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CHAPTER
ONE



 

I’m sure north-central Missouri can be beautiful
at certain times of the year. In the middle of March, with piles of dirty snow
crusting the roadsides, and a chilly rain that was sometimes a mist and
sometimes a drizzle and sometimes big, fat, wet blobs splattering so hard
against the windshield that I could hear each individual droplet of misery, it
was not a delightful place to be.


That was my fault. I was deliberately following
the bad weather, a long slant of cold weather front that was a wet blanket
across the northern half of the USA. It had been starting to rain in southern
Indiana two days ago, when I got ambushed on a lonely country road in the
middle of nowhere. Since then, I drove steadily west, keeping in the rain where
drizzle and spray made it less easy to see the bullet holes in one side of my
truck. Also, the rain made it less conspicuous that I was driving just over the
speed limit, and hugging the right shoulder of the road. Staying on the right
meant cars would not pass me on the right, and would not notice the dents, the
thick sheet of plastic I’d taped over the right rear window of the truck, and
the scorch marks on that side. It helped that my truck was dark blue, it would
be difficult to tell that the paint there was a bit scorched and bubbled, from
when a Mercedes SUV erupted into flames in front of me, after it got rammed by
a GMC Yukon. The Yukon had also gone up in flames, that part was my fault.


At first, I suspected the Yukon was driven by Feds,
it looked like the kind of vehicle the FBI or some other agency would have in
their motor pool. You might think that was good news, if the Feds had acted to protect
me from the bad guys, but it is not. The government had been hunting me
for years, and in my experience, they weren’t any less ruthless than whoever
the hell the other guys were. All I know is, the woman who fell out the
driver’s door of the Yukon wasn’t wearing an FBI jacket, neither was the guy in
the passenger seat, and I didn’t find any kind of federal ID on anyone I was
able to search.


Right before the ambush, while I was driving along
a two lane road in the forested part of southeastern Indiana, my mind wandering
in a daydream, a big silver Mercedes SUV came roaring out of a side road and skidded
to a stop in front of me to block the road. I got a brief glimpse of guns
pointed at me out the SUV’s windows while I jammed on the brakes, fishtailing until
my bumper stopped inches from a crash, then I slammed my truck into reverse and
floored it, just as a black GMC Yukon flew past on my right and rammed hard into
the Mercedes. Tires spinning and slipping, I rolled blindly backwards into a
ditch while the silver SUV erupted in flames and the occupants of both vehicles
engaged in a raging firefight that ended with everyone dead. Except me. I’d
like to say that I instantly sprang into action, but the truth is I was frozen
with fear and shock. My hands had the steering wheel in a death grip and while
I knew I should let go of the wheel and reach for my gun, I just sat there for
a long second, my brain locked into asking OMG OMG OMG did that really just
happen?


Somehow, I got moving and out of the truck, I
don’t remember that part. I know that I had yanked open the Yukon’s warped
driver’s door, to pull out the bleeding woman from behind the wheel, but my
effort to drag her away from danger tracked a trail of leaking gas with me.
That gas connected with gas pouring from the burning Mercedes, and presto! The
Yukon caught fire from under the hood. At least I pulled the woman away from
the fire to lay her down on the wet leaves beside the road, and I pulled open
her jacket to see where the blood was coming from, but her eyes rolled back and
she coughed up blood, and then she was gone. Her companion in the passenger
seat, a big guy, was clearly dead even before I got to him, my first clue about
his condition was the ragged bullet hole in his forehead. For sure he was dead
weight when I pulled him from the car that was already on fire, so he didn’t
protest when I flopped him down at the side of the road.


Of the four guys in the crispy Mercedes, two
managed to stumble out the other side of the already burning vehicle, the
driver and guy behind him on my side got crushed by the heavy Yukon and
probably died on impact. The two injured guys shouted weakly and struggled to crawl
away from their burning vehicle before collapsing and dying of ugly gunshot
wounds. Whatever they had been shouting, they weren’t speaking English. To my
untrained ears, it sounded like some Eastern European language, but they could
have been cosplaying Klingon for all I knew. 


It may seem callous, but I quickly rifled through
the pockets of the guy from the Yukon, while his lifeless eyes stared at me. All
I came away with was a wallet but no type of law enforcement ID, a Glock sidearm
with a spare magazine, and a sense that every time I tried to sleep, I would
see that dead guy staring at me. The woman also had no FBI or any kind of
official ID on her, giving me no clue why they had intervened to help me. Or
whether they had been trying to help at all.


Whatever their intent, the two from the Yukon were
serious about it. In addition to the Glock the guy had in a shoulder holster,
they both had Hecker & Koch MP7s equipped with suppressors, what most
people call a silencer. That was another clue those two were not federal agents;
I’m pretty sure that suppressed machine pistols are not standard issue by the
FBI. The guys in the Mercedes had a type of weapon I wasn’t familiar with. They
were short bullpup rifles, with the magazine behind the trigger, also equipped
with suppressors. Vaguely I remembered seeing something like those weapons in a
magazine. French-made? Maybe Israeli? It didn’t matter.


For a long minute, I stared at the burning Yukon.
The glass was not just crazed and spiderwebbed from bullet impacts; there were
large-caliber holes punched clean through. The woman had a Kevlar vest and
still a round had penetrated, the blood she coughed up had come from her lungs.


Whoa.


Whoever was after me, they were using ammo
powerful enough to penetrate a Kevlar vest. The Mercedes guys had to have been
equipped with armor-piercing rounds. It’s a damned good thing neither group
were concentrating their fire at me, and that was another clue. Whether
one or both groups were pursuing me or trying to protect me, maybe they didn’t
want me dead, not immediately. What did they want?


I was afraid to think about it.


Despite the muffled sound of suppressed weapons,
two burning vehicles attracted attention, and even a two lane road in the woods
of rural southeastern Indiana has some traffic. Putting my truck into four
wheel drive got me out of the ditch, and I inched past the Yukon, cringing with
fear the gas tank would explode. After I got away from the ambush, and my
racing heart slowed down enough for me to think, I pulled over at an abandoned
gas station and inspected my truck. It technically wasn’t my truck, it
was stolen. Not stolen by me, I had taken it from the guy who stole it
originally. That made me feel better about it. The truck, an anonymous dark
blue F-150 extra cab that looked like a million other work trucks across the
nation, had belonged to a plumbing company. After I acquired it, I swapped
license plates and stuck magnetic signs on the doors. The signs read ‘F.E.
Lawrence Landscaping Services’, with an Indiana phone number to match the
truck’s plates. The phone number was bogus, chosen at random from a group of
burner phones I had owned and discarded. Why ‘F.E. Lawrence’? It wasn’t
anything memorable, that’s why. The logo wasn’t bright or cute, it was instantly
forgettable. That was intentional.


During the firefight, no one actually shot at
me, they shot at my truck, or maybe my truck just got caught in the crossfire.
One bullet nicked a tire, I suspected that when the truck started pulling to
the right, and sure enough, that tire was going flat. A can of Fix-a-flat and a
battery powered air pump solved the problem enough to get me an hour down the
road, where I pulled over and swapped the bad tire for the spare.


To cover up a handful of bullet holes on the
passenger side, I took the magnetic sign off the driver’s door and rearranged
both of them on the passenger side. My hands shook so much that the first
couple times I put the signs on, they were crooked. Smashing out the rear
window on that side made it less obvious the window had been hit by bullets,
and I covered it with a sheet of clear plastic and duct tape. Again, nothing
too unusual in a well-used work truck. The front passenger door window had only
one bullet hole near the bottom, that was covered up by carefully rolling the
window partially down while guiding it with a hand so it didn’t shatter. It did
look odd to have a window open in cold rain, so while I drove, I held a white
plastic pen in one hand; hopefully anyone noticing the open window would think the
pen was a cigarette, and that I didn’t want to roll down the window on my side
to let the smoke out. Sticking to the interstates helped me avoid attention, most
police cars checking for speeders were parked in the median strip and couldn’t
see the battered right side of the truck.


Smart, huh?


If I was smart, I wouldn’t have blindly driven
into an ambush.


The main problem with the truck was it leaked
coolant from somewhere, probably a fragment of bullet had nicked the radiator. There
had been a lot of bullets flying around on that road. Stopping at three
different auto parts stores, I bought radiator fluid, and a bunch of small
stick-on magnets to cover up the bullet holes in the passenger side. One of the
little magnets was a Hello Kitty, I hoped that anyone noticing would think it
ironic. The ‘F.E. Lawrence’ signs I then discarded, the authorities might be
looking for a blue F-150 with that logo. Also discarded were the Indiana
license plates, swapped for a bogus set of Ohio plates from the batch I kept
under the driver’s seat. With any luck, no one would pay attention to me, until
I had to get rid of the truck and find a new ride.


That sucked. I had only been in Indiana for only a
few days, having been chased out of Louisiana, where I spent more than two
months in relative warmth and sunshine. That’s another story. Now I had to
start over, again. Yeah, it had been stupid of me to spend two months in one
place, I should have known better. Leaving Louisiana hadn’t been prompted by a
specific threat, just a feeling that I was being watched. When I got to
Indiana, in the middle of a rain shower that was turning to sleet, I questioned
whether I was just being paranoid. Then the ambush happened.


Yeah, I was being paranoid.


Just not paranoid enough.


Why didn’t I buy three gallons of coolant at one
store, instead of making three separate stops? Because a customer buying a single
gallon of radiator fluid is not memorable, it happens all the time. Three
gallons? That prompts questions and a discussion at the register, and I didn’t
want a clerk to remember me.


That wouldn’t be healthy for either of us.


If it sounds like I know a lot about keeping off
the grid and under the radar, that’s because I do. I’d been on the run for the
past six years, ever since my Aunt Sarah was murdered, by people who wanted me.
Like, local police, the Feds, and by whoever had killed my aunt.


It wasn’t healthy for anyone to be around me.


The temperature gauge was creeping into the red
again, and little puffs of steam were coming out the sides of the hood. In the
drizzle and spray from passing cars, it was barely noticeable, but it would
soon attract attention. Plus, you know, eventually seize the engine. I needed
to pull over somewhere and dump in the last half gallon of coolant. After that,
I had to buy another gallon and eventually get the radiator fixed, except I was
also running out of cash. The wallet I pulled off one of the dead guys from the
Mercedes had credit cards and several hundred in cash. Those credit cards were
useless to me, either fake or stolen, each card with a different and almost
certainly bogus name. The cash could be useful in a pinch, problem was they
were crisp new twenties, and I couldn’t be certain the bills weren’t marked or
otherwise traceable.


Damn it. I needed gas, radiator fluid, and
something to eat, and my wallet had less than eighty of my own dollars. If you
are ever considering the glamorous life of a fugitive, don’t. The work doesn’t
pay well.


There, up ahead. A diner, on a two-lane highway,
just off the interstate. A low, brick building that had seen better days, the
illuminated ‘D’ in the sign was broken so it read ‘iner’ and I thought that was
perfect. Locals ate at a place like that, so the food must be good. I could
park the truck in the side lot, out of the way, let the radiator cool down
before dumping in the remaining fluid. Down the road a ways I could see a gas
station, it should carry gallon jugs of coolant. As I flipped on the turn
signal, I scanned the diner parking lot. No police cruisers, and nothing that
looked like an unmarked cop car. My truck would attract no notice there.


Stepping out of the truck, I stumbled into a
puddle over my ankle, drenching my shoe.


Damn it.


My day just kept getting better and better.


Outside the heated cab of the truck, the day was
more miserable than I was ready for. Up on the interstate, truck tires whined
as they threw up clouds of spray, thump-thumping over the cold steel expansion
joints of the bridge over the two-lane highway. Tossing the hoodie up, I put my
head down and trudged across the parking lot, avoiding chunks of dirty ice that
had collected in the wheel wells of cars, and fallen off when the car hit one
of the many potholes scattered around the parking lot.


Oh, hell.


Standing in the drizzle, I found that my feet
couldn’t move. The problem wasn’t my feet, it was me.


What was I going to do?


Where was I going to go?


Where could I go, on less than a full tank of gas,
in the middle of Missouri? I had no plan, none at all. There was no one I could
call on, no one I could call for help. People who knew me ended up dead,
so I made a point not to make connections with anyone. If the people hunting me
thought I had made a friend along the way, that friend would either be taken
and used as bait to lure me from hiding, or killed to ensure I didn’t try to seek
help from friends. To ensure I knew that I couldn’t get help from anyone. That
I was alone. If you think I’m being paranoid about that, I’m not. It happened.
A girl I cared about is dead, because the wrong people knew I cared about her.
I was on my own, that’s the way it has to be.


When the truck inevitably broke down, or the money
ran out, whichever came first, I would be out of options.


Jamming my hands into the pockets of the leather
jacket I wore over the hoodie, I got my feet moving again, and quickened my
step toward the front door of the diner. Because I wanted to get out of the
chilly rain, and because any normal person would. To linger in the parking lot
would be suspicious, like I was casing the place for a robbery. Which I was not
doing. I’m not a thief. Except when I steal from criminals, I consider that a
simple redistribution of resources. That’s what my Aunt Sarah told me, and she
was a wise woman.


Until she ended up dead.


Dead, before she could teach me much of anything
useful about magic.


Oh, I should have mentioned that. My name is
Kazimir Wolfe, or ‘Kaz’ for short, although I never use my real name.


I’m a wizard.


I know, magic doesn’t exist.


But it used to exist.


And I didn’t know it at the time, but magic will come
into our world again.


Unless I can stop it.



 


 

Duke the dog slunk between the dumpster and the
brick wall of the diner, pressing himself against the bricks to stay under the
eaves of the roof. The bricks were cold and damp but the steady, soaking rain
was chilly and wet, his infallible dog instincts told him to stay out of
the rain. No amount of shaking could get his fur completely dry. He never would
have left the warm, dry house where he lived, if his task was not so urgent.


Where he used to live. Where the Lady used
to feed him breakfast every morning. A hearty bowl of dry kibble. Plus toast,
possibly bits of egg or bacon or whatever the Lady was eating that morning;
Duke had perfected the Sad Brown Eyes look that usually yielded a treat.
Sometimes, if the Lady was distracted, or not feeling well, as had happened
more often recently, he could not just phone it in with the standard Sad Brown
Eyes. More effort into the performance was needed, including the Low Pathetic
Whine, the Chin Resting On Her Leg, or if he really needed to bring out the big
guns, the Paw On Leg. Not pawing at her leg, that annoyed her and could
backfire on Duke, banishing him to the dog bed in the corner of the kitchen,
where he tried his best to look remorseful and sad and to curl up as small as
possible, while staring at her in abject misery.


Those time-tested techniques rarely failed, and
really only failed when the Mean Girl was there, telling the Lady not to spoil
him.


He had never heard anything so ridiculous in his
life. What was the purpose of sharing your life with a dog, if not to spoil
each other with affection, snuggling together on a cold evening, taking a walk
on a sunny day, or giving treats? To be sure, the giving of treats had been
entirely one-sided, ever since he brought home a squirrel he had caught in the
backyard. It wasn’t like he had asked her to cook the thing for him, he offered
it to her out of devotion and loyalty, and her rejection and shouting that he
was a Bad Dog and to get that disgusting thing out of the house right
this minute, had hurt him. The next time, he made sure the squirrel was a
particularly fine specimen of tree-dwelling rodent, but the Lady inexplicably
had not been happy about it again.


Humans. No one could understand them.


Duke had not been given his breakfast that morning;
he suspected that breakfasts being conveniently provided in a bowl on the floor
was over. The Lady had not gotten out of bed that morning, she had gone to bed
extra early, not feeling well and looking especially frail, shivering in her
nightgown as she slowly climbed the stairs up to her bedroom. Duke had tucked
himself extra tightly against her, giving her all the body heat he could
provide, and her shivering eventually stopped.


But everything else stopped also. In the morning,
her cheek was cold when he nuzzled her face. His dog instincts told him she was
not getting up that morning, or ever again. That made him inconsolably sad. Not
about the lack of breakfast, that only made him hungry. He would never again
lean against her on the couch, while she watched the big glowing box that made
noise, and she absent-mindedly stroked the fur around his neck. Never again go
for a ride, where she drove slowly and only on familiar roads, and never at
night. Never again could he whine until she rolled down the passenger side
window, so he could stick his head out and experience the ecstasy of flying.
Never again would he feel the soul-aching loneliness, when she parked the car
and left to Do Whatever Mysterious Thing Humans Did, and he had to stick his
nose out the partly open car window, sniffing the air to find out Where She
Went and What She Could Possibly Be Doing and When She Would Be Coming Back.


She always came back, sometimes with a little
treat for him, and if she had forgotten to buy a treat, there was always a tin
of mini biscuits in the glove box. Mini biscuits he could smell and drove him
crazy, because he never could figure out how that glove box opened.


Door latches, and doorknobs, were just a few of
the many mysteries in Duke’s life.


Like, why had he left the warm, dry house that
morning, to trot across soggy fields that still had crusty, dirty snow in the
low spots, and squeezing under a fence to go around to the side of the roadside
restaurant, huddling under the too-short eaves that had fat drops of cold water
dripping on his disheveled coat. Next to a dumpster that smelled mostly of
nasty things but there were also tantalizing aromas of things he could eat,
whether he should or not. Eventually, he might need to find a way into the
dumpster.


But not now.


Now, Duke had important things to do. He did not
know why he was waiting, only that he had to do it.


Waiting for Him.


And watching for Them.


Hopefully, He would arrive before Them, for Duke
had no real plan if the worst happened, other than to warn Him, and tug on His sleeve
to pull Him away from danger.


Duke did not actually know what He looked like,
only that his dog instincts would know that He was a good person, and the one
for whom Duke was waiting.


Duke also did not know what They looked like.


That didn’t matter. He would know Them when he saw
them.


His keen sense of smell might pick up the faint
whiff of brimstone that sometimes followed Them, no matter how much They tried
to conceal it. He would know.


So, he waited, standing rather than sitting, he
did not want anything other than his paws touching the cold pavement. He waited
and waited, as one after another of the Big Shiny Rolling Things pulled into
the parking lot, and people went into the restaurant, or people came out the
door of the restaurant, got in their Big Shiny Rolling Things and left. None of
them were of any interest to him, except he yearned to beg from them, when the
swirling breeze carried the scent of hot, delicious food from the vent on
the roof. His stomach growled and it almost made him forget his purpose. He
reminded himself to focus, to focus like when he saw a squirrel right
outside the window. As the morning wore on, and the traffic in the parking lot
grew more sparse, Duke began to shiver, and to despair.


Until-


There!


A Big Shiny Rolling Thing pulled off the highway,
splashing through puddles to pull around to the side of the restaurant. It
parked in an awkward space, away from anything else. When the driver got out,
he stepped in a puddle, and pulled the hoodie up over his head to keep out of
the steady, cold drizzle.


The same drizzle that had Duke soaked to the skin.
He couldn’t shake himself dry yet or he would be seen as the man walked by,
the-


It was Him.


His heart pounding, Duke willed his traitorous
tail to be still, and crouched down, walking backward into the shadows.









CHAPTER
TWO



 

The bell on the front door of the diner rang its
sad, flat tone. Ever since the little metal ball on the end of the rod broke
off, it made a half-hearted dink sound, rather than ringing like a
proper bell. On busy days, Kim relied on the bell to tell her a customer was
coming in, but that morning had been slow. No one wanted to go out in the
miserable weather. She would rather have stayed in bed rather than getting up
to drive to the diner, but bills had to be paid. And when she got to work, the
diner was at least cozy and warm. Vic was too cheap to replace the bell, but he
did understand the importance of cheery lighting. The diner even had fresh
flowers here and there, a bit of color after a cold and dreary February, and a
miserable early March so far.


Kim brushed the front of her apron flat before she
turned around. The breakfast rush, what there was of it, was over. Probably the
bell announced a regular customer, coming in for coffee. She would have to
listen to the same jokes, smile whether she wanted to or not, and keep quiet
when they took up a booth for an hour, asking for refills of coffee, and leave
a twenty cent tip that she was supposed to be grateful for. Be nice, Kim, she
told herself as she turned toward the door. They’re just lonely and want a
place to-


He-llo.


Coming through the door was not a regular.


Coming through the door was Trouble.


He was around her age, she guessed mid-twenties.
Maybe a bit younger, the stubble of a beard made him appear older than he
probably was. Not sandpaper stubble, like the two-day growth guys got when they
were too lazy to shave on a weekend, the rough stubble that scratched her cheek.
His had grown out a bit and was long enough to tickle, a beard that was long
enough to give her a thrill when she closed her eyes, and felt that beard
against her cheek while a guy kissed her.


Bad-boy stubble, her mother called it, and warned
Kim against guys like that. 


A leather jacket over a blue hoodie, worn blue
jeans, work boots. A tousled mop of longish curly dark brown hair she wanted to
run her fingers through, with strands of lighter brown on top. A guy like that
didn’t highlight his hair, she guessed his hair had been bleached by the sun to
get those streaks. He had a bit of a tan, too, starting to fade. He had been in
the sun recently.


Whoever he was, he stopped just inside the door, looking
to the empty booths to his right, then left and-


Caught Kim’s eye.


Lifted his chin ever so slightly to acknowledge
her. A silent ‘hello’. With a thumb, he pointed to the booths on the left.


She stepped out from behind the counter. “You,”
she caught her breath. “You want to sit by the window?” She cringed. Like
anyone cared to see the view of gray drizzle, and cars throwing up spray on the
highway.


“Yeah,” he said, his lips curling up in a smile.
“That’d be great.”


“Coffee?”


“Uh,” he looked like he had to think about it
first. “Sure.”


As he slid into a booth, she turned to pick up the
coffee pot, and Vic looked at her. He shook his head once, a gentle, fatherly warning.
Vic meant well, but he was old, and married, and Kim did not want to spend her
life working in the diner. She wanted excitement and fun and adventure, and
that morning, she’d be happy just to talk with the cute guy.



 

Don’t be stupid, I told myself. The
waitress was cute. Early twenties, blonde hair cut in a bob, probably her
natural color, based on her eyebrows. It’s a thing I’d learned to notice. Like
I noticed the diner didn’t have any security cameras I could see. That was
good, anyone hunting me couldn’t use video to get a positive ID anyway, so they
couldn’t be sure.


When I caught her eye, I’d automatically smiled
because she was smiling at me, before she cast her eyes down for a moment. It’s
a flirting thing girls do. I think. I’m not an expert on girls, or an expert on
really anything.


Especially, I’m not an expert on magic, even if as
far as I know, I am the world’s leading authority on the subject.


The point is, I smiled at her. I shouldn’t have
done that. It’s a common courtesy that, in my case, could get people killed.
Get her killed. If the bad guys thought she meant something to me, thought they
could use her against me, I would be putting her in danger.


Be anonymous. I needed to not be memorable. Just a
guy passing through, eating a late breakfast. No one she would think about or
be able to describe the next day. For her safety, I needed to be just a
customer, soon forgotten.


“Here’s your coffee,” she set it down in front of
me, with a bowl overflowing with little plastic packets of cream. “I’m Kim,”
she pointed to her name tag.


“Thanks,” I said, looking up with just a tiny
smile. She was cute. I’m a guy. It would be odd, and memorable, if I didn’t
smile at her. Holding the coffee in my hands felt good, the truck cab never got
warm enough due to the open window. “I’m Matt,” I lied.


“You want a menu?”


“Yeah, thanks,” I said, making minimal
conversation, not encouraging chit-chat. “It’s been a long day already,” I
explained, shaking my head with a sigh and looking down the table. If she
thought I was being a jerk, she would remember that. Don’t be a jerk, just be a
guy trying to get through another day. I looked up but kind of past her, like I
wasn’t interested.


“I know the feeling,” she replied, I could see the
skin around her eyes crinkle with disappointment.


She brought a menu, I studied it while sipping
coffee. I ordered a breakfast combo, the best value for my limited funds. It
would be enough to last until dinner. For my dinner, so I wouldn’t have to stop
anywhere, I also ordered a turkey sandwich to go.


While I ate, I pretended to be busy on my phone,
which was dead, I’d even removed the battery and SIM card to be safe. Holding
it tilted away so no one could see the blank screen, I tapped randomly on it,
while I stared out the window at nothing, wondering what the hell I would do
next. When I finished eating, I still had no idea.


Leaving a tip just over twenty percent, again to
not be anything memorable, I tucked the sandwich in a pocket of my jacket.
“Thanks,” I said as I stood up. “That was good.”


“Any time,” she wasn’t smiling as much. “Going
far?”


“Oregon.” That just popped into my head, I don’t
know why. No, I know why. It meant I was going far, and wouldn’t be at the
diner again. Forget about me, was what I meant. “It’s a long drive,” I added,
draining the last of the coffee.


“Hope you have better weather,” she said while
looking past my shoulder, out to the dreary, rain soaked highway.


With just enough of a smile to be polite, I
mumbled, “You too,” and walked toward the front door, pulling the hoodie over
my head.



 

Being in the warm, cozy diner made stepping
outside into reality even worse. In a week or two, maybe, the piles of dirty
snow at the edges of the parking lot would be gone. Green blades of grass would
begin poking up from the matted brown remnants of last year. Wildflowers would
appear out of nowhere along the roadsides. Later, someone would plant flowers
in the space between the diner and the sidewalk. It would be pretty, a bit of
cheeriness even on a dreary day. Later.


If I wasn’t depressed already, stepping out of the
diner into the pervasive gray of a cold drizzle would have done the trick. No, saying
‘trick’ wasn’t me making a wizard joke.


The walk back to my truck was slower, because with
each step, I was hoping for inspiration, a flash of insight about where to go
and what to do. I had nothing, other than that I could not go to Oregon,
thanks to my stupid remark. That sucks. The rain was supposed to end halfway
across Wyoming, leaving clear skies across most of the western US. It would be
nice to see Big Sky Country, or was that the slogan for Montana? I didn’t know.
If I had an unused burner phone, I could look it up, but my last active one got
tossed at a gas station in Illinois.


South. I would drive south. Big cities helped me
remain anonymous, there were so many people. Maybe backtrack to St Louis? No,
the people hunting me knew I sought a big city whenever I had to move. If they
tracked me to the diner, an unlikely event but I had to assume they would, they
could put a pin in a map and figure I might be going to St Louis. Maybe I
should southwest to Dallas. Or southeast, to Nashville?


That was all just a fantasy. Unless I used the
cash I got off the dead guy, the truck wouldn’t have enough gas to get
anywhere. Using that cash created a risk that I would be tracked. But, maybe
that was OK? Yeah. Drive west, then use the dead guy’s cash to fill up the
truck, and go to a Super Walmart to buy groceries and some clothes, and gift cards.
It would take time for the cash to be tracked, if it was tagged at all. If it
was, maybe that was a good thing. Let the hunters track me to western Missouri,
then I’d turn south, go to Oklahoma or Arkansas. Something like that.


Having a plan, even a half-assed plan that would
only last two days, made me feel better. Looking under the truck, there was a colorful
skin of antifreeze on top of a puddle, it looked like it was dripping directly
from the radiator. The amount of coolant lost wasn’t as big as I feared,
although if that meant the radiator was already mostly empty, that was a
bad thing. The half gallon of coolant I had left disappeared down into the
radiator, without coming close to filling it. Hopefully the gas station down
the road had some I could buy, since I needed gas anyway.


There was a small dumpster beside the diner, I
lifted the lid and tossed in the empty coolant container, and-


“Hey,” a voice said. “You gonna eat that?”


Jumping back, I reached into the pocket where I
kept the Glock pistol. “Who said that?” I asked, feeling like I was reciting a
line from a thousand horror movies. It was probably just a guy down on his
luck. Like me. I knew the feeling.


“Me.” A dog walked slowly out from behind the
dumpster. It was a sort of skinny golden retriever. Mostly. Possibly some type
of mutt. I like mutts. This dog was wet and cold and miserable like I was,
hanging its head.


“This is your dog?” I called to the unseen guy.


“No,” the dog insisted. “This is me.”


Holy sh-


“You- You can talk?” I whispered, looking
around. There was no one else in the parking lot. To be sure someone wasn’t
screwing with me, I checked behind the dumpster. Nothing. It was empty. “You can
talk,” I repeated stupidly. Yeah, I’m a wizard, but that was the first time I
saw actual magic, other than me doing lame tricks.


A talking dog. What the hell?


“Yes,” the dog coughed. “Apparently.”


“How?”


“Magic.” Somehow, the dog managed to add a ‘Duh’
into that single word. “You are a wizard, right?”


“Y- Yeah. Sort of.” Squinting at the dog, I knelt
down to feel around its collar, trying to find a speaker. It was just a collar.
“I never heard of a talking dog before.”


“You’ve heard of dragons?”


“Sure.”


“But you are surprised to see a talking dog.”


“Look, there are no dragons.” My knowledge of that
subject was vague. “Not anymore. Not for a long time.”


“Can we get out of the rain and talk about this?”
The dog said. “I’m cold.”


The dog was shivering.


“Yeah,” I said. “Sorry. Uh, I can’t take you in
the diner.”


“I meant your truck.”


“Sure.” Both of us splashing through puddles, I
opened the rear door on the driver’s side, and the dog jumped onto the back
seat. He. He jumped onto the back seat. “I got a towel, let me dry you
off, OK?”


“I would like that, thanks.”


Under the seat was a stack of old towels, I rubbed
his fur dry while I thought. A talking dog. OMG. Were They now using magic to
track me? Aunt Sarah told me magic might be slowly seeping back into the world,
though I had seen no clear signs of that. Until now. If the dog was being used
against me, I-


No. I didn’t believe the dog harbored evil
intentions. He looked so friendly. A bit dopey, but he was a dog, so you’d
expect that. When I finished with the towel, he held up a front paw. “Uh,” I
guessed, “you want to shake?”  


“No. Are you going to clean off my paws? The Lady
always cleaned my paws when I came into the house, or got into her car.”


“Oh, sure.” I wiped the paw, the towel came away
with dark mud. Which was all over my back seat. Screw it, I could throw a
blanket over the seat. “Who is the Lady?”


“My Lady. I live with her. Lived with her,”
he hung his head again.


“Is she a wizard?”


“No.”


“But, oh. You didn’t talk to her?”


“The talking thing is new to me. Just happened
this morning, it’s kind of exciting!” His tail thumped on the seat. “Hey, you
gonna eat that?”


“Huh? What?”


He sniffed the air. “There’s a turkey sandwich in
your pocket. I didn’t get breakfast. I’m hungry,” he pleaded, looking at
me with sad brown eyes.


“Yes. I mean, no. You can have it. Uh, we should
get out of here.” A car was pulling into the parking lot, the elderly couple
inside were peering at me, standing there in the rain with my truck door open.
I got in the driver’s seat. “Wait a minute, let me,” I pulled an old wool
blanket from under the back seat, and put it on the passenger seat. “Are you OK
with sitting in the front?”


“Ooh, yes!” The dog said as he leapt onto the
front seat. “Can you please leave the window open?”


“I kind of have to. There’s a bullet hole in it.”


“Oh,” his eyes grew wide, staring at me. Then, any
potential danger was forgotten. “What about that sandwich?”


“Here,” I reached into a pocket, unwrapped the
sandwich, and tore off a piece.


He stared me. “That’s it?”


“You want the whole thing?”


“I’m hungry.”


“OK, fine,” I unwrapped the rest of it and laid it
on the passenger seat. “Don’t eat too fa-”


Two bites.


Two bites, to eat a whole freakin’
sandwich. More like choke down a whole sandwich, he gagged as he swallowed the
thing. “Oh my God. Did you even taste it?”


“It was good,” he licked his lips.


“How would you know?! You’re supposed to take time
to enjoy it. Have ever heard of ‘savor the flavor’?”


His eyes narrowed. “Sounds like a good way to lose
your sandwich. You gotta eat it before someone else does.”


“I gave it to you, I wasn’t going to steal
it! There’s no one else around here.”


“It’s a dog thing. Urp,” he burped right in my
face.


“Oh that’s- You’re supposed to say ‘excuse me’.”


“I’m a dog, remember?”


“If you’re going to talk like a person, you need
to act like one.”


“I’m a dog,” he insisted.


“Uh,” the elderly couple had gotten out of their
car and the wife was hurrying into the diner, but the husband was staring at
me. Cupping a hand to my ear like I was talking on a phone, I nodded and waved
to the guy. He gave me a funny look, but turned and walked toward the diner’s
front door. “We should get out of here. Where are we going?”


“You’re asking me?”


“You’re wearing a collar. You must live around
here, right?”


“I do. I did.”


“What do you mean?”


“The Lady, she,” he looked away, out the open
window. “She died last night.” He blinked, his eyes watering.


I never saw a dog cry before. I hugged him
and he slumped against me, heaving with sobs. Have you ever wondered whether
your dog really loves you, or just hangs around you for the food?


He loves you.


You should love him.


“Hey, hey? She died last night?” I asked. “Is
anyone else in the house?” My guess was no, since he mentioned not having breakfast.


“No, it was just the two of us.” He blinked away
tears.


Another car was coming into the parking lot. “We
need to go, somewhere.” I started the truck, and eased out onto the highway,
headed toward the gas station.


“So, no one knows about your Lady?” I asked, driving
slowly because I was not sure where I should be going. The truck still needed more
coolant, and the gas station was up the road. Finding a talking dog hadn’t
changed the facts about the leaking radiator.


It had changed everything else.


“No.” The tip of his tail lifted once and dropped,
limp and sad.


“I, uh, should take you home anyway.”


“I belong with you.”


“Why?”


“You are a wizard.”


“How do you know- I’m only sort of a wizard. There
really isn’t much magic stuff I can do,” I admitted. Enough magic that I had
bad guys, and Feds, and Feds who might be bad guys, and probably others, hunting
me.


“I belong with you,” he insisted. “Hey!” He excitedly
stood his front paws on the door sill, sticking his nose out the window. “I
know this place! That tree, a big fat squirrel lives in it.”


 A big tree,
maybe an oak because the branches still had dead, brown leaves clinging to
them, was at the corner of the highway and a side road. Pumping the brakes, I
brought the truck to a stop.  “Should I
turn here? Do you live down this road?”


“I’ve never driven, how should I know?”


Regardless, I made the turn. “What about that
house?” I pointed to a place we passed. “Do you recognize it?”


“Maybe.”


We made several wrong turns, until he barked
excitedly. “Here! Here!” He almost lunged out the window, I grabbed onto the
scruff of his neck and hauled him back in, then pressed the button to roll the
window up so it was open only a few inches.


“This is where you live?”


“No. But my Lady walked me here. The people who
live in that house would give me treats, if they were outside. Can we stop?
Maybe they have treats.”


“No, we are not stopping.” The house that got him
excited, a one-story brick ranch, was at the corner of a dirt road. I took the
right turn on a hunch and drove on, avoiding the deeper potholes. It was easy
enough, there were only five houses on that road, four clustered together on
what looked like five acre lots, and at the end of the road, a small two-story
farmhouse. The other houses might have been built on land that originally was
part of the farm. If it was a farm once, it appeared to be dormant now.


“Is this it?”


“Yes! Yes!” He put his front paws on the dashboard
excitedly.


“Stay in the truck,” I held onto his
collar.


The house was old, it needed a fresh coat of white
paint. The faded blue shutters were real, some of them sagged on their hinges.
No front porch, the front windows on the first floor had fixed awnings over
them. Green and white striped aluminum awnings, of the style nobody uses
anymore.  The walkway to the front door was
concrete that had cracked and crumbled over the years, it hadn’t seen any
efforts at maintenance in a long time. A dark layer of fresh mulch that lined
the street side of the walkway showed that the homeowner was taking some care
of the place, maybe she would have planted flowers there in the spring. Behind the
house there was a single car garage, at the end of the gravel driveway, the
bottom couple inches of the garage door was splattered with mud. Overall, it just
looked depressing, or maybe that was the weather. 


I stopped the truck in front of the garage. “We
need to talk.”


“We need to go in,” he insisted.


“I’m not going anywhere, until I know what’s going
on. First, what is your name?”


“My Lady called me Duke. The Mean Girl sometimes
called me ‘Duck’,” his tail drooped. “My Lady didn’t like that.”


“Who is the Mean Girl?” I looked at the house,
fearful someone was looking back at me through one of the darkened windows.


“She comes sometimes, to visit. Sometimes she
brings the Mean Man with her. I don’t like him either. He smells like pine
trees. The Lady said he wore too much cologne, she always opened the windows
after he left.”


“All right, now we’re getting somewhere. You
started talking only this morning? How did that happen? Did you always have
magic?”


“I don’t have magic.”


“Then how-”


“I am channeling the spirit of a wizard from ancient
Babylonia?” His doggy tongue stumbled over the word.


“You said that as a question.”


“I only know what he tells me.”


“Babylon, huh? What’s his name?”


“He says you should call him ‘Marduk’.”


“Marduk? No, I can’t call a dog Marduk. Marmaduke,
maybe,” I added under my breath.


“He says ‘Marmaduke’ sounds sufficiently grand,”
the dog said, wagging his tail happily.


“No, I- I can’t call you Marmaduke.”


“Why not?”


“It’s a long story. Uh, I’ll just call you ‘Duke’,
OK? That was the name of John Wayne’s dog.”


“John Wayne? My Lady likes him,” he brightened.
“She called him ‘The Duke’.”


“No, that was his nickname. John Wayne’s dog
was named ‘Duke’. Is that OK?”


He looked up, like he was having a private
conversation. “Yes, that is acceptable.”


“Great. Can you tell me why a wizard from ancient
Babylon channeled his spirit into a dog, in Missouri?”


“The dog part was a mistake,” Duke hung his head,
avoiding my eyes. “He is kind of embarrassed about it.”


“I would be. No offense, Duke.”


“None taken,” he said with a dopey grin. “He says you
couldn’t channel yourself into anything.”


“Ah, he’s right about that. So, this was all a
mistake?”


“No. Being in a dog is a mistake. He is here now,
because you are here, now.”


“You’re not like a, fan club or something?”


“No. I am here because you need me.”


“I need a talking dog?”


“You need an experienced wizard to guide
you.”


“My Aunt never mentioned this channeling thing.”


“Was your Aunt a wizard?” Duke’s voice became
deeper, and he spoke slowly. My guess is at that point, I was talking directly
to Marduk.


“No,” I shook my head. “Uh, she taught me about
stuff, little things. She called them ‘tricks’. She taught me what little I
know. She said nobody could do real magic now, because magic left the world.”


“She is partly correct. If she was not a wizard,
and you would know if she was, she might have been drawing on your power,
when she performed ‘tricks’.”


“I don’t have any power. Not much power.”


“You have enough that I recognized you, I was
drawn to you, across time and space,” he said, sounding less like a dog when he
spoke of magic.


“You’re here to, what? Train me?”


“To train you, and guide you. Anything I can do,
to prepare you to assist you, to do what is needed. Your Aunt never explained
any of this?”


“She told me there used to be magic in the world,
but it’s almost gone now. That’s good, because if it ever comes back, it would
be a disaster.”


“It would be the end of this world, as you
know it,” Duke agreed. “Come, we must go inside.”


As he spoke, he sounded less and less like a dog,
and more like, whoever the hell was in there. But Duke still had a friendly,
dopey doggy expression. “Please,” he said, sounding entirely like a normal dog
again.


Like a normal talking dog.


Which was not normal.


“OK.” I figured someone, who was not a dog, needed
to check on his Lady. Maybe she had suffered a stroke and needed help.



 

Remembering to use gloves so I didn’t leave
fingerprints, I tried the side door of the house. It was locked. There wasn’t a
mat or a flowerpot to hide a key under, and no other obvious hiding places. I
know about that stuff because I have resorted to being a burglar from time to
time. I’m not proud of it, but when you’re living off the grid and being hunted
by the Feds and bad guys who want to kill you, you do what you have to for
survival. “Do you know where your Lady hid a key?”


“No.” Duke nudged my leg with his muzzle. “If you will
get out of the way, I’m going in the doggy door.”


“Uh,” I stepped aside and crouched down to examine
the dog door. It was low and narrow. “I, don’t think I can fit through there.
You got another idea?”


“Yes. I’m going in.”


“That doesn’t do me any good.”


“I will go inside,” Duke said slowly, looking up
at me. “Get the keys off the hall table, and bring the keys to you.”


“Oh.”


“Duh.”


I felt like an idiot. “Sorry. Yeah, do that.”



 










CHAPTER THREE



 

FBI Special Agent Michele Singer ducked under the
yellow crime scene tape that still stretched across the road, walking carefully
to avoid stepping on anything that might be evidence. There wasn’t much left to
see, the Indiana State Police had towed away the burnt wreckage of the two SUVs
the night before, tape outlines showed where the bodies had been found but the
victims were at the morgue, and flags fluttered in the breeze to mark where the
crime scene techs located items of interest such as shell casings. The road
surface was blackened and bubbled from the fires, and skid marks were clearly
visible now that the road was drying after a day of rain. The tape marking the
body outlines had partially peeled away from the road surface from the rain,
and some of the yellow tape flopped around. She placed a shoe down on a loose
section of tape, pressing it back into the road. But the adhesive was gone, and
it flopped back up again.


On the other side of the crime scene tape that
blocked the road, a van from a local TV station was still parked, the
spectacular shootout having made the national news. A man leaning against the
van looked at her curiously from under his baseball cap, and leaned over to
speak to someone in the front seat, but no one got out. With her FBI jacket in her
rental car, Singer wasn’t of any interest to the news crew, and the state
police were wrapping up the scene anyway, preparing to reopen the road in less
than an hour.


That’s why she felt it important to see the scene
that morning, before the road was open to traffic. And before the sightseeing
public trampled the area.


“You want me to walk you through it?” The trooper
asked, adjusting his hat. The hat looked good on him, and he knew it. She also wondered
whether the Indiana State Police had sent a black trooper to meet her, a black
female FBI agent. Probably not. The trooper looked like he’d been at the scene
for a while, and she only arrived in the area an hour ago.


“Not yet, thank you,” she nodded. Being polite to
local law enforcement was not just common courtesy, it was a key part of her
job. The investigation was being run by the Indiana authorities, she had been
called in only because a partial thumbprint indicated the possible presence of
a suspect she had first investigated several years before, in Colorado.


Kazimir Wolfe.


Wolfe was not one of the six bodies recovered from
the scene. He had been there, the thumbprint clearly showed he had gone through
the wallet of one victim. A man who had been pulled from the Yukon, along with
a woman, whose body had been on the other side of the road.


She walked the scene, looking at photos on a
tablet. Skid marks told the story. One vehicle traveling at moderate speed along
the road, suddenly another vehicle, the Mercedes SUV, coming out of a side
road. The muddy gravel of the side road made the tires of the SUV slip, perhaps
explaining why the first vehicle was able to avoid a collision. Marks from one
set of tires laid a patch backwards, sideways, and partially off the road, one
wheel having lost traction in the mud as the vehicle slid into the ditch.


A third set of tire marks, this one dark and
thick, the Yukon moving fast, the driver hitting the brakes only at the last
second, T-boning the Mercedes and killing the occupants on that side.


Then a furious two-on-two firefight, and both SUVs
caught fire. Sixty four shell casings had been recovered.


“What the hell happened here?” She muttered
to herself, staring at the photos. A woman driving from the west shortly after
the firefight had reported seeing a dark blue pickup truck pass her westbound,
a few minutes before she came around the curve and saw two burning vehicles
blocking the road. The truck had not been traveling at high speed, but Singer
expected that. Kazimir Wolfe never did anything to attract attention to
himself, that is why he had been on the run for years, without law enforcement
ever coming close to catching him.


Wolfe must have been driving the truck. The
Mercedes had tried to ram him, force him off the road. The Yukon? What was that
about? Did Wolfe have a guardian angel? If so, the angels died in the
firefight.


Slowly, she walked backwards, tracing the route of
the phantom pickup truck.


“We figure,” the trooper said while walking behind
her, determined to be helpful whether she wanted him to or not. “It was an
attempted kidnapping. There were handcuffs and other restraint gear in the
Mercedes. Also some weird old iron manacles, creepy medieval torture stuff, it
looked like.”


“I read the report,” she said without turning
around. Then, because maintaining good relations with local law enforcement was
Bureau policy, because the trooper might have information that was not yet in
the report, and because it was simply good manners, she stopped walking. “What
do you think?”


“Why is the Bureau interested in the Wolfe guy? Who
is he?”


“He is a person of interest in a murder in New
York state, and the prime suspect in a Colorado murder. He was just a kid back
then.”


The trooper nodded. Special Agent Singer didn’t need
to explain that interstate crimes fell under the FBI’s jurisdiction. So did any
type of kidnapping, but the evidence of a kidnapping attempt was
circumstantial.


The trooper stepped carefully around a flag placed
by the forensics team, and stopped just short of the charred rectangle where
the Mercedes had burned. “This guy had some powerful enemies, and,” he pointed
to the dark area of bubbled pavement where the Yukon’s engine compartment had
raged with fire. “Someone protecting him, apparently. What was he doing here?”


“That’s what I’m here to find out.”


“How long have you been chasing him?”


“I haven’t,” Singer shook her head, tucking her
tablet away in a leather case. “I worked the original investigation years ago, now
I’m only here because I was in Evansville on another case. With just one
partial print, the Bureau didn’t see any need to send a full team.”


“They’re involved now,” the trooper’s tone was
carefully neutral. They both knew the state police had called in the FBI to
assist in the investigation. With the spectacular shootout making the national
news on a slow day, the local authorities knew they needed every resource they
could get. A team from the Louisville field office was arriving that afternoon.
“Will you be staying with them?”


“No. After the debrief, I’m going to Memphis.”


The trooper grinned. “Make a stop at Graceland?”


“I’ll settle for some decent barbeque.” She looked
up as it started to rain. “I’ll wrap this up,” she tucked the case under her
arm and quickened her steps as heavy raindrops began to splatter down.
“Thanks.” As she got into her rental car, she paused with the door open, taking
one last look at the scene. “Wolfe, what kind of trouble have you gotten into
this time?”



 


 

First thing I did was go upstairs to check on
Duke’s Lady. No, the first thing I did was call out “Hello?” from the kitchen,
while Duke tugged on my sleeve and whined for me to follow him up the stairs.


No.


The first thing I did was stand in the
kitchen for a moment while I scuffed my wet shoes on the mat, and look around
at the place. No dirty dishes in the sink, there was a mug on the counter with
a brown stain in the bottom, I guessed it had been the dregs of tea that dried
out overnight. Had his Lady been too tired or sickly to wash the mug? What I
was looking for were signs that someone else was in the house, or had been
there after Duke left that morning. The well-worn wood floor didn’t have any
obvious footprints other than those belonging to Duke, and there weren’t any
shoes left by the back door. Before I stepped off the mat, I leaned over and
plucked a towel that was hanging from the oven handle, and used it to clean off
my shoes. If I had to run, I didn’t want to stop to put my shoes back on, and I
also didn’t want to leave tracks on the floor. Wet shoe treads can leave
distinctive impressions even on a dry wood floor, I made sure to clean my shoes
well before stuffing the dish towel in a pocket.


That’s when Duke took one of my sleeves in his
mouth, and whined, tugging me toward the stairs. “Hello?” I called out, not
loud enough to startle anyone, loud enough to be heard up the stairs. 


“There is no one here,” Duke assured me.


“You don’t know that. Someone could have come in
while you-”


“I would smell it, if anyone was here.”


He had a very good point. “You’re sure?”


He let go of my sleeve and sniffed the air. “Yes.”


“OK.” Stepping off the mat, I lifted my foot. It
didn’t make a mark. Walking softly, I poked my head around the corner into the
hallway, where I could see the front door. There were no tracks there, no muddy
shoes. In fact, an umbrella was leaning against the door, on the inside. If
anyone had come in the front, they would have knocked over the umbrella.


Plus, I told myself, there wasn’t a vehicle in the
driveway, other than my truck. On a soggy, dreary morning, I couldn’t imagine
even one of the neighbors walking over to the house. “All right. Lead the way.”



 

His Lady looked like she was sleeping peacefully. “Hello?”
I called out from the doorway. “Hello?” A bit louder. She didn’t move. There
was a light switch near the door, it didn’t control any light, or she’d turned
off the lamp on the nightstand. Duke sprang onto the bed, instead of licking
her face, he curled up in a tight ball at her feet, staring up at me
pleadingly, his expression thoroughly miserable.


Before turning on the bedside lamp, I opened the
window blind. That was a mistake, the general gloominess of the day turned the
Lady’s skin a pale gray. Or maybe that’s just how she looked, Duke implied she
had been sick for a while. Turning on the lamp helped, she no longer had the
pallor of a vampire, not that I’ve ever met a real vampire. She was small,
liked she had been fading away for a long time, and now was sunken into the
bed.


Taking off a glove, I touched a finger to her
neck. There was no pulse, her skin was cold and felt thin, like tissue
paper. “I’m sorry, Duke.”


“Don’t be sorry.” He stood up on the bed. “Can you
cover her? Please?”


During the night, she had thrown off the comforter,
and the sheet underneath was twisted and tangled around her. “Uh-” I had to
think about it. Someone was going to find her. Placing the bedcovers neatly
over her would make it obvious that a person was there, after she passed away.
The last thing I wanted was to call attention to myself, by creating a mystery
for the local police.


Damn it. Whoever found her would certainly notice
her dog was missing, assuming I was taking Duke with me, wherever I went.


Putting the glove back on, I compromised by getting
the sheet untangled, and arranging the comforter just under her chin, slightly
askew and rumpled.


On the nightstand was a phone, plugged into a
charger. Impulsively, I picked it up and tapped the screen. It required a
passcode. Or-


Holding the screen up to her face unlocked the
phone. I scrolled through her call history. No calls the previous day, only one
the day before that, a call to a pharmacy. The calendar function was empty, she
must not have used it. Emails were sparse, and I felt creepy looking through
her private messages.


Her name. From emails, I learned her name. “You
lady’s name is ‘Judith Robinson’?”


Duke lifted his head and cocked it to one side,
thinking. “Yes. Some people called her ‘Judy’. She didn’t like that.”


The phone went back on the nightstand. My purpose
in checking the phone was to see if someone had called her that morning. If
someone called, and worried she didn’t pick up, there could be a car rolling up
the driveway any minute.


No calls were received. No one knew she had passed
away, except me.


And a talking dog.


And a wizard from ancient Babylonia.


“Are we going now?” Duke hopped off the bed.


“I, uh, I need to think. Let’s go downstairs.”


He followed me into the living room, sitting on
the couch while I perched on the edge of a sort of La-Z-Boy chair that faced
the TV. I did need to think. I also needed to get out of there, before some friend,
relative or neighbor knocked on the door. “Duke, your Lady. Did she have a lot
of visitors?”


“No. The Mean Girl comes on Sundays- This isn’t a
Sunday, is it?”


“This is Tuesday.”


“Tuesdays she goes to lunch, I know because she
always brings something back for me.”


Looking into the kitchen, the clock on the wall told
me it was still mid-morning. Next to the clock was a calendar tacked to the
wall. Inspired, I got up and checked the calendar. ‘Lunch 1PM’ was written for
that day. It hadn’t been crossed out, like it would if the Lady had cancelled
because she wasn’t feeling well. That was good, whatever friends she went out
to lunch with, probably would not be stopping by before then to check how she
was doing. When Judith didn’t show up for lunch, they would worry about her. So,
we had a couple hours, maybe, to decide what the hell I was doing next.



 

Back in the living room, something didn’t smell
good. It might be me, I hadn’t showered in two days. Opening my jacket,
I sniffed myself. Whew. I didn’t smell nice, but it was different from the
funky scent in the room. “You smell that?” I asked.


“I’m a dog,” Duke looked away from the window,
where he had been staring excitedly at a leaf blowing in the wind. “I smell everything.”


“Oh. Right. Do I smell bad to you?”


“You smell like you. That’s good. But, you
humans are obsessed with bathing,” he shuddered, “so maybe you should do that. I
don’t like that.”


“You don’t like taking a bath?”


“I hate taking a bath. What I meant is, I
don’t like it when my human takes a bath.”


“Uh, why?”


“Because, after my Lady takes a bath, she doesn’t
smell like her,” his sad brown eyes looked even sadder. “She smells
like, flowers or something. Fake flowers.”


“OK.” Getting up from the chair, I followed my
nose, sniffing the air.


“What are you doing?” Duke gaped at me.


“Following a scent.”


“Don’t do that. It’s insulting when you use your
nose like that. Humans can’t smell anything.”


“I smell something,” I insisted. “Did you
bring a dead squirrel in here?’


“Not recently, why?”


“Because,” my poor, pathetic human nose was
leading me behind the couch. Tugging it away from the wall, I stepped back, and
Duke slunk off onto the floor. “Ooooh. What is that?”


“What?” He asked innocently. Or, he tried to act
innocent, but his tail drooped and he hung his head, and wouldn’t look at me.


Some, thing, was on the floor behind the couch. It
wasn’t a dead animal, maybe part of a dead animal? Or part of someone’s discarded
dinner. “What is this?” I demanded.


“I found it in the trash,” he still wouldn’t look
at me.


“Ooooh, that is- You were going to eat
that?”


“No.”


“Then why-”


“I’m waiting for it to get nice and ripe.”


“Ahhg,” I recoiled away from the, thing. “Then
you’re going to eat it?”


“Of course not,” he managed to look indignant.


“Oh, good. Then-”


“When it’s ripe,” he wagged his tail happily, “I
plan to roll in it.”


“Oh my G- I am throwing that thing away right now!”


“Hey! That’s mine! You can’t-”


“I am throwing it out, now.” In the
kitchen, I got a handful of paper towels, then another handful, then a couple
more. Scooping up the, stinky thing, I stuffed it in a plastic grocery bag,
tied it shut, and put that in another grocery bag. The hardwood floor was clean,
after I scrubbed it with a bit of Pine-Sol and dried it with more paper towels.


“Well,” Duke pressed himself against the floor,
miserable. “I hope you’re happy now. You ruined it. And now,” he lifted
his nose, sniffing the air. “I’m hungry again.”


“You just ate a whole freakin’ sandwich.”


“There weren’t any fries with it. You would
eat the sandwich with fries.”


“I am, like,” I guessed, “three times your
weight.”


“I have a fast metabolism,” he said, while casting
a guilty look toward the dog bed in the corner, which had a deep Duke-shaped
dent in the center.


“Yeah,” I nudged the dog bed with a foot. “I can
see you spend all your time training for the doggy Olympics. OK,” I ran a hand
through my hair. Maybe I should take a shower before we left. It might be a
long time before I could wash, as I had no idea where we were going. “I’ll get
you some dog food. Dog food, you understand?”


“I can talk. Why can’t I have people food?”


“That stuff is loaded with salt and fat and stuff
that is bad for you.”


“But it’s OK for you to eat it?”


“I, really, don’t have an answer for that,” I
sputtered. “Go in the kitchen, I’ll finish cleaning this up.”


Living with a dog was going to be a problem. While
I mopped up the wet area of the floor and moved the couch back, Duke trotted
happily into the kitchen.


Then I heard the sound of a refrigerator door
opening. “Hey!” Duke exulted happily. “There’s meatloaf in here!”


Running into the kitchen, I saw him poised to get on
his hind legs. “UH!” I shouted the universal Stop Whatever You Are Doing
Right Now command to all dogs. “Get away from there!”


He backed away, glaring at me. “What did I do?”


“You opened the fridge by yourself?”


“Yes. Why?”


“Have you always done that?”


“No. This was the first time. It was easy!
Man, if I had known about this before, I could have been living the dream.”


“You do not open doors unless I tell you
to.”


“What? Why not? This is totally unfair.”


“Because-” Right then, I could not think of a good
reason.


Damn it. Living with a smart dog was going
to be a big problem.



 


 

“OK, listen,” I told Duke, as I loaded a paper bag
with stuff from the Lady’s pantry. It felt wrong to be stealing her food, but
she didn’t need it, and I did. Especially if I had an always-hungry dog with
me. There was a full bag of dog food in the pantry, in addition to the
half-empty one in a plastic bin. I doubt the police would notice a missing bag
of dog food, boxes of crackers and a few cans of tuna and soup.  Also, I took two leashes and harness for Duke,
plus his dog bed, it would fit on the back seat of the truck. “We need to
leave. I have to leave.”


“I’m coming with you,” his tail wagged low, uncertain.
“You don’t want me?”


“I do, I, I’d like you to come with me. It’s, I
don’t know if that’s the best thing for you.”


“Because people are chasing you?”


“You know about that?”


“That’s why I’m here. Marduk. That’s why Marduk
is here. To keep you safe.”


“Do you know who is looking for me?” I
asked. Other than the FBI, who had been trying to find me ever since I got
framed for murdering my aunt, I did not know who was hunting me. What I did
know is they had some involvement in magic, or they at least knew about magic.
To the Feds, I was a fairly garden-variety killer. Although, there were times
when I thought the Feds were acting strangely, like, acting too much like rogue
cowboy cops from the movies. My knowledge of how the Feds were supposed to act
also came from movies and TV, so maybe my judgement isn’t very useful. 


Duke shuddered, like the way dogs shake off water,
but not as violently. “Bad people,” he said. “Or, not people.”


I froze, one hand reaching into the cabinet for a
can of peaches. “What do you mean, not people?”


His voice took on a different, deeper tone. “Some
of the beings pursuing you might not be entirely from this world.”


For some reason, I picked up the canned peaches,
like I intended to throw the can for protection. It felt good to have something
heavy in my hand, though part of me knew the Glock pistol in my pocket would be
more useful in a fight. Or, part of me worried what Duke would do if I reached
for my gun. Quietly, turning in the pantry so the pocket with the gun was out
of the dog’s sight, I asked, “Am I speaking with Marduk now?”


“You are speaking with the being you call ‘Duke’.
We are both Marduk and Duke, we cannot be separated.” With that, Duke shook his
doggy head, and his voice changed back. “Wow. That was weird, huh?”


“Yeah.” My grip on the can relaxed only slightly.
What did I know about this mysterious ‘Marduk’ anyway? Did he even speak, uh,
whatever language they spoke in ancient Babylon? A better question: how was he
speaking English now? Had he been hanging around, taking a language course
online, watching TV to-


Oh, duh.


Magic.


It was odd seeing magic actually happen, I mean,
more than just little tricks my aunt taught me to do.


It had to be magic. Unless there was another way
to explain a talking dog.


Unless I was going crazy.


“Can you answer my question? How can someone come
from the other side? There is no connection between this world and the Nether,
it can’t-”


“I am here.”


“OK. That’s a good point. Damn, I’m being chased
by, what, demons?”


“At this time, I do not know. I sense something,
not right. That is why I am here, now. With you. To guide you and protect you.”


Guidance and protection. Hearing that come from
the mouth of a dopey-looking dog did not inspire confidence. “The best way I
know to avoid being caught is to keep moving. So, we need to get out of here.”


“OK,” Duke’s tail wagged with enthusiasm. He
cocked his head again. “What is the problem? I know that look. You are worried
about something.”


“It’s just-”


“Humans worry a lot,” he observed.


“We have a lot of stuff to keep track of. Our
biggest problem right now is money. My truck needs gas, and probably a
new radiator soon. What I really need is a new truck. And a place to sleep,” I
stifled a yawn. “Food. We’ll need to buy food also.”


“Money is those green crinkly paper things?” he
asked.


“Uh, yeah. Why?”


“My Lady has a lot of that. She keeps it in a box
in the guest bedroom closet.”


“How do you know th-”


“She takes the box out, to put money in it every
week. She has other stuff in there too.”


“No, Duke,” I shook my head. “I’m not a thief.”
That was not entirely true. I wasn’t a thief, until my aunt was murdered and
someone framed me for it. Recently, I had become more flexible about supporting
myself. And I suspected my aunt had done plenty of sketchy stuff to support us
over the years. There was a big difference, however, between ripping off a meth
dealer, and stealing a sweet old lady’s savings.


“It’s my money,” he insisted.


“Uh, you’re a dog, so-”


“My Lady said the money would be for whoever took
care of me, when she was gone. She told the Mean Girl, and the two of them
argued about it.”


“The money is set aside to your care?”


“That’s what my Lady told me, whenever she was
putting money in the box.”


“That is-”


“She used to pet me too. And give me a treat, when
she put the box away.”


“I don’t know if-”


“Can you check it? Please?”


I sighed, more to give myself time to think than
from weariness. Although, I was tired. “OK, but,” I glanced at the
clock. “We need to get out of here, soon.”



 

There was a metal box, like a small hard-sided
carryon, in the back of the guest bedroom closet, behind a cardboard box full
of Christmas decorations. Just like Duke said. It wasn’t locked, that had been
my fear. It was heavy, and made a metallic clunk sound when I flopped it on the
bed.


Wow.


Duke was right about the box containing money.
Stacks of twenties, with tens and fifties mixed in. Each brick of cash, I think
that’s the correct term, was wrapped in a rubber band, not those paper strips
that banks use. Judith Robinson had put the money into stacks by hand, one bill
at a time.


There was a lot of it. Counting one stack, I added
it up to two thousand. If the other stacks were the same value, then the box
contained, uh-


Over eighty thousand dollars. In cash.


That did not include the gold.


Not wrapped in rubber bands, the one-ounce gold
bars were each in plastic cases. There are sixteen ounces in a pound, right?
Then the box must have contained three pounds and nine ounces of gold.
Assuming the bars were real. I didn’t know much about gold. Laying a few bars
on the bed, I could see some of them had Canadian markings, some Swiss, others
I couldn’t identify. They all had some sort of marking.


“What is that?” Duke sniffed at the gold.


“Trouble. It’s trouble for us.” I put the gold
back in the box. For all I knew, the markings on the bars were serial numbers,
and if I tried to cash them in, they could be traced to me.


The cash itself was a different story. Random,
untraceable bills. I mean, unless Duke’s Lady was a bank robber. “Duke, where
did all this money come from?”


“My Lady used to own all the land around here. All
the way out to where the road is paved. She sold the land those other houses
are on now. The Mean Girl wanted her to sell this house, too.”


“OK.” There were other things in the box.
Envelopes of old photographs, articles cut out of magazines, family mementos. There
were photos of what I guessed was Judith over the years, most had a man who was
probably her husband. And a girl. Even as a child, the girl looked like a brat.
As a teenager, she clearly didn’t want to be in photos with her family.


There weren’t any recent photos. That made sense,
the recent ones would be on Judith’s phone, or in the cloud. Putting aside the
photos, I opened a larger manila envelope.


It was a copy of her Last Will and Testament.


