Greg M. Hall
MOKUHINA | North Bend, NE
This is a work of fiction. All characters, places, organizations, and events portrayed in this novel are products of the author’s imagination or are used fictitiously. Any resemblance to actual persons, living or dead, locales, or events is entirely coincidental.
STUNTED
Copyright © 2010 by Gregory M. Hall
Published by Mokuhina Consulting, LLC
710 Main Street
North Bend, NE 68649
ISBN-10: 0615434355
ISBN-13: 978-0-615-43435-3
<+>
Smashwords Edition License Notes
This ebook is licensed for your personal enjoyment only. This ebook may not be re-sold or given away to other people. If you would like to share this book with another person, please purchase an additional copy for each person you share it with. If you're reading this book and did not purchase it, or it was not purchased for your use only, then you should return to Smashwords.com and purchase your own copy. Thank you for respecting the author's work.
<+>
To Chad, Jason, Mark, Jen, Carolyn, Beth, and Rick, as well as the others who have called on the services of Mokuhina Consulting—every crazy dream requires economic backing, and your projects have kept ‘starving artist’ out of my job description.
<+>
Prologue
Seven months of preparations. Before that, twenty years of planning, maneuvering, and waiting.
Finally, he’d make it pay off.
This kind of magic built empires. Got a spell named after you. When he commissioned his Imperial history, the first chapter–the first sentence–would memorialize this night.
The Coordinator took a deep breath, soaking in the moment.
The services of nine powerful mages did not come cheap. The orchestration necessary for the work of each to be hidden from the others did not happen easily. It required those months, and a healthy portion of his fortune, to gather all of the components that now sat near the stoked forge.
Tancritus busily fed the flames which melted together some of the rarest metals the world had seen. The wiry, limping crony was the only person the Coordinator trusted enough to have in the room, and even he didn’t have the entire picture.
The room flexed with magical energy, enough to make him turn to his master and give him a fearful look. “Everything is ready. Can I get back?”
One confident nod by the Coordinator was all the man needed to see. He scrabbled to a corner of the room as the energy built to a crescendo. The crucible first glowed orange in the heat from the forge, then flashed blue, then green, back to blue, the colored light emanating from it warbling in an ever faster succession.
Twenty more seconds, the man who would soon be Emperor thought. He ignored the pleading from every cell of his body, and strode into the epicenter of magical focus, taking care to avoid positioning himself directly between any of the nine mages and the crucible.
He would have preferred to have Tancritus perform this very dangerous step, but the metal had to be tuned to his own energies as it was cast. Grabbing a set of tongs fashioned from cherry wood–any metal would have been a lethal conductor of the energies being used–he lifted the crucible from its position atop the forge and tipped its contents into the waiting mold.
Now they give the final thrust of magical essence, and complete the—
Something ripped in a wave through the room, bullying its way from the northeast to the southwest corner. Both the master and his lackey fell to the floor, clutching at their heads. The Coordinator’s molars felt ready to explode. Tancritus’ screams of terror and agony were the last thing he heard before blacking out.
After a few minutes, the Coordinator moved one of his hands, followed by the rest of the arm. Eyes opened, squinted back shut, and opened again.
The disturbance, if such a mild word could be used for something that mauled the very fabric of reality, did not have a magical origin. It was some new, foreign form of energy that felt like it had no place in this world. The Coordinator suddenly felt a stab of queasiness; he had to see…
Slowly, his head throbbing in pain and his limbs weak and unwilling to function, he forced himself to stand and stagger toward the mold.
The fire in the forge had been extinguished, but the air still shimmered with heat. He ignored the burning in his hands as he grabbed the mold, and threw it against the floor.
It shattered with the explosive clink of unglazed terra-cotta. The metal inside should have glowed, writhed with an impossible-to-describe aura; instead, it was an ugly, mottled gray. It was as empty and dead as a handful of dust.
The Coordinator never allowed himself to show emotion, but in this one moment, with so much gone to waste, he grabbed the lifeless metal. With a bark of primal anger, he threw it against the far wall, where it clanged, stupidly, before clattering to the floor.
“My lord–” Tancritus had also awakened, and looked at his master with a combination of fear and sympathy.
“That was no natural phenomenon,” muttered his master, through a tightly clenched jaw. “Someone is responsible for this. I don’t care who, I don’t care how, but somebody caused it. And they’ll pay in the most wretched and drawn-out manner I can think of.”
Maxwell Steiger completed a silent prayer to Les Stroud, the Canadian guy on Discovery Channel who went out in the wilderness and spent a week alone. Les had told his viewers how to set a snare with shoelaces, and, armed with that knowledge, he now held one of the rabbit-like creatures that had been skittering around.
He had to fight back a little drool as he envisioned putting meat in his mouth again.
Maxwell grabbed the rabbit-thing by the scruff of the neck and, after taking a few deep breaths to steady his fingers, began to loosen the slip-knot of his shoelace trap.
His eye caught movement to his right.
Snapping his head around, he sighted a dead log among clusters of waist-high grass. The plants undulated in the breeze, nothing more.
He returned to loosening the snare around the rabbit-thing, when a quiet hash made him swivel his head.
Something furry and dog-sized, with a fanged mouth, launched itself at him. The shoelace, still anchored on a sapling, yanked the rabbit-thing out of Maxwell’s hand as he reached up to protect himself.
He staggered as it plowed into him, catching it in a perversion his young son jumping into the pool. The creature’s muzzle came close enough for Maxwell to smell its rotten breath. It snapped its jaws twice. A splatter of foam-scummed slobber flicked onto his face. The animal scrabbled a paw across his chest, loosening his grip on it.
Maxwell dropped into a body-slam. The animal yelped as he drove it into the ground and immediately fought to right itself.
Twisting free of Maxwell’s hands, the creature snapped at his right wrist. Maxwell recoiled before the jaw could clamp down, too slow. Its sharp teeth raked along his lower forearm. With his left hand, he pinned the animal’s side to the ground, and moved a knee around to its ribs.
The animal snapped again. Maxwell jammed his freshly wounded forearm under its jaw. He flopped forward, using his weight advantage, twisted its head up and around, forcing it to look over its shoulder.
He didn’t remember how long he had the creature’s head bent back, but it seemed like all day. It struggled to work itself free, flailing impotently with its limbs, its breath coming in harsh gasps and escaping with whining and squeals. Maxwell wanted nothing more than to get off it, let it up so it could run away, but fear kept him jamming, mashing, heaving.
Eventually, its struggling slowed, and then stopped altogether.
Maxwell carefully stood and held his forearm up like he was checking the time. If those teeth had done their damage to his inner wrist, he’d be in trouble. Even so, more blood than he’d like to see leaked in little rivulets across his hairy skin. He stumbled to the nearby river and flopped on the bank to dunk his arm into the water, hoping that whatever the creature was, it had attacked him out of hunger and not because it was sick.
<+>
A fire waited back at his camp, still writhing and oozing from the wood like ropy, viscous orange goop. Though it looked like he could jam a stick into the flame and wrap it around like honey, it still gave off heat and would probably cook his catch to some level of edibility.
He sat and examined the kill, taking a moment to work up the nerve to use his pocketknife to remove the fur and start cleaning the animal. His stomach let him know he’d regret waiting too long to get on with it.
“At least I’ll be losing weight.”
