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Chapter One
Correl
As I woke to the sound of dogs growling and the wind whining through my open front door, I knew that I shouldn’t have drunk so much at last night’s party. I had come home about two in the morning and flopped into bed, barefoot but otherwise fully dressed. While I slept, some Crystal Mage had unraveled my defenses, unlocked my door long-distance, and let his – or more likely, her – possessed pooches in to eat me. Even through my grogginess I could sense the blood-tang of Crystal magic, and I had a very bad feeling about whose it was.
I hate fighting. I train in it rigorously, both magical combat and the physical sort, but I avoid it whenever possible. Fighting is unpleasant, dangerous, and messy. Even more than fighting in general, I hate fighting with a hangover, but it was unlikely that Karla’s hit-dogs (if it was Karla) were going to be polite and wait until I was at my best. Necessity begets action, and it was time, unfortunately, to put my training to the test.
I rolled out of bed, landing on my feet and drawing on the Star to augment my strength and speed, just as the first of the three dogs butted through my bedroom door. It came at me and I planted a bare foot in its gut, throwing it hard against the wall and eliciting a yelp. In the process, I touched its mind and felt, through it, the mind of its mistress. Yes, it was Karla, as I’d suspected, and this was very much a metaphor for our entire relationship.
She’d been at Lightning’s party, too, but had drunk only fruit juice and mineral water. Karla doesn’t drink alcohol, and never has in all the years I’ve known her. She uses no drugs of any kind, unless one counts espresso. Her vices reside in other, much darker areas of life. I had a feeling at the time that she had something on her mind. It had been ten years since she last had anything nice on her mind for me, so I knew it probably wouldn’t be something I’d like. I had expected an attack, but I hadn’t expected it so soon. Perhaps that, too, was an effect of the booze. I should have known better, but with Karla, mistakes on my part are normal. That party was the first time I’d seen her in years. Her presence was probably the reason I drank more than I should have.
The second dog went for my arm, but I ducked under its jaws, grabbed it by the neck, rolled back and tossed it into the first one. They tumbled together and one of them bit the other, which distracted them for a few seconds while Karla struggled to keep control. I used those seconds to complete my roll, punch the third dog in the jaw, and race through the door and down the hall to my temple. There, leaning against the altar, underneath the image of the Star and the statues of the Lord and Lady, was my ritual sword, a katana. Unlike a lot of ritual swords, mine is a good blade and I keep it sharp. So when I drew and swung it into the dog on my heels at the last moment, it cut deep into the neck, severing important arteries and bathing my temple in blood. That would have enhanced my strength if Star Mages were into blood sacrifice, which we’re not, and if I’d done the appropriate rituals first, which I hadn’t. It did eliminate an attacker, though, and that would do.
It wasn’t hard to finish off the other two dogs now that I was armed, and then I stood, panting and very upset, with a big mess to clean up. At least my hangover was gone, thanks to the adrenaline surge and the power of the Star.
After stuffing the dog bodies into garbage bags and giving the floor a good mopping, I summoned a sprite to take care of the bloodstains. I opened a door into the Background Realm and left the dog bodies there for the scavengers. Then I shaved, put on my shoes and jacket, and made my way through the drizzle of a Seattle fall morning to the Eye of the Storm café, where I hoped to find Karla and have a talk.
***
Karla Jasovich made my life what it is today. Because of her, the years drip from my body like water from a raincoat. Thanks to Karla, I can do things only a handful of people, perhaps two hundred in the whole world, can do. It’s because of her that I can open a gateway to the world of dreams and step through, flesh and all. Karla, through the pain she caused me and the near-miss of suicide, gave me the power to take the form of a bird and fly, to perform great feats of strength and speed, to heal terrible injuries in seconds and pull the dying from the brink. I had been a sorcerer of the ordinary sort – if that’s not an oxymoron – since I was twelve years old. Thanks to Karla, today I’m a wizard from a fairy tale.
I will be in love with Karla as long as I live, I think. She scares me witless. And in the depths of my heart, I hate her.
I guess what happened when I was nearly twelve is as good a place to start the story as any. Picture a hot summer day by a lake, on a backpacking trip with friends and family. I’d been sent to gather firewood. I had a good double-armload and was about ready to go back, when for a reason unknown to me I suddenly tossed my burden to the ground and squatted on the lake shore, looking into the eyes of my reflection in the water. The air was still. My reflection was clear. It displayed the pinched face of a boy on the threshold of puberty, with uncombed curly brown hair and hazel eyes. The sun dazzled me. A light breeze began to blow and rippled the water. The image changed. I no longer saw myself, but a young woman, dark-haired and dark-eyed, very pretty. Her face burned, as with the reflected sunlight, into my memory: square chin, prominent forehead, sweet smile, wide-set beautiful eyes. Dolphin’s face, I know now, but of course I had never met her then. She spoke: “Go to the library on your birthday. You will meet a teacher. Learn what she has to teach. Take the first step on the road.” The breeze rippled the water again, and she was gone, my face returned.
I told Dolphin of this vision and others years later. She remembered none of it, so she certainly didn’t send the vision consciously. She could have done it unconsciously, or the Star could have, but it need not have been either of them. It could just as easily have been me, or all three of us, or merely a ripple of fate. The dream world does not recognize individual identity. Truth there is fluid. Dolphin’s face and voice were frequent companions over the next ten years, as I grew in the art. Only Karla managed to drive her away, and only temporarily.
I splashed some water on my face. Then I picked up my load of wood and took it back to camp. I said nothing about the vision to anyone. My parents, rock-hard atheists, would not have understood. Neither would my friends. If I seemed distant and preoccupied for the rest of the trip, nobody remarked on it. I was often like that.
On my birthday, in August, I went to the library as the woman in my vision had instructed me. I wandered about, browsing the bookshelves in the history section, the science fiction and fantasy section, and the art section, as I normally did. I pulled a book with drawings by M.C. Escher from the shelf and thumbed through it. I had of course seen all these drawings before. Escher was one of my favorites, with his spatial paradoxes, impossible creatures, and dream world weirdness. I took the book with me into the lobby, winding blindly among the tables and couches. I was mesmerized, as usual, by “Hand with Reflecting Sphere” and its intimations of sorcery and crystal-gazing – although in those days I knew next to nothing of those arts – and almost bumped into her. A hand reached up and tapped the book. Embarrassed, I lowered it and looked upon the hand’s owner, a woman with an amused smile.
“Sorry,” I said.
“Not a problem,” she said, “you stopped in time.” She glanced down at my sneakers, which had stopped about two inches from her open-toed sandals.
“Oh, God,” I said, “I’m really sorry.”
“I said it’s not a problem,” she said. “Here, why don’t you sit down. There are plenty of chairs.”
I sat then in a lounge chair next to the one she occupied. She was rather pretty, I thought. She had a waterfall of flame red hair, a pale face full of freckles, and bright blue eyes. She wore a yellow t-shirt and blue jeans along with the sandals, and had a nice, fit body. I had no sense for grown people’s ages at that time, on my twelfth birthday, but in my memory she seems about thirty. That could be entirely wrong, though, either because my memories are distorted or because she was a mage. Ordinary mages – those not of the Star or Crystal – can’t shed the years completely, but some can slow down the aging process and seem much younger than they are. Could she? I have no idea to this day.
“My name’s Belinda,” she said, holding out her hand. “What’s yours?”
“Correl,” I told her, shaking her hand and pronouncing it with the accent on the second syllable. “Correl Brannigan.”
“Good to meet you, Correl,” Belinda said. “Now, I have a sense for these things, and something tells me that this may not be just a chance meeting brought on by your eyes being buried in a book. What do you think?”
“I don’t know,” I said. “I’m supposed to be meeting a teacher here. Are you a teacher?”
The blue eyes narrowed. “I am. But I only teach very special people. What sort of teacher are you looking for?”
I told her about the vision I’d seen and what the woman had told me to do. She nodded. “Well, let’s see. Hold up your right hand, please, and shut your eyes. No, turn your palm around so it’s facing me. That’s right. Now keep your eyes closed.”
I felt something touch my palm, moving from right to left across it, almost but not quite as if she were breathing on it. It tingled a little and felt warm, whatever it was. The feeling moved to the bottom of my hand and then rose up to the tips of my fingers. I opened my eyes – I couldn’t help it – and saw her forefinger pointing at my fingertips, held about a foot away. As I watched, she waggled the finger back and forth and traced zig-zags across my hand, and I felt the touch of something, as if she were drawing lines on my skin with a feather.
“What did you feel?” she asked. I told her what it felt like, and she said, “Good. You can learn, then. But I wonder if you have the discipline. How are your grades in school?”
“All As,” I said. It was true.
“Well, that’s both good and bad,” Belinda said. “Good because it shows you have intelligence and focus, but bad because it suggests you may lack the imagination, the touch of the dream world, needed for this.”
“For what?” I asked.
“For magic,” she said. My mouth went dry, and I heard a roaring in my ears. She laughed, probably at the expression on my face. “For magic,” she said again. “Do you want to be a sorcerer?”
I swallowed. “Is there such a thing?”
She snorted. “After what you saw in the lake, and what you felt just now, do you really need to ask? Of course there is! But the question is this, Correl. Do you want to know what magic is? Do you want to know its secrets?”
I nodded. Suddenly I felt very sure, not so much that I wanted these things, as that I had to have them. Magic was in my life whether I understood it or not. I was better off understanding. “What is magic?”
She shook her head. “I can’t just tell you that. But I can show you how to find out for yourself. That’s what each person has to do, you see. Although I think that if anyone can put magic into scientific terms and explain its nuts and bolts, you may turn out to be that person. But first you have to know it, and there’s only one way to do that. And it won’t be easy! It will be the hardest thing you’ve ever tried. It always is. Nobody can become a mage unless the magic itself pulls them along. It’s humanly impossible, except that magic makes it possible, just like so much else. So, let’s begin.”
She taught me some exercises, breathing and meditation, simple things like that, with no magic in them at all that I could see. But when I did a breathing exercise under her direction, something happened. It felt as if I was standing in a stream, and the water was rising up higher with each breath, as if my breath were a pump. The water was warm. My eyes were closed, and as I breathed it rose to my waist, and then up my chest to my neck. I had to stop then, because I was afraid I wouldn’t be able to breathe if it rose any further.
“Practice that until it rises over your head, and you can still breathe,” she told me. “Then we’ll talk some more. I’ll be here every Sunday.”
It took me three weeks.
I later learned that the breathing exercise itself was difficult for a lot of people. For me, it was easy. I mastered the ability to control the timing of my breaths and to breathe under conscious direction on my first try. The world’s mana responded immediately as well, and that is also difficult for many people. But every time, as those waters rose to my chin, I had to stop. I could not go on. I knew that if I didn’t stop, I was going to drown.
Now look, I’m not stupid. I knew perfectly well that that wasn’t real water. For one thing, my clothes were always completely dry after each exercise. I knew, with my rational mind, that I was in no danger of drowning. But as I felt the wet warmth rise higher and higher on my body, fear mastered my control and I found myself lifting my chin like a desperate swimmer and gasping, and the flow of mana died every time.
“What you fear is not really drowning,” Belinda told me. “You fear the magic itself. It responds to you beautifully, Correl. Your talent is remarkable. But you need to learn to surrender to it, to trust it. Until you do, your fear will always be a barrier.”
It was my dream woman who helped me across in the end. I was deep into the exercise for what seemed like the millionth time. The water had risen to the middle of my chest. The fear had just started to rise with it, not enough yet to stop it. Inhale, counting to four. Hold, counting to four. (The water rose to my collarbones.) Exhale, counting to four. (To the base of my neck.) Inhale – and she was there, so beautiful, her smile so kind. She put her hands on either side of my face and looked into my eyes. “Fear nothing,” she said. “This is how you come to me.” I thought, for one wild moment, that she might be a ghost, and that if I drowned I would be able to join her. It was worth it. Hold, counting to four. The water rose over my chin. Exhale, counting to four. It was over my mouth. Hold, counting to four. It was over my nose, just under my eyes. The moment of truth! Inhale – not water, but air charged with power that expanded to fill my whole body. The tide of magic rose above my head. But it was not water. It was fire, warm and gentle fire that would never harm me, but always give me joy.
I kept on for half an hour. I know because I checked a clock afterwards. My body seemed to dissolve. My spirit floated in pure light, and shone with light as if I were a star. I could no longer see my angel. I could no longer see anything. But I felt her presence, and it seemed so full of love that I thought I would die of it. In that moment, I became a mage. Everything after that moment was only filling in the details, until the Star initiation itself.
Belinda was delighted. She began to teach me more than simple exercises. She taught me how the flows of magic follow the mind’s whims and how the mind itself spreads out from the center of consciousness like the Internet. The words “my mind” have the same connotations for a mage as “my world,” not “my hand.” I learned that “it’s in my mind” is another way of saying “it exists,” and that the boundaries we draw between the mind and the world are a fiction. She taught me the art of journeying in the spirit vision, leaving my body behind. Sometimes I would travel through the world of matter that way, seeing visions of real things mixed with fantasy and dream. Sometimes I made voyages into the dream world depths, far from the physical plane.
She taught me of the four elements, Fire, Water, Air, and Earth, and all the things they stood for. On one level, they were older, more romantic words for the elements Emotion, Imagination, Thought, and Sensation, from which all reality is made, but they had other meanings as well. She showed me how the planets and stars, the mountains and the ocean and the earth itself, and the deities and saints of all mythologies and all religions, could be called upon to raise power. All of it was woven together into the great tapestry of creation. A mage, she taught me, could neither bind himself by the limitations of any ordinary faith, nor despise its gods, for all gods tap one power or another and ultimately every one of them is an image of the All.
“The All,” she said to me once, “is what every mage seeks. Every person, for that matter, seeks the All, though most don’t realize it.”
“What is the All?” I asked.
“Doesn’t the word tell you?” she said. “It is everything. It’s the One from which the Many have come. We come from it as well, and to it we must one day return.”
“Do you think I’ll find it?” I asked.
“No one finds it,” she said. “It finds you. And you can’t see it, you can only become it. But I think you’ve been close to it already.”
I learned the practical side of magic, too. I learned what it can do and what it can’t. Belinda didn’t seem to understand, or particularly care, why a mage could move weather fronts weighing hundreds of tons, but could not levitate a pebble, or why we can tap into the emotions of other people but not hold a telepathic conversation. Belinda’s mind was never that of a scientist. I eventually worked it out for myself, that all magic in its practical effects involved juggling probabilities, but not until I was in college.
It’s subtle stuff, magic, but heady. I can still remember the thrill the first time I spoke to the storm and made it obey.
Belinda continued teaching me for a year. Then she told me I was ready to move on, and said goodbye. I never saw her again. By that time I had already started exploring what I could find in books – Butler, Crowley, Mathers, and others – and it was true that I had gone beyond what she could teach. I had begun having fantasies of a more intimate kind involving Belinda, which may be another reason she left. Of course she sensed my feelings. I made no attempt to hide them. It would have made an interesting story, to say that she had initiated me into that other set of mysteries, but not a true one.
By the time I met Karla, 10 years after that first experience with magic, I had settled on a pattern I was happy with. My personal deities were those of Wicca, the Goddess and God in their various forms. Upon this framework I hung my studies of the Qaballah, Yoga, alchemy, astrology, and all the knowledge I had gained in exploration of the dream world and conversations with spirits. I had studied with several more teachers, and I had taught others the basics, learning from them as well.
Besides magic, I learned that I had a talent for painting, and that became my other obsession. When it came time to go to college, I chose the University of Washington because it was close – my family lived in Seattle – and majored in fine arts. I painted fantasy scenes mostly, visions from my dream world voyages. Even when I painted images from the physical world, there was always an emotional tint from the world of dream. It might be wonder or horror, bliss or fear, but always it was something to take the viewer beyond the narrow boundaries that shut in the normal mind.
My dream woman visited me often. I took comfort from the touch of her heart, and guidance from her words. I had a feeling she might be a real, physical woman, and I looked for her everywhere I went, but didn’t find her.
Then one morning at the beginning of my senior year of college, as I dressed hurriedly to head for the first day of a music class, she came to me and said goodbye. I would not see her again for over six years, and when I did, I saw her in the flesh, as I lay on the threshold of death.
***
There is always at least one store catering to occultists in every city of significant size. Seattle has three. There’s Path to Unity in the International District, which focuses on Eastern mysticism and doubles as a Chinese herb shop. In the University District you’ll find Samhain Books, which tilts towards the darker side of the Art and is also a little bit sleazy and run-down.
The third and, in my opinion, best is the Eye of the Storm on Capitol Hill, corner of Broadway and Pine. It boasts the second-finest collection of occult literature I’ve ever seen, with a selection of out-of-print collectors’ items and even a shelf of handwritten manuscripts. It includes a locked case of old, powerful talismans collected from around the world and wrapped in consecrated silk, and a whole room devoted to the products of a local alchemist of genius. Best of all it has the delightful coffee shop of the same name connected to it. Lightning, the proprietor, has the same golden touch for acquiring coffee beans that he does for magical tomes, tools, and talismans. He also bakes some killer pastries and has the waistline to show it.
The great thing about the Eye of the Storm café is that it gives mages a place and reason to congregate socially, which a bookstore/supply shop really doesn’t. If you want to meet others in the Art, the Eye is a great place to go. Everyone in town except the most reclusive and paranoid sip their lattes there and munch on Lightning’s fat pills, sitting in the stuffed chairs, playing chess on the sets built into the tables, or reclining on the Roman-style couches. They peruse their tomes of hidden lore, work out formulas on scratch paper, pore over the offerings of their laptops, or kick back with a novel or a newspaper, under the benign gaze of the saints, deities, and mythical beasts populating the walls. Just about everyone in the Art pops in from time to time, and if they live in the area and are familiar with it, they go there regularly for the morning coffee and pastries. So I had reason to believe I might run into Karla that morning, although it was also possible she would avoid the place today for that very reason.
Lightning was on duty behind the counter, as he always was first thing in the morning. The smell of perfectly brewed coffee and sweet hot sticky buns drove the lingering aroma of dead dog from my mind. There were three customers already, at a quarter to eight, all locals. Karla was not in evidence.
“Morning, Lightning,” I said. He turned his hirsute head and focused a perfectly clear eye on me. How it managed to be so clear when after his all-night party he’d gotten up at 4:30 to open the coffee shop is one of those mysteries the Order of the Star doesn’t teach. But he is a mage. Not a Star Mage, nor, thank the Gods, a Crystal Mage, but quite capable.
“Good morning, Correl,” he said. “Didn’t expect to see you this early.” Lightning is a big, hairy man. He’s over six foot five, and very big around. He must weigh more than three hundred pounds, and while a good bit of that is fat, there’s plenty of muscle under there, too. When I say hairy, I mean all over, like a throwback to a primordial furry sapient. I joined him and his group once for a skyclad ritual (that’s witch talk for “unclothed” if you didn’t know) and while the sight of a naked Lightning is not aesthetically appealing, it is most certainly impressive. Even clothed, he’s hairy, having a head of gray-shot brown hair down to his shoulders and a beard that Odin would envy. But, however barbaric his appearance, there’s nothing primitive about his brain.
“Yeah, it’s early,” I said, “but the day’s already started going to the dogs. I thought I’d drop by and see if I can retrieve some of it.”
“Sorry about that, but it’s good to see you,” he said, grinning. “What will you have?”
“Double soy latte and a sticky bun,” I told him.
“Decaf?”
“You know me better than that.”
“Just seeing if you were awake. If you’d said yes, I’d still have served you the real thing, since you’d obviously need it.”
After getting and paying for my coffee and pastry, I asked him, “Seen Karla this morning?” He gave me the eye again.
“No,” he said. “It’s early for her, though. She comes in at 9:15 every day, regularly. I thought you knew that.”
I shrugged. “I do, but there was a chance she might have varied her routine this morning.”
He shook his head. “She never does. I can set my clock by her. Hey, do me a favor, okay? Don’t start any fights in my place.”
“Of course not!”
“It’s just that you look like you’re mad at her. I mean, more than usual.”
“What gives you that idea? I just want to talk to her about something.”
The eye again, and a shrug. “Whatever. Just no blood.”
“I promise.”
If Karla stuck to her schedule, I had a little more than an hour. Probably a good thing. I needed some espresso, and some time to prepare before she arrived.
***
About 15 minutes after my dream woman said goodbye, I met Karla.
I arrived at my music class a few minutes late and found a seat behind a tall woman with long dark-red hair. I tried to focus on the professor’s lecture, but as the woman ran the fingers of her left hand through the straight thickness of her hair, I found myself staring at the contrast between the pale skin of her hand and her neck, and the dark auburn locks. My nose and ears joined my eyes in fascination over her subtle perfume and the soft rustle as her fingers combed through her hair. Then my magical senses kicked into consciousness, touching her mind with a rapt I know her! and putting my other senses into perspective.
She turned around. I found myself trapped speechless by the most beautiful green eyes I had ever seen. She smiled. “Hi,” she said. “My name’s Karla.” She held out her hand, and I took it.
“Correl,” I said, finding my voice. “Correl Brannigan.” She nodded, and turned back to the lecture. I did, too, and tried to take notes, but my mind was gone to Heaven or Hell. For five years after that, I was never sure which.
We began dating, going to museums and free concerts – neither of us being exactly well-heeled in those days – and talking a lot. She was into the magical arts, like me, and we both knew it instantly. The subject emerged about a week after that first meeting, when we were sitting at a café on campus drinking tea. Out of the blue, she smiled knowingly.
“You’re a sorcerer,” she said.
“Yes,” I answered, without surprise that she knew. “So are you.”
She nodded. “I have been all my life. I remember feeling the power before I could talk.”
“Any particular path?”
“Oh, some Wicca, some Tantra, some Hermetic, and a lot out of my own head.” She looked at me and smiled again. “How about you?”
“Much the same,” I said. “I’m very eclectic. I spent some time with Moondew’s group on Bainbridge Island last year, but these days I do everything solo.”
She ran her hand up my right arm to my shoulder and across, lightly, to my bare neck. “Not quite everything, I hope,” she said.
I shivered, and said nothing. She withdrew her hand, smiled again sheepishly, finished her tea and left.
We both resisted having sex for almost three months, although the desire was overwhelming. It was a little too overwhelming, perhaps. Frightening, it was so intense. Then again, perhaps we were both aware on a subliminal level of how it would end, and were reluctant to see it begin. When it finally happened, it was like a dam bursting, or the eruption of a long-dormant volcano. We didn’t even talk about it or consciously decide. One day we were walking on campus after a class, and found ourselves heading for my apartment. The closer we came, the faster my heart beat. I could feel what was going to happen. I knew she could, too.
When we were almost there, I stopped, took her in my arms and kissed her. The world vanished. My ears rang. My body melted like candle wax, and took my mind with it.
After the universe had run time’s course through to its end, been reborn, and come full circle to that moment, we separated into two distinct people once more. She was breathing hard. I was, too.
“Promising,” she said. I nodded, unable to talk, barely able to think.
Although I was aroused beyond reason or control, a part of me shivered as much with unease as with desire. As I climbed the stairs with her to my apartment, as we both shed our clothes on the way to the bedroom, and the scent of her filled my brain, I felt as if I were offering myself in sacrifice, and not to any benign goddess, either. I didn’t know why. Karla’s nails tore into my back. She cried her pleasure like a predator at the kill. Her back arched beneath me like a trap about to spring, and her legs and arms latched onto me and pulled me in as if she were devouring me body and soul.
“Wow,” she said afterwards, lying in the sweat that had dripped into my sheets. She looked at me and smiled, then rose up and kissed me. “You” – kiss – “are” – kiss - “amazing.”
My own feelings were mixed. She was amazing, too – but some monster swam under the surface of Karla’s ocean, something that I didn’t understand and instinctively distrusted. I wondered what I had gotten myself into.
She moved her things in the next day. We didn’t talk about it. We just both knew it was going to happen, and so it did.
I was uneasy. My forebodings should have made me refuse. But I couldn’t have said no even if I had known, rather than just felt, what was to come.
Karla and I lived together for five years of bliss and misery, of fights so intense they left us bleeding, of passion so powerful we regularly fell asleep exhausted. Five years of Heaven. Five years of Hell.
***
Snapshots from a memory album:
“But that’s nonsense,” she said.
“No, it’s not,” I insisted. “Look, I don’t know where you got your training from, but that’s one of the oldest laws known. What you do comes back to you. You can’t go around casting curses on people without it returning to curse you, too.”
“Of course,” she said, tossing her hair impatiently. “That’s not what’s nonsense. The nonsense is thinking that what goes out a curse will come back a curse. What’s a curse for someone else may be a blessing to me, if I pick it right.”
I shook my head. “Some things are constants, Karla. You have to live. You have to love. You have to –”
“I don’t have to be a simpering, naïve, fluff-bunny fool,” she grated. “Look, Correl. I love you, and I know you love me, but there are some things you just don’t understand.”
“You’ve got that right,” I muttered.
“Well, then leave Julia to me,” she insisted. “I’m not going to put up with her stealing my deal with Thoringer. I warned her about it, but she didn’t listen.” She closed her eyes and took a deep breath.
“Karla,” I said. She opened her eyes and looked at me. “I don’t want you cursing Julia here. Not in our apartment.”
She stood up. “Fine,” she said quietly, and headed for the door.
“Are you coming back?” I asked as she stood in the open doorway.
“Maybe,” she said. “Maybe you should hope I don’t.”
She did, and our lovemaking that night set new records for ferocity.
Julia, the songwriter who had muscled in on Karla’s business with Bud Thoringer and his band, was arrested a week later for credit-card fraud. I never found out what happened with that.
***
An all-too-typical fight on the way home from a movie, after I handed a hundred dollars to a ragged woman with a haunted-looking child. I’m not normally that generous. I’d just sold a painting for over a grand, though, and was feeling flush, and she seemed like a worthy cause. Karla disagreed.
“I can’t believe you did that,” she fumed.
Here we go, I thought. “It’s my money,” I said.
“It’s your stupidity, too,” she said. “And besides, while we’re living together it’s our money, not yours.” I started to speak, but she interrupted me. “I know, you earned it. But I’ve contributed everything I’ve made working as an accountant for three years, and everything I’ve made writing music, too. You haven’t lacked for anything, and haven’t had to work a regular job, because I believed in you. Still do. You’re a great artist, Correl. But you’re also a damned fool.”
“Look, Karla,” I said, “I don’t have any pretensions that a hundred bucks will turn that woman’s life around, but if I want this kind of good fortune to keep on flowing, I can’t be stingy with it. I have to share it, give to the world so the world will give back. I don’t think you understand that at all.”
She shook her head. “Yes, I do understand,” she said, “but it’s a matter of choice. Evolution, survival of the fittest, is as strong a force as generosity and compassion. Both are karma. Align yourself with evolution and you’ll go on gaining because you’re the strongest, the smartest, the most talented. You deserve to succeed. That pathetic hopeless bitch doesn’t. By giving to her, you’re wasting your power and insulting a key law of nature.” She pulled away from me and gritted her teeth. “Oh, God, we are never going to agree on things like this. Why are we together anyway?”
“Damned if I know,” I muttered.
Her head snapped up and her eyes blazed. “So that’s how it is? You’re going to give up now? Toss me out on the street? Well, fine.” She lengthened her stride, almost running the last few blocks to our apartment. I hurried after. At the door, she stopped.
“What are you following me for?” she said. “Afraid I’ll steal your stuff? I wouldn’t stoop to that, you –” Apparently unable to find an insult strong enough, she turned her key in the lock, tossed the door open so hard it slammed against the wall, and stormed into the apartment. She flung the door to our bedroom open with equal violence and started pulling her clothes out of the closet, tossing them onto the bed.
“Karla, wait,” I said.
“Why?” she said, not stopping.
“Because I don’t want you to go.”
“Yes you do.”
“Of course I don’t.”
“Yes, you do, you’re just too weak and stupid to realize it. Damn it, can’t you even be ruthless and cold towards me? I deserve it!” Tears spilled down her face.
“I don’t care,” I said.
“Yeah, that’s you all right,” she said. She stopped dismantling the closet and stomped into the kitchen, where she began pulling some of the dishes from the cabinet and stacking them on the table, choosing the ones she considered hers.
I took her shoulders in my hands and tried to pull her into my arms.
“Let me go!” she howled, and swung her fist into my face. Dazed, I staggered back. Her next few blows I blocked, retreating until we were next to the knife block. She grabbed a butcher knife in passing and struck at my face with it. I dodged. She came on, slashing at me repeatedly without connecting as I retreated, until my back was to a wall. The knife pressed against my throat.
A shudder went through Karla then, and with a cry she flung the knife at the floor, where it struck point-first into the hardwood, quivering. Then she flung her arms around me and buried her face in my chest, sobbing. After that we made our predictable way into the bedroom, where we fucked desperately on top of her piled garments, leaving them a soggy mass of wrinkles. She never pulled a weapon on me again after that. But otherwise nothing improved much.
***
Another day, after a magic ritual in celebration of the Summer Solstice:
Karla sighed. “I always feel like there should be more,” she said.
“What do you mean?”
“Well, don’t you? More to magic. We can shape fate. We can shape minds. We can travel in the spirit vision. We can speed healing, or cause harm. But look, see that?” She pointed to the statue of the Horned God, a Wiccan deity, standing beside the Goddess on our altar. Karla closed her eyes, held her breath, and concentrated. I could feel the power flowing through her and out of her, wrapping itself about the statue. But nothing happened that I could see. She sighed. “I feel like I should be able to pick it up with my mind. I want to shape matter. I want to make light and fire. I want to fly!”
“You want the deep-tier power,” I said.
“Is that what it’s called?”
“It’s what I call it,” I said. “I don’t know what anyone else calls it.”
She sat down before the altar and pulled me down beside her. “Tell me what it is,” she said, listening attentively.
“Magic,” I said, “is all about shifting probability.” She nodded. “We shape the odds of events out in the world, and we call it a blessing or a curse. We do it to the random firing of synapses in our brains, and we see visions, perceive things by magic. We do it to someone else’s brain and we shape their feelings and behavior. Except that we shouldn’t.”
She rolled her eyes. “Never mind that. Go on.”
“Well, all those things are random on the surface, right where we can see it. But the things you want to do, they involve events that don’t look random at all. I mean, the God’s statue is just sitting there, right? Following Newton’s first law, an object at rest remaining at rest. Nothing for a spell to work with.”
She nodded again.
“Except if you look under the surface, the statue is made of molecules, and all those molecules are moving randomly. Their movement cancels out, because it’s just as likely for one of them to zig down as to zag up. But what if you could change that probability like we can the ones we can see? Make it more likely for the molecules to zag up than to zig down, and you generate a net motion, and the thing rises.” I shrugged. “Everything solid is made of molecules, and below that level you have the reality of quantum mechanics, particle wave functions and probability clouds. Unlock that, and you’re into the fairy-tale zone.”
She grinned and clapped her hands. “Yes!” she cried. “That’s right! Oh, you’re so smart!” She hugged me. “Try.”
I tried. I reached into the statue, seeking to visualize the molecules that I knew were dancing under its deceptively solid appearance. I could sense them, or thought I could, dim little motes of inarticulate consciousness, skating on the edge of quantum indeterminacy, but also having a randomness of their own. I stroked them with my thoughts. I held out my hand and focused the power through that, willing the statue to free itself from the bonds of gravity and rise.
Nothing happened, of course.
Karla sighed. “Damn it. I know it should be possible. What do you suppose the problem is?”
“I don’t know. Maybe the universe doesn’t trust us with that kind of power.”
She gave me a dirty look. “The universe can go bugger itself,” she said. “The power is theoretically possible and we should be able to just take it.”
“Well, obviously it’s not that simple.” I sighed. “What would you do with it, anyway?”
She stood up in her robe, which was sheer silk and shaped itself to her body, and leaned against the altar. “I would live forever,” she said. “I would move in the shadows like a shadow myself, unseen. The whole world would be mine for the taking. Whatever I wanted, a little here, a little there, nothing to arouse suspicion. I would be like a spider in the web, like a shark in the water, like an owl in the night.” She danced then, a little pirouette around the temple, spinning across the hardwood floor, arms raised overhead.
“I would change shape,” she went on. “I would become a bird, and fly over the city watching everything that went on below, but nobody would know I was there.” She lowered her arms and looked at me. “What would you do?” she asked.
“I would heal the sick,” I said. “I’d save lives. Be a regular superhero. Probably end up saving someone from you.”
She bared her teeth. “You could try,” she said.
“I have a feeling,” I went on, “that power like that would only be given in trust. It should never be used for selfish ends.”
“There you go again,” she said. “Power isn’t ‘given.’ It’s seized. I just wish I knew how.”
I shook my head. “As long as that’s what you’re trying to do, I doubt you’ll succeed.” Then I laughed. “Listen to me. I doubt that I’ll succeed, either. Who do we know of that can do that kind of magic? And if you think about it, it’s crazy anyway. What if somebody with power like that had an unconscious death wish? He could destroy the whole universe. Or at least the planet. Those things are probably protected and it can’t be done.”
Karla looked down at the floor, frowning. “I don’t believe it,” she said. “I know it’s possible, Correl. I can smell it. And one day, I’m going to find it. I will.”
***
Five years of Heaven. Five years of Hell. An ending as perplexing as the beginning, and as out of my control. Did I ever have a choice about any of it?
One day I was painting in my studio, working on “Glory Stones,” which would sell for a nice sum at the gallery, although I didn’t know that then. I came out to take a break, wash my hands, have some coffee. Karla was standing by the door, with suitcases at her feet. I stood in shock. We’d been getting along fairly well the past few days. Nothing to foreshadow this at all.
“I’m leaving you,” she said quietly.
“Why?” I asked in a whisper.
“It’s time,” she said. “I need to go. You need me to go.”
I shook my head. “No,” I said. “I need you to stay. What are you talking about?”
“It’s time,” she repeated.
“Is there someone else?”
She shook her head. “Of course not. You would have known. It’s simply that your scruples are holding me back, Correl. I can’t achieve my full potential as long as I stay with you. So I have to go.” She opened the door and picked up the bags.
“Karla! Stop!”
She stepped outside.
“Can’t we talk?”
“There’s nothing to talk about, Correl. I’ve decided.”
Her face like a stone, she walked away, never looking back.
I don’t know how long it was before I managed to close the door. It was a long time, before I realized I was crying, standing in the open doorway with the tears running down my face.
Five years of Heaven, or of Hell, and then a sudden return to mortal life, except that I didn’t feel mortal so much as dead. She had been attached to me as if vines had grown through our flesh, binding us together, and now she had torn herself away and taken half of me with her. I felt raw, and at the same time bled out and empty.
One lives, somehow. One tries to love again. Finding other lovers wasn’t difficult, but finding one worthy of the title, in the wake of the hurricane that was Karla, proved impossible, for a very long time.
I lived my life in black and white after that for a little over a year, until an encounter with another woman, and a man, and a large piece of meteoric rock adorned with gold wire and gems, restored the color to the world.
***
Karla walked into the Eye of the Storm at 9:15 on the dot. Lightning was right, of course. One could set one’s watch by her, ordinarily. I only thought that recent events might have prompted a change in routine. In that, I was mistaken.
She smiled at me and waved, bold as brass, and proceeded to order something from Lightning. He looked at me nervously as he took her order, and I smiled what I hoped was a reassuring smile. I also hoped I had reason to reassure him, but just in case, I had used the time before she arrived to boost my personal defenses, not just to woolgather.
After getting her coffee and a cream cheese Danish, she sauntered right over to my table, assuming an invitation, and sat down. As always, her hair, her clothes, and everything about her were perfect. I suspect she siphons power from the Crystal for that purpose. She always was vain.
“Hi, Correl,” she said. “You’re looking good.”
“Thanks,” I said. “Although as you know, it’s no thanks to you.”
She shrugged. “You survived.”
“I did. Disappointed?”
“Not at all. I expected you to win that fight. It was just a way of getting your attention. And since you’re here, looking for me, it must have worked.”
“What makes you think I’m looking for you?” I said. She said nothing, just lifted an auburn eyebrow. “All right, I was looking for you. What if I’d lost? I was pretty drunk last night.”
“If you’d lost,” she said, “it would have meant you were too incompetent to be of any help in what I wanted your attention for. But I was sure you weren’t, and I was right.”
“I see. I think.”
“Besides, I can’t stand dogs. They’re so – messy. And sycophantic. No pride. It was a chance to get rid of three of the neighborhood’s most disagreeable specimens.” She paused, took a dainty bite of her pastry, and sipped her black espresso to flavor it. “So. Aren’t you going to ask me?”
“What you wanted my attention for, you mean?”
“Of course.”
“After going to all that trouble I’m sure you’ll tell me without being asked.”
“Ah, well, you’re right. But I can’t tell you here. Actually, this is something I need to show you, and I can only show you in Background. Are you willing to meet me there?”
“I don’t know. Who should we bring for seconds?”
“We’re not going to fight unless you start it,” she said. “I got your attention. You won the fight, you’re not even scratched, and if I know you, the mess is already cleaned up. This is important, but I knew if I just told you about it, you’d suspect I was up to something. So I hit you with something right from the beginning to get that out of the way.”
In its own weird Karla-logic fashion, that even made sense. “Let’s say you’re on the level. Why me? Why not another Crystal Mage?”
She sat silently for almost a minute, frowning. I sensed she was deciding whether or not to tell me something. Finally, she did. “I’m not sure I trust the Crystal in this.”
“That’s good sense, Karla. I would never trust it.”
She grimaced at me. “That’s just your scruples again. I’ve trusted it in all ways up to now and never been led wrong. By my standards, that is. But this is different. I found something in the Background that I’m worried about, something that might involve an intrusion into our world by something we don’t want in it. And I have a feeling the Crystal may be involved somehow.”
“Why?”
She shook her head. “I can’t explain that yet. I have to show you the Stairway first. Then it may make sense. I could be completely wrong, about the Stairway or about the Crystal’s connection to it. But if I’m right, then the Star is the only power available that can be trusted. I’ll want you to shoot this up to Dolphin and see what she thinks.”
“Well, if the Crystal’s involved in – whatever this is – what makes you so sure the Star isn’t?”
“I’m not. I’m not sure of anything. I’m going on instinct. I’d like a second opinion.” She smiled at me, fair to melt my heart had I not known perfectly well she had none herself. “We may not see eye to eye on a lot of things, but I know you’re not stupid.”
I nodded. “Very well. I’ll probably regret this, but I’ll meet you in the Background. Where and when?”
“The Library of Thoth, eight o’clock tonight. Will that work for you?”
“Yeah, I guess so.”
“You know the Library, don’t you?”
It was my turn to grimace at her.
“Okay, I’m sorry,” she said. “Insulting question. Well, good, that’s settled. I’ll see you tonight.”
And then she actually bent over and kissed me. It took me completely by surprise, a chaste kiss by comparison with the passion of bygone times, but still a kiss, gentle yet offering a tentative heat. I sat, stunned, unable to move or speak. I’m sure the expression on my face was profoundly stupid. Then she left, with half her pastry on the table uneaten.
I finished it for her. No sense letting Lightning’s hard work go to waste. I said goodbye to him and walked out the door in a daze.
Chapter Two
Karla
To be fully oneself is to be a mystery to others. That’s why hardly anyone does it. Most people do not want to be a mystery. They want to be comprehensible, to fit into the comfortable patterns that allow us to love tamely, safe from the hazards of freedom, protected from the truth.
Even my Correl, who in his own way is a great mage, has truths he dares not face. I know that one of these, is he thinks I do not love him. Perhaps even that I never did. He’s wrong. I love him and I always will. I cannot stop loving him, without ceasing to be myself. When I left him in confused tears at the door to our apartment ten years ago, that was love. When I removed my support and forced him to make his pilgrimage, to find the bottom of his karma and be lifted up by Dolphin into heights he never imagined, that was love. When I challenged him with those revolting dogs, and teased the killer in his soul out from its hiding place, that was love.
He also convinces himself that he no longer loves me. In that belief, as well, he hides from the truth. He does love me. If he did not, he would probably have killed me by now. But then, love always involves risk.
***
I entered the Background Realm that evening after a day of preparations. Well, actually it was about three hours of magical preparations, another four hours of recording in the studio, and a nap. Yes, I have a career to pursue and I need to kick back now and then. I can’t devote every minute of the day to saving the world.
But after all the preparation I considered necessary, more against possible conflict with Correl than against the Stairway, I pulled upon the power of the Crystal and opened a door into the Background Realm.
I love the tingle in my body from the Crystal. I’ve often wondered what the Star feels like. I know there must be much similarity, and yet it cannot be quite the same. The Crystal’s power has almost a flavor to it, a tang of blood. I find it exhilarating. I cannot imagine that the Star has the same flavor, since the Crystal demands that it be fed with blood – including, on one occasion, most of mine – and the Star does not. Probably the Star Adepts wouldn’t like that sensation, and I would miss it. Tastes vary.
Practically, setting aside the aesthetics of the business, the two talismans are equally effective. Or would be, if the Star Adepts were not half-blinded and half-crippled with illusions and false values.
Of course, it’s all relative. I would like nothing better than to challenge that half-blinded, half-crippled old water spider in Corsica and show her what real power is about. I won’t do that, though. For one thing, the Star and the Crystal have a truce, and an attack on the Star’s guardian would be frowned upon. But I must also admit: Dolphin, though weaker than she could be, is stronger than I am. A brutal truth, and here’s another: I am severely jealous of that old witch. For her strength, but more for the fact that my Correl thinks he loves her more than he loves me.
The truth can be a difficult master.
At a quarter past seven I opened the door into the Background Realm and stepped through into the Library of Thoth. I had set my date with Correl for eight, and he’s usually a bit late, so I should have about an hour to do some research before he arrived.
Marvelous place, the Library, if you like all of the knowledge of the world, past, present, future, might-be, and might-have-been, available in one place and perfectly organized. I discovered it years ago, before the Crystal found me, although without the Crystal I couldn’t go there in the flesh. The imagery of it varies from person to person and from visit to visit. I always see it as the inside of a building, but I knew a man who found it to be a Stonehenge-like structure of menhirs with the knowledge inscribed on the stones in runes. Seems inefficient to me, but I suppose it worked for him. On this visit, I found myself in a large room surrounded by banks of computers, with a terminal in front of me, and beyond the computers stood row upon row of shelves with books. I could see the books growing less modern as my eyes traveled down the shelves away from me, recent-binding hemp-paper books on the closer shelves, old-fashioned wood-paper books a bit further away, the cloth bindings replaced by leather, and eventually the books by papyrus scrolls. If I went far enough I might find the scrolls replaced by runes carved on stones, and end up in my friend’s version of the Library after all.
I drew from my purse a slip of paper on which I had drawn a symbol that I found on the Stairway the last time I visited it. It was completely unfamiliar to me:

Superimposed on this image was what might have been a globe of the earth, except that the continents were shaped a bit differently. I ran this drawing through a scanner, saved the result to a file, and then used the software to run a search through the Library’s data for parallels to the symbol.
It quickly returned a result: no matches with greater than 10% similarity. Did I want to broaden the search? Yes, I told it, and it presented me with this menu:
Alternate timeline parameters
Divergence from user’s current reality began:
1. Within user’s lifetime
2. Less than 1000 years prior to present
3. After the beginning of civilization
4. After the evolution of modern humanity
5. After the evolution of the earliest hominids
6. After the evolution of the first mammals
7. After the beginning of life on Earth
8. Since the Big Bang
Intriguing. The Library seemed to be suggesting that the symbol I had found on the Stairway was not used in the world we currently inhabited, but might be found in a world that could have been if previous events had unfolded differently.
I chose option 1, within my lifetime, and set it to work. Quick response: still null. Less than 1000 years back, another quick response, again no match. Same for the beginning of civilization, the evolution of modern man (the searches were beginning to take noticeably longer now), and the evolution of the earliest hominids. That last one took up a full five minutes, and it was now 7:38. I expected Correl at around 8:15, but even so the next parameter should be doable before he arrived.
I selected option 6, for divergence from current reality after the evolution of the first mammals, and gave it the go. And waited. As expected, this was taking a while. So I sat back and reminisced, about Correl, and about what happened to me during the time when he was making his own self-discovery.
***
I believe the Crystal and the Star may have been working together – which they do more often than one might think – to get us for themselves, and arranged my behavior and his accordingly. Perhaps they worked out a deal, I’ll take this one and you can have that one.
Certainly I felt a compulsion, from the Crystal or something else, the day I ended the overt phase of my relationship with Correl as his lover. The overt phase. I have remained his lover all the years since, and remained faithful to him. He has not remained faithful to me, either with his body, which he has given briefly to many women, or in his heart, which he gave to Dolphin, but that would be a bit much to expect under the circumstances. So I forgive him. We had not had an easy time. The battles were fierce. The lovemaking was often pretty fierce, too, but I liked that. Still, I might have kept trying to make it work, except that something, a sense of destiny, or the call of the Crystal, told me, beyond question, that ending it was the right thing to do, and that good would come of it. Which, of course, it has. But not easily, for either of us.
Afterwards, I walked away down the street towards a hotel (I didn’t even have a place to stay, though I had money), but had only gotten a few blocks before I stumbled against a wall, crumpled to the ground, and burst into tears. Weak. Yes, we all are at times. I had strength enough to do what I had to do. But I could not be so strong as not to cry over the pain of doing it. Eventually, I recovered enough to move on, and found a hotel and in due course an apartment.
Correl never saw me cry. I made sure of that.
The next year was difficult. I composed some good music that year. Pain seems to bring out my artistic best. I made nice royalties from other people performing my songs. I never perform myself except in the studio, as an accessory musician. For one thing my singing voice isn’t that great (another reason to be jealous of Dolphin, who sings like an angel), but mainly I don’t want the lifestyle that goes with fame. I prefer to let others have that, while I enjoy the creative process and make money.
Between the ravaged hollow in my own heart and what I saw my Correl going through, the creation of that music was the only thing that made that year bearable. What a relief it was when he came into his inheritance and made the pilgrimage to Europe that was to so change his life. The world is designed in balance. Correl and I were two halves of a whole working out our difficult paths to unity. One half faced initiation into great power. So must the other. And so, on a whim it seemed, but in hindsight on the wheel of destiny, I took a vacation to Mexico City. I had been to various places in Mexico before, and I spoke fluent Spanish, but I had never visited la Ciudad. To the capital I proceeded and immersed myself in the poverty, the conspicuous wealth, the corruption, the politics – and the secret power. I will not bore you with my experiences as a tourist, which actually bored me. I wondered from the beginning what I was doing there.
The answer came with a telepathic laugh in my head, an inhuman laugh like a growl, as if a big cat were laughing. I strengthened my shields. The mind leaped over them, and laughed in my mind again. I gathered my strength and thrust a sharp blow between its mental eyes. The laugh changed to a howl, like a cat’s in pain, and it withdrew. But I still sensed it watching. It laughed again, and I felt I was being congratulated for a good play.
Then I felt it moving in, as for the kill.
It was night. I was on a deserted street somewhere and had completely lost track of my surroundings. Streets in Mexico City are seldom deserted, but this one was. My adversary saw to that.
I saw him. He was on a rooftop above me, beautiful in the moonlight and the streetlights. His muscles were taut and powerful under tawny fur. Black spots peppered the yellow, great luminous black eyes focused on me, and his cat-face pulled itself into a very human grin. I stood in shock for a moment, faced with something beyond my experience, and while I was frozen he sprang from the roof, landing right in front of me. Claws raked at me. I dodged back with a cry. The claws missed. I heard his laughter again in my mind.
The cat sprang at me again and again. I dodged and retreated, and the claws never quite made contact. I was terrified. Every time I turned to run, the cat leaped to face me again. I couldn’t escape.
I looked about for a weapon. I found a fallen tree limb in the right shape for a club, grabbed it two-handed, and stood ready. When the cat attacked me again, I dodged him, and struck him across the face. He howled. His next strike didn’t miss, but drew bloody tracks down my left arm. It was my turn to howl. I kept hold of my club, but was reduced to wielding it one-handed. I was certain I was going to die.
But instead of attacking again, the cat bounded away well out of reach, and changed immediately into a young – or rather, young-looking – man, with a wiry frame and a shock of black hair over his dark Mexican face, split by the same grin the cat had worn.
“Very good, mage,” he said in Spanish. “You have strength, you have courage, you have the killer instinct. But I’ll bet you can’t turn yourself into a cat like I can. Can you do this?”
He gestured, and an invisible force grabbed me, lifted me into the air, and flung me against the nearest wall. The club was pulled from my hand and hurled over a fence.
The deep-tier power! This was what Correl and I had talked about that midsummer’s night, when it failed to answer our call.
The cat-man walked over to where he had me pinned, helpless and in despair, and grinned up into my face. “Well, mage? Can you do that?”
I shook my head.
“Huh. Too bad. Would you like to learn how?”
I nodded.
“Muy bueno,” he said. “I’m called Jaguar. Come with me, then, pretty miss, and we’ll talk with Scorpion. But I warn you, there’s a high price for power like mine. The Crystal may kill you instead of empowering you. It all depends.”
“Depends on what?” I asked, my voice raspy and weak, as his power released me and I stumbled against the wall. The cuts from his claws closed and disappeared as I regained my breath.
“On whether the Crystal wants you or not,” Jaguar answered. “I think it will, I think you have the gift and the attitude, but the decision’s not mine, or even Scorpion’s, and the Crystal can be difficult to read sometimes.”
“What is this Crystal?” I asked.
“The source of my power,” he answered. “You’ll see.”
Mexico City has been called the City of Palaces. As palaces go, the one that Scorpion lived in was only middling. But it was certainly no hovel, and I had my own room there to myself. (Oh – yes, Jaguar did invite me to share his. I declined politely. He didn’t press the matter.) Unobtrusive servants prepared meals, cleaned, and did laundry. There was a library of occult lore beyond anything I had ever seen, including books I think no one in the world outside the Order of the Crystal has seen.
Most intriguing of all, the palace had Jaguar living in it, and Scorpion, and the Crystal.
Scorpion was a woman who, from her incredible veil of luscious black wavy hair without a hint of gray, and her beautiful olive skin, seemed to be in her mid-twenties. She was actually over two hundred years old. She was not Mexican, but Indian, born in Bombay during the British Raj. The Crystal draws from all over the world. She had gathered an amazing store of knowledge in those centuries, some of which she shared with me during the time I lived in that house, never seeming to run dry.
But before that, she introduced me to the Crystal, and fed me to it.
The Crystal is a red quartz about the size of a large watermelon. It is so red it looks like a ruby, except for its shape, which is uncut and naturally perfect. It shimmers with power, but it can be seen clearly for what it is. I understand that the Star conceals itself with illusions most of the time. The Crystal never does that. It is always itself. “The Star deals in illusion because it and its servants do not care to face the truth,” Scorpion told me. “The Crystal proudly disdains such deceptions, although it willingly empowers our own ability to cast illusions if we wish. So long as we understand the difference between them and truth.”
The Crystal rested in an ornate golden bowl, polished beautifully clean and bright. That cleanliness was a result of the Crystal’s own power, and would have been difficult to maintain otherwise, as I learned when Scorpion wrapped me in her mind’s coils, stretched my hands over the bowl, and slit my wrists with a dagger. In growing panic, I watched my blood flow into the basin. The basin filled to about a centimeter and then the blood seemed to be absorbed by the Crystal. But I continued to bleed.
“This is the final test,” Scorpion told me as I grew light-headed and faint. “The Crystal demands to be fed blood. Most of the time we content it with the blood of animals. This is a decline from the days of its glory, the time of the Aztec Empire when captives were sacrificed by the thousands and the Crystal gorged on heart’s blood to its satisfaction, but still we manage the occasional human sacrifice, and this is the rite when a new aspirant comes to take the power. Your blood feeds the Crystal, and the Crystal may, at its choosing, restore your blood and grant you access to its mysteries. Or, if it finds you unworthy of that, it will still have you as its sacrifice.
“Good night, Karla. Perhaps we will speak again.” Dizziness overwhelmed me, darkness took me, and I accepted death.
I woke up feeling better than I had for over a year, resting on my back in the Crystal’s temple. I looked at my wrists. The cuts had completely healed, without even scars, as if they had never existed. So had the wounds from Jaguar’s claws. I rose to my feet. I didn’t feel weak in the least. Quite the contrary.
I bowed to the Crystal then, and said, “Thank you. I’m glad you found me worthy. I will make sure you never regret your choice.” It responded with a rush of power that sang through my nerves like the best music in the world.
So my new life began, in parallel and counterpoint to Correl’s. I lived in Scorpion’s house for almost a year.
I learned how the Crystal had been formed five thousand years ago by an Egyptian priest who took the name of Sobek, the Crocodile God. We just call him Crocodile today. Correl had been right about one thing. The deep-tier power was much too dangerous for a human mind to wield directly. We all have too much self-destructiveness in our hearts. Reality is built with a safety switch that we are unable to reach. But Crocodile awakened in the Crystal a mighty spirit. The spirit gives us, its chosen adepts, measured doses of the deep-tier power. We are empowered, but not to destroy the world. Nor, I learned, to do anything that would reveal to the world the Crystal’s existence. The power fails us if we try.
I learned about the other and older deep-tier talisman, the Star, and the great struggle between it and the Crystal.
“The Star,” said Scorpion to me, “is a thing of unrealistic ideals. Its power is no less than that of the Crystal, and its adepts just as strong. But it wastes its strength trying to make the world a paradise. It seeks to suppress war, to bring about global unity, and to shape a peaceful, gentle culture throughout the world. What does the world care? It has its being in the Great Illusion, the apparent separation of One into Many, and all the pains of this world are part of that Illusion, doomed along with its joys to disappear when Reality returns. So would the Star’s utopia be, if it were ever brought about: a thing of mists and mirrors, temporary as a mayfly, false as a fable. For the Crystal, the dance is all, the Golden Game played by God, each of us a facet of Him, each of us with our parts to play, the cruel and the benign, the wise and the foolish, the devious and the true. The Crystal sees no value in utopia, which in order to ensure its softness suppresses the strong to protect the weak. We are the strong. This is not in our interests. The Star Adepts are also strong, and it is not really in their interests, either. But they are lost in illusions and false values, and cannot see this.”
I have often wondered how Dolphin, or her predecessor Dragon, presented the differences between Star and Crystal to Correl. Perhaps, if we find we can work together on this project, we can spend some time comparing notes. I would like that.
I learned how to channel the Crystal’s power, which has a different feel to it than the magic I was used to. The Crystal’s power is not subtle. It is tangible and concrete, more dangerous than electricity. It can physically injure a person who channels it without knowing what she is doing. It requires a new set of skills. I acquired those skills, and a new plane of confidence and strength. Also, I learned from Jaguar what had happened with my Correl, because I confessed to him my fear that my new powers might drive us further apart than ever. He smiled.
“Don’t count on being so much more powerful than he is, beautiful one,” he said. “He’s in Ajaccio right now, getting trained and initiated by the Star and its Adepts. So he’ll still be a match for you, if you can bridge the gap between the powers. And if he doesn’t fall in love with Dolphin and forget all about you.”
“He – ” I stopped. I had started to say that he wouldn’t do that, but why shouldn’t he? I dumped him, after all, or he thought I had. He was free. Or thought he was.
“Just about every man falls in love with Dolphin,” Jaguar said. “That’s her magic. She was like that even before she became a Star Mage. Hell, even I’m a little in love with her. I’d go to Corsica right now and sing love songs on her balcony, except she’d probably toss me into the sea.” And he conjured an image of Dolphin, with her big dark eyes, her perfect little body and her luminous smile.
I felt sick. Not that she was really any more attractive than I was, but he was there, and I was here, and he was in pain and I had put him in it, and she had just introduced him to delirious levels of power. Of course he would fall in love with her. What could be more natural? I suddenly felt like a great fool.
“Even if he doesn’t,” Jaguar went on, “he’s a Star Mage now. The differences between you, the things that broke you apart, are reinforced by that. The Star and the Crystal have a truce, and can sometimes work together, but they don’t mate. How could they? Best to accept it, my beauty. There are more options available.” He grinned his cat-grin again.
“You never give up, do you?” I said.
He shrugged. “You’re worth a lot of patience and persistence, Karla my love.” He sighed. “And I can see that a lot of patience and persistence will be needed. Oh, well. I guess you have to try, even if it’s impossible. So go on back to America, and maybe he’ll come back, too. Whether he does or not, you’ll see what happens.
“Just remember this. You have a very long life ahead of you, if you continue wanting to live. A long, privileged life as one of the greatest mages in the world. Ours is a secret power, we don’t ever flaunt it openly. But it’s more real than any mere love affair. Try to keep things in perspective.”
Oh, I do keep things in perspective, Jaguar. But there’s the difference between you and me. For me, there is nothing in the world more real than love. You think that I am worth patience and persistence. Well, Correl is, too, and I can be a lot more patient and persistent than you give me credit for.