Duke was right again. Judith Thompson, being of
sound mind and body according to the document, and by witnesses, left half of
the money for the care of her beloved companion, Duke. The other half went to
various charities, with small bequests to a half-dozen names I assumed were
friends. To her daughter Marilyn, she left the house and remaining land, and
even the dry language of the will made it clear Judith thought that was more
than Marilyn deserved.


A note, attached to the will with a paperclip,
stated the original will was at a law firm whose name I didn’t recognize, they
had an office in Kansas City. It was dated three years ago, presumably before
Mrs. Thompson became sick. That made me wonder if she filed her last wishes
back then, so her nasty daughter would not be able to contest the will on the
grounds that her mother had been too ill to make sound decisions.


Hell.


Half of the cash and gold really did belong to
Duke.


Technically, it belonged to Duke’s guardians, a
couple named Janice and Jerry Kozlowski in Cedar Rapids, Iowa.


The Kozlowskis were the people Judith wanted to
take care of her beloved Duke.


That was before her the recent complication
of dog becoming inhabited by the spirit of an ancient wizard.


I didn’t know Judith, but I think knowing that detail
would have changed her mind.


It was easy, too easy, for me to make the
decision.


“I will leave, uh, twelve thousand in cash,” I
announced. Looking at Duke, his doggy face utterly without guile, I felt the
need to justify my decision. “We have to leave something, or it will look
suspicious.”


“OK,” he wagged his tail, making me feel like the
kind of scum who steals a sweet old woman’s savings.


“We need this, right? To keep ahead of the bad
guys.”


“The bad people are not all guys,” Duke
chided me.


“Right.” Staring at the gold, I tried to calculate
the value in my head. We were probably taking less than half of the money
overall. Judith’s friends and the charities would still get their bequests. The
Kozlowskis would be out of luck, but hopefully they would be more concerned
about Duke going missing.


Maybe someday I could send them a note, show that Duke
was alive and happy.


Closing the box to put it back in the closet, I
had a thought. Nobody knew about the cash and gold, unless Judith had told her
friends. Most likely, Mean Girl would find it, and keep it all, regardless of
her mother’s wishes.


Judith deserved better.


Carrying the box to her bedroom, I set it, open
with the will on top, on the nightstand next to her bed. Unless the daughter
came into the house alone, there was no way she could take it all for herself. Hopefully,
it would look like Judith, feeling sick, had been reviewing her will the night
before she passed. Other than the missing dog, there was no reason for anyone
to be suspicious about the circumstances. And, because I would be caring for Duke,
I wasn’t doing anything wrong.


I kept telling myself that.



 


 

Before leaving Judith Thompson’s home, I checked
out the detached garage behind the house. Inside, everything was clean and
organized, she even had a full gallon of radiator fluid, plus another bottle
that was half full. I took that, and a bottle of motor oil, just in case. She
drove a gray hybrid Toyota RAV4, about the most anonymous car possible. That
would be a good thing for a fugitive like me. Her car had a genuine license
plate and registration, a bonus. I was not tempted to steal it, though the
thought of Mean Girl Marilyn taking ownership and no doubt selling her mother’s
car immediately, made me queasy. Me taking the car would alert the police that
someone had been there. As it was, what I expected to happen was Judith’s
friends would become worried when she didn’t show up for lunch. They would call
and when she didn’t answer, someone would come to the house. Judith would not
lie alone in her house much longer. That felt right to me, though I didn’t know
her.


Back inside where Duke was waiting on the couch, I
looked around for signs that I had been there. Opening a drawer, I got out
another dish towel and hung it on the oven door handle, to replace the one I’d
used to dry my shoes. 


“What are you doing?” The dog asked.


“Making it look like I was never here. That no one
except your Lady has been in this house, since, uh, the last time her friends
were here."


"I was here," his lip quivered.


“Yes, but you’re supposed to be here. I’m not. Do
you understand?”


His head drooped, and his mouth barely moved as he
said, “I think so.”


At first, in the parking lot of the diner, I’d
thought he was actually speaking, because his mouth and lips moved when he
talked. But, it wasn’t possible to lip-read him the way I could when a person
was talking. The motion of his lips didn’t quite match the sounds I was hearing.
Was I actually hearing sound with my ears, or was he communicating directly
into my head? Pressing fingers tightly into my ears, I asked, “Duke, are you
talking to me?”


“What?” The sound was muffled, but understandable.


“Nothing,” I pulled the fingers from my ears. Whatever
magical effect was being used, it wasn’t telepathy. Or, hell, maybe it was a
combination of sound and telepathy. As the world’s leading expert on magic, I
had no freakin’ clue how any of it actually worked.


Looking around the kitchen, I nudged the faucet
back into the position where I found it. “Well, Duke, are you ready?”


His head hung over the seat of the couch, and his
tail thumped listlessly. “Can we come back here? Can we chase squirrels in the
yard?”


“No, sorry. We can’t come back.”


“Will I ever see my Lady again?”


Tears stung my eyes, for a woman I’d never met. I
wasn’t sad for her. My reaction was for Duke.


“I don’t know,” I told him honestly. “Marduk has
been dead for, what?” My knowledge of Babylonian history was kind of thin. “Three
thousand years?”


Duke cocked his head, doing the thing where he
listened to a voice in his head. “More than that, I think.”


“See?”


The dog was crestfallen. My words had the opposite
effect from what I intended. “I have to wait years to see her again?”


“Uh,” I didn’t want to get into a discussion about
the afterlife with a dog. Even a dog channeling the spirit of an ancient
wizard. “I’m afraid so, buddy.”


He thought for a moment. “How long is a year?”


“From when it starts snowing, past summer when
it’s hot, to when it snows again.”


“That is a long time!” He moaned. “When-”


A phone rang. I knew it wasn’t mine. Also, it was
loud and had an old-fashioned ring tone. Walking softly, I went to the bottom
of the stairs. It was the Lady’s cellphone. After a couple seconds, it stopped
ringing, probably rolling to voicemail. Hopefully, it was one of her friends,
calling to see if Judith was able to come to lunch that day. It was time to get
out of there. “Duke, where did you find the keys to the door?”


“In the basket there, on the hall table.”


Dropping the keys in the basket, I backed up
carefully, examining the floor. There weren’t any distinctive treads from my
boots. Faint impressions of doggy paw prints were drying on the floor, that was
not a problem. Anyone seeing those prints would assume Duke had gone out and
come back in, with his Lady unable to dry off his paws.


The phone rang again as I locked the doorknob from
the inside and closed it behind me. I couldn’t do anything about the deadbolt. The
gravel on the driveway was thin in spots after the winter, my truck had left
tire tracks in the mud. That shouldn’t be a problem, the drizzle had turned
into a driving rain and should erase any distinctive marks from the tires, and
the footprints I made to and from the back door.


Duke huddled up against the door, under the short
overhang that wasn’t doing much to keep the rain off either of us. Throwing the
hoodie over my head, I ran for the truck and opened the side doors so Duke
could jump onto the back seat. “Wait here, I’ll clean off your paws.” Before we
could go anywhere, I had to pop the hood and fill the radiator as best I could.
It took the gallon and a half I had without me being able to see it bubbling
up. That wasn’t good, the radiator held five gallons. Ducking my head under the
bumper, I saw a yellowish puddle where more fluid had already leaked out.


That needed to be fixed, by me. I couldn’t take
the truck in for service, any mechanic would ask uncomfortable questions about
finding a bullet fragment in the radiator.


Ah, screw it. First, I needed to get out of there.


Keeping my promise, I used the kitchen towel to
wipe off Duke’s paws, he seemed to enjoy the attention. When I was done, he
hopped into the passenger seat, and I got in. To cover up the puddle of
antifreeze, I ran it over twice, until I couldn’t see it anymore. Then it was
time to back out of Judith Thompson’s driveway. Duke whined and craned his neck
as we drove away.


I scratched his neck in sympathy, and he leaned
into my hand. 



 

Halfway down to the main road, Duke’s forlorn
whining abruptly cut off and he sat bolt upright in the seat, scratching
frantically at the window. “Wait! Hey!” Duke shouted into my ear, so loud it
was painful. “Stop the car. Stop the car! Now now now now-”


I slammed on the brakes, one eye on the road ahead
and one eye in the rearview mirror, frantically scanning for threats. There
weren’t any other cars on the road, and I couldn’t see anything that could be
dangerous. Part of me wanted to floor the gas pedal and get the hell out of
there, but dogs have incredible senses and Duke must know something I didn’t.
The truck fishtailed to a stop on the muddy dirt road, one front wheel thumping
into a pothole with a jolt that shook my spine.


“Let me out! Let me out!” Duke was clawing at the
half-open window. “Open the window! Let me out!”


“I’m try-”


Too late. Damn it. By luck, his paws pushed on the
window button and the window jerkily slid mostly open. With a contortion I
didn’t think a dog was capable of, he flung himself forward, squeezing his head
then both shoulders through the gap while I snatched at his tail and missed. As
he lunged, I gave up on the elusive tail and wrapped my arms to hug around his
waist, just as he wriggled his hips out the window, falling backwards to crash
on his back with a painful doggy yelp. There was a heart-rending whine, I
jerked my door open, one hand in the pocket around the butt of the Glock,
searching for danger.


Whatever the danger was, it overcame the pain Duke
was feeling, he raced back down the road, limping only a little. In front of a
one-story brick house, he turned to bound across the lawn, skidding to a stop in
the wet grass. Back and forth and back and forth he ran, dodging one way then
the other, nose buried in the dead grass. Damn, that dog was fast, I was
out of breath by the time I reached the lawn, hearing the deep voice of a large
dog barking from inside the house. There, in the front window, a big mutt was
barking, frothing at the mouth as it watched whatever hell Duke was doing.
Holding the Glock ready inside my pocket, I craned my neck to check the side
yard of the house seeing nothing but an overturned wheelbarrow and a pile of
brush. “What is it?” I whispered, not wanting to attract any more attention
than we had already. “Duke! Duke,” I added, in case his doggy brain had
forgotten he was channeling the spirit of a three thousand year old Babylonian wizard.
“What is it?” The dog’s actions made no sense, but nothing had made
sense after I got ambushed by two competing groups who wanted to arrest,
capture, or kill me. Was Duke not the only dog in the area who was suddenly
channeling an ancient spirit? Was the big dog in the window a malevolent force,
and Duke was- What? Sniffing the freakin’ yard? Was something evil buried under
the-


“Aha!” Duke exclaimed. “I found the spot!” He
stopped, staring straight at the barking dog in the window, who had gone completely
nutso, slobbering and snarling and baring its teeth, banging its paws on the
window so hard I could almost see the glass flex. Then, Duke-


Lifted a leg and peed on the lawn, while staring
straight at the other dog.


“OK,” Duke turned to me with a dopey grin. “We can
go now.”


“Wha- What the f- You are kidding me?!” I
released the Glock, pulling the hand from my pocket. “Why the hell did you-”


“That dog is a dick,” Duke insisted,
turning back to taunt the truly enraged animal in the window. “Hey, Rex! Yeah,
I’m talking to you, butthead. Screw you, buddy!”


“Oh. My. G- This was the emergency?”


“Yes, why?”


“You made me stop the car, so you could pee on
this lawn?”


“I figure, we’re never coming back here, right?
This was my last chance.”


“Holy sh-”


“It’s a dog thing,” he shrugged, while not losing
his dopey grin. “Let’s go. Hey, did you bring any snacks? I’m hungry.”



 








CHAPTER FOUR



 

Back at the main road, I had no idea what to do. One
thing I could not do was leave the truck idling at the intersection,
that would attract attention. While I thought, I pulled over onto the shoulder
and pretended to be looking at a phone.


Where the hell was I going? Where were we
going? Whatever life plans I had next, it was more complicated because I now
had a dog with me. That made staying in hotels difficult. Motels could be OK, but
only if the place allowed dogs. Sneaking Duke into a motel room could attract
attention I didn’t want, if someone saw the dog and reported me.


Damn.


Just traveling with a dog made my life a lot more
difficult. When I parked at a restaurant, people would notice and comment on
seeing a dog in my truck, even if it was not a warm day. Being anonymous and
not memorable was my best protection. People loved dogs and would remember a
dopey, friendly dog like Duke. Maybe I could explain the situation and trust
him to stay out of sight in the back seat.


He was sitting upright, tongue hanging out, staring
at me.


Right.


No way could I trust that dog to stay out of
sight. As soon as he heard people nearby, he would whine for a treat, or for
someone to pet him. That also meant the local auto parts store was not an
option, the staff or a customer might recognize Duke in my truck, and ask
questions.


“Where are we going?” Duke’s tail thumped on the
seat. “Can we go back to where you got that sandwich? That was good. I’m
hungry.”


“No, we’re-” Checking the mirror, I could see
there weren’t any cars coming up behind me. “Duke, I need to talk to Marduk
again, OK? I need to know what is going on.”


Duke looked up, tilting his head to the right,
then left. His ears went forward, then back. “He can’t talk now, sorry.”


“He’s not there? He’s gone?”


Another head tilt, then Duke looked at me, his tongue
out, talk thumping on the seat. “No, he is still inside me. He is having
trouble adjusting to being in a dog. Hmm. He didn’t ask how I’m adjusting to
having him in my head.”


“Sometimes, people can be jerks,” I felt like I
had to apologize for all of humanity. “Sorry about that. When will he be able
to talk again?”


“You’re asking me?”


“Yeah, good point.”


He cocked his head, staring at me. “You are a
wizard, aren’t you?”


“Yes.”


“Then why don’t you know when Marduk will
talk again?”


“Like I told you, I am only sort of a wizard, you
know? There aren’t any wizards. There isn’t much magic in this world not
enough to do anything useful.”


“Have you tried using magic recently?”


“Why would that matter?”


“Marduk said magic is coming back into the world.
Into this world,” his ears went down and back. “He thinks that will be bad
for this world.”


“My aunt,” I wasn’t sure how much I should tell a
dog. Would Duke understand anything about magic? “Told me something like that.”


“Marduk said that is why he was able to transfer
his spirit forward, into me.”


“I’m sorry about that.”


“Why?”


“He didn’t ask for your permission. Are you,” I
reached out and rubbed the back of his neck. “Are you OK?”


“OK?” His ears perked up. “This is awesome!”
The tail thump thump thumped on the seat. “I can open a refrigerator now!”


“Yeah, we need to talk about that. My point is,
Marduk should not have done, what he did.”


“It was an accident.” He looked at me and blinked,
tilting his head again. I was realizing dogs do that a lot. “I don’t think he
is a very good wizard,” he added, lowering his head and speaking quietly, as if
that would prevent a being in his own head from hearing him.


“I’m sure he was doing the best he could,” I
mumbled.


“Are you a good wizard?”


“I’m not a bad wizard. Evil, I mean. Like, I’m
not on the Dark Side.”


“What does that mean?”


It occurred to me that Star Wars references were
probably not useful when talking with a dog. “It means I don’t use magic to do
bad things. To hurt people.” That sure wasn’t true. I had used magic to
steal money, to steal cars. To do whatever I had to, so I could survive off the
grid. So the people who killed my aunt didn’t find me. So law enforcement
wouldn’t find me. Whoever were the bad guys chasing me, they certainly had
access to plenty of money, enough to buy a new Mercedes SUV, and enough
firepower to arm a small country. What I told myself, whenever I felt guilty
about how I survived on the run, was that good and bad were
relative terms. I had never killed anyone, or done any real physical harm. My
criminal activities were limited to the bare minimum, that’s why I was driving
an old piece of junk truck, idling on a side road in the middle of nowhere on a
dreary day that was starting to drizzle again with a leaden sky looming low
over my head, and why I had nowhere to go.


Duke was looking at me, suspicion in his eyes.
“Can you do magic, at all?”


“Yes. Sort of. I haven’t tried anything new in a
while. There’s no point,” I said. There had not been any point. Maybe things
had changed. A wizard from freakin’ Babylon had just sent his spirit forward
across six thousand years. I’m no expert, but doing something like that takes
powerful magic, far beyond my understanding. “I use a glamour.”


“What’s that?”


“It’s a, uh, how do I explain this? This,” I
reached down my shirt and pulled out a silver chain that held a disc that
looked like a thick coin, an old one. So old that the writing had worn almost
completely away, just enough that you could see there once had been something
written around the rim. In the center was a person’s head in profile, wearing a
crown of laurels. It was a replica of a Roman coin, the profile was the emperor
Hadrian. Or, that’s what my aunt told me when she had the thing made.


It was actually a locket: hollow, with a hidden
hinge, and it wasn’t easy to open. The fake coin was just for show, so if
anyone looked at it closely, they’d think it was an old family heirloom or
something. Something a guy might wear on a chain, without looking odd. Without
being memorable. The outside didn’t matter. Inside was a powder that contained iron
filings, a substance that held the power I had projected into it. The powder
projected what I guess you might call an energy field, if the effect was based
on physics instead of magic. “This thing, it’s magic. When people look at me
from a distance, they can’t see my face clearly.”


“Why do you want that?”


“So people won’t recognize me, so they can’t find
me, you understand? It works with cameras also, that’s the important part.”


“What’s a camera?”


“It’s uh,” how could I explain technology to a
dog? “You know the big glowing box your Lady used to watch in the evenings?”


“Yes,” his tail went into overdrive. “I used to
lay my head on her lap, and she would pet me for hours.”


“OK, so that box is called a television or TV. It-”


“Will you scratch my neck when we sit on a
couch?”


“Uh, we can talk about it. I don’t have a couch right
now.”


“Oh.” He looked between the front seats into the back.
“That looks like a couch. You could sit there.”


“That would be kind of, weird, you know? We will
talk about it later, OK?”


“You promise?”


“I promise.”


“What about this TV thing?”


“It shows pictures taken by a machine that is
called a camera. A camera, uh, stores light.”


The utterly blank expression on his doggy face
told that he was not following my admittedly lame explanation.


“Anyway,” I shrugged. “This glamour thing,” I touched
the locket, feeling that it was warmer than it should have been. “Prevents
cameras from getting a good photo, uh, an image of my face.” For a life on the
run, off the grid, trying to keep ahead of both law enforcement and whoever was
chasing me, it was important that facial recognition systems didn’t have a good
image of me. The last time a clear photo was taken of me was back before high
school, before my aunt pulled me out of school. My fake driver licenses all had
accurate photos that I’d taken myself, after leaving the glamour locket away
from the camera. Other than on the plastic license cards, clear, recent photos
were not anywhere. Not on a phone, not in the cloud or any other database. I
didn’t take selfies, and when I absolutely could not avoid appearing in a photo
someone else was taking, they would find the image to be blurry. If they
thought about that crappy photo at all, they hopefully assumed there was a drop
of water or a speck of dust on the camera lens.


That is also why any burner phone I got had a dot
of black paint over the front-facing camera lens, so no one could hack the
phone and get a clear image of me if I wasn’t wearing the glamour locket. Also
so I didn’t accidently take a photo myself.


“I don’t understand,” Duke told me, his upper lip
quivering.


“Uh,” I patted my pocket, searching for a phone I
could use to take a photo of him. The phone didn’t have a SIM card or battery,
but I popped the battery back in, and turned the phone on. “Smile,” I pointed
the camera at him. Click. Turning the phone around so he could see the screen,
I pointed at the image of Duke. “That’s you.”


There was lots of head tilting. “What do you mean,
me?”


“This is what you look like. Uh,” I reached up to
bend the rearview mirror down. “Look here? See that dog? That is you.”


“I’m in there?” His ears went back.


“No. Listen, it’s complicated. The point is, I can
do some magic, I just don’t know a lot of it. My aunt wasn’t able to teach me
much because most of the time when we tried something, nothing happened.”


“Maybe you weren’t doing it right.”


His doggy face was staring at me like I was
the stupid one. If you’ve never had a dopey-looking dog question your
intelligence, trust me, it is not a big confidence booster.


“Maybe I wasn’t,” I admitted. “I don’t know,
because most magic doesn’t work, or it didn’t used to. Not until
recently, I guess.”


Popping the battery back out of the phone gave me
a thought. I couldn’t go back to the diner, but the Feds would probably track
me to the town eventually. On the highway, I had passed a super Walmart. They
sold antifreeze, and food and other stuff I needed. Like more towels, if I had
to keep drying off Duke. Bonus: if the Feds learned I was in the Walmart after
I left the diner, they might think I was backtracking, heading east. “OK,
Duke,” I pulled out onto the road, and reached out to rub him under the chin. “We’re
heading out.” Walmart first, then turn south.


I needed information, and I couldn’t risk searching
the internet on a phone.


I needed to find a library.



 


 

“-the same water pump, at half the price. Mercedes
owned Chrysler back then, so they shared a lot of parts,” Ben explained to the
skeptical customer, turning the display so it could be seen from the other side
of the counter. “You can use this Dodge pump.”


“I don’t know,” the customer frowned.


“I can show you the-” Ben looked up as the front
door opened.


And two guys dressed like Men In Black, or agents
from the Matrix, walked in. Dark suits with narrow ties. Short hair.
Clean-shaven. When they came through the door, their eyes darted right to left,
scoping out the nearly-empty store. One of them looked up, and his eyes
lingered on the security camera behind the counter.


Uh oh, Ben thought. This is trouble. The dollar
store to the left had a few customers, but the parking lot in front of the
tattoo parlor on the other side was empty. It was too early for the Chinese
restaurant at the end of the strip mall to be open for lunch. If something bad
happened, there would be few witnesses. “Uh, hi,” he said as one of the
newcomers walked up to the counter, giving the customer a dismissive stare. The
other guy remained near the front door, watching the parking lot, and fiddling
with a small box he took from a pocket. 


The customer backed away, mumbling something under
his breath. He looked toward the door, decided against trying to go out that
way, and retreated toward the wall of cleaning supplies and auto waxes.


“Can I,” something about the Matrix wannabes had
Ben frightened enough for his bladder to tell him he needed to run to the
restroom right then, and his throat was dry, making his tongue suddenly thick
and sticking to the roof of his mouth. The fear was not just being confronted
by The Authorities, sure they would find something he had done wrong. He wasn’t
just worried about getting into trouble.


He was afraid.


Agent Number One leaned forward on the counter,
looking into the back.


Checking if anyone else was in the store, Ben
realized, and he took a step backward. The back of the store was cluttered, the
direct route to the back door blocked by boxes that needed to be stocked on the
shelves. Inventory he should have taken care of that morning, instead of
playing a game on his phone. His eyes flicked to the agent’s jacket, looking
for the bulge of a gun in a shoulder holster. That doesn’t work like it does in
the movies, he realized. The jackets hung loosely, cut a bit larger than
necessary. That jacket could conceal.


“We’re looking for information,” the man said with
a smile that exposed his upper row of teeth. To Ben, the gesture was not a
smile, it was a predator’s snarl.


“Uh, yeah, uh-” He might have peed in his pants
just a tiny bit as the agent reached inside his jacket. Ben flinched and wanted
to spin to run away, but his feet wouldn’t move, they were rooted to the floor.


Instead of a pistol, the agent held out a piece of
paper. No, a photograph. Printed on glossy stock. “Have you seen this man?” The
agent asked slowly, quietly.


Ben didn’t actually look at the photo, until the
agent focused his attention by rapping the knuckles of his other hand on the
counter. “Uh, I-” The image was blurry. “That’s hard to-” Somehow, he wanted
to help, despite the terror that gripped him. “Do- Do you have a better image?”
He took a jerky step forward, and leaned toward the photo, squinting intently.
“This is hard to tell who it is.”


“This is the best we have,” the agent did the
insincere smile again. “Were you here yesterday?”


“Yeah, uh, me and Phil. He’s out on a delivery run
now.”


“This man,” the agent shook the photograph, “would
have come in here yesterday. Possibly to purchase antifreeze.”


“We sell a lot of that.” Fear was warring with a
compulsion to be helpful. “I can check the sales receipts. If he paid with a
credit card-”


“This man uses cash only.”


“I don’t have access to the security cameras,
that’s offsite. They just record the-”


The agent near the door cleared his throat,
holding up the small box. He nodded, and tilted his head toward the door.


“You have been very helpful,” the agent at the counter
tucked the photo back in a pocket.


“Can I,” Ben shivered. “Is there anything else I
can do?”


Locking his eyes onto Ben’s, the agent leaned
forward again. “Forget we were here.”


“Yeah, uh, sure.” He didn’t move a muscle as the
two men went out the door, and it wasn’t until a silver SUV drove away,
throwing up spray from a puddle, that he realized he had been holding his
breath. Exhaling and filling his lungs, he wrinkled his nose. There was a faint
scent of rotten eggs, then it was gone.


The customer, stumbling, bolted toward the door,
the need to buy a water pump forgotten.


Minutes later, rinsing his mouth with water in the
sink because he’d just been sick, Ben realized he had never asked to see the
agent’s identification.


And realized he could not quite remember what
either of them looked like.



 

In the parking lot, the two Men In Black got into
their silver-gray SUV that was selected for being unmemorable. The driver
rested his finger on the Start button, pressed it and put the vehicle in Drive,
but he only went across the parking lot before stopping. “This isn’t working,”
he declared, pulled out his phone.


“We know he was here,” the other agent insisted,
while he tucked the small box he had carried, into a larger, lead-lined steel
case. The heavy case was securely latched and locked, then tucked under the
seat. Neither of the men liked having the box out of its case, it sometimes
emitted a faint but foul sulphur smell, and it just felt wrong. The
object inside the box was supposed to detect the residual presence of magic,
but mostly what it did was make people uneasy. The two men tried not to think
about it. “We’re making progress.”


“It’s taking too long. I am sick of chasing this
kid.”


“He’s not a kid anymore.”


“He was when I started looking for him. We should
have had him the first time, instead we only got that bitch. This isn’t
working,” he pounded a fist on the top rim of the steering wheel. “If we keep
doing it this way, we have to search every auto parts store, along every
possible route. He kept driving. We’re falling behind.”


“His truck could die at any moment.”


“He will just steal another.” The driver thought
for a moment. “I’m surprised he hadn’t done that already, before he got here.
His transportation is damaged. If the truck breaks down, that will attract
attention from law enforcement, we know he does not want that. Stopping
regularly to refill the radiator is another risk. Why hasn’t he ditched the
truck? He could just take a bus, if he can’t find a car.”


The man in the passenger seat nodded. “He’s not
thinking clearly.”


“Exactly. He’s running scared. All he can think of
is putting miles between him and the incident site.” The driver pulled up a map
on his phone. “If he drove straight through, he could be in Kansas by now.”


“Arkansas, or Oklahoma,” the other man suggested.
“He goes south during the winters.”


“He didn’t this time.”


“This time, we found him.”


The driver stared at the map on his phone, willing
it to grant him inspiration. The device remained silent. “We’ll skip ahead to
Missouri, resume the search there. He must suspect we know his seasonal
pattern. He’s scared, and trying to be smart by doing what we won’t expect.”


The other man frowned as he checked the weather on
his phone. “Nothing but rain to the west of us, until halfway across Nebraska.”


The driver pressed the Start button. “Wolfe will
think the rain provides perfect cover.” He put the SUV back in gear and pulled
out of the parking lot. “Call it in.”



 


 

Mikaere ‘Mike’ Henderson looked up from his laptop
when he felt the jet bank gently to the left, and he could see the oval of
light from the window next to him slide across his lap and spill into the
aisle. He waited until the wings leveled out, and glanced at the display on the
bulkhead in front of him. The altitude was forty one thousand feet, the pilots
had told him to expect to climb another thousand feet as fuel burned and the
aircraft became lighter. It was amazing how smooth the air was at that
altitude, far about where commercial jets could reach.


Traveling in a private jet was not just a luxury
for him and his partner. It provided instant flexibility to fly anytime,
anywhere. Without going through airport security, so they could bring a variety
of weapons or whatever other equipment the job needed.


He relaxed, turning his attention back the file on
the laptop.


Then the jet banked again, the whine of the
engines decreased in pitch and volume, and the nose dipped as the aircraft began
descending. That wasn’t supposed to happen, the Hawker 900 had just reached its
planned cruising altitude, and the flight should have been reliably steady and
uneventful all the way into New Orleans. He waited a moment, sharing a pensive
look with the woman seated across the aisle from him. Were the pilots
maneuvering to avoid turbulence ahead?


The descent became more rapid, and the wings
banked at a steeper angle.


Something was wrong.


With the seatbelt light illuminated, he remained
in the comfortable chair and picked up the phone to talk with the cockpit,
since the door was closed. “What’s going on?” He asked.


“We just got an order to divert to Louisville,”
one of the pilots reported.


“Louisville? Why?”


“You know how it is, we are only told what we need
to know. You should be receiving a message. We need to create and file a new
flight plan, so-”


Henderson took the hint. “Right.” He set the phone
back in its cradle, and picked up his smart phone. “Change of plans,” he said
to his partner, “we’re going to Louisville.”


“Oh?” Zoraida ‘Isabel’ Martinez raised an eyebrow.
“Why?” She asked.


“I assume it’s not because the Boss wants us to
pick up a bottle of bourbon for her. Check your email.”


Both of the private jet’s two passengers tapped on
their phones, activating the secure messaging system, which required a twenty
two character password, plus an authenticator app that provided a six number
PIN. The process was a pain in the ass, neither of them were bothered by it. Henderson
had been a major from the New Zealand Army, before he was recruited by his
current employer. Martinez had served in the Mexican federal police, before
moving into private security as an intelligence analyst. They both understood
the need for cybersecurity. It was better to be safe than sorry. Plus, the
communications security measures were a requirement of their mysterious
employer, the Vetrux Security Corporation.


“Coming through now,” Henderson said quietly, and Martinez
nodded, showing her phone screen. Both phones had received a message, it was
being decrypted. The blinking icon was annoying, there didn’t seem to be any
connection between the length of the message and how long it took to become
plain text.


The message was ready to be viewed, which required
typing in his personal twelve character code. He began reading, looking up only
briefly when Martinez whistled.


Another Vetrux team had been killed in an ambush,
in southern Indiana. Why, he impatiently asked himself, are we only hearing
about this now? The answer was right in the next paragraph: the Indiana
state police had not released the identities of the victims yet. Vetrux
Security only learned the fate of the team when Interpol sent an inquiry to the
shell company in Romania, that supposedly had contracted for their services.
Vetrux always hid its operations behind shell companies, false names, and other
levels of subterfuge. Teams never mentioned the name of their ultimate
employer.


The situation was not good. Somehow, the
team in Indiana, who Henderson had never met, had become involved in a violent
car crash, then a firefight with four unknowns. The two Vetrux contractors, and
the four assailants, had all been killed. The police and the FBI apparently had
few leads on the identities of the assailants, though the message from Vetrux
made it clear they must have been the opposition. The group called ‘The Order’.


Standing orders were for field teams to track,
conduct surveillance, collect information about the opposition, and report back
to await orders. Not to engage. Not directly, not without backup and extensive
preparation, and never without explicit orders.


The two contractors in Indiana, designated Team
Cobra, had engaged. Rammed their SUV into the opposition’s vehicle, then
died in a furious hail of gunfire, not before shooting the targets full of
holes.


The question was: why?


Why had Cobra violated protocol in such a
spectacular manner? Risked not only their lives, but also exposing the entire
organization? That was another standing order: stay under the radar. No illegal
activities, unless specifically authorized by headquarters. No activities that
attracted notice. That was why, while Henderson and Martinez traveled around
North and South America in a private jet as Team Draco, they had a cover as
corporate restructuring consultants, and dressed appropriately. Nice suits,
expensive watches, staying in upscale hotels. The suit jackets helped conceal
the firepower they carried, not including more exotic weapons in a concealed
compartment of the jet’s cramped bathroom. That model Hawker had been selected
because it had a decent amount of cargo space, could fly long distances while
carrying up to six people, and could operate from unpaved runways. That made
the aircraft flexible, and it was not so large and showy that it attracted an
unusual amount of attention.


The two members of Team Cobra had been assigned a
smaller jet since they arrived in the US, because their coverage area was
limited to the eastern United States and Canada. That jet had been sitting at
an airport in Pittsburgh, while Cobra investigated possible Opposition activity
in that area. They had called in with a report that they were following a potential
lead. Then, nothing. No contact. Now Henderson knew why.


He also was damned sure he knew why Cobra had
engaged. The only reason field teams were authorized to violate protocol: to
protect the life of Kazimir Wolfe. The police report, that Vetrux had obtained
through means Henderson knew not to inquire about, stated there was a third
vehicle involved.


He and Martinez were going to New Orleans to check
out a possible connection to Wolfe. Correction: they had been going
there. The typically vague information was already stale when Team Draco was
dispatched, now he knew why: Wolfe had left the Big Easy. For some reason, he
was in southern Indiana a few days ago, where he had been tracked and located
by the Opposition. Located by the enemy, despite the failure of Vetrux to do
exactly that for more than the three years that Henderson had worked for them.


The message concluded by stating that hospitals
within a hundred mile radius of the firefight had not reported anyone fitting
Wolfe’s description. If he was injured, he was treating himself, or he had
found an off-the-books healthcare provider. Vetrux knew Wolfe had skirted the
edges of the law for years, that’s how he kept off the grid for so long.


There was another possibility: that Wolfe’s
injuries were minor enough that he could drive several hours, perhaps until the
next day, before seeking treatment. Or that he had escaped being hit at all,
though given the ordnance reported to be flying at the site, that seemed unlikely.


“Zora,” he used a private nickname for his partner.
In private, they used their real names with each other. When anyone else was
around, or when using any form of electronic communications, they were ‘Mike’
and ‘Isabel’, the names that matched the doctored identity documents they
carried. Mike and Isabel were simply less memorable names than Mikaere and
Zoraida, and their job was all about moving around and gathering information
quietly. For the same reason, they downplayed their respective New Zealand and
Mexican accents in the field, and did not mention their Maori and Mayan
heritages. With the cockpit door closed, they had a rare opportunity to be
themselves. “Go to the ambush site?” he asked his teammate.


“Waste of time,” she grimaced and shook her head.


“Agreed.” Corporate had issued instructions, they
also expected field teams to use their own best judgment. Picking up the
plane’s internal phone, he called the cockpit. “Another change of plans. Set us
down the nearest place we can refuel, while we wait for information.”


“Understood,” the pilot replied. “An abrupt
descent to the closest landing field could attract attention.”


“Scratch that,” Mikaere knew another of their standing
orders was to avoid attracting attention. While they searched for both Kazimir
Wolfe and the opposition, the opposition was watching for anyone tracking them.
It was a delicate dance. “Use your best judgment, but avoid Louisville.” The
opposition would expect anyone interested in Kazimir Wolfe to come to that
area.”


“We’ll need to contact traffic control for
permission.”


“Whatever you gotta do,” he set the phone down.


Martinez had opened her laptop and was typing a
message. “I’m requesting corporate to begin searching for the usual: reports of
people impersonating law enforcement, over the past three days. Is that what
you want?”


Henderson grinned. He and Martinez had worked
together for only just over a year, but they already shared each other’s
thoughts. That kind of relationship made the two team members so much more
effective. “You got it. Tell them to hurry, we’re already behind the curve on
this one.”


“I hope they hurry,” she shook her head, looking
out the window next to her seat, to the solid heavy gray cloud cover below.
“The prospect of being stuck on the ground while we wait in this dreary
weather, is less than appealing.”



 


 

Patting my leather jacket, I confirmed I had my
wallet, which now contained three hundred dollars of untraceable cash. My Glock
was tucked away in a shoulder holster. Also, I had the dead cellphone, and keys
to the truck. I had pulled into the Walmart lot and parked not near the
entrance, but also not so far away that it looked odd. Odd behavior attracted
attention, so I avoided it whenever possible. “OK, Duke, listen. You need to
stay here. I won’t be long.”


“Why?” He whined. “Why can’t I go with you?”


“Because you’re a dog.”


“That is not fair.”


“I agree. Listen, me walking in there by myself,
no one will remember me an hour from now. But if I’m with a dog, they will
remember. We can’t bring any attention, you understand?”


“I suppose so.” His head drooped, and he looked
longingly toward the store entrance. “What do all you humans do in
there?”


“We get stuff.”


“Like what?”


“Like food.”


“Food?” His tail thump thump thumped on the
seat as his mouth dropped open. “You just walk in there and take what you
want?”


“No. It’s complicated. Did Marduk use money, in
ancient Babylon? Gold or silver, or some type of coins?”


Duke cocked his head for a moment. “Yes. Is this building
a market?”


“Sort of. When I’m in there, will you lay quietly
on your bed in the back seat? Please? It’s best if no one sees you.”


“Why?”


“Because if they see a friendly dog, many people
will come over to the window.”


His ears perked up. “Will they pet me?”


“No. The doors will be locked. Duke, they will
look too closely at things we don’t want people to see. Trust me about this,
please?”


“All right,” he slipped between the seats, onto
the dog bed, turned around three times, and settled down with a heartfelt sigh.


“Thank you. I’ll bring a treat, I promise. Is
there anything in particular you want?”


“Another sandwich would be great,” his doggy
tongue was drooling on the floor.


“I’ll see what I can do.”



 










CHAPTER FIVE



 

“What do you think?” I asked, as Duke sniffed the
steps, his head inside, but his four paws firmly on the ground.


He looked up at me. “It smells funny.”


“The dealer cleaned it. It’s fine. Come in. Look,”
I stepped inside the RV, pointing to the back. “See? There is even a bed for
you.”


“My own bed?” He put one paw inside, to get
a better view.


“Well, we will share the bed.”


He cocked his head, squinting at me. “Do you
snore?”


“Uh, I don’t think so.”


“You probably snore,” he sniffed. “You snored last
night.”


“That was you.” We had stayed the previous
night at a hotel that allowed pets, I had to pay extra for having a dog, but it
was worth the expense to get a hot shower and a good night of sleep. Also, I
was able to wash some of my old clothes in the bathroom sink, so I didn’t smell
like I’d been wearing the same clothes for a week. That’s one thing I learned
about being on the run: people notice if you smell bad, or if your clothes are
dirty. That’s why I had bought new clothes at Walmart. “Please come in.”


He put one front paw on the step, then backed
away. “I don’t like it.”


“Check it out,” I opened the mini fridge. “Food.”


He hopped inside. “Cheese?” His tail thump thump
thumped on the carpeted floor.


“How about a biscuit?” I reached up into a cabinet
and got a box of dog biscuits, offering one to him.


To my surprise, he took it, then set it on the
floor. “Is that a sink?”


“Yes. It has a full kitchen. Kind of small, but it
has-”


“This is a house? We live here now?”


“It’s an RV. Recreational vehicle. A Class B
motorhome,” I just repeated what the sales guy had told me, I’m not an expert
on the subject.


He sniffed again. “It looks old.”


“Yeah, well, this is what you get for cheap.”


My stop at a library had been to use their
computer, to search for an RV. Originally, my plan was to buy another truck.
Buy one, not steal one. My inspiration came from the Walmart parking lot,
several RVs were there. Duh! I could have smacked myself for not thinking of
the idea before. An RV was perfect for traveling, especially with a dog. No
more hotels or motels, where clerks might remember me, and especially might
remember a guy traveling with a dog. A search turned up four RVs in my price
range near St Joseph Missouri. The RV I bought was really old and worn out, the
sales guy warned the stove probably needed a new burner, and Duke was right. It
did smell funny. But the price was right, the engine and brakes were good, and
it was available that afternoon. I bought the RV using my fake Florida driver’s
license under the name ‘Matthew Carter’, and already swapped the temporary
plates for fake Florida plates. Florida didn’t require inspections, so I didn’t
need a fake sticker on the windshield.


When you’re a fugitive, you know things like that.


An RV with Florida plates wasn’t memorable, and
the dozen bumper stickers from all over the USA helped sell the notion that I
drove around a lot.


“Hey,” I scratched his neck. “How about you sit in
the passenger seat?”


He picked up the biscuit and walked forward,
getting onto the seat. As I closed the side door, it squeaked and I made a
mental note to get a can of WD-40.


Everything I owned was in the RV, including my
remaining set of bogus license plates and fake IDs. The bullet-damaged truck I had
left parked with the keys in the ignition, on a side street in what appeared to
be not the best part of town. With any luck, it would get stolen again, stripped
for parts, and would disappear. The RV’s engine wheezed a bit, but started
right up.


Duke bounced on the seat, excited. “Where are we
going?”


“We have a long drive, then we’re going to an RV
park.” The sales guy had given me a brochure about campgrounds, I had to find a
place that was open that time of year. “I need to sleep. And,” I sniffed. “Take
a shower again.”


He leaned against the window. “You’re not giving me
a bath, are you?”


“No, just-” I yawned. Since the ambush, I had been
running on adrenaline, and it was wearing off. “I need sleep, OK?”


“Will we eat soon?”


“Soon. I promise.”


“We’re going to live in this RV park?”


“No. That’s just for the night.” I pulled out onto
the street, headed for the highway.


“Where are we going after that?”


“Wherever you tell me to go.”


He stared at me and blinked slowly. “Me?”


“Marduk. Whatever Marduk thinks I need to do, to,
do whatever. Is he there? Can you talk to him yet?”


“Hmm.” His doggy face went blank. “Yes, he’s
there. Um, he doesn’t know where you should go.”


“What?” I hit the brakes and pulled into a parking
lot. “I thought he came here to help me. How can-”


“He doesn’t know your world, his world.”


“Whoa. Wait. Marduk is from the other side? You
said he-”


“He is from this world,” Duke cocked his
head, looking at me sideways. “In the past. He doesn’t know this world,
this modern world. He almost made me pee on the seat, the first time I was in
your truck. He is amazed by automobiles. And flying things in the sky!”
Duke craned his neck to look up through the windshield.


“OK, I understand that. Am I supposed to contact,
like, other wizards? That’s a problem, as far as I know, I am the only wizard.
Or I was. If magic is coming back into the world, there could be other-”


Duke did a jaw-stretching yawn, sticking his
tongue out and curling it. Yawning can be a sign of anxiety in dogs, but his
eyes were sleepy. “Right now, we should eat, and then sleep on it. You
need to sleep.”


“You’re right about that,” I put the RV back in
gear.


“Hey! I said we should eat first,” he
whined.


“We’ll eat when we get to the campground. Here,” I
pulled another dog biscuit from a pocket. “Snack on this.”



 

Actually, before we got to the campground, I
stopped at a Super Walmart to stock up on food, now that I had a fridge and a pantry
to store things. To make sure the food stayed where it was supposed to be I
also bought bike locks, the kind made of thick steel wire.


“What are you doing?” Duke gasped as I
looped a cable through the fridge handle, and locked it.


“Keeping you from eating all the food at one
time,” I loaded provisions into the RV’s small pantry, more of a narrow closet.


“Hey!” He pushed his nose past me to peer into the
pantry. “Even I couldn’t eat all of that at one time.”


“That’s good to know, still-”


“I would eat half of it, barf that up and then
eat the other half,” his tail thumped happily on the floor.


“No, you will not.”


“Why not? I’m hungry.”


“You just ate!”


“That was hours ago!”


“It was,” I checked my watch. “Forty minutes ago.
Not even an hour.”


“It feels like forever,” he slumped against
the cabinet dramatically.


“Yeah, well, it wasn’t.”


“What is that?” He sniffed at the lock as I
secured the pantry closed.


“It is a lock, see?” Pulling the key out of the
lock, I stuffed it in a pocket of my jeans. “Now, you can’t open the pantry or
the fridge by yourself.”


“What? This is an outrage! I demand an
investigation,” he glared at me.


“Don’t worry. I already conducted a thorough
investigation, and I cleared myself of any wrongdoing.”


“This is bogus! It doesn’t matter anyway,”
he sniffed.


“It doesn’t? Oh sh- Can you use magic to undo the
locks?” Please please please say ‘No’, I prayed. If Duke could use magic
like that, it was going to be a big problem.


“No. All I have to do is wait for you to fall asleep,
then I will get that stupid key.”


“Uh huh. And do what with it? See this?” I held a
key between thumb and forefinger. “You’re a dog. You don’t have fingers.”


“Oh! This is totally unfair.”


“You can speak to the manager about it, if you
like.”


“I can?” His ears perked up.


“Yup. I’m the manager.”


“Bogus!”



 


 

“Um, hey,” Duke crawled across from the passenger
seat, and rested his chin on my leg. More like pressed his chin down on my leg,
so I couldn’t ignore him. How can a skinny dog exert two hundred pounds of
force? “I’m supposed to get medicine in the morning.”


“Uh oh,” I looked at him, worried he was sick.
Damn it, I had never considered that. Nor had I bothered to look around his
Lady’s kitchen and pantry for dog medicine. We were driving through Arkansas,
headed toward Louisiana. I figured the people looking for me wouldn’t expect me
to backtrack that far. Plus, the farther south we went, the more campgrounds
were open, that gave us options. For the first time since the ambush, I was
feeling cautiously optimistic. Part of my good feeling was the weather, now
that we were headed south, the piles of dirty snow on the side of the roads
were gone. It wasn’t springtime yet, but it boosted my mood to see the fat buds
on the trees promised that spring would be there soon, even if that particular
day had turned cloudy. Regardless of the weather, a sick dog was a complication
we didn’t need.  Turning my attention
away from the road for a moment, I looked at him closely. He didn’t appear to
be sick, but what did I know about dogs? “Do you know what this medicine was?”


“Yes.”


“Good, then-”


“It was a pill,” he wagged his tail
happily.


“That’s not, really helpful.”


He stuck out his tongue. “It tasted nasty.”


“Again, less than helpful. I kind of need to know
what type of pill. Do you have any idea what medicine it was?’


He stared at me. “I’m a dog, remember?”


“Right.” Shit. I couldn’t call his vet to ask what
medication he was on. I didn’t even know which vet he went to, although a small
town in Missouri probably didn’t have many options. “Let me think. What can you
tell me about it?”


“Like I said, it was nasty. At first, my Lady
wrapped the pill in a piece of cheese and she fooled me, I swallowed it without
tasting the pill.”


“Imagine that,” I muttered.


“Hey! I can’t help being a dog, you know.”


“Sorry. Go on.”


“After the first couple times, I figured out there
was a pill in the cheese, so I spit it out.”


“I didn’t know dogs could spit.”


“Actually, I just stuck out my tongue,” he
demonstrated. “And, bluh, let it fall to the floor.”


“That must not have been popular.”


“My Lady was not happy. I felt bad about
that.”


“Good. You-”


“Not bad enough to swallow a nasty pill,” he stuck
out his tongue again.


“What happened next?”


“She tried to shove the pill down my throat, put
it behind my tongue. I did not like that,” he shuddered.


“Did it work?”


“No. She was mad at me.”


“So, you didn’t take the pills?”


“No, I did. It was the only way to get cheese,”
he licked his lips. “My Lady tried to outsmart me, she gave me several pieces
of cheese, and only one of them had a pill inside.”


“Oh my- You outsmarted her.”


“I like cheese,” he wagged his tail.


“I’ll try to remember that.”


“Also, I like to eat lots of things that are not
cheese.”


“Yeah.”


“In case you were wondering.”


“I got that.”


“Should you be taking notes?” He asked with an anxious
whine.


“You like cheese, and non-cheese food things.”


“Yes.”


“Trust me, I’ll remember that. We need to figure
out what kind of medicine you need.” Maybe I could take him to a local vet for
a full checkup, I should probably do that anyway.


No, I realized right then that taking him to a vet
might be a very bad idea.


“Duke, do you have a chip?”


His tail did a dance. “I like potato chips.”


“That’s not-”


“Also taco chips. All kinds of chips. Hey, we
should get queso to go with the chips!”


“I meant, do you have a chip in you?”


“Well, of course, duh. I ate them.”


“No, it’s- To identify you, there might be a chip
embedded under your skin.”


“Ooh, I don’t like the sound of that. Why would
anyone do that?”


“In case you get lost, the chip contains info like
your owner’s name, address and phone number. So you can get home.”


“Do you have a chip?”


“No.”


“What if you get lost?” He yawned, a sign
of anxiety in dogs. His tail drooped. “How am I supposed to find you?”


“That’s not the point. If I bring you to a vet,
they will read your chip, and know you’re not my dog. You have probably been
reported as lost or stolen by now.”


He backed away until he was pressed up against the
passenger door. “Why would you bring me to a vet?”


“To find out what kind of medication you need. If
you are sick, we need to know. Do you remember feeling sick before your Lady
gave you the pills?”


“Ugh, yes. I ate something bad. It made me barf all
night. I ran out of shoes.”


“You- You had- You wore shoes?”


“No,” he blinked slowly at me. “I barfed in my
Lady’s shoes.”


“Ooh.”


“Well, she got mad when I barfed on the carpet,
so-”


“Do you, uh, barf a lot?”


“I’m a dog,” he wagged his tail again. “It’s kind
of a lifestyle with us.”


“Do not barf in my shoes.”


“Then where am I supposed to barf?!” He was
indignant.


“First, you are not supposed to eat stuff that
makes you sick. Second, you should ralph in the toilet, like people do.”


“Ooh, yuck,” he recoiled in horror. “You barf in the
same place where you drink?”


“No, I-”


“That is sick.”


“It’s not-”


“What is wrong with you?”


“Can we,” I pressed fingers against my temples,
feeling a headache starting. “Let’s start over. You should not be drinking out
of the toilet.”


“Well, excuuuuse me. Water from the toilet
is too good for dogs?”


“No! That’s not-”


“You humans are not so special as you think, you
know that?”


“Listen, you will have a nice, fresh bowl of
water, whenever you want a drink, OK?”


“Hmmph,” he looked away from me.


“I won’t drink from your bowl. It will be only for
dogs.”


He looked at me sideways. “You promise?”


“Trust me, I can give you a guarantee about that.
It will be your bowl of water.”


“OK.”


“Can we get back to the question? Your Lady gave
you medicine, when you got sick after eating something bad?”


“Not every time.”


“Not every time what?” I asked, confused.


“She didn’t give me medicine every time I
barfed something up. Just that one time.”


“Uh, when was that?”


“I dunno,” he stared at me. “It’s not like I keep
a calendar on a phone.”


“When she first gave you the medicine, what was
the weather like? Was it hot or cold?”


“Um, hmm,” he got a very serious look on his face,
which on a dog was hilarious. I had to bite my tongue to keep from laughing.
“Hot. It was hot outside.”


“Good! So-”


“I remember it was hot, because the thing I ate
that day had been sitting out in the sun, it was really ripe. I mean, whee-ew!
I had to decide whether to eat it or roll in it.”


“And you ate it anyway?”


“I was hungry,” he shrugged.


“That’s not really a good-”


“Plus, I figured if it made me sick, I could barf
it up, and then roll in it,” his tail happily went thump thump thump on
the seat.


Covering my eyes with a hand, I took a moment to
process that living with a dog, a talking dog, was going to be a major
adjustment for me. “Great. The last time she gave you a pill, what was the
weather like?”


“Um, also hot.”


“You didn’t get any pills over the winter?”


“Winter is when it’s cold, with snow on the
ground?”


“Yes.”


“Then, no.”


“OK,” I relaxed a bit. “It sounds like she gave
you pills for, like, only a couple weeks.”


“But I kept getting the cheese,” he
insisted.


“You did? Was there a pill in the cheese?”


“No,” he stuck out his tongue. “I’m not getting
fooled by that again.”


“Duke, I don’t think you need any medicine. Not
anymore.”


“But,” his jaw dropped. “No more cheese?”


“My guess is, she gave you a piece of cheese every
morning, so you’d get used to it. That way, if she ever had to give you a pill
again, it would be easier.”


“All I hear is blah blah blah, ‘Duke is not
getting any cheese’,” his big sad brown eyes looked hurt.


“You don’t need any cheese.”


“Do you eat cheese?”


“Well, yeah.”


“Do you need it?”


“I get your point. OK, how about if you get one
piece of cheese every morning?”


“How big a piece?” He asked with suspicion.


“We can work on that. Right now, we don’t have any
cheese. Sorry.”


“Two pieces of cheese tomorrow?”


“Sure.”



 


 

Before our first night at an RV park, I stopped at
a library to watch YouTube videos of the procedure for checking in, parking,
and hooking up to electrical, water, all that. Since I had never been to an RV
park or campground or whatever you call it, I had no idea what to do, and
didn’t want my lack of experience to make me memorable. It was easy. The woman
at the desk directed me to a spot that was remote like I requested, and I
easily visited the ‘pump out station’ first. Next to the designated parking
spot was a post with electrical cables and a hose hookup for water. Backing up
the RV was quick, basically it was just a large van, not difficult for even an
amateur to maneuver.


The first priority, after I got the RV parked and
set up, was to take Duke for a walk. Before he drove me crazy. The poor dog had
been stuck in the RV all day, other than brief breaks at rest stops. My goal
had been to put distance from where I had bought the RV and dumped my old
bullet-riddled truck. It had not been fun, but we made good time down the road,
so that has to count for something.


Out of the RV, I snapped a leash on his harness,
intending to keep him on a leash until we got into the woods. Away from other
campsites. He stopped still, refusing to budge.


“What’s wrong? Don’t you want a walk?”


“I do,” he looked back at the RV. “But you need to
lock the door first.”


“There are, like,” I looked around the empty
campsite. “Two other people here. I think we’re safe.”


“Hey! See that dog over there?” he pointed his
nose toward a small collie, or maybe that type of dog his called a ‘sheltie’.
“While we’re gone, that dog could come over here, get the door open and,” he
shivered. “Steal all of our food.”


I had to squeeze my lips together not to laugh. “Yeah,”
I said when I could talk again, “I don’t think that is very likely.”


“It could happen.”


“No question about it,” I rolled my eyes. “Nightmares
about that happening are what keep me wake at night.”


“Will you please be serious?”


“Trust me, I am trying my best to take you
seriously.”


His tail drooped. “Hey, you’re not a dog. You
don’t have food insecurity.”


“Food-” Staring at him, I couldn’t imagine where
he had learned that term. “How could you have food insecurity? Have you ever
missed a meal in your life?”


“Yes! The morning after my Lady died, I didn’t get
breakfast.”


“You ate a whole turkey sandwich,” I reminded him.


“Sure, later. That was after breakfast, and
I didn’t know if I was getting a sandwich at all. What if you hadn’t shown up
until evening? Or the next day?” he shuddered at the thought. “I could have
starved. Where were you, anyway?”


“Uh, I was driving, after bad guys stopped my
truck and tried to kill me, you know?”


“Did you ever think, for even one minute, that a
hungry dog was depending on you?”


“Truthfully, the thought never crossed my mind.”


He turned away, head hanging down. “Why are
you so selfish?”


Explaining that I didn’t know a talking dog even
existed would be a waste of time. You can’t argue with a dog. All he knew was
that he was at the diner, hungry and cold, waiting for me, while I had been in
no hurry to get there. Should I have somehow sensed he needed me? What I
remember is I had planned to drive another hour before stopping, then the
engine began to overheat and wisps of steam came out from under the hood.
That’s why I pulled off the highway there, and had breakfast at that diner.


Could my freakin’ truck have sensed that I
needed to stop there?


Maybe?


Magic is weird.


All I know is, somehow Marduk had known I would be
there, that morning.


“I am very sorry. If I was good at being a wizard,
I should have been there earlier. I’m still learning, OK?”


“OK,” he leaned his shoulder against my leg. “It’s
just us, we need to stick together and take care of each other. Like,” he
turned to growl at the other dog. “Making sure no one steals all of our food.”


“I get the message.” Engaging the lock, I closed
the side door again. “Happy now?”


“Maybe I should bark at that dog, let him know I
am watching him.”


“Please don’t.”



 

The next morning we got up early, went for a quick
walk, and got back on the road. An early start usually makes me feel like I’m
making progress, getting a head start on the day and whatever problems I was
dealing with. That morning, I had the feeling that no matter where we drove, we
weren’t actually getting anywhere. I was running from something, but not toward
anything. Staying ahead of whoever was chasing me was only a short-term
strategy. The ambush in Indiana showed my pursuers could find me. After years
of staying one step ahead of Them, whoever They were, I was having to move more
frequently, and running out of places I hadn’t already lived, even for a short
time.


Driving from one random campground to another, in
an RV, was not a strategy. The RV was a tool, both a place to live and
transportation. A tool for me to use, to do what? A wizard from ancient freakin’
Babylon had crossed millennia to help me. Help me to do what? And how?


Also, why now?


I had been on the run for years, though now it
felt like the walls were closing in on me. Something was different, something
had changed. Maybe that was why Marduk had arrived now, to help me when I
needed him most. Still, that didn’t answer the question of what had
changed.


Damn it.


I needed answers. Problem was, there wasn’t anyone
I could ask, other than a wizard trapped in a dog, a wizard who wasn’t able to
communicate. I would give Marduk time to adjust, to recover from his journey. A
couple days. If he still wasn’t able to talk, to actually help me, then I
needed to seek answers somewhere else.


Starting with, where could I find answers?


My mood was dark, though the morning was pleasantly
warm, the air growing sticky with humidity. By the time we were out the front
gate of the RV park, it started raining and we drove through scattered showers
until shortly before Noon. The intermittent rain didn’t bother Duke, or
something bothered him more. “Hey,” he got up from his dog bed, hopped on the
passenger seat and swiped a paw at the window. “I want to stick my head out to
feel the breeze.”


“It’s raining,” I pointed at the droplets
splattering against the windshield. The RV had a rain-sensing feature that was
supposed to keep the wiper at an appropriate speed, but it wasn’t working. That
left me having to constantly adjust the wiper setting manually. At least the
wipers worked smoothly, and I had installed new blades when I bought the RV, so
the glass was mostly clear.


“I don’t care,” he whined.


“You’re going to get water down inside the door,
and it will short out the window motor. Then it will be stuck down, and we will
both be miserable.”


“Open it,” he insisted.


“You do not need to stick your nose out to-”


He turned to look at me, and his eyes were watery.
“I’m not feeling well.”


“Oh sh- You had a normal breakfast!”


“Yes, and then I ate, you know, that thing.”


“What thing?”


“You’re asking me?” He blinked. “It was
under the car.”


“Oh my-”


“It tasted like a bagel?”


“OK, then-”


“Or, hmm, it might have been some sort of cheese?
It was nasty.”


“And of course you ate it anyway,” I slapped my
forehead. Then my finger jabbed down hard on the button for his window. “Get
your head out that window right now. No, keep your paws inside, I do not need
you falling out.”


“Ahh,” he sniffed, blinking as raindrops pelted
his face. “That’s better.”’


Driving about ten miles per hour under the speed
limit, I cruised down the road, until a car behind me flashed its lights
impatiently. “That’s enough,” I rolled his window partly up and hit the gas
pedal.


“Hey!” He protested. “It was just getting good!” 


“Do you still feel like barfing?”


“If I say no, will that make you roll the window
down?”


“Uh-” That was a tricky question. The last thing I
wanted was to teach him to lie to me. Dogs couldn’t lie, could they? Even if
they couldn’t, that might not apply to a talking dog. “It will make no
difference. Are you still feeling sick?”


“I’m better. Probably you should stop soon so I
can barf, just in case.”


“You, you can barf whenever you want to?”


“It’s a dog thing. After I barf it up, you can see
what I ate.”


“I will skip that, thanks.”


“You’re sure? You seem curious about it.”


“This one can remain a mystery. If you will stop
eating every stupid thing you-”


“Um, urp,” he burped in my face. “Quick, you
should open the window again.”


“OK, OK,” I pressed the button again.


His ears stood up. “What the- That’s how
you open the window? This is easy!” His paw pressed down on the button
attached to the passenger door, and the window rolled all the way down.


“Hey! Do not do that!” I rolled it partway
up.


He jabbed down on the button again. “Wow, this is great!
I can open this stupid window any time I want!”


“No you cannot!” Damn it. There was one of
those ‘child safety lock’ buttons on my door, but of course the thing was
busted.


“Yes I can, watch this!” He stuck his head out
into the wind. “I am livin’ the dream!”


“Ah!”



 

It took me pulling the RV over, and walking him
around for five minutes until he did barf, for him to agree he wouldn’t roll
down the window without permission. Or at least that he shouldn’t do that.


Damn it, I needed to get that child safety window
lockout switch fixed ASAP.



 


 

Since I now apparently had a dog, I bought some
things to make it easier to live with him. A soft bed for him to lie on, and a
bunch of cheap towels to dry his fur when he got wet. That spring’s weather had
been extra rainy across the eastern half of the United States, to the point
where people were talking about how miserable the weather was. That meant most
times I took him for a walk, his paws would get wet and muddy, and maybe more
than just his paws. Fortunately for me, his Lady had trained him to stand still
while his paws were cleaned, and so far he had not shown any desire to roll in
a mud puddle.


Another thing I bought was a harness, gray with
black trim, one that wouldn’t show much when it got dirty. Actually, I bought
two identical harnesses, so I could wash one and let it dry while I used the
other. Walking him was easier with the leash attached to the harness instead of
his collar, or that was the theory. Apparently, Duke did not get the memo about
that.


“Ack, urk kuh-cough,” he gagged and choked while
dragging me along.


“Hey!” I pulled on the leash and dug my heels in,
bringing him to a stop. “You stupid dog! The harness is supposed to
prevent you from choking.”


“There’s a squirrel over there!” he lunged
again, yanking me forward so I almost fell flat on my face.


“Stop it! Stop right now! Duke!”


“What is wrong with you? Can’t you see the
squirrel?”


“I see a wild animal who survived a harsh winter,
and is just trying to survive. It’s not hurting anyone, and it doesn’t need you
harassing it.”


He looked up at me. “It’s a rodent,” he
said, as if that explained everything.


“You leave that poor squirrel alone. Did you tug
on the leash like this with your Lady?”


“No,” his tail drooped. “I couldn’t.”


“She was strong enough to stop you?” That didn’t
seem likely, based on the woman I saw. Even in the photos from when she was a
few years younger, she was not a large person. Wrestling with even a skinny
golden retriever like Duke would have been a major struggle for Judith.


“No, she wasn’t. My Lady was old and frail, I had
to be gentle when she walked me. Once when I was a puppy, I pulled on the leash
suddenly, and she fell down and scraped her knee. I felt awful about that. I was
a bad dog,” his ears went back and he hung his head. “It made me so sad,
I couldn’t eat for the rest of the day. It was awful.”


“If you felt guilty about what you did, then you were
a good dog.”


“I wish I had picked a better day to be bad,” he
muttered. “That was meatloaf night, and I didn’t even want to eat it. Right
then, I decided to be good.”


“I’m glad you are focused on what is truly
important.”


“It was meatloaf,” he repeated.


“I got that, yeah. Can you be gentle when I’m
walking you?”


