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CHAPTER
ONE



 

“Hold on, hold on,” I took my foot off the gas,
letting the Jeep slow as we cruised up an incline. A wave of dizziness hit me
and I fumbled for the brake, missing twice as a hot icepick of agony stabbed my
right eye and I went blind there. With the left eye, all I could see was the
vague outline of dark trees on both sides of the road, it felt like the tires
on the right side were thumping off the paved surface. Desperate, my feet
searched for the brake pedal and one of them found the target. Pulling the
wheel to the left toward what I hoped was the centerline of the road, I gritted
my teeth as the pain in my head became overwhelming. With neither of my eyes working
at that point, I slammed the shifter into Park by feel. For a second, the
shifter resisted, the Jeep might have still been creeping slowly along the road.
Then the transmission engaged in Park mode, and I took my feet off the brake,
trying to find the door handle. It was easier to reach out the window for the
handle there, press the large button with a thumb and wrench it open. Rolling
out of the seat, I fell ungracefully to my knees, bashing my forehead on the
inside of the door that was swinging back to close. The pressure in my head and
the nausea were so bad, bashing my head was barely noticeable. What I did
notice, as I tried to crawl away on hands and knees, was a dog jumping out of
the car and landing on my back.


“Oof,” the breath was knocked out of me, I fell on
my right side, and he licked my face.


“Are you OK?”


“N-no. Duke, I can’t even see OK from
here.”


“If you give me a hint which direction, maybe I
can smell it for you.”


“W-what?”


“That was a joke.”


A dog making a joke should have been a big
deal, at the moment I couldn’t focus on anything other
than the stabbing pain in my head. “Stand back,” I got back on my knees. “I’m
gonna ralph, it, oohuuuuuh.” You know how, right after you barf, you feel
better for a short time? Yeah, that didn’t happen. It made me feel cold, and so
dizzy that I flopped on my back. Patting my chest, I fumbled for the amulet.
“Azib?” I called for the genie. “Azib? Your Eminence?”


No answer. The amulet felt cold, and of course I
couldn’t see if there was any green glow coming from the thing.


“Azibera-whatever?” At the
moment, I couldn’t remember his full name. “Come on, talk to me.
Please?”


No answer. Maybe my overuse of magic to force the
portal shut had harmed him. He had spoken once after the portal disappeared,
but when I had asked him about the thing I’d seen in the sky, he hadn’t
responded. Damn it. A freakin’ dragon was loose in our world, law
enforcement was coming to investigate the firefight at the mound, there might
be more Order bad guys hunting for me, my backup team were all injured, and now
I was totally blind from my chaotic overuse of powerful magic. Something had to
change.


“Duke?” I let go of the useless amulet. “Duke, are
you there?”


“I’m always here,” he nuzzled my left ear. “You
can’t see me?”


“I can’t see anything.”


“Ruh roh,” he gasped, and I had to laugh. Hearing
an actual dog say that was freakin’ hilarious.


“Can you see, or hear,” I added because he
is a dog, “any cars coming?” We were on a two lane country road, it was the
middle of the night, and the area was mostly gently rolling farmland. There
likely wasn’t a lot of traffic on that road even during morning rush hour, and
we hadn’t passed any cars that were going toward the portal site, but even a
single vehicle on that road would be a big problem for us.’


He sniffed the air loudly. “Nope. I hear
something, but it’s not close, and it’s going away from us.”


“You are sure about that?”


“You remember that I have a dog’s hearing, right?”


“Good point. Can you get the phone from the car?”


“Shouldn’t you get back in the car?”


“Good idea, except I can’t do that right now. The
phone?”


The Jeep’s springs made a creaking sound as he
hopped in, then back out. A phone dropped into my right hand. Great. It was covered
with dog slobber. And I was still blind. Wiping the phone on my shirt, I
wondered how the hell I could call anyone, without being able to see the icons.
At least I could feel which side of the cheap burner phone was the front, the
back had a curved plastic surface. Scraping a fingernail on the front glass, I
located the speaker on top, and got the phone oriented properly. “Which
direction is the Jeep? The car?”


“Behind you,” he gently tugged on my jacket
sleeve, without me needing to ask for help. 
Damn. Dogs are the best. Reaching out, I found the front tire,
and sat back against it. “Duke, I need you to look at this phone,” it was
resting on my lap, face up. “There should be, uh, ten circles. You see them?
Three rows of three circles, and one circle at the bottom?”


“Uh huh,” he said, as I imagined him tilting his
head one way, then the other. “I see it. Uh, I can’t read, if that’s what
you’re asking.”


“Yeah, I know.”


“You should teach me to read,” his tail thumped on
the road.


“Uh, maybe later, OK?” A dog who could talk and
open doors was enough trouble. “Look, follow my finger, please.” Mike had told
me the unlock code was a simple ‘1-6-9-7’, which is convenient except when you
can’t see anything. “I need my finger to touch the top circle on the left, then
the circle in the middle row on the right,” I closed my eyes to concentrate,
walking him through the process. It took three explanations before he
understood. Then I had to fumble through touching the proper sequence seven
times before I heard a ‘click’ sound. “Duke, did the picture change? It is not
just circles?”


“Uh, yeah. It is lots of squares now.”


“Yes,” I pumped a fist. “Thank you! You are a good
dog.”


“Do I get a treat?”


“Let me make a call first, OK?” Mike’s hurried ten
second explanation of using the phone stated I shouldn’t use the regular call
icon at the bottom more than once, and I had already used it to warn him of more
Order vehicles driving toward the mound site. The top right icon, that looked
like a solitaire game, was a secure calling app. Picturing the screen in my
mind, I tapped diagonally down from the top right corner until I heard another
‘click’. “Zulu Echo Romeo Oscar One Four Niner,” I said as clearly as I could.
“Call Mike.”


It was a miracle. Mike answered after a
heart-stopping delay. His voice was strained, he must have been in considerable
pain from taking rounds to his chest under the ballistic armor plates. “Matt,”
he remembered to use my cover name, even over what was supposed to be a
securely encrypted call. “Status?”


Wow, the guy was all business. “The portal is
closed.”


“Outstanding,” he paused to cough. “Meet us at-”


“There’s a complication. I need you to come get
me.”


A pause, then, “The Jeep broke down?”


“No, I did. I’m blind.”


“Wait, you are blind?” There was excited
chatter in the background.


“I’m hoping it’s temporary. It took a lot of magic
to close that portal, now I have something like a migraine headache. I got the
Jeep stopped but it’s blocking the road. You need to come get me.”


“Ah,” he grunted. “We can’t. Not right now. We’re
in one of the Order’s trucks, but we need to ditch it. They have a tracking
device hidden somewhere and it’s active now. We’re jamming it the best we can,
I- I left that equipment in the Jeep. My fault. We need to ditch this truck and
get alternate transport.”


Meaning, they had to steal a car. I had no problem
with that. “Understood. ETA?”


“Half an hour, at least. Macarius is driving,
and-”


“Macarius is driving?” Holy sh- How bad was
their situation that they had a knight from the fourth freakin’ century driving
the truck? Gisele was a better driver, but she had a busted ankle so I guess
Macarius was their best option. Damn, they were in trouble. “Sorry,” I said, figuring
I had to trust that Mike and Isabel knew what they were doing. “Can you-”


“Errr, Kaz?” Duke growled. “I see blue lights.”


“Shit.” The notion that dogs are completely
colorblind isn’t true, they can see most colors except red and green. Kind of
like people who have colorblindness. So, when he said he could see blue lights,
I trusted him. “Where are the lights? Mike, hold a minute?”


“There,” the dog said, being super helpful.


“I can’t see. In front or behind the car?”


“In front. Hmm, I can hear it now. It’s, not
getting closer.”


There was no point asking if he was sure about
that, he didn’t need to remind me that a dog has much better hearing than I
did. “Are the lights getting brighter?”


“No. What I’m seeing is the lights reflected off
the clouds.”


“We’re monitoring police channels,” Mike coughed
again. “There are state troopers and sheriffs in the area, and they’re calling
in a helicopter. So far, they are all directed toward the mound site.”


“I fired my gun at the portal,” I warned. “Not at
the portal itself, you know? That’s got to attract attention.”


“All the cops are being directed to the mound
site. Matt, you need to get off the road.”


“Yeah, I know that,” I snapped at him, the
stabbing pain in my head sapping any patience I had remaining. “Should I leave
the Jeep here?”


“Don’t do that! It has our gear, and it’s
covered in our DNA. Yours too.”


“Mike, I am open to suggestions. I can’t see
anything,” I told him, as I realized that wasn’t quite true. My eyes could see
areas of dark gray fuzziness in the blackness around me. That was an
improvement.


“Is there some wizard thing you can do?” When I
didn’t respond, he sighed. “That was a stupid thing to say. Matt, I don’t know
what to tell you. We’ll be there as soon as we can.”


“You know my location?”


“Just the general area. I’ll call you when we get
close, you can give us directions.”


“How? Mike, I am literally blind here.”


“We’ll figure something out. You managed to use
the phone to call me.”


“I did. OK, I’ll wait here.”


Ending the call, I held onto the Jeep’s fender to
stand up, grateful the dizziness had settled down. Yes, my vision was
improving, it was no longer uniformly dark in every direction. My guess is I
had driven no more than a quarter mile from the portal site. That was way too
close. Even if law enforcement was focused on buzzing around the mound site
like angry hornets. There could be a local concerned citizen, a busybody, or
someone looking to be a hero,  checking out the gunshots from where
I’d fired my gun at the portal. For certain, I needed to get the Jeep off the
road. Where? On the way to the portal, we had passed a convenience store
perhaps another half mile away, the type of local place that has only two gas
pumps, and closes before midnight. If I could get there, I could park the Jeep
and wait for rescue.


How the hell could I do that?


“Duke, buddy, can you do something for me? It’s
important.”


“I haven’t gotten a treat for the last
thing I did.”


“There will be plenty of treats, I promise.”


“Ooh, what kind of treats?” 


“Later, OK? I really need your help, please.”


“What can I do?”


“Get in the car, and sit on the passenger seat. I
can drive, but you have to be my eyes, OK? Tell me to
turn right or left, to stay on the road.”


“Hmm. That sounds dangerous. You should teach me
how to drive.”


“Yeah, that is not happening. Listen, I’m serious.
If someone sees us like this, I could be taken away.”


“Taken away where?” He whimpered.


“Away. We would never see each other
again.”


“I will do whatever I have to. No one is taking
you away. You’re my person,” he insisted with a whine.


“OK, get in.”


“I am in,” I heard him moving around on the seat. “Do
you need help getting in?”


“I’m good,” I felt my way around the door, climbed
into the seat, and closed the door. Feeling for the light switch, I turned the
headlights off. Dogs could see better in the dark than humans can, and I didn’t
want to attract extra attention by using lights. If another car came along, I
would turn the lights on, but unless a helicopter was using infrared, it wouldn’t
see me with the lights off. My bet was any helicopter would take a while,
probably over an hour, to reach the site. Just waking up a pilot and getting
the aircraft prepped for flight would take longer than the half hour Mike
estimated to come get me. A helo would probably begin a search at the mound
site anyway, it would take a while for the search to expand to my location. I
hoped. What I was more concerned about were police roadblocks, and what helped me
there was the limited law enforcement manpower in the area. The county sheriff
and state police had to be focused on the crime scene first, right? It would
take them a while to figure out what the hell happened there. It would be great
if the cops assumed it was a gang-related shootout over drugs, but the tactical
gear the bad guys were wearing wasn’t typical fashion for meth dealers.


Whatever.


All I knew was that sitting in the middle of the
road wasn’t good for me.


Turning the key that was still in the ignition,
the engine started right up. Before starting to drive, I had to check on
something. “Duke, those blue lights. You still see them?”


He didn’t answer right away, I took that as a sign
he was being serious about the situation. “Barely. I think they’re going away
from us.”


“Good. What I want is to keep in the middle of the
road, got it? I will be driving slowly. You tell me to steer left,” I
pointed toward my door. “Or right,” I pointed to the passenger door. “You
understand?”


“I think so.”


“Good. If I’m about to drive off the road, tell me
to stop.”’


There was the sound of his tail thumping on the
seat. “This will be fun!”


“Focus, please.” Yanking the transmission selector
all the way past Drive into low gear, I hovered my left foot over the brake
pedal. In low gear, I hopefully wouldn’t need to hit the brakes, since the red
glow of those lights would illuminate our position, and hurt Duke’s night
vision.



 

We actually did fine. At
first. The Jeep was going maybe five, ten miles an hour, with the engine
whining in low gear. My hands wanted to have a crushing death grip on the wheel
but I forced myself to hold on with only my fingertips, feeling for every
ripple in the road surface through the Jeep’s tires. Then I heard the gravel on
the side of the road, as the left front tire went off the road and I heard the
tire crunching from my window. Jerking the wheel to the right, I scolded the
dog. “Duke! We almost ran off the road.”


“Sorry. It’s dark, and I’m not used to doing this.
The clouds covered the moon.”


“Should I turn the lights on?”


“No, I’ll do better. Uh, the road turns to your
side up ahead. Is it OK if I stick my head out the window?”


“Will that help you see better?”


“It will be more fun,” he insisted.


“Then, no. Please focus.”



 

We made the left turn successfully, still creeping
along, and I relaxed just a bit. Until-


“Left! Left left left-”


Wrenching the wheel, I tapped the brakes just as
the front tire ran off the road, and the Jeep lurched downward in that
direction. The left front tire was sliding into a ditch and I stood on the
brakes, the Jeep lurching to a stop. “Duke, what the hell?”


“Sorry. I saw a squirrel.”


“A squ- Oh my G-”


“Oooh, no, maybe it’s a raccoon! I think. Definitely a rodent. I’ll go check.”


“No,” I exploded at him, my headache stabbing into
my brain. “You stupid-”


Too late. The Jeep rocked as the dog leapt out the
window, and calling him was no use. Damn it, what the hell was I thinking,
asking a dog to guide me? “Duke?” I called out softly, squeezing my eyes
tightly shut against the pain. Louder, I demanded, “Get back here, you stupid mutt.”


Maybe that was not the best way to encourage him
to obey. “Duke? I’m sorry. I have treats. Please come back.”


Shutting off the engine, I could hear rustling in
the underbrush as something crashed through the shrubs that lined the ditch.
“Duke, you come back here right-”


Uh oh.


Frantic barking followed by abrupt silence.


I knew that sound.


And the smell. I knew that smell.


“Oh, I can’t believe you-”


There was more crashing in the underbrush next to
my door, and the smell became overpowering, accompanied by a choking sound.


“Duke, are you all
right?”


“What do you think? I am not all right.”


“Why did you-”


“This is all your fault,” he choked.


“Me? What did I-”


“Mister Skunk did not want to be my
friend.”


“You are kidding-” I groaned. “All I said is maybe
you should-”


“You told me maybe Mister Skunk would be my
friend. That’s the last time I listen to you about anything.”


“Listen, I’m sorry,” I tried to salvage what I
could from the situation. “Can you see, or did you get blasted in the face?”


“No, it did not get me in the face. I wouldn’t
fall for that trick again, I’m not stupid, you know.”


“That’s, uh, great,” I bit my lip so I didn’t say
what was in my head. “We still need to get out of here.”


“Good idea. Lights came on in that house. I think
the people there are really mad.”


“What house?” My hands tensed on the wheel.
Vaguely, I could see a lighter gray area in front of me. 


“The house just behind the trees.”


“We need to get out of here.”


“Can you get this stink out of my fur?”


“Yes, but not now.”


“When?”


“Later.”


“I smell bad now,” he declared with
inescapable logic.


“Please,” I reached over, fumbled for the door
handle, and got the passenger door open. “Get in.”


He jumped in, and I had the delightful experience
of reaching across him to yank the door closed. The skunk had blasted him on
his right side, so although the stench in the car was awful, I didn’t get any
of the oil on myself directly. Hopefully.


“Let’s try this again, OK?”


Backing up, I was actually kind
of pleased to see my vision filled with a soft gray glow, as the backup lights
reflected off trees on the other side of the road. “Is the car pointed straight
along the road?”


“Yes. Oh, it stinks in here. I should get out.”


“Do not do that! Stay in the car, please.”


“It stinks in here,” he insisted. “My nose is very
sensitive, you know.”


Putting the Jeep in low gear, I let my foot off
the brake and we crept along again.


“Wait, stop,” he said with a low menacing growl.


“What is it?”


“Another rodent. They are everywhere
tonight. I need to-”


Tapping the brakes, and reaching over to grab hold
of his collar, I turned to look at him, though I couldn’t see anything. “Duke,
I really, really need you to not be a dog for a while, OK?”


“What does that mean?”


“If your instincts tell you to do something, don’t
do it.”


“Do you follow your instincts?”


“Not all the time. You have to
use judgment to-”


“Why are my instincts wrong? Is it because
I’m a dog? That is a hurtful thing to say.”


“Oh for- Listen, do your instincts help us drive
this car?”


“Um, no,” he admitted.


“All I’m saying is, we need to,” I had to pause to
catch my breath, the smell was making my eyes water. That actually
helped my vision somehow. “Get down the road a ways,
then we can pull over and stop. That’s it. We wait. For Gisele and Macarius.”


“Will they get the stink out of my fur?”


“Yes. Just, not right away.”


“Will they have treats?”


“Uh, sure.”


“You don’t sound like you know.”


“There will be plenty of treats. Please, just
guide me for a while longer. We’re looking for a store on your side of the
road.”


“How will I know which place is the store?”


That was a good question. “There is a statue of a
bear on the road in front of the store.” That detail I remembered, because I
didn’t think of Ohio as being heavily populated by bears. “A bear looks like a big
dog, OK?”



 

By the time we reached the store, I could see well
enough to guide the Jeep into the parking lot on my own, using the vague glow
of the floodlight on the front of the building. In case the store had a
security camera, I parked in the far end of the lot, figuring any camera would
only cover the front door. The thick front tires still bumped over a curb I
didn’t see, it’s a good thing I wasn’t driving a regular type of vehicle.
Turning the Jeep off, I got out and told Duke to follow me, we walked around
the back of the store. From my memory, the place had only one level, not an
apartment above where the owner lived. It was a small, local place, likely not
opening until seven in the morning. We had just settled down to wait when Duke
snorted. “Someone’s coming. I see blue lights again.”


He was right. Even I saw the blue lights, though
to me they were just a blur as the cruiser roared by in the opposite direction.
Thankfully, the car didn’t slow as it passed us. It helped that before I backed
the Jeep out of the abandoned home site where we found the portal, I had smeared
mud on the four bullet holes that peppered the passenger side rear door. Mud on
a Jeep would not attract the attention of law enforcement, but bullet holes
certainly would. The Jeep’s grill had a shallow dent where it had struck a bad
guy, but that dent wouldn’t be noticeable at night. The blue light dimmed as
sound of the cruiser faded away.


“That was close,” I shuddered.


“Yup,” Duke stood and shook, his collar jingling.


“Where are you going?”


“There’s a trash can over there, it might have
something I can eat.”


“Do not mess with that trash can!”


“Why not? I’m hungry.”


“How can you eat, when you smell like
that?”


“I’ll power through. It’s a dog thing.”


“It must be. Just stay here, please.”


Too late. The dog was a vague darker moving object
in the darkness, I reached for his tail and missed. Before I could call him,
there was a Yip of pain. “What happened? Duke, are you OK?”


He licked my face. “I stepped on something. Help
me.”


“Sure, Buddy. Where is it?”


“My paw,” he whimpered.


“Yeah, I, figured that. Can you show-”


He laid a paw in my open palm.


“OK, I’m going to feel around with my fingertips,
I can’t see anything.” He yelped when I felt something hard in one of the paw
pads. “Sorry, Buddy. That feels like,” my index finger traced the object. “A
staple.”


“Who leaves a staple lying on the ground?”
He was indignant.


“It was close to a trash can.”


“That is just irresponsible. Anyone could have
stepped on it!”


That would have been a bad time to remind him that
people wear shoes, so I said nothing about that. “I’m going to pull it out
now,” I got a fingernail under the staple. “This is gonna hurt for a second.
Are you ready?”


“Wait, I- Ow!” he jerked the paw away but I hung
onto it.


“Stop moving.”


“You tricked me.”


“It had to be done. Hold still, you’re probably
bleeding. Do not set your paw on the ground, it could get infected.”


He whimpered and leaned against me, while I dug
out of a pocket the little plastic first aid kit from the RV. We hadn’t needed
it, as Isabel used a much better kit from the Jeep. In the dark, and being half
blinded, I had to feel for the tube of antibiotic ointment. “Keep your paw off the
ground for a while, OK?”


“I will.” He flopped across my lap, laying his head
on my chest. That close, the skunk smell was even worse. “Thank you.”


“It’s what you do, when you’re in a pack,” I told
him what I thought he wanted to hear. “You feel better now?”


“I’m still hungry,” he lifted his head to look in
the direction of the trash can.


 “Look,” I
reached into a pocket. Since I started living with a dog, my pockets always
contained plastic poop bags, and some sort of treats, usually biscuits. “Here,”
my hand held a gravy-basted biscuit. “Try this.”


He crunched it, swallowing as fast as he could as
usual. “Hmm.”


“You like it?”


“It tastes like skunk,” he stuck out his tongue.


“Sorry about that,” I told him, though it was a
hundred percent his own fault.


“You got another one?”


“You said it tasted like skunk, and you
want more?”


“I’m a dog.” My vision was improving, because I
could vaguely see him staring at me. “We’re not picky whiners like humans are.”


“Hey, have another, if you can stand it.”


He ate another, but didn’t want a third one.


“Uh, you’re not hungry?”


“I am hungry, but I don’t want to ever hate the
taste of those biscuits. I can wait, I guess. Ah,” he groaned, settling down on
the ground. “I have regrets.”


“That you didn’t learn a lesson from the first
time you messed with a skunk?”


“No,” he stared at me, I got the impression he
couldn’t believe how dumb humans could be. “I regret that I still don’t
know what a skunk tastes like.”



 

I resolved to get up and try driving again. My
vision had improved to being able to see the outline of a blob, where the Jeep
was parked at the far end of the parking lot in front of the store. That was
with my left eye, my right only perceived light and dark gray. Driving at that
point would not be the smartest idea, it might also be my best option. Holding
the phone right in front of my face, I could see the time if I stared at it
long enough. Forty minutes had passed since the call with Mike. There was no
point to me calling again, he would contact me when he could, and back when he
gave me the phone he told me not to use it often, in
case the bad guys were tracing cellphone signals. A lot of things could have
gone wrong to delay them. Mike was injured and likely in shock. Isabel had
gotten shot in the leg, I didn’t know how badly but she had bled through her
makeshift bandage. Gisele had a sprained or possibly broken ankle. Macarius’s
right wrist was broken, somehow he was managing to
drive, according to Mike. The Egyptian knight could have driven them off the
road, or they could have been stopped by a police roadblock, or the bad guys
followed the truck and set up an ambush. It could be something simple, like not
being able to find another vehicle they could steal at that late hour.
Regardless of the reason, Mike hadn’t called, and remaining close to the portal
site was a bad idea. If the vehicle I had seen driving past was a county
sheriff, the deputy probably knew the area well and would know the parking lot
of that store should be empty at that late hour. After patrolling where my gunshots
might have been reported and not finding anything, a sheriff might come back to
investigate the Jeep. “Duke,” I patted his head and stood up. “Let’s go.”


He yawned and shook when he stood up. “Are we
getting something to eat?”


“Uh, not yet.”


“Are you cleaning the stink off my fur?”


“Not right now. We need to move from this place,
the police might come back. That was the blue lights we saw.”


“Oh. Whew, I think this smell has gotten worse.”


It had gotten worse, and I was breathing through
my mouth so I didn’t inhale the awful stuff. It made my mouth tingle, and I was
resigned to throwing away my leather jacket and buying new clothes. The Jeep
was a rental, I knew that from a sticker on the rear bumper. No way could Mike
and Isabel return it, so it was probably best to burn the thing and pay the
insurance deductible. Whatever. We could worry about that later.


Driving slowly, with the headlights on, I was able
to stay on the road, with Duke warning me of turns in advance. About a mile
down the road we came to a crossroads and I turned
west, toward where I hoped Mike was coming from.


A minute later, the phone in my pocket vibrated.
The first time, I fumbled with the icons and ended the call. Mike called back.
“Matt, where are you?”


“On the road.”


“You’re able to drive?”


“Sort of. I am going twenty miles an hour, but I’m
a couple miles away from the portal site. A police car drove past while I was
parked, haven’t seen any cars on the road since then. Mike, I shouldn’t be
driving, if I get pulled over I’m in big trouble.”


A pause, while I could hear him talking with
someone. “Find someplace to pull over, and I’ll walk you through sharing your
location. We’ll come get you and I’ll drive the Jeep.”


“About that. There’s a complication.”


I heard him sigh before he responded. “You crashed
it?”


“No, but Duke got into an argument with a skunk.”


“He what?”


“The interior stinks, no way to get it cleaned.”


“Why did he- I don’t care,” he sighed. There was
some talking in the background, a woman’s voice, then, “Find a place to pull
over and we will, do, something.”



 

Fifteen minutes later, they arrived in what looked
like a church van.


It was a church van.


“You stole from a church?” I couldn’t believe it,
and I had stolen a lot of vehicles.


“We didn’t have a lot of options on short notice,”
Mike grimaced as he carefully got out of the van, pressing a hand to his
ribcage.


Macarius waved at me from the driver seat.
“Kazimir, you are not well?” His voice was strained.


“Never better. How are you?”


“I am,” he bit his lip. “Powering through.”


“Yeah, there’s a lot of that going around
tonight.”


“Ohhhhh,” Mike backed away from the Jeep. “You
weren’t kidding. How did the dog get attacked by a skunk?”


“It was his fault,” Duke insisted. “Kaz
said I should try to make friends with Mister Skunk.” Mike and Isabel had briefly
been introduced to the talking dog back at the mound site, the agents seemed to
have processed the concept since then.


“Listen, it’s a long story, can we just go,
please?” I pressed fingers to my temples. “The headache is making me nauseous.”


“If you have to puke,” Mike pointed at the Jeep’s
passenger seat. “Do it in there. I won’t even notice the smell.”


“What’s the plan?”


“We were getting the hell away from here,”
Mike shook his head slowly. “Now we can’t do anything until we get you and your
dog cleaned up. I’ll need to ditch the Jeep, burn it, and report it stolen.”


“Sorry about the skunk,” I patted Duke’s head, and
opened my door to get out.


“Ah,” Mike gave a weary shrug. “We couldn’t return
it with bullet holes anyway. Once we get you cleaned up, you can borrow some of
my clothes,” he sniffed and pointed to the back of the Jeep. “Unless they also
smell like skunk. We have a jet, we will fly out of here and get medical
treatment for-”


“You guys can leave,” I shook my head which was a
bad idea, as it made the pain in my head even worse. “I need to stay here.”


“You need to get away from here now. This
whole area will be saturated with law enforcement. And the Order will certainly
send more operatives, it’s too dangerous for-”


“I can’t leave here, not yet. There’s a
complication.”


“Another complication?” His mouth dropped
open. “Is this always going to be a thing with you?”


“Uh, yeah, probably. Listen, I got the portal
closed, but something came through.”


“A monster,” Duke shuddered, his lips quivering. “Two
monsters. One had a hairy, scaly arm with big claws.”


“We killed those. Killed one of them, a
sort of big salamander. The thing that tried to reach through the portal never
made it through, before I sealed it off.”


Mike sighed. “Do we need to clean up the site?”


“Nah, everything that came though dissolved into
dust when it died.” He didn’t look surprised when I told him that. “Someone
would need to know what they’re looking for. It’s an abandoned construction
site, I doubt if anyone has been there for months. Leave it alone and no one
will notice.”


“Then what’s the problem?” He looked both ways
along the road, checking for traffic.


“Something else came through from the Nether,
before I got there. At least one. I only got a glimpse of it in the sky. Looked
like a,” I was embarrassed to say it aloud. “A dragon.”


“A dragon? Like, a dragon?” Isabel gasped
from the passenger seat of the van. “Mike, we have to call this in.”


“I know.”


“Wolfe is right, we can’t leave the area.”


“I know,” Mike held up a hand, irritated.
And in pain, gritting his teeth. “Kazimir-”


“Call me Kaz, please,” I said, because right then
I was focused on what was truly important.


He ignored me. “Do you know how to track a
dragon?”


With a shrug, I told him, “Unless it involves
using a bag of Purina Dragon Chow as bait, I have no idea.”


He cursed under his breath. “Right. We clean up
this,” he wrinkled his nose. “Mess, first. Isabel, we need to call in a team
doctor.”


“Annie won’t like that,” she said.


“There is nothing about tonight she will enjoy
hearing, we’ll deal with it.”


“Hey!” Duke pawed at Mike’s leg. “I’m hungry.”


Mike sighed. “Annie is just gonna love
hearing we now have a talking dog with us.”











CHAPTER TWO



 

Sheriff’s Deputy Aaron Michaelson waved his
flashlight at the state trooper SUV that came racing down the road toward the
old Indian mound, he directed it to stop before the heavy vehicle ran over the
crime scene. “Hey,” he said to the trooper in the driver’s seat. “Park over
there, we’re still taping off the area.”


“Thanks,” the state police sergeant leaned his
head out the window, peering at the burned out RV that was lying on its side in
the road, illuminated by a single floodlight. More floodlights were scattered
along the road, shining on prone bodies, with a cluster of lights over near the
old Indian mound. “Got any idea what happened here?”


Michaelson shook his head. The quick, frantic
recon of the site he had performed with Corporal Rivera had revealed a chaotic
mess. Including a burned-out RV on its site in the road, bodies riddled with
bullets, and two dead by other means. One appeared to have been struck by a
car, though none of the vehicles on scene showed signs of impact damage, and
the body was far from the RV. The weirdest thing Michaelson had seen was a dead
guy’s head apparently bashed in by a log that had shattered on impact. How had
that happened? Unless the log had been dropped from a helicopter, and the dead
guy had the worst luck of all time, that incident couldn’t be explained. He
suspected the crime scene investigators would be scratching their heads about
what to write in the report.


“Hell of a firefight, that’s all I know,”
Michaelson said with a shake of his head. As the low man on the totem pole,
deputy Michaelson had been detailed to direct traffic, though he had been the
second law enforcement officer on the scene. The corporal who got there first had
ordered Michaelson to set up a roadblock, not allowing anyone out. That was before
flashlights showed several vehicles had driven across the farm field, making a
roadblock useful only to keep away curious local sightseers. “Your lieutenant
is over there,” he pointed the flashlight at a pair of state troopers who were
standing over a body in the road.


“Thanks,” the trooper said again as he stepped out
of the SUV and settled a wide-brimmed hat on his head. “There’s supposed to be
a helicopter overhead soon, got any place for it to set down?”


“I don’t know about a helicopter,” Michaelson
admitted. “There’s a field just beyond the tree line over there.”


The trooper directed his own flashlight in that
direction. “Someone probably needs to check if the ground is soft, or if there
are powerlines in the way. I’ll get someone to look at it.”



 

After directing three more cars to parking spaces,
the deputy was itching to do something useful. “Corporal,” he called to his
nominal superior. “Uh, there’s supposed to be a helo coming in, should I check
the field to see if it can support the weight?”


“Good idea,” came the reply. “Don’t go too far, I
hear we have Feds on the way,” the last part was spoken with the enthusiasm of someone
anticipating dental surgery.


“I’ll be sure to give the Feds a cordial welcome.”


Michaelson stepped carefully through the
underbrush between road and field, avoiding the tracks where at least two
unknown vehicles had driven through. Someone had quickly photographed the tire
tracks; the crime scene team would get impressions later. Out from under the
trees, he looked up at the low clouds, catching only fleeting glimpses of the
moon. It occurred to him, while tapping the dirt with the sole of his shoes,
that he had no idea how firm a surface was needed to support a helicopter. He
knew they had skids, but those skids looked narrow, would they sink right into
the ground? The last thing he wanted was for a state police helicopter to get
stuck in the mud, or roll to one side and flop over, snapping off the spinning
blades to scythe through the air. The thought made him shudder. He had only
been on the force for five months, so far that night was the only exciting
thing that had happened in his brief career, and-


A faint blur of movement from his left made him
spin around. He hadn’t actually seen anything, just a
vague impression of something moving in the darkness. One hand on his holstered
sidearm, he swept the flashlight slowly right to left, seeing nothing but-


“You,” a deep male voice called from behind him. “Who
are you?”


“What the f-” Michaelson inhaled, spinning around


A guy was standing in the field, twenty feet away.
A weird guy, wearing a medieval costume including a kilt, shiny metal armor on
his torso and arms, a fancy red vest, and he held a sword.


A sword. The weapon was pointed away from
the man, held toward the ground, its blade glinted from the floodlights coming
from beyond the tree line.


“Hey,” Michaelson tugged his service weapon upward
a half inch, making sure it could smoothly clear the holster. “What are you
doing here? Sir, this is a crime scene, you need to clear the area. Hey!” he
added as the guy took a step forward. “I said, don’t come any closer.”


“I am Eadric of Sussex,” the guy spoke in a deep
voice, holding the sword outward and across his chest. “I do not recognize
you,” he said as he continued to advance steadily. “Or this place,” looking
toward the floodlights, he shielded his eyes with his free hand. “It is strange.”
He stiffened as another car came down the road, headlights bobbing up and down,
his jaw dropping open. “What year is this?”


“What year?” 


Recovering his composure, the man jabbed a finger
at Michaelson. “I am Eadric of Sussex and you will answer me. Where are my
servants? Where is the wizard? Bring me to him, peasant.”


“Wizard? Sir, this isn’t a game. Please,
stop where you are,” the deputy took a step backward. “Corporal!” He released
the gun to use his radio. “I got some guy here, dressed up for a costume party,
he-”


The cosplayer raised the sword with a roar and
charged. Michaelson backpedaled, tripping over a clod of dirt and fell to
sprawl on his back. He rolled quickly to one knee, reaching for his pistol
before he heard the voice of the sheriff in his head. Don’t do anything that
I won’t want to see splashed all over the internet, the sheriff had warned
on Michaelson’s first day. Shooting an obviously mentally ill guy in a
cornfield would not be a good look for the department. Releasing his grip on
the gun, he swapped the flashlight to the other hand and pulled his Taser.


“Stop! Don’t-” Too late, the enraged guy was
almost on top of him, sword poised to strike. Where to aim? His training had
not prepared him to Tase an opponent who wore armor on his chest, arms and over
his shins. The only exposed skin was the guy’s knees below the kilt or tunic,
or whatever costume he was wearing. The deputy took a split second to aim
carefully before pressing the trigger. The Taser fired, the barbed darts
striking the assailant on the inside of the left knee and the guy spasmed
immediately, sword jerking away into the dirt instead of at Michaelson. The guy
who called himself ‘Eadric’ sank to his knee, flinging out his free hand to
catch himself.


That happy circumstance lasted only a moment.
Though the sword’s tip was stuck into the ground and the Taser was still
pouring voltage into the wires, the cosplayer guy stiffened, regaining control
of his muscles. Lurching upright, he swept the sword around, severing the wires.
Staggering to his feet, he yanked the darts from his leg.


Who the hell DOES that, the deputy’s mind
screamed silently as he kicked backwards, staggering to his feet and running
back several steps. The assailant must be on powerful drugs, that made him very
dangerous. To hell with this. Casting the Taser away, he drew his service
weapon. Do not shoot the crazy person, he reminded himself. The sheriff
wouldn’t appreciate seeing the headline ‘Rookie Deputy Kills Mentally Ill Suspect’.
Keeping the muzzle of the pistol aimed at the ground in front of the attacker’s
feet, he shouted in what he intended to be a tone of authority but his voice
cracked. “Stop! Stop right there!” He cringed when ‘there’ ended in a squeak.


Eadric or whatever his real name was froze, the
sword held crosswise in front of him. A defensive posture, if the sword
handling Michaelson had seen in movies was accurate. The guy stared at the
pistol. Yeah, Michaelson thought, you know I’m not playing around now. Taking a
calming breath, he spoke slowly. “Drop the sword in front of you, then get on
your knees. Do it slowly. Do not-”


What the f-


The guy spun and ran.


“Uhhh-” Should he shoot? No. The headline ‘Deputy
Shoots Mentally Ill Suspect In The Back’ would end his career. “Hey!
Freeze! Come back here!” He took two steps-


And fell, his feet tangled in the wires of the
Taser. The flashlight bounced out of his hand, his focus on not losing his
service weapon. By the time he got to his feet, disgustedly kicking away the
wires, and retrieved the flashlight, the guy was disappearing into the woods.


“Michaelson!” Corporal Rivera barked, his
voice not cracking with strain. “What the hell is going on?” The Corporal’s
flashlight shone on the ground. “Is that your Taser?”


“Yes, it-”


“For Christ’s sake, Deputy,” Sheriff Larkin
growled from behind Rivera, and Michaelson’s heart sank. “The Feds are on the
way here, and you are screwing around?” He frowned when he saw the Taser on the
ground. “You discharged your Taser by accident?”


“N-no, Sheriff. There was a guy, he,” Michaelson
waved toward the woods. “There was a guy here.”


“Was? You missed the shot?”


“No, Sir, I got him in the leg.”


“Deputy, if you hit him, he would be here.”


“He cut the wires with a sword,” Michaelson stated
before his brain could stop his mouth.


“A sword? You mean a big knife?”


“No, Sir. A sword. A real sword, like in Game of
Thrones.”


“Deputy,” Sheriff Larkin pointed to the floodlit
crime scene. “I have a crime scene covered in shell casings from a firefight.
With guns, not swords. I do not have time for this shit.”


“Sheriff, I swear,” Michaelson held up a hand like
he was swearing on a Bible, forgetting that hand still held his pistol. Embarrassed,
he holstered the weapon. “This guy had a sword that had to be three feet long. Armor,
like a metal chest plate, and those things on his arms, they’re called ‘greaves’?”


“Greaves?” Larkin raised an eyebrow.


“They’re for,” Michaelson held a forearm across
his chest, “blocking sword thrusts, Sir. I think.”


“Deputy,” the Sheriff glanced back to the road as
another set of headlights appeared. “Tell me what you know. Keep it simple.”


“I came out here to check if the ground was too
soft for a helicopter,” he paused, hoping his initiative would be recognized,
but Larkin frowned impatiently. “A guy was here. Male.”


“We understood that,” Rivera made a ‘hurry up’
gesture.


“Mid twenties to early
thirties,” Michaelson stuck to the facts. “He had a thick beard. Long brown
hair. Five eight, one eighty. He was dressed in a costume, some medieval thing.
A kilt, armor like I said, red vest.”


“You’re serious about this?” Larkin asked. “Is
there a Renaissance festival going on?”


Rivera answered. “Not in this county. It’s not the
time of year for that.”


“I don’t think he was right in the head,”
Michaelson tapped his temple. “He asked me which year this is. Then he demanded
I bring him to the wizard.”


Larkin snorted. “You told him this isn’t Oz?”


Michaelson bit his lip, wishing he’d thought of
that joke. “He’s either got a screw loose in his head, or he’s doped up on
something. I hit him in the knee with the Taser and he went down for a moment.
Then,” the deputy swept an arm in front of himself. “He sliced the wires with a
sword, and pulled out the darts. I drew my service weapon and ordered him to
freeze, but he ran. I,” he looked away. “Didn’t think shooting him in the back
was a good idea.”


“You got that right,” the sheriff agreed. “Do you
think he’s dangerous? I’d prefer not to put out an APB about a lunatic running
around with a sword.”


“He became agitated when I wouldn’t answer his
question,” Michaelson said. “Out here, the drugs might wear off before he gets
anywhere.”


“He discharged his Taser, so we have to file a
report,” Rivera reminded his superior.


“We do,” Larkin looked back toward the road seeing
a state police incident response van was arriving. The crime scene was no
longer under his control. He stomped a foot on the ground. “This feels solid
enough to me. All right, Michaelson, get back to the road. Write up a report
about the incident. That guy attacked a law enforcement officer, we need to
protect the public.”


Michaelson nodded, and bent down to pick up the
Taser. “He needs drug counselling.”


“Either that, or a psych eval.”



 

We had to wait for a Walmart to open, to get fresh
clothes for me and Mike, and supplies to clean the skunk smell out of Duke’s
fur. Since by that time, both Mike and I smelled almost as bad as Duke did,
Isabel took the church van and had to limp into the store for us. The bullet
wound to her leg wasn’t as bad as it had looked to me, she said it just grazed
her thigh, but had torn away a flap of skin that bled profusely. She would have
a scar unless she could get treatment from a very good doctor, that sounded
like it wasn’t something she cared about right then.


Mike and I, and Duke, didn’t go to Walmart. We
waited in the parking lot of a hiking trail, and with the passenger side of the
Jeep close to bushes. That concealed the bullet holes, though the stink of
skunk was sure to attract attention. While we hid in the woods, another car came
into the parking lot, an elderly guy taking his dog for a walk. The guy and the
dog went away up the trail, and didn’t see the three of us hiding in the woods.


“Hey Mike,” I could barely keep my eyes open, so I
leaned back against a tree. “I’m gonna rest for a minute, OK?”


“Sure,” he patted the pistol he kept in a shoulder
holster. “I’ll keep watch. If I say move, you move, got it? No
arguments.”


Truthfully, with his banged-up ribs, I could move
a lot faster than him, even if my vision was still blurry. “No argument.” Five
minutes later, unable to sleep due to the combination of an adrenaline rush and
the headache that wouldn’t go away, and the distracting smell of skunk coming
from Duke’s fur, I sat up. “Mike, what’s your story?”


“Story?” He was watching the road through
binoculars, and didn’t look at me.


“Yeah. The bad guys, the Order you called them? They’re the Knights Templar?”


“They were. A long time ago.”


“So, who are you?”


He lifted the binoculars from his eyes, and looked
back at me. “I don’t know how much I’m supposed to tell you. Let’s leave the
details for later, agreed?”


“You have been searching for me, and you found me,
but you can’t tell me anything?”


“It’s not my call,” he explained.


“You’ve been looking for me because I’m a wizard,
this whole mess is about the existence of actual freakin’ magic, and you
think there is some kind of information too sensitive for me to know?”


“Kazimir, I told you,” he was getting irritated.
He had also been up all night, his chest had taken bullet impacts, and he was
stuck with a guy and a dog who smelled like skunk. It’s understandable that he was
losing patience with the situation. “It’s not my call. If you can’t sleep, I
suggest you think of a way to find that dragon.”


Taking the hint, I slumped back against the tree.



 

Mike heard the van before he saw it, and I ran out
with him as the stolen vehicle pulled into the parking lot and made a sharp
turn. Isabel tossed a plastic bag out the window for us, we got their two
duffel bags of special gear from the Jeep stuffed into the van, then the van
drove away. We walked through the woods to a stream, where it took an hour to
get the stink out of Duke’s fur and my hair. Then we changed into new clothes,
with Mike throwing a tarp over the Jeep’s driver seat. My headache was still
throbbing, Mike was having trouble taking deep breaths, and we did the best we
could. Duke, of course, complained about his breakfast being late. While Duke
and I walked through the woods to a road where Isabel, Macarius and Gisele were
waiting, Mike drove the Jeep into a field behind a line of windbreak trees, and
left some sort of timer device that would set the valiant vehicle on fire
within an hour. Because it was a Jeep, he had pulled the hinge pins to remove
the rear passenger door that had the bullet holes, we would toss that somewhere
else.


Anyway, enough talk about logistics. While she
waited, Isabel had applied vinyl tape over the church name on the side of the
van, and swapped the license plates for those of the Order truck they’d stolen.
Even injured, she kept a cool head. She drove for over an hour while Mike
checked on Macarius and Gisele, and I tried to sleep. No luck, I just couldn’t ignore
the pain in my head enough to relax. Duke did sleep on my lap, he was exhausted
from being awake most of the night. Also traumatized from getting a bath
again.



 

Somehow, we got to a motel, I don’t remember that
part. Apparently, I did fall asleep at some point, because I was awakened by
someone coming into the room. “Matthew,” I heard Mike say as he shook my
shoulder gently. “This is Doctor Gupta.”


“Huh? Wha?” I blinked stupidly. The clock on the
table between the beds showed it was past four in the afternoon. How had I
slept that long?


OMG.


The clock.


I could see.


My vision was only slightly blurry around the
edges, and my lids were gummy from being closed for a long time. It-


“Let me check your eyes, please,” the doctor
asked, as he sat on the side of the bed.


“N-” Though my eyes worked, my brain wasn’t a
hundred percent. Doctor? Who was this guy? “No. Work on the others first,” I
protested.


“He already has,” Mike told me, waving a hand in
front of my eyes. “Isabel, Gisele, Macarius, they are all going to be fine.
Doctor Gupta needs to check you now.”


“Uh, yeah,” I shaded my eyes from the dim light
that came through a gap in the drapes.


“How is your headache?” Gupta asked as he shone a
blindingly bright light in my eyes, which was super helpful.


“It was gone,” I grimaced and winced away
from the bright light.


He snorted. “Your sense of humor appears to be
intact.” The doctor ran me through a few vision tests, checked my blood
pressure, that sort of thing. Putting his instruments into a bag, he stood up.
“If he had a migraine,” he was talking to Mike rather than to me, “there is no
sign of it now. I suggest he get a good night of sleep.”


“I was doing that before you woke me up,” I swung
my feet onto the floor.


“Matthew,” Mike gave me a warning look. “I
will handle this.”


“Sorry, doc,” I gave him a thumbs up. “I’m just
grumpy. Thanks for checking on me.”


“You are fine. Your companions should go to a
hospital,” Gupta admonished.


“We will, if there are complications,” Mike
assured him.


“A car crash that serious,” the doctor wasn’t
dropping the subject. “Could cause internal injuries I can’t detect with this,”
he held up his bag and shook it.


“We understand. Can we,” he pointed toward the
door. “Talk about this outside?”



 

While he was outside, I used the bathroom, drank two
big glasses of water, and splashed cold water on my face. “What is going on?” I
asked as he came back into the room. “Is Gupta with you? An agent like you and
Isabel?”


“No. He’s a veterinarian.”


“An animal doc?”


“Look, we have to be
discreet. We paid him a lot of cash, enough that he will keep his mouth shut.”


“You’re sure about that?”


“Yes. He got into a bit of a substance abuse issue
a while back, and his license is suspended. He needs the money. We told him Macarius
and Gisele were in a car accident. Listen,” he added in response to my skepticism.
“We’ve done this before. Trust us.”


“What about you and Isabel?”


“All I need,” he patted his ribs gently. “Is
painkillers, rest, and time. I patched Isabel up myself, we both have field medic
training. She’ll need stitches.”


“You can’t do that?”


He snorted. “She prefers to wait for a real
doctor. We have a doctor flying in from, uh,” he glanced away, trying to decide
how much to say. “Europe.”


“You guys don’t have a doc on call on this side of
the Atlantic?”


“We are a small organization. Smaller,” he looked
straight at me. “Now that we lost people in Indiana.” 


“The two in the Yukon?” I guessed. If Mike was
with the people in the Mercedes that had stopped my truck, I was in big
trouble.


“Yes.”


“Sorry. Friends of yours?”


“I never met them,” he admitted. “Like I said,
we’re a small organization. Teams are isolated, so if any of us get captured,
the damage is limited.”


“I’m sorry about what happened. What did happen?”


“That team was following a tip about you. Actually, following intel that the Order had a lead on your location.
They were only supposed to observe and report, but we have standing instructions
to protect you. At all costs.”


“Because I’m a wizard?”


“You’re the only wizard, as far as we know.”


“How do you know that? If your organization is so
small, you can’t possibly cover the entire world.”


“We can’t. We don’t. What we really know is the Order
believes you are the only wizard. They have been desperate to find you for
years, and they have enormous resources compared to our group.”


“This doesn’t make any sense. If I’m the only
wizard, how did the Order open a portal?”


“We’re hoping you can tell us.”


“Yeah, I got nothin’, sorry.”


“How would you open a portal?”


“I have absolutely no idea. The whole concept of
portals is new to me.”


“You knew how to close a portal.”


“I didn’t. I guessed.”


“It worked.”


“It worked so well, I went blind. I seriously do
not know what I’m doing. Every time I use magic, it’s dangerous. Now I wish I
hadn’t smashed that old ceramic pot that Isabel found. If I could study the
thing, I might get a clue about how portals work. Azib told me-”


“Azib is the little green guy, the, genie?”
He asked with disbelief.


“He is. Uh,” I touched the amulet inside my shirt.
“You need to know that Azib is very powerful, and should always be treated with
the utmost respect,” I emphasized the word, looking straight at Mike. “If
you know what I mean.”


“I, uh, know what you mean.” He said that, but
there was considerable skepticism in his tone. Hopefully Azib didn’t pick up on
that, if the genie was listening. “Is he here now?”


“Azib?” I called. “Your Eminence?” No answer. Maybe
I needed to use magic on the amulet to wake him up. No. There wasn’t any magic
available around me. Or there was, and I couldn’t sense it. I shrugged. “He
gave me all the magical power he had back during the firefight.”


“Did he help you with the portal?”


“No, he, uh-” What I wanted to say was the genie had
been mostly useless, but maybe it wasn’t a great idea to insult a being of
unknown magical power. Also, he hadn’t been entirely useless. If Azib hadn’t
given me a boost of magical energy during the firefight, I would be dead. “Like
I said, he gave me everything he had, drained his energy. I would be dead
without him. Maybe all of us.” My intention had been to boost the genie’s ego,
so I could build up points to cash in later, if that worked with him. But as I
said it, I realized it was true. And if Azib really had taken a risk by
draining himself of power, why had he done it? He barely knew me, so what did
he want? Why did he care whether a portal opened or not?


There was too much I didn’t know about him. He
certainly did not appear to be super trustworthy. His story about why he spent
three thousand years trapped in a piece of jewelry was bogus. He hadn’t been
aware of the passage of time, so was he asleep in there? What is the real story
of why he had gotten stuck in there?


Was his captivity a punishment?


Or was he so dangerous, some wizard had locked him
away?


Thinking about that made the hair on the back of
my neck stand up.


“What’s his story?” Mike asked, pointing to the
amulet.


“We haven’t talked much about it.”


“You met an actual genie, and you didn’t
ask why he is here?” Mike couldn’t decide whether I was lying, or just stupid.


Holding up my hands, I told him, “We’ve been busy,
you know? He didn’t want to talk, I didn’t feel the time was right to push him
on it.”


“Uh huh. So, why is he helping you?”


Damn. Mike didn’t miss anything. “He doesn’t want
a portal opened. He’s the one who realized that’s what was happening, what, I
guess the Order, was trying to do. I was clueless about the whole concept. Why
were you there?” I wanted to take the initiative in the discussion, it
felt like he was interrogating me and that was making me angry. Hell, the whole
reason he was there was to protect me.


Oh sh-


Unless his team, his organization, didn’t want to
just protect me.


They wanted me. To control me.


They needed a wizard, but for what?


That wasn’t necessarily good news for me.


He shrugged. “We didn’t know you would be there,
if that answers your question. The portal thing is news to me also.”


“Maybe you can get him to talk,” I pulled the
chain over my head and held out the amulet toward Mike, as a distraction. He
took the chain, keeping the amulet away from touching him. My leather jacket
was draped over a chair next to the bed, Isabel had somehow arranged for a
drycleaner to get the skunk smell out of it. I could see my shoulder holster
there also. The Glock was there also, I hoped. “You got any gum?” I patted my
empty pants pockets. “It feels like something died in my mouth.” Standing up, I
made a show of stretching and casually dipped into a pocket of my jacket, pretending
to search for gum. The Glock was there. Mike, or whatever his real name was,
didn’t have a gun, he couldn’t conceal one under his T-shirt. Unless he had one
in an ankle holster, but I hadn’t seen one of those while we changed into our
new Walmart fashions after washing Duke.


Should I grab my pistol? No. The magazine could be
empty. Or Mike could have switched the bullets for blanks. Or just removed the
firing pin. Too much risk, while Mike was a few feet away from me. Whoever the
guy really was, he had serious training, I could tell by the way he watched me
without looking like he was watching. Busted ribs or not, I knew he could take
me in a fight, unless I used magic I didn’t have
access to right then. As I pretended to check another pocket, one side of his
mouth curled up.


He knew what I was doing. “You don’t trust us?”


Straightening up, I stared at him. “I don’t know
who ‘Us’ is.”


“You’ll find out.” The guy wasn’t afraid of me.
“Go ahead, check your Glock. Nice weapon, by the way.”


I didn’t move.


So he did, getting up from the chair and walking
to the window, pulling aside the curtain to look out.


With him out of reach, I slowly pulled my gun out
of the holster, removing the magazine. It was full. The ammo was not mine, Mike
must have reloaded from their own supply. “Thanks,” I set the pistol on the
bedside table next to me.


“Too bad we have to ditch
it. You know that?”


“I do,” I nodded. “I’ve had that for years, first
time I fired it at anyone was yesterday.” Looking at it, I saw all the scratches
I’d caused over the years. The pistol hadn’t done anything actually
useful until the day before, but it had given me a sense of security. “I
don’t have any emotional attachment to it, if that’s what you mean.”


“We’ll get you another. If you want.”


“I do. What’s next?”


“We have to find a dragon,” he frowned. “Before
any civilians find it.”


“Civilians?”


“You know what I mean.”


“I still have no idea how to find a dragon. Have
you checked the news?”


He pulled out his phone. “There haven’t been any
reports of a dragon perching on the roof of a house, if that’s what you mean.
We need your friend here,” he shook the chain, and the amulet swung around. “To
help us.”


“He won’t talk until he’s ready. So, how do we do
this?”


“We need transport.”


“Steal another car?”


“Not this time.” He set the amulet on the bed.
“Take a quick shower. If you can handle it, you and I need to go out.”



 

I showered quickly, it made me feel a hundred
percent better. When Mike got out of the shower, he got the pants on by
himself, but needed my help to put a shirt on over his head. The bruises where his
ballistic vest took three bullets were ugly, purple and yellow. “How did you
explain those to the doctor?”


“I didn’t.”


“Should you-”


“They’ll heal with time.” He grimaced as he tucked
the shirt in. “It’s happened before.”


“You might need an X-ray.”


“If I do, I’ll say I got kicked by a horse.”


“Three times?”


“I didn’t get the message the first two times,” he
said with a smile.


That made me laugh. It broke the tension. “Is
anyone coming with us?”


“Z- Isabel,” he caught himself. “Will stay here
with the knights,” he almost rolled his eyes at referring to Gisele and
Macarius by that term.


“Zisabel? Do you call her ‘Zizzy’?”


“I’d like to see you try that,” he forced a grin,
but knew he’d made a mistake.


“What’s her real name?”


“You don’t need to know right now, Matthew.”


“Is your real name ‘Mike’? You sound, Australian?”
I didn’t know then how much of an insult that was to a New Zealander,
especially a Māori.


“It’s ‘Mike’ to you, for now.”


“OK,” I held up my hands. “Let’s go.”


We walked down the road to a sketchy used car
dealership, one of those ‘Your Job Is Your Credit’ places. Before we stepped
onto the lot and got attacked by a sales guy, I asked, “Why are you buying
rather than just renting a car?” 


Mike cocked his head at me. “Can you tell me how
long it will take to find this dragon?”


“No.”


“Then it’s better to have a vehicle long-term.
Besides, rental companies tend to get upset about bullet holes.”


I could see that.



 

OMG.


He bought a Chevy Tahoe for himself. And a four
door Jeep, for me. He wanted to buy two regular SUVs, but I argued that we
might need to drive offroad to chase down a dragon. Really, I just think Jeeps
are cool and fun, and he knew it. The Jeep he bought had a hundred and forty
thousand miles on the odometer, needed new tires, and interior was seriously
just tired, splits in the cloth seats, trim pieces missing. It was perfect.
Somehow, he got the paperwork done and the money transferred by wire, while I sat
in the Jeep and made Vroom-vroom sounds. No, actually I
walked down the street to make an appointment to get new tires.


“Back to the motel?” He suggested, when the
paperwork was done, and the sales guy gave us the keys.


“Sure. I want to stop,” I pointed to a convenience
store. “To get a snack. I’m hungry.”


“I am too, but I’ll go into the store, you stay in
the Jeep.”


“Why?” I wasn’t insulted, just curious.


“Stores can have security cameras. We need to minimize
the chances of the Order getting a good look at you.”


“Oh, that. Don’t worry,” I reached into my shirt
and pulled out the locket that I wore on a chain. “This a glamour. It’s a kind
of, uh, I don’t know what you’d call it.” Lowering my voice, I made sure no one
was near us. “It’s magic. While I’m wearing this, as long as
it’s not depleted of energy, cameras can’t get a clear photo of me.”


“Holy-” He was stunned. “That explains why- Where
did you get that?”


“Sarah gave it to me. It didn’t work at first, I
had to learn how to use it. How to feed energy into it.”


“How does it work?”


“I have no idea.”


“That’s not very useful, for a wizard to not
understand the magic he works with.”


“Do you really know how your cellphone works?”


“Something about electricity and radio waves,” he
shrugged. “OK, I get your point.”


“I haven’t needed to know how it works.”


“What if it breaks?”


Turning it over, I held the back close to one eye.
“You can barely see it, but there’s a One Eight Hundred number to call for repairs.”


“You’re hilarious. Kaz, that explains why we
haven’t gotten a clear photo of you since you were around twelve years old.”


“Yeah. That and, I didn’t go anywhere a photo
could be taken of me. We moved around a lot, Sarah kept me out of school, she did
almost all of the shopping. It was for security, she
said.”


“It was also a problem. We didn’t know what you
looked like, other than using software to age the last photo was had. We might
have found you years ago, if you hadn’t used that glamor.”


“I can guarantee the FBI would have found me
before you. Or the Order. This thing,” I tucked the locket back in my shirt,
next to the amulet that contained Azib. “Kept me off the radar of law
enforcement.”


“Let’s keep it that way. I’ll go into the store to
get snacks.”


“Why? I told you, cameras can’t-”


“Cameras can’t get a clear image of you. They can
get a clear photo of me. Think, Kaz. You’re with us now, me and Isabel.
Also, the,” he rolled his eyes a bit. “Knights. You can be tracked now, by
tracking your companions.”


The blood drained from my face, I could feel my
skin growing cold. “Damn. I hadn’t thought of that.”


“You have a dog with you now also. At least you’re
not driving around in an RV.”


“Hey, that RV was great, when it was just me and
Duke.”


“The knights complicate
things. What’s the plan for them?”


“Plan?”


“We’ll talk about that later.”


“Mike, come on. Me not ever going into a store, or
a restaurant, is not practical.”


“Let me handle this one. I need to think about
this. It’s a risk.”


“Everything involves some level of risk.”


“I said, let me think about it.”



 


 

After he bought a bag of junk food, we drove back
to the motel, leaving the Tahoe there with Isabel, or whatever her real name was.
“What now?” I asked.


“We ditch the church van, get rid of the Jeep door
with the bullet holes, throw away the guns we used, including yours,” he looked
me straight in the eye. “Then you and I go find a dragon.”


“How?”


“If you don’t have a better idea, we go to where
you found the portal.”


“Track it from there?” I guessed.


“Something like that.”


“In that case,” I turned off the Jeep. “We need the
dog.”



 

Duke loved the new used Jeep, he sat in the back
sniffing the seats with such intensity, he didn’t even ask me to roll down a
window. We followed Mike while he drove the church van to a strip mall outside
of town and left it there. Before locking the doors, he wiped down the interior,
and left scattered on the floor a bunch of fast food wrappers and beer cans he
got from a dumpster behind the motel. The police would likely assume some kids
stole the van for a joy ride, and not spend a whole lot of taxpayers’ money on forensic
science to identify the culprits. He left the van with a full tank of gas, and removed
the vinyl tape and the license plates.


The guns we’d used in the firefight were taken
apart and went into a river, I did feel a pang of regret when my Glock splashed
and disappeared. It had to be done, the firefight at the mound was all over the
local news. It’s an awful thing to say, but the national news was preoccupied
by a freight train that derailed and dumped tank cars of crude oil that caught
on fire, requiring a town in Illinois to be evacuated. So, what the police
initially did assumed was a gun battle between gangs in rural Ohio, was not the
focus of national attention. Not yet, anyway.


I parked the Jeep a half mile from where I’d seen
the portal, and Mike gave me a Glock, a newer model. It worked the same, and it
fit into my shoulder holster. Then he opened a black plastic case. “Sniper
rifle,” he explained, inspecting it before closing the case and stuffing it
into a backpack.


“What caliber?” I hadn’t gotten a good look at the
barrel, or the separate suppressor.


“Seven six two,” he frowned. “How big is this
dragon?”


“I only got a glimpse of it, in the sky,” I said,
feeling less than useful. “Then it went behind a cloud.”


“You are absolutely certain the thing you saw
wasn’t a bat?”


“I’m not an idiot.”


“You had trouble with your vision at the time,” he
noted.


“That started later, when we got back to the
road.”


He didn’t look convinced. “Can you guess the size?”


“It wasn’t small.”


“Hell,” he grunted. “An actual dragon. I
might need a fifty caliber to bring it down.”


“How about a Stinger missile?” I suggested. “I’m
not joking,” I added after he raised an eyebrow at me.


“If we need an antiaircraft missile, we are in big
trouble.”


“We are in big trouble. What about this
‘Annie’? Can she get more hardware?” I felt like one of the cool kids referring
to weapons as ‘hardware’.


“Listen, kid, you-”


“I’m not a kid. I’m twenty three, and I’ve
been on my own since I was sixteen.”


“My bad. That was a stupid thing to say, Matt-
Kaz. This is freakin’ me out too, you know? We shouldn’t have mentioned Annie
when you could hear.”


“She’s your boss?”


“We can talk later, I promise. Let’s focus on
finding this,” he shook his head in disbelief. “Dragon, OK?”











CHAPTER THREE



 

“Damn it,” I stood up, brushing off my knees. “I
was hoping I was wrong.”


“Same here,” Mike agreed.


Any hopes that I had just seen a bat, or an
optical illusion, went out the window when we got to the portal site. In the
daylight, the abandoned construction site looked even more sad. The foundation
hole was filled with trash, and weeds were growing in the layer of mud that had
collected since work halted. Someone had tied a Teddy bear to a post, I guess
for good luck, maybe? The bear was a missing an arm, both eyes, and its fur was
faded to pink and gray.


None of that mattered. The depressing soggy
weather that had plagued the nation that Spring helped us, in that the ground
was soft. There were plenty of tracks in the mud around the foundation. Of
course, the tire tracks of the Jeep were easy to
see, along with my shoeprints, and marks from Duke’s paws. The dog had been
told to stay back, to avoid trampling anything we needed to see, so he was
joyously rolling in dead grass at the edge of the clearing. The salamander I
had killed was gone, other than a scorched outline where it had died. Its
tracks from the portal were not clear, it must have leapt through, the first
salamander track we found was six feet from where the portal had been. Grass
and weeds were matted down where the monster’s arm had flailed around, with
deep ruts in the soil where claws had gouged it.


The salamander and monster, whatever the hell it
was, were not news to me. Mike’s attitude toward me changed a bit when he saw
the scorched ground that marked where the salamander had disintegrated. Seeing
that confirmed I wasn’t just telling a story, or going crazy. That was good, I
guess, he looked at me with new respect. “How did you close the portal?”


“I just focused on making a gap in one sliver of
the circle. It shrank to maintain the integrity of its border, I think.”


“Smart. How did you know to do that?”


“It seemed like a good idea.” When he stared at
me, waiting, I added, “Magic that comes into this world has to obey the laws of
physics here.”


“Interesting.”


“You didn’t know that?”


“I don’t know much about magic. How did you know
about magic’s relationship to physics?”


“I figured it out, from what I saw. Like, when I
use intense magic, the air around me gets cold. I think that’s because I’m
pulling energy in the form of heat.”


“You can use heat from this world, to make
magic work?”


“No, I’m using some sort of magical essence,
vapor-”


“Vapor?”


“That’s not the right word. Sometimes, I can see
it, like a fog. What I said about physics, it’s still a guess.”


“How did you do it, though? Make a gap in the
portal?”


“It’s hard to explain. It’s like, I bend magical
energy to my will.”


“No incantations in Latin?”


“That might be the proper way to do it,” I
shrugged. “I’m kind of cooking without a recipe here. Do you guys, or Annie,
whoever you are, have books about magic?”


“If we do, I haven’t seen one.”


“The Order must know magic.”


He froze. “Why do you say that?”


“They opened a portal.”


“You have a point there.”



 

It took only another minute before we found it.
Found them. Tracks of something big. It looked sort of like tracks were
made by an ostrich, which as far as I know, are not native to Ohio. Three large
toes pointed forward, two toward the back. Of the two rear toes, one was much
larger than the other, and ended in a sharp claw, based on the deep mark in the
wet soil.


“There are more tracks over here,” Mike called,
waving to me.


The second set of tracks were larger. And
different.


“Two dragons?” I gasped.


“Looks like it. These are the front legs,” he
pointed to a set of prints that were closer together and blunt, like the
creature walked on its knuckles, or maybe the front claws retracted. Another
set that almost overlaid the first were farther apart, and pressed deeper into
the soil, matting the dead grass and weeds. There was only one back claw, not
two. Did two dragons come through the portal, and they were different
types of creatures? Mike straightened up with a frown. “Does this look like it
could be made by the thing you saw?”


“It could be. All I saw were wings like a bat, a
long body and a tail.”


“The tail made this,” he tapped a line, where the
grass was smoothed down between the footprints. Straightening up, his shoulders
slumped. “Two dragons. No way does the public not learn
about this. They could be sitting on the roof of the state capital building by
now. I need to call this in. We might need to completely change strategy.”


“How?”


“We, and the Order, have always operated in the
shadows. The Order has,” he corrected himself. “We’ve just been working
to stop them from, whatever they’re trying to do. Open a portal, like they did
here. The Order wants to keep the existence of magic a secret, even more than
we do.”


“Why?”


“The Order doesn’t want competition. We don’t want
the public to panic, like they will now,” he scuffed out one footprint with his
boot. “Help me here, we should at least erase-”


“Wait! Let Duke sniff the tracks.”


He lifted an eyebrow. “You think your dog can
track a dragon?”


“Better than you or I can. Besides, Duke is no
ordinary dog. Duke! Come here, please.” I called him.


He twisted, leaping off the ground from where he’d
been wriggling in the grass, scratching his back. Dried grass clung to his fur
and his tongue lolled out happily. Halfway to me, he got distracted, furiously
sniffing at something, walking away with his nose pressed into the ground.


“Duke! Stop, whatever you’re doing and come over
here.”


“But there is-”


“I’m sure that squirrel is fascinating, get over
here.”


“It’s not a squirrel. I don’t-”


“Here,” I snapped my fingers. “Now. Please.”


“Fine,” he huffed, taking one last deep
sniff, then reluctantly broke away to lope toward me. “What do you want?”


“Sniff this,” I pointed at the dragon tracks.


“OK,” he gave it a quick sniff. “What else?”


“Did you sniff it enough?”


“Enough for what?”


“To remember this dragon, if you smell it again?”


“This is a dragon?” The fur on his back
stood up, suddenly interested. “Cool!” he lowered his snout again.


“There was another dragon over there,” I urged him
to the first set of tracks.


He bounded over to sniff those tracks. “This one
is different.”


“Would you recognize them, if you sniffed another
place they walked?”


“Uh, you mean, can I tell these two from all the other
dragons around here?”


“Don’t be a smartass.”


“I have only ever smelled two dragons,” he stared
up at me. “Maybe they all smell like these.”


“Do I smell the same as Mike?”


“Of course not. I’m used to telling the difference
between people.”


“I get your point. OK, step back, we’re going to
cover up these tracks.”


“I could still smell them.”


“We want to prevent people from seeing this.”


He gave me a doggy shrug, and bounded back to
sniff the World’s Most Fascinating Squirrel. “Hold on,” I waved to Mike. “I
changed my mind.”


“What?” He had a foot poised to erase the dragon
prints.


“There is residual magic around here, I can feel
it. I’d like to try contacting Azib, so he can look at these tracks.”


“You think that’s a good idea?”


“I think he knows more about dragons than I do.”


“Go ahead.”


Part of me was irritated that Mike questioned
whether it was a good idea to wake up Azib, I mean, what did Mike know about
magic? That was stupid, the guy was just trying to protect me. He didn’t know
Azib, and he knew I didn’t know much about Azib. What I did know was
that Azib The Cowardly Genie had saved my life, even if he had helped me for
his own reasons. Whatever those were.


The magical energy around the portal site was
ragged but powerful. Chaotic. It did not flow in nice, easily graspable strands
of magical energy. What I expected was the energy field would be like fog,
slipping through my fingers. Instead, there were blobs of energy dancing
around, coming into existence and quickly fading out. Those blobs were thick, I
thought of them like magical Jell-O. The first time I hesitantly reached out to
let a blob brush past my fingertips, Mike interrupted me.


“What are you doing?”


OK, I must have looked silly, feeling for
something that was invisible to him. “I’m a mime, trapped in an invisible box.”


He cocked his head at me. “I’ve never seen a
wizard work before, you know?”


“Sorry. There is energy around us. I can see it.
Uh, you should step back.”


His head darted around, and he took two steps away
from me. “Why?”


“There is a big blob of the stuff moving toward
you. You’re safe! It slid in front of you.”


Pulling his arms tight to his side to occupy less
space, he asked, “You can see this stuff?”


“Only when I concentrate and, uh, extend my
senses. It’s hard to explain. Just, stay there. I’m going to try touching it.”


“Try? You haven’t done this before?”


“I’ve never seen magic so, concentrated. It’s
usually sort of a thick fog. Give me a minute, OK?”


He wasn’t happy, but he clamped his mouth shut. Duke
had walked away, following the scent of a squirrel or whatever, so I had peace
and quiet, no distractions. “Ow!” I jerked my hand back immediately.


“You OK?” Mike started
toward me, but I stopped him.


“Yeah. Stay there, OK? I wasn’t ready.” When two
of my fingertips brushed a blob of magical fog, energy, whatever, it had flowed
toward my hand, like water wicking into a paper towel. The energy gave me, it
was not exactly an electric shock. You know how if you touch a live wire, the
shock travels up your arm to your elbow? Magic didn’t work that way,
apparently. The feeling remained only where the blob had touched me. So, it was
more like a mild tingling on the surface. Though, flexing my hand, I felt it inside,
under my skin. It didn’t hurt, not exactly. It was just there, and my body knew
that sensation was wrong.


Holding my fingers up to my eyes, I could see a
faint glow clinging to them. What the hell, I thought, and pressed my fingers
to the amulet.


“Ah!” Azib popped into life in front of me. “So rude!”
His jaw stretched in a yawn.


“You were sleeping?”


“I was resting, you ignorant cretin.
Gathering my,” he yawned again. “Powers.”


“Uh huh. It just looks like you were asleep.”


“I was not,” he insisted, hands on his
hips.


“Your hat is squished like you slept on it.”


“I should kill you for your insolence.”


“Hey!” Mike reached out to grab the genie, who
darted away above my head. “Do not threaten the wizard.”


“Or what?” Azib looked down his nose.


“Mike,” I said. “It’s OK. Death threats are kind
of a thing with him.”


“You mock me?” Azib screeched, whizzing around my
head like an angry hornet.


“Of course not, Your Eminence. Can everyone just,
chill, please? Azib, we think these,” I pointed at the ground. “Are the tracks
of a dragon.”


He glanced down, then blinked at me. At least he
stayed in one place. “Why would you think that?”


“I saw a dragon. In the sky.”


“You know it was a dragon? You have seen many
dragons?”


“It looked like a dragon.” When he shook his head
sadly, I added, “It didn’t look like anything that belongs in this world.”


“Hmm,” he sniffed, and zipped down to look at the
first set of tracks.


“There are more tracks over here,” Mike gestured,
and stepped back to stay out of the genie’s way. 


Azib dipped low and set his feet on the ground.
Craning my neck, I saw he didn’t leave any impression in the wet soil where he
walked. What did that mean? Blades of grass moved aside as he stepped on them,
and they sprang back up. But when he stepped in mud, there was no mark, and his
shoes did not get dirty.


Magic is weird.


Zipping back over to the first set of tracks, he tugged
on his beard. “These tracks were not made by a dragon.”


“Another salamander?” I guessed.


“These tracks were made by a wyvern,” Azib
declared.


“A what?”


“I’ve heard that term,” Mike volunteered.


“What is it?”


He shrugged. “Some kind of, dragon?”


“It is not a dragon,” Azib sighed. “Why do
you speak, when you know nothing? Ah,” he waved a hand. “I suppose an ignorant
one like you might think it is like a dragon,” he conceded. “A dragon has four
legs,” he bent over to pantomime walking on all fours. “Dragons have wings on
their backs. A wyvern has two legs,” he stood up. “And two arms,” he
waved his hands above his head. “That act as wings.”


“So, it’s like a bat,” Mike suggested.


“It is not a bat.” Azib insisted, fuming.
“A bat is a little creature, smaller than a bird.”


“Mike is right,” I said. “A bat’s wings are its
arms, or front legs. Right?”


“Yes, ignorant one,” the genie glared at me. “A bat
does not have scales, or a long tail, and a bat is not larger than your vehicle,”
he pointed at the Jeep.


“OK, thanks.” Did the creature I’d seen have four
legs, or two? All I remembered was leathery wings, a long tail, and maybe two
legs, behind the wings? “How big is a wyvern?”


Azib looked at the first set of tracks,
considering. Bending, he traced one footprint with a tiny finger. “They can be
large. I do not know the system of measurements you use here.”


“I am two meters tall,” Mike stated. That would
make him six feet six, which was an exaggeration, I guessed the guy was six two
or three. Close enough. “This wyvern is bigger, longer, than me?”


“Can you tell from the size of its feet?” I asked.
“Or the stride length, or-”


Azib held up a hand. “If you will cease your
babbling, I might have time to think!” Walking back and forth, he examined the
tracks, looked at Mike, and back to the tracks. “Its
body is, perhaps twice your height.”


“Twelve feet, then,” Mike whistled.


“Yeah,” I agreed.


Azib stroked his beard. “Perhaps a bit less.”


“Ten feet, then,” I nodded. “Azib, what about the other
set of tracks?”


“That one is a dragon,” he declared.


“Great,” Mike shook his head. “Can you estimate
the size of that one?”


“No need. You cannot see for yourself?” Azib was
even more smug than usual.


I didn’t know what he meant, but Mike did. “Front feet
there, back feet there,” he paced off the distance. “That’s eight feet, give or
take?” He guessed. “Less than three meters. So, it’s not huge.”


“Big enough,” I walked from the front prints to
the rear ones. “Plus the neck, and the tail. Azib, do dragons breathe fire?”


He shook his head, but at least he didn’t look
disgusted by my question. “Not a little one such as this. Only when a little
one like this becomes a great dragon can it breathe fire. It takes many
centuries for a young one to grow into a great dragon.”


Mike knelt and pressed a hand into a dragon
footprint. “This thing isn’t heavy, not like the wyvern. The tracks here are
shallow. Azib? Great One,” Mike was learning how to deal with the genie. “Can
you tell us any more about these two?”


“I could tell you much.”


“Can you tell us where they went?” I asked, before
the genie wasted time with trivia.


“No. That is your job, wizard.”


Mike looked at me expectantly. “I got nothin’,” I
admitted.


He frowned again, squinting up at the sky. The sun
shone through a gap in the clouds to the west, but above us the heavy, dark
clouds hung low. “Unless your dog can track dragons in the sky, we are
out of-”


Duke had come back from following the scent trail
of whatever rodent had attracted his attention, and he was still sniffing at
something near the edge of the clearing. “What about it?” I asked him. “Can you
smell anything in the air?”


“I can smell this,” he snuffled at the
ground.


“That had better not be a skunk.”


“I don’t know what it is.”


“What?” That got my attention. Until then, I had
ignored his interest in whatever he was sniffing at near the trees. “Not another
dragon?”


Mike got there first. “No dragon.”


“A bobcat?” I guessed. It was 


“Bobcats have five toes front, and four toes on
their hind legs,” he pointed out. “What kind of cat has three toes both
front and back?”


“A grimlik,” Azib spoke beside my left ear,
startling me.


“Like a grimalkin?” Mike asked.


“I do not know that word,” Azib shook his head.


“It’s a cat from English or Scottish legend,” Mike
explained.


“I do not know these legends.”


“They were after your time,” I said to soothe the
genie’s ego. “Azib, so grimlik is a cat?”


“A sort of cat, yes. They are very fierce hunters.”


“Fierce like me?” Duke asked with a dopey grin.


“You are-” Azib started to say.


“Extremely fierce,” I assured the dog, with
a warning look at Azib. “Duke, you can track this grimlik thing?”


He jerked his head toward the woods, where the
land dropped off. If the house had been built and those trees cleared, the
property would have a decent view across a low stream valley to the fields
beyond. “I already followed it down to the stream.”


“It stops there?”


“It goes across.” His head drooped. “I stopped
because you don’t like me to get mud in the car.”


“In this case, you can-”


Mike unzipped his backpack, to take out the sniper
rifle case. “Duke, can you walk around the clearing, see if there are more
tracks we haven’t found yet? We know four beasties came through. I hope there
weren’t more.”



 

The dog didn’t find tracks of more magical
creatures. He did find a six pack of Budweiser so old, the label had turned
pink. And a Slim Jim, still in the tough plastic wrapper. “Do not eat that!” I
snatched the meat stick off the ground before he could get it. 


“Why not?” Duke demanded. “I found it, why should you
get to eat it?”


“Look at this thing,” I waved it in front of his
nose. “It’s gray and black and slimy.”


“It doesn’t smell good,” he agreed. “But-”


“You are not rolling in it either. No one is
eating it.” I was wrong about that, because as I held the slimy thing above my
head, Azib zoomed in and took it. “Hey! Do not eat that disgusting
thing.”


“The dog wants it,” Azib tore the wrapper with
surprisingly strong hands and bit into the end before I could run after him. “Oooh,
that is nasty,” he spat it out. “You call this food? You people are
barbarians.”


“Slim Jims barely qualify as food when they’re
fresh.”


Mike snorted. “When have you ever had a fresh
Slim Jim?”


“You know what I mean. Azib, Duke, listen, I
promise to buy, uh, beef jerky the next time we stop for gas. Please do not eat
that thing, OK? Can we focus on the problem?”


Azib tossed the slimy thing away into the
foundation of the unfinished house. “I do not know what we can do, unless you
can track a dragon, wizard.”


“We can track the cat,” Mike patted the
rifle. With another glance at the low clouds, he added, “Let’s stamp out these
tracks, and find the damned grimlik before the rain washes away the scent
trail.”



 

“What I don’t understand,” Mike handed the rifle
to me, as he balanced on a rock to cross the stream. “Is
how so many different creatures came through the portal so quickly? It was only
open less than an hour, so did the portal open into a zoo on the other
side?”


“Time flows differently in the Nether.” Azib said
from his perch on my shoulder as I gave the rifle back to Mike. “Even within
the Nether, time can sometimes flow at different rates, from one place to
another. The portal could have been open for days, even weeks on the other
side.”


“OK,” Mike pursed his lips. “That explains it.”


“We are extremely fortunate the portal was not
open longer,” the genie continued. “If word of a portal reached a god in that
area,” he shuddered. “There could have been serious trouble here.”


“We are in serious trouble,” I told him.
“Mike is right, one of those dragons could be sitting on a billboard next to a
highway right now. Someone will get cellphone video of them.” To avoid being
tracked by the Order, or the FBI, or whoever, Mike and I had removed the
batteries from our cellphones. Isabel was monitoring local news, and somehow
Annie was searching for social media posts that contained words like ‘dragon’. We
would know quickly when someone saw one of the dragons. We needed to find them
before anyone else did. Find both of them.


“I’m surprised it hasn’t happened already,” Mike
grunted.


“Mmm, dragons, and wyverns, all those
sort of creatures, they hunt at night,” Azib mused. “They must be
confused about this world. Frightened.”


Mike stopped walking, I saw his hand tighten
around the rifle. “What scares a dragon?”


“In the Nether, there are many foul creatures that
can kill a dragon, especially a young one. The reason there are few great
dragons is few of their kind live to such an age.”


“Are they territorial? Do they kill each other?”


“Yes, yes, of course.”


“Maybe we’ll get lucky, and one of them eats the
other.”


“Azib, you said the dragons,” we had agreed to
call the wyvern a ‘dragon’ for simplicity. “Will be confused and frightened.
Why?”


“Magic does not work here, not properly. The
senses they use for hunting in the Nether will not be effective. Everything is
different here, it is wrong. The length of the day is too short. The air smells
wrong. Even the color of the sky is not right.”


Mike and I looked at each other. I asked the
question. “What color is the sky in the Nether?”


“Blue. A more intense blue. Or purple.”


“Purple?” Mike raised an eyebrow.


“Sometimes red. It can depend on the mood of Samas.”


“Who?”


“Samas!” Azib shouted in my ear. “How can
you be so ignorant?”


“Much knowledge has been lost since your time,” I
muttered. “Please excuse our ignorance, Exalted One.”


“Hmmph. Samas, as you should know, as the people
of Babylon certainly knew, is the sun god of the Nether. He was sometimes
called ‘Utu’ or ‘Uthu’, though only by his worshippers in this world.”


“This Samas, he, what? Talked to your sun?” I
guessed. I was doing a lot of guessing.


“Samas is the sun!” Azib touched a finger
to my ear, giving me a mild shock.


“Ow,” I batted him away from my shoulder. “Don’t do
that.”


“The sun,” Mike pointed at the sky, where
our sun wasn’t visible. “In your world, is an actual god?”


“Yes, of course. Why do you question this fact?”


Mike shook his head. “I’m trying to process that
the thing in the sky that shines, and gives heat to your world, is a guy.”


“A god,” Azib wagged a finger at the agent.


“Does Samas ever forget to set his alarm in the
morning?”


That made me laugh, which enraged Azib. “Sorry,
Your Eminence. That is a good question, though. What if this Samas has a rough
night, and doesn’t feel like getting out of bed in the morning?”


“It happens,” Azib shrugged.


My jaw dropped. “Your sun sometimes doesn’t come
up in the morning? At all?”


“That is rare, though it can be unpredictable. As
I told you, many things depend on the mood of Samas, his whims. It is dangerous
to anger him.”


“I can’t imagine living in a world where the sun
can just decide to take the day off.”


“Such events do not happen often. Samas is an
elder god; he is slow to anger, and takes his responsibilities seriously.”


“I sure as hell hope he does. Did-”


“Hey!” Duke called from ahead of us. He was
approaching the edge of a field that was covered with the stubble of last
year’s corn stalks. “The trail goes out into the field.”


“Stay there,” Mike ordered, he meant Duke and me. He
went ahead, keeping low. “I see the tracks. This could be a problem, if the cat
crossed this field. There’s a road on the other side,” he ducked down as a truck
drove by. “We’d be exposed out there. I’ll need to take the rifle apart and put
it in my pack.”


“Let me see.” The tracks of the three-toed cat were
evident in the mud at the edge of the field, then disappeared. “Duke, go to the
right, please, along the tree line.”


“Why?” Mike asked, though he didn’t call Duke
back.


“If we don’t want to be exposed out there, a
cat that’s confused and scared won’t either,” I explained. “It’s never seen a truck
before, right?”


“OK, that-”


“Found it!” Duke called excitedly. “The trail continues
over here!”


“Good guess,” Mike grunted, and gave me a thumbs
up.



 

The trail went around the edges of the field, then
the cat crossed the road. No, there’s not a joke about why the cat crossed the
road. Duke just followed his nose and tracked the cat to the other side of the
road. We waited out of sight until there were no cars visible, then dashed
across the road, jumped over the ditch, and into the woods. It started raining,
just a drizzle at first. Mike got a black balloon out of the pack and stretched
it over the suppressor of the rifle, to keep the barrel dry.


With Duke ahead of us, walking with his nose
pressed to the ground, Mike asked in a whisper, “What’s the deal with the dog?”


“What do you mean?” I whispered back.


“Is he a person in a dog’s body, or what?”


I had explained about Marduk mistakenly channeling
his spirit into the dog, but I understood Mike’s confusion. “He’s a dog.”
That’s what I said, but the truth is, I was guessing. Again. 


“He can talk. And think like a person.”


“He can talk but, trust me. Whatever intelligence
he gained from Marduk hasn’t changed who he is. Inside, Duke is all dog,
he has the same instincts he always had, and being smarter hasn’t granted him
any wisdom. If you gave him five pounds of steak, he would try to eat it all
right now. The concept of saving for later is not something he can comprehend. “


“Sounds complicated.”


“Just think of him as a dog who learned a trick;
how to speak. Other than that, he is just a normal dog. Whatever is normal for
a dog.”


“Right.” He looked ahead to where Duke had his
nose pressed into a pile of decaying leaves. “That sounds like it could be
trouble.”


“It is trouble. Never forget that he is a
hundred percent dog.”


“Maybe we should-” Whatever he was going to say,
he changed his mind. “If he could cause trouble, maybe he should be somewhere
secure. I’m just saying that-”


“No way.”


“I just-”


“Drop it.” Mike and I had gotten along well
to that point, I didn’t want that to change. Establishing boundaries early
would help make sure our relationship didn’t get off track. “Duke’s instincts
can be a problem. They can also be an asset. When the RV flipped over and the
knights were out of action and I was stuck in my seat, the dog ran out
and attacked the shooter. Duke didn’t care the guy had a gun, his instincts
told him to protect his pack and that’s what he did. No hesitation. The dog
stays with us. With me,” I added, to make the point that if Mike didn’t like
the rules, he was free to leave.


“Understood,” he nodded, and ducked under an
overhanging branch.


When we reached another field and the trail turned
to follow the tree line, Mike made a judgment call. “We need to find this thing
fast, before the rain washes away the scent. We cut across this field to save
time,” he pointed across to the far corner. “If Duke doesn’t pick up the scent
there, we double back.”


Duke found the scent again, just inside the woods.


“Mike, wait,” I called a halt. “This cat is consistently
going northeast. Azib, can you sense anything in that direction?”


“Hmm,” the genie mumbled, his mouth full of the
Twix bar I’d given him, after he complained about being hungry. “I don’t sense anything
special. No magic, if that’s what you mean. Mmm, no. There is something. It is
not close.”


“Should we check a map?” I suggested.


Mike thought for a moment, looking up at the
steady drizzle. “Give it another mile, then I’ll risk using my phone.”


“Duke, can you still smell the trail?”


He shook before answering. He didn’t like his fur
getting wet. “Yes. If the rain gets worse,” he shook again. “That could wash
away the scent.”


“Another mile, then,” Mike said, pointing to a
hill in front of us. “If the cat keeps moving northeast, it will go over that
hill.”











CHAPTER FOUR



 

It didn’t take another mile to find it. Duke made
a soft ‘Yip’ sound and bounded ahead through the woods before I could stop him,
headed toward a low, overhanging rock ledge that was in a thicket of bushes.
Getting to him wasn’t easy, the woods there were a thick tangle of undergrowth
and dead trees, with plenty of rocks and slippery roots to trip over. Fighting
forward, wishing I had brought gloves to push the branches out of the way, I
called to him. “Duke! Don’t go too far, we-”


Uh oh.


He was doing the Low Menacing Growl.


Something was hissing back at him. 


They both started snarling, him adding a howling
whine to his growl, the hissing thing yowling like a baby. Pulling out my new Glock,
I crossed my forearms in front of my face and raced ahead. There was a distinct
warning yowl of meeroooweeroooweerooow. It was the sound you hear at
three o’clock in the morning, when two tomcats are fighting just below your
open bedroom window.


“Duke! Get back!” My fear was he had the grimlik
cornered, though I couldn’t imagine that happening. Duke would get his ass
kicked by any ordinary housecat, a magical creature would have no fear of him.
Except, had the grimlik ever seen a dog before? Were there dogs in the Nether? Did
the grimlik think Duke was some sort of wolf? “Duke, get back!” I shouted as my
arms battered the last shrub out of the way, and I stumbled into a shallow
gully that led down under the rock overhang. Tripping over a rock, I fell,
bashing an elbow and barely managed to hold onto the pistol. Duke was to my
left, still growling, though not as low, and his tail swished back and forth.
Pushing myself upright just in time for Mike to thump into my back, I stumbled
again, going down on one knee. My arm with the Glock came around to aim at what
I could see was certainly a cat, index finger curling down from the slide to wrap
around the trigger-


Mike pushed my arm down with the barrel of his
rifle. “Don’t!” He ordered. “It will be too loud.” The muzzle of his rifle came
up, suppressor lining up with the cat-


It was my turn, I nudged the rifle aside. “Don’t
shoot.”


“Get out of the way,” Mike nudged me hard
with a knee, but he fell off balance.


“No! Mike, look, it’s trapped.”


He got the muzzle up and aimed at the thing, then
hesitated. Slowly, he lowered the rifle, pointing it at the ground. “It is,” he
agreed.


The cat was a mottled gray and black, mostly
several shades of gray with blotches and stripes of black. Its legs were light gray,
with black paws, and the ears had tufts of light gray fur sticking up. No tail
that I could see, it was facing me, hissing and snarling.


What I meant by ‘trapped’ was literal. Someone had
set a leg trap in the woods. Was trapping legal in Ohio? I didn’t know. Most
states banned the type of leg traps that had teeth on the metal jaws, the
smooth type was still very effective for holding the leg of an animal.


Now that I looked at it, really looked, the cat
looked exhausted. It had been trying to free itself for hours, possibly since
the previous night. The steel trap had it securely pinned in place, a metal
chain wrapped around a large tree. Even a cat that weighed thirty or more
pounds was no match for such a trap. “Don’t shoot,” I repeated.


Mike took a step back, whispering, “Killing it
would be merciful, at this point.”


“Yeah.” I couldn’t disagree. “Azib, is this the
thing we’re looking for?”


“You don’t know?” The genie came back to
perch on my left shoulder, holding onto my ear with a tiny hand. “What kind of
wizard are you? Use your senses, imbecile.”


He was right. He was an arrogant ass, but also
right. Reaching out with my wizard senses, I felt for the cat. “Whoa.”


“You see it?” Azib was extra smug.


“What?” Mike took another step to my right, maybe
to make sure I didn’t get in the way if he decided to shoot. Or if he had to.


“There’s a, it’s hard to explain,” I tried to
explain anyway. “There is power inside the thing. Magic, but also- Azib, what
is that?”


“Also magical essence. It comes in many forms. You
have likely never before seen it bound together so
tightly.”


“You got that right.” Damn it. I had stopped Mike
from shooting because I wanted to study the cat. From curiosity. I had never
been so close to a creature from the Nether, not when I had time to really
examine it instead of shooting. Now I didn’t want to kill it. The
grimlik cat didn’t belong in our world. It couldn’t be in our world, we
couldn’t risk anyone seeing a three-toed magic cat. But,
it had stopped hissing and was just slumped on the ground, staring at me.
Scared. Confused. Utterly exhausted.


Maybe Mike was right. Killing it would be
merciful.


“OK,” I jammed the Glock back in its holster,
stepping back. “Mike-”


“It’s hurt,” Duke whined, no longer
growling.


“I know, buddy. Come with me, we-”


“Kill me, please,” a voice begged in a harsh
whisper.


My feet froze, hand going for the pistol. “You,” I
managed to get turned around. Mike had the rifle pointed away to his right, his
mouth open in astonishment. “You can, talk?” I stupidly asked the cat.


“Yes.” It was too weary to say much more.


“Kazimir,” Azib floated off my shoulder. “This is an
Old One. You would be wise to be very careful.”


“Old One?”


“For such a creature to acquire the power of
speech, and the intelligence to use it, takes many, many years.”


“I was already old when you were young, jinn,” the
cat groaned.


“Ah, I don’t know about that,” I tried to imagine
how old the cat could be. Surely not over three thousand years? Except, Azib
had stated time flowed at a different rate in the Nether. Could the cat be from
Azib’s time?


It didn’t matter.


The cat struggled to stand, its front legs
collapsing. “Whatever manner of creature you are, wherever is this foul land, you
have caught me in your infernal trap.”


“That’s not our trap,” I wanted to make that
clear.


“How then, did you find me?”


Pointing to Duke, I said, “The d- Uh, the wolf
tracked your scent.”


“It was easy,” the dog shrugged.


“To be caught by a wolf is the cruelest
twist of fate,” the cat sighed. “Please kill me. Put me out of my misery.”


“Uh, Mike,” I warned. “Do not do that.”


There was a ‘click’ as he safed the weapon. “You
won’t get an argument from me. What’s your plan?”


“Me?”


“You’re the wizard,” he chided me. “This is your
show.”


“Right.”


Before I could stop him, Duke walked forward,
stopping just out of the cat’s reach. “You should let my people help you.”


“Your people?” The cat raised its head.


“This is Kazimir,” he sniffed at my leg. “He
pulled a staple from my paw.”


“Staple?”


“It’s like a thorn,” I explained. “Duke, we don’t
know anything about this cat, other than it doesn’t belong here. Let’s go, I’ll
give you a treat.”


The dog looked at me, then the cat, then back at
me. “No.”


“No? Look,” dipping a hand into an inner pocket of
my jacket, I held a gravy basted dog biscuit. “These are your favorite.”


“I don’t want a treat. You should-”


“Wolf,” the cat stood and stretched, not as worn
out as I’d thought. Its rear left leg was clamped by the trap, covered in
crusted dry blood. “Kill those two creatures and free me from these bonds.”


Duke stared at it. “Why would I do that?”


“You are their slave,” the cat hissed. “Do
you not yearn to run free, to hunt as is your birthright? To stalk your prey,
and,” the whiskers twitched. “Smell their fear?”


“That sounds great,” Duke’s tail thumped the
ground. “But what if instead, you can have free food, and a couch to lie on?”


The cat’s eyes narrowed. After a moment, it
hissed, “I’m listening. What is a ‘couch’?”


“It’s a soft thing you lie on with your people,
and they scratch you behind the ears, and feed you snacks. Not enough
snacks,” his ears drooped.


“You get plenty of food,” I scolded him.


“What kind of food?” The cat directed the question
at me.


“Uh, tuna?” I said the first thing that popped
into my mind. We never had a cat when I was growing up, so my knowledge of
their dietary favorites was sketchy.


“What is ‘tuna’?’”


“It’s a big fish that lives in the ocean. Cats
here like to eat it.”


“The cats in your world swim out to sea, dive
down, and haul these tunas to land?”


“Uh,” I felt my face growing red. “No.” that was a
good question. Wild cats didn’t eat tuna, so why did people feed it to them?


Maybe because tuna was more appealing to purchase
than cans labeled ‘Purina Chopped Rodent Feast’.


“People, we,” I pointed to myself and Mike. “We
catch tuna, and feed it to cats.”


“Why do you do this for your cats?” Its eyes were
suspicious. “Is this tuna an offering to appease their gods?”


“Uh, you know,” I thought about what people who
owned cats said about who really ran their household. “Kind of?” Food appeased
cats, so close enough.


“Do they provide you with food?” That
question was addressed to Duke.


“Only twice a day,” he replied, huis ears
drooping.


“Morning and night, and I usually give you part of
my lunch,” I corrected him.


“They don’t feed me enough,” Duke whispered
with a whine, as if I couldn’t hear him.


Waving my hands, I said, “Listen, cat, I’m not
talking about feeding you, just-”


Just what? What was I thinking? If we released the
cat from the trap, the grimlik I reminded myself, what then? It still
did not belong in this world, our world.


“Wizard,” Azib whispered in my ear, standing on my
shoulder and hanging onto my hair. “Be very careful. The Old Ones are powerful.”


“Uh, give me a minute,” I said to the cat.


“I am not going anywhere,” it hissed.


Walking back through the bushes, not stumbling
over the same roots twice, I went a distance I thought was far enough so even the
cat’s ears couldn’t hear me speaking. “Azib, do you have any advice for me?”


“Kill it,” he answered without hesitation.


“But-”


“We came here, in the rain,” he tugged down
his hat as the drizzle became more than a drizzle. “To hunt down and kill
creatures that came through from the Nether, did we not?”


“Yeah, but, I didn’t
think they would talk. Can dragons talk?”


“Only great dragons. You do not want to
meet a dragon capable of speech,” he shuddered, and not just from the chilly
rain.


“This cat can talk. It doesn’t feel right to kill
it.”


“It will kill you, the first chance it
gets, I assure you.”


“Damn it.” Knowing I didn’t have a choice did not
make the decision any easier. “It is in a lot of pain.”


“Its fate is cruel, even for a predator who has
killed many creatures over its lifetime,” Azib agreed with a sigh.


“You don’t sound happy about it.”


“As I said, that cat
would slash your throat in an instant.”


“Still, you regret we have to do this?”


“It is always sad when an Old One meets their end.
Kazimir, I suggest you do, what must be done, and do it quickly.”


“Yeah. It’s just, I’m not sure it matters, you
know?”


“Why?”


“Let’s say we kill this cat, and it disappears.
And we somehow track down and kill the dragon. That will all be for nothing, if
some kid posts cellphone video of the wyvern.”


“Then let us go back now, before the rain gets
worse,” he snapped.


“I get the message.”


Back in the gully, Mike had his rifle at low
ready, though it was obvious the cat couldn’t move. “Kaz,” he nodded to me. “We
need to do this, before whoever set this trap comes here to check on it.”


“Yeah, I know. Listen, cat, whatever your name is,
we-”


It raised its head. “I am called Garfchalakusk.”
There was pride in the weary voice.


“That’s a-” Did all beings in the Nether have such
long-ass, unpronounceable names? “Nice name. Listen, this isn’t anything
personal. I wish we had met under better circumstances, but you don’t belong
here, in this world.”


“What is this place?”


“Uh,” that confused me. “You don’t know?”


“There are legends of a land without magic,” the
cat’s voice was an almost inaudible rumble. “From long, long ago. Before even
my time.”


“This is that land,” Azib announced.


The cat’s eyes were again suspicious. “If this
land is truly without magic, then how does the sun shine?”
It looked up at the rain-soaked clouds. The sky had been patchy clouds that
morning, it would have seen the sun. “How are you here, jinn?”


“My affairs are my own business, Old One.”


“OK,” I waved my hands. “There’s no point getting
into an argument. Garf-” I almost called it ‘Garfield’. “I’m sorry we have to
do this.”


“I wish to live,” it looked at me, its eyes
pleading. It must not have been easy for the proud predator to do that. “Send
me back to my land, wizard, and I will trouble you no more.”


“Yeah, I can’t do that.”


“You have the power, I can sense it.”


I blinked. “Azib, is that right?”


“The power is within you, yes,” the genie
conceded. “It- I should say, the energy is available. It is of no
matter. You have no knowledge, and you lack the required materials.”


“Do you have the knowledge?”


“Oof. How can I explain this to an ignorant
cretin? Knowing how to do a thing, and being able to do a thing, are not the
same. You can barely call yourself a wizard.”


“But it is possible I could open a portal, to
send Garf- Send the cat back?”


“Possible, yes. But the Old One is here, and you
cannot open a portal at this location, even if you knew how to do it.”


That made sense, even given how little I knew
about portals. They only connected to certain places on our side, like the
abandoned construction site. If we could get the cat-


No.


Azib was right.


I had no idea how to open a portal, and the
procedure apparently involved collecting artifacts that held residual power. Or
could act as a vessel to contain or channel or focus power. Something like
that. That is why the Order had traded valuable artifacts from Babylon for
comparatively low-value objects from the Mound Builders. Like the artifact I
had smashed, without bothering to examine it, or trying to understand it. My
action had been impulsive, thinking that by smashing the vessel, the portal
would close. Instead, I had lost my best opportunity to study the thing.


Now, the smashed pot was probably in a police
evidence locker, or tossed away as trash.


“Sorry,” I shook my head slowly, exaggerating the
gesture. Trying to show I was sincere. “I can’t send you back. Not now.”


“I wish to live. To not die like this,” the
cat hissed. 


“I am sorry about this.”


“If you could help me, you would?”


“Uh-”


“Be careful, wizard!” Azib leapt off my shoulder.
“You must be extremely wary of making a promise to an Old One.”


“I will promise,” the cat surprised us all.


I was the first to speak. “Uh, what?”


“I pledge that if you offer your assistance, and I
accept your hospitality, I will not harm you, wizard.”


“What about me?” Mike asked.


“Or your companions,” the cat added. “I will not
harm them. I will protect all of you, when I am able.”


“Huh. Thanks for the offer,” I said. “I don’t know
you, and you’re a cat, so-”


“This,” Azib interrupted me, flying close to the
cat and stroking his beard. “Might be a possible solution. Such a pledge, among
the fae, cannot be broken.”


“The fae? You mean the inhabitants of the Nether?”


“Only those who can use and shape magic are fae,”
Azib corrected me.


“A pledge can’t be broken?” That sounded
way too good to be true. “Ever? It has never happened?”


“Anything is possible,” Azib admitted. “To break
such a pledge, after hospitality has been offered and assistance rendered, would
bring down the wrath of the gods. All of them,” he shuddered. “For an
Old One to break such a pledge? I have never heard such a thing.”


“Do the gods break pledges?”


Azib snorted. “All the time. They make rules that
do not apply to themselves, of course.”


“OK. Mike?” I wanted his advice.


“I don’t like this.”


“We could learn a lot.”


He shook his head. “It’s your call, but- Whatever
you’re going to do, let’s get it over with.”


The drizzle officially became a downpour. The cat
huddled in on itself, as miserable as it could be.


“Duke? What do you think?”


He shook again, but the rain kept soaking his fur.
“You’re asking me?”


“Dogs know things.”


“We know people. This is a cat. I would
never trust one, but,” his tail drooped. “This one is sad. It shouldn’t die
like this.”


Why did I have to make the decision? Because I’m the
wizard, that’s why. “Garf- Whatever your name is, you have a deal. I am
offering our assistance and hospitality, all that stuff. Azib, is there some
sort of ceremony involved?”


“There is not,” the cat answered. “I,
Garfchalakusk of the Four Valleys, accept the offer, and pledge to protect your
house and those within it.”


“Huh.” I wondered how far the definition of my
‘house’ could be stretched. To include the entire planet? That was maybe a
subject it would be best to talk about later. “All right. Mike, you got
anything in your pack to open that trap?”


“I know how to do it,” he shrugged off the pack,
and held out the rifle. “Cover me. If that cat moves,” he glared at the
grimlik. “Shoot it.”



 

Isabel found the experience of shopping with the
Egyptian knight to be, interesting. At first, she hadn’t believed Macarius had
come to America from the fourth century, and Annie strongly cautioned against
revealing any important information to the two so-called ‘knights’.
If the story the knights had told of their origins was true, then life would
get really real.


Magic.


Evidence of actual, unarguable magic. Not simple
tricks Isabel had seen, not even the wondrous things she had seen that
convinced her to sign on to the secret organization. A talking dog was a neat
trick, to be sure, and could not be explained by natural events. But flinging
two people across a vast gulf of space and time was on a whole other level.
That kind of magic was powerful, it was dangerous.


The more time she spent with the knights, the more
she believed either in their stories, or that the two were very, very skilled
actors. She took Macarius out to run errands, leaving Gisele alone in the motel
room. The young knight from Gaul had been disappointed when Isabel noted that
hobbling around on a sprained ankle would only cause further injury. One item
on the shopping list was a crutch to replace the makeshift cane Gisele was
using, so Isabel drove first to a pharmacy. Macarius
followed her into the store, his injured wrist resting in a pocket of his
jacket, the other hand held tightly behind his back.


“Kazimir is adamant that I not
touch anything when we are in a store,” he explained.


“That,” she looked around the store, seeing only
two other customers. “Is probably a good idea, but you look awkward.  Just, act naturally.”


He held the arm stiffly by his side, which was not
an improvement.


“Mark,” she used his cover name. “You don’t need
to stand at attention.”


“Is this better?” he hooked his thumb into the
belt and tried to smile. It was disturbing.


“Uh, that’s,” she realized she was fighting a losing
battle. “Fine. Let’s find a crutch.”


The store only had two types of crutches, both
would fit Gisele on their lowest setting. “Which one is better?” Macarius knelt
on the floor, closely examining the devices.


“They are both good,” she said, wanting to move
onto the other items on the list.


He looked up at her with a scowl. “Gisele deserves
the best.”


“You,” Isabel crouched next to him. “Really care
about her?”


“She is my sister in arms. Our cause is sacred,
and she is a skilled warrior, to have been chosen for this quest. Yet, she is
young, and I am responsible for her safety.”


Isabel considered that, of the two knights, Gisele
appeared to be more capable of taking care of herself in the modern world. “We
are a team,” she patted his shoulder. “We take care of each other.”


He stood, head held high, shoulders back, and
thumped his chest with his good arm. “Together, we will defeat the evil
that is coming.”


“Right, uh, not so loud, please,” she flashed an
embarrassed smile at the pharmacist.



 

They got out of the pharmacy without further
incident, though Isabel was not looking forward to taking Macarius to a grocery
store. They passed a series of orange cones on the side of the road, a
construction zone where as usual, absolutely nothing was happening other than
slowing the traffic. Leaving the cones behind, Isabel accelerated, and Macarius
pointed to a sign. “End, Road, Work,” he read the sign slowly. “Hmmph. What do
protestors in this time wish to end the work of building roads?”


“No, it’s not-”


“They should be grateful that roads are
provided for them,” he said in what Wolfe had described as the knight’s Resting
Scowl Face.


“I, uh,” she shook her head. It was going to be a
long day.


“Many people need work. Building roads is an
honorable profession.”


 “Yes, it
is.”


“This world is strange.”


Stranger since I met you, she did not say aloud.



 

As promised, the knight did not touch anything in
the grocery store. He did scowl, and peer intently at the items, and ask
questions.


So. Many. Questions.


“What is this ‘Almond Milk’?” he asked.


“It’s-”


He made a pinching motion with his good hand. “How
do you milk an almond?”


“You don’t actually-”


His eyes grew wide. “How large are these
almonds?”


It was, she realized, going to be a very
long day.