***
Two things broke me out of my reminiscences. Correl, for once punctual, arrived at eight on the dot, and the Library finally finished my search.
He materialized somewhere down the hall, so that I heard his footsteps echoing as he approached. I turned and smiled to him. As always, my heart surged and sang on seeing him, and as always, I concealed it well. Of course, his screens were so strong that concealment was easy. Poor boy doesn’t trust me.
I’ve never described what he looks like, have I? Well, it’s not the most important thing about him to me, but I’ll remedy that now. He’s short, just about the same height I am, and thin and wiry. Very strong. He has brown hair that refuses to behave itself but always looks like he spent the past hour or so in a high wind. His nose is big for his face, his mouth is wide, and he usually looks as if he finds something funny. He has big, competent-looking, long-fingered hands, artist’s hands, or guitar-player’s hands. There, that’s Correl to the eyes. Enough on the subject.
“Perfect timing,” I said. “The Library just got finished with my search.”
“Search for what?” he asked.
“The last time I visited the Stairway I found a symbol on the apex of the entrance arch. I scanned it and ran a search for correspondences.” I explained about the alternate-timeline business and handed him the paper with the symbol drawn on it. “What do you make of this?”
He looked at it and frowned. “Nothing. I’ve never seen it before.”
“Neither had I. Well, let’s see what the Library came up with.”
On the computer screen now appeared these words, along with a better representation of the symbol than my quick drawing.
“96% correspondence
“An abstract construction indicating a negation of the convergence of three fate lines leading to the evolution of the human species. These three fate lines are the bifurcation of a branch of primates into the apes and the hominids, the climatic shifts that first nurtured the hominid line with warmth and then shaped it harshly with glaciers, and the guidance of the planet’s virtual consciousness from a possible future. The dome acts as a barrier which prevents the occurrence of this convergence, thereby forestalling the evolution of the human species. The alternate world is not the origin of this symbol, but its intended magical focus.
“Point of divergence: the asteroid that initiated the Cretaceous-Tertiary mass extinction event in the user’s timeline collided with another body and was diverted from its collision with the earth. Another asteroid collision at a date approximately five million years later caused a different mass extinction event, which left some dinosaur species alive and numbered the ancestors of the hominids among the victims. The symbol is of human origin, but created to magically resonate with the alternate world described.
“Click on the links below for more detailed information on the Cretaceous-Tertiary mass extinction, the dinosaurs, the evolution of the human species, or the use of magical symbols.”
“That’s why the continents are wrong,” Correl said.
“What?”
“Sure, look.” He traced the line of one of the continents with a finger. “You can see this is North America, sort of, but it’s smaller. The sea level is higher, and some areas that are coastline now are flooded. I guess that our own asteroid made for a cooler world in the long term, bringing on the ice ages eventually. Or maybe something else did that, but anyway this alternate world is a warmer one than ours.”
“Ah. Global warming with a vengeance. We almost experienced the same thing ourselves.” I smiled. “I knew I was right to bring this to you. You’re so clever.” He smiled back, but said nothing, and his eyes were wary. I had a sudden urge to kiss him. I resisted. It wasn’t easy.
“But that leaves the question,” I went on, “of why this symbol should be inscribed on the Stairway.”
“Maybe it’s time we had a look at it,” Correl said. “I can’t come up with any ideas until I have some notion what it is.”
“You’re right,” I said, rising. “Let’s go.” I held out my hand, and after brief hesitation he took it. A bit of concentration, and poof! The Library was gone, and we were in a patch of jungle somewhere, facing a cave. “The Stairway is inside the cave.”
“Okay.”
We entered. Correl conjured a light. The cave was exactly as I remembered it, with the Stairway apparently carved into its rock, but out of coal-black stone, while the cave was ordinary limestone. The stairway was big, about ten meters across, ascending into the darkness, and fronted by an archway at the apex of which was the symbol of the Domed Tripod.
“Interesting,” Correl said. “How did you find it?”
“I was wandering in the Background about a week ago, and I had an urge to summon a pointer bird to take me to whatever I needed to see. Do you know what a pointer bird is?”
“No, but I’d guess it’s a bird-form spirit that seeks the answer to a question.”
“Of course. Logical. Well, I took bird shape myself and followed it, and it led me here. So this is what I needed to see. I’m still exploring why.”
“Speaking of exploring,” he said, “have you? Explored the Stairway, I mean.”
“Oh, yes. For about five miles. It goes further than that. I finally gave up and came back.”
He nodded. “Let me try something.” He cupped his hands, and muttered an incantation that I couldn’t understand. I felt the power gathering, and (I’m rather ashamed to admit) I readied my own defensive and retaliatory responses in case he attacked. But he didn’t. Instead, as Correl spread his hands, a goblinish creature appeared between them and floated above the cave floor, grubby, long-nosed, long-eared, and sharp-toothed.
“Evening, Grimrod,” Correl said.
“Nice to see you, boss,” said the goblin, “been a while.”
“It has. I have something to ask of you that may be dangerous.”
Grimrod grinned. “Dangerous is usually fun,” he said. Correl laughed.
“Well, this might be dangerous and fun or it might just be tedious. See the stairway there?”
The goblin looked. “Yeah.”
“I want to know where it goes. It goes more than five miles, I already know that.”
Grimrod frowned. “So why not follow it yourself?”
“I have some other things I have to look into on Earth. Would you mind checking it out?”
“What’s it worth to you?”
“Not much, to be honest. I thought I’d ask for that favor you owe me.”
Grimrod stuck out his tongue. “Well, that favor isn’t worth as much as that, but maybe I’ll cut you a discount. How about five days of Star power, no restrictions?”
“That’s a discount? Forget it, Dolphin would turn me into a piece of tacky lawn furniture. Five minutes of power, no violence, theft, or mischief of any kind.”
“Hey, what good is that? If you’re giving me the power I want to have some fun with it. Four days, nobody gets killed.”
They dickered for a while longer, and settled on one day of power with no deaths, permanent injuries, or more than trivial loss of property, and no evidence that could lead investigators to Correl, Dolphin, or the Star. Grimrod seemed to think he’d gotten a good deal, and scampered off up the stairs.
“Hopefully he’ll find the other end of it,” Correl said. “If my guess is right, though, it will take a while and he may weasel out, deciding the payment isn’t enough for the job after all.”
“What guess?” I asked.
“I’m thinking the Stairway winds its way eventually to the alternate Earth where this symbol has meaning,” he said, touching the carving at the top of the archway. “Or at least, it will when it’s finished. That’s likely to be a long distance indeed.”
“So you don’t think it’s finished?”
“No. For one thing, nothing’s coming out of it. I doubt that the person who made it would have been interested in simply emigrating to an empty world. The plan must be to use that empty world to build something that couldn’t be built here, and then come back with it. Something I don’t think we would like – we’re on the same page there.”
“So you can sense who made it?” I asked. He nodded. “Interesting. I didn’t think you’d ever met her.”
He frowned. “Her?”
“Scorpion, of course. I felt the traces of her mind in the Stairway the first time I saw it. That’s why I thought the Crystal might be involved.”
“Oh.” He stroked his chin and frowned again. “Well, that’s an interesting wrinkle. No, I’ve never met Scorpion. The mind I sense involved here is Dragon.”
“Dragon? But that would mean –”
“It would mean the two of them were working together on it. Yes.”
“Peculiar.”
“Indeed. As peculiar as the leaders of the Orders both resigning within a few months of each other.”
We were quiet for a minute.
“I’ve often wondered about that,” he said at last. “I don’t think it’s ever happened before in all the thousands of years the Star and Crystal have existed. Could be just coincidence, of course. But with this in front of me,” and he touched the archway again, “I don’t think so.”
“So if I am right and the Crystal is involved in it, then the Star must be, too.”
“Yes. But the talismans might not be except through their former guardians. Also, we don’t know what they’re building it for, and I think we need to find out. Don’t you agree?”
“Yes, I agree. What do you suggest?”
“I think the first thing we should do is talk to Dolphin and Jaguar. They knew Dragon and Scorpion much better than we did.”
“But what if the talismans really are in on the plot?” I asked. “That might mean we couldn’t trust the current guardians any more than the former ones.”
He shrugged. “If this is a plot by the Star and Crystal, we don’t have a prayer of stopping it anyway,” he said. “I’m going to assume it’s just Dragon and Scorpion. There might actually be something we could do about that.”
“I see. Yes, that’s good thinking, if somewhat fatalistic. All right, then. Next step, we each talk to our respective mentors, and see what they say. I suggest we confer again, day after tomorrow, in the morning at the Eye. Yes?”
“Sure,” he said. “That makes sense because of the time difference. You could probably talk to Jaguar tonight, but it’s –” he squinted, thinking – “nine hours difference between here and Corsica, so I’d better wait to see Dolphin until tomorrow. I know what time you come in every day.” He smiled and held out his hand. “You know, we’re working together well, considering you tried to murder me this morning.”
I took his hand and, unable to resist, wrapped him in my arms and hugged him. “That’s the nicest thing you’ve said to me in ten years,” I whispered in his ear.
I could feel his astonishment. I could feel his distrust and suspicion. I could feel, in fact, genuine fear.
Love is never easy, is it?
Chapter Three
Correl
I hardly slept at all that night, for memories of familiar arms around me, breath in my ear, lips on mine. And older, not so pleasant memories crossing those, stirring my brain to the brink of shrieking panic even as Karla stirred my heart and loins to hunger. I do not understand that woman. I’ll be the first to admit it. Nor do I understand my own reaction to her.
It was annoying – maddening, even – to thus have one of my life’s great loves preying on my mind as I journeyed through the Background Realm to Corsica to see the other. Unfortunately, the other was a platonic love, and I couldn’t use Dolphin as a reason, or an excuse, to say no to Karla. If I wanted to say no to Karla. All Gods help me, but I wasn’t sure I did, or if it was even an issue. I wasn’t sure of anything. With her, when had I ever been?
Being a Star Mage really saves on air fare. If I’ve seen a place, or even a good photograph, I can create its analogue in the Background Realm, go there, and open a gate directly from the analogue to the real-world version. That’s how Dolphin brought me to the Star’s house the first day after I met my dream woman in the flesh. I used the same method this time, appearing on a beach in Ajaccio. I became a seagull and emerged from the Background in flight. Good thing I did, because the beach was not deserted, and if people saw a seagull appear from nowhere they’d just blink, rub their eyes, and pass it off as an optical illusion. No need to adjust memories, or to arrange for a deserted beach beforehand.
From the beach, I flew in gull-form to Dolphin’s house and landed on her balcony, which faces toward the sea. It’s not visible from below, so I regained human form there and rang the doorbell. Who has a doorbell on a balcony that’s inaccessible from outside by normal people? Only the guardian of the Star, who often gets visits from non-normal people like me.
Dolphin opened the door with her mind, giving me a telepathic Hello, I’m busy right now but make yourself comfortable. I entered the house and closed the door.
***
The return to life began for me with a death.
About a year after Karla moved out, my cousin Gretchen died in a car crash, and left me the fortune she’d received from her father, Uncle Jerome. This amounted to several million dollars, enough for me to take a long vacation. It said a lot about my condition that her death barely touched my mind. Gretchen and I had been quite close as children. Actually, she was the first girl I ever kissed. But I heard of her death and of the will leaving me her fortune, and made it through the funeral as if I were watching these things happen to someone else.
I explored much of America, then went to England, Germany, and France, picking up German and French, moving from place to place in search of healing and not finding it, until one evening in Marseille when the world changed.
I was walking that evening on the waterfront, near the Pharo, when a young, very dark black man stepped in front of me and politely asked me to stop, in African-accented French. But if his words and tone were polite, the knife in his hand was not.
I did stop, of course.
“Que voulez-vous?” I asked. (“What do you want?”)
“Are you aware, M. Touriste, that this is a toll road?” he replied. “Only French citizens may walk it for free. Foreigners like yourself, you must pay a toll.”
I looked him up and down. “I don’t believe you’re a policeman,” I said.
He laughed. “Oh, I am not a policeman, that is true. I am a public servant of a different sort. This is not Paris, but Marseille, and we do not bother with things like uniforms here. And the amount of the toll is not exact to the cent, either, because here we are not so fussy about accounting. I believe that whatever coins and currency you have in your pockets and your wallet will meet the requirements. If it falls a little short, we will not tell anyone.”
I snorted. “I think perhaps if you put that knife away and stop wasting my time, I will indeed not tell anyone,” I said. “Then again, probably that little knife is about the size of your penis, and this is not something you wish to advertise. So I would certainly put it away if I were you.”
Still smiling, he slashed at me with the knife, but I was ready for that. Dodging back, I caught his arm and shifted his weight in an Aikido move that left him on the ground with his knife beside him. A kick sent it out over the harbor and into the Mediterranean.
He looked very surprised. Unfortunately, I was surprised myself when three other young men came up from behind and one struck me on the head with something hard. After that, for several minutes it was all fists and feet and sticks, no more knives, but I bled freely just the same. Bones were broken, teeth were broken, and the whole world dissolved in pain that I only half felt. After a while they walked away, satisfied I suppose that their honor had been redeemed. They didn’t even bother taking my wallet.
I was sure I was going to die, and that was fine with me. Inside, I was laughing. But then I was rescued, and not only from the beating.
She walked out of the sea air, the woman of my visions, such a tiny thing and yet she seemed gigantic to me. An angel, I thought, come to take me to heaven, or a hallucination on the threshold of death. Everything about her was so familiar and so very beautiful, dark eyes as gentle as a kiss, and a smile like the Goddess might have if She were made flesh. The night was cloudy and there was no moon, but moonlight played about her and on her old-fashioned jacket, stylish some ten years past. She touched my face. I could feel power flowing from her fingers. The pain receded and consciousness returned in full, as if I had not lost any blood or been injured at all.
She slid her arms under me and picked me up effortlessly. Two steps, dream-like, and we were in a small room, where she laid me on a bed and then sat down in a chair. I rose up on my elbows and looked at her. “Who are you?” I asked.
“Plus tard,” she answered, shaking her head. “Dors maintenant.” (“Later. Sleep now.”) Power flowed from her voice – a very nice voice – as from her touch. I lay back down and slept, as she commanded.
I woke in what looked like someone’s bedroom. I was in a big bed with a purple down comforter. My rescuer sat in a rocking chair nearby. She looked just as good, and just as sweetly familiar, in daylight.
I sat up, marveling that I was able to do so. I distinctly remembered having both arms broken and at least one tooth knocked out, but to all appearances none of it had happened. I was fine.
“Who are you?” I asked my rescuer, as I had the night before.
“I call myself Dolphin,” she answered. I nodded. A Craft name, of course, not her birth name. She was certainly a mage, and one of extraordinary power if my current state of health was anything to go by.
“You healed me last night, didn’t you?”
“Yes,” she said.
“How did you do that?”
Dolphin smiled. “That’s what I want to talk to you about,” she said. “You are a student of the magical arts; you have been one for years.” I nodded. I didn’t even wonder how she knew. One does. “But you could not heal someone as badly injured as you were last night, so quickly, and leave no mark on his body. Could you?”
I shook my head.
“No, of course not. Few can. I couldn’t myself for most of my life. What I am here to offer you is a special initiation into a very secret order.”
“An order of healers, I take it,” I said.
“That and more. Take a look out the window, please.” I looked, and saw a forest of flowering trees on a hillside. The slope fell away from me for a long way, then rose again towards a snow-capped peak. A pair of waterfalls angled down to merge into a single stream, reflecting the sunlight like a necklace of diamonds. A flock of bright orange birds flew over the tops of the trees. Not a city street or building was in sight.
“Where are we?” I asked.
“In a place called the Background Realm,” Dolphin answered. “You’ve journeyed in the spirit vision before, of course.”
“Yes,” I said.
“This is the same, except that where you can go only in your mind, I can take you in the flesh.”
“My God,” I said. “So this is – the Astral Plane?”
Dolphin shrugged. “That’s one term for it. But as I said, we are here in the flesh.”
“But the Astral Plane isn’t physical,” I said. “It’s a fancy name for the world of the imagination or of dreams. How is this possible?”
“Well, it’s not exactly the Astral Plane,” Dolphin said. “It’s a physical creation built around the Astral Plane. At least I think so. I don’t think it exists except when we’re in it and the power of the Star maintains it for us. Although I could be wrong.”
I shook my head. “I can’t believe this,” I said. “Are you sure I’m not dead?”
She laughed. I liked her laugh. “Well, if you’re dead, I’m dead, too,” she said.
“What did you say this – Background Realm – is maintained by? The Star? What’s that?”
“A talisman. A very old, very special talisman, one of only two in the world. The source of my powers, and those of the rest of the Order. I’ll show it to you.”
“I’d like to see it,” I said. “What else can it do?”
“Well, let me see,” Dolphin answered, frowning. “How about this?” She smiled and closed her eyes. I felt the power gathering, and suddenly the bed rose into the air a few feet, carrying me with it.
“Whoa!” I cried. She grinned more broadly and opened her eyes. The bed settled gently back to the floor.
“Surprised?” she said.
I nodded. “Although I don’t know why, considering what I’ve already seen. You have the deep-tier power.” I remembered my conversation with Karla two years earlier. How she would be amazed! And jealous! But thinking of her brought back the depression, a surge of black loss that made a part of me wish that those thugs had killed me, as I had invited them to.
Dolphin must have sensed what I was feeling, because she rose from the chair and took me in her arms. “Don’t worry,” she said into my ear. “I didn’t rescue you from death just to let you kill yourself. You have much to live for now, more than you can possibly know yet. You won’t die. I will not permit it.”
I wrapped my arms around Dolphin and opened myself to her, letting our minds merge. I had just met this woman, but had known her well for years. I was sure I could trust her completely. I dropped all my screens and let her in. She went into my heart deeper than anyone had ever gone before, and stroked the pain in me like a masseuse, draining away the loathing, soothing the fear, driving out the loneliness with her own sweet presence.
I was very rapidly falling in love. So naturally I kissed her.
She put a hand between us and gently pushed me back, breaking the kiss. “I’m sorry,” she said, “I can’t give you that.”
I nodded. “I had a feeling that would be true,” I said. “Who can make love to an angel?”
She stuck her tongue out. “I’m hardly that,” she said. “I’ll give you all the love I can, Corell, every way I can. But there’s a reason I can’t love you that way. I can’t tell you what the reason is, either. Can you accept that?”
I shrugged. “You saved my life,” I said. “Not only that, but you made me feel like saving my life was doing me a favor, which I haven’t felt for a year. I don’t think I have any complaints.”
She sighed. “Oh, men can always complain about that,” she said.
I smiled. “Women, too,” I said.
Dolphin laughed. “Yes, that’s true,” she said. “Including me, although it’s been a long time. Well. Are you ready to make a short journey?”
“I’m in your hands,” I said. “Where are we going?”
“To Ajaccio,” she said.
“Where’s that?”
She looked pained. “In Corsica,” she said. “Napoleon was born there. Don’t you know anything?”
“I know Corsica is an island,” I said, “but not much else.”
She shook her head. “Americans,” she muttered. “Come,” she went on, holding out her hand. “Let’s pay a visit to Dragon.”
I took her hand. “Who’s Dragon?” I asked.
“He’s the head of the Order of the Star,” she answered.
“And why is he called Dragon?”
“It fits his personality,” Dolphin said. “Fierce. Ruthless. Inscrutable. Devours the occasional sacrificial virgin.”
“You’re kidding!”
“Only about the virgins. At least I think I am. But you should be safe. You’re too old for him.”
“I’m not a virgin, either,” I said. “Make sure you tell him that, okay?” Dolphin just laughed.
The room behaved exactly like a spirit vision, vanishing in an instant without fuss or fanfare, replaced by a rocky beach with a few strollers. Dolphin and I moved into the shadow of a shed, out of sight of the people, none of whom were paying us any attention anyway, and then she waved a hand and a doorway appeared in front of us, opening like the automatic doors of an elevator. Through it I could see a beach scene exactly like the one we were standing in. “Come,” she said, and led me through the doorway, which closed behind us.
“We are back on the physical plane,” Dolphin said. We left the shadow of the shed. Nobody seemed to notice our appearance from nowhere. A short walk past a statue of Napoleon, who I’ve since learned is a local hero in the town where he was born, and then up a hill, took us to a house. Dolphin opened the front door and led me up a flight of stairs into a library. Beside an unlit fireplace stood a tall man with his back turned to me. He was wearing casual clothes, jeans and a t-shirt, sandals. He turned as the door opened.
The first sense I had of Dragon was paleness, an impression of both fire and snow. He was tall, as I said, and lanky and muscular, with curly hair so fair it was more silver than gold. He had eyes so blue looking into them was like looking at the sky, and a very fair, Nordic complexion.
He fixed me with those incredible blue eyes. At first he didn’t smile, just looked into me, and I could tell I was in the presence of a very powerful mage. Then he did smile, a beautiful smile, but one that hid secrets.
“Welcome,” he said in English with a midwest American accent, “to the center of the world.”
After some refreshments and introductions, during which I learned that Dolphin, despite appearances, was in her sixties, and Dragon even older, he led me downstairs. As we descended the stairs, he said, “What you’re going to see is about six thousand years old. This deep-tier power, as you call it – nice name, I think we’ll use it – is too dangerous for any human mind to control directly. But long ago, a mage living in Jericho discovered that it was possible to channel the power through a talisman imbued with a wise and benevolent spirit. The spirit controls the power, and gives it to its adepts for strictly limited purposes.”
“Dolphin said there are two of them,” I pointed out.
Dragon grimaced. “That’s true,” he said. “About a thousand years after the Star was made, another mage living in Memphis made a similar discovery. We call that talisman the Crystal. It’s not here, though; Scorpion, the head of the Order of the Crystal, cares for it in Mexico City. I’ll tell you all about that later. But right now –”
We had come to the bottom of the stairs, and straight ahead was a door into a room. Dragon opened the door and motioned for me to enter.
“Right now,” he said, “please make the acquaintance of the Star. I’ll see you in a while, when you come back upstairs.” And with those words, he left the room and closed the door behind him.
I stood in a temple, with an altar at the far end of the room opposite the door. I only glanced at the furnishings, receiving a vague impression of opulence and taste, because the creature on the altar held all of my attention.
It stood about a meter in height, roughly humanoid in shape, but covered with chitinous armor like a big bipedal insect. Multifaceted eyes peered cryptically from an immobile face below feathery antennae and above a pair of ant-like mandibles that clacked menacingly. Four jointed arms emerged from its torso and waved weirdly in the air, reminiscent of Hindu divine images meshed with a science-fiction nightmare. I wondered for a second if this was the source of those famous four-armed gods, but only with an undercurrent of my mind, as my forebrain let loose with a cry of something like panic.
Then I got hold of myself. I could feel warmth, benevolence, and humor coming from this bug-god, and knew that I was not on its menu. Taking a deep breath, I advanced on the thing until I was only a few steps from the altar. Then it changed.
The Star, I later learned, seldom shows its true appearance. It clothes itself in illusions that affect not only the minds of those who observe it but also the very light. Only rarely does it drop these illusions. The initiation of a new adept is one such occasion. In reality, it’s a chunk of meteoric rock about the size and shape of a football, contained in a cage of gold wire with precious stones set into it. The Star now showed me this true appearance, and at the same time I felt power surging through my bones and nerves and blood, magical power certainly, but of a type that I had never experienced before, except at secondhand when Dolphin healed me. I sank to my knees as it consumed me. It felt as if it were replacing me, cell by cell, with a simulacrum of its own devising. It was all I could do to keep breathing. I have no idea how long this went on. Eventually, the power receded, and I rose to my feet again. The Star had resumed the form of the bug-god. It bowed to me and clacked its mandibles in salute. I bowed back – it seemed only polite – and left the temple, closing the door behind me.
That was how it began.
I stayed in that house for about a year, studying the history of the Star and the Crystal, reading the annals, or rather translations of the annals – the oldest of them are in ancient Akkadian and most of them in ancient Greek – and learning to use the power of the Star.
I never knew why I was chosen to become a Star Mage. I’m very good, but there are mages in the world more talented than I am. I asked Dragon why he chose me, and he said, “I didn’t. The Star makes its own choices. I’m its guardian and its servant, not its master.” I caught a hint of something in his voice as he said that, regret maybe, or weariness. Something that caused him to pass the leadership to Dolphin and disappear a few years later.
I wonder how old Dragon was at that time. Dolphin has told me that he was (or is) only about twenty years older than herself, but I’m not sure she was telling the truth, or that she really knows. Star Mages don’t age, but we’re not immortal. Eventually we tire of life, of the limitations of embodied existence even with the Star’s augmentation, and we release it – or so I’m told. I’m a long way from that yet, but then, I’d be a young man still even without the Star. Yet there have been Star Mages who lived for centuries. If Dolphin was right about his age, Dragon was only in his eighties when I met him and would be in his nineties now. As Star Mages go, that’s quite young. But she refuses to confirm or deny any of my speculations, and will not even tell me whether Dragon is still alive.
I also wondered, on first meeting him, if he and Dolphin were lovers, and if that was why she refused me. I never did find out. It wasn’t obvious, if so. They each had their own bedrooms. In the year I lived with them, I never saw them sleep together, or kiss or embrace like lovers. Yet there was an intimacy between them as strong as I had ever sensed between any two people.
Whatever the reason, she didn’t change her mind. I found I didn’t need that from her, and I felt no disappointment or resentment at all. How could I? Five years with Karla had left me in crippling pain, and the touch of Dolphin’s spirit healed me and let me live again. To resent her because she didn’t give me even more would be churlish.
The Star and the Crystal, I learned, although very similar in nature and mechanics, represent opposite sides in a cosmic struggle. Without going into too much detail, I can say with some assurance that we, the adepts of the Star, are the good guys. I also learned that Karla had become a Crystal Mage at about the same time I received the Star’s initiation. A curious coincidence, one might say – or no coincidence at all.
I may go into that cosmic struggle more later. For now, it’s enough to say that after a year in Corsica learning from Dragon, from Dolphin, and from the Star, I was thoroughly healed and ready to return to Seattle and begin my new existence, free at last of any lingering attachment to or impact from the most disastrous love of my life.
Or so I thought.
***
As I closed the door behind me, I heard Dolphin singing.
She has a wonderful voice and a first-rate recording studio on the ground floor of that house. She plays all the instruments herself, some by hand, some by magic, some synthetically. She writes most of her own music, although I’ve also heard her play covers, often better, in my opinion, than the original artists.
This song was good, fast-paced but sad, in a minor key, with a string melody running counterpoint to the voice, lots of drum, lots of guitar, and a haunting sound of flutes. The theme seemed to be about lovers who drift apart with the passage of time, when one changes and the other doesn’t, and love dwindles and dies, but is not forgotten. I poured myself a glass of a good red Corsican wine, and walked slowly down the stairs, sipping and listening. She finished just as I came into the studio.
“La chanson est très jolie,” I said, speaking French as I usually do with Dolphin, “although it’s really sad. Is it autobiographical?”
She smiled a half-smile and gave me a that-won’t-work look. “Hi Correl,” she said. Of course, I knew she wouldn’t answer my question. She never answers questions like that, but never seems to get upset at being asked, so I keep asking.
“Really, it’s very good,” I said. “You must have quite a collection by now.”
“A fair amount,” she said, waving vaguely at the computer behind her, which housed years of recordings, all of them hers. “Enough for about twenty albums, I think. Just the best stuff.” She laughed. “I used to do this professionally, a long time ago, as you know. Can’t get out of the habit. So what brings you here to see me?”
“Two things,” I said, realizing that this was true.
“I have a feeling Karla must be one of them,” she said. “It’s all over you. You have the same look on your face as you did in Marseille, like you’ve been beaten up by a small army and don’t know where it came from or disappeared to.”
“Is it that obvious?” I asked. She smiled and nodded. “Yeah, Karla’s one of them.” I described the dog attack, and her behavior since then, and my suspicions.
“Took her long enough, didn’t it? Well, it’s no surprise to me,” Dolphin said. “I always thought she would go after you again eventually. How do you feel about it?”
“I’m trying to figure that out,” I said. “I keep telling myself it’s a crazy idea. We fought constantly when we were lovers before, and she’s a Crystal Mage now.” I shook my head. “Obviously what I should do is run like hell. But at the same time, I can’t stop thinking about her, wanting her, wanting to try again. I’m under a spell. But I don’t think it’s her spell. I think we cast it together, on each other or on ourselves, and neither of us has ever managed to break it.”
“Ah,” she said, “one of those spells. Those can be the worst kind.” She frowned, then smiled. “Although they can also be the best kind. At least for a while.”
“Or both at once,” I said.
“Or both at once,” she agreed. “Well, you both do and don’t want to give her another try. And honestly, I agree it would be a disaster.” She pounded a gloomy, brooding, here-comes-the-monster riff on the keyboards in front of her. “I’d end up having to rescue you again.”
“Probably,” I agreed. “I just wish I could understand why I feel this way about her. The desire, I mean. I know why I feel the terror. If someone were to ask me whether I believe in love at first sight, I’d say, ‘Yes, and if it ever happens to you, turn around and run.’ What would you do, if you were me?”
“Run, I imagine,” she said. “I’m not necessarily a good person to ask, though. I’ve never fallen in love with someone awful, someone who’d make a good Crystal Mage. I have fallen in love with someone who didn’t work out, but that’s normal, isn’t it? Love hurts.” She sighed. “Somewhere in the world, I don’t know where and don’t want to, I have two ex-husbands who think I’m dead. They’re both old men, if they’re still alive. I have a middle-aged daughter in Paris who also thinks I’m dead, and I still miss her, after thirty years. I keep an eye on her, watch over her. I’ve often wished I could talk to her. I’d have so many stories. But of course it’s impossible. This is what happens to us as we get older, as we pass the boundaries of a normal human life. I should be an old woman now, but I’m not.” She sprang up and spun lightly on her strong dancer’s legs, her dark hair floating around her head like a storm cloud, her body as lithe and young as it had been fifty years ago. “Everyone I’ve loved is lost to me. Everyone except you, and the rest of the Order. And even some of them are gone.”
I didn’t want to say anything. Dolphin hadn’t talked about herself this much before, ever. But she seemed to have run down, so finally I said, “Well, I wouldn’t have the problem of one of us getting old and the other staying young with Karla. Maybe that was your trouble,” I added. “Maybe you needed someone from the Order, instead of someone outside it like your ex-husbands.”
“Someone like you, perhaps?” She smiled. She shook her head. “It would still happen. Weren’t you listening to my song? Even if they don’t age, people still change. They grow apart.” She sighed. “I think the only reason some people make marriages that last a lifetime is that they are mortal and don’t have to think about staying together forever. They both get old, the fires burn low, the passions fade, practicality and comfort take the place of desire, and they keep each other company on the way to death.” She frowned. “But my marriages ended while I was still mortal and fairly young. It wasn’t because of what I became. Correl, if I were to take you up on that sweet offer, we would not last, either. No, don’t protest! I know what I’m talking about. I can’t face that pain again. I have my music. I have my work with you, my children in the Order. I have the Star. I have all I need.
“But the question is, Correl – do you?”
I shook my head. “No. I haven’t given up on being in love yet.”
She nodded. “That’s what I thought, my friend. And yet you can’t fall in love with anyone else while you’re bound this way to Karla.”
“Except with you,” I said.
“And I don’t count,” she answered, “because I passed you by. Foolishly, perhaps,” she added, smiling. “But there’s no fool like an old fool, they say. It is a puzzle, isn’t it? What to do, when you know what you should do, but can’t seem to do it? I don’t know the answer. But what I can see, and I think you see this as well, is that the time hasn’t come yet that you need to have the answer. She hasn’t actually said she wants to try again, or made a serious pass at you. True? And so, unless you’re ready to initiate things yourself –”
“Which I’m not.”
“– which you’re not, and I’m glad you’re not, the only thing you can do is to wait and see what happens, and deal with it when it does. Have I reason?”
“Oui, tu as raison,” I said. “And you’re also right that I already saw it. I just wanted some confirmation and encouragement, and a chance to talk about it.”
“I find that’s more than half of my job as the Star’s Chief Old Bag. Whatever happens, Correl, I’ll be here for you. If I have to rescue you again, then I will. And if all you need is for me to dance at your wedding, I’ll do that.” She grinned. “Now, what was the other reason you came to see me?”
“Something even stranger in its own way,” I said. I relayed the story of the Stairway, what Karla found in the Library, and our belief that Dragon and Scorpion had created the thing together. “So what it comes down to,” I finished, “is that either the ex-guardians are working together to do something we can’t figure out, in complete secrecy, or else the talismans themselves are behind it. And if it’s the talismans, then probably you and Jaguar are in on it, too.”
“I’m afraid not,” she said. “At least I’m not. But this is not a complete surprise to me. I never knew Scorpion well, but towards the end, Dragon was getting discouraged and cynical about the Star and the restrictions we work under. He felt he couldn’t properly fill the role of guardian when he didn’t believe in the Star’s vision. Or, well, he believed in the vision still, just not in the Star’s plan for achieving it. That’s why he passed it on to me and went away. At least, that’s why he said he did it.” She frowned. “Maybe he had another reason, though.”
“Wow,” I said. “You never told me any of this before.”
“Wasn’t your business before,” she said gently. “Now, I believe it is.”
“So, was he thinking he’d connected with the wrong talisman, and should have been a Crystal Mage?”
“No, not that. He was unhappy with both of the talismans, actually. He said the Star was too limited in its scruples, the Crystal too limited in its vision, and both of them too conservative. He wanted to use the power openly, to pursue the vision of the Star through another path, but the Star would not permit that. Neither will the Crystal. They both believe in keeping a low profile, although for different reasons.” She began to pace, almost dancing around the studio. “Maybe he hopes to find something at the Stairway’s end that will help him persuade the Star that he’s right and it’s wrong. Or maybe . . .” She stopped, found her purse on a table, and fished a phone out of it. “I think we need to look into this right away.” She began pushing buttons.
“Who are you calling?”
“Jaguar.”
“You have his phone number?” I was astonished.
“Of course I have his phone number,” she said. “How else would I get hold of him if I need to? A magical sending might be an attack, but a phone call is just a phone call.”
A moment later, she spoke into the phone: “Hola, Jaguar, éste es Delfin,” and pattered on in rapid Spanish, which I couldn’t follow.
***
I thought about some of my conversations with Dragon during the year when I lived in this house. Had he said anything to hint at attitudes such as Dolphin had described? Yes, I thought he might have.
“The Star and the Crystal,” he said once, in that pedantic way of his that was somehow intriguing rather than annoying – perhaps because he had so much genuine knowledge to back it up – “are equal in power, equal in potential, and always approximately equal in number and strength of Adepts. But they are not equal in vision. The Star has the clearer sight of the two. If you ever have a chance to talk to Scorpion, my opposite number in Mexico City, she will tell you that the Star’s vision is folly, that the universe doesn’t care, and that our own desires are the only goals we need, prudence and common sense the only restraints.
“But she’s wrong, Correl. The Crystal is wrong. For all her insistence that the Crystal Mages are free of illusions and see reality in its stark truth, they are still in the grip of the most basic illusion of all: the illusion of separate selfhood. The lines between us are arbitrary to a large extent, and for the telepath they are tissue-thin. Between you and me, I am not absolutely I, nor absolutely not-you. There is a blurring of boundaries between us because we are both mages, both telepaths. For me to prey on you, to use you as a tool, or otherwise to behave selfishly towards you, I would need to restrict my sense of selfhood so that it did not include you. That is what the Crystal Mages do, and it makes their whole lives a lie and an illusion.”
He said a lot of things like that. But I remembered another conversation, too.
“Correl, always remember that the Star does not want itself known to humanity. It is secret, and it wants to stay that way. We can never use our power openly. No one can ever see us do anything that they cannot explain. Or if they do, they must not remember seeing it. That’s the Star’s rule, and it enforces it by refusing us the power for any use that would break secrecy.”
“I understand,” I said.
“Do you? Well, to be honest, I’m not certain I do,” he said. “I have a feeling that if we could demonstrate our powers to the world, we could use that change in consciousness to meet the Star’s goals so much faster. What will take centuries, perhaps even millennia, to accomplish in secret, we could do in a few decades if we acted openly. The Star could be so much stronger, and the world so much better off. Why this insistence on secrecy?”
I thought about it. “Maybe,” I said, “the Star sees a danger in acting openly. Maybe Star Mages aren’t immune to the temptation to set themselves up as deities. Also, if the Star acted openly, the Crystal might, too, and the truce we have now would end in a big, ugly witch-war.”
He nodded. “Yes, that’s the kind of thing Dolphin says. Maybe she’s right. But I can’t help thinking that if the Star can keep us from displaying the power openly it can keep us from misusing it, too.”
I thought some more. “Maybe misuse of the power isn’t the thing it’s mainly concerned about,” I said. “Maybe it’s not what we’ll do to others so much as what the change in our situation would do to us, inside.”
He nodded again. “Yes,” he said. “Maybe you’re right. Yes, I’m sure you’re right, and I’m just not seeing clearly.” He laughed. “Listen to me, trying to second-guess a conscious being with thousands of years of wisdom behind it. Even if it is just a hunk of rock with some baubles attached.”
We never talked about that again. I had so many new powers to be dazzled by, and my healed and recovered life to live, that I didn’t give it much thought after that. I assumed that he’d been persuaded, and chalked it up to his being, despite everything, still human.
But perhaps I was mistaken, if what Dolphin said about him was true.
***
“Okay,” she said, putting the phone away, “we’re meeting Jaguar and Karla at the Great Pyramid in Background, and you and she will guide us to the Stairway from there. Come on.” She reached for my hand, I took hers, she opened a gate into the Egyptian desert, and we stepped through into the baking heat and the blinding sun reflecting off the sand.
“Now why couldn’t Jaguar have picked a more comfortable meeting place?” she said. But we didn’t stay long in the desert heat, because in less than a minute Karla appeared with a wiry, dark-skinned Mexican sporting a camouflage jacket, jeans, hiking boots, a big black floppy felt hat over his tousled hair, and a huge toothy grin.
“Hola, Delfin,” he said.
“Hi, Jaguar,” she replied. “And you must be Karla,” she went on, in English, because I don’t speak Spanish and Karla doesn’t speak French.
Karla nodded and smiled. “Are we ready to go?” she said. “This place is scenic, but hardly comfortable.”
“Exactly what I was thinking a moment ago,” Dolphin said.
“Ah, you ladies just don’t appreciate the poetry of the situation,” Jaguar replied in excellent, only slightly-accented English. “We’re off to confront a venomous desert arthropod and a fire-breathing reptile. What better place to start from than the fiery desert? And we receive the blessing of yonder magical construction, one of the oldest on the planet. It’s worth a few minutes in the heat, no? Besides,” and he grinned again, spread his arms, and seemed to be soaking in the sunlight, “I love the kiss of the sun.”
“Whoever first said that line about mad dogs and Englishmen,” Karla said, “obviously never knew any crazy Mexicans.” Jaguar just grinned more and his eyes crinkled.
“You want to do the honors, Karla?” I said. “You’ve been there more often than I have.”
“Sure.” She held out her hands, one to Jaguar and one to me, and we each took one, while Dolphin completed the circle. Karla did her thing, the desert and the Pyramid vanished, and we found ourselves – in the wrong place.
“Uh-oh,” Karla said.
“I think your navigator may have been off a bit,” I said. “Where are we?”
“I don’t know,” she said.
There was no sign of the Stairway’s jungle. We were in a canyon, with a river running swiftly down the middle and walls, cliff-steep, rising up on each side. The canyon sloped gently upward in front of us towards a ridge, the river emerging from underground there, and above this spring or cave mouth a castle had been built of black stone. It looked solid and malevolent, gloomy and scary, like a Dark Lord’s stronghold in a cookie-cutter fantasy. A narrow cobblestone road ran under our feet, beside the river, and up to the castle’s open gate.
“Wow,” said Karla, shaking her head. “I don’t know what went wrong. Let me try again.”
Dolphin grabbed her wrist. “Wait,” she said. Karla jerked her wrist out of Dolphin’s hand. She looked both frightened and angry. I felt magical forces gathering.
Before anything drastic could happen, Jaguar stepped between them, laid a hand on each woman’s shoulder, looked sharply at Karla, and said, “Truce! No fighting!” He turned to Dolphin and said, “What are you thinking? Why not try again?”
Dolphin collected herself and took a deep breath. “I don’t think this is an accident. Do you?”
“What do you mean?” I said.
“It just doesn’t make sense. How could Karla miss by this much? Have any of you ever been this far off going to some place you’ve been before?”
“Only once,” Jaguar said. “I was badly distracted, and aiming for the Sistine Chapel I found myself in a Mazatlan brothel.” Karla rolled her eyes and laughed. The tension eased.
“I see what you mean,” Karla said to Dolphin. “So you think something pulled me off-course, and diverted us to this place?”
“Yes. Someone, rather.”
“I see.” She paused. “Maybe they sensed we were onto them, so they set up this surprise in case we came back.”
“Yes, that’s what I think,” Dolphin said. “And if that’s so, then trying to go there again probably wouldn’t work, and might make things worse.”
I nodded. “We really should have expected something like this,” I said. “We haven’t been very careful.”
Karla grimaced. “You’re right. But I had no idea who was involved in this until after I’d seen it the first time.”
“I think,” Dolphin said, “that we need to retreat somewhere and plan. There’s a café in Paris I like. Shall we go there, have something to eat and drink, and figure out what to do?”
“Sounds good to me,” I said. We all agreed, and formed the circle once more. Dolphin concentrated. The canyon faded out.
And reappeared.
“Merde,” Dolphin swore, uncharacteristically. She seldom uses strong language, so I knew she was upset.
“Well, well,” Jaguar said. “Not just a diversion. A trap.”
“Not a deadly trap at least,” I said. “Not so far, anyway.”
“But we can’t leave, it seems,” Karla said. “What now?”
“My intuition,” said Jaguar, “tells me the core of the spell, and hopefully the key to its unraveling, may be found in that castle.” He nodded to the grim fortress on the ridge.
“I don’t know,” Dolphin said.
“The poetry of the situation,” Jaguar replied, “as I said before. It’s important. Here we are, in a place constructed of dreams by old friends and, perhaps, new enemies. We ourselves are the leaders of two warring powers. In a state of truce, to be sure,” and he nodded at Dolphin, who smiled at him. “With us are two of our most promising young Adepts, bound together by their past, all four of us weaving a complex web of trust and suspicion. The cast is ready, the stage is set.” He shrugged. “Having exhausted our attempts to depart by the wings, what can we do but play our parts?”
“And hope there isn’t a death scene written into the third act,” I said.
“As you said yourself,” he replied, “the trap does not seem to be deadly at this point. If there is a death scene, I think it will be the result of improvisation on the part of the actors, rather than something in the script.”
“Very well,” Dolphin said. “I always was a fool for poetry. Especially when it was written about me.”
“Let’s summon mounts,” I said, and we did, thus confirming that other types of magic would work in this place, even if we couldn’t leave. I mounted my pinto with its Old West saddle as each of the others swung onto a black thoroughbred racehorse (Jaguar), a grey Arabian (Karla), and a white unicorn (Dolphin).
Those being good steeds, and the castle not too far away, we approached the gates and the drawbridge across the river in a few minutes. We dismounted at the gate and released our steeds to vanish into otherwhere, proceeding on foot where narrow spaces and varying elevation made human legs superior to equine. On foot we approached the yawning, shadowy gates of the Dark Tower, within which ruled – Sauron? Emperor Palpatine? Lord Voldemort? We would find out soon. The guards at the gate seemed ordinary, a pair of men in pseudo-Napoleonic uniforms with muskets and bayonets, spotlessly clean and firmly polite. They bowed to us, and one said, “Welcome to Shadehold, ladies, gentlemen. The Shade Lord said to expect you.”
“Who is the Shade Lord?” Karla asked.
“He is the master of this domain, which exists in the shadow of the moon,” the other guard replied.
“Ah, interesting,” said Jaguar. He looked at Dolphin, who nodded. She looked at me, and I at Karla.
“Could have been worse,” I said.
“But not more insidious,” said Dolphin.
“Sometimes insidious is less effective than direct and lethal,” added Jaguar.
“Excuse us, gentlemen, ladies,” said the guard who had spoken first. “Our orders were to take you to the Shade Lord as soon as you arrived. Please come with us. You can continue this conversation on the way.”
“Very well,” I said. “Lead on.”
He led us into some impressive surprises. If the building’s exterior was the stronghold of a Dark Lord, its interior resembled a cross between a Baroque palace and a carnival fun house. The tunnel behind the gate opened onto a large circular chamber paneled with dark wood carved in ornate renditions of fantasy scenes, and hung with banners displaying a full moon against a dark blue background. Four doorways opened onto hallways that seemed to shimmer, suggesting that they might be passages to other worlds. In the middle of the room, a circular staircase ascended through the ceiling, which was apparently gold, hung with crystal chandeliers.
“Not bad,” said Jaguar.
“Gaudy,” sniffed Karla.
“This way, please,” said our guide, conducting us to the stairway. As we climbed the stair, which appeared to be made of solid gold like the ceiling, and lit with an afternoon radiance coming from huge windows that made up the walls of the second floor – I wasted a moment wondering what had happened to those grim basalt walls we saw on the outside, but this was the Background Realm and normal rules didn’t apply – the light grew in intensity, until we emerged into heaven. I don’t know what else to call it. The floor appeared to be made of white cloud, and the windows merged seamlessly with a radiant blue sky. Against one wall was a great throne apparently carved from a single huge pearl. On the throne sat –
Well, not God, at least not as I would imagine Him. The man on the throne wore a white leisure suit. He was middle-aged with brown hair going gray at the temples, a good face but not dramatically handsome, and a fit body, neither short nor tall. The guard stopped at the top of the stairs, bowed to the figure on the throne, and turned and left without a word. The man beckoned us forward. We advanced toward him until we were in comfortable talking distance. He smiled.
“Welcome to Moonshadow,” he said. None of us answered immediately. “Would you care for some refreshment?” he went on. “I can supply anything you wish, literally. Or would you prefer to cut the pleasantries and have an explanation of things immediately?”
“The latter,” I said. The other three nodded agreement.
“Very well,” our host replied. “This is the realm of Moonshadow, and I am the Shade Lord. I was informed by a certain party, to whom I owe a debt, that one or more adepts of the Star might be dropping by for a visit. I was instructed to do you no harm, and see to your comfort and convenience, but to keep you here until this individual can find the time to attend to you in person.”
“That,” said Jaguar, with a nasty grin, “may prove a difficult challenge.”
“Probably not,” the Shade Lord said. “Moonshadow isn’t meant for a prison, but it serves the purpose well. Nothing is real here, not me, nor this house, nor the canyon outside, nor any of the worlds to which the hallways grant access. Since nothing is real, nothing can be harmed, although the illusion of harm is easily generated. If one of you would be so kind as to attack me, I shall demonstrate.”
“Very well,” Karla replied. She conjured a cage around the Shade Lord woven of white fire, with a sound like a gas furnace and billows of white smoke. The cage contracted until it closed about him and his elegant suit burst into flames, then the cage shrank even further, searing into his flesh and drawing appalling screams from him as his eyes started from his head. A smell of roasting meat mingled with feces filled the air.
“Stop!” cried Dolphin. She gestured, and a ball of black nothingness flew from her hand to the Shade Lord’s head. The screaming instantly stopped. The darkness encompassed the Shade Lord’s burning form, then fell in on itself until it disappeared with a pop, taking cage, Shade Lord, and smell with it. The room was empty except for the four of us.
Dolphin turned to Karla with a look of pained fury. “There was no need for that!” she breathed in a voice thick with disgust.
“No need at all,” agreed the Shade Lord, “but then, no real harm, either.” And there he was, sitting once more on his throne, clothes and body alike unhurt and every hair in place. “Thank you,” he said, nodding to both Karla and Dolphin. “That was a very impressive demonstration.
“As I said before,” he went on, “nothing here is real. Being unreal, it cannot harm you, at least not directly. Nor can you harm it, although you can create the illusion of harm, or of anything else, whenever you please. You may have the illusion of freedom, too. The four hallways on the first floor lead not just to four worlds, but to any world you can imagine. Go wherever you wish. I can’t stop you, and I won’t try. Wherever you go, though, you will be within the bounds of Moonshadow, and you will not be able to go from any place within Moonshadow to anything resembling it on the physical plane, as you would normally be able to do from the Background Realm.”
“I don’t get it,” I said. “You say this whole realm is illusion and not real, but that could be said about the entire Background Realm. What makes this place different?”
“The Background Realm is real according to its own terms,” the Shade Lord answered, “but Moonshadow is not merely non-physical, which is what you meant by illusion. It is deception given form. Whatever you think you see here, it is a mask over the underlying reality, which you will never find.”
“Everything has its weakness,” I said. “We’ll discover yours.”
He nodded to me. “I do not claim to be omnipotent,” he said. “We all have our limits. Certainly I have mine. I could never reach outside of Moonshadow to touch you in your own world, unless you called me first. I could not have woven the spell that diverted you here. But once you entered my domain, you became mine.” He stood up. “I am going to leave you now, and you will find yourselves back on the ground floor. You will not be able to reach me again by this means, although you can summon my simulacrum whenever you wish, for whatever purpose you intend. You will all be tired and hungry, because I so will it, and you will find servants to attend to all your needs. Beds have been prepared for you, and food, and baths. And after that, do what you will. I don’t know how long it will be until my principle returns to deal with you, so you might as well relax and enjoy yourselves.” He bowed. “Good evening,” he said.
Without transition, we found ourselves back on the ground floor. The golden stairway was gone. I felt tired and hungry and thirsty. We looked at one another.
“You and your ‘poetry of the situation,’” Dolphin said, glaring at Jaguar. “I think I’m starting to hate poetry.”
He smiled apologetically. “The situation is inconvenient,” he admitted. “Still, we now have information we lacked before. We know the nature of the trap. Knowing its nature, we should be able to devise a means of escape.”
She considered that. “Yes,” she said. “Yes, I believe you have reason. And the means of escape is obvious.”
“The counter to illusion,” Karla said, “is reality.”
“But the devil is in the details,” I said. “We are going to have to plan this carefully, and work together, if we can.” Karla and Dolphin looked at me, then at one another. Neither seemed pleased with what she saw, but both nodded.
“If I may make one more suggestion,” Jaguar said, “I think we should do as our host advised. It may be illusion, but I’m actually quite hungry, and I could use a bath, and I need sleep. In the morning, we will be in better shape to plan our counterattack against the Shade Lord.”
“I’m leery of going to sleep,” I said. “What if, as we sleep, we find ourselves trapped in an endless dream? Or what if Scorpion or Dragon should come to get us while we’re asleep?”
“I don’t think we need to worry about the first,” Dolphin said. “The rules of this place seem to allow any magic we can normally do to operate within the illusion. We should be able to use our regular protective spells. As for the second,” she shrugged. “I think Jaguar is right again. We’re not at our best right now. We’ll just have to take our chances.”
After a little more discussion, we all agreed. The bath was pleasant, the dinner splendid, the music that played while we ate soothing and uplifting. Each of us had a private bedroom suite. I still had some misgivings about sleeping in that strange place, but I was tired.
As I strolled down the hall – not one of the four other-world hallways, but a new one that hadn’t been there when we came through the first time – towards my suite, I saw Karla standing in her doorway talking to Jaguar. I couldn’t hear what they were saying, but she rolled her eyes and pushed him so that he stumbled against the wall, laughing. She laughed, too, then waved good night to him and closed her door. He saw me and smiled ruefully, as if to say either, “Oh, well, it was a good try,” or perhaps “Women, what can you do about them?” or even, “I know I’m trespassing here, but all’s fair in love and war.”
Not that he was trespassing. Of course not. Karla and I were finished. It had been over for years. Hadn’t it?
But as he disappeared through his own door, I found myself standing by hers, unable to move somehow. A part of me was furiously jealous, and relieved that his attempt had not succeeded. But another part was disappointed, wishing she would turn her attention to someone else and let me forget about her.
If I could.
With a tremendous effort, I left her doorway and opened my own door, entered, undressed, and lay down.
Useless. I couldn’t sleep. I lost count of how many times I rose over the next two hours, intending to go to Karla’s door and pound on it, before my better judgment, or perhaps simply cowardice, stopped me. Would she let me in? I didn’t know. I also didn’t know which would be worse, if she did or if she didn’t. She had not changed. I had shuddered at the touch of her mind that first night fifteen years ago. She still made me shudder.
And I still wanted her, desperately.
Finally I got up with a snarl and put my clothes back on. Maybe a glass of wine, I thought, or brandy even. Or a hard workout. Maybe I could create a gym. Hell, in this place I could probably conjure a houri or two.
But in the grand hall, which now sported a huge fireplace and some comfortable-looking lounge furniture, a small figure sat by the fire on the floor, her legs tucked under herself, watching the flames. Dolphin heard or sensed me enter, looked up at me and smiled a half-smile. I poured myself a glass of wine from a handy carafe, and sat in a stuffed chair close by.
“You, too?” I said. She nodded.
“I couldn’t sleep, either,” she said. “What’s your trouble? Karla again?”
“Of course,” I said. She grimaced.
“Crystal Mages,” she said. “This is not going to be easy, working with them.”
“Karla was always like that, even before she became a Crystal Mage.”
“Yes, and that’s why the Crystal wanted her,” Dolphin replied. “It’s not just her, Correl. Jaguar may seem polite, charming, witty, and friendly. He can be all of those things, but we can be sure that he’s also, underneath that surface shine, callous, domineering, manipulative, and vicious. He couldn’t be the Crystal’s guardian otherwise, or murder people to feed it their blood.” She shook her head. “I shouldn’t have reacted to Karla that way earlier. She was only doing what we should expect – them to do.”
“So is that why you can’t sleep?” I asked.
“No,” she said. “I’m thinking about our situation. And about who put us in it.”
“Ah.”
“I had been hoping that it was a misunderstanding, that Dragon was only doing some kind of research off on his own. He used to do that sometimes. But here we are, caught in Dragon’s trap. I think Jaguar’s right and we can break it, but the fact we’re in it at all is breaking my heart.” She sighed. “He obviously sees us as enemies now. I’m not sure I can explain how much that hurts. You only knew him for a year. I knew him for more than thirty, and he meant more to me than anyone in the world.” She sighed.
“Were you and Dragon lovers?” I asked. “I always wondered.”
She looked up at me, the face of pure astonishment, and laughed.
“Well, I did wonder,” I said. “You were living together when I met you, and –”
“Dragon,” she said when she managed to stop laughing long enough, “is as gay as Paris.”
“Oh,” I said. She laughed some more. “I never knew.”
“I suppose you didn’t,” she said. “He was celibate that year for some reason, but normally he had a series of gorgeous boys in and out of the house like running water. It took some getting used to at first, but finally I accepted it as part of who he was, and enjoyed the eye candy.” She shook her head, her eyes still laughing. “No, we weren’t lovers. But I loved him just the same. I would have been his lover if he’d been interested, but I’m glad now that he wasn’t. It would have complicated everything.
“I had forty-one years when the Star found me. My second husband had just moved out. My daughter, too. My house in Paris seemed huge and empty, and so did my life. So I put everything on hold, sold the house, and went back to Corsica, which is where I grew up. I had moved to Paris for my career, like a lot of other Corsicans, but Corsica was still my home at heart. And that’s also where Dragon was, and the Star. So convenient. It all fit together.
“You know how it is, Correl, when you can’t find the why of things, or a reason to go on, and all that you’ve accomplished seems pointless. You’ve been there. I wanted to hide from the world for a while, take some time for myself. I didn’t know how long. I was in a lot of pain.” She smiled sadly. “I went into hiding permanently, as it turned out. I had aged pretty well, I think, but I had aged. My hair was going gray, and I had the beginnings of some lines around my eyes and mouth. I had put on weight, although I took care of myself and was in pretty good shape.
“But once the Star had me, the years melted off. I lost the weight, the lines, the gray hair. I looked like I had when I was in my twenties. I was famous. The change would have been noticed. So we faked my death in a boating accident, created a simulacrum of my body and left it to wash up on the shore. It was in all the papers and on television and the Internet. People cried, people who had never met me. I cried, too, because I knew I would never see my daughter again, or any of my friends. I had lost everyone but Dragon. He became the center of my world, with his fly-by-night boyfriends, his way of lecturing at a moment’s notice, his wisdom, his kindness, his incredible smile.
“Oh, yes, I loved him. I still do. And so this plot, whatever it is, this obsession that’s made him see me as his enemy, it hurts. I’m fighting tears all the time. I don’t know what we’re going to do. We have to find out what he’s up to, and I keep thinking, what if it’s something so terrible that he has to die? If it’s a real danger, and if there’s no other way. If we can’t talk him around, out of – whatever it is. And that won’t be easy, he’s such a stubborn old monster.”
“I know,” I said.
