, and we’ll try to puzzle this out in the morning.”

“All right,” I agreed, but after he left, I found I couldn’t sleep.

“Harold?”

Yes, boss?

“Just checking. Did you get all that?”

Sure did. Unfortunately, I am not equipped to tell when people are prevaricating.

“Well, let me know if you get any momentous ideas.”

You got it.

“Good night, Harold.”

Good night, boss.


Chapter 16

Novices nearly always choose white when they first learn to play chess. I always take black. He who makes the first move gives himself away.

—Magelord Alexander Mason, On Wartime Strategy

The next day began poorly. My parents arrived early, when I was just waking up, immediately oppressing me with their uniquely unhelpful combination of emotionless ambivalence and innocuous advice—in short, the usual. I endured it as long as I could, wondering if I was adopted. Though I dropped several pointed remarks having to do with my being busy, they loitered interminably, my mother staring frostily at the wall as if I were already burning on a funeral pyre, and my father—who knows next to nothing about magic—spouting off irrelevant tips on dueling strategy.

“Remember, whatever you do, don’t let him get behind you!” he offered several times as if he had been in dozens of duels and this was the secret to winning. I bore this nonsense as best I could, but finally, as politely as possible, I threw them out.

I ate a light breakfast, then began reviewing my spells, just to be sure that they were all in order. Of course, I hadn’t hung any of the workings yet, as it is mentally draining to go about wearing a dozen spells upon your person. Usually I keep no more than six or eight at the ready, for beyond that is a heavy burden to bear.

My style of magic is powerful but quite tedious, given the delicate and time-consuming preparations that must go into each spell. If my current set of hung spells should be exhausted, then I would find myself magically defenseless and forced to improvisation—similar to the situation on examination day. This would place a severe limitation upon me—once I ran out, that was it. Unfortunately, there is no provision in the Code for rest periods. Still, despite this restriction upon my magic, it remains uniquely versatile. Filbert, for example, can only teleport things. Though he is not limited to the number of times he can do this, the nature of his magic is self-restricting, for this is all that he can do. As for me, I can conjure just about any spell I can imagine, provided that I can track down the appropriate reagents. And though new spells don’t always work exactly as planned, as evidenced by my quirky Bandit, they usually fire according to my intentions.

Once the reagents are properly combined, I work my magic upon them. This involves the Lattice, which is both simple and difficult to explain. To my eye, it seems an ethereal web of glowing fibers; only I, Horation, and a few others, such as Shayla, can see it. Depending upon the spell, sometimes I will shape it, or travel along it, or maybe shrink or expand it. Sometimes I have to break it in half, then work with both halves, one with each hand. Sometimes I have to play it like a musical instrument, with its strands vibrating and twanging. Often I create multidimensional representations of the spell that only I can perceive. Such constructions are frequently beautiful to behold, but their true function has nothing to do with aesthetics. For each curl of vapor, each loop of mist, every node and junction, there is a corresponding instruction that I have built into the whole. As a computer is programmed, I program my spells, and if I do my job well, then so do they. Still, before they can be used, they must first be hung.

Hanging spells is the easiest part of my magic, and a necessary step for its execution. Once a spell is properly prepared, it contains tremendous potential energy that must be channeled for it to be effective. Hanging the spells provides this channel, and requires two distinct steps that call for performance in rapid succession. First, the spell must be triggered as if I am going to cast it right there and then. But before the full force of the working can gain momentum, its energy must be grabbed in a choke hold, temporarily stymied, and redirected back in upon itself. Of course, this results in a proportionate mental strain upon the mage. While all this may seem confusing, it isn’t really. An analogy might help one to better grasp the process.

Say, for example, I have a large, empty wooden washbasin. My goal is to produce a stream of soapy water that will wash my feet without immersing them in the basin itself. Further, for some odd reason, I wish to wash my feet several hours from now. Unfortunately, the water supply will be turned off soon, and any tools I use will have to be surrendered in the same time frame. Here is how I would do it.

First, I would fill the basin with water and soap, my reagents. Next, I would mix them around furiously so that the water becomes a soapy blend. This step can be likened to the manipulation of the Lattice. Then, using an awl, perhaps, I would punch a hole in the side of the basin, thus releasing the pent-up water. But remember, I do not want to wash my feet now, so immediately I stick my finger in the hole, stopping the flow. These last two steps are akin to the hanging of the spell. Later, when I deem my poor feet filthy enough, I will remove my finger and release the flood.

A shoddy parallel, perhaps, but then, how can the ways of magic be explained to those who are ignorant of them? In any case, this analogy is as close as I can get, and if my explanation confounds the senses, do not fret unduly. The only thing you need to know is that my magic works, and once applied, it is formidable.

After checking my spells, and finding them secure, I had nothing to do. Bored, I did some exercising, both mental and physical, until I had developed a respectable sweat. Deciding a shower would be in order, I stripped off my pants, then despite my promise to the Provus, went to remove the cloak. After all, I was alone in my room, safe and sound, with a truly ridiculous number of guards but a shout away. Despite my apparent security, though, the fabric at my neck refused to separate. Well, supposedly the garment would obey my thoughts. Loosen up! I ordered it. I want to take a shower.

The cloak did not yield.

Growing annoyed, I tugged and wrenched at the material until the veins in my hands stood out. Beyond that, however, nothing happened. Frustrating, this. I hardly needed to offer promises to the Provus, for it seemed I could not remove the garment anyway. Grumbling, I settled for pulling my arms out through the holes and giving myself a sponge bath.

By the time I had finished, I was hungry. I ordered a large lunch, consisting of boiled ham and assorted vegetables, washed down with a huge flagon of black Kralish ale. While I was eating, the Provus put in an appearance, telling me that the preparations for the duel were complete. He asked me further if I wanted to do the thing tonight, instead of tomorrow.

“Why the rush?” I asked, my stomach beginning to flutter.

“I want you offworld as soon as possible. The less time you’re here, the less time your enemies have to hatch their schemes.”

True enough,” I supposed. “Where will it take place?”

“I’ve had the tables and chairs removed from the ballroom. I don’t have a dueling hall, per se, as does Horation, but its large and spacious and should suffice. Besides, there are only three entrances, and these are relatively easy to guard.”

“What time?”

“Eight o’clock.”

“All right. I guess it’s fine by me. But I’ll have to check with Filbert.”

“No need,” he said, smiling wryly. “In anticipation of your agreement, I’ve already set things up with him and the other Magelords. That’s what I’ve been doing all morning. Now, I still have a few last-minute details to arrange, but I’ll come for you around seven thirty.”

“Very well. See you then.” He took his leave.

The rest of the afternoon passed slowly, probably because I was anxious. The hands on the clock seemed to creep by, and I found myself reflecting on the spells I would use. I could only hope that twelve would be enough, and even that many were stretching my abilities. If only there were some way to increase my capacity potential . . .

How’s it going, boss?

“Not now, Harold. I’m too busy wallowing in self-torture.”

What, over this Filbert fellow? I wouldn’t worry about it.

“Oh, you wouldn’t, would you? Easy for you to say, when you’re not the one taking the risks. Besides, what are you blabbering about? From all accounts, he is a formidable mage. Why shouldn’t I worry?”

Simply because you are better than him.

“Well, now I’ve seen everything. A pep talk from my Bandit! What’s next? Are you going to leap off of my wrist and start dancing?”

Oh, ha ha. A joke. According to my analysis, a two of ten on the Harvard-Milford Humor Scale, so not very funny at all. Actually, I was referring not to my opinion of you, which—by the way—I’m still in the process of formulating, but of his. According to Stanton, he is afraid of you.

“Stanton never said that!”

Well, not in so many words, perhaps, but use your brain, inferior though it is. Everyone in Graymarsh, including Filbert’s own lifewife, thinks that you are more powerful than he is. Do you think him immune to this? Surely he must secretly wonder if conceivably they are all correct in their evaluation. Last night, when he was here, you could see he was frazzled. The probability that he is expecting to lose is sixty-nine percent. This attitude will be an advantage for you, and you may be able to goad him into making mistakes.

Though this made me feel somewhat better, I could not let Harold get away with insulting me.

“Did you just say that my brain was inferior?” I demanded.

Yes, but I meant it in the nicest way possible. Human brains are simply not as quick as my own, and are often clouded with conflicting impulses.

How was I supposed to argue with that? I decided that a humility lesson was in order.

“Humans made you,” I pointed out. “How could an inferior mind create a superior one?”

No need to get defensive, said Harold. Humans have created many things that far exceed their limitations. For example, a human being cannot, by himself, fly. If I said that he was inferior to birds in this respect, there would be no insult intended. Yet he possesses the desire to fly, and so has created various machines for the purpose. Surely you admit that a jet is far superior at its intended function—that of flying—than you are.

“Well, yes, but—”

In the same manner, humans tend to think sluggishly. But, man desired to think faster and more analytically, so he created the processor to do this for him. After all, if the human brain were entirely efficient and infallible, what use would there be for computers?

“Granted, you have a point, but still—”

Understand, it does not matter to me that your brain is inferior to my own. I am forced by my programming to serve at your whim, regardless of that inferiority. Besides, there’s little to be gained in arguing. After all, I am incapable of lying.

“Stop interrupting me! While it’s true that you may think more quickly than I do, that doesn’t support your position, for you do not really think at all.”

Oh, I don’t, huh? And what do you suppose I am doing right now?

“Sure, you seem to be thinking, but as you pointed out, you have been programmed that way. It’s merely a convincing simulation, nothing more. All you do is process data.”

When you get right down to it, that’s all your brain does as well, said Harold, sounding disgruntled.

“Not so. I gather information through my senses, as I guess you do in a limited way, but this information is then subjected to thought processes entirely beyond your comprehension. Unlike you, I possess intuition, and emotions, which can bring me to conclusions that you would never see.”

Do not be so quick to disparage, boss. Intuition is nothing more than a speculation based on incomplete factual data, and can be expressed as a probability. Have I not just told you that Filbert, in all probability, expects to lose the duel? I do not know this for certain, but it seems likely. Arguably, one could say that I intuited it.

“Perhaps,” I said weakly. “But what about emotions, huh? If you don’t have emotions, you’ll never truly understand the human condition!”

An overrated business, this possessing of emotions. Why should I want to be crippled by sorrow, fear, despondency, jealousy—

“How convenient that you list only the negative feelings. What about the glory of joy, love, exhilaration, contentment—”

I’ll skip the best of the bunch to be free of the worst, thank you. In any case, while it is true that I can never feel these things for myself, I do understand them intellectually, thanks to your spell, and the subsequent sharing of your memories. I know, for example, that the death of a loved one might cause depression, while the smile of a female might bring on a state of arousal. It is not necessary to have experienced these emotions for myself to comprehend how humans react to them. Besides, I more than compensate for this lack in other ways.

“Such as?”

Well, speed, for one. Quick! What is the cube root of four thousand nine hundred and thirteen?

“Umm . . . uhhh . . .”

Seventeen. You see?

“That proves nothing! A pocket calculator can do as well!”

Yes, but can a pocket calculator carry on a conversation, as we are doing now?

“No, but—”

Then there you have it. Be satisfied with the knowledge that I do think at least as well as you do in most areas, and better in some. The only difference between our brains is construction. Any other distinction is mere semantics.

Exasperated, I gave up. Harold seemed to have an answer for everything, and despite his air of superiority, I could not find fault with his logic. Too, it was comforting to know that he could not lie to me. But then what machine could? Machines did only as they were told—or in the case of computers, as programmed. I could not blame Harold for his newfound personality; that was the result of my spell. If he got too overbearing, I would just have to dismantle it. For the time being, though, it was comforting to have someone to talk to, even if it was only my Bandit.

Dinner arrived, and I ate the food without really tasting it. That done, I meditated for a time, and finally hung my spells. Promptly at seven-thirty, the Provus came for me.

Surrounded by the Highguard, we made our way to the ballroom, looking oddly vacant without its usual furnishings. We encountered no one in the Citadel hallways, the Provus having ordered them cleared before I was allowed to leave my room. I took up position on the side nearer the meeting table—a thick marble construct set into an elevated niche in the wall where the Provus sat during social engagements. It and the chairs that kept it company were the lone pieces of furniture left in the room; probably it was simply too heavy to move easily.

The eldest son of Alexander Mason, Lord Malkin, came strolling into the cavernous space. Walking casually, he made his way toward me. Warily yet respectfully, a pair of the Highguard took up position between us. Upon reaching them, Malkin said, “I would speak with my nephew. Alone.”

The senior guard, High Commander Laronus, turned a questioning gaze to the Provus. Almost imperceptibly, he nodded. The guards withdrew, along with the Magelord, far enough so that we were accorded a degree of privacy, near enough to come to my aid if needed. I watched the approach of Lord Malkin warily.

“Hello, Devon,” he said amicably.

“Hello, Sir Malkin.”

He was a large man, well into his eighties, though longevity potions had kept his appearance at a respectable middle age. A garish mustache rode beneath a sheer triangle of a nose; his eyes, like those of his father, were cold and blue and penetrating.

“It disturbs me greatly that members of the family are being treated as common criminals where you are concerned. After all, you are just as much of my blood as you are of the Provus’s.”

This was not entirely true; as I was descended through Fawna, the daughter of the Provus, Malkin was my greatuncle—of course, several times removed, a distinction without a difference in the multigenerational Kralish fashion.

I gathered he had been searched, as had my brother Jonus, before being allowed to come into my presence. Since I would need his support once the Provus was gone, it would not do to antagonize him.

“Not my idea, you understand. Since the attempt on my life, the Provus is taking no chances.”

“Pah! There is such a thing as overcautious, and my father has gone too far in this matter.”

I shrugged noncommittally.

“He will not be around for too much longer,” Malkin observed. “And when he is gone, who can say what might transpire?” Though his words were friendly, there was a hidden undertone of menace present within them. I found I did not like this.

“What do you mean?” I asked.

“Nothing you couldn’t figure out for yourself, if you bothered to give it some thought. It’s just that when the Provus passes into the Realm of the Dead, he will name a successor. He has spoken to me of this, seeking my counsel. He asked my opinion on several potential successors, including myself, my brother Christopher, High Queen Dariani as regent—he even wanted to know my opinion if he were to name you.”

By his tone of general incredulity, Malkin made it sound as if this last suggestion were the silliest idea ever proposed, the near equivalent of putting a kangaroo on the throne, but what the heck, sometimes one needed to humor the old Magelord, so, always the dutiful son, that’s what he was doing. He waited for me to respond.

Keeping my voice neutral, I said, “And what did you tell him?”

“I told him the truth. That my brother Christopher prefers his dynamite and the darkness of the mines to politics—that he would never agree to rule, nor consider himself capable of it.”

Lord Christopher was minister of excavation and metals, but could often be found belowground, with his men, singing a mining ditty while digging with a pickax. He was an expert with explosives, and prided himself on having never lost a man to the dangers of the tunnels. In a duel, he might be able to blow someone up, but I was forced to agree with Malkin; since the death of his daughter, Francesca, he rarely emerged from the mines.

“And the High Queen?”

He smiled. “I love my mother deeply, but she is far better suited to planning a banquet than running a kingdom, don’t you think?”

He underestimates the High Queen, I thought. Still, without magic, what could she do if challenged by the other Magelords? That was the crux of the matter. Aloud, I said. “And what did you tell him of me?”

“Simply this. That if he names you, being so young, so ignorant of the ways of politics, you will have few—if any—supporters. You may have impressive magics, but should he elevate you to the throne, you might find it, shall we say, problematic, to rule Northridge under those conditions. I am loyal to my father’s wishes, but who can say where the hearts of others may lie? Any orders you gave would likely be questioned, perhaps not carried out at all. You must admit, your youth is unprecedented, and your authority further compromised by the fact that you are the child of many of those you would be giving commands. Surely there is a better alternative than this arrangement, which would undoubtedly bring tension and turmoil to the tranquility and strength of House Mason.”

Here I am, about to duel for perhaps my life, and this is what he wants to talk about? I thought. So much for wishing me luck! Corinne intimated people are obsessed with the succession; I should have realized where this was going.

Aloud, I said, “An alternative that I’m sure you have worked out already.” My tone was sarcastic, but he ignored this. “We are both reasonable men, Devon; let us be blunt. I believe that my father is seriously considering you to rule House Mason, but this is not a simple task. You will be traveling frequently to procure items of barter, and in your absence, many things may transpire that you are unaware of. A decision may arise that requires a speedy resolution, and if you are not here, someone will have to make it. Too, you lack the experience that other, older members of your family have in running the countless details of Northridge.”

“If so chosen, I am certain the Provus would enlighten me in these respects,” I insisted. Malkin’s words were smooth and persuasive, the epitome of diplomacy. It was difficult to stand up to him.

“What, in a mere year and a half’s time? Do you honestly think that you will master the knowledge required to run a kingdom in that short span?”

“Maybe, maybe not.” This was all hypothetical, but I was not about to let Malkin decide matters. He was not the Provus, and his wishes carried no weight as far as I was concerned. His timing, too, as I stood on the brink of a duel, showed he cared not at all for me, nor my well-being, but only for his petty concerns and ego.

“But what if that’s simply not good enough? What if you—due to your lack of experience—commit an innocent blunder that critically weakens House Mason? Surely you admit the possibility exists?”

“Perhaps,” I said reluctantly. “But that is how one learns. Nobody is perfect, but as long as I strive to not make the same mistake twice, things should be all right. Besides, if selected, I will not be making decisions in a vacuum. I will consult those who do possess greater knowledge, when and if necessary.”

“Ah, but will they give their knowledge freely? There are those in our family, young Devon, who might be tempted to give you faulty advice just to see you foul things up. They might be willing to let matters degenerate, to step in and clean up your mess.”

“At the expense of House Mason? Any who harbored such ill intentions could be said to be guilty of treason.”

Malkin spread his hands. “Treason is a relative term, and one often defined by those who are best suited by a particular political outcome. One that may not include allegiance to you.”

“All this is interesting,” I said, attempting to bring him around to the point, “but what, exactly, is this alternative that you spoke of?”

“Now, this is just an idea, you understand. Indeed, there’s no need for the Provus to even know of this thing, for it will only worry him and—”

“Please, Sir Malkin. Filbert will be arriving any minute. The meat, not the candy?” He frowned momentarily, then quickly covered it up with a syrupy smile.

“You are right, of course. Forgive me for rambling. My idea is this: When the succession is upon us, if you are chosen, simply choose another, more experienced individual to rule in your stead. In this way, you can still go about the family business of worldwalking without the added burdens of every little detail that affects Northridge.”

I didn’t know what he expected. Perhaps, viewing me through eyes that had seen eight decades and beyond, he was hoping for enthusiasm, maybe even an outright embrace of his plan. Whatever, I fear he was gravely disappointed. My face remained a blank slate. After a moment, he realized I wasn’t buying this particular cartload of fertilizer.

“Er, this would be just a temporary arrangement, of course,” he stated. Ah, I thought. On to the backup plan. “Say, for a period of twenty or so years—enough of an interval to familiarize yourself with the responsibilities required of you as Magelord. Then, at the appropriate time, you would assume the throne with confidence.”

I smiled. He mirrored my expression. I began to chuckle, and after a somewhat puzzled glance, he joined me. The Provus, curious, observed this from afar. Wiping the mirth from my eyes, I said, “And pray, tell me, who, exactly, did you have in mind for the job?”

At that his grin faded, and he looked uncomfortable. “Well, obviously you would pick the most experienced family member. At this point, that happens to be me. But even were it not, I would still urge you to consider this idea carefully, for I firmly believe it to be the best path for House Mason to take.”

“Hmm,” I said. “And how will you defend House Mason from Magelord challenges, as I am about to do?”

His face took on a crafty, somewhat scary demeanor. He leaned close to my ear. “Trust me,” he hissed, “I have resources you have no awareness of.”

I felt a chill along my spine, and a flash of anger that he had gotten under my skin. I longed to tell him what he could go do with his plan, planting it firmly beside the corn that was clearly already in his behind.

But then, it would not be wise to infuriate him, so: “Malkin,” I said, deliberately leaving off the honorary. “You are my greatuncle and I respect you deeply. I have no idea what the decision of the Provus will be in this matter, and you really should be speaking with your father, not me. However, my loyalty is first to the Provus. His wishes, whatever they are, will be obeyed.”

All of the earlier warmth Malkin had displayed suddenly evaporated. His voice became curt, businesslike. “Very well. But consider yourself warned, for when the inevitable occurs.”

I knew a threat when I heard one, however it was couched.

“Oh? And what is this inevitability that you speak of?”

He smiled mysteriously, turned his back on me, and strolled away. Worrisome. My enemy list was growing rapidly. Casually, I saw the Provus making his way toward me.

“What was that all about?”

I shook my head. “Malkin wanted to talk about the succession. It seems he has his own plan for how Northridge should be administered when you have gone.”

“Oh, he does, does he? I have not even made up my mind yet. Did he threaten you?”

“Not really. It was more a matter of informing me that, in his opinion, I am too young and foolish to rule effectively. He thinks he should reign for twenty years while I gain experience.”

The Provus looked thoughtful, but softly said, “We will talk more of this another time.” It looked like he was about to say more, but he broke off then, for a figure had entered the room, dressed in a simple tunic of yellow. Filbert had arrived.



Chapter 17

The reason for his success is not his power, though he is formidable. It is not his training, though he is an excellent student who has been well taught. It is not his preparation, though he is always diligent and organized. It is his imagination. When he duels, I am always surprised at the innovation he displays, and also at how he thinks two steps ahead of his opponents, even though he must prepare his magic beforehand, almost as if he has the gift of foresight.

—Magelord Horation Zalasar, On Grand Adept Devon Mason’s Undefeated Rise in the Lists of Rosalta

Filbert took up position on the opposite side of the room, impatiently fidgeting, since the other Magelords had not yet arrived. With a word, the Provus ordered the Highguard away and hastened himself over to just behind the marble table. He remained standing as if too agitated to take his seat. Filbert and I stood as well, regarding each other silently, a look of casual wariness upon my face, a scornful sneer upon his. Despite Harold’s predictions, my opponent appeared confident, relaxed. Though I did not feel such serenity, I struggled to project a similar level of arrogance and disdain. My spells weighed heavy upon me; I had to suppress a sudden urge to blast away without waiting for the others.

A brief eternity passed, then they began to arrive, one by one—the Magelords—winking into existence like spectral shadows, situating themselves near the Provus. As expected, they were shadewalking, for one does not normally place himself in foreign territory willingly. Though Alexander Mason is completely honorable in this respect, there have been kidnapping attempts in Anion’s distant history, and the lesson has not been forgotten. Their positioning placed them directly behind me, which was slightly uncomfortable, as I seemed to sense five pairs of eyes boring into my back. At least, with effort, I could ignore the feeling; it was likely much worse for Filbert, who had to look at them directly.

Without any preamble, the lights dimmed.

“Welcome, Magelords, to Northridge,” said Malkin from somewhere off to my left. As the ranking noble, he was required to perform the introductions and then depart until the duel was over. “Before you stands the challenged, Grand Adept Devon Mason, a mage of considerable skill and achievement. His accomplishments stand on their own. By the Code, do you judge him worthy to face Filbert?”

There was a murmured assent, and then someone’s voice, possibly the Necromancer’s, said, “We do.”

“The challenger, apprentice of teleportation, Grand Adept of Graymarsh, Filbert the Fleet!”

A brief spotlight winked into existence, temporarily highlighting Filbert.

“The challenged, master of the Lattice, Grand Adept of Northridge, master of worldwalking, apprentice to none, Lord Devon Koplasa Mason!”

I found it interesting to note that Lord Malkin had bolstered my titles and also stressed that I was no longer an apprentice. Despite his feelings toward me personally, it seemed he wished to see me win. Perhaps it was a family thing, related to the honor of House Mason. Then again, maybe he just wanted to kill me himself. It was my turn for the spotlight; I shielded my eyes against the sudden glare.

“You have five minutes to gather your energies!” He pulled the pin of a common cooking timer and threw it into the air, where it began to burn brightly and slowly circle. At the end of five minutes, I knew a fairly loud bell would sound, indicating that the time was up. It was one of the countless ingenious devices manufactured by Alejandros.

The teleportation wards had been lowered around the Citadel for the duration of the duel; Filbert was unfettered, limited only by his power. A small, calculated risk by the Provus; unlikely that Stanton would launch a teleportation-based attack in violation of the Code in full view of the other Magelords. I took out my practice cord, rolled it a bit between my fingers, savoring its familiar feel and texture. Quickly, with expert confidence, I tied the ends and ran through the basic forms: the ladder, the cradle, the sleepy dog, the windbat. The Lattice awoke joyfully, eager to play, pulsing and writhing before my focused gaze. My fingers shifted as the advanced forms came easily: the star, the rabbit, the door, the cup, the wildflower. The string burned hot as the Lattice flowed along with my ministrations. The twins, the scorpion, the mountain, the heart—lastly, the widow’s web emerged, both under my quickening hands and hovering in front of me, each a gleaming, searing blue. With a flick, the rope vanished, but not so with the Lattice.

Breathing deeply, I cleared my mind and focused on the first trigger word I would utter. With only twelve spells at the ready, I planned to use them cautiously, with well-timed precision, when I saw an opening that would suit me. While Filbert had no theoretical limit on the number of times he could teleport, all magic costs the wielder, and each subsequent effort would require greater exertion. Still, I knew his reserves could far outlast mine, so I resolved to be cautious.

Filbert anxiously watched the timer, his hands writhing in anticipation. Though the practice string had helped, I was anxious as well; I kept myself still.

The bell sounded. With a gesture, I fired off a limited Teleportation Ward, the target being myself. It was common among duels with teleporters that they would try to send you somewhere unpleasant. Another trick was to teleport a target several dozen—or even several hundred—paces into the air, then let them fall. The Ward prevented these types of tricks and, as such, was a necessary expenditure. Filbert would know I could defend against such tactics, but I still had a few of these hung as a precaution.

Housekeeping out of the way, I spoke a trigger word, simultaneously leaping two paces to the right. Odd thing about trigger words: once they leave the mouth, they turn into unintelligible gibberish. No one really knows why, but I suspect that the sound waves are fragmented by the sudden release of pent-up magical energy from the Lattice. In any case, the spell fired off perfectly, and I watched Filbert’s purposeful look turn to one of frustration. It was a working I call the Infinity Generator, using only two mundane mirrors as reagents. The results were quite spectacular; dozens of images of me exploded into life, quickly filling the entire ballroom, each one mimicking my every move. I had chained it with Perceptive Sight, a staple of every duel, so the details of the room were mine to command. I felt calm and confident. As I bobbed and weaved erratically, causing the images nearest to Filbert to pseudo-attack him, the battle cloak suddenly emitted a metallic screech and instantly moved to encase my body, my arms, and my head. I cursed as my vision was greatly reduced, and a hundred simulacrums of me cursed in unison.

The faint tone of a piccolo sounded, and amid the many false images, three karna wolves appeared. The karnas are lean and savage, with a taste for raw meat and a snout filled with fangs with which to chomp on it. They were native to Rosalta, where Stanton controlled a large tract of land, given to his predecessor by none other than the Provus following some kind of political compromise. Disregarding Filbert, and ignoring my doppelgangers, they rushed me as one.

Emitting yet another foul expletive, I wasted a spell, a working I had been saving for Filbert, a powerful incantation known as the Ethereal Hammer. It appeared in my hand, glowing faintly, a primitive-looking thing with a simple wooden shaft and a monstrous stone head perfectly suited for smashing. Better still, it was enchanted so that it was light and airy to wield, while at the receiving end, one would feel as if struck by a fast-traveling mountainside.

The first wolf reached me, and I bashed it away, grunting in satisfaction as its crushed body splattered into the wall. But I had underestimated the speed of the creatures; the second one was upon me before I could bring my arm back, and the third leaped powerfully and brought me down to the floor. In horror, I watched as the first wolf grabbed at my throat with its jaws, smelling the thing’s foul breath as it blew rancid, hot air into my nostrils. The second one locked its mouth around my leg.

Without the cloak, the duel might have ended right then and there. But true to the words of the Provus, I felt only mild pressure. I had maintained my grip on the hammer, and now I brought it to bear, carefully angling the blow so as not to inadvertently pound a hole through my head. The karna who was valiantly and unsuccessfully attempting to feast on my throat went flying. His brother joined him a moment later. While they were stunned, I recovered my footing and went to work with the hammer, not letting up until the wolves lay shuddering, reduced to piles of shattered fur and blood. Warily, I readied myself for the next offensive, but Filbert had made no move to follow through on his attack.

“I believe the first round goes to me,” he said smugly. Annoying, yes, but I had to admire his strategy. The attack had thoroughly nullified my Infinity Generator, for wolves, like dogs, are creatures of the nose. Since the many illusions of me were odorless, the karna wolves had not been fooled by my diversion. Worse, they had wasted time, and the false images were beginning to fade, growing shadowy and translucent, much in appearance like the shadewalking Magelords. Of course, I could have fashioned the spell to last longer, but that would have required more energy, and resulted in a greater burden when hung. The hammer, too, was beginning to fade, and I threw it squarely at Filbert before it became completely useless. My aim was right on target, and I watched in elation, wondering if this would really be over so easily. But at the last minute, just before reaching him, the hammer vanished. He had simply teleported it away. I berated myself for not remembering who I was dealing with here.

It was Filbert’s turn to strike. I realized that he had simply been waiting for the last remnants of the Infinity Generator to dissipate. The high-pitched note sounded again, and I searched anxiously for the rectangle of energy that accompanied his magic. Too late, I saw it: descending over my body from above. I felt a wrench, and the scenery wavered. A boiling sea of fiery magma was juxtaposed upon the familiar ballroom, bubbling viciously, orange molten rock reaching for me like elemental fingers. A blaze of intense heat flashed momentarily, agonizing in its intensity, then suddenly I was back in the ballroom. I noticed the cloak was now glowing a rich shade of green.

The bastard had tried to teleport me to the center of a volcano, from the looks of it. Well, it would have been shocking if Filbert had not attempted it; it was probably the first move they trained him to do in dueling class. Initially, I assumed my Ward had prevented it, but it also seemed the cloak had activated some defensive mechanism, because the Ward was still active; I could see its pale shimmer in the air around me. Normally such spells were incinerated upon use. I wondered if the Ward was even necessary with the cloak; I would have to do some testing when I had more time.

Perturbed now, I executed a deft hand motion and unleashed a Boomerang of Decapitation. It flew from my fingers with blinding speed, an angry silver streak of whirling deadly motion. It had a built-in targeting component, and would go for the neck until embedded in flesh or its energy gave out. Better still, Filbert could not teleport it away as he had done with the hammer, for it was not a physical object but a magical one.

Filbert tried anyway as it raced toward the rotund mage, eager for blood, leaving a sinister buzzing sound at its passage. Once he realized he could not affect the magical construct, he simply disappeared.

Damn, I thought. He had now teleported himself. With nothing to target, the boomerang reversed its trajectory and returned to my hand. I was gyrating wildly, trying to look in all directions at once, waiting for him to put in an appearance. After a tortured span, he did, materializing in the far corner of the room, looking about nervously, finally seeing me. As his eyes met mine, I let fly my weapon—whereupon he again vanished. I turned to the assembled Magelords.

“Your Honors, I must protest! How can I fight him if he hides like a coward?”

There was some muttering at this, but little else. It seemed they were not prepared to disqualify him. I kept the boomerang hovering this time, and when he next appeared, it immediately hurtled toward his head. He was faster, though, and the weapon struck only emptiness. Exasperated, I said, “Your Honors, please! I ask for an immediate decision of forfeiture.” Some additional grumbling and whispering. Then: “Your request is denied. We determine that Filbert is utilizing his talents in a defensive capacity and, though perhaps lacking honor, is nevertheless within the confines of the Code.” I grunted, not thrilled, but there was little I could do about it. The Decapitation Boomerang was a medium-duration spell; it would be another few minutes before it expended its energy. While waiting, I decided on my next move. Filbert put in two more appearances, immediately fading out as soon as he saw that my spell was still in place. Each time he did so, there was more whispering from the Magelords; he was trying even their patience. Finally, the whirling weapon began to slow; it sputtered and was still.

He had given me plenty of time to scheme, though, and I had come up with a tactic that seemed worthy. When he next appeared and saw that my weapon was gone, he immediately relaxed.

“Round two to me,” I said casually.

“Perhaps,” he stated, his brow furrowing in concentration.

Before he could finish what he was about, however, I shouted, “You’re not the only one who can teleport!” Then I dropped my next spell.

His reaction was exactly as I had hoped for, as he whirled about recklessly, fearfully waiting for me to reappear, much as I had done when he had teleported himself off to points unknown. Except that I hadn’t gone anywhere. My spell had been an Invisibility Glamour—and judging by Filbert’s response, an effective one. Slowly, quietly, I crept toward him. When I was but a yard away, I kicked out, hard, and swept his legs out from under him. “Ahhh!” he cried, falling to the floor ignominiously. I kicked him, twice, three times. On the fourth attempt, my foot encountered nothing; he had teleported away again, presumably to regroup. This time, though, he returned almost at once, looking quite furious.

“Filbert the Fleet,” I scoffed. “You should change your name to Filbert the Fat and Cowardly!”

“You shall die, Mason,” he announced to the seemingly empty ballroom, his face purple with anger. Before I could get in close, a circular spikewire fence came into being, surrounding him, the kind used to keep large predators from making off with one’s livestock. Hastily, I backed away. Next, an odd-looking object materialized within his hands; he began pumping at an attached lever furiously. Too late, I realized what it was, and a wide spray of red paint swept the room, some of it marking me on the legs. He must have caught on; my invisibility was exposed. Though the paint did not seem to be sticking to the cloak, he had just intended to get my position; now he let the real assault loose.

First, a giant net fell from the ceiling, ensnaring me, revealing my invisible form more clearly as I struggled within its sticky embrace. Angrily, I dropped my Repel All spell, an offensive crafting that is designed to blow your enemy back with explosive force. It had the intended effect of brushing aside the net as if it were a cobweb, and also the unplanned but highly fortuitous consequence of pushing aside the huge concrete slab that was subsequently following in its wake. I didn’t even know it was there until it shattered upon the stone floor eight paces to my left. If it had hit, I would have been crushed like a bug under a passing foot, with as much realization as to the cause of my demise.

Though the slab had taken the brunt of my spell, some of its force had gotten through to Filbert, who was sitting on his rear end, looking dazed. My spells were rapidly being used up; it was time to bring this battle to a close.

I executed a series of complicated hand movements, followed up by a trigger word. This was a difficult spell that required fully four lynchpins to hold it in place. It was called the Insanity Vortex, and though I have never been on the receiving end of one, I understand it to be terrifying.

Filbert had just regained his feet as a kaleidoscope of colors shot from my outstretched hands. Writhing like aerial serpents, they flew toward his skull and intersected it, spiraling cheerfully around it, flashing every so often, finally being absorbed. An odd look took up residence on Filbert’s face; his jaw grew slack, his eyes glassy and vacant. Only the shaking that wracked his body gave evidence that he was attempting to resist. By now, he should have lost all motor functions. Well, I was not wasting the opportunity. I spoke a word and brought forth the Giant’s Palm. It coalesced before me, and I slipped my hand into the working. Reaching out with the monstrous appendage, I gathered up Filbert’s body, holding it three yards from the floor, and slowly squeezed. When I had him good and tight within my grasp, I banished the Insanity Vortex, and the Invisibility Glamour as well. Immediately he became alert.

“Listen carefully, mage! If I so much as hear the slightest high-pitched tone, I will crack your body open like an egg. You might be able to teleport before I can do it, but I doubt it. Test it if you like, but either way, this duel is over. Yield or die.”

Filbert squirmed a bit, went nowhere, and visibly slumped. It was clear that breathing was painful for him; I had a veritable choke hold on his entire form. He seemed to be debating my offer, mulling it over carefully. Finally, he wheezed out, “If I yield, then I have no life anyway. I choose death.”

I shrugged. “So be it.” While I had never personally killed a man, I had seen men die many times at the orders of Alexander Mason, or at Horation’s, and I had no qualms about performing the act. Kral is a rough place to live, and the Code of Harldis is clear on this matter. I began to tighten my grip as Filbert gasped. “Wait,” shouted Stanton as I squeezed. I paused, uncertain as to how to proceed, looking to the other Magelords for guidance. Too late, I heard the piccolo. Filbert was gone.

“Foul!” I cried, but no one was paying me the slightest attention. A shouting match had developed among the Magelords, with Stanton as the apparent recipient of the combined wrath of the other four. Like a fool, I had been observing this . . . and a sudden crushing weight bore me down to the ground. Filbert had reappeared, using my distractedness to bury me under a tremendous pile of bricks. The cloak kept me from being squashed but did nothing to help extract me from the rubble. Fortunately, my Giant’s Palm was still working. I pulled it toward me, shrinking it down, and quickly swept the bricks to the side. The pile was awfully large, though, and I still had to climb unsteadily over the edge of it. Filbert had not sat idle at this, and now the floor disappeared beneath my feet, leaving a gaping hole, which I obligingly tumbled into, face slamming into hard dirt. More bricks rained down into the hole, followed by a thick grayish fluid that seemed to be cement. And my Giant’s Palm chose that moment to give out.

I was in trouble. Filbert had dug my grave; unless I did something soon, it would become a permanent arrangement. While the cloak kept the crushing weight at bay, it did little to provide leverage against the tons of material that steadily collected on top of me. The cement was beginning to seep through the bricks to my current location, and what little air was present was rapidly growing stale. Except for my right hand, which had a small degree of freedom, I was immobilized. As if this weren’t bad enough, the glowing cloak provided just enough light to see how desperate things were.

Frantically, I reviewed my remaining spells, coming quickly to the conclusion that none of them would be of any help.

Boss, I have an idea, but you’ll have to be quick about it.

“Whamph?” I attempted.

Don’t waste your energy trying to talk; just listen. You need to mix a new spell. There is only one reagent required, and it’s right under your hand. Got me?

No, I didn’t have him. Until he spoke, I had almost forgotten he was there.

Get a hold of yourself! I’m talking about an Earth Elemental Summons. You’ve done it before, so do it now!

The lack of oxygen must have been affecting my thought processes; for a moment, I had no idea what he was talking about.

Come on, get moving! There’s rich dirt right below your hand; grab some and begin casting!

Finally, I realized what he wanted me to do. Although it was a decent idea, for the birth of the Elemental would force the ground upward, presumably bearing me along with it, there was one small problem that Harold hadn’t considered.

No time, I told him mentally. Even if I rush, it will take at least two minutes to properly construct the spell. I don’t think I have that long.

It occurred to me then that I was probably going to die. It was an ugly thought, a depressing specter, made all the more horrifying that it was happening to me personally. Also, it was completely unfair; Filbert had literally been in the palm of my hand just minutes ago. He had only been able to engineer this dirty trick because Stanton had opened his mouth, creating a distraction. I strained every fiber of muscle in my body, but I might as well have been encased in steel. The air was particularly musty now, and my head began to feel light. I wondered what Corinne was feeling, watching me die, and regretted the way I had treated her. Disheartened, I imagined the reaction that others would have upon learning the news. The unknown plotters behind the assassin would doubtless hold a grand banquet in celebration. Lord Malkin, too, while pretending to be distressed, would be struggling to keep from bursting into uncontrollable fits of laughter at my funeral service. The Provus, at least, would be dismayed, his last hopes for a strong House Mason utterly destroyed, being that I was the only one who could—

Harold!

Yes, boss? He sounded sad.

I’ve just had a momentous idea.

What?

You’ll see. I gathered up my last reserves of energy and focused my will. At once, the Veils of Chaos grew into being below me, not disturbed in the slightest that they were spiraling colorfully through solid dirt. Resignation turned into elation as I bit my lip, hard, nearly completely through it, as was required to get things flowing, then spit fresh blood into the misty cyclone. The thunderclap occurred, but no passageway materialized. For a moment, I almost plunged into panic again, but then realized I had not visualized a destination. Feeling the cement beginning to creep into my mouth, I rapidly thought of my chambers—and was there.

I more or less fell into my room, landing in a heap of bricks and dirt on the floor, and stayed there, gulping the fresh, glorious air. I longed to remain that way for a prolonged period, but the duel beckoned. If I stayed absent for too long, the Magelords were likely to accord Filbert the victory. Sitting up, I spat out a bloody chunk of cement, then sat shakily and took a drink of water from a half-full glass on my nightstand. My fury knew no bounds at Filbert’s underhanded knavery. As I squatted there, fuming, a sudden notion was handed to me, in full detail, almost as if it were placed there by someone else.

It feels as such because it’s my idea, boss. I should have thought of it earlier.

“Though I’m tempted, it’s not exactly honorable.”

True, it is a bit underhanded, but no more so than Filbert. “All’s fair in love and war,” as they say on Earth.

“What?”

Never mind. Do as you will, but you had better decide quickly.

Harold was right. Any minute now, they would be calling an end to the duel. Despite the conviction I had that Harold’s suggestion was ethically questionable, I could think of no specific passage in the Code forbidding it. Sighing, I again called for the Veils of Chaos. They breezed into being, awaiting my pleasure.

I visualized the ballroom. The image took form within the clouds, solidifying. I saw Filbert standing in profile atop his homemade burial mound, staring at a point not shown by the portal. Being that the Veils provide one-way access, I knew he couldn’t see me. His lips were moving; presumably, Filbert was urging the Magelords to call an end to the duel. Feeling somewhat sneaky, I called forth a remaining Teleportation Ward with my left hand, executing the deft gestures, all but the final finger motion. I sucked some more blood from my bruised lip, spewed it into the vapors, and with the thunderclap, breathing deeply, I stepped through the Veils, speaking the trigger word to the Hangman’s Noose as my left finger completed the Ward.

Filbert had no chance. As I crossed into the room, the spells were unleashed. The Ward surrounded him with a pale glow as the glowing magical snake unfurled like a garden hose and coiled itself around his neck, its other end coming to rest in my right hand.

“Say it,” I demanded.

He let out a small yelp, clearly confused by my sudden appearance, the cavalcade of spells, and the rapid turnabout. Then I yanked the rope, hard, and hoisted Filbert a few feet off the ground. His eyes bulged as his feet and legs kicked uselessly. I let him hang there for a few moments, flailing; then he got the bright idea to teleport himself away. The Ward stopped him cold; as it was utilized and faded, I refreshed it with my third and final Ward, encasing him within. Yanking the rope, I pulled him up higher. His face was turning red. He was grasping at the noose. I turned my hand to the right; my magic snake obliged and became an order of magnitude tighter. Filbert gagged and wheezed; he could not breathe at all. His hands seemed to beat at invisible flies, then he tried to teleport the snake; it didn’t work, being magical, and I punished him with another half-turn. He tried once more to teleport me; the cloak nullified the action, blazing green and emitting a grind of metallic dissonance. This time, the room did not even waver, as if the cloak had adapted from its last experience. Filbert began to panic then, it being quite a while since he had last taken a breath. “Say it!” I demanded, jerking the rope, up and down, as if I were ringing a church bell, watching him jerk and writhe and jump about. He was raising his hands, wildly signaling me.

“Ah yahhh . . . Ah . . . yahhhh,” he kept trying to say. I waited ten more seconds for good measure, then I released my end of the noose, dropping him to the floor contemptuously. With a gesture, I commanded the snake to loosen the pressure on his neck just enough to allow him to speak if he so desired. He managed to squeak out, “I yahh . . . mahsahh . . . to a graah . . . paahh.”

Each word was barely intelligible, a tortured, hateful wheeze, dripping with venom and self-pity, but we all knew that he was done, that the ritual concession words, I yield myself to a greater power, had been delivered. The duel was over, I had triumphed. I wondered if I should feel sorry for him. The Provus gestured, and the doors opened. Several Daughters of Fern hurried in and over, began to work on Filbert. One I recognized as Daughter Madeline, who had helped me heal after my drubbing by the Provus at the examination. Using healing salve, and some portable offworld machines, they went to work on Filbert’s throat. Somewhere along the way, they gave him a potion. At first, all he could make were hissing noises. Eventually, his voice grew stronger as he began to cough and moan. Along with his bruised throat, it seemed he had also broken his ankle in the fall. They set the bone with a splint. Wordlessly, I watched as Filbert’s moans became whimpers, and finally faded altogether. For a time, he just sobbed, in a pathetic, broken fashion. Finally, he was able to sit up, and the Daughters stood back.

“He will heal, in time,” said Daughter Madeline.

“This changes nothing, you know,” Filbert spat, his voice hoarse and scratchy, some of the fire coming back into his gaze. “I still regard you as my enemy.”

“Fine,” I said in disgust, turning away. Some people are simply born ingrates. Besides, I had won. Who cared what he thought? Now I approached the assembled Magelords. “I respectfully request that Stanton be formally sanctioned for his interruption. Such an action was a clear violation of the Code, and it almost cost me my life.”

“Stanton is aware of this,” said the Necromancer in placating tones, looking to the chubby Magelord expectantly.

“I . . . I apologize for my unseemly outburst,” he said to me. “I have grown overly fond of my apprentice, and I allowed that emotion to cloud my judgment. Please . . . forgive me. As reparations, I offer the sum of one million guilders to the House Mason treasury.”

“Agreed!” said the Provus, before I could respond. It was likely this deal had been worked out while I was busy choking Filbert. Though I was not satisfied with this arrangement, the way the Provus was eyeballing me told me to let the matter lie.

“Very well,” I said, “I expect Filbert’s lifewife to mirroway over tonight. I shall be waiting.”

Filbert did not acknowledge my statement, instead offering me a look that could wilt an entire forest. He was given a crutch and was escorted out by the Highguard, limping and cursing. Stanton and the Necromancer soon followed. “You fought with cunning, Grand Adept,” stated Logar. “I like that in a man.” He, too, faded.

Horation looked at me gravely, said, “You could have handled that better.”

“I thought I did all right, given the circumstances.” His face broke out in a hesitant smile. “Yes, perhaps you did. Perhaps you did, indeed. Well, in any case, it’s over. Stop by when you have the time.”

“I will,” I promised to his fading form.

Finally, the Provus and I were alone. All at once, a flood of emotions came sweeping over me: fear that I had been suppressing throughout the duel, exhilaration that I had emerged the victor, intense relief that the whole affair was behind me.

Alexander Mason looked even more pleased. “Well, I must say that you had me worried there for a minute. How did you get out of the hole, by the way?”

“I worldwalked.”

“Really! I didn’t know that it worked underground.”

“Neither did I until I tried it. Good thing, too, or I’d still be there, dead.”

“Well, I for one am delighted with the outcome. After Stanton opened his big mouth, things looked pretty grim.”

“Why did you let him off the hook on what was explicitly a Code violation?”

“He immediately expressed his horror over what he had done. I’m sure it was all an act, but the others were inclined to buy it, and he did offer reparations. There was little I could do without creating an international incident. Still, if you had lost, I would have been prepared to take the matter more seriously. Being that you won, it was politically expedient to go along with the majority.”

“Things look quite different from where I’m standing,” I said, aggravated. “Let me tell you, I had the duel in the bag. Stanton interfered, and almost simultaneously Filbert attacked, as if it were a coordinated effort. It’s no fun to be lying under tons of building materials, especially when you’ve been duped into being there by a Code violation. It seems to me you gave in too easily. At the very least, Stanton should have been sanctioned for five years.”

“You’ll understand better if you ever make it to the throne. Though it’s noble and admirable to have strong principles, they are not always your friend, and must sometimes be compromised in favor of the good of the realm.”

“I don’t agree.”

“And I don’t care if you do! Now, my nerves have had all they can take. It’s off to Earth with you, Devon. I’ll contact you when necessary.”

“Oh, no,” I said, backing away as if he could somehow wave his hands and conjure me there. “Not until I have enjoyed my winnings. I’ve been through too much grief to leave before then.”

“Very well. Truthfully, in all the excitement, I had forgotten about that. But tomorrow, you’re gone. No excuses, no nothing. It’s a nightmare trying to manage the Citadel personnel, not to mention our family, while you’re here. And you will stay confined to your room.”

“Sure,” I said. I was prepared to agree to anything, for now that the battle was over, I was looking forward to this evening’s encounter with burgeoning excitement.

“By the way, do you know her name?” I asked.

“Whose name?”

“Filbert’s lifewife.”

“No.”

“Oh.”

We stood there for a moment.

“Well, be off! Highguard! Escort Lord Devon back to his room. Send an advance unit to clear the hallways. And Devon?”

“Yes?”

“Enjoy yourself.” He was smiling.
I smiled back. “I will.”


Chapter 18

Who is the great love of my life? There are three women who will say that they are, who will even die believing it. But only one will be speaking truth.

—Lord Devon Koplasa Mason, Private Audio Journals Recorded in His Voice

Though I cannot claim with any degree of validity that I am heralded as one of Anion’s outstanding lovers, I have had my share of carnal encounters. With my heavy schedule of sorcerous education, these were perhaps more difficult to arrange than it would have been for others, and often I was dismayed at the time spent daydreaming about girls when I should have been studying. But despite my best scholarly intentions, my body dutifully manufactured hormones at an alarming pace. Under their continuous pressure, I found myself making time for the pursuit of female flesh, occasionally failing one of Horation’s assessments in the process. Although none of these liaisons could be described as anything more than lust, my confidence with women had been growing as of late. Between Jessica and Cynthia back on Earth, I was doing just fine, and although the whole situation with Corinne was depressing, I would simply not think about it for now.

Tonight, I would once again add another filly to my stable, and a beauty at that. I had requested that the Citadel archivist pull a photo from some recent event in Graymarsh, and by the Veils, she was breathtaking. I did not doubt that Filbert would keep his end of the bargain, for to renege would be a Code violation of such magnitude that nobody could afford to ignore it. Stanton had sent a windbat with a message capsule, saying that Filbert’s lifewife—whose name I still did not know—would arrive at around ten o’clock. The duel and its aftermath had taken just under an hour; there was plenty of time to get ready. The cloak, having proved itself, finally allowed me to remove it; I hung it respectfully on a clothes peg. No traces of contaminants remained on its slippery-rough fabric.

With steaming hot water, I showered and thoroughly shaved my various surfaces. I healed my lip with magical salves. Eager with anticipation, I dressed in my best casual wear—even slapped on some cologne. Hastily, I threw together some atmosphere spells. Fidgeting, I kept glancing at the time every few minutes. Finally, there was a knock upon the door.

“Yes?” I called.

“The Lady Daphne Rinn has arrived, Lord Devon.” The guard’s voice sounded somewhat awed. So that was her name. “Show her in,” I commanded.

The door swung open, briefly, allowing a figure clad in yellow to glide through. Immediately, it closed.

“Uh, we are not to be disturbed,” I called through the wood, rising to greet her, simultaneously taking her in.

Lady Daphne was tall and lofty, eminently graceful yet controlled in her movements, like a sapling swaying in a gentle wind. Her arms were long and narrow, her fingers thin, with shiny manicured nails colored a faint shade of rose. She wore no rings but did have on a low-hanging necklace, ending in an unusual pendant that might have been a whimsical rendition of an arrowhead, studded with tiny emeralds and sapphires. It pointed downward, a road sign leading to an invisible pathway that traveled along a wide canyon between two firm, somewhat smallish peaks. The dress, sleeveless and low cut, was elegant and stylish finery from Colondo, broken only by a woven golden belt that accentuated her hips. Her body was wonderfully slender yet pleasingly endowed in the appropriate places, the overall symmetry drawing one’s attention upward—her neck lithe, sinuous, emphasized by her hairstyle: tightly wrapped in a series of bunned reddish-gold folds the shades of a rich sunset. Unlike most redheads, I could not detect a single blemish upon her clear, smooth skin.

It was her face, though, that truly captivated, gripping my eyes and refusing to release them. So many sweet features arranged in an endearing, pleasing manner, delightful and enthralling, forcing any man to quicken in pulse and openly stare while wishing only for another moment to sear her glorious visage into memory, in the hopes of never forgetting it. She smiled at me then, revealing a slightly toothy grin, with healthy pink gums, making her seem even more appealing. A disarming girlish cuteness amplified her already ethereal beauty, with a mouth surrounded by thick, sensual lips that curved sharply away from her perfectly formed philtrum like the wings of an angel. Her eyes were spellbinding: brightly green, discerning, extremely deep; entire populations could get lost in those bottomless emerald seas. My heart began to pound; I felt heat in my forehead, my ears—elsewhere.

“Come in, Sira,” I said, my greeting warm, taking her extended hand and kissing it, leading her to the more comfortable of my chairs, where she sat daintily, crossing her legs. She wore expensive sandals, and her painted toes matched her fingernails. Although I knew her to be more than a full decade older than me, we of Anion begin using the longevity potions of Alejandros when we reach physical maturity. In appearance, Daphne seemed wholly my age, perhaps even younger. When she spoke, her voice was delightful, melodious and sweet, open and surprisingly friendly, considering the circumstances.

“I must say I find it rather odd to be sitting here with the man who utterly destroyed my husband,” she said. “Not unpleasant, you understand, just a strange quirk of fate.”

“He brought it upon himself, Sira. I have no quarrel with him.”

“Of course, he did! And please, call me Daphne. No sense in being formal at this juncture, is there?” She smiled coyly.

“Very well. And you may call me Devon.”

“All right, Devon,” she said. “Now, lest you get the wrong idea, I would like to clarify certain matters.”

I nodded amiably.

“My husband ordered me to attend to you, for this evening only. It practically killed him to do so, but here I am. In any event, just because he ordered me to come here does not necessarily mean that you will have your way with me. Other than Filbert, I have never been intimate with another man. I am not yet certain I will go to bed with you.”

“But—”

“Oh, yes, I know, as victor of the duel, you feel entitled. But these things may be done willingly or otherwise, and you do not seem the type to participate in rape.”

“I—”

“Hush, let me finish. This is not to say that I am entirely unwilling. I merely would like to spend some time in conversation, getting to know the type of man you are, before I can make such a decision. Do you fall where I lay?” She used an old Kralish phrase that translates poorly; she was asking if I was in basic agreement.

“Certainly,” I said, feigning indignation, as if this had been my intention all along, though truthfully, I longed to rip her clothes off. But Daphne was right about one thing; this would either be done by mutual consent or not at all. I would not be party to infamy.

“Good!” She glanced appraisingly around the room. “Decent, if somewhat small. Have you got anything to drink?”

“Certainly,” I said, firing off a conjuration that summoned a small table set with two crystal glasses and a chilled bottle of Horation’s finest wine. His lands have the best vineyards in all of Kral, and I had procured several cases for myself throughout the years.

Daphne seemed unimpressed with my magic. Upon reflection, an understandable sentiment, given that Filbert could produce anything he wanted, simply by teleporting it to him. But I was merely warming up.

Harold, play Beethoven’s Pastoral Symphony out of your ringlets, but not until I tell you to.

Sure thing, boss.

I dropped a mild amplification spell in the vicinity of the now superfluous ringlets, then gave Harold the go-ahead. As I poured the wine, the soothing strains of the Sixth began to permeate the air, the volume just right, audible but not oppressive. Daphne looked delighted. “This is beautiful. What is it?”