 

You know how when you’re about to make a decision, you know it’s a bad idea, but you do it
anyway? That’s how I felt about Garfield, which was his name until I found
something better. He, by the way, the cat was a tom or whatever you call
a male cat. Mike got the trap jaws open, and the cat hissed at him but sat
still while Mike carefully extracted the injured leg. The good news was the
bones weren’t broken, and while the skin beneath the fur was bloody, bruised,
and torn, it wasn’t stripped away. Mike applied an antibiotic cream to the
wound and covered it with a clean bandage, using extra tape so it didn’t
unravel in the rain.


The cat couldn’t walk, so I carried it, after I dried
off its fur as best I could, and wrapped it in my leather jacket to keep it
warm. My hoodie was soaked through by the time we got halfway back to the Jeep,
that’s when I started regretting my decision. The chilly rain, and carrying a
thirty pound cat while stumbling through the woods, did not make for a pleasant
day.


At the Jeep, Mike said he should drive, I think he
just didn’t want to hold the cat. There weren’t any towels in the Jeep, so Duke
shook his fur dry as best he could, and we got in for the drive back to the
motel. With the exhausted cat sprawled across my lap, Duke snoring on the back
seat, and the windshield wipers slapping hypnotically in front of me, I
struggled to keep my eyes open. A vibration from the Jeep jolted me to full
alertness. “Did you feel that?”


“What?” Mike didn’t take his eyes off the road,
the rain was really pounding down and the Jeep’s fat
tires were splashing through puddles.


“Felt like a vibration. Is one of the tires going
flat?”


Mike frowned. “Feels fine to me.”


“There it is again, it- Oh.”


“What?”


The cat was purring.


On my lap, the Old One from the Nether, Garfield
of the Five or was it Four Valleys, had fallen asleep and was purring like-
Well, like a cat. For some reason, I did not expect a wild predator from the
Netherworld to act like a housecat. Pointing to my lap, I mouthed ‘He is
purring’.


Mike grinned, the first time I’d seen him smile
since we started the search for a dragon. “I can hear it.”


Between the cat purring and Duke snoring, the two
of them had a symphony going, I started rocking the cat on my legs
instinctively. If he was sleeping, I wanted to keep him in slumberland. I guess
it was good that he felt comfortable enough to fall asleep in my lap. Or maybe
he was so exhausted from his ordeal that he couldn’t fight off sleep any
longer.


“What’s the plan?” I asked quietly.


“You tell me,” Mike turned to look at me. “You’re
the wizard.”


“Could we get your friend the vet to check the cat?”


“Gupta is not my friend, and I’m sure a vet will
know real cats do not have three toes.”


He was right about that. Not only did the grimlik
have three toes on each paw, the front toes were
unusually long. “I’m worried about an infection.”


“We don’t know if our medicine will work on a cat
from the Nether,” he rolled the unfamiliar word on his tongue.


“Azib? Your Eminence? Do our medicines, drugs,
work on your kind?”


“How should I know? Your people did not have what
you call ‘modern medicine’ in Babylon.”


“Uh, good point.”


“You could heal the cat,” he suggested.


“Me? How?”


“You are a wizard,” he sighed. “Do some
wizard thing.”


“Uh, like what?”


“Like healing. Do you seriously not know anything?”


“I seriously do not. Nobody taught me. Hey, Mike.”


“What? Don’t ask me about magic.”


“Are you sure Annie doesn’t have any books about
magic?”


“Yeah nah, if she does, that is way above my pay grade,
mate,” he said, his Kiwi accent growing thicker. When we met, the accent had
been barely noticeable, I guessed that was part of his cover. He must have
figured by that point, he didn’t need to pretend with me.


“Can you ask her? It would be-”


“We got trouble,” he said quietly.


We just went under a highway overpass, and in my
peripheral vision, I’d seen a dark car parked off to the side. In the side
mirror, I saw headlights come on, and the car pull out behind us. Blue lights
came on.


“Bugger,” Mike groaned.


“You weren’t speeding?” I asked with a glance at
the instruments.


“Three miles over the limit,” he said.


That wasn’t enough for a police officer to get out
of a warm, dry cruiser in the rain. The Jeep wasn’t stolen, so what-


Mike turned to me. “How do you want to play this?”


“Huh? I’ve never been stopped by the police
before.”


“Never?”


“This is my first time.” My motto is ‘Drive It
Like You Stole It’. Most people think that expression means to drive as fast as
you can. That’s just stupid. If you are actually in a
stolen car, you drive at or just over the speed limit. Use turn
signals, don’t be aggressive. Do everything you can to avoid drawing attention
to yourself. That strategy had worked for me, until right then.


“Your ID should hold up,” he said that, but he bit
his lower lip and looked anxiously in the mirror.


“Yeah.” Reaching under my damp hoodie, I removed
the shoulder holster.


“Whoa.”


“I’m not shooting a cop,” I assured him,
stuffing the gun and holster in the glove box. If the police went so far as to
search the Jeep, they would find my gun. They would also find Mike’s sniper
rifle, which I’m fairly sure was not registered to whatever
cover ID he was using that day.


If they searched the vehicle, we would be in big
trouble. Some animal protection officer would take Duke and the cat, that would
not end well. Duke could be his usual dopey, friendly self, but the grimlik
would not be bound by any pledge.


Damn it.


If the cop wanted to search the Jeep, I would have
to toss the cat into the ditch beside the highway, and hope it could limp away
into the woods. Chasing a cat would probably not be a major priority for law
enforcement.


“You guys have good lawyers, in case I get
arrested?”


“If you are identified as Kazimir Wolfe, you won’t
need lawyers. The Order will send someone to kill you in jail.”


“There’s a happy thought.”


“You got any Jedi mind tricks?”


“That’s why I need a book of magic.”


“Be cool and let me do the talking,” he ordered,
and he said it as an order. I wasn’t going to argue. “Get the sales paperwork
out of the glove box. Your driver’s license also.” The Jeep had been purchased
in my name, or the name of my fake ‘Matthew Watson’ identity. Isabel was
working on getting new identities for me and the knights, until then I had to
use a license from the sets I had. 


When it became obvious the cop was after us, and
the cruiser flashed its lights, Mike let his foot off the gas and pulled over.
I shook the cat awake. “Someone is coming, and you can’t talk, you understand?
Cats in this world do not speak.”


I felt him tense. “Are they bandits?”


“No. there’s no danger,” I lied. “As long as you
don’t speak. That goes for you also, Duke. No talking.”


“Yeah, yeah, I know,” the dog said through a
jaw-stretching yawn. “Who is coming?”


“A police officer. Be
friendly, do not bark at him.”


His tail thumped. “Will he have treats?”


“No. I will give you a treat when this is
over.”



 

He was a she. I mean, the
police officer was a woman. The rain had slackened to a drizzle again, for the
moment, and Mike rolled down the window. “Hello, officer,” he said in that fake
cheery way people do when confronted by an authority figure. “What’s the
problem? I wasn’t speed-”


“Sir,” she shone a flashlight into the car, right into
my eyes. I tried to look innocent, and think happy thoughts. The flashlight
went back to Mike. “License and-”


I tensed and the cat sensed it, raising up on its
front paws and hissing.


“Wow!” The cop backed away. “Is that your cat?”


“Uh, yeah,” I lowered my head to look at her.
“It’s a Maine Coon,” I named the largest domestic cat I knew of. “His leg is
injured kind of bad,” I pointed to the bandage. “We’re taking him to a vet.”


She stepped closer, just as Duke stuck his snout
out the driver’s window toward her and snuffled, his butt wiggling as his tail
danced. Her face lit up. “Who is this?” 


“That’s Duke,” Mike said. “He’s friendly.”


She shone the light into the back seat. “You got
any more animals in there?”


Mike laughed. “Two is enough. I’m sorry,” he held
out the sales paperwork. “We do need to get to the vet.”


She bit her lower lip. “Your left tail and brake
lights are out.”


“We just bought the Jeep this morning. It was
working fine then,” he frowned. “What a piece of junk.”


“My fault,” I waved at her. “I didn’t see it.”


Just then, the cat shifted on my lap, and yowled
in pain. Or faked it well.


“That is twice the size of my cat,” she peered at
the grimlik. Wrapped in a towel, the grimlik’s toes were not visible. “I’m going
to let you go,” she said as the rain began splattering down hard again. “Get
those lights fixed soon.”


“We’ll stop at an auto parts store,” Mike assured
her, and handed the paperwork back to me. He waited for her to get safely back
in her car, then he carefully pulled back out onto the road. “Kaz, put the
battery back in my phone and find an auto parts store.”


“Now?”


“Unless you want the next cop to pull us over?” His
hands tensed on the steering wheel. “We just dodged a bullet.”


“We did.” What I felt like doing was shuddering
all over with relief. Instead, I took a deep breath and let it out.


“Was that you?”


“Huh?”


“Did you do any wizard thing back there?”


“Not that I know of. I think it was the cat.”


Duke stuck his head between the seats. “Where’s my
treat?” he asked, but the cat hissed at him and he jerked back.


“Hey,” I scolded the cat, aware too late that my
finger was dangerously close to needle sharp teeth. “That was not nice.”


“The dog startled me,” the cat’s ears were
flattened back against its head.


“Don’t do it again. Duke, here,” I dug around the
cat into a pocket of my jacket. “Have a biscuit.”


“I am hungry,” the cat looked up at me.


“Do you want a biscuit?” I let him sniff one.


His whiskers twitched and he wrinkled his nose.
“No. I need to eat something.”



 

Mike took the Jeep to a fast food drive through,
which might not have been the best idea. Duke was beyond excited as we waited
behind a truck. “This smells great! What are we
doing?”


“Getting food,” Mike tapped the steering wheel
impatiently. The guy in front of us was either ordering burgers for an entire basketball
team, or he couldn’t decide what he wanted.


Duke’s jaw dropped. “We can get food in the car?”
He shot an accusing stare at me. “How come we never did that before?”


“Because you would act like this, now sit down,” I
grabbed hold of his collar. “Uh! You do not say anything.”


The dog was quiet as Mike ordered two burgers and
two chicken sandwiches, we didn’t know what the cat would or even could eat.
Azib ate pretty much any kind of food, but he was a jinn,
a purely magical being. The Old One was a real cat, I knew that from the fur he
shed everywhere whenever I unwrapped the blanket to check on him. When
we got to the window to pick up the food, the clerk seemed confused. “You don’t
want any drinks or fries with this?”


“No thanks,” Mike reached for the bag as Duke
squeezed his head out the driver’s window, nearly causing the bag to fall to
the ground.


“Duke!” I grabbed a handful of fur and yanked him
back. “Mike, let’s pull over here,” I pointed to an
empty spot in the parking lot.


“Wait a minute, we’ll stop at the auto parts
store,” he pointed up the road.


Between the always hungry dog and the ravenously
hungry cat, we had a struggle to drive the quarter mile to the store before a
fight broke out. “Azib! A little help here, please? Remind the cat of his
pledge.”


“He is just hungry,” the genie sniffed as he
appeared, looking into the bag. “Why did you not get any fries? What is wrong
with you?”


“Oh for-”


Mike went into the store to get light bulbs and a
screwdriver, while I stood with the passenger door open, taking the sandwiches
apart. The cat ate both of the burgers and all
of the chicken. Duke got two of the buns. Azib stood on the driver’s seat,
enraged. “What about me?” He demanded.


“You want this?” I held up the buns that no longer
held any delicious chicken.


“You expect me to eat that? You insult me.
I should-”


“Yeah, I know, kill me. I’m sorry, all we were
doing was getting food for the cat. The rest of us will eat later.”


“I am hungry now.”


“Me too,” Duke licked his lips, as a string of
drool dripped out of his mouth onto the center console.


“Oh, yuck,” I used a napkin to wipe up the drool,
but with the dog staring at the buns on the dashboard, the drool kept coming.


Mike came out of the store. “It’ll just take a
minute to swap out the bulbs.”


“Watch them,” I closed the passenger door. “I’ll
be right back,” I told Mike, and stepped into the store before he could call me
back. He was still worried about me being caught on camera, and while I agreed
that was a risk, I couldn’t stop going into stores and restaurants. Like I told
him, you have to manage risk, you can’t eliminate it.


Mike had the bulbs to fix the Jeep, so why did I
go into the auto parts store? For Slim Jims, of course. Those places often had
snacks and drinks near the counter, and this one did too. When I came out, Mike
shook his head. “The bulbs were fine, the wiring clip was loose,” he said as he
screwed the taillight back on. “What did you buy?”


Duke got a Slim Jim, slightly less slimy than the
one he’d found. The cat ate two meat sticks, after he ate two burgers and two
pieces of grilled chicken. Azib? He got a full size Snickers bar and was mildly
satisfied. I gave a Slim Jim to Mike, and I was about to eat one, when I saw
the cat looking at me enviously. “You like this?”


“The food here is acceptable,” the cat said, nose
in the air.


“There should be more of it,” Duke said
from the back seat.


Biting off the wrapper, I had to admit it smelled
good.


Could I enjoy a snack, with a hungry cat staring
at me?


No, damn it. “OK, one more for you.”



 

The good news is, we didn’t get stopped by the
police again, the rain stopped, and the cat purred contentedly on my lap all
the way to the motel. After consuming a Snickers bar that was almost as big as
himself, Azib announced he was very tired from his hard work of keeping me out
of trouble, and disappeared into the amulet. When we pulled into the motel
parking lot, Mike suggested I stay outside while he told Isabel about our
unexpected guest.



 

“A cat?” Isabel held up her hands to Mike,
as she pulled the curtain aside to look at the Jeep. “You two went out to slay
a dragon, and you brought home a kitty cat?”


“We went to find a dragon,” Mike sighed,
rubbing the back of his neck.


“Did you plan to bring that home also?”


“Look, you weren’t there. It all happened really fast.”


“Mike. You let our wizard bring a pet back with
you.”


“It’s not a pet. Azib said it is an Old One,
whatever that means. The cat can talk.”


“That will be great for our cover, when the cat
starts talking to people.”


“Kaz made the cat promise it wouldn’t talk, except
to him. To us.”


“You’re trusting a cat to keep a promise.”


“I know it sounds- Maybe it is stupid.”


“What is the plan?”


“There is no plan.”


“We need to have a plan, Mike.”


That stung. She had never before
had to remind him of his job.


He had never before
failed to have a plan.


“The wizard is calling the shots on this one.”


“Is he a wizard? Wolfe himself says he
knows hardly anything about magic.”


“He’s learning, and he’s the best we’ve got.
Zora,” he used her real name, as they were alone. “It probably doesn’t matter
anyway. We found tracks of what Azib identified as two dragons. Someone
is bound to see them soon, and post the video on Instagram. The whole world
will know magic exists, and no one will care about a talking cat.”


“I hope you’re wrong about that,” she pulled out
her phone. “We need to tell Annie that this mess has gotten worse, not
better.”



 

The cat didn’t even wake up when I carried him
into my room, after Mike let Isabel and the knights know about our new guest.
Or whatever the cat was. Of course everyone wanted to see the kitty, Mike told
them the cat was sleeping, and I needed to rest also. The strain of the
previous night was still wearing on me, the headache was coming back and I was
so tired-



 

I woke up to a cat standing on my chest. Thirty
pounds of cat. “Hello?”


“I need to go out.”


“Oh.” The clock on the table told me it was seven
thirty in the evening. My stomach told me I was hungry. “OK. Let me change
clothes.”


The cat waited patiently while I pulled on
sweatpants and pulled aside the curtain to look into
the parking lot. The Jeep was there, the Tahoe was not. My sleepy brain had
missed seeing the Jeep keys, a key to the other room, and a note on the bedside
table. Someone must have come in while I slept. After being on the run for
years, it bothered me that I hadn’t heard a person open the door and stand
right next to me while I was asleep. Was I losing my edge already?


The note stated the four of them had gone out to
eat at a place just down the road, they had left only five minutes earlier. A
normal person could have texted to say I would meet them. I didn’t want to use
a phone unless I had to, and someone had to stay and watch the cat. My life,
sadly, is not normal.


Wrapping the cat in a towel, I carried him around
to the back of the motel, where he limped around, sniffing and taking care of
business. “You ready?” I asked, regretting not having put on warmer clothes. 


“This land is strange,” he sniffed at a
trash can.


“I live here, and I can’t argue with that.”


He looked up at the sky, balancing on three legs. The
solid cloud cover had gone, showing patchy clouds with glimpses of the sky. “I
should not have come here,” he said quietly, not speaking to me.


“Why did you come through the portal, if this land
is so danger-”


“That is my business,” he hissed.


“Whoa,” I held up my hands. “Sorry I asked. Just,
uh, when you realized where you were, why didn’t you turn around and go back?”


“The door had closed, just behind me. I was
trapped.”


Assuming he meant the portal, I shook my head. “No
way. I was there when the portal closed. Duke was with me. We would have seen
you.”


“I do not lie,” he bared his teeth.


“OK, let’s be cool.” Maybe his pledge had a clause
where he was allowed to kill me, if I broke my end of the bargain by insulting
him. I really needed to ask Azib to explain the pledge thing in better detail.
“Did you see me, when you came through?”


“I would have remembered that.”


“Was I there when the portal, the door, closed
behind you?”


“No. I was alone.”


“Sh-” How could I explain that? The cat had no reason
to lie. “How long have you been in this world?”


“For one night, before you found me. Why do you
ask?”


“I’m trying to understand what happened. Duke and
I reached the portal not long after it was opened. I
think. I know for certain I was there when it closed, I closed the
thing. Hey,” I snapped my fingers, and looked around. The sound was too loud in
the darkness, we had been talking quietly. “When you came through, was a
salamander there? A long skinny lizard thing? Breathes fire?”


“You describe a samandall?”


“Uh, sure. Did you see one of those?”


“No.”


“OK. You can smell things, right? You hunt by
scent?”


“Of course,” he stuck his nose in the air.


“Did you smell a dragon?”


“I would have remembered that.”


“This makes no sense. You must have come through first.
Then the portal closed behind you. Right behind you? Quickly?”


He nodded. “I barely made it through, as the door
shrank.”


“Huh.” That made me want to ask another question:
why had an Old One come through a collapsing doorway into a strange land? He
had to have known how dangerous that was.


Which could only mean, something in the Nether had
been chasing him, something even more dangerous. When I had changed his
bandage, I’d gotten a chance to examine him. He was covered in scars, his fur
was patchy if you really looked closely. His right ear had a notch missing on
the outside. The cat had been in many fights over the years, something not
surprising for a being who lived long enough to become an Old One. That was
another question I filed away to ask about later.


The night air was chilly, and my questions hadn’t
done anything but raise more questions. He wobbled unsteadily on three legs, so
I knelt down and gently scooped him up. “Let’s go back
inside.”


As we approached the door of my room, Duke pushed aside
the curtain of the other room, and whined. Letting him out of that room and
into mine, the dog and cat had a tense moment. Duke’s hackles were up and the
cat arched his back, hissing. Then they somehow decided they were cool, and
Duke hopped on the bed, turning around twice and flopping down. I set the cat
down, wrapping him in a dry towel to keep him warm. “I’m going to look at the
bandage, OK?”


“Do what you must,” he looked away. “I do not
understand your strange methods. Why can I not lick it, as is proper?”


“Uh, here we have something better than licking.”


“Don’t let him take you to a vet,” Duke
whispered. 


“Duke!” I jabbed a finger at him. “You are not
helping.”


The wound didn’t look any worse. In fact, it was a
lot better. Suspiciously better. Did all beings from the Nether heal quickly,
or just cats? Or only Old Ones?


“You know, we need to think of a name for you,” I said
as I finished taping on a fresh bandage.


“I have a name.”


“Yeah, we can’t use that name in this world. It is
too, different.”


The cat scowled at me. “You will use my proper
name, lowly one.”


“You can’t hurt me, remember?”


“I pledged not to kill you,” he said, as the
claws of his right paw extended, and pricked the skin of my hand.


“Hey!” He hadn’t drawn blood, but he had pissed me
off. “Your paws look like black boots. I think I’ll call you Bootsie.”


“You will not.”


“Bootsie Cutsie?”


“I will scratch your eyes out,” he hissed.


“OK. How about ‘Mister Boots’?”


He looked at Duke, not me. “Is that a respectful
name?”


“I think so,” the dog considered. “It doesn’t
sound fierce like my name, but-”


“It is very respectful,” I assured both of them.


“If I learn you are mocking me,” Boots flexed his
claws.


“Yeah, yeah. Everyone relax, all right?”


I laid on the bed, propping myself up with
pillows. Duke snuggled against my right side, and without thinking, I turned on
the TV.


“What is that?” The cat sprang upright,
holding up its injured leg.


“It’s called television,” Duke sniffed. “Everyone
knows that.”


Boots arched his back, hissing at the TV set.


“It’s OK,” I turned it off. “It is just a-” What?
A freakin’ cat from the Nether would have no frame of reference for
moving pictures. “Just watch it, please.”


“Oooh,” Duke lifted his head. “Can we watch Law
& Order?”


“What is that?” Boots had quickly gone from
frightened to curious. Maybe he didn’t want to show fear in front of a dog.


“It’s my favorite show! It doesn’t have enough
dogs, but-”


“Are there cats?”


“Not many, they-”


Turning the set on again, I settled back against
the pillows. “Let’s watch, OK?”


I found a Law & Order, one of the later ones
without Mike Logan or Lennie Briscoe. Boots was fascinated, reaching out toward
the TV. I carried him over to the table, he pawed at the screen. “Beings like
you are inside this?” He sniffed the back of the set.


“No. Also, it is not magic.” I carried him back to
the bed. “I’ll explain later.”


When the show was half over, Boots squirmed across
the bed to curl up a few inches from me, intently watching the show. He kept
squirming, each time getting a little bit closer to me. Muting the sound, I
asked, “Mister Boots, is there something you want?”


“No,” he didn’t look at me.


“Do you,” I had to cover my mouth not to laugh.
“Would you like to snuggle?”


“No.”


“Are you sure?”


He didn’t look at me, but he shrugged. “If you
want.”


“No, that’s fine.”


“I mean, if you want.”


“Nah, I’m good,” I told him, reaching out to
scratch Duke behind the ears. 


Boots turned away, muttering something.


“What? I didn’t hear that. You have to say
it.”


“I’m cold.”


“You want another blanket?”


“I wanna snuggle,” he muttered.


“Huh? I didn’t hear that.”


“I wanna snuggle!”


The fierce predator of the Five Valleys or
whatever, looked at me sullenly as I arranged him snuggled up next to me,
covering him with a blanket. He lay there stiffly for a few minutes while we
watched the show, then I couldn’t hear the dialog over the purring of the cat,
the snoring of the dog, and the growling of my empty stomach.


Good times.











CHAPTER five



 

I saw lights shining brightly around the gap in
the curtain around nine o’clock, and there was a soft knock on the door. Carefully
sliding Duke aside, I froze, listening for the cat. Boots had stopped purring
but was asleep as far as I could tell. Quietly opening the door, I slipped out.


“Can we see the cat?” Isabel asked, while Gisele
nodded approval.


“Uh, hello.”


“Sorry,” Isabel blushed.


“Mister Boots,” I glanced back over my shoulder.
“Is sleeping. We should let him rest.”


“Mister Boots?” Mike raised an eyebrow.


“He needed a regular name, so-”


“I think that’s adorable,” Gisele beamed at me. She
had gotten a crutch sometime during the day, she leaned on her good leg and
lifted the sprained ankle off the ground. “What does he look like?”


“He’s a long-haired danger floof,” I explained.
“Listen, that cat is a predator from the Netherworld,” I looked left and right,
wincing that I was talking about magic in a public parking lot. “We shouldn’t
treat him like a pet.”


“We brought food for you,” Macarius held out a bag
with his good hand, the other wrist taped up in a bandage. The knights had mostly
avoided talking to me since the firefight. “And the animals,” he added, looking
away.


“Thank you, Macarius,” I took the bag, not knowing
what else to say. He, and Gisele, seemed embarrassed that they’d failed to
protect me at the mound site. While Duke and I fought two guys with guns, the
knights had been in the back of the RV. It wasn’t their fault, they’d been
injured when the RV rolled on its side. That had been my fault. I should
find an opportunity to tell them that.


Mike looked back over his shoulder. “I got another
room for the night, Macarius and I will stay there. You’ll be all right?”


“I have a genie, a magic cat, and a dog who keeps
telling me how fierce he is,” I said through a yawn. “I’ll be fine.”



 

Naturally, the cat and dog woke up when I came
into the room with food. So did Azib.


I didn’t get to eat much of my dinner.



 

Boots woke me up at three AM by standing on my
chest. Is that a cat thing, or had Boots learned to do that? He had to go out,
and my fumbling around woke up Duke, so we all went out. It was a nice clear
night, cool but it smelled like spring, you know? Like wet earth that had
things growing again, and a faint scent of flowers from somewhere.


Back in the room, I turned on the TV with the
sound muted. There were no news reports of a dragon sitting on someone’s house.
Popping the battery in the burner phone Mike gave me, I connected to the
motel’s slow WiFi, searching local news. Nothing. That was good. Truthfully,
part of me was hoping a dragon had been seen. If that happened, it wouldn’t be
my problem anymore. Public knowledge that actual freakin’ magic existed
might take the burden away from me, the Order could halt their effort to
capture or kill me.


Nah.


All that would accomplish is the US government, all
the world’s governments, would launch an all-out effort to find me. Like I
said, someone would drop a laser-guided bomb on my head, so no other nation
could use my magic.


That thought kept rolling around in the back of my
head while I tried falling back asleep. Usually, when I have trouble getting to
sleep, I use the technique Sarah called ‘Yoga Breathing’. Through your nose,
take in a deep breath, like, really deep. Inhale until
you think your lungs are totally full, then inhale one last time. Slowly let
the air out, all the way out, compressing your stomach so your lungs are empty.
Do that twice, then breathe normally. Don’t ask me how it works, Sarah said
something about your autonomic system. All I know is, it works great for me,
almost every time.


That night, that early morning, I didn’t want to
fall back asleep. Lying in the bed, listening to the dog and cat breathing soft
and evenly, I was pleasantly drifting. Thinking. Letting my brain work in the
background.


By five o’clock, I was awake and ready to get up. Duke
lifted his head, eyes bleary, staring unfocused at me with a, “Whaaa?”


“Go back to sleep,” I patted his head, and he
curled up in a ball.


In the bathroom, I closed the door and lightly
scratched a finger across the amulet. “Your Eminence? Azib, wake up, please.”


He appeared, looking bleary eyed and even less
awake than Duke was. “Why do you disturb me when I am busy? I was not,” he covered
his mouth to stifle a yawn. “Sleeping.”


“Of course not. I have a question.”


“First, I have a question.”


“Go ahead.”


“When do we eat? I am hungry.”


“I gave you half of my cheesesteak last night.”


“Exactly. That was last night. What have you done
for me today?”


“I’ll get you an egg and cheese biscuit.”


“Ooooh that sounds good,” he licked his lips. “Let’s
go.”


“Later. We need to talk about dragons. How to find
them.”


“I told you the easiest way to do that. Wait for
someone else to see them, then go there.”


“Yeah, we don’t do things the easy way.”


“Oh, why was I awakened by such a dimwit?”


“Hey, if it was easy, we wouldn’t need your
incredible powers.”


“Hmm. This is true. Perhaps you are not as slow-witted
as you look.”


“You said the dragons will be confused and scared.”


“Yes. You saw how the grimlik could not understand
how this world works. A dragon will be even more frightened.”


“Why? A dragon is bigger than a cat.”


“The cat is an Old One. It has gained
intelligence, the ability to reason. It can come to understand that it has
entered a different world, and possibly to understand the rules of how this
world works. By contrast, a young dragon is an animal. It has only its
instincts. It will know only that everything here does not work the way it
should. It will hide, until its hunger overcomes its fear.”


“Oh sh- What will it eat here? Will it attack people?”


“Dragons and wyverns are predators, but
opportunists. They will seek easy prey. I do not think it would attack one of
your kind. There are too many of you,” he wrinkled up his face. “You
appear soft,” he poked a hand into my shoulder muscle, which was not soft, by
the way. “But you have wondrous machines,” he pointed at the Glock I had
hanging on the back of the bathroom door. “Your kind can sting even a dragon.”


“OK, so, not people. Not cattle, either.” Azib had
guessed the wyvern to be ten feet long. A flying creature, even one that big,
could not lift a cow. I didn’t think so anyway. “Sheep, goats, that sort of
thing.” That might be a good thing. Goats and sheep lived on farms, in rural
areas without a lot of homes and people. A dragon could swoop in and take a
goat at night, when- Or, did farmers bring their animals inside at night, to
protect them from natural predators like wolves? Were there wolves in Ohio? I
didn’t think so. What other animals would a dragon see as potential prey? I had
a bad feeling about that. “Uh, what about dogs and cats?” The last thing we
needed was for someone’s home security camera recording video of a dragon
snatching a cat from a backyard at night.


“No,” he shook his head. “Think about it, you imbecile.
Predators generally avoid attacking other predators, because that type of prey
can bite back. Also, pets here usually are with people, and your kind are definitely dangerous. In the Nether, dragons rarely come
close to homes and villages. The people there do not have fire sticks,” he
looked at my pistol. “They do have spears and arrows, and those can be
deadly.”


“OK.” Before saying anything, I took a minute to
think. He called me a dimwit to poke at me, I knew that. It still bothered me,
and I didn’t want to give him more reason for insults. It had not escaped my
notice that he mentioned ‘people’ living in the Nether. Did he mean
humans, or jinn like himself? Or some other beings? I filed that away as a
question to ask later. “The dragons came through the portal. They were
frightened. Why didn’t they turn around and go back to their world?”


“I do not know,” the genie shrugged. “Young ones
are often seeking to establish new territory. Perhaps they were forced out of
their own land by a rival?”


“Huh. Yeah, maybe they were looking for an
opportunity, that doesn’t explain why they didn’t turn around and go back.”
Hearing him say that made me wonder if that’s why Mister Boots had leapt
through a portal as it closed. Had he been fighting a rival, and been forced to
escape? “Boots said something odd last night, it-”


“Boots?”


“Oh, uh, we’re calling the cat ‘Boots’ or ‘Mister
Boots’,” I told him, not adding that he would know that if he didn’t spend all
his time sleeping in the amulet.


Azib’s eyes bulged. “The Old One agreed to this
outrage?”


“Yes, so do not say anything to him about
it.”


He folded arms across his chest. “What is your
problem with names?”


“Look, his real name is fine. It’s just too long,
and if we’re pretending he’s just an ordinary cat
here, he needs an ordinary cat name, OK?”


“I still say the problem with names is you.”


“Yeah, OK, whatever. Back to the subject, please.
Did you see a cat last night? Or a dragon, or this wyvern thing?”


“Of course not.”


He didn’t mention that he had been hiding in the
amulet, while I fought a monster. “This is a puzzle. Boots told me he came
through the portal as it was closing, that it closed right behind him. He
didn’t see any sign of a dragon that came through before him, or a, salamander? The lizard thing that spat fire at me.”


“Yes, so?”


“So, that means the cat came through first, then
the portal closed. Then, what, it opened again, and other creatures came
through?”


“Hmm,” he tugged at his beard. “Possibly.”


“The portal opened and closed multiple times?”


“That is possible I suppose. Hmm, it could explain
something that has been puzzling me, since your servant Mike asked how so many
different creatures came through in such a short time.”


“Uh, Mike isn’t my servant, he-”


“He is here to protect you, and to aid you in your
quest?”


“Uh, I don’t know about a quest, but-”


“Then Mike is a servant.”


“Don’t tell him that.”


“The portal was opened in an extremely clumsy
fashion. Even you should be embarrassed by such bumbling misuse of magic.”


“I wasn’t there, so-”


“Of course, you cannot even do such pitiful magic-”


“I get the point, OK? You said the portal opening
and closing could explain something that puzzled you?”


“Yes, yes. Wyverns and dragons do not share
territory. It would be extremely odd for two such creatures to be in the same
area.”


“The wyvern was bigger, so maybe it attacked the
dragon, to take over its territory?”


“Do you listen when you speak? Perhaps you do not
know what will come out of your mouth, and you are as surprised by your
stupidity as everyone else.”


“That is not-”


“Think, imbecile, think,” he tapped his
head with a finger. “If the wyvern chased the dragon away from its territory,
the wyvern would not have pursued it through the portal.”


“Uh, OK. I see that.”


“The best explanation, the only
explanation,” he stroked his beard as he talked, mostly to himself. “Is for the
portal to have opened and closed multiple times, in different areas.”


“It can do that?”


“Yes, yes. Many things are possible. Especially
when the practitioners,” he looked straight at me. “Have no idea what they are
doing.”


“Hey, I’d be happy to learn magic, if you can
teach me.”


“You cannot teach a stone to dance,” he
shook his head sadly. “It has no legs.”


“I need to write down that nugget of wisdom.”


“I have many more, if it is wisdom you seek.”


The first bit of magic I wanted him to show me, I
decided right then, is how to trap a genie in an amulet. “Later, please. You
think the portal opened and closed several times, over like, an hour? An hour
in this world.” Unfortunately, we didn’t know when the Order creeps had started
attempting to open a portal at the mound site. We couldn’t ask them about it
because they were, you know, inconveniently dead. “That makes sense.”


“It is my idea, of course it does.”


“I mean, the Order guys expected the portal to
open near them, right? When it didn’t appear in that spot, they probably tried
the spell or whatever, again. Over and over.”


“That, is a reasonable
explanation,” the genie agreed with reluctance.


“Over the course of hour or two here, a portal at
the place we found it, would have opened in the Nether at different places.”


“Quite so.”


 “And stayed
open for a longer time?”


“Or a shorter, time, depending. Yes. This makes
sense. You are less than useless as a wizard, but perhaps not entirely dense.”


“I can’t tell you how honored I am to hear to say
that.”


“I can’t tell you how hungry I am.”



 

“Jim,” his wife shook him awake.


“What?” He was instantly alert, in the way that
happens when startled from sleep by the sound of something that is not
good. The sun wasn’t up yet, but a faint gray light was glowing around the
window curtains. Before he could ask what was wrong, he heard it.


The goats.


His wife’s Angora goats, ordinarily a quiet breed
compared to most goats, were bleating loudly, the way they did when alerted to
a danger. Like a predator. “You closed the barn door?” he asked as he swung his
feet onto the floor.


“You did,” she reminded him, stung by the
accusation. 


He hesitated, one leg in his sweatpants. “Right.”
He did remember closing the door, it was stiff and had to be pulled tightly for
the latch to fall into the slot. “Damned coyotes.”


Ellen sat up, throwing off the covers. “I’m coming
with you.”


Jim knew not to argue, especially about her goats.
“All right, but please stay in the house until we know what’s out there.”



 

Downstairs, he took a jacket from the closet in
the hallway, feeling under a box on the shelf for the key to the gun cabinet.
Ellen had the lights on in the hallway and kitchen, making it easy for him to
unlock the cabinet and take out his shotgun and a handful of shells. The shells
were filled with birdshot, good enough for scaring off any coyotes, and the
predators would probably have been scared off when his wife turned on the
floodlight at the corner of the back porch. Stuffing the shells in a pocket, he
was about to close the cabinet door when he recalled one of his neighbors
talking about rumored sightings of black bear in the neighboring county. Should
he take his rifle instead? It was properly cleaned the last time he used it,
that was five months ago. No. The sheep were still bleating but not as loud,
and agitated rather than terrified. “Do you see anything?” He strode toward the
back door, as his wife looked out the kitchen window. The clock on the
microwave showed that the alarm on his phone would have gotten him up in half
an hour. In the east, the sky was a lighter gray with the predawn light, the
goats would have been awake at that time anyway.


“Nothing. It’s raining.”


“Again?” He sighed. The weather had been generally
miserable since the beginning of winter, and their hay fields were sodden. The forecast had been for a fifteen percent chance
of rain overnight, but lately any chance of rain meant that soggy conditions
were guaranteed.


“Just a drizzle,” she opened the door and handed
him a flashlight. “Honey, be careful.”


“I will.” He stepped onto the porch, zipped up the
jacket against the damp, chilly night air, and snapped on the flashlight,
focusing it on the barn. The building was an oversized shed, housing the six
Angora goats Ellen kept. The door was closed as he remembered, and there was no
sign that anything, or anyone, had tampered with the windows that he
could see. The other side of the barn might be a different story, he could see
those windows from the porch. “I don’t see anything.” Loading a shell into the
shotgun would have alarmed his wife, so he just dug one out of his pocket and
held it ready. Down the two steps to the ground, he kept to the flagstones
until they ended, and his shoes squished in the wet grass. Grass that was too
wet already, with more rain coming. The other side of the barn showed nothing
unusual, and the flashlight revealed the fence was intact. Opening the top of
the barn’s Dutch door, he flipped on the light switch. The goats were huddled
together in the far corner, two of them bleating nervously but no longer in
terror. “They’re fine,” he called to his wife, closing the top of the door and
making double sure it was securely latched.


“Come back inside,” she urged, standing on the
porch with a jacket draped over her shoulders. “I’ll make coffee.”


“Just a minute, I might as well look around while
I’m out here.”


“For what?”


“Poachers.” A dirt road cut between their hay
fields, open land that attracted deer around dusk and dawn, and he had seen
strange trucks cruising slowly past during those hours. People scouting for
deer before and during hunting season was understandable, though he had the
land posted. Seeing trucks scouting months after deer season had to mean
poachers were looking for an opportunity. He kept meaning to set up a trail
camera near the road, but he was usually too tired when he came home from work,
and weekends were filled with chores.


Sweeping the flashlight slowly across the fields,
he looked for the reflection of eyes. When they first moved out to the
countryside, neighbors had advised him to drive slower around dusk and dawn,
when deer were active. Also to scan both sides of the road for the telltale
yellow glow of eyes reflecting from his car’s headlights. Like many animals
that were active in low light conditions, the eyes of deer were adapted to
capture incoming light more than once. He had learned that photons bounced off
a structure inside a deer’s eye called the ‘tapetum lucidum’, giving the light
receptors a second chance to pick up the dim light. It was the tapetum lucidum
that caused the yellow glow he saw in the headlights.


It was also, along with ‘carpe diem’, the only
Latin terms he could remember.


Usually there were at least two or three deer near
the tree line, often more. Nothing reflected back, and
it was growing light enough that he could have seen the vague shapes of deer if
any were there. Something had spooked them. 


There was, he squinted as the drizzle obscured his
view, something in the field on the other side of the road. Something on the
ground. It hadn’t been there the previous evening.


“Honey, come back in the house,” Ellen called,
tugging the jacket tightly around her.


“Put the coffee on, I’ll be there in a minute.”
Crossing the road, he walked along it to avoid the shallow ditch on the other
side, entering the matted grass of the field over the culvert as the drizzle
turned to a steady rain. He hadn’t seen any fresh tire tracks in the muddy road,
and it wasn’t raining hard enough to have washed them away so quickly. Not
poachers, then, unless they parked somewhere and walked through the woods.
Unlikely, it was a lot of work dragging a deer carcass that far if-


It was a deer, lying on the ground.
Something had killed and gutted it. Not poachers, this was the work of an animal,
or animals. A pack of coyotes? A black bear? Part of the deer’s haunches were
missing, carried away by the predator. Loading a shell in the shotgun, he
trained the flashlight along the tree line, seeing nothing. No sign anything
had been dragged toward the woods either, no line of flattened grass. Shining
the light around the kill, he-


What was that?


A dinosaur footprint?


He had watched Jurassic Park with his
grandson the previous weekend, and the image of a T-rex’s footprint in the mud
stuck in his mind. The marks he saw around the carcass of the deer had three
toes facing forward, one, no, two, toward the back. It was hard to tell
exactly, the soggy ground was matted with grass that prevented any clear
outlines of prints. And he had stepped on some of the prints as he’d walked
around the deer. He needed a photo, he realized as the rain began to come down
heavier. Patting his pockets, he groaned. The phone was on the nightstand next
to the bed. By the time he ran back to the house and returned, the prints would
be obscured.



 

“What was it?” Ellen asked as he trudged up the
steps onto the back porch, giving him a steaming mug of coffee as he kicked off
his mud-caked shoes.


“You wouldn’t believe it.”











CHAPTER SIX



 

The McDonald’s down the road would probably be
open for breakfast by six, and getting Azib fed was better than listening to
him whine about being hungry. Mike, Isabel and the others might still be
asleep, so I didn’t want to wake them-


No, that wasn’t entirely true. For so long, I had
been on my own, that having people constantly around me was tiring. A little
alone time sounded good. Yes, the dog and the cat and Azib The Cowardly Genie
could and would all talk to me, that was different. Duke was easy to get along
with, and the cat and the genie generally didn’t want anything from me, other
than food. We all went out and got in the Jeep, I sent a text to Mike and
Isabel, letting them know I’d be right back. The curtain in the room next to
mine pulled back as I started the Jeep, and Gisele waved at me. I wasn’t the
only one up early. The door opened a moment later, and she hobbled out on a
crutch.


“Uh,” I pointed to Boots on the passenger seat. “Watch
out for the cat.”


“I am not ‘the cat’,” the cat hissed at me as I
leaned over to lift him off the seat. Gisele awkwardly slid into the seat with
the crutch next to her. When I set the cat on her lap, the rotten animal bowed his
head to her. “I am ‘Mister Boots’, at your service, my lady.”


Oh my G-


That freakin’ cat had met humans for the first
time less than twenty four hours before, and it had already sensed how to
manipulate us.


Gisele gushed over the cat, stroking his fur and
telling him how pretty he was. Pretty, with his tufts of gray and black fur.
The cat needed a bath, not to be bathed in praise.


As the knight got the cat settled comfortably on
her lap, Boots looked up at me with a smug expression I interpreted as ‘You
have been replaced’.


Rotten kitty. 


“Seatbelt?” I suggested, otherwise keeping my
mouth shut. If Boots was trying to play favorites, and drive a wedge between members
of the team, I wasn’t going to help him. When Gisele turned to get the
seatbelt, I stuck my tongue out at the cat. He bared his teeth at me.


Our relationship was not moving in a healthy
direction.


Duke either sensed the tension, or at least knew
the cat was sucking up to Gisele, because he stuck his head between the seats
and nuzzled her neck with a cheery, “Good morning to you, my lady.”


Gisele giggled, and I rolled my eyes.


Fortunately, Duke has a short attention span and
is easily distracted. “Where are we going for breakfast?”


“We are not going anywhere,” I explained.
“We are getting food for everyone, and bringing it back here.”


“Oooh, are we getting food in the car
again?”


Gisele raised an eyebrow at me, so I told her,
“Mike took us to a drive through yesterday. It was very exciting.”


“It was amazing!” Duke wagged his tail with
such enthusiasm, his whole body shook. “Hey, when we get there, read the sign
for me, so I can decide what to get.”


“No, I will do the ordering. You will get what I
think is best for you.” Really, I hadn’t intended to get breakfast for him, but
to give him a bowl of his regular food. That reminded me, we needed to buy cat
food. A lot of it.


“What?” He whined. “Why can’t I get whatever I
want?”


“You can, when you pay for it with your own money.”
Stupid me assumed that was the end of the discussion.


Laying his chin on my shoulder, he asked, “How do
I get money?”


“Uh,” I snorted. We were passing a car dealership,
with one of those inflatable guys that stands up, waves its arms, and deflates
to do it again. It must have been on all night, maybe someone forgot to unplug
it. “You can sell cars? Most people would love to buy a car from a talking dog.”


“Oooh, I could do that?”


“No, I was jok-”


“I could get a job?”


“That’s not-”


“I could have my own money and buy all the food
that I want?” He clawed at the back window. “Let me out, let me out!”


I slapped my forehead. Gisele shook her head with
a laugh. “Kaz, you really didn’t think that through, did you?”



 

We got the dog calmed down before I pulled into
the restaurant parking lot. Or, I thought we had him calmed down. When I pulled
up to the sign to order breakfast, everything was going well, until the woman
on the other end of the speaker asked, “You want egg and cheese biscuits, do
you want bacon on those?”


“BACON!” Duke shouted, squeezing his head out the
window. “Bacon bacon bacon-”


“Shut up!” I clamped a hand on his muzzle.


The tinny voice from the speaker said, “Excuse
me?”


“Sorry,” I struggled to stuff the dog into the back
seat. “I wasn’t talking to you.”


Helpfully, Azib chose that moment to appear on my lap.
“If the dog is getting bacon, I want bacon also. And three biscuits!”


“Is that three more biscuits,” the speaker
asked, “or three total?”


“Hey!” Boots stood on Gisele’s lap and hissed at
me. “If the jinn is getting three biscuits, I want four.
And extra bacon!”


“Sir,” the speaker was growing exasperated, and a
car behind me flashed its lights.


“Just a minute, please,” I rolled the window up.
“No one talks! Especially not the three of you! Bad dog,” I scolded him.
“You know better than that.”


He hung his head, but glared up at me. “If you’re
going to be a big poopyhead and not let me get a job,
you should at least-”


The car behind us flashed its lights and honked
the horn, twice. In the mirror, I could see the guy mouthing what I interpreted
as ‘Some of us are busy, jackass’.


I got the message. “Everyone be quiet.”
Rolling the window down, I placed the order, and the three were quiet until
Azib whispered in my ear, “Coffee for me, too.”


The last thing a jinn needed was caffeine, I
imagined him zooming around, bouncing off the walls. So I whispered back, “You
don’t need-”


He pinched my ear, hard. 


“Ow! Uh, add another small coffee, please.
With cream. No sugar.”



 

At the window where I handed the clerk money, she peered
into the car. “Just the two of you? Who was talking?”


“Uh, Gisele here does voice impressions.”


Gisele waved at her, while stroking the cat.
Playing along, she did an absolutely awful impression
of Duke’s voice. “I’m a dog, I’m always hungry.”


The clerk laughed. “I like your cat. It’s big.”


“Yes. Good morning, thanks.” It was rude, but I
let my foot off the brake and drove to the other window before the cat, the dog
or the genie could blow their cover by talking. There was a tussle as Duke and
Boots lunged for the bag of food, so I jammed it down in front of my seat,
holding it in place with my left foot. The ride back to the motel was tense, with
Duke whining, the cat hissing at him and at me, and Azib down by my feet,
trying to dig into the bag. Gisele got the cat calmed down, and offered a small
coffee to Azib. The genie finally sat on the dashboard, sipping at the cup.
“This is too hot!” he smacked his lips. “Are you trying to kill me?”


“I am terribly sorry, Your Eminence,” I apologized
as he glared at me. Damn, if I’d known that simple hot liquid would do the job,
I might have been tempted to dunk the genie in a pot of boiling water.


“Here,” Gisele took the cup from the genie, lifted
the lid and blew on it. “I will cool it down for you.”


“You have proper manners,” Azib sniffed. “I should
stay with Gisele from now on.”



 

We all ate our healthy fast food breakfast in my
hotel room. For a while, everyone just sat and ate and sipped coffee. And
talked about the kind of things normal people talk about, like the weather, and
next football season.


It surprised me that Mike was a fan of American football.
“When did you get into the NFL?” I asked through a mouthful of biscuit.


“I meant football, mate. You call it
‘soccer’.”


“Oh, right.”


“Really, I’m more into rugby, great game.”


Isabel was of course also a fan of ‘football’ or
soccer or whatever you want to call it. The two of them talked about the last
World Cup, while I did my best to keep the genie from stealing parts of my
bacon, egg, and cheese biscuit.


“Give it to me,” he demanded. “Gimme gimme gimme-”


“You want more? You can work for it. Answer a
question.”


“Why do you ask questions, when you cannot
possibly understand my answers? This is such a waste of my time. Oh, very well.
Amuse me with your ignorance.”


“You said I have the power to open a
portal. At the right location.”


“The ability is within you,” he sighed. “You do
not know how to use it.”


“Can you teach me?”


“I could.”


“Great! Then-”


“If I knew how to do that, imbecile. I am
not a wizard. I have told you this many times. Do you not listen? Perhaps you
should write down what I say.”


“Yeah, I’ll get a notepad. You don’t know how to
open a portal?”


“That is what I just said, dimwit.”


“How did you get here, then?”


“A portal was opened by a wizard, from this
world.”


“Huh. Can portals be opened from the Nether?”


“With great difficulty, and under certain
conditions that must be just right, and even then, usually only by a god.”


“Fantastic. So, even if I stop anyone here from
connecting to the Nether, a connection can still happen?”


“With great difficulty,” he emphasized.
“That is one reason why the gods sought alliances with wizards here, to create
and maintain portals.”


“Wizards here can do something that gods
can’t?”


“To connect to this world requires what you might
think of as an anchor, and that type of energy is much more easily handled by a
being from this world. When a being from the Nether tries to manipulate that
type of energy, their own nature causes the energy to fall apart.”


“Even if the being is a god?” I asked the question
because I wanted more info on what exactly a so-called ‘god’ from the Nether
could do.


“Yes. The powerful magical essence of a god makes
the energy of a connection extremely difficult to hold together. Why are you
asking these questions? You annoy me.”


“If I can open a portal, I can send Boots back to
his own land. That-”


Mike hadn’t been listening until that point, but
that got his interest. “Our goal is to prevent portals from opening,” he
reminded me.


He was wrong about that. “Our goal is to prevent a
convergence,” I insisted. “Not just a simple portal here or there.”


“We don’t have any instructions about a
convergence.”


“Did you have orders about a portal, before we
met?”


He shook his head and added a shrug. “We were just
monitoring unusual Order activity. We had no idea you would be there, or what
the Order was doing.”


“Fortunately for us, they had no idea what
they were doing.”


“Regardless, we should not risk opening a door
into the Nether, just to send the cat back home. You must see that.”


“What I see is, I need to understand how portals
work, if I’m going to prevent the Order from opening more of them. They won’t
stop.”


“They won’t,” he agreed. “They will keep trying.”


“Why will they do that?” Azib asked.


Mike blinked, unused to the genie talking directly
to him. “Whether this Convergence thing is real or not, the Order wants to use
magic for their own purposes. Opening a portal brings more magical energy, if I
understand the rules. They-”


“This Order of which you speak, they have a wizard
with them?”


“Not that we know of. We don’t think they do. The
Order has been chasing Kaz for years, we assumed they are desperate to capture
him because they don’t have a wizard in their ranks.”


“Then how,” I scratched the back of my neck. “Did
they open a portal?”


“That,” Mike frowned, “is a damned good question.”


“So,” I groaned. “They do have a wizard.”


“Did, maybe.” One corner of Mike’s mouth
turned up in a feral grin. “The opposition we found at the mound site are all
dead.”


In the back of my mind, I thought that a skilled
wizard could have concealed themselves. There wasn’t any point to engaging in
‘What Ifs’. My life could get a lot more complicated if the bad guys chasing me
had a wizard. A real wizard, who actually knew how to
use magic. 


“That is not entirely true,” Azib stroked his
beard. “It is possible for even an unskilled practitioner to perform magic, if
they have detailed instructions, and the proper materials have been prepared.”


“Instructions would be nice,” I muttered under my
breath. “What materials?”


“For example, the vessel you smashed.”


“That old piece of pottery?”


“Yes. It was foolish of you to destroy it.”


“I know that now. At the time, it seemed like a
good idea.” That was a lie. Ah, not quite. At the time, it had seemed like a
good idea, but later I realized I had been acting on emotion, and not taking a
moment to think about it. Everyone had been looking to me, the wizard, to fix
the problem.  My response had been to do
the first thing that popped into my head, so I could do something rather
than show that I had no idea what I was doing. If I had been by myself, or just
with Duke, I would have examined the pottery, really looked at it.


Hell, smashing it hadn’t closed the portal. “I
should have kept it to study, but it’s too late now. That’s a lesson-”


“Perhaps not.”


“Huh?”


“The vessel must have been infused with energy,”
Azib spoke slowly, like he was explaining a complicated subject to a child.
“Magical essence is not like water, you dull-witted one. It does not spill out
onto the ground when you break the container.”


Mike’s eyes bulged. “The thing could still be active?”


“Perhaps,” Azib raised his hands. “It is possible.
As of course I did not see it, I cannot say for certain.”


“My bad,” I admitted. “Mike, we need to get it
back.”


“You’re right about that.”


“Would that kind of thing be swept up as trash, or
kept as evidence? Can you at least ask Annie if the police made a note of stuff they found at the crime scene?”


“I can ask Annie to check on it. It’s possible not
all the evidence has been logged in yet, especially something the police might
think isn’t relevant. Kaz, are you sure that an old piece of pottery is
important? You smashed it, and it didn’t close the portal.”


“The Order thought it was important.”


“I’ll give you that, it doesn’t mean it is
useful. They could have been guessing how to use magic. You might have smashed
an old piece of junk.”


“There’s one way to find out.”


“Whatever you’re thinking about, I hate it
already.”



 

Annie wasn’t able to find
anything in a police database about the broken pottery, which I kind of found
disappointing. Whoever the mysterious ‘Annie’ was, Mike and Isabel had talked
about her like she was some kind of wizard, able to make things happen. While
we waited for Annie to reply to Mike’s query about the broken pottery, we had
been searching news sites and more importantly, social media for posts about
any sightings of dragons. So far nothing, and that was good news. As Azib
predicted, the dragon and wyvern were hiding somewhere, confused by the strange
world they found themselves in. That would last only until their hunger
overcame their fear, so it was only a matter of time.



 

“Nothing,” Mike’s expression was sour, as he came
out of the bathroom, where he read the encrypted message on his phone. It
irritated me that I was not yet allowed to see the secret communications, or to
know anything beyond the info the two agents were authorized to tell me. My
limited access to what might be critical information made me unhappy, and made
me aware that to the agents, I was only one part of the team. Their
organization had been working to stop the Order for a very long time, and
finding me wasn’t the end of their mission. My ego wasn’t bruised too much by
that knowledge. Isabel and Mike understood that putting all their hopes on me
could end in disaster, if an Order sniper got a clear shot at my head.


That was a happy thought.


“A little more detail?” I prompted him.


“State police and the county sheriff have no
broken pottery listed as evidence.” He held up a hand. “They could still be
logging it in.”


“Or, someone tossed it in the trash.”


“In that case, we’re screwed. I didn’t see any
trash can at the site.”


“I checked on that,” I pointed to the tablet
they’d given me. “It’s a ‘pack your own trash’ place. No trash cans provided.”


“So it could be anywhere.”


“Or they swept it off the road. Either way-”


“Either way, I don’t like it.”


“What did Annie say about us trying to get it back?
You asked her?”


“Yes,” he grunted.


“And?”


“She approved, if I think the risk is
manageable.”


“Well?”


“I’m thinking about it.”



 

One of the items Isabel had purchased after we
found Mister Boots was a cat bed. Because Boots was so large, she had actually bought a bed for a small dog, but we didn’t mention
that fact. It was a soft, padded bed and I tucked a nice towel on it, so we
wouldn’t need to wash the bed if the cat got it dirty. “See, Boots? You have a
bed all for yourself,” I patted it invitingly, after I unpacked it from the
box. Mike and I would be leaving early the next morning, and I wanted to be
sure of getting a good night of sleep. One way to do that was to make sure the
cat was comfortable, so he didn’t wake me up several times during the night.


He sniffed at it, testing it with a paw. “It
smells funny.”


“I think that’s the towel. I can get another-”


The cat ignored me, strutting past me with his stumpy
tail in the air, brushing against my leg on the way to squeeze himself into the
cardboard box.


“We bought a special bed for you.”


“I don’t like it,” he sniffed.


“That box is way too small for you,” I protested.


The cat wriggled, somehow fitting his apparently
boneless body into the box, that bulged out around him, until all I could see
was his head. “I like this.”


“Oh for-”


“Oh,” Duke sighed as he curled up on the way too
small cat bed, his head and butt flopping onto the floor. “This is nice.”



 

Later, Isabel asked how Boots was enjoying his new
bed. “He loves it. Just, not the way we thought.”


“What do you mean?”


“Cats are weird.”



 

I could of course hear rain pattering on the motel
roof when Boots stood on my chest and announced he had to go out. After
breakfast, I had gone back to sleep, I was super tired and still didn’t feel
right. Usually when I felt like that, I powered through and sometimes regretted
it. That time, I took Mike’s advice and listened to my body. “We need you to be
a hundred percent, so get some rest.” Boots also needed sleep to heal his
injured leg, and of course Duke was always in favor of a nap, unless something
exciting was going on, in which case he was instantly awake and full of energy.
I wish I had some of that energy.


Anyway, I slept well until Boots woke me up, it
was time to get up and moving anyway. “I don’t understand your obsession with doors,”
the cat gave me a dirty look as I pulled shoes on. 


“Here,” I opened the door wide enough for him to
walk out. With his leg mending, he insisted on walking rather than being
carried.


He stuck his nose out, sniffed with his whiskers
dancing and tail twitching, then backed up. “Nah, I’m good.”


“You’re good?”


“It is cold and wet out there,” he shuddered.


“That is why we have doors. You understand now?”


“Put me on the bed and I’ll get under the
blanket.”


“Nuh uh. No way. You got me up, we’re all going
out.”


“Me too?” Duke yawned.


“Yes, everyone.”


“Do I have to?” The dog barely lifted his head,
distinctly unenthusiastic.


“I’ll give you a treat.”


He stood up and shook all over, slowly walking
toward the door. When I opened it, he looked out at the dreary weather, then up
at me. “This had better be a really good treat.”



 

Despite his protests, I carried Mister Boots
behind the motel, where he yowled to be set on the ground to limp around. The
two of them sniffed around in the wooded area behind the building, while I
checked my phone for news of anyone having spotted a dragon. Nothing. That was
good news. When we came back to the room, I noticed people moving around in the
other two rooms we had booked.


“Hey,” Duke said as I dried off his fur with a
towel. “Is my fur shiny?”


“Huh? Why?”


“The TV said a dog’s fur should shine,” he turned
one way then the other, while looking at himself in the full-length mirror on
the bathroom door.


“Don’t listen to the TV. That’s just someone
trying to sell you something you don’t really need.”


“So,” his tail drooped. “It is not shiny?”


That is the kind of conversation you have, when
your dog can talk. “It is very shiny,” I assured him. “I mean, look at
it,” I rubbed the towel on his back to fluff up the fur. “Other dogs must be
envious of you.”


“They are?”


“Oh yeah. They are like, ‘Duke is so lucky, I hate
him’.”


“I don’t want other dogs to hate me.”


“I meant-”


“I want them to fear me,” he bared his
teeth in the mirror.


“Well, they would be stupid not to.”


“I guess. Should I use product?”


“Uh, what?”


“Product. You know, stuff people put in their hair
to make it look special.”


“Hey, I don’t use product, and my hair is-”


“I’ve been meaning to say something about your
hair.”


“What? What is wrong with my hair?”


“Mike says you sort of have a mullet.”


“I do not have a mullet!”


“Of course not.”


Damn it. My hair was getting a bit too long. Like
I said, I let my hair grow when I move to a new place, then cut it after I
move. Same with my beard, sometimes I have one and sometimes I don’t. It’s a
quick and easy way to change your appearance.


Maybe Mike was right. It was time for a haircut.


“So,” Duke wasn’t letting it go. “Should I get
some product?”


“Do you even know what product is?”


“The people on TV are much happier when they use
product,” his tail wagged happily.


“Don’t believe everything you-” Arguing with a dog
is a waste of time. “Fine. You want to try it, let’s do it.”


In the bathroom was a small jar of hair gel, left
there by Gisele. She had used my bathroom the day before, the hair dryer in her
room was busted. With her hair dyed and cut short, she was experimenting with
different looks. It made her happy, and I liked seeing her smile. Neither of
the knights smiled often, the selection process for being a magic-spelled
knight must not favor people who are naturally jolly. From what I knew of her
life before she was hurled across space and time, she didn’t have much to smile
about. I wish I could tell either of them that life would get better, but I
wasn’t going to lie.


Anyway, she had left a jar of gel, and Duke’s fur
was still damp, so I got to work.



 

A few minutes later, he was admiring himself in
the mirror that was stuck to the bathroom door. “Wow. Just, wow.” He
turned in a circle. “I look so much bigger.”


“You do,” I teased the mohawk along his back to
stand up taller. With the gel, I had made the fur on his head and along his
spine stand straight up. “Hey, look at this.” Pulling the fur, I shaped it into
a series of spikes along his back, like a dinosaur.


“Ooooooh, I like it. Wow, I am extra fierce
now. Mister Boots,” he looked at the cat who was lounging on the bed, licking
his front paws. “What do you think?”


The cat actually rolled
its eyes. I didn’t know cats could do that. “Yes, anyone can see that you are a
terrifying predator.”


Duke lifted his head, studying himself in the
mirror. “This is amazing!”


There was a knock at the door.


“Come in,” I said as I tugged the spikes on his
head.


“Kazimir?” Gisele called softly as she opened the
door, then, “I was- What did you do to the poor dog?” Pointing a
finger at me, she scolded, “Bad! Bad person!”



 

Duke was showered with kisses, and Gisele used a
washcloth to get the gel out of his fur while praising him, and feeding him
biscuits one after another. I mumbled apologies, while Duke was thoroughly
confused. When Gisele left, after giving me another withering look, I shrugged.
“Sorry, buddy.”


He blinked. “What was that all about?”


“It’s a-”


“I mean, I’m not complaining about the kisses and
the biscuits.”


“Yeah, I got that.”


“But, she ruined
my fur.”


“No, it’s OK. You couldn’t go outside like that.
It would attract too much attention.”


“What’s wrong with that? Everyone loves me.”


“That is true, but, you
understand we are on a secret mission, right?”


“Oooh, we are spies? Am I like James Bond?” He
asked that because we had watched a James Bond movie recently.


“Well, you are irresistibly attractive to
women, so-”


“Hey, I should have a cool cover name, then.”


“Huh?”


“Your name is ‘Kaz’, but your cover name is
‘Matthew’. Isabel is a cover name, her real name is ‘Zoraida’.”


“It is? That’s interesting. Is ‘Mike’ a real
name?”


“No, his name is Mikaere.”


“How do you know this?”


“People will say anything around a dog, they
forget I can talk. Oooh, this means I would be an uh-MAY-zing spy, right?”


“You know, you could be right about that.”



 

In the bathroom, I didn’t use any gel, but I did
chop my hair in the back, enough to make it clear I was not growing a mullet.
My hair wasn’t quite business up front, business in the back, but it also
wasn’t anything unusual.


In case you were wondering, I never had a
mullet.











CHAPTER SEVEN



 

Mike gestured for me to
walk with him. Macarius started to come with us, but I told him I was OK,
figuring Mike wanted to talk in private. “What’s up?”


“Kaz, how much do you
know about the, uh, knights?” He said the last word as a question.


“I know they came
across time and space, to help me.”


“They weren’t much help
when the RV flipped over.”


“That was my fault. The
whole thing was a bad idea.”


“I’m glad to hear you
say that. My question is, what do you know about them? Forget about what
they’ve told you, what do you know?”


“I know they were
totally clueless about the modern world.”


“That can be faked. Did
you actually see them appear from, a magic
doorway or something?”


“Uh-” The answer was
No. Macarius was in the road when I first saw him. Gisele had appeared while I
looked down at the fire. “Not exactly. But Gisele, one moment she wasn’t there,
the next, she was.”


“I’ve seen tricks like
that on stage, and it ain’t magic, mate,” his Kiwi accent grew thicker as he
spoke.


“If you had seen how
fast Gisele is, you wouldn’t-”


“My army unit trained
with a troop of New Zealand Special Air Services, I know speed in combat
doesn’t require magic. Gisele looks like a waif of a girl,” he frowned, and I
made a mental note that it was the first time I had heard anyone use the word
‘waif’ in conversation.  “But I’ve seen
women trained in martial arts take out men half again their size.”


“Uh-” Telling Mike that
Gisele had killed two meth heads in an alley would not impress him. “Look, you
want proof they are who they claim to be?”


“You can get that
proof?”


“No, you can.”


“How’s that?”


“I’m pretty sure
neither of them have had what we would consider proper
dental care. But if you need to be certain, take a hair sample. I talked with
Special Agent Singer about this. Except for the hair they’ve grown in the past
couple weeks, the sample should show no fluoride. No contamination from any
artificial chemicals. No trace of the radioactive isotopes from the atomic
testing since 1945.”


“Ah, hmm,” he nodded.
“Like how art is tested for forgery?”


“Something like that. A
blood sample might also show they have never been vaccinated for, for anything.”


He considered what I’d
said. “I don’t know if you can test for the absence of antibodies.”


“Will the hair thing be
good enough?”


“It sounds good,
I don’t know the science. It might be possible to fake,” he said, but from the
way one side of his mouth turned down, he wasn’t convinced of his own words.


“Great. I’ll tell them
we’re taking a hair sample, and you arrange for the testing.”


“I’ll need to clear
this with Annie. I have no idea where to get such testing done, quickly and
discreetly.”


“This is an opportunity
for your organization to impress me.”


He cocked his head. “We
haven’t done that already?”


“You and Isabel have.
The two of you are all I’ve seen.”


Pulling out his phone,
he pointed to the motel. “We’ll take those hair samples, then you prepare to be
impressed.”



 

Mike thought about it, and he still didn’t like
it, and we went back to the mound site anyway. By ‘we’ I mean me, Mike and
Isabel. The knights, Mister Boots and Duke stayed behind, Mike wanted what he
called a ‘minimal footprint’ operation. He did question whether Isabel should
come with us. He wasn’t worried about her fitness, the scar on her leg was an
ugly purple bruise and she was icing it and popping Advil, but she could move just
fine. His hesitation was about leaving the knights alone. Would they get into
trouble? Could they handle themselves without attracting attention, if somehow they did get into trouble? I vouched for them, after
talking with the knights. Gisele planned to have pizza delivered, and watch a
marathon of Real Housewives of Atlanta. Because that was Macarius’s favorite
show.


I decided not to ask any questions about that.



 

We didn’t drive directly to the mound site, Annie
had reported there was a sheriff’s deputy stationed at the top of the access road.
Instead, Isabel parked the Jeep a mile away and guided a drone over the area
while Mike and I geared up. He had body armor for both of us, I had never worn such
a vest with ballistic ceramic panels before, it was uncomfortable and he had to
adjust it for me. We also had helmets, and he had to show me how to use the
microphones. “This has an encrypted burst transmitter,” he tapped the side of
my helmet. “Talk into it, when you’re done, toggle this switch to send the
message.”


“Should we test it?”


“No. Even a low power burst transmission can be
detected, if the opposition is listening for it.”


“But-”


“If something goes down bad enough that you need
to call us, you run. Got it?”


“Yeah.”


He told me to bring my Glock, but not to use it
unless the situation was dire. “If you need to shoot, we are in big
trouble,” he told me as he pulled out a wicked-looking firearm. “This is a
P90,” he explained, as he attached a suppressor to the barrel.


“Cool,” I admired the strange carbine, that
looked like something from a science fiction TV show.


He shrugged. “The round has a relatively short
range, but a high rate of fire. It will make the opposition keep their heads
down. While you run.”


“I got it, Mike.”


Isabel completed a sweep with the drone. “Nothing.
No heat signatures within a kilometer of the site.”


Mike pointed to the blanket he had placed on the
Jeep’s hood, a blanket that was supposed to reduce the engine’s infrared
signature. “That doesn’t mean no one is here.”


“Why do you think the Order will return to this
place?” I asked.


“They could be doing the same as us; looking for that bowl. Or other gear they lost.”


“Yeah, but, assuming they reported their results
to someone, they think the attempt to open a portal was a failure.”


Mike stared at me. “What?”


“The Order guys don’t know they succeeded in
opening a portal, because it wasn’t here. Azib thinks whatever they did
here, opened a portal multiple times. They must have
thought what they were doing didn’t work, and kept trying.”


“Damn,” Mike looked at Isabel, who only
momentarily glanced up from the tablet she used to control the drone. “If Kaz
is right,” he mused. “That gives us an advantage.”


She nodded. “The Order might stop trying, give up
that line of research.”


“Yeah,” I sighed. “Until they hear about a dragon
eating someone’s goat. Then they will know someone opened a portal.”


“Let’s get this over with,” Mike snapped the P90
onto a chest harness.


Isabel patted the sniper rifle on the back seat.
“If you have to run, I’ll cover your egress.”



 

After all the preparation, and Mike acting like he
was my babysitter, our return visit to the site of the firefight was
uneventful. The area was still outlined by yellow police tape, we ducked under
that. Mike scanned the surroundings with a night vision scope, and listened on
a parabolic microphone for sounds that shouldn’t be there. Finally, at the
point where my mind was starting to drift because I was bored and it was late,
Mike gave the All Clear. “In and out quick,” he squeezed my arm for
emphasis.


“I got it,” I replied, instead of flipping him off
like I wanted to. The guy was doing his job, trying to keep me safe. Doing his
job just happened to be super annoying sometimes.


Finding where the RV had burned was easy, the road
surface was bubbled and still smelled awful. From there, I got my bearings,
closing my eyes to picture where I had smashed the bowl. “Found it,” I brushed
my fingertips lightly over the surface. “I’m sensing residual energy here.
Azib, am I right?”


“Even a dolt could sense that,” he sniffed.


“It’s faint.” The energy also felt, the best way I
can describe it is ‘spicy’. The magical energy version of hot sauce. While most
of the energy I’ve encountered was thick and warm like a bowl of oatmeal, or
sometimes wet, chilly and thin like a cup of tea that had cooled off, this
energy was intense. There wasn’t much of it, it didn’t overwhelm my senses.
Dots of hot sauce on a plate. Individually, spicy, not enough volume to do more
than make my tongue tingle.


I would not have enjoyed dipping my tongue into a
full bowl of that hot sauce.


Mike lowered the night vision scope. “Check the
ditches on both sides, in case they swept it off the road.”


That seemed unlikely, there was no sign of an
attempt to clean up the crime scene. Walking in the dark, I extended my senses,
feeling for anything like that spicy energy. “Nothing. It’s not here.”



 

On the walk back to the Jeep, Mike was in a foul
mood. “That was a waste of time.”


“It wasn’t,” I took off the helmet, that was too
big for my head and kept slipping down over my eyes. “Now I know the signature
of the energy for opening a portal. We also know where to find the broken
bowl.”


He glanced back over his shoulder at me. “Is this
a wizard thing?”


“It’s a logic thing. The bowl must have been
collected as evidence.”


“How do you figure that?”


“Everything from the RV was picked up, even the
glass. There weren’t any shell casings on the road. There was trash in
the ditches, old cans, candy wrappers, that sort of thing. No one cleaned up
there, they just removed anything they considered to be evidence. That bowl is
in a plastic bag, on a shelf at the sheriff’s office, or a state police
station.”


“We’re screwed, then. We can’t risk breaking into
an evidence locker.”


“We have to-”


“Let’s talk about it later, OK? Hey, uh, Kaz?’


“Yeah?”


“We work well together. You’re cool under
pressure. It’s good to have you on the team.”


“Thanks. After all the time I was alone on the
run, it’s good to be with a team.”



 

On the way back to the Jeep, I thought about the
problem. While Mike got our gear packed up, I stepped away to speak privately
with Azib. “Your Eminence? Is there any way to open that portal again, if we
don’t have that bowl?”


“Not that I know of. Hmm.”


“What?”


He gave me a ‘Talk To The Hand’ gesture. “I am thinking,
simpleton. Cease your babbling.”


“I am deeply ashamed of my behavior.”


“You should be,” he sniffed. “Hmm, it is not true
that you require that bowl itself. What you need is the energy infused into
it.”


“OK.” To me, that was no difference. “How do I get
the energy out?”


“By transferring it into another vessel.”


Bingo. Now we were getting somewhere. “Can you
teach me how to do that?”


“Such trivial matters are beneath me.”


“Uh huh. So, you don’t know.”


“What?” he screeched, loud enough to get
Isabel’s attention, so I gave her a thumbs up gesture.


“It’s cool, just having a little disagreement
here.”


Arms folded across his chest, Azib floated at my
eye level. “If you wish me to, as Duke says, break it down Barney style, I can
teach even an imbecile such as you.”


“Give me the short version?”


He did.


“Thank you, Azib. I’d have to practice on another
object first.”


“Warn me before you do that.”


“Uh, why?”


“You are ignorant and clumsy. I want to be far away
before you attempt to use magic.”


“Uh, because transferring energy is dangerous?”


“Anything you do is dangerous.”


“Uh, maybe this isn’t a good idea. I know that
energy signature now, it’s not really necessary to get
that broken bowl.”


“It is necessary, if you are to open the
portal again.”


“Yeah, the cat can stay here for a while. It’s not
worth the risk.”


“Perhaps that is not worth the risk. But, there is another reason you should get that bowl, and
the energy from it.”


“What’s that?”


“Tracking the dragons.”


“Huh? You didn’t mention-”


“I did not know before, imbecile. It was
not until I sensed the energy back there that I understood the method used to
open the portal was so amateurishly done, it tainted the energy around
the portal. Did you see how chaotic the energy was?”


“Uh, now that you explained what I sensed, yeah.
It was, like, vibrating.”


“It should not do that. Especially not so
long after the event.”


“OK, good safety tip. Why is this important?”


“I told you, it tainted everything around
it, including the portal itself. And anything that came through the portal.
When we found the cat, I was surprised to see how ragged its aura was.”


“Aura?”


“Ohf. You have eyes, do you not see?”


“I see just fine. What am I supposed to be looking
at?”


“The energy field around the cat, that is its
aura. Every living thing has an aura, even in this magic-deprived world.”


“Are you talking about the Force, Obi-Wan?”


“You mock me?”


“Sorry. No, I didn’t notice any aura. Maybe you
can teach me how to see it. What about the cat’s aura?”


“It was ragged when it should be smooth. It was wrong.
Chaotic energy clung to it, when it came through the poorly-constructed
portal.”


“Ohhh. This chaotic energy also stuck to the
dragons, you think?”


“I do. If you had the bowl, the energy from it,
you could make that energy vibrate again, and you might be able to sense
echoes. From the cat, and from the dragons.”


“Holy- We could use it to find them?”


“Correct. But, you must
hurry. The energy is dissipating quickly.”


“Gotcha.” Walking back to the Jeep, I got into the
back seat. Isabel started the engine and started driving slowly. “Uh, Mike? We
don’t need to steal the bowl from an evidence locker. All I need is to touch
it.”


“I’ll explain that to the police, I’m sure they
won’t mind.”


“I’m serious.”


“So am I. Kaz, this is a no-go. Forget about it.
Find another way. I know you’re curious about how to open portals, but-”


“Azib thinks we can use that broken bowl to track
the dragons.”


“When the f-” Mike clenched his jaw. “When
did the genie plan to tell us this little bit of trivia?”


“He didn’t realize it was possible until he saw
the energy back there.”


“Great. Great!” He punched the headliner of the
Jeep, making the roof flex. “Now we do need the thing, and we can’t get
it without raiding a police station.” Jabbing a finger at me, he added, “That
is not an option, in case you were wondering.”


 “It’s OK. I
may have a way to get access.”


“How?”


“I know an FBI agent who might help.”


“What?”



 


 

The ride back to the motel was tense. The agents
were not happy with me. Isabel drove, so Mike could turn in the passenger seat
and yell at me. “When did you plan to let us know that you told a
federal agent about magic? You have exposed the entire operation!”


“It happened by accident. She helped us.”


“Who is ‘us’?” Isabel
looked at me in the mirror. “The knights know about this FBI agent?”


“Yes. They met her. The knights, and Duke.”


“You showed her a talking dog?” Mike
exploded. “Are you out of your mind?”


“Showing her magic is real is how I convinced her
not to arrest me.”


“You know what I said back there, about being glad
to have you on the team? I am seriously regretting I said that.”


OK, they had a legit reason to be upset with me.
Their secret organization, whoever the hell they were, had been fighting dark
forces since long before I was born. Maybe I should have calmly explained why
Special Agent Michele Singer had become involved.


You know what?


 Screw them.


Looking down at the floor of the Jeep and closing
my eyes, I opened my senses while ignoring whatever Mike was shouting at me. First,
I concentrated on feeling the rear wheels, but they were spinning too fast for
me to touch. Same with the drivetrain components like the driveshaft and axle.
The stout frame was a different story. That I could grab hold of. Once I had a
secure grip on it, I gathered the energy around me, that wasn’t easy as we were
passing through the field, it wasn’t possible for me to connect to any strand
of energy. Instead, I sort of opened my hands wide, fingers splayed, letting
most of the energy slip through my fingers, while channeling part of it behind
the vehicle.


I pulled.


The Jeep hesitated, Isabel must have stomped on
the gas pedal, as we surged forward. She whooped in alarm as the Jeep swayed
and fishtailed, swerving as my control was unbalanced. Isabel jammed on the
brakes and we skidded to a halt.


“What the hell?” She cried as we started moving
backwards, the back tires squealing on the road. “Mike! I can’t stop-”


“Kazimir,” he shook my shoulder. “Whatever you’re
doing, stop it.”


Opening my eyes, I released the energy, and the
Jeep fishtailed for a moment before Isabel stood on the brakes, then slammed
the shifter into neutral.


“What the hell was that?” Mike barked at me.


“A wake-up call,” I glared back at him. “Here’s
the deal- No, both of you shut up and listen to me,” I jabbed a finger in his
face. “I’m the wizard here. This is my show. I don’t know what your employer is
trying to accomplish, but I’m working to prevent the end of the world. I
am doing things my way. If you don’t like it, you’re welcome to,
go do whatever the hell Annie tells you to do. I didn’t ask for your help.”


“You’d be dead without us,” Mike wasn’t backing
down.


“You wouldn’t have a purpose without me.”


Whatever Mike intended to say was cut off by
Isabel. “Guys! Gentlemen, this isn’t getting us anywhere. If you want to
see whose is bigger, the both of you can get out and do it without me.
Comprende?”


Mike yelling at me got my back up. Isabel scolding
me was different. It was like when Sarah expressed disappointment at me, after
I’d done something I knew was wrong. I hadn’t needed
to stop the Jeep, that was me letting my anger control my actions. I knew
better than that.


“OK,” she let out a breath. “I am going to drive
up to the intersection,” she pointed ahead to where a dirt road came in from
the right. “And pull over there. I can do that, wizard?” She again looked at me
in the mirror.


“Go ahead.” I slumped back against the seat,
drained. It was late, and dragging the Jeep to a stop had taken a lot of
energy.



 

Isabel put the Jeep in Park but kept the engine
running. “Kazimir, you first, please. The FBI has been chasing you for years.
You must have had a good reason for approaching one of their agents.”


“I didn’t approach her.” Slowly, haltingly, I told
the story, at first in a rambling, disjointed fashion. Zero Dark Thirty is not
an optimal time for getting your thoughts together. Helpfully, the two agents
just sat and listened. Maybe they had training for interrogating suspects, let
the person talk and eventually they’ll say things they didn’t intend to reveal.
Whatever. I got the story out. “She gave me an email address for contacting
her. I haven’t used it, not yet.”


“She doesn’t know you were in the firefight back
there?”


“Not unless she’s psychic.”


“Or just good at her job,” Isabel bit her lower
lip. “An RV exploded and burned, at what the state police still think was a
shootout between drug gangs.”


“That is what the state cops are officially saying
is their theory,” Mike noted. “We don’t know what private discussions they’ve
had.”


“My point is,” she continued. “An experienced
federal agent can put two and two together. How many RVs are connected to two
gun battles?”


“Oh, hell,” I groaned. 


“Regardless of the bowl in the evidence lockup,
you need to contact Special Agent Singer,” Mike told me. “She will not
appreciate you keeping her out of the loop about something like a major
firefight. It could turn her against you.”


“Has she bought in to helping you?” Isabel asked.


“She’s kind of on the fence, to tell the truth.”


“That’s not good,” Mike shook his head. “Annie is not
going to be happy about this latest turn of events. Kaz, what else haven’t you
told us?”


“Nothing important. It’s my turn.” I directed the
comment to Isabel, hoping I was less likely to get into a stupid argument with
her. Mike was a good guy, but he was a guy, and he still clearly considered me
to be a dumb kid. “You haven’t told me anything. I don’t know who Annie
is, if she even exists. I don’t know anything about you, not even your real
names.”


Mike couldn’t stay out of it. “Mike is my-”


“Maybe, but unless her name is ‘Zisabel’,
you’re not telling me everything.”


“You don’t need to-”


Isabel put a hand on his arm. “We use cover names
in the field, Kaz,” she smiled in what she probably hoped was a disarming
gesture. It worked. “We keep our real names secret to protect ourselves, each
other, and our families. You understand?”


“Yeah. OK.” Arguing with her about that would have
been a dick move. Their real names weren’t important, even though Duke had
already told me their secrets.


“Annie calls the shots. Everything we do is to
stop the Order from achieving,” she held up her hands. “Whatever their goal is.
We don’t know anything about a Convergence. Annie never heard about it, until
we reported what you told us. I want to work with you, we both do.” She looked
at Mike, and he nodded after a moment. “This is all new to us. Dragons?”
She laughed. She might have been doing that for effect. If so, it worked.


“A talking dog, and cat from the Nether, and a
genie aren’t enough for you?”


She laughed again, and Mike did the same. They laughed
with their eyes, not just their mouths. It was genuine.


“Look, it’s late,” I stifled a yawn behind a hand.
“Let’s get back to the motel. I’ll send a message to Michelle, uh, Agent
Singer. Go from there.”


“Can you hold off doing that?” Mike pulled out a
phone. “Until we hear back from Annie? She’ll run a background check on
Singer.”


“We’ve had suspicions the Order has contacts in
law enforcement here, and in Europe,” Isabel explained. “Possibly around the
world.”


“Oh, great,” I rolled my eyes.


“The Order has been in this game for a very long
time.”


“Like, how long?”


She looked at Mike before answering. “We think it
started in the early thirteen hundreds. After the original Knights Templar were
arrested and killed by the king of France.”


“Somebody has been keeping a serious grudge,” it
was my turn to laugh. “I’m having trouble processing the time scales. Azib and
the wizard Duke is channeling are from ancient freakin’ Babylon. The
knights are from the Roman Empire. By comparison, this Order is only, what, seven
hundred years old?”


“Less than that, we think,” Mike finally
volunteered some information. “The Order, as we know it today, didn’t overtly
act until the eighteen hundreds, that we know of. The current form of the Order
didn’t arise until the nineteen thirties.”


“Nineteen thirties?”


He hesitated before continuing. “1936,
specifically.”


The way he said it sent a chill up my spine.
“Where?”


“Germany.”


“You’re kidding me. The Order was part of
the Knights Templar, and then they were Nazis?”


“We think they used the Nazis. Or, they used each
other. Kaz, I’ve already said too much. I’ll contact Annie, OK?”


“Do that,” I settled back in my seat. “Tell her
I’m serious about what I said. I’d prefer working with your team, but it’s
going to be on my terms. She needs to appreciate that stopping the Order
from doing,” I waved a hand in a vague gesture. “Whatever their goal is, is
nowhere near as important as stopping a Convergence. I’m the wizard here, it’s
my responsibility.”


He didn’t say he was skeptical about the whole
Convergence thing, he didn’t have to.


Hell, I wasn’t sure about it myself.



 

Mike didn’t tell me exactly how Annie responded to
the latest bombshell I had dropped in her lap; that a federal agent had not
only been told about the existence of magic, she had
seen it in action. “She’s concerned the whole situation is spiraling out of
control,” he said, shaking his head.


“Mike, the fact is, you guys never had
control. From what little you’ve told me, you have been reacting to the Order
from the beginning.”


His jaw clenched, then he relaxed. We both knew
getting into another argument wasn’t useful. “I can’t argue with that but, it’s
complicated. They have all the-” Again, he shook his head.


“All the what? Come on.
If we’re going to help each other, if you want me to help you, I need to know
what we’re up against.”


“Look, I can’t tell you how this happened, but
whatever ancient knowledge of magic still exists in this world, the Order has
it. The books, scrolls, all that.”


“Oh, hell. They have known about the Convergence
all along?”


“I didn’t say that.”


“They know a lot more than we do.”


“That’s for certain. We have been playing catch
up, operating blind.”


“Have you considered it’s time to stop that?”


“How?”


“Take the initiative. Take the fight to the Order.
Hunt them.”


A wolfish expression flashed across his face. I
knew he had thought about it. “It’s not so easy, or we’d have done that.”


“You have a wizard with you now.”


“And a talking dog.”


“Plus a cat, and a genie, don’t forget.”


“Then we can’t lose,” he snorted, then read
something on his phone and frowned. “This agent Michelle Singer, did you know
she was on the original investigation-”


“She told me. She doesn’t believe I was involved
in Sarah’s murder. Or Alicia.”


“We didn’t even know you were in Colorado back
then. Fact is,” he glanced away, embarrassed. “We didn’t know the Order had,
acted,” he chose a nice, neutral word. “In Colorado. Our ability to track the
Order was severely degraded for about four years. I can’t talk about it. I am
sorry about what happened.”


“Thanks,” I said. What else could I say? “She’s OK
with me contacting Singer?”


“OK is a strong word.”



 

I sent an email to Michelle. To my surprise, she sent
a reply message while we were eating breakfast. My message had been a simple
‘Call me’, with the number Mike had given me. It wasn’t the number of the
burner phone I had, it was some temporary number that connected to an
untraceable, encrypted app, and the number would only be used one time. Or
something like that, I’m not a tech expert. She replied that she would call me during
lunch, along with ‘I have questions’.


Yeah. I had questions too.



 

Jim’s wife did not believe his story about
seeing dinosaur tracks, though she had supportively assured him that he must
have seen something unusual, and in the poor light and rain his eyes might have
played tricks on him. The county game warden certainly did not believe Jim’s
description of the tracks, but agreed to investigate the carcass since he was
going to be in the area that afternoon. Jim left work at lunchtime and was
pulling into the driveway when a truck with the logo ‘Ohio Wildlife Officer’ on
the door came down the road. “Hi,” a man waved as he got out, carrying a small
duffel bag. “Ryan Barr,” he offered a handshake, and his business card.


They exchanged greetings, and Barr complimented
Jim on the property. “It’s a hobby farm,” Jim explained. “My wife raises Angora
goats, sells yarn on Etsy.”


“I remember when this was the Williamson’s farm.
That was, what, twenty years ago?”


“We’ve had it for fifteen,” Jim was itching to get
out into the field. “It’s over there,” he pointed across the road.


Except it wasn’t. Not the way it was that morning.
The carcass had been torn apart and picked apart, scattered all over. As they
approached the carcass, the warden said, “This was probably the work of
coyotes. They’re getting more bold in daylight, the
construction project across the highway caused a lot of habitat loss. For them
and their prey.” He pointed to tracks when they got closer. “Yup, that’s
coyotes.” It had stopped raining in mid-morning and the sun had come out, so
the tracks were distinctive in the partially dried mud.


“These tracks are coyotes,” Jim fumed.
“This is not what I saw this morning.”


“You have photos of the tracks?”


“I told you, I don’t. The bite marks I saw were
from something much bigger than a coyote.”


“The carcass is torn up now,” Barr nudged a bone
with his shoe.


“Can you,” Jim frowned at the bone. “Do DNA
analysis, or check for, fur?” He thought the current theory was that dinosaurs
were covered in feathers, he wasn’t going to say that to a game warden.
Especially since there were no feathers at the scene.


Barr smiled. “The state won’t pay for a DNA test.”
He crouched and picked up a tuft of gray fur. “This is from a coyote.”


“I know that,” Jim’s frustration boiled
over. “Coyotes weren’t here this morning. You don’t believe me.”


“Sir,” Barr used the Professional Patience tone of
voice he had developed for dealing with the public. “I can’t identify an animal
without anything to work with.”


“Will you at least take samples?”


The game warden stood up. “I wouldn’t know what to
do with it. From what I can see, this was a small deer, likely a yearling doe.
From this scant evidence, I can’t tell what killed it, all I can see is coyotes
were here.”


On the walk back to the warden’s truck, they
talked about the weather, and if Jim should do anything more to protect the
goats from coyotes. Barr got into the truck and put the key in the ignition,
but didn’t start it. “If you see something unusual again, call me right away,
OK? I want to know if there’s something odd going on.”


“I’m never leaving the house again without my
phone. I’ll get photos.”


“Yes, but call me, please. I’ll take measurements,
and impressions of the tracks. Examine the bite marks.”


“You think it will be back?”


“From what you said, something interrupted the
predator before it got its fill. It will be hunting again, soon. Unless it was
the coyotes.”


“The prints I saw were not coyotes, or a bear. I
know the difference. Can you at least guess what it might be?”


“Sir, I,” Barr looked out the windshield. “Three
toes? Dreamfield Farms tried raising emus, but they gave that up years ago. You
said this thing had two toes pointed to the rear?”


“Yes, one bigger than the other.”


 “Emus only
have three toes, all pointing forward. I’ve never seen anything like what you
described. Could it- Could one of your neighbors be screwing with you? Any
disputes with your neighbors?”


Jim looked both ways along the road. “You can see
we pretty much don’t have what you’d call neighbors. The Kirks and the
Morways are at the bend in the road, we’re friendly with them.”


“Could be kids playing a prank.”


“Kids getting up before six in the morning? On a
school day?”


“You have a point. Well,” Barr started the truck.
“Let me know, OK?”



 

Jim watched the truck drive away until it went
around the bend in the road. Maybe the game warden was right, someone could be
screwing with him. He had to admit the odds of a dinosaur appearing in eastern
Ohio were slim. Yet, he knew what he saw.


Before going back to the office, he went into the
shed and got out his trail camera. It had a solar panel on top, but the
batteries were depleted after being in storage, so he plugged it in.


He also took a tarp off the deer decoy, which
needed to be dusted off, and found a box of scent packets in a drawer.


Whatever killed the deer, if it came back, he would
have a photo.











CHAPTER EIGHT



 

Back at the motel, Isabel got out to check that
the knights hadn’t gotten into trouble, while Mike drove me down the road to a
grocery store, so I could get a treat for the cat. Boots was not especially
fond of tuna, he did like salmon. “You’re spoiling that cat,” Mike grunted as
we got back in the Jeep. “That thing would tear out your throat, if it hadn’t
promised not to.”


“I don’t know how much his promise is worth,” I
admitted.


“The genie said it’s unbreakable.”


“Unbreakable in the Nether, maybe. Boots is here.
Also, I got a feeling he didn’t just decide to check out this side of the
portal, he had to come here. To get away from something more dangerous
than himself.”


“That doesn’t sound good. Did you ask him about
it?”


“Yeah, Boots loves to talk,” I rolled my eyes.


“I still say you’re spoiling him,” he looked away
as we pulled out onto the road. There was a grocery store a mile away, but Mike
insisted on driving a different store that was twenty minutes from the motel.
He still wasn’t happy about me going into stores and restaurants, but he
grudgingly agreed I couldn’t stay in a motel room forever. 


“He likes salmon. We know nothing about what kind
of foods he needs, vitamins, that sort of thing. If he wants this, I figure his
body is telling him he needs it.”


“You could have bought canned salmon, instead of
the most expensive stuff they had.”


“It’s already cooked. Unless you want me stinking
up the motel to cook it in the microwave?”


“Hell no.” Then he grinned. “Admit it, you’re
growing fond of that cat.”


With a shrug, I replied, “Duke seems to like him.
That’s good enough for me.”



 


 

Getting out of the Jeep at the motel, it was
immediately clear that something was wrong. Gisele opened the door to the room
she shared with Isabel, and waved, gesturing for me to come to her. And to
hurry. Instinctively, I first looked around the parking lot, checking for signs
of trouble. That wasn’t necessary, if there was potential danger, someone would
have risked using a phone to call me or Mike. Even if an Order agent was in the
room behind Gisele, holding a gun to her back, she would have used one of the
secret hand signals or facial tics Isabel had taught us for silent
communication.


Also, when I took a second to think about it as I
trotted toward the doorway, any Order agent who aimed a gun at Gisele from
close range would be dead, and the only emergency would be how to
quickly dispose of the body


“What’s up?” As I came through the doorway she backed up to clear the way, and I saw her eyes
were moist.


That was not good.


Isabel was sitting on the bed, holding a wash cloth to the cat’s neck. I guessed the cloth held ice
because it was damp, drops of water had run down Boots’s fur and onto the
comforter. Duke was lying next to the cat, staring up at me with sad brown
eyes.


“Boots has a fever,” Isabel explained as Gisele
shut the door behind me. Isabel’s eyes were also glistening and the skin under
her eyes was puffy and red. Had she been crying?


There wasn’t much I knew about Isabel or whatever
her real name is, but I knew she is tough and cool under pressure, I had seen
her kick ass and stay focused even after she was hit by a bullet. Gisele made a
choking sound and lowered herself to perch on the bed, reaching out to stroke
the cat’s paw. A tear ran down her cheek and she ignored it.


What is it about women and cats?


“Let me see,” I reached out to rest a hand on the
cat’s head, as if I knew anything about the normal body temperature of a cat.
Even if I did, would that knowledge be relevant to the health of a cat-like
creature from the Netherworld?


The answer was yes. No animal that didn’t breathe
fire should be that hot. “He’s burning up.” There was a catch in my throat. I
barely knew the cat, yet I was responsible for him. “Maybe we should bring him
to a vet?”


“Yes,” Gisele nodded, hugging her arms tightly
around herself so she was even more petite and fragile looking than usual. That
appearance was an illusion, a dangerous one. Dangerous to anyone who threatened
her, or anyone she cared about.


“No,” Isabel said that at the same time, with an
emphatic but sad shake of her head. “We can’t risk exposure. You understand?”
She addressed that to Gisele. “No cat here has an odd number of toes. An X-ray might
also show a bone structure or internal organs that are completely different
from life in this world.”


“We don’t know if a vet here could help,” I agreed
reluctantly. “When did this start?”


“It came on suddenly. He collapsed about an hour
ago,” Isabel said.


“He was lethargic before that,” Gisele added. “We
should have noticed earlier,” she bit her lip and for a moment I was reminded
that, although she was a knight chosen to defend our world against an ancient
evil, she was also a nineteen year old woman. That is where she was
vulnerable, despite her physical prowess. “He can talk. Why didn’t Boots say
something? I should have asked him.”


“It’s not your fault,” Duke stood and laid his
chin on her shoulder. “Mister Boots is a wild animal. He won’t show weakness,
until he can’t hide it.”


Gisele patted Duke’s head. “Thank you. Kazimir,
can you do something?”


“Me?”


“You are a wizard.”


“Well, yeah, but-” She looked up at me. Isabel had
the same hopeful expression.


The dog had sad brown eyes.


The cat’s eyes were closed. They all wanted,
needed, me to do something. To fix the problem. “Give me a minute, I need to
think about this. Can you get another ice pack?” I suggested, and Isabel
nodded.


Outside the door, Mike was waiting, holding up his
hands in a ‘What is going on’ gesture. “The cat is sick,” I explained.


“How sick?”


“Bad enough that Isabel is upset.”


“That’s bad, for sure. Anything I can do?”


“She’s your partner. Be there for her.”


He gave me a curt nod and strode toward the door.
I would not have wanted to be in his way at that moment.



 

In my own room, I zapped the amulet with a spark
of magic, stinging my finger and drawing an immediate response from His
Lordship. “Ow! You are so rude, I-”


“I need you to shut up and listen to me.”


“What? How dare you talk-”


“I don’t have time for your usual games, jinn. The
cat is sick, he has a fever. Is there anything I can do for him?”


“You?” He blinked. “If you do not know
already, then there is nothing you can do.”


“Could a real wizard do something?”


“Hmm. I would need to examine the creature.”


“OK, Boots is in the next room. Let’s-”


“Kazimir, wait. Oh, why am I doing this? I barely
know you. Ah, why not? You should not even attempt this. You are only setting
yourself up for failure. You could harm yourself, and kill the cat.”


“Back when we found Boots, you said it is possible
to use magic to heal an injury or sickness?”


“That depends greatly on the nature of the problem.”


“Then it is possible.”


“For a skilled practitioner, yes. Healing magic is
a delicate art that takes many years of training, under the close guidance of a
master wizard. You have no skill, no training, and no one to teach you.”


“But you’re a jinn,
you-”


“I am not a wizard. I have only been witness to healing, and then only as an observer. I do not
know the details of what was done. Kazimir,” he sighed. “You are young, and it
is possible, just barely possible, that you have potential. Do not attempt what
you cannot do. It is only a cat, who as you said, does not belong in
this world.”


“I told Gisele and Isabel that the two of us could
make Boots better.”


“You did? That was extremely foolish,” he wagged a finger at me.


“I’ll make a note of that. In the meantime, there
are two women and a dog who expect you to do something amazing. If it doesn’t
happen, you will be letting them down.”


“This is an outrage!”


“I feel just awful about it. What do you want to
do?”


“You say that,” his eyes stared daggers at me. “As
if I have a choice.”



 

The room was crowded when I went back in, Mike and
Macarius were there. “OK, people, this isn’t going to work,” I said as I
squeezed between concerned citizens who were in my way.


“You can’t help Boots?” Gisele had her hands
clasped tightly in anguish.


“I meant,” I made a gesture to clear space around
the bed. “You all are crowding the cat. It’s already too warm in here.”


“Can we help in any way?” Macarius asked. He had
lost his usual Resting Scowl Face, replaced by quiet concern. Maybe a touch of
sadness also, though his eyes weren’t tearing up. The way he glanced over at
Gisele told me his concern was for her, not the cat. He hinted to me that the
knights talked to each other, told each other things they didn’t reveal to
anyone else. He knew what she had gone through before becoming a knight,
details she didn’t want to reveal to me. He wanted to protect her, I understood
that.


“I don’t think so.”


“Everyone,” Macarius pulled the door open. “Out.
Let the wizard do what he can.”


“But-” Gisele started to protest.


“Sister,” he softened his tone. “Magic is
forbidden, you know this. Even if it is used for a good, it could taint us with
its inherent evil. We are knights, we must remain pure.”


I couldn’t quite decide if he had just insulted
me, but Gisele nodded, stroked the cat’s head, and walked out the door, Isabel
right behind her, followed by Duke, whose ears and tail drooped
.


“Mike,” I tapped his shoulder. “Stay, please.”


He closed the door and turned to me. “What can I
do?”


“To be honest, I’m not sure I can do
anything. In case things go sideways-”


“Right,” he nodded. He had not shown any particular affection for the cat, so if Boots continued to
decline, I didn’t have to worry about him being overly emotional.


“Just, uh, sit next to Boots. I don’t want him
moving around too much. Damn it, I should have brought gloves.”


“I’ll be right back,” Mike left.


“Azib?”


The genie appeared. “Oooh, this does not look
good,” he flew above the cat. “There is a sickness, centered in his leg here.”


“How do you know that?”


The door opened and Mike came in. “Kevlar gloves,”
he announced, as he also strapped on body armor.


“Boots is a magic cat, but I’m pretty sure he
can’t shoot laser beams from his eyes.”


“You won’t be holding him,” Mike donned a
helmet with a full face shield, and a Kevlar throat guard. “Have you seen his
fangs?”


“Uh, good point. Azib? How do you know the
sickness is in Boots’s leg?”


“I can see it, imbecile. Try not to be
completely useless. Can you not see anything?”


“Let me take the bandage off.”


“Not with your eyes, with your senses. This
is hopeless. We will never-”


“Hey, just give me a minute, will ya? This is new
to me.”


Kneeling on the bed, I closed my eyes and hovered
my right hand, palm facing down, over the cat’s injured leg. Using my hand like
that isn’t something I was taught to do, it just felt right. The last time I
changed the bandage, the leg appeared to be healing nicely. Healing too fast
for a normal cat, though Boots was anything but normal. There had been no sign
of infection, I didn’t know if germs in our world could affect a creature from
the Nether.


“Oh,” I opened my eyes. “That’s not good.”


“You see, then?” Azib lifted an eyebrow,
surprised. And maybe a bit pleased.


“Yeah.”


“What is it?” Mike asked.


“Something, wrong.” Closing my eyes again, I waved
my hand slowly from the injured leg to the cat’s head and back, describing what
I was sensing. “Overall, there is a, uh, warm, kind of green glow. That’s
normal and healthy, I’m guessing.”


“Yes, yes, go on,” Azib urged.


“Back here, in his leg, the energy is purple, and cold.
Ice cold. It’s wrong, it shouldn’t be there. Macarius says all magic is
evil. This is evil, for certain.”


“Evil?”


“Bad, then. Unhealthy. This, whatever it is,
should not be there. Not inside any living thing. Azib, am I right about that?”


“There are some beings made of that
energy,” the genie shuddered. “We are fortunate that none of them are here.”


“What you’re sensing,” Mike asked. “It’s an
infection?”


“Not anything from this world. An infection would
be hot, the body rushing blood to the area and raising the temperature to fight
the infection.”


Mike frowned. “That’s how immune systems work in this
world. We don’t know anything about beings from the Nether.”


“I know this, purple energy, shouldn’t be there.
Inside him. It’s killing him. There are,” I waved my hand over him front to
back again. “Dots of the purple stuff all over. Faint. He’s fighting the spread
of that, whatever it is. If I can get rid of the, uh, locus in his leg-”


Mike raised an eyebrow. “You want to amputate the
leg?”


“That would-”


“An Old One would rather die,” Azib told me
quietly, “than lose his ability to hunt.”


“We can take care of him,” I patted the
unconscious cat’s head.


“You do not understand, human. An Old One is not
merely a creature, it has become a spirit. This cat is the living
embodiment of hunting. If it cannot hunt, it will lose the ability to channel
the spirit within. Its aged body will rapidly fail, without the spirit to bind
its flesh together. Taking the leg will kill Boots, as surely as if you cut off
his head.”


“OK,” I exhaled. “Time for plan B.”


Mike cocked his head. “You have another plan?”


“I don’t have a plan. Let me think.”


“Think quickly, wizard,” Azib urged. “The dark
energy is spreading, it is now feeding on his body.” He rested a tiny hand on
the cat’s head. “It would be a shame for an Old One to meet such an inglorious
end.”


Looking around the cheap motel room, I saw the
worn carpeting, the dark stain below the air conditioner, where years of
condensation had dripped down. The cracked tile floor in the bathroom, the
hastily patched dents in the drywall, the mismatched paint of walls and trim
around the windows. To die in that room would certainly be an inglorious end.
“How can I kill this dark energy?”


Azib’s eyes bulged. “Kill it? You cannot
kill what is not alive.”


“You know what I mean. How do I get rid of it?”


He tugged on his beard. “A healer would pull it
from the body.”


“OK, great. How do I do that?”


“I am not a healer.”


“You don’t know?”


“I do not. I am not a wizard.”


“Fantastic. How would a healer do it?”


“Very carefully. If you are clumsy, and you are
clumsy, you could pull the dark energy out of the cat and into yourself. It
wants to feed, it is attracted to sources of greater power. That is why the
training to become a healer is so long and difficult, and why you must be
guided and protected by a master wizard. If you make a mistake, no one here can
help you.”


“OK,” Mike looked at me, his face pale. “Good
safety tip, then.”


“If, uh,” I lost my train of thought. It hadn’t
occurred to me that treating the cat’s illness could be dangerous to myself.
“If I can pull this dark energy stuff out of Boots, what should I do with it?”


“Wait,” Mike grabbed my arm. “You can’t do this.”


“We won’t know until I try.”


“You shouldn’t do this. It’s too much risk.
You don’t know what you’re doing. This could kill you.”


“A lot of things could kill me.”


“You believe you are the world’s only wizard, and
that it’s your responsibility, even your destiny, to stop a Convergence that
could kill millions, or billions of people?”


“That’s being a little dramatic about it but,
yeah, basically.”


“If you die, no one will be here to prevent our
world from merging with the Nether, and you’re willing to risk all that for a cat?
One cat?”


He had a point, damn it. “Any time I use magic,
there is a risk,” the words sounded lame even to me. “I won’t learn anything
unless I experiment with magic.”


“You won’t learn anything if you’re dead,
either.”


“Listen, Mike, I appreciate your concern for me,
but-”


“I’m not concerned for you.”


“Huh?”


“Kaz, we just met. We’ve been chasing you for
years, but I barely know you. It’s my job to protect a wizard, you just happen
to be that wizard. You’re no good to us if you’re dead.”


“I’m also not much good to anyone right now. The
skill I have is pretty basic-”


“That is a generous description,” Azib muttered.


“My point is, I can’t stop a Convergence if it
happened now. I will never be able to stop it, or even recognize it’s
happening, unless I level up my wizard skills.”


“This isn’t a video game.”


“The point is valid. Until I seriously improve my
wizard game, I will barely be able to protect myself.”


“You closed a portal, by yourself.”


“Yeah, and I temporarily went blind. The next
time, it might not be so temporary. Mike, does your group have access to a
stack of ‘Magic For Dummies’ books?”


“Not that I know.”


“Then I’m stuck learning by trial and error.”


“The error part is what worries me.”


“I can either learn by doing useless tricks with
magic, or do something that might be useful.”


“Useless tricks aren’t necessarily dangerous. Kaz,
I can’t let you do this.”


“You don’t have to. It’s not your choice.”


His jaw clenched. “I am here to-”


“I am here because for now, you and your
partner are useful to me. If you get in my way, you’re out, you get that? I owe
nothing to you or this Annie, whoever the hell she is.”


“We saved your life.”


“Yeah, after I dropped a log on a guy’s
head from the freakin’ sky. There are some wizard things I know how to do, you
want to see them?”


One of us decided that one of us had to be mature.
It wasn’t me. “It’s your choice,” he shrugged, but his body was tense.


“You want to leave?”


“I’ll stay, on two conditions. First, you be
careful. Any sign this dark energy is coming for you, you stop. Agreed?”


“Hell yes.”


“The second condition is we need to talk about
this,” he pointed to me, then himself. “How this all works. I didn’t sign up
for this job for the money, I did it to make a difference.”


“I get that. Let’s make a difference to Boots.”


He nodded. “What’s next?”


“Azib?”


During the argument between me and Mike, the genie
had been sitting on top of the TV, watching and shaking his head. “I agree with
Mike. This is foolish.”


“The best dumb ideas are the ones you know are
dumb, before you start.”


Mike snorted. “Wish I could argue with that logic
but, what the hell.”


“Oh, very well. You are not much of a wizard
anyway, your death will be no great loss.”


“Your heartwarming sentiment inspires me. I’m
going to see if I can, you know, touch this dark energy. Does that sound
right?” For Mike’s benefit I added, “Not actually touch it.”


“I figured that. Azib?” He gestured for the genie
to get closer. “Is that how it’s done?”