“Eh, you’re young and healthy. Hey!” he lunged
again. “Another squirrel!”



 


 

That morning, it actually was not raining when I
woke up. The forecast had called for clear skies until the afternoon, so I had
gotten my running clothes ready, but didn’t really expect decent weather. When
the wake-up alarm sounded, I listened for the new sound of rain on the roof of
the RV, and instead there was silence.


I shook the dog as I swung my feet onto the floor,
before good sense could stop me. “Let’s go,” I said after I gulped down a big
glass of water.


“Huh?” Duke looked up at me, his eyes bleary from
sleep. “Where are we going?”


“For a run,” I called from the tiny bathroom,
where I tied my shoes.


He stood on the bed and shook from nose to tail,
excited. “Is that like a walk?”


“It’s better than a walk.”


With his collar and harness on, and a leash in my
hand, we went out the door. There was not a walking trail in the campground but
a quarter mile down the road, there was a public trail that went around a pond.
That early, no one was out walking, and we were already on the trail before a
car went by on the road. “Duke!” I called as he again stopped to sniff
something. “Come on, you need to keep up.”


He bounded ahead, racing to a log that was down
across the trail, so he could sniff at it thoroughly. When I vaulted the log
and kept going, he dashed after me. When a mile was done, he settled down to an
easy loping jog next to me, on the wide section of the trail that circled the
pond. “This is great,” he agreed. “When does the running part begin?”


“Oh, you are very funny, you jackass mutt.”


I like running in the morning.


Correction: running in the morning works for me. I
don’t actually like it.


Ah, sometimes I do enjoy it. That morning was
nice, the trail had been covered with fresh wood chips that avoided me having
to splash through thick mud, there was mist on the surface of the pond, and
ducks glided in silently like ghosts, making a sound only when they splashed on
the water sending ripples from one side to the other.


Running in the morning works for me, because I
don’t have to think about it. I get up, throw my clothes on, and get out the
door. Usually, I can run a full mile from the house before my brain wakes up
and realizes the madness that is going on. My brain is like ‘What? What
are you doing? This is insanity! You get back to bed right this minute. Ugh,
OK, fine, you might as well keep going now, but don’t say I didn’t warn you’.


If I had to really think about it, I would stay in
bed, like a normal sane person.


Normal sane people don’t have killers hunting for
them, you know?


We got back to the RV, where Duke very nicely
waited for me to clean off his paws, and dry the fur on his belly. “Breakfast
time?” he asked hopefully.


“You know it, buddy. Did you enjoy that?”


“It was great!” His tail thump thump thumped. “Except
that I didn’t have enough time to sniff hardly anything.”


“I feel terrible about that.”


“You don’t sniff at all.”


“I still understand that sniffing stuff is
important to you. How about we go for a walk later, like tonight?”


“Two walks in one day? Can we do that every day?”


“Probably not, but we should do it a couple times
a week, at least.”


“If you do that, will you get in shape so we can
actually run?”


“Don’t push your luck, mutt,” I wagged a finger at
him. “How about this: you were such a good dog, I am making bacon and eggs this
morning.”


“Ooooooh, bacon!”



 










CHAPTER SIX



 

Using a computer at a library in Fayetteville Arkansas
to search for campgrounds had given me several options, and we were headed
toward the closest one. That way, if I didn’t like what I saw there, we could
keep driving. Unfortunately, the sunny morning had turned cloudy, it looked
like it might rain, and the highway we were on going south was blocked by an
accident. Unlike the drivers all around me, I couldn’t check traffic conditions
on a phone, I needed to fix that problem soon. What I could see was a line of
red brake lights in front of me, and blue and white reflections off the low
clouds just over the hill, so it was obvious whatever the problem was, traffic
wouldn’t clear up soon. Following other cars, I bailed off that highway at the
exit just in front of where traffic was backed up, but the back road headed south
was jammed. When I pulled over to get out the map book, Duke looked up from
where he was sleeping on his dog bed in the center aisle of the RV. He blinked
his sleepy big brown doggy eyes and yawned.


“It’s OK,” I assured him. “We’re just taking a
different road. We’ll be there soon.”


He sighed, rolled over, and fell back asleep.


Damn. Duke may have the spirit of an ancient
wizard inside him, but he is still a dog. Dogs are so trusting. Give a
dog one treat, and they think you are their friend for life. I needed to make
sure I never abused that trust.


Getting in the right direction again meant driving
west, then taking a narrow two lane road. At the intersection, I hesitated.
Since the ambush, I had kept mostly to highways, preferably interstates. Slipping
out of an ambush in a truck had been difficult, the awkward RV was a big, slow
target. Maybe I should have considered that when I bought the thing.


Ah, what the hell, I decided and took the turn. If
someone was tracking me, being on a highway wasn’t much security, they could just
wait until I stopped for the night. Besides, the road stretching in front of
the RV had scattered clumps of cheery yellow daffodils in the woods, and some
of the trees were beginning to bloom with white flowers. I took that as a good
sign.


The detour would be getting us to the campground
late, like after dark. The sun was already setting as the road curved back and
forth through woods on both sides, I glanced over to change the radio station
and-


He was right there.


One moment the road was clear and I was punching
the scan button to find a radio station, then the corner of my eye saw a guy in
the middle of the road. Duke yelped, or maybe that was me making a yelp sound, and
I stood on the brakes. The RV fishtailed and I heard plastic dishware and metal
pots and pans slamming forward and crashing in the cabinets, and Duke’s bed
swooshed across the floor between the seats. I caught a split-second view of
his startled doggy face as he stared up at me wild-eyed with a ‘What the f-’
expression, then he bumped up under the console and I had to concentrate fully
on not losing control and flying off the road. The suicidal idiot in front of
me didn’t flinch as the RV careened toward him, standing impassively in the
middle of the freakin’ road. Maybe I could have swerved around him but my
instinct had been to hit the brakes rather than risk hitting him.


Holy-


The RV skidded to a stop at angle across both
lanes, the right front bumper inches from his knees.


He stared at me.


What the f-


There must have been a fantasy convention nearby,
or a circus, or he was the kind of guy who really got into dressing up to play
Dungeons and Dragons. He was wearing a kilt, no, I think that sort of one-piece
clothing is called a jumper? Or maybe a tunic? Yeah. It came down just below
his knees, and had half-length sleeves. Tan or light brown was the fabric, with
a black thing, also fabric, draped over one shoulder. He was wearing sandals,
leather sandals, and a kind of floppy hat turban thing.


Who does that?


The odd clothes I noticed only after I focused on
the sword he held above his head with one hand, with the other hand palm
outward toward me. Right. Like his stupid gesture, or a sword, was going to
stop an RV.


Let me repeat: he was holding a sword.


It did not appear to be made of plastic. 


I nearly ran over a weird guy in the middle of a rural
back road in southern Arkansas, a guy with shoulder length black hair and a
beard, and wearing a tunic, and carrying a sword. The sword swept down, and I
flinched despite being pretty sure the windshield would protect me.


“Hey!” I rolled the window down only halfway.
“What the hell are you-”


“You,” he pointed the sword at me, the tip
clanking on the windshield, a foot from my nose.  With a thick accent I couldn’t place, he
added, “I seek you.”


“Oh shi-” Jacking the transmission in reverse, I
floored the pedal and the RV lurched backward, drawing another surprised yelp
from Duke. While I had been frozen, staring at whoever had gotten me to idiotically
stop in the middle of nowhere, Duke had planted his front paws on the dash, wagging
his tail so hard his butt wiggled back and forth. The sudden reversal of the RV
caused him to sprawl onto the dash then rolling over into my lap, forcing me to
smash the brakes again as his weight bumped my arm and the steering wheel
lurched.


We lurched to another stop, this time the back
wheels were off the road and the floor tilted at an angle. Certain that the guy
in the road was accompanied by shooters in the woods on both sides, I ducked
down below the dashboard to protect my head while I struggled to get the
transmission back in Drive. “Duke, get off of my-”


“Hey!” The dog bounded off my lap and onto the
passenger seat, pawing at the window. No, I realized too late he was pawing at
the window switch. The window rolled down before my fumbling fingers
could find the stupid button to override, and his furry butt and swishing tail
disappeared out the opening.


Damn it, I really needed to fix the child safety button
to lock out the window controls. “Duke!” I shouted as he bounded toward
the newcomer. The stupid dog tensed to jump and the guy swept the sword up, poised
to strike with sharp steel-


Duke skidded to a stop and plopped his chest down
on the road in front of the guy, doggy butt in the air and tail wagging a mile
a minute.


What the-


I was out the door before I knew what I was doing,
the Glock in both hands. “Don’t move! Don’t you move!” I needed both
hands to keep the pistol from shaking, at any moment I expected gunfire from
the woods, my concentration needed to be on-


“I said don’t move!” I shouted as the cosplayer weirdo
took a step toward Duke. What the hell? He had a sword and I had a freakin’ gun,
did he not understand what that meant? Aiming at the road next to his feet, I
squeezed off a round that ricocheted against the pavement, gouging a scar in
the old surface.


That got his attention, I changed my aim
back to his chest. Center mass was a good place to aim, unless the guy had body
armor under the tunic. He was frozen, his face a mask of shock. Maybe he didn’t
see the round impact the road next to him but he sure heard it.


The guy wasn’t moving. No shots were coming from
the woods. That was progress. What next? “Duke,” I didn’t take my eyes off the weirdo.
“Get back in the car.”


“No,” the dog had jumped backwards and ran off the
side of the road when I fired the round, he did not like that noise at all. His
tail was down and his ears back, but he was back on the road, walking toward
the weirdo. “He is a friend,” Duke insisted.


“You can talk?” The guy seemed as surprised
by a talking dog as by the pistol shot. 


“Duke,” I groaned. “You are not supposed to talk
around other people.”


“He’s not just a people,” the dog’s tail was up and
wagging happily again, his nose inches from the guy’s legs, sniffing him. “He’s
a friend.”


“A what?”


“I am Macarius of Mikra,” he said slowly in his
deep voice and thick accent. He looked at Duke, then to me. “You are the One.”


“Uh, look, I’m not Neo, if that’s what you’re
thinking.”


“You are the One,” he repeated. “The wizard I
seek.”


“Oh, sh-” I dropped the muzzle down and away from,
whatever guy’s name was. “Duke, you know this guy?”


“I don’t know who he is,” the dog tail was
swishing back and forth a mile a minute. “I know what he is.”


“I am a, knight,” Macarius said, letting the word
roll of his tongue, like it was unfamiliar and he was testing how it sounded. Before
I could say anything, he slowly let his sword hand down until the tip of the
blade touched the road, slightly behind him, and his other hand went out waist
high. He looked at me. “Is this your dog?”


“No, I- Yes,” I said, taking one hand off the
pistol and letting the gun point at the ground by my side. My left hand I held
up in a peace gesture, which might have been more effective if I holstered the
Glock. It wasn’t time for that, not yet. No one had taken a shot at me, that
didn’t mean it wouldn’t happen. “Sort of. He’s not mine. Don’t hurt
him.”


Duke whined and bumped his head against the guy’s
hand, his tail wagging happily.


Setting the sword down on the road, Macarius went
down on one knee and rubbed behind Duke’s ears.


I took that as a good sign.


Dogs may be stupid in many ways, but they know
people.


“OK,” I shuddered from aftereffects of adrenaline.
“You’re looking for me? Why here? Now?”


“I am here, now, because this is where I am
needed,” he stood up, holding the sword again. That time, he guided the blade
into a leather sheath that hung off his belt. “What order do you belong to?”


“Uh, what?”


“What order of wizards?” He asked, speaking
slowly, like he thought I was slow.


“I’m a, a Jedi,” I said the first thing that
popped into my head.


He pressed his lips together and shook his head.
“I do not know these jeh-die.”


“It’s a, uh, a new order. Where are you from, uh,
Macarius?”


“I am from the land of Egypt,” he said with a bow.
That explained the unfamiliar accent. “May I ask your name, wizard?”


“I a, uh-” I never tell people my real name,
certainly not to a strange guy I just met. “Matt. I am Matthew of-” Of where?
I’d moved around so much, I wasn’t really from anywhere. “America,” I said.


“Matthew of A-mer-ica,” he thumped his chest with
a fist. “I am here to serve and protect you.”


Serve and protect. I’d seen that slogan on a lot
of police cars. While I had no problem with law enforcement overall, they would
arrest me as a fugitive from justice, for a murder I didn’t commit. Generally,
I avoided the police as much as possible. “That’s great,” I tucked my gun away.
Just what I needed, a bodyguard with a sword. He would be fantastic protection
from the type of people who had brought automatic weapons to the ambush. Maybe
he could just stand in front of me. Looking behind me, I didn’t see any cars
coming, that would change soon. “We should get out of the road.”


He scuffed the hard surface of the road with a sandal,
perhaps puzzled that it was neither stone nor packed dirt. Looking past me at
the RV, he narrowed his eyes. “This place is strange to me. What horses pull
your wagon?”


“Wagon? Uh, oh, sh- I hate to ask this, but, what
year is this?”


His eyes narrowed. “What year?” 


“This might not be when you think it is.”


“This is the year of our Lord three hundred twenty
one.”


“Ooh, crap. Listen, I have news for you, but,” I
stopped talking and held up a finger.


A car was coming, from behind Macarius. The road
took a long curve to the left, headlights could be seen intermittently through
the woods.


“Duke, get back in the RV,” I stuffed the Glock
back in a pocket and snapped my fingers, “Macarius, uh, follow the dog.”


I should have known that wouldn’t work. Macarius
had no idea what a modern vehicle door handle looked like, and Duke’s lack of
opposable thumbs meant he couldn’t open the door. The RV’s back tires were
still off the road, it didn’t look bad if I could get going again before the
tires sank into the muddy ditch. Having to get a tow truck would attract far
more attention than I wanted. “Look,” I hurried around to the passenger side,
and yanked on the handle. “You pull this thing, see? Duke, get in. No,” I added
as the dog happily perched on the passenger seat. “Get onto your bed. Macarius,
take this seat.”


Apparently, knight training does not include how
to get into an RV seat with a big freakin’ sword strapped to your waist. “It’s
not going to,” I tried to help him as he struggled to make the sword fit, the
pointy end first trapped between bottom of the open door and the sill, then he
yanked it up and the hilt couldn’t go up far enough. “Can you take that off for
now?”


“It is my weapon,” he clutched it.


“It’s in the way. We have to go.” The
oncoming car was closer and I could hear it wasn’t a car, it was the diesel
engine of a pickup truck. “Can you undo this?” I yanked on the leather strap
that held the scabbard to the belt.


“Do not touch!” he roared at me, indignant.


“Dude,” stepping back, I held up my hands. “My
bad.” That was my fault, I shouldn’t have touched another man’s weapon. Even if
it was a useless medieval sword. Sure as hell I’d get pissed if he tried to
mess with my pistol. “Just, put it away, OK?”


Headlights swept around the corner, and the engine
sound faded as the driver let off the pedal. My ears had been right, it was a
big pickup. Not a dually, just a heavy duty model. The truck slowed as I walked
around the front of the RV, waving and doing my best to look casual about it.


“Ya’ll need any help?” A gray-haired guy leaned
out the window, a woman was in the passenger seat, leaning over to hear.


“Nice truck,” I said honestly, admiring the
vehicle. “Thanks, but no,” I gave what I intended to be a friendly wave.
“Thought something was wrong, we were just dragging a tree branch that got
caught under the rear axle,” that was the most plausible explanation I could
think up on the spot, an issue that would make me stop, but not require
assistance.


“You sure?” The driver must really have wanted to
rack up Good Samaritan points.


Damn it, I had to get rid of him, but not be a
jerk about it. If I pissed him off, he would remember me. “I think so, but
could you wait just a minute, make sure I can get back on the road? I’d
appreciate it.” Also, if the RV was stuck, he could tow me out. Calling a tow
truck really was not a good option.


“Sure thing,” he nodded, then leaned over to
listen to his wife or girlfriend. “Is your friend going to a costume party?”


Macarius was out of the freakin’ seat again,
standing in the road behind me, one hand on the hilt of his sword.


Damn it.


No one could forget seeing him, in his ancient
Egyptian outfit.


My best move was the combination eye roll, head
shake and shrug. “Sort of, it’s a long story,” I told the driver of the truck.  Then, turning to my useless bodyguard who was
actually putting me in danger, “Mark,” I hissed, “get back in the RV, uh, the wagon.
Now.”’


“Who are these strangers?” he asked, the sword
sliding an inch or two from the scabbard, and he was on the balls of his feet,
poised to spring forward. “What beast do they ride?” He asked the question in
what he probably thought was his Quiet Indoor Voice, which was clearly heard by
the guy in the truck.


“Is your friend all right?” The driver asked. He
also wasn’t leaning quite so far out the window at that point. And the woman in
the passenger seat was tapping on her phone, looking at me, and tapping on her
phone.


Oh, shit.


“Mark, this isn’t funny. Everything’s fine. Get in
the wagon, now. Now,” I added under my breath, “please.”


Keeping his suspicious eyes on the truck, Macarius
walked backwards around the door, awkwardly maneuvered the sword into place,
and sat stiffly on the seat. He was glaring fiercely, apparently more at me
than the strangers in the truck.


“Sorry about that,” I took a half step toward the truck.
“My cousin is, uh, special,” I tapped my head. “You know? I’m taking him
to one of those Renaissance fairs.” With a shrug, I added, “He likes that sort
of thing.”


“Oh,” the guy in the truck laughed. “I got a
cousin like that.” He lowered his voice. “He don’t mean any harm.” He turned to
say something to the woman. She put her phone down, and silently mouthed ‘Bless
you’ to me.


Good people.


I gave them my best friendly smile. “Just a
minute, I’ll see if this thing can get going.”


When the engine roared and the RV lurched forward,
Macarius grabbed the dash with one hand and the door handle with the other. He
was chanting something in a language that definitely was not English, or at
least not the American version I was used to hearing. His eyes were closed and
he was somehow clenching his teeth as he, prayed or whatever he was doing.
Hopefully not chanting an incantation to summon a demon. If he was, we were
screwed, I knew zero about that sort of magic.


The RV’s back wheels got solidly back on the
pavement, and my window drew even with the driver of the truck. “Thanks. You
have a good evening!” I paused just long enough for them to say something back
to me, so they didn’t later remember me as the jerk who couldn’t take two
seconds to be polite. Then, we were off.


A quarter mile down the road, I pulled over where
another road came in from the west. Part of the reason for stopping was the annoying
ding ding ding of the alarm because Macarius wasn’t wearing a seat belt.
Spreading a map on the dash so anyone passing by would think we were just
checking for directions, I took a breath. My passenger was still rigid in the
seat, but at least his eyes were open. “OK, Macarius of, uh, Mikra? How did you
get here?”


“I was Sent,” he said, as if that explained
everything. “I am here, for this is where you need me.”


“Yeah. I need you to, uh, what, exactly?”


“What is this place?” he thumped his knuckles on
the windshield. “This is all strange to me,” his voice fell as he dragged a
fingernail along the inside of the glass, marveling at it.


Oh. Of course. Glass windows were probably unknown
in his time. No, didn’t churches have glass, stained glass? Without access to
the internet, I couldn’t research the subject. A large expanse of clear glass,
glass without imperfections, had to be something he had never seen before. It
had to be a shock to him. “Macarius, that is just glass. You know what glass
is?”


“Yes,” he shot me a look that was less than
friendly.


Slowly holding up my hands, since the big scary
guy in my RV had a freakin’ sword, I said softly, “You might never have seen
this type of glass. But it’s the same thing, uh, melted sand,” I guessed. Was
glass still made of sand, or some form of silica? I knew safety glass like
windshields had layers of glass sandwiched between sheets of plastic film. Maybe
it was all, or mostly, a plastic, like acrylic. It wasn’t the time for a
science lesson.


Ignoring my apology, he ran a hand over the dashboard,
barely touching it. Maybe he was frightened. No, of course he was frightened.
The guy had just come, physically been transported, across centuries, and
thousands of miles. Across an ocean. How does that happen? “What manner
of magic moves this beast?”


“It’s not magic,” I said without thinking. To a
person who lived sixteen hundred years ago, modern technology was a form of
magic. “It’s a machine. There is a machine, under the hood, the front here,
see?” I pointed out the windshield. “Kind of like a, uh, do you know what a water
wheel is?”


“I am a Roman citizen, of course I have seen a
water mill.” He rose off the seat to get a better look. “There is one under
that panel?”


“No. Not exactly. What I meant is, this wagon is
moved by a mechanical machine, not by magic.”


He turned to look at me. “Not magic? You are not a
wizard?” One hand touched the hilt of his sword.


“I am a wizard,” I assured him, not bothering to
add the ‘sort of’ qualification that I gave to Duke. “This machine does not
require a wizard to operate it. Anyone can drive this wagon.”


“Can I drive it?”


“Uh, later. I need to teach you, and, we need to
talk about some things first. Why are you here? How did you get here?”


“You should know these things,” the hand on the
sword gripped it tighter. “If you are a wizard.”


“He is a wizard,” Duke insisted. “If you
try to hurt him,” his ears went back. “I will bite you,” he bared his
teeth.


“Have you ever seen a talking dog before?” I
asked.


“No,” the big Egyptian guy relaxed just a bit.


“See? I am a wizard. What I can’t guarantee is
that I’m the wizard you’re looking for, but I am the only wizard I know of.”


That surprised him, maybe even more than wagons
that moved without horses. “You do not know of other wizards?”


“No, sorry. Wish I did. Macarius, there isn’t much
magic, uh, magical energy, around here. Not for a long time. It might be coming
back. If you’re here, it must be coming back, growing stronger. We,” I had to
stop to yawn. “Uh, let’s talk about this when we stop, OK? There is a
campground just up ahead.”


“I am here for you, to serve and protect you,” he
nodded with such seriousness, I squelched the instinct to roll my eyes.


“That’s uh, good, thank you. Hey, you need to-” I
tugged on my seatbelt. “You need to put yours on.”


“Why?”


“It’s for safety. And, that bell won’t stop
beeping until you click it in,” I unlatched my belt, and clicked it in again.
“Like that, see?”


“It will restrict my movement, if bandits attack.”


“I can promise, there are no bandits around here.”


“Can you not silence the bell? You can wrap a
cloth around it,” he gestured to a sort of leather pouch he wore around his
waist.


“It’s not that kind of bell. Listen to this,”
punching the button, I turned the radio on. 


Macarius lunged sideways against the passenger
door, his eyes bulging. The lights of the digital display might have been more
surprising than the music suddenly coming out of nowhere. Craning his neck
toward the speaker, he had the sword draw partway out of the scabbard. “What
bard is this?”


“That is Taylor Swift, singing about another
heartache.”


“This,” he took a shuddering breath. “Is another
thing in your world that is not magic?”


“Not magic. It’s a machine. Uh,” I figured I
needed to clarify that. “That is a real woman singing, the music is-” Oh hell.
How can I explain recording technology to a guy from the fifth century? “It’s
like how a painting of a person is not the person, you understand? This
is like, a painting of a band. A music group, a group of musicians. Only this
painting captures the sound, not the image.” Damn it, there was so much
he had no cultural reference for.


“This is all strange to me,” his jaw was set in a
tight line.


“That bell,” I turned the radio off, just as it
cut to a commercial for a local car dealer. “Is also only the sound of a
bell, the bell is not here. The bell will keep ringing, until you put on the
safety strap. Can I?” Holding up my hands, I slowly reached across him with one
hand, tugging the belt toward me. “Lift your arms out of the way, yeah, hold
the sword with your knees. This would be,” I bit my lip. “Easier if you let me
do it, the first time.”


Click.


“Now you try it, OK?”


It took the Egyptian warrior three tries, and me
exercising a lot of patience, before he got the latch plate into the buckle.


“Hey!” Duke sniffed at the buckle. “If that is for
safety, how come I don’t have to wear one, when I’m in the seat?”


When he was in the seat, I did have to fasten the
belt behind him so the alarm didn’t drive me crazy. “It doesn’t fit around
you,” I explained.


“You don’t care about me?” Duke’s lips
quivered.


“I do- Listen, can that be another conversation we
have later? Please? The campground is just down the road. We can eat when we’re
there.”


“Ooooh, what kind of food?” The tail wagged
happily.



 








CHAPTER SEVEN



 

I lied. The campground was almost an hour away, along
a road that wound into the Ouachita National Forest. While I drove, I tried to
think of what the hell I’d gotten myself into. Just a few days before, I had
been responsible for exactly one thing: me. For a couple years after my aunt
was murdered, I told myself that I would track down her killers and get
revenge, but I always knew that was never going to happen. On my own, on the
run, with no one to help me and no way to investigate anything, and with law
enforcement thinking I killed her, I had no possibility to do anything useful.
Three times, I wrote long letters, actual letters like on paper, to one of the
agents who was assigned to the investigation. How do I know the names of the
FBI agents involved? That’s easy, their names were in the article about the
investigation, under a photo of two special agents and the local police. The
senior agent looked like an officious dick in the photo, there wasn’t any point
in writing a letter to him. The younger agent, a black woman, she looked sad. Instead
of trying to be Hardass Law Man like the other guy, she just looked sad that my
aunt had died. So, I wrote to her.


The first of the letters, that I typed on an old
manual typewriter I found at a yard sale, got mailed to FBI headquarters. The
next two, I sent to her home. It wasn’t difficult to get her address, I knew
her name and I knew she was with the Atlanta field office, or whatever the
Bureau calls their local units. All three letters I wrote were basically the
same, starting with me stating what I knew, and that I hoped she found who
killed my aunt. Unfortunately, I didn’t know much of anything useful about the
incident. That wasn’t true, of course; I did know some things, I just didn’t
know which nuggets of knowledge I had that might be useful to an official
investigation. Except that my Aunt Sarah was killed, probably because I am the
only person in the world who can still use magic. Sarah warned me that my
abilities made both of us a target, that’s why we used false identities and
moved around a lot.


Sure as hell I couldn’t tell the FBI agent that I
am a wizard, she would file the letters under Dangerous Nutcase.


I remember a lot about that night. No, I remember everything,
in crystal-clear detail. And nothing I remembered is of any use in figuring out
who killed Sarah, or how I could keep away from them.



 

It was mid-August, we were living in Upstate New
York at the time. Renting an old two bedroom farmhouse that had one tiny
bathroom with a clawfoot tub. That might sound romantic, but getting in and out
of that tub was dangerous, more than once I nearly slipped and cracked my head.
A crinkly curtain was hung around the tub so you could take a shower, from the
trickle of lukewarm water that came from the wheezing old water heater in the
corner of the kitchen. The old house was drafty, it didn’t have air
conditioning, and when we moved into the place at the beginning of the previous
October, we discovered the noisy radiators weren’t great at keeping the house
warm. The old single-pane windows needed to have the dried-up old caulking
renewed, and the useless storm windows on the outside were only good for
rattling on windy days. When the wind blew and it was really cold, you could
feel icy air coming up through gaps in the floorboards. In the hallway we threw
down an old rug we found at a garage sale, it was too wide but that provided
extra coverage. In the combination kitchen-dining area, we laid down two sheets
of plywood, then rugs. That helped a lot, the cold air only seeped out at the
edges of the rug.


Damn, that was a crappy old house.


I loved living there.


The place used to be a farm, most of the land had
been sold off over the years and the old barn knocked down. We heard that some
salvage outfit had paid big bucks for the old barn siding, that weathered old wood
can be worth big money to people who are building a new house, garage or barn,
and want it to look like it had been there a long time. Anyway, the property
was surrounded by woods on three sides, with a big hill sloping up steeply
behind the house.


I loved that old place. It gave me the freedom to
wander all over the countryside. My fake ID listed my age as eighteen while in
reality I was sixteen, I had grown a patchy teenager beard to make myself look
older. Sarah allowed me to drive the truck by myself sometimes, if I was very
careful, and that allowed me to go beyond our little town. It made her anxious
every time I took the truck out by myself, so I never abused her trust. It was
very clear to me what the stakes were if I drove too fast or got into an
accident, the police might see that I was not really ‘Nathaniel Barrow’, as
listed on my driver’s license. That identity was solid, there really was a guy
named Nathaniel Barrow who had dark hair like mine, and he would have been
eighteen except he went missing three years before. As a fake identity, it was
about as good as my aunt could get for me.


Like I said, the night my aunt died was in mid-August,
during the Perseid meteor showers. The free local newspaper had an article
about the meteors, and I wanted to see them, Sarah didn’t see the point to
getting out of bed early to watch a bunch of space rocks burn up. The first
night, I set my alarm for four in the morning, but when I looked out, the sky
was clouded over. The forecast for the next night called for clear skies around
midnight, then patchy clouds. Setting my alarm for two, I awoke and saw
twinkling stars, so I crept out of the house, up the hill to where a big rock
gave a view in the direction the meteors were coming from. From there, I could
see lights of a few houses, and the distant whining of tires on the highway
that cut through the area. Sometimes, I drove the truck out to where the county
road passed under the interstate, and just sat and watched cars and trucks going
by. Wondering where they were going, imagining who the people in those cars
were. What it would be like to have a normal life. After a while of watching
cars go by, I turned the truck around and went back home. Sometimes, I laid a
map on the kitchen table and asked my aunt about places that seemed exotic to
me, places she wouldn’t allow us to go.


That night, I did get to see the meteor shower. Lying
on an old blanket, stretched out, at first I used binoculars before I realized
they gave a narrow field of view. To see the Perseids, you need to scan a broad
section of the sky, and by the time you see a streak burning across the field
of stars, it is too late to focus binoculars on it. You just have to enjoy the
show for what it is, the dying flash of a comet. Ice and dust and dirty gray
chunks of rock that had been swinging around the Sun for billions of years,
until they smacked into our planet’s atmosphere and burned up as kinetic energy
was transformed into heat and light. That night, I imagined the show was all
for me, no one else I knew was up at that ungodly hour of the morning. Of
course, I didn’t know all that many people.


After about an hour, the novelty of watching space
rocks play demolition derby with our planet wore off, and the call of my bed was
luring me away from lying on a hard lump of granite. In a T-shirt and shorts, I
was growing chilled enough to have goosebumps on my arms and legs. Two more, I
told myself. Two more meteors, then I was going in. My aunt would have scolded
me for letting random events determine my actions, rather than taking
responsibility but, damn it, I was sixteen and the only consequence was when I
got back to sleep.


 It always felt
to me like it couldn’t be a coincidence that it happened, the moment after the
brightest meteor I saw that night streaked across the sky.


Gunfire.


The loud, distinctive crack of three shots
shattered the night. Just three, in rapid succession. A pause while I froze,
unable to breathe. Then a rolling BOOM that echoed in the night air, followed
by the sky lighting up behind the hill, in the direction of the house.


It was to my credit that I didn’t freeze, or sit
there in the woods and cry, or panic and run away. It was a credit to the way
my aunt trained me that I also didn’t run screaming through the woods toward
the house. Instead of those rash, emotional reactions, I took a moment to think.
Through the woods to the east, I could see a light shining that wasn’t there
before. A floodlight on the back porch of a house. Someone else had heard the
gunshots, or had been woken up by whatever exploded. Someone would be calling
the local volunteer fire department, and it would be at least half an hour
before any emergency vehicles arrived. A state trooper or deputy from the county
sheriff might get there first, depending on how far away they were when they
got the call.


Regardless, there was no need for me to risk
making a call, risk exposing myself.


Right.


With that decision made, I tucked the blanket under
one arm, and took the binoculars with me, If something had gone wrong, like Aunt
Sarah shot at a bear that got into our trash, and somehow- What? The bear
exploded?  I didn’t know. It certainly
couldn’t be anything good.


There wasn’t a trail up the hill behind the house,
the route I’d taken entered the woods to the north side of the house and looped
around to avoid a low, marshy stream behind the house. There was a deer track
that wound down through a thicket of mountain laurel, we had to chase deer away
from the vegetable garden that Sarah insisted we plant back in late May. Taking
that path in the darkness wasn’t easy, especially when I wanted to move fast. There
was a steep drop off where the ground cover got thin, providing a view of the back
porch of the house, which-


Oh my God.


The house was on fire, with the flames
concentrated in the back. The porch there was engulfed in fire, the old sofa we
dragged out to sit on was shooting up flames from its cushions like a torch. From
the dancing yellow flames I could see a figure lying face down on the gravel
walkway that led to the porch. A figure wearing a long light blue sweatshirt,
with bare legs. And short blonde hair.


My aunt.


There wasn’t any urge for me to run to her, because
of what else I saw in the light from the burning house.


Figures running around. A half dozen of them, clad
all in black and carrying some sort of carbines that each had a fat suppressor
attached to the barrel. The kind of weapon that can fire a subsonic bullet
quietly enough that I couldn’t have heard it from the back side of the hill.
One more body, lying on its back ten feet from Sarah, with something dark spreading
in a puddle from its neck or maybe the head. Whoever it was, they were down.
And the others were taking care of business rather than rendering aid. They
were either very, very coldly professional, or they knew the guy was already dead
and there wasn’t anything they could do for him. As I watched through
binoculars, transfixed by the horrible scene, another black-clad figure tumbled
out the window of the back bedroom, smashing the half-open window as he came
through. A gout of flame followed him out, blowing out the rest of the glass in
that window.


That was my bedroom.


That guy who crashed through my bedroom window rolled
over twice, extinguishing the fire that clung to his back. He came to his
knees, cradling some kind of short-barreled automatic weapon in both hands,
then bent over and his body wracked by choking coughs as he gave a thumbs down
gesture with one hand. Smoke inhalation, had to be. Thick black smoke was
pouring out the shattered window of my bedroom. Two guys ran over to him, I say
guys because even wearing all black, I could tell just by the way they moved. The
two helped the one guy to his feet and they went around the side of the house
as a truck pulled up. Two trucks. Crew cabs, either black or dark blue or
green, it was impossible to tell in the odd-colored light of the fire. Two more
guys came running around from the front of the house, shouting something I
couldn’t hear.


I didn’t need to hear.


They were telling their fellows that I wasn’t in
the house.


Then, an odd thing happened. On the patchy lawn at
the back of the house, guys walked quickly back and forth in a pattern, shining
flashlights on the ground. For a moment I had a thrill of hope, that the
shooters had lost their truck keys or something. They would be stuck there, or
at least have to abandon one of their vehicles.


That brief stupid hope was snuffed out when I
understood the people around the house were not bumbling fools who had lost a
set of keys. They were pros, picking up their expended casings.


And, one of them was standing by himself, looking
into the woods.


Looking right at me.


As I slunk down behind a bush that couldn’t
provide enough cover, I pulled the blanket over me like a shroud, leaving a gap
open so I could see out. The guy looking in my direction pulled something down
from the front of his helmet.


Night vision goggles.


That was not good.


Holding my breath seemed like a good idea. When
you expel a breath, the air is warm, body temperature. Certainly warmer than
the cool night air. That’s where being chilled helped me; my skin temperature was
lower than normal from lying on a rock, staring at the sky.


Maybe I had watched too many movies.


Either I was invisible in the darkness, or the
fire raging had impaired the infrared sensors of the goggles, because after a
heart-stopping moment, he pulled the goggles from his eyes, raised a hand and
twirled an index finger in a circle. Round ‘em up was the signal, I knew that from
watching too many movies. Two men grabbed the dead guy and lifted him, there was
a brief discussion about what to do about the dead guy’s blood on the ground,
then the body was heaved into the back of a pickup and a tarp stretched over
the bed for concealment. Everyone ran to the trucks, the leader was last to get
in. The two trucks made tight turns in the grass, without any roaring of
engines. Either electric or hybrids, or they had special mufflers. Headlights
flicked on as the trucks accelerated up the long, winding gravel driveway, then
the lights switched off. Away from the flames, maybe the drivers had turned on
their night vision goggles.


Did I run to my aunt, throw myself on her body,
sobbing?


No.


She had taught me better than that. The attackers
could very well have left a sniper in the woods, waiting for me to come back. Or
they could even have booby-trapped her body, I noticed that none of them came
near her during the time I watched. Leave a grenade or other type of explosive
device attached to the body, terrorists were known to do that. 


Instead, I slowly walked back up the deer track,
keeping low and breathing shallowly until I reached the top and went over the
back side of the hill. There, I went down on hands and knees, squeezing my eyes
tightly shut.


Focus.


My aunt warned me this could happen.


Would happen.


We had trained for it. The difference was, when we
trained, my teenage self always treated the event as a game. This was no game.


Move now, process later. Gathering up the blanket,
I stumbled through the dark along the back side of the hill, stepping over the
shadows of logs that weren’t there, and catching my feet on roots and
underbrush I didn’t see. 


 My first
stop was a large tree that had fallen over years before. Using a stick to dig
into a pile of leaves on the uphill side of the trunk, I exposed a gray tarp.
Pulling that out, I unfolded it, then tore into the plastic garbage bags that were
wrapped around a shovel. Once I had the shovel, the plastic was stuffed back
into the tarp, which was folded and recovered with leaves again. That land
belonged to a farm that grew hay for dairy cattle, but the farmer never came up
into the woods that I had seen.


Armed with the shovel, my next stop was to get our
‘Go’ bags. Two backpacks, one for me and one for Aunt Sarah, that were wrapped
in plastic bags sealed with duct tape and buried. Buried between two trees that
leaned into each other. That was a distinctive landmark that could be found
even in the dark or fog, or when the ground was covered in snow. We had dug the
hole over several days, removing a bunch of stupid rocks that made the job
harder than it needed to be. Most of the rocks we placed on top of the ground,
so anyone randomly digging in the woods would select an easier spot.


It took no more than ten minutes, digging quietly
and stopping at random intervals to listen for sounds around me, before I had
both packs out. They were in prime condition, clean and dry once the multiple
layers of plastic were removed. By that time, I could hear a siren coming from
the other side of the hill, it was time for me to get moving. Everything got
reburied, the rocks went back on top, and I took both backpacks. Aunt Sarah
didn’t need hers, and me taking both packs was part of the plan: whoever could
get to the packs first would retrieve them, then wait at a planned series of
rendezvous points. The plans were the same, except there was no need for me to
wait anywhere. My aunt was dead. All I could do for her was make sure the
attackers didn’t get what they wanted: me dead also.


That night started the solo phase of my life on
the run. In the pack was a Glock 26 subcompact pistol and a box of 9mm ammo. It
was a short-range weapon but easy to conceal, and that was important. At the
time, I had argued that a magazine that held only ten rounds wasn’t enough,
Sarah insisted that if I ever got into a serious firefight, a higher capacity
magazine really wasn’t going to make a difference. Anyway, her pack held the
Glock 19 that I still carried. Between our packs there was cash and gold coins,
plus clothes, fake IDs, burner phones, basically everything an aspiring
fugitive needs to start a life of petty crime. Resisting the urge to peek over
the hill to watch the fire truck or police car or whatever was the source of
the sirens, I headed out, hugging the tree line at the edge of the field, and
never looked back.


Except I did look back, in a way. I replayed the events
of that early morning many times in my mind, trying to understand what could
have happened. The only sequence of events that made sense was if an unknown
group had crept up on the house during the night, leaving their trucks along
the driveway. If the trucks had driven up to the house, Sarah would have heard
the tires crunching on the gravel. She must have heard something. Instead
of being surprised and murdered in her bed, she had been at the back door, on
the back porch, with a gun. The three shots I heard had been from her pistol,
the attackers’ silenced carbines hadn’t made any sound. The guy lying on the walkway
had been killed by Sarah, then she had been shot by return fire. The explosion?
My guess was some of the incoming rounds missed Sarah and struck the propane
tank of the gas grill on the back porch behind her. BOOM. That set the dry
timbers of the old house on fire, and that’s all she wrote. Sarah died to
protect me. Maybe she knew I wasn’t in the house, maybe she didn’t. She certainly
had known that the people surrounding the house were professionals and the only
way to protect me was to fight back. So she did. And she died, to protect me.



 

Over the years, there had been several occasions when
I could tell the Feds were looking for me, so whether one agent believed I was
telling the truth or not, the Agency still considered me to be a ‘person of
interest’ in the murder of my aunt. The authorities had to have seen and
analyzed blood on the ground from the guy my aunt had killed. And surely they
had found expended rounds in the burnt wreckage of the house, or, I hate to
think about it, bullets in Sarah’s body. Checking news accounts immediately after
the incident, at first there was concern that an ‘unknown youth’ was missing
and the authorities feared for my safety. By that time, I was living in an
empty hunting cabin and trying to decide what to do next. It had surprised me
that while my backpack had the two thousand dollars Sarah gave me, her pack had
thirty thousand dollars of cash and gold coins. Where had she gotten so much
money? She used to disappear sometimes, for an entire day and once, the whole
night. Those times, I had to stay inside the house or apartment we were
renting, and she never explained what she was doing. Always after she
disappeared, we moved shortly after, again with no explanation of why.


The hunting cabin provided nice shelter for almost
a week, while I kept busy by researching and then breaking into houses on the
lake nearby. I had money that would run out at some point, and I couldn’t rely
on my aunt to provide more. Many of the lakeside houses were owned by rich
people from New York or other cities, and were occupied only on weekends. The
problem with robbing an unoccupied house is, there isn’t much worth stealing.
What I wanted was cash and jewelry, and people don’t keep that kind of stuff in
a place where they aren’t living. What I did was steal a bicycle and rode it
around the area with the biggest houses, identifying targets. Then, I waited
for the family to go out on the boat. If the entire family didn’t go, I skipped
that place. If Mommy, Daddy, Muffy, Biff and the little Biffster all got on the
boat to go waterskiing, that was my opportunity. Walking up to the house while
wearing a dark blue Polo shirt and a dark blue baseball cap, I carried an empty
cardboard box, like I was delivering some junk they ordered. Only once did a
neighbor notice me, in that case I simply left the box and walked back up the
driveway. In one afternoon, I hit three houses and that was it. Staying in the
area was too risky once residents were aware they had been robbed. Back at the
cabin, I sorted through the jewelry, there was a lot of it, expensive-looking
stuff.


No, I don’t think what I did was right. The people
I stole from had insurance, that doesn’t make it right. What I did was
necessary, same as when I stole a car after I left the hunting cabin, then
ditched that car and got on a bus headed south. By that time, the news was
reporting that I was now being sought as a ’person of interest’ in my aunt’s
murder, so a group of unknown killers and the police were searching for
me. I was outta there.



 

It really hadn’t been a total surprise when my
aunt was killed, Sarah had drilled into my head the danger of our situation.
That’s why we prepared Go bags, and she taught me how to shoot a pistol. Her
death was still a shock to me, it took me a long time to accept the reality
that she was gone. For years, Sarah was the only person I talked with, I mean
had a real relationship with. We moved around so often that it was difficult
for me to make friends, and Sarah constantly reminded me not to get too close
to people. People who get close eventually ask questions, like why I didn’t
attend any of the local schools? Aunt Sarah had pulled me out of school right
after my parents died and we moved around a lot, to keep one step ahead of the
people she said were looking for me. So, I had been living on the run for a
long time, the only difference since her murder is I had been on my own.


Alone, as in, all by myself. With no one else I
was responsible for.


Thinking about how I had been alone for years, I
worried about what I was going to do with a dog, a talking dog, and with
a guy who looked like he was seriously into Warhammer cosplay. It was tough
enough surviving on my own, how could I provide for a dog and a, what? A
bodyguard, who walked around with a freakin’ sword? My ability to avoid the
attention of law enforcement was based on avoiding catching anyone’s attention.
Unless I could keep Macarius in the back of the RV forever, he was definitely
going to attract attention.


As I drove, I kept sneaking looks at my passenger.
He was stiff in the chair, the scabbard of the sword clutched in both hands,
point down on the floorboard in front of him. His eyes were half closed as he
stared straight ahead, not saying a word to-


His head bobbed down to his chest, then he caught
himself and jerked upright.


Damn, the guy was falling asleep?


Of course he’s sleepy. He just traveled across
sixteen centuries, through a process I not only didn’t understand, I couldn’t
even imagine it. Whatever technique had been used, it was magic I’d never heard
of. Being thrown across time had to wear on a human body, plus the shock of seeing
modern technology, had to be a shock.


He could barely keep his eyes open. Reaching out
to touch his shoulder, I pulled my hand back at the last moment. Probably it
wasn’t a good idea to startle the guy. “Macarius, you should rest.”


“No,” he sat bolt upright, intently glaring
straight ahead. The guy had a Resting Scowl Face, what’s up with that? “I am
here for a purpose. I must fulfill-”


“For fulfilling your purpose,” I cringed, hearing
the voice of my elementary school teacher asking me to diagram that sentence. “You
need to rest. There may be great perils ahead of us,” I added, feeling like I
was reading from a Lord of the Rings script. Or playing Dungeons and Dragons in
someone’s basement.


His grip on the sword hilt tightened. “I will
protect you.”


“Not if you are half asleep. Look, Macarius, we
are safe now. Later, your skill may be needed.” Closing my right eye, I bowed
my head a bit and held out a hand, like I was using my wizard senses, whatever
those are. “I sense no danger,” I told him, which was entirely true. “Rest now,
I will awaken you before we reach our destination.”


He struggled mightily to stay alert for another
five minutes, then his head bobbed down and his breathing slipped into gentle
snoring. Before we had a bodyguard, I had leaned the seatback partway down, to
make it easier for Duke to get on and off the seat. Macarius was slumped back
in the seat, his head lolled away from me. Duke was curled up on his bed
between the seats, his eyes closed, fast asleep.


However I imagined my future, it did not involve
driving around in an old RV, with a talking dog and a guy from ancient Egypt.


I did a lot of thinking while I drove and my
companions slept.


Thinking about my problems didn’t do me any good.



 








CHAPTER EIGHT



 

The RV park or campground or whatever you call it,
was pretty empty that time of year. Before I pulled into the access road, Macarius
had grudgingly agreed to go wait in the back, where he wouldn’t be seen while I
checked in. The woman at the desk was a bit salty about me coming in five
minutes after the official check-in time, but she cheered up when she saw Duke
pawing at the passenger window. I didn’t know whether having a friendly dog
with me made me more memorable, or less. Overall, I guessed having Duke with me
was a good thing. A guy alone in an RV was a bit unusual, and if anyone
remembered us, they would be focus on describing the dog. The RV itself was
distinctive for being older and more tired than most others I’d seen on the
road, so I had a fix for that. Masking tape, a couple rattle cans of spray
paint, and some stick-on striping. The forecast called for the next day to be
warmer and dry, and I booked two nights at the campground. Hopefully I could extend
a tarp over one side and get it painted, then switch to the other side. At the
least, fresh paint would cover up the stains and scratches that made my new
home look worn out.


I arranged for a spot away from the few other
campers, explaining that I was learning to play a guitar and didn’t want to
disturb anyone. The woman at the desk tapped a sign that stated quiet hours
were 10PM to 8AM, and I agreed that was a good policy.


The campsite, or parking spot, was under a big
pine tree that would probably drip sap on the roof, I didn’t care. There was an
electric hookup, a firepit, a BBQ grill a couple campsites away for common use.
And a cinderblock building for bathrooms, with showers. Hot showers. Damn, that
sounded good.


Oh hell. Macarius had never seen indoor plumbing
before, had he? Unless the Romans had that sort of thing. I remember reading
that the Roman Empire had baths, with heated water. When Macarius got into the
RV, with the windows closed, I expected him to smell like, well, what I smelled
like when I went a couple days. Somewhere I had read that people in ancient
times bathed only once a year, that was probably as bogus as most of the
history I’d been taught.


And the fact that Rome had baths didn’t mean their
entire empire had such advanced facilities everywhere.


The first order of business was getting my
bodyguard into some normal clothes. He was about my height, which had also
surprised me, I assumed people from long-ago times would be shorter. He was
also heavier built than me, it was good that I had bought baggy clothes on my
last shopping trip. “Macarius,” I called him while I dug clothes out of the
closet. “You need to change out of those clothes.”


“What is wrong with my clothing?” he demanded. At
least he didn’t have one hand on his sword. “I am a warrior of the medjai!”


“It is fine clothing, for a warrior of the, uh,
med-jy,” I stumbled over the unfamiliar word. “Local customs here are
different, your clothes are-” Right then, it hit me that he had probably worn
his finest outfit for the occasion of, whatever it he thought he had done when
he was thrown forward in time.


Uh oh. I had been assuming he volunteered to be
sent forward.


Assuming he knew he would travel through
time. Maybe he thought he was being sent to the aid of a wizard in Rome, or
some other place, in the year of our Lord 321.


I needed to be very careful about how I revealed
the truth to him.


“Your clothes would be considered strange here,” I
fell back on telling the guy the simple truth. “Right now, it is important that
I not attract attention, people are looking for me. Hunting for me, you
understand?”


He nodded once, doing his serious scowl thing. We
needed to work on getting him more than one facial expression.


“Try this on,” I tossed a long sleeved shirt on
the bed. “And these pants. This is a zipper, see?” I pulled my own zipper down,
then up, then did it again. Sure as hell the Romans did not know about zippers.
“These are socks, they go on your feet, hmm, and,” I dug a pair of sneakers
from the floor of the closet. They would probably be tight on him, still better
than wearing the sandals he brought with him.


It wasn’t easy. For one thing, apparently people
back then didn’t wear underpants, so that sudden revelation was just delightful
for both of us. Not. Then, he was so fascinated by the action of a zipper that
he stood there, without underpants, and slowly zipped it up and down, watching
the teeth engage. Finally, I persuaded him to put on some freakin’ boxer
shorts, then the jeans. Under his shirt or tunic or whatever you called it, he
wore a wooden cross with the four corners capped with copper or bronze. The
cross was at least six inches long, it hung around his neck on a leather strap,
and whenever he touched it, his lips moved in a silent prayer. He needed to be
shown how to put on the pants, and the socks, and how to tie shoelaces. The
long-sleeved shirt he figured out by himself. Then he insisted on buckling his
sword belt around his waist, though I persuaded him to keep the sword in its
scabbard, tucked under the passenger seat. It was dark and no one was around,
so we walked over to the campground bathrooms, where I demonstrated how to turn
on a shower. For the first time, his face cracked into a smile when he saw
water, then hot water, spraying out of the showerhead. Next I explained
how flush toilets work, which, trust me, was not as fun as showing him the
shower. I got the impression he thought I was playing a joke on him.


It was dark and the night air was getting chilly, so
I gave Macarius a hoodie and we got a fire started. Sitting by the fire, his
face partly in shadow from the hood pulled up over his head, the firelight making
his dark beard glow, he looked like an ancient warrior despite the modern
clothing. Duke was curled up in the dirt at my feet, ignoring the blanket I’d
laid down for him.    The three of us sat
silently for a while, staring into the fire. Macarius had a lot on his mind.
Duke might not have much going on in his doggy head other than thinking he was
hungry. And me? I didn’t know what to say to our new travel companion. The
conversation could not start with me saying something like ‘Hey, this is not
where or when you expected, and everyone you knew or loved is long gone’. That
would be a dick move. The guy had sacrificed everything to help me, and whether
I needed his questionable help or not, I owed him at least the courtesy of
breaking the bad news gently.


Also, I couldn’t tell my bodyguard that I didn’t
need his protection, and that the sacrifices he had made to do, whatever he
thought he was supposed to do, were for nothing. There wasn’t any great danger
I was fighting against, no epic quest I had to complete. My life was just me,
trying to survive off the grid and stay one step ahead of the law. And one step
ahead of whoever was chasing me. Macarius might be utterly dedicated to his
duty, but the truth was I not only didn’t need him, he was pretty much useless
to me. He knew nothing about the modern world. Rather than protecting me, he
would be a burden I didn’t need.


The smart move would be for me to ditch him, let him
get picked up by the cops, who would no doubt think he was crazy, and send him
someplace he could get treatment for delusions he didn’t have. The smart thing
would also be a supremely asshole move, so I wasn’t going to do that.


What would I do with him?


Hell, I had no idea.


“I have steaks in the fridge, I’ll get them,” I
told him after the silence stretched into awkwardness. During my trip to the
grocery store that morning, I loaded up on supplies. Most of the steaks I’d
planned to freeze for later, but they were still in the fridge. In the RV’s
tiny kitchen, I microwaved a couple large potatoes to preheat them, then coated
them in olive oil and salt, and wrapped them in foil. The taters I placed on
coals I raked out of the fire. Macarius peered down at the shiny objects that
were cooking, and he became intently interested when I put the steaks on a wire
grill, and set it over the coals.


“Do you want a beer?” I held up a can.


“Beer?”


Did they have beer in ancient Egypt? I didn’t
know. Shockingly, that subject was not covered in history class. “Here,” I
popped open the can, and poured the beer into a red plastic cup, which everyone
knows is the best way to drink a brewski. “Try it.”


He sniffed it, took a sip, and then another sip. “This,
you call beer in your land?”


“It’s what they had at the 7-11,” I explained. Next
time, I should get a sample pack, see whether he likes IPAs, stouts, porters or
other types of modern beer. That answered the question, though. He did know
what beer is, even if he didn’t think the modern stuff was good enough.


When dinner was ready, I gave him the bigger of
the two steaks, and the larger potato. Duke sat between us, drooling on the
ground. “This is a fork,” I held up the utensil, which I was pretty sure was
not known in ancient Egypt. “You use it like this, to hold the food, and cut it
with the knife.”


Using a fork was so awkward for him at first, I looked
away so I wouldn’t laugh.


He peeled the foil wrapper off the tater. “This
steel is so thin,” he held up a piece of foil, marveling at it.


“Uh, it’s aluminum. A different type of metal. Lighter
than steel.”


He nodded, carefully smoothing out the foil and
setting it on the log beside him. Of course the idea of discarding refined
metal would have been shocking to him. Poking at the baked tater with the fork
suspiciously, he asked, “What is this?”


“It’s a potato, haven’t you-” Uh oh. No, he had
not seen a potato before, duh. Potatoes, and tomatoes, and corn, and a long
list of other foods that are part of the modern staple diet all over the world,
all came from the Americas. Before Columbus crossed the Atlantic in 1492, no
one outside of South America knew about potatoes. “It’s good. You cut it open
like this, and put butter, and pepper and salt on it, if you like.”


He did as I showed him, except when he picked up
the pepper shaker, he carefully shook a few grains into the palm of one hand,
and sniffed at it.


Oh, I should have thought of that. Pepper must
have been expensive in the ancient world. Damn, we both had a lot of mental adjustments
to make. “It’s OK, we have lots of pepper,” I pointed to the generous amount of
black flakes on my potato. “It is not a precious spice here.”


Being pushed across time and distance must have
been a strain, or Macarius was always hungry, because he ate his steak, even
the parts I would have given to Duke. He also ate the entire potato. Half of my
steak went to the dog, I couldn’t concentrate on eating while sad brown eyes
were staring at me. 


It happened while I was focused on keeping Duke’s
intently sniffing nose away from the last piece of my steak. That’s why I
didn’t see the moment when she appeared. I looked down to poke the fire, pushed
Duke’s muzzle away from my plate, then looked up again.


She was just there.



 


 

“Who-” Scrambling to my feet and pulling out the
Glock, I knocked the plate on the ground, and almost tripped over my own feet.
Macarius stood up abruptly and the sword he insisted on carrying slid silently
from its scabbard, the blade orange from reflected fire light. Duke growled
low, then whined.


She wasn’t there, then she just was. No way
had more than a second or two passed between no one being here, and her
standing on the other side of the fire. A girl, I should say a young woman, mid
to late teens was my guess at a very fast first glance. Curly red hair, and I
mean red not ‘auburn’ or some other color that people describe as a ‘red
head’. I would say ‘ginger’ but I’ve heard that term can be used as a slur by
some jerks. She wasn’t tall, definitely less than five feet four, probably closer
to five two and on the petite side. She wore an odd off-white dress that swept close
to the ground, with what I think is called a ‘shawl’ made of thick wool, and a
green sash around her waist.


A sash, over which was strapped a leather belt
that held a sword. That was my first clue that I should be thinking ‘Ruh-roh,
not this again’. Over her shoulders was a quiver of arrows, and she held
a wooden bow with both hands.


Flowers. In her hair, she wore a garland of tiny
yellow and white flowers, that were curled up and wilted. Petals were dropping
from the garland and fell onto her nose, which had freckles dark enough to be
seen in the firelight. Green eyes, they sparkled in the light, the-


Why did I notice more about her, than about
Macarius?


She’s a woman, I’m a guy. It’s a thing, OK?


Macarius didn’t raise his sword over his head, he
held it out in front, across his body. A stance that was better for defense, I
guessed, I didn’t know much about swords. Instead of charging at her, my
bodyguard stepped sideways in front of me, blocking my aim. “Macarius! Could
you-”


Whoever the girl was, her eyes rolled back, she
fell to her knees, then fell over sideways, rolling face down in the grass.


I hadn’t expected that.


Hell, I hadn’t expected any of the stuff that happened
to me, since the morning of the ambush, including the ambush.


Also, I did not expect my bodyguard to slide the
sword back in the scabbard and rush over to the girl, kneeling down beside her.
“Matthew, assist me,” he waved me toward him, and untangled the garland of
wilted flowers from her hair. “She is weary from the Sending.”


“Sending?” Standing there stupidly for a moment, I
only got my feet into action after Duke bounded over to the new arrival, and
licked her face. His tail was wagging just below the speed of sound, so I
figured he did not consider the girl to be a threat. One thing I know about
dogs is that dogs know people. Putting the Glock back in its holster, I
ran the other way. Not from cowardice, but to get a blanket from the RV.


By the time I got back, Macarius was helping her
to sit up. He held out a hand to stop me, keep me away. “Do not frighten her,
Matthew.” Gesturing toward the blanket, he took it and wrapped it around her
shoulders, then gently supported her as she stood up and staggered over to the
fire.


“Why is she shivering?” I whispered.


“The Sending,” Macarius put an arm across her shoulders
and pulled her to him in a fatherly gesture. “It is bitterly cold.”


Oh. That explained the wilted flowers in the
garland. They had been exposed to freezing cold. “You weren’t cold.”


“I was. I had been in the road for some time, before
you came to me.”


It was more like he came to me, but I
wasn’t going to correct him.


Besides, I really didn’t know much about magic.
Maybe he was right about how such things happened.


“You know this girl, then?” Seeing her from
close-up, I knew she was a girl, my hasty guess about her being in her
mid-teens was correct. “Is she-”


“I do not know who she is,” Macarius shook his
head slowly. “I know what she is.”


“A wizard?”


“No. She is a knight, like me. I saw her appear.
You did not?”


“No,” I admitted, and felt his estimation of my
usefulness as a wizard slip a notch. “You are sure she’s a,” it felt odd to say
‘knight’, a word I associated with Dungeons and Dragons. “A knight?”


“Yes. Though I do not know why they would have
sent a girl.”


In addition to teaching my bodyguard about modern
technology, apparently he needed an education about how gender roles had
changed over the centuries. Although I thought Cleopatra had ruled Egypt, so he
must be familiar with powerful women. Or was Cleopatra after his time? Anyway,
that was a lesson for another day.


Whoever our visitor was, she wasn’t shivering as
violently, and her teeth had stopped chattering. Going into the RV, I
microwaved a mug of milk and stirred in hot chocolate, another food that was
from the Americas. “Drink this,” I held out the mug to her. “Careful, it’s
hot.”


She kept her hands in her lap.


“It is all right, sister,” Macarius assured her.
“Matthew of America is a good man, he is the wizard you are seeking.” He took
the mug from me and sipped at it. His eyebrows shot up. “So good! What is
this?”


“We call it ‘hot chocolate’.”


“Such marvels you have in this land,” he muttered.
“Sister, drink, it is hot and will give you the energy you need.”


She liked it, maybe a bit too much because she
smacked her lips like she’d burned her tongue on the hot liquid. I knew what
that felt like.


“Sister,” Macarius took the lead and I was happy
to let him talk. “I am Macarius of Mikra, a knight of the medjai. The wizard is
Matthew of Am-”


“Actually, ah-” Oh, hell. They had risked their
lives to come across time to help me, the least I could do was stop lying. “My
true name is Kazimir Wolfe. Sorry, I have to be careful about telling my real
name to people.”


“Why?” There wasn’t any anger in his eyes that I
had lied to him. “Are false names common among wizards here?”


“No, I, uh, people are looking for me, so I
conceal my real identity.” As far as I knew, there was no power in a ‘true
name’, despite what I had read in fantasy books. Or, maybe a true name went
deeper than a spoken word. There was so much I didn’t know about magic. My aunt
had never mentioned any need to be cautious about revealing my name in the context
of magic, only for avoiding the authorities. She wasn’t actually a wizard, so…
“Hi,” I ducked down, balanced on the balls of my feet, so the girl and I were
at eye level. She avoided looking directly at me. Probably wherever she came
from, wizards were powerful, forboding beings, and you weren’t supposed to look
directly at them. Real wizards, not like me. “I’m Kazimir. This is Duke,” I
ruffled the back of his neck. “Would you like to pet him?”


Slowly, her eyes downcast but looking toward me,
she reached out to scratch the dog’s head. He leaned into it. His tail swished
back and forth. “I like her,” he said.


She jerked her hand away, her mouth dropping open
in shock. “The dog can talk?”


“Hey!” Duke protested. “I’m right here.”


“You can,” she reached out a shaking hand to
stroke his head. “Talk,” she said in an accent I couldn’t identify. French,
maybe Italian? With her red hair, I had immediately thought she might be from
Ireland or Scotland, but that wasn’t true.


“Kazimir of America is a wizard,” Macarius was
still speaking in a fatherly tone, but there was a note of scolding when he
said that.


Holding up my hands, I was quick to tell her, “It’s
not my doing. Duke is a dog, I didn’t give him the ability to talk. Duke?”


“I am channeling the spirit of a wizard from
Babylon,” the announcement was less dramatic when delivered by a dog with a dopey
grin. “His name is Marduk, but my name is ‘Duke’.”


I patted his head. “Macarius is from Egypt.”


She blinked in at him, then me in surprise. “I am
from Gaul.”


Macarius nodded, and I mentally patted myself on
the back from knowing that ‘Gaul’ is what we now call France. That is why
French culture is referred to as ‘Gallic’. Look at the big brain on me, huh?


“Your clothing is,” she reached out to pinch Macarius’s
sleeve, and roll the material between her fingers. “Strange.”


“I gave him those clothes. Macarius left Egypt in
the year, uh-”


“The year of our Lord 321,” he filled in what I
hadn’t remembered.


“I am,” she took another sip of hot chocolate. Her
hands gripped the mug tightly, but she was no longer shaking. “I am Gisele, of Arelate.”