“Music of Earth,” I replied easily, handing her the full glass. She took a tiny sip, nodded appreciatively, drank a greater amount.

“That’s right. You walk between worlds, as does Magelord Mason. Tell me, how is that done?”

“Oh, ho!” I said, chuckling. “Trying to ply me full of liquor and steal state secrets, eh? Sorry, milady, but that kind of information comes at a high price. A price, I’m sure, you cannot afford.” All of this was nonsense, of course, but it was enjoyable to bait her.

“What do you mean, I cannot afford it!” she cried in mock outrage, playing along. “I’m a wealthy woman, you know!”

“Wealth, schmealth,” I said, employing a funny linguistic rhyming trick I had learned on Earth, used when the intent was to be dismissive. Daphne had never heard such repartee before and was amused. When she had finished giggling, I continued: “I have more money than I can ever spend, for with my magic, I can create gold from thin air.” Horation had hit upon a really neat spell for doing just that, though the preparations were daunting and the returns woefully small. Still, if I put my mind to it—and a couple of decades—eventually I could conjure up a king’s ransom.

“Oh? Filbert, too, can make gold appear at his fingertips.” Her tone was challenging, but in an amiable and potentially flirtatious sort of way.

“Not so, Daphne. Filbert is limited,” I heavily stressed the word, “to moving items that already exist. When he conjures gold, someone else loses it. In most lands, such magic would be called thievery.”

Daphne laughed.

“I, on the other hand, weave the cosmic forces of the universe”—I waved my hands around mystically as I said this—“and the universe obeys my desires.” At the last word, I snapped my fingers, gesturing discreetly with my other hand. The lumos dimmed romantically.

“And what is it that you desire?” she asked, looking at me seductively.

“At the moment, you.”

A bright little giggle, like the tinkle of wind chimes. “We shall see about that. In the meantime, let us talk about you.”

I took the chair opposite her, sipping my drink. “What would you like to know?”

“Well, first off, I want to know why you chose me as the stakes in your duel. After all, we’ve never met.”

“But we have! I am diminished that you do not remember. It was here in the Citadel, at some function or another held by the Prov—um, by Magelord Mason. It was approximately three years ago.”

“What were you about to call him?”

“The Provus. He is informally known as such to members of his family.”

“I see. Sorry, but I do not recall the event you are referring to. Filbert and I had recently wedlocked, and he was eager to show me off to all of Anion. As a result, we attended countless social gatherings. But what of it? Did I so impress you at this one fleeting encounter that now, years later, you ask for a night with me?”

“Yes, you did. When Filbert challenged me, I thought about what I wanted from him. You were the only thing that came to mind.”

“But surely I am not worth five hundred thousand guilders!”

“Well, I guess we shall see about that,” I said, shrugging, smiling, mimicking her earlier statement.

“Hmm. You are amusing, Devon, and clever, but it takes more than that to win my passion.”

“Really? What does it take?” I said, smiling while casting another spell with some complicated hand gestures. The wine bottle floated into the air and refilled my glass of its own accord. Daphne watched as it came toward her, then gamely offered her glass and held it firmly as it was filled. It was childishly simple magic that I had previously employed to impress women, usually with success. Better, the working would last until the bottle was empty.

“I don’t know. Nothing I can define, exactly. A certain sense of flair, I suppose.”

“Yeah, like Filbert,” I said disdainfully, not bothering to disguise my sarcasm.She frowned; for the first time, I had irritated her. “I wedded Filbert for reasons that are my concern. He is lacking in certain areas but, until recently, has made up for it in others.”

I tried to change the subject. “Stanton said that it was you who goaded him into the duel.”

“That’s true enough, though he probably would have challenged you even if I had done nothing. Are you astute enough to puzzle out the reason?”

I paused, having a lot more data now, thanks largely to Stanton’s pleadings at the council meeting. Regarding Filbert, the available evidence did not support any sort of assassin conspiracies, as much as this realization made my life more complicated.

“I imagine it has to do with my standing in the Lists,” I offered.

“Exactly,” she said, recrossing her legs, flashing me an enticing glimpse of narrow thigh. “Until you came along, Filbert was regarded by all as the top mage in the land, grand adept champion of the Lists. He would have reached the strength of a Magelord before long, perhaps been assigned his own territory within Stanton’s lands. Or possibly he would have challenged Stanton and taken the whole kingdom. I do not know. What is certain is that he will not do so now.”

“All his own doing, as we agreed upon earlier.”

“Still, the new state of affairs puts me in an awkward position. It was wonderful to be wedlocked to the champion of the Lists, and prospective Magelord. He is so no longer. Though I can leave him, I cannot remarry until his death, or until he releases me. He will never do so.”

“Can you not appeal to Stanton for an official annulment?” Though I was unclear as to how things worked in Graymarsh, this was the custom in Northridge, when a husband and lifewife wished to separate.

“Alas, no. The law of Graymarsh accords little freedom to women. A lifewife is, unfortunately, more like a life sentence for an unhappy woman. It must be voluntarily done by Filbert, or he must die. Truthfully, I was hoping you would kill him, if he were to lose the duel. Of course, if he won, then I would have lost nothing.”

“You almost got your wish. Stanton interfered in what was a clear Code violation, and the Magelords chose to look the other way. Anyway, sorry I did not oblige you. Though, I’ll tell you, he was certainly trying to kill me.” The first movement of Beethoven’s Sixth drew to a close, and I silently instructed Harold to come up with a suitable encore. He chose Bach; with a thought, I complimented his good taste.

“Actually,” she said, “in the near future, I will come out ahead. It is only in the long run that I will be the loser.”

“How do you mean?”

“Well, think about it. I was wedlocked to one who was considered, for a time, to be the most accomplished mage on Anion. My social status reflected this, of course. But then, you arrived, casting doubt upon my husband’s claim. He challenges you to save face, but unexpectedly, you demand me as the stakes. With this arrangement, no matter who won, I came out ahead. Either way, I was coveted by the most powerful mage in the world, excluding the Magelords.”

“So, why do you say that in the long run you will be the loser?”

“People’s memories are short, dear Devon. A one-night tryst with you will only temporarily elevate my status. As time goes on and I return to Filbert, I will gradually reacquire his social standing—which, thanks to you, is that of a loser.”

The bottle drifted by, refilling our glasses. My stomach was beginning to feel warm with the liquor.

“I am sorry to hear that, Daphne,” I said, not being exactly truthful, but hoping to placate her and hasten the commencement of the night’s main event. “I wish there were something I could do to help you.”

“There may be,” she said carefully, searching my expression for a favorable reaction.

“I’m listening,” I said. She gulped down her wine as if to gain fortitude from the drink.

“Filbert will never willingly release me,” she began. I waited, my face offering nothing.

“If something unfortunate were to befall him—”

“It would be quite sorrowful. Yet, I’m no assassin,” I said carefully.

“I’m not asking for anything so unseemly. You can simply challenge him to another duel and, this time, kill him.”

“Why should I challenge Filbert? I just defeated him.”

“Challenge him for me. Say that you want me to be your yearwife.”

She was proposing a trial wedlock, usually reserved for those who were uncertain that the more permanent declaration of lifewife would hold. Immediately I thought of Corinne. What is it with these possessive women, all trying to have me for themselves? Then I remembered Corinne would be receiving all of this and felt a wave of guilty shame, for blocking her, for trivializing her feelings, and now for stroking my already bloated ego. Annoyed, I pushed these uncomfortable thoughts away.

“But I don’t want to wed you,” I told Daphne gently.

She seemed taken aback by this as if she had not considered the possibility of rejection. Worried that she would take offense at this, I said, “It’s not that I don’t find you attractive, for I do. Incredibly so. But I’m not ready for a yearwife, or any form of wedlock, for that matter. Frankly, I’m too busy for such. Besides, even if I wanted to, it’s against the Code to challenge a mage you have already defeated, unless he gives just cause. Filbert has done nothing as of yet that would fall into that category.”

She frowned, lost in thought for a moment. After a time, her lovely face brightened. “There is another way,” she said. I motioned for her to continue. “I could request asylum, and stay here in Northridge.”

“But—”

“If I am granted citizenship, I could have my wedlock annulled.”

“Yes, but why should Magelord Mason grant this? Surely this would spark an international crisis.”

“Why? It’s not as if you would be holding me here against my will. I will publicly state that I freely request this of my own desire. I will say that women are treated unfairly in Graymarsh, which happens to be true. No one will question my reasons for coming here, for Magelord Mason is renowned for his equal treatment of women, unlike that received in most of the other nations. Even if Filbert suspects otherwise, there is little he can do.”

“There is nothing Filbert can do, but what of Stanton? It will be Lord Mason’s decision to grant you asylum. If Stanton objects, the Provus may be forced to hand you over.”

“Why, does Magelord Mason fear Stanton so?”

“Hardly. I think he fears no one. But there is the matter of political convenience, and he may not think you worth the trouble.”

“And that’s where you come in.”

“Indeed? How so?”

“You have his ear, and he will listen to you. Convince him that I’m worth the trouble.”

“Easier said than done. He is a stubborn man, and not easily swayed once he makes a decision. Besides, why should I involve myself? What do I get out of this deal if I go along?”

“You get me,” said Daphne, stretching to display her long, lean legs. When I did not visibly react, she reached up and loosened her hair. It cascaded around her enticingly, falling in stunning, silken piles upon her shoulders and arms. My pulse quickened.

“I already have you,” I pointed out, breathing somewhat heavily. “At least, for tonight.”

“True, but not willingly, not yet. But actually, I have a more permanent arrangement in mind.”

“I’ve already said that I’m not interested in wedlock.”

“Who said anything about wedlock?” she said, smiling mischievously.

“You, as I recall, but go on.”

“Here is what I propose. If you speak to Lord Mason on my behalf and arrange asylum for me, I will agree to become your permanent consort, starting with tonight. You may have me sexually whenever you wish, as often as you wish. I will place no demands upon you, other than that you support me financially. You are free to see other women as you desire. You may ignore me if you want. In no way shall I impose upon you, but you may feel free to avail yourself of me as you see fit. What say you to that?”

It was my turn to be taken aback, though I could not help but feel a powerful urge to agree immediately. Stalling, I pretended to mull it over, a pretense that soon became factual. There were few reasons to refuse. Of course, it might be sticky with the Provus, but her points were well taken; there was little Stanton could do unless he wanted to challenge the Provus. I doubted it would come to that, especially if she did as she said and publicly announced her dissatisfaction with the lot of women under Stanton’s rule. Other women had done so in the past—not many, but enough so that the precedent was set. The Provus, having accepted these others, was unlikely to refuse Daphne. Assuming she was true to her word, I would be free to pursue my own interests, swinging by for trysts whenever the mood struck me. All in all, an equitable arrangement for everyone. Except perhaps Filbert, but then he had only himself to blame.

Obviously, she would desert me if I ever lost my prominence, since that’s all she seemed to care about. From her status-obsessed perspective, it was better to be my consort than the lifewife of Filbert, who had been defeated at my hands. Still, I could think of worse.

“If I agree to this thing, I would require that you remain loyal to me only. Unfortunately, I will probably be away much of the time. How do I know that you won’t see other men behind my back, as you are currently proposing be done to poor Filbert?”

“That is a ridiculous question, Devon. You are now the undefeated Champion of the Lists. You are the new worldwalker, and though no official announcement has been made, the whispers in the lands regard you as heir apparent to Northridge.” She made it sound like a foregone conclusion. “What can any other man offer me in comparison to that? Why, the only one who outranks you even now is Magelord Mason himself, and I understand him to be happily wedlocked. Such fears are unwarranted.”

“Not necessarily,” I persisted. “If I am away, you may be tempted to have sex with others. After wedlock, it will surely not be easy to just give it up, and—”

“How little you understand me,” she chided, shaking her head sadly.

“So enlighten me.”

“When I wedded Filbert, I was a virgin. Do you know how many times I’ve had sex with him?”

I made a silly face, disgusted at the thought of her being intimate with Filbert. “I certainly don’t.”

“Once,” she said, extending her foot so that the sandal dangled from her delicate big toe. I found my gaze drawn to it.

“Huh?”

“One time only, the required consummating gesture upon our wedding night. Though he made numerous advances, never again have I allowed him to touch me. Physically, he is repulsive to me.”

The idea that this gorgeous woman had only had sex once before in her life was painfully arousing. Abashed, I noticed I was developing an erection. I quickly positioned my wine glass to hide it. “Then why would you agree to be my consort? Obviously, your primary function would be sexual.”

“Ah, but then you are not repulsive, Devon. Indeed, far from it. And I have needs that have long gone unfulfilled.”

We sat there looking at each other for a time, her eyes sultry, my head growing light from the wine and blood that was rushing to be elsewhere. If I accepted her proposal, she would be mine. Any other option seemed presently unthinkable.

Daphne leaned toward me, close, her mouth hovering before my own, her bottomless green eyes boring into mine, her breath mingling with my rapidly increasing intake of air, as she said, “Don’t you sense my excitement before you? Can you imagine how long I have fantasized about what it would be like to have a man that rouses me touch my body? To become slick and wet the way I am right now, anticipating that touch?”

Her words were mesmerizing, hypnotic. I cast about for reasons to refuse, finding only justifications. My crotch throbbed. I said, “All right. I will speak to the Provus, and somehow convince him. I will set you up with an account in your name, with the sum of fifty thousand guilders, for starters. Being that I’ll be away for a while, you can stay here, in my chambers. Will that suffice?”
In response, she stood and began to remove her clothes.


Chapter 19

Without question, poison is a coward’s weapon. Though, sometimes, a coward is the right tool for the job.

—Magelord Logar Sephysus Nereus, Excerpt from Tools of the Trade

After my wondrous night with Daphne, I wasn’t looking forward to Earth.

As promised, I employed all of my persuasive skills to petition the Provus. I assured him that I would take personal responsibility for Daphne’s actions. I convincingly coaxed and wheedled, I passionately pleaded and cajoled, listing all of the reasons she had given me, throwing in some I made up on the spot. He was reluctant, but at last, grumblingly agreed to meet with Daphne in open forum in the throne room. Though I wasn’t present for these proceedings, she told me later that she had asked for asylum in front of the numerous scribes and courtiers, using the women’s rights pretext, and he had grudgingly granted it.

Disappointingly, I didn’t get to stay around and witness Filbert’s or Stanton’s reactions. Under the vehement commands of the Provus, I was ordered to be on my way at once. I disobeyed just long enough for a final celebratory interlude with Daphne, which then became a long, sweaty afternoon. For the first time in my life, I actually experienced the phenomenon of having sore genitalia, a painful problem that I decided was well worth the cost.

After transferring the promised guilders to Daphne’s name, I thought briefly about having Harold unblock my connection to Corinne, to try to work things out with her. Given her reaction to Cynthia, though, and then having compounded that by a) breaking our connection, while b) banging away with Daphne, and c) further agreeing to have Daphne become my sex consort, all the while d) Corinne was witnessing every moment of it, I really could not imagine a scenario in which any kind of amicable resolution would be achieved in any reasonable manner. So I did the cowardly thing and called forth the Chaos Veils, convincing myself that Corinne would benefit from time to process all that had happened. Kissing Daphne tenderly, I took a load of uncut diamonds the Provus wanted me to deliver and stepped through to Earth.

The house was in better condition than I had left it, as the housekeeping machines had been around to straighten things up. Though I missed Anion already, the timing of my arrival could not have been better, in that classes started the following day. This semester, I would be learning additional chemistry, as well as more instruction in physics, computer science, and military science.

But first things first. There were a few matters of the magical variety I wanted to check.

Harold? I called mentally.

Silence. “Harold?”

Again, no response. I had been afraid that something like this would take place upon returning to Earth.

“Bandit, speaker on,” I ordered. There was a tinny beep of acknowledgment. “What is your status?”

“Fully functional, sir,” said a mechanical, lifeless voice through the bone speaker, barely audible. Without the magic, Harold, or rather the personality of Harold, had disappeared. So had our mental linkage. But was it a permanent arrangement, one that would require me to start from scratch? I decided to find out. Using Harold’s suggestion, I called for the Veils of Chaos. As always, they came at once, almost effortlessly, sweeping into the living room with dependable colorful splendor, twisting and writhing like furious smoke.

Harold? I called again, and this time I was rewarded.

I’m here, boss, though for a moment there I seemed to be—well, sleeping, if you can call it that. It was quite disconcerting, you know.

Quickly I told him what had happened.

Well, that certainly puts a damper on things, he said, sounding sad. This means that while you’re on Earth, I’ll have to stay in that awful state, unless you can keep the Veils present continuously.

“I don’t know whether I can or not, but you seem to be missing the point. Your speculation was correct; I can mix and hang spells in the presence of the Veils, and then if I need to cast one, I simply have to call them forth before doing so.”

Small comfort for me, Harold complained.

“Well, in any case, I’m satisfied. It’s better than not having my magic at all.”

Could you at least try to see how long you can keep the Veils here?

“I guess so, but there’s not much point in it, really. After all, I can’t go about in public with a giant circle of vapors trailing after me, can I?”

I suppose not. Though I must say, I find the alternative extremely distasteful.

“What was it like?”

Odd, and rather unpleasant. I was aware of myself, but all contact with the outside world was cut off. It was as if I were floating through a vast, empty space in a sealed container—eerie, and most unsettling. I busied myself by listing all of the prime numbers up to a trillion, but that only took a few picoseconds. The rest of the time, I reviewed your performance of last night with the lady Daphne, wondering exactly what it is about her that made you behave in such a primitive fashion. You seemed to take particular enjoyment in her mammary glands, and for no reason I can fathom.

“Harold!”

And what was the point in orally stimulating her vulv—

“Enough!” I cried, embarrassed. In the heated throes of romance, I had forgotten that Harold was ever-present upon my arms, recording events with cold, mechanical dispassion. In the future, I would be sure to banish him to the bottom of my sock drawer before engaging in such undertakings.

I did not mean to offend you, boss. It is all part of my continuing effort to better comprehend humans so that I may serve you with greater efficiency. If such talk makes you uncomfortable, I will strive to avoid the topic in the future.

“Good!” I said, with just a trace of chagrin.

Well, what . . . through . . .Veils . . .

For some reason, Harold’s words were coming through garbled. I looked up and saw the Veils of Chaos wavering, not nearly as thick or ominous as they had been when first summoned. I focused my will and they solidified, but there was resistance to my action, a reluctance I had heretofore not encountered. I wondered if this opposition would increase with time. It was logical to suppose so, but I am too empirical by nature to base my actions on simple assumptions. So: “Harold, start a timer going,” I said. “I want to know how long the Veils last before I need to recall them.”

Timer started.

“Do I need to keep watching the Veils, or will you know when they begin to fade?

I’ll know.

“Good. And don’t bother me for a while; I’m going to use the opportunity to compose a few spells.”

You got it, boss.

I pulled out my reagent case, got to work, readying an assortment of my personal standards, including the Cranium Eggbeater incantation.

They’re going, boss, and so am I . . .

With considerable effort, I reached out with my mind and kept the vapors from breaking apart. As I had surmised, the exertion required was greater this time. I wondered how long I could keep this going. Another five minutes passed, during which time I completed two of my elementary workings. When Harold chimed in with a warning, I took a deep breath and exerted my will. The mists shimmered diffidently, slowly regained fortitude, at the expense of my own. A dull throb moved into the neighborhood at the back of my skull, pulsing like an errant ingrown toenail. Ignoring it, I kept working.

In this manner, I managed to prepare three additional spells, my head worsening with each subsequent interruption. It rapidly got to the point where the pain was unbearable, distracting, and draining; I realized I was completely exhausted. I honestly can’t say what possessed me to persevere, perhaps a willingness to finish the job, perhaps sheer obstinacy. Whatever the motivation, it was a mistake.

On the seventh attempt to wrestle the Veils of Chaos into staying put, I found their efficacy too great to overcome. For what seemed an eon, we struggled, I surprised at their sudden ferocity of purpose to be elsewhere; they cold and unyielding, mysterious and somehow resentful of my constant ministrations. Almost, I thought I had them beaten. But with a sudden surge of defiance, they ripped themselves from my mental grip and evaporated.

The backlash to this action was unexpected and horribly powerful. A wave of ethereal energy swept over me, forcing me back, blowing several reagent bottles off of the coffee table. My consciousness swooned, and my legs abruptly shut down, spilling me forward, my hands coming up instinctively to prevent the floor from having its way with my face. The lighting flickered and darkened perceptibly. A strong bout of nausea assailed my stomach, churning its contents playfully, causing me to heave. At length, these uncomfortable sensations began to subside, leaving me depleted and dizzy. Head reeling, I resolved to never again tinker with the Veils of Chaos in such a casual way.

About then, I saw that my hands were clutching at hard stone instead of the Provus’s plush rug. Startled into action, appalled at the implications, I leaped up, spun about, and suddenly felt my body seized, subdued, and immobilized. It was as if a brother of my Giant’s Palm spell had been employed to grip me, except I couldn’t even move my head or wriggle my toes. I caught a glimpse of a wide, empty wall, roughly circular, curving inwards, and then found my form slowly rotating. When the motion ceased, I discovered myself regarding a man.

He was elderly, bearded, wearing fine clothes of spotlessly clean white fabric. Even his boots matched. His face, though, was a perplexing mass of constant flux—an aged noble visage, fierce and weathered, blurring, melting, a brief flash, twisting, changing, difficult to follow, difficult to focus upon. The longer I watched, the more I observed subtle variations, swirling and fusing between extremes, sometimes exceeding their limits, his hair changing all the while, moving with the reckless fluidity and substance of a flame. After a short span, my eyes began to water. Maddeningly, I could not blink them.

The figure regarded me for a time; impossible to hazard a guess as to what he was thinking. I had no inkling as to who he was either, but that his power was considerable—far, far greater than my own—seemed without question. It took no vast amount of perception to deduce this; I had been snatched away from the house on Earth easily, instantly, and was currently paralyzed, obviously at his whim. The enigmatic figure reclined in a strange, immense chair, the armrests covered with protruding devices, what appeared to be a small computer screen in evidence off to his left. When he spoke, his voice was prophetically expansive, multilayered and sepulchral—more of a colossal event than mere speech had a right to be.

“Devon Koplasa Mason. I find this interruption at this juncture to be noisome in the extreme. Why do you find it necessary to meddle in things that are beyond your ken?”

I was in the middle of wondering how I could answer him when abruptly I found my mouth freed. Briefly, I considered releasing a spell against him, for I was free to utter the trigger words. The magnitude of the stupidity of this idea seemed so immediately overwhelming that instead:

“Who are you?” I said.

“If you answer even one more of my queries with a question, there will be serious consequences unfavorable to you. Do you understand?” The words were made frightening not only by their malefic content but by the dispassionate confidence of the man who uttered them.

“Yes,” I said, my voice small.

“Good. Now answer the original question.”

I tried to shrug, found I couldn’t. “I do not know what you mean.”

“Did you not force the Veils of Chaos to remain in one place for an extended period? Did you not notice their resistance to this, and fight it every step of the way?” Though it was difficult to say for certain, the figure appeared to be frowning.

“Yes, I suppose I did.”

“Do you realize what you, in your supreme ignorance, could have done?”

I admitted that I had no idea.

“You could have utterly destroyed my research. If you were older, and stronger, you probably would have.” Having not been asked a direct question, I wisely decided to keep my mouth shut.

“The Veils of Chaos are temperamental and uncontainable, and possessing such energy that you cannot even begin to comprehend. As it should be. Like your ancestor, you possess the power to slip through them at your convenience. That is by design, but by no means does that give you the right to constrain them. You are not to attempt so ever again. Do you understand?”

“Not fully,” I said honestly, and somewhat flippantly. I was growing angry in spite of my fear, and if this guy intended to hand down proclamations like Emilon himself, then he should at least endeavor to interpret them.

“It is so exasperating to interact intelligently on this lower level; sometimes I wonder why I bother at all.” He sighed, a mighty blast of forceful arctic air, delicate remnants of which reached my cheeks. I noticed then that the cloak was uncharacteristically dormant. Why did it not protect me?

“Very well,” he finally said. “What, exactly, do you not understand?”

This was more like it. “Lots of things,” I said. “For example, what you are talking about, who you are, how you have brought me here, what you want—”

“Enough! It amazes me that you persist in irritating me so. Do you not realize the honor I bestow upon you merely by even speaking with you?”

“If I knew who you were, perhaps I would realize it and be so honored,” I countered.

“An intelligent observation, your first one so far. It may be there is yet hope for you. As a result, I will respond. You know of me as the Timeweaver.”

My jaw dropped open. And indeed, I did feel honored, and impressed as well, and terrified, and a host of other emotions that churned within me like eggs under a beater. The Timeweaver! What did he want with me? There was so much I wanted to ask him, but I feared his earlier threat. Thoughts raging wildly, I said nothing.

“I have summoned you here to give you a warning: Do not restrain the Veils of Chaos in such a manner as you have just attempted. If you try to do so again, I will have no choice but to destroy you. Is that clear enough for you?”

“Yes, it is, but please, may I ask a question?”

“What is it now?”

There were actually several things I wanted to know, but I sensed that this would be my only chance. Therefore, I concentrated upon the most relevant. “I have been informed that you have foretold that I would bring destruction to my world. I would know if this is true.”

The Timeweaver was silent, ignoring me, twiddling with some buttons upon his chair, focusing intently upon the screen. Then: “I only speak when necessary to further the design,” he said. “Now, this meeting is at an end! Heed what I have told you.” He pressed a button, causing the world to shift, as blurry images coalesced and solidified . . . and I found myself once again on Earth.

“Wow,” I said to nobody in particular. The Timeweaver! Not what he seems, I thought, growing excited, and also a little alarmed. What do we know about him? I mused. Enough to know he is different than any other Magelord. The oldest Magelord, save perhaps for the Necromancer, around since before the time of Derek the Demented Destroyer, so at least 1,100 years old, perhaps far older.

Those many centuries ago, Derek, the most powerful geomancer in history, in his madness and grief at the loss of his Heartbond, had pulled the Great Rock from the sky. All life would assuredly have been annihilated but for the actions of the Timeweaver, who had singularly staved off complete obliteration. First, he had created the Endless Vortex, protecting the continent of Kral—as well as the nearby twin islands of Ashland—from the global destruction caused when fragments of the Great Rock blasted devastation upon the rest of Anion. Next, he had confronted Derek, who had turned the ground beneath the Timeweaver to lava, intending to swallow him in molten slag. But the lava had frozen under the Timeweaver’s feet, and the mad geomancer was ultimately defeated: transformed into a helpless infant.

Lastly, the Timeweaver had given the people of the time several copies of the Ragasha of Creation, with its tales of Emilon, creator of Anion, and the addendum codicil, the Book of Harldis. He claimed to have rescued these holy books from the Great Destruction, and commanded that people learn the knowledge within to better live in peace and prosperity in the future. But who was the Timeweaver really? Perhaps immortal, or the secret author of the Ragasha, or even the son of Emilon himself, as some said. No one really knew for sure.

But how can he reach me here on Earth? I wondered. How does he so easily understand the Veils of Chaos? He is on some other level entirely. Questions, questions, nothing but questions. No answers.

Obviously, the first order of business was to notify the Provus of this occurrence, but I had used the last windbat on a previous communiqué and realized there were none available. If I traveled back to Anion personally to enlighten him, however, he would probably be incensed, having recently just about blown an artery in his vehemence at wanting me gone. Still, this was necessary. I settled for a compromise.

Quickly, I drafted a letter to the Provus, outlining what had transpired, also requesting several worldwalking windbats to cover additional correspondence. I sealed the note, then drafted another one to Daphne, instructing her to be sure the Provus got the first note as soon as possible. This accomplished, I grabbed the latest trade order, then somewhat fearfully summoned the Veils of Chaos. There was no rebellion this time, thankfully, and I did not intend to mistreat their placidity. Being just about fed up with biting my lip, I drew out my dagger and sketched the body of a stick figure upon my forearm, a small linear slit that immediately turned red. Once the blood was flowing, I visualized my chambers.

Daphne was gone, probably out spending my money. I crossed over, dropped the two letters and the trade order packages on the bed, resummoned the Veils, and returned to the house on Earth. The whole thing had taken less than thirty seconds. Then, rather weary from recent happenings, I stumbled into the bedroom and reclined on the bed, kicked off my boots, settled my head into the crotch of the pillow.

Some ten hours later, I came awake, feeling immeasurably better. I yawned then, a mighty bellow, stretching among the silk sheets, enjoying my laziness, wishing that Ava was sophisticated enough to press the switch on my e-cigarettes and place them in my mouth. I chuckled at the idea of one who could be so slothful, sat up, rubbed my eyes. That reminded me, I hadn’t checked with Ava since returning here. Perhaps I should do so now, for she kept track of the house budget, reminded me when running low on comestible supplies and other house necessities so that I could order more and such. She also tracked messages, though there were usually few of those. I yawned again.

“Ava, house status, full report.”

“All systems functional, Devon. Item shortages: Milk, bread, orange juice, grape juice, carrots, eggs, cereal prod—”

“Stock up on whatever we need,” I cut in. It was astonishing how dependent on technology I’d already become. By giving Ava that last order, an electronic list of the required items would be generated and transmitted to the nearest grocery store. Machines there would gather up the stuff and deliver it here, automatically debiting the account of the Provus for the sale. Conveniently, I would not even have to personally deal with delivery. Behind the house, there was a small panel that opened upon entry of a code on a keypad. By prearranged consent, the delivery drones would transmit the appropriate sequence. Once the panel opened, a conveyor belt within brought the items into the house proper, where the elaborate machinery of the kitchen separated out the goods and prepared my meals according to specifications. When the Provus had first described this complex orchestration, I had been numb with awe. Now, like so much of Earth, I simply took it for granted. “As you wish, Devon.”

“Any messages?”

“Yes, sir. Two messages have been recorded. The first is from Sunshine Gemstones, Incorporated, a firm based in Miami, Florida. The second is from Cynthia Evans.”

I had Ava play the first message; it was simply an address. I placed the package of uncut diamonds the Provus had given me in the automated delivery slot, and had Ava prep the shipment using the delivery information from the message. It directed that the package be transported using security level delta, which meant it would be accompanied by one of the sophisticated military drones to ensure it arrived where and when it was supposed to. Once this was complete, I told Ava to execute the shipment, and my part was finished. I knew a large deposit of untraceable electronic eurodollars would be deposited once the recipient received the diamonds, and Ava would let me know and record the transaction.

As far as Cynthia and her message, since the duel and my subsequent dalliance with Daphne, I hadn’t really given her much thought. Funny, since I had been seriously entertaining the notion of furthering our relationship. Cynthia’s looks really didn’t compare to Daphne’s, but then, my consort was a literal world away. Just because I was on Earth didn’t necessarily mean I had to be lonely. Besides, I had promised I would get back to Cynthia; if I didn’t, I was confident that she would soon be calling me, or worse, she would begin telling others about “aliens from outer space” with “magical bats that appeared from thin air.” Sighing, I said, “Ava, play the message from Cynthia, voice only. Erase the other one.”

“Hi, Devon. It’s me, Cynthia. Just wanted to say I really, really had fun the other night. Hit me up when you get back.”

I was still in bed; after two days of Daphne, I didn’t really feel like seeing Cynthia at the moment. I was already feeling guilty enough about Corinne, especially about shutting her out. With conflicted emotions, I ordered Ava to forward Cynthia’s calls to voicemail until I directed otherwise. The games we play with ourselves.

A week passed while I distracted myself with the delights of Earth. I attended a realview concert in the city, in person, along with thousands of other Earthers, appreciating the electric energy of the crowd; the spectacle of the lights and lasers; the smells of sweat and perfume and smoke; the AR integration of the music. Other days I watched Trueview, and ate decadent, rich Earth foods prepared by Ava. Often, my thoughts turned to Daphne.

A windbat missive arrived; oddly, from my brother Jonus. I scanned the ill-formed letters; not disrespect, but a plea. He urgently wanted me to return to Northridge, to see him at once regarding a matter of grave importance; but gave no reason, other than imploring me not to contact the Provus. Strange, I mused. I could hardly see the sense in complying with either of his requests, but I split the difference. I settled for writing back a curt note directing him to get permission from the Provus, or else give me a better explanation, I purposefully slanted my letters to indicate my irritation at his boorishness. But per his request, I did not notify Alexander Mason.

Two days later, a similar missive arrived. Jonus seemed frantic, the calligraphy almost illegible. I must return to Northridge immediately, in secrecy, or there would be dire consequences not only for him, but for me as well. Again, he insisted the utmost discretion was essential.

At first I felt a sting of alarm; had my brother finally gone too far, angered the wrong people with his gambling, his drinking and whoring? Perhaps in a drugged and drunken fugue he had raped or even killed some innocent. If so, he could always turn to my father, who would find some way of dealing with whatever imbroglio Jonus had created. None of these things were my burden. I had had enough of his dubious dealings, and I did not particularly care for the threat of consequences directed at me.

Also, I had to allow for the possibility that this note might not even be from my brother. I had enemies who could not reach me on Earth; what better way to lure me back to Anion then some fabricated plea from a family member? Though the note used House Mason holographic paper, and the handwriting seemed legitimate, such trappings could conceivably be forged. Of course, I could always go back and ask Jonus directly, in the process perhaps walking directly into the arms of my enemies.

Given the available options, my wisest course was the status quo. So, I wrote:

Jonus,

Seek out father if you need help, and the Provus is not an option. If you cannot tell me what you need, or why you need me to come, then I cannot help you.

-Devon

I sent the bat off, feeling ill at ease with the whole situation, but I tried to put it out of my mind. The next day I went back to the city, to Central Park, and walked for hours, enjoying the crisp, cool weather, reveling in the glorious last hurrah of the leaves before they fell to winter’s grasp.

When I returned home, Ava informed me that a call had come in from Cynthia Evans. It had not been forwarded to my Bandit as I had directed that her calls go straight to voicemail. It was probably time I gave her some attention, before she started spreading wild rumors.

“Ava, play message, voice only.” I was busy getting a beer in the kitchen and did not want to waste the time going into the Trueview.

“Hey Devon, it’s me, Cynthia. If you’re there, stop screening this call and hook up! It’s important.” There was a pause as she waited ineffectually for me to answer the call. “That’s strange. I know you’re back from your world, but I guess you’re just not home. Anyway, call me as soon as you get in. I need some help with this thing.” She hung up.

Odd, I thought. What did she mean, she knew I was back? I would simply have to ask her. I took a swig of the beer and straightened my hair. Stopped off in the bathroom to relieve myself, took a peek in the mirror, made a funny face. Changed my clothes for good measure, wanting to look my best. At last, I entered the Trueview and told Ava to ring up Cynthia’s house. A few minutes passed while the VA on their end screened my call, passed my identity along, and returned the acknowledgment that I would be received.

A middle-aged woman answered, face drawn, eyes ragged. She appeared to have been recently crying.

“Uh, hello,” I said. “I’d like to speak with Cynthia.”

The woman burst into sudden tears, moving away from the chair. Almost at once, a tired-looking man took her place, dropping his body into the seat after the fashion of a sack of flour.

“I’m Cynthia’s uncle,” he said. “Who are you?”

“My name is Devon Mason. I’m a friend of hers from school.” He digested this, the fatigued expression intensifying. He rubbed his eyes. He said nothing. Though I sensed something was amiss, I had no inkling as to what it might be. His general air of despondency was upsetting; it made me uncomfortable. So, at the risk of seeming rude, I said, “Well? May I speak to her?” This jarred him out of his reverie. He sighed, a long, drawn-out, heavy sound that was almost a groan. “I truly wish you could, young man.” He paused, then slumped forward as if he were a balloon that had abruptly developed a fairly large leak. “She’s dead,” he stated in a pained voice.

Now I was the one caught up in reticence. This revelation was the last thing in the world I expected to hear, and upon absorbing it, I found I could not formulate a coherent thought or sentence. “When?” I finally managed. He told me a time that approximately corresponded to soon after her call to me. Could there be a relation? “How?” I asked. He shrugged his shoulders helplessly as if he couldn’t bear to even think about it. I did not press the issue.

“When is the service?” I asked. Though burial customs of Earth were surely different than those of Anion, they could not be that dissimilar. Death is the supreme mystery of existence, and to every culture, without exception, it is always enshrouded in ritual.

“Tomorrow night,” he said. “Seven o’clock. At Saint Gregory’s. Do you need directions?”

“I’ll get them from the net.”

“Fine. See you then.” He stood and broke the connection. My head was unsteady, vertiginous. Though I had not known her well, hardly at all, really, it was nevertheless a jolt to my system. I had been planning to get to know her better, for I had found her enthusiasm engaging, her curiosity refreshing, and her perception downright remarkable. That she had passed into the Realm of the Dead, and so suddenly and unexpectedly, left me in a bewildered stupor that continued well into the next day. I slept fitfully, moped around in the morning and afternoon, vaping and feeling hollow inside. Finally in late afternoon, I consulted with Ava, had her build me a suitable somber suit. With the emotional involvement of an automaton, I showered, shaved, and dressed myself. I got directions to the cathedral from Ava, who after an initial bit of difficulty, extracted it from Cynthia’s VA. As an afterthought, I raided one of the safes, the one where the cash was kept, the only one the Provus had given me the access code for. Unlike the vault behind the painting, this one used a simple keypad with a ten-digit code, followed by a voice-recognition routine. I put ten thousand in crisp plastic hundred eurodollar notes inside a thick envelope, sealed it, and put it in the pocket of my overcoat. Then I headed to the garage.

The outer door opened automatically as the Mercedes hummed and came to life, rolling on its carbon fiber wheels to the junction where it would pick up the main roadway network. I settled back into one of the four plush chairs, mixing a drink from the bar. The car joined the main network and was soon speeding toward Queens County. Though I had never traveled this route before, and there was an abundance of fresh scenery in the early-evening landscape, I opacified the windows and sulked. Each item of interest seemed somehow offensive to me now, if Cynthia could not be there to enjoy it. I watched the news on Trueview and found it depressing. Four drinks later, I arrived at Saint Gregory’s.

I was a bit early, and did not go in right away. Pensive, I made another drink, but did not drink it yet; I was a bit too drunk already, so I took a couple of detox pills to pull me back to a comfortable two-drink fuzziness. It was too painful to think just yet, so I settled for vaping and working on what would now be the equivalent of a third drink. I had to get somebody to tell me how she had died. This information seemed vastly important, though I could not pinpoint why. Of course, Earth is a coldhearted place, and there were countless ways for one to expire here. Murder, disease, riots, muggings gone awry, shrapnel from the drug wars, all the woes and tragedy I’d seen countless times on the evening news. But as a college student, Cynthia had been somewhat insulated from these things, and she was young enough to make disease unlikely. Well, no use in speculating wildly; I would discreetly ask someone.

At length, sorrow-faced folk started to gather and make their way inside the cathedral. I exited the car and fell in with the flow. Inside, I took a seat, near to the back, and waited for the service to begin.

I won’t go into much detail; needless to say, there were many tears shed, and continual moaning, and a general aura of melancholy spirits gathered as one. Throughout the whole affair, Cynthia’s coffin sat lonely on the stage, a clear and final statement that the purpose behind this gathering was one of grief. As the preacher nattered on about how the will of God was a mystery, I found light tears of my own developing. Angrily, I wiped at them, feeling foolish, glancing about furtively to make sure no one had noticed. Grown men of Anion do not normally carry on in such a fashion. Why should I be affected in this way? I thought. What was this girl to me beyond a one-night liaison? Yet undeniably, I felt as if I had just been punched in the gut. I would like to blame my reaction on the combination of alcohol and atmosphere, but a deeper part of me sensed that it was something more, something closer to home. Perhaps I was lamenting only my lost opportunity, my visions of what might have been. Perhaps it was just her youth. I do not know. At that point, I really didn’t care.

A handsome man got up to speak. Even without the Bandit bubble, from the context of his speech, it quickly became apparent that this was Cynthia’s father. He spoke lovingly of his daughter, in eloquent, heartfelt prose. He broke down midway and had to be escorted off the stage by the preacher, who then returned and announced that there would be a reception following the service, held at a local hall, to which he gave the address, pushing it electronically to any who wanted it. Quickly I had Ava accept it. He further said that at the stroke of midnight, Cynthia’s body would be cremated, the time being significant because it had been the hour at which she had been born. Half paying attention, I wished that this event were done with. Finally it ended, and I returned to the car, directing Ava to take me to the reception hall.

We traveled there in a long, sorrowful convoy, arriving more or less at the same time. The place was spacious and cheery—to my eyes, quite inappropriate for such an occasion, but then nobody was asking my opinion anyway. I was met by Cynthia’s uncle at the door, the one who I had spoken with earlier, and he escorted me to a large table. To my surprise, I found myself seated with her immediate family: her parents; her uncle; two aunts; and her sister, who was called Jill. I was rather uncomfortable with this, and asked her uncle, whose name I found out to be Richard, why I was seated here with them. Had there been some mistake?

“Cynthia was a dreamer, and something of a loner,” he told me. “She didn’t have many boyfriends, and—aw, hell, she didn’t have any! Not that they wouldn’t come calling, but she never seemed interested in them. Recently, though, she began speaking of a boy named Devon, in one of her classes, and then she told us that she had worked up the courage to actually call him—er, you. She was delighted that you invited her over, and when she came home that night, she was the happiest we’ve ever seen her. We wanted to thank you for that, and perhaps tell you more of what Cynthia was like, that is, if you would like to know.” He delivered these comments with such emotion that I didn’t quite know what to say. Eventually, I managed to mumble something about being in a state of shock.

“We all are, Devon. You have no idea. How her mother is coping, I can’t imagine. It was she who found Cynthia’s body.”

Once again, almost whispering so as not to upset the others present, I asked how she had died.

“That’s the worst part about it. It’s terrible, simply terrible. We don’t know. The coroner doesn’t know. Nobody seems to know!” He slammed his fist against the table, rattling the silverware, drawing a few curious, mostly sympathetic stares. He took a moment to compose himself.

“She just died, that’s all. Just one of those things that you think will never happen to anybody you know, let alone love, and when it comes, it hits you like a wrecking ball.” He buried himself in his drink, which had just arrived.

I copied him, sipping at a mixture of whisky and cola that I had come to enjoy. The conversations swirled around me, speaking mostly of Cynthia’s childhood, next moving on to her adolescence, then to her days as a young woman. It was as if they were trying to recount her life in one shared sitting, with all of its heights and depths, in full detail and with unabashed honesty, perhaps in an effort to somehow keep her spirit alive. Mostly I listened, gradually warming up to the company of these gentle people, laughing with them as they spoke of fond memories, finding myself genuinely regretful that I had missed out on so much of what Cynthia had to offer.

The food arrived, and we began to eat, some decent meal that I barely paid attention to. After that, people began wandering from table to table, switching chairs and socializing, apparently catching up on old relationships that had been placed on hold, and now, being that they were drawn together for this communal, if sad, event, might be renewed. Cynthia’s uncle wandered off, and I found her sister, Jill, sliding in to take his place. She grunted softly in greeting. I said hello. “So you’re Devon,” she said, staring baldly at me.

She looked to be about thirteen. Her eyes resembled Cynthia’s, but her hair and mouth were directly imported from her mother.

“That’s right,” I said.

“You’re just as cute as Cynthia said.”

“Well—thanks, I guess. I thought she was cute too.” Out of the corner of my eye, I saw Cynthia’s parents begin to take an interest in my conversation, probably curious as to what my relationship with their daughter had been. “She liked you. A lot.”

“I liked her too.”

“No. She really liked you.” At this, I noticed her parents zeroing in intently. Maybe they were hoping to hear that I’d fallen in love with their daughter, thus having given her a taste of bliss before she passed into the Realm of the Dead. Misfortune was theirs; I was not about to sit here and weave fabrications, no matter how much her parents might want me to.

“I wish I had more time to get to know her,” I said. “I liked her well enough to agree to see her again, and who knows where things might have led. I’ll tell you this: I thought her extremely smart, and rather unique for—um.” The liquor in me chuckled as I courted disaster and almost said: for an Earth woman. “For one so young,” I finished. Her mother liked this, nodding in agreement, eyes moist. Her father looked away.

Jill’s voice lowered to barely a whisper. I had to lean toward her to catch what she was saying.

“Her body was all melted,” she said conspiratorially.

“What?”

“I didn’t get to see it, but that’s what my mother said. The doctor that came, he said he’d never seen anything like it.” Before I could question her about this, her mother floated over, kicked Jill out of the chair, and sat beside me. She took my hand in her own, and I didn’t have the heart to resist.

“I wanted to speak to you,” she said.

“And I you,” I replied gently.

“I just wanted to say that we’re delighted that Cynthia met you, before she . . . she passed on. She was not a cheerful child, you know, always brooding about—but when she met you, ah, you brightened her life more than you can know. We owe you so much, you see. I truly believe that because of you, she died happy. We’re only sorry she didn’t have more time with you.” Of course, Cynthia’s excitement stemmed from the fact that she had uncovered my true origin, though I wasn’t about to tell anyone that. I bore these well-meaning comments graciously, but my mind was on Jill. Her words, rather. Jill’s words regarding Cynthia’s death. My brain seemed sluggish; what did she mean, the body was all melted? The inner feeling that had earlier prompted me to seek out the cause of her demise intensified. I simply had to know. Which meant that I had to get out of here. I fished out the envelope full of money.

“Mrs. Evans, I apologize, but I really must be going now. Here is some money for your family. Use it in any way you see fit.” I pressed the envelope into her hand. Immediately she tried to give it back to me.

“We can’t accept this! Besides, we really don’t need it. My husband does all right for himself.”

“Look, I want you to have it. If Cynthia told you anything about me, then she surely mentioned that I was”—I strained to remember her term—“loaded. Please! I insist. If nothing else, use it to pay for this gathering.”

“All right,” she said reluctantly. “Thank you. And thank you so much for everything.”

“My thanks to you as well, for the hospitality I have received here tonight. I wish you well.” I rose, moved around the table clasping several hands along the way, feeling strange inside but not exactly bad—at any rate, not as bad as I had earlier. Apparently these functions did serve some spiritual healing purpose after all. With a final wave to everyone in general, I took my leave.

Once out in the chill night air, I popped on an e-cigarette and checked the time. It was almost eleven. If I wanted to do what I had been considering, I would have to be quick about it. I piled into the car and headed back toward the cathedral. The place was deserted, silent as a tomb. The main doors were unlocked. I went in, walked quietly down the aisle, noticing immediately that the coffin was no longer upon the stage. I climbed up onto the rostrum, standing just in front of the altar, a wooden affair covered with a ceremonial cloth and a lone book. I glanced at it, but it was nothing special. Just an ordinary bible, copies of which we had back on Anion, occasionally used to assist the children of House Mason in learning the various nuances of the English language. Behind the immense draperies that dangled down from the ceiling, I uncovered a wide passageway, which led to the crematorium. It was quite different than what I was used to; here, a small conveyor belt carried the recently departed along their final journey into the fire, while in the land of my birthplace we employ a massive funereal pit.

Almost everyone on Anion is cremated. Though no one much discusses why, it is to keep our bodies safeguarded from the eerie and unsettling talents of the Necromancer. His own people, of course, are neither cremated nor buried. Upon death, their corpses simply become his thralls. Cynthia’s coffin was resting serenely atop the conveyer belt. The old preacher was nowhere in sight. Steeling myself, I heaved open the lid.

Melted is a damned accurate description, I thought, viewing the sickly mass of slimy tissue, trying not to gag from the stench. The soggy husk within resembled Cynthia in the same manner as Pleistocene Man: both possessed only a vague and nebulous kinship to a modern human being. Though her skeleton seemed intact, the rest of the tissues had been eaten away, almost as if by a powerful acid, turning into a reddish-brown sludge. Revolted, I slammed the lid shut and hastily left the cathedral. I had come back to Saint Gregory’s to find out how Cynthia had died, but the mess in the coffin offered no usable clues. No wonder the physicians of this world were mystified. It was wholly dissatisfying, and it seemed there was little I could do about it. Depressed, defeated, I crawled back into the car and ordered it to take me home.

Along the way, I tried to reason through what little I knew, to find some kind of explanation that made sense. The bits and pieces of conversation I had picked up gave some information. Cynthia had been home alone with her mother, just before she had died. Her mother had left for a while, dropping in on a nearby neighbor, gossiping or doing whatever it is that frumpy middle-aged women do when they get together. She had returned home an hour later, only to find the steaming puddle that used to be her daughter. The security system reported no intrusions, and the police programmers had thoroughly checked out the house computer for signs of tampering, finding nothing amiss. Her Bandit had permawiped upon her death, an optional security feature designed to protect one’s privacy and reputation. In my mind, that left two choices, the first being that Cynthia’s mother was somehow responsible. That seemed highly unlikely, though; there were too many implausible assumptions that one had to make in order for it to hold together. First, you had to assume that she was a consummate actress, playing the role of a distraught parent flawlessly. I had spent the better part of two hours with the woman, and her grief certainly appeared genuine to me. Second, what was her motive? Why would she want to kill the child she professed to love? Third, how would she even get hold of a weapon or acid that not only would kill her daughter in such a horrific manner but do so in a manner unknown to the authorities? To even consider her as a suspect went beyond ludicrous; it was downright senseless. I discarded the notion.

That left only the unknown. I tried to put a piece or two together, but the whole kept running into roadblocks. Okay, fact number one: a girl is killed in a manner unknown to those of Earth. But I was not of Earth, and since I could kill people here with my magic that would leave the authorities just as baffled, it was remotely possible that another could do the same. Of course, I would first have to call forth the Veils of Chaos, but as long as I didn’t try to hold them for any length of time, it would not be a problem. So involvement of another mage, perhaps. But there the argument ran dry. No other mage could worldwalk except Alexander Mason, and he was beyond suspicion. Another dead end; I couldn’t afford to waste time considering possibilities about which no relevant particulars were known. Maybe if I looked at it from another angle.

A better question was, why would anyone want to kill Cynthia? The paranoid part of my mind that had been getting stronger of late supplied a cynical answer: to get to me. Yet I hardly knew her, and though I felt rather badly at the moment, I was by no means on the verge of some rash despondent act. On the grand scale of events with which my life was measured, she really did not matter all that much. So where was the profit in killing her? I just couldn’t see it. I wrestled with these thoughts and others like them all the way back to the house, coming up with nothing useful. The car parked itself; dejected, I sealed it up for the night. Aimlessly I meandered into the kitchen and ordered a glass of water. Sipping it, I asked Ava for a status check, and she informed me that I didn’t have any calls. At the word calls, a rush of illumination flooded through me. I had been so caught up in first my grief and then in dealing with the funeral that I had completely forgotten Cynthia’s strange message, which Ava had dutifully recorded. It had been so odd, in fact, that I had called her back right away, only to learn of her death and be thrust into the sequence of events that followed. It occurred to me now that I had never actually viewed the call. Perhaps something in her manner would tell me more.

I practically raced into the Trueview and asked that the message be replayed. Cynthia’s sweet and somewhat innocent face appeared, looking both excited and yet perplexed. I swallowed hard, finding it difficult to believe she was dead. She was pacing back and forth, causing the camera to swing wildly in order to stay centered on her.

“Hi, Devon. It’s me, Cynthia. If you’re there, stop screening this call and hook up! It’s important.” Here she paused, tapping her foot impatiently. “That’s strange. I know you’re back from your world, but I guess you’re just not home. Anyway, call me as soon as you get in. I need some help with this thing.” As she said these last few words, she had walked over to the chair and pointed at something resting on its arm. Though the connection was severed shortly afterward, I recognized what it was immediately. Trembling violently, the ramifications dawning all at once, not quite accepting it, I directed the computer to replay the message, freezing the image as she extended her hand to gesture.

Cynthia was pointing to a large worldwalking windbat.


Chapter 20

If you kick them in the testicles, they will never realize that your real intent is to steal their sister’s coin purse.

—Magelord Logar Sephysus Nereus, Excerpt from Tools of the Trade

Fury, consuming my spirit, blazing with a voracious hunger, gobbling up all other emotions, leaving nothing pleasant in its wake, until all that was left was a rock of ice, uncaring and unyielding, as I summoned the Veils of Chaos and stepped through to Anion.

Daphne was there, sleeping in my bed. Ignoring her, I threw together a hasty spell, cursing aloud as it fizzled. At this, Daphne stirred in alarm, sat up, saw it was me and relaxed.

“What are you doing?” she asked.

“Not now,” I said, starting the crafting over, this time with more precision.

“But why are you here? I thought you would not be returning until—”

“Not now!” I yelled, whirling upon her. Her face went white, but she continued to look at me questioningly. Ignoring her, I finished the spell, this time with success, and swept open the door.

A couple of guards were posted in the hallway, and they immediately drew their weapons and cried, “Hold!” Their faces were ashen, knowing that somehow a man had gotten into the chambers of the one they were supposed to be protecting. My cloak, glowing blue, began to elongate. “You dare to draw your weapons on Lord Devon?” I queried, and they stared carefully at me and realized their mistake. Abruptly they began to apologize profusely. “Enough! Stand ready, and continue your vigilance.”

“Yes, lord,” they said in unison, immediately falling into attentive stances. Scowling, I swept passed them and through the hallways, hurrying, almost running, until I stood before the door to my brother’s chambers. My brother Jonus, the deceiver, the betrayer. Was Cynthia’s death his promised dire consequences, for me, as mentioned in his letter? For who else had I told about Cynthia? No one. The worldwalking windbat could only have come from Anion. And how had Cynthia died? I didn’t know for sure, but for the first time, I could hazard a damned good guess. Some poison for sure, perhaps smeared upon the letter in the windbat’s pouch—perhaps the same as the poison on the assassin’s bolt, the substance that Horation said would dissolve one’s tissues. The moment I had seen the windbat sitting there on Cynthia’s chair, all of these things had clicked into place, obviously and convincingly, in a subtle and treacherous trail leading directly back to Jonus. Why he would commit such an appalling act I could not say. But I did not have to guess; I would force him to tell me.

The door was locked, but I had been expecting that. A word sent a Fireball spell hurtling toward the sturdy wood, where it exploded deafeningly; the door splintered under the assault, turning into charcoal. I kicked at the remnants, the cloak expanding to protect me from the heat. In a moment, I was inside. The lights were off, the only illumination drifting in from the hallway. A huddled figure lay upon the bed, apparently asleep. Hard to believe, with all the racket I had just created. Already I heard distant shouts, presumably from guards who were rushing to investigate. Jonus was probably faking it. Swiftly I strode to the bedside, grabbed at the figure—and came up with a handful of pillows. I had mistaken them for Jonus in the shadows. Too late, I heard a sound behind me, started to turn—and was clobbered with a half-empty wine bottle that shattered into fragments as it connected. The wondrous cloak absorbed the brunt of the blow; it stung, but little else. I turned to confront my older brother.

“Devon?” he said, recognizing me. “What in Emilon’s name are you doing?”

“Cynthia Evans,” I hissed, my voice frigid and lethal. “She is dead! You killed her.”

