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Introduction

If I could be any of my characters, I'd be Magdelene. Not because she's the most powerful wizard in the world, although that certainly wouldn't suck, but because she's unapologetically who she is. She's curious, she's kind, she's lusty, she's lazy. She knows what she likes and what she wants and she's not afraid to go after it. She likes comfort and warm sun and cool breezes and men who make music. She's not beautiful and she doesn't care. 

For the most part, she wants to be left alone to sprawl in her hammock and spit watermelon seeds over the seawall. 

She has incredible amounts of natural talent and no ambition at all. 

And she's very, very dangerous. Because she really is the most powerful wizard in the world... and some people tend to react badly to that.

When I created the Magdelene stories, I began with the premise of her literally being the most powerful wizard in the world. No hyperbole. No exaggeration. Fact. There's almost nothing she can't do, should she want to. Now these kinds of incredibly powerful protagonists are tricky because story requires conflict, and if they can't be challenged or defeated, they're, well, they're boring. This is why vampires – strong, fast, immortal, occasionally shape-shifting, almost always hypnotic – can be taken out with a sunlamp and a number two pencil.

I had to give Magdelene a weakness to balance her strength.

And that weakness would be... Magdelene. She doesn't much care about power. Oh, she enjoys it, and she certainly takes advantage of it, but she can be happily distracted by a little sweaty flexing or a slice of key lime pie. As there's no one else who stands a chance of taking her out, Magdelene, as the most powerful wizard in the world, is in conflict with her own nature. 

And, occasionally, demons.

Creating plots got me thinking of stories about gunslingers in the American West. (Canadians didn't have gunslingers. We sent the North West Mounted Police out west first. And then Tim Hortons.) (Kidding. Do you honestly think we could get the police to go west if they didn't have coffee and Timbits waiting for them?) (rimshot)

Anyway... 

I was thinking about the fastest gunslinger in the west tropes – saving the town, challenges from young hotshots, friends and family attacked to get to them – and I thought, what if the part of the gunslinger is played by a cheerfully lazy woman with no fashion sense and eye for a nice pair of biceps? 

And that's Magdelene.

I hope you like her as much as I do.

The lizard? Oh, there must be lizards. Lizards are compulsary.


Order of Appearance

The six Magdelene stories can be read two ways:  more or less chronologically, or in the order I wrote them. Both ways have merits. If you read chronologically, you get Magdelene's life in order, or at least in as much order as Magdelene's life ever manages to be. If you read in the order the stories were written, you get to see how I developed as a storyteller, and how Magdelene's life got richer as I became more skillful.

The table of contents lists them both ways, so you can decide.

[Publisher’s note: The default order for this ebook is the order in which they were written. If that’s your preference, feel free to dive right in! If you’d rather the chronological order, select "The Last Lesson" to go to the first chronological story directly, or from the Table of Contents. At the end of each story, you will find a link to the next chronological story to help you navigate, and each title will bring you back to the Table of Contents.]
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Author's Note for "Third Time Lucky"

I wrote the first draft of this story while I was on vacation in Cuba. Now this was almost thirty years ago so even the main tourist areas weren't as, well, touristy as they currently are, but that didn't really matter because we were nowhere near the main tourist areas. We were in a re-purposed resort for workers in the sugar industry at the other end of the island. Isolated. Gorgeous. Significantly cheaper. Slight danger of being electrocuted in the shower but, hey, nothing's perfect.

While exploring the property, I found a set of hidden concrete stairs that lead down into a tiny cove, and every day after that I sat on the top step for a couple of hours with an old spiral bound notebook and an assortment of pens and wrote a story about what happens when the most powerful wizard in the world is also the laziest wizard in the world. The small, friendly lizards who watched me work became a part of not only this story but of all the Magdelene stories to follow, along with a representative of the semi-feral cats who dined on them. (Pregnant cat, dead lizard; true story.)

The first friend who read "Third Time Lucky" moved all my commas one word to the left. That still happens, but now professionals do it.

I sent the story first to Marion Zimmer Bradley's Sword and Sorceress. She rejected it. Then to Asimov's Science Fiction Magazine. They rejected it. Then I sent it to Amazing Stories and George Scithers, the editor at the time, called me making suggestions for improvements. (It was a simpler time.) A little confused, I asked if this meant that he wanted to see it again after I implemented his suggestions. He sighed and said, "Yes." So I did. And he did. And he bought the story. I got the letter the day before I left on a trip to NYC where I met Sheila Gilbert and passed over the manuscript for Child of the Grove. (Again, simpler time.) And when Sheila asked me if I had any professional credits, I told her, "I just sold a story to George Scithers at Amazing." Maybe that meant she took the manuscript more seriously? Who knows.... but talk about third time lucky.

Excluding the two poems I had published in the Picton Gazette when I was ten (although they paid me five dollars each, I usually do exclude them) "Third Time Lucky" was my first professional sale – the contract is dated 13th September 1985 and it appeared in the November 1986 edition of Amazing Stories.  Because of publishing schedules, it was the second story to come out – the first was "What Little Girls are Made Of" in Magic in Ithkar III – but this, this is where it all started.





Third Time Lucky

The lizard had no idea it was being observed as it lay on top of the low coral wall, its mouth slightly open, its eyes unfocused golden jewels. Its only concern was with the warmth of the spring sun – not that the spring sun was much different from the winter sun.

"The real difference," Magdelene explained every spring to a variety of sweating guests, "is that it goes from being hot to being damned hot."

"How can you stand it?" one visitor had panted, languidly fanning himself with a palm leaf.

Magdelene's grey eyes had crinkled at the corners. "I like it hot." And she'd licked her lips.

The visitor, a handsome young nobleman who'd been sent south by his father until a small social infraction blew over, spent the rest of his life wondering if he'd misunderstood.

The lizard liked it hot as well.

Silk, Magdelene's cat, did not. She was expecting her first litter of kittens, and between the extra weight and the heat she was miserable. She did, however, like lizards.

The lizard never knew what hit him. One moment he was peacefully enjoying the sun, the next he was dangling upside down between uncomfortably sharp teeth being carried into the garden where he was suddenly and painfully dropped. He was stunned for a moment, then scuttled as fast as he could for the safety that beckoned from under a broken piece of tile.

He didn't make it.

Twice more he was lifted, carried, and dropped. Finally he turned, raised his head, and hissed at his tormentor.

Which was quite enough for Silk. She lunged with dainty precision, bit the lizard's head off, then made short work of the rest of it.

"Are you sure you should be eating lizards in your condition?" Magdelene asked. The crunching of tiny bones had distracted her attention from her book.

Silk merely licked her lips disdainfully and stalked away, her distended belly swaying from side to side.

Magdelene laughed and returned to the story. It was a boring tale of two men adventuring in the land of the Djinn, but the friend who had brought it to her had gone to a great deal of trouble, and books were rare – even with that printing device they had come up with in the east – so she read it.

"Mistress, will you be eating in the garden today?"
	"Please, Kali. It'll be happening soon; I want to enjoy the peace while I can."

"Happening again, Mistress?"

"Some people never learn, Kali."
	"One can hope, Mistress," Kali sniffed and went back in the house to prepare lunch.

"One always hopes," Magdelene sighed, "but it doesn't seem to do much good."

She had lived in the turquoise house on the hill for as long as anyone in the fishing village that held her closest neighbours could remember. Great-grandmothers told little children how, when they were young, their great-grandmothers had told them that she had always been there. She had been there so long, in fact, that the villagers took her presence for granted and treated her much the same way as they treated the wind and the coral reef and the sea: with a friendly respect. It had taken them longer to accept Kali and the visible difference of red eyes and ivory horns, but that too had come in time. It had been years since it was considered unusual to see the demon housekeeper in the marketplace arguing over the price of fish. It was, however, still unusual to see her lose the argument.

Occasionally it was useful to have Magdelene for a neighbour.

* * * *

	"Carlos, there's a dragon in the harbour."

The village headman sighed and looked at the three heaps of kindling that had been fishing boats a very short time before. It had been a miracle that all six fishermen had survived. "Yes, M'lady, I know."

"I guess," Magdelene mused, squinting into the wind, her skirt and the two scarves she had wrapped around her breasts snapping and dancing about her, "I should go out and talk to him."

"I'll ready my boat." The headman turned to go, but Magdelene held up her hand.

"Don't bother," she said. "Boats are tippy, unstable little things. I'll walk."

And she did. She got wet to about the knees, the swells making for uneven footing, but, while the villagers watched in awe, she walked out until she stood, bobbing gently up and down with the waves, about five body-lengths from the dragon.

"Well?" she asked.

"Gertz?" replied the huge, silver sea-dragon, extraordinarily puzzled. He turned his head so he could fix her in one opalescent eye.

Magdelene put her hands on her hips.

"Go on," she said firmly. "Shoo!"

The dragon, recognizing the voice of authority, however casual, suddenly decided there was much better fishing further south and left.

The villagers cheered as Magdelene stepped back into the sand. She grinned and curtsied, not gracefully but enthusiastically, then waved a hand at the wreckage. Wood, rope, canvas, and the bits of metal received in trade for fish, shuddered, stirred, then danced themselves back into fishing boats.

Everyone stared in silent surprise. This was more than they'd dared hope for.

"We don't know how to thank you," the headman began, but his wife interrupted.

"Just say the words, for Netos' sake," she muttered, knowing her husband's tendency to orate at the slightest provocation. "The lady knows what she's done, she doesn't need you telling her."

Carlos sighed. "Thank you."

Magdelene twinkled at him. "You're welcome." Then she went home to browbeat Kali into baking something sweet for supper. She hadn't got halfway up the hill before the boats were putting out to replace the morning's lost catch.

* * * *

Two days later the soldiers came.

"It is happening, Mistress."

"Yes, Kali, I know."

"What would you have me do?"

"I think..." Magdelene shaded her eyes with her hand. "I think you should make lunch for six. We'll eat in the garden."

The captain had been sent by his king to bring back the most powerful wizard in the world. What he and the four soldiers he'd brought with him were supposed to do if the wizard refused to cooperate was beyond him. Die, he suspected. The wizard had been ridiculously easy to find; legends – and the memory of some of them caused him to shift uneasily on his saddle – had led him right to her. He wasn't sure what he'd expected, but it wasn't a woman around his own age of forty, with laughing eyes and a sunburned nose who was barely dressed.

"I'm looking," he said stiffly, stopping his small troop at the gate in the coral wall, "for Magdelene, the Wizard."

"You're looking at her." Magdelene liked large, well-muscled, dark-eyed men with grizzled beards – even if they were wearing too much clothing – so she gave the captain her best smile.

The captain showed no visible reaction, but behind him young Colin smiled back. The most powerful wizard in the world reminded him of his Aunt Maya.

"I am here to take you to Bokta..."
	"And where in the Goddess' creation is that?"

"North," he said flatly; worship of the Goddess had been outlawed in Bokta for several dozen years. "Very far north."

"Why does he always go north?" Magdelene asked Silk, who had shown up to see what was going on. "What's wrong with east, or west, or even further south?"

Silk neither knew nor cared; and as she didn't much like horses, she padded off to find some shade.

Magdelene looked up to find the captain glaring at her and was instantly, although not very sincerely, contrite. "I'm sorry. You were saying?"

"I am here to escort you to Bokta so you may prove yourself to be the most powerful wizard in the world. My king does not believe you are."

"Really? And who told him I wasn't?"

A small smile cracked the captain's beard. "I believe it was his wizard."

"I'll bet," said Magdelene dryly. "And if I don't come?"

"Then I'm to tell you that the wizard will destroy twenty people daily from the time I return without you until you appear."

Magdelene's eyes went hard. "Will he?"

"Yes."

"That son of a bitch!" She considered that for a moment and grinned ruefully at her choice of phrase. "We can leave tomorrow. I'd travel faster on my own, but we'd best follow procedure."

She stepped back and the five men rode into the yard. Suddenly, there was no gate in the corral wall.

"Oh, put that away," she chided a nervous soldier, who clutched his sword in an undeniably threatening manner. "If those great big horses of yours can't jump a three-foot wall, even in this heat, you're in trouble. Besides, you couldn't kill me if you wanted to. I've been dead, and it isn't all it's cracked up to be."

The sword remained pointed at her throat.

"Garan!" snapped the captain.

"But sir..."

"Put it away!"

"Yes, sir."

Scowling, the captain swung off his horse. "Then we are your prisoners."

"Don't be ridiculous, you're my guests. Unsaddle your horses and turn them loose over there. They'll be well taken care of." She turned and headed for the garden. "Then you can join me for lunch. I hope you like shrimp." She paused and faced them again, noting with amusement that they were looking slightly stunned. "And please don't draw on my housekeeper, her feelings are easily hurt."

* * * *

A small problem arose the next morning.

"You have no horse?" the captain asked incredulously.

Magdelene shook her head. "I can't ride. No sense of rhythm." She slapped her hands in front of her to illustrate the point. "I go one way, the horse goes another and we meet in the middle. Incredibly uncomfortable way to travel."

As children in Bokta rode before they walked, it hadn't occurred to the captain that the wizard would not have a horse. Or that she'd be unwilling to get one.

"Never mind," she said comfortingly, "we'll stop by the village on our way and borrow Haylio's donkey and cart."

"Donkey and cart?" repeated the captain weakly.

"He's not very fast, but I can sit in a cart with the best of folk." She waved a hand and the gate reappeared in the wall.

"Mistress?" Kali stood in the garden. "When will you return?"

"How long will it take us to get to this Bokta place?" Magdelene queried the captain, who, in company with his men, was eyeing Kali nervously. Garan had his hand on his sword.

"About three months."

"Then expect me back in about three months plus a day. Or two. Maybe three at the outside. After all," she added for her escort's benefit, "I don't intend to take the scenic route back. And you," she wagged a finger at Silk who was lying at Kali's feet. "You take care of yourself, and no more lizards."

Silk inspected a perfectly groomed silver paw and refused to answer.

* * * *

It was a strange cavalcade that moved north along the coast road: five great warhorses carrying overdressed and sweaty soldiers, bracketing a medium-sized donkey pulling a two-wheeled cart and the most powerful wizard in the world.

Magdelene sang loudly and tunelessly as they travelled, her songs usually the type gently-bred females were not supposed to know.

"Madam!" The captain had stood it as long as he was able.

A bawdy lyric, in an impossible key, faded to silence. "Something troubling you?"
	"It's that song..."

"Really? Am I corrupting your men?"

"No, but you're scaring the horses."

For a moment the captain anticipated being turned into something unpleasant, then Magdelene threw back her head and laughed long and hard.

"Point taken," she gasped when the laughter finally let her talk. "I've no music at all and I know it. Do you sing, Captain?"

"No."

She grinned up at him. "Pity. I'm very..." She paused and her smile grew thoughtful as she remembered. "...amiable to men who make music."

On his way back to the front of the line the captain almost succeeded in not wondering just how amiable this wizard could be.

* * * *

The soldiers treated Magdelene with a mixture of fear and respect, fear winning most often, for their king's wizard had taught them to dread the breed; all save Colin, who treated her much the same as he treated his Aunt Maya. Magdelene, who had never been anyone's aunt, slipped happily into the role, and Colin became the only one of the fair-skinned northerners to stop burning and peeling and burning again.

"Well, I don't care what you say," growled Garan. "Ain't nobody's aunt can grab a fistful of fire, then sit there tossing it from hand to hand."

"I don't think she was aware she was doing it."

"That don't make it better!"

* * * *

They reached Denada in three and a half weeks. Even forced to the donkey's pace, that was two days faster than it had taken going the other way.

The captain sighed in relief; he'd about had it with the perpetual heat of the southlands. Even the rain was warm. He spurred his horse towards the city gate.

"Uh, sir?"

"Now what?" He wheeled around, narrowly missed running down a farmer with a basket of yams on his head, and was soundly cursed. When he reached the cart, Magdelene had removed her small bundle of belongings and was kissing the soft, grey muzzle of the donkey.

"What are you doing?"

She grinned up at him. "What does it look like? I'm kissing the donkey."

Colin snickered but managed to school his expression before the captain could look his way.

The captain sighed. "Metros give me strength," he prayed. "Why are you kissing the donkey?"

"Because I'm sending him home." She flicked the animal between his eyes with the first two fingers of her left hand.

Half a startled bray hung on the air, but the donkey and the cart were gone.

"Can your Aunt Maya do that?" hissed Garan.

Colin had to admit she couldn't.

"Why not send us to Bokta that way," demanded the captain, walking his horse through the space where the donkey had been, making sure it had truly vanished, "and avoid all this damned travelling."

"I know where I've been," Magdelene replied gravely, "but even I don't know where I'm going to be until I get there." She shouldered her bag and headed for the gate. The captain and his men could only follow.

The five northern soldiers on their massive war horses made little stir as they moved the width of the city, from the gate to the harbour. After all, they had been there less than two months before, and Denada, a cosmopolitan city with traders arriving daily from exotic places, saved its wonder for the truly unusual. Only a few street whores took any notice of the men, and no one at all noticed the most powerful wizard in the world.

Denada's harbour was huge: twenty ships could tie up, and there was room for another thirty to ride at anchor. Miraculously, the Raven, the ship that had carried the soldiers across the inland sea, was still docked and appeared to have just finished loading.

"Two months!" boomed her master, bounding down the gangway. "Two months I've sat here since you rode away! First, I have to clean the stink of those abominable animals out of my forward hold, then what happens but my steersman, may his liver be eaten by cockroaches, sets sail with a hangover, and we come up bang on a reef and rip off half the keel. It's a miracle, although no gods have yet claimed it, that we made it back here for repairs. Now, at last, we're ready to sail." He pounded the captain's shoulder enthusiastically. "So, what can I do for you?"

"I need passage north for myself, my men, and our horses. And for this lady here."
	"Again with the horses!" He didn't give Magdelene, who was dropping stale journey bread into the water to feed the fish, a second glance. "Still, as I already have a hold that stinks like a stable... fourteen gold pieces."

"All right, I..."

"Two," said Magdelene, her eyes glinting dangerously as she dusted crumbs off her hands.

The ship's master stared accusingly at the captain. "I thought you said she was a lady? Fourteen I say, and fourteen it is."

After a spirited discussion, they settled on eight. The captain paid up, and Magdelene deftly lifted four gold pieces from his pouch.

"Hey!"

"You're still up two," she said sweetly. "While you load the horses, I'm going shopping."
	"Don't tell me," muttered Garan, stopping Colin before he could speak. "Your Aunt Maya loves to shop."

Hours passed, the ship was ready to sail on the evening tide, and Magdelene had still not returned. Both worried and annoyed, the captain walked to the end of the docks to look for her. He was considering a trip into the city when she came barrelling around a corner, a grimy urchin heavily laden with packages in tow, and crashed into his arms.

"Here, take these." She shoved the parcels at him and tossed the boy a silver piece. "Thanks for the help, kid, now beat it before the mob gets here."
	"Where have you been?" demanded the captain as they trotted towards the ship. "We're ready to leave. Why are we running an..." He stopped. "Mob? What mob?"

Magdelene got him moving again. "I cured a blind beggar. It drew a bit of a crowd. Good thing the kid knew a short cut."

They sprinted up the gangway just as the leading edge of the mob appeared at the end of the docks. A cry went up as Magdelene was spotted.

"Why didn't you do something a little less spectacular," muttered the captain, tossing the packages over the rail, then vaulting it himself. "Like raising the dead."

"I did that the last time." She accepted his helping hand, having somehow managed to become tangled in a stray line. "This time I was trying to keep a low profile."

"You've been here before then."

"Twice."

"Well, maybe next time you can pass through without starting a riot." He shouted to the ship's master to cast off, but it was unnecessary. The instant Magdelene's foot touched the deck, ropes untied themselves and the Raven slipped its mooring just ahead of the first hysterical Denadan.

"Why," asked the captain, using the toe of his boot on a package in danger of going overboard, "does the most powerful wizard in the world have to run from a crowd of shopkeepers and beggars?"
	Magdelene collapsed on a bale of rope. "I'll let you in on a secret," she panted. "I'm also the laziest wizard in the world. Running was definitely the least complicated thing to do."

* * * *

The trip across the inland sea had never been done faster. The Raven seemed to barely touch the waves, and the wind never left her sails.

"I don't like boats," Magdelene explained when the captain voiced his suspicions about the wind. "They make me sick. It's worse than being pregnant."

He stared at her in surprise. He'd never thought of her having a life like other women. "You had children?"

"Have," she corrected, and it wasn't just the sea that chased the laughter from her eyes. "One. A son. Goddess knows why I ever let his father talk me into it."

"He could make music," the captain suggested.

Some of the laughter returned. "He could at that."

The ship rolled, and the most powerful wizard in the world turned slightly green.

"Oh, lizard piss!" she muttered and headed for the rail.

* * * *

The Raven docked in Finera in eighteen days. The previous record was twenty-seven.

"Any time you want to travel the seas, Lady Wizard, you are most welcome to sail with me."

Magdelene smiled stiffly at the ship's master, "Next time I travel, I'll walk." She gripped Colin's arm tightly as he helped her down the gangway. "Sometimes, I think he situates himself purposefully so that I have to travel by sea."

Colin looked puzzled.

"Never mind, dear. Just get me somewhere that isn't moving."

"Take her to the Laughing Boar," bellowed the captain over the squeals of the horse being lifted from the hold. "We'll spend the night."

The Laughing Boar was the largest inn in Finera and a favourite with the caravan masters who came into the city to trade with ships from the south. As they crossed the common room, Magdelene counted fifteen different dialects; one of which, she was surprised to note, she didn't know. Her room was large and cheerful and so, she observed with satisfaction, was the bed.

"This ought to make him sit up and take notice." She winked at her reflection, now clad in a dangerously low-cut green silk gown, and went looking for the captain.

Later that night he sat on the edge of her bed, suddenly unsure.

"What's wrong?" she asked, gently tweaking a wiry curl.

He caught her hand. "Did you use your magic to bring me here?"
	She smiled, and there was nothing, and everything, magic in the smile. "Only the magic that women have been using on men since the Goddess created the world."

"Oh." He considered for a moment. "That's all right then." And he lowered himself to her lips.

Next morning, as he left Magdelene's room, the captain bumped into Colin in the corridor. The young man executed a parade-ground-perfect salute and marched briskly off down the hall, his face a study in suppressed laughter.

"Smart-assed kid," muttered the captain. He straightened his tunic, and stomped off to find breakfast.

* * * *

"Will we have to camp in this?" Magdelene asked anxiously, watching water stream off the shield she'd raised over the entire group. Even Garan was forced to agree there were certain advantages in travelling with a wizard.

"Not for a while," Colin reassured her. "We follow the Great North Road over half the way, and it seems to be lined with inns."

Magdelene eyed the broad back of the captain. "Good."

* * * *

"I'd like to see you claim resemblance to your Aunt Maya now." Garan wiped foam off his mouth onto his sleeve. "She's used her blasted magic to bewitch the captain."
	"That's all you know," Colin chuckled, finishing his own ale. "My family lives in the capital, and Aunt May has bedded the captain."

* * * *

When they reached the border of Bokta, a full division of the King's Guard awaited them, darkly impressive in their black and silver armour.

"This is the best you could do?" sneered the guard captain, staring disdainfully down his narrow nose at Magdelene in her pony cart. "The king and his wizard are not going to be pleased."

It had been a long trip and Magdelene was not in the best of moods. "How would you like to spend the rest of your life as a tree frog?" she asked conversationally.

The guard captain ignored her. "Can't you keep her quiet?" he drawled, ennui dripping from the words.

It was difficult to say who was more surprised, the division of King's Guard or the tree frog clinging to the saddle of the guard captain's horse. The horse seemed unimpressed.

"Magdelene," sighed the captain, "change him back."

"He's a pompous ass," Magdelene protested sulkily.

"Granted, but he's also the king's favorite nephew. Please."

"Oh, all right." She waved her hand. The guard captain cheeped once, found himself back in his own body, and fainted. It was a rather subdued trip into the capital.

* * * *

The king's wizard stirred the entrails of the goat with the tip of his bloody knife. She was here, in the palace, and when he defeated her he would be the most powerful wizard in the world! Power. He could feel it burning through him, lighting fires of destruction that he would release to obliterate this woman, this Magdelene.

He wiped the knife on a skin taken whole off a stillborn babe, twitched his robes into place, and left his sanctum. Behind him, blood began to drip off the table and form a pool on the carpet.

The king was waiting in the corridor, nervously pacing up and down. He stopped when the wizard emerged, and his two men-at-arms thankfully fell into place behind him.

"She's in the Palace. We must hurry or we won't be in the throne room when she arrives." 	The wizard merely nodded curtly. His measured stride didn't change.

"You are sure you can defeat her?" The king, left standing, scrambled to catch up.

"I have studied for over a hundred years. I command the demons of the Netherworld. I control the elements. I can easily defeat one ancient woman."

Magdelene's actual appearance came as a bit of a shock to both men. The crystal had only ever shown her location, never the wizard herself. This was the most powerful wizard in the world? This laughing woman who wasn't even wearing wizardly robes? The king almost chuckled as he took his seat.

* * * *

Magdelene approached the throne with the captain, bowed when he did, and clicked her tongue when she looked up at the king's wizard. Thick grey hair sprang from a widow's peak and curled on his shoulders, his eyes were sunken black pits, his nails were claws on the end of long and skinny fingers, and his stooped body was covered in a black robe so closely embroidered with cabalistic symbols that from a distance it looked more gold than black.

"If he'd just once realize that self-control comes first," she hissed to the captain as a herald announced them.

The whispers of the court fell silent as the king's wizard stepped forward. "I have summoned you to prove yourself," he declared in ponderous tones, blue fire crackling eerily about him.

The captain shifted his weight so that his cloak fell free of his sword. He had always hated this wizard, this scrawny, grey, scarecrow of a man, and had it not been for the innocent lives that would have been forfeit he would have never brought Magdelene here to him. At least not after he'd gotten to know her.

Magdelene successfully fought the urge to giggle. "Interesting outfit, Tristan. Demon-made?"

"My name is Polsarr," snarled the wizard, his lips pulled back over startlingly white teeth.

"Your name," said Magdelene mildly, "is Tristan. I should know, I gave it to you. And now," she turned to the king, "I'd like to be shown to my room, it's been a long trip."

"You are not going anywhere, woman!" bellowed Polsarr. "Until I banish you into darkness!"

"Oh? And would you have everyone say that you defeated the most powerful wizard in the world only because she was exhausted and irritable from four days of bumping over incredibly bad roads?"

The king tugged on Polsarr's sleeve. "We don't want that! There must be no doubt when you win."

Polsarr glowered and muttered, but finally had to agree the king was right. "Enjoy your rest," he snarled. "It will be your last." He stalked from the room.

"If he really wants to prove his power," Magdelene muttered to the king, "he should do something about those roads."

The king ignored that. "Captain, take her to the south tower in the east wing. And Captain, you and your men will guard this wizard one more night."

The captain bowed and backed away. Magdelene gave the king her second-best smile and followed.

At the tower – which was as far away from the rest of the Palace as it was possible to get and still be in the Palace – the captain dismissed his men.

"Be back at dawn," he told them. "Even if the king's wizard decides to attack tonight, there's nothing you could do."

Colin raised an eyebrow at the phrasing, but he went with the rest.

The tower was deserted and, judging by the unbroken layer of dust, hadn't been used in years. Magdelene waved a hand at her bag, and it trailed behind them up the stairs.

"The man's as big an ass as the king's nephew."

There was no need to ask who she meant.

"He's not much like you."

"Thank you. He's not much like his father either. That man didn't have an ambitious bone in his body." She sighed. "Maybe I should've encouraged the kid's musical talents."

The captain threw open a door leading to an old-fashioned bedchamber.

"If I remember correctly, this is the only furnished room in the tower."

Magdelene stepped inside, the bag settling to the floor at her feet. "It's not that bad. The bed looks solid enough for one night at least." She grinned over her shoulder at the captain, only to find him hesitating in the doorway. "What's wrong?"

"I'll stand guard in the hall. You'll need your strength for tomorrow."

"And I want your strength tonight," she told him gently, drawing him into the room and shutting the door.

Some hours later, the captain untangled himself from her embrace and rolled over on his back. "Is there anything," he asked, trying to get his breath back, "that you don't do well?"

Magdelene ran her fingers through the matted hair on his chest. "I'm a lousy mother," she admitted.

* * * *

Everyone with a plausible excuse crowded into the throne room the next morning. People were packed so tightly against the walls, they had to cooperate with their neighbours in order to breathe. Even the queen, who hated public functions and wanted only to be left alone, was there. The king was almost quivering with excitement, anticipating when he would control the most powerful wizard in the world. Polsarr stood alone in the centre of the room.

When Magdelene entered, the room released a collective sigh. She had not escaped in the night.

Leaving the captain and his men by the door, Magdelene walked forward until she stood only three body-lengths from her son.

"Morning, Tristan. Sleep well?"

Polsarr ignored the question. He drew himself up to his full height and declared, "Already I have defeated seven lesser mages."

"Seven," said Magdelene. "Imagine that."

"I banished even the mighty Joshuae to the Netherworld!" He saw what he thought was worry in Magdelene's eyes and chuckled.

Magdelene wasn't worried. She was annoyed. "You banished Joshuae to the Netherworld? That was remarkably rude; the man is your name-father."
	"I HAVE NO NAME-FATHER!"

His outraged volume was impressive.

"Well, you don't now, that's for sure. I only hope he finds his way back."