Maxwell had kept himself reasonably trim by a daily run, but that ritual had lately dropped to, at best, three times a week. He’d been throwing himself at his work with increased intensity over the past few months, and it had taken its toll. Now that Shawna had left with the kids…
Maxwell said out loud: “Knock it off.”
The open air and strange vegetation that surrounded the fire ate the words and converted them into a stab of loneliness. Maxwell’s constant companions, despair and self-loathing, crept up from the back of his mind, eager for an opportunity after being shoved back by the odd situation.
Considering the downward spiral his life had started to take—something he hadn’t been able to see while mired in it—a complete removal of everything familiar to him threw a bucket of refreshing, ice-cold water on his existence.
Just how it had happened remained a black spot in his memory. Whatever had brought him from a research center in Westborough, a half-hour outside Boston, to a wilderness in a world with two suns had done so without leaving a trace. As much as he tried to remember what test he’d been running when it happened, all Maxwell’s brain cells would give him was a mushy three-day blur.
Something to do with the tachyons, he muttered to himself. Or maybe the words were in his thoughts, entirely enclosed in his head; apparently his near-term memory hadn’t made the transition in good working order, either.
He’d either go crazy or starve if he stayed here. As soon as he had a chance to rest, he needed to get moving and look for help.
Through an associate who published a gazette, The Coordinator obtained a stack of reports regarding the phenomenon of the prior evening. The gazetteer had reporters crawling through the mage community, interviewing anyone who would talk about the strange anomaly that had been felt all throughout Burkand. Any resident who wasn’t Stunted had at least been wracked by a throbbing headache, and the whole city of Burkand sizzled with nervous fidgeting.
He scanned through a few scraps of information before shaking his head, heaving himself up from his chair, and crossing his office to where a large tapestry hung on the wall. The weft formed a map of the known world, rendered through exquisite—and expensive—craftsmanship. The Coordinator liked to look at it from time to time, to imagine how long it took to ride a horse or march an army from one realm to another, to visualize what it would be like to rule all of the territory he saw.
With a sigh, he gripped the edge of the tapestry and pulled it until the stitching that held it in place ripped and brought the cloth flopping in a heap to the floor. Dragging it across the room, he heaved it up over a large table and spread it out. With a piece of charcoal, he began making marks on it.
Some of the Burkand mages interviewed for the gazette had been in telepathic communication from colleagues all over the land. The entire community, such as the loose-knit, individualistic nature of mages would allow, was abuzz with this strange phenomenon.
He scooped a hunk of charcoal from his fireplace and began marking the tapestry with locations and times, using a notational system he devised on the spot.
After he had plotted the first dozen reports, it became clear that the anomaly had come from the northeast. The Coordinator could also see that whatever disturbance his activities had caused was minor in comparison to the phenomenon. Few if any reports even made mention of magical activity at the time.
He smiled, relieved that damage control from the failure wouldn’t be necessary. He could devote a fair amount of his attention, and his network of informants and spies, into to tracking down the source of this disturbance. If some mage had been tampering with forces that had ruined his efforts, he’d make sure that they’d pay, dearly and painfully, until he finally granted their pleas for death.
<+>
“It’s okay, Luume. One more time: concentrate.”
Barton fought to suppress the exasperated sigh forcing its way up from his throat. Ardith knew he could get the blaze going faster than his older sister, and yet the kindly adult-friend insisted on sitting patiently, watching her struggle, while Luminal Major fully slid below the horizon.
“I–”
Ardith shot him a look, one that said don’t even think about it. Luume, concentrating on the pile of dry wood that sat in the hearth, must not have noticed.
Barton thought about sparking the fire anyway, but Ardith would know. Even if he held back and made a tiny flame, she would somehow be able to tell. And Luume, weak as she was magically, would probably know she hadn’t done it.
His impatience, coupled with a whiff of smoke from someone else’s hearth, caused him to turn away from his own and scan the rest of the commune. Wood-framed, mud-daubed huts sat in a ring around a central clearing. A few people sat on logs, or directly on the ground outside the huts, talking. Others continued late work on paintings, or sculpture, or whatever other projects their muses held them slave to. Having never possessed much of an aptitude for the arts, Barton couldn’t comprehend why they wouldn’t just put their work away for the evening and start relaxing.
A tiny flicker of magic from behind tickled at the back of his neck. It held promise, but died quickly, and a tongue-cluck from Ardith announced another failed attempt.
As badly as Barton wanted to get the stupid fire lit, he didn’t want to risk getting Ardith mad, an emotion so foreign to her that it looked like she died a tiny bit with every scolding she had to give him. Before his birth, she had been the most magically gifted of the group, and though the other residents of their commune preferred to work with their hands instead of with magic, she would occasionally offer scraps of instruction that he greedily devoured. Apparently magic was his muse, for all the good it did him; all of the other children in the commune displayed more artistic talent than he, and artistry was what the Adults lauded.
At eleven, he was already becoming aware that his fortune lay somewhere away from these mud-daubed huts, out among the common masses who shared his lack of artistic ability.
Behind Barton, Ardith clapped in excitement and patted Luume on the back as a pathetic tongue of flame started to weave around the dry sticks in the fireplace. At sixteen, she should be able to get a decent blaze going at night. Magic might not have the same cachet to their community that her skills with pen and brush did, but even artists held a mixture of pity and derision to someone whose magical skills were faint enough to be considered Stunted.
Their adult-friend clucked in disappointment as a huff of breeze extinguished the fire. “Go ahead and try again. You almost—”
She stopped in mid-sentence and whirled as the wood roared with a rich, saturated burst of flame. “Barton!”
Almost ready to claim it wasn’t him, the boy glanced at his sister. The look she gave him was one of anger, but turned inward, not toward him.
“I’m sorry, Ardith. I didn’t mean to—”
“You never mean to hurt her feelings! And yet, you’re so good at it!”
Ardith turned back to the fire, as petulant as Luume could be when faced with her brother’s power, and in a burst of concentration extinguished his flames.
“Barton, I’d appreciate if you’d go gather some more kindling.”
<+>
Maxwell slept in the tepid illumination of the smaller of this world’s two suns. He had improvised a mat by piling up some grass from the riverbank, and rested his head on a rot-softened piece of wood from a tree that had fallen by the ruins.
Something to do with the tachyons.
He dreamt, his shadow self walking through wind-rippled plains, with giant, pillowy cumulus clouds skating low across the sky. They made shapes, but not pleasant ones, and every effort Maxwell made to determine what one looked like filled him with dread. Strange, rabbit-like beasts and feral dogs the size of bison bounded through the grass on faraway hills.
After a long walk, he came to a cluster of trees, with wooden structures girdling the larger trunks. Each house held a small porch, giving the cluster of buildings the feel of a small one-horse town from the movies or TV. Maxwell scanned around for a general store with a couple of old-timers sitting out front on rockers.
Instead of folksy, down-home residents, the villagers in this place came straight out of a National Geographic feature on New Guinea. Except some wore white lab coats. The nearest villager’s was studded with rhinestones in a fountain pattern. He didn’t look like Elvis.
As he walked into the village, Maxwell noticed there was now a dirt road under his feet, and every step kicked up a little cloud of dust.
None of these villagers seemed to care that a complete stranger just walked into their midst. He waited until it became obvious nobody was going to talk to him, and he grabbed the arm of the nearest villager, the one with the Elvis-studded lab coat.