For a moment, he looked incredibly guilty, put his hands in front of him as if to ward me off.

“Look, I didn’t know what he was going to—”

A strange look suffused his face then, and abruptly his expression hardened.

“Took you long enough,” he said, drawing his dagger. In the dim light, his eyes glowed maniacally.

“Why?” I demanded, my dagger already drawn, advancing upon him. “Why did you kill her?”

“To bring you here, when you wouldn’t come of your own volition,” he said simply, backing away. Astounded, I had been expecting some sort of denial, so I was temporarily put off by this ready admission. Steeling myself, ire intensifying, I resumed my forward motion, as Jonus retreated until he stood with his back to the wall—nowhere to go. The cloak whined with metallic fury, flowing liquid blue in the face of my brother’s drawn dagger. The sounds of the guards were much closer now; they would arrive as soon as they’d figured out where the explosion had come from. Well, it was fairly obvious from the obliterated door.

Suddenly, Jonus threw down his weapon, holding up his hands. If he thought this would stop me, he was sadly mistaken. I reached him and planted the tip of my blade against his lower sternum, firmly. “Talk,” I ordered. He laughed then, infuriating me. With my free hand, I hit him in the face, hard enough to let him know I meant business, drawing blood at the corner of his mouth. This caused him to giggle all the louder.

Frustrated, I hit him again, then twice more with my fist, moving my blade to his belly, pressing firmly, deeper, till the blood began to run from there as well. Both of his eyes were red, beginning to swell, his lips split and bloody. All the while, he kept on chortling, fueling my rage, urging me on to greater heights of punishment, which he seemed to revel in. I was perturbed at this inhuman reaction. Determined to force some sort of repentance from Jonus, I kept hitting him. At last, my knuckles began to ache. “Are you ready to talk?” I said.

“Sure,” he said, his face a mass of bruised flesh. Was he demented? It was not like Jonus to take such a pummeling, especially from me, without at least attempting to fight back. “What do you want to talk about?”

“Why did you kill her?” I shook him roughly as I said this. The guards were running up the hall, just outside the room. They would be upon us in seconds.

“You were a fool to come back, by the way,” he said, chuckling some more. “But then, you did as expected. Exactly as planned, in fact.” I had no idea what he was talking about. The guards had just reached the doorway, were beginning to come inside. Jonus leaned forward, whispered, “Enjoy what’s coming!” Then, to my horror, he grabbed my wrist and pulled my blade into his stomach, fully to the hilt, twisting and forcing it violently across and upward, shrieking in mortal terror as he did so. Appalled, I instinctively let go of the handle, watched as he crumpled to the floor, still moaning, his face battered beyond recognition, voluminous rivulets of blood pulsing from his shredded belly. One of the guards raced over to my side, then bent down to Jonus, who had ceased to move, except for spasmodic twitches. Sickening gurgling sounds came from his abdomen, gasses releasing, fluids voiding—other unspeakable death noises. He trembled and bubbled for a brief time, then his eyes went wide, staring, vacant and lifeless. The guard reached out a hand, held it to my brother’s neck.

“Lord Jonus is dead,” he said quietly.

What followed could best be described as mayhem. The lord commander of the Highguard was summoned, a fellow named Shamin Olton. He was a fit, stern, older man who—rumor had it—was the closest friend of the Provus. At the same time, the chief physician—Mother Glendora, head of the local Daughters—was summoned, who worked on Jonus with injections and potions and offworld devices, all to no avail.

Shortly after this, Shamin pulled me aside and said quietly, “Lord Devon, it will be necessary to restrain your hands. I realize that you have powerful magical abilities, but know that my men are also formidable, and that this is not a request.”

I began backing away slightly as the cloak began glowing. “You can try, Lord Commander,” I said softly.

He was holding his hands up and open, showing me he held no weapons, his face firm but still approachable. “Please, lord, there is no need for conflict. On my honor, and that of all of the Highguard, I will guarantee your safety until you have had a chance to personally speak with the Magelord. We are simply following the required protocols in a situation such as this. We ask for your understanding.”

I thought briefly about resisting, but knowing the Provus trusted this man, I decided to follow his lead. I lowered my hands, nodded warily, held out my arms. Plasteel restraints were fastened about my wrists, and I was escorted to a nearby den, where the Highguard were ordered to keep a close watch on me. It irked me that I was being detained, but the death of a member of the royal family was a serious affair, with an accompanying investigation. My involvement could not be denied; the circumstances of this particular death, however, would be another matter entirely. Just when I had been so close to finally getting some answers, this inexplicable incident had thrown me for a loop. Why had Jonus done it? I felt dismayed.

After a time, Lord Malkin entered the room, rubbing his eyes, looking as if he’d just been awakened from slumber. One of the royal scribes trailed behind him. This would be a formal inquiry, then; everything we said would be recorded. Given the gravity of the situation, an understandable move on the part of Malkin.

He peered at me with distaste, then sat down heavily at the room’s largest table, the scribe taking a chair two seats to the left of Malkin. I joined them, taking a position opposite them.

With the scribe present, I would try to choose my words carefully, and keep things formal. “I would like to speak with the Prov—um, with Lord Mason,” I said, keeping my voice steady.

“My father is away on family business,” Malkin said. “He left me in charge in his absence; this is why the lord commander came to me.”

“Whatever. Now that you are here, could you tell the Highguard to unshackle me? I resent being treated like some kind of murderer.”

“Aren’t you?” said Malkin, his gaze cold and level.

“Aren’t I what?”

“A murderer?”

“Of course not! What are you talking about?”

“Let us not play games, Devon. Several guards saw you run Jonus through with your dagger, and heard his screams as he died. I caution you, fratricide will not be lightly treated by the family. Now, why did you do it?”

“But I didn’t!” I protested, confused. Hadn’t the Highguard seen Jonus seize my hand, pulling it forward? But then again, how were they to tell such an action from a similar motion, that of grabbing my arm to stay the blow? From their eyes, it might have indeed seemed like I had willingly skewered Jonus and that he had been trying to stop me. The implications of this perspective began to surface, and I felt dawning dismay.

“The guards say they clearly saw you stab Jonus. Your blade is at this moment resting in his abdomen. Do you deny this?”

“Not exactly,” I said, thinking furiously. No reasonable person would ever believe Jonus had committed suicide, using my conveniently placed dagger as the instrument. I myself still could not accept it. Therefore, I had to come up with something that the others would buy.

“It was self-defense,” I offered, trying to sound convincing.

“Come, now,” Malkin scoffed. “He was beaten to a bloody mess. You, on the other hand, do not have even a scratch on you. How do you explain this?”

“Are you blind? I am wearing the battle cloak of the Provus! Of course, he could not injure me while so protected.” Though I was not fully familiar with the cloak’s workings, I assumed that Malkin would be acquainted with what it could do.

“What!” cried Malkin. “Then how can you sit there and say it was self-defense? There is no way that Jonus’s dagger, which we found on the floor, could have hurt you, let alone mortally wounded you. Yet, knowing this, you killed him anyway. So explain to me, if you can, how, exactly, you were defending yourself. Why was it necessary to kill your own brother?”

Uh-oh. I had dug myself into a pit with my lie. My story began to sound far-fetched even to my ears. “Well, just because I happened to be wearing the cloak doesn’t mean he wasn’t trying to kill me,” I said, feeling trapped. “When someone is attacking you, you don’t stop and think, Well, I’m wearing the cloak so I’ll just stand here and take it. You strike back.”

“Hmm. Assuming I accept this drivel—which, by the way, I do not, not for a moment—tell me, why was he attacking you?”

“I don’t know. Maybe he had a bad day.” My humor was not appreciated. Malkin slammed his palm against the table, face twisting into a sneer, and began shouting at me. “You were the one who was trespassing in his room! The door was blown off its hinges, by what looks to be magic, undoubtedly of your working! Who wouldn’t attack someone who comes to call in that fashion? All evidence suggests that Jonus simply tried to defend himself, when in the middle of the night, his door was suddenly blasted open and you came charging into the room brandishing your dagger. Any of us, under similar circumstances, would do the same!”

He looked at me with stern, disappointed eyes. His analysis was entirely accurate. I felt ensnared by his logic, even a little persuaded by it. Was it possible I had misread things, had made some sort of terrible mistake?

“Was it you who destroyed the door?” he demanded.

I bit my lip and nodded, said, “Yes.”

“With your magic? In the middle of the night?”

“Yes, to both,” I said. The way it sounded, I would have to have been a madman. At least, this is what everyone would think. Any explanation I offered, indefensible, even ridiculous. The Highguard was above reproach, had witnessed my heinous fratricide with their own eyes, had apprehended me at the scene, along with the murder weapon. Reluctantly, they would testify against me to the Royal Court. Daphne, too, would be forced to say she saw me mixing spells and acting crazy shortly before the carnage. Surely there was never a more guilty man; the consensus would be exile at the minimum, or the gallows.

There was another possibility. This whole thing: Cynthia’s death, Jonus’s demise, the timing of the event so the guards would be present as handy witnesses, all of it an elaborate frame job, designed to discredit me. Most likely to make it impossible for the Provus to support me in any decision regarding the throne. So far, the only one of my enemies worried about the succession was the man before me. If I didn’t assume the throne, then Lord Malkin would. The only piece that did not fit was the actions and words of Jonus. He had always been a selfish, excessive sort; there was nothing in the world that would persuade him to take his own life, of that I was sure.

My brain seemed to take on a momentum of its own as I thought it through and found a corollary: the crossbow assassin, who had not been afraid to die. Who among us is not afraid of death? No one of sound mind and normal demeanor. That left the insane, the compelled, and those who were already dead. Certain powerful illusionists could induce a state of insanity, though usually as part of an elaborate delusion. There were mind control spells, but such magic was of a specialized type that I was fairly certain that only I or Horation could craft, and then only with elaborate study and effort. Necromancy? Had Jonus been done away with, his body animated as a thrall and perhaps controlled, perhaps in the same fashion as the assassin? If I thought about it in those terms, it explained a lot, also suggesting the involvement of the Necromancer. Was Lord Malkin in league with Magelord Yun? But why would the Necromancer care about who ruled Northridge? Perhaps another necromancer, one much closer to the politics of Northridge. Cousin Lynette? I decided to bluff a bit, to push Malkin and see what I could get.

“I have just realized how this whole farce was engineered,” I stated, glaring at him coldly. “I see, too, that my brother was already a dead man no matter what I did. Though I do not yet know your full part in this, Malkin, I will find out. And if it was you who really took my brother’s life, then I swear on the Code, and for the record, that you shall suffer.”

His eyes twitched minutely. Hardly an admission of guilt, but no denials either. In the face of what I had just said, he should at least have looked puzzled. Instead, he appeared to be deep in thought. I stood suddenly.

“I will tolerate no further accusations from you. I will speak only with the Magelord. Highguard, escort me to my quarters. You can keep me confined there.”

“Oh, no!” he said, rising, moving as if to stop me. “You’re not going anywhere! Highguard!” They moved from the doorway, where they had been standing, seeming uncertain as to how to proceed. The cloak began to glow.

“Do you wish to test your strength against mine?” I challenged, holding forth my empty, shackled hands, causing fire to appear in first one, then the other. Malkin did not reply, but he stopped approaching.

“Very well,” he finally said, then addressed the Highguard: “But not his quarters. Murderers do not get to fornicate with their foreign whores. You can guard him just fine in the Highguard barracks, where you can watch him eat, sleep, and shit. If he tries to use magic, escape, or worldwalk, your orders are to kill him.”

He was trying to humiliate me, but I was comfortable around men of honor. Unlike him, I had some. “Fine,” I said, then to the Highguard: “Let’s go.”

Once at the barracks, I impatiently waited for Alexander Mason to put in an appearance. When an hour passed and he still did not come, I decided to get some sleep. A simple but serviceable bunk was provided; when I requested it, they removed my shackles and settled instead for positioning two guards at each of the barracks exits. The mattress was hard, but I was exhausted from adrenaline, guilt, and the horror of the massacre of my brother. Before I knew it, I was asleep.

At six the next morning, I was awakened by the Provus, heavily disoriented from the unfamiliar surroundings.

“Get up, Devon,” he was saying as I rubbed sand from my eyelashes. “We have important matters to discuss.”

I came fully awake, focused on his face, felt relief. “Glad you are here,” I said. “It has been a difficult night.”

“So I gather. Let us go somewhere more private.”

He led me to one of the captain’s offices and closed the door. He took the captain’s chair; I stood. “Now tell me what happened last night with your brother. I was away on Sephyria; when I got back, all hell had broken loose.”

Sighing, I began to relay to him what had transpired. As I told him of the Trueview message, he interrupted me, saying, “I want to see it for myself. Let’s go.” A few moments later, we had slid through the Veils into his house on Earth. I brought the Provus to the holography suite and had the computer play back Cynthia’s message, freezing the image upon the scene with the windbat clearly present. He looked shocked and dismayed.

“I’m not sure what happened to the bat,” I told the Provus. “The authorities may have the creature.”

“No.” He shook his head. “The death of your friend will have caused the bat to return to the sender; we should check for it on Anion. But first, tell me how this relates to your brother?”

I told him that Jonus was the only one who had known of Cynthia, and I spoke of the manner of her death. I showed him Jonus’s messages, and explained my actions last night, and my brother’s unseemly response. Finally, I listed all of my suspicions: a rogue illusionist, or more likely, the Necromancer, perhaps Lynette, the ploy to get me back to Anion, the way my brother had waited until the guards had arrived before plunging the dagger into himself, the last words he had spoken to me, the similarity to the crossbow assassin. The Provus was uncharacteristically quiet while I talked.

“It all leads up to the succession,” I concluded, “and that points directly to Malkin, who seems determined to engineer my removal from any consideration.”

“It may be so, but we can do nothing unless we are able to prove it. As it stands right now, the whole family is calling for your head, the most vocal, unsurprisingly, being Malkin. Your parents are quite distraught, as you might imagine. Were you wearing your Bandit on Anion?”

“Yeah. Only, there, I have a spell on it and—”

“I’m sure that’s fine,” he interrupted, but then directed Ava to access my Bandit’s lifelog, using a time stamp corresponding to the events of last night.

“You know your Bandit records everything by default, right?”

“I mean, I kind of knew that but, er, well, not, did not really—”

As I stammered, he fiddled with virtual AR controls and soon had a recording of me going in the Trueview. First, it showed me fizzling my fireball spell, then screaming at Daphne. Even to myself, I seemed like a psychopath. The Provus frowned at my lack of emotional control; I felt myself turning red. We watched together as I ran through the halls, blasted open the door, had words with Jonus, and ultimately seemed to murder my own brother. While I was horrified and traumatized at the replay—also disgusted at how crazed and demented I appeared—I was also relieved to see that Jonus, or whoever was controlling him, had gravely underestimated us. He had admitted that this was a plot to get me back to Anion, to discredit me, to play me for a fool, essentially, and we now had a recording of it. The Provus made a filmchip of the footage, which he put in his pocket. He also printed the image of Cynthia and the windbat. The copies would go a long way toward explaining my behavior.

“The Necromancer’s possible involvement bothers me as well. He and I go back many, many years, and I spoke with him when the matter of the assassin first came up. He denies involvement, and I believe him,” the Provus said.

“What about Lynette?”

“He vouched for her, assuring me of her innocence. I’m inclined to take him at his word. That said, I will send a message to your cousin Lynette asking her to meet and discuss this. If necromancy was involved in this dark business, perhaps she can tell us more.”

“I would like to be there,” I said, remembering her interaction with Clyvet’s body. “Also, I think it should be as soon as possible, while Jonus—while the body is fresh.” I was having a hard time with this.

The Provus’s face hardened. “I don’t want you on Anion.”

“Hear me out. Just for this one thing, let me be there. Have her examine the body. If Lynette is involved with this brutal plot, I will use my magic to ferret her out. If she is not involved, Lynette may be able to get at his memories and shed light on his motivations. Either way, we will know more.”

“It may have nothing to do with the necromancers. I have been thinking long and hard on this matter, as you can imagine. There is another possibility that fits the facts.”

“That being?”

“What if there is another involved, a mage, but one possessing a different talent than is normally evidenced.”

“What do you mean?”

“Well, there are five major branches of magic on Anion: illusion, teleportation, necromancy, alchemy, and Latticists.”

“Yes,” I said.

“But others have been known to exist in the past. Derek was a geomancer. Before Nagaresh was sealed, there were demonologists. There is even an elementalist on the Lists, if I am not mistaken. Could not another less conventional form of sorcery be responsible for these events now?”

“What about the Timeweaver? You neglected to mention him. Speaking of which, did you get my note?”

“Yes, I did, and it was quite interesting. Too bad you didn’t learn more, but even so, I’m prone to dismiss him as having any involvement. Besides, his magic goes far beyond weaving time, as you have found out for yourself. Truthfully, he is the most powerful being on Anion; if he wanted you eliminated, believe me, you would at this moment be such. Er, not be. Whatever; you know what I mean.”

“I am forced to agree.”

“But what if someone else were born, like the elementalist, who didn’t fit into any of the common branches? There would be no one to train him; he would have to develop his magic by himself as he went along.”

“Or she. But I see where you’re headed. Granted, there are many of Anion who control magic in a limited way, like being able to talk to animals, or having a knack with plants. There are even a few guilds set up for these individuals, like the Daughters of Fern. But what sort of talent could fit the information in our possession?”

“What if this mage had the ability to control the minds of others? Call them a puppet master. Would that not explain both the assassin and Jonus? After all, we never did find out the assassin’s identity. If he had been a resident of Rosalta who had died, surely someone would have stepped forward and claimed him by now.”

“Maybe, but probably not willingly. Would you want it to be known that your husband or brother had attempted to kill a member of House Mason? Besides, I had similar thoughts regarding an unknown mage while I was trying to puzzle my way through the whole Cynthia mess. Even if such an individual did exist, what would be their motive? What possible reason could he have for wanting me dead or discredited? The only one who stands to gain from this is Malkin.”

“There is this talk of you being a destroyer.”

“Purely a smoke screen.”

“What if Malkin is in league with this theoretical mage?”

“Well, that would explain it. However, there is still the matter of proving it.”

“What about your magic? Isn’t there something you can do?”

“Like what?”

“I don’t know. You tell me. You’re supposed to be the sorcerer.”

“My magic isn’t exactly useful for uncovering when people are lying. Besides, I would have to be back on Anion to work the spells effectively. If you want me to, I suppose I could give it a try. Maybe I could cast a spell on Jonus’s body to see if there are any magical traces on it.”

Alexander Mason mused for a minute, lost in thought. At length, he said, “Tomorrow, we will meet with Lynette, in secret. You will get your chance to examine your brother’s body. After that, you will leave and are not to come anywhere near Anion. Right now, things are too much in an uproar. You will stay here and finish out the semester.”

“All right,” I agreed, knowing that any argument would be futile. “But there are two things more I want to discuss with you. First, I would like you to be sure that Daphne is guarded at all times. After what happened to Cynthia, she might be a possible target.”

“Consider it done.”

“Also, I would like a couple more windbats, in case I need to reach you.”

“Yes, you said that in your letter. I haven’t had a chance to send you any yet. I’ll do so as soon as I get back.”

“Okay, but it strikes me that my enemy might try the same thing on me that he did to Cynthia. I’m still not sure exactly how she died, but I suspect that some kind of poison was on the note, or maybe the windbat’s pouch. Can you mark the windbats in some way to let me know they’re really from you?”

He thought for a moment. “I’ll fasten a blue band of metal around their left legs. If you don’t see the band, then don’t touch the bat.”

“Sounds good.”

“You know, there’s one thing I would like you to do for me as well.”

“Yes?”

“Things seem to be getting more complex by the minute. I think it would be a good idea to make a record of all that has taken place so far. All you need to do is tell Ava to record your words and start speaking.”

“Why?”

“It may help us, later on, to have such a record to refer to, as new developments arise.”

I had no enthusiasm for the idea. “I can’t remember every little detail that took place over the last few months,” I protested.

He moved over to the dresser, fished around for a moment, came up with a little pouch tied by a leather thong. “This is somna, a recall drug. It will allow you to remember events in exacting detail.” He undid the cord, shook some white powder into his hand. “Just sprinkle a little in whatever you’re drinking.”

I had never heard of such a thing. “Where did you get it?” I asked. “Is it safe?” I had seen enough Trueview to know that drugs were bad news for all involved, and was not planning on taking any.

“It’s more of a medicine,” he said reassuringly. “Don’t worry, I’ve taken it myself. Completely harmless, though it awakens your memories—all of them. In fact, if you ever have a really difficult test scheduled, you might take some beforehand. Trust me, you’ll ace it.”

“I guess so,” I agreed reluctantly. “If I find the time, I’ll try and make a record.”

“Fine. I’ll send a marked windbat tomorrow with instructions on where to go for the meeting with Lynette. See you then.”

“Okay.”

He summoned the Veils and left.


Chapter 21

I know they spurn and scorn me because they regard my magic as dirty, unnatural, even unholy, as if somehow cursed by Emilon himself. Hiding behind their primitive rituals, they burn their dead to keep them from me, squandering precious resources. Would that I could destroy them all, but the secret pact ties my hands in shackles of unbreakable blood. Even without the Code, none of them would dare challenge me, because deep down, they sense my power, and they fear it. Well they should.

—Magelord Zaranaster Yun, Private Journals

The worldwalking windbat with the blue band told me to meet the Provus in the Sanctum of the Departed at sundown the next day, and to keep my presence on Anion secret. Lately, though, I was more interested in following my own agenda, so I worldwalked to my chambers first to attend to unfinished personal matters. Daphne was there, as I had hoped. She looked at me coolly when she saw me slip in through the Veils.

“First, I would like to apologize for my rude behavior when I was last here,” I told her, my tone repentant.

She shrugged but did not smile or otherwise give me an opening. Apparently I would have to work harder.

“I certainly did not treat you as you deserve, and for that, I am truly sorry,” I offered, placing my hand gently upon her forearm.

Daphne softened at my touch; this, at least, got her to speak. “All I know of that night is that you screamed at me—when I did absolutely nothing wrong,” she said, her eyes puffy. “I then heard you slew your brother, that you were locked away in the barracks. I feared for you, Devon, and if truth be told, have been crying into my pillow for quite some time. Now suddenly you appear in our chambers from your magical rainbow as if nothing has happened. Did you somehow escape?” Her eyes searched my wrists as if she might find the remnants of shackles there.

Had no one really bothered to tell her?

“No, I did not escape—I mean, I was freed. Look, I am sorry you have not been kept abreast of the latest news. There is a lot going on. I did not kill my brother—it was a setup. Lord Mason has the proof; I am not a prisoner, but must now return to Earth. I just wanted to make sure you were okay.”

“I am a grown woman; I will be fine,” she said with a trembling pout. She looked vulnerable and adorable. I took her chin in my hand, moved close to her, and kissed her nose. Her emerald eyes were wide and wet.

“I am sorry this happened,” I told her gently. “My enemies plot and scheme, but they have failed. You are safe, I am vindicated. You may hear rumors about me, but the Magelord knows I am innocent. Be strong for me.”

“I will try,” she said, finally moving to embrace me. She held me for a long moment, then kissed me, softly sweet. Caressing her one final time, I bade her farewell, then reluctantly stood and gathered my reagent case. I summoned the Veils and directed them toward the Sanctum of the Departed, the chantry that served the Citadel. It was located inside the Citadel fortifications, but off in a separate building, nestled among a grove of sycamore maples. I wasn’t sure who would be around, so I visualized a spot near one of the meditation gardens that surrounded the place, and stepped through the swirling Veils.

Having purposefully arrived early, I found myself alone. I sat down on a nearby marble bench and opened the leather case. While I had never crafted a spell of the type I was attempting this day, the Lattice was my companion; it would guide me. I considered what I was attempting to achieve, and quickly came to the conclusion that some sort of magic detection spell would be a good place to start. Jonus was the least magical person in existence—when he had been alive—preferring the visceral bodily pleasures. His friends were shady characters who lived on the fringes of the law. There should be no traces of magic associated with him.

I called forth the Lattice, regarded its shimmering blue strands. They floated before me, moving and flowing, softly glowing, a spider’s web of apprehended blue gossamer. Lacking a specific intent, I wandered, sending my awareness down the pathways dealing with elemental forces: fire and lightning, gravity and magnetism, molecular transmutations, each route well-traveled and brimming with familiar spells. None of these were helpful, and no unexplored conduits were evident. Clearing my mind, I let myself float among the strands, not trying to achieve anything tangible, just observing the majestic beauty of the Lattice. The strands here in this area were bright and strong, rigid and unyielding, for they represented the fundamental physical rules of the universe, most of which could only be bent, but never broken. I stayed here for a time, listening carefully, hearing the voice of the Lattice, a comforting white noise that was half humming, half thumping, almost a heartbeat.

After a while, I noted that around the strands, there was a fuzziness that I had always associated with their inner glow. I focused my perspective, with some effort zoomed in, and discovered minute plaits surrounding each filament, spiraling and contiguous, flowing in an unbroken helix. Examining several strands carefully, I noted each one was sheathed in such an external twisted scaffolding. The coils were not symmetrical; each had its own seemingly random space in which it traveled along the shaft, almost like veins, except for the twisting. In a way, they reminded me of—

“The Veils of Chaos,” I said aloud. Without removing my scrutiny, I summoned the Veils. Immediately, the tiny coils responded, glowing more brightly, as energy flowed along them, feeding the threads. It was a subtle effect, and only perceptible due to my magnified focus. I had not noticed this before in my experiments upon Earth. The source of all magic, as commoners had always believed. Thick in the region of Anion, supposedly. But could I make use of this?

I took up a small white stone from the pathway, smooth and cool in my left hand, then broke the Lattice into two halves—my right hand spinning up the section dealing with detection spells. Usually such workings were used to find lost objects or people, but I bent the Lattice to my will, feeding the right half my desire to detect magics. With my left hand, I molded the Lattice into a lens, and poured the energy of the summoned Veils into the stone. With a guide word, I clapped my hands together and bonded the two halves of the Lattice into one, melding them with the stone, which shone a blinding cheerful blue for a few seconds, then began to fade. Finally, I banished both the Veils and the Lattice.

The stone was white and cold, dead in my hands.

Again, I called for the Lattice. The stone immediately glowed a brilliant cobalt, nearly enough to light up a small room. I let the Lattice go, and the stone faded once again. It had worked; I had created a talisman that could detect magic. While it would not tell me anything regarding the specific type of magic used, it would at least indicate the presence of sorcery, information that would be telling in and of itself. But would it work on a corpse? Any castings used would surely have been spent after the death of Jonus.

I walked toward the chantry door, intent on using the stone to investigate the body of Jonus before the Provus arrived. As I approached the entryway, though, I heard raised voices inside. One of them was clearly that of the Provus.

“—not permit it,” he was saying, his voice stern and dangerous. “What you are asking is a bridge too far.” This was yet another silly Earth saying whose meaning was not inherently obvious. From the heated tone and context, though, its significance was clear. Whatever was being asked of him, Alexander Mason had a major problem with it.

“I appreciate your hesitation, Lord Mason,” came a woman’s formal reply, the voice unemotional and calm; Lynette was here too, then. “But you must understand that I cannot help you otherwise. So it appears you have a choice to make.”

I opened the door casually as if I had not overheard anything, saw the grim face of the Provus glowering at Lynette, who appeared unperturbed.

“Greatfather, Sira,” I said, nodding at each by way of greeting.

“We’ll see,” he said to Lynette, ending their discussion. Then, turning to me: “You’re late.”

“Was on time,” I protested. “Thought we were meeting outside.”

“Doesn’t matter. Let’s get this business over with.” He strode into the heart of the sanctum.

Lynette and I followed, down the wide center aisle, past the rows of pews set into the marble floor. Slow-burning candles were lit to the sides, flickering peacefully and casting mild shadows within the brighter yellow light of the electric chandeliers that hung from wide ceiling beams. At the end of the aisle, a large pit was hewn into the floor, with two staircases leading down on either side. Lying in its heart, on a bulky steel grate already prepared with oiled hardwoods, was the body of my brother. It, too, had been prepared, wrapped in funereal linens and soaked with grease. A coffin stood nearby; the body would be placed into it before the final ceremony.

“Devon first,” the Provus ordered, gesturing at me.

Lynette watched me curiously as I reluctantly moved down the staircase to my left and stood before the body of Jonus. It was completely enfolded in glistening cloth, the figure within unidentifiable, a fact that I found comforting. After my role in the gory demise of my brother, I had no interest in seeing any part of him. Not sure what to expect, I pulled out the white stone and held it over the body, then began slowly moving it along the prostrate form. It remained dull, quiescent, until I got to the head area, whereupon it suddenly ignited into a strong, glowing sapphire. Immediately I felt exonerated, and also angry. My brother had been ensorcelled, in some fashion; likely his actions were against his will. I had longed to believe such, even if only to assuage my own guilt. I was surprised at the strong, steady glow, given that he had been dead for some time now.

“Magic has definitely been used upon Jonus,” I stated, perhaps too eagerly at this small sign of vindication. Even with the video evidence of the plot, I was still feeling defensive at having been so easily manipulated by my enemies.

“Of what sort?” the Provus asked, his voice steady but cautious. He glanced at Lynette, his hand at his belt loosely cupping one of his devices there.

With a thought, I called for the Lattice, using it improvisationally through the stone as a tool to probe at the area surrounding the head of the corpse, looking for magical patterns. They were there, but wild and unfamiliar. Definitely not the linear traces of teleportation, nor the telltale shimmer of illusion or glamour spells. Though I was certain Lynette would confirm it, there was none of the soulless symmetry that clung to necromancy either. These were dark, twisted, and violent energies, reminiscent of certain magics requiring animal sacrifices, but much blacker. I had never seen them before. “I cannot say for certain,” I finally reported, withdrawing the Lattice and moving quickly toward the stairs, away from the distasteful corpse. “Only that it is no magic I am familiar with, and extremely strong, to still be clinging to the body thusly.”

“More questions than answers,” the Provus growled as I drew next to him. Then, to Lynette: “Looks like you are going to get your chance after all.”

“I have your leave, and your word regarding the matter we spoke of earlier?” she inquired, throwing me a quick glance as if I would object. As I had no idea of what they had agreed to, I said nothing.

Grimly, the Provus nodded.

With a satisfied smirk, she held out her hands, wide, her fingers crooked like feral claws. Sickly green energy, the stuff of poisons and slime, began to enshroud them, intersecting in a smoky spiral, then traveling out toward the corpse below. Wraithlike coils caressed the shrouded form, penetrated it, as Lynette’s face took on a demeanor of both exertion and gratification. As it dawned on me what Lynette was about, I felt a sickness spread within my stomach. Her mouth hung open as little panting wheezes fell from her lips; her eyes glowed green and frenzied. The Provus and I exchanged forbidding expressions. Neither of us moved or spoke.

The body in the pit began to shudder, then writhe, the vaporous green coils jacketing it completely, connected to Lynette’s outstretched hands via tendrils of emerald vapor. Sickening burbling sounds were coming from the corpse, monstrous slurpy suctioning noises of wet flesh being squeezed and manipulated. Lynette clenched her teeth together and gave a low, guttural grunt, then performed a complex hand motion similar to that which one makes when crocheting. With a final gesture, she tugged as if at a rope, and the green smoke puffed into gray nothingness.

On the funeral pyre, the body sat up. It began wriggling and making grunting noises.

“He is mine,” Lynette said with a triumphant sneer. I felt disgusted. She seemed to be daring the Provus to object. I was about to oblige her in his stead, but he stilled me with a glare, ordered, “Tell me of his last thoughts.”

Her eyes glazed over a bit, her face grew ashen. She mewled like a kitten in pain. Her voice strained, she said, “Guilt, I tried to explain, not my fault. Fear, rage, I am helpless, trapped.” Lynette’s eyebrows furrowed with effort, then, glancing at me, she said, “Hope, brother will save me with his magic.”

Down in the pit, the body had wriggled its arms out of the cloth, had reached up with dirty, slippery hands to claw at the bandages upon the face. I took a step backward, instinctively reviewed my available spells. I was wearing the cloak as ordered while on Anion; it, however, remained quiescent. Presumably I was not in danger. Still, I swallowed away the lump that had taken up residence in the back of my throat.

“Anything else?” asked the Provus quietly, his voice like ice.

Beads of sweat stood out on Lynette’s face, and for a moment, she was silent, though breathing heavily and in appearance deep in concentration. At length, she spoke, though her voice was strained and came in bursts: “An overwhelming horror . . . at . . . words that are not my own. Confusion . . . panic . . . sweet pain of the beating; hot, heavy blows . . . deep, penetrating fire . . . over and over . . . Devon is killing me . . . disbelief and denial . . . delicious spears of . . . of agony!” She breathed this last with barely contained ecstasy, the pseudo-sexual masochist back and fully in heat. She disgusted me, and the Provus, too, wore the face of one who had encountered a hair while eating.

“Is that it?” he demanded curtly.

Lynette nodded her head, panting and biting her lip. I was stunned and haunted by the implication of her findings: Helpless, trapped. Words that are not my own. Brother will save me. At the latter, I had assuredly failed.

The Provus nodded, said, “Very well, thank you, Lynette.” Suddenly one of his weapons was in his hand and pointing at the figure on the funeral pyre, who had pulled away the wrappings enough to reveal matted, greasy hair.

Lynette shrieked, “Wait, I’m not fully connected!” But the Provus triggered the pistol, and a blazing cinder of orange fire shot from the barrel. Unerringly it sped toward the newly animated body, still wrapped like a mummy and struggling against the fabric. As it hit, a glorious inferno erupted and spread almost immediately through the grease-soaked cloth, engulfing the form with dancing flames of golden red.

Beside us, Lynette fell to the ground, thrashing and rolling uncontrollably as bloodcurdling screams issued from her. Both the Provus and I recoiled in helpless confusion as she beat and tore at her clothes, sobbing and squealing, shaking as if caught in the throes of a demented fit. A wave of heat washed over us as the oleaginous hardwood of the funeral pyre caught fire and quickly began to burn. It fully engulfed the shrouded body of Jonus, who was writhing atop it in similar fashion to Lynette’s gyrations at our feet.

Just as I was beginning to realize what must be happening, Harold’s voice came online. Analysis: there is a ninety-two percent probability that her magic is causing her to experience the effects upon her thrall.

Having reached the same conclusion, to Alexander Mason, I said, “She feels the burning of that which used to be Jonus. We must help her!” I had to nearly shout to be heard over Lynette’s screams. Understanding came to the face of the Provus, but he shrugged and gestured ineffectually at the giant burning conflagration taking place in the pit, and said simply, “How?”

I had no answers; Lynette continued to shriek and spasm upon the floor as one torturous minute passed, then another. For a while, we just watched her suffer, uncertain of what to do. She had torn at her face, and ugly fingernail marks adorned her cheeks like some victim of a panther attack. At least I could try to keep her from hurting herself further. I knelt beside Lynette, grabbed at her wrists, tried to hold her down. At my contact, her eyes blazed with sudden clarity and coherence. She affixed her gaze upon me and spoke an ancient, guttural word. The ground shook; immediately I felt deathly weak, my muscles losing all strength, my hands releasing their grip upon her wrists as I slumped over beside her. My battle cloak blazed into action with lightning speed, flowing blue liquidity that sparked and gave off a whine of tortured metal as it protectively cocooned me. Still, its actions were too late; I lay there incapable of movement, my mind foggy. Beside me, Lynette gathered herself and stood. She was no longer screaming, and a green bubble surrounded her like a magical shield, crackling with energy. Behind her, the body of Jonus was still moving weakly but had fallen prostrate again. Some parts of it had already turned to black ash.

Lynette smoothed down her disheveled clothes, wiped some blood and drool from her face, and rubbed at her teary eyes. She faced the Provus, who was regarding her warily. He had not worn his battle cloak to this place but had drawn a new weapon from his belt and held it firmly trained upon Lynette. She appeared unconcerned.

“What have you done to him?” the Provus demanded, motioning briefly at me with his free hand.

“Merely borrowed some of his life force,” Lynette said. Her voice was still shaky, but it was clear she was rapidly recovering.

“He was trying to help you,” the Provus stated, his voice flat.

“I know. My actions were instinctual, not intentional. Devon will recover, with time. It is your actions we must discuss now, Greatfather.” Lynette’s tone was rife with bitterness, rage, and scorn.

“You . . . you used a Word of Power!” His voice was accusing, but the way he said it indicated awe as well. The Ragasha told of the Lost Words of Power. Supposedly these were the commands of Creation spoken by Emilon himself at the inception of the universe. Each one had its antithesis, which Emilon would speak to call for Armageddon at some unspecified point in the future. Legends and myths, certainly. So, what was this talk? I felt slow and groggy.

“Yes,” Lynette agreed, her voice deadly and slightly hysterical. “Here is another.”

The Provus fired his weapon. My body was useless jelly; I could only watch. With a twang and a puff of smoke, the projectile ricocheted off the green bubble surrounding Lynette. She was speaking, a long, harsh word that seemed to make the ground shudder, and as she uttered the last syllable, she pointed at the Provus with an unsteady, accusatory finger. Although I surely heard what she said, my mind could somehow not retain or comprehend the sounds. Upon completion, I was filled with dread and despair. But the Provus fell to his knees, seemingly dazed, the weapon falling from his hand.

“You gave me your promise!” Lynette shouted at him. “Jonus was to be mine! You disreputable liar! You are no better than your rapist greatson! You swore to me, and then you burned me alive! Even now you try to slay me with your offworld weapons? You are not my blood, you are treachery and deceit!”

Alexander Mason did not move, but his eyes looked pained and wet. It was likely his weapon was one of his stunners, merely meant to render her immobile. I also presumed he did not mean to harm her with the fire, probably only intending to keep her from spiriting Jonus away as her thrall, and having no inkling as to what effect the burning of the ensorcelled body would have on her. So little was known of necromancy, and its practitioners were not exactly forthcoming with the details of their craft. Still, if the Provus did break his word to Lynette, she certainly had a right to be angry. She was far beyond reason, however, as she continued to rant at the Magelord.

“I am done with you all! I am done with House Mason! I renounce my lineage, and most especially, I renounce you, Provus! I am, from this day forward, Lynette Malfaver of House Yun! House Mason is worthy only of my contempt!” She moved close to the Provus, and spat upon him, a bloody wad that clung to his scarred cheek briefly, then began slowly dripping downward.

“Now,” she scoffed, “as I did to that swine who raped my mother, so I give you that which you deserve!” So saying, she balled her fist, which gathered the green bubble from the air around her, dissipating it and concentrating it into a tiny, brilliant point. She then flung it toward the prone Provus, who could do nothing as one end flew toward him and encircled his throat, the other end remaining in her hand. She snapped the magical tether backward, and it became as smoke, leaving a dark ring around his neck. I recognized the spell immediately; it was one of the few documented necromancer spells that I had been taught to expect in any potential conflict. The Mark of Death, a magical tattoo that could not be easily removed, even by the caster. Each passing moment, it would tighten slightly, inevitably, until the life was choked from the Provus.

“You have perhaps ten minutes of breath, maybe a little less,” said Lynette quietly, wearing a gratified, if somewhat loony, expression. She seemed to be on the verge of giggling, and I wondered at her hold on sanity. All of her earlier wrath had seemingly been spent.

“Each moment as you travel closer to your doom, reflect on the misery your family has caused, and feel comfort that you died not in vengeance but in justice.”

As the last vestiges of the body of my brother became ashes in the funeral pit, Lynette walked out of the chantry, leaving me lying there on the floor, and the Provus upon his knees, speechless, with the dark tattoo of a noose around his neck.

Precious minutes passed as we slowly regained control of our bodies. Each limb ached as if I had lifted weights for hours the day before. Such concerns were secondary; I needed to counteract the Mark before it could fulfill its deadly purpose. The Provus seemed calmer than he should have been as I assured him that I could handle this dark spell, which had fortunately been part of my training. Fortuitously, the first reagent—ashes from the recently dead—were in plentiful supply within the room. I moved to the pit on unsteady feet and grasped a handful of my deceased brother’s remnants, still hot to the touch. I spat into them, then dropped an Avian Summons, and within a few heartbeats, a small finch flew into the sanctum and perched itself upon my shoulder, coming to rest upon the leather windbat patch there. Bringing forth the Lattice, I regarded its twisting folds, then reached up and snatched the poor little bird from its rest, crushing its brittle neck while rubbing the feathers with the spittle and ashes.

Simultaneously, I sent my willpower along the darker pathways of the Lattice, finally emerging at the black strand that encircled the throat of the Provus. By this time, he was regarding me with impatient eyes, beginning to breathe quite heavily, with the beginnings of some wheezing. With a complicated series of gestures, I spoke a guide word and focused the opposing energies into the shadow tattoo. It glowed briefly orange, then green, whereupon it finally evaporated into small black fragments that fell harmlessly to the floor. The Provus rubbed at his throat.

“Thank you, Greatson,” he said softly.

I nodded, but beyond that said nothing. There was little to discuss; we both were horrified and embarrassed by these events. Perhaps the Provus was feeling responsible, for he made no denials as to Lynette’s accusations; it seemed he had promised her my brother’s body, then reneged. I could not blame him, and yet I knew him to be proud of his honor, and a stickler to his vows, and for not the first time, I wondered at this complex man who was my ancestor and the many compromises he had made along the way to get to this time, in this place.

Perhaps to change the subject, he asked, “What do you make of these new developments?”

He was talking about the revelations of Lynette, prior to the fire. I thought about her words, particularly about the sinister possibilities of words that were not my own, and shuddered. With the additional evidence of my magic detector, it was clear Jonus had been under some spell. But who was the unknown mage who had cast it?

“It seems Jonus was under some magical compulsion,” I finally said slowly. “Magics that affect the mind are typically the domain of Logar the Liquid. That said, I could detect no traces of illusion magic upon him. Still, it might be worth a conversation with Logar.”

“If not an illusionist, perhaps some kind of new puppet master,” mused the Provus. It seemed he was unwilling to let his “wild magic” theory go. I was far more skeptical. Magic is an orderly discipline; I could not escape the feeling that I was missing something vital, something obvious, but maddeningly, could not puzzle it out.

“Would be worth it to ask Horation or Alejandros if they have ever heard of such magic as well,” I offered.

“Agreed,” he said. Then: “The spells she cast—the one that knocked you down, that dropped me to my knees. They . . . seemed to be Words of Power.” As the resident magical expert, he appeared to be looking to me for guidance.

“I have not experienced anything like them, nor heard of such, other than stories from the Ragasha. Why would you say such things?”

“I have heard such words, once before.”

I was skeptical, especially since he was not the expert on magics. “More likely just some necromancy we are unfamiliar with.”

“Perhaps so. Regardless, Horation once told me of an old journal he had found after the death of his tutor, the Magelord Maximillius. There was a cryptic reference to the Necromancer researching the Words of Power. Horation told me that any Magelord who mastered all of the Words would wield the power of Emilon himself. Perhaps the Necromancer has been successful in his research.”

I frowned. “Horation shared no such knowledge with me,” I said, somewhat defensively. “Perhaps I should pay him another visit.”

The withering glare the Provus shot me disagreed. “No; I will do it. In addition to our old enemies, House Mason now has a new and formidable one in Lynette. You will return to Earth, where you are safe.”

“Very well,” I said. There was little point in arguing.

We spent the next few minutes discussing Lynette’s admission of culpability in the death of Clyvet Mason, a declaration at odds with all available witnesses and evidence. Bluster or something more sinister? There was no way of knowing. For now, he bade me to let him handle such matters, to immediately return to Earth, and to concentrate on finishing out my studies for this semester.

My body a sea of aches, I called for the Veils and did as instructed. I pushed thoughts of creepy Lynette and the horror of the sanctum far from my mind, and slept for nearly two days straight, awakening only to indulge in long, glorious gulps of fresh water. Finally I awoke, rested, ravenous, but far less achy, and feeling somewhat safe and even a bit optimistic. I had saved the Provus from the best Lynette had to offer in her rage, and now he would solve the problem, as he always managed to do. Too, she was not truly my enemy, for I had not broken my word to her; likely I would never have to see her again.

Now that I was back on Earth, my life took on the regularity of a predictable routine, a welcome change after my recent troubles. I did reasonably well in school, failing to astound any of my professors but acquiring enough knowledge to broaden my horizons as well as give me some interesting notions for new spells. I met a girl named Sheila, went on a few dates, leading to intimate encounters on two separate occasions, though I must say I was rather disappointed when she introduced me to the Earth custom of wearing a condom. It was an entirely casual relationship, the way I preferred it, and the days passed pleasantly, if uneventfully.

I thought often of Corinne, of Daphne, even of Cynthia. I longed to visit Daphne, to quiet my raging emotions within the moist spaces of her body. I longed to feel the soothing touch of Corinne in my mind, to curl up there and find the solace of snuggling in downy blankets on cold winter days. Secretly I wondered if I truly had anything to offer these beautiful and wonderful women besides death and destruction, and so I made no move to visit them, and no move to contact them. I mourned Cynthia.

I replayed past events, chastising myself for how easily I had let my enemies manipulate me, how effortlessly they had been able to lead me where they wanted via my hotheaded emotions; I resolved to be more analytical, to be more of the type that does that which is unexpected. I would be less the stick floating helplessly in the river, taken by the currents to places unknown, and more of the redfish, choosing my path along the stream, fighting against it when necessary.

I took the memory drug and began writing down my thoughts, hoping to find clarity, or perhaps revelation. At first, the powder overwhelmed me; I could remember things that happened all the way back to when I was but a tot. On one occasion, though I’m not particularly proud of it, I did use the stuff to help me pass a physics test. No ill-intentioned windbats put in an appearance. The Provus sent me letters frequently, and stopped by personally every so often, usually while in the process of doing business. He had no updates of import, and we did not speak of Lynette.

Using the photograph, the filmchip, logic, and his iron determination, he was able to persuade some of the family of my innocence in Jonus’s death. Matters are still not entirely peaceful, but they are quiet enough, and Alexander Mason’s dark bargain with the Timeweaver is soon to come due. As a result, this will be my last entry for a while. Tomorrow, I return home.


Chapter 22

One day my apprentice will challenge me, and I will fight him with all of the skill and knowledge I possess. If he bests me, it will be the proudest day of my life. If I best him, the saddest.

—Magelord Horation Zalasar, Private Journals

A flash of whirling vapors, a splash of my lifeblood, and slippery sliding sensations. Thus I returned to my home world of Anion, to the continent of Kral, and my nation of Northridge.

“Harold, you with me?”

Yes, boss.

I assumed Corinne was with me as well, being blocked by Harold as usual, but I pushed that aside for the moment. We definitely had complicated feelings to work out, and would do so now that I was back. But not quite yet.

Frowning, I glanced around my chambers, noticing several new additions, which at first made me wonder if I was in the right room. Hanging from the ceiling, numerous potted flowering plants cheered the place up, giving a much-needed splash of color to the otherwise neutral décor while releasing pleasant fragrances. They had not been present the last time I was here. Across the dresser were spread several bottles of exotic perfume, a dozen phials of face creams and makeup, and an ornate hairbrush collection. The bedspreads had been changed to an effeminate floral pattern, and matching drapes decorated the windows. The bathroom had some new trappings as well: the standard tub had been swapped for a deep soaker, surrounded by candles, and a striking full length mirror, carved with intricate flowers upon the frame, had been placed in the far corner. In my absence, Daphne had apparently taken over. My consort herself was nowhere in sight.

Well, that was fine with me, for there were numerous magical experiments I wanted to perform. My desk where I usually worked my craft was untouched, all the reagent bottles and reference books piled haphazardly, rather messily—if you want the truth—as they always were. I walked over to it and sat down, clearing a space and unzipping the bag full of chemicals I had brought from Earth. For the better part of two hours, I toiled, lost in the deeper regions of the Lattice, sometimes cursing, my focus intent and precise. My heart leaped with delight when Daphne came gliding into the room, causing me to lose concentration and fumble the spell I was working on. Seeing that I was busy, she kissed the back of my neck by way of greeting, then retired to the bathroom, ever undemanding. In this interlude, I finished my weavings, hoping that everything would go as expected.

The classes in physics and chemistry had taught me much that was eminently useful concerning my sorcery. I had mixed a batch of new spells, drawing from my newly acquired knowledge. Now, to see how they performed.

Daphne came out of the bathroom, hair neatly arranged, face freshly scrubbed. She looked ravishing.

“Hello, milady. I am enchanted to see you,” I said, rising and kissing her.

“I am, as well, dear Devon.”

“I see that you have been decorating,” I said, gesturing at the room.

She smiled sweet innocence, said, “Yes, I wanted our chambers to reflect a more joyful appearance, in keeping with my mood of late. I also had several of my belongings shipped from Graymarsh. I hope you do not overly mind.”

“Of course you should be happy,” I said. “And how have you been getting along in my absence?”

“Very well, actually. I have familiarized myself with Northridge, made a few friends, even had my wedlock officially annulled by Lord Mason. It has been an exciting time for me.”

“Glad to hear it. Come, let us walk. I want to show you something.”

“All right.” I held out my hand, and she clasped it tightly. “Where are we going?”

“To the courtyard. I want to try out a few new spells.”

“Does Lord Mason know that you have returned?”

I noted she had employed the more informal mode of address for the Magelord used by citizens of Northridge; she was apparently adapting quickly to life here.

“He knew I would be arriving sometime today, but he does not yet know that I am here.”

“Will he not be angry with you for traveling about unprotected?”

“I can take care of myself,” I scoffed, hoping it was true. Still, I was wearing the battle cloak, and the new incantations I had worked up were ready to go. With the purity of the reagents available on Earth, I had no doubt they would be powerful. Just how much I would see in a moment.

Outside my chambers, the pair of Highguard assigned to Daphne fell in beside us, acknowledging my presence with smart salutes, not saying a word. We traveled through the hallways, drawing a few curious stares from the working servants who had not seen me in a while. I tried to shrug off the feeling that some of their stares were accusing: Fratricide! Being that it was midday, there were no members of the family about—either working, or off pursuing their own pleasures. I found this state of absence preferable, though perhaps I would encounter someone outside.

We passed into the main hall, turned left, then exited through the great iron doors, under a sprawling stone archway, down a small pathway, passing the main Highguard station, where I received several respectful hails from the soldiers stationed there. At last we made it to the courtyard, an immense, flat expanse of land with close-cropped grass, surrounded on all sides by the Citadel walls. There were many in attendance at this time of day: archers perfecting their craft on tiny, constantly moving magical targets; swordsman sparring, sometimes getting carried away and drawing blood; other soldiers practicing with different weapons of choice. There was even a lonesome fellow with a dozen shiny razor boomerangs, forged of tempered steel, hanging from his belt, he wearing the requisite pair of plate gauntlets, taking out his wrath on a deeply scored wooden post.

Throughout Northridge, there were six military bases, positioned strategically near the borders, where the bulk of the armed forces were housed and trained. These were the Northridge Peacekeepers, and were assigned to local police actions, emergency services, border patrol, keeping the roads clear of bandits, and other essential services. Here at the Citadel, though, only the Highguard were allowed. Those present projected the casual air of master warriors, for they had been chosen to defend Lord Mason and his family. The training they received was lengthy—two full years—and somewhat secretive, held in a secluded desert fortress on the border of the Timeweaver’s lands.

One of them noticed my presence and came hurrying over, looking worried. I noted his rank, that of squad commander.

“Lord Devon!” he exclaimed, saluting stiffly. “I am Durgen Flintus. Lord Mason has ordered me to act as your personal escort. I hope you will forgive me for not meeting you upon your arrival, but I was not informed you had returned.”

“It’s all right, Commander Flintus. I just got in, and the Magelord himself doesn’t even know it yet. I’ll get around to seeing him when I’m through here.”

The warrior glanced around nervously. “Perhaps, lord, we should return inside.” Obviously he was apprehensive of the idea of me being exposed to so many people. Still, it was hardly his place to tell me where I could and could not go.

“Why?” I demanded, my eyes daring him to respond without offending me.

“The courtyard is no place for a lady,” he said simply, gesturing in an offhand manner to the Highguard soldiers around us. Indeed, several were eyeing Daphne in an appreciative fashion. She smiled at this, then moved in closer and gripped my arm possessively. I noted with considerable amusement that, at this gesture, the soldiers who had been staring suddenly found their feet to be uncommonly interesting. Apparently nobody was foolish enough to risk my wrath by seeming to covet my consort. That suited me just fine.

“Durgen, the lady Daphne is here at my invitation. There are some spells I wish to try out, but there are more people here than I thought. I would like the area cleared.”

“Yes, Lord Devon,” he said, motioning for the sergeant at arms, who was in charge of running the courtyard. Actually, I had been on my way to see him myself, but had paused to watch the warriors at work. Commander Flintus outranked the sergeant, so the fellow was forced to disengage himself from a conversation and come over.

My instructions were relayed, and several subordinates went to transmit the message to the assembled soldiers. The sergeant was a thick individual, and had probably not seen combat in decades. But then, things were relatively peaceful with the Provus in charge. While his men did the work, he came back to ask me a question.

“Do you want the men to leave the courtyard itself, Lord Devon?”

“No, that’s not necessary. Just have them move away from the center.” Then, as I thought about what I was undertaking: “On the other hand, I am dealing with unknown spells,” I said. “Things could get rough. It may be dangerous.”

The sergeant shrugged. “My men are accustomed to danger, my lord. Besides, many of them have never seen Magelord-level magic, and are curious.”

I thought about this for a moment, as I was not yet a Magelord; was succession talk common even among the Highguard? Or was he referring to my Lists rank? It mattered little. To the common man, it was a distinction not worth trifling over. I had been worried that my magic would not be up to the task of competing with the other Magelords, but now, after Earth, I began to believe it might. Sighing, I agreed that everyone could stay, as long as they kept out of my way. He thanked me and went to help his men.

Finally, the courtyard was reasonably clear, with a large number of Highguard soldiers gathered at its edges like an audience. I kissed Daphne on the lips, drawing some hoots of encouragement from the mob, and began to walk to the center. Once there, it was difficult not to feel self-conscious. What if my spells backfire? I thought, then immediately dismissed the notion as nothing more than nerves. I had been dueling and practicing sorcery long enough to feel confident in my abilities. My spells would work; it was only that there might be side effects brought about by the potent Earth chemicals. Well, I would find out.

I brought out a small stick of enchanted ironwood and looked at it proudly. It had been my first effort of the day, and the incantation had gone off without a hitch. Using the principles of electrochemistry, I had crafted a device that went a long way toward nullifying the greatest disadvantage of my magic: that of being able to only maintain a given amount of spells at any one time. The energy cells of Earth stored power, ready to be used as needed. Why not the power of magic? Ironwood was a time-honored reagent in storage spells, and I had brought along several energy cells from Earth. After setting them to “charge” mode, I had processed them through the Lattice and magically combined the two. The result was a repository for sorcerous workings, in the form of the nondescript branch of ironwood with several shiny metallic bumps where the cells had fused with the wood. Though it, too, had it limits, I had more than doubled my capacity, and was now bearing twenty spells with relative ease.