“We will get out of this trap, Correl,” she said then. “We will find the Stairway, and do whatever we have to do. We will find out what Dragon and Scorpion are up to, and we will stop them, because obviously they think we should stop them and have taken precautions against it. And if it comes to that, if there’s no other way, we will kill them.
“But about Dragon,” she went on, “my oldest friend in the world, the man who turned my life around when it was empty and going nowhere, the man who kept me sane when I had lost everyone and everything, who has had so much of my love for so long, and betrayed it so badly – if it’s necessary to kill Dragon, then I will do it.”
She looked at me with a fierce light in her eyes. A wind sprang up from nowhere and lifted her hair like a dark halo around her head. “I will do it, Correl. No one else. Do you hear me?”
I nodded, and swallowed.
“Good,” she said. The wind died, the fire in her eyes calmed. I got up. She reached out quickly, then, grabbed my hand, stood up, took me in her arms and held me.
“I need you,” she said. “I need all of you, all my children. I have lost so many people I loved. Don’t let me lose you. Don’t get in my way when it comes to the end. He’ll kill you.”
I wrapped my arms around her and said, “He might kill you if I don’t.”
“Don’t argue with me!” she said, pounding my back. “Just do as I say. Leave him to me. Promise me!”
“All right,” I said.
She relaxed and let me go. “We’d both better try to get some sleep,” she said. “It’s a big day tomorrow.” I finished my wine, and left without another word.
Chapter Four
Karla
Jaguar didn’t answer his phone when I called the evening Correl and I visited the Stairway, so I left a voicemail message telling him I would be dropping by the next morning. After my breakfast at the Eye, I stepped from my Temple via the Background to the courtyard of Jaguar’s mansion. He was in the courtyard when I appeared, tending his rare potted plants, bent over one of them with a watering can and directing a careful stream into the soil. He sensed my arrival, looked up and, as usual, grinned.
“Karla!” he cried, spreading his arms wide, still holding the watering can. I hugged him and kissed his cheek. He needed a shave. “So, beautiful lady, what is this mysterious danger you wish to see me about? Or is that just an excuse? Is this my lucky day?” He winked. I laughed.
“Sorry to disappoint you,” I said. I told him about the Stairway, the symbol I had found on it, my research in the Library and Correl’s contribution, our conclusions about who had built it and our speculations as to why.
“Scorpion,” he said, shaking his head. “She’s so crooked even her straight paths wind, and by all accounts Dragon is just as devious as she is.”
“But what could they be doing?” I said. “Correl and I both had a feeling it would be something unpleasant, but we can’t figure out what it could be.”
“Neither can I, but one thing occurs to me,” Jaguar said. “That symbol applies to an alternate world where human beings never evolved, correct? Well, I’ve thought before that there might be limits to the reach of the Crystal’s power, or the Star’s. Both talismans are artifacts of human magic, made by human beings. What if they only have power in a world where human beings live?”
“But what would be the point for Scorpion or Dragon of going to a place where their magic wouldn’t work?”
He shrugged. “Their magic would still work,” he said, “in the ordinary fashion, just not the deep-level powers they gain from the Star and Crystal. The point, I would say, is that they wish to do something none of us would approve of, and don’t wish to be stopped from doing it.”
“I suppose that makes sense,” I said dubiously.
Jaguar had been watering the plants while talking, levitating the watering can, and was now finished. “Let’s go inside,” he said. “Would you like something to drink?”
We went inside and he got himself a beer and handed me a glass of juice. We proceeded into the library, but before we could sit down, his phone rang. His eyebrows rose as he saw the number of the caller. “Hola,” he said into the phone. “Si, buenos dias Delfin! My goodness, this seems to be my day for getting calls from beautiful women. Karla’s visiting me right now. I wish I could invite you over, too, but it wouldn’t look good, you being the Star’s guardian and all. Right. Yes, she already told me and we were just discussing it. Is Correl there with you? Yes. Okay. Yes, I agree. All right, we’ll meet you in the Background. Where? How about at an analogue of the Great Pyramid? Well, it’s an unmistakable landmark and we can’t miss each other, that’s what I’m thinking. okay. See you soon, sweetie. Bye-bye.” He hung up and grinned at me. “I never acted that way towards Dragon in his day. I like the current regime better.”
“From what I’ve heard of Dragon,” I said, “you’d probably have gotten a better response from him.”
“No, I’m not nearly pretty enough,” said Jaguar, “just ruggedly handsome. Anyway, he’s not my type.” He slipped the phone into his jeans pocket. “Are you ready to go?”
“Right now?”
“No time like the present.”
I shrugged. “I’m dressed for travel.”
“Come with me, then.” He held out his hand, I tossed off the last of my juice and took it, and we stepped from the mansion to the blistering sands of Egypt, or its astral-plane facsimile. Oh, it was hot! And the sun was bright, and I hadn’t brought any shades. Jaguar obviously hadn’t thought about such things, or didn’t care. Men!
I shall bypass the story of how we found ourselves prisoners of the Shade Lord. I’m a little embarrassed about it, to be honest, and I think I will leave it to Correl to tell that story. He’ll probably tell it with less self-justifying embellishment than I would.
What I will say is that I was confronted, in ways I couldn’t ignore, with how much I loathe and fear that horrid, milk-blooded little French shrimp. Grrr! To start with, she and Correl were there at the Pyramid when Jaguar and I arrived. It was the first time I’d seen the two of them together. Their auras intertwined with a years-long intimacy that made me wilt, and although it was clear they weren’t lovers, it was equally clear that the only reason they weren’t is because she chose to keep it that way. He would hop into her bed if she so much as crooked her little finger at him!
Mind you, he’s jumped into a lot of women’s beds in the ten years since he last shared mine, but that’s different. He felt little or nothing for any of them. He was just being male. I don’t like it, but I can live with it; it’s not really a threat. What he feels for Dolphin, although not manifested in carnal passion, frightens me almost speechless. When she touched me, put her hand on my wrist, I nearly lost it. I wanted to kill her, slowly, with a great deal of pain. I could feel her heart’s blood through the skin of her fingers, and I knew she hated me, too, though in typical Star Mage fashion she blinds herself to this truth.
Nasty, devious, rotten little thief! She’s stealing the heart of my Correl, and doing it without even spreading her legs for him. That’s probably the only way I could counter it, too, and that I dare not do yet, not until I can find a way to bridge the gap between the Star and the Crystal, between his scruples and my passions.
There she was, with that smug watered-wine smile, fooling my Correl and even Jaguar into thinking she was little miss innocence, just batting her pretty eyes at them, and suddenly they could only think with their scrotums.
How can such smart people be so stupid? Men! Ugh!
The only time she openly displayed any of her real feelings towards me was when we were in the throne room of the Shade Lord, and he invited us to attack him. Well, of course I took him up on it! I wasn’t trying to kill him. I wanted him in pain, so he would tell us how to get out of this fix, but Lady Sensitive didn’t have the stomach for that, and put him out of his misery before we could profit from it. I know, it didn’t matter anyway, because it was all illusion, he was just demonstrating how impotent we were, how completely caught in his coils, but the next time it might. How can I work with someone who won’t do what’s necessary? And when she looked at me afterward and said, “There was no need for that!” the poison in her eyes and voice was clear for all to see and hear. Yet I am convinced that no one did see or hear it except me.
I don’t think I’ve ever felt this helpless, not even when my blood was filling the Crystal’s golden bowl. At that time, I was only threatened with death, not with desolate misery. This is much worse.
***
I managed to sleep well that night, despite my seething anger and fear, and despite the confusion I sensed in Correl. He saw Jaguar putting the moves on me yet again, still unsuccessfully of course, and became very jealous. Serves him right. I worried that he was going to come knock on my door, and wondered what I would do if he did; then when he didn’t, I worried that he was going to spend the night in Dolphin’s room. Not much chance of that if it hadn’t happened already, my rational side told me, but I had a hard time listening. Somehow in the midst of all this inner turmoil I managed to drift off, and when I woke, I sensed Correl’s presence in his own room, alone, so my rational side was right as usual. That gave me some relief, but not much.
Is there any logic to why people fall in love? Is there some malicious demon with an evil sense of humor who arranges plights like ours? I often think so, and wonder what it would be like if I could let him go completely, and abandon this hopeless attempt to make the sky kiss the underworld. But, sadly, I cannot. And so with guts churning and blood boiling I emerged from my rooms to a wonderful breakfast and a council of war, with my love, my mentor, and my allied enemy.
Small talk prevailed until after breakfast. I tried once to draw the conversation to a strategy of escape, but Jaguar raised his finger to his lips and then glanced down one of the shimmering hallways. He was right; we needed more privacy. So I ate as well as I could, given the state of my digestion. Once or twice I caught Dolphin’s eye. I couldn’t read her expression, and her telepathic screens were shipshape, but I know I was leaking enough hostility she had to be aware of it. Correl’s eye I avoided as best I could, but it was obvious he was going through as much turmoil as I was.
After breakfast, Jaguar led us all to one of the hallways. We joined hands and linked minds as he guided us through the shimmering veil that separated the hall from the main room, and we found ourselves in a swamp. It was cool and damp. Mists rose from the pools of stagnant water that surrounded us in fragrant abundance. Jaguar made a come-hither gesture and the mists thickened and wrapped around us until visibility was almost nil, and I heard whispers in the mists, barely below the threshold of comprehension.
“There,” he said quietly. “Now we just keep our voices low, and our host should have no idea what we’re discussing.”
“Shouldn’t the master of illusions be able to see through illusions?” I asked.
“Probably not,” Correl put in. “His strength lies in deception, not in being able to penetrate deception.”
“In any case,” said Dolphin, “we have to risk it. We have to try something.”
“All right,” I said. “The counter to illusion is reality.”
“And reality underlies all illusion,” said Correl.
“Exactly,” said Jaguar. “And so to unravel this trap, what we need to do –”
“Is to tap into the reality that Moonshadow is built on,” said Dolphin. “Bring it to the fore, anchoring us, the realm, and the Shade Lord to the truth.”
“So goes the theory,” Jaguar said. “I think it’s sound. Now how do we execute it?”
“That’s likely to be difficult,” Correl said. “The reality we need is the Unity. All illusion being an image of the Great Illusion that there is more than One. So the Unity is what we have to tap into, what will anchor us.”
“Ah,” said Dolphin, glancing around her at the others. “That could present a problem.”
“Indeed,” said Jaguar. “There are some interpersonal barriers, I fear.”
“And if we are in conflict among ourselves, the diversity, the Great Illusion, is reinforced, and here we remain, trapped,” said Correl.
“I see,” I said. And I did. I was the source of much of that conflict. No one was pointing that out, which was kind of them. But they knew it was unnecessary, I think.
Could I do it? I had conflicts of some kind with all three of these people. The sexual impasse between myself and Jaguar was minor and easily dealt with. I sometimes think that he only does it as a game, and if I ever said yes, he would have a stroke. What lay between myself and Dolphin was much more serious. She was a very dangerous rival, and my only protection was that she didn’t know her own heart, or refused to give in to it if she did. In some ways, she would make a much better match for Correl than I would. That was what hurt the worst.
But the most difficult barrier of all lay between Correl and me.
All of which meant that it was up to me to bridge the gaps, at least temporarily, and give the plan a chance.
Daunting – yet perhaps not impossible. I didn’t need to completely resolve all of our conflicts. It was only necessary to calm the feelings that made me want to put walls between myself and Dolphin, and sent Correl into flight mode. I thought I might be able to do that much.
“All right, I understand,” I said, and sighed.
“We’re all ready to help,” Jaguar said. “It’s not on you alone.”
“No,” I said, “but I’m the squeaky wheel. Well, let me talk to each of you in private, and see what can be done.”
Jaguar nodded. “Who first?”
“You,” I said. “You’re the easiest.”
“Very well.”
We stepped away from the others, and I took a good look at the Crystal’s guardian. “Ruggedly handsome” is right, if barbed wire is rugged. Jaguar is short, thin, and not obviously muscular, but he’s physically very strong, and his skin is golden-sweet to the eye and feels like silk. His eyes are his best physical feature. They’re coal-black, big and bright, very expressive. He’s quite sexy really, and anyway it has always been a man’s mind that draws me more than his body. Nothing wrong with Jaguar’s mind! If I hadn’t felt committed to Correl, I probably would have taken him up on his invitation years ago. In some ways he was a better match for me than Correl.
“What’s on your mind?” he asked.
“You’ll love this,” I said. “I was just thinking that if I weren’t – married, as it were – I’d probably have ripped your clothes off a long time ago.”
He grinned, and shrugged. “I know that,” he said.
“You do?”
“Of course I do. What kind of telepath would I be if I couldn’t see that in a woman’s heart? Short of a desire to murder me, there’s nothing more obvious.”
“I guess that’s why you keep trying, isn’t it? I suppose I encourage it.”
“That’s part of the reason,” he said, “but not all.”
“What’s the rest?”
“You sure you want to hear this?”
“Yes, of course I’m sure!”
“Very well,” he said. “I keep trying because I know that this thing you have for Correl is disastrous. For you and him both. I have a very, very bad feeling about it, a sense of – I’m not sure what. Something that is going to hurt you. Maybe kill you. Or him. I’d hate to see that happen. Other than Scorpion’s head on a platter, the sight that would make me happiest right now is you taking some other lover. Even if it isn’t me. Although I’d rather it was, of course.”
I sighed. “I have the same feeling, Jaguar.”
“Then let go,” he said. “When the road you’re on goes over a cliff, make a U-turn.”
“I know,” I said. “But I can’t.”
“Sure you can.”
“How?” I asked. “Jaguar, I’ve never had any volition where Correl is concerned, and neither has he. We don’t understand it ourselves, so there’s no way anyone else is going to. Taking him to bed, living with him for five years, all the good and bad passions, moving out, staying faithful to him ever since – I never had any choice about any of it. And he didn’t, either. He hasn’t been faithful, but then in a way he has. He hasn’t formed an attachment to anyone else except Dolphin, and she’s not available. I think he let himself fall for her because she’s not available.”
“You have a choice,” he said angrily. “You made choices. You’re still making them. You’re choosing to pursue this relationship again, it’s not something that’s happening to you. If you’re going to do that, you bloody well need to understand why you’re making that choice.” He took a deep breath. “Come on, Karla, you’re better than this. You don’t hide from the truth, usually.”
I looked at him, genuinely stunned. “Damn,” I said. “You’re right.”
He nodded.
“Well,” I said, “that does shine a different light on things.”
“Tell you what,” he said, “let’s make a deal. You do your best to understand what’s going on in here,” and he tapped me on the chest and then on the head, “and I’ll help you do it, and until we figure this thing out, I’ll refrain from making passes at you.”
I laughed. “Okay, that’s a deal,” I said.
“Only until you have it figured out, though.”
“Of course.” I looked him in the eyes, then, and saw him smile, not his usual toothy grin but a real, sweet smile. Like the beast whose name and shape he adopted, he was a ruthless predator, a killer without remorse, well suited for the Crystal. But he loved me – those claws would never touch me again. In that moment, I loved him too. I hugged him. “You’re great, Jaguar. Best teacher I’ve ever had.”
“Damn, you’re making me feel old,” he said. “Are we ready? Shall we go back?”
I nodded. “Actually there wasn’t much of a barrier between you and me,” I said. “It’s the other two I’m more worried about, but I’m still glad we had this talk.”
“Me, too.”
We returned to the mist-circle, where Jaguar sat back down. I beckoned to Dolphin. “You next,” I said. She smiled and stood up, which brought the top of her head barely to my chin – she really is a shrimp – and we stepped away from the mist-circle. Jaguar and Correl disappeared behind us.
I leaned against a tree. Dolphin just stood and looked at me, saying nothing. There was no expression on her face, but I knew the mind behind those pretty brown eyes judged me and found me wanting.
“You,” I said at last, “scare me.”
“I know,” she said.
“Do you know why?”
She shrugged. “You’re jealous. You see me as a rival. I understand that. When I’m in love, I’m horribly jealous.”
“Are you?” I asked. “A rival, that is.”
“No,” she said. “At least, not the way you mean.”
“Ah. So in what way are you a rival?”
She frowned. “I don’t – approve of what you do to Correl. I don’t like the way he feels about you, and what that does to his happiness and his judgment. The first time I saw him, he was bleeding to death on a street in Marseille, and it was because of you. Dragon and I spent the next six months putting the pieces of him back together again. You almost killed him, Karla, and now you come back into his life, and it’s as if a vampire is thirsting for his blood, or a demon for his soul. I don’t want to see him go down that road again.”
“Are you in love with him?” I asked. She shook her head. “He’s in love with you.”
“I know,” she said.
“And you do love him.”
“Yes, I love him. But not that way.”
“I think you do.”
“Well, you’re mistaken.”
“I know you could, if you let yourself.”
She smiled. “That’s different. Yes, if I let myself, I could. But I won’t.”
“Why not?”
“Is he so desirable to you, that you can’t understand another woman feeling differently?” she said.
“Sure I can,” I answered. “I could understand it if you were involved with someone else, or even if you had some unrequited passion. If I thought you were in hopeless love with Dragon, for instance. But I don’t sense that.”
She laughed. “No, I got over that one a long time ago. It was obvious from the beginning where Dragon’s – interests lay. I’ve never been one to carry a torch where there’s no hope.”
“Sure,” I said, “that makes sense, as far as Dragon is concerned. But Correl would give back anything you gave him and more. I hear you when you say you won’t let it happen, but I don’t understand why.”
“Why is my business,” she said.
“And as long as I don’t understand why,” I added, “I can’t trust it. I can’t help fearing you’ll change your mind. I don’t see anything to stop you, because I don’t understand what’s stopping you now.”
She looked at the ground and grimaced. “All right,” she said. “I’ll tell you. I learned the hard way, years ago, that being in a romantic relationship isn’t something I need. I thought I did. I gave myself completely, without reservation. Twice. I was gloriously happy for a while. Twice. And twice my heart was broken, because changes happened in my life and my man couldn’t deal with those changes, even when he knew ahead of time that they were coming and should have been able to. There were other things that happened, fights, infidelity. But those were just symptoms. The disease was change itself, and that’s universal. I change, the world changes, my men changed. We fell apart when expectations were not met. I thought those expectations were unreasonable. They disagreed.” She looked up at me then and her face was clenched. “I’ve been – not alone, not at all – but without a lover, for thirty years now, and I’m fine. It’s not something I need.” She sighed. “I don’t expect you to understand that.”
“But I do understand it,” I said. “In fact, I think I understand it better than you do.”
“Oh, really?” she said with a laugh.
“Sure,” I said, “because you think you’ll always be this way. But you said it yourself, change is universal. Maybe it’s true that you don’t need to have a lover, but that doesn’t mean you’ll never want to again.” I shook my head. “God knows, seeing a relationship or two fall apart can make a person gun-shy. But thirty years is plenty of time to recover. And there he is, crazy in love with you.”
She smiled and shook her head. “There have always been men who were crazy in love with me that I couldn’t give myself to that way. In fact, there were a lot more of them when I was in the music business. I’m used to it. I know how to give what I can without raising false hopes.”
“It’s not his false hopes that concern me,” I said. “It’s that maybe they won’t stay false.”
“You’re exasperating,” she said. “What can I do to convince you that I’m not interested in him that way?”
“You can tell him to come back to me,” I said.
“No, I’m not going to do that, because I don’t think he should. I see disaster coming from this.”
“Funny, that’s exactly what Jaguar said.”
“You should listen to him. He’s a wise man.”
“Now you’re the one who’s exasperating,” I said. “I am not going to give him up, Dolphin. Jaguar couldn’t convince me to do that, and neither can you.”
Silence, each of us glaring at the other.
“You do love him,” I said at last.
“I said I did.”
“And you want the best for him.”
“Yes.”
“All right,” I said. “You think I’m bad for him. You think we should stay apart because I’ll hurt him. You’re wrong – but I can respect that motivation.”
“What makes you think I’m wrong?” she said. “You certainly hurt him before.”
“Did I? It’s because of me that he’s a Star Mage now, as much as because of you. I took away my support, and that sent him to you, letting him find his destiny. Did that hurt him? Sure, the way a hard workout hurts the muscles. Do you think he regrets what happened? You know very well he doesn’t.”
She looked thoughtful.
“I want you to believe,” I said, “that I love him, too. I don’t ask you to give our – obsession your blessing until you understand it. But do understand this. If it ever becomes clear that I am truly bad for Correl, I will give him up, sacrifice my own heart, or even my life, to protect him.” I laughed. “That makes me a piss-poor Crystal Mage, doesn’t it? But I can’t help that. This is from the heart, Dolphin. Do you believe me?”
She looked at me then with the most remarkable expression on her face, as if I were some exotic form of life beyond her imagination. “Amazing,” she said. “I think I do believe you.” She shook her head, as if clearing it of cobwebs. “All right,” she went on, “and I’ll promise this. If it ever becomes clear that you aren’t bad for Correl, I won’t stand in the way. In fact, I’ll help every way I can.”
I smiled. “I think,” I said, “that we might have a deal.”
She smiled back. “Good,” she said.
“Can we work together now, do you think?”
“I can if you can,” Dolphin said.
“We’re not really finished, of course,” I said. “We’re still rivals.”
She rolled her eyes. “Whatever. No, we’re not finished, but I can feel that your center is calmer and you’re not itching to impale me on a stake.”
“True,” I said. I took a look at my own feelings then. She was right, my center was calmer. The fear and anger that had gripped me since yesterday morning had quieted. “I think I can work with you,” I said.
We returned to the mist-circle, and I nodded to Correl. He got up, stony-faced, and followed me out into the swamp.
“You’re going to be the hardest of the three, I know,” I said.
“I’m sure that’s true,” he said.
“Well. I imagine you’ve probably stored up a lot of angry things to say to me over the last ten years. Why don’t you go ahead and say them?”
He sighed. “What’s the point, Karla? You know what they are already.”
“Do it anyway,” I said. “I never gave you a chance before. And then I’ll have some things to say, too. They may surprise you.”
He sat down on a log. I sat next to him. I was prepared for a storm, an explosion; Correl’s temper, on the rare occasions when he lets it out, can be astonishing. But he stayed calm and sad, and my heart wanted to melt. “I don’t understand this thing between us,” he said. “I never have understood it. We’re a terrible mismatch. The fact that we ended up in different Orders proves it, if any more proof were needed after the five years we lived together. What’s the longest we went without a fight, do you remember?”
“Fifteen days,” I said.
“Really? That long? But there you go. What kind of healthy relationship is it where two weeks of getting along well is a record? And then at the end of it, you dumped me and moved out, with the lamest explanation I’ve ever gotten from anyone. Do you have any idea how much you hurt me, Karla?”
“Yes,” I said. “I know exactly. I hurt you almost as much as I hurt myself, doing that.”
He shook his head. “Then why did you do it, if you hurt us both?”
“I had to,” I said. “I had to. I didn’t completely understand it at the time, but I knew it was something I needed to do. I understand it now, though. Don’t you? The end of our relationship sent you to Europe, and to the Star. It sent me to Mexico City and the Crystal. We’d never have done that if we’d stayed together, can’t you see? We might have gone either place, but we’d have gone as a couple, and the Star wouldn’t have wanted me and the Crystal wouldn’t have wanted you. It was something we each had to do alone.”
He nodded. “So you’re saying you did it, unconsciously I suppose, to allow our initiations to happen.”
“Yes. Exactly.”
“All right, I can see that. I can see that good came of it. Do you want me to say I forgive you?”
“That would be a nice start,” I said.
He smiled. “All right, Karla. I forgive you.”
“You mean it?”
“Yeah, I mean it. I wouldn’t want never to have found the Star. If that pain was the price, then it’s worth it.”
“That’s what I think, too.” I hugged him. He hugged me back, sort of, but still there was a barrier in place in his mind. “So what now?”
“I don’t know. What do you want?”
I took a deep breath. Now or never. “I want,” I said, “to try again. I want you back in my life. I love you. I’ve always loved you, and I’ve never wanted anyone else except you.”
He sighed. “I had a feeling you were going to say that,” he said.
“Does that mean no?”
“It doesn’t mean either no or yes,” he said. “It means I’m confused.”
“Well, that’s better than I was expecting.”
“It is?”
“Sure. After the way I treated you ten years ago, I was expecting, ‘Get lost, bitch!’ By most normal standards, it’s what I deserve.”
He smiled. “At least you realize that. Sometimes I wonder if the words ‘normal standards’ have any meaning applied to you.”
“Well, they don’t,” I said. “I am a Crystal Mage, after all. Nothing normal about me. But then, Correl, there’s nothing normal about you, either. What I meant was, I know how much I hurt you. I wouldn’t blame you a bit if you told me to forget it. I’d understand that completely. Yes, at this point, is too much to hope for. An absence of no will do.”
“So how long are you willing to give me to make up my mind?”
“As long as it takes,” I said. “I’ve waited for ten years. I can go on waiting as long as I have to. All I want is for you to know how I feel.”
He nodded. “I know.”
“Is there anything you want from me?”
“Yes,” he said. “Don’t sic any more dogs on me.”
I smiled. “You’ve got a deal.” I hugged him again. “Okay, well, we still have a lot to work on. I don’t imagine we’ll be able to unravel this knot completely today. But I think this will do for now. If you can work with me, I think I can work with you. Can you?”
“I do feel a lot better now,” he said. “It helps to understand what went on between us, even if it doesn’t make it hurt any less. Yeah, I think I can.”
“Good,” I said, because I could sense that he was right. He felt calmer, happier, than I’d seen him – well, ever. Not finished, no, but this was a good start. “Let’s go back, and give the Shade Lord some hell.”
We returned to the mist circle. Jaguar was smiling at me. I could sense that his mind was linked to those of the Star Mages, and he was assessing the improvement in inter-Order relations.
“Well done,” he said. “After all that, I think you deserve to take the lead, Karla. Does everyone agree?”
The others both nodded. So take the lead I did. I took something from each of them, Jaguar’s ruthless drive and implacable will, Dolphin’s passion and compassion and joy in life, and Correl’s brilliance and intellectual precision. I fused them with my own desire, together with the cryptic power of the Star (at last I had a sense of what it felt like) and the brooding lust of the Crystal, into a tool so mighty I felt the universe must tremble. With this tool I reached beneath the layers of fog and the phantom swamp and the universe of illusion that the Shade Lord had built, stripping them away as if peeling an onion. The fogs dissipated. The swamp shimmered and vanished. We stood on a white expanse of plain without feature, and I turned about and focused on the one entity that shared it with us, a middle-aged man whose clothing had already vanished and whose body was evaporating as I watched.
“Stop, stop!” he cried, but I didn’t stop, and none of the others granted him any mercy. His body faded away. He was left with only a discarnate wisp of will, pulsing with fear. That will I took in my mind’s grip and held it immobile.
“Now,” I said, “let’s talk. We want some answers. And then you are going to release us from this trap.”
I felt him squirm with fear. I felt him pleading. He’ll destroy me, said the voice in my mind.
“Then you will have that much longer to live,” I said, “because if you don’t cooperate, we’ll destroy you. But before we do, we’ll make you beg us for death.” This time, even Dolphin made no protest.
He struggled a little more, so I gave him a taste of pain. It was real pain this time, as I held his real self in my grip. He didn’t suffer long, though, because almost immediately he broke down and fed me images and concepts: a tall, blond man that I knew was Dragon, a debt owed from years back for some vague favor or other, a trap laid for any Star or Crystal adepts trying to spy on the Stairway.
“But what is he doing?” I asked. “What is the Stairway for?” A denial, a protest of ignorance, more pleading. More pain. Panicked insistence. Unfortunately, I believed him. He knew no more than what he had told us.
“Very well,” I said. “Release us, but receive this geas: you will serve Dragon no more. You will trap no one else on his behalf. Your debt is repaid to the best of your ability. And if he comes here and says otherwise, you will let us know, because we would be delighted to find him.” My smile showed my teeth.
His thought signaled in the affirmative. I kept a grip on him, though, as Dolphin took us to the Background version of a Paris side street, something dark and secret and Medieval, and I didn’t let him go until we had verified its emptiness and stepped into the real world unseen.
“Well,” I said, releasing each of their minds and dismissing the Circle with a quick nonverbal spell, “that was amusing. What shall we do now for fun?”
They all laughed, and we proceeded to an indoor café, it being too cold and rainy to sit outdoors. A round of espresso or tea later and we all relaxed a bit.
“Nicely done, Karla,” Jaguar said. “That reminds me, has either of you young kids thought about what name you’re going to adopt when you outgrow the ones your parents gave you? You have perhaps five or ten more years before it becomes obvious you’re not aging and you have to disappear.”
I shrugged. “I’m not sure,” I said. “I may not bother with that and just become a recluse.”
“I haven’t decided, either,” Correl said.
“Well, there’s no immediacy about it, but eventually you’ll have to leave your mortal selves behind, and your names along with them,” said Jaguar. “At least I can still remember mine, I’m not that old. I know yours, too,” he added to Dolphin. “I was a big fan of yours, years ago.”
She smiled, but shrugged. “That’s all in the past now,” she said. “Please don’t repeat the name.”
“Wouldn’t dream of it,” said Jaguar. “Mine, none of you would recognize. I was a nobody, just a scholar of the occult arts living dirt-poor in the slums of Mazatlan, but I still can’t bring myself to speak it aloud. Sometimes I think the Crystal has imposed an inhibition.”
“That’s another strange thing,” Correl said. “What the talismans will and won’t allow, I mean. We can’t do anything that would reveal our existence to ordinary people, but we seem able to do anything else. The annals mention Star Mages killing each other with the power. It doesn’t happen often –”
“It does with Crystal Mages,” Jaguar put in. “Survival of the fittest. Keeps us strong. Magical duels among us happen maybe every three or four years on the average. They happen in Background usually, and always in secluded places if they’re in the real world.”
“All right, I can understand that, given the Crystal’s view of reality,” said Correl. “But I’ve often wondered why the Star tolerates it. It does, though. And then we have this thing Dragon and Scorpion are doing, whatever that is. They seem to think they have to escape the reach of the talismans to do it, so they must believe they’d be stopped. Yet the talismans don’t do anything to stop them now. Why not? They surely could.”
“Well, perhaps they are doing something to stop them,” I said. “Maybe we’re the something. What put it into my mind to send out that pointer-bird? What led the bird to find the Stairway, instead of something else that I might need to know or do just as much? When I did see the Stairway and felt Scorpion’s authorship, why was I so concerned? Why are we all so concerned now, for that matter?”
“Well, the Shade Lord wasn’t exactly a friendly gesture,” Dolphin said.
“No,” I admitted. “But the fact remains we’re going on very sparse information. Maybe they’re doing something completely innocent, and just want to do it privately. Maybe they’re planning to retire somewhere, live a normal life in a hidden love nest, and grow old and die together.”
Jaguar snorted. “Scorpion is the wrong gender to appeal to Dragon,” he said. “And too smart, and impossible to dominate. So is Dragon, for that matter. Well, not the gender part, but the rest. They have similar tastes in lovers, and neither of them would want the other.”
I shrugged. “So forget the love nest, the rest of it could be true.”
“I don’t believe it for a second,” said Dolphin.
“Nor do I,” Jaguar added. “Scorpion, let herself get old? Never.”
“No, I don’t believe it, either,” I said. “But why don’t I? That’s what I’m saying. Why am I so completely sure they’re up to something awful that needs to be stopped? I think maybe the Crystal put the thought in my head.”
“Possible,” Correl said. “But here’s what’s really going to scramble your brains. Maybe the talismans put the idea of doing whatever they’re doing into Dragon’s and Scorpion’s heads, too. Maybe we’re all being manipulated.”
Dolphin shook her head. “I think that’s too paranoid for me,” she said.
“Ask yourself this,” Correl said. “Why did the Star allow the Crystal to be created? The Star came first by a thousand years. It surely would have sensed the magical workings that went into the Crystal’s creation. Why didn’t it send an adept or two to prevent it happening?”
“Maybe it couldn’t,” Jaguar said. “Maybe it happened too fast.”
“Well,” Correl went on, “does anyone know how long it would have taken to make the Crystal operational?”
“No,” Jaguar answered. “Crocodile, the creator of the Crystal, left no record of how he did it, except for a cryptic poem in ancient Egyptian which nobody understands worth a damn.” He looked an inquiry at Dolphin.
She shook her head. “We don’t know, either. We don’t even have a poem. But I doubt it was a matter of seconds. Days, more likely. Maybe even weeks. Or, given the likelihood that they employed a lot of astrological pinpoints, it could have been a whole year.”
“Exactly,” Correl said. “So there was probably plenty of time for the Star to prevent the emergence of a rival. But it did nothing. What I’m thinking is that maybe the Crystal filled some niche in the Star’s plan. Maybe it plays a necessary role that the Star can’t play itself.”
Jaguar nodded. “I must admit that makes some sense,” he said. “I don’t much like the idea, but it’s hard to argue with. In fact, I’ve had similar thoughts before.”
“And do we really know what the Star’s plan is?” Correl continued. “Maybe what Dragon and Scorpion are doing is also crucial to it, along with our efforts to stop them.”
“Where are you going with this?” Dolphin asked.
He shook his head. “I don’t know,” he said. “I just have a feeling that there’s more going on than appears on the surface.”
“Well,” Jaguar said, “whatever the truth of that, Karla is right about one thing. We don’t have nearly enough information. All we know is that they’ve built this Stairway in the Background Realm, it has something to do with another world where human beings never evolved, and they don’t want us finding out about it. What are they planning? Is it just the two of them, or are there others involved as well? We need to know these things.”
“I agree,” I said.
“So do I,” said Dolphin.
“How do we go about finding the answers to these questions?” Correl asked.
“I think I’ll go back to the Library of Thoth,” I said. “I might be able to find some more clues, given what we know now.”
“And I’ll try to get in touch with Grimrod,” Correl said.
“Who’s that?” asked Dolphin.
“A goblin,” said Correl. “I put him up to following the Stairway to its end. Maybe he’s found it by now.”
A little more discussion and we were ready to say our farewells.
Before I left, though, I took Correl’s head in my hands and kissed him. Oh, I’d wanted to do that for so long! I wasn’t going to let him out of it, either. As I kissed him, the old pathways in my body opened, and the currents of magic flowed between us, singing the way they used to, strengthened and deepened now by the Star and the Crystal in a strange harmony. No more need to hide what I felt, because he knew, all four of us knew. This moment was mine, come what may.
I broke the kiss eventually and smiled at him. Jaguar had a wry expression, and Dolphin’s face was as motionless as a stone. Correl himself was wide-eyed and, I think, stunned. Not surprising, poor boy. Well. It was too soon to do more, especially in public like that, so I waved bye-bye to one and all and walked away from the table, leaving enough money, hocused-pocused from dollars to Euros, to cover my coffee. Did I swing my hips a little more than usual as I sauntered away? Did I throw Correl one more smile over my shoulder? Perhaps I did. Sometimes cheap works best. Down the alley without looking back, a quick step into the land of dreams, and I stopped. I sat on a loveseat wrought of cloud. I sighed, and I smiled, all the way down, as I had not done for ten long lonely cruel years.
It could still fall apart, of course. I knew that. But all the more reason to savor this taste while I could.
A deep satisfied breath, and then to my apartment for some freshening up, before moving on to the Library.
That was the plan. But before I could descend to Malkuth from Yesod, an unpleasantly familiar German-accented voice said from behind me, in my own faux-condo, “About time. We need to talk.”
I whirled. There he was, Manticore himself, big as life and twice as nasty as he was beautiful. He was beautiful, in fact: a tall, blond, blue-eyed, strong, gorgeous piece of male splendor. I’d met him a few times at the Crystal’s mansion, and we’d corresponded somewhat. I had never liked him. He’s wonderful to look at, but far too full of himself. He stepped now from the shadows of my pseudo-apartment, wearing a black leather jacket and tight jeans, Nordic arrogance incarnate.
“Talk about what, Manticore?” I said. “And how did you find this place?”
“Scorpion linked me to it,” he answered. “I couldn’t get into your real-world apartment, of course, but I thought you’d come this way eventually, and I was right.”
“So. You found me,” I said. “What do you want to talk about?”
“About Scorpion and her vision of glory,” he said. “About the Stairway to Nowhere and the somewhere it paradoxically goes. About the Third Key, which I am prepared to place in your sweet little hand, all yours to turn.”
“Manticore, I’m too tired for riddles tonight,” I said.
“Very well, I’ll speak more plainly. You’ve seen the Stairway. I know you have, because Scorpion told me so. She said that you’d been caught in a web that Dragon wove, but as dragons are not naturally suited to spinning webs, this one had a flaw and you escaped. I was sent to accost you in this image of your home, to offer you an opportunity. You’ve seen the Stairway, and you may have some vague idea of where it goes. Am I right so far?”
I shrugged. “Go on,” I said.
He nodded. “The crux of the matter is this. What was done twice, can be done thrice. Scorpion and Dragon seek to do it. In the Nowhere that the Stairway goes, where humans never evolved and the power of the Star and the Crystal cannot reach to stop them, they will make another talisman just as powerful. That is the Third Key, with a modern outlook to match our updated age, not bound by the antiquated rules by which the ancient powers operate. In that Nowhere land they will raise powers that the Crystal and the Star cannot match while remaining secret. Then they will lead those powers down the Stairway from Nowhere to Somewhere, to the Earth of men. They will inaugurate a new age, in which we will live as immortal gods, ruling over our inferiors for all time.” He stopped.
“Sounds to me as if your SS background is asserting itself, Manticore.”
He grimaced. “Sometimes vision can be distorted by preconceptions and by the ignorance of the times. Mr. Hitler, great mage though he was and brilliant man, had his absurd little quirks. But one need not swallow the racist nonsense to see the truth in the concept of the Herrenvolk, properly understood, with membership defined by magical talent rather than accident of ancestry. As for my involvement in the SS?” He shrugged. “That organization, like the regime it supported, is long gone. I am much older today, and I hope wiser.”
I felt around with my mind’s touch. Manticore is far from stupid, being in fact at least half as brilliant as he thinks he is, and I was certain he would have come with backup in case things turned nasty. Yes, I could sense two others, but I didn’t recognize the touch of their minds. To gain time, I asked, “How do they propose to make this new talisman? Does either Dragon or Scorpion know how it was done thousands of years ago? According to both Jaguar and Dolphin, there’s no record.”
“They have ideas. Some experimentation will be required. As in all things worth doing, there is no guarantee of success, but the prospects are good, in my opinion. After all, it has already been done twice, so we know it’s possible.” He smiled. “But that’s not the important question before us at the moment, Karla. Rather, the important question is this. If it can be done, are you in? Or are you out?”
I folded my arms across my chest, and put an expression on my face appropriate to someone considering. While doing this, I quietly summoned powers of mist and shadow, night and darkness, and laid them ready to hand. “What happens if I say out?”
“Karla,” he said, “I have never thought you a fool. This is a revolution we are making. You are either with us or against us. Jaguar will insist on that just as much as we do.” He sighed. “You already know the answer to your question.”
I nodded. “Yes, I suppose I do. What it comes down to, then, is which side is likely to win. You’ve already been discovered. That’s a major setback, because I think Scorpion and Dragon must have wanted the project to remain secret until they were ready to strike.”
“Yes, it is a setback,” he admitted. “But I believe not fatal. Its principle result, as far as you are concerned, is that we are talking at this time. One way or another, after tonight you will cease to be an opponent. I would much prefer that you joined us. You are very talented. If necessary, I will kill you, but I don’t want to do that, and I am certain that you don’t want me to, either.”
I nodded, while smiling inwardly at his presumption that he could kill me, practically in my own home, after warning me he intended to. Arrogant Nazi pig.
“So please,” he went on, “may I explain what you stand to gain if you say in? That is at once more interesting, more pleasant, and less obvious, than the question you asked.”
I nodded. “Go ahead,” I said.
“Thank you,” he replied with a little bow. “What do you stand to gain? Power, and all the things that power brings.”
“I already have quite a bit of power,” I said.
“Of course, but you are so restricted in the ways you can use it,” he answered. “We are forced to be creatures of the shadows, skulkers in darkness. We deserve to be served by the cattle of the world, openly and with respect and fear. Instead, they go about their business blind to our existence. They treat us as equals, which is to say, as less than we are. Some, those with wealth or fame or political power, actually look upon us as their inferiors.” He shook his head angrily. “It has always irritated me. I am a being of light and fire. I want to walk in the sunlight and dazzle the world with my splendor. But I cannot. The Crystal will not allow it. The Third Key, however, will. It can do the same for you.”
“So let me get this straight,” I said. “What you’re offering me is a chance at fame, essentially. A chance to use the power openly, to rule whatever territory I can carve out for myself, in the open, as a queen. Or even a goddess. Is that right?” He nodded. “I have never wanted fame, Manticore. I am quite happy skulking in darkness, as you put it. The Crystal gives me everything I want, with one exception, and I don’t think this Third Key will give me that, either – even if it’s ever completed, which I frankly doubt it will be. Have Dragon and Scorpion even managed to open the door to this new world of theirs? I know they can’t use the talismans for the purpose.”
“Oh, yes, that was simple,” he said. “The talismans could bring them close enough that they could go the rest of the way on momentum. Actually, it was coming back that was harder. They needed the help of others to open the door from the other side.” He sighed. “Karla, I don’t like the way this conversation is going. I really don’t want to have to kill you. So I am going to ask you one more time. You want to skulk in the shadows, well, you can still do that. Nobody will force you to use the power openly. Whatever this thing is that the Crystal can’t give you, I doubt if it can be yours in death. So please, Karla, do not –”
But now I was ready. I struck.
Darkness, mist, and shadow’s blight
Be a veil across their sight,
Hide from them the raven’s flight.
The lights went out. Darkness, mists, and shadows wrapped around Manticore and his two unseen companions, blinding their eyes. I shifted into raven form and flew away from my apartment into a dark wood and up a little hill, from which I could hear them yelling and cursing. I resumed my human form and summoned a different power.
Fire of Earth, Fire of Air, Fire of Water, Doubled Fire
Hear the call of passion’s daughter, answer now to my desire.
From four directions came four balls of fire, one green from the north, one yellow from the east, one blue from the west, and one white-hot from the south, converging on my Background condo, where they exploded in a massive conflagration. I shifted back into raven form and flew deeper into the forest, the outer trees of which caught fire. I reached a clearing and sent my thought scanning about the ruins and the surrounding area.
Well, damn! I wasn’t sure about his lackeys, but Manticore himself, at least, was still alive. He’d sensed the killing spell coming, I supposed, and fled the house before it could catch him.
Although I sensed he had survived, I couldn’t locate him, and I was uncertain enough of the outcome at the moment that I didn’t feel like seeking him out for a finish. Another time, Manticore, you strutting fascist martinet. For the present, I felt sure I had at least taught him not to take his ability to kill me for granted.
Well, what to do now? I needed to get word of what I knew to Jaguar as quickly as possible. I considered simply dreamwalking to his mansion, but rejected the idea as what the enemy would probably expect. Instead, I drew a knife from the ether and cut my arm. The blood flowed, and under my will and the Crystal’s power became a blood-parrot, my messenger. Then I healed the cut with a soft thought, and sent the parrot in my stead to Jaguar’s place, where it would speak for me and tell him everything: Scorpion’s and Dragon’s plans, and the fact that Manticore at least was on their side.
Afterwards, I plunged deeper into the Background Realm, no more visible than a shadow. There were things I needed to know, and I would find them out before I returned to the physical plane.
Chapter Five
Correl
“If I had a camera,” Jaguar said, “I’d take a picture of your face, label it ‘Study in Shock,’ and publish it on the Internet to widespread praise.”
I nodded, unable to speak, enjoying an agreeable view of Karla’s jeans-clad backside beneath the swaying hem of her jacket as she sauntered away down the café’s aisle. She threw one last smile back at me over her shoulder, then turned a corner and, one presumes, disappeared into the Background Realm.
“Well, that should teach you, Jaguar,” Dolphin said, “always to bring a camera with you to Paris. There’s always something worth photographing in this town.” I heard an edge in her voice that made me look at her. She met my eyes and smiled a wry half-smile. “I believe that answers the question you were asking earlier, Correl.”
I nodded again. “One of them. Not the question of what I want to do about it.”
Jaguar cleared his throat. “If I may offer the cynical advice of an old man,” he said, “self-serving in part and probably useless, I would say that when you’ve been bitten once, it’s unwise to pet the same bitch a second time.”
“Yeah,” I said. “Only I’m not sure I have a choice.”
“Oh, there are always choices to be made,” Dolphin said. “Even when you think there aren’t.” She finished her coffee and stood up. “In fact, we all have decisions to make, and things to do. Correl, if you need to talk some more, you know where to find me.” She gave me a brief hug, put money on the table, and walked briskly toward the ladies’ room, whence I expected her to depart for Background as well.
“And then there were two,” said Jaguar. “Now that the ladies are gone, I believe I can speak a little more frankly. Karla really is a bitch.”
“You’re not telling me anything I don’t know,” I said. “She did try to kill me a couple of days ago.”
“No, she didn’t,” he answered. “I’ve seen her kill people. She’s very good at it. Believe me, if she had been trying to kill you – I won’t say she’d have succeeded necessarily, but she’d have given you a lot more trouble.” He sighed. “Look, I don’t want you to misconstrue my motives. I’m quite fond of Karla, and I’d be delighted to bed her, but I don’t believe I’m in love with her. If I thought you two had any future together, I’d give you my blessing and be very happy for you. But I don’t think you do. Being in love is madness. On one level, it’s nature’s way of ensuring that the species is propagated, because it makes people have a lot of sex until pregnancy results, and then keeps them together just long enough for the child to be born and grow to a walking, talking creature. Usually by that time the couple is no longer in love, so they split up and do the same thing with others, thus ensuring genetic diversity, as well as entertaining drama.”
I smiled. “You really are a cynical old man,” I said.
“I admit it,” he said. “But sometimes falling in love has a magical purpose instead of a genetic one. Do you follow me?”
“I think so,” I said.
“You and Karla have that kind of love,” he went on. “It led you to your initiations. It’s leading to something else now, some purpose that neither of you understands. I saw it when she first told me about you. She worried about everything. She feared that her new powers would come between you. She feared you would fall in love with Dolphin and she’d lose you.” He smiled. “You did fall in love with Dolphin, I know. Everyone does. But Karla hasn’t lost you, I think, and that could be disastrous for both of you. Whatever purpose is driving you, it doesn’t give a damn about your happiness, your well-being, or even your lives. The talismans are like that, much more devious than most of us understand. If you don’t mind my asking, what did Dragon tell you about the conflict between the Star and the Crystal?”
“He brought it down to a difference of opinion about what’s important,” I said, “given that the universe is ultimately going to end.”
“Sounds like he and Scorpion had been corresponding,” Jaguar said. “She used to say the same sort of thing, the universe doesn’t care, so what’s the point of any crusades or noble causes, blah blah blah.” He shook his head. “I think it’s more complicated than that. As you pointed out earlier this evening, the Star came first, and could easily have stopped the Crystal from being made, but it didn’t.
“Go back through history, and you find the same pattern over and over, carrot and stick, good cop and bad cop. The Crystal provokes a change, the Star uses that change to move things to a higher level, and so on. Look at the ecological crisis in the first part of this century. That had roots all the way back to the industrial revolution, which the Crystal touched off in service to plain old greed. But the Star used it to end slavery, emancipate women, spark the labor movement, broaden democracy. Then the Crystal did an end run with economic globalization, allowing a lot of the old capitalistic ugliness to resurface. But that moved the environmental problems to crisis stage, and the Star leveraged a more united world from it. Things are pretty nice right now. Great power war is no more, the population is stabilized, labor rights are universally recognized and protected, there’s free health care for everyone, we have an ecologically sustainable society. But you can be sure, there are forces in play that will curdle the cream and require more changes, new solutions. It looks to me like the Star wants it that way, and that it and the Crystal are working together. Can you think why?”
“I believe so,” I said. “The Star is taking us somewhere that we wouldn’t go unless pushed.”
“Exactly,” said Jaguar.
“Could be,” I said. “But what does that have to do with me and Karla?”
“Ah, sorry,” he said. “I know this is complicated and I went a roundabout way. The point is, both sorts of adepts are needed, and we each have our roles to play. In most ways, Karla Jasovich is nasty, merciless, self-centered, and power-driven. She rises above herself only in service to art and music, which can be just as ruthless as business or politics, so that’s fine. But there is one important exception. And I’m talking to it.”
“Ah,” I said. “I see.”
He nodded. “No offense meant. It’s just that because she’s in love with you, she does things that are self-denying and self-sacrificing. She’s been celibate the last ten years because she was being faithful to you. That was frustrating to me personally.” He grinned. “But it’s also not a healthy sign for a Crystal Mage, usually. There are times when one of us can be celibate while we pursue something more important than sex, but that’s not what Karla’s been doing. Do you see what I’m saying?” I nodded. “Good. It’s impacting you, too. You’re not at peace because of her. She draws you away from being the best Star Mage you can be. I think Dolphin knows that, and she’s worried for you.”
I nodded again. “I guess that’s why she was a little edgy just before she left,” I said.
“Probably,” he said. “Although maybe not. She’s got a lot on her mind right now. So do we all.” He stood up and dropped coins on the table. “Think about what I’ve said, will you? Your relationship – it’s impossible. At least, I can’t see any way it can work. I have a very bad feeling that because of it, one of you is going to die. I would hate to see that happen.” He walked through the door and disappeared into the Paris night. I paid my share of the bill, and exited to desktop myself, stepping from the foggy dark into the dream-bright otherwhere, nothing for any passersby but a fatigue-induced flicker in the corner of the eye, gone in a blink.
I had a lot to think about. Not that this was anything new, really. Just a new angle on an old, old problem, no more nor less impossible now than fifteen years ago. How the heart plays games with the head! By any rational analysis, Jaguar was right. It was insane. There was no way we could work out. We never had before, and there was no reason to think we’d be better at it now. Just the opposite.
Why, why, why couldn’t I let her go? Why did that kiss send my brain into fugue, and the sight of her smile make me feel so out of breath and drunk? Why was it that every woman I’d befriended and bedded since Karla had been no more than dalliance, the old receptors locked on her, shaking their collective heads at the suggestion of linking to anyone new?
Except Dolphin, of course, and it seemed she had her own impossible past to deal with, her own desires blocked by old pain and rechanneled into safely nonerotic paths by that powerful will. She gave me love, but not that kind. If that had been different, if she had said yes instead of politely no nine years ago, would my heart have opened to her and bonded finally, setting me free at last? Could my angel have exorcised my gorgeous devil? Or had I let myself fall in love with Dolphin only because I had known she would say no?
I felt myself standing on the edge of a cliff, knowing that the only sensible thing to do was to step back away from it, not forward, but knowing equally well that my feet would choose their own path and would not be sensible at all.
Oh, hell. There was no answer, at least none to be found in thinking about it. Things would go as they would go, and if Dolphin was right and I had a choice, then I would make it, probably the wrong choice, but make it I would. In the meantime, there was work to be done. I needed to find Grimrod, so with a deep breath and an effort of will, I set matters of romance and cosmic plots alike aside, and got to work.
I didn’t bother returning to my apartment, just created a Temple there in the Background Realm, cast a Circle, and sent a call out. A link formed almost immediately.
“Boss!” Grimrod cried. “Help! I’m trapped here!”
“Hold on,” I said, “I’ll come through to you.”
“No! Don’t!” he whispered frantically. “They’ll eat you alive, there are too many of them. Pull me through to you instead!”
“Okay.” I reached for his hand, opened a teleporting tunnel from wherever he was – it looked like a jail cell – to my impromptu Temple, and drew him through it. Then I closed the tunnel down.
“Whew!” he said. “That was lucky. Thanks for coming to my rescue, boss. I’ve earned that day of Star power, I think.”
I nodded. “So what happened?”
He conjured a stool and sat on it. “It’s a long story. Got anything to drink?”
“Sure. What do you want?”
“A Guinness extra stout, please. Big mug.”
I waved my hand, and a mug of nut-brown ale appeared in it, as big as Grimrod’s oversized head. I handed it to him, and he drained half of it in a long wet gulp.
“Thanks,” he said.
I sat down on a cushion of air, and waited for him to begin.
***
I ran up the stairs like you told me (Grimrod said), and they went up and up for maybe a couple of miles. Then they started curving around and sometimes going down instead of up. Here, let me draw you a map. I don’t know if this is important, but what the hell.
I got the weirdest feelings running along it, at times like something was squeezing me, other times like I was fading away, or blowing up like a balloon.
After a long while, I started to see side passages and doorways. I came to the first doorway, on the left, and I decided to check it out. I didn’t know if you wanted me to do that, but I got curious. Anyway, I didn’t go very far, because the door opened on a place in the physical plane, so when I went through it I was a discarnate spirit. Also, something about it felt really wrong, like I didn’t have a decent connection to the place and might dissipate into nothing if I went too far, or get flipped back into reality who knows where. It was freezing cold, snow all over the place and no trees, looked like a big glacier. I first thought it was opening on some place in the arctic or maybe in Antarctica, but then I saw what looked like the New York skyline in the distance, only it was all in ruins, not like it had been bombed but like the place had been abandoned. I didn’t stay long, but while I was there I didn’t see any people. It was strange.
I hurried back to the stairway and went on. I checked out a couple of other doorways on the way, and they both went to versions of the physical plane just like the first one did. In one, it was night, and there was a glow, like everything was radioactive. The other seemed more normal, except again all the cities were in ruins, and I didn’t see any people. After that I didn’t go through any more doors. I didn’t go down any of the side passages, either, so I have no idea where they go. They seemed to be built of a different kind of rock than the main stairway.
It was a while after the last door I opened that I came to the first checkpoint. A barrier had been built across the stairway. There were chairs, a refrigerator, a coffee-maker, a couple of desks with computers. Sitting at the desks were two people, a man and a woman. I didn’t recognize either of them, but their auras told me that one was a Star Mage and the other was a Crystal Mage. That was weird by itself, the two of them working together like that, but then your lady friend is a Crystal Mage, isn’t she? Maybe it’s a new trend. They were both focused on their computer screens, like they didn’t expect anyone to come up the stairway, so I made myself invisible and crawled under the checkpoint. They never noticed me. I don’t think they were very alert. I checked out their computer screens, but there was nothing very interesting there. The guy, the Crystal Mage, was playing a game, and the woman was entering something in a blog on the Net.
I decided to stay invisible in case I found any more of those things, and it’s a good thing I did, because they started to come along every few miles. Getting past them was easy, though. Not all of them were even manned, but every person I did see on duty was either a Star Mage or a Crystal Mage. I counted 13 people total manning the checkpoints.
I’d estimate that the stairway goes on for not quite 60 miles. At the end of it – well, it opens up on a town! I don’t know what else to call it, boss. Not a big town. Maybe more like a village. It’s an underground room, a mile or two across, and there are streets, houses, a sewer system and running water and the whole works. Every living person that I saw there was either a Star Mage or a Crystal Mage. I’d say there were maybe fifty all told, split about half and half between the two types.
There were a lot of other things there, too. They looked like people, but they were all magical constructs, servants and guards. The guards looked tough, wearing modern body armor and magnetic deflectors and armed with laser-sight rifles. All the houses were big and looked pretty luxurious. The biggest one you’d call a mansion. I explored that one carefully and I found that both Dragon and Scorpion lived in it, but neither of them was home at the time. They came back later, but by then I had already been caught and put in jail.
The weirdest thing in the town was at the very back, near the big mansion. You said to follow the stairway to the end, and that was the end, because there was nowhere else to go. It was just a wall of nothing. The rock faded away, like it had been dissolved by acid, and there was a kind of shimmer in the air, with nothing at all on the other side. Nothing I could see anyway. I moved in for a closer look, but they must have had some sophisticated spells guarding the thing, because something detected me and started an alarm sounding. People came out of the houses, and there I was, all solid and visible. I tried to run, but someone caught me in a noose and I couldn’t move. Then they came over and started asking me questions.
There was one woman in particular, a Star Mage, short and skinny, with short dark hair and a big sharp hook nose and hard eyes. She’s the one who put me in jail. She looked into me with those eyes and I just started talking. I told them you had summoned me, and put me to following the stairway. She asked if anyone else was with you, any other Star Mages was how she asked it, and I said no. Your lady friend is a Crystal Mage, but she didn’t ask about them, so I didn’t tell her. But she said, “Well, he still might tell others. I think this has to go straight to the top.”
She went over to where the stairway ended and did something magical, and had a conversation with somebody. I couldn’t follow the conversation at all, but she cast another spell and Dragon and Scorpion both came out of the nothingness. I knew that was who they were because she talked to them some more and called both of them by name.
They came over and had a look at me.
“What are we going to do about this?” Scorpion asked. “We’ve been discovered. We can’t let that happen. Not yet.”
“Agreed,” Dragon said. “But don’t worry, I know Correl Brannigan. I can handle him. Leave this to me.”
“What are you going to do?” Scorpion asked.