“I told you, I do not know how it is done,” Azib
looked away. “I am not a healer.”


“One step at a time, then.” Step one was to take
several calming breaths. Then closing my eyes, I reached out with my will. The
energy that suffused the cat’s body, and extended a bit beyond into what I
guessed was its ‘aura’, was warm. Comfortingly warm. There was a life to it.
The best way I could describe it is the taste of cinnamon. Warm, not
overwhelming. The cinnamon of a breakfast bun, or an apple pie. If you are a
degenerate drinker, you can think of it as the taste of Fireball whisky, but
nowhere near as intense.


That healthy energy I left alone, the cat needed
it and I had no idea what would happen if I screwed with its balance. Besides,
that warm energy was slippery, there didn’t appear to be any way to get hold of
it, to manipulate it. The dark energy was a different story, it was hard and cold
and solid. The angry purple dark energy was a thing. An object I could
grasp. It wasn’t smooth, there was a core like a walnut, with tendrils that
reached out. Looking at it made me nauseous; it was just so wrong.


Where to begin?


One of the purple tendrils, a thin one, reached up
the leg and extended toward the hip. That dark energy wanted to grow, the
tendrils were like roots, seeking food and water. When the roots reached the
cat’s torso, my guess was they would swell and spread everywhere. Looking
closely, the tendril I had chosen was moving, its tip swaying back and forth,
like the end of a vine searching for something to wrap onto.


“Not this time,” I muttered to myself. To be safe,
to be safer since I had no idea what I was doing, I wouldn’t actually try to grasp the thin tendril. Instead, I would
stop it. Block its path, see how it reacted. Push it aside, prevent it from
growing up inside Boots.


My will reached out, pulling magical energy from
around me, focusing it into a tightly-packed strand,
and pulling it gently down into the cat’s leg. Boots flinched and I pulled the
strand back. Opening my eyes, I checked Boots’s face. His eyes were still
closed. “Hold his leg still, please,” I asked Mike, and he wrapped one
Kevlar-gloved hand around the limb. “Uh, to the left, your thumb is in the
way.”


The second time, I went slower, and the skin of
the cat’s leg only rippled for a moment before settling down.


It worked. “It’s working,” I broke concentration
to look at Mike.


“You’re destroying the dark energy?”


“Just blocking it, part of it.” Closing my eyes
again, I-


Damn it.


The writhing tendril had wound around the strand
I’d put in place. Focus, Kaz, I told myself. Pull the strand out slowly, let
the tendril unwind. That worked.


At first.


Then it all went to hell in a flash.


It was only later, playing back the vague images
in my brain in super slow motion, that I understood what happened. With
lightning speed, the tendril stabbed its tip into the strand I was using, and
surged inside it, the strand both narrowing on my end and bulging outward
inside Boots. The cat jerked and yowled, twisting loose from the unprepared
Mike. He shouted something and I didn’t hear, it didn’t matter. The only thing
I could sense was the dark energy racing up the strand that was still
connected to me. Shaking my hands to break the connection didn’t do any
good as I fell backward off the bed, bashing my head on something and knocking
the breath from my lungs. Probably I sucked in more air, I don’t remember. The
strand would not come loose from my right hand, the stupid thing suddenly was
made of sticky dough, flapping my hand only made the strand break into multiple
strands, all still attached to my hand and the strand was turning pink as the
dark purple surged upward, a thick angry bulge stretching the strand thin and
it would not stop. Desperate and wholly ignorant of what to do I clasped my
hands together, tearing the strand in two and flinging my hands wide apart, I
used my will to clamp down on the now twin strands, squeezing them until they both
broke away from me. That was not good, the purple infected strand flailed
around, inches from my face. My hands came around to push what was now a
disconnected ball of dark energy away from me.


But not too far away.


“What the hell is that?” Mike screeched
like a toddler and jumped back, I didn’t blame him one bit.


Holy sh-


He could see it.


I could see it too.


 An ugly
purple glow, writhing and twisting and seeking me, seeking anything. With the
corner of one eye, I saw Azib had valiantly zoomed up to a corner of the
ceiling and held his hands in a warding gesture, protecting himself. He was
going to be no use at all.


“Door!” I gasped. The dark energy was fighting me,
I held a balled-up python that wanted to uncoil and strike, straining against
the bonds I was losing control of. “Door door door door door-”


Mike didn’t hesitate, vaulting the bed in one
stride and yanking the door open. Instead of running out to save himself, he
stayed in the room, a move that was stupid.


Stupidly brave. He had flattened himself
against the wall, holding the door, making sure it was wide open for me.


Kicking my feet, I got to my knees, wobbling as
the dark energy stabbed out at me, rocking me side to side. Somehow
I got to my feet without using my hands and staggered toward the doorway, Mike
reached out to steady me, holding my upper arm just long enough so I didn’t
crash into the door jamb and lose control. The dark energy struck toward him
and he let go of me, not from cowardice but from good sense. He knew he
couldn’t do anything to help me against that malevolent force.


I was out the door, into the parking lot.


Great.


What the hell was I going to do next? Tossing the ball
of dark energy on the ground did not seem like a good idea. Where could-


The dumpster.


The trash container behind the motel was empty, or
should be nearly empty. It had been emptied at five o’clock that morning, I
knew that because it had sounded like the garbage truck rammed it at sixty
miles an hour, then banged it a half dozen times before seemingly dropping it
from orbit. It was a very relaxing way to wake up.


Stumbling, I ran around the side of the motel,
Mike in the lead as he must have guessed where I was going. Or he thought I was
headed for the wooded area behind the alleyway, I gasped, “Dumpster,” when I
went around the corner. He opened his stride and sprinted for the beat-up and
rusty trash container, swinging back the lid back. The last few steps I took
were uncoordinated, I lifted my arms over the open container and bashed my chin
on the lip, willing the hateful dark energy to break from me. Mike slammed the
lid down, almost smashing my fingers.


“Will that,” he was out of breath like I was.
“Kill it?”


“Don’t,” I was bent over, sucking in air. “Know.”


Uh oh.


Smoke was coming from the dumpster.


“I’m not a magic expert but,” Mike backed away.


“Yeah, that’s not good.”


“Can you stop it?”


“I don’t know what it is,” I took another step
back.


“Is that smoke, or the dark energy?”


That was a good question, I didn’t answer right
away. The smoke wasn’t purple, it was light in color. In fact, as we watched,
the smoke turned white. “I think the dumpster just elected a new Pope.”


“What?”


“Nothing, I, lots of adrenaline here,” my hands
were shaking, I held one out for him to see. “It smells like ordinary smoke.
Let me try my senses.”


“Should we be doing something?”


“I don’t know.”


“They just emptied the dumpster this morning,” Mike
had heard the truck also. People in Hawaii probably heard that freakin’ truck.
“It should be empty?”


“Uh, it wasn’t.” That fact just hit me. The brief
glimpse I saw when I bashed my chin, showed the trash container was almost full, of boxes. Brightly colored cardboard
boxes.


How could the thing be full already?


“Hey!” Someone called from behind me, then before
I could react, a guy in jeans and a white shirt ran past, to flip up the lid of
the dumpster.


“No!” I shouted. “Don’t-”


The guy lifted a fire extinguisher, FWOOSH FWOOSH
FWOOOOOSH emptying it in the flaming dumpster. While Mike, a highly skilled
secret agent, and me the wizard, stood frozen and did nothing, the front desk
clerk of the motel put out the fire. A fire that had been started by magic.


“That’ll do it,” the guy dropped the dead
extinguisher and climbed up to look in the bin. “No harm done,” he said with a
glance at the brick rear wall of the motel, and he reached into the dumpster to
pull out a smoldering box, tossing it at my feet.


Twinkies. It was a scorched case of Twinkies.
The next box was Ding Dongs, then HoHos, followed by more Twinkies.


What the-


“What happened here?” The guy asked as he jumped
down off the dumpster. “I saw the fire on the camera,” he pointed to a security
camera that covered the back of the motel.


Automatically, I reached up to grasp the glamor
charm, making sure I was wearing it. “Sorry about that,” I stuffed my shaking
hands into pockets while I thought up a plausible lie. “I, uh, it was a flare.”


The guy, I saw from the nametag that his name was
Kevin, stared at me, eyes wide. “You had a flare in your room?”


“My fault,” Mike held up his hands. “Forgot it was
in my pack, I would never have brought it inside.”


Kevin continued to stare at me. “That didn’t look
like a flare,” his eyes narrowed. “You were,” he mimed holding a beach ball,
“carrying it without touching the thing.”


“It was covered in bubble wrap,” that was the best
lie I could think up right then. Hey, I had almost been killed by dark energy,
give me a break. Nudging a smoldering box with a foot, I asked, “What’s with
the Twinkies?”


“Oh, uh,” I had put him on the defensive. “My
cousin bought an old convenience store, they had a bunch of expired snacks in
the back room. He needed to get rid of it and,” he shrugged, looking at the
ground. “I figured, this dumpster would be empty, so,” he scuffed his feet.
“You won’t say anything to my boss?”


Crouching, I picked up a Twinkie, still in its
plastic wrapper. It didn’t look any different than a Twinkie that had not
reached its expiration date, had been tainted by dark magical energy, and been set
on fire. Probably it tasted the same also. “I won’t, if you won’t mention the
flare.”


“I ain’t sayin’ nothin’ about nothin’,” he offered
a fist bump, and I returned the gesture. “We cool?”


“We’re cool. Hey, did the camera,” I pointed to
the instrument bolted under the eaves of the motel roof, “record this?”


“Nah,” Kevin snorted. “It doesn’t record anything,
the damned thing barely works half the time.”


“Uh, we’ll get back to our room, OK?”


“Fine by me,” Kevin picked up the extinguisher and
flipped the lid back on the trash container, that had only faint wisps of smoke
drifting from it.


While Kevin walked away, Mike shook his head. “You
know, a dumpster fire is the perfect image for this whole operation.”


“Sorry about that.”


He clapped a hand on my shoulder and lowered his
voice. “You fought a smoke monster and won. Nothing to be sorry about.
Just, let’s not do that again?”


“Hell no.”


“You think the dark energy is gone?”


“That,” I waited until Kevin went back into the
motel. “Is what I’m going to check right now. From here,” I assured him. “I’m not
getting any closer to that thing.”


Because my actions could be viewed on the security
camera, I walked over so I was between the camera and the dumpster, then closed
my eyes and extended my senses. “Nothing. There’s nothing there.”


“You’re sure?”


“Yeah. My parents were right.”


“About what?”


“Too many Twinkies will kill anything.”


He laughed, just as Isabel came running around the
corner. Seeing us standing in the alley, acting casual, she stopped, holding up
her hands in a ‘What the hell’ gesture. “She’ll be right,” Mike slipped into
New Zealand slang.


“I’ll explain later,” I added. “Uh, we better
check on the cat.”


The three of us started walking quickly back to
the room.



 

Gisele had Boots’s head in her lap, while Macarius
stood behind her, a hand on her shoulder. It surprised me to see him doing that
instead of guarding the door, and it surprised me more to see her clasping his
hand. It was good to see the knights bonding. Duke was licking the cat’s ear,
they all looked up at me when we came through the doorway. “How is he?”


“He’s awake,” Gisele wiped away a tear with the
back of a sleeve.


Boots’s eyes fluttered. “Water,” he croaked.


“Oh!” Gisele gasped. She struggled to hold the cat
while wobbling on one leg, then giving Boots to Macarius, who pointed to the
splint on his wrist.


“Here,” I held out my arms. “Let me take him.”


Boots felt, lighter. A lot less heavy. He couldn’t
have lost that much weight in a few hours. Setting him on the floor, I held him
around the waist so he didn’t fall over, while he slurped water. And slurped,
and kept going. He was that dehydrated? When he finished, I set him back in
Gisele’s lap, kneeling so I was at eye level. “Mister Boots, how are you feeling?”


“Right now,” he coughed. “I’d prefer not to feel
anything.”


“I hear you. Is it OK if I check your leg?”


“Whatever you gotta do,” he grunted.


Carefully, I removed the bandage. Patches of fur were
still missing, growing back in a fine fuzz, and the exposed skin was a darker
pink that I liked seeing. Most importantly, extending my senses revealed no
trace of the purplish dark energy in the leg. There were still a few faint, weak dots of it in his body, I didn’t risk screwing
with those. Patting his head that already felt cooler, I said, “I think you’re
going to be OK.”


“I owe you, wizard,” he coughed. “That is twice
you saved my life.”


“Don’t worry about it. In this world, cats are
supposed to have nine lives, so you have plenty left.”


“In my world, debts must be paid,” it was obvious
it took effort for him to lift his head to look at me. “The gods make sure of
that.”


“Yeah, well, you get better, and we’ll talk.”


“There is nothing I can do for you?”


At the moment, I didn’t
think the cat was capable of doing anything for anyone. “How about you tell
Gisele how much you appreciate her caring for you, before I got here? She was
worried sick about you.”


The cat took on an expression like I’d asked him
to drink a bottle of battery acid, but Gisele looked at me and silently mouthed
‘Thank you’.


Then Macarius did the same.


Damn, I was on fire. Not literally, although that
almost had happened.


Instead of talking, Boots curled up tighter
against Gisele, and started purring. That was close enough to saying he
appreciated her. Standing up, I pointed at a corner of the ceiling, where a
faint green glow was dancing. “Azib? Could you come with me, please?”


Without appearing, he asked, “Is it safe?”


“Yeah, it’s safe.”


“Are you sure? It looked very dangerous.”


“The dark energy is gone. We need to talk. Come
with me.”











CHAPTER NINE



 

Mike and I went into the next room, the one shared
by Isabel and Gisele. Instead of the usual mess of any room occupied by the
knight from Gaul, the only mess was piled on one suitcase. Isabel, I guessed,
did not tolerate any messiness. She also wanted to make a quick exit if
necessary. “Azib?”


He appeared, sitting on top of the TV. “May I ask,
what the hell was that?”


“It-”


“Also, how are you still alive?”


“Just lucky, I guess.”


“Hmmph. Do not let this swell your head, but I
might have misjudged your abilities. You have the potential to be a very
powerful wizard. Immensely powerful.”


“Thanks, I-”


“If you do not kill yourself first, for you are
certainly immensely stupid.”


“I was doing the best I could, without any help
from you. I noticed you disappeared the instant the trouble started.”


“Of course I did. You started the trouble,
against my advice, and there was nothing I could do, so why should I not save
myself?”


“Mike couldn’t do anything, and he didn’t
bail on me.”


“His rash display of loyalty would have been of
little comfort to him, if the dark energy had taken you both.”


“Yeah, well, it didn’t.”


“How? How did you do this? I do not sense
the dark energy, where did it go?”


“It’s dead. These,” I pulled the Twinkie out of a
pocket. “Apparently can kill anything.”


He zoomed to hover a few feet from me. “This is a
talisman? I do not know it,” he peered at the packaged treat. “It must be
powerful.”


“It’s a snack cake, see?” I peeled back the
plastic.


He stuck his nose in and sniffed. “Ooooh, it smells
good. Give it to me.” The Twinkie was snatched from my fingers, and he
again perched on the TV, discarding the wrapper on the floor and eating the
snack in two bites. “So good,” he mumbled with his mouth full. “You must get
more.”


“There’s a whole dumpster full of that junk,” I
jerked a thumb toward the back wall of the motel. “Uh, do not go there,”
I added, almost too late.


“I am hungry from my labors.”


“Quaking in fear must burn a lot of calories.”


“You mock me?”


“Look,” I was too tired to argue. “I’ll get a
whole box of fresh Twinkies for you later, OK? Will Boots recover? Where
did that dark energy come from?”


“When will you bring more of these
Twinkies?” He was rightfully suspicious.


“Later. Answer the questions, please.”


“Dark energy is within all of us. All beings from
the Netherworld. Not all,” he clarified. “Some avoid it, but that is
rare. Normally, it lies dormant, held back by the proper balance of forces that
you call ‘life’. Sometimes, through injury, or the intervention of those who
serve evil, it finds an opportunity to grow.”


“Is that what happened here? Boots was injured, so
his body couldn’t fight it?”


“Perhaps. The leg trap did the cat no favor. I suspect
the dark energy was given strength when Boots passed through the portal.
Chaotic, dark energy was all around the portal, it was not supposed to be
there. That is how we will find the dragons.”


“By tracking dark energy?” I did not like the
sound of that. “The dragons are contaminated with dark energy?
If that will kill them by itself, we don’t have to worry.”


“They are not contaminated, not on the
inside” he rolled his eyes. “I believe the chaotic energy clung to them as they
came through the portal. It is the dark aspect of that chaos that we can track.
If you can get the bowl you smashed.”


“Do we need it?” Mike asked. “There could be
residual dark energy in that dumpster.”


“There isn’t,” I picked up the discarded Twinkie
wrapper. “I checked.”


“That would not matter anyway,” Azib was
disgusted. “The dark energy in the cat had grown, it lost its original chaotic
nature.”


“Annie said was OK for me to about contact Agent
Singer,” I pulled out my phone. “I need to talk with her, not just exchange
emails.”


Mike pulled out his phone, pressed an icon, and
shook his head. “Today?”


“It has to be today.
Michelle has a job, and a family. She can’t just drop everything and fly up
here.”


“We know. All right, but be careful what you say,
don’t tell her any more than she needs to know.”


“I won’t.”


“Before you try working with magic energy again,
do you know what went wrong here? You said you were not going to touch it. A
second later, you’re holding an angry ball of glowing hatred.”


He might have been exaggerating about how fast it
all happened, but ‘angry ball of glowing hatred’ was an excellent description
of the thing that came too close to killing me. It
would also be a great name for a death metal band. “It happened so fast. The damned
thing felt for the strand of energy I was using to block it, and BLAM! It was
just there before I knew what was happening.”


Mike’s face turned pale. “The thing did that
deliberately? It can think?”


“That was a bad description. It’s like
electricity, sort of. I had a magic wire connecting me to Boots, and when the
dark energy touched it,” I snapped my fingers. “It completed a circuit.
Something like that. It didn’t think, it just, did what it does.”


“How did you stop it?” That question came from
Azib, and I noticed he didn’t correct my account of how magic worked.


Holding up my hands in a warding gesture, I
explained, “Pushed it away from me.”


“How?” The genie demanded.


“Using my will.”


“That is not how it works,” Azib’s face
grew a darker green.


“That’s how it works for me.”


“Your will?” Mike was completely lost.
“What is that? You don’t need some, spell or magic words or something?”


“Maybe it’s supposed to work like that,” I
told him. “All I know is how to do it my way. It’s a good thing I didn’t need a
spell or an incantation, there wasn’t time.” The genie stuck out his lower lip,
thinking. “Azib, do wizards use magic words?”


“The words are not magic, they have no power on
their own.” 



 


 


 


 

Agent Singer called while I was in my room with
Mike and Isabel, they had insisted on being there. I figured letting them hear
the conversation would be a good way to build trust. “Hi,” I answered the call
on the first ring. There was traffic noise in the background, she might have
been driving.


“Hi. No names, understood?”


“Good idea. Listen, I-”


“I go first. Please tell me that mess in
Ohio where an RV exploded, wasn’t your doing?”


“It wasn’t.”


“Oh, thank God.”


“Now that I told you the happy story you wanted to
hear, do you want the truth?”


She swore.


“Hey,” I sighed. “I have to live in the world of reality.”


“The world of magic?”


“Magic is reality. You know that. You saw.”


“A talking dog,” she sighed. “Yes.”


“We now also have a talking cat, that came
from the Netherworld.”


She sighed again, right into the phone. “This keeps
getting better and better.”


“You haven’t heard about the dragon yet.”


She didn’t respond.


“Hello?”


“A dragon?”


“I’m not happy about it either.”


“How the f-”


“It’s a long story, and not over the phone.”
Sensing I was pushing her too far, I added, “The incident in Ohio was another
ambush. I drove right into it.”


“There was serious firepower.”


“A couple nine millimeter shell casings might have
been mine. Otherwise, let’s just say two groups had a beef, and I got caught in
the middle.”


“That seems to happen to you a lot.”


“I didn’t ask for it.”


“For a guy who isn’t asking for trouble, you find
it too often.”


“Come on. Do you think if I was expecting to get into
a firefight, I would have driven there in an RV?”


“One of the dead guys had his head smashed in by a
log that fell out of the sky.”


“Ents are slow to anger, but their wrath can be
awful.”


“What?”


“I don’t have a lot of time. We, we all don’t have
a lot of time, if you know what I mean. We need to meet, you and me. There is
something I need access to, and the cops here have it as a piece of evidence.”
She didn’t respond right away. “I know this is-”


“This isn’t a TV show. I can’t just walk into
another law enforcement agency and request access to evidence, like I’m on a
sightseeing tour.”


“The item is native American pottery, a sort of
pot or a bowl, from the Adena culture. The Mound builders, you know? It’s a
piece of ancient art. That’s your wheelhouse, right? You could say it’s
part of your investigation.”


“That’s a stretch.”


“The cops here think the firefight was drug
related. You told me drug gangs sometimes use art and old artifacts as
currency.”


“Where is this thing?”


“I was hoping you could tell me. Either the state
police or the county sheriff have it.”


“I don’t believe you’re asking this.”


“While you’re processing that, I should add that
there are two dragons flying around out there, and they’re going to be hungry
soon. I need that bowl to find them, before some civilian gets a cellphone
video of a dragon eating someone’s pet goat.”


“You weren’t joking about the dragon?”


“I was not. We know at least two are in this world
now.”


“Oh my- There could be more than two?”


“It’s possible. We only saw signs of two.”


“How did this happen?”


“It wasn’t me. I was trying to stop it.”


“Then your RV just happened to explode.”


“That happened later. Michelle-”


“No names!”


“Sorry.”


“Dragons? That does it. I need to call this in,
before a dragon snatches a child.”


“Do not say anything. No one will believe you
anyway, you know that.”


“My mother wanted me to be an accountant. Or a
lawyer.”


“My mother wanted to be alive to see me
grow up. We don’t always get what we want.”


She paused, then, “That was a low blow.”


“It’s the truth. Are you going to help, or not?”


“I need to think about it.”


“While you think, two dragons are getting hungry.”


“Killing dragons sounds like a job for the Air
Force, not the FBI.”


“It’s a job for a wizard,” I insisted. “We
need to meet.”


“I’ll think about it. I have a job, you know.
Assignments I’m already working on.”


“Can you start by finding if the sheriff or state
police here have a broken pottery bowl in evidence?”


“This bowl is really an Indian artifact?”


“That art dealer guy you told me about, he sold
it.” Really, I didn’t that, it was a guess.


“I won’t ask how you know that. All right. I will
see if it is logged in as evidence anywhere. Check your email in,” it sounded
like she turned off the car’s engine. “A couple hours.”


“Thanks.”



 

True to her word, she sent me an email ninety
minutes later. The text was simply ‘Call me’. I did.


“The state police have your broken pot.”


“You’re sure? It wasn’t logged into the evidence
database. Uh,” I cringed. “Forget I said that, please.”


“I am not going to ask how you have access
to police records.”


“I don’t. It, it’s complicated. Listen, the thing
is just an old broken piece of pottery, but I need it to find those dragons.”


“This is an awfully convenient story.”


“Seriously? If I wanted to steal something from
police custody, I’d tell you I need a bag of uncut diamonds, not old busted pieces of ceramic.”


“It doesn’t matter. I can’t take an item from
local law enforcement, unless there is an official request and a lot of
paperwork.”


“All I need to is see
the thing, not take it away.”


“You just want to look at it?” The relief in her
voice was palpable. “I can get photos to you by tomorrow.”


“What I should have said is, I need to see and touch
it. Privately. I swear, I have no interest in stealing an old piece of
pottery.” When she didn’t respond, I added, “It’s a magic thing. I am begging
you here. We have to find and kill those dragons
before someone sees them. That would be a total disaster.”


“I notice you didn’t say ‘before they eat
someone’.”


“That too. The genie says the dragons will avoid
people.”


“Genie? What genie?”


“It is a long story. Please. I will be
honest with you, I am desperate.”


“You weren’t being honest before now?”


“Damn it! Yes! Everything I told you is the truth.
Can you, will you, help us?”


“Dragons?”


“Dragons that are growing hungry.”


She must have pressed a hand over the microphone,
because all I heard was a series of muffled curses. “I am going to regret
this.”


“If some kid posts a YouTube video of a dragon, we
will all regret it.”


“I always thought the ‘X-Files’ show was BS.”


“This is really, really, real,” I assured her.


“You can kill a dragon?”


“Uh, I have a friend with a sniper rifle.”


“Is that better than a magic wand?”


“I don’t have a wand, so yes. It would be nice if
I could wave a stick and say ‘Expellum Dragonis’ but it doesn’t work that way.”


“All right, all right. I’ll see what I can do.”


“Quickly.”


“How quickly?”


“Tomorrow.”


“Tomorrow?”


“Hungry dragons, remember?”


“Sh-”


“You’re busy tomorrow?”


“Actually, no. Doing
paperwork to prepare for a trial. I was going to work from home in the
morning.”


“OK, then can you get here fast?”


“No way can I get permission for travel on such
short notice. You have no idea how the government travel request system works.”


“Can you- Hold a second,” I cupped a hand over the
phone as Mike waved at me.


“I’ll arrange for a jet tonight,” he whispered as
he tapped on his phone.


“You can do that?”


“Annie can,” he said without looking at me.
“Untraceable, she will charter it through shell companies. Tell Singer you will
provide the tail number and departure details.”


“Wow. OK, then. Uh, Michelle?”


“No names over the phone!”


“I think that ship has sailed. Listen, you’re not
gonna believe this-”



 


 

Jim felt foolish when he went to bed that night,
after walking out on the road to see the decoy deer leaning slightly on the
soggy ground, the trail camera pointed at it, at nothing. Worse, he wondered if
his wife thought he was foolish, or delusional. Or just being stubborn.


A dinosaur? What had he been thinking? The
game warden was probably right, someone was screwing with him, playing a prank.
Maybe stupid kids were trying to make a viral TikTok video. Hiding in the woods
and watching him scratch his head at the dinosaur tracks. The more he thought
about it, the tracks had only been right around the deer carcass. None of the
tracks had led toward or away from the deer. It had to be a prank.


He would take in the camera and decoy after work
the next day, and try to forget about the incident.



 

During the night, a line of thunderstorms swept
through in the early evening, with another line approaching in the morning. The
already wet ground was thoroughly soaked, and more rain threatened to pound
down as he was debating whether to dash out into the field to check the camera
before breakfast. The thunderstorm system overnight had produced a cluster of
tornados in eastern Indiana, flooding in Kentucky, and breathless warnings by
the local TV weather forecasters. The storm had a serious effect in his house,
power had cut out during a favorite show they’d been binge-watching, and they
had gone to sleep frustrated. Checking the weather radar on his phone made up
his mind, he had about half an hour before the rain started again. He ran
toward the road.


That section of the field had a slight hump near the
road that blocked his view from the driveway, and when he got into the field,
the decoy was still there, but it had fallen onto its side. How bad was the
wind, he wondered? Was the field so saturated with water that the stakes he’d
pounded into the ground come loose?


Apparently yes. The wooden stake he’d attached the
camera to was leaning over, away from the direction the wind had come from.
Disgusted, he mentally kicked himself for not having taken the decoy and camera
in before the storm. There wasn’t any point to watching what the camera saw,
the motion detector would have been activated by last year’s leaves blowing
across the field, recording a whole lot of nothing.


“What the hell?” He gasped when he lifted the
decoy. The left side was covered with mud and dead grass, while the right side
showed two sets of three long scratches around the neck and shoulders.
Wiping off the mud exposed two matching scratch marks on the left side.


Exactly the sort of marks that would be made by
the creature whose tracks he’d seen; with three claws forward and one large
claw in the back. The second, smaller rear claw was probably too weak to leave
a mark in the plastic surface of the decoy.


“Oh my G-”


Too late, he realized he might have trampled any
tracks that were on the ground. Standing still, he looked all around him.
Nothing. Any tracks had been washed away by the thunderstorm. No evidence, no
photos. Except for the scratches on the decoy. He couldn’t call the game warden
about that, those marks could have been made by tools he had in his shed.


Running a fingernail along one scratch, it was
deep and ragged at what he judged the beginning, then shallower and smooth. The
creature had gripped tightly at first, then released when it discovered the
prey was not what it seemed. The decoy was built to look like a deer, and the
scent pack was supposed to make the plastic smell like a deer. Any predator
would instantly understand the hard material was not any kind of deer.


He had no evidence.


The camera.


It was leaning over, but the decoy was lying on
its side when the predator attacked. If he had any luck at all, the camera’s
night vision imager had captured the incident.


Except, the fake deer had fallen the opposite from
the direction the camera was leaning. The decoy had flopped over into
the wind. How had that happened?


The ancient trail camera didn’t have WiFi or
Bluetooth, it was too far from the house to connect to WiFi anyway. He had to
bring it to the house to download the images. Should he leave the decoy in the
field? He had already disturbed the scene. Laying it back down the way he found
it, he hurried across the field, anxious to see what was on the camera before
his wife was ready for breakfast. She would ask why he was excited, and he
didn’t want to get her hopes up. Didn’t want to get his hopes up. It
might just be another prank. By someone serious about pranks, to be out during
a night of severe storms.



 

The first images from the camera were of the
evening storm; leaves blowing by, and the decoy wobbling in gusty winds. The
storm passed on and he saw a skunk, and that was alarming. The skunk was caught
on camera twice, once coming from the direction of the house, then coming back
later. Coming back toward the house. He needed to check if the animal
had a nest under the porch, that could be a problem.


The camera kept turning off when no motion
triggered its sensors. Except that no result was a result. Not seeing any deer
in the field at all was unusual. Something definitely had
spooked them, and they were staying away from the field. There was the skunk
again, going away from the house, Jim breathed a sigh of relief. A racoon
wandered by. Finally, two deer appeared, lingering at the edge of the field,
barely in view, skittish. They only stayed a few minutes before slipping back
into the woods.


Then, the camera slowly sagged to the side, so the
decoy’s head was out of view. Most of the picture was grass stirred by the
wind, and the camera had recorded too much of that. He needed to buy a new,
better camera, one with a motion sensor that wouldn’t be triggered by just
anything that moved. Scrolling through the recorded images, he saw with alarm
that he had already seen seventy percent of the video, and the memory was full.
At some point during the night, the camera’s memory had become full, and it stopped
recording.


No.


That could not happen. He had a camera set up to
catch the creature, and the freakin’ camera shut itself off?


Scrolling faster, he got to the eighty percent
mark, then ninety. Ninety five.


No.


Please don’t-


He froze.


And scrolled the images backward.


Holding his breath, he pressed Play.


There.


Wind had not knocked the decoy down, it was still
standing.


Something came in from top right, from above. From
the sky.


Two arms, or legs, came down, tipped with claws.
Or talons, assuming it was a bird. The talons struck the decoy, quickly
released, and the decoy toppled over.


Running the video back then forward in slow
motion, in addition to the arms or legs, he could see a split second of what
appeared to be the tip of a leathery wing. And a blurry something whipping past
at the end. A tail? A long, thin tail?


Not a bird.


No feathers.


It had wings like a bat.


And a whip-like tail.


He had seen a dinosaur.


A pterodactyl.


In Ohio.



 

Jim didn’t show the dinosaur video to his wife. He
didn’t say anything about it that morning, and she tactfully didn’t mention
seeing the decoy leaning against the shed.


“I’m going to yoga class and then the hardware
store, do you need anything?” She asked, as she took her car keys off the hook
in the kitchen.


“No,” he shook his head.
“Guess I’ll go get the mower ready for the season. With all this rain, cutting
the grass will be like hacking down a forest.”



 

Jim did mean to work on the mower. He didn’t. He
watched the video again. Trying to decide what to do with it. Deleting the file
was the smart thing to do. Don’t take the bait as the pranksters wanted him to
do. It had to be a prank. There were no dinosaurs, not anymore. Especially not
in eastern Ohio.


Unless-


There were an increasing number of biotech
companies in the state, labeling themselves as ‘Life Sciences’. A term less
frightening than stating they were playing games with the building blocks of
life. Could a startup lab have tried a real-life Jurassic Park type of
experiment, and one of their creations escaped? If that was true, unlikely but
it was at least possible, then the public needed to know. Children could be in
danger. That’s what he told himself, working up the courage to send the video.


Three times, he wrote then deleted a message to
the game warden, looking at the email address on the man’s business card. He
will think I’m an idiot, Jim decided, ready to close the laptop. Then he got an
idea.


Someone is really committed to this prank,
he wrote. My camera recorded this last night. I am done with this BS,
the message ended. He attached a file that contained the few seconds of video
that were important and, before he could change his mind, he clicked Send.


Regret set in right away, but the message was
gone. If the game warden contacted him, he would treat the incident as an
unfunny joke. He was an accountant, his clients and partners expected him to be
smart, reliable, and absolutely not the sort of
lunatic who claimed to see dinosaurs.



 

Wildlife Officer Ryan Barr had gotten up early to
investigate a report of poachers, in an area that had awful cell service. He
did not find any evidence of poachers, he did find a private backyard shooting
range that was properly posted and more than enough distance from any
residences. It sometimes happened at people new to the area, buying a cabin to
get away from the city for the weekend, were surprised by the reality of
country life. It wasn’t all well-ironed flannel shirts, shiny Range Rovers, and
gourmet coffees by the fireplace of a cute bistro like what was shown in
magazines.


By the time he got back to a place where his phone
showed more than an intermittent one bar of signal, and was able to download
emails, he had several priority messages. Including a report of bird feeder
that had been knocked over and ransacked by what the homeowner reported was
probably a bear. He knew a raccoon was the more likely suspect, and he would
advise the homeowner that birdfeeders attracted more than birds to a house. At
least take them in at night, or hang it from a tree. Although a determined bear
would find a way to get the nutritious bird food, no matter how well protected
the feeder was.


By the time he saw the email from Jim, with the
subject line ‘Prank’, it was mid-morning, and his instant, undercaffeinated
thought was ‘Not this again’. He was not looking forward to explaining, again,
that there were no dinosaurs in Ohio. With a groan, he opened the email-


And relaxed. It was a prank, Jim agreed,
and it had happened again. This time, he had video. Interested, Barr clicked on
the video.


A minute later, he was wondering what he had just
watched. 


If it was a prank- Scratch that thought, obviously
it was a prank, although he was beginning to wonder whether Jim had created the
video himself, to prove he hadn’t been wrong about the odd tracks he had
supposedly seen. As a prank, it was strange. As in, strangely ineffective.
Blurry images through an older night vision camera were a poor choice, if the
goal was for the video to go viral. And the choice of subject was also strange.
A flying dinosaur? Most of the crank calls and emails he received were about
something at least remotely plausible, such as mountain lions or gray wolves.
While neither of those predators were in Ohio, they did exist. He also received
reports about well-known Ohio myths like werewolves, and giant frog men. Or,
always a perennial favorite, Bigfoot.


So, why would someone fake a flying dinosaur? It
was instantly, laughably, not credible.


He debated whether to call Jim, wondering what to
say. No, it would be better to have some information before he responded. He
had a cousin in the sheriff’s office, so he forwarded the email, along with a
casual inquiry about whether there had been any other recent complaints about
pranksters. To avoid making the question official, he sent it to his cousin
Rick’s personal email. Which might have been a mistake.


Then he got back to doing his actual job



 


 

  Sheriff’s
Deputy Rick Sloan, on desk duty because of an ankle injury sustained from
slipping on a puddle of motor oil at the scene of a car wreck, was bored out of
his mind. He was caught up on paperwork, he had gotten everyone caught
up on any paperwork he was able to handle for his fellow officers, and he was
ahead of online training requirements for the entire year. The doctor
appointment to examine his ankle wasn’t for another eight days, so he had
nothing on his schedule other than continued boredom.


Checking his email to see whether a Nigerian
prince wanted to give him a million dollars, he instead found a message from
his cousin, the wildlife officer. He hadn’t seen Ryan since his daughter’s
birthday party a month ago. The message was a question that maybe should have
been an official inquiry from the Wildlife Office to the Sheriff’s Department,
and at first Rick was puzzled why Ryan had sent it to his personal email. Then
he watched the video.


Definitely it was a good
idea not to make that message an official law enforcement issue.


He watched it over and over, for amusement, then
looking for evidence that it was a prank. Obviously
the video was a fake, he was looking for any clue as to who was playing a trick
on Jim Torrence. Rick never had any professional contact with the Torrences, he
did vaguely know who the guy was. An accountant or lawyer, something like that.
They had a small farm, meaning they kept animals and maintained a hay field, as a way to get their property taxed as agricultural rather
than residential. Somebody was screwing with the Torrences and there wasn’t any
reason he knew for them to be targeted. Where was their property?


He viewed it on Google maps. The Torrence home was
on a gravel road, presumably the prankster hadn’t parked on the road that ran
in front of the house, the vehicle would have been seen or heard. There was
another road behind the tree line, but a creek ran through it, and the ground
there was swampy in a good year. He couldn’t imagine any so eager to play a
prank that they would slog through the chilly, knee-deep swamp muck.


The video was poor quality, he guessed it was an
older 720 or even 360p camera, at night, with rain droplets obscuring the lens.
There weren’t any visible wires or hands holding the fake dinosaur. Could the
video have been created with CGI? His girlfriend Gina knew about that sort of
thing, she always cropped and otherwise edited photos and videos for family
weddings and birthdays. “Honey,” he called her. “I’m sending you a video, could
you look at it? I want to know if it has been manipulated.”



 

Rick Sloan had good intentions when he sent the
video, unfortunately he also forwarded the email chain, not just the
attachment. Gina watched the file, wondering who ‘Jim Torrence’ was, why
someone would play a joke on him, and why the joke was so lame. Despite
what her boyfriend thought, she wasn’t an expert at video manipulation, but she
knew someone who was. So, she forwarded the email. Which got forwarded again,
and again, until it arrived at the inbox of Ramon Rivera in Los Angeles,
who actually did work in computer graphics. He looked
at the file while he sat on the couch, sipping coffee. “Whatcha lookin’ at?”
His son asked while he munched on a cookie, looking over Ramon’s shoulder.


“Nothing. What are you eating? Don’t ruin your
appetite, I’ll be making breakfast when your mother gets home from yoga.”


“It doesn’t look like nothing,” Alvaro popped the
last of the cookie into his mouth. 

“Is that supposed to be a dragon?”


“It’s a dinosaur.”


“Nuh uh. With a tail like that, it’s a dragon.
There was a pterosaur called Allkauren that had a long tail, but not like the
one in the video,” Alvaro declared with the confidence of a
eleven year old boy. “Those aren’t dinosaur talons, either. Don’t the
illustrators give you a more accurate-”


“This isn’t for work.”


“You did this yourself?” Alvaro leaned forward,
not impressed.


“No. Someone sent it to me.”


“Why?”


“They want to know whether the video is CGI.”


“Well, duh, Dad. There are no dragons.”


“I know that.”


“Is it?”


“What?” Ramon appreciated his children being
inquisitive, but sometimes-


“Is it CGI?”


“No.”


“So, it’s a practical effect.” his son concluded,
proud of his knowledge on the subject.


“Looks like it.” Ramon ran the video back to the
beginning and advanced it slowly.


“It sucks. What’s it for? Is this a student
video?”


“I told you, nothing. It’s not important. Go set
the table.”



 

Alvaro did set the table. Then he went back to his
father’s laptop, to watch the file several times. It made no sense why someone
would make such a poor quality video. Unless the poor quality was the point,
and it was part of some ‘found footage’ film. If that was true, someone needed
to go back to film school. The deer was obviously a cheap fake, it didn’t react
at all to being struck by the attacker’s talons. In all the wildlife shows he
had watched, prey animals didn’t simply slump to the ground, they tried to get
away. The predator wouldn’t have let go either. The whole thing was just stupid.


Laughably so.


Reading back to the beginning of the email string,
he became more convinced the video was part of a viral marketing campaign for a
found footage monster film, a really bad, low-budget
film. The video supposedly originated with some guy named ‘Jim Torrence’, which
was puzzling. A quick search showed Jim was a real person, an accountant in
eastern Ohio, near the West Virginia panhandle that projected north between
Ohio and Pennsylvania. Why would an accountant be involved in a low-budget
film? Was he an investor in the project, and lent his real name to make it seem
more credible?


What Alvaro cared about was that the video was the
sort of thing that could go viral, and he saw it first. He uploaded the file to
one of his social media accounts, making fun of the janky video, just as his
mother came home and it was time to eat.



 










CHAPTER TEN



 

Mike came with me early the next morning, but then
I left him at a shopping center, before I went to meet Agent Singer near the
airport. “This feels wrong,” he paused with the passenger door open.


“If Singer changes her mind and turns me in, or the
state cops don’t buy my story, I could be in jail for a long time,” I told him.
“That is a risk, we can’t make it worse by exposing your organization also.”


“Without you, I don’t know what the hell we can do.
We’ve been looking for you for a long time.”


“To start, you can protect Duke, Boots and the
knights. They’re all lost here. Take care of them, and, uh, see if you can find
another wizard.”


“If you get arrested, can you do some wizard thing
to get away?”


“That would just make it worse for all of us. The
cops would arrest me for murder, or at least hold me as a witness. No way is
Singer going to say anything about magic, so it’s possible I can get out
on bail. But if I openly use magic to break out of jail? That
changes everything.”


“Kaz, you’re not thinking about the big picture. When
the Order discovers you are in police custody, they will kill you. You
need to react immediately, and to hell with the consequences.”


“I can’t use magic in a police station. There have to be security cameras everywhere.”


“Then knock out the cameras. Even if there is
video, people will not believe you used magic. They don’t want to
believe. Listen to me,” he grabbed my arm. “I’m going to rent a car and park
near the police station. If they move to arrest you, get out. Run, and call me,
I’ll pick you up. Remember, you are working to prevent the end of the world.”


“You don’t believe that.”


“That doesn’t matter. You believe it. And,” he
looked away, releasing my arm. “Annie ordered us to support you, however we
can.”


“She knows about the Convergence?”


“All she knows is, the Order has been working on
something big for a very long time. Could be a Convergence. 


“OK, then-”


“Or it could be they’re designing new toys for a
Happy Meal. I don’t care, my orders are to protect you.”


“I got that.”



 

I met Michelle in the parking lot of a Waffle
House. “Hi, thanks for coming,” I said as she got into the passenger seat of
the Jeep.


“No RV this time?”


“No, and this Jeep isn’t stolen either.”


“You have rich friends.”


“How was the jet?” I asked, a bit too eagerly.


“Small, and noisy until we got to altitude. But,”
she smiled. “Nice. Whoever your new friends are, they’re an upgrade.”


“I won’t argue with that.”



 

“I will do the talking,” Michelle whispered to me,
as I pulled open the door of the police station. “I can’t believe I’m doing
this.”


“Remember, dragons.”


“No talking.”


All I did was nod.


She got us signed in, and met some state police
sergeant, while I waited in a hallway. Half an hour later, about the time I was
getting worried something had gone wrong, she appeared at the end of the
hallway, and waved to me. “Sorry about the wait,” she whispered.


“I was afraid you’d changed your mind. Sold me
out.”


“Dragons, remember? Sergeant Russo was in my unit,
in the Army. He wanted to talk.”


“You knew each other?”


“Not really. A battalion is too big an outfit to
know everyone. He’s bringing the item from the evidence cage. You need to be
convincing.”


“The Academy can send my Oscar in the mail.”


“Please be serious.”


She led me into a conference room. Not a scary,
windowless room where suspects are interrogated, just an ordinary conference
room, with three big windows facing the hallway. The room and furniture had a
depressing institutional vibe, with old coffee stains on the table. Sergeant
Russo came in right behind us. “This is your consultant?” He addressed the
question to Michelle, but he was looking at me.


“He’s an expert in native American antiquities at
Columbia.” 


“Bradley Thornton,” I announced as I stood up and
offered my hand. “I’m a grad student, not a professor.”


Russo grunted a noncommittal greeting as he shook
my hand. “You can identify this?” He nudged the plastic evidence bag that
contained the broken bowl. “How long will it take?”


Reaching down for the leather satchel I’d bought
at a thrift store, I pulled out a stack of old books I’d gotten from the same
place, along with the turtleneck sweater, the sportscoat, and the reading
glasses that made up my brilliant disguise. The books were not about art or
pottery or native American culture, they were chosen for being old, thick, and
had leather covers. I had worn down the covers and spines with sandpaper, so
the titles were illegible. All I cared about was the books looked like
something an antiquities nerd would bring with him. “It could take a while,” I
patted one book and opened it to a page I’d marked. That one book was about
history, the page showed illustrations of Indians on horseback, hunting
buffalo. If Russo looked closer at the books, we were in trouble. “I want to be
sure,” I added.


“You got any coffee?” Michelle took a step toward
the door.


“I don’t know if you can call it coffee,” Russo
shrugged, then made a decision. He peeled the tape off
the evidence bag, breaking the seal, and pushed it across the table to me.
“Come on,” he said to Michelle, and they walked out the door.


The first thing I did, since I was a fugitive who
had walked into a police station, was to press my forehead into the table and
shudder. Only for a second, I couldn’t risk a cop seeing me in distress.
Because, you know, I was in a freakin’ police station.


What the hell is wrong with me?


The second thing I did, while my hands shook, was
lay a towel on the table, take the broken pieces of the bowl out of the
evidence bag, and begin arranging them to put the bowl back together. Glue
would have been the best way to hold the bowl in place, that was not an option.
So, I used blobs of modeling clay stuck around the outside. It wasn’t pretty
and I had to wrap masking tape around the clay to keep it in place, but within
a minute, the major pieces of the bowl were back in a roughly bowl shape. All
the small pieces and chips, I poured out of the bag into the reformed bowl.


The next step, if Azib could be trusted, was to
take out of the satchel a small cast iron pot. That item I had purchased new at
a kitchen supply store, to avoid any contamination from stuff cooked in it. The
pot only held a pint of liquid, it was for making sauces or something like
that. Originally, Azib suggested bronze as the best material for the purpose of
holding magical energy, that material being cutting edge metal technology
during the reign of King Nebuchadnezzar. Finding a bronze pot was not easy, so
I had experimented on other metals in a park near the motel. Azib had scoffed
at my attempt to channel magical energy into cast iron, a material he didn’t
recognize as the Iron Age was after his time. After seeing my results, he had
to admit iron was an improvement. Also a lot less expensive than bronze so,
bonus.


If a metal was the best material for holding
magical energy, why had the Mound Builders used a ceramic pot? The answer is
the peoples of eastern North America had technology for making ceramics, and
for working with relatively soft metals like copper, but they weren’t known to
use smelting. The copper they worked by heating it and beating into it shapes
with hammers, not an ideal method of making cooking vessels. Copper was also
rare, expensive, and labor-intensive to work. Anyway, apparently the Mound
Builders, the Adena or Hopewell cultures, were skilled at creating tough
ceramics, strong enough to retain magical energy. I knew that when I held the cast
iron pot in my right hand, and placed my left palm over the rebuilt ceramic
pot.


“Ooh,” I pulled my left hand away. “That’s hot.”


“I told you to be careful,” Azib whispered
into my right ear, from his perch on my shoulder. He wasn’t visible but I could
feel his tiny hand holding onto my ear.


“I am.”


The process of transferring energy from one vessel
to another was easier than I expected, and it hurt. The energy had to go
through me, at first it felt like I was having a heart attack. Pain in my left
shoulder, a vise around my chest, trouble breathing, all the classic symptoms. At
least, those are the symptoms of heart attacks on TV shows. It took four tries
before I understood to focus on moving the energy through me, not into
me. That made both of my arms go numb, all the way across my shoulders, and was
a major improvement. The whole process would have been easier if I wasn’t under
time pressure in a police station. At any moment, Sergeant Russo could walk by,
having remembered a donut in his desk drawer that would go great with the
coffee. OK, cops and donuts is a bad stereotype. The
point is, the conference room had windows open to a hallway, anyone could have
walked past. If they had, they could have seen me rigidly focused on something
invisible, eyes barely open, teeth clenched, sweat dripping into my eyes.


The last wisps of energy stayed in the ceramic bowl,
it was too much work to get it out. Also, while the ceramic bowl was cool, the cast
iron pot was uncomfortably warm. Maybe ceramics are a better choice for holding
magical energy?


The cast iron pot went back in the satchel.
Removing the tape and clay from the bowl, with my hands and arms numb and
tingling, was clumsy, and the clay had partially stuck to the bowl.


That wasn’t the worst thing I had to deal with.


Russo came back just as I was scraping the last
bit of clay off a broken piece of the bowl. “What is,” he wrinkled his nose at
the acrid smell in the room. “What did you do?”


He was referring not just to the smell that I
hadn’t expected, but also to seeing the evidence blackened and crumbling. It
had started falling apart as I extracted the energy from it. At first I hadn’t noticed, my focus at the time being on not
killing myself. Then it was too late to stop, the damage was done.


My instinct was to say it was like that when I
found it. The evidence bag had a big label on it that obscured most of the
contents, so I could have plausible deniability. Legally, I mean. A veteran cop
like Russo certainly wouldn’t buy a BS story like that.


So, I made up a different bullshit story.


Being on the run for years, I’d developed a talent
for quickly thinking up stories, which is a nicer way of saying ‘lies’. That is a useful skill when someone asks too many
questions about me or my past. “I was afraid this could happen, when Special
Agent Singer described the pottery to me. I did warn you about this,” I looked
at her, hoping she would play along.


She did. “Not like this,” she did her best
to look dismayed. Or, that’s how she really felt. Hey, I wasn’t thrilled about
it.


“One of you explain this to me,” Russo demanded,
no doubt worried he had let a civilian examine a piece of evidence, and it had
gotten damaged. Worse for him, he had left me alone with the thing.


“This type of ceramic,” I made up the best BS
story I could in the time I had. “If it is genuine Adena origin, has a glaze
that penetrates a few millimeters into the surface. If the artifact is heated,
then cracked as this one was, the underlying material is exposed to oxygen, and
begins to decay. Basically, it returns to the debonded clay it was made from,
before firing.” By the way, I was proud of myself for saying a fancy technical
term like ‘debonded’. I’m fairly sure that is an
actual word. “When the seal was broken,” I nudged the plastic bag, “the ceramic
was exposed to oxygen again.”


“That,” Michelle locked eyes with me, in a gesture
I interpreted as ‘You had better be going somewhere with this story’. “Means it
is genuine?”


“It is.” I confirmed.


“Was,” Russo was distinctly unhappy.


“Unfortunately, yes,” I tried to look sad.


“Was it worth a lot of money?” He asked, frowning
as a large piece of the bowl crumbled in half.


I shook my head. “Even in pristine condition, and
with documentation to prove its provenance,” I used the word I’d learned from
the criminal art dealer, “this was worth only a couple hundred dollars.”’


“That’s all?” Russo wasn’t convinced. “It’s over a
thousand years old.”


“True, but it is not particularly rare, and it is
not the sort of thing rich idiots like to display on a shelf. It’s not flashy
enough. You can buy this sort of thing on eBay.”


Russo grunted and nodded at me. We had just bonded
over a mutual disdain for rich idiots.


“Special Agent Singer,” I began stuffing books
back in my satchel, hoping to speed our exit. “Whatever those drug gangs were
fighting over, it wasn’t this pottery.”


Russo gave a sharp look at Michelle, then back to
me. “Who said anything about drug gangs?”


“It was on the news,” I tried to look surprised by
the question.


He grunted again. “I’ll spend the rest of my day
filling out paperwork about this.”



 

Outside the police station, I tugged on the strap
of the satchel and tried to look casual, as each step took me farther from
police custody.


“You doing OK?” She
whispered.


What I should have done is keep walking. Instead,
I turned around and in a horrible German accent announced, “I will not
be bahck.”


“Oh, you are hilarious, Arnold. Was that story
about the glaze disintegrating true?”


“Maybe. Hey, I don’t know,” I added when she gave
me a ‘You have got to be kidding me’ look. “I’ve never done this before.”


She swore under her breath. “Did it work?”


“It did,” I patted the satchel, feeling the pot
was still warm.


“What’s next?”


“We find a dragon. Or two.”


“And then?”


“I can add ‘dragonslayer’ to my wizard resume,” I
said as a joke, but I wasn’t feeling good about it. Azib said the beasts, the
dragon and the wyvern, were just animals. Not intelligent. If they took some
sheep or goats, they were just doing what animals do. It wasn’t their fault
that they had become trapped on the wrong side of a portal.



 

From the police station, I drove Michelle directly
to the airport, where a small twin engine jet was waiting. The guy at the gate
waved me through, and indicated I should follow his golf cart to park right
next to the plane. I felt like kind of a bigshot doing that. Or, at least a
limo driver for a bigshot. “You’ll be home before lunch,” I assured her.


She looked at the plane, then at me. “I can’t make
a habit of this, you understand? I have a job, and a
family.”


I nodded. “I appreciate it.”


“Good luck finding those dragons.”


“We’ll do our best. Hey,” I added as she opened
the door. “If something bad is going to happen, I’ll give you a heads up as soon as I can. Like you said, you have a
family.”



 

Mike returned the rental car, then he drove the
Jeep while I called my personal magic consultant. “Azib, is this good?” I asked
as I held the cast iron pot on my lap. “Did the magic transfer properly?”


“Mmm, let me see. Hmm, you did a shamefully clumsy
job as usual. But, it is adequate. That is really all
that can be hoped when you are trying to work with magic.”


“Stop it, your praise is making me blush. OK, how
do I work this thing?”


“First, you be very careful not to waste the energy
stored in that vessel. It can only be used a few times, before it is depleted.”


“Damn it,” I was shocked. “You never told me that!”


“I did not expect you would get the thing so,” he
shrugged. “It was of no matter.”


“How many-”


“Also, you should do it soon,” he urged.
“The chaotic nature of the energy is becoming, what you might say is smooth. As
the chaos settles down, it will become useless. Transferring it from the
original vessel weakened it greatly, so it is degrading more quickly.”


“Great! Fantastic. You got any more good news for
us?”


“Um, the range is limited, of course. The farther
you are from the dragons, the response from them will be weaker.”


“How many times can the thing be used?” Mike
asked, before I could yell at the genie again.


“That depends on the amount of energy expended,
and the skill of the practitioner.”


“We’re screwed, then,” I sighed.


“Pretty much, yes,” Azib agreed.


“We are not giving up,” I declared, in
answer to Mike’s raised eyebrow. “We need to drive back to the portal, or close
to it.”


Azib shook his head. “That is not necessary. Being
near that portal will have no effect on the energy in the vessel.”


“That is good information. We need to be close to
the portal site anyway.”


“Kaz,” Mike started to protest. “It’s a long
drive, we-”


“If the dragons have left the area,” I patted the
box that contained the cast iron pot I’d directed the energy into. “With this
thing, I hope to see what direction they went. If we draw a line from the
portal on that compass heading-”


“We can figure out where they’re going,” Mike
understood.


“And maybe get there first.”


“Smart,” he gave me a nod of approval. “Good
thinking. If this wizard thing doesn’t work out, you might make a decent agent.”


“Thanks.”


“Do you need me for anything else?” The genie
asked. “I am very busy.”


“Uh,” I looked at Mike and he shrugged, while I tried
to imagine what kept Azib busy inside the amulet. “No, we’re good, thank-”


With a ‘pop’ he was gone.


Mike grinned. “I hate long goodbyes anyway.”



 

On my phone, I checked the map for the best route
to the portal site. It was great to have a phone I could actually
use, instead of keeping it only for emergencies, with the battery
removed. When she gave the phone to me, Isabel explained that it connected
through a VPN, and that connected through a second VPN. Or something like that,
she was vague about the details. I got the impression she didn’t really
understand how the phone’s security worked, and that she had been encouraged
not to ask too many questions about it. Annie handled that cybersecurity, or
perhaps it was more likely she had someone else handle it. Field agents like
Isabel and Mike did not need to know how their communications security worked,
it was better for the organization that they did not know.


Despite the strong security of the phone, and
switching SIM cards every couple days, Isabel had
warned me to restrict my use of the phone. No web surfing that was not related
to the mission, no social media, no games. One app that was OK to use was a
map, although even there, I had to be careful. What I did not do was type in
the address of the abandoned building site, or even the name of the town.
Instead, I entered the name of the town to the east. Just in case anyone was
monitoring searches for the places where the firefight happened, or where the
portal opened. Am I being paranoid? Yes, and that had kept me alive and one
step ahead of the Order for many years. Until I got careless.


“While you’re on your phone,” Mike said. “Call
Isabel, ask her to check out of the motel and meet us near the mound site. If
you find where these dragons went, we need to roll. Also, we have stayed too
long at that motel. That attracts attention.”


“It does,” I agreed. When I was on the run, I
never stayed more than two days in a hotel. As soon as I could, I found a room
to rent, almost always some crappy place that didn’t care about paperwork if I
paid cash. “We should split up. Stay at different hotels. Three guys, two
women, a dog and cat are easy to track if we stay together.”


He nodded. “Isabel and I talked about that just yesterday.
You have good instincts.”


“I learned the hard way. You and Isabel get a room
as a couple, Macarius with Gisele, and I’ll take the pets?”


He laughed. “If you think that cat is a pet-”


“Only as a cover story.”


“A better grouping would be Macarius with Isabel, you
with Gisele, and I’ll be with the animals. The knights shouldn’t be on their
own, not yet. An older guy with Gisele isn’t a good option, a lot of hotel
employees are trained to look for signs of trafficking. You’re close enough to
her age that no one will think there is anything unusual about you being with
her.”


“I can see that but-” The truth was, I wasn’t
looking forward to sharing a room with Gisele, even with separate beds. No,
that wouldn’t work anyway. If we were pretending to be a couple, we couldn’t
ask for a room with two beds. Gisele was nice, and brave and dedicated. We just
didn’t need any complications. “It’s just-”


“What?” Mike prompted me when I didn’t finish the
thought.


“Boots and Duke want to be with me.”


“You asked them?”


“Not exactly, it-


“We’ll need to shake things up, you can’t have a
dog and a cat with you all the time, people will notice. Sometimes, Duke should
be with me, and the cat with Isabel. Long-term, we can’t keep staying in
hotels. We need a base of operations.”


“For what?”


“For whatever we do next.”


“What’s that?”


“You’re the wizard, you tell me.”


I looked out the side window before answering.
“Mike, I got no idea what to do after we take care of the dragons. What was the
plan before I told you that something came through the portal?”


“There wasn’t a plan. Annie told us to stash you
somewhere and keep you safe, while she decided on the next step. We didn’t
expect to find you, we weren’t even looking for you.”


“OK, then what is her plan?”


“I think the revelation that the Order opened a portal
has thrown whatever she had planned out the window. Kaz, she’s looking for you
to tell us what we should do next. One thing is for certain, she is skeptical
about any Convergence. She never heard of such a thing. You’ll need to convince
her it is real.”


“Mike, I don’t know that a Convergence is real.
The first I heard of it was from Macarius. All I know is, wizards around the
end of the Roman Empire did believe a Convergence was coming, so they Sent
knights to stop it.”


“But, it didn’t
happen back then,” Mike stated the obvious.


“I told Macarius the same thing. It’s possible
that other wizards and knights stopped it, when it was supposed to happen a
long time ago.”


“Then how do you explain the knights being here
now?”


“Wizards aren’t perfect?”


He cocked his head at me. “That is one hell of a
mistake.”


“Don’t tell Macarius or Gisele I said that.”


“They won’t hear it from me.”



 

He drove while I stared out the window, intending
to use the time to think of options for after we killed the dragons, but my
mind was a blank. For too many years, I had drifted through life. Making a plan for more than the next day was an alien
concept to me. When I lived with Sarah, I had no structure, no goals, no fixed routine
in my life. Not even the typical teenage rituals like playing on a team,
studying for an exam, writing a book report, or even just moving from one grade
to the next. We lived in one place for a while, then we moved,
on no particular schedule. Sometimes we stayed at a rented apartment or trailer
or house for several months, sometimes we bailed after less than a week. Sarah
always paid rent in cash for two months, plus a security deposit, so if we left
abruptly, the landlord had nothing to complain about. Have nothing to contact
the police about, was the point. Even when we left so quickly, we didn’t even
go back to get our clothes, Sarah dropped a letter in the mail to the landlord,
explaining that we had a family emergency and would not be back, so our
belongings should be donated to charity, or thrown out. She also insisted we keep
every place we lived as clean as possible, which wasn’t easy since most places
we lived were dumps. One time, I accidently knocked a hole in a wall. She made
me patch the hole and repaint the entire room, leaving it better than we found
it. Again, we made sure no landlord had an incentive to contact the police
about us. Or to cooperate if anyone asked questions about us.


It had bothered me that we lived so cheaply, when
Sarah appeared to have plenty of money. Like, a lot of money. We not
only changed where we lived, we changed cars often. She taught me how to steal
cars, and which cars to avoid stealing, but it was rare that she drove a stolen
vehicle. When she did steal a car, she didn’t keep it for long, a couple days
at most. Sometimes, she did pay cash for a worn out beater with high mileage,
usually a truck. Most of the time, she purchased cars that were five or six
years old. Nothing fancy, an SUV or truck that was reliable transportation that
no one would notice. My question was, where did she get the money? The times I
accompanied her to buy a car, she of course used a fake ID. She also paid with
a wire transfer. No cash, and no check. She somehow wired money from a bank
account to the dealership. The bank details were never the same, at least not
the three times I remember.


After she was killed and I found an unexpected
pile of cash in her ‘Go’ bag, I kept her bag and cut it apart. Looking for
hidden cash, or a note or anything. Sewn into the padding of a strap, I found a
flimsy laminated card with a series of long numbers. A secret bank account? Possibly.
The problem was, I didn’t know what to do with the numbers. One time at a
library, I typed the numbers into a Google search, and returned no useful
results. An older guy I worked construction with in
Florida, who had been in prison for bank fraud, told me the numbers looked like
a bank account, including details that identified the bank. Since I of course
did not show him the actual numbers, he couldn’t give me any useful
information. All my years on the run, working crappy jobs, living in crappy
places, I wondered if Sarah had intended to tell me about a secret bank
account, when I was old enough. That still didn’t explain where she got the
money, or who she really was. Until I knew that-


“Kaz. Hey,” Mike snapped his fingers in front of
my face. “You with me?”


“Yeah.”


“You zoned out.”


“I was thinking.”


“Is this close enough?”


He had stopped the Jeep at a crossroads, pulled over
as far as he could onto the shoulder. “Where is-”


“We’re about two miles from the portal.” 


“I don’t,” I looked around. “Recognize this
place.”


“We came in from the northwest, the portal is over
behind those trees somewhere,” he pointed to a low wooded ridge behind a house.
“Are we close enough, or-”


“This is good. Except I can’t do it here. In the
car. People could see,” I said as a car came from behind us, slowed almost to a
stop, and made a right turn. The driver gave us a curious look before moving on.
“Most of the land around here is a national forest?”


“Or state parks,” he pointed to our location on a
paper map he had spread across the dashboard. I had been pleased to see that Mike
and Isabel used paper maps sometimes, it made me feel like less of a weirdo. For
them, paper maps were a backup, good practice in case they lost comms. Also,
they didn’t like apps that used GPS tracking. Instead of using an online map
and navigation service like Waze or Google, we downloaded maps onto our phones
via the secure VPN, and then passively used GPS signals to determine our
location. According to Isabel, only the maps on our phones would know where we were,
and they didn’t share data with a cellular or WiFi network. Still, she warned
us to use our phones only when necessary, so the security wasn’t perfect. In
addition to worrying about unknown enemies using unknown magic against us, I
had the same security problems of every fugitive in our digital, interconnected
society. That sucks.


Taking the map, I saw several parking lots for
hiking trails, but none of them were close. “Just let me out up there, I’ll
call when I’m done.”


“Are you sure?”


“There’s no place to park around here, and we
don’t want police to investigate a suspicious car on the side of the road.”


“We sure as hell do not.” Some of the gear Mike
kept in the back of the Jeep was probably illegal, and certainly would cause police
to ask awkward questions. “You be careful.”



 


 

Azib could give me only a vague idea of how to use
chaotic magic to find the dragons. Him being less than useful would have
annoyed me, except I could see how frustrated he
was about the situation. “I am a jinn,” he said,
while I took the cast iron pot from a bag. “This should be simple for me. In my
world, it would be. Here, everything is wrong.”


“You have never used magic here? How did-”


“I have, it was,” he sighed, looking up at the
sky. “Long ago now. It has changed. Something is different. Broken.”


“Broken? How?”


“The magic here is, tainted. It feels wrong.
I,” he shook his head. “Do not know how to explain it to you.”


That was the first time Azib had seemed like a
real person, instead of an arrogant jerk. Maybe we could have had a moment, if
I didn’t need to find two dragons as soon as possible. “I’d like to talk about
it, when we can, OK? Tell me if I’m doing this right.”


“Unfortunately, I can only tell if you are doing
it wrong.”


“Close enough.”


The way Azib explained how to use chaotic magical
energy to find the dragons, it was like sonar, although he of course was
mystified when I used that analogy. The idea of submarines astonished
him, and he did not understand that we couldn’t take him for a ride in a sub.
At least not soon. Annie could charter a jet, so maybe a ride in a sub wasn’t
impossible?


Until I create an instructional YouTube video,
here is a handy guide to finding a dragon that came through a poorly-constructed portal: Take a small amount of chaotic energy
from the cast iron pot, small because there wasn’t much magical energy in there
at all and we couldn’t waste it. Into the cast iron pot, I dipped a copper
measuring spoon, one that normally held a half teaspoon of sugar or something
like that. It wasn’t necessary to use a spoon, anything made of cast iron or
copper would do the job. I bought a set of measuring spoons after Azib
suggested different size tools would make it easier for me to control the
amount of energy I used. A smaller tool has less surface area for the magical
essence to adhere to. He knew a lot more about magic than I did, I had to trust
he wasn’t screwing with me.


The energy isn’t a liquid so it didn’t fill the
spoon, it just clung to the surface, and it only did that after I held the
spoon between two fingers and pulled energy into the metal. The first time, too
much energy surged into the spoon, heating it so I scorched my fingertips and dropped
the spoon into the pot.


“That was wrong,” Azib wagged a finger at
me. “I told you to be gentle.”


“I’m trying. This thing is either ‘On’ or ‘Off’,
nothing in between.”


“The problem is not the spoon, wizard.”


“Thank you for the valuable advice.”


“I cannot help you if you do not listen to me. Try
pulling the energy before you lower the spoon into the pot. Do it
carefully, you have already wasted far too much.”


To get the spoon out without burning my fingers, I
used two sticks from a pile on the ground. With the energy in the pot stirred
up by my clumsy first attempt, it was actually visible,
a thick swirling purple fog. The second time, I held the spoon above the rim of
the pot and willed energy to flow into it until the spoon was warm, then I
stopped. Expecting to burn my fingers again, I dipped the spoon into the purple
fog that was thicker than it looked, and what clung to the copper was a thin
layer, shiny and sticky when I lifted the spoon out. 


The next step is why I described it as being like sonar.
Before doing anything with the energy in the spoon I held, I activated the
compass app on my phone, and set it on the ground. “Am I ready for this?” I asked
the genie, keeping one eye on the phone.


“Only you can know that.”


“I meant, do you see anything wrong?”


“No. As I have told you many times, the problem
with your use of magic is yourself.”


“Yeah. OK, I-” He zoomed away to perch on the limb
of a tree. “Thanks for showing your confidence in me.”


He stared at me and blinked slowly. “I have no
confidence in your skill. Why do-”


“Forget it.” Checking that my phone hadn’t gone to
sleep, I closed my eyes and held the spoon at arm’s length. With my other hand,
I felt for the energy clinging to the copper surface, and squeezed it.
Compressed it, forced it together, feeling it growing hot. When the handle of
the spoon became uncomfortably hot, I opened my hand, releasing the energy in a
sudden, violent action. There was a momentary flash of light I could see
through my closed eyelids, not enough to make spots dance in my vision. Bright
enough for me to be using magic in the woods, where no people could see the
light.


That flash was the sonar pulse, chaotic magical
energy radiating outward in all directions. According to the genie, I was
supposed to listen for an echo, for the chaotic magic that clung to the dragons
to vibrate in reaction to the pulse. “Azib, how long should this take?”


“It should be immediate. You did not sense
anything?”


“Nothing. Did you?”


“Of course not. I was not trying.”


“You are kid- Azib, I could use a little help
here!”


“Very well,” he huffed, flying down off the tree
to sit on my shoulder. “Do it again, with a larger spoon.”


It was embarrassing that I needed to use kitchen
utensils to use magic, Azib had implied that a real wizard had precise control of
the energy when working what he called ‘kinetic magic’. Using spoons had been
his idea, and it was an easy way to limit the amount of energy that could be
applied. It also gave him an opportunity to be super smug about my lack
of skill, and my general cluelessness about magic. The second time, I sensed an
echo. Not with my ears, with my wizard senses. “Did you feel that?” I opened my
eyes, looking down at the compass.


“Yes, yes. It was weak,” he swept an arm northeast
to southeast. “Very faint.”


“Try again?”


“Yes, do it,” he held onto my ear, excited.


That time, I used a half tablespoon, and faced in
the general direction of due east. The first two times, I had been facing south,
kind of assuming that dragons preferred warm weather. “I sense,” keeping my
eyes closed, I pointed to the northeast with my left hand, and east-northeast
with my right. “Two echoes?”


“I sense it also.”


Opening my eyes, I tried to read the compass. “One
at, sixty degrees, and one at, forty two, maybe?”


“I do not understand this ‘compass’ you speak of.”


“It’s this world’s version of magic,” I explained.
It felt good to know how to use something he didn’t understand. “Trust me, it
works. Should we try again?”


“No! They are too far away. We will not get more
precise directions from here.”


“What if I used more energy?”


“There is not much energy left, you have already wasted
too much. No, we must get closer.”


“Do you know how close they are?”


“No. Only that the reaction was weak, for both of
them.”


That agreed with what I had felt. “The one to the northeast
was weaker, does that mean it is farther away?”


“It could mean that.”


“Good, then-”


“It could also mean the creature absorbed less
chaotic energy coming through the portal, or that that energy has faded more
quickly. With this crude technique, there is no way to know.”


“It was worth a shot.”


“I am pleased,” he hovered over the cast iron pot,
peering inside. “You did well for one of such poor skill. I have taught you as
best I can. You should thank me, wizard.”


At least he called me ‘wizard’, so I didn’t argue.
“It was great, thanks.” Sitting on a rock and flattening the paper map on my
lap, I set the phone on it, and used a pencil to draw lines at forty two and
sixty degrees from my position. The sixty degree line ran to the north of
Pittsburgh, the other line sort of in the direction of Youngstown Ohio. There
wasn’t anything obvious in either direction that would attract dragons. Where
were they going? “Azib, does it make sense that the dragon and wyvern would go
in separate directions?”


“Of course. As I have told you, they are
territorial creatures.”


“OK. Other than a source of food, what would they
be looking for?”


“In this world? I do not know. Why do you ask?”


“There are plenty of farms and wildlife around
here, yet something made them fly away from the portal site. They must be
looking for something.”


“Hmm. You could be right. I must ponder this
question.”


“While you ponder,” I checked my phone for the
time, “we should go back to the road.” Stuffing the cast iron pot, measuring
spoons, and the map into a bag, I hurried down a slope toward the road, fighting
through thickets of bushes. Mike had planned to drive past every ten minutes,
and seventeen minutes had gone by since I left the Jeep, so instead of calling
him, I just waited. Hiding behind a tree, I heard and then saw the Jeep. Mike
pulled over when he saw me step out and wave to him.  “Success,” I gave him a thumbs up. “We know which
way they went.”


“Great, get in,” he glanced in the mirror, a car
was coming up behind us.











CHAPTER ELEVEN



 

Mike drove while I spread the map out on my lap,
trying to guess where the dragons were going. They had split up as Azib
predicted. If he was right about the portal opening and closing several times,
and possibly appearing at different places and times in the Nether, the dragon
and the wyvern never saw each other. The one that came later must have smelled
the scent of the other, and knew that remaining near the portal was a bad idea.
They both had flown away, but to where? Which direction were they going.


Mike had the same question, when he pulled over at
a gas station. “Where are they?”


Pointing to the lines I had drawn on the map with
a pencil, I said, “All I can tell is the direction. One is somewhere here, and
one this way.”


He frowned, studying the map. “You don’t know how
far?”


“No. It doesn’t work that way.”


“Are you sure? Look, no offense, but you’re new to
this wizard thing. Did you ask the genie?”


“Wow, that’s a great idea, wish I’d thought
of that.”


“Kaz, I’m just asking a question.”


“Yes, I asked him. One felt like it was
farther away, but that one might have picked up less chaotic energy when it
came though the portal.”


“Call the genie, please. I want to hear it from
him.”


“Is that an order?”


“It’s a request,” he leaned away from me, sensing
my anger. “A reasonable one. Come on,” he held up his hands. “This is all new
to me also. You’re not the one who has to explain all
this to Annie.”


“All right,” I agreed, but I’d didn’t like it. We
needed to work out who was in charge, and clearly we
disagreed about that. “Azib?”


He appeared instantly, he might have been expecting
me to call him. “Yes?” He looked down his nose at me anyway, because that’s
what he does. “What do you want now?”


“We’re trying to understand where the dragons are.
I told Mike that all we know is the rough direction from the portal site.”


“That is correct.”


Mike did not like that answer. “It could be a mile
away, or a hundred miles?”


“I do not know these measurements, they mean nothing
to me,” the genie sniffed. “If you ask whether they could be near or far, the
answer is yes. Not too far,” he shook his head.


“How far is too far?”


Azib’s reply was a shrug.


“Tell me this: are they going somewhere specific,
or just flying around looking for something to eat?”


“Could be both,” another shrug. “Certainly, they
must find prey.”


“Wonderful. So, one in this direction,” he pointed
off to the east, “and one right there,” he pointed more toward the north.
“This,” Mike looked at me. “Is better than nothing, but not by much.”


“You got a better idea?” I shot back.


“I’m not the wiz- Sorry, mate,” he let out a
breath. “My bad. You’re doing the best you can. We all are. Show me the map,
will you?”


That was a peace offering, the best one I would
get. Unfolding the map, I ran my finger along the northernmost line I’d drawn.
“This dragon isn’t going anywhere in particular, that I can see. If it keeps
going, it will be near Erie Pennsylvania. It will pass south of there, actually.”


“Yeah, and a whole lot of farmland and forest
between here and there. The other one,” he dragged his finger past the end of
the line I’d drawn. “Goes near, Pittsburgh? It can’t be going there. Can it?”
He addressed the question to Azib.


“I do not know. What is this, Pitts-burgh?
What is there?”


“Steelers and Penguins fans,” I muttered,
squinting at the map.


“A lot of people are there,” Mike’s response was
more helpful.


“Hmm,” Azib considered. “A dragon would avoid
areas with significant populations of humans. Or elves. Or dwarves. Any beings
capable of using a bow, or a lance.”


“Not Pittsburgh, then,” I squinted at the map. I
was young, damn it, my eyes were good. The light was poor. Using the flashlight
on my phone, I illuminated the map, tracing the line out past Pittsburgh. Nothing.
Nothing obvious. The problem was, I was thinking in human terms. Looking for
cities. “Do dragons like mountains, or water?”


“They need water, of course,” Azib spoke like he
was explaining it to a child.


“Lake Erie, or Ontario?” I guessed. “But those are
a long way from here,” I dragged my finger back along the line. “Huh.”


“What?” Mike leaned into to see what my finger was
pointing at.


“Moundsville West Virginia. Mound,” I
emphasized.


“Another old Indian mound?” He tapped on his
phone. “There’s a state prison there, and- Oh. It was a prison, now they
offer,” he quoted. “Historical and paranormal tours.”


“Ghost tours?” I scoffed. “The dragon is
not going there.”


“What if there really are ghosts? It could- Wait.
There is an Indian mound, the Grave Creek Mound. It’s in Moundsville, right
across the street from the old prison. Says it is the largest conical mound
built by the Adena culture, around 200 BC.”


“Azib?” I asked. “Could that be it? The dragon is
going toward another mound?”


“Hmmm,” he stroked his beard. “If that mound was a
portal site, it is possible, I suppose.”


“Ooh,” Mike grimaced. “This article mentions the
mound is a different color from the surrounding soil. The soil of the mound is
blue, from bodies that were burned there.”


“How big is this mound?”


“Sixty feet tall.”


“That is a lot of bodies. It’s a burial site,
then?”


“It was built in stages. They kept adding more
dirt to make it taller.”


“Let’s go there. Drive straight to Moundsville,
and I’ll,” I patted the box that contained the cast iron pot, “use the sonar
again.”


“It might be better to go north or south of
Moundsville. Use your sonar to triangulate, to get distance and not just
direction.”


“OK,” I agreed. It was a good idea, and he said it
as a suggestion, not an order. The two of us were making progress towards
figuring out how to work together. “We-”


His phone rang, with Isabel’s ringtone. “Yeah?” He
listened, his eyes narrowing, while I strained to listen. Isabel’s voice was
barely audible. Mike had the phone pressed tightly to his ear, the volume
turned down to prevent people near him from hearing the conversation. That was
another security measure, along with not using any sort of Bluetooth device
like headphones. Bluetooth, Isabel had explained, was too easy to hack into.
So, we had to plug in wired headphones, the way our caveman ancestors did. His
eyes opened wide, then, “What? How did- OK. Yeah, I’ll tell him.” He
ended the call.


“Tell me what?


He started the Jeep and put it in gear to get back
on the road. “We have a problem. There might be another knight out
there.”



 

“We need to think about this,” I said after Mike
relayed what Isabel told him. “We don’t know for sure this guy is a knight.”


“The sheriff’s deputy reported the guy asked what year
this is.”


“He could be confused. Bipolar or,” I had to admit
I was no expert on the subject of psychological
disorders. “Something like that. On drugs. There are a lot of things more
likely than him coming across time.”


“Macarius and Gisele did, according to you.”


“They popped up right in front of me.” That wasn’t
exactly true. Macarius had been waiting in the road before my RV got there. But
not for long. “However that magic works, it’s supposed to bring knights to
where they are needed. I wasn’t there when this new guy showed up, so he can’t
be-.”


“You were there,” Mike noted. “Could be a
slight glitch in timing. An error of a couple hours, in a jump across
centuries.”


“Maybe. Oh hell, it doesn’t matter if this Eadric
guy is a knight or not.”


“It doesn’t?”


“Not to Macarius, or Gisele. They will want to
find him, no matter what I think.”


“They are pledged to follow you, aren’t they?”


I stared at him. “Have you met Macarius? Do you
have any idea how stubborn he can be? He thinks he’s on a mission from God.”


“Good point. How do you want to play this?”


Instead of answering, I took a moment to think.
Mike had asked for my advice. He was asking me to take the lead. Maybe he was
just being polite, but that was progress. He was showing me respect. I should
return the favor. “We can’t ignore the dragons, they are real threat. If the
police catch this guy, no one will believe his story. He’ll get locked up in a
psych ward.”


“Short-term, yes. Someone will notice things like he
doesn’t have any modern dental work, and his clothes are authentic.”


“Authentic for the period, sure, but they won’t be
old.”


“Huh?”


“If he skipped across time, his clothes won’t be
old. Carbon dating or whatever won’t work.”


“Right. I hadn’t thought of that. OK. The dragons
are the priority.”


“It’s not that simple.”


“You think Macarius is going to be a problem?”


“He’s usually a problem. He’s also right, though.
If Eadric did come across time to help me, we owe the guy. And he might
have information I need. We have to find him, before
the cops throw him in a mental hospital.”


 “We can’t just
give Macarius and Gisele a car, and tell them to go find this guy.”


“Hell no. Isabel is on your team, so it’s your
call. Can you and I go track the dragons, while she stays here with the
knights?”


He bit his lip. “She won’t like being sidelined.”


“If we locate a dragon, she can drive to us. We
have no idea where the guy is?”


“According to the police report, he ran off into
the woods south of the mound site, there has not been another sighting of him.”


“I wish we’d known about this sooner.”


“Annie was focused on information about the mound
site, and the firefight. Trying to learn how the Order responded to losing
their people. The report about the possible knight was filed as a separate
incident.”


“I’m not blaming Annie, or anyone. Should we split
up the team?”


“Ah, I don’t like that idea.”


“Is it your call?”


He nodded. “Annie leaves tactical decisions to the
field team leader. Events move too fast to manage remotely. I don’t like it.
How are Isabel and the knights going to find one guy? You got any ideas?”


“No. Azib?”


“What?” He had stayed out of the discussion, he actually appeared bored with the subject.


“Excuse me for bothering you, but this is
important.”


“How? A human is missing, why should I care? Too
many of you are here already.”


“You should care, because you don’t know
anything about a Convergence. You say the connection between worlds doesn’t
work that way. Yet, powerful wizards who lived more than a thousand years after
your time feared that a Convergence was happening, so they Sent knights
across time to stop it.”


“Yes, yes,” he waved a hand, irritated. “A
Convergence was supposed to happen, yet it did not. We know this. The
wizards who Sent the knights were mistaken, that is obvious.”


Damn it, I didn’t have a good argument for why he
was wrong about that. “OK, but-”


“It is also possible, unlikely but possible, that
a Convergence was prevented from happening many, many years ago. If that
is true, then the knights are here due to a tragic mistake, and none of this matters.”


I couldn’t argue because truthfully, that was kind
of how I felt about it. The reason I’d been acting like I had to stop a
Convergence was so Gisele and Macarius wouldn’t feel their sacrifices had been
for nothing. And, just in case they were right. That didn’t mean I believed in
the whole Convergence thing. “Look, we-”


Mike had a good argument. “How do you explain the
dog?”


“What?” I asked, not having a clue what he meant.


“That question was for the genie. The dog is
channeling the spirit of a wizard from your time, right? Marduk came
here to help Kaz. Was he wrong, also?”


At the mention of Marduk, Azib’s face turned a
paler shade of green. “Well, well, I suppose that-”


Mike pressed the point. “Marduk is a powerful
wizard, isn’t he?”


“Except for channeling himself into a dog,”
I muttered.


“Do not insult Marduk!” Azib shrieked and
shook a finger in my face, hovering right in front of me. The little green guy
was shaking with rage. Or, was it fear? Did he fear Marduk? Why? Before I could
ask that question, Azib flew off to sit atop the dashboard. “You are correct
that Marduk is powerful, and wise. He was, is, a g- great wizard.” I had
the feeling he had been about to say something other than ‘great’ before he
caught himself. “Very well, what is your question?”


“Your Eminence,” he was upset so I tried to soothe
his ego. “Do you know of a way to find a knight? One who recently came here?”


“Hmm, I shall ponder this question.”


“Good, while-”


“The answer is ‘No’.”


“No? That wasn’t a lot of pondering. Can you try
it again?”


“Can you sense anything special about
Macarius, or Gisele?”


“Uh, no.”


“You are a wizard. You are more familiar with the
workings of magic in this world. If you cannot sense their presence, I
certainly cannot be expected to make up for your failings.”


“Mike, I have no idea how to find this guy. Maybe
the knights know something.”


“I don’t like the idea of Isabel and two untrained
civilians randomly stumbling around in the woods, looking for one guy.”


“Maybe let them go to the mound site to start, see
if they can find anything, to track the guy? If not, they can join us.”


“We could just not tell your knights about the new
guy,” Mike suggested.


“That is not an option. They will find out
eventually anyway.”


“If I don’t agree to send them, will Macarius be a
pain in the ass about it?”


“What do you think?”


“I think,” he picked up his phone. “That I should
have chosen an easier job.”


“Hey Mike?”


“Yeah?” He looked up
from his phone.


“I don’t want to tell
you how to do your job-”


“But you’re going to
anyway?”


“We’re spread kind of
thin here. We could use some reinforcements.”


“Uh huh. Isabel and I
were talking about that this morning.”


“What did you decide?”


“To,” he held up the
phone, showing me that he was typing text into the secure messaging app.
“Contact Annie, and request backup.”


“You can do that?”


“Request? Yeah. Whether
another team is available, is a good question. We’re a small outfit, and unlike
the Order, we don’t use contractors.”


“Can you tell Annie
that I asked very politely?”


“Oh,” he shrugged. “That
will make all the difference.”



 

We got Duke and Boots
from the motel, and Mike exchanged a few pieces of gear with Isabel, while I
talked with the knights. Isabel had given them an update about the guy they
would be looking for, including that he had identified himself as ‘Eadric of
Sussex’, according to the police report.


“Do not worry,
Kazimir,” Macarius said with a hand on my shoulder, in what he probably intended
as a fatherly gesture. He wasn’t that much older than me, and his continuing
general cluelessness about the modern world meant I still had to take care of
him, not the other way around. “We will find our new brother, and bring him
into your service.”


“Remember, finding the
dragon is still our priority.”


“I understand,” he
nodded gravely. “The beast must be slain. 
Of all creatures from the Netherworld, only demons are more evil than dragons.”


What I wanted to say
was that the dragon was just an animal, doing what animals do. It wasn’t the
dragon’s fault that it had come into our world, humans had opened the portal.
We didn’t have time for a long argument, so I just nodded.


He continued, while I
edged toward the doorway. “This Sussex that Eadric is from, I did not know of
it. It was after my time,” as he spoke, a shadow fell across his face, and he
looked down at the floor. Remembering all the people he had known, who had long
ago passed away. People he would never see again, in this life. “Gisele did not
know of it, though the in-ter-net,” he pronounced the word slowly, “states that
Sussex was a kingdom of Britannia in her time.”


That matched what I had
read on Mike’s phone. After the Romans pulled their troops out of the province
they called ‘Britannia’ in the year 410, Saxons invaded from continental Europe
to fill the power vacuum, pushing out the local Celts, Britons, Picts and other
inhabitants. Or something like that, I wasn’t taking notes on what I read. The
Saxons established kingdoms in southern Britain, and the term ‘Sussex’ referred
to the kingdom of Southern Saxony. Wessex meant the Western Saxon lands, Essex
to the east, and so on. What was relevant to us was the timing; Eadric’s use of
that term for his native homeland meant he was from around Gisele’s time, or
possibly later. That was important because he had been Sent from a time
closer to the awful Convergence that was supposed to happen back then. Maybe he
had more recent information about when the Convergence was expected. He might
even know why it didn’t happen. For all I knew, Eadric was from a time much
later than Gisele. It could be that, unlike Gisele and Macarius, Eadric had
intended to be Sent to our time.


Or, I could be
speculating about things I knew nothing about.


“Macarius, it’s not
surprising that Gisele did not know about events in lands far from southern
France- I mean, Gaul.”


“I know what you meant,
Kazimir. The world has changed so much.”


“Egypt is still Egypt,”
I told him.


“This is true,” his
face brightened. “In my time, Brittania was a land of barbarians.”


“They still have crazy
soccer hooligans, so not much has changed.”


He patted my shoulder
again. “Take care of yourself, Kazimir, and if the dragon attacks, you should
run.”


“I’m supposed to slay
the dragon.”


“You are young, and
growing into your power. There will be many dragons to slay before evil is
banished from this world. You must preserve your strength, for without you, I
fear this fight will be lost.”


“No pressure on me,
then,” I muttered.


He looked puzzled, then
he must have gotten the joke. “Without you, this world is doomed. But,” he
winked. “You should not worry about it too much.”


“Right.”



 

I helped Macarius load
the Tahoe he would be riding in with Isabel and Gisele, the-


Gisele.


She came out of the room
she shared with Isabel, limping while carrying a suitcase.


She was walking without
a crutch.


The RV had rolled over
on Wednesday night. Her ankle had been badly sprained, she should not be
walking already.


Now that I thought
about it, Macarius was still wearing a bandage and splint on his wrist, but he
had lifted a duffel bag with both hands.


“Macarius, how is your
wrist?”


“Oh, it feels much
better, thank you.”


“How much better?”


“Mmm,” he flexed his
wrist as far as the splint allowed. “Much better.”


“Hold that thought.
Gisele, could you come with me, please? You too, Macarius,” I gestured to the
open motel room door.


She followed me,
curious, limping only a little, with Macarius right behind her. “What is it,
Kazimir?”


Closing the door, I
pointed at her leg. “Your ankle, it’s healed?”


She stood on that leg,
balancing with her arms out to either side, wobbling slightly. “Almost. I
should not jump or run for a while yet.”


“Suppressing an urge to
say ‘Ya think?’, I asked, “How is this possible?
Macarius, take off your bandage, please.”


“With God,” he nodded
to me while unwrapping the bandages. “All things are possible.”


“I hope the Almighty
doesn’t require a co-pay.”


He froze. “You mock-”


“Sorry, I was making a
stupid joke. This is all new to me, OK? Has this happened to you before?”


He removed the splint
carefully, and flexed his wrist, grimacing, then with a smile. “This is the
first time this wrist has been injured.”


“I meant, have you
always healed this quickly?”


“No, Kazimir. This is
one of the gifts we have been bestowed, to better serve God.”


“Right, uh, I’m
interested in how it works.”


“We were not given
details,” Gisele said, looking embarrassed.


“It is better for us
not to the know the workings of magic, sister,” Macarius put on his best Scowl
Face. “Lest we be contaminated by the essence of that which is forbidden.”


“Uh, let’s talk about
the spiritual aspects of this later, OK?” I suggested.


“Kazimir,” Macarius’s
face now reflected Full Disapproval. “You never wish to speak of spiritual matters.
I fear for your very soul.”


“I fear what
could happen when you have uncontrolled magic inside you that no one
understands.”


His mouth formed a
silent ‘O’.


“Can I,” I pointed to
his wrist, “examine it?”


He sat on the bed as I
flexed his wrist. Other than the skin being a bit red and warm, probably from
being covered by a bandage, the joint looked good. He gritted his teeth as I
bent the wrist up and down, that told me the tendons of his wrist weren’t fully
healed yet. Closing my eyes, I wrapped a hand loosely around his wrist, and
extended my senses.


“Whoa.” Instinctively,
I had pulled my hand away.


“Is something wrong?”
Gisele asked, clutching her arms tightly around herself, looking even more
frail than usual. Her apparent vulnerability was an illusion, I knew.


“No, it- I was
surprised, that’s all. Can I look at your ankle?”


“Of course.”


She stood rigidly still
while I knelt down, placing a hand around her ankle.
Closing my eyes, I saw it again. A sort of, network, of strands of magical
energy, woven throughout her leg. Moving my hand up her shin, it was the same.
The strands around the ankle were thicker, a duller orange. Swollen and warm; energy
that was being focused to heal her human, mortal body. Up in her shin, the
strands were wispy, a pale yellow. Denser inside the two bones that ran from
knee to ankle. Reinforcing the bones, like steel rebar inside a concrete
pillar. Moving my hand up her calf-


I stopped abruptly and
stood up, embarrassed. “It’s, uh, interesting. Amazing. Your ankle is still
healing. The energy is flowing there, making it stronger.” What I had seen was similar to the energy inside the cat. Similar, but not the
same. Boots was a creature of magic. The knights had magical energy
woven into them, by artificial means. I had to wonder how long it would last
and whether there would be longer-term side effects. One thing I knew was that
energy did not belong inside them, and there are consequences to using magic.
“Gisele, when you, uh, protected me from those guys in the alley,” that was
nicer than ‘when you killed them’. “Did you like, call on your power? Make it
work for you?”


“No, why?”


“So, it’s just part of
you?”


“Yes,” Macarius
answered. “It makes us faster, stronger. Better versions of ourselves. That is
what was explained to me.” Gisele nodded agreement, and he continued. “We do
not have any unnatural abilities,” he looked me straight in the eye so I
would get his meaning. That he was not a freak. Not tainted by evil.


“Gotcha. OK then,
you’re clear to do whatever, just take it easy for a while. If you injure
yourself again, I don’t know how many times you can regenerate like that.”


Gisele hugged her arms
around herself again. “Ingund told me that a wizard would need to replenish
the, the essence of the spell.”


“Did you see her cast
the spell?”


“Yes, though I was in a
trance, and remember nothing of the words she spoke, nor what means she used.


“OK, that’s a problem.
Replenishing that well of energy isn’t something I know how to do. Anything I
do might be harmful.”


Macarius frowned. I got
the impression he was disappointed in me. Again.


“I’m doing the best I
can,” I muttered. “It would have been great if your wizards had given you a
book, or a scroll or something. Instructions on how to do all the complicated
stuff they expected me to do.”


“Kazimir,” the Egyptian
knight placed a hand on my shoulder. “It is not your fault that you are
inadequate for the task,” he said quietly, as if that was supposed to make me
feel better. “No one anticipated that so much time would pass. Or that only one
wizard would remain. The burden on your shoulders is immense.”


“Thanks. Until I can
ask Azib how to replenish your, uh, well of energy, please be careful.” Not
only did I need to ask Azib if he knew how to recharge magical batteries inside
a human, I also needed to test the technique before I
tried working on the knights. How to do that, I had no idea. I also had no
confidence that Azib could help. He didn’t seem to know much about working with
magic in this world.



 

Outside, Mike was in
the Tahoe with Isabel, both doors closed and the windows up. Whatever they were
talking about, they wanted privacy. He waved to me, and rolled the window down.
“Isabel said the knights have healed from their injuries already?”


“Not a hundred percent
but, yeah.”


“How can that be?”


Before answering, I
made sure the parking lot was empty. “Magic.”


“I’d like to know more
than that.”


“Me too. I don’t
understand how it works, what the limit it, how many times they can heal before
the tank runs dry. All I know is, their bodies are infused with magical
energy.”


“Like the cat?”


“Not exactly. The cat
is made of magic.”


Isabel leaned across
the console to look at me. “Is this a problem? A danger?”


“Any magic I don’t
understand, I can’t control. That could become dangerous. Mostly for the
knights. They should take it easy. “


“Did you tell them
to take it easy?”


“I did, but,” I
shrugged.


She frowned. “Maybe I
should go with you, and Mike can make sure the knights behave.”


“Nah,” Mike opened the
door and got out. “You are making such great progress bonding with them, I’d
hate to ruin it.



 

We got the Jeep loaded
with the dog, the cat, our gear, and all the doggy and kitty stuff like their
beds. Duke was excited as I drove away from the motel. “Where are we going?” He
asked, standing with his front legs between the front seats.


“To find a dragon,” I
scratched behind his ears.


“Are we going to thrash
it?”


“That’s the plan,
yeah.”


“You should stay in the
car, then. I’ll thrash it for you.”


“You will?”


“Yes. I’m very fierce,
you know.”


In the back seat, the
cat made a sound like choking on a hairball.


“It is widely known,” I
agreed. 











CHAPTER TWELVE



 

“Huh,” Mike grunted,
after his phone beeped and he went through the process of logging into the
secure messaging app. The thing apparently logged him out after only a few
minutes, or if he clicked over to another app. “Annie agrees.”


“With what?”


“That we need backup.
She’s sending a team from South America.”


I lifted an eyebrow.
“There isn’t another team in the US?”


“There was.” He didn’t
say anything more about the subject.


He didn’t need to. A
team had died to protect me from the ambush in Indiana, in the incident that
changed my life. Changed it again. Like after my parents were killed,
making me an orphan. And after Sarah was murdered, leaving me alone in the
world. And after Alicia was kidnapped and murdered to send a message to me,
that I would always be alone.


Beside me was Mike, the
former New Zealand Army soldier, or whoever he really was. In the mirror, I
could see Duke and Boots sleeping on the backseat. Inside the amulet I wore was
an freakin’ genie. A jackass, cowardly genie, but still, a magical being from
the Netherworld.


I wasn’t alone.
Not anymore. Not ever again.


Isabel and two knights
from ancient history were with me also. On my team. On the team. Whether
I liked it or not, I was part of a team now. We were still working out the
rules of how to work together, with me being most of the problem. Somehow, I
needed to learn how to work with others, learn how to trust other people. In
that regard, I guess Michelle Singer was a part of the team also. Not a
starter. A pinch hitter, but we could count on her. As long
as we didn’t push her too hard.


“That’s good, having
another team with us. Do you know these people?”


Mike shook his head.
“Like I said, we’re a highly compartmentalized organization. Teams are supposed
to operate separately. Most of what we do is watch, and gather information.
Until you came along, we hadn’t done anything in a long time. Same with
the Order. They haven’t been actively doing anything that we know of, they-”


“Except for collecting
artifacts, to open a portal,” I reminded him.


“That was a huge intel
miss,” he admitted. “Sometimes, the info Annie has about Order activity seems
like she has a magic crystal ball. Other times, most of the time,” he
held up his hands. “Not so much.”


“Does she have a
crystal ball?”


“Not that I know of.
Seems unlikely.”


“How does she get
information? Is she like, a master hacker or something?”


“Annie?” He laughed.
“No. All this tech comes from somewhere, but it’s not her doing.”


“OK. When will the
other team be here?”


“The day after tomorrow,
if they are on schedule.”


“Let’s hope,” I
switched lanes to pass a slow-moving car. “The dragon doesn’t decide to post a
selfie on Instagram before then.”



 


 

Mike’s phone dinged,
different from the beep I’d heard before. He was driving and couldn’t
easily log into the security system, so he pulled over onto the shoulder. “Huh.
That’s good news. You were right.”


“Wait,” I pulled out my
phone. “Say that again, I want to get it on video.”


“Very funny.”


“What was I right
about?”


“The knights. The hair
sample testing results just posted.”


“OK, I am impressed.
That was fast. Medical labs are usually so-”


“This wasn’t a med lab,
they wouldn’t have the proper equipment. The samples were tested at an art
museum.”


“Still, that was fast.”


“Annie has contacts.
Also, a large donation might have sped the process along. Report says the
samples are pristine, definitely preindustrial age.
The lab,” he scrolled down the report. “Wants to know where we got the hair.
They’re assuming it came from a wig.”


“A wig?”


“A source of human hair
that wasn’t buried with the owner.”


“Oh, right. Does that
satisfy you that Gisele and Macarius are who they claim to be?’


“The report,” he
flashed the phone to me so I could see the text. “Does not state they
are magical knights sworn to prevent the end of the world.”


“They aren’t magic.”


“Close enough,” he
grunted. “For now, I’m willing to believe their story.”


“Which parts? That they
were Sent from the past, or that our world is going to collide with the Nether,
and I’m somehow supposed to stop it?”


“Just the first part,
for now.”


“Good. I don’t have a
clue whether a Convergence is a real thing or not, and I sure as hell don’t
have any way to stop it.”


He grinned, and pulled
the Jeep back onto the road. “Macarius would counsel you thusly,” he patted my
shoulder and did a decent impression of the Egyptian knight. “Kaz-i-mir, you
must have faith.”


I laughed. “Do you
have faith?”


“In you?”


“I mean, you know,
overall.”


His expression turned
serious. “That’s why I’m here.”


“You’re not a, like,
priest or anything?”


“Priests generally
don’t carry a sniper rifle.”


“Good point.”


“There are many ways to
serve. This is how I chose to express my faith.”


“Oh.” I didn’t know
what to say, and I was hoping to avoid a lecture about whether I had been
Saved. “Isabel too?”


“Yes.”


“The two of you don’t
seem, you know.”


“Like humorless
religious fanatics?”


“That’s not what I
meant.”


“It’s OK. Isabel and I
are on the ‘warrior’ end of the ‘holy warrior’ spectrum. It’s not something I
should talk about right now.”


“Great.”


When I agreed, the
relief on Mike’s face was evident. “Kaz, if we are to work together for long,
it’s something we will need to talk about.”


“Uh, yeah.”


“Especially if there is
a Convergence coming.”


“Right.” At that point,
all I wanted was for the discussion to be over. “Hey,” I was anxious to change
the subject. “Is it OK if I share the test results with Agent Singer?”


He thought about it for
a moment. “You can tell her the tests confirmed the knights are not from this
era, but no details. There are not many labs capable of doing that testing. An
FBI agent could call around to all those labs, identify which one conducted an
unusual test, and start tracing it back to us.”


“Is that a risk?”


“It’s always a risk,
when we go outside the organization. Annie is a master of discretion, our
activities are concealed behind a network of shell companies, but we prefer to
stay under law enforcement’s radar. That’s why the firefight in Indiana was so
dangerous to us; two of our people were exposed.”


His callousness toward
his one people surprised me. “They were also killed, Mike.”


“To us, and to them,
the exposure is the worst part. We do this because we believe in our
cause. Kaz, if you are the wizard we have been searching for, then you are the
fulfillment of all our hopes. What we have been working toward for centuries.”


“To stop a
Convergence?”


He shook his head. “We,
or I, don’t know anything about that. We have been working to stop the
Order, from using magic for their own purposes. Macarius is wrong about all
magic being inherently evil, I hope,” he added under his breath. “He is correct
about our enemy. Their goals are entirely evil.”


“What are their goals?”


“I,
am not sure how much to tell you at this point. You know the means they use.
They kill innocent people.”


“Like my parents.”


“Yes.”


“And Sarah, whoever she
was.”


“Also yes.”


“Who was Sarah? One of
your people?”


“If she was, I haven’t
been briefed on it.”


Clenching my fists, I
struggled to control a flare of anger. Chill, Kaz, chill, I told myself.
Fortunately, I had plenty of practice being chill. A key skill to learn when
you’re a fugitive is to avoid drawing attention to yourself. Don’t get into
arguments, don’t raise your voice. “Can you at least tell me the name of your
organization?”


He hesitated, I could
see him chewing on his lower lip while he thought.


“Mikaere,” I used his
real name to make the point that I already knew some of their secrets. “Come
on. It’s not a secret. The Order must know what you call your group.”


He frowned, but didn’t
ask how I knew his real name. “It’s complicated.”


“How about we start
with the Order? The Order of what? Hateful assholes?”


That drew a bitter
laugh from him. “They should be the Order of Defilers, because they have broken
faith with everything they originally stood for. All right. They are the Order
of Solomon’s Temple.”


“They are the Templars?
I thought the Templars are like the Masons, or the Rotary Club. A social club,
not a secret society.”


“No. The current Order
is a splinter group, as we are. The original Templars were disbanded, their
organization and assets later evolved into the Order of Christ, but that group
has no connection to us. Or to what we call ‘The Order’. We don’t refer to them
by their full name, because they have defiled the memory of the original
Knights Templar. We,” he apparently had reached a decision. “Our organization
is ‘Certus’. That is Latin for faithful. Certain. Trustworthy. Everything the
Order is not.”


“Certus, huh?”


“Yes. Do not repeat
that name to anyone.”


“I won’t.”


He turned to look into the back seat. “That goes for you also, Duke, and
Boots. You don’t say anything about anything we just said.”


“Uh, OK,” Duke’s tongue
lolled out, making him look extra dopey. “I didn’t understand most of it anyway.”


The cat just blinked at
me, in an ‘As if I care’ gesture.


“Good,” I patted Duke’s
head.


“One question: if we
meet the Order, do I get to bite them?”


“I think you already
did,” I patted his head.


“Really?” His ears
stood up. “When?”


“You bit that guy’s ear
off, remember?”


“Oooh. He was from the
Order?”


Mike gave a shrug.
“Could be he was a contractor, hired security muscle.”


“No way,” I declared.
“There was something very off about that guy.”


“He tasted terrible,”
Duke stuck out his tongue. “Bleh.”


“I’m telling you,
everything about that guy was wrong.”


“Order field personnel,
then,” Mike agreed. “You’re probably right. Let’s hope we don’t meet any more
of them soon.”



 

It was too much. Both arms clutching shopping bags, the ring of keys in
one hand, fumbling to get the house key by feel. He managed to find the key and
got it lined up with the slot in the deadbolt-


The key ring fell to the mat, bounced and when he tried to use his foot
to keep them from falling off the stoop, only to kick the ring into the bushes
by the front door. With a sigh that turned into a groan because his knees
creaked, he set down the grocery bags. “I’m getting too old for this,” he
reprimanded himself, and he pushed bushes aside to find the keys. His truck
should have been in the garage instead of parked in the driveway, but the
garage was cluttered with a Mustang convertible he was restoring, and with the
junk accumulated from twenty years of never having thrown anything away. It was
supposed to rain over the weekend and the Mustang project was on hold until the
new springs were delivered. With his wife visiting her sister in Georgia, it
might be a good time to surprise her by finally cleaning out the garage.


If he had time. Cleaning the garage was a low priority, and it was
amazing how little free time he had, now that he was retired. How had he gotten
anything done, during the years when he worked a regular job?


There the keys were. He needed to get the groceries put away before
their daughter brought the boys over for dinner, while she and her husband went
out on a date night. Paul and Silvia enjoyed having their grandsons visit two
evenings a week, and that night would be a sleepover. The boys seemed to enjoy
time with their grandparents, or they just enjoyed the video game room Paul had
set up in the basement. He had even been allowed to play with them, though his
character usually got killed several times.


In through the front door, he couldn’t see well while carrying the
bags, and was dismayed to hear a crunch under his feet. It sounded like he had
stepped on glass. That didn’t make sense, the vase was still on the hall table,
the vase with wilting flowers he needed to replace before Silvia came back.
Plopping the bags on the kitchen island, he noticed the pantry door was ajar. Thought
I closed that, he thought as he hung the key ring on a peg, and walked to the
front hall. There were tiny flecks of clear glass on the hardwood floor. Yet,
the front windows were all intact.


That was odd, did he feel chill air coming down the stairs?


Damn it.


Last year, a raccoon in the attic had chewed through the ceiling of a
spare bedroom and fell onto a dresser, knocking a picture frame into a
windowpane and shattering it. While he wanted to confront the raccoon with a
push broom, his wife had insisted on calling animal control. Good thing,
because the animal had been rabid.


Not another raccoon?


No. He had reinforced the vent where the first animal had gained access
to the attic.


Well, best if he first walked around the outside, to check whether any
windows were broken. He-


“Do not move-” A thickly-accented voice
whispered into one ear, as an arm wrapped around him, trapping his arms.
Instinctively, Paul jerked-


He froze. The arm around him was like a tree trunk, immovable.


And a sharp, cold object pressed against his neck. “I, I, I, take
whatever you w-want,” he stammered. “There isn’t-”


“Silence!” The person behind him, it was a man, barked. No longer
whispering. “Where is the wizard? Where is Merdin?”


“Wiz-” For a moment, Paul’s mouth was unable to form words. “Who?”