"I WAS BORN IN THE BELLY OF THE MOUNTAIN AND SPEWED FORTH WITH FIRE AND MOLTEN ROCK!"

Magdelene sighed. "And the time before this you were ripped from the loins of the North Wind. The time before that..." Her brow wrinkled. "I don't remember the time before that, but it was equally ridiculous I'm sure. Now, can we get on with this?"

Polsarr shrieked with wordless rage. Blue lightning leapt from his fingertips.

Magdelene stood unconcerned, and the lightning missed.

A fireball grew in Polsarr's hand. When it reached the size of a wagon wheel he threw it. And then another. And then another.

Magdelene disappeared within the fire. The flames burnt viciously for a moment, then suddenly died down. Although the floor was blackened and warped, Magdelene remained unscorched.

Polsarr screamed a hideous incantation, spittle flying from his lips to sizzle on the floor. There was a blinding red flash between the wizards... and then a demon.

The demon was three times the size of a man, with green scaled skin and burning red eyes. Six-inch tusks drew its mouth back into a snarl and poisons dripped from the scimitar-shaped talons that curved out from both hands and feet. It raised heavily muscled arms, screamed, and lurched towards Magdelene.

Magdelene looked it right in the eye.

The demon stopped screaming.

She folded her arms across her chest, and her foot began to tap.

The demon paused and reconsidered. Suddenly, recognition dawned. It gave a startled shriek and vanished.

Polsarr began to gather darkness about him, but Magdelene raised her hand.

"Enough," she sighed, and snapped her fingers.

When the smoke cleared, the most powerful wizard in the world cradled a baby in her arms. Polsarr's robe lay empty on the floor, and the wizard was nowhere to be seen.

"Here, hold this." She handed the baby to the king. "I want to say good-bye to some people." She walked to the door where the captain and his men still stood. The silence was overwhelming as the audience tried very hard not to attract the wizard's attention.

"Colin."

The young man stepped forward, for the first time a little afraid.

"This is for you." She wrestled a silver ring with three blue stones off her finger. "There aren't many wizards left in the world, but should you run afoul of one this will protect you." Then she grinned, and everything was all right. "Only from wizards though: it won't raise a finger against outraged parents." She pulled a string of coral beads out of the air and dropped them on his palm. "These are for your Aunt Maya." Reaching up, she pulled his head down until she could whisper in his ear. "Tell her I said..." Magdelene paused, glanced at the captain, and snickered in a very unwizardlike way. "Never mind. If we're as much alike as you seem to think, she'll come up with it on her own." A kiss on the forehead and she released him. "Come and visit me some time."

"I will."

She moved over to the captain and took both his hands in hers. "It won't be very safe here for you now. You were responsible for me, and I defeated the king's wizard."

They both turned to look at the king who was holding the baby as if he'd rather be holding the demon.

The captain smiled down at her. "I was thinking of leaving the king's service anyway."

"That might be a good idea. You can always come and stay with me; young Tristan is going to need a father figure." She gurgled with laughter at the look of terror on his face, kissed him hard enough to carry the feel of his lips away with her, and went to collect her son.

"You really should keep a better eye on him," she said to the queen, with a nod to the king who was rubbing at the damp spot on his knee.

And then she vanished.

* * * *

"Not again, Mistress," sighed Kali as Magdelene handed her the baby.

"Sure looks that way." Magdelene sighed as well, then grinned at a suddenly inspired thought. "See if you can find his father's lute!" she called after the demon and went to look for Silk and her kittens.
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And Who is Joah?

The green and gold lizard leapt from his favourite sunning spot and darted for a crevice in the coral wall. Although he moved with panicked speed, another tiny missile bounced off his tail before he reached sanctuary. Once safe, he turned and allowed himself the luxury of an unwinking glare at his attacker.

Magdelene sputtered with laughter and spit another watermelon seed over the wall. "If you'd held still, little one," she admonished, waving a gnawed bit of rind, "I'd never have hit you."

The lizard gave that statement the answer it deserved. Whether she'd meant it or not, he had been hit, and a lizard's dignity is easily wounded. He flicked his tongue at the wizard and then vanished into the dark and secret passageways of the wall.

Magdelene laughed again, tossed the rind on the growing pile to her left, and plucked another slice of fruit from the diminishing pile to her right. It was a beautiful day. Not a cloud blemished the sky, and the heat of the sun lay against her skin like velvet. She stretched luxuriously and considered how wonderful life could be when there was nothing to do but lie in the garden and spit seeds into the ocean.

"You don’t look much like a wizard."

At the sound of that clear, young voice, Magdelene unstretched so rapidly she cramped her neck. Fortunately, before she could add to the damage by turning, the owner of the voice came forward to perch on the wall and peer with frank curiosity at the woman in the chair.

She was small, this intruder, and young; probably no more than thirteen years old, still a child, but already beginning to show signs of the great beauty that would be hers as an adult. Her skin was the deep, warm brown of liquid chocolate, and her black hair curled tight to her head. The linen shift she wore was torn and travel-stained, but still held the hint of bright embroidery beneath the dirt.

The dark skin, even more than the calloused and dusty feet, told of the long road from the child’s southern home. The most northerly cities of her people were more than six weeks’ hard walk away, and her dialect placed her home farther south than that. Her presence in the garden gave rise to an amazing number of questions. Perhaps the most important was how had she done the impossible and entered the garden with neither Magdelene nor Kali, the housekeeper, aware of her.

"I came through the gate," she replied simply when asked.

Magdelene blinked at that. The coral wall didn't usually have a gate. After a moment of mutual staring, she asked, "Who are you?"

"I am Joah."

"And who is Joah?"

"Me." Golden flecks danced in Joah's eyes. "You don't look much like a wizard," she repeated, grinning.

Magdelene couldn’t help but grin back. "That depends on what you expect a wizard to look like."

Joah nodded, but her face clearly said she hadn't expected anything like what she’d found: a naked woman, not young, for the untidy mass of red-brown hair was lined with grey, laying in the sun with watermelon juice running between her breasts to pool amid the faint stretch marks on her belly. If she were less pink, the girl realized suddenly, she'd look much like Lythia. And no one would ever mistake her father's good-natured and indolent third wife for a wizard.

The two stared at each other for a moment longer – brown eyes curious, grey eyes thoughtful.

"I don’t usually have unexpected visitors," Magdelene said at last. She took an absentminded bite from the slice of watermelon she still held. That the child had power was obvious from the moment she'd entered the garden unannounced. That the child had so much power – and Magdelene in all her dealings with wizards had never touched anyone with a higher potential – was another thing entirely. "Well," she finally continued, as Joah seemed content to sit and stare, "now that you're here, what did you plan to do?"

Joah spread her hands. "They say you’re the best. I want you to teach me."

"Oh." It lacked a little something as a response, but it was all Magdelene could think of to say. No was out of the question. Untrained, Joah would be a hazard to all around her and a temptation to those who would use her for their own ends. Magdelene sighed and said good-bye to lazy afternoons in the garden. It looked like she had an apprentice.

"You might as well have some watermelon." Magdelene sighed again. Even to her own ear that sounded less than welcoming, and the smile that went with it was barely second best. She dragged herself from the chair and walked over to the wall, handing Joah the half-eaten piece of fruit she carried. "I'll show you around as soon as I've washed up." That was a little better. Very little. She hoped the child realized it was nothing personal… just… well… an apprentice? Magdelene couldn’t remember the last time she'd even considered an apprentice, and suspected it was because she never had. She clambered to the top of the low barricade and launched herself off the cliff in a graceful dive… which unfortunately flattened out just above the water.

A resounding slap broke the even rhythm of the waves.

"Lizard piss," said the most powerful wizard in the world a moment later. "That hurt."

* * * *

"But why doesn’t she ever do any magic?" Joah, industriously scraping clean one of Kali's largest mixing bowls, demanded of the demon. "I mean, if you didn’t know who she was, she could just be somebody's mother."

"She is."

"That doesn't count." Joah dismissed Magdelene's absent son with a slightly sticky wave of her hand. "The old shaman back in the cohere used to do more hocus-pocus, even if she wouldn't teach me any of it. Do you know what Magdelene told me she did this morning? She said she was arguing with the wind god to stop him from destroying the village."

"She was."

"Yeah, right. Even if there is such a god, you just don't go out and argue with him. I mean, you've got to do things first – light fires, wave wands, sacrifice goats."

"Hard on the goats."

"Ok, skip the goats. But you don't just go argue with a god. I mean, it's undignified. I'm finished with this bowl. Can I have that one now?" Bowls were duly exchanged. As to ivory horns and burning red eyes, well to dark-skinned Joah everyone in this part of the world looked strange. And the demon certainly could cook. "Do you know what she's teaching me? She says I have to know myself and keeps asking me who I am. As if I didn't know who I was. I grew up with me. This is new. What flavour are these?"

"Pumpkin."

"What’s a pumpkin? Never mind, it doesn't matter as long as it tastes good. She says all power comes from within and that self-discipline is the key to all magic."

"It is."

"Ha," Joah snorted. "You’re just saying that because of the chickens. I mean, I'm glad you took care of them while I was busy, but I was going to get to them. I really was." She licked the last bit of batter from her fingers and studied her hands.

"Remember," Magdelene had said, "how your hands looked when you were a baby. Imagine how they’ll look when you are old." As she spoke, her hands shifted and changed, fat and dimpled one second, gnarled and spotted the next. "When you can do this, then we'll go on."

Joah's hands had stubbornly stayed the age they were, although to her astonishment she had watched a scrape across her knuckles heal in seconds.

Now, she sat and watched her nails slowly growing and muttered over and over, "I am Joah. I am Joah." A dimple flickered for an instant on her wrist. "I am bored," she said aloud.

"JOAH!" Magdelene's summons, in less than dulcet tones, echoed around the kitchen. "I NEED YOU IN THE TOWER! AND RIGHT AWAY!"

The girl grinned at the demon and swung gracefully off her perch on the high stool. "She needs me in the tower right away," she explained unnecessarily and skipped from the room.

Kali shook her head, retrieved her bowl, and, although her face had not been built for the expression, looked relieved.

* * * *

Magdelene's tower was only one of the peculiarities of the turquoise house on the hill. From the outside, it appeared to be no more than a second-story cupola. From the inside, the view put the room some fifty feet above the rest of the house. And the room was mostly view; walls provided only an anchorage for the roof and a place to hang the huge window shutters.

It was a little longer than right away before Joah appeared in the tower. She'd run out of the kitchen into a hall she'd never seen before, and it took some time to reorient.

"Why," she demanded, throwing herself down on a pile of cushions and narrowly missing the overweight black cat who'd curled up there for a nap, "did you make this place so much bigger on the inside than on the outside?"

Magdelene shrugged. "It left more room for the garden."

"Well, then can't you get it to stop shifting around? I mean, I never know where I am."

The most powerful wizard in the world considered it. The house had been getting more eccentric of late. Visitors often discovered that the shortest distance between two points became the long way around. Eventually, Joah would learn to impose her will on the building; in the meantime, chaos was a handy way of preventing her from discovering there were places she was not permitted to find.

"I can," said Magdelene at last. "But I won't." She dropped to the cushions beside the apprentice. The cat stalked off to find a safer place to sleep. "What do you have to say about this?" She waved a hand at the oval mirror propped by the south windows.

"Wow! Is that ever great!" Joah leaned forward, her eyes wide. "When are you going to teach me to do that?"

The mirror held a bird’s-eye view of a running man. Except that it was totally without sound, the two wizards might have been looking out another window.

"When I think you're ready," Magdelene replied firmly. The view moved closer. "Do you know this man?"

Joah nodded, her face splitting in a grin. "Oh, yes. That’s Zayd, one of my brothers. I mean, one of my older brothers. He's one of the first six."

"The first six?"

"Father's first wife had six sons, which pretty much secured the heritage, but Father took another four wives anyway. Mother says that was a good thing 'cause it needs five women to get all the work done around the cohere and take care of Father too."

"Joah, tell me your father isn’t the Tamalair."

"Well, I'll tell you if you want me to, but he is." The grin disappeared. "That doesn't matter, does it? You won't send me away."

"Probably not." Magdelene put an arm around the girl and hugged her close. "I've gotten kind of used to having you around. But, if your father is the ruler of Alair, that does explain why this young man is a scant twenty-four hours away and still running hard."

Joah giggled. "Zayd isn’t young. He's almost as old as you."

Magdelene laughed and somehow didn't look much older than Joah while she did it. "Impudent brat. No one is as old as I am."

Joah stuck out her tongue, and Magdelene attacked. Unfortunately, the most powerful wizard in the world was the more ticklish of the two, and Joah soon began to turn the tables.

The shriek of the wind through the room and the crash of the mirror on the tiled floor stilled the laughter. Magdelene stood, pulled Joah up from the cushions, and with a wave of her hand backed the wind out the windows and blocked its re-entry. They stared down at the shards of glass, each fragment holding the entire original image. Magdelene shook her head.

"You broke that mirror," she said firmly out the west window. "The seven-year curse I place on you."

Joah's hand tightened on her teacher's. Just for a heartbeat, she saw a man's face, huge and ethereal and looking more than a little miffed, hanging over the ocean to the west.

* * * *

"Mistress, the..."

"Not now, Kali, whatever it is. That little imp spent the morning badgering me, and I'm exhausted." Magdelene closed her eyes and a breeze came out of nowhere to rock the hammock. "She wanted me to teach her how to shoot lightning bolts from her fingertips. Lightning bolts, yet. I finally taught her sparks. I'm sorry, Kali, but she just wore me down."

"Mistress, the way has been opened."

Not even the most powerful wizard in the world can jerk erect in a hammock with impunity.

"I should have strengthened the wards," Magdelene muttered as the demon untangled her. "If the ones around the garden didn't stop her, how could I expect those to?"

"As much my fault as yours, Mistress. I said nothing to you about her rapid control of the house."

Magdelene waved that away. "I knew about it. The child's power is incredible, and she gains control daily."

"Then you think she lives?"

The wizard paused in the doorway and allowed herself a small grin. "I think she's a royal pain in the ass to somebody else at this very moment. They'll want to use her power, not destroy it. You start cooking, I'll change into something warmer, and then I'll see about kicking some ass myself." She paused and waved a gate into the coral wall. "Big brother's about due. Might as well make it easy for him."

As Magdelene ran into the kitchen some moments later, Joah’s older brother entered the garden. Kali turned from the stove, but Magdelene waved her back. She grabbed a couple of muffins and headed for the confrontation.

* * * *

Zayd stared suspiciously around. The place looked ordinary enough, but he didn't trust wizards. He'd dealt with the shamans of his father's court, and he knew where wizards were concerned things were seldom as they seemed. He had no intention of letting this wizard take him by surprise. He would grab the child and go, and if anyone or anything tried to stop him… He gripped his broad-bladed spear tighter.

Magdelene watched a rivulet of sweat run over the corded muscles of his stomach to disappear behind his embroidered, linen loincloth. He looked to be about twenty years older than Joah; tall and sleekly muscular. His skin was a little darker and, just now, glistened in the sunlight. She smiled. Even in the midst of disaster, Magdelene could appreciate the finer things in life.

"If you’re looking for Joah," she said at last, rolling her eyes as Zayd leapt backward and dropped his spear into a fighting stance, "she isn’t here."

"Where is the wizard?" Zayd demanded.

Magdelene polished off a muffin and bowed.

"You?" He recovered faster than most. "What have you done with my sister, Wizard?"

"I haven't done anything with her, but about two hours ago she wandered into the Netherworld." Magdelene stopped his charge, freezing him in a ridiculous and very uncomfortable position. "Now, you can stay like that for a while, or you can believe me when I say I had nothing to do with it and help me go bring her back."

Zayd considered it and found he believed her. Not even a wizard would send another to the realm of the demonkind and then risk her own life with a rescue. "If you're going after her," he said grimly, "I'm going with you." No sooner did the words leave his mouth than the hold on him released and he dropped face first to the dirt. He scowled up into laughing, grey eyes.

"Sorry," she said, holding out her hand. "I forgot that would happen."

That he didn’t believe, and he got to his feet without her help. Still, he realized that a man who attacks the most powerful wizard in the world should expect a little discomfort, and he held no grudge. He brushed himself off and met her eyes squarely. "What I can do, I will. Command me."

Magdelene bit her lip and got her thoughts back to her unfortunate apprentice. 
"Goddess," she muttered, "you’d be proud of me now." She headed for the house, indicating that Zayd should follow. "First of all, we'll find you some warmer clothes. You'd freeze in what you have on. The Netherworld is always cold, and I think they lower the temperature more for me. They know I hate it and…" She paused at his exclamation. "Oh. That’s Kali."

Kali nodded and took a pie from the oven.

Zayd looked from the demon to the table groaning under its load of food. He was willing to accept the demon, most wizards kept a familiar, but he had a little trouble when Magdelene slid into a chair and began to eat.

"My sister lies in the Netherworld and you fill your stomach?"

"Energy," Magdelene explained around half a fish. "Any energy I use in the Netherworld I have to take with me." She slathered a baked squash in butter. "Kali, when you’ve drained those noodles, take Zayd to Ambro's old room. There's clothes there that should fit him."

Kali faced her mistress in shock. "But Ambro's room is lost."

Magdelene studied a sausage with unnecessary intensity, refusing to meet the demon's eyes. "Third door on the left," she said, memories lifting the corners of her mouth. "Go."

The third door on the left opened into a large, pleasant room, obviously once occupied by a musician. A table, still holding sheets of paper scrawled over with musical notations, stood by the window; the chair pushed back as though the composer had just left. A harp with two broken strings rested against the wall, and a set of cracked pipes peered out from under the unmade bed.

Kali flipped open a small trunk and silently handed Zayd trousers, shirt, and boots. She glared around the room, snorted, began to leave. Then she stopped in the doorway and pinned the warrior with her gaze. "Man," she growled, "do you make music?"

Zayd took an involuntary step away from the fire in the demon's eyes, but his voice was steady as he answered. "No."

"Good." On any other face, Kali's expression would be called a smile. She closed the door on Zayd's question.

When Zayd returned to the kitchen, Magdelene was just finishing charging her powers. His jaw dropped in astonishment. In the short time he'd been out of the room, enough food for a large family had been devoured by one medium-sized wizard.

"Magic," Magdelene explained, and belched. She stood and stretched, looking Zayd over. The clothes, even the boots, fit perfectly. He held his huge spear in his right hand, and his dagger now hung from a leather belt. Magdelene nodded in satisfaction. Joah's brother was a formidable-looking man. They just might stand a chance. She picked up a large pouch and slung it across her shoulders. "All right then, let's get going."

The hall outside the kitchen was not the one Zayd remembered. This one was large and square, and flooded with sunshine from a circular skylight. Each of the four walls held a door. The one they'd passed through, he assumed, led back to the kitchen, but he wasn't willing to bet on it. He jumped as Kali glided up behind him and dropped a serviceable, brown jacket over his shoulders. He shrugged into it, thinking he’d never worn so many clothes in his life.

Almost too fast to follow, the demon twitched a bright orange cape off Magdelene's turquoise and red clothing and replaced it with one of neutral grey. "No need to annoy them unnecessarily, Mistress," she said in reply to the wizard's raised eyebrow. "They are demons, but they are not colour blind." Her hands rested for a moment on the wizard's shoulders. "Be careful."

"If I can." Magdelene raised her hand to stop the demon's reply and then continued the gesture, beckoning Zayd. "Let’s go."

"Go where?" Zayd spread his hands. "You've drawn no circles, burned no incense, sacrificed no goats. How do you expect us to travel to the Netherworld?"

Magdelene threw open the door she stood beside. "I thought we'd take the stairs."

* * * *

The stairs went down a very, very long way. Twice they stopped to rest, and once Magdelene picked a jar of pickles of the shelves that lined the walls and crunched as they walked. Zayd declined. He'd peered into a jar earlier on and was sure that something had peered back.

And down.

And down.

And down.

At the bottom of the stairs, where the stone walls glistened with a silver slime that was not quite frost, their way was blocked by an immense, brass-bound door. Runes burned into the wood told, in horrific detail, the tortures that would befall the mortal who dared to pass. Embedded in the stone above the door was the living head of a demon.

As the travellers approached, it drew in its grey and swollen tongue and announced with a great spattering of mucus, "Abandon hope all ye who…" Then through the scum encrusting its eyes, the demon saw who it addressed. "Oh gee, sorry, Magdelene. I didn't realize it was you." And the door swung open on silent hinges.

"Come on." Magdelene grabbed Zayd's arm and pulled. "All he can do is drool on you."

The door closed behind them with the expected hollow boom.

Grey and bleak and cold, prairies of blasted rock stretched as far as the eye could see in all directions.

"Wizard! The door!"

There was no door.

"Don't worry." She gave his arm a comforting squeeze and released it. "The door will be there when we need it. The demonkind are usually very good about getting me out of their domain." And she smiled at a secret thought. It wasn't a very nice smile.

Zayd dropped to one knee and studied the gravel at their feet. "I don't understand it," he muttered as he stood. "She should have left tracks in this."

"The door never opens in the same place twice," Magdelene explained, wrapping her cloak tightly against the biting wind. "The Netherworld follows only its own laws, and sometimes not even those. Joah could've entered ten inches from here or ten miles. Reach inside to the blood tie and feel which direction we have to go."

"To the what?"

Magdelene brushed his eyes closed with her left hand and with her right turned him slowly around. Her voice dropped so low it became almost more a feeling than a sound. "Find the tie that binds you. Find the cord of your father's blood that links your life to hers. Reach for the part of Joah that is you." When Zayd's body no longer turned under her hands, Magdelene dropped them and stepped back.

Zayd's eyes flew open, searching for the crimson line he knew stepped from his heart to Joah's. The Netherworld lay desolate and empty before him. He took a step and felt a gentle tug on the cord he couldn't see. His teeth flashed in a sudden feral smile. "We can find her, Wizard."

It was impossible to judge distance when the landscape never changed, and time lost meaning when the light remained a uniform grey. Only aching muscles and extremities growing numb from the cold gave them any indication of how far or how long. Magdelene's eyes were hooded, and she hummed as she walked. Zayd followed the cord, rejoicing that the pull grew stronger, and giving thanks that the way had, so far, not been blocked.

"It's the humming," Magdelene explained. "It keeps the lesser demons away."

"I'm not surprised," Zayd admitted. In any other circumstances he'd be well away from the tuneless drone himself.

Magdelene, who had a pretty good idea of what Zayd was thinking, only smiled and went on warning the demonkind of who walked their land.

They'd eaten twice of their supplies in Magdelene's satchel when four horsemen appeared on the horizon. Magdelene and Zayd stood their ground as horses and riders thundered towards them. In less time than should have been possible, the dark rider was flinging herself off the pale horse and into Magdelene's arms.

The most powerful wizard in the world extracted herself from Death's embrace and caught the bloodless hands firmly in her own. "Calm down," she advised. "I'm glad to see you too, but I'm not trying to knock you over."

Death grinned and backed up a step. "You're looking well," she said in such a disappointed tone that both women broke down and roared with laughter.

Zayd found himself meeting the gaze of the rider on the black horse who rolled his eyes in cadaverous sockets and shrugged bony shoulders.

Finally, the laughter faded to giggles. One arm wrapped companionably about Magdelene's waist, Death wiped her streaming eyes and noticed Zayd. "Oooo nice," she crooned, jostling Magdelene with her hip. "Aren't you going to introduce me to your friend?"

"Not on your life," Magdelene crooned back.

That set them off again.

Pestilence buried his head in his hands and groaned, but Famine was made of sterner stuff. Boney fingers beat against an equally skeletal thigh. "Put a sock in it, ladies," he boomed. "We have work to do."

"Okay, okay." Death flipped a hand at her companions and fought to get her mirth under control.

Magdelene steadied herself against Death's shoulder and enquired innocently, "So, where are you headed?"

"Well, we…"

"Don't tell her!" War used the flat of her sword to pry the women apart and push Death towards her horse. "Remember what happened the last time!"

Famine and Pestilence shuddered at the memory, and Death shrugged. "Sorry."

"Never mind." Magdelene winked up at her. "Maybe next time."

Then the riders were gone.

Zayd emptied his lungs and tried to work the tension out of his shoulders. "You have weird friends, Wizard," he muttered.

"Have an oatcake," was the wizard’s reply.

* * * *

The palace appeared to have sprung up between one heartbeat and the next. It was never on the horizon, never in the distance; it was just suddenly there. Made of the same dull grey stone as the rest of the Netherworld, it wasn't difficult to believe that the structure had sprouted from the ground like some particularly foul species of fungus.

Magdelene noted the seal etched over the door and sighed philosophically. "Well, it could have been worse."

She turned to Zayd and, for the first time, something in her eyes made the warrior believe she could indeed be what she was called.

"Your sister is the guest of Lord Rak'vol." Her tone made the name a curse. "One of the five demon princes." She waved a hand at the cold desolation around them. "Here, I can only contain his powers. You must defeat him."

"I do no magics," Zayd growled.

Magdelene's voice was grim. "Neither will he, but he'll still have his physical strength, and that fight is yours."

Zayd looked up at the prince's seal, leaned his spear against the wall, and began to strip off his clothes. He shook free the ends of his loincloth, tucked his dagger back under the fold, and stood as Magdelene had first seen him in the garden. "If I fight," he said, "I do it on my terms." Ignoring the cold, he began to murmur the warrior's chant.

A knocker of bone on the palace's door boomed a summons impossibly loud when dropped. The doorman was familiar; the red eyes, ivory horns, and features bore a startling resemblance to Kali's. A lower look, however, showed this demon to be very obviously male.

"You're here at last." He reached out a taloned finger to stroke the wizard's cheek. "But you'll have to get by me to get in." His chuckle was obscenely caressing. "The prince awaits, and you have no power to spare. What will you do to Muk to pass my door?" Gestures made the demon’s preference plain.

Magdelene's eyes narrowed to slits. "Zayd," she said, and stepped aside.

A demon's knees are no more protected than a man's, and beneath the copper-bound butt of Zayd's spear, they crushed in much the same way.

Magdelene stepped over the writhing body and into the building. Zayd followed. Shrill shrieks of pain followed them both.

Torches that smoked and flickered lit the way, making even more unpleasant the inlay work of gold and gems that ran along the wall. They came to the end of the corridor, turned, came to a branching, turned, came to a dead end.

"If he thinks he can keep me out with this," Magdelene growled, glaring at the wall, "he can think again." She took Zayd's hand. "Close your eyes," she commanded. "Let me lead you."

"I’d rather see where I’m walking, Wizard."

"Suit yourself," Magdelene snapped, and walked into the wall she faced.

Zayd closed his eyes as his hand and lower arm followed the wizard into the stone. Some moments later, when she released him, he opened them again.

The room they stood in was lovely; brilliant tapestries hung on the walls, thick carpets covered the floor, the light was soft and golden. On a pile of brightly-coloured cushions, a young woman lay sleeping. Her skin was a rich, dark brown with warm velvety shadows and glowing highlights. Her body was an artist's dream and graceful even in repose. Just as the beauty that was to be hers as a woman had shown in the face of Joah the child, the innocence of the child showed in the face of the woman.

"Joah?"

"Joah," Magdelene confirmed.

Zayd took a step towards his sister, who slept on unaware. "Has he...?"

"No, he hasn’t." Rak'vol answered for himself. "But he will."

The demon prince was taller than the warrior, but not by very much. Broader through the shoulders, but only barely. Curls like copper silk tumbled down his back. Skin the colour of fresh peaches stretched over sculptured muscle. His face was beautiful without being soft. Above a generous mouth, amber eyes were amused.

"The more human evil looks," Magdelene said softly to Zayd, "the more dangerous it is."

Rak'vol laughed and tossed his head. "You were a fool to come here, Wizard," he said, friendly, chiding.

"Once, there were six demon princes," the wizard replied. "Now, there are five."

The perfect smile broadened. "Kan'kon was an idiot. He challenged where you were strongest. This is my domain, and I am stronger here." His eyes began to darken, and he turned to Zayd. "I assume you have come to fight for the fair maiden?"

"Don't look in his eyes!" Magdelene cried, jolting Zayd from what was intended to be a fatal hesitation.

The battle joined.

Zayd needed every advantage his spear provided. In spite of his human appearance, Rak'vol moved with inhuman speed, using hands and feet as deadly weapons. Zayd took a kick to the thigh that would have broken the bone had it not been partially blocked. As it was, the muscles knotted in pain. He let the leg collapse and, as he twisted, dragged the blade of his spear along the demon’s ribs.

The blood on the steel sizzled, and the metal began to melt and run. Zayd froze in horror as his spear became a wooden staff.

Rak'vol chuckled as his wound closed. "The wizard may hold my power..." He waved a magnanimous hand at Magdelene, who stood, eyes closed, hands clenched, ignoring them as she ignored the crimson drops that fell from her ears. "...but she cannot change what is bred in bone and blood. What has never lived cannot harm the demonkind. You are welcome to do what you can with that stick of course."

The battle began again.

Zayd felt ribs break a moment later, but he got in blows of his own, and the demon was not as unhurt as he pretended. His spear shaft shattered against a golden elbow, and he tossed it away as Rak'vol twisted to protect his numbed arm. They closed, brown hands around golden throat, golden hands around brown. Zayd peered over the demon's shoulder, through the red mist that was rising behind his eyes, and screamed, "Magdelene!"

Too late, as Muk, who had crawled on his belly all the long way from the door, threw himself at the wizard's back. Magdelene went down.