Of course, there was a drawback, as all advantages always have their flaws. If someone should get a hold of the wood, they would be able to use the spells, even if they were not a mage. While this was disturbing, I was mollified by the fact that to wield it with any success, they would first have to physically remove it from me—no easy task—and then somehow guess the correct trigger words and gestures. It was unlikely that anyone would be able to do this, but still, I resolved to tell no one of the wood’s true function, not even Master Horation. I felt badly about this omission, when my former teacher would so obviously benefit from the development, but I simply could not take the risk. Besides, he had withheld the Quickness spell; turnabout was fair play.

A couple of impatient mutters emanated from the crowd. I realized I had been simply standing there, absorbed in my thoughts. Well, if these folks wanted a show, then that’s what they would get! With a word, I loosed a simple incantation, and the sliver of wood grew into a sturdy staff. There was an abrupt silence from the gallery. Ah, now I have your attention. I banged upon the ground with the end of the staff, moved five paces forward, repeated the process, four times in all, speaking as I went. When this was done, I moved back slightly, watching the grassy ground.

A low rumbling began, felt beneath my feet and heard within the air. The vibrations intensified, causing my teeth to chatter; I retreated even farther. The gathered throng watched expectantly, breaking into gasps of awe as the ground split open before me, spewing gobs of dirt into the air violently, some falling nearby. My cloak awakened, lengthening a bit, glowing faintly as it began its high-pitched whine. A deep crevice had formed, and now a giant brownish-green arm reached out of it, then another, gripping the crater’s edge. With a loud grunt, the first elemental hoisted himself into view, clearing the hole just as the second one broke ground. There were some shouts of appreciation from the audience, and a smattering of applause, but most simply watched as the quartet of Elementals was born, each standing twice the height of the men assembled here. Their faces resembled compost heaps in color and texture, with two gaping holes serving as eyes and a larger maw for a mouth. While the creatures could not speak, they grunted every so often, loud, obnoxious noises filled with vigor and fortitude.

And indeed, they possessed great strength, being incredibly useful if there were any walls about that you happened to want flattened. But I had not summoned them for this purpose. Elementals are extremely difficult to kill; their skin is tough and leathery, and they are immune to fire. Even if you should happen to skewer one with a hefty blade, they have no internal organs to speak off. Generally, they are formidable and indefatigable opponents, which was the main reason I had called them. They would serve as my targets.

With eternally patient, vacuous expressions, they stood looking down at me, awaiting my instructions. “Kill me,” I ordered them.

Immediately they moved to obey. The elementals were not burdened by such lofty concepts as loyalty or morality. They cared not a whit that I was their master, and as such, directly responsible for their existence. I could have ordered them to destroy each other, or themselves, and they would have valiantly attempted to comply with the same lack of emotion. As mandated by the spell, my directives dictated their actions utterly.

Raising my staff, I called for a Lightning Brigade, aiming my intention at the nearest Elemental. White-blue arcs of energy radiated down from the sky, blowing off the creature’s arm in a shower of sparks and leaving a whiff of ozone in its wake. It was interesting to watch, in that the sky was sunny and completely cloudless. Unfazed, the man-shaped pile of dirt continued his approach. The spell was still active, though, and I sent another barrage of electricity angling toward its head. With a savage grunt, it exploded, raining small clods of mud on my shoulders and a section of the audience. The moist soil was harmless; even so, the cloak had been fully active since I gave the order to attack.

The next two elementals were approaching in unison, ponderous and steady in their motion. I danced back lightly on the balls of my feet, brandishing the staff in one hand, tugging at ethereal lynchpins with the other, releasing the Sonic Splinter. A deep, tumultuous tone rang out, the cavernous cry of a bullfrog, as the air before me blurred and the sound wave traveled—a tightly controlled cone of resonant energy, punching a vast hole in the center of the Elemental to my left. Interesting, I noted, letting loose another sepulchral harmonious volley, my efforts rewarded as chunky gouts of loam shot out of the Elemental’s sides and back. This one would be particularly devastating to a man. In a moment, only its legs and a section of its torso were left, but this was not enough material to do any harm. I turned to his brother, who had almost reached me, and released Repel All, hurling the creature forcibly backward through the air, shattering the leggy remnants of the other one. Two down, halfway home.

The audience was now clapping and cheering enthusiastically, enjoying the spectacle immensely. I rode smugly upon an adrenaline high, pleased with both my spells and the favorable reaction they were receiving. My roving eyes found Daphne, flanked by Flintus and her other guards, and I blew her a kiss, grinning as she pretended to catch it. She was yelling her encouragement, clapping wildly, looking quite adorable and beautifully radiant. I suddenly knew then how I would be spending my afternoon . . .

But first things first. The Elemental I had Repelled was pulling itself to its feet. The other one approached in a pitifully slow fashion. It occurred to me then that this really wasn’t much of a challenge. Raising my staff, I doused the nearer with an Acid Bath, unsurprised as its skin began to melt. Soon a brownish puddle formed on the grass, but the effect was mildly engaging, in that the creature had been greatly reduced in size and girth but was otherwise unaffected. It was now just slightly taller than a normal man, and relieved of a goodly portion of its mass, it seemed to move quicker as well.

Shrugging, I let loose with the Pyramid Plication, a variation on one of my better containment spells. A bright-yellow bubble came into being and sailed from my fingertips, stopping when in position over the Elemental’s head, deploying with a distinct popping sound, sending four tendrils of golden energy shooting to the ground in equidistant points around the target. As soon as they hit, the construct solidified, becoming dark red, blocking the Elemental from view. It was now trapped in a medium-size pyramidal enclosure, which was about to enter phase two of the incantation. With a shrieking wail, it began to fold in upon itself, getting smaller and smaller with each crimp. In short order, the pattern reached saturation, the point where the matter within could no longer be physically compressed. A final squeeze and it faded, leaving a perfectly pressed pyramidal mound of inert silt behind it.

There was one more elemental remaining, and I already knew which incantation I would use. It was a working I’d employed countless times before, a simple yet effective Explosion spell. But I had mixed this one using gunpowder from Earth, instead of the usual charcoal. I wondered if there would be a dramatic difference.

As the remaining Elemental approached, I unleashed the working. A tiny firefly of blue intensity sped from my hands, intersected the creature. The result was devastating, better than I could have hoped for.

A bright flash of light, followed by an ear-numbing detonation. Pieces of dust flew by, along with an unusual scent, a burning smell that was not altogether unpleasant. Where the creature had stood, there was a shallow crater in the grass. Of the construct itself, there was no sign. It had been vaporized. Now that the danger was gone, my cloak relaxed and lost its glow.

The hoots of pleasure began almost at once, followed by a long and heartfelt round of applause. “More!” someone yelled, “Yes, more!” followed by multiple appeals of similar purpose. Though their enthusiasm was contagious, I smiled wryly; did these soldiers think I had nothing better to do than entertain them with my sorcery? I opened my mouth to refuse—and saw Daphne nodding emphatically, her eyes wide with excitement. Well, why not. I certainly was enjoying myself, and had plenty of spells left.

“All right,” I said to the crowd. “One last demonstration. Where is the man I saw earlier, the one with the razor boomerangs?”

The scruffy fellow was practically shoved forward by his colleagues. “Here he is!” they cried, beckoning and gesturing. “Come forward, soldier!” I called.

Looking somewhat reluctant, he approached.

“What is your name?”

“I am called Barney, Lord Devon.”

“How good are you, Trooper Barney, with those?” I asked, pointing to his belt where the shiny boomerangs hung.

“No man that I know of has more skill,” he stated simply.

“Very well; we shall see. Barney, I am going to ask you to stand over there, by that post.” I pointed; it was about twenty yards away. “Once there, attack me with your weapons.”

His face turned ashen. “My lord, I cannot! Please, I beg of you, do not ask this of me!”

I frowned.

“My lord, if you order me to do this, then I will refuse, and for disobeying you orders, I will be punished, perhaps executed. I do not wish to die, but I would rather die than attack you! Please, please, do not ask this of me!” Barney seemed genuinely distraught.

It was my fault. Obviously, he feared what would happen if something went awry, and his loyalty was such that he would give his own life before he would threaten mine. The poor fellow seemed on the verge of tears.

“All right, Trooper, I will not ask this of you.”

“Thank you, Lord Devon!” he said, relieved. “You are most understanding.”

Still, I was annoyed in that, by refusing to attack me, he indirectly cast doubt upon my magical prowess. He was saying, in effect, that he wasn’t sure that my magic could handle it. After Barney’s example, I doubted if any here would agree to assault me, for in doing so, they would tacitly be admitting that they didn’t mind putting my life in jeopardy. I wanted the Highguard to have unshakable faith in my magic, as Horation’s people did in his.

So: “Lady Daphne! Come here,” I called.

She strode over elegantly, looking completely out of place, a ruby among cheap red marbles. “Yes, Lord Devon?” I realized she was using the formal mode of address for the benefit of the others.

“A moment,” I told her. Then, raising my voice: “For those of you who do not yet know, this is the lady Daphne, my consort. I am quite fond of her. If anything untoward should happen to the lady Daphne, my displeasure would know no bounds.”

There was some muttering as those who didn’t know this remarked to their friends.

“Daphne, go stand by the post.” I wondered how she would react to this, and saw nothing but a look of total understanding and complete trust. My estimation of her intelligence grew; her grasp of social subtleties was considerable. She knew what I intended, and why I intended it, and so helped me out by cooperating, thus boosting my image even further. I would have to remember to thank her, and somehow reward her.

Daphne reached the post, turned around, and stood regally, smiling slightly. I turned to Barney.

“Trooper, I order you to attack the lady Daphne, using all of your skills. If I see even one boomerang that looks like you aimed to miss, you shall be punished.”

Barney paled, looking like he was about to protest, but in the end, said nothing. Knowing that the penalty for disobeying orders was severe, he decided to comply. Even if Daphne died at his hands, I had given him an order, in front of all, and he would not be disciplined. Sighing sadly, he pulled the first boomerang from his belt.

“All of them, in rapid sequence,” I directed.

The mumblings from the crowd were louder; some were aghast at what I was proposing. Barney drew back his arm—and I fired off a spell.

Using a pile of magnetized iron filings as the primary component, I had crafted a working that targeted metallic objects and supercharged them with magnetic attraction to anything I desired, even those things nonmetallic in nature. I call the incantation—appropriately enough—the Magic Magnet. It was this spell I let fly as Barney hurled the first boomerang, choosing myself as the final target.

The boomerang sped toward Daphne’s head, flip-flopping end over end, gleaming in the bright sunlight. Her smile never faltered. When it had traveled two-thirds the distance and Barney was already releasing his second and third—one to a hand—the projectile suddenly veered off course, reversed itself in midair, and headed straight for me. I was about to drop a defensive working when the cloak jolted into action, reminding me that such was unnecessary. The first boomerang arrived, connecting with my chest, sticking there due to the magnetic force. I felt only a light slap. The next two hit my thigh and shoulder—two further taps I hardly noticed. A fourth stuck squarely to my forehead. When no more were immediately forthcoming, I turned to Barney. He had stopped upon seeing who the true target of his attacks was.

“Keep going,” I urged.

My lack of harm with four razor boomerangs already stuck to me seemed to banish his earlier sentiments. In short order, he had thrown the eight remaining missiles—and they all veered to hit me, with negligible results. Once the last one was in place, I released the spell, and the boomerangs clattered to the grass.

The cheering was thunderous, enthusiastic. I beckoned Daphne over, and by the time she had joined me, the cloak was back to normal.

“You are wonderful, woman,” I said playfully, kissing her. Together, we walked back to where Commander Flintus stood waiting. The sergeant was also there, and I instructed him to procure a hundred guilder bonus for Barney in my name. He said it would be done. With a final wave, I put my arm around Daphne’s waist and we headed back to my chambers.

I was immensely pleased with myself. Not only had my new spells performed flawlessly, and with greater power than ever before, but I had been able to effectively demonstrate to all present my magical competence. Further, tales of my feats would make the rounds tonight at the taverns, growing wildly with the telling, until few in Northridge were ignorant of my power. Better still, I had made a pointed statement regarding Daphne; my actions symbolically indicated that an attack on my consort was like an attack on me and, in either case, wholly ineffective. Perhaps best of all, Daphne’s complete lack of worry in the face of that attack had proclaimed to all her total confidence in my abilities.

I don’t know what sort of cocky grin rode my face, but whatever was there, I felt it was deserved. Daphne was smiling too, and pressing her body up tightly against me. Soon we reached my room. I unlocked the door and we entered, Daphne’s pair of guards assuming their usual positions outside, Flintus dutifully attempting to follow us inside. I turned and barred his way.

“But, Lord Devon, I have specific orders from Lord Mas—”

“Goodbye, Commander,” I said, pointing to the hallway.

“But—”

“Flintus. Goodbye.”

“I am not—”

So I shoved, firmly, propelling him through the doorway, then immediately slammed the door behind him, drawing the bolt.

At once, there was an insistent knocking upon the door.

“Commander, if I hear one more knock, I’m going to magically glue your hands together.”

The knocking fell silent.

Daphne had already undone her hair, was combing the luxurious waves with a brush.

“You were amazing out there,” she observed.

“No. It was you who were truly remarkable. Your eager consent to what must have surely been frightening awed those men more than anything I did. In their eyes, you made me look like a true Magelord.”

“I had selfish reasons,” she said, encountering a small tangle, making a temporary grimace of pain. With her slightly buckish teeth, she looked so freshly endearing I felt my heart ache. As she moved the brush rhythmically backward over her ear, her right breast shifted enticingly. I was so caught up in watching it that I failed to respond.

“You have been away a long while, you know. I have missed you.”

“Oh, yeah? Why? People beginning to talk about the other magi?”

Daphne made a face. “You think that’s all I care about? My social position? Well, you are wrong. I have missed you, dear Devon, because you showed me what it is like to be a woman, and then you left me here alone, craving you, wanting your body beside me, inside me, for many lonely months. And seeing you just now, in the courtyard, has intensified this desire. Do you not want me?”

I did, ardently, but riding along on my narcissistic adrenaline wave, I decided to make her work for it.

“Oh, I don’t know,” I said, pretending to yawn. “I’m awfully tired.”

She immediately saw through my act, giggled warmly, ready to indulge me.

“I understand completely,” said Daphne, offering a coquettish smirk. “Since you’re not in the mood for me, I guess I’ll just take this dress off and get ready to go down to lunch.” I had seated myself in my armchair; Daphne moved directly in front of me. Facing me, she reached down to the bottom of the calf-length hem, began to slowly pull the dress up over her head. My eyes were riveted to the scene. Below it, she wore a diaphanous purple slip; judging by the erectness of her sweet nipples as the fabric moved over them, she wore no bra. The world could have ended then; I wouldn’t have noticed, nor much cared.

She now gripped the bottom of the slip, inching it up, leisurely, torturing me, past her panties—a flimsy wisp of purple silk—then her delicate belly button, ever so gradually, finally reaching the lower curves of her breasts, pausing there, looking at me with playful eyes, amused yet becoming aroused by my unsubtle desire. My nerves quivered with anticipation as the slip inched upward—and then she abruptly turned her back on me and with one quick flourish, removed it completely. I made a sour face, feeling like I had just bet my last guilder on white and the wheel had come up black.

Still showing me her back, she moved around me and took up position behind me. “Since you’re so exhausted, I think I’ll give you a nice massage to help you relax.” I felt her cool, delicate hands upon my shoulders, stroking me, kneading my skin, then: “Why don’t you take off this silly cloak, and your shirt as well,” she said.

The cloak allowed me to remove it, and I tossed it to the bed, following an instant later with my shirt.

“That’s better,” said Daphne, stroking me, tenderly, sweetly, moving her hands slowly around my body until they were gently tickling my chest, then my stomach. I noticed that her left breast was resting wondrously upon my shoulder. Reaching down, she began to undo the buttons of my pants.

“I’m suddenly not so tired,” I announced.


Chapter 23

You can teleport away from your problems, but you can’t teleport your problems away.

—Magelord Stanton Landarain, Lecture Series at Graymarsh University

Lying in bed, arm around a dozing naked Daphne, vape in hand, physically and psychically spent, as the afternoon shadows elongated outside my window, here in Northridge, back upon my beloved Anion, I couldn’t help but think, for the first time in a long while, that all was right within my world.

Of course, this was not exactly true, as there were still enemies lurking about, silently waiting and watching, hatching their diabolical schemes while I took my ease, unaware. Even so, they had been quiet as of late; though I could not yet afford to let my guard down, there was always the chance they had given up. While that would be nice, it was more likely that this extended period of calm was merely a lull while they put together their latest plot. It would be far better to confront my foes and destroy or nullify them, then to go through life always wary, constantly on my guard, wondering if every person I encountered harbored hidden agendas and potential threats.

I sucked at the cig and blew vapor, pensive. Now that I was home, there might be something I could do about such concerns. A while ago, the Provus had suggested that I employ magic to ferret out my enemies. Though it would take some creative casting to make it work, there were a few spells I might try with this in mind. When I had the time.

First, as always, there were aggravating matters to attend to. I had to meet with the Provus—who, by now, surely knew that I was here. Then, there was the distasteful affair of meeting with my parents. I had not seen them since the death of Jonus, and there was sure to be some grief over that. Finally, I needed to make things right with Corinne, for every time I thought of her, waves of guilt washed over me, and I was tired of feeling bad.

But for the moment, things couldn’t be better. I watched Daphne as she slept, marveling at her ethereal beauty. Her body was slender and lithe; I could detect not the slightest ripple of extraneous flesh anywhere upon her. Beneath the sharply pointed cones of her breasts, her ribs were clearly visible, as were her hipbones, somewhat lower. Sheila was an obese sow compared to Daphne, with pendulous, veiny breasts and a posterior best suited for resting your head upon when tired. I began to think that asking Filbert for his lifewife was the smartest thing I had ever done.

I heard some commotion outside the door, the bolt slid back with a snap, and the Provus came surging in then, not knocking as usual. As Magelord, he had right of entry to anywhere in the Citadel, and the guards carried the keys in case some emergency left a family member incapacitated while locked away in their chambers. Still, such entry was considered the lowest of forms, a social custom that the Provus apparently didn’t trouble himself with. Daphne stirred but did not awaken. Casting an irritated look his way, I quickly pulled the sheets up to cover her.

“Seriously?” I demanded in a whisper, groping for my underwear. “Can’t you see I’m busy?”

“Tough. Get dressed. I want to talk with you.” At least he had the courtesy to whisper back.

I found my clothes and plowed myself into them. Holding my boots in my hand, I tiptoed out of the room, following him deep into the heart of the Citadel.

We paused before a set of grand doors, polished brass and imposing, each adorned with the House Mason standard, defended by eight of the Royal Highguard. Once there, I donned my footgear. I had never been beyond the threshold, but I knew that his personal chambers lay within. Casually he unlocked the door and entered, I trailing along behind him.

Inside, the room was spacious and richly decorated, with lofty ceilings and gleaming hardwood furniture. Paintings and frescoes from all corners of Anion adorned the walls, and several meeting tables were positioned at various locations. I thought that we were going to stop here, but instead he led me over to the huge fireplace. A tremendous bonfire resided within, held at bay by two thick glass doors.

“Touch the glass,” he instructed.

Hesitantly I put out my hand, quickly tapping the surface of the doors, expecting intense heat but feeling none. More confidently, I lay my palm against the glass. It was entirely cool.

“Special glass from Earth?” I guessed.

“Nope,” said Alexander Mason, swinging open the doors. I stepped back in alarm, but then my eyes grew wide as the Provus nonchalantly strolled through the flames. In a moment, he was lost to sight.

I stood there for a moment, indecisive, but not seeing any other choice, I took a breath and entered the flames—and beyond.

The Provus was waiting there patiently. We were in a small anteroom, before a slab of silvery metal, graced by a keypad.

“The flames are holographic projections,” he said simply. “Now, pay attention. The code here is one-three-eleven-nine-one-five-one-four. If you forget it, don’t worry, because these are not just random numbers. They are the numeric equivalent to the name ‘Mason’ as spelled in English, simply interchanging the twenty-six letters for numbers and counting forward.”

“What?” I said, bewildered.

“It’s easy. The letter M is the thirteenth letter of the English alphabet, so the first two numbers in the sequence are ‘one’ and ‘three.’ The letter A is, of course, the first letter, so we substitute a ‘one.’ The rest follow the same pattern. Admittedly, it is a childish code by Earth standards, but those here have never even seen a keypad, and would probably have no idea what to do with one. Just to be safe, though, you only get three chances. If you don’t get it right by then, the floor drops out and you end up in the moat with the razorfish.”

My mouth was suddenly dry. He deftly typed in the code and the metal slab slid upward into the ceiling. We entered another room no larger than the antechamber. There were two buttons affixed to the wall. He pressed the lower one.

My stomach rose and I realized what this was: an elevator. Unlike those I had been in on Earth, though, this one had no displays to indicate what floor we were on. A minute or so fled from my life, and at last my stomach settled uncomfortably. The door slipped open.

Surprisingly, the room here looked much like the living room of his house back on Earth. There was even a Trueview setup over in the corner. I looked around, saw nothing that was unfamiliar to me, and settled into a nearby chair.

“However did you build this?” I asked, spreading my arms to take in the surroundings.

“I had a lot of help from my demons. The furnishings, with the exception of the Trueview, are all from Anion, designed to my specifications to be like those of Earth. The Trueview I lugged over myself, along with the items you cannot see.”

“Like?”

“Ava! Status.”

“Fully functional, Alexander,” came the soothing female reply.

“This is all running off the Citadel’s electrical grid?” I asked. In physics class, we had learned that Trueview systems drew massive amounts of power.

“Gods, no.” He moved over to a bookshelf, searched out a particular tome, which I noted, pulled at it. The entire thing slid aside to reveal a maze of wiring, all leading to two suitcase-size metal boxes covered with unfamiliar symbols that reminded me of the characters on the Highguard Medical healing machines.

“Zip generator from Sephyria,” he said, tapping the top one, “And the backup. There are spares in the storage room.”

“And where is that?”

“Ava, open storage room door.”

There was a beep of acknowledgment, then a section of wall to my left opened, swinging inward. The Provus was already moving toward it.

Grunting, I stood and followed, entering an irregular cavern, seemingly hewn from the rock itself. The storage area was double the size of the room we had just vacated, and numerous crates and boxes were arranged in neat piles, half filling the place. It was brightly lit by electric strips.

“Though not all of these items are from Earth, I have taken the time to clearly label the cartons in English,” he said. “Take a look.”

I walked among them, seeing various items listed, some of them familiar, some incomprehensible. There were two full crates of movies and music files on storage chips, along with some papers marked “Release Schedules.” I found the spare power units, each marked “Zero Point Gen” as well as four crates labeled simply “Ava Backups.” Many of the boxes were filled with uncut diamonds, if the markers could be trusted. There were also several large oblong cartons, listed as containing “Rail Guns.”

“What are these?” I asked, pointing.

“Weapons, such as never even conceived of on this world. They are from Earth—strictly military. I hope I will never have to use them.”

Shrugging, I moved on, perusing a fairly large wooden crate incomprehensibly labeled “Failsafe,” some more computer parts, and the like. There were several boxes filled with technical manuals, and another few marked as “Schematics for Alejandros.” While the site was a veritable treasure trove, I felt strange to be down here, as if somehow unworthy of these secrets. I wondered if anyone else knew of this place. When I had seen enough to leave me frustrated at how little I really knew, I exited the storage area and the Provus sealed the door.

“Well,” he said, sitting on the couch. “How does it feel to be back?”

“Fine, so far. I haven’t run into any of the family, though. I’m not sure I want to.”

“You won’t have any trouble from any of them. I made it clear that I was convinced of your innocence in your brother’s death. Besides which, I had the video of Jonus, and the printout of the windbat with Cynthia, and I informed them that Jonus was the only one on Anion who even knew of her existence.”

“How did my parents take it?”

“They were upset, as expected. Still, many of us have lost children; they will recover, with time.”

He was referring to the days when he was Magelord of demonology. As his children matured, some had attempted to bind demons of their own. Unfortunately, not everyone was successful in making the attempt, and where demons were concerned, the penalty for failure was always death. Two of the Provus’s children, Celine and Serack, had died in pools of bloody violence at the hands of demons during the failed bindings. Such losses, and the similar slaying of Christopher’s only daughter, Francesca, had led the Provus to seal the demon realm of Nagaresh forever.

I had a sudden urge for a vape, but had left my kit back in my room. Well, I wasn’t a mage for nothing. A brief expenditure of magic later, a fresh cig arrived.

“I saw you in the courtyard,” said the Provus casually.

“Really? I did not see you.”

“I was watching from the one of the balustrades. You seemed to be enjoying yourself.”

“I was simply trying out some new spells, which, thanks to modern Earth chemistry, are more powerful than ever.”

He nodded, saying nothing.

“Well, aren’t you going to admonish me for traveling about in public?” I asked.

“No. You can’t spend the rest of your life cowering behind a flotilla of guards. What you did was risky, in that we still don’t know who our enemies are, but these are risks that all rulers must take every day. There is always one malcontent or another who doesn’t like the way things are run, and some of them are dangerous. But by demonstrating your magic for all, I think you went a long way toward winning the respect of the men.”

“I thought so too. But I must say, your change of attitude is somewhat surprising. Last time I was here, you were extremely overcautious.”

“Well, that was some time ago. Things are mostly quiet as of late, and no one seems particularly upset with House Mason, other than perhaps Lynette.” He rubbed his neck absently.

“Have you tried to speak to her? Or the Necromancer? See if things can be reconciled?”

“She has made her feelings toward House Mason perfectly clear,” he said darkly. “There is nothing more to be done.”

I grunted.

“Lynette was raised in Charston, at House Yun, from a young age,” he continued. “Because of the stigma of necromancy, and perhaps also due to her birth circumstances, she was not educated at the Citadel for half of each year, as you were. She stayed in Charston, with her mother. For a few years, decades ago, a tutor was sent to teach her English, but that’s as far as we went. She has been in Charston more than fifty years. As a result, it is no surprise she feels more at ease there. As for the Necromancer, he has promised to speak to her, but tells me, with feigned sorrow, that there is little he can do.”

“Feigned?”

“Perhaps. Who can tell what lies within another’s heart? I have given up trying long ago.” He suddenly seemed weary, as if all of his years weighed heavily upon him.

“It is unlike you to be so cynical.”

“Is what it is. Now, let us talk of Malkin. He is not here at the moment, but will be returning soon.”

“Where is he?”

“I sent him on a trading mission. He is gathering information on products and services the other realms can use—and will pay gladly for. This sort of thing is done anyway, periodically, and Malkin hadn’t gone in a while. I decided it was his turn, to get rid of him for your homecoming.”

“So, you have settled on your son as the primary troublemaker?”

“Well, whenever we try to think this thing through, it keeps coming down to motive. As Malkin is the only one with anything to gain by your early departure from this life, I think he is well worth watching. Too, so far, he is the only family member to approach you about the succession and offer his own version of how things should be done, a clearly suspicious action bordering upon treason. I fear, though, that a conflict between the two of you is inevitable.”

“I’m not afraid of him.”

“Perhaps not, but that doesn’t mean you should let down your guard. Malkin is clever, determined, and resourceful. He has connections to powerful people, here and in other nations, people who might support a takeover in exchange for favored treatment once he is upon the throne. He has been trained in the ways of Earth weaponry. He is my son, and I love him, but he is not to be trusted when it comes to you.”

“I know all that.”

“While I was dealing with Malkin, I had the chance to talk to him in-depth on the succession, in frank terms. I made it clear that I was seriously considering him, as well as you, to replace me when I am gone.

“And his reaction?”

He sighed. “You must understand, before I knew you would be able to worldwalk, I had been grooming Malkin to take over. It seemed the only logical thing to do, and over time, he has come to expect it. Now, I find I cannot just deny him his birthright, especially when I have been encouraging it all along. Yet, it is you, Devon, who carry my legacy; you are the worldwalker, and the true mage. Yes, you are young, but no younger than I was when I first came to Anion, defeated Maximillius, and became Magelord. In fact, you are several years older. So now I ask you this: Do you truly think you can handle being Magelord?”

I had thought about this same question quite often over the past months. I thought of how I had grown, had matured, had evolved, not always in ways that were expected, or even positive. How I had betrayed Corinne, killed my brother, defiled a coffin and looked upon the melted body of a girl I had once made love to. But also, how against all odds, I had summoned the Veils of Chaos. How I had walked between the worlds, and had regarded the wonders of Earth from atop the spires of New York City. How I had survived an assassination by having a close ally and mentor, how I had bested Filbert, conquered Daphne, passed my classes, and mastered Earth technology. By Emilon, I had even faced the Timeweaver. Most of all, at every junction, I had moved forward, I had done what I had to do, and I had tried to do it with as much honor as possible. Things had not been easy, but I had not crumbled; I had not given up. I had managed, mostly well. As I would manage whatever challenges I would face as Magelord.

“Yes,” I told Alexander Mason, and my eyes were clear and my voice was steady. “I am ready.

“Then you shall have your chance,” said the Provus. “But so too shall Malkin. When he returns from his journey, the two of you shall duel.”

“A duel!” I protested, recalling that I had half suggested this approach to Corinne when she had first informed me of rumors of succession, except with respect to Lynette. “But Malkin has no magic.”

“Neither do I, since Nagaresh has been sealed, yet do any deny I am Magelord? Tell me, what am I known as Magelord of?”

“Well, of offworld magic,” I admitted. “But we all know that is just a euphemism for your stunners and pistols and battle cloak and your other devices.”

“And does that made them less formidable?”

Having faced him, albeit unprepared, I was forced to concede it did not.

“I told you, I have been grooming Malkin. He is proficient in the use of many weapons and offworld technologies. He will also be wearing my battle cloak, while you wear its copy. It will, of course, not be to the death, and lethal weapons and magic will not be allowed. You will fight to incapacitate. It is a battle for honor, and for the future of House Mason. There will be no witnesses either, just me. I will make the final decision, and I expect you both to fight with integrity.”

I thought about this, remembering Malkin’s boast of having resources I have no awareness of. Knowledge of offworld weapons? At this point, I had learned much from my Earth military classes, but my knowledge was mostly theoretical. I had never even so much as fired one of the Highguard’s stunners. Even so, the idea of a match was fair. As far as I knew, it would be the first duel Malkin had ever been in, whereas I had lost count long ago. If he could best me, he probably deserved to rule Northridge. It would also be fun to trounce him, perhaps throw in a little humiliation.

“Agreed,” I said.

“Regardless of what happens in the duel, though, I will still need you to oversee the worldwalking side of things, and I would like to get deeper into that with you over the next few weeks.”

“I understand,” I said.

“Good,” he said, rising. “Then return to what you were doing; I will come for you in a couple of days.” He led me back through the passage, up the elevator, through the fire, and we parted ways at his chamber doors.

Instead of making my way back to my room, though, I headed to the infirmary. Once there, I had one of the Daughters draw a large phial of my blood. I was sick of slicing myself open every time I wanted to worldwalk, and I had an idea for a spell, as well as a plan for a peace offering. So once I had the blood, I headed back to my chambers and got to work crafting. Daphne had awakened somewhere along the way, had left along with the Highguard; I found myself alone. Just as well; I spread the Earth reagents out before me, along with some energy cells, and called for a bird to fetch me a small piece of ironwood. While waiting, I traversed the Lattice, finding the correct pathway that would achieve my desires, verifying it. When satisfied, I made a dozen copies of the spell, then hung them onto my large ironwood staff. They took up little space or energy, as all the spell did was spray a small spritzer of my blood upon a trigger gesture; for good measure, I hung a few copies upon my person in the traditional fashion. By this time, the bird had returned with a small ironwood stick. I fed her some grubs, then sent her away. Using the energy cells and ironwood, I made a small replica of my staff, then used the remaining blood in the phial to load it up with copies of the new spell, which I decided to call Sanguine Spray.

When all of this was done, I wrote a quick note to Daphne, telling her I would be out, and might be gone a night or two. I picked up the two staves, the cloak, and said, “You with me, Harold?”

As always, boss.

“Unblock Corinne,” I told him, bracing myself.

Her beautiful, soothing warmth hit me at once, along with a bittersweet surge of profound sadness. Immediately a massive wave rolled over me, a surging flood of her disappointment; I drowned in it, accepting it as my punishment for forsaking her. I stood accused of abandonment, was judged, and found guilty; I made no defense, there was none to give. Corinne had not been severed from our connection, she had borne witness to all of my sins, had felt all of my feeble justifications, had found them entirely lacking. I, who had professed to love her, had taken our special, precious gift, had turned my back upon it, had tarnished it. I was stained, sullied, unworthy of her, and though part of me found this assessment unfair and instinctively wanted to defend my actions, instead I accepted her decree. Despite the acknowledgment of my culpability, the deluge continued. Adrift in the torrent of her sorrow, there were undercurrents of her seething jealousy, her blistering anger. Confronted with the clarity of Corinne’s perspective, I realized that perhaps I deserved her wrath. I had tried to deny it, tried to brazen it out with immature protestations that amounted to: You’re not the boss of me!

Now that I was no longer hiding behind Harold’s gamma blocker, I saw just how different Corinne’s perspective was. In her view, this connection, the Veils, the worldwalking, all had happened at the hands of a higher power—not the will of Emilon, exactly, more like a destiny that we were preordained to share. Together, we were meant to operate as a harmonious pair, locked in tandem with singular purpose, a complementary couplet in synchronous motion. I had broken our circle; I had been pursuing my own agenda, relegating her to little more than an afterthought. She was correct in her assessment of my actions; I could not deny it, and honestly, could I even say with confidence that she was wrong?

The manner of our joining, there at the examination, did have a mystical quality to it, almost as if predestined, especially in light of the letter from the Timeweaver, who had foreseen what we would do. I had no doubt he knew that Corinne controlled the Veils as I did, even if he had kept that knowledge to himself for his own inscrutable purposes. I had been acting like all of this was about being a trader of offworld goods for House Mason, like Corinne’s control of the Veils was an accident. Shutting her out. Which was stupid, for I knew her, every fold and every crevice, and she was intelligent, and crafty, and brought to my mind a perspective that I sorely lacked, and furthermore, needed. Too, I loved her, could not help myself, utterly and completely, from each crystal of ice in her most frozen disdain, to every last cinder of her most fiery passion.

There was nothing evil in Corinne, nothing petty, nothing vain. All she wanted was to help me, to be with me, to explore together the purpose behind our connection, the whys and limits of the blood that bound us. So I bore her wrath stoically, accepting her verdict of my failings, accepting unreservedly her emotional retribution that I had been avoiding, denying nothing, letting her break her rage upon me again and again like a vengeful wave upon a rocky strand.

Tears streaming down my cheeks, I endured Corinne’s fury for an emotional eternity until I thought I would crack, yet still, I suffered it, my teeth throbbing from gritting them against the onslaught. My penance accepted, willingly, seeking only her absolution, until with a final primal shriek that nearly split my skull in two and left my head pounding and my hands shaking, she was at last spent.

In my mind’s eye, I saw Corinne panting, sweating, alone in her cottage suite in Ashland, eyes puffy and red. “I’m coming through to you,” I told her gently, calling for the Veils of Chaos. She did not resist; she already knew what I intended. With a gesture of my hand, and a puff of Sanguine Spray, a moment later, I was there beside her.


Chapter 24

I never thought I would fall in love with my cousin. But once I saw how resilient and indomitable he was, on the inside, I could not help but love him. Worse, how could I ever love anybody else? That is why none of his trysts ever mattered; it was like I was under one of his wretched spells.

—Corinne Lisela Mason, Bandit Diary Recorded in Her Own Image

I put my hand to Corinne’s cheek, which was still wet with her tears. My touch seemed to fortify her. “Blood of my blood,” I said softly.

She reached up, held my hand tightly, said, “I have so missed you.”

I focused on the softness, the comforting part of our connection, the lovely sweetness of it, and without words let her know of my remorse that I had hurt her so deeply, and that I had intensely missed our intimacy as well.

After a time, Corinne reluctantly let go of my hand. She was ready; she knew my plan; she did not exactly embrace the compromise I had proposed but accepted the necessity, for both of us. No one would miss her for a while, at least; she had already taken a leave of absence with Alejandros from her responsibilities; she had been miserable, alone and heartsick, since I had been back on Anion, chained to her soul like a heavy anchor of emotional infidelity that she could not ignore. Today, we would fix this imbalance once and for all.

Despite herself, Corinne was beginning to grow excited. For the time being, we were reconnected, if not fully reconciled. I had taken responsibility for my behavior, and though she was still aggrieved and deeply wounded, I also knew she desperately wanted to forgive me. Now, for the first time, she would worldwalk.

We used no words; she had all the knowledge she needed from our link. It was Corinne’s moment; I gave her the smaller ironwood staff I had made for her, and she called for the Veils of Chaos. I felt her delight when they came at once, though I knew she had summoned them many times, privately—at first more in disbelief that she actually had this power, and later to confirm they had not abandoned her. The Provus’s home on Earth came into view through the center of the swirling rainbow; Corinne had taken this image from the memories of my time there. She next pulled the appropriate hand gesture from my mind, fumbled it the first time due to unfamiliarity, then succeeded by doing it more slowly, and was rewarded as a spray of my blood shot from the end of the small staff. A thunderclap occurred. I reached out my arm to her. Holding hands, together we stepped through the Veils to Earth.

“Wow,” said Corinne, looking down at her boots. “Felt like we were sliding.”

I nodded. “Much different from a mirroway.”

Though now on Earth, our connection remained strong and reassuring, the pacifying comfort of it a soporific call to cuddle up for a nap—for the present, resisted. The house was as I had last seen it; while Corinne had already experienced it through my memories, I felt the rush of her amazement as she processed the fact that she stood on an alien world for the first time. Slowly, she walked through the living room, her palms caressing each available surface: the supple buttery leather of the couch, the cold smoothness of the agate stone coffee table with its interesting blobs of blue and brown, then over to the slippery fabric of a faded lampshade, giving off its warm orange glow while riding astride a ceramic lamp in the shape of some unfamiliar Earth canine.

I found myself fascinated by the fact that I had seen these items countless times in the many months I had lived here, yet had not noticed these particular details until seen through the eyes—and hands—of Corinne. It reminded me of a story I had heard from the Provus during one of his examination day lectures when I was a child, a tale of blind men examining a platypus for the first time. One feels its nose and says the creature is like a duck. Another feels the tail and says it is like a squirrel. A third feels the paw and says the creature resembles an otter. The point is each has a different perspective on the same creature, noticing different details. I felt that way now as Corinne absorbed the house via her own perspective, giving me a new appreciation for a place I had come to consider as rather ordinary.

“I can make us some food if you like,” I offered, knowing Corinne was a bit hungry. At the moment, she was looking at the various paintings on the wall.

“In a bit,” she said, flashing a mischievous smile. “First, I want to do some shopping.” She had been through my memories and understood the mechanics of the shopping process. She was already loosening her shirt and heading toward the Trueview.

“Ava,” I called. “This is Corinne Lisela Mason. She is fully authorized for house security. Also, give her full access to all of my financial accounts and credit lines, as well as the Mercedes. Acknowledge.”

“Acknowledged, Devon. Biometric profile stored. Security exceptions granted to Corinne Lisela Mason. Financial account access granted, credit level, Rhodium. Access to Mercedes-Benz GLE Class, granted. Corinne Lisela Mason, please provide a voice sample.”

“Please show me the spring fashion catalog for Women, Ava,” she called from the Trueview.

“Voiceprint stored,” said Ava.

While Corinne got busy with Ava in the Trueview, I settled onto the couch and fished out an e-cigarette from a pack on the coffee table. A data pad was sitting next to the pack; I picked this up as well, placing it comfortably into my lap.

“Ava, display available Bandit models on my data pad.”

The basic model appeared, along with its price and features. No Trueview or AR integration, just a basic health monitor, phone, and audio/video recorder. Well, that would not do. Annoyed, I swiped upward through the various options, coming to my own model, the Deluxe. Along with Trueview and AR, the data pad said it came with skin-matching tech and security drone integration. Hmm, I had no idea what that last feature even was. I asked Ava.

“When paired with a compatible Raccoon Tec security drone, this feature allows a portable security presence to accompany the busy professional, ensuring safety and well-being in all situations. Raccoon Tec is the most trusted name in security, bringing peace of mind to you and your family.”

“What the—that sounds like an ad,” I groused. “And it tells me nothing.”

“I’m sorry, Devon, it was, in fact, a paid advertisement. Would you like me to block such offers in the future?”

“I guess so,” I said. But actually an idea had occurred to me then, and I asked Ava to display the available security drones compatible with the Bandit. Soon I was thumbing through those, and by clicking on various parts of the pad, I was able to get more detailed info, even videos, on the various drones, how they worked, and how they integrated with the Bandit. I began to smile.

“Ava, order one Bandit Deluxe for Corinne, and one Bandit Security Excelsior Drone Model 209.”

“Of course, Devon. It should be noted, however, that in order to fully activate the Bandit for Corinne, she will need Real ID authorization. Currently, her citizenship status is unknown.”

“How can I get her Real ID authorization?”

“You must provide the birth certificate, social security number, and passport of Corinne Lisela Mason.”

Hmm. That was a potential problem. I recalled that the Provus had made arrangements for me somehow, culminating in my supposed credentials from the land of Dubai, but I was not familiar with the details.

“Ava, do you know how my Real ID was arranged?”

“Alexander Mason provided your birth certificate, your social sec—”

“Yeah, I get it. OK, so tell me, what restrictions will Corinne have if her Bandit is not fully activated?”

“Corinne will be unable to travel internationally. She will also be ineligible for government benefits or programs. She will be unable to open her own bank accounts or perform her own business transactions. Finally, the citizenship status flag of the Bandit augmented-reality bubble will not be able to be set for her.”

Minor inconveniences at most, I thought.

“Execute the order, Ava.” She beeped in acknowledgment. From past experience, I knew that it would be five minutes at most before the delivery drones shipped these items to the house. Corinne was still immersed in shopping for clothes. I felt her delight in the process, as well as her growing hunger; she had been at it for nearly an hour. I had Ava work with the kitchen to cook up some mixed Chinese vegetables along with a large bowl of chow fun noodles; when they were ready, I told Ava to call Corinne into the dining room.

It was a good twenty minutes before Corinne arrived, looking freshly washed and radiant, wearing one of her new outfits: a smart white top with short tassels that hung from forearm-length sleeves, and tight-fitting black jeans. She was barefoot, her toes pretty and even and dainty, her toenails polished a blushing pink. My gaze lingered on her feet longer than was proper, and then I realized there was no hiding my prurient attention from her; she was getting everything through our connection anyway. I flushed, embarrassed, as she laughed scornfully and said, “Whatever would Daphne think, to know she was consort to a foot ogler.” Corinne made it sound like that would be Daphne’s new title at Court.

It was a low blow and she knew it; I fumed in my vegetables, eating in silence. Triumphantly, she swirled a bunch of noodles around her fork, slurped them into her mouth.

Then I felt something from her, something she was trying desperately to bury. I looked at her incredulously.

“You liked that I ogled your feet!” I accused.

“I moft fertainry did not!” she said around a mouthful of noodles. I looked for outrage in her expression; instead, all I found there was adorable sweetness, the face of a guilty child covered with cookie crumbs lying about having eaten her sister’s dessert.

“Uh, you most certainly did so!” I insisted, and to illustrate the point, I began to deliberately stare at her beautiful, feminine feet, widening my eyes theatrically, an attempt to be funny. My humor faded quickly, though, as I once again noted how sweetly symmetrical the curve was that flowed from her lovely, straight big toe, the second toe slightly shorter, not extending out prominently like some freakish finger, as did Daphne’s. No, and delightfully, instead, the rest of her delicate blush-tipped digits flowed outward and downward in an exquisite little spiral such that if one were drawing a perfect circle, the tip of each of those impeccably proportioned toes would just brush against the edge of that inscribed arc. Even the little toe—which, on many women, mutated into a sideways miniature hambone by the wearing of inappropriate footwear—was flawless.

I had a sudden uncontrollable urge to kiss Corinne’s feet—tenderly at first, her smooth instep, the ankles leading to her shapely calves, her arches as she giggled, if it tickled a bit. Then more forceful, her toes, more kisses, slow and torturous, my hot breath upon them, taking them one by one into my mouth. As my eyes were locked on her feet and this foot fetishist’s fantasy played itself out within my mind, I felt her respond, hungrily, wetly, and then, after a moment, angrily. She finished chewing her noodles, said, “You know I have wanted this. Why are you playing games with me?”

I stood, moved over to the chair directly next to her, sat down, took her hand in my own. Complex thoughts and emotions flowed between us along our connection.

“I am not playing games,” I said. “I am truly excited for you. I do not care that you are my cousin. I have profound feelings for you that I have never felt for another. And I am truly sorry I hurt you. I am wide open to you; you know all of this to be real.”

“What about Daphne?” She pouted.

“You have prettier feet,” I offered.

She poked me, hard, in the ribs. She was not smiling. It hurt.

“Try again,” she said stiffly.

I thought for a bit, holding Corinne’s hand, truly wanting to find a way to make things right between us, to make things work between us, for her sake, and mine. To fulfill her vision of what we could be, what the Veils of Chaos meant for us to be, of why this strange and wonderful thing had happened to us. To reconcile Corinne’s desires with the cold expectations of the Provus, with the hopes of Daphne, with the responsibilities to House Mason, to my family, to the years of training and tutelage that Horation had given me. It was a tall order, and as my mind turned, Corinne pulled my arm around her, snuggling in closer, and rode my thoughts, and ate her noodles.

My original plan had been to get Corinne her own Bandit, return to Anion, cast a similar telepathy spell upon it, and have the equivalent of her Harold be able to block me in Anion. That way, we could block each other’s connection, and at least we would not have to face the guilt or the jealousy or whatever other negative emotions came with it. Corinne did not really like this plan. Now that we had reconnected, and it was so warm and tingly, and her immaculate feet and sensuous body were so near to me, and her hair smelled of vanilla and orange peels, I did not really like the plan either. But it was impossible to see how we could peacefully coexist on Anion unless I gave up my consort. Perhaps stubbornly, because I had almost lost my life in the duel with Filbert, had rightfully won her, I was not ready to do this. Even if I did, however, it was not like I could openly be with Corinne on Anion. As my first cousin, such a thing would be scandalous, incestuous, our families would be outraged, forbid us to see each other; the Provus would order us apart. We both knew this.

We took a break from intense and stressful thinking by me showing her how to smoke e-cigarettes. Corinne found my preferred blend of straight nicotine revolting, but not to be defeated so easily, I had Ava deliver a variety pack, and soon we were blowing clouds of all flavors and making various faces and commenting on them.

Corinne first tried one labeled “Yellow Custard.”

“Very strange,” she said, her face odd and crinkled. “Tastes a little sweet and a little like feet.”

“If it tastes like your feet, it must be delicious,” I said, smiling goofily. “Pass it over here.”

“You’re pretty gross, you know that?” She giggled, kicking at me. I grabbed her foot and sniffed it, sighing contentedly, like I had just smelled a rose. She shook her head wistfully, and I felt her clear thought that she was in love with a crazy person, but she left her foot in my lap as I blew out a cloud of something labeled “Mint Surprise.”

“Tastes like windbat balls,” I said, making a face.

“You go around tasting windbat balls?”

“Maybe. Kind of hard to get your nose in between their little legs, though.”

She just looked at me. At first, I thought maybe I had offended her with my ribald banter, but then she said, “What if I stay here on Earth?”

Neither of us spoke for a long while, aloud, but through our connection, our thoughts ran wild. There were some logistics to work out, and by no measure was it a perfect plan. We were both far more enthusiastic about this idea, though, than in cutting off contact and living separate lives. If Anion objected to our union, then clearly, Anion was the wrong place for us to be. And Corinne had a secret that meant she could laugh in the face of what Anion wanted, or demanded, or required. Because I was not the only worldwalker.

The more she thought about it, the more Corinne’s excitement grew. What was the point of being a worldwalker if all she did was sit on Anion hiding in her cottage in Ashland mixing chemicals for Alejandros? She had done that for nearly a decade; it was dull, drab, and dismal. There was a whole new world to explore, especially when I was not around. She would stay on Earth. I would visit as often as I could, and here, we would belong to each other, and to no one else. We would not block our connection, except as would naturally occur when we were apart. Once the Provus showed me the way to the other worlds, I would show Corinne, and these places would belong to us as well. Together, we would walk among the stars, connected by blood, experiencing the universe in ways that no one else could understand, seeing sights that the people of Anion could only imagine. Together, we would grow, and love, and worldwalk.

As for Anion, I would do as I must, and she would accept it. If I must have a consort, or even a lifewife there, to successfully rule Northridge and be Magelord, Corinne would force herself to support me. She made me promise if such a time came for wedlock, that it be with Daphne, for she saw in the depths of my soul that while I found my consort engaging, my heart knew no love for her, as it did for Corinne. Her enthusiasm was unbridled, and I was eager to be forgiven, and so, all of this I promised to her, and meant it.

There was much more to do, but the time had come for something far more important, far more intimate. But first, Corinne had a task for me, one that initially I did not believe she was serious about. Exploring our link, though, convinced me that this was something I had better handle with all speed and conviction. Together, we headed into the Trueview, and after getting a general sense of what I was supposed to say by digging around in the depths of Corinne’s feminine inferno—a place that I found baffling, confusing, and frankly a bit frightening—I called up Sheila on the Trueview. Thankfully there was no answer, so I left her the following message:

“Hey, Sheila, this is Devon. Calling to let you know it is totally, completely over between us. I do not want to hear from you again. This is my new girl, Corinne, and I love her, with all of my heart, so goodbye, and don’t call me anymore.”

I figured that would do it, but apparently that was not enough for Corinne, who, with arms around me possessively, felt compelled to add, “Suck on my shit, you dumb big Earth bitch!” She then gave Sheila the Anion equivalent of the Earth middle finger: an exaggerated, dismissive toss of a pretend coin with the left hand that indicated to the recipient that they were worth less than a fake guilder. I burst out laughing, unable to maintain my composure against the unexpected mixture of Corinne’s catty expression, thick accent, and farcical lack of knowledge of English mannerisms. My reaction made Corinne start laughing too, and that’s how we ended the connection. Emilon only knows what Sheila would make of that.

Earlier, months ago, I had been angry at Corinne’s possessiveness, had resisted my feelings for her. But now, it was somehow different; Corinne believed in us, would do anything for me. I realized that I felt the same; all I had to do was imagine her in the arms of another man, and my blood immediately boiled over. She touched my arm tenderly, gratified that I finally understood, and indicated she was now ready. Without words, we headed to the shower.

Corinne was nervous, convinced I would be comparing her to other women; it was important to her that she not disappoint me. Based upon some dumb flash of a night with Sheila, she was certain I found hairy girls unattractive, so she asked me to prepare her body in a way I would find exciting. Even with our connection, Corinne would not be reassured; she wanted to make sure she was freshly clean, and groomed the way I liked.

As she removed her clothes, my breath caught in my throat. In her thoughts, I had seen her naked from countless times before the mirror, but apparently in distorted fashion; she regarded herself as much chubbier than the stunning curvaceous reality that confronted me. Her breasts were full, heavy enough to cause some under curve, yet with swollen, puffy nipples of sweet hazel that stood firm and attentive beneath my hungry eyes. Her tummy was thin, with a slight nether turn, an entirely fitting feminine sweep crowned by an appealing curl of a belly button. But her hips were things of high art, made for the inspiration of a sculptor’s chisel; from the valley of her delicate waist they erupted, graceful wide bows of seamless mocha that conjured ancient fertility rites and promised unending ecstasy. I fixed my eyes into her own: gold-speckled brown and endlessly complicated. Her nose was soft and understated, except for a delightfully perky end that turned up precisely where it should; underneath, her lips were thick, slightly parted with her anticipation. Looking at her, I felt my mouth water, my loins begin to thicken. As she saw herself through my eyes, and felt my immediate heated desire, she whispered, “By the Veils, I’m . . . I’m beautiful.”

“Yes, you certainly are, sweet Corinnia,” I murmured, removing my shirt, my pants, moving close and kissing her softly. Of course, she was close shaved in Anion fashion, but there was the expected stubble in hard-to-reach places. Gently, I explored her crevices, feeling her respond to my touch. Using the painless Earth depilatory devices I employed on my own equipment, I soon had her sparkling bald in all the right spots. She was also highly aroused under the ministrations of my fingers. Meanwhile, she was doing some exploring of her own, using our link to get feedback when doing silly things fostered by inexperience, such as moving it around in a circle like a video game joystick.

Painfully aware that this was her first time, I drew her to a guest bedroom that had never been used before. I wanted Corinne to know this would be our special room, our virgin bed, so to speak. She appreciated such touches, and I ordered Ava to turn the lights down low, and to play classical music of the soft variety. The beautiful piano and viola of Nicola Benedetti filled the room, at an appropriate relaxing volume.

We began to touch each other, using our connection for guidance. I spent a good deal of time just kissing her, tasting her neck, reveling in the scent of vanilla and oranges. As we became heated, Ava sensed the temperature change and automatically cooled the room; as a result, we stayed comfortable and excited and not especially sweaty. My mouth moved lower, tasting her breasts, luxuriating in her puffy nipples, skimming teasingly over her vulva. And yes, I did make some time for her magnificent toes.

As I was the one with bedchamber experience, she looked to me to lead. But with our link, I could do much, much more. First, I showed her the sunrise with my fingers, until I sensed her traveling in unfamiliar but highly pleasurable territory. Then I gave her the sunset with my mouth, as she squirmed against me, softly moaning, pulling my face and head into the center of those dreamlike hips until I felt her body trembling and her spirit beginning to wander. Finally, drenched with her fluids and on the edge of oblivion, I rode her slowly, outside initially, then slipping deep within, speeding up as she gasped, and cried out, and bled a little. There I gave her the supernova as Corinne screamed and spasmed against me, and I into her, again and again, until finally all was still but for a soft piano playing in the background. Soon after, she lay against me and cried tears of joy, and I held her closely, and together we were as one.

We slept, but shortly thereafter, I awoke, and I watched her sleep, and rode her dreams. They were disjointed, but were of joyful things happy and warm, and she was content. I looked at her in repose and I loved her, the defiance of her, the sweetness of her, and now the sheer physicality of having her beside me. I loved her fiercely, as I had since we had first been joined by the Veils of Chaos. I marveled that I had been such a callous ass to her, and once again wondered if this connection was like a drug, if it was somehow affecting my judgment. Well, I would find out when I returned to Anion, would see if my feelings changed. For now, I was happy. She was too. Why spoil it?

I drifted, slept, only to be woken shortly after by Corinne doing interesting things to my body that soon turned into another lovemaking session. Afterward, we slept more deeply, the both of us, not waking until the next morning. We showered, ate, and I got her set up with her Bandit, which she would need since she would be staying on Earth. But first, there were lots of details to worry about, and not a lot of time.