“Arr-eh-late,” I repeated. I had no idea where
that was, other than somewhere in France, I assumed. “Gisele, when were
you Sent?”


 “My
mistress, the wizard Ingund, sent me from the year four hundred ninety seven?”
Her eyes darted from me to Macarius, he nodded, encouraging her to continue. “Do
the Goths still rule?” She asked with a note of fear.


“Uh, these days, the Goths mostly rule at the food
court.” I could see that joke fell flat. 


“I left Gaul twenty one years after Romulus
Augustulus was overthrown, as the last Roman Emperor in the West,” she added.


I’d have to take her word about those dates, until
I could Google when Rome fell. My vague memory was the city had gotten sacked more
than once before the Empire collapsed completely, including once being
conquered by a group called the Vandals. That’s where we got the word
‘vandalism’, because they trashed Rome like a rock band in a cheap hotel room.
When a teacher told me that, I thought it was cool, that’s why I remembered it.
When I was in school, daydreaming instead of paying attention in history class,
I never expected to need any knowledge of anything that happened before-


“The Empire has fallen?” Macarius interrupted my
thoughts. “That cannot be! The Empire is eternal.”


“No, brother,” she patted his hand. “The Empire in
the East is still strong, at Constantinople. But Rome has fallen.”


“Gisele is right,” I hesitated to say much,
considering how fuzzy was my knowledge of the subject.


“Constantinople,” Macarius pronounced the
unfamiliar word carefully. Shaking his head, he declared, “I do not know of
it.”


“Uh,” I squinted, trying to recall details about
history I had learned. “I think in your time, Constantinople it was called
‘Byzantium’?”


He starred at me. “Byzantium is the capital
of the Empire now?”


“Yeah, about that. Gisele, are you hungry?”


She nodded silently.


“OK. Macarius, stay with her, I’ll get something
to eat.”


In the RV, I slapped together a ham and cheese
sandwich, and added a half dozen chocolate chip cookies to the plate. Before
going out the door, I made another sandwich. The way Macarius wolfed down that
steak, he might be still hungry. For the dog, I got an extra piece of cheese.


“Here, eat this,” I gave them each a sandwich, and
popped open two ginger ales.                                                                                                                                                                                                                        


“This is more beer?” Macarius sniffed at the
ginger ale.


“No, it’s a,” I didn’t feel like explaining the
concept of soda right then. “It’s a type of juice, with bubbles in it. Try it.”


Gisele nibbled at a sandwich, unsure at first how
to eat it. Oh, duh, sandwiches hadn’t been invented in her time. They also
didn’t know about tacos.


Maybe that’s why that era of history was called
the Dark Ages?


Wow, after she figured out how to eat a sandwich,
she attacked the thing. The soda made her sneeze, she was embarrassed about
that. When she picked up a second cookie, I decided it was time to tell them
the truth. The awful truth.


“Listen, I need to tell you something.”


“How far is it to Byzantium?” Macarius asked while
stuffing a cookie into his mouth.


“It’s, really far. Across an ocean.”


“The ocean?” Gisele looked up at the trees around
us. “We are in Britannia, then? I did not think I would travel so far.”


“No, we’re not in Britain. We are across the
Atlantic, far to the west of Gaul.”


She tilted her head. “To the west of the Three
Gauls is Hispania.”


Hispania, I assumed, was the Roman name for what
is now Spain and Portugal. I didn’t know what she meant by the Three
Gauls, I thought there was only one. That was another thing I needed to
research on Wikipedia. “There is an ocean to the west of Hispania. Do you know
about that?”


“Of course,” Gisele looked at Macarius, puzzled. “But,
there is no land to the west of Hispania.”


“This land here,” the Egyptian pointed to the
ground excitedly. “This America, is a remnant of Atlantis?”


“No,” I held up my hands. “There is no Atlantis.
This land is called ‘America’,” I explained. “You did not know about it during
your time. You need to understand, a lot more time has passed that you probably
expect.” They looked at me, waiting expectantly. “About,” I rounded the number.
Being exact didn’t matter, and I remembered something about western calendars
switching from Gregorian to Julian dates at some point, or the other way
around. The conversion had chopped off or added some years to the count. “Fifteen
hundred years.”



 


 

Gisele’s plate fell on the ground when I dropped
the bombshell revelation, while Macarius sat stone-faced, staring past me. “So long,”
he gasped.


“This cannot be,” Gisele shook her head. “Ingund Sent
me, because her health was failing, and she would not last until the final
battle.”


“Battle?” I asked. “What, battle?”


“The great, final battle of Good against Evil. When
our world collides with the Netherworld, and we triumph or perish,” Macarius
whispered. “You do not know this, wizard?”


“No. I told you, I don’t know of any other wizards.”


“Marduk is a wizard,” Duke wagged his tail.


“Is he able to talk yet?” I asked eagerly.


“No,” the tail drooped.


“No one has told me anything, about any of this
stuff,” I sighed. “Macarius, Gisele, tell me about this final battle,” I asked,
not believing the words as I spoke. Any talk of a final battle between good and
evil should happen in a great hall, lit by a roaring fire in the center, while
we sung of our great deeds and drank mead from the skulls of our enemies. Or
something like that, whatever the Vikings did.


Instead, we were in an RV park, where our fire was
sputtering because the meager bundle of wood I bought was still green, the
musical accompaniment was a Katy Perry song coming from a trailer a hundred
yards away, and I was drinking soda from a plastic cup.


If our world depended on me to save it, we were in
big trouble.


“Ingund,” Gisele rested elbows on her knees and
pressed her palms against her forehead, looking at the ground. “Sent me as her
champion, to assist wizards who are fighting the Convergence.”


“The Convergence, that’s when our world and this,
Netherworld,” it felt like a conversation that belonged in a Dungeons and
Dragons campaign, not in real life. “When they come together?”


“Yes.” Macarius raised an eyebrow. He was examining
me, and I think he didn’t like what he saw. “How can a wizard not know this?”


“A lot of knowledge has been lost over the
centuries,” I shrugged. “There was no one to teach me. People in this time have
no idea that magic was once real.”


“Ingund knew, she knew,” Gisele insisted.
“The final battle would happen within a century of my time. The signs were
clear.”


“I don’t know what to tell you,” I held up my
hands. “According to history, this Convergence thing never happened. Or it did,
nobody noticed, and it went away.”


“It would not have gone away,” Macarius
rose to his feet, glaring at me. His hand wasn’t on the hilt of the sword, but
my guess is that was his next move. “The final battle would have devastated our
world. Demons and all manner of foul creatures would have poured through
portals to take over, and all would be lost to darkness,” he said in a harsh
whisper that made the hair on the back of my neck stand up. Standing by the
fire, the crackling flames illuminating his face from below, did not at all
make it extra creepy.


“Whoa, hey,” I held up my hands slowly. If he went
for his sword, I would have to roll backwards and draw my Glock. Which I
couldn’t actually use without drawing all kinds of unwanted attention. Hell, I
didn’t want to shoot the guy. “Macarius, all I’m saying are the facts I know. Fifteen
hundred, actually sixteen hundred years have passed since your time. There are
no demons in this world.” Almost I added ‘that I know of’, before realizing
that wouldn’t help. “There is very little magic at all, that’s why I
don’t know any other wizards.”


“Kazimir Wolfe of America,” his right hand crept
down toward the sword, fingers curled to quickly grasp the hilt. “I have seen
no evidence you are a wizard at all.”


“He must be a wizard,” Gisele said, but her eyes
showed she wasn’t sure about that. “We are here.”


“Perhaps he is a false wizard. Perhaps he
conspired to lure us here.”


“Hey!” Duke stood up. “Kaz is a wizard, he is the
wizard.”


“Are you able to talk through magical means he
performed?” Macarius asked.


“No,” the dog’s tail drooped again.


“Listen, wait,” I inched backwards on the flat log
where I was seated. “You want to see me do some magic? Would that help?”


“It would answer some of my questions. Not all.”


“Great, uh,” I looked around. On the other side of
the cinderblock building that house the bathrooms and showers, a few lights
were on in RVs and trailers. Someone over there had a roaring fire going, and I
could dimly see people seated on lawn chairs, talking loudly and listening to
music. “Stand over here,” I gestured to my left.


“Why?” He was suspicious.


“I don’t want anyone else to see what I’m going to
do. Stand between those people and the fire. If you want me to demonstrate that
I am a wizard?”


“Yes. Sister,” he gestured to Gisele and they walked
around the other side of the fire pit, until their backs were toward the other
occupied campsites. “We are waiting, wizard.”


There wasn’t a lot of magic I knew how to do. My
aunt didn’t know much about the rules and practical application of magic. Whenever
I tried something and failed, she reminded me that the amount of residual
magical energy in the world was so weak. There was no way to know whether I lacked
the skill to make magic work, or if there just wasn’t enough energy around to work
with. So, for my amateur training, I focused on performing a few spells that
did work reliably, even if they had no practical value.


One trick I’d learned is that you can supplement
the limited amount of magical energy, by working with a substance from the
natural world that has a strong affinity with magic.


Like fire.


How does that work?


I have no idea. Sometimes, I can make magic do
things, but I didn’t understand the, I guess you might call it the science of
magic. The principles behind how it works. It’s not my fault, everything I knew
at that time came from my aunt, and her knowledge was from the equivalent of illegible
words scrawled on crumpled-up Post-It notes she found in the pocket of
someone’s pants, after they went through the wash. So much knowledge had been
lost over the centuries. Lost to anyone I knew, that is. There might be a
secret organization out there that had libraries full of ancient texts, but I
sure as hell hadn’t seen anything like that. A copy of Magic for Dummies would
have been a great help. Instead, I mostly had to figure out how to make magic
work on my own.


One trick I had been able to do reliably was making
the flame of a candle dance. I could bring the flame down to barely a spark,
then shoot up several inches before settling back down to its normal state.
Sometimes, I accidently snuffed out the fire, or couldn’t make it surge, or the
surge was too much and the fire went out. That trick was something I did nearly
every day when I was practicing with my aunt, as kind of a warm-up exercise.
Other than once a couple months ago, I hadn’t tried it in years. Being a
fugitive, it’s best not to use magic unless you are really, really sure no one
is watching. Like, you shouldn’t do it in a public campground, but I didn’t
have much of a choice.


At that point, the fire was mostly orange glowing
coals, with one piece of wood still sending up crackling yellow flame. For
cooking, you want coals for even heat, not fire that chars the food. For a
demonstration of my incredibly wizardly powers, I focused on the flame, damping
down the essence of the energy that fed it. Even squinting so I could
concentrate, I could see the light dwindle down until only a dull reddish ember
clung to the piece of wood.


Uh oh.


The coals were going out also, that wasn’t planned.


That was a problem.


The energy of the fire wasn’t going
anywhere, it was sort of being compressed. And when I released my hold, that
natural energy had to go somewhere. Along with the magical essence of fire that
I was pouring into it. “Get back,” I waved, gritting my teeth. Something was
wrong, my hold was slipping and there was too much magic sizzling around and
through me, my skin tingled and my fingertips burned. “Get ba-”


The fire erupted like I’d dropped a can of gasoline
on it. Duke yipped and bounded away, I fell backwards, tripped over a log and
sprawling on my ass. The two knights- I didn’t see what they did, as I was busy
falling over and trying not to bash my head on something.


“Hey!” Someone called from the other campsite, as
the Katy Perry music cut off. “You all right over there?”


“Yeah, we’re good!” I waved as I picked myself up.
Damn, I had to step back, the fire was blazing hot, rapidly consuming all the
fuel. I mean, I could see the chunks of wood shrinking as they flashed into ash
and fell apart. There, there was also something else. Something, or things,
were in the flames. Dark red contrasting to the hot yellow-white flames, the
ephemeral shapes moved on their own. They weren’t natural.


They weren’t from our world.


What had I done?


Oh sh- I needed to stop them, send them back to-


“Ya’ll sure you’re OK?” A helpful busybody called,
having walked away from the other campsite. At least two other people were with
him, looking at me.


First, I needed to deal with the problem from my
own world.


“Yeah, sorry about that. I kicked over the bottle
of lighter fluid, stupid,” I made an exaggerated shrug. “Thanks!”


It helped that the fire was dying down already,
the Good Samaritans could see the emergency and therefore the excitement, was
over. It also helped that the three of them were guys, and they could tell
Gisele is a girl, and they didn’t want to make me look bad. A Guy Code thing. The
guy who had called out raised his beer in a salute, and they waved as they turned
back to their own fire.


One problem solved.


Now to tackle the fire demons, or whatever unnatural
horror I had conjured. The Post-It notes my aunt read to me never mentioned
anything about fire tricks summoning creatures from, what had Macarius called
it? The Netherworld?


Walking toward the fire, one cautious step after
another and ready to, really I had no idea what I should or could do to banish
the creatures from our world, I saw they weren’t there. The fire creatures were
gone already The fire pit was a dull glowing mass of charred ash and red coals,
that shrank as the light faded. Nothing was moving other than the air
shimmering from the heat. Had what I’d seen been an illusion, a mirage?


“Wizard,” Macarius had both hands on the hilt of
his sword, but he wasn’t looking at me. “What were those ghostly beings?”


That answered my question: I had not imagined
seeing something odd. “I don’t know. I think they’re gone. Give me a second.”
One thing I did have in my limited basket of knowledge about magic, is I can feel
it when I open my senses to the supernatural world. That’s what makes me a wizard,
that’s why I can work with magical energy. I can sense its presence, bend it to
my will, shape it, make it do what I wanted. Sometimes. And other times, things
like freakin’ fire demons just appear without me asking for them or knowing
they were coming.


Holding up a hand for silence, in a gesture I
realized my bodyguards might not understand, I listened. Not with my ears, with
senses most people didn’t have, or couldn’t use. “I don’t sense anything.” That
wasn’t quite true, I did sense echoes of magic, like how your ears keep ringing
after being at a loud concert, even after the music stops. What I did not sense
was anything there at the time, that shouldn’t be there. The residual energy,
that surrounded me like a morning fog, felt both clammy and warm on my skin.
“Whatever those things were, they’re gone now. I think.” Crouching down, I
peered carefully at the dimly glowing coals.


“You do not know what they are?”


“I’ve never seen them before,” I admitted. “Never
seen anything like that.” Honesty was the best policy, I figured, especially
when the two of them had seen real magic being worked, by real wizards. Master
wizards who could send people across oceans and centuries.


“They were fire spirits,” Duke slunk back toward
the fire pit, that was throwing off substantial heat from the stones that
ringed it, but almost no light.


“Am I talking with Marduk now?” I asked.


He looked up, tail slowly swishing side to side. “No,
he’s gone again. It’s something he told me, when the fire exploded.” Sitting
his back end down, he turned his head to sniff his fur. “I almost got burned.
What happened?”


“Uh,” telling them there was another thing I
didn’t know would not be a good move. Besides, I did know. “I didn’t channel any
more magic, not intentionally. There’s just,” I closed my eyes, held up my hand
and extended my senses. My fingertips tingled. “There’s a lot more magical
energy here than I’m used to.” Opening my eyes, I looked to Macarius, then
Gisele. “Maybe because the two of you are here?”


“Hey!” Duke protested.


“I meant the three of you. Duke, is that
true?”


“I’m a dog, remember?”


“My mistress Ingund,” Gisele said. “Told me I
would be pulled forward across time by a concentration of magical energy, where
it was growing most strong. I did not think it would take me so far.”


“I do not understand any of this,” Macarius pushed
the sword out of the way and sat down on a log, staring at the ground. “All of this,
everything I did, everything I sacrificed, was for nothing.” He looked
up at me. “It is too bitter to bear. Wizard, give me words of comfort.”


“Uh, listen, uh, the two of you can’t be the only knights,
right? There were others?”


“None that I know. I was chosen for the
honor.”


“Yes,” Gisele confirmed. “Ingund knew of two
others, perhaps more.”


Oh, damn, I thought. If two or more medieval
cosplayers arrive, I am going to need a much bigger RV. “Two of you here, then,
two others are not here.”


“There were more,” her hair glowed even from the
light of the distant fire. “There was a plan. Ingund was in league with other
wizards, even beyond our lands.”


“OK, how about this? Maybe those knights were
successful. They stopped the Convergence back in, the year 600 or something.”


“Then why am I here?” Macarius thumped the
scabbard on the ground.


“Perhaps you have a different purpose?” Again, I
wondered why I was talking like a character in Lord of the Rings. “Duke, can
Marduk tell us what is going on here?”


That time, the dog didn’t need to think about it.
“He is from a long time ago.”


“Yeah, good point.”


Gisele sat down next to Macarius. Both of their
shoulders were slumped, heads bowed. They had to be exhausted. “We are not
going to find any answers tonight,” I poked at the fire with a stick, making
sure the embers would not flare up. “Let’s sleep, and talk about it in the
morning.”



 

My plan, for Gisele to take the RV’s bed, and for
me and Macarius to take the driver and passenger seats, ran into an obstacle.
Two obstacles. Two stubborn knights. She insisted I take the bed, with Duke,
while she slept on the floor. Macarius slept just outside the side door, under
a tarp. Fortunately, I had bought a small air mattress, intending it for Duke
to sleep on, so Macarius wasn’t lying on the cold ground.


My bodyguard, who needed me to protect him
in the modern world, was sleeping outside. While a girl from ancient Gaul, who
had to be lonely and homesick and terrified, slept on the floor, I was in a
comfortable bed. With a dog who took up more than half of the bed, but he was
warm.


That situation needed to change. Starting in the
morning.











CHAPTER NINE



 

When my head hit the pillow, I was prepared to have
a fitful night of sleep. Generally I sleep well, even when things are going
wrong for me, I don’t dwell on worrying at night. Sleep time is when I get a
break from reality, so I try to put aside my troubles and hope things look
better in the morning.


The good news is, Gisele didn’t snore. From the
deep and even tone of her breathing, she fell asleep right away, even though
she clutched her bow to her chest. If Macarius snored, I thankfully couldn’t
hear it, since the windows on that side of the RV were closed. You know who did
snore? Duke.


He snored, and made whining sounds as his lips,
feet and tail twitched. Likely, he was chasing a squirrel in his dreams. Unless
it was Marduk’s dream? I couldn’t understand the relationship between the Babylonian
wizard and the dog. Probably the two of them were uncertain of their
relationship also.


At some point I fell asleep, and I slept like a
rock. I woke up in bed with a woman’s warm body cuddled in my arms, her soft
hair tickling my nose.


Tickled so much, it made me want to sneeze.


Gisele?


Oh my G-


“Who?” I snapped back to reality. “Uh, what-”


Duke, who was snuggled up against me, lifted his
head and blinked sleepily. “Hey, I’m trying to sleep here.”


“You sleep all freakin’ day,” I yawned.
Somehow, my life had gotten so out of control, I was happy to find I was in bed
with a dog, rather than sleeping with a French girl. Before I woke, I’d feared
I had taken advantage of her during the night. I am not a creep, so at least
I’ve got that going for me. Getting my arm out from under him and my nose out
of his fur, the arm tingled from where his weight had partly cut off the
circulation. A floodlight near the entrance of the campground was sending light
to faintly glint through the window on one side of the RV, the other side was
dark. “The sun’s not up yet, go back to sleep.” There wasn’t any reason to get
up early, the only item on my To Do list was painting some stripes on the RV,
and I couldn’t do that until it was warmer outside. That was my excuse for
laziness. The real reason for lying in a comfortable bed was, I didn’t want to
face the day. Didn’t want to make decisions about what to do, when I had no
idea what to do next. My life consisted of living off the grid by myself,
working construction or whatever job I could find, moving every couple of
months, and generally being alone. Now I had a house on wheels, a dog, and two
people who were astonished by an electric  light. Lying in bed, thinking about nothing,
was much better than getting up and having to make adult decisions.


Unfortunately, my efforts to get back to sleep
were frustrated by the dog. “Ooh,” Duke stood up, shook from nose to tail, and
his mouth gaped open in a jaw-stretching yawn. “I have to go out.”


“Now?”


“Unless you want me to pee on the floor?”


“No!” Raising up on one elbow, I looked over him
to where Gisele was sleeping on the floor. It looked like she was asleep, her
bow and quiver of arrows were on the floor behind her, and she had rolled over
onto her side. That Duke’s vigorous shaking hadn’t woken her surprised me, she
must be really tired. “Ask her to let you out.”


“You can’t do it?’


“I don’t want to step on her. And don’t do
anything stupid out there.”


“I’m not stupid,” he shot me a look back
over his shoulder as he slunk quietly off the bed. Nuzzling her neck, he made
Gisele groan in her sleep, then wake with a start.


“Gisele, it’s OK,” I told her. “I’m Kazimir, that
is Duke. You’re in my, uh, wagon.”


“Oh,” she looked up, blinking, disoriented.


“Can you open the door to let Duke out?”


“I will get up,” she reached for her bow.


“You don’t have to, it is still dark out there.”


“The darkness before dawn,” she said as she buckled
the sword belt around her waist, “is the time of greatest danger, master wizard.
Duke,” she patted his head. “Stay here while I see what is outside.”


“I can see better than you in the dark,” the dog
insisted, trying to squeeze past her. She blocked his path with a knee, went
out, and shut the door. Through the open window, I could hear low voices, too
quiet for me to understand what was being said. Macarius, too, was up already.
The door opened and Duke sprang out before the door latched quietly again.


“Ahhhhh,” flopping back on the bed, I stared at the
ceiling. My watch told me the sun would not be rising for almost another hour.
Less than one hour before I had to begin making decisions. The best thing to do
about my two unwanted bodyguards was to send them back to where, and when, they
had come from. Since I had no idea how to do that, they were stuck in 21st
century America. If they stayed with me, we were all in danger. If I left them
behind, they couldn’t conceal themselves in the modern world. They would be
noticed, by the people hunting for me, and they would be captured, to be used
as bait to lure me into danger.


Damn it.


A decent night of sleep hadn’t changed the facts,
nor given me any insight into how to deal with the mess I was in. I hadn’t
asked for help, I still didn’t need any help. I hadn’t asked for a talking dog
either, but Duke was easier to travel with.


Oh, hell. Like it or not, they were my
responsibility now. Maybe the four of us could tour as a freakin’ circus act,
with-


I sat bolt upright, as my thoughts were
interrupted by a sudden frantic bark bark bark YIP silence.


Holy sh- Rolling out of bed in sweatpants and a
T-shirt, I jammed shoes on my feet and rushed out of the RV, slamming into
Macarius’s back as he stood guarding the door with sword held in front of him. In
the light on the corner of the bathroom building, I could see Gisele hurrying
out the doorway, drawing her own sword. “Macarius, get out of my-”


“No,” he swept an arm across my path. “Sire, stay
here-”


Ducking under his arm, I sprinted behind the RV,
toward where the barking had come from. Ten strides are all it took to tell me
there was no danger from guys with automatic weapons, or from demons or any
such supernatural damned thing.


The smell hit me before I saw anything.


A skunk.


“Whee-ooh,” I backed up slowly as Duke came
wandering toward me, clearly in distress. Gisele skidded to a stop beside me
and wrinkled her nose.


“What manner of foul magic is this?” She held the
sword pointed at the dog.


Careful not to slice my hand on the sharp blade, I
gently pushed the sword aside. “There was no magic involved. Duke attacked a
skunk, and it defended itself.”


She didn’t relax her guard, neither did Macarius
as he stood on my other side. “What is a skunk?” Gisele tugged at her shirt,
bringing it up to cover her nose.


“It’s an animal here in America,” I had learned
somewhere there were no skunks in Europe. “Like a, uh, badger, only it has
glands that can spray a sort of stinky oil, if someone is stupid enough to
attack it. Why did you do that?” I knelt down to glare at the dog,
holding out a hand to keep him away.


“I had to,” he coughed. “It’s a thing.”


“It’s a stupid thing. Oh, you stink.” The
smell was growing stronger. “Turn around, please, so I can see where it got
you.”


His eyes were watering and he was foaming at the
mouth and drooling heavily, coughing and choking, but the good news was he must
have turned away at the last second. Instead of getting the full spray directly
in the face, it was on the left side of his neck and that shoulder. “Let’s get
you some water, to rinse out your mouth.”


Gisele had put her sword away, and wisely backed
away from the stinky dog, but Macarius was peering into the pre-dawn darkness,
searching the woods. “Should I track the animal and capture it? Perhaps killing
it will remove the curse.”


“There is no curse, it is just a caustic spray.
Leave the skunk alone, it was just minding its own business. Like you
should have been doing,” I scolded the dog. “


“It’s a rodent,” Duke insisted, like that
explained everything. Probably in his doggy mind, it did.


“How can this dog be cleansed?” Gisele asked the
practical question.


“I need to go into town for cleaning supplies. And
to,” I looked at her, trying to judge her size. “Get proper clothing for you
and Macarius.”


The larger of my two self-appointed bodyguards
nodded, sliding his sword away. “I will come with you, to-”


“No, you will not,” I jabbed a finger at
his chest. He looked ridiculous, standing there holding the hilt of his sword.
The whole situation was so absurd, it pissed me off. Ah, what really had me
upset was I had left my gun hanging in its holster above the bed. If there had
been some actual danger, instead of a dog and a skunk doing dog and skunk
things, I would have been screwed. That was my fault, I shouldn’t take my anger
out on someone who was only trying to help me. “Macarius, listen to me, please.
You would only attract attention, unwanted attention, until I have properly
trained you in the ways of this land.” I needed to stop speaking like a
character in Lord of the Rings. “Stay here, please.”


He stood, his arms crossed, impassive. “I have
traveled across many leagues, and you say, across tens of centuries, and
sacrificed everything, to protect you, Sire.”


“OK, first stop calling me ‘Sire’. And don’t call
me ‘master wizard’, either. In fact, don’t mention ‘wizard’ at all, we never
know who might hear us.” Across the campground, lights had come on in other RV
and trailers, the inhabitants woken by Duke’s frantic barking. And by that
time, probably people were being pulled from sleep by the distinctive smell of
skunk wafting through the trees.


Oh, damn it.


That was a complication.


People were curious. They would want to see what
was going on, and what’s worse, they would want to help. Guys would walk
over to our campsite, suggesting home remedies to take the stink out of Duke’s
fur. They would talk to Gisele and Macarius, and the instant the knights from
the fourth and fifth centuries opened their mouths, it would be obvious to
everyone there was something very odd about those two.


I couldn’t take the three of them with me, or I’d
have to set the RV on fire to get rid of the smell. Yet, I also couldn’t not
take them with me; leaving my bodyguards by themselves in the campground would
be a one-way ticket to disaster. Was there another option?


Yes.


I knelt down to look Duke in the eyes. “Listen,
buddy, I need to go get something to take away that smell.”


His eyes were still watering, and he hung his
head. “You’re not mad at me?”


“I’m not happy about this but, I will fix it,
I promise.”


“OK,” his tail lifted once and thumped on the
ground.


“Good. Macarius, Gisele, I need you to take Duke
into the woods and wait for me to come back. Go along that trail,” I pointed to
the path that led down to the lake. “Then turn off the trail into the woods and
find somewhere you won’t be seen. I will call for you. Do not approach anyone,
and do not talk with anyone, you understand? No one must know you are
strangers here. I will return soon.”


Macarius saw the sense in doing what I asked, once
I explained it without snapping at him. Thumping his chest with a fist, he
bowed his head. “I swear, it will be done. Kazimir, we must travel far off the
path, or we could be tracked by scent.”


“Yeah, I don’t think anyone will be tracking you,
it-” I was interrupted by the bang of an RV door opening. “Leave your swords
and go now. Please. Concealment is your best weapon. One last thing,” I
snapped my fingers. “Don’t call me Kazimir or Kaz. Unless we are alone, my name
is ‘Matt’ or ‘Matthew’, OK?”


“Yes, Matthew,” he bowed again.


I collected their swords and hurriedly tossed them
into the RV, as they walked away, urging Duke to follow. Sure enough, a guy in
a bathrobe, and a guy wearing sweatpants and a canvas work jacket were walking
toward our campsite. Figuring it was best to head off trouble, I walked in
their direction with an exaggerated shrug. “Stupid dog chased a skunk. It’s
happened before, I know what to do. Sorry about the noise.”


“The smell is worse,” canvas jacket guy
said. “I had a hunting dog once, darn mutt went after skunks and porcupines
more than he did anything useful.”


“I gotta go quick. You need anything? I’m going to
the Walmart,” I added to be neighborly, and to cut the conversation short.
Neither of them needed anything, and I left them talking to each other as I
drove away.



 


 

It took me half an hour of calling for Macarius
and Gisele, before they responded. Macarius had led the dog down into a thicket
of brush along a stream, where they had tried scrubbing the stink away with
handfuls of mud. That only made the oil’s scent more powerful, and they got it
on their clothes. That was why I had taken time to buy clothes for both of them,
the first smart thing I’d done that day. And bought a bucket, where I mixed up
a solution of baking soda, hydrogen peroxide and dish detergent. You may have
heard that the acid in tomato juice can get rid of skunk smell, but that is
really not the best remedy.


“Let us wash him,” Macarius asked. “The scent is
on us already,” he looked a bit sheepish about the situation.


“Uh, good idea. When you’re done, get out of those
clothes and I’ll bury them in the woods here. There are new clothes for you,” I
held up a plastic bag. I had guessed at Gisele’s sizes, including buying
sneakers for her. “Women here mostly wear pants, so,” I gave the bag to her.


She gave me the side-eye, apparently that is body
language universal across the millennia. “Women here dress like men? To
disguise themselves?”


“No, it’s,” how could I explain it, without going
into a whole lot of stuff we didn’t have time for. “Women wear skirts and
dresses, for like, special occasions. Pants are just more practical for
everyday wear. Trust me, OK? We will go to a store, uh, market, and you can
select your own clothing. Later.”



 


 

By the time Duke and I started walking back to the
campsite, his fur had been washed with the de-stink solution four times, then
we used a biodegradable pet shampoo and rinsed him thoroughly in the cold water
from the stream. Hopefully with the RV windows open, I wouldn’t smell skunk
anymore. Duke’s adventure had ruined my plan, so I had instructed Gisele and
Macarius to walk through the woods to the road, where I’d meet them with the
RV.


Duke and I walked no more than hundred yards when
he bounded ahead of me, frantically sniffing. I ran to catch him, yelling
uselessly for him to slow down. He stopped near a tree, walking in a circle and
by the time I got there, he was standing over something on the ground, loudly
sniffing at it.


“Oooh,” I wrinkled my nose. It was a dead fish,
caught in the lake and discarded by someone on the way to the campground. “What
are you doing?” As he lowered one shoulder, I grabbed a handful of fur and
yanked him away.


“Hey!” He protested, trying to break loose. “I was
gonna roll in that!”


“No you were not! Damn it, we just got your
fur clean, you stupid dog.”


“Yes, now I smell like flowers,” he stuck out his
tongue in disgust. “How am I supposed to sneak up on my prey, smelling like
this? I have to mask my scent, duh. Who’s the stupid one now?”


“First, your prey comes out of the fridge or a
cabinet, you don’t have to sneak up on a freakin’ bowl.”


His tail drooped. “How have you humans survived,
when you know nothing about hunting?”


“I do my hunting in a grocery store, that’s how.
No rolling in anything.”


“But-”


“No rolling.


“This is totally unfair. Do I tell you what
to do?”


“I’m not a dog.”


“Maybe I should get my own food, from now on,” he
sniffed, nose in the air.


“Hey, you go right ahead, apex predator. But, it’s
one or the other. If you’re out in the woods eating squirrels, then you do not
get any steak from me.”


“No steak?” His lips quivered.


“No steak, no chicken, no hot dogs, no pork chops.
And no toast or eggs at breakfast.”


“That is not fair. Who put you in charge?”


“Uh, you did, when your ancestors decided
to live with humans.”


“Dogs are stupid,” he agreed, and walked
away, hanging his head.


“I hope you have learned a lesson about that skunk,”
I scolded him, as we continued down the trail.


“I did,” his tail was no longer drooping. “Next
time, I’m going straight for the throat.”


“No! That is not-”


“I’m not being fooled by that trick again,”
he looked up with such a serious expression, I had to stop myself from
laughing.


“That is not the lesson I meant. You should learn
not to attack a skunk.”


He stopped walking, staring up at me. “It’s a rodent,”
he explained, his eyes adding an unspoken ‘duh’. 


“I know that.”


“Then why-”


“Maybe next time, you don’t have to fight,” I
suggested.


He blinked. “What else would I do?”


“How about you try to be nice?” I suggested. “Did
you consider that maybe Mister Skunk would like to be your friend?”


“Like that’s gonna happen. I’m a dog, it’s a rodent,”
he repeated, in case I hadn’t understood the first time.


“Oh for- What were you planning to do if you
caught the thing? Eat it?”


“Why? Do skunks taste delicious?” His eyes
narrowed with suspicion. “Have you been holding out on me?”


“No, it-”


“Now I have to try one.”


“Oh my God.”



 


 

There was still a faint whiff of skunk inside the
RV, the stink must have soaked deep into Duke’s skin. Or maybe I was imagining
it. Or maybe the smell had gotten into my nose. Or, I thought as I
showed Gisele how to fasten her seat belt, maybe the residual scent was coming from
my bodyguards.


Something that had surprised me about both of them
was that they didn’t smell bad when I met them. Another probably wrong notion I
had about people from ancient times, along with assuming they were all short,
was that none of them bathed often. Possibly both of them had bathed and been
given nice clothes before they were Sent, all I know is they were clean when I
first saw them. Gisele smelled of rose petals, or something like that. She
smelled nice. They also both had good teeth. Maybe that’s because not a
lot of sugary junk food was available back then?


I made a mental note to avoid buying too many
sweets. And to get extra toothbrushes.


“Are you ready?” I asked before starting the RV’s
engine.


“Do not be afraid, sister,” Macarius rested a hand
on her shoulder, a gesture that I thought was too familiar. Or I was just jealous.
“This wagon is strange, you must have faith in Kazimir to guide us.”


“I do,” she said, the expression on her face
making it clear she wasn’t sure whether to trust me or not. When the engine
roared to life, she stiffened in the seat, one hand going to the cross she wore
around her neck. Her cross was made of bronze and much smaller than the one
Macarius wore, she clutched it through the shirt and whispered a prayer.
Driving as slowly as I could without people staring at the weirdo driving too
slowly, we left the campground and got out onto the main road. There, I had to
get up to the speed of traffic and even Macarius, who had already had the
incredible experience of traveling fifty miles per hour, was clutching tightly
onto the back of the passenger seat.


“So fast,” Gisele gasped. “Ah, no!” She shouted
and flung a hand over her eyes as an impatient car blew around us to pass and
cut too closely in front. I eased off the gas, resisting the urge to flip off
the other driver. In my short time as an RV owner, I had learned that a lot of
people were not happy about having to share the road with a large, awkward, often
slow-moving vehicle. Hey, I get it, I used to be one of those people, until I
became a turtle. That’s how I thought about being an RVer, I drove around with
my house on my back, right? “It’s OK, see?” I reached over to pat Gisele for
reassurance, but she had reached back to hold the hand Macarius had on her
shoulder.


That guy needed to watch himself.


She opened her eyes, and was quiet all the way
down the road to the other campground that wasn’t quite as nice, but with fewer
people. We set up a tarp on poles, like an awning, and did a decent job of masking
one side then the other of the RV. After I showed Gisele and Macarius how to
use a rattle can of spray paint, they marveled at the modern technology. While
they painted the van much more carefully that I would have, I got out the
portable gas grill to make cheeseburgers, and set out potato chips and a sour
cream dip. I also made a bowl of sliced apples and some blueberries and grapes,
since we had missed breakfast.


Initially suspicious of the cheeseburgers, my new
companions dug into the food like they hadn’t eaten in weeks. “Matthew,”
Gisele’s eyes darted side to side, checking whether we were truly alone. “Is
this food only for wizards,” she asked as she used a finger to wipe ketchup off
her chin, then licked her fingers. “Or do the common people enjoy such a
feast?”


“Uh, it’s for anyone. This is not what people
around here would call a feast.” My reasoning was anything you could get at a
drive-through didn’t qualify for ‘feasting’ status.


Macarius scooped up dip with a potato chip, gazed
at it, and popped it in his mouth. “Then they are fools. This is food fit for a
king.”


“You like cheeseburgers, then?”


“We do.” Gisele actually flashed a smile. That was
progress. “Kazimir,” she cast her eyes down. “Where do we go from here? 


Macarius stood up abruptly, tossing the uneaten
half of his cheeseburger on the plate. “It matters not,” he said, channeling
his inner Yoda. “We came here for nothing,” he walked away, not looking
back.


“That is not true!” Gisele sprang to her feet and
followed him.


“She’s right,” I tossed the last bite of my
cheeseburger to Duke, who caught it and gulped it down. “She must be right.”


Macarius turned glaring at me. “Suddenly, you claim
to be an expert on magic?”


“No,” I pushed Duke away from the table, where he
had been eying the plate Macarius had abandoned. “I don’t have to be. The
Sendings that brought you here, they were performed by master wizards?”


“Yes.”


“Were they experts?”


“Of course,” he squared his shoulders as if my
question had been an insult.


“Then, what you told me is correct. You are
here because,” I pointed at the ground, “this is where you are needed.
This time, this place.”


“To do what? For what purpose is your life?”


“That has not yet been revealed to me.” Damn it, I
was picking up his speech pattern. When I said that, I was not exactly lying.
It would be nice for my life to have a purpose, other than drifting from
one place to another. “Maybe you’re here because,” I was thinking as I spoke.
“I am the only wizard here, now. Could you be here to help me, to
protect what knowledge of magic still exists?”


“That could be,” Gisele said softly to the
Egyptian warrior. “I cannot believe we are here by mistake. Can you?”


He said something I didn’t hear, and the two of
them wandered away, talking quietly. Anything I could say wouldn’t help, so I
cleaned up from lunch, scrubbed and packed away the portable grill, and was removing
the masking tape from one side of the RV when they came back.


“Kazimir Wolfe,” Macarius had arms across his
chest, but at least he wasn’t giving me the Glare of Doom. “Promise me there
will be a purpose to our lives.”


Oh, hell. I couldn’t lie to the guy, or to her.
Gisele’s hands were crumpling up the bottom of the old sweatshirt I’d given her
for painting the RV, and she was looking at my feet. “All I can promise is that
we will look for such a purpose, together. I might not know what to look for,
you know? Is that OK?”


He wasn’t sold. “How can a wizard not know his
purpose?”


“Hey, even Gandalf didn’t have a great quest,
until he discovered the One Ring.”


“This Gandalf, he is a great wizard?”


“Uh, he was,” I regretted my stupid remark. “I
didn’t actually know him,” I said to forestall any questions on that subject.
“His deeds were legendary. My point is, my quest has not been revealed to me.
Maybe you’re here to help me find it.”


He looked at Gisele and she nodded hopefully. “Working
together,” he uncrossed his arms, that was a good sign. “We will find what
brought us to this place and time.”


“Great. Finish your cheeseburger, or give it to
Duke, and we need to get the painting finished. Then, uh, tomorrow we need to
go shopping to get you some clothes that fit.” That was going to be fun,
I told myself. Not. We also needed a proper tent, if Macarius was going to
sleep outside the RV.


After that, what? It wasn’t like I could find my
life’s purpose at a store called ‘Purposemart’. Although that would be cool.


One thing was for sure, I needed to teach them to
blend in, or they were going to attract attention and a lot of it. They also
couldn’t tell anyone the truth, which meant I had to think up plausible stories
for them to tell about where they grew up, how they came to be living with me
in an RV, and basically everything else.


It also meant they would need fake IDs.


Fortunately, I knew a guy in Shreveport who could
handle that sort of thing.


There was another guy in New Orleans, but that was
farther away, and somehow going to Shreveport just felt right.


If I was a real wizard, maybe I would have
recognized that as a warning sign.



 


 

Giving the knights a full tour of the RV was,
interesting. They had ridden in, and Gisele had slept in, the RV, but I hadn’t talked
about the details. Basically, I showed them how the kitchen equipment worked,
and told them not to touch anything that had a button. Before that, I had to
very briefly explain to Gisele about electricity, while Macarius assured her it
was not dangerous, as if he knew anything about the subject. They asked
why I had the fridge and cabinets locked with steel cables. When I told them
that was to keep the dog out of the food, they both understood that was a good
idea. Apparently, though much had changed over the past fifteen hundred or more
years, the nature of dogs had not.


“This,” I unlocked the cable and opened the
fridge. “Is a refrigerator. It keeps things cold. Here,” I reached in and got
out two cans of soda. “Feel this.”


They were amazed, even Macarius who had consumed a
cold beer with dinner. Gisele almost stuck her head inside the fridge. “Where
is the ice?”


“There is no ice.”


“There must be ice, Kazimir,” she smiled, like we
were sharing an inside joke. “This is a cold storage, like a cellar. Men go to
ponds and lakes to cut blocks of ice in the winter,” she pantomimed pushing a
saw up and down. “Wagons bring the ice blocks to the cellar, where they would
be stacked, with straw between the blocks. With enough ice, food could be kept
cool through the summer, until the weather became cold again.”


“Right,” I agreed. “People in this land used to
cut blocks of ice like that, but then this, uh, knowledge became known,” I
stumbled over the explanation. “There is a machine in here, in the back, you
can’t see it. It pulls heat from the air, to make it cold inside the box.”


“No ice?”


“No. Uh, you know how the bellows on a
blacksmith’s forge could make the fire hotter? This machine is like that, in
reverse.” Damn, it was tough to describe technology to people who had almost no
useful cultural references. “I’m not an expert, I don’t know all the workings
of the machine, I just know how to use it.”


Since neither of them wanted a soda right then, I
put the cans back and took a package of shredded cheese from the fridge, then
the bag of corn chips. Sprinkling cheese on a handful of chips, I put the plate
in the microwave and set it for thirty seconds. The lights and noise impressed
them both. Gisele reached tentatively for a nacho like it was a snake, even
though I demonstrated they were good to eat.


“These are good,” she gasped, a string of
melted cheese dripping down her chin.


“Kazimir,” Macarius peered into the open door of
the microwave, then at the fridge. “One device makes things cold, and the other
makes them hot. How do the devices know what you desire of them?”


“Uh, they don’t. That’s just what they do,”
I explained. His expression told me he wasn’t convinced. “Look, this microwave
is just an oven.”


Cautiously, he stuck his hand through the open
door. “There is no heat.”


“Not now. It, look, trust me on this, OK?
I’ll explain it all later.”


“These devices are not magic?” He asked
again.


“Not magic at all.” Damn, if I really wanted to
screw with him, I would show him a Thermos. It kept hot things hot, and
it kept cold things cold. He would surely think that was powerful magic.


Gisele examined the microwave, frowning and
shaking her head. Finally, she asked a practical question. “Kazimir, may I have
more nachos?”


“That is a great idea. You also need to learn
about,” I got a jar from the fridge. “Salsa.”











CHAPTER TEN



 

Dinner was a rotisserie chicken I had picked up at
Walmart and reheated in the RV’s tiny oven, plus potato salad. To have
something healthy, I made a plate of sliced tomatoes with olive oil and chopped
onions. My aunt had taught me to cook basic stuff, which is a good skill to
have when you’re on the run. Eating fast food gets old after a while, you know?


“What is this?” Gisele poked a tomato with her
fork. We had extended the RV’s awning on one side, and dragged a picnic table
under it to eat dinner. It would be dark in an hour and the evening air was
already getting chilly, but the paint was dry and it wasn’t supposed to rain.
Considering how cramped the RV was, we stayed outside as much as we could.


“It’s a tomato,” I pointed to a whole tomato on the
table. “It’s good,” spearing a slice with my fork, I bit into it.


“I do not know this food,” Macarius picked up the
whole tomato and sniffed it.


“It’s from the Americas. Eat, and I’ll show you
where it came from.”


After dinner, which left me hungry as my two
companions inhaled their food, and part of my portion had to be given to Duke.
Why? He stared at me with his sad brown eyes, that’s why. He also was working
on a barely-audible whine that sounded convincingly pathetic. Maybe he was
using some kind of dog magic on me. “OK, look at this,” I opened the map book.
It showed US highways and major secondary roads, the book flopped open to
Arkansas since that’s the page I’d been using recently. Normal people don’t
need to rely on an old-fashioned paper book of maps, they use maps on their
phones. Normal people can use cellphones casually, I couldn’t. The only
way I could use a cellphone was to buy a cheap burner phone with cash, and pay
cash for top-up cards. Yeah, I’m bitter about it, but the alternative is not to
use cellphones at all, and that’s even worse. My life is isolated enough
without being totally cut off from the internet. Even with using untraceable cash
to buy phones, I had to be careful, because the government is very good at
data-mining. You might think I could buy several burner phones at the same
time, use each one for a month before dumping it. No way. If someone tracked a particular
phone to me, they would be looking for activation of other phones that were
purchased at the same location, on the same day. That’s why, as I moved around,
I bought phones along the way, and activated them randomly. Like, when I had moved
from Miami to Dallas, along the way I got phones in Alabama, Mississippi and
Louisiana. What I did not do was activate them in a west to east
sequence, that would be like drawing a map straight to me in Miami.


Maybe I’m being paranoid. What I know for sure is
that companies like Google have way too much information about me already.
Like, I search for something one day, and the next day, ads for that thing pop
up on an unrelated website. If search engines can track me like that, the FBI’s
search algorithms have to be at least as good. Those algorithms look for
patterns. Pre-paid phones being activated hundreds of miles from where they
were purchased. That phone pinging off cell towers in an area of short-term
housing, which are the type of places I have to live. That same phone pinging
off cell towers around a construction site, where people looking for
off-the-books cash can get work. Even things like that phone being used to
search for the type of things I like, such as taco trucks. That is why I don’t
play any games on my phone; those apps collect data and each player has a
unique signature for how they play. That is also why I am the only
person on Earth my age who is not on social media. No Facebook, no Insta, no
Twitter. Can’t I just set up an anonymous or fake account? Um, no. Even if I
moved around a lot and set up new fake accounts each time, social media
companies know you. Their algorithms will recognize me as the guy who
clicks on articles about the supernatural, or about sports cars, or watches a
certain type of TikTok video. They might not know it’s me, but they have
built a profile of what I like, and having an accurate profile, based on
information you provided for free, brings law enforcement one step
closer to identifying and finding me.


Actually, I am not being paranoid. How do I know
that? I got careless one time, that’s why. First, I was living near Miami,
something that sounded like a good idea at the time when November up north was
already dropping snow, sleet and freezing rain on my head. Being in the
subtropical sunshine was great, and outdoor construction jobs were easy to find
at the time. One job, I was working remodeling a restaurant next to a Hooters
that was across the street from the beach. Some of the guys I worked with
invited me to go with them to the Hooters after work, but that didn’t make any
sense to me. Girls walking by on their way to or from the beach were wearing
skimpier clothing than the wait staff in the restaurant, if that’s what I
wanted to see. Plus, one of the women who worked there smiled at me on her way
into work, while wearing her regular clothes. I would have felt creepy seeing
her in her uniform.


Anyway, it was a mistake to live at the end of a
peninsula. When an FBI agent showed up at the construction site one morning, I
had to slip away through a hole in the fence, and run. Like, run, to my
truck that I had parked six blocks away. To prevent materials from being
stolen, the construction site had CCTV cameras, that’s why I didn’t park my
truck there. Also I couldn’t risk going back to the crappy room I was renting.
That didn’t matter, I had stashed a ‘Go’ bag in the truck, it had everything I
needed to go on the run again. Pretty smart, huh?


The problem was, getting out of Miami required
driving either north, or west then north. To avoid cameras, I always avoided
toll roads that took a photo of the driver and the license plate. That excluded
I-75 that cut west across the state over to Naples, also known as Alligator
Alley. Route 41 over to Everglades City is a narrow two lane road through the
wilderness that is easy for law enforcement to monitor and blockade, so that
was also not an option. Really, the only direction I could go was north, and as
I crawled along in traffic through Fort Lauderdale and Boca Raton, I kept telling
myself ‘stupid stupid stupid’. Yes, I got away, and ditched the truck in
Orlando to take a bus up to Atlanta. But it was close, too close.


That’s why I use paper maps, which nobody does
anymore, right? Living without constantly being attached to a phone is safer, but
it also makes for a lonely existence. Like, if I meet a girl, of course she
wants to check out my social media to see if I’m a creep. Not having a social
media existence is a huge red flag. Also, if a girl wants to text a lot, I have
to switch phones after a while. Why? Patterns and profiles again. When you
text, even if you consciously try to be different, you tend to use the same
words and emojis over and over, and your writing follows a distinctive pattern,
a pattern that can be identified as you.


You think I am too paranoid? The freakin’ FBI
tracked me to a construction job in Miami, after I had been there for less than
two months.


Anyway, like I said, I can’t risk having real
relationships, because that makes people around me a target for whoever is
chasing me. Casual hookups might sound fun, but that gets old when those are
the only relationships you have.


Yeah, boo hoo, let’s throw a pity party for me.


Back to the map.


Turning to the page that showed the entire planet,
on one of those funky stretched-out maps that make Greenland look larger than
Africa, I pointed to France. “This is Gaul. It is now called ‘France’,” I said
to Gisele.


“Ooh! Let me see,” Duke hopped onto the seat
beside me, nudging me out of the way so he could stare at the map. It was funny
to see a dog doing that.


“Do you understand any of this?”


He pressed his nose into the paper and sniffed.
“Not really.”


“That is Egypt!” Macarius jabbed a finger at the
appropriate spot. “What is my homeland called now?”


“Uh, it’s still called ‘Egypt’,” I told him, and
he flashed a satisfied little smile at hearing that. For some reason that irritated
me, so I added, “France conquered Egypt a couple hundred years ago.” Actually,
all I remembered was something about Napoleon invading that area. My ploy to
make Gisele happy backfired; she was indifferent, and Macarius looked hurt.
“Uh, I think France left after a couple years.” I tried to smile at him, but he
scowled.


Gisele pulled the map toward her. “This is Rome,”
she traced the distinctive outline of the Italian boot with a fingernail. “What
are these lands over here?”


“That is a country called ‘Germany’. Listen, my
point is, we are here. Across the Atlantic Ocean. This is America.”


“All of this?” Macarius picked up the map.


“Those, uh, continents, are called North and South
America. Can I show you?” Gently, I took the map back and set it on the table. “This
is India, that is where pepper and other spices came from in your time. And
over here is China, I think you got silk from there?”


He shook his head, and she did the same. “This
China is unknown to me. Our-”


“We know of silk,” she interrupted. “In Gaul. Very
expensive. I have never,” she unconsciously touched the material of the cheap
sweatshirt I’d given her. “Worn such a fabric.”


“It’s still expensive,” I said thinking that it
wouldn’t wipe out my limited finances to buy a silk scarf or something for her.


“What manner of people lived in America?” Macarius
tugged the map away again. “How did they cross such a vast ocean?”


“They didn’t. People from Europe crossed the ocean,
in ships. About, a thousand years after your time?”


“Who could do such a thing?” Gisele peered at the
map, and he gave it to her. She traced a finger across the Atlantic, from her
homeland on the French Atlantic coast to the eastern seaboard of America. “It
is so far. Why would someone travel such a distance?”


“They, he, a guy named Christopher
Columbus, he thought it was a shorter and faster route to China.”


She studied the map. “It is not a shorter
distance.”


“Yeah, well, Columbus was kind of an idiot. See,
uh. Maybe I should start with basics. You both know that the Earth is not flat,
right?”


Macarius looked away, arms folded across his
chest. “You insult us, wizard. We are not ignorant barbarians.”


“Sorry. I read somewhere that the ancient Greeks figured
out the world is round, and how big it is. So, Columbus wanted to go west,
across the Atlantic to China. Instead of what other people were doing back
then, which is to go all the way around Africa, and across the ocean here.”


Gisele traced a finger across the map. “It is not
a shorter trip. A ship would have to go around this place,” she tapped the
southern tip of South America. “That is farther than going around Africa, as
you said.”


“Yeah, well, Columbus didn’t know about these two
continents, North and South America. He thought he could go straight to the
west.”


“That is still not a lesser distance,” she
insisted. “Why did this Columbus attempt something so foolish?”


“He thought the world was much smaller, and that
the land between Gaul and China was much larger than it is, so the remaining
distance of ocean had to be smaller. And like I said, he didn’t know that
America was in the way. Also, he had an idea that the world was shaped sort of
like a pear, you know, skinnier on the top?” That was a weird fact I had
learned somewhere.


“Why did he think that?” Macarius asked.


“He was kind of an idiot,” I shrugged. “He got
lucky that America is there, or his ships would have run out of food and water.
Anyway, the point is, this is where we are now. In America. A long way from
Egypt or France. The wizards who sent you? They were not aware of the Americas,
I think. Were they?”


“Ingund never spoke of such things. To me,” Gisele
added.


Macarius only shook his head. “No people lived
here, before this Columbus?”


“There were millions of people in the Americas
already. Hey!” I snapped my fingers. “They had pyramids also, here in Mexico.”


Macarius cocked his head, like he thought I was
lying.


“Really. The ones in Egypt are older, I think.”


That seemed to please him. “So, we are here, in A-mer-i-ca,”
he pronounced the word slowly. “What does this mean?”


“I don’t know. It isn’t where, or when, you
expected to be. There must be a reason.”


That lame non-answer didn’t satisfy either of
them, or me.


There had to be a reason.


Abruptly, I stood up. “Quick, let’s get this
cleaned up. I want to do something.”


“What?” Duke’s tail twitched excitedly. “More
food?”


“No. I want to try doing some magic.”



 


 

There was a picnic area about a quarter mile into
the woods from our campsite, the place was empty that time of year. The picnic
tables were still stacked up from the winter, secured with a chain and padlock,
and the poles for the volleyball net looked sad and lonely without a net
between them. Duke waited along the trail, to warn us if anyone was coming,
while I gave Macarius a bag of gravel I had scooped up from the road. “Give me
a minute,” I walked away across the field of grass that was mostly brown, with
hopeful patches of green here and there. Spring is coming, that green grass promised.


Closing my eyes to shut out distractions, I opened
my other senses, my wizard senses.


Wow.


No question about it, there was more magical
energy around me than I’d ever felt before. Way more. Like, when you are
prepared to listen very, very carefully for a sound you expect to barely hear,
then you discover someone has cranked the earphones up to max volume and it
blasts your ears. “Whoa,” I staggered backwards, kind of the way I had when the
fire flared up. Only that time, I had been working to pull in energy, assuming
that I had to do that. The problem was, I hadn’t been listening, or feeling
for it around me before I reached for it. The fact is, I had been showing off
for my skeptical bodyguards. Or, more like I was worried about not being able
to show off.


“Kazi- Matthew,” Macarius called. “Are you
unwell?”


“I’m fine, fine. I haven’t done this in a while.”
Also, I kind of had no idea what I was doing. The fact is, everything I had
done with magic, until the incident with the fire that previous night, was
nothing but party tricks. Working with real magic, magic powerful enough to
hurt me if I wasn’t careful? That frightened me, and being scared was good. It
would hopefully make me go slowly, and keep me from doing something stupid.


Something had changed, something big. My aunt
had told me the reason magic was gone from our world is there were no portals connecting
to what she called the Other, so there was no channel for magical energy to flow
through. The tiny bit of magic I could work with was residual and fading over
time. A finite resource that was extremely difficult to work with. To recharge
the glamour in the locket I wore, it usually took me two days working off and
on, to collect enough power so the damned thing wouldn’t stop working.
Basically, every six weeks, I had to burn a weekend in whatever crappy room I
was renting at the time, drip-feeding magical energy into the glamour so the
tiny spark didn’t die out. It sucked. Now, it felt like I could recharge the
glamour in a few minutes. Luckily for me I was smart enough not to try
that, it would only burn out the glamour and I’d have to start again.


Here’s the trick to using magic: you have to sense
it to control the energy flow. You can’t see it, hear it, taste, smell or feel
it. OK, that is not exactly true. Sometimes, using magic leaves a metallic
taste in my mouth, and using it can make my skin tingle. But taste and feel
aren’t useful for manipulating magic, for making it do anything. For that, you
need wizard sense, and very few people have that. I do. My aunt had it, to a
very poor, weak extent.


You don’t control magic by muttering phrases in a
dead language like Latin. That notion always amused me, like, why would
creatures from another world be summoned by speaking Latin? Their world
was already old by the time we had anything like civilization. By the time the
Roman Empire rose to power, magic had mostly faded from our world, the old gods
worshipped by the Greeks and Egyptians were long gone. If beings in the Nether used
any of our languages, I imagine they’d speak something much older, like Sumerian,
or whatever was spoken in China six thousand years ago.


Or maybe a knowledge of Latin is useful
with certain types of magic, I mean, what I know of the subject isn’t much. My
aunt had taught me words and phrases to use as memory aids, speaking anything
aloud doesn’t actually do anything. Again, I am not an expert on magic,
so Your Mileage May Vary.


The technique I wanted to test in the picnic
ground that evening was about forming a protective shield in front of me. It
worked by using energy to bind the air together until it was a solid surface.
The result was not invisible, not completely see-through because the air
shimmered like a mirage, or a better analogy is like looking through a thin
sheet of water. The edges of the shield crackle with energy flowing in and
dispersing as it leaks, you have to keep feeding the shield. See, the air is
under pressure as it is compressed and it naturally wants to push back, you
have to constantly pour in more energy to keep the shield stable.


In training with my aunt, I had never been able to
create a shield more than a half meter across. It wasn’t strong enough to be
useful, unless I was trying to protect myself against an aggressive sparrow.
The shield also lasted only a few seconds before I just couldn’t hold it
together, and when the shield suddenly snapped the surge of uncontrolled energy
flowing through me was like sticking a fork in an electric outlet. That only
happened twice, before I learned to concentrate on protecting myself, more than
on forming and controlling a shield that wasn’t of any practical value. My aunt
used to throw tennis balls at me, while I tried to block them with a shield.
Most of the time, even when I was fully prepared and the shield was my best
effort, the ball sailed right through. Maybe the ball got pushed slightly one
way or another so it went past my head, or hit my legs instead of my face. But
I had never stopped it or actually knocked it away.


I never had so much power to work with
before.


“OK, get ready,” I didn’t need to say that, as
Macarius had a handful of gravel and was poised to toss it underhand the way
I’d requested. If I couldn’t form a proper shield, I didn’t want to get pelted
in the face by sharp rocks. The first step was to form a small shield, like
very small. The size of a quarter, directly in front of me, about ten feet
away. When a shield was that concentrated, you couldn’t see through it at all. It
was a dark grey, with edges that glowed a sparkling silver. Holding the shield
at that size, I moved it away, then back, testing how much control I had, how
much energy was needed to keep the shield from collapsing. The answer was the
thing required a lot of energy, but there was plenty of it available. Too
much, I had to be careful not to hurt myself by channeling that much power.
Damn, it’s a good thing that much energy wasn’t around when I was younger, the
teenage me surely would have done something stupid and hurt myself.


Taking a deep breath and letting it out slowly, I
expanded the shield until the bottom edge was almost touching the ground. It
was important not to allow the shield to settle on the ground, or to have
prolonged contact with any solid object. Power would flow into solid objects,
or into water, that would weaken the effect. Or so I have been told, I never before
created a shield that was big enough or lasted long enough to test that theory.
“Throw it now,” I urged, and Macarius lofted the pebbles in a graceful arc
toward me. “Neo!” I said as I let out a breath.


They bounced off the shield, scattering away from
me.


Whoa.


That is what being a wizard feels like?


I gotta get me some more of that!


I practiced until it got so dark, I was worried
people in the campground might see the glowing edges of the shield. Also, the
night air had gotten chilly, I worked up a sweat by using magic, and I wasn’t
dressed properly for the cold. Our crack guard dog was lying curled up on the
grass, sound asleep, and Macarius had run out of gravel. The last couple tests,
he threw sticks at me, and I practiced creating a shield quickly, like while
the stick was in the air flying toward my face. To remind myself of the
technique, I muttered a memory device that I didn’t think anyone heard. When we
were walking back to the RV, Macarius, who was looking at me with new respect,
asked, “What is this word you used as an incantation, ‘Neo’?”


“Oh,” I could feel my face growing red. “Neo is a,
uh, a powerful wizard. He could stop bullets. With a shield, you know?”


“Mm,” he contemplated what I said. “You trained
under this Neo, then?”


“No, I just,” I sputtered. How can I explain the
Matrix? Macarius had never seen a movie before.  “Neo inspired my technique.”


“What is a ‘bullet’?” Gisele asked.


“It’s like an arrow, but smaller, and very, very
fast. I’ll show you someday.”


“Soon?”


“Soon as I can, yes,” I promised, wondering how I
could do that. A private shooting range would be ideal, unfortunately I didn’t
have access to one of those. Popping off rounds on public land, outside of
hunting season, really wasn’t an option unless I wanted to attract a lot of
attention. My aunt taught me to shoot, back when we were living in a rented
house in Tennessee, on twenty acres of land at the end of a dirt road. She
started by having me shoot a .22 rifle at tin cans. I would think of some way
to show them how to shoot, I had to. If they were going to be of any use as
bodyguards, or even to protect themselves from whoever was chasing me, they  couldn’t rely on arrows and swords, that-


Uh oh.


Right then, I had a bad thought.


“Macarius, Gisele, I have a question. The wizards
who sent you here, they wanted to prevent the Netherworld from taking over our
world. Were there other wizards who wanted the opposite?”


“Yes.” Even in the darkness, I could see anguish
on Macarius’s face. “There were wizards who sought to gather more power, by assisting
those in the Netherworld. Do you know of such wizards, Kazimir?”


“Call me Matthew, please,” I whispered. Lights
from the campground were becoming visible through the trees as we walked back
down the trail. “No. I told you, I don’t know of any other wizards at all. If-”


“They are evil,” he declared, halting in
place. “They must be destroyed.”


“Yeah, I believe you. Listen, if-”


“That must be our quest, if we find no other.”


“Fine, then we-”


“You must promise me.”


“Damn it, Mark, I’m trying-”


“Mark?”


“Macarius can be a mouthful after a while, OK? And
it is not a common name around here, it will cause people to ask questions, and
attract attention we don’t want. How about I call you ‘Mark’?”


“My name is Macarius.”


“My name is Kazimir, but using a false name
helps me hide from our enemies.”


“I am a warrior of the medjai. We do not hide.”


“What about me? You came here to protect me. Attracting
attention exposes me to danger.”