Golden talons grew suddenly on fingertips and dug furrows of pain through the muscles on Zayd's back. He felt blood run down his legs, felt his hands lose their grip, and heard the demon call his name.

He had no choice. He looked into the ovals of onyx that had become the demon's eyes. The sound ripped from his throat was more than a scream. And he couldn't stop making it.

On the cushions, Joah stirred. She raised one hand as if to bat away the rising cadences of sound, frowned, opened her eyes.

"NO!"

The lightning bolt caught Rak'vol in the center of his back. His cry of agony added to the din, and he dropped Zayd as he turned to face this new menace.

Zayd's whole awareness was centered on pain, but he dimly knew that he couldn't quit yet. He saw his sister facing the demon, her lips drawn back in a snarl, then he saw her fall, wrapped in blue light and shrieking. With both hands he drew his dagger, and with the last of his strength drove in, up, and under the demon's ribs.

The sudden silence was overwhelming.

Copper brows rose as Rak'vol sank to his knees. "Who," he demanded querulously, "carries an ivory dagger?"

"The sons of Tamalair," Zayd told him, and they collapsed together.

Joah was at her brother's side in an instant, but Magdelene was there first.

"Help me lift him," Magdelene commanded. "We’ve got to get out of here."

"But he's hurt," Joah protested. "And you're hurt. Can't we wait? The demon's dead."

Magdelene rolled Rak'vol's body out of the way with her foot. "Demons turn to ash when they die," she said shortly. "This one will be back."

"Then kill him!" Joah shrieked, cringing from half-memories of her time in the Netherworld. "Kill him!"

Magdelene shook her head; her eyes were sunk deep in purple shadows, her skin was grey and clammy, and her ears were still bleeding freely. "I can't."

The two women half-carried, half-dragged Zayd from the room, disturbing a pile of ash and two ivory horns. Muk had clearly marked the route through the maze with his broken and bleeding knees.

Outside, the freezing wind dragged Zayd up from unconsciousness. He groaned and tried to stand.

Magdelene twisted around, searching the immediate area desperately, but there was nothing to find. She draped Zayd in Joah’s arms, spread her own, and called, "Door!"

Still nothing.

She straightened and reached. Power crackled around her, and this time she didn't call, she commanded, "DOOR!"

"Onyx eyes," Zayd muttered as darkness claimed him again.

With a pop of misplaced air, the great brass-bound door appeared inches from Magdelene's nose. She flung it open, helped Joah get Zayd inside, then slammed it shut.

"Never forget," the most powerful wizard in the world snarled at the demon embedded above the door, "who put you there."

His terrified gibbering followed them up the stairs.

* * * *

"But how did you summon the door," Joah wanted to know, "if you had no power left?"

"I tapped into the power of the Netherworld."

Joah's eyes went very wide, and she bounced on the end of Zayd's bed. "Wow! Can you do that?"

"I did it." Magdelene's eyes were still shadowed. Although she had healed Zayd, certain wounds of her own only time could take care of.

"That's amazing! When will you teach me?"

Magdelene's "Never!" and Zayd's "Are you crazy!" rang out at the same time. They looked at each other and laughed, but Joah only looked sulky.

"It's not like I'd do anything stupid," she protested. "I've learned my lesson." She stood and turned before them, a young woman in her mid-twenties who had lived only thirteen years. "I've lost ten years of my life."

"Balderdash," snorted Magdelene, sounding more like her old self. "You haven't lost anything. You are who you always were, not even the demon princes can change that. So, who are you?"

Joah glanced down at herself and shrugged. "I am Joah," she said at last.

"And who is Joah?"

"Me."

"Well?"

"Well, what?" Joah wanted to know. Then she looked down at her hands. Old hands. Young hands. Joah grinned.

"That's very good." Magdelene took a five-year-old by the shoulders and pushed an old woman out the door. "Go show Kali," she told a young matron. "Your brother has had a rough time, and he needs his rest." She closed the door on a giggling thirteen-year-old and leaned against it with a sigh.

Zayd looked up at her through his lashes. "Uh, actually, Magdelene," he murmured, "I’m not that tired."

Magdelene's smile said many things as she twitched back the covers, but all she said aloud was, "Good."

[Publisher’s note: “And Who is Joah” is the fifth story in chronological order. To go to the sixth chronological story, jump to “Nothing Up Her Sleeve.” To continue in written order, proceed to the next page.]


Author's Note for "The Last Lesson"

Although "The Last Lesson" was the third Magdelene story written, it's the first chronologically. It was written in the midst of a Canadian winter, the trip to Cuba where Magdelene was created having dwindled to a warm and distant memory.

But then, every superhero needs an origin story.




The Last Lesson

The lizard peered out from under a layer of dust and seemed to sneer at the girl languidly flicking a cloth around the cluttered room. Safely tucked on a top shelf, it rested far beyond the reach of such a careless cleaning. Although its topaz eyes were dull under years of accumulated grime and sawdust seeped from a tear in an uplifted front leg, the lizard gave the very definite impression it would rather continue to slowly deteriorate than risk destruction under the grimy rag being waved about. It almost flinched as a rodent skull, as ancient as itself, was caught up and dashed to the floor.

"Oh, lizard piss," muttered the girl, looking down at the scattered ivory shards. She pushed heavy chestnut hair back off her face and kicked a yellowed tooth beneath the edge of a bulging cabinet. "I don't even know why I bother.

"It's no wonder a wizard's apprenticeship is so long," she continued, glaring about the room. The edges of several loose papers curled, and a tarnished silver goblet acquired a tracery of frost. "A good half of it's spent cleaning up after other people." Then her eyes lit on the massive spell book lying closed and locked on its lectern, and she smiled.

She stuffed the cleaning rag between a badly dented brass horn and the jawbone of an ass and sped across the workroom. At the lectern, she ran her fingers lightly over gilded runes, murmured the standard unlocking spell, and watched the worn leather cover of the spell book roll back.

"He doesn't really expect me to get this place clean," she told the prodding of her conscience. "He only wants me to stay busy while he's gone." That the massive book and its ancient contents had been expressly forbidden her, she chose to ignore. Had her master truly wished her not to read the book, surely he'd have used a stronger lock spell. The one on it was absurdly easy to break.

"Besides," she added, tossing her hair back over her shoulders, "he could be closeted with the king for hours. I'm sure he'd want me to study." She flipped the thick parchment pages with little respect for their age and quickly scanned the titles as they passed. A spell for bringing in water? Not happening. Bringing in the water ranked among the high points of her day. A spell to look as beautiful as the morning? Mornings were made to be slept through. A spell to move carpets through the air? She'd tried that the last time, and as far as she knew, her little rug still rose through the heavens. 

Good thing she'd jumped off as it headed for the window. 

A spell to bring warmth on the coldest of days? Now that was more like it. 

Glancing up through the workroom's frost-edged window, she shivered at the bleak view of winter-grey sky. At least here in the palace, the windows had glass. She bent her head to read. 

"MAGDELENE!" 

When she could breathe again, when her heart had stopped pounding so loudly in her ears, Magdelene slowly turned around. 

Adar, the king's wizard, her master, stood just inside the doorway, the colour of his face almost matching the deep purple of his robes. "WHAT DO YOU THINK YOU'RE DOING?" 

Magdelene dove for her duster and grabbed it just as Adar, moving faster than a man of his apparent age should've been able, got her by the ear. She twisted in his grip and waved the filthy bit of cloth under his nose. 

"I've been, ouch, cleaning." 

"You've been into the spell book again!" 

Well if you knew, why did you ask? Magdelene wondered, but wisely kept the thought to herself. "I didn't do any. I was only reading." 

"I thought I told you to stay away from it!" He punctuated each word with a tug on her ear. "I'll say when you're ready." He thrust her away and shook his head. "I should beat you." 

Magdelene rubbed her throbbing ear and backed up. "We have a deal," she reminded him. 

The wizard's eyebrows rose almost to the edge of his hat. "I know we have a deal," he snarled. "You remind me of it every time I catch you doing something I've told you not to." His arms flew wide for dramatic emphasis. "You get beaten less than any wizard's apprentice in the history of the art." 

"How would you know about other apprentices?" Magdelene asked before she considered the consequences. "You've been in hiding for years." She yelped as a heavy hand cuffed her soundly and a well-placed foot sent her sprawling towards the door. 

"Go!" roared her master. "Get out of my sight before I forget myself!" 

"Where should I go?"

"I don't care."

"I could go get water."

"You do that." 

As his apprentice caught up her jacket and fled the room, slamming the door behind her, Adar rubbed his face with both hands and attempted to calm down. Teaching a dragon manners would be easier than living with that obnoxious brat. He walked slowly over to the spell book and looked down at the open page. Reading it, was she? The words crawled about the parchment in joyous abandon, one in five in a recognizable language. In the six years he'd had the ancient book, he'd deciphered two spells. The lock spell she'd so blithely demolished had been stronger than the one on the king's treasury. 

He sighed, plucked a large grey-and-white cat off his chair, and collapsed into it. 

"I don't know why you're looking so depressed," he muttered at the cat, who snorted and walked away. "Your apprentice doesn't walk through your most powerful spells like they aren't there." He snatched off his sagging felt hat, and a surprising amount of scraggly grey hair came with it. Gradually, wrinkles and lines smoothed out and the wizard's true face emerged. Although the king thought his wizard an elderly sage, Adar was barely ten years older than his apprentice. 

He swung his feet up on the scarred oak table that dominated the room and let his head fall back. "Why?" he asked a spider mending her web by the ceiling, "do I bother?"

"You bother," growled a small, harsh voice, "to keep your miserable life." 

Adar turned his head just enough to see the glass vial that held his greatest achievement. The tiny demon within glared out at him and flicked impossibly small claws.

"You bother," the demon continued, "because you know full well she'll tell if you don't. The king and your cushy job will be no protection if your master's old friends find you."

"It was an accident."

"Oh sure, that's why you burned the body, grabbed his spell book, and ran."

"And who asked you, H'sak?" Adar purred, black eyes glinting dangerously. "Remember who put you there." 

H'sak shrugged scaled shoulders and leaned against the wall of his prison. "Oh, you've got power, I'll give you that, but it was a lucky shot that put me here and you know it. You'll never do it again."

"I'll never have to."

"Now your apprentice... If you want to talk about power..."

"I don't." The wizard scooped up Magdelene's discarded cleaning rag and tossed it over the vial. "And I've plans for taking care of her as well. Her and her power." 

From under the rag came muffled but malicious laughter. "Better hurry." 

Hurry? Adar rose, stretched, and preened a little in front of the large oval mirror leaning upright against a stack of moldering books. Why hurry? He glanced over at Magdelene's bed tucked into a corner of the workroom. The brat couldn't be more than... He thought back. She'd been twelve when she'd nearly exposed him before the king and all the court at the last Seven Year Festival, and that was only... Netherhells! Over four...  nearly five years ago? It couldn't have been. He counted back on his fingers.

Six years ago he'd slain his master to get at the forbidden spell book, a book the old fool was incapable of even opening.

Five years ago he'd used the book to trap the demon and then used the demon to impress the king and become court wizard. A position that not only netted him rooms in the palace with his every material need instantly seen to, but was the first step on his road to world domination. He paused and preened again; world domination, how he loved the sound of that.

 Four years ago a grimy girl-child had almost snatched paradise away by seeing through his elaborately magicked disguise. A disguise which, until then, had held up against the combined powers of his ex-master's searching friends. He'd struck a bargain with the brat, who fortunately had no idea of her incredible potential. Training in wizardry in exchange for her silence. He knew, in time, he'd remove the threat. Knew, in time, he'd use the second spell gleaned from the stolen book.

If four years ago she'd been thirteen...

"Show me Magdelene!" he commanded, and the mirror, like the well-trained wizard's tool it was, cleared to show his apprentice sitting on the well's edge gazing up through her lashes at a brawny guardsman. The demon was right. He'd better hurry.

* * * *

Precariously perched on the ice-covered stones of the well, Magdelene considered how much she hated being cold. She hated the woollens she was forced to wear in the winter, she hated the way her hands ached, and she hated the way her nose ran. Given a choice, she'd make her home where the only cold came in frosted mugs, and she'd every intention of finishing that spell to bring warmth on the coldest of days. In the meantime, however, she explored a possible alternative source of heat.

 "There you go, Magdelene." The young guardsman secured the well handle and reached out to swing in the full bucket. "This'll fill your other pail, and you'll be set."

 "Thank you." Magdelene peered up through her lashes and wondered when Pagrick was going to do something besides draw water. She hoped he didn't expect her to make the first move; she hadn't the vaguest idea of how to begin. And a girl could only take so much flexing and sweating and sighing.

Pagrick flexed mighty shoulders, the ripple visible even through his winter furs, wiped the sheen of sweat from a tanned brow, met Magdelene's eyes, and sighed longingly. Magdelene gritted her teeth. Several large icicles broke free from the south tower and crashed to the ground.

 Ever vigilant, Pagrick spun about at the noise. His sword, hanging sheathed at his side, caught between Magdelene's legs and tipped her neatly into the well. 

Although chunks of ice floated on the surface, the water began to steam when she hit it. For quite possibly the first time in recorded history, the white heat of rage meant exactly that. 

* * * *

Spraying water with every move, Magdelene slammed open the door to the workroom and stamped through the barricade spells. If she hated being cold, there were no words to describe how she felt about being cold and wet. She slammed the door shut again just to hear the noise. 

Adar, perched on the edge of the table, was thankful he'd had enough time to recover from his bout of near-hysterical laughter and arrange his expression into one more properly sympathetic. Beside him lay his own fleece-lined robe. The scene at the well had decided him. He would use the second spell this afternoon, and in a few short hours he'd not only be rid of his apprentice but would have more than enough power to face his master's old friends and anyone else who dared interfere with his plans. 

"The great, stupid, clumsy..." She sniffed and flung her sodden jacket to the floor. "Oh, how I hate him!"

"Enough," Adar said firmly. "Get out of those wet clothes before you catch a chill." He forced a note of gentle concern into his voice. 

Magdelene fumbled with her tunic laces, but her fingers were too stiff to untie the wet leather. She started to shake and found, to her surprise, she couldn't stop. She sniffed again, and a tear joined the ice water still dribbling down her face from her hair. She realized the path of the tear was the only warm spot on her body, and as it felt so pleasant, she began to cry in earnest. 

The wizard sighed, impatient to begin now he'd made his decision. Finally, he threw the robe over his shoulder, stepped forward, and with his dagger split Magdelene's tunic from collar to hem. Holding the wet wool distastefully in two fingers, he slipped it back and off, to join the jacket on the floor. 

Magdelene continued to sob, turning, lifting, and moving obediently as the wizard undressed her. The next thing she knew, she was wrapped in his robe and sitting on her bed, her hands clutching a mug of warm milk. She sniffed once or twice more and stopped crying. There seemed to be nothing remaining to cry about. 

That was certainly interesting, she thought, drinking the milk and remembering the touch of warm fingers on breast and hip. I wonder what happens next. Surprisingly enough, Adar was thinking pretty much the same thing. He knew what he had to do before he could work the spell, the ancient book had been very specific, but under the layers of wool and leather and cotton, his apprentice was not the grubby child he remembered but an attractive young woman. Almost four years, he was forced to conclude, made one Netherhell of a difference. He wondered how he'd missed it happening.

For her part, Magdelene had discovered that her teacher was actually quite attractive in a, well, wizardly sort of way. He was no Pagrick, with mighty thews and sun-bronzed curls, and she doubted he could croon a ballad to save his life, but his black hair lay sleek and shining against his head, and his black eyes had an intensity that sent new chills up and down her back. Even his silly ambitions – Magdelene had no idea why anyone would want the bother of dominating the world – took on a slightly majestic hue. When he sat on the bed beside her, she realized, with a sudden stab of excitement, she was finally going to discover what came after the flexing and sweating and sighing. She quickly drank the last of the milk just in case the next step would require both hands free. Unfortunately, she choked and a great deal of warm liquid came back up through her nose.

During the back pounding that followed, things got a bit tangled up. The empty mug fell to the floor, but neither Adar nor Magdelene noticed. The robe soon followed and Adar found himself sprawled out over the bed, flat on his back.

"Maybe," he gasped, "we should slow... Okay, that's... Goddess!"

"Talk later," Magdelene told him, tightening her grip. "I've almost got this figured out."

H'sak, watching from his prison, almost felt some sympathy for Adar as the wizard struggled valiantly to match the enthusiasm of his apprentice. 

Almost. 

* * * *

When Adar awoke the next morning, it took him a moment to remember where he was. Hardly surprising; once or twice throughout the night he'd forgotten who he was. Where were his red velvet bed curtains? What on earth had happened to make his feather mattress so hard and cramped and... Magdelene.

He slid out of bed, not a difficult manoeuvre as he was barely balanced on the edge of the cot, and looked down at his sleeping apprentice. Slowly, he smiled. More slowly still, because he wasn't entirely certain his back was up to it, he straightened to his full height. The prerequisite of the second spell had been met. As prerequisites went, Adar mused, it beat the Netherhells out of sacrificing goats. He began to chant.

"What are you doing?" Magdelene asked sleepily, rising up on one elbow. "You're making an awful lot of noise."

"Noise? Ha!" His eyes widened, and red and gold sparks, the visible manifestation of his power, danced along his outstretched arms. He couldn't resist gloating. "With this spell I take your power just as I took your virginity!"

"Took?" She pushed her hair out of her eyes and yawned. "Took where?" 

Adar ignored her and spoke the last three words of the spell. In spite of, or perhaps because of, his exertions of the night before, he felt terrific. And once he added Magdelene's power to his own...

Always fascinated by new magic, Magdelene watched with interest as sparks of green and blue began lifting from her and flying to join their red and gold brethren on Adar's arms. Faster and thicker they flew until Adar was near buried in them and beginning to look worried. Then they merged and became a stream of green and blue fire. 

The last Magdelene saw of Adar, he was definitely not happy as he disappeared within the flames. For an instant longer, a roaring column of power danced in the centre of the room, the occasional red or gold spark looking lost and alone in the green and the blue, then, almost too fast to follow, it flowed into the only receptacle in the room capable of containing it. It returned to the girl on the bed. 

All that remained of Adar was a pile of soft grey ash. 

Never at her best first thing in the morning, Magdelene studied the ash for a moment. "Ooops," she said at last. Common sense told her this was not what Adar had intended. Before she could ask what next, the sound of breaking glass made the question unnecessary. 

One inch, two, a foot, three, seven... H'sak stretched and his claws scored the ceiling. "FREE!" he roared. "FREE!" 

Magdelene looked up, way up, and tried a tentative smile. It wasn't returned. "Oh, help," she sighed and dove off the cot just as eight-inch talons reduced it to kindling. 

"Couldn't we talk about this?" she protested, scrambling under the table. 

"Talk?" bellowed the demon. He grabbed the table's edge. "All I've done for five years is talk! I wanna kill something!" Muscles bulged under scaled skin, and the massive table flipped up against the wall. 

At the last possible instant, Magdelene dove between his legs. 

"Your death," H'sak bellowed, whirling about, "will restore my standing in the Netherworld!"

"Mine?" Magdelene squealed, and ducked. "Why mine?"

"You saw..." H'sak stopped suddenly and leaned against the wall to get his breath back while his quarry watched him warily. Apparently, five years' imprisonment had left him a little out of shape. "You saw," the demon began again, "what your power did to Adar?"

"Yeah." She slid one foot toward the door, but stilled when H'sak tensed. "The spell failed." 

H'sak roared with laughter. "Failed? It succeeded only too well. He took your power, but the posturing braggart was unable to contain it. The sheer amount of it destroyed him."

"But I got it back."

"You did," the demon agreed. "And his as well. Not," he added, "that you needed it."

"I have Adar's power?"

"You do." 

Magdelene checked. There were certainly a number of strange feelings surging about this way and that, but until now she'd assumed they'd been caused by the discoveries of the night before and concentrated on staying alive. A closer look showed their true cause. The demon was right. 

"Am I going to be in trouble because of this?" she wondered. 

"You mean more trouble?" H'sak asked. 

"Good point," Magdelene conceded, diving out of the way as the demon took up the chase again. 

Five circuits of the room later, and he sagged against the door, gasping. 

"But why," Magdelene panted, a little winded herself, "kill me?"

"Prestige," H'sak told her, puffing out his chest so the scales gleamed. "What matter that I was captured and held when I've just killed the most powerful wizard in the world."

"Me?" Her voice was an incredulous squeak. 

"You."

"Because of Adar's power?"

"Hah, a drop in the bucket."

"The most powerful wizard in the world." Magdelene savoured the words, then her eyes narrowed. "Demons lie," she accused. "Swear it on the six Demon Princes." 

H'sak sighed. "If it makes you happy during the short time you have left to live, I swear it on the six Demon Princes." 

The most powerful wizard in the world, Magdelene thought, leaping the demon's grasping arms and scrabbling to the top of a bulging cabinet. Me. Wow. 

H'sak demolished the cabinet, but his prestige had already climbed onto the laden shelves above it, barely keeping her footing as years of accumulated junk rained down around her. She snatched a leather bag from the air, ducked an overhand slash that nearly scalped her, and threw the contents in the demon's face. 

He screamed out a physical impossibility, and both hands went to his eyes. 

As silently as she could, Magdelene slipped to the floor and began to move towards the door. 

H'sak froze, green tears streaming from both eyes, his head cocked to catch the smallest noise. 

Magdelene's bare foot came down on a yellowed rodent's tooth, and without thinking, she swore. 

H'sak swung at the sound. 

Magdelene dropped. 

H'sak clutched at air. 

Magdelene rolled through the pile of ash that had been her master and up against the ruins of her bed. 

H'sak nearly embedded the full length of his claws in the floor. 

Magdelene dodged a vicious swing from the demon's left hand. 

H'sak closed his right.

Magdelene looked down at the scaled fingers that nearly encircled her waist, at the tiny trickles of blood from where the tip of each claw just barely pierced her skin, and sighed. H'sak brought up his other hand and completed the circle. Magdelene now wore a girdle of demon flesh that tightened and hoisted her into the air.

As her feet came off the floor, she kicked once or twice in an experimental sort of way, but the claws dug deeper and so she stopped.

"You're going to take a long time to die," H'sak informed her in conversational tones, blinking the last of the powder from his eyes.

"If it's all the same to you," Magdelene replied, just as politely, scrabbling behind her for something, anything, to hit him with, "I'd rather not."

The demon licked his lips.

Magdelene's fingers closed on the edge of something cold and smooth.

"I think..."  H'sak almost purred with anticipation. "...I'll start at the top and work my way down. Your death should, after all, be an event. Perhaps I'll begin by sucking the fluid from your eyes."

"Oh yeah, well suck this!" Magdelene screamed and slammed Adar's mirror down on the ridge of bone between the demon's ears, hoping to startle him enough for her to squirm free.

It was difficult to know who was more startled, the demon or Magdelene herself, when the mirror, with a loud slurp, responded to the wizard's order and did exactly as it was told.

Breathing heavily, Magdelene stared at the mirror lying face down on the floor then squatted beside it. She pushed at it with the tip of one finger. It skidded a few inches. Moving slowly, ready to leap back at any further display of initiative, she flipped it over.

Receiving no further instructions, the mirror held what it had swallowed.

Trapped within the glass, H'sak roared in silent rage, fists uplifted to pound against his new prison.

Pounding?

Magdelene shook her head. No, that wasn't coming from the mirror.

"Open this door! Open I say, in the name of the king!"

She looked at the door. She looked at the mirror. She looked at the demon marks around her waist. She looked up to the heavens. "Why me?" she wondered.

The pounding continued.

"Stuff a sock in it!" she snapped, just a little on edge. "I'm coming!"

Digging through the wreckage, looking for clothes, the most powerful wizard in the world – newly named – considered her options. The king was going to be royally angry; wizards were rare, and she'd just killed his. There was bound to be unpleasantness, and Magdelene hated unpleasantness. She picked up the old stuffed lizard, which had somehow survived intact, and placed it carefully on the room's one remaining shelf. As far as she could see, there was only one way out: abject surrender. Perhaps groveling. She dragged Adar's robe free and put it on. 

At the door, she paused.

"It wasn't really your fault," she reminded herself firmly, and opened it.

Pagrick, about to demand entry for the second time, snapped his mouth shut at the sudden view of destruction within the room and let the butt of his spear drop slowly to the ground.

"We heard noises," began the king from behind his guardsman.

Magdelene bowed awkwardly; she hadn't expected the king himself. "There, uh, was a slight accident."

The king leaned forward and took a quick look around. "A slight accident? Young woman, if this is your idea of a slight accident, I'd hate to see what you consider a disaster. What happened?"

"Well..." Magdelene shot a look back over her shoulder. H'sak had certainly made a mess of the room. "The demon did it."

"The demon?"

"Yes, Sire. While he was chasing me, he..."

"The demon got loose?"

Pagrick's spear came up as he prepared to defend his king.

"Yes, Sire. But it's all right, I took care of him and..." 

"You?" His Majesty looked sceptical. His guardsman looked adoring. 

Magdelene bristled a little. "Yes, me." She stood aside. There, leaning against the wall, was the mirror. Within the mirror was H'sak. "I trapped him within the mirror and..."

"How?"

"Well, I don't exactly know." Her brow wrinkled. "It was an accident."

"Another accident," said the king. "You appear to have had a busy morning."

"You could say that; yes, Sire."

"Where was your master through all of this?" He took another look around the room. "Where is Adar?" 

Magdelene's mouth opened and closed a few times, but nothing came out. Finally, she held out her arm. On the sleeve of Adar's robe was a fine sprinkling of pale grey ash. 

The royal brows rose. "Adar's robe," he prompted. 

"No, Sire." She indicated the ash. "Adar." A lesser man, on hearing his court wizard, his ace in the hole, had become nothing more than a laundry problem, would have taken his anger out on the bearer of the news. The king, stronger than that, said only, "One last accident?"

"The first actually." She sighed. "It's kind of a long story. Which," she added, "would go a lot faster if you stopped interrupting, Sire."

"Your pardon." He leaned up against the doorframe, crossed his arms over his chest, and gave every indication of settling in for a long stay. "Tell," he commanded.

So she did. 

"The most powerful wizard in the world..." the king said speculatively as she finished. He studied the demon in the mirror. "So, where do you go from here?"

Magdelene swallowed hard. "You aren't going to detain me? For what happened to Adar?"

"Detain you? How could I?" 

The most powerful wizard in the world thought about that for a moment. "Oh." This, she decided, was going to take some getting used to. "You don't want me to replace him?"

"No, I don't." With the toe of one boot, the king nudged something, shattered beyond recognition, back into the room. "I have the safety of my people to think of and you seem to attract an unusual number of... accidents. I'm reasonably certain it's easier to replace a wizard than a country. I suggest you head towards less-populated areas. Perhaps south." 

South. The pique she'd felt at not being wanted vanished. South. To never have a runny nose again...

"And what's more," His Majesty continued, breaking into her reverie, "if you take your friend there with you, I'll see what I can do to ease your way. Just in case he gets free again..."  His mouth twitched. "...accidentally, of course, better he's with you than me." 

Magdelene dropped a deep curtsy. South. The world was her oyster, and she the pearl in it. "Your wish, Sire, is my command."

"How fortunate for us both," replied the king, and turned to leave. Pagrick smiled down at her as he made ready to follow his liege, and Magdelene remembered one last bit of unfinished business. Adar's end had been poetic justice of a sort, done in by his own ambition, but she'd always be grateful for the last thing he'd taught her before he died.

"Oh, Sire," she called. The king paused. "Could I, uh, borrow Guardsman Pagrick for a time?" Pagrick flexed, sweated, and sighed all in the space of about two seconds. "I'd like to, uh, clean up the workroom before I go."

[Publisher’s note: “The Last Lesson” is the first story in chronological order. To go to the second chronological story, jump to “Be It Ever So Humble.” To continue in written order, proceed to the next page.]


Author's Note on "Be It Every So Humble"

"Be It Ever So Humble" follows directly after "The Last Lesson", both chronologically and in the order I wrote them. With this story, I realized I wasn't just writing about the same character, I was creating a mythos. A somewhat loosely linked and occasionally borderline farcical mythos, but nevertheless a world with familiar touchstones and a physical geography.

In "Third Time Lucky", the first Magdelene story written, I said: She had lived in the turquoise house on the hill for as long as anyone in the fishing village that held her closest neighbours could remember. 

"Be It Ever So Humble" is the story they've forgotten.




Be It Ever So Humble

"So, got any dirt on this place?" Magdelene asked the gold and black lizard sunning itself on a nearby rock.

The lizard, looking more like a beautifully crafted piece of jewelry than a living creature, merely flicked its inner eyelid closed and pretended to be asleep. Children with rocks or nets it had to do something about. Young women in donkey carts who asked stupid questions could safely be ignored.

Magdelene studied the little village nestled along the curve of its natural harbour and chewed reflectively on a strand of chestnut hair. It looked like a nice place, but as much as she wanted to settle down, as tired as she was of constantly packing up and moving on, she knew better than to get her hopes up.

In a dozen years of travelling, she'd learned that the most jewel-like villages, in the most bucolic settings, often had the quaintest customs. Customs like welcoming wandering wizards with an axe, or attempting to convince wandering wizards to stay by outfitting them with manacles and chains, or by suggesting the tarring and feathering of wandering wizards with no better reason than the small matter of a straying husband or two. For the most part, Magdelene had found these customs no more than a minor inconvenience, although had she known the man was married, she would never have suggested they...