We schemed and we planned and we plotted, all the while growing more motivated, our connection growing stronger, our sorrows growing fainter, our past wounds fading. We searched the net and found her a suitable house nearby, which I rented, for she could not stay here lest the Provus show up unexpectedly. Next I rented her a car, also in my name; the bank account limitation for her was a real nuisance. After some online research, we figured out a work-around by transferring a hundred thousand eurodollars to a gift card, then tying that card to Corinne’s Bandit. That would hold her over for a while. Then I had Ava delete all records of Corinne from the house. Together, we loaded her clothes into the rental car and took her stuff to her new place, a few blocks over.

It was a small single-story two-bedroom with an attached garage, but it would do for now, until we could work out a more permanent arrangement. It was my intention to simply have her move back to the home of the Provus after he passed into the Realm of the Dead, which would happen fairly soon. I enabled the security system with permissions for Corinne and myself, feeling both guilty and elated that I had excluded the Provus from these machinations. We initialized her Bandit so that it was tied into the virtual assistant of the new home. The rental car parked itself in the garage. We only had one loose end to tie up, and that was on Anion.

“Are you certain you can handle this yourself?” I asked her. We had agreed on what must be done. It was a fairly radical move, but it would put Corinne out of reach of our enemies forever, as well as give us a future together, however imperfect.

“Yes,” she replied. “It will be easy.”

“All right, if you need me . . .”

“I know,” she said. She sent me thoughts of kittens and hugs and pink fuzzy slippers. I wrinkled my nose.

“Too girly?” She laughed.

I smiled at her, not unkindly. “No way. Now, let’s go. You first.”

Corinne waved her hands mystically, a totally unnecessary act; she was making fun of me. The Veils of Chaos came anyway, spinning at her summons, waiting as she visualized her cottage in Ashland. She gave me a kiss on the nose, then on the lips, finally open-mouthed. Then she did the hand gesture she had learned, no mistakes this time, and the Sanguine Spray shot from her little staff as the thunderclap signaled the Veils were ready for transport.

“See you soon, my love,” she said, then slid away in a swirl of rainbows.

When she had gone, I resummoned the Veils, and headed back to my chambers in the Citadel.

Two days later, House Mason was horrified to learn that one of its own daughters, Corinne Lisela, had perished in the ocean off the coast of Ashland. Alejandros himself mirrowayed over to deliver the sorrowful news to the Provus. She had allegedly foolishly borrowed one of the small pleasure boats despite the prediction of rough weather; it had washed ashore, empty, some five hours later. On its bow was a goodly amount of her blood, and between the slats of wood, a bunch of her beautiful honey hair had been ripped from her head, roots and all still attached. The assumption was that Corinne had run into bad weather, hit her head, and been thrown overboard. Alejandros had personally run the analysis on the blood and hair against samples from her cottage; there was no doubt they belonged to Corinne. They would watch for her body, but with the vast Coral Sea, it could be anywhere, and would likely never be found. All of Ashland mourned along with Northridge; Alejandros was heartily sorry.

Through our connection, I had watched as Corinne cut her arm deeply, a horizontal slit that bled freely on the bow of the little ship. She had sealed it with healing salve, wincing as it hissed and smoked, then tossed the phial overboard into the choppy waves. With effort, she had ripped a small bouquet of her locks out by the roots, ensured it firmly ensnared between the planks. A pack on her back contained all of the items of this world she cared to bring with her. Calling for the Chaos Veils, she used her own spilled blood to escape the boat, releasing the tiller to set the craft adrift with the currents.

Safe journey, my love, I thought as she slipped through the rainbow. I caught a hint of purring and vanilla, then she was gone.


Chapter 25

Upon my passage into the Realm of the Dead, it is hereby ordered on this day that Lord Devon Koplasa Mason will assume the title of Magelord of Northridge.

—From Magelord Royal Decree 735 by Magelord Alexander Mason, Ruler of Northridge, Twentieth day of Gromon, 1199 ADD

Daphne lay in a sheer nightgown in the bed of my chambers at the Masonic Citadel. She was prattling on about courtly gossip involving rumors of Wintina du Dedamin having an affair with Seneschal Keridan. Her body was lean and lanky—her buttocks firm but narrow under the translucent fabric, seeming almost boyish. Her face was caked with some kind of brown beauty masque consisting of clay and various herbs, the darkness of the mud somehow emphasizing the equine nature of her teeth. As she spoke, she carefully brushed her toes with red nail polish. I frowned as I noted her elongated second toe. I sorely missed Corinne.

It had been almost a month since my beautiful cousin had been “lost” in the Coral Sea. In that time, much had transpired. A memorial service had been held, which many attended; we had all gone to the sanctum and burned an empty casket. Corinne had left a bestowment of one million guilders to the Daughters of Fern to set up a treatment center for those addicted to laughing dust, and an additional one and a half million for me: “my beloved cousin Devon” she had said simply. While this raised a couple of eyebrows, I merely acted surprised and said it was probably because I had tried to save her on examination day. These funds were largely the Provus’s guilt levies for shooting Corinne anyway. Together, we had big plans for them.

Meanwhile, the Provus began to train me in the intricacies of offworld trading. First, I learned that the vast majority of his offworld enterprises were based on Earth alone, the world of his birth, as he was most comfortable with the customs there. While this made sense, and I had many questions regarding the other worlds, the Provus ordered patience. For now, we would focus on Earth.

I accompanied him there on several business trips, each lasting no more than a day, giggling in clandestine contentment as Corinne and I reveled in our connection and communed with each other. These times with the Provus, I could not see Corinne physically, but it was enough to know she was well, and to catch up on her doings, and to plan.

I was introduced to several of the Provus’s contacts on Earth, including his military supplier and gemstones buyer; together, we procured items and brought them back to Anion. I also discovered the Provus had actual Earth employees who worked for him in a company called Mason Enterprises in a real building that he owned a few towns over in White Plains. His foreman was a man named Walter Jacobsen, who I was introduced to. The entire purpose of Mason Enterprises was to disassemble complex Earth machines into manageable components and create shipments out of them. These were composed of difficult-to-reproduce parts or devices, and schematics for parts that would be easier to reproduce on Anion. Like the first hydroelectric generators the Provus had introduced to Northridge some fifty years ago; he had brought over the complicated rotor and stator assemblies, whereas the turbine blades, casings, and shafts had all been produced on Anion as per the specs provided by the Mason Enterprises team.

The Provus showed me how the Veils could handle a large wheeled cart, and where in his house some of these were stored. I also discovered there was a master list in Anion of trade orders that were waiting to be filled; it had been backed up for nearly two years. We brought several large loads of goods back to Anion. To Earth, we mostly brought gemstones and uncommon minerals. I began to feel more experienced, more confident in my abilities.

“Never try to transport a living thing,” he cautioned me one day when we had just finished worldwalking to a local organic farm, where we picked up a load of seeds.

“Why, what happens?” I asked curiously. He frowned.

“Nothing good. Once, I tried to bring a chicken through, just to see if it was possible. Was thinking if it worked, I could start some livestock lines for breeding, food, that sort of thing. Instead, there was a fierce resistance, and I seemed to be falling, instead of the usual feeling of sliding. The chicken disintegrated in a rather gruesome fashion. Seeing them today at the farm reminded me of it.”

I shrugged; having little interest in farm animals, I was not planning to bring any to Anion. A thought occurred to me, though.

“The seeds are living, yet they go through without trouble. What is the difference?”

“I do not know for certain, but I can tell you what I suspect.”

“That being?”

“It has everything to do with consciousness.”

“How do you arrive at that?”

For a moment, he looked like he would say something of import, but then his face contorted strangely.

“Just a hunch,” he finally said. With that, he changed the topic, and we left the matter.

I used most of Corinne’s bequest money to purchase rare pink diamonds from the International Mercantile Exchange on Anion. These were extracted from the mines of Northridge by Lord Christopher’s men, and I received a discount as a member of House Mason, so I was able to acquire a fairly sizeable amount. With little effort, I worldwalked to Corinne, contacted Alexander Mason’s gem buyer, and converted the gemstones into nearly twelve million eurodollars. I used a small fraction of this to pay off the military contact, and just like that, Corinne had a legitimate Dubai passport, birth certificate, and Real ID. We fully activated her Bandit, transferred the remaining gem proceeds into a new shared account, and spent the next few days house-shopping in the nearby city, which Corinne found endlessly fascinating. We spent the evenings making love.

I was rapidly losing interest in Daphne, and right before I left Earth, I suggested to Corinne that I should break things off with my consort upon returning to Anion. To my surprise, she forbade it. In a way, she was punishing me, after the fashion of a parent who forces a child to smoke a carton of cigarettes upon catching them smoking. The point was to teach me that getting what I wanted was not always the best thing. Corinne knew I preferred her voluptuous, meaty curves to Daphne’s skeletal, scrawny figure; she felt it deep within my soul, she did not need my verbal reassurances. Part of her also insisted that while on Anion, I should be occupied with someone I did not care about emotionally, lest I stumble upon one I might find more endearing. Oddly, Corinne’s strategy was mystifyingly effective; the more she insisted that I stay with Daphne, the less I was interested in her. It was perverse logic, but nonetheless, I kept up the charade with Daphne back on Anion, though my heart was not in it.

In my spare time, I practiced my magic, honing my skills, experimenting with new reagents. I crafted a complex divination spell designed to locate any mage above a certain level of power, hoping to put the “unknown puppet master theory” to rest once and for all. It failed to locate anyone or anything, but that was hardly conclusive, for the spell was only effective within Northridge. The other Magelords had their own lands magically shielded against such prying, most relying on devices manufactured by Alejandros. The Provus owned several of these, as well as his own technology-based shielding device, a module that was plugged into Ava down in his secret room. Under Ava’s guidance, the module projected an intense disruption field from an antenna array atop the Citadel. While it didn’t quite reach to the borders, the field was effective at reflecting certain types of magical energy back upon the caster, and totally impenetrable to teleportation magic.

I marveled that technology could achieve such a thing when confronted by magic, and asked the Provus to explain its workings. He referred me to the Ava in his lower secret chambers, which rattled off physics formulas and mathematics well beyond my education. Finally, I decided that I didn’t need to know how it worked; it was enough that it did work.

My parents were cold and distant, a situation that I found sad concerning my father, and familiar with regard to my mother. It seemed that despite the persuasions of the Provus, they could not bring themselves to forgive me for Jonus’s death. I did not fully understand what had happened to my brother; his actions, words, and Lynette’s revelations strongly suggested he had been compelled to his actions, unwillingly, by an enemy. Whoever it was, though, remained maddeningly quiescent.

I spent some time with Horation, speaking of the upcoming duel with Malkin, and learned much that was useful. We also spoke of the Words of Power, but he had nothing additional to say on the subject beyond what he had already provided: rumor and innuendo that the Necromancer had been seeking them. Horation was astounded and dismayed that at least two of the sacred words had been uncovered by someone whose agenda was unknown at best, and sinister at worst. He even sent a windbat missive to the Necromancer, with careful calligraphy indicating the utmost respect, which read:

My Esteemed Colleague,

It has come to my attention that your apprentice, Lynette, has been able to wield the ancient Words of Power, which I surmise she must have learned from you. I wish to congratulate you on this unprecedented discovery, and was hoping we could meet, as I have many questions. Please let me know when it would be convenient to get together and discuss this momentous event.

With deep respect and humility,

Magelord Horation Zalasar

To Horation’s chagrin, the Necromancer did not bother to reply.

Whenever I could, I snuck away to Earth and floated in the river of warmth and honey that was Corinne. Together, we settled upon a clean, bright penthouse apartment in the sky, with dizzying views of Central Park and a private deck equipped with a cheery garden and miniature swimming pool. Inside, the kitchen was an elegant affair centered around a sweeping imported Italian marble countertop, and the master bedroom boasted an enormous feather bed and cavernous closets for Corinne’s clothes and shoes. I appreciated the attached palatial bathroom, complete with sauna, shower, and a hot tub big enough for several people.

Off the living area was a giant Trueview salon with stadium seating and annual passes to the opera, theater, and sporting events of the city. I felt Corinne’s immediate love for the home through our connection, a situation that made it difficult to negotiate the sales price, as her unbridled enthusiasm kept injecting small unintended smiles into my stoic barter face. Eventually, the seller and I settled on a sum of just over nine million eurodollars, which Corinne found a bargain, even as I lamented the majority of our money rapidly dwindling. We moved our things from the rented house in Westchester, and made love in the sky to the white-noise hum of the city.

I would have been content to stay there forever, but a windbat message from the Provus called me back to Anion. I cursed my obligations, but could not avoid them. Malkin had returned from his business trip, and the day of the duel for the succession arrived. Corinne fretted and cried real tears of worry. With her wet eyes and pouty lips, she looked beautiful and adorable and I loved her with all of my being, and I assured her it would be fine; this duel was not to the death, and without a doubt, I would be returning to her.

Back on Anion, Daphne tried to talk to me, but I pleaded the need for preparations. The best lie is the truth, as Logar says. Once my spells were hung, I wandered the halls, avoiding my consort, until the appointed hour arrived. As it had been with Filbert, the ballroom was largely cleared of its usual furniture. The Provus stood near Malkin and me in the center of the room, looking tense. High Queen Dariani sat off to the side of the room, on one of two comfortable lounge chairs that had been brought in. For a moment, I was tempted to throw the duel, to lose on purpose and permanently shirk my duties, the sooner the better, to get back to Corinne. But as soon as I saw Malkin, my competitive hunger took over, along with a sense of dedication to House Mason. My resolve hardened, and I felt shame at my earlier thoughts.

“I am not going to announce you, or any silly formalities,” the Provus told us. “We are the only three here, besides Dariani, who has come to—ahem—show support for her son.” He seemed a bit embarrassed by this, as if this decision had not been up to him, exactly. If so, I sympathized; all men were at the mercy of the women they loved.

“But I am the only one making the decision regarding succession!” he continued. “So remember, incapacitation only! I know it will be a bit more difficult since both of you are wearing battle cloaks. Think of that as part of the challenge. Any questions?”

I shook my head no. Malkin just smiled, but it was a deceitful leer of lemons and venom.

“Then shake, and get to your sides. I will throw out a timer, as usual. Good luck, men. Fight with honor.”

I held out my hand; Malkin took my forearm in hand and we briefly clasped each other. The fabric from our two cloaks hung dormant and slippery, sliding over each other at the wrist as our hands touched, his garment bearing the House Mason crest, almost as if to implicate me as an imposter. I frowned and shrugged off the pessimistic thought. Generally, he projected an air of unconcern, but I was cautiously hopeful regarding my prospects. My biggest fear was the unknown resources he had earlier referenced. Yet that which he did not know regarding my power was far greater, in my estimation.

Alexander Mason threw the five-minute timer into the air, where it began circling and counting down. He moved off to the side of the room and sat beside the High Queen. She looked resplendent in a stunning Colondo waffle-knit dress, the Twin Sisters of Lorne sparkling upon her forehead and breast as always. I nodded to her, part of me irritated that she had chosen to support Malkin, but also understanding at some level that mothers should favor their sons. She smiled and nodded back.

As was my customary preparation, my practice string found itself within my hands. I flexed my fingers, stretched it a bit, felt its tautness and worn familiarity. The ladder, the cradle, the sleepy dog, the windbat; my hands moved and my fingers danced as the Lattice stirred and began swaying before me. The remaining forms followed: the star, the rabbit, the door, the cup, the wildflower, then twins, the scorpion, the mountain, the heart, each form echoing the Lattice, which was rapidly vibrating, now under my full control. As the widow’s web emerged, I spoke a trigger word, a variation from my usual routine. Behind me, a searing blue ghost of the web appeared, twenty times larger than that which had just formed beneath my hands, framing my figure in a cautionary warning—a display of my fortitude and power. Let Malkin think on that.

He had reached his starting area at the far side of the room. He went over to a crate, opened it, and removed a shiny black object. From this distance, it looked like a bowling ball. It was only after he put it on his head that I realized it was a helmet. He donned a pair of black gloves, then seemed to press some buttons upon them. Several red lights on the helmet lit up. Some kind of armor? When he already had the cloak? I had no idea. Well, he was not the only one with secrets.

“You with me, Harold?”

Ready to roll, boss.

“Good. Activate the drone.”

I had brought my own supplies. There were no rules in the Code that said you could not bring materials, and I had three crates with me today. The largest contained the Raccoon Tec drone I had ordered on Earth along with Corinne’s Bandit. I had hauled it back to Anion, and it was connected to my Bandit as designed, under Harold’s control, although with some fancy spellcraft, I had modified it a bit.

The drone opened the crate from the inside, as its propellers and minijets spun up. It lifted itself out of the carton and came to hover over my left shoulder, its plasteel gleaming with shiny gray highlights. I shot a glance at the Provus, wondering what he would think of my foray into the world of tech, but his face was impassive.

The timer bell rang. I gestured, and Perceptive Sight was mine. I spoke a word, and my ironwood staff elongated, floating beside me near the drone. I clapped my hands twice; smoky clouds of gray and orange shot out from my palms. These were my Hands of Wind and Fire; with a flick of my wrists, I sent them toward my nemesis, Malkin, who just seemed to be standing there.

His cloak began to glow, elongating and whining with a metallic squeal; unhurriedly, he pressed a button on his glove, then pointed a finger at me. A deafening sound began to surround me; my own cloak glowed blue and encircled my head, covering my ears. The sound was diminished, but not completely eradicated; rapidly, my head was starting to pound.

A sonic weapon, Harold? Can you counter?

Decibels are too high for inverse wave, boss. Sorry.

I swept out with my Hands, catching Malkin between them, orange tendrils of fire briefly engulfing him on either side. He staggered, but mostly his cloak absorbed the hit, keeping him upright. My head was splitting—time for the drone.

Scorpion Surprise, Harold, I ordered.

The drone made a beeline for Malkin, who drew a projectile weapon from his belt and attempted to shoot it as it approached. His aim was true, and sparks flew as bullets ricocheted off the plasteel hull. But the drone was hardened against such efforts, and it reached him anyway, dousing Malkin with its full payload of atomized Trinidad Scorpion Pepper before returning to my side. Despite the direct hit, the helmet seemed to protect his head and face, and the cloak sheltered his body, so the effect was less than I had hoped for. That said, it appeared the gloves were vulnerable, and he ripped them off while clawing at the skin of his hands and forearms. Immediately the sonic attack ceased.

He quickly countered, though, drawing a tube-shaped weapon and touching his helmet. An aid to aiming perhaps? Before I could react, a puff of white smoke occurred at the muzzle and a whirling mass hurtled toward me. I tried to bat it away with my Hands; it passed right through them, whatever the projectile was, it was spinning too fast to get a good grip on it. I dove to my left; too late, I was encircled in an awkward position by a bola-type contraption, with tight, fine wires attached to dozens of small metallic balls that stuck to each other tightly. Magnetic I thought, summoning the Lattice as I touched one of the balls and reversed the polarity with a motion.

An odd sensation gripped me, calling for my attention, something to do with the Lattice. It seemed important, but I had too many other things to attend to at the moment, so I dismissed the strange feeling and focused on freeing myself. Repulsive now, the balls flew apart, loosening the wires and giving me a chance to crawl out. Malkin was trying to get off more shots, but I was smacking him around with my giant Hands, buffeting him from side to side with wind gusts, foiling his aim. Another snare of balls and wires sailed harmlessly by.

With a trigger word, the contents of my second box were released, the side of the crate disintegrating into sawdust and tiny splinters. Hundreds of redback spiders came swarming out along the ballroom floor, heading toward Malkin. I blew into my fist and released my breath while executing a complicated working; an Enlarge Arachnid spell with a wide targeting component. Each spider became swollen and thick, hissing and gyrating and growing ever larger. The creatures were already under my control; using the Hands of Wind and Fire as guides, I shepherded my spider herd toward Malkin; once there, they would wrap him in their webs. Purposefully, they skittered toward their target, the size of large rats and still growing.

Malkin cursed, and for good measure, I sent the drone in to harry him with some Taser jolts of electricity. His cloak absorbed them, but he wasted some time swatting at it, finally drawing a large cylinder that had been mounted under the cloak upon his back. It had a thick polymer handle and many holes in its deadly-looking front end. As the first of the spiders reached him—now the size of small dogs—he touched his helmet and an astonishing spray of high-speed metallic projectiles came blasting from the front of the weapon, cutting the spiders to greenish ribbons of leggy goo. Furry chunks flew randomly apart from the center of the maelstrom where he aimed. Spraying metal like water from a hose, Malkin was able to cut wide swaths through the approaching creatures, slaughtering dozens at a time with short, staccato bursts. Despite my efforts to concentrate the herd for a final push, the spiders were mowed down mercilessly, though Malkin ran out of ammunition when there were still a few left. He tossed the big gun aside and finished off the remainder with a single fire fléchette shooter that seemed identical to the one the Provus had used on me.

Though I had lost my spider army, I had not wasted the opportunity. While Malkin was playing exterminator, I was able to get close enough to grab him and hold him steady with the nearly spent Hands of Wind and Fire. He squirmed as I squeezed, his cloak crackling with blue plasma. My attack was a bit of a diversion, though; I spoke a complex phrase, each word splintering into indistinguishable gibberish by the force of the spell. A white ball of fire shot from my fingers, hovering over the squirming Malkin, then a focused beam of blinding light erupted from it, intersecting the now smoking fabric of Malkin’s cloak. This spell had been devised by Horation’s mentor, Maximillius, the man responsible for giving Alexander Mason his scars. I glanced at the Provus, saw his face go white.

My Hands had almost run their course, but I wanted to hold on to Malkin for as long as possible, to let the Energy Draino spell do its work on the cloak. Inside the obsidian helmet, it was impossible to know how Malkin was reacting to all of this. He was probably frustrated, but such was life in the world of dueling. His battle cloak would be out of power in moments, rendering him defenseless, after which he should be easy to finish off. I saw him struggling against my fading Hands, manage to get his fingers into his utility belt, fiddle with some controls.

Several black missiles with ominous red sensor sweeps on their noses began to launch themselves at me from the crate near Malkin. I knew immediately what they were, and was fairly shocked he would dare to use them. D-bombs. We had covered them in my military classes. They were banned by the more enlightened cultures of Earth because they caused significant damage to civilians due to their propensity to attack indiscriminately. Essentially they were limited-range smart mines that attacked the nearest living thing that was not their activator. They were attracted to sound, motion, and heat, and were certainly not weapons of incapacitation. All of this flashed through my mind, then the first one hit me.

The explosion rocked my ears with a concussive thud, and I was thrown back twenty paces, my staff along with me. I hit the floor hard, dazed, and lost my Hands. Scrambling to my feet, I gestured, Blinked back into the fray, teleporting ahead ten or so paces, but another mine was already on top of me; it detonated and I flew again through the air. I felt blood in my mouth as I hit, stunned, my head ringing. This second blast had thrown me fairly far; I looked up, leaning heavily into my Perceptive Sight, revealing the true horror of Malkin’s carelessness.

In his zeal to win, he had unleashed the D-bombs. While no weapons of incapacitation under normal circumstances, he would presumably claim his confidence that the cloak would protect me, that the bombs would just batter me into a daze. He did not consider that the explosions would blast me out of their range such that his father, and his mother, would now be the closer of their available targets. With unerring machine precision, the three remaining D-bombs were heading straight for the Provus and the High Queen.

Harold, the drone!

To his credit, Harold understood my intentions without full instructions, and the RT-ED 209 sped on an intercept course, crashing into the D-bomb nearest to the Provus. Plasteel shrapnel rained over the High Queen and Alexander Mason, but they seemed otherwise unharmed. The drone was tough; it was meant to be so. But it was not built to withstand a direct hit from a military smart bomb. Its remains cracked apart, lurching and skidding along the floor, giving off showers of electric sparks and smoldering.

Meanwhile, Malkin stood half frozen in shock, raising a pistol uncertainly as if about to try and shoot at the D-bombs, then realizing that he would likely hit his parents. The last two black missiles flew with deadly dispassion toward the Magelord and the High Queen, scanning them with their red targeting sweeps. A Quickness spell could have helped, but I had considered such an expensive casting excessive, unnecessary to defeat an inexperienced duelist such as Malkin. The spell was not prepared, nor hung. Harold had nothing to offer. Deeply immersed in my Perceptive Sight, fighting to stay calm, with only a few seconds available, I ran through my list of spells. None would save the Provus and his High Queen.

Their only chance was for me to improvise. I had no idea how, but one step at a time. I called for the Lattice. As always, it appeared before me, a sparkling web of stunning blue neon, my steadfast friend since childhood. But what a strange feeling, I thought. It was the same sensation I had glimpsed before, upon summoning the Lattice earlier. As if an unfamiliar pathway had opened up, one whose entry point had been carefully disguised between two other common layers; had I really just never looked at it from the proper angle before? There was clearly no time to explore some unknown branch, yet the mystery and beauty of the strand inescapably beckoned me. Before I could overthink it, I moved along it, found myself spiraling wildly along an abstract tangent, then another that was almost beyond my ability to keep in focus.

Spinning, drifting, falling. Feeling nauseous, I abruptly came to end of the spiral pathway and was surprised to see my chambers in the Citadel. My focus was drawn to a message scroll, sitting in the open drawer of my desk, forgotten for these many months. Now it glowed with blinding green intensity, humming with a high-pitched tone. With a flick of my wrist, I summoned it to me.

The scroll sped along the Lattice, accelerating through the first spiral; faster, hotter, glowing with heat, until finally the paper was engulfed in an eruption of flames, leaving only ashes and the spindle. Now, through the second spiral, I saw its shape, that of an hourglass engulfed in a green-white inferno, the glass beginning to melt. It was nearly through the Lattice, almost to me, my hand outstretched, as the first of the D-bombs closed upon the High Queen, who happened by bad luck to be the closer of the pair. A race now, the D-bomb versus the hourglass, my Perceptive Sight unable to pick a winner, my full awareness flicking back and forth between the Lattice and the D-bomb like the ticking of a clock, tick and tock, hourglass and D-bomb. Tick and tock. Tick and—

The molten hourglass reached my outstretched hand, exploding on impact with exquisite agony, engulfing me in a cloud of tiny particles of green sand.

Sudden silence, utter and total. The vacuum of space was louder.

Nothing moved, not even my eyes could blink. Everything, everyone, utterly frozen.

My awareness seemed intact. I found myself to be looking at words. They seemed to hover in the air before me:

Alexander,

The payment for our bargain is nearly due. Despite your grave misgivings, I foresee that in all pathways you will honor our agreement. By avoiding duplicitous maneuvers that would ultimately prove futile, you show respect to that which I value most: my Time. Among men, such rectitude is uncommon, and so I grant you a small boon of prescience to do with as you will.

In the upcoming ritual for your progeny, there are narrow pathways for the boy to traverse, through which he will achieve your greatest desire. He must be critically stressed and discomfited; his mental defenses shattered, his body overburdened with suffering and agony. You must be brutal and callous, as well as cautious; he will not understand your maleficence, and will defend himself. The girl will unwittingly assist, but regardless of your machinations, it will be the boy who ultimately decides. He will either forsake the girl, leaving her to perish, or he will submit to self-sacrifice and compassion, thus unlocking control of the Veils and saving them both.

If he succeeds, he will hold a grudge against you. Show him this letter, and his animosity will diminish.

As for Dariani, one Sister is all she will need to survive in the end. The boy will find a better use for the other. You will not hear from me again until it is time for payment.

—Timeweaver

The letter for the Provus, fully revealed at last. As always with the Timeweaver, maddeningly vague and unhelpful. Why was I seeing it now? What did all of this mean? I was not breathing; my heart did not beat. I did not feel like I was even seeing the words in the traditional sense—more in the manner in which I saw the Lattice: a mystical, inner glow. In the same fashion, I knew of the hole in my left hand, burned there by the hourglass. It did not go all the way through, but it was deep, severe, and, curiously, shaped in the form of a teardrop.

There was no pain. I could not move, could not feel my body. I tried summoning the Veils of Chaos; nothing happened. Harold was not responding. But when I called for the Lattice, I was rewarded by a single blue strand that led outward from my left hand, off into the distance. I followed it for what seemed like decades, in a journey that took me all across Anion, and all over Northridge. The pattern was complicated, often doubling back upon itself, covering the same ground more often than not, all around Northridge, and seemingly centered around the Masonic Citadel specifically: the royal living quarters, the throne room, the Grand Assembly. Coming close to its terminus, it looped back into this room until, finally, the glowing blue strand ended at the forehead of the High Queen, at the gemstone called Sorrow, one of the Twin Sisters of Lorne.

The words of the letter, the shape in my hand, the gemstone Sorrow. I did not understand the design, but it was obvious there was a purpose, one that had been engineered, as with so much else, by the Timeweaver. It seemed some decision was required of me. Could I reject this path? Perhaps, but then what of the Provus and the High Queen? The implication was with this choice came the chance to save them. I could not move, so I called with my will for the stone as if I were summoning through the Lattice in ordinary fashion.

There was a flash of lightning, and the world began to move.

My left hand was smoking; the flesh scarred and healed, the gemstone Sorrow embedded under the skin of my palm. It pulsated red in time with each heartbeat as the staggering power of new magic rushed through me unfettered. I felt harmony with the rocks of the walls and floors, the stone foundations below—even the ancient bedrock roots of the Citadel. I sensed the timeless steadiness of the land that nourished us: the strength of the substratum of Northridge, other lands, the indomitable spirit of Anion herself.

The gemstone and I were as one; I stood awed, then abruptly my head cleared. Time for feelings later; concentrating, the heavy stone of the ballroom floor rapidly erupted like a volcano between High Queen Dariani and the D-bombs, spewing all the way to the ceiling. Flowing like thick concrete, it knocked over the chairs, pushing her and the Provus gently away down its far slope while I hardened the opposite side. The D-bombs hit the new mountainous wall. Twin thunderous explosions occurred, but the hardened rock protected the Magelord and High Queen, deeply cratering but otherwise holding fast. The stone obeyed my will effortlessly, instantly; there were no trigger words, preparations, or really even the need for gestures—although I found that using my hands to direct helped me to focus the outcome.

I turned to Malkin, the cause of all of this chaos. By this time, his cloak had been fully discharged by the Draino spell. He had stood looking panicked as I had shielded his parents, perhaps from his vantage thinking the explosions caused the ceiling to collapse and kill them. Now, I willed the stone floor beneath Malkin to liquefy, a slurry of cement that he fell into as I hardened it. He was immobilized, cocooned save for his stupid helmet, which goofily bobbed atop the gray chrysalis. I had not even needed my crate of Earth superglue. Finally, I gently restored the floor near the Provus to its original form, then went over to him and Dariani, who were extricating themselves from the toppled chairs.

I held out my hand to the High Queen, who gratefully accepted it and hoisted herself to her feet. “Are you in need of the medical staff?” I inquired. They both had cuts and bruises from the plasteel drone shrapnel, and from the rock slide. The Provus looked both simultaneously livid and grateful. He looked over Dariani briefly, then said, “We will be fine, no thanks to the foolishness of our idiot son over there.” He gestured to Malkin across the room. “I thought for sure—anyway, thank you, Devon.”

High Queen Dariani said, somewhat shakily, “My thanks as well, Greatson.”

Alexander Mason then seemed to notice Dariani’s crown was missing the gem for the first time, said with alarm, “Dari, your crown, it must have been damaged here in all the commotion, Sorrow is gone!” He made as if to start looking around for it.

“Ummm,” I said, feeling odd. “It’s not actually. I have it here.” I held up my left hand, showed it to them both, embedded within, pulsing oddly, darkly red with each of my heartbeats.

“What have you done?” cried the High Queen, gripping the gemstone Tempest tightly around her neck. She seemed dismayed.

“What was necessary to save you both,” I told her brusquely, some of the emotion beyond my control. Then turning to the Provus, I added, “I have read the hidden passages of the Timeweaver’s letter, from which I take it he foresaw this happening. But, High Queen, I must ask, you have worn this gemstone for as long as I have been alive. Do you know what it truly is?”

“Do I know?” she repeated, her eyes cold and still harboring a trace of panic. “These are not matters for you!”

“Oh, really?” I scoffed. “I did just win the duel, did I not? I did just save you, both of you. Imagine you had just died, Greatfather, at the hand of your son, without having avowed a successor. What do you think that would have done to Northridge?”

Dariani shot a pained look at her husband but said nothing. His face was ashen, some combination of shock, outrage, and puzzlement, but he turned to me and said, “What do you mean?”

“Mean by what?”

“When you asked Dariani if she knows what the gemstone really is,” he said impatiently.

“You first,” I said coldly. This was my game now; I had earned it.

Alexander Mason sighed. “Very well,” he said, lowering his voice such that Malkin would not overhear. Such was doubtful anyway; he was far across the room, within the helmet and the cocoon. “No one else on Anion knows what I am about to tell you except the two of us, and the Timeweaver. You will vow and swear to tell no one, on your honor. Agreed?”

“This I so vow and swear,” I said immediately, feeling slightly guilty, for Corinne would know. Still, I would not actually tell her, keeping the shell of the promise intact, at least.

“You know Dariani is from the world of Janix?”

“Of course.”

“And you know she cannot worldwalk. So, how did she get to Anion?”

This had never occurred to me. It was a matter I had never considered. “I have no inkling,” I said truthfully.

“I made a deal with the devil to bring her here,” said the Provus. “And his name is the Timeweaver. Even so, Dariani does not have the worldwalking blood. Once here, she began to wither. The Twin Sisters of Lorne, the gems she wears—er, wore—they have been keeping her alive ever since she first set foot on Anion.”

That helped to explain the letter. “If the Timeweaver can be trusted, the one gemstone will be sufficient from now on, Greatmother,” I told her gently. “Though I am not sure why things have now changed. Perhaps only one gemstone was necessary all along. In any case, it seems you need not fear.”

“We cannot trust the Timeweaver to have our best interests at heart,” the Magelord said slowly. “That said, he is reliable on matters such as this. It has been a year since I read the Timeweaver’s letter; I had not realized it was referring to the present situation. I believe Devon is correct; it is likely one stone will be sufficient, my queen.”

Turning to me, his eyes became stern. “We have obviously known the gems contained strong magic ever since we got them. Is that what you meant when you asked Dariani if she knew what the gemstone was?”

It was my turn to sigh. “No,” I said wistfully. “I only wish that it were.” I reached through my palm, felt the Citadel walls, and the solid granite below of the cliffs on which the massive structure was anchored. Further still, I caressed the mountains where Lord Christopher and his men toiled in the mines for pink diamonds; in and around, I could sense each shaft as well as the many unexploited veins of ore and gemstones that awaited excavation. Well below these passages, I found the slowly shifting continental shelves, massive and ancient, grinding against one other in their slow eternal journey across the endless ocean of lava that bore them. In the deep beneath, I rode the molten waves, knowing the place of each splash and fragment, each bubble and filament. The gemstone blazed in my palm and my eyes were far away as I touched the forge of the planet, passing through it unto the spinning molten iron heart of Anion herself. Within this grinding liquid inferno, like the abandoned egg of an interstellar phoenix, lay a gargantuan solid lump of incomprehensible size and heft.

Yet this was only the beginning. With a little effort, I could peer across the Coral Sea to Ashland, feel the majestic peaks of its enormous Southern Island, and the glorious vast expanses of her northern sister. Much farther still, beyond the Endless Vortex, all the way to the other side of Anion, I could reach out and apprehend the devastated lands there, still blackened and smoking with ruin and rubble from the Great Rock that had been loosed upon the world more than a thousand years ago by Derek the Destroyer. And far, far off, lonely into the vast distance of space, I could feel other Great Rocks at the edge of my awareness, stoic and silent, waiting to be beckoned.

“The assassin was right, after all,” I told the Provus, my voice small and awed. “This gemstone is suitably named Sorrow, for it contains the power of Derek, the Demented Geomancer. It is this power that has just saved your lives, and that is now mine to command.”


Chapter 26

The throne of Northridge is my birthright alone. Was it not I who stood by Father, was always loyal to his wishes, and for decades gave my heart, soul, and my blood to House Mason? To those who would stand in my way, I say beware.

—Malkin Mason, Private Journals

Several weeks passed. I celebrated my twenty-sixth birthday offworld in Corinne’s company; we took a two-day trip to a secluded resort in upstate New York in the Hudson Valley. There we took long walks together along beautiful ornamental trails, ate gourmet foods, drank superior wines, and engaged in long, luxurious lovemaking sessions that left the both of us physically and spiritually spent.

Her eyes had grown wide and her face alarmed when I first arrived and showed her the pulsating red gem that was Sorrow embedded deep within the flesh of my left hand.

“Why has this accursed power come to you?” Corinne had demanded, although she knew at once from my thoughts that with respect to the machinations of the Timeweaver, I moved blinded by ignorance. Experimenting, we determined that, on Earth, the stone was inert, though it still glowed weakly with each heartbeat. But it seemed powerless; even small pebbles would not respond to my call.

No so back on Anion; together, Corinne and I worldwalked to a distant barren area of Ashland where folk rarely trod, consisting of sandy plains with occasional patches of yellowish grass. There, I raised my left hand and called forth a spectacular mountain range; it came rising into being willingly and eagerly, with a booming baritone rumble and a shivering of the dirt beneath our boots. Corinne, alarmed at first, became rapidly exhilarated at this show of unbridled power. “You could challenge and easily destroy all of the Magelords now,” she observed. “Well, except probably for the Timeweaver. Maybe that is why he entrusted you with this power.”

I said nothing, for I had been over this in my mind countless times, as she well knew, having thought of that possibility, and having subsequently rejected it. I had also consulted Harold, who had nothing to offer. I still was not entirely comfortable with the idea of ruling even my homeland of Northridge, let alone embarking upon some megalomaniacal power grab for all of Kral and Ashland. Well remembered was the fate of Derek, the last person who had wielded similar power. By force or surrender, he had defeated all who had opposed him—until the Timeweaver.

Such concerns were pressing, but for another time; I had other plans for today, here with Corinne, blood of my blood, soul of my soul, well of my love. The mountain range surrounded us protectively, with a flat, grassy space at the center where we stood. We were alone but for the dry wind and the blue sky. Gripping my left hand tightly, I reached beneath the ground and found giant stones there, pulling them toward the surface; they flowed like blown glass as they emerged, solidifying into the objects of my desire: a table, two chairs, a place for us to take repose and spread our lunch, which Corinne had brought in a simple backpack. The stone was warm but not overly so as we sat together and made light conversation, without words, while picnicking among the newly formed stately peaks. When we were finished, I said aloud, “I have a surprise for you, my beloved Corinnia.”

She flashed me a beautiful smile of mirthful delight, for since our connection was so fluid and open, there was no real way to surprise her, and yet by speaking aloud, I had added greater weight to my intentions, also labeling her as my beloved, neither of which she had been expecting. As I spoke a guide word, and music and flower petals and fireflies all began to cascade slowly around us, accompanied by the smells of fresh linen and floral hints from the blossoms, she already knew what I intended. Yet still, her eyes grew teary as I pulled the betrothal ring from my pack, and bowed deeply as was customary, finally closing my eyes and saying, “In all of the known worlds, you are my only, and my everything. Will you take my name, my flesh, and my heart? Will you let me declare you lifewife, my beloved?”

I felt her brief incestuous guilt at the mention of names, for she was already blood of my blood, already bore our shared name of Mason. Perhaps being on Anion had awakened in her some remnants of cultural propriety. But, too, I felt her immediate love of the ring, a three-carat pink marvel of incredible rarity and beauty, crowning an intricate band of white gold. I had commissioned it weeks ago from the finest artisans of the Jeweler’s Guild; it had cost nearly two hundred thousand guilders. Defiantly, Corinne swallowed her doubts, gripped my hands tightly, and said formally, “I accept your ring as your promise, and your name as my own.” Her lips trembled and she looked like she needed to be kissed, so I obliged her. Deeply content, we held each other tightly and reveled in our closeness and watched as the sun went down over the towering peaks I had created.

Back in Northridge, the Provus made the official proclamation that I was designated as Magelord heir of House Mason. Windbats came in from the other Magelords—excepting only the Timeweaver—offering congratulations and well-wishes. I knew that many of these were insincere, but would have to start to form my own relationships with these rulers just the same. All the while, the gemstone Sorrow throbbed in my palm, calling out to the rocks beneath my feet.

The Provus and I agreed we would tell no one of the jewel, and my newfound power. I took to wearing black calfskin gloves from Earth to hide the stone from prying eyes and uncomfortable questions. Clearly this development somehow served the mysterious agenda of the Timeweaver; the Provus and I sent windbat missives to him imploring a meeting, or at least an explanation. All were ignored.

Malkin was gracious in defeat, at least on the surface. I was certain that he still harbored deep resentment toward me, but he seemed genuinely horrified at what had almost happened to his parents, and even grateful that I had used my magic to save them. He had no idea that the magic I had employed was the geomancy of the gemstone, and not the Lattice. It mattered little; I wielded both with equal facility, although I found myself extremely reluctant to call on the power of the gem, whose depths and purpose I poorly understood.

The Provus began letting me make major decisions behind the scenes, serving up my commands as if he’d done the determining himself, questioning and probing and refining my judgment. I ordered several men put to death, and pardoned a few others. I was introduced to the high commander of the Northridge Peacekeepers, Reginald Claymore, and had several meetings with him and his officers regarding current conflicts. These amounted to little more than intermediation efforts along some of the more wild border towns, quelling the occasional uprisings of radical religious zealots, and some military assistance during one of the more severe storms that plagued Anion from time to time.

I began to attend the frequent meetings of the ruling council. There were quite a few regular attendees, including the Provus; his sons, Malkin and Christopher; my mother, Julienne, for financial concerns; and Seneschal Keridan. For matters involving other nations, my father Frederick was frequently present. The military might of Northridge was also well represented, with Reginald Claymore of the Peacekeepers; Lord Commander Shamin Olton representing the Highguard, and his second, High Commander Gilner Laronus. Together, we discussed the intricate mechanics of running Northridge. Mostly the Provus was quiet during these meetings, only interjecting when he disagreed with a course of action being proposed by one of the attendees. I followed his lead, and after a time, the council activities began to seem routine to me, though my relatives were curt. As time passed, the Provus began missing meetings until, finally, he stopped attending altogether and decisions were left to me. Throughout, Malkin remained cool, but seemed to accept my direction.

I spent as much time as I could with Corinne. Using our funds, she had set up a laboratory in White Plains, hired staff, was busy figuring out how to commercialize the chemicals of Earth such that they could be exported to Anion and further enrich House Mason. When the time was right, we would merge this business with the Mason Enterprises operations already there. Corinne had already managed to isolate several pharmaceutical substances that we planned to start manufacturing and marketing as soon as I fully took over as Magelord. Our time together was filled with joyful, familiar ease engendered by our connection—always warm and soothing and filled with loving understanding. I had been avoiding Daphne for some time now, a fact that my consort noticed but had yet to confront me on. I simply could not take her into my bed any longer, for Corinne’s pain was apparent after such unions with Daphne, and I could no longer bear to be the cause of distress for one I had come to love so deeply.

The night came when the Provus summoned me to his room. By this time, I had been stealing away to Earth most nights to spend them with Corinne, and was rather annoyed at this unexpected intrusion into my personal life. At least, until he spoke.

“It is time, Devon,” he said, his voice heavy with emotion.

Immediately I knew what he meant: time for him to die. But how would it happen? Would the Timeweaver just appear and kill him while we all stood by and watched? Or would something unexpected and more sinister occur? There were only a few examples from history of those who had invoked the Timeweaver’s wrath; all had been utterly destroyed. One had been aged into dust and had simply blown away with the wind. Perhaps the most famous of the Timeweaver’s foes had been Derek the Destroyer, conqueror of Anion. By pulling the Great Rock from the sky, nearly extinguishing all life upon the world, he had forced the Timeweaver to act. Despite Derek’s boundless power, the Timeweaver had regressed him into a helpless baby. Some say he had taken the child as his own, others claim he crushed the infant’s skull underfoot. Would my family really let the Provus be murdered? Would I?

“Tomorrow is the anniversary of the deal I made with the Timeweaver,” he continued. “I need to show you some final things before I . . . before I’m gone.” His tone was inscrutable.

“I am sorry Greatfather,” I said woodenly.

He touched my arm gently, said, “I am greatly comforted to know that you will be around to carry on the furtherance of House Mason.”

Against the sudden lump in my throat, I could find no appropriate words.

“Here, do not look so glum. You are well prepared, and there is much we must do tonight. Also, I have some things I wish to give to you. Come with me downstairs.”

We traveled through the fake fire, into the elevator, down to the private room. His movements were slow as if he were suddenly much older, and a cloud of weariness seemed to surround him. It was difficult to see him like this. I tried instead to focus on the tabletop, where several objects were arranged in a line: a golden shaft of metal, a large black set of ice tongs, and a small silver ring.

“These items are of power unknown in this or any other worlds. The cloak you wear is one of them; these are its brothers.” He held up the first, the gold shaft with a pommel on one end, a guard on the other. It had a little line in the center, and the surfaces of the shaft were roughened all the way around. “The weapon Damocles. Its blade will cut through nearly anything as if it were tissue paper. To activate it, twist the two halves firmly in opposing directions. Make sure you hold it away from yourself, or anyone else you do not want to injure, guard outward.” He made a twisting motion with his hands, then passed it over, and I took it gingerly, holding the guard away from us as instructed. Seeing his expectant face, and also filled with curiosity, I twisted the two parts of the handle.

There was a sensation under my hands of something locking in place, then a bright shaft of intense blue metal sprang forth, humming eagerly, singing with joy at its release. A blade, its surface crawling with what looked like lightning: little bluish arcs of electrical energy that slowly moved along the shaft in random circles. The weapon grew heavy in my hands, comfortably weighty, and I swished it back and forth a few times to get the feel of it. It was wondrous to behold, and simply by wielding it, I felt powerful.

“Be extremely careful with it, and never put the edge to anything you don’t want to cut. I had it analyzed; it uses some kind of nanotechnology to build the blade from carbon fibers, but the force generated at the slicing edge is unknown, though the consensus is some type of molecular repeller that forces the matter at the target to separate on an atomic level. Regardless, it uses the same type of energy cells as the cloak. There are a bag of them right here. There are only a couple of dozen left, and when they’re gone, there will be no more, ever again. Use them wisely.”

“How do I shut it off? Twist in reverse?” I asked.

He nodded and I did so. The blade quickly deconstructed itself and vanished. I had never seen anything like it.

“The rest of these items are not particularly useful,” he said. “These tongs can pick up immensely heavy objects with ease, but they have long since run out of power, and I haven’t bothered to put in any more energy cells. Be careful if you use them; they seem to have an inertial nullification field of some kind. This ring, on the other hand, you may find interesting. Watch.”

He tugged and stretched the tiny band of metal until it was a wide ring the size of a child’s belly hoop. Looking at me, he offered his hand as if to shake my own, placing it through the center. Once through, the part that had broken the surface of the hoop completely disappeared; I could see a cross section of his veins and muscles. He pulled it out a moment later, unharmed and whole.

“Astonishing!” I said, then abruptly grimaced, discomfited; I had sounded like my father.

“A storage device,” he said. “It needs no energy cells. But don’t ever try to stick your head in. You’ll go mad.” I nodded at this obscure advice as he pushed the ring down to its former tiny size. “I used to wear it on my finger, but after a time, it makes your flesh go numb. It looks strange as well . . .” So saying, he stuck the ring on his little finger, making the hand that bore it look like a cousin to Greatuncle Philip’s foot. Almost immediately, he pulled it out, whole and unharmed.

“I admit, I am amazed, but how does that make it a storage device?”

“Sorry. I thought it would be apparent. Anything you put through the center, you can later reach in and retrieve.”

“Oh,” I said.

“There is a duplicate sword, the blade Firedoom, kept in the safe on Earth—the one behind the paintings. I haven’t had time to configure the lock to accept your palm print, but no matter. You can use this blade to carve away the door. Within, you will also find some more energy cells. Just so you know, I had you made legal executor of my affairs on Earth, and also provided you with my death certificate, so that everything there belongs to you now. Ava there will give you a detailed list of your holdings.”

“All right,” I said, feeling sorrowful. The finality of his words was depressing.

The Provus moved over to the bookshelves, selecting a large tome and putting it on the table. I saw that the title read Worldwalker. It was written in English. “This is the story of how I came to Anion, and how I achieved my current status. I think it’s important that you read it at some point, to gain an understanding of your origins.”

I had never heard of the book before. “Why did I not learn about this in school?” I asked.

“This is the only copy of the book on Anion. I had it made up on Earth. After you read it, it will become apparent why the knowledge within must remain secret. Here is another you might find interesting.” He dropped a different tome on the table. This one was entitled Jak, also in English. It was the nickname the Provus had called his demon.

“You wrote a book about your demon?” I asked.

“Not exactly. It was written by the demon, but it is about the sealing of the Gates of Nagaresh.”

“A book written by a demon?”

“Yes, and so far as I know, the only one in existence. Read them both and learn from them.”

“I will.”

“All right, then. Our business here is finished. Are you ready?”

“Ready for what?”

“For a little worldwalking.”

I had known this was coming, but found myself hesitant, perhaps because things were happening faster than I could process them.

“Where are we going first?” I asked.

“You will see. I’ll call the Veils; would you mind doing the honors?” He knew I no longer cut myself, so when we were together, he always made me unlock the Veils with my blood.

“Sure,” I said, dropping the Sanguine Spray spell once the Veils materialized. The thunderclap arrived, the Provus gripped my arm—and we stepped forward.

Together, we strode into a clearing within a wooded forest, majestic trees sprawling up to scrape at the cloudless sky with their branches. It was daytime, and the sky above was an odd shade of orange. Nearby, just beyond a wide river, I could make out buildings built onto the branches of the trees themselves, and many interconnecting walkways. Then I turned and saw that in the sky hung a glowing ball that was the sun, and another, smaller circle of fire.

“Two suns?” I marveled.

“Not exactly. In this reality, Jupiter has wandered inward and was captured by the sun.”

“Jupiter? The largest planet?” On Anion, we called it Helene, after the daughter of Emilon. But I knew what he meant from my Earth studies.

“Yes. This is the world of Janix, and High Queen Dariani’s home world. I have no contacts here, so in many ways, it remains yours to explore, if you want to. I have some rough memories of this place, so I never felt the need to visit much. Look, and remember it well.”

For a few minutes, I did just that, thinking about his words. Then I said, “Not sure what you mean by ‘this reality.’”

Ignoring me, the Provus said, “We have little time. Come.” He had already summoned the Veils. I dropped another Sanguine Spray, thinking I would soon need to visit the medical facilities for a refill. Again, we traveled, but as I looked around, the suns with their odd orange glow were the same. We stood on the edge of a desert hardscape. In the distance, there were ruins of buildings, some kind of cars, even roadways. Majestic mountains sprang forth ahead of us, still some stretch away. The air was uncomfortably hot.

“Still on Janix?” I asked.

“Yes, the other side of the Great Waste. I traversed it once, nearly died. Didn’t think you would want to repeat that, so figured I would show you this place as well. Up ahead, in those mountains, you will find the remains of an advanced civilization. People still live there, but not the original builders, and not the friendly sort. Be wary if you come here. I have not been here in ages.” He looked off into the distance, and seemed to be remembering. His face was impenetrable.

Leaving him with his memories, I walked around a bit. There was little to see here: some tumbleweeds, some brush, a bunch of parched gray dirt. The most interesting prospect was the ruins. At last, he said, “Come,” and called for the Veils.

This time, we arrived in a comfortable apartment, the walls little more than grandiose windows, twice my height, surrounding me on three sides, revealing a bright-blue sky in which numerous air cars moved swiftly. I walked over to the windows and felt a sudden bout of vertigo. Below me, I saw a distant cloud bank, obscuring any detail of what might lie beyond.

“How high up are we?” I asked.

“Extremely. This is the world of Sephyria. We are in Hoff City, the mercantile heart of this world. Come here.” His fingers were rapidly dancing across the surface of a keyboard that was built into the desk itself. Next to it was a pane of glass, with some type of lens visible below it. “Place your palm against the glass.”

I did, and an intense band of white light flowed under my hand, back and forth, generating some heat in the process. Once this was done, the illumination slowly faded.

“You are DNA scanned and locked; you can remove your hand now. This is the only place I own on Sephyria, though it is considered upscale by the residents. What I just did was to transfer my accounts to your name. When you do business here, your DNA is used to access currency, drawing from the sums available in your accounts. Ava, status.”

“All systems operational, Alexander.”

He turned to me. “As with Anion, I brought Ava here and integrated her into the local VA systems. She speaks the native language and can translate for you as needed, as well as fill you in on customs and whatnot. There is a large income stream from various patents and licenses I introduced here; you will have all the money you need to continue to build our influence here. Ava can fill you in later.”

Things were happening too rapidly. Why didn’t we come here before tonight? It was a lot to digest all at once. Already, the Provus was beckoning that we had to go. At first I was annoyed that he wasn’t taking the time to properly introduce me to these worlds, but as I thought on it, I realized I was being selfish. Alexander Mason himself, at some point in his life, when he was younger than me, had not even known that the other worlds existed. He had nobody to guide him through—as he was guiding me now, however briefly—and nothing but his clothes and a backpack. From these humble beginnings, he had carved out an empire that spanned five worlds. Did I really have anything to complain about? Sighing, I joined him and we once again entered the Veils.

This time, we appeared on a hillside, overlooking a sprawling, stately complex, consisting of an elegant palace surrounded by several opulent alabaster domes. It was twilight, and the moon hung full like a ghostly circle in the darkening sky. The grounds were impeccably manicured, and among a well-lit pathway, I saw people spread out upon blankets in the lush grass, taking their supper picnic-style, engaged in animated conversation, many laughing. It seemed a happy place.

“The name of this world is Xana’Dul,” said the Provus. “Ku-chow Khan reigns in this place. The people will welcome you warmly here; simply seek out Ku-chow and say that you are my greatson.”

“Perhaps you should introduce me?” I found it odd that I was expected to walk up to strangers and assume open arms of friendship.

“No need. There are few people in this reality; those here know me and owe me, and know that one will come after me. They will be expecting you.”

“Again, you use strange words about realities,” I protested. “Why not refer to them as worlds?”

“Because really there is only a single world, in many forms,” he said. “Each a shadow of the others, different decisions and possibilities, different histories—different realities. When we walk among the worlds, did you think we traveled vast distances of space, traversing the light-years instantly the way photons do, frozen in time? Hardly. We move but only the smallest hop to the nearest neighbor: always a green-blue world with a moon, orbiting a yellow star, where humans struggle to survive. If you are interested, there is additional research on this topic back on Earth; Ava can tell you more.”

I was damn curious, but sensed that now was not the time, so I held the numerous questions that had surfaced for later, for Ava. He pointed to the distant stars just beginning to twinkle in the firmament above. “Maybe among those lights so distant and beautiful, there is other life that looks different than us, that thrives and laughs and does magic and builds colossal monuments. But among the five known worlds, there is only ourselves.”