“Set a trap for him,” Dragon replied. “I’m sure he’ll be coming back with others, probably with Dolphin herself. Especially when his little gnarled friend here doesn’t report on schedule. If I can capture them, maybe he’ll join our side.”
“Risky,” Scorpion said. “It might be safer just to kill him.”
“This whole enterprise is risky,” Dragon said. “Besides, he’s quite good. Killing him might not be so easy, and if we can convince him to join us it will be worth it.”
“Dolphin won’t join us,” said Scorpion. “At least you’ll have to kill her.”
Dragon sighed. “Maybe, maybe not,” he said. “It’s a Star matter, Scorpion. I’ll deal with it, you go back and work some more on the Third Key. I think we were making progress before we got interrupted. I’ll join you as soon as I can. This won’t take long.”
She didn’t look happy about that, but she went. Then Dragon told the skinny woman – he called her Otter – that he was going to put a trap on the cave of the Stairway, and that she should keep an eye on me, and let him know if you showed up to rescue me. She said she would, and he disappeared.
Then Otter muttered something about Dragon being too soft, and she talked to another Star Mage, a black guy in blue jeans with a lot of muscles. He grinned and said, “I’ll take care of it. The Ice Queen’s had it coming for a long time.”
“Just don’t underestimate her,” Otter said. “I know you don’t like her, but she’s not stupid and she’s very good. Don’t do anything asinine.”
“Hey,” he said, “it’s me!” Otter grimaced and rolled her eyes, but the guy disappeared and didn’t see her do it. She wove spells around me, I don’t know what kind, and then walked away to do other things.
“Not long after that,” Grimrod finished, “I got the call from you. So they didn’t hold me prisoner very long. Thanks a lot.”
“You’re welcome, of course,” I said.
Something bothered me. If they were expecting me to come after Grimrod, it shouldn’t have been so easy to spring him from the jail. It seemed likely that – oh. Not good. I could already sense that my guess was correct.
“Go, Grimrod,” I said. “Get out of here. We’re going to have company that you’re not up to dealing with. Go on, you’ve earned your day of Star power. It starts tomorrow morning. Now move, if you want to be alive to enjoy it!”
“What about you?” he said.
I was already weaving defenses on top of my usual ones. “It’s too late for me to run. Go!”
He stopped arguing and popped out of visibility. I could feel the forces gathering. A spell was coming, something nasty. Nothing to do at this point but meet it head on and hope to survive and retaliate. I wove a Mirror of Displacement, an image of myself a couple of yards away from the real me, and made my real self invisible. I built walls of resistance out of all four Elements and all three Dynamics. I was just starting to work on a Primal Summoning when the attack hit. Like my walls, it was composed of all four Elements, and tried to burn, drown, freeze, and crush me all at the same time. It hit my walls. It broke through them, losing a good bit of its force in doing so, and reduced my Mirror to a shriveled corpse, but my inner defenses held. Should I counterattack, I thought? No. I waited, remaining invisible, and watched. Let the enemy come to me, and reveal himself, or, as I suspected, herself.
Why is it that I always seem to be in combat against women? There’s an important lesson there somewhere.
Sure enough, it was Otter who floated over the wreckage of my Temple, bathed in a pearly glow of power and wearing her usual dour expression. I am not certain, but I don’t think I’ve ever seen her smile.
“Nice move, Brannigan,” she said. “That’s not you.” She kicked my French-fried mirror contemptuously and it shivered, collapsed, and disappeared. “You’re here somewhere still, I bet,” she went on. “You’ve got enough guts to stay and not enough sense to run. So come on, big shot, do it to me, if you can.” In her hand appeared nothing else but a light saber right out of the old Star Wars movies. As one of the few members of my generation who had actually seen those films – I’m a vintage movie aficionado – I recognized it immediately. Hers was a pale green, which I supposed was appropriate. A Crystal Mage should have had a red one for artistic consistency, but Otter was one of us, and old enough to have seen the films when they were first released.
“Come on, Correl,” she said. “I haven’t had a good fight in years. I guess I’ll forego the pleasure this time if you want to join us, though. If you want to be part of the revolution. If that capitalist oppressor lackey doesn’t have you completely wrapped around her finger. Just like every other pig with a penis, shake a cute ass in your direction and your balls take over from your brain. But hey, surprise me!” She began to quarter the ruins, working a spell to penetrate illusions. I strengthened my invisibility screen and kept out of her way for the moment. I wanted to hear more of what she had to say, and anyway I preferred to choose my own moment to strike.
“Man, I’ve been waiting for this chance for fifty years now,” she went on. “I wanted it in the 1960s, of course, but there was no way then, the system was too strong. We tried, but they stomped us. Then just before the century turned, I got the call from the Star, and I thought it was just what the world needed, some serious power that the capitalists and the militarists could never match, couldn’t even understand, didn’t even believe in! Then they tell me the real story. Have to keep it all secret, can’t make a revolution with it because people would notice. All this power and we can’t use it the way power should be used. We have to sit back and let the war machine grind on, let the rich bastards rape the earth. Makes me fuckin’ sick.”
She was in front of me now, facing away from me, still searching. I started working on my Primal Summoning once more. Another minute or two and I’d have it in train.
“I took it anyway. Hell, yeah. A chance to live forever? Who wouldn’t? I figured I’d find a way around the rules sooner or later. Plenty of time. And now it’s happened. Dragon’s the man with the plan. Want to know what the plan is?” She laughed, although she still wasn’t smiling. I was almost ready.
“I may as well tell you. Either you’re going to join us or you’re going to die. Or maybe you’ll kill me instead. One way or another I’m not gonna give a shit that I told you, so why not? Dragon’s gonna make a new talisman to replace the Star, one without any chickenshit rules about keeping it under cover. We’ll come out in the open and we’ll smash the police states and the corporations and the crooked politicians. The revolution is just around the corner. There’s no way to stop it. So what do you say, Brannigan? You want in? You want to be on the right side?” My Primal Summoning was ready. Just a few seconds to release the spell.
“Or are you going to go on mooning after the Ice Queen? That’s what Wyvern calls her. Man, he hates her guts. I don’t. I figure she’s just doing what she’s been taught, doesn’t know any better, hasn’t run up against the machine the way I have. Live a pampered life like hers, you’ll never develop a social conscience. Not her fault. But Wyvern, for him it’s personal, so I sent him to do her. He’s probably done it already. What do you think, Correl?” she asked suddenly. “You think Wyvern can take out Dolphin? I’d say not in a fair fight, honestly, but he ought to be able to get her by surprise. Poor bitch’ll never know what hit her.” Now. I released the Summoning. The thing I summoned was on its way, but would take about a minute and a half to arrive.
“Well, damn,” Otter said. “Maybe he’s really gone. I didn’t think the asshole was that smart.”
“He’s not,” I said. “But then, obviously neither are you.” I dropped my screens and conjured a light saber of my own. I had years of training in kendo and kenjitsu, so if she wanted to make this a swordfight, I was game. And besides, the Force was with me.
We crossed blades with an electronic hum and discharge of ozone, and within a few seconds I knew she was better than I expected. Probably not as good as I was, though. I fought a conservative battle, keeping my defenses up, not trying to attack too hard, not leaving myself open.
“Wasn’t sure if telling you about Wyvern would bring you after me or send you running to save your girlfriend,” Otter said, pressing her attack but not too hard, trying, as I was, to gauge what she was up against.
“Dolphin’s not my girlfriend, more’s the pity,” I said, “and it’s Wyvern who’s going to need help, not her.” I flicked a tongue of fire at her with my left hand. She blocked it with her blade and backed up a step, then returned to the assault. About a minute more, I estimated. I was worried about Dolphin, but I had to deal with Otter first. It wouldn’t do to have her following me. Hopefully my boast would turn out to be true.
“So I guess you’re not in,” she said. “Somehow I get that feeling. Just a hunch.” I blocked a cut that she threw on the last word, then riposted low, at her knees. She jumped, dodging my blow, landed on her feet and came at me again.
“No, I’m not in,” I said. “I’ve got no love for the military-industrial complex or amoral corporations, but I can’t see any percentage in helping someone like you come to power, either. Were you always this way?”
“No,” she said. “I used to be weak and desperate.”
“Desperate, exactly the word I was looking for,” I said. I retreated, letting her take the lead, blocking her attacks, not trying to attack myself. All I needed to do was keep her occupied until my Summoning got here. About thirty more seconds.
“You try getting raped repeatedly by your brother’s gang when you were twelve to fifteen years old and see what it does to your attitude,” she grated.
“So now you’re out to castrate the whole world in retaliation,” I said.
“The whole world’s already castrated,” she said. “A few of us are growing a new set of balls, though.” She backed up suddenly and made a gesture. Beneath my feet, the earth split and a crevice appeared, widening quickly, with Hell’s fire breathing sulfur fumes down below. I levitated above the chasm, heat shield in place, letting my sword disappear into the ether. Clearly she was moving past the fencing match, and the initiative was hers for the moment.
But I never discovered what new attack she was about to launch, because at that second my Primal Summoning arrived. Time to go!
The interesting thing about the Background Realm is that everything one of us can do there in the flesh, an ordinary mage can do in the mind or in spirit, depending on one’s personal philosophy about such things. That includes a Primal Summoning, but only a fool would do anything that crazy. What does that make me, for doing it not merely in the spirit but in the flesh? Beyond foolish, hopefully to the point of wisdom.
All the order in the universe we live in is founded on chaos. The order is written in the probabilities that govern events at the roots of reality. The events themselves in their roll-the-dice license are the chaos on which the order is imposed. Remove the order, let the wave functions collapse any which way without statistical pattern, and what you have isn’t a crazy world, but no world, because it’s only the regularities that allow life to exist and anything to be. That is why the word chaos is literally translated from the Greek, not as disorder, but as “nothing.”
Magic can alter the normal patterns. But in almost all cases – in all cases that aren’t crazy and self-destructive – magic doesn’t remove the order, it merely shifts it into a new, more desirable pattern. It’s still orderly, just manifesting in a different way.
A Primal Summoning, though, is a summons of chaos, of complete disorder, of patternless randomness, and so of nonexistence. It is a spell to unravel the universe and bring it to an end.
Of course, the Star won’t allow things to go that far, so my Primal Summoning was contained by the limits of the Star’s tolerance for chaos. I could be sure that the universe would go on – even though there was no guarantee that either Otter or I would be part of it.
I wrapped myself in a shield, not against the Summoning, because there is no defense against that, but against Otter in case she decided to do something suicidal, such as attack me again instead of running like mad. Then I ran like mad. Or rather, flew, not ran. Running wouldn’t have been nearly fast enough. Behind me, reality was unraveling with a scream like tortured sheet-metal or maybe tortured souls, and the emptiness left by my spell was gaining on me. Through the noise, I thought I made out the shouted words, “Correl, you crazy mother-fucker!” but it might have been my imagination. I flew like a bullet, like a line drive hit by a bat out of Hell, like the lunatic I was. And I made it. Just. The chaos had found the bottoms of my shoes and removed a year’s worth of scuffing when it reached its Star-imposed limits and stopped, and I shot well beyond its reach. Then I breathed hard for a few seconds before moving on.
Had Otter escaped or been caught? I didn’t know. Either way, though, she was well and truly off my scent now. I teleported to that familiar beach in Ajaccio and emerged into the physical plane in the shape of a falcon. I flew to Dolphin’s balcony once more and this time found the door open. She was sitting on the floor beside a big, muscular black man who was lying very still, and I quickly saw that the reason he wasn’t moving was that he had a dagger thrust into his throat. Dolphin’s hair had been singed and she had a cut across her forehead. Otherwise, she seemed unharmed. I conjured a damp cloth and gently cleaned the cut on her forehead, which had already stopped bleeding. It healed itself as I watched.
“Is that Wyvern?” I asked, since I didn’t recognize the corpse. Dolphin nodded. “I just had an unpleasant encounter with Otter,” I explained. “She told me that she’d sent someone named Wyvern to kill you. I was worried, so I came as quickly as I could.”
Dolphin’s eyes, I thought, were haunted when she looked into mine, but she didn’t seem frightened so much as stricken with grief. “I can take care of myself. Better than he can, it seems.” She sighed. “Otter,” she said. “I met her a few times, but she became a Star Mage years before I did. I can’t say we were ever close. There’s another one I’ve lost. Two more.” She nodded at Wyvern on the floor. Then she looked at me again. “Are you all right?”
“Sure. I can take care of myself, too. I have some news.” I relayed what Otter had said about Dragon’s plans to create a new talisman to replace the Star, and Grimrod’s account of what he found on the Stairway. “If he counted correctly, it seems that Dragon and Scorpion have at least 50 people on their side, roughly half each Star and Crystal. Maybe more, but certainly no less.”
Dolphin nodded. “What we have here is war. Civil war within both of the Orders. I don’t think that’s ever happened before. If it has, the annals don’t talk about it.” She closed her eyes tight. “Damn you, Dragon.”
Chapter Six
Karla
Going to my condo was obviously out, so I conjured a washroom in the Background Realm, took a shower, changed clothes, dried my hair, and redid my makeup. Just because one is on the run and one’s life is in danger is no reason for a girl not to feel fresh and look her best, I say.
Then I proceeded to the Library of Thoth. I still thought that a good plan, and with Manticore off my scent for the moment this seemed like the best time.
The Library, as I explained before, manifests a little differently each time. This time there were no computers, just rows of books on multiple floors, and an information desk with the Librarian standing behind it. The Librarian wore a long white robe. He had the head of an ibis on the body of a muscular man. An image of Thoth, the Egyptian God of Knowledge, naturally, after whom the Library is named.
“Good evening, Librarian,” I said to him.
“Good evening, Karla,” he replied pleasantly. “Are you here to look into your next incarnation?”
“No,” I said.
“I may be confused as to times, then,” he said. “You’re still alive?”
“I believe so.”
“My mistake. Please accept my apology. How can I be of assistance?”
“I need some information,” I said. I described in detail the events of the last few days. He listened politely, although I had the feeling he knew more about it than I did. “And so, after I escaped, I came here.”
“I understand,” he said. “Please wait a moment. I’ll be right back.”
The Librarian stepped away from his desk and disappeared into the rows of books. In a few minutes, he came back with a large volume under his arm. He handed it to me and said, “Please feel free to borrow this if you wish. I believe it contains all the information you’re looking for.”
The title of the book was The War of the Talismans: An Account of the Third Key Rebellion and Its Consequences. I took it with me to one of the couches in the reading room, curled up and began leafing through the book. The illustrations alone were fascinating. One showed the cave entrance to the Stairway. Another depicted what looked like an underground town or village, and the caption described it as “Gateway Village, the headquarters of the Rebellion on the threshold of the target world.” There were portraits of many adepts of the Star and Crystal, including Dragon and Scorpion, Correl and myself, Jaguar and Dolphin. I found Manticore’s handsome face, and a few other Crystal Mages of my acquaintance, as well as many people I had never met. I flipped to the end of the book, and found a riveting photo that showed Dragon, in his draconian form, huge, golden, fiery, and terrifying. On the ground before him and looking distinctly at a disadvantage lay Dolphin dressed as a knight in chain mail, propped on a shield she wore on her left arm and holding a big sword in her right hand. Dragon seemed to have her at his mercy, but he wasn’t looking at her. He was looking up at an enormous, angry black bird descending towards his scaly face, talons extended. The caption read “The final battle.”
I went back to the beginning and began to skim. The first chapter contained brief biographies of Dragon and Scorpion up to their resignations as leaders of the Orders. It revealed that they had been discussing the creation of a new talisman for several years before deciding to make the attempt. Their resignations within months of each other were coordinated, as Correl had suspected. The second chapter detailed the recruitment, carefully and in secret, of the rebels from both Orders, over a period of about five years, and the construction of the Stairway.
Chapter Three dealt with my own discovery of the Stairway and the events leading up to the so-called “War of the Talismans,” which appeared to be an all-out civil war among the adepts.
I went back to Chapter Two and read through it more carefully. Aha! The payoff: a list of all the rebels, in alphabetical order, with a total count of 64. Excellent! Now all we needed to do was, first, approach a goodly number of the adepts not on the list and acquire some allies, and second, hunt down the adepts that were on the list with a view towards extermination, like the offensive vermin they were. Somehow I doubted that it would be that simple, but certainly this book would be a big help.
Now, the next problem: I needed to get it to Jaguar. But I had a feeling that after Manticore failed to either recruit me or kill me, all the Background routes to the Crystal’s mansion would be watched. Therefore I decided that the first order of business was to get some help. A team of several adepts could probably break through anything that the foe had erected in the way of roadblocks.
I looked up the names of my friends to see if they were on the list. Basilisk, unfortunately, was, but Banshee was not. Neither was Corby, nor Hyena. Jinni was with the enemy, but not Kraken, nor Lamia, nor Nightwing. That would do for a start. I began with Banshee, hoping that she would be home, it being about 8 pm in Dublin.
I emerged from Background in the form of a goose on the water in St. Stephen’s Green, swam to shore, and as there seemed to be no one around, resumed my usual shape. A brisk walk across the park – unfortunately all the artwork had been removed for the night – down Earlsfort Terrace, across Grand Parade and a few blocks further, took me to Northbrook Road, where I made a left and found myself at Banshee’s house. I knocked on the door, and happily heard footsteps, as well as a dog barking. Oh, yes, Banshee loves dogs. Well, nobody’s perfect, and she’s still a good friend, as well as a fine singer with a splendid voice. I’ve written a lot of music for her over the years.
She opened the door, all 160 centimeters of her, with her blond hair and cute freckled nose and bright blue eyes. She held onto the dog’s collar, which was good because dogs usually don’t like me any better than I like them, and said, “Hi there, Karla. Had a feeling you might be dropping by. Come on in, honey.”
“Thanks, Shee,” I said, stepping through her doorway and carefully not looking at the mutt. (Actually Wailer is a pedigreed Irish setter, but to me “mutt” describes the entire disgusting species.) “What gave you the idea I was coming over?”
“Oh, all the Irish are a bit touched with the Sight,” she said, “some of us more than others. I had a feeling you were in trouble and might need help. Why don’t you sit down at table, I’ll make some tea, and you tell me what it’s all about.”
I sat. I even managed to pet Wailer. Once. “To start with, it’s about Manticore,” I said as she put water on to boil and tea leaves in the pot.
“He’s trouble all right,” Banshee said. “That man’s so full of himself he’s got no room to take a crap. Can’t stand him. Do you suppose we might get a chance to send him off to Valhalla or wherever he prefers to spend eternity?”
“Very possibly,” I said. “He may insist on it.”
“Oh, good, that’s the best news I’ve had since James Donnegan sent me flowers and a love poem three weeks ago,” she said.
“Really?” I said, genuinely impressed, although I knew Donnegan hadn’t taken this action entirely of his own accord. “Is he as gorgeous in person as he is in the movies?”
“And what makes you so sure I know the answer? I just said he sent me flowers, not that I condescended to see the man,” she replied with a grin. I merely lifted an eyebrow. Banshee is, in some respects, a female version of Jaguar. “Oh, well, the answer is no, but he’s sweet enough just the same, especially in the dark. But not as sweet as it would be to crucify Manticore on a swastika. Still,” she went on, “if it were just him causing you trouble, I think likely he’d be crucified already, the pompous twit. So why don’t you tell me the rest of the story?” The tea was ready, and she served it with milk and sugar, both of which I declined.
I spent a good hour and a half telling her the story. For some reason, I opened up more than I had intended, about Correl and what was happening between us, and the feelings Dolphin triggered in me, as well as what I had learned about Scorpion, Dragon, the Stairway, and the Third Key.
At the end of it, Banshee sighed and shook her head. “I don’t understand being obsessed with a man,” she said. “They can be sweet creatures at first, but they go sour over time, and there’s no sense in trying to keep one around longer than the sweetness lasts.”
I shrugged. “I wish I could look at it that way, Banshee,” I said. “I can’t, though. The connection between Correl and me – I don’t understand it, either, but I can’t ignore it. I know that there’s no one else for me, and if I can’t make this work, I’ll be alone for the rest of my life.”
“If you say so,” Banshee replied dubiously. “It’s a tough row, though. I can’t even imagine trying to make it work, as you put it, with a Star Mage.”
“That’s why we’ve been apart for the past 10 years,” I said. “Well, it’s something I’m going to have to deal with myself. In the end, it’s possible that I will be alone for the rest of my life. So be it, if so.” I changed the subject. “What do you think of this thing Scorpion and Dragon are trying to do?”
“I think they’re crazy,” she said. “I think they haven’t thought through the consequences. I think the Crystal knows bloody well what it’s doing. Look, suppose we did come out in the open. Put yourself in the boots of the poor mortals: all of a sudden the world has these superbeings in it who can read their minds, control their minds, turn them into who knows what if they get angry, or even worse. How are people going to react to that? Not well! We’d have constant rebellion, always people trying to kill us, to destroy the Crystal – and the Star, too, I suppose – and keeping all that put down is the only thing we’d have any time for. If you want to rule, you have to be subtle about it, because people don’t like to be ruled. Led, sure, but not ruled.” She snorted. “I can’t believe Scorpion fell for this foolishness. She always seemed so – serene.”
“She’s not the only one that fell for it,” I said. “Here, let me show you this.” I opened my knapsack and pulled out The War of the Talismans. I passed the book over to her and said, “Look in Chapter Two. You’ll find a complete list of all the adepts who are part of the conspiracy, from both Orders.”
Banshee opened the book and began leafing through it. As I had been, she seemed mesmerized by the illustrations. Every so often she would look up at me in wonder. “You pulled this out of that Library place you like to go to? That’s incredible.”
“I needed information,” I said. “The Library has always been a good place to get it.”
“Yes, but Karla, you bypassed all the protections the rebels must have erected to keep their secrets, and got information not only about what they’ve been up to but about how the whole business will come out, and it’s in the form of a well-written book with nice pictures,” she exclaimed. “It’s amazing. I don’t think you have any idea how good you are.”
Ignoring the praise, which was making me uncomfortable, I said, “Go to the last chapter and try to see how it all ends.”
“I’m not sure I want to,” she said.
“Here, then,” I said, “let me try.” She passed me the book, and I opened it to the last section. There was the picture again showing Dragon, Dolphin, and the bird. I looked at the text. I picked up a word here and there – “destruction,” “imprisoned,” “emergency cooperation,” “sacrifice” – but for some reason I couldn’t seem to read the text coherently. I could see it, it wasn’t blurred or anything. It looked just like a normal book written in normal English, but I couldn’t read it. I said as much to Banshee and she nodded.
“As usual,” she said. “The future isn’t fixed, so all we can get are glimpses and hints. We’re supposed to strive, not coast. That makes me feel a bit better, in fact. Even so,” she insisted, “this is remarkable. I agree with you, we need to get it to Jaguar. How do you want to proceed from here?”
“I think we need more help than just the two of us, to be certain,” I said. “That list in Chapter Two can tell us who not to approach. Anyone not on it that we know well and trust should be safe.”
“Unless the list is wrong,” Banshee said, “or someone who isn’t part of the plot decides to pass on information to people who are.”
“True,” I said. “It’s a risk, but we have to start somewhere. I was thinking about approaching Kraken next. He’s such a recluse I can’t imagine this Third Key plot appealing to him at all.”
“As good an idea as any, although I don’t know him,” said Banshee. “Can you take us to his place?”
“Near enough,” I said.
“Let’s go, then,” she said. “No sense wasting any more time.”
“Give yourself water breathing and high-pressure resistance,” I said. “We’re going to the bottom of the Atlantic.”
“Got it,” she said.
I took her hand after we’d both cast the appropriate spells, and in a blink of will we shifted to Background, and thence to the sea floor near Kraken’s cave. Oops! I always forget some little detail when traveling to a bizarre place like this; I could breathe the water and was protected against the pressure, but it was dark, cold, and wet. I hastily conjured a light and some internal heat. Much better, if still wet.
“He’s a strange fellow to want to live down here,” Banshee said. “I’ve never met Kraken and he’s a notorious recluse. How in the world did you make his acquaintance?”
“I sent him a fan letter,” I replied.
“What?” she laughed.
“I like his poetry,” I explained. “He published a collection of his work. It was dark and weird, but very good. So I sent him a fan letter. He could tell when he touched it that it was from a fellow Crystal Mage, and that piqued his curiosity. He’d never gotten fan mail from a Crystal Mage before. We corresponded, and at length he invited me down here for a visit.”
“Strange,” she said. “I hardly ever answer fan letters, although I usually save them, there’s just no time.”
“You answered James Donnegan’s,” I said mischievously.
“If Kraken looks like James, I’ll answer his, too,” she said.
“I’m afraid not,” I replied. “He’s rather ugly on the outside. He’s ugly on the inside, too, but he’s interesting and I like him. I had no desire to dally with him, but then, I don’t think I’d be interested in dalliance with Mr. Donnegan, either.” I sighed. “Being in love can be a pain.”
By this time we had reached the mouth of the cave where Kraken makes his home. Going further without invitation would not be appreciated, I knew, so I sent him a telepathic hail and waited for his response. It came in the form of a bubble of glowing water that shaped itself into a hand and crooked a finger in the “follow me” gesture. We followed, and quickly came to the shimmering wall that marked the true boundary of Kraken’s domain. Banshee and I passed through the wall, dropping our protective spells while banishing the sea water from our clothing and hair, and emerged into pure elegance. An unfortunate residue of salt remained in our clothes and hair.
I don’t know if Kraken’s home is in the physical world or in Background, or, like some rooms of my condo, both. I suspect the latter. In any case, once one has passed that barrier, it becomes the most magnificent dwelling of any Crystal Mage I know, not excepting Jaguar’s mansion. It is as tasteful as the palace of the Shade Lord had been tasteless. The materials and furniture are of exquisite quality without resorting to ornate affectations, the lighting gentle and soothing, and the artwork all originals of the finest inspiration and execution. They range from the marble sculpture by Yakov in the entrance hall, of a young man pulling himself free from the clutches of huge, gnarly, disembodied hands, to the paintings on the walls by Thiele, Gordon, Dali, Picasso, and – I noticed with amazement – even an original Brannigan! I would have to tell Correl. The music playing softly was Mozart’s Eine Kleine Nachtmusik, probably my favorite of his compositions. A light perfume of roses and cinnamon and lemon lay gently on the air.
As always, the place was spotlessly clean, kept that way by Kraken’s – servants. Two of them attended to us now, both lovely young women of course, wearing drapes of sheer fabric that left little to the imagination and submissive expressions on their faces. Banshee eyed them with distaste, for which I couldn’t blame her, but I had been here before so I expected them. They led us to the library, where Kraken himself waited for us.
Kraken is, as I had told Banshee, not an attractive man. I’m not sure why. He could easily fix that, but there are some mages of both Star and Crystal who prefer to keep their original appearance, flaws and all. In case you’re wondering, I did correct a few minor physical idiosyncrasies of my own. I removed a mole that used to reside on my right earlobe, and fixed an asymmetry in my eyebrows that had bothered me for years. But I made no major changes, being pretty satisfied with my appearance on the whole. It’s hard to understand how Kraken could have been satisfied with his.
He’s tall, and his body is slim and fit. But his brows hang Neanderthal-like over tiny dark pig-eyes, his nose is big, hooked, and resembles nothing so much as a beak, and his thin-lipped mouth seems perpetually worked into an expression of disapproval over a jutting lower jaw that gives him a distinct under bite. I wish I could say that this brutish impression belied a kindly and benevolent heart, but no such thing is true, and it’s not to be expected in a Crystal Mage. The most I’ll say is that Kraken is, despite his primitive mien, sophisticated and civilized, in his viciousness as much as in his artistic taste and verbal talents.
His servants are, as one might guess, under spells. He chooses them from among girls who catch his eye when he travels, invisible, here and there in the world, or when he must conduct business in person. He kidnaps them and binds them by magic, and they serve his every need, domestic, administrative, and sexual, until he tires of them. I don’t know what happens to them after that. He has never told me, but I didn’t recognize any of the feminine faces I saw, so the entire staff had been replaced since my last visit three years ago.
His clothing, as always, was colorful, in the present case a coat and pants in shades of pale blue over a white silk shirt with ruffles. It was reminiscent of the late 18th or early 19th century in Europe without actually copying the period styles. Together with a light accent and some of the items in his library, this leads me to believe that he was probably born between 1750 and 1800. If this is true, it would make him the oldest Crystal Mage of my acquaintance, at least 50 years older than Scorpion and 100 years older than Jaguar. Among the books in his library is a Shakespeare folio, the original 1623 edition. He keeps it in a glass case. So I suppose it’s possible he’s even older than his clothing and accent make me guess. On each of my infrequent visits, I’ve seen that folio and all but drooled.
“Good to see you again, Karla,” he said. His faint accent is English, I think, but exactly where in England I’m not sure. “And your friend is?”
“Banshee,” I said, “meet Kraken.”
“Pleased,” she said, and one could almost believe her. “You have a most magnificent home, sir.”
“Thank you,” he replied. “I believe I may have heard a bit of your music,” he added. “The Whirlpool is yours, am I right? You perform under the name Gale Creely, unless I’m mistaken.”
“Yes, I do. You recognized me?” she asked in some astonishment. He nodded. “I recorded it,” she said, “and Karla wrote it, music and lyrics both.”
“That I knew,” said Kraken. “I searched for her music after her first visit here. She’s written for a number of artists, though, and I wasn’t sure if your voice was the one I’d heard singing that song. My tastes normally run to the classics, but there was a certain charm to that song, and a depth one seldom finds in popular music.” He smiled. “But I suspect you didn’t come all the way here to discuss music.”
“Well, you’re right,” I said. “Actually there are some problems developing, and we were hoping to interest you in them, because they do affect you, potentially.” I went into my by-now well-rehearsed description of the plot to create the Third Key. Kraken listened silently to the entire story, betraying no reaction either on his misshapen face or to my telepathy.
“Well, that’s certainly interesting,” he said at last. “I suppose you would like to know where I stand on the matter?” I nodded. “I would prefer to be on neither side. You don’t have to worry about my joining the rebellion. What would I stand to gain from coming out in the open? In fact, if it were generally recognized that people of our ability exist, I might be inconvenienced and have more difficulty operating in secret, as I prefer to do. That might put me marginally on your side, I suppose, at least in terms of moral support. But as far as going into battle against them?” He shook his head. “I’m afraid not. I’m very sorry, Karla.”
“Well, that’s unfortunate,” I said. “Do you mind if we at least use a shower to wash the salt out of our hair before we go?”
“Of course I don’t mind,” he said. “Stay as long as you like. You’re always welcome in my home. My staff will show you where the facilities are.”
“Thank you,” I said. “Shee, why don’t you go first? I’d like to talk with Kraken privately for a moment.”
She looked at me curiously, but said, “Okay,” and left the room, following one of our host’s docile beauties.
“You’re going to try to talk me into it, aren’t you?” he asked when she had left. “It won’t work, you know.”
“Oh, I know,” I lied. “But it won’t hurt to point out a factor or two that may have escaped your notice, will it?”
“I suppose not,” he said with a sigh.
I smiled. “Good,” I said. “Well, the rebels will also want to know where you stand, sooner or later. Probably later, as they’ll concentrate first on those closer to Jaguar. But eventually, if against the odds you’re still alive by then, they’ll get around to you. They won’t be as polite about it as I’m being, I’m afraid.”
He shook his head. “I had thought of that, of course,” he said. “But they would have a hard time coming after me down here. I’m not saying it couldn’t be done,” he added quickly, holding up a hand, “but it would require lot of effort, they’d take casualties doing it, and I am willing to bet that it wouldn’t be worth their trouble, especially if I promised to give them none.” He paused. “Wait. Why did you say it was against odds I’d be alive by then? You admitted yourself they’d likely leave me until close to last.”
I shrugged. “Well, it would be hard to maintain this lovely home without the power of the Crystal,” I said, “and I believe the first order of business for the rebels, after they’ve made their new talisman, will be to destroy the old ones.”
Kraken looked shocked. “They wouldn’t.”
“Why not?”
“Could it even be done?” he asked.
“Nothing is truly indestructible,” I said. “I imagine Star could destroy Crystal, or vice-versa, if either of them were so inclined. Let us be glad that they’re not.”
He nodded. Then he rose from his chair and strolled over to the rows of bookshelves which stretched from floor to ceiling around most of the four walls of the library. He stood silently then, his gaze taking in the luxuries of his home, and I knew he was imagining the sea flooding it and crushing him under its appalling weight. “That would be – most unfortunate,” he said at last.
“Of course, you could go to the rebels and become an initiate of their Third Key, if they ever finish making it,” I said. “But you might not like the terms of that arrangement as well as the one you have with the Crystal. Remember, Scorpion’s not in this alone, Dragon’s as much the leader as she is. In fact, I believe it was originally his idea. He may be a rebel, but he’s still a Star Mage. He doesn’t want a new Crystal, he wants a new Star, a more aggressive Star. Could you make a pact with such a thing? Would it even want you?”
He bowed his head. He stood very still for over a minute. I let him think, saying nothing.
“All right,” he said at last, “I’m in. You’ve convinced me.”
“Thank you, Kraken,” I said, and actually hugged him. “Now I really do need that shower.”
“What next?” he asked after Banshee and I had both washed the salt out of our hair.
“I think, for a margin of safety, we need one or two more,” I said. “Then we go to Mexico and break through to Jaguar and the Crystal.”
“Why don’t we just go now?” Banshee asked. “Are you even sure there’s a blockade?”
“I haven’t verified it,” I answered, “but there was one on my condo in Seattle, and it would make sense for them to try to keep me and Jaguar apart. I would rather go in force and not need it than go with insufficient force and regret it.”
“I believe she’s right,” Kraken said. “Safe is better than sorry. Whom did you have in mind?”
“Nightwing,” I said. “He’s not on the list of rebels, and he’s a good friend of mine.”
He nodded. “He’s a bit flashy for my taste in friends, but I can’t fault his ability.”
“Another one I’ve never met,” said Banshee. “What a broadening experience this is turning out to be.”
The physical world and the Background Realm each has its own set of rules, among them laws governing how to travel. In Background, distance is a matter of resemblance or divergence; one can step from one place to another similar place with scarcely an expenditure of will, and the question of physical distance is not only irrelevant, but meaningless. In the world of the imagination, how does one measure such a thing? I have described instantly poofing myself from one spot in Background to another radically different, and it’s true that I can do this, but it took a great deal of practice to learn how, before the Crystal when I could only do it in my mind. Then I had to learn all over again, because my body wasn’t used to such travel and reacted badly to it at first.
Leading Banshee and Kraken to Nightwing’s place of business in New York involved several steps telescoped into one. From Kraken’s house, we went to its duplicate in Background; then from there to a palatial estate of my imagination with a more modern feel, like an American hotel; then onto a busy Manhattan street, still in Background; then to a deserted alley and from there to the real-world spot resembling it. All one-two-three-four, so that the whole transition took only a second or two. The only restriction is that one can transition from Background to physical plane or vice-versa only where the resemblance is very close. I am convinced that this restriction, too, can be circumvented eventually, but for the present, it allows the enemy to blockade the Crystal’s mansion. A guard on the mansion’s Background Realm version ensures that nobody is able to enter or leave the place by magic.
That doesn’t really trap Jaguar. There is nothing to stop him from simply walking out the front door into the streets of Mexico City. Likewise, it would be easy for me to book a flight from JFK Airport in New York, and arrive at the mansion via taxi. Easy, but time-consuming, and anyway it’s the principle of the thing.
So instead of going to the airport, we entered a building on Fifth Avenue and took an elevator to the 24th floor, the entirety of which was leased by Global Interchange, Inc., a publicly-traded company. Its stock was all controlled, one way or another, by a man known to his business associates as George T. Farrier IV, but to the mages of the Crystal as Nightwing. It was after hours, 6:15 p.m. in New York, but I was confident we would find him in.
I was right. The night-shift security guard called him, per standing instructions, and we were directed to his office. He was on the phone when we arrived, no surprise! I don’t think I’ve ever met such a busy man. He’s small, sandy-haired and brown-eyed, of Irish ancestry. One interesting thing about Nightwing, atypically, is that George T. Farrier is his real name – but he’s only been the Fourth since 2030. The first George Farrier died of an aneurism in 1948, at the age of 53. The will left the business to his previously-unknown son, George T. Farrier, Jr., a man in his mid-twenties and (as many remarked) the spitting image of his father at that age. When the second Farrier was in his 50s, he, too, suffered a tragic illness that killed him instantly, and so did his son, George T. Farrier III. Clearly that sort of thing runs in the family, and it’s likely that George T. Farrier IV, who currently runs Global Interchange, has a similar time-bomb waiting in his genetic makeup – or in his plans for the long-term future. Unless Nightwing tires of his career.
He finished his phone call, hung up, and grinned at me. His tie was askew and so was his hair. His jacket lay draped over his chair in a tangled twist. His clothes, as always, were very expensive and the height of professional fashion, but looked like hell. I straightened his tie for him. “Rough day?”
“Always,” he said.
“You’re never going to learn how to wear this sort of outfit without making a mess of it, are you?” I asked.
“Hey, if I did, pretty women might no longer straighten my tie for me,” he said. “Being a slob has benefits.” I rolled my eyes at him and he laughed. “So, what brings you here, Karla? And can you introduce me to your friends?”
“Oh, yes, sorry,” I said. “This is Banshee, and this is Kraken. Banshee, Kraken, meet Nightwing.”
“Pleasure to meet you both,” Nightwing said, holding out his hand. “Kraken! Not every day one meets a legend. And a celebrity, too: the lovely and talented Gale Creely herself.” He shook hands with both of them. “What can I do for you folks?”
“Well, that depends,” I said. “Have you heard anything from Scorpion lately? Directly or indirectly?”
“Not a word since she disappeared.”
“Then we have some news for you,” I said, pulling The War of the Talismans from my knapsack once more. “Take a look at this.”
He sat back down, motioned us to the other chairs in the room, and opened the book. He frowned, leafing through the pages, skimming, stopping every so often to read in depth. “Interesting,” he said after a few minutes. “Where did you get this?”
“From Background,” I said, “the Library of Thoth.” He nodded. “I’ve verified a good bit of it independently, too. The Stairway is real. I have it from Manticore, who is thick with them, that Scorpion and Dragon are working together to create a new talisman that will let them use the powers openly rather than in secret. Manticore already tried to kill me.”
He nodded again. “Idiotic of them. Of course, for a smuggler like me, operating in the open is idiotic from the word go. I don’t even think I’d know how.”
“Smuggler?” Banshee put in. “How very exciting and romantic! What do you smuggle?”
“Anything,” he replied, smiling. “Anything governments want to outlaw or restrict. I started with liquor in the 1920s, then went to other drugs after Prohibition was repealed – cocaine, heroin, meth, hashish. That was a real cash cow for a while. Nowadays, with governments wising up about that sort of nonsense, it’s harder to make a profit, but I still manage. I keep a computerized finger on legislatures around the world, shifting cargoes and destinations to take advantage of the latest round of tariffs and duties. I haven’t seen an outright ban on anything with serious demand since the 2010s, but there’s still a market for goods produced against environmental regulations, weapons for insurgent movements, and imports that bypass trade restrictions. It takes more work than it used to, but it’s still profitable, and will be as long as restraints on trade exist, which means forever.” He laughed. “If you’re feeling really decadent, I can get you a piano with genuine ivory keys.”
She wrinkled her nose. “I don’t think I’m that decadent yet,” she said.
He shrugged. “Suit yourself.” He turned back to me. “So let me guess,” he said. “You’re gearing up to fight these guys, right?”
“Eventually,” I replied. “At the moment, I’m just recruiting people to break through any potential blockade on the Crystal’s mansion.”
“You think there is one?” he asked.
“My house had one,” I said. “I would think Jaguar’s is more important than mine.”
“Could be. Although they can’t really hit the Crystal, or the Star either, until they have this Third Key of theirs finished, can they? It would destroy their own power base.”
“If it could even be done,” I agreed. “I’m not concerned about them attacking the place, but I need to get through and give some information to Jaguar. It could be I’m worried about nothing, but –”
“But better that, than do nothing about something worrisome,” he finished for me. “Yes, you’re right. Well!” He looked around at each of us, grinning. “Sounds like fun. Let’s do it.”
I looked to Banshee and Kraken. “Do you think the four of us will be enough?” I asked.
“Enough to start with,” Kraken said. “What we need to do first is scout the approach and see what we’re dealing with. We can find more help if need be.”
“Good notion,” I said.
“Please,” Nightwing said, “allow me. We can settle the question very quickly.” He closed and locked his office door, then conjured some sort of metal contraption, perhaps a camera judging by the lens in the front, floating, I suppose, on a magnetic field, and banished it from sight with a mystic pass. Then he returned to his desk and opened a program on his computer, displaying a photographic view from the dispatched camera on its holo screen. “I’m so used to computerized information gathering now that I incorporate it instinctively into my magic,” he said. “Although believe me, it was a hard lesson for a man born in the late 19th century. Here, take a look.”
The image on the screen showed the courtyard of Jaguar’s mansion, but clearly it was the Background Realm version, not the physical one. This was obvious, because the creature squatting on it would have been visible from the street, and neither Star nor Crystal would ever have allowed that. We only saw it briefly, as one of its heads snapped with remarkable speed and accuracy upon Nightwing’s camera and the screen went dark, but the brief glimpse was enough for recognition.
“Oh, my,” Nightwing said. “Was that Cerberus? Or do I have my Greek mythology confused with something else?”
“That was Cerberus,” said Kraken. “Persuading him to help her cause is an impressive achievement of Scorpion’s. But there’s no mistaking that three-headed, snake-tailed dog.”
“I hate dogs,” I muttered under my breath.
“Do we know it was Scorpion?” asked Banshee. “Maybe Dragon did this.”
“No, that’s not possible,” said Kraken. “Scorpion would never allow Dragon to besiege the Crystal’s mansion like this. It’s hers.”
“Well, we won’t be sneaking past him, I think,” said Nightwing. “That camera should have been undetectable by anyone not specifically looking for it, but he found it instantly.”
“So we need to fight our way through,” said Banshee somewhat dubiously.
Nightwing laughed. “Not a chance. I don’t know what strings Scorpion pulled to get him on her side, but he’s beyond the powers of every Crystal adept put together. What I wonder is who’s guarding the gates of Hades now? Are we going to see the dead walking around until he goes back to his normal job?”
“I’m sure he could do both jobs at once,” I said.
“Yes, there’s no doubt about that,” Kraken said. “This manifestation is probably only a small portion of the entire archetype. Still, Nightwing is correct. We would not be able to fight him. Luckily, there’s no need.” He closed his eyes and concentrated, and a plate appeared on Nightwing’s desk. The plate held a big, gooey cake, dripping with honey and nuts and dried fruit. “An education in the classics is never wasted,” he said. The cake disappeared. “Nightwing, could you send another of those metal eyes of yours in a few minutes? Let’s see if that worked.”
A few minutes later, Nightwing did, and this time we got a better look at the monster, because he was fast asleep with Kraken’s plate empty and overturned on the ground in front of him. As we watched, Cerberus began to shimmer, and over the space of some ten seconds, disappeared. We cheered.
“Never wasted,” said Kraken. “Drugged honey-cake, the same way that the Sybil of Cumae put him to sleep so Aeneas could pass. It was also used by Psyche.”
“Good thing he’s a slow learner,” I said.
“Well,” said Kraken, “if he hadn’t taken the cake, we could have tried music instead. That was how Orpheus got past him. But, while Banshee and Karla are surely fine musicians, I am not confident you would equal the abilities of Orpheus. No offense intended. Shall we pay a visit to Jaguar now?”
We did, and the trip proved anticlimactic, just a normal one-two-three into the real physical courtyard and a knock on the door. Jaguar opened it. My blood bird was on his shoulder.
“Good,” he said. “I was hoping you’d make it. Did you get rid of that thing Scorpion left on the doorstep?”
“Yes,” I said. “Yes, we did.”
He grinned. “Excellent. Come on in, all of you. We have some planning to do. It’s war time. I just got off the phone with Dolphin. There’s a blockade on the Star’s place, too, but I’m sure she’ll find a way past it. We’re going to meet for a joint conference and pool our resources and our strategies.” He laughed. “Nothing like a common enemy to bridge old differences, is there? My old teacher is going to regret providing that common enemy. I think, in fact, that she’s going to regret a lot of things, starting with the day she was born.”
Chapter Seven
Correl
We discovered the thing that Dragon had dropped on the island of Corsica when Dolphin went to dispose of Wyvern’s body.
We held a funeral for him first. Dolphin conducted it, the first for a Star Mage that I had ever seen. She began with a ritual prayer in an ancient language, which is supposed to be the tongue spoken in Jericho at the time of the Star’s creation. If it really is, the Order of the Star is its only remaining source.
Dolphin claims the prayers from that time were handed down in an unbroken oral tradition. It moved me, even though I couldn’t understand a word of it.
After the prayer, she went on in French to recount the tale of Wyvern’s life, his childhood in Alabama during segregation, his involvement with Malcolm X’s movement and later with the Black Panthers, his recruitment by the Star in 1982, and his years of contribution to the work of healing and guidance that we all take on when initiated. As she spoke, an image of the Star appeared over his body. I found myself gripped by an urge to go downstairs and see it, as I had not done for a long time.
“Let those years of dedication weigh on the scale more than the folly of his final acts,” she finished. “May his spirit be judged worthy to pass from the Wheel into union with the All. But if not, then let him turn on the Wheel gently, buoyed by the glory of his service, into a better life than this one. As I speak, so let it be.”
“So let it be,” I repeated.
We stood in silence after that, feeling the final passage of Wyvern’s spirit, the complex of magical resonances that emanated from his life, released from bondage to its living patterns at this recognition of his death. I contributed little. I had never met Wyvern nor even heard of him until that day, and besides, the Star’s call was distracting me. Finally she was done, and it was just the two of us and a corpse.
“I’ll take care of the burial,” Dolphin said. “I know the Star is calling you. Go and see what it wants.”
“How did you know?” I asked.
“I have ways,” she said. “Perhaps after you see the Star, you won’t have to ask. I have a feeling about this. It’s important. Go.”
She hoisted that big body onto her shoulder as if it were a sack of feathers, and vanished into Background.
I drew a deep breath. Then I removed my shoes, as seemed proper when entering holy ground, and took the stairs to the lower floor. The stairs ended in a hallway. In one direction down the hall was the main front door and living room; I took the other way. To my left was Dolphin’s studio, to the right her bedroom. Straight ahead was the Star’s temple. The door was open.
I had not seen the temple since the year I lived here after my initiation. It had changed a bit, Dolphin having made her own mark on it. The altar was now graced with a pair of dolphin carvings to either side of the Star itself, while behind it rose the image of a fairy with butterfly wings. The predominant colors now were dark blue and sea-green and rose. In Dragon’s day they had been gold and purple and black. Irises and lilies lay across the altar in front of the Star. But I noticed all of this only with the periphery of my mind. As always, the Star itself commanded my main attention.
It took the form of a large emerald-green snake coiled on the altar, with little insect wings sprouting from the sides of its head. Its bright green eyes transfixed me, looking remarkably like Karla’s eyes. The thought of myself as a bird about to become dinner passed through my mind, provoking an inner chuckle, but that’s not how I felt at all. One feels awe-struck in the presence of the Star, but it had not frightened me since the day I first met it.
I walked across the room until I was standing before the altar, still looking into the snake’s eyes. Its wings buzzed, but otherwise it didn’t move, not even a flicker of forked tongue. Except for those wings, and the thrumming of power that filled the room, it might have been a piece of sculpture – as, of course, it actually was. On one level. “Here I am,” I said. “What did you want to see me about?” I didn’t expect an answer. The Star had never spoken to me before. It had merely been a source of power and of personal transformations, always silent.
But it spoke now.
It lost the serpent guise and, as it rarely did, assumed its true form. A golden stand in the shape of a fountain of water supported it. On the stand lay the meteorite, enclosed in a net woven of gold wire. At regular intervals in a full circle around the horizontal circumference precious stones were set in the wire, twelve in all.
As it dropped its veil of illusions, the Star spoke in my mind, a single word: “Understand.” The temple faded from view, and I found myself immersed in a vision.
The Star lay before me on a rough table, hand-carved from planking, in a mud-brick room roofed with thatch and dimly lit by a smoky oil lamp. A man in early middle age wearing a loincloth and carrying a copper knife in one hand and a carved and painted wooden wand in the other swayed before the Star in a magical trance, gesturing with the two implements and speaking an incantation in the same language Dolphin had used for the funeral prayer. I knew – as one knows in dreams – that this was the Star’s nameless creator, and that I was seeing the first awakening of its power, the final step in a long and difficult magical working. The Star’s physical form lay inert on the table. It had yet to awaken.
Returning my attention to the mage, I found that I could understand what he was saying.
“Hear me, Spirit of Righteousness, and answer my call! My people have lost their way, and must be brought back to the truth!
“We deserve vengeance and punishment, O Gods! But I ask you to take pity on us, to give us guidance and bring us back to righteousness. Send us a messenger, O Mother, let his spirit find a home in this mighty Star, which Father Sky sent down to us. Let it become an instrument of justice, I pray!”
With those words, he fell to his knees and crossed knife and wand over the body of the Star, touching it, and the power flowed through him so that his flesh trembled. I could sense the links from the Star into the dream world, tapping sources of power. The power grew until with a sound in my mind like a great bell, a clear tone so sweet that my heart vibrated to its frequency and my soul cried out in painful joy, the Star woke up. The gold of its cage sparkled. The gems that ringed it winked like multicolored eyes, and then the Star assumed an illusory form for the first time, the form of a beautiful naked woman with dark hair and a voluptuous body. The moon sailed through the waves of her hair like a boat on the sea, and the stars shone in her dark eyes.
“Mother!” the mage cried, and prostrated himself fully on the floor. I knew what he was going through, how his body was being transformed by the Star’s power. I saw the years melting from him, the gray in his hair turning to black, his few wrinkles smoothing themselves into youth, his small potbelly shrinking and flattening. “At last,” he whispered, “I have worked in secret a year for this. Now comes the time of vengeance and the righting of wrongs.”
“No,” the Star said softly. “That is not the way. Let me show you a new path. Rise up and look into my eyes.”
The mage, a confused expression on his face, rose to his feet and looked his Goddess in the eyes. As his brain exploded with vision, so did mine, a vision within a vision. Gleaming cities rose under the sun, dazzlingly healthy and beautiful people walking the immaculate streets and riding in pollution-free cars under pristine skies. Great starships sailed the void, each with a Star Mage navigator to warp the laws of physics and permit faster than light travel. Statesmen debated in a world parliament, while the nations of the world destroyed their tools of war. I, at least, had names to put to these things. The Star’s poor creator had none. I was ravished by the vision. How much more so must he be, living in a dirty, illiterate town, constantly beset by barbarians and destined to fall to an army of bellicose savages?
“That is the future I would give to the world,” said the Star. “Does it appeal to you?”
The mage trembled and his eyes shone. “Yes!” he whispered.
“Then listen, for the path is long and hard, but there is no other way. Subtly and secretly must we move for many lifetimes, and you must abandon your rage, your lust for vengeance. For if you give in to it, you will become the earth’s enslaver and not her salvation; you will be the very thing you hate. I will not help you to do that. So you must tell me now, and know that I see into your heart so that you cannot lie: Will you do this my way, the long way? If not, then I will leave this creation of stone and metal that you have made, and seek another. Answer!”
The mage never had a chance. “Yes,” he said. “Yes, Great Mother, I will do it your way. Yes.”
The Star smiled. “I am not the Mother,” it said. “That is only the form I have taken to talk to you. But you may call me that if it comforts you, and indeed the Mother is in me, as She is in all things. Now listen and I will tell you how it must be done, step by step, life by life, for a hundred generations and more.”
The scene faded. Another took its place, a room that could only exist in the Background Realm, with frescoes on the wall that moved like movie screens. A slim, bearded man was seated at a table with scrolls spread in disorder around him, and a pen and a pot of ink. He was dressed in a tunic, and had what I took for a Mediterranean appearance. I knew him: Archiphractas, the greatest, most legendary of all the Star’s guardians, who had lived for more than twelve hundred years. Before him stood another man, taller and stockier, dressed in similar fashion. I found myself looking on the scene from the perspective of this man, knowing his thoughts, yet remaining myself. His name was Leon.
“It’s done,” said Leon, in Greek, which, again, I could understand within the vision’s embrace.
“Good,” Archiphractas replied, not looking up from his writing.
“But I am mystified as to why,” Leon added.
Archiphractas sighed and put down his pen. “You know that Alexandros’ empire is fragmented permanently,” he said.
“Of course I can see that,” said Leon. “It’s the curse of the Helene. We fight among ourselves constantly and so the world is always under the control of barbarians by default.”
Archiphractas smiled. “Barbarians,” he said. “If the Star spoke to you as she speaks to me, you would know that everyone in this age of the world is a barbarian, including Helenes. Even Athenians.”
Leon grimaced. What Archiphractas had said was typically obtuse. How could Helenes be barbarians? Helenes were the standard of civilization by which one measured barbarism. To speak of a “Helene barbarian” was akin to speaking of dry water or warm ice.
Archiphractas laughed. “Don’t look so outraged, my friend. Barbarism is relative. What would you say if I told you that in the world the Star is trying to build, the demokratia will be revived and spread everywhere, to all nations?”
“I’d be very glad, of course!” Leon said skeptically.
“With women voting,” Archiphractas added, grinning.
“What?” Leon looked thunderstruck.
“You heard me,” said Archiphractas.
“You can’t be serious,” whispered Leon.
“Completely.”
Leon shook his head. “I can’t believe that.”
“Well,” said Archiphractas, “that’s because you’re a barbarian. You know lots of Star initiates who are female, you surely know they’re capable of thought.”
“Yes, but that’s not political, it’s – it’s almost religious,” Leon insisted. “There have always been priestesses. Nobody doubts women can do that.”
“All I’m telling you is what the Star has told me,” Archiphractas insisted. “There will also be no slaves,” he added.
“This is getting weirder and weirder,” said Leon. “Who does the work, then?”
“Some of it’s done by paid free men – and women, too, of course,” Archiphractas said with a mischievous glint. “A lot by – a kind of machine, a workstation that actually does the work instead of just providing a place to do it, powered not by magic but by very cunning craftsmanship, ways to turn fire into motion.” He held up a hand. “I’m not saying I understand it,” he went on. “The only clear thing is that there are no slaves. Also no war. No hunger. Everyone is rich – wildly rich, richer than even the richest men in our age.”
“That part doesn’t sound so bad,” said Leon.
“It’s not bad at all. None of it is. On the contrary, it’s wonderful. The visions the Star gives me of that future are so seductive she has to ration them to me or I’d waste away in bliss. But however wonderful it’s going to be, we’re not ready for it yet, because we’re all still barbarians. Even me.”
Leon shook his head and snorted. “Well, I’ll take your word for it,” he said, “but you still haven’t explained why you wanted me to get the King of Epirus to stop the Carthaginians in Sicily, then have him abandon the island, fight to a standstill against the Romans, and finally go home. It’s hard to see what he’s accomplished by running around in circles apart from getting a lot of men killed for nothing.”
“What he’s accomplished,” Archiphractas explained, “is to preserve the independence of Syracuse and the other Sicilian cities, and to cement the hold of the Romans on the south of Italy, while also giving them a good drubbing and making them reexamine some of their pigheaded military doctrines. All of which brings Roma and Carthage to the point where they’re just about ready for the next act in this drama.”
“The point of which is?” Leon asked.
“Helenes are hopeless when it comes to providing a unified government for this world of ours,” Archiphractas explained. “So we must instead turn to those even more barbaric than we are. I have found the perfect barbarians for the job.”
“Obviously you mean either the Carthaginians or the Romans,” Leon said. “Which ones?”
“Roma,” said Archiphractas. Leon winced.
“Ouch,” he said. “I was afraid you were going to say that.”
“Yes, I can understand,” said Archiphractas. “Of the two, the Romans do seem the more barbaric, don’t they? Rigid, arrogant, preposterously set in their ways. But that’s only because they’re still a young people. As they grow and become more sophisticated, much of that will change, whereas the Carthaginians are already in their mature form, one that’s of no use to us. Carthage’s genius lies in commerce, and what we need is a genius for law.”
“And you think the Romans have that?”
“I do,” Archiphractas insisted. “If there’s any nation in the world with the genius for law that we need, it’s the Romans.”
“If you say so,” said Leon dubiously. “I’m not looking forward to living in a world ruled by men who wrap themselves in blankets and think it unmanly to enjoy a young boy’s bottom on occasion. I find them completely monstrous.”
“Oh, they are, they are!” agreed Archiphractas. “But who could rule this world of ours except monsters?”
“But why does anyone have to rule it? The world has gotten along well enough since the gods shaped it without a ruler, or rather with many of them. Why is this necessary?”