She grinned at the memory. He'd proven a lot more flexible than she'd anticipated.

"Well, H'sak?" She spit out the hair and glanced back at the large mirror propped up behind the seat of the cart. "Shall we check it out?"

H'sak, trapped in the mirror, made no answer. Magdelene wasn't entirely certain the demon was aware of what went on outside his prison, but, travelling alone, she'd fallen into the habit of talking to him and figured, just in case he ever got out, it couldn't hurt if he had memories of pleasant, albeit one-sided, conversations. Not, she supposed, that a bit of chat would make up for her trapping him in the mirror in the first place.

Stretching back, she pulled an old cloak down over the glass – no point in upsetting potential neighbours right off – then gathered up the reins and slapped them lightly on the donkey's rump. The donkey, who'd worked out an understanding with the wizard early on, took another few mouthfuls of the coarse grass lining the track and slowly started down the hill to the village.

At the first house, Magdelene stopped the cart and sat quietly studying the scene. A few chickens scratched in the sandy dirt that served the village as a main street and a black sow sprawled in the only visible bit of shade, her litter suckling noisily. A lullaby, softly sung, drifted through one of the open windows, and from the beach came the shrieks and laughter of children at play. Just the sort of lazy ambiance she appreciated.

"Who are you?"

Languidly, for it was far too hot to be startled, Magdelene turned. A boy, nine or ten years old, naked except for a shell threaded on a frayed piece of gut, peered up at her from under a heavy shock of dusty black hair. Although he showed no signs of malnutrition or neglect, his left arm hung withered and useless by his side.

"My name is Magdelene." She pushed her hair back off her face. "Who are you?"

"Juan." He edged a little closer. "You a trader?"

"No. I'm a wizard." Over the years, she'd discovered life worked out better if she didn't try to hide that. It made explanations so much easier when things started happening. And things always did.

The boy looked her up and down and tossed his head. "Ha!" he scoffed. "Tell us another one. Wizards got grey hair and warts. You're not old enough to be a wizard."

"I'm twenty-nine," she told him a little indignantly. He was a fine one to talk about not old enough...

"Oh." Juan considered it and apparently decided twenty-nine was sufficiently ancient even without the grey hair and warts. "What about your clothes then? Wizards wear robes and stuff. Everyone knows that."

He had a point. Wizards did wear robes and stuff. Usually of a dark, heavy, and imposing fabric. Always hot, scratchy, and uncomfortable. Magdelene, who preferred to be comfortable, never bothered.

"I'm the most powerful wizard in the world," she explained as a rivulet of sweat ran under her bright blue breast-band. "I wear what I want."

"Yeah, sure," he snorted. "Prove it."

"All right." She gathered up the multicoloured folds of her skirt, jumped down off the cart, and held out her hand. "Give me your arm and I'll fix it."

"Oh no." He backed up a pace and turned, protecting the withered arm behind the rest of his body. "You ain't proving it on me. Find something else."

"Like what?"

Juan thought about it a moment. "Could you send my sister someplace far away?" he asked hopefully.

Magdelene thought about that in turn. It didn't seem worth antagonizing the village just to prove a point to one grubby child. "I could, but I don't think I should."

The boy sighed. The kind of sigh that said he knew what the answer would be but thought there could be no harm in asking.

They stood together in silence for a moment, Magdelene leaning against the back of her cart – perfectly content to do nothing – and Juan digging his toe into the sand. The donkey, who could smell water, decided enough was enough and started towards the centre of the village. He was hot, he was thirsty, and he was going to do something about it.

As her backrest jerked forward, Magdelene hit the ground with an unwizardlike thud. Closer proximity proved the sand was not as soft as it looked. "Lizard piss," she muttered, rubbing at a stone-bruise. When she looked up, Juan had disappeared.

She shrugged philosophically and, following along behind the donkey, amused herself by pulling back an image of Juan as an adult. Long and lean and sleekly muscled, it was a future worth sticking around for. At some point between now and then, she appeared to have convinced him to let her fix his arm. It looked like she'd be staying, at least for a while.

An impatient bray demanded her attention, and she allowed the image to slip back to its own time. They'd arrived at the well.

When the trough was full and the donkey had bent his head to drink, Magdelene slowly turned, pulled around by the realization she was no longer alone. All around the edges of the square stood the children of the village, staring at her with wide, dark eyes.

"Yes?" she asked.

The children continued to stare.

Demons, she decided, were easier to deal with. At least you always knew what demons wanted.

"Magdelene-lady!"

The children stared on as Magdelene gratefully noted Juan approaching with an adult in tow. The old man had been bent and twisted by the weight of his years, his fingers warped into shapes more like driftwood than flesh. His skin had been tanned by sun and wind and salt into creased leather, and any hair he'd had was long gone. He followed Juan with the rolling gait of a life spent at sea, and his jaws worked to the rhythm of his walking.

"Whacha doing sitting around like a pile of fish guts?" he growled at the children as he stopped an arm's length from Magdelene and glared about. "Untie her beast, put him to pasture, and get that wagon in the shade."

The children hesitated.

"You are staying a bit?" he asked, his growl softening, his dark eyes meeting hers.

Magdelene smiled her second best smile – she couldn't be certain his heart would be up to her best – and said, "Yes." She wanted very much to stay for a bit. Maybe this time, things would work out.

The old man nodded and waved both twisted hands. "You heard her. Get!"

They got, Juan with the rest, and Magdelene watched bemused as her donkey was lead away and her cart was pulled carefully to rest under a stand of palm.

"Boy says you told him you're a wizard."

"That's right."

"Don't have much need for a wizard here. Wizards make you soft and then the sea takes you. We prefer to do things for ourselves."

"So do I," Magdelene told him, leaning back against the damp stone trough. "Prefer to have people do things for themselves, that is." She grinned. She liked this old man and sensed in him a kindred spirit. "To be honest, I like people to do things for me as well."

He returned the grin, and his eyes twinkled as he looked her up and down. "Ah, child," he cackled, "what I could do for you if I were only fifty years younger."

"Would you like to be?" she asked, rather hoping he would.

He laughed, then he realized she was serious. "You could do that?"

"Yes."

His gaze turned inward, and Magdelene could feel the strength of the memories he sifted. After a moment, he sighed and shook his head. "Foolish wishes, child. I've earned my age, and I'll wear it with honour.

Magdelene hid her disappointment. Personally, she couldn't see the honour in blurred eyesight, aching bones, and swollen, painful joints, but if that was his choice she'd respect it.

There were sixteen buildings in the village, eight goats, eleven pigs, twenty-one chickens, and fourteen boats. No one had ever managed an accurate count of the cats.

"Six families came here three generations ago," Carlos, the old man, explained as they stood on the beach watching boats made tiny by distance slide up and down the rolling waves. Through his eyes, Magdelene saw the harbour as it had been, sparkling untouched in the sun, never sailed, never fished, theirs. "I'm the last of the first. I've outlived two wives and most of my children as well."

"Do you mind?" Magdelene asked, knowing she was likely to see entire civilizations rise and fall in her lifetime and not entirely certain how she felt about it.

"Well..." He considered the question for a moment. "I'll live 'til I die. Nothing else I can do."

"You didn't answer my question."

He patted her cheek, his fingers dry and cool. "I know."

* * * *

That night, in the crowded main room of the headman's house, Carlos presented Magdelene to the adults of the village. "...and she'd like to stay on a bit."

"A wizard," the headman ruminated. "That's something we don't see every day."

Magdelene missed much of the discussion that followed as she was busy trying to make eye contact with a burly young man standing by one of the deep windows. She gave up when she realized that he was trying to make eye contact with an equally attractive young man standing by the door.

"...although frankly, we'd rather you were a trader."

"The traders are late this year?" Magdelene guessed, hoping she hadn't missed anything important.

"Aye. They've always come to take advantage of the return of the kayle."

Just in time, she remembered that kayle were fish.

"Surely you saw them on the road?" a young woman asked hopefully.

"No." Magdelene frowned as she thought back over the last few weeks of travel. "I didn't." The emptiness of the trail hadn't seemed strange to her at the time. It did now.

"I don't suppose you can conjure one?" asked a middle-aged woman dryly, tamping down her pipe.

The room rippled with laughter.

"I could," Magdelene admitted.

The room fell silent.

Magdelene cleared her throat. She might as well get it over with. "I'm the most powerful wizard in the world," she began.

The middle-aged woman snorted. "Says who?"

"Well, uh..."

"Doesn't matter. Would this conjured trader do us any good?"

"Probably not." A trader conjured suddenly into the village would be more likely to trade in strong hysterics than anything useful.

"I thought as much." The woman expertly lit her pipe with a spill from the lamp. "What in Neto's breath are we wasting our time here for, that's what I want to know? We've kayle to net at dawn, and I hear my bed calling."

"I thought you might like to know that a stranger, a wizard, has come to the village," Carlos told her tartly.

She snorted again. "All right. Now we know." She pointed the stem of her pipe at Magdelene and demanded, "You planning on causing any trouble?"

"Of course not," Magdelene declared. She never planned on causing any trouble.

"Will you keep your nose out of what doesn't concern you?"

She had to think about that for a moment, wondering how broad a definition could be put on what didn't concern her. "I'll try."

"See that you do."

"So I can stay for a while?"

"For a while." Her head wreathed in smoke, the woman rose. "That's that then," she said shortly, and left.

The headman sighed and raised both hands in a gesture of defeat. "You heard her. You can go."

As people began to leave, Magdelene leaned over and whispered to Carlos, "Why does he let her get away with that?"

Carlos snickered, his palm lying warm and damp on Magdelene's arm. "Force of habit," he said in his normal speaking voice. "She's his older sister, raised him after their mother drowned. Refused to be headwoman, said she didn't have the time, but she runs every meeting he calls."

The headman smiled, for Carlos' speech had risen clearly over the noise of the departing villagers. "Look at it this way, grandfather; the village gets two fish on one piece of bait. I do all the work and Yolanda does all the talking." He stood, stretched, and turned to Magdelene. "Have you got a bed, Wizard?"

Studying the muscles of his torso, still corded and firm for all his forty-odd years, Magdelene considered several replies. All of which she discarded after catching a speaking glance from the headman's wife.

"While the weather holds," she sighed, "I'm perfectly comfortable under my cart."

* * * *

"And I am perfectly comfortable," she sighed again a half hour later, plumping up the pillows on her huge feather bed, "but I wouldn't mind some company." As if in answer to her request, the canvas flaps hanging from the sides of the cart parted and Juan poked in his head. "I was thinking," she muttered to whatever gods were listening, "of company a little older."

Juan blinked, shook his head, and gazed around curiously. "How'd you get all this stuff under here?" he demanded.

"I told you," Magdelene poured herself a glass of chilled grape juice, "I'm the most powerful wizard in the world." She dabbed at the spreading purple stain on the front of her tunic. "Can I fix your arm now?"

He'd didn't answer, just crawled forward and found himself in a large room that held – besides the bed – a wardrobe, an overstuffed armchair, and a huge book bound in red leather lying closed on a wooden stand. "Where's the wagon?"

Magdelene pointed at the ceiling, impressed by his attitude. She'd had one or two supposed adults fall gibbering to the carpet.

Juan looked up. Dark red runes had been scrawled across the rough boards of the ceiling. "What's that writing on there?"

"The spell that allows this room to exist."

"Oh." He had little or no interest in spells. "Got any more juice?"

She handed him a full glass and watched him putter about, poking his nose into everything. Setting his glass down on the book, he pulled open the wardrobe door.

"What's that?"

"It's a demon trapped in a mirror, what's it look like?" She'd hung the mirror on the inside of the door that afternoon, figuring H'sak was safer there than in the wagon.

"How long's he been in there?"

"Twelve years."

"How long you gonna keep him in there?"

"Until I let him out."

An answer that would have infuriated an adult, suited Juan fine. He took one last admiring look at H'sak, finished his juice, and handed Magdelene the empty glass. "I better get home."

"Juan."

About to step through the canvas walls, he glanced back over his shoulder.

"You still haven't told me if I can fix your arm."

His gaze slid over to the demon and then back to the wizard. He shrugged. "Maybe later," he said, and left.

* * * *

Magdelene spent most of the next three days with Carlos. The children treated her like an exotic curiosity, and she tried to live up to their expectations. The adults treated her with a wary suspicion, and she tried not to live up to theirs. Carlos treated her like a friend.

The oldest in the village by a good twenty years, his eyes sometimes twinkled and sparkled and looked no older than Juan's. Sometimes, they burned with more mature fires and she longed to give him back his youth, if only for a few hours behind the dunes. Sometimes, they appeared deeper and blacker and wiser than the night sky. Sometimes, they just looked old. Marvelling, she realized that he remembered all the ages he had been, and more, that they were with him still, making a home, not a prison, of his age. This was his strength, and Magdelene placed the lesson it taught her carefully away with her other precious things.

She began to hope the village had a place for her.

On the morning of the fourth day, they'd gathered about the well – the wizard and the few adults who remained ashore due to age or disability – when the high pitched-shriek of a child jerked all heads around.

"Riders!"

Screaming out the news of their discovery, Juan and three of the other children burst into the centre of the village. The chickens panicked, screeched, and scattered. The adults tried to make sense out of the cacophony.

"One at a time!" The baker finally managed to make himself heard. "Juan, what happened?"

"Riders, Uncle!" Juan told him, bouncing in his excitement. "Five of them. On horses. Coming here!"

"Are you sure?"

"Yes! We were going up the track to look for gooseberries..." The other three children nodded vigorously in agreement. "...and we met them coming down."

"They aren't traders?"

Juan sighed in exaggerated exasperation. "Uncle, I seen traders before. And these aren't..." He noticed the baker was no longer looking at him, noticed no one was looking at him, so he let the last word trail off, and he turned.

They rode slowly, with a ponderous certainty more threatening than a wild charge. Voluminous robes in tans and browns hid all but their eyes, and over their left shoulders rose the hilts of long, slightly curved swords. They stopped, the line of horses reflecting the line of the well, and the rider in the centre let the fabric drop from his face.

Nice, thought Magdelene, continuing to stroke the black and white cat sprawled across her lap. High cheek bones, pretty blue eyes, lovely red beard, and, she realized, shoulders drooping a little in disappointment, about as congenial as H'sak.

"We have come," said the rider, "for the kayle."

Carlos stepped forward, his hand on Juan's shoulder – both to support himself and to keep the boy from doing anything rash. "What do you have to trade?" he asked levelly.

"Your lives," replied the rider, and his hand rose to the hilt of his sword.

Magdelene rolled her eyes. She'd never much cared for melodrama.

"If you take the kayle, we will have nothing when the traders come."

"The traders will not come. The Warlord rules here."

"I don't recall being conquered," Carlos snapped, temper showing at last.

The rider smiled, showing perfect teeth and no sense of humour. "You are being conquered now." The line of horses took a single step in intimidating unison.

Juan's one hand curled into a fist.

Magdelene stood, dumping the indignant cat to the ground.

"Just one minute," she began.

"Silence, woman!" the rider thundered.

"Get over yourself." She brushed cat hair off her skirt. "You're not impressing anyone."

For just an instant, acute puzzlement replaced the rider's belligerent expression. A people in the process of being terrorized simply did not behave in this fashion. With a perceivable effort, he regained his scowl and drew his sword. To either side, his men did the same.

"Kill them all," he said.

The horses leapt forward and vanished.

The saddles and the riders hung in the air for one long moment then crashed to the ground, raising great clouds of dust and more panicked squawking from the chickens.

"And as you want the kayle so badly," Magdelene said.

Steel swords became silver fish writhing and flopping in a desperate attempt to get free of the grip on their tails.

The children laughed and pointed.

When they found they couldn't release the fish, the riders began to panic.

"When you get back to your warlord," Magdelene told them, smiling pleasantly, "you'll be able to let go. If I can make a suggestion, don't waste any time. Very shortly those fish are not going to be the best of travelling companions."

Throwing garbage and clots of dirt, the children chased the riders from the village.

Magdelene turned and saw four of the five adults regarding her with awe. Carlos merely looked thoughtful.

"With luck, they'll convince their warlord that this village is more trouble than it's worth," Magdelene explained reassuringly, rubbing at the beads of sweat between her breasts. "Unless he has a wizard of his own, he'll only be beaten again if he comes back." She didn't add that even if he did have a wizard, he'd still be beaten – it sounded too much like bragging. Even though it was true.

"And without luck?" Carlos prodded.

Magdelene sighed. "Without luck, I'll just have to convince him myself. But I hope he does the sensible thing."

Carlos snorted. "Men who style themselves The Warlord seldom do the sensible thing."

"Men in general seldom do the sensible thing." Magdelene winked at the baker, who had, after all, only lost one leg at sea. "Fortunately, they have other uses."

Carlos cackled wildly. The baker blushed.

* * * *

"...although you did say you'd keep out of what didn't concern you."

"My home concerns me."

Yolanda peered at Magdelene through a cloud of pipe smoke. "Home, is it? I thought you were just staying for a while?"

"The village needs me."

"We neither need nor want you taking care of us," the older woman growled.

"Good. Because I wasn't planning to." Even through the smoke, she could see Yolanda's eyes narrow. The five empty saddles had been piled by the well when the fishing fleet returned. "I'll be like the seawall. Just another buffer against the storms." She spread her arms. "Without me, the persecutions your people left could well follow them."

"This warlord could send others," Carlos pointed out, pulling himself to his feet on the wizard's shoulder. "We have no way to defend ourselves."

"I can be your defences," Magdelene insisted.

Yolanda's teeth ground against her pipe stem. "You could use your power to enslave us."

"I could... But why would I bother?"

She sounded so sincerely puzzled that Carlos began to laugh. "She's right," he cackled. "The only thing she'd rather do than lie in the sun is..." Just what exactly Magdelene would rather do than lie in the sun got lost in a violent coughing fit, but more than one stupid grin flashed around the room.

"I thought I'd build a house on the headland," Magdelene said firmly, shooting Carlos a look that almost set him off again. "If no one has any objection."

"Humph." Yolanda's snort brought with it another cloud of smoke. Magdelene couldn't be sure, but she thought there was a smile behind it. "Well, if grandfather is so certain, I've no objection."

The headman sighed. "Does anyone else wish to offer an objection?" he asked mildly. Yolanda glared at the assembled villagers, who wisely remained silent. "In that case," he inclined his head graciously, "you may build as you wish, Lady-wizard."

* * * *

Magdelene studied the designs she'd drawn on the bare rock of the headland then checked them against the originals in the book. Although her hair and bright yellow shift blew wildly about in the wind, the pages of the spell book remained still and not one grain of the fine white sand she'd used for the parameters of her house shifted. The moment Juan returned from the beach, she'd be able to finish. She could have just lifted the last bit of sand she needed, but the boy had wanted to help. If she let him hang around, she figured she'd eventually do something he considered worthy and he'd let her fix his arm.

She turned her face to the sun, eyes half closed in blissful anticipation of actually having a place of her own. No more travelling and no more adventures. Adventures were highly overrated as far as Magdelene was concerned. They usually included uncomfortable sleeping arrangements, primitive or nonexistent toilet facilities, and someone – or someones – in direct and often violent opposition.

"Magdelene!"

Jolted out of her reverie, she squinted at the tiny figure scrambling up the steep path from the beach. It wasn't Juan, for the child had two healthy arms he... no, she... flailed about for balance.

"The riders," the little girl panted as Magdelene reached down to pull her the last few feet. "They've come back."

So, the warlord hadn't taken the hint. "Don't worry about it," the wizard advised, holding a hankie to a nose obediently blown. "That's what I'm here for."

"But they've got Juan!"

"What!" Magdelene spun around and stared down at the village, the distant scene snapping suddenly into clarity at the touch of her will. Not the same riders, but the same type, their robes of tan and brown billowing in the wind. A full two dozen men faced the well this time, a red pennant snapping about over their heads as if trying to leap from the lance tip. One horse stood a little forward, and Juan had been thrown across the pommel of its saddle, his good arm twisted cruelly back.

She could see the villagers gathering.  The kayle run had stopped, and the seas had been too high to put out for a less certain catch. Carlos, the headman and Yolanda at his back, stepped out of the crowd and spoke. Magdelene could see his lips move, although the wind whipped away the words. Juan began to struggle and squirm.

The rider's grip shifted, and it didn't take a wizard's ears to hear the high-pitched scream that rose on the wind.

"Magdelene!" The little girl tugged on the wizard's shift. "You gotta do something!"

Juan went limp.

Magdelene's fingers closed on the child's shoulder. The next instant, the two of them stood by the well. The child tore herself out of Magdelene's hold and dashed to her mother.

"Did you see, Mama? Did you see? We went poof!"

Alone now, between the villagers and the riders, Magdelene took a deep breath, clamped her teeth, and forced the wobbling world to steady. The last time she'd used the transit spell, she'd puked her guts out upon arrival. This time she couldn't give in to the nausea; retching at the warlord's feet might be unpleasant, but it could hardly be considered intimidating. When she regained her ability to focus, most of the riders still wore expressions of combined fear and disbelief.

Only the man who held Juan looked unaffected.

He smiled down at her. "You must be the wizard," he said.

She returned the smile with equal sincerity. "And you must be the warlord."

"I got your message. I'm here to give you my answer. And," his eyes narrowed, "I wouldn't suggest a repeat of the last incident, not while I have the boy."

Magdelene wasn't particularly worried. She could send the warlord and his men back where they came from without disturbing a hair on Juan's head. The problem was, they'd only come back. If she played to the warlord's ego, she might be able to negotiate a more permanent solution. "What do you want?"

"You." His smile broadened, the scar that split one side of his mouth twisting his face unevenly.

Magdelene's brows reached for her hairline. "I beg your pardon?"

"I have decided I could use a wizard." He waved his free hand expansively. "You are to put yourself under my command."

Pompous bloody twit. He actually sounded as if she should be thrilled with the opportunity. She folded her arms and glared up at him. "Why would I want to do that?" she demanded.

"If you don't, I will kill the boy."

"And if I do?"

"I will spare both the boy and the village."

"Magdelene..." Carlos' voice sounded strained, all the laughter gone from it.

"It's all right, Carlos," Magdelene muttered out of the corner of her mouth. "I've got things under control." Or she would have shortly. A man who expected his mere presence to overwhelm all opposition could be dealt with.

"While I appreciate your very generous offer," she told him, preparing to launch a special effects extravaganza that would convince him to never tangle with her village again. "I'm afraid I shall have to decline."

His smile never wavered. "Pity," he said. Throwing one arm about the boy's upper body, he grabbed the small head and twisted.

The crack sounded very loud.

Juan's body slid to the ground to lie in a crumpled heap, the head bent around at an impossible angle.

Magdelene's mouth worked, but no sound emerged. She hadn't really believed he would do that. Behind her, she heard a wail of grief from Juan's mother.

The warlord's men moved forward until they surrounded the villagers with a wall of steel.

"Now," said the warlord, still smiling, "what have you to say to my most generous offer?"

The smile slipped as Magdelene raised her head and met his eyes.

"Die," she told him.

He didn't have time to look surprised. His eyes rolled up, his mouth went slack, and he collapsed forward over the pommel. Startled by this new limp weight, the horse tossed its head and shied sideways, dumping the warlord's body to the sand beside the small heap of bones and flesh that had been Juan.

In silence that followed, the breathing of the surrounding horses sounded unnaturally loud. Their riders made no sound at all, each hoping desperately that the wizard would not now turn her attention to him.

The silence grew and stretched, broken only by the sobbing of Juan's mother. Pushing her hair back off her face with a trembling hand, Magdelene knelt by the boy's body. She straightened his tangled limbs and gently turned his head until it sat naturally once again.

"Lady-wizard..." It was the first time Carlos hadn't used her name. "...this isn't to say you haven't done what you felt you had to in removing this man from the world, but..."

He fell silent as Magdelene took Juan's cold little hand in hers and called his name.

The slight chest began to rise and fall. Juan hiccoughed and opened his eyes.

"I wasn't here," he said, scratching his nose.

"That's right." Magdelene was a firm believer in telling children the truth. "You were dead."

"Oh." He thought about that for a moment. "It sure was boring."

She moved out of the way as his family rushed forward to claim him. He squirmed, looked disgusted, and tried to avoid the sloppiest displays of affection.

"Mama, stop it."

"Lady-wizard?"

Magdelene turned to face the villagers. They'd ask her to leave now. Or they'd deify her. Things wouldn't be the same. She stifled a near hysterical giggle. People so often overreacted to the raising of the dead. 

"If you can bring back Juan," the headman told her quietly, "you must bring back the warlord and right the wrong you've done."

"Wrong?"

"We don't believe in the taking of life." He glanced down at the warlord's body, and his lip curled. "As much as we may recognize the emotion that prompts it." Behind him, the villagers stared at her, no two expressions the same.

She heaved a sigh of relief. If that was all they wanted, they were taking it rather well. Maybe she could still salvage the situation. "But what of that lot?" Magdelene shot a glance back over her shoulder at the warlord's men, who tried very hard to appear harmless and insignificant. "Cut the head off a snake, and the snake dies. If I rejoin the head then the snake lives and eats the heads of others and..." She frowned, lost in the metaphor, and sighed again. "Look, I don't think it's a good idea."

"If you want to make this your home," Yolanda told her bluntly, as unaffected by miracles as she was by most things, "you must respect our beliefs."

"But he deserved to die."

A couple of the villagers nodded in agreement. Yolanda stood firm. "You have no more right to decide that about him than he did about Juan. If you wish us to respect you, you must respect us."

Was it as easy as that? Magdelene wrapped her arms about herself and thought it over.

"Does your warlord have a name?" she asked the riders at last.

They looked at each other and then down at the body of their leader.

"Harrick, Lady-wizard," ventured the young man who held the lance with the warlord's pennant. She smiled her thanks, and he began breathing again.

Squatting by the warlord's body, Magdelene took his hand in hers and called. She didn't bother to make him more comfortable first.

This time, she wouldn't underestimate him.

His eyes opened. He looked around, slowly untangled himself, and sat up. "Bleshnaggle?" he asked, grabbing for a blowing strand of Magdelene's hair.

She pulled it out of his hand and stood. The warlord pouted for a second then discovered his boots. He gazed at them in fascination, babbling nonsense words and patting at the air with limp hands.

Everyone, the villagers and the riders, took a step forward.

"What happened?" Yolanda asked finally.

Magdelene watched the warlord trying to catch the billowing end of his own robe. "Death seems to have unsettled him a bit," she said.

"But Juan was fine."

The wizard shrugged. "Children are a lot more adaptable about..."

"Would you make up your mind!" A dark-haired, pale-skinned young woman appeared suddenly beside the warlord, hands on hips and eyes flashing. Her black robes hung straight to the sand, unaffected by the breeze from the bay. "What are we playing, musical souls? First I've got 'em, then I don't. You're not supposed to do that!" She spotted Juan worming his way to the front of the crowd. "Hi, kid."

Juan's mother grabbed his ear and yanked him behind her, cutting off his cheerful greeting. As far as she could see, there was no one there and her baby had been involved with quite enough strangeness for one afternoon.

"Death?" Magdelene hazarded.

Everyone, the riders and the villagers, took a step back. At this point, they were willing to take the wizard's word for it.

"Good guess," Death snapped. "Now, do you want to explain what's going on around here?"

"It's a long story."

"Look, lady," Death began, a little more calmly.

"Magdelene."

"Okay. Magdelene. Look, Magdelene, I haven't got time for a long story, I've got places to go, people to see. Let's make a deal – you can keep the kid, but tall, dark, and violent comes with me." She pointed a long, pale finger down at the warlord. Both her ebony brows rose as he pulled off a boot and began filling it with sand. "Now look what you've done!" she wailed, causing every living creature in earshot to break into a cold sweat. "You've broken him!"

"Sorry." Magdelene spread her hands.

"No, you're not." Death tapped one foot against the sand. "Okay. I'm sure we can work this out like sensible women. You can keep him, just give me one of them." She swept her gaze over the riders.

One sensitive young man fainted, falling forward in the saddle, arms dangling limply down each side of his horse's neck.

"Sorry," Magdelene said again, lifting her shoulders in a rueful shrug. "They're not mine to give. Why don't you just take one?"

Three saddles were suddenly wet.

"I don't work that way." Death shook her head. "I can't take someone if it isn't their time.

"Lady?"

Both Death and the wizard turned.

Carlos stepped forward, one twisted hand held out before him.

Death's expression softened, and she smiled. She had a beautiful smile. "Don't I know you?" she asked softly.

"You should," Carlos told her. "I've been expecting you for some time."

Her voice became a caress. "Forgive me for taking so long."

When she took his hand, he sighed and all the aches and pains of his age seemed to drop off him. He stood straight for a moment, his face serene, then he crumbled to the ground.

All eyes were on the body of the old man. Only Magdelene saw the young one, tall and strong, who still held Death's hand. Lips trembling, she gave him her best smile. He returned it. And was gone.

Magdelene stood quietly, tears on her cheeks, while the villagers lovingly carried Carlos' body away. She stood quietly while the warlord's men managed to get their leader onto his horse, and she didn't move as they headed out of the village. She stood quietly until a small hand slipped into hers.

"I've got the rest of the sand," Juan told her, a bulging pouch hung round his neck. "Can we go finish your house now?"

She looked down and lightly touched his hair. "They want me to stay?"