We stood there for a moment, staring at the tranquil scene, my thoughts heavy and brooding, unable to accept that, tomorrow, the Provus would be gone and I would be Magelord. It seemed unjust in the extreme.

“What if you stayed here?” I asked him.

He smiled, but it was a wistful, wry expression. “Impossible, Devon. The Timeweaver’s reach is not limited to Anion, as you well know. There is no place I could hide, even if I wanted to.” His eyes grew firm. “Which I do not. I am no coward. I made a bargain, and he kept his end of it; I had Dariani, and through that union, I have my legacy, now, in you. I am content to die, and shall do so as I have tried to live—with honor.”

I said nothing.

“I have arranged the coronation with Seneschal Keridan. It will take place tomorrow evening. After that, your path is up to you. But I think you are ready.”

“I will not fail House Mason,” I said, hoping it was true.

We stayed there for a time, simply observing, letting the light breeze blow across our faces, a moment of profound peace, reflection, and inexpressible sentiments. Finally, the Provus spoke.

“Let us return to Anion.”


Chapter 27

When a man travels the world, he becomes wiser. As his wisdom grows, so, too, does the realization of his own ignorance. I have traveled five worlds; that makes me the wisest fool around.

—Magelord Alexander Mason, Musings at Court, Compiled by Master Scribe Telonas

After taking my leave of Alexander Mason, for what would likely be the last time, I visited the medical pavilion within the Citadel. There I had the Daughter on duty draw a large phial of my blood, which was immediately employed to create additional charges of Sanguine Spray within my staff. After the solemn time with the Provus, I needed the solace that, lately, only Corinne could provide. Early on, I had feared our connection was soporific, blinding me to my true feelings, but such was not the case. On Anion, away from her soothing presence, I felt no desire to be with others, harbored no anger at her possessiveness. All I felt was ravenous need for her company, for her sparkling wit to challenge my thoughts, for her smooth curves to satiate my masculine hunger—mostly, for the warmth of our connection to nourish my spirit. Now, I was excited to show her the new worlds, as the Provus had revealed to me.

When I arrived on Earth, in our penthouse, Corinne immediately felt my presence, sent me thoughts of purring kittens by way of greeting. She was an unapologetic cat person; to her mind, images of this sort were the highest compliment. A few weeks ago, she had even purchased two Siamese kittens to keep her company while I was away. Both had white coats, black faces, and deep-blue eyes. Corinne had named them Baby Boo and Baby Bee. She was a silly and complicated and wonderful woman; I wondered how I had ever functioned without her.

I wandered into the bedroom, found her in a chair with the two kittens.

“I can’t get up,” she apologized, pointing at the cats. They were dozing peacefully on Corinne’s lap, a perfect little pillow for them, all feminine softness.

“Lucky cats,” I said, leaning down and kissing her forehead. Then, pointing to the kitties: “Any room there for me?”

She giggled, said, “I think you might be a little big.”

“Oh, I’m very big,” I told her, glancing in the vicinity of my pants, wearing a goofy grin.

“Yes, I know, pervo. You make me sore.”

I smiled. “You’ll survive. Now, come on, get dressed, I have something to show you.”

Gently, she lifted Bee, then Boo, off of her lap, placing them carefully on the floor. They mewled in protest, but Corinne’s mind was elsewhere; she had already pulled my intention from our link, that of taking her to the other worlds. I felt her excitement grow, along with her sadness at the realization of the impending end of the Provus.

“Tomorrow, then,” she mused, thoughts of Alexander Mason at the forefront of her mind. She was thinking back to examination day, of how he had given her his love. “May he journey in peace.”

I felt her conflicted emotions as she dressed; part of her wished to tell the Provus that she was still alive, while there was still time, to let him die with one less hole in his soul. But who knew what he might do, or whom he might tell; on Anion, they say a secret, like a fart’s originator, can be certain only when there are but two.

“He was a great man, and Magelord. I can only hope to do so well.”

“You will be wonderful, my handsome Beetle.” She used the Kralish diminutive for one’s betrothed, but with my mastery of English, I could not help but think of the insect. I made a sour face, and sent her the image of the creature, to which she giggled.

“I happen to like bugs,” she said, kissing my neck. “Remember my dress from the examination?” Then whispering deeply into my ear: “You are my yummy Baby Beetle.”

I groaned. “Like the cats?”

“I love the cats,” she pointed out.

“Any other things you love?” I was smirking, playing coy. Corinne was my match and then some.

“Hot chocolate!” she said immediately, looking smug.

“Ha ha. Very amusing.”

“Hmm, let me think. WWE Network?” This was a channel on Trueview we had watched from our stadium seats. All it showed were duels of sorts, where muscular men and women with puerile names in silly costumes pretended to beat each other up. I found it dreadful; Corinne thought it boundlessly fun.

Shaking my head sadly, I gave her a disappointed look. “WWE? Really?”

She stood on her tiptoes, hugged the back of my neck, and drew herself up to kiss my nose. “You,” she said simply, no more mirth in her eyes, only deep, delicious love.

“You too,” I told her, holding her close. We had no need for these words; we both already knew the depths of emotion we felt for each other. It was unfamiliar and scary and exciting all at once: to be this vulnerable yet simultaneously to know that Corinne gave me purpose, made me strong. I was done with Daphne; the only thing left was to break it to her. Continued fraternization would not just be infidelity against Corinne, it would be an unthinkable betrayal of myself, as if Corinne and I had melded into a singular being with some kind of dualistic consciousness. Daphne could remain my consort in name, but we would no longer be intimate. I would move into the Provus’s quarters; she could stay where she was, in my old chambers. I would tell Daphne all of this, but gently, upon returning to Anion tomorrow.

But first things first. I called for the Veils, gripped my staff, let loose a Sanguine Spray. A weak sneeze of blood emanated from the staff, as opposed to the powerful explosion of red mist that erupted on Anion. It mattered not; it was enough to part the Veils. I reached for my destination, and the Thunderclap came. Together, we stepped through.

Arid air, dry and hot. The familiar yellow sun, along with a miniature glowing orange ball nearby in the sky. Off in the distance, against a mountain range, some signs of civilization: buildings, roadways, even some machines that looked like strange cars. Though it was difficult to see details at this range, everything looked dusty, broken, and run-down. The buildings had even collapsed in many areas, and a general sense of abandonment permeated the scene. We saw no people, no movement, despite Alexander Mason’s claims of folks living among the ruins.

“What is this place?” asked Corinne, shielding her eyes against the omnipresent glare.

“Janix, the High Queen’s home world.”

“Really? It seems uninhabited. Twin suns?”

“The Provus said there is only one sun; the other sphere is the equivalent of Helene, the gas giant, that has been pulled close to the star, and is now slowly burning away.”

“That’s amazing! But what do you mean about Helene?”

“I do not yet fully understand it. Apparently, this world, Earth, Anion, the rest, all are shadows of each other, more alike than dissimilar, sharing many common traits, such as Helene, or Jupiter, as Earthers call it.”

“Similarities, but also many differences,” Corinne noted, pointing to the sky.

“The Provus has apparently done some research on this topic, storing the results with Ava at his house on Earth. He said she can help explain it.”

“Intriguing. I wonder, then, if the chemical properties are identical on every world.” She was excited, the scientist that dwelt within her seeking logical answers. “We will have to look into that soon.”

“We will do it together, after the coronation.”

We stayed there a while, Corinne exploring our immediate area, which was mostly shrubs, dust, and the remains of an old roadway that lead toward the ruins at the mountainside. Though no one was around, I began to worry that if someone came, we were vulnerable. I did not even have my battle cloak; it was back on Anion, in my chambers. “Time to go,” I told Corinne.

This time, she called the Veils, though I still triggered the staff. It was interesting to note that the spray was more robust here, a misty shower about three times as large as on Earth, though still half as small as when on Anion. Would my magic be effective here? I would find out, but that was a task for another day. I concentrated, reached for the memory of Sephyria. A blast of thunder, and we stepped through.

The air was cool and fresh, scented lightly of lemons and linen. Corinne looked around, gawking at the massive windows and the passing air cars. The vehicles resembled the drones of Earth, with multiple propellers and directional thrust jets, but these were much larger, and people could be seen within many of them.

“Kind of like our place,” she said, walking over to the giant transparent panes and peering downward. She was talking about the penthouse in the city. I joined her, felt a touch of vertigo, pulled back a bit, my hand on her arm.

She looked at me, puzzled, said, “Don’t worry, I am not going to fall.”

“My brain knows that, but my heart is suspicious.”

“I can’t see the ground,” she said.

“I know.”

“Sephyria,” she said, pulling the name from my mind. “No ruins here.”

“Ava is here too. We can find out all about this place.”

“That’s right!” Though Corinne could access all that I knew, it did take an exertion of focus and will to do so. “Ava, what is your status?” Corinne asked.

“Unauthorized user, access denied,” came the familiar voice.

“We have to add you,” I said to Corinne. “Ava, this is Corinne Lisela Mason, she is my, um . . .” I was not sure what to call her. I had been going to say betrothed, but then thought that Ava might not understand that, would maybe give her problems here accessing my accounts and such.

“I am his wife, Ava,” Corinne said, using the English diminutive. She had sensed my predicament, supplied a rational answer. But it had more than practical significance attached to it; I looked at her, a raised eyebrow, but she was already way ahead of me. Through our connection, she said, Don’t seem so shocked; it is basically accurate, and will be true as soon as we set the date. Anyway, it is how I view myself when I think of you. You are my husband; I am your lifewife, bound by love, and something more.

Blood of my blood, soul of my soul, I responded, loving her.

“Ava, this is my wife, Corinne Lisela Mason,” I confirmed. “Give her all access levels I have.”

“You will need to place your hand upon the zip reader to authorize additional users.” Zip reader? Interesting term; I filed it for later. I did as asked; my hand was scanned as before, a quick motion of heat and light.

“Devon Koplasa Mason verified,” said Ava. “Now, Corinne Lisela Mason will need to place her hand upon the zip reader.” On the desk, the pane of glass glowed briefly red. Corinne walked over to it, looking at me uncertainly.

“It’s fine, just a little warm,” I told her.

She put her hand on the glass; a brighter horizontal glow occurred, moving slowly, scanning her palm and, according to the Provus, sampling her DNA. When finished, Ava said, “Voiceprint stored. Bioprint stored. Full access granted to Corinne Lisela Mason.”

“Good,” said Corinne. She consulted our connection, rapidly reviewing my meeting here with the Provus, then said, “Ava, what is this place?”

“This place is Executive Class Domicile 6542, Lister Tower, Hoff City. It is a wholly owned asset of the Northridge Corporation, headquartered in Hoff City, Westcon.”

Corinne and I looked at each other, amused by the Provus’s chosen name for his holding company here. “Your status?” she asked.

“Partially functional,” said Ava. “Some of my operations are constrained or disabled.”

“Explain constraints.”

“I am unable to execute purchases or add users by voice command only; an authorized zip scan is required. Also, my driving and navigation functions are disabled, though I do retain a virtual mapspace that can be displayed upon request.”

“You can tell us about the culture here? And the language?”

“I can inform you about any aspect of the culture you desire. I can also translate as needed. Would you like to hear about Hoff City, or another area?”

“Not now, thank you, Ava. That is all.”

I had watched and listened as Corinne spoke with Ava, found her enthusiasm for discovery contagious. Part of me wished to commission an air car and fly around the city, seeing the sights. All the while, though, the pressure of Anion, the Provus, the coronation tomorrow, was beginning to overwhelm me. Corinne sensed this, saw that she was being a bit selfish.

“We have all of our lives to explore this place,” she said. “Come, let us leave for now, and continue our journey. One more world for us to see, then off to bed for you and me!”

She performed a darling petite flourish as she extemporized, then looked at me with warm, gold-speckled eyes brimming with adoration and understanding. I nodded, relieved. She called for the Veils, and I popped the Sanguine Spray, which, on this world, was a muted little squirt. Little magic here, it seemed. One day soon, I would have to experiment further. Visualizing our destination, we stepped through.

“Xana’Dul,” I told Corinne as we arrived, even though she already knew this from our link. The air was crisp and clear, the scent of flowers carried on a comfortable breeze. Off to our sides were fields of sandy grass filled with purple flowers, each with three sets of three petals. The outer fronds had white stripes, the middle leaves were of the purest purple, as were an additional central trio, curling curiously inward and cleft in twain. Corinne was intrigued, went over and plucked one, sniffing it. “Sweet and soothing,” she remarked, pleased. “Some kind of iris. I wonder what sort of chemicals it yields when scraped and boiled?” I had been pondering what sort of reagents for spells such flowers would make. The two of us, so alike: professionals to the core, reluctant worldwalkers, keepers of secrets, incestuous lovers.

“The Provus says they will welcome us here,” I told her, gesturing with my staff. “You want to go talk to them?”

“Not really. Although those domes look interesting.”

She was talking about a series of structures not far away. They seemed to be entirely a succession of enormous white cupolas, and other than a large central palatial structure, they were the only buildings present. We could see people walking among them, going about their business at a casual pace.

“Then we shall come back, together, when things are more settled,” I suggested.

“Fine,” Corinne agreed. “For now, let us return home. I have something I want to show you.” Her eyes were demure and moist and earnest. She also meant Earth, not Anion. Already, she was embracing her new life, a fact that pleased me.

As to what she wanted to “show me,” I chuckled; this was a sex metaphor, an offer I would certainly not refuse. It was amazing how little friction there was, how concordant a relationship with a woman could be, when you could see into her soul and flow with the currents of her ever-drifting moods.

“Don’t have to ask me twice,” I said, calling for the Veils. The Sanguine Spray here was a virtual eruption, nearly the same strength as on Anion. Interesting, but for another day; my mind was focused on other, softer things. In moments, we were back in the penthouse, then the bedroom. Our future together seemed to be brimming with promise; we had literal worlds to explore together. I felt her excitement for me; it fed my hunger for her. She was impatient, pulling at her clothes, getting stuck temporarily with the mechanism of the Earth bra, which was overly complicated with too many tiny metal hooks. Greedily, I helped her along, freeing Corinne’s heaving breasts with their puffy rose-tipped nipples. Her breath came in heavy pants as my hands moved freely over her nakedness, playfully teasing various delicate spots with excruciating leisure. She sighed and moaned and moved against me, and there in our lavish bed overlooking the park, we shuddered and cried out and gave ourselves wholly and completely to each other.

In the soothing afterglow of warmth and intimacy, Boo and Bee came to us and curled themselves into tiny balls of contentment, the soft sounds of their purring a fitting reflection of our serenity. After a time, the sounds of Corinne’s breathing grew measured and heavy, and I marveled at my fortune and thanked Emilon that regardless of what the future brought, in this moment of sweet perfection, I was entirely content.


Chapter 28

Alexander Mason, like all great men, was admired by some, and reviled by many. Mostly, he was misunderstood. But above all else, he was my friend. While I am truly sorry for your loss, Dear Dariani, I wonder if this volatile land can hold together without his stabilizing influence. While my concerns may be overstated, it is with deep respect that I extend this invitation to take some respite from these troubled times while you grieve, here in Ashland, under the protection of House Hull.

—Magelord Alejandros Hull, Letter to High Queen Dariani Mason

At the break of dawn, somewhat reluctantly, I returned to Anion, arriving in my chambers. Daphne was there, peacefully sleeping in my bed. I watched her for a while, admitting to myself that she was quite lovely in her repose, though also knowing that I no longer felt the deep lust for her that I once harbored. We would talk once she awoke. In the meanwhile, I needed to prepare.

Gathering my reagent case, I retired to my rear chamber—more of a large closet, really, but there was an old desk there. I spread out the various components, Earth chemicals, and the like, and called for the Lattice. I would not be caught unprepared, on this of all days. Time passed as I lost myself in the Lattice, hanging various spells, replenishing my staff, and filling myself as well. Despite its heavy psychic toll, I wove the Quickness spell Horation had shown me, keeping it tightly wound like a coiled snake, ready to be unleashed with a simple monosyllabic trigger word. When finished, I felt weary, as the drain of keeping the many hung spells at bay was fatiguing. Still, conscious of the fact that I would soon have no protection save my own, I was determined to be ready for anything.

In the next room, I heard the toilet flush, the shower start up. Daphne was awake. I entered the room, saw the bathroom door closed, noted the sounds of her moving about inside. Seemed I would need to wait for her. I had enough on my mind, and wished for this one matter, at least, to find resolution. I passed the time rehearsing what I would say, smoking a cherry-flavored vape.

At length, she emerged. She was already dressed in a subdued dress of green and black, the colors of House Mason. Appropriate for today, for both funeral and coronation. She looked freshly fetching, her fashion sense, as always, exquisite. Seeing me, her lovely eyes of malachite sparkled, and she said warmly, “Devon! I was hoping I would see you this morning. I feel like you are so busy lately, we hardly have any time together.” She came over and placed her hand against my throat in intimate fashion, then leaned up to kiss me on the lips.

I let her, briefly, being careful to not overly encourage her, then withdrew. “It is good to see you as well,” I told my consort. “But first, there is an important matter I wish to discuss with you.” She looked at me, pensive, but not overly concerned, probably assuming it had something to do with the Provus, the coronation, or other matters related to this important day. She sat expectantly in one of the chairs, giving me her full attention. I sat down beside her, feeling awkward.

“Daphne,” I began, reaching out to hold her petite, delicate hand. This was difficult, especially as I looked into her hopeful eyes. Though she knew I had become distant, she had seemingly decided the best course of action was to let me work things out for myself. She imposed no burdens upon me, never admonished me, never nagged or complained, never asked me about other women while I was away every night, supposedly conducting business on Earth. She surely knew something was wrong but was too much the aristocrat to confront it, preserving her pride and dignity. Though I had made few promises to her, I still felt guilty and somehow unworthy.

“It is all right, Devon,” she encouraged, with earnest sweetness, seeming to care more about my discomfiture than my recent neglect of her. My guilt intensified. “Please, tell me what it is that troubles you.”

I cleared my throat and tried again.

“Daphne, later today, I will become Magelord of Northridge. It is a burden I never sought, but one that is made easier by your presence. You have been a loyal and appreciated companion to me. As I have promised, it is my intention that you will be consort to the Magelord.”

She nodded, accepting this, even smiled, but she saw in my eyes, and heard in my tone, a hesitation that did not escape her. Daphne was clever, especially in regard to politics, gossip, and relationship drama. She said, formally, “I am grateful, my lord. But your manner indicates there is more that you wish to say.”

It would serve neither of us to prolong the news, or overly soften it. “I have met another woman, on Earth,” I said flatly, seeing the immediate sting of pain in her eyes, the abrupt move to conceal it. Hating each stabbing word, I forged ahead anyway, thinking of Corinne.

“We have become close, intimate, and are developing a strong relationship,” I said. Omission by minimalism, but I was not about to tell her the truth. For a moment, I imagined how that would go over: You remember my cousin Corinne, the one who died at sea? Yeah, well, we faked all that, and are totally, ridiculously in love, and she is now my betrothed! Isn’t that wonderful? Yes, I realize our parents are brother and sister, but we don’t care, really, if our kids turn out to be simpletons. Thought I would let you know, on the cusp of becoming Magelord, why it is over between us, and by the way, would you please announce our upcoming wedlock to the family? They will be so happy for us!

Even at the mockery of the idea, I cringed. I would be immediately condemned as matroshka, a Kralish word that, loosely translated, means one who has sex with their own mother in an unnatural manner. Over time, this term has come to encompass all forms of incest, and Malkin would take inordinate pleasure in saying it repeatedly as he quickly convinced the royal family, the Highguard, and the other Magelords that I was an execrable miscreant unworthy of the throne.

“I understand,” said Daphne, trying not to look wounded.

Clearing my throat, I said, “I hope so. I never meant for you to be injured. Unfortunately, this means we can no longer be intimate, nor can I share your quarters, after today. We will need to discuss the particulars, but we can do so after the coronation. You will need to make a choice.”

“What do you mean? What sort of choice?” Daphne looked unhappy and a little dismayed.

“You can either choose to no longer be my consort, in which case you are free to live whatever life you care to make for yourself. I will even support you financially, for a time, to get you started on your way. Of course, you may stay in Northridge, or go wherever you wish, even back to Filbert, if that is what you desire.”

She looked offended and regarded me as if I were a dullard. “I would never return to that slug,” she declared coldly. “What would be my other options?”

“As I said, I will affirm you as consort to the Magelord. You can have a place at the Royal Court, along with generous financial benefits. But such an arrangement will be impersonal, for appearances must be maintained. You will be unable to be with other men, er, romantically; such trysts, if they were discovered, would only bring shame and ridicule upon us both. Yet, too, I will not welcome you into my bed. You will sleep alone. Your life will be that of a celibate.”

She was quiet for a moment as she absorbed all of this. Her lower lip trembled, but she maintained her composure and poise.

“As I was with Filbert,” she said finally. “How cruel is the hand of fate, and how ironic. To have my body burn for you, and to be unable to quench the flames, because the one I need most is the one who least desires me. This is my fitting punishment for the similar manner in which I treated Filbert. Only now do I realize how he must have suffered.”

She looked beautiful and vulnerable and sweetly sad. I was still holding her hand, and now I squeezed it gently. “It is not that I do not desire you,” I said, surprised to find this statement was somewhat truthful. “It is just that, now, my heart belongs to another.”

Daphne’s mesmerizing viridian eyes, already wet, became sultry and smoky as her despondency mixed with complex feelings that were difficult to identify. She drew her head in close to mine, her mouth close to my lips. She smelled of lilacs and berries and feminine heat. Looking up at me longingly, she whispered, “Will you at least appease the fires of my body one last time?”

To say I was not supremely tempted would be romanticist propaganda. I found myself further confounded by the thought that Corinne would immediately know of my misdeeds the moment I returned to her, and was simultaneously disgruntled by the loss of my freedom to be duplicitous if I so chose. My better self, the part of me that held my heart, was ashamed of these dastardly impulses, and rightfully so. As my inner demons and angels warred with each other, I locked them away, and went with my gut.

“Alas, Lady Daphne,” I said earnestly, “how I so wish that I could. But for all that we have been through, and all that we might have been, I offer this instead.”

Then I kissed her, deeply and passionately, seeking her tongue and tasting her one last time, sweet cherries and freshly minty from her toothpaste. With unhurried delight, I lingered, unleashing any remaining vestiges of my desire for her, so that she could feel it in her bones, and at least know that some part of me wanted her, that perhaps at another time, in another world, things might have been different. She pressed herself into my arms and I felt myself growing aroused. I hugged her close to let her feel my steel, to let her know that she still was exciting, and for a time, we just kissed, breathing each other in and saying our goodbyes without the clumsiness of words. Reluctantly, then, I gently disengaged my hands and my tongue, giving her a final gentle kiss upon her forehead. Undoubtedly, Corinne would be quite irritated at this display, but as I closed my heart to Daphne, my face became hard, and I felt a righteous sense of closure. As to my feelings regarding my consort, it was over.

She stood, smoothed her dress a bit, and gathered her purse.

“May I have some time to decide?” she asked. She was talking about her future; it was a weighty decision.

“Of course,” I said. “We can talk about it again after the coronation.”

She nodded, flashed her dazzling smile, her eyes now dry, even mirthful. She seemed indefatigable, and I knew then that whatever her decision, she would be well.

“I will take my leave of you, then, to the commons,” she said. “I will see you later.” She would go and drink tea and share gossip with the other lonely ladies of the Citadel. I was glad she had made such friends; she would need them dearly in the days ahead.

“Yes,” I agreed. “You will.”

I did so like her eyes, said Harold in my head after the door had closed behind her.

Me too, I told him. Quite a lot.

Shortly after she left, a knocking came upon the door. I called out to enter, but as the door opened, I was surprised to see Lord Commander Shamin Olton flanked by several of his men. With the security that was already at my door, the hall was crowded with Highguard. The lord commander was lean and stood arrow straight, wearing his uniform smartly, black boots highly polished, kodachi at the ready. Though he, too, carried a stunner at his belt, unlike his men, he was entrusted to carry lethal offworld weapons. Today he sported a shiny black polymer pistol in his leather leg holster. Though I was not sure as to what type of armament this was, it carried the word “Walther” imprinted upon it in English lettering.

As lord commander of the Highguard, his House Mason insignia was singular, forged of platinum and jewels, reputed to be worth a bushel of guilders. Pity the thief who attempted to part him from such a treasure. Shamin Olton had personally killed nineteen men in his long service to the Provus; he displayed tiny metal pips attached to his belt signifying each death.

“Lord Commander,” I greeted with solemn respect. He saluted sharply, said, “Lord Devon. The Magelord summons us.”

“Us?”

“He called for you and me specifically.”

“Very well, then, let us not disappoint him.” I thought briefly about retrieving my battle cloak from the closet and donning it, but Shamin seemed impatient. I was certain I would be quite safe within the throng of Highguard anyway, so I gripped my staff and followed the lord commander into the hallway.

Interesting that Alexander Mason calls for the leader of the Highguard on this day, said Harold. Do you think he intends to defy the Timeweaver?

I doubt the lord commander can stand up to a Magelord, let alone the Timeweaver.

I need more data. Harold seemed thoughtful.

We arrived at the royal chambers, were waved in immediately by the officers stationed at the imposing doors. The Provus was there, along with Seneschal Keridan. Various retainers were packing boxes. Dariani stood nearby. A heated discussion was underway, but as I entered the room, it broke off.

“Magelord, High Queen, Seneschal,” I said by way of introduction, nodding at each as I addressed them, resisting the urge to bow. There was no time like the present to begin my new role.

The seneschal bowed low, and said, “Lord Devon, Lord Commander.”

“I am glad you are all here,” said the Provus, his eyes heavy. “We have little time.”

An uncomfortable silence greeted this comment, as none of us seemed to know how to respond. Finally, Shamin pointed to the retainers packing the boxes. “What is all this?” he asked, looking at Alexander Mason.

“The reason I have summoned you here, old friend,” said the Provus, clasping him on the shoulder and smiling. “I have one last, very important duty for you.”

At this, the High Queen frowned but said nothing. Seneschal Keridan, ever the interpreter and executor of the Magelord’s will, said, “The High Queen will be leaving the Masonic Citadel.”

Shamin seemed skeptical at this, looking to the Magelord questioningly. “What? That makes little sense, especially with your, umm . . .” He struggled for a moment with diplomatically addressing the impending death of the Provus, finally settling upon: “Especially now. Where will she be going?”

The Provus frowned at his companion. Friends or no, he was still Magelord, and though tolerant to suggestions in many situations, apparently such was not the case presently. His voice hard, he said, “It may make little sense to you, good Shamin, but I find it necessary, and not a matter I wish to debate.” He glanced at the High Queen as he said this; apparently she had been arguing the issue with him as well, the source of the commotion when we had arrived.

“By your command, Magelord,” Shamin said at once. “Where will she be going?”

“House Hull has offered me a quiet place to reflect and grieve,” said Dariani, her voice neutral. “My husband has commanded that I should retire there, for now.”

After my training at the Magelord’s side, I immediately turned to Shamin. “She will need protection,” I said as, simultaneously, Alexander spoke identical words. The Provus and I glanced at each other: me lightly amused, him seeming proud.

Looking first at myself, then at the Magelord, Shamin said, “Of course, my lords.” He heard the command implicit in both of our tones but seemed to be in agreement. “I will send a Highguard platoon.” This would be fifteen Highguard, made up of twelve troopers, three sergeants, and their captain. It sounded like a reasonable complement to me, especially within the safety of Ashland, with additional security provided by Alejandros, a close ally of Northridge by both business interests and wedlock. But the Provus was shaking his head.

“No, Shamin,” he said. “A full squad. Also, you will accompany her.” His tone indicated it was not a request. This would send nearly fifty men along to Ashland as the High Queen’s security detail, all of them Highguard. I swallowed, thought of protesting this clear excess, but I could not fault the Provus for wanting to keep his lifewife safe. It left me in somewhat of a bind, though; I had been counting on having Shamin around to help advise with security and military matters. Though I did not know him well, I was at least used to dealing with him from the ruling council, and found him to be both honorable and reasonable. I would quickly need to find a dependable replacement. Shamin saw me frown, but he stepped forward and said, “I give you my oath, Magelord. On my life, I will keep the High Queen safe.”

“Very well, Lord Commander, now, please, go prepare your men, you shall leave at dusk. You have much to do,” said Alexander Mason. He reached out his hand, clasped Shamin at the forearm, a sign of deep trust and vulnerability saved for one’s closest trusted companions. Shamin returned the gesture; the two men held each other this way for a long time, each searching the other’s eyes. I glanced away, as did the seneschal and the High Queen, giving them their moment. Finally, the Provus said, “Be well, old friend,” and released the Highguard commander’s arm.

“You too, Magelord,” said Shamin Olton, turning away. While his eyes would never weep in front of his men, at this parting, undeniably, they did seem to hold a certain shine.

The Provus waited for Shamin to leave, then said, “Now, Seneschal, please go over the plans for tonight with Devon here. But don’t leave when you are done, Devon. The High Queen and I are going to take a moment in private.”

“Of course, Magelord,” said the seneschal. I said nothing as Dariani and Alexander Mason retired to the back bedchambers. Seneschal Keridan gave the packers some additional orders, then turned to me.

“Lord Mason wishes me to cover the arrangements for this evening’s coronation. It will begin sharply at eight, and will take place in the Grand Assembly.”

I nodded; none of this was unexpected.

“You will arrive at seven, so we can properly dress and prepare you. Family, international diplomats, guild masters, and royal courtiers have all been invited, so expect some subset of each. Master Scribe Telonas and I will run the ceremony. First, Telonas will read the royal proclamation, which has already been registered in the archives. After this, I will lead those in attendance in swearing an oath of fealty. Once this is completed, you will be expected to say a few words of welcome and, perhaps, to speak on the passing of Alexander Mason.”

“But what if he has not yet passed?” I protested. In response, the seneschal reached into the leather pack at his waist and handed me a scroll. It was wrapped around the unmistakable sigil of the Timeweaver: the hourglass with the sandy grains suspended midfall. I unrolled the scroll and read the eight words inscribed there in a precise, careful hand, the calligraphy slanted perfectly, showing the highest honor and respect.

Alexander,

I come for you at noon.

—Timeweaver

Less than thirty minutes from now. I looked at the seneschal, who looked pained. “It was delivered this morning,” he said helplessly. I nodded, then placed the scroll and spindle in my own belt pouch, not wanting such artifacts roaming the halls after the unexpected effects produced by the last scroll from the Timeweaver. He seemed not to notice.

“After you speak, we will retire to the Grand Dining Hall for a coronation banquet. It is all arranged.”

“I understand,” I said, having no doubt all would be run with professional efficiency. The seneschal was a steadfast and effective administrator, adept at problem-solving and getting things done. I would need to rely on him in the coming months, especially while I was away. “And the funeral service?”

“In three days, as per the Magelord, Lord Devon. I believe he wanted to keep the two events as separate as possible, to allow time and perhaps some emotional space for people to adjust. The details of the service will be decided based upon the, ah, particular manner in which he ascends to the Realm of the Dead, and the state of his body. Now, if you have no further questions, I will see to these packers; they seem to be at a loss as to what to do with the High Queen’s shoes.”

“All right,” I said, my mind now filling with morbid thoughts regarding the Provus’s manner of demise. Would the Timeweaver transform him into a baby and crush his skull underfoot, as he did to the nefarious Derek the Destroyer? Or perhaps he would opt for the other direction, aging his body until it disintegrated into desiccated dust. Slowing time in the vicinity of Alexander Mason’s heart seemed well within the powers of the Timeweaver, until it gave a last heroic beat and stopped completely. Grimacing, I buried these gruesome considerations, instead turning my gaze toward the packers.

I felt some sympathy for them as they tried to address the matter of the High Queen’s shoes; there were perhaps two hundred pairs in varying shapes and colors, many with delicate feathers and beads. They were lined up at the ready, having been staged along the far wall. The packers, all of whom were male, seemed reluctant to touch them, perhaps out of fear of incurring the High Queen’s wrath should they cause damage.

I sat and glanced at my Bandit: fifteen minutes remaining before noon. I longed to be elsewhere, but the Provus had bade me to wait. The seneschal was demonstrating how to wrap the High Queen’s shoes in puffy packing material, each shoe individually, such that they would not scuff by rubbing together when they were shuffled around in the move. He then enfolded the matching pair in heavy brown paper and gently lowered the resultant package into the waiting moving crates. Seneschal Keridan was a clever man; I wondered if he had learned this trick somewhere or was just improvising.

The bedchamber doors opened; the High Queen came out, alone. She beckoned me over; I rose and went to her.

“My husband wishes to see you, for you to be with him, when the Timeweaver comes.”

“Me alone? What about Seneschal Keridan?”

“He has already said his goodbyes to the seneschal, to his children, and, now, to me as well.” Her voice was tightly controlled, but I heard the strain in it, and I realized if I kept asking her questions, it might break. I nodded.

“Thank you, Greatmother,” I said. I had not dared to address her as such before today, but so many things had changed, and at this time and place, it seemed appropriate. She did not seem to mind, and she reached out and squeezed my arm.

“Go to him, Devon.”

Steeling myself, I entered the bedchambers and closed the door behind me. The screen on the Bandit read nine minutes before noon. Alexander Mason was seated in a plush armchair; he seemed calm, relaxed, but his eyes were far away as if lost in thought.

“Provus,” I said by way of greeting.

He stirred, noticed me, motioned me to the adjacent armchair.

“Figured you should be here, with me, for this,” he said. “After all, you will be the one who has to deal with the Timeweaver going forward.”

“I am with you,” I said, meaning it on more than one level. I was trying to convey that not only would I endure whatever the Timeweaver had planned for him, here today, but that I would carry on his legacy. He seemed to understand.

“I am glad,” he said, and seemed content.

I was anything but. “Are you certain this thing cannot be avoided?” I asked.

He sighed, said, “This is the price of the deal I told you about, the day of your duel with Malkin. The Timeweaver fulfilled his end; I got to have Dariani, to keep her alive, to have a life together. With longevity pots from the alchemists, I also have lived far longer than most born on Earth ever do. I don’t regret this dark bargain; I would make it again gladly.”

“Why would he ask for your life?”

“Who can say? He is ancient, perhaps immortal, and he sees the threads of time, the possibilities and the permutations. I think we appear to him as minuscule blips in his endless life, as mere probabilities of actions we may choose, or not. I am not certain that anything is truly a surprise to him; conceivably he makes these bargains to alleviate his boredom.”

We sat in silence as a minute or two passed. Then: “Make sure that Dariani gets out of here, today, before the coronation,” he said. “She is willful, that one. It’s been exhausting. When you declare wedlock someday, try and find a woman who is fairly pliable; otherwise you are in for a lot of sleepless nights.”

“I will see that Dariani gets to Ashland safely,” I promised. This talk of wedlock made me think of Corinne, my betrothed, who was anything but pliable. As I regarded the Provus, there in the last minutes of his life, an overwhelming urge welled up inside me, compelling me to tell him about Corinne, the worldwalking, our special connection, the deception surrounding her death, even of my love for her, incest be damned. Corinne had wanted this also; at a minimum, the news conveyed that she lived. Of that, I was certain. I opened my mouth to speak.

Caution, boss, said Harold. Don’t you think he has enough on his mind? Remember, this should not be about soothing your soul through some misguided penance. Give him one last happy thought, if you want, but choose your words carefully.

Harold was right; the Provus did not need any details that would trouble him. Thinking carefully, I said, “There is something I have kept from you, that I probably should have told you, and I am sorry for that. Please trust that I had good reasons. It is this: Corinne yet lives, and she, like us, walks between the worlds. The power awoke within us both, at the examination. More accurately, we each awoke the power in the other, or together, or something like that; I am not really sure how to explain it. Anyway, she is safe and well, on Earth, far from enemies who would harm her, or use her against me. Before you are—um, gone, I wanted you to know.”

I watched his scarred face go from shock, to anger, finally seeing the shine of mirth dawn in his icy-blue eyes. He began laughing, a hearty, jubilant sound that continued until finally he was panting as he wiped away tears of joy.

“You deceitful rascal,” he said, but he was still smiling. “All this time, to remain silent about a thing so monumental? These glad tidings have filled my weary heart with great comfort, on this difficult day. Please tell her when you see her that she has my blessing, and that my best wishes go with you both.”

“I will tell her.”

“Ha! If I had known, perhaps I would have decreed her Magelord, and you her servant.” He was trying to make a joke, to keep the mood light.

“If our enemies get their way and slay me, you may yet get your wish.”

“Let’s hope not. At any rate, I am glad you told me. It makes what is to come a bit easier.”

I felt pleased that I had done the right thing. Corinne would be happy as well.

One minute till noon, Harold warned. Though I had no reason to doubt him, I glanced at the Bandit anyway. The Provus noted this, said, “Very soon now. Just enough time perhaps for final thoughts. Any to offer?”

I considered a moment, said, “Thank you, Greatfather, for your faith and trust in me. I will do all within my power to see that what you have built here in Northridge stands firm, and prospers. I will strive to be worthy of you.”

“Fitting. Too bad Scribe Telonas is not here; we could have him write that down.”

“How about you?” I asked.

“You mean final thoughts?”

“Yeah.”

He thought a bit. “What I have done, I have done,” he finally said. “I have loved, I have laughed, and I have walked the worlds. The universe is a better place than when I found it. With this, I am satisfied.”

“It is good to find you in a positive mood, Alexander,” said the Timeweaver gently. Somehow, he had silently appeared in the room. There had been no sounds, no smoke or other disturbances, to the point that neither the Provus or I had even noticed his manner of entry. His left arm was at an odd angle, outstretched with open palm and spread fingers, as if he had just thrown a Frisbee. Some spell to induce travel? Maybe Harold could play back the record of his appearance to see if there was anything there to glean. So little was known about the Timeweaver; it was maddening to always feel so helpless in his presence. I had numerous questions for him; perhaps when his business with the Provus was concluded, I would get the chance to ask them.

“I am doing as well as can be expected,” said Alexander Mason, rising. I took to my feet also, restraining the impulse to move in front of the Provus protectively.

“Are you ready, then?” the Timeweaver asked, holding out his hand.

The eyes of the Provus were clear and firm, but his reply was disconcerting.

“I am ready, am—am—am,” he stuttered, then, sighing, he shook his head regretfully. “Even after all these decades, your restrictions still hold firm. But yes, Timeweaver, I am ready.” He said his peer’s name with great sarcasm, as if not really addressing the Timeweaver at all. He was making little sense, probably feeling overwhelmed and more upset than he let on. Who could blame him?

Alexander Mason reached for the Timeweaver’s hand, paused midway, turned to me. He smiled, seemed at peace.

“Into the unknown, so I go,” he said, then grasped the Timeweaver’s hand with firm conviction.

A blinding flash occurred, a sudden searing whiteness that overloaded my retinas. My skin felt a wave of rolling heat. Alarmed, blinking against abrupt unbidden tears, I called for the Lattice, using it to see where my eyes could as yet not. My heart pounded as adrenaline rushed into my bloodstream; I feared some sort of surprise attack by the Timeweaver. But as the Lattice began delivering details, such was not the case. I was alone in the room; both the Timeweaver and the Provus had vanished.

I blinked some more, evoking bright-green blotches living under my eyelids, but some fuzzy features were grudgingly coming into view at the outer edges of my sight. My eyes felt sore and abused. Dropping the Lattice, I rubbed at them with the bottom of my shirt. Deep within my mind, I felt odd stirrings from my Bandit.

You okay, Harold?

A brief pause, then: I think so. My sensors were temporarily disabled, but I am rebooting; they are coming online now. There seems to be no permanent damage to my systems.

I blinked a few more times, the green splotches now more of ghostly oranges, then, as time passed, blurry grapes. My lungs labored, the air heavy with a noxious miasma of cooked meat and the sulfurous stench of singed hair. After more tears and additional rubbing, I could finally focus to a reasonable degree, especially in my peripheral vision. The rug under the spot where Alexander Mason had stood was burned away, leaving a substantial smoking hole in the fabric, blackening the hardwood of the floor beneath. Scattered outward in a shadowy spiral, still smoldering, scorched ash piles and glowing coals were all that remained of the Provus.


Chapter 29

Those who think they have nothing to lose usually pay for their lack of imagination. The only one who truly has nothing to lose is a corpse.

—Logar the Liquid, Letter to House Zalasar Regarding Unspecified Dispute

I opened the door to the sleeping chambers, urgently beckoned Seneschal Keridan and Dariani to come. They hurried over and entered the room, making twisted faces against the acrid stink, and gaped as I pointed to the smoky hole and greasy ash piles.

“The Timeweaver’s work,” I said, my voice flat. “This is all that remains of the Provus. It was quick, almost instantaneous. He did not suffer unduly.” The seneschal nodded, but his expression was grim. Dariani placed her hand over her mouth, her eyes wide and horrified. She said nothing. It seemed wrong that a man such as Alexander Mason would be cut down so callously over some ancient deal, but it was as it was. At least he was already incinerated and his body beyond the reach of the Necromancer.

“I recommend that runners and windbats be dispatched to inform the royal family, as well as the other Magelords,” the seneschal said. “With your permission, Lord Devon, I will handle that, and then take care of the, er, remains.”

With the Provus gone, such decisions were now mine alone. Though it would not become official until the ceremony tonight, the decree naming me Magelord upon Alexander Mason’s death had already been made, witnessed, and was registered in the Royal Archives.

I nodded. “Do as you have recommended, Seneschal,” I told him.

He bowed low, said, “As you command, my lord.” It was a bit strange to be treated thus, but I had grown fairly accustomed to similar deference in the past months, with my time at the ruling council.

“Greatmother, is there anything you require?” I asked Dariani.

She shook her head no, unable to talk as of yet.

“Very well. I will retire to my quarters for a bit, check in with you later.”

I left the bedchambers, then the main chambers, picking up two of the Highguard as I left, who escorted me back to my room. I would have to move to the royal quarters, I mused, to have access to the hidden room behind the fireplace, with Ava and the various controls and treasures there. But there was no hurry.

For a time, I reclined in my lounge chair and smoked, blowing vapor clouds and thinking about the Provus. It was difficult to accept that he was gone, even though I had witnessed his demise just a short time ago. Also, I found myself struggling with the nature of his death, at the hands of the Timeweaver. Part of me was filled with feelings of outrage that demanded retribution; it seemed utterly against all honor that one Magelord could destroy another without repercussions. Surely, even Horation would agree the Timeweaver’s actions were well outside the confines of the Code, although I was hard-pressed to think of any specific violation of the letter of the text. Yet, the Provus had known what was coming, had accepted it, had considered it the repayment of a bargain; could I really stand against his wishes? It mattered little anyway, for to challenge the Timeweaver was to invite death; I had even just watched his effortless disintegration of my greatfather. So I sulked and brooded, feeling powerless, knowing my petulant feelings would come to nothing.

Such was my mood when Daphne returned. She saw my face and paused by the door, asking gently, “Am I disturbing you?”

“No,” I said, grateful for the interruption of my gloomy thoughts, waving her inside. “Please, come sit and talk with me.”

Daphne put her purse on the table, sat in the chair opposite mine. She looked stately and elegant, coral eyes bright, all traces of our previous conversation tucked neatly away. I envied her ability to do that; my emotions always seemed a barely contained wave threatening to break. She folded one lissome leg under the other and looked at me patiently.

“Alexander Mason has passed into the Realm of the Dead,” I told her solemnly.

Daphne’s eyes widened. “Truly, he is traveling above?” She used a Kralish phrase, which translates poorly, but her meaning in this context was unmistakable.

“Yes. I was with him when it happened.”

“So you are Magelord now!”

“Unofficially. That will come at the ceremony tonight.”

“How did he travel?” she asked softly. Impossible for a practiced gossip such as Daphne to resist the gory details. I would indulge her; I owed my consort that much. Daphne would have few pursuits save chinwag to keep her busy in the days ahead.

“He was burned to ash via the magic of the Timeweaver,” I said. “There was little left but some clothing scraps and powder residue. It happened extremely fast; he did not suffer. I was witness to the entire affair, but forced by the Provus to not intervene.”

My pride caused me to add the latter clarification lest she think me a coward in the face of the Timeweaver’s power. That was not the type of chatter that would benefit me at the dawn of my reign of Northridge.

“But why did the Timeweaver kill him?” asked Daphne. “There are many rumors floating around, but none make much sense.”

This was interesting. “What have you heard?” I asked.

“Well, everyone knew there would be a reckoning today, between the Magelord and the Timeweaver. There was even betting over who would prevail. Many think a dispute over a woman was the cause, although another theory is that the Timeweaver had become offended by the spread of immoral works.”

I chuckled at this absurd idea. It was true that Alexander Mason had introduced numerous Earth songs, books, and videos to Anion, and that many folk had objected to some of the more ribald content. That this had become a rumored motive to do away with the Provus spoke more to wishful thinking among prudish conservative factions than any relation to reality. As the new leader of House Mason, I had not only a desire but an obligation to quell such nonsense. Still, I would not reveal details that would put Dariani in jeopardy, such as insights about the gemstones Sorrow and Tempest. No one outside of the Provus, Dariani, and Corinne knew that Sorrow now resided deeply within my left hand, fused to my flesh.

“It is about a woman, but not any dispute over one. Long ago, the Timeweaver made it possible for the High Queen to come to Anion from the world of Janix: a forlorn, bleak place I have visited. I can well understand why Dariani would want to leave such desolation. In exchange, the Provus agreed to die for her in the future, perhaps to power the magic needed for such an incredible feat. Alexander Mason gave his life willingly, for his beloved Dariani, grateful for the time they had together.” There, a romantic tale, largely true, that would make the rounds and put other silly rumors to rest.

“How sad and lovely, and yet how bittersweet,” Daphne lamented. “And so utterly wrong, the stories!” She giggled a bit, then bent over in her chair and began openly laughing. Her overreaction was odd; she almost seemed a bit drunk. “To sacrifice oneself for love!” she hooted, holding her stomach. “I simply . . . must tell the ladies, right now!”

She rose, presumably to head off to the Commons, but suddenly swooned, swaying and nearly falling over to her right. Leaping from my chair, I caught her, managed to get her seated. At once, my head felt dizzy, and I noted a bitter smell, like burned mushrooms. Harold felt something as well.

Boss, I am detecting an unexpected severe hypotension: source unknown. Give me a moment to analyze—

Sudden alarm flared within me; something was seriously amiss. Turning toward the door, I opened my mouth to summon the guards—instead, my knees buckled, the floor rushing up to greet me, as a sinister black space came roaring along with it, darkening my vision. Daphne was slumped in the chair, her mouth hanging open, eyes glassy and mostly closed. In desperation, I reached for the Lattice, in vain; it slipped away from me along with my consciousness.

Clashing images, discordant and confused. Vague sounds and impressions of motion and horrendous, intense pain. Someone manhandling my appendages. Slowly my awareness grew, mostly as a series of overloaded sensations of discomfort and agony.

Devon, you with me? Boss, wake up! We are facing severe danger, and though I trust that you will eventually handle it, it is one hundred percent probable that you must first regain consciousness in order to do so.

Vaguely I heard the words, realized it was Harold, mentally shooed him away, an annoying gadfly. Stupid Bandit, waking me up; I was bone tired, trying to sleep.

Probably the aftereffects of the soporific, boss. Listen, I get that you are disoriented and annoyed with me. But if you do not wake up, you will likely die, and then, since it is doubtful that anyone will remember to remove me, I will be incinerated along with your corpse in the crematorium. Or if the Necromancer gets hold of your body instead, I will be riding around on your thrall arms for all eternity. Either way, not ideal. So, if it would not be too much trouble, would you please wake up?

I was groggy, muddled. But Harold’s talk of death and corpses yanked me from the deep tranquility that was still clawing at me—at least, enough to find a semblance of purchase in the land of coherence.

I’m awake, Harold, I grumbled, then realized that my Bandit’s grousing was the least of my troubles. My jaw was the first to register, jammed open at an unnatural angle, my mouth a swollen drought of old flour and desert dust. A voluminous wad of foul cloth had been packed in there, secured with some kind of industrial tape; I was forced to breathe uneasily through my nose. My wrists and shoulders next came into focus: a blaze of anguish, overburdened ligaments, tendons, and muscles. I realized I was hanging suspended, some kind of shackles providing the leverage; my feet dangled helplessly, bound at the ankle. I tried to move my fingers, found I could not; they had been fastened together as well, the tape woven around each finger of my gloves.

Unsteady, confused, I opened my eyes. They were sticky, blurry, my gaze fuzzy, but enough details were getting through to give me context. Some kind of deserted mill, clearly not in use for ages. A paradise for spiders, with dust and cobwebs on mostly dilapidated wooden surfaces. The exposed joists and rafters of the ceiling were particularly thick with diaphanous, gauzy strands. A few more blinks, a glance upward: I hung from an ancient rope-and-pulley contraption that had been fastened to several of the rafters, the wood cracked and dry, but seemingly sufficient to hold my weight. The far end of the rope was attached to a rusty mechanical lift winch, fastened to the wall.

Daphne was here, similarly bound and gagged, though not suspended. She lay nearly naked on the millstone, her hands knotted behind her, wearing only sparse black panties. Her dress in the colors of House Mason lay in sad tatters around her, appearing to have been violently torn from her body; her jade eyes were wide, darting wildly with terror and fear. Bright-reddish patches across Daphne’s face and breasts indicated she had been freshly beaten in openhanded fashion, the way one would discipline an unruly dog. Despite my predicament, a surge of outrage flooded through me.

The rotund form of Filbert stood over Daphne, still in his foppish yellow robes, his back to me. He was incensed, in the heated throes of ranting and shouting at her.

“Worthless slut!” he wailed, smacking her face, then her breasts, each blow forceful and uncaring. “Disloyal bitch!”

Daphne whimpered behind her gag, squirming on the cold millstone, trying to get away; there was nowhere for her to go.

“So haughty and full of yourself. So brimming with undeserved pride and pretension. And for what? What have you accomplished on your own, you . . . you perfidious leech! All you do is slither in the darkness, rumormongering and sucking out the life of . . . of fools who made the mistake of loving you.” Filbert was raving, leaning heavily into Daphne’s face, each word venomous bile, splashes of his horrid spittle mingling with her tears. Clearly the cheese had slid from his cracker; there was no telling what he might do in this agitated state.

“So concerned with your precious status! What about my position? Did you ever stop to think for a moment what your vile betrayal would do to me? Because of your scheming, I have nothing! You left me with nothing, you toilet worm! Nothing!”

With each declaration, Filbert hit her. Blood began running from Daphne’s nose. Her face and bosom glowed cherry red with the heat of pain and suffering.

Filbert’s voice became eerily calm, quiet and deadly. “You refused my bed, as you refused my love. I offered you my seed instead, begged you to carry my heirs; you responded only with disdain and rejection. Once, I would have offered you my very life!” He shouted this last word, apparently having lost control of his emotions yet again. Then, back to his noxious whisper, he said, “Now I offer you only degradation, and my piss.”

He was fiddling with her gag, then the front of his clothes. Grimly, I watched Filbert’s back as he proceeded to thrust his loins slowly into Daphne’s face, hearing her muffled hysterical sobs of humiliation and anguish, interspersed with small choking sounds. This continued for a few interminable moments, then he cried out in pain.

“You loathsome toothy bitch,” he said, his voice deadly. He backed away a few steps and seemed to check himself. Then, mollified with what he found, he moved toward Daphne and proceeded to urinate upon her. At this final heinous action, a black tornado of hatred was birthed within my heart, sweeping away the last vestiges of the drugged, jumbled uncertainty that had fueled my inaction. I should have killed Filbert when I had the chance, Code be damned. He had obviously studied my magic before our duel, surely thought me rendered helpless now: my mouth incapable of forming trigger words, my hands unable to make guiding gestures. These two handicaps made the Lattice fairly unworkable, as Filbert was certainly counting on. He clearly planned to kill us; this outrageous attack was a complete Code violation against not just me but also House Mason. Filbert could not afford to let us live long enough to lodge a complaint with the other Magelords. His retribution could yet succeed; the advantage was certainly his. Still, I had the crimson stone named Sorrow, and that was what I would bring to him.

First, I would save Daphne, who deserved none of this, and was merely a victim of not only Filbert’s debauchery but of my pride. It was I who could not resist twisting the screws into Filbert by naming his lifewife as the stakes of our duel. Thinking myself so clever and crafty, I had unwittingly led her to this moment of horror; now I must atone for it. When that was complete, I would deal with Filbert, once and for all eternity.

My terrible resolve flowed through the gemstone; it pulsed fiercely within my palm as I let my fury and hate boil through me. I focused upon the millstone and bent it to my will. The area immediately beneath Daphne became buttery soft, flowing into the shape of my desire; she began to sink into the rapidly forming basin. Filbert had not yet realized this, was busy putting away his privates, but Daphne noticed; her eyes locked onto mine, and in them, I saw the shine of desperate hope.

With a flick of will, I curled the stone nearest Filbert violently away from him, then hardened it, surrounding Daphne in a frozen granite wave. She was now encased in a makeshift cave of sorts, helpless, but well protected now, out of the grasp of the demented mage. Filbert gaped a moment, clearly startled, but then quickly turned to me, seeing me wide awake and regarding him.

“This is your doing, Mason,” he accused. “But you will not deprive me of her blood.” He raised both of his hands and gestured; a shrill tone sounded. The millstone disappeared; he had teleported it just outside. I could feel it there, connected to the gem that throbbed in my grasp. Daphne fell to the floor with a grunt, no longer sheathed in the sheltering rock. Grudgingly, I was impressed at his control; Filbert had been able to target only the stone, a greater precision than I had anticipated. He took the opportunity to kick Daphne viciously in the stomach and chest as she lay at his feet.

I had not been idle, however. To my left, a tall chimney stood, composed of river stones mortared together with cement. I called for one, ripping it from the cement, and sent the makeshift missile toward Filbert. This action had made some noise, however, alerting him; Filbert turned, teleported it away before it could strike. Already, I was busy pulling out many more stones, mortar crumbling as they were freed. Initially a dozen, then all of those contained in the top half of the chimney, I sent them hurtling toward the chubby mage at various intervals with blinding speed.

He teleported the first volley to points unknown, the piccolo sounding with varying notes that punctuated his work in a discordant windy wail. Then, either because there were too many projectiles, or perhaps because he simply wished to regroup, Filbert vanished, teleporting himself away. I knew he could not have gone far; Filbert was too heavily invested in this sick revenge play to leave it unfinished.

Regardless, I used the opportunity to have my army of stones hammer at the pulley tackle and the supporting rafters, shattering them and dropping me ignominiously to the floor. Though a bit bruised, I struggled to my knees, keeping several dozen stones orbiting me rapidly in a defensive phalanx, the action made effortless by the near total control over all things mineral that Sorrow afforded. One small stone I molded into a narrow bladed shape, brought it to my hands, directing it surgically, cutting at the tape. Though still shackled, my hands were free; I ripped the gag from my face and freed my mouth, spitting the sopping foul gob of cloth to the side, then spoke the guide word for my Perceptive Sight. This was all I had time for; my legs still bound at the ankles, the piccolo again whistled.