The man didn’t talk to him, but at least raised his eyebrows in acknowledgement.
“I’m going to need some copper wire, and some really large magnets. Any idea where I can find some?”
Shaking his head, the villager let loose a string of unintelligible syllables. Maxwell tried asking something else, and found that he, too, spoke in the strange, hubbledy-bubbledy dialect.
Elvis-coat turned and walked a few steps to a whitewashed clapboard garage wedged between two of their tree-buildings. He stooped over, grabbed the door at the bottom, and lifted. As it swung up, Maxwell could see some of his equipment inside. It had aged, barely recognizable under a shroud of dust and spider webs.
He bobbed his head at the man, eagerly, up and down.
In response, Elvis-coat only shook his head, and the whole garage burst into flames behind him. Not the soupy, otherworldly fire he’d been seeing, but good-old-fashioned, quick-burning, all consuming Earth fire.
He called for help, but Elvis-coat, hands clasped behind his back, walked away from the garage, still shaking his head. Maxwell whirled, calling to other people, but everyone had either gone or peered out from windows in the other buildings.
Except for one woman, who stood in the dust-choked intersection that marked the center of the town. With a headful of curly, ginger-blond hair and indigo eyes, she didn’t carry the same jungle-dwelling headhunter vibe as the others. She reminded Maxwell of a Haitian voodoo priestess. She turned her head, this way and that, sometimes cupping a hand to her ear, as if listening for something. Maxwell called out to her, and she looked startled, but she still couldn’t see him. And he was only twenty feet away!
He took a step toward the strange woman, but his foot found nothing but dusty air under it; he fell forward into a dark, yawning pit.
Instead of waking up, Maxwell momentarily flailed his arms and legs in his sleep before his breathing settled back into a steady rhythm.
South of the river, Burkand showed its uglier side.
Nasrin’s best hope in the dark, stench-soaked streets of this neighborhood was to go undetected, so he didn’t even bother to carry a torch. He wore his night-cloak, the black one, and kept a running inventory of nearby shadows to crouch in if he sensed the presence of someone else.
If that other person could be taken by surprise and overwhelmed, Nasrin might make a move. He wasn’t much to be admired in the arts of hand-to-hand combat, and he held his magical skills even more in contempt. If he could get away with a quick leap-and-stab, however, his shortcomings didn’t matter.
He found movement easy in the mostly deserted streets. Nasrin might have seen this as an invitation to break into a home, had he not had more pressing business for the evening: an important meeting with a man named Petros.
The previous night, Nasrin had bought a round of drinks for a group of friends.
“Who’s our benefactor this evening?” Virestal, a rough-and-tumbler the thief had known since childhood, had asked as he hoisted a complementary tankard.
“You don’t want to know, my good man,” he said with a grin, “in case the Town Guard comes asking questions.”
“Bah! They never come this side of the river at night anymore.”
“Oh,” said Nasrin, “they might, with enough provocation. If, for example, a certain resident from North of the river, who happened to have their house broken into and some very expensive missing, were high-profile enough.”
“Alright, Nasrin,” Virestal had replied, “I know too much already. Besides, who am I to question free drinks?”
An older man, olive-skinned and hairy, with arm muscles and bulging stomach competing for attention, said: “If it’s a round for the whole house, young man, might I trouble the keeper for some gort on your generosity?”
Nasrin, already prepared to be flippantly magnanimous, suddenly straightened his posture upon identifying who had asked. “Anything you’d like, Mister Houbros. Two, if it suits you.”
“Heh. I’m here on business tonight, so one will suit me fine. Please, call me Petros; even my enemies do.”
After receiving the gort and making it disappear, the hairy man fixed Nasrin with a stare and said: “The business I’m here on involves you. Quite a reputation you’ve acquired in such a short time.”
“All good, I’m certain,” said Nasrin, parrying the man’s leaden, hazardous eyes with his easiest smile.
“Of the kind to draw my attention. I understand you did some work for… an associate of mine. A single-objective job.”
Nasrin, who had helped himself to more than the item that had been commissioned by a shadowy man who only identified himself as ‘Stone’, immediately grew cautious. “I’ve done more than my share of single-”
“No need to be coy. I was most impressed when I heard who had possession of it. That must not have been an easy acquisition.”
“A better word might be ‘impossible’, for someone of lesser talents,” said Nasrin, repeating a boast that he’d shared with Virestal when he explained his sudden generosity. “Not only did I have to elude the Town Guard, but the Don had his own private security. I had to defeat an array of the best magical and non-magical wards and locks-”
“No need to convince me of your prowess,” said Petros, holding his hand like a flipped-over crab to scratch at his stubbly chin. “I don’t care how a job is done, only that it’s done. But such things shouldn’t be discussed in public. If you’re interested, I have an address for you; meet me there tomorrow night.”
Nasrin, aware of Petros’ reputation and the prospect of steady employment and protection from one of the most powerful syndicates south of the Armrend, eagerly accepted. And that’s how he found himself wandering the dangerous streets of Burkand on a night that was best spent behind stout locks and in front of a fire.
He found the building easily enough. No light leaked out of its windows, and he found the front and back doors barred. Instead of taking that as a sign that the meeting wouldn’t take place, Nasrin assumed his potential employer wanted the meeting to begin with an audition.
A battered old crate, added to some bricks whose mortar had rotted sufficiently to give him good hand and toe holds, was all Nasrin needed to enter an open upper-story window. Instead of hopping down from the sill, he slowly lowered his foot to the floor and tested his weight on the boards. They solidly supported his weight, so he lithely entered the darkened room. The smell of musty paper and wood gave him the impression that the chamber served as an office. He hovered in silence to listen, detecting voices from beyond the room’s door.
The thought of him sneaking up behind Petros, and how impressed the Capo would be at his ability, brought an easy grin to Nasrin’s face.
He put an ear to the door, and, quietly, slowly, opened it.
An aching buzz flashed through his body, and Nasrin found his grin frozen to his face and his limbs unable to move. The door opened all the way on its own as wall-sconces flared to life with guttering flame, and his eyes watched helplessly as he was lifted by an unseen force and carried, paralyzed, down a narrow hallway.
At the end of the passage, stairs descended to the first floor. He floated noiselessly to the landing and, without rotating, down the lower part of the staircase.
There was no lighting at the bottom; the blackness gave him a sense of being lowered into a pit, or the greedily hungry throat of some giant beast. A whimper tried to escape his mouth but remained frozen in place.
Someone snapped his fingers, and a split second later tongues of flame jumped to life from every candle and wall sconce in the room. Even the fireplace roared to life.
“Hello, Nasrin.”
Despite being unable to move, the thief managed to gasp. Petros stood next to him. In the tavern on the previous night, he’d been sitting, so the huge height advantage he had over Nasrin came as a shock.
Instead of relief, seeing his potential employer only increased the rotten, dread-soaked ooze in Nasrin’s belly. Petros had a legendary reputation for physical combat, but wasn’t known to be skilled at magic. The bodylock and levitation, therefore, had not come from him.
Nasrin’s eyes, the only parts of him that could still move, darted around the room and lit on the source of his paralysis. Two mages, not much older looking than himself, stood flanking a third, middle-aged man he recognized as Mr. Stone. The mages kept their scalps equally free of hair, and shared the same short, bulbous nose and indistinct chin, but one stood noticeably taller than the other.