Whatever Macarius was going to say, he stopped
when Gisele grasped his forearm. “Matthew is right, brother. We must do as he
asks. We do not know this place, these people, their customs. I do not know
what Ingund was thinking when she sent me here,” she shook her head. “I am not
prepared to live in this world. Matthew, what name would you give me?”


Her name wasn’t an issue, it wasn’t particularly
unusual. Her long, curly flaming red hair was decidedly memorable. It
might be best to cut her hair shorter, and for her to wear a baseball cap.  Except, darn it, I love it when girls pull
their ponytail through a baseball cap, and I can’t be the only guy who thinks
that way. The fact was, Gisele would draw attention anywhere she went. The same
with Macarius, although I couldn’t tell you whether women liked a guy in a
baseball cap. My first thought was to call her ‘Joan’, then I remembered that
Joan of Arc had been burned at the stake, or something equally horrible. “Gisele
is fine. Unless someone here might be looking for you, and know your name?”


“I do not think so,” she looked at Macarius as she
spoke.


“We can give you another name later, if we need
to. Listen, I have a question,” I talked quickly so Macarius didn’t interrupt
me again. “The two of you are here, and you said others, other knights were
sent. Maybe not sent here, to this place and time, but others were sent. Could
the other wizards, the ones working against us, could they also have sent
people? Here?”


Macarius shook his head, but Gisele nodded. “I,
would not have thought it possible,” she said with a shrug. “But we are
here.”


“Great,” I rubbed my forehead, feeling a headache
coming on, from my overuse of magic. “That might answer one question.”


“What?” Macarius gave me his Resting Scowl Face.


“Maybe your purpose is to protect me from them.”



 


 

Again, I slept better than I expected to, and
again, I fell asleep only after lying awake for another hour, worrying about
stuff. Mostly worrying about the possibility that the wizards Macarius
described as ‘evil’ might have sent people from the past to look for me. Some
mysterious group had been terrifyingly persistent about chasing me for years.
Someone had found where I was living and killed my aunt. No matter where I
went, I had to move after at most a couple months, because I would get a bad
feeling that someone was watching me. Or I’d hear that someone had put the word
out to look for a white guy around my age and general description. One time
when I was in Pittsburgh and hanging around with a sketchy crowd, I overheard a
conversation that some underworld types were looking for a guy with longish
dark hair and a beard, who had recently bailed out of Philadelphia. After I
left Philly, I had shaved off the beard, cut my hair short and died it blonde.
Plus, I had said I was from Richmond Virginia; I never told anyone the truth. One
of the guys I knew told me there was a reward for info about this
fugitive, and we had a good laugh about how we would use the money.


That was a lucky break, and instead of pushing my
luck I quit my construction job three days later and moved up to Syracuse.


The incident in Pittsburgh was not the only time I
had a close call. Damn it, people go missing and off the grid in the United
States every day, how the hell did the people hunting for me always manage to
track me down? Now maybe I had an answer: they had help. Unnatural help. The
same way Macarius and Gisele had found me, without knowing where they were
going. Magic. Not any kind of magic I was familiar with. A spell or trick or
technique or whatever you call the practical application of magic, that could
find one particular person, was high-level stuff, far beyond my limited
education.


Right then, I froze in the bed, and Duke lifted
his head. “What’s wrong? He whispered, though we both knew Gisele wasn’t yet
asleep, she had been tossing and turning on the air mattress since we turned
out the lights.


“Nothing. Good dog, go to sleep,” I patted his
neck and he laid his head back down, snuggling a bit closer to me. He knew
something was wrong, dogs always know what is going on with their
people.


What made me freeze was a sudden thought that
maybe using magic the way I had that evening was not a great idea. Could
someone out there sense magical energy being channeled? Was that how the
opposition was tracking me? Damn it, there was so much I didn’t know. 



 


 

In the morning, while I was cooking eggs and
frying bacon, I asked the question. “Do any of you know whether wizards, or knights
like you, can sense when magic is being used? Like what I did last night?”


“I cannot sense it,” Macarius mumbled through a
piece of toast slathered with butter and marmalade while he sat on the
passenger seat, hungrily watching me fry the bacon. The guy could seriously
eat, I had to buy a lot more food than I expect three people to need. Three
people, plus one constantly-hungry dog. “I could see it, the shield you
created, wizard.”


“I meant, can the use of magic be sensed from a
distance? Beyond where you can see or hear it?”


“I do not know of such things. That knowledge was
forbidden to all but a few. Magic is unnatural,” he declared. His stern scowl
was less effective than he intended, because he was licking sticky marmalade
off his fingers as he spoke.


“Yeah, I can’t disagree with you there. Gisele?”


“Ingund could speak with other wizards across
great distances, but only with much preparation, I never heard her speak of knowing
that another practitioner of the arts was in the area, unless they announced
themselves.”


“OK.” That made me feel better. Several times
during the night, I considered getting up and driving the RV away from the
campground. Lying there, listening to Gisele softly breathing, I decided that
it was my responsibility to protect her. Macarius too, of course. Both of them
were totally lost and mostly defenseless in the modern world. The difference
was he was a big, strong guy, and Gisele looked like a stiff breeze could knock
her over. Yes, part of, OK. Most of my feeling protective of her is that she is
a girl. That might not be fair but it is a fact.


No, that wasn’t right. Not just me being sexist. I
mean, Gisele looked petite and frail, but she had been chosen to be Sent
forward in time, to fight the final battle of good versus evil. There had to be
more to her than what she appeared.


A couple times that night, I got ready to swing my
feet onto the floor to get the RV moving. Then Duke started snoring again, or
he snuggled up tighter against me, and my resolve melted away. After a while,
around 2AM, I decided that if the bad guys could somehow sense that I had used
magic at the campground then the best, the safest thing to do was continue practice
to use magic right there, that morning. Unless my pursuers just happened to be
close, or they had a freakin’ helicopter, it would take them a while to get there.
Train myself to use real magic there, where I had already done it. If the bad
guys tracked me to the campground, they wouldn’t know where I went.


If I was to have any hope of becoming a real
wizard, any hope of employing magic to defend myself and protect my companions,
I needed to learn how to use it, and that meant lots of practice. The
alternative was to go use magic somewhere else, and leave a trail of
breadcrumbs, pointing in the direction we were going.


“Hey!” Duke interrupted my thoughts as I took a
slice of bacon out of the pan and set it on a plate that was covered in paper
towels. “That bacon looks like it is ready. How come we’re not eating
it?”


“We will eat, after I’m done cooking enough for
everyone.” I had doubts about that, Macarius could probably eat a whole pound
of bacon by himself. OK, I could too, but I wouldn’t actually do that.
Especially not if anyone was watching.


“But it’s ready now,” he whined.


“I need to cook the eggs first,” I nudged him away
with a knee, not that there was a lot of room for him to go anywhere in the RV.
The knights were sitting in the front seats, where Gisele was using a spoon to
eat marmalade right out of the jar. My To Do list needed to include thinking
about our living arrangements. Buying a larger RV wasn’t practical, it would
seriously eat into the cash I had, and a bigger vehicle would be difficult to
park anywhere other than a campground or a Walmart.


“Why? We can eat the eggs after the bacon,”
he wagged his tail like he expected to be awarded a Nobel prize for that idea.


“No, we can’t. Haven’t you ever heard of ‘delayed
gratification’?”


“What’s that?” lifting his head, he sniffed the
air. “Can you eat it?”


“No. It means waiting for something, makes it even
better when you get it.”


“That sounds like an excuse for not giving me
bacon right now,” his tail drooped. “Humans are stupid.”


“I don’t disagree with that.” Instead of trying to
cook eggs however my companions wanted, which I didn’t have space for in the
tiny kitchen, I cracked eggs into a bowl, added shredded cheese, and chopped
onions I had grilled in the bacon fat. While the scrambled eggs were cooking, I
stirred it with chopsticks, a method my aunt had taught me. It made them extra
fluffy. “OK, Gisele, this is yours,” I gave her a plate with eggs, bacon and
toast. “There is salt and pepper on the console.”



 

After a breakfast that left me hungry because
Macarius consumed more than his portion, and Gisele ate an amazing amount for
such a small person, we went back into the woods. Past the picnic ground and
over a hill, we found a large dead tree. It was a once-mighty oak that had lost
most of its large limbs but was standing sturdy and tall. “Why are we here?”
Macarius asked, pushing against the tree trunk as if testing it.


“I need to try something different,” I told him,
which was partly true. That’s the reason I was there. My bodyguards were
with me not for my protection, but because I couldn’t risk someone coming to
our campsite and talking with them. They both spoke English well enough,
through some magical means beyond my comprehension, they also had distinct
accents. Anyone who talked with them would know immediately there was something
odd about the two, especially when they revealed they knew nothing about the
modern world. A simple question about the campground WiFi would stump them. Someone
might think I had smuggled foreigners into the country, which was technically
true. Anyway, the last thing we needed was to attract attention, that meant
keeping the time travelers away from people, until I could educate them on how
to behave.


“How may we assist you, wizard?” He automatically kept
one hand by his hip, where the hilt of his sword would have been if I didn’t
insist they leave their swords, and her bow and arrows, in the RV.


“For now, stand over there and, uh, get ready to
help if I do anything stupid.” It occurred to me, too late, that I would be
using magical energy against trees. Trees made of wood, that could create
jagged flying splinters if anything went wrong. And my companion’s skill in
medical aid, if they knew anything at all, was of the ‘apply leeches to the
wound’ variety. Maybe I’m being unfair, clearly a lot of what I thought I knew
about history was wrong.


What the hell, I would be extra careful.


Like, starting with a smaller tree.


There were plenty of dead trees around, mostly
southern yellow pines. That type of tree I was very familiar with, I twice
spent more than a month on a logging crew in Georgia. Logging is hard but
decent work in November, when the nights are cool and the bugs aren’t thick in
the air like they are during the sweltering summers. Selecting one tree that
was old and rotten, I pushed on it, carefully not to wobble it too much. Too
many times, I’d seen guys shake a dead tree, only to see the top snap off and
crash down. You can get badly hurt or even killed by being careless like that.


Standing back what I judged to be a safe distance
and putting on sunglasses since I hadn’t thought to bring safety goggles, I
closed my eyes and opened my senses. There was plenty of magical energy around
me. How had that happened so suddenly? All I could think of for an explanation
for the abrupt change was that my bodyguards must have come through a portal
whether they knew it or not, and magic was leaking through those
not-quite-sealed portals. That was good for my ability to use magic, and bad in
every other way. Other things could come through portals, things that didn’t
belong in our world.


Damn it. I needed to go back to the campground
where Gisele had appeared, and try to find a portal there. Seal it, if I could.
How would I do that? I have no idea.


Opening my eyes, I reached out with my will,
gathering energy and focusing it on one side of the target tree. That tree
trembled and slowly, slowly toppled over as I applied more and more energy,
using magical force like the claw of a backhoe. Making energy bend to my will
was the only magic I knew, and that was a problem. It was kinetic magic and
while powerful, it had limits. Most of what I could do with magic could be done
by simple mechanical means. That might have been impressive in ancient times,
when the greatest source of mechanical power was a water wheel. Or an ox to
pull a cart. Now, with internal combustion engines, and electric motors, anyone
could knock over a tree. My shield looked impressive and I hoped it could
protect me against a bullet, if I had enough warning time to gather energy,
focus it and expand a shield large enough to cover me from head to toe.
Stopping bullets is great, if that’s all anyone was shooting at me. I had no
confidence a magical shield could stop a freakin’ anti-tank rocket. The
warheads of those weapons didn’t rely on kinetic energy to kill the target,
they actually used kinetic energy to turn the dense material of the warhead
into a form of energy called plasma on impact. That superheated plasma burns
through the target’s armor. So, if a weapon like that impacted my magical
shield, it would be energy against a very focused and intense stream of
energy, and I had no confidence I could win that contest.


Why was I worried about anti-tank rockets, when
humanity now had nukes? I don’t care how powerful a wizard you are, or
how much magical energy is saturating the area, a nuke is seriously going to
ruin your day.


The fact was, we now had an extremely powerful
form of magic that was unknown in the time Gisele came from: technology. No
form of magic I know of can make an RV move more than a short distance, but a
tank of gas and a turn of the key will get that vehicle to travel hundreds of
miles. That is magic, though we don’t think of it that way.


Which made me wonder: the people chasing me, why
the hell were they bothering to make the effort? Even as the world’s greatest
known wizard, I am pretty lame.


Except, kinetic magic was not the only form of
magic. Kinetic magic couldn’t send people across thousands of years and
thousands of miles. The types of magic I don’t know must be more
powerful than what I do know. Someone out there either assumed I possessed
arcane knowledge, or they wanted to use me to perform some sort of magic that I
wasn’t aware of.


If that’s true, then how did my mysterious enemy
know about arcane magic?


A forest in Arkansas is not where I was going to
find answers to those questions.


My bodyguards were not impressed by my feat of
knocking down a tree that was so rotten, I could have done it by hand. Macarius
had a blank look that I didn’t care about, but Gisele seemed like she was
embarrassed, for me. Embarrassed by my pathetic show of magic. “Watch this.”
Gathering energy with my will, I gestured with both hands and flung it against
another dead pine tree, a bigger one.


They both jumped back as the pine tree shattered
and fell, big splinters flying through the air. Flying away from the direction
of force, I had to remember that. That had to be impressive to anyone.


Or not.


“Trees are especially dangerous in this land,
wizard?” Macarius asked, his face impassive. He wasn’t scowling, that was an
improvement. Unless a not-scowl was his way of smirking at me. Damn, the guy
was starting to piss me off. Not by what he said, but because Gisele had been
about to say something, then stopped when he made the smart-ass remark.


My instinctive guy response was to gather a
hellacious amount of energy and send the big oak tree crashing down, to show
him who is the boss of our outfit.


I did not do that.


Kinda proud of myself for being mature about it.


OK, I was scared the big old oak tree would not
fall, leaving me looking like an idiot. That was part of my incentive to not
act like a jackass with no self-control. The other part was a different type of
fear: working with magic is dangerous. If I wasn’t careful about what I did and
how I did it, I could hurt other people. And hurt myself.


“Macarius,” I said as I walked around the big oak,
peeling off pieces of bark with my fingers. “Did you learn to use a sword in
battle against your enemy?”


“No.” The scowl was back, but he looked down at
his feet. “I did not mean-” 


“This is the first time I have ever had so much
magical power to work with,” I explained. To myself, I added ‘You meant exactly
what you said, you jackass’. “I don’t know what I am capable of. Stand back,
please,” I said before he could reply.


The oak resisted my first attempt, shivering from
the tallest branch and leaning ever so slightly. Hey, it was a big tree, and I
didn’t know how much power it would take to push it over, so I started with the
power level on the ‘Easy’ setting. The second time, I didn’t apply much more power,
instead I pushed and felt the tree pushing back. The tree was dead yet
those big roots had a solid hold on the ground. Oaks have a tap root that goes
down deep, directly under the trunk. Felling such a mighty tree is not a matter
of merely causing a shallow disc of roots to break loose from a thin layer of
soil, until the whole thing topples over. That tree had to break, the
trunk had to snap, or the roots had to tear loose just below ground level.
Steadily pushing on the tree, I tried to feel where the wood was weakest, not
really expecting to sense anything. It was a surprise that, while I couldn’t
actually feel the tree, I could sense where the energy I was applying
was having the greatest effect. The tree had a weakness about four feet from
the ground, where I could see an old split had only partially been covered by
bark grown over it. That bark was now mostly gone and the split was black and
slick. I guessed some kind of fungus was growing there.


Huh.


Using both hands to direct the energy, I used the
left hand to hold the bottom few feet of the tree steady, while with my right I
pushed harder and harder up higher, where the big branches were still attached.
There were groaning and cracking sounds as the internal structure of the oak
came apart, shattering where it couldn’t be seen. Without warning, a great
vertical crack appeared and the whole tree shuddered. Then slowly, slowly,
without me doing anything, it began to sag.


Uh oh.


“Get back!” I waved, stumbling backwards. The
thing was falling in my direction! When it cracked, the weak spot was on my
side, that’s where gravity was taking it. Maybe I should have heroically stood
my ground and used magic to push it to one side, but the branches were leaning
over me and I wasn’t taking the risk. When momentum had the bulk of the old
tree moving more down than over, it picked up speed fast and I ran,
vaulting over logs and crashing through underbrush.


There was no Earth-shaking crash, it toppled over
to lean against other trees, breaking limbs off them and causing general chaos
in the forest. More limbs snapped off the dead oak, allowing it to slide down,
down until it settled, wedged against its neighbors.


“Are you OK?” I asked, looking around for the dog.
Duke hadn’t needed my warning, his doggy senses understood the danger and he
had scooted away to take shelter behind a sturdy pine.


“We are unharmed,” Macarius walked toward the
downed tree, taking a closer look at where it had broken. Before I could warn
him to stay away, he reached into the center of the stump, pulling out a
handful of soft black matter that crumpled in his fist. He wiped one hand with
the other. “This tree was weak from rot.”


The guy was being a dick. You know what I
did? I ignored him. My aunt told me that when someone tries to provoke you,
don’t give them what they want. “Yeah,” I picked up a branch that had snapped
off, feeling the weight of it, and tossing it away into the underbrush. “It
didn’t take as much force as I expected. I was able to focus where I
applied the pressure. That was,” I took a step back when the mighty trunk
slipped down a couple more feet, bending the trees it was wedged against. “Easier
that I feared it would be.”


“Only a wizard would say such a thing is easy,”
Gisele looked up at the clearing the fallen tree had left in the forest canopy.


“I have a lot to learn about using magic,” I
shrugged, and she smiled at me. 


Macarius did the opposite, he was giving me the
Force Ten Scowl.


That wasn’t good. Whether we intended to or not,
we were both competing for Gisele’s attention.


I had to stop that.


Macarius was lost, in both time and space. The guy
had given up everything and everyone he knew, to come help me. Me, a wizard who
had never before been able to truly use magic in any meaningful way. Gisele had
also sacrificed to come here, but she seemed to be adjusting better than the
medjai warrior. “That’s enough for today, we should leave. Macarius, Gisele,
thank you.”


“You are thanking us for what, wizard?” His scowl
slipped only a tiny bit.


“For coming here, so I can do, whatever it is I am
supposed to do. I will try to be worthy of your service.”


Apparently, that was the right thing to say. He
thumped his chest with a fist. She got tears in her eyes, probably thinking
about all she had given up. I didn’t really know anything about them. They
hadn’t volunteered details, and I hadn’t asked. When they were ready, I
figured, they would talk about their lives before they came to America.


I shivered because I was cold again. Did
channeling magic drain me of my own energy? Damn it, there was so much I didn’t
know about magic, it was dangerous for me to try anything new. There was
another weird thing I noticed: around the old oak tree, buds that were opening
had shriveled up and turned an ashen gray. Oh damn, had I done that? Had
my use of magic sucked the life out of the new leaves? Had I pulled energy from
a living thing?


Ruh-roh.


Is that why I was so tired and chilled? Was using
magical energy depleting me of my own life force, or whatever you call it?


There was so much I didn’t know!


My aunt hadn’t mentioned consequences of using
magic, and I had never experienced any negative effects. The difference was
that before, there was so little magical energy to work with, I couldn’t do
anything.


One thing was for certain: I would have to be
very, very careful about using magic in the future.











CHAPTER ELEVEN



 

On the way back, we ran into a guy hurrying along
the trail toward us. “Did you hear that?” He asked. “What was that?”


“Tree fell down,” I jerked a thumb back over my
shoulder. “It’s off the trail, up the ridge a bit. Good thing it wasn’t near
the trail.”


“That must have been a big tree,” he looked from
me to Macarius, his eyes flicked past Duke, to focus on Gisele. Even with her
shapeless oversized sweatshirt and baggy jeans, she was attractive, that hair
was a beacon. Once again, I reminded myself to give her a baseball cap.


“An oak, I think,” I shrugged and took a step.


“A big one,” the guy repeated, not moving
off the trail.


“Hey!” Duke looked up at me. “Let’s go, I’m
hungry.”


“Oh my G-” I felt cold as blood drained from my
head. “Duke, don’t talk when-”


“Hello there,” the guy bent at the knees and held
out a hand for the dog to sniff. “What you growlin’ about?”


“I’m hungry,” Duke repeated.


Scratching the dog under his chin, the guy patted
a pocket. “Sorry I don’t have any biscuits for you.” He stood up, apparently
not understanding that he had met a talking dog. “Well, I’m gonna go
find that tree.”


“You can’t miss it,” I stepped around him. “Ya’ll
have a good day.”



 

Walking away, I glanced back once to see the guy
hadn’t moved, he was watching us. If he was looking at Gisele, that was kind of
creepy but understandable. If he was curious, about what three people
and a dog had been doing in the woods, that could be a problem. He would
remember us, and he might have seen which RV we were staying in. Damn it, we
might have to repaint the thing again.


When we were out of sight around a bend in the
trail, I stopped. “Duke, what the hell was that?” I scolded him quietly.
“You can’t talk when strangers are around.”


“It’s OK, they can’t hear me talking.”


“They can’t?”


“No. All they hear is me barking or growling, like
normal dogs do.”


“Huh. How does that work?”


“Uh, magic. Duh. You’re the wizard.”


“How did you know that guy couldn’t understand you
talking?”


“Marduk told me. Can you understand when I
talk?”


“Yes, why?”


“I said I’m hungry.”


“You are always hungry.”


“Uh huh. Yet, you still don’t feed me
enough.”


“You get plenty to eat.”


“As if. Hmm, maybe I can find a skunk around here
and eat-”


“You stay away from skunks!”



 


 

The drive to Memphis was going to be an adventure,
I knew that. Macarius had been in the RV twice while I drove, but it was nearly
sundown when I met him, and dark after the relatively short drive to the first
campground. When we transferred to the second campground, the trip was also
short, on a road that wasn’t busy. To get to Memphis, we were going on a
highway and I anticipated the high speed, and cars and trucks zooming past
while I hugged the right lane, would be a shock to my visitors from the Fourth
and Fifth centuries. What I did not consider was the endless string of questions.


“Kazimir,” Macarius tapped the back of my seat. He
had gallantly offered the passenger seat to Gisele, but instead of sitting on
the couch behind the driver seat, he was kneeling on the floor between the
front seats, gawking out the windshield. Being there, he occupied the spot
where Duke’s dog bed had been, and the dog was not happy about being banished
to the couch. “You said magic does not make this wagon move. What other means
could be so powerful?”


“You had lamp oil? Oil that burned?”


“Of course.” There was the scowl again. I needed
to get him to use a good moisturizer, or that expression would be on his face
permanently.


“This vehicle, all the vehicles- Well, most of
them. They burn oil. It, uh, the oil gets sprayed into a cylinder. That’s like
a pipe, I guess. The oil is set on fire and explodes, and that force moves a disc,
or a plate, down the pipe. That moves the vehicle.” What I needed to do was
draw a picture, or show him a cutaway view of an engine. Even better, a video.
That went on my already too-long To Do list.


He was silent for a while, watching cars go by,
and flinching whenever a big semi cruised past us. I flinched too, the RV was a
slug on the highway. There was a rattling sound from the engine when I put the
pedal on the floor, and the temperature gauge was inching up. That’s what I
should have expected from buying an old piece of junk.


“You said most vehicles move by burning
oil,” he had his head tilted like he didn’t quite believe my story. “Are the
others moving by magic?”


“No. Listen, there is no magic in this world.
Other than the few things I can do. There are some vehicles, uh, like that
one,” I pointed to a sleek Tesla. “They use the power of electricity.” As soon
as that word came out of my mouth, I regretted it. “I’ll explain late-”


Too late. “What is this, ee-leck-triss-itee?” he
rolled the unfamiliar word on his tongue.


Oh, crap. Gisele was looking at me expectantly.
“You know lightning, right? It comes from thunderstorms. That is a form of
electricity.”


“Your people use lightning?” She asked,
eyes wide.


“He mocks us,” Macarius sniffed, changing his
scowl for a glare directed at me.


“No, it’s true,” I gave her a thumbs up that, duh,
she didn’t understand. “We don’t harness lightning, we use the thing that gives
lightning its power. See the lights here?” I punched the button to turn on the
radio, with the volume turned all the way down. The previous evening, I had
played the radio on a country station, amazing them with a selection of 90s
country. So, she knew what a radio is, even if she still didn’t understand the
concept. “What makes that light glow, is the same thing that makes lightning so
bright. It is called ‘electricity’.”


“You get it from clouds?” Macarius challenged me.
“How?”


“We don’t get it from anywhere. We make it.
Look, when we stop, I can show-”


“What manner of bird is that?” He interrupted,
pointing to a passenger jet. We must have been in the flightpath of the Little
Rock airport, because the jet was only a couple thousand feet above us, making
a gentle turn toward the north.


More questions. “That’s not a bird. It’s an
airplane. A, uh, wagon that flies.”


Gisele craned her neck to get a better view of the
jet. “Why does it not flap its wings? How can it fly?”


“It, airplanes have wings like a bird, see? They
have a different way of, uh, propulsion. An engine pushes them forward. Those
are the things hanging beneath the wings.”


Based on the way she looked at me, she thought I
was screwing with her.


“Really,” I added. “They’re big, also. An
airplane like that could fit,” I made a wild guess, “five or six wagons like
this one inside it.”


“Airplanes eat wagons?” Macarius reached
for his sword.


Like that would defend us if a 787 decided to land
on our heads.


Although, knights had killed dragons, so maybe he
wasn’t so crazy?


Nah, he/I? had no idea what he was thinking.


“They don’t eat anything. Airplanes are machines,”
I rapped my knuckles on the dashboard. “Like this machine. That airplane is
filled with people. Really,” I added, after an especially fierce glare from
him. “They sit in chairs like this one.”


It was Macarius who cocked his head skeptically. “Chairs
in the sky?”


“Yeah, I know. It’s amazing, when you think about
it.”


“Kazimir, have you been in an air-plane?” Gisele
asked, her voice filled with wonder. Keep in mind, she had seen me use an
invisible force to knock over a large oak tree, but a jet was blowing her mind.


“Uh, no.” When living with my aunt, and later on
the run, I avoided anything that required identification documents. Going
through a TSA security line, with a fake ID, was high risk. The glamour charm I
wore in the pendant around my neck also would interfere with cameras, like the
ones used for facial recognition. TSA agents would not like that. “I haven’t
done it yet. But, lots of people do it every day. Hey, there are airplanes that
can fly from here all the way to France, uh, Gaul.”


“Could we do that?”


“He teases you, sister.” Macarius was getting on
my nerves.


“No, it’s true.” OK, maybe I was exaggerating a
bit. There probably were no nonstop flights from Little Rock to Paris. “There
are airplanes that can fly to Egypt from here. I’m not mocking you,” I
added.


Macarius leaned his head against the window to
follow the jet as it flew over us. “With such wonders, this world has no need
for magic.”


“Yeah, that’s what I’ve been saying.”


“Kazimir,” she reached out to touch my arm, and I
had to focus to keep the RV on the road. “Could we fly to Gaul? Please?”


“I’m sorry. I don’t think that’s possible. The
government, the authorities, need to know who you are, before you can go aboard
an airplane like that. The two of you don’t have any identification documents.”


“But,” she looked down, tears in her eyes. Damn
it, I shouldn’t have gotten her hopes up like that. The two knights were lost,
far from home in both space and time. I needed to be more sensitive about that.
Also, I needed to cut Macarius some slack. I didn’t know why the guy was such a
hardass, and that was the point. I didn’t know hardly anything about them,
other than that they had both given up everything, to help me. “We are
going to get identification papers, you told us.”


“Fake papers,” I emphasized. “Papers that
are good enough for everyday use, to fool most people. A government agent, the
type of person you have to talk to before you get aboard an airplane, they
would know the papers are fake.”


“Then,” Macarius put a reassuring hand on her
shoulder. “We will get better fake documents. You cannot do this,
Kazimir?”


“No, it- Listen, to go on an airplane, you have to
submit your identification several days ahead of time. The government checks,
with uh,” I was about to say ‘computers;’ but I did not want to get into that
discussion right then. “They have ways of knowing whether a document is fake,
OK? I promise, if we ever can go, we will.”



 

In the Star Wars movie Return of the Jedi,
there is a scene where Luke Skywalker pelts Yoda with so many questions, the
Jedi master gives up and dies.


Damn, now I know what Yoda felt like. All the way
into Shreveport, then even more as we drove through the city, they hit me with
one freakin’ question after another. At one point, I wondered how much it would
hurt, if I opened the driver’s door and just jumped out in front of a passing
truck.


So.


Many.


Questions.


It was like driving with a pair of toddlers.
Except the usual ‘because I said so’ didn’t work with them. They wanted an
explanation for everything. After a couple hours, I was tempted to just
make up crazy stuff, so they would shut up.


I didn’t do that, mostly because my brain was too
worn out to think up anything creative. The truth isn’t just the best policy,
it is also just easier to remember.


Seriously, being with them was like living with
oversized toddlers. They didn’t know anything that was useful in the modern
world. I had to show them how to use a fork. We did potty training, in
that I explained how a flush toilet works. Together, we learned to take a
shower, with soap and shampoo. Uh, to be clear, I showed each of them how to
turn a shower on and off, and to adjust the temperature, and pantomimed
applying soap and shampoo. We did not shower together. I had the
delightful experience of explaining how the RV’s tiny bathroom functioned,
including what not to do. That started with demonstrating how to use a doorknob.
A door knob! Maybe the most fun was the whole teeth brushing thing. My aunt had
conditioned me to be a fanatic about brushing and flossing, without dental
insurance and always being short on funds, it was best to take good care of my
teeth and avoid the dentist. Anyway, flossing was something I decided to leave
for a later date, part of the Advanced Basic Hygiene class that I was so
looking forward to teaching. Just getting them to brush their teeth, to
understand that it was important and a good thing, was a freakin’ struggle. Macarius
wanted to use a stick instead of a toothbrush, he even collected a
little bundle of twigs and frayed the ends, to clean his teeth the way he was
used to. And toothpaste? He sniffed at it, even dabbed a bit on the end of the
twig, but he would not really use it.


Until, Gisele actually squealed with
delight when she tasted the minty freshness of, whatever brand of toothpaste
that was on sale when I bought it. With her, I had to stop her from eating
the stuff. When he saw she was happily scrubbing with a toothbrush loaded with half
a tube of paste, Macarius suddenly had to get in on the action. To prevent
them from gulping down toothpaste like it was a squirt can of whipped cream, I
had to hide it in my backpack, and give them a tin of mints and a pack of
chewing gum.


That was great fun, until Gisele got the
gum tangled in her hair.


Actually, that part was OK. Better than OK. We
kind of had a moment, while I was applying peanut butter to her hair around the
gum, and then when I held an ice pack to the last bits of gum to freeze it. The
gum came out with minimal damage to her curly locks, and she thanked me while
Macarius stared Daggers Of Death at me.


Screw him.


Anyway, washing her hair over the RV’s tiny sink
with a thimbleful of shampoo, got the peanut butter scent out of her hair. Macarius
made a big show of giving the chewing gum back to me, like it had been my
fault.


Damn. He and I needed to reach some kind of
understanding, soon.



 


 

Macarius stepped off the trail, picked up a large
stick, and began swinging it around in front of him.


“Uh, what are you doing?” I asked, looking around
to see if anyone was watching us. The four of us, me, the knights, and Duke,
were on a walk. The purpose of the walk was for the dog to get exercise,
although we all just wanted to get out of the RV for a while. When I saw a sign
for a picnic area, I pulled the RV off the road, and intended to take Duke out
by myself. After being stuck in the cramped vehicle for too long, I just wanted
to get away. No chance of that happening, the knights insisted on coming with
me.


“I need to train, or I will lose my fitness for battle,”
he explained, grunting while he swung the heavy stick like it was a sword. “You
say a sword is not useful in this world, but it is the weapon I know.”


“OK, good point. Could you,” I stepped back as he
swung wide, almost hitting me in the chest. “How about we all go running
tomorrow morning?’


Gisele cocked her head at me. “Running from what?”


“Just, you know, running. For fitness.”


She was puzzled. “People do that?”


“Yeah. You have seen people running, on the side
of the road?”


“I thought they were late for something.”


“No, that’s just what people do. You know those
things I told you are ‘bicycles’?”


“Yes! I would like to try one.”


“We can do that, someday,” I promised. There
wasn’t a bicycle rack on the RV, maybe I should get one. Ah, we couldn’t live
in the RV long-term anyway. “People ride bicycles now like how people rode
horses back in your time, to get from one place to another. Like going to a
store. But people also just ride them, for fun, or for fitness.” She raised an
eyebrow, so I added, “What is really weird is people run, and ride bicycles,
inside buildings. The bicycles don’t actually move, they,” I shrugged. “You’ll
have to see it to understand.”



 

That afternoon, we stopped at a sporting goods
store to get running shoes for the knights, and shorts since the weather was
getting warmer. The next morning, we all went out for a two mile run. The
knights kept up with me, though they were struggling. Macarius told me his
training was mostly sprints, and Gisele agreed. That afternoon, we stopped at a
gym, where I bought three passes for the day.


Damn, that was a weird experience. The knights
were freaked out by all the equipment, which I had to explain. To be safe, we
stuck mostly to the free weights, and kept to ourselves. The gym was pretty empty
that time of day anyway, the lunch crowd had cleared out, and the after-work
classes wouldn’t begin for another couple of hours. I had to remind Gisele not
to stare at people who were running on a treadmill, or riding an exercise bike.
“Why do they not run or ride outside?” She whispered.


“It’s a thing. Look, that woman is reading a book
while she rides that bike, see? And the guy running on the treadmill, he is
watching a TV show on his tablet. You can’t do that on a real bicycle, or when
you are running outside.”


“But,” she was still confused. “I see people
running, wearing headphones. What are they doing?”


“Listening to audiobooks, probably.”


“Audio, book?” She repeated slowly. “How
can a book make a sound?”



 

We made it a habit to run in the mornings when we
could, I could tell Macarius was eager to beat me on long runs, so we went
three, then four miles. Any longer than three miles was tough for Duke, with
the weather getting warmer his fur made him too hot. We also tried to go to a
gym every other day, it was an excuse to get out of the freakin’ RV.


Oh, also I started playing audiobooks while we
drove. My old cellphone had a dozen audiobooks on it, and while keeping the
device on Airplane mode, I used a cord to plug in into the RV’s ancient audio
equipment. Sometimes when we got to a campground or motel at night, the knights
wanted to stay in the RV and finish another chapter of the book. Even Duke got
into the audiobooks.


Although he thought they needed to include more
dogs, of course.



 

 


Shreveport hadn’t changed much since the last time
I was there, just over two years ago. That was a good sign, I thought, for the
prospect of contacting The Artist. That’s the name of the guy who provided me
with fake IDs, and Florida license plates. His real name I didn’t know, that
was safer for everyone involved. My route to getting hooked up with The Artist
was through a guy called ‘Juice’, who got that name because he lost a finger
when a crate of oranges fell and crushed his hand.


Back then, I had told both of them my name was
Paul and they didn’t question it. Really, they didn’t care. I’d made a habit of
using biblical names while on the run, ever since my Aunt Sarah said I should
tell people my name was Thomas or Tom. That name I’d dropped right after Sarah
was killed, and so far, I’d been known by Matthew, Mark, Peter, and Andrew. I
figured it was best to avoid using uncommon names like Simon, Bartholomew, and Thaddeus.
And of course Judas was out of the question. Then there was Luke, though I
couldn’t hear that name without thinking ‘Skywalker’. That left James and
Philip for use later.


Assuming there was a later.


Anyway, I parked the RV and walked to a place
‘Juice’ used to hang out at, only to find that storefront was now a CrossFit
studio. No way was ‘Juice’ going to be there, even back when he had all his
fingers.


Time for Plan B; go see The Artist directly.


The IDs he had sold to me two years ago were for a
Florida resident, a good choice because I also wanted fake Florida license
plates. Why Florida plates? That’s simple. The limp, sweaty dong of America,
otherwise known as the Sunshine State, only requires a plate on the back of a
car. That reduces both the number of plates you need, and the opportunity for
law enforcement and security cameras to get a look at your vehicle’s false
documentation. Florida also does not require a safety inspection sticker on the
windshield, so you don’t need to fake one of those. All you need is one metal
plate, plus registration stickers on it. Yes, a Florida plate would be unusual
and therefore undesirably noticeable anywhere north of Virginia or west of the
Mississippi but, not on an RV. Us wandering RV people travel all over
the Lower 48 states, and nobody thinks anything about it. So, bonus.


Anyway, the last time I met The Artist, he worked
out of the back room of a Chinese restaurant. The place’s food was so awful, it
had to be a front for money laundering. Whatever. We weren’t there to eat. By
‘we’ I mean me and Gisele. She came with me. If The Artist was willing to work
with me, I didn’t want to waste time. He could take a photo of Gisele right
there, limiting our interactions with a guy I really didn’t want to be around.
In my jacket I had a couple gold coins that I hoped would cover the cost. It
was a good opportunity to use the gold, I mean, I couldn’t exactly use gold
coins in a supermarket.


The guy didn’t appreciate surprises, and me
dropping in without an appointment was definitely unwanted. What I hoped was
that since we’d done business before, he would give me a break. And I did not
mean breaking any of my fingers. It was a risk, but worth it. The Artist was a
true artist at producing fake driver’s licenses, with all of the modern
holograms and other anti-counterfeiting tech that states used under the ‘Real ID’
act. That law was both a problem and an opportunity for people in the
fraudulent ID business. It shook the low-quality providers out of the game, and
allowed those capable of meeting the stringent new requirements to charge more
for their upgraded services. There are two levels of service available. The
first level is just a driver’s license with your photo on it, with no paper or
electronic trail to back it up. Good enough to fool a bouncer at a club, not
good enough for any interaction with law enforcement. Also not good for passing
a background check for renting an apartment, getting a credit card, or pretty
much any other activity in modern life.


Level Two was more expensive because it was backed
up by a ‘legend’; the existence of a real person behind the social security
number, a legit birth certificate. Getting to that level was a lot more
difficult than it used to be, now that states share information between their
databases. It used to be you could find someone who was born in one state and
died in another, and request a copy of the birth certificate. Their original
state didn’t know about the death, so they often complied with the request. Information
sharing still isn’t perfect, states have outdated and incompatible systems, and
not all records are in digital format. Anyway, it’s better to rely on the
identities of people who go missing, and in the United States, there are a lot
of people who drop off the radar for one reason or another. Most of them, I
hate to say, are probably victims of violence, or overdoses, or become homeless
through a series of events. It makes me feel queasy to take advantage of
another person’s misfortune, and I wouldn’t do it if I had any choice. But with
law enforcement and a group of unknown killers chasing me, I didn’t have any
other option. Especially now that I was responsible for two cosplayers and a
talking dog.


We walked in about twenty minutes before the
restaurant’s closing time, the woman at the hostess stand next to the door
glanced up at me with an unfriendly look. I was surprised to see the place had
been redecorated, and six tables were occupied. Maybe they had a new cook and
the food had improved?


“Two for dinner?” The hostess asked in a way that
made it clear she didn’t want to be bothered at that hour.


“Uh, my name is Andrew Cane,” I told her in a
whisper as I slid the fake ID with that name onto the stand, along with two
hundred dollar bills. “I’m hoping to contact an artist about a problem. He
knows me.”


OK, it wasn’t the smoothest approach. If she was
smart, she would have pleaded ignorance and tossed me out. What likely made her
decide otherwise wasn’t the cash, it was the presence of Gisele. A police
officer would not bring an underage girl to an arrest, and the look of pure
amazement on Gisele’s face helped. She had never seen the inside of a
restaurant before, nor smelled Chinese food. Or whatever passed for ‘Chinese’
food in Shreveport Louisiana.


The hostess tucked the cash away, walked into the
back and had a whispered exchange with an older guy who might have been the
owner of the place. They talked while looking sharply at me, and the guy poked
an accusing finger at her chest. Instead of intimidating her, his bullying had
the opposite reaction. She shook her head defiantly and brushed past him
through the swinging door, while the guy glared at me. Gisele and I stood
awkwardly, me pretending to read the menu while avoiding curious looks from the
restaurant’s patrons.


“What food is this?” Gisele whispered to me. “It
smells wonderful.”


“This food originally came from China. This is
probably not the best example of-”


“China? That is where Columbus thought he was
going?”


“Yeah. Like I said, he-”


“I can understand why he was so eager to get
there.”


I was saved from having to respond, by the hostess
pushing open the swinging door and waving to us. Looking straight ahead so I
didn’t make eye contact with anyone, I guided Gisele in front of me. We were
led through the kitchen, where most of the activity at that time in the evening
was cleaning and scrubbing the pots and pans and hosing down the grills. The
workers in the kitchen did not look at us, like, they deliberately did not
look at us. On the right near the back wall was a steel door with peeling gray
paint, the hostess knocked once, twice quickly, once again. She gestured for us
to walk through and I took a step forward-


Gisele elbowed me out of the way to go through the
doorway first, her right hand under her jacket. Oh damn it, I realized too late
that she had brought her short sword. By ‘short’ I mean the vicious thing had a
blade a foot long, razor sharp on both sides. We had talked about leaving
weapons in the RV, I failed to make sure she followed instructions. My bad.


“This is a treat,” the guy seated behind a
battered old desk noted as I shut the door behind me, grabbing Gisele’s arm and
pulling her toward me. “You’re moving up in the world,” he looked at the
driver’s license in his hand, then tossed it onto the desk. “Andrew. You’re
still going by that name?”


“No, I’m using another.” Picking up the license, I
tucked it away in a pocket. “This one’s still good?”


“You know it. Andrew, we have a problem.”


“It’s not for me,” I pointed to Gisele. My
assumption was The Artist had a limited supply of stolen identities, and didn’t
want to burn his supply on IDs that I shouldn’t need. “Annette here needs-”


“It doesn’t matter,” he interrupted. “The problem
is, I hear it’s not healthy for me to be around you.”


“What?”


“Word is, people are looking for you. The wrong
kind of people.”


“They are looking for Andrew Cane?” My face grew
red with anger. “You sold me an identity that-”


“They’re not asking for you by name. You
fit the description. Thing is, you’ve always traveled alone before. Being with
a girl, like her,” he leered at her, starting with her red hair. “Must make it
tough to keep a low profile.”


“Can you help us, or not? I can pay.”


“In my line of work, there’s no shortage of
business. I can’t spend money if I’m dead. What concerns me is keeping the
police from taking notice of my activities. And staying on the right side of
the wrong people, if you know what I mean.”


“Listen, nobody needs to know I was here. The ID
is for her, the-”


“I told you, it doesn’t matter. You came walking
in here, through the front door? That’s just stupid, Andrew. Or whatever your
real name is. A half dozen people saw you out there. The hostess saw you, and
while I can trust her to keep her mouth shut, you can’t.”


Gisele tensed and I squeezed her arm. “Don’t say
anything, let me handle this.”


She nodded but didn’t take her eyes off The Artist
for a second.


“OK, I get the message. We’re out of here.”


“Andrew, I’m gonna do you a solid.”


“No thanks. You don’t do anything for free.”


“Those are wise words. I’m going to help the both
of us, by getting you out of my town. You’re trouble, I don’t need that. Get
out, and don’t come back, deal?”


“Don’t worry about that.”


“There’s a guy I know in Memphis,” he scribbled on
a piece of paper, folded it and pushed it across the desk to me. “His quality
isn’t up to my standards, but he’s new to the business and might appreciate the
work. If you’re lucky,” he shrugged, “people won’t be looking for you in
Memphis yet.”


“Thanks,” I would look at what he wrote on the
paper when I had time to focus.



 

Back in the kitchen, I grabbed a handful of
fortune cookies and stuffed them in a pocket. We went out the back door into an
alley, and I held Gisele back while I looked right then left, one hand on my
Glock. It was dark and while we were in the restaurant it had started raining.
The progression from dining room to kitchen, and then to the alley where the
dumpsters were overflowing, had gone from tantalizing scents that made me
hungry, to a sour milk smell that turned my stomach. The rain didn’t help, it
made the contents of the dumpsters even more fragrant.


The problem was, I couldn’t see much in the alley,
and the dumpsters and a pickup truck blocked my sightlines in either direction.
There was a light on a pole to the right, but to the left the back alley was
shorter, only one store before we could walk out to the street.


Yeah. That was the way to go. “Here,” I took off
my baseball cap and handed it to her, while I pulled my hoodie over my head.
That was a bad move, the hood obstructed my vision to either side.


She piled her hair on top of her head and tugged
the cap over it. “Where are we going?”


“Back to the RV.”


“We are giving up?”


It hurt to disappoint her. “We are making the best
of a bad situation.”


She nodded and stepped into the alley. “I will go
first.”


That didn’t make me happy, I hurried to catch up
with her, and was beside her when we stepped out onto the sidewalk. Reaching up
to put an arm around her shoulders as the rain splattered down, I froze.


A police cruiser was coming in the opposite
direction, driving slowly and coasting, hugging the curb while the officer
behind the wheel watched us.


Ruh-roh.


Me, with a girl who was clearly younger.


Police are trained to recognize signs of girls
being trafficked. Like being with an older man, and walking with their head
down, avoiding eye contact. Just like I’d told Gisele to do.


Damn it.


“Hey, would you like to get Chinese food?” I
asked, shoving my hands into the pockets of my leather jacket.


She looked up at me with a smile. “Really? We
could? I would love to try that,” she clapped her hands.


“Sure,” I grinned back, silently urging the police
officer to keep going.


It worked. The cruiser turned away from the curb
and held a steady speed, no longer coasting to a stop. As I pulled open the
outer door of the restaurant, the cruiser took a right and disappeared around
the corner.


Then, my luck changed for the worse. The raindrops
in the intersection glowed red, then bright red. The cruiser had tapped its
brakes, then applied them hard. A white light glowed.


Backup lights.


Oh sh-


“Come on,” I yanked Gisele to come with me,
running back the way we came, ducking into the side alley just as the rear end
of the cruiser slid backwards into the intersection. We ran to the end and turned
right, weaving between the dumpsters that restricted the back alley, crowding
the rear of the stores on one side and a two-story concrete structure on the
other. Probably a warehouse or industrial building, there were few doors on
that side. The light on the pole didn’t help much, the glare impeded my vision
and I held a hand over my eyes. At the end of the alley, we waited to see if
the cruiser was coming, before we sprinted across the narrow road into the
alley on the other side. That alley ran between an auto repair shop and a warehouse
that sold used tires, and instead of dumpsters clogging it, stacks of old
pallets and dented steel barrels lined both sides. We had to get to the street
beyond and take the sidewalk, from there it was just another four blocks to the
RV. Easy.



 








CHAPTER TWELVE



 

It was my fault.


The rain was pelting down, soaking through my hood.
I was in a bad mood, mostly from feeling like I had let Gisele down. No, that
was BS. I worried that she was disappointed in me. Boo-hoo, my wittle ego was
bruised. Already, I wasn’t much of a wizard, now I couldn’t even successfully
navigate the criminal underworld. How could I protect her in a world she
couldn’t understand, if I couldn’t-


Something cold and unyielding was jammed up under
my chin before I knew what was happening. We had just passed a leaning stack of
broken wood pallets and I had a brief impression of movement, then a guy was
hissing in my ear. “Easy now,” a raspy voice said, loud enough to be heard over
the pelting rain. An arm wrapped around my right arm and chest, preventing me
from reaching for my gun. Stupid, how could I have been so stupid? I
should have kept one hand on the Glock instead of trying to keep my freakin’
hands dry.


“OK, OK, OK,” I forced myself to relax. Tensing up
would only make our attackers nervous and I was one trigger pull away from having
my brains blown all over the alley. “It’s cool, we’ll do what you want.”


Oh, that’s not good.


I saw it wasn’t just one guy. A scrawny guy with a
wool cap and the bad teeth of a meth addict was holding a knife pointed at
Gisele’s stomach, while a much bigger guy in a hoodie had hold of her arms from
behind.


“Gisele, do not move,” I urged. Damn it. I
couldn’t see the guy behind me who had the pistol under my chin, but I could
smell his breath and it was not a good sign. The gun, that was jammed into my
skin so hard it had to tear the skin, was shaking. Either the mugger was
nervous, or high, or both.


“Gee-sell, huh?” Wool cap methhead bounced on the
balls of his feet, the tip of the narrow knife moving in a circle. “I like that
name. Pretty girl,” he reached over and yanked off her baseball cap. “Oooooh, I
never had me no redhead before. Rico, you-”


“Shut up, Andy,” the guy behind me growled, and
the gun forced my head back farther. “This is what’s gonna happen. You and your
bitch here are-”


Gisele squirmed as the big guy holding her leaned
forward to lick her neck. Disgusting, I couldn’t blame her for ignoring my
instructions.


“Oh ho!” The big guy’s knuckles turned white as he
tightened his grip. “Little girl has some fight in her.”


“I don’t know how to fight,” she said, looking
straight at me.


“Noooooo,” I had a very bad feeling. “No, don’t-”
It was too late.


“I only know how to kill.”


Holy sh-


It was only later that my brain processed what I
saw in the split-second when she moved. She kicked back into the big guy’s right
knee hard, making him stagger backward and howl with pain. Twisting, she broke
free of his grasp and in the same motion, drew her short sword that flicked out
left to right, slicing deep across wool cap meth head’s throat then her wrist
snapped back, swinging the point of the sword behind her to plunge upward under
the big guy’s chin. The next thing I knew, I was wrenched sideways as she
pressed the blade into the neck of rotten breath guy who held the gun under my
chin.


“What the f- Andy!”


“Shut your mouth,” Gisele snapped, and I
don’t know about the guy holding the gun, but she certainly scared the hell out
of me. “Drop your weapon.”


“You- you killed them,” he sobbed. “You crazy bitch!”


Glancing down, I confirmed he was probably right.
Wool cap meth head, whose name I guessed was ‘Andy’, was lying on his back,
neck slit open. Even in the pouring rain and darkness of the alley, the blood
seeping out was evident. Seeping, not gushing. There was no fountain spraying
blood, because either his heart had stopped already, or there wasn’t enough
blood volume left in his upper body to pump with any meaningful pressure.


Big guy didn’t look any better, he had fallen like
a sack of potatoes. The gash under his chin was a ragged hole, not a slash.


OMG.


She had stabbed right up into his freakin’ brain,
killing him instantly.


What the hell had I gotten myself into?


The petite little girl who slept on the floor of
my RV was a deadly ninja.


“Listen,” I pleaded. “Nobody else has to die. You
don’t want that, do you?” My voice was shaky because the gun still under my
chin was trembling harder. About five pounds of pressure on the trigger of his
gun was all that separated me from the afterlife, if you believe in that sort
of thing. The afterlife, I mean. I certainly believed the science of trigger
pressure. “You came here for money, right? Right? Talk to me, please. Please.
Hey?”


“I’ll kill you, you bitch!” He spat out the
words, even in the rain I felt his spittle on my neck. There might have been
enough meth in his saliva to make me high.


“My blade is at your throat, ruffian.” Just her
tone of voice was making my knees shake, she was so calm and cold about
it.


“I’ll, I will kill him! All I gotta do is pull
this trigger and his brains will be all over!”


“Do that, and I will watch you die.”


“You’ll cut my throat? I won’t-”


“No.” she pressed herself against both of us.
“That would be too quick. I will run my blade into your belly and slice downward,
spilling your entrails out where you can see them. You will die slowly, watching
your own guts run red with blood, as you grow cold.”


“Oh my G-, D-D-Dude,” he gasped in my ear. “Get
your crazy bitch away from me.”


“OK,” I took a breath as shaky as my knees. “We’re
going to do this real slow, so nobody gets hurt, OK, OK?” Yeah, I was babbling
a bit, you would too in that situation. “Gisele, do not hurt this guy.
All he wants tonight is money. Is that right, Rico? Can I call you Rico?”


“Rico’s d-dead,” he stammered. “I’m Josh.”


Josh? I associated that name with someone who
should be driving his BMW to a golf club, not mugging people to feed his meth
habit. However his life had gone wrong, it had gotten way off track.
“OK, Josh. You give me your gun, OK? Just ease up, and I’ll hold it, OK? You OK
with that, Josh?”


“You’re just going to shoot me with it!”


“No, I’m not,” I had finally gotten my right arm
free, and pressed my Glock to his cheek hard. “I have my own gun, I don’t need
yours. Nice and easy, now. Gisele, back off. Do it now, slowly, both of you. Nice
and slow, got it?”


She didn’t say anything to acknowledge my
instruction, she did pull her sword away and took a step backward.


“Josh? Let go of the gun. Please. We can all walk
away from this.”


“Andy and Rico can’t!”


“That’s not your problem, is it? You need
to think about yourself.”


He also didn’t speak, but the pressure under my
chin eased, and I reached over with my left hand to slide the muzzle aside,
then looped two fingers behind the trigger in case he changed his mind. He let
go of the gun, backing away, his hands up and trembling.


“Get out of here,” I gestured back the way we’d
come with his gun, keeping my Glock aimed at him. The Glock was mine, I knew it
was properly maintained and cleaned. Any weapon owned by a meth addict wasn’t
to be trusted. “Go on,” I stamped a foot, making a splash in the puddles.
“Move!”


He ran, crashing into and knocking over a barrel
that rolled across the alley.


“I should have killed him,” Gisele wiped off the
blade on the hem of her shirt, leaving an angry stain that ran red drips down the
front of her pants in the rain.


“No. Stay there,” I ordered as I pulled a
rag from a pocket, wrapping it over a hand so I wouldn’t leave fingerprints,
glancing worriedly both ways down the alley. Working quickly, I searched the
two dead guys, coming away with two more pistols. They were probably stolen,
might have been used in previous crimes, but better than nothing for the
moment. Removing the magazines, I worked the slides to make sure they didn’t
have a round in the chamber, then, stuffed two of them into pockets, and slid
the third into my waistband. My own Glock went back in the shoulder holster. “Put
that sword away, and zip up your sweatshirt. We can’t let anyone see that
blood.”


“No,” she zipped up the hoodie but swept an arm
across my path, holding the sword up in front of her. “I protect you. I
go first.”


“It’s-”


“Wizard, I came to this strange new world for one
reason.”


“Right. OK. Uh, at the street, we are going to the
left.”



 


 

The restaurant was closing, Arthur knew that from
the banging of pots and pans in the kitchen beyond the door, and the hissing of
water being sprayed to hose down the stainless steel cooking surfaces. Getting
up from the desk, he nudged the rubber seal on the bottom of the door back into
place, to keep out the smells, then used a broom handle to open the window high
up on the wall. One thing he’d discovered about working from the back room of a
Chinese restaurant was that the experience left him with no appetite for
Chinese food, or much food of any kind. The loss of appetite was a surprising
benefit of the location, he had dropped enough weight that his doctor was no
longer concerned about borderline diabetes.


So, he was also saving on healthcare expenses.


That his real name was ‘Arthur’ amused The Artist,
he made it a rule to never tell anyone the truth, so it was a very private
joke, with an audience of one.


It was still funny.


Turning on a wheezing fan in the corner, he tapped
the window once again to get a bit more of a breeze, and opened a drawer that
was full of burner phones. The one he selected had been used only once before,
in New Orleans. It would be discarded later that night, the battery and SIM
card removed, the contents smashed by a hammer. “Hey,” he spoke when the call
was answered. “I might have an opportunity for you. In Memphis. If this works,
we are even, you understand? I don’t want to hear from you ever again.”



 


 

Back in the RV, Macarius immediately knew
something was wrong. “Kazimir! What-”


“Not now, damn it,” I slammed the driver’s
door and dug the keys out of a cupholder. “Help Gisele, I’m getting us out of
here. Hold on,” I put the RV into gear and drove away, forcing myself not to
drive like a maniac. I felt like a maniac.



 

Josh ran, in no particular direction, just
following this pounding heart that wanted to get out of there. It wasn’t long
before he couldn’t catch his breath, tripped over his own feet, and fell
headlong onto the sidewalk, adding scraped and bloody palms to his troubles.
Get up, he told himself. Even his drug-addled brain knew it was
dangerous to be lying on a sidewalk, in that part of town. It made him look
vulnerable. Without Rico, without Andy, without his gun, he was vulnerable.
Settling into a trot, holding his bloodied and aching hands pressed tightly
together, he staggered around a block, then another, going nowhere but away.
Far from the crazy ninja girl.


He needed to calm down. He needed something to
calm him down, relax him. Rico had a pocket full of fun, all kinds of pills. He
needed to go back to the alley. Rico had pills, Andy had money. Josh needed
both.


Yes.


Go back, then get away.


Unless the red-haired girl was still there.


Then forget the pills and the money.


He stopped, looking around. Few cars were on the
streets, mostly on the main road a few blocks away. Headlights shined on the
wet pavement, lighting up the steady drizzle that had started up again. The
headlights turned in his direction, and he stepped into the doorway of a
building, pressing his back against the cold, hard metal grill that was locked
over the opening. Through gaps in the grills over the shop windows, he could
see the vehicle was not a police car, it was some sort of van. Or a RV, yes
that was it. He relaxed with a shudder, confident that no tourist in an RV
could be a threat. Probably lost, there was no reason for an RV to be in that part
of town. Probably stupid tourists who had taken a wrong turn off the highway
and-


Her.


It was her.


As the van drew opposite the doorway and passed
under a streetlamp, he got a glimpse of the front seats. The driver’s face was
in shadow but the passenger seat was well illuminated for a split second.


No question about it, that was the red-haired
ninja girl.


Shivering from shock and fear, Josh held his
breath as the van cruised by. He almost sank to his knees, too weary to stand,
but something made him poke his head around the doorway.


A Florida license plate. There had not been a
plate on the front. But the rear had a plate, white and orange.


The letters included his initials.


JEF.


Joshua Ellington Fordham.


The rest of the license plate was forgotten, and
the RV turned a corner and was out of sight. But he remembered the white van
with blue and green stripes on the side.


And a Florida plate with ‘JEF’.


He would never forget that.



 


 

Getting out of the maze of city streets, I got
onto a highway headed east, with no plan other than to get away, out of
the city, quickly. At a truck stop, I parked and turned off the engine,
dismayed to see my hands shaking. “Gisele, you need to get out of those
clothes. Not here!” I waved my hands, panicked as she started to pull
the shirt over her head. “Stand on this towel,” I tossed a beach towel to her.
“Close the curtain behind you, take off the shirt, sweatshirt and pants. Put
them in this plastic bag,” I got a black garbage bag from under a counter. “And
give me your sword. Please,” I added when she hesitated. “I need to clean it.
The scabbard too. Put on, whatever clothes you want,” I waved a hand at the
pile of clothes on the bed, knowing most of them would be too big for her.



 

The sword I wiped down with bleach, pouring a cup
of bleach into the scabbard also. The RV smelled awful so I cracked opened the
windows. Next, I put the garbage bag of blood splattered shirt, pants and
hoodie in a bucket, and poured in the rest of the bleach bottle.


“Kazimir,” Macarius watched intently what I was
doing. “We must talk about this.”


“In the morning, OK? Really, I, I just can’t talk
right now.”



 

There was an RV park on the east side of a lake, I
drove slowly across a bridge that spanned the lake while Macarius tossed Gisele’s
sword and scabbard out the passenger window, sending the ancient weapon
plunging into the depths. Gisele’s eyes had tears in them as she watched her
sword disappear into the night, I knew they were tears of anger, directed at
me.


Her anger was nothing compared to how I felt about
myself.


Stupid.


We could have lost everything, because I lost
focus. I had let a little bit of chilly rain distract me from being
aware of my situation, of my surroundings. Gisele could have been killed, and I
hate to say it, it’s even worse that I could have been killed. If I’m
dead, Gisele and Macarius gave up everything for nothing. Everyone could be
dead if I can’t stop the Convergence. The-


Whoa.


Did that mean I actually believed the Impending
End Of The World nonsense? That somehow I was supposed to stop it, that somehow
I could?


Hell. Nobody else I knew of had the ability to
work with magic at all.


If a Convergence wasn’t looming in front of us,
then the two knights truly had been Sent to me by mistake, and they had given
up everyone and everything they knew, for nothing.


I made a decision right then, to choose not
to believe their sacrifices were in vain.


Hey, if the world was not ending, there really
wasn’t much downside to preparing for it. The least I could do was to show my
dedicated bodyguards that I had faith in them and their mission.


With the RV parked and hooked up to power, I
grabbed Duke’s leash. “Duke, let’s go for a walk. I need to clear my head.
Gisele, can you tell Macarius what happened? We’ll talk about it when I get
back.”


Macarius barred my way out the door, holding an
arm across my path. “I should go with you. This night bodes ill.”


“It’s OK. The city is dangerous, this place
is safe. I know this place,” I lied.


Reluctantly, he stepped aside. When I got outside,
I waved to a guy who was taking his own dog for a walk. “Duke, I need to put
you on a leash, OK?”


“No,” he ducked down, away from my hand. “Leashes
are nothing but symbols of human oppression.”


“They are n-”


“Fight the power!”


“Fight the- Oh my- How about if I give you a
biscuit?” I dug into a pocket for a gravy-basted dog biscuit.


“OK,” he stood up immediately and let me clip the
leash onto his collar. “But I will hate myself for selling out.”


“It’s better to hate yourself on a full stomach.”


“I heard that.”


We walked over to the picnic area, where I sat on
a bench and unsnapped the leash.


“Do you want to talk about it?” Duke asked,
perching his butt on the bench beside me, and leaning so he was pressed up
against me.


The look of concern on his usually dopey face made
me laugh. “Sorry. I was laughing at myself. Tonight was bad. We got jumped by
some bad people.”


“How did that happen?” His tail swished
slowly. “You’re a wizard.”


“Yeah, that means less than you might think. I got
surprised, didn’t see people coming at us, until it was too late.”


“You should have taken me with you.”


“That would not have been-”


“I would have smelled them.”


He might have been right about that. “No question
about it.”


“Will you bring me with you next time?” There was
an undercurrent of anxious whining in his voice, and his lips quivered. Was
that something all dogs did, or a side effect of his channeling the spirit of
an ancient wizard? I hadn’t paid attention before, so I didn’t know. When dogs
yawn, that can also be a sign of anxiety, I knew that.


“You would probably have gotten shot.”


“I would bite them,” he bared his teeth.
“You think I can’t do it?”


“No one disputes that you are a vicious killer.”


“Really?”


“Uh huh. You are feared,” I swept a hand left to
right, “throughout the land.”


“Well,” he huffed. “I should be.”