“Mer-din. Where is he? I must find the wizard.”


Oh my God, Paul thought, this guy is a madman. Does he think we’re in a
fairy tale? “L-look, I don’t- Sorry, I-”


“You will do as I say.”


“Yes, yeah, sure, s-sure. Anything you want.”


The unseen man walked him past the front door and into the living room.
A few feet from the easy chair, Paul was shoved forward. His bad left knee
buckled, and he fell, banging his other knee on the rug. His arms flailed to
catch himself, one hand slapping the TV remote on the side table. The remote
crashed to the floor, the back cover popping off to go twirling off under the
couch. Behind him, the TV blared to life, some game show program.


“Whaaaat?” The voice behind him gasped. “Silence! I
said silence!”


The game show host and guests didn’t hear, continuing their banter.


“Stop it!” The voice roared. “Who are these people?”


“I don’t know,” Paul hugged the seat of the easy chair. “I think that
is-”


“Who are,” footsteps behind him, walking away.


Paul risked turning his head-


And instantly regretted it.


A maniac had broken into his house.


Some weirdo, probably hopped up on drugs.
Dressed like a character from one of the fantasy video games his grandsons
played. Metal armor around his chest, forearms and shins. A sword, and actual Medieval sword in a leather scabbard, hanging from a belt
around his waist.


What the hell?


“Make them stop,” the crazed man saw Paul looking at him. Jabbing at
the big screen TV with a dagger, he stepped beside it, peering around the back.
“These people, they are in there, in this painting? What manner of
magic is this?”


“Magic?” Paul felt an even deeper shover of fear. The intruder had
completely lost touch with reality, or was hallucinating, or was insane. Any of
those were bad for Paul, he knew. His house was isolated from neighbors, and
backed up to the state forest. Normally, he liked the peace and quiet, but not
being close to other homes is probably why the crazy guy chose Paul’s to break
into. “It’s not magic, it-”


“Make them stop, they- What?” The man backpedaled, nearly stumbling
over the coffee table as the TV switched to a commercial. “What is this? Who
are- What happened to the other people? Where did they go?”


“Sir, it, it’s just a commercial. Give, give it a minute, it will go
away.”


Jamming the dagger into a sheath on his side, he drew his sword. Sharp
steel, shining from the light on the side table. “You!” The sword swung around
to point at Paul’s face. “Tell them to be quiet!”


“I can’t, I- The remote is busted, the batteries fell out. If I can-”
Paul half rose, before the crazed man kicked him in the back, forcing him to
flop on the chair and knocking the breath from his lungs.


The man roared again. With, “Begone, foul magics!” he smashed the
pommel of the sword into the TV screen, shattering it and it crashed to the
floor. The power cable was yanked out, so the device blessedly fell silent.
Smashing the back of the TV with a heavy boot, he stabbed the black plastic
with the tip of the sword. “Ha!” The man grunted in triumph and turned to gloat
at Paul. “Sorcerer, you are no match for Eadric of Sussex.”


“Sor- I’m not a-” Paul clamped his mouth shut. If the lunatic thought
he was a sorcerer, that might be good.


Looking around at the mess in the living room, the man pointed the
sword toward the kitchen. “You, move! In there.”


“I will, I, I got a bad knee.”



 

A minute later, Paul was seated on a kitchen chair, his hands tied
behind the chair back. Behind the island, a duffel bag from an upstairs closet
was crammed with food from the pantry. And clothing, Paul’s clothes. Also pots
and pans. Including the heavy Dutch oven he and Silvia almost never used. What
did the maniac want with a heavy cookpot? It made no sense, there were other
items much more valuable that-


“You!” The tip of the sword was inches from Paul’s nose. “What is your
name, sorcerer?”


“I,” he licked dry lips. “I am Paul Delage.”


The man considered that information, shaking his head. “I do not know
you. What land is this? It is filled with strange and terrible horrors.”


“This, uh, this is Ohio.”


“Ohio, hmm. That is not in one of the Saxon
kingdoms. Are we in North Umbria, or the savage Pictish lands to the north?”


“Huh? Ohio, it’s in America.”


“Ah-mare-ih-cah,” the crazed lunatic sounded out the word. “Where are
we in relation to Sussex?”


“I don’t- Where is Sussex?”


“You must know of my land.”


Paul saw he had insulted the crazy. “I’m s-sorry,
I don’t. Where is it?”


The man sniffed, disgusted. “Ignorant fool. If you know the former
Empire of Rome, you would know my homeland as part of
Brittania. Until we, the Saxons,” he shook the sword, “conquered it.”


“Britain? You’re from-” The guy didn’t have a British accent like
anyone on TV. His accent was vaguely, German, or Dutch? “We are,” he considered
what to say. Should he play along with the man’s game? Yes. It would be
dangerous to deny the invader’s delusions. “Ohio is to the west of, your land.”


“Ah,” Eadric of Sussex nodded slowly. “This is the barbarian realm of
the Celts,” he grimaced. “The land of Mer-din, good.”


“No, it- Yes.” Paul caught himself, biting his tongue


The sword came to rest in front of his nose again, unwavering. “Tell
me, Paul of Delage, what year is this?”


“Y-year? It-” 


“The year! The year of our Lord, I care not for your
barbarian ways of measuring the passage of time.”


Paul glanced at the calendar on the wall.


Eadric’s eyes followed, locking on the calendar. He squinted and leaned
closer, perhaps confused by the scribbled notes in each block that noted
appointments, birthdays, and everything else Paul’s wife kept track. “What is
this?”


“It’s a, you know, calendar. My nephew was selling them for school.”


“April,” the intruder sounded out the word. “I know this, it is in the
springtime.” Then the sword tip drooped. “No,” the intruder gasped, and
a shaky finger pointed to the year at the top of the calendar.  “It cannot be. So long.”


“Look, I don’t-”


“You lie!” Eadric smacked Paul across the face with
the back of a hand. “It cannot be! Do not think to ply your foul magics on me.
You have-” he pressed a hand over his eyes. “Ensorcelled my sight. This is all
an illusion. I will not-”


They both froze at the sound of a car pulling into the driveway.


Paul moved first. His
daughter and grandsons were in that car. Lifting his knees, he kicked out hard., slamming the maniac in his
left knee. The man fell sideways, toppling over the duffel bag, the sword
swooping down at Paul-


Where Paul was, a moment before. The kick had pushed him backwards and
sideways, crashing to the kitchen floor, bashing the back of his head. Stunned,
he struggled to roll onto his side, but the chair leg was stuck on something.


He was a dead man.


Paul and Eadric locked eyes, as they heard two excited boys, and a
woman calling out for them not to run across the wet lawn.


Smoothly jamming the sword back in its scabbard, Eadric lifted the
duffel bag with one hand and sprang toward the back door, yanking it open. In a
flash, the maniac was gone, leaving the back door half open.


The front door opened, with a boy shouting, “Pop-pop, we’re here! We- Pop-Pop! Mom, Mom, Pops is hurt!”



 

The boys got Paul untied from the chair, then his daughter drove all of
them to a friend’s house down the road while one of the boys called 911. A sheriff’s
deputy arrived within fifteen minutes, followed by Sheriff Larkin an hour
later.


“Mister Delage,” Larkin offered a firm handshake. “I just came from
your place, we have it sealed off until a forensics team can examine, it. Do
you have a place to stay for the night?”


“I can stay with my daughter,” Paul said. His daughter and her husband
had made it clear he would be staying with them, no arguments. Date night would
be pizza and board games, and Paul was grateful that something good had come
from the incident. “Sheriff, that guy was insane. Or on drugs. He asked me what
year this is.”



 

After taking a statement from Delage that was nearly identical to the
statement taken by the deputy, Larkin went outside. Corporal Rivera was in his
SUV, where he would remain throughout the night. Just in case the lunatic came
for Paul Delage, for wherever reason.


“This is a huge Goddamn mess,” Larkin shook his head.


Rivera tactfully said nothing, responding only with a curt nod.
Acknowledging the fact of what the sheriff had said. It was a fact.


Larkin knew the incident would be all over the local news. At night, not
many people would pay attention. But the next morning, the citizens of the
county would be talking about the incident. About how the sheriff had failed to
track a crazed druggie who appeared and then disappeared from the scene of the
firefight at the old Indian mound, with the sheriff’s department having made no
effort to find the obviously deranged and dangerous man. Now that same crazed
man, it had to be the same guy, had broken into a home
and threatened a citizen.


Damn it. The State police, the FBI, agents from the ATF, even the
governor’s office, all wanted answers about the firefight. With major law
enforcement agencies having taken over the investigation, Larkin’s department
had been relegated to securing the scene, and acting as gofers. It was both
irritating and a relief. Larkin knew his department didn’t have the resources
to investigate such a major crime, a crime almost certainly perpetrated by elements
from outside of the county. Those other law enforcement agencies would be
asking Larkin what his people had been doing, other than attempting to
apprehend the lunatic druggie. A guy in a Medieval costume, who couldn’t
possibly have evaded being seen for two full days. His answer would be my people have been doing all the things YOU
requested us to do, and he knew
that excuse wouldn’t fly.


“If he lit out for the national forest,” Rivera pointed to the
northwest, “we don’t have the manpower for a search.”


Larkin nodded sourly. “The last thing we need is for some family out
hiking to find him. Tomorrow it’s not forecast to rain, dirt bikes and ATVs
will be out on those trails and fire roads in the forest. That might keep his
head down, make him hole up somewhere.” He silently debated how to handle the
situation. Rivera was correct, the department lacked the manpower to search the
national forest. Especially as it was just as likely that the perpetrator would
break into another house to take shelter. Even take a family hostage. That was
the greatest danger to the citizens of the county, that is where he needed to
focus his resources. “We go house to house,” he declared. “The state has been
breathing down my neck, it’s time they helped us. I’ll request a helicopter
with infrared scanner, to search the forest.”


Rivera looked up at the cloudy sky. “Too late for that tonight, by the
time a request gets approved,” he said with a frown, clearly doubtful the state
police would spring into action to burn jet fuel, for finding one crazed
suspect.


“Tomorrow night then. Meantime, I’ll get a reserve officer out here,
free you up to help with the search. We need to find this guy.”


“Sir, it’s not your fault.”


“The taxpayers won’t see it that way,” Larkin ran a finger over the
sheriff’s star he wore on this chest. “And they vote.”



 

Jerry Lee fumbled with the truck keys in his
pocket. Had he drunk too much to drive? No, he decided. Over two hours in the
bar, he had one light beer, followed by a bitter IPA he drank only a couple
sips of. Chicken wings plus a slice of pizza slowed the absorption of alcohol
anyway. The night air was chilly and damp, and it was late, almost 11. It was
supposed to start raining soon, again. He needed to get home, the next
morning would be another early start. Starting the truck, he checked the
weather app on his phone. Yup, a band of rain was coming, heavy rain. Time to
move out.


At the bar, there had been talk about the dinosaur
or dragon, or whatever the thing on the video was. Was supposed to be,
no one of course believed the thing was real. Speculation ran in every
direction about who could be playing a prank on the Torrences. Several local
miscreants were suggested, and rejected. None of them had the brains to think
up a complicated prank, nor the ambition to go through the effort. Some
outsiders, then? College kids, though no one at the bar could imagine frat boys
driving so far from campus. Someone, who did have too much to drink,
ventured the opinion that Jim Torrence had created the video himself, to get
attention. Why would he do that? No one knew, although if it brought people to
the town, that could only be good for local businesses. Jerry didn’t think his
plumbing business would benefit, the-


“Holy sh-”


Coming around a bend in the road, it was right
there. He had been hugging the center line of the road, to give himself
more time to react if a deer ran out of the woods from the right, and had the high
beams on for better visibility in the drizzling rain, and maybe he was driving
a bit too fast for the conditions. No faster than he usually drove on a road he
had driven almost every day for years. Being toward the center of the road
didn’t help as the thing was on the left and lunged toward the center,
the high beams only blinded the creature.


The dinosaur.


Or dragon.


It was real.


That shocked thought was the last thing he
remembered before the thing reared up, opening its mouth to display a row of
sharp teeth, then the truck plowed right into it despite his foot crushing the
brake pedal. THUD CRACK BOOM as the creature smacked into the truck’s grill,
dented the hood and flew up to impact the windshield then up and over the cab.
The airbag erupted in his face, and the antilock brakes saved him from spinning
a 360 on the road, he still lost control, the truck fishtailing as the left
front tire went down into a ditch and the truck abruptly shuddered to a stop,
left front bumper crunching into a tree.


“Oh my- Holy- What the-” he couldn’t form a
coherent thought when he was able to think at all. Holding a hand over his nose
that had smacked into the airbag, he felt like the skin of his face had been
sandblasted from abrading against the airbag. He was lucky, he knew, that the
airbag saved him from breaking his neck.


The truck had stalled when it came to a stop, he
pushed the airbag aside to reach for the key. The engine cranked but wouldn’t
start. Maybe the-


Maybe he had a bigger problem to worry about. Like
a freakin’ dinosaur, somewhere behind him. Turning in the seat, he felt
a sharp pain from his neck, and changed his mind. Getting out of the truck was
a better idea to-


Except for the dinosaur with huge teeth, that he
couldn’t see. Stepping on the brakes caused a bright red glow behind the truck,
he unbuckled the seat belt and gingerly turned in the seat. Something was back
there. No, that was a deer in the road. On the right was something else. Bigger
than a deer. A leathery wing flopped around and he ducked down, unashamed. His
truck held tools, not a gun. A heavy pipe wrench was the best protection he
had.


The wrenches were in the back, not in the cab.


The dinosaur wasn’t getting any closer. He needed
to get a photo. Where the hell was his phone? It had been on the passenger
seat, he had no idea where it was. Under the seat, probably. To find it, he had
to get out. Tapping the brakes again illuminated two objects that weren’t
moving. A deer, and whatever the hell the thing was. A pterodactyl?


Neither of them were
moving.


And the dino appeared to be, shrinking? Or
sliding off the road into the ditch, that was more likely. Dinosaurs didn’t
shrink.


They also didn’t exist, so-


He had to get a photo.


No one would believe him without a photo.


Hell. Jim Torrence had video, and no one
believed him.


He would take the risk of opening the driver’s
door and getting out, to search under the seats. He cringed and froze as the
door creaked loudly, and he held his breath. There were no sounds of footsteps
behind him. Was he being stupid? In movies, the guy who foolishly went to
investigate the monster ended up dead, the guy who ran survived. Could
he outrun a flying monster? Unlikely. And his insurance company wouldn’t buy his
story of hitting a dinosaur unless he got a photo.


What was that sound?


Not a monster.


A car.


Headlights swung back
and forth along the winding road, Jerry ran to the back of his truck, waving
his arms in the darkness, realizing too late he should have stayed in the cab
and activated the brake lights. At the last second before the vehicle came
around the bend, it blessedly slowed, coming to a stop ten feet from the deer,
the headlights shining on the mangled animal, and in Mike’s eyes.


“Gerald?” A familiar
voice called from the SUV, using his full given name. No one his own age called
him ‘Gerald’.


“Carl?” Jerry shaded
his eyes and breathed a sigh of relief. Carl Svenson ran a gas station and had
been a fixture in the county for over sixty years, people would believe him.


“Ya hit the deer, huh?”


“No, I-” Shading his
eyes, Jerry squinted toward the dinosaur.


It wasn’t there.


Sh- Had it moved? Where
was it?


No, it was still where
he’d seen it. Just, smaller?


“I hit this, this,”
Jerry jabbed a finger at the, the thing. “Come look at it, quick, quick,”
he urged, waving at Carl.


“OK, OK, give me a
minute,” the car door swung slowly open. “Not as young as I used ta be, you know.” Carl walked around the front of his SUV,
holding onto the hood with one hand. Stopping to examine the deer, he shook his
head. “You ran over this one good. It’s a real mess. No point to-”


“I didn’t hit the deer.
I hit the, this.”


Carl turned his
attention to where Jerry was pointing, while they both stayed in front of
Carl’s SUV. The headlights reflecting off the two men bathed the area in a soft
light that actually made it more difficult to see.
“What is that?” Carl took a step back.


“The,
dinosaur or whatever. I came around the curve and, BAM,” Jerry punched a fist
into the other hand. “It was in the road. Must have been feeding on the deer.”


“Dinosaur? Have you
been drink-”


“It’s right here,”
Jerry walked close to the dinosaur, certain that it was dead. It was dead. it
was also, disappearing.


Melting, as he watched.


Collapsing in on
itself.


“Carl, come on, look
at it.”


Holding onto the hood
with one outstretched hand, Carl leaned forward, then jerked back. “What the
Bejeezus is that? A bat?”


“It’s Jim Torrence’s
dinosaur. Remember in school, didn’t you learn about dinosaurs?”


“That was a long time
ago.”


“This
one flies, I think it’s called a pterosaur.”


“Why is it melting?”


“I don’t know.”


“Well, get away from
it.”


Taking the advice,
Jerry walked backwards, transfixed by the scene. The thing wasn’t melting, it
was dissolving. That’s not right. Things that dissolve are wet. This dinosaur
was turning to dust, even in the drizzling rain. “Carl, you got your phone?”


“Want me to call a tow
truck?”


“I want you to get a photo,
before this thing is gone.”


“Phone’s
in the car,” Carl turned to hurry with agonizing slowness. Retrieving the
phone, in his excitement, he dropped it. “Fell under the car.”


“I’ll get it!” Jerry
ran, slipping around the older man. He knew by the time Carl crouched down and
found the phone, the dino would be gone. By the time Carl’s creaky knees got
back up, Christmas would have come and gone. Kneeling, then lying prone on the
wet road, he felt for the phone, his first attempt to grasp it only pushing it
farther away. Finally, he had it. Without waiting for Carl, he ran to stand
over the remaining dusty mass of, whatever was left of the pterosaur.


Damn it.


“Carl! What is your
password?”


“What?”


“Your phone,”
Jerry waved the device. “What is your code to unlock it?”


“Hold on, my daughter
set that up for me. Usually, I just look at it.”


“I know, can you-”


It was gone. Dust on
the wind. Where the dinosaur had been, nothing remained. Nothing of it.
There was a patch of flattened dead leaves in the ditch where it had fallen.


“It’s OK,” Jerry gave the
phone back.


“Sorry about that.”


“It’s OK,” Jerry
repeated, numb.


“I’ll call a tow
truck?” Carl offered.



 

“It was like a huge bat,”
Carl insisted, holding up his arms.


Jerry, embarrassed,
tried to “Carl, that’s-”


“I know what I saw,”
Carl ignored Jerry, speaking to the sheriff’s deputy. “I know what you
saw, too.”


“Sir?” The deputy
originally had a bemused expression when Carl explained they had seen a strange
creature. When the two witnesses started arguing with each other, the rain
began pelting down again, and the towing company reported it would be another
forty minutes until they could get a truck to the scene, the deputy was less
amused. “You were first on the scene?” He addressed the question to Jerry.


“I was,” Jerry looked
at his truck, still stuck in the ditch. 


“Had you been
drinking?”


“No, I- Yes. One beer,
at McKays. One beer.”


“With your permission,
I would like to conduct a field sobriety test,” the deputy’s smile was thin and
hard.


“I don’t- OK.” Standing
on one foot, Jerry closed his eyes and recited, “Zulu, Yankee, X-Ray, Whiskey,
Victor, Uniform, Tango, Sierra-”


“You made your point,”
Deputy Allen did not appreciate a smartass.


“Come on, Steve,” Jerry
implored. “You know me.”


“Jerry, I’m Deputy
Allen right now.”


Jerry had made the
call, after finding his own useless phone all the way under the back of the
passenger seat. He called a tow truck, and he’d also called the sheriff’s
department. The tow truck would have to report the incident anyway, and his
insurance company would want a police report. Carl had pulled off the side of
the road, keeping his high beams and flashers on, and Jerry put out flares in
both directions since the rain started falling heavily. They had waited in
their own vehicles until a sheriff’s deputy arrived.


“Right, sorry. Didn’t
mean anything by it,” Jerry tried to not make the situation worse. “Look, the
statement I want to make is, I came round the corner and hit that deer.”


Deputy Allen rubbed the
back of his neck. “That’s a problem. The damage to your truck isn’t consistent
with what I see. Something struck your grill, windshield, and really caved in
the roof of your cab. Whereas,” he shone his flashlight on the mangled deer
carcass. “It’s evident that you ran over the deer.”


“It all happened so
fast,” Jerry held up his hands.


“I know what I saw,”
Carl was not letting it go.


“Sir,” Allen took a
breath. “Do you want me to report that you saw a monster? One that
conveniently disappeared?”


“Well,” Carl considered
with a frown. “Maybe not that.”


“It was a deer,” Jerry
said. “Simple as that. Put that in your report.”


“That’s better.”


“What about the
evidence?” Jerry looked back at his truck. The deputy was right, the roof was
smashed in, fortunately the impact had been on the passenger side. If the
creature had struck above his head, he would at least have been trapped in the
vehicle.


“I’ll leave that to the
insurance company.”


“What do I tell them?”
Jerry did not think the insurance people would believe a deer caused that much
damage.


“Tell them,” deputy
Allen tapped his note pad, “to refer to the accident report. Unless you want to
revise your statement, again?”


“No.” By that
time, Jerry was adamant that he wanted to forget the whole sorry event. “Carl,
you OK with that?”


“Yeah,” Carl sighed.
“Sure.”


 Deputy Allen turned to go back to his car.


“There’s just one
problem,” Carl stared at his shoes sheepishly. “While we were waiting, I called
my daughter and told her about the giant bat.”











CHAPTER THIRTEEN



 

Have you ever tried to sleep in a small motel room with another guy, a
dog, and a large cat? In case you haven’t, I do not recommend it. Duke and
Boots shared a twin bed with me, and the dog snored. The cat was so disgusted
that he got up a half dozen times to nudge the sleeping dog. When that didn’t
work, I found thirty pounds of cat standing on my chest. “You,” he bared his
fangs at me. “Need to do something about this.”


I did. Around 2AM, I used extra blankets and a bunch of towels, and
made a nest in the bathtub for Boots. Picking up the cat, I set him down on the
pile of towels. “You sleep here.”


“I don’t like it.”


“Would you prefer to listen to Duke snoring?”


“I’ll try it,” the cat turned his back to me. “But I won’t like it.”


That got me a respite until almost 6, when Mike got up to use the
bathroom. “Hey!” I was awakened to a protesting cat. “I’m sleeping here! A
little privacy please. Oh, can you do that outside?!”


“Kaz,” Mike came out of the bathroom, his face red. “I am sorry, I-”


“Boots, you get out here now,” I called, and the cat resentfully
sauntered out and leapt onto my bed.


Since we were all awake, Mike and I decided to go running. Three of us, including Duke. After gulping motel room coffee while walking
the cat around the parking lot, I came back for Duke, and we began slowly, my
muscles stiff. Mike wanted to pick up the pace, and I struggled to keep up with
him. We had gone no more than a mile when Mike stopped, pulling out his phone.
He held up a finger for us to wait, reading a message.


“What is it?” I asked, impatient, while stretching my legs.


“Oh, that is not-”


“What?”


“Wait,” he held up a hand, continuing to read. “Well, that-” A broad
grin spread across his face and he pumped a fist. “We almost had a disaster,
then we caught a break.”


“Like what?”


“Some guy got a poor-quality image of what appeared to be a flying
dinosaur.”


“Oh sh-”


“It’s OK. The video was taken by an old trail camera, it barely shows
anything. Definitely appears to be one of our dragon,
though.”


“Where was this? Let’s go there now.”


“No need for that. Like I said, we caught a
break. Last night, someone else took the title of dragon slayer. A guy in a
truck hit something that a witness described as a ‘dinosaur with wings’.”


“Damn! Is it-”


“Killed it. The witness stated the body dissolved.”


“Oh sh- Did they get video?”


“No,” he grinned. “You think I’d be happy if that were the case? No
video, no photos from the accident scene. No evidence. Annie found a social
media post about the incident, the witness called his daughter about seeing a
monster, and she posted about it. It’s OK,” he held up a hand. “The witness
recanted his statement, and the cop got to the accident scene too late to see
anything. The evidence is gone.”


“Where was this?”


“Place called Stockville Ohio, same town where the video came from. Not
far from here. We should check it out.”


“Hell yes.”



 

Mike called Isabel, she agreed to join us at the site of the accident.
She and the knights hadn’t found any trace of Eadric, and the strong
possibility of a dead dragon was a solid lead to follow. Running back to the
motel, we skipped showers, packed up, and threw the protesting cat in the Jeep.



 

We couldn’t just assume the accident report was accurate. Too many
people make up stories, either seeking attention, or just to screw with
everyone else. The official police report of the accident stated the truck had
hit a deer, and the tow truck driver had described his part of the incident as
a routine recovery. Other than noting that the damage to the truck was
extensive, much more than an impact with a typical deer. A moose or elk, maybe.


The witness who called his daughter about the ‘dinosaur’ later stated
he had been joking, though his daughter hadn’t heard the call that way. She had
been concerned enough to get into her car and suggest her father not drive
again that night. In her judgment, anyone who claimed to have seen a dinosaur was in no condition to drive.


So, it sure sounded like something unusual had happened that night. If
we were lucky, one of the dragons was dead. Really lucky, since we hadn’t done
anything, and there was no evidence. Social media accounts of people in the
area had lit up, with most reactions being that the first video of a flying
dinosaur wasn’t funny, and the joke had gone on too long.


To be certain, I needed to drive out to the accident site and see for
myself. By ‘see’, I meant scan the area with my wizard senses. That assumed
there was any residual magic left, it could all have dissipated.


The plan was for Mike to drive me to the scene of the accident, with
Isabel behind us. She would pull over a quarter mile away, to warn of cars
coming from that direction. Mike would let me out, then go ahead to recon in
the other direction. Before I, you know, did my wizard thing, I would wait for
a time when no traffic was coming from either way.


Good plan.


It didn’t survive contact with reality. Isabel pulled over behind us,
but when Mike and I got to the GPS coordinates, two cars were already pulled
over there. Not law enforcement, not news media. Just curious people gawking.


“How do you want to play this?” Mike asked quietly as he let his foot off
the gas.


“Pull over. We can be sightseers too.”


He pulled the Jeep ahead, so no vehicle was parked in front of us if we
needed to get away from there quickly. We got out. “Hey,” I waved a hand to
three guys who were off the side of the road, looking down into a ditch. “Is
this where it happened?”


One of the guys was a teenager, with a disgusted expression. “Ha,” he
snorted. “Nothin’ happened. Buncha BS,” he waved toward the ditch.


Other than flattened weeds, some snapped dry branches, and strip where
something heavy had slid on the wet ground and left a smooth patch of mud,
there was no other sign of anything unusual. “Uh huh,” I nodded. “They said it
disappeared, like.”


“Buncha BS,” the kid shook his head. “Waste of time,” he grunted
walking back to his car. I guess he was hoping for a bit of excitement that
morning, and didn’t find it.


Another guy was crouched down, using a garden trowel to scoop up dirt
into a plastic bag. “Hey,” I pointed. “What are you doing?”


“Just in case,” the guy shrugged.


“Just in case what?”


“If the story is accurate, and the thing dissolved, there should be a
residue, of something.”


“Like, a liquid?”


“More like a powder,” he held up a leaf that had some sort of grayish
dust on it. “I don’t know what this is, but it’s only here,” he pointed to
where the dragon had been thrown by the collision. “Could be nanoparticles.”


“Nano?”


The guy looked away, embarrassed by his own speculation. “If this
dinosaur is some type of government tech, cutting edge stuff, it could be made
of shape-shifting materials.”


“Cool,” I said, trying to play along.


Mike caught my eye and twirled a finger, urging me to get moving. “Hey
Mike, do we have a plastic bag in the Jeep?”


He raised an eyebrow, so I added, “We should get a sample. Souvenir.”


“Whatever,” he turned to walk back to the Jeep.


I watched him, so my back would be to the guys in the ditch. Closing my
eyes, I extended my senses.


Wow.


It felt all kinds of wrong.


Something violent definitely had happened
there. A lot of magical energy was released quickly, in an uncontrolled manner.
Like, a being from the Nether dying and the bonds that held its body together
suddenly letting go. The air crackled with chaotic energy. Different from what
I had sensed from the portal.


Opening my eyes, I gave Mike a thumbs up. ‘Dead dragon’ I mouthed
without speaking. He nodded, and handed me a clear plastic bin.


To make it look like we were fellow curiosity seekers, and just in case
the information was valuable, I stepped down into the ditch, to collect samples
of the fine gray dust that clung to leaves and dead weeds. There wasn’t much of
it, and I took only a few samples, as the guy with the plastic bag watched me
like a hawk, so I wouldn’t take stuff he wanted.


We exchanged a bit of chit chat for a minute, then Mike and I got back
in the Jeep. “One down,” I gave another thumbs up or emphasis.


“You are a hundred percent certain?”


“Uh huh, yeah. Something from the Nether died there, something big. We got lucky.”


“I don’t know about that.” Mike started the Jeep and pulled out onto
the road.


“Why?”


“We need to get that gray dust analyzed. If it can be identified as a
substance not from Earth, we have another problem.”



 

Sheriff Larkin’s prediction about the break-in, or home invasion as it
was being described in overwrought terms online, had been spot-on. By the time
posts about the incident appeared on social media, it was nighttime and people
were busy. Or they assumed their friends and neighbors were busy, and so didn’t
contact them. The next morning, after the first cup of coffee, when pancakes
were being flipped onto plates, or to the delight of the family pets, onto the
floor, was different. The sensational story, about a man everyone knew, or at
least knew someone who knew Paul Delage, caught fire. Most of the sharing was
via text, but social media was abuzz in the county.


Having stayed up late to compose a statement with the help of the
sheriff department’s volunteer media relations manager, also known as Larkin’s
wife, he was ready. The statement was posted by 8AM, so that those who went to
early church services could read the official posting in the parking lot, where
the incident was the subject of much discussion. 


The flurry of social media posts also attracted the attention of a
person across the Atlantic, who by 10:30 that morning had accessed the sheriff
department’s report of the crime, including the statement by Paul Delage.



 

The five of us were eating breakfast in a restaurant. A big breakfast,
assuming we would have a busy day. We were also celebrating a bit. Not
celebrating that one of the dragons was dead, exactly. We were in a good mood
that we had one less problem to deal with. It seemed to me, though I didn’t say
it, that luck was finally turning in our favor.


Duke and Boots, out in the back seat of the Jeep, probably were not
celebrating anything. Yes, I ordered extra bacon and sausage for them, but that
food was not there RIGHT NOW and they JUST COULDN’T STAND IT because I hadn’t
taken time to feed them that morning.


The cat, if anything, had even less patience than the dog.


Speaking of the dog, I could see Duke standing up in the back seat,
staring at us through the rear window. My French toast and Western omelet
tasted a bit less delicious, knowing a dog was watching my every move. Watching,
and suffering unimaginable pain as he watched me eat while he was LITERALLY
STARVING TO DEATH.


Damn it.


The restaurant was not yet busy, as many people were at church, the
tables should be filling up shortly. We had a table in the corner, away from
other patrons, to enable us to speak freely. Sort of, we still talked in code.
We referred to the remaining dragon as ‘the bird’, and Eadric of Sussex as ‘the
guy’. As in, how should we go about finding either of them? Should we split up
the team again? I was in favor of everyone tracking the dragon. My argument was
still that a video or photo of a dragon would be disastrous, while Eadric would
be considered mentally unstable. No one would believe he was from, whenever he was from. My point was, we could let law enforcement find
Eadric for us, and extract him from a psychiatric facility later. Yeah, I felt
bad about bailing on a guy who had given up everything to find me, but since we
had no good way to find him, we should focus on the dragon. We had a
way to track the dragon, a way that was fading over time.


Mike and Isabel were leaning in favor of Isabel remaining near
Haydenton, where Eadric had first, and last, been seen. If Mike and I located
the dragon, she could respond quickly. Assuming, you know, the damned dragon
wasn’t in Nova Scotia by that time.


“OK, look, this is your deal,” I held up my hands, addressing Isabel.
“I just don’t see what you will be doing. I mean, what? Driving around randomly,
looking for a guy dressed up for a Renaissance fair?”


Mike answered. “Matt,” he used my cover name, “much of our job, most of our job, is waiting. Waiting, watching, being ready to act when we
have a lead.”


“All right, fine. Isabel, you should keep Gisele with you.”


She nodded, and so did Mike and Macarius. Macarius had decided he
wanted to be part of killing a dragon, a beast he considered to be entirely
made of evil. It was good that I didn’t have to persuade him.


Gisele objected. “Why me?” She didn’t pout, she didn’t glare at me, she
simply asked a question.


“Like we said, you traveling with two guys, my
age and Mike’s age, attracts attention. You work well with Isabel, don’t you?”


“Yes,” she frowned. She was tired of the argument that she had to be
treated differently because she was a young woman. She was seeing that
difference wasn’t going away any time soon. “We-”


Mike’s phone beeped.


Isabel’s did the same, a half second later. They backed away from the
table, tapping on their phones, entering passwords or whatever. They both
raised their eyebrows. “Kaz,” Mike said quietly. “Pay the bill. We need to go.”


“What’s going on?”


“That’s something we can’t talk about here,” he mumbled through a
mouthful of omelet, eating the remaining food on his plate quickly. “Let’s go.”



 

Out in the parking lot,
I wanted to know what message the agents had received, but Mike shook his head.
“Not here.” Pointing across the street to a library that was closed that day,
he added, “Meet me over there.”



 

I pulled the Jeep up
next to the Tahoe and opened the windows so we could all talk. In the seat
behind me, Gisele was feeding bacon and sausage to the animals, she stuck her
head out the window to listen in. “What’s up?”


Mike took a breath
before answering. “We have a problem.”


“You know, I’m going to
get a set of Problem cards printed. I’ll give you a stack of them, but you can
only cash in two per week.”


“I wish life was like
that. The good news is, Eadric has been spotted. The bad news is, he broke into
a house and attacked a sixty seven year old grandfather.”


I felt the hair on the
back of my neck stand up. “What the-”


“It wasn’t an attack,”
Isabel corrected her partner.


“Ask the victim how he
feels about it.”


“This is strange,”
Macarius leaned across the passenger seat, across me, to make his point. “A
knight would not act the way you describe. Perhaps there is a
misunderstanding?”


“Eh, maybe,” Mike
looked at his phone. “The police report stated Eadric wanted information. He
asked what year this is, stuff like that.”


“He also stole a bag
full of clothing and other items from the house,” Isabel added.


“I need to see the
police report,” I let my foot off the brake and the Jeep inched forward.
“There’s a picnic table next to the library, let’s go over there.”


Mike looked at Isabel,
not me.


“Hey,” I lost my
temper. “Don’t give me any crap about the report being a secret. You hacked it
from the cops, it’s not yours.”


Mike held up his hands.
“You’re right, sorry. We are just used to, not telling outsiders anything.”


“Are we still
outsiders?” Gisele asked. She was hurt, I was angry.


“It’s, complicated.” He
put the Tahoe in Park. “Here, not the picnic table. There’s a security camera
on the corner of the building, we can’t risk anyone seeing our phone screens.”



 

We leaned on the hood
of the Tahoe, looking at Mike and Isabel’s phones. The police report was
typically dry language. Still, the guy whose home was invaded came across as a
bit of a badass. I’d like to meet the guy someday, shake his hand. He remained
calm and cool, recalled details that would have slipped my mind. And when his
daughter and grandsons were in danger, he acted. He kicked ass. I admired
that.


I scratched my three
day stubble. “Let’s assume this is the same Medieval cosplayer who mysteriously
appeared at the Indian mound.”


“Assume?” Mike lifted
an eyebrow. “He’s wearing the same outfit, and called himself ‘Eadric of
Sussex’. He has to be the same guy.”


“Yeah, unless the Order
read the original police report, and dressed up one of their agents as ‘Eadric’
to lure us into chasing him.”


“Hell,” Mike glanced at
Isabel. “I thought we were paranoid.”


“Paranoia kept me one
step ahead of the cops, and the Order, for years. Like I said, let’s assume
Eadric is legit. Unless Annie has picked up chatter that the Order is
interested in a Medieval knight?”


Isabel shook her head.
“That would have been the headline of the message. No.”


“Great. Does anyone
have an idea how to find this guy?” I asked no one in particular. “One guy, who
doesn’t want to be found?”


Gisele held up her
phone, showing me the screen. “The sheriff’s department website has a banner,
stating that they are conducting a house to house search. They are also asking
residents to contact a phone bank, confirming their property is safe.”


I blinked at her. Not
long ago, she wasn’t aware of electricity, now she knew about website banners
and phone banks. “OK, so, the sheriff has houses covered, we won’t bother
looking there. The national forest is just east of where he broke into that
house,” I traced the outline of the forest on the map. “He could be anywhere by
now.”


“He’s on foot,” Mike
considered the map. “He doesn’t know what a car is, he sure as hell doesn’t
know how to drive. Macarius, how far could you travel, in rough terrain, in,
about eighteen hours?”


Macarius also leaned
over the map. “I am still not familiar with how you measure distance in this
world.”


“The last time we went
running,” I told him, “we covered three miles, in about twenty two minutes.”


“Hmmm,” he rubbed his
beard. That’s a thing guys with beards do. “Easily, twenty miles in that time,
at least.”


“You think that’s
right?” I asked Mike.


He nodded. “In the
Army, we did what you would call ‘hiking’, and we would cover fifty kilometers
in a day, with a full pack. So, Eadric could be anywhere. That assumes he
didn’t sneak into the back of a truck.”


Gisele grimaced. “Let’s
assume that didn’t happen. He took items from the house, does the report
include a list?”


“It does,” Mike used
his fingers to expand the list on his phone.


“I’ll see if Azib has
any ideas how to find this guy,” I suggested. Looking at a list of stolen items
didn’t sound like it would help us figure out where he went. “Your Eminence?”


“Yesssss?” He appeared
immediately, like he had been waiting for my call. His hat was perfectly
perched on his head, and not squashed down the way it was when I interrupted
him in the middle of something, and he had to jam it onto his head. “How may I
enlighten you today, ignorant one?”


Mike ignored him,
reading the list. “This is odd. He should have taken food, non-perishable food,
although- The guy probably doesn’t know how to use a can opener.”


“That is an amazing
device,” Macarius agreed. The first time he opened a can, before I showed him
how to do it, he had stabbed a hole in the top with his dagger, and was sawing
around the rim before I stopped him.


Leaning in to see
Mike’s phone, I asked, “If he didn’t take food, what did he take?”


“He did take food. A
pound of bacon, and-”


“Bacon?!” That
got Duke’s attention. “If I find him, can I have the bacon?”


I patted his head. “How
far away can you smell bacon?”


“That’s no good,” Mike
said before Duke could respond. “This report says the state police will be
using a helicopter with an infrared sensor tonight. If Eadric lights a fire in
the woods, the police will find him before we do.”


“You must remember,
Michael,” Macarius said, “that Eadric will not be familiar with this ‘infrared
sensor’.” The knight from ancient Egypt had been introduced to night vision
equipment by Isabel, when she was testing some of the team’s special gear. “He
will not know that lighting a fire is dangerous.”


Mike shrugged. “He did
take a lot of cooking utensils, he must be planning to live off the land for a
while. Look,” he tilted the phone toward me. “He even took a Dutch oven. That’s
a mighty heavy chunk of metal to carry through the woods.”


Azib zoomed over to
hover above the phone. “What is this ‘Dutch oven’?”


“It’s a big cast-iron
pot,” I held my hands apart to demonstrate the size. “With a heavy lid, so the
inside acts as an oven, when you set the pot on a fire. It-”


“Hmm, yes, of course,”
the genie nodded. “He could be preparing to use magic.”


“What?”


“Did you not understand
what I said?”


“I don’t believe
what you said. You think Eadric is a wizard?”


“No, imbecile. Do not
assume that everyone is as ignorant about the ways of magic as you are.”


“You’re gonna have to
explain this.”


“It is difficult to
know where to start,” the genie huffed, “since you know nothing. Very
well. Can you imagine there are different types of magic, and you have only
experienced manipulating energy with your will? You call it ‘kinetic magic’?”


“I think that’s what you
called it, but yeah. What other kinds of magic are-”


“There are many types
of magic. Hush while I am speaking, please, or this will take longer than I
have patience for.”


Holding back from
smacking him was testing my patience, but all I did was nod for him to
continue. 


“There is also what you
ignorant cretins might call ‘chemical magic’. Or, I believe wizards in my time
called them ‘potions’?”


“OK, yeah, I know what
a potion is. What they’re supposed to be.”


“A potion could be
medicine,” Isabel said. “Not just magic.”


“I didn’t know that.
The only potions I’ve ever heard of are like, with a drop of blood and powdered
unicorn horn, that sort of thing.”


“Yes, yes,” Azib was
irritated from being interrupted. “The markets of Babylon were full of
fraudulent potions and elixirs that were claimed to have magical properties.
The potions I am speaking of are true magic, not some herbal nonsense.”


Isabel stiffened.
“Traditional herbal remedies can be-”


“Do you wish to talk
about soothing a sore throat, or finding a knight who intends to use magic? Who
might be using magic at this moment?”


“Isabel, not now,” Mike
put a hand on his partner’s arm. “Azib, how would Eadric make a magic potion?”


“He won’t. Not unless
he is a wizard. If that is true, if he is an actual wizard instead of,”
he glanced at me. “Well, if that is the case, then we are all in very big
trouble. I suspect this knight, or wizard, brought with him the elements of a
potion, perhaps in a vial or a bottle. Or the ingredients could be dried, and
he will need to add water.”


Mike raised an eyebrow.
“Freeze-dried magic potion?”


“It could also be that
to activate the potion, he needs to use his own blood. Or the blood of an
animal. Without knowing the nature of the magic he intends to use, I cannot
speculate on the elements involved.”


“If he needs dragon’s
blood, he can solve our problem for us,” I said quietly. Azib gave me his I Am
Not Amused stare. “Sorry. Go ahead.”


“I was saying, a
cast iron pot as you described this ‘Dutch oven’, is an excellent vessel for
containing and focusing the energy released by the potion.”


“Uh,” I held up a hand,
feeling like I was a kid in school. “I thought you said this wasn’t energy
magic?”


“All magic requires
energy to do anything, imbecile,” he sighed. “The difference is,
this is not crude kinetic magic.”


“Gotcha. OK, so you
think he might be using some sort of potion. For what?”


“You have not asked the
important question. None of you have.”


Mike could not have
cared less what the genie thought of him, so he wasn’t insulted. “How can we
ask the right questions about magic, when we don’t know anything about it?”


“Uffff,” Azib rolled
his eyes. “The question is not about magic. You imbeciles have been asking how
you will find this Eadric. You have not asked how he intends to find
Kazimir.”


“Damn,” I stared at the
genie. “He’s right.”


“Of course I am right.
If Eadric is a knight, he was Sent here to serve you. He must have been
provided with means to find you, to find a wizard.”


“He probably expected
to arrive close to me. Something happened,” I was speculating. “Maybe the
portal opening screwed up the, aim or whatever. I was there at the Indian
mound, just before he arrived. A difference of an hour or so. The wizard who
Sent Eadric may have anticipated he might not emerge in exactly the proper
place and time, so Eadric had a backup plan.”


Macarius was skeptical.
“Gisele and I were not given any potions to take with us.”


Azib pursed his lips.
“Perhaps the wizards who sent you here were not capable of working with
potion-”


“My mistress Ingund was
a skilled wizard!” Gisele protested.


“Not every wizard has
skill in every form of the art. The wizards who Sent you also might not have
considered that either of you might need to use magic once you arrived here.”


Macarius clenched his
fists. “We weren’t supposed to be here at all.”


“Yes, well,” Azib tugged
his beard. “I cannot explain how any of this happened.”


“I would not use any
form of magic anyway,” Macarius folded his arms. “It is evil and I do not need
it. As a holy warrior of the Medjai, my strength, skill and my faith are all I
need to do God’s work.”


Part of me wanted to
remind him that his own body was infused with the magic that made him a knight.
Wisely, I withheld that comment. “Azib, we can’t know what type of magic Eadric
will attempt to use but, would I be able to sense when he uses the potion or
whatever?”


“Yes! Very good, you
are not entirely hopeless. Yes, I mentioned this because we both should be able
to sense the use of magic by an unskilled practitioner.”


“Unless Eadric is a
skilled wizard.”


“That is correct.”


“We both could
sense it, huh?” I traced a circle on the map with my finger, surrounding the
national forest.


“What are you
thinking?” Mike asked.


“If he is using a
potion to search for me, we can find out exactly where this guy is.”



 

I rode in the Jeep,
with Isabel, Duke, and Boots. Mike was with Azib, Macarius and Gisele. Azib
didn’t like being separated from me, even after I explained it was just a
temporary thing, and why it was necessary. He insisted Mike tuck the amulet
into a pocket, instead of wearing it on the chain around his neck. Was that a
magic thing? I didn’t know, and didn’t take time to ask.


When I got about twelve
miles from the site of the home invasion, I pulled into the parking lot of a
trail, and we all got out. Thankfully, it wasn’t raining but the trail was
muddy. We didn’t have to go far, I just needed a quiet place to concentrate.
There was a big tree down about fifty yards off the trail, I bushwhacked
through the underbrush to get there, then sat down on the tree, relaxed, and
opened my senses.


“Hey!” I snapped at the
dog. “Could you stop that? I’m trying to focus here.”


He was digging under
the tree. “There is a rodent under here, I can smell-”


“Duke!” Isabel grabbed
his collar. “Let’s go, you and I are going for a walk.”


“Is it all right if I
stay?” Duke asked, hanging his head. “I will be very quiet.”


“Yeah, sure, that would
be great.” I said that so he wouldn’t be hurt, and it would help to know
someone was watching my back while I focused on magic.


Taking a deep breath, I
let it out slowly and opened my senses. How I do that is hard to explain, and
trying to explain it makes me realize it is not just a passive action. When you
listen, when you are intently focused on listening to some faint or faraway
sound, all you do is try to block out distractions. Your ears don’t actively do
anything, they just receive sound waves. Extending my wizard senses is
different. It’s like I have to push something
from inside me, make it surround me. Kind of like opening an umbrella. No,
that’s not right. More like, inflating a beach ball. Expanding it in every
direction, sort of a bubble. That bubble acts as an antenna, is the best way I
can describe it. The bubble can be extended a long way, although it gets
thin and less useful. There was also a way I could sort of bend the
bubble over and around obstructions, although my lack of skill made the bubble
quickly collapse. The way I thought of it was weaving a three dimensional
spider web around myself, to pick up vibrations of magical energy.


There is magical energy
pretty much everywhere, if you know what to look for. And are
capable of sensing it. That’s something I had to learn to block out
early, when Sarah was teaching me how to sense magic. By ‘teaching’ I mean she
told me what she thought I should do, she had no magical abilities. Now that I
think about it, the little ‘tricks’ she did must have been her using potions or
something like that. So, where did she get those potions, and who made them?


Damn it, there was too
much I didn’t know.


“Isabel?”


“Yes?” I heard twigs
crack on the forest floor as she came to me.


Keeping my eyes closed,
I pointed. “Measure that, please.”


Without using a phone,
she relied on an old analog compass. “Thirty four degrees east of north. Wait!
Yes. Thirty four.”


“Great,” I opened my
eyes and withdrew my senses before standing up. It can be disorienting to
withdraw my senses from the hidden realm suddenly, seeing the real world can be
a shock. Using the secure messaging app, I sent a text to Mike, reporting the
compass direction. To where I had sensed something that did not belong in our
world, something wrong.


He sent a text back, a
simple ‘148’.


Back at the Jeep, I
spread out the map on the hood, and used a pencil to draw two lines. One at
thirty four degrees from my location, and one at a hundred forty eight degrees
from where Mike was supposed to be. The two lines intersected in the national
forest, east of the home Eadric had broken into. With our crude method, it was
impossible to pinpoint the location any more precisely, we didn’t need to. Once
we were closer, I could extend my senses again.


As I was typing another
text, Mike sent ‘I see it, meet you there?’


Erasing what I had
typed, I sent a simple ‘Yes’.


We rolled out.


As Isabel drove, I
pumped a fist. “Don’t worry, Eadric of Sussex. You won’t have to be alone much
longer.”


There were two things
that bothered me about the situation. Our group could accommodate another
knight, assuming the Medieval male egos of Eadric and Macarius could get along.
If more knights appeared, we would have a major problem. I mean, the knights
were supposed to help prevent The End Of The World, so it made sense
that wizards back then would have Sent an entire army of knights, if they
could.


We had no room for a
freakin’ army tagging along with us.


The other thing that
bothered me is what I sensed.


Macarius believes all
magic is evil, and he’s wrong about that. Magic is just a tool, like
electricity, it is neither inherently good nor bad.


But the magic I sensed
was wrong.


I hate to say it, but
it felt creepy.











CHAPTER fourTEEn



 

When we were about a
mile from the crude ‘X’ I had drawn on the map, Isabel pulled the Jeep over and
I got out. In early April, the trees were only beginning to leaf out, bright
green buds swelling on trees and bushes. It was still possible to see deep into
the forest on both sides of the road, except where the underbrush was rhododendrons
or azaleas, or whatever is the correct name of those bushes. All I know is they
can grow in dense thickets that provide good habitat and cover for deer and
other wildlife.


And cover for a knight
from ancient Sussex.


The national forest had
scattered houses tucked away here and there in the woods, with walking trails
and tracks for dirt bikes and ATVs crisscrossing the area. Those dirt bike
tracks might have been unofficial or even illegal, they weren’t on the map that
did show hiking trails. That was a problem, because areas that looked empty on
the map, and therefore areas that would be a good place for Eadric to hole up,
could have a lot of people passing through. A knight from medieval England, or
the land that later became England, was likely to be terrified by the buzzsaw
sound of dirt bike and ATV engines. If he was startled, he might even have
dropped his potion and run deeper into the woods. Meaning, we could be looking
in the wrong place.


There were also a
couple of caves marked on the map, and a cave would be a decent place for
Eadric to literally hole up for a while. But any cave prominent enough to be on
the map would be visited by too many people, which meant any people at all.
Hopefully, Eadric was smart enough not to break into another occupied house, so
that left empty cabins, or outbuildings like garages or sheds. My bet was he
was simply living in the woods, avoiding people. His goal was to find a wizard,
I assume that was me, and contact with people was risky. Especially since he
had to be clueless and frightened about the modern world
he found himself in.


The paper map I had
only showed roads, the outline of the park, and other major features. To get a
view of the terrain, I pulled up a US Geological Survey topographic map on my
phone. It showed every hill, stream and gully, which was useful. What it didn’t
show was the density of the underbrush, I had to rely on my eyeballs for that.


At first, I could sense
something, it was the same magic that just felt wrong. What I couldn’t
do was tell which direction it was coming from. “Hey, uh,” I gestured to
Isabel. “Shut off the Jeep, OK?”


“What?”


“I don’t know, it- I’m
just going to walk away a distance.” Keeping on the road, I walked behind the
Jeep. If a car came along and asked what I was doing, I’d say I lost something
out the window.


That was better. Fifty
feet away from the electrical systems and steel of the vehicle, I was able to
get a sense of direction. Walking back another twenty feet away, I was sure of
it. The magic I sensed was much closer. Off the road, to the east. Getting the
map lined up north-south with a compass, I drew another line.


“Mike,” I called him
when I was back in the Jeep. “I got another fix on Eadric’s position.”


“OK, we’re about,” a
pause, “two miles away. I’ll pull over and get away from the car so Azib can do
his thing.”


“Uh, Mike?” From the
background noise I could tell the Tahoe was slowing, then the sound of tires
crunching on gravel. “He has to do that? Go away from
the car?”


“Yes, why? You don’t?”


“I do, I just, didn’t
know about it until now. I’ll ask him about it later.”


“Call you in a minute.”


He called back, and we
talked through matching up our maps. Unless Azib and I were very wrong, Eadric
was in an empty part of the national forest. Zooming in the map images on my
phone, I saw there were no houses, no structures in the area. A ridge ran
mostly north to south through the middle of the area, with stream valleys
cutting shallow ‘V’ shapes in the landscape perpendicular to the ridge.


“We should go now,”
Mike said. “If we wait until dark, we could spook the guy, and I do not want to
chase after him in the woods at night.”


“I agree. We need to
show him who we are. Let Macarius and Gisele talk to him.”


“I suggest that Gisele goes
first,” Mike suggested. “She doesn’t look like any kind of threat.”


“Good point.”


“It will take me ten
minutes to drive around so we can approach from the north. You and Isabel come
in along the bottom of the ridge from the south?”


“We will.”


“I know we have to be
quiet about this, but it will be dark soon, and if the police have a helicopter
with an infrared scanner, they will be over this part of the forest before long.”


“Right.”



 

Isabel parked the Jeep,
and got flashlights for both of us, while I slung over my shoulders a pack with
clothes for Eadric. Normal, modern clothes, so he could ditch his Renaissance
outfit, in case the clothes he had stolen in the home invasion didn’t fit him.
Seeing what Isabel was doing, I froze. “Uh, what are you doing?”


She finished fitting
together the sniper rifle. “You are certain this guy is friendly?”


“Well, no but-”


“As far as we know, he
could be psychotic, or on some heavy drugs.”


“He asked at least two
people what year this is.”


“Fine. He was Sent from
the past. He might be playing for the other team.”


She had a point.
Macarius had warned that in his time, there were wizards working to help the
Convergence happen. “OK. You don’t have, uh, some non-lethal way to knock him
down?”


“Like a Taser? The
police report stated that didn’t work on him.”


“I meant like, rubber
bullets or something.”


She shook her head.
“Those can be just as dangerous. There are beanbag rounds, but we don’t have
that gear with us. We don’t typically anticipate non-lethal engagements
with the Order, you know?”


“Just don’t shoot
unless I give the signal, OK?”


She frowned. “I take
orders from Mike.”


“It-”


“Mike and I are a team.
We trained together, we know each other. Please don’t interfere with that. It’s
dangerous. Kaz, we are here to protect you.”


“Eadric is also here to
protect me.”


“Maybe. If not, I’m
going to,” she patted the rifle, “drop him.”


“I’ll bite him,”
Duke bared his teeth.


“No! No one is biting
anyone. Duke, you have to stay behind me. You too,
Boots.”


The cat looked up from
the backseat, where he had been licking one of his back paws. “Why can’t I stay
here?”


Isabel shook her head,
I knew what she meant. “No. Boots, you don’t have to come with us, but you
can’t stay in the car. Someone might see you, think you’re trapped, and call
the police. You can wait in the woods here.”


“Fine,” the cat rolled
his eyes, stood up, stretched, and sauntered across the seat to hop out the door.


“I can come with you?”
Duke’s tail swished low, and he yawned. In dogs, a yawn can be a sign of
anxiety.


“Yes, of course,
buddy,” I knelt down to scratch behind his ears.
“Just, you have to stay behind me, OK?”


“OK.” His tail went
into warp drive, and he bounded off into the woods.


Snapping my fingers, I
pointed at the ground. “Behind me.”



 

I took the lead, so I
would see Eadric first. Isabel kept checking to each side and behind us, making
sure that no one was tracking us as we tracked the knight, while Duke
snuffled the ground behind me.


“Do you smell anything
interesting?” I asked, as he jammed his muzzle into a pile of leaves.


He looked up. “Every
smell is interesting.”


“I meant, anything that
smells like, uh- Forget it. That was stupid. You can’t know Eadric’s scent.”


“I don’t,” his tail
drooped again.


“That is my
fault,” I assured him. Hopefully, we could find the knight from Sussex without
the dog tracking his scent.



 

“Shh,” Isabel hissed
after we had walked about half a mile, bushwhacking along a creek.


“What?” I stopped.


Putting a finger to her
lips, she looked at the sky to the west.


A helicopter. I heard
it. Standing still for a full minute, the source of the sound didn’t move much.


Isabel said it first.
“They’re flying a search pattern. Not close yet, but we’re running out of
time.”


Closing my eyes, I
reached out with my senses. It was odd. The magic I felt was stronger, but I
couldn’t get a good sense of the direction. It was like, a light was shining in
my eyes so bright, I couldn’t tell where it was coming from.


Bright, and wrong.


Yes, I knew absolutely
nothing about whatever magic Eadric was using, or had used. Or had tried to
use. For all I knew, the potion was supposed to call out to me, so I would find
Eadric. Azib was right, that was real magic,
not the simple kinetic stuff I had done.


What I did know is the
magic was creepy. Wrong. Was it supposed to be like that, or had the spell been
damaged by the materials being Sent across so much time? Had Eadric done the
incantations, or mixed the potion, incorrectly? I didn’t know, damn it. A real
wizard might think any magic I used felt wrong. Sometimes, it felt that
way to me.


Hey, I’m doing the best
I can.


“We’re close,” I told
her in a whisper.


“I’m going,” she
pointed up the ridge to the east.


“To get the high
ground?”


“To,” she unslung the
rifle, “cover you.”


“Isabel, this guy has to be freaking out already, don’t do anything to spook
him. We need to know what he knows, got it?”


“Understood.” She had
kind of a bemused expression. Like she was internally rolling her eyes at
getting advice from a younger guy. A civilian, which is how she and Mike
probably thought of me.


“Do not shoot
him.”


“Kaz,” she paused from
climbing the ridge. “Understood.”



 

In front of me, the
land rose on both sides, leaving a shallow, muddy area in the middle with a
trickle of water running through rotted leaves. In the summer, the land would
be dry. Even during a normal spring, the land would probably be dry, not the
soggy weather we’d suffered through the past two months. The sky was again
mostly low, dark clouds, Mike said that was good, as the helicopter would fly
at a lower altitude and cover less ground with each pass.


Walking while trying to
keep out of the mud wasn’t easy, my shoes still squished with each step, making
me wince. Then I shook my head. Why was I trying to be quiet? That’s something
you do when you’re trying to sneak up on someone. That’s how you spook a guy
into running, when-


“Ho, brother!” Macarius
called from somewhere in front of me, I couldn’t see through the thicket of
bushes. Apparently, the plan to let Gisele make first contact had gone out the
window. “Do not be afraid, Eadric of Sussex.”


No one answered, as I
started pushing aside bushes to move forward, following a narrow gap that I
assumed was a deer track.


“I am Macarius of Mithra,
from Egypt. Be not afraid. I know this world is strange to you, it is filled
with dangers, but also wonders beyond imagination.”


“You are from Egypt?” A
new voice called out, from in front to my right.


“Yes. My sister knight
Gisele is from Gaul. We were Sent across time and space, to serve God.”


“Sent, from when?”
the new voice asked, in what to my ears sounded like a German accent, not at
all English. Of course, the English language didn’t exist back when Sussex was
a kingdom. The Saxons came from what is now northern Germany, Denmark, that
area.


“The wizard Ingund Sent
me from the year four ninety seven,” Gisele said quietly.


“My time was the year
of our Lord three twenty one. From when were you
Sent?” Macarius asked.


“Five, five hundred nineteen.
Everything in this world is strange to me.”


“It is strange to us
too, brother. This will shock you, be not afraid. More than one thousand, five
hundred years have passed since you were Sent.”


“NO.”


“It is true,” Gisele
confirmed, in a soothing tone. “Even our wizard does not know why we were Sent
across so much time, he-”


“Wizard? Merdin
is here?” What he said sounded like ‘Merdin’, I didn’t hear it clearly because
at the time he spoke, I pushed aside a dry branch that snapped with a loud crack.


“Who-” Eadric drew his
sword as I stepped out of the dense brush into a cramped clearing. The knight
from Sussex had his back to the tangled, upturned roots of a downed oak tree,
the tree whose fall had created the clearing in the thicket of rhododendrons.


“I’m the wizard,” I
announced, waving as I got my feet freed from the bushes, and could see Eadric.
There was still twenty feet of brush between us, neither of us could see the
other clearly. What I could see was the setting sun glinting off his sword
blade. “I am Kazimir of America,” I said with as much dignity as I could, made
difficult by a branch swinging back to slap me in the face. Describing myself
as ‘of America’ sounded stupid, I mean, how could I claim my home to be an
entire country that spans a continent from one ocean to another? The truth was,
I wasn’t from any place in particular. My
family had moved around for my father’s career, one apartment or rented house
to another, none of them any more special than the other.


“Kazimir?” Eadric held
the sword up in front of himself, in my direction. The police report had stated
he wore armor and a tunic or something like that, a fine and expensive-looking
garment. When I saw him, he might have still worn the tunic and armor, but over
it was a long winter jacket that extended down well below his waist. The jacket
at one time had been red. Either it was filthy when he found it, or he had
rubbed dirt into it to cover up the high visibility color, all I knew is the
surface was brown and black. The original red shown through only where the
sword belt strapped around his waist had scraped away the dried mud. The
sheriff’s deputy had also described Eadric as well groomed, that was no longer
true. His hair was matted down where it peeked out from under a green wool knitted
cap, his beard had bits of leaves and flecks of mud in it, and his eyes-


He was scared,
confused, bewildered. Whatever he expected would happen after he was Sent, it
wasn’t what he found. Cars and trucks with bright headlights, carrying people
at incomprehensible speed. Overhead, airplanes. Machines that flew. There was
plenty of air traffic in the area, mostly dark dots at the front of bright
white contrails that could have been comets as far as he knew. But also other
aircraft, flying lower, making a buzzing noise and clearly some sort of
mechanical thing. Machines, not birds or dragons. The police report from
the break-in stated the intruder had smashed a television set when it would not
turn off, despite him screaming at it to be quiet. He had the same look I’d
seen in the eyes of Macarius, and Gisele. Bewilderment. Also determination, to
get the job done no matter what obstacles were thrown their way. Eadric was a
knight, that was certain.


But there was something
else in his eyes, something different. The feral focus of a predator. Gisele
was the trusted bodyguard for her mistress Ingund. Macarius was a warrior of
the Medjai. Eadric was a hunter. We were about to add a predator to our
team. That could be good, or it could be dangerous.


As the wizard, it would
be my responsibility to mold Eadric into part of the team. 


“Kazimir,” he repeated.
“I do not know of you. Where is Merdin?”


“Who is Merdin?” I
asked.


Macarius opened his
mouth to speak, and I expected him to say ‘Why is Merdin’, but he hadn’t
seen Infinity War, so he missed the opportunity. “Kazimir is the wizard.
Brother, put down your sword, you are amongst friends.”


The mention of
‘friends’ reminded me that I hadn’t seen Mike. Where was he? Then I saw bushes
gently shake behind Eadric, and the vague outline of a dark shape. He had
ordered the knights forward to talk, while he provided cover. I hoped he didn’t
get much closer, we were trying to gain the trust of our new team member, not
ambush the guy.


“The wizard?” Eadric
raised an eyebrow toward me. “The most powerful wizard, of this land?”


“Kazimir is the only
wizard in this world,” Gisele answered, in a way that was not a ringing
endorsement of my right to the title as World’s Greatest Wizard.


“This cannot be,” Eadric
stated flatly, but the tip of his sword dipped, wavering with uncertainty.


Holding out my hands
palms up, I nodded. “It’s true. I am the only wizard I know of.”


“How is this possible?
The Convergence-”


“Never happened. I
don’t know why, it just didn’t. Magic faded away from this world, our
world, over the centuries since your time.”


“Then,” the sword came
down, to point at the ground in front of him. “The wizard Merdin, he-”


“He is long gone. I’m
sorry. Listen, Gisele and Macarius are knights like you. You were Sent to find
a wizard called ‘Merdin’.”


“Yes.” His shoulders
slumped. “I have no purpose now.”


“That is not true,
brother,” Macarius took another step closer, and thumped his own chest. “The
Convergence we sought to prevent did not happen as we expected. After being
dormant for many centuries, magic is now coming back into this world. Kazimir
can attest that his power has been growing recently. The threat is real, it
continues. Come with us, join our service to the wizard Kazimir.”


“I-” Eadric’s eyes
narrowed, and he started to turn his head to look behind himself. Had he heard
Mike sneaking up through the bushes? He looked at me. “You are a wizard?”


“Yes. I can prove it to
you, but we need to go now.” Pointing to the west, I asked, “You hear that? It
is a flying machine.”


He nodded, his eyes
opening wide. “It is true, then? I have seen these, flying things. They are machines?”


“It is true, brother,”
Macarius nodded, as if he was an authority on the subject. “This world contains
many wonders. And-”


We didn’t have time for
a long discussion, so I cut him off. “Eadric, people are searching for you,
after you broke into that house.”


He stiffened. “I sought
only answers.”


“We know that, but
the-” Would he understand the word ‘police’? “The king’s guards are searching
for you. Their machine can see down through the trees. Please, come with us.
Uh, put away the sword, OK?”


The dog brushed against
my leg as he squeezed between me and a tangle of bushes, and growled, a sound
low in his throat. He looked up at me. “I don’t like this.”


Eadric was astonished.
“The beast talks?”


“He does. This is
Duke.”


“He is your dog?”


“Sure,” I said to avoid
a long conversation. “Come on, we need to go.”


The knight from Sussex
hesitated, focusing on the dog, then me. I could see his eyes judging how close
Macarius and Gisele were to him. My right hand reached down for Duke’s collar,
and I rested on the balls of my feet, ready to jump backwards.


“Wizard,” Eadric cast
his eyes down, and sank to one knee, one hand resting on the pommel of his
sword, the point in the dirt. His free hand made a fist and went inside the
winter jacket, over his heart. “I pledge my service to you.”


Whew. I felt a shudder
as I relaxed, the tension draining from my shoulders. “Great, let’s go and we-”


Macarius cleared his
throat.


Gisele jerked her head
toward Eadric, in a ‘Do something’ gesture for me.


Oh, hell. Was I
supposed to put my hand on his head, and say some ceremonial BS? We didn’t have
time for-


Macarius’s expression
hardened, and he waved me toward the kneeling knight.


Whatever.


Stepping forward, I
ignored another low growl from Duke. What was the official protocol for a
wizard to accept the service of a time-traveling knight? Should I offer him a
Starbucks gift card? The wool cap jammed onto his head was filthy, so rather
than resting a hand on his head, I placed it over his, atop the sword. “Uh, Sir
Eadric, uh-”


I was unprepared to
make a solemn speech. 


I sure as hell was
unprepared for what happened.


In a flash, his hand
released the sword and slammed upward, grasping my wrist and yanking me
downward while his other hand came out of the jacket clutching a dagger.
Striking with the speed of a snake, the dagger slashed at me, aiming for my-


He yelped in pain as
Duke’s jaws clamped around his forearm, making him reflexively let go of me,
Instead of toppling forward into him, I fell off to the side and the dagger
sliced into my leather jacket, the razor sharp tip cutting down through my
shirt. We both rolled in the same direction, me trying to get away and him
striking at me again. He couldn’t reach me as Duke had his jaws in a Kung Fu
Death Grip Of Iron around the would-be assassin’s
forearm and would not let go. The dog’s teeth are not needle-sharp, they
were sharp enough to rip through the jacket sleeve and tear muscle and flesh,
sending a spray of blood across my face as the three of us struggled. Damn, a
magic-spelled knight is fast, I could barely-


Eadric slashed again,
that time at Duke. Maybe I shouted something and tried to grab the dagger, it
all happened so fast. The dark blade of the dagger stabbed downward at Duke who
couldn’t defend himself, the-


Deadly dagger went
spinning off into the woods as Gisele’s foot slammed into the assassin’s wrist.
He howled with pain and she stumbled, falling onto me
and knocking the breath from my lungs. It did not help that to get back in the
fight, she sprang off me by planting a knee on my chest and vaulting upward.


That did not
feel amazing.


While I grunted and
tried to do something useful, or anything at all other than lying stunned and
breathless on the ground, the knights had the situation under control. Like I
said, knights can move fast. Gisele stomped his other shoulder to hold
Eadric down, while in the fracas, Macarius had picked up the sword and had the
tip hovering half an inch from the assassin’s throat.


Eadric froze.


“Do you yield?”
Macarius by that point had a boot pressing down on Eadric’s chest.


As an answer, the dark
knight slowly sank to the ground, his eyes glaring hatred.


“Duke,” I choked out
the name. “Let go. Get away from him.”


The dog growled, jaws
still clamped on the bloody forearm.


“Valiant Duke,” Gisele
stroked his head. “Release him, it is OK. Let go, please.”


Slowly, Duke opened his
mouth, still doing the menacing growl. He backed away, shook, and trotted over
to lick my face. “Did you hear that?” Somehow, his doggy face managed to look
smug. “She said I was valiant.”


“She did,” I struggled
to my feet. “And you were.”


Mike bashed his way
through the underbrush, a pistol held at low ready. “Kaz, you
OK?” He asked as he stepped between me and Eadric. “What happened?”


Macarius answered.
“This one,” he pressed down with his boot and the assassin grunted. “Is a
deceiver. He sought to kill Kazimir. Prepare,” the knight from ancient
Egypt locked eyes with the knight from ancient Sussex. “To meet the judgment of
Almighty God.”


“Wait!” I pushed Mike
aside. “Do not kill him!”


“From the Book of Proverbs,”
Macarius spat, the tip of the sword he held dancing just above Eadric’s throat
as his arm trembled with rage. “When justice is done, it is a joy to the
righteous, but terror to evildoers.”


I took a step forward,
reaching for the sword. “Yeah, how about ‘Let he who is without sin cast the
first stone’?”


Macarius then focused
his rage on me. “You mock my words, wizard?”


“That’s the problem
with quoting the Bible, you can find justification for anything.”


Mike grabbed my arm,
guiding me away from Macarius. “Be careful what you say,” he looked me straight
in the eyes, giving me a warning. “Your words could be misinterpreted by the
faithful, wizard.”


Whoa.


By ‘the faithful’, he
included himself.


“Mike, I-”


“This guy was Sent to
kill you.”


“He is consumed by evil,”
Macarius poked the assassin’s throat with the sword, drawing a bright trickle
of blood that ran down a crease of Eadric’s throat onto the ground. “Only God
can save his soul, but he must be Judged.”


“Listen, I don’t know
much about the Bible, OK, I admit that,” I said that mostly to Mike, gently prying
his fingers away from my arm. “I don’t know what the Lord wants in this
situation, and neither do you. Instead of making guesses based on vague
biblical passages, I have to do what I think is
right. That’s why we have free will, isn’t it?”


Mike didn’t have a
ready answer, that was good.


“If you let him live
now, you can always kill him later,” I tried using reason. “We need to know
what he knows, you understand that?”


Mike grunted with a
shrug. “Macarius, Gisele, he’s right. Back off, please.”


Gisele lifted her foot
and took a step away, but Macarius didn’t move. “He can answer questions now.”


“Gisele, get a bandage
on that arm,” Mike instructed, pointing at Eadric’s bloody forearm. “He won’t
be much use if he bleeds out.”


“Wizard,” Macarius
didn’t look away from his prisoner. “Ask your questions. My arm grows weary. It
would be unfortunate if I were to slip.”


“Yeah, gotcha. Eadric,
help my understand something. You want a
Convergence to happen? Why the hell would you want that?”


“Magic is a tool, wizard,”
he glared hatred at me. “Your kind controls it, keeps it to themselves. You
keep all of us as your vassals, through your control of the art. It was not
always thus, and it will not be, when the old gods come back.”


“Oh my- Old gods, you
mean like,” my brain locked up, and I could not remember any of the mythology
I’d read about. “Uh,” a name popped into my head, “Zeus, that sort of thing?”


“Zeus, Ra, Odin, they
had many names and took many forms. The old gods could be appealed to directly,
there was no need for wizards to intercede.”


My jaw dropped as I
stared at him. “You think the old gods will help you?”


“They reward those who
serve them.”


“Hey, I got news for
you. The old gods didn’t-”


“You know nothing,
wizard. Your kind will be erased, when the old order, the rightful
order, is restored. Magic will no longer be controlled by a few.”


“Yeah, well, a
Convergence didn’t happen back then, and it’s not going to happen now. You’re
going to tell me what you know, and I’m going to keep your old gods away from
this world. Our world.”


He smiled. In spite of his pain, his failure and his humiliation, he
grinned at me. “Wizard, I will tell you nothing.”


“No! Macar-”


Eadric jerked upward, impaling
his own throat on the sword, slashing sideways.



 

“This is a fine mess,”
Mike sighed a minute later, standing up and brushing dirt off his knees. “He
did a thorough job, that’s for certain. There was nothing I could do.”


“God will judge him
now,” Macarius wiped blood off the sword with a cloth. “Sister,” he held out
the weapon to Gisele. “You are without a sword.”


She shook her head. “I
don’t want it. That blade was in service to evil.”


To my surprise,
Macarius shook his head. “It is only a piece of metal, it is not responsible
for the sins of its user. I will keep it, then,” he held up the finely-tooled blade. “You may have the blade I brought with
me.”


“Really? But-”


“My blade will serve
you well, sister.” He bent to unbuckle the belt from the dead man, sliding his
new sword into the scabbard.


Mike noticed me rubbing
my belly, under the cut in my leather jacket. “Let me see that,” he gestured
for me to hold up my arms.


“It’s fine,” I
grimaced. “Just a scratch.”


He lifted my shirt and
I was right, the very tip of the dagger had barely scratched my skin, making a
shallow cut only about an inch long.


But-


“That doesn’t
look good,” Mike stepped back. The skin around the cut was a dark purple, with
a yellow ring extending outward a couple inches. “Does it hurt?”


I nodded, grimacing.
“It feels hot.”


“Gisele,” Mike called
her while he dug into his medical kit. “Find that dagger, please. Do not touch
the blade.”


I felt my scalp
tighten. “You think it’s poisoned?”


He finished putting on
latex gloves. “I’d say that’s likely. Either that, or some form of dark magic?”


“I don’t sense any
magic.”


“The good news is the
cut isn’t deep. Best to let it drain, flush the blood out, rather than the
poison getting into your bloodstream.” He pressed lightly around the cut, and
blood oozed out. It was bright red, just a normal healthy color.


Gisele returned holding
the handle of the dagger between two fingers. “The blade is coated with a
sticky substance.” She wrinkled her nose. “It smells foul.”


“Wrap it in a cloth and
put it in my pack,” Mike ordered. “We might need to scrape the poison off the
blade and have it analyzed. You should be OK, though,” he assured me. “It is
just a scratch, you’re very lucky.”


“You should lick it,”
Duke suggested. “That’s what I would do.”


“Thanks, buddy,” I
patted his head. “But I’ll let Mike handle this.”


The dog cocked his head
at me. “You should have listened to me. I told you I didn’t like that
guy.”


He actually
had not exactly said that, but close enough. “You are right, and I’m
sorry. From now on, I will follow your dog instincts.”


“I am never wrong about
people.”


“Uh huh,” Mike wiped
away the blood, and applied a sort of self-adhesive plastic wrap around the
area, leaving it open on top of the cut. “What if Eadric had offered you a
juicy steak?”


“Well,” Duke’s tail
thumped the ground twice. “I would at least have given him a chance to prove
himself.”


“That’s what I
thought,” Mike finished by taping a thick gauze over the cut. “This will wick
the blood away from the wound, and the plastic will keep any poison away from
your skin.” He stood up with a frown, as we all heard the helicopter again.
Louder. Closer. “Let’s clean up this mess quick, and get out of here.”











CHAPTER FIFTEEN



 

We hurriedly piled dead brush, branches, and armfuls of last season’s
leaves on Eadric’s body. None of us had brought a shovel, and we needed to get
out of there ASAP, before the helicopter’s search pattern brought it overhead.
The point of covering the body was not as a substitute for burial, it was just
so Eadric’s residual body heat couldn’t be seen clearly on an infrared imager.
The five of us had scooped up leaves and dunked them in a nearby stream to get
them soaking wet before packing them on top of the dead dark knight. Even if we
had shovels, it would have taken too long to dig a hole in the stony ground. 


Mike summarized everyone’s thoughts. “This was a freakin’ disaster,” he
said with disgust, rubbing his hands together to get off the worst of the mud
and wet, sticky leaves. “Let’s not ever do this again.”


“Kazimir,” Macarius stared down at the scabbard that held Eadric’s
sword. He had the finely-tooled leather scabbard
clutched in both hands at waist level, away from himself as if he were afraid
the touch would contaminate him. “I failed you, again.”


“You didn’t fail me,” I insisted. At the moment
my concern was not to assure him of his faithful service, but in not having that discussion right then.


“You will fail,” Mike pointed to the western sky,
where the thwock thwock thwock sound of the helicopter was growing louder.
“If we don’t get out of here right now.”


“I will come with you,” Macarius shifted the scabbard to one hand, and
grasped my upper arm, hauling me along with him.


“OK,” I gently pried his fingers loose.


“Same place?” Isabel asked, and Mike nodded. They had agreed on a
rendezvous point. “We’re moving,” she waved to me and Macarius. We hurried
after her, taking care not to leave an obvious trail as we bushwhacked through
the underbrush. Duke was right on my heels. I guessed Gisele had gone with
Mike, I hadn’t been paying attention as I had other things on my mind.


Like: OMG we now had dark knights to worry about. More than one
knight had been Sent to protect me, it made sense the opposition wouldn’t Send
just a single assassin.


OMG.


Magical assassins were hunting for me. Eadric had been easy to identify
as not belonging to the modern world, he very clearly had been clueless about
any technology after the year 519. More importantly, he didn’t have time to become
familiar with the world he found himself in, and learn to blend in. If he had
arrived earlier and became acclimated to modern society, he could have been
anyone I passed on a sidewalk, or bumped into in a store. With modern clothes,
and simply keeping his mouth shut so his accent and archaic speech patterns
didn’t make him stand out, he could have walked right up behind me and jammed a
poisoned blade in my back.


Damn.


How can you defend against a threat you can’t identify, a threat that
could be anyone?


It’s impossible.


By the time we got back to the Jeep, the adrenaline rush was wearing
off, and I was spiraling down into dark thoughts. The only way to defend myself
against unidentified threats was to make sure I couldn’t be identified. No one
could stab or shoot me if unless they could find me. For years, I had
done a decent job on my own of keeping under the radar. That was the point, on my own. Traveling around with two knights from Roman times, two mysterious
agents, a talking dog, and a talking cat, was too noticeable. Anyone having a
conversation with the knights for more than a few minutes would know they were
not from around here. Spend an hour with them, and their unfamiliarity with
modern technology and pop culture made them clearly unusual. Macarius, in his
cover identity as ‘Mark Mansour’, could explain missing pop culture references
because he was from Egypt, but even that had limits. The guy’s stiff, humorless
attitude made him way too memorable. Gisele was better, unless we met someone
who was from France or had spent time there. She had only a Wikipedia-level
knowledge of modern France and the history of that nation. The best way to
retain her cover identity was for her to avoid speaking with people, and she
couldn’t do that forever.


The agents? They were almost a worse security risk. All
of their secure communication technology gave them a layer of
protection, but in my opinion that layer was as thin as a soap bubble. A single
breach, one person in their organization selling them out, and their entire
network could be exposed. The risk wasn’t confined to human nature. Another
agent could unintentionally reveal information by simply not paying attention
to what they said. An agent could be captured and interrogated. Or, the tech
they relied on might not be as secure as they thought. In
spite of isolating information within cells of operators, each team of agents
knew things, they had information that could be dangerous, if the Order got
access to the info. Gisele and Macarius, by contrast, knew almost nothing that
could be used against me.


Two knights. Two agents. Two animals. Two talking animals. They were
not a big security risk, but they were a liability. Duke would never betray me,
but traveling with him limited my options. It also made me more visible. Instead
of looking for one guy, the Order could narrow their hunt to a guy with a
skinny sort of golden retriever. And a cat, an unusually large cat.


A cat with three freakin’ toes.


There was someone, Ernest Hemingway, or maybe it was another Falkner? A
dead writer guy, who was famous for having cats with six toes. More than one
cat. So it wasn’t impossible for a cat to have more or fewer toes than normal.
Add together a guy traveling with a dog and a distinctive cat, and
you have a much easier search.


Should I bail on the knights, the agents, everyone? 


No. Even in my dark mood, I immediately rejected the notion of leaving Duke. If I believed the knights, I was supposed to Save The World, and the
dog might make it more difficult for me to do, whatever I had to do. But, if
saving the world meant betraying the trust of a dog, then that is a world not
worth saving.


Making that decision, that easy decision, broke me out of the
depressive thought spiral.


Eadric had tried to kill me because I am a wizard. Actually,
because I identified myself as a wizard. He had been Sent to kill a
wizard, and he found me. But, he hadn’t known my name,
he had never said ‘Kazimir’.


He had called his target ‘Mer-din’. Or Mer Din, if it was a first and
last name.


“Macarius,” I leaned forward between the seats. He had insisted on
riding shotgun while Isabel drove, which would have been more useful if he had
a shotgun. “Who is ‘Mer-din’?”


His forehead creased as he thought. “This I do not know. I am sorry.”


“It’s OK. It was probably after your time. I’ll Google it.”


Isabel looked at me in the mirror. “Are you sure that’s a good idea?
Eadric was working with the Order, they could be monitoring searches for
‘Merdin’.”


“No way. He wasn’t working with the Order, he had no freakin’ clue
about anything that happened after the year 519. The Knights Templar didn’t
even exist back then, right?”


It was her turn to think. What I said bothered her. “You’re right. That
doesn’t mean the Order isn’t familiar with ‘Merdin’.”


“Isabel, I need this info. Either your fancy VPN and
encryption works, or it doesn’t.”


She wasn’t happy. She also didn’t stop me. Her reply was a curt nod
while biting her lip. That decision was probably above her pay grade, and mine.


Fortunately, I didn’t work for her outfit.


A search for ‘Merdin’ returned a Dutch word meaning ‘moored’, like a
boat anchored in a harbor. The search results below that were even less useful.
Trying ‘Merdin’ with an ‘I’ found an obscure surname, but nothing that a dark
knight from medieval times would cross time and space to kill.


Damn it.


Google’s database knew a lot, that didn’t mean it contained information
from the year seven hundred and nineteen. I figure it would be tough to
digitize records that were written in sheep dung on a piece of wood, you know?


Typing in different ways to spell something that sounded vaguely like
‘Merdin’, my searches became more ridiculous, and the results even less useful.
Until-


“Ohh,” I sucked in a breath, stunned. “You have got to be f- This
can’t- No.”


“What?” Isabel stared at me in the mirror.


“Merlin.”


“Merlin?”


“Yeah. As in, Merlin, the wizard at the court of King Arthur, the
knights of the Round Table, all that BS.”


“I do not know these knights,” Macarius scowled.


“It’s just a story. A stupid fairy tale. It’s not real,” I spat out the words.


Isabel asked, “How did you get ‘Merlin’ from ‘Merdin’?”


“I didn’t do anything. It’s not Merdin as in
M-E-R-D-I-N. It’s an old Welsh name, or Cornish, or Breton. The spelling is
either ‘Myrddin’ with a ‘Y’, or ‘Marzhin’, or ‘Merzhin’, depending on the
source. Some guy named Geoffrey of Monmouth wrote stories about King Arthur,
and he apparently combined two mythical characters into ‘Merlinus Ambrosius’.
He wrote those stories in the twelfth century. Seven hundred years after
Eadric. This Geoffrey guy was just making stuff up, there’s no truth to it.”


“Kazimir,” Macarius frowned. “That cannot be true.”


“Macarius, Geoffrey Bigmouth had zero personal experience with Merlin,
or Arthur. He was born after they were long dead. He took parts of myths and
legends, and made them into a story. Supposedly, Arthur became king when he
pulled a sword from a stone, after no one else could do that. His wife Guinevere
ran off with one of the knights, and they searched for the Holy Grail, it’s all
just a stupid-”


“The parts about the sword in the stone,” Isabel said. “The Lady of the
Lake, Guinevere, were all added much later, by another writer.” She blushed.
“For a while, I was into Arthurian stories, I read a lot of them.”


“Right. It’s all BS, there was no Merlin. This was all just a waste
of-”


“Merlin may be a fictional character, what about Myrrdin?” She asked.


Macarius nodded agreement. “Eadric was Sent to kill a wizard named
Myrrdin. Such a wizard must have existed, back then.”


“Yes,” Isabel jabbed a finger at him. “He became the inspiration for
the Merlin story. Kaz, did a person named Myrrdin really exist?”


“Uh,” I scrolled through the article. “That, OK. I guess that’s
possible. Let me read this.” It was a little embarrassing that the two of them
had to talk me down off the ledge. I had been so disgusted by the connection to
King Arthur, that I’d forgotten that a wizard called Myrrdin had certainly
existed, according to Eadric, and according to whatever wizard or wizards had Sent
the dark knight from Sussex to assassinate Myrrdin. It wasn’t Eadric’s fault
that he had missed his target by well over a thousand years. “OK, yeah. There
is Welsh mythology about a ‘Myrrdin Wylt’, or Myrrdin the Wild. He was a
prophet, or a madman, a guy living in the woods. He could talk with animals,
according to some stories.”


“Sounds like a wizard,” Isabel nodded.


“Ah, maybe. The history of that time is all confused. There is a legend
that he went mad after a battle in the year 573, so at least he lived around
the time Eadric came from.”


“Without seeing the source documents, I wouldn’t trust the dates,”
Isabel cautioned.


“Yeah. I need to think about this.”


Sitting back in the seat, I scratched Duke behind the ears while
staring out the window. That lasted about ten seconds, before the cat decided
he wanted to sit on my lap. Boots squeezed under Duke’s front legs, and stomped
on my thighs, turning around to curl up. So, I had to pet two animals. That was
OK. Performing a mindless activity allowed my mind to wander.


Eadric had been Sent to kill a wizard named Myrrdin. There are legends
about a guy with a similar name from around the same time and place. The
southern part of Britain, in the sixth or seventh century. Yes, whatever was
the reality of that time has now been buried under fanciful stories, but those
stories could have been inspired by real people. Forget about King Arthur, the
Round Table and all that romantic BS. If a wizard with a name like ‘Myrrdin’ or
‘Merzhin’ existed, and he was important enough for a freakin magical assassin to be Sent to kill him, it made sense that some legends of his deeds
would survive the centuries.


So, who the hell was Myrrdin? A wizard, apparently. Who was alive after
the year 519, otherwise there would be no point to Sending an assassin after
him. “Isabel,” I looked away from the window. “How much of the Arthur legend is
based on fact?”


“I don’t know. They were just, entertaining stories. Is it important?”


“It might be.”


“How can this matter?” Macarius demanded. “Myrrdin lived long ago.
Whether he was killed by assassins or died of infirmity, he is gone. Gone,” his
voice faded to a whisper. “As is everyone I knew. Myrddin,” he looked away. “Is
as useless as I am now.”


There are times in life when you regret something you said. What I
regretted was what I didn’t say. Or, didn’t say it fast enough. A
normal reaction would have been to immediately say something like, You’re not
useless. What I said too late was, “…..You’re not
useless.”


The problem was the half-second beat before I spoke. That told Macarius
I had to think about it for a moment. Trying to repair the damage, I added,
“Look, you-”


It was too little, too late.


“Gisele protected you from ruffians in the alley.”


“Well, yeah, she was there.”


“I was not.”


“That was my choice.”


“My place is with you, always. Kazimir, I have given up everything for
one purpose; to protect you, so you can prevent evil from taking over our
world. I swore an oath to Almighty God that I would protect you,” he clutched
the cross he wore under his shirt. “Each time you needed me, I was not there,
or I did nothing. This time, I put your life in danger.”


“You want the truth?”


“The truth is a bitter tonic to swallow.”


“OK, how about this? If you were with me in that alley, I would be
dead. Both of us would probably be dead. If a big guy
like you had been with me, those meth heads would have shot first, and you and
I would have bled out on the ground. I am alive because the guys who attacked
us underestimated Gisele. She protected me by looking small and harmless. You could never do that.”


“It-”


“I haven’t finished. In the firefight at the Indian mound, the two of
you were not able to protect me because I flipped the RV on its
side. I should have been smart, and I should have found the time to show you
how to shoot a gun. Those were both my fault, I prevented you from protecting
me. This time, Eadric played us. I kind of had a bad feeling about the
whole situation, and I didn’t tell you.”


He sucked in a breath. “You did?”


“Yeah. Something about him just felt, off. The magic potion he used, it
was wrong. I don’t know how to describe it.”


His disgust with himself instantly flared into anger at me. That was
progress. It was easier for me to deal with anger, than to deal with a
depressed knight from ancient Egypt. “Why did you not tell us?!”


“I’d like to know that also,” Isabel agreed.


“Look,” I held up my hands. “Magic isn’t an exact science, OK? Not for
me, not now, anyway. The effect of the potion he used, or whatever it was,
something about it wasn’t right. That was a guess. Maybe that’s how that type
of magic is supposed to feel. Now, sure, now I know he was using
magic to find his target.”


“You’re right,” Isabel grimaced.


“Thanks. I did the best I could.”


“I meant, you’re right that we do need to find a
‘Magic for Dummies’ book.” She wasn’t smiling. “You’re playing with forces you
don’t understand.”


“That’s what I’ve been saying since we met, but Mike insists all
information sharing needs to be cleared by Annie, whoever the hell she is. You
think that’s going to change?”


“I think it will. Soon. Your lack of knowledge is dangerous to us.”


“I said that to Mike also.”


“I will talk to Mike. And Annie. Kaz, don’t get your hopes up. I don’t
know how much even Annie knows. We have been playing catch-up since the
beginning.”


“The beginning of what? Or is that another thing you can’t tell me
yet?”


“Hundreds of years, at least. Does it matter?”


“It might.”


“I can’t see how the-”


“A Convergence between our world and the Nether was supposed to occur,
and it didn’t. We don’t know when it was supposed to happen, and we don’t know
why it was stopped, or failed, or happened and went away. Knowing when it was scheduled to happen might tell us what happened, who was
involved. Maybe knowing that could tell us how to stop it this time. Right now,
we don’t know a damned thing. The truth, the information we need, is hidden
somewhere in the past.” I used to love reading history, when Sarah allowed me
to learn whatever I wanted, instead of having to memorize useless facts like
names and dates. That love of history continued after Sarah was murdered, I
bought books about anything that interested me. None of what I read mentioned a
Convergence, or a Netherworld, or helped me understand how to be a wizard. “The
problem is,” I concluded, and went back to petting the cat on my lap. “That
truth isn’t in any history book we could find in a store. If Annie doesn’t have
the truth, we need to find it.”



 

The woman got off the
plane first, dragging her carryon bag up the jet bridge. A man who had been
seated two rows behind her in the business class cabin followed, with his own
bag. Either of them acknowledged the other, they had not even exchanged a
glance on the flight from Los Angeles. While they both left Lima Peru in the same
hour, they had been on separate flights, different airlines to L.A., where they
caught the same connecting flight.


After ten o’clock in
the evening, Chicago O’Hare airport was fairly empty.
The man went into a bathroom while the woman went straight outside to get a cab
to downtown. He took a shuttle bus to a hotel, where he checked in, quickly
showered, messed up the bed, and left a ten dollar bill on the pillow. Within
half an hour of arriving, he was in the hotel lobby, drinking coffee by the
front window. When a gray Toyota SUV pulled up to the front door, he walked out
and got in the passenger seat.


“Bless you,” the woman
said as he gave her a hot cup of coffee. “The coffee shops are all closed
around here!”


“This isn’t the best
but,” he sipped his own coffee while she pulled out onto the street. “It’s got
caffeine. Did you have any trouble?”


“No,” she shook her
head. She had also taken a cab to a hotel, but she had walked past the front
door, around the corner, and down two blocks to the condo that was their safe
house. The cover story for the condo was that it served as executive housing
for corporate staff, not unusual in a big city. That explained people coming
and going on odd schedules, not that the neighbors cared. After a quick shower,
she had taken a duffel bag from a hidden compartment at the back of a closet,
checking the weapons and other gear, then took the elevator down to where the
SUV was parked. “The package is in the back.”


“Good.” He didn’t
bother to ask whether she had looked in the duffel bag, and checked that the
weapons had not been tampered with. She had, he knew that. Like him, she was a
professional. They had served together on Team Jaguar for almost tree years, covering Central and South America. The call to
support Team Draco had been sudden, but not unexpected. The two members of Team
{} had been killed in Indiana, that was all they had been told when the order
came to support Draco in Ohio. He had never met the members of either team,
neither had his partner. He didn’t even know their names until the message
stated that Draco were ‘Isabel’ and ‘Mike’. False names, as he had. And his
partner. “Rosa, you drive the first hour?”


“I can now,” she lifted
her coffee cup with a smile. “Here,” she pointed to a burner phone in the
cupholder. “I set that up for you. Find the fastest way to,” she closed one eye
while she recalled the name. “Lurgan Ohio.”



 

“Ha,” Rosa laughed
softly to herself. Reaching over to the passenger seat, she shook her partner.
“Carlos,” she pointed at the highway sign. “What do you think?”


He shook himself fully
awake, instinctively glancing at the dashboard clock. It was almost time for
him to drive again. “Lima,” he grinned. “Must be a sign.” He hadn’t known there
was a ‘Lima’ in Ohio. Or did the Americans pronounce it ‘Ly-mah’?


“We should get gas
anyway,” she agreed. “Is that place open?” She pointed
to a brightly lit gas station sign up ahead.


The name known as
‘Carlos’ checked his phone. “Google maps says it’s open twenty four hours.”


She flicked on the turn
signal, moving into the right lane. After midnight, the highway was nearly
empty, the turn signal was just good practice. One less reason for police to
stop their car. Their false identities were solid, the vehicle legally
registered to a shell corporation. Some of the weapons and other gear in the
duffel bag were not registered, and not legal. It was best to avoid encounters
with law enforcement.


The gas station had
only one car at the pumps, a truck that drove back onto the road as she was
pulling in. It had stopped raining but water still dripped from the canopy, so
she pulled into the center lane forward enough that she wouldn’t get wet when
getting out. The fuel door was on her side, but Carlos tapped her arm. “I’ll
get it, My turn to drive anyway.”


They both got out,
Carlos to pump gas and both of them to stretch their
legs. The drive from Chicago was over six hours, and they had two more hours to
go. It would be too late to check into a hotel, so they would report their
arrival, and probably be sleeping in the SUV until they received instructions
on where to meet Team Draco.


Rosa stiffened and
shared a look with Carlos, when an older model dark blue minivan turned off the
road into the parking lot, behind them. The van didn’t pull up to a pump, it stopped
at an angle on the side of the lot. That was odd. According to the stupid stick
figure family on the back window of the van, the family consisted of father,
mother, a girl, a baby, and two cats. The passenger door opened and an older
Anglo woman got out. Rosa reached behind her for-


The woman was carrying
a pack of diapers. As the side door slid back, the woman looked at Rosa with a
‘You gotta do what you gotta do’ shrug.


The back seat of the
van had a child’s car seat, the woman was changing her baby’s diaper.


Rosa relaxed, and she
saw Carlos turn his attention back to the gas pump.


The woman- What was she
doing? She had tossed the pack of diapers on the floor of the van, but instead
of reaching for the baby, she had ducked down, leaning forward. To get
something from the floor of the van? With the woman crouched down, in the dim
light Rosa had a vague impression of someone moving in the driver’s seat.


The woman held still.
She wasn’t moving.


That wasn’t-


The first shot struck
Carlos in the back of the head and he went down as Rosa instinctively turned
and dove for the ground. The shot meant for her heart impacted her right
shoulder, knocking her backwards. Her left hand lunged to grab anything as she
bounced off the open car door, trying to pull herself into the relative cover
of the driver’s seat. Another shot shattered the car window just above her
head. She looked up-











CHAPTER SIXTEEN



 

Isabel’s
phone sounded a soft chime, a distinctive bing bong while we pulled
into the parking lot of a grocery store. 
We all had gotten up early and left the motel, I drove with Isabel in
the Jeep to get supplies, while everyone else was still packing up at the
motel. Mike would bring them in the Tahoe after a quick breakfast. The plan was
we would all then drive to Zaneville, to meet Team Jaguar. Zaneville was chosen
apparently because it’s on Interstate 70, a major highway. That road would take
us east, where I would try using sonar again to locate the dragon.


That bing bong tone was one of the ringtones I recognized, Mike and Isabel used the
same tones. Or those were the default tones, and they couldn’t be changed. “You
got a message?” I knew that tone was an alert from their secure messaging app.


“That’s,” she squinted at the phone, cradling it
in her hand so the screen couldn’t be seen by anyone. Including me. “Weird.”


“What?”


She tapped on the phone for a while before
answering. “It looked like I received a message. From Annie,” she glanced at
me.


“Looked like? What happened?”


“The app, it showed an alert, but when I clicked
on it, the alert disappeared.”


“Can you,” as I spoke I
realized I had no idea how the app worked. Mike and Isabel had the secure
messaging software on their phones, they hadn’t shared it with me or the
knights. Our phones had a different encryption system that allowed us to
exchange messages, and even talk to each other. That system was slow and
cumbersome, it required a two-factor authentication that began with a long
password I was rarely able to input correctly the first time. “Maybe you could
search for a message? Like, pull it from the system, instead of waiting for
delivery?” Yes Kaz, I told myself. Uninformed advice is everyone’s favorite
thing. “Forget I said anything,” I added before she had to respond. “Is it a
problem?”


“No,” she frowned, tapping on the screen. She
certainly appeared to be concerned.


“Is there something we should do?”


“No,” her eyes showed a flash of irritation.


“I will stop asking stupid questions. You want to
work on that while I go into the store?” I asked, while she fiddled with her
phone. “Isabel?”


“Oh, uh, let’s just get this over with.”


“OK.” It was clear that the glitch with the app
was bothering her a lot. Since I couldn’t help her with any tech thing, I suggested
she stay in the car while I did the grocery shopping. When I returned to put
cold items into the cooler we’d brought, she was staring off into space, rather
than at her phone.


“Fixed the problem?”


“No. It happened again.” Her phone was displaying
a startup icon. “I rebooted the app, then the phone. Could be a glitch.”


“Can you call Annie to see if the problem is on
her end?”


“We never call her,” she shook her head.
“We ping her and she calls us. Voice comms are rare, it’s too dangerous to keep
a channel open for long. Burst messages are best.”


“Here,” I gave her a donut. “Eat this.”


“Thanks,” she bit into the donut without any
enthusiasm.



 

On the drive north, her phone made an abrupt ‘bip’
chime. Not the usual bing bong, the alert was cut off as soon as
it began.


“That has to be a glitch, right?” I asked, then
shut up as she focused on diagnosing the problem. We were about to turn off
onto a two lane rural road that we would follow for five miles, so before
committing to that drive, I pulled over at a gas station. “What do you think?”


“I don’t know.”


“Do you want to call Mike, see if his phone is
having the same problem?”


“I’m not sure if,” another ‘bip’ sounded.
“I trust this phone right now.”


“You want mine?” I patted the pocket where my
phone rested, along with the battery I had removed.


“Not yet. Just drive, please.”


While she restarted the phone again, I tried to
focus on driving, but I was distracted by her trying various ways to diagnose
the problem. That’s why I was irritated instead of alarmed when I pulled up
behind a box truck that was going five miles an hour under the speed limit. It
was a typical white truck, with the logo of a plumber. When I sped up to pull
around, the truck’s driver stepped on the gas, and I missed the opportunity as
the road went around a curve. Patience, Kaz, I told myself. Think like a
fugitive and be invisible. No aggressive driving. It was morning and most
people had to go to work, I should relax. I settled down to cruise behind the truck,
trying to think happy, calming thoughts.


Until a semi truck came
up behind us, looming in the mirror. “Uh,” I instinctively reached for the center
console, where my Glock was concealed.


“What?” She saw me looking at the mirror, and
turned around. “Is this a prob-”


The big truck slowed almost to a stop behind us,
turning to pull off the road at a long driveway, and I lost sight of it as the
Jeep went over a crest of the road.


“False alarm,” I let out the breath I’d been
holding in.


Without a word, she turned her attention back to her
phone, although I noticed she pulled back her jacket on the left, where her own
pistol was in a shoulder holster.


Resigning myself to being stuck behind the jerk in
the box truck, I turned on the radio, for music to keep my chill. That section
of the road curved left and right, not giving me a good place to pass, and the
truck was wide enough it was hard to see around for oncoming cars that-


Oncoming cars.


I hadn’t seen any in the last couple minutes. The
area was rural and it was early on a weekday morning, but there should be some
cars on the road coming from the opposite direction. People driving to work, or
taking kids to school.


There were no cars behind us either.


“Isabel,” I let my foot off the gas as we
approached a road connecting on the right. “Hang on!”


 Standing on
the brake, the Jeep fishtailed a bit before I got it under control, the tires
skidded and screeched as the tall vehicle took a ninety degree turn at thirty
miles an hour. Isabel yelped, reaching for the handle on the windshield pillar.
In my peripheral vision, I saw the box truck screech to a stop, and the rear
door begin to roll up.


“Kaz, wha-”


“DUCK!” I crouched, smashing the gas pedal and the
Jeep’s rear tires spun for a heart-stopping moment, then we rocketed forward,
swerving from one side of the road to the other. Bullets whizzed past us and
two struck the rear window as Isabel and I hunched forward in our seats. We
flashed past a grove of trees and the gunfire behind us stopped. Turning my
head, I couldn’t see the box truck in the Jeep’s big side mirror. “OK, OK,
we’re out of line of sight.” There was probably some military term for the
situation that Isabel and Mike knew, I could only talk like a normal person.


She sat up, twisting to look through the back
window that was spiderwebbed by two bullet holes. “How did-”


“Running from the law has given me a Spidey sense
for trouble. That semi behind us dropped back. I think it blocked the road.”


“Good
instincts,” she bit her lower lip, like she was thinking she was the
professional and it was her job to protect me, and she had almost failed. “How
did they find-”


“Your
phone. That ‘glitch’? Somehow they pinged your phone,
and got it to respond.”


She swore
in a language I didn’t recognize. “No way could they crack the encryption,” she
stated, but her eyes showed her fear. Isabel and Mike had been trained to
trust, to rely on that secure messaging app. If it was compromised, they had
had lost their primary method for communication with whoever ‘Annie’ was.


“They
don’t have to crack it.” In the mirror, I thought I saw a flash of white just
before we drove around a curve. “If your phone responds to a ping on that app,
they can triangulate your location from cell towers.”


She swore
again. “I thought you were paranoid.”


“Yeah,
just not enough. Call Mike. Wait! Use the map, find out where this road goes.
If it’s a dead end, we’re in trouble.”


“I can’t
trust this phone.”


“They
already know where we are. Check the map, call Mike, then ditch the phone.”


“You
know,” she tapped on the phone, holding it away from her like it was poisoned.
In way, it was. “I’m supposed to take charge in a crisis.”


“You can
handle the next one,” I pressed the brake, up ahead the road bent to the left
and another road came in from the right. “Which way?” We were creeping along, I
had one eye toward the front and one eye on the mirror. The box truck had no
chance to catch the Jeep, unless they caught us in a dead-end. “Which-”


“Right,”
she jabbed a finger in that direction. “Both roads connect to others. Left will
take us back toward the highway.”


“But
left,” I was guessing, “is where the Order will expect us to go. Right leads
back toward the motel.”


“We are not going to the motel. We keep going, until we get revised instructions”
she jabbed a finger again. “Kaz, let’s go.”


I cranked
the wheel and took the road off to the right. It was gravel, and the good news
was the recent rainy weather meant the Jeep didn’t leave a trail of dust in our
wake. Whatever the box truck did when it reached the fork in the road, all I know
is we didn’t see it again, and after a quarter mile, the road surface was paved,
and the scattered farm fields gave way to woods that obscured sightlines.


“Mike, I-
I know,” she spoke into the phone with a touch of exasperation. “Listen, the
Order tracked me through the messaging app on my phone, we just avoided an
ambush. Yes, I’m sure.” She went silent, nodding with
the phone pressed to her ear. “Oh, thank God. Yes, yes, good. I will be tossing
this phone. Right. See you there.”


“What?”


“They’re
bugging out of the motel. Mike’s phone didn’t glitch, he’s hoping the Order
isn’t tracking him. They are taking a few minutes to wipe down hard surfaces.”


That was
a good practice, Isabel and Mike had instructed us to regularly wipe down
surfaces in the bathroom, the TV remote, basically anything we touched that
could leave fingerprint impressions. Including doorknobs. It should take him
and the knights only a short time to throw any personal items into ‘Go’ bags,
wipe down the rooms, and grab the cat and Duke. “OK. You guys agreed on a place
to meet?”


“Yes.
Take another right up here,” she pointed to a road that had several cars going
in each direction. “Stop at that a gas station.”


“Traveling
with a dog and a large cat will make it tough for us to stay under the radar,”
I said, as if she didn’t know that.


“Gas up
here,” she ordered as we pulled into the parking lot. “I’ll be right back.”


“Do we
have time for this?” The gas gauge was more than three quarters full. “If they
track us to here-”


“I want them to track my phone,” she held it up, and got out.


“Oh-kaaaay,”
I took a moment to shake, burning off the adrenaline rush. While I pumped gas
and swiveled my head to look both ways on the road, afraid the box truck would
find us, Isabel went into the store and bought snacks and drinks. My reaction
was ‘WTF, seriously’? Guys with automatic weapons were following us, and she
needed a freakin’ candy bar?


She got
into the Jeep and waved for me to drive, while she dumped her purchases in her
lap. “Head toward town,” she instructed as she put her phone in a large Ziploc
bag. Then put that in another bag.


“OK, but, I thought you would ditch your phone.”


“It’s
still useful to us.”


“The
Order can use it to track us.”


“That’s
what I want. Slow down going across the bridge here.”


She
rolled down her window, leaned out, and tossed the phone in an arc to splash into
the river. Craning my neck to look in the mirror, I saw the plastic bag bobbing
merrily along in the rain-swollen river.


“Smart,”
I gave her a thumbs up. If the Order was still tracking her phone, they would
assume we were driving on the road that followed the river. “Where to next?”


“Give me
your phone, we need to find a hardware store.”


“Still?
Isn’t that-”


“The rear
window has two bullet holes, any cop who sees that will stop us.”


“Right.”
Wincing I told myself I should have thought of that. Were my fugitive instincts
getting rusty? “We need a hammer to smash out the glass,” I understood her
intention. “Plus a sheet of clear plastic, and duct tape, gotcha.”


One side
of her mouth curled up in a smile. “You’ve done this before?”