The Hozelhoff twins? Here?
The Hozelhoffs had a significant reputation, one Nasrin and his peers spoke of in whispers and paranoid glances. The twins were fraternal, not identical, in appearance, but in mannerisms and personality, they were of the same mind.
And neither had displayed any sign of possessing remorse.
Most of what Nasrin knew of the Hozelhoff twins came from lurid stories of their work as freelance assassins. Those that hired them usually wished to send a message to living family or acquaintances; something along the lines of: Do not do what this person did.
Nasrin found himself adamantly hoping that the Hozelhoffs needed him to steal something.
Petros spoke, draping a meaty, hair-covered arm around Nasrin’s much smaller shoulders. “I want you to know, this isn’t anything personal, kid. But you really should have followed Mr. Stone’s instructions to the letter. One item only. Not a word of it to anybody.” He shook his head. “Take those two young gentlemen over there, for example. They won’t spend the next several nights after they execute this assignment sitting around the tavern, buying drinks for every Sig Higgins that walks through the door, crowing about how well they performed it.”
Nasrin tried to protest, but he could no more than point his pupils left and right. It didn’t serve as a very eloquent argument in his favor.
Petros gave the kid a sad look that stopped just short of pity. “Shame… you’re a pretty talented kid. I wouldn’t have minded hiring you for some of my own jobs. If it were up to me, I’d just have your tongue burned out of your mouth with a hot iron.”
“Stop blabbing and get out of the way, Petros.”
It was Mr. Stone, the man who had commissioned the one-item robbery that had gotten him into this predicament. Petros didn’t hesitate; he definitely feared the stranger as much as he did the twins.
Nasrin’s body, still suspended a few inches off the floor, turned to fully face his captors. Mr. Stone held a crystal sphere, a seeing-ball.
As the thief’s eyes lit on the ball, he said: “I’ve asked for the twins to put on a good show for my master. I suggested it might be a benefit for others in our employ to watch, to reinforce the price of failing to maintain secrecy. But my master… let’s just call him ‘the Coordinator’, wants this to be a private show.”
Nasrin’s death sentence came in the form of Stone looking at each of the twins, and saying: “Gentlemen?”
As the condemned thief’s body began to burn with pain, the man held the seeing-ball up in one hand. With the other, he produced a sizeable hourglass from his robes. “Remember: don’t finish him off until the sand’s all run out.”
<+>
From the other side of the seeing-ball, the Coordinator paused over his charcoal-sotted tapestry before he resumed making notes on a parchment with an ever-full quill pen. Occasionally he would look up from his work, and take in the image being shown to him by the crystal that Tancritus held.
He normally preferred liquidations to be carried out swiftly and secretly. But this loose-lipped thief had talked, and it was possible—not probable, but possible—that the loudmouth’s revelation had reached the wrong set of ears, and led to the disturbance that ruined his hard work. Tancritus could show the seeing-ball to other Nasrins before giving them such sensitive jobs.
Besides, he still had some vestiges of anger that needed salving, and the things the twins inflicted on the thief did much to assuage them.
The notes he worked on dealt with his backup plan. He still liked the elegance of the original, a mind-control magic device that held so much power it had to be fashioned into a bracelet rather than a ring. But, in hindsight, magic was not the Coordinator’s strength. Getting a group of people to collaborate without knowing they were doing so was much more to his taste. And his revised plan held more true to the way he liked to operate.
<+>
Maxwell woke with his memory of the dreams draining quickly out of his head. All he remembered about the first one was that it had been disturbing. The second followed a common theme: some sort of mix-up at his high school meant he had to go back and repeat his senior season. Never mind the fact that he had a Masters from MIT; Trinity Catholic High School had decided it wouldn’t count until he came back, and his sleep-addled mind simply accepted it as fact.
Usually such dreams focused on trying to remember his combination, or what his Senior class schedule had been, or any of a number of other mundane details.
It was still nowhere near time for the big sun to rise again—in fact, he doubted he’d been out for more than an hour—so Maxwell rolled onto his back and tried to clear his mind for more slumber.
He didn’t want to relive High School, the way some of his popular classmates that immediately joined the workforce after graduation or held college degrees they didn’t use probably wanted to. Some shrink could probably tell him what they were supposed to represent.
Some shrink… Maxwell had considered visiting a psychiatrist, in his darkest moments, when the project wasn’t advancing and he’d descend into an apathetic slushiness that barely allowed him to function. But each time it reached the point of intolerability, the emotional veil would lift, and he’d feel great. Not manic, of course—Maxwell hardly considered himself bipolar—but up. Enough to make such episodes the most productive times in his life. If he could only harness whatever brain chemistry was going on during those times… he’d be something special.
“Stupid brain,” he said to the empty gray sky.
Maxwell rolled to his side to attempt more sleep, and his thoughts returned back to Trinity. His family wasn’t Catholic, but had been forced to enroll him when his outbursts of anger and frustration had made him unwelcome in the public school system. A district Psychologist had recommended a prescription, and his parents responded by making the transfer.
“They gave up on you,” his dad had said. “But we haven’t. You’d better understand this, Maxwell: This school is going to cost us a lot of money. But we’re willing to do it, if that’s what it takes. And remember, at the Catholic School they still do corporal punishment. If you yell or throw something, you’re getting a board across your rump… and maybe that’s what you’ve needed all along.”
That’s what I need now. Monsignor Harris needs to come out here and give me a good smack with that two-by-four of his. Get me off my butt and moving.
He closed his eyes and let the sounds of the river and trees soak the air around him. Insectile sounds, birds, various hoots and chirps, none of which sounded familiar.
What he didn’t hear was the sound of a man, cautiously picking his way through the dark, not more than a hundred yards away.
Elder Sampton and Elder Magarth shared a smoke. The late hour resulted from a desire to not do it in front of the children. Both were certain the Opening of the Mind that came from the smoldering leaves should only happen to those with fully developed self-awareness.
Sampton, though the oldest in the commune, did not acknowledge himself as their leader. The concept of leader and follower was anathema to the spirit of cooperation he’d worked so long to cultivate. Still, Magarth waited for him to open the conversation. Sampton sighed, hoping that when he finally passed, the long-faced carver possessed enough of the leadership characteristics he’d need to keep the others cohesive. He drew in one more lungful of intoxicating smoke and spoke as he exhaled. “Is it just me, or have you noticed that last night’s disturbance left… traces that can still be tasted?”
Magarth didn’t return the older man’s gaze, but stared down at the fire and the special leaves that smoldered atop it. “It felt… like a toothache in my molars, but not the ones in my jaw. The back teeth of my mind. It’s almost like the ghost of that pain still lurks there, waiting for a signal to jump out again.”
Sampton turned that thought over in his head, inhaling another lungful of smoke. “Yes, I could see how you would describe it that way. I’ve been alive a long time, my friend. Nothing like it has ever hit me before.”
“It didn’t have the flavor of the magics in it. At least, none of the magics I’ve sampled before.” Magarth now looked up from the fire. “It thrust into my psyche like a spear of rock rooted in the soil beneath our feet, in the rocks beneath that soil.”
“That’s well said indeed. Perhaps there’s a bit of the poet in you, carver?”
“It’s the leaves,” Magarth replied with a smile, which suddenly wilted. “Do you think it has anything to do with the boy?”