“How about we let the bodyguards protect me, and
you, uh, do your thing?”


“Why can’t I protect you?”


“Gisele and Macarius trained hard to be knights.
Do you want to hurt their feelings?”


“I guess not,” he hung his head. “What can I do?”


“Marduk came here to teach me about magic, right?
Can you talk to him yet?”


Duke closed his eyes, lifting his head up tall
like he was going to howl at the moon. “Nope. Sorry. He’s still not ready.
Being in my head is a big adjustment.” Lowering his head, he whispered into my
ear. “I don’t think he is a very smart wizard.”


“You said that before.”


“Do you feel better now?”


“You know what?” I threw an arm around his neck
and hugged him. “I do. Thanks, buddy.” He squirmed a bit. “Sorry. You don’t
like being hugged?”


“It’s OK,” he stopped trying to wriggle away. “Dogs
don’t have arms, so we’re not used to it. Being hugged feels like we’re being held
down.”


“Sorry.”


“No, it’s OK,” he pressed against me. “I
understand now. I like it. If you do.”


“I do. I was never friends with a dog before. It’s
the best.”


“Right?” his tongue lolled out happily. “You know
what else dogs do like?”


“What’s that?”


“When you show affection by giving us treats.” He
snuck his nose into the pocket of my jacket. “What’s in there?”


“Oh.” I’d forgotten the fortune cookies, which
were quite crushed by then. Digging into my pocket, my hand came out with torn
plastic and crumbled cookies. “You want this?”


“We shouldn’t let that get stale,” he declared
with an earnest whine.


“That’s what I figured.” I took one piece for
myself, and gave the rest to him, making sure to remove the plastic and paper
first.


“That was good,” he smacked his lips. “Why does
your pocket smell like beef, and chicken?” He sniffed again. “Also shrimp,
peppers, onions-”


“You can smell all that from the plastic wrapper?”
The cookies had been in the restaurant’s kitchen, the wrapper must have coated
with oil from the wok.


“Yes.” Again, he somehow added a nonverbal ‘Duh’
to that single word. “What happened to all that food?”


“It wasn’t- We didn’t eat it.”


He sniffed my jacket. “I can smell it on you.”


“We just happened to be there, I promise.”


“Hmmph.”


“I promise. You can ask Gisele.”


“She told me that you promised her to get Chinese
food, and you lied.”


“It’s not- It was complicated, OK? There was a cop
looking at us, and-”


“All I hear is blah blah blah, nobody is getting
Chinese food.”


“OK, that’s fair. I promise we will get Chinese takeout,
uh, sometime this week.”


“When? Now?”


“Not n-”


“I’m hungry now.”


“You are always hungry. I need to talk with Gisele.
Can you come with me?’


“Sure, why?”


“People tend to not get as angry when a dog is
there.”


“Gotcha. Hey, if she starts yelling at you, should
I go cower in a corner and whimper like I’m afraid?”


“Wait. That’s all an act?”


“Not as far as you know.”



 

“We need to talk,” I announced as I went back into
the RV. By the way, that is a fantastic way to begin a conversation, it
always puts people at ease. Not. “About what happened tonight,” I added. Gisele
was already sullen, her arms crossed, sitting in the driver’s seat, frowning at
me. Macarius was in the passenger seat, and the expression on his face told me
he was super pleased to see me. Again, not. “Can I go first, please?
Explain what happened, then we can talk about making sure it never
happens again.”


“Talk yes,” Gisele didn’t look at me. “That is all
I can do, now that you have discarded my sword.”


“I’m sorry about-”


“I had to earn that sword. It was special,
don’t you understand that?”


“I don’t,” I admitted. “Really,” holding up my
hands, I added, “I don’t understand, I want you to explain, so I know just what
you lost. Was the sword itself special like, magic? Or do you mean it was special
to you?”


“Both. Not magic. It held no powers of its own. It
was carefully crafted and very expensive, even for Ingund. How could you
have thrown it away?”


“It was necessary. There are many things about
this world that you do not yet know,” I found myself talking like Gandalf
again. Why did I do that around them? “Listen, the guy I knew, who is skilled
at making false documents, he refused to work with me. The people who are
hunting for me, whoever they are-”


“We know who they are,” Macarius slapped a
hand on his knee.


“Uh,” I blinked. “We do? Why didn’t-”


“They are servants of the Nether. Entirely evil.
They must be destroyed.”


“OK, yeah, I got that. Do you know who they are?
Names, or their organization, anything like that?”


“The names of the people and their clan may change
over time, but they do not change in their nature.”


“Right. Very useful. I’ll keep that in mind.”


He nodded his head slowly, clueless that I was being
sarcastic. “It is most important to know why we fight, before we attempt
to understand our enemies.”


Thank you for the helpful quote from The Art Of
War, Mr. Sun Tsu, I said in my head. Aloud, I asked, “Do you know anything that
might help us identify them? To find them?”


“I know as yet too little of this world.”


“OK, then, uh, let’s get back to the subject.
Wait. What do you mean, they are servants of the Nether? Agents of the Nether
are here?”


“Of course,” his eyebrows flew up and the
disappointment in his eyes was evident. “You do not know these things, wizard?”


“No, damn it!” I slapped the back of his chair. “I
am sick of this. No, I do not know any of this, because no one told me!
That knowledge has been lost, or is hidden, or someone kept the truth from me! Stop
acting like I am supposed to magically know all the stuff I need.”


“My apologies, Kazimir,” he bowed low.


Well, that made me feel like a jackass. It wasn’t
his fault. “Macarius. Faithful and courageous warrior,” I added. It seemed
appropriate. “I’m not angry with you, I am angry at the circumstances. Someone
has conspired to keep the truth from me.”


He lifted his head, and it was like Christmas morning
to him that he wasn’t being blamed. That was a lesson for me: I had to be
careful what I said. They had sacrificed everything for me.


Kneeling down between the seats so I wasn’t
looming over them, I asked, “Did servants of the Nether get Sent here, like
you? Or is there a Portal open somewhere?”


They looked at each other, exchanging a silent
‘You tell him’. Gisele took the initiative. “No, Kazimir. Macarius meant that
people from this world will seek to assist and even hasten the
Convergence.”


“Uh, what? Why the hell-” I sputtered, stunned. “Why
would anyone do that? That’s insane!”


Macarius placed a hand on my shoulder, in what I’m
sure he intended as a fatherly gesture. “In every world, there are those who
seek power at the expense of others. At the expense of all else, even their
very souls.”


“OK, I get that.” Biting my lip, I wished he would
give me actual information. “By serving the Nether, these people think
they will, what? Get magical power?”


“Perhaps. I know not the affairs of wizards.”


“Kazimir,” Gisele said. “More likely, they seek the
favor of powerful beings within the Nether. When the Convergence comes-”


“If,” I said.


She looked at Macarius, then back to me. “Excuse
me?”


“If the Convergence happens. We are going to stop
it. Whatever it takes.” I held up my hands. “However we do that. Uh, please,
continue. You were saying that people in this world want to be on the winning
side, if the Nether takes over this world?”


“It is always so,” Macarius did his infuriating
Words of Wisdom thing again. “Whenever there is a disaster, there are those who
will seek to profit from it.”


“Yeah, well, screw them. The servants here, they know
about the Nether? About the Convergence? How?”


Macarius shook his head. “I know not-”


“OK, it’s unfair to ask you specific questions
about this world, this time. Just in general, can you make a guess? Has
the Nether maintained a connection here, all this time?”


“It is, possible?” Gisele ventured. “In my time,
and before, such knowledge was held by secret societies.”


“Secret societies, huh? This could, uh-” For a
change, I thought before opening my mouth. “This might be a good thing for us.”


Again, the knights looked at each other. “How?”
She asked.


“If there are secret societies that have passed
down knowledge, seeking to exploit a Convergence for their own benefit, then it’s
possible there are other secret societies that are dedicated to
preventing a Convergence. Right?”


“It is, possible,” Macarius agreed.


“It must be so,” Gisele warmed to the idea.
“It is too much to bear that we have come all this way, only to find all
knowledge has been lost.”


“We might not be alone, then,” I liked that idea.
The idea that someone out there might actually know what the hell was
going on. What I was supposed to do about it, if anything.


Even better, maybe someone else would take care of
preventing the Convergence for me. Like, a real wizard.


“Can we get back to, whatever I wanted to- Oh
yeah. Gisele, how did you move like that?”


“Like what?”


“Like lightning. I never saw anyone move so
fast. It was like, the Matrix, for real.”


“Matrix? What is-”


“Forget what I said. We’ll talk about it later.”
Much later. After they had some context about what a movie is. “How can anyone
move so fast?”


“Kazimir,” Macarius had his hand on my shoulder
again, giving a reassuring squeeze. “Gisele and I are knights. You did
not think we would be Sent here to protect you, without the means to
protect you?”


“I didn’t think much about it, to be honest. You
were trained to fight?”


“That also. I can only speak for myself, not my
sister in arms,” he bowed slightly to his companion. “My training, and service
with the medjai, and preparation, took many years before I was ready to be
tested. Even then, not all who pass the tests are able to withstand, to survive,
being granted the powers of a knight.”


“What, powers? Exactly?”


“Speed. Strength. Endurance. All beyond the
ability of any normal man. Or woman,” he added with another bow.


“Huh. You are superheroes, then.”


“Super, hero? What is-”


“Never mind. My point is, you guys can kick ass.”


Gisele smiled, for the first time since I lied
about getting Chinese food. “If I understood that correctly, yes. We can kick
ass, when it is necessary.”


“Cool. These powers you have, are they permanent?”


She thought for a moment, and cocked her head at
me. “I don’t understand the question.”


“Can you lose the abilities, if, uh, a wizard
doesn’t renew the spell every year? Something like that?”


The way they looked at each other, told me that
was not a question they’d thought about. “I do not know about such things,
Kazimir,” Macarius stared at me. “Can we prevail upon you to renew our strength,
if that is needed?”


“Sure.”


“That is good. We-”


“After, you know, somebody shows me how to do that
particular trick.”



 

That was not the right thing to say at that
moment. We wrapped up the conversation soon after I said that, I was exhausted
and I worried Gisele would suffer a delayed reaction to the stress she’d
endured. Superhero or not, she had just had her life threatened and-


OK, her life was never actually at risk. But she
had endured stress, at least from worrying about the very real potential of my stupid
head getting blown off.


Rain had started pouring down in buckets as we
were getting ready to sleep, I persuaded a very reluctant Macarius to sleep in
the passenger seat, then we actually made a bed across the two front seats for
him. It was comfortable enough, I guess.


That night suuuuuucked. Duke had to go out
while it was raining, so I had the delightful scent of wet dog in my bed. Then,
he dreamed about chasing squirrels or whatever the whole freakin’ night, waking
me up by kicking me or whining. The wet, noisy dog wasn’t the best part of the experience.


Gisele snored like a freight train. At one point,
I was startled from a moment of sound sleep by her rasping away, and lifted my
head to see Macarius staring at me, both amazed so much awful noise could come
from such a petite girl. He shrugged, I shrugged, and we made the best of it.



 










CHAPTER THIRTEEN



 

In the morning, I watched Gisele for signs of
shock, waiting for a delayed reaction to the events of the previous night. She
was, fine. Not ‘fine’ like acting as if nothing unusual had happened. Fine like
to her, nothing unusual had happened. Instead, she was worried about me, asking
if I had slept well; the answer was no. Making coffee, she asked if I
wanted a cup; the answer to that was yes. The delayed reaction was mine,
my hands shook as I drank the hot coffee.


“Kazimir,” she brushed unruly locks of hair out of
her eyes, while examining me over her own cup of coffee. “Do you want to talk
about it?”


“Nah, I’m good.”


“Are you sure? You could have died. That was my
fault,” she looked away, her eyes welling with tears. Looking back at me, I
knew they were tears of anger. “That last one, I should have killed
him.”


“No. You did the right thing.”


“He saw us. You have explained the need for
us to remain concealed.”


“That guy is not going to tell anyone about us.
Sure as hell he won’t tell the truth about you. His story will be about getting
attacked by five or more big guys, with guns.”


She smiled at that remark, cradling the cup in
both hands. Then, her eyes narrowed. “You threw away my sword.”


“Yeah, sorry about that. It had to be done. In
this world, the modern world, the blood on your sword could be traced back to
the men you,” it was hard to say the word so casually. “Killed. To protect me,”
I added.


“My sword was cleaned very carefully,” she
wrinkled her nose, probably at the memory of smelling bleach.


“That helps, but it’s not good enough.” I hadn’t
wanted to get into a discussion about DNA the previous night, we had enough to
process. “In this modern world, it takes only a very tiny amount of blood, to
identify the person it came from. There could have been a droplet of blood on
the leather grip,  or the hilt of the
sword.”


“Tying the essence of blood, to a single person in
all the world,” she shook her head. “This is another thing that is not
magic?”


“Not magic. It is a science. A skill, like how to
make steel strong enough for a sword.”


“Anyone in this world has this skill?”


“Not exactly. You have to be trained to do it, to
use the, uh, blood tracking machine.” I was not awake enough for a long,
complicated discussion of DN-freakin’-A. “Those machines are expensive, so not
many people have them. Most people don’t need to track blood essence. The
police do have those machines. Trust me about this, please.”


“I can’t protect you without a sword.”


“Gisele, no one carries swords in this
world.”


“What about those, guns?” She asked a little too
eagerly. “You called them, pih-stols?”


“Yeah, I-” The guns I took of the three would-be
muggers were a problem. My own personal sidearm was a Glock nine millimeter.
The two guys Gisele killed had a Glock forty caliber and a Sig Sauer compact
380. Josh, who got lucky to walk away, carried a Smith & Wesson forty five,
that is a big freakin’ round. The few times I fired a forty five, I felt
like my wrist, elbow and shoulder had been hit by a truck, and it was
embarrassing how badly I missed the target. I’ll stick with the nine
millimeter, because with that, I can generally hit what I’m aiming at half the
time.


The point was, we had four pistols, that each
required different types of ammo. It would have been nice if the muggers had
coordinated their selection of weapons, you know? Maybe there should be a mandatory
Lowlife Scumbag Standardization program, where henchmen could buy the appropriate
weapons at Henchmart. The best thing for me to do was swap three oddball
caliber weapons for two additional nine millimeters, ideally Glock 19s like
mine. Or for Gisele, maybe she would be better with a small caliber, like a
twenty two.


Or, maybe that’s just me being a jackass, assuming
a girl couldn’t handle a real gun. I had the feeling that anything I could
handle, she could probably do better.


“We’ll talk about it, OK?”


“Kazimir, I need a weapon. Or I came here for nothing.”
She stared into her empty coffee cup, her expression as bitter as the dark
brew.


“I will teach you, and Macarius, to shoot. When I
can. Soon,” I added, not knowing how I would keep that promise. “This morning,
I thought we should go shopping to get more clothes for you?”


“That would be good,” she pointed to the stains on
the front of the gray sweatshirt she had been wearing for too long. That
reminded me to do laundry somewhere. Another thing on my To Do list. “Could you
bring me a-”


“I meant, we are going shopping. You are
coming into the store with me, to choose your own clothes.”


“Is that safe?” She asked, which was the absolute
correct thing to say. If she’d been too eager to go, without considering the
consequences, that would have made me hesitate.


“We can reduce the risk.” Checking my watch, I saw
it was not yet six o’clock, the sun wasn’t up. “Uh, where is Duke?”


“With Macarius. I let him out an hour ago.”


“Oh. Thanks.” It was embarrassing to know I had
slept through the dog getting off the bed, and going out the door. “To be
clear, Duke is not going into the store,” I said, and she smiled again.
Already, I was having a good morning. Clearing junk off the RV’s tiny table, I got
a piece of paper and a pen. “I’m going to sketch the layout of a store, and we
will plan exactly how to get in, find what you want, and get out. The key will
be to minimize interactions with other people.”


“I understand,” she frowned. That was advice I had
given to her and Macarius since they arrived: don’t talk to other people unless
you have to, and then keep it short. Licking a finger to get a blackberry jam
stain off her sweatshirt, she asked, “Can I go into a store dressed like this?”


“It’s Walmart,” I laughed. “Trust me, you will be
the best-dressed person there.”



 


 

Macarius went into the store with me first, while
Gisele waited in the RV with Duke. His reasoning was that he needed to recon
the store before, as he put it, ‘allowing’ Gisele to risk going in there. That
comment earned him the Icy Glare of Death from the sword princess of Gaul, and
I of course felt just terrible about that. Not. Actually, I agreed with him
because, while I could navigate the menswear section a store blindfolded, I had
no idea where to find things in the women’s section. Gisele probably needed to
shop in the girl’s or petite section, if Walmart had that sort of thing.


Anyway, he followed me in, avoiding eye contact,
though he couldn’t help gaping at the wonders of a big box store. After I
showed him where various items were, he got annoyed that I was hanging around
watching him. I get it, I’d be annoyed if someone did that to me. So I walked
down the end of the aisle and pretended to be interested in buying socks. At
some point, I had to trust the knights to fit into modern society without
revealing their true nature. Before going into the store, we had rehearsed a
cover story for ‘Mark Mansour’, until he could relate the lies casually and
convincingly. His father was from Egypt and his mother was American, but his
father’s job in international shipping had the family moving all around the
world. That was a plausible explanation for his accent and why, if he
encountered someone from Egypt, he wouldn’t know much about the country. I
figured that ‘Mansour’ might be confused for a French surname, and was less
memorable than something like ‘Farouk’. Anyway, he knew it was best to avoid
talking with people.


“Matthew,” he popped around the corner suddenly,
almost making me drop the pack of cheap socks I was pretending to examine. “Are
these appropriate?”


“Uh-” Wow. Somehow, in less than five minutes by
himself in a store, he had managed to assemble a complete I’m Going To Die
Alone starter pack. A checkerboard short-sleeved shirt, plus shorts in a
different and contrasting color and pattern. To complete the effect, he had a
package of black wool socks and on his feet, Crocs.


Orange Crocs. That he planned to wear with shorts,
and black socks.


“So soft,” he marveled at the new shoes,
rocking from heel to toe. “They are like wearing cushions on my feet.”


“Yeah, about that,” I cringed. “Remember how I
said we want to dress like other people, so we don’t stand out and-”


Just then, a guy walked by wearing a purple
football jersey that barely stretched over his ample belly, saggy ripped jeans,
and I swear to God, white socks with sandals. Right behind him, a woman was
wearing what might have been pajamas, or maybe it was supposed to be a yoga
outfit? Definitely, on her feet were fuzzy slippers.


Maybe taking Macarius to Walmart at seven thirty
in the morning, was not the best opportunity for demonstrating a good sense of
fashion.


“Yes?” The warrior from ancient Egypt was waiting
for me.


“Those are all good choices,” I didn’t know what else
to say. “Those are clothes you would wear for special occasions,” I added. Like
in the middle of the night, during a power outage, is what I didn’t say aloud.
“Can I also suggest some items you would wear when you are on duty?”


“On duty?” He gave me the head pulled back
surprised stare.


“Yes. You know, when you are,” I lowered my voice,
“protecting me.”


“Matthew,” he looked in dismay at the clothes he
was holding. “I will always protect you.”


“Sure. I mean, most of the time, I don’t wear
fancy clothes like what you selected. So, you should dress like me. Or you will
make me look bad.”


“Oh, Yes. Please show me.”



 


 

We walked out of the store with the stuff he
selected, plus several pairs of jeans. Standard blue of course, and a black
pair of jeans because he wanted them for some reason. The cart also had
T-shirts both long sleeve and short, a jacket, a hoodie, six pairs of shorts, two
pairs of sneakers, work boots, two baseball caps.


Oh, and the orange Crocs.


The last stop we made in the store was to get
sunglasses and he loved them. So much, that he selected five sets of
sunglasses. Stepping out from under the front awning of the store, he squinted
at the bright sunshine and put on a pair of Ray-Bans, looking around the
parking lot and marveling at his new toy. “These would offer a great tactical
advantage in the desert,” he noted, while tugging on a baseball cap, lowering
the bill to shade his eyes. “Adding a cap like this offers further advantage.
We were taught to avoid attacking into the sun, doing so may blind us to arrows
and other hazards coming toward us.”


“Yes, I’m sure that is wise,” I muttered, knowing
not much about military tactics.



 

Shopping with Macarius was not only easier that
I’d feared, it was actually kind of fun. I felt like we had a bit of guy
bonding time, when we didn’t have to talk about magic or the threat of the
world ending.


And, OMG. When we went into the hardware section
to get leather gloves for him, he had geeked over seeing power tools. To get
him out of there before the sun set, I promised a trip to a real hardware store.
I was kind of looking forward to that.


Taking Gisele shopping for clothes was a whole
different story, I was not looking forward to that at all. Did women in fifth
century Gaul wear bras? I don’t know. To make the experience less awkward, I
showed her some magazines I picked up while buying stuff for Macarius. She
flipped through the magazines, and I pointed out women wearing clothes that were
on the sensible side of fashion. The kind of outfits that wouldn’t attract
attention, although with her red hair, there was no way people wouldn’t look at
her.


The trip could have been a disaster, but I had a
plan. She tucked her hair under a baseball cap, it still attracted notice but
wasn’t like waving a literally red flag. And, I relied on the kindness of
strangers. We started with finding jeans for her, I showed her the dressing
rooms or fitting rooms or whatever they’re called, where you can try clothes on.
Her height at five feet two inches was not so unusual that we couldn’t find
anything for her, it just felt creepy for me to be poking around in the Girls
and Petites section. 


Someone else thought me being there was creepy. A
sales person, or I think they are called ‘associates’ at Walmart, came over to
open the fitting room door, and she gave me the side-eye. Like, what was I
doing with a clearly younger girl?


I took her aside, glancing at her nametag, she
appeared to be in her fifties, although I’m a bad judge of age. “Hi, Laura. I’m
hoping you can help us,” I said quietly. “Annette here is French, and she is
from a very strict religious family, if you know what I mean. They only let her
wear long skirts over there, that sort of thing, you know?”


“Oh, the poor thing,” Laura looked at the baggy
sweatpants Gisele had on.


“She’s going to school here now, and she gets
teased about her clothes,” I tried to get some sympathy. “I drive the school
van, she asked me to take her here, but I have no idea how to find things in
her size.”


Whether Laura was supposed to act as a personal
shopper or not, she took half an hour to help Gisele, while I went back to the
hardware section. When we left the store, we had not only way more clothes that
I thought Gisele needed, we also had a cordless drill. Why did we need a
cordless drill? We didn’t, not really. It was a gift, a toy for Macarius.


Damn, the guy was thrilled.


I felt like Santa Claus.



 


 

Gisele was practicing with a cellphone, holding it
in her left hand and tapping the virtual keys with her thumb, while she sipped
a mug of tea with her right hand. We were parked outside a library, where we
could use the free WiFi. That was a good way to surf the internet anonymously,
with the knights under my close supervision. They each had a phone that wasn’t
connected to a cellular network, so they were limited to areas with WiFi
coverage. Even parked as close as possible to a window, the signal was poor,
still good enough for our purposes. For extra privacy, on each phone I had
downloaded a TOR browser, for use instead of the standard browser than came
preloaded on the device. The Onion Router isn’t perfectly anonymous even on the
Safest setting, a hacker girl I knew advised me to be careful about relying
solely on that browser to avoid being tracked, but it was much better than the
standard software. If the FBI or NSA were actively specifically looking for me,
they might identify a pattern of TOR usage at WiFi hotspots, and create a nice
map of my movements across the country. It was a risk that I judged was
reasonable, since the alternative was to go almost entirely without access to
information. That could be even more dangerous.


I watched as she took a sip of tea, set the mug
down, and bit her right thumbnail while focusing on whatever she was looking
at.


That was interesting.


I didn’t mean the subject of her search. The
knights were supposed to be searching Wikipedia articles about European history
for the five hundred years after Gisele was Sent. It was a long shot, we were
hoping to find a clue about why the Convergence didn’t happen back then. It
would have been great to search by the keywords ‘Convergence’ or ‘Nether’ or
‘Magic’, but I gave very strict instructions to never input those words in a
search engine. The people hunting for me clearly had access to enormous
resources, so I had to assume that included data mining and hackers. They
would, or they certainly should, be on the alert for anyone around the
world researching a Convergence.


Besides, Sarah had assured me there was no useful
publicly-available information about real magic. How did she know? She didn’t
tell me, only to warn that I shouldn’t look online for answers. Why not?


Because out there, someone could be watching for
people who showed an interest in researching magic. People like wizards. Like
me. A simple internet search could lead the enemy, whoever they are, straight
to me.


Sometimes, when I was having a bad night and
couldn’t sleep, I wondered how the enemy had found us, at an isolated farmhouse
in upstate New York. Was it my fault? I had been so careful, but maybe some
little thing I said or did, made someone in the area suspicious, or maybe I
just attracted too much attention. So, was it my fault? Or had Sarah’s
occasional dealings with sketchy people lead the wrong kind of people to us?
The only way to know would be to question the people who were chasing me, and
that was not an option.


Maybe I would never know. That meant I had to live
with the guilt.


Happy thoughts.


Anyway, I watched Gisele tapping with her thumb,
her left thumb. She was, as far as I knew, right handed. She held her sword
with her right hand, and when I taught penmanship, she wrote with a pen in her
right, so-


Yes, part of their instruction was how to write.
Like, with pen and paper. At least be able to sign their names. Through some
magic I had no hope of understanding, they understood spoken language, and
could read most text. Writing was a problem for them, it was like they were
dyslexic. The letters and words got jumbled on the page, so I had them practice
copying text, then moved on to where I spoke a word or a phrase, and they tried
to write it. They were making progress, but slowly. 


“Gisele?”


“Yes?” She glanced up from her phone, then back to
it. Like any teenager around the world, her attention was glued to that screen.


“Are you, left handed?”


“What?” She was so startled, she dropped the phone
on the floor. “No!” When she picked it up, she reached first with her left, she
switched to her right. The way she held the phone with that hand was awkward.


She was left handed. She had learned, or
been taught, or been forced, to perform most tasks with her right hand. But for
unfamiliar tasks like using a cellphone, without thinking, she had fallen back
on what felt natural. “It’s OK,” I held out a hand and spoke softly. “Listen,
if you were told that being left handed is the mark of the devil, it-”


“I do not use my left hand,” she jabbed her left
index finger at me for emphasis, then must have realized what she did. Her face
turned red.


“No one in the world, this time, believes
that left-handedness is wrong. The church, the church of Rome, does not believe
that,” I told her. That, I knew, was somewhat recent. My mother had told me
that her grandmother got her knuckles smacked with a ruler in school, when she
tried to write with the pencil clutched in her left hand. “Not anymore.”


“They, don’t?”


“No. Official church policy is that which hand you
use is like the color of your hair,” I tugged at my dark brown locks, then
pointed at her red hair. “It’s just who you are, how God made you.” OK, for
sure I was at least guilty of paraphrasing the teachings of the Catholic
church, about which I knew pretty much nothing. “How about this? Go on the
internet and search for it.”


“Why did you want to know if I am left handed?”
She asked warily.


I shrugged. “Just curious,” I said. That was a
lie. My purpose had been to use an opportunity to show her that many things she
had been brought up to believe, were not true. It’s not that I wanted to be a
jerk about it, or to show off that I knew more than her. The point was to let
her know she needed to be careful about what she thought she knew.
“Good. I’m taking Duke out for a walk.”



 

Duke tugged me over to a cluster of trees. When he
had sniffed to his heart’s content, he looked up at me. “Why was Gisele worried
that you know which hand she prefers to use?”


“People used to think being left handed was a sign
of being inhabited by the Devil, a demon, something like that."


He blinked. "Why?"


“Most people use their right hand.”


“So?”


“So,” I sighed. “Anytime someone is different,
other people think there is something wrong with them.”


He shook his head. “Humans are stupid.”


“Yeah, I can’t disagree with you there.”



 


 

Duke and I were on a walk again, or more
accurately, he was dragging me along the sidewalk, his nose frantically
snuffling the ground. “Will you please slow down?” I yanked on the leash, to no
effect.


“This is important,” he insisted, not looking back
at me. “Some other dog has been here. More than one dog.”


“I am shocked. Should I alert the authorities?”


He stopped, turning his head. “It would help if
you could take things seriously once in a while, you know.”


“What horrible threat are you worried about?”


“I don’t know, that’s the point. These other dogs
could be dangerous.”


“Then we should go back to the motel and lock the
door,” I suggested. The morning air was cooler than I expected, and I wasn’t
dressed properly. The sun coming through the window into the room had fooled me
into thinking that jeans and a T-shirt would be appropriate. Once I got outside
and the wind hit me, I was too proud to go back into the room for a jacket.


“I am not afraid,” he stuck his nose in the
air and held his tail high.


“OK, well, let’s go face death together.”


He finished sniffing a mailbox post, then looked
up at me. “Aren’t you going to sniff it?”


“I’ll pass, thank you.”


“What is the point of you humans even going on a
walk? You don’t sniff anything. How do you get information at all?”


“We can see things.”


“You can only see what is here now. This
dog,” he walked back over to the mailbox post. “Was here yesterday. Can you see
him now?”


“No. You know the dog is a male?”


“Yes, duh. I also know he has been here
often, but not today. He walks this route, I smelled him on the tree back
there, and on that pole on the corner.”


“You know this is the same dog?”


“Yes, of course. How can you not smell
that?”


“We just can’t, that’s all.”


“Have you tried?”


“Tried what?”


“Tried to smell things! Here, sniff this mailbox
post. A lot of dogs have peed on it.”


“Tempting as that sounds, I’ll pass, thanks.”


“Are you afraid?”


“I’m not a-”


“Kaz is a chicken.”


“I am not.”


“Bok bok bok,” he did his best chicken impression.



“Oh for- I am so going to regret this.” On
my knees, I got my nose a couple inches from the post. I did not inhale.
“No, nothing,” I told him, standing up and brushing the wet grass off my knees.


“You have to sniff it,” he smashed his nose
into the post and snuffled at it.


“I did. I’m telling you, dogs have an amazing
sense of smell. Humans don’t.”


He stared at me, mouth open. “How are you in
charge of the world?”


I waggled my free hand at him. “We have thumbs.”


“This is so unfair. It- Ooooh, I just
smelled something interesting.”


He didn’t pull quite as hard, but that was partly
because he stopped to sniff every mailbox, telephone pole, tree and bush. Being
early, not many people were out walking around. A woman coming toward us was
walking a sort of dachshund that had long black fur. I waved to her and she
waved back, but held her dog and stopped walking. “Duke is friendly!” I called
to her, pointing to the golden retriever.


“Hey!” Duke protested. “How do you know I will be
friendly? That dog could be a dick.”


“You will be friendly, because I’m asking
you to.”


“Will I get a cookie?”


“If you are good, yes.”


“Hmmph. Before I agreed to this deal, I should
have asked for a definition of ‘good’. You and I might have very different
ideas about that.”


“Let’s assume you always have to comply with my
definition.”


“That sucks. Humans are stupid!”


“Yet, I provide you with food and treats.”


“This sucks. I am stupid.”


We approached the dachshund, Duke holding his tail
high and wagging it. Dogs must understand body language, for the little
long-haired hotdog tugged forward, and Duke stopped, allowing the smaller dog
to sniff him. “Hello,” I greeted the woman. “This is Duke.”


“This is Charles Bark-ley,” she pointed to
the dachshund.


I laughed at the name, and bent down to talk to
the dog. “I am pleased to meet you, Sir Charles.” Of course we didn’t exchange
our own names. Why do people do that? It’s not like the dogs care about each
other’s names. We made small talk while the dogs sniffed each other.


The Duke looked up at me. “Hey, what about my
treat?”


“Right.” I gave him half a biscuit, and held up
the other half. “Would Charles like a biscuit?”


The woman laughed. “He might follow you all the
way home.”


The dachshund ate the biscuit, and Duke looked at
me, stunned. “Why does that dog get a treat, for doing nothing?”


“Your Duke is talkative,” the woman smiled. “Come
on, Charles. We need to move along.”


“Hey,” Duke sat on his butt and refused to budge.
“This is unfair.”


“My heart bleeds for you. I can give treats to any
dog I want, at any time.”


His jaw dropped open. “You mean, this is not a
merit-based system?”


“Uh, what? Where the hell did you learn-”


“This is totally unfair.”


“What can I say? You should have negotiated a
better contract.”


“I am stupid,” he shook his head, got up,
and shuffled slowly along the sidewalk.



 

A couple minutes later, two people came running
toward us, not running together. Checking behind, I saw a guy on a bicycle
approaching, so I stepped off the sidewalk and tugged Duke to follow. He waited
as one runner went by, then the bicycle passed us, then the second runner.
“Yes, you get a treat,” I sighed, reaching into a pocket for a biscuit.


“Where’s the other ones?” he asked after he ate
the treat.


“What other ones?”


“Three people went past us, I should get three
cookies.”


“No, we stepped off the sidewalk once, so that was
one Cookie Eligible Event.”


“You are conflating three events into one!” he
protested. “That is illegal conflation.”


“First, how the hell do you even know that word?”


“It was on Law & Order. My Lady loved to watch
that show.”


“Yeah, but you watched-”


“These are their stories. Dun dun,” he wagged his
tail happily.


“Damn. I really need to cut down on your TV time.
OK, yes, maybe I was conflating,” I still wasn’t entirely sure that was a real
word, or that he was using it correctly. “That is allowed, I assure you.”


“I want a second opinion.”


“OK. I just checked, and I’m sure I interpreted
the contract correctly.”


“This sucks. I want to invoke the arbitration
clause of the contract.”


“Oh my G- Where did you learn about- You know
what? Forget it, I don’t want to know. OK, fine. As the official arbiter, I-”


“You are also the arbiter?”


“This is a streamlined and efficient organization.
As arbiter, I just conducted a very thorough investigation, and have determined
there was no wrongdoing on my part. No extra cookies for you.”


“This sucks!”


“Here, console yourself with a biscuit.”


“Uh, I get a cookie anyway? Why?”


“Because I feel like it.”


“OK,” he munched the biscuit. “I’ll eat it, but I
won’t like it.”


“What about another?”


“That I will like.”



 








CHAPTER FOURTEEN



 

“Kazimir?” Macarius asked. “Does this world still
use a calendar based on seven days?”


“Uh, yeah.” That was a trivia question I knew the
answer to. Not the question of whether most of the world used a seven day week,
that is obvious. My bonus knowledge was about the origin of why we
tracked time in increments of seven days. That system dated all the way back to
one of the first civilizations on the world, ancient Sumeria. That’s in
Mesopotamia, what we now call Iraq and Marduk knew as ‘Babylon’. When I say
‘ancient’ I mean at least a thousand years before Marduk’s time. Old.
Back then, the Sumerians understood that the moon moves through a complete
cycle of phases, from new moon to full and back, in twenty seven and one-third
days. Each quarter phase, like going from a half moon to full, lasts pretty
close to seven days, so they rounded up for convenience. That made four weeks
total twenty eight days rather than a bit over twenty seven, but I guess they
figured that was close enough. We, meaning most of the world, have used that
arrangement ever since. Now that is a system with staying power. 


To show off my big brain, or actually to show
stuff I learned while I was not in high school, I knew there were attempts over
the years to apply a different system. After the French Revolution, the new
government tried to implement an official week of ten days, called a ‘centime’.
Each of the ten months had thirty days, and because that fell short of a full
year, they had some nonsense of adding an extra sort of mini-month consisting
of five or six days, depending on whether it was a Leap year. The whole new
system was unpopular because workers immediately recognized they got one day off
every ten days, instead of one in seven. So, France went back to the
regular calendar, and I’m sure the ‘true revolutionaries’ felt betrayed by the
lowly public they tried to enlighten.


Hey, I also know why ocean tides on Earth, caused
partly by the moon, are slowly pushing the moon into a higher orbit.


See, you can learn a lot of useful stuff when
you’re not stuck in a classroom, being forced to read boring crap like Moby
Dick.


“Why do you ask? We have a calendar around here
somewhere, probably in one of the cabinets. Do you want me to look for-”


“That would be helpful, yes. Later. For now, I
must ask what of the weekdays is today?”


“Oh, this is Saturday.” Then, because he might not
recognize modern names for days or the week, I added, “This is one day after
the Jewish Sabbath, we call that ‘Friday’. Tomorrow is Sunday, that is-”


“The holy day of worship.”


“Right.” We hadn’t discussed it, but I assumed
from the cross he wore that he was a Christian. Did that mean he was persecuted
in Roman Egypt, or was he from after the days of throwing Christians to the
lions? That’s something I should research. Gisele also wore a cross, and she
nodded when Macarius identified Sunday as the day of worship.


“I must seek spiritual guidance,” he said.
“Tomorrow morning, can you bring me to the nearest church?”


“Uh, I’ll have to check a map for-”


“A church of the,” his eyes darted to Gisele. “The
Coptic faith,” he added.


Her eyes opened wide, then narrowed to a glare. “I
need to find a church,” she said to me, but she was looking at Macarius.
The way she said it implied she meant the church, like there could only
be one legitimate one. The way she said it also implied Macarius must be a
heathen savage, or a heretic, or worse.


Oh, that was not good. It was the first
sign of friction between the knights, and one thing was for sure: I did not
want to get involved in a religious dispute between them.


No. Scratch that. The second thing I could
be sure of is that I didn’t have the time or the energy to put up with their
nonsense. My knowledge of the Coptic church was limited to knowing they were
one of the earliest Christian groups. I knew that only because at the
church my parents attended, there had been an appeal to help after a Coptic
church was attacked in Egypt, or something like that. My parents might have
donated money to the cause, I was little back then so I don’t remember details.


Damn it.


The knights, who had come across space and time to
help me save the world, were instead going to get into a fight over a minor
issue. Why? I did not know and really did not care. My guess is a long time
ago, a bunch of old men made up some BS about how many angels could dance on
the head of a pin or something equally meaningless, and declared that anyone
who disagreed with them was a heretic.


Screw that.


The two of them were giving each other the Death
Glare.


“Gisele,” I said just as Macarius opened his mouth
to likely say something he couldn’t take back. “Do you mean the church of Rome?
That is what we now call the ‘Catholic’ church.”


She looked surprised that I had to ask for
clarity, about what she considered the only church. In her time, in ancient
Gaul, that might have been true. “Yes. Of, of course. Is there any other-”


Holding up my phone, I looked at her, then
Macarius. “I’m sure I can find places of worship for both of you, but not now.
Neither of you can risk going out in public, having conversations with people,
until you are more familiar with this world. Anything you say could expose that
you know very little of this world.”


“I seek spiritual guidance,” Macarius insisted.
“Not to discuss matters of this world.”


“Do you understand the current teachings of
the Coptic church?” I asked him, then looked at Gisele. “Or the Catholics?
There could have been a lot of changes over the centuries. Please, first let me
get information for you, so you can speak knowledgably to a, uh, priest or whoever,
OK?”



 


 

We needed a break from living together, and I
needed to ditch my bodyguards before I attempted to make contact with the counterfeiter
that The Artist had recommended. He hadn’t given me the guy’s phone number or
name, or where he worked, of course. All I had was the address of an autobody
shop in a bad part of town, and a code phrase to say, to whoever was there
after hours. That guy, if he thought I looked legit, would give me another
contact, and so on until I finally met the ID supplier. That’s how it worked
and the setup didn’t bother me. I mean, it wasn’t ideal, working with criminals
never was, and I wouldn’t take the risk if I didn’t have to. But I had done it
before, and having a referral from The Artist would make things go smoother.
What I couldn’t do was act too nervous, because nervousness is contagious and
could spook my contact. Also, going alone was a requirement. If I showed up
with Macarius and his Resting Scowl Face, I wouldn’t get anywhere. Bringing
Gisele with me was just as bad, being so young and petite, she invited trouble.
Or, attempted trouble. If anyone messed with her, she would kick their
ass. That wasn’t what I wanted.


So, I got two rooms at a cheap motel, one that
allowed a dog. For dinner, I ordered pizza and a big salad. My Aunt taught me
that, especially when moving around a lot, it was important to make an extra
effort to eat a healthy diet. After dinner, I showed them how to use a TV, and
set it on Sesame Street. I figured that was a safe way to introduce them to
both television and modern society, a little bit at a time. “It’s like a puppet
show,” I explained. “You two, you three, stay here. I have to go out for
a while.”


“Where are you going?” Macarius demanded, reaching
for his sword. “We must come with you.”


“No, you must not. I’m going to meet
someone who will not cooperate, unless I go there alone. All that’s going to
happen is I talk with someone. That’s the way this works, I’ve done it before. I
will be safe, I promise.”


Making a promise didn’t stop the knights from
pleading with me as I went out the door, then Duke squeezed through the door out
into the parking lot, and we had to chase him back inside. At least Macarius
left his sword in the room, not shaking it at me. The guy was intimidating
enough without a medieval weapon in his hands. Running around after the dog
broke the tension, Macarius actually had a grin on this face when I got him to
drag Duke back inside. Gisele stood in the doorway, her arms wrapped around her
from the chilly night air, but she was laughing at our clumsy antics.


“Kazimir,” she whispered. “Please promise me you
will stay away from danger.”


“I promise. Now, please go inside and watch TV.
It’s important that both of you learn about this world.”


Driving an RV to an illicit meeting was not
optimal, and the engine didn’t crank over the first time I turned the key, but
I got it started and backed out of the parking lot.



 

Special Agent Michele Singer tried to juggle the
folder that contained her notes, her purse, a half-empty coffee cup, and the
keys to the rental car, and lost the battle. The keys slid off the folder,
dropped to the ground and bounced under the car. “Sh-” Her automatic curse was
cut off by a sharp look from a young mother who was guiding her child through
the parking lot. “Shhh-ouldn’t happen to anyone,” she muttered, setting the folder
on top of the car, where the paper coffee cup wobbled. “Oh, damn it.” She
popped off the lid and spilled the remains of the coffee into a bush in front
of the car, shaking the cup to get the last drops of-


At the motel across the street, a door had opened,
and two men walked out, having an animated but quiet argument. She was about to
look away, when a teenaged girl with red hair stood in the doorway, pleading
with the younger of the two men.


Instantly, Michele’s training made her consider
the girl might be a victim of human trafficking. The potential victim was at a
cheap motel with two older men, and-


A dog?


A skinny golden retriever squeezed past the girl
and into the parking lot, leading the two men on a merry chase.


No. A trafficking situation was unlikely. The
three people were laughing and smiling after the dog was ushered back into the
room, and the girl waved as the younger man got into a small recreational
vehicle. An RV was not a typical choice for traffickers, nor were they likely
to be traveling with a dog. It wasn’t her business, she had enough-


That dog.


Something about seeing the dog’s swishing tail
disappear into the room, triggered a memory. Kazimir Wolfe had been tracked to
a diner in Missouri. A town where that same day, a golden retriever had gone
missing.


It couldn’t be.


Could it?


She hadn’t gotten a good look at the younger man,
the one who had just driven away in the RV. He was about the right age.
Why hadn’t she been able to get a better view of his face? The lighting in the
motel parking lot wasn’t great, still-


She had nothing to compare the guy’s face to, no useful
photograph existed of Kazimir Wolfe. Which by itself was odd, very odd.


Things that were odd got her interested.


The RV had pulled out into the street and turned
left, it was cruising to a stop at a light. Behind her, the hotel had a clean,
comfortable room where she could kick off her sensible shoes and watch some
mindless TV, until it was time to get up and hit the hotel’s gym before another
day of work. All of which sounded better than driving through Memphis at night,
on what had to be a fool’s errand.


The RV was stopped at the light.


Her instincts told her there was something unusual
about that young man.


She had learned to trust her instincts. Chucking
the empty coffee cup on the floor, and her folder and purse on the passenger
seat, she got in the car.



 


 

I’m not James Bond, but something told me I was
being followed. The car I suspected hung back, and its headlights looked like a
million other cars in the darkness. The people chasing me knew where I was,
they wouldn’t just follow the RV, they would race up next to me, shoot out the
tires and shower the cab with bullets.


Besides, James Bond would drive a much cooler car
than my crappy RV.


To make sure, I thought of doing something I saw
on a cop show, or maybe it was in a movie. Make four left turns, basically a
complete circle. If a car behind you does the same thing, you definitely have a
tail. Maybe four right turns would accomplish the same thing, and right turns
are easier, so I turned right, then right again.


And stopped, because that street was blocked by
construction. So, I made an awkward three or possibly a seven point turn in the
stupid RV, and by the time I got back out to the street I’d made the first
right turn onto, all I could see were the taillights of a car. If it was the
car that had been behind me, I had no way to know.


My application to be a superspy would be on hold
for a while. Instead of more screwing around, I got the map reoriented on my
lap, a paper map of course, and went back to what I was supposed to be doing. Two
blocks away from the autobody shop, I parked the RV near an intersection, where
there were multiple routes back to the vehicle, and nobody could park in front
of me and block a quick getaway. You know, like James Bond would do.


Also good for a tow truck, if the stupid old RV
wouldn’t start when I got back. Locking the doors manually, since the remote fob
didn’t work, I looked both ways, technically four ways at the intersection. A
car down the street made a turn to park in the opposite direction, then the
lights turned off. It was starting to rain and I didn’t want a repeat of the
previous night, when I let the weather distract me. Patting the Glock in its
new shoulder holster for reassurance, I jogged across the empty intersection,
keeping my head up. Looking confident, like I belonged there, like I wasn’t
afraid to be in a bad part of Memphis on a rainy night.


Just in case, I reached out with my senses and
felt for the magical energy around me. Plenty of it was available.


If only I was a real wizard, and actually knew how
to use it.



 

The RV had parked and Michele sat in the car,
watching it from the side mirror. When the RV had made two right turns, she had
feared the driver knew he was being followed, but the navigation app on her
phone alerted her that street was blocked. Either the RV driver wasn’t using a mobile
map, or he’d gotten lost, because the RV turned around while she waited down
the street. Now the young man had gotten out and was jogging across the
deserted intersection.


Was she being stupid, she asked herself? What were
the odds, after the Bureau had tasked resources off and on to track Kazimir
Wolfe, that he just happened to be staying across the street from her hotel? When
she was in Memphis on a completely unrelated case. While he was driving a
recreational vehicle, and apparently traveling with two companions. And a dog.


Fugitives didn’t do that.


All she had to go on was the dog.


And her instincts.


She had learned to trust her instincts.


Tucking the folder under the seat and locking her
purse in the glovebox, she got out on the passenger side, looking both ways. Behind
the car, the man she was following was walking away at a brisk pace. In the
other direction, three figures stood under the shelter of an overhang near the
street corner, she had to focus to see them. Three people, hanging out on a
street corner, on a drizzly, chilly night? One of them stepped out onto the
sidewalk to get a better look at her, then quickly stepped back. A sliver of
light shone onto the wet street as a door was opened, then closed.


She knew what the men had been thinking. A white
woman, in a bad area of town, wearing sensible shoes and a jacket made for the
office. Law enforcement of some kind. Trouble they didn’t want any part of. She
didn’t care what illegal activity they were involved in, that was for the local
police. Tucking the car key in a pants pocket, she hurried after her quarry, keeping
to the shadows so he didn’t see her.



 

I had a bad feeling about the situation, and the
feeling was growing stronger with every step. Someone was watching me, though
there wasn’t anyone visible in front, and every time I turned my head, I
couldn’t see anyone behind. Why did I keep going? The fact that someone might
be watching me didn’t mean they meant any harm, they could just be on the
lookout for police. It certainly wasn’t the nicest part of town. Also, I kind
of didn’t have a choice. Every time I did something sketchy, like getting fake
IDs made, I had a bad feeling about it. Being around sketchy people did that to
me, there was always the possibility that someone would rob me instead of
delivering what we had agreed to.


Most days, I had a bad feeling about just getting
out of bed, but I did it anyway. Gisele and Macarius couldn’t navigate the
modern world without identification, they-


OMG. Just then it occurred to me that not only did
I need to teach them how to shoot a gun, and use a cellphone and to use the
internet, sooner or later I needed to teach them to drive.


The thought of those two, on their own, driving a
vehicle anywhere other than an empty parking lot in clear daylight, terrified
me.


Maybe I should start by teaching them how to ride
a bicycle.


The bad feeling wasn’t going away. I didn’t know
enough about magic to use it for sensing whether I was in danger, I had to rely
on my eyes, ears and common sense for that. They told me nothing useful, other
than what I already knew. Being there, at that time of night, was risky.


No duh.


That night was as good as any other, unless I was
going to give up. That wasn’t an option. What I could do, to reduce the
risk, was to check out the place before going in through the front door. Up
ahead was an alley in the middle of the block, the autobody shop had to back up
to that alley, if the map was right. Assuming I memorized the map correctly.
Assuming a lot of things.


The alley was dark, with two-story buildings on
both sides, but it was wide, probably so trucks could get in and out. There
wasn’t a lot of clutter along either side, and by squinting, I could see the alley
ended in a concrete loading dock, just wide enough for one semi-trailer or a
box truck. The loading dock had an awning near the roof, and no lights. There
was a dim glow in the shape of a rectangle to the left, my guess was a window
that had been painted over or had a curtain drawn across it. Whatever. No
movement that I could see.


What the hell, why not?


One hand on my gun, I kept to the right side of
the alley. About halfway down, the glow of the window suddenly got brighter,
and I froze.


Voices, I heard voices. A squeak, like a door was
opening on rusty hinges. Taking two steps backward, I ducked into the alcove of
a doorway, holding my breath and peering around the corner.


Oh sh-


Four guys coming out through a doorway, carrying automatic
weapons. Or semi-auto, you know what I mean. Gear like an AR-15, although the
brief glimpse I caught before the door closed was of a curved magazine hanging
down. AK-47s had a curved magazine, and they fired a bigger bullet than the
AR-15.


Both of those weapons could make you very dead,
very fast.


That asshole.


The Artist had sold me out! I should have known.
I’m an idiot. He refused to do business with me. Why? Scary people were looking
for me, that’s why. People who had frightened him. People he could get off his
back, by selling me out.


I should have known.


Taking my hand off the Glock, which was not going
to be of any use in getting out of there alive, I closed my eyes to
concentrate. One thing I had to practice was using magic with my eyes open,
that would be a useful skill. Later.


Gathering power, I created the nugget of a shield,
no larger than the size of a quarter, hanging in the air in the middle of the
alley, four feet off the ground. The size was a guess, I could barely see it
with my eyes, even though I knew exactly where to look. A guy grunted from the
direction of the loading dock. Damn it, he must have seen something. How? There
was barely enough light to-


Oh, hell.


Where had she come from?


A woman was at the entrance of the alley, walking
slowly toward me.


What the hell was she doing there?


I heard rather than saw her draw a gun from a
holster when she was ten feet from me.


Then, she clicked on a flashlight, and all hell
broke loose.


The four guys on the loading dock raised their
weapons, aiming at her as her eyes grew wide and she shouted, “FBI!
Freeze!”


Yeah. Like that was gonna calm the
situation down.


No choice.


The shield expanded as I stumbled out from the
doorway, holding the shield steady with my right hand while shading my eyes
from the flashlight glare with the left.


I dunno.


Maybe the sudden, unexpected and unexplained hazy glow
of the shield hanging in the air made everyone hesitate, for a split second no
one fired or even breathed.


That didn’t last.


Bullets impacting the shield made me stagger to my
knees and the woman dropped and rolled, firing back. She was good, not
losing her cool. Problem was, she also shot at the shield, and a ricochet
whistled close past my ear, making me flinch. Blocking out all other thoughts,
I held the shield firm as rifles roared and rounds slammed into the mostly
invisible barrier, that was growing more visible, and more ragged.


I couldn’t hold it.


Not for long.


Blessedly the gunfire stopped as the opponents
gasped a collective WTF?


That was the break I needed.


Standing up on wobbly knees, I held both hands in
front of me, gathered power into the tattered shield, and pushed. Hard.


 The shield
was flung down the alley to crash against the back wall of the autobody shop,
where its magical energy crackled and dispersed into nothingness, leaving motes
of yellowish sparks floating like drunken fireflies.


It was gone, and I couldn’t make another, not right
then. I slipped backwards to fall heavily on my ass, thumping my shoulders
against the side of the alley. And I realized the reason I slipped was the wet,
cracked pavement of the alley was a thin sheet of ice. Same with the
loading dock, the four guys on the loading dock had fared worse than me, they-


One of them was down, face down on the ground,
bleeding. Ricochets on their side of the shield had shattered the window, flooding
the alley with a shaft of light, and the guy on the ground had to have been
struck by a bullet bouncing off the shield. He was moving, groaning and pushed
himself to roll over onto his back. The other three were still on the concrete
pad of the loading dock, shaking their heads, stunned.


The shield slamming into them wasn’t good enough. Two
of the guys on the loading dock still had their rifles, and the third guy
pushed himself onto one knee, reaching for his weapon. They-


Oh, that wasn’t good.


In the light from the broken window, I could see
the shooters were wearing body armor, probably Kevlar panels. I’m a decent shot
and I’m sure the FBI trains their agents to be accurate, but ensuring a head
shot at that distance while we had light shining into our eyes, was not good
odds. One of the guys shook his head again like he was clearing his vision, and
the muzzle of his rifle came up.


I reached out to grasp the awning at the top of
the autobody shop’s rear wall, not with my hands but with energy. It was
tougher than I expected to collect the energy and direct it where I wanted it
to go, the strands of energy in the alley weren’t holding together like they
should have. It slipped through my fingers is the best way I can describe it,
like trying to scoop water without having your fingers pressed together. Quality
was not an option so I went with quantity, just piling up magical force above
the awning then pressing down with it.


The awning was solidly attached to the brick wall
or the structure behind the bricks, I’m not an architect. All I know is the awning
covered about twenty feet by six feet and when you apply pressure to push
down on that much surface area, things happen.


Bad things.


The awning groaned and screeched, metal snapping
somewhere and the guy aiming the rifle jerked his head up, startled as the
whole damned awning and the top half of the brick wall slammed down on his head.


Nobody was walking away from that.


More bricks fell away, not as a result of anything
I did, just the weakened structure failing. The guy on the ground was half
buried in bricks and the lip of the awning had smashed into his torso.


He wasn’t moving.


I had the worst headache ever, I could feel
my pulse throbbing in my eyeballs. Squinting so my eyes didn’t explode, I tried
to stand up.


And fell again, slipping on the thin, clear sheet
of ice. Holding onto the brick wall behind me didn’t do any good, it was sheathed
in a thick layer of frost, and a strong breeze was coming into the alley from
every direction, picking up every scrap of trash that littered the alley and
swirling it around like an icy dust devil. The frost was already cracking and crumbling,
fading away as the ice on the pavement crazed and melted.


What the hell had I done?


“What did you do?” A woman’s voice called
from somewhere.


Who was- Oh yeah, her.


Who the hell was she?


“Help me,” I grunted, getting onto one knee. In my
condition with a blinding headache and feeling weak and nauseous, I counted
half standing as a major win.


“Don’t you move!” She shouted, in the better light
spilling out from the ruined autobody shop, even with my eyelids barely open I
could see her aiming a gun at me.


“Help,” I repeated. “Please h-”


Voices were shouting, angry voices. More people
were coming, from inside the shop. Unless they wanted to risk climbing over the
pile of debris on an unstable wall, they would have to go around from the front.
Four guys out back, plus an unknown number in or in front of the shop. Either I
had gotten incredibly unlucky to stumble on something I wasn’t supposed to see,
or somebody was very serious about killing me. That is a big crew for any job,
hiring that many guys, with that kind of heavy firepower and body armor, is
expensive.


It could have been a coincidence, if you believe
in that sort of thing.


I don’t.


A hand reached under my left arm, hauling me to my
feet. “Let’s go,” she urged me, and I made my feet move, leaning on her and
having to actually look at my feet so they would do what I wanted. We
staggered out of the alley onto the sidewalk and once we were clear of the
alley, we were plunged into darkness again. Voices were still shouting, still
behind us. Not in front. That was good. For the moment.


When we reached the end of the block, I was able
to stand on my own, leaning on her shoulder and walking fast enough that she
wasn’t dragging me along the sidewalk. “Can you drive?” I asked, trying to talk
with a tongue that was dry and three sizes too big.


“My car is up ahead, on the right.”


“Were you,” I coughed. “Following me?”


“Yes.”


“Thanks.”


“For what? You saved my ass back there.” She
leaned forward to look at me while I shuffled along the broken sidewalk as best
I could. “How did you do that?”


“Magic.”


“M- If you’re going to lie to me, don’t bother.”


I stopped walking and stared into her eyes, having
to keep a hand on her shoulder so I didn’t fall over. “Magic. Real
magic. I can show you, but we-” The shouting behind us got louder. “We gotta
get out of here first.”



 










CHAPTER FIFTEEN



 

She drove. At first, just driving to get away,
anywhere. After she blew through a light that was going red before we crossed
the intersection, she let her foot off the pedal.


“It’s OK. Pull over here,” I pointed to the
parking lot of a diner just ahead on the right. The kind of place that was
built to look like an old railroad car, then expanded over the years.


The car drifted to a stop, sort of straddling two
parking spaces in the almost empty lot. She didn’t turn the engine off, but I
opened my door.


“Where are you going?” She grabbed my arm. She
didn’t pull her gun, I counted that as a good sign. “I have to take you in.”


“No, you don’t. You don’t,” I repeated,
turning in the seat to look at her. “It’s late and I’m tired and I’m hungry.”
Jabbing a finger at the well-lit windows of the diner, I added, “I need a slice
of pie.”


“I ate dinner.”


“Me too. I always have room for pie.”


“I’m an FBI agent,” she was talking more to
herself than to me.


“I know. You’re Special Agent Michele Singer.”


“How do you know me?”


“Saw your picture in the news years ago, about my
aunt. I wrote to you, sent letters. Did you get any of them?”


“Yes,” she admitted with reluctance.


“Did you read them?”


“I did. So did several other agents in the Bureau,
the ones on the team assigned to finding you.”


That made me pause. “Wait. You are not in
Memphis to find me? Then how-”


“Luck. Good for me, bad for you. I have to take
you in.”


“No,” I pried her fingers off my arm. “You don’t have
to do that. It’s a choice. Listen, I’m going in there, getting a cup of coffee
and some pie. We can talk, about what happened. What you saw. What I did. Then
you can decide.” Before she could answer, I stepped out of the car, but didn’t
run. “Are you coming?”


She put the car in Park and turned the engine off.



 

I chose a booth at the front windows so if anyone
had followed us, I’d see them coming. The booth was at the end of the counter,
opposite the path that led behind the counter and into the kitchen. If we
needed to run, we could go out the back. It would have been best to scout
behind the diner before we went in, to assure there wasn’t anything obstructing
the back door, and that the only escape routes didn’t lead to the front parking
lot. But I was tired, and didn’t want to spook Special Agent Singer by showing
her my usual paranoid self. I took the seat with my back to the front door, not
because I wanted to but because I wanted her to be comfortable, and cops are
trained not to sit with their back to the door. I think. I mean, I’m not a cop,
so I only know what I’ve heard.


“You want coffee, Hon?” The waitress asked,
looking at me first. Her nametag read ‘Suzanne’ and she looked as tired as I
felt. The originally blue checkerboard apron she wore was faded from too many times
through the wash, the pencil she held was worn down to a nub, and she stood
with her weight on one foot, like the other needed a rest after a long day.
Suzanne and I weren’t the only tired things in the diner, the whole place was
overdue for a renovation. The booth I was sitting in had a tear across the
vinyl that was snagging my jeans whenever I moved. The tabletop had burns and
stains and chips on the gray Formica surface, and the linoleum or whatever
floor had a dark streak down the middle, where years of shoes scuffing it had
worn way the pattern.


I like that kind of diner. It’s for locals who are
regulars. “Two coffees,” I ordered for both of us. “You have any pie?”


“Apple, but,” Suzanne lowered her voice with a
glance toward the kitchen. “The apples are from a can, this time of year. We
also have coconut cream pie.”


“I’ll take the coconut cream. And a grilled
cheese, with fries. Pie first.”


She approved of my ‘dessert first’ policy. “For
you?”


Michele shook her head. “Just coffee.”


“Two forks for the pie,” I added, and Suzanne gave
me a wink as she turned to put in the order. We sat silently, her stunned,
staring out the window, me trying to think what to say. More like, how
to say it.


The arrival of the coffee prompted us into action,
a ritual of opening little cups of cream, her adding artificial sweetener to
her cup, the kind that comes in a yellow packet. I dug an Advil out of a pocket
and washed it down with hot coffee. The headache had subsided to the ‘I am so
going to regret this in the morning’ level, no longer preventing me from
thinking clearly. The pie came just as we were taking our first sips of coffee.
“Sure you don’t want any?”


She shook her head.


Sliding the plate into the middle of the table, I
placed the extra fork on her side. My first attempt to dig a fork into the pie only
resulted in the fork clinking against the plate. My hand shook and it was
almost like my fingers were too numb to feel the fork I was holding. Setting
the fork down, I pressed my hands together. “Coming down off an adrenaline
rush,” I explained.


“You are?” She raised an eyebrow. “How do you
think I feel?”


“You seemed pretty in control of yourself back
there.”


“You were in control of the situation,” she
insisted.


“Ah, less than you think. I was kind of making
things up as I went. This is still new to me.”


“I wish you hadn’t told me that,” she said with a
frown, and I noticed her hands were trembling slightly also.


“Why?”


“I have a family. A husband. Children. I could
have died in that alley.”


“But you didn’t.”


“Was that luck?”


“Partly, yeah,” I admitted.


I looked away, and we sat silently for a while,
until I took a deep breath and picked up the fork again. That time, I scooped
up a piece of pie and managed to eat it without stabbing myself in the face. “It’s
good,” I mumbled over a mouthful of pie and whipped cream. Cream pies,
especially coconut, were generally a safe bet. My favorites were fruit pies,
like apple and blueberry, but those could be great or awful. The quality of
fruit pies depended a lot on the fruit itself, and even with good apples or
blueberries, a bad cook could too easily make an inedible pie. Using too much
sugar, cinnamon, or nutmeg could result in overwhelming the taste of the fruit.
And some berry pies have too much thickener, so it’s like flavored Jell-O.
Yuck. Cream pies are more consistently good and hard to screw up, even for
amateur cooks.


Also, chocolate cream pie can taste like chalk if
quality chocolate isn’t used. So, it’s best to stick with coconut.


Thank you for attending my TED talk about pies.