“This is
not my first rodeo.”


“If this
is a rodeo, I want my money back.”



 


 

My phone rang, the
phone I’d given back to Isabel. All my ringtones were the same default, so I
couldn’t tell who had called. “Mike?” She gripped the phone so tightly, her
knuckles were white. “What is- Dios Mio,” she gasped, lapsing into her
native Spanish. “Yes, yes we will. I- Good. Yes.” She
pressed the icon to end the call, and closed her eyes for a moment. 


I let her have a moment
of peace, trusting that she would tell me whatever I needed to know. Trusting
her. Trusting another person. That was a new experience for me.


I liked it.


I also hoped I didn’t
get burned by it.


“Are you OK?” I asked
softly, when she opened her eyes


“No. Annie lost contact
with Team Jaguar. They were supposed to report in when they reached Zaneville,
that should have happened several hours ago. There is no response from them.”


“Maybe their phone
glitched, like yours?”


“We both know that
wasn’t a glitch.”


“Sorry.”


Looking back at her
phone, she pointed to an intersection ahead. “Turn right up here.”


“I assume we’re not
going to Zaneville?”


“No. We’re going to
Cadiz.”


“Uh-”


“The one in Ohio.”


“Right. What’s there?”


“Nothing. Nothing of
importance to us,” she clarified. “It’s one of the rendezvous points we chose.”


“Because of the name?”


“Why not?” She stared
out of the side window. “Cadiz is one of the oldest cities in Spain. The
Phoenicians founded a settlement there, a thousand years before the Roman
Empire.” Turning back to me, she added, “Sorry, I don’t know why I’m talking
about trivia.”


“It’s better than
thinking about what happened. Hey, can you check local news? It might have just
been a car crash.”


She frowned and tapped
on the phone. We both knew a car crash wasn’t the reason why Team Jaguar had
gone silent. But it could have been. A faint hope to cling to. Those two
agents could be in a hospital, unable to communicate.


“Hey, uh,” I made the
turn, glancing in the mirror to see if anyone followed us. No one did. “If it
was a crash, would the other team have special gear in their car?”


She looked at me
sharply. “Yes.”


“That could be a
problem.”


“Field teams are
completely deniable, they can’t be traced back to headquarters. There is a web
of shell companies that is impossible- Oh. Oh no.”


“What?”


“A news report. Filed just a few minutes ago. That’s why Annie
didn’t know about it.”


All I did was nod. She
didn’t need me babbling stupid questions.


“Two people,” she read.
“A woman and a man, were killed in a drive-by shooting at a gas station in Lima
Ohio, early this morning.”


“Where is Lima?”


Tapping the phone
again, she took a deep breath. “On the highway that leads from Chicago.”


“I’m sorry.” An unnamed
man and woman could have been anyone. Isabel and I knew they were Team Jaguar.


“I’ll call Mike. No,”
she hesitated. “I’ll send him a text,” she pointed to the WhatsApp icon. That
app wasn’t as secure as the team’s special messaging system-


Although at the moment, WhatsApp was much more secure.



 

Mike arrived at the
designated meeting place about half an hour later, he waved for us to follow
him to the parking lot of a bowling alley. The lot was almost empty that
morning, so we had privacy to talk. The knights took Duke and Boots for a walk
while Isabel and I talked with Mike. He had a shopping bag with smashed
cellphones in it, and took mine from Isabel. “We need to get new phones,” he
explained, as he removed the battery from my phone, then bashed it with a
hammer.


“What about the backup
phones?” Isabel asked.


He pointed to the
broken phones in the bag. “We can’t trust those either, we got them at the same
time as these. We will buy new burner phones when we get to Cadiz.”


Seeing the broken bits
of my phone, the first phone I ever had that I could sort of use like a regular
person, made me wistful for the good old days. Like that morning, before
Isabel’s phone glitched. “You have a protocol for your comms getting hacked?”


“We do,” she frowned.
“We’re on our own for a while.”


Mike nodded. “No
contact for forty eight hours, and we put distance between us and where our
comms were compromised.”


That made sense to me.
Every time I had the feeling I was being watched, I went far away. “What’s the
plan, then?”


“We still need to find
that dragon.”


“We’re not laying low
for a while?”


“The dragon
won’t be taking a day off.”


“Probably not,” I
agreed. The dragon had been in our world long enough to become hungry. It had
to have eaten something during that time. Given Azib’s estimate that the beast
was about eight feet long, plus the neck and tail, it might avoid attacking
large prey like a cow or a horse. It could have killed a goat or a sheep,
except I think those animals go into a barn at night?
I don’t know much about raising livestock. It didn’t matter, there were plenty
of wild prey like deer around. The dragon could avoid farms and barns and
houses, and take deer from isolated fields and clearings.


Wow. It seemed like it
was just yesterday that the portal opened, and I went temporarily blind from
overuse of magic. We had been so frantically busy that the days had raced by in
a blur. “OK, I’ll do the sonar thing again, geta direction to follow. I can
only do that a few more times,” I warned. “The energy is fading. There is also
a risk to us.”


“How?”


“If the Order can
detect the use of magic, I’ll be leading them right to us.”


“We’ll have to take
that risk. We should drive across the border into Pennsylvania before you do
your wizard thing. As far as we know, the Order isn’t aware of the dragon, they
won’t be tracking it. Without these,” he shook the bag of shattered
electronics. “They won’t be tracking us, either.”


“Unless the problem is
the secure messaging app itself, not the phones.”


“That is part of the
reason to cut off contact for forty eight hours,” Isabel explained. “To give
Annie’s tech team the opportunity to assess what went wrong.”


“She has a tech team?”


Isabel shrugged. “She
must.”


“OK.” The knights were
coming back, Macarius was extra scowly about being assigned to walking a dog.
“Let’s roll.”



 


 

We got to Cadiz first,
and waited in the parking lot of a hotel just off the highway. I don’t know
what hotels are like in Cadiz, Spain, but I’m pretty sure there isn’t a Dollar
store across the street. Also, the original Cadiz probably has more olive
trees.


“Isabel? Talk to me.”
She had been silent during the drive, other than giving directions from the
map. She had stared out the side window. Checking the side mirror to see if
anyone was following us, but mostly just watching the scenery. She also kept
touching something on her chest, under her shirt. An amulet or other piece of
jewelry was my guess.


Without looking at me,
she said, “We are losing this fight.”


“I know we lost people,
but we’re not losing.”


“We’re not winning.”
She was angry, she also turned to look at me.


“You have a wizard on
your team now. A genie. The Order opened a portal, but they don’t even know
they succeeded. They don’t know about the dragons, or the knights. We haven’t
been able to go on the offensive, because right now, we’re busy cleaning up the
mess they made.”


“Go on the offensive?”


“Yeah. Hit them. Hunt
for them, and take them out. Hit them, before they hit us again.”


A ghost of a smile
flitted across her face. “That’s the first time you said ‘Us’ and included
yourself.”


“I don’t know how this
is gonna work. Annie, and you and Mike, are keeping information from me, Zoraida.”
I used her real name, to let her know it wasn’t a secret. Not to me.


“Mikaere and I know
only what we need to know.”


“You know each other’s
real names.”


“We use cover names to
protect the organization, to protect ourselves, and to protect our families.
You should know about that.”


“Yeah,” I looked away,
feeling my cheeks turning red. “Sorry. I shouldn’t have-”


“It’s OK. Let’s talk
about the future. We have survived by operating in the shadows, and avoiding
direct confrontation with the Order.”


“I’d say that ship has
not only sailed, it exploded and sank.”


“That’s a, vivid
metaphor.”


“It’s accurate.
Whatever rules Annie has played by, the game has changed.”


“I see that.”


“Does Annie see
that, whoever the hell she is?”


“I’m sure she does.”


“That’s the problem
right there. You’re asking me to buy into the team, while you keep information
from me. The game has changed because of me,” I tapped my chest. “I
don’t know what the next step is, but I know we can’t do anything with the
Order constantly one step ahead of us. They have been getting close to me for
years, they found me in Indiana. They discovered how to open a portal, and they
did it.”


“They don’t know they
succeeded. You said that.”


“They will know,
as soon as some kid posts a cellphone video of a dragon.”


“It already happened.”


"That was two
seconds of poor-quality video from a trail camera, with the dragon barely visible.”
We had all watched the video of a dragon attacking a deer decoy, after the
dragon had been killed by a truck. Even though we knew what we were looking at,
it was hard to make sense of the images. We couldn’t tell whether it was the
dragon or the wyvern, whether the claws we saw were the front legs or back. If
I didn’t know that magic is real, I would have dismissed the video as a bad
fake. “Most people will assume any cellphone video is a fake, but the Order
will know it means a portal did open. Somehow. They won’t know where it
happened, that will confuse the hell out of them. It,” I struggled to organize
my thoughts. “You know what? Knowing that a portal opened will surprise them, I
think.”


That remark surprised
her. “Why do you say that?”


“It doesn’t feel like
the Order expected to open a portal that night.”


“No?”


“You tell me, you know
them better than I do. You said the Order has been working for centuries, with
the goal of establishing a connection to the Nether. To open a portal. That
night might have been their big test, they had to consider it their best shot,
best opportunity. Their entire secret organization worked through centuries for
that very moment, yet I was able to drive a freakin’ RV right up to the site? I don’t believe it. If the Order thought they could
open a portal that night, they would have set up much better security.
Defense in depth, or however you say it. Instead, they only had a couple guys
watching the road. You drove a Jeep right across an open field, and they didn’t
know you were coming. Does that make sense to you?”


Her brow furrowed as
she thought about what I said. “No. It doesn’t. We have been so busy with, like
you said, cleaning up the mess, I never took time to consider the enemy’s
actions.”


“We haven’t had a break
since that night.”


“It doesn’t matter. I’m
an intelligence analyst, that’s my background. It’s my job.”


“You’re thinking about
it now.”


“I am.” She looked
away. Raised a coffee cup to her lips, remembered the coffee had gone cold, and
set the cup down. “The Order did not expect to open a portal that
night,” she was speaking softly to herself, realizing the truth as the thoughts
formed in her head. “You agree?”


“Hey, I’m guessing.”


“You are the
magic expert.”


“My guess is, yes. They
had very little idea what they were doing.”


“They were guessing.”


“They were running an
experiment. They did know enough to recognize which artifacts are useful, which
hold power. They found specific artifacts, and knew they had to match that
artifact to that site.”


“You tied the artifact
to the site, and you had never even seen the artifact.”


“I had a genie
helping me. If the Order is assisted by a genie, we’re screwed, so let’s not go
there. This is, good, actually.”


“It is?”


“Yeah. The Order doesn’t
know how to work with magic. They didn’t know what they were doing that night,
they were just hoping something would happen. They don’t have a Magic For
Dummies book either. They’re as blind as we are!”


“Then how did they know
which artifacts to look for, or that artifacts which still hold magical power
even exist?”


“OK, so they do know something
about magic. It also,” I was thinking aloud, “makes it likely that night wasn’t
the first time they tried making magic happen with an artifact. I mean, what
are the odds that I stumbled upon on their first experiment?”


“Do odds matter, when
you’re talking about magic?”


“Good question. Can you
ask Annie to look for any signs that the Order ran experiments at other places
that are, or were, considered sacred, or tied to mythology, that sort of
thing?”


“That’s a broad
definition. Sacred places could include anything from Stonehenge to Chichen
Itza. Some people would include Disney World or sports stadiums in that list.”


“Not all
of those places have suspicious Order activity. Hopefully. Can you ask
Annie to investigate, look through her data or whatever?”


As an answer, she held
up her empty hand.


“You know,” I added.
“When you have a phone and can contact her again.”


“I will mention it to
her.”


“You look worried. If
I’m right, this is good news.”


“Unless the Order had
unknowingly succeeded before, and they opened a portal somewhere else, and
there are more dragons flying around out there.”


“Oh, great! Hey, I’m
trying to find a ray of freakin’ sunshine on a bad day.”


“I’m telling you, what
you think is a ray of sunlight shining in your eyes might be,” she tapped a
finger between her eyes, “the targeting laser of a sniper rifle.”











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



 

The rushing stream had a tangle of branches and
leaves jammed up at a narrow point between two rocks, creating a dam that the
water had to spill over. There wasn’t a pool backed up behind the dam, so the
water surged over then the level dropped, until another gusher of water raised
the level and the water burst above the dam again. The result was an intermittent
splashing that was distracting rather than the rushing sound of a regular
waterfall. Shlurp shlorp shlurp shlorp shlurp-


I woke up. Where was- Oh yeah. Another motel room,
that I shared with the cat and the dog. I froze, trying to identify the source
of the sound.


It was coming from the foot of the bed.


From the dog.


“Are you-” I stared at him in the darkness. “Are
you licking yourself?”


“Um, maybe?” The sound stopped.


“Well, stop it, right now.”


“Why?”


“It’s annoying, that’s why.”


“All dogs do it.”


“All dogs don’t sleep on my bed.”


His head dropped dejectedly and he sighed. “You’re
just jealous.”


I could not argue with him, I also couldn’t admit
that. “What I am is trying to sleep. You can lick yourself all you want
when I’m not sleeping.”


His head lifted off the bed. “What about in the
car?”


“Not then either.”


“Hmmph,” he huffed. “While you’re eating dinner?”


“No.”


“Then when-”


“How about, you do it only when you’re alone?”


It was not easy getting back to sleep when I could
feel him staring at me with resentment, so I waited until he flopped his head down
and fall asleep. Then his snoring kept me awake.


If anyone wants a talking dog, make me an offer.



 

At a library in
northwestern Pennsylvania, I used a computer to check my email. The private
account I used to communicate with Michelle Singer. Special Agent Singer. A very
special agent, the only member of the FBI who knew that magic is real.


Not surprisingly, there
were three messages from her, the first from the previous night. Also one early
that morning, and a third sent only an hour ago. All three messages asked the
same question, with the last message also expressing concern that I hadn’t
responded. The last one also ended with ‘Update on the dragons’?


The first question was
simple: Was that you in Lima?


It was obvious what she
meant. Was I involved in the shootings there? The agents of Team Jaguar were
killed in the early morning. By that evening, the police would have searched
their vehicle., According to Isabel, the authorities would have found a very
interesting bag of weapons and other military gear in Team Jaguar’s vehicle.
Unregistered gear. That would have prompted an alert, involving the FBI’s
databases. Michelle must be monitoring for certain activities, something like
that. I didn’t know how information flowed within the FBI.


My reply was covered
the important points: We are fine. The people in Lima were coming to help, I
never met them before and we weren’t there. They were taken out by the people
searching for me. Our comms got hacked so we’re offline for a while. One dragon
was hit and killed by a truck around 11PM on Saturday in Stockville Ohio. We
got lucky there. Tracking the other dragon into Pennsylvania now. -Kaz


Reviewing the message,
it felt too impersonal. Michele and I weren’t exactly friends, but we were,
something. We shared a terrible secret, and as far as I knew, she had kept that
secret. She was risking her career her life, and the lives of her family, for
me. I owed her more than a brief, cold exchange of information.


So I added, Duke
says ‘Hello’.


That felt better.


While the computer was
available, I did a Google search for Adena and Hopewell Culture sites in
northern Pennsylvania and, just in case the dragon kept going, on into upstate
New York.


Damn it.


There were a lot of
sites, scattered all over. That made sense, the Adena and Hopewell Cultures had
covered a vast expanse of what is now the eastern USA and into Canada. There
would have been villages everywhere. That was not good news for us, it was
impossible to guess where the dragon was going, or even if it was headed toward
a specific location at all. The thing could have been navigating by Earth’s
magnetic field, the way birds do. If it kept flying in that direction, and went
out over the open North Atlantic, we were screwed. It could end up in Iceland.
Would a dragon want to go there? Parts of Game of Thrones were filmed in
Iceland, though I’m pretty sure the dragon didn’t know that.


It was stupid to worry
about the dragon flying across a freakin’ ocean, it couldn’t do that. Or could
it? Some birds fly nonstop from Alaska to the South Pacific, why did I think
that feat was impossible for a dragon? The truth was, I had no idea what the
dragon could do. Which wasn’t great. So, the result of my search was a big fat
zero.


When I went to log out
of my email, I saw Michele had replied already. Hopefully she wasn’t logging in
from her office WiFi network.


Kaz, she wrote. I’m
trusting that you aren’t keeping information from me. The shooters’ van was
stolen and later burned. Security camera from the gas station didn’t get an
image of the shooters. Right now, we have nothing. Any information you have
might help. We are on the same side. Please stay safe. Then she added, Tell
Duke he is a good dog.


The last line made me
smile. She was right. We were on the same side. With her law enforcement
experience, her connections, and her access to government resources, she could
be a major advantage for us.


Will send whatever
info I have, I typed. It won’t be much. Be careful.


Then I logged off.



 

Mike was in the Tahoe
with Isabel, while I had the knights, Duke and Mister Boots in the Jeep. He was
with her, to give his partner a break. Mostly, a break from Macarius. The two
agents probably also had some things to discuss they didn’t want anyone to
hear, including me.


“Hey,” I said as I
approached the Tahoe, and Mike rolled the window down. “We should share info
with Michele.”


He glanced around, to
make sure no one could hear us. The parking lot only had a handful of other
cars. “We have to be careful about that. She is a
federal agent.”


“Exactly. She has
access to info we need.”


He shared a look with
Isabel. “She could use any information we provide, to identify us. Track
us. Expose our entire organization.”


“She doesn’t know about
you and Isabel, just the knights.”


“You can’t be sure
about that.”


“She didn’t hear about
you from me.”


“Let’s keep it that
way.”


“Mike, come on. Isabel,
you were an intel analyst. You have to see that
telling Michele what we know about the Order can only help us fight them.”


“Unless,” she leaned
over to look me in the eyes. “The FBI is infiltrated.”


“Damn. You think-”


“We don’t know
that’s true,” Mike held up is hands. “Things have happened over the years that
make more sense if the Order has a source on the inside, of some law
enforcement or intelligence organization that is connected to Interpol. You have
a source inside the FBI, and you have only been active for less than a month.
The Order has been operating for centuries. They are patient, they have
enormous resources, and they are utterly ruthless.”


“I get that. The Feds
finding who hit the team in Lima has got to be bad for the Order, right? At
least we can make them keep their heads down for a while, give us freedom to
deal with the dragon.”


“We’ll think about it,”
Isabel promised.



 

We stopped again, just
outside the Allegheny National Forest in Pennsylvania, close to the border of
New York state. It was time for me to do the sonar thing again “Kaz,” Mike
called me over to the Tahoe. “Isabel and I talked, and there is
some info we can share with your FBI friend.”


“You don’t need to
clear it with Annie first?”


“That hasn’t been
working too well. Besides, this is info we need, and we can’t easily get
to it. The deal is, Agent Singer also shares her info with us, understood?”


“Yeah, sure. Whatever
it is, she’ll want to know what we think about, whatever this is. What is it?”


“Our vehicles,” Isabel
said, “the ones we own, the vehicles we keep at safe houses, they-”


“You have safe
houses? Why don’t we-”


“Another time,” Mike
warned.


I got the message. “OK.
Go ahead.”


“Our vehicles have
cameras built into the front of the inside mirrors, and the brake lights in the
rear window. Also side cameras in the side mirrors. Unless someone is looking
for them, they won’t be noticed.”


“OK, cool. You think
those cameras recorded the shooters?”


“Yes. Unless the Order
knew about them, and hacked them also? I’m going to write down the access
procedure and password,” she tapped on her phone, the only one we had. On the
dashboard was a piece of paper and a pen. “The FBI should be able to download
the images.”


“Uh,” a bad thought
popped into my head right then. “What if those images recorded stuff you don’t want the Feds to see?”


She smiled, a kind of
‘I know something you don’t’ smile. “The password I’m giving you will only
allow download of images for ten minutes before and after the shooting, and it
will erase everything else.”


“Damn. That’s smart
tech.”


“We need every
advantage we can get.”


“Uh, how will Agent
Singer explain that she has this information?”


Mike cocked his head.
“That’s her problem.”


“Come on. Her career is
on the line. If the Order traces the password back to her, that could put her
family in danger.”


“Kaz, she’s an FBI
special agent, she can’t be that stupid. She will probably give you the email
of the agent in charge of the investigation, and request you send the info to
that person.”


“Oh. That’s smart.”


“You will use a
disposable email account, and go through the VPN, obviously.”


“Right. I knew that.”
That was true, but hearing the two agents explaining their plan made me realize
they were pros, and I was just fumbling around. “OK.”



 

We kept driving, headed roughly in the direction of Syracuse, New York.
That was interesting. Gisele drove the Jeep while I tried to guess where the
dragon was going. Until we reached the Allegheny National Forest in
northwestern Pennsylvania, I was both excited and anxious, because I thought I
knew where the dragon was headed. What it wanted. The only major Hopewell
Culture site in New York state, the only one I knew about, was near Niagara
Falls. That was bad, the area was relatively crowded, if a dragon was there
even late at night, someone would see it. We had to hope to get there first.
Then, my magic sonar thing indicated the dragon wasn’t headed toward Niagara
Falls, it was continuing on in a straight line. So,
that’s the direction we went. Instead of making stops along the way, Mike
suggested we drive on, hopefully get ahead of the beast. Azib expected the
dragon would fly at night and rest during the daylight, so we had a decent
chance of sprinting past it. Maybe. When we reached Interstate 90 just north of
Geneva, we pulled our two vehicles over to talk.


“What do you think, wizard?” Mike asked. Calling me ‘wizard’ was, I
guessed, his way of saying this was magic business, and I needed to make the
decisions.


“Ah, before we get on the interstate, I’d like to try the sonar again.
Make sure the thing hasn’t flown across the lake into Canada.”


“It’s your call. How many more times can you use the sonar?” He knew
Azib had warned the amount of chaotic magic remaining in the cast iron pot was
small, and dwindling rapidly each time I called on it.


“Not more than a couple times, is my guess.”


He looked around. There was a gravel pit across the road, and not much
else. Certainly nothing that would attract a dragon. “You want to burn one of
those uses here?”


“Yeah. If we go too far ahead of it, we’ll have to backtrack a long
way, and start over.”


“It’s your call.” He didn’t say it as ‘it is your call but I disagree’.
It was just a simple statement. He knew nothing about magic, and although my
mastery of the subject was at a rudimentary level, I knew more than he did.


Checking the map on my phone, I pointed to the north. “There’s a park
up the road, let’s go there.”



 

“Damn,” I announced a short time later. “We went too far. Azib, you
agree?”


“Yes, yes,” he frowned. He also passed up an opportunity to call me
‘imbecile’ or ‘simpleton’ or ‘dimwit’. He was worried, something was bothering
him.


“What’s wrong?”


“Nothing. We should go west, try again.”


“Triangulate?” Mike nodded. “We’ll turn around and take Route 20 toward
Bloomfield.”



 

“That’s,” it was my turn to frown. “Odd.”


“You see it?” Azib asked.


“I, think so?”


We had stopped in a town called Canandaigua, at the north of a lake
with the same name. Everyone was hungry, we found a good deli to get
sandwiches, and there was a park with picnic tables. After a quick lunch, I
took the opportunity to try the magic sonar again.


“What?” Isabel asked.


“The return signal, it’s, fuzzy,” I explained with a shrug.


“Your magic sonar is running out of juice?” Mike guessed.


“It is, but this is something different. The signal, it’s not just
faint. The echoes are coming back not from just one place.”


His eyes grew wide. “There is more than one of the damned things out
there?”


“No, no,” Azib shook his head. “The imbecile could explain, but he
would be wrong, and it would take too much of my time. Listen, simpletons. The
chaotic magic that clung to the dragon partially wears off its skin, every time
it stops for the night.”


That was something I didn’t want to hear. “You mean, part of what I’m
sensing is chaotic magic that stuck to a pile of leaves it slept on?”


“Yes.”


“Damn. Well, that’s no good. We won’t know-”


“It is good,” he insisted. “If you will use your
brain for a change, you might understand.”


Closing my eyes, I considered what I had sensed. And what it meant. My
eyes snapped open with an ‘Aha!’. “The dragon has been here for a while.”


“Yes, good, very good! Perhaps you are not entirely hopeless after
all,” Azib actually smiled at me.


“Whatever it’s looking for,” I said slowly, working it out in my head.
“The dragon thinks it is in this area, where it’s hanging out?”


Mike laid out a paper map on the picnic table. “Where is it, roughly?”
With a finger, I traced a wide circle on the map. Too wide. “Can you be more
specific?”


“We need to drive south, and possibly also southeast, and get a couple
more data points.” That was being optimistic. The ‘juice’, as Mike called it,
in the cast iron pot was fading. The cast iron was infused with magic, some of
it powerful, tightly bound. The chaotic portion of the energy, that could be
used to locate the dragon, was almost gone. That energy was harder to grab onto
each time, it was growing thin. Slipping through my fingers was the best way to
describe it. Like trying to get a handful of fog.



 

“That’s it. It’s gone. Sorry,” I said to everyone. The sonar had worked
two more times, then the chaotic portion of it was used up. The rest of the magical
essence bound to the cast iron pot was unified and concentrated, all good if I
had a use for that energy. Unfortunately, stable energy was useless for
tracking the dragon.


“Don’t be,” Mike tapped the map that was spread out on the hood of the
Jeep. “We now know it’s here somewhere. That’s a good start, we can create a
search grid. How long will it stay around here?”


Azib answered. “Until it finds what it is looking for, or decides what
it wants is not here.”


“How long will that take?”


Azib shrugged. “You would have to ask the dragon.”


“OK,” Mike bit his lip, frustrated. He wanted answers. “What is it
looking for?”


Another shrug from the genie.


“Kaz?” Mike looked at me.


“I got nothin’. This area was home to the ‘New York Hopewell’
tradition.”


“They were related to the people in Ohio?”


“Not related. Not necessarily. The Hopewell Culture wasn’t a single
tribe. It was many groups of people who shared a technology and culture. Like,
they had similar ways of making pottery. They planted the same crops, I think.
The groups in Ohio constructed large mounds, that took a lot of manpower. They
must have had a large, relatively prosperous, organized society. There’s
nothing like that built by the New York Hopewell, except on site near Niagara
Falls.”


“So, the New York Hopewell were the poor cousins, who always wanted to
borrow money?” He asked with a grin.


“Maybe? All I know is, there aren’t any large, elaborate mounds around
here.”


“The mound where the Order tried to open a portal wasn’t large,” Isabel
noted.


“Yeah, that’s what I’m thinking. There is something here, something
that attracted the dragon all the way from Ohio. Or, it was passing through
here, and noticed something interesting that caught its attention.”


Mike nodded. “OK, like a dog who stops to sniff a mailbox?”


“Hey!” Duke put his paws on the hood of the Jeep. “What’s wrong with
that?”


“Nothing,” I assured him, patting his head. “The dragon came through
the portal six days ago.”


Mike grunted. “It has been six days already?”


“Time flies when you’re having fun,” Isabel agreed with the sentiment.
“We have been busy.”


“Six days,” I repeated. “The dragon must have flown straight here. I
should check for a local historical society, see if they know of any Indian
sites that aren’t listed on Google. That could take a while. We had better find
a motel around here.”


“No,” Isabel shook her head. “If we’re going to be here more than a few
days, we need a base of operations. I’ll arrange to rent a house.”


The idea of not staying in yet another motel sounded great, I didn’t
see how that was possible in the time we had. “Renting a house for next month,
or next week, won’t do us much good.”


Isabel pulled out her phone with a wry grin. “We can do better than
that.”



 

Wow.


Being on my own for years, I managed to survive.
It was OK, and being alone was my only option. I got used to it.


But, having a team around me, especially a team
with the resources of Certus, kind of kicks ass. Not only could Certus charter
a private jet within a couple hours, they didn’t
hesitate when we needed to buy cars. The Jeep and Tahoe we had were legit.
Like, not stolen. Isabel explained the vehicles were owned by a shell company,
a sort of trust or something like that. What I know is that Mike and I had
walked into a dealership, and drove out a couple hours later with two vehicles
that had legit paperwork. Isabel also surprised me by arranging to rent a house
that very afternoon.


OMG, huh?


She acted like it was no big deal. Certus had money,
and money makes everything easier. Tourism is big business in the Finger Lakes
area, and there were many houses that were used mainly during the summer. The
owners of the place she rented were thrilled to have someone want their
vacation home before the summer season started, and Isabel offered cash upfront
for two months, plus a hefty security deposit, including extra money to cover a
dog and a cat.


“The pet deposit was the sticking point,” she
said, while she and Mike transferred gear from the Tahoe into the Jeep. The two
of them would drive the Jeep to the house, meet the agent, get the keys, all
that stuff.


Boots arched his back. “I am not a pet,” he
hissed.


Duke wasn’t insulted. “You want me to make a
deposit?”


Isabel laughed, “Duke, it is not that kind of
deposit.”


“She means money to cover damage, in case you get
the carpet dirty, or destroy some furniture.”


“Oh,” his ears stood up. “Cool! So, I now can walk
into this house with muddy paws, instead-”


“No. You still need to clean off your
paws.”


His ears drooped. “This is so unfair.”


“Also, you will need to remind Mister Boots to
wipe his paws, when you let him in.”


“I,” his lips quivered. “I have to be responsible
for the cat?”


“Hey!” Boots protested. “I am right here.”


“Yes,” I patted Duke’s head. “You do.”


“But, why?”


“You are used to living in a house. Until
recently, Boots lived and slept outside, in all kinds of nasty weather.”


“I’m starting to long for those days,” the cat
grumbled.


Duke cocked his head, suspicious. “I get stuck
watching a cat, and letting him in and out. Am I being punished?”


“No,” I assured him.


“It feels like punishment.”


Boots swiped a paw at Duke’s tail. “You should
think of serving me as a privilege, you smelly mutt.”


“UH!” Clapping my hands, I yelled at them. “Stop!
No fighting.”


“Hmmph,” Boots’s tail twitched. “You’re lucky your
owner protects you.”


Duke bared his teeth. “You’re lucky I
haven’t thrashed you.”


“Kaz is your owner, you understand that?
You are not free, you-”


Duke sniffed. “He is my people, that means I
belong here. You are a guest.”


The cat froze in the middle of a reply,
speechless.


“Give it up, Bootsy,” I nudged the cat away with
my foot. “Dogs are pack animals, there is nothing more important to them than
belonging. You wouldn’t understand that.”


“I understand that he is not free.”


“You are free to sleep outside tonight, if
you like. It’s supposed to rain and be chilly. Or, you can stop being a
jackass, and sleep in a nice warm, clean, soft bed.”


“Hmmph.”


“Was that a ‘Yes’ to the bed?”


He muttered something under his breath.


“I didn’t hear you.”


“Yes!” Boots hissed.


“You have to say it nicely,” I told the cat, with
a wink to Duke.


Extending his claws, Boots glared at me. “How
about we compromise, and I demonstrate being nice by not tearing your face
off?”


“That is actually a pretty good deal, from a cat,”
Duke warned.


“OK,” I agreed. “What-”


Mike walked over and asked Isabel, “Are we ready?”


She nodded, adding, “Kaz, we’ll call you when the
house is settled. Please keep the animals from fighting until then.”



 

The rental house was nice, with four bedrooms,
there was room for everyone. Mike and Macarius shared a large bedroom that had
twin beds, Isabel and Gisele each had their own rooms with queen beds, and I
took the smallest bedroom for myself. And also for
Duke and Boots, of course. Gisele hoped the cat would want to sleep with her,
that’s also what I expected. She even set up a pile of blankets in a plastic
storage bin, in case Boots wanted to squeeze himself into it. But no, when I
hauled my stuff up the stairs into my room, he sauntered into the room with me,
and hopped on the bed. “Uh,” I blinked at him. “You’re sleeping here?”


“Obviously,” he sniffed. “Unless you don’t want me
here.”


“No, that’s- It’s just, I think Gisele was hoping
you would, you know, choose her.”


“She is nice. I like sitting on her lap.”


“OK, so-”


“I belong here,” the cat explained.


“Is that because I got you out of that leg trap?”


“Mike did that,” he reminded me.


“Yeah, but I decided we shouldn’t leave you
there.”


“Are you expecting me to thank you?”


“Uh,” truthfully, the answer was yes, but I didn’t
say that. “No. It’s just-”


“Ugh,” he rolled his eyes. “Are we having a moment
here?”


“I don’t think-”


“I’m going to cough up a hairball in your shoes.”


“I get the message.”


“Listen, I am only going to say this once. You should
have killed me.”


“That’s-”


“If our roles had been reversed, I would have
killed you, for certain.”


“OK, you don’t have to be so-”


“Seriously, I wouldn’t even have needed to think
about it for a moment.”


“Thank you for the heartwarming sentiment.”


“Heartwarming sentiments don’t fill your belly.”


“I’ve heard that.”


“You should have killed me, and you didn’t. That
tells me you are either very stupid-”


“I’m certainly regretting my decision now.”


“Or, there is something important about you and
your culture that I do not understand.”


“Let’s go with the second thing, OK?”


“My point is, I do not understand you, or this
strange world. I have heard that you are working to prevent the merger of our
worlds.”


“Oh my- Who told you that?”


“The dog.”


“Duke needs to learn to keep secrets.”


“Good luck with that. He is a dog,” Boots
shook his head sadly. “He doesn’t know how to lie.”


“Yeah, well- OK, yes, I am trying, hoping,
somehow, to prevent what we call a ‘Convergence’, where this world and the
Nether will come together,” I made two fists and pressed my hands together.
“Magic coming into this world would be very bad for my people. You probably
think it would be great for you, and-”


“It would be a disaster for both worlds. You must
stop it.”


“Uh,” that was the last thing I expected him to
say. “I kind of thought you would be happy about a Convergence. This
world is totally unprepared to deal with magic. It would be a feast for a
predator like you.”


“It would be a disaster for my world also. The
Nether would be forever changed, and not for the better. The powerful would
gain in strength, while alas, those who live on the margins such as my people,
would suffer greatly. It is always thus,” he looked at me.


My brain was trying to process a cat talking like
a character in a Shakespeare play. “You want to help me, then?”


“I will do what I can, though I am not a wizard.”


“OK, so-”


“I have been wondering about whether you
are a wizard but,” the cat shrugged. “You’re all I’ve got.”


“It-”


“For now. Until I get a better offer.”


“I don’t know if am more inspired by your
confidence in me, or your loyalty.”


“Show me that you actually know what you are
doing, and maybe I’ll change my opinion.”


“Well, now I finally have a goal in life.”


“Oh, shut up. I said I would help you, however I
can.”


“You need to explain that.”


“I am offering my protection, you dimwit.”


“I can take care of myself, and I have a vicious
attack dog,” I pointed to Duke, who lifted his sleep-bleary eyes from the
pillow and blinked at me.


The cat stuck his nose in the air. “Anyone seeking
to attack you would only need to give that dog a biscuit, and he would totally
sell you out.”


“Uh huh. You wouldn’t?”


“I,” he held his nose in the air. “Would hold out
for a juicy steak, at least.”


“I’ll make a note of that.”


“The three of us each have the power of magic, to
one degree or another. That makes us different from the others, we must stick
together.”


“OK.”


“That is why I am here with you, instead of with
Gisele.”


“Thanks.”


“Even though she smells much nicer.”


“I can’t argue with that.”


“And the dog snores,” Boots glared at Duke,
who had already fallen back asleep.


“Can’t argue with that either.”











CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



 

The next morning after going down to the kitchen
for coffee, where Gisele was silently resentful of me stealing the cat from
her, I went back to my room. Isabel drove Macarius and Gisele out to get
groceries, while Mike took the Jeep to do something for Annie, I knew not to
ask him about it. Duke and Boots had breakfast, and were lazily lounging on the
bed while I got at least some of my stuff unpacked and put away. After living
for so long in an RV and a series of cheap motels, it felt good to not be living
out of a suitcase. To hang my clothes, I needed to move stuff around in the
closet. The rental house had two locked closets on the first floor that
contained stuff the owners didn’t want us messing with, and most of the other
closets were empty. The closet in my room wasn’t full, it just had some odd
things that were in the way. Like a front wheel for a mountain bike. And a
large, thick cardboard tube, the kind that carpet is rolled around when you buy
it. The tube was about five feet long, it would have fit in the corner of the
closet, but who keeps an empty cardboard tube? I tossed it out into the
hallway.


My focus was disturbed a few minutes later, when
Duke made a soft ‘Woof’ sound.


He didn’t talk, just made what sounded like a soft
grunt of surprise.


Or maybe alarm.


“What is it, buddy?” I automatically reached for
the Glock that was under the pillow.


“Ruh roh,” he stood and looked
into the hallway.


The cardboard tube was moving.


By itself.


For a split second, I put up a hand to form a
shield, fearing a supernatural thing was making the tube move, and some
tentacled horror was about to burst out of it.


Then, the tube teetering on the edge of the
staircase, wobbled, and plunged down the stairs with a high-pitched yowl.


A frantic glance revealed the cat was no longer in
the room.


“Boots!” I leapt over both suitcase and
dog, running into the hallway, where I skidded on the hardwood floor.


The tube bounced and slid and skidded and bobbled
and flipped end over end on its way down the stairs, moving more slowly than I
thought, or I was seeing time in a horrified slow motion effect. It happened
too fast for me to reach out and grab the tube with magical force, and I was at
least smart enough not to throw myself down the stairs. The tube hit the floor
with a thump and rolled to the front door, ricocheting to spin partway
under the hall table.


“Boots!” I called, taking the stairs two at
a time and gripping the railing. The dog ran down with me, we got tangled and
nearly fell. When I got to the bottom ahead of Duke, there was a low-pitched meeroooooow
coming from the tube, the sound echoing in the confined space. Carefully
lifting one end of the tube, I peered inside. “Boots, are you OK?”


“I’ve been better,” he stared at me.


“What were you doing, squeezing yourself into a
freakin’ tube?”


“It looked cozy.”


“I can’t believe-”


“It’s a cat thing.”


“It’s a stupid thing,” I yelled at him, to
relieve the tension I’d felt when I thought he had been seriously hurt.


“You really want to compare which of us has done
more stupid things? You brought a magic-empowered predator into your house.”


“I did?”


“Yes, me.”


“OK,” I took a breath. “Good point. Are you hurt?”


“Hmm. I don’t think so.”


“Are you sure?”


He extended his front claws. “Stick your hand in
here, and find out.”


“I’ll pass on that, thanks. OK, well, if you’re
not injured, I’ll leave you alone.”


He muttered something.


“Huh? I didn’t hear that.”


“I’m stuck,” he said, barely audible.


“You are,” I had to sit on the floor and cover my
mouth. “Can you say that again?”


“I’m stuck in here!”


 “Louder
please, I didn’t quite understand you.”


“Do you understand that I could scratch your eyes
out while you’re sleeping?”


“Not while you’re stuck in that tube, you can’t.”


“Get me out of here.”


“You know, this is a big improvement,” I
rocked the tube side to side. “We could just use tongs to feed you from this
end. And you won’t shed nearly as much. What do you think, Duke?”


“I like it,” the dog sniffed at the tube.
“Good thinking.” He grabbed the back end of the tube with his mouth, and
dragged it toward the front door. “Open the door and I’ll take him out. How far
do you think he will roll down the road?”


“This is not funny!” The cat hissed, his
voice echoing in the tube.


“It kind of is,” I lost
the battle against laughing, and sat on the floor. Duke put his chin on my
shoulder and shook, we both enjoyed a good laugh.


“Wizard, you get me out of here right now.”


“OK, OK, chill, please. I’m going to get a knife,
you stay here.”


Duke’s shoulders shook again as his tail danced.
“He’s not going anywhere.”



 

I got the tube cut open, from the back just in
case the cat decided to blame me for the incident and claw my hand to shreds. Gently
tugging on his waist, I got him out. He strutted around, stiff from being stuck
in one position, then when he laid down, Duke licked his ears. I noticed that,
although Boots told the dog to stop, he leaned in and closed his eyes.



 

“Did we miss anything?” Gisele asked, as she
walked in the door later, carrying a bag of groceries. I was in the kitchen,
checking what sort of pots, pans and dishes the house provided.


Boots glared at me from the corner, holding up a
paw and extending his claws.


I got the message.


“No,” I said with a shrug. “It’s been quiet around
here.”


“Yes,” Boots licked his paw. “All quiet. Did you
bring me-”


“Mister Boots had an adventure!” Duke
blurted out, his tail thump thump thumping on the floor.


Gisele looked straight at me, so did Isabel right
behind her.


“OK, first,” I sighed. “The cat is fine-”



 

Somehow, I got the blame for the accident, as far
as Gisele and Isabel were concerned. Gisele picked up Boots and hugged him, and
fed him salmon treats, or some other tasty cat delight. Duke looked up at me,
whispering, “If I roll down the stairs, will I get treats like that?”


“Don’t try it, please,” I scratched behind his
ears. “I think that’s a cat thing.”



 


 

Bzzt


Bzzzt-Zt


“Oh, good one,” Mike
laughed. “That was-”


Bzz-ZZZZZ-zzt


The bug zapper flared
brightly, as it struggled with what was apparently some winged demon from the
underworld.


“Hey,” I drained my can
of beer. “If that was a bug, I’m going inside.”


“Do not be afraid,
Kazimir,” Macarius said while holding a fly swatter as if it was a sword. “I
will protect you.”


“Uh-” Sometimes, I
couldn’t tell whether he was joking or not.


“Got it,” Mike stomped
on the crispy remains that had fallen to the floor of the porch. Taking a swig
of beer, he breathed out. “Ah, this is quality entertainment.”


We were sitting on the
porch of the house that Isabel, or actually the
mysterious Annie, had rented for us, in the Finger Lakes region of upstate New
York. It was six days since the portal was opened. Six days, during which time
we had lost track of the dragon.


The charred remnants of
chaotic energy in the cast iron pot had gone cold and inert, useless. We had
officially, lost track of the dragon. That’s the bad news. The good news was no
one else had seen a magical predator. That we knew of, and we were very
confident that anyone who got a good cellphone photo or video of a dragon would
post it online. They might post the images as a joke to avoid ridicule, but the
entire internet would see something that did not belong in our world. The other
good news was, apparently the beast had found a spot it liked nearby, and had
been in the area for several days. At least we wouldn’t have to search the
entire eastern United States and Canada.


It was April,
unseasonably warm for that time of year, and for a change not every day was
cloudy and drenched with rain. Actually, the weather
turned for the better after we crossed the border from Pennsylvania, although
I’m sure that is no reflection on the residents of that fine state. So don’t
hate me if you’re from the Keystone State, or whatever yinz call yourselves.


Isabel or Annie worked
their magic and suddenly we weren’t moving from one motel to another. We had a
real house, on ten acres of land that was sheltered by woods on three sides.
The detached two car garage was partially filled with stuff being stored by the
owners, and on the workbench in the back of the garage, I had found a bug
zapper. The bugs apparently all decided that warm evening was PARTY TIME.


So, I was sitting in a
lawn chair on the porch with Mike, Macarius and Duke. Drinking a four pack of
beer from a local brewery, and watching bugs get zapped. We invited Isabel and
Gisele to join us, but they were getting the kitchen set up. I felt bad about
sitting on my lazy ass while the women were busy in the kitchen, but Mike
assured me Isabel was doing what she wanted. “She’s happy.”


Looking through the living
room window into the kitchen, I felt guilty. Part of my unease was having
someone else do work for me, I had lived on my own for so long that I was used
to taking care of myself. It was a control thing, I suppose. I like to have
control of my life. Also, Sarah always made me share the housework with her,
and taught me how to cook. She said doing that would make me a good husband
someday, which at thirteen years old, wasn’t something I worried about much.
“Are you sure about that?”


“She’s nesting,” he nodded.
“And she and Gisele are bonding, that has to be good.
Look, we move around a lot. Our typical schedule is two weeks on, two weeks
off.”


“That sounds good.” I
don’t know why it surprised me to hear the agents had a regular duty schedule.
They were real people. Of course they took time off. They probably had a health
care plan.


Although, probably not
profit-sharing.


“It gets old after a
while,” he looked away. “We’re only on duty for two weeks at a time because
after that, agents in the field tend to lose focus, and we can’t afford that.
Don’t think we have such a sweet deal. Of the two weeks off, half of that can
be taken up by training. My point is, we are rarely at home. For Isabel, this
is a rare opportunity for stability. She also,” he lowered his voice. “Can be
kind of a control freak.”


“I hadn’t noticed.”


“Right,” he laughed.
“Getting a kitchen set up the way she likes makes her feel like she has some
control in all this craziness.”


“I know what that feels
like.”


“Besides, I’m cooking
dinner tonight. You two,” he pointed to me and Macarius, “will set the table
and clean up.”


Duke lifted his head
“What about me? I feel like I should be doing something.”


“You can lick the
plates?” Mike suggested.


Duke’s tail thumped.
“I’m good at that.”



 

Dinner was good.
Chicken Francais, which is chicken cutlets pounded thin, breaded and sauteed,
in a lemon butter sauce. Mike made that, while I prepared angel hair pasta, and
green beans with slivered almonds. Macarius, surprising both me and Mike,
watched carefully and wanted to learn. Anyway, we were all feeling good at
dinner, and a bottle of local Finger Lakes wine might have helped that pleasant
mood.


After dinner we sat
around the living room, like normal people. Waiting it to get dark, so we could
all practice flying drones. Duke was snoring on a corner of the couch, while
the cat licked himself. Mike and I cleaned guns while Isabel showed Gisele how
to disassemble the sniper rifle, and Macarius cleaned and sharpened his sword.
You know, a typical evening for normal people. Of course, Macarius was
frowning, looking out the window. “Mike, are you confident this plan is our
best option?”


“I’m open to
suggestions.” He said that while looking at me.


“Yeah, I got nothin’,”
I admitted.


“It will work. The
alternative is to drive around randomly, looking out the window.”


Macarius somehow
frowned even more fiercely. “That is no good.”


“This way, the five of
us can cover more ground.”


Mike was right about
that. The question was whether our plan would accomplish anything useful. In
addition to renting a house, the agents had acquired four additional drones so
we now had five, actually seven, but we would only be
using five at one time. Mike and Isabel would drop me, Gisele and Macarius off
at selected points, then each of them would park at a place where the roads
allowed them to get anywhere in the search area quickly. If they had time, they
would pick us up before acting. If they had time, after one of us spotted the
dragon. Each day around dusk and dawn, the five of us would be piloting drones,
searching with infrared cameras for something large that was flying
around. Something that should not be there. Would a creature from the Nether
show up on thermal imaging? Yes, sort of. We tested a drone camera on Mister
Boots, at increasing altitude. The cat felt warm to the touch, he certainly was
nice and warm when he laid in someone’s lap. Yet, he showed up only faintly on
infrared. It appeared that a lot of his internal warmth wasn’t radiating
photons in the infrared band of the spectrum. That’s a fancy way of saying part
of his body heat was from magic. From five hundred feet up, or from a hundred
fifty hundred meters in the terminology used by Mike and Isabel, the cat was
invisible. That wasn’t good, assuming the dragon also had a small infrared
signature. We would be searching an entire county with only five drones.
More than one county, since we really had no clue where the dragon might be.


For all we knew, the
beast could have decided the hunting was better across Lake Erie in Canada, and
we were looking in the wrong place. The drone search might be a huge waste of
time, but Macarius was right: we had to do something.



 


 

A fly landed on my nose while I was sleeping. It
might have happened more than once, all I remember is sleepily swiping at my
nose and rolling over several times. That was my fault, I had left the bedroom
window open a couple inches, and the screen didn’t fit properly. Finally, I woke
up, blinking and wondering why. Then I saw the rotten disgusting insect buzzing
above my face. Slapping at it with a hand was useless, I was way too slow. My
moving around did wake up Mister Boots, he shot a murderous look at me.


“Sorry,” I said through a yawn. “That fly is
bothering me.”


“Mmmph,” he snorted, casually standing on his back
legs and clapping his front paws together in a lightning-fast gesture,
splattering the fly. “Is there anything else I can do for you, wizard?”


“That’s all, thanks. Go back to sl- Oh.” Right
then, looking at the dead fly on the floor, I had a disturbing thought. “Azib?
Hey,” I whispered, rubbing a thumb on the amulet. “Your Eminence?” Adding a bit
of magical energy to my thumb made the skin tingle.


It did not summon the genie.


That wasn’t good. “Azib?” I said a bit louder, as
if that would make any difference. Maybe it did, there was too much I didn’t
know about working with magic. “Come on, wake up. Ohhh, this is not good.”
Another, stronger jolt of magic failed to summon the jinn, and left my thumb
throbbing with pain. Sticking the thumb in my mouth to relieve the pain, which
did not work, I tried to think of what could have happened. Had he left us? To
go where? I had assumed he couldn’t go far from the amulet, but something could
have changed. Had I done some clumsy thing that hurt him, even banished him
back to the Nether? That would be a disaster, he-


“What is it now?” He demanded as he zipped up
the stairs and through the bedroom door, which I kept partway open for a quick exit
in an emergency.


“Where were-” There wasn’t any point asking him
where he had been, when I saw the half-eaten sandwich in his hands. It was a
mini sandwich, made on an English muffin, still it was enormous compared to
him. “Where did you get that?”


“I heard someone moving around in the kitchen, so
I went down to investigate.”


“Uh huh, right. You were concerned for my safety.”


“I was concerned that someone might steal
the leftover chicken in the fridge,” he mumbled through a mouthful of food. “Mike
was getting a snack for himself, he made this for me. He is properly
respectful of my greatness.”


Mike, Isabel and Macarius had shifts on guard duty
that night, it wasn’t unusual for a person trying to stay awake in the middle
of the night to have something to eat. “When I have a shift on guard again, I
will make an omelet for you, OK?”


“With cheese?”


“Yes.”


“And onions? And crumbled bacon?”


“Yes,” I made a mental note to fry up extra bacon
that morning. Later that morning, since my phone showed it was almost Three
already. In an hour and a half, I would be getting up anyway, to fly a drone. “Listen,
something is bothering me. We know a cat, a salamander, and two dragons came
through the portal. They all left tracks on the ground.”


“You brought me up here,” he took another bite.
“To waste my time? I know all that.”


“Could other things have come through, things that
didn’t leave tracks?”


He froze, one side of his mouth bulging from way
too much food. “Do you mean,” his face turned a paler shade of green. “Another
jinn? Like me?”


“I was talking about birds and insects, but could
a jinn have come through? Wouldn’t you know if another of your kind was here?”


“Birds and-” His shoulders slumped, I interpreted
that as relief. “Of course I would know if another jinn were here. Am I
not the great Azibera-”


I cut him off before he could pronounce his
long-ass full name. “You are truly great, sorry for asking a stupid question.
What about the other thing? Are there things like birds and flying insects in
the Nether?”


“Yes, there are birds. Bugs, too, many horrible
little crawling, flying, biting things,” he shuddered. “They can be very
annoying, and some are dangerous also. Very dangerous.”


“Is there any way to know if something like that
came through the portal, either flying or crawling?” An insect on the ground would
leave tracks so faint, we wouldn’t see them.


He gazed up at the ceiling thoughtfully. While
thinking, he ate the last bite of the sandwich. “No, I do not think so. The
tiny amount of residual chaotic magic that would cling to such a tiny creature
is not enough to detect at a distance.”


“Oh, great. There could be a swarm of magic bees
flying around out there?”


“No! If you would listen instead of
babbling nonsense, perhaps you would learn something. A portal is not merely a
glowing ring with nothing in the center. Going through,” he waved his arms like
he was swimming, or pushing through a thick field of tall grass. “It resists.
You have to push to get through. A small creature such
as a bird or insect would not be strong enough to get through the resistance.”


“Huh. I didn’t know that.”


“You do not know anything. How did you
become a wizard? You must have cheated.”


“Uh,” It was such a relief to know I wouldn’t have
to find, fight and kill a swarm of magic bees, I barely noticed he had insulted
me. “It didn’t happen like that. There wasn’t a test, I didn’t become a
wizard. I just, am one. What little magic I know, I pretty much figured it out
by myself.”


If he had wanted to smack me with another insult,
he changed his mind, because his mouth opened, then closed. Cocking his head,
he asked, “No one taught you how to work with magic, how to use your power?”


Shaking my head, I told him, “My aunt, uh, a woman
who-” Who what? Cared for me? Physically, she had taken care of me. Had she cared
about me? Or had she only wanted to control and use my growing powers? It
bothered me that I might never know the truth. “There was a woman who showed me
I could work with magic, that magic is real.”


“She is a wizard?”


“She could do, she called them ‘tricks’. Not real
magic. Little things. Mostly, she needed me to provide the magic force,
whatever you call it. She couldn’t control magic by herself. She showed me what
I could do. At first, I didn’t believe it, thought she was playing a trick on
me.”


“She is not a wizard, then,” he frowned. “Some
people who do not have the power can use magic, if it is already prepared for
them. They cannot work with it, shape it, bend it to their will. This
woman is not a wizard, how did she recognize you as a wizard, if you did not
know your own abilities?”


“Good question. She isn’t anything, she was.
She was killed, about seven years ago.”


His expression turned serious. “Who killed her?
Another wizard?”


“Guys with guns killed her, I saw it. There
are no other wizards in this world.”


“There must be,” he insisted. “You cannot truly be
the only practitioner of magic here.”


“I don’t know of any others. Can you sense other
wizards here?”


“I do not.”


“Could you?” I asked a more specific question. “If
there are other wizards in this world, would you be able to sense them?”


“Perhaps. If they were not far away, and using a
significant amount of magic, I might feel it. It would help if they were clumsy
like you. When you work with magic, it is like you are using a hammer to swat a
fly. The amount of magical energy you waste creates ripples that a blind man
could see.”


“Yeah, I need to get better at that.”


“That could be a problem, clumsy one. To improve
your skill, you must practice with magic. But if there are others in this world
who are practitioners of the magic arts, they could find you while you are
bumbling around like a child playing with fire.”


“Yeah, I know that.” The surge of fear had worn
off, and I was sleepy again. “Thanks, sorry for disturbing your snack. You want
to?” I held up the amulet.


“Perhaps later. I can hear Mike eating potato
chips in the kitchen, and he did not offer any to me.” He zipped around
the door and was gone.


My expectation was to fall back to sleep quickly,
but it didn’t happen. Tossing and turning to get comfortable didn’t help, and
it angered Mister Boots. Lifting his head, he extended his claws. “Will you please
stop moving and go to sleep? Remember that I can tear your throat out any time
I want.”


“Sure,” I yawned. “A vivid image of me bleeding to
death is very relaxing.”


“You humans are soft,” he turned away,
disgusted. Snuggling up tight against my chest, he was purring in seconds.


I fell asleep immediately.



 


 

Before leaving to go fly drones that morning, I reminded Duke that he
needed to stay and guard the house, as if that was going to happen.


“Here’s a treat,” I pulled a biscuit from a pocket, and stuck it under
his nose. “Make sure Mister Boots doesn’t get into trouble, OK?”


He sniffed at it, took it in his mouth, and with a disgusted ‘bleh’, let if fall off his tongue onto the couch.


Peering at the biscuit, it looked like any other dog treat. They were
dry and tough and smelled like nothing to me, but he always gobbled them up.
“You don’t want it?”


He wouldn’t look me in the eyes. “I like the delicious Cookie
Of Love. This,” he nudged the biscuit off the couch onto the floor. “Is, the
bitter Cookie Of Grudging Obligation.”


“Oh for,” I hid my mouth behind a hand so he wouldn’t see me struggling
not to laugh. “Trust me, it is the same biscuit.”


“It’s not the same, there’s no love in it. Did you give
me this cookie because we are friends, or did you feel you had to?”


“I did it because we’re leaving.”


“Do you have to leave?”


“Yes, it’s kind of my job. How about, the next time we go out for
dinner, I bring back a nice treat for you?”


His eyes narrowed with suspicion. “That depends on whether you’re doing
it because you have to.”


“I would love to bring home a dinner for you. Is there
anything special you want?”


“I’ll leave that up to you.”


“OK, so this is a test.”


“I didn’t say that,” he said as his tail drooped and his ears went
back.


“Uh huh. I’ll bring you a nice healthy salad, then?”


“No.”


“Gotcha.”











CHAPTER NINETEEN



 

 Flying a drone was cool, we had each practiced the night before and it
was fairly idiot-proof, it even had an automated
return mode if it lost contact with the operator. It also could be programmed
to fly a search pattern, that’s the mode we used. After I launched my drone
from a field, all I had to do was sit in the woods a dozen feet away, with a
camo blanket draped over me like a big hood, so the light of the tablet
couldn’t be seen by anyone. The drone flew, I watched the camera image on the
tablet, and tried not to blink so I didn’t miss anything. When I did see
something, I could take manual control and fly the drone down to take a closer
look. That happened to me twice, the first time what I saw something quickly
zoom across the left bottom of the display, and I couldn’t find it again.
Running the video back later, I guessed it was a bird, maybe an owl. Not a
dragon, I think. The second time, I saw a large blob on infrared, in a grove of
trees that were beginning to bud. Bringing the drone down, it was clear that
the blob was actually several blobs close together.
Four deer that moved apart as they came out of the woods into a field to graze.



We launched drones about half an hour before sunrise, sending them high
so they wouldn’t be easily visible from the ground. The whine of the propellers
faded away with altitude also, and after a few minutes, we were an invisible
search team with five eyes in the sky, trying to find a dragon. Unfortunately,
our search was short, because what started as a mist in low pockets on the
ground became a thick fog that covered everything. The infrared camera became
less useful as the sun rose anyway, so Mike told us to recover the drones.
Macarius would probably have argued, he would have wanted to keep going out of
a sense of duty. And because flying a drone had to be the coolest thing he had
ever imagined. Mike was right to cut our search short, we couldn’t see much in
the fog. According to Azib, dragons hunted mostly around sunrise and sunset,
when their prey was active. That was true in our world and the Nether, so the
thing was probably back in its lair by the time the sun was over the horizon.


Isabel picked me up in the Tahoe, Gisele was already with her. And
excited. “Kazimir!” The young knight from ancient Gaul gushed. “It was amazing!
I felt like I had the view of an angel, soaring over the land.”


“It is cool,” I agreed, and grinned at her. “Did you see anything
interesting?”


She hesitated and looked away, I could see Isabel smiling. Whatever it
was, Isabel had already heard the story.


“It’s OK,” I said. “You don’t have to-”


“There were two people in the back of a pickup truck,” Gisele still
wasn’t looking at me. “I thought they were fighting, but-”


“Oh.” It was my turn to be embarrassed.


“I think,” she laughed, hiding her face behind a hand. “The drone
scared them.”



 

Back at the house, we swapped stories, too excited to eat breakfast
yet. The master plan was to search each section of the grid for two evenings
and two mornings, in case the dragon didn’t need to feed every day. Once we
confirmed there was no sighting of a dragon within a grid square, we would move
onto the next square. It wasn’t a plan that guaranteed success, it might not
even have been a good plan, but it was all we had.


Mike made a pot of coffee, and we started thinking about what to do for
breakfast.



 


 

 No one really wanted to go out to eat that day,
especially now that we had a house with a real kitchen. It felt like we should
cook something there, after Isabel and Mike had gotten the place organized. As
often happened when a group of people get together, no one could make a decision, so we were debating whether to make
pancakes when Macarius jerked, startled. The knight was still not used to a
phone, every time the thing in his pocket vibrated, it surprised him. Gisele
was adapting more easily, she was younger and I
suspected she had always been less rigid in her thinking than Macarius.


OK, that wasn’t fair.
Macarius had already adapted to huge changes far better than I would have. He
needed time, that’s all. To his credit, he took the privilege of having a phone
seriously, paying close attention when Isabel had instructed him on how to use
the device, especially the security features. His use of the phone strictly
adhered to the rules Isabel explained, to the point
that he frowned whenever one of us used our phones. For me, it wasn’t easy to
resist playing with my new toy, but even with the VPN and encryption and
anonymizer, we had to limit our usage. My life still wasn’t normal, because I
wasn’t normal. Yeah, boo hoo, poor me, right?


Anyway, despite all the
advanced security features of the phones Isabel provided, they were still
cellphones, and subject to most of the downsides of being connected to the
entire world’s information network. Macarius pulled the phone from a pocket,
studied it while held at arm’s length as if it might bite him, and gave it his
usual scowl. Turning the screen to face me, he asked, “Kazimir. This is a call
from someone named ‘Spam Risk’. Should I answer it?”


“No!”


His eyes widened. “This
is dangerous, then?”


“No, sorry. I meant,
it’s not anything dangerous. It’s just someone wanting to waste your time. To
sell you something you don’t need. Press the ‘End Call’ icon.”


He pressed the icon,
and set the phone on a table as if it were unclean. “Why would ‘Spam Risk’ call
me? I do not know this person. Is ‘Spam’ a man, or a woman?”


“Uh, it’s neither,” I
mentally sighed, anticipating the next hour would be taken up by explaining the
concept. “’Spam’ isn’t a name. Uh, it is a name, not a name for a
person. It’s a thing. A sort of, food. It’s like, meat in a can.”


He cocked his head at
me. “Kazimir. You are saying that I have received a call from a can of meat?”


“No, it-” I couldn’t
help myself, I had to laugh.


He gave me the Death
Glare. “I am not stupid.”


Damn it, the guy was
deeply insulted. “Macarius, I did not intend to insult you. This type of meat,
uh, meat product, it’s something people don’t want, they don’t like to eat it.
When you receive a call that your phone thinks you don’t want, it lists it as
being like ‘Spam’ because it’s a call you don’t want to get, you understand?”


That only made him more
confused. “I do not want to eat this ‘Spam’, and this device knows the
kind of food I do not enjoy?”


“No, I-”


“This ‘smart phone’ is too
smart.”


“OK, this,” I was aware
that behind Macarius, Mike was trying not to laugh, and shaking his head at me.
“Macarius, this is complicated.”


“If no one enjoys this
‘Spam’,” he demanded. “Why do people put it in a can?”


Duke padded into the
room and joined the conversation. “What kind of meat is this? Would I like it?”


Patting his head, I
said, “You like everything.”


“That is not true,” his
ears drooped.


“I’m sorry, buddy,”
dropping to one knee, I scratched behind his ears.


“I eat
everything,” he clarified. “That doesn’t mean I like it.”


“OK, that is not a-”


“You humans think you
are so fancy. You should try being a dog for a while.”


“I don’t think I could
do that.”


“Why? You’re too good
to be a dog?”


“I’m not tough
enough to be a dog,” I said, hoping that would make him happy.


It did. His tail
thumped on the floor. “So, what kind of meat is this ‘Spam’.”


“I don’t- Technically,
it’s food?” I scratched my head. “It’s like, ham and, animal, uh parts, and
fat, all ground up.”


OMG.


He was drooling.


A string of drool ran
onto the floor as his mouth dropped open. “That sounds uh-MAY-zing. When
can I try it?”


“I want some too,”
Mister Boots hopped off the couch and came sauntering over to rub against my
leg.


“Trust me, it is not
amazing.”


The tail thumped
louder. “That is even better!”


“Uh, you’ll have to
explain that to me.”


“If you don’t like it,”
Duke tilted his head. “that’s more for me.”


“OK, yeah, that-”


“I mean,” he cocked his
head at me. “That’s just a ‘Duh’.”


“I got that.”


“How are humans
in charge of the world?”


“I ask myself that
question a lot.”


“I too,” Macarius
folded his arms across his chest. “Must try this ‘Spam’.”


“Guys, I don’t even
know where to find it.”


Macarius scooped the
Jeep keys off the hall table. “We shall seek it, then.”


“Whoa! Wait.” I waved
my arms as the dog and cat trotted over to the front door.


“For what reason,”
Macarius glared at me, defiant. “Would you stop us?”


“Because,” I sighed.
“We should ask the others if they want Spam too.”



 

The answer was Mike also
wanted Spam, he hadn’t eaten it in a while but had fond memories of his mother
cooking it for him as a child. Gisele had no opinion and she was willing to try
it. Isabel stuck out her tongue and was not interested, which made Duke
happy. “More for me!” He twirled in a circle, unable to contain his excitement.


I took Macarius and
Duke to the store, Boots was generally not thrilled with riding in cars. To my
surprise, we found Spam easily, I apparently had not noticed the distinctive
can. Or, I had noticed it before, and my brain blocked out the memory.


When we got back, the
kitchen table had been set for breakfast but no other preparations had been
made. “This is your show, mate,” Mike told me. “You had better make it
special.”


No pressure on me. Damn
it, I didn’t even like Spam. I think? The last time I tried it was on a
rain-soaked weekend camping trip with my parents, when everything had tasted
bland and soggy. Taking eggs from the fridge, I popped open two cans of Spam
and started slicing into it. It was every bit as delightful as I remembered, as
the knife sawed through gelatinous bits of, things I didn’t want to think
about. “I’m making fried Spam, scrambled eggs, and toast.”


“Eggs, Spam, and
toast?” Duke’s tail danced, delirious with joy.


“I’m a carnivore, so
instead of toast,” Boots sniffed. “Can I get more Spam?”


“Uh-”


“Ooooh,” Duke’s
eyes bulged. “Can I get Spam, Spam, and more Spam?”


“OK, this-”


“I saw this on Monty
Python,” Mike laughed.


“Yeah. Duke, you can
have my Spam,” I assured him.



 

I lied a bit. Duke did
not get all of my portion of the Spam. It was better
than I remembered. With hot scrambled eggs, and toast slathered with butter and
strawberry jam, fried Spam made for a darned good breakfast. “That was beaut,”
Mike patted his stomach. “I’m chocka.” When he was relaxed, his New Zealand
accent was more evident. “Chock full,” he added as explanation.


“Gotcha. Does anyone
want more?”


“Me!” Duke stood on his
back legs.


“Do any humans
want more?” No one did.


“But,
there is a whole other can you haven’t opened yet!” Duke protested.


“Think about this: I
can give you this can now, or, you can have Spam again tomorrow.”


He cocked his head
left, then right. “I hate myself for asking, but what would be good about
waiting?”


“Think about it: when
you wake up tomorrow, you can look forward to a breakfast of delicious fried
Spam. Or, tomorrow you can regret that you ate all the Spam today, and
all you get tomorrow is your regular bowl of food.”


“Hmmmmmm.” The
expression on his face, as his doggy brain furiously tried to contemplate that
concept, was hilarious.


I bit my lip so I
didn’t laugh. “I mean, you already had Spam today. If you wait, you will,” I
lowered my voice to a whisper. “Have delicious Spam two days in a row.”


“Woooow,” his mind was
clearly blown. “Curse your logic, human.”


“Right?”


“OK,” his ears drooped.
“I will wait until tomorrow.”


“Great!” Getting down
on one knee, I offered a fist bump. He returned the gesture with his paw. “See?
This is why-”


“Or,” the cat
sat on a chair, licking his paw. “You can eat that can of Spam today, and
another one tomorrow. Macarius said there are plenty more cans in the store.”


Jabbing a finger at
Boots, I said, “That is not-”


Duke couldn’t look at
me. His jaw dropped. “You are holding out on me?”


“No, I-”


He slunk out of the
kitchen, tail between his legs. “I thought we were friends.”


Damn it.


Mister Boots stuck his
nose in the air.


Sometimes, I really
hate that rotten cat.



 


 

Moving into any new place, you always find something unexpected. Weird
stuff left by a previous occupant, a stain on the floor that you didn’t notice
at first, a cabinet door that falls off the hinges, light switches that don’t
do anything, that sort of thing. One place in Florida, I had found a roll of
twenty dollar bills on the floor, under a dresser. The roll of cash had dust on
it, like everything else under that piece of furniture. So, it hadn’t been left
there recently. Counting showed it totaled almost eight hundred dollars, you’d
think someone would remember that. I put the roll back, covered it with a dust
bunny, and left it there, in case whoever owned the cash came back to look for
it. The money stayed under the dresser until I had to leave that place quickly,
early one morning. The extra cash came in handy then. Ever since then, when I
move into a new place, I get down on the floor to look under furniture. Just in
case I get lucky again.


Mike was unlucky when he checked under furniture of our rental house. In
the living room was a tall reading lamp next to the couch, and though it was
plugged in and Mike verified the bulb worked, the lamp wouldn’t turn on.
Flipping light switches didn’t appear to help, then Isabel plugged another lamp
into that socket and it worked fine. “Mike, it is fine,” Gisele told him. “I
can sit in the chair to read.”


Mike wasn’t letting it go that easily. “There has got to be a reason
why this thing doesn’t work. The cord goes under the couch, I’ll check it.” He
laid on the rug and reached under the couch to-


“Ow!” He jerked back, shaking his arm. “Son of
a- Bugger! This grotty thing,” his Kiwi accent grew
thicker while he stomped around the room, cursing.


“What happened?” I asked, though it was obvious.


“The cord is bung. Busted. Frayed,” he yanked the plug out of the wall,
and pulled the cord out from under the couch. The wire was exposed. “Surprised
it didn’t burn the place down,” he grunted.


Azib, who had been in the kitchen eating leftovers, zoomed into the
living room to see what the commotion was about. “What did I miss?” He
demanded.


“Mike got zapped by a frayed cord,” I explained. “Good thing the USA
operates on one ten volts instead of two twenty, huh?” I teased him.


“He was hurt by a cord?” Azib gave me a ‘what are you talking about’
look. “Is it like a snake?”


“No, it, look, it conducts electricity. Uh, it makes electricity flow
from the wall here,” I tapped the socket, “into the lamp.”


“Flow? So, it is like water?”


“No, it-”


“Yeah, mate, it’s like water,” Mike picked up the cord where it wasn’t
frayed, and held the plug near the socket. “The water will come out the shiny
part there,” he pointed to the exposed copper wire.


Azib flew down to the wire, reaching out with a tiny finger. “I do not
see any water, is-”


Mike plugged the cord into the socket.


“OOOOOOW!” Azib zoomed upward, bashing into the
ceiling. “What did you do? Bad,” he jabbed a finger at Mike. “You are a bad man.”


“I taught you a lesson, mate,” Mike again yanked the plug out. “You
learned that lesson cheap, I’d say.”


Azib was amazed. The little guy didn’t seem to be hurt, just startled.
“That is electricity?”


“Yes,” I confirmed. “It’s an invisible force, a power, that-”


He nodded slowly. “Ah, it is magic, then.”


“No, it-”


“It is the magic of this world.”


“Not really, it-”


“An invisible power, that as you told me, makes most things in this
world work?”


“OK, yeah, that-”


“Call it what you like, it is magic,” he declared.


“The genie is kinda right about that,” Mike agreed. “Azib, there is no
electricity in the Nether?”


“I am not talking to you, you are a very bad man.”


“Mike is terribly sorry,” I assured Azib, though I was pretty sure Mike
wasn’t sorry at all. “Azib, is that true? The Nether doesn’t have anything like
electricity?”


“We have magic. We have no need for anything else.”


“Right, you don’t need it. But, is it there?”


“I do not know. This is unfamiliar to me. There was no electricity in
Babylon, is this a new thing?”


“It’s not, uh, it’s not new. It has always been here. We only learned
how to use it in, the last couple hundred years or so.”


“I know of no such thing in the Nether.”


“What about lightning? In the sky? Big, bright flashes of light?”


He cocked his head at me. “You speak of bolts thrown by gods?”


“No, not exactly.” Although we had experienced a lot of rain since I
found him, I didn’t remember him seeing lightning. The rain we had were long,
dreary, soaking events, not thunderstorms. “In the world, lightning comes from
clouds, not gods.”


His eyes grew wide, and he looked fearfully toward the ceiling. “Your
clouds here are like gods?”


“No, they’re just-”


Mike grinned. “You’re not doing a great job explaining this, mate.”


“Hey, you try it.”


“Yeah, nah,” he rolled up the cord and took the lamp toward the
kitchen. “The genie isn’t talking to me, remember?”



 

I tried. Really, I tried to explain electricity to Azib, and how it
makes lightning based on the difference of positive and negative charges in the
clouds and on the ground. Or something like that. I even showed him a drawing
of Benjamin Franklin flying a kite during a storm, which only prompted Azib to
comment that humans are stupid, and I kind of had to agree with him. In
the end, Azib and I agreed to disagree about whether electricity was a form of
magic. And Mike fixed the lamp cord, so everything worked out OK.


Azib still didn’t talk to Mike the rest of that day.



 


 

We had another problem. The problem was, while we were using fancy
high-tech drones to search for the dragon that first foggy morning, a woman out
walking her dog got a blurry cellphone video of the beast. The sighting was
seventeen miles from the eastern boundary of our search area, so we had been
looking in the wrong place.


The good news was the woman who got the video had understandably been
so nervous that the phone shook beyond the ability of the image stabilization
software to compensate, and it was foggy that morning, and her excited dog
apparently jerked the leash, causing the phone to fall and bounce on the
ground. The actual images of the dragon lasted less than a second, and were
seen from behind a line of fog-shrouded trees, so there was not a moment when
the dragon was clearly shown. There was something clutched in its front legs,
and the dragon did have a long tail that flared out at the tip. Also the wings
were like those of a bat rather than a bird, like the thing I had seen in the
sky the night the portal opened. Azib declared the creature in the video was
indeed a young dragon, so our efforts had kept us close to the thing.


Not close enough, damn it,


The bad news was the video was now all over the internet. The woman
posted it to her social media accounts within an hour of the incident, after
sharing the video with her daughter. Despite all our efforts, the secret was
out.


Except, maybe it wasn’t. The video was immediately derided as a bad
example of a deepfake, and obviously inspired by the previous video, of a creature
that supposedly attacked a deer decoy in Stockville, Ohio. People who had way
too much free time analyzed the video with image enhancing software, and most
of them concluded it was a fake. Because of course they did. Few people wanted
to openly state that a dragon was flying around the Finger Lakes region, and
certainly even fewer people wanted to be the first to say that.


Those people who were eager to believe in the existence of a
dragon, or a flying dinosaur as some people claimed the creature had to be, actually helped us. Let’s just say that same crowd tended to
be big enthusiastic believers in Bigfoot, and werewolves, and aliens, and
lizard who were secretly Running The World, or mind control microchips that Big
Multinational Corporations were putting in our food supply.


Isabel told us that Annie had a disinformation campaign ready to launch
if or when another photo or video of the dragon went online, and we saw
evidence of that within an hour of the original social media post. That
campaign included more photos and videos of dragons flying around upstate New
York, elsewhere in the northeastern US, and scattered all over the world. Those
videos were deliberate fakes, some obvious and some very sophisticated, with
the purpose of discrediting any future videos if the dragon was seen again.


Annie’s campaign might not have been necessary. The dragon cellphone video
became a meme for a couple days. The thing clutched in the beast’s front claws
was Photoshopped into just about anything, or the beast was pulling a banner
advertising various restaurants. Of course, someone
modified the meme of two Spider-Mans pointed at each
other so it was two dragons. My favorite was a guy walking with Bigfoot, who
looks over his shoulder to check out the dragon.


By the way, most of the speculation was about the creature being a
dinosaur, in a real-life Jurassic Park type of experiment that escaped from a
secret government lab. Or from the lab of a biotech startup company. Few of the
posts described the creature as a dragon, and those faded away after a couple
days. Apparently, the serious conspiracy theory community could believe in a
flying dinosaur created by a genetic experiment, but a dragon?
Come on, that was just ridiculous.


The video really didn’t change anything for us. Except that Azib
confirmed the creature caught on video in the Finger lakes area was a dragon.
That meant the thing in Ohio, that had attacked a deer decoy and then been hit
by a truck, had to have been the wyvern. Knowing that wasn’t really of much use
to us. The best method we had for finding the dragon was conducting drone
searches, during the dawn and dusk hours when the dragon was most likely to be
active. It was incredibly frustrating to know the dragon was alive, it was on
Earth, it was close, and we still couldn’t track it.


“Does anyone have any better idea how to find the damned thing?” Mike
asked, after we stopped doom scrolling on social media.


“There is a local historical society that has a museum or something
like that,” I held up my phone to show the map. “It isn’t open until after one
o’clock today. Maybe someone there knows about old Indian sites in the area.
There must be something here that attracted the dragon.”


“You’ll handle that? You know what to look for.”



 


 

One nice thing, maybe the best thing, about living
in a house instead of motels or an RV, was having a yard for Duke to run
around. The house didn’t have a doggy door, and didn’t need one because our dog
knew how to use doorknobs.


That was going to be big trouble someday. In the
meantime, he could let himself in and out any time he wanted, and he accepted
that he had to wipe his paws off on a towel when he came back in the house. So,
all good. The cat had also learned to use doorknobs, although Boots was a bit
too short to effectively wrap his paws around a knob. He didn’t need to, he had
a dog to open doors for him. That was fine with me, that damn cat wanted to go
in and out a dozen times a day.


The doorbell rang while I was on the couch in the
living room, and through the window I could see Boots jump up to tap the
doorbell again. Instead of getting up, I settled into the couch, where I was reading
about the mythology of dragons. Ninety nine percent of the stuff in books was
probably useless, I was hoping to find some nugget of truth that had survived
the centuries. Like, it was true that dragons fell into two major categories:
those with two legs and those with four legs. Not all dragons breathed fire,
according to Azib that also was true. Anyway, I was hoping to learn something
useful, though how I would recognize truth from pure BS was a good question. It
was easy to determine certain stories were complete lies. Like, the ones about
Sir Gallant Knight or Saint Whoever killing a fearsome dragon with a mere sword
or a flask of holy water. Azib had laughed when I read that story to him.


“Ha! I can guarantee that never happened.”


“Holy water won’t burn a dragon?”


“Not unless when it was blessed, the water somehow
turned to acid. No, Kazimir,” he chuckled. “This so-called saint paid a bard to
embellish the tale of his prowess. More likely, the saint preached to the
dragon until the beast died of boredom.”


“I’ll have to remember that tactic.”


“You should try it someday, when I am far away
from you.”


Bing bong.


The doorbell rang again. “Duke,” I nudged
the dog with a foot. “Go let Boots in.”


Duke raised his head off the cushion. “I’m tired
of being that cat’s servant, it’s your turn.”


“Hey, I didn’t let him out.”


He stood and shook nose to tail. “This is so
unfair.”


“OK,” I put down the stupid book. “I’ll do it.”


“I’ll come with you,” he trotted down the hallway.


Shaking my head, I pulled on a jacket and walked
to the front door. Boots glared at me, the tip of his tail twitching. “What
took you so long?”


“You better not bring in any dead animals this
time.”


“No. I still say that is a stupid rule.”


“It’s your choice,” I stepped over him onto the
porch. “You can hunt for mice, or I can cook salmon and steak and pork
chops for you.”


He didn’t respond, just sauntered down the
hallway.


While Duke ran off into the wooded area on the
south side of the house, I checked out what was blooming in the front. My
parents had moved around a lot for my father’s job, so they never did a lot of
landscaping. And Sarah hadn’t bothered with flowers, other than a few small
plants we took from house to house. She did bring home cut flowers from the
store once a week, to add a bit of color to the kitchen of whatever dumpy place
we lived. Flowers were nice, it would be good to have my own property someday.


As if that was ever going to happen.


“Hey,” Duke ran up to me and dropped a soggy old
tennis ball at my feet. “Look what I found in the woods.”


“That’s cool, buddy,” I bent down to pick up the
ball, thinking I should have bought a whole tube of tennis balls for him. “Go
fetch!” I threw the ball across the yard.


He stared at me in shock. “What was that
for?”


“You, you know, run and get it.”


“I brought you a nice ball,” his ears drooped.
“And you throw it away?”


“No, it’s-”


“I thought we were friends,” he turned away from
me.


“Oh my- Listen, Duke, buddy,” I got one knee to rub
behind his ears. “That’s what dogs do. Their person throws a ball, and they go
fetch it.”


He gave me the side-eye. “You’re gonna have to
explain that to me.”


“Dogs like chasing balls. Other dogs, not you,
apparently. Their people throw a ball, and the dog gets it and brings it back.”


“If the person did not throw the ball,” he blinked
slowly. “The dog would not need to go get it.”


“Well, yeah, but-”


“What’s the point?”


“It’s fun.”


“For who?”


“The dog.” When he just stared at me, I added,
“Dogs enjoy it.”


“My Lady never threw a ball for me to chase it.”


What little I knew of his Lady, she had not seemed
to be the athletic type. The distance she could have thrown a ball was not
worth a chase. “Trust me, lots of people play fetch with their dogs. I think,
uh, chasing a ball feels like chasing a squirrel, something like that.”


“That ball did not look anything like a squirrel.”


“It’s not-”


“Does it look like a squirrel to you?
Should you get your eyes checked?”


“My eyes are fine, thank you.”


“It doesn’t smell like a squirrel either. Not that
you would know.”


“Yeah, I-”


“This imaginary dog, who is apparently blind and
can’t smell any better than you, is supposed to enjoy running to get a ball. Hmm.
Weird. So, why does the person do it?”


“To watch their dog having fun, I guess?”


“The dog performs for their amusement?”


“That’s not exactly-”


“What kind of twisted world do you live in?”


“I think the person likes that their dog is having
fun.”


“I think the person is laughing that the
dog is so stupid, it mistakes a ball for a rodent.”


“How about I show you videos of dogs chasing a
ball, and having fun?”


“Were these videos recorded with permission from
the dogs?”


“What?”


“These dogs are performing on camera, right?”


“Uh, I guess so, yeah?”


His jaw dropped open. “You are saying these dogs
don’t have any rights to their own intellectual property?”


“Uh, sorry. You just blew my mind. Where
did you hear this?”


“Gisele has been studying how to foster the
empowerment of a post-capitalist utopian society.”


All I could do was stare at him. “As you were
saying that, at no point could I have predicted the next word in that sentence.”


“Do you want me to repeat it?”


“I wish I hadn’t heard it the first time.”


“Gisele is very smart,” his tail thumped happily
on the ground. “She wants to overthrow our oppressors.”


“Our oppressors, who are, who, exactly?”


“Them.”


“Uh huh. You know, this all started with me
opening the door for a cat.”


Duke shook his head sadly. “See? You are so
brain-washed, you are aiding in your own oppression. Fight the power, Kaz.”


“Yeeeah. If you don’t want me to throw the ball
for you, I’m going back inside to read about dragons.”


“We can try it, I guess,” he shrugged. “If you
want.”



 

He did enjoy chasing the ball. And when I showed
him videos of other dogs chasing balls and catching Frisbees, he agreed it did
appear they were having fun. “Are you happy now?” I paused the video.


“That depends. How are the dogs compensated for
their performance?”


“I, don’t-”


“Content creators should be paid for their
efforts.”


“OK, the people who made these videos-”


“No one is watching because of the people,”
he looked straight at me, with such an earnest expression, I had to bite my
tongue so I didn’t laugh.


“I, can’t argue with you about that.”


“These dogs are being exploited, and you
are complicit in their oppression.”


“I’m having trouble processing that you know the
word ‘complicit’.”


“It was-”


“On Law & Order, I know.”


“You do not know. It was in a crossword
that Isabel was doing this morning.”


“You,” I stared at him in disbelief. “You helped
her with a crossword puzzle?”


“Of course not,” he sighed. “I can’t read.”


“OK. Well, then-”


“Will you teach me how to read?” His tail swished
slowly side to side.


“Uh, wow. I don’t foresee any problems with
that.”


“You just want to keep me oppressed, so you can
exploit me.”


“Yeah, that’s it.”


“Gisele would teach me how to read.”


“Uh-” It was probably better for me to teach him
to read books by Doctor Suess, than for Gisele to use the Children’s Guide To Revolutionary
Marxist Theory For The Proletariat, or whatever she was into. “The next time I
go into town, I will buy books that are designed for learning to read.”


“Are they better than Gisele’s books?”


“Do Gisele’s books have colorful pictures?”


“Um, no. Do your books have pictures of dogs?”


“I will make sure to get ones that do.”


He thought for a moment. “I would prefer you to
teach me, please.” His ears went back.


“What’s wrong?”


“Gisele will be disappointed that I chose you.”


“She’ll get over it. She can teach the cat
to read. Hey,” I checked the time. The historical society wasn’t open for
another three hours. “I can go to a bookstore now, if you want to ride in the
car.”


“Do I?” The ears stood up. “Can I roll down
the window?”


“I mean, unless you riding
in a car is contributing to your oppression."


“Um,” he tilted his head left, then right. “Will
there be treats?”


“Possibly.”


“Then I can live with being oppressed for a
while.”











CHAPTER TWENTY



 

To keep my promise of teaching Duke to read, I had
to find the kind of book that I think is called a ‘reading primer’. The closest
town didn’t have a bookstore and I didn’t want to drive a long distance, so I
settled for the books in the baby section of a pharmacy. The two books I bought
were poorly illustrated, the pictures appeared to be cheesy clipart, the author
probably figured toddlers would not be critiquing the artwork.


Duke didn’t notice the art either. I sat on the
floor while I showed him one of the books. He jammed his nose into it and
sniffed. “That’s not how you read,” I wiped the wet nose print from the cover.


“It smells weird.”


“It was on the shelf next to baby powder. Look,
words are made of symbols called ‘letters’ that are strung together left to
right, to form a word.”


He tilted his head. “Why aren’t there symbols for
an entire word?”


“Some languages do that. You will be learning the
English language.”


“Why?”


“It’s the most common language in America, and
it’s one of only two that I know well enough to teach it to you.”


“Why?”


“Can you save the questions for later, please?”


Another head tilt, this one in the other
direction. “Is that because you don’t know the answer to my questions?”


“It’s because I’d like to get through this book
before Christmas, OK?”


“Let’s do that,” his tail thumped the floor.


“This,” I pointed to the big ‘A’ on the first
page. “Is called the letter ‘A’. See here? It’s at the front of this word, it
says ‘A is for apple’.”


“What are the other things after the ‘A’?”


“Those are other letters.”


“Why don’t you tell me what those are?”


“I will, we haven’t gotten to those yet. ‘A’ is
the first letter of the alphabet.”


“Why?”


I could see it was going to be a long day.
“It just is. The alphabet has to start somewhere. The
first letter of the word ‘alphabet’ is ‘A’.”


“What’s an alphabet?”


“You will learn new words as you read, I promise.
You need to study each page.”


“OK.” He pressed his nose in the paper and
sniffed. “It doesn’t smell anything like an apple.”


“That’s not-”


“This book is stupid.”


“Oh, I-” Looking at him, he was almost cross-eyed.
“Duke, can you see this letter ‘A’?”


He cocked his head left, right, up, then down,
pulling his head away. “The pointy thing, with the line across it?”


“Yes.” The letter my finger pointed to was huge,
it took up an entire page. On the other page was a bad drawing of an apple,
with the word ‘Apple’ in a smaller font. “What about this letter ‘A’?” I
pointed to the word ‘Apple’.


“Um, it’s kind of a blur.”


“Huh. Do you see things well, that are close to
you?”


“I don’t have to. That’s what my nose and whiskers
are for.”


“I think,” I had to cover my mouth so I didn’t
laugh. “You might need reading glasses.”


“Why would I need glasses? I can see perfectly
well!”


Uh oh. He was hurt. “Sorry, buddy, I didn’t mean
anything is wrong with you. Your eyes, you’re a predator, right?”


“I am very fierce.”


“Right.”


“It is widely known.”


“Well, obviously. A predator like you has eyes
that can see in the dark better than I can. And your eyes specialize in
detecting movement.” I knew that for certain. Once, at an RV park, we had
walked within ten feet of a bunny that froze, and Duke hadn’t seen what was
obvious to me. “Dogs aren’t supposed to read, your eyes don’t focus well on
things that are close to you.”


His ears drooped. “I need to wear glasses?”


“Maybe. Before we do that, I’m going to try
something.”



 

Taping a sheet of paper to a wall, I had Duke sit
five feet away from me while I used a crayon to draw letters and words. “See
how this ‘A’ is at the beginning of the word?”


He still cocked his head left and right, but he
was able to see. “Yes, that’s better. What are those other letters?”


“They are ‘P’, another ‘P’, then an ‘L’ and an
‘E’.”


“Why are there two ‘P’s?”


“There just is.” When he cocked his head at me I added, “I didn’t invent the word.”


“What do those letters sound like?”


I sounded out the letters.


“So, the word is ‘applee’?”


“No. the ‘E’ is silent, you don’t say it.”


“Why?”


“Because,” I reminded myself that we still had the
rest of the alphabet to get through. “Languages are stupid sometimes.”



 

When I went to get a snack, Gisele came into the
kitchen. “Kazimir, Duke told me that you are forcing him to wear glasses?”


“No, it-”


“He doesn’t want glasses.”


“He wants to read, and he can’t see things
that are close to his face.”


She stared at me, open-mouthed. “Why does a dog
need to read?”


“He wants to read. He asked me to teach
him.”


She blinked slowly. “Did you?”


“It wasn’t easy. We only got through the letter ‘F’
before I needed a break.”


“Could I teach him?”


“Hey,” I paused, holding a stack of plates. “If
he’s OK with it, that would be great.”


“I would love to do that!” She clapped her hands.
“I taught my younger sister to read.”


“It won’t be easy, he asks so many
questions, it-”


“What?”


“Gisele, how can you read English? You
learned to read Latin, right?”


“We spoke our own Gaulish form of Latin,” she said
fiercely. “Latin was the language of the Empire. But,” she shrugged. “We used
Latin script. Sometimes Greek script.”


“Latin is the same alphabet we use now.” Taking a cookbook
off the shelf, I opened it to a random page. “You can read this?”


“Yes, it is a recipe for something called ‘chicken
and dumplings’.”


“OK, that’s, weird.”


“Weird that I can read?”


“I still think it’s weird that you can read
English. You never saw or heard this language before you were Sent here.
English didn’t exist in your time.”


“Kazimir, why are you always surprised by magic?
You are a wizard.”


“I’m a wizard who wasn’t taught how magic works,
or what it can do. How did Ingund teach you to read English, uh, that’s the
wrong question.” Ingund hadn’t expected that Gisele would end up in America,
over a thousand years off target. “What spell did she use that allows you to
understand my language, today?”


“I was not given that knowledge. Such lore is only
for wizards.”


“Right. Thanks.”


She lowered her voice. “I see this
bothers you.”


“I feel like there is an ocean of knowledge about
magic, and I have only a teaspoon of it.”







 

Before I went out, Mike gathered us in the living
room. He gave each of us a burner phone. “Be extra careful about using
these,” he warned. “Bluetooth stays off, and don’t join any WiFi networks,
except the one here,” he pointed to the modem that Isabel had installed on a
table in the hallway.


“How did the Order track Isabel’s phone?”


Isabel looked to Mike, he nodded. She took a
breath first. “There is a safe house in Chicago. It was compromised. The Order
must have gotten into the network from there. We don’t know how the house was
compromised, it was one of our older facilities. We suspect they also found the
vehicle we kept stored there, and used a device to track Team Jaguar.”


“Damn. What about your phone? Did the message app
get hacked?”


“No. We don’t think so. I sent a message to Team
Jaguar, through the Chicago safe house. It appears that message was backtracked
to my phone, that’s why Mike’s phone wasn’t compromised. We have implemented
procedures to seal that vulnerability. The phones are all set up for each of
you. But like Mike said, be careful.”



 


 

The first historical society I visited, the closest one, wasn’t of much
help. The guy volunteering there told me their records and exhibits mostly went
back to Colonial times, he didn’t know much about the area before that. He was
a transplant from Virginia and hadn’t grown up in the Finger Lakes region, and
so hadn’t grown up hearing stories about the pre-Columbian inhabitants of the
area. He did suggest another historical society, about half an hour up the
road.


There, I hit the jackpot, in terms of getting useful information. That
society focused on the history of the town and county, and at first I mentally groaned at the prospect of looking through
a bunch of dusty old records to find any information that might be useful. But, again I was fortunate. The woman there, who was sorting
through a cardboard box of donations, was pleased to see an unfamiliar face.


“Hello, can I help you?” She looked up as I walked in, taking off her
reading glasses.


“Hi, I’m Matt. I’m visiting the area, I’m from Ohio. Back home, we have
old Indian mounds, is there anything like that around here?’


Wow.


She knew a lot about the subject.


What she told me was good news and bad news. The bad news, if I really
was a tourist looking for Indian mounds, was there weren’t
many such sites in the area, or in the entire state. Certainly not many
compared to Ohio. That was also good news; there were not hundreds or even
dozens of sites that could have attracted the dragon. That was assuming the
dragon was interested in an old Indian site at all, though I’m pretty sure the
beast from the Nether hadn’t flown there to sample the wine.


Basically, though a town called ‘Hopewell’ was in the same county,
there wasn’t a big Indian mound there. Upstate New York did have some Hopewell
or Adena sites worth mentioning, though they were to the southwest, meaning the
dragon would have flown over them and kept going. Whatever had made the dragon
stop, it was close. Within twenty or thirty miles was my uninformed guess.
Still that was an enormous area for us to search.


If I was interested in the Seneca Indians, she had a lot more
information about them. No, I told her as politely as I could, and it was a
good thing I had set a timer on my phone for an hour. The timer alerted, I
acted as if the tone was a call, and pretended to have a brief conversation.
“OK,” I concluded the fake call. “I’ll be there. Sorry,” I told the woman. “A
friend needs a ride.”


We exchanged pleasantries, she gave me a couple pamphlets, and drew
highlight circles on a tourist map of the region, showing the places I might be
interested in visiting.


She was right, I might be interested in visiting those places, if I was
just sightseeing. Instead, there was just one place I wanted to go. “Mike,” I
called when I got the Jeep back on the road. “There is a site I need to check
out. I’ll be back in time to get a drone.”



 


 

So, my visit to the historical society turned out to be a bust. I drove
out to the Bare Hill Unique Area, which I thought was an odd name for a park.
Especially since the ‘unique area’ was actually two
areas, separated by about two miles, on the east shore of Canandaigua Lake.
They were both pretty settings, and the lake was shining in the patchy
sunshine. If I wasn’t searching for something that could attract a dragon, it
might have been an enjoyable couple of hours. There was no time for
sightseeing. On a cloudy, chilly afternoon in the first half of April, both
places were empty. “Azib, do you sense anything?”


There was no need to summon him, he-


Oh, please don’t ever tell him I used the word ‘summon’.


He insisted on standing on the dashboard of the Jeep during the drive
from the historical society, and he wasn’t his usual annoying self. He was
quiet. Concentrating, or thinking about something. All I know is, he wasn’t
pestering me, or flinging insults at me.


He didn’t answer immediately, instead tilting his head one way, then
the other. Turning slowly in a circle, with his eyes closed. “Yes, yes,
Kazimir. Do you sense it? It is, faint, like the echo of a wind long past.”


Mentally, my reaction was ‘Huh’? Since when did he use my name? And
when did he start speaking like a poet? “Yeah. Yes, I do. It’s all around us, I
can’t find any kind of center.”


“These people,” his eyes opened. “They have been gone for a very long
time. They were dispersed, they faded away.”


“Uh, yeah. The woman at the historical society told me the old fort
here was built by the Adena, even before Gisele’s time. “


“There should be something remaining. This was once a site of
considerable power.”


“The fort had a ditch and a wall around it, but those were dug up back
in the 1920s and 30s, for fill to build roads. Nobody back then thought the
site had any significance.”


“Hmmm,” he stroked his beard. “This site was dug up, taken away, and
dispersed to make roads?”


“Yeah. Like I said, back then, the site was just a bunch of rocks.
Nobody knew it was sacred or whatever.”


“Hmm. That explains what we are sensing all around us, because the
material of the site is all around us. This is useless! There is no way to concentrate
any power, it is too scattered. This must be very frustrating to the dragon. It
can sense power, yet it can’t find it.”


“The video of the dragon wasn’t taken here,” I reminded him. “That was
miles away,” I pointed toward the southeast. “Assuming the dragon is attracted
to the energy we sense, why isn’t it here now?”


His hands went on his hips. “I cannot explain everything to you, imbecile.”


“Right.” He also couldn’t understand why the dragon wasn’t there, he
was frustrated about it, and he was taking his frustration out on me. So, it
was a normal day for us. Snapping back at him wouldn’t accomplish anything.


“It is a dragon,” he shrugged. “Who knows how it thinks?”


“OK, uh,” the Jeep was in the parking lot of the southern section of
the Unique Area. “We’re here, so let’s walk around anyway. We might find
something.”


“Before we go,” he peered out the windshield at the sky. “Check your
magic device, to see if rain is coming.”


Azib was convinced that any type of electronics, including radio waves,
cellular networks, and WiFi, were a form of magic. There was lightning in the
Nether, but according to him those searing bolts from the sky were flung by a
god, not through any effect of electrical power. From what he told me, it
sounded like there was no electricity in the Nether. Not anything he recognized
as being similar to electricity in our world. “Uh,” I
showed him the weather app on my phone screen. “No rain coming for the next
couple hours, at least.”


“Good,” he zipped over to sit on my shoulder. “Let’s go! We are wasting
time.”



 

Neither section of the Bare Hill park had anything of interest. To us,
I mean. They were both pleasant places to walk, in the intermittent sunshine.
My shoes got muddy, so I scraped them off before getting back in the Jeep each
time. Even with rubber floor mats, I liked to keep the car as clean as I could.
Partly that was because Gisele wrinkled her nose when she saw mud on the
floorboards. I wasn’t trying to impress her, I also didn’t want her to think
I’m a slob. Besides, Mike and Isabel had given me the Jeep, and I felt like I
should take care of it.


“We should go back to the house,” Azib urged. “I am hungry.”


“Here,” I reached in the glove box and took out a Slim Jim. “Snack on
this. I want to go where that woman saw the dragon this morning.”


“Why? The dragon is no longer there, what do-”


“I want to see what is there. We can’t know what we’ll find until
we look. Besides, it’s not far off our route back to the house from here.”


“Ohf. Very well, you may waste my time yet again. But,” he took a big
bite of Slim Jim and chewed it loudly. “I will need another of these meat
sticks to keep up my strength.”



 


 

The woman who recorded the video of the dragon had been walking her dog
along a farm road that was really two muddy tracks between fields. It was a
long way from the nearest house, and with the chilly fog that morning, she must
really love that dog to have gone out of the house for a walk on a morning like
that.


The dragon had been flying behind a line of trees that acted as a
windbreak between fields. It was a good bet the dragon had caught a deer in one
of those fields, and in addition to open farmland, there were patches of woods,
and a state forest nearby. When I parked the Jeep on the side of a road, my
intention wasn’t to search for the dragon on foot. My purpose was to see if I
could find any signs of where the dragon had been. Maybe it left a footprint.
Maybe it dropped some scales, or a broken claw. Partly, I was just curious, and
partly, I was delaying going back to the house. I had lived on my own for so
long that having people constantly around me was a difficult adjustment. It was
great having people around, having people I might even call friends in a way.
For years, I had both craved and feared human contact. Feared because I might
slip up and say something I shouldn’t. Feared because me being around might
make the people I befriended a target. 


I just needed some time away. Time to adjust to having people. Always.
Around. Me. Constantly.


Even as I walked through the woods, getting my shoes muddy again, I
realized I wished I wasn’t alone. Mostly, I wished Mike was with me. We had
developed a good working relationship. We had disagreements, some major disagreements.
He probably considered our working relationship as work; part of his
job. That was OK, the guy was a professional. If Isabel was with me, that would
be OK too. She was cool. I mean cool, not just coolly professional, although
she certainly was that.


What about the knights? I just couldn’t relax around them, not yet.
Gisele was better than Macarius as a companion, but even with her, I was
constantly reminded that I was responsible for the two of them. The worst part
was they both expected me to Save The Freakin’ World. Macarius clearly
was skeptical whether I was worthy of being called a wizard. Gisele had no such
doubts. In fact, she sometimes looked at me in a way that made me
uncomfortable. Not exactly hero worship. It was clear she saw me as some great
and powerful being she had the honor of serving, so she could fulfill her
destiny to help me save the world. That was a lot of pressure on me. It also
meant I had to be careful not to, you know. Abuse any admiration she had for
me.


With that happy thought nagging at the back of my mind, I stepped out
of the trees into a field. Right into a pile of deer poop. At least I was
looking in the right place. Walking back and forth, I saw plenty of deer tracks
but nothing else. Nothing that looked like a dragon had landed there. My
curiosity had been a waste of time.


Except-


There was a disturbed area where dirt and mud had been flung aside, in
the center of deer tracks that were deeper. Like a group of deer had been
startled by something and ran fast and hard, panicked. There were no prints
from a coyote, or a bear, or a mountain lion. That left a predator from the sky?


“Azib, do you see anything?”


“Hmm,” he was still perched on my shoulder, eating another Slim Jim.
“Yes, yes, of course. Do you not see it?”


“Huh? What?”


“Ohf. Not with your eyes, imbecile. Open your senses.”


“Right. Oh. What is that?”


What I sensed was, something, clinging to wet, matted grass and dead
weeds. It was energy, magical energy. “The dragon was here.”


“Yes, obviously. What else?”


“Uh, I don’t know. What is this? It feels, wrong.”


“It is not wrong, it is interesting. You do not recognize it? You disappoint
me.”


“That-”


“I am impressed, actually. My opinion of you
is so low already, I did not think it possible that you could disappoint me
even further.”


“Hey, don’t be-”


“It is chaotic, dimwit. How can you not see that?”


“Uh, wow.” He was right. The energy was chaotic. Similar
to but different from the chaotic energy I had scraped off the old
Indian bowl in the police station. Thinking of being in a police station made
me shudder. “Azib, how can this be? I thought the chaotic energy clinging to
the dragon would have worn off by now.”


“Apparently, you were wrong about that.”


“I was wrong about-” Arguing with the genie
wouldn’t accomplish anything. “What does this mean? If you don’t mind
enlightening me, Oh Wise One.”


“The chaotic energy around the portal must have been very powerful when
the dragon came through. I suspect the level of that energy changed as the
portal opened and closed, which by itself was chaos. The dragon received a much
stronger effect than the damage I saw to the cat’s aura. Of course, the cat is
an Old One. His magical essence is much more powerful than that of a young
dragon, which after all is only a beast. Hmm, this is interesting.”


“What?”


“When you used what you called ‘sonar’ to track the dragon, you must
have hurt it.”


“Huh? How?”


“Think, dimwit. The energy is strong, it clings to
the dragon. You made that energy activate. The effect would be something like
when Mike touched that electrical cord.”


“Wow. Really?”


“No, I just said that because I enjoy hearing myself talk.”


He did enjoy hearing himself talk, I didn’t think that was the time to
mention it. “If there was a way to make that energy react, make it react
strongly, the dragon would feel like it got zapped by electricity?”


He thought for a moment. “Something like that, yes.”


“Could it kill the dragon?”


“No,” he scoffed. “I do not think so. Perhaps it would be stunned for a
while? I do not think it would curse the way Mike did. That was very amusing,”
he chuckled.


“I’m sure he is pleased that he entertained you.”


“Really? Hmm, I should ask him to do it again. I still,” his expression
turned angry, “am mad at him for tricking me into touching that cord. He is a bad man.”


“Yeah, Mike won’t do that again. This is all for nothing, right? There
is no more chaotic energy left in that cast iron pot. I can’t trigger the
energy that clings to the dragon.”


“Must I explain everything to you?”


“Apparently, yeah.”


“You owe me another meat stick for this.”


“I’ll add it to the list.”


“Very well. Try this, simpleton: can you feel the chaotic energy in the
grass there?”


“Yes,” I clenched my teeth, irritated at him. “I told you that.”


“Can you do anything with it? Control it with your
will?”


“Uh-”


Shaking his head sadly, he sighed. “These are very basic tasks for any
wizard.”


“I’ll try it.  Th, Holy-”


Wowza.


There was a wisp of smoke from the dead grass.


All I did was force the energy together, compress it. Make it heat up.
It flared up much more energetically than I expected. Truthfully, I hadn’t
expected it to do anything at all.


That was a good safety tip: chaotic energy is unstable.


I mean, duh, right?


“Do not do that again,” Azib scolded me from ten feet above my head.
“You startled me, I did not expect that level of clumsiness, even from you.”


“It worked.”


“Of course it worked, nitwit. If a wizard cannot do such a simple
task-”


“Yeah, yeah. It worked. I know how to do it now, thanks.”


“Oh. You are welcome. Once again, you would not have survived without
me.”


“Uh huh.” Really, I wasn’t listening to him. “How far away can I
trigger the chaotic energy. Can I, like, do it from here?”


“You tell me, wizard,” he folded his arms. “Reach out to the dragon and
try it.”


“I can’t. I don’t know where the dragon is, so I can’t focus my will,
it- Oh. That’s what you want me to understand, isn’t it?”


“Correct. At your childish level of ability to work magic, you must be
close enough to see what you are working with. In time, you may expand your
abilities.”


“OK, that-”


“But I very much doubt it.”


“Thanks.” Checking the time on my phone, I looked around the field.
With all the rain we had, and more in the forecast, the farmer hadn’t bothered
to plant crops, or it was too early for that in Upstate New York. Examining the
ground, I couldn’t see anything worth obscuring. With the video on the
internet, surely more people would be coming to that spot to-


“Let’s go,” I motioned to Azib. Headlights were bobbing along the farm
track, on the other side of the tree line. Someone was coming, and I had no
permission to be walking on someone’s land. Whoever owned that land, they were
likely to see a lot of people coming there soon, and likely to get salty about
it.


I turned and jogged through the woods back toward the Jeep.



 


 

Before starting the Jeep, I logged into my email. The secret account I
used to communicate with Agent Singer. Excuse me, I meant Special Agent Singer.
Did the FBI have any regular agents, or are they all ‘special’? Someday, I
should ask her about that. Or, you know, never ask her, that was probably a
better idea.


There were three messages, the last with a subject line of five
question marks. Yes, I should check my email more often. Basically, she had
information about the shooters who took out Team Jaguar in Lima Ohio, and she
wanted to know if the Finger Lakes flying dinosaur was real. The last message,
with all the question marks, was a simple CALL ME in all caps.


I got that message. Isabel and Mike wouldn’t be happy that I didn’t ask
them before calling an FBI agent, and while just a few days ago, my attitude
would have been that the Certus agents couldn’t tell me what to do, I had
changed my attitude. Isabel and Mike were good people. We were beginning to
trust each other, really trust. Trust works both ways, so-


“Isabel?” I called, she answered immediately. “Agent Singer wants me to
call her ASAP, she has information about the shooters.”


“Can she send it by email?”