Sampton had been quietly wondering that himself. He exhaled heavily and thought for a moment before answering. “I think the more important question is: if it is the boy, what does it mean?”
<+>
Gureth hadn’t used the darkness to sneak out of the commune for several days, and as a result found his self-restraint to be a thin strand holding a mighty load. Bursts of haste caused him to make too much noise as he bumbled toward the trees and the river beyond.
Every time he brought his fleshy body out on such a trip, a mixture of guilt and anticipation consumed him. He’d taken up the ways of the commune to get away from the life he’d led in the city, one where he’d inflicted beatings on a fair number of people that may or may not have deserved it. One where he’d killed two men and indirectly caused the death of another.
He knew the wrongness of these secret binges, bout couldn’t stop them. Every time he quit, a dark spot bloomed in his brain, slowly expanding, an inky blackness that reached out to the corners of his psyche until he wanted to transfer that hurt on somebody else.
Gureth knew that after another couple of visits to the trees, he’d need to replenish his supply. Another trade caravan should pass through the commune to cross the bridge in the next few days. He’d need to quietly, and without being noticed by the others, ask the merchants for liquor, even offering an extravagant rate for a trader’s personal flask.
Near the trees, he dropped all semblance of stealth. His secret stash waited for him between the roots of one of the largest trunks, and he could picture reaching in, wrapping one of his meaty, thick hands around the bottle, fumbling with the stop before it came out of the neck, before quaffing the wonderful, burning liquid that would spread waves of warmth from his esophagus all the way to his fingers and toes.
A flicker of fire in the ancient temple snapped him out of his craven hunger. He whipped his head around to see. Someone had camped there, which could only mean trouble. Nobody with a shred of good in them would even set foot within sight of the place. Centuries before, a cult of extreme evil and magical power had built the temple to focus their dark energies. Even now, so long after those men had been wiped out by the combined armies of three kingdoms, tendrils of negative magical energy oozed from the wrecked, pockmarked stones. Anyone but the most Stunted would feel it threading through the weft of the magics that surrounded them, probing for openings, looking for a way in.
It was that repulsive, fearful aura that had caused Gureth to hide his drink nearby. Nobody in the commune would accidentally stumble across it.
If someone was in there… A person capable of setting up camp in that place would either be thoroughly wicked, or so hungry for magical knowledge that he or she was willing to exchange their soul.
Gureth, looking at the tree that held his stash, muttered a profanity under his breath. He made the Z-shaped Sign of the Four, something he hadn’t done since he was eight years old, and took another few steps toward his secret liquid.
A sudden thrill of fear stopped him.
What if the encamped disciple of evil had come for that weird boy, Barton? Something in the aura of that kid, akin to powers that had brushed his own weak aura when he’d burgled a quaint magic shop in his younger days, might have reached out to a wandering dark mage. If someone raised that kid in evil ways, he prayed the boy never returned to the commune.
The drink would have to wait, Gureth’s mind told his protesting body. He quietly turned his bulk back toward the familiarity of home. He hoped the Elders didn’t ask too many questions about why he was out here, within sight of the evil temple …
A man in dark clothing blocked his path. His pale face held sunken cheeks, but full lips. Knowing, bright sloe-shaped eyes, with barely any pigment in the irises, regarded Gureth with the look of a banker about to meet a threadbare client.
Gureth barely had time to draw in a startled breath before the pale man flicked his wrist and he found himself enveloped in a field of dark green energy.
<+>
The Pale Man watched as the one called Gureth clubbed his beefy fists impotently against the edges of the field. With each blow, the walls of his ovoid prison changed a brighter hue of green and stretched. The prisoner cried out, but the only way an observer could tell was by the way his mouth moved up and down, and how little drops of spittle flew out of it.
Once or twice, the Pale Man glanced to his right, toward the campfire in the old temple, making certain that the man by it was, though restless, still unaware of their presence.
After a few minutes—certainly long and agonizing for Gureth—the big man’s blows grew misguided and less frequent. The look in his eyes got no less desperate, but muscle fibers under all that flab stopped working. The Pale Man sighed; he derived no pleasure from dragging an assignment out. He’d have preferred something quick, and of the ‘he didn’t know what hit him’ variety, but this one’s death had to look natural.
At last, the big man slumped, his immense weight borne, almost comically, by one side of the energy field. The Pale Man took no chances, and maintained the body in that awkward condition for another three minutes.
When he released the field, Gureth spilled onto the ground under the trees. The fat around his midsection flowed forward, then back, in one final wave. The Pale Man stooped to one knee, and felt at his neck for a few seconds. Satisfied that his fingertips rested on lifeless flesh, he rose and walked away from the temple, along the river, to the spot where he had tethered his horse.
Maxwell registered the first rays of the big sun’s light through closed eyes.
I’ve gotta remember to use the couch in my office. He told himself that every time he fell asleep at his desk, or at a lab table, or in the break room.
Ah, the break room. Someone would have some fresh coffee going. That sounded really good—
Oh.
Maxwell’s eyes fluttered open. His head snapped to and fro, then slumped back to his improvised rotwood pillow. Realization brought a curse to his lips, the same one he uttered upon waking in the lab.
The gurgling of his growling stomach broke the morning stillness. Apparently, feeding it meat gave it an attitude.
He could look for a town, up and down the river, without venturing too far. If there were people nearby, surely they’d live near the water.
And what if there weren’t any other people? What if, whatever this world was, he was alone in it? That might explain the ancient, moldering ruins around him. An inexhaustible supply of post-human cinematic worlds scrolled by: Omega Man; I am Legend; Planet of the Apes; Terminator…
Maxwell stretched, rolled himself onto all fours, and shoved himself upright to stagger toward the riverbank for a drink.
Shoving the thought of an apocalypse out of his mind made room for the problem of how he’d arrived here, a question that would have to be answered before he could figure out if there was a chance of going back. He had vague theories, but they sat in the background of his intellect; dough not yet leavened enough to toss in the oven. One of the hardest lessons he’d learned as a newly-minted researcher was that you can’t force creativity. Sometimes you had to let the problem germinate.
He started ambling along the bank, watching the water flow, the current barely faster than his pace. If he kept up with the roiling brown monotony and concentrated on its surface for long enough, it gave him the sense of striding on a treadmill, deadening his problems into an automated movement of legs and arms.
A large, gnarled tree by the river blocked his path, and as he detoured around its trunk, a lump of cloth caught his eye.
“Uh-oh.”
Even before he saw the face and hands, Maxwell recognized what lay at the base of the tree. He stooped and took a closer look, suddenly a creeped-out boy playing in the woods between Soldiers’ Field Road and the river, reaching with shaky fingers to feel for a pulse on the man’s neck. He didn’t expect one, due to the vacant stare of the stranger’s eyes, and the cold flesh of his neck caused him to draw his hand back.
A surge of ickiness pulsed through his gut. “Yeah. Dead.”
He stood and paced around for a minute, looking around for any sign of other people.
“Hello?”
The trees and grass around him swallowed up the call. After briefly considering a burial—discarding the thought when visualizing the man’s family catching him as he worked—he shrugged and walked away, continuing along the river’s course.
At least this proved that there were people in this unfamiliar place, or at least one dead one. Unless he’d arrived during a catastrophe that killed everyone? What if he’d caused such a cataclysm with his experiment?
Maxwell swallowed hard and shook his head a few times. “They’re just tachyons. Get a grip, Maxie.”