Why was my brain rambling on about pie? I
was tired, I had a headache, I was still in shock, my brain still not fully
accepting WTF just happened. Pie was real, no question about it. Eating a bite
of comfort food brought me back to reality, even if that reality now included me
having killed a group of guys I didn’t know.


“Sure you don’t want any?” I nudged the second fork.


She took a breath. “Kazimir- It is Kazimir?
Wolfe?”


“I won’t bother lying to you.”


“There’s no point.” Her eyes held a glimmer of
satisfaction. She had been looking for me, and she found her quarry.


“Yeah. And I need your help, so-”


She blinked. “You need my help? Why? What
makes you think-”


“The people who killed my aunt? They’ve been
chasing me for years, and I’m sick of it. I don’t know who they are or what
they want, but they’re more persistent than your agency.”


“You are the prime suspect in multiple murders.”


“I didn’t kill my Aunt!”


“I notice you didn’t deny what happened in
Colorado.”


“Don’t,” I jabbed a finger at her. “That- That was
my fault, but I didn’t know it until it was too late. I have never killed
anyone.”


“Until tonight. A brick wall fell on those men in
the alley.”


“They shot first. At you. But hey, if you
like, we can find more thugs to shoot at you, and I won’t interfere this time.”


“The fact remains, you’re the prime suspect in-”


“You don’t believe that.” She didn’t answer me right
away. First, she looked out the window. Then down at the plate of pie. Nudging
it toward her, I tapped the plate with my fork. “You’re missing some good pie.”


“It doesn’t matter what I think, Mr. Wolfe.”


“It does matter. And call me ‘Kaz’, please. It
would be nice for someone to use my real name for a change.”


Her hand rested on the fork, while she made a
decision. “The people chasing you, it was also them at the firefight in
Indiana?”


“You know about that?”


“You just confirmed you were involved.”


“Damn it. Is this an official interrogation?”


“You tell me.”


“I don’t know who they were, either of them. The
Mercedes cut me off, then BAM,” I smacked a fist into my palm. “The other SUV
came out of nowhere. They killed each other, I didn’t even get off a shot- Uh.”


“Did you just tell me you have an unlicensed
firearm?” She looked at my left shoulder, where the Glock was in its holster
under my leather jacket.


“I said, I didn’t shoot anyone. This
doesn’t sound like you helping me.”


“Why do you think I will help you?”


“You don’t believe I killed my aunt.”


She didn’t give a verbal response. Instead, she
picked up the fork and dug into the pie. “I told you, it doesn’t matter what I
think.”


“Maybe it didn’t matter before. It does now.”


“How?”


“Magic. You saw it.”


“I saw, something,” she whispered, and we stopped
talking as the grilled cheese and fries arrived. Taking half the sandwich, I
spun the plate around so the other half was on her side. She didn’t reach for
it. She did nudge her phone, looking at the screen. There were no recent texts,
if that’s what she was checking for.


“It’s hard to believe, I know.”


“Magic?” She whispered back.


“Yeah.”


“No.” She shook her head, and nudged the phone
again.


“You saw it.”


“I saw something.”


“Oh, Christ, I- Let me guess,” I let myself sink
back into the cracked vinyl of the booth. Using magic was tiring, that was
true. What was worse was the emotional drain of being betrayed, shot at, again,
and now having to engage in verbal sparring with an FBI agent. What I felt like
doing was walking out. I knew how to do that, one agent, even a very determined
one, couldn’t stop me. The problem was, the FBI had more than one special
agent. The federal government had more than one agency that could be looking
for me, or have their resources used to hunt me down. I needed her to help
me. Or, forget about having seen me. Or at least, stop trying so damned hard to
find me. “There was no magic, right? The guys shooting at us, at you,
were firing blanks. That wall just happened to collapse, right at that moment.
Or, no! I know, I planted explosives behind that wall, so it would fall. To
impress you, since I just happened to know you would be there, and I thought it
was a great idea to get involved with an FBI agent.”


“That’s not-”


“That’s not what, Special Agent Singer? The
guy who got hit by a ricochet, the bullets that bounced off the wall behind him
and shattered that window, those weren’t blanks, you get that? Those guys
didn’t jump backwards, I pushed them. Like this,” I held out my right
hand, palm toward her.


She flinched.


Dropping my hand, I placed it flat on the table.
“I will never hurt you. I might stop you from hurting me.”


“Thanks for the heads up. Magic? Explain this
then, where did the ice come from?”


“My guess is-”


“You don’t know?”


“Hey, nobody left me a ‘Magic For Dummies’ book,
you know? I’m mostly making this up as I go along. You want my guess or not?”


“Please. I need something to make sense of what I
saw tonight.”


“To use magic, you need access to magical energy.
The kind of energy that isn’t natural to this world. It leaks in from the
Netherworld, or something like that.” I held up my hands to show I was still guessing.
“When magic is applied, to use that energy, it still has to obey the laws of
thermodynamics here.” When I slipped on the ice in the alley and fell on my
ass, it not only hurt, but it also made me realize something. The first time I
used magic to create a shield, in the picnic ground, I had been sweating but I
was chilled. At the time, I assumed the evening temperature had dropped
quickly, but looking back I remember the air warmed up distinctly as we walked
back to the campsite. Same as when I knocked over the old oak tree; spring buds
on trees in the area were shriveled up.


Like they had gotten hit by a hard frost.


Because that’s exactly what happened.


In the alley, my use of kinetic magic had sucked
heat from the air. The rainwater on the pavement froze, and moisture in the air
formed frost on the walls. The sudden drop in temperature created the swirling
wind we experienced also.


I hadn’t sucked the life force from those tree
buds, I had sucked the heat from them.


She raised an eyebrow. “Thermodynamics?”


“Yeah, that’s the-”


“I’m familiar with the concepts.”


“Did that answer your question?”


“It raised more questions. For a wizard, you seem
to know a lot about science. Possibly even enough to fake everything I saw
tonight.”


“You are freakin’ kidding-” Clamping my mouth
shut, I shook my head. Arguing would only make her more stubbornly cling to her
belief that there was no magic. What she needed was time to process her
thoughts.


And maybe more evidence that magic is real. The
conversation was going nowhere. I took a deep breath. “Your coffee is getting
cold.”


“Don’t,” she placed a hand over it, like she
thought I was going to call the waitress to freshen the cup.


“OK.”


Her hand went back on the table, one finger nudged
the phone. She checked the signal strength, I could see it showed three bars.


Reaching out my left hand, I held my palm open
toward her coffee cup, looking down at the stains on the chipped Formica
tabletop, and closed my eyes for a second.


“Ah!” She pushed herself back against the booth.


“Sorry.” The coffee had gotten so hot, it boiled
and bubbled over, spilling some of the liquid on the table. I winced as an
icepick of pain stabbed into my head. Too much magic, I was using too much
magic, too quickly. Plus, I still didn’t really know what I was doing, so I was
using energy as a hammer, when a flyswatter would have done the job. Mopping up
the spilled coffee with a napkin with one hand, I held up the other toward the
waitress, who was staring at us, curious. “I’m clumsy,” I raised my voice.
“It’s OK, we’re good.”


“You want more coffee?” The waitress asked,
pointing to the carafe sitting on the hot plate behind the counter.


“Thank you, no,” Michele responded with a wave,
her hand trembling, her face pale. Leaning toward me, she hissed, “What was that?”


“Like I said, magic. Real magic, not stage show illusions.”


“No.”


“You want me to do it again? I got plenty more
where that came from,” I lied. It was exhausting, using magic. And there was
something not right about the magic around us.


“No.”


“That wall over there,” I pointed to an abandoned
gas station, or maybe it was an auto repair shop. Or had been. The cinderblock
wall on the side facing the diner had a gutter broken, sagging down in the
middle. The rollup door’s windows were all boarded up, no lights were on, and
the sign out front was so faded with peeling paint, I couldn’t read it. 


“Don’t.”


“Don’t what? Don’t show you that I can use magic?”


“Don’t.”


“Too late.” It was harder than I thought. Without
the rush of adrenaline fueling me, I had to work at it. Two, then three
cinderblocks from the top of the wall broke off and fell to the pavement,
smashing apart. There wasn’t any sound that came through the windows, but a car
going by hit its brakes and slowed before moving on. “Did you see that?”


“Yes. Don’t do it again.”


“I won’t. Your grilled cheese is getting cold.” It
probably was cold, if my heating up her coffee had sucked warmth from around
us.


“I don’t want it.”


“You sure?” I reached for another French fry. It
was lukewarm and limp.


“The smell of food is making me nauseous.”


I took the hint and pulled the plate toward me.
“You’re in shock.”


She didn’t speak. Her expression said ‘Ya think?’.
“Magic? Really?”


“You have questions.”


“I have more than questions, Mr. Wolfe.”


“Call me ‘Kaz’, please. I’ll tell you what I know,
it isn’t much. I promise to be honest with you.” Picking up my cup, I swirled
the last inch of coffee around, so I lifted it toward the waitress. “Can I get
some more?” To Michele I added, “We can’t just sit here, it looks suspicious.”


We both got our cups filled with hot coffee, Michele
confirmed she didn’t want anything else, and Suzanne walked away. Not before
she glanced at me, then at the clock on the wall. I got the message: the diner
was closing in twenty minutes.


“Look, I don’t know much because I’m the only
wizard I know. If there are others, they’re hiding like I am.”


“You’re the first?”


“No. There used to be more wizards, long ago.
Here’s what my aunt told me: there used to be more magic in this world.
It has been gone for a long time. There used to be gods, that’s ‘god’ with a
little ‘g’. Like the Greek or Norse gods. Zeus, Thor, all that. They were
beings from the other world, and they reigned like gods here, until our world
and the, uh, the Netherworld, drew apart. When that happened, those gods lost
their power here, and drew themselves back into the Nether. We humans
worshipped what was remembered of the old gods, even long after they left.”


“If there’s no magic left, how can you do, what
you do?”


“I work with what’s left.” It wasn’t the time to
tell her about knights, and portals, and my suspicion that a substantial amount
of magical energy was leaking through from the Nether.


“Uh huh. So, gods.”


“Gods. Not real gods. And dragons, they are
real. Were real.”


“Kaz,” she looked at the clock. “I’m calling BS on
that. If there were dragons, and some of them were killed, where’s the
evidence? Where are the bones? Don’t tell me that we’re confusing them for
dinosaur bones.”


“We’re not. Dragons, ogres, hell, even unicorns if
they exist, they all come from the Nether. They are made of magic,
that’s what,” I pressed my hands together, like I was squeezing a ball between
them. “Holds their bodies together. When they die here, on this side, the magical
energy disperses.” My hands flew apart. “All you’re left with is dust.”


“That’s convenient.”


“It’s not convenient,” I raised my voice a
bit too much. “If I had any freakin’ physical evidence, I wouldn’t be arguing
about it with an FBI agent who saw it with her own eyes. The-”


On the windshield of a car parked across the
street, I saw the reflection of blue and white lights. Growing brighter. Then I
heard the sirens. Turning, I swung my legs out of the booth, ready to dash out
the back.


“Don’t,” she reached across the table, gripping my
forearm “It wasn’t me,” she whispered. 


“No?”


“I didn’t call anyone. Kaz, I didn’t.”


My feet stayed firmly planted on the floor, a hand
poised to push myself out of the booth. “Michele, I’m going to trust
you.”


We waited no more than thirty seconds, as a patrol
car appeared and raced by without hesitating. “We should get out of here,” I
said, taking a gulp of coffee.


“They’re not looking for you,” she insisted.


“No? The waitress noticed I got nervous when I
heard the siren.”


“I didn’t react like that. The patrol car
is probably going to the alley. That amount of gunfire attracts attention, even
in this part of town.”


“Did you ever consider that someone might have
seen me, and you, coming out of that alley? A witness could have
identified your car.”


“Shhhh-” Her shoulders slumping, she didn’t finish
the thought.


“Like I said, we should move. Trust me about this,
I’ve been on the run for a long time.”



 

We got back in her car and she drove, getting on a
highway headed east. We weren’t going anywhere in particular, the nearly empty
road was good for avoiding distractions. She had a lot to think about, I kept
my mouth shut and let her think. “All right,” she glanced over at me. “Let’s
say I believe you somehow can do something that looks like magic. Who’s the
girl?”


“What girl?”


“This is not a good start for you being honest
with me.”


“You saw me with a girl? When?”


“At a motel.”


“Oh. You were there?”


“Who is she, and who is the big guy in the other
room?”


“They’re not important, just people I’m traveling
with. I’m kind of, uh, responsible for them for the moment.”


“How old is she?”


“Seventeen, I- Look, nothing is going on between
us. I care about her.”


“We’ll come back to that later. Tell me about the
dog.”


“You saw Duke? Of course you did,” I remembered
Duke bounding out the motel room door. “He’s a dog,” I shrugged.


“I find it interesting,” she took an offramp,
coasting to the road below. “That a fugitive like you would tie himself down
with two people, and a dog.”


“Believe me, it wasn’t planned.”


She made a right turn onto the road, then into the
parking lot of a Taco Bell. “Did you know that a dog who looks a lot like your
dog, went missing in Missouri?”


“Oh, damn it,” I sank into the seat. “I can
explain. The dog came to me.”


“The dog’s owner died.”


“I had nothing to do with that.”


“Kaz, this is not looking good for you. There are
too many coincidences.”


“We can go to the motel, talk to Duke. He’ll tell
you.”


“The dog? Can talk?” Her foot slipped off
the brake and the car rolled forward an inch before she caught it.


“Yes. Surprised the hell out of me too.”


“You can make a dog talk?”


“It wasn’t me. I don’t know that kind of magic.
Duke can explain.”


“The dog will explain.” She looked away, tapping
her fingers on the top of the steering wheel. “What is going on here?
Why are people chasing you? Why would someone have killed your aunt?”


“OK. A lot of this is just me making wild guesses.
There used to be magic, then it went away, a long time ago. Like, before the
Roman Empire, you know? Recently, it feels like magic is coming back. That
stuff I did? I couldn’t do that a year ago. There is a lot more magic
around than there used to be. There was supposed to be a, what is called a
‘Convergence’, when our world and the Nether come together. That was supposed
to happen over a thousand years ago. It didn’t happen, or we would know about
it.”


“How? If magic is a secret-”


“It would have been bad. Really bad. Like,
biblical apocalypse kind of thing. The old gods coming back, and not happy
about being banished from Earth. However it didn’t happen back then, it didn’t,
and I don’t know why. Now, it’s possible that it’s happening again. And that,
uh, I’m supposed to stop it, somehow.”


“You’re the Chosen One?” She snorted.


“No. I’m the only guy available. Not Mister Right,
more like Mr. Right Here, Right Now. I’ll tell you something, though. Whoever
is chasing me, they killed my aunt. I’m gonna stop this Convergence if I can,
I’m also going to make them pay for what they did.”


“You don’t sound like a reluctant hero.”


“Hey, I have magic now. I can stop bullets.
I’m going to kick ass.”


“With a talking dog?”


“You’ll see.”


“You don’t lack confidence. I don’t know if that’s
a good thing, or bad. Back to the motel?”


Looking in the side mirror, I turned to see
through the back window. “Unless you want to get tacos first.”


She made a sour face and put the car in reverse.
“Those are not tacos.”



 








CHAPTER SIXTEEN



 

“Let me knock first,” I held out an arm to hold
her back when we were at the door of the motel room. “Gisele and Mark can be,
jumpy.”


Her hand went to her hip, brushing the jacket
back. She didn’t pull out her gun, but she had a grip on it. “If they’re going
to shoot, they-”


“No guns. They’re more into swords. It’s a long
story. Let me talk to them, OK?” I knocked on Gisele’s door, which instantly
activated the dog alarm. Furious barking, and I mean barking, not talking.
“Gisele, it’s me, Kazimir.”


Macarius opened his door first. “Who is she?” He
pointed at Michele with his chin. The hand I couldn’t see, behind the door,
probably held his sword.


“It’s OK. She’s a friend. We’re all going into
Gisele’s room. Leave your, you know. Leave it here.”


He did not like that. He did what I asked, though with
his typical scowl. By then, I was used to it. Knocking on her door, he called
out, “Gisele, it is I, Macarius.”


She opened the door just enough to see me. “Hello,
Kazimir.”


“We need to come in. This is Michele.” I figured it
was best to leave out the ‘Special Agent’ part.


Duke sniffed at her legs as she walked into the
room. Her hand stayed on the gun, and she kept the door open a crack, with her
back to it. The room was a mess, with clothes scattered all over the furniture
and the bed looking like it had been hit by a small tornado. 


“Michele, this is Macarius, and Gisele. And that’s
Duke.”


“The talking dog,” she rolled her eyes.


“I’ll show you. Duke, what does sandpaper feel
like?”


“Rough,” he snorted.


“Mister Wolfe,” Michele’s grip tightened, and she
eased her pistol out of the holster just an inch.


“Wait! Duke, who is the greatest baseball player
of all time?”


“Ruth!”


“That’s it,” she pulled the door open with her
heel. “I’ve had enough-”


“DiMaggio?” The dog guessed, his tail thumping on
the floor. “The game has changed, so you can’t really compare players from
different eras.”


“You can,” she stared at him, mouth gaping open.
“Talk?”


“Uh, yes, duh,” he looked up at her, tongue out,
the usual dopey expression on his face.


“You should close the door?” I suggested to her.


“Yeah- yes.” She nudged it closed. “You can talk.”


Duke looked at me first. “Yes, but I don’t know
much more about baseball.”


“Tell her how you became able to talk,” I urged.


“I don’t know that. It just happened.”


“Then, tell her why you can talk.”


“Oh. I’m channeling the spirit of a wizard from
Babylon. His name is Marduk.”


“Babylon?” Michele stared at me.


“I haven’t actually talked with this Marduk,” I
explained, “but I didn’t do anything. I met Duke in the parking lot of a
diner, he was already talking then.”


“My Lady died during the night.” His tail drooped
flat on the floor.


She crouched to be eye to eye with Duke. “I am
talking with Marduk now?”


“No,” I patted the dog’s head. “Marduk is having
trouble adjusting, or something like that. We’re hoping he can talk soon, I
have a lot of questions.”


“Why did he choose a dog?” She asked. “No
offense.”


“It was a mistake.” Duke’s ears went back flat
against his head. “I don’t think he is a very smart wizard.”


“Uh huh. Is Kazimir a smart wizard?”


“I don’t know about that.” Leaning his head close
to her ear, he added, “He doesn’t feed me enough.”


She laughed. That was a good sign. “I can’t
believe that.”


His lips quivered. “I’m hungry.” 


“You just ate,” Gisele scolded him.


Michele stood up. “What’s the story with these
two?” She directed the question at me.


“It’s a long story.”


“I believe it. Are they wizards too?”


“No. Hey, can we go in the other room and talk?”



 

Walking into the room I would be sharing with
Macarius, I immediately grabbed the sword he kept by the door. The place was
tidy, like no one had been there. There wasn’t even a wrinkle on the blanket of
either bed, leaving me to wonder what the scowling knight had done while I was
away. Did he sit in the bathtub?


Michele cocked her head at me, as I tried to
smoothly slide the sword under a bed. The loop that tied the scabbard to the
belt caught on something, and I had to get on my knees to get it unstuck. “A
sword? Really?”


“OK, it’s a long story.”


She sat on the edge of the bed closest to the
door. “I have time.”


I took the other bed. “They are knights. I know,
it sounds like Dungeons and Dragons. They were sent here, to help me.”


“Sent from where?”


“That’s the complicated part. The correct question
is from when. Macarius was Sent from northern Egypt in the year 321.
Back when Egypt was part of the Roman Empire. No, I’m not joking. The guy just appeared
in the middle of a freakin’ road in Arkansas, I nearly ran over him.”


“Kazimir, even assuming I believe everything I’ve
seen, this is a bit much. Macarius did, what? Pointed his finger at a magic map,
and-”


“Listen, he didn’t do anything, he’s not a
wizard. A wizard sent him. Also Gisele, she came from what is now France, in
the year 497. A wizard sent her, too. Look, those wizards didn’t know anything
about America back then, they didn’t know there was any land across the
Atlantic. I think, I mean, I wasn’t there. They were sent to wherever,
whenever, they were needed.”


She stared at me without blinking. Then, “You need
help from two people from the fifth century? Why?”


“They didn’t intend to come here. Columbus
didn’t cross the ocean for another thousand years after they were sent. They
thought they were going to help prevent a Convergence a long time ago, like within
a hundred years of Gisele’s time. That event apparently didn’t happen, I don’t
know why.”


“Can you ask the wizards who sent them?”


“No way. That kind of magic, I don’t have a clue
how it works. That is powerful stuff. All I know, I learned from my
aunt, and she had only the basics of kinetic magic.”


“Kinetic?”


“Making things move, using my will. Anything else,
any sort of spells,” I held up my hands. “You know as much as I do.”


“Your knights, they traveled all this way, for
nothing?”


“They think another Convergence is coming.”


“The one you’re supposed to stop?”


“If it happens. Something is happening,
I’ve never felt so much magical energy around me, it’s like- I can’t explain
it.”


“You can feel it? Here?”


Closing my eyes, I extended my senses. Just
generally, not trying to sense anything in particular. “Yeah. Huh.”


“What?”


“It’s strong here.” Keeping my eyes closed, I felt
around. Always before, the field of energy was like fog; the same in every
direction, and thin. When I reached for power, most of it slipped through my
hands. It was different in the city, and I didn’t know why. The field was
thicker everywhere, there were also strands, or however I should describe dense
areas of the fog that swirled and danced. They extended right through the walls,
constantly changing. One strand about as thick around as my thigh moved
sideways across the room and I almost cried out as it touched Agent Singer,
then flowed around and right through her. When it got to me, I froze,
expecting it to be painful. Instead, I felt nothing. The stream widened and
parted, going around me, staying a few inches away from my skin. As I watched,
it went through the wall into the other room. Opening my eyes, I couldn’t see
any effect the stream had caused. But, there was also something wrong.
The energy was much more chaotic than it had been in the alley. Instead of
being smooth, it was, the best way to describe it is lumpy. When I heated up
her coffee in the diner, the energy had resisted my attempts to grab hold of
it, like it had become slippery somehow. “When I stopped those bullets,”
I told her. “It was a lot easier than I expected. At first. Is there anything
unusual going on in the city?”


“Not that I know of. I’m not from here.”


“Why are you here? Were you looking for me?”


“No. I’m staying in the hotel across the road. I
just happened to notice you and Macarius in a room with Gisele, I thought it
might be a trafficking situation. Then I saw the dog, and I remembered a report
about a missing golden retriever in Missouri.”


“That told you I’m the guy you’re looking
for?”


“We knew you were in a diner in that town, the
same day.”


That made me pause. “You tracked me to the diner?
You guys are better than I thought.”


“We didn’t. Someone else came into the
diner, claiming to be federal agents. The owner was so creeped out by the
imposters, he called the FBI office in Kansas City.” She cocked her head again.
“Who were they?”


“I don’t know. Really, I have no freakin’ clue.
The same people who ambushed me in Indiana, is my guess. Did you identify any
of them?”


“I,” she looked away. “Need to think about that.
It’s an ongoing investigation.”


“Yeah, an investigation about people trying to
kill me.”


“Still, I’m a federal agent. There are rules.”


“All right. If you aren’t in Memphis because of
me, why are you here? You’re still with the Atlanta office?”


“I am. Kazimir, I shouldn’t tell you why I’m here.
It’s Bureau business.”


“OK.” It was not OK, but right then was not a good
time to push her. She had just learned magic is real, that would rock anyone’s
world. The best thing for me to do was give her time. “At least tell me if
you’re planning to arrest me.”


“I don’t know. If this is real-”


“You’ve seen it.”


“I’m not-”


“Stopping bullets,” I held up my hand, like I had
done in the alley. If she demanded another demonstration of magic right then, I
was screwed. Even after a decent night of sleep, I had no ability to grasp and
control magical energy. It was like there was something missing inside me, a
hole at the center of me. If you have ever tried to lift weights or run,
or do any kind of strenuous exercise when you are recovering from being sick, you’ll
know what I mean. No matter how much effort you put into it, or how much effort
you’d like to put into your exercise, you just don’t have it. When I’m lifting
weights, like a bench-press, I can call on that little bit extra to get
the bar all the way up. Except when I’m sick, and the extra bit is just not
there. Same with my ability to work with magic that morning, I just couldn’t
grab hold of it, I lacked the strength. Hopefully that would change, or the
entire world was in big trouble. “A talking dog,” I reminded her.


The ghost of a smile cracked her grim expression.
“I’ll admit, it is tough to argue with a talking dog.”


“Trust me,” I shook my head. “It’s impossible
to argue with that dog. He thinks all humans are stupid.”


“You know what I meant.”


“I do. Promise me this: you won’t do anything,
until we talk about it in the morning?” I stifled a yawn with a hand over my
mouth. “Michele, I’m responsible for those two,” I pointed to the wall
separating the two rooms. “They are totally lost in our world.”


Her eyes flicked side to side as she considered.
“Deal. I wouldn’t know how to explain a talking dog anyway.”


“That’s the thing: you won’t have to. People can
only understand Duke if he wants them to. Everyone else just hears, like,
barking and growling when he talks.”


“They do? How does that work?”


“I have no idea. You can’t imagine how
frustrating this is for me. Hey, can you drive me over to get my RV? I don’t
want to leave it in that part of town overnight.”



 

We went to get the RV, and hardly exchanged a word
during the drive. There was a tense moment, tense for me, when we approached
the RV. The area was dimly lit up by the blue and red flashing lights of police
cars and fire engines. A patrol car went past us as Michele was pulling over
across the street from the RV. I had a hand on the door handle, ready to pop
the door open and run, if she made up her mind to turn me in.


She didn’t. “Kazimir,” she called as I stepped out
of the car.


“What?”


“I’m going ahead,” she pointed to where the lights
were coming from. The alley where the firefight happened.


“That’s dangerous. For you.”


“I’m law enforcement.”


“You were there. Michele, what’s your plan?
Tell them about magic?”


“I just want to know what they know.”


“Won’t that be available to you in the morning,
some kind of inter-agency report?”


“You’ve been watching too many TV cops shows.”


“Fine. How will you explain showing up at the
scene? I assume none of the local cops called the Bureau yet?”


“I’ll say I heard sirens.”


“It’s Memphis. There are sirens every night.”


“Not like this.”


“Come on,” I tried to reason with her. The risk
she was taking made no sense. She was endangering herself and by extension, me
and my three companions. “The bad guys saw you, they can identify you.”


“They won’t be still there by now,” she rolled her
eyes just a bit, the frustration of dealing with a dumbass civilian. “It was
dark, I was wearing a cap, they didn’t get a good look at me. From that
distance, I couldn’t identify any of them with confidence, and I’m
trained to observe. I’m going to be a hundred percent straight with you, OK?”


“OK. What?”


“I need to check out your story, about how and why
you were there.”


“By questioning criminals, who are widely
known to be trustworthy? You said they wouldn’t be there.”


“I’m going to ask the local LEOs what they know.
That’s-”


“Law Enforcement Officer. Yeah, I know the slang. OK,
you go ahead. Be careful. Our deal stands? You don’t make a decision about me,
until after we talk in the morning?”


“Yes.”


I stared at her.


She held up a hand. “I promise.”


“Great. Do me a favor? Wait here, to make sure the
RV starts?”



 


 

Back at the motel, I sat in the RV for a while,
debating whether to pack up and run, or to trust Special Agent Singer. As
usual, I had backed into the parking space so I could get away quickly if
needed, something that seemed ridiculous in that awkward vehicle. If we did
have to run, the first step would be to steal a more practical getaway car. Although,
there were two scenarios for us having to get out of Memphis ASAP. The first
was if Michele betrayed me, and a SWAT team burst into our rooms in the middle
of the night. In that case, leaving immediately in the RV wouldn’t make any
difference, every cop within a hundred miles would be looking for that clumsy
vehicle. Unless I stole a car now, and we loaded up all our stuff and went,
wherever the hell I guessed might be a good direction, we would be screwed. Same
deal if Michele decided to arrest me in the morning, even if she offered to be
sporting by giving me a head start. Law enforcement in three states would be on
the alert for two men, a girl and a dog traveling together. Since none of my
companions could drive, we had to stick together. So, everything depended on a
career FBI special agent deciding that tangling with actual magic was
outside her jurisdiction. I had taken a hell of a risk by leaving the scene
with her. I could have run the other way, and let her get shot at. She wasn’t
my responsibility.


No, that’s BS. That was never an option, not for
me. Hopefully she understood that, and it was a point in my favor. 


I also could have tried to run away, instead of
getting into her freakin’ car. Why the hell I had done that, I had no
idea. Instinct, I guess. When two people are running away from danger, they
have an emotional bond. Maybe a very temporary bond, only for that situation.
One thing is for sure: if I had been thinking rationally at the time, I would
not have gone with her.


Plus, at that point, I could not have run away
from a snail, so there’s that.


Anyway, what’s done can’t be changed. Or if it can
be changed, that requires magic far beyond my abilities. The truth is, I was so
tired of running. Having three companions, who couldn’t survive on their own,
only made being a fugitive more difficult. If I was ever going to get the Feds
off my back, I needed help from someone on the inside. What Michele could
actually do for me, I couldn’t imagine. Maybe give me a heads up if the FBI had
a tip about my location. Or, at least help me figure out who was chasing me.


As far as I knew, only Special Agent Singer had
connected me to the RV, so I was probably safe at the motel for the night.


Yeah.


I would take my chances, and wait until the
morning.


All I can say is, if she tried to arrest me then, she
had better bring a freakin’ army. The whole city would find out that
magic is real.



 

While I still had the energy, I took Duke out
behind the motel, making sure he stayed away from the dumpster. Instead of
doing his business, he sniffed every freakin’ thing in sight. While he sniffed,
I was watching for signs of trouble. There weren’t any people in parked cars,
no cars driving by slowly, no curtains quickly pulled back over a window to
conceal someone watching us. Michele’s car was not in the parking lot of the
hotel across the street, but she could have parked behind the building. “Come
on,” I urged the stupid dog. “Will you focus, please?”


When he finally found the right spot, I dug a bag
out of my pocket, while Duke looked at me with suspicion. “What is it with you picking
up my poop?”


“I can’t leave it on-”


“It’s an obsession with you.”


“It is just-”


His ears went back. “You’re not doing anything weird
with it, are you?”


“No, I-”


“Because that would not surprise me.”


“Hey, it-”


“You humans are seriously not normal. I
swear, since I have a human in my head, I feel like I’ve gotten dumber.”


“I believe it. You-”


“Hey, if you’re selling it,” his ears stood
straight up. “I want a cut of the money.”


“Trust me, nobody wants this. See? I am tossing it
in the dumpster,” lifting the lid, I flicked the bag inside. “OK?”


“Sure, you’re doing it this time.”


“Oh for-”


“I’m watching you. Just remember that.”











CHAPTER SEVENTEEN



 

I slept great that night. Using so much
intense magic, and the stress of worrying about Special Agent Singer, had me
absolutely exhausted by the time I crashed into bed. The only thing that
disturbed my sleep was the two times I woke up when a car pulling into the
parking lot shined its lights directly through the gap in the curtains, I saw
Macarius sitting in the chair by the door, sword across his lap. At some point,
I mumbled something about him not needing to stand guard all freakin’ night,
then I went back to sleep, to worry about the velociraptor.


You know, the killer predator dinosaur that we
kept as a pet in the RV. The RV was much bigger in my dream, it had an upper
floor and two full bathrooms, but still not big enough to keep three people, a
dog and a dinosaur. It’s a good thing the creature in my dream was a
velociraptor and not a T-Rex, I mean, keeping a T-Rex in an RV would just be stupid,
right? Yes, I know the real velociraptor was the size of a large chicken, and
the creatures in the movie were really of the species Deinonychus
Antirrhopus, but ‘velociraptor’ sounds cool. And easier to
remember.


Despite me warning the knights not to let the
raptor out, Macarius left the door open, and the dinosaur got out to terrorize people
on the beach. I had to run out and feed all my onion rings to the beast, to
lure it back inside the RV. Man, I was not happy. Those onion rings were the
best.


Anyway, if my dream was real and we really had a
pet velociraptor with us, that would not have been the weirdest thing to
happen to me that week. Maybe not even in the top five.


When I finally got out of bed around eight
o’clock, Macarius was peering out the window and the other bed hadn’t been
slept in. “Uh, Dude,” I groaned. “Did you get any sleep?”


“Kazimir, you are awake,” he started the day off
with his best Captain Obvious impression. “Are you well?”


“Yeah, never better. Anything going on?”


“Gisele took Duke out, I joined her.”


“Huh.” He had opened the door and gone out, while
I never noticed. Maybe it was good that someone had been keeping watch during
the night. “I’m taking a quick shower.”



 

As I was tying my shoes, there was a knock at the
door. Macarius instantly pulled out his sword and looked out the window. “It is
Michele.”


It wasn’t just Michele, it was Michele with coffee
and donuts. I took that as a very good sign. Knocking on Gisele’s door,
I invited her and Duke into our room for breakfast. We all stirred cream or
sugar into our coffees however we liked it. Gisele and Macarius had never heard
of coffee before I introduced it to them, and that made me think coffee was
another food that had come from the Americas, more than a thousand years after
they were Sent. At a library stop to use the internet, I discovered I was
partially correct. Coffee was unknown in their time, but it originated in Africa,
and didn’t become popular in Europe until about a thousand years after Gisele
was Sent.


Donuts were new to them. “What is this?” Macarius
did his sniffing thing, which was understandable and also annoying. I mean, I
had stuffed half a jelly donut in my mouth, and the guy was acting like he
suspected the treats were poisoned.


“They are called ‘donuts’,” Michele said, speaking
slower and a bit louder than she needed to. The way people talk to foreigners, or
little children.


She didn’t mean any offense, unfortunately Macarius
was a bit prickly and took offense. “I can understand when you speak, Mee-shell.”


“Sorry. I am, unused to magic being real.”


“They are made of flour, and fried.” I showed him
the inside of the jelly donut, as the filling dripped onto my hand. “Some have
a fruit filling, see? Try this,” I pointed to a glazed donut. “This one is
coated in sugar.”


He picked it up, took a tentative bite, and OMG,
he shoved the entire thing in his mouth. “Ish good,” he mumbled, grabbing
another one.


Duke sat on his hind legs. “What about me?”


“Here,” I tossed the half jelly to him, and he
caught it in the air. It disappeared faster than Macarius had eaten his.


Michele frowned. “Should he be eating sweets?”


“Hey! I am right here,” Duke stared at her.


“Sorry,” she shrugged. “Like I said, magic will
take some getting used to.”


“I am unused to the marvels in your world,”
Macarius pointed to the television, which Gisele had tuned to Sesame Street for
some reason, with the sound turned down.


It was impressive that she had figured out how to
use the remote, and that made me wonder whether she’d gotten any sleep, or
stayed up all night channel surfing. Her hair was a mess and she was sitting
cross-legged on the bed, wearing only a long T-shirt as far as I could see. Yeah,
that was not distracting at all. “Special Agent Singer? Can we talk?” I
gestured with my head toward the other room.



 

I sat on one of the beds so she could take the
room’s only chair. “Thanks for bringing breakfast. I haven’t taken them into a
restaurant yet.”


“That’s going to be fun.”


“Yeah, not. I just have to make sure they don’t
talk much. And that Macarius doesn’t sniff everything first.”


She looked thoughtful for a moment, looking at the
wall behind me. “You should get phones for them.”


“They have phones, but I don’t want them using the
things unless I’m there. That’s the last thing-”


“Normal people carry a smartphone,” she said. “It
would be unusual if they didn’t have phones. Unusual is bad, if you
don’t want to be noticed?”


“You got that right. OK, I’ll think about it.”


“The phones don’t have to connect,” she pointed to
the ceiling, I assumed she meant to a cellular network. 


I laughed as I took a swig of coffee. “Agent Singer,
you’re giving me advice about how to be a fugitive now?”


“I know a lot about tracking them, so,” she
smiled.


“Does this mean you’ve decided not to arrest me?”


“Kazimir-”


“Kaz, please. My Aunt Sarah called me ‘Kaz’, and
no one has since then. I miss it.”


“Kaz, then,” she said it slowly, like she wasn’t
sure about making a personal connection with me. “I am not going to arrest you.
I’m not going to mention meeting you at all.”


“No one saw us last night?”


She shook her head. “Kaz, this is, complicated. Releasing
details of an ongoing investigation-”


“An investigation about people trying to kill me,”
I reminded her.


“That’s why it’s complicated. To protect yourself,
and your medieval posse-”


“Good one,” I laughed again.


“There are things you need to know. Usually, I
would contact the Bureau to see if I can offer you witness protection.”


“That ain’t gonna happen.”


“I agree. So,” she took a breath, then a sip of
coffee. “Do not repeat any of this.”


“I won’t.”


“Not even to your posse.”


“They’re not a posse. But, I know what you
mean. Yes, I won’t repeat what you tell me. Last night, I asked if you knew
anything about the two groups who got into the firefight in Indiana. Have you
identified them?”


Another sip of coffee. She should have brought a
bigger cup. “The driver of the Mercedes is a former Army Ranger. He got into
trouble in Kenya, and has bounced around since then, working private security.
And doing less savory things. One of the others in the Mercedes was a
thug-for-hire, connected to a Columbian cartel.”


“Great. I’ve got a cartel looking for me?”


“Not necessarily. He was a freelancer, we
suspected he was involved in a murder in Minnesota that was an insurance fraud,
not drug-related.”


“OK, so someone hired this sweetheart to kill me.”


“Again, not necessarily. The Mercedes burned, so a
lot of evidence was lost, but the forensics team found handcuffs and other
restraint gear. Including a straightjacket.”


“They wanted to kidnap me? That makes no sense.
They shot at me.”


“Did they?”


“Yeah, my truck- Uh-”


“Did they shoot at you?”


“Nnnnno,” I said slowly, as the truth dawned on
me. “The truck I was in got hit, but by only a few rounds. There was a lot
of ordnance flying around. The radiator took a hit, and a round nicked a tire.
You’re right, though. None of the bullets were aimed at the windshield. I
thought they were too busy firing at each other. Who was in the Yukon?”


“I’m getting to that. First, the two perps who got
out of the Mercedes. We don’t have an ID on either of them. We know they are
from Eastern Europe, the-”


“How do you know that?”


“From chemical analysis, we know where they grew
up, and have been living recently. Minerals and contaminates in the drinking
water, that sort of thing. If I had a strand of your hair, I could tell where you
have been living, the past couple months.”


Instinctively, I ran a hand through my hair,
pulling it back. “Thanks, but I’ll pass on that, if you don’t mind. Maybe next
time?”


That prompted another smile from her. “Those two
flew from Paris to New York about four months ago. Their IDs were false, of
course.”


“Four months ago?”


“Yes. Did anything important happen back then?”


It took me a moment to recall what I’d been doing
back then. Moving around a lot, places tend to get jumbled up in my head. “I
bailed out of the place I was living, it felt like someone was watching me.”


“Is that another wizard skill?”


“It’s a fugitive skill. It just, felt like people
were asking too many questions. When that happens, I go somewhere else. That’s
why I was in Indiana, I left- Anyway, I had to leave where I was then. Why is
it important where I was four months ago?”


“That’s when your friends from Eastern Europe
arrived. They flew in on a private jet.”


“Across the Atlantic?” I whistled. “That must cost
some serious coin.”


“It does.”


“Who owns the jet?”


“It was a charter, by a shell company. Everything
appeared legit at the time. Now, they’re ghosts. The company doesn’t exist.
Four months ago, someone sent those guys here to find you.”


“No, sorry, I got nothin’.”


“Kaz.”


“Honest,” holding up my hands, I looked her
straight in the eye. “I have no reason to lie. I need your help.”


“OK, then.”


“What about the two in the Yukon? Are they ghosts
also?”


“The woman is, was, an intelligence officer with
the German Army. She left the Army as a major and dropped off the grid after a
few years. The last we know of her, she was living in Greece.”


“Can I assume she wasn’t there for the abundant
sunshine?”


“We don’t know. She was involved in the Orthodox
Church over there, then, nothing. By the way, she is one reason I’m trusting
you.”


“Why?”


“You left a partial thumbprint on her neck, you
must have gotten her blood on your hands.”


“I pulled her from the car, but it was too late.
There wasn’t anything I could do.”


“You tried. That’s what matters. That, and all the
bullets were accounted for. We knew you didn’t shoot.”


“I didn’t have time. Let’s,’ I added as she
raised an eyebrow. “Pretend I never said that. What about the big guy in the
passenger seat? He was dead when I got there,” I tapped my forehead, where the
guy had taken a bullet.


“We know. He’s Hungarian. Army, then a security
contractor. For the past seven years, he worked for a company we can’t trace.”


“Another shell?”


“Yes. We don’t have any information that suggests
criminal connections with either of them.”


“I didn’t hire them. Let me guess: they also
arrived four months ago?”


“That’s the odd part; no. They came in separately,
on commercial flights, about a week before the ambush.”


“Daaaaaamn.”


“What? Kaz, if you want me to help you, talk
to me.”


“Those two in the Yukon must have arrived just
after I left New Orleans. I had another bad feeling that I was being
watched.”


“By whom?”


“Uh-” The whole rule about when to use ‘who’ and
‘whom’ still confused me. At one point, I had resolved to split the difference
and always say ‘whon’, but then people would remember me as the ‘whon guy’. “By
nobody in particular. It’s rarely one thing, you just get a feeling that it’s
time to move on, you know?”


“I don’t know,” she said honestly. That was
the right thing to say. “I have instincts, but I’ve never lived on the run the way
you have.”


“I appreciate you saying that. It hasn’t been
easy.”


“Kaz, I wish you would reconsider the prospect of
coming in,” she leaned forward with a look of anguish. “We can protect you.”


“No, you can’t. Michele, if I was any other
person, maybe I’d take the offer. Magic makes me too valuable.”


“Magic is why you would get the highest
level of protection.”


“The level I need doesn’t exist. Listen, please,
I’ve thought about this a lot. Especially recently. When the Pentagon learns I
can do magic, what then? They’d want me to work with special forces. Or, the
FBI Hostage Rescue team,” I added for her.


“You could do a lot of good, Kaz.”


“I would be dead in less than a month. No,” I held
up a hand. “A secret like this can’t remain a secret for long. Especially when people
I don’t know are already looking for me. They could have people in the
government. In the FBI.”


“You have been watching too many movies.”


“Really? We’re talking about magic. I guarantee
after the first time I go on a raid or whatever with special forces, it will
get noticed. Other countries will know the United States government has access
to magic. They will do anything to get rid of me. The next time special forces gets
called for an op, it will be a set-up to lure me in and kill me.”


“You can stop bullets,” she smiled with her mouth,
but her eyes weren’t smiling.


“Bullets, yeah. When I know in advance someone is
going to shoot at me. Or at, you,” I said to remind her that I had put my life
at risk for her. “What about a laser-guided bomb dropped from twenty thousand
feet? Can you protect me from that? I can’t stop a bomb if I don’t know
it’s coming.”


“Think about it, please. You could do a lot of
good,” she repeated.


“How? By helping to kill a few terrorists, who the
next day get replaced by other terrorists? Michele, I think I am supposed to
stop a Convergence that could be the end of everything in this world.”


“How will this Convergence happen? All at once? Or
will there be fire, plagues of locusts, that sort of thing?”


“I’m being serious. Wizards over fifteen hundred
years ago were so terrified about the Convergence back then, they sent two
people across time to help me.”


“That’s what Gisele and Macarius say. Do you have
any evidence they are who they say they are?”


“Uh-”


“This is important.”


“They just appeared, out of nowhere.”


“The magic I’m familiar with is all illusions.
Like making someone disappear, right on stage. Or to appear, out of nothing.”


“This is different.”


“How can you be sure?”


“Duke says they’re real. You’re not questioning
whether he is a talking dog, are you?”


“Not after he begged for a donut,” she flashed a
smile.


On the surface, the smile appeared genuine. The
FBI had probably trained her how to interrogate suspects, so I wasn’t sure how
far I could trust her. She was clearly still torn between her training in law
enforcement, and the new and still uncertain knowledge that magic was real.
Hell, the first time my Aunt Sarah told me that magic is real, I thought she
was screwing with me. Maybe she shouldn’t have dumped that revelation on me
right after we watched a Harry Potter movie, but she might have thought the
movie left me hoping magic could be real. “I have an idea,” I snapped my
fingers. “I read somewhere that classic art, I mean old paintings, can’t be
faked, because of the atomic bomb tests.”


“That’s right.” The look she gave me was more than
the ‘How did you know an obscure piece of trivia’. It was more like ‘How do you
know something important’? “Forgers can duplicate the brushstrokes, even the
paint chemical composition and pigments. But, any paint made after 1944 has
trace elements of uranium and plutonium, because of all the radiation in the
atmosphere. An analysis of a paint flake can tell not only that the paint is
modern, we can tell in which decade, sometimes which particular year the
paint was made, even the parts of the world where the paint components like
flowers came from. I’m curious,” she cocked her head. “Why do you ask?”


“I’m curious, why you are curious about
that. Are you an art expert?”


“No, but I work with art experts.”


“Uh-” I had not expected that answer. “Like, as a
hobby?”


She shook her head. “In my job.”


“For the Federal, Bureau, of Investigation?” I
asked slowly. “What, your job is to make sure rich idiots don’t waste their
cash on forged art?”


“My job is to investigate the theft of artworks,
and valuable artifacts.”


“So rich idiots can get back their useless
trinkets. Don’t they have insurance for that?”


“They have insurance, and I work with insurance
company investigators. My assignment is to track the use of artwork and
artifacts by organized crime syndicates.”


“You’re kidding me. Mob bosses collect art?
You mean like how that drug lord guy in Columbia bought hippos and other exotic
animals, to show off how much money he had?”


“Art is used as collateral, and even as currency
by organized crime,” she explained. 


“Huh. I didn’t know that. You track how the
artwork changes hands between gangs?”


“Something like that. My turn to ask a question:
why did you ask about a method for authenticating art?”


“If it works for art, it can work for people,
right? Gisele and Macarius, if you took a sample of their hair, there is no
radiation in it. Except for the normal background stuff, like from cosmic rays
or whatever. No fluoride either, except whatever hair they have grown in the
last week. They just started using toothpaste, and the water they drank didn’t
have fluoride in it,” I added. “I’m thinking that is impossible, unless
they came from before 1944.”


“That, hmm.”


“Right?”


“Let me think about it.”


“Think pretty hard. If a test confirms they are
from ancient times, then you have a problem.”


“I do?”


“Yeah. You will know that someone sent two
people across time and space, to help prevent a disaster that could destroy the
world we know.”


“If they’re right about that.”


“Yes,” I didn’t want to admit that possibility.
“But-”


“You told me they expected to be sent to, when?
The year six hundred? Maybe the wizards made a mistake.”


“That would be a hell of a mistake.”


“That Marduk put his spirit into a dog,”
she reminded me.


“OK, I think we’re getting sidetracked. We need to
focus on-”


“What kind of help do you think I can offer you?
If I can’t tell anyone about,” she paused. “Magic?”


“You can keep the Bureau from tracking me.”


“That’s not going to happen. You are a suspect in
more than one murder.”


“Then,” I waved my hands while I considered what
to say. It was a good question: what did I expect from her? What could she do?
“Can you give me a heads up if the FBI has a lead on where I am?”


“I’m not assigned to the investigation. The only
reason I got called into the Indiana case, is I was already in Louisville at
the time.”


“Looking for stolen paintings,” I couldn’t keep my
disgust from showing. It was unfair to dismiss her career as unimportant.
“Sorry, I shouldn’t have-”


“Actually, I was working on something that might
interest your friend Marduk. We got a lead on artifacts that were looted from
Iraq. Some of it is from Babylonian times.”


“That’s, interesting.” Actually, I could not have
cared less about a bunch of old junk. “How about this: can you give me info
about who is trying to kill me? Or kidnap me, if you’re right about that?”


“I don’t know. Kaz, I don’t have access to that
information.”


“Can you get access?”


“I will, see what I can do. The team assigned to
your case won’t appreciate me poking my nose into their investigation.”


“Is there an investigation? Is the Bureau actively
looking for me?”


“You’re not on the Most Wanted list, but there is
still a warrant out for your arrest.”


“Yeah, I know. Damn it. I can’t clear my name
until I know who killed my aunt, and I can’t do that without information
I don’t have.”


“I can ask to review the case files, tell the team
I’m refreshing my memory.”


“Thanks.”


She popped the lid off her coffee, looked at it,
swirled it around a few times, and drank the last of it. I kept quiet. She was thinking,
she needed time to process. “Kazimir, there’s something you need to know. You
can’t tell anyone where you got this information.”


Raising a hand, I said, “I swear.”


“This is serious.”


“You have my word.”


Another look at the empty coffee cup. She set it
on the floor and placed her hands in her lap. “The woman you know as your Aunt
Sarah, was not related to you.”



 








CHAPTER EIGHTEEN



 

“What? Of course she-”


“We know from DNA that the two of you are not
blood relatives.”


“I mean, OK, but-” What did I mean? My mind was
racing. “How did you get my DNA? The house burned to the ground.” That
was an assumption, I hadn’t actually seen the house be totally consumed by the
fire. I did see flames coming through the roof, and the sirens of a fire truck
didn’t come down the road for another twenty five minutes. It was unlikely
anything of that rickety old house survived.


“There was a hairbrush in the glovebox of the car
in the driveway. Also, hair with the DNA was found on and around the passenger
seat. You were the only male living in the house, the hair had to belong to
you.”


“OK, but, uh-” There was no point arguing with
her. I had been in her car the previous night, no doubt shedding hair all over
that passenger seat. “She was my aunt, not my mother. Our DNA wouldn’t-”


“She was not related to either of your parents,
either.”


“That can’t-”


“What did she tell you?”


“That she is, was, my mother’s sister.”


“No. Your mother didn’t have a sister.”


That stunned me. “Half-sister, then?”


“If that were true, the DNA would show a familial
connection. Kazimir, your ‘Aunt Sarah’,” she put verbal quotes around the name,
“doesn’t exist. There is no record of her, before your parents were killed.”


“She picked me up from the hospital.”


“She kidnapped you. Your father’s brother
and his wife were supposed to take you home. The woman you knew as ‘Aunt Sarah’
disguised herself as a nurse, and snuck you out of the hospital before your
real aunt and uncle could get there.”


“No.”


“It’s true,” she looked away. “Whoever Sarah was,
she also came from Eastern Europe.”


“No.”


“I saw the lab analysis. Romania is the most
likely candidate, although she probably moved around as a child. What did she
tell you about her background? You never met her before she took you from the
hospital?”


“Uh, she told me she had been working in Europe,
until she heard about what happened to my parents.”


“If that’s true, she got on a plane the moment
after the car crash. She took you from the hospital less than seven hours after
you were admitted.”


“That-” I didn’t know what to say.


“What do you remember?”


“It was, dark.”


“When you left the hospital,” she nodded. “She
took you at around three in the morning, according to the security video.”


“It was dark,” I repeated, talking to myself.


“Did your mother ever mention having a relative,
or a friend in Europe?”


“Not that I remember. Why-”


“We don’t know. We don’t know why she took you, or
who she was. She’s a complete mystery. The IDs she used were all fake.
Exceptionally good fakes,” she raised an eyebrow. “Do you know where she
got the documents?”


“No clue. She, uh, showed me how to get a fake ID
for myself.” It felt strange to talk about that with an FBI agent. “Can we
pretend you didn’t hear that?”


“There are a lot of things I wish I didn’t hear
recently.”


“Let’s change the subject, OK?” Right then, I
didn’t know what to think about the woman who masqueraded as my aunt. She had
been good to me. Or so it seemed to a scared and lonely kid. What had been her
motivation for-


Sarah, or whatever her real name was, knew about
magic. She knew I was a wizard, the only one in the world, according to her.
She said she had to protect me, that bad people were searching for me.


My parents never said anything about magic. They
hadn’t known anything about it, or about me having a connection.


“Do you still have DNA samples from Sarah?”


“They should be on file, why?”


“Can you test her hair?”


“Ohhhhh,” she realized what I was thinking. “She
might have been sent from the past, to care for you?”


“It’s possible.”


“No, it isn’t. I’m sorry. Kazimir, if she was sent
from the past, she was sent as a young child. Chemical analysis tells us she
grew up in Eastern Europe. We know from industrial pollutants in her tissues and,
as you pointed out, fluoride, that she probably came from Romania. Some of the
trace compounds in her tissues weren’t known until the Twentieth Century.”


“This doesn’t make any sense.”


“You wanted to change the subject?” She prompted
me quietly.


“Yeah. Those guys last night, the ones who shot at
you in the alley. What’s the story with them?”


“Local ‘ganstas’” she used her fingers to make air
quotes. It was funny to hear an FBI agent use that word. “Punks, according to
the police I talked to last night. Probably hired to provide security for,
something. Why were you there?”


“Full disclosure?”


“Please.”


“I had a tip about a guy who could provide fake
IDs for Mark and Gisele.”


“Mark?”


“I wasn’t planning to list ‘Macarius’ on his ID,
you know?”


“With that accent he has, anyone will know he’s
not from here.”


“I gave him a cover story to explain that.”


“Don’t tell me, please. Kaz, whoever gave you that
tip, set you up.”


“I figured that,” I patted myself on the back for
not retorting with the usual smartass ‘Sherlock’ remark.”


“I suggest you get out of town, this morning.”


“You got any suggestions on where I should go
next?”


Reaching into her bag, she pulled out a cheap
smartphone and tossed it to me. “Get away from the city, not too far. We need
to talk more, and I might have some information for you later today. Might,”
she emphasized. “I have to be careful about asking questions on an
investigation I’m not assigned to. Stay within an hour of the city, if you can.
I will call you around six o’clock, the evening after tomorrow, and I’ll drive
out to meet you. I’m returning to Atlanta after that.”


I didn’t turn the phone on, in fact I used a
fingernail to open the back cover, and removed the battery. “No reason to take
the risk. OK, I’ll do it. I’m trusting you.”


She lifted an eyebrow. “We’re trusting each other.
You’re still a wanted fugitive. I could lose my career over this. I could go to
prison for helping you.”


“Only if someone finds out. I wasn’t trying to be
funny,” I added.


“There is one more thing you need to know,” she
tapped the notepad on her knee.


“I’m still trying to deal with my aunt kidnapping
me.”


“You showed me that magic is real.”


“We kind of rocked each other’s worlds, in a bad
way, huh?”


“You could say that.”


“What is it that I need to know?”


Looking at the notepad, she flipped it open, then
tucked it in a pocket. “It can wait. You’re right, this day had been stressful
enough already. We can talk about it tonight.”



 


 

We checked out of the motel ASAP, which meant as
soon as we could collect the stuff Gisele had scattered all over her room. I
thought girls were supposed to be neater than guys, but I’d had enough
experience to know women don’t conform to stereotypes. After watching her take
too much time to gather all the junk together, I randomly crammed stuff into a
garbage bag and we would sort through it later. We headed southeast toward a
national forest I’d seen on the map. It was supposed to rain again that night
so I wanted to stay in a motel again, and we couldn’t check in until afternoon.
It was a good opportunity for some bonding time, a team building activity! Yay!
No, we didn’t do anything stupid like falling backwards and trusting someone to
catch you. We took a hike in the woods. It was nice, the weather was good, and
we had sandwiches for a picnic lunch.


The picnic area was empty, at that time of year on
a weekday. Asking Duke to watch the two trails that led to the picnic ground, I
pulled the three guns we’d taken from the muggers in Shreveport. Actually using
those guns, or keeping them at all, was very likely a bad idea. They might have
been used in a crime, and that was trouble we didn’t need. My intention was to
ditch all three of the weapons, I could get weapons for Gisele and Macarius at
a gun show. Or from a less savory source, though my recent bad encounter with
criminal elements made me shy about going down that road.


Laying an old towel on the picnic table, I showed
the knights how the three models of semi-automatic pistols worked, how to take
them apart, clean them and reassemble the Glock, the Sig and the Smith &
Wesson models. All three were unloaded, of course. Then we practiced putting
first an empty magazine in, and very carefully, loading a magazine and
inserting it. The loaded guns had the magazines quickly removed before the next
part: pretending to aim and shoot.


“Kazimir,” Macarius simply would not call me
‘Kaz’. “When you, fired,” he said the word as a question. “Your gun at my feet,
on the road. The gun appeared to buck in your hand. Did it sting you?”


“No. That’s called ‘recoil’. The- See this?” I
held up a round. “The front part here, the pointy end? This is called a
‘bullet’. It is what comes out the barrel here, what we call a ‘muzzle’. The
back of the casing, it’s a cylinder, see? This is filled with a powder that
explodes, burns very fast, when the primer here on the back end is
struck by you pulling the trigger. When that powder explodes, BANG! The bullet
gets shot out the front, and the force makes the gun push back into your hands.
It can hurt your wrist,” I warned them.


“When can we practice shooting?” Gisele asked, a
bit too eagerly.


“I don’t know. Not here. You can’t just do that
anywhere, it’s not safe. Bullets can fly a long way, you could hit
someone by mistake. I’ll figure out something, you do need to learn how to
shoot. Swords, bows and arrows, they’re just not useful in this world.”


“My sword saved your life,” she protested.


“It did. We can’t count on that happening again.
We are going to start by watching instruction videos, OK?”


“Is that like a movie?” She asked.


“Same technology, yeah.”


“Then I will not be doing anything,” she
stuck her lower lip out.


“Watch first. Learn, then do.”


“When?”


“Soon, OK?”



 

By the time we checked into a fabulous two star
motel, the sky was clouding up and a few drops of rain splattered on the RV’s
windshield. We gathered in Gisele’s room for dinner and a movie, since as
usual, it was already a mess. I had stopped along the way to buy fried chicken,
both regular southern fried chicken, and since we were near Tennessee, I also
got a batch of the Nashville Hot variety.


“Hmm, spicy,” Macarius smacked his lips and took a
long gulp of his Sprite. It was funny to see him try to keep the scowl while
guzzling a soda from a plastic bottle.


“Yeah, that’s the idea. Also, Duke does not
get any of the hot chicken.”


“Why not?” The dog protested.


“It will upset your stomach,” I explained.


“When I took him for a walk,” Gisele paused, a
strip of hot chicken halfway to her mouth, “He licked something that was
leaking out of the dumpster behind this building, so-”


“Oh my- That is disgusting!” I scolded him. “Bad
dog!”


“It was just old mayonnaise,” he looked at me,
tongue hanging out, the usual dopey expression. “Or maybe it was some kind of
cheese? Could have been anything, really.”


“I’m just saying,” Gisele picked up another piece
of Nashville Hot and held it up for Duke. She had also picked up some common
expressions from me, I wasn’t sure if that was entirely a good thing. “If he
can eat some mystery slime, maybe spicy chicken isn’t a problem.”


I shrugged. “He is sleeping with you
tonight, so-”


She pulled her hand away, just before Duke’s jaws
closed on the chicken.


“Hey! That’s not fair.”


I tossed a French fry to him and he caught it in
the air.


“OK,” I wiped my hands on a napkin. “Today, we’re
going to continue your education about the modern world. Remember when I told
you about movies? They are like a play, except the theater is in here,” I
tapped the motel room’s cheap TV. “This is a technology called ‘television’.”



 

The purpose of showing them a movie was not for
entertainment or relaxation, which was good since they kept asking me to pause the
show so I could explain something. All I wanted to do was familiarize them with
the concept of moving pictures on a screen, without confusing them with
car chases, computer hacking, fighter jets, superheroes, or spaceships. The
setting had to be somewhat relatable to them. Also, I didn’t yet want to show
them what a crappy, violent place the modern world could be, that left out any
war movies, spy thrillers, or anything else with a lot of blood and gunfire.


So, of course, we watched The Princess Bride.
A plot that is relatively easy to follow, clear distinctions between the good
guys and the bad guys, and a setting that was not wildly different from where
they came from. It should have been easy.


It was not.


First, the knights were fascinated by seeing
people who were not actually there. Macarius kept asking me to pause the video,
and touching the screen to feel the actor’s faces. Once we got past that,
Gisele started crying at the scene where Buttercup is being forced to marry the
loathsome Prince Humperdinck.


“It’s OK,” I assured her. “It’s just a story, and
Buttercup doesn’t-”


“I know it’s a story,” she looked
disappointed in me, and that hurt. “That almost happened to me, for real!”


“Tell us, sister,” Macarius was smooth, reaching
out a hand for her to squeeze.


At that point, my mind flashed through a
delightful scene where I would ask him to get out of the RV to check if we had
a flat, then I roar away, leaving him stranded on the highway.


Hey, it’s just my imagination.


“My father betrothed me to a baron on my
fourteenth birthday. He was a hideous man, and he was old.”


“Uh,” I asked, “what do you mean by ‘old’?”


“At least thirty!”


Macarius jerked his hand away.


I pretended not to notice, as she continued. “He
had a daughter my age! His first wife had died, and he and my father saw an
advantage in tying our families together by marriage. My father was a merchant,
wealthy, though of lesser circumstances than the baron.”


“You didn’t marry him?”


“No! I ran away to the convent, it was my only
choice. There,” she dried her eyes on her sleeve, “I met my mistress Ingund.
She took me as her apprentice. Ingund taught me,” her hands balled up into
fists. “That no one should control me. I am my own person.”


“That’s good,” I was struck by something she said.
“You were an apprentice to Ingund? You are a wizard?” Sometimes, the
term ‘witch’ was applied to women who could use magic, but that word had a bad
history of being used to oppress women. If she preferred to be called a witch,
she could tell me.


“Not like you. Ingund taught me things, she
allowed me to help her prepare potions, and I watched her perform other kinds
of magic. I was never able to use magic on my own, without her guiding me.” She
crumpled up the hem of her shirt, looking down at her hands. “Ingund was, I
think, disappointed in me.”


“She was not. Gisele, my aunt told me that you
can’t choose to use magic, the magic chooses you. There is no way to
change that.” I desperately wanted to ask her what she knew about potions, and
I knew that wasn’t the right time to ask about it. “If Ingund didn’t understand
that, it is her problem.”


“Ingund was a good woman!”


“I’m sure she was, that’s why she could not have
felt you disappointed her.” The hurt on Gisele’s face told me that my
inspirational speeches needed work. “Were you the only candidate to be sent
here, or did Ingund choose you?”


“There were others,” she wiped away a tear. “They
were not, suitable.”


“See? Ingund needed you.”