He shrugged, unsure who they were. "No one wants you to go."

Hand in hand, they climbed the path to the headland.

"Are you going to stay here forever?" Juan asked.

Magdelene met the anxious look in his black eyes and grinned. "How old are you, Juan?"

"Nine."

The image of the young man she'd pulled from the future stood behind the child and winked. She shooed it back where it belonged. "I'll be around long enough."

Juan nodded, satisfied.

"So... I took you back from Death today. Can I fix your arm now?"

He tossed his head. "I'm still thinkin' about it."

The most powerful wizard in the world stared down at him in astonishment then started to laugh. "You," she declared, "are one hard kid to impress."

[Publisher’s note: “Be It Ever So Humble” is the second story in chronological order. To go to the third chronological story, jump to “Mirror, Mirror, on the Lam.” To continue in written order, proceed to the next page.]
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Nothing Up Her Sleeve

Leather soles slapped down against sand and rock, and something in the sound convinced the small grey-brown lizard that it might be safer to move off the path. Claws scrabbling for purchase, it launched itself forward just as a booted foot came down smack on its patch of warm ground. Jewel-bright eyes peered out from the safety of a pile of loose rubble, and, if looks could kill, the wearer of the boots would have, at that moment, reached the end of their road.

As it was, the boots went only another seven paces forward then stopped at a low coral wall. The air crackled, and the lizard dove deeper under cover. Over countless generations, lizards living on the headland had learned that magic meant trouble, and this particular lizard had no intention of getting involved.

Edges wavering under brilliant sunlight, a gate appeared in the coral wall. Less than a heartbeat later, the wall was whole again. For some moments, the gate appeared, disappeared, appeared, disappeared – in the end, the wall remained whole. Not even a well-placed kick had any effect, although certain vehemently expressed profanities adding heat to the already tropical temperatures suggested that the wall had won that round as well.

At four feet high, it should have been easy enough to go over. It wasn't. Finally, the boots stomped back down the path, turned, and pounded towards the wall at full speed.

* * * *

"He's going to hurt himself, Mistress."

"You're probably right, Kali," Magdelene admitted around a piece of papaya. She leaned one elbow on the wide stone sill of the kitchen window and sighed. Watching the intruder had been an amusing way to pass an afternoon too hot for physical activity, but his repeated failures were becoming embarrassing. "Well, I suppose as he wants to come in so badly, I'd better go out and talk to him." Popping the last bit of fruit into her mouth, she straightened.

"Shall I serve chilled juices in the garden?"

Magdelene shook her head. "Better make it something stronger," she advised. "He looks like he could use a drink."

* * * *

The coral wall loomed closer, closer... Micholai put out one hand, stiff-armed himself into the air, and landed on his side with enough force to knock the breath from his lungs – a gate having just appeared under the point he was attempting to vault.

Gasping, he rolled over onto his back and squinted up at a pair of tanned legs exposed to an immodest height. Above the legs, a turquoise shift covered full curves, and above that grey eyes peered down at him from under a thick mass of chestnut hair. Her nose appeared to be slightly sunburned. When he recognized her expression as barely suppressed amusement, he scrambled indignantly to his feet.

"My name," he said, attempting to dislodge a fine coating of sand from the surface of his black wool robe, "is Lord Wizard Micholai, and I wish to speak with Magdelene, the one they call the most powerful wizard in the world." His tone clearly indicated that whoever they were, he didn't believe them. "You may take me to her."

Thick lashes lowered against the sun, the woman looked him up and down and smiled. "You're already talking to her," she told him.

He managed a strangled, "You?"

Her smile broadened. The alleged most powerful wizard in the world had a bit of fruit caught between two teeth.

* * * *

"You know, Micholai, you'd be a lot more comfortable if you took off that robe."

Micholai clutched the robe more tightly around him as he sat – with some difficulty – on the low, deep seat of a cane chair. He wasn't entirely certain why he'd agreed to join her for drinks in the garden, or even if he actually had. "This robe," he declared, indignantly, "identifies me as a wizard."

"True enough," Magdelene acknowledged, sitting down across from him and picking up a large palm-frond fan. "But as I know you're a wizard and you know you're a wizard, don't you think it's rather unnecessary?"

"No!"

"Suit yourself." She leaned back and flapped the fan.

Micholai blinked sweat out of his eyes and tried not to lean towards the cool breeze the fan created. 

An avid observer of young men, Magdelene placed Micholai's age somewhere between twenty and thirty.  Closer to thirty. At the moment, he wasn't looking his best. His brown hair lay limp and matted with sweat, his nose and cheeks were peeling, and his slightly bloodshot brown eyes darted back and forth between gritty lashes – searching, Magdelene deduced with some amusement, for an escape route. As she couldn't get him out of it, she had to assume the robe covered all the usual bits in the correct proportion.

She wondered if the self-important, stiff-necked attitude that made him refuse to relax was a result of his mission, his age, or an innate part of his character. Reaching across the tiny patio, she pushed at his knee with one bare foot. "Calm down. I don't bite."

"That, Mistress, is not entirely accurate." Kali set a tray holding two frosted glasses and a pitcher of liquid down on a three-legged table.

Micholai paled as the green-skinned, ivory-horned demon stretched out a taloned hand and offered him a drink. "It's true," he gulped. "You... you're served by a demon!"

"Who is currently trying to serve you," Magdelene pointed out. "Take the glass and say thank you."

Fingers shaking only slightly less than his voice, he did as he was told.

"You're welcome," Kali told him. She handed Magdelene the second glass. "Will we be having him for supper?" she asked, her expression unreadable.

Micholai choked.

Magdelene sighed. "If you mean will he be staying for supper, I think so. You'll have to excuse my housekeeper," she continued as Kali returned to the kitchen. "Her command of human language is a tad idiosyncratic. Now, then," she took a long swallow and sat back contentedly, "you've told me your name but not why you're here."

Suddenly recalled to his duties, Micholai wiped his chin and squared his shoulders. "I," he declared, "represent THE COUNCIL OF WIZARDS."

"The what?"

"THE COUNCIL OF WIZARDS."

Magdelene scratched at the back of her right calf with the toes of her left foot and frowned. "Never heard of them," she said at last.

"But..."

"Look, Micholai, why don't you just relax, take off your robe..."

"I am not taking off my robe!"

"All right, all right, keep it on." With as minimal an effort as she could manage, she pushed her hair back off her face. "But start at the beginning. Who or what is the Council of Wizards?"

Micholai took a deep breath and a long drink, only barely managing to keep them separate. This was not how he'd imagined this confrontation, but the debacle at the gate had shaken his confidence, and the wizard he'd come to confront was not like any wizard he'd ever imagined. Take control from the beginning, the council had said. Sure, easy for them to say. They weren't being watched as though they were some new and not very interesting form of entertainment. "THE COUNCIL OF WIZARDS..." He felt blood rising up under the sunburn on his cheeks and began again. "The, uh, Council of Wizards is made up of the five most powerful wizards in the world..."

Magdelene's brows nearly touched her hairline.

"...and, well, they run things."

"What sort of things?"

"Wizard things."

"Ah. And why haven't I ever heard of them?"

"They tried to contact you." His voice picked up a decidedly defensive tone. "But they couldn't raise your crystal..."

"Don't have one."

Micholai's eyes widened, and one hand rose to cup his own crystal protectively. It had been the greatest day of his life when, after years of apprenticeship, he'd been presented by the council with the badge of his accomplishment. "But all wizards wear a crystal."

She stretched, sweat-damp skin pressing against the thin cotton shift and sticking. "I don't."

As it was very obvious that she didn't, Micholai wet his lips and continued. "They tried to break into your scrying, but you flung their power back at them with so much force that it knocked the Lady Wizard Gillian off her stool."

"Not that I noticed, but it serves her right. Was she hurt?"

"She was very embarrassed." Micholai's lips twitched into an involuntary smile as he remembered how Lady Wizard Gillian had bounced back onto the floor, robe flapping, crystal swinging, perpetually sour expression overlaid with indignant disbelief. When he saw Magdelene sharing the smile, he forced himself to frown. "A wizard's dignity is not to be trifled with."

Magdelene's smile broadened. "That sounds like a quote."

His traitorous lips began to curve again. "Yes, well. Anyway, as conventional methods appeared to be of no use, the council sent me to contact you."

"And are you a member of the council?"

"No. That is, not yet."

Magdelene let that lie.

"A number of wizards work with the council. And they have a large training centre."

"I see. And what does the Council of Wizards want?"

"You're to appear before them for a disciplinary hearing."

She blinked. "For a what now?"

"A disciplinary hearing." He pulled at the collar of his robe. "I was instructed to tell you that if you don't come with me, action will be taken."

"Action? Never mind." A lazy wave cut off his explanation. "So, where do they want you to take me?"

"They have a stronghold high in the Kurel Mountains."

"The Kurel Mountains..." Place names had changed more than once since Magdelene had settled in the south. "Isn't it late spring there now? With soft breezes and new grass and wild flowers?" She sighed and rubbed absently at a puddle of sweat caught in the crook of her elbow. "I think I'd like to see spring again. We'll leave tomorrow."

It had gone much better than Micholai had thought it would during his assault on the gate. "Fine. Tomorrow." He stood, ignoring protests from various parts of his body.

Magdelene stood as well. "And for now, I'll have Kali run you a nice cool bath. While you're in it, she can clean your clothes – including that robe you're so attached to. Then we'll sit down to a heaping platter of shrimp with a nice salad on the side... What's the matter?" His shoulder was rigid under her hand.

"I can't..."

"Nonsense. You can so. Unless you'd rather sleep outside the gate in case I attempt to escape?"

He'd intended on doing exactly that. Somehow it seemed a little silly.

"Wouldn't you rather be comfortable and well fed? Of course you would." She steered him, unsure but unprotesting towards the house.

For the first time in his life, Micholai wondered if the Council of Wizards knew just what they were getting into.

* * * *

"A Council of Wizards, Kali. Can you believe it? What's next?"

"Breakfast." The demon set a plate of fresh bran muffins on the table.

Magdelene shook her head as she spread the butter. "All tucked neatly into one place..."

"Perhaps they are not aware of the danger."

"Well, they're going to be."

Sometime later, Magdelene stared at the younger wizard in irritation. Bathed, fed, and rested, he was actually quite attractive. Unfortunately, his appearance had nothing to do with her mood. "What do you mean you can't just transport us? You've been there. Don't you know the spell?"

"Yes, but..."

"If you need more power, I can supply it."

"No, it's just..."

"Don't try to tell me I've got to spend an uncomfortable amount of time travelling, because I won't do it."

"It's more complicated than that..."

"If I'm putting myself out to do something for somebody," Magdelene muttered, "I don't like being inconvenienced."

Behind her, at the sink, Kali rolled her eyes,

"It's nothing personal!" Micholai protested, once again on the defensive. "No one can transport directly to the stronghold. The council has wrapped the area in spells so strong that the closest anyone can arrive is five days out."

"Why?"

"Demons." Shooting a nervous look at Kali's back, he leaned forward and lowered his voice. "The spell leaves too obvious a signature. The council is afraid demons will track it and mass for an attack, wiping out the cream of wizardry in one battle."

Magdelene snorted. "Leaving aside, for the moment, your rather loose definition of the cream of wizardry, hasn't it occurred to your council that the stronghold itself is probably leaving enough of a signature to attract some attention?"

"They've taken care of that."

"How? With more spells?" She shifted her small travelling bag from her right hand to her left and sighed. "Well, I'm packed, I'm dressed, I suppose I can find some way to survive five days on the road. Where can you transport us to?"

"Sherilac. It's a trading city where the Lea joins the Kan."

The names of what were probably rivers meant nothing to her. "It's been a long time since I was in a city of any size," Magdelene mused thoughtfully.

Kali made choking noises, which Magdelene chose to ignore.

"Do you prefer to begin your transport spell outside or in?" she asked.

"Uh, outside."

When Micholai moved to follow her out the kitchen door, the demon's voice brought him up short.

"Lord Wizard."

Preening a little at the honorific, he turned.

"A word of advice, Lord Wizard." Kali jerked her horns in the direction her mistress had taken. "When you get to the city, keep her moving."

Micholai frowned. "Keep her moving?"

The demon nodded. "It's safer," she said.

* * * *

"'Tis a wizard!"

The town had appeared nearly deserted until, on a street by the harbour, an old man had recognized Micholai and sent up the call. 

Micholai inclined his head graciously as people began to gather. "It's the robe," he told Magdelene smugly, raised a near-regal hand in salute, and added, "If you wore a robe, I'm sure they'd be this excited to see you."

Magdelene, who had forgotten that spring could mean grey and glowering skies, cold winds, and drizzle just as easily as gentle breezes and flowers, growled inarticulately. The growl became a pained grunt as a stout shopkeeper, his fine clothes soaked with dirty water, drove a beefy elbow into her side while attempting to shove her out of his way. Said shopkeeper found himself suddenly some distance outside the city gates wearing only his boots. Magdelene hated being cold, she really hated being cold and wet, and considering how she felt about being cold, wet, and bruised, she figured he could consider himself lucky she'd left him the boots.

She frowned as word continued to spread and more and more people scurried up from the waterfront. Although Micholai apparently accepted the crowd as his wizardly due, growing increasingly full of himself with every cheer, Magdelene rather suspected there was more to it. When the mass of townsfolk up ahead parted to allow an official delegation through, she jabbed her companion sharply in the ribs. "Looks like they're about to hand you the key to the city."

"Wizards," Micholai informed her down the length of his nose, "are highly thought of around here."

"So are ratcatchers," Magdelene pointed out tartly. "But there's a reason for that."

"Lord Wizard, thank Kelptro you've come in time." The mayor, his chain of office thrown on over a mud-stained jerkin, grabbed Micholai by the shoulder and dragged him forward. "We've got to hurry. The water's almost here!"

"I should think you've got quite enough of that already," Magdelene muttered, pushing damp hair back off her face.

The mayor ignored her, propelling Micholai over rain-slicked cobblestones toward the harbour. "It's been weeks since we sent the messenger up the mountain. We were afraid no one was going to come."
	"But," Micholai protested, trying unsuccessfully to free his robe from the larger man's grip.

The mayor ignored him, too. "The sandbags are only just containing the flooding. If you hadn't come we'd have lost half the town."

"But..."

"We've done what we can, Lord Wizard. Now, it's up to you."

"But..."

"Fall back! Fall back! Give the Lord Wizard room to work!"

"Now you say but again," Magdelene prompted as Micholai stared in silent horror down the length of the harbour breakwater. Wet and exhausted townspeople scrambled past them to the relative safety of the shore and stood waiting expectantly.

Micholai shot her a panicked glance and cleared his throat. "Just, uh, what exactly is the problem?"

"The Lea's flooded," the mayor explained. "Mudslide upriver held most of the spring runoff. Kelptro-cursed thing cleared this morning. When it gets here..." Both hands graphically illustrated what the town could expect. "...we go with it."

"And you want me to... uh..."
	Magdelene rolled her eyes. "Stop it," she suggested.

"That's right." The mayor looked at her for the first time. "Who are you?"

She gave him her second best smile. "I'm with the wizard."

A moment later, they were picking their way carefully along the top of the breakwater. The river water swirled brown and angry against the sandbags, surging over them in a number of places, forcing its way through in others.

"I can't do this," Micholai protested, unable to stop moving because of the firm pressure of Magdelene's hand between his shoulder blades. "Anything of this magnitude has to be cleared with the Council of Wizards."

"Sounds like they tried that."

"There are rules!"

"Break them."

"Wizards are not permitted to use their power to interfere in the lives of those who have no power."

"That's a stupid rule."

"We can't always be taking care of them. They've got to take care of themselves."

"They tried. They can't do anything about this."

He pulled away from her hand and turned to face her. "So then..."

"They die."

"No."

"That's what your rules say."

Micholai squinted past her to the townspeople grouped expectantly on the shore. He groped for his crystal. "Power without structure is chaos."

Magdelene grabbed him by the front of his robe and shoved him around to face upstream. "Structure without flexibility is bullshit," she yelled as the muted snarl of the river grew suddenly louder. "And you've just run out of time."

Sweeping up everything it passed, a seething wall of water roared towards them. Then it was closer to them than they were to shore.

"Raise your arm!"

"What?"

She grabbed his wrist and threw his arm into the air. The wall of water leapt up with it, curving over the harbour, over the docks, over the heads of the crowd. Huge trees, boulders torn from the mountain, the shattered remains of buildings ripped off their foundations twisted and spun in the muddy arch. The noise was nearly deafening. Magdelene stuck her fingers in her ears.

Micholai stood frozen, knowing full well he'd had nothing to do with this but afraid to lower his arm. Only when it was finally over, when the danger had been diverted past the town, did he let it drop to his side, pins and needles wrapped around it from elbow to fingertip. "Why?" he demanded.

Magdelene stepped back as the first of the hysterically grateful townspeople threw themselves down the length of the retaining wall. "I try to keep a low profile," she explained, not entirely truthfully. A dozen clutching hands all tried to get a piece of the wizard who'd saved the town. "Besides, you're the one in the robe." 

* * * *

"It's a beautiful spring day out there, Micholai. Too bad you can't leave the room without being swarmed." Magdelene ignored the scowl he shot her and dropped her travelling bag on the floor by the wide balcony doors. "Wait until you see what I bought. It's exactly what we need for travelling up into the mountains. You know, this really is a very nice place."  Her fingers stroked the soft nap of a brilliantly patterned multicoloured shawl. "The weavers here do the most amazing things with sheep. Pity you couldn't have come with me."

"Magdelene..."

"Of course, that robe of yours does make you stick out like a tall, dark, sore thumb."

"Magdelene..."

"Still, everyone knows you're a wizard, and that is what's important, people throwing themselves at your feet, kissing your hem, even if it does keep you cooped up on such a..."

"Magdelene!" He crossed the room and grabbed her shoulders. "I got the point the first time. I'm not stupid!"

The corners of her mouth quirked up. "Of course you're not," she told him kindly, grey eyes sparkling. "You're a wizard."

It was probably fortunate that a sudden knock at the door cut off his reply.

"Hey, Magdelene! Where do you want the carpet?"

"Over there by the window, Bruno."

The burly man followed her pointing finger, the huge roll of carpet resting lightly on one broad shoulder. "You had to be on the top floor," he grumbled good-naturedly. "Couldn't be down at street level. Oh no. Had to be up three flights of stairs."

"I did it on purpose." Magdelene watched appreciatively as he crossed the room. "I wanted to see those rippling muscles covered in a fine sheen of sweat."

He laughed and let the carpet fall. "Well, as long as you had a good reason. Maybe we should try it out, you and I." He turned, saw Micholai, and blushed a deep crimson. "Lord Wizard. Your pardon. I didn't see!" The speed of his exit invalidated the common belief that big men were slow men.

Micholai spread his hands helplessly at Magdelene's glower. "I didn't do it on purpose!"

"I know you didn't." Her expression softened as she realized how much the porter's reaction really had upset him, and she decided that lessons were over for the moment. After all, she still had five days on the trail to make him into a human being. "Don't worry about it. Come and see what I bought."

"I thought you'd never been to Sherilac before?"

"I haven't." Tongue between her teeth, she worked at the cords holding the carpet rolled.

"But he spoke like he knew you..."

"Who? Bruno? I met him this morning."

Micholai shook his head and couldn't help a note of censure creeping into his voice. "You shouldn't tease strangers like that."

"I shouldn't or wizards shouldn't?"

"Uh..."

She laughed, much as Bruno had, and leapt up off her knees. "Then you'll be happy to know, I wasn't, in the strictest sense of the word, teasing."

He shook his head. "You couldn't have meant to... I mean, wizards don't!"

"Of course they do. Where do you think little wizards come from?"

"He's a porter!"

"He's gorgeous," Magdelene corrected. "All broad and musclely. And he's a nice man. And your attitude is beginning to irritate me. Fortunately, I refuse to allow you to ruin my good mood." With a wave of her hand, the carpet unrolled. "What do you think?"

Greens and blues and oranges and yellows, in every possible variation of non-complementary shades, chased each other around and around and around the border. The central design was... Micholai squinted, but it didn't help. He had no idea what the central design was. Was, in fact, willing to believe that it hadn't been designed at all. That it had just happened. It wasn't the sort of carpet any wizard would be caught dead on. He opened his mouth to tell her so, had a sudden memory of thousands of tons of moving water rising into the air, wondered just how irritated an honest response would get her, and said, "I bet you got a good deal on it."

"You wouldn't believe it." She set her travelling bag over a particularly virulent bit of pattern and dropped down beside it. "Well, come on."

Micholai took a step backwards. "Where?"

"To see the Council of Wizards. Remember?"

"On that?"
	"Why not?"

He took a deep breath and let it out slowly, completely in control for the first time since his failure at the coral wall. Her stunt with the river had almost had him believing that most-powerful-wizard-in-the-world stuff. "Magdelene, flying carpets are a myth. Extensive research has proven that not only did the spell to energize them never exist, but that carpets are basically so non-aerodynamic that they wouldn't... wouldn't... uh..."

The carpet hovered two feet off the floor, fringes quivering as though it were anxious to be off.

Magdelene gave him her second best smile. "You coming or just breathing hard?"

"Magdelene!"
	"Oh, calm down and sit." She patted a luminously awful bit of weave beside her.

Fingers folded tightly around his crystal, Micholai shook his head.

"Either get on, or I'm leaving without you."

A sudden vision of how the council would react to Magdelene arriving unescorted moved him carefully onto the carpet. They deserved a warning, at least. "Are you sure you know what you're doing?"

She shrugged as they flew out the window and began to climb. "How hard can it be? There's nothing up here to hit. Besides..." Lounging back against her travelling case, she waved at an astonished gull. "...if you think I'm spending five long, tiring days slogging up a mountain, you're out of your mind."

As the phrase I'm out of my mind had just been in the forefront of Micholai's thoughts, he closed his eyes, tried not to think about how far it was to the ground, and decided not to argue.

* * * *

The five days of travel differed only in that Micholai finally relaxed enough to open his eyes and look down. Once. Then he wished he hadn't as Magdelene, encouraged by his interest, put the carpet through two loops and a barrel roll.

But the nights...

The first night, Magdelene pulled a red and white striped tent, two folding beds, a four course meal, a pair of crystal goblets, and a bottle of very good wine out of a travelling bag six inches wide by a little over twice that high.

"H... h... how?" Micholai's fingers were white around the edges of the full plate he'd just been handed.

Magdelene looked confused. "Micholai, you're a wizard. How do you think?" 

Micholai blushed. "Oh. Right."

On the second night, prompted by the screech of an owl in the darkness, Magdelene told of her encounter with the last of the great dragons and the half dozen knights who were determined to kill it. With her legs tucked up under her and the fire dancing flame coloured highlights through her hair, she barely looked old enough to be dragon bait let alone dragon saviour. 

Micholai listened, eyes wide. Had he heard the story from anyone else, about anyone else, he would have reacted with awe. It was, however, impossible to be in awe of Magdelene, no matter what she did – although an incident involving two of the knights had him as close to awe as he was likely to get. 

The third night, after supper, she asked him what it was he liked about being a wizard. Something in her tone convinced him that she really wanted to hear the answer. Although his list began in council-approved places, under the power of her listening, he discovered joys he'd forgotten during the long years of training.

"...but I guess what I really like is that, well, terrific feeling that comes from doing something so absolutely wondrous and impossible."

Later, after the fire had died to white-red embers, he heard her say, so softly he wasn't sure she was speaking to him, "You didn't mention the robe."

On the fourth night, one of the crystal glasses shattered, and without thinking, Micholai fused the pieces back into a seamless whole.

Magdelene gave him her second best smile, but said only, "Thank you."

On the fifth night, Magdelene discovered that Micholai possessed a fine tenor voice. She kept him singing until he pleaded for sleep.

"You couldn't have decided to sing four nights ago," she sighed as they made their way to their separate beds. "You just had to wait until the last night..."

* * * *

The stronghold of the Council of Wizards looked pretty much exactly the way tradition suggested it should. Thick stone walls surrounded a cluster of buildings dominated by the brooding bulk of a tower. The original builders had used the local granite and in the early morning sun the whole place gleamed a soft off-white.

"Almost pretty," Magdelene observed as they swooped over the last mile.

"Land outside the wall," Micholai told her, cracking one eye open just enough to see where they were.

"Don't be silly. Tell me where it is and I'll land right in the council chamber."

"Magdelene, there's a ring of defensive spells..."

The carpet passed over the outer battlements. Micholai made choking noises.

Magdelene reached over and patted him on one robe-covered knee. "Look, I really don't want to get you in trouble, so I'll set her down here in the courtyard. Okay?"

"Just land. Please."

The inhabitants of the stronghold froze at their tasks and watched in astonishment as the world's ugliest carpet drifted gently to the ground. They stared from windows and doorways as a chestnut-haired woman wearing turquoise trousers and a salmon pink tunic stood, stretched, and declared in ringing tones, "There now, that wasn't so bad, was it?"

Expressions changed as they recognized her companion.

"Micholai! What do you think you're doing?"

Micholai scrambled to his feet and tried, unsuccessfully, to smooth the creases from his robe. "Lady Wizard Gillian! I, uh... That is, we... Uh, I mean... This is Magdelene."

"So I assumed." Gillian shot a venomous glare over Micholai's shoulder. "I don't know what you're trying to prove, missy, but research has determined that flying carpets are not possible."

Magdelene blinked.

"And what's more, those defensive spells on the wall were put there for a reason. You had no business going through them in such a way."

"How should I have gone through them?"

"How should you have gone through them?" Gillian snorted. "And you call yourself the most powerful wizard in the world. Ha."

"Uh, Lady Wizard Gillian..."

"Be quiet, Micholai." Gillian turned, sketched two arcane symbols in the air and declaimed two lines in a language that seemed mostly made up of consonants. An unseen bell in the tower began to toll. "The COUNCIL OF WIZARDS will meet immediately," she declared, spun on one heel, and strode away. "As you have brought her this far, Micholai, you can escort her to the council chamber."

"Did she have an unhappy childhood or something?" Magdelene asked as Micholai indicated they should follow the senior wizard.

His brows drew down, and his right hand rose to wrap around his crystal. "Magdelene, you've got to start taking this seriously."

"Oh, I am," she told him, motioning for her travelling bag to go on ahead.

Somehow, he wasn't reassured.

* * * *

"Magdelene, you stand accused before this COUNCIL OF WIZARDS of actions endangering all wizards." The Lord Wizard Wang Fu leaned forward, palms flat on the high oak bench the council used when it sat in session. "To wit, stirring up the rancor of the demonkind by wilfully destroying one of their princes."

"Is that what all this is about?"

"Isn't it enough!" Lady Wizard Fatima exclaimed, tapping one polished fingernail against the wood. "The completely unnecessary destruction of the sixth demon prince has upset the balance of power and put us all in a great deal of danger."

Magdelene stopped trying to find a comfortable position in the intricately carved marble chair, suspecting she'd found the reason why the council seemed so generally cranky. "You seem to be forgetting that I upset the balance of power in our favour," she pointed out.

Lady Wizard Tatianya shook her head, grey curls whipping back and forth. "No, no, no. Balance is the important factor when dealing with the Netherhells. Our favour, their favour – all that is completely unimportant."

"It was important to me at the time," Magdelene said dryly. "What does the council suggest I should have done when Kan'Kon challenged me?"

"You should not have accepted the challenge." Wang Fu was adamant. The rest of the council nodded agreement.

"Trust me on this one. Demons don't work that way."

"We know how demons operate." Lord Wizard Manuel sniffed. "We have devoted years to the study of the Netherhells."

Lord Wizard Manuel had lovely dark eyes and long sultry eyelashes. Magdelene decided she didn't like him anyway. "Ever been there?" she asked.

"Don't be impertinent. It is a well-known fact that wizards can not survive in the Netherhells."

Magdelene rolled her eyes. "Suit yourself," she muttered. "You will anyway."

Lady Wizard Gillian, a white and purple crystal of truly immense proportions cupped in both hands, cleared her throat, the sound pulling the other members of the council around to face her. "Your wilful and unnecessary action," she declared, "has stirred up the Netherhells. We are therefore decided to take action before we are all swept away on a crimson tide of revenge."

"Oh, puh-lease..."

"This council can no longer allow you to continue blithely doing whatever you wish." Gillian's lips thinned. "We were, in the past, prepared to be lenient..."

"About what?" Magdelene interjected.

"The demon you keep in your household for starters," Fatima declared.

"I saved her life. By demonic rules that makes her life mine."

Gillian waved that away. "We know you consorted with a bard."

Magdelene leaned forward. "Consorted?" she repeated.

"You bore him a son!" Fatima said scornfully. "Don't deny it!"

"Oh, I wasn't denying it," Magdelene explained. "I just thought you needed a stronger verb."

"As I said," Gillian snapped, "we were prepared to be lenient in spite of your refusal to act as befits your power. You have been, for all the centuries of this council, a disgrace, a disgrace do you hear me, to the title Lady Wizard. You ignore our traditions, you scoff at our authority..."

"I didn't even know you existed until Micholai landed in my backyard."

"My point exactly. We are THE COUNCIL OF WIZARDS. What are you? You have no crystal! You have no robe!"

"I wondered when we were going to get to that," Magdelene murmured.

Gillian surged to her feet, eyes blazing. "And yet you dare to place us in danger! Power confers a responsibility you have chosen to ignore. You have given us no choice. We are forced to remove your power!"