This guy had to have come from some sort of settlement nearby. He’d continue until he found some locals, tell them about the body… it’d be easy to find the guy again, since the big tree sat closer to the river than the others.
Before walking on, Maxwell squatted by the brown, flowing water, and sloshed his hand in it in an attempt to wash off the ghost-feel of the man’s cold, lifeless skin.
<+>
After one last look around him to make sure nobody in the commune lurked nearby, Barton began to cross the river. The water, spring-fed cold, pillowed around the soles of his feet, but in heavy concentration he kept it from spilling over their tops. After only ten strides from the bank, his concentration began to flag.
He made a slow turn with a wide radius, afraid his power couldn’t harden the water enough to hold up under a pivot. Though the river, only thigh-deep under his soles, couldn’t drown him, the prospect of soaking his entire body in the chilly water proved motivating enough.
Barton had almost made it back to the bank, his neck straining from effort, when it became too much for him. Against his better judgment he tried to jump the final gap to land, and his foot broke through the thinning layer of magic-hardened water. He fell, arms windmilling wildly at his sides, and only the portion of him above his waist actually made it to the riverbank.
He heard the ka-doop of his legs breaking the surface of the water, and gasped heavily as the cold liquid greedily rushed into his clothing and coated his skin.
Feet gooshing through the sodden mud of the riverbed, Barton heaved himself back onto dry land. He crawled through the rushes and grass and flopped onto his back, panting, to spent to do anything about his sodden pants.
“Ardith won’t be pleased to find out you tried it again.”
Despite his exhaustion, Barton sat up abruptly, turning to see his sister, arms crossed, blond hair tied up in a bun. “Where were you hiding?”
“I wasn’t hiding. You were so wrapped up in trying to step over the river that you didn’t see me approach.”
He braced himself for the lecture. Luume, fueled by the lack of her own skill, often scolded Barton about spiting the wishes of the Elders in his pursuit of self-training. Once more, he’d endure the nagging in silence; it got it out of the way faster. He didn’t expect her to flop into a sitting position in the grass and huff out a heavy breath.
“You remember Edrick, don’t you?”
“That jerk? How could I forget?” Lumme had found the mean-spirited boy cute, but when she vied for his attention, he laughed and told her Stunted girls were only good for harlotry, not dating. She slapped him and ran into the trees by the river. Barton, eight at the time, didn’t comprehend much more than Edrick had made her cry.
“You embarrassed him in front of everyone.”
“Well, he deserved it for embarrassing you.” The memory of her in the trees, sobbing into his hands, still made him want to break something. The memory of that stupid boy, twice his size, as Barton reached out with his mind and made his pants drop around his ankles as he ran with his friends trickled a sick, dark joy through his anger.
“What he did or didn’t deserve—that was never the point.” Her blue eyes could flash from sweet to spiteful in a heartbeat. “That magic blasted through the camp and everyone knew it came from you. They didn’t say anything because they couldn’t prove it, but that incident kindled an old fear in everybody, Ardith included.”
“Then they should make sure not to be mean to you.”
“You don’t get it,” she hissed. “Using power that others don’t have might be easier, might get you instant gratification, but it causes more harm than good. You can’t go through life relying on fear from everyone around you. It’ll turn you into a disgusting, hateful monster! That’s why Elder Sampton wants you to wait. If anyone other than me had just seen you walking on water, they’d have run off to tattle on you.”
Barton couldn’t keep the frustration out of his response. “So what if they did? What would he be able to do about it?”
He expected Luume to be shocked. Wanted her to be shocked. Instead, she took an apprehensive breath and looked away. She said nothing for a while, and the silence made Barton more uncomfortable than any response she could have given him.
Finally, she said: “Your… ability is growing too powerful for the adult-friends’ comfort. There’s something different about how Elder Sampton carries himself around you. Elder Magarth and Elder Kennah as well.”
He shrugged. He’d never thought of the Elders in a magical sense; the focus of the community had always been artistic talent and rhetoric. They were far superior to Barton in those aspects, and would probably continue to be so even after he grew up.
When it came to magic, though…
It dawned on him for the first time that they probably weren’t any better than average. They carried aura around them, but nothing close to what radiated from the mages that floated overhead, using the commune as a waypoint in their travels north.
Luume rested a hand on his arm. “Are you old enough to understand what such displays, like what you did to Edrick, do to the balance of the commune?”
He was old enough to understand, but the idea of admitting to his sister that she made sense kept him from answering. He toyed with the idea of calling her bluff with an offer to go talk with the Elders right now.
Luume’s eyes suddenly widened, and she dove into a prone position next to him in the high grass.
“What?”
She shushed at him and hissed: “A stranger.”
He rolled to his stomach and slowly raised his head as an average-sized man with an unremarkable face approached, staring out over the river. He had no visible weapons, and his odd clothing didn’t appear to conceal anything of substantial menace.
Barton would have been tempted to greet the stranger if it weren’t for what he saw on the top of his head.
Luume whispered: “Is his hair brown?”
Barton held a hand up to quiet her, and nodded an affirmative response. None of the merchants, mages, or adventurers that passed through the commune in their travels had ever had tresses of that color.
There was only one way a person’s hair turned brown: That was the color it turned after you died.
“We should go back to the commune and warn the others!”
Barton put a finger to his lips to shoosh her, and, surprisingly, she didn’t protest. It was the first time he had ever told Luume what to do, but he didn’t take any pleasure in it.
“If we move, he’ll see us. If we stay still and keep quiet, he might walk right by.”
“He might not!”
Barton came close to using magic to hush his sister, which so soon after her lecture would have infuriated her, but her wrath held less menace than the walking dead. Just as he thought about her vocal cords, a shout ripped the air behind them.
“Barton! Luume!”
It sounded like Ardith.
The stranger’s head snapped in the direction of the woman.
Maxwell wasn’t sure what the two words were, but they were definitely words. From a person. He’d been staring at the river, so the shout had jolted his heart in shock, but relief quickly shoved aside the tingling aftereffect of being startled.
He fought the urge to run toward the voice. If he was a complete stranger, the last thing he needed to do was to sprint at someone before he established he wasn’t a threat.
Instead, he started walking inland, holding out his arms, palms forward. After topping a rise he saw a woman on the other side, with her hands around her mouth, megaphone-fashion. She saw him, and though she looked startled, she didn’t follow it up by running or screaming.
“Hi,” he called. “My name is Maxwell. I mean no harm.” He paused between each word, like a bad bwana-explorer portrayal.
The strange woman looked at him, pale eyes set in a young face surrounded by blond hair. She made a curious squint, and her body language betrayed a great deal of apprehension.
“Where are you from?”
“You… you know English?”
Her eyebrows knitted, and she shook her head. “I’m sorry. I don’t know anybody by that name.”
His mouth opened and closed as he started to tell her that no, English wasn’t a person, but a language. But that really wasn’t important.
She asked: “Have you traveled far?”
Maxwell laughed. “I guess you could say that. How is it that we’re speaking the same language?”
The question felt stupid as soon as it was out of his mouth. How would she know any better than he? Was he expecting the very first person he met to have been transported to this strange planet from an English-speaking country on Earth? She had a strange accent; it wasn’t Scandinavian, which would match her appearance, but more… African?