“She wants to talk. She doesn’t work for us, she doesn’t owe us
anything. I need to talk with her, or she might stop cooperating. She’s taking
a hell of a risk, you know?”


“All right, but only tell her what she needs to know. Kaz, please be careful. The greatest risk to us is not the Order, it is one of us
making a simple mistake.”


“Understood.” Ending that call, I dialed Michele’s phone from memory.
Her burner phone wasn’t in my speed dial, that would be too great a risk. “Hey,
it’s me,” I said, as if a lot of other people called her on that phone.


“Hold on, I’m at the doctor,” the sound became muffled, I guessed she
held it against her blouse. Twenty seconds later, long enough that I was
growing anxious, she said, “OK, I’m outside now.”


“At the doctor? Are you OK?”


There was a pause. “We’re doing this now?”


“What?” I didn’t know what she meant. 


“This. Talking like normal people.”


“Uh, yeah. Why not?”


“We aren’t normal people, Matt,” she remembered to use my cover name.
Of course she did. “Nothing about our relationship is normal.”


“OK, sure, we didn’t bump into each other in the frozen foods aisle,
and I don’t work down the hall from you, but we are people. I’d like to have one
thing in my life that feels like I’m not a freak show.”


She laughed. “This, is never going to be normal. All right,
I’ll play this game. I’m fine, thank you. My daughter hurt her ankle playing
volleyball. She’s going to be fine.”


“Good. How, uh, is your family?”


“They are fine also. How is your family? You, the knights, the dog and now a
cat?”


“The cat is a cat, if you know what that means.”


“I’d like to meet it someday.”


“It’s a he,
I call him Mister Boots.”


“Is that his name?”


“Not even close. He has a long-ass name in the Nether, apparently
everyone there does. Sometimes I call him ‘Bootsy Cutesy’. He does not like that.”


“Did you pick up any other companions? Like, a unicorn?”


“Not yet.” Again, I kept the involvement of Mike and Isabel a secret.
“You heard about the video of the dragon?”


“That is real?”


“It is. We’re close, we know where it is. We were already in the area
when that video was taken.”


“Matt-”


“I know.”


“You got lucky with the first dragon.”


“We have a plan.”


“Will it work fast enough? 


“I’m not gonna lie. There is a risk someone else could see the dragon
before we get to it. We have been posting fake videos to discredit the real
one.”


“We? Who is we?”


Oh sh-


She didn’t wait for me to answer. “Don’t tell me you, the two from the
Dark Ages, and two talking animals, created a disinformation campaign.”


“Please forget I said anything.”


“Who is ‘we’? Who are you with now?”


“Listen, I can’t- I shouldn’t answer that. Not without talking to them
first.”


“Them? So, more than one.”


“Damn it.”


“You suck at this, Matt.”


“Can we hit Rewind on this? You have info about the shooters?”


“I do. I’ll share information with you, because that’s how trust
works.”


“I know. It’s not me. I’m, protecting other people.”


“You trust them?”


“I do. They trust me, that’s why I can’t-”


“I understand. Ask them to share with me, please. I can’t help if I
don’t know what’s going on.”


“You not knowing what’s going on protects you.”


She sighed. “Here’s what I know about the shooting in Lima. Is that
name significant?” The two victims flew in from Peru to Chicago. From Lima, Peru. The shooting was in Lima, Ohio.”


“No significance that I know of. Honest.”


“Ah, it’s on a highway. Their vehicle needed gas, maybe it was just a
coincidence. Whoever they were, they definitely had
fake IDs, very good ones. They had powerful enemies. The shooters are connected
to a Bulgarian crime organization, one that has tentacles all over Europe.”


“They are active in the US?”


“Not to a large extent. It looks like the shooters were hired for the
job. They crossed the border into Canada that morning, and disappeared. They
used fake IDs, but we know who they are. Realistically, there is little chance
of catching them. They probably got on a private flight out of Canada, and are
back in Europe by now.”


“Damn it. Hired guns, huh? Any idea who hired them?”


“Not yet. I was hoping you could tell me.”


“I, uh-”


“You do know.” She said it as a statement, not a
question. 


“I have an idea. It’s, complicated. I’ll ask if I can share.”


“Matt, these people, whoever they are, they are very bad news.”


“You have no idea. Seriously you have no idea. Uh, in fact,
don’t push on this. Your contact in the Bureau, whoever that is, don’t ask for
any more info. I know you’re not assigned to the case, if you push for more
info, it could look suspicious.”


“Matt, I know how to do my job.”


“That’s the point. This is not your job. If you still want to help-”


“I do.”


“Great. Find out who has been looking for, and buying up, artifacts
from the Adena and Hopewell Cultures. Sometimes, those are called ‘Traditions’,
not ‘Cultures’. Old Indian stuff, from before the year, uh, six hundred.”


“Is there anything special I should look for?”


“Someone who has been buying up apparently ordinary objects, and possibly
paying way too much for them. Someone who is desperate to find what they’re
looking for.”


“What are they looking for?”


“I don’t know that yet,” I told her, which was technically true.
“Nothing that you could identify as being anything special.”


She sucked in a breath. “This is about magic?”


“It is. Powerful stuff. Dangerous. Way dangerous. Like, end of the
world stuff, in the wrong hands.”


“Old Indian artifacts, could cause the end of the world?”


“Someone could use them to cause the end of the world. I
really shouldn’t say much more about it. Can you help?”


“Yes. Tracking transactions in art and artifacts is
my job.”


“Be careful. You do not want the wrong people to know the FBI is interested.”


“I will. It’s my job, Matt.”


“You also have a daughter who needs you.”


“I should get back to her. Matt, take care of yourself, and please check your email?”


“I will.”











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE



 

Instead of eating at the house before flying drones that evening, we
decided to go out for dinner when we were done. Assuming we didn’t find a
dragon, which was a good bet. There was a diner Gisele had seen that she wanted
to try, and that sounded good to all of us.


Including Duke. “Just one treat for me, please. I’m saving my appetite
for the diner.”


“You’re-” I stared in disbelief. “You’re what again? Saving your
appetite? When did this miracle happen?”


“Well,” he shrugged, and it was still funny to see a dog do that.
“Really, I want an entire box of treats now, and to eat at the diner.
But it’s something I thought you’d want me to say.”


“That is-”


“It makes no sense, but if it makes you happy-”


“It would make me happy if you meant it for real. Uh, hey buddy, I’m
sorry. You can’t go to the diner.”


His jaw dropped. “Why not? Gisele said the food looks uh-MAY-zing.”


“I, we’re going out for dinner. It’s a team building thing.”


“I am not part of the team?”


“You are, it- Look, dogs are not allowed in restaurants.”


“Why not?”


“The world sucks, that’s why. It’s not fair at all.”


“This is discrimination.”


“It absolutely is. How about I bring back some food for you?”


In the corner, Mister Boots cleared his throat, he also extended his
claws, in case I hadn’t gotten the message. “For you also, Bootsy.”


“Don’t push me, wizard boy.” The cat hissed.


Duke’s ears lay back against his head. “Why can’t I go? There is
plenty of room in the car. Hey! I will even drive, if that helps.”


“You can drive? The last time we tried something like that, it-”


“Mike said I could probably drive better than Macarius.”


“Jeez!” I put a hand over his muzzle. “Shh.”


From the kitchen, Macarius asked, “Kazimir, did you call me?”’


“No, I’m good, thanks.” Pointing a finger at Duke, I whispered, “You
have to stop repeating things you hear.”


“Why?”


“We, we humans I mean, sometimes we forget you and Boots can talk. We
say things we don’t intend for you to hear.”


He tilted his head. “My Lady talked all the time when I was around.”


“Did you understand what she said?”


“Not usually, no.”


“Right, so-”


“Some of the time, I don’t understand what you are saying.”


“Just,” how do I explain gossip to a dog? “Don’t repeat anything you
hear people saying about other people, OK?”


“What about when they talk about you?”


“That, I, uh- What do they say?”


The dog rolled his eyes. “Now I’m confused. You just told me not to
talk about-”


“You’re right. I don’t need to know.”


“I need to know why I can’t go to the diner
with you.”


“I’d like to understand that also.”



 

At the diner, we discovered that while the menu looked as amazing as
Gisele described, and the diner inside was cozy and warm, the food was not
great. The cook might just have had an off day, but only one other table was
occupied. That was a bad sign. It also didn’t help that just as we walked
through the door, it started to pour down rain. The gray, gloomy day, and our
continued failure to find the dragon, had us in not the best of moods. When my
burger arrived, it was clearly a previously frozen patty, the kind you can buy
in a pack of twelve at a warehouse store. The bottom bun was soggy, and the
fries were nothing special. Gisele kept apologizing because it had been her
suggestion we try the place, it certainly wasn’t her fault the food was bad.
The waiter must have known the place had lousy food, he looked surprised when
we asked for boxes to take the uneaten food with us. “My dog won’t let us in
the door if I don’t bring him something,” I told the guy with a smile. We left
a decent tip, not so much that he would remember us as being especially
generous, not to low that he would remember us as being cheap.


When we got back to the house, at least one person was happy. “Ooooh,
what is that?” Duke asked, trying to stick his nose in
the bag.


“We all brought something back for you,” I explained.


“Even the dog won’t want to eat that,” Mike said sourly.


“Oh, challenge accepted!” Duke’s tail thumped the floor.


“That wasn’t a- Mike was joking.”


“Seriously,” the dog looked up, making sure I was giving him my full
attention. “I’d be happy to eat all of it right now.”


“I believe you. Here, have a piece of my
burger. Mister Boots, Isabel brought salmon for you.”


“If you can call that salmon,” Isabel said under her breath.


The dog and cat were thrilled with the food they got, I guess having
low expectations is the key to a happy life. To make up for the disappointing and
late dinner, I made grilled cheese sandwiches and everyone agreed they were
great, even with the canned tomato soup. A good comfort food meal for a gray,
soggy day.



 


 

We shifted our search grid to center it on the place where the dragon
was seen on video, and started our drones that evening. Nothing. Assuming the
thing in the dragon’s claws was an animal it had killed, it would not need to
feed again for several days. Until then, Azib expected the dragon would stay in
whatever it was using as a lair, and sleep off its big meal. We would have to
keep looking, and wait until the dragon got hungry and took to the sky again.


“I wonder,” Mike grunted as we pulled into the driveway, following another
fruitless night of drone surveillance. “Whether dragons have preferred hunting
grounds?”


“What do you mean?” I asked as we unloaded drones so they could be
inspected, the camera lenses cleaned, and batteries recharged. So we could do
it all over again in six hours.


“Some predators have a few places they visit over and over, where they
know the hunting is consistently good.”


“Like a watering hole?”


“Yes.”


“I’ll ask His Majesty.”


Mike raised an eyebrow. “His Majesty?”


“Usually I call him ‘Your Eminence’. Figure I should shake things up.”


“If you think it helps.”


“I don’t know why he is helping us, or how long that will last. Feeding
his ego can’t hurt, you know? Hey,” I ran a finger over the amulet. “Azib?”


“Can’t you tell that I am busy?” He snapped,
waving a paperback book in my face. “You are rude.”


“Sorry, I didn’t know- Uh, you’re reading a book?”


“Yes, why?” He bristled. “Did you think I am illiterate? I should-”


“Kill me, yes, Can you take a raincheck on that? Uh, how did you get a
book in your size?” The book was relatively large for him, like what would be a
coffee table photo book for a person my size.


“Hmmf. That is none of your business, you ignoramus.”


“Uh huh. That is, uh, an interesting choice. When did you get into
Nancy Drew mysteries?” The type on the cover was tiny, I could barely read it.
Something like Nancy Drew And The Flaming Dildo.


Candle.


Flaming Candle.


That made more sense, actually.


“Oh, there is a pile of these books in the closet of Gisele’s room.
They looked intriguing, so I tried one. I must say, this Nancy is not as stupid
as the rest of you humans. You should all strive to be as clever and plucky as
her.”


“Well, I mean, yeah.”


“When I finish the Nancy Drew books, I will start on the Sweet Valley
High stories. Gisele,” he sniffed, “is trying to keep all of those to herself.”


“Uh, I really do not know what to say about that.” I made a mental note
to Google ‘Sweet Valley High’. The Nancy Drew books I was at least aware of,
from internet memes. “Hey, we have a question. Dragons have territories, you
said. Do they keep going back to the same places to hunt?”


“No. That would be a very stupid dragon.”


“Damn it,” I shared a disgusted look with Mike. We had just wasted an
evening, looking in the wrong place again. “Why not?”


“How can you be so dimwitted? If a dragon hunted in the same place
every time, their prey would learn to avoid that area.”


“OK, yes, we-”


“Also, young dragons are themselves sometimes hunted as prey in the
Netherworld. By Great Dragons, who wish to kill them before they can grow into
rivals. Not all Great Dragons do that. Mostly, young dragons are hunted by
warriors who seek the prestige of killing such a fierce creature. Ogres,” he
shuddered, “hunt dragons simply because they are a tasty treat. The territory
of a dragon is a vast area, so they can spread out their hunting.”


“Fan freaking tastic,” Mike slapped the roof of the Jeep. “So, all we
know is, wherever a dragon has been, is the worst place to look for it.”


“True. Mike, this could be good for us.”


“How?” He had a scowl that rivaled Macarius’s signature expression.


“Anyone else searching for the dragon will start where it was last
seen, they will be looking in the wrong place. It’s less likely they will get
another video of it.”


“I suppose. Ah,” he groaned.


“What?”


“I just thought of something. Where the video was shot is the wrong
place to look for the dragon, but that’s not all we need to watch out for.
Isabel? Come here, please,” he waved to her, and she waved back from inside the
house. “Kaz, I need you to stay here while Isabel and I go back out.”


“For what?”


“To set up cameras around where the dragon was seen. Most people don’t
believe the video is real, but it will attract the curious.”


“Yeah, so? They’ll be looking in the wrong place, why do we care?”


“The Order. The first video, the one in Ohio, they could ignore as a
fake. A second sighting of a creature from the Nether?
They will almost certainly investigate that, and we need to know who they
send.”



 


 

Duke was on the couch as I walked in the front door. He was allowed on
the couch even though the house was a short-term rental, we had blankets
covering the two couches and the easy chairs. That covering wasn’t just so we
wouldn’t damage the furniture, it was to hide the hideous flower pattern of the
couches. When I say hideous, I don’t mean just an old pattern you might see at
your grandparents’ house. I’m talking about an unholy mashup of ugly 1970s puke
green and gold colors, with a way-too busy pattern of roses and other flowers.
How ugly was it? When Mister Boots first walked in the house, he arched his back
and hissed at the couch, assuming anything that ugly must be a
threat.


Anyway, Duke opened his eyes as I came into the living room. He didn’t
slink off the couch, instead he rolled onto his back, exposing his belly and
wiping one of his front paws on his muzzle.


OMG.


He was being submissive.


“Hey buddy, what are you doing?”


He rolled back, stood up and shook. “I’m not in trouble?”


“Why would you be in trouble?”


“No reason.”


Looking around the room, I didn’t see anything wrong in the room, and
Mike shrugged. A glance into the kitchen revealed the cable was still locked
around the fridge through the door handles, a necessity with a dog who knew how
to open doors. “Are you OK?”


“Yes. Just, um,” he didn’t look me in the eye. “It’s a dog thing. Every
time you come back, I need to know you still want me.”


Whoa. Dropping to one knee, I was at eye level with him. Rubbing behind
his ears, I pulled his head toward me so I could look him in the eyes. “Hey,
you never have to ask that. Of course I want you,
will always want you. We need you. Buddy, when I was stuck in my seat in the
RV, and Gisele and Macarius were in the back, you went out to attack the
bad guys. You never have to prove yourself, ever again.”


“I don’t?”


“No. No way.”


“Oh,” his tail thumped the couch. “Really?”


“That guy had a gun, you had no chance against him. Why did you do
that?”


One of his eyes looked up, the other down. His head tilted right, then
left. “I don’t understand the question.”


“I know, buddy,” I hugged him fiercely. “I know.”



 


 

The problem started when-


OK, technically the problem really started when the wizard Ingund
selected a slender young woman as her champion, to Send forward in time. Gisele
was an excellent choice in many regards; she is calm, sensible, and unemotional
under stress. Basically, the opposite of Macarius. They are both formidable
warriors. The difference was I trusted her judgment, while I felt that I always
had to watch Macarius so his overdeveloped sense of pride and righteousness
didn’t get us into trouble. Again.


So, the problem with Gisele is her deceptively petite body didn’t
generate enough heat, and she had almost no insulation, to say it politely. She
was cold a lot, in conditions when the rest of us were wearing T-shirts. Isabel
also tended to get chilly, so that might be a thing with women, I didn’t have
enough experience with women to know. Anyway, when we first moved into the
house, it was a warm night, so much that I left my bedroom window cracked open.
Gisele hoped that Mister Boots would sleep on her bed, but the cat decided to be
with me at night, even though Duke snores and I supposedly move around too
much.


Because she was alone without a thirty pound cat to keep her warm,
sometime in the early hours, Gisele came down to the living room to take the
blanket off one of the couches.


That started the problem.


Like I said, that couch was freakin’ ugly.
Duke went down the stairs before me that morning, he could open the front and
back doors to let himself in and out, and it was his job to let Mister Boots in
and out, and in and out, and-


You get the idea. That rotten cat couldn’t make up his mind whether he
wanted to be inside or out, except that he had to be wherever he wasn’t. After
getting off the couch four times in an hour to open the door for Boots, I made
that Duke’s responsibility.


Actually, Boots could open the door, he watched Duke and
learned quickly. He wasn’t quite tall enough to easily reach a doorknob, and we
did not want the rental house doors to be all scratched up by a cat’s claws.


Anyway, that morning I was halfway down the stairs, desperately needing
coffee, when I heard the Low Menacing Growl Of Doom from Duke. He was standing
in the doorway to the living room, his tail held high, fur on his back standing
up, on alert. The hair on my head stood up and I raced down the stairs, my feet
touching only every third step, nearly breaking a toe in the process. Even in
my reckless haste, I got to the living room second, as Mike had already burst
in from the front porch. He had his pistol out, sweeping the room, while I-


What was I thinking? A deadly, possible supernatural danger could be in
the living room, and I didn’t have a weapon. I wasn’t even wearing shoes.


“What is it?” I asked, as Mike swung the gun around, stopping the
muzzle a split second before it would have lined up on my chest. There’s a good
safety tip: when someone sounds an alert of danger, and your feet pound on the
stairs like Bigfoot tap-dancing, and the guy with the gun can’t see that
staircase, maybe you should think about calling out your name before you come around the corner.


He just let out a breath and gave me an ‘I could have shot you’ look.
By that time, Gisele was racing down the stairs behind me, and Macarius ran in from
the kitchen, Isabel right on his heels. “Duke,” I grabbed the dog’s collar and
yanked him back. “What’s wrong?”


“That couch,” he growled. “It is all kinds of wrong.”


“Oh for- You are kidding me.”


He looked up at me, astonished. “You like it? Don’t you see how
it clashes with-”


“Kaz,” Mike slid his gun back into the shoulder holster. “Handle your
dog, please.”


“Right. Everyone, sorry about this.” The crowd dispersed, shaking their
heads. At me.


“What?” Duke whined.


“Do not do that again,” I sat down, but on the
other couch. The one without a blanket was smaller, I think that is called a
‘love seat’? “When did you acquire an opinion on interior decorating?”


“When Gisele watches that home and garden show on TV.”


“OK, that has to-”


“The guys on that show would have burned that couch by now.”


“Look, I’ll get another blanket and cover that thing.”


“I have already seen it,” he made a gagging sound. “You can’t unsee
something like that. Besides, I know what it smells like.”


“It smells bad?”


“It smells like an unholy combination of Bauhaus and rococo.”


“You know, I am not even going to ask where you heard that.”


“The guy with the beard said it on TV.” He lowered his voice and
whispered, “Gisele says he is cute.”


“I’m glad that she has found an imaginary friend on TV. Leave the couch
alone, please.”


“You,” he blinked at me. “You’re not going to do
anything about it?”


“Like what?”


“You’re a wizard. Can’t you banish it?”


“No, I can’t banish it. We don’t own that couch, or this
house.”


“You would be doing the owners a favor by getting rid of it.”


“They can do that, if they want.”


“Hmm. Well, if you won’t do anything about it, I-”


“You will do nothing, understood?”


“You know that when you go out and leave me alone, I have separation
anxiety? Sometimes, I can’t control myself.”


“We are going out to search for the dragon. While we’re away, do not touch that couch.”


“The woman on that animal show says destroying furniture is a classic
sign of separation anxiety, so it’s not my fault.”


Having a smart dog was not always a good thing. “First, don’t listen to
pop psychology you see on TV. Second,” I walked to the hall closet and got a
bottle of spray that was supposed to keep dogs from chewing on furniture. The
owners of the house must have had what they considered a problem dog.


They have no idea. 


“This spray,” I read the label on the bottle, sprayed a dot on the back
of my hand, and held it under his nose. “Will keep you from chewing on the
couch.”


His tail thumped the floor. “Challenge accepted!”


“That is not- Will you listen to me? That is not what not what I meant.”



 

I sprayed the couch, and Gisele brought back the blanket. That was
good, because by that time, the hideous pattern of that couch was burning into
my soul.



 


 

The video of the flying dragon was posted online seven days after the
dragon came through the portal. Our task became more complicated when the crazies
started arriving. Sorry, that wasn’t right. They are not crazy, they are
conspiracy nuts. Uh, the proper term might be ‘conspiracy fanatics’.
Unless ‘fanatic’ is worse than ‘nut’, in which case I am terribly sorry. To
them, they know THE TRUTH in all capital letters, and the rest of us are
deluded pawns of the Establishment, or whatever.


We had just completed another fruitless morning search, and Mike,
Gisele and I stopped at a gas station. The first sign that the video had
attracted more than a handful of curious locals was the arrival of a grey
Toyota Prius with Virginia plates, and enough bumper stickers that some of them
overlapped each other. The stickers urged the viewer to Question Everything, to
Resist Authority, and apparently to Rage Against The Machine. Wait, no, that
last one is a rock band. The car’s owner, a tall skinny guy with a bushy
hipster beard and a green flannel shirt, also apparently was a big fan of Karl
Marx, based on the number of stickers that contained Marxist quotes. I would put
communist bumper stickers on my car if someone paid me to do it, just for
the irony of it.


Anyway, the Prius pulled into the parking lot of a gas station in town.
I was there with Mike and Gisele, after we finished another useless morning of
drone searching. The three of us needed coffee, and the Jeep needed gas, so
Gisele gassed up while Mike and I went into the store. As the Prius driver was
getting out of his car, an old Dodge Powerwagon pickup truck pulled up to the
front of the store. Not a Ram pickup, this was one of the trucks Dodge made way
back in the seventies or eighties. It had a lift kit, a lightbar on top, brush
guards and a winch, plus a snorkel in case the owner planned to drive into deep
water. Those features weren’t the first thing anyone would notice about the
truck.


The camo.


The entire vehicle, including the camper in the truck bed, was painted
in the old pattern the US Army called ‘Woodland’. Green and darker green. The
colors that were considered useful for fighting the Russians in Europe during
the 1980s. That was back before the first Gulf War, and the collapse of the old
Soviet Union, caused a complete change of thinking about where the United
States armed forces were most likely to engage in combat.


The camo on the truck did the opposite of what camouflage is supposed
to do. The truck did not blend in, it attracted attention. That was the real
goal of the owner, since the camper was covered with stickers that, well, let’s
just say the owner of the truck and the owner of the Prius were not likely to
become best friends.


When the guy came out of the truck, I was not surprised to see him
dressed in hunting camo pants, and wearing an old Army jacket, of a newer camo
pattern. He also wore boots and a  ten gallon cowboy hat.


Mike nudged my elbow. “This could be trouble,” he said quietly. “If
there’s a fight, we don’t want police to see us on the security cameras.”


“They won’t get a good look at me,” I patted the locket I
wore, the one that looked like a coin with the image of the Roman emperor
Hadrian. “I get your meaning.”


“Meet you outside,” he walked past me, and I headed out the door. He
stayed behind to purchase a couple snack items, so it wouldn’t look suspicious
that we both suddenly decided to leave the store.



 

Outside, Gisele had the Jeep fueled and unfortunately, she had parked it
near the door. While I held up my cellphone and pretended to play with it so it
wouldn’t be obvious I was watching the occupants of
the store, I told her, “Hey, in the future, don’t park near the door of a
store, that area is usually covered by security cameras.”


She nodded, not offended that I had corrected her. “Parking in the far
corner of the lot wouldn’t be good either?”


“Right, good,” I gave her a thumbs up. “If you do that, especially when
the lot is empty, people think you’re up to something sketchy.”


“Like having sex?” She blushed when she said that.


She blushed, but I could feel my face turning bright
red. “Uh-”


She laughed. “Oh, you should see your face. Kaz, I know about sex. I’m nineteen.”


“Yeah, I just, uh-”


“You think that because I ran away to a convent, I never kissed a boy?”


Wow. That was a conversation I did not want to have with her, particularly
not right then.


“No, I-”


“Have you kissed a girl?” She asked, looking right at me.


“Well, yeah.”


“In a car?”


“I think, uh, everyone has done it in a car.”


“Done it?” She had a twinkle in her eyes. Damn it,
she knew the discussion was making me want to disappear under the floor mats.
“It’s OK, Kazimir. Isabel told me it is common for people, especially young
people, to bang in their cars.”


“Bang?”


“Did I not say that right?”


“You did, I just, uh-”


“My sister Camila was pregnant when she got married to her husband. No
one said anything about it, but everyone knew. They
had been engaged for over six months, she didn’t want to wait any longer.”


“Uh, I-”


She smiled and looked away.


She was screwing with me.


That was good, I guess. She was becoming comfortable in the new world
she found herself in. Comfortable enough to joke around with me. That’s
something I couldn’t imagine Macarius doing.


It was a good thing, for certain. The better she fit into our world,
the more useful she was to the team. And on a personal level, I liked seeing
that she was happy, at least some of the time. Her life before coming to the
twenty first century sounded not much fun, even by the standards of post-Roman
Empire late fifth century Gaul. It felt like she was waiting for me to say
something, I had no idea-


Mike rescued me by tapping on the window. He gave me a bag of snacks,
and nodded toward the camo guy. “I’m going to talk with my new friend. How
about you go chat up the tree hugger?”


“Tree hugger?” Gisele asked, leaning across me to look at Mike.


“The guy in the Prius,” I explained. “The, that silver car over there.”


She was puzzled. “Why does-”


“I’ll explain later, OK?” Opening the door, I got out. “Move the Jeep,
and wait for us, please?”



 

Mike’s intention was for him to talk with the Rambo cosplayer while I
got info from Granola Guy, but Granola Guy foiled our plans by walking over to
the jacked-up camo-covered Powerwagon. “Hey,” Granola called to Rambo and to Mike,
before Mike could say anything. “I saw the camera equipment on your front
seat,” the guy said to Rambo, with a brief ‘Hi’ nod to Mike. “Are you here
about the pterodactyl?”


“The flyin’ dinosaur?” Rambo replied in a Texas twang, his eyes
narrowing.


Granola nodded, looking around the parking lot before he spoke.
Lowering his voice, he said, “That’s what they want us to think.”


Instantly, Rambo’s expression changed for the better. “The gubmint,” he
nodded.


Granola shrugged. “More likely it’s the product of the fascist
military-industrial complex. I suspect the thing escaped from a secret
corporate lab. Hi,” he held out a hand, “I’m Mario.”


“Clint,” the guy I’d been calling ‘Rambo’ shook Mario’s hand. “You here
to investigate?”


“Yes,” Clint pointed back over his shoulder with a thumb. “I have
electronic gear in my car. Motion sensitive cameras, a drone, that sort of
thing.”


“Nah,” Clint waved a hand. “Gubmint can hack all that fancy stuff.
That’s why I got regular ol’ film cameras. Can’t hack that.”


Mario smiled. “I’d like to see anyone hack the encryption built into my
gear. I was a cyber expert in Silicon Valley, before,” he lowered his voice to
a whisper, “I discovered what is really going on. Who really makes the decisions in
the world.”


“What cha doin’ out here, then?”


“Same as you. Looking to expose the truth.”


“Somethin’ big as this, it’s gotta be the gubmint.”


“Possibly,” Mario admitted. “But in my experience, the government lacks
the ability to keep anything secret for long. Genetic engineering costs big
money, that means corporations are involved. All they care about is money. They
won’t be able to hide this time. I brought a machine that can analyze at the
molecular level. I’ll take soil samples, and if this dinosaur left even a
single fleck of skin, I’ll find it.”


Clint was not convinced. “You trust that fancy tech? Have you tested
it?”


“I did. You heard about the guy in Ohio, whose truck hit a dinosaur,
and he later claimed it was a deer?”


“Yeah. Gubmint got to him, like I said. Made him change his story.”


Mario looked around the parking lot and lowered his voice. “I went to
the accident site and took samples.”


Oh sh- Mike and I shared a glance. The place where the wyvern had died
and disintegrated had been covered with a fine gray dust. What if-


“What’d you find?” Clint asked.


Mario frowned. “Nothing conclusive. Some type of ash.”


Clint nodded. “Gubmint burned the area, to eliminate any evidence.”


“Not all evidence,” Mario insisted. “I got photos of
that truck, the one that supposedly struck a deer. The cab roof is caved in. No
way did he hit just a deer.”


“I thought,” Mike interjected, “those trucks have weak cab roofs. There
was a lawsuit about it?”


Mario raised his eyebrows. “You are well-informed. I thought of that,
but the truck in the accident is a different model.”


“Can I see the photos you took?” Clint asked.


Mario held up a tablet. “Got them right here. You’ll see the-”


Mike interrupted, looking at me. “Matt, are we ready?”


“Uh,” I didn’t know what he meant. But, he
wanted me to play along with, whatever. “Sure, everything’s set.”


“Clint, Mario,” Mike gave the two conspiracy chasers a thumb’s up.
“Good luck to you.”


Mario raised an eyebrow at Mike. “Are you from around here?”


“No, just working here for a bit. We heard about the dinosaur, haven’t
seen anything. If you find it, you’ll let everyone know?”


Clint snorted. “If the gubmint doesn’t silence us first.”


“You will hear about it,” Mario insisted. “Not even the NSA can
intercept every channel. It will be all over the web soon,
you’ll see.”


“I’m looking forward to it,” Mike gave him a thumbs up. “That would be
a hell of a story.”


“Just the tip of the iceberg,” Clint set his jaw. “You wouldn’t believe
some of the stuff the gubmint’s been up to.”



 

Mike led me away. When we got in the Jeep, him riding shotgun, I waited
until Gisele pulled out on the road then asked, “I thought you wanted to get
info?”


“We did. Neither of those guys are working for the Order. That’s what
we care about.”


“What is going on?” Gisele wanted to know.


“Those two guys are here because of the dragon video,” Mike explained.
“They think it’s a dinosaur, so that’s a point in our favor. They are searching
for a dinosaur, and I expect there will be a lot more people like them coming
to this area.”


“Those guys are on the opposite ends of the political spectrum,” I
added. “I thought they would get into a fight, at least a shouting match in the
parking lot.”


“It was heartwarming to see them bonding over their conspiracy
fantasies,” Mike observed with a grin.


“They could cause trouble for us, especially the tech guy.”


“They aren’t the problem. If those two are here, a lot more conspiracy
nuts will be arriving soon. There’s nothing we can do about them. I will ask
Annie’s team to monitor communications, I’m sure she’s already doing that.
You’re wrong, by the way. The real threat isn’t the tech guy, it’s that guy
Clint.”


“Him? He looked like a crusty old drill sergeant, why would he-”


“He’s a phony. Did you get a look at the patches on his jacket?”


“No, why?”


“He had symbols from the US Eighty Second Airborne Division, but the
rest of the patches are just random junk, going back to the Korean War. I’ll
bet that guy was never in the military. If he even signed up, he probably
failed the psych eval.”


I snorted. “OK, yeah. From his beer gut, I guessed he was a member of
Meal Team Six.”


That made Mike laugh. “The threat he poses is, Clint has a film camera. If Mario gets a photo or video, the public will expect a tech
guy like him could have faked it. But Clint? He can show the film negatives.
It’s a lot harder to fake that.”


“Damn. What do we do?”


“For now, we keep doing what we’ve been doing. Unless either of you has
a better idea?”


Neither of us did.


The odds against us finding the dragon first were dropping like a rock,
and that rock was falling toward my head.











CHAPTER TWENTY TWO



 

“Hey,” Duke pawed at my leg, as I poured kibble onto a platter for his
breakfast. Technically, he already ate breakfast, because I gave him part of my
eggs and bacon. And a whole slice of toast. Plus, everyone else gave him part
of their food. It’s amazing that dog isn’t three hundred pounds already.


In case you think I am a horrible person for feeding the dog dry
kibble, he loved it. He must love it, because I have
to spread it out on a platter. If the food was in a bowl, he would gulp it down
in three bites. Also, the kibble has warm gravy mixed in, plus usually bits of
chicken or any other leftover people food I think he should have.


“What?” Nudging him away with my leg, I spread the food out to the
edges of the platter.


“There is more bacon in the fridge. I can smell it.”


“Yes, that is leftover from breakfast.”


He stared at me blankly. “I still don’t understand this concept of ‘leftovers’. If you have food, why don’t you eat it?”


“We eat as much as we want, and save the rest for later.”


“I don’t understand.”


“Yeah, I get that. Imagine this: we eat until we are full.”


Tilting his head left then right didn’t help him grasp the concept.
“What’s that like?”


“Have you ever eaten until you can’t eat any more?”


“Ooooooh,” he gasped. A string of drool fell from his mouth onto the
kitchen floor. “No, but I’d love to try that.”


“Yeah, that’s probably not a good-”


“It’s for science,” he stared at me. The dopey expression did
not sell me on the notion that he was dedicated to furthering scientific
research.


“Let’s leave that one a mystery for now, OK?”


“How about this: instead of my kibble, give me that bacon?”


“No way. I’m planning to use that bacon on a BLT for lunch.”


“What’s a BLT?”


“A bacon, lettuce, and tomato sandwich. Usually with mayonnaise.”


“Oh, yum. I’ll have that, but instead of the lettuce
and tomato, I want more bacon.”


“While I appreciate that you’re pushing the boundaries of bacon
technology, the answer is no. You need to eat a balanced diet.”


“Right. A pound of kibble, and a pound of bacon.”


“That’s not what ‘balanced’ means.”


“Hmm. Have you considered that you might be bad at math?”



 


 

Duke as usual had gobbled up his bowl of breakfast kibble as fast as he
could. Like I said,  I
actually spread the gravy-covered nuggets on a plate, so it would take him
longer to eat all of it. When he was done, he put a paw on the plate and licked
it clean, then sat and waited, just in case I wanted to give him more food. Or
a treat. Or if I forgot to relock the cable around the refrigerator.


“Mister Boots!” Duke called as the cat sauntered out of the kitchen.
“You left part of your food.”


Boots looked back over his shoulder. “I know.”


Duke tilted his head. “Are you feeling sick?”


“No.”


“But,” Duke leaned over to sniff the cat’s food bowl. “There is more
food in the bowl.”


“I know that.”


“It’s your food.”


“Yes, don’t touch it,” the cat raised a paw and extended his claws.


“I won’t. You are not going to eat it? Is the food bad?”


“I will eat it later, when I’m hungry again.”


“You, what?” The dog was completely baffled. I could
almost see smoke coming from his ears, as he pondered the imponderable.


“I ate as much of it as I want for now. After I take a nap, I will eat
the rest.”


Duke looked at me for help. “Can you explain this?”


“It’s the same reason we have a refrigerator full of food,” I rapped my
knuckles on the fridge, “but we don’t eat all of it immediately.”


“Right, I know that. But, you are humans.
You’re stupid. Boots is a cat.
He should understand.”


Boots yawned, his tail swishing. “You are the one who needs
to understand, dog. I am a supreme predator. Unlike you, I rarely have to worry about going hungry. I hunt alone, so I don’t
have to gulp down my food before my companions eat it. When I am hungry, I find
something and kill it. Many times, I kill more than I wish to eat at the moment, so I save part of the kill for later. Dogs
like you, I assume, are like the wolves I know from the Nether. They are such
poor predators, they need to gang up on their prey to take it down. Then they
fight amongst themselves for the spoils. That is why your kind are often
hungry.”


Duke was insulted. “I am a fierce predator,” he insisted, though the dopey
expression on his face ruined the effect. “Tell him, Kaz.”


“It’s true,” I rolled my eyes, turning so only the cat could see my
face.


“Tell him that everyone fears me.”


Nodding, I agreed, “You are feared throughout the land.”


“Hey!” He protested. “You didn’t do the thing.”


“Do I have to?”


Isabel, who had been watching with amusement, asked, “What thing?”


“It’s a-” I started to explain.


Duke looked away, hurt, his ears drooping. “It doesn’t count unless you
do the thing.”


“Oh for-”


“What thing?” Isabel repeated.


“OK, Duke. Watch this. You are feared,” opening one hand and
dramatically sweeping it left to right as I spoke, I announced, “throughout the land.”


Duke’s tail thumped the floor. “See? Was that so difficult?”


“I am terribly sorry.”


Isabel almost spit out her coffee. Not from my overly dramatic
performance, but from Duke taking it so seriously. “Doing the
thing makes it much more dramatic,” she said with a twinkle in her eyes.



 

A bit later, I walked into my bedroom, where Boots was curled up on the
pillow. “That dog,” he said through a yawn. “is totally deluded. He could never
survive in the wild. He would be a terrible failure as a predator.”


“I know. Dogs are smarter than predators.”


“Excuse me?” The cat hissed, baring his fangs.


“You heard me. A long time ago, dogs got tired of being kicked when
they tried to take down an elk, and they got tired of fighting over food. They
saw that humans had plenty of food, so they decided to see if they could get
the food we discarded.”


“Hmmph. They were wild, and you domesticated them.”


“Nuh uh. They domesticated themselves. Dogs have a sweet deal going.
You may laugh, but right now, you have a full belly, you know you will get
fed fresh food again tonight. You are lying on a warm, soft, dry bed while it
is raining outside. When you were injured, you got treatment. You don’t have to
worry about larger predators, or snakes or anything else sneaking up on you
while you’re sleeping. The only thing you have
to worry about is Gisele wanting to snuggle with you all the time.”


“I don’t mind that so much.”


“Really? She is sitting on the couch by herself right now, reading a
book. Why don’t you go sit on her lap? She would love that.”


Boots stood up, arched his back and stretched. “I will. You are wrong,
by the way. Dogs may have gained security, but they traded their dignity for
it.”


“Uh huh.” I grunted, as he walked out the door. “Of course, you are
going to sit on a woman’s lap, for her to fuss over you, and probably feed you
treats. But it’s good that you aren’t trading your dignity for any of
this.”


“Oh,” he lifted his tail, “shut up.”



 

I did have a BLT for lunch that day. Having a dog staring at me with
Sad Brown Eyes while I ate the sandwich made me feel guilty, so the lunch
wasn’t quite as enjoyable as I’d hoped. It made me feel better to give him the
last bite of the sandwich.


I’m sure it made him feel better too.



 


 

Isabel needed to go to a shooting range, to maintain her skills, and
she invited me to come with her. Partly, I think she wanted to see if I was as
clumsy with a pistol as I was with magic. Like, did I just squeeze off shots
and hope for the best, or did I take the time to aim and hit the target? Of
course I said ‘Yes’ to her offer, I wanted to go out to run an errand anyway,
and I hadn’t been to a range in a while.


She didn’t bring any of her service weapons, which is how she referred
to the sniper rifles, the P-90s and the other toys she and Mike had access to.
The gear that was usually stored in the basement of the house, unless we were
searching for a dragon. She did take a P-90 that stayed locked in the back of
the Tahoe, in case of trouble. And a Browning hunting rifle that fired
Winchester Magnum .300 rounds. At the range, she would be shooting the Browning,
and I would be using a Glock nine millimeter. Not my own gun, a sort of ‘burner
pistol’ Isabel provided. That was OK with me.


At the range, I shot first, and did OK. What I thought was OK, anyway.
The range was almost empty on an afternoon that was yet again threatening to
rain, so Isabel felt free to speak in soft tones. “Kaz, can you do better than
that?” She asked, as I tapped the target with pride. It was a pretty good
grouping, I thought. None outside the circle. I had fired ten rounds, and there
were ten holes in the target. One was a couple inches from the center.


That instantly put me on the defensive. The mild criticism would have
stung me worse if Mike said it. “It’s been a while since I was able to-”


“I meant,” she pursed her lips and glanced around. “Can your, abilities, help you to shoot?”


“That,” I bit my lower lip. “Is a good question. I’ve never tried
anything like that.”


“Don’t try it here.”


“Yeah, good idea.”


“If you think your, skills, can help you, if you know how to do that,
we’ll buy a BB gun you can practice with in the backyard.”


“A BB gun? Ooh, can I get a Red Ryder?”


“What?”


“Nothing, it’s a- Forget it.” Being from Mexico, she apparently hadn’t
seen that movie. “I’ll use the rest of my magazine, then you can shoot?”


“Let’s do that.”



 

Azib had requested to be alerted when Isabel was ready to shoot. At the
portal, he had seen me kill the salamander, and fire uselessly at the,
whateverthehell monster had tried to come through. So, he had seen the results
of a pistol in action. At the time though, he hadn’t been focused on gunfire;
he had mostly been cowering in fear. I mean, he had been observing events from
inside the amulet, so he could provide advice with a cool, calm perspective. It
only looked like he had run away, squealing in fear.


Anyway, I called him while Isabel was getting set up, she laid down on
a mat, to fire from a prone position. “This is the fire stick, yes?” He zoomed
around the rifle, until Isabel shooed him away. She froze, realizing she had
reacted to a being who was invisible to the public. “Damned horse flies,” she
grimaced.


“Azib, stop pestering Isabel, she needs to concentrate. Yes, that is a
fire stick. Sit on my shoulder, please. Uh, and cover your ears like this.” I
cupped hands over my ears.


Isabel gave me a thumbs up, and squeezed off a shot. Azib zoomed up
into the air. “So loud!” He screeched.


“Yes, I warned you about that.” Looking through the binoculars, I
checked the target. “About, uh, four inches high, and to the left.”


Isabel nodded, fiddling with the scope. Her next three shots were
better, then she was dialed in, and moved to a longer distance target.


“Damn,” I said. “That is good shooting.”


She shook her head, but grinned. “It’s the best I can do with this
rifle, and without matched ammunition.” The next ten shots were clustered in
the center, and that satisfied her. “That’s enough.”


“You’re sure? We have time.”


“I’m attracting attention.” Her eyes motioned toward the gun shop
building.


She was right, a guy had come out of the building and was looking at
the target through binoculars. “Uh,” pulling out my phone, I pretended to get a
call. “Yeah, let’s go. If that guy asks, I just got a call that my mother is
sick.”


“Good thinking,” she stood up and brushed herself off.



 

Walking toward the guy, he raised a hand like he wanted to talk.
“Sorry,” I waved the phone. “My mother fell down at home, we have to go.”


 “Good shooting,” he said to
Isabel. She nodded and we walked out to the Tahoe.


“That was AMAZING!” Azib shouted, jumping up and down on the dashboard.
“Isabel’s magic is much more powerful than yours.” He wagged
a finger at me. “Shame! You should be ashamed to call yourself a
wizard.”


“It’s not-”


“She pressed the button to engage the spell and BANG,” he flung up his
arms. “The target was struck instantly!”


“Azib, that is not-”


“That is powerful magic, powerful magic. Such a-”


“It’s not magic,” Isabel interrupted, pulling a round from a pocket.
“It’s just this. Kaz,” she held out the round to me. “Will you explain while I
drive?”


“Sure. Azib, this is what you saw. It’s not magic, it’s a, machine.”


“Nooo,” he gave me the side-eye. “Such power, in the hands of a mortal?
It must be magic.”


“Nope.”


“If it is not magic,” he jammed his tiny hands on his
hips. “How do you explain it?”


“Chemistry, basically? See this part that looks like copper? That is a
cartridge, it’s made of brass, and it is filled with a powder that explodes.
The powder burns really
fast, when the little disc
here on the back is struck by something called a ‘firing pin’. When the powder
burns, it forces the pointy part here, you see the tip? That’s called a bullet.
The bullet is forced forward, along the barrel. What you saw is the bullet
striking the target.”


“You lie. I did not see anything.”


“That’s because the bullet moves super fast.”


“Faster than an arrow?”


“Much faster than an arrow. So fast, you can’t actually
see it moving.”


“It’s true,” Isabel knew the genie would trust her words more than
mine.


“Let me see,” he demanded, holding out a hand.


“Kaz?” Isabel warned. “We do not want your genie friend accidently
cooking off a round in the car.”


“Good safety tip. Azib, I’ll show you this round when we get home, OK?”


“You ask me to trust you, but you do not trust me?”


“This thing,” I held the round between my fingertips, “contains what is
sort of chaotic energy. It is dangerous.”


“Dangerous, yet a clumsy oaf such as you may handle it, while I may
not?”


Damn it. He was determined to be difficult. “You are from the Nether,
you are a being made of magic. The power inside you is so great, you might
accidentally set it off. When we get back to the house, I will demonstrate,
OK?”


“Demonstrate how clumsy you are?”


“Demonstrate how dangerous gunpowder is, and show you that it is not magic.”


“Hmmph. You just say that because Isabel’s magic is more powerful than
yours.”


“She is a better shot than I am, and it is not magic. Isabel earned
her skill.”


“You are a-”


“Genie,” Isabel flicked her wrist, knocking him off the dash. “Go
away.”


“Hmmph,” he snorted again, but with a soft ‘pop’, he disappeared.


“OK,” I pointed at her. “You making him go
away, that is magic."



 


 

On the way back to the house, we stopped at a drug store, where I
bought a variety of reading glasses, not knowing which strength Duke might need.
What mattered was the glasses had to be full size, preferably oversized. The
narrow type of reading glasses some people wore would be no good, Duke needed a
large field of view. I think. I mean, I had never taught a dog to read, you
know?


Isabel was amused that I was buying glasses for the dog, but she didn’t
say anything.


Another thing I bought was several of the things called ‘peepers keepers’. A flexible strap that goes behind your
head, to hold the glasses in place. People use them at the beach for
sunglasses, Duke would need them since reading glasses weren’t designed for a
dog’s head.


The last thing I added to my shopping basket was a book. It was about
Clifford The Big Red Dog, I figured that was perfect for Duke.


When I got home, or to the rental house I thought of as home, Duke was
all excited. “What did you bring me?” He asked, sticking his nose in the
shopping bag. “Hey!” He looked up, disappointed. “There’s no food in here.”


“I didn’t say there was.”


“It smells like food, but,” his eyes narrowed.
“There’s no food. You tricked me.”


“First, the food you smell is what was in the shopping bag yesterday, which kind of blows my mind that your nose is so sensitive. Second, I
did not trick you, I never said I brought food. What I did bring is,” the book
came out of the bag, “this.”


“Ooooh,” he sniffed at it, leaving a big nose print on Clifford’s face.
“What is it?”


“It’s a book about a dog. A huge dog.”


“Cool!” Tilting his head one way then the other, he looked puzzled.
“Where is the dog?”


“Let’s try on your reading glasses first, you will see better.”



 

A magnification of one point five was best for him, he said the two
power glasses made things blurry. With that decided, I got the strap settled
behind his ears, having to use a binder clip to tighten it so it didn’t slip
off. “Is that good?”


“It’s not good,” he shook his head vigorously.


“Stop moving. Now I need to get the glasses adjusted again. There. Can
you see the cover clearly?” I held up the Clifford book.


“Yes. Where is the dog? You said this was about a dog.”


“That is a dog, his name is Clifford.”


“Hmm. You lied,” his ears went back. “That isn’t a dog.”


“It’s a cartoon, a, uh, a drawing of a dog.”


“I don’t see it.”


“Here. There’s his nose, and those are his ears.”


“Hmm. That is supposed to be a dog?”


“Yes.”


“Hmm. Dogs are serious, and dignified.”


“Uh,” I did not know how to respond to that.


“This thing looks stupid,” he sniffed the cover again. “Are you sure
this isn’t a drawing of a cat?”


“Hey!” Boots stood up from where he’d been curled up on a chair.
Extending his claws, he hissed, “Do you want say that again?”


Duke ignored him, I did the same. “It’s a book for children,” I
explained. “Human children. They want a story about a dog who is friendly, they
don’t care about Clifford being serious or dignified.”


“Well, that’s just dumb.”


“How about we read the story, and then you decide?”


He snorted. “Whoever drew this obviously has never seen a real dog.”



 

Eventually, I read the book to him, and Duke grudgingly agreed it was a
good story. “The girl is nice,” he conceded.


“Well, I’m glad you enjoyed it. Now, let’s read it through again, but
this time you read the words?”


“OK. You know what would have been better? Clifford is a big dog,
right? He should,” Duke bared his teeth, “fight Godzilla.”


“Godz- How do you know about Godzilla?”


“Gisele and I watched a movie about it.”


“OK, uh. I think we can agree that a book of Clifford Fights Godzilla
would be totally amazing-”


“Well, duh.”


“And also, Gisele should cut back on watching movies, especially ones
like that.”


He did the head tilt again. “What’s wrong with Godzilla?”


“Nothing, it’s just-”


“She also really likes Kung Fu movies.” Sitting up on his haunches, he
lifted his front paws, flailing them in the air, just as Isabel walked into the
room. “Hi-yah! KARATE!”


She almost dropped her bowl of popcorn. “What,” she stared at me.
“Are you teaching that dog?”



 


 

The five
of us sat down to watch a movie that afternoon. It was raining, again, we were all bored, and we were all tired from the tension of trying
to find a dragon that did not want to be found. The damned
thing was playing Hide And Seek with us. Not really, it just felt that way. Anyway,
we anticipated another late night of being on alert for some conspiracy lunatic
to post video of a dragon. That would actually be a
good scenario for us. A video, without anyone being able to see and touch a
dragon, would only hurt the credibility of whoever posted it. Annie had hired a
troll farm to attack the first video, and the guy who hit the wyvern with his
truck. The trolls were actually smart, or Annie gave
them good direction. Along with the usual comments that felt like some dweeb
posting from his Mom’s basement, there were posts from supposed conspiracy
theorists, complaining that the original posters were hurting the movement by
uploading obviously fake images. Mike reported Annie was pleased with the
results of her investment in the troll farm. Real conspiracy nuts piled on,
slamming the original posters as government agents, who were seeking to identify
and expose the people who REALLY KNOW THE TRUTH. Or something like that, most
of those posts weren’t coherent enough to understand the point someone was
trying to make. Apparently, somehow the Illuminati were involved, or the dragon
was prototype military weapon. You might ask why would the Pentagon be testing a
top-secret weapon in Finger Lakes wine country? Well, clearly you are not
thinking like a conspiracy nut, because to them the answer is obvious: the
Finger Lakes is a great place for testing because no one expects the military
to test there. Genuis, right?


Damn,
some of those people are scary.


Whatever.


“What are
we watching?” Duke hopped on the couch between me and Isabel, wiggling to make
room for himself, which meant squeezing me into a corner.


“The
Terminator,” I told him. “The first one.”


“What’s
it about?” Macarius asked, as he handed out bowls of popcorn.


“Well, it
reminds me of you and Gisele. It’s about a knight who travels through time, to
stop an evil knight from causing the end of the world.”


“That’s
not exactly how I remember the story,” Mike said from behind me. He was seated
at the kitchen table, checking on his laptop the security cameras he had set up
around the property.


“Close
enough. Macarius, in this movie, the evil knight is a machine, and both knights come from the future, not the past.”


“Hmm,”
the Egyptian grunted as he sat in an easy chair, a bowl of popcorn on his lap.
“I am intrigued.”


“The
knights in this movie are sent from the future,” Gisele mumbled through a
mouthful of popcorn, “by a wizard?”


“There’s
no magic in the movie,” I explained.


“Are
there dogs?” Duke asked, his tail thumping on Isabel’s
legs.


“Uh,” I
hadn’t seen the movie in a while. “I don’t think so?
The- Hey!”


Duke
grabbed the remote out of my hand with his mouth, leaping over me onto the
floor. He ran up the stairs, stopping halfway up.


“You
bring that back right now,” I said in my I Am Being Very Serious This Time tone.


“No.”


Damn it.
That tone would work with a regular dog, but Duke had gotten smart. Too smart.
Changing tactics, I asked, “Buddy, what’s wrong?”


“We
always watch the movies and shows you want, not the ones I
like. How come we never watch movies about dogs?”


“Uh, probably
because dogs are not a major part of the movie watching audience, so there
aren’t a lot of movies about them. Listen, I can try to find-”


Mike came to the rescue. “Actually,
if I recall it right, dogs are the heroes of the film. They can
sniff out Terminators.”


“That’s right,” I snapped my fingers. “And hey,
the scene at the end, Sarah has a dog with her in the Jeep?”


“Is it a good dog?” Duke’s tail was swishing
slowly.


“It is an excellent dog,” I assured him.


“OK.”


Duke brought back the remote, which was
delightfully coated with dog slobber. We watched Terminator, and Duke enjoyed
it. So, it was a fun way to spend a rainy afternoon.


Also, I Googled ‘movies about dogs’, then checked
their ratings on Rotten Tomatoes. And, I eliminated any movies where a dog
dies, or is not the hero.


We would be watching a lot of dog movies in the
future.


Thankfully, Mister Boots slept through the whole
thing, so I didn’t have to research cat movies.



 


 

After the movie, I went out on the porch, where Mike was reading
something. It had finally stopped raining. “Hey, Mike?” Opening my palm, I held
a nine millimeter round from my pistol. “I sort of promised Azib to demonstrate
that guns are not magic.”


“You did?” He had that slightly annoyed ‘I was reading something’ look.


“It’s OK, it can wait,” I closed my hand.


“Nah,” he tossed the book on a chair. “It’s all good. How are you going
to prove it is not magic?”


“I was hoping to take this apart,” I tossed the round to him. “Put some
gunpowder on that stump,” I pointed to the far corner of the yard, “and light
it. Show him that fire can make it go ‘Boom’, without any magic involved.”


He turned the round over, considering. “Kaz. You want to make it go
‘Boom’?”


“You know what I mean.” The area was rural so hearing gunshots was not
unusual, and the closest other house was three hundred yards away, through the
woods.


“All right,” he grinned. “I can never resist a good ‘Boom’. Better get
the knights out here, so they can see what they’re working with. We’ll call
this an official team safety briefing. Get two more rounds.”



 

Mike took apart three rounds, of course working very carefully. He
explained that he and Isabel were experienced at reloading ammunition, and he
allowed us to watch from a safe distance. Azib watched more closely, though
even he kept a distance from Mike.


“OK, watch this.” He tapped a cartridge, spilling the grains out in a
circle on the stump. “I’m going to light it,” he struck a long match, the kind
used for fireplaces and gas grills. The circle burned rather than exploding.


“That was it?” Azib flew over to the stump after the fire was out.
“This is a children’s game. You waste my time.”


“Hold on, mate,” Mike waved him away. “The powder didn’t explode,
because it was in the open. The hot gases created by the fire just went up in
the air. But,” he opened a spice tin, one of the two ounce metal containers
that fancy cooks use. “I’m going to make a hole in the
side here,” he poked through the tin with a sort of ice pick. “Now I’ll pour
most of the gunpowder in here. Then put the lid on,” he did that very
carefully, so as not to make a spark. “Isabel? The pliers.” Mike used a pair of
vise-grips to clamp the lid shut. “Everyone stand
back. Back, on the other side of the house.” With the
remaining grains of powder, he made a trail to the hole in the tin. Then he lit
a long match, and placed the middle of the match on the powder trail.


He ran to us. “Safety goggles on.” We followed his orders, except of
course for Azib. And the dog and the cat, who were eagerly watching from my
bedroom window.


“You’re sure this is far enough?” I asked. The stump was in the corner
of the yard, a good forty yards away. Still, I had never played with gunpowder.


“This is not my first rodeo, mate. We’re safe. Three, two, one, one again.
Another one,” Mike said as the match burned slower than
expected.


There was a muffled boom.


The tin bounced off the stump, the heavy pliers flying off into the
yard. It wasn’t an impressive explosion, but the tin did fly apart.


“Satisfied?” Mike asked the genie.


The genie crossed his arms. “I am satisfied that you know how to use
magic substances.”


“Azib, I’m telling you, that is not magic,” I insisted.


“I can see how someone would think it is magic,” Macarius agreed.


“The difference is, anyone can do it,” I explained. “In this world,
only wizards can work with magic, but anyone can use electricity, or
chemistry.”


Azib shook his head, unconvinced. “In the Nether, everyone uses magic.”


“The same way? Everyone in your world has the same ability to work with magic?”


His reply came slowly. “No, but-”


“Everyone in this world has the same ability to use electricity.”


“Mmm,” Mike tilted his head, “that is not exactly-”


“Some people understand it better than others,” I added, knowing
what he meant. “But a light switch works the same, no matter who uses it. Like
me, for example. I know electricity involves current, and positive and negative
charges, but I don’t actually understand how it works.
It just does. Same with chemistry. If I, uh-” For a moment, I was stumped. What
is a type of chemistry that ordinary people use every day? Oh yeah. “If I make
biscuits, I use baking powder. There is a chemical reaction that makes the
dough rise. Anyone can do that, they don’t need to have any special ability.”


“Hmm,” Azib stroked his beard. “This is true. All these things of which
you speak, your people call them ‘physics’?”


Chemistry was a type of physics, and so was electric energy, so I
agreed. “Yes.”


“Perhaps magic is the physics of the Nether?”


“OK, yeah, that makes sense.” Physics described how the natural world
worked, and we thought of magic as a supernatural phenomena. Magic did not have to conform to the laws
of physics. But, like the types of magic Brandon Sanderson writes into his
books, the magic of the Nether was a system. It had its own rules. Magic could do this, but not that. It worked one way, and not the other. Like
gravity always pulled down instead of up, and fire was always hot instead of
cold. It was a system I didn’t yet understand, but like electricity, I was able
to use it anyway.


The difference was, when I had a problem with some electrical thing, I
called an expert; an electrician. There was no such
expert I could call about magic.


Damn.


All I had to do was the equivalent of winning a Nobel Prize, for
figuring out the rules of magic in our world.


No pressure on me.











CHAPTER TWENTY THREE



 

“Kazimir, I wish to discuss a matter with you,” Azib sat on the dresser
in my bedroom, his legs dangling over the edge. There was no danger of him
falling. No, he could fall, I had seen him take a tumble off the dashboard of
the Jeep when someone swiped at him and he was surprised. His flying ability
appeared to be something he had to consciously control, otherwise, gravity was
a downer to him like it was to everyone else.


That was interesting, and confirmed my theory that magical energy here,
or magical creatures in our world, had to comply with the laws of physics.
Somewhat. I mean, Azib was able to fly without wings, and he could eat his own
weight in food at every meal. Even an unskilled wizard like me could make air into a solid, bullet-proof shield. It was as if the laws of physics
could be bent, as long as they weren’t broken.


Duke lifted his sleepy head, blinking at us. Deciding the matter didn’t
concern him, he flopped his head down again.


The cat didn’t even bother to look at us.


Through a yawn, I replied, “If this is about food, we-”


“Though it demeans me to be serious with you, I must.”


“Oh.” I set down the book I’d been reading. “Of course. What is it?”


“In the Nether, I feared nothing.” He scowled, expecting me to
challenge his statement.


“Well, yeah. I mean, you’re a jinn,” I fed his ego. Ignoring the fact that he had been trapped in an
amulet, and appeared to possess no great courage. “How could you be afraid of
anything?”


“Quite correct,” he sniffed. “However, this world is strange to me.”


“You said that. The Sun being a thing instead of a god
is-”


“Yes, yes,” he waved a hand. “I knew all that before, in Babylon. Such
things are strange, but not frightening. This gunpowder your people have, and
ee-leck-triss-ih-tee, they were unknown in Babylon, no?”


“Uh.” Telling him again that electricity was a natural
phenomena and had always been part of our
world, would just drag out the conversation. Somewhere, I had read that
gunpowder had been invented in China, but I didn’t know when. Certainly, it
hadn’t been known in ancient Babylon. “They were not known back in that time.” 


“Magic or no, your world now has its own power. A terrible,
frightening power.”


“Yes. Listen, if you’re saying we have nothing to fear from a
Convergence, that-”


He looked down his nose at me. “I am not saying that. How could
you be so foolish? The Nether has gods. You have no concept of the power even a
minor god can wield. This world, even with its marvelous machines, would
quickly fall to an invasion from the Nether.”


“OK, yeah.” While I didn’t believe the Nether had actual gods, it might have beings with some godlike powers. “I agree that’s a risk.”


“Above all, gods desire power. Before, in my time, the power of gods in
this world was limited, they could not bring their full abilities to bear
against each other. Many of them fought mostly through the armies of their
human followers. Swords and arrows make for bloody battles, but the reach of
even victorious armies was restricted. A god could rejoice when their followers
conquered a rival, then the winning army had to withdraw due to lack of
supplies. No god wishes to hear concerns over fodder for
horses. When they learn of the new powers your people have discovered here,
they will fight against each other, to come to this land and take control of
that power for themselves.”


“A god will hack the power grid? I don’t see-”


“They will not need to. How can you not see what is so obvious? Gods coming here will recruit followers, who will serve in return for
gaining power for themselves. Even the lowest servant of a god can be greater
than any prince.”


“Oh sh-”


“Your people here may resist at first, then the clever amongst you will
seek advantage for themselves, and the aid of a god against their enemies.”


“Damn it.” He was right. A merger of our two
worlds would be a cataclysm, a unprecedented disaster.
Any disaster has winners, as well as losers. If there was no way to prevent our
world from being taken over by magic, who wouldn’t want to be on the winning
side? “The gods would fight over this world?”


“They will fight over both worlds. A war amongst the gods would
devastate your realm and mine. It must be stopped, it must be prevented. You
must do this.”


“I’m trying.”


“You must try harder.”


Someone saying you must try harder is as effective as saying ‘well, can’t you just?’. That is always popular, people just love
to hear vague and unhelpful advice.


Instead of doing what I wanted, which is strangling his scrawny neck, I
sucked up to him again. “Master jinn, I am eager to receive any wisdom you may
choose to impart.”


OMG.


Why was I talking like a character from Lord of the Rings?


“You are wise to seek my advice. I shall ponder how to pour into your feeble
mind such knowledge as you might retain.”


“Thanks, that-”


“It will not be much,” he muttered to himself.


My lack of reply was so he would drop the subject, and I could get back
to reading.


Also because I kind of agreed with him.



 


 

Mike was a hundred percent right about more crazies coming to the area.
That evening we watched the local news while eating another early dinner,
before going out to conduct another drone search. A reporter was interviewing
people in the parking lot of a grocery store that had somehow become a
gathering place for people searching for the dinosaur. People seeking The Truth, as several of those interviewed told the reporter. The truth,
apparently, was different depending on who was being interviewed. We heard
whispered speculation about the Illuminati, lizard people, the International
Cryto-fascist Capitalist Oppressors, the Creeping Threat Of Socialist-Communist
Athiest Whoevers, the gubmint, shadowy corporations, you name it. Really, if I
had been smart, I would have set up Conspiracy Bingo cards. Space lasers
causing forest fires? Got it. Microchips in our drinking water turning us into
mindless drones? Check. Some of it was amusing, like the guy referencing something
called the ‘Philadelphia Experiment’ seemed to think Ben Franklin had been
involved.


Anyway, listening to the conspiracy nuts was amusing for a while, but they
were also dangerous to us. A guy wearing a Game of Thrones outfit explained
that the beast seen on the video was clearly a dragon, and not a dinosaur. Many
in the crowd laughed at him, until a guy claiming to be a paleontologist from
the University of Chicago elbowed his way in front of the camera. He declared
that, first, pterodactyls are not dinosaurs, they are a cousin of what the public
inaccurately groups as ‘dinosaurs’. He used a lot of
big words like ‘clade’ and ‘genus’ and ‘phylum’, and
the crowd got restless listening to the self-important blowhard, until he
mention that no known animal, current or extinct, had four
limbs plus wings on its back. Ergo, yes he actually
used the word ‘ergo’ and that drew a derisive laugh from the crowd, the
creature seen in the video was not a dinosaur. In the opinion of Professor
Nerdface, the creature was a dragon, and therefore a fake and no reasonable
person should take it seriously.


The crowd did not like hearing that, and they let him know.
All of them had come because they believed, both in the existence of the
creature and that only they could expose The Truth. Several people had driven
from New Mexico, one guy flew all the way from Norway, and none of them wanted
to hear they were wasting their time.


The only people who were happy to hear Nerdface declare the creature
was a dragon, other than the Game of Thrones guy, was a group of self-described
Wiccans. They claimed to have crystals and incense and some other stuff I
couldn’t identify, that would allow them to commune with the dragon. Azib got a
laugh out of that. “Ha!” he scoffed. “They know even less about magic than you
do, and I thought that was impossible.”


That night, we again flew drones, and again saw nothing useful. Same
with the next morning. Isabel saw another drone possibly belonging to Mario the
Prius driver, and she steered her drone away so it wouldn’t be detected. In the
TV interview, we had seen several people in the parking lot with drones. Two
things were clear.


The skies were about to get crowded.


And we were running out of time.



 


 

Living with a dog is totally delightful.


Really.


OK, maybe there are a few things that are not so wonderful. Duke snored
sometimes. Not every night, and it wasn’t so loud that it kept me awake, it was
more the heavy, contented breathing of a dog who felt completely safe with me.
There were times when his gentle snoring was like rain on the roof, it lulled
me to sleep.


The cat had a different opinion. Mister Boots was a light sleeper, or
he had less tolerance for sound while he was sleeping. “In the wild,” he
explained while standing on my chest at 3AM, “any sound could be a predator
sneaking up on me.”


“Yeah well,” I yawned. “Can you imagine that dog sneaking up on
anyone?”


“Do something,” Boots insisted, baring his
fangs at me.


“All right, all right.” With a foot, I nudged Duke. He stopped in
mid-snore, rolled over, and fell back asleep. Silently.


The cat also went back to sleep. It felt like I struggled to sleep, but
when another sound woke me up, my phone showed a half hour had passed.


The sound was not snoring. It also wasn’t anything dangerous. It was
coming from the foot of the bed.


Yip. Yyyyyyip grrrrr-


Abruptly sitting upright in bed, I saw Boots glaring at me as he slunk
off the bed, disgusted. Duke sleepily raised his head. “Were you,” I nudged him
with a foot again. “Having a dream?”


“I was chasing a squirrel. A big one. Did I wake you?”


“Kind of, yeah.”


“Now that you’re up, you should teach me to read some more.”


“Duke, it is three thirty in the freakin’ morning, I want to sleep
another hour, OK?”


“I’m awake. Maybe you’re just lazy?”


“That’s because you sleep half the freakin’ day.”


“I take naps to conserve my strength.”


“Uh huh, right. Go back to sleep.”


“Hmmph,” he got up, turned around three times, and flopped down with
his back to me.


All I cared about was I could get back to sleep.


That lasted about five minutes.


“What,” I threw off the covers, “are you doing?” His cold wet nose
had touched my arm, startling me. “Why is your head under the blanket?”


“I smell food,” his nose snuffled frantically.


“There is no-”


“It’s crumbs from those cookies you ate before you went to sleep.”


“Oh for-”


“Cookies you ate without giving any to me.”


“They were chocolate chip; you can’t have them. Chocolate is bad for
dogs.”


“How do you know?”


“I read it somewhere.”


“That was probably written by a cat. It’s all lies.”


“I am pretty sure cats don’t write medical journals, OK?”


“We should do our own test, to be sure. Give me a box of chocolate chip
cookies, and see if I get sick.”


“Wow, I don’t foresee any downside to that. No. You will puke in the
bed.”


“Hey, I’m trying to clean the bed here. Move over, I can smell a
cookie crumb under your arm.”


“Out,” I pushed him off the bed. “Get out!”


“Well, if this is the thanks I get-”


“To be clear, I am not thanking you at all.”


“I might as well get up, I’m too hungry now to sleep.”


“Good. Go let Boots out.”


Radiating resentment, he slunk out the door, I could hear him thumping
down the stairs.


Damn it. I had to get up shortly anyway, to search for the dragon.


Besides, he had gotten me hungry.


Also, he was right, the scratchy thing I felt under my arm was a cookie
crumb.


It was still delicious.



 


 

We flew drones again that morning. Again, we saw nothing useful.
Really, that morning’s flights were a waste of time. The dreary weather the
previous afternoon became gusty winds by that evening, then a chilly rain by
the time we got out of bed for another fruitless session of drone
reconnaissance. We not only didn’t see a dragon that morning, we nearly lost a drone. Mike’s drone got hit by a blast of
wind as it was coming down, and a rotor clipped a tree. The drone righted
itself but Mike had trouble controlling it and it fell the last ten feet to
flop into a bush. We had spares of the rotor blades, the damage was to Mike’s
ego.


Really, I’m glad the drone accident happened to Mike and not to either of
the knights, especially Macarius. Mike had serious doubts about how useful
Macarius was to our team, Isabel had hinted she felt the same way. If the
Egyptian knight had crashed a drone, that would be another strike against him. Macarius
was still kicking himself for allowing Eadric to die before we got any
information from the dark knight.


While I packed away my drone, I called Azib. “Hey, Your Eminence, can
you-”


“Ooooh,” the genie zipped under the open back window of the Jeep, to
get out of the chilly rain. “It is raining again? Is there no
sun in this accursed country?”


“There was sun yesterday morning, for a while.”


“One day. This land is cursed.”


“We’re just having a spell of bad weather.”


“A spell?” he stared at me. “You caused this?”


“No, I- It’s a figure of speech. I meant, the weather has been
unusually bad for a while.”


“You do not usually get rain this time of year?”


“We get rain in the eastern US during winter and spring, every year.
This year,” I shook my head. “The weather has sucked. It has rained and
been cloudy all the freakin’ time. Way too often. The other day, I overheard
some farmers talking about it. They’re worried they don’t know when they should
plant crops this year. Their fields are mud puddles. They are really unhappy with the National Weather Service. The
long-range forecast for winter and spring were supposed to be warmer and drier than normal. Not this,” I looked up, rain splattering my face.
“Miserable crap. You know,” I clamped the drone’s box shut. “It’s weird, too.
Every time I look at the ten day forecast, it looks nice starting four or five
days out. But when we get there, it rains again most of the time.”


“Hmmph. It sounds like you angered a god.”


“Yeah, well, I didn’t.”


“Babylon was sunny and warm,” he sniffed. “We should move to a better
climate.”


“It’s not just the USA. Europe has had major flooding this year.”


“If we were in the Nether, someone would have to have angered the gods,
to be cursed with weather like this.”


“There are parts of our world where this would be considered nice weather.”


He shuddered. “Let us not ever go there.”


“I’ll cross those places off the list.”


“There are also places in the Nether where the climate is constantly
miserable,” he admitted, “but that it a choice of a god. Only the truly cursed
live there.” A gust of wind blew spray through the open window, and he stepped
farther inside to stay dry. “If you were a real wizard, you could appeal to a
god for better weather.”


“Yeah, well, we don’t have gods here. Not little ‘g’ gods.”


“Hmmph. We had gods in Babylon.”


“Those gods were from the Nether, right?”


“Yes, why?”


“Like I said, those were gods with a little ‘g’. Pretenders.”


He shuddered and took a step back from me. “You would not say that if
you had met a god. They are gods.”


“One is enough, thanks. Anyway, in the Nether you, what? Bribe a god to
change the weather?”


“That is one way to appeal to a god, yes. It is strange to me that
here, you have no influence on the weather. Is there nothing you can do?”


“You can wash your car, that pretty much guarantees it will rain.”


“I am being serious, imbecile.”


“Sorry. No, we can’t influence the weather. More
often than not, it seems like weather ruins something you have planned.
The people who planned the wedding at the winery yesterday, they got super lucky. It was risky planning an outdoor wedding in April.” Closing the
Jeep’s rear gate, I wiped rain out of my eyes. “I hope the happy couple went
some place warm and sunny for their honeymoon.”


Starting the car, I stepped on the gas to pick up Gisele. She wasn’t
enjoying the rain any more than I was. “Azib, you can really get gods in the
Nether to do what you want?”


“Sometimes,” he shrugged. “Though that is rare. The gods have their own
concerns. The best way to get a god to do something is to show how the action
will harm their rivals. Kazimir, few of the gods do anything to actively
benefit their worshippers.”


“From what I know about Greek mythology, their pantheon of gods were
pretty much self-absorbed A-holes.”


“Hmm,” he stroked his beard. “That is an accurate description, yes. Do not,” he added with a scowl. “Tell any of them I said that.”


“Said what?”


“Hmmph.”



 


 

I should have known something was wrong, when we pulled into the
driveway and Duke did not open the door to run out and bark excitedly at us.
When he is excited about doing dog things, he often barks instead of talking.
Either he forgets to use words, or the part of his brain that can talk gets
shut off. Or, who knows? I have no idea how his deal with Marduk works. Other
than that we still couldn’t speak to Marduk. That wizard from ancient Babylon,
who risked everything to project his spirit forward in time, and royally
screwed up by channeling his spirit into a dog, had gone dormant.
Azib claimed he could sense the presence of Marduk, though the genie seemed
afraid and didn’t like to talk about the subject. Something was going on there,
something I needed to confront Azib about. When the time was right.


I pulled the Jeep into the driveway, expecting I’d need to slam on the
brakes to avoid running over the dog. He wasn’t there in the yard. The front
door didn’t open.


“That’s odd,” I craned my neck to look into
the front windows.


“It is,” Macarius agreed, and put a hand inside his jacket. He had a
gun now, a Glock 17. Mike had taken the knights to a range for a shooting
lesson, the day I went to the historical society. Macarius and Gisele quickly
became expert shots, which surprised Mike and Isabel, but not me. The knights
were so good, they attracted attention. Too much attention, the wrong kind of
attention. Mike had to persuade them to miss their targets. Gisele got two more
shots in the center, before she began shooting wildly, complaining her wrist
hurt. Macarius took a different tactic: he hit exactly where he aimed, but he
aimed all over the target.


Anyway, both of the knights now had illegal
concealed weapons, and I did not feel any safer. If either of them were searched by a cop, we would all be in big trouble. And
Macarius was now more likely to get me into a dangerous
situation.


“Stay here,” Macarius yanked the door open and pulled out his Glock,
pointing it at the front door in a good two-handed stance, but his index finger
was hovering near the trigger.


“Trigger discipline,” I reminded him. Damn it, Mike should at least
have given him a pistol with a real, separate safety mechanism. “Wait!” On the
front porch, Boots stood up from a chair and stretched. “Mister Boots! Where is
Duke?”


“He’s hiding from you,” the cat answered, the tip of his tail
twitching.


“Oh sh- What happened?”


Macarius lowered his gun, and I motioned for him to put it away. 


“I told him,” Boots hopped off the chair and
sauntered over to the front door. “That it was a bad career move.”


“Bad career-” Damn it, our animals watch too much television. “Is he in
the house?”


“Unless he went out the back door.” Boots’s tail was swishing back and
forth, and he was fairly crackling with eagerness to see the dog get in big
trouble.


The second I opened the door, I saw the problem. One side of the love
seat was torn up. The two cushions were ripped apart, fabric and foam strewn
all over, and the fabric was peeled off the arm. I have to say, although I
wasn’t pleased, at least the dog had put some serious effort into the
destruction. He must have been in a frenzy, probably deliriously enjoying
himself.


Now, he knew he was in Big Trouble.


Macarius cleared his throat. “I’m going to unload the car,” he said as
he slowly backed out the door. We had only bought one small bag of groceries,
so the car didn’t need to be ‘unloaded’. It was refreshing to see him
exercising good judgment.


The cat did the opposite. Though one of his back legs was still not a
hundred percent, he easily leapt up on a cabinet. “I am staying right here. I
can’t wait to see this.”


Clapping my hands, I called, “Duke! Duke, you come here right now.”


From upstairs came a low voice. “Am I in trouble?”


“What do you think?”


“I think I’m hiding under the bed until you forget what I did.”


“You come down here right-” Letting out a breath, I reminded myself I
was talking to a dog. He wouldn’t obey if he assumed he would be
punished. “Buddy, come down, and we’ll talk about this, OK?”


“Promise you’re not going to beat me?”


Taking the stairs two at a time, I was up in the bedroom in a flash,
with Boots right on my heels. Crouching on my knees, I peered under the bed,
where he was cowering. “Duke, I will never hit you.”


“You promise?”


“It hurts me that you even have to ask that
question. I promise,” I made a cross sign over my heart. “Come out, please, so
we can talk.”


“Um, I’m kinda stuck,” he admitted sheepishly.


The rotten cat slunk under the bed and batted Duke’s nose with a paw.
“Are you sure?”


“Hey!” I stomped on the cat’s tail. He yowled and jerked backwards, out
from under the bed. “Bad kitty!”


Boots hopped on a dresser and stared daggers at me, while I lifted the
end of the bed, and Duke crawled out on his belly. Dropping to one knee, I
scratched behind his ears. “Are you OK, buddy?”


“Ugh,” the cat stuck out his tongue. “I’m gonna barf.”


“I’m fine,” Duke licked my ear. “Am I really not in trouble?”


“You are in big trouble. Just, no one will ever hit you. We
talked about this, why did you tear up that couch?”


He stared at me, uncomprehending, and blinked once. “You did see that couch, right?”


“Yes, I- OK, but I sprayed that nasty stuff on it. How did you-”


Duke gagged. “It tasted terrible, but I powered through,” his tail wagged,
like he was proud of himself.


I didn’t know whether to be mad, or to admire his persistence. “This is
bad.”


“It’s not my fault.”


“Uh, how do you figure that?”


“That guy on TV said I am acting out my separation anxiety. I’m a victim.”


“Ok, first, you need to stop watching so much TV. Also, it is
your fault. Why did-”


“It had to be done.” 


He way he said it, he was imparting wisdom. He was stating a fact. Duke saw the world through a dog’s perspective, and there was no
changing his mind.


“You can’t do anything like that again, you understand?”


He sighed. “I do feel bad if I caused any trouble for you.”


“We will need to replace that couch, somehow, or pay for a replacement.”
I knew Isabel would not be happy about that.


“Wait!” The cat screeched. “The dog isn’t getting punished?”


“He is getting punished,” I wagged a finger at
Duke. “You will clean up the mess. I’ll get a bin, and you pick up all the
pieces.”


“That’s it?” Boots stomped his feet, indignant.


“No, that’s not all. Duke is not getting any people food this today.”


“But,” Duke whimpered, his lips quivering. “I need to get my MDA of
toast.”


“Uh, MDA?”


“Minimum Daily Allowance,” he told me. “It’s a thing.”


“I’m pretty sure dogs can survive without toast.”


“Maybe, but why take the chance?”


“No toast for you.”


“This is an outrage!” Boots complained. “He was bad, he should be
punished.”


“You,” I pointed at the cat. “Will help him pick up the mess, and no
salmon for you tonight. You can have dry kibble.”


“What?!” Boots was
shocked. “This is- What did I do?”


“You’re being a dick and you know it. I’ll bet you encouraged
Duke to destroy that couch.”


“Hmm,” Duke snorted, tilting his head “He did dare me to do it.”


“I thought so.”


“This,” Boots jumped off the dresser. “Is so unfair.”



 

Back in the living room, the two animals were resentfully picking up
pieces of the couch in their mouths, and dumping them in a plastic bin. Actually, Boots was resentful. Duke was gleeful to see the
cat’s outrage. Macarius was in the kitchen, making coffee. “Kazimir, would you
like coffee?”


“No, I’m good.”


He sipped coffee, looking over the cup at me. Then he set the cup down
on the counter. “Kazimir, I understand that punishing the dog is difficult for
you,” he took a step toward the living room. “I will do it.”


He didn’t take another step, because I had a hand around his bicep.
“Let’s get one thing straight, knight of the Medjai,” I whispered through
clenched teeth. My sudden anger surprised me, and by the way his eyes grew
wide, it surprised him too. “This is my world, we do things my
way. I might be not much of a wizard yet, but if you ever hurt that dog, you
will see how much power I have. Is that understood?”


Letting out a breath, he slowly raised his hands. I let go, and we each
took a step back from each other. “Sorry,” I coughed. “I was out of line.”


“No, Kazimir,” he shook his head. “You are correct. This is not my
world.”


“Hey, it is now,” I told him, seeing the hurt look in his eyes.


“Perhaps someday, I will fit in here, if I learn. You are right to
correct me when my actions are inappropriate.”


“I’m more worried about your trigger discipline,” I said, but I said it
with a grin. Trying to make a peace offering.


He flashed a smile, that was progress. “It is difficult to remember not to have a secure grip on my weapon.”


“How about this? I learned that my trigger finger should be pointed
toward the target, until I need to shoot.” That wasn’t exactly true, but close
enough.


“Hmm,” he nodded. “I will try that. Now, you are going to make
‘waffles’ for breakfast? I wish to assist you.”


“OK. Duke does not get any waffles this morning.”



 


 

After breakfast, I talked with Isabel in the living room, where she was
working to fix the drone Mike had almost crashed. “I need to,” I tapped the
tablet she had given me. “Do some research. Try to make sense of what is going
on.”


“What kind of research?”


“Mostly about Myrrdin, or Merlin, or whatever you call him. Until I met
Eadric, I always figured that Merlin, King Arthur and all that, was just a
myth. But Myrrdin must have existed, he must have been a wizard. Otherwise,
Eadric wouldn’t have been Sent to kill him.”


“He wasn’t.”


“Huh?”


“Eadric wasn’t Sent to kill Myrrdin. He came here to kill you.”


“Oh, yeah, it worked out that way, but-”


“Kazimir, think about that. Eadric and the wizard or wizards who Sent
him intended him to find and kill Myrddin, presumably so that wizard couldn’t
act against the Convergence. Instead, Eadric arrived here, to kill you.”


“Well, sh-”


“However magic works, you were the target. Someone, or some invisible
force out there, considers you to be a threat to the Convergence.”


“No pressure on me, then.” Lowering my voice so Gisele and Macarius
didn’t hear, I added, “I thought you didn’t believe in a Convergence?”


“I thought you didn’t. You’re the wizard.”


“I don’t know what to believe. Or, I didn’t.”


“Mike and I are reevaluating, after what we have seen.”


“Before, I- Damn. When I say ‘before’, I mean just a few weeks ago,
when I first met Macarius and Gisele. Now, that seems like a thousand years
ago. Back then, I told them I believed in a Convergence, so they wouldn’t have
traveled here for nothing. That’s why,” I patted the tablet again. “I need to
make sense of all this. It’s OK for me to Google stuff?”


“Like what?”


“Myrrdin, mostly. Anything about him.”


She pursed her lips. “Could you use ‘Merlin’ as a search term instead?
Myrrdin is fairly unusual, the Order might be looking
for that search. The name ‘Merlin’ must get millions of queries.”


“Annie thinks the Order knows about Myrrdin?”


“It’s a risk, one we don’t need to take. Please, use Merlin as a search
term.”


“I’ll try that. At first. If nothing interesting pops up-”


“If ‘Merlin’ doesn’t give the results you need, talk to me, please.
Kaz, we have to be very careful about this.”


“I don’t get it. How could the Order know about Myrrdin, if your people
don’t?”


“The Order is a much older organization. They inherited the records of
the Knights Templar. If the truth is in there-”


“If the truth is in there, then I need to see those
records.”


She sighed. She knew if we continued, we would rehash an argument that
had already gotten old. “Remember, go through the VPN, OK?”











CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR



 

Sitting on the bed, I propped the tablet on my lap, and logged into the
VPN. Because I had brought half of a leftover waffle with me, I had a towel on
my lap so I wouldn’t get crumbs in the bed. I wasn’t making that mistake again.


Inputting ‘Merlin’ as a search term yielded a lot of results.
Including, some articles that mentioned his original name might have been
Myrrdin or Merzhin. Probably Merzhin was how Geoffrey Whatshisname got ‘Merlin’
for the fairy tale he wrote, six hundred years later. After quickly scanning a
sample of Arthurian stories written by Geoffrey of Monmouth, a French guy named
Chretien de Troyes, and others, I decided they could be ignored as fanciful
tales unconnected to reality. Geoffrey wrote about Arthur’s father Uther
Pendragon, the castle at Tintagel, his queen Guinevere, the wizard Merlin, the
magical sword Excalibur, and Arthur’s battle at Camlann. Chretien added the
knight Lancelot and the search for the Holy Grail. Like I said, all interesting
romantic stories of chivalry and love and daring-do,
but useless to my search for the truth. Whatever the truth was.


Stories written hundreds of years later weren’t likely to be very
helpful. Anyway, I didn’t care about Guinevere banging Lancelot, or anything
about the other knights of the Round Table, or a search for the Holy Grail. I
mean, come on, seriously? If the wizard Myrrdin existed around the time Eadric
came from, and if Myrrdin was in the western part of Britain, then for sure
Arthur’s knights wouldn’t have time to run around searching for any mythical
Grail. After the Romans pulled out of Britannia in the early 400s, Saxons were
pushing westward from their kingdoms in Sussex and Wessex, seeking to conquer
the Celtic lands like Arthur’s people held in Wales and what is now the Cornish
peninsula. Arthur’s army would have been hard-pressed just to keep the Saxons
from invading. No way could Arthur have had the resources to send knights all
over the world, looking for a mythical cup.


So, what part if any, of the surviving stories contain a hint of truth?


What is known about that time?


The answer was: not much.


OK, so what is thought to be the best, most reliable information?


Arthur, if he existed at all, was probably a chieftain of a Celtic
clan. There are remains of a structure at Tintagel, on the wind-swept north
coast of Cornwall facing the Atlantic. The ruins there are more like a fortress
than any grand castle, a fortress is where a chieftain would have lived. Maybe
that part of the story contains some truth in it.


Arthur’s epic final battle was recorded to be at a place called
‘Camlann’, the location of which is in dispute. He won that battle but was
fatally wounded, and according to various versions of the myth, he was taken to
the land of Avalon, wherever that is. The sword Excalibur was returned to the
Lady of the Lake. Supposedly, Arthur and his magical sword will return at a
time when Britain is in great need. Apparently, the Battle of Britain during
WWII wasn’t sufficiently threatening to wake up ol’ Arthur from his rest.


Ah, it was all BS. There is no factual evidence that-


Huh.


When you’re searching for anything online, there is a risk of following
a trail of links that lead you further and further from what you intended to
look for. Allowing yourself to be distracted like that can be a major
time-suck. The temptation of clicking on links to stuff like cute animal videos
is why social media companies hold so much of our attention. Ninety percent of
the time, following links that go off-topic is a huge waste of time.


But-


That was interesting.



 


 

It took me a while to organize my thoughts after my deep dive into the
history of Arthurian times, or what historians call sub-Roman Britain. The
power vacuum created when the last Imperial troops left Britain, was filled by
the peoples who had already been pressing the Empire for centuries. In what is
now called Scotland, the Picts had resisted being conquered, and caused so much
trouble that Emperor Hadrian built a wall completely across a narrow part of
the island, from the Irish Sea to the North Sea. To keep out the Picts, the
mighty Roman Empire had to build Hadrian’s wall over seventy miles long, with
ditches and forts garrisoned with troops. About twenty years later and farther
north, the Empire build another fortification called the Antonine Wall, but
that lasted less than a decade before it was abandoned.


That strategy worked until the winter of 367, when troops stationed
along Hadrian’s Wall rebelled, and allowed the Picts to strike south. At the
same time, in what Rome referred to as The Great Conspiracy, barbarians known
as the Scoti invaded from Ireland, and the Saxons came across the North Sea
from what is now Germany. It had to be a coordinated attack, and much of Roman
Brittania was overrun by barbarians. By peoples the Romans considered
barbarians, I mean. I never actually met them, but I’m sure they were quite
nice.


Anyway, the next year a Roman general named Flavius Theodosius crossed
the Channel with fresh troops, and he was smart enough to gather intel on the
situation before committing his troops to battle. He discovered many of the
Imperial troops had deserted, or refused to fight, because they hadn’t been
paid in a long time which, duh, of course. Also, he discovered that many of the
local agents, who were supposed to work for the Empire to provide intel about
the various barbarians, had supplemented their income with bribes from those
same barbarians. Surprisingly, the Empire did not appreciate the
entrepreneurial spirit of those agents, and fired them. General Theodosius
straightened up the Imperial mess, remade the army into a fighting force again,
and pushed all the invaders into the sea, or back north across Hadrian’s Wall.


Despite the solid effort of Theodosius, Roman power continued a slow
decline all across Europe, leaving less money and
fewer troops available for holding Britannia. In the year 410, the Emperor
Honorius told the former Roman citizens of Brittania basically ‘sucks to be
you, I am outta here’. He also left a one star Yelp review of Britannia with
comments like ‘the food sucks’, so he must have been salty about the whole
experience. At the time, the Empire was being severely tested by Germanic
tribes pushing westward and south across the Rhine and Danube rivers, so old
Honorius decided to be less than, you know, honorable, and bailed on
Britannia.


That’s when the Saxons came in, along with other peoples from northern
Europe like the Angles; that’s where we get the term ‘Anglo-Saxon’. Also, I’ll
bet the Saxons would be pissed that their descendants are not referred to as
‘Saxon-Angles’, instead of giving those low-life Angles the top billing. King
Arthur’s victory at the battle of Camlann in the year 537 gave the Celts a
respite for forty years, until the Saxons finally conquered the west country at
the battle of Deorham in 577.


Why am I talking about all these names and dates, facts I had to write
on the bathroom mirror to keep organized?


Because I’m trying to understand what was going on in Britain, in the
early to mid 500s. Why? In his statement to the sheriff, the guy whose house
got broke into said Eadric thought he was in the Celtic lands to the west of
Sussex, the land of Myrrdin. He was searching for his target in western
Britain, so I assume that’s where he expected to find the wizard Myrrdin.
Eadric was Sent forward from the year 519, and he thought the Convergence would
happen relatively soon. Like, in a couple decades.


Like, around the time of the battle of Camlann, that happened in
western Britain.


So, the year 537 might be very important.


How could that be?



 

Because the previous year 536 was the ‘worst year in history’, or something
like that. Sometime that year, or possibly late in 535, something happened,
something very bad. Biblically bad. A Roman historian wrote ‘during this year a most dread portent took place. For the sun gave
forth its light without brightness, and it seemed exceedingly like the sun in
eclipse, for the beams it shed were not clear’. In Europe, snow fell during the
summer. Even in far-off China, snow fell in August. Basically, the sun didn’t
shine hardly at all, something darkened the sky. There were wide-spread crop
failures, that lead to famine and starvation. It must have been a truly
miserable time to be alive. The suffering, chaos, and social disruption were
not confined to one year either. The bad climate lasted into the year 560, a
period now named the Late Antiquity Little Ice Age. In the middle of that happy
era was the Plague of Justinian, the first appearance of the Black Death in
Europe.


Good times, huh?


History tells us the bad weather back then was
caused by a series of volcanic eruptions, possibly in Iceland.


Maybe that is correct.


But-


History also tells us the Hopewell Indian
culture in Northeastern North America was devastated by comet that exploded in
the atmosphere, setting fire to forests across a wide area. The soil in that
area has unusually high levels of platinum and iridium, in a layer of charcoal
that is characteristic of an intense fire. Platinum and iridium are signatures
of a comet striking the atmosphere. It was a cosmic event.


Yeah.


Azib believes that comet was no accident. That
the explosion that devastated the lands of the Hopewell Culture was caused by a
dispute between gods from the Nether.


Think about this, because I sure as hell
thought about it long and hard: a whole lot of bad stuff happened, right around
the time Eadric expected a Convergence to happen. In Myrrdin’s Britain during
the year 536, crops failed. Snow fell every month of the year. The lack of food
might have weakened the Celts in western Britain enough that the Saxons were
tempted to invade. Or the Saxons might have been hungry and desperate enough to
try raiding the Celts to steal grain and cattle. What we know, if the tales
have a grain of truth, is that Arthur stopped the Saxons at Camlann in 537,
though he died in that battle.


A whole lot of bad stuff happened, but a
Convergence didn’t.


From 536 to at least 560, conditions in Europe
were miserable, meaning worse than usual for those Dark Ages. During those
years when the sun didn’t shine as reliably, it was literally dark. When
I say miserable, I’m not talking about slow WiFi, or the restaurant putting
mustard on your burger when you asked for no mustard. I’m talking about many
people not having any food at all. Millions of peasants dying of starvation.
Millions more dying in wars, as desperate people fought over scarce and
dwindling resources. Many millions more dying of plague, and because it was the
first time the plague struck Europe, no one had acquired immunity yet. That
first wave of plague was massively deadly, killing possibly half of the people
in Europe. 


Half.


One of every two people, dead.


Macarius told me that a Convergence would be an
unprecedented disaster for our world.


Unprecedented in his time, maybe.


I don’t see how even a Convergence could be
worse than what began in the year 536.


I don’t want to imagine anything worse
than what has already happened.


History tells us that the tragedies of 536 to
560 were caused by natural events, like volcanic eruptions, and plague
bacteria.


History also tells us magic isn’t real, and
never was.


The history we have been taught is just plain wrong.



 


 

Mike was, to say it politely, skeptical about
my theory regarding Myrrdin, the year 536, and basically everything I told him.


“What?” I asked, after he spent a full minute
scratching his chin, rubbing the back of his neck, and tilting his head one way
then the other like he was a dog.


“No, it’s,” he was clearly searching for a
non-insulting way to say I was crazy. “Good work. Interesting.”


“Uh huh. So, you’re thinking I’m like that guy
on TV with the wild hair who waves his hands and says ‘I’m not saying it was
aliens, but it was aliens’?”


“Kaz, you are saying it’s aliens.”


“Aliens from the Netherworld, not outer space.
Also, I have a way better haircut than that guy.”


“You do now. Thank God you got rid of
that mullet.”


“I did not have a mullet.”


“Your hair was kind of long when we met.”


With a shrug, I ran a hand through my much
shorter hair. “It’s useful to grow it long, then cut it when you have to go on the run. Same with,” I ran the back of my hand
across my stubble of a beard. “Shaving.”


“You had it long for a while, then. Did you
ever wear a man bun?”


“No.”


“What about braiding it?”


“I once had gum stuck in it and my hair got all
tangled, does that count?”


“Isabel would say it doesn’t.”


“Can we get back to the subject?”


“Sure.”


“Try not to be so enthusiastic.”


“Kaz, I am trying. This is all interesting
speculation, but why do you think a couple decades of bad weather has to be
caused by some mysterious magical force? Wasn’t there another Little Ice Age in
the 1800s, around then?”


“OK, yeah, I heard about that.”


“Was that caused by a Convergence?”


“I don’t know.” Maybe if I had gone to high
school, I would have experience with debate club, or whatever it’s called when
you gain skill for framing an argument in your favor. Instead, I had to wing
it. “What I know is, a long string of brutally bad years started around the
time a wizard named Myrrdin might have been working to prevent a Convergence.”


Mike nodded slowly. “You think he failed.”


“What?”


“Myrrdin failed. The Convergence rolled in, and
caused twenty five years of miserable weather.”


“No, no freakin’ way. Azib says if there was something
like a Convergence, we would know it for certain. The event would be
unmistakable. Dragons and all kinds of beasts and monsters would come into our
world. Not just one or two, they would be everywhere. Gods would hold
dominion over this world again. I’m saying ‘gods’ with a little ‘g’, but, Mike,
Azib tells me these beings have the power of gods. Think of Greek mythology.
The gods were not here to help us.”


“I’m more familiar with Māori legends.”


“Well, OK, yeah. I didn’t mean-”


“I get your point. Kaz, not all gods were depicted
as selfish, supposedly some helped their followers, some of the time. But, that
kind of power is dangerous and we can’t control it, so it is a threat.”


“My guess is a Convergence did not occur back
then. Not fully, anyway. Gods and dragons and monsters did not pour into
our world. After 560, conditions improved.”


“OK, OK, that’s possible. I still don’t see how
bad weather has to mean some magical being from the
Nether was interfering in our world. Why is that the only explanation?”


“It’s the best explanation, given what
we know. It’s possible that a wizard in southwestern England somehow prevented
a Convergence, around the year 536. Sometime between 536 and 560.”


“You’re saying that during those years, the
connection between our world and the Nether was strong enough, the gods from
there manipulated our weather here?”


“I know it sounds crazy, but-”


“Why would they do that?”


“You were in the military. If you’re going to
conduct an invasion, don’t you soften up the enemy defenses first? Famine and
plagues wiped out half the population of Europe back then.”


“OK, that makes sense, if you believe a
bunch of peasants with pitchforks could have resisted an invasion force from
the Netherworld.”


“It doesn’t matter what I believe. Maybe, uh,
one set of gods wanted to kill the followers of another set of gods, to give
the first group an advantage when they
took over our world. I don’t know, I don’t know how magic like that works. What
I do know is, powerful wizards in the year 519 went through an enormous effort
to Send an assassin after a wizard named Myrrdin, who apparently lived in the
Celtic lands west of Sussex. Shortly after, a catastrophe of Biblical
proportions strikes that area, and all of Europe. Not just Europe, the effects
were felt as far away as China.”


“Assuming that’s true, that a Convergence began
but Myrrdin somehow stopped it, you think he acted alone?”


“Uh, no. He probably had help. There were other
wizards back then, he might not have been the leader. We care about Myrrdin,
because we know roughly where and when he lived.”


“Do we? You’re talking about the Cornish peninsula,
plus Wales. That’s not a huge area, but it’s still a lot of ground to search,
for clues about a guy who is long dead.”


“I didn’t say it would be easy. We have a
couple hints about him, we need more. I don’t have to find Myrrdin, I need to
learn what he did. How he did it.”


“You have a plan for doing that?”


“Not exactly.”


“So, nothing.”


“Mike, give me a break. I just learned about
all this. Macarius and Gisele think I’m supposed to save the freakin’ world,
and I haven’t found a single clue how to do that. I don’t have a mentor, or a
book of magic spells, or anything that could help me figure it out. Now, at
least I don’t have to invent a way to prevent a Convergence, if I can
learn how Myrrdin did it. Researching about Myrrdin is something we can do.
Otherwise, we’ll be flailing around aimlessly, waiting for the end without any
idea of how to stop it. It’s important.” What I didn’t say was that his
opinion was also important to me. Mike was kind of like the cool older brother
I never had. The older brother I would like to have, if I had one. He was calm
in a crisis, he had served in the military, he had a purpose to his life. He
knew what he was doing, and knew what he wanted to do. Until recently, all I
was doing was surviving as best I could, with no plan longer than the next
week. I wanted him to respect me. Of course, I would never say that.


“OK, mate,” he reviewed the stuff I had
scribbled on the mirror. “I can ask Annie what she can dig up about Myrrdin, or
Merlin. Discreetly, without alerting the Order that we’re interested in a
mythical dead wizard. While I do that, you can answer a question for me.”


“Sure. What?”


“The knights. All three of them, good and bad.
Why were they Sent forward in time? Without knowing anything about magic, that
seems like an enormous amount of effort for nothing.”


Nothing? What he said didn’t make sense. “It’s
not for nothing. They came here, Macarius and Gisele, to help me. I know you
don’t think,” I lowered my voice so I wouldn’t be heard in the kitchen. “Those
two are useful, but-”


“No. They came here, but they weren’t Sent
here. They had no idea they would travel across fifteen hundred years. They
weren’t Sent to you, it just happened that way. Unless I’m missing something?”


“Ah. No, you’re right.”


“The wizards who Sent them, I assume they also
didn’t know they would travel so far across time. Otherwise, damn, those two
seriously got screwed by the people they trusted.”


“OK, yeah, I get your meaning.”


“Do you?” He cocked his head at me. “Kaz, I’m
not asking why you are the Chosen One or whatever-”


“Hey.” Automatically, I was defensive about it.
“I never said I’m the Chosen One. I’m the guy who happened to be here. Like I
said, Mister Right Here, not Mister Right, you know?”


“That’s not what I’m asking. If your ego was
that big, we would have a problem. What I want to know is, why was it
considered necessary to Send people forward in time at all? Take Eadric, for
example. Seems to me it would have been less trouble to hire an assassin in the
year 535, than to Send an assassin from 521. Same with your bodyguards.
Macarius was with the Medjai, whoever they were. Why didn’t the Medjai just
provide bodyguards when they were needed?”


“Uh, they also traveled across space. Across
the Atlantic.”


“They couldn’t have known that, clearly they didn’t know that. Why did they need to
protect a wizard in the future? Did they somehow know that wizard wouldn’t already
have bodyguards, if that wizard was so crucial to preventing a Convergence?”


Damn.


Mike was right.


He asked questions I hadn’t considered, but
should have. The reason I didn’t already have a team of bodyguards was because
nobody in my time knew about magic. Well, few people did, besides the Order and
the Certus people. Plus, I was a fugitive. And, I couldn’t afford to hire
bodyguards.


But,
the wizards who Sent Gisele and Macarius couldn’t have known that I was the
world’s only wizard, with zero support network.


Gisele and Macarius thought they were going to
protect a real wizard, who presumably would already have a small army of
guardians.


What was the point of Sending extra people?


That was a damned good question.


“I’ll ask the knights.”


“Do that,” Mike said, pointing at the mirror.
“But first, erase what you wrote. We can’t risk the Order knowing what you’re
looking for, if they get into this house.”


“I’m pretty sure the Order already knows
everything I just said.”


“Maybe, but they don’t know that you
know. Don’t help them.”


“OK, right, good point.”


“Also, when you talk to the knights, do not
tell them you think Myrrdin prevented a Convergence, way back when. Macarius
especially, if he learns the job is already done, that he came forward in time
for nothing? He won’t take it well.”


“Don’t worry. I won’t tell them that, because I
don’t believe it.”


“Huh? You said Myrrdin-”


“Myrrdin, with other wizards of his time, did something.
Prevented a full-scale disaster. The problem is, three
knights were Sent here. To America, now. To me. To the only wizard in this
world, that we know of. If one knight came here,” I shrugged. “OK, I could
write that off as a mistake. Magic isn’t an exact science. But three
knights, all Sent here by mistake? No way. Macarius is right: the three of them
came here for a reason. Whatever it is, it’s big. Important. And whatever is
happening, will happen soon.”


“Are you saying that because you need to
believe it?”


That was, I had to admit, a good question. When
I didn’t answer right away, he added, “You told us your life because didn’t
have any purpose, any plan.”


“My plan was to stay one step ahead of the
people chasing me. My purpose was to stay alive, you know?”


“That’s a purpose. All I’m saying is, be
careful what you choose to believe about the knights. If they did come here by
mistake, you’re not doing them any favors by feeding their delusion.”


“It might not matter.”


He stared at me. “How do you figure that?”


“Either way, we need to fight the Order.
Whether they are trying to make a Convergence happen or not, they are opening
portals, we know that. They have to be stopped.”


He nodded. “That is a purpose I can
believe in.”



 


 

Since we might be in the house for a while longer, we needed to buy more
supplies to stock the fridge and pantry. Flying drones kept us busy in the
evenings and early mornings, and it was generally best for us to mostly eat at
home, where we could talk freely. Besides, we all were getting a bit tired of
eating in restaurants and getting takeout food. Over my years on the run, I had
come to view a home-cooked meal as a comfort, even if it was something simple.
Back then, going out to eat was awkward anyway, most of the time I was alone,
unless I went out for a burger with some guys I worked with. When they were in
the field, Mike and Isabel almost never had a home-cooked meal, they were both
looking forward to sharing a meal around a kitchen table.


We made a shopping list, I would go out with Gisele, while the others
finished getting the house set up. Including, finishing the installation of new
security cameras around the perimeter, and along the road on both directions.
The agents were very serious about security, that was good to see.


While I sat at the table scribbling a shopping list, Duke made helpful
suggestions. “You should buy steaks, and pork chops. Chicken, and- Ooooh, don’t
forget cheese!”


Tapping a finger on the list, I assured him, “Cheese is on the list,
thank you.”


“I want more salmon,” Mister Boots twitched his tail, having hopped up
on the table. 


“I will get salmon, and you,” I grunted as I picked him up and plopped
him on the floor, “do not jump on the table.”


The cat leapt on the counter. “Why not? I can’t see anything from the floor.”


“You can see all you need, and nobody likes feet on a table where we
eat, OK? Get off the counter.”


“This glass,” he batted a drinking glass I had left on the counter.
“Looks fragile,” he nudged it toward the edge. “It would be a shame if it were
to fall on the floor.”


“Hey, I’m wearing shoes,” I lifted a foot to show him. “You need to be careful about what’s on the floor, you walk on your toe
beans. Get off the counter.” For emphasis, I snapped my fingers.


He bared his teeth and hissed at me. “Did- Did you just finger snap at me?”


Repeating the gesture, I then pointed at the floor. “I did.”


His claws came out. “Your face won’t be so cute after I shred it.”


“You pledged not to hurt me, remember?”


“I pledged not to kill you.”


“Yeah, well, you said I’m cute, so-”


“I didn’t say that. Isabel did.”


“Uh, what?”


“She was talking with Gisele about you. They-”


Waving a hand, I stopped him. “Do not tell me, it’s none of
my business. And, you get off the counter, right now.”


He batted the glass until it teetered on the edge. “Don’t humans love
gossip?”


“We do, but I work with these people. I live with them. We all
deserve some privacy,” I said, making a mental note to remind the others to be
careful when talking around the dog or the cat.


His paw rested on the glass, ready to push it onto the floor.


With the pen, I made a slash across the list. “Salmon is no longer on
the menu. You will be getting generic Kitty Mush.”


“OK, OK!” He nudged the glass back from the edge and hopped down to the
floor. “You win, this time.”


“Boots, I don’t want to win. I want us all to live together nicely, OK?
We all have to make compromises.”


“All I see is me making compromises.”


“Listen, you are a solitary hunter, right? Your kind don’t live in a
pride the way lions do.” He knew about Earth lions from watching a nature TV
show with Gisele. “You are not used to being part of a pack, or pride. Humans,
we are social animals. Dogs are too. This is new to you. You are also an Old
One, you don’t have to ask permission from anyone for anything, right?”