The silence that fell was terrible and profound. The council stared at Magdelene, their expressions ranging from gentile superiority to barely concealed glee. Magdelene stared back at the council, her expression nearly making it to polite interest.

"You think," Gillian continued, crystal swinging back against her chest with a meaty thud, "that we can't do this. We have heard you call yourself the most powerful wizard in the world." Her eyes narrowed. "But there are five of us and only one of you. I think you'll find that our combined power is not to be scoffed at."

"Was I scoffing?"

"Research has proven," Manuel said smoothly, "That you can not win if you choose to fight."

"Fight?" Magdelene rested one hand against her breast. "Me? I readily admit to being lazier than any other five wizards of my acquaintance. You'll get no fight from me."

Gillian lowered herself slowly back into her chair. "I'm glad to see you're being so reasonable about the inevitable. You'll find we can be reasonable as well; have you any words to speak in your defence?"

"No." Magdelene stood and brushed her hair back out of her eyes. "But I have a couple to say about yours. One." She ticked the points on her fingers. "You might just as well transport in and out of this place; there's enough power gathered here that every map in the Netherhells has this place marked with a big red x. I may have stirred up the demonkind, but if they attack here it's not my fault. Large concentrations of wizards never last long."

"We have lasted over two and a half centuries," Wang Fu sneered.

Magdelene sighed. "I have hickeys older than that. Two, rules and regulations won't work against the demonkind. They don't follow your rules, they follow their own, and those change without notice. Three," she spread her hands, "you'd be a lot more comfortable out of those robes."

"Enough of this mockery!" Gillian bellowed, slamming her fist down on the table. "We will deal with you now! Draw the circles. Light the incense."

Magdelene obliged.

"Not you!" Gillian shrieked.

With varying degrees of annoyance, the council moved to enclose Magdelene in their midst.

"Should I sit, stand, what?" she asked.

"It doesn't matter," Tatianya spat, taking her position. "You'll soon be put in your place."

 On Gillian's signal, the council began to chant. With right hands cupped around crystals, they extended the left so that a quintet of palms faced inward. It didn't take long. The five crystals flared briefly then dimmed. The five members of the council looked pleased with themselves.

Magdelene scratched her nose. "So, I assume if I throw myself on the mercy of the council I can get a lift home?"

* * * *

Kali turned from the sink at the crack of displaced air. "Back already, Mistress?"

Magdelene shrugged and set her travelling bag down on the kitchen floor. "They've been warned."

"How did they take it?"

"They took away my powers."

"They took away your powers," Kali repeated, crossing her arms across her chest.

"Uh huh."

The demon looked disgusted. "Is that all?"

"Not quite." Magdelene frowned at the sudden realization. "Those pompous bits of toe-jam kept my carpet!"

* * * *

"Mistress, do you sense it?"

"Pretty hard to miss, isn't it?" Magdelene yawned, stretched, and stood. It had been a wonderful six weeks – lying in the sun, swimming, eating, attempting to get in and out of her hammock using no magic – but as parts of her house had gotten completely out of hand without supervision, she supposed it was time to call an end. "Don't wait up, Kali."

Kali sniffed. "I never do, Mistress."

A heartbeat later, Magdelene stood just inside the gates of the council's stronghold.

"Magdelene!"

"Good grief, Micholai, you look awful!"

He staggered forward, swayed, and nearly fell. Grey-blue shadows ringed his eyes. One sleeve of his robe appeared to have been chewed off. "Demons... From out of nowhere. We barely got the gate closed after the council..."

"The council opened the gate?"

"They went out to talk."

"To demons?" Inflated egos were one thing, but blatant stupidity was something else again. "What happened?"

He shook his head. "What do you think?"

She shook her head in turn. "What a pity. With the council gone, who's going to give me back my power."

Micholai sighed and sagged down on a pile of rubble. "Don't be more difficult than necessary, Magdelene. After I thought about it for a little while, I realized that the council could no more take away your power than it could..." One corner of his mouth quirked up. "...force you to put on one of these stupid robes."

Leaning forward, she gently brushed a bit of slightly charred hair back off his face. "Could you use some help?"

"I'd be thrilled."

"Later," Magdelene muttered and turned to face the gates. They were no longer in the best of condition. As she watched, they took a direct hit, trembled and crumbled into a line of smoking ash.

A screaming horde of demons advanced through the opening and came to a complete halt.

"Oh shit," said one.

A less articulate demon stomped taloned feet, gouging great chunks out of the flagstones, and flung a serrated battle-axe in Magdelene's direction. Whistling obscenely, the axe made a complete three hundred and sixty degree turn and would have bisected the thrower had its shape allowed for two equal halves. As it was, the larger of the two pieces took out one of its smaller brethren as it fell.

Those at the front of the horde, suddenly decided they'd rather be at the rear.

When the carnage died down and self-inflicted wounds were being licked, a green-scaled, ivory-horned demon, enough like Kali to be her twin, called out. "We heard you'd lost your power!"

"You heard wrong."

"But we have been observing you! You have used no power since you came from here!"

"So?"

"So, you..." Ruby red eyes widened and the demon's tone grew peeved. "It's a trap!"

Magdelene smiled. "Of course it is. You know how I hate to exert myself."

"That's not fair!"

"Oh for pity's sake, you're a demon. What do you know about fair?"

"Good point," the demon acknowledged.

The ground erupted under Magdelene's feet. Half a dozen tentacles with claw-edged suckers whipped around legs and arms and body, tightened, turned white, and flaked apart as Magdelene stepped out of their hold. The battle that followed didn't last long. When over half the horde had been destroyed, lowering the odds to barely fifty to one, the remaining demons voluntarily disappeared.

"Demons," Magdelene explained to the silent semi-circle of black-robed wizards she found watching her when she turned, "may enjoy nothing more than wholesale slaughter, but they aren't actually stupid. Self-preservation almost always wins out over bloodlust."

"But why a trap?" Micholai asked.

"A demon exists only to gain power and status. While destruction of a wizard raises both, it comes with a risk. Demons don't like risk. In order to get his troops to assault me, Kan'Kon had to lead them himself. You know what happened. This place has probably been under discussion of assault for some time..."

"But why the trap?" Micholai insisted.

"I'm getting to that." She wiped a bit of ichor off a block of stone that had been blasted out of the wall and sat down, ignoring the decomposing demon feet sticking out from underneath. "The council wouldn't listen when I explained they were in danger. If things had continued the way they were, sooner or later one of the demon princes would've decided that the potential gain from so many wizards in one place outweighed the risk. As he wouldn't want me to get involved, he'd probably goad one of his brothers into keeping me busy long enough to destroy this place and gain its power. Which," she looked around and shook her head, "wouldn't have taken long, as the odds changed rather drastically in demonic favour when the council served themselves up on a platter."

"So you let them think you'd been removed already." Micholai began to pace. "Essentially, you made them attack on your terms."

"Essentially," Magdelene agreed. "And if the council had just stayed inside the walls it would have been a perfect plan and no one would've gotten hurt." She scratched at a sucker mark on the back of one calf and sighed. "Boy, am I hungry. I could really go for a plate of Kali's calamari about now."

"Look! Look what I found!" An apprentice, no more than twelve, came running through the ruins of the gate holding Gillian's massive crystal in both hands.

The assembled wizards stared at the huge stone. All but two lifted right hands to clutch the smaller crystals hanging around their own throats. No one spoke.

"Give it to me," Magdelene said at last.

As no one protested, the apprentice solemnly stepped forward and laid the crystal – worn for two hundred and fifty years by the head of the Council of Wizards – on Magdelene's outstretched hand.

Magdelene tightened her fingers.

The crystal shattered into purple dust.

Eyes dancing, Magdelene blew the dust off her palm. For a moment the breezes were purple and then the dust began to settle.

A pair of purple pigeons looked significantly unimpressed, but the small flock of ravens, violet highlights gleaming in the sun, continued to feed uncaring on scattered piles of lavender entrails.

Micholai rolled his eyes. "Magdelene..."

"With great power," Magdelene interrupted, "comes great responsibility." She stuck out a purple tongue. "But no one ever said that we weren't allowed to have a good time." Then she disappeared.

Only to reappear a moment later, swooping out of the ruins of the tower and down into the courtyard.

"Well?" the most powerful wizard in the world asked, hovering a foot or so above the ground and offering Micholai her best smile. "You coming?"

Micholai started to protest, shrugged, grinned, and climbed cautiously aboard. 

The carpet rose straight up, and the last anyone heard, as a black wool robe drifted slowly down from the clouds, was a strangled, "Magdelene! We're going to fall off!"

[Publisher’s note: “Nothing Up Her Sleeve” is the sixth story in chronological order. To go to the seventh and final chronological story, jump to “We Two May Meet.” To continue in written order, proceed to the next page.]
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Mirror, Mirror, on the Lam

The turquoise house on the headland had stood empty for some weeks. The wind off the sea whistled forlornly through the second floor cupola, tried each of the shuttered windows in turn, and finally, in a fit of pique, tossed a piece of forgotten garden furniture into what appeared to be a halfhearted attempt at a shrubbery.

The green and gold lizard crouched under a wilting bayberry scrambled to safety just in time. Racing counterclockwise up the nearest palm, it stopped suddenly, lifted its head, and tested the air.  

Someone was coming.

* * * *

Ciro had left his donkey and cart carefully hidden at the foot of the hill. Although he doubted that any of the inhabitants of the nearby fishing village would venture so far from the cove, he never took risks he could avoid. As his dear old white-haired mother had told him, right before her public and very well-attended execution, chance favors the pessimist.

He'd have preferred a faster form of transportation, but since his current employer had been somewhat vague on the size of the object he was to acquire, he'd erred on the side of caution. If he couldn't deliver, he wouldn't get paid.

For safety's sake, he avoided paths and moved, where he could, from one patch of rock to the next. As he approached the house, the vegetation grew more lush, easier to hide behind if harder to move through. At the edge of the garden, he paused and studied the structure, a little taken aback by the extraordinary colour. It was smaller than he'd expected but perhaps the most powerful wizard in the world had no need for ostentatious display.

To his surprise, the kitchen door was not only unlocked but, if the crystal his employer had given him was to be trusted, also unwarded. As he crossed the kitchen floor, Ciro sincerely hoped that the shadows dancing in the corners owed more to the way the louvred shutters filtered light than to anything the wizard may have left behind.

Stepping out into a large square hall, he found himself facing three identical doors. As he moved forward, eyes half closed against the brilliant sunshine blazing through the circular skylight, the kitchen door closed behind him.

Four identical doors.

The door on his right lead to a bedroom. The bed – a huge, northern-style four-poster that overwhelmed the southern décor – had been left unmade. Ciro pulled a sandal from the closest pile of clothing and used it to block the door open before he stepped cautiously forward.

The door closed.

No need to panic, he told himself. You can always go out the window. 

A cloak, in a particularly vibrant shade of orange, had been draped over a large oval mirror. Standing safely to one side, he tugged at the cloth and took a quick look into the glass as it fell. A man of average height, his light brown hair and beard a little darker than his skin and a little lighter than his eyes, looked back at him. He frowned and his reflection echoed the movement. Either he'd lost weight or the mirror made him look thinner.

It was the only mirror in the room.

The door proved to be unlocked. It opened when he lifted the latch, and as he stepped back into the hall, it closed behind him.

Continuing to his right, Ciro opened the next door and found himself staring into the kitchen.

This time, he closed the door on his own.

The door to his left should now lead to the bedroom, but he was no longer willing to take that for granted. He checked the crystal. The wizardry moving the house about was not directed at him – a mixed blessing at best. For lack of a better plan, he continued moving to the right. 

A spare room. An unmade bed and empty wardrobe. One mirror; not very large and not what he was searching for.

The kitchen again. With luck, the shadows had changed only because the light had.

A spiral staircase leading up to the cupola, a small square room containing only a pile of multi-coloured cushions. Peering through one of the louvred shutters that made up the bulk of the walls, Ciro found himself staring out at a view from some fifty feet above the house. Without actually lifting his feet from the floor, the thief backed up and made his way carefully down the short – the far too short – flight of stairs.

The wizard's bedroom.

A bathing room. A dolphin mosaic decorated the tiles surrounding the sunken tub. The drying cloths were large, thick, and soft. From the variety of soaps and lotions, it was obvious that the wizard was no ascetic. There was no mirror.

He hadn't found a workshop yet, but figured that he would in time. He'd never known a wizard who wasn't happiest puttering about with foul-smelling potions and exploding incantations.

The kitchen.

The staircase.

The bedroom.

A sitting room. Big brightly coloured cushions were piled high on round bamboo chairs. A carafe, two glasses, and a pile of withered orange peels had been left on a low table. On one wall, floor-to-ceiling shelves had been messily stuffed with scrolls and books and the occasional wax tablet. There were more shelves on the opposite wall, but they were less regular. Most a held variety of ornaments ranging, in Ciro's professional opinion, from the incredibly tacky to the uniquely priceless. Out of habit, he tucked a few of the latter in his pockets.

In the exact centre of the wall was an open section. In it, covered by a black cloth, was an oval object about two feet across at its widest and three long. Holding his breath, Ciro flipped the cloth to one side.

Even knowing what to expect, he almost jumped back.

The demon trapped in the mirror snarled in fixed impotence, as it had for decades.

Ciro smiled, re-wrapped the mirror in the cloth, tucked the bundle under his arm, unlatched one of the large windows, and stepped out into the garden, politely closing and latching the window behind him.

He never noticed the watching lizard.

* * * *

"Well Emili, did you miss me?"

The tiny grey cat cradled in Magdelene's arms hunkered down and growled.

"Because you're too old to leave by yourself, that's why. You're lucky Veelma was willing to take care of you."

The path from the beach to the top of the headland was both steep and rocky, although generations of use had worn off the more treacherous edges. As the wizard climbed in breathless silence, the cat kept up a constant litany of complaint, squirming free with a final wail the moment the summit was reached and disappearing under a tangle of vegetation the moment after.

"I know exactly how you feel," Magdelene muttered, sagging against the end of the sea wall and pushing a heavy fall of damp chestnut hair back off her face. "There's no place like home."

Magdelene seldom travelled. It required far more exertion than she was usually willing to expend, and experience had taught her that the easier she made it for herself, the more exertion it invariably required. This particular trip had been precipitated by an extremely attractive young man who'd come a very long way to request her assistance and had cleverly exploited one of her weaknesses by making the request on his knees. He'd almost made it worth her while.

Reluctantly rousing herself, she crossed to the kitchen door, latched it open and went inside. The wind followed her, only to be chased back outside where it belonged.

Sometime later, cleaned, changed, and holding a tall glass of iced fruit juice, Magdelene entered the sitting room and rolled her eyes dramatically when the opened shutters exposed a fine patina of dust.

"I've got to get another housekeeper," she muttered, dragging a finger along the edge of a shelf and frowning at the resulting cap of grey fuzz. The problem was, every time she got used to a housekeeper, they died. Antuca had been with her the longest, and the fifty years they'd shared would make it even harder to replace her.

"On the other hand," Magdelene told herself philosophically, "someone has to do the cooking." Taking a long swallow of the juice, she crossed to the other side of the room. "Well, H'sak, did you..."

The section of wall was empty. Even the black cloth she'd thrown over the mirror before she'd left had been taken. 

"Oh, lizard piss," said the most powerful wizard in the world. 

* * * *

The Five Cities were five essentially independent municipal areas set around a huge shallow lake. Reasoning they had more in common with each other than with the countries at their backs, they'd formed a loose alliance that had held for centuries. The Great Lake was the area's largest resource, and the agreement allowed them to exploit it equally. Overly ambitious city governors were traditionally replaced with more pragmatic individuals practically before the body had cooled.

Two weeks to the day after the thief had stolen the mirror, and twenty minutes after she'd dropped the cat back at Veelma's, Magdelene appeared in Talzabad-har, the Third City, clutching a black velvet pillow in both hands. Gratefully discovering that the contents of her stomach had travelled with her, she released the breath she'd been holding and took a quick look around. 

The picture embroidered on the pillow over the barely legible words "A Souvenir of Scenic Talzabad-har" had been more or less accurate. The small stone shrine, five pillars holding apart a floor and a roof, had been rendered admirably true to life. Unable to anchor the transit spell in a place she'd never seen, Magdelene had taken a huge chance using the pillow for a reference. Fortunately, it appeared to have paid off. 

Unfortunately, the shrine was not standing in isolation on a gentle green hill as portrayed but in the centre of a crowded market square, and the clap of displaced air that had heralded Magdelene's appearance had attracted the attention of almost everyone present. Fidgeting under the weight of an expectant silence, Magdelene looked out at half a hundred curious eyes.

Then a voice declaimed, "She has returned!" and everyone fell to their knees, hands over their faces, foreheads pressed against the ground.

Obviously, it was a case of mistaken identity. Magdelene, who had no time to be worshipped – although she had nothing actually against it – ran for an alley on the north side of the square.

Someone peeked.

"She goes!"

Experience having taught her how quickly a crowd can become a mob, Magdelene ran faster. Ducking into the mouth of the alley, she tossed the pillow back over her shoulder.

"A relic!"

"I saw it first!"

The sounds of a fight replaced the sounds of pursuit, and Magdelene used the time gained to cover the length of the alley, round a corner, and run smack into a religious procession. By the time the first of her pursuers had come into sight, she'd borrowed a tambourine and an orange veil and was dancing away down the road, indistinguishable from any other acolyte.

At the first cross street, she returned her disguise, regretfully declined an invitation to lunch, and went looking for a member of the city guard.

* * * *

"Excuse me, Sergeant?" When he glanced down, dark eyes stern and uncompromising under the edge of his helm, Magdelene gave him an encouraging smile. "I was wondering, who would you consider the best thief in the Five Cities?"

"Ciro Rasvona." His dark gaze grew a little confused, as though he wasn't entirely certain why he'd answered so readily.

"And where would I find him?"

The sergeant snorted. "If I knew that, I'd find him there myself."

"Maybe later," the wizard promised. "I meant, which of the Five Cities does he use as his base?"

"This one."

"This one? My, my." Magdelene was a big believer in luck – luck, coincidence, and just generally having life arrange itself in her favour. It made everything much less work, and she was a really big believer in that.

"If there's nothing else I can do for you..." 

"Maybe later," she promised again, and reluctantly let him walk on.

* * * *

Ciro Rasvona had an average set of rooms in an average neighbourhood under another average name. His neighbours, when they thought of him at all, assumed he worked for the city government, a belief he fostered by living as outwardly boring a life as possible. He met his clients in public places, and he brought neither friends nor lovers home.

His own mother hadn't known where he lived. This was fortunate since, during the trial, she'd cheerfully implicated everyone she knew in the hopes of clemency.

All things considered then, Ciro was astonished when he opened his door and saw an attractive, pale-skinned woman in foreign clothes sitting in his favourite chair, absently fondling his rosewood flute. Leaving the door open in the unlikely event she turned out to be a constable and he had to make a run for it, he took a step forward, smiled pleasantly, and said, "Excuse me. Do I know you?"

Behind him, the door closed.

Heart pounding, he whirled around, yanked it open, and ran back into his rooms, ending up considerably closer to the woman in the chair before he could stop.

"I've come for the mirror," Magdelene told him.

His jaw dropped. "You...? You're...?"

"The most powerful wizard in the world," Magdelene finished when it seemed as though he wouldn't be able to get it out.

"But you're... I mean..." He swallowed and waved one hand between them for no good reason. "You, uh, you don't look like a wizard."

"Yeah, yeah, I know. No pointy hat, no robe, no staff." Magdelene sighed. "If I had a grain of sand for every time I've heard that, I'd have a beach. But we're not here to talk about me." She leaned forward. "Let's talk about the mirror."

"I don't have it."

"You've sold it already?"

"Not exactly." When her grey eyes narrowed, he felt compelled to add, "I was hired to steal it."

"For who?"

"My clients don't tell me their names."

"Oh, please."

Ciro supposed he might be reading a little too much into the way the wizard's hand closed around the shaft of his flute, but it looked comfortably like a warning to him. "All right, I know who he is. But I can't give you his name," he added hurriedly. "I took an oath."

"You also took my mirror."

"It was a blood oath."

"A blood oath?" Magdelene repeated. When he nodded, she sighed and massaged the bridge of her nose. The thief had turned out to be attractive, in an unprincipled sort of a way, with good teeth, broad shoulders, and lovely, strong-looking hands. And he played the flute. In a just world, she would have found him, retrieved her mirror, and suggested a way he could begin making amends. But he didn't have the mirror, and a blood oath, unbreakable by death, or even Death, put a distinct crimp in her plans.

Then, suddenly, she had an idea. "Could I hire you to steal the mirror back?"

Ciro shook his head, a little surprised that he wanted the answer to be different. "I'd never be able to get it."

"You got it from me."

"Your pardon, Lady Wizard, but your door wasn't even locked. You relied too much on your reputation to protect you, forgetting that a reputation can also attract unwanted attention."

"Like yours?" Magdelene muttered.

He bowed. "Like mine."

In the silence that followed, Magdelene considered her options and found herself a little short. Magical artifacts were essentially null and void as far wizardry was concerned, and she couldn't force the thief to tell her where it was. Tossing the flute onto the table, she stood. "Looks like I'll have to do this the hard way."

Suddenly drenched in sweat, Ciro took a step back. "Lady Wizard, I beg you..."

"Relax. I haven't time to deal with you right now." She paused, one hand on the door, and half turned to face him. "But I know you, Ciro Rasvona." Her voice lingered over his name, sending not entirely unpleasant chills up and down his spine. "When this is over, I can always find you again."

A thief had no need for a conscience, but a remarkably well-developed sense of self-preservation made a handy substitute. "I could show you where the mirror is. Actually taking you there wasn't covered by the oath," he explained when both her brows rose. As they slowly began to lower again, he smiled nervously. "I, uh, guess I should've mentioned that before."

* * * *

Wondering what had happened to his policy of never taking risks he could avoid – She'd been about to leave, you yutz! – Ciro lead the way down the stairs and out onto the street, exchanging a silent bow with a neighbour in front of the building. When that neighbour raised a scandalized middle-class brow at the sight of his companion, he took her elbow and began hurrying her toward one of the hub streets, aware of eyes watching from curtained windows.

"Did you really want to spend the rest of your life as a cockroach?" Magdelene asked conversationally.

"Sorry." Praying he was imagining the tingle in his fingers, he released her arm. "It's just that I've worked very hard at remaining unnoticeable, and you're attracting attention."

A little surprised, Magdelene tossed her hair back off her face and turned to stare at him. "I'm not doing anything."

Ciro sighed. "You don't have to."

"They're not used to seeing wizards around here?"

She was wearing an orange, calf-length skirt, red leather sandals, and a purple, sleeveless vest held closed with bright yellow frogging. "Yeah. That's it."

"I guess you should've considered the consequences before you stole my mirror."

"I took every precaution. You shouldn't have been able to track me."

"I didn't. You're dangling a Five Cities talisman from your left ear so I came directly here."

Unable to stop himself, Ciro clutched at the earring. So much for that protective crystal he'd been carrying. "You had a spell on the house to capture my image."

"No. I had a lizard."

* * * *

Both sides of the main street were lined with shops, merchandise spilling out onto the cobblestones. Magdelene shook her head as she followed the thief through the glittering displays. "This is really unfair," she muttered. "First time I make it to one of the Five Cities and I'm here on business."

Ciro deftly snagged an exotic bloom from a hanging basket, tossing the vendor a copper coin in almost the same motion. "Perhaps when you've brought your business to a close," he said, presenting the flower with a flourish, "I can show you around."

"Are you sucking up?"

"Is it working?"

"Not yet."

"Should I keep trying?"

"Couldn't hurt." He really did have a very charming smile, Magdelene decided, tucking the blossom into her hair, and she'd never been very good at holding a grudge. "Is the mirror in the city?"

"I can't tell you that, Lady Wizard."

"Call me, Magdelene." Titles implied a dignity she certainly wouldn't bother living up to. Stepping over a pile of mollusk shells, their pearly interiors gleaming in the sunlight, she rearranged the question. "Are we staying in the city?"

"Yes."

"Good. I might just find H'sak in ti..."

"It is Her!"

"Oh, nuts." Grabbing Ciro's arm, she ducked into the nearest shop."

"What's going on?"

"I'll explain later."

"How may I help you, Gracious Lady?"

Magdelene flashed the shop keeper a somewhat preoccupied smile. "Does this place have a back door?"

"But of course," he nodded toward a beaded curtain nearly hidden behind bolts of brightly coloured fabric. "And on your way through, perhaps I can interest you in this lovely damask? Sale priced at only five coppers a measure. I offer a fine exchange rate on coin not of the Five Cities, and I deliver."

The most powerful wizard in the world hesitated, then sighed and shook her head. "Unfortunately, we're in a bit of a hurry."

"Because of the demon?" Ciro asked in an undertone as she pushed him through the curtain.

From outside the shop came an excited babble of voices, growing louder. 

"Yeah. Him too." 

* * * *

"You appeared in the Hersota's shrine?" Ciro tapped his forehead twice with the first three fingers of his right hand – just in case. "No wonder you caused so much excitement. Her return has been prophesied by three separate sects."

"I didn't know it was her shrine, did I? It was just the only reference point I had in any of the Five Cities." She peered around the corner then led the way back onto the hub street some blocks from where they'd left it. "So, what was the Hersota like?"

"According to her believers, she was a stern and unforgiving demiurge, who preached that hard work and chastity were the only ways to enlightenment."

Magdelene stared at him in astonishment. "And they want her to come back?"

"I never said that I was waiting for her."

He sounded so affronted that Magdelene chuckled and tucked her hand into the crook of his elbow. There was muscle under the modest sleeve of his cream-coloured shirt, she noted with approval, and when he shot her a questioning glance, she answered it with her second best smile.

Her fingers were warm even through the cloth, and for a moment her smile drove the thought of unimportant bodily functions, like breathing, right out of Ciro's mind. He'd felt safer while she'd been threatening him. "I, uh, I stole your mirror," he said. It seemed important that she remember that.

Magdelene waved the reminder off. "Now you're helping me find it."

"I broke into your home."

"I should've locked the door."

Wondering if he might not be better off finding a member of the City Guard and turning himself in, Ciro escorted the wizard out into the Hub and around the civic fountain. "We're here."

"This is the government building."

"That's right."

"The mirror's in there?"

"I can't tell you that."

"I guess it is, then."

The government had outgrown its building a number of times, adding larger and equally unattractive structures as needed. The result looked pretty much exactly like what it was, architecture by committee – or more precisely, a series of committees. 

Shaking her head, Magdelene released Ciro's arm. "This is the ugliest pile of rock I've ever seen," she told him, walking toward it. "And I saw Yamdazador before the desert sands engulfed it."

Around the Great Lake, time had downgraded that ancient city's sudden and inexplicable disappearance from legend to parental warning; "I swear by all the gods, if you don't stop stuffing beans up your brother's nose I'm sending you to Yamdazador."

Running to catch up, Ciro gasped, "You were at Yamdazador?"

"I don't care what you heard, it wasn't my fault."

After a moment, he decided he didn't really want to know.

"So, now you're here, what's your plan?" he asked as they reached the stairs.

"My plan?" Pausing by the entrance a more practical administration had cut into the huge, brass double doors, Magdelene turned to face the thief. "I plan on getting my mirror back before H'sak is either purposefully or inadvertently released, and then I plan on making your client very, very sorry he ever hired you."

Ciro winced. "Good plan."

"I thought so. Let's get going."

It took a moment for the words to sink in, and when they did, he actually felt the blood drain from his face. It was an unpleasant feeling. "You want me to go with you."

"I might need your help."

"But I already told you, I won't be able to get near the mirror; it'll be too well guarded."

"You can't get near it on your own, but you don't know what you're capable of when you're with me." She winked and lead the way inside.

While his mind was still busy trying to plan an escape route, his body happily followed. Oh sure, he told it as they crossed the atrium. One lousy double entendre, and you're willing to walk into the lion's den. "Magdelene, this is a big place, and I can't lead you any closer. If you can't scan for it, you'll never find the mirror."

"Of course I will, this is a government building, isn't it?" Slipping deftly between the constant stream of robed officials crossing and re-crossing the atrium, Magdelene made her way to the desk at the centre of all the activity. "Excuse me, could you please tell me if any of the senior officials has recently put him or herself incommunicado? Still in the building but not to be disturbed under any circumstances?"

The clerk glanced up from the continual flow of parchment, papyrus, and wax tablets crossing his desk, pale features twisted into an impatient scowl. "Who are you?"

"If you must know, I'm the most powerful wizard in the world."

He leaned out far enough to get a good look at her. "I find that highly unlikely," he sniffed.

* * * *

"Why would he just give you that information?" Ciro demanded as they hurried through the halls.

"Successful government employees survive by recognizing power and responding to it."

"You mean kissing up to it."

"If you like."

According the clerk, Governor Andropof had spent the day conducting research in the old library and was so insistent on not being disturbed that he'd put guards on all the entrances. "He was in there this morning when I got to work, and he hasn't been out since. Please stop melting my wax. His assistant took him lunch, cold fish cakes and steamed dulce, but I don't know if he ate it."

Which was a little more information than Magdelene had required, but, happily, it had segued into directions. "Go through that door, second right, past roads and public works, up the stairs, go right again, it's at the end of the long hall, and I'd be very grateful, Lady Wizard, if you could return my export documents to a recognizable language." 

"Wait a minute! You can't go in there!"