“Oh, Tarne Imperial, you mean? That’s simple: almost all of us are from a different land than here. We’ve come from many different places, drawn by our common love for the arts, and the desire to live simply and in peace. This is the closest we have to a common language. Any educated person knows it.”
“Educated?”
“Well, yes. Didn’t you learn it at University?”
“No, I was kind of born into it. In my, ah, University, I learned a little German, but my heart wasn’t really in it.”
She tilted her head and said: “You’re telling me that you come from a land where Tarne Imperial is still the common language? I’ve never heard of such a place! It must be a last vestige of the old empire, preserved through the centuries. You must have vast libraries, and everyone must be literate! It sounds like an exciting place to visit –“
The woman stopped abruptly, her aquamarine eyes sinking to the ground at her feet.
“I’m sorry. I got a little carried away. There was a life, and a man, that I left behind. I’d forgotten I came here to find true happiness.”
“Please: if you don’t mind me asking, you said there are Universities where you come from? Is there one nearby?”
“No. I came from Burkand, which is a sizeable journey from here. I’m not aware of any University closer than that.”
“Burkand. And is that a city?” The tiny bit of hope Maxwell had allowed himself did a quick somersault in his chest.
“A very large one. When I lived there, everyone said it was the largest. Burkanders tend to be full of themselves, though.” She approached and offered a hand, elbow bent. “I’m Ardith.”
Maxwell reached to accept it, and after an awkward beat, shook with her overhand, the way his Hawaiian roommate at MIT did. “I don’t suppose there’s any sort of quick way to get to Burkand? Does anybody have a car, or some means of transportation?”
Ardith thought a moment, probably confused by the term car. “No, unless you found somebody that was extremely gifted in the ways of magic… nobody with that kind of ability lives here.”
Magic?
Well, to some people, advanced technology was magic. At the last part of that statement, Maxwell couldn’t help but notice Ardith looking away. Was she lying about the absence of magicians in her town? He’d have to gain her trust before he could dig any deeper.
Maxwell said: “You mentioned others. Do you live nearby?”
After a moment’s hesitation she said: “Yes, there are about seventy of us.”
“Does your village welcome outsiders?”
She laughed, a melodic sound as sweet as any the birds could fill the air with. “I’m sorry; it’s a little… quaint to hear someone call the commune a village. We’re made up almost entirely of outsiders. A fair number of seekers try out our life; many discover it’s not for them. Others passing through usually have a destination in mind. You look like you approached with no idea what you needed or where you were heading.”
Maxwell shrugged. “Oh, I know what I need, but I don’t think I’m just going to find it lying around. This University you told me about might be able to help me. Maybe some of this ‘magic’ you’re talking about is what I’m looking for.”
“Mages and Universities are… maybe you don’t know the expression, but: diametrically opposed? But don’t be concerned. Burkand has a large contingent of both.”
Maxwell smiled and nodded. “Fair enough. I guess I’ll sort that out after figuring out how to get there. Um, speaking of more immediate needs, I don’t suppose I could trouble you for some food?”
In response, she raised an eyebrow. “And what would the special occasion be?”
“Uh… I’m hungry?”
Ardith processed that for a moment. “Could you repeat that last word?”
“Hungry?”
“Hmm. That’s what I thought you said. I’m not familiar with that term. I suppose scholarly Tarne Imperial would deviate from your dialect over the years. Does this ‘hawn-gree’ have something to do with why you’re wandering around?”
“No. It’s just… never mind. Would it be alright if I made up a special occasion? You’re the first person I’ve seen in a few days…” he wanted, really wanted, to add something like ‘and a gorgeous person at that’, but ol’ shy Maxie Steiger from eighth grade manifested himself and strangled the words in his throat. He’d never been able to talk to women in that way. Lamely, he said: “Could I just celebrate that?”
She gestured to her side in the direction of a trail. “I suppose, but don’t be disappointed if you can’t convince the others to celebrate that with you.”
She led the way as they walked along the trail leading to her ‘commune’. After a couple of minutes and a number of sideways glances, she said: “I’m sorry, but I have to ask.”
“Yes?” Maxwell knew it wouldn’t be for a date or anything, but his pulse did quicken a little.
“What’s the deal with your hair?”
“What? Oh, it’s just messy. I’ve been camping out for a few days, and I really haven’t had time to brush it or wash it…” He started to feel very aware that he must smell pretty ripe, too.
She said: “I’ve never seen anyone alive with hair that color. Is it a show of tribal affiliation, or maybe a brand of an outcast? Again, excuse my directness.”
“Brown hair? I was born with it.” He supposed, to someone in prehistoric Sweden, someone with brown hair would seem a little strange. “Where I come from, it’s normal.”
Ardith shuddered. “Eww. That would be disturbing. When you consider everyone’s hair turns brown when they die, I thought maybe your people had an obsession with the afterlife or—”
“Oh, crap!”
“What’s wrong?”
“Wow, I’m really sorry, but I was so surprised to actually find someone else…” he looked at her, grateful for her patience. “I found a man back there, up the river. I’m afraid he was dead.”
She looked to the ground, then back up at Maxwell. “Was he fat?”
“Yeah, he looked pretty heavy. Had a scar along his cheek, too.”
Ardith said: “Pity. That would be Gureth. He was one of our residents, but he had trouble fitting in. That gort he would sneak out to indulge in must have finally caught up to him.”
“I’m sorry.”
She scanned his face, distorting Maxwell’s sympathy for her fellow villager with a notion that he could stare into those eyes for hours. She eventually said: “None of us felt especially close to him, but I’m sure that wherever he is now, he’ll appreciate the sentiment.”
Ardith turned to continue back to the village.
“I’m more than willing to help out,” said Maxwell.
“Help out? Oh, as a guest we wouldn’t expect you to.”
“All the same, I’m offering.”
Ardith said: “Thank you, I’ll pass that along to the Elders.”
“How many do you think they’ll send?”
“How many what?”
Maxwell frowned. “You know, to go get… what did you call him? Gureth?”
It was Ardith’s turn to frown. “Get him? But you said he was dead.”
“Well, yeah, but won’t you want to…” the look of complete confusion on his host’s high-cheekboned face cut him off. Maxwell tried to stay quiet for a moment, but ultimately his curiosity couldn’t be denied. “It’s just that where we come from, we dig a hole in the ground and bury our dead. Or, some folks choose to be… ah… sorry.”
Ardith’s horrified expression softened. “I’m sorry, Maxwell. Here I am, holding a degree in anthropology, allowing myself to be shocked by other people’s customs. Gureth’s resting place, out there in the open country, will make as fine of a laying-yard as possible. We’ll go retrieve him when he’s ready for milling.”
“Okay,” said Maxwell, “I suppose I should be learning your customs, since I’m the stranger here.”
“Changing the subject,” Ardith said, resuming the walk back to the village, “have you seen a boy and young woman running around?”
<+>
As soon as the stranger followed Ardith toward the village, Barton stood up. “Did you feel it?”
Luume stood as she asked: “Feel what?”
Internally, Barton kicked himself for asking. “Uh, never mind.”
For now, his sister still held a height advantage, and she stepped closer to use it. “Feel what?”
Barton let his breath out, and looked at the backs of Ardith and the stranger. “That man is…” he searched for some way to avoid using the S word around his sister. “He’s completely devoid of magic. There’s absolutely no magical aura about him. Something else is there, something weird, a scrap of that disturbance I felt night before last, but it’s definitely not magic.”