“Except the gods, of course,” he grunted. There was resentment in that
grunt.


“Right. If all you want is for us to provide your food, we can do that.
I know you need time to yourself. Just, make an effort
to fit into the group, OK? I, kind of like having you around.”


His tail stopped twitching. “You do?”


“Yeah, kinda.” That was the truth, and it surprised me.


“It’s, kind of OK being here. Sometimes.”


“Gotcha. Salmon is back on the list.”











CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE



 

On the drive to the grocery store, I decided to ask Azib if there was
anything special he wanted. That was probably a very
bad idea, but everyone else had added their favorites to the list.


“Hmm,” he stood on my shoulder and examined the list. “How can I tell
you what I want, when I do not know what is available? I will decide when we
get to the store.”


“That is a tragically awful idea. You stay in the amulet.”


“Why?” He stomped his little feet on my shoulder. “This time, I wish to
see this magical market.”


“Magical?”


“Gisele said a supermarket is a place filled with abundance beyond
imagination.”


In the passenger seat, Gisele held up her hands. “I did say that. It is
true.”


“Yeah, well, you can’t come in the store with us, unless you are in the
amulet.”


“Oh,” he huffed. “You are so ignorant. No one can see or hear me,
unless I want them to. I will rest on your shoulder while
we go into the store.”


“No, you won’t, you-” My attempt to grab him failed, when he zoomed off
to sit by the back window.


Damn it. That was when I realized that although I knew how to summon
him from the amulet, I had no idea how to force him
back in there.


This was going to be a problem.


A big problem.


Without being able to make him do what I wanted, I had to try reasoning
with him.


Yeah, like that was gonna work.


The real issue is that I still didn’t understand his motivation for
helping me at all. There wasn’t much I knew about him, like why and how he got
trapped in the amulet. At any moment, he could change his mind about working
with me, if he thought he could get a better deal from someone else. What
little I did know about him is that if I had to describe him in one word, it
would be ‘sketchy’.


He could zip into a supermarket by himself, and cause all kinds of
havoc. At least if he was with me, I might be able to minimize the damage. He
could not be trusted, and as Don Corleone said, ‘Keep your friends close and
your enemies closer’. Whether Azib was a friend or an enemy, or hadn’t made up
his mind about that, I always felt like I needed to keep an eye on the
untrustworthy little jerk.


“Azib, you promise keep yourself concealed when lots of people are
around?”


“Yes, of course. How do you not understand this?”


“You also promise not to talk to anyone?”


“Uff. I barely am able to tolerate talking
with you, imbecile. The last thing I wish is to be
pestered by more of your ignorant kind.”


“People won’t hear you, but when I talk to you, people will hear me,
right?”


“Of course! Even I cannot stop your inane babbling. It is best if you do
not say anything. That is true of all occasions.”


“I will do my best not to disturb your deep thoughts.”



 

Before we walked into the store, Gisele had a good idea, one I should
have thought of. With Azib on my right shoulder, I held a cellphone to my left
ear. When I needed to talk to him, anyone around me would assume I was having a
conversation on the phone.


That worked until I refused to put a large box of chocolates in the
cart. He pinched my ear and I flinched. “Ow!” Swatting at him, I got a curious
stare from a woman in the aisle. “Uh-” Slowly moving my right arm in a circle,
I said to her, “Hurt my rotator cuff.”


That explanation worked, until Azib pinched my ear again, harder.
Gisele saw my discomfort. Reaching into the cart, she removed two other items
Azib had wanted, and put them back on the shelf.


“Uh huh,” I said into the phone. “Did you get that message?”


“This is so unfair,” Azib tugged on my ear, but didn’t
pinch.


“Was the message clear?”


“Yes, you ignorant cretin.”


“The philosopher Mick Jagger said ‘You can’t always get what you
want’.”


“I can’t get anything I want,” he pouted.


“Really?” I pulled out of the cart a pack of Twinkies he had requested.


“No! Please, anything but that.”



 

At the checkout, I pulled out a credit card that Isabel had given to
me. It had my current fake name, that matched the fake name on my fake driver’s
license. Using a semi-legit credit card was still not normal for me, and I
tensed, sure the machine at the checkout would reject the card. That the clerk
would smile, press a secret button under the counter, and the police would
burst through the doors to arrest me. That didn’t happen. The only hiccup at
the checkout was that after I had already for the stuff in the cart, Gisele
dumped a bunch of impulse items onto the belt. Gum, candy, other types of
snacks, magazines, basically everything within reach, she bought. Rather than
using the credit card again, I paid cash. Azib, super excited, tugged on my
ear, demanding to get a better look at the money and nagging me with one
question after another. He pestered me all the way out to the parking lot,
until Gisele came to my rescue.


“You be quiet,” she swatted at him. “We can talk after we are in the car.”


He disappeared into the amulet.


And appeared again as I was turning onto the road. “Let me see let me
see let me see,” he dug into my jacket pocket for my wallet.


“Ah,” I slapped him and made contact that time. He zoomed off to perch
on the dashboard, right in front of my face. “Get out of the way, you’re
blocking my view.”


“Let me see!” He demanded, hands on his hips.


“Gisele,” I pulled out my wallet and tossed it to her. “Show him,
whatever.”


She shrugged. “Azib, what do you-”


“Show me the money!”


“OK, Jerry Maguire,” I shook my head.


“Jerry, who?” He stared at me. “You mock me?”


“Here, you want to see coins too?” The bottom of my pocket held a
couple coins, I dumped them onto the dash.


“Hmmm,” he examined the pennies, dimes and the quarter, turning them
over, and biting into each of them. “Strange. None of these are gold, or
silver. They look like silver,” he glanced at me, suspicious. “But they are
not. Have you been making counterfeit money?”


“No, they are legit.”


“These are mostly of copper.”


“Uh huh. I think the penny is made from zinc, with a coating of
copper.”


“These metals are precious, in this time?”


“No. The mint, uh, the place that makes coins, they use copper and zinc
because they are cheap and durable. I think. I know they’re not, particularly
valuable?” That might not be entirely true. I remember on a construction
project I worked on, a big office building, a guy offered to let me in on a
deal he had to steal the copper wiring. Yes, I am a fugitive, I have stolen
jewelry, cash, and vehicles-


Among other things, I don’t want to talk about that.


But I had wanted no part of a major theft. The last thing I needed was
law enforcement having yet another reason to be searching for me. Also, the
theft was an organized crime operation, and organized criminals are who killed
Sarah, and Alicia, and had been hunting for me. Screw them, all of them.
So, I told the guy I was out on parole and couldn’t risk going back to prison,
and that I’d overheard the security company was setting up a sting to catch
thieves. The operation was cancelled, or put off for a while, long enough for
me to leave the job.


Azib blinked at me. “Your society makes coins of metals that are not valuable?”


“Yeah, so the coins will be cheap to produce. Look, it’s a long story,
OK? There are also silver and gold coins, they are used for investments. Not
for trade, not for buying things. Coins like these are used for small
transactions.”


“How do you purchase expensive items?”


“We use dollars. Those green pieces of paper.”


“Paper? I have seen this ‘paper’ you speak of. In my time, writing was
done on clay tablets. Paper is indeed a marvel, I can see why it is so
valuable.”


“No, it- Look, paper is cheap. Much less expensive than copper, or even
zinc. It’s not the paper that matters, it’s what we use it for.”


He picked up a five dollar bill. “This portrait, it is of your king?”


“Huh? Abraham Lincoln? He, uh, sure. He was sort of a king, a long time
ago.” Then I remembered that his concept of a long time was much different from
mine. “Not that long ago.”


He sniffed the bill. “You must explain this.”


“I am curious about this also,” Gisele said.


A long discussion of fiat money was not what I was looking forward to
right then. “I don’t know when this started, but when people traveled a long
distance, they didn’t bring all their gold or coins with them. Like, merchants
traveling to purchase, uh, grain or silk or whatever. They gave their gold or
silver to a business called a ‘bank’ in their hometown. That bank would write a
note, stating that Merchant Whoever had fifteen bars of gold. The merchant
could buy grain with that note. The seller would then bring that note to his bank, in his town, and that bank would note that the seller was now wealthier
by fifteen bars of gold. Something like that.”


Azib looked puzzled. “The second bank then sends for the gold to be
delivered?”


“Uh, sometimes. But transporting the gold is expensive, and risky
because bandits could steal it. So, the banks would exchange another note,
agreeing that the fifteen bars of gold stored at bank One actually
belonged to the merchant who uses bank Two. Look, the point is,” I
picked up a ten dollar bill and waved it in front of the genie. “This is a
note, stating that whoever holds this has wealth equal to ten dollars.”


“Ten dollars, of gold?” Azib guessed. He
snatched the bill from me. “Now I have ten dollars. Where can I get the gold?
I like gold.”


“You can’t. It’s not ten dollars of gold, exactly. It’s ten dollars of,
whatever is priced at ten dollars. How about you read about this on the
internet? Sorry, I’m probably not explaining it every well.”


He was even more puzzled. “I have heard about this ‘internet’. What is
it?”


“It is uh-MAY-zing,” Gisele gushed, holding up her phone. “All the
information in the world is available, any time, on my phone.”


His eyes narrowed. “This is not possible. You are trying to trick me.”


“It’s true,” I told him. “Gisele, I’d appreciate if you look up ‘fiat
money’ for him. Uh, FIAT is also a type of car, that’s not what I meant. But,
wait until we get back to the house and can use the WiFi, OK?”


“Yes,” she agreed. “Kazimir, I think I understand the concept of bank
notes. My father sometimes exchanged letters of credit with other merchants.”


“Yeah, that’s probably similar.”


“What I struggle to understand is the credit card.”


“What is that?” Azib demanded.


Instead of “It’s the piece of plastic I used to buy the food. I tapped
it against a machine, and it went ‘Beep’, remember? Gisele, show him the card.”


He held it, scrutinized both sides, and bit into it.


“Hey!” I swatted at him. “Don’t bite it, you’ll damage the
chip.”


“This does not even have a portrait of your king. This is also a type
of ‘bank note’, as you described?”


“Sort of. When I use it, I promise to pay the store, the merchant.”


He nodded slowly, believing he finally understood. “Ah. The merchant
knows you, so he trusts you will pay.”


“No, not exactly. The merchant knows that my bank, the company that
issued the card, will pay. The bank knows me, so the bank trusts I will pay
them.”


“But Kazimir,” Gisele’s brow wrinkled. “The name on the card is not
your real name. How can the bank know you?”


“It’s complicated.”


“You will not pay the store?” She looked at the bags on the back seat.
“You mean, we stole this food?”


“Not-”


“Thou shall not steal,” she looked at me. “It is a Commandment.”


Yeah, I could have reminded her that she had killed people, though
there was a Commandment against that also. “We didn’t steal anything. Annie
will pay. I assume she will. Somebody will pay. 


Azib was incredulous. “Anyone who has such a card can purchase anything
they want, and someone else will pay for it?”


“That is not exactly-”


“That is what I heard you say.”


“It doesn’t-”


“Iiiiiinteresting,” he flashed an evil grin. “Anyone who
possesses such a, credit card, can purchase unlimited amounts, and
someone else will pay. I must get such a card.”


“You are not getting a-”


Gisele interrupted me. “Isabel used her card to purchase something from
the in-ter-net,” she sounded out the word that was still unfamiliar to her.
“And she did not have to tap the card on a machine.”


“Well, yeah. You don’t need the physical card most of the time. You can
use the numbers on it. See the numbers? There is also an expiration date, when
the card can no longer be used.”


“These are secret numbers?” Azib examined the card again. “A type of
code?”


“No, it- Uh, sort of?” I had read somewhere that the numbers on a
credit card had a meaning, they aren’t just random. There was some sort of math
behind the numbers. “The number says that card belongs to me. To the name on
the card, anyway.”


“HmmMMMM,” he hummed, intrigued. That was a bad sign, though I didn’t
know it at the time. I found out later that little troublemaker was memorizing
the numbers on the card.


And he had asked Gisele to show him how to use the internet.


I did not foresee any problems with that.



 


 

“You want to go out for dinner tonight?” Mike asked, as he stood in
front of the fridge with the door open.


Before I could answer, Duke sat up excitedly. “Ooh, ooh! You should go
to that diner where you hated the food.”


I shared a puzzled look with Mike, then said, “Duke, you’re gonna have
to explain that one to me.”


He tilted his head at me. “You didn’t like that food, so you brought it
all back for me.”


“Oh.”


“Duh.”


“You can’t argue with that logic,” Mike grinned as he patted Duke’s
head.


“Hey, uh, we’re not going out. Macarius and I are making chicken and
dumplings.”


Mike’s face showed a moment of panic. “Macarius is-”


“Helping me. He wanted to learn.”


“Oh. Good.”



 


 

Dinner was excellent, good comfort food for another dreary day. We all
needed comfort, because our search again yielded nothing. We were searching in
the wrong area, or the dragon had eaten recently and was resting. There was
also the possibility the thing was dead, and we had no way of knowing. For all
we knew, the Order had found the dragon and killed it, since they also didn’t
want the truth about magic to be exposed. Or, the Order captured the dragon,
though I didn’t see how that could be possible.


Our routine, when we returned from drone flying at night, was to get
everything set up for another early morning, then chill. Usually, we went off
into our rooms for some private downtime. That night, Gisele called us into the
living room. “Hey, come see! It’s that guy from the parking lot.”


At first, I didn’t know which guy from which parking lot. Then, “Mike!”
I shouted. “It’s your new best friend!”


“Who?” He poked his head around the corner from the kitchen, where he
had been heating up leftover chicken and dumplings for a snack.


“The guy from the Gravy Seals.”


“Oh,” he laughed. “Clint. He wore tabs, so I think he was a Chairborne
Ranger. Give me a moment,” he ducked back into the kitchen when the microwave
beeped. “What did ol’ Clint do this time?”


I made a gesture with his thumb, like pressing a remote. “Gisele, can
you-”


She knew what I meant, rewinding the news segment to the beginning. The
county sheriff was being interviewed, managing to look both stern and disgusted
at the same time. He talked about ‘hysteria’ and ‘unfounded rumors’ and stated
that while the Finger Lakes region of course welcomed visitors, the good
citizens did not need troublemakers.


The camera cut to Clint, standing in front of his truck, between two
deputies. Clint wasn’t wearing handcuffs, but it was also clear that law
enforcement was not sharing coffee and donuts with him. Or with his friends, at
some point he apparently had hooked up with several guys in at least three
trucks. They were all being escorted off the premises.


Clint was not in trouble for the impressive number of firearms in the
back of his truck, which he loudly declared he had permits for. Nor was law
enforcement interested in whether he was impersonating a military veteran.


The sheriff’s department was very interested in Clint’s new hobby of dinosaur
hunting. There wasn’t an official season for pterodactyls, or dragons, that
wasn’t the problem. The problem was the particular type of
bait Clint and his buddies were using.


They had purchased a goat, and tied it to a stake in the middle of a
field. Clint had bought the goat legally, and he had permission from the
landowner, who apparently saw an opportunity to make some bonus cash. Even
using a goat as bait was not an issue the sheriff was particularly concerned
about.


They were concerned about the vest the goat was wearing. Clint and his
buddies all exercised their Fifth Amendment rights and refused to say who had
put the vest on the goat. A suicide vest, with four sticks of dynamite, with a
radio controlled detonator.


Needless to say, the sheriff’s department was Officially Not
Amused. They confiscated the remote detonators, cleared the area, and called in
a bomb disposal unit from the state police. Clint and his buddies were being
treated as ‘persons of interest’, whatever that means. The report we watched
had been recorded earlier, and the news anchor provided an update that the
state police had detained Clint Messier and seven others for questioning. The
sheriff also stated, again, that there was no evidence of any odd
creatures in the area, and if anyone did see something strange, they should
call his department and let the professionals handle it.


The sheriff was also Not Amused when the reporter, with a straight
face, asked who in the sheriff’s department was qualified to deal with a flying
dinosaur.


That ended the interview.


“Darn,” Mike shook his head. “Ol’ Clint and I were planning to go
fishing this weekend.”


“With fishing poles,” I laughed, “or dynamite?”


“I’m pleading the Fifth on that. You know,” he took a bite of his snack.
“This could be good for us.”


“How?” Gisele asked.


“An incident like this? It makes all of the
people here searching for the dragon look ridiculous.”


That made me laugh again. “You really think they care?”


“Not most of them, but it could cut down on the number of people who
decide to come here on the weekend.”



 


 

Knocking on the door to her bedroom, I called, “Gisele?”


“Yes, Kazimir? Come in.”


The door wasn’t closed, I pushed it open to walk through. Unlike the
various hotel and motel rooms she had occupied, her bedroom in the house was
neat and tidy. Clothing wasn’t scattered around on every surface. She had
unpacked her suitcase, I could see folded clothing in an open dresser drawer.
Folded, and ready to be crammed back into her suitcase if we needed to roll out
quickly. The clothes that needed to be washed were in a draw-string bag in the
corner, that bag could be picked up and quickly stuffed in a car. The bathroom,
what I could see through the open door, had various skin and hair care products
on the counter, lined up in some sort of system that made sense to Gisele. The
point is, it was neat and clean, a big change from her previous sloppiness.


The difference was Isabel. She and Gisele got along really
well, Gisele seemed to think of the Certus agent as a mentor. It helped
they were both Catholic, after a fashion. The church Gisele knew was quite
different from the modern organization, and Isabel had hinted she also had some
issues with the current church. The organization, not her faith. The two women
had become friends, and Isabel was a good influence.


Damn.


Glancing into the bathroom, I was amazed at how many bottles and cans
and jars of, whatever, Gisele had acquired. It was good that Gisele felt free
to experiment with different looks. At the moment, her
hair was cut in a bob, and it seemed to me like every day she tried another
type of makeup. Isabel helped her with that, making sure the knight from
ancient Gaul didn’t wear anything that was so striking or unusual that people
would take notice. Like, Isabel had explained that the heavy dark eyeliner
Gisele had on one morning might be good for going clubbing in a big city, but
not for grocery shopping in the Finger Lakes area on a weekday before lunch.


If Gisele enjoyed playing with different looks, enjoying a freedom she
didn’t have in her previous life, I guess that’s a good thing. I would be sad
for her to get trapped into thinking she had to conform to any standard of
fashion imposed by society, but there wasn’t anything I could do about that.


Anyway, I walked into her bedroom, with Macarius behind me.


“Sister,” the Egyptian knight nodded. “Kazimir wishes to speak with
us.”


She set down the tablet she’d been using. “Of course,” a worry line
appeared between her eyes. “What is the problem?”


“It’s not a,” I debated where to sit. The bedroom had a chair, but it
was behind Macarius, and asking him to move would be awkward. Standing while
Gisele was sitting propped up against the headboard seemed confrontational. So,
I perched on the foot of the bed, and waved for Macarius to take the chair. “A
problem, exactly. I want to understand something.”


She relaxed a bit, so did Macarius. “We will help if we can,” he
assured me.


“What I need to know is why you were Sent, it-”


Macarius scowled. Not his usual Resting Scowl Face, this was
deliberate. “We discussed this. Gisele and I were selected after a rigorous-”


“Yeah, I know, and it is to your credit that you were deemed worthy,
brave knight. My question isn’t about you, the two of you. It’s about why it
was necessary to Send anyone at all. You both expected to travel into the
future?”


“Not so far,” Gisele confirmed, and Macarius nodded
gravely.


“OK, so, I don’t get it. You were Sent to where you would be needed,
but why did anyone in your time think you would be needed in the future? The
wizard you expected to find in the future should have already had knights or
guards, people to protect them. Right?”


“Ah,” Macarius looked to Gisele. “He does not know, sister.”


“Know what?”


She answered. “Forgive us, Kazimir. We should have told you. We did not
think- We did not consider that you would not know what was known to all
wizards in our time.”


“Our times, Sister,” Macarius insisted. “I was Sent a hundred and seventy six years before you. So much, time,” his voice
trailed off. “Time wasted, utterly wasted. Everything I sacrificed, everyone,
everyone I lost, for nothing. Nothing.”


“Brother, you cannot think that.”


“I do,” he clenched his fists. “Another knight could have been Sent two
hundred years after me, and nothing would have been different. Except that I am
here, and the life I knew, the life I left behind is, gone. For nothing. All
because wizards,” he gave me an Extra Strength Death Glare. “Have only the
faintest idea what they are doing.”


He intended to insult me. It didn’t work, because I didn’t care what he
thought. Also because I shared his low opinion of my skills as a wizard. And
because I saw the hurt, horrified look on Gisele’s face. “Macarius, do you have
faith?”


He stiffened. The guy did that a lot. “Of course. You are question-”


“Do you have faith?” I repeated, with emphasis on the last
word. 


“Yes, wizard.”


“You believe you are here to serve God? Then why are you questioning
why you are here?”


“I, I don’t-” His confusion was evident.


“For some reason I don’t yet understand, you were chosen. We have to believe there is a reason for that. Your sacrifice
was necessary, so you could be here. You. Not some knight of the Medjai from
two hundred freakin’ years later. You.”


He went down on one knee.


Damn.


Never before had I given someone a reason to believe.


“Kazimir,” he thumped his chest. “I am ashamed. My faith was not strong
enough, I-”


“Bullshit.”


He blinked, stunned. “What?”


“You heard me. If your faith was not strong, if you were not worthy,
you wouldn’t be here.” Truthfully, I didn’t know whether that was true, I only
knew what he needed to hear right then. “Macarius, you need to stop questioning
yourself, stop questioning why things happened in the past, and focus on what
you can do now.”


Wow.


It was clear that he didn’t think much of me as a wizard. That he
wondered if there was some other wizard out there he
should be protecting. Maybe he thought his purpose was to protect me, until I
could become the wizard I should be.


Hell, maybe he’s right about that.


He stood up, straightening his shoulders. “Kazimir, thank you for
reminding me why I am here.”


“Yeah, uh, no problem.” His faith in his purpose, in himself, was
restored. I had the opposite problem. Even while living on my own, as a
fugitive, chased by the law and by whothehellever that I now know is the Order,
I never lacked confidence in myself. Damn it, I might be the world’s only
wizard, and that meant something. I was special. A bit
overconfident, a bit cocky about it. Expecting my powers would grow over time,
so that someday I could stop running, stop hiding. Hit back at the people
chasing me.


That was before I learned that I was supposed to save the world.


A thing like that can shake anyone’s confidence.


He rested a hand on my shoulder. “What of your faith, Kazimir?”


“I’m working on it.”


“Do not worry. Together, we will put you on the path of righteousness.”


“That would be great, thanks. Hey, you were going to tell me
something?”


“Yes,” Macarius looked to Gisele.


“You tell him, Brother?” She asked.


“No. Whatever I know is from my time. You were Sent from much closer to
the time of Eadric, what you know is more relevant to what Kazimir wishes to
understand.”


“Yes but, Brother,” she bit her lip. “We did not go
to that time. Eadric was Sent from 521, and we are here.”


“OK, that doesn’t matter,” I told her. “All I want to know is, why did
the wizards who Sent you think you would be needed in the future?”


Macarius answered. “Perhaps matters were different in Gisele’s time, I
can only speak to my experience. Wizards, those who served God even though they
worked with magic that is evil,” he looked me in the eyes, making sure I
understood that what made me special was all kinds of wrong to him. “Those
wizards were being hunted and killed. All over the land. Many went into
hiding.”


“That was true in my time also,” Gisele clasped her hands together.
“Ingund disguised herself, yet still she was attacked three times. The last
time, she was,” Gisele looked down, a tear rolling down her cheek. “Gravely
injured. Another wizard did what she could, but Ingund knew her time was near.
So, she Sent me with the last of her strength, with the help of other wizards.”


Macarius nodded. “Kazimir, someone, or something, was killing
wizards, and killing those who served and protected them. Many of my brothers
in the Medjai died, some torn apart by hideous beasts. It was thought that, in
the future when the Convergence approached, those wizards who remained to serve
God would be beset by the forces of evil, and would need all the protection
they could get. This is true,” he looked me in the eyes again, making sure I
understood. “You are alone, you are this world’s, our world’s, only hope,
and there are only the two of us to protect you.”


“Well, plus Mike and Isabel.”


“They,” Macarius hesitated, the way people do when they are trying to
think of a way to say something that won’t offend anyone. “Are skilled, yes.
Are they committed to the cause? We do not know their-”


“We do, Brother,” Gisele said softly. “Isabel is a believer.”


“Mike is too,” I shrugged. “We talked about it. Being an agent is not
just a job to them, it, uh-”


“It is a Calling,” Gisele found the word I was searching
for, saying it in a way that the first letter was capitalized. “In a way,
Isabel and Mike are knights as we are.”


“Without,” I reminded her, “the, you know, special abilities the two of
you have been given.”


Macarius puffed out his chest with pride. “We earned our abilities.”


“I’m sure you did. Really,” I added, to assure him I meant what I said.
“Do you know who was targeting the wizards in your time? Times?”


“Likely the same evil that stalks you now,” Macarius glared, and that
time, he wasn’t glaring at me.


“Ah, the group that became the Order, the group that the Order is
corrupted fragment of, was founded long after your times. Long after Eadric.
The Knights Templar started after the years eleven hundred, I think.  They can’t originally have had any connection
to whoever was killing wizards six hundred or more years in the past.”


“Kazimir, you cannot know this.”


“The Knights of the Temple of Solomon were a military order, started to
protect pilgrims traveling to Jerusalem,” I recalled what I’d read on
Wikipedia. “They had nothing to do with magic. Originally, they took a vow of
poverty or something like that. Then they got into banking, uh, they were money
lenders,” I used a term they might be familiar with.


“Money lenders?” Macarius spoke like the words tasted foul in his
mouth. “So, they did become evil.”


“No, I-” The pros and cons of the international banking system was not
something I wanted to get into an argument about right then. Something I never
wanted to talk about, since my knowledge of the subject was thin. Real thin.
“They started handling money for pilgrims who didn’t want to bring gold or
silver with them, the roads were dangerous. Anyway, my point is the group that
is called the Order now doesn’t have much connection to the original Templars.
That’s what Mike told me.”


“Did we answer your question, Kazimir?” Gisele asked.


“Yeah, I think so. Now I know why wizards thought it was necessary to
Send people forward in time. Did you receive any special instructions?”


Macarius frowned, a deeper version of his Resting Scowl Face. “Only
that we were to find a wizard, and serve as best we could.”


“Any wizard? Not one in particular? Oh, of course not. You couldn’t
know the name of a wizard in the future. How uh, how did you know the wizard
you found would not be serving the dark side?”


“Ingund told me the spell would Send me to where I was most needed,”
Gisele replied. “Even she did not know where, or when, that would be.”


“Mm,” Macarius grunted. “Only that it would not be over a thousand years from our times. It should have been soon. I expected it. Gisele
and Eadric thought it so. Why then did the Convergence not happen when the wizards of our time expected?”


At that point, I decided not to tell them my theory of Myrrdin, and the
miserable decades that followed the year 536. They couldn’t provide any
information, I figured, that was after their times. Besides, Mike was right. My
theory was about as solid as that wacky guy on TV who talks about aliens. The
truth was out there, and I was going to find it.


Where?


More and more, I was convinced the Order knew what was really going on.
We needed to get into their archives. Somehow.











CHAPTER TWENTY SIX



 

Another morning without a sighting of a dragon.
Without a credible sighting of a dragon, there were still jokers posting
Photoshopped video of dragons from Game Of Thrones or the Hobbit, showing
dragons breathing fire onto landmarks in the Finger Lakes regions. The
obviously fake videos helped us, by making it more difficult for anyone to take
a real video image seriously. Some touristy gift shop store in Watkins Glen
sought to cash in on the minor dragon craze by printing T-shirts, coffee mugs, and
selling cheap ‘dragonslayer’ swords, and other kitschy junk. Of course, the
’real’ conspiracy nuts disdained that amateur stuff, while they drove around
with night-vision equipment, or used crystals that were supposedly ‘tuned to
the mystical vibrations of the cosmos’, or something like that. It was good
business for people who sold night-vision gear, or useless crap like crystals,
so in a way we were helping boost the economy of the region.


Anyway, that morning was a gloriously sunny and
unseasonably warm day. After a miserably chilly, cloudy and rainy late winter
and early spring in most of the USA, the day was beautiful. The next afternoon
it was predicted to rain again, so Isabel declared it would be shameful for us
to waste a nice day. She decided the best thing we could do was to go out to tour
some of the wineries in the area, take a break, recharge our mental batteries.
Maybe inspire a fresh idea or two. It surprised me when Macarius agreed to
Isabel’s proposed plan, I had expected an argument from him.


He shrugged. “What we have been doing is clearly
not working. It would be foolish not to try something different.
Besides,” he looked down his nose at me. “If you are going, I must go to keep everyone
out of trouble.”


“I’ll only have one glass of wine, I promise.”


“You,” he whispered with a glance toward Gisele.
“Are not who I am worried about.”



 

Gisele actually had to
think about whether to go with us, when Isabel announced Duke could come with
us, but Boots could not.


“Why not?” Gisele asked while stroking the cat’s
fur.


“People bring dogs to a winery,” the agent
explained. “They don’t bring cats. It’s just a thing, I don’t know why.”


“I’ve never been to a winery,” I added.


“Never?” Isabel was surprised by that.


“I was kind of busy evading cops and bad guys.
Gisele, please come with us. It will be a good, uh, team building activity.
Besides, Mister Boots doesn’t want to come with us. Do you, Boots?”


The tip of his tail twitched. “I am suspicious why
the dog is allowed, and I am not.”


“Duke,” I looked to the dog for help. “Why do you
want to go?”


His tail thumped frantically. “Isabel says there
will be lots of people, and some of them might pet me!”


“Hmmph,” the cat sniffed, nose in the air.
“People? I will stay here, thank you very much. Gisele, you should go.”


“Are you sure?” She scratched his back near the
tail, which Boots did not appear to enjoy.


“Yes. It is a nice day, I will lie in the sunshine
on the porch.”


“You’re not planning to go out in the yard and
kill anything?” I wagged a finger at him.


The cat blinked slowly at me, looking down his
nose like answering my question was beneath his dignity. “Not as far as you
know.”


“You have been learning too much from Duke. OK,
well, if you do hunt some rodents, I don’t want to see any evidence of it.”


“Hunting rodents?” Duke’s ears stood up.
“Can I stay here?”


“No, you cannot.”


“Why not?” He whined.


“There will be snacks at the winery. There might
also be children who will want to pet you and play with you.” That was Duke’s
weakness, he could not resist children. Or rodents. Or food. But especially
cute children.


“Sorry, Mister Boots,” Duke hung his head. “You
will have to hunt without me.”


“Somehow, I will contain my disappointment,” the
cat licked his paws.



 

Gisele set up a cushion in the sunshine on the
porch, and made sure Boots had fresh water, and fussed over him, before getting
into the Jeep. She and Duke were with me, Macarius was in the SUV with the
agents. “Hey, uh,” I paused before clicking my seatbelt. “Would you like to
drive?”


Gisele stared at me. “You trust me with your
Jeep?”


“It’s not my Jeep. I didn’t pay for it.”


“Mike said you stole all your previous cars.”


“That’s different. Mike, or Isabel, whoever they
work for, bought this.” The Jeep had a legitimate registration and insurance,
and Isabel had assured us that our fake ID were backed up by solid ‘legends’ in
official databases. Our fake identities even had social media accounts, school,
employment, and medical records. Don’t ask me how that worked, all I know is
Isabel had been using false identities in the field for several years without a
problem.


She also warned us that it would still be best to
avoid any encounters with law enforcement.


Gisele looked at the keys I dropped into her hand.
“You love this car.”


“Why does everyone say that?”.



 

That was a good move. She drove, staying a safe
distance behind the Tahoe, her eyes scanning the road in front and in the
mirror. Despite her still being a new driver, I felt safe with her. Driving a
car at any speed was a thrill to her, she didn’t need to race or do
anything risky. While she drove, I did not play games on my phone, or listen to
the radio. We talked. At first, about the dragon, and what we should or even could
do if we tracked it to its lair, or at least its hunting territory. Neither of
us liked the idea of killing a dragon, and it surprised me that she wasn’t
bloodthirsty about it.


“Dragons are from the Nether,” she explained. “But
the genie says the two who came here are merely beasts. They are not evil
by themselves. They do not belong here, they also do not deserve to die.”


“Macarius has a different opinion about that.”


She rolled her eyes. “Macarius believes his purpose
is a Holy fight against the ultimate evil. He has to
believe that.”


“Uh, why?”


“He gave up everything to be here.”


“You didn’t?”


She bit her lower lip before answering. “I miss my
sisters, and a few friends. Mostly, I miss my mistress, the wizard Ingund. My
father is cruel, he-” She stared straight ahead, remembering that the man she
talked about was long dead. “He was cruel, and greedy, for money and for
power. My father saw me only as a pretty bauble to be bargained away to his
advantage. He never had time for me or my sisters, only his sons mattered. My
mother was, indifferent. I do not think I ever knew her. We were raised
by household maids. I defied my parents, and ran away from home to avoid
marriage. You see,” she glanced at me. “My life now is better, in every
way. I have a purpose, I have freedom. I was confined to a convent, until
Ingund found me, and took me as her servant.”


“You weren’t free then?”


“Such freedom as I was allowed. Kazimir, even in
my time, wizards were viewed with fear and suspicion. Especially wizards who
are women,” she shook her head. “My mistress was a good woman, and I was
her trusted bodyguard, but my life was not my own. Now,” she grinned. “I am
driving a car. I can wear,” she patted her jeans, “pants!”


I laughed with her, but I also reflected that I
shouldn’t make assumptions about her, or Macarius. Or pretty much anyone.


As we approached the winery, she asked me what it
would be like.


“I don’t know, I have never been to a winery.”


“No? Isabel made it sound like it is a regular
activity for people in this world.”


“She’s right about that, in certain parts of the
world,” I replied with a shrug. “My parents never took me to a winery, that I
remember.”


“What about later?”


“The people I hung around with weren’t the type
who went to wineries. Plus, I moved around a lot, it was hard to make friends. Hey,”
I changed the subject. It was a nice day and we were supposed to relax and have
fun, it wasn’t the time to talk about my past. “Remember, your driver’s license
says you are twenty one, the winery might ask to see your ID.”


“I remember,” she assured me with another grin.
She had the window open, and with her hair cut in a bob, it was blowing all
over, the bangs getting in her eyes and she didn’t care. It was a shame to
cover up her natural red locks with a dark hair dye, but she seemed to like it.
She looked happy, free.


It was good to see her enjoying herself, and I was
confident enough in her driving that I wasn’t clutching the door handle, the
way I did when Macarius was driving. What I should do, I told myself, is try to relax and enjoy the day.


Then we would have to go find a dragon, before it was
caught on video again. Or ate someone.



 


 

The winery was nice, a large building like a barn,
with a tall cathedral ceiling held up by thick wood beams. Over my years on the
run, I had worked enough construction jobs to know the building was relatively
new and had never been a barn, just built to look that way. Nobody pays for
expensive stonework on an actual barn. We did ‘tastings’ of something called a
‘flight’, each of us got to pick six wines from a list of over a dozen, it was
all new to me. Half of the wines I tasted were good, by ‘good’ I mean the kind
of wine I like. On the rare occasions when I bought wine, I had bought the
cheap stuff, and the wines that day were not cheap. It’s good that Annie was
paying. It’s also good that there was a food truck selling pizza, I didn’t want
to drink wine on an empty stomach.


There were also three local beers on tap, Mike
bought a glass of beer for himself. Since the night his ballistic armor had
stopped three bullets, he had stayed away from alcohol. “I’m feeling much
better,” he patted his ribs when I raised a questioning eyebrow.


“You sure?” I asked.


“Yeah. It would help,” he lowered his voice, “if
you have any of that magic healing fairy dust for me. The knights have fully
recovered already.”


“Sorry, I’m fresh out of fairy dust. I wouldn’t
know how to use it anyway.”


“Well,” he took a sip of beer. “If you ever figure
out how it works, I could use some extra mojo like the knights have. I’m not as
young as I was.” 



 

Isabel bought two bottles of wine and we went out
to the sunny patio, where of course Duke was a big hit. There were several
other dogs scattered around the property, all being well-behaved. A group of
women spotted Duke and came over to us, asking if they could pet him. He acted
coy at first, luring them in so they could fawn over him and give him bits of
cheese and crackers. We kept to the cover story that he was my dog, and were
vague about details. Next, a group of three children asked if they could take
Duke for a walk.


“Uh,” I didn’t know what to think about that. For
some reason I looked to Mike for advice, he nodded.


“Our parents won’t let us have a dog,” a girl
said, looking down at her shoes. “They say it’s too much,” her face scrunched
up as she tried to pronounce the word. “’Suponsiblty.”


“A dog is a lot of, suponsiblty,” I agreed.


“Pleeeease? It will be fun,” Duke rested his chin
on my leg, as I tensed up. It was still odd that he could talk to me while
other people were around, and they didn’t hear actual words. Magic is weird. “I
will be sure to keep them out of trouble.”


“He wants to come with me,” the girl clapped her
hands. “See? He’s whining.”


By that point, the dog actually was
whining, and using his highly effective Sad Brown Eyes Jedi Mind Trick on me.
“OK,” I snapped the leash on his harness. “But don’t give him too many treats,
please.”



 

From our spot on the patio, we could see the
children walking Duke around, visiting every group of people and every dog, so
we stayed there longer than we intended. Isabel had planned for us to visit three
wineries that day, an easy thing to do since in that region, you could go out
the driveway of one winery, make a turn and go straight into another. Duke was
still visiting his admirers when a catering truck arrived, followed by two
long, white limos. And a line of cars.


“I think,” Isabel tapped her lower lip, looking
from the limos to the big white tent on one side of the winery building. “There
will be a wedding here.”


“A wedding?” Gisele rose from her seat and
clasped her hands. “Can we stay?” She blushed at her own eagerness. “I do not
know the wedding customs here in this land.” In a softer voice she added, “In
this time.”


“I, too, would like to witness this wedding,”
Macarius stuck his thumbs in his belt.


“Uh,” I did not know how to respond to that. “You
do?”


“Yes. I also am curious about the customs of your
people. So much is different from my time. Ah,” he sighed. “I suppose now, they
are my people too.”


“OK, then,” I sat back in my chair. “I’m happy to
stay here.” No one objected, though Isabel wasn’t happy about changing her
grand plan to tour several wineries that day. It was a big business, even at
that time of year.


Regarding the time of year, it was a risk having
an outdoor wedding, especially with the dreary weather of the past several
months. That explained the big white tent behind the winery building, the original
plan might have been for the ceremony to occur in there. With the rare good weather, though, a woman I guessed was to be the
mother of the bride was talking and gesturing to the winery staff, or the
caterers or whoever she was ordering around. Halfway down the lawn in front of
the patio, an arbor that I think for weddings is called a ‘bower’ had been set
up near the point where the lawn sloped down to a pond. That spot had a
dramatic view. Flagstones under and around the bower had been swept off, and
the bower that was made of intertwined old grapevines had fresh flowers woven
into it. The mother of the bride tried to walk to the wedding spot to inspect
it, but her heels sank into wet ground and she stumbled. Several of the bridesmaids,
those who had already consumed too much champagne or wine in the limo, also had
tried to walk across the lawn in stiletto heels, and, let’s just say that
didn’t go well. After much animated gesturing by the mother of the bride, and
weary shrugs by a guy I guessed was her husband, the winery workers went inside.
They came out with the kind of thick rubber mats that are used on wet floors,
the kind that are full of holes for drainage. One mat after another came out of
the winery’s back door, I assumed they had stripped the floor where the wine is
made. When the mats were laid down along the shortest route from the gravel
parking lot to the bower, a red carpet was unrolled on top of the mats, and it
did look really nice.


Until the afternoon breeze picked up, and the big,
long garland of flowers came loose. That sparked the winery workers, supervised
and hindered by the men of the wedding party, to work for half an hour on
various solutions that did not solve the problem.


Mike sat back in his chair, feet up on the stone
wall that surrounded the patio, and sipped wine. “They’re doing it all wrong. I
would offer to help, but watching this is too much fun.”


Finally, someone from the winery came out with a
stepladder, and a guy climbed it to use wire to hold the flowers in place. Success!
The guy stayed on the ladder to make sure the flowers stayed in place, though
the breeze was dying down by that point. Everything was going well, until the
guy on the ladder let go of the arbor to climb down, and two men from the
wedding party stumbled into each other while offering to hold the ladder. One
of them tripped, fell and knocked over the ladder and the guy on it, who
reached out to grab onto the arbor. One side of it collapsed, taking half of
the flowers with it.


The mother of the bride shrieked and burst into
tears, the men stumbled around doing more harm than good, and Mike stood up.
“I’m buying another bottle of wine, This is just getting good.”


We must be terrible people, because we all agreed
that no way were we missing the rest of the free show.


The children brought Duke back, he was so
exhausted that he curled up at my feet and fell asleep. Or, he tried to fall
asleep, but we kept waking him by commenting on the wedding party. He gave up
and stood with his front paws on the stone wall, watching the clowns work on
the arbor. The guys eventually got the arbor fixed, but that was after thinking
they had fixed it twice, and it fell down again both
times while they walked away. The third time was the charm, it even looked
better as they added more grape vines, and someone brought extra flowers. The
bride arrived, and went inside after viewing the arbor from the parking lot.


One issue remained:  the red carpet was not real thick, and the
heels of women’s shoes made the carpet sag into the holes on the rubber mats
underneath. One of the bridesmaids volunteered to walk to the arbor to test the
footing, and a guy walked beside her to help. Unfortunately, he was what you
might call a larger gentleman, and the lawn under the mats was wet, and the
shortest path from the parking lot to the arbor ran along the edge of ridge
that sloped down to the pond.


You can guess what happened. The weight of two
people made the rubber mat shift under them. The woman frantically stumbled
backward, supported by the guy’s outstretched arm, and she made it safely to
the previous mat, but the guy then fell on his backside and the mat he was on slipped
down the hill, picking up speed and dragging the carpet with it. The woman
hopped off, her heels sinking into the wet lawn. The poor guy rolled off to the
wrong side, slipping and sliding down the steep slope to end up in the pond.


“This,” Duke said with his tail wagging at warp
speed, “is the best wedding EVER!”


“That is not,” I started to scold him.


“The dog only said what we’re all thinking,” Isabel
laughed.


I had to agree.



 

That was actually the end
of the show. Macarius wanted to help the wedding party, but Mike argued we
couldn’t risk appearing in photos that would be posted online. Instead of tears
and shouting, the wedding party had a good laugh about the incident. The guy
who fell into the pond was good natured about it, posing for photos in his
muddy clothes. He got cleaned up as best he could, the winery crew spiked down
the rubber mats so they stayed in place, and laid an
old carpet under the red one. We stayed to watch the ceremony, both Isabel and
Gisele had tears in their eyes. I must have gotten some pollen in my eyes,
because I was not crying. That’s my story and I’m sticking to it.



 


 

“The dog is very popular,” Macarius reached
between the seats to pat Duke’s head, when we got back in our cars. “Especially
with women.”


“Yeah,” I agreed. “He’s a major chick magnet.”


Macarius looked at me. “What does this mean,
‘chick magnet’?”


“Oh, uh, ‘chick’ is a slang term for women. It’s something
you have to be careful about saying. Guys have to be careful, women can say ‘chick’ without anyone
getting offended. A ‘chick magnet’ is just something women can’t resist, like a
friendly dog, or a cute baby. Although, a dog is more reliable. Babies can cry
and spit up all over everything.”


“This is true,” he muttered.


“I have to say,” I scratched Duke under his chin.
“You are a particularly good attractor of women.”


“I am?” His tail wagged happily.


“Yeah. You are charming, you know? You have charisma,
even for a dog.”


He cocked his head. “Is that a good thing?”


“It’s a very good thing. That’s kind of like a
superpower. Promise me that you will always to use
your powers for good ends. You could lure-” I stopped talking suddenly.


“What? Kaz, what?” Duke pawed at me. “Lure what?”


“Kazimir,” Macarius gripped my shoulder. “Are you
unwell?”


“I’m, uh, fine. Hey, do you want to drive?”


He let go of my shoulder and looked me straight in
the eye. “But, you love this Jeep.”


“Why does everyone say that? It’s fine. I want
you to drive.”


“You are unwell, then? That last wine was too
sweet for you?”


“There is nothing wrong with the wine, or with me.
I need to think about something, that’s all.”


When I got out of the driver’s seat to walk around
the front of the Jeep, Mike stuck his head out the window of the Tahoe. “It’s
OK,” I flashed a thumbs up, then tapped my head. “I just need to think about
something.”



 

Macarius was a nervous driver, I wished Gisele was
at the wheel. While she was calm and alert, her eyes constantly monitoring the
road ahead, roads to the side, and the mirrors, his head darted around so much
it was distracting. He also was on and off the gas pedal, not maintaining a
constant speed. We crept up too close behind the Tahoe, then he hit the brakes,
we drifted back, then he stomped on the gas again. If our vehicle had one of
those fancy radar cruise controls that keeps a constant distance from the car
ahead, I would have suggested he try learning how to use that feature, but the
Jeep was older, and nobody buys a Jeep to get fancy electronics anyway.


“Macarius, while you’re driving, we should
practice tailing a car.”


“Tailing?”


“Yeah, you know. Like on Law & Order, when the
police are following a car, and they don’t want the suspect to know he’s under
surveillance.”


“Yes, I have seen this. You have done this?”


“Oh yeah, plenty of times,” I lied.


He didn’t buy my story. “When would you have
tailed a suspect? You told us you have been hiding from those who sought to
kill you, and from the authorities. You should have been trying to get away
from suspicious people, not following them."


“Yes, sure, but, sometimes, I wanted to know where
the bad guys were going. So I could anticipate their next move, that sort of
thing.”


“That is a risky but bold strategy,” he nodded. “I
have discussed with Mike that we should hit the Order directly, rather than
this sneaking around and reacting to them.”


“Yes! I said the same thing.”


“You cannot defeat evil by running from it.”


“I’m glad to hear you say that. After we take care
of this dragon problem, we need a strategy for what to do next.”


“Do you have ideas. Kazimir?”


“I do. We need information about the Convergence,”
I said. What I did not tell him was we needed to know whether a Convergence is
a real thing, which was still a damned good question. “And I need to know more,
a lot more, about how magic works.”


“You believe the Order possesses such knowledge?”


“If anyone does, they do. They sure know a hell of
a lot more than we do.”


“We must plan to strike, then.”


“We need to find them first. Uh,” his
driving was making me nervous. “Do you want to practice performing a tail?”


“I would,” his tone was serious, but the
expression on his face was that of a child eager to play with a new toy, and he
gripped the steering wheel tightly.


“OK, first, you need to relax.”



 

He dropped back, focused merely on keeping the
Tahoe in sight rather than sticking close to it. His speed smoothed out, his
foot no longer on and off the gas pedal. He did relax, enough that he wanted to
talk about how strange he found the landscape around us. Compared to his area
of Egypt, the eastern United States was lush and green and thick with trees. He
talked about his childhood, not tragic stories of oppression by the Romans,
just normal things kids did back then. Like when he and his friends stole a
chicken and nearly got caught. He told that story and
by the end, he was laughing so hard, he had tears in his eyes. Macarius of
Mikra, knight of the Medjai, was laughing. It was great to see the guy
being human for a change, it was even good to see the tears of laughter
replaced by melancholy. “Ah, my friends, my family, everyone I knew. They have
all long since left this world.”


“I’m sorry.”


“Kazimir, you have no reason to be sorry.”


“I do, because I’m a wizard. My fellow
wizards back then couldn’t stop a Convergence, without asking for you to make a
terrible sacrifice.” I did not add that the wizards back then did not
stop a Convergence, that according to history, no such event ever threatened
our world. “They should have found another way.”


“I hear your words, but it is not a sacrifice. It
is an honor for me to serve the cause of righteousness. I could have
died back then, having accomplished nothing of significance. Instead I am here
with you, with a chance to save the world.”


“Yes but, I only meant, you gave up everyone you
cared about.”


“It is of no matter. We serve God, we do His work.
My reward will be to see my family and friends in the afterlife. You do not
understand this? You do not believe?”


“I do,” I said, mostly because that’s what he
wanted to hear. The truth is, I don’t know what I believed. The past decade, I
hadn’t much time to think about anything other than staying one step ahead of
whoever was chasing me and Sarah, and then just me.


Macarius fell silent after that, lost in his own
thoughts.



 


 

When we got back to the house, Mike pulled me
aside. “What was that about?”


“Macarius needs to practice driving.”


“You know what I mean, Kaz.”


“Like I said, I needed to think.”


“About how to find a dragon?” He guessed.


“We’ve been trying to do that.”


“It might have worked, if we tried it soon enough.
Before the chaotic magic wore off.”


“Maybe it would have worked, we don’t know. All I
know is, it won’t work now. If we can’t find the dragon, we need to let it find
us. We also need to get the Order off our backs for a while.”


“You have plan for doing either of those things?”


“Both, actually.”


“Then you should drink wine more often.”


“It wasn’t the wine, it was Duke,” I looked over
to see that he had chased a squirrel up a tree. “Women and children can’t
resist him. His cuteness lures them in. That got me thinking; we have something
the dragon can’t resist.”


He shook his head. “Using a sheep or a goat as a
lure won’t work. There are too many farms around here, and plenty of deer.”


“We won’t use an animal as a lure. We’ll use magic.”


“Ah. Huh, that could work. You can do it?”


“Azib?” Rubbing the amulet, I awakened the genie.
He appeared, looking even more grumpy than usual.


“What is it now?” He demanded. “I just laid down
for a nap!”


“Uh huh,” I squinted at the crease on his face,
where he had been sleeping on a folded blanket or something. That made me
curious about how much stuff he had in that amulet. He had at least four
different sets of clothes that I’d seen, and the rings on his fingers were
constantly changing. Where did he keep all of it? Also, the little guy ate an enormous
amount of food, and never gained any weight.


Magic. It’s weird.


“Your Eminence, I have a question. Could I use some
form of magic as bait, to lure the dragon into a trap?”


“Hmm. That is a good question. You are wise to ask
me, instead of blundering around the way you usually do. That is actually two questions. Could magic attract the
dragon? The answer to that is possibly, if it was done skillfully. Which brings
me to the second question: could you do it? The answer to that of course
is no.”


“Don’t be-” Mike started to say something.


“I know the way I use magic is clumsy,” I had
learned not to react when the genie insulted me. Most of the time, he was right
anyway. “Could you teach me?”


“I do not know if I want to,” he sniffed. “When
you inevitably fail, and hurt yourself, you will blame me.”


“I promise I won’t do that.”


“It will be very difficult. You must practice
first, and not be lazy about it. The training will be very hard work.”


“Yes, Mister Miyagi.”


“What?” Azib screeched, as Mike hid his
grin behind a hand.


“Sorry. It can be done?”


“Ah, even I cannot say for certain. The magic must
be strong, but used in a subtle fashion, or you will only scare the dragon
away. I have not seen that you even understand the meaning of the word
‘subtle’. Your solution is to use a hammer, when you could do the job with a
feather.”


“I will do my best to learn.”


“Even if you do the job properly, there is no
guarantee this dragon will be attracted to your lure. It will be curious, but
it very well could remain at a distance. The dragon you seek has been here long
enough to understand that magic is not a natural feature of this world. It will
be frightened, and although it does not understand why magic does not work
here, it will be wary of any magic it encounters. Dragons, even young ones such
as the one that came through the portal, are not stupid creatures.”


“I understand. Do you know any other way we can
find this thing?”


“No, I told you that already. Do you not listen
when I speak?”


“I do.”


“It does not seem that you listen. You would be
wise to heed my words, wizard.”


“That is undoubtedly true.”


“Now,” he yawned. “If there is not some emergency
that requires me to save you, I will go back to the nap you rudely
interrupted.” With a soft ‘pop’ sound, he disappeared.


“OK,” I said to Mike. “I’ll have to practice
first. That creates another problem. The Order might have a way to detect the
use of any magic that is strong enough to attract a dragon. Track it to the
source.”


“How do you know that?”


“I don’t know that they can’t do it. Mike,
the Order found me too many times while I was on the run. I didn’t use a
cellphone, I didn’t have an online presence, I paid for everything in cash. They
tracked me down anyway.”


“Did you practice using magic at those places?”


“Yeah. I had to, I was afraid of losing my skill
and until recently, it got harder every year to make magic do anything. Part
of it,” I admitted, “was I didn’t believe it was real, you know? Every
time I tried to reach out for power, I expected it wouldn’t be there, that the
whole thing had been in my head. Since I didn’t know what I was doing, I might
have used too much power, or tried to pull too much power from the little that
was around me.”


“You’re better at it now.”


“I think so? It’s hard to tell, I have nothing to
compare my experience with. My point is, no matter how careful I was, the Order
found me. If they can track me, I’ll have to drive far from here to practice,
and do that several times. Use random locations, so they can’t find a pattern.
That’s not the real problem. I can move around, practice for only a short time
at each location. But to set a lure for the dragon, I need to stay in one spot,
maybe for most of a night. Do that a couple nights in a row, probably. If the
Order can track magic at all, they will see my lure. It has to
be strong, to attract the dragon, we don’t know how far away the thing is.”


“That is a problem. It’s too risky.”


“That’s why we have to hit the Order first.”


“Whoa. I told you-”


“Lure them into a trap. Take out their team,
before I set a lure for the dragon.”


“Kaz,” he shook his head. “You know I love that
idea, but it’s not my call.”


“Yeah, yeah, Annie is in charge.”


“She is.”


“She’s in charge of the money,” I argued.
“She’s not here.”


“Annie is a lot more than a money manager. The
intel she provides has kept us one step ahead of the Order for years. Without
her, we-”


“You’re not one step ahead. I drove into
two ambushes that-”


His face was getting red. “One of our teams saved
your ass from-”


“After the Order ran my truck off the road. It’s luck
that your team was there, it could easily have gone sideways. Your team didn’t
even know I was there, did they?”


“They were following a lead on an Order team,” he
admitted.


“Isabel and I would have driven into another
ambush when the Order was tracking her phone, I got us out of there. Annie’s
intel wasn’t any good then. You guys were at the mound site when the portal
opened, but you didn’t know I was there or that the Order was attempting to
open a portal. You got lucky.”


“If Isabel and I hadn’t been there, you would be
dead.”


“I thank you for that, but don’t tell me Annie’s
super intel kept me alive. Mike,” I didn’t want to argue with the guy, I also
wasn’t letting him push me around. “The Order murdered my parents. I was
kidnapped by some woman I now know was not my aunt, until she was
killed. The Order murdered an innocent girl in Colorado. Annie didn’t stop any
of that from happening. For years I was on the run with no help from your
people. Every time I had to move, it was because the Feds or the Order were on
my trail. I never saw anyone from your team.”


“We worked behind the scenes,” he said, but he was
defensive about it. “The Order is a much bigger organization than we are. Much
older, they have existed in one form or another for centuries. Almost a
thousand years. They corrupted the original-” He stopped with a frown.


“What?”


“I’ve said too much. That info has
to come from Annie.”


“You said your team doesn’t have the resources of
the Order. I get it, you’re playing catch-up. We need a win. Mike, you
were in the military? In this fight, our enemy has held the initiative, they have
been dictating the terms of the battle. That won’t change unless we go on the
offensive.”


“Kaz,” he rubbed the back of his neck. “Trust me,
I have made the same argument to Annie. Isabel has also. Annie just,” he held
up his hands. “She has the big picture, I don’t. What I do know is the Order
has been searching for us, trying to hit us directly, for a very long time. We survive
by staying one step ahead.”


“You survive, but you’re not getting
anywhere. You’re losing this fight, whatever it is. Come on, you must see
that.”


“That’s what it looks like from here. Like I said,
we don’t have the big picture.”


“Yeah, well, Annie isn’t seeing the big
picture.”


“Why do you say that?”


“The game has changed, and you’re still running
the same old plays.” Pointing to my chest, I told him, “You have a wizard
on your team now. As far as we know, the Order doesn’t have a wizard, right?”


“Not that I’ve been told. Each team is only given
the information we need.”


“If the Order has a wizard, we need to know.”


“I won’t argue with that.”


“Will you talk to Annie about it?”


“That’s, complicated.”


“We’re running out of time. Soon, someone will get
a good video of the dragon, and post it online. We have to
find the thing, and luring it with magic is the only way I know to do that.
Unless you have a better idea?”


“I don’t have any ideas.”


“If we’re going to do this, I can’t sustain a lure
for long, without a major risk of the Order finding me. So, I say we hit them
first.”


“You’re assuming the enemy can detect and track
magic. Annie would have told us if the Order can do that.”


“Yeah, if she knows. She didn’t know the
Order searched all over the world for artifacts to open a portal. She didn’t
know they were trying to, and actually did open a
portal. We can’t take the risk of setting up a lure, unless we’re sure an Order
team won’t crash the party. After the firefight at the mound, they can’t have a
whole lot of guys left.”


He grimaced. “Do not assume that. They hire
mercenaries who have no idea who they’re working for. All that takes is the
right contacts and a pile of money, and the Order has lots of money. OK,” he
looked at the house. “I’ll talk with Isabel about this. If we’re going to
contact Annie, we can’t do it from here.”



 

Mike and Isabel left in the Tahoe half an hour
later, warning they didn’t know when they would be back. Shortly after, Gisele
and Macarius came out the front door while I was sitting on the porch. “We need
to get food for dinner,” she said.


“I’ll get the keys.”


“Gisele has the keys,” Macarius looked at
me, with his usual scowl toned down a notch. “She and I will go to the market.”


“Uh-”


Gisele spoke while I was trying to think of a
response. “Kazimir, Macarius and I can’t always have someone with us everywhere
we go. The market is only twenty minutes away. You have to
trust us at some point.”


What I wanted to say was that I did trust her, it
was Macarius I worried about. Mike and Isabel would not be happy to learn that
I’d allowed the knights to go off on their own. Gisele was right, though. The
knights now lived in the modern world, they needed to start living in
it. “OK,” I got off the chair and walked them to the Jeep. “You both have
phones with you?”


They each held up a burner phone.


“I know, the pistols remain in the locker,” Macarius
pointed to the hidden compartment in the back of the Jeep.


“Yes. Be careful, come back soon, and don’t buy
too much junk food.”











CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN



 

They left and I went into the house to get a
hoodie. After an unseasonably warm day, it was getting chilly. As I was setting
the table for dinner, I heard Duke barking. It wasn’t his DANGER bark, nor a
happy bark. This was an excited bark. My guess was he had chased a squirrel up
a tree, and was using the excellent hunting technique of barking to get the
squirrel to come down and play.


When I got to the backyard, Duke was indeed
sitting at the base of the tree, looking up and barking, his tail thumping on
the ground and his tongue lolling out one side of his mouth.


“You won’t catch a squirrel that way,” I told him.


“It’s not a squirrel,” he bounded over to me.
“Mister Boots is in the tree and he’s stuck, he can’t climb down!”


“Oh for-” Shading my eyes, I looked up. “Boots,
what the hell are you doing way up there?” He was in an old oak tree, I guessed
about forty feet off the ground, near the end of a branch that stuck up almost
vertically. The branch was swaying from the weight of a thirty pound cat. It
did not look like a safe situation.


Duke answered before the cat could speak. “He was
chasing a squirrel. He said I was useless as a hunter, he was going to
show me how to do it.” His ears flattened against his head. “Cats can climb,
that is not fair.”


“Cats can climb up,” I corrected him.


“What do you mean?”


Forming my fingers into claws, I pantomimed
climbing up a tree. “Their claws are hooked so they can grasp the tree while
going up.  But to come down, they have to go backwards, and they can’t see. That’s why they
can get stuck in a tree.”


His shoulders shook. The dog was laughing.
“Squirrels can climb up and down. And they can jump! Mister Boots was
chasing a squirrel that went to the end of that branch, and jumped over to the other
tree. Hey!” He looked up. “Mister Boots, can you jump like a squirrel?”


“Stand under me, and I’ll jump on your head,”
the cat hissed.


“He can’t get down,” Duke concluded.


“Yeah, I got that. Boots!” I called. “Can you
jump?”


“I don’t want to. It’s a long way down,” the cat
answered.


“Cats always land on their feet. I think. It’s really not that far, and the ground is soft.”


“Why don’t you come up here and jump, show
me how easy it is?”


“Yeah, that’s not gonna happen.”


Duke’s voice had a bit of a whine to it, like he
was worried. “Do you have anything that can get him down?”


Scratching my head, I peered up, studying the
tree. “A shotgun?” I suggested.


“Hey!” Boots protested.


“That would work,” Duke nodded, with a wink at me.
“Don’t worry, Mister Boots, you won’t be up there much longer!”



 

The house had a six foot stepladder, that was only
useful for getting me within six feet of the lowest branch. At first, I
considered trying to jump up from the ladder, before my common sense kicked in.
The only way to climb up to the branch was to awkwardly hug the tree, but it
was too big around for me to get a good grip on it. Before making a fool of
myself, I got off the ladder and studied the tree again. Going into the house,
I came back with a coil of rope. Tossing it up and over the lowest branch, I
tied the two ends together with knots every two feet. After that, it was like
rope climbing in gym class, except the knots made it easier.


About thirty feet up in the tree, I couldn’t go
any farther. The branches above me were twisted and tangled together, blocking
my path. Plus, I could see that the branch Boots was on would not support my
weight, without snapping and sending us both plunging to the ground. “Boots,” I
lowered my voice so Duke wouldn’t hear. “Can you come down to me?”


“No,” he hissed. “If I could come down, I would
have done that.”


“Mister Boots,” Duke called, since of course the
dog’s ears heard me. “It’s not that far.”


“No,” the cat repeated.


Uh oh. The branch Boots was on was wobbling, he
was clutching it so hard he was shaking. The branch met the trunk of the tree
five feet below him, if he could back down to that point, he could wedge
himself in and be more secure.


“Wizard,” Boots called. “I grow weary from this. Can
you not use magic to assist me?”


“That’s not a good idea. I would probably hurt you
if I tried to lift you using magic. Azib says I use too much force. But, uh,
maybe I can bend that branch so it is closer to the trunk.”


“How would that help me?”


“You would have something more sturdy
to hang onto.”


He thought for a moment. “Could you try bending a
different branch first?”


“Yeah, good idea.”


“Wizard, wait! Ask the genie if he has a better
idea.”


“Uh, OK. Azib?” Touching his amulet was awkward, I
had to get it out from under my shirt. He didn’t respond the first time, so I
added a bit more spark to my fingertip.


“What is it this time?” He demanded, mumbling
through a mouthful of food, holding an open bag of Goldfish crackers. How TF
did he fit that bag into the amulet?


“Hey! That’s where the Goldfish went.”


“I was hungry,” he stuffed another handful of
crackers in his mouth.


“We had four bags of Goldfish in the kitchen, now
there are none.”


He glared at me. “You can’t prove anything.”


“Yeah well, I don’t need Scooby Doo to solve this
mystery.”


“Wizard!” Boots prodded me.


“OK. We’ll talk about this later. Azib, Mister
Boots has, uh, gotten himself into a bit of a situation. Do you have a
suggestion?”


Just then noticing where he was, the genie looked
down. “What are you doing in a tree?”


“Trying to help Boots. He is,” I whispered, “stuck
up here. Is there any magic I can use to get him to the ground? Safely?”


“Such magic exists,” Azib confirmed.


“Good, then-”


“You cannot use it.”


“That’s why I asked you to help.”


“Your clumsiness would kill the Old One. You would
incur the wrath of his kind,” he shuddered. “Oh, I can’t watch,” he covered his
eyes with a hand. “I cannot be part of this!” With a ‘pop’, he was gone.


“What did the genie say?” Boots asked.


Flashing a bogus thumbs up to him, I said, “Uh, it’s
all good. I’ll test it on a different branch first.” Before doing that, I had
to climb down a few feet, to get my feet wedged into the crotch of a thick
branch, and wrap one arm around another branch. The key was using as little magical
energy as possible. The last thing we needed was the Order tracking us to the
house because I used too much magic to rescue a cat. On the side of the tree
opposite Boots was a branch about the same size as the one he clung to, perfect
for testing whether I could bend the thing without breaking it. 


Spoiler alert: no, I could not do that. With a
loud CRACK, the branch snapped immediately, I ducked behind the trunk and still
my face was showered with splinters and dust.


“Wizard,” Boots looked down at me. “Please do not
help me.”


“Yeah, probably a good idea. Maybe,” I tugged on
the tangled branches above me. “If I can get these out of the way, I can climb
up to you.”


“Can you do that without breaking the entire tree
with your clumsy magic?” Boots asked.


“I meant, I’ll climb down and find a saw.”


“I do not think that will work. This branch can’t
support your weight, and it is too far from the trunk for you to reach me.”


The cat was right. What I needed was to cut the
branch out of the way, and find a fishing net on a pole, so I could scoop him off
the branch. As far as I knew, there wasn’t any such thing in the house. I could
call Macarius or Gisele, maybe they could-


The Jeep came down the driveway, Duke raced to
meet it, barking and bouncing on his front paws. “What is going on?” Gisele asked
as she opened the driver’s door.


“Kazimir,” Macarius looked out his window. “What
are you doing up there? That is very dangerous, you come down right now!”


“Mister Boots is stuck in the tree and he can’t
get down!” Duke ran back to the tree, standing on his back legs to point his
nose up at the cat.


“Oh my,” Gisele pressed her hands to her face.
“Mister Boots, we will come get you!”


“That won’t work,” I told her, noting that she
wasn’t concerned about me being way up in the tree. “I have an idea,
I’ll come down.”


As I climbed down, with Macarius urging me to be
careful as if that thought hadn’t occurred to me, Duke barked again, adding,
“See, Mister Boots? Kaz is climbing down, and he doesn’t have claws. You can do
it!”


“When I get down from here,” the cat hissed, “I’ll
show you what my claws can do.”


“Duke,” I lowered myself onto the step ladder.
“You are not helping.”


He looked at me. “I wasn’t trying to help.”


“Oh, gotcha.”


“Carefully!” Macarius scolded me while he held the
stepladder. “What is your plan?”


“I’ll be right back.”



 

The four of us each held a corner of a king size
comforter, a nice, thick and soft blanket that would cushion Boots when he
landed. Duke held one corner in his mouth. At first that wasn’t high enough off
the ground, so he was standing on a table we dragged out from the foyer. “OK,
Boots,” I called to the cat. “Let go, and we will catch you.”


“You are asking me to trust you, wizard?”


“Trust me, Mister Boots,” Gisele said,
which was not really helpful in getting the cat to
believe my plan could save him.


“I can’t do it,” Boots spoke barely above a
whisper.


“It’s not that far,” I assured him. “You will be
safe, I promise.”


“I can’t do it,” he repeated. “Not in this
world. In the Nether, I could rely on magic to enhance my strength. Here I am,
fragile,” he spat out the word.


“I don’t know what to tell you, other than you
can’t stay up there.”


“Kazimir,” Gisele pleaded. “You have to help him.”


“I’m trying.”


“Do something,” she urged. “You are a
wizard.”


“Yeah,” I looked up. If Boots couldn’t let go of
the branch, the branch had to let go of the tree. “This isn’t my first choice,
but-” Holding the comforter with one hand, I used the other to reach out for
the magic around me. The last time, I still used too much energy. Mike would
not be happy to hear I used magic twice, where we lived. Damn it, would we have
to move again?


That’s something I could worry about later. Extending
my will, I focused not on snapping the branch Boots clung to, but simply on
shaking it.


“Hey! Stop that!” The cat protested.


“I’ll stop it, if you let go.”


“I told you, I can’t.”


“OK, then you are not gonna like this at all.”
Shifting my focus down to where the branch met the main trunk, I pushed
downward. It broke cleanly with a loud CRACK. With an angry MEE-ROOOW,
Boots plunged, pushing off from the branch as he fell. He slapped against a
couple smaller limbs on the way down, landing on his feet off center near
Gisele. The comforter sagged, the cat bounced, and sprang off onto the ground.


“Hmmf,” he strutted, tail in the air but his body
shaking. “That was a truly pathetic display of incompetence, wizard.”


Gisele scooped him up, hugged him and showered him
with kisses. That’s a thing she does. “Mister Boots, what were you doing in
that tree? You could have been hurt!” She squeezed the cat hard enough for him
to grunt. “We bought treats for you,” she said as she carried him into the house.


“I guess a simple ‘Thank You’ is out of the
question?” Duke spat out the comforter and glared at the cat.


“I wouldn’t count on it. I thank you.”


“Will I get a treat?”


“You will get twice as many treats as Boots. He
caused the problem.”


His shoulders shook. “You know what the worst part
was for Mister Boots? After the squirrel he was chasing jumped to the other
tree, that squirrel stood there on the end of a tiny branch, twitching its tail
and squeaking at him. The squirrel was taunting him.”


“Is that why he climbed all the way up on that
branch?”


“Yes. Um, well, I also might have told him he was
a fraidy cat.”


I tried not to laugh. “I should say that was the
wrong thing to do, but Boots was being a dick, so let’s pretend I
scolded you.”


His tail thumped the ground. “Works for me.”


“Kazimir,” Macarius asked as he folded the
comforter. “How long was the cat in the tree? You were not watching the
animals?”


“Uh-”


“I was watching him,” Duke’s eyes narrowed.
He didn’t like being called an ‘animal’. “He went up the tree not long after
you left in the car.”


I shook my head. “Why didn’t you call me earlier?”


“Mister Boots told me not to. He was very
embarrassed.”


“Yeah, I can see that. Next time he does something
stupid and is in trouble, you call me right away, before it’s too late.”


“Too late for what?”


“For me to get a photo. I can’t believe I didn’t
think of that!”



 


 

Mike had to run an errand he wouldn’t tell me
about, but he didn’t object when I asked to go with him. We drove to a self storage place that appeared to be in the middle of
nowhere. “You have a storage unit?” I asked. “Here?”


“Yeah, nah. We don’t,” he replied as he
punched in a code to roll back the gate.


“OK, so this is like a safe house?”


“No. Keep guessing.” He pulled the Tahoe up to a
unit, got out, and checked his phone before opening a combination lock. “Stay
here and let me know if anyone is coming,” he instructed.


I didn’t argue. He was in the unit only for a few
seconds, coming out with a large cardboard box. “Uh, you are storing a
Christmas tree in there?”


“Not even close,” he laughed, stuffing the box in
the back of the Tahoe. “Lock up for me, will ya?”



 

“OK, I give up,” I said five minutes later. “What
did you get from the storage place?”


“Later. First, you have to
tell me why I went to a storage unit that isn’t ours.”


“I have no idea.”


“Come on, Kaz. You’re smart, I’ve learned that
about you. Our teams operate all over the country, all over North America.
There are multiple teams, we never know where we will be going. We can’t stash
specialized equipment all over the continent. We still need access to, things
that might not be strictly legal. If you know what I mean.”


“Ah,” I got it. “It’s a dead drop. You have
something delivered, the delivery guy brings it to a storage unit he rented.”


“Close. Usually a third party rents the unit, the
seller just uses it for the transaction. I never see him, he never sees me. An
arms-length transaction. It’s better that way.”


“Smart. Is that part of your training?”


“Field craft? Yes. A lot of our training is
teaching us to think like a criminal. Like a fugitive. So we would have a
better chance of finding you.”


“Except, I was better at it.”


“You were a fugitive.”


“Still am.”


“A criminal?”


“I’m gonna decline to answer that.”


“It’s OK. We know you stole cars over the years.
Did what you had to do.”



 

We drove for another twenty minutes, while Mike tapped
his right index finger on the steering wheel, a gesture I’d learned was a sign
that he was thinking. “Kaz,” he finally turned to look at me. “Are there
different, flavors of magic?”


“What do you mean?”


“To lure an Order team into an ambush, or away
from somewhere, do you need to use a particular type of magical energy?”


“Uh, I hadn’t really thought about it. Probably? Assuming
they have some sort of, radio that can hear magic, they-”


“Radio?”


“Not a radio. I mean, something that, uh, reacts
in the presence of magic. Something like that. It could be tuned to react only
when it picks up a certain frequency, but that would make it less useful. I
think if the Order is trying to detect the use of magic, they will be looking
for any type of magic.”


“Makes sense,” he nodded. “What about dragons?”


“What about them?”


“Is there a particular type of magic that would
attract a dragon?”


“I don’t know. Let’s ask our magic expert. Azib?”
I zapped the amulet.


“Ahhh,” he screeched. “What? Why do you
always call me when I am busy?”


“Wow, I am,” I held up my hands. “I don’t know
what to say.” He was soaking wet, and he was dressed only in a white hand towel
around his waist. The towel was embroidered with the Ritz-Carlton hotel logo.
In one hand, he held a long-handled scrub brush that was dripping soapy water.
“Uh, where did you get that towel?”


“That is not important, imbecile. You interrupted
my bath. Why must you be so rude?”


“I’m terribly sorry about that.”


“You cannot call me just any time you have some
stupid question. We need a schedule for when you can contact me.”


“I’ll get right on that.”


“Good. What question will you ask this time, to
reveal your profound ignorance?”


Mike took one for the team. “Azib, is there a
particular flavor of magic that would attract a dragon?”


The genie stared at Mike, eyes wide. “Flavor?”


“Yeah,” I said. “Do they like, uh, Flaming Hot
Cheetos, something like that?”


“I am not familiar with this, Flaming Hot
Chee-toe. What is this?”


“It’s a snack, I was just using it as an example.
It’s not important, is-”


“A snack food that is so delicious,” Azib
licked his lips, “it could lure a dragon across a great distance?”


“No, they-”


“What is this Chee-toe?”


Clearly, he was not letting it go. “It’s kind of a
baked corn snack, thing,” as I spoke, I realized I had no idea what cheese
puffs were made of. “They’re covered in a sort of cheese, dust?” I looked to
Mike for help.


“I’m not sure there’s any actual cheese in those,”
he said with a grin.


“It sounds delicious. I must try these,” Azib
insisted.


“Look, they are really nothing special. Can we
just-”


“Nothing special, yet when you tried to think of
something that would be irresistibly delicious, you thought of these Chee-tos?”


“I should stop talking.”


He folded his arms. “I will not answer your
question, until I try these Chee-tos.” With a ‘pop’, he disappeared.


“Give it up, mate,” Mike looked at me and shook
his head. “You’re not going to win that argument.”


“I’m just glad he wasn’t naked. Where the hell did he get a towel from the freaking Ritz-Carlton?”


Mike stepped on the brake to make a U-turn. “You solve
that puzzle. I’m taking us back to that gas station we passed, it’s gotta have
junk food.”



 

The gas station did have a rack of junk food,
including Cheetos, but none of the Flaming Hot variety. We bought crunchy
Cheetos, plus Combos in both cheddar and pepperoni flavors. While Mike drove, I
summoned Azib. Thankfully, he was fully dressed, in a new outfit that was more
gaudy than usual. His vest was covered with intricate patterns made of
rhinestones. Or, were they fake? “Your Eminence, are those real diamonds?”


“Of course they are real, imbecile. Do you think a
jinn of my stature would have anything else? They were a gift from my many
admirers,” he ran his hands over the vest, making it ripple and the diamonds
sparkled. He was so small that the individual gems could be described as
diamond chips, but there were a lot of them. “Now do you have my Chee-tos, or
do you waste my time as usual?”


“We have Cheetos. They didn’t have the Flaming Hot
variety, I promise we will find those for you.” Tearing the bag open, I held
out a handful of the crunchy cheese puffs.


“Mmm, interesting, interesting,” he chewed on one.
Then took two more. “This is acceptable, I am pleased.”


“I can ask for nothing more in life.”


“What else do you have? Give them to me.”


“OK, these are Combos, I don’t know how to
describe them, so try the cheddar ones first, then the pepperoni.”


It took him about five seconds to eat two of each
flavor. “I like these also! You have done well. I will be right back.”


“Where are you go- Hey!” I shouted as he got his
hands on all three bags of snacks, and disappeared with a ‘pop’.


He came back immediately, holding a pile of Combos
in one hand, and his lips orange with Cheetos dust. “I must have more of these
Chee-tos.”


Mike was astonished. “You ate the whole bag
already?”


“When the bag is opened, you have
to eat them before they get stale. How do you not know this?”


“Azib,” I had to ask because the question was driving
me crazy. “How big is it inside that amulet?”


“My palace? It is vast, of course.”


“Your palace?”


“Do you think I would live in a squalid
hovel as you do?”


“We live in a very nice house,” I protested.


He stuck his nose in the air. “Perhaps it is good
enough for a servant like you. I speak of the rec-re-ation-al ve-hi-cle,” he
sounded out the words. “Where you were living when I found you.”


“OK, first, I am not your servant. The RV wasn’t
squalid, and I found you.”


“Guys,” Mike interrupted. “We need to focus on finding
a dragon, remember?”


“Right,” I took a breath. “Azib, is there a
particular type of magical energy that would attract the dragon?”


“Well,” he huffed. “Again you are rude. Can we not
have a conversation before you get right to business? Or do you seek only to
use me for my knowledge?”


“OK, uh, good point. Azib, how are you?”


“That’s better. I am well, thank you. And
yourself?”


“Great, thanks,” how do you make small talk with a
genie? “How’s your fantasy baseball team doing?”


“My what?”


“Nothing. Forget I said anything.”


His eyes narrowed. “Do you mock me? I should kill
you for-”


“Yeah, I know. Listen, I lived alone for a long time,, so I suck at conversation. What should I do to
attract a dragon?”


“Clearly, you are not a civilized creature, I must
make allowances. Very well, I will answer your question. However, I should be
charging you a consulting fee.”


“A fee?”


“Yes. I saw it on a television program. It was
most informative.”


“How about I pay you in Cheetos? Answer the
question please, it’s important.”


“How can you call yourself a wizard, when you do
not know the simplest things about the proper use of magic?”


“I don’t have a lot of competition for the title
of World’s Best Wizard, you know?”


“Sadly, this is true,” he muttered to himself. “There
are many uses of magic that might attract the attention of a dragon. However,
you are unfamiliar with most of these techniques.”


“Could you teach him?” Mike asked.


“No. As I told Kazimir, I do not know how human
wizards use magic. It is not natural. No use of magic in this world is natural.
For me, using magic is like breathing, it simply is.”


“Mike, it’s OK,” I said. “Azib has helped me
before. He can tell when I’m doing something wrong, and I can adjust.”


Mike frowned, and his hands tightened on the
steering wheel. “I need to ask Annie again whether she has a Magic for Dummies
book. I always assumed if we found a wizard, they would be like Gandalf.”


“I can grow a beard and wear a bathrobe,” I
suggested.


“I think it takes a bit more than that.”


Azib hopped on the dashboard, hands on his hips.
“Do you wish to hear my advice?”


“Yes, sorry,” held up my hands. “Please, go
ahead.”


“As I told you, this dragon will be wary of magic,
and any time you try to use magic, it is loud and frightening. Therefore,
the type of magic used must be something the dragon cannot resist
investigating. You require something that will not only arouse its curiosity, it will also bring the dragon close enough that you can kill
it, correct?”


“Uh, yeah.” The idea of killing the beast still
didn’t feel right to me.


“Close enough for me or Isabel to shoot it,” Mike
knew how I felt about killing the dragon. “Better make that inside of two
hundred yards, to be safe.”


“Two hundred?” That surprised me. “Your rifle
should have a longer range. Is that because you’re using suppressors?”


He shook his head with an almost fatherly ‘this is
a coaching opportunity’ expression. “Suppressors can slightly increase
muzzle velocity. I said two hundred because the dragon will be a moving target,
we don’t know how tough its skin is, and we might need multiple rounds to
strike. Otherwise, it could fly away and fall somewhere people could see it. I
assume,” he said dryly, “that an injured dragon flopping around on someone’s front
lawn would not be good for us?”


“Hell no. Sorry, I shouldn’t have questioned
your-”


“It was a fair question. I’d like the dragon to be
as close as possible, so we can control where it falls. We need to make certain
the thing is down, and that it disappears into fairy dust.”


“Yeah.”


“Kaz, I don’t hate the thing. I don’t want to kill
it. It’s my job, and we don’t have a choice, do we?”


“No. Azib, what can make a dragon overcome its
fear, and come close to me?”


“There is only one thing that it would want so
much, it would risk approaching. If it wants to get home. It wants to find a
portal to the Nether. That-”


“A por- I have to
create a portal? Here? That’s not gonna work.”


“No! You did not let me finish,” he protested, and
he was right. “The energy of a portal is distinctive. Even you could recognize
it.”


“I could.”


“You only need to make the dragon think
that a portal is open.”


“Ah, OK. That’s better.”


Mike asked, “You can do that?”


“I think so?” At the moment,
I had no clue how to do that.


“You won’t actually open a portal?”


“That I can’t do. Not here, anyway. That can
only happen at a place where the connection between the worlds is already
strong, like where the dragon came through. Azib, did I say that right?”


“It is close enough. Is that all you wanted from
me?”


“For now, yes.”


“Good. I shall now consume the other snacks.” With
that, he was gone.


“He’s not great at conversation either,” Mike
observed, as he used the turn signal and slowed to pull into the parking lot of
a convenience store.


“Why are we stopping?”


“Now I’m hungry for Flaming Hot Cheetos.”



 


 

After another wasted series of drone flights, Gisele was up in her room
watching a movie with Boots and Duke, while the rest of us were in the kitchen,
playing Rummikub. That’s a game I learned from an older couple in Salem Oregon,
when I rented an apartment above their garage. They were nice people, the wife
baked cookies for me and the husband gave me some of his old clothes, I think
they felt sorry for me. Plus, their children had moved away and they were
lonely. That’s why a couple evenings each week, they would invite me to play
cards or other games with them. Truthfully, the cookies were dry and crumbly,
but I ate them while we were together. After only seven weeks, I left abruptly
in the middle of the night, leaving a note that I had found a better job in
Texas. Actually, I’d had a bad feeling again and drove
all the way to St Louis, the note about Texas was in case anyone asked them
where I had gone. It was OK, I had paid the rent two months in advance.


I kind of miss the Gustafsen’s, they were like a substitute family for
a while. That was a few months after Sarah was murdered, I had told them I was
eighteen and they either believed me, or wanted to help keep me out of trouble.
That was also before I understood the need to avoid making connections with
people, so they wouldn’t become targets. The Gustafsens are fine, as far as I
know, no one tracked me to their house. Every year, I check their social media
accounts, to make sure they haven’t been targeted. Not that I could do anything
about it.


Anyway, I had only two Rummikub tiles left to get rid of, and a
sure-fire plan to win, when Gisele’s feet pounded on the floor above, and she
called from the top of the stairs. “Guys, we have a problem!”



 

Gisele, having missed web surfing, social media, and funny videos when
she was younger, at the age of nineteen was making up for lost time. While she also
had been watching a Hallmark romance movie, she was playing on her phone, and
got a local news alert.


A four year old girl was missing. She had disappeared just after
dinner, while we were using drones to search for the dragon. Why did a missing
girl affect us?


Her home was a few miles from the southern edge of our search area. Her
mother reported the girl left the kitchen after dinner, going up the stairs to
her bedroom. Both mother, father and the girl’s older brother heard the music
of a game coming from the girl’s room, but when the father went upstairs, the
girl was gone. Along with her jacket, boots and her brother’s school backpack.


The sheriff’s department was organizing a search, requesting volunteers
to gather at the fire station closest to the girl’s home.


“We must go,” Macarius reached for his jacket. “We must help.”


“Wait!” Mike raised a hand. “We need to think about this.”


“A girl is missing, she is in danger, and it is our fault for not
warning the people of this land about dragons,” Macarius did his usual
stone-faced scowl.


“We will go,” Gisele grabbed car keys off the table, “if you do not.
Kazimir,” she tossed the keys to me. “You drive?”


“Uh-”


Everyone stared at me. Including Duke.


“I can find her,” Duke offered.


Slowly raising my hands, I took a moment to think. “Mike is right. We
need to think about this.”


The knights were astonished. They felt betrayed.


Mike and Isabel were even more surprised.


“I kind of expected the two of us to be on opposite sides of this,”
Mike admitted.


“I’m not on a side,” I protested. “Like I said, I want to
think about this. Think, make a plan, before we act.”


“Kazimir,” Macarius looked down at me like I was something he had
scraped off his shoe. “If we do not come to the aid of the innocent, of a
child, we are not serving God.”


“There is more than one girl in this world. We can’t do something for one girl, that endangers everyone else. Macarius, Gisele, this world is
not ready for the knowledge that magic is real. Trust me.”


“How can we trust you, when you hide behind words?’


“I’m not hiding.” Chill, Kaz, I told myself. Don’t make this personal.
“We have been searching for the dragon by ourselves, for a damned good reason.
That hasn’t changed.”


“It has changed. A little girl has been taken by the beast.”


“We don’t know that.” I looked around the kitchen, but the other three
were content to let me and Macarius handle the argument. “Macarius, if she has
been taken by the beast, she is already dead. I’m sorry, but that’s the truth.”


“You cannot know that, wizard.”


“He does,” the cat hopped on the table. “Or, he should. You all should.
Dragons do not risk harm from their prey. They immediately kill their prey by
snapping the prey’s neck. Either with a bite, or by shaking until the neck
snaps.”


“Those are my go-to moves,” Duke added, which was not as helpful as he
intended.


The cat sniffed at the dog with disgust. “What do you know about-”


“OK, Boots, we understand your point. Macarius, if the girl has been
taken, do you really expect to find her alive?”


“No,” he conceded. “I will find the beast and kill it, to avenge her.”


“We all agree on that. Instead of joining a search party, how about we
search using drones?” I suggested. “We can cover a larger area.”


“What if the girl has not yet been taken? She is out in the cold,
alone.”


“We have a better chance of finding her on infrared sensors, than a
bunch of people walking through the woods with flashlights will.”


Gisele lightly touched his arm. “That is true, brother. You have seen
how amazing these drones are.”


He crossed his arms, giving me the Maximum Death Glare. “We still must warn
those who are searching for the girl. They are in danger.”


“No,” Boots spoke before I could. “A party of humans with torches,
making much noise as they move across the land? A young dragon would avoid
them. The searchers will be in no danger, unless they are foolish enough to be
alone.”


“They wouldn’t do that,” Isabel said. “I know procedures for searches
involving untrained civilian volunteers. They will stay together and have a
sheriff’s deputy or some other official with each group.”


“Telling the public about the dragon will accomplish nothing,” I emphasized. “They won’t believe us until it is too late for a
warning to be useful, it will expose us to the authorities, and it will alert
the Order to our involvement. We act, we assist in the search, and we do it in
the most effective way we can. Agreed?”


Macarius had that look people get when they have lost an argument, they
agree the other person is right, and they do not like it. “Very well,
wizard. We will do this your way,” he said, in a way that added an unspoken
‘for now’.


Great.


Teamwork makes the dream work.



 

It was all for nothing. By the time we drove out to the search area and
got our drones set up, there was another alert.


The alert was not about another child missing. It stated the whole
thing was a false alarm, and that volunteers should go back home, with thanks
from the sheriff’s department. Later, a news report explained that when a
sheriff’s deputy arrived at the missing girl’s house to get some of her things
for dogs to sniff for the search, she came out of her parent’s closet, crying.
Her dinner than night was yucky, fish sticks or something like that, so she
hadn’t eaten much. After dinner, she snuck into her parent’s closet, where they
were stashing chocolates for Easter. She knew she wasn’t supposed to eat
chocolates, she knew she would get in trouble, so when her family called for
her, she hid under a pile of blankets. She came out of the closet with the
sheriff’s deputy brought a dog into the house, because she wanted a dog and her
parents wouldn’t let her have one.


Anyway, false alarm, it was all for nothing.


Except, Macarius had one more reason not to trust me.











CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT



 

“Wizard?” Boots walked into my bedroom, while I was sitting against the
headboard, reading more probably useless info about Myrrdin and the legend of
King Arthur. After getting revved up to search for a missing girl, I just
wanted to chill


“Hey, Mister Boots,” I set the tablet down. “Are you OK?” Usually, the
cat moved fluidly, like his body didn’t have any bones. As he came through the
doorway, he was not only walking slowly, he was
limping, and holding his neck down.


“No,” he said quietly, using a back leg to swing the door partway
closed. “I am in considerable pain.”


“Whoa,” sliding off the bed, I knelt down on
the floor next to him. “What’s wrong?”


“My leg, the one you healed, it hurts. My back hurts. My neck hurts. Everything hurts.”


As I was about to touch him, I pulled back my hand. The last thing he
needed was me poking him where he was sore. “How long has this been going on?”


“Ever since I came to this land,” he tried to glare at me, but his neck
was too stiff to lift his head high enough. “It got worse after I took a tumble
down the stairs.”


“Really? You seemed fine afterwards.”


“I made it look like I was fine. In the wild, in my world, it is
dangerous to show any weakness. There are many of my kind who would seize any
opportunity to challenge me.”


“Gotcha. Huh. You fell down the stairs three days ago. I’m surprised
you didn’t hurt before this.”


“I was in pain, wizard. Until today, I was able to
hide it. Then, after I fell out of the tree, the pain has become unbearable.”


“You looked fine after you fell into the blanket. Why didn’t you say
anything then?”


“As I told you, I hide any weakness. You must not tell the others.”


He hid his weakness from everyone, but not from me. He was trusting me.
“We are your pack, uh, your pride. Your family.” As I said that, I realized it
was true. A magic cat from another world. A talking dog. Two knights from
ancient times. Two modern-day knights, or agents as they called themselves. And
a cowardly genie. The seven of them were my found family. “We are here to
support you, not take advantage of you.”


“Hmmph.”


“Listen, I understand that things might be different in your world.
Here, people, your friends, your family, are supposed to support you. Help you.
How can I help?”


“You are a wizard.”


“Yeah, that’s less useful than you think.” Gently, I picked him up and
set him on the bed. “I can, uh-” What? Give the cat medicine? Sure, I could
Google ‘cat pain relievers’, but Boots was not a cat. He looked like a cat, he
acted like a cat. But he was not from our world. Something like aspirin or
Tylenol could be useless for him, or even harmful. Massaging his sore muscles
might help, but how do you massage a cat? “Hey, I can try something.”


The tip of his tail twitched. “You saying
‘try’ fills me with dread, wizard.”


“Yeah, I get that. All I want to do is, look at you with my senses.
See, or feel, the energy inside you. Like when I fixed your leg.”


“You didn’t fix it.”


“You know what I mean. Removed the poisonous dark energy. That helped,
right?”


“It did,” he admitted.


“I’m just going to look, OK?”


“Very well,” he sighed.


“It’s best if you stay still.”


“I am weary,” he slumped over on his left side. “I have not been able
to sleep properly.”


That was news to me, the cat seemed to sleep all the time. So did the
dog, and Duke definitely slept well at night.


To be closer to Boots, and so I didn’t accidently fall on him if I got
dizzy or something, I knelt beside the bed. Opening my hands and hovering them
over him, I closed my eyes and slowly extended my senses. I have
to do that. Extend my senses, I mean. Sensing magic is not a passive
activity, like seeing or hearing. I have to reach out
for it. That’s something Sarah taught me to do. She didn’t teach me, exactly,
since she had no experience working with magic. She explained how it was
supposed to be done, and she never told me how she knew, what little she knew.
Some of the knowledge she had was wrong, or not quite right. Later, I realized
she had been guessing, or she had just read about book of theory about how
magic worked, and whoever wrote that book was no expert. Extending my senses is
like creating a net- No, that’s not right. Creating a field around myself. A
sort of antenna, that catches magical energy, or picks up the vibrations. It’s
not that either, that’s just the best way I can think to explain it. 


Anyway, the energy in Boots was a warm green. None of the dark, angry,
ugly purple of dangerous energy that had threatened to consume his leg, then
all of him. Green isn’t normally thought of as a warm color, and I don’t mean
warm like in temperature. Actually, there was a
pleasant warmth to it. It felt healthy. It felt right. Boots didn’t have an
infection, but there was something wrong with him. You know how a box of crayons
has a dozen colors, including green? Green is not actually a primary color, it
is a combination of blue and yellow. That’s what I was ‘seeing’ when I looked
at Boots. Looked inside him, at the energy infused throughout his body. It
wasn’t an even shade of green all over. Some places were a bluish green, I
think that color is called teal? That color was mostly
deep inside his torso, and in his head. A cool color, it felt like those areas
were not as warm. It felt, tired, I guess? Less energy was there. If he hadn’t
been sleeping his usual eighteen hours a day, his brain would be worn out so
that made sense.


Other places, like his injured leg especially but all four of his legs,
and his back, and his neck, were a paler shade of green. Tinted yellow. Or, less
blue. Those areas not only felt a bit hot, the energy within was tight.
Tangled. Twisted together. Looking closely, I could see strands of energy,
twisted together. Rope made of magic, and the rope wasn’t smooth and even.
Knots. He had knots in his muscles.


When I had a knot in a muscle, I massaged it as best I could. Rolled the
muscle against a tennis ball, or a golf ball if it’s really
bad. It’s possible a deep tissue massage would have helped the cat. It’s
also possible he would scratch or bite me if I clumsily hurt him.


It looked like there was a better way. “Boots, the right side of your
neck, in the back, does that hurt a lot?”


“Yes,” he said quietly without opening his eyes. “When I fell out of
the tree, I had to twist myself around to avoid hitting a branch on the way
down. I was OK at first, now I am so stiff I can barely walk.”


“Yeah, I see that. Sorry about making you fall.”


“Can you do anything to help me?”


“I’m working on it.” That was a lie. I had no idea how to help him. He
was a magical being, a creature made of magic, it-


Huh.


He was made of magic. Magical energy bound him together.


I could work with magical energy, I knew how to do that.


“Let me know if what I’m doing hurts, or makes you feel better.”


His eyes opened, and his claws extended. “I will certainly let you know
if you hurt me.”


“I’m doing the best I can here.”


The strands of energy in his neck were twisted. Not just around each
other, twisting strands is how you make rope. Strands being twisted gives rope
more strength. I guess what I’m trying to say is, the individual strands were
kinked. Have you ever unrolled a hose, opened the faucet, and no water comes
out of the hose because there is a kink in it that cuts off the flow? That’s
what the energy in Boots’s neck was like.


Could I straighten out those kinks?


Manipulating a single strand, one thin strand, I got it untwisted from
itself. The area briefly flared red and the cat jerked on the bed, I flung
myself away from him. “Curse you, wizard,” he swiped at me and barely missed.


“That felt hot, right?”


“It did! What did you do to me?”


“Does it feel better now, or worse?”


Standing on the bed with his back arched, he slowly rolled his neck
side to side. “Hmm. Better.”


“Good. Lie back down, please. I need to keep going. This could take a
while.”



 

Half an hour later, I was done. As best I could given my overall lack of skill, I got the kinks out
of his muscles. The areas that were yellowish were now a deeper, warmer green.
“Here,” I held a glass of water out to him. “Drink this.”


“Why?”


“When people get massages, they tell you to drink plenty of water
afterward. I figure it can’t hurt.”


He lapped at the water, spilling some on the blanket.


“Don’t worry about it,” I told him, blotting the water spill with a
towel. “You should sleep now.”


“I’d like to,” he grumbled. “But now I’m not,” he bared his fangs in a
wide yawn. “Not sleepy.”


“Uh huh. You don’t look sleepy at all.”


“My body is weary, wizard. My mind won’t rest.”


Sitting on the bed against the headboard, I patted my lap. “Come here,
I’ll pet you.” I never thought I would be a doctor
for a cat.


Without saying whether he wanted that or not, he walked over and
snuggled up on my lap. Damn, that cat is heavy. He also wouldn’t lay still.
“Like I said, my mind won’t rest,” he huffed, shifting on my lap yet again.


I wonder if-


The energy in his brain was still tinted teal. There were no kinked
strands, the problem I saw was the energy was too energetic. Moving around
frantically. The flow of energy wasn’t smooth. No, that’s not right. The energy
didn’t flow, it didn’t go anywhere, it-


It’s hard to explain.


If the energy in Boots’s head was like a toddler who drank too much Dr
Pepper, it would be bouncing around the room, screaming, swinging a towel
around and knocking lamps off tables. Too much energy, unfocused, out of
control.


Huh.


When Boots shifted on my lap again, clearly uncomfortable, I reached
out to bring some warmth into that energy in his head. Calm it down. Bring it
under control, so it didn’t hurt him. He must have known something was
happening, and I don’t think I could have done any such thing to him if he
wasn’t already exhausted. He looked up at me, blinking bleary eyes. “What are
you doing?”


“I’m taking deep breaths,” I lied, just a bit. “It relaxes me, you should
try it.”


Flopping his head down, he mumbled, “Don’t breathe so loud.”


Calm. Focus. Bring the
energy inside him under control, so he could sleep. If he knew what I was
doing, he would probably be happy but I wasn’t doing anything bad. He wanted to
sleep, needed to sleep, he just couldn’t. Not without help.


He started to fall asleep on my lap, unfortunately that is when Mike
called from downstairs. “Kaz! We’re watching a movie!” When I didn’t answer,
“Kaz!”


The cat raised his head, eyes unfocused.


Calm, I willed. Embrace
the calm.


Boots was asleep, purring on my lap.


I had made the cat fall asleep.


Damn.


I am becoming a real wizard.


Half a minute later, I heard footsteps on the stairs, then Gisele poked
her head through the doorway. “Kazimir, we-”


With one finger to my lips, I pointed to the contented cat. Silently, I
mouthed ‘I am stuck here. Boots is sleeping’.


Gisele covered her mouth with both hands, the way women do when they
see something irresistibly cute. She actually got a
tear in her eye, waved at me, and backed out, softly closing the door.


It took about twenty minutes before thirty pounds of cat made my legs
fall asleep.



 


 

Driving to fly drones the next morning, I was with Mike and Isabel, so
we could discuss plans to make the dragon come to us. And plans to keep the
Order from interfering.


“That’s the key, you understand?” I asked the Certus agents. Mike was
driving, Isabel riding shotgun, while I was in the back seat of the Tahoe.
“Nothing happens unless you can assure the Order won’t ambush me while I’m
calling the dragon., We have to take them out.”


Mike’s jaw clenched in a ‘not this argument again’
gesture. “It’s not that simple.”


“They are Order,” I insisted. “They wouldn’t hesitate to kill you. They
tried to kill me, or kidnap, me several times. They did kill two people I care
about, so screw them.”


“Kaz, it is not that simple. Wait! Let me explain, OK?”


“This had better be good.”


He clamped his jaw shut, I interpreted that as him being irritated at
having to justify himself to me. Me, a civilian. An amateur. “The Order, most
of their people we have tracked don’t actually belong
to the organization. They’re mercenaries, hired security. Ex-military, just
guys looking to make a living off their skills.”


“By working for the freakin’ Order?”


“The Order pays extremely well, enough for people to keep their mouths
shut after they’ve done a job. Listen, Kaz, the mercs I’m talking about don’t
know who they are working for. They get hired by a shell company. OK, yeah,
most of them probably know they’re doing something sketchy, but the Order
doesn’t use private security for their dirty work. They contract out jobs like
murders to organized crime. Typically, drug gangs do the actual killing. The
Order only allows their dedicated personnel to become involved in rare cases.
There is too much risk of exposure. We know many of their contract personnel,
because we have records on them.”


“Or, we access law enforcement records,” Isabel added.


“My point is, the guys who are here, searching for the dragon so they can
find you, or us, or both, most of them are mercs. Hired security. Their
instructions will be to find us, confirm our identities, and maintain contact
until a dedicated wet team can arrive. These are guys who just want to do the
job, get paid and go home. I served with guys like that. They get out of the
military with a specific, narrow skill set, and they don’t have a whole lot of
options. They have a family, or a wife they’re paying child support to, and
their kids need expensive dental care. That sort of thing. A guy can get
trapped.”


“They have other options.”


“They do. They work other jobs; security for
celebrities, corporate investigations. One guy we tracked last year is now
working advance security for a Taylor Swift tour. They may not be technically
innocent, but they don’t know what they’re involved in. Isabel and I want to
avoid killing any of them, unless it is absolutely necessary.”


“OK. I hear you. Do you feel that way about people who do
belong to the Order, and know what is really going on?”


“No,” Isabel answered. “Same with their hired
killers. The Order has dealt frequently with a Venezuelan gang. A nasty crew,” she spat, “even by the standards of drug gangs. I wouldn’t
hesitate to kill any of them.”



 


 

“Let’s change the subject, OK?” Mike raised a hand. “Kaz, this is all
academic unless you have a way to call the dragon, get it to come us.”


“I need to test the technique, but yeah, it should work. Unless the
Order crashes the party, like I said.”


“I did hear you say that,” Mike used the voice adults
resort to for lecturing dumbasses. “You understand we can’t just lure the
dragon into a random area?”


“Yeah, I know,” I replied, irritated that he assumed I am stupid. “It
will be somewhere away from houses, out of sightlines from any road. The dragon
will come down-”


“You’re missing something,” he shook his head, as Isabel nodded agreement.
“Sightlines are important, we also need to ensure a clear field of fire,” he pantomimed shooting a sniper rifle. The plan was for him to hit
the dragon with one shot of his sniper weapon, knock it out of the sky, then
Isabel would finish the job with her semi-auto rifle.


That was the plan. Unfortunately, the dragon had not signed off on
cooperating with us. Mike was anxious to assure the only variables were things
we couldn’t control, that we had properly prepared for anything that could go
wrong.


“Sightlines, right. We need to bring the dragon over a field, then?”


“Not just any field. One that can’t be seen from a house or road.”


“Can’t be seen or heard, right? Your sniper rifles have to make a hell of a boom.”


“Big badda boom,” he agreed. “We’ll be using subsonic rounds, and we’ll
fit a suppressor to the muzzle, but it sure won’t be silent.”


Even with a suppressor, there was no way to completely mask the sound.
In movies, people say they mistook a gunshot for a car backfiring, but how
often do you hear a car backfire? “If there are trees between us and the
nearest house, the sound will be muffled, or deflected upward?”


Isabel shared a look with Mike. “We should send you to sniper school,”
she said to me. “Yes, that would be best. An open field surrounded by forest,
not just a windbreak line of trees.”


“How do we find that?”


Isabel smiled, showing her tablet screen. “Google maps. We will
identify candidates, then recon with a drone. The best option is a farmer’s
back field. Isolated from a house and road, but with a private access road. We
also need at least two egress routes. That means-”


“I know what ‘egress’ means. We will do this soon?” I addressed the
question to both agents. “We are running out of time.”


“Doing it now,” she tapped the tablet screen.


“You mentioned egress routes. What about restricted access? So the
Order can’t ambush us. I told you, I don’t know how long it will take to
attract the dragon once I start using magic. The Order could get there first.”


Isabel looked to Mike. “We thought of that,” he said. “We talked about it last night.”


“You just rejected my idea to lure them into an ambush.”


“I did. Kaz, there are too many variables, something like that is way
too complicated. Hey,” he held up a hand when I started to protest. “We can’t
afford any more dead bodies, or the FBI will have a task force all over this
area. We do not need that kind of heat, not now.”


“You mean Annie doesn’t want to confront the Order directly.”


“I’ve been working on that. Kaz, you’ve got to trust me. If we go
aggressively against the Order, they can hit back harder than we can take. I
know, I know. We have a wizard with us now. Are you ready for a major
fight right now?”


“By Annie’s standards, I will never be ready.”


“She doesn’t want a fight unless it’s necessary. Unless it is the best
move for us, the best way to accomplish the objective. Hitting the Order
directly will be a game-changing event. We can only risk that if doing so gives
us a major, game-changing advantage. Keeping a team of mercenaries away from
you while you do your magic thing is not worth the risk, because we have a
better idea.”


“OK,” I took a breath. Mike and Isabel were pros, they had been doing
field work for years. I was willing to at least listen. “How will you keep them
away from me?”


“Not just give you time to work, we have a way to hopefully draw some
of the dragon tourists, and the Order, away from the area. Annie is preparing a
video that shows a dragon flying up near Auburn.”


“Auburn?”


“A town at the north end of Owasco Lake, northeast of here.”


“Another video won’t-”


“A very convincing video, that shows distinctive landmarks in the
background. That will hopefully draw some of the dragon-watcher crowd away from
here. Annie also will leak a message that directs us
to the area.”


“Us?”


“Not us, not our names. The message will direct the three Certus teams in the area to converge on Auburn. The Order will
respond.”


“That is a good plan. How will she know if the Order takes the bait?”


“We can’t rely on cracking their encryption-”


“We do that often enough,” Isabel injected. It was a point of pride to
her.


Mike continued. “She will be able to detect an increase in chatter.
Message traffic on channels the Order uses.”


“You talk about being ready for all contingencies. What happens if the
Order keeps some people here, and they detect me using magic?”


Mike smiled, and pulled the Tahoe to the side of the road. That’s where
they were dropping me off with a drone. “I’ll show you,” he said as he opened
the driver’s door.



 

In the back of the Tahoe was a long, black plastic box. He undid two
latches, and opened the lid. “Say ‘Hello’ to my leetle friend.” It was funny to
hear him do a Tony Montana impression in his New Zealand accent.


“Holy sh- Is that a fifty cal?”


He nodded. “Technically, twelve point seven millimeter.”


“That’s what was in the box you got from the
storage unit.”


Mike grinned. “You really thought it was a Christmas tree?”


“I figured you were being proactive about decorating for the holiday.
This is cool but,” I ran a couple fingers along the rifle stock. “I thought you
wanted a rifle to fire that, uh, .338 Lapua round, something like that?”


“Isabel and I talked about it. The Lapua will drop a bear, but we have
no experience with a dragon. This,” he pulled a heavy round from a box
inside the case. “Should stop anything. Including, any Order vehicles that come
to investigate. One shot into the engine block, and they’re not going anywhere.
We won’t have to kill anyone.”


“Except the dragon.”


“That is the plan.”


“Yeah. I have something I want to talk about.”


His shoulders slumped. “I am going to like this?”


“You are going to hate it.”