About to follow Ciro into one of the older parts of the building, Magdelene turned to see a clerk, identical but for gender to the clerk in the atrium, hurrying toward them.

"Tourists..." The clerk forced the word through stiff lips. "...are only permitted in the designated areas." 

 	"I'm on my way to see the governor."

"Have you got an appointment?"

"Have you got a desire to have a demon eat your liver?" Her tone made it clear that this was not a rhetorical question.

* * * *

"Another successful government employee?" Ciro asked as they trotted up the forbidden flight of stairs.

Magdelene nodded. "I'm quite impressed by the state of your civil service, no wonder Talzabad-har runs so smoothly. I'm a little disappointed in the governor, though."

"You're disappointed in the governor? Why?"

"Why? He hired a thief, and he's planning to use a demon for political gain."

 Ciro turned to stare at her in amazement, tripped over the top step, and would've fallen had she not caught him. "Magdelene, he's a politician!" 

"And?"

"You don't get out much, do you? This is normal behaviour for a politician. In fact," he added as she set him back on his feet, "by Five Cities standards, he's a bit of an underachiever."

"I've never understood this obsessive power-seeking thing," Magdelene mused as they turned the last corner and started down a long, narrow hall, barely lit by tiny windows up under the ceiling.

"That's because you've got as much of it as you could ever want." Ciro waved toward the pair of city guards standing shoulder to shoulder in front of a square, iron-bound door. "This looks like the place. What are we going to do about them?"

"Not a problem."

"I was hoping you'd say that." Thankful that the light was so bad, the thief kept his head down as they approached. The last thing he needed was some bright boy in the guards remembering his face. He needn't have worried; they were both watching Magdelene.

"Hi. Is this where the governor is?" 

"Yes, ma'am," said the taller of the two.

"But we can't let you go in," added his companion.

She smiled sympathetically up at them. "It sure must be boring guarding this old door. You look like you could use a nap."

There's just something about men in uniform. Attempting to put her finger on just what that something was, she watched the two topple over in a tangle of tanned, muscular legs and short uniform kilts. Oh yeah, now I remember... 

The door wasn't warded, but it was locked. Blowing it off its hinges in a blast of eldritch fire, announcing her presence, as it were, with authority, had its merits, but she didn't want to startle the governor into doing something he'd regret. He'd only regret it for about fifteen or twenty seconds, depending on which end H'sak started with, but since she'd then be the one who had to deal with the demon there'd probably be less trauma all around if she merely...

"Magdelene?" Ciro straightened, slipped his lock pick back into the seam of his trousers, and pulled the door open a finger width. "We can go in now."

The door opened onto a second floor balcony about eight feet long by six feet wide in one end of a large rectangular room. To both the left and the right, curved stairs lead down to the floor. The library shelves had been emptied of books, and any lingering odours of paper and dust had surrendered to the swirling clouds of smoke that rose from a dozen incense burners. Motioning for Ciro to be quiet, Magdelene crept forward, peered over the balcony railing, and stiffened.

In the centre of the floor was a multicoloured spiral. In the centre of the spiral, suspended horizontally some four feet above the ground, was an unconscious, seven-foot-tall, green-scaled demon. Standing beside the demon was a short, slight, balding man wearing what were traditionally thought of as wizard's robes. 

As Magdelene's jaw dropped, he raised his arms into the air with a flourish worthy of a stage magician. In his right hand he held a dagger and in his left, an ebony bowl. Something green and moist coated the edge of the dagger blade.

"Oh, shit!"

Governor Andropof's head jerked up and around toward the balcony. "Whoever you are, you're too late!" Laughing maniacally, he bent to hold the bowl under the demon's throat and vanished.

The chime of the dagger hitting the floor hadn't quite faded when Magdelene reached the edge of the spiral, Ciro, fighting every instinct, close behind her.

"Where's the governor?" he panted.

"The middle of the Great Lake."

"What's he doing there?"

"Probably treading water." Circling the spiral, Magdelene frowned down at the design.

"Why would he send himself...?"
	"He didn't. I did. In another minute he'd have completed the sacrifice, and we don't want that."

"We don't?"

"Trust me." Inspecting the narrowest bit of the pattern, she nodded in satisfaction and stepped over to H'sak's side.

"Magdelene!" Ciro spun around, searching, unsuccessfully, for something to hide behind. 

"Relax. This is an exact copy of one of the great locking diagrams from The Booke of Demonkind." She had to admit that the governor had done impressive research, for, as far as Magdelene knew, there were only two copies of that book still in existence, and she had one of them – it had been rather drastically overdue when the library'd burned down, so she'd kept it. "Unfortunately, the author had a tendency to choose art over craft, and all of her illustrations are completely inaccurate. But then, what else can you expect from someone who spells book with an 'e'?"

"Well if the pattern isn't holding the demon, what is?" He couldn't prevent his voice from rising rather dramatically on the last word, although when he noticed he was doing it, he did manage to stop wringing his hands.

"This."

This was a glowing length of delicate silver chain.

"That's the Blazing Chain of Halla Hunta," the wizard explained as Ciro cautiously approached, drawn by the glint of a precious metal.

"Halla who?"

"Ancient warrior; nice buns, no manners. He had the chain forged, link by link, in volcanic fire, specifically to hold demons. It's why I didn't realize H'sak was out of the mirror; the chain's working the same way."

"Is it holding him up as well?" Ciro wondered, leaning closer.

"No. There's a Lombardi Floating Disc under his head and another under his feet, and I'd love to know how Governor Andropof got a pair away from Vince. You didn't...?" 

"No."

"Then it looks like you weren't the only thief he employed." Her eyes narrowed as she bent and scooped the dagger off the floor. "This is the Fell Dagger of Connackron, also called Demonsbane. And this..." With her free hand, she removed a cross section of bone from a hollow between the short horns extending out of the demon's forehead. "...is a piece of the thigh bone of Mighty Manderkew. You haven't seen the sacrificial bowl from the destroyed Temple of the Darkest Night have you?"

"It's under..." Ciro waved a hand more or less up and down the length of H'sak's body. "...him."

"Could you get it?"

Common sense suggested he point blank refuse to crawl under an unconscious demon confined by no more than two ounces of silver chain and held off the floor in the centre of an inoperative spiral by artifacts he couldn't see. Unfortunately, common sense got over-ruled by a desire not to look like a wuss in front of an attractive woman. It didn't help that green slime had dripped all over the floor from a wound in the demon's throat.

When he emerged, bowl clasped between sweaty hands, Magdelene took a quick look inside it, sighed with relief, and shook her head. "I don't know whether to be impressed or appalled. Governor Andropof must've been gathering this crap for years."

"Not quite." Recognition steadying his nerves, Ciro managed a matter-of-fact tone. "I stole this last summer from an inn in the Fourth City. They were using it as a serving bowl."

"They have much business?"

"Actually, no."

"Can't say as I'm surprised."  

"Was the governor a wizard, then?"

"No. Just a cheap opportunist. The power's intrinsic to the artifacts. Demon blood shed with this knife into that bowl will open the way for one of the Demon Princes to leave the Netherhells. Once he gets here, the piece of thigh bone's a promissory note."

Mouth suddenly dry, Ciro stared into the bowl.

"Relax, I stopped him in time, and H'sak's almost healed." Magdelene rapped the demon almost fondly on the chest with the knuckles of the hand holding the bone. "Of course, after the note's redeemed there'll be a Demon Prince lose in the world."

"He wouldn't just go home?"

"Not likely; demons gain rank through slaughter."

"I didn't know that," he said, wishing he'd never had the opportunity to find out. "Now what?"

"Now, I think you'd better hold these for me." She held out the dagger and the bone. "H'sak seems to be waking up."

"I thought the chain was holding him?!"

"It is. But he was unconscious because he'd had his throat slit." A waggle of the dagger she was still holding out towards him directed Ciro's attention to the demon blood staining the blade. "It takes a lot to kill the demonkind, and unsuccessful attempts make them cranky. Now, if you don't mind, I may need both hands free."

On cue, H'sak's lips drew back off his teeth. A shudder ran the length of his body like a small wave.

"Both hands free," Ciro repeated. "Good idea." Sacrificial bowl from the destroyed Temple of the Darkest Night in his left hand, the Fell Dagger of Connackron and the thigh bone of Mighty Manderkew in his right, he backed out of the pentagram and continued moving back until his shoulder blades hit the wall.

Magdelene glanced up at the impact. "What are you doing all the way over there?"

"I'm a thief," Ciro reminded her. "I'm not good at confrontation."

"Whatever. Just hang onto that stuff until I get time to destroy it."

"Couldn't you just, you know, poof? Like the governor?"

"The governor wasn't a magical artifact. Wizardry doesn't affect them, it's why I had to come after the mirror myself."

"Then how?"

"I was thinking of using a hammer. Now, if you don't mind..." She turned her attention back to the demon.

Ciro watched the eight-inch claws flexing at the end of arms that no longer looked quite so limp and decided that being able to raise even one hand in his own defense was better than nothing at all. He dropped the bone and the dagger into the bowl.

A barely viscous drop of demon blood rolled off the blade.

H'sak jerked. His eyes blazed red. "The way is open!"  

In the silence that followed, Ciro was pretty sure he heard his heart stop beating.

"You know," Magdelene told him, "I had pretty much decided that bringing me here and opening the door made up for stealing my mirror."

The demon turned toward her. "You!"

"Who else?"

"There was a man... Oh wait," he snorted, "if there was a man I should've expected you to show up."

"You're in no position to make smartass comments. A Prince approaches, compelled to answer a summons from the mortal world, and your blood was the instrument of his summoning. He's going to be royally pissed."

H'sak struggled impotently within the chain. "Your death will follow mine, Wizard," he growled. "And I will die happy knowing you are about to be torn limb from limb!"

"Suppose neither of us has to die?"

Ciro, who'd been watching a speck of darkness grow to the size of a dinner plate, cleared his throat as a cold wind began to blow from the center of it. "Uh, Magdelene, you'd better hurry."

"H'sak?"

"You're the most powerful wizard in the world," he sniffed, "you close the way."

"I can't close the way against the Prince's power." 

"So?"

"So this is no time to sulk about being stuck in that mirror!"

The demon's lips drew back, exposing a double row of fangs. "I've been forced to endure your singing for almost two hundred years. I think this is a fine time to sulk."

"Suit yourself. Ciro, find the mirror, it has to be in the library." She smiled down at the demon as the thief began to search. "I'm thinking of studying opera."

H'sak cringed. "You win. What's the plan?"

"I release you from the chain so I can use it on his Highness, and you don't attack me from behind until I've finished with him."

"And what if he finishes you?"

"Then at least you're facing him on your feet." 

"Deal."

Grasping one end of the chain, Magdelene began to unwind it.

With one eye on the circle of darkness, now the size of a wagon wheel, Ciro sidled toward the pentagram. "I found the mirror," he muttered, lips close to Magdelene's ear. "It's in pieces."

She leaned closer. "Don't tell, H'sak."

"Hadn't planned on it." He took a deep breath and lightly gripped her shoulders. "Magdelene, in case I don't get a chance to say this later, I'm sorry I took your mirror. I'm sorry about putting the bloody dagger in the bowl."

He looked so miserable she couldn't stay angry. Her expression softened. "I'd better send you away."

"Like the governor?"

"Only drier."

"No." The rising wind from the dark gate whipped her hair into her face. He caught a strand and tucked it gently behind her ear. "I'm responsible for this, it's only fair I stay."

Eyes half lidded, Magdelene sighed. "I only regret that..."

"Wizard! You haven't got time!" H'sak kicked his feet, jerking the chain still in Magdelene's hand. "And don't raise those eyebrows at me! You know what you haven't got time for! After two hundred years," he muttered as she took a quick look at the nearly open gate and began to frantically unwind the chain, "you'd think that the novelty would've worn off."

Free, the demon rolled off the Lombardi Discs as the darkness fully dilated. Hooking his claws in the back of Ciro's shirt, he yanked the thief to the far side of the room and dropped him. "The man is out of the way," he hissed as a glittering figure began to take shape in the gateway. "You'll only get one chance. Don't screw it up." 

In answer, Magdelene leaned into the wind and snapped the chain out to its full length. Wrapped around H'sak, the links had only gleamed, but now, they blazed. She waited, eyes locked on the materializing Prince, noting the full thick fall of golden hair, the broad shoulders, the rippled stomach, the slender waist, the...

"What are you doing?!" H'sak shrieked. "Waiting to see the whites of his eyes?!"

"Not quite," Magdelene murmured and flicked the chain forward. 

The Prince howled with laughter as the delicate links traced a spiral around him from neck to knees. "Foolish little wizard, you cannot hold..." His eyes widened, showing only onyx from lid to lid. "This is impossible! This toy is intended to contain the lesser demons!" He writhed in place. "I am a prince!"

Trying very hard not to be distracted by the writhing, Magdelene held out her arms at shoulder height and brought her palms together. The gate began to close.

The prince stopped struggling. The perfect lines of his face smoothed out as he began to concentrate. The light of the chain began to dim. "You think you have power enough to keep me from this world?" he sneered as link after link went dark. "You think you can defeat m..."

The gate closed.

"Apparently," Magdelene said, twitching her skirt back into place.

Remembering how to use his legs, Ciro leapt to his feet and started forward. "Magdelene, you were magnificen..."

Magdelene turned, knowing exactly what she'd see.

"Now, we make a new bargain," H'sak announced, claws forming a cage around Ciro's head, their tips just barely into the skin of his throat.

Magdelene sighed. "You may find this hard to believe, H'sak, but I'm going to miss you."

The demon frowned. "I have the man."

Folding her arms over the purple vest, she tapped one red leather sandal against the floor.

H'sak withdrew his claws one at a time. Slowly. So that it didn't look as if he were making any sudden moves.

"Thank you."

Ciro's heels thumped back onto the floor, and he swayed in the rush of air that filled the space where the demon had been. "Where did you send him?"

"The Netherhells." She pursed her lips sympathetically at the collar of shallow punctures. "I'd have done it years ago, but I didn't know the way."

"And now you do?" He glanced over to where the gate had been.

"Now I do."

Ciro managed a shaky smile. "That ought to terrify them." 

"I don't see why it should," Magdelene protested. "If they don't bother me, I won't bother them. Shall we gather up the bits and pieces and get out of here?" 

The guards were still asleep outside the library door. Magdelene woke them, helped them up onto their feet, and made a suggestion Ciro was rather glad he hadn't heard given the reaction of two strong men.

No one tried to stop them from leaving the building. No one paid them any attention at all until they were past the civic fountain. 

"My eyes see Her!"

"Hard work and chastity," sighed the most powerful wizard in the world. "I don't think so." She squeezed Ciro's hand, and disappeared.   

A heartbroken wail went up from the crowd. A weeping woman grabbed the thief's arm. "You were with Her! Tell us, tell us, will She return?"

Gently, but firmly, he disentangled himself. And then he smiled. "You can bet on it."

* * * *

It took her a week to notice.

Ciro winced at the crack of displaced air and hoped the neighbours weren't home. This was exactly the sort of thing to get a normally quiet man an undeserved reputation. "Good afternoon, Magdelene."

"Don't good afternoon me, Ciro Rasvona, you little shit! You stole the gold hieroglyph of my name!"

He got slowly to his feet and held out his hand, the small gold plaque lying across his palm. "What," he asked, "can I possibly do to make amends?"

Cut off in mid-rant, Magdelene looked down at the plaque, up at the thief, and the corners of her mouth turned up into her best smile. "I'll think of something," she promised, stepping forward. "That had better be a lock pick in your trousers, 'cause you don't seem very happy to see me... oh, wait a minute... my mistake.

"I also took that big blue pearl," he murmured when he could catch his breath.

"And the crystal gryphon?"

"No, but I'm willing to go back for it..."

[Publisher’s note: “Mirror, Mirror, on the Lam” is the third story in chronological order. To go to the fourth chronological story, jump to “Third Time Lucky.” To continue in written order, proceed to the next page.]
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We Two May Meet

Magdelene was beside herself when she woke that first morning home from Venitcia – which wasn't really surprising as she'd never been much of a morning person. If truth be told, she was more of a mid-afternoon, heading into cocktail hour kind of a person.

What was surprising was that the self she was beside appeared to be snoring.

* * * *

"Mistress?" Kali's red eyes widened as two wizards walked into the kitchen – identical but for the fact that one had her thick chestnut hair pulled back into a tight bun and seemed to be wearing an outfit in which all the items not only complemented each other, but covered her from neck to knees. The demon housekeeper turned to the other wizard, whose hair fell in the usual messy cascade and who was wearing a vest and skirt in virulently opposing shades of green. "Mistress, there are two of you."

"No." Magdelene crossed the kitchen and pulled a mug embossed with the words the most powerful wizard in the world off the shelf. "There's still only one of me. I just seem to have gone to pieces."

Kali sighed, but said, as was expected, "Well, pull yourself together."

"Not without a cup of coffee."

"Very funny," the second Magdelene snorted. "But neither misplaced humour nor your unseemly addiction to that beverage is getting us any closer to solving our problem!"

"We've managed to determine that she's my un-fun bits," the first Magdelene informed the demon, sinking into a chair and reaching for a muffin.

"I hope you're not having butter on that!"

"Also my nagging, uptight bits."

"Mistress, how did this happen?"

Magdelene-one shrugged, spreading butter liberally on the muffin. "Beats the Netherhells out of me. She was there when I woke up; large as life and twice as tidy."

"And I can't seem to get her to care," growled Magdelene-two through clenched teeth. We must find out who did this to us and why."

"It’s too hot to care." One stuck her foot out into a patch of sunlight and grinned down at the shadow of her bare toes on the tile floor. 

"Mistress, if there is a wizard powerful enough to do this..."

"What difference does it make? I mean, really? It’s been done."

"You see? You see what I've had to put up with?" Two glared down at her double. "Well, fine. I don't need you. I was only including you in the process to be thorough. I can get the answers on my own." Pivoting on one well-shod heel, she stomped out of the room, the door slamming behind her.

"What a bitch," One snorted.

"Mistress, if she is a part of you..."

"Then I’m well rid of her."

The door swung open hard enough to crash against the wall. "What have you done to my house!"
	Magdelene-one sighed, reaching for another muffin. "What do you mean, your house? Try, my house."

"The tower is missing!"

"Is not."

Shaking her head, Kali went out into the hall. Not only was the tower missing, but two of the hall's four doors opened into the garden and the door that should have returned her to the kitchen lead sequentially to the sitting room, the bathing room, Joah's old room, and a room the demon didn't recognize, although from the piles of debris it appeared to be a storeroom of sorts. A half-grown calico cat meowed indignantly down at her from a stack of crates.

"I have no idea," she said, closing the door again. If the house was causing the cats problems, things were even more serious than they appeared. 

A fifth attempt finally took her back to the kitchen. Magdelene-one was licking the jam spoon while Magdelene-two made notes on Kali's recipe slate.

"The house," she announced, "is out of control."

"That's just so unlikely," One scoffed stickily.

"Nevertheless, Mistress, it is the case."

Sighing heavily, One heaved herself up out of the chair and sauntered over to the door, Two following close behind, arms folded and lips pressed into a thin line. They walked out of the kitchen and stood in a square hall, warmly lit by the large skylight overhead.

"Sitting-room, bathroom, stairs to the Netherhells..." The doors opened and closed showing the rooms behind them as they were named. "...stairs to the tower." One rolled her eyes and headed back to the kitchen. "You guys make such a fuss over nothing."

As the door closed behind her, the house shifted. The green and gold lizard who'd moments before been sunning himself in the garden stared up at Magdelene-two in shock.

"You’re right," she told it. "The situation is completely unacceptable. Fortunately, a reasoned analysis finds a simple solution." Opening a door, she reached into the kitchen, grabbed her other self by the back of the vest, and hauled her into the hall. The lizard disappeared, the doors returned. "Clearly, we must stay together in order to maintain the house."

"Clearly," Magdelene-one mocked. "Why?"

"Let me think..."

"Oh, you're thinking. I can smell the smoke."

Two ignored her. "As you observed previously, there is still only one of us, we have merely been separated into pieces. It's therefore logical to assume that our power has been equally divided between us. Together, we remain the most powerful wizard in the world. Separate, we are merely powerful – and not powerful enough to mindlessly support old magics."

"That sort of sucks."

"Indeed. We need answers." Clutching her other self’s elbow, Two threw open a door and marched them both up the steps to the cupola on the top of the tower.

"So many stairs," moaned One. "What was I thinking?"

From the outside, the turquoise house on the headland seemed to be only one storey tall. From the cupola, the two wizards had an uninterrupted view of the surrounding countryside from fifty feet in the air.

One gazed down at the cove and the fishing village that hugged the shore. "Nothing much happening there. Wait a minute, that's Miguel working on his boat. Would you look at the shoulders on the man. And the ass – you could bounce clams off that ass." Leaning forward, she whispered something as if in Miguel's ear. The fisherman turned and waved. Even at such a distance, they could see his broad smile.

"What did you say to him?" Two demanded suspiciously.

One giggled. "I told him that if the kayle weren't running I knew something else he could spend the morning spearing."

"Have you no concern for your dignity? And if not yours," she continued before her double could reply, "have you no concern for mine? We are the most powerful wizard in the world, and we have a position to maintain!"

"Prude."

"Slut."
	One stuck out her tongue, flickered once, and glared across the room. "You stopped me from leaving! How dare you stop me!"

Hands on her hips, Two returned the glare. "Have you forgotten why we came up here?" A half turn and a sharp wave toward the large oval mirror in the rosewood stand. "We must discover who did this to us!"

"Why?"

"So that we can undo it."

"Why?" One asked again, dropping down onto the huge pile of multicoloured cushions that filled most of the floor space. "Personally, I think I'm better off without you dragging me down."

"Me dragging you down?" the other Magdelene snorted, turning to the mirror. "Oh, that's a laugh."

The mirror showed nothing but a reflection of both Magdelenes.

"You've broken it!"

"I haven’t done anything."

"Oh, you never do do anything, do you?"

"At least I know how to enjoy myself," One pointed out. She flashed her double a sunny smile and vanished.

"At least I won’t end up with sand in sensitive places," Two sneered to an empty room.

* * * *

"She's gone to the beach," Magdelene snorted as she crossed the kitchen. "She's such an embarrassment, Kali." Lowering herself into a chair, legs crossed at the ankles, Two quivered with indignation. "I shudder just thinking of how she’s perceived."

"The villagers have always treated her – you – with respect, Mistress."

"But she's so..." Manicured nails beat out a staccato rhythm against the polished wood of the table as she searched for a description that managed to be both accurate and polite and managed only: "...enthusiastically athletic."

"From what I have heard, they respect that as well. I have received the impression on a number of occasions that some are rather in awe." Kali set a lightly steaming cup of tea on the table by the wizard. "Did you discover who is responsible for this division?"

Magdelene took a ladylike sip of tea and sighed. "I'm afraid not. The mirror is non-functional and showed only our reflections. Whoever divided us in two must have disabled it in order to cover their tracks."

The demon nodded thoughtfully.

* * * *

"What's this?" Magdelene blinked down at the lightly steamed vegetables and the poached fish on her plate.

Kali placed a pitcher of water and a glass on the table. "Lunch, Mistress. High in fibre, low in fat. Your double ordered it."

"Then why isn't my double here eating it?"

"She remains in the workshop, delving in eldritch realms to discover the cause of your affliction."

"Please, it's nothing a little salve won't cure." When Kali sighed, Magdelene rolled her eyes. "Oh, our affliction. Right. Well, she's going to get us into trouble with that whole eldritch realms thing – it's likely to bring on an angry crowd of villagers with torches and pitchforks, and... Hang on."  Frowning, she pushed a heavy fall of hair back off her face. "I don't have a workshop."

"She has added one on, Mistress."

"And you just let her?"

"I am her housekeeper as much as yours, Mistress."  Kali placed a thin slice of lime in the water glass and stepped back. "If you are unhappy with her decision, perhaps you should confront her yourself."

"Yeah, probably, but I don't really feel much like doing it now. Maybe later." A lazy flick of a knife point teased apart two translucent flakes of white flesh. "Any chance of rolling this in breadcrumbs and frying it in butter?"

"No, Mistress."

"You're forcing me cover it in tartar sauce..."

"Your life is hard, Mistress."

* * * *

Hand raised to block the sun, One leaned out of the hammock and frowned at her double. "What are you doing?"

"What does it look like I'm doing?" Two demanded. She dropped a cushion onto the ground, dropped to her knees on the cushion, and began inscribing runes in the fresh earth. "I'm laying out protective wards around the house."

"Didn't there used to be cat mint there?"

"Do you want what happened last night to happen again?" Two sniffed, ignoring the actual question.

One settled back down and scratched at her bare stomach. "Don't see how it can. We're already in two pieces."

"And what would you say to being in four pieces?"

"Five card draw, monkey's wild. It'll cost you a caravan to open."

Two sniffed again. "You’re making absolutely no sense.”

"With four," One sighed, "we'd have enough for poker."

"You think you're very funny, don't you? You're just lucky you have me to take care of things."

A tanned hand waved languidly in the hot afternoon air. "Whatever makes you happy, sister."

"Don't call me that!" Two protested, vehemently tucking an escaped strand of hair back behind her ear. "I'm not your sister, I’m you!"

"Then I really need a nap." The words were nearly lost in the depths of a yawn. "I'm not usually this cranky."

* * * *

"Kali, what is this?"

"Supper, Mistress." Thankful that the kitchen was one of the more anchored rooms, Kali put down the plate of spiced prawns in garlic butter. "Your double ordered it." When faced with the inevitable, she felt she might as well just say the lines assigned.

Magdelene's lip curled. "Then why isn't my double here eating it?"

"There was a delivery from the village this afternoon."

"A delivery of what?"

"I do not know. He never reached the house."

"Why not?" 

Kali opened her mouth to answer, but a raised hand and a scarlet flush on the wizard's cheeks cut her off.

"Never mind. How can she take a chance like that? He might not be a mere delivery boy, he could easily be our enemy attempting to take us unawares. He could be the wizard who divided us, arriving to check on our weakened condition." Magdelene leapt to her feet. "He could have weapons designed to destroy us!"

The demon placed her hand on the wizard's shoulder and pushed her back down into the chair. "I believe he was searched quite thoroughly," she said.

* * * *

Two looked up from placing her folded clothing neatly into a chest and clutched at her voluminous nightshirt. "What do you think you're doing here?"

"This is my bedroom."

"Excuse me, I believe that it's my bedroom."

"Whatever." One shrugged. "It's a big bed." She began to loosen the laces on her vest.

"I'm not sharing this bed with you."

"You're not my first choice either, but..." The vest hit the floor, quickly followed by the skirt. "...so what. It's late. I'm sleepy. And this is my bed."

"You can sleep in one of the spare rooms."

"You can bite me." She kicked her crumpled clothes into a corner. "Besides, I have dibs. I'm clearly the original."

Two's lip curled. "And how do you figure that?"

One spread her hands. "I have all the dominant character traits."

"You’re a lazy, lecherous, slob!"

"And I rest my case." Triumphant, she dropped onto the bed, bounced once, frowned, and dug a pomegranate out from under a fold in the blanket. "You're only angry because you know I'm ri.... Hey!"

Releasing her double's ankle, Two stepped back and pointed toward the door. "Out," she snarled. "Now."

One scrambled up off the floor, glaring through the tangled mess of her hair. "You shouldn't have done that."

"Really? What were you planning to dAWK!" Pressed up against the back wall, Two struggled to get an arm free.

"I plan to get some sleep, but first I plan to... OW!"

For every offence, an equal defence. For every spell, a counter spell. For every pillow slammed into a face or across the back of a head, a pillow was slammed in return. The pillows were, by far, getting the worst of it.

Feathers reformed into geese in midair. The geese, who weren't stupid, escaped through the open window.

* * * *

Down in the village, men, women, and children stared up at the lights and noises coming from the house of the most powerful wizard in the world, and they wondered. Some wondered what fell enchantments were afoot. Some wondered where the geese had come from. Most wondered why they hadn’t been invited to the party. 	

One wondered why the ground seemed to be shaking slightly.

* * * *

The impact shook the house and knocked both Magdelenes to the floor, hands buried in each other's hair.

"Now what have you done?" Two demanded, eyes wild. 

"Wasn't me," One snorted. "If I make the earth move for someone, we're both having a better time."

"Well, it wasn't me. Unlike some people, I'm capable of maintaining perfect control."

"So, if I didn't do it and if you're a paragon of perfect control..." One blew a feather off her nose, "then who’s doing all the bang...."

The second impact was more violent than the first.

The wizards’ eyes widened simultaneously. After an undignified moment untangling themselves...

"You're on my hair!"

"You're on your hair, you idiot!"

...they scrambled to their feet and raced out of the bedroom into the hall.

Unencumbered by the tangled ruin of a nightshirt, One reached the door first and threw it open, peering down the long, long flight of stairs that lead to the Netherhells. Under her bare foot, the first step began to vibrate.  

As a high-pitched whistle grew louder, familiar hands grabbed her shoulders and yanked her back.

"Duck!"

"That's not a duck," One pointed out a moment later as the two wizards lifted their heads to stare wide-eyed at the object embedded in the wall across from the door. "That's one Netherhell of a large bone, and to give some indication of how seriously I'm taking this," she added as she stood, "I'm going to skip all the smutty innuendo a bone that size calls out for."  