Luume glowered at the mere mention of the m word but didn’t scold him over it. Instead, she asked: “Do you think it’s got something in common with his hair? No magic, dead hair, classical language—is he some kind of walking dead? Or maybe a golem?”
“He sounded much too articulate for that, didn’t he? Although that was a strange accent he had. They apparently say ‘aah’ instead of ‘r’ where he’s from.”
“I hope the Elders know what to do with him.”
Barton turned to follow the adults as they returned to the village. “Forget the Elders. I want to see what’s going on!”
Tancritus glanced at his fingernails, and pushed back the cuticle of his index finger with his left thumb. “Interesting events in the den of the Doomsday Woman?”
“They’ve grown quite interesting, Mr. Stone; otherwise I wouldn’t have risked talking to you.”
The wiry man kept his hood up, obscuring his face from the visitor. His legs dangled off the edge of the roof where they sat; below stretched another roof of an adjacent building two stories shorter. “I understand it’s a risk, but Flox doesn’t strike me as a paranoid woman.”
“Other followers, on the other hand, are,” said the woman on the rooftop next to him. She also kept her head cowled, though Tancritus knew what she looked like.
“Oh, you’ll never find me criticizing one’s desire for precaution. What are these developments, then?”
“She claims the disturbance, that anti-magical one of a few nights ago, is the beginning of the end.”
“Hardly surprising. I’d expect no less from a doomsday prophetess, given the unusual nature of that event.”
“But there’s more to it than that. She’d been saying all along that something was going to tear at the fabric of existence, damage the strands of magical energy that binds everything together… it’s a little too similar to actual events to be—”
“You’re not telling me you’re truly a believer, my dear?”
The woman coughed into a closed fist. “Mr. Stone, I never said I wasn’t a believer. You offered payment for information and assistance, and I accepted.”
“Yes,” said Tancritus, “but beliefs do have a bearing on where one’s loyalties lie. They also help me put your information in proper context. But you didn’t risk discovery by your group to have a debate with me. So, Flox is convinced this is the beginning of the end. What comes next, does she think?”
“She’s not sure, and doesn’t even have a timetable. But she said she caught a glimpse of a man. She hasn’t fully comprehended what his involvement is; she’s never seen him before. But there is some connection between this man and the disturbance.”
Under his hood, Tancritus raised his eyebrows. “Interesting. Who is this man? Where is he?”
She said: “She doesn’t know. It was a brief glimpse, in a vision.”
“Hmmph. You will, of course, contact me again if you learn more?”
“Of course, provided my—”
“Yes, yes, of course payment continues. Does your paranoia create a need to change arrangements?”
“No, Mr. Stone. Thank you.”
The woman levitated away, lowering herself to the rooftop below.
<+>
“How trustworthy is she, Tancritus?”
After the rooftop meeting, the lackey found sitting in the Coordinator’s office, talking to his employer the way a clerk would talk to his lending-house owner, almost boring. The man on the opposite side of the wood desk wore a simple but spotless tunic. Nothing on his head concealed his advancing baldness, and his eyes, while capable of a direct look, would hardly be considered those of a raptor. The lack of ostentation and cultivation of a bland appearance had much to do with his master’s quest to remain anonymous.
“Hard as it may be to believe,” Tancritus told him, “this one might be counted on more than most. Not only does she have an addiction to the finer things in life, but she also has a most profound fear of being discovered as a traitor. We can hang that over her, use it if she needs to be motivated.”
The Coordinator nodded, and continued scratching totally unrelated notes on a parchment in front of him. People that didn’t know the man like Tancritus did might assume his attention was diverted, and would be quite incorrect. The Coordinator could attend a social gathering, and in a crowded, noisy room, listen in on others’ conversations while carrying on one of his own.
“Were it anyone other than Flox,” said his master, “I’d be inclined to dismiss this ‘vision’. That woman is more in tune with the flow and fibers of magicka running through our world than most. If our, ah, employee gets any sort of description of the man from her vision, I’ll be most interested.”
“She’s got her instructions.”
His employer set down his writing quill and folded his hands on the parchment. “This… anomaly, or whatever it’s to be called, has forced me to keep your plate rather full, Tancritus. Have I probed the limits of your endurance yet?”
It was the last thing he’d expected the man across the desk to ask, and Tancritus didn’t know whether to be touched by the sudden compassion, or wounded at the implication that he might get fatigued.
“You know, sir,” he said, trying not to betray either emotion, “I’m here to do anything you need done. Even if it meant foregoing sleep and meals.”
“Oh, please don’t think I underestimate your dedication. I know you’d gladly work yourself to collapse.” The Coordinator didn’t need to mention how he’d picked the young Tancritus out of a group of other wretched street-orphans at that abusive work-hostel. How he’d offered employment, clean clothes, and education to the boy; how, had the Coordinator not intervened in his life, the best Tancritus could have managed was mine labor or a life among the bone-millers.
“I simply want to make sure you’re at the top of your game,” his employer continued. “Events have become like an important charger-race, if you’re into analogies, perhaps the most important of the season. It’d be tragic for a lesser competitor to edge out my fastest steed to because I’d excessively winded him in training.”
“Be assured, my lord, I’m most fresh. How can one not be… energized by the fear and respect I’m shown by all these people, due to how you’ve positioned me?”
“Of course, my good fellow. Understand I have the utmost confidence in you. Just remember that I can call on others if you’re feeling overtaxed… you need only tell me. Fatigue and overwork, even in the best people, might lead to an oversight or lapse in vigilance.”
“I understand, my lord. You can be assured that won’t be a concern.”
“Excellent. In any event, you might receive a little respite. A meeting of the Advisory Board has been scheduled; since it’s only been a few days since last they convened, I wouldn’t be surprised if they plan to discuss the disturbance. It’s the sort of thing I’ll be taking a personal interest in. What I hear may well determine our next course of action.”
The City of Burkand began as a fisher/gatherer village on a peninsula at the confluence of the Moagal and Armrend Rivers. The two already sizeable waterways join to form the mighty Tarnelle River, the largest on the continent, which flows toward the ocean over a distance that requires two weeks for most downstream barges to traverse.
Burkand existed for centuries as a provincial trading post, growing into a significant mercantile city in the Tarne Empire. Those working the barges and ships usually spent their hard-earned money on the transitory pleasures of a difficult life. Work-sculpted men would roam the dirt streets, or the sun-grayed boardwalks, looking for the cheapest version of whatever vice they felt like indulging in that evening.
The chaotic architectural style of the buildings that crowd its streets are due to that long civic existence as well as Burkand’s confluence of cultures, a mirror of the merging of river waters. The Moagal—which means ‘ill-tempered’ in the long-gone tongue of the people that originally inhabited its banks—brought a stream of hardy, raw-boned agricultural folk of the same name from the west, while the Armrend—a name most likely derived from the squat, powerful lizards that lurked just under its surface, waiting to sink their razor-toothed jaws into unsuspecting prey—traced a path from the northwest and followed the foothills of the Jogarine mountains. The barges of ore, timber, and precious metal that came down the Armrend were teamed by the looming, hairy foresters of Onadine or the short, stocky, and hilariously foul-mouthed mountain folk of Jogar.
Visit: http://www.smashwords.com/books/view/35021 to purchase this book to continue reading. Show the author you appreciate their work!