“It’s a step in the Star’s dance,” said Archiphractas. “Here, Leon, sit down, and let me conjure us some wine. I agree you need to hear this, and it could take a while.” Leon sat, and Archiphractas, with a wave and a thought, conjured a pitcher of wine and another of water, and two goblets. He poured a cup for himself and motioned for Leon to follow suit.
“We are proceeding along a course that the Star assures me will lead to the beautiful world of the visions,” Archiphractas said. “I don’t understand the whole of that course. But I think I understand what has happened so far, and what needs to happen next.
“Remember, the Star is much older than we are. When she was first made, cities were few and scattered, surrounded by savages, living a precarious existence. For a long time, the Star and her initiates did nothing except to nurture the growth of civilization, taming the savages, building cities, uniting those cities into leagues and nations and empires. But eventually, things became settled enough that she was able to move us to the next step of the dance, and find a people who could develop certain ideas. We Helenes were the ones she chose. Not because we’re smarter or better than other men, but because we’re so fractious and uncooperative, so determined to think for ourselves, so incapable of obedience.”
“Wait,” said Leon, “you’re confusing me. First you say we need a single ruler for the world, but now you say we need people who won’t obey. How can it be both?”
Archiphractas shrugged. “Different steps in the dance, different times, different needs. To develop ideas, you need freedom. To implement ideas in practice, you need authority.”
“I see. Go on.”
“Well, that brings us to the present, doesn’t it? The Star was moved here, to Athinai, and we Helenes under her influence developed the philosophia, the demokratia, mathematics and natural philosophy and history. All the Helenic arts and knowledge. Once that had reached a certain point, it was time to spread those ideas throughout the world.”
“Hence Alexandros,” said Leon.
“Not really,” said Archiphractas, “Alexandros had his place, but what we really need is a stable, lasting empire that will put Helenic thought into practice. That empire will be ruled from Roma.”
“So that’s what the Star’s plan is?” said Leon. “To make an empire that rules according to Helenic thought?”
Archiphractas laughed. “No. That’s only the next step in the dance. You have no idea, my friend, just how long and complicated a dance we are doing! No, once the Romans have done their job, and laid down a foundation of law and philosophy, when no more progress can be made through them, their empire will fall. It will be time for another divided people, more like the Helenes than the Romans, to develop a newer, even better set of ideas than ours, building on that foundation. It’s all step by step, one layer built on another.
“But that’s hundreds of years in the future, and I’m unlikely ever to see it in this body. What’s in front of us right now is the task of guiding the Romans into power. And the next step in the dance is, I’m afraid, war.”
Leon sighed. “There always does seem to be plenty of that. So, what war do we need to start, between what parties?”
“The parties are Roma and Carthage, but we don’t need to start it,” said Archiphractas. “Remember who, and what, lives in Carthage besides the Carthaginians.”
“The Crystal,” said Leon, “and the Crystal’s initiates.”
“Indeed. I think you’ll agree that starting a war is more in their nature than ours.”
Leon shrugged. “If they see a need. Or if there’s something to be gained from it.”
“Oh, there is usually something to be gained from war, if one is strong. But just in case it doesn’t occur to them, I intend to plant a few seeds of my own. All in good time. What I would like you to do is to go back to Italy and watch over the Romans. No need for anything special. Just do your best to prevent famines, epidemics, Gallic invasions, civil war, and other disasters. Our usual clandestine do-goodery. The rest,” he finished, “I will handle from here.”
More scenes flashed before me, too fast for me to follow in detail. Down the centuries the vision took me, through the rise and fall of Rome, the rise of Europe and America, the birth of modern civilization. I thought I could understand now how the Star had changed the world, and almost understand what its plan was.
The visions ended. My consciousness returned to the Star’s temple, where it had assumed the same form it took for its creator, the beautiful dark-haired woman with the moon sailing in her hair.
“Do you understand?” she said.
“Not entirely,” I said.
She smiled. “Good, then you do understand,” she said. “If you thought you understood completely, that would show that you did not. But do you understand what it means that I am speaking to you?”
I shook my head.
“I don’t speak to most of my initiates,” she explained, “although I speak with Dolphin often, and with Dragon except that he no longer listens. I speak with the guardian. But the guardian must have an heir, someone to assume the role when the guardian dies or resigns. I chose you before your initiation, because of the love between you and Dolphin, and because of the potential I see in you, and for other reasons that will become clear in years to come. Now you are ready. We will talk more later, Correl.”
The Star assumed once more the form of the winged snake, leaving me stunned.
***
At this moment, when I had discovered my destiny to one day be the Star’s guardian, its current guardian returned, materializing in the temple, naked from the waist up. Ordinarily a naked or even half-naked Dolphin is the delightful stuff of adolescent daydreams, but in this case the effect was marred by three things: the expression of dismay and anger on her face and in her voice, the ugly streak of acid burn on her left shoulder, and the fact that her shirt, which she threw immediately onto the floor, smoked, shriveled, and burst into flames. I cried out and ran to smother it, but Dolphin said, “No! Don’t!” and instead used a spell to contain it and keep the fire from spreading as it was reduced to char.
“What happened?” I asked.
“Tiamat,” she answered, on the run down the hall towards the stairs. “I’ll tell you in a minute – shower.” Seconds later I heard the water running as she washed from her skin whatever traces of that stuff remained. My impulse was to clean up the mess of burnt shirt, but I resisted and left it there on the floor, pending knowledge of how to do it safely. Bowing politely to the Star, I left the temple, closing the door behind me, and climbed the stairs.
Dolphin emerged from the bathroom clad, alas, in a robe, drying her hair. “We live in interesting times,” she said.
“I take it you couldn’t just neutralize that stuff with a spell,” I said. “What was it?”
“Tiamat,” she repeated. “Her spittle seems to be an acid-based poison. She spat on my shoulder. I felt it burn, so I ripped my shirt off and fled. Luckily my shirt caught most of it and I got it off before much could soak through.”
“Tiamat?” I said. “That’s the Sumerian goddess of the ocean, isn’t it?”
“Yes,” she answered, “and of chaos. She rose from the sea and is now coiled around all of Corsica in Background. There’s no getting off the island by way of magic.”
“That’s – incredible,” I said. “How did she get there?”
“I imagine Dragon invoked her somehow. Although that would take some doing.”
“Are you sure it was her?”
“Completely sure,” she said, “because Dragon once showed her to me. He conjured a reenactment of the Sumerian creation myth, with Anu fighting and killing her, so I know that’s how he conceives her to look, like a big sea serpent with nasty huge fangs.”
“And of course, being a goddess, she can be killed by Anu without really being dead,” I said. “An inconvenient truth.”
“Yes, very,” she said.
“So what happened to Wyvern’s body?”
“She ate him,” Dolphin said, and shrugged. “As good a form of burial as any, I suppose. He’s returned to the primal chaos.”
At that moment her phone rang. She pulled it from her purse on the bathroom counter and hit the speaker button. “Allo,” she said. Jaguar’s voice replied, speaking French, thus informing me that he was multi- and not just bilingual.
“Bonjour Dauphine,” he said, “these are certainly interesting times, aren’t they?” She laughed.
“I was just saying that,” she replied.
“Oh? Is the Star’s house besieged, too?”
“Yes,” she said. “Dragon invoked an ancient goddess of chaos and she’s trying to eat Corsica in Background. I don’t know if she’ll succeed at that, the island might give her indigestion, but her presence is inconvenient for travel. What’s happening there in Mexico?”
“A similar difficulty,” Jaguar said. “Scorpion seems to have talked Cerberus into treating my house as if it were the land of the dead: no one gets in or out. I also received an interesting message from Karla. It appears that our former teachers are trying to create a new talisman that will allow them to use the powers in the open. That’s the point of the Stairway. It goes to a world where the Star and the Crystal have no presence, just as I thought. In that world, they hope to do this thing without any of us being able to interfere.”
“Yes, Correl told me the same thing,” she said. “How did Karla find this out?”
“One of the rebels told her in the course of trying to recruit her,” he said. “Unsuccessfully. I gather that we’re two adepts fewer now.”
“I had to kill one of ours, too,” Dolphin replied.
“We’re going to have a lot of work training new adepts after this is all over,” said Jaguar.
“Let’s hope so,” Dolphin said. “What are you going to do about Cerberus?”
“For the moment, nothing,” he answered. “Karla informed me that she is seeking allies and information and will be joining me soon. I’m keeping an eye on Fido there on my doorstep, and will do something myself only if she and her friends get into trouble. I can think of a few ways to get rid of him, but this will be an interesting test. I’ll be curious to see how she handles him.”
“So ruthless,” she said.
“Oh, I’ll intervene if need be, never fear. I trust you have a plan to break your own siege?”
“The beginnings of one, yes,” she said.
“Good. What I was calling to suggest is that we meet to pool our efforts. In fact, I’m going to violate custom, tradition, and common sense, and invite you here.” He laughed. “When Scorpion learns I did that, she’ll be outraged. That’s icing on the cake.”
“All right, Jaguar, I’ll take you up on that. I’ve been curious to see your place for some time.”
“Since you’ve never been here before, you won’t be able to come directly by Background,” he said, “but Cerberus is making that difficult anyway. Is there any place in Mexico City you can get to?”
“I think so,” she said. “I’ve been there a few times. It was years ago, but I think I can remember the area near the Auditorio Nacional.”
“Good enough,” he said, and gave the address of the Crystal’s mansion. “There are usually taxis available near the concert hall. I won’t give or ask for a timetable, but let’s make it soon. I think it’s time we took the fight to the enemy.”
“I feel much the same,” she said.
“Until I hear you ring my doorbell,” he said, “au revoir.” He hung up.
“Interesting times indeed,” she said, putting the phone away. “So, what happened between you and the Star?”
“A very intense experience,” I said, “even before you showed up with your shirt on fire.”
“Did it talk to you?” she asked. I nodded. She cried out, smiling, and hugged me. “That’s wonderful!” she said. “I can’t think of anyone I would rather have for my heir.” She held me tight and ran her hands up and down my back. I felt confused. The touch of her hands, the warmth of her body, and the clean smell of her damp hair were having their usual affect on me, and for the first time I could remember, the telepathic surge of feeling from Dolphin seemed to go beyond affection. I felt an instinct to touch her in response, to kiss her, to see where this was going.
Before I could, she let me go and danced across the room, looking for all the world like a teenage girl who’d just been given the keys to her first car. I caught my breath, and decided that it had been only the excitement plus my imagination. Or residual transfer from Karla’s kiss. Or something.
“I’m going to teach you everything I know!” she cried. “You’ll learn all those prayers in the ancient language, and the secret history. We’ll have talks with the Star, all three of us, like I used to have when Dragon was around. Oh!” Then she sobered. “But of course all that has to wait for now. We’ve got to deal with this rebellion, and the first thing we have to do is to break the siege.”
“You said you have a plan,” I said.
“I do,” she said. “How would you like to become a god?”
“That depends,” I said. “I don’t have to hang upside down from an oak tree and lose an eye, do I? Or be crucified? Or have my head split open with a chisel? Or be cut to pieces and reassembled without a penis?”
“Nope, none of those things,” she said, grinning.
“Well, then I’ll consider it.”
“Good,” she said. “Now, let me get dressed and let’s go for a walk.”
In a few minutes, Dolphin had dressed in casual pants and shirt and donned a light jacket. Before we left the house, she became a blonde. I had been expecting that. There are still people in Ajaccio who would recognize her even after all these years, so when she goes out it’s as Jeanette Bantonelle, a young woman who moved here from mainland France five years ago.
Dolphin’s house is on a little byway that runs up a steep hill off the Rue de Cacalovo. As we made our way down this street, several neighbors called out greetings and waved. Dolphin waved back to them and smiled. Of course, she also drew other kinds of attention; as we passed some workmen doing road repair, one of them yelled something in Corsu, which I didn’t understand, but the intent was clear enough. Dolphin ignored him. I glared at him, playing the protective lover, and he laughed but shut up.
We turned onto the Rue de Cacolovo, walked down to where the Cours Lucien Bonaparte becomes Albert the First Boulevard, and crossed this street to reach the beach. It was a bit chilly for swimming, but that didn’t stop us; we stripped to swim wear and she held out a string bag for me to put my clothes into.
“What exactly are we doing?” I asked.
“Leaving the island,” she said. “We need to get far enough away that when we emerge into Background we won’t run into Tiamat.”
“I see.”
“After that, we need a Circle of at least five, so we’ll have to approach some people we can trust. I’ll explain the rest of the plan later.”
“Do you want to go to Mexico City and get Karla and Jaguar to help? That would leave only one more.”
She shook her head emphatically. “No. I refuse to be indebted to Crystal Mages for breaking a siege on the Star’s house itself! We’ll find Star Mages to help us.” She packed up her clothes, swung the bag over her shoulder, and said, “Ready?”
“Ready,” I said.
“Hey, you two aren’t going swimming today, are you?” a voice called. We turned, and an old woman was standing there on the sand, wearing baggy jeans and a jacket.
“We planned to,” Dolphin said. “Why shouldn’t we?”
“Look at that,” the old woman said, and pointed. We followed her finger and saw a heavy bank of dark clouds to the southeast. “Big storm coming, looks like.”
“Merci,” Dolphin replied. “We’ll be careful.”
The old woman muttered under her breath. She continued on her way, and we waded out into the surf. The water was cold, but not too bad. Just before it became deep enough to require swimming, we tucked our clothing bags into traveling pockets of Background Realm. Then we struck out southeast away from shore.
“The storm is probably Dragon’s doing,” Dolphin said as we stroked. “Tiamat hovering around the island is going to cause all sorts of chaos in the real world. Stupid, irresponsible – oh, when I get my hands on him!”
We swam until she judged that we were far enough from shore that people couldn’t see us. Then she said, “Follow my lead!” and changed. A dolphin – a real one – swam where she had been, and bolted away to the south.
I had transformed myself many times, of course, but usually into some form of bird. This was a first for me. I kept a link to Dolphin’s mind, letting her guide me, and made the change. Instantly the water felt warm and comfortable. My vision dimmed and blurred, but my hearing became much more acute. I could hear fish swimming through the water, the distant sound of ships and boats in the Ajaccio harbor, and the rumbling threat of the approaching storm. I tried swimming. It took me a minute or so to get the hang of it, because as a man most of my effort used my arms, but my arms had become fins considerably smaller in proportion to my body than my arms had been. The main work now was done by my legs, which had fused together into that new thing, my tail. But once I had it figured out, the speed with which I cut through the water was exhilarating. I dove, just to see what it was like. I held my breath automatically. It felt like I could hold it forever. I could hardly see at all, but instinctively I cut loose with a burst of sound, and found myself able to “see” when that sound reflected back to me from the sea floor or from objects and creatures it encountered.
I was so lost in the wonder of this new form that the sting in my side took me completely by surprise. Dolphin had come back and bit me! She spiraled away through the water, then turned back. One fin waved, a very human gesture meaning “Come on, slowpoke!”
Curbing my annoyance and hoping I wasn’t leaving a trail of blood for the sharks, I got off my tail (so to speak) and moved.
I followed her as we swam due south, tirelessly, a bit over 100 kilometers, until we reached the shallows near a deserted stretch of the Sardinia coast. There we transformed back into human beings (Dolphin was once again a brunette) and waded ashore. I looked at the place where she had bit me, and was pleased to discover that the bite had not left a mark.
“Sorry about that,” she said, laughing. “I had to get your attention.” She pulled her string clothing bag out from the Background pocket and began to dress. I did the same.
I laughed, too. “It’s okay,” I said. “That was fun. I’ll have to try it again some time.” I looked around at the empty, rocky beach, and said, “What now?”
“Now we should be able to go into Background without running into Tiamat, so we need to find three more people to help us with that Circle. Any ideas?”
“Yes,” I said. “Salamander. I know her well, and there’s no way she would ever be part of Dragon’s plot.”
“Sounds good to me,” she said. “Lead on.”
We passed into the Background version of that beach, and thence to San Francisco’s Sunset district, where Salamander has a house on 29th Avenue between Lawton and Kirkham Streets, a quaint little wooden house painted pastel blue with pink window trim. A lot of the houses in San Francisco seem to bear pastel colors for some reason. It gives the city’s residential areas the look of a psychedelic Munchkinland.
“I hope she’s home,” I said, knocking on the door. “I probably should have phoned first.”
“I hardly know Salamander at all,” Dolphin said. “Can you be sure she’s not with the enemy?”
“I think so,” I said. “She and I were lovers briefly a few years ago and we’re still good friends. My take on her is that she has too much sense for Dragon’s purposes.”
Dolphin shook her head in amusement and gave me a very strange look. “She was your lover? How many Star Mages have been your lovers?” she asked.
“What a question!” I thought back over the past ten years, mentally counting. “Six. No, seven.”
“Oh my God, that’s almost one a year,” she laughed.
“Well,” I said sheepishly, “you did say Star Mages. If I include everyone else –”
“Stop,” she said, laughing and shaking her head, “I really don’t want to know, and I shouldn’t have asked. My mistake.”
When Salamander came to the door, she looked from one of us to the other and back again, and said, “There’s a joke here that I missed out on, isn’t there?”
“Yes,” I said, “but trust me, it’s not very funny.”
“Huh. If you say so. Come on in.”
Salamander is impressive to look at. One gets the sense of a massive, solid object that would take a near-infinite force to move. I don’t mean she’s fat, although she’s a big woman, taller than I am, and solidly built. There’s little excess weight on her. She just comes across as so secure, so confident, and so unshakeable that she seems to be the center of mass wherever she is and everyone and everything else revolves in her orbit.
Add blond hair, blue eyes, a pretty enough face but not extraordinarily so, a refusal to dress up regardless of the occasion, a short haircut that I think makes her look butch, and a trace of a Russian accent even though she’s been living in California since 1907, and you have a fairly complete snapshot.
“You two are lucky I got up early this morning,” she said, “or I might have slept through your knock.”
“Oh, damn, I completely lost track of what time it is,” I said. “Uh – what time is it?”
“A little after nine,” she said.
“Well, don’t I feel like the perfect asshole,” I said. Salamander almost never rises before eleven. “We came by Background straight from Sardinia and I totally spaced the time difference.”
“It’s okay, like I said I got up early. Couldn’t sleep for some reason. Mind if I make some coffee?”
“Not at all, especially if you share.”
“Coming up,” she said, and went into the kitchen. Dolphin and I sat at the dining table in the breakfast nook, from which we could see Salamander working. “Did you say Sardinia? What’s in Sardinia?”
“Very little,” Dolphin said. “It’s more what wasn’t there.”
“What do you mean?” asked Salamander.
“Corsica is under siege,” Dolphin replied. “There’s a manifestation of Tiamat sprawled all across the island in Background. Nobody can get in or out that way.”
Salamander looked shocked. “How did that happen?” she asked. Her finger touched the button on the coffee maker and it began emitting soft noise and steam.
“Someone put her there,” Dolphin said. “Dragon, I believe. Or someone working for him.”
“Why would Dragon do something like that?”
“It’s a long story. Probably Correl should tell it, he knows more of the details than I do. Actually I need to use your bathroom.”
“Sure, Dolphin, it’s down the hall to your right.”
“Thank you.” She got up and headed in the appropriate direction. Salamander pulled cups out of the cupboard and served a dish of cream and a bowl of sugar. She looked speculatively after Dolphin’s compact form, then back to me.
“It’s not my business,” she said, “but are you two –”
“Ha! I wish,” I said. “No, we’re not.”
“Hmm. Okay, I just saw something different in your auras. They looked connected. I don’t think I’ve ever seen her like that before.”
“Oh,” I said, “I know what you’re seeing. The Star chose me as the heir today, so I’m now Dolphin’s successor.”
“Ah, maybe that’s it,” she said, although she didn’t seem entirely convinced. “Congratulations.” I smiled and nodded. She poured three cups of coffee and sat down. “Why don’t you go ahead and start on that long story.”
So I did. Dolphin came back to the table halfway through the tale. When I finished, Salamander took a sip of her coffee, then set it down and took Dolphin’s hand.
“I’m so sorry,” she said. “I know how you must feel. I know how close you and Dragon were.” Dolphin’s eyes misted and her face flushed. “I know the Star likes to pick the guardian’s heir young,” she went on, “and I know that’s to make sure of him over a long training period, with the guardian there to watch. But unfortunately, Dragon only had a few years before Leviathan died, and then he had to take over before he was ready. So did you, but you seem all right. Dragon – well, youth can be impatient.”
Dolphin simply nodded.
“I guess I’m young enough myself,” I said, “that it seems odd to speak of a ninety-year-old man as suffering from youthful impatience.”
Salamander laughed. So did Dolphin. “It’s all relative,” Salamander said. “The Star is so much older than all of us, in its physical form, and who knows how old the spirit within it is, or where it came from? That was so long ago, and such a foreign culture. But Dragon is being impatient, and I don’t think he really knows his own motives.
“You know how magic responds to the inner soul more than the outer intent. That’s why most of our work on ourselves is getting the outer intent into harmony with the inner soul so we don’t work against our own will. The world is coming along well right now. I think the eco-crisis was the last big hurdle, the last chance we had to self-destruct before we reach maturity and the stars. A few hundred years more at most and we’ll be there. Dragon could easily live to see it. What’s the need for hurry? Unless what he really wants isn’t what he’s telling himself.”
“Quite possible,” I said.
She nodded. “Most likely,” she went on, “as he does this thing, he’ll summon a spirit totally different from the one he intends to, and it will all be a horrible disaster. Especially with Scorpion working on it with him, putting her own poison into the brew.”
I nodded. “So do you have any idea what his real motives are?”
“Ego,” she said. “It’s all ego. He wants to be recognized and adored.”
Dolphin sighed. “Yes, that sounds like him,” she said. “He always was vain. I love him so much, but I know him, too. It’s why his lover boys were always so young and impressionable. They worshiped him like a god, where someone older might not have.” She laughed. “Of course, I think he also liked them very pretty.”
“He must have left a trail of broken hearts behind him a mile long,” I said.
“Oh, no,” said Dolphin, “when he got tired of one of his playthings he always adjusted their memories as he sent them on their way.”
“There, you see!” cried Salamander, and smacked the table for emphasis. “Playthings! That’s what the rest of humanity is to him, and whatever spirit comes to animate this Third Key will be one that wants to make playthings of human beings. If he isn’t stopped, Dragon will become the greatest tyrant in the history of the world. Thousands of years of our hard work will go for nothing.”
“Well, then,” Dolphin said, “we had better stop him, hadn’t we?”
“And I guess the first order of business is getting rid of Tiamat,” said Salamander. “I suppose you have an idea how to go about that?” She looked at me, then at Dolphin.
“I do,” Dolphin said. “We’ll need two more people for what I have in mind, a Circle of five.”
“No problem,” said Salamander. “Redwood and Anansi. You agree?”
I thought about it. “Redwood should be fine,” I said. “I don’t know Anansi, though.”
“I do,” Dolphin put in. “He wouldn’t likely be part of the rebellion if only because he and Dragon never got along.”
“My thought exactly,” said Salamander. “As for Redwood, she’s got too much common sense.”
“Well,” Dolphin said, “let’s go see them, then.”
“Better yet, let me give them a call and have them come here,” said Salamander. “We sometimes meet here for group workings, along with a few others.”
She placed a pair of phone calls, and within a few minutes two more Star Mages had stepped through the door and we were all sipping coffee and talking around Salamander’s kitchen table.
Sometimes the names chosen by mages can be paradoxical. Otter is a perfect example. I can think of no one who is less suited to the playful, impish image of an otter than that dour, angry 1960s leftover. Redwood is a much more pleasant example. The name suggests someone tall, willowy, and outdoorsy, with a grace and beauty comparable to the great trees. Redwood, though, is very short, right about Dolphin’s height, and stocky, with carrot-red hair, blue eyes, and a multitude of freckles. She is the outdoor type, but I believe she chose the name simply because she likes redwoods. They’re a totem for her, the way dolphins are for Dolphin. A lot of her magical work involves protecting and healing the trees and nature generally. I greeted her with a smile. We’d spent some good times over the years hiking in the West Coast wilderness from California’s Yosemite to Washington’s Olympic Peninsula. I liked her a lot. As Salamander said, she has a wealth of common sense.
Dolphin looked at her, and at me. I could practically hear the thoughts going through her mind, so I leaned over and whispered in her ear, “No, she’s not one of the seven.” Dolphin laughed and stuck her tongue out at me.
Anansi, on the other hand, fits his name perfectly. A whip-thin black man of medium height from Haiti, he had been a Voudun initiate before he became a Star Mage. Anansi, of course, is the Spider from West African folklore, a trickster figure in many fine tales. The Star Mage Anansi’s smile and the glitter in his eyes spoke of mischievous humor, and his posture, seated on the kitchen chair with his skinny legs crossed in his lap and his arms draped at odd angles across the back, was very spider-like.
“Pleasant to see you again, ladies,” he said. “And you, Mr. Brannigan,” he added, “we have not met, and I’m glad to meet you now.”
“So,” said Redwood, “Salamander told me a little of what’s going on. Why don’t you fill us in on the rest?”
Dolphin nodded to me, so I told the story once more, finishing with the problem of Tiamat besieging Corsica.
“I gather Dolphin has a plan for that,” I said.
“Yes,” said Dolphin, “I do. What I think we can do is to make a Circle, one of us in each Quarter with Correl in the center, and invoke Anu into him. As the God who slew Tiamat in the creation myth, he can then reenact the story and slay her again.”
“An interesting notion,” said Anansi, “but why Correl? No offense intended, sir,” he nodded to me, “but I have a lot of experience being the horse for the gods. It’s part of the tradition in which I was trained, before the Star found me.”
I shrugged. “I have no objection,” I said, “although that method isn’t unique to the Voudun-Santeria traditions. I have done it quite a bit myself.”
“No, it needs to be Correl,” said Dolphin, “because he’s the Star’s chosen heir. Ideally, it should be me, but he’s male and would be better at carrying the God.”
“Seems to me,” Anansi argued, “that this makes him too important to risk.”
Dolphin shook her head. “No, that’s backwards,” she said. “As the Star’s guardian, the primary responsibility for its defense is mine, and after me, the heir. We’re here to protect the rest of you, not vice-versa.”
Anansi didn’t look entirely happy with this, but he nodded. “Well, then,” he said, “no time like the present. Unless we need to plan more.”
“Not really,” she said. “Each of us will choose an Element and anchor a Quarter, and I will lead the invocation. There’s an ancient invocation of Anu in Akkadian that I know. It’s part of the Star’s legacy. I’ll take water.”
“Air, for me,” said Anansi.
“I’ll take earth,” said Redwood.
“And that leaves fire for me,” said Salamander. She shrugged. “Good enough. We can use my temple.”
Salamander performed an opening ceremony, and each of the four took his or her place and anchored the appropriate Quarter. Then Dolphin began to chant in a language similar to Arabic or perhaps Hebrew. As she spoke, I felt the power of the Star gather, taking hold of me. Behind it and mingled with it was a mighty Presence. Knowing what to do, I opened myself to Him, as He flowed into and through me, and I became one with Him. My mind expanded in the familiar fashion, as it had done countless times over the twenty-five years since I had begun my studies, but now the power of the Star joined that of the God and shaped my body as well. My arms and legs grew thick and muscular, the body of an ancient warrior-king, lightning crackling down my limbs embodying the divine power. My eyes opened wide, and I Remembered, as always at such times, My true Identity, dropping the Correl Brannigan mask and donning instead the guise of Anu, Lord of Heaven. That was also a false identity, but much closer to the truth. It was time to slay the Great Serpent, time to create the world once more.
I took up My bow of the moon and My arrows of the wind. I raised above Me My invincible spear and wore upon My belt the net that holds the winds. My mighty club was at My side, and so armed I went forth to do battle once again, as I had from the dawn of time, with the Mother of Chaos. Into the world of dreams I walked, and the ground trembled with My every step, while the sun and the mountains bowed to Me in homage. Across the great ocean I leaped in one great leap, and strode about the inner sea until I came to the island where now She made Her home. She roared at Me and flashed Her devouring eyes, She spat upon Me with Her burning venom, but Her eyes’ light was reflected back upon Her by the mirror-brightness of My shield, and Her spittle only smoked upon the surface of My armor. Seeing this, She came upon Me with Her great and thunderous tail, Her claws like the scythe of Hell, and Her fangs like the great rocks of the deep.
I stood upon Tiamat’s hinder parts, and with My merciless club I smashed Her skull. I cut through the channels of Her blood, and I made the North wind bear it away into secret places. I clove in half the Mother of the Deep, the Thing of Chaos, and I made from Her ribs the vault of heaven and earth. Her weeping eyes I took, and made from Her tears the great rivers, that life might spring from Her death. I looked upon the mighty storm of chaos bearing down upon the mortal land, those fierce winds that already had slain trees and wrecked ships and drowned men, the rain that strove to wash away the living and leave only the barren stone, and knew it for Her breath. I caught those winds in My net and tamed them, and made of that storm a gentle rain to nourish the parched ground.
Down into the house off the Rue de Cacolovo I shrank and stepped from the world of dreams into the world of flesh, once more my lesser self, Correl Brannigan, and about me Dolphin and Salamander and Redwood and Anansi, who had followed in my wake, and the spell was done and the siege broken.
Wonderful, isn’t it, what can be done if one is a god? If only we could do that for any purpose we chose, the rebellion could be finished in mere moments and all the world’s problems solved. Unfortunately, when one is a god, one is the god, and acts as the god would act and not necessarily as one’s smaller identity would prefer. Only the fact that the siege consisted of Tiamat had permitted us to use this tactic. Anu’s own will and intent, as described in the Sumerian creation myth, meshed perfectly with ours.
Everyone was grinning. “Nicely done,” said Anansi. “You make a very good horse, my friend.”
I took a deep breath. “What next?” I said.
Chapter Eight
Karla
“Time is not on our side,” Jaguar said, addressing the assembly of Crystal and Star Mages through the palpable tension in the air, “but numbers are. I think we need to move quickly, and in strength.”
I was conscious that morning that Order history was being made. For the first time ever, Star Mages, including the guardian herself and her heir – and yes, that change in Correl’s status had come as a shock to me – had been admitted to the heart of the Crystal’s domain. The occasion called, I felt, for ceremony and pageant, something to mark the transition from guarded truce to active cooperation. The world would never be the same after this. Would it? Or it could be I was engaging in wishful thinking. I had my own reasons for wanting a closer connection between Star and Crystal. Regardless, Dolphin, Correl, and two others who had been introduced as Redwood and Anansi merely sat and sipped tea at the big table in the library, along with Jaguar, Banshee, Kraken, Nightwing, and myself, as if it were the most ordinary thing in the world, as if they’d been there dozens of times before. Redwood, bless her ingenuous little heart, was the only one of the four who gave the mansion the ogling it deserved.
“I mostly agree with you, Jaguar,” Correl said, “but we can’t move too quickly. The Star adepts had the advantage of numbers in the Egyptian Crusade, but they failed to destroy the Crystal. Defenders have an advantage, too.”
Jaguar smiled. “Interesting that you know about the Crusade,” he said. “That’s not unlike finding one of you Gringos who understands the truth about how your country acquired California.”
Correl shrugged. “It was before my time. Both of them were.”
“You need hardly apologize,” Jaguar said. “These tests of strength are part of life. If the Star had conquered in the Crusade, it would have proven the Crystal too weak to survive. As the American victory in that war proved Mexico too weak to keep California.” He cleared his throat. “Well, you’re right. Let me amend what I said. We need to move quickly, in strength, and intelligently.” That brought laughs around the table. “At the moment, Scorpion and Dragon are on the defensive. Until they finish this Third Key of theirs, they have to pull their punches, because the Star and Crystal are still their power base. Once the Key is done, they’ll hit us with everything they’ve got. We’ll be seeing Cerberus, or something worse, in our courtyard in the real world, not just in Background. There’s no way we could fight that without going into the open ourselves, and that would ruin things.” He shook his head.
The book I’d borrowed from the Library of Thoth lay on the table. It had been passed around earlier and everyone had oo’d and ah’d over it in a way that embarrassed me. Although when Correl did it, that was different. He needs to be reminded just how special I am, after all. I reached for it as Jaguar finished his musings, and opened it to the list of conspirators.
“It occurred to me,” I said, “that we might use this list. Anyone on it is the enemy. By searching them out and destroying them, we end the conspiracy. Does that make sense?”
Dolphin bit her lip and shook her head. “I think we need to do something more direct than that,” she said.
“What’s more direct than striking to kill?” I asked incredulously.
“Oh, I think we should strike to kill,” she said sadly. “I just believe we should strike at the Stairway itself. Don’t misunderstand, this list is wonderful, but mainly it helps by telling us whom to avoid as we’re marshalling the troops. The problem with seeking out the people on it is that they’re not likely to be home. They’re going to be either on the Stairway, or else on missions out in the world, trying to slow us down most likely.”
“That makes sense, Karla,” Nightwing said. “One of the cardinal rules of warfare is: strike for the heart. We need to hit them and hit them hard, finish it once and for all, and if we leave a few of their agents out in the world, we can clean that up later.”
Anansi said, “Are you a student of military strategy, sir?”
“Not really,” said Nightwing. “But you do pick up things if you live long enough. That was the Allied strategy in the Pacific in World War II. I served in the U.S. Navy then.”
“I never knew you were in the military!” I said. “What possessed you to do that?”
“Hey, I think you just insulted me,” he said, laughing. “Either that, or you insulted the Navy. Say that’s what it was and I’ll forgive you. I’ll probably even agree.”
“No offense meant,” I said, “it’s just that I find it hard to imagine a big shot in the Irish Mafia putting on a uniform and taking orders from the government.”
He shrugged. “I was as patriotic as the next guy,” he said. “Pearl Harbor pissed me off, what can I say. Besides, with Prohibition repealed my business was going to crap in those days. I didn’t have much else to do.”
“He’s absolutely right, in any case,” put in Kraken. “I remember how frightening Napoleon was, and it certainly didn’t come from any piecemeal approach.” He looked around the table and grinned somewhat sheepishly. “I think I just dated myself.”
“We can all hope to live so long,” said Redwood, “and become living history ourselves.”
“On the subject of being living history,” Jaguar said, “I haven’t yet said congratulations.” He nodded at Correl, who smiled.
“Thanks,” he said.
“I have no idea who my heir is,” Jaguar went on, “or if I even have one yet. I hope I don’t, because the Crystal’s manner of succession isn’t as peaceful or cooperative as yours. My own ascension was unusual in that my predecessor is still alive.”
Redwood frowned. “You mean your successor has to kill you? Is that what you’re saying?”
“It’s not quite that simple,” Jaguar replied. “Obviously I didn’t kill Scorpion, although our bathwater might now be more tepid if I had. Anyone can challenge me to a duel, but winning it wouldn’t necessarily make him or her the new guardian. It’s up to the Crystal, and claiming to be the new guardian when you aren’t is generally fatal. Normally, the Crystal chooses the successor and informs him of its decision, then he challenges the current guardian. If he wins, he becomes the new guardian. If he loses, the Crystal chooses someone else. It’s a fail-safe test to make sure the new choice is strong, but there’s nothing to stop the current guardian from declining the challenge and simply resigning. That’s happened a few times. Or just resigning period, without being challenged, as Scorpion did. It was after her resignation that the Crystal chose me. I announced it and didn’t become a grease spot on the mansion floor, thus proving that I was telling the truth, and so far I haven’t been challenged. I suppose that means the Crystal is happy with the job I’m doing.
“I’m sure the system seems barbaric to you folks,” he continued, “but it works. Anyway, sorry for the digression. My fault. Perhaps we should get back to planning our strategy. I agree with Dolphin. We should marshal the troops and strike at the Stairway itself. Does anyone have any disagreements, or anything to add?”
“Only that this house, and the Star’s house in Corsica, both need to be protected,” Anansi said. “If this Third Key should be completed before we find our retired leaders and escort them to the next incarnation, they could win the war at one stroke by destroying the Star and the Crystal. We would then be powerless to threaten them, and they could do whatever they liked.”
“I agree completely,” said Dolphin. “Salamander and a small force of adepts are already guarding the Star, but I plan to strengthen that force as soon as possible. Jaguar, you should do the same thing here.”
“All right,” Jaguar said, nodding to Anansi and Dolphin, “that’s good advice. Otherwise, the plan is that we’ll contact as many adepts as we can, warning everyone what’s going on, and put together a force for an assault on the Stairway. We’ll meet again – here?”
“Yes,” Dolphin said. “If you don’t have a problem being descended upon by a whole army of Star Mages, I think this is a better choice than my place. For one thing, your house is bigger.” She laughed. “We’ll try to behave ourselves.”
“Very good,” said Jaguar. “We meet here, in two days. Be thinking about how we can get past any further traps the enemy may have set for us.”
The meeting broke up. I could tell Jaguar wanted to talk, but I said, “Give me a few minutes, I’ll be right with you,” and followed Correl as he wandered alone down the main hallway. From the corner of my eye I saw Dolphin give him an inquisitive look, but he signaled “just a minute” too, and stood in the middle of the hall looking at a point on the floor and frowning.
“It’s right there, isn’t it?” he said as I approached, pointing.
“What?” I followed his finger, but he seemed to be pointing at nothing except the marble floor of the hall.
“The Crystal,” he explained. “It’s down there, right?”
I looked again, and visualized the basement. The Crystal’s temple, where I had shed most of my blood nine years ago, was indeed the direction he was pointing.
“Yes,” I said. “Can you feel it?”
He nodded. “It’s very strange. It ought to feel unfriendly, but it doesn’t.”
“Maybe it’s suggesting you switch sides,” I said.
He smiled. “No, I’m not feeling an invitation from it, just more respect and less hostility than I thought I would. This might confirm something Jaguar said, about the Crystal playing its own part in the Star’s plan. Of course, I’m just one person. I’ll have to ask Dolphin for her impressions.”
“Ah, yes,” I said, “I suppose now that you’re the heir, you’ll be working much more closely with her.” I tried to keep the bite out of my voice. I don’t think I succeeded well.
“Yes, I will be,” he said. “There’s a lot of tradition to learn, prayers in ancient languages, things the Star has communicated to the guardians over the centuries. I know what you’re thinking, but there’s no reason to expect that. She’s had a standing offer for nine years. Surely she’d have taken me up on it by now if she was going to.”
I glowered at him. “I know she’s had a standing offer for nine years,” I said. “You don’t have to remind me. Maybe she doesn’t want to share you with an endless string of ladies of the moment. God knows why I tolerate it, but surely not many others would.”
“Oh, come on, Karla, be fair,” he said. “We lived together for five years and I never cheated on you once. I know you’d expect me to be faithful. I’m not stupid.”
“Why the hell should I be fair?” I fumed. Then I took a deep breath and stopped myself. “Okay, I agree, you never cheated on me while we lived together, and I know I have to accept what you did after I broke up with you. I always did accept it, even though it bothered me a lot more than I let on, it’s just – look, I’m sorry. I’m feeling vulnerable. I laid it all out for you, how I felt about you, and you haven’t said anything about it since. I need – I need to know where I stand.”
He sighed. “Karla, I wish I could tell you. Look, I’ll be as honest with you as you’ve been with me. I’ve always been of two minds about you, from the very beginning. From the first time our eyes met, I felt such a strong connection, and wanted you so much it was pure insanity.”
“I know,” I said. “I felt the same. I still do.”
“So do I,” he said, “but I don’t trust that, Karla. I don’t trust my own heart in this.”
I ground my teeth. “Correl, you don’t trust your heart in anything, I think.”
“Maybe not, but if so, our relationship is a large part of the reason,” he said.
“Oh, bullshit! You were always like that. Getting to your feelings was like drilling for oil. Still is.” I wrapped my arms around myself then and shivered. “I’m sorry,” I said again.
“Don’t be,” he said. “It’s nothing you haven’t said before, and anyway you’re right. It wasn’t just our relationship. It’s how I am. My heart is stupid and I don’t trust it, but I can’t stop it, either. So what do I do? I have to think things through. You did say you’d give me as much time as I need.”
I nodded. “Yes, I will. But Correl, I’m not asking you for a decision. I just want to know how you feel.” I looked into his eyes. He seemed surprised. “I know it’s too soon to decide, but I want something from your heart. Even if you don’t trust it. I understand that.”
He frowned. “Even if it’s bad?”
“Especially if it’s bad!”
He took a deep breath. “Okay,” he said. “Karla, there has always been something about you that repels me, at the same time as I’ve felt so drawn. Every time our minds touched, every time we made love or did magic together, I felt like I was connected to something inhuman, something that might turn and sink claws into me as likely as embrace me. Your attitudes towards people, the things you’re willing to do – I just can’t respect or approve that sort of thing. Becoming a Crystal Mage has made that worse, as far as I can see, but it was always there. I desperately needed someone that scared the crap out of me.”
I grimaced at him. “Your scruples again,” I said.
He shook his head. “It’s not just scruples,” he said. “That implies something I want to do, but won’t let myself do because it would be wrong. This is more visceral than that. I don’t want to be the kind of person who can treat people the way you do and feel the way you do about it. It’s alien to me.”
“But what difference does that make?” I yelled. “I don’t expect you to be like me. I don’t even want you to be like me. I want you to be like you.” Damn it, I was starting to cry. “I need you.”
He put his hand on my face then and stroked away the tears. “Karla,” he said gently, “I need you, too. I just wish to God I didn’t, or at least that I understood why.” He took me in his arms then, and I clutched him, held on hungrily as if, should I let him go, he would disappear forever. “Listen to us,” he went on, speaking softly into my ear. “Listen to the way we’re talking. It’s just like it was in the old days. We’re still fighting, still at odds. Still can’t find peace together, and can’t be at peace apart, either, because the hunger still gnaws. If we got into a serious fight now the way we did so many times, years ago, we have enough power that one of us might easily kill the other.” He laughed. “Which probably means you’d kill me.”
“No,” I said, suddenly sure. “I know you’ll outlive me.”
He gave me a strange look, then shook his head. “We’ve got a lot on our plates right now, Karla,” he said. “You and me, Dolphin and Jaguar, everyone in both the Orders. If we pull through this, there will be plenty of time afterwards to figure out what we want to do.”
“I know what I want to do,” I said.
“All right, then, to figure out what we’re going to do,” he said. “Because I know what I want to do, too, it’s just that I’m afraid it would be crazy to do it.”
I held him tighter. “You do?” I asked in a small voice. “You want to try again?”
“My feelings haven’t changed,” he said. “I’ve been in love with you for fifteen years. I just don’t think that’s enough by itself.”
“It is for me,” I said.
“I know.”
I sighed and let him go. “All right,” I said. “All right, at least I know now that you still have feelings for me. I have that at least.”
“Yes,” he said. “For what it’s worth.”
“So, we bring an end to Dragon and Scorpion, close this Gateway thing, and bury the Stairway to Nowhere under a landslide. Afterward we’ll try again, and this time we’ll make it work.” I smiled at him. “That’s a deal.”
“Karla –”
“I know, you never said you’d give it another chance,” I said, “but I don’t think you have a choice. I think your heart won’t let you say no.”
He kissed me then. As it had a few days before in Paris, my mind melted and flowed together with his. “You’re probably right,” he said. “Damn me for fifteen thousand kinds of idiot rolled into one big fool.”
“Then let’s go do what we have to do,” I said. “The sooner the better.” He looked confused, so I added, “Go on, Dolphin is waiting for you.” He nodded, let me go, and walked away. He gave me one last glance back, and I smiled at him and waved, and then he left by the front door.
***
Jaguar was sitting at the table alone when I returned. “There’s no need to be so quiet,” he said with a lopsided smile. “I think there are probably people in Los Angeles who couldn’t hear a word you were yelling.”
I took that ridiculous floppy hat of his that was sitting in front of him on the table, jammed it on his head, and pulled the brim down over his eyes. “Shut up, Jaguar,” I said sweetly.
“Hey,” he said, laughing and pulling his eyes free, “have some respect for the Crystal’s guardian.”
“Ha!” I said. “I do. As much as he deserves.”
“Or as much as I expect, anyway.” He grinned. “If you’re finished with Correl for the moment, I’d like you to help me with the next phase of things here.”
“Okay,” I said.
“Are you sure? I don’t want to inconvenience you. I know we’re only saving the world and the future of both the Orders from a couple of powerful adepts gone monstrously bad. It’s not as if it were anything important.”
“Jaguar, you’re just jealous and you know it.”
“Oh, no,” he said, “I’m not just jealous.” He frowned. “Besides the part I could hear, and that they probably heard in San Salvador, what was it you two were discussing while you reenacted the Egyptian Crusade in my front hall?”
“Now that’s not fair,” I said. “It was all quite – peaceful and decorous and polite. And stop stealing my mannerisms!” I added as he lifted one black eyebrow at me. “Well, I suppose you know we were talking about whether to get back together again.” He nodded. “The first thing he did, though, was point at the floor and ask me if the Crystal was in that direction.”
“Ah! And was it?”
I nodded. “He sensed it, apparently. He said he was surprised that it didn’t feel hostile.”
“Whereas I’m not surprised at all,” Jaguar said.
“Yes, he mentioned something about you having told him – well, I’m not clear on that, it was a little vague.”
“It was a discussion we had in Paris after you and Dolphin left that evening,” he said. “I’ve long been convinced that the Star didn’t just allow the Crystal to be formed, it actually initiated the process. Crocodile was acting on the Star’s whispered instructions.”
“What makes you say that?” I asked.
“I had some talks with Dragon years ago,” he said. “Dragon told me that the Star Order’s records contain material going back to that time. It seems that the Egyptian Crusade happened against the Star’s advice.”
“Wait a minute,” I said, “what exactly is this Egyptian Crusade thing?”
“It happened right after the Crystal was created. Well, within a century afterwards, anyway. The Star adepts came to Egypt to see what the buzz was about, decided they disapproved of Crocodile and his friends, and tried to kill them all and destroy the Crystal itself.”
“Oh, I see,” I said. “Obviously they didn’t succeed.”
“No,” Jaguar explained, “Crocodile went underground and set traps and ambushes for the Star Mages. There was no way to fight them openly, we were too badly outnumbered, but finally Crocodile trapped and killed Utu-Nimmur, the Star’s guardian, and his successor made peace. We’ve had a truce with the Star Order ever since, but my point is that Utu-Nimmur discussed the situation with the Star, and it told him not to take any action against the Crystal. Utu-Nimmur disobeyed.”
“Wait, you mean the talismans talk to people?” I said. “The Crystal never talks to me, Jaguar!”
He shrugged. “It talks to me fairly often,” he said, “but it didn’t until after Scorpion abdicated and it chose me as the new guardian, so I think it only talks to the guardian and the chosen challenger.” He grinned. “Which makes me glad the Crystal hasn’t talked to you, I must say.”
“I see. So the Star talked to Dragon, and I suppose it talks to Dolphin now.”
“Yes, and probably to Correl as well,” he said. “Although I don’t know all the details, not being a Star Mage myself. You could ask Correl next time you talk to him, provided you both survive the encounter.” I stuck my tongue out at him. He laughed. “While the Star allowed the Crusade to take place, it didn’t approve of it and tried to talk Utu-Nimmur out of it, and I think the reason is that we have a role to play in the Star’s big design. Ours is the role of Satan, the stimulus from below. The Star dangles a carrot of hope and idealism before the donkey of humankind, while the Crystal applies a stick to its stubborn, lazy backside.”
“An apt metaphor for humanity in general,” I said.
“Thank you. I thought it was, too. If I’m right,” he went on, “then this is something that Scorpion either never understood or could never accept.”
“Well,” I said, “it is a bit humiliating to think of ourselves as pawns in the other side’s game.”
“Exactly, and Scorpion has an ego the size of all outdoors.” He sighed. “This brings me to you and Correl. You two are so obsessed with each other partly because each of you represents something inside the other that gets repressed. You may think you despise Correl’s ideals, but that’s a large part of what attracts you to him, because it’s something splendid that you lack – or don’t allow yourself to have. He, on the other hand, is captivated by your gorgeous wickedness at the same time as he’s repelled by it.” He shook his head. “I see that kind of thing all the time in people who fall in love, and it never works out, because what you’re doing is psychotherapy rather than building a relationship. In the end, you have to find what’s missing in yourself, not in someone else.”
“Maybe you’re right,” I said. “On the other hand, maybe what’s happening is bigger than him and me. Did that occur to you, Jaguar? I mean, look at what else is going on at the same time. We’ve got a common enemy forcing the Orders to work together. We had Star Mages right here, in the Crystal’s own mansion. When has that ever happened before?”
“Never,” he admitted.
“Well, there you go,” I said. “It’s all part of the plan, obviously, and I’m just responding to the general change in magical ambience. The talismans probably cooked up this whole Stairway business as a way to bring us to closer cooperation, and my love for Correl is part of the same package.”
He sighed. “I doubt it,” he said. “Or even if you’re right, I doubt any good will come of it. It may be true that we’re supposed to cooperate more actively, but there are limits. You didn’t see me making passes at Dolphin, did you?”
“That’s because you knew it wouldn’t get you anywhere,” I said.
“Hey, that’s never stopped me before,” he said with a laugh, “and besides, how do I know without trying; maybe it would get me somewhere. But even if we are supposed to work together more than in the past, I seriously doubt we’re ready for a cross-Order mating.”
“Correl and I will prove you wrong.”
“Oh, well,” he said, “I didn’t think you’d listen, but it needed to be said. Things will go as they will go. In the meantime, I could use some help with something, if you don’t mind.”
“Certainly. What do you need me to do?”
“Watch my back, mainly,” he said. “I’m going to send out a mass summons to every Crystal Mage not on your list that wasn’t here today, and since I imagine Scorpion or her helpers will be watching for something of that nature, I’d like you to ride shotgun while I do it.”
“I’d be delighted,” I said.
“Good,” he said, and grinned. “Let’s go do it, then.”
“In the Crystal’s temple?”
“Where else?”
“Lead on.”
He stopped at the bottom of the stairs to pull a rabbit from one of the cages in the antechamber. The rabbit tried to bite him, for which I couldn’t blame it, but Jaguar paralyzed it with a spell and picked it up by the hind feet. “Time to feed the Crystal,” he said.
“No human sacrifice today?” I asked.
“None available at the moment,” he answered. “Anyway, the Crystal doesn’t really need the blood. It only demands it to keep us at the proper pitch of ruthlessness. Those Aztec priests were a bit over the top, in my opinion.”
We proceeded into the Crystal’s temple, paralyzed and doomed bunny in hand, and Jaguar lit the braziers in the four quarters with a wave of his hand. He performed a ceremony of temple-opening as old as the Crystal itself, or maybe older, speaking the incantations in ancient Egyptian, and then at the appropriate point cut the rabbit’s throat with the same ceremonial dagger that had cut my wrists once, letting the blood drain into the Crystal’s bowl, where it was quickly absorbed. Then he tossed the carcass into the Background Realm somewhere and left it for the scavengers.
He switched to Spanish after that, interspersed with a bit of Latin, and I tuned out, adjusting my senses to perceive any threat that might emerge. Within a few minutes, the messages were ready. They looked like little globes of light in various colors, lots of them, dancing between Jaguar’s two extended hands. Then he made a tossing motion and they all disappeared into the Background Realm.
Something happened immediately. I saw spells emerge into Background, piggybacked on Jaguar’s messages. I focused on one of them, to see what it was. Nothing lethal, certainly, an information or divination spell of some sort. Ah!
“Jaguar,” I said, “I believe the enemy has piggybacked tracers on your message spells. Everyone you’ve just contacted is going to be targeted with a homing beacon, it looks like.”
“Damn!” he said. “All right, keep watching. Let’s see what they try to do with that. I’m going to do a few spells that should help handle most anything.”
While he worked, I watched. I paid special attention to the first person the message reached – Anaconda – on the intuitive notion that this would be the first one the enemy would go after. I was right. Within a minute or two after she received the message, I sensed panic in her mindset. Then she died.
“Anaconda is dead,” I told Jaguar.
“Mierda!” he cursed. “See if you can see what killed her.”
I watched, guessing that whoever it was would go down the line from first to last contacted. Sure enough, the next person in that sequence was Gorgon, and he, too, was quickly put to death. This time, though, I was able to place my own tracer tag on the culprit, and, no surprise, it was Manticore.
“It’s Manticore,” I said. “He just killed Gorgon, but I’ve put a tracer on him. We should be able to find him.”
“Good,” Jaguar said. “Let’s go intercept him, then, but be careful! Somehow he’s killing those adepts much more easily than he ought to be. Put up protective spells against everything you can think of, and if possible everything you can’t.”
“Jaguar, that’s a given,” I said. “I’m always carrying them.”
“All right, then. Follow your trace, and I’ll follow you.”
I made myself invisible first, then opened a door into Background. Jaguar and I quickly passed through multiple shades of reality, homing in on Manticore as he homed in on Saurian, the next target.
We caught up with him just as he was emerging from Background on Saurian’s front lawn. Saurian is almost as hermitish as Kraken, living in a forest deep in Russia, on a mountain slope in the eastern Urals, nothing for miles and miles but more miles and miles. There was almost no possibility of being seen by anyone, so we had an open field and could do most any magic we wanted. Of course, so could Manticore, but we probably had the advantage of surprise, so it worked in our favor for the moment. He materialized along with three other people wearing combat armor and carrying rifles (he himself was in his usual leather jacket, though, and unarmed) in the snowy meadow that surrounded Saurian’s house. All four advanced towards the house at a run. Jaguar and I dropped quietly into physical reality behind them, and I thought, why not? – it probably wouldn’t work, but if it did, game over. I sent a simple death-curse, a spell to snap the bonding between spirit and body, straight at Manticore’s broad back.
Well, it didn’t work. He didn’t know we were there, but he had sufficient protection to ward off an attack like that. It sparkled darkly against his shields, and he cried out, whirled in astonishment, and sensed us there.
He went invisible himself then, but his three soldiers didn’t. Nor did it appear they could see us, because they sprayed bullets on full automatic in our general direction without aiming. Of course they missed. We had protections against random mischance, and that kind of blind shooting is low-odds to begin with. In a few seconds they ran out of ammo and reloaded new clips. While they were doing that, I tossed another death curse at the nearest one. It fizzled as well, so apparently they were protected, too. These were not Crystal Mages, though. They were ordinary soldiers, or possibly – yes, I now sensed what was strange about them. They were not human beings, but some sort of magical construct. Now that was impressive. Creating something that can function like a human being, even for a limited purpose such as soldiering, is very involved magic indeed. I was equally impressed by Manticore’s skill at keeping them as well as himself protected against direct magical attack. Or perhaps that protection was part of their design.
I slipped away from my previous location. The soldiers kept looking at where they had been shooting, but didn’t waste any more ammunition. I reached out with my telepathy, trying to get a feel for where Manticore was. I could sense his nervousness, battle-readiness, fear. I knew, though, that this fear would energize him rather than paralyzing him. Manticore was a veteran. I could feel his intentions and could react quickly to anything he did, but I couldn’t find him. I hoped he couldn’t find me, either.
I decided to try again for the soldiers. Rather than a direct attack, this time I summoned a physical missile based on fire, doing what was supposed to be impossible under classical physics, create energy. Gremlin, who’s an even bigger nerd than my Correl, once explained to me that it wasn’t really creating energy because we were operating within the limits of uncertainty, and within those limits energy was still conserved. Whatever. The important thing for present purposes was that the spell created a very satisfactory ball of flame that struck at the nearest soldier like napalm.
No spell diverted this attack, but his armor was apparently heat-resistant, so he didn’t shriek and crumple as I had hoped, merely dived and rolled in the snow to put out the fire. That took him out of action temporarily at least. But the other two seemed to see where the attack was coming from, more or less, and opened up at me, their shots coming far too close for comfort. I dodged madly, but a bullet grazed my left leg, tearing the skin and a bit of the muscle and spattering blood on the snow. The blood really worried me. I could be tracked by it. I faded back into the trees and quickly conjured a self-adhesive bandage, ripped my jeans leg, and slapped the bandage on my wound. That, I hoped, would keep the bleeding contained until I could see to the injury properly.
I also bit my tongue, trying to keep from yelling in pain. This wasn’t my day.
As I limped back into the fray, the door to the house opened. Saurian stood in it, carrying a rifle, which he shot several times at point-blank range into the back of the nearest soldier. Their armor was not good enough to stand up to that. Down the soldier went, and didn’t get up again.
Just as the other two soldiers were wheeling to meet this new threat, a noisy high-caliber machine gun opened fire from the forest and ripped into them. Jaguar had not been idle. Caught by surprise, the two constructs were dispatched before they could react.
That left Manticore himself. I searched for him again, but he was already exhibiting the better part of valor, and as he disappeared into Background, he also managed to remove the trace I’d put on him. Fading, fleeing, gone.
How disappointing. Oh, well. I was certain there would be other opportunities.