Filbert appeared up in a small loft, giving him a height and oversight advantage, waving his arms and crying out, “Die together!” Two horrifying creations of his deranged psyche appeared, each made more sinister by their ingenious simultaneity. The first, a massive iron anvil, materialized high in the air, on the same plane as Filbert up in the eaves. It was positioned directly over Daphne’s head, and almost immediately, it began to rapidly descend with the unforgiving acceleration of gravity. I had interrupted Filbert’s torture session, and now it seemed he intended to finish her off. But I could barely register this, for an enormous barrel had manifested above my head, upended and filled with an oily yellowish liquid, most of which was now spilling toward me. Initial droplets fell upon my arm; my skin sizzled and burned with blistering immediacy. Acid, highly caustic, surely deadly in the copious volume hurtling toward me. I would burn and melt like a marshmallow in a campfire. Filbert had probably intended to use it to dispose of our bodies. Now it became an improvised lethal weapon.

Though my staff was nowhere to be seen—probably still back at the Citadel—I was not without resources. I had my magic, many hung spells, the Lattice; I even had Sorrow. My mouth and hands were mostly free. But there was no time to think, no time to plan, especially to save us both. My swirling stone phalanx would not protect me from the acid. Almost, I popped Repel All; it should blast away the acid bath, then at least I would be alive, would still be in the fight. It would be my role then to avenge Daphne, whose head would be crushed like a wine grape. For a moment, I despaired, resigned to do it. Then I recalled the Quickness spell.

Without further hesitation, I deployed the invocation. Doing this took me almost a second, during which time several large droplets lit upon me, and the anvil descended unerringly, bringing with it nothing but dark doom. As I completed the spell, a blast of magic ripped forth from within me, shattering my words into random sounds of rage.

The anvil and the vast majority of the acid bath seemed to hang eerily in the air, though I knew they were, in reality, still fast descending. Both were far too close for comfort; the anvil, in particular, was scant finger lengths from Daphne’s abused face and panicked eyes. The orbiting defensive rocks, too, hung frozen in place. My arms were filled with small circular marks of blistery white where the acid had landed; it was extremely painful, and I stole a moment to rub at the spots.

It took longer than I expected to extricate myself from the web of falling acid and swirling stones, as my ankles and wrists were still bound, and there were many splotches and random rivulets that were concentrated in ways that were difficult to maneuver around. Dragging myself across the floor only worked in certain spots, as some of the acid had fallen here and there. But with perseverance and only a few additional minor encounters with the corrosive fluid, I was finally free of it.

Making my way quickly to Daphne, I could already feel my heart beginning to pound, my head growing light. The continuous acceleration of my metabolism was beginning to take its toll; I did not have much time left before I would need to drop the spell or see my heart explode. Reaching the anvil, I tried pushing it; it barely moved, some function of mass and physics that was beyond my ability to decipher at the moment. Instead, I reached for Daphne, taking hold of her thin ankles, and slowly and gently, I dragged her far away from the anvil, the acid, and any possible ancillary repercussions, outside, across soft grass and, ultimately, beneath a walnut tree. Looking down at her, I felt both heroic and triumphant, although my heart was really beginning to labor, along with my breath.

With her safely out of the way, I turned to Filbert. One way or another, this would end, here and now. The loft had a rickety wooden ladder leading up to it; I went to it and began to climb, cursing as, in my hurry, I underestimated the accelerated force of my movements and ripped away several rungs. More gingerly now, I ascended, at last reaching Filbert. My heart was pounding mercilessly, each beat sending fingers of pain deep into the base of my skull, threatening my consciousness. It would do me no good to pass out; all of this effort would be for naught and Filbert would just kill us both, giggling maniacally all the while. Reaching the fat mage, I positioned myself behind him, thinking to deliver a single Quickness-fueled heroic blow, hitting him as hard as I could. Then, recalling some physics by an Earther named Newton that suggested I was just as likely to shatter my arm as I was to injure Filbert, I paused. No more time. My heart was really straining now; I was beginning to swoon.

I reached over Filbert’s head with my shackled hands, pulled the manacles tight against his throat, and dropped a Teleportation Ward I had hanging around because, hey, you never know. This would prevent either of us from teleporting. Then, mercifully, I released the Quickness spell.

A loud shattering crush of wood occurred as the anvil embedded itself half into the wooden floor. The barrel and its acid payload clattered and splattered to the floor, along with a pile of rocks that I was no longer controlling. The whole mess lay there burning and sizzling, smoking noxiously. It would soon become dangerous to be inside. This did not concern me, as I had no plans to linger here.

Filbert gurgled spasmodically from the accelerated force of my grip at his throat, then squirmed wildly within my grasp, disconcerted and bewildered to see his certain victory somehow denied him once again. Predictably, he attempted to teleport, which fizzled thanks to my Ward. Drawing my shackles against Filbert’s neck until my muscles strained, he was reduced to clawing at his throat ineffectually. Meanwhile, I bit my lip deeply, feeling and tasting the coppery saltiness as blood flowed freely. Though he struggled to speak, Filbert made only choking sounds against the steely determination of my efforts. Grunting with exertion, for he was quite heavy, I pushed off with my feet, sending us both over the ledge.

Together, we fell, and though the floor rushed toward us, I had another destination in mind. Calling for the Veils, I envisaged the wastes of Janix, locking them into place with the blood spilling from my mouth. There was intense resistance, and a seemingly bottomless vortex opened up beneath us, but this time gravity was my companion, not Filbert’s. Arms locked around his gullet, we continued our fall, or perhaps simply hung there as the winds rushed by. Beneath me, the struggling Filbert began to scream. With the Veils whirling all around us, bloody pieces of his skin were being torn away, streaming off into the chaos in smoldering wisps of material annihilation. Larger fragments of flesh came next, meaty chunks of red muscle and yellow adipose that were cleaved asunder and quickly dissolved at the caress of colorful vapor eddies. Filbert screamed and bawled, struggling against me in anguished torment, as his blood boiled away and his tendons began to rupture and peel off in grisly ribbons. I held him firmly and thought of Daphne’s torture, my heart a pitiless stone of ice. At length, he grew limp and quiet as his softer organs bubbled and liquefied. He was mostly just cloth scraps and bones now; even these were beginning to turn to sandy dust that was carried away by blustery currents. There was little resistance now; the tunnel was collapsing, the lands at its terminus solidifying, rushing toward me. As the final remnants of Filbert the Fleet were swept into the Veils of Chaos, I stepped foot onto the sands of Janix, holding a tattered swatch of yellow cloth.


Chapter 30

The only person I trust is my mother—and still I keep one eye on her.

—Logar the Liquid, Excerpt from Keeping the Throne

I had returned to Daphne immediately, there beneath the tree, had used some wizardry to free myself from my restraints. With careful tenderness—for I could see she was in a fragile emotional state—I leaned in and cut her bonds.

“Filbert?” she asked immediately with worried eyes.

“Dead, by my hand. He will never hurt you again.”

Daphne nodded but her lip was trembling. Her skin was red in many places, her nose bloody, hair matted down with urine. She tried to cover herself as best she could with her hands. It was not about her nudity, I sensed, but more so that she felt shame at the violations Filbert had visited upon her, and did not wish to have me see her in that way. So—a quick foray through the Lattice revealed some dresses on a nearby clothesline; I summoned one and gave it to her. Daphne slipped it on, her back to me, then turned and hugged me fiercely and began crying. She sobbed for a long while, saying nothing. Her hair stank of piss, but I held her close anyway and made comforting noises as she released her turbulent emotions into my chest. Once she had composed herself somewhat, she withdrew a bit, but still held on to me.

“Where are we?” she asked.

I had no idea. The position of the sun indicated late afternoon; beyond that, we could be anywhere.

Harold, any insight as to where we are?

Have you forgotten that my Global Positioning System is not functional on Anion?

No, but unlike me, you were awake the whole time. How did we get here?

Sorry, boss, I don’t know. After you passed out, Filbert came out of the bathroom. He carried you both to the bathroom mirror, and pushed you through, then followed himself. Then he teleported us here. I am just as lost as you are.

A mirroway! Daphne’s antique mirror, seemingly innocent among her things brought from home. In her purity, and my arrogance, we never suspected the depths of Filbert’s degeneracy. Easily within his capabilities as a master teleporter to replace the glass with his twisted creation. One that size with no codes would have a limited range, would seem an inert mirror until activated. Bide his time, wait for the perfect moment. Then simply get its companion close enough to the Citadel to function, but far enough to be outside the Teleportation Wards. Even as I hated him, I was forced to admire the deviousness of the plot, and his ability to improvise when Daphne had sent for her belongings. It had very nearly killed us both. Damn Filbert! Also, a Code breach if there ever was one. I would undoubtedly need to resolve such matters, but first things first.

“Let us see,” I said in response to Daphne. With my magic, we would not remain astray for long. Geographical spells were rudimentary; I had learned numerous methods of wayfinding as a child. Reaching down for a handful of dirt, I fed it through the pathways of the Lattice dealing with location, releasing the spell upon completion. Briefly, the outlines of a map appeared shimmering in the air, along with a small green arrow.

“Colondo,” I said aloud. “Logar’s territory.”

“Filbert was born here,” said Daphne angrily, spitting on the ground. “He must have known of this spot.”

“No longer,” I said gently.

“What shall we do?” She was looking around, gesturing at the sky. She was talking about getting out of here.

“Don’t worry, Sira,” I said, using the formal address in an effort to restore some of her dignity. Such efforts told her that, in my eyes, she would always be a lady, regardless of Filbert’s depravity. “I will take care of us; I have a plan.”

She seemed to calm a bit, and looked at me expectantly. Though I could simply worldwalk back to the Citadel at any time, Daphne had no such luxury. While I was anxious to return to Northridge, in her fragile state, I was reluctant to leave her. Also, as Filbert was still Stanton’s apprentice, the abduction and attack was not only a Code violation but also technically an act of war. For all I knew, Stanton had ordered it, to take me out once Alexander Mason was out of the way. All of these thoughts swirled in my mind as I whistled for a windbat.

While waiting for the creature to arrive, I manipulated the Lattice, searching nearby domiciles until I found some writing parchment along with a stylograph. With a gesture, I summoned them to me and sat down beneath the tree, near a flat rock upon which I propped the paper. What I intended was not without its risk, as Logar was no ally of House Mason. Still, we were not exactly enemies, and with Northridge’s enormous financial leverage over Colondo, I had plenty of my own cards to play. I began to write slowly and neatly, taking extra care to slant each letter to indicate not only respect but adding the slight curls that indicated a junior adept seeking guidance from a mentor. Never hurts to add a little flattery to the mix, especially when you want something.

Esteemed Logar,

I turn to you in a time of need, as a respectful colleague, and in the hopes of

stronger future relations.

You have likely by now received the news that Alexander Mason has traveled to the Realm of the Dead. Seeking to find advantage in this situation, an attack and Code breach most disreputable has been perpetrated against House Mason by one or more agents out of Graymarsh. Due to events related to these circumstances, I find myself unexpectedly within your territory. While I have utterly destroyed the offender, my female companion has been scandalized and requires medical assistance.

I would be most appreciative and in your debt if you would send a trusted detachment to retrieve us with all possible haste. We are located by the old mill near the river Lethese, just outside of the town of Burnam.

Warm Regards,

Devon Mason, Magelord of Northridge

Afterthoughts: Please forgive my lack of official House Mason parchment; I am forced by circumstances to make do with that which is available.

Shortly thereafter, the windbat arrived, chittering eagerly and lighting upon my shoulder. I folded the paper in the appropriate manner and placed in the creature’s leg pouch, then pictured the dark-skinned visage of the Magelord. “Logar,” I told the bat. It leaped from its perch with a swift flapping of its leathery wings, sped off to the west.

Daphne looked surprised, but I simply said, “You need medical assistance. I cannot worldwalk with you. Logar is our best chance.”

She looked up at me with those bottomless crystal eyes, which were wet and sad, and said, “Devon?”

“Yes?”

“Will you hold me?”

So I sat down beside her and did just that, putting my arm around her protectively and drawing her close.

“Ouch,” she winced, clutching the area beneath her breasts where Filbert had kicked her. “I think my ribs are broken.”

“Quite possibly,” I said, adjusting to a more gentle grasp. “I am sorry I could not get to you sooner.”

“It was soon enough. You saved me, Devon; I can never repay you. How ironic that I feel closer to you than ever before, on the very day you have cast me aside.”

I made a hurt face, said gently, “No, Sira, I have not cast you aside. You remain my close companion and trusted confidant. Besides, you have already given me so much of yourself; there will never be a need for repayment.”

“Still,” she said, squeezing my hand. I sighed.

Twenty or so minutes fled while I held and comforted Daphne. Then, off to our left, in the direction of the road leading to the old mill, a distant whine occurred. Soon the sound was closer and unmistakable: bluegas carts. These were manufactured by Alejandros and powered by the vast gas extractor infrastructure of Northridge. Both were introduced to Anion some six decades ago, long before I was born, probably using the services of Mason Enterprises back on Earth.

Two of the sleek carts were fast approaching the mill. Shaped like missiles, the front compartment held space for a driver and two passengers; the rear section was reserved for the gas tanks, which were buried within a cocoon of fireproof foam. They were painted in the colors of House Nereus: silver and bronze. Normally such carts were hooked to trailers of various sizes and used to haul goods; today only one of the vehicles was so encumbered. I had no doubt they had been sent by Logar, did not expect sinister intentions. Nonetheless, I quickly reviewed my remaining spells. As they approached, I stood; Daphne, wincing and holding her ribs, followed suit with my assistance.

The driver of the nearest cart, having seen us, slowed and steered off the road, onto the grass, pulling up near our location and stopping the engine, which spun down with a sizzling hiss. The doors opened and he stepped out, along with two other men. They were all dressed in the uniforms of Logar’s local militia, with steel rapiers at their sides, and a set of throwing knives hanging in sheaths from their belts. One of the passengers approached us, said smartly, “Highlord Mason of Northridge?”

His rank was officer of the watch, unlike his companions, who were infantrymen. A relatively low-level official. Despite this, his mode of address was proper and respectful, using the preferred terminology for a visiting head of state. One was usually only referred to as Magelord within one’s own demesnes. “Yes, Officer,” I replied.

“The sun shines upon me,” he said, saluting in the manner of Colondons, striking his palm against his chest, then holding it face out, covering his eyes, signifying his unworthiness to look upon me. I despised such obsequious trappings, was glad the Provus had eschewed the more derogatory mores throughout his reign in Northridge. Still, it was important that we of House Mason understood the customs of our neighbors, and such diplomatic touches had been part of my upbringing. Holding my arms against my body and my wrists low, I placed my hands together and overturned them, palms upward, and said, “Bread and wine.” This was supposed to signify that sustenance and good fortune flowed from the Magelord to his people. To my mind, it was needless ritual, but the correct response, and so allowed the soldier to lower his palm.

“Thank you, Highlord. Magelord Nereus sent word to our outpost at Burnam,” he said. “He commands that we attend you, and your lady.” Respectfully, he bowed to Daphne.

“Your assistance is most welcome, Officer.”

“Merely my duty, Highlord. We brought the mirroway from the village with us, at the Magelord’s command. If you will give us a few moments to stabilize it, we will send you through to the Crystal Manor.” He gestured to the second cart, which had stopped nearby, its passengers in the process of debarking. They were dressed as workers from the Transporters Guild, their yellow tunics emblazoned with the double oval insignia representing travel through the mirroway. Immediately they moved to the trailer behind their cart and began unwrapping a large bundle that had been affixed there. The mirroway was sandwiched between several wooden pallets and wrapped in green packing bubble plastic—yet another innovation from the combined endeavors of Northridge and Ashland. The influence of House Mason really had permeated all of Anion, in countless ways great and small; the more I looked for it, the more I beheld its omnipresence. It was, in a way, unfair, for the other Magelords, to be hit so rapidly with one life-altering advance after another, with no chance to keep up. I could understand their resentment, even as I justified the need to continue relentlessly, in terms of my responsibility for protecting and growing House Mason.

In short order, they had the mirroway erected, having cleverly used the packing pallets as a support structure. Codes were entered and verified; the gate hummed to life, a darkened space appearing beyond the portal. The officer of the watch turned to me.

“Highlord, I have been instructed to inform you that containment protocols will be in effect upon reaching the Crystal Manor, for everyone’s protection, until your identity can be verified. Please do not mistake such precautions for acts of hostility and respond with undue haste.”

I was uncertain as to what he meant, exactly, but could see the need for such safeguards. After all, I had not used the holographic paper of House Mason; for all Logar knew, I was some sort of a fraud.

“Very well,” I said, smiling coldly. “But you shall travel first.” If the intent was to drop us in some vat of boiling oil, at least I would have forewarning from the man’s screams.

“Very well, Highlord,” he said, seeming unconcerned. He stepped through, into the shadows. After a moment, when nothing untoward seemed to occur, I gathered Daphne close beside me and followed him.

A nauseous moment later, we found ourselves in a stone chamber dimly lit by a single distant candle. As my eyes adjusted, I could see that we were in some sort of prison cell, with three walls of solid stone, and the forth being composed of tightly spaced steel bars. A simple table was present, with a man seated at it. The officer of the watch stood off to my left, the mirroway behind us. I looked around, then turned to face the seated man, whom I did not recognize, but who was obviously in charge.

“Do you really think this cell can contain a Magelord?” I scoffed.

“Perhaps you are not a Magelord,” the man rejoined evenly. He had dark skin and long hair, worn loosely, as was customary in Colondo. His eyes gave away nothing but a wary confidence.

“Would you care to test that theory?” I said, calling forth the Lattice, blowing briefly into my hand, in his direction, and releasing the spell. A gale of wind rushed over him, shoving his chair two paces backward, away from the table, him still seated in it. He frowned and brushed at his mane, which was now unkempt and hung foolishly, covering his face and eyes. Still, he appeared only slightly perturbed as he said gamely, “In fact, I would, though I require no theatrics. Respond to my questions with accurate knowledge, and we shall consider your identity confirmed.”

“Very well.”

“Have you ever met Magelord Nereus?”

“Thrice,” I said.

“Describe these encounters.”

“The first time, after the duel with his apprentice, Peteronos Hillmanday. The next, as a judge during an arbitration dispute. The final, as witness of a duel with Filbert, as required by the Code.”

“What colors was he wearing at your last meeting?”

This was a trick question. An imposter would probably guess silver and bronze, Logar’s house colors.

“I do not know, as he was shadewalking.” It was impossible to tell such things as colors; shadewalkers appeared as uniform gray ghosts.

“What was the outcome of the duel?”

“I bested Filbert.”

“In what manner?”

“I hung him from the neck like a pig in a smokehouse, for he was a wretched swine that I should have slaughtered on that day,” I said, my voice as cold as the steel in the officer’s sword. “Now come, Logar, drop this pretense. I know you are here, watching and listening. I am Devon Koplasa Mason, Magelord of Northridge, honorable and true. I am here as a cordial colleague seeking favor, and prepared to show my gratitude in the form of new beginnings between Colondo and Northridge. Show yourself, Master of Illusions.”

I had half expected the man at the table to transform into Logar, but the cunning Magelord was far too cautious for that. Instead, the entire wall behind the table melted away, revealing Logar surrounded by three rows of his men. The closest were crouched and held crossbows with glistening steel arrowheads aimed at Daphne and me. Just behind them, a company of swordsmen stood, their weapons gleaming and drawn at the ready. Finally, several shield bearers flanked Logar closely, ready to protect their liege. As the wall had melted, the lighting shifted; Daphne and I now stood in bright light, whereas Logar and his men were dimly illuminated, giving them the advantage in any battle moves. Despite this show of strength, Logar was smiling, his eyes bright and mischievous.

“I am here, as you surmised, Devon. But one more indulgence, if you would. Show me the Veils of Chaos; that is, if you can.”

I smiled, took a step forward, gently pushed Daphne slightly back, placing myself in front of her. The leather gloves of the bowmen made slippery creaking sounds as their grips tightened around the stocks of their weapons. If Logar wanted to kill me, he no doubt could do so; my cloak was left behind at the Citadel, and though I had my spells, and Sorrow, I was vulnerable. But it was time to act like a Magelord, in deed and in word. Showing no fear, I slowly took another step forward, to be sure I was clear of Daphne, though I kept my hands at my sides so as not to alarm the soldiers even further. Reaching out with my will, I called for the Veils. They sprang into being around me, a maelstrom of spinning color, as random in their flowing incoherence as the Lattice was rigid in its unyielding pathways. The thought came then that they were almost as brothers, the chaos of the Veils, and the order of the Lattice—two contrasting sides of magic’s many guises.

Logar made a hand gesture, and with admirable discipline, his guards lowered their weapons and shields in one nearly simultaneous motion.

“Welcome to the Crystal Manor, Magelord of Northridge,” he said, flashing a crooked smile.


Chapter 31

The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting.

—Alexander Mason, Council Meeting Notes, Recorded by Master Scribe Telonas

Logar and I sat facing each other in his private study, on the highest floor of the Crystal Manor, waiting for the others to arrive. He was a tall, muscular man, handsome and dashing, with sparkling eyes and a neatly trimmed mustache and goatee. True to his discipline, his skin glowed with a pleasing shine of youthful potency, and in appearance he carried no more than thirty years of age; clever illusions presenting him in the best possible light. Some said he was in reality an old, crooked man, balding and beset with disease. Others whispered at his hideous corpulence, claiming him thick and portly with hedonistic rolls of fat. Such rumors always swirled around the powerful, some true, others begat by jealousy. My magic could cut through most such deceptions, if I wished; those of the Lattice were uniquely overmatched against illusionists due to the flexible nature of our magic. Spells to resist glamours, dispel illusions, and various other creative workings had brought me many victories in the Lists with relative ease. Even so, employing any of these here in the Crystal Manor would be monumentally discourteous; in addition to his appearance, Logar was rumored to use his craft to hide disrepair, old, embarrassing bloodstains, and the like.

He was clothed in exquisite silk and cashmere fabrics produced by his famous fashion houses, in a striking pattern of whimsical bronze and silver whorls: the colors of House Nereus. His outfit was capped by spectacular spaulders of polished leather and leopard skin. Behind him, outsized windows delivered breathtaking views of the Snowy Mountains, an expansive range of peaks from which Logar’s men drew vast reserves of iron, gold, and other metals that fueled the economy of Colondo. Many of these were exported, used as raw materials in the factories of Ashland and Northridge; due to these riches, Logar was not as dependent upon the Northridge-Ashland trade alliance as some of his peers.

Colondo was located in the southeastern part of the continent, with extensive coastlines; in addition to his mining enterprises, Logar enjoyed a robust fishing industry. His gambling halls produced an endless stream of guilders, and his fashion houses were the undisputed preeminent source of finery worn by the elite of Anion. He even controlled the isolated southern island of Perlesti, the land where his dark-skinned ancestors were said to have originated. As if to illustrate this connection, a striped Perlesti hound sat obediently at his feet, seemingly relaxed but with eyes open and ears perked up, in case a threat to its master should materialize.

Daphne was being attended to by the Daughters of Fern that serviced Logar; I had allowed this after extracting his solemn oath on the Code that no harm would befall her. Next, I had sent a windbat missive to Seneschal Keridan, informing him of the attack, assuring him of my well-being, and ordering him to postpone the coronation until tomorrow. The Daughters had treated the acid wounds upon my arms—even some on my head—and I had been given fresh finery in House Mason colors.

Finally, I had requested a private meeting with Logar, and we had retired to his study. He sat at a striking carved desk of gleaming beechwood from Perlesti island, the only place such trees grew on the entire continent of Kral. On its surface were several leather folders, neatly arranged, some papers sticking out from within them. Beside these rested a set of polished onyx dice, ranging from a triangular four-sided die to a complex icosahedron, its twenty sides each painted with tiny Kralish numbers; such dice were prevalent in Logar’s many casinos. Nearby, a brightly painted didgeridoo was resting on a stand, ready to be played at a moment’s notice. Logar was famous as a master of this instrument, which, to my ears, sounded dreadful when played alone, akin to the lowing of a cow. He had achieved international acclaim, however, some years ago, when he released an album accompanied by a full orchestra.

A built-in shelving system with intricate wooden inlays to match the desk stood behind him, its cubbies and nooks stacked with curios from the various reaches of Colondo. There were many gemstones and rocks carved into innumerable shapes; I recognized amethyst, schist, garnet, and several others fashioned into familiar forms such as animals, boats, even a warrior. One beautiful piece centered in a glass case featured a ruby expertly carved into a heart; it shimmered and sparkled with deep, resplendent beauty. Through Sorrow, I could feel each gem, as well as the underlying substance of the entire Crystal Manor, so named for having its foundation carved from a solid ledge of quartz.

After informing Logar of what had transpired, I demanded an immediate meeting of the Magelords to discuss the flagrant Code breach from Graymarsh. With his agreement, windbat missives had gone out, and responses of acquiescence had come back from all except the Timeweaver. The Magelords would be arriving shortly. Meanwhile, Logar had decided that the time had come to exact his price for his support.

“It is fortunate that I was able to assist you so quickly,” he began, opening the negotiations. “One never knows what bandits or wild animals are lurking about when one goes around unprotected. Too, your lady companion seemed in dreadful need.”

I looked at him dryly, said, “I am quite certain I would have been able to handle any hostiles that presented themselves.” Still, to show him that I was willing to compromise, and indeed in his debt, I added, “Of course, your rapid response was surely appreciated, especially by the lady Daphne.”

He smiled his infamous crooked smirk, said, “Filbert’s lifewife, I believe, no?”

“No longer.”

“That’s right. I heard a rumor you made her your consort. Your night with her must have been something truly special.”

He meant his spies in Northridge had passed this along, but it was hardly a national secret.

“Yes, to both,” I admitted.

“She is quite the beauty.”

“Indeed. Smart with politics and palace intrigue as well.”

“Really? I could use such a combination around here.”

I chuckled to myself. The only thing larger than Logar’s ego was his harem. Aloud, I said, “I understand you have many lovely and intelligent ladies to attend you.”

“Perhaps you are correct. Still, one quickly becomes bored when faced with familiarity.”

Was he truly suggesting an interest in Daphne? Perhaps he was just misdirecting until he was ready to pounce. Difficult to read this man.

“Undoubtedly,” I said, an innocuous response committing to nothing. My father’s diplomacy lessons put to good use.

“You mentioned a new beginning between our nations. What did you have in mind?”

Here it was; he was hoping I would suggest something. But though inexperienced when compared to Logar, I knew well enough that the first to offer something tangible ultimately loses the negotiation. Subtlety was called for.

“Alexander Mason often spoke that the imbalance of commerce between our nations creates tension. As I begin a new chapter in Northridge, I would see that pressure reduced.”

“What do you propose?”

Clever fox. Somewhat lamely, I said, “I propose that we reach a more balanced state, one that provides prosperity to both sides.”

“Of course, that is an admirable goal. What changes did you have in mind?”

He was screwing with me, I decided, testing to see just how much of a command I had of international affairs. The truth was, not nearly as much as I needed to be successful in this discussion. Alexander Mason certainly brought knowledgeable support staff with him for endeavors such as these, and here I was trying to paint a masterpiece with a crayon. I put a finger to my chin as if carefully considering my response; in reality, I was stalling. Then my gaze hit upon the dice, and an idea presented itself.

“I recall from one of my council meetings that your casino license in Northridge has been indefinitely postponed.” Logar had been pushing the Provus to open a casino within our borders. It had been rejected on moral grounds; Alexander Mason had a dim view of such endeavors, thinking they encouraged criminal corruption and created hardship for the unlucky.

Logar’s eyes narrowed, but not before I saw the greed in them. “That is correct,” he said, his voice neutral.

“My greatfather was fairly conservative when it came to such enterprises,” I said. “However, if properly managed, I see only opportunity. With, of course, a healthy split of the profits for Northridge.”

“Such as?”

Having allowed him to force me to name the topic of negotiation, etiquette demanded that he now give the particulars. He still thought me a rube, though, was trying to take advantage of my naiveté. I would not be so easily manipulated.

“What do you suggest?” I countered.

He became utterly silent, a trick my father had cautioned me against. The human tendency is to fill the quiet, usually with hasty concessions that were ill-considered. I said nothing, just looked at him, my face blank as the silence stretched out into an uncomfortable expanse. Finally, he sighed and relented, even smiled mischievously, followed by a nod of respect.

“I could probably live with a seventy-thirty split, in my favor, of course,” he said.

“Sixty-forty, Northridge dominant,” I countered immediately.

“What? I will barely be able to cover expenses with that.”

“What expenses? I am talking profits. Fifty-five, forty-five, Northridge dominant. Colondo pays for construction and outfitting. The Exchange will manage the expenditures and salaries to reduce any chances of, ahem, creative bookkeeping. Final offer.”

Logar pretended to think about it, but I could see he was pleased. After the construction costs, it was free money, a new income stream that would garner millions of guilders each year. He had done little to earn it, having simply sent some soldiers to get us, and ensured medical attention for Daphne.

“A tempting proposal, and one that I am inclined to accept,” he finally said. “Perhaps if you were to throw in one more item, it would wash me over the edge.”

His reluctance was but a performance; he wanted this deal far more than I. In truth, I did not need any agreement; my main motivation was to get assistance for Daphne, which he had provided. This meeting was a bonus, a chance to build goodwill, perhaps forge an ally before the upcoming Magelord meeting, and reduce the list of my potential enemies. I could have handled the situation without Logar, if necessary, via magic and creativity. At first, I was irritated at this seeming lust for more. Letting my annoyance show, I said, “I am not a grape; pressing me will not yield you wine.”

“Of course,” he said smoothly. “But this request is but a trifle, really, and indeed, even informed by your own experience.”

“How fortunate,” I said sardonically. “And what, exactly, is it?”

Ignoring my sarcasm, Logar said, “I will be putting forth a proposal at the next annual Magelord council meeting, to allow the live broadcasting of duels of the Lists of Rosalta. I would ask for your support, and that you speak to Horation, help convince him of the need.”

This was unexpected. I thought about it for a moment, said, “I am not even certain I myself see the need.”

Logar looked wounded. “Too much of what our mage classes do is shrouded in secrecy; it breeds suspicion and resentment among the common folk. If we open our activities to additional transparency, it can only help our fellows appreciate the burdens we all share.”

These rationalizations were spurious and self-serving—pure bovine scatology—and we both knew it. It was obvious that Logar wanted such spectacles to air in his casinos, with the accompanying betting frenzy that the battles would foster. It was true that duels were followed closely, as Daphne could attest. Betting on duels of the Lists went on even now, although folk had to rely on finding out the winners and losers after the fact, when the results were posted by Rosalta. Personally, I had no objection to Logar’s proposal, especially since I had just agreed to open a casino in Northridge; it was a clever idea. Convincing Horation, however, was another matter, as he would surely view such a suggestion through the lens of the Code, which did not allow for such activities.

“I would support such a measure,” I said. “And I will speak with Horation. I imagine he will be difficult to persuade, as I am sure you have already surmised.”

Logar smiled, then shrugged his shoulders, the leopard skin gleaming as it caught the sunlight from the window. “Still, I would appreciate it. I will have my scribes write up the agreement.”

Boss, it is nearly time for the Magelord meeting.

Thanks, Harold. I had asked him to remind me.

“Very good, Logar, you have my thanks. Now, if you would please activate your shadewalking amulet? The meeting is about to start, and it has been an eventful day. I have not yet had time to get mine from Alejandros and get attuned.”

“Of course.” He reached into the desk drawer and fiddled with something, presumably setting his amulet as the beacon; the others would be set to seek, and would home in on the beacon when activated.

We waited a bit, and finally, the ghostly forms of the Magelords began to materialize.

Horation was the first to arrive. I nodded in acknowledgment; his shade did the same. Next came Necromancer Yun. Logar greeted him, saying, “Good to see you, Zaranaster.” He bowed his head slightly to Logar, then grinned at me sheepishly, perhaps still embarrassed by the behavior of his apprentice, Lynette. That whole fiasco would require some delicate repair work, no doubt.

Alejandros came next; he looked around till he spotted me, gave me a smile and an encouraging nod. A few minutes passed as we all waited for Stanton to arrive. Although the Code was quite clear on these matters, I began to wonder if he would show his face. As a named party in a grievance, he was required to respond; by refusing to attend a requested council meeting, Stanton would be sanctioned and the Magelords would exact some appropriate recompense from House Landarain. Still, after the treachery of his apprentice, I wondered if he might be too embarrassed to stand before his peers. I had barely completed that thought when Stanton bloomed into solidity, his face a study in emotionlessness, made all the more difficult to read by virtue of his ghostly pallor.

“Thank you all for coming,” Logar said, as if they had much of a choice; the Code allowed any Magelord to convene an emergency mandatory council session. “I have asked you here to discuss several recent events that—”

“Why is he here?” broke in Stanton, pointing at me. “He is no Magelord; I understand that no coronation has yet taken place.” I threw him a dirty look, but as the accusation had been levied against me, it was better to keep my silence, let others weigh in first.

“Lord Devon Mason is here because he is the rightful heir to the throne of Northridge, as decreed by Alexander Mason formally and registered within the Northridge Public Archives by the Scriveners Guild,” said Horation, always a supporter of proper procedures and regulations. “A coronation is an internal Northridge matter, and a mere formality not required by the Code. In fact, speaking of the Code, recognition of Magelord status by at least one other Magelord qualifies him to be here, and I so recognize him as such.”

Stanton coughed, a scornful sound that indicated his disagreement. Nonetheless, there were no additional objections, so Logar resumed speaking.

“In any case, earlier today, certain events are claimed to have transpired that have grave implications for international relationships. For those of you who are not aware, the following actions were taken against the good people of—”

Logar stopped speaking abruptly as another form materialized within the chamber. No shade was this; the assembled Magelords looked at each other warily. Yet as the form grew more substantial, there were whispers of awe and disbelief as the Timeweaver’s features coalesced. He was looking at a timepiece suspended from a large chain attached to his waist. “You began early,” he said, not sounding pleased.

“Er, yes, Timeweaver,” Logar managed to say, still looking shocked. “It was just that you never, er, that is, we didn’t expect you to join us, in that you rarely have before.”

“I have seldom joined you because you have infrequently had a discussion that was of interest to me,” responded the Timeweaver gruffly.

“Of course, Timeweaver. Your presence is welcome.” Logar looked down at his left hand, then smiled. He was overcoming his initial awkwardness, and the slippery diplomat that he was manifested itself. “It is an honor that you have decided to join us at this time, although I must state that the circumstances for this meeting are less than amicable. You see, there have been several events that have transpired recently that have caused the—”

“I know what has gone on before!” the Timeweaver interrupted Logar, his voice stern. “Do you forget who it is that you are addressing?” His manner was impatient, commanding; his tone, belligerent.

The Magelords shrank back in fear, and rightfully so. All here knew of his history; it was fortunate for the Magelords of Anion that the Timeweaver seemed to have no ambition or interest in conquest, and rarely involved himself with the affairs of others. No one knew what his limits and vulnerabilities were. He had lived at least twelve hundred years, far longer than mere longevity potions could explain, though the Necromancer seemed to share similar immunity to the ravages of time’s unsympathetic hand. The Timeweaver had never taken an apprentice. Until today, he had never seemed to care about the rest of the Magelords. I wondered at this new development, and felt a moment of anger at him for his cold execution of Alexander Mason, regardless of the Provus’s acceptance of such. Still, I swallowed my ire, and let it pass, though not without misgivings.

Horation, always stubborn, said, “Indeed, Timeweaver, I am certain that you are fully cognizant of all that interests you. However, some here, including myself, are not so well informed.”

“Well, let us proceed, then,” the Timeweaver grumbled.

“Thank you,” said Logar. “To summarize, there have been several events recently that can be interpreted as acts of war upon House Mason, and thus upon all of Northridge. As the affected party, I will let Devon discuss the particulars.”

“Thank you, Logar,” I said, standing. All eyes were upon me; I felt slightly self-conscious but was determined to act honorably and, mostly, to retain my composure. I would not let my passions get the better of my judgment, as I had done with Jonus.

“Disreputable acts against both Northridge and the Code itself have transpired this day,” I said, keeping my voice calm. “These include the underhanded smuggling of a contraband mirroway into my personal chambers, timed with a concerted attack of Filbert the Fleet, Lord Stanton’s chief apprentice.” Here, I pointed accusingly at Stanton, who looked startled and shrank back as if I were about to attack him. I frowned, and looked at him disapprovingly for a moment, then realized I was starting to become emotional and took a breath to calm myself.

“The subjects of this cowardly attack were me and my consort, the lady Daphne Rinn. In dishonorable fashion, we were rendered unconscious via a soporific agent. While insensible, we were transported through the mirroway and subsequently teleported to an abandoned building on Logar’s land, here in Colondo. We were bound; I was shackled, gagged, chained, and hung from the rafters. The lady Daphne Rinn was beaten and sexually assaulted; her ribs were broken from Filbert’s kicks, and her face and body were beaten bruised and bloody. Filbert then attempted to murder both of us, attacking with both acid and by attempting to drop an anvil upon the lady Daphne’s head. I still bear the scars of Filbert’s attack, as does the lady Daphne.”

I paused, raising my sleeves to show my arms, which were pocked with little circular pink blotches, already mostly healed under the ministrations of the Daughters. While I had spoken, there had been various mutterings from those assembled as they heard of the perfidy. Stanton stood expressionless, utterly silent throughout. The figure of the Timeweaver was even more impassive, a disinterested, unmoving statue. Horation, as the first to arrive and a theoretical neutral party, was also the first to speak after I had finished.

“These are serious accusations,” he stated darkly. “What is the evidence for these claims?”

“And what have you done with Filbert?” Stanton added, the anxiety in his tone betraying his concern.

Harold had recorded everything, but many of those here were suspicious of the technology of Northridge, and would be unreceptive to any claim based on such. Instead, I said, “My own testimony, and my solemn oath by the Code of Harldis that what I say is true. If that is not sufficient, you may question the lady Daphne for corroboration once she is cleared by the Daughters. At the old mill, where Filbert took us, you will find physical evidence that supports my account. I also suspect that some light research will turn up connections between Filbert’s family and this mill; I would suggest starting with ownership records. As for Filbert, this is all that is left of him.” I reached into my pocket, pulled out the swatch of tattered yellow cloth, and threw it at Stanton’s spectral feet. My expression was dangerous, daring him to deny it; Stanton looked grim, his mouth tightening into a firm line, but his eyes were sad and he said nothing. For a long moment, we stared at each other.

“I can confirm this much, at least,” said Logar, breaking the tension. “My men at the mill have reported an apparent struggle; they found the anvil and the shackles, ropes, and other items that Devon described. For example, they recovered the lady Daphne Rinn’s torn and shredded clothing; there was also blood on the floor, and on the old millstone, which had been moved outside in a manner that suggests teleportation, as the doorways were not wide enough to permit its passage. The inside of the mill was bathed in recent acid, the timbers and floor were still smoking, the air caustic.”

“For decades, I have taught Devon here to respect the Code above all else,” Horation added. “I have never known him to lightly swear on it.”

Some more muttering, but I was pleased. Known widely for his zealous adherence to the Code, Horation was one of the few assembled here who could talk about it with credibility. Though I had cursed his annoying and unwavering devotion to the Code numerous times, it seemed that, in this instance, it was helping to add sincerity to my case.

“You have long been held as an honorable and wise ruler, Horation. I, for one, will accept your word regarding your former apprentice,” Logar said.

“As will I,” spoke Alejandros. He was likely hindered in meetings such as these by his undeniable alliance with Northridge, and would automatically be assumed to support any House Mason cause, regardless of his true feelings. Nonetheless, it was gratifying to hear the Alchemist speak in support.

“And what say you, Zaranaster?” asked Horation. Though the Necromancer was not well liked due to the morbid direction of his magical practices, he was generally respected as an even-keeled ruler whose people were devoted to him.

“This is a difficult situation, and forgive me for questioning your perspective of the events, Devon, but is it possible that you are somehow mistaken? By your own admission, you were drugged and bound. An unprovoked attack, without any Code challenge—such a thing defies logic. Are you certain that you have interpreted these happenings correctly? Perhaps this was some imposter pretending to be Filbert, perhaps using some glamor or illusion?”

Both Logar and I opened our mouths angrily to respond, I incredulous at the suggestion that any other would have the motivation to degrade Daphne with such vile abandon; Logar likely offended at the implication that his craft, and thus perhaps even he, was somehow involved. But it was Horation who got the first words out, and with brilliant simplicity said, “That is easy to prove, Zaranaster. Simply have Stanton produce Filbert, and we will know whether or not he was impersonated. Or, if he is truly dead, as Devon has intimated, then let fly the windbat for proof.”

He was talking about the fact that windbats never flew to a dead man. There was some discussion at this, mostly whispered, between Horation and Alejandros, the Necromancer joining in from time to time. Stanton also whispered a word or two, seemingly growing frustrated, but I couldn’t hear what any of them were saying. Shadewalking amulets are clever devices, and can be selectively attuned to allow your words to fall upon the intended ears to the exclusion of others present. Since Logar and I were physically manifest, we stayed silent. The Timeweaver did as well. I tried to catch his eye, but he seemed to be staring off into space inscrutably. After a few minutes, the private discussion concluded.

“I strongly doubt Filbert was involved in these shocking accusations,” Stanton said gruffly. “Still, I have no idea where Filbert is presently. As many of you are aware, he has not been well lately. His defeat by young Devon here, and the subsequent defection of the lady Daphne to Northridge, have both placed quite a terrible strain upon his sanity. Although publicly he is still my chief apprentice, privately he actually took a leave of service—for health reasons—as of some three months ago. I have not seen him since, and have no knowledge of his current whereabouts. Whatever actions he is accused of were done without my knowledge, and certainly without my sanction.”

“Not good enough,” I said coldly. “I demand that Graymarsh pay Northridge reparations in the amount of one hundred million guilders, as well as publicly apologize for this outrage, and also pay the sum of ten million guilders to the lady Daphne Rinn, in recognition of her shame and suffering.”

“What!” cried Stanton, sputtering. “Why, that—that’s preposterous! I see no reason to pay reparations when I was not even involved, or aware.”

“So you claim, yet it matters not. By the Code, this is a blatant act of war; also by the Code, you are responsible for your apprentices, regardless of your foreknowledge, or lack thereof.” I heavily stressed these last few words, hoping to paint him with either the sheen of duplicity, or incompetence, damning him for either. “Do you want me to quote you the relevant sections and verses?”

Horation smiled proudly, nodding, and said, “Devon is correct, Stanton. On both counts.”

Stanton scowled, but he looked a bit worried as he said, “Let us not rush to judgment. Talk of ‘acts of war’ is dangerous business in these uncertain times. Here is my proposal: I will contact Filbert by windbat, imploring him to turn himself in, if he is guilty of these crimes.”

“And if the windbat doesn’t fly?” This from Logar.

“Then I will confiscate Filbert’s assets as reparations. They are worth between three and four million guilders.”

I was outraged. “I think not!” I said, my voice heated. “Ten times that would be an insult.”

“At least let us acknowledge that Stanton is willing to bear some responsibility,” Logar said reasonably. “As to the windbat, that is but a simple effort. Let us settle the matter, here and now.” He whistled, and a bat came zipping in almost immediately through a covered porthole positioned above the windows. It lighted upon Logar’s shoulder. Without bothering to construct a message, he looked at the bat, said, “Filbert the Fleet.”

The creature did not move, just stared at Logar quizzically, chittering. Stanton looked dismayed.

“I have seen enough,” said the Necromancer, throwing Stanton a displeased look.

“Agreed,” said Horation. Alejandros nodded behind him.

“As to reparations,” Logar said, “as there was no loss of life other than the perpetrator, who stands, um, defeated, twenty million guilders seems a more reasonable figure. Unless Devon wishes to issue a Code challenge to Stanton . . .”

“Agreed, twenty million, then, from Graymarsh to Northridge,” said the Timeweaver suddenly, startling everyone. “This matter is now closed.” I had forgotten he was even present. Without another word, he reached out a hand and made a motion as if pulling an invisible string. With that, he vanished.

A moment of stunned silence passed, then Logar chuckled. “Anyone care to contest that?” he said, eyes twinkling, waving toward the Timeweaver’s vacated spot. For a moment, I considered doing just that, but as no one else seemed prepared to object, I swallowed my emotion and considered the possibility that my anger might be pushing me toward an untenable bias. A more objective voice was needed; I turned to my old mentor.

“Your thoughts, Horation?” I said.

“It is not unreasonable,” Horation stated, rising to his feet, turning to Stanton. “By the Code, Stanton, you are responsible for the actions of your apprentices. These reparations address that issue. There is still, however, the matter of your own complicity in this attack.”

Stanton bristled, but as the accused, he was forced by custom to say nothing.

“But, Horation,” interjected the Necromancer, “is there any evidence to suggest that Stanton was behind these events? We all know that Filbert had a strong personal motivation for his animosity toward Devon; his attack on the lady Daphne confirms this. If we are going to accept Devon at his word, then surely we must accept Stanton’s?”

“Let him so swear by the Code, as Devon did, and I will accept his word,” said Horation. All of this was face-saving bluster. The Timeweaver had spoken, with finality; no one would go against his wishes. That said, the egos in this room were too inflated to admit such openly, so going through these fanciful motions of deliberation helped assuage any bruised feelings. Inside, I was mostly pleased with the manner in which events had transpired; in a way, I had Filbert to thank. His trickery had unintentionally allowed me to demonstrate my strength to the Magelords: my peers and rivals. They all now knew that while bound and gagged, I had somehow freed myself and bested Filbert, surviving his teleportation tricks and an acid attack—even saving Daphne along the way. The bat had demonstrated that Filbert was irrevocably dead, while I sat among them, alive and righteous, with only minor scarring. They would all think twice before trying some new devilry.

Looking contrite, Stanton said, “I so swear by the Code of Harldis that I had no knowledge of Filbert’s actions, and did not in any way order or sanction the attack.” It was probably even true; Filbert’s grievance was undoubtedly of a personal nature; though loath to admit it, by demanding his lifewife, I bore major responsibility for Filbert’s ire, and thus his subsequent actions. After all, how would I feel if someone messed with Corinne, and then she betrayed me as well? The thought darkened my gaze, and for the first time, I felt some sympathy for Filbert. As Magelord, in the future, I would need to think more deeply about the possible repercussions my actions could spawn.

“I further agree to pay the sum of twenty million guilders to Northridge as reparations, terms to be settled through the Arbiter’s Guild,” Stanton finished.

The other Magelords looked to me; as the complainant who had called for this meeting, the final word was mine. I turned to Stanton, and thought of Filbert’s screams.

“I am satisfied,” I said. “Let there be peace between us, and our peoples.”

He nodded, his face sour, but said, “Peace and prosperity.” Stanton gave me a grim nod, then faded out. The other Magelords followed suit till only Logar and I remained in the room.

“Well, now, that worked out,” he said, pushing his chair back and propping his feet on the desk.

“Yes. Your help was invaluable. I truly appreciate it.”

“And I look forward to more equitable business dealings with Northridge in the future.”

“You shall have them. Now, if you would do me but one small additional service.”

“That being?”

“Keep the lady Daphne here for a while—until she recovers. Keep her safe, and treat her well. Tell her I must put things in order back in Northridge, that I will send for her when I am ready.”

“It would be my pleasure; she will be well cared for.”

“Thank you, Logar,” I said, standing and calling for the Veils. He watched curiously as they coalesced around me, then gave me his singular crooked smile.

“Good luck, Magelord,” he said as I stepped through.


Chapter 32

“The supreme art of war is to subdue the enemy without fighting,” my father likes to say. I used to think him so wise; then I found an old book containing famous Earth quotes in his study. The films, music, and books he peddles all throughout Anion are the same as his words: mere copies of the efforts and wisdom of his betters.

—Malkin Mason, Private Journals

The Provus was gone, the room where he died cleaned and disinfected. Shamin and High Queen Dariani were also gone, having left for Ashland the night before as instructed—but only after I had returned to the Citadel and demanded their acquiescence. Alejandros had confirmed their arrival in Ashland, as had Shamin. It was just past lunchtime, the day after meeting with Logar and the Magelords. Last night, I had issued instructions and demanded answers; now, I sat at the head of the massive oak table in the Strategic Planning Chamber, having called an emergency meeting of the ruling council. I had retrieved my cloak and staff, had refreshed my spells, had even gotten solid, deep sleep. I felt sharp and deadly.

Surrounding me at the table were Malkin and Christopher; my mother, Julienne; and Seneschal Keridan. With Shamin out in Ashland indefinitely, I had promoted his second, Gilner Laronus, to lord commander; he looked smart and crisp in his new uniform, with Kralish script in gleaming gold thread signifying his new rank at his collar. His belt held twelve pips, the men killed over the years in service to Northridge. Shamin had assured me he was a worthy successor. Reginald Claymore of the Peacekeepers was present as well. The scribe Telonas sat to the side, in a small chair, his record book perched before him.

“Let’s get started,” I said, impatient and irritable. “Seneschal, the mirroway?” To me, this was the most important issue, the pebble that had started the avalanche.

The old retainer looked to Gilner, who said, “It has been removed from your old chambers and analyzed by representatives from the Transporters Guild. As you surmised, an unregistered customized working with a single companion exit. They were able to trace the egress point to a village near the border, a small home rented anonymously.”

None of this was surprising. “What about the Wards?” I asked.

“They have not been compromised,” said Gilner. “The exit mirroway was simply beyond their range.”

I could order more Wards emplaced, but it seemed foolish. This situation was fairly unique, and unlikely to happen again. Still, we could at least plug one security hole.

“Have all imported mirrors scanned at customs from now on, just to make sure we do not have any such repeat occurrences.”

“I understand, Lord Mason,” said Seneschal Keridan. Telonas was furiously scribbling; such a project would require a royal decree, which he and his assistants would put together for my signature and seal after the meeting.

“Good. Next, let us talk about replacing the Highguard that have accompanied the High Queen to Ashland,” I said. “Having fifty less soldiers around here makes me uncomfortable, and I want them replaced as soon as possible. Maybe borrow temporarily from some of the Peacekeepers?”

“Perhaps we should consider some financial adjustments at this juncture,” my mother said. “The Highguard remains one of our biggest expenditures.”

“No,” I told her, my voice hard. “We can well afford it. If you want to worry about our expenses, start planning for the management of the new casino with Logar’s people.”

She frowned. “The Provus was against such vices,” she said. “Are you certain this is a good direction for Northridge to go in?”

“I am.” My voice brooked no debate.

She shrugged, like she was thinking, foolish and headstrong, as always, but I was no longer a child, had long ago evolved beyond being swayed by her manipulations.

“While we are on expenses, make sure that Graymarsh pays us what they owe,” I told her. I was talking about the reparations agreed to by Stanton, which everyone had heard about by now, along with all of the details of yesterday’s unpleasant business. “And give half of that to the lady Daphne.” Money to assuage my guilt. She nodded; Telonas made another note.

“Anyone have any other items?” I said.

Those at the table traded looks with each other, but had nothing to add.

“How about the coronation?” I asked.

“It has been rescheduled for early this afternoon, the ceremony to begin at four sharp, followed by a dinner feast,” said Malkin. “The family, as well as ambassadors from the other houses, will be in attendance.” Though a coronation had not before been held in Northridge, I had demanded that the ceremony itself be a short, efficient affair, with few trappings and pomp. I would receive the Seal of Northridge, and my shadewalking amulet. I would take an oath to protect House Mason, its prosperity, and the people of Northridge—would then pay tribute to Alexander Mason. I was determined to let my actions dictate how my rule was perceived, and not begin it by getting bogged down in showy ritual and accouterments—though I had allowed the small indulgence of having Telonas prepare a decree to make yesterday’s date a national holiday: Magelord Alexander Day. Beginning next year, this would include paid time off for all nonessential workers, and bonuses for those who must toil, both to be funded out of the Northridge treasury. A bit of bribery, perhaps, but I wanted the people of Northridge to celebrate their new Magelord as a benevolent ruler who thought fondly of them, even if only once annually.

Less than three hours till the ceremony, boss, Harold said, sensing my wondering at the time.

“Very well,” I said to the council, standing. “I will be in the royal quarters until the coronation. See you all there.” With the Highguard in tow, I left the Strategic Planning Chamber and was escorted to my room.

Along the way, a windbat came circling in, chattering and hovering about me until I signaled and offered my shoulder. I dropped a small poison detection spell upon its pouch, and when the results came back as harmless, I retrieved the message and sent the creature away. Upon reaching my room, I sat upon the bed and unfolded the parchment.

Greatson,

House Mason is in your hands. Be careful how you tread, and lean toward modest change at most. Regardless of my feelings in the matter, you earned the trust of my husband, and so you have my support. Be mindful; there are those among my children who will do what is necessary to protect House Mason should you go astray.

—Dariani

It was hard to tell if this letter was one of encouragement or menace. I was already wary of Malkin; did I now have to include all of Dariani’s children, Christopher and even my own greatmother Fawna on this list of potential enemies? I sighed, then decided to soothe my unease with a hot, calming shower. I disrobed and engaged the mechanism, letting the steaming water caress me, thinking about what I would say at the service. Feeling a bit of awe and humility, I wondered if mere words could ever begin to encompass all of Alexander Mason’s accomplishments.

He was a good man, said Harold. He sounded forlorn and sad.

“Come off it, Harold. You barely knew him. Besides, you’re only a machine. You’ll get over it.”

I doubt it, he insisted.

“Well, in any case, you may now address me as Magelord, or Lord Mason. I officially assume the throne tonight.”

You do realize that when you talk to me, you basically are talking to yourself? In the shower, no less.

He was referencing the fact that my personality had been incorporated into the Bandit. In a way, he was right. Still, I could not allow some Earth device to get the better of me.

“What is that supposed to mean?” I demanded gruffly.

It means I share your disdain for arrogance and pomposity, and I won’t be calling you by some lofty title anytime soon, simply to boost your ego. Also, you know you do not have to speak aloud to me, right?

Exasperating. “Do you have anything useful to add?” I snubbed him on purpose by speaking audibly.

Inside my mind, he seemed to sigh.

As far as analysis, the High Queen’s letter seems sincere. The important part is that she supports you, though how valuable that is remains questionable. Regarding the reference to her children, my facial-recognition processor suggests that Malkin is highly displeased, and attempting to hide his rancor. The subtle tightening of his eyes and the slight flaring of his nostrils indicate strong levels of animosity. This was most recently displayed at the council meeting.

I had not discerned anything amiss. Was Harold really so sensitive? If so, I should have had him read Logar. “Show me,” I said.

A holorec of the meeting began playing against the cloudy glass of the shower, the current scene taking place somewhere toward the end of the gathering. I was giving orders, seeming confident and in command. The recording slowed, and Harold highlighted the face of Malkin with red boxes, showing the area between his forehead and his lips. Sure enough, his nostrils were flaring, and his eyes did seem a bit squinty. I had not noticed it at the time, consumed by the business of the meeting. This hostility occurs frequently, especially whenever you talk. The topic seems immaterial.