It was almost five feet long and a hand-span in diameter. Blood red sigils had been carved around the curve of the visible end.

Two crossed to the bone and leaned in until her nose nearly brushed the surface. "It appears that one of the demon princes is attempting to breach the door. This sigil here is the sign of Ter'Poe, and this the sign of conquest, and this..." She tapped her finger lightly against another. "...this is what appears to be a corrupted version of my name with certain Midworld influences apparently creeping into the actual line and curves."

The other wizard yawned. "Even facing potential disaster you're boring."

"Potential disaster, Mistresses?"

They turned to face the housekeeper.

"You don't think an invasion by the Netherhells where we all end up murdered in our beds and all manner of evils like sloth and gluttony..." Two paused long enough to glare at her double. "...are let loose in the world can be called a disaster?" 

"I merely question your use of the word potential, Mistress." Kali indicated the bone with a single, measured nod. "If their missile is able to reach the house, they are already through the lower door."

On cue, the distant sound of pounding footsteps rose from below.

One scratched thoughtfully. "At the risk of stating the obvious, that can't be good."

"Don't just stand there!" Two charged across to the open door and lifted both hands to shoulder height, palms out, fingers spread. "And while the darkness from the deep doth into this world try to creep, I raise my powers from their sleep..."

"What are you doing?"

"Stopping an invasion by the Netherhells!"

"With bad poetry?" Accepting a dressing gown from Kali, One shrugged into it, tightened the belt, then pointed down the stairs and said, "Go home."

"Ow!" The exclamation was distant, but unmistakable. The footsteps paused.

And then began again.

"That can't be..."

"Yes, we know. That can't be good." Two opened the door to the right and dragged a box of miscellaneous junk out into the hall. "Stop repeating yourself and start throwing things before we're horribly killed and responsible for the deaths of thousands."

"Horribly killed? It's not enough just to be killed?"

Two waved away the smoke and shoved a wicker basket with a broken handle into her hands. "Throw!"
 	"I don't think..."

"Fortunately for the world, I do."

"I can think of someone's death I'd like to be responsible for," One muttered and pitched the basket down into the darkness.

* * * *

"That... was close," Two gasped, sagging back against the now closed door. 

"Too... close," One agreed from where she lay panting on the floor.

"As long as your power remains divided, I very much doubt you could stop a second assault," Kali pointed out. "And there will be a second assault, Mistresses. You may count on that as a certainty."

"She has... a point."

"Two. They're horns."

"She has a point about the two of us not being able to defeat the demon-kind a second time," Two snapped. "We have to do something before we're all destroyed. Before we're chopped into pieces and devoured. Or worse. I'll return to the workshop and attempt to find the strongest spells we can perform with our reduced power."

"Good on you." One closed her eyes. "I'll have a nap."

"No," Kali sighed. "You will both come with me to the tower."

"Kali, lest you forget, I..."

"We," amended One, waving a sooty hand.

"...are mistress here."

Kali ignored them both and started up the stairs. After a moment, they exchanged identical expressions of confusion and, with a minimal amount of pushing and shoving, followed.

"The mirror is not functioning properly," Two reminded the demon as she pushed past One and entered the cupola first. 

"Yes, Mistress, it is. Ask it other than who divided you from yourself."

"Say what?" One asked, shoving Two forward out of the doorway.

Two folded her arms. "Kali wants us to ask it something other than who divided us."

"Yeah, got that." One kicked a cushion aside.  "But why?"

Kali sighed and rolled her eyes. "As a test."

"But..."

"Ask!"

They raised their hands in identical calming gestures ,then after a quick game of rock, leaf, lizard, fire, One stepped in front of the mirror. "Where did I leave my lavender sandals?"

The mirror showed the sandals under a bed.

"Whose bed is that?" Two demanded.

One shrugged. "No idea."

"Perhaps you had best ask questions to which you know the answer," Kali growled.

The mirror performed flawlessly.

"Now," she prodded, "ask it who is responsible for this division."

One shrugged, leaned past her double, and asked. 

The mirror showed only the reflection of the two Magdelenes.

"See?" she said, turning to the demon. "Busted."

"No." Kali shook her head. "It is not. Think, both of you, who is strong enough to do this to the most powerful wizard in the world? You did it to yourself," she confirmed as understanding began to dawn. "The mirror has been giving you the correct answer from the beginning."

Two reached out a trembling hand and touched the reaching fingertips of her reflection. "We did this to ourselves? But how? And when?"

"When? We are aware it happened in the night as you slept. How?" Scaled shoulders rose and fell. "I do not know. Only you know."

"Well, I don't know." One flopped down on the cushions.

Two shook her head. "I'm forced to admit that I have no memory of doing any such thing."

"But clearly, it was done. And it must be undone before the world is overrun with others of my kind who are less... nice." Kali folded her arms. "For reasons only you can know, you have brought this division upon yourself. Only you are powerful enough to undo what you have done."

"Granted." Two turned her back on the mirror. "But we don't know what we've done."

"It is in your heads, Mistresses. It must come out."

"Eww." One's lip curled as she wriggled into a more comfortable position. "I have an idea, let's just stay like we are."

"I want you back as a part of me as little as you want me in you," Two snorted, "but we have a responsibility to everyone in the world. We must save them from the encroachment of the Netherhells."

"Why? We've been saving them from that encroachment for a very long time. I say let someone else take the responsibility so I can have some fun."

"You've been having fun!" Two reminded her sharply, hands on her hips. "In fact, you've been having everyone who's come within twenty feet of this house, and it's got to stop."

"Bitch."

"Tramp."

"Mistresses, enough. You must pull yourselves together before disaster overcomes us all. There is a man," Kali continued, shooting a warning glare toward One, who closed her mouth with a petulant snap, "a Doctor Bineeni, in Harmon, a town three days' travel inland. I have heard he attends to problems of the mind."

"Heard from who?"

"The baker's husband has a nephew whose friend had very good things to say about the man."

"The baker's husband's nephew's friend?" One shook her head in disbelief. "Oh, yeah, that's a valid recommendation."

"Do you have a better idea?" Two demanded.

"Sure. I go on a little vacation, and the demon princes do what they want to you."

"You think I'll let you leave?"

One snorted. "You think you can stop me?"

"Enough." Kali's crimson eyes glittered. "If you have no consideration for the peoples of this world, then consider this: the demon princes have vowed vengeance for the death of their brother. They will not care how many pieces you are in when they begin, but I guarantee you will both be in many more pieces when they finish. You may continue arguing and die, or go to Harmon and live."

The only sound in the tower was the soft shunk, shunk, shunk of One stroking a silk tassel. 

"Live?" she said at last, glancing up at her double.

"Live," Two agreed.

* * * *

"We have to walk?"

Kali rolled her eyes hard enough yellow showed all around the red. "You have never been to Harmon, Mistress. You cannot go by magic to a place you have never seen."

"What about borrowing Frenin's donkey and cart?"

"You may not be seen in the village like this. It will cause them great distress."

Two looked pointedly at her companion, who wore wide-legged, purple trousers, an orange vest, and yellow sandals. "I can fully understand why."

"Ice-queen."

"Sleaze."

* * * *

Kali stared up at the huge wrought iron gate suddenly over-filling the break in the coral wall and sighed. Deep and weary exhalations weren't something demons indulged in as a rule, but over the last day she'd become quite accomplished. Had she ever stopped to anticipate their current situation, she might have expected two Magdelenes would be twice as much trouble as one. She would have been wrong. Twice as much trouble was a distinct underestimate.

"What the Netherhells have you got in that thing?" One drawled, poking a finger at her companion's carpet bag.

"Clean handkerchiefs, water purification potion, bug repellent, extra sandal straps, desiccated dragon liver, a comb, one complete change of clothes, soap, a talisman for stomach problems... What?" Two demanded, the list having raised not one but both eyebrows to the hairline of her listener. 

"You do remember you're a wizard, right?"

"Your point?"

Magdelene-one held up a small belt pouch. "I have everything I need in here."

"And if we're unable to use our powers?" Two demanded.

"I still have everything I need."

"There's not enough room in there for a pair of clean underwear."

Rubbing at a rivulet of sweat, One grinned. "Good thing I don't wear them then. I still don't see why we can't take the carpet," she complained to Kali before her double could respond.

"With your powers divided, it would take both of you working in concert to keep the carpet aloft," the demon explained again. "Should your attention wander, even for a moment, it could be fatal."

"Three days on the road with Ms. Nettles-in-her-britches here could be fatal too."

"No one ever died of boredom, Mistress. Or embarrassment," she added as the second Magdelene caught her eye. "And the sooner you begin, the sooner we can put all this behind us. Remember what is at stake." She all but pushed the wizards through the gate and onto the path. As they rounded the first turn, already squabbling, she sighed again and closed her eyes.

Which was how she missed the black shadows slinking around the corner behind them.

* * * *

soon soon

at their weakest

away from home

away from help

soon soon

* * * *

Harmon was a largish town, four, maybe five times the size of the fishing village nestled under Magdelene's headland. It boasted a permanent market square, three competing inns, two town wells, a large mill, four temples, a dozen shrines, and one small theatre that had just been torched by the local Duc who'd objected to having his name and likeness appear in a recent satirical production.

In its particular corner of the world, Harmon was about as cosmopolitan as it got.

Which could have been why no one gave the two identical wizards a second glance – although, it was more likely they passed unnoticed because no one knew they were wizards and because they weren't, after three days' travel, particularly identical.

The shifting shadows of early evening hid the bits of darkness that entered the town on their heels.

* * * *

soon

* * * *

"Excuse me, we'd like a room."

"Two rooms," One corrected. "A dark, narrow, uncomfortable room for her." She nodded toward her companion. "And a big, bright, comfortable room for me." Smiling her best smile, she leaned toward the barman. "With a big, bright, comfortable bed."

Totally oblivious to the beer pouring over his hand, the barman swallowed. Hard.

Two gestured the tap closed. "One room," she repeated, her tone having much the same effect as a bucket of cold water. "The one with the two beds at the end of the second floor hall will do, and we will not..." She shot a pointed look at her sulking double. "...be sharing it with any other travellers." As four coins of varying sizes hit the counter, she swept the common room with an expression icy enough to frost mugs and drop curious eyes down to the table tops. "First night's payment plus payment for use of the bathing room. I want the water hot and clean linens – clean, mind you, not just turned clean side out. And don't bother telling me you never do that," she cautioned, spearing the barman with a disdainful snort. "I know you do."

"You can't..."

"I can."

"We're the most powerful wizard in the world," One told him brightly while being dragged toward the stairs. A shower of coin hit the bar. "I'll get the first rou... OW!"

Maintaining her grip, Two leaned in close to what should have been a familiar ear. Except that one never sees one's own ear from that angle, she reflected, momentarily nonplussed. "Don't you think we should be keeping a low profile?" she asked quietly, dropping her voice below the sudden noise of fourteen people charging toward the bar, tankards held out. "We shouldn't be letting the whole world know we're at half strength. That's just asking for trouble!"

"You worry too much." Rolling her eyes, One pulled her arm free. "Look, you have the first bath while I hang out here. I'll be fine." She sighed at the narrowed eyes and thin lips. "What? You don't trust yourself?"

"You are not the parts of myself that I trust!"

* * * *

"...so he said, Are you waiting to see the whites of his eyes? and I said, Not exactly." Magdelene's gesture made it very clear just what, exactly, she'd been waiting to see. As the crowd roared its approval of the story, she upended her tankard and finished the last three inches of beer.

Before she could lower it, a hush fell over the room.

By the time she set the tankard on the table, the hush had become anticipation.

"Rumour has it, you're a wizard."

A quick inspection proved her tankard was definitely empty. Since no one seemed inclined to fill it, she sighed and turned. There were three of them. Big guys, bare arms. Attitude. Since this particular tavern didn't cater to the "big guys with bare arms and attitude" crowd, they'd clearly dropped by to make trouble.

"You don't look like a wizard," the leader sneered. "You don't act like a wizard." He leaned forward, nostrils flaring over the dangling ends of a moustache adorned with blue beads. "You don't smell like a wizard."

His companions grunted agreement.

"We wanted to see a wizard, and we get pissed right off when we don't get what we want." A booted foot kicked the end of a bench; two people toppled to the floor.

Magdelene knew how to deal with this sort. One way or another she'd been dealing with these kinds of idiots her entire life. Unfortunately, she couldn't remember what she usually did. And the bi-coloured codpiece worn by the man on the right wasn't helping her concentration.

* * * *

The bath was helping. Deep, hot water to soak away the road and the indignities. How could she even consider becoming one again with that low-minded, badly dressed hussy?

On the other hand, how could she consider allowing the Netherhells to visit death and destruction on the Midworld?

Vigorously exfoliating an elbow, Magdelene wondered how she'd gotten herself into a situation with no viable alternatives.

The sound of raised voices caught her attention. One of the voices sounded familiar, although the language left much to be desired and nothing at all to the imagination.

"Oh, for the love of..." The water sluiced off skin and hair as Magdelene climbed from the tub. By the time she reached her neat pile of clean clothes, she was completely dry. Dressing quickly as the noise level from the bar rose, she opened the bathing room door, stepped out into the hall, paused, and returned to hang the mat neatly over the side of the tub. Some things a wizard had to do to retain her self-respect.

She wasn't surprised to see herself as the centre of attention in the common room. After pushing through the crowd, she was a bit surprised to see that the man who had her double by the vest was standing on chicken legs under the multicoloured arc of a rather magnificent tail. There were two others, also half-man half-chicken, and a couple of dozen onlookers who seemed uncertain if they should be amused or appalled. Whatever her other half had done, it had only half worked.

In the midst of being shaken, Magdelene-one caught her double's eye and croaked, "Little help here?"

Two rolled her eyes. "Were you going up the scale or down?" she asked, pitching her voice under the roars of the chicken-man.

"D... d... down."

The three roosters, the largest marked with blue dots on the ends of its wattles, made a run for the door, and the wizards found themselves alone in the centre of the room. The noise rising from the surrounding crowd began to sound like an angry sea.

In Magdelene's experience, crowds became mobs very quickly.

Familiar fingers interlocked, left hand to right.

One voice from two mouths murmured, "Forget."

* * * *

"Why roosters?" Two asked as they climbed the stairs.

One rubbed at a beer stain on her trousers. "Well, all three were acting like pricks and pricks are another word for co..."

"I get it. You have to be more careful. Just because it's on your body, doesn't mean I want some over-muscled idiot rearranging my face. The world can be a nasty, brutal place and you must be prepared for that at all times."

"I don't think I want to live in your world," One snorted, pushing open the door to their room and slouching inside. 

Two glared down at the hand-print on her double's right cheek. "I know I don't want to live in yours." Closing the door with more force than was necessary, she walked over to the window, and reached out for one of the shutters. Frowning, she stared down into the inn yard. "The shadows are roiling."

"Yeah, yeah, whatever that means."

"They're excited about something."

One dropped onto the nearest bed and belched. "Probably not the beer."

* * * *

together

not now

not when together

when apart

* * * *

"You Doctor Bineeni?"

The elderly man slumped over the scroll jerked erect so quickly his glasses slid down to the end of his nose. Half turning, he glared at the chestnut-haired woman standing in the door to his inner sanctum. "Here now, you can't just barge in unannounced!"

A second woman joined the first. "That's what I said, but she never listens to me."

One jerked a finger toward her companion. "Thinks she's my better half. What a laugh, eh?"

Pushing his glasses back into position, Doctor Bineeni stared. "Twins? But at your age even identical twins would be less than identical. Differing experiences would write differing histories on the face."

"At our age?" Two bristled.

"You look..." He frowned. "But you're not young."

One sighed. "You don't know the half of it, sweet cheeks. We're the most powerful wizard in the world."

His eyes widened, strengthening his resemblance to a startled lizard. "You're Magdelene?"

Waving a bundle of dried herbs over onto the top of a wobbly pile across the room, One dropped into a chair. "He's heard of us."

"That should make this easier," Two agreed. She ran her finger along the edge of a shelf and clucked her tongue at the accumulated dust.

"But... you're a legend. You don't really exist."

"Oh, I exist. You can touch me if you like. Ow!" Shooting a steaming look at Two, she muttered. "I meant he could touch my hand."

"Sure you did."

Wide-eyed, the doctor looked from one to the other. "You are the most powerful wizard in the world?"

"Yes."

"Both of you?"

"That's correct."

"There should only be one of you."

"Also correct." Two dusted off her hands, tucking them into the sleeves of her robe. "It appears that in the split, we both got half the power..."

"And she got the really shitty bits of the personality." 

"...and we need you to put us back together before the Netherhells make another try for the stairs."

"The stairs?" Dr. Bineeni asked, looking from one to the other.

"Yes, the flight of stairs in my house that descends into the Netherhells."

He smiled and raised an ink-stained finger, shaking it in their general direction. "Almost you had me, ladies. I can help with your delusion, but you'll need to make an appointment."

"Under other circumstances, I'd be more than willing to follow protocol, but we need to see you now."

"Ladies, I'm sorry...."

"Not as sorry as you will be if Ter'Poe gets up those stairs," One snorted. "We're not leaving until you help us."

The smile gone, Dr. Bineeni turned toward a back door. "Evan. Petre."

Two burly young men pushed their way into the room past the piles of books.

"Not bad." One fluffed out her hair and undid the top fastener on her vest. "One each."

Two stared at her in disbelief. "Is that all you ever think about?"

"No!" One's brows dipped in. "Well..."

"Slattern!"

"Anal-retentive!"

Evan, or possibly Petre, reached for Two's arm. 

"Oh, go to sleep!" she snapped.

Both men fell to the ground.

"Horizontal. Very nice."

"Slut!"

"Ha! Now you're repeating yourself. I'm so not surprised by your total lack of imagination."

Two gestured. One countered. Power sizzled against power in the centre of the room.

* * * *

now

* * * *

Darkness rose out of the shadows, divided an infinite number of times, took form and substance.

"Imps?" Two stared at the swarm of tiny figures scuttling toward her. "They dare to send imps against me?"

"Whatever." One didn't bother standing. She waved a languid hand and several imps imploded. The rest kept coming. Chestnut brows drew in. "That can't be good."

"Do not start that again," Two snarled as the first imps reached her.

They climbed into mouths and ears and noses. They tangled in hair. They tried to fit themselves into every bleeding wound they made. And for every dozen Magdelene destroyed, another dozen rose from the shadows.

Driven out of the chair, One staggered around the room, flailing power at her attackers. Stumbling over a muscular body, she began to fall and grabbed hold of the closest solid object: Two's hand. As their finger tightened, the wizard looked herself in the eye and smiled.

An instant later, the only sign that a battle had been fought, and nearly lost, was the tangled mess of Two's hair.

"I can't believe they'd send imps after us," she growled, her hair rearranging itself back into a tight bun.

"I can't believe the imps almost kicked ass," One added.

A whimper turned them to face Dr. Bineeni. The doctor knelt on the floor, staring up through the bars of his stool. "You're actually her!"

Yawning, One dropped back into the chair. "Yeah, we actually are." 

"And we need your help. You saw what happens when we try to fight the darkness as two separate wizards."

Drawing in a long, shuddering breath, the doctor seemed to come to a decision as he slowly stood. "Who did this to you?"

"Well, it's like, uh..."

"Are you blushing?" Two demanded ,taking a disbelieving step toward her double. "I wouldn't have thought you still knew how to blush."

"Up yours."

"You know what your problem is? You're not willing to face reality." Straightening her robe, Two speared Dr. Bineeni with a irritated glare. "We did it to our-self. Ourselves."

"And you want me to...?"

"Put us back together."

Bushy grey brows rose above the rims of his glasses. "You want to be back together?  Because I have to say, it certainly doesn't seem like you want to be back together."

"It doesn't matter what we want," Two explained over One's gagging noises. "We have a responsibility to the world to be back together before the Netherhells attack again."

"Not to mention a responsibility to not be personally sliced and diced."

"I see." He studied them for a long moment. "You held hands to defeat the smaller darkness." 

"Smaller darkness," One repeated.

"And we can't keep doing that," Two told him.

"Why not?"

"We can't stand each other."

"Again, why not?" He spread his hands. "You are, after all, both you. Do you not like yourself?" 

"I like myself just fine," One said before Two could answer. "It's her I can't stand. Bossy, uptight, neat freak!"

"Lazy, lubricious – you don't care about anything but yourself!"

"Lady Wizards, please." Stepping over one of his sleeping bodyguards to stand between them, the doctor looked from one to the other and sighed. "What could have happened to make you dislike yourself so?"

* * * *

Dr. Bineeni's consultation room was as full of books and scrolls and candles and jars as his inner sanctum, but it also held a wide chaise lounge. The instant she realized what the chaise was for, Two created a second, and the wizards – wearing identical apprehensive expressions – laid down.

"All right." Lowering himself into the room's only chair, the doctor picked up a slate and a piece of chalk. "Let's start with some stream of consciousness. I'll begin a phrase, and you'll finish it with the first thing that comes into your head. You..." He pointed the chalk at One. "...will respond first and then you."  The chalk shifted toward two. "As the questions continue, you will alternate responses. Are you ready?"

One laced her fingers over her stomach. "Sure. I guess."

"With great power comes great...?"

"Sex!"

Her chaise lounge collapsed.

"Lady Wizards!"

Two looked smug as One lowered her hand and untangled herself from the wreckage. "It was the first word that came into my head," she muttered, reforming the chaise.

Pinching the bridge of his nose, Dr. Bineeni sighed. "Let's try something else," he said. "What's the last thing you remember before this happened?"

One flashed a rude gesture at her double and laid down again. "I went to bed."

"Alone?"

She shrugged. "It happens. I'd just gotten back from Venitcia, and I was tired."

"Venitcia?"

"A city." Two frowned, trying to remember.

"Why were you in Venitcia?"

Two's frown deepened. "I don't know."

The doctor turned to One, who shrugged again. "You got me."

"So you know you were in Venitcia, but you don't know why." Dr. Bineeni pushed his glasses up his nose and tapped the chalk against the slate. "Interesting."

The wizards exchanged an identical raised brow. The chalk turned into a slice of papaya.

Dr. Bineeni blinked at the fruit. "Was the sound bothering you?"

"I don't think he can help," said One.

"As much as I hate to agree with you..." Two sat and swung her feet over to the floor. "...I find myself agreeing with you. Doctor..."

He raised a hand, palm out. "Just one more thing, Lady Wizards. If you could finish this sentence: I went to Venitcia because...?"

"Because someone asked for my help."

"Our help."

* * * *

Right hand gripping the rail with white knuckled fingers, Magdelene straightened and wiped her mouth on the back of her left. "Did I happen to mention how much I hate boats?"

"You did." Trying not to smile, Antonio handed her a water skin. "And then you called a wind to speed our passage, and then, if I'm not mistaken, you mentioned it again." He waited until she drank then reached out and gently caressed her cheek. "Did I happen to mention how grateful I am that you would not allow this hatred to keep you from helping my people?"

"You did." Leaning into his touch, Magdelene all but purred. Not even the constant churning of her stomach could dull her appreciation of a beautiful, dark-eyed man. She liked to think that she'd have agreed to help regardless of who the Venitcia town council had sent to petition her, but she was just as glad that they'd hedged their bets by playing to a known weakness.

Until he'd climbed the path to the turquoise house on the hill, Antonio had thought he'd been sent on a fool's errand – that the most powerful wizard in the world was a legend, a story told by wandering bards. Told enthusiastically by bards who'd wandered in the right direction. 	Magdelene had always been partial to men who made music.

And to those who actually made an effort to seek her out.

"My village was built many, many years ago on the slopes of an ancient volcano, a volcano that has recently begun to stir. My people cannot leave a place that has been home to them for generations."

"Cannot?"

"Will not," Antonio had admitted, smiling, and Magdelene was lost. 

"We're close," he told her, tucking her safely into the curve of his arm as the boat rolled. "That's the smoke of the volcano. When we round this headland, we'll see Venitcia..."

When they rounded the headland, they saw steam rising off the water in a billowing cloud as a single lava stream continued to make its way to the sea. There was no town. No terraced orchards. No temples. No wharves. No livestock. No people.

The captain took his vessel as close as he dared, then Magdelene and Antonio took the small boat to shore, Magdelene creating a current so neither had to row. It took them a while to find a safe place to land and then a while longer to walk back to the town. Antonio said nothing the entire time.

Magdelene pressed her palm against the warm ground, against the new ground, so much higher than it had been. "It happened just days after you left. Long before you found me. It was fast. So fast. Ash began to fall, then before anyone could escape the rim of the crater collapsed. The town was buried..." She left the word almost in a pause too small to notice. "...instantly."

"How do you...?"

"The lava told me." It had been bragging actually. She left that part out.

Antonio walked to the edge of the crust and stared down into the last river of molten rock. "Is everyone dead?"

"Yes."

He sighed, brushed a fall of dark hair back off his face, and half turned; just far enough to smile sadly at her. "It wasn't your fault," he said. 

Before Magdelene could stop him, he fell gracefully forward and joined his people in death.

Until that moment, she hadn't even considered that it might be her fault.

* * * *

"I didn't take it seriously enough."

"I should have hurried."

"You called a wind to fill the sails of the boat," Dr. Bineeni reminded them gently.

"That was for my comfort," Two said bitterly. "Not for Venitcia."

Sitting with her back against the wall, legs tucked up against her chest, One dried wet cheeks on her knees. "I was too late."

The doctor shook his head. "It wasn't your fault. Antonio was right."

"Antonio is dead."

"Yes, he is. But he made his choice. You have to let that go." Looking from one to the other, he spread his hands. "You can't raise the dead."

"Actually, I can."

Dr. Bineeni blinked. Then he remember to breathe. "You can?"

"If the flesh is still in a condition for the spirit to wear it," Two amended.

"Although I sort of promised Death I'd stop," One sighed. "It messes with her accounting."

"So, given the manner of his death, you couldn't bring Antonio back."

"No."

"Nor any of his people."

 "No."

"But if I'd known," Two insisted, "I could have stopped it."

"So many things I could stop if I knew," One agreed.

"But I don't know. And do you know why I don't know?" Two stood, arms hugging her torso, holding in the grief, allowing only a little of the anger to slip free. "Because all I do is lie in the sun and have a good time."

The doctor's brows rose at Two's declaration. "All you do?"

"All I did." Her lips pressed into a thin, disapproving line as she nodded toward her double. "All she does. I recognize my responsibilities."

"I'm sure you do, but without her, you can't fulfill them." He rubbed his upper lip with a chalk-stained finger as he studied his slate. "I have one final question."

One scooted forward to the edge of the lounge. "Then you can fix us?"

"No. Then you can fix yourself."

"If I'm going to fix myself," One muttered, "why'd I have to come see you."

Dr. Bineeni ignored her. "You have to learn to like yourself again."

"Myself, yes. Her..."

"...no." Two finished, lip curled. 

 "We'll see." He sat back, glanced from one to the other, and said quietly, "You have, in your house, a flight of stairs that descends to the Netherhells. Why?"

One snorted. "It's convenient."

"Convenient? To have demons emerge out of your basement?"

She ran a hand back through her hair. "Well, it's more of a sub-basement, but yes."

"Why?"

"So I know where they are," Two interjected before One could answer. "The demon princes gain power by slaughter. You don't want them running around the world unopposed."

"No, I don't." As the silence lengthened, he added, "Legends say there were once six demon princes, but the most powerful wizard in the world stood between the mighty Kan'Kon and the slaughter he craved and now there are five. Mourn for Antonio, mourn for his people, but do not define the rest of your life by his loss."

* * * *

The boiling oil ready at the top of the stairs, Kali stepped gratefully aside as a single pop of displaced air heralded the return of her mistress. The clothing suggested that only Magdelene-one had returned, but then she noted the purposeful stride and the light of battle in the wizard's eyes, and the demon-housekeeper gave a heavy sigh of relief.

Even given that the light of battle could be more accurately described as the light of extreme annoyance.

"Mistress, they are very close."

"I can see that," Magdelene noted as a bone spearhead came through the door. She yanked the door open and smiled at the demon, two steps down, attempting to free his weapon from the splintered wood. "Hi. I'm back."

It froze. Those members of the demonic horde pushing up the stairs behind it who were within the sound of her voice froze as well. 

From deep within the bowels of the earth came a blood-curdling growl. "What's the hold up?"

"She's back."

Silence stretched almost to the edge of awkwardness. 

"Oh, crap."

The demon at the top of the stairs curled a lipless mouth into what might have been a conciliatory smile.

"If it's any consolation," Magdelene told it, raising her hands, "you'll be at the top of the pile."

A moment later, the stairs were clear. Although the bouncing continued for some time. Magdelene waited until the moaning and the swearing and the recriminations died down, then she leaned out over the threshold. "Don't make me come down there."

The lower door slammed emphatically shut, the vibration rocking her back on her heels.

"Temper, temper," she muttered, stepping back into the hall.

"I am pleased you are yourself again, Mistress." Lifting the vat of oil, Kali carried it into the kitchen. "I am happy the doctor was able to heal you."

"He got me moving forward again," Magdelene allowed, following her housekeeper. "Although I am the most powerful wizard in the world. I probably could have figured it out eventually on my own."

"We had time for neither probably nor eventually, Mistress."

"True. I guess I needed someone to get into my head."

Kali stared at the wizard for a long moment then surrendered to temptation. "That's a change," she said.

[Publisher’s note: “We Two May Meet” is the last story of the collection, whether you opted to read Third Time Lucky in chronological or written order.]
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