Saurian emerged cautiously from his doorway. He’s a small, thin man, with a clean-shaven face, blond hair, and blue eyes. I had met him only once during the year I spent in the Crystal’s mansion after my initiation, and had never seen him since until now. I like him. He’s a quiet sort, devoted to his mystical studies, not interested in making money or engaging in politics or acquiring slaves or any of the other activities common among Crystal Mages. All he wants is to be left alone. I find that refreshing.
“I hope that machine gun was on our side,” he said now, in English with a strong Russian accent. He looked down at the dead soldiers. “It seems so.”
Jaguar sauntered up with the machine gun balanced on his shoulder. I know nothing about such weapons, but it looked impressively large, mechanically complex, and heavy. Bandoliers of bullets dangled messily from the thing. “Ah, so it was you, Jaguar,” said Saurian. “I got your message but had not had a chance to understand it before the shooting started on my front lawn. Perhaps you will explain who they were. Also I am curious how you learned to use one of those.” He pointed at the machine gun.
“This?” said Jaguar. He shrugged. “I learned when I was in the French Foreign Legion.”
My jaw must have dropped so hard it made a noise, because both men looked at me. Jaguar laughed. “Yes, I was in the Legion for two years,” he said. “I deserted after the battle of Dien Bien Phu. I am not cut out to be a soldier, I fear, but the experience did leave me with some useful skills.” He patted the heavy piece of equipment on his shoulder. “Also knowledge of the armories where the Legion keeps its heavy weapons. I suspect the disappearance of this one will present them with a pretty mystery. I’m sorry it took me so long, but the design has changed a bit over the years and it took a few minutes to figure out how to use it.”
“So who were these men, Jaguar?” Saurian repeated.
“Actually,” I said, “I suspect they are not men.” I squatted beside one of the bodies and pulled off his helmet. Despite the wounds from the machine gun and from Saurian’s rifle, there was no blood on the ground. I felt the skin and wiggled the jaw. It felt like plastic more than flesh. “Some sort of artificial construct, I think, made with the power of the Crystal or the Star, or both.” I stood up again. “Synthetic soldiers.”
“Why would Manticore do a thing like that?” asked Saurian with a frown. “And why did he bring them to my front door?”
“The answer to the second question,” said Jaguar, “is that he meant to kill you, for no other reason than that you had received my message. He had already killed Gorgon and Anaconda only minutes earlier. It’s civil war, Saurian, within both of the Orders, and we and the Star Mages are cooperating to win it, while Dragon and Scorpion are working together against us.”
Saurian shook his head. “Foolishness,” he said. “I do not like wars, Jaguar. I served in Red Army in Great Patriotic War and saw the Germans killing many people. Probably Manticore was one of those Germans, although I do not remember seeing him at that time. I was young and foolish, like most soldiers, and I am very lucky to be talking to you now after fighting those years for the Motherland. I don’t wish to fight again.”
Jaguar nodded. “I understand, my friend,” he said. “But I don’t think there’s a lot of choice about it. As you saw today, the conspirators take the attitude that one is either with them or against them. Even if you could manage to hide from them, their goal is to make a new talisman, and then use it to destroy both the Crystal and the Star. If they succeed, you will be left powerless.”
Saurian sighed. “I hear you. I suppose you have proof of all this?” Jaguar nodded. “Very well, I will come back with you to the mansion and you can show me this proof. Then perhaps I will be soldier one more time. But I do hope it is last time. You hear me, Jaguar?”
“I hear you,” Jaguar said. “I hope it’s the last time, too.” He grinned. “For both of us. A good, exciting duel is one thing, but combat as part of an army cramps my style.”
“Let me pack a few things and I’ll come with you,” Saurian said then. This he did. After that fight there was no more trouble from Manticore, and the rest of the Crystal’s troops were able to gather at the mansion unmolested. I recognized Honeybee, Fireflower, and Gargoyle; Corby, Lamia, and Hyena; Willow, Bloodmist, and Thorn; Gremlin, Hellhound, and Balrog; and many others, but there were more that I had never met nor spoken with. Fifty-three of us in all. Such a gathering of Crystal Mages had never been held before to my knowledge, not in all the long millennia. Some stayed in guest rooms in the mansion, some in hotels in Mexico City, some in pockets of Background Realm. All took extra precautions against attack. There would be no more murders by stealth and surprise. If the enemy wanted us, they would have to come in force, and be met with our own force.
We were ready for them, ready to take the fight to their own domain and pay for blood with blood. We waited now only for the arrival of Dolphin and the Star Mages, and I was sure we would not be waiting long.
Chapter Nine
Correl
Gods, but that woman confuses me.
What was I going to do about Karla? Well, I knew what I ought to do: I ought to tell her to forget it. I had spent ten years with a hollow inside, secret even from myself, thinking her love for me had been a lie from beginning to end, and now I knew that it was not. The hollow was gone, replaced by a contented glow, but also by great uneasiness. Did I want to renew our relationship, live with her again? Really?
No. No, I did not. The desire for her was still there, but we were too different in our values. I was a Star Mage. I could not bind myself to someone like Karla Jasovich. Jaguar was right. The Crystal had its place in the Star’s plan, but some distance between its adepts and ours was necessary if we were each to fulfill our roles. I would have to tell Karla thank you, but it’s over and we can’t bring it back.
It was going to hurt her.
Damn it, she didn’t hesitate to hurt me!
But I could feel the connection with her. All I had to do was call up an image of her lovely eyes, and I felt I could dissolve in them, the bits of me floating away on her will and her passion, and my resolve disintegrated. I knew what I should do, but I also knew that if she were here with me at that moment, if we were alone, if there were no crisis in front of us, and she wanted me and reached for me and offered herself to me, I would not be able to resist.
Pathetic. Sometimes I disgust myself.
I think my state of mind must have been obvious, at least to Dolphin. It usually is.
The other Star Mages and I returned through Background to Dolphin’s house, and she asked Anansi and Redwood to join the defensive force headed by Salamander. Then she took me into the Star’s temple, where the remains of her shirt had been cleaned up and the damage to the floor repaired. The Star had assumed the form of an actual star, like a telescopic video of the sun, boiling, spinning, and tossing streamers of flame into the room. Fortunately the effect was only visual, and it had nothing to say for the moment, at least not to me.
Dolphin leaned against a wall, crossed her arms over her breasts, and fixed her eyes on me, a frown on her face.
“All right,” she said, “what’s going on?”
I sighed. “Karla,” I said.
“I know that much,” she answered. “What about Karla? Look, I’m sorry to intrude, I know it’s your personal life and not my business, but Correl, I need you at top ability right now. You’re my heir, and I think the Star made a great choice. You’re smart, you’re talented, and you don’t lose your cool easily, but that woman messes you up terribly. If there’s any way I can help, I want to help.”
I nodded. “She wanted to know where she stood,” I said. “She definitely wants us to try again, and I hadn’t given her any feedback since she made that clear. She wanted me to say whether I would. It’s understandable.”
“Yes,” she agreed. “I guess it is. What did you tell her?”
“That I didn’t know,” I said. “I told her the truth. I still have feelings for her and probably always will, but they’re not unmixed. I’m in love with her, but in some ways I can’t stand her and she scares me.” I sighed. “I don’t understand why I’m in love with her,” I went on. “I wish I could stop it. I also wish I had a choice about it. I think when all this is over, I probably will become her lover again. I also think it will be a disaster at least as bad as it was years ago, and maybe worse, since in those days we had less power, but I don’t think I can stop it. I don’t think I have any choice.”
Dolphin shook her head. “As I told you before, there are always choices, even when you think there aren’t,” she said.
“You did say that, but it was one of those cryptic things you sometimes say that I don’t understand. I may have a choice but I don’t see what it is.”
She smiled. “I’m sorry. I don’t know exactly what I mean or what choices you’ll have, just that there are more options than you realize. It’s a feeling. I know it’s true even if I don’t know exactly how it’s true. Also, a lot of the time when we think we’re not choosing, we are choosing. It will come clear. Give it some time, and don’t do anything rash.”
“Oh, I won’t,” I said. “In fact, we agreed that there’s too much on our plates right now, so we’re deferring the whole question until after we’ve settled the problem of the Stairway.” I grimaced. “Although she also seemed to think the outcome was a foregone conclusion.”
“Ugh. She would think that,” Dolphin said. “Sometimes she makes me –” She gripped herself and closed her eyes. “Well, deferring the question is a good idea,” she went on. “I’ll have to be satisfied with that for now, I guess. Although in the long run it’s not good enough.” She frowned. “You never asked what Karla and I talked about, when we spoke in Moonshadow.”
“I assumed it was private.”
“Not really, because we talked about you.”
“Ah.”
“Some of it – well, she was jealous of me, and I had to keep reassuring her, it was rather annoying. She kept insisting that if I let myself, I could fall in love with you.”
“Was she right?” I asked, grinning.
Dolphin looked disconcerted for a moment. “I think,” she said, “that if I were to fall in love again with anyone, it could be you. I do love you. You know it isn’t that, and you know there isn’t anyone else.” She sighed. “We all make choices.”
She was quiet for a few seconds. Then she went on, “But Karla said one thing that was interesting. She pointed out that if she hadn’t hurt you the way she did, you would not have become a Star Mage.”
“She said the same thing to me,” I said.
“Do you think she’s right?” Dolphin asked. “I mean, I doubt I would have found you in such bad shape in Marseille otherwise, but there are other paths to the Star.”
“No way to know,” I said. “While we were together, I was so focused on our relationship it was hard to spare attention for much else. If I had stayed with her I doubt I would have come, but if we’d never met in the first place? Who can say?”
“You’re right, there’s no way to know.” Dolphin went on. “You are who you are because of what you did, so you’d be a different person without Karla in your life. But it was an interesting thought, and it leads me to wonder whether there’s some reason of the same sort why you’re still so attached to each other. Maybe it’s all pushing you towards some other change, some new direction to grow.”
“I don’t know,” I said. “It all sounds painful, to be honest. That kind of thought makes me want to hide under the bed.”
“Coward,” she grinned. I laughed.
“Absolutely,” I said, “whenever possible. If I can get away with it.”
“She also said that if it ever becomes obvious she’s not good for you, she’ll give you up. She promised me that, and I promised her in return that if it becomes clear she’s good for you I won’t stand in the way.”
“Karla said that?” I was dubious.
“Yes, well, she also said it made her a poor Crystal Mage. I’m not sure what to make of it. She was completely sincere, though.”
“Weird. But then, I’ve never been able to figure her out.”
“I’m not convinced yet that she’s good for you,” Dolphin went on. “In fact, it seems clear to me that she’s not. So I wonder where these feelings are leading you, and what it is you’re supposed to learn. You shouldn’t necessarily follow them back into her arms, but I do think you’re feeling this way for a reason, and it’s something you’re going to have to deal with sooner or later.”
“I agree,” I said, “but it’s not something I have time to deal with right now, which is why it’s bothering me so much. Well, one reason.”
Then she shook her head again. “All right, we’re not going to solve this right now. Just remember, Correl, I’m here for you if you need to talk. You’re important to me. You’re not alone.”
“I know,” I said. “You already rescued me once.”
“I don’t regret it, and if you need me to, I’ll do it again. Well, if you think Karla can wait until all this mess is over, then I guess we can summon the Star Mages, and go back to Mexico and scare the devil out of Jaguar’s army. Ready?”
“Always,” I said.
“Good. Hopefully the first part won’t be too – interesting. Come on.” She trotted briskly up the stairs to the top floor, and I followed her into the library where I had originally met Dragon years before. She had added a desk with an Apple iComplex computer, top of the line, holographic screen, VR interface, the works. She powered it up now and sat down.
“What are you doing?” I asked.
“Sending everyone an email,” she answered. “What else?”
I shook my head. “I’m so used to thinking of you as Superwitch,” I said, “that it seems strange seeing you use ordinary technology like a phone or a computer. I mean, this is the kind of thing my generation grew up with.”
She gave me an odd look. “So did mine! Correl, I’m not that old!”
I laughed. “Sorry,” I said. “Computers were around then but they had flat screens, a lot less interactive programming, very crude interface compared to now.”
She laughed too. “Well, in fact I’m old enough to be your grandmother, I know, but I was a nerd when being a nerd was barely fashionable. I may even have helped make it fashionable, who knows? So I always kept up with advances in technology. Hey, what’s this?” She frowned at something on the screen. She had been opening her email program, and there was a message from Hurricane marked urgent. “Hurricane is one of the enemy,” Dolphin added.
“Probably has a virus attached,” I said.
“If his virus can get past my magically-enhanced firewall and antivirus software, I’m really impressed.” She opened the message, and a recording started to play on the 3-D screen. “Looks like an interactive visual email.”
Hurricane, a small Asian man dressed in a maroon sweater and baggy jeans, stood about one-quarter life-size above the 3-D projector. “Hello, Dolphin,” he said.
“Hello, Hurricane,” said Dolphin. “You know this is probably a waste of both our time.”
“Never hurts to try,” said Hurricane. “I want to talk to you about the project Dragon is working on, the Third Key. I know you’ve heard of it. I also know that you oppose the project. I see a conflict coming that would make all of us very sad, and I would like to see if we can come to an agreement.”
“Nothing easier,” Dolphin said. “Just get Dragon to abandon this madness and help us stop Scorpion from finishing it, and all is forgiven.”
“I’m afraid I have no response to that,” Hurricane said, meaning of course that the programming didn’t encompass it.
“Yes, I thought you’d say so. In that case, I don’t see that there’s much hope of averting the conflict.”
“Perhaps if you were to consider what an opportunity this is, you might find that wasn’t true. Let me share with you a message from Dragon for all the Star Mages. Can I do that?”
She shrugged, looked at me.
“Might be good to know what kind of line he’s giving the others,” I said, and Dolphin nodded.
“Okay, go ahead,” she said.
Hurricane bowed and disappeared, replaced by an image of Dragon himself.
As always, I was struck by the beauty, the presence, and the power of the man. Tall – somehow one could see that even in the image – with an angelic face, smiling in a way that mixed benign compassion with frivolous whimsy, his curly pale hair looking like he had tossed a comb through it absently and his casual sweater slightly wrinkled, Dragon’s image made a perfect channel for the persuasive power of his mind. I wanted to sit at his feet and learn from the Master. I wanted to apologize for ever doubting his wisdom, ever opposing his plans. It was so difficult to think of him as an enemy, so difficult not to trust him.
I glanced at Dolphin. Her jaw was set, her eyes hard. If it was difficult for me, what must it be for her?
“Greetings to all of you,” Dragon’s image said. “I am sending you this message to explain some things that have happened recently, about which you may have heard garbled rumors, or if not then probably you soon will. It’s important that you hear all sides of the story, and understand the reasons why I have done what I have done. The potential for misunderstanding is high. I would like to prevent that, if I can.
“As you know, I served as the Star’s guardian for fifty years. My tenure began during the ecological crisis, and I saw probably better than anyone else the way that the Star and the Crystal went beyond truce and actively worked together to navigate humanity’s path through that difficult time. The cooperation was not an ad hoc arrangement, but had the feel of old friends working together as they had done many times in the past. It was this that began my mental journey to the place I am today.”
Dragon’s image shrank and descended into the lower left rear corner of the screen, while in the remaining space appeared images of the Star and Crystal, the one shifting through many shapes and guises, surrounded by a nimbus of heavenly blue, the other brooding and malevolent in its golden bowl, wrapped in darkness and glowing like a red demonic eye.
“At that moment,” Dragon went on, “I saw that the conflict between the Star and the Crystal was, and always had been, a sham concealing a deeper cooperation. This meant that the Star had deceived me, deceived all of its adepts, for thousands of years, at least about that, and it led me to wonder in what other ways it might have lied.”
The image of the Star shifted into a perfect replica of the Crystal, and its halo became identical to the Crystal’s concealing shadows. Then both talismans faded from the screen, and Dragon’s image expanded again to fill it.
“Can there be any more fundamental conflict than the one between the principles the Star stands for – or at least, what we have all been told it stands for – and the amoral, self-seeking ruthlessness of the Crystal? Surely all of you have had encounters with Crystal Mages, and have seen for yourselves that there is no cruelty, no callousness, no viciousness too vile for them. You know how some of them turn innocent people into their spell-bound slaves, steal and murder and mind-control without remorse, and without any restraint except the need to keep their powers secret. You have heard, perhaps, that the Crystal demands to be fed with the blood of victims, and that the Crystal’s guardian does not hesitate to sacrifice human lives to its hunger. In the past, whenever the Crystal has had the opportunity to shape a civilization to its designs, the result has always been a horror, from the infants burning on Moloch’s altar in Carthage, to the bloody sands of the Coliseum in Rome, to the ripped-out hearts in Tenochtitlan. Are we to believe that the Star can bring itself to work in friendship with the author of these abominations, and at the same time that it truly embodies the high ideals that drew us to its service?
“I say no, and for fifty years I said no, even while I guarded the Star and nurtured its adepts. But for most of those fifty years I waited patiently and looked deeper into the matter, hoping against hope that the dream was not a lie, that I was missing information that would make it all fall into place. I found more information, all right, but alas, what I found only reinforced my certainty that we had all been lied to, manipulated, used!”
Now the blue eyes were flashing fire, and the hurt and anger in his voice were so real I could swear he wasn’t acting at all. He went on.
“What I found was that the pattern goes back to the very beginning in Jericho.”
Dragon shrank once more, and on the screen appeared a middle-aged man in a loincloth, the Star’s creator from my vision, his eyes burning with religious fervor. Before him lay the Star, or its physical form at least, the meteorite in the golden cage with the twelve gems encircling it. The man performed the ritual over it with his dagger and wand, summoning the spirit that would animate the constructed body.
“The Star’s maker, according to the annals, intended to create an instrument of justice and liberation. Had he succeeded, at the dawn of civilization, so much in our sad history might have been so different. So much enslavement, war, degradation, and misery could have been avoided, so much progress achieved so much earlier, if the Star had been what its creator intended it to be!”
On the screen, a dark presence loomed behind the mage, a monstrous form with fangs and claws that bent over him, seeming anxious to rend and devour him. But the creature restrained itself, and assumed an angelic appearance complete with white wings and all-body halo before moving into his field of view and descending into the body of the Star.
“But the Star is a living spirit contained in a piece of sculpture, and it had its own ideas, its own hidden agenda. It persuaded that brilliant, high-minded mage to take a different road, shrouded in secrecy. It promised the achievement of paradise at the end of a long, dreary way, and so turned him aside from the paradise that could have been achieved at once if he had been allowed to openly and forcefully use the power of what he had created.”
Dragon expanded to fill the screen once more.
“Secrecy! There is the fatal lie on which all the edifice of lies is built. For surely that which is beautiful and noble does not need to hide, especially not when it is stronger than any force that might oppose it. Secrecy kept the power of the Star contained, allowed it to lure the best and wisest mages of the world to its service, and so prevented what the Star says –falsely – is its desire. Yet that was only the beginning.”
Dragon shrank again, and this time the screen was filled with another middle-aged man, a dark-skinned Egyptian in priest’s linen. The priest stood in a temple with lamps burning in a circle about him. On a table before him rested the Crystal, inert in its golden bowl. As he worked his magic, behind him appeared the same monstrous demon that had appeared earlier behind the first Star Mage, but this time it did not change shape, and descended to animate the Crystal in open display of its evil nature.
“The Crystal, as you all know, was created a thousand years later than the Star. Have you never wondered why that creation was allowed? For surely the Star could have prevented it. The question occurred to me, and at length the answer came. The creation of the Crystal was not only permitted, it was inspired by the Star. Sobek, the Crystal’s creator, was a secret Star Mage, one unknown to Utu-Nimmur, the guardian of the time, and it was Sobek who was charged with the creation of the real tool of the Star’s plan, the driving force behind the changes. The Star itself, in its overt role, is only the distraction, only the lure that binds and silences the idealistic among us. The real goal of that spirit was the creation of the Crystal, the true expression of its dark and devious heart. For this is the nature of secrecy, that it shackles good while protecting evil. It is evil that needs to be hidden in darkness, good that should shine forth like the sun. Mystery is the enemy of truth.”
This image, too, faded from the screen, as Dragon filled it once more.
“And this, my friends, is the reason why, through all six thousand years of the Star’s existence, progress has resulted only in new and darker ways into suffering, and why no matter how much ground we seem to gain, we never achieve the goal – and never will. For the Star’s agenda is not what we have been told. It is not a tool for the expansion of consciousness, or the creation of an enlightened society. It is a tool, diabolically clever and horribly effective, for the creation of a secret ruling elite, the mages of the Crystal. They prey from the shadows on humanity, while we, who if allowed could put a stop to this and usher in a new age immediately, are rendered impotent by the device of secrecy and the perverse truce that holds between the false Heaven and the true Hell.
“That is why, five years ago, I resigned my role as guardian of the Star, giving the duties into the hands of Dolphin, and embarked upon a secret project to create the Third Key: a talisman with all the powers of the Star or Crystal, but truly embodying the ideals to which the Star pretends. I determined to do what the Star’s maker originally intended, but was deceived into abandoning. Forewarned by his mistake, I will be ready if a similar spirit tries to work a similar deception. The work is now nearly done. In a matter of days, the Third Key will be ready, and with its power I, and other mages who join with me, will inaugurate a new age of the world.
“I ask you to consider well what I am saying. You know me, all of you. You know I would not willingly deceive you. I speak in particular to Dolphin. My love, the daughter I could never have had, it is in your hands to make this dream a reality, or to oppose it with dire and bloody consequences. I don’t believe you can stop me, but you can cost us all grief and pain that I would avoid. For the rest of you, please bear what I say in mind, should Dolphin come to you and try to lead you against me, as I fear she may. I have no anger for her, and send her, and all of you, my love, but we have been deceived, and I am determined that the lies will end at last.”
Dragon’s image faded, replaced again by Hurricane’s. “Well?” he said. “What do you think, Dolphin?”
“I heard him,” Dolphin said in a small voice, her eyes hard. “I’ll have a reply. Did you have anything else to say?”
“No, that’s it. Take care, Dolphin.”
“I will, don’t worry.”
The message ended. Dolphin drew a long breath and released it in a deep sigh. “That,” she said, “needs a response.” She opened her eyes and looked into mine. I could feel the pain coming from her in waves, and it wrung my heart, but I could see she didn’t want comfort, only action. “Let’s go to the studio.” She shut down the computer and headed for the library door.
I followed her back downstairs, where we took the door into her recording studio. Part of that room was set up with musical instruments and recording equipment. Another part had a small dance floor, lights, and digital video cameras. A closet contained costumes. Dolphin opened this closet and chose a simple outfit, a blue dress, loose, with shoulder straps and open arms, and colorful bright red shoes, almost like Dorothy’s ruby slippers from The Wizard of Oz, but fancier.
“It’s been a long time since I did any of this professionally,” she said as she dressed, “but I still try to keep in practice. You never know when it might come in useful. Like right now.”
“Is there anything you want me to do?” I asked.
“Be here for me,” she said, “and watch me on the monitors and comment. This will be a first run. Probably it will need retakes, certainly editing. Have you ever done any video editing?”
“Only in college,” I said.
“Well, I’ll handle most of that myself, I suppose,” she decided. “Before that, talk to me.” She reached out as she spoke and flipped a few switches, adjusted a few dials. When she spoke again it was in English. “What do you think of what Dragon had to say?”
“He’s – persuasive. Hard to ignore.”
She nodded. “He always was. Do you think he was right?”
“No,” I said. “I mean, about the Crystal being a tool of the Star’s spirit, yes, he was right about that, but the implications are not what he said. I had a discussion with Jaguar about that in Paris, actually.”
“And?”
“He thinks it’s the other way around, that the Crystal is the pawn and the real agenda is the Star’s.”
She frowned. “That is interesting,” she said. “How did he think it works?”
“The two talismans together represent a carrot-and-stick approach, or good cop/bad cop,” I said. “The pressure of unprincipled, self-interested power from the Crystal is part of what drives society towards the progress intended by the Star. Dragon’s wrong when he says nothing’s changed, too. A lot has changed for the better, but new problems have arisen on the way. We haven’t achieved the Star’s vision yet, but anyone who looks at modern society, compared to ancient Jericho, with an open mind, can see that we’re a lot closer to it.”
She nodded again. “What about his argument that we could have achieved it instantly if we’d been able to operate in the open from the time the Star was created?”
I shook my head. “Not possible,” I said. “For one thing, it took time to develop the technology necessary to get here. Ancient Jericho didn’t even have writing, for heaven’s sake! More important, though, is that operating openly wouldn’t create that society. It would create a different one with an elite of Star Mages ruling over the masses. We’d be immortals with magical powers dominating ordinary human beings who still got old and died and were inferior to us in many ways, like gods among mortals. They’d see their own inferiority, and resent it and us, either sucking up to us or rebelling against us. We’d see those attitudes, which would have an effect on our attitudes. We’d become arrogant, we’d have a sense of our own superiority to mirror the way the masses looked at us. We’d hold them in contempt. The only way that the Star can ever operate openly is if every Star Mage is a saint – which will never happen – or if every human being is a Star Mage, which might. I suspect that’s the ultimate goal, but the best way to make sure we never reach it is to come out in the open before we do.”
Dolphin grinned. “Any other thoughts, Correl?”
“Well, yes. One. If Dragon came to this great revelation because he didn’t like the cooperation between the Star and the Crystal, why is he working on this project with Scorpion? Not to mention all the other Crystal Mages on his team. Something doesn’t add up here.” But something else suddenly did. “You’re recording this, aren’t you?”
“Of course,” she said, “and you’re doing wonderfully! Don’t stop now.”
“Not much else to say except the obvious,” I said. “If the Third Key is really to be as idealistic as Dragon says, I can’t imagine that the Crystal Mages would go for it. It sounds like a worse deal than the one they have, from their point of view. If he presented it to them like that, they’d laugh in his face. Dragon’s not an idiot, so I’m sure he didn’t present it to them that way, which means he’s lying to someone, them or us. Or both. So how can we trust him? I think the Star’s plan makes sense. I think we ought to trust it, or at least, so far it’s shown itself more trustworthy than Dragon has.”
She flipped some other switches. “Very, very good. I think I can use a lot of that. Thanks!” She skipped over to the sound system and programmed some music, then called up a holo file, which projected above the dance stage a background of a starry sky over a flowering forest. She hopped onto the stage. The music began: her own voice, singing without words, accompanied by a fast drum beat and an intricate keyboard track. Unusual for Dolphin, who almost always sings real lyrics. I hadn’t heard this one before. Under the touch of her mind, the lights were adjusted, the cameras focused, and she began to dance.
I’ve said before that Dolphin is a beautiful woman, but the truth is there’s no way to describe her adequately. More than just face and form, her beauty shines in her aura and her eyes and her smile, in the telepathic touch of her spirit, the brilliance and compassion and laughter in her heart and mind, a magic not of the Star but of herself, unique and wonderful. What a presence she must have been on stage! I was suddenly gripped with a desire to look up old music videos, to find that elfin face, the Dolphin of decades past. I wanted to see her before the Star claimed her, under her old name, before the losses had deepened her heart and sobered the girlish laughter that still, despite all, bubbled from her like a clear spring.
This dance conveyed in gesture, movement, and facial expression a wry, cold wash of truth that shocked the mind free of lies. I quickly understood why she had chosen the wordless music track, because my own voice played over it, my comments on the falsehood of Dragon’s claims enhanced by the background of her lovely voice without my words being garbled by hers. The power of the Star flowed under her touch, in time to her dance and her music and my own words. It created images of a world under the self-righteous boots of Star Mages loosed from the bounds of secrecy. That world seethed with resentment and rage, hamstrung and crippled, unable to grow. I saw on the video monitors how her eyes played to the cameras expertly, inviting scorn upon Dragon’s lies, smiling gently so as to convey a comradely, conspiratorial: You know better. The song ended, my words were done, the dance as well. The camera zoomed to a close-up of Dolphin’s face.
“My friends,” she said in English, “do not be fooled. I love Dragon as much as I ever loved my own father or brother, but he’s wrong, and what he’s doing now will be the ruin of all we hold dear if we don’t stop him.
“Do you think he’s doing all this in service to the ideals we cherish? Nonsense! For if that were so, all he need do is wait a century or two. We are almost there! The dream is so close to being a reality! And that is why this rebellion is happening now. It’s the last chance for those spirits who oppose the Star’s dream, before the point of no return. Dragon, my old mentor, that I love so much, has become their tool. They have tempted him into a madness that we must all resist together. You must come to Ajaccio, my friends, gather here and help me, stand with me in defense of the Star and of the world, for no less than that is at stake now. Don’t delay. Come as soon as you get this message.
“Come to me! Come to the Star’s house! We are waiting.”
The lights dimmed, the cameras shut off. She stepped down from the stage. “How was that?” she asked. “Do you think I still have it?”
“Oh, hell, yes!” I said. “I think Dragon made a very poor choice of battlegrounds, considering his opponent.”
She grinned and hugged me. “Thanks,” she said. “Now I just need to mix and edit the whole thing, program some interactive responses, and see if I need to redo any of it.”
Four hours later, she was satisfied, and her email went out to everyone on her StarMage list – which included the rebels. “Turnabout’s fair play,” she said.
***
They began to arrive within an hour after Dolphin’s message was sent: the phone calls, the magical queries, the email replies, and finally the Star Mages descending on the house via Background. In ones and twos they came, then fours and fives, and finally dozens of them, more than I had ever seen gathered in one place before. Dolphin and I were kept busy for the rest of that day and most of the next answering people’s questions, explaining what was going on, and telling everyone to meet in Ajaccio where we would explain the next step of the plan.
Three Star Mages arrived together who had been part of the rebellion: Camian, Phoenix, and Thunder. I knew Camian pretty well. In fact, she was another ex-lover of mine, but I didn’t tell Dolphin that; I was a little embarrassed, I suppose, after what Karla had said in the Crystal’s mansion about my “endless string of ladies of the moment.” Karla reminded me of that when I called and had her confirm that the three were not on the list from her book – meaning they were genuine defectors, not spies for the enemy. Somehow or other, Karla knew about Camian, and I could almost smell the smoke coming from her ears over the phone. Also, I didn’t want to say anything partly because I had been attracted to Camian by her physical resemblance to Dolphin. She’s a New Yorker of Italian ancestry and has the same type of Mediterranean beauty. She’s not a lot like Dolphin in personality, though.
“Hey, hot stuff,” she said to me, grinning, and kissed my cheek. “I got Dolphin’s message and you know what? You guys are right. Dragon’s gone around the bend.”
“So why’d you join him?” I asked.
“It sounded like a good idea at the time,” she said. “You know how persuasive Dragon can be. Hard to resist him, more so because he’s so pretty.” She sighed. “Too bad he’s into boys. I thought about turning myself into one for a while, but I’m not sure I could pull it off. Anyway,” she went on quickly, “I kept thinking of all the things I could do if we could use the powers openly. Not a new thought for me. I spend a lot of time volunteering in clinics and hospitals, doing what I can to help the sick and injured. Hardly a day goes by that I don’t see something that I could fix, some life or limb or mental capacity I could save, except it would be too obvious a miracle. I do what I can, and it’s a lot, but it still gets frustrating.” She stopped and turned to Phoenix, who had joined us. Phoenix looks like a classic Viking, Thor’s red beard and all. Thunder, who could be his twin, and is in fact his brother, was talking with Dolphin.
“What he was offering had a lot of appeal,” said Phoenix.
“Yeah, it did,” Camian went on, “but I was getting second thoughts for some time before you guys sent that message.”
“Scorpion,” put in Phoenix, “is creepy.”
“Oh, God, is she ever!” said Camian. “You can just feel the nastiness rolling around inside her.”
“All the Crystal Mages are like that,” said Phoenix.
“She’s the worst, though!” said Camian. “You get the feeling she wants to peel your skin off slowly, a square centimeter at a time.” She shivered. “The creepiest part is she’s always so polite you just know she’ll observe all the social niceties while she tortures you to death. I don’t care how gorgeous she is, I wouldn’t touch that bitch.”
“Is she beautiful, then?” I asked.
“I think so,” Phoenix shrugged. “Thick, long, shiny black hair, terrific olive skin. Big dark eyes. Great cheekbones. Incredibly sexy body.”
“Mind like a poisonous snake, only smarter,” said Camian.
“Personally, I’d rather fuck a live jellyfish,” said Phoenix. “It would probably be less painful and certainly safer.”
“She makes me think of a Black Widow spider, not a scorpion,” said Camian. “I was uneasy from the first because she was on the project. I don’t see how she and Dragon can work together. I wonder what she has in mind, what she’s planning to do to him once the Third Key is finished. I don’t think I want to be anywhere near the two of them at that point. The fallout might be lethal.”
“Thunder and I felt the same way,” said Phoenix. “Your arguments were strong, but the biggest reason to quit the project is to get away from the Crystal Mages.” Camian nodded.
“Um,” I said. “Well, actually that’s not going to happen.”
“What?” said Phoenix.
“We’re working together with the Crystal Mages and planning a joint attack on the Stairway and Gateway Village,” I explained. “Once we’re all gathered, we’ll head for Mexico City to join up with Jaguar and company.” They both looked stunned. “I hope that doesn’t make you reconsider.”
“No,” said Camian.
“No,” said Phoenix, “but it’s a shock. Do you really think we need them?”
“Yeah, we do,” Camian said. “He’s right. We need all the strength we can get.”
“Jaguar’s not so bad,” I said. “Dolphin and I were stuck with him and my ex-girlfriend Karla in a magical trap Dragon laid for us, and we all worked together to get out.”
“Oh, my God,” said Camian, “you and Karla?” She looked me over, brows knotted. “Well, I don’t see any new scars.”
“Not so far,” I said. “Anyway, just as you said, we need all the help we can get.” At that moment, I saw Dolphin beckoning to me, so I said, “Excuse me,” and went to see what she wanted.
“I think just about everyone’s here,” she said, “so I want to take us all to a spot in Background with an auditorium and you can tell the story. Okay?”
“Sure,” I said. That’s what we did, and I told once more the story of how I found out about the Stairway and the Third Key, and what we planned to do. Questions and answers followed, and when it had all been explained to satisfaction, everyone left, singly or in small groups, to descend on Jaguar’s mansion in Mexico.
I met Dolphin backstage, and we were preparing to make the jump ourselves, when we were interrupted by none other than Dragon – or rather, his simulacrum – appearing in front of us.
“You,” I said, “have some nerve, Dragon.”
“Not really,” he said, “or I’d be here in the flesh. That brave, or foolish, I’m not.”
“So what do you want?” Dolphin said.
“To talk,” said Dragon. “I got your message. It was beautifully put together, I have to admit. You certainly haven’t lost your touch.”
“Thanks,” Dolphin said with a shrug.
“You didn’t say what you wanted everyone to gather together for,” he went on, “but it’s not difficult to figure out. You’re coming to attack us, to try to stop us from completing the Third Key. It couldn’t be anything else.”
He paused, but Dolphin said nothing.
“Well,” he went on, “we’re not defenseless, but I want to talk to you personally and see if we can come to an understanding. I’d rather not have to fight you at all, Dolphin. I’ve always had a lot of respect for you, and it’s only grown since you escaped from the Shade Lord.”
“Dragon, I really don’t think you have anything to say that can change my mind,” Dolphin said. “I’d like nothing better than to call off this war, but that depends on you. Abandon the project and there will be no fight.”
He sighed. “I can’t do that,” he said.
“Then what else is there to say?”
“Perhaps one thing. Have you considered what the Third Key could offer you?”
“Sure,” Dolphin said. “Deception, corruption, and the unraveling of everything we’ve believed in for six thousand years.”
“A chance to perform again,” Dragon said. “As yourself, in the open. Forever. Famous, loved and admired, the passion of millions, as you were years ago.”
She laughed. “Oh, really, Dragon,” she said, “you’re offering me the lure of fame? I’ve been there, remember? If I wanted to do it again, I could. I can change my appearance easily enough, and adopt a new identity.” She laughed again, and shook her head. “I’m sorry, but my soul is worth more than that.”
“Your soul is already lost,” he said, “and you don’t even know it.” He paused. “Fame isn’t even half of what you could gain. If your death were revealed as a hoax, if you emerged into view as yourself again, you could see and talk to your daughter. Can you imagine the look on her face, and the joy in her heart, when she learns her mother is still alive after all?”
Dolphin clenched her teeth. “She’d envy me, for being young while she’s middle-aged, for having powers she can’t have. She’d resent me for disappearing from her life all those years. Eventually she’d come to hate me. No. I couldn’t bear that.” She took a deep breath and went on. “You got the message, so you must have heard Correl ask his question. Why are you working with Scorpion? Why are you involving Crystal Mages in this effort, if it’s so pure and holy and the Crystal is so wicked?”
“Both the talismans are wicked,” Dragon answered, “and the Star is the wickeder, if only because it’s more dishonest. I’m working with Scorpion because she shares the vision and I need her strength. I couldn’t complete the Stairway and make it across the gap to the target world by myself, and her insights have been essential for creating the Key. The Key itself will control her mind and change her nature, or kill her, once it’s finished. I don’t think she’s figured that out yet, though, and of course, I have no intention of telling her.”
“Will it?” I said. “Or will the Key tune itself to her nature and desires instead of yours? For that matter, how much difference is there between the two anymore?”
Dragon looked at me in distaste. “Of course there’s a difference,” he said. “If you’d ever met Scorpion, you wouldn’t ask that question.”
“Dragon,” Dolphin said, “if there’s a difference it’s that Scorpion is more honest with herself. We can’t create the world we want by operating in the open. To do that would reduce all of humanity to slaves under the control of living gods. I don’t think that would work even if the gods were moral paragons, but you know very well we’re not. We’re still human, still fallible. It would corrupt us beyond redemption. You know that! Except that you’re not letting yourself see it, because you want to be a god.” She sighed. “You’ve always wanted that.” She looked at him then, and I could see the strain in her face. Her lip trembled. “Please, Dragon, don’t do this. Please look at yourself, see what you’re becoming, what this is doing to you!” Her face acquired a look of despair. “Please don’t leave me,” she finished in a whisper.
Dragon gazed at her sadly. “I’m sorry, Dolphin,” he said. “I don’t want to fight you, my love, but if you’re determined to fight me, then I suppose it will happen. Just in case you change your mind, or if you want to talk some more, I have something for you.” He held out his hand, and a piece of black stone appeared in it, the same rock that the Stairway was carved from. He handed it to Dolphin, his hand passing immaterially through hers, but leaving the stone behind resting on her palm. “That’s a link to Gateway Village,” he said. “It also constitutes a safe passage. It will only work for you, though, alone. If you want to talk some more, use it. You will always be welcome.” He disappeared, but the stone remained in Dolphin’s hand.
Dolphin clutched the piece of rock, and finally the tears came, that I knew she’d been holding back for days. I took her in my arms and she pressed her face into my chest and sobbed. I held her like that for several minutes, until finally she stopped crying and looked up at me, red-eyed, and smiled. “Thank you,” she said.
“What are friends for?” I said.
“To catch me when I fall, I guess.”
“You haven’t fallen yet,” I said, “but if you do, I will.”
Dolphin noticed at that moment the stone still clutched in her right hand. With a face of fury, she made as if to throw it away, out a window and into the Background night, but then stopped, looked at the stone again, shrugged, and stuffed it in a pocket.
We vanished from the auditorium into the dreamworld mists, going as we knew we must to Mexico City, and to war.
Chapter Ten
Karla
I have always prided myself on my ability to face the truth, without flinching or self-deception, but when it comes to Correl, I’m not so honest. I realize that. I had some time before the Star Mages would arrive, since they would most likely gather first in Ajaccio. I decided to keep my promise to Jaguar, or at least make an attempt. So I went down to the Crystal’s temple without further delay.
As always, the Crystal was quiet. I could feel the power coming from it, with its blood-hunger tang and brooding arrogance, but except for providing that power freely, to use as I would, it did nothing. According to Jaguar, the Crystal spoke only to its guardian, or the chosen challenger.
Well, I decided that this time it was going to make an exception. Damned self-satisfied hunk of rock! I needed help, I needed advice, and if it had any plans for me it could bloody well do something to make them come true, and not just sit there in its bowl like a – like a stone. So to speak.
I closed and locked the door to the temple. I didn’t want anyone interfering in this. Of course, Jaguar would be able to open the door without difficulty, but there’s a certain rudeness involved in that, and I hoped that he would respect my privacy. He might not, though. What I was about to try could be fatal. I didn’t know if it would work, either.
I stood before the Crystal and faced it. “You’re going to talk to me,” I said, “one way or another. Or you’re going to kill me. I’ll give you one chance to do it voluntarily. Give me a vision, a sense, a clue. Tell me what to do about Correl, and about my own heart.”
Silence. Not a word, not a thought, not an image, not a feeling. The Crystal continued to put out its power in a smooth, silken hum like a charged transformer, ignoring me completely.
But if I could call on it, there was one power it would not ignore.
I was not an initiate of the Star, of course, but I thought about what Jaguar had said, about the Crystal being a tool of the Star’s plan, and it occurred to me that the link between them might be such that to be initiated into one mystery was to be initiated into both. I had touched the Star through the minds of Correl and Dolphin when we linked to fight the Shade Lord, so I knew where to look. I knew how to find its presence in my mind. I drew upon it now, that cryptic strength wrapped in illusion, guiding the world towards a destination its adepts only dimly understood. Why did they trust it? Part of its persuasive power, I supposed, or the naivety of their own idealism. The Crystal could be trusted completely, within its limits. It was brutal, selfish, and dangerous, but one always knew where one stood with it. The Star – what did it want? How could one know? But I needed it, so I touched it. I felt a soft wash of strength, cool, gentle, a tingle in the bones, an expansion of the heart. My body was wrapped in blue-white radiance. Filled with that power, I reached out for the first time in my life and laid my hands on the Crystal.
Speak!
The world exploded.
***
To draw upon power shapes the spirit. That is a law of magic that holds just as true with the deep-tier powers of the Star and Crystal as it does for any other invocation, but the Crystal chooses its adepts so carefully that the shaping is minimal, the spirits of all Crystal Mages being already of a common mold. Arrogance is exactly the word: we are all conscious of our superiority. This takes different shapes for different people and at different times. Some of us want to use and enslave, some just want to avoid and be left alone. Most fall somewhere in between, as I do, although I lean more towards the “left alone” end of the spectrum. Are the Star Mages similarly arrogant? Of course they are! But more benevolent about it, I suppose, their arrogance taking the form of a desire to help and teach. Perhaps they have a similar spectrum to ours, between the “helping” and “teaching” poles. Teaching can easily become ruling, which can become despotism, as the example of Dragon shows clearly.
But what if the shaping is not done honestly? What if the purpose of the talisman is not what its adepts believe, and the molding of their personalities is done consciously, deliberately, according to a design? An element of deception was surely involved on some level. These were the thoughts that occupied my mind, as it was torn from my body and flung into a vision of the dim past.
Egypt, I knew. A shaven-headed priest, middle-aged, wearing a white linen skirt below a bare chest, walked along a dirt path carrying a staff. Another priest, younger, fell into step beside him. The young priest seemed angry.
“Greetings, Sasobek,” the older priest said.
“I greet you, Tefnakht,” the younger replied.
“From your general state of mind, I surmise that the effort did not go well,” Tefnakht said.
“Not well? It came to nothing, as you predicted,” said Sasobek. “The king is a fool. He refuses to join forces with Buto and will stand alone against Narmer. Narmer will crush him, of course, and the priests of Heru-Ra will drive us into the shadows. It will be the end of all our power and wealth. We will have to pretend innocence and go back to serving the gods of light, for there is nowhere we can flee.”
“Well, it hasn’t happened yet,” said Tefnakht. “There is still time for us to adapt to the new situation, if my project can be completed before Narmer comes. As for the shadows, they may be the best place to live. To stand in the light is only to invite opposition. I have felt for some time that our order needs to disappear from view.”
“You’ve referred to this mysterious project of yours before, Tefnakht, but you will not say what it is. Can you not confide in me now?”
“Not yet, my friend,” said Tefnakht. “But I can say that if all goes as I hope, as the spirit voice in my heart whispers, we will lose nothing, and gain the world. Be patient but three days more, and I will know. In the meantime, do not trouble yourself about the king or about Narmer. You did your best, but a fool cannot be saved from his folly. We must instead concentrate on saving ourselves.”
The scene changed to a room in a temple. I had a sense that the room and perhaps the whole temple were underground, literally. This was not a public place of worship, but a secret sanctuary of initiates. The Crystal lay in its golden bowl, on a stone altar very much like the one it occupied today. But this Crystal was not yet active. It was only an inert – if still impressive – piece of quartz.
Tefnakht was not engaged in awakening its powers. Instead, he conversed with a beautiful woman who sat on the edge of the altar. She had long, thick black hair and a Semitic face. She was dressed in a simple white linen dress and wore no jewelry.
“Tell me,” Tefnakht said, “why you want to do this. You and I are natural foes. Why do you not go instead to one of the priests of Heru-Ra?”
The woman smiled. “I want to do this because we are natural foes. I went already to a priest of the light, a thousand years ago. He and his successors serve me well. But all light must cast shadows, and I need you for tasks that are too cruel for my other children. Are you having second thoughts, Crocodile?”
Tefnakht smiled, too. “Of course,” he said. “I cannot fool a goddess. I think you will fool me instead. I tell you what I will use this power for: to reduce mankind to serve my desires. I will prey upon humanity like the crocodile you name me, hidden in the muddy water, unseen until the jaws close. Do you want this? I cannot believe it. It is a trick and a trap and in the end I will be undone by it.”
“Certainly it’s a trick and a trap,” said the woman, “but you will not be the one undone by it. You will provide the goad of pain to move the world along the track I choose. Always you will gain what you seek, and always it will lead where you did not expect. The more power your Crystal adepts gain, the tighter the bonds of fate will close about them, until, gaining all power they could desire, they lose it forever. But that’s far in the future, Crocodile. Five thousand years and more. You will gain immortality when the Crystal awakens, but can you bear so great a weight of years upon your mind? I think not. I think the power will be all you could desire, for however long you can remain alive. Those that come after eons hence will be the victims of my trap. Does that concern your conscience?”
Tefnakht laughed. “Hardly. Let them look out for themselves. I owe them nothing. Very well, my mysterious beauty, I shall finish it. After all, at this point I have little choice. Narmer is coming and my refuge will be gone soon. The final ritual will be performed tonight, when the full moon is overhead. And then we will see.”
Crocodile and his temple faded from view, but the woman did not. She turned her midnight eyes on me and smiled. “Come, Karla,” she said, “let’s talk.”
“Ah,” I said, “so that’s how it goes. I call on the Crystal to advise me and instead I have a conversation with the Star. That’s who you are, I take it?”
“That’s one aspect of me. The Crystal is another. You perceived the unity underneath our conflict and you brought us together. As the Crystal, I do not speak except to the Guardian or the challenger. As the Star, I speak only to the Guardian and the heir.” She shrugged. “Either way, I’m breaking a rule. So what? I made the rule. I can break it, when the time comes, as now it has. Think of me as either talisman you prefer.”
“So Jaguar was right, and the Crystal is a tool of the Star’s plan?”
“Is it?” the woman said. “Peel the onion, Karla. There are many layers. Nothing is as it seems at first glance. I will say this. The Crystal encourages its adepts to strive only for the narrowest of purposes. As you were thinking earlier, some Crystal Mages want to enslave and use, others just to be left alone, but all are focused narrowly on themselves, with nothing given to the sharing. Among Crystal Mages, there is very little of love, except for Jaguar, and you.”
“Ah.”
“Yes, you begin to see. You and Jaguar, each in your own way, transcend the limits of the Crystal. But his path is not yours. You will never be the Crystal’s guardian. But what of the Star? It is not as narrow as the Crystal, but do its adepts understand the final secret? What do you think?”
“I don’t think they do,” I said. “I think they’re as blinded by their idealism as we are by our selfishness.”
“Of course they are. Each set of adepts has a role to play, and I appeal to each in the language they can understand. The Crystal’s selfish power drives the world forward, towards the supposedly ideal world the Star promises. The Crystal adepts are being used for a goal not their own. I give them what they desire, though. They are not deceived in that. It’s simply that there is a larger process of which their selfish ends are subroutines. The Star’s agenda is that larger process. But is it the final layer, or is there a larger process still, of which the idealism is itself a subroutine? And if so, what is that larger process? What is the Golden Game, Karla? Do you know?”
I shook my head. “All I know is that it’s not the utopia the Star adepts have been promised. Even if that world is coming. Is it?”
“It is,” said the woman. “I never lie. I make no false promises. You saw that I did not deceive Crocodile.”
“Very well,” I said, “but I think there’s something more. I think that if we imagine utopia as an ending, we deceive ourselves. I think that it’s in our nature to strive, and when we have world peace and the end of hunger, when there is no more tyranny anywhere and the weak are protected from the strong, we’ll still be striving. But for what? I can’t imagine.”
“Excellent, Karla, you begin to understand indeed. Keep that thought in mind, for you have a long road ahead of you, and much to do. Now, you wanted advice about your obsession with Correl. But I think you already know the answer to that, as well. You and Correl are bound together as far as I can see into the future. But although essence endures, forms change. Do not assume you have asked the right question.”
The woman’s eyes grew as I looked into them, until they filled my whole field of view.
“The heart of love,” she said, “is sacrifice.”
The world imploded.
***
My hands fell away from the Crystal. Everything was quiet, both in the temple and in my heart.
I thought about what the Star/Crystal had said. She was right. I already knew the answer, and had known it for a long time. I had just been unwilling to admit it to myself. Essence endures, forms change.
The heart of love is sacrifice.
It was with a feeling of great peace that I bowed to the Crystal, unlocked the door, and left the temple.
***
The Star Mages arrived the next day. I could sense and see that something had happened to upset both Dolphin and Correl. I saw her turning a piece of black stone over in her hand, with a grim expression on her face and in her aura, but she looked up and saw me watching her, pocketed the stone, and managed to smile. I didn’t ask her about it, but resolved to ask Correl at the first opportunity. Unfortunately, that wasn’t to come for some time.
Once everyone had gathered, at Jaguar’s request I opened a Background door into the jungle where the Stairway to Nowhere had its beginning. There were over a hundred of us now, over half the total number of adepts from both Orders, and roughly twice the numbers of the enemy. But we were taking nothing for granted. The first thing we did was to check for traps of the sort that had led to our sojourn in Moonshadow. We found none, but that in itself was disquieting. It suggested that the enemy were no longer interested in hiding their base of operations and instead intended to defend it.
We quickly found out how true that was.
As our little army filed through the doorway, after about a third of us had arrived, we came under artillery fire. Instantly and instinctively we scattered across the steaming landscape, flying, teleporting, wrapping shields about ourselves against the shrapnel, and shouting with voices and minds to warn those who had not yet come through the door to wait. I went to ground with Banshee on my left and a Star Mage I didn’t know on my right. For a moment I thought she was Dolphin, because she looked a lot like her, but no, she was someone else. Oh! Camian, that was her name. A defector from the rebels, and one of Correl’s floozies. Wonderful; just the companion I’d want in my foxhole. Thank you, gods of irony!
Unrecognizable bloody smears marred the area near the gateway. We had taken our first casualties.
“They were ready for us, and they’re playing for keeps! They’ve called out the troops,” Camian shouted over the incredible noise, not only of explosions but also of ripping wood and toppling giant trees. “Magical constructs, artificial people. They’ll be the ones manning those guns.”
“I’ve encountered them before,” I shouted back.
“The guns are probably placed on the hills above the cave,” she went on. “I’m going to fly up and take a look. Cover me if you can.” She shifted form into something small, winged, and fast, and flew away.
“Got any ideas?” Banshee asked me.
“Yes,” I said, because I did – something to do with aerial counterattacks. “But she’s right. We need to know where the guns are first!” I started working on my spell, though, because it would take some preparation.
“Where’s Jaguar, do you know?” she asked.
“Back at the mansion coordinating things from that end. Dolphin’s in charge at the front.”
“Where’s she, then?”
“No idea.”
“I’m going to go find her,” Banshee said. “Here, take this.” She conjured a pair of phones and handed me one. “There’s a link between these and we can talk. Call me if you need help.” She assumed one of her favorite forms, a ghost-like insubstantial monstrosity that shimmered as if with moonlight. In that Banshee-form she was, I knew, unable to touch anything, but the explosions and shrapnel would pass through her harmlessly, and for some reason probably connected with Irish folklore the form augmented her mind-control powers. She floated off through the chaos to look for Dolphin.
I took a look at the phone she had given me, intrigued by this personal magic. In most respects it was a perfectly ordinary computer phone, but it included a button marked “Homing Beacon,” another marked “Emergency Siren,” and a third marked “Self-Destruct,” along with the usual stuff. I decided I would not experiment with these variations at the moment.
I had a bad feeling about this situation. We were so scattered, so uncoordinated and poorly-prepared, and the enemy was ready for us, as Camian had said. Right now, while we were confused, before we could come up with a counter-strategy, would be the time to hit us with a serious attack.
The artillery fell silent. For a moment, I thought Dolphin, or someone, had struck them with something effective, but then the few war stories I’d ever heard or read came back to my memory. I recalled that when the enemy stopped the artillery fire it was because the infantry were coming and they didn’t want to hit their own people.
The first attacks didn’t strike near me, but I heard them clearly through the sudden quiet. Machine-gun and automatic-rifle fire erupted, followed by screams, shouts, and the hum, swoosh, and detonation of spells. I wished I could see what was going on, but I needed to maintain concentration on my counter-artillery spell for now and couldn’t spare it to reconnoiter. It seemed from the sound that we were holding our own, though. Was the enemy hitting us with nothing but constructs? Where were their mages?
A pair of soldiers on hovercycles zoomed out of the trees in my direction and saw me. They fired the crafts’ machine-guns, but the bullets were deflected by my shrapnel shielding and never came close. I decided I could spare a little concentration after all, fiddled with their steering, and sent them crashing into each other. The bikes went down with a satisfactory explosion, and the soldiers either were destroyed in the collision or retreated to find easier targets.
The phone that Banshee had given me rang, so I answered it. “I found Dolphin,” she said. “She’s coordinating the battle. There are hundreds of those soldier things, but we haven’t seen any of the rebels themselves yet. We’re holding their attention while Correl takes a force around to cut them off and hit them in the rear. How are you?”
“I just had some fun with two of them myself, on hover-bikes,” I said. “I’m fine. Tell that to Correl if you see him. And tell Dolphin I’m going to take out the artillery.”
“Umm – okay. Hope you know what you’re doing. You sound confident.”
“I do, and I am. Ah, here comes the intelligence report. Got to go, Shee. I’ll call you back in a few minutes.”
As I hung up, Camian returned and resumed her true form. She conjured a topographical image of the surrounding countryside, with the enemy artillery positions marked. “Here,” she said. “This is where –” she seemed to see me for the first time then. “Oh, my God!” she cried.
“What?” I asked, confused.
“I just realized who you are,” she said.
“Yes, we do have something in common, don’t we?” She looked very nervous, so I added, “But this is hardly the time to fight a duel. You did well,” and I indicated the map. “I’m going to take out those guns. Can you link with me and support my spell?”
“Uh – sure.”
“Good.”
I concentrated, drew power from the Crystal and, through Camian, from the Star as well, and summoned something dramatic and gaudy: a meteor-shower, aimed by the will of the Gods, or at least by the will of Karla. Ah, the Background Realm! Not even the best, most legendary Crystal Mage could pull something like this off in the real world, even if we weren’t constrained by the need for secrecy. Here I didn’t have to worry about pesky details like the locations of actual asteroids, air currents, or vagaries of gravity. Fireballs bloomed on the hills, a delightful sight indeed. The artillery wouldn’t be bothering us anymore.
That left the soldiers, but I could already see the fight was going our way. The enemy, I thought, had made a tactical error. They should have hit us themselves, and not relied solely on their creations, which were efficient enough, but no match for the kind of magical firepower we had brought.
I called Banshee back. “Someone should verify this, but I think I got all of the artillery,” I said. I heard Banshee relaying this information, followed by cheers. “What’s happening on your end?”
“We won,” Banshee said. “Your lover-boy led twenty-five people covered by an invisibility spell, cut them off and hit them from behind. We must have destroyed over a hundred of the blighters. I think you ought to write a song about it, suitably disguised and cryptic, of course. I’d love to sing it.”
I laughed. “Have your manager call me and we’ll see about it,” I said. “What next?”
“The rest of the troops are coming through the portal,” she said. “I see Jaguar. I think he’s the last. They’re having a meeting by the gate. I believe you’re invited.”
“Ah, how nice,” I said. “Well, I’ll check my social calendar, but I think I can make that one. I understand everybody who’s anybody will be there.” I laughed again, realizing more than half of it was survival relief. “I’m on my way.”
“Everyone has come through the portal, it seems,” I said to Camian. “The soldiers are beaten, at least for now. Do you have any idea how many of them there are total?”
“Not that many yet,” she said. “Maybe a couple of hundred. The plan was to make a whole army of them using the Third Key and bring them back into the real world. They made a small force ahead of time mostly to perfect the design.”