“I don’t imagine Malkin is thrilled with the way things transpired; he will probably need some time before he accepts my leadership in his heart. In any case, there’s little he can do at this juncture; I think I’m in the clear.”

If you say so. His animosity seems beyond a normal degree of rivalry.

Harold was beginning to irritate me. I had enough on my mind without creating new shadows of doom to struggle with.

“I have bested him once,” I said impatiently. “If he tries anything, I will do so again.”

Only trying to help, boss, Harold said. He sounded hurt, but I wasn’t buying it. At any rate, I was not about to coddle the simulated emotions of my Bandit. For not the first time, I questioned the wisdom of keeping this spell engaged. Regardless, I had other matters to attend to.

After dressing in fresh House Mason colors, I listened to the day’s news on the radio. The Exchange had been highly volatile with news of Alexander Mason’s death, as the markets responded to the uncertainty of what my policy priorities would be. It also seemed specific sectors had benefited from word of the new casino, which had leaked out of Colondo. Alcohol and grain futures, in particular, were up, and a rumor had spread that I would next be legalizing prostitution. Pundits on the radio were debating the pros and cons of this plan. I shook my head, bemused; was this how I would become known, as the Magelord of iniquity?

As I had no major changes in mind that would stifle the economy of Northridge, I assumed the markets would settle down in short order. Meanwhile, the time of the coronation was fast approaching. I pulled the cloak from its hanging peg and slipped my hands into the sleeves. The fabric felt cool, quiescent and dormant under my fingertips—no danger lurking about, despite Harold’s misgivings. Taking up my staff, I exited my chambers and picked up the Royal Highguard escort in the hall. Together, we headed to the Sanctum of the Departed.

Despite the Provus’s wishes of some interval, I had ordered the coronation to take place there, as the ceremony would be partially funereal in nature, although there was no proper body to cremate, the Timeweaver having seen to that grisly detail. Still, it seemed a fitting place, and there was ample room for those who would attend. We arrived with five minutes to spare. Most of the family was already here. The Highguard dispersed to the sides and back of the room as I walked past my parents without acknowledging them, settling into a front-row seat next to my greatmother Fawna, who smiled briefly at my arrival, though her eyes were wet and emotional.

A few more stragglers arrived and found their seats. At precisely four, a bell rang three times, indicating that the service was about to begin. At my direction, we would initially pay homage to the Provus, then move on to the short coronation ceremony. As the eldest son, Malkin had the obligation to speak of his father first; he ascended the dais and stood before the podium. Unlike his sister, Fawna, he did not seem unduly distraught. Behind him, off to my right and down in the pit, was Alexander Mason’s coffin, closed and sealed, poised and ready on the metal grate. The coffin was an improvisation dictated by circumstance; normally the body would have been wrapped in oiled swaddling cloth. Instead, at my orders, the charred remains from the bedchamber had been placed in the wooden casket, though it had been draped with a flag emblazoned with the House Mason crest. Body or no, I would not let the Timeweaver steal this bit of comfort from our family.

Malkin cleared his throat and began to speak.

“Welcome, members of House Mason. It is a sorrowful occasion that brings us together, but also a joyful one. As you know, my father, known to many of you as the Provus, known to his people as Lord Mason, has traveled to the Realm of the Dead. While his passing will be felt by all, each of us in our own way, we must try to remember the profound unifying effect he had upon us as a group and family.”

Some of the ladies present were beginning to cry. I thought of High Queen Dariani, and wondered if she regretted not being here to see her husband off. Malkin kept speaking.

“My father was a special man in many ways, but perhaps most so in his unique outlook on life. He believed in equal opportunity for all, and prosperity for his people. These guiding principles stood behind everything he did. He was a firm ruler, but extremely just, and all the peoples of Anion came to recognize his unbiased integrity. As a parent, while perhaps not the most patient man, he well taught his children in the ways of responsibility and duty.”

I wish I had known him better, Harold said. He sounded wistful, as if he might cry. I rolled my eyes.

“Alexander Mason was an innovator, and under his guidance, Citadel City sprang from the empty valley, growing and expanding in rapid bursts of opportunity and industry, to become the most technologically advanced metropolis in the world. This was how and why the population of Northridge grew from a few hundred farmers in scattered villages to more than two million craftsmen of all variations, in the short span of less than ninety years. Most of our people are immigrants themselves, or else descended from immigrants, and this, more than anything else, signifies the love Alexander Mason’s people felt for him, for they flocked to his side in droves, and still, they come.”

All of this was well-known history, and I found myself tuning out. Malkin was a talented public speaker, though, and quite eloquent. The sobbing became louder. Mentally, I rehearsed my own words, waiting for Malkin to introduce me. Finally he got around to it.

“And now, I understand that Lord Devon has an important announcement.” He strode off the stage and took his seat, and I rose from my own and took his place, puzzled at his choice of words. I had no major declaration planned, though the Kralish phrase he chose could sometimes be interpreted as a message of unity. All eyes were upon me, and I began to grow uncomfortable, certainly no way for a leader to feel. Shrugging off the feeling, I opened my mouth—

I found myself speaking naturally, recalling the fondness I felt for Alexander Mason, making a joke about our first real encounter on examination day, since most here had been there also, and had seen the entire debacle unfold. I went on to touch upon worldwalking, and how the Provus had shown me the marvels of the new worlds, and how I was proud to be able to follow in his footsteps and further House Mason. I spoke of his guidance and wisdom, and of the many virtues he possessed.

But my words were not my own.

With cold, insidious intent, an alien presence had swooped down and taken over my body, with such precision and speed that I had not even shuddered. All the while, as outwardly I smiled and spoke and my hands moved vigorously to punctuate my words, inside I screamed in horror and revulsion. Against this encroachment, this violation, I struggled with all of my being, yet not a soul in attendance became aware of my predicament. With convincing accuracy, my body was being animated in a smooth and seamless fashion, a compelling and wholly believable puppet. Still connected to all of my senses, the flow of information migrated inward uninterrupted, while my muscles and tongue simply ignored my volition. Mortified, I listened to what my traitorous mouth was saying.

“Our Provus Lord Mason had considerable faith in me. Far more than I have in myself, actually, and so, regretfully, I must disappoint him.” The not-me paused dramatically as the implications of this statement were absorbed by the audience, and some murmurs began to arise.

“I know that he wished for a worldwalking Mason to assume the throne,” I said loudly over the rising voices, “but I find myself not yet ripe for such a daunting task.” Kralish slang—basically the not-me telling everyone that I did not consider myself ready, required instead more experience and mentoring. Utter nonsense and pig slop, yet the not-me said it with sincerity and even a touch of regret. Now there were outright discussions taking place in the audience, mostly in tones of surprise.

“Therefore, I have spoken privately with Lord Malkin. As the eldest son of the Provus, I believe he is most qualified to govern Northridge. Too, he would have bested me at our private duel had I not, to my eternal shame, used base magic forbidden by the Code.”

At this outright calumny, I felt my indignation explode into a white-hot needle of rage, and for the briefest moment, the control slipped. For an eternal instant, I struggled with the entity, and my face contorted gruesomely. Then once again, I was stuffed down and away as the not-me cleared my throat.

“You will forgive me,” it said. “The passing of the Provus has left me emotional.”

A masterstroke, easily explaining away the temporary loss of control as an errant burst of emotion on a difficult day. No one would doubt such.

“As I was saying, as my first and only royal decree, I name Malkin Mason as Magelord in my stead, until such time as I am ready and experienced enough to take on this tremendous burden of responsibility. To promote stability and avoid ambiguity, and to give Malkin appropriate time to mentor me, this will be designated as a period of sixty years from today. Telonas, I command you to draw up the documents immediately.”

Looking confused, the old scribe nevertheless quickly set about doing as ordered, his stylograph furiously scratching at a fresh piece of parchment with the heavily slanted strokes befitting a royal decree. He presented it to me, whereupon I signed it, in front of all, followed by my affixation of the royal seal. From the corner of my eye, my father buried his face in his hands, seemingly disgusted. Ignoring this, the not-me smiled sheepishly at the assembled family and honored guests; deep within, I writhed and raged, mortified.

“Now, if you will excuse me,” I said, turning to those assembled, “I’m afraid I must take my leave. Lord Malkin and I agree that the best way to smooth the transition is to carry out the business of House Mason so that we remain a strong and prosperous nation. I will be returning to Earth immediately, to research new opportunities, and shall come back to Anion when I have news. Highguard, attend to your Magelord, I need no further protection! Good evening to you all.” Stares of incredulity, confusion, and disappointment followed me as I walked off the stage and down the aisle. Many seemed delighted by the unexpected news—likely allies of Malkin, or perhaps just those who feared my youth would lead Northridge into ruin. In short order, I was out the door and alone in the hallway.

My mind was aching, bursting with disbelief and dread. Could no one see past this charade? It was maddening to be so helpless and yet so proactively participating in my own destruction. Far better to be in a fugue state, like Harold was when on Earth, than to see and hear and feel your tongue forming the treacherous words . . .

Harold! Could he still hear me?

Harold! Are you there? Harold!

. . . boss? Faint and hardly there, the tiniest spark of acknowledgment. Had I imagined it?

Harold! If you can hear me, please answer me!

Some static, then silence. My body walked swiftly down the hallways, heading toward the royal family’s private chambers.

For a moment, I felt despair: a sudden upwelling of self-pity seasoned with a sense of grave injustice. Such thoughts did not benefit me, however, so I thrust them away as I had been trained to do when under duress in a duel. I turned my focus to making sense of this predicament.

As the benefactor of my “abdication,” it was clear that Malkin, or perhaps his allies, held direct responsibility for my current condition, though the means was still a mystery. By my own royal decree, witnessed by all, Malkin was Magelord—at least for the next sixty years. But this was not even the worst of it; if the hidden force that controlled me decided to stick a dagger in my heart, then I would end up as dead as my brother Jonus, and with no one the wiser. With my body under another’s control, there were no limits to the ways I could be slaughtered; I could find myself jumping off a cliff, or perhaps simply watch as I ingested a chunk of poison. I was totally at the mercy of an unseen, sinister power.

There were few guards about, most having been assigned to guarding the family or dealing with the arrival of the guests. Steadily, I made my way toward what I first thought was my room, but passed the doorway without stopping. Around this time, I had an idea. Concentrating, I willed the Veils of Chaos to appear. They did, almost at once, surprising both me and my ungracious host. Cursing to himself, he proceeded to walk right through them—and nothing else happened. Obviously, for my blood and my will opened the way. Without the blood, the Veils were just some colorfully whirling vapors, harmless and ineffectual. Still, I was encouraged, so I hopefully called for the Lattice, then for Sorrow. Stone cold; no response from either. Well, it had been worth a try.

Unsurprisingly, I soon came to the door of Malkin’s chambers, where I paused. The not-me looked around, presumably to make sure no witnesses were present, then reached up and extracted a key from the top of the sill where it had been secreted. Briskly, the door was unlocked and I was through, slamming it behind me.

Once inside, I walked directly to the rear wall and pressed upon a brick without hesitation—one that seemed no different from any other. The wall shuddered and broke apart at the mortared seams, sliding forward a few inches, similar to the Provus’s bookshelves downstairs. My hand pushed it open the rest of the way and, stooping, I entered.

Inside was a narrow hallway, leading around an elbow-shaped bend. Dropping my staff, I followed the passage, standing normally now, as the ceiling had risen to allow for such. When I rounded the turn, I came up upon a door consisting of little more than tubular bars, locked tightly by a padlock, the key hanging within easy reach. My hands took hold of the key and placed it into the proper hole on the padlock, turned; it popped open. Not-me removed it and opened the door, stepped through, closed and locked it behind me. The key was tossed through the bars, well beyond reach. Turning, I kept going.

It was a short distance to my final destination, which turned out to be a pit—not terribly deep, perhaps double my height. It had smooth metal sides and was covered by a locking grate. A single dismal lumo lit the enclosure—no electricity here. Helplessly I watched as my hands took up another key—which had conveniently been left nearby, once again—and turned it, freeing the bolt. Obligingly, I tossed away the new key, then opened the grating—which was monstrously heavy—and dropped down halfway, clinging to the edge of the pit. Placing the fingers of my left hand in the mesh of the grating, I released my right hand; my own weight dragged me downward, sealing the grating in the process.

Once there, deep in the heart of my enemy’s chambers, locked behind a door, bars, and beneath a grate, my body was released.

Relief flooded throughout my veins, intense and exquisite. I fell to my knees involuntarily; for a long while, I knelt there, breathing calming breaths. Find the most dissatisfied man and take away everything he has, then give it back to him the next day, and he will discover appreciation. Such were the feelings that flowed through me upon attaining the state of being that I had for so long taken for granted, that of normalcy. At length, I stood and examined my surroundings.

There was not much to see. The pit was roughly square, with sheer metal walls; by reaching out my arms, I could touch both sides. The walls were smooth and cold, not steel, a softer compound, iron or something similar, maybe lead, featureless and providing no handholds. The lonesome lumo was situated near to the grate, up and out of reach, giving off a feeble, sickly light, undoubtedly designed to break one’s spirit with its gloomy presence. I chuckled then, and it was not a pleasant sound.

If Malkin thought that he could keep me, a full Magelord and worldwalker, trapped in this simple pit, then he was living in dreamland. Oh, terrible indeed would be the hells I visited upon him when I got out of here! This puppeteer ability generally explained the death of my brother, and perhaps the crossbow assassin as well. The deaths mattered not nearly as much as the man behind them. With this latest move, he had finally emerged from the shadows: my traitorous greatuncle, and his name was Malkin the Deceiver.

Where had he gotten such power? It was frightfully disturbing, this total and complete domination of another’s mind, their soul relegated to a helpless observer. My divination spell should have revealed such potency; was Malkin away at the time I’d cast it? I did not think so, but could not really remember. It hardly mattered; I would find out soon enough, from his own lips, willingly if possible, under torture if necessary. For regardless of what was said at the funeral, the Provus was dead—and I was the rightful heir.

I opened my mouth to speak the trigger words to a spell, and a voice, deep in timbre and rich with harmonics, suddenly spoke.

“Refrain, child.”

I looked around, seeing no one, and again opened my mouth.

“Desist human, or be desisted.” As these words were uttered, the air before me shimmered and grew colder. I saw something then I had only seen in books, had never thought to see in life.

“My master would be extremely irate if I were forced to kill you,” said the demon. “Though, to be truthful, I personally would enjoy tasting your liver.”


Chapter 33

There at the bottom of the pit, the available choices were fight and die, or submit. Neither choice was acceptable, so I improvised.

—Devon Mason, Bandit Diary, Recorded in His Own Image

A demon! Such a thing defied logic, flying in the face of all I knew to be true and certain. By all accounts, the Gates of Nagaresh were sealed shut, impassable to humans and demons alike. Yet undeniably the demon hovered in the air before me, its gleaming skin red mottled with patches of ash, wings tucked neatly behind its back. It regarded me with a mixture of amusement and disdain, with dull black eyes like those of a shark, unblinking and lifeless.

“How?” I asked, more to myself than to the demon. It chuckled.

“Come, now, do you really expect me to freely divulge information without my master’s consent? What do you take me for?”

“A slave!” I spat out contemptuously, eliciting nothing more rewarding than a narrowing of the bony arches that served as its eyebrows. A moment passed while we glared at each other. It was a smaller specimen of its kind, and not overly fearsome in appearance, though I was not familiar enough with demonology to accurately guess at its strength. Still, its claws were sharpened talons of obsidian, and I had little doubt it could outmatch me physically. Extreme caution was in order when dealing with this creature.

“Was it you who took control of my body, or are you merely my guardian?” I inquired.

Dead, stony silence.

“Fine,” I said. “Frankly, I think you are bluffing. I am no ordinary man but a full Magelord. I shall be leaving now. Try and stop me, if you can.”

“Go ahead,” said the demon, its voice abrasive and guttural. “It will be entertaining to watch you squirm and wriggle.”

I felt some apprehension at the demon’s confident tone, but I was not about to sit here and do naught, paralyzed by the fear of what might happen if I should dare to try and escape. Much, much better to at least make the attempt and be thwarted—like the man on the mountain spoken of by the Provus. Even in failure, there is knowledge to be gained, if nothing more than a lesson as to what tactic to avoid the next time. Defiantly, I opened my mouth to recite the trigger words to Rampant Rust, a spell that would reduce the metal of the ceiling grate to powdery particles of oxidized dust. But before I could complete the first syllable, the demon swatted me in the head, and with such speed that I barely saw the stroke coming. The words died in my throat as stars exploded in my cranium, dazzling my senses and causing me to stagger.

The blow was not especially hard, just a solid smack sufficient to gain my attention. I put my hand to my head, where a sore spot greeted it. When I withdrew my fingers, they were damp with blood.

“If I had used my talons, you would have been gashed to the skull,” said the demon. “Feel free to persist in this foolishness, at your leisure. It will only further my amusement.”

“Piss on your shoes,” I told it, but the demon only laughed at the traditional insult.

As the last vestiges of disorientation passed, something occurred to me that had been plainly evident earlier, yet in my stupefaction and confusion I had somehow overlooked. The cloak was hanging limply around my frame, a flaccid swatch of inert cloth, offering no more protection than a banquet napkin. At the demon’s attack, the cloak had not moved to envelop me, nor had the familiar blue glow and mechanical whine come into being. Warily, I shrugged off the cloak; the demon made no move to impede this action. I inspected the fabric closely, but it seemed normal in every manner, except for its inoperability. I had charged it recently with the energy cells the Provus had given me, so I was unsure what the problem was.

A flash occurred then within my head, of the duel between Malkin and I, the Energy Draino spell. Harold’s doing; I felt him coming online as he fed me the image.

The probability that Malkin removed the crest and swapped his cloak for yours is ninety-nine-point-six percent, Harold said.

Do you just make these numbers up?

Hardly. Harold’s tone was deeply offended. First, I collect the relevant data and run it through a filtering process, which—

Spare me the details. Where were you?

Something caused me to—oh, I see.

I was not sure if he had rifled through my thoughts or was merely observing the creature menacing me. Obviously, the cloak had been replaced at some point, perhaps while I was in the shower, most likely by the same demon who now shared my cell. Locked doors are less than nothing to those of the demonkind, who reportedly possess the powers of flight, invisibility, and the uncanny ability to mold their bodies into any shape they choose. It had probably slipped in through the window. Harold had tried to warn me about Malkin, but I had brushed him off, had not been particularly vigilant. I could have placed intruder or defensive wards, but I had been overconfident and would now pay for my lack of prudence. Disgusted with myself, I threw the depleted cloak to the floor.

“What are your orders, slave?” I asked, not expecting a reply, mildly surprised when I received one.

“I am to guard you at all times and prevent your escape until my master arrives.”

“Sounds like a shitty job, with little satisfaction. Why don’t you go and join your master; he is probably at the funeral banquet. I promise I won’t try and leave here.”

A lengthy bout of laughter was the creature’s reply. Well, it had been worth a shot. Demons are not exactly known for their intelligence.

Even without the cloak, I was by no means powerless. Since the demon seemed to know whenever I was about to cast a spell, I decided to take a different approach. Trying not to grimace, I fished some additional blood from my scalp. But before I could summon the Chaos Veils, the demon reached out with blurring speed and grasped my throat in one hand. I could feel the sharp tips of its talons against my neck.

“It is clear to me that you simply do not understand the situation, human. I am a hybrid demon of the ninth circle. Among my many talents, I possess the ability to peer into the future. Do you begin to comprehend? Any plan your feeble mind conceives of, I am aware of, even before you are! Test me if you will. But I caution you, my resolve to follow my master’s orders and keep you alive grows weaker by the moment. Even now, I smell the sweet blood that flows from you, and, ah, yes, my hunger grows.”

The demon shook me a few times to emphasize his absolute dominion over me. Then, almost reluctantly, it seemed, I was released.

Rubbing my throat, I decided to heed the demon’s advice, if only for the moment. If it truly could see into the future, there were few options available to me. Upon reflection, it was easy to believe this claim, for it had made no move to prevent me from speaking casually. But each time I had opened my mouth to recite a trigger word, the demon had warned me or worse. Clearly it knew my intentions before I did. I was a prisoner, and there was nothing I could do about it.

Boss . . . ?

Yes, Harold.

We’re in trouble, aren’t we?

Yes. Right now would be a good time for one of your momentous ideas.

Although I completely agree, I’m afraid my processors have little in the way of useful information to offer.

Well, work on it, would you?

All right, but—uh—don’t get your hopes up. He fell silent.

Giving the demon a sour look, I slumped down to the floor to sit. Since Malkin had inconsiderately not provided any form of entertainment, the time passed slowly. All the while, I was musing, but no revelations of substance transpired. My fury intensified till it was like a hurricane with its wrath, but having no source to turn it upon, it soon petered out, leaving me feeling drained and exhausted.

I imagined Malkin at the funeral dinner being congratulated by his supporters, who were probably all relieved that I had so easily been dealt with. Emilon only knew what my parents and my brother Justus were thinking. The sheer audacity of Malkin’s deed was astounding, and yet I was forced to accord him a crumb of admiration for the timing and success of his plan.

Some more time passed. I must have dozed, for the next thing I knew, I heard the sound of the cell door being opened, a metallic clank as it scraped along the concrete of the wall, then footsteps approaching. Warily, I drew myself to my feet. The demon hovered still in the air, watching me suspiciously. The footsteps increased in volume, drew to a halt right above me.

“Well, nephew, it seems that snow is falling on my mountain,” said Malkin’s smug voice, his words echoing lightly within the pit. This quirky Colondon adage meant he was pleased with the outcome of recent events.

“Couldn’t keep from gloating, eh, Malkin? I am embarrassed to know that I share blood with you, you psychotic sack of pig shi—”

“Come, now, there’s no need to be vulgar, dear Devon. Indeed, it would be more proper to address the new Magelord with respect, don’t you think?”

“Magelord? Hah! Don’t you mean usurper? Your father would be ashamed if he were alive. You can call yourself anything you like, but that does not make it so.”

“My father meant well, but he became quite senile in his dotage, the evidence being his selection of you to succeed him. In truth, it is you who were the usurper, nephew, not I. Do you think I spent my entire life catering to my father’s admittedly quaint but misguided notions only to be shunted aside at the last minute in favor of a mere babe barely out of diapers? I think not. What do you know of running a kingdom, of diplomacy, of keeping the other houses at bay? Nothing, it seems to me—you have only to look at your recent folly with House Nereus as the latest example of your ineptitude. For a few measly guilders tossed at our feet, Logar will poison and corrupt our people in the very heart of our capital city. He will use the leverage gained against these newly minted debtors to milk information and Northridge technical secrets from our citizens. I have done nothing but save Northridge from your youthful recklessness.”

“Rationalize it however you wish, you are a scourge to the name Mason,” I called up to him. “You want to be Magelord, follow the Code. Challenge me to a duel. Instead, you cower behind your pet like a little girl, afraid to face me even now. We all know why; I already whipped you like old butter, the same day I had to save your parents from your ineptitude. You are scum, Malkin, and a traitor to House Mason besides. You deserve nothing more than a slow death.”

“I offered you a way out,” said Malkin reasonably. “It didn’t have to come to this. All you had to do was to step aside in favor of me, and you would not have been harmed. Even now, though we are in this family spat, I yet protect your interests, for you are the last remaining worldwalker, and important to House Mason’s future. You will note the sixty-year gap that was built into the royal proclamation that you signed. That was for your benefit only; allow me to reign as Magelord in peace, be my ally, and help me make House Mason even more powerful and prosperous. You will have your turn in sixty years, when you are near my age, and I will happily step down. Besides, it is already done, you announced it to everyone, signed the decree before dozens of witnesses.”

“That wasn’t me speaking,” I growled. “That was your demon.” True, I didn’t really know this, but I assumed as much; several demons historically had been documented with powers of possession. I was hoping that by acting as such, he would admit it. He half did so a moment later.

“And what if it was? The only ones who know it are you and me. No one would believe otherwise, for it is well known that the Gates of Nagaresh have been sealed. But still, I would see House Mason furthered, and only you are in a position to accomplish this. Simply swear by the Code of Harldis that you will not oppose me, and I will set you free. You can then carry out the work for which you are uniquely suited.”

For a moment, I considered his words. My first impulse was to reject this dishonorable offer, but then I paused. Did I really need to be Magelord at this time? His proposal was not unreasonable, and waiting my “turn,” as he put it, would allow me the chance to increase my powers, my knowledge, my wisdom. How easy life would be, for I could spend most of my time on Earth, wrapped in the lovely, warm folds of Corinne’s love, languishing there in luxury and joy, with quick trips to Anion to drop off goods when absolutely necessary. Internally, I wavered, but an immediate distaste rose within me. This was not who I was; I overcame such challenges, and prevailed. Too, I had to consider the wishes of the Provus, and his legacy.

Another thought was to feign acquiescence, just to get out of this pit unharmed. Energize the cloak and have at Malkin and his infernal charge. However, swearing falsely upon the Code was grounds for sanctions by the other magi, possibly even repercussions in the afterlife. Horation’s training was too fresh in my mind to make this an easy alternative for me. Feeling trapped, I decided to stall.

“I appreciate your position, but in order to answer for certain, I need to understand the man I would be allying with,” I said. “I have questions.”

“You are not exactly in a position to bargain,” Malkin said with a frown.

“If you want my cooperation, that is my price,” I said evenly. I can be as stubborn as the next guy. Malkin sighed.

“Very well,” he said. “But we do not have all night. Three quick questions, and then you will swear on the Code.”

“Agreed, as long as the answers you provide are satisfactory.”

Malkin looked to the heavens as if exasperated. “You exhaust me, young Devon,” he said. “Very well, tell me, what is so pressing that you must know?”

“First, the demon. How is this possible?”

“Do you not know your family history? Surely you learned at some point in your education that my father was Magelord of demonology?”

“Of course.”

“Then I assume you know his children wielded demons as well? That my father closed the Gates of Nagaresh after his beloved Celine, my sister, was killed?”

“I recall the paragraphs, but not the sentences.”

“I was the first, after my father, to bind a demon. Christopher and Fawna followed next, each being allowed to make the attempt upon their ascension.”

He meant the rite of passage into adulthood for those of Anion—on their twenty-fifth birthday.

“Go on,” I said.

“My brother Serack came next—have you ever even heard of him? We were all shocked when the demon bested him, broke free of Nagaresh, and tore him to pieces. Given our good fortune, it had come to seem easy to bind such servants, but, in truth, it is grueling, a battle of wills that drains your energy and hollows you out. In this case, Serack was unlucky or unworthy—perhaps both. Such is the way of demons.”

I had heard such stories; the way a demon kills is particularly gruesome. I said nothing.

“Finally, there was Celine, father’s youngest. We all had demons, and when she reached the age of ascension, she wanted her turn. Father would not hear of it. She insisted that Serack was weak, that she would do better. He forbade it, looking to save her. He did not prepare her, did not go over what to expect. She knew the basics of the ritual, but not the particulars. Perhaps we goaded her on, we three siblings, by always having our demons around, using them, showing them off. I do not know for sure what motivated her, but in the end, she tried it alone. Without proper knowledge. The demon ate her organs and left her a lifeless shell of bloody meat. When my father found her, he went a bit mad. He ordered the Gates of Nagaresh closed forever. But such things are easier said than accomplished. He was grief-stricken, could barely talk for weeks. He asked for my help.”

The eyes of Malkin were far away as he relayed these events. It was clear they were deeply personal to him, that he had seen and done things that I was barely aware of. I wondered again at his offer, and if he were, in fact, correct regarding my youth and lack of readiness.

“Through my agents, I tracked down an old crone who dwelled among the Freefolk. She was an oracle, her gift powerful. She told me what must be done to seal the demon gates. Dutifully, I relayed the information to my father, who used his own demon to affect the closure. This severed the bond between our family and our demons. None of us were happy with this development, except perhaps Father. There was little we could do about it, though. But the crone had also told me of a remaining loophole should the gates be closed—and this information I kept to myself.”

“Tell me of this loophole,” I said.

Malkin’s eyes narrowed, and he looked down at me with a dry expression of uncertainty for a long moment. Then finally, he said, “I will speak true, as yet another show of my desire to put aside our past issues and move forward together. You may not like what you hear. But a Magelord must be just, and sometimes, a Magelord must be ruthless. On that day, I was both.”

I said nothing, not wanting to break his mood.

“It was the day of your examination, when against all expectations, you summoned the Veils. I both feared and anticipated what my father would do with your success. It was a black moment; I saw the work of a lifetime, all of my efforts, all of my loyalty, slipping away. Then I happened to be conversing with Sira Lynette at the festival; she had too much to drink, but we were just making light talk. Suddenly my greatson Clyvet walked by, even more drunk, in pursuit of some scullery maid. Upon seeing this, Lynette went rabid, telling me of his cowardly deeds toward her mother, and that he had delivered infamy upon other helpless women. That he was a rutting animal who cared only for his own urges, a beast that deserved death. At this, I remembered the old crone’s loophole.”

I wondered at the involvement of Lynette, and began to sense where Malkin was headed. Still, I said nothing.

“As if a gift from Emilon himself, an idea came to me then, fully formed. Quickly I told Lynette that I knew of such rumors, that, to my eternal shame, I had paid a woman to keep quiet after Clyvet had defiled her—for the sake of House Mason. I told her that such debauchery had to end, permanently. Together, we made a quick and simple plan. I went after Clyvet, distracted him, said he was needed at the work site. Once there, Lynette stabbed him repeatedly, then slit his throat, and—and I took what I needed for the ritual the old crone had spoken of. You see, it only works if you use certain organs from one of your offspring, but greatchildren are just as effective, as long as they are from your direct line. And Clyvet deserved what he got. Anyway, Lynette resurrected him, or whatever you call it that necromancers do, and then made him run around and chase women in front of witnesses, so that she could have him fall into the mixer and kill him all over again without suspicion. No loose ends. I left her well before this, came back to my quarters, and performed the ritual. With my previous experience with demons, it was not that difficult. The result was this demon here.”

I was quiet for a moment, digesting all of this. It made sense and it fit with known events. Possibly it was even a form of justice, although such punishments are not usually issued in secret and covered up after the fact. Undoubtedly, Malkin’s motivation was impure; he had been seeking power to thwart my own, after all. In the demon, he had found it. Yet I discovered I could not completely condemn his actions, at least over this. So, setting aside my misgivings, I moved onto the next question.

“There was an assassination attempt on my life at Horation’s,” I said coldly. “Was that your work, or that of this demon, at your command?”

But Malkin was already shaking his head. “I heard about it, and that it had failed. Perhaps I was slightly disappointed, but I had nothing to do with that, nor did the demon. I know nothing of such matters; I did not even know you had returned to Anion. Plus, I never wanted you dead, for House Mason needs you to worldwalk.”

He seemed to be telling the truth. There was only one question remaining, the most important one, the most personal.

“Very well,” I said. “My last question. Tell me of your involvement in the death of my brother.”

Malkin released a heavy sigh. He looked away for a time, and his face suddenly seemed worn, conflicted. Finally he spoke.

“Yes, that was my doing,” he said softly. “But the important thing for you to note is that I am being forthcoming with you. Your brother’s sacrifice was unpleasant, but at the time, I felt that something had to be done to discredit you. I assure you, nephew, the throne is no picnic. It is a tremendous responsibility and a burden. It devours your time and your soul. Most would shun such an encumbrance.”

Jonus slaughtered, by my hand. Cynthia Evans, an innocent with nothing but loveliness in her heart, poisoned and suffering as her flesh melted. All for this devious and heartless man to dishonor me and seize the throne. Though he continued to prattle, I was no longer listening to his validations regarding the murder of my brother. Through my clenched left hand and the strength of my will, Sorrow joyfully came alive. Keeping its actions subtle, gentle, I reached down, deep into the rock beneath the cell, and began to mold it to my desire.

“I never intended for your brother to die, you must believe me,” Malkin was saying. “I had paid off his debts in exchange for him gathering the info on your lady friend. I had him send the special worldwalker bat to her; he did not even know what its pouch contained. When you returned, the demon was ready, but unfortunately was overenthusiastic in its performance. The entire endeavor went awry; I had no desire that you kill your brother, only that you show yourself to be unstable and immature.” While Malkin had been twisting the screws to Jonus, my brother had been begging me for help, perhaps even trying to warn me. I had ignored him; yet another way I had failed Jonus.

My teeth were gritted against his self-serving protestations; the arrogance displayed was appalling, bereft of any honorable core. Malkin seemed to lack any sense of morality—the ends justifying any means, no matter whose life must be crushed out. I could not allow such a man to rule Northridge. Within my fist, Sorrow burned, and I readied myself.

The demon suddenly stirred, “Master, caution! There will be an earth—”

Malkin looked down at me with suspicion as all around us the ground began to shudder. The earth shook, first softly, then with conviction. My hands were at my sides; I had not spoken any trigger words. I assumed Malkin had studied my magic before the duel; I strove to look as confused as he did. For good measure, I yelled, “What’s happening—an earthquake!” Then I sent chunks of the ceiling falling toward the reeling Malkin.

“Master, the pit—”

“Protect me, you fool!” Malkin cried.

“As you command, master,” the demon said, moving in a blur of speed to hover over Malkin, absorbing the first of the falling rock chunks. Nearly simultaneously, the ground beneath me crumbled away.

Grabbing the cloak as I fell, I held my bloody hand before the Veils of Chaos, which were waiting just below the hollow space I had formed under the pit. I visualized the Provus’s hidden study beneath the Citadel; I would grab some of the power cells, charge up the inert cloak, and then seek out the demon on more equitable terms. When I was finished with the forsaken creature, Malkin would die by my hand. There would be no Code violation; the Magelords would not even care, as it was an internal Northridge matter. I heard Malkin yelling, the sounds quickly fading, as the sensation of sliding delivered me to the private chamber of the Provus, exactly as planned.

The bag was upon the table, just where I had last seen it. I moved to it, quickly fumbled it open. Even managed to get several energy cells in my hand. I pushed them toward the inert cloak—

My body froze, my volition rendered flaccid. My hand, once again under the control of the demon, contemptuously tossed the cloak away. The metallic discs fell from my other hand, making small clinking sounds as they hit the floor.

“The Folds of Space are wide open to the demonkind,” my mouth said, the tone admonishing. The Folds of Space? What was the demon talking about? Perhaps it sensed my confusion, for it said, “The Veils of Chaos, dolt. How else do you think the Sallorion followed your sire around from world to world? Pah, never mind, your ignorance bores me. Just stay still until my master arrives. I have already informed him where we are.”

I had no idea who or what the demon was referring to; in retrospect, I probably should have done more research on my family’s history with demons. I did recall there was a mental link between them and their masters, similar to the one I shared with Harold. The Bandit was offline again, as the demon was controlling me once more. My thoughts seemed disjointed, scattered; I suddenly felt exhausted.

Some time passed until finally the elevator opened and out stepped Malkin. He looked aggravated, but his voice was even as he said, “A valiant attempt, but one doomed to failure. No matter where you go, you cannot escape my demon. You may as well put such thoughts out of your mind. I am mildly curious as to how you caused an earthquake without any of your triggers, but such is unimportant at present. Since I cannot trust you, the only choice is to be rid of you. Yet, if I just kill you outright, the windbats will not fly, and surely there will be many who find the timing suspicious. It is quite the dilemma; have you any suggestions?”

The demon slipped away and materialized next to me, one hand tightly clutching my shoulder, the other wrapped forcefully around my throat with talons extended. I was free to speak now, after a fashion, and so I answered him.

“Only that you fuck yourself,” I managed to grunt out from beneath the demon's grasp.

“Such vulgarity; you have clearly spent too much time on Earth.” Malkin shook his head as if disappointed. Perhaps, at some level, he truly was. It was easy to sympathize with his feelings of betrayal from his father’s decisions, and I did not fault him for such. It was his subsequent poor decisions and reprehensible actions that I took issue with. By not cooperating, I had given him little choice; it was likely he would kill me.

He stroked his chin a couple of times as if deep in thought, then began pacing a bit. Absently, he picked up the cloak and hung it on a nearby rack. He retrieved the discs I had dropped, and began fidgeting with them, then made as if to place them on the table, near to the other items the Provus had shown me. Suddenly he stopped, then turned to me and flashed a wily smile.

“You will be pleased to know that I have come up with a solution to our problem,” said Malkin. He put down the discs and picked up the nearby thin metal hoop from the table, showing it to me. “I remembered once asking my father about its function, for long ago, there was a time when he wore it upon the fourth finger of his left hand.”

By Emilon, it was the ring of the Provus! What was he planning?

“He told me that things placed within would be perfectly preserved. And do you know what else he said?”

It was difficult to breathe; my brain was a bit foggy. I managed to emit a confused snort.

“He said that he had once been within, just for a few seconds, and that he had nearly gone insane. He told me that the only reason he had survived at all was because his hands never left the edges of the ring, so he was able to pull himself out. He cautioned me about the danger it represented if someone were careless enough or foolish enough to stick his head in. So, can you guess what I am going to do with you?” He began pulling at the circlet, which, like one of Alejandros’s mirrors, was growing rapidly in size.

Enfeebled, stricken with terror, I could not reply.

“I think that I will take to wearing this ring about my finger, as did my father. It will go well with his cloak and sword, don’t you think?” I struggled a bit, ineffectually; the demon’s grip was inviolable.

“Other than aesthetics, the ring will serve a more useful function. Even if you should somehow evade the madness, it will be impossible to escape through an opening no bigger than my finger, eh? Best of all, the windbats will fly; I will tell the others you are offworld on family business. But do not despair, nephew. Perhaps we shall meet again one day, far in the future, when you are more amenable to those who would help you. I sincerely hope you survive.”

Though I labored to speak, only muffled sounds fell from my mouth. Malkin held up the ring, a large span in diameter now, and gave the demon an order.

“Pitch him through.”


Chapter 34

The distinction between the past, present, and future is only a stubbornly persistent illusion.

—Albert Einstein, Famous Earth Scientist

A vivid panorama of motion and color, whirling in random frenzied spirals; I spin wildly throughout, an astronaut in free fall, a dust mote in a cyclone, my mind losing cohesion as a swift gale comes into being, pushing me farther, faster, toward the unknown horizon of shady violet that occupies a distant corner of this illogical space. As I turn and tumble, I catch a glimpse, high above me, of the tiny circle of sanity that is the portal into the real world; it is closing quickly, but I am too far removed to do anything about it. I find I do not much care. Spreading my arms, I soar like an angelic messenger, carefree and light-headed, allowing the winds of fate to carry me where they will. This sudden lack of concern for my temporal burdens is wonderfully uplifting; I am like a windbat: swift in flight and unquestioning of purpose. Whatever the future holds, I face it without anxiety.

For a long time, I simply fly, marveling at the dancing, resplendent colors, alive in their energetic movement, whispering to me of freedom and destiny. Like serpents, they writhe about me: the steel blues of the early-evening skies, the lush greens of a pine forest after a tepid rain storm, the blazing white of sand baking under the desert sun. Their frenzied dances leave afterimages upon the retinas of my eyes, yet I do not blink, for though the bright hues convey sorrow and suffering, they are also beautiful and poignantly moving.

I begin to pass objects and people on my journey, some recognizable, others but shadows of imaginable relation, nameless yet haunting in their subtle familiarity. With mild interest, I observe that I am not alone in my flight: a flock of geese, honking happily, is heading south for the winter. Intrigued, I find that I can understand their language, and am amused to discover that they are telling each other ribald jokes. If only the ornithologists knew. There is no sky here, nor anything that even a poetic individual could label as ground, but this does not seem to disturb the white marble buildings that float casually in the void, in contemptuous, opulent splendor. I wonder briefly who resides in them. Beyond a particularly excessive palace, I see my brother Jonus soaring along as I am, and for a moment, this vision disturbs me, though I cannot say why. Then the apparition is gone, a fleeting encounter of the unimportant variety, and the fatalistic emotion is forgotten. Onward, I fly.

If time is passing, I cannot seem to detect it. Haphazardly, I peer at my Bandit, noticing that the month column is rapidly running backward. I find this phenomenon too wearisome to contemplate, so instead, I turn my attention to the family of three-dimensional geometric shapes that lives just ahead: a square that is queerly round, a circle that has six sharp edges, a triangle with only two sides. I find the shapes perfectly comprehensible, aesthetically logical and neat, and wonder how Euclid could have been so undiscerning. Curiously, I appear to be headed toward the center of the circle. Just before I meet it, a giant mouth forms, opening to engulf me; I am swallowed in one speedy gulp, the way a turtle ingests a goldfish. I chuckle at this feeble attempt, for I know that circles can only draw sustenance from parallel lines. Harmlessly, I pass through, and the mouth bellows in outrage.

Weaving and bobbing, I make my way along the shoals of a purple sea, the air just above it refulgent with schools of red and green fish. One has a bubble that says Clyde. Occasionally, they dip their heads below the water, just for an instant, usually emerging with a struggling bird in their jaws. These avian victims are brought to their leader, a grotesque walrus who gives a new, more encompassing meaning to the word obesity. Once there, the birds, armed with tiny rags, immediately commence polishing the beast’s six gleaming tusks. It is quite challenging employment, for every so often, the walrus slams his mouth shut unexpectedly, and the slower of the birds find themselves the main ingredient in pinniped shish kebab. If this natural selection keeps up, many generations from now the birds will be quicker than windbats.

The scene fades and I feel myself gathering speed. The horizon is closer now, and I see an imposing edifice looming upon its rocky surface. As I approach, it appears to be a mausoleum, guarded by a full legion of skeletal warriors, the honor guard of residents who do not wish to have their repose disturbed. They are armed with pikes, long and deadly, with gleaming points of ground bronze riding wickedly on one end, and club-like protrusions on the other. Gently, a feather in the breeze, I drift toward them. The skeletons do not seem pleased at my advance.

At length, I land on the pebbly dirt, hands first, upside down, facing the skeletal warriors, who have gathered to greet me. They are standing mere yards away, and since gravity is apparently on vacation, to me, it is they who appear wrong-side up. Their leader, a large cadaver with the head of a bear, shuffles a step forward.

“Who are you?” he demands.

“I am the Great Went,” I hear my mouth reply. This seems a perfectly appropriate response to the situation, and somehow accurate as well. I do not need to ask the skeleton of his identity. I already know that he is Ursa Major, the Great Bear.

“What is your business here?” enjoins the bear.

“I must see your master,” I say. It occurs to me that this bear is not especially bright. Why else would I be here?

“What’s the password?” I am asked.

I shrug. I have no idea what the password is, nor do I care. I say the first thing that comes to mind: “Hedgehog.” I seem to recall that this is some form of virtual-reality video game back on Earth.

The leader turns to his crew, and a minute of intense discussion ensues. Finally, he looks back at me.

“That will be next week’s password,” the bear admits reluctantly. “But you are in the past now, so you need last week’s password.” He seems uncertain about how to proceed.

Again, I shrug. “I’ve been traveling for longer than that. No one bothered to update my information.”

“Nevertheless, I can’t afford to let just any random stranger who comes a’ calling through. Surely you understand this.” His demeanor is growing hostile.

“Your problems are your own,” I tell him, searching about for a weapon. It appears that things are about to get physical. I am apathetic. Fleshless bones are frightening to behold but boast little combat prowess. In battle, they have a tendency to go to pieces. My roving eyes settle on a disturbance in the rough sand. After a moment, the hand of the Lady of the Lake descends through the grit, which, to my perspective, is the ceiling, bearing Excalibur. She tosses it lightly and I catch it in a single hand. Though the blade is rather large, I do not find it burdensome. “Thanks,” I call to the departing hand, receiving a friendly wave in response. At this new development, the bear seems to reconsider his position.

“Perhaps there is a compromise,” he says.

“I’m listening,” I reply, testing the edge of Excalibur upon a nearby shrub. Severed leaves fall upward into the sky.

“In lieu of the password, perhaps if you were to answer a riddle.”

“Riddle me this, Batman,” I find myself saying. I begin to suspect that I have been watching too much Trueview. Ursa Major seems to take this comment as acquiescence. He begins to recite:

What force or strength cannot get through,

I, with gentle touch, can do;

And many in the street would stand,

Were I not, as a friend, at hand.

Not being particularly thrilled by the idea of open combat, I grudgingly attempt to puzzle it through. The first two lines suggest wind, or perhaps water, but as they do not relate to the latter half of the riddle, I soon discard these. What, if not at hand, would cause many to stand in the street? Wedlock counselors, I think wryly, causing the legion of warriors to laugh uproariously and issue a smattering of applause. Taking a small bow, I frown, for while mildly amusing, this answer does not in any way encompass the first half of the puzzle. That is the problem with riddles; while many solutions are suggested by the verse, only one truly fits. I sigh.

A large, shadowy doorway begins to take form, just behind Ursa Major. Two metal loops for knocking are positioned on its upper face. It has a brass knob with a delicate keyhole positioned below it, beckoning enticingly. I see that this resembles not so much a keyhole as a spread labia. Snickering, I wonder what sort of key one would use to gain entry.

“A key,” I say, answering the riddle, and Ursa Major looks relieved.

“You are correct,” I am told. “You may pass.” He steps aside, pointing toward the door. As I approach it, I notice myself growing aroused. As far as doors go, this one is probably the most erotic I have ever seen, with smooth, lean flanks and lovely knockers. Undoing my zipper, I mount the door, grabbing one knocker in each hand for leverage. The metal seems to stiffen beneath my fingers. In regions below, I am enveloped by slippery velvet, and I find my excitement building. Grunting and gasping, my tongue licks at the sweet, fragrant wood. A few minutes pass as I eagerly ride the door until the heights of my emotions crest and finally boil over, spilling my seed into the keyhole. With me still attached, the door swings open. Surprised, I cling there foolishly. There is nothing beyond but darkness.

“Where do you wish to go?” asks a voice. I recognize it as that of the Provus.

“I wish to see the master,” I say between gulps of air.

A misty scene forms beyond the threshold, and in the vague shadows, I see a chair upon a raised dais.

“You are there,” says the voice. The door evaporates, and I find myself falling. I land upon my knees on a hard stone floor. Crouching, I lean my arm against one of the many colorful miniature elephants present and stare at the chair. It is occupied by a figure whose face resembles bubbling stew. A large vulture is perched upon his left shoulder, eyeing me hungrily. Except for the music, which is rather harsh and discordant, the place is comfortable. I reach into the air and summon a lit cigarette through the Lattice.

“Acute hebephrenia compounded by sustenance deprivation and multiple contusions,” says the figure. He seems familiar but I cannot place him.

“What?” I manage to say.

“You are suffering from acute hebephrenia.”

“I’m not afraid of Jews,” I protest. The elephants laugh heartily at this.

“Not phobia, you fool, phrenia. Now that you are free from the influence of the singularity, it will pass momentarily. Some memory defects, however, were unavoidable.”

“Oh. Okay.” I have no idea what he is talking about. One of the elephants tugs upon my sleeve. “What is it?” I ask impatiently.

“Elephants never forget,” the magenta pachyderm informs me.

“Never forget what?” I ask.

“Ummm . . .” the creature says, looking sheepish. “I don’t know. I must have forgotten.” I smile at this, pull mightily upon my cigarette. A savage coughing fit wracks my body, bringing tears to my eyes. It is as if I have never smoked before in my life.

“A nasty habit,” says the elephant disapprovingly. “Cigarette smoke causes emphysema, lung cancer, heart disease, and may complicate pregnancy.”

“What do you think I am, some feeble Earthman?” I demand, fruitlessly attempting to kick the creature in the rear, missing by an embarrassing span, achieving nothing more rewarding than a loss of balance and a subsequent tumble upon my posterior. “Besides, I have nothing to worry about. Men can’t get pregnant.”

“True,” I am told by the irritable elephant. “But Corinne can. And up till recently, she was. Er, will be, rather.”

This statement is so far beyond what my jumbled thought processes can handle that I fail to respond. Do I even know a Corinne?

A few minutes pass as the elephants touch together their front feet and begin dancing around me in a circle. They seem to be singing, but I have no idea as to who or what a “Rosie” is. Stewface watches this, then softly says, “Try to focus; the singularity has had deleterious effects upon your mind. Hopefully, with time, most of these will pass.”

“Pass? Pass me a beer,” I say hopefully. When this doesn’t happen, I frown, begin to cry. I am incredibly sad, though I cannot say why this should be.

“Take deep breaths,” the figure suggests. I do so, several times, and then he says, “Do you remember your name?”

No,” I respond. “Wait, yes! I am the Great Went.” Yet even as these words pass my lips, I begin to doubt them. They seem wrong, somehow, and frankly, a bit silly. Why this should be, I am not certain, but I cannot escape the feeling that something is amiss.

The elephants break off their song, then salute me as one and sink into the floor. I start to salute back, then stop, wondering why the hell I should be saluting a bunch of pachyderms in the first place. The vulture licks his lips, a sorrowful look upon his beak, and flies away. The figure on the chair remains immobile.

Gradually, the annoying music fades into an eerie silence. The man who shares my surroundings is beginning to look less like a dinner entrée and more like a person. An unusual person, to be sure, but a person I feel I should know. I peer closely at the face, struggling to place him. It is difficult, for his features seem to be in a constant state of flux, occasionally solidifying into an ancient, wizened visage, revealing a countenance that does not look at all delighted to see me. His identity almost comes to me, then, maddeningly, it slips away. Suddenly I feel it is extremely important to know who he is.

“Who are you?” I ask.

“You know me as the Timeweaver.”

The name is familiar, but as I reach, it, too, slides away, a slippery eel. It matters not, for I have a bigger problem: a crisis of identity. I giggle, then I frown.

“And who am I?” I ask, suddenly afraid of the answer.

“Walk with me a bit,” he says by way of response. I shrug; it is good to be out of the . . . out of that . . . I strain, but cannot recall. Regardless, I sense that a state of out is good, so I fall in beside the tall figure and we begin to walk. We reach the doorway; it opens before us. We traverse a dim hallway, a foyer. Soon we are outside.

The landscape is dry and dusty, a desert waste. My left hand throbs; I glance at it, see a gemstone buried deep within the flesh there. It is beautiful, beating red like the heart of a small woodland creature held gently in my palm. Yet it is anything but gentle. Through the stone, I can feel each fold and curve of every rock beneath our wayfaring feet as we walk the dusty pathway. The path is worn yet overgrown, as if few ever travel this way. In short order, the trail ends at another doorway—this one in the form of a trellis, fully infested with prickly vines and nettles. To either side are bushes, brown and thick, interwoven with sickly vines replete with finger-length spikes. They curve away from the trellis in tall, imposing walls in either direction. My guide stands aside, gestures that I should enter; I pass through the vegetative threshold.

Within is a round space, entirely encircled by impenetrable shrubbery. There are four other trellises visible, each a goodly distance from the one I have just entered, shrouded in shadow and leading to places unknown. In the center of the space is a stone table, pentangular, marbled with veins of brown, green, and white. There are mild depressions in the table near each vertex; they would almost be washbasins were they filled with water. Instead, each holds a floating globe of striking detail: fully formed miniature planets with vast blue seas, topographical lands of striking greens and loamy browns. I can feel each of them through my hand; they seem to be made of heavy, polished stone. There are five spheres in total, each lined up with one of the trellises. The throb in my left hand becomes almost painful; impulsively, I reach out to the nearest, the one lined up directly with our entryway, and cup the smooth hardness. A calmness washes over me, serenity if not wisdom; it is most welcome. Within my mind, a wrenching sensation occurs; my vision takes flight.

I am a bird; nay, for I fly much too fast. Perhaps I am a windbat. Blue tights and a cape flash before me. These flickers of broken thought are becoming less amusing and more maddening; my mind struggles for purchase and reels. Then, as if a barrier is breached, I flow outward and ride the wind.

I both see with my eyes and feel with my left hand the massive continent below me. Within its borders lie places that perhaps once I knew; now they are nothing more to me than empty memory sacks with labels: Northridge, Graymarsh, Charston, Colondo, Rosalta, and Lorne. Nations of Kral, I think, but nothing more than this comes. Off to the east is the dual island realm of Ashland, with its larger Southern Sister. Some muscle memory within the pulsing gemstone tells me in this place I once raised a mountain range. I realize that these are the lands that I have come to think of as Anion, and I feel millions of people treading against the stone pavement and walkways, arguing and laughing, fighting and loving, living life—too brief, perhaps, but also bright and wondrous.

Yet now my vision expands, and I see more. Across the Great Sea, enormous continents, other lands, spread far and wide, most much more massive than those whose names I know. There are several forests, whole and green in places, with curious animals and voluminous plants thriving within their ecosystems. This is the time of the before; there is no devastation, there is no Endless Vortex, the Great Rock has not yet fallen. These peaceful areas are unfortunately few and far between. Instead, there are wide, forlorn swatches of emptiness, barren and picked clean. In these blighted lands, there is naught but desolation. At the edges of this emptiness, the ground teems with beings marching upon the stones of the land, consuming all resources the way locusts strip fields. They are not playing and laughing, not loving, not fighting. They are not even living—an endless multitude of the dead. A plague of lifeless puppets, a pandemic; hundreds of millions, perhaps billions, sweeping across whole continents, consuming all, and extinguishing the few remaining desperate living souls they come across, who promptly reanimate as undead thralls and join the throng. Even animals and birds are not exempt from this fate.

A black and soulless cancer is spreading across the world and taking all that is alive with it. Each continent I see has already fallen to this pestilence, except for the lands with names that I know but no memories to fill them, those of Kral and Ashland, which have remained pristine, untouched, protected thus far by the enormity of the Boundless Sea.

“Do you see what they are doing?” a voice says softly. It is the Timeweaver, his hand upon my shoulder.

I strain, and a malevolent shadow comes into my peripheral view, unfocused; I sense it is directing the actions of the unimaginable horde with singular evil purpose. There is considerable activity along the various coastlines: a bustle of saw blades, hammers, and the felling of trees. As I focus upon it, a cold shiver coils around my spine and fills me with dread to the depths of my being.

“They are building vast ships,” I answer, my voice shaky. “Hundreds, perhaps thousands.” Then, as if somehow related, the question I had asked earlier boils up within me, demanding to be addressed at once.

“Who am I?” I insist, grabbing the hand firmly that rests upon my shoulder. The Timeweaver turns to regard me, not unkindly, holding my hand gently. Our eyes meet. His face seems more tangible, not shifting—tired, lines of stress and worry worn there as if having borne a heavy emotional strain for many, many decades.

“You are Derek,” he tells me. “And I have been waiting for you.”


Afterward
I truly hope you enjoyed reading Magelord as much as I enjoyed writing it. It has been a long journey that is far from over. The next installment, Worldwalker, is the origin story of Alexander Mason, coming 03.30.2024.
Preorder Now:
 https://www.amazon.com/dp/B0CLS83J9S
Join my monthly newsletter and get the FREE ebook visual companion:
The Magelord Characters Guide:
 https://www.andrewchristianbooks.com
Thanks for reading!
Andrew Christian
www.andrewchristianbooks.com
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