 


 

Mike hated it. So did Isabel. It was worse that, instead of telling
them my idiotic plan right away, I waited until we finished the drone search
that morning. My logic was, if one of us saw the dragon and tracked it back to
its lair, we wouldn’t need to do, the thing I wanted to do. The bad news was,
we didn’t see a dragon that morning. The good news was, neither did anyone
else. On the way to pick up Isabel, Mike saw a circle of people standing in a
field, wearing robes, holding hands and chanting. They looked like a group of
New Age Wiccans, trying to call the dragon, probably by using crystals or
incense. The sad part of it was, I couldn’t say that crystals and incense would
not work. I mean, my knowledge of magic is limited. Wiccans might have
held onto some fragments of ancient knowledge that I wasn’t aware of.


Macarius texted that he and Gisele also had not seen anything, and they
were headed back to the house. So, I explained to Isabel and Mike what I wanted
to do. To try.


Ready for them to tear my idea to shreds, I held up my hands, “I know,
this is the dumbest idea you have ever heard.”


“Kaz,” Mike sighed. “I was in the military. You have no idea what a truly stupid plan looks like. But,
this is not the way I want to approach the problem.”


“You can always still shoot the big gun, if this goes sideways.”


“Unless you are between me and the target.”


“OK, yeah, I’ll be careful about that.”


The next question was from Isabel. She was driving, so she glanced at
me in the mirror. “When did you decide this is what you want to try?”


“Yesterday.”


Mike half turned in the seat to stare at me, “Yesterday?”


“Yeah.”


“Here’s a tip for you, mate. When you mention some crazy idea you have,
it’s best not to mention you haven’t taken a lot of time to think about it.”


“I have thought about it. That’s why I didn’t sleep much last night.”


“You also shouldn’t mention being sleep-deprived, it affects your
judgment. How can you know this will work?”


“I know how to do it. It worked on Boots.” I told them about calming
the cat’s mind. “It put him right to sleep.”


“Your magic sleepytime spell worked on a cat that was lying on your
bed, so you’re confident you can do it to a dragon that is trying to bite your
head off?”


“I’m confident that it’s worth trying, before you have to shoot the
thing.”


Isabel looked at me in the mirror again. “Kazimir, I know you have an
affinity for the dragon. You’re a wizard and it’s from the Nether, so-”


“That’s part of it, I’ll admit that. It’s also about risk. We don’t
know how fast the dragon is. Both of you could shoot and miss. Shots from those
rifles will attract attention, and someone will call the police. If we can do
this without making a lot of noise, that’s better right?”


“If,” Mike emphasized. “That’s the important
part, isn’t it? If you try and fail, we could lose our chance to take it out.
Before the first shot, we will have the advantage of surprise. Your magic trick
has to work instantly, or the dragon will get the hell
out of there quick.”


“No, it won’t. You’re right that the sleepytime spell needs time to
work. I can buy that time for myself, and make sure the thing doesn’t fly away.
Like I said, even if I can’t put the dragon into dreamland, you will have a
motionless or at least a slow-moving target, that is on the ground.”


“OK, I’ll bite. How can you do that?”


With a grin, I told him, “I’ll make it reach under a couch and touch a
live wire.”



 

We argued about what to do for a while, then Mike pulled out his phone.
And after a moment, tucked it back into a pocket.


“You’re going to call Annie about this?”


“I was but, yeah, nah,” he shook his head. “This is the type of
tactical decision she expects people in the field to handle. Kaz, OK, we’ll
think about it. I want a second opinion.”


“From the dragon?” I guessed.


“From your genie.”


“Oh. Sure. Your Eminence?”


Azib appeared, holding half of a sub, like a big sandwich. Turkey club,
it looked like. Where the hell had he gotten a-


“What do you want this time?” He demanded through a mouthful of sub.


“Mike and Isabel need to know if it’s possible for me to stun the
dragon, by lighting off all the chaotic energy that clings to it.”


“Oh. This is a good question. Such a thing is possible.”


“See?” I gave Mike a thumbs up. “The-”


“It is not possible for you to do it,” Azib took another big bite of
the sub.


“Hey, I set that grass on fire.”


Mike lifted an eyebrow. “Grass?”


“Some of the chaotic energy rubbed off on dead grass, where the dragon
landed. Before it was caught on that video.”


“You went there? You found where it was?”


“I did, I was curious.”


“When did you plan to tell us?”


“I planned to talk about it last night, but
then that girl went missing, and the cat fell asleep on my lap. One thing after
another. I didn’t find anything important there, it was just an empty field.
What matters is-”


“You don’t get to decide by yourself what matters, Kaz,” he
reprimanded me. “We are either a team, or we’re not.”


“OK, I get that. Sorry. Really, I’m sorry, it won’t happen again.”


“See that it doesn’t. What about this grass?”


“It was probably hay left over from last season. The dragon landed to
snatch a deer, there weren’t any footprints. Some of the chaotic energy
clinging to it must have rubbed off on the grass, or flowed into it.” He lifted
an eyebrow again. I got the message. My not knowing whether magical energy
rubbed off or flowed was not giving him a lot of confidence in my ability as a
wizard. “The point is, I sort of, ignited it.”


“Ignited?”


“Almost set it on fire. The grass was smoking, and that grass was wet.
I used my will to make that energy jump to another level. Doing that to the
energy clinging to the dragon will give it a shock.”


“How much of a shock?”


“Enough, I think.”


“I got zapped by that cord, and it hurt like hell for a second. But if
my life was on the line, I could have ignored the pain. You’re counting on the
dragon being completely disabled by a shock?”


“This won’t be like getting zapped by a simple lamp cord. Azib, tell
him.”


“Eh,” the genie shrugged. “Truthfully, there is no way to know until
you try it. You will of course fail miserably, but it could be amusing.”


“Can you please not be an ass for one freakin’ second? You
told me the energy clinging to the dragon is enough to-”


“Yes, yes. Not enough to kill it, unless the shock causes it to fall
from a great height.”


“Mike,” I pleaded my case. “It’s worth a try. Whether I disable it or
not, the shock will affect it. It won’t be able to fly, so it won’t be able to
avoid your shot. We lose nothing by trying. Damn it, I have
to learn to work with magic. The only way I know to
do that, is to do.”


He shook his head. “In the military, they don’t just give you a rifle
and send you into combat, you train first.”


“I know how to ignite or activate that chaotic energy.”


“You’re certain about that?”


“It’s easy. Seriously, chaotic energy is chaotic because it’s unstable.
The magic equivalent of gunpowder. All it takes is one spark and BOOM.” I flung
my hands apart. “The energy clinging to it will create a shock. Worst
case, I turn it into a crispy critter and our problem is over. That part I’m
not worried about. Creating a lure is the tricky part, that I have to practice. The only sure-fire way to attract the
dragon is to open a portal.”


“What?” Isabel asked. “You want to open a portal? Don’t-”


“I want to activate the type of energy that is used to open a portal.
It won’t actually do it, not from here.”


“Azib,” Mike asked the genie, since he didn’t trust my knowledge of
magic. “Is that true?”


“Yes. According to the map Kazimir showed me, we are much too far from
the portal that is tied to the potion he has.”


“What potion?” That time, Mike directed the question at me.


“He means the energy infused in the cast iron pot. The energy I got
from the police station. It’s still active.”


“How can that be? You scraped it out of a burnt, broken piece of old
pottery.”


“There was a lot of it. I didn’t know that at the time, I
didn’t look at it closely, all I cared about was getting out of the police
station as quick as I could. Now that the chaotic part of the energy is gone, I
can tell the pot is still glowing with energy. To my senses, I mean.
Although, if you touch it, you can tell it’s warm, warmer than it should be. My
guess is- Yeah, I’m guessing, OK? All this is still new to me. My guess
is, the Order was able to open a portal by brute force, because the magic in
the old Indian pottery was so energetic. It’s pretty clear
they had very little idea how to open a portal.”


“How did they do it?”


“I don’t know. Not yet. Whatever they did, it didn’t require a wizard.
That’s a bit of good news; the Order does not have a wizard with
them.”


“If you’re right.”


“Azib? What do you think? Was that portal opened by a wizard?”


“If it was,” the genie shrugged. “The wizard has even less skill than
you, if that is possible.”


“The point is, there is a lot of portal energy for me to work with.
It’s safe for me to practice here, that energy is tied to one portal and we’re too far away for me to affect the site. Also, what
you said about luring the Order to Auburn is kind of a bonus.”


“How?”


“I want to go there to practice using portal magic. Doing it there will
help sell the idea that something important is happening in that area. It’s
also far enough away from the dragon that testing the portal energy shouldn’t
attract it.”


“That’s a lot of ‘Ifs’.”


“It’s the best I’ve got. Can we go to Auburn?”


“Now?”


“Yeah.”


Mike looked at Isabel. “What do you think?”


“It’s about an hour and half from here? Why not? It’s better to do
something, instead of sitting around the house, watching movies. Kaz is right,”
she glanced at me in the mirror. “Assuming the Order has a way to detect the
use of magic, he can’t practice using it here. He might as well do it near
Auburn.”


“OK, then. Not right now, though. It’s still early, we need to give
Annie time to post the deepfake video, and for people to notice it. For the
Order to see it. Then she can leak the fake message instructing our teams in
the area to meet in Auburn. We also need to swap out some of the gear,” he used
a thumb to point toward the back of the Tahoe.


“OK,” I agreed.


“Good,” Azib mumbled as he stuffed the last bite of the turkey sub in
his mouth. “I am hungry, who is making breakfast?”


“Slow down there, hungus,” Mike jabbed a finger at him. “How can anyone
your size eat so much?”


Azib lifted his nose in the air, insulted. “I am very active.”


“We can all see that. Breakfast is a good question, what should we
make?”


We chatted about food options for a couple minutes. Or, me, Mike and
Azib talked about it, while Isabel drove, with an increasingly serious
expression. Finally, she looked at me in the mirror. “Kaz, we talked about
killing the dragon, and you said you had an idea we would hate. I don’t love the idea of letting you try using magic to knock it out of the sky,
but it’s not terrible. You didn’t tell us why you want to lull it to sleep,
except that whatever you have planned will be less noisy than using rifles.
After you zap it and hopefully it falls out of the sky, do you plan to kill it
with a sword?”


“Uh, yeah, about that.”


Mike lifted an eyebrow at me. He did that a lot. I deserved it, I
guess. “What craziness do you have in mind now?”


“This is the part you’re really gonna hate.”











CHAPTER TWENTY NINE



 

We didn’t actually go to Auburn. After
checking it on a map, I decided that the town was too big, with too many
people. For testing whether I could control the type of magic that opened a
portal, I needed privacy. And space to work. An empty warehouse might have been
ideal, it was just impractical to rent a warehouse for a couple hours. Could
Isabel have arranged it? Maybe, maybe not. There probably wasn’t a lot of
warehouse space in the area that wasn’t filled with wine bottles, or
wine-making equipment. It would not be good if my experiments made cases of
wine explode. So, I looked for parks and other places where I could walk into
the woods, away from houses, parking lots and hiking trails.


Auburn is on the northern end of Owasco Lake, the southern end has a
nature preserve. That was a decent candidate for a testing spot, but I worried
it was too close to the dragon. The last thing I wanted was for the thing to
feel the energy and fly toward me. At the moment, we
knew roughly where it was, and needed it to stay there. Here’s a tip: if you
point at a dragon and in a stern voice say ‘Stay dragon, stay’, it won’t.


It will probably eat you.


Looking farther outward on a paper map spread out on the kitchen table,
I had run my finger in wider circles, until I stopped on a larger spot with the
color coding of a park or other public area.


“What’s that?” Isabel had asked, leaning over the table and brushing
her dark hair out of her eyes.


“Uh, nothing.” I covered the spot with a hand, embarrassed.


“What?”


“Promise you won’t be mad?”


She was thoroughly confused. “About a map? What is there?”


“It’s not the place, it’s the name.” I lifted my hand, and her mouth
formed a silent ‘Oh’.


The north end of Cayuga lake is a wildlife refuge. For some reason that
might make sense to someone, it is called the ‘Montezuma National Wildlife
Refuge’.


Montezuma was, as far as I know, a ruler in what is now Mexico. Nowhere
close to Upstate New York.


“Sorry,” I told her.


“Kaz,” she laughed. “You didn’t name the place.”


“Yeah, but-”


“Montezuma was Aztec. My people are Mayan.”


 Yes, I had known the Aztecs and
Mayans were different peoples. Although to my fuzzy memory, both civilizations
had developed in Central America, around the same time? Or did the Aztecs come
after the Mayans? What did I know about the subject?


Not much.


I think both the Mayans and Aztec built pyramids?


It was best for me not to say anything.


“OK, then,” I shrugged.


“Is this a good place?” She traced the outline of the refuge with a
fingernail. “Interstate 90 cuts through it.”


“That could be good. Noise from the road could mask what I’m doing.”


“There are walking trails.”


“Right. We can use them to get away from the road, then I’ll need to go
off trail.”


“Kaz, it’s a marsh. The land could be muddy, especially with all the
rain we’ve had.”


“There are places that might be less swampy. I’d like to go there and
check it. What I like is, it’s far enough from here that the dragon is unlikely
to feel the magic I’m working with.”


“You’re the wizard, it’s your call.”


Before making a decision, I scanned the map
again. “Yeah. Let’s go there.”


She rolled up the map, with a grin. “Kaz,” she brushed the hair out of
her eyes again. “It’s sweet that you were worried about my feelings.”


“Oh, it-” I felt my face flush.


“I’d prefer if you worry about yourself. There is a lot
of pressure on you. You focus on the wizard stuff, and let us handle the rest,
OK?”


“Isabel.” Lowering my voice and glancing to make sure no one was near
the kitchen. “Zoraida,” I used her real name. “If I become a jerk who doesn’t
care about my friends, I’m not much use to you as a wizard. A wizard working
with the Order wouldn’t care about anyone but himself, or herself.”


“Well said.” She held out her hand.


We shook. “Do me a favor?”


“What?”


“Let me know if I ever turn into a jerk, OK?”


She laughed. “If that happens, I promise to slap you so hard, you’ll
wake up next week.”


Damn. It’s good to have friends who care so much about me.



 


 

No, I did not need a sword, I did not know how to use a sword, I did
not want a sword.


I got one anyway.


Macarius insisted, since he had given his own sword to Gisele, and he
had the sword that Eadric had brought through time, that I also have a sword.
To confront a dragon without a proper weapon was, in his opinion, not only
foolish but suicidal. My opinion was he had read too many accounts of Saint
George defeating a dragon, or various other figures doing the same. Most
likely, the entire story of Saint George was a myth based on an earlier myth.
Or, Saint George was just an ordinary religious leader who had an excellent
public relations team. My point is, I doubt that any one person equipped with a
pointy stick managed to kill even a young dragon. Macarius of course would not
like to hear that a much-venerated saint was either a fraud, or had never
existed. He insisted, with one hand on my shoulder in a fatherly gesture, that
if I was to be fighting a dragon, I must take every precaution. The fact that I
would have a pistol, and be covered by two Certus agents with powerful rifles,
did not dissuade him.


That is why I am not only the world’s only known wizard, I am the only wizard in history to be armed with a machete.
Yes, a giant gardening knife that Macarius purchased at a hardware store. He
also bought a sharpener, a sheath and a leather belt, so I could wear the
machete like a sword.


I felt like an idiot.


Maybe the dragon would die from laughing at me.


“Wow, this is, uh, great. Thanks,” I adjusted the belt so the machete
was hanging on my left, slightly behind my thigh. That way, I figured the
damned thing wouldn’t get in my way if I had to run. Running, by the way, was
my Plan B if things went sideways. No way was I going to hold a machete in my
hand to confront a murderously angry dragon, if I failed to knock the thing
unconscious. The backup plan was for me to get the hell out of the way, so Mike
and Isabel could shoot the beast full of holes. The fifty caliber rifle would
blow a big hole right through the dragon, and Isabel
would pepper the thing full of smaller rounds, with her rapid fire rifle. How
did we know the dragon would be vulnerable to bullets?


The salamander was, that’s why. The fire
breathing lizard I saw at the portal had been big, and ugly, with sharp teeth,
and it was a creature of magic from another world, and it had died from
sudden-onset lead poisoning when I shot it full of nine millimeter ammo. Azib
told us there was no reason why, in our world, the dragon would be any less
vulnerable to a bullet traveling at over seven hundred meters per second. When
Isabel took me to the shooting range, Azib later confessed to me that he actually had been frightened by the power of guns, which he
still insisted was some form of magic.


When we all got into our vehicles for the drive to Auburn, Macarius tugged at my shirt sleeve. “Kazimir, you did not bring your
sword,” he said with a frown.


“Oh,” I pretended to have forgotten the damned thing. “I’m not used to
carrying a, uh, sword.” It felt stupid to use that term for a machete. “We’re
not intending to find a dragon today.”


“We prepare, so we are ready when life does not go as intended. I did
not intend to be here, in this time.”


“Right.” To leave the machete behind would insult him. He hadn’t said
anything about it, but I knew he felt useless, now that we had hooked up with
Isabel and Mike. Gisele had saved me from a trio of meth heads in a rain-soaked
alley, while so far, Macarius hadn’t done anything. Anything other than cause
trouble and, to be honest, be a burden for me. He probably knew the Certus
agents considered him to be not only useless, but a liability. The guy needed a
win. Clapping a hand on his shoulder, I nodded. “You keep reminding me when I
forget something important, please.”


His gratified expression was worth the minor effort I made to go back
into the house to fetch my ridiculous sword. When Mike saw me holding the
machete in it sheath, dangling from the leather belt, he grinned. “Do not say a
word about this,” I jabbed a warning finger at him, whispering as I walked
past the Tahoe.


“No, it’s,” he hid his mouth behind a hand. “I hear that’s what all the
best dressed wizards are wearing these days.”


“I have a gun, you know,” I patted my leather jacket, where the shoulder
holster held my Glock.


“Me too,” he jerked a thumb toward the back of the Tahoe, where the
fifty caliber rifle was in a box, under a tarp. “Mine’s bigger,” he said with a
wink.


I laughed. Mike teasing me was a sign that we felt comfortable around
each other. The knights were companions, but Mike and Isabel felt like they
were my friends already.


It had been too long since I had a friend.


Gisele was driving the Jeep, and Macarius held the front passenger door
open for me. Shaking my head to him, I got into the back seat. “You ride
shotgun.”


He lifted an eyebrow, but I could tell he was pleased to be in the
front seat. “What is this ‘shotgun’?”


“Back in the old Wild West days, uh, you’ve seen movies where guys ride
horses and wear cowboy hats?”


“Ah yes, Gisele enjoys this program. It is called ‘Yellowstone’.”


“OK, that is technically correct, but I’m talking about the old Wild
West, back in the last half of the 1800s. Over a hundred years ago. Back then,
there were no cars, wagons were pulled by horses. One guy, or, uh,” I saw
Gisele glance at me in the mirror. “Woman, held the
reins of the wagon and drove, while another person carried a weapon in case
bandits attacked. Usually, that weapon was a shotgun. So, we call the front
passenger seat the ‘shotgun seat’, get it?”


He nodded slowly. “The person on the right holds the shotgun.”


OK yes, in countries where the driver sits on the right like Britain
and Japan, that wasn’t true, that was also something I didn’t want to get into
a long discussion about right then. “Yes.”


“Mm. So, the shotgun person is responsible for security. I should
remain here, and you should always be in the back seat. It is best for your
safety.”


“Uh-” Damn it, I hadn’t thought that all the way through. Although, it
was better for Gisele to drive than for him to be driving, he was still too
nervous about it. No way was I giving up on driving my Jeep. “Not all the time,
but when we’re anticipating danger, we-”


“Kazimir,” he turned in his seat to look at me. “You know better than
anyone that an ambush can occur at any time, especially when it is
least expected.”


Damn, damn, damn. It was impossible to argue with his logic, because he
was right. It was safer for me to ride in the back. I didn’t want to ride in the back. Also, I didn’t want the two knights with me every
time I left the house. Hell, I was still getting used to having people with me in
the house. “Let’s talk about it later, OK? I need to prepare myself to work
with,” I tapped the cast iron pot that was in a backpack next to me. “Magic.”



 


 

The wildlife refuge, despite the odd ‘Montezuma’ name that had Isabel
amused rather than upset, was just about perfect. She was correct that the
place was mostly a marsh, and flooded from dreary, soaking rains. We found an
area that was slightly higher ground, with a walking trail. Stumbling through
mud, brush, and over moss-covered logs, I walked off the trail for a quarter
mile, until my shoes were in a puddle in a low area that couldn’t be seen from
the trail, the parking lot or any humans who weren’t with me.


“Everyone, stand back,” I waved. Azib’s job was to tell us if he could
feel me using magic across that distance. My goal was for him to feel the
effect, but not strongly. Too strong, and I risked calling the dragon all the
way from our rental house. The plan was for me to start small, using very
little energy, and increase the effect until Mike reported that Azib could
clearly feel the magical vibrations or whatever. Each time I was ready for
another test, Isabel would call Mike, to make sure Azib was paying attention.
That was a requirement because the genie demanded snacks for his services, and
we were concerned that he would eat way too much and fall asleep. Mike also
worried about Azib getting sticky orange Flaming Hot Cheeto dust all over the
inside of the Tahoe. But, that was Mike’s problem.



 

So, good news. It took two hours for me to apply just the right amount
of energy. Azib felt nothing for forty minutes, during which time he ate a full
family size bag of spicy snacks and drank a thirty two ounce bottle of Dr.
Pepper.


Mike was growing alarmed.


After forty minutes, Azib felt the effect. Another
twenty minutes were used in tweaking my technique, and visualizing how much to
stir the energy in the cast iron pot. At that point, I could repeat the effect.


And I was confident I understood how portal magic
worked. Or, close enough. What I really understood was only how to make it do
what I wanted. Like a dimmer switch on a light, I could turn it on, turn it
off, and make the light brighter or dimmer. The technical aspects of what was
happening behind the curtain, how the magic actually did
what I wanted, was a mystery.


For the moment, what mattered was I could make the
energy dance the way I wanted it to, bend it to my will.


Make it do something dangerous.


Something I shouldn’t even think about.


It was frightening.


Such power, at my command.



 

At the end of two hours, I was confident I had learned as much as I
could in one day. My shirt was soaked with sweat, Macarius had my leather
jacket because I’d taken it off. “Guys, that’s,” my hands were shaking. “All
for today. We’re done.”


“Mike,” Isabel spoke into her phone. “We will meet at point Alpha. Yes,
it is. He did? I hope he- Oh. See you there.”


“What?” I asked as I caught the towel she
tossed to me. Now that I was done playing with magic, I was chilled. Toweling
off the sweat helped, if hoped no one minded the smell in the Jeep during the
drive back. Point Alpha was the primary location the Certus agents had planned for
us to meet after my testing, it was a fancy way of saying ‘Option One’.
Whatever. They had communication procedures in case their encryption had been
cracked by the Order, and the recent ambush attempt and the murders of Team
Jaguar made it clear their communication security wasn’t entirely secure. A
vague reference to ‘Point Alpha’ was better than saying ‘We will meet you at
the winery in Fayette’.


“Your genie is being a pest,” she explained.


“I’ll talk to him. Macarius, my jacket, I’m freezing.” I gratefully
caught first the hoodie he had brought, then my jacket. At least it wasn’t
raining at the moment, though the clouds above were
dark and gray.



 

We actually met at a crossroads near a winery,
transferring some gear between vehicles, and Isabel switched places with
Gisele. The two Certus agents would be stopping in Watkins Glen to acquire a
truck, while the knights and I went back to the house. “You can really get a
box truck on such short notice?” 


Isabel nodded, only half paying attention to me as she tapped on her
phone. “Money makes everything easier. Annie has arranged it. Don’t worry about
us, we’ll meet you at the house.”


“Good. Well, then, we-”


She put the phone on her lap. “You are sure about this?”


The truth was, I wasn’t sure. I felt somehow that I had to try. It made
no sense, it was just a feeling. Not even a feeling in my gut.


It was a wizard thing.


I can’t explain it, not even to myself.


“As sure as I can be.”


Mike leaned over to look at me. “I hope you’re right about this, mate.
We are taking a hell of a risk, for no gain that I can see.”


“You just gotta trust me. This is the right thing to do. It’s the only
way.”


“Because you’re a wizard?”


“Yes. Mike, I don’t know any other way to do this.”


“I must be insane,” he shook his head. “You are insane. I’m crazy to
let you do this.”



 

They drove off, and I got into the back seat of the Jeep. Macarius was
driving, with Gisele riding shotgun. Macarius was a terrible driver. Not
dangerous, the opposite. He was too cautious. He also still wasn’t good at
keeping a consistent speed. It was annoying and distracting, and I wanted to
focus on understanding what I had experienced with testing portal magic. Azib
could have helped, but he went back in the amulet, saying he needed a nap after
such hard work. He said that with his mouth and fingers coated with orange
Cheeto dust, my guess is eating so much had made him sleepy.


Speaking of sleepy, I leaned against the door, unable to keep my eyes
open, drifting-


“Hey!” Gisele startled me awake. “There’s that guy!”


She was right. There was no mistaking the camouflaged Dodge Power Wagon
pickup truck, followed by five other trucks. A convoy, driving toward Auburn.
At least some of the dragon chasers had taken the bait after Annie posted the latest
deepfake video.


That was good. But I couldn’t lure the dragon toward me until we had
confirmed the Order had also gone to Auburn.


After a couple minutes, I gave up the fight to stay awake. There wasn’t
anything I needed to do at the moment, and I might
appreciate the sleep later. Laying down across the seat, I used my jacket as a
pillow, and-



 

“Kazimir,” Macarius shook me awake, as Duke licked my face.


“All right, all right, I’m up.” Blinking, I saw we were at the house.


Duke tugged my sleeve, urging me out of the Jeep. “Did you miss me?”


“It was awful,” I ruffled his fur.


His tail was wagging happily. “Did you bring me a treat?”


“No, but let’s go in the house, and I’m sure I can find something.”



 


 

Somehow, Isabel had acquired a box truck. I heard it squeaking as it
came up the driveway. It was basically a Ford Econoline van, or whatever they
call their E-series work van. From the driver’s door back, the van body had
been replaced by a box that was wider and taller, with a roll-up door at the
back. It had Pennsylvania plates and when I asked whether the registration was
legit, Mike replied it was ‘legit-ish’ and that I shouldn’t ask too many
questions. Considering that I had never owned a vehicle with a proper
registration, I had nothing to complain about. Even the current Jeep was owned
by a shell company of questionable compliance with legal niceties. All of us
had fake IDs, even Duke’s dog tags. Zoraida and Mikaere probably had their real
driver’s licenses and passports with them somewhere, in the field they used IDs
and credit cards with the names ‘Isabel Ramirez’ and ‘Michael Blackburn’.


“This is,” I walked around the truck, “interesting.”


Duke had jumped into the cab. “It smells funny.”


Mike shrugged. “It has over two hundred thousand miles on it, I’d be
surprised if the cab didn’t smell funky.” Taking off his jacket, he sniffed the
back, that had been in contact with the truck’s seat. “OK, maybe we could get
an air freshener. It drives fine, good enough for one trip.”


Duke had jumped down to the driver’s footwell, and was trying to reach
a paw under the seat. With his nose jammed as far under the seat as he could
get, he whined, “Hey! There are French fries under here!”


“Do not eat that!” I ran over to grab his ruff and
pull him from the truck. “Those fries are probably a thousand years old.”


 “There’s other stuff under
there, some of it could be good.”


“I’m pretty sure that’s not true.” Reaching under the seat, I dug out a
McDonald’s red French fry box with three shriveled up fries, plus a crushed
Mountain Dew can, and-


Oooooh.


A used condom.


More than one.


“OK,” I held my contaminated hand away from myself. “We are officially
burning this truck right now.”


“Later,” Mike rolled his eyes. “No way can we get another truck this
late, not around here.”


I shrugged. “We can’t do anything tonight anyway. On the drive back, we
saw your old buddy Clint headed toward Auburn, but unless the Order-”


“They took the bait,” Isabel held up her phone. “Annie confirmed
several Order units are moving toward Auburn, including a team coming all the
way from Philadelphia.”


“We didn’t know they had a presence in Philly,” Mike added. “Kaz, if
we’re doing this insanity, we should do it tonight. Tomorrow will be pouring
down rain again, and we can’t count on the Order hanging around Auburn for
long.”


“Tonight?” I said through a stifled yawn. During the drive back to the
house, I’d taken a nap, it wasn’t enough to restore my energy. Working with
portal magic drained my strength. Checking the weather on my phone, I saw the
ugly blob of another rain storm rolling up from the
south. By the next morning, the Finger Lakes region would be drenched again.
Just in time to make the morning commute extra miserable. “Yeah. Let’s do it.
We have time, uh,” another yawn. “I’m gonna get some rest. We all should do
that, it could be a long night. But first, I’m washing my hands in bleach.”











CHAPTER THIRTY



 

We drove out to the spot Isabel and Mike had selected, as being optimal
for a confrontation with the dragon. It was as she had suggested, a farmer’s
back field, meaning it was separated from the closest road by a large field,
and a swampy line of woods. The road could not be seen from the back field, nor
could we see lights of any house. The fields were all soggy and hadn’t been
plowed, but the farmer had dumped fresh gravel along the access road, in places
where a tractor, or a box truck, might get bogged down in a mud puddle. Mike
drove the truck to the edge of the field, where we covered it with camouflage
netting and handfuls of brush. Anyone looking through infrared would see the heat
signature of the warm engine and tailpipe, even through
the effect of the cooling blankets we placed on the hood, and the makeshift
insulated cover Mike made for the tailpipe. Azib warned that dragons could see
very well in the dark, but I had expected that the beast would see the truck,
we just had to hope the presence of the vehicle didn’t scare it away. “We can
see the in the dark pretty well, too,” I pointed to the night vision goggles my
four companions wore. My own set of goggles were on my head, under a waterproof
cover. When it got to be showtime, I would take off the cover, activate the
goggles and lower them over my eyes. Of the five of us, my eyes were most
important, I still couldn’t work magic against something I couldn’t see. That
had to change if I was ever to begin becoming a real wizard, for the moment it
was an unbreakable and major limit on my abilities. The others could alert me if and when they saw something in the sky, that would only
help me do what I had to do. If I didn’t see the thing well before it dropped
out of the sky on my head, we were all in big trouble.


“Hey,” Duke pawed at my leg, “I can see in the dark way better than
you.”


“That is well known,” I agreed. “That’s why we wear these things,” I
tapped the goggles.


“Hmm,” he wasn’t convinced. “I will watch for you anyway.”


“No, we talked about this. It’s too dangerous for you to be out here.
You have to stay in the Jeep. And be quiet, no barking.”


“No barking, but I am not staying in a car while you’re out here. My
place is with you.”


“Not this time. Please get in the Jeep.”


“No.”


“I’ll give you a treat.”


“Nopity nope.”


“Duke,” I grabbed for his collar and missed, as he danced away. “This
is not a joke.”


“I know that,” he ran away, stopping twenty feet
from me.


“You are being a bad dog.”


“Bad to the bone,” he easily dodged when I tried to grab
him.


“I am not even going to ask where you heard that. Come here,” I ordered in my best commanding voice.


“No.”


“A little help here?” I called to the knights and the agents, as I
sprinted after the dog.


Mike didn’t move. “Kaz, you realize you are trying to catch a dog, who doesn’t want to be caught? How do you think that’s going to work
out for you?”


I stopped. Running on the soft ground had me breathing hard after ten
steps. “OK, good point. Duke, come on, be reasonable.”


“I am being reasonable. I’m a dog. My place is with you.”


“You could get hurt.”


“You could get hurt,” his tail drooped as he
said that. “You’re my people.”


“That is-”


“You don’t understand, do you?”


“I don’t. You’re right, I’m sorry. Are you sure about this?”


“There’s no decision to make. It’s who I am.”


“Kaz,” Mike chided me. “It’s going to start raining in two or three
hours. Let’s get on with this.”


“Right. Duke, you can stay with me. Just, don’t get in my way, OK?”


“You promise I can stay with you?”


“I promise.”


He didn’t take a step toward me. “I’ve seen on TV that you humans lie all the time.”


“They are not me. I’m your people.”


“You are,” he trotted over to me, and I ruffled his fur.



 

Over the next hour, standing in a muddy field in the dark under low
clouds that threatened to rain, I made the portal energy surge, again and
again. The energy wouldn’t have created a portal, even if we were in Ohio at
the abandoned house site, where the dragon had come into our world, a portal
would not have opened. Hopefully, the dragon didn’t know that. The energy felt the same, at least it did to me. Now that I had access to the dormant
energy that infused the cast iron pot, I recognized it as being the same as the
much more violent effect that had radiated from the portal. Also, now I knew
why the portal had felt wrong. Azib was right, it had been ragged around the
edges, poorly constructed and not properly anchored in our world. Whoever the
Order had working to open a portal might have the advantage of an instruction
book, but none of those people were a wizard. My guess is, the Order had
ancient books, or scrolls, about magic. The kind of books I was desperate to
have. Having a book was not the same as understanding how to use it. A cookbook
is useless without knowing how to use a knife, or to turn on an oven, or if
that oven doesn’t have any power. Generally, cookbooks will make statements
like ‘pre-heat oven to 350’. Such books don’t explain that means the oven has a
knob or touchpad, that are controls to turn the oven on and to set the
temperature. Or that the oven needs to be plugged in, the circuit breaker needs
to be on, and the house must have power. Or what ‘three hundred and fifty’
means. The people who write cookbooks assume the reader already has that
knowledge. And that anyone who bought a cookbook would have pots and pans, and
knives and spoons, and understood how to use such things.


Someone from the Order knew they needed to acquire ancient Indian
pottery, from the Adena or Hopewell cultures. Clearly, they understood that
portal magic was bound to objects, and that each object infused with portal
magic was tied to a specific portal site. They had found at least one such
artifact, somehow they figured out which site that old
piece of pottery was tied to, so they went there to use it.


Or, they were guessing
which site that ceramic pot belonged to, and they had tried using it at
multiple Indian mounds across the state of Ohio, before they went to the site
where I found them. For all I know, the Order could have been using that pot to
attempt opening a portal for months or years, that’s something I needed to ask
Annie to research.


My point is, whoever worked with the portal magic in that old ceramic
pot had not been aware that the location of a particular portal can drift
within our world. The knowledge they had is incomplete or inaccurate. Since
portals drift slowly, it could be that no one noticed the drift effect. Portals
that were in use for only a couple years or decades, might not have drifted
enough to be measured. Whichever wizards wrote the book about magic hadn’t been
aware that sites could move, so the Order was clueless about it. Thanks to
Azib, I now understood that anchor sites in our world drifted, that was an
advantage.


Anyway, I am a wizard. As much as I can be, I can kick ass sometimes. That’s not bad for a self-educated orphan fugitive. Damn
it, I am proud of what I’ve accomplished, and as I slowly learn more about how
magic works, the pieces are clicking into place. A month, or even a week ago, I
would have been baffled about how to make portal magic do anything. Now, I
could make it dance.


And more than dance, although that was dangerous.


OK, yes, I still didn’t truly understand how it worked, all I knew
was how to make it do what I wanted. That’s enough for the moment. The-


“Kaz,” Mike called over the encrypted radio, basically a fancy
walkie-talkie. “How much longer?”


“Uh.” That was a good question. My phone showed I’d been sending out
pulses of portal energy, pulses with the signature of an open portal, for over
an hour. My routine had been to send out a pulse, close my eyes, and extend my
senses. With the darkness after sunset, the low clouds, and fog beginning to
develop in the surrounding woods and low-lying sections of the field, I hoped
my own senses would be more useful than any night vision goggles.


Nothing.


“Azib? Do you sense anything?”


“No,” he shook his head. He was sitting on my shoulder, and had been
complaining about how bored he was. “Let’s go, I am hungry.”


“You’re always hungry. Mike, did you do a sweep?”


“We have been doing that.” He meant, my four companions had been
watching the sky in all directions, looking for a dragon. “We haven’t even seen
an owl.”


The fog was getting thicker, beginning to curl up from the low spots,
to form a blanket all over the field. It was flowing in from the woods,
and I shivered. My jacket was in the truck, all I had on over my shirt was a
hoodie, and I was chilled.


“We’re not going to see anything, if this fog gets any worse,” Mike
hinted.


He wanted us to pack it in for the night. Try again tomorrow morning.”
By ‘morning’, we would be crawling out of bed at three, to be calling the
dragon by four at the latest. Well before sunrise. Except, it would be pouring
down rain then. Bad conditions for calling a dragon. I had the feeling that we
were running out of time. Even with a creature that was a crafty, nocturnal
hunter, the dragon was sure to be seen. Had already been seen, caught on video.
“Not yet, OK? This is the best chance we’ll get until tomorrow night.”


“Another half an hour,” Mike agreed. He wasn’t confident that calling
the dragon would be effective, Azib had warned it was a fifty-fifty proposition
at best. It depended entirely on whether the beast was curious about another
portal. If it wanted to go back through a portal, to go home, it would come. If
it was wary of other creatures coming through, it wouldn’t approach the portal,
it would fly away from it. Without knowing how the history and personality of
that particular dragon, we couldn’t guess what it
would do.


It was a gamble. If my use of portal energy chased the thing away, we
would have to start our search all over from zero.


That’s a gamble I will willing to take. Why? The dragon was a predator.
Not like Duke, not even like Mister Boots. According to Azib the dragon had few
natural enemies in the Nether, and few intelligent beings there were foolish
enough to seek it as prey. My bet was, the dragon would be confident enough to
approach the portal, to fulfill its curiosity.


That assumed it hadn’t caught and eaten prey that morning, and was
sleeping on a full belly for a couple days. Or that it hadn’t eaten for several
days, and hunger was driving it to ignore the portal, and find something to eat
instead.


That was a lot of assumptions.


Ten minutes later, the fog was thick enough that I could barely see the
edges of the field, and I was tired. Tired and cold, the fog felt like it
was icy fingers around my neck and down my back. Damn, it was like an ice fog.


“Kaz, that’s it,” Mike spoke into the earpiece I wore. “I can barely
see you,” he reported from the far side of the field, where he had set up his
fifty caliber rifle under a camouflage net. “If a
dragon arrives, I won’t be able to hit it. We’re done for the night.”


We had agreed he was in, as he called it, ‘operational command’.
Meaning, I handled the magic stuff, but he made the call about whether to
continue, or call off the attempt. The threshold for minimum visibility had
been crossed, we couldn’t continue. “Right. We tried. I’ll be at the truck.”


He called the others in, from the corners of the field. “Duke, that all
for tonight,” I said as I stuff the cast iron pot into a backpack. “We’re going
home.”


“Good,” he stood up from the dirty moving blanket I’d laid down to keep
mud off his fur. Giving himself a shake from nose to tail, he yawned. “It’s
cold, I’m getting in the truck.”


“Good idea,” I agreed, pulling the hood up over my head.


“Uhhhh,” Azib yawned. “Call me when we got home, you can cook something
for me, I am weary and hungry from such hard work.” With a soft ‘pop’, he was
gone.


“Hard work?” Duke looked up at me. “What did he
do?”


“Complaining takes a lot of energy.”


“Hmm,” the dog snorted. “He complains more than the cat.”



 

The Jeep and the Tahoe were parked in the woods, along the access road
that connected the fields. Duke and I had ridden with Mike and my leather
jacket was on the truck’s hood, so I went there to get it. As I walked in the
direction of the truck, the fog became so thick I could barely see my
outstretched hand. It was cold. Not cold like snow or ice, this was something
deeper. Damp with a chill that went right to my bones, it made me shudder. You
know how people describe something as being cold as a grave? It was like that.
A cold that seeped into my soul more than it affected my exposed skin. 


“Duke,” I stopped. “Are we going in the right direction?”


“Yes.”


“How can you tell?”


“I can smell the truck. Also, I can hear it.”


“You can hear the truck?”


“You don’t?” He stared at me, I think he was disappointed. “There is a ticking
sound, from the engine cooling.”


“Oh yeah. No, I don’t hear that.”


“How have humans managed to survive, without
being able to hear or smell?”


“You can contemplate that question while I make a grilled cheese for
you tonight.”


“Mmm, cheese.”



 

Walking with my arms in front of me like a zombie, I followed Duke.


There it was. Near the edge of the field, I could see the dark blob of
the camo netting around the truck, and the blank blackness of the woods behind
it.


I stopped.


I could see my fingers. To be sure, I wiggled them. Yes.


The fog was thinner at the edge of the field.


Was that right?


It didn’t feel right.


It felt, unnatural.


Uh oh.


Was-


Oh, damn it.


It was my fault. 


I had been using magic.


Like I said, magic in our world has to obey
the laws of physics. I had forgotten that when I used magic to protect myself
and Agent Singer in the alley, water on the ground turned to a thin layer of
ice, and frost had formed on the brick walls. The same thing happened when just
then, I used portal magic to lure the dragon to me. It cooled the air around
me, in the center of the field. It hadn’t happened, at least not so I noticed,
when I was experimenting with the process. Why? When I was learning how to use
portal magic, the energy I applied was much less than what I used to call the
dragon. Maybe more important, weather conditions that night were perfect for
forming fog, there was mist in the woods and low-lying parts of the field even
before I started.


So, the thick fog was not natural, I had caused it. That’s something I
needed to remember. Actually, now that we had given up
on calling a dragon that night, the fog was a good thing. It would mask us from
prying eyes as we drove away, and muffle the sound of our engines. Someone
would need to walk ahead with a flashlight, until we reached the road and
turned headlights on. No problem. We might even be able to use that field again
the next night. Mike had set up trail camera connected to the cellular network,
so we could determine if anyone came to the field the next day. If anyone had
noticed our presence, in which case we would go to an alternate location. I
would prefer to not go far, if the dragon had noticed the portal energy, it
might linger around the area.



 

My jacket on the truck’s hood was damp from fog droplets collected on
it, making it less comforting to put on. Shrugging the backpack off, I set that
on the hood and put on the jacket. To get warm, I zipped it up partway.


“Duke, you-”


The dog froze, crouching down, fur standing up on his back. He was doing
the Low Menacing Growl. The growl that didn’t actually
frighten anyone. His tail was up, his nose pointed toward the back of
the truck.


“Listen, if this is another skunk, do not-”


“It’s not a skunk,” he whispered. “You can’t,” he sniffed. “Smell it?”


“No. What is-” Then I froze. He was pointing not at the back of the
truck, not at anything under the back of the truck. He was pointing behind the truck.


To the woods.


The woods were dark.


Something there was darker.


And moving.


The Glock was in my hand before I realized I had reached for it.


Duke walked a couple steps backwards, and his growl turned to a whine.
He sniffed again. “I have smelled that before. Dragon,” he gasped.


The dark thing in the woods moved.


Oh sh-



 

Too late, I realized the dragon was not only a crafty, stealthy hunter,
the damned thing was smart. It had come to investigate the portal
signature and instead of flying in from above me, it had set down somewhere and
crept quietly through the woods. The fog had muffled the sound of it coming
toward us and because of all the rain, there weren’t a lot of dry twigs in the
woods that would have made a warning ‘crack’ as the dragon stepped on them.


Of course the dragon hadn’t flown directly to the thing it was curious about.


I wouldn’t do that, duh.


The dragon had landed some distance away, and crept through the woods.
The fog would have muffled and sound it made.


Muzzle and trigger discipline are normally good things, very good
things. By habit, my index finger was pointed forward along the barrel of the
gun rather than wrapped around the trigger. The muzzle of the gun was aimed
down and to the right, so I wouldn’t accidentally shoot someone, like the dog. Both
good things. Normally. Not good when a huge thing that moved like
lightning was on me faster than I could bring the pistol up to aim it. The
dragon slammed into me, knocking the gun out of my hand, and its claws dug into
me. I was lifted off the ground, flailing my left arm uselessly as-


The leather jacket ripped apart and I fell, the beast’s claws closing
around the remains of the jacket that had saved my life. Thudding into the
ground on my back, I was grateful for the rainy weather, for the dirt was soft.
Rolling to my right, I yanked the useless leather sleeve off my left arm, all
that was left of the jacket I’d owned for many years.


Damn it.


Not ‘damn it that was my favorite jacket’.


Damn it, like ‘the dragon is hovering right above me’.


In the fog, it was hard to see anything other than a dark shape, and a
vague impression of flapping, bat-like wings. The fog swirled wildly, stirred
up by the beating wings.


I could barely see the dragon against the gray fog of the sky.


Lying on the dark ground in jeans and a Navy blue hoodie, I would be
even more difficult for the dragon to see.


That’s why it hadn’t yet swooped down to bite my head off.


That happy situation wouldn’t last long.


Though my right arm hurt like hell, I extended it palm open toward the
dragon. Having my palm open and fingers splayed gave me a larger surface with
which to grab hold of the magical energy that was all around me. It was also a
reflexive gesture that I would have done anyway to ward off danger, so bonus.


Duke was barking frantically, off to my right. Someone was shouting,
someones were shouting, from all directions.
Probably stumbling forward in the fog, not knowing where they were going or
what was going on but understanding that something was terribly wrong. Wherever
I was, it was probably not far from the truck, the dragon had carried me only a
short distance before I fell out of the torn jacket like a snake shedding its
skin. Fell from a height low enough that I splattered into the mud and remained
conscious.


Damn it.


I had lost sight of the thing.


The energy was collected at my fingertips, ready to lash out and
connect with the beast, if only I could see it. My use of magic was still a line
of sight thing, I couldn’t project energy without a target. Where was-


There.


The dragon’s wings were roiling the fog below it, pushing it away. The
beast was ten feet to my left and had climbed higher, possibly trying to scan a
larger area of the field to find me. Its head swiveled as I sat up-


Uh oh.


Bad move.


Moving was bad, it hadn’t seen my dark shape against the dark ground but
now it had seen something move. The long tail snapped up and its
wings folded upward, claws lashing down toward me, it dropped-


As the dragon fell, I let the magic fly. ZAP.


The dragon was outlined by bright sparkles that made spots swim in my
vision, every surface of its skin exploding with orange light. It curled up on
itself with a horribly anguished, strangled cry.


It fell, crashing to the ground no more than six feet from me. The weight
of the thing made the ground under me bounce enough for me to feel it, making
me stumble to my knees. Pushing myself to my feet, I reached for the only
weapon I had.


The freakin’ machete.


There I was, standing on a muddy, fog-shrouded field in the dark, while
a dragon thrashed around close to me, and I was armed with a gardening tool.


I felt like an idiot.


Also, where the hell was everyone?


Oh yeah.


Maybe five seconds had passed since the dragon attacked from the woods,
and though the area right around me was for the moment partly clear of fog, a
dense gray cloud formed a wall twenty feet across around me. Mike and the
others probably couldn’t find me in the dense soup of fog I had created, and
they knew not to shoot blindly. One feature of the field Isabel had chosen was
its size, she and Mike had taken up sniper positions at corners of the field
and were more than a hundred yards away, in the darkness, across a muddy field.
I would be fighting the dragon alone.


The fog closed in.


Of course.


I had used magic to knock the dragon out of the sky, a lot of magic.


Actions have consequences, especially for magic in our world.


Damn it.


Yanking on the machete’s handle did nothing until I remembered the snap
that held it in place. Ripped that loose, I pulled out the machete-


Duke was by my side suddenly, running out of the fog. How-


Of course, the dog could smell and hear me, he didn’t need to see
through the fog.


The dragon lurched to its feet, wobbly. It staggered sideways toward me,
its head to my right and its and tail wrapped halfway around its body to my
left. The dragon’s head had two horns and its sharp teeth gleamed even in the
fog, but what I worried about was the tail. That muscular-looking weapon could
smash into me with no warning. It-


I locked eyes with the dragon, only for a spilt second.


That was long enough. Its left front leg suddenly collapsed
and it fell, the tail sweeping away from me to balance the creature.


It was hurt.


The head was tilting one way then the other, the eyes unfocused. The
wings flailed, without coordination, and its mouth opened and closed, with a
mewling sound. Like a cat, but the sound made the hair on my neck stand up.


It was hurt.


Stunned.


Not badly enough.


No way could I make the thing go to sleep while it could snap its jaws
at me at any moment. We had a standoff. I couldn’t break concentration to
extend my senses, couldn’t do anything a wizard needed to do. Taking a step
backward toward the tree line behind me, I froze.


The dragon had matched my movement.


It was recovering, fast.


Too fast.


I-


Macarius appeared out of the thickening fog. He carried a P90 at low
ready, with a roar, he lifted the weapon-


And was smashed aside by the dragon’s tail sweeping around. The
Egyptian knight fell, losing his grip on the submachine gun. It was lost
somewhere in the fog.


Damn it.


The dragon shook its head vigorously, looked at me, and opened its
mouth wide.


Raising the machete, I winced as the fog turned instantly from dark
gray to a bright white. Someone had reached the truck and turned on the
headlights.


That didn’t help, it nearly blinded me.


The dragon blinked also, crouching warily. No, not frightened, it was
preparing to spring at me. The wings went up, tail straightening, ready to-


Macarius leapt onto the beast’s back with a battle cry, wrapping his
arms and legs around its thick neck, his head jammed between the horns. The
dragon reacted instantly, the wings beating down to lift it off the ground-


It crashed down as a dog clamped his jaws onto the front edge of the
right wing.


With a man weighing more than two hundred pounds latched onto its neck,
and a dog with a death grip on a wing, the dragon couldn’t fly. It was big but
not that big. Instead of trying to lift off again,
the dragon rolled onto its back, flinging Duke around like a rag doll and
battering Macarius against the muddy ground.


Yeah.


Like that was ever gonna work.


Here’s some free advice for the dragon: Duke is a dog.


He was not letting go. No f-ing way.


And Macarius?


That guy was on a mission from God.


Being repeatedly slammed into the ground made zero difference to the
knight. He would die before he let go, and for damned
sure he would be taking the dragon with him.


The dragon sensed it was in trouble, big trouble. It tried to claw at
Macarius with its front legs and then I finally did something useful in the
fight, slashing down with the machete. Bwonnnnng! My arm shook
from the shock, it felt like I had hit a tree trunk with a baseball bat, the
machete bounced off after barely making a scratch. The dragon reflexively
snatched its front leg back, then clawed out at me. Swinging the machete with
both hands that time, I struck near its wrist and the blade dug in, ripping out
of my hands as the beast rolled away, flinging the machete loose to fly away
into the fog.


The dragon was on its side, Duke underneath the wing that flopped and
battered against him. Macarius had arms and legs wrapped around the beast’s
neck and he was squeezing with all his might. A horrible choking sound came
from the dragon’s mouth, and it mewled like a kitten. That was disturbing.


It jerked once, twice-


And was down, sinking into the soft ground.


“Macarius? Macarius, let go.”


“It is evil, it must die,” he gasped.


“No! If it dies, all this is for nothing. Trust me, brave knight.
Please, trust me.”


His eyes flashed hatred. Then he nodded, letting go to sprawl on the
ground, where his legs were pinned down by the beast. “Kazimir, help me,
please. The foul beast is heavy.”


“Right, it-”


Gisele emerged from the fog. With Isabel right behind her. And Mike.


“Don’t shoot!” I waved my arms. “Do not shoot, you’ll hit Macarius and Duke!”


The three hesitated for a heart-stopping moment, weapons aimed at the
dragon. “Lower your weapons,” Isabel ordered, and the others followed her lead.
“Kaz,” she kept her rifle at low ready. “What the hell hap-”


“Later. Get Macarius out from under it. Quick, before it wakes up.”


Mike stared at me, mouth open. “You didn’t put it to sleep?”


“No. Macarius choked the thing out with his bare hands.”


“Holy-”


“Mike,” Gisele gestured to him, and he moved.


I went over to the right wing, where Duke was lying on his side, having
finally let go of the dragon. His mouth was rimmed with blood. Kneeling beside
him, I cradled his head in my hands. “Hey, buddy, how are you?”


“I’ve been better.”


“I believe it. Let me help you up.”


“Oh,” he groaned, letting my help him to his feet. “I’m going to feel
this in the morning. Maybe I’ll sleep late, huh?”


“Steak and eggs for breakfast, when you get up, OK?”


He shook himself, sending clods of mud onto me. I didn’t care. “How
about steak and Spam? I can get eggs any day.”


I had to laugh. To Duke, Spam was a delicacy. “You got it. OK,
everyone, stand back. Stand back, please,” I backpedaled, as the dragon began
to stir. Damn, that thing was tough. 


Sleep.


Calm.


Rest.


Sleep.


Reaching out into its frazzled mind, I soothed the energy there.
Dampening it down. It was a lot more difficult to do than with the cat. Part of
that was probably that the cat trusted me, or at least didn’t fear me. The
dragon believed it was fighting for its life, and it resisted me. I had to be
stronger.


No way would that work, if the beast was fully awake and alert. It
would have sensed my intrusion into its mind, and reacted to push me away. It
did sense the intrusion, it was just too weak to fight effectively. Macarius
had choked it out, the dragon gasped for breath, the wings flopping
pathetically. 


Calm.


Rest.


Sleep.


Sleeeeeeeeep.


“Shh,” I put a finger to my lips. “It’s out.”


“You’re sure?” Mike asked, the fifty caliber rifle held at his side.


“Yes. Bring the truck over here,” I waved a tendril of fog away from my
face. “We need to winch it up into the back.”


“Sheeeee-it,” Mike shook his head. “I didn’t think this was actually
going to work.”


“I never doubted it,” I lied, and everyone knew I was lying. They let
it go.


“I shall stay here,” Macarius rolled his shoulders painfully, his neck
already stiff. “In case the beast has deceived you.”


“That’s not-” No. I stopped myself. It would be a rotten thing to do,
to dismiss his concern. “Thank you. Brave knight,” I thumped my chest with a
fist. “I name you Dragon Tamer.”


Wow. The guy looked like his heart was fairly bursting from his chest
with pride, and he nodded gravely, since that’s pretty much the only way he
knows how to nod. “This was not my first rodeo,” he declared, with a twinkle in
his eyes.


“Did,” I stared at him. “Did you just make a joke?”


“Not as far as you know,” he grinned, then winced and rubbed his
shoulder.


Duke pawed at my leg. “What about me?”


“You?” Crouching down, I scratched under his chin. “You are now feared
across two lands. Here, and the Nether.”


“Well,” he considered that for a moment. “Duh.”


We all laughed.











CHAPTER THIRTY ONE



 

The ride to the portal site was a lot of fun. Ten hours of mostly
highway driving in a noisy, rough-riding old box truck. The cab had a back
wall, but Mike had used a Sawzall to cut a hole so from the passenger seat, I
could see the sleeping dragon, without having to be in the box with the thing.
For the entire trip, I had to keep awake, constantly applying my will to keep
the beast asleep. It wasn’t easy. The worst part was
just the shear boredom of focusing on one thing for ten hours, while the engine
droned on, and the tires sung against the road. It was my judgment that I could
leave the truck briefly, when we stopped to hit a bathroom, but Mike wasn’t
going for that idea. He already didn’t like the whole notion of capturing and
transporting a freakin’ dragon like it was a load of furniture. “We are
going to stop somewhere, right?” I asked. “It’s a ten hour drive, the truck
will need gas.”


“We will stop, and I will get out of the truck, but you stay
with your new friend.”


“But-”


“Here,” he handed me a grocery bag. “There are some snacks, bottles of
Gatorade, and an empty bottle. Don’t get the bottles mixed up.”


“Yeah,” I looked in the bag, not liking that idea. “Good safety tip.”



 

On our fun-filled family road trip, that Mike called the ‘Magical
Mystery Tour’, I discovered two things. First, it is really
hard to focus on one thing for hours at a time. To make sure my mind
wasn’t drifting off the subject, Mike insisted I keep my left hand on my knee,
with my thumb up. If my mind wandered, I’d forget about the thumb, and Mike
would say something, or nudge me. “Dragon,” he would point behind him. “Big,
angry, hungry beastie with sharp teeth, remember?”


“Yeah, sorry,” I would say each time, and refocus myself. One thing
that made it a bit easier to concentrate was that the dragon snored, loud. And it stank, the thing smelled of Sulphur. Not enough to make us
gag, but in the confined space of the truck box, it was not pleasant. We kept
both windows cracked open to bring in fresh air, that also helped keep me
awake.


Unfortunately, the whistling of air coming through the windows made
worse the second thing I discovered on our road trip: Mike likes country music,
and he had to crank up the sound. American country to be clear, since the
country he is from is New Zealand. Specifically, he seems to be a fan of 90s
country, though the playlist on his phone covered everything from
Hank Williams and bluegrass, to modern country hits. The playlist must
have been on shuffle because there was no logic to the selections, except I did
hear the same Shania Twain song twice.


Do I hate country music? No, although old stuff like Waylon Jennings is
not my fave. I like Kenny Chesney, Carrie Underwood, that sort of thing. The
problem was, Mike likes to sing along with the music, and he doesn’t always
know the words. So, a lot of the time I was treated to him mumbling under his
breath, or guessing at the wrong lyrics. He has a decent singing voice, just
not the sort of thing you want to hear for more than ten. Freakin. Hours.


Unfortunately, I had no one to blame but my own stupid self. Maybe I
should have tried giving the dragon a big dose of Benadryl to see if that made
it sleep, but that’s hindsight.


Also, I really did not want to try shoving a pill down a dragon’s
throat.


Isabel drove the Jeep, while the knights took turns driving the Tahoe.
One vehicle was always ahead of us, the other behind, swapping positions every
half hour. At one point, Isabel passed us as the country song ‘Convoy’ was
playing, and Mike and I had a good laugh. The long drive wasn’t all bad, I
guess.



 

With us in the truck cab were Mister Boots and of course, Azib. Duke
was with his new dragon tamer buddy Macarius, and there really wasn’t room in
the cramped cab for a dog. There wasn’t a lot of space for a thirty pound cat
either, a fact that Boots reminded me of every time he stood up, stretched and tried to get comfortable.


“Why,” he nudged me toward the door to make more room on the seat for
himself. “Can’t I ride in a car with Gisele? Or even with the smelly dog?”


“Don’t you say anything bad about Duke. I didn’t see you fighting the dragon.”


“I didn’t see you doing anything remotely intelligent,” he
sniffed. “This makes no sense to me, so why should I risk myself if you’re
determined to kill yourself?”


“I am very much alive, no thanks to you, and I want to stay this way.”


“Other than for some perverse ego boost, why did you capture the dragon instead of simply killing it? Killing it was the plan,
wasn’t it?”


“It was. Then the plan changed.”


“Again, why?”


“I am still asking that question,” Mike patted the cat’s head.


“I can’t explain it,” I admitted. “It’s a feeling I have. This is the
right thing to do.”


Boots had never looked so disgusted. “You feel sorry for it? That
dragon would eat you in two bites and not think twice about it.”


“I don’t feel sorry for it.” That wasn’t entirely true. It would have
felt wrong to kill the dragon. The thing was just an animal, acting on instinct
and trying to survive. It didn’t belong in our world, that didn’t mean it had
to be sentenced to death. “I just, have a feeling, that this is what I should
do.”


“So, what? You’re keeping it as a pet?”


“No. We’re sending it home.”


“What?” The cat’s eyes bulged. “How?”


“Here comes the crazy part,” Mike muttered.


“I’m opening a portal. For a short time. Just long enough to send the
dragon home. You too, Mister Boots.”


“Me?”


“Yes. You want to go home, don’t you?”


“Um, no. Not actually.”


“Uh-” That surprised me. “Why? You want to be here?”


“No,” the cat snorted. “Although the food is decent.”


“Then why-”


“I have a responsibility to my people.”


“Uh, you’re gonna have to explain that.”


“I need your help,” the cat’s front paws shifted on the seat in a
nervous gesture. “Eventually. When you become more of a wizard. If you do.”


I shared a glance with Mike. He was as baffled as I was. “My help to do
what?”


“The Nether is not as it should be. My people, our lands, have been
devastated. I am ashamed to say that,” he looked away, his tail lying limp on
the seat. “When I came here, I was running from danger. Ran away, for I could
no longer help my people. That’s why when I saw the portal, I took the
opportunity to escape from those pursuing me. There wasn’t,” his ears went
back, “anything I could do for my people.”


“Live to fight again,” Mike said quietly. “When you can’t win a fight,
you pull back, regroup and replenish, make a new plan, and then you strike.”


“Exactly,” the cat agreed. “For me to go back now would accomplish
nothing.”


“OK, uh, well,” I scratched behind his ears, he leaned into it. “This
might be your only chance. I might never be able to open a portal again.”


“You are absolutely sure you can do it this time?” Mike asked, not for
the first time. “You have never done it before.”


“I’m sure enough. I know how the magic works, OK? All right, so one
less customer for the Portal Express. Azib? What about you?”


“Huh?” He looked up from his seat on the dashboard, where he was
reading a Nancy Drew mystery. “What is it now? Can’t you see I am busy?”


“I’m very sorry. What do you think?”


“About what?” With his head down, he continued reading. “I did not
listen to your inane babbling.”


“I am asking,” mentally I flipped him a middle finger.
“If you want to go through the portal. Go home.”


“No. I told you this.”


“I’m asking again, in case you’ve changed your mind.”


“I do not change my mind. I am not weak like you. Why are you eager for
me to go? You need me here, imbecile.”


“I do. We do. It’s just, this world isn’t your home. It’s not right to
keep you here, if I can help you to go home.”


“Oh. Well,” he continued looking down at his book, uncomfortable. “It
is,” he cleared his throat and still wouldn’t look at me. “Very nice of you to
consider what I desire.”


“It-”


“I am still suspicious,” he looked up and jabbed a finger at my face.
“Of you and your kind. Do not think you can fool me.”


“I’ll keep that in mind.”


“Hmmph.” He settled back in the corner of the dash, the oversized book
on his lap.


Damn. I offer to open a portal, and nobody wanted to use it.


Hopefully the dragon would take the opportunity.



 


 

We had captured the dragon around eight thirty in the evening, and got
it winched up into the truck by nine, so it was around seven in the morning
when we arrived at the portal site. Isabel parked the Jeep and took Duke to
recon the area, she reported there were no signs anyone had been there
recently. Still, she flew a drone over the area, using infrared sensors to look
for parked vehicles. Like, police cruisers, and Order operatives. The Order
might have been smart enough to cover their car’s hood with a thermal blanket,
but there are other heat sources unless the vehicle has been turned off for a
long time. Besides, if the Order knew where we were going, they would have
ambushed us on the road. Mike agreed the presence of Order operatives was a low
probability, and the fact that Isabel insisted on surveilling the site with the
drone reminded me that the Certus agents are pros, and I’m lucky to be
with them.


“All clear,” Mike reported. “We wait for Isabel to go in first.” That
was the plan. We didn’t want anyone to see us turn off the road onto the
overgrown driveway of the abandoned construction site, so Isabel would go down
the driveway first, while the knights waited off the side of the road, at the
crest of a hill where they could see traffic on that road for half a mile in
both directions.


Isabel reported everything was OK, except Mike would have to be careful
with the truck as the driveway was a muddy mess. Considering all the rain we’d
had, that wasn’t a surprise. “Here we go,” Mike put the truck in gear. “How is
sleeping beauty back there?”


It was increasingly difficult for me to keep the dragon asleep, it was restless and I was tired. Adjusting its energy so it slept
without me harming it was a delicate balancing act, and let’s just say that
being delicate at using magic is not one of the core strengths on my
professional wizard resume. The first item on my resume would be ‘smashing
things’, which is not real helpful when I’m babysitting a flying predator from
the Netherworld. Tweaking the balance before I answered resulted in the dragon
stirring, one of its legs jerking, and interrupting it in mid-snore. A gust of Sulphur
came into the truck cab, and we both hung our heads out the window. “It’s fine
but,” I sniffed myself. “I might need to burn this hoodie.”


“We’ll buy you a new one.”


“I like this one,” I explained. Really, I didn’t care about an old
hoodie, but the loss of my leather jacket bothered me. Damn it, I had worn that
jacket for years. It was one of the few things I had become attached to. I
bought that jacket in a thrift store, less than three months before Alicia was
murdered. It had survived Duke getting skunk stink all over it. “If you
want to buy something for me, I need a new leather jacket.”


“Plenty of those around.”


“Yeah, but mine was broken in.”


“I’ll get Macarius to wear it until it’s broken in for you. We’re
rolling.”



 

A problem I hadn’t anticipated was- Actually, there were several
problems I hadn’t anticipated. The first, most obvious one is something Mike
also should have considered. “Hell,” he grunted as he got out of the truck at
the abandoned building site. “There’s no room to turn this thing around. Kaz,
does it have to back up to the portal, or can you move the portal so it’s
behind the truck like this?”


That was a good question. 


“Uh, I’d prefer to back it in.”


Mike hopped up on the concrete foundation wall of the unfinished house.
“The portal was over there?” He pointed to the right side of the foundation.
“That’s where the salamander burned the weeds, if I remember.” He hopped down, scuffing
the ground with a shoe. “Yeah, the ground is still scorched here. So, the
portal was, here?”


“More or less, yeah,” I agreed. It had been dark, and my focus
back then had been on the glowing rip between worlds, not where it was in
relation to the home site. Pacing around, I stopped to close my eyes, and pictured
where I had parked the Jeep that night. I mean the original, rental Jeep that
had been shot full of bullet holes before I borrowed it, and now was a burned-out
wreck. “OK, it was here.”


“It will be tough to get the truck backed up there, we’ll have to move some
of this junk,” he kicked a pile of bricks. “It would be easier if you can move
the portal.”


“Yeah but, we should have the truck pointed down the driveway, in case
things go sideways, and we have to get out of here
quick. Can uh, if Isabel moves the Jeep,” I meant the new Jeep, not the one we
had burned after it got shot full of holes during the firefight. My
Jeep. “There is room to turn the truck around.”


“He’s right,” Isabel got back in the Jeep. “I’ll move it.”



 

They awkwardly rearranged the vehicles, made more complicated when
Gisele and Macarius arrived in the Tahoe to jam up the limited open area. With
me directing, we got the truck backed up as close as it could, the right back
wheel was almost touching the house foundation. “That’s it,” Mike got out,
leaving the engine running. “Can’t go any farther.”


“Good enough. I’ll try to move the portal up against the back door.”


“Your dragon friend is still asleep?” He asked, knowing I had been
distracted.


“It’s in slumberland.” Of course, as I said that, the dragon stirred,
making the truck rock side to side. “Don’t worry.”


“You’re the one who needs to worry about it.”


“Right. OK, so, moving a portal. Azib?” Lightly zapping the amulet, I
called the genie. “Hello, Your Eminence. I have a question for you.”


“Ahhhh,” he stretched, yawning. “Do you have a snack for me?”


“We’re kind of busy, can that wait for-”


“Snack first,” he demanded, hands on his hips.


“Here,” Gisele pulled a KitKat bar from a pocket. Since coming to the
modern world, she had become a bit of a chocoholic.


“Mmmm, good,” he tore open the wrapper and- I hesitate to mention
something so horrific. He ate the KitKat bar from the side. Who does that? “Imbecile, you may now waste my time with your no doubt
profoundly ignorant question.”


“Once a portal is open, how do I move it?”


He froze as he was about to take another bite, and blinked at me. “Move a portal?”


“Yes. Once it’s open, I need to position it against the back of the
truck. So there isn’t a big gap for the dragon to escape.”


“I see.”


“So, how can I do it?”


He took a bite of candy and mumbled, “I have no idea.”


“Oh for- What good is a genie who-”


“The first question you should ask is, whether you have the skill to
open a portal.”


“Let’s assume I can. OK?”


“There is still the question of whether the portal will open here.”


“Uh, what?”


“I explained that the locations in your world, that
align with the Nether, move around over time.”


“You did. Damn it, you think-”


“It does not matter what I think. You are the wizard. You
should know these things.”


Mike didn’t say a word. He didn’t have to.


I should have considered that the portal location could have moved
since I saw it. “OK, you did tell me that. I thought, you know,” I felt
everyone staring at me. “That portal locations drift slowly. Like, over
centuries.” The mound site where we had the firefight against the Order was
seven miles away. That mound had also been abandoned at least since the
Hopewell Culture was hit by an exploding comet. Over fifteen hundred years ago.
Seven miles in fifteen hundred years was a rate of-


On my phone’s calculator, I did the math. Roughly twenty five feet per
year, assuming the drift was constant. Basically, a movement of one meter every
twelve weeks. If that was true, the portal hadn’t gone far since the last time
it was opened. “Azib, is the drift constant? Like, it moves the same amount
every year?”


“No. That is a good question though, I am surprised you thought to ask.
Portals tend to be firmly anchored in place when they are first created, and
can stay there for a long time. Decades, sometimes centuries. Most portal sites
go out of use before they begin to drift, and when a portal is in regular use,
there are powerful effects that reinforce the anchor’s stability in this world.
That is why a temple built around a portal will hold that portal, until
something happens and the portal goes out of use. When the-”


“Kaz,” Mike nudged me. “Maybe hold the science lesson for later?”


“Right,” I agreed. “Azib, this is fascinating and I want you to explain
it when I have time to really pay attention and take notes. For now, I’m going
to assume this portal hasn’t been in use since the Hopewell culture was hit by
the comet.”


“Eh,” the genie shrugged. “That is a reasonable hypothesis.”


Part of me wondered where he had learned that word, the rest of me knew
I didn’t have time for curiosity. “Is it also reasonable to assume the thing
hasn’t moved far since it was last open?”


“That too, is reasonable.”


“Then why did you question whether a portal will even open here at
all?”


“You must ask such a question? You have never opened a portal, so of
course I question whether you have the skill. Really, how could you possibly
know how such a thing works, since no one has shown the technique to you?”


“I figured it out.”


“That, I very much doubt.”


“Trust me. You got any other objections?”


“Just one. The exceptionally clumsy way with which the portal was
opened the last time, could have damaged its connection to the Nether. It might
not be able to open here, no matter how skillfully it is done.”


“Oh for- Why didn’t you mention this before?”


“I did not think we would ever get this far, so it did not matter.”


“It matters now, damn it.”


“Kaz,” Mike tapped his watch. “Tick tock, we’re burning daylight. You
said something about magic being easier to use when the sun is down, and it’s
already up over the horizon. Better to try it now than at high noon?”


He was right. The timing sucked, the drive had taken too long. If we
could have arrived at the portal during the night, I would have been happier
about it. The sun had risen half an hour ago, I could see that even through the
thick cloud cover.


“Right. Everyone, stand back.”


Isabel waved her arms. “Wait! Stand back where? If you don’t know
where the portal will open?”


“It, uh, it won’t open all at once. You’ll see the effect first, kind
of a glow. If it is near anyone, or the truck or something, I’ll stop. Best to
go stand in front of the truck anyway. Or, down the driveway.”


“Kazimir,” Macarius refused to move. “I will stay with you.”


“That’s not a good idea.”


“We do not know what lurks behind the portal, only that it is evil.”


“Hey!” Azib protested.


Lying on the warm hood of the Jeep, the cat didn’t bother to say
anything, the twitching tip of his tail spoke for him.


“Macarius, I appreciate you offering to protect me, but you have proven
your courage is beyond measure, Sir knight.”


“My place is with you,” he insisted, patting the P90 he carried, and I
noticed he had removed the weapon’s sling. It was a good thing that sling
wasn’t around his neck when he fought the dragon, the impact likely would have
broken his neck. He also had his sword, though it was strapped to his back
rather than attached to his belt.


“Me too,” Duke leaned against Macarius, and the knight patted the dog’s
head. Fighting a dragon with bare hands and teeth must have been a bonding
experience for them, they were being more affectionate to each other.


It was clear I wouldn’t win that argument. “OK, but stand behind me,
please. Unless, you know, some monster comes through the portal.”


“Roger that,” To my right, Mike fitted the fifty caliber
to a tripod, and rested it on a pile of cinder blocks. “If that happens and you
can’t close the portal, you get out of the way.”


“You won’t have to remind me,” I shuddered at the memory of the thing
that had tried to squeeze through the portal. Taking a deep breath, I closed my
eyes, holding my hands above the cast iron pot, palms open.



 

How can portal energy be used to open a connection to another world?


The truth is, I don’t know.


Not really.


I’ve never seen it happen.


There is no instruction manual. 


But, I do have a clue.


When I was testing how to use the portal energy in the cast iron pot to
send out pulses that would attract the attention of the dragon, I noticed
something curious. Something that only wizard senses could see. Something that
made me pretty certain the Order did not have a wizard
with them, at least not at the mound when they mistakenly opened a portal.


When I made the energy
that was infused into the pot
jump briefly to a higher level, to send out a pulse, I noticed an aftereffect
that lingered for several minutes. An aftereffect that grew stronger each time,
lasted longer.


It was a wispy, almost invisible tendril of energy. Curling up from the
pot, growing taller, stretching, thinning out as it rose into the air. The best
way to describe it was a snake, rising up from a hole
in the ground. Or, maybe it’s better to say it was the tentacle of an octopus.
It was moving on its own, unaffected by wind, and I was not able to make it do
anything. It wouldn’t go back into the pot, or change direction, I couldn’t
guide it anywhere. It was wispy, almost falling apart but I got a sense that
inside, at its core, it was immensely strong. Spider silk appears weak, and
anyone can snap a spiderweb, but get enough strands of that silk together to
form a string, and it’s incredibly tough.


The clue I talked about was that tendril’s movement. It hadn’t been waving
around randomly, except at first. As it grew, it had risen to about to my
height, and curved around, waving around but always returning to a particular
direction.


Southwest.


Holding my phone flat and using the compass, I’d measured the direction
to confirm my suspicion. By that time, the tip of the tendril was thirty feet
away, whipping around frantically. Seeking something. Every few seconds, the
tip flattened out into a disc, and that disc began spinning. Spinning slowly,
and gaining speed. Then the disc collapsed. It hadn’t found what it was looking
for, so it couldn’t do what it was supposed to do.


Checking the compass direction on the phone’s map, I saw where it was
pointing.


Ohio.


Specifically, to Haydenton, Ohio.


I knew that it was seeking.


The portal.


It wanted to connect to the portal. Or to where energy from the Nether
was leaking into our world. A spot where the barrier between worlds was weak.


I didn’t know how to open a portal, but I didn’t need to, not entirely.


The tendril of portal energy knew how to do it, was eager to do it. Was
desperate to do it. All I had to do was feed it more magical energy, and get
out of the way.


Nah, it couldn’t be that easy.


But, close enough.



 

Gathering the magical energy that was all around me, energy so strong
it was clear something was special about that place, I fed the energy into the cast
iron pot. Giving the spell that was infused into the pot what it needed to
grow, to fulfill its purpose. My guess was, I didn’t need to know how to open a
portal, a wizard had already set up a spell to do that, a long time ago. A
wizard who had a lot more knowledge than me. Probably had learned the art of
magic from another wizard. It helped that I thought of magic spells like an
app. A set of instructions had been programmed into the energy that infused the
cast iron pot, energy that originally had been in a piece of Indian pottery.
The energy already knew what it was supposed to do, all I needed was to give it
the power to fulfill its programming.


Yes, I know a magic spell is not the same as an app. If the portal
spell was an app, it would probably be named something like ‘Open Sesame’, and
it would pause to play several annoying ads before the portal opened. So, a
spell is not an app.


But, it kind of is.


When I use Google Maps or even a simple solitaire game, I don’t have to
know how the software was designed, or how it actually works.
All I need to know is how to use it, and apps are built so the average dummy
can learn them quickly. 


Was creating a magic spell a lot more complicated than programming an
application? Maybe. Maybe not. Developing, testing and supporting an app
required a team of people, in many cases working together for years before the
app was released. The portal magic infused into the cast iron pot was old,
like, really old. I had to hope that it still worked,
that it wasn’t the buggy Version One Point Oh, that it hadn’t degraded over
time.


If anything went wrong that I couldn’t fix, we had a problem.


A big problem, that was currently sleeping in the
back of a truck.


Speaking of that problem-


“Kaz,” Mike waved a hand at me. “Sleeping Beauty is getting restless.”


“Oh. Yeah.”


While I was focused on stirring the energy in the pot, I had neglected
the dragon. It was well-rested and did not want to sleep, it wanted
to wake up. To hunt, to feed. It was hungry.


I could feel that hunger, and it made me feel like my stomach was
gnawing at itself.


Damn, I wish I had a Kit-Kat bar, I would eat it in one bite.


“OK,” I took a breath. Without releasing the portal energy that was
waking up, I soothed the dragon. That wasn’t easy, it resisted me. Resisted
strongly, its instincts told it to awaken.


Just another few minutes, I said silently to the sleeping dragon, who hopefully
couldn’t hear or understand me. Soon, you will be home.


“It’s sleeping,” I assured Mike. “Not long now.”


Back to the job.


A tendril of energy was rising from the pot, an effect only I could
see. As I fed power into it, the tendril thickened, and ripples ran along it.
It was eager, full of tension. Without me guiding it, the tendril wavered only
a bit as it stretched out, seeking something. Something that was thankfully behind
the truck, and not inside it, or deep in the woods. The tendril’s tip
hesitated, moving up, down, left and right, until it found what it was looking
for. Or it connected to something invisible, like two magnets coming together.
In a flash, the tip flattened into a disc, but unlike what I saw while I was
testing, the disc was thick, extending forward. It-


No. It wasn’t as paper thin as what I saw earlier, but the reason it
appeared to be so thick was it was more than one disc. Another disc had
appeared out of nowhere, in front of the tendril. They both began spinning.


Uh oh.


The disc at the tip of the tendril wasn’t spinning as quickly as the
other one that had just appeared. It was, slipping, stuttering. The inner disc
was becoming ragged, torn around the edges as it tried and failed to keep up.


I don’t know much about portals, but that didn’t look good.


Pulling more power into the pot didn’t help. The tendril grew brighter
and more robust, that had no effect on the disc.


It was slowing down, losing the battle.


What if-


When I had forced the other portal to close, I had used my will to create
a gap in its edge. That’s something I knew how to do.


Could I also use my will to force or encourage the inner disc to spin
faster? Feed energy into that movement, rather than into the cast iron pot?


It was worth a try.


Whoa.


Trying to make the thing spin made me spin, I staggered to my
left as the rotation was counterclockwise.


OK, try it again.


Focusing on keeping my feet firmly anchored to the ground, I sort of pushed
energy from the right, coming in at the top of the disc. It spun a bit faster.


Again.


A bit faster.


That was it, I had reached the limit of that technique.


Fine.


Twist.


Grab hold of the disc and make it spin.


Make it grasp onto the energy I was feeding into it, and direct that
energy so it came in at an angle, accelerating the rotation.


The inner disc spun rapidly, faster faster faster until it matched
speed with the disc that I assumed was an opening in the Nether.


They matched both size and speed.


The discs locked together.


The portal expanded and flared to life with a bright glow and there it
was, hanging in the air, four feet from the back of the truck.











CHAPTER THIRTY TWO



 

With the portal open, I could stop multitasking and simply focus on keeping
the portal stable, rather than keeping one eye on the dragon. Also, try to see
if I could get a glimpse of what was on the other side. There had to be a way
to do that. Someday, maybe I would figure it out by myself.


Later.


At the moment, keeping the portal open took all of the
effort I could pour into it. The thing was not as stable as I wanted, and I
didn’t know how to do anything other than feed in energy that pushed outward,
keeping it from collapsing.


“I’ll be damned,” Mike said with a touch of admiration. “You did it.”


“I did,” my shaky voice reflected the strain I was under. “I don’t know
how long I can hold it. The dragon is asleep but it won’t be for long.”


“Macarius, Gisele,” Mike ordered. “Get the back of the truck open.
Isabel, get ready to move it away.”


The knights pushed up the rollup door, reporting that although the dragon’s
eyes were  just
fluttering open, it was moving around. 


Success.


The dragon was certainly moving and it was not happy, the truck
rocked side to side, the springs of the suspension groaning.


It roared, bashing against the sides of the box, angry.


What the damned thing did not do was go through the freakin’ portal.


“I can’t- Mike, get it out of there,” I gasped. The strain of holding
open the portal was too much, I could feel my control slipping away. Once
again, I’m sure I wasn’t doing it the right way, whatever that was. The portal
was open, I had created a bridge to another freakin’ world and it was killing
me.


“It is not cooperating,” Mike shouted back and I couldn’t see what was
going on, my eyes were tightly shut.”


“Make it cooperate, damn it!”


“It’s not-”


“I will do it,” Macarius declared, and there was a grunt of surprise
and pain.


From Mike.


Opening one eye, I saw Mike on the ground, and Macarius standing beside
the truck with a cattle prod. The knight must have taken the cattle prod away
from Mike, and not done it politely. On his back, Mike kicked his legs up and
out, using their momentum to get back to his feet. From his belt, he pulled
something that looked like a thin flashlight then he flexed it and it expanded
into a thin club. That kind of thing is called a ‘single stick’, I think. At
least Mike hadn’t taken the Taser he carried from its holster. “Macarius,” Mike
growled a warning, raising the stick. “Get away from-”


“Mike!” I barked, the effort of speaking making the pressure in my head
swell so it felt like my eyeballs would explode. OMG I
had never imagined so much pain. “We don’t have time for this shit!
Macarius, do you have a plan?”


“Yes, Kazimir,” he held a hand out toward Mike
to stop the Certus agent from approaching. “Gisele! Sister, use your sword to
cut a hole in this wagon, here,” he pointed about a third of the way from
the front of the truck box.


“OK,” Mike held up his hands, collapsing the single stick and tossing
it on the ground. “Gisele, cut between the ribs here,” he gestured. “The box
wall is thin.”


The deceptively petite woman from Gaul drew her sword, the sword that
had belonged to Macarius, It was longer and heavier than the one I had taken
form her and tossed in a lake. Her had been an elegant weapon, thin like a samurai
sword but double-edged. By contrast, the sword Macarius had brought was a heavy
club, able to batter an enemy as much as to slice. She might still have been
unfamiliar with the weapon, but she held it above her head with both hands and
plunged it into the truck box. The sword plunged through the thin metal, and
the entire truck rocked as the dragon within reacted to being stabbed. The
truck swayed away from us, the tires on our side nearly lifting off the ground,
then it rocked back on its shocks and settled. Gisele put her weight behind
sawing downward, and even with her unnatural strength it was a struggle. Mike
ran over to help her, and they got a slice open two feet before the sword must
have struck a horizontal frame of something.


All I knew was, I needed them to hurry.


Mike didn’t need me to urge him into working faster, none of them did.
He let go of the sword’s pommel and pointed at the box, drawing a finger right
to left. Showing Gisele where to cut next. She plunged the sword in, withdrew
it, and again and again, until the truck box had an ‘L’ shaped gash in it. “Macarius,
I’ll get a crowbar to-”


Macarius of the Medjai did not need any stinkin’ crowbar. With his free
hand, he made a fist and bashed in the truck body, bending the metal out of
the way. Jabbing the cattle prod in, he got his arm up to the elbow. “I can’t,”
he twisted in vain. “Reach the unholy beast. It is too-”


“Macarius, I got this,” Mike clamped a hand on the knight’s shoulder.
Not in a ‘Get out of my way’ gesture, but a brotherly ‘You did your part, I got
this’. Macarius understood, extracting his arm and he backpedaled out of the
way.


The Taser now came off Mike’s belt. “Let’s see if you like a taste of this, sweetheart.”


He fired the electric shock weapon into the truck box.


Spoiler alert: the dragon did not like the Taser at all.


The truck rocked, so violently that Mike had the Taser yanked from his
grasp, the weapon disappearing inside the truck box. The dragon must have
lurched directly away, for the truck’s wheels on my side lifted clear of the
ground, rising a foot in the air and the entire truck teetered for a
heart-stopping second, the dragon bellowing and screeching an unearthly sound
because, duh, it wasn’t from Earth and all I could think was please get out of there so the pain will stop oh God please-


As the truck slammed down and tilted alarmingly toward me, the dragon smashed
the rear wheels to slide sideways, throwing a spray of dirt and clods of
grass and weeds in my direction. With a HOWL, the dragon exited the truck box, going
into the through the portal oh my God oh my God I could finally stop-


With the truck suddenly lighter, Isabel smashed the gas pedal and the
vehicle lurched forward, clear of the portal, leaving a gap too soon too soon-


Ohhhhhhh that is not good.


The dragon had turned around and stuck its head back through the portal
to stare directly at me. At me. It knew I was the source of its torment.
Opening its mouth, it exposed razor-sharp curved fangs and it roared. The furnace hot breath of brimstone made me flinch. The portal
wavered, shrinking.


The dragon got the message, its instinct for self-preservation taking
over and the head jerked backwards to disappear again. The portal flickered,
flared brightly. My head was about to explode from the pressure-


Release release release get it over with. Let go, let my
will fade and pull back from the searing chaotic energy, pull back so the
portal snapped shut-


It didn’t.


It couldn’t.


Because I couldn’t.


Not me, it wasn’t my will that was keeping the portal open.


There was a thing, a force that held me, bent me to its will.
I was in a grip of something, someone, and it wasn’t the dragon.


It was immense.


I got the impression that it had existed before time began.


It was an unfathomably vast well of pure hatred for every living thing.


It was hungry, all it wanted was power, more power, that is all it
could think about.


And it had me.


I was nothing to it.


It was a god.


“Kaz!” Mike shouted, waving hands in my face. “Close it, close the damned thing! The dragon is gone!”


“Ge- get back,” I choked out, my jaw muscles in agony from resisting
the will of the god. It wanted me, it willed me, it demanded me to keep the
portal open, knowing the effort of doing that would utterly
destroy me. It was hungry to consume the lives on my side of the portal,
and it needed time to extend part of itself through the narrow confines of a
portal that had been poorly constructed. Its frustration was pounding against
the inside of my skull, it wanted to come through now now NOW.


They were dead.


They were all dead, they just didn’t know it yet. Gisele, Isabel, Mike,
Macarius. All of them. Dead.


And Duke, who was barking frantically.


The thing wanted to consume Duke. To watch my dog die, writhing in
agony.


Oh, FUCK that.


“Back!” Waving a hand weakly, I gestured for Mike and Macarius to step
aside, as I lurched toward the truck. The god sent wave after wave of
disorienting pain through me, and I couldn’t even pass out, it was keeping me
conscious, it wanted to feel my pain, to taste it, to savor every moment of
agony.


Here’s the thing. Apparently, your nerves have only a particular throughput
for pain signals, after that they can’t handle any more. Not even a god can
override that physical limitation of the human body. Once I got to the point of
maximum pain, I realized it couldn’t get any worse. I couldn’t go unconscious,
couldn’t even die, not yet.


The pain wasn’t real, it was all in my head. My body was not actually
on fire, though it felt that way.


I could deal with that.


The god was doing its best to hurt me, and I was still me. Still
Kazimir Wolfe, the world’s only wizard. Also the world’s worst wizard.


No.


The world’s most badass wizard.


One lurching step at a time, I robotically approached the truck box,
extending my arms. Gisele assumed I needed help so she came toward me, I waved
her away. She hesitated, I waved again.


“We have to do something,” she pleaded with the others,
coming toward me again.


No.


If she touched me, the god would have her. How did I know that? It hungered for her. It wanted her life force, it wanted to leave her a dry,
lifeless husk. With every step she took toward me, the god’s excitement and
anticipation grew. My arms couldn’t wave anymore, my mouth was clamped shut so
my teeth ground together, I couldn’t warn her not to-


I couldn’t warn Duke either, but here’s the thing: dogs evolved to read
our emotions, by reading our body language or smelling our stress hormones. Dogs
know what’s going on inside our heads. That’s how they survived and
flourished over millennia, and that’s why they are such useful companions.


He knew what I needed, though the four humans with me completely
misunderstood. Before Gisele could take another step, Duke leapt to seize her
back pants pocket in his jaws, and yanked her backward, away from me.


She fell, windmilling her arms and screaming at the dog.


My hands touched the left rear corner of the truck box. 


Snapping my neck forward, I bashed my forehead into the metal as hard
as I could.


Not enough.


Again.



 


 

“He’s awake.”


A voice said that.


Not my voice.


A woman.


It sounded wonderful.


Mom.


She always cared for me when I was sick, she-


No.


My mother is dead.


“Kaz? Kazimir?” The voice spoke again, in a soft accent.


I knew that voice.


Isabel.


Opening one eye just a slit, pain stabbed into my brain like an ice
pick. The light was brighter than the noonday sun. It happened to the other
eye. Why-


The light snapped off.


“His pupils are dilated,” she told someone. “The light is too bright,”
she said, and another light turned off.


The dome light of the Tahoe. I was lying on the back seat. She had used
a flashlight to check my eyes. The vehicle was moving, I felt a gentle rocking
motion.


It was making me sick.


“I’m gonna puke,” I gasped out a warning.


“Mike, stop the car,” Isabel emphasized her words by slapping the back
of the driver’s seat, and she held me so I didn’t roll off the seat as Mike
applied the brakes.


“I’ll pull over up ahead,” he replied. A moment later the Tahoe turned
and I heard tires crunching on gravel.


“Out,” I pointed toward the door at my feet. She helped me up, opened
the door, and supported me. My legs were too wobbly to stand, so I fell to my
knees, then on all fours, gasping with deep, even breaths. My stomach settled
down enough for me to slump on one side, then roll onto my back. Isabel cradled
my head so I didn’t bash my scalp on rough gravel.


Above me, a vague shape loomed, outlined against the dark gray clouds.
“Do you need anything?” The shape asked in Mike’s voice.


“Wa- water,” I managed to say, feeling rather proud of myself for my
mouth having formed that word. Hooray for small victories. 


“I’ll get it,” the voice of Gisele agreed.


“A couple Motrin also,” Mike added.


“N-No,” I tried to lift a shaky hand, and almost slapped Isabel in the
face. “I d-don’t know how my body will react to drugs right now.”


“Kaz, you were in terrible pain,” Isabel noted, brushing hair out of my
eyes.


“It was all in my head. It wasn’t real. Portal. The portal is closed?”


“Here’s the water,” the Mike-shaped dark blob said. “Zoraida,” he
slipped and used her real name. “Prop up his head so he can drink.”


After a couple sips of water, I felt better. Mike made me keep going,
slowly, until I had drunk half the container and was spilling more than I
drank. As I finished, I heard another vehicle pull into the parking lot. “Thanks.
The portal?”


“It closed when you did your heavy metal head banging act,” Mike used a
thumb to peel open my other eyelid, and I could see him. “What the hell was
that for, if you don’t mind telling me your wizard secrets?”


Duke interrupted me by bounding over and licking my face all over. “OK,
OK boy, thanks,” I scratched behind his ears.


Gisele knelt next to me and patted the dog’s head. “He was worried sick
about you.”


“I was,” Duke agreed. “Why did you bash your head like that?” he
whimpered.


“It was the only way.”


Gisele’s hands covered her mouth. “No! I tried to help you, but Duke-
You were a bad dog,” she scolded him.


“He was not bad,” Macarius announced, striding to stand
next to me. He must have driven the truck, with Duke.


“Gisele, he had to do it,” I told her. “Duke knew, he knew what I
needed.”


She stared at me, one eye closed. Skeptical. “The dog read your mind?”


“He read my intent. Most of the time, dogs use that ability to scam us
for food and shelter, but-”


“It’s not a scam,” Duke insisted.


Macarius crouched down. “Duke explained to me that he needed to keep
you, all of us, away from Kazimir.” With a frown he added, “He did not say why.”


“I don’t know why,” Duke’ yawned, a sign of his anxiety.
“It just had to happen.”


“Help me up,” I held a hand out to Macarius.
Lying on gravel with four people and a dog looming over me was less than
comfortable.


Trying to stand was a bad idea. With help from Isabel and Macarius, I got
my butt on the back seat of the Tahoe, my feet dangling to the ground. Gingerly
patting my forehead, I felt a bandage. It was wrapped around my head. “Am I
going to have a scar?”


Isabel gently pulled my hand away from the bandage. “Just an ugly
bruise, the cut was shallow. I’ll give you an ice pack to keep the swelling
down.”


“Thanks, doc,” I grinned but the effort hurt. My jaw muscles were still
sore from the strain of clamping my mouth shut.


“You’ll live,” Mike concluded. “Now, will you tell us what the hell
happened back there?”


“Sure, yeah. First, where are we? We got out of there, nobody saw us?”


Mike exchanged a glance with Isabel. “A car went by as we pulled out of
the driveway, but Macarius was driving the truck behind us, the driver of the
car didn’t see the truck. We’re good, I’ll ditch the license plates and get rid
of the truck later. Why didn’t you close the portal after the beastie went
through? You waited too long!”


“That wasn’t me.”


“Then who-”


“Some, thing. Someone. A being from the Nether. It had me. Took over.
Forced me to keep the portal open.”


Mike raised an eyebrow. “A being? The dragon?”


“No. I think it was a god.”


Macarius folded his arms across his chest and gave me a Force Ten
scowl. “Kazimir, there is only one God.”


“Here, there is. The Nether is, different. This was- If you felt it,
you’d know. It was a god. I, before, I thought the gods from the Nether were
frauds. They pretended to be gods here, by using magic tricks on gullible people.
Now, I think that little ‘g’ in ‘god’ might not be so little. This thing, this
being, I felt it. It, simply was. It has always been. Time has no meaning for it. It,
felt endless. It’s hard to explain.”


“A god made you hit your head?” Mike guessed.


“That was my idea. It had me, I couldn’t fight it. It had control of my
will, and it was using me to keep the portal open. All I could think to do was
knock myself out, so I couldn’t consciously exert my will.”


“That was a hell of a risk.”


I nodded, but that made my head throb. “It worked.”


“You could have killed yourself,” Isabel warned. “You probably have a
concussion.”


“I didn’t know what else to do. It wanted to come through the portal,
extend part of itself here. It wanted to kill all of you. Consume you, your
life, maybe your souls,” I shuddered at the memory. “It was hungry, that’s all it could think. It wants.”


“Wants what?” As he spoke, I saw Mike’s hand reach inside his jacket
for his gun, whether he realized that or not, I don’t know..


“Power. Life. Everything. It is want, it is greed.
That’s what it is.”


“I don’t suppose,” Mike asked, “that you got a name for this god?”


“I didn’t. It might not have a name, or need one. It just is,
you know? Hey,” I tried to snap my fingers, but my digits wouldn’t work
properly. “Azib might know.” Looking around, I didn’t see him. “Where is that
little twerp?”


Mike snorted, disgusted. “He bailed as soon as the dragon started
giving us trouble.”


It didn’t surprise me that Azib had lived up to his name as the
Cowardly Genie, but I couldn’t understand why he was frightened. “The dragon
can’t hurt him.”


“Unless,” Gisele tapped her lower lip with a finger. “If the dragon had
eaten you, and Azib’s amulet.”


“There’s a happy thought.”


“Yeah, nah,” Mike disagreed. “That little creep disappeared as soon as
the portal was open wide enough for the dragon to fit through. Even before we
got the box door rolled up. At that point, you still had the dragon asleep.”


“Barely. I had to let go of it to keep the portal open. Did you see
where he went?”


“I was a little busy at the time, mate.”


“Right. Anyone else?” Everyone shook their head, including Duke. I was
still getting used to a dog mimicking human body language. “Fine, I’ll wake up
his lazy ass,” I said, before knowing whether I could do that. After using a
huge amount of magic, my, whatever it is that allows me to see and control
magical energy, might be burned out for a while. Need a recharge. Waking up the
genie wasn’t a simple matter of rubbing the amulet, the way ordinary people rub
a lamp in stories. If that was true, Azib wouldn’t have been stuck in the
amulet for thousands of years. It took the touch of a wizard to break the spell
that had trapped him in there. Or whatever it was I did that freed him the
first time, all I’d been trying to do was clean some of the tarnish off the
ancient piece of jewelry.


“What’s wrong?” Gisele asked, when I held the amulet, but hesitated.


“I don’t know if I can do it. Use magic right now.”


“You should wait,” Isabel advised.


“No. I need answers now. That god, or whatever it was, is from the
Nether. I need to talk to someone from that realm. Hey,” I looked around.
“Speaking of beings from the Nether, where’s the cat?”


“He squeezed himself under the seat of the truck,” Gisele explained.
“He won’t come out, and doesn’t want to talk about it.”


“I hope he doesn’t get stuck under there. OK, uh, someone be ready if I
fall off this seat?” Isabel grabbed the front of my hoodie. I took a deep
breath, gathered my will, and-


Found it easy.


There was a lot of magical energy to work with. Having a freakin’ god in my head apparently comes with some benefits. Hopefully that
included a dental plan, because my teeth hurt from being ground together. Using
the smallest amount of energy I could control, I zapped he amulet. “Azib, get
your ass out here.”


“No.” The voice came from the amulet. Quiet, and higher pitched than
his regular tone.


“I said,” that time I used a bit more energy. “Get
out here, right now.”


“I will take my chances with you, wizard. Your anger does not compare
to that thing in the portal.”


“You felt that?”


“Anyone could feel it.”


“Look, it’s gone. The portal is closed.”


“You lie. No one could resist the power of that will.”


“I did.”


“You lie. You are possessed.”


“Possessed?” Macarius took a panicked step back, and his hand went to
the holt of his sword. “By a demon from the Netherworld?”


Holding up a hand, I waved for him to stand down. “Relax, it’s me. I’m
not possessed. I’m telling you, the freakin’ portal is closed. We’re not even there any longer, we drove away. No, uh, evil
influence is coming through it.”


“It was there,” Azib insisted.


“It was there.” I was too tired to be having an
argument, I also didn’t have a choice. “It’s gone now.”


“Impossible,” Azib folded his arms across his chest. “You are an
impressively powerful wizard, but you have no idea what you are doing. A mortal
such as you could never have resisted the force I felt coming through the
portal.”


“You’re right, I couldn’t resist.”


“Ah!” He screeched. “You know that you are possessed?”


“Nope. I bashed my head against the truck, to knock myself out. To break
the spell.”


Azib poked his head out of the amulet. “You did what?”


“It seemed like a good idea at the time.”


“Hmmph,” he pulled the rest of himself from the amulet. “Once again,
you surprise me.” He zipped up in front of my face and tugged on the bandage. “That
was brave and foolish.”


“It was my only option.”


“Eh, this is true. Hmmm.” He stared into my eye, and his eyebrows flew
up. “You are not possessed.”


“I told you that.”


“You are very foolish, and very lucky to have survived. I suspect the god
had no idea what you intended, or you would not have been successful. Ooooooh,”
he waved a finger at me. “It will be very angry at you. It will want to kill you.”


“Yeah, well, it can take a number and stand in line behind all the other people who want to kill me.”


The genie stared at me, stroking his beard. “I cannot decide if you are
courageous, or just stupid.”


“I’m probably in shock right now, so-”


“You should be dead. All of you should be dead.”


“We are alive,” Gisele swatted the genie away from my face. “Because
Kazimir is brave. And,” she smiled at me. “Possibly a
bit foolish.”


Wincing as I pulled the bandage back into place, I admitted, “I can’t
argue with that.”


Mike pulled a mini Twix bar from a pocket, holding it out to the genie.
“Azib, that was a god? It wasn’t the dragon?”


“Dragon? No, no, do you listen to yourself? Not even a Great Dragon,
not even Arvoth the Terrible herself, could do something like that. No, that
was a god, clearly.” Snatching the candy away from Mike, he turned to scold me.
“Why did you not close the portal immediately?”


“I couldn’t. The god had control of me, my will.”


“No, I mean before that, imbecile. You,” his eyes opened wide. “You did
not sense the god, before it took over your mind?”


“No. Did you?”


“Of course I did, you simpleton. That is why I saved
myself, as you all should have done. When confronted with an angry god, all you
can do is run. That is why the dragon was reluctant to go through the portal,
it knew what waited on the other side. Hmmph. If all I ever do is teach you this
simple thing, you will have much to thank me for. Not that you will thank me
properly,” he sniffed. In Azib’s mind, he was a hero for running away. Of
course.


Mike swatted at the genie, missing by inches. “It would have been nice
for you to stick around long enough to explain that.”


“I did not think it was necessary to explain the obvious! You did not
suspect something was wrong, when the dragon refused to go through the portal?”


“Well,” Mike rubbed the back of his neck, while I just sat there
looking stupid. “That explains a lot, then.”


“I just thought,” I felt even dumber than Azib’s opinion of me. “The
dragon was frightened by the portal.”


The genie rolled his eyes, while unwrapping the candy. “It certainly should
have been frightened, by the clumsy way you forced open the portal. Why can you
not learn anything? You do the same stupid things
over and over. Your brain,” he rapped his temple with
his knuckles, “is like a rock. Dense, solid, and it cannot grow.”


Usually, I told myself to ignore his insults. Right then, I was too
tired to bother reacting. “Who was this god? Is there something special we
should know about it?”


“He,” the cat cleared his throat, squeezing between Gisele and Isabel
to look up at me. The tip of his tail twitched. Boots repeated, “He.
Not it.”


“OK, I’ll make a note of that. Do you-”


“How did you resist a god?” The cat’s eyes bulged, I’d never seen him
do that. He usually looked at me like I was something he wanted to eat. Or just
toy with and kill.


“It- He, made one mistake. I could feel what it was thinking. It wanted
to kill all of you. Including Duke.”


“Ah,” Mike nodded. He understood.


“Yeah, so fuck that.”


“It didn’t bother you that this god wanted to kill us, but you drew a
line at the dog?”


“It seemed to especially hate Duke, so-”


“You may be a wizard, but I’m pretty sure you are not John Wick.”


“Hey,” I grinned with a shrug, though the motion made my headache
worse. “John Wick is an amateur. He never fought a god, did he?”


“From what you said, you didn’t actually fight any god.”


“It worked.”


“Whatever works,” Mike agreed.


“So,” I asked Boots, “that was a god?”


“Yes,” the cat shivered. “Apophis is-”


“Whoa. Apophis,” I asked. “Like, the Egyptian god?” My knowledge of
that being came not from Wikipedia, but from watching old episodes of Stargate: SG1, which experts consider to be the best source for learning about
ancient Earth mythology. From what I remember, Apophis was not one of the good
guys.


“Egypt has only one God,” Macarius gave me his Death Scowl.


“You know what I mean.”


He wasn’t letting it go. “I do not know what you mean when you use the
word ‘god’ so easily, it-”


“Brother,” Gisele put a hand on his arm. “God has led us to Kazimir. We
must trust that the wizard is pure of faith.”


“Mm,” Macarius grunted, but he also shut up for a minute.


“Mister Boots? We know the name ‘Apophis’ as a, uh, a being from the
Nether who posed as a god, in a land we call ‘Egypt’.”


“A false god,” Macarius couldn’t resist adding, but he nodded for me to
continue.


“This is the same Apophis, that we know?”


“I know of only one Apophis,” the cat said. He shuddered. “One is
enough. He has also used the name ‘Apep’ among others, do you know it?”


“No. OK, so, Apophis was in my head. That sounds nothing but bad.”


“The truth is worse, wizard,” the cat’s tail became still. “I, I do not
wish to speak of it. Not now. Know this: Apophis has only grown in power since
the connection between our worlds was severed.”


“Azib?” I asked.


“Apophis is an elder god, that is true,” the genie said in a whisper.
“In my time, he was only one of many in the pantheon of elder gods but, what I
sensed through the portal,” he shuddered. “Was much more powerful. We would be
wise to avoid portals in the future.”


“You got that right. Kaz,” Mike was looking off into the distance, not
at me. His lips were drawn into a tight line. He was making up his mind about
something. Not what to say. How to say it. How to say what I didn’t want to
hear, so I would listen to him.


“The whole thing was a stupid idea,” I let him off the hook. “That’s
what you were going to tell me, right?”


“That’s the basics, yeah,” he agreed. “We can’t do this again. Not
anything like this again. That dragon didn’t intend to come here, it is just an
animal. You got us to risk everything, so you could get a warm fuzzy feeling
that you’d done the right thing.”


“I did.”


His eyes narrowed. “You’re making this too easy. This is my fault. I
let a boy wizard make decisions.”


He used the word ‘boy’ to bait me, knowing I hated when he or Isabel talked
about me like I was still a dumb teenager. Even when I was a teenager, I wasn’t
dumb like most of my peers. As a fugitive, I couldn’t afford to make dumb
decisions. That forced me to grow up fast.


Part of the reason I didn’t react, didn’t argue, was I was just way too
tired. The adrenaline had worn off, I had a growing headache stabbing at me, my
stomach was flipflopping with nausea, and the vison in my right eye was going
dark. Again. Losing my eyesight might simply be a side effect of me using too
much magic. Hopefully, it was temporary.


Hopefully, I could learn to avoid it.


When I just stared at him silently, he continued. “I should have shot
the thing back in New York. We need to make a deal, if we are to work together
in the future. You make decisions about magic. Anything practical, anything
that affects this world, is my call.” Expecting I
would argue, he added, “Kaz, you almost let an evil god loose in this world.
Nothing good came from this.”


“Are you done?”


“Yeah, mate.” As he spoke, I noticed he had his weight on the balls of
his feet. Keyed up. Ready for a fight. He probably wasn’t aware he was doing
that, it was instinct for him.


“Are you sure? If yelling at me will make you feel better about this
mess, go ahead.”


“I’m done talking. Did you listen?”


“I did, and I understood what you said. Here’s what you need to
understand. From now on, it’s all about magic. Everything, every decision, is
ultimately my call. And, you’re wrong about one thing.”


“What?”


“Something good thing did come from this. Macarius, Gisele,” I turned
to look at them. “Until today, I have to be honest, I
wasn’t sure whether the Convergence thing was real. I trust you,” I assured them. “It’s just, there was no Convergence back when you thought
it would happen. I figured, maybe you missed it, or the wizards who Sent you
were wrong. Potentially, wrong about everything. Now that I’ve had a false god in
my head, I am,” my hands made a motion like pushing poker chips across a table.
“All in. A hundred percent committed. Mike, Isabel, you didn’t feel that thing
in my head. It is entirely evil. It lives to destroy, and it wants our world. To
consume us, everything here. That thing,” I shook my head. “If it gets here,
comes through, we have no defense.”


“I’ll carry a baseball bat, to knock you on the head if you are ever
possessed again,” Mike offered with a tight grin, but he wasn’t joking. “You’re
committed to this now. What does that mean?”


“It means,” my right eye went dark, and the left was seeing through
tunnel vision. “I’m going to act as if it’s up to me to save the world, until
we find someone who knows what they’re doing. I’m not letting anyone get in my
way. That includes the Order, especially the Order. They are on the side of
that thing I sensed? Screw that. The gloves are
coming off, we’re taking the fight to them. Hitting them hard.”



 


 






THE END
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