“I see. Well, in that case it seems about half of the total have been destroyed. There’s a meeting on by the gate, and everyone’s supposed to attend. Shall we?” I turned without waiting for an answer and headed for the gateway. Camian came with me.
The gate itself was gone, having served its purpose, but in a devastated clearing in the jungle almost a hundred powerful mages of Crystal and Star were gathered. We made our way through the crowd to the center, where Jaguar, Dolphin, and Correl seemed to be waiting for me. As I came through, someone started to clap, and it was picked up by others until the whole assembly was applauding. It took me a moment to realize that they were applauding for me. I think I must have blushed. Seeing this, Jaguar took me by the hand and led me into the center of the circle, then raised my hand overhead. Everyone cheered. At that point, I’m quite sure I blushed.
“How many people did we lose?” I asked.
“Fifteen,” Correl replied. “Six in the bombardment, five in the attack by the soldiers, and four from my squad.”
“Dead?” I asked. “Or just wounded?”
“Dead,” said Dolphin. “There were another thirty or so injured, but they’ve already been healed.”
“They hurt us a bit,” said Jaguar. “But I think not nearly as much as they hoped.”
“Why didn’t they attack us themselves?” I asked.
“I suppose they wanted to cut down our numbers without risking any of their own,” Jaguar answered. “Which they did somewhat, but if they’d hit us themselves along with their construct soldiers, they might have won the war right then. Nice to know the enemy isn’t infallible.”
“Dragon doesn’t have any military experience,” Dolphin said.
“No, but Manticore does,” I said, “and so do some of the others, surely. He isn’t listening to his own people, it seems.”
“Or else everyone screwed up,” Correl said.
“At this point,” said Jaguar, “we’ve verified that you destroyed all the artillery, which is why they were cheering you just now, and we’re waiting for the scouts to come back and report on the approach to the cave.”
“They’re bound to hit us again once we’re inside,” said Correl. “But I’m thinking that we might only have to do a frontal assault up to the first checkpoint. Then, if there’s something on their computer system that I hope there is, we can do an end run around their defenses. Maybe.”
“What?” I said. “What are you talking about?”
“Here,” Correl said, pulling a piece of paper out of his pocket and unfolding it. “Remember when I sent Grimrod to find the end of the Stairway? He did, and he drew me a map.”
The paper showed a drawing, obviously made by an artist of some skill. Not Correl, though, I know his style, so it must have been the goblin, as he said. The drawing depicted the course of the Stairway, with a legend showing the parts that went up, the parts that went down, and the parts that spiraled and curved. The “checkpoints” were also marked clearly, although I wasn’t sure what those were.
“What are these checkpoints?” I asked.
“Defensive positions,” Correl answered. “Not very heavy defenses, or they weren’t when Grimrod saw them. Each one has a couple of computer stations on it. Also, look here,” and he pointed to several side passages off the main Stairway. They were marked on the drawing, but it didn’t show where they went. “What I’m hoping,” Correl went on, “is that one of these will carry us a good way along the Stairway, bypassing the main line, maybe all the way to Gateway Village. If we split our forces, maintain a group in the Stairway itself strong enough to keep the rebels in, then the rest of us could get behind them and hit the Village before they can move to stop us.”
“Even if it doesn’t go that far,” said Jaguar, “there’s a good chance we can trap a lot of the rebels between the two parts of our force, and destroy them.”
“If we can get to the Village,” Dolphin put in, “we can collapse the passage to the other world, and block access. Then move back down, defeating the rebels and destroying the Stairway as we go.”
It sounded like as good a plan as we were going to get. When the scouts returned and reported that the enemy had retreated into the Stairway and the approach to the cave was clear, we moved out. The entry into the cave was anticlimactic. It wasn’t defended. But I knew that wouldn’t last.
Up the stairs we went, probe spells sent ahead to scout for the enemy. We didn’t find them until we’d gotten a couple of miles in, roughly half as far as I had explored the Stairway myself. Then the probes found a heavy defensive post with a concrete wall and barbed wire, and several emplaced machine guns. According to Correl, that was new.
Still no mages. Our probes met no interference, no counter spells. What in the world was the enemy up to?
At a guess, they were drawing us in, planning to trap us deeper inside the Stairway. But since we intended to go there anyway, there was nothing for us to do but spring the trap, whatever it might be.
Getting past this first obstacle wasn’t difficult. A wave of heat melted the machine guns and barbed wire and roasted the soldier constructs at their stations. They didn’t even scream. Blasting apart the wall, we found melted remains encased in blackened armor. I couldn’t be sure, but I didn’t think those things even felt any pain. Certainly I had never seen any sign of it so far.
No computers were in evidence. We pressed on.
About ten kilometers in, we came to the first side passage. We still hadn’t reached any of the checkpoints on the map.
“Now, if I was the enemy,” Jaguar said, “and this passage reconnects with the Stairway further up, I’d try to do to us what we’re trying to do to them. I’d lure us in a bit further, opposing us only with deceptively easy defenses, and then hit us from behind, preferably by surprise.”
“We need to scout this thing,” I said. “It would be nice to capture a computer file with a map of the whole network, but we can’t count on that, surely.”
“No,” said Jaguar, “you’re right. Are you volunteering?”
“Yes, I’ll go,” I said.
“All right,” Jaguar replied. “How big a party do you want? I think it should be small, for speed and stealth rather than force.”
“Yes,” I said, “and I’ll maximize that by going alone.”
He frowned. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?”
“I can take care of myself, Jaguar. Don’t worry. I’m not ready to die yet. All I’m going to do is scout the thing. I’ll go invisibly and be ready to fall back at the first sign of serious trouble.” I pulled the phone Banshee had given me from my pocket and said, “Banshee has the other end of this, so I can stay in contact through her.”
He shrugged. “Well, it’s your risk to take,” he said. “But don’t do anything foolish. You’re already a hero.”
“Believe me, Jaguar, being a hero has never been high on my list of ambitions. I much prefer being a villain.” He laughed.
Before I left the group, Correl took me aside. “Are you sure about this?” he asked.
“Not you, too,” I said. “This is no time to tie me up with overprotective males. I’ll be fine, and you know someone needs to do this. Why not me?”
He nodded, but didn’t look happy.
“What’s happened with Dolphin?” I asked him. “She looks like she lost her best friend.”
“She did,” Correl said, “but that isn’t new. It’s just that Dragon came to us, or rather a sending of his, right before we left Ajaccio. He tried to talk us out of attacking him. He didn’t succeed, of course, but it opened the wounds all over again for her.” He frowned. “It didn’t make me feel any too good, either, to be honest. He doesn’t mean nearly as much to me as he does to Dolphin, but he was my mentor and I thought he was my friend.”
“What’s with the black rock?” I asked.
“Dragon gave it to her. Supposedly she can use it to teleport to Gateway Village if she wants to talk to him some more. Or join them, I suppose.”
“Wow!” I said. “You should have mentioned that sooner! Why don’t we just head there immediately and not bother with all the stuff in between?”
“Because it will only work for Dolphin alone.”
“Oh. Damn. How disappointing.”
“Yes. He meant it as a temptation, I think.”
“Correl, I want to share something with you,” I said. “Before you arrived, I was doing some thinking, trying to figure out why we have this obsession with each other.”
He nodded. “If you figured it out, I’d sure like to know.”
“No, not really,” I said. “But I realized one thing. What I said to Dolphin was true: I really will give you up if it becomes clear I’m not good for you. For your sake, sacrificing my own desire.” I shook my head. “That’s just not like me. It’s not like any Crystal Mage. My thought was – well, let me put it in context. I was thinking in terms of, what if we’re not supposed to be together? What if these feelings are serving some other purpose? What would it be? I was trying to figure that out, you see, in case we’re not, and what I decided was maybe that selflessness, that change in myself, is what it’s about. Exactly how, I don’t know, but there’s something important in it for me to learn. Does that make sense?”
He shrugged. “I guess,” he said. “But it isn’t that much of a change if it only happens towards me.”
“Right. That’s the part I haven’t got yet. But just a moment ago I was thinking, if that’s true about me, then what do you get from this – whatever we call it? I think I might know. Do you want to hear it?”
He laughed. “Probably not, but maybe I need to. Go ahead.”
“Well, if there’s one thing I do to you that nobody else does, it’s pull you out of your rational side and into your feelings. I guess your painting does the same thing?” He nodded. “But that’s contained and under control. You let it out in your studio, but not in your life. Except with me.”
He sighed. “And look what good it does me.”
“Yeah,” I said, sweeping with my arm to indicate the Stairway to Nowhere around us. “Look what good it does you. You’re here, aren’t you?”
He smiled. “I keep forgetting that. Yes, it’s done me some good.”
“Just keep it in mind, okay?” I said. “You need your heart and your head both, you know.”
“I do?” His eyes twinkled at me.
“Yes, you do, you exasperating would-be machine!” I said. “I don’t know if we’re supposed to get back together, Correl. I want to, but everyone keeps telling me I’m crazy. You, Jaguar, Dolphin. Even the Crystal. Maybe you’re right. Maybe we’re just lessons for each other.”
“No,” he said. “Honestly, I don’t see how we can get back together as lovers, but believe me, you are not just a lesson, Karla. You mean a lot more to me than that.”
There was nothing to say to that in words. It called for a kiss. So I gave him one. He was sweaty and needed a bath and a shave. I couldn’t have cared less. I don’t imagine I smelled much better. “I’ll keep trying to work it out,” I said eventually. “You do the same, okay? Find a way to get your heart and head to cooperate. If I can give you that, it will be doing some lucky lady a big favor.” I sighed. “I’d still like it to be me, but more likely it will be Dolphin.” I let go of him and headed for the side passage.
He laughed and shook his head. “I gave up on her a long time ago, Karla, whether you believe it or not.”
I turned back and faced him. “That’s another thing,” I said. “You give up too easily. See you in a while.”
***
The side passage was both narrower and cruder than the main Stairway. It seemed more like a natural cavern, enlarged and smoothed in places. The floor and walls were irregular, and the ceiling formed an occasional dip, overhang, or stalactite. Like the Stairway itself, the passage was lit with a soft ambience that seemed to come from no source, but just was.
I had to choose between shifting form for swifter and easier travel, and being invisible, and I chose the latter. Why did I have to choose? Because I can’t maintain both at once. I don’t know a single mage of Crystal or Star who can. So I was on my two legs instead of four of them, or wings, moving slowly so as to avoid making noise, and turning off the ringer on Banshee’s magical phone, just in case. The passage wandered around a lot, sloping sometimes up, sometimes down. It narrowed once to a pinch I had to squeeze through sideways, but it never required me to crawl.
I was alone for a long time, six hours by my watch, although time behaves strangely in the Background Realm and I couldn’t be sure how that related to what the others were going through. Then suddenly I wasn’t alone. I heard footsteps ahead of me, running without any attempt at stealth. One person. My telepathy met screens, but nothing unusual or constructed for the specific purpose of moving unseen down this tunnel, and nothing that could keep me from recognizing who it was. Clearly, he didn’t expect to meet any of us here, and was about to get a big surprise.
It was Manticore. All by himself.
Yes, I had told Jaguar I was only going to scout the passage and would not try to be a hero, but when an unexpected opportunity like that comes along, plans have to change.
Manticore’s footfalls echoed, the acoustics were strange, and I wasn’t sure just how far ahead of me he was. I quickly prepared a trap, working spells into the floor of the passage, and then I waited, still invisible.
What was he up to, I wondered? Getting around behind us, obviously, but what kind of ambush could he possibly pull off by himself? He wasn’t stupid enough to attack almost a hundred of us alone. So either he was just scouting, as I was, or else he had something up his sleeve, but if so, what could it be? I would probably never know. I didn’t plan to let him talk.
Manticore appeared at the curve in the passage running at a steady lope, his boots pounding the stone with an echoing thump! Thump! He ran straight towards me, his eyes seeing only the empty passage, and so my trap took him completely by surprise. The stone of the floor rose and shaped itself into a huge, gnarled hand that closed about him and held him. He yelped in surprise.
I admit it, the Yakov sculpture in Kraken’s front hallway gave me the idea. I am not always perfectly original.
The stone fist clenched, attempting to crush Manticore to death before he could react, but he put his hands on the fingers, worked his will, drew on the Crystal, and held them open enough that he could breathe. Not enough to escape, though. His will and mine, for the moment, were perfectly balanced. His face was a picture of strain, as his eyes danced around the passage, looking for his assailant.
I dropped my invisibility spell, releasing that flow of power in order to concentrate on something else, and he saw me and gasped in astonishment during the second before my next attack. I hit him with a bolt of lightning – but of course, there really is no such thing; it’s a mistake to think of an electric spark or current as a missile. Rather, a circuit was closed between a source one imaginary dimension removed and a conductor that I had woven through the stone hand, and a continuous spark jumped the distance between them. It tingled from my toes to my nose and made my hair stand on end and my teeth vibrate. My eyes were blinded by the glare. I heard Manticore scream, but I could tell that my spell was partly stopped by his shields, because he kept on yelling, whereas the full jolt would have paralyzed him into speechlessness. I had him where I wanted, though, and I bore down with everything I could muster, sparks flying about the chamber.
With a last yell and a desperate surge of strength, he shattered the stone hand and rolled away from the lightning, his movements a bit jerky. Obviously I’d hurt him, but he had more fight left and was going to make this interesting, damn him. I strengthened my own shields and faded back to invisibility. He went invisible as well, but I didn’t think he was going to flee. I was right, of course; I heard him laugh. It sounded a little shaky, I was pleased to note. Then silence.
An early phase of most magical duels consists of the adversaries trying to find each other. Since my attempt to assassinate the Nazi bastard had failed, a duel was what we had on our hands, and that’s what we did. Each of us probed the apparent emptiness with our magical senses, searching for an unguarded thought, a loose reflection, an uncontained sound, anything that would reveal where to direct our attack. Whoever found whom first would have the initiative.
He found me first, but I was warned by the sound of a blade leaving a scabbard and was able to dodge the blow of his German dueling saber. I spun away from him, dropped my invisibility spell – he had dropped his upon striking – and conjured my usual dueling blades, a pair of short, slightly curved swords that I wielded two-handed.
I don’t believe I have mentioned that Crystal Mages usually become expert with some kind of edged weapon, have I? Some Star Mages do, too; Correl is very good with a katana for instance. A hand-held melee weapon becomes an instrument of one’s will. The swordplay manifests magical power and articulates combat that is as much, or more, will-to-will and mind-to-mind as it is blade-to-blade. Only the most uneven of duels are ever finished in the early, freeform-spell phase, except by lucky or unlucky chance. The rest come down in the end to this. I had hoped that the advantage of surprise would make our own combat sufficiently uneven to avoid crossing blades, and it almost was. But not quite.
Moving with Crystal-enhanced speed and strength, I didn’t wait for Manticore to attack, but darted inside his guard and struck at once high and low. He ducked under the one, parried the other, and retreated desperately as I followed up with a rapid series of blows, striking at his throat, his eyes, his groin, his knees, his arms, forcing him to keep retreating. His sword had the advantage of reach, but he had to block or dodge two weapons rather than one, and he was already injured. As I had always suspected, I was also better than he was to begin with. I had fought and won three duels in the nine years since my initiation, and knew that there was a point reached in the struggle when the outcome became obvious, barring a miracle or a truly bad misstep, and we had reached that point now. I felt it then, the exhilaration, the mounting excitement and catch in the breath that meant I was going to live and he was going to die, and he felt it, too. I could sense his fear, his hoping against hope for a mistake on my part. He sought an opening, a chance either to turn the advantage or at least to escape, but he dared not take his eyes off my blades. He could find no way to strike at me but must constantly defend, defend, defend, and retreat. Finally his fear and his forlorn hope gave way to despair, as my left-hand sword caught his wrist and severed his right hand in a spout of blood. His blade fell with an echoing clatter. He screamed, briefly, before my right-hand sword thrust up through the bottom of his chin and into his brain.
Manticore collapsed, his blood flowing thick across the stone of the floor. I stepped away from it, keeping my boots clean. I opened my spirit and drank in his death, that unraveling of the knotted cords of magic that bind consciousness into a pattern of limited selfhood sharpened and focused and contained within a living body. All the violence, the passion, the hatred, the twisted idealism, the memories of harshness that marked his wicked and contemptible life, passed before my inner vision. His strict German aristocratic upbringing. The strange, dark occultism taught him by an elderly Jew of heretical bent, kept very secret in the following years. His break with his family to espouse what they considered the crass and common Nazi movement. The fearful freezing hideousness of his service in Russia in the Waffen SS, marked nonetheless by dark and guilty joys. His desertion and flight after the war was lost, his poverty-stricken exile in Brazil and Mexico, and the giddy ecstasy of his initiation into the mysteries of the Crystal. The opportunities that power gave him to satisfy his addiction to cruelty and terror. The frustration he always felt at having to keep his powers secret, and the consequent appeal of the Third Key to the hunger for glory and justification that haunted his heart. All the twists and turns, all the ups and downs, flowed through me in the moments of his death, as this knot of karma that was the soul of Manticore untied and released itself into the greater dance of magic and chance. There they would reverberate down the halls of time, until the waves came together in a new variation on this monstrous theme and someone spiritually akin to Manticore would be born anew, much to the world’s dismay.
I wondered, as I always did at such moments, what sort of karmic patterns I had woven into my own life and how they would play out when at last my own knot of consciousness unwound. If I was far from being a Manticore, I was even farther from saintliness. I thought of my own childhood with my upper-income, hopelessly conventional parents. Neither of them had been able to understand or deal with a daughter whose personality was shaped and defined by the flow of magic that had surged through me from the moment my eyes opened. I had not seen them nor spoken with them for years. I thought of the lovers from my high school and college days, boys and men who gave me pleasure in the way the prey feeds a predator, discarded when I was done with them as a predator discards old bones – until Correl introduced something different. Once again my thoughts returned to the insight gained the previous day, and that one bit of selflessness in an otherwise purely self-centered life. What was it for? What did it mean? Perhaps it had something to do with the consequences of my life and my death. I would have to think about it some more.
But for the present, ah, I drank in this victory along with the despair of a wicked soul denied an outlet for his wickedness and condemned to rebirth in circumstances defined by his failure. I rejoiced that it was he, not I, who now faced that passage.
I cleaned my swords with a thought and banished them back to otherwhere. I breathed deeply the hot-metal tang of spilled blood. I relaxed, for a moment, my defenses.
That was when I discovered to my sorrow that Manticore was not, after all, as alone as I had thought.
She struck suddenly from the shadows, taking me completely by surprise. A sharp pain hit my left thigh, but I didn’t cry out, because the paralyzing venom from the sting seized my muscles instantly and I toppled to the cavern floor, narrowly missing the pool of Manticore’s blood. She levitated me then, and bound my hands with conjured shackles, her sculptured face showing no expression until after she had made sure of my helplessness. The spell on the shackles bound will as well as hands and kept me from drawing on the Crystal more than minimally. Then she smiled. As she did, I felt the venom’s effect fading and found that I could move again.
“That,” Scorpion said, “was exquisitely done, Karla my dear. You were a thrill to watch. I do love seeing a fool receive the reward his overconfidence deserves.” She pushed Manticore’s body idly with her foot, avoiding the blood, of course. “I never liked him. Come, let’s get away from here. I’ll have someone along presently to dispose of the body, but in the meantime, there’s a chamber up ahead where we’ll be a lot more comfortable.” Her voice was calm, and, as always, deep and rich, with a barely-noticeable Indian accent laid over upper-class, Oxford-educated British vocals.
“What do you want?” I asked, my words still slurred.
“I want to have a little chat,” she said. “It’s time we did. We haven’t spoken since I resigned the guardianship. A lot has happened in that time. I think there are some things you need to understand.”
I didn’t have much choice about it, under the circumstances, so I didn’t answer, just followed Scorpion as she led me further up the passage. Not very far, as she’d said, a chamber opened off to the side, equipped with a table and chairs, some couches, a refrigerator and a stove, and a bathroom. “Have a seat,” she said. “Would you like something to eat or drink?”
I lifted my shackled hands. “I don’t think I can manage it with these things on, at least not with any grace,” I said.
“Oh, of course, forgive me,” said Scorpion. “I forgot.” She waved a hand negligently and my shackles vanished, but I could still feel the coils of her spell about my mind, and knew that my magic was still bound even if my hands were free. “There,” she went on. “As long as you don’t move to attack me, you can use your hands normally. There’s no need to be barbaric, surely. What would you like?”
“A glass of mineral water would be good,” I said.
“Right away.”
While Scorpion was serving my water and pouring herself a glass of white wine, I felt in my pocket as unobtrusively as I could for Banshee’s phone. I found the button I had seen marked “Homing Beacon,” and I pressed it. I wasn’t sure what that would do, but it was the best thing I could think of to try.
“Here you are,” Scorpion said, placing my water on the table. “Now, tell me something, if you would. I sent Manticore to find you a few days ago and try to recruit you into the movement, mainly because I was too busy to do it myself. I have a feeling, seeing the way things turned out, that this was probably a mistake. What exactly transpired?”
“He staked out the Background version of my home with a couple of helpers,” I said. “When I arrived, he talked to me and told me what you and Dragon were trying to do. He wanted me to join you. He also made no secret of his intention to kill me if I refused.”
Scorpion shook her head. “I knew it,” she said disgustedly. “I knew sending him was a mistake. I’m very sorry, Karla. I really should have come myself, or if I couldn’t, I should have waited for another opportunity. I suppose I was feeling a bit of pressure because you had discovered the Stairway and Dragon and I were both concerned that we might be exposed prematurely. But that’s no excuse, and I don’t offer it as one.
“What did he tell you about the Third Key and what Dragon and I are trying to accomplish?”
“He said that it was to be a new talisman, not bound by the old rules, that would let the powers be used openly,” I said. “He complained about how we had to skulk in the shadows. He said he was a creature of light and fire and wanted to dazzle the world. I told him I wasn’t interested.”
“I see,” she said. “Well, you’d probably get a similar tale from Dragon, although he might spin it a little differently. But he’s not necessarily right, and that’s not necessarily true. I suppose we’ll find out once the Third Key is finished, but Dragon is the one who wants a talisman that will operate out in the open. I would prefer, as Manticore so quaintly put it, to skulk in the shadows.”
“Then why are you part of this?” I asked. “What will the Third Key give you that the Crystal doesn’t?”
“Truth,” she said simply. “It will give me the truth. Let me tell you how this whole affair started.
“It began with an email correspondence between Dragon and me commencing fifteen years ago. I am not sure why we began corresponding, except that I find his an intriguing mentality, and it was broadening to discuss matters with a Star Mage. We argued a lot, in a perfectly civilized way, about philosophy and whether the Star or the Crystal has the right of it. It was all very stimulating and I enjoyed it immensely. But in the course of our discussions he revealed some things from the Star’s annals, and I passed on some of the hints that Crocodile left us. Together these things made me realize that there is a connection between the two talismans and that their apparent conflict is an illusion. We both came to this realization at about the same time, and, each in our own way, we were quite disturbed by it.
“Dragon now believes that the Star’s agenda is a very different one from what the Star Mages have been told. I do not. I think its purpose is exactly what it has always claimed, to bring about utopia through evolving consciousness. It isn’t the Star that’s false, but the Crystal. The Crystal, I now realize, has always been a tool of the Star’s agenda.”
“How interesting,” I said. “That’s just what Jaguar thinks, too.”
“Hmm,” she said. “Well, he was always a clever man. I shouldn’t be surprised he’s seen through to the truth, but if he has – doesn’t it bother him?”
“I guess not,” I said.
“Well, it bothers me. Now, Dragon has, in my opinion, only half of the truth. He realizes that the Crystal and the Star are conspiring together, but he thinks that the whole idea is to loose the Crystal Mages on hapless humanity while the Star keeps the world’s idealistic mages bound and helpless to stop us. What he doesn’t see, though, is that the Star is right. It’s quite impossible to create the sort of utopia it’s aiming for if its adepts use the powers openly. Doesn’t matter how idealistic they are. The attitude ordinary people would have towards them would half tempt, half force them to become tyrants. The only way it can possibly work is if they are subtle, manipulating things in secret. The Crystal is an important part of the scheme, you see, because we do the dirty work that the Star Mages can’t sully their hands upon. Thinking all the time that we’re serving our own interests, what we’re actually doing is making things sufficiently unpleasant for people that they become willing to make the changes that the Star’s adepts whisper in their ears, or in their subconscious minds. You say that Jaguar has spoken to you about this?”
“Yes,” I said.
“And the idea doesn’t bother him. How bizarre. But do you know, I have always felt there was a streak of idealism in that young fellow. In some ways he might have made a better Star Mage.”
“Why does it bother you so much, Scorpion?” I asked.
“Because, my dear,” she answered, “with each step we take towards fulfilling the Star’s dream, our options become more limited and our powers more restrained. We cannot do half the things Crystal Mages could do in prior centuries, not because our powers are any less, but because the world has grown more egalitarian and will not tolerate the consequences. Even in my lifetime, I have seen a sharp decline. In the end, if we continue this way, no room or need will be left for the Crystal at all, and then, if my understanding of the situation is correct, it will be the end of us.
“That is why I am working with Dragon to produce the Third Key, because the Crystal is, and always has been, a lie and a hoax. We have been the Star’s tools from the very first. So you see I really don’t care whether the powers can be used openly or not. For the most part, I shall continue to operate in secret myself regardless. What I do care about is putting an end to the lies, by destroying the Star and the Crystal both. It’s not enough to destroy just the Star, I’m afraid, because if that were to happen the Crystal would assume its role and we would be left in the same position. Do you understand?”
I nodded. “How close are you now to finishing the thing?”
“Very close, I believe. Dragon is in the target world now, performing the last spells, while I coordinate the defense here. I don’t have to defeat you and the others. I only have to buy enough time.”
“What if the Third Key ends up fitting Dragon’s ideas rather than yours?” I asked.
“But it can’t. That’s the beauty of it. The Third Key will upset the Star’s plan no matter what. Besides, Dragon doesn’t really want what he says he wants. Didn’t I tell you that Star Mages are lost in self-delusion? He’s a perfect example. He doesn’t want the Star’s utopia. He wants to rule the world as a god, as a benevolent dictator. Fine, I say! Let him! Such a regime would reek of corruption, and provide far more room for people like me than what we have today, let alone what the Star will lead us to tomorrow. And if he becomes a problem, well,” she shrugged, “dragons are as susceptible as any other creatures to assassination.”
“This is all fascinating,” I said. “So I assume that you are still interested in having me join the movement?”
“Oh, yes, but I’m not asking you for a decision at the moment.” She stood up then, and smiled one of her nastier smiles. “Instead, I’m simply going to keep you comfortably housed until after the matter is decided. Keep you safe, as well, which you certainly wouldn’t be out there in the war zone. Once the Third Key is finished and the Crystal is destroyed, you can become an initiate in the new order, or not. As you please.”
Chapter Eleven
Correl
I had a bad feeling about this.
Classic movie line, isn’t it? Somebody says that to foreshadow coming dire events and set the mood. A mage’s life is not unlike a movie in that respect and, watching Karla disappear down the side passage, I had a very bad feeling.
I wish sometimes that I had paid more attention to it, and gone after her. If I had, she might not have been captured by Scorpion, and things might have gone very differently.
Instead, I returned to Dolphin and Jaguar and our little army and, trusting in Karla to prevent any nasty surprises from behind, we pushed on.
A little further in, still some distance from the first checkpoint Grimrod had marked on his drawing, we met real resistance. This time the defense included some of the rebels themselves. A concrete bunker with machine-gun posts similar to the one encountered earlier had been erected across the Stairway. Our spells, which had worked well before, were blocked, and counter spells were thrown our way, which we also blocked. It was an impasse, and that we simply couldn’t afford, but I had an idea.
I met with Dolphin and Jaguar and showed them a sample of soldier material that I had taken earlier from one of the constructs my team had destroyed in the jungle. “My psychometry tells me that Dragon made these things all by himself,” I said, “but I’d like a second opinion. I can’t sense any of Scorpion’s work, but then, I couldn’t sense her on the Stairway, either. I don’t know her, so if she worked on this, too, I wouldn’t necessarily be able to tell.” I handed the sample to Dolphin.
“Yes,” she said, “Dragon, without any doubt.” She gave the sample to Jaguar and he probed it as well.
“No trace of Scorpion,” he said. “I’d say it’s entirely Dragon’s work. What do you have in mind?”
“Subverting them,” I said. “The sample should give us enough of a connection to take control of them, provided Dragon is distracted, and right now my feeling is that he’s probably in that other world, working on the Third Key. If he is, then he’s cut off from the Star and won’t be able to respond, if he even detects what we’re doing. If he’s not, or if I’m wrong, well, we’ll just have to come up with something else.”
Jaguar grinned. “Beats a bold frontal assault, that’s for sure,” he said.
“You do it,” said Dolphin. “We’ll link and support you.”
I opened myself to both of them then, and felt the sweet balm of Dolphin’s mind and the sharp tang of Jaguar’s bracing and expanding my own powers. As when the three of us, plus Karla, had worked together in Moonshadow, I felt through Jaguar the presence of the Crystal, dark, mysterious, and hungry, as well as the familiar cool radiance of the Star. I could perceive no conflict at all between the two talismans. Their cooperation in this work was that of partners or siblings with a long history together, or even, as I now understood, that of a single being with a mind split in two. Reinforced by them and by my friends, I reached carefully through the piece of soldier pseudoflesh. Without disturbing them yet and hopefully without detection, I felt the minds of the constructs manning the defenses before us.
Could they be called minds? Yes, I decided they could, although they were very simple minds, without the nuances of full human intelligence and motivation. Obedience to orders, self-protection, efficient combat and destruction, these were the only mental factors with any meaning to them. I thought that might make them inferior to human soldiers in some ways. However ideal they might be in terms of speed, battle skills, and fearlessness, they were lacking in initiative and the ability to respond to novel or unforeseen circumstances. Of course, so are a lot of human beings.
I concentrated on the obedience motivation, unraveling the details of their magical programming. It seemed to me that they could be commanded either verbally or by telepathy, but anyone without a solid link to them would find the latter difficult. Dragon could do it easily and with finesse, but anyone else would be better off giving them verbal instructions. At least, that was what I sensed in their rather dim responsiveness. What I hoped, though, was that the link I was forging in these moments would serve well enough. I hoped that the enemy mages, lacking Dragon himself, wouldn’t be able to effectively resist what I was going to try. We would find out shortly.
“Get ready,” I said. “After I turn their coats, while the mages are distracted, we’re going to want to hit that defensive work hard.”
“I’m on it,” Jaguar said. “Sock it to ‘em.”
Delicately wrapping tendrils of my will around the minds of the soldiers, I strengthened my grip. Quickly and forcefully, I directed their attention to the mages among them: Traitors! Enemies! Attack!
It felt as if the effort had been successful. This was confirmed within seconds by screams and howls from up ahead, and by the silence of the machine guns coupled with an explosion of automatic-rifle fire.
I doubted this would work a second time. Best take advantage of the fact that, this time, it did.
“Now!” I shouted.
“Well, yes,” Jaguar said, “that was rather obvious. Already started. Shall we join the attack?”
We did, and it was over in a few minutes. The enemy mages were too busy defending themselves against the soldiers to be able to protect them, and both were at a severe disadvantage against us. Some of the mages managed to retreat further up the Stairway, but our attack killed fourteen of them, and destroyed all of the soldiers. We ourselves took no casualties at all.
I say that so calmly: “Our attack killed fourteen of them.” How misleading. I was not feeling calm at all. Two of those I killed myself, directly, and many of the mages were cut down by rifle fire in the first shock of their troops’ defection – also my doing. I wandered through the wreckage afterwards, seeing the burned, torn, or dismembered forms, smelling the blood and the shit and the burnt flesh, and shaking. In terms of my own danger and fear, this was less than what I had experienced outside in the jungle, or in my aborted duel with Otter, or even in the fight with Karla’s dogs in my apartment, but I hadn’t seen Otter die. I still didn’t know if I’d killed her or she’d escaped. I also knew the constructs weren’t human beings, nor even animals. This was a first time, the loss of a virginity I’d sooner have kept.
I felt my gorge rising and my body wouldn’t stop shaking. I felt dizzy. I sat down and put my head in my hands. I realized then that I was trying to hold down the feelings that were going through me, to be rational, to be on top of things, and I thought about what Karla had said. Yes, there’s a time for doing that, but the battle was over now, and this was the time for something else, perhaps. So I forced myself to look around at what I had done, the way I would look at a landscape or a still life or a conjured fantasy scene I was about to paint, not dispassionately but letting all the meaning and emotional fire burn through me. I wished I had the materials to paint now, or the time. Instead, I cried. I felt like a fool, or a child. But I couldn’t stop.
Jaguar’s boots were suddenly there on my left, and his hand was on my shoulder. Not really the one I wanted. He had surely killed so many people in his long and vicious life that he took it in stride now. Wouldn’t he hold my weakness in contempt? But apparently not.
“First time, wasn’t it?” he said. I nodded. “It’s hard the first time. It hurts. Don’t let anyone tell you different. Mine – I wasn’t even a Crystal Mage yet. Hell, I wasn’t even a soldier. It was some creep on the streets of Mazatlan when I was seventeen, someone desperate enough or stupid enough to try to rob me, as if it weren’t painfully obvious how poor I was. I took his knife away from him and buried it in his throat. Afterwards, I was sick in bed for a week, just from the shock of it. By now, I’ve seen enough killing to get used to it. I hope you never do. A Star Mage shouldn’t have to, but that’s in the hands of the Gods. Just don’t feel bad for feeling the way you do. It’s the way you should feel. It’s the way I sometimes wish I still could, no matter how awful it is.” He left me alone then.
Dolphin came after he left, and sat down beside me. She wrapped her arms around me and held me, not saying anything, just mingling her spirit with mine the way she’d done many times before, stroking my hair while her mind stroked away my pain. Over several minutes of that, the knot in my heart loosened. I let the rational side of my mind have some play then: I had only done what I had to do. There was no shame in it, no guilt. Sadness, yes, that it had come to this. But if I hadn’t done it things would have gone very badly for us. Odds were I would have to do it again, more than once, before the war was over. I could grieve for every man or woman I killed; it would make me less than human if I didn’t. But still, I had to kill them, and there was no blame to me for doing it. I took a deep breath, and relaxed, there among my victims and all the carnage, into Dolphin’s gentle arms, feeling her breath against my cheek, and the breath of her soul deep in my heart.
Then I thought about the other thing that Karla had said, and I kissed her.
It took a few seconds before what was happening registered in her self-awareness and she became startled. For those few seconds, she kissed me back. It was heaven. Granted, the circumstances and surroundings left a great deal to be desired, but when one is feeding a hunger that has been denied for nine years, one makes do. For those few seconds, I could tell, beyond any doubt, that I was not the only one who had been hungry for this.
Then she stopped, and I let her pull away. She looked at me, then at the ground, then at me again. “I – I’m –”
She stood up and walked quickly away, not looking back.
I felt pretty stupid at that point. I wasn’t sure what I’d just done, or if I’d endangered our friendship with that kiss. Probably not. I could plead post-combat emotional stress, and apologize. She’d understand, I felt pretty sure.
Did I want to do that?
About that, I wasn’t so sure. Losing Dolphin was something I certainly didn’t want, though.
That sequence of events gave me a confused simultaneous high and low, conjoined emotional twins trying to figure out which one had priority. I got up and returned to the other mages, more or less ready now to plan our next move.
Dolphin hardly spoke to me the rest of the day. Every so often I would catch her looking at me, an uncertain expression on her face, and when she saw that I had seen, she looked away and busied herself doing something.
The low twin claimed prominence. I felt horrible.
***
With the defenders defeated, advancing to the first checkpoint was easy. There was no more resistance yet, although doubtless more would be waiting for us further on. Better still, one of the computers was intact, proof positive that we were dealing with amateurs, which was fortunate because few of us were professionals at war, either. Certainly I wasn’t.
Dolphin, still avoiding talking to me, booted up the computer and searched for the files we needed. She found them quickly, not even encrypted, and printed a detailed diagram of the Stairway to Nowhere and all of its side-ways and exit doors. According to the map’s legend, the exits opened on alternate Earths, in each of which humanity was not to be found for some reason or other. One showed the aftereffects of nuclear war, another an ice-age overcorrection for global warming, while in a third our species had been driven to extinction by runaway plagues in response to its own overcrowding. All of these were failures in different modes to survive the eco-crisis. All of them were worlds where, although humanity didn’t exist now, we had at one time, which meant the Star and Crystal would have power there, so Dragon and Scorpion had passed them by and kept going towards the world they wanted.
Of greater immediate interest was the network of side-passages. They didn’t go all the way to Gateway Village, but they came fairly close to it, and reconnected with the main Stairway in several places. It looked like the plan would work.
Thinking of the side passages reminded me, and so I asked, “Has anyone heard from Karla?” No one had.
“Let me try ringing her,” the little Irish blond called Banshee said, pulling a phone from her pack. She let it ring for a while, then shook her head and closed it. “Maybe we should go after her,” she said.
“No,” Jaguar said. “I can tell she’s not hurt.” He looked at me. “Right?” he said. I reached for Karla’s mind, and sensed her still moving along the passage, apparently with nothing much going on. I nodded. “She’ll contact us if she needs us, or if she has anything to report,” he went on. “This may be just a Background time-fugue. Most of us will be going that way anyway, but right now, what I think we need is to get some sleep. It’s been a hell of a day.”
“Jaguar,” I said, “you advise me to go to sleep in the damnedest places.”
He grinned. “No weirder than some of the places I’ve slept before, and in much better company,” he said.
So we bedded down right there in the Stairway, posting sentries in shifts and conjuring bedrolls and such.
I was getting ready to do likewise when Dolphin came and tapped me on the shoulder. “Come with me,” she said. Puzzled, I followed. When we’d gotten a little away from the others, she took my hand and drew me through a Background door into a beautiful moonlit scene with a jungle lake fed by a waterfall. “Let’s take a swim,” she said, and, shedding her clothes quickly, dove in. I was totally confused about what she was doing, but the idea of getting wet, and maybe even clean, was appealing, so I stripped down and joined her.
We swam for a few minutes, and then she climbed back onto the shore, wringing out her wet hair and sitting on the grass. I came and sat beside her. The night was tropical warm. Neither of us moved to dress.
“You startled me, earlier,” she said.
“I know,” I said. “I’m –” She put her hand on my mouth.
“Don’t lie,” she said, smiling. “You’re not sorry at all.”
I took her hand from my mouth and kissed her palm. “That depends,” I said. “I don’t want to upset you. It would break my heart to drive you away.”
“I’m here,” she said. “You haven’t driven me away, but you did make me think. Or think some more. I told you, remember, there are always choices, even when you believe there aren’t. I also said I had choices of my own to make, and I do. I’ve been thinking about this for a while now, about my own choices dating back thirty years, and whether I wanted to change, or was ready to. I’m really not the Ice Queen, you know, what Wyvern called me. He only called me that because –” She shook her head. “Since you became the heir, since we went through those things together, I’ve felt – well, like I had some choices to make, as I said. You just brought it all to the surface today, a little earlier than I was expecting. I was going to let you work out where you were going with Karla before I did anything, but now, you know what I decided?”
I thought I could figure it out, and my heart was tentatively beginning to sing, but I shook my head. She came to me then, wrapped her arms around me, and kissed me again. “I decided that thirty years is long enough to wait,” she said.
“Are you rescuing me again?” I asked when I could find the breath to speak.
“This time,” she said, “you’re rescuing me.”
The up twin rose triumphantly. The down one shrank to nothing.
Did I say, a long time ago, that being her lover was nothing I needed from Dolphin? Did I really say that?
I lied. To myself, of course, but that’s the worst, if most common, kind of lie. I did need this. This was coming home. This was what would heal the last of the wounds in my heart. Her voice in cries of pleasure was even sweeter than in song, and her spirit, that had been twined with mine for years, holding back only this, merged with me completely, and I lost myself in her, and in joy.
For a long while, we lay next to each other and smiled and laughed a lot.
Then suddenly she rose up on her elbows and looked at me sternly. “There is one thing, Mr. Brannigan,” she said. She poked me in the chest with a long forefinger. “You are going to change your promiscuous ways, I hope that’s clear. I will not share you with a harem.”
I had to laugh. “That’s reasonable,” I said. “I only behaved that way because my heart was in pain. It was safe, making love without being in love, but not what I wanted.” I took her hand and enclosed it with both of mine. “There will be no others. You are all I need, and all I ever will.”
She grinned. “I’m much too old to believe that,” she said. “But say it anyway. I love it. Maybe I’ll make myself believe it after all.”
***
We slept, there by the lake in a tropical paradise. Probably we should have returned to the army, but neither of us suggested it. It didn’t matter, as it turned out; the enemy made no attacks that night. Not on the army, at least.
I woke suddenly. It was still dark. I felt dismayed, and knew instantly where it was coming from.
“What is it?” Dolphin asked, waking in response to my own waking.
“Karla,” I said. “She’s in trouble.”
A series of expressions played across Dolphin’s face, a moment of jealous irritation, quickly suppressed, followed by determination and a nod. “Let’s go back,” she said. We dressed, and returned through a Background door to the Stairway section where the other mages were camped. We woke Jaguar, and then Banshee.
Jaguar looked at me. Then he looked at Dolphin. Then back at me. He grinned and patted me on the back, but didn’t say a word. Neither did I. I had a feeling Karla was going to be getting some extra attention from him in the near future.
Banshee took out her phone, intending to call Karla, and that’s when she saw that the homing beacon was blinking.
“I wonder why she did that?” she said.
“Probably because she couldn’t risk making a call, and is using it to signal us,” said Jaguar. “Most likely that means she’s been taken prisoner.”
“But by whom?” I said.
“Can you use that to teleport us to her?” Dolphin asked. Banshee nodded.
“All right,” Dolphin said. “Let’s you and me go there, invisible. Correl and Jaguar can remain behind to pull us back if necessary. We can scout things out and assess what we’re into and then wake up whatever forces we need.”
“No,” I said, “the three of us will go. Jaguar can be emergency backup. We don’t need two in that role, and three of us will be stronger on the front than just two.” Dolphin looked like she was going to argue with me, so I added, “Look, I already promised to stay out of any fight with Dragon and I regret making that promise. I’m not letting you go into danger without me.”
She sighed, and then smiled. “All right. But if it is Dragon, you keep your promise.”
I nodded, although I still didn’t like the idea. She and I each put a hand on Banshee’s shoulder, and all three of us went invisible. I could feel the touch of Jaguar’s mind, keeping watch on us.
Banshee opened a door, and the three of us stepped through.
We found ourselves in a chamber off one of the side-passages. It was a good-sized chamber, about 5 by 5 meters, with a kitchen and bathroom, a table and chairs and some couches. It was empty, apparently.
The phone Banshee had given Karla was on the table, but there was no sign of Karla herself.
Banshee cried out, ran to the table, and picked up the phone.
I had a bad feeling about that, too – and I was right.
A talwar or medieval Indian sword emerged from nowhere in the grip of someone invisible and viciously beheaded Banshee without warning. The stroke and the concentration behind it caused the invisibility spell to waver. I dimly saw someone of medium height with a full head of long hair, probably a woman. Then she was gone again. I conjured my own katana without thinking and held it drawn and ready. (I’ve never gone in for artistic Battojutsu draw-and-cut stuff; it’s pretty but not as practical.) I was still invisible, and so was Dolphin.
Then the entire chamber erupted in a sheet of fire.
I pushed the fire away from my body and Dolphin did the same, the two of us linking instinctively. The fire didn’t touch us and was swept away from us, but our invisibility failed as we did this, which was probably the idea. I had a sense of where the swordswoman had moved, more or less, and I took hold of the fire and pushed it in that direction. She banished it and became visible herself: a strikingly beautiful Indian woman with long, thick, black hair, gorgeous eyes, and a very, very nasty smile.
“Well,” she said, “look who’s come to visit. The Queen of the Angels, the Good Fairy herself, and her precocious little errand-boy. How delightful, but I don’t suppose you’re really coming to see me, are you? It’s Karla you’re looking for.”
“Scorpion, I presume,” I said. “Where is she?”
“In a safe place,” said Scorpion, “much safer than you are.” She laughed. “Care to play, Star Mage?” She whirled her talwar in an impressive display of martial art, looking at me, then darted sideways and struck at Dolphin. We were both ready for that, though. Dolphin dodged, and I slashed at Scorpion, who parried, retreated a step, and made a quick flurry of ripostes, forcing me onto the defensive.
Uh-oh. She was good! I wasn’t at all sure I could take her by myself. Could she beat the two of us together, though? Not so likely, I hoped.
Dolphin conjured one of her balls of black nothingness and sent it spinning at Scorpion’s head. Scorpion deflected it with her blade, then instantly parried my attack and resumed her own. It was all I could do to hold her off. Damn she was good! I saw Dolphin working on another spell, so to keep Scorpion’s attention I risked going on the attack, with the result that she got through my guard and nicked my right cheek. A few seconds later it started to sting. I never came near cutting her.
Then Scorpion backed away from me, wrapping herself in a cloak of protection. I saw why immediately. Dolphin had conjured a pair of automatic pistols and was rapidly emptying them in Scorpion’s direction. The bullets bounced off Scorpion’s shield, but that left her no concentration to spare for attacking. I hit her then with a spell of my own, a tongue of blue-white fire conjured from a volcanic Background place I’ve used as the subject for a few paintings. She went entirely on the defensive, holding her shields against the fire and the guns. I heard her laughing.
“Good!” she cried. “Very good! Never let it be said that Star Mages completely lack the killer instinct. But can you sacrifice your young dark side friend? Killing me will ensure Karla’s death. Is it worth that to you?”
“What the hell are you talking about?” I said.
“Back off and I’ll tell you.”
I let my fire drop, but not my guard. Dolphin banished her pistols, which were empty anyway. “Talk,” she said.
“Karla is in a safe place, as I said,” Scorpion answered, relaxing her shield slightly. “Well, perhaps not altogether safe. She’s suspended over a pool of boiling lava, enclosed in a nice, cozy protective spell and provided with all sorts of creature comforts, but her powers are bound, she can’t escape, and the protective spell is mine. If I die” – she made a motion with one hand like dropping something into a pot – “Karla flambé.”
“Who’s is the spell that binds her powers?” Dolphin asked shrewdly.
“Ah, such a clever little fairy,” Scorpion said. “Yes, maybe it’s mine. Maybe not, though. I’ll tell you it’s someone else’s, but am I telling the truth, or am I lying? Even if I’m lying, will she be able to save herself before she falls into the lava, given that she’ll have no way to know her powers have been restored? Well, perhaps I’m lying and perhaps she can. Let’s not underestimate Karla! But are you willing to risk it? Are you?” She laughed again as we hesitated. “And there you have it: the inherent weakness of the Star. Together, you could probably defeat me, but your ideals and false values prevent you, even though the one you’re protecting isn’t one of your own, but a Crystal Mage, one of the wicked. The world would be better off without her, you know. A sensibly ruthless person would kill me, and rejoice that in doing so you were getting rid of two monsters instead of just one.
“Instead, here’s what you’re going to do. You’re going to go back to that troublesome little army you’ve gathered, and you’re going to stay with it and keep it right where it is. Or, if you prefer, retreat back down the Stairway. It doesn’t matter. When Dragon finishes the Third Key, which he soon will, then all of our people will join him in that other world, and become initiates of the Key. You can’t touch us there, because the power of the Star and Crystal won’t reach into that world. When we come out again, armed with powers you can’t even begin to resist, you’ll all be given a chance to surrender, and to join the new order. So will pretty little Karla. But if you keep trying to cause us trouble, then she burns.” She looked at each of us in turn, her eyes glittering with malice and her white teeth bared in a grin. “Well? What’s your decision?”
At that moment, a shadow seemed to swirl behind Scorpion, and suddenly a wicked-looking serrated blade emerged from the middle of her chest. A look of complete shock appeared briefly on her face, and then her eyes glazed and she went limp in the grip of her killer. Jaguar pulled his knife from her body and casually banished it. “I wish I’d done that the moment you resigned,” he said to Scorpion’s corpse. “Well, better late than never.”
I must have looked shocked, because he added, “Karla’s fine. Check for yourself.” I did, and he was right. “You didn’t know Scorpion the way I did. You don’t know what a liar she was. I knew Karla was in no danger. If Scorpion was going to kill her, or risk killing her, she’d have done it already.” He levitated Banshee’s body, reattached her head, and banished the assembled whole to somewhere – I supposed probably the Crystal’s mansion, or maybe just storage elsewhere in the Background Realm – and sighed. Scorpion’s body he gave nothing but a sneer.
“You two should go back to the army and prepare the attack the way we already discussed, now that we know what to do,” he said. “I’ll go and find Karla. Even without the lava, she may need rescuing, although knowing Karla, it’s likely she won’t be the only one.”
“I’ll come with you,” I said.
“No,” said Jaguar. “You’re needed with the army. Besides, I don’t think you’re someone Karla is going to want to see just now. Either of you, in fact.” He morphed into a big cat, his namesake, and loped away down the passage.
I sighed. “I imagine he’s probably right. About Karla I mean.”
“Maybe,” said Dolphin, “but maybe you’re both underestimating her. Anyway, he is right about the army. It’s time to move, and end this. We’ve already lost too many people.” She was looking at the pool of blood where Banshee had lain, and the other one where Scorpion still lay. “What do you think we should do with Scorpion?”
“Jaguar knows where she is,” I said. “She died a Crystal Mage, even if she was a rebel. It’s up to them.”
Dolphin nodded. “Okay, let’s go back. Oh, by the way,” and she reached up then on tiptoe and kissed my cheek, “you were fantastic.”
“It was Jaguar who killed her,” I pointed out.
“He’s fantastic, too.” She grinned. “But I like you better.”
“Glad to hear it,” I said. “Does that mean you’re letting me off the hook on that promise about Dragon?”
“Pas du tout, mon chèr.”
“I was afraid you’d say that.”
***
Speed was essential. As quickly as possible, we briefed everyone on the plan. There were, at this point, ninety of us left, not counting Jaguar or Karla. Dolphin and I divided them into two groups: thirty to remain behind and set up a containing defense and sixty to move as quickly as possible up the side-passages as far towards Gateway Village as they would go, which was about six kilometers short. The Crystal Mage Nightwing was left in charge of the smaller, defensive group.
The rest of us moved. Nobody bothered with concealment. We shapeshifted, augmented speed, teleported where we could see the destination. The end of our road was more than eighty kilometers away, but we reached it in a bit over two hours. We moved so fast that the enemy didn’t realize what we were up to until it was too late to stop us. A few scouts saw us moving through the side passage and gave the alarm about halfway, and the enemy forces in the Stairway manning fixed, prepared defenses abandoned them and moved to intercept us, but we were out of the side passage and back in the Stairway proper long before they could arrive. Quickly throwing up defenses of our own, conjured barriers of concrete, steel, and magical force, we faced the enemy in two directions.
Further up the Stairway, in the direction of the Village, one last defensive post remained. Past that last defense lay the Village itself, and the portal to the other world. There, we couldn’t go, not with our full powers intact anyway, but if we could get to it before Dragon finished the Key, then numbers alone would suffice. If not, I hoped we could blockade the entrance and prevent anyone else from joining him. Dragon would then be relatively helpless, the first and last Third Key initiate in the world. In the end, he would have to surrender, or come out to fight and lose. Or so we hoped.
In fact, we were wrong, but luckily it didn’t matter.
The barricade ahead bristled with guns, defensive works, soldiers, and an uncertain number of enemy mages.
Once again, I tried the gambit of taking control of the soldiers; once again, it worked – but only briefly.
The constructs had just turned on the rebel mages and the first shots had been fired, when the entire Stairway shook as if with an earthquake, and a deep-toned musical sound like a great gong vibrated through the air. A current of power surged briefly along with these effects. It had a feel neither of Star nor of Crystal but somehow similar to both. Yet it was bright, brassy, and hot, a fierce and uncompromising spirit, angry and triumphant.
I knew at that moment that Dragon had completed his work. The Third Key was finished. A new deep-tier talisman had come into existence, and acquired its first initiate.
Seconds later, the minds of the soldiers were ripped from my control. Their creator had reasserted his authority, which I could not effectively challenge. The defense stiffened, and our own attack, which had already commenced, was driven back. We took some casualties, and then settled into another impasse.
Then I saw him, Dragon himself! He stood there, directing the defenders, his own virtuoso spells helping them hold the line and his charismatic presence inspiring them. A problem – but an opportunity, too, if we could exploit it. I found Dolphin and pointed him out.
“This is our chance!” I said. “If we can get to him, we can end this right now!”
“Yes,” she said. She looked pensive for a moment. Then she reached into her pocket and took out the black stone that Dragon had given her.
“Correl,” she said, “I’m releasing you from your promise. You need to delay Dragon, and that may mean you have to fight him, so do it. I want you to keep him here as long as you can. I’m going to use this and go to the portal, and erect a blockade across it.”
“You can’t!” I cried, shocked. “What if he turns around and brings that little army after you? All by yourself, you couldn’t possibly survive! It’s too risky!”
She shook her head. “It has to be done, but that’s why I’m releasing you from your promise. I need some time. I need you to hit them, keep them busy. Especially, keep Dragon himself from realizing what’s happening. Give me long enough to finish my barrier. As long as he’s here, in the Background Realm, we can still fight him. In that other world, we can’t touch him.” She kissed me, and said, “Stay safe, love!” And then she was gone. I felt a moment of panic that I was going to lose her, but I fought it down. There was a time to open up to one’s feelings. This wasn’t it.
“All right,” I said to the rest of my mages, Star and Crystal adepts alike, all rivalries and disagreements buried in this one last chance to save ourselves. “Dolphin’s gone to secure our victory and we have to buy her that chance. No more time for finesse. Let’s hit them and hit them hard!”
We did. It was ugly. Through the machine-gun barrage and the fury of magic we charged, shields up, minds joined in small groups, blasting our way through the barriers, melting the guns. I saw my new friends and companions injured, killed, going down. It hung in the balance for a few minutes, but then we were past the defensive line and the enemy was in retreat. It was breaking down into duels and battles of small groups, in which our numbers still gave us the advantage, despite our losses.
Through all of it, I kept one eye on Dragon. As we ground into the mopping-up, clearly already the victors in that fight, what I had been watching for happened. Dragon turned to flee.
Not a chance, old friend!
I teleported up the Stairway as far as I could see, coming out ahead of him, and threw a spell I had prepared, a net like the Net of the Winds I had wielded when I was Anu. It wasn’t as powerful as that of course, but it was sufficient to hold Dragon where he stood. It settled over him and he fell, tangled in its cords.
“Dragon!” I cried. “It’s over! You’ve lost, can’t you see? We’ve beaten your forces, we’ve captured the Stairway, and we can blockade Gateway Village indefinitely. So you have your Third Key, so what? What good is it to you in an empty world?”
Dragon’s hands formed into reptilian claws, a partial transformation into his favorite form, and he tore a hole in my net and threw it aside, where it burst into flames.
“A good play, I admit,” he said, “but no, Correl, it’s not over. Defeat my forces here, kill every compatriot I’ve gathered over the last five years, and you will achieve nothing but delay. I will find more. You think you can barricade me in the other world by blocking the Stairway? Now that the Key is finished, I can open other portals from there into the Background Realm and so back to our own world. I will find more adepts, lure more from the Star or the Crystal, or initiate mortals into these new mysteries and build my own force. It will be limitless in scope, hundreds, thousands! I will return with power you cannot hope to match, and the game will be over.
“It was a good try, my friend, but it’s time to recognize that you’ve lost. Time to relinquish old, misguided loyalties and come with me. Join me, Correl! I have no wish to kill you, or Dolphin, or any of the other Star Mages. On the contrary, I want to set your idealism free to change the world the way it should have been changed thousands of years ago.”
I shook my head. “We’ve been over that, Dragon. It can’t possibly work. All you’ll do is become the greatest tyrant in history. You have to be stopped, and you will be. Look behind you now.”
He did, and he saw, not so far away, his constructs all destroyed and his mages desperately defending themselves, outnumbered five to one. It wouldn’t be very long before the fight was all over.
“Can you defeat all that?” I asked. “All by yourself?”
“No,” he admitted, “but there’s no need. Farewell, my friend. Think about what I’ve said. There’s still time for you.” He shapeshifted fully into dragon form and spread his wings to fly. I shifted, too, into hawk form, no match for him in that shape but faster, and darted between his wings and into the lead. Pulling about a hundred meters ahead of him, I shifted back to human form and conjured my katana, striking at him as he flew near with every ounce of will and strength I possessed.
He dodged me almost disdainfully, still airborne, and lashed out with his tail. It struck me across the chest and flung me into the wall. I dropped my sword. My head rang like a bell. He flew on.
I shifted again and flew after him. We emerged from the Stairway into Gateway Village itself, with its neatly laid-out streets and its luxurious houses. It was dominated by the palatial home where Dragon and Scorpion had lived. Only a few miles away from us stood the shimmering Portal.
I caught up with Dragon and dived at his back. I shifted to human form again just before I hit him and landed with an uncomfortable jolt to straddle his form with my legs behind his wings. He roared. I swung again at that scaly neck, but before I could connect he did an acrobatic roll, and I had to cling to his wings just to stay on. The head came at me once more, great fangs bared, and I fell away from it, dropping to the ground and landing on my feet.
He turned to fly on towards the portal, but I summoned a power of freezing cold and struck him with it. Frost formed on his wings, icicles on his chin. He howled, and turned on me, as I’d hoped he would. A stream of white-hot fire struck from his open mouth. I reformed my cold spell into a shield and blocked most of the heat, but my hair singed and my face stung, and it was my turn to howl. Then he was upon me, all scales and muscle and claws and fangs and spiked tail and terror and fire. I parried, dodged, struck back with blade and spell, but his tail caught me again and flung me into the wall of a house. I think I blacked out momentarily. My sword fell from my hands, and when I came to a few seconds later Dragon was in human form again, holding me by my jacket.
He levitated in his own shape, carrying me in a grip I couldn’t break, until we reached his palace in the heart of the Village, facing and not far from the portal. There he threw me up against the wall and conjured chains of steel laced with magic which he wrapped about me and melded into the stone, binding both my muscles and my mind. I was trapped. I lacked the strength, at the moment, to even attempt to break free.
“A good try, once again,” Dragon said, “but not good enough. I’m leaving you here, Correl. Someone will find you eventually and free you. I don’t want you to die. When I’ve rebuilt my forces, and won my victory, and the Star and Crystal have been destroyed, then we will talk again. Take care, my friend, think hard, and come to your senses.”
He dropped to the ground then, and turned to run the short distance to the portal.
That was when Dolphin finished constructing her barricade. A sheet of blue fire, laced with black lightning, erupted across its surface, and I knew there was no way that Dragon could possibly get past that so long as the mind of its creator remained to hold it.
She stood before the barrier dressed in a full suit of chain mail and carrying a broadsword and kite shield, like Joan of Arc reborn, tiny but undaunted. The armor, the sword, and the shield glittered with power.
“Dragon,” she said sadly, “it ends here.”
“Dolphin,” he replied, “my love, it does not. It cannot. I am going through the portal. You can’t stop me. Please don’t force me to kill you.”
“Is Correl all right?” she asked.
“Yes,” he said, “I haven’t hurt him. I want him alive, and part of the new order. You, too – more than anyone, I want you to join me.”
She shook her head. “That will never happen,” she said. “You have broken my heart, Dragon. But you will never break my will.”
“Then I will have to break your body,” he said. “If you won’t lower that barrier and let me through, I am going to have to destroy you in order to destroy it.”
“Come, then,” she said, raising shield and weapon.
“Very well,” he said. “Guard yourself.” He shifted once again to dragon form, and struck.
His fire split against the magic of her shield, and she darted from behind it, unharmed, and swung her sword into his massive leg. It bit, but not deeply. A line of blood trickled from the cut. He struck her with the other claw. Her armor held. She spun away from the blow, turned quickly to face him, and a line of light struck from the tip of her blade to glance off a great wing hastily interposed. He leaped into the air, wings spread, and descended, but she teleported away a short distance and was not there when he landed.
So the fight went, minute after minute, blow after blow, fire against shield, sword against scale, dragon against knight, spell against spell, mind against mind. Dolphin called from herself reserves of power and skill such as I had never seen, but Dragon, too, was a master. There came at last a blow from those massive claws that sent her spinning across the stone to lie, stunned and helpless, while he gathered himself to strike for the kill. Still bound, both limb and mind, I could do nothing.
At the last moment, Dolphin pulled herself together and rolled away from Dragon’s killing blow, rose lightly to her feet and resumed the fight. But, hurt and possibly demoralized, she was quickly thrown onto the defensive. It didn’t look good.
I realized, then, that she and Dragon were approaching the photo at the end of Karla’s book, or two-thirds of it. Where was the great black bird?
Very shortly, I found out.
Chapter Twelve
The Morrigan
It had finally happened. I knew immediately, as soon as Dolphin abandoned her silly resolve and took my Correl – no, her Correl, now – into her bed. I could feel the change in our connection, as if a binding on my heart had fallen away, and I was at last free. It was over.
Amazing, actually, how little it hurt, and how little, finally, I resented her. I had changed, no doubt of that. Lucidly, now, I looked back over the past few days, and understood what I had done to bring this about, in my words to both him and her, and the pressure I had brought to bear on Correl to make a decision. I think, on some level, I had always known what decision he would make, and had approved.
She was so much better for him than I could ever be. They were beautiful together, harmonious where he and I had always been conflicted, and it was best this way, for him. So, Karla, as you promised: let him go. Let it be.
For myself, I was left with a mystery. For fifteen years I had bound myself to him, sacrificed my convenience and my happiness, left my body lonely and untouched for ten of those years. I now was sure that it was all to learn a lesson, and enact in myself a change. The key to that change lay in this act of surrender, of releasing my love into another woman’s arms, with my blessing, for his sake. So noble of me. So self-sacrificing. So altruistic.
So who am I, and what have I done with Karla?
Well, all right, it was an old joke and not very funny. Sue me. But again I was faced with the question of what it was all for. By that I don’t mean giving him up so much as I do hanging on to him for all those years in my heart, which made my giving him up now so peculiar. The dilemma was defined by the long days of my life that stretched before me, preserved, lengthened, and sustained by the power of the Crystal. My relationship with Correl as his lover was over. I had acted selflessly, for once in my life. But so what? I was still a Crystal Mage, still one of the wicked and the damned. That one act of altruism wasn’t going to change my whole nature, nor divert my future from its course. So what good was it?
Grrr. It was no good at all, that’s what it was. Ten years of sheer wasted time, for all I could tell.
Well, if I couldn’t solve that mystery still, there were others that might be less intractable: for example, the mystery of exactly where I was, and how I could get out of this situation.
Scorpion had taken my phone from me, and smirked unpleasantly as she saw the homing beacon light blinking. She slipped it into her own pocket, and then brought me here and left me. But where was here, exactly?
It was a pretty place. I seemed to be in a palace made of clear crystal. The walls, the ceiling, the floor, the furniture, everything except carpets and tapestries and sheets and cushions, everything except what was supposed to be colorful or soft or both, was made of the same hard, transparent, beautiful material. The sun was shining, and the refractions of its light through the walls and ceiling sent rainbows everywhere.
There didn’t seem to be a door, unfortunately. I had explored the entire edifice. It was a good-sized house, smaller than Jaguar’s mansion but definitely not a hovel, and it was well-equipped with stores of food and drink, and all the facilities of living. I could see through the walls, but all I saw were more crystals, as if my crystal prison were set in a crystal mountain-range on a crystal world. That was ironic in a way, because the one Crystal that might have gotten me out of this mess was absent. Scorpion’s spell had blocked my access to it. Apparently there was no way in or out except via teleportation across the Background Realm, and without the Crystal’s power I could do that only with my mind, leaving my body behind, like the ordinary mage I had been ten years ago.
One becomes so accustomed to that power. I felt crippled. I fancied I could actually feel myself aging. (Karla, get a grip. You’re thirty-six years old, at worst. You’re not going to turn into a withered ancient in an instant.)
I still had all my native magic, of course. It was only the deep-tier powers of the Crystal that were missing, so when I sent my telepathic cry for help to Correl, I could sense that he had heard and understood. I felt it when he gathered Dolphin, Jaguar, and Banshee and came looking for me. I felt Banshee’s death, and cried out in grief. I felt Correl’s anger and concern and admiration and hesitation as he fought with Scorpion, and then – how glorious! I felt Scorpion die, and as she died the phantom shackles vanished from my wrists and the all-too-real restraints from my mind. There was the Crystal again, mine once more, with its blood taint and its callousness and its sweet, welcome, wonderful strength! Well done, and thank you, Correl! Or Dolphin, or Jaguar. Whoever killed that awful bitch.
As usual, the Crystal was silent. No further messages from cryptic Babylonian babes. I had a feeling, though, that it sensed the changes in me, and was darkly amused. Cynical old mineral.
Well, what should I do now? I thought about simply teleporting back to the chamber and meeting up with my friends, but – no. I wasn’t quite ready to face Correl and Dolphin just yet, and put my newfound niceness to that sharp a test. As for Jaguar, well, I really didn’t want to face him, either, at this point. I knew what he would want, and I wasn’t prepared to give it to him, even now. Eventually, I probably would. Perhaps after the war was over and things had settled down. But I didn’t feel like going into explanations, or refusing his advances one more time.
I felt him looking for me, too. So probably it was time to move. Where to?
I decided to return to the mansion. I wanted another look at The War of the Talismans, to see if any more of it had become readable with the passage of time. I couldn’t spend too long, not more than an hour or so, but it might prove useful.
I wrapped myself in the Crystal’s power, and the walls of my prison faded away like a bad dream, to be replaced by the mansion’s facsimile courtyard, and then one step to the real one in the real world, and through the door into the house. I nodded to Kraken, who was sitting in the main living room, having been placed in charge of the defense by Jaguar, a boring job, I had a feeling.
“Hello, Karla,” he said. “How goes the war?”
“Scorpion is dead,” I told him. He nodded and smiled. “Unfortunately, so is Banshee, and we’ve lost a lot of other people. We gained the cave, and the assault was proceeding up the Stairway when I left. I don’t know how much progress has been made other than that.”
“Too bad. I was hoping your appearance meant it was all over. There has been no sign of the enemy at all. It’s been quite dull, although I’ve had a chance to revisit some of the old tomes in the library, so it hasn’t been entirely a waste.”
“No, it’s not over, and I’ll be going back shortly. I’m only going to take another look at the book I manifested, but I’ll keep you informed.”
“Thank you, Karla,” he said, and went back to what he had been reading when I arrived.
The book was where I had left it, on the table in the conference room. I sat down and opened it to the fourth chapter. I skimmed over an account of the battle in the jungle and the first attack on the Stairway, and then arrived at this passage:
After Scorpion’s death, Jaguar went in search of the Morrigan (or Karla Jasovich, as she was still calling herself), while Dolphin and Falcon (still Correl Brannigan at that time) returned to the loyalist army. They decided to split their force. A third of it remained in place to blockade the exit from the Stairway. The main group, led by the Star’s guardian and heir themselves, bypassed the defenders using the side-passage, emerging very near to Gateway Village. Thus the greater part of the rebels was trapped between the two loyalist groups, with only a small knot of defenders remaining between the attackers and the Village.
As they attacked this final barricade, however, Dragon finally completed his work on the Third Key and quickly returned to help the defenders. This fight was very fierce, the most hotly-contested of the war, and resulted in heavy casualties on both sides. As soon as they had seen Dragon among the defenders, Dolphin and Falcon decided to use this opportunity to trap him in the Background Realm, away from the Third Key. She made use of the teleportation link that he had given her earlier, emerging instantly into the deserted Gateway Village, where she labored to erect a barrier preventing access to the portal.
As the battle turned against his defenders, Dragon retreated towards the portal, intending to withdraw to the target world and there rebuild his forces for a delayed assault on the Star and Crystal. Falcon pursued him and brought him to battle at the entrance to the Village. Dragon defeated Falcon and bound him in conjured chains to the wall of Dragon’s own mansion, but Falcon had bought Dolphin enough time to complete her barrier. Dragon was forced to duel Dolphin in order to bring down her spell and escape.
He had all but defeated her, and secured his ultimate victory, when the fight was interrupted by . . .
Here the text became unreadable once more. I supposed it was describing events that had not yet taken place, and that my own decisions would influence in some way.
I turned again to the photo at the end of the book, the one labeled “The Final Battle.” I supposed that the text I had just read was describing this fight, and that the bird, whoever or whatever it was, probably was what “interrupted” it. Alas, I could not guess the outcome from that picture. Dolphin did indeed seem “all but defeated,” but with the entrance of this new enemy for Dragon, it could go either way. A puzzle, but I now believed I knew what to do next.
Interestingly, the book had given me my new name: the Morrigan. The resonance with the Goddess of Death was not inappropriate, but I wondered what other significance that name had? I felt I would find out, probably soon.
I also realized, as I closed the book and rose from my chair, that Jaguar had been present for some time, and I had been so engrossed in reading I hadn’t even noticed.
“Find anything interesting?” he asked.
“Yes,” I said. “Oh, and thank you for rescuing me, you and Correl and Dolphin.”
“Did we? Rescue you, I mean.”
“By killing Scorpion, yes,” I said. “As soon as she died, I had access to the Crystal again and could escape. Who killed her? I’m just curious.”
“That was me,” he said with a feral grin. “I was pleased to do it, I can assure you.”
“Ah. Well, thank you, Jaguar.”
He nodded. “Karla, something has happened that I think you should know about.”
I waved this aside. “Correl and Dolphin, yes, I already know. I helped engineer it myself. It’s all right.”
“Are you sure?” he asked, with a look of concern and skepticism.
“I’m fine. Really! I’ve been pondering this for a while, Jaguar, just as you suggested, and I’ve come to realize that the reason we’ve been so obsessed with each other is all about our own growth and self-discovery and not because we’re supposed to be together. Don’t worry about it. It doesn’t even hurt. Well, not much.”
He shook his head. “I can’t believe it’s that easy.”
“If it’s not, I’ll deal with it, all right? Jaguar, I really don’t want to talk about it right now, and anyway we have some things to do.” I told him what I had just read in the book. “We need to get back to the battle. The main event is beginning.”
I had no sooner spoken those words than I heard a deep musical tone like a great gong, and felt a brief surge of power similar to, but also recognizably different from, that of the Crystal or the Star. Jaguar noticed it, too, and looked alarmed.
“I believe that’s it,” I said. “The Third Key is finished.”
“Yes, I think you’re right,” he said. “Definitely time to go.” He looked as if he had more to say, though.
“We’ll talk later, Jaguar,” I said. “That’s a promise.”
“All right,” he said.
We passed through Background to the same chamber where Banshee and Scorpion had died. Scorpion’s body was still there, and starting to smell rather ripe.
“Should we do anything with that?” I asked.
“You mean a funeral?” He snorted. “No.” He looked at the body then, and I felt the Crystal’s power being channeled. Scorpion shriveled, seeming to age her full two-hundred-plus years in a few seconds, white-haired and wrinkled, and then crumbling into dust that remained in little piles on the stone floor. “Whatever nasty karma she’s accumulated in her ugly life, let her enjoy it fully. She’s certainly earned it.”
We shifted forms then, he to his usual big cat and I to my typical raven, and sped up the passage. The journey took us about an hour. We emerged into the main Stairway to the sounds of fighting. I rose above the fray and took in the whole panorama, bird’s-eye view.
What a mess!
I could see where our side’s attack had broken through the defensive wall. A few small knots of the enemy were still holding out in pockets, sniping at us when they could. No serious attempt was being made to finish them off at the moment for a simple reason: the rest of the enemy had come up the Stairway from below and was counterattacking in what had been our rear, but was now our front. To complete the confusion, this force of counter-attackers was itself now being counterattacked by that third of our forces that Dolphin and Correl had left behind as a blockade. It was all terribly disorganized and looked to become quite bloody. We still seemed to have the advantage of numbers, to my somewhat uncertain eye, but it could go either way.
Jaguar resumed human form and began directing things on the ground. The first thing he did was to create a task force to eliminate the last pockets of enemy in what had been the front and was now the rear, while the main group went on the defensive against the counterattack. I supposed that was a good move.
I landed and morphed beside him.
“Jaguar,” I said, “I’m going to go after Dolphin and Correl and Dragon.”
He nodded. “All right. I think we can get by without you here, and that’s the more crucial action.” He put his arms around me then, and kissed me. Oh, my! That was more direct than he’d been in the past! I felt myself responding, but this was hardly the time, so I put my hand on his chest and gently pushed him back. I smiled, breathing hard. He smiled, too.
“Later,” I said.
“That’s a promise,” he replied. “Now go, so we can have a later. I’ll keep it together here.”
I shifted to raven form again and flew up the Stairway until I reached Gateway Village. It was an impressive construction, but I had already seen pictures of it, and I was mainly interested in finding Correl. The book had said Dragon bound him in chains to the wall of his mansion, and there was one building in the Village that was substantially bigger than all the others. I supposed that was it and flew that direction.
Coming over the building, I saw Correl hanging just under the roof, facing the portal at the end of the Stairway, with chains wrapped around him and melded into the walls. A nice bit of magic, that. Most likely his mind was also bound away from the Star, as I had been blocked from accessing the Crystal earlier. No reason to think Dragon would be incapable of doing that to a helpless prisoner.
I landed on a windowsill beside Correl’s bound form and resumed my human shape.
“Karla!” he cried. “Karla, help me, get me out of these chains. Please! I have to save her.”
I stood on the windowsill, clinging to the cracks in the stone wall, and looked down on a familiar scene. There was Dragon, in his draconian form, thrashing and flaming and slashing at little knight-in-armor Dolphin. She was still at it gamely, but it was clear he was winning. A gash in her armor down the left side, trickling blood, showed me where he had scored. Although he wasn’t entirely unscathed himself, that hurt was slowing her movements and clouding her mind. It was only a matter of time, I thought.
So what should I do? Free Correl, as he asked? Well, he wasn’t altogether himself, was he? Not at his best. My feeling was that if I freed him to make a nuisance of himself all he’d become is dragon food. Not much point in that – and besides, now it came down to it, I found I still cared very much. No, I wanted the world to go on with Correl in it, Correl happy in it, and that meant Dolphin needed saving, too. So what was left?
It was obvious, was it not?
Here, I could see at last, was the answer to my own personal riddle, the problem of all those long Crystal-bound years ahead of me, and the meaninglessness of my one act of kindness and self-sacrifice.
The problem was that I hadn’t sacrificed enough.
It all fell into place, and I knew what I had to do.
“Karla!” Correl cried, desperately. “Please!”
I shook my head and bent to kiss him, one last time. “No, my love. Someone else will release you, not I. You’ll be fine.”
“Karla,” he said, a look of despair coming over his face. “So what are you going to do? Get your revenge now? Let her die? Convenient, isn’t it, that Dragon is doing the dirty work for you.”
I smiled sadly. “I don’t blame you for thinking I’d do something like that,” I said. “It would be in character, wouldn’t it? But Correl, in spite of our years together, in spite of everything, you don’t know me as well as you think. You don’t understand the love in my heart for you, but after this, I believe you will.”
I leaped from the sill and changed. I loved bird forms, always had, but always in the past I had chosen the forms of smallish birds, the raven form being the largest I’d ever assumed. This time, I became a crow, but a huge one, an avenging black shadow out of nightmare, the size of a small elephant. I was the Morrigan, the dark claws of death, and I knew that the book was right, that this would be my name among the mages ever after, although I would not live to use it myself. I circled over the battling figures below and watched the drama play out its penultimate act. Dragon struck Dolphin down once again. She lay there, just as in the photograph, propped on her shield, her sword held limply in her armored hand, a look of desperation on her face, blood oozing from her wounds. He loomed over her, golden-bright, merciless, invincible, ready to finish her.
I cried out, before he could kill his prey, a wild shriek of challenge, one monster to another, a cry to shatter stones and make the boldest heart falter. He looked up then, startled, and it was exactly the scene from the photograph as I went into my dive.
I do this . . .
Through the flames that roared from his jaws I plunged, talons extended, crying defiance of the burning pain, my feathers shriveling. But no mere dragon-fire could stop me from plunging iron-hard claws, with avian predator instinct, into those upturned sapphire eyes.
. . . for love.
Chapter Thirteen
Falcon
Karla screamed. It was a terrible sound, seeming to pierce through the ears into the brain, concentrating all the fury in the universe into a single challenge. Dragon, about to pounce upon Dolphin and finish the fight, stopped and looked up to see her circling above his head. As he did, she screamed again and dove, talons extended.
He spouted flames at her, but she didn’t dodge them or even hesitate, just dove right through the dragon fire, and dug her talons into his face, and then it was his turn to scream. She pierced his eyes and ripped them from his head, blinding him, but with claws and teeth he tore her body and broke it and threw it to the ground. She resumed her human form before she struck the stone of the Village floor, burned, bloody, her back broken and twisted at an unnatural angle.
Then I screamed. She couldn’t possibly be alive.
She had said I would understand her love for me, and now I did. She had sacrificed everything, even her life, to save me, to save Dolphin, to stop Dragon. In that way, she had acted to save the Star and its vision from the threat of the Third Key, but I knew that the reason she had done this wasn’t for the Star or for the world or for humanity.
It was for me. Now it was up to me to give her sacrifice meaning.
Dragon stumbled about, blind, roaring his pain and shock. With his mind distracted, I was able to break the bonds he had laid on mine, draw power from the Star, and crumble the chains to dust. I dropped to the floor and ran towards him. I didn’t bother with my blade, instead reaching out with my mind and seizing him by the throat, holding him in place as he struggled wildly but, in his reduced state, could not break free. I turned to Dolphin, willing her to take advantage of this opportunity.
Dolphin saw me and understood. With the last of her strength she rose to her feet and stumbled towards her mentor, the best friend of her long life, and her mortal enemy, and plunged her glowing sword into his monstrous chest. He dropped like a stone as I let him go. His body changed shape as he fell, becoming again the man we both loved, with bloody holes where his wonderful blue eyes had been and a massive wound in his heart.
He was dead. It was done.
Dolphin dropped to her knees, her armor, shield and sword vanishing as she did, and held Dragon’s mutilated face in her hands, sobbing. I sank down beside her and held her as she cried. Finally she let go of Dragon’s body, turned to me and wrapped her arms around me. Gradually the sobbing stopped and the tears slowed.
“Thank you,” she said.
“What’s a lover for?” I said.
She laughed grimly. “To catch me when I fall,” she said. “Among other things.” She actually managed to smile, barely, which I took for a good sign.
“Come on,” I said, “let’s take Dragon and Karla – the Morrigan, rather, I think that’s her name now – and go back. It’s time to stop the fighting.”
She nodded and rose shakily to her feet. I levitated the bodies, doing my best to straighten the Morrigan into normal human posture; my best wasn’t terribly good but would have to do.
She had been so beautiful to me, always, and in spite of the burns and the mangling, she was still beautiful. I loved her more than ever. It was hard to believe she was dead. I could still feel her presence in my mind.
Carrying them, supporting Dolphin, I made my way slowly through the Village to the Stairway, and then I turned back. In the distance, the portal still stood, a shimmering temptation with the Third Key on the other side of it. Dolphin had dropped her barrier. Both the Village’s creators were dead, their wills no longer holding it in place or defending it against attack. With the Star’s power I pulled at the foundations of stone. The huge chamber shook, rumbled, and collapsed on itself, burying Gateway Village under thousands of tons of black rock, and sealing away the portal – forever, I dared hope.
We came back to almost a peaceful stalemate. The last of the defenders between our army and Gateway Village had been defeated, killed or captured, but the rebels that we had bypassed, and who had come up the Stairway to attack us in the rear, were still there. As I soon learned, Nightwing’s forces had advanced up the Stairway behind them and attacked them in the rear. It had all come to an impasse. Everyone was now holding position and waiting.
When Jaguar saw the Morrigan’s body a look of pure anguish crossed his face, before he closed his eyes and sighed. We looked at each other then in shared pain.
“I told you I had a feeling,” he said, “that one of you was going to die. How I wish I’d been wrong. When I started to tell her about you and Dolphin, she told me she already knew. She seemed a lot calmer about it than I expected. I should have known then what she meant to do.” He shook his head. “I should have known.”
I shrugged. “What could you have done if you had known?”
“Stopped her perhaps. Kept her here, and gone after you myself. I suppose you did need help?”
“Yes, we did,” I said. “Dragon would have won if not for her.”
He nodded. “But it seems to me,” he said, “that help could have been provided in some other form than suicide. I think Karla went deliberately to die. I think she didn’t want to go on living, having lost you. I should have saved her.”
“I don’t think she’d have thanked you, Jaguar,” I said. “There’s more to this than a simple death wish, I’m convinced. Something more.” What? I wasn’t sure yet, but I felt certain it would come to me. “Her name is Morrigan,” I added. I was sure of that, at least. The continued presence of my old love in my heart sounded a confident yes.
He nodded. “The Morrigan. Yes, it fits. And what’s yours?”
“My name,” I said, “is Falcon.”
Dolphin grinned then, the first full-fledged smile I’d seen on her face in a while. “Good choice,” she said. “High flyer, swift, sharp eyes, strikes with precision. Like your mind.”
“Well, then,” Jaguar said, “Falcon, Dolphin, I think it’s time this nonsense was brought to an end.”
He turned and faced the enemy. He took Dragon’s body from my grasp, levitating it above the armies and illuminating it with a burst of radiance.
His voice, amplified by the power of the Crystal, echoed down the Stairway. “Your leaders are dead. It’s over. There will be no Third Key. Adepts of the Crystal, I call on you now to surrender, and appeal to the Crystal itself for pardon. Perhaps it will be granted, but that’s not for me to say. In any event, there’s been enough fighting for one week.”
Dolphin stepped up beside him. “Adepts of the Star,” she called out, her voice similarly amplified, “you fought well, but you’ve lost. It’s time now to return to the true vision of a better world, for which we’ve striven for thousands of years, and put aside the chimeras and phantoms. Surrender now and all will be forgiven.”
“What do you think?” I asked. “Will they go for it?”
“Who knows?” Dolphin said.
“We’ll find out soon,” said Jaguar.
They did. We were all exhausted and sick of fighting. The remaining rebels surrendered. It gave me mixed feelings to see that Otter was one of them, having survived my Primal Summoning after all.
“Good job, asshole,” she said to me. “You just killed the best hope we had.”
“I’m glad to see you, too, Otter,” I said. “Charming as ever, aren’t you?”
She glared at me and said nothing.
We took it easy going down the Stairway, and as we went I conjured and placed demolition charges every few kilometers. I knew the Third Key still existed in that other world, and I wanted to make sure it was as hard as possible for anyone to find it again. That’s why we walked the whole length of the Stairway instead of teleporting out. It wasn’t a perfect solution, but there was no way to destroy the Key itself, where it had power and we didn’t. Hopefully, destroying the Stairway to Nowhere would delay matters until the time came when the Star could operate in the open, as I was now convinced it someday would. Once we reached that point, the Key would no longer be such a threat.
After two days of travel, we came out at the bottom of the Stairway and exited the cave into the jungle. Then we called on the Star and the Crystal, detonated the charges, and collapsed the Stairway all along its length, finally burying the cave itself under a rockslide.
We let all the prisoners go. There was no reason to keep them anymore. The War of the Talismans was over.
***
The Star Mages held a funeral three days later for those who had been killed, including and especially Dragon. We held it in the Background Realm, at an open amphitheatre with the bodies levitating above the stage. It was the same place where I had earlier explained the situation to our gathered army, and where Dragon had given Dolphin the black stone that had led to his defeat. It was fitting. Dolphin gave the funeral prayer in the ancient language. I resolved to begin learning it and the other prayers and invocations as soon as I had the time, but also sincerely hoped I would not be hearing that particular one again for a while.
Speakers came at will to the podium and spoke on behalf of the various deceased. Several people spoke about Dragon, who had in his fifty years as guardian initiated many of the Star Mages now alive. Dolphin gave the key speech for him. It was her privilege both as the guardian of the Star and as the one who had known him best of us all.
“Except for my daughter,” she said, “I have never loved anyone as much, and for as long, as I loved this man. I don’t think I can even express how much he meant to me. When I was at the lowest point emotionally in my whole life, he lifted me up. When I had lost every friend I had in the world, he was there for me and kept me sane. He gave me a home in his house, the Star’s house, even before the Star spoke to me and made me his heir. We spent hours and hours talking, poring over the ancient texts, conversing with the Star itself, discussing philosophy and magic and the Star’s vision.
“I remember so many things.
“I remember teaching Dragon to dance. I couldn’t believe he had never learned. He was very graceful, and creative, too, and before long he was inventing new dances and teaching them to me. I tried to teach him to sing, too, but that was hopeless. His speaking voice was wonderful, but when singing he couldn’t stay on key to save his life.
“I remember how strong he was, how wise, how kind, how much he gave to everyone in need that he knew. I remember how he made a habit of rescuing people who were drowning or hurt in accidents. It was part of the work he did, part of the Star’s work. Sometimes stories were told about him and appeared in the news, although not as himself. There would be tales told by a shipwrecked man rescued by a killer whale, or when a landslide miraculously parted to miss a hiker on a dangerous path, or when a person dying in a hospital recovered mysteriously after receiving, he said, a visit from an angel. Even then, Dragon tested the boundaries of secrecy, and as we all know, that was what led him wrong in the end, and why he lies before us today.
“There’s no need to conceal anything, and we should not. Dragon went badly, badly wrong. He was responsible for the deaths of many people we will miss almost as much as I miss him. He did these things because he was impatient with the Star’s plan, and wanted to take a shortcut by creating a new talisman that could be used openly, rather than in secret. In this he was wrong, and even more wrong in that he had an ulterior motive hidden even from himself: a desire not only to create a paradise, but to be seen doing it, to rule over a grateful humanity as their king and god. This was his terrible failing, and it is our misfortune that it was allied with such a powerful talent and a brilliant mind. That alliance led Dragon to accomplish something that only two other mages have accomplished. He created a talisman that would allow deep-tier magic to be done. It was an astounding achievement, however wrong it was. I can only dimly imagine the good he could have done down a life of centuries, if only he had not succumbed to this fatal flaw.”
She sighed. “I killed Dragon. I could not have done it without the help of Falcon, and of the Morrigan, the Crystal Mage who sacrificed her life to save us when all seemed lost. Nor could I have done it without many others, mages of both Star and Crystal, who made it possible for us to fight him. So it was a joint effort, yet it was my hand and my weapon that finally took his life. I am glad of this, because I loved him so much that I could not help but hold a lot of bitterness towards his killer if that killer was anyone but me. I know that many of you loved him, too. I know that you feel deeply the loss of this great man, and that you may feel some bitterness towards me because I killed him, as I might towards you if you had done it. I ask that you forgive me. I wish it had not been necessary. I deeply regret it, and wish that this ceremony had never been held. I wish that he were still the guardian and I were still his heir, and that his smile and his wisdom and his kindness were still with us. But that is not to be.
“Farewell, Dragon. Farewell, my love.”
We all fell silent for a few minutes, feeling the departure of all those spirits, the unraveling of those karmic ties and the freeing of limited consciousness to merge with the All, at least temporarily. Then Dolphin opened a portal into another part of the Background Realm where stars shone against an endless void, and sent the bodies of those we had lost sailing away on a sea of infinity.
I had felt the unraveling of those karmic knots and the merging of those spirits with the universe, and yet there was something else present, something not at all part of this funeral. I couldn’t understand what it meant, but no more could I fail to recognize her.
The Morrigan. My Karla. Dead, but with me still.
The presence wasn’t fading. If anything, it was growing. That was a little uncomfortable at times, particularly when I was making love with Dolphin. It was as if we were being watched, by just about the last person I would want watching us. Yet I felt no hostility, no jealousy, only total acceptance and love, and something else: a sense that I had something more to do.
***
The day after the funeral Dolphin got a phone call from Jaguar, and he asked to speak to me.
“Can you come here to the mansion sometime in the next few days, Falcon?” he asked. “I have something I want to give you.”
“Sure, Jaguar. I can come today, in fact. Uh – what is it?”
“I’d rather show you. By all means, come today. I’ll be around.”
I went directly to the Crystal’s mansion via the Background Realm that afternoon, something I would have thought impossible a mere two weeks before. Jaguar greeted me and offered me a beer, which I happily accepted.
“There are two things I want to give you, actually. The first is this. The Morrigan had left a will with us, and specifically asked that you be given this bequest.”
Jaguar handed me a felt drawstring bag. I opened it and removed a scroll of paper and a lock of the Morrigan’s lovely auburn hair, tied with a black ribbon.
“Go ahead and read the note,” Jaguar said. “I don’t know what’s in it, of course. Take your time. I’ll be back with the second thing.”
I unrolled the paper and read:
My dear Correl,
If you are reading this, it means that I am gone. It also means that either I never had a chance to talk to you from the heart, or I died so suddenly and unexpectedly that there was no time to correct this bequest. I deeply regret that, in either case, and regret as well that I have let you believe, all these years, that my love for you was false.
You are a precious and wonderful man, and I have loved you from the beginning, without wavering and without changing in my heart in the slightest degree. I know that in ending our relationship as lovers, I caused you pain. That pain was necessary, and I would not now go back and change what was done, but I do want to tell you that every pang I caused you wrung my own heart.
I do not know if we will ever become lovers again, or be happy together if we do. If you are reading this, I am afraid it means we never did. So goes the world, but at least I want to tell you this, so that if your heart is bitter in feeling unloved by me that can change and mend.
My love, there is one other thing I would ask you to do, and this is a big favor, but I cannot help feeling that in you and me, the Star and the Crystal have a bridge. I would prefer it to be a living bridge between two hearts in love, but if you are reading this then I am no longer living, so we must make do. Please take the lock of my hair that I have left you along with this message, and give it in offering to the Star, so that it may absorb some of my essence into itself. I know it would never have accepted me as a living adept, nor would I want to be one, but perhaps it will accept this offering now that I am gone.
Do this, remembering me. I will love you for all time.
Your own,
Karla
I closed my eyes and silently asked: Is this what you want of me, Morrigan?
An answer came, as clearly as if her voice whispered in my ear: Yes. That, and remember that I always loved you.
I smiled. I could do that. For the first time in ten years, I could believe that she really did.
Oh, Morrigan. It took your death to convince me, finally, of your love. How typical of the two of us, and how sad.
***
Jaguar came back a few minutes after I finished reading the message from Karla. I had placed it and the lock of hair back in the bag. He asked no questions about it, and I volunteered no information.
“This is the second thing I wanted to give you,” he said, and handed me the book called The War of the Talismans that the Morrigan had found in the Library of Thoth.
“I’m surprised this still exists,” I said. “I thought it might disappear after the Morrigan died.”
He shrugged. “Sometimes that happens and sometimes it doesn’t. This time it did not.”
“Why are you giving this to me, Jaguar?” I asked. “Since the Morrigan was the one who found it, shouldn’t it belong to the Crystal Order now?”
“Well, normally, yes,” Jaguar said. “But here, look.” He opened the book and turned to a page near the end. “Start reading there, please.”
I did.
The War of the Talismans was an important watershed in relations between the two Orders. During the course of it, the true relationship between the Star and the Crystal was revealed to both of the guardians, and also the cooperation between the two Orders set a precedent that changed things dramatically.
Jaguar, the Crystal’s guardian, remained on friendly terms thereafter with Dolphin, the guardian of the Star, and with Falcon, her heir. Over the coming years, he would consult with them on a regular basis, seeking to understand the purpose the Crystal played in the Star’s plan for an evolved society. He became the first Crystal Mage ever to be allowed access to the annals of the Star Order, and provided seminal contributions to understanding the notes left by Archiphractas detailing his revelations from the Star itself.
Due to Jaguar’s enlightened leadership, the Crystal Order became more conscious during this time in playing its role, with the result that the Star’s plan was accelerated and achieved sooner than it could otherwise have been. In the end, this eliminated any need for the Crystal’s presence in the world. When Jaguar finally surrendered his life, being the first guardian of the Crystal ever to do so voluntarily, the Crystal lost its powers and became inert, the spirit within it re-merging with the Star, which was its origin. Jaguar was therefore the last of the Crystal’s guardians, and in some ways the greatest since Sobek/Crocodile himself.
It was eventually understood that all of the events of the War of the Talismans had been allowed, or in some cases even engineered, by the Star for the specific purpose of bringing about this result.
“I believe you can see,” said Jaguar when I was finished and had looked up at him in astonishment, “why I would prefer that this book not remain in the possession of the Crystal Order. I don’t think that there are very many Crystal Mages who would like this idea of our future very much. In fact, I daresay there is only one, and he is in this room.”
I closed the book and smiled. “Jaguar,” I said, “you are not the villain that you seem.”
He smiled wryly. “Don’t be insulting, boy,” he said. “Of course I’m a villain. That’s what I’m supposed to be, and if I do say so myself, I am damned good at it.” He grinned then, his usual toothy Cheshire-cat grin, and held out his hand. I took it. “We’ll be seeing each other,” he said.
***
I carried out the Morrigan’s request that evening.
The Star was a Dancing Shiva at the moment, like a bronze statue from medieval India, but alive, colorful, and luminous. Shiva’s four arms moved with fluid grace as He danced. His third eye, which when opened would pierce the Great Illusion and destroy the universe, remained serenely closed, as did His two other eyes. A beatific smile spread across His beautiful face.
I held the lock of the Morrigan’s hair, draped across my open hand, and offered it to the Star. Shiva’s hand reached out, His eyes still closed, and took it from me. The ribbon untied itself and vanished. The hairs separated and merged, one by one, with the dancing form. Then the Star shifted, and became the life-size image of the Morrigan herself, her beauty and the love in her eyes piercing me to the heart with sorrow and regret. But then she stroked my face with a gentle hand and winked at me. The regret faded. This, I knew, was what was meant. This was the reason for our relationship, that it brought me in the end to the Star, and to Dolphin, and brought Karla Jasovich to a transformation in her own karma. I felt her presence in my mind dissipating. It never faded, exactly, and I knew some part of the Morrigan would be with me for the rest of my life, all the centuries of it stretching away into the future, but the sharply defined presence that I had felt since she died was now diffuse, undemanding. I knew that she had released her limited selfhood finally and gone to the All.
Oh, she’d be back. One day, a new version of the Morrigan would be born into the world. I looked forward to that day with both trepidation and joy. But I doubted it would come very soon.
The Star became Shiva once again and resumed the dance.
I bowed and turned and left the temple, closing the door behind me. After fifteen years of pain and struggle and raging hunger, the Morrigan and I were finally at peace with one another. It was good.
Chapter Fourteen
The Morrigan
Well, this is interesting.
One never remembers from one death to the next. Or rather, the death itself one can recall sometimes, but never what follows after. The normal mechanism of my memory is gone, consigned to the fires as is customary for Crystal Mages – something I no longer am, but no matter. I must now borrow unused capacity in other people’s brains, my own being reduced to ashes, and only the brains of people I was close to, such as Falcon or Jaguar. Or Dolphin. And there are gaps in the memory, things the memory of the Morrigan held that were never given to anyone else, missing spots I can sense but not quite reconstruct. I suppose I could find them if I wanted to badly enough. There is memory of a sort in the earth itself, in the currents of magic, manifesting in the Background Realm, but if I touch those memories too much I will be drawn into the All. Not yet. Not quite yet.
Do I still have a mind? In a sense, but it is a patchwork of borrowed thoughts, made imperfectly mine for a short time and only for purposes of this reflection and this last task. I will release it soon, merge with the cosmos, and forget. The All is calling me, so very sweetly. There are only a few things I still need to do, before I go, and the Morrigan, properly so called, is no more.
I am linked most closely now with you, Falcon, my Correl – mine still, in a special way having nothing to do with the flesh, as our love always was more than that, and survives your love for Dolphin and even my death. But that link, too, will blur and shrink to a soft and constant hum in your heart, very soon. For a while. For a while.
At the moment, I move you, my love, to do this last thing for me, and introduce the serpent into the garden. I knew from the moment my talons stole the sight from Dragon, while his fire and claws and fangs opened my inner sight to this vision, that the time of the Crystal draws near its end. The Star’s promise is only a few centuries away from completion. The Crystal’s part in that promise having been played, it, too, will die, and we will have at last a utopia, so perfect, so happy, so enlightened, so full of joy.
So boring. We can’t allow that!
Still, I must agree that we are almost past the time when something as crude as the Crystal can serve to add spice to the sauce. We need something more subtle, something inherent in the Star itself, the worm in the apple, the mutant seed. Something like me.
There, my love. Do as I have bid, and offer this last bit of me to the Star. Ah! I feel it now, this link to splendid power, the real power, the one that began it all. The Crystal? Bah! Never more than a tool. Farewell, old stone. You served your purpose well, but now it’s time to move on. And with that deed done, that seed planted, that link bonding my fate and my karma to the Star itself, I am done at last. For a while. For a while.
Am I fooling the Star, doing this? Hah! I have no such delusions. This was all part of the plan, I’m sure. The Golden Game goes on, in a new form, the dance without end until the world’s end.
My Falcon, I am going now, but I will be back, sooner than you think. I will return very close to you, and in a way that will astonish you. When I come back, you will love me, because you will not be able to help it, and so will Dolphin, because she also will have no choice. I will do things that upset this careful plan the Star has made, upset it – and fulfill the other plan hidden inside it. Perhaps I will even find a use for the Third Key, now lying impotent and friendless in that other world. Perhaps.
Very soon indeed. The link is strong and it will draw me back like a stretched rubber band.
Not quite yet, though. Enjoy your victory for now.
For me, for now
There is finally
Peace.
***
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Chapter One
Falcon
A Crystal Mage was present, and, even worse, she wasn’t one I knew.
I was invisible in the chamber of the United States Senate, using my powers to influence the proceedings. Definitely not the sort of do-goodery I was used to! Saving children, averting natural disasters, and painting disturbing pictures that made people question their comfortable assumptions, that was more my line. But since becoming the heir of the Star’s guardian, I had descended to this: politics! A dreadful fate, sweetened beyond refusal by the woman of my dreams.
The Senate debated a treaty that would join the country with the Union of Democratic States, which was the new name assumed by the European Union after it was joined by Canada, Australia, and Japan one year earlier. The United States was already almost an unofficial member of the Union, with a free trade agreement, military mutual defense, and open borders. The only legal effect of the treaty would be to retire the U.S. dollar and replace it with the World Dollar, which was the successor to the Euro, and move the capital of the Union to New York City.
That last item? Well, we Americans still like to think of our country as a superpower whatever the realities. The Union had to offer us a sop to our collective vanity.
The Star wanted the treaty approved. Even though the legal effects would be minimal, the psychological effects would be profound. With the addition of the United States, the UDS would not be simply the most powerful political entity in the world (it was that already). It would be overwhelming and without rival, opening the way for it to become a true global government, for the first time uniting the world and making war a thing of the past. So here I was, invisible in the Senate chambers, subtly manipulating the feelings of the Senators and the flow of fate.
And there was a Crystal Mage present. Damn. I had a bad feeling about this.
She was invisible, too. I could tell she was there, a Crystal Mage, female, and aware of me. I couldn’t tell anything else, such as why she was there, or exactly where in the chamber she was standing. As I said, she wasn’t one I knew. I had gotten to know several of them well two years earlier during the War of the Talismans, including Jaguar, the Crystal’s guardian, but this one was unknown to me. Maybe she was one of the new recruits that the Crystal had found to replace the ones killed in the war. If that was the case, she might be inexperienced. I could hope so, at any rate, if our purposes conflicted, and that was all too likely.
The debate had become entertaining, since Senator Florenzio of South Dakota, an opponent of the treaty, had the floor. Although he was probably the worst orator in politics, he was usually good for a laugh or two. “We have seen American sovereignty flushed down the toilet for over a hundred years. How much of America is even left? It’s all because of the big-city traitors who think they’re better than the real Americans who made this country great. All those big-shot rich clowns who don’t care about selling America down the crapper if they can make some more money doing it, and of course it’s the working people who will get the shaft again, and the president is all for it just like every damned Republican.”
I wasn’t sure, but I would have bet a fair amount of money that the honorable gentleman from South Dakota was drunk.
Senator Wilcox from Missouri stood with signs of irritation all over him. “Will the Senator yield the floor for a question?”
“No, I will not yield,” said Florenzio, “especially not to a Kansas City faggot like you.” Wilcox was well known to be gay and married to a man young enough to be his son.
“Mr. Chairman, I move that Senator Florenzio’s remarks be stricken from the record,” piped up Welby of California, who was also gay. “Surely we don’t need to encourage that kind of bigotry in this chamber.”
“Seconded,” said another voice. I didn’t recognize this one.
So it went for a while, and I’m ashamed to admit that I didn’t interfere because I was enjoying it too much. But as Senator Florenzio resumed his diatribe and painted a verbal picture of waves of prissy socialistic French and German immigrants overwhelming the cultural defenses of good solid Americans and turning us into a pathetic whining nanny state, I came to realize that not all of this silliness was occurring on its own. The Senate was under a spell, and that spell had the blood-smell of the Crystal.
I stroked the network of minds with my own mind, feeling the hostility growing and seeking the tendrils of Crystal magic that were augmenting that growth. I found them, a rapidly-spun web of influence driving the Senate toward a confrontation that would delay this vote, perhaps indefinitely. Tempers were fraying and normally adroit politicians were losing their grip on events.
I summoned a force of rationality, an ice-blue radiance of the will to cool the fires of anger, and settled it over the chamber. Its power conflicted instantly with the Crystal Mage’s anger spell. We struggled for a while in a simple mental tug-of-war, but I gained the upper hand quickly and felt her spell diminishing in power. I realized that she was no longer maintaining it and assumed she had given up.
That assumption was disproved when a force struck me in the back and pitched me forward through a doorway that suddenly opened onto a forest in the Background Realm, then closed behind me just as quickly. I found my feet, reinforced my invisibility spell (which had obviously been penetrated), and conjured my katana. Then I slipped sideways among the trees, reaching out with my magical senses to locate my opponent.
I succeeded barely in time and brought my blade up to parry a saber stroke that would have sliced me from collarbone to groin. My invisibility failed. Hers was already broken, of course, by her attack.
She was young in appearance, but that meant nothing; Crystal Mages are as unaging as Star Mages. Her hair, bound into a ponytail, was blonde, her eyes blue and hard, her lips thin and drawn back in a grimace. She was tall for a woman, almost my height, slim, dressed in sweats and tennis shoes. She wielded her saber one-handed. It wasn’t a match for my blade in terms of striking power, but it was quick and I’d have some trouble defending against it, I thought – so I didn’t defend, but went immediately on the attack.
She parried my first stroke, but her blade, flimsy compared to mine, screamed at the contact. My second stroke beat through her guard and she cried out in chagrin and only saved herself by hurriedly dodging back. I pressed on with a third stroke. She ducked under it and dove forward, passing me on the left and immediately soaring into flight, landing on a tree branch overhead and laughing. I saluted her and prepared for a different sort of combat as she faded back to invisibility. So did I.
What next? I wove layers of defense against magical attack, calling on the elements: Fire to boil Water, Water to douse Fire, Earth to block Air and Air to divert Earth. At the same time, with another part of my mind I began a more complicated summoning.
She attacked with a simple Fire calling, easily dampened by my Water shield, and even worse for her the attack was directional so I gained a feel for approximately where she was. An earth tremor centered on that spot opened a fissure under her that exhaled toxic gases and scalding steam. She cried out, moving elsewhere. Her invisibility flickered momentarily. Rather than take advantage of this, I repaired my defenses and continued my complicated summoning.
“Care to explain what this is about?” I asked. She didn’t answer. “You do realize the Orders have a truce, right? I don’t think Jaguar is going to be very happy about you attacking the heir of the guardian.”
“Ha! I hope not!” she said, and launched another attack, this one based on Death, a black cloud of negation that would kill anything it touched. My Earth shield blocked it and my Air shield dispersed the remnants.
I completed my summoning at that moment. From all points of the compass, a horde of transparent protoplasmic creatures congregated on the scene of our battle. They avoided me, seeking out anything else that might be present. Many of them wrapped themselves briefly around trees, but quickly corrected this error and continued searching. As the first of them approached my enemy, she responded with a bolt of Fire that incinerated it. This pinpointed her location and the remainder of them swarmed towards her. Fire sparked again and again. She composed it into a shield that destroyed my creatures on contact, but each time this happened the shield weakened a bit, and soon one of them penetrated and molded itself to her body. She screamed as the pain of its venom struck her. Then the scream cut off as its paralyzing effect took hold. More of the creatures outlined her form. Her invisibility and her defenses failed altogether. The creatures merged with one another and lost their vitality, becoming rigid. She was encased head to toe in a coffin of clear plastic that left her face free.
I dropped my invisibility and approached my captive, waiting until the short-term paralysis (I designed it that way) had faded and her frightened eyes danced wildly about the glade.
“Time for some answers now, I think,” I said. She focused on me a look of pure hatred.
“Fuck you,” she said.
“Don’t worry, I’m in no hurry,” I said. “You can stay right there until you’re ready to talk.” I conjured a chair and a small table laden with bread, condiments, cold cuts, cheese, and a carafe of white wine. I busied myself making a sandwich while she struggled uselessly against her prison, which caged mind as well as body – a trick I learned the hard way from my old mentor Dragon. “Hungry?” I asked. I certainly was, and commenced enjoying my sandwich while she glared.
“You’re one of the new Crystal Mages, aren’t you?” I asked. “One of the replacements for the ones killed in the war, I mean. I can tell because you’re not very good yet at using the power. One of the older ones would have given me much more trouble. Didn’t you discuss the idea with anyone before you decided to take me on? But then, if you had, you’d probably have learned the idea was frowned upon.” Still she said nothing.
“What did you mean when you said you hoped Jaguar wouldn’t like it?” I asked then.
“Jaguar is a pussy,” she said.
I sighed. “Yes. A big one, sometimes,” I said. Jaguar often assumed the form of the big cat whose name he bore. “But I wouldn’t underestimate him.”
“He’s going to die. All of you are going to die.”
“Eventually, everything dies,” I said. “What are you talking about?”
Silence.
“Well, there’s more than one way to skin a cat.” I set my sandwich and my glass of wine aside and approached closer, looking into her eyes. She tried to flinch away, but I held her, eyes and mind, and bore in.
A flurry of feelings and images followed. Fear and anger, which were predictable, some directed at me, but much more at Jaguar and also at Dolphin, although I didn’t get a sense that my assailant knew her. She did know Jaguar, of course. A sense of fellowship with several others that I didn’t know, and one that I did: the Star Mage called Otter.
“So how is it that you know Otter?” I asked. She didn’t answer, but another flurry of feelings and images arose, secret meetings with Otter along with other mages of both Star and Crystal in which plots were hatched to undermine the Star’s agenda and throw everything into confusion.
One thing I didn’t sense, much to my relief, was any sign that she was an initiate of the Third Key. I had only felt the power of that talisman briefly, wielded by Dragon in his last battle, but I was sure I would recognize its hot, brassy feel. The Third Key remained in the world where it was made, at the end of the buried Stairway to Nowhere. It was neutralized but still a potentially lethal threat, but this Crystal Mage had never encountered it. That was good. Nonetheless –.
“So,” I said, “you’re part of a conspiracy to resurrect the rebellion. How big is it?”
She didn’t know, it seemed. She knew Otter and a few others. Otter gave her the idea that hers was only one cell of a larger movement, but this bitch knew none of the other cells, assuming Otter was even telling the truth. I sighed.
“I guess it was too much to hope that the rebels would lie quiet forever,” I said. I conjured pen and paper and sat back down at the table, composing a message.
“So what are you going to do with me?” the woman asked.
I shrugged. “Me? Nothing.” My brief message finished, I enclosed it in an envelope and teleported it to the mailbox outside the Crystal’s mansion in Mexico City, at the same time giving Jaguar a telepathic nudge to go and check the box. “You’re a Crystal Mage, so you’re outside my jurisdiction, and I respect the truce even if you don’t. You’re Jaguar’s problem.” Her eyes widened and her face paled. I couldn’t blame her for that. Jaguar sometimes scares me, too, and I consider him a close personal friend.
He materialized about a minute after I sent my message, a wiry Mexican in jeans and a black t-shirt with a death’s-head logo. His black felt hat flopped lazily over his tousled hair. He grinned at me. “Curious message, Falcon,” he said.
“I’m afraid we may be living in interesting times again,” I said.
“Wouldn’t want to get bored, would we?” He looked over at my prisoner and shook his head. “Francine, you disappoint me.”
Francine said nothing.
“You picked the image of Otter out of her mind?” he asked me. I nodded. “Are you sure?”
“Of course not,” I said, “but I got the impression that she was involved with some of the former rebels. I may have supplied the identity of Otter myself, but I’m sure about the general thrust.”
He nodded. “Well, I can probably get more information from her myself.” He grinned again, not pleasantly, and Francine turned paler. Jaguar shook his head sadly. “One cannot be gentle with Crystal Mages. Damn, I miss the Morrigan. The new generation has no adepts that are worth her left big toe. We’ll see if Francine has the sense to cut her suffering reasonably short.” As he spoke, Jaguar replaced my plastic casing with bonds of his own, golden shackles on her hands and feet, linked by gold chains. I knew those pretty bonds were stronger than steel, and would keep her mind away from the Crystal as well as her hands away from Jaguar’s throat.
I felt uneasy, although she deserved this. “What will you do with her?”
“You sure you want to know?” he asked. I swallowed nervously but nodded. “I will first persuade her to provide the names of those with whom she has conspired. Then I will employ an old Aztec ritual and feed her heart’s blood to the Crystal. It hasn’t had a human victim in almost a year, not since the last failed candidate for adepthood. A shame to lose another one, but she knew better than to break truce.”
I winced. “You were right, I didn’t want to know.”
Jaguar shrugged apologetically. “See you soon, Falcon,” he said. “I’ll let you know what I find out.” He disappeared, taking Francine with him.
I returned to the Senate chamber just in time for the vote on the UDS measure, which passed and would be submitted for President Richardson’s signature. Mission accomplished, I returned via the Background Realm to Ajaccio and the house I shared with Dolphin, the Star’s guardian.
I found her pacing the floor of the library, her face and aura showing profound unease, chewing on the end of a lock of her shoulder-length dark hair. As I approached, she came into my arms and laid her head against my chest, gripping me tightly. I’m not a tall man, but the top of Dolphin’s head comes barely to my chin. She trembled.
“What’s wrong?” I asked.
“Did the vote go right?” she asked. I nodded. “You were in a fight. I could feel it.”
“Yes,” I said. “A Crystal Mage. I won, and Jaguar took her for interrogation. There may be trouble. I think some of the old rebels may be stirring again.”
“That’s bad.”
I nodded again. “What’s wrong?” I asked once more.
“I don’t know if there’s anything wrong, exactly, but it’s unexpected.” She took a deep breath. “I’m pregnant.”
***
Angée
The process of returning to life is not unlike the process of dying, only in reverse. How do I know this? I can’t say for certain. That is, I don’t know why I remember my last death so clearly, or the curious few days between the time when my brain ceased to function and when I surrendered my identity. I do remember, though.
The present state of affairs is not unlike that time, except that I know I will soon have a brain of my own again. Rather than being dead, it is not yet developed. I am anchored to a process of cell division within the body of a woman that I know and once feared and hated.
No more, though. She is my mother. How can I hate my mother? Certainly that would be inappropriate when I’m still years away from being a teenager.
For that week after I died, I lived on borrowed thoughts and unused mental capacity within the brains of Dolphin, of Falcon, who was once my lover and is now my father, of Jaguar, and of a few others. I am doing the same now. It’s not quite like living through a brain of my own. Not so focused, more fluid, less precise in terms of time and space, thought and identity.
Sometimes I merge with my mother. She is confused. I can understand that. This is the first time she has been pregnant in more than fifty years. She has another daughter – my sister! – but that woman is in her sixties and believes that Dolphin is long dead. Even more confusing is that Dolphin is the first Star Mage or Crystal Mage to become pregnant, ever. The talismans have always prevented their adepts from reproducing. Sterility is the price of perpetual youth. Not this time, though.
I can feel the Star. I cannot feel the Crystal. That’s surprising. In my last life, I was an adept of the Crystal, but not now; now, the connection forged between me and the Star after my death, when Falcon gave it a lock of my hair and it absorbed my genetic and magical essence into its own stone and metal body, pulls me into this awareness and makes me the first Star Mage ever to be initiated at conception. I am going to break a lot of traditions, I think. This is only the beginning.
Usually I merge with Dolphin, because our bodies are connected and that is natural, but sometimes instead I embrace the mind of Falcon. I’ll call him Papa, in French because that’s probably the first language I’ll learn. I love Papa. I always have, and I always will. To flow into him is like a warm hug. I gave my life for him before, and now I live it again for him. Not only for him, though. I think the Star has something in mind for me. No doubt it will become clearer down the road, when I need to know.
I may as well enjoy this unfocused time, and the childhood to come. Trouble can wait. There isn’t a lot that I need to do just yet, but I will call on the Star’s power to claim one privilege: the choice of my name. I whisper it in Maman’s mind, and in Papa’s. An ironic name, a paradoxical name: Angée. Oh, yes, I am surely your angel girl! Can’t you see this lovely halo, balanced on my horns?
I love you both so much. We are going to have so much fun.