We watched the rest of the movie, with me having
to pause several times during the fight scene between Wesley and Inigo, for the
knights to critique the sword-fighting techniques. When the movie was over,
Duke stood up and shook all over. “That was good, but the movie needed more
dogs.”


“I think we can all agree on that.”


“If I had been there when Wesley was fighting that
big rodent thing in the swamp, I would have thrashed it.”


“No question about it.”


“If you ever have to fight a giant killer rodent,”
he stared at me. “Be sure to bring me with you.”


“I’ll make a note of that.”



 


 

Special Agent Singer was right when she observed
that taking the knights to a restaurant would be an adventure. It had to happen
someday, and I was sick of eating takeout food, and the medieval twins needed
to learn how to navigate the modern world, without sticking out like a couple
of freaks. There was a Mexican restaurant in town, I chose that place because
when you’re in Tennessee, you immediately think of Tex-Mex food, right? Really,
I chose it because it was in a group of strip malls, so I could park the RV
someplace other than the restaurant. No one who saw us getting out of and back
into the RV would know where we had been, and no one at the restaurant would
know which vehicle we arrived in. Parking away from the restaurant meant Duke
would be stuck by himself for a longer time, but I gave him a bone to chew on,
and promised to bring back a taco.


To reduce the number of people we had to interact
with, we got to the place an hour before closing. Smart, right?


Yes, except that also meant people at the bar had
extra time to drink, and that was a problem. But not until later.


In the RV, I had pointed to Mexico on the map and
explained that was the source of the food culture we were about to experience.
Except the ancient Aztecs or Mayans or whoever, didn’t have cheese. Or beef. Or
wheat for tortillas. Whatever. The menu in so-called ‘Mexican’ restaurants in
the US are really featuring Tex-Mex, or some fusion of every culture from that
area. What mattered was the knights had never tasted those flavors, and I hoped
the novelty would make them focus on the food instead of gawking around and
generally being weird.


The evening started well. I ordered beers for
myself and Macarius, and lemonade for Gisele. She had her hair mostly tucked up
under a baseball cap and both knights were following instructions to let me
talk to the wait staff. As an introduction, I ordered tacos, fajitas, and
bacon-wrapped shrimp, plus chips with salsa and queso to start.


One chip. Out of the entire bowl, I got one
chip. The knights inhaled the others. Gisele scooped up the rest of the queso
with a spoon. Damn, those two were hungry. Between them and the dog, I
could go bankrupt just on the food budget.


The trouble started when the main dishes arrived.
We each got one taco, I showed them how to assemble a fajita, and we each got a
bacon wrapped shrimp. The other three shrimp, I would let Gisele and Macarius
fight over.


It was my fault for not warning Macarius about the
grilled habanero peppers that were included with the fajitas and the shrimp. He
reached for a pepper while I had my mouth full of taco, and popped the whole
thing in his mouth before I could stop him. Again, my fault for asking him not
to sniff at food suspiciously before eating it.


Choking down the taco, I gasped, “Oh my-”


“Spicy,” Macarius mumbled as he chewed the pepper,
then gulped it. 


“You’re not supposed to- No.” I tried to
slap his hand away, but he popped the second habanero in his mouth.


“Are these,” he asked as he chewed the second
pepper more slowly. “Like your ‘tomatoes’ we have had before?”


“No, it’s- Look, you really shouldn’t eat that
whole freakin’ thing,” I held out a napkin, too late. It was gone, and he
reached for a shrimp.


OK, maybe we were OK. Macarius was a magic-spelled
knight, a warrior of the medjai, whatever that meant. Besides, the habaneros in
a restaurant were probably on the mild side of the hotness scale, the owners
wouldn’t want their patrons to regret dining there and-


Or, maybe I was wrong about that.


Macarius was sweating. He had stopped eating and
had both hands clenching the edge of the table. “Kazimir,” he hissed in a
choked voice. “I have been poisoned.”


“No, that- I tried to warn you. Those peppers are
very hot, you’re not supposed to eat the whole thing. Definitely not two
of them.


Gisele reached across the table, gripping his
hand. “You are in pain, brother?”


Pointing to his mouth with his other hand, he
stared at me with pleading eyes. “This must be magic most foul.”


“No, Dude, it’s just a pepper.”


“I am beset by a demon,” he insisted.


“Trust me, it is just a pepper.”


“Kazimir,” Gisele squeezed my hand. “Help
him.”


“Here,” picking up the little container of sour
cream, I held it out to him. “Eat this. Slowly, you want to give it time
to coat your mouth.”


“You cannot,” he lowered his voice to a whisper
and leaned toward me. “Perform a spell to save me?”


“Listen, you are not going to die. You may want
to,” I added before my brain could stop my mouth.


“A potion?” Gisele pleaded. “Surely there is-”


“If there is a proper potion for this, I don’t
know it.” Scooping up sour cream on a finger, I licked it. “See? It’s just
thick cream. Do it, just put in in your mouth. Please,” I had to look away so I
didn’t start laughing because his distress was absolutely not funny.


OK, maybe it was a little bit funny.


He slurped the sour cream out of the bowl,
coming away with cream smeared all over his mustache and beard and on the tip
of his nose. I had to cough to conceal the grin I couldn’t hide, and grunted as
Gisele kicked me under the table. But she had her face hidden behind her hands
and her shoulders shook.


“That is, better,” he breathed more easily, though
talking through a mouthful of sour cream. “Do I spit this out?”


“Please don’t. Swallow it, slowly, OK? Here,” I
gave him a napkin, pointing to his nose and beard. “You have, uh-”


Making a horrible face and smacking his lips like
a dog trying to eat peanut butter, he got the sour cream down. Right then I
decided our next lesson needed to be about table manners. Wiping his face, he
got most of the residue off. Gisele dunked a napkin in a water glass and dabbed
at the rest of it, fussing over him. I’m sure he just hated the attention.


“It is still,” he took deep breaths. “Burning my
mouth.”


“Chew on this tortilla, and sip this lemonade, the
acid will cut the pepper sting. Walk around, go outside if you think that would
help.”


“I will, thank you,” he stood up abruptly.


The waiter looked at me with a raised eyebrow as
Macarius walked out the door. I pantomimed chewing, then fanned my mouth like
it was hot. The guy nodded and gave me a thumbs up, then walked through the
door into the kitchen.


“Will Macarius recover?” Gisele asked me, her face
full of anxiety for her fellow knight or maybe something more. It wasn’t any of
my business, I told myself.


“Those peppers will tear up his stomach, but he
will be just fine.”


“Good.” She looked away, hesitated, and picked up
another tortilla to make a fajita. “I like this food. It would be a
shame if we could not come here again.”



 


 

Like I said, the trouble started with the food. If
I hadn’t ordered dishes that came with hot peppers, or if I had thought to warn
the knights about the unfamiliar items, Macarius wouldn’t have experienced his
mouth being on fire. He would have stayed in the booth until it was time to go,
then he would have walked straight out the door. What actually happened is when
he came back into the restaurant, he was looking toward the bar area that he
and Gisele had their backs to while sitting in the booth. My seat had a view of
the bar but I was focused on the knights, so I hadn’t paid much attention to
the people at the bar. There was a couple who appeared to be locals, the guy
had a Tennessee Volunteers jersey and the woman with him had a T-shirt from the
same school, although Knoxville was on the other end of the state. They were
seated on the shorter end of the ‘L’ shaped bar counter, and keeping to
themselves. Mostly. Now that I thought about it, the woman was leaning toward
the guy, away from the other group at the bar, and she had given a few dirty
looks at the group.


On the long side of the bar were Slicky Boy, his
girlfriend or wife, and three guys who looked like they had been football
linebackers in college, although now that I was actually studying them, they
probably hadn’t studied Moby Dick or whatever gets you into college. I wouldn’t
know, my aunt pulled me out of school when I was eleven, after my parents died.


Slicky boy was about my age, with slicked-back
dark hair, expensive clothes including a crisp white shirt with a black jacket
that might have been silk, and a thick gold chain around his neck, with some
kind of gold watch that slid down into view whenever he lowered his hand. He
wasn’t what had caught the interest of Macarius. The woman with him was.


A skinny blonde, wearing a sleeveless black dress,
she also had a blue jacket that was draped over the back of her chair. The
first time I paid any attention to her at all, was when the couple wearing
University of Tennessee gear walked in, she had tried to put on her jacket, to
cover up what I assumed was a tattoo on her right upper arm and shoulder.
Slicky Boy had slapped at her hand, knocking the jacket into her lap, and she
had cringed away from him. That happened just as Macarius was licking the queso
bowl, so I had been distracted.


When the knight from Egypt walked back into the
restaurant, I was ignoring the group on the long side of the bar, Slicky Boy
had too many tequila shots and was talking loud and obnoxiously, to the point
where the woman in the Volunteers shirt was tugging at her boyfriend, wanting
to go. Still I would have ignored the situation, as a fugitive you learn to
keep a low profile, but Macarius wasn’t giving me that option. He stopped at
our booth, glaring in the direction of the bar.


What was-


Uh oh.


Right then, I focused enough to understand that
what I thought was a tattoo on the blonde’s arm was actually a bruise. An
angry, ugly, deep bruise that was old enough to have turned purple and yellow.
That’s why I had assumed it was a tattoo. Now that I looked, she also had
bruises on her forearm like where someone had grabbed her too hard. And a welt
on the back of her neck and upper shoulder, which she tried to cover with her
hair.


“Macarius,” I whispered. “Sit down.”


He didn’t respond, so I leaned out of the booth,
reaching for him.


Too late.


“What are you lookin’ at, A-rab?” Slicky Boy had
noticed the hostile stare from Macarius.


I missed. My fingers closed on nothing as Macarius
took a step forward, out of my reach.


“Unhand the lady,” the knight said, walking toward
the bar as I sprang out of the booth after him. Slicky Boy had an arm on the
back his girlfriend’s neck, she flinched but didn’t try to move away. The three
linebackers, I will call them Crewcut, Baldy and Manbun, pushed off their
chairs to stand behind Slicky Boy.


I had to defuse the situation, fast. “Mark,” I
grabbed his arm, he shook me off. The guy shook me off. What the hell?


“You are not worthy of her,” Macarius was pointing
at Slicky when I practically dove in front of him, blocking his path.


“Are you-” Slicky looked at his goons and laughed.
“Is this guy serious? What’s with you?”


“He’s not from around here,” I said, placing one
hand on the knight’s chest and one held up as a peace gesture toward the goons,
who were acting a lot less casual now that Macarius was within ten feet of the
guy I assumed was their boss. No, the son of their boss. Slicky Boy wasn’t the
boss of anything, he was a pure punk-ass bitch.


He might also be connected, to the wrong
kind of people, if you know what I mean. People you want to stay away from.
What a guy like that was doing in a Mexican restaurant in the middle of
Tennessee, I had no idea and I didn’t care. It wasn’t any of my business,
regardless of what Macarius thought.


“Look, Sir,” I said to the guy who looked around
my age. Giving any measure of respect to that punk made me nauseous. “This is a
misunderstanding, and I’m sorry.”


“We have nothing to apologize for,”
Macarius pushed forward, reaching up to wrench my hand away from his chest.


“You,” I got right in his face. “Don’t know what
you’re doing here. Not here, not now,” I looked him straight in
the eyes. “Sit down.”


“I cannot-”


“Sit. Down. Do it now, damn it.”


“Yeah,” from the corner of one eye I saw Slicky
lean back, yanking the girl’s hair toward him. “Run away, little boy. You don’t
want to mess with me.”


That was the wrong thing to say, and I had to grab
Macarius by both arms, leaning in to whisper in his ear. “Knight of the medjai,
are you here to protect me, or to do something else?” 


He relaxed just a bit.


“Sit down, please.”


“Go back home, A-rab,” Slicky was being super
helpful. “Your camel is lonely.” He laughed at his own joke. The three goons
laughed as an obligation, not taking their eyes off Macarius.


“Please,” I implored.


Moving like he had to force his muscles to comply,
Macarius turned, glaring back over his shoulder, and stomped back to the booth.


“Hey,” I held up both hands. “I am sorry for
disturbing your evening. My friend has had a bad day, you know?”


“He’s gonna have a worse day, if he doesn’t stay
out of my business.”


“Yes Sir, I hear that loud and clear.” Backing
away from a guy whose face I wanted to smash in, I walked back to the booth.
The Volunteers couple slid off their chairs and walked briskly away and out the
door. Half a dozen other booths were occupied, four of them on the far side
away from the bar, those people might not have noticed the tense exchange. As
the waiter came out through the swinging door with a tray of beers, I held up
my wallet, waving to get his attention, and silently mouthed ‘check please’. He
nodded, and pointed to the other booths. Meaning, he would bring the check
after he took care of the other patrons.


What I should have done was leave a pile of twenty
dollar bills on the table and gotten the hell out of there. Why didn’t I do
that? Macarius made it difficult, that’s why.


Sitting rigidly in the booth, he was radiating
barely-contained rage, his fists clenched, eyes, lips moving silently like he
was talking to himself. Like he was talking himself into, or out of, doing
something. Gisele had her hands over his, looking into his eyes with concern.


“Listen,” I said quietly. “We will get out of here
in a minute, then we can talk, OK?”


“Talk,” his head snapped up. “I did not come all
the way here to talk, Kazimir.”


“Keep your voice down, and my name is Matthew,
remember?”


“The name is as false as your courage, wizard.”


That was a low blow, and Gisele sucked in a
breath, no doubt worried her two companions were going to get into a fight
right there.


I didn’t take the bait. The guy was hurting, I got
that. Like it or not, I was responsible for him, even if he was determined to
be rash. “I’m sorry you think of me that way. What you did only made the
situation worse.”


“How could-”


“You pushed him, you made him angry, and now he’s
going to take out that anger on her, do you understand that?”


“I cannot do nothing.”


“Great. Also, don’t do anything that, uh.” I was
going to say ‘that will make the heat fall on that woman’. But, modern slang
often was often incomprehensible to the knights. Whatever I was going to say
didn’t matter, because Slicky Boy abruptly got up from the bar, tossed a
handful of bills on the counter, and started walking toward us. He still had a
hand on the back of the woman’s neck, and she grimaced with pain.


She looked straight at me for a moment. Her eyes
were not pleading for help. She hated me for causing trouble for her.
More trouble.


The goons I had labelled as Crewcut and Manbun
flanked Slicky as he paused at our table, while Baldy Goon checked the front
door, and held it open.


“Maybe I’ll see you around,” Slicky directed his
remark at me. “Soon. Real soon,” he said with a smirk, and yanked at the
woman’s hair to come with him. 


Oh sh-


Damn it, I should have gotten out of there when I
had the chance. The five of them walked out the door, and, displaying perfect
timing, the waiter showed up with the bill. “Anyone save room for dessert?” he
asked cheerfully, apparently never having learned to read a room. “We have
sopapillas, and ice cream, and-”


“Just the bill, please,” I quickly scanned it, rounded
up to the nearest twenty, and added a forty dollar tip. The extra money made me
more memorable, it also just might make his memory a little fuzzy if the police
asked about us later. “Thanks,” I said, in a way he understood meant I wanted
him to go away.


“Kazimir,” Gisele squeezed Macarius’s fists hard.


“Yeah, give me a minute, please.”


Oh, hell. Slicky probably drove the white Cadillac
Escalade that I’d seen in the parking lot to the left of the front door, and
that meant the three goons arrived in the black Chevy Tahoe. To get to my RV,
we either had to go in that direction, or walk to the right all the way to the
end of the strip mall, and along a busy street.


This was going to be trouble, big trouble. By
myself, I could have handled it. With Macarius involved, I had no confidence he
could keep his cool. I had even less confidence that Slicky would or even could
or even knew how, to deescalate a situation. From his point of view, he
probably couldn’t back down, not without losing face in front of his
crew. In his world, that could be fatal. While I didn’t know much about the
guy, I did know enough. He wasn’t some frat boy who got rich, and lucky, by
trading crypto. In Slicky’s world, he needed to travel with a goon squad, not
for show but for protection, against other guys like himself. His world was all
about power, and demonstrating his power was how you kept it, kept challengers
away. That’s why he not only didn’t care if people saw evidence that he beat
his girlfriend, he wanted people to see her bruises. That showed the
power he had over her, and more importantly, showed he didn’t care what anyone
thought of him, as long as people feared him.


There was a very slim chance the three of us could
walk away, and that depended on my own bodyguards keeping their mouths shut and
letting me talk. The-


“Hey.” The bartender interrupted my thoughts. “You
guys OK? You want me to call the cops, or something?”


A Concerned Citizen. Great, that was exactly
what we needed right then. Not. Damn it, I wasn’t worried about us being able
to walk away from a fight, I was concerned about us walking away without being
noticed by the authorities. “No, we’re good, thanks.” When the bartender cocked
his head at me, I added, “Really, it’s fine. I’ll apologize again, and it will
be done.”


“Guys like that don’t accept an apology until they
teach you a lesson first,” the bartender told me. He was an old guy, a US Navy
veteran. I knew that from the tattoo on his forearm. “The way he treated his
girl?” The guy shook his head. “A real sicko.”


“I agree, and I don’t want any more trouble, we-”


“He will find trouble,” Macarius spoke
again.


The bartender was not going away, I could see
that. “Listen, just don’t do anything unless you hear gunshots, OK?” I pulled
aside my jacket to show the Glock in my shoulder holster.


“Oh,” he nodded with approval. “Gotcha. You have a
good evening, then.”



 








CHAPTER NINETEEN



 

Out the door, Macarius and Gisele insisted on
going first. Even though I had the gun, which was a better defense than even
magic-spelled knights, if you ask me. We had an argument about what to do, and
I lost. Sometimes, it is just not possible to reason with those two. As far as
they are concerned, they are on a mission from God. Nothing can be allowed to
get in their way.


We did reach a compromise. I stayed behind them
going out the door, but they agreed to let me do the talking. That meant
neither of them could say anything, unless I prompted them to speak.
They also knew that if I found it necessary to draw the Glock, they were to get
out of the line of fire.


My hope was that going outside had cooled Slicky
Boy’s hot temper, or that his bodyguards had talked some sense into him. That
was a faint hope, I knew it, but it was the best I had right then. Outside, I
looked both ways along the main road in front of the strip mall. The parking
lot in front held a half dozen cars, with no people in sight. Cars drove by on
the main road, unfortunately none of them were police cruisers. While I didn’t
want any attention from the police, the presence of law enforcement might make
Slicky think twice about doing something stupid. No such luck.


He was leaning back against the hood of the big Escalade,
one hand still around the back of the blonde woman’s neck. She was looking down
at her shoes, dejected. Accepting her fate. The three goons, Crewcut, Baldy and
Manbun were standing side by side across the center of the parking lot,
blocking our path.


We stopped about six feet apart.


“Hey,” I held up my hands, “we don’t want any
trouble.”


Slicky snorted. “It’s funny how people always say
that, after they start the trouble.”


“My friend here is sorry.”


“I don’t think he is sincere about that. Stepan?”


Manbun stepped forward. Slowly. He held up his
hands, coming right up to Macarius. Manbun was about the same height and
probably fifty pounds heavier, almost all of that muscle. He moved his bulk
easily, not stomping like some overbuilt guys did. Maybe he did yoga or Pilates
to keep flexible, I didn’t know. “Mister Petrov,” his eyes glanced at Slicky,
then back to locking his gaze onto Macarius. “Only wants to be shown the
respect he deserves.”


That made me bite my lip. First, I am pretty sure
that the real Mister Petrov was Slicky’s father, and that Manbun and the
other two goons hated having to babysit their boss’s punkass son. Second,
Slicky had been shown exactly as much respect as he deserved, and we all
knew it. Including Slicky Boy himself.


Following my instructions, Macarius didn’t reply,
simply glaring at his opponent. At least he didn’t make the situation worse, so
we had a chance to-


Except we didn’t.


Without warning, Manbun’s right hand curled into a
fist and snapped forward, his weight shifting into the balls of his feet,
punching straight at the knight’s face.


Here’s a tip about fights: no matter how fast you
are, there is a split second when your body tenses before you go from casual to
throwing a punch, and there is no way to keep the abrupt change from showing on
your face. Macarius knew that. He was also fast enough to react in time, to
dodge to the side or duck. He did neither. His left hand came up and he caught
Manbun’s fist in his palm with an audible smack that hurt to hear, like
catching a fastball with your bare hands.


There is a reason why baseball players wear
gloves. Otherwise, it hurts.


Here’s another tip: when shaking hands as a
friendly gesture, you push your hand forward until the webbing of your thumb
meets the same part of the other person’s hand. That way, when you give a firm
but gentle squeeze, you’re not putting pressure on the delicate parts of the
other person’s bone structure. If you’re being aggressive rather than friendly,
you hold back a bit so the meaty part of your thumb wraps around the other
person’s knuckles. Those knuckle bones don’t have a lot of cushion between
them, a hard pressure there can hurt.


Macarius knew that also. When he got Manbun’s fist
in his grasp, he squeezed. I could, ooh it makes me sick, hear bones
snapping.


Manbun gave a strangled scream and went down on
his knees, dropping as Macarius rammed his knee up into his opponent’s chin.


Manbun went down and stayed down.


Crewcut and Baldy likely had guns, maybe something
more powerful than a pistol. The knights didn’t. They understood the situation.
Gisele and Macarius charged forward.


Crewcut made a mistake. A big mistake. He assumed
Gisele was Macarius’s petite little girlfriend and no threat. Without looking
directly at her, Crewcut swept out his right hand to casually push her away,
his focus on helping Baldy deal with Macarius.


Like I said, big mistake. Kicking isn’t
often a great move in a fight, it takes a long time for a leg to sweep around,
giving your opponent time to move out of the way, or counter your attack. When
your opponent isn’t bothering to look at you, however, a kick can be quite
effective. 


Gisele’s work boot connected with Crewcut’s
midsection, doubling him over with an explosive gasp. As he bent over, she
smashed an elbow down on the back of his neck and he also went down flat on the
pavement.


Macarius dealt with a greater threat. Either Baldy
was on alert or was more cautious, or simply was smarter than his fellows, for
he had taken a step back giving him time to pull a gun from a shoulder holster.
He might have been smarter but he still wasn’t smart, or hadn’t been
well trained. The smart move, when drawing a gun at close range to someone
coming at you, is to keep the weapon close to your chest, and use your wrist to
aim the muzzle at the other guy. What Baldy did was more dramatic and a hell of
a lot more risky: he swept his right arm around in a broad arc toward Macarius.


Bad idea.


Like, epic.


The ancient Egyptians, or Egyptians of Roman
times, didn’t have any sort of martial arts the way we think of it. I mean, I’m
assuming that, I wasn’t there. What I do know is the big knight of the medjai
karate chopped Baldy’s forearm and snapped it, sending the gun flying to
clatter across the parking lot.


Ooh yuck.


There was white bone sticking out from Baldy’s
skin, and blood dripping as he sank to his knees and opened his mouth to
scream.


Gisele kicked him under the chin and he fell
backward silently.


Really, I thought that her move was kind of
excessive, but I appreciate her putting in the extra effort. She is definitely
in the running for Employee of the Month.


Slicky Boy Petrov may be an ass- No, he is
absolutely an ass. He is also not entirely worthless. Rather than being stunned
into shock by the loss of his bodyguards in less than three seconds, he pulled
open his jacket to draw his own piece.


I was faster. “Don’t do it! Don’t you move!”
I had the muzzle of my Glock an inch from his chest, center-mass. Pointing a
pistol at someone’s face is intimidating but risky, a head might dodge to one
side faster than you can react. Aiming at the center of an opponent’s chest is
a safer bet, an entire torso can’t get out of the way fast enough, usually. If
the target ducks, your bullet can still hit their collarbone or neck. If they
dodge to either side, you hit a shoulder. Either way, you have time for a
second shot.


Slicky knew that. He froze.


“Annette,” I used Gisele’s false name. “Reach into
his jacket and get his gun. Petrov, drop your hand, slowly. I said slowly.”


Gisele knew not to get in my way, she came in from
the side, extracted his piece, and backed away, aiming it at him. We backed
away together. “Mark,” I couldn’t see what Macarius was doing behind me.
Someone was whimpering in pain and I’m fairly sure it wasn’t him. “Use a
handkerchief and get the guns off the other two guys.” When we left, I didn’t
want Slicky to get ambitious and follow us, hoping to pop a couple caps in our
direction.


“I have them,” Macarius came up beside me, holding
one pistol and jamming another in his waistband.


“Don’t do that,” I admonished him, my
imagination flashing to him accidently shooting himself in the foot. Or
shooting something more precious to guys. “Put the other gun in your pocket.
No, give it to Annette.”


He did.


You know what Slicky did?


He surprised me.


He laughed, slowly raising his hands, and
wrapping one hand around the blonde’s hair. “You three, whoever you are, you’re
dead. You don’t know it yet, but you are all,” he wrinkled up his nose and
sniffed loudly. “Dead meat.”


“I should kill him.” Macarius took a step toward
the punk.


“Do not do that,” I ordered.


“It would be wise,” the knight insisted. “To kill
him now.”


“Mark, I-”


“Matthew, I know him. I have met his kind
before, many times. We can kill him now, or he will force us to kill him later,
after he attacks us. We might not be so fortunate in the future.”


“Hey, Matty boy,” Slicky grinned. Nobody is that
cool when they have a gun pointed at them, their bodyguards are down, and a big
kick-ass guy is asking for permission to tear your head off. Slicky wasn’t
stupid, that meant he was sick. A psycho. “Call off your attack dog,” he
said, and added, “Woof woof.”


“Mark, he’s not worth it.”


“Oh,” Slicky leered at Gisele, then yanked the
blonde toward him and licked her neck as she cringed. “I can assure you, I am
worth it.”


That was too much. Macarius drove a fist up into
the punk’s rib cage, hitting the floating rib, which hurts like hell. With a
grunt, Petrov Junior went down.


I don’t know whether Macarius expected the woman
to fling himself into his arms, or just to run away now that she was free.
Either way, he didn’t get his wish. She crouched down next to Slicky, showering
his face with kisses, then screamed at us. “What did you do? I’ll kill
you! He will kill you! Oh, Alexei, talk to me, please, talk to me.”


“Mark, Annette, we are outta here. Mark!” I
snapped my fingers. “Did you hear me? Move! We are moving, we’re
moving,” I said like a tour guide trying to keep a group on schedule.



 


 

Alexei Petrov spat, clearing the bile that rose up
into his mouth. Out of spite, he aimed to spit on his girlfriend’s shoes, while
she crouched down, uselessly rubbing his shoulders and babbling nonsense.
Useless was a good description of her. “Get away from me,” he shoved her away,
hard, so she sprawled on her ass, scraping a knee on the pavement. Oh, here
come the tears, he rolled his eyes. “Get away,” he slapped her as he pushed
himself to his feet. Whoever the big Arab was, he packed the punch of a
professional fighter.


Professional.


That had to be it.


The incident in the restaurant was not a Good
Samaritan coming to rescue Sofia. It was a setup. And he had walked right into
the trap. No way could three of his father’s best bodyguards get a beat-down,
unless the crew who attacked them were professionals.


Maybe he was wrong. Maybe the big guy wasn’t Arab,
he was Israeli. Likely former special forces. The girl, too. Wearing a wig, or
with her hair dyed. And she had to be older than she looked. The punk kid with
the gun, who hadn’t gotten involved in the fight? Their boss, or the team
leader.


But, why?


If it was a hit, he would be dead.


Something else, then.


A challenge.


To his father’s business interests.


A message.


That this part of Tennessee belonged to someone
else, it was their territory.


Alexei was only passing through. But whoever
ordered the beatdown didn’t know that. They wanted to prevent the Petrovs from
establishing a foothold in the territory.


Which meant someone was frightened, afraid of
competition.


Alexei smiled through the pain, holding a hand on
his tender ribs. It hurt to breathe, he knew his ribs would be tender for a
week or more. Someone was afraid of his father. They were right to be afraid.
“Sofia, get in the car.”


“But, Alexei,” she fumbled in her purse for
something. “You are hurt, I should drive.”


“Get in,” he gasped. That was a bad idea.
He would be talking softly until his ribs healed. “Get in the car.”


Unaccustomed to hearing him use a soft tone of
voice, she was wary. She walked around the back of the Escalade and got in the
passenger side.


“Tima,” he addressed the bodyguard with the
crewcut, the one who took the redhaired girl’s elbow to the back of his neck.
That man had suffered the least serious injury. Danel was leaning against the
bodyguards’ SUV, cradling his broken arm, wrapping the jacket around the
bleeding wound. Stepan was still on hands and knees, shaking his head slowly.
“Take Danel to get that arm set.” Both Stepan and Tima might have concussions,
they would have to deal with that on their own. The organization did not have a
comprehensive healthcare plan, and no room for the weak.


“Yes, Mister Petrov,” Tima grimaced, one hand
rubbing the back of his neck. He was blinking constantly, his eyes unfocused.


“Oh, sh-” Alexei groaned, disgusted. “Are you OK
to drive?”


“Yes, Mister Petrov. I just need a minute.”


“I need you out of here now,” Alexei
whispered as four people came out of the restaurant, staring at the man
struggling to stand. Angrily, Alexei yanked Stepan to his feet, supporting the
big bodyguard and flopping him across the back seat of the Chevy Tahoe. Tima
got Danel into the passenger seat and walked around the vehicle, holding onto
the hood for support. Clearly, the man should not be driving. “Just get away
from here,” Alexei hissed into the man’s ear as he fumbled with the
keys. “Go down the street, pull over and wait for your head to clear. You can
wait that long, Danel?”


Danel’s face was white and the man was sweating,
going into shock. “I’m fine, Mister Petrov,” he grunted. Not that he had any
choice in the matter.


Alexei watched the Tahoe weave out of the parking
lot, drift to a right turn, and disappear down the street. He did not care
where the men went or what happened to them, as long as they didn’t attract
attention from law enforcement. His father would not be pleased if that
happened. The police might already be coming to the restaurant, he needed to
get out of-


First, he needed to collect the gun that Danel had
lost. The last he saw, it had gone skidding across the pavement into the matted
grass at the edge of the parking lot. Taking a handkerchief from his jacket, he
shook it out and dropped it on top of the pistol to conceal the weapon, then
lifted it and tucked it away in his waistband, pulling the jacket closed.
Tipping a hand over his mouth in a drinking gesture, he shook his head to the
four people still huddled near the front door. “They had too much to drink,” he
added with a friendly wave as he got into the Escalade.


At the road, he could see Tima had already pulled
off into a shopping center, so he turned left to put distance between
himself and his useless security detail. Useless, like the quietly sobbing
Sofia. Pulling out his cellphone, he jammed an earphone into his ear, so the
girl would not overhear the conversation.


His father picked up on the third ring.


“Papa, we have a problem,” Alexei blurted out
before the senior Petrov could speak. The old man didn’t need to speak, his son
already knew exactly what he would say. The same thing he always said.


“Alexei Andreivich,” his father sighed. “What
trouble have you gotten into this time, that will create a problem for me?”


“We were in a bar, minding our own business-”


“Of course you were.”


“We were. Some big Arab guy, maybe he was Israeli,
had a beef with Sofia-”


“What did you do to her this time?”


“Nothing!” Alexei’s eyes darted to the girl, who
instinctively flinched.


“You know I don’t approve of, the things you do
with that girl.”


“She disobeys me.”


“Then get a girl who will obey. Alexei, I have
told you this too many times. She attracts attention. The wrong kind of
attention.”


“Yes, Papa. She had nothing to do with the trouble
this time. This was directed at you.”


“Me? How do you mean?”


Alexei explained, and gave a brief description of
the three attackers. “This wasn’t some random thing, Papa. Those three are
professionals. Someone told that crew I was here.”


“You were supposed to go take care of business in
Memphis, then come straight back here. Now I have a mess on my hands. That I
have to clean up.”


“This wasn’t my-”


“Shut your mouth, Alexei,” the elder Petrov said
with casual authority. “Did you get the license plate of their car?”


“No. They must have been parked somewhere else,
they ran around the back of the building. Like I said, that crew are
professionals.”


“Go back to Memphis, contact our friend there and
wait for my instructions. Do not go anywhere until I tell you to leave
the house.”


“But-”


“Do not question me.”


“Yes, Papa,” he agreed through gritted teeth. From
the corner of his eye, he could see Sofia sobbing quietly. She knew that when
he was feeling humiliated by his father, she would pay the price. “What are you
going to do about this?”


“First, I’m sending someone to collect your
bodyguards, and sending two men to be with you. They will be there on my
orders, not yours. Then,” he sighed. “I will put the word out to look for the
three who attacked you. Two men and a girl, a redhead.”


“She probably has changed her hair by now.”


“I know that. We will find her.”


“And then?”


“Then, I will learn who they are working for. To
teach them a lesson.”



 


 

We ran. All the way to the RV, where the old thing
thankfully started right up, and I pulled out onto the road, forcing myself to
drive at a normal speed. Duke, at first excited, sensed something bad had
happened. His doggy nature took over and he laid his head on Gisele’s lap in
the passenger seat, comforting her without saying anything.


I drove for a good twenty minutes before anyone
spoke.


Macarius cleared his throat. “Kazimir, we should-”


“What we should do is not talk about this
right now,” my hands clenched the wheel tightly.


“We have to talk about it,” Gisele said quietly.
“If only to make sure it does not happen to us again.”


Macarius took offense at her implication that he
had done something wrong. “I am a knight of the medjai, I am sworn to-”


“Hey,” I turned in the seat to snap at him, not a
great move when driving on a highway. “I got a breaking news flash for you, Sir
Knight. The medjai are gone in this time. This is my world and you don’t
know what the hell you are doing here. You could have gotten us all killed
tonight, for nothing. No!” I jabbed a finger at him, then turned my
attention back to the fact that the RV was cruising at sixty miles an hour down
the highway. “We are not having this conversation right now. There is a
rest area up ahead, I’m going to pull over there.” That was a necessity
regardless of whether we talked about what happened or not, I hadn’t been able
to use the men’s room at the restaurant before we left. Why not? It wasn’t like
I’d been in a rush to go outside? It’s simple: I hadn’t gone to the bathroom
because I was afraid to leave Macarius alone. The guy was a loose cannon, from
a time before the whole concept of cannons existed. He was clueless about the
modern world, and the guy apparently had no ‘Off’ switch. That was going to be
a problem, a big problem. 


Part of me fantasized about getting to the rest
area, asking the knights to get out, and driving off without them. OK, driving
off without Macarius. I wouldn’t ever do that, and I’m ashamed for even having
those thoughts. The fact was, they weren’t helping me, I was better off without
them. Whether I was supposed to save the world or not, having to be responsible
for two people who didn’t fit into the modern world was a burden to me, not an
asset.


Ah, that wasn’t the real reason I was so angry.
Confrontation just isn’t something I’m comfortable with. I wasn’t always that
way, when I was a kid I was always getting into arguments that sometimes
escalated into fights. It’s not like I was a psycho or anything like that, all
boys get into fights at that age. Maybe I got into more than my fair share,
nothing to worry about, although of course my mother did worry.


That all changed after my parents died, and I started
living with, whoever she was. Definitely not my aunt, and probably not named
Sarah. She drilled into me that we had to keep a low profile, and that meant
not getting into confrontations of any kind. When someone cut her off in
traffic, or was ahead of her in the express lane at the grocery store with a
full shopping cart, she kept calm. Always was polite, too polite for my
hormonal teenaged sensibilities. Early on, she had to verbally slap me down
when I tried to intervene, when I thought someone was disrespecting her, or
both of us. Her reprimanding me was irritating every time, and what got me to
finally stop was the scared and hurt look on her face. The change was when I
accepted that we were living as fugitives, not from the law but from ‘Them’, whoever
They were. One time, we were renting a single-wide trailer in North Carolina,
and while driving back from the grocery store, a neighbor out walking her dog
flagged down our car, to warn us of three strange men who were waiting for us
at the trailer. The helpful, friendly neighbor thought we were behind on rent,
or some minor trouble like that.


Sarah, I’ll keep calling her that until I learn
her real name, turned the car around right there, and we never went back. Drove
straight to the storage unit where we kept emergency supplies, loaded up the
car, swapped the car’s license plates for fake Alabama plates, and headed west.
In Oklahoma, we left that car in a parking lot with the keys in it, wiped down
all the hard surfaces that might have our fingerprints, and stole another car.
Didn’t stop driving until we were in New Mexico, where we lived for three
months.


Anyway, she pounded into my stubborn teenaged head
that being a fugitive meant avoiding confrontation, no matter how upset I was.
The fugitive life generally requires avoiding any kind of memorable
interactions with people. You might think that would result  in me growing up as a sullen, angry loner, but
I like to think the opposite is true. Having limited opportunities to develop
connections with other people, even if for a short time, and having no support
network to fall back on if I got into trouble, made me very cautious about how
I talked with people. Made me default to being extra polite, extra patient.


That’s something I reminded myself of, as I was
boiling inside with anger at Macarius. He gave up everything, to help me. The
guy was a fish out of water, lost in the modern world. Even if he was only ever
nothing but a burden to me, he was my burden. One of my fellow wizards
Sent him. Time. Macarius needed time, and patience and understanding.


Also, maybe a smack in the head if he ever did
something stupid like that again.


Hey, I have learned to be patient.


I never said I was a freakin’ saint.


“Macarius, Gisele, we do need to talk about this,”
I said as I read the highway sign. Seven miles to the rest stop. Seven minutes.
“Soon, OK? Not here, right now. I need to focus on driving.”


From the passenger seat, Gisele nodded, and patted
Duke’s head. In the mirror, I saw the ancient Egyptian’s expression harden.


Great. That was a good sign. This was going to be
a delightful conversation.



 

At the rest area, I parked in the back near the
picnic tables and yanked open my door, intending to run for the bathrooms as
the building was closing soon.


Macarius had other ideas. “Wizard,” he said as he
grabbed my jacket. “I did not come here to run from danger, or to ignore
injustice. I am not a coward.”


Here’s a Fun Fact: if you want to make me or any
guy on the planet angry, just casually accuse him of being a coward.


“I said we would talk,” reaching over, I
pried his fingers away from the jacket sleeve, or I tried to. Damn, he was
strong.


“Talk. That is all you do, wizard. If I am the
last of the medjai, I will honor my brothers by acting with honor. We
could have saved that woman if you-”


“No! Damn it, no we could not! Get this through
your thick head: she did not want your help. You only made the situation
worse. You put all our lives in danger, for nothing.”


“You were never in danger,” he puffed up his
chest. “We were there to protect you.”


“From four guys with guns? Here’s a news flash for
you: a bullet traveling at twelve hundred feet per second will go right through
your skull, before I have a chance to put up a shield. We got lucky. No! You
need to listen to me,” I jabbed a finger in his face, which of course is always
a great move when you’re attempting to deescalate a situation. Not. “This is my
world, you know nothing about it.”’


“If what you know is to run and ignore a woman in
danger, then I have no need of your knowledge, wizard.”


“Oh for- Gisele? Tell him.”


But she was biting her lower lip and looking down,
the way women do when they’re caught between two men having a macho contest.
She was worried that she had to play the role of peacemaker, because that’s
just what women do. It was probably the same, or even worse, in her time.


I got the message.


Macarius was the problem, but I was only making
the situation worse, and I shouldn’t have asked her to choose sides. That was
a cowardly thing to do.


“I need to use the bathroom,” I yanked his hand
away. “I’ll be back.”



 

When I got back, amazed the men’s room was stocked
with both soap and paper towels at such a late hour, Macarius was gone. Not
gone as in ran away, he had taken Duke for a walk. The side door was open and
Gisele was sitting on the floor, feet on the pavement.


“Have you ever talked with Macarius?” She asked
before I could say anything.


“Well sure, we talk all the time, it-”


“Have you ever talked with him?”


“No.” I knew what she meant. “I will talk with
him. We need to work this out.”


“He needs time to adjust to this world,” she
echoed my own thoughts.


“I’ll talk with him. I will listen,” I
promised her.


“Ask him why he is here.”


“Uh, you’re both here to protect me, so I can-”


“Ask why he is here.”


“Oh.” I understood what she meant. “I will. Listen
Gisele-”


“What Macarius did was foolish. It showed a lack
of focus and discipline that is unworthy of a knight,” she said, surprising me.
That was exactly what I had planned to say to her, and I was prepared for an
argument. I had expected her to defend his actions. “We each have the honor, we
fought for the honor, of being Sent here. To help you in any way we are
able, while you prevent an unholy disaster that could destroy our world. That
is our purpose, our only purpose. Macarius allowed his personal demons
to cloud his judgment. You need to understand why, so it does not happen
again.”



 








CHAPTER TWENTY



 

The knight of the medjai was sitting on a picnic
table, I mean on the table, his feet on the bench. He saw me walking toward him
and he didn’t give me the Death Glare, just looked off into the woods. Duke was
sniffing at one tree after another, dragging the leash behind him.


Holding up my hands, I said, “Hey.”


“Wizard.” He still didn’t look at me.


“We both want the same thing,” I told him. “You
are a knight, your honor is everything.”


That time, he looked at me.


“Can I explain,” I sat on the other end of the
picnic table, “why what you did, though brave and honorable, was a danger to
your purpose here? Then I will shut my mouth, and you can say whatever you
want.”


“Speak, wizard.”


“That word is the problem. Wizard. In your
time, wizards were well-known and respected?”


“True wizards are few,” he caught himself with a
frown. “Were few in number. There were many more who pretended to master
the arcane powers.”


“The true wizards, those who served, uh, who did
not seek to use their powers for evil purposes, they were honored and
respected?”


“Feared is a more proper description, but
yes. Why do you ask?”


“In this time, this world, wizards are not
well-known. As far as I know, I am the only wizard. Listen, you got a
raw deal, Gisele did too. Uh, a raw deal is-”


“Your meaning is understood.”


“Good. The two of you probably expected to arrive
at a time and place where you would be joined by many wizards, and many other
knights, to fight a final battle between good and evil. All I can tell you is
that battle never happened. I don’t know why, I just know if it did happen, we
would know about it, right?”


“It would have been unmistakable.”


“Exactly. Instead, the two of you arrived here,
with me. I’m not much of a wizard, I don’t know much about magic, I do know
that if it truly is my responsibility to stop this Convergence, I will do
everything I can. The problem is, it is just the three of us, and uh, a talking
dog, if he counts,” I said, as I watched Duke sniff the ground, then flop down
and roll on his back. “If the world knew about us, about magic, we would become
targets for thousands, even millions of people.”


“None of them are knights. Or wizards, Kazimir.
You will prevail.”


“Thanks for the vote of confidence, but you have
seen only a small part of the technology we have now. Even a powerful wizard
can be vulnerable to any person, if that person has a gun, or a bomb. Or even a
vehicle, you have seen how big and heavy trucks are. Airplanes, you have seen
them? They can fly high above our heads, so high we can’t see them at all. From
up there, they could drop bombs on us.” He knew what an explosive device was,
we had watched a war movie that had grenades and bombs in it. “If the public
knew that I’m a wizard, our enemies would seek to kill me and you can’t
protect me from every threat. I can’t protect myself from some threats.”


“As your powers grow, you-”


“You don’t understand. There are machines in this
world, weapons, that can destroy an entire city in an instant,” I snapped my
fingers. “Our only protection right now is secrecy, you understand?”


“Kazimir, I am not accustomed to hiding.”


“Don’t think of it as hiding. Did you ever, uh,” I
tried to think of an example he would consider honorable. “Have you ever
approached an enemy camp, at night? To gain the advantage of surprise?”


“Of course.”


“That’s what we are doing. We must remain
concealed, while we build our strength and prepare for battle. When you first
told me about the Convergence that is coming, I was skeptical.” Actually, I was
still skeptical about it, but that was not the time to mention that I feared
his sacrifice might have been for nothing. “Now that I have been able to use
magic, real magic in a useful way, I am beginning to believe. If there really
is an apocalypse coming, and only we can stop it-”


“Only you can prevent the end of the world,
Kazimir. The burden falls on your shoulders. Gisele and I lack the power.”


“Right. Since that’s the case, then nothing else
matters. Everything we do must be focused on preventing the Convergence. That
means we can’t let ourselves be distracted by-” I almost said ‘side quests’,
but he had never played a video game. Or I guess, tabletop role-playing games
had similar rules. “By trying to save one person at a time. Our enemies,
whoever they are, they could use that against us, you understand?”


“I, do not.”


“They could put an innocent person in danger, in a
way that only magic could save them. If we try to save that one person, or even
a group of people, we could die. Then everyone would die, or be
enslaved.”


He took a moment to contemplate that notion. “I
see. That is only true if our opponents are aware that you have magic. The
people we fought tonight did not know that.”


“They would have, if I had been forced to use
magic. Macarius, every time I use magic, there is a risk someone will see.
Agent Singer knows. Hopefully, we can rely on her discretion. That will not
always be true in the future. You see this?” I took a cellphone from a pocket.
The battery was removed, so I popped it back in and started it up. “This glass
on the back here? That is a camera. It can record images, still images like a
painting, or video images like a movie.”


“No.” He took it from me, examining it closely.


“Watch this,” I gently took it back from him, and
snapped a picture of him, then took a short video of Duke sniffing at a tree.
“See? That is you, and this is Duke.”


“The picture moves,” he gasped. “Such marvels this
world has.”


“Yeah, and that’s the problem. Almost everyone in
the world carries a camera like this with them. Eventually, someone is
going to get a video of me using magic, unless we are very careful to avoid
needing to use magic. Those guys tonight could have shot you.”


“I am fast, and strong.”


“Not faster and stronger than a bullet. They could
also have shot me, or Gisele, did you think of that?”


“No. Kazimir,” his face twisted in anguish. “This
is all new and strange to me.”


“I know it is, that’s why you need to let me guide
you, to learn about this world. Can we agree on that?”


“I am supposed to protect you,” he sighed.


“You will. You did that tonight, just, you
shouldn’t have needed to. Macarius, I need you to be ready for anything our
enemies might throw at us,” I appealed to his pride. “You said in your time,
there were wizards who sought to aid the Convergence? There could be other
wizards out there right now, there probably are other wizards out there.
They could be working to assure that the next time our world collides with the
Nether, there is a lasting and powerful connection. Like you said, that would
be an apocalypse for us. We must learn of our enemies in this world, find them,
study them to discover their weaknesses, and destroy them. We must do
whatever is necessary, to prevent this Convergence.”


“How can we do that?”


“I’m going to be honest with you. Right now, I
have no idea how to do that.”


“Then we are lost, without hope.”


“That’s not true.”


“How do you know?”


“I know that somewhere out there are people who
have been hunting me, trying to capture or kill me, for years. They know
about magic, or the people who hired them do. We need to find them, learn what
they know. If they know how to bring a Convergence, that same knowledge can be
used to stop one.” That last part was kind of a guess, but a safe guess. The
law of entropy stated it is easier to destroy something than to build it. Since
part of any connection had to be in our world, where the laws of physics still
applied, I expected it would take less energy and effort to break a connection,
than it took to create and sustain one.


OK, yeah, that is a lot of guessing.


He stared off into the woods for a moment. “You
propose to hunt the hunters?” He looked back at me with a predatory grin.


“Hell yes.”


“Kazimir, this is, as you say, your world.
Everything here is strange to me. Not only your wonderous machines, your
society is very different. Very well,” he sighed. “Until I understand this
world, I will obey your instructions, though they make me shiver with
dishonor.”


“I’m not asking you to obey me, knight of
the medjai. Just listen to me, when I know something you don’t. I would have
liked to smash Slicky Boy’s face in, but-”


“Slicky Boy?”


“Petrov. He had his hair slicked back,” I ran a
palm over my head. “You know?”


“Slicky Boy,” Macarius grinned again. That was
good. “I like that,” he bobbed his head with approval. “He does not deserve to
be addressed with respect. He is not a man.”


“You got that right,” I held out a fist.


“What is this?” He stared at my hand.


“Here, make a fist and touch it to mine. Not hard,
just like this,” I bumped his knuckles. “This is called a ‘fist bump’.”


“What is the meaning of this gesture?”


“It, uh, means we agree on something. More than
that. It signals respect and, uh, understanding. It’s like, hey, I know this
world isn’t what you expected, and your job is going to be a lot harder than it
should be, and we will get through this together, whatever it takes, you know?”
I held my fist out again. “You feel me?”


“Feel you?”


“You not only understand what I said, you understand
how important this is to me.”


“In that case,” he bumped me. “I feel you.”


“Cool.”


“What is ‘cool’?”


“It means good, sort of. Can I explain later. Can
I ask you a question? Gisele said I should ask why you are here.”


His shoulders stiffened, not from anger but from
pride. “I was chosen, out of many. It is a great honor.”


“I’m sure it was.” I was also sure that wasn’t
what Gisele hinted about. “That doesn’t tell me why you sought such an
honor. It must have involved great effort and sacrifice.”


He looked away, then down at his feet, hands
clasped in front of him.


“Hey, sorry, if you don’t want to talk about it, I
can-”


“You should know. It is not a tale I tell easily.”


He was silent, and I did the same, both of us
staring off into the woods, as we listened to tires whining on the highway
behind us. Duke, because he is a dog and dogs somehow always know when
people are upset, came strolling over and rested his chin on Macarius’s feet.
Not even a fierce knight of the medjai could resist a friendly dog. Leaning
down, the Egyptian scratched the dog’s head. Duke responded by hopping up on
the table, and laying his head in the knight’s lap.


“There was a girl in the village where I lived,”
he began. “A girl of unsurpassing beauty. Her smile was the rising sun, she
could chase away the gloomiest day. Her truest beauty was,” he tapped his
chest, “within her heart.” He paused as a semi truck accelerated out of the
parking lot, the diesel engine roaring and turbocharger whining behind us.
“Dina was her name. We had an, understanding,” he glanced at me and I nodded.
“Our parents approved.”


“That’s important.” That was my guess of what he
wanted me to say.


“The people of my village were poor, and suffered
much from persecution. This was only shortly after the Edict of Milan.”


The blank look on my face surprised him.
Disappointed him.


“You know not of the Edict?”


“Uh, it’s been a long time since then, sorry.”


“The persecution of Christians under the Emperor
Diocletian forced many of my people into hiding. We lost much.”


All I did was nod, like I knew what he was talking
about. That wasn’t completely a lie, I had heard of an ‘Emperor Diocletian’,
but he could have been the ruler of the Austro-Hungarian Empire for all I knew.


“The Edict halted the persecutions, the theft of
property, the murders, of Christians. Officially, the persecution
ended. In my land, far from the heart of the Empire, the wealthy Roman citizens
did as they pleased. One merchant in our region was a cruel man, and his sons
were worse. They did not like my people, for we defied him.”


Ohhhh, I tensed up, having a bad feeling where the
story was going. Keeping my mouth shut, I stared down at my shoes while he
continued.


“It is difficult to tell the tale, wizard.”


“You don’t have to, I-”


“You must know what kind of man I am.”


The guy sounded like he needed to talk, so I said,
“It would help, yes.” 


“We were away, my father, myself, Dina’s father
and brothers, going to market. While we were gone, the merchant’s youngest son,
Lucian, he-”


“Macarius, you don’t have to say anything more.”


“Yes, I do.” His fists clenched, the knuckles
turning white. “Dina resisted him, and he killed her. Her brothers swore
vengeance, but they had families of their own. I was patient, Kazimir. I
waited nearly a month, hiding near the merchants’ palace, studying his family
and their comings and goings. Finally, on a moonless night, I climbed the wall
and slipped into the palace. Lucian I killed first, I had to bind the mouth of
the slave girl in his bed, so she did not raise an alarm. Then I went through
the window of his father’s room and slit his throat. The girl there screamed
before I could stop her. I went out the window, but I did not run. I waited, again.
Guards went past me several times with torches, they did not see me in the
shadows. When the eldest son came to the roof, I stabbed him,” he demonstrated
by thrusting a hand forward, making me glad he didn’t have a sword with him.
“After that, I did run. Far into the desert, I cared not whether I lived or
died. There, the medjai found me.”


“They accepted you?”


“No,” he laughed bitterly. “Not at first. They
told me I was a foolish child, to act on my own as I did. In time, I came to
see they were right. My actions that night could have put my family in danger,
if I was recognized. The medjai told me the merchant had become rich and
powerful through forbidden magic, and they had been preparing to act against
him. Not only against the man, to strike at the source of his foul power. That
is how I came to serve the medjai, and the great wizard Anthenagorus of Syene.”


Anthanegorus? I wondered if the guy
referred to himself as ‘Tony’, and decided that was unlikely. “I am sorry.”


“For what, wizard?”


“That a wizard was not there to prevent the
injustice to your Dina, or to avenge her.”


“Then, as now, wizards did not involve themselves
in the troubles of ordinary people.”


“They should,” I heard myself say. Then realized
what I’d said. “Macarius, I would like to have helped that woman. She didn’t want
our help. What she needs is, years of therapy, something like that.”


“What is ‘therapy’?”


“It’s like-” Oh, hell. How do I explain something
like that? “Uh, when something is bothering you, and you seek spiritual
guidance from a priest?” I guessed, never having done that. I was trying to
find something he might relate to. “Or, talk with a friend, you know?”


“She could have talked with Gisele.”


“Yeah, I don’t think that’s how it works. This is
a different time, do you understand that? I am the only wizard I know of
in this world. People, the forces of darkness,” I said to be dramatic. He
probably appreciated that. “They have been searching for me, to kill me. Only a
handful of days before you were Sent to protect me, I was ambushed by people I had
never seen before. They could have killed me.”


“Your power of magic defeated them?”


“I wish. No, the sad fact is, I got lucky. Someone
else, two people, were there at the same time, they protected me.”


He sucked in a breath. “Other knights are here?”


“No, they, huh.” In truth, I didn’t know for
certain that my volunteer bodyguards were not knights from ancient times. Or
did I? Agent Singer had been sure the two in the Yukon were from Eastern
Europe. But identities could be faked.


Whoa.


Right then, I had a thought. If my guardian angels
in the Yukon were knights, then they had been in the modern world for a while.
They had modern dental work, they had learned to drive a car and shoot a gun,
they-


Nah, they couldn’t be knights, could they?


But, what mattered to me was that if those two had
been Sent from ancient times, they hadn’t been Sent to me. That meant
they might have been Sent to another wizard in this time.


It’s possible I was not the only wizard on Earth.


Whoa.


Was that a good thing, or a bad thing? If there
were other wizards, in hiding like I was, then I wasn’t alone. Maybe other,
more experienced wizards could handle stopping the Convergence thing. That
would be good.


But if there were other wizards, and me using
magic screwed something up or attracted attention, then it might be best if I
did nothing.


Damn it, I didn’t know what to do.


It did me no good to speculate about it, since
those two in the Yukon were dead. As far as I know, dead people can’t talk.


“They were just ordinary people, not knights as
far as I know,” I told Macarius.


“Ordinary people,” he raised an eyebrow. “Who
happened to be there to protect you from an ambush?”


“That doesn’t mean they have to be knights like
you. They- Maybe there is still a group like the medjai here in this time,
working secretly to prevent a Convergence. Is that possible?”


“I do not know. I never expected to be so far from
my own time. If my brotherhood still exists,” his voice trailed off. “Is there
a way to contact them?”


“Not that, uh-” Maybe it would be as simple as
Googling ‘medjai’? The next time I was at a library, I would try that. “I can
try. If there are more warriors like you out there, we will surely win,”
I held out my fist, and he bumped it.


“Kazimir,” he looked straight at me. “I must ask
you, what are your intentions regarding Gisele?”


Ohhhhh sh- Wow. That was like getting smacked in
the face with the Cold Dead Fish of Obviousness. Damn it, I had been all wrong
about him. He wasn’t trying to make a move on Gisele, he was trying to protect
her. From me. “My, intentions?”


“I have seen the way you look at her.”


I had seen the way he looked at her also, though
now I realized his feeling were paternal in nature. He had not been able to
save his Dina, long ago, now he was determined to protect Gisele from harm.
There was also the issue that in his time, if I wanted to hook up with Gisele,
I probably was supposed to have her family meet my family first, or maybe my
father should give her father a goat or a cow. Something like that.


Although ‘hook up’ was certainly not the right way
to say it back then.


“The way I look at her changed, after she killed
two guys in the blink of an eye,” I admitted. “She scares me, you both do. If
you’re asking whether I am interested in her, like a boy-girl thing, the answer
is no. She is very beautiful,” there was no point to me denying the obvious.
“She is also very lost here, in this time. My intention is to help her, to
do whatever she came here to do. To help me prevent this Convergence.”


“Good,” he looked me right in the eye when he said
it. I’ve never had the experience of meeting the father of a girl I was dating,
since I hadn’t been able to go on dates like normal people do, so I assumed he
was trying to intimidate me.


“Macarius, I think Gisele doesn’t need anyone to
protect her. It looks to me like she can take care of herself.”


That made him smile. “She is a formidable young
woman.”


“She is a formidable person. Are we cool?”
Speaking of being cool, the night air was rapidly growing chilly and damp.
Pulling up the jacket collar, I stuck my hands in the pockets.


“I believe we understand each other, if that is
what you mean.”


“Cool. If you see another injustice, and you want
to do something about it, please talk to me first. We are alone here in this
world, the three of us, it-”


“Hey!” Duke lifted his head. “There are four
of us.”


“Right. The four of us, are alone. We can only
work toward stopping a Convergence if no one knows about magic.”


“That I do not understand. Would not the people in
this world cry out for you to save them from the disaster that looms over us all?”


“No. Remember, people here don’t know anything
about magic. They don’t believe in it now. If we showed them it is real, they
would probably either kill me as an evil sorcerer, or use my power to make
money. Or, the nations here would kill me, so I couldn’t use my power against
them. Did that not happen in your time?”


“There was much rivalry between wizards, and
between kings and emperors who used wizards for their own purposes, good or
evil. Kazimir, you know this world, I do not. If you say we must remain hidden
for now, I will do as you ask.”


“Hey, what about me?” Duke hopped off the table
and shook all over.


“I need you to keep your secret hidden also,” I
told him.


“I meant, what about me? I’m hungry. We
should eat something.”


“What we should do is find someplace to sleep
tonight. Looks like it’s going to rain again.”



 

After starting the RV and turning on the lights, I
got out to inspect it, walking around. Making sure all the lights were working
properly, including the bulbs that shined down on the license plate. It would
suck to get pulled over due to some stupid little thing I could have fixed. The
lights were all fine, tires looked good. Crouching down, I used a flashlight to
check the parking lot underneath, looking for puddles of fluids. There wasn’t
anything new. Just in case, I tugged on the license plate, making sure it was
secure. One time in Colorado, I hadn’t checked my truck for a couple days, and
noticed almost too late that one of the bolts holding the rear plate had fallen
off, and the other was loose. That could have been a disaster.


Maybe, I thought while looking at the plate, I
should swap it for another. There wasn’t anything memorable about it, white and
orange Florida from Hillsborough county. That was the Tampa area, with an area and
population large enough that no one would expect to know any other resident.
That’s a lesson I learned the hard way, after once having a plate with Glades
county on it. So few people lived in that rural county that you’d think the
odds of encountering another Glades resident outside of southern Florida were
astronomical. But a guy I worked with in Maryland was from there, and asked me
too many questions about it, questions I couldn’t answer. Telling him the truck
belonged to my uncle, and that I had only visited him there once, got me out of
that jam, but I would not make that mistake again. Really, it is best to have
the generic ‘Sunshine State’ across the bottom, instead of listing the county.
When I bought that batch of fake plates, I hadn’t exactly been able to choose
from a menu, you know?


The plate was random numbers and letters,
including ‘JEF’. That’s something I remembered because a guy named Jeff was a
good friend when I was growing up. Before my parents were killed. Back when I
had time to grow up like a normal kid.


Maybe I should swap the plate. And maybe it was
also time to repaint the stripes, someone might have noticed the pattern of
green and blue swirls while the RV was parked on the street in Memphis. Lots of
RVs were painted like that, but it wouldn’t hurt to change the disguise once in
a while.


Looking up at the night sky, I felt raindrops on
my face. It was springtime, getting a lot of rain was normal. It was also
inconvenient.


Ah, I could change the plates later. It shouldn’t
be a problem.



 


 

“Kazimir?” Macarius looked up from the history
book he was reading. We were in the RV, with Gisele in the driver’s chair,
Macarius in the passenger’s seat, and me at the tiny table.  The books I gave to each of them were sort of
a ‘Human History For Dummies’ type of thing; they summed up the past five
thousand years of civilization at a very high level, in three hundred pages.
The two knights had a lot of reading to do, to catch up on the more than
fifteen hundred years of eventful, you know, events they had missed. Plus, to
fill in gaps of their knowledge from their own time, and before. As the
daughter of a baron, Gisele had received a decent education for that time, at
least as much as girls were allowed to have back then. Macarius was defensive about
his own level of education. When I inquired, he peevishly replied that it was
‘sufficient’ and he made it clear he didn’t appreciate the question. I dropped
the subject. It didn’t matter anyway. In addition to learning about history, I
was giving them instruction about everyday practical subjects like how to use a
cellphone, how to start and drive the RV, that sort of thing. They had each
driven the RV around the roads of an office park at night, when the area was
empty. Driven very slowly, while I felt my heart pounding in my chest. They
were a long way from driving on their own, especially the knight from
Egypt. Gisele, maybe because she was younger and her mind was more open to new
ideas, took to driving more easily. Macarius, in my opinion, was letting his
male ego get in the way. He got frustrated, then he watched Gisele handling the
RV easily around turns, and that made him more frustrated. To fix that before
it became a bigger problem, I planned to take him out driving one night, just
the two of us.


What they really wanted to know more about was
cellphones. They were astonished that the browser on a phone gave them almost
instant access to all the knowledge in the world. “Of all the marvels we have
seen,” Macarius had said in a reverential whisper while he held a cellphone
cradled in his palm, like it was a holy relic. “This is truly a sign of the
Almighty’s power.”


I hated to tell him that people mostly used that
technology to look at cute animal videos, and to get into dumb arguments with strangers.
Anyway, their use of cellphones was severely restricted, until I could figure
out how to do that without being tracked.


“Huh?” I looked up from the book I was reading. It
wasn’t anything related to history, or magic or anything useful. It was a mystery
novel. My brain needed a break from thinking about the end of the world. Hey,
even master wizards need some down time to recharge.


He jabbed a finger at a page of the book, which I
couldn’t see. “This world, of this time, still uses a twenty four hour
clock?”


“Uh, yeah. Here we do, and I think that is pretty
much universal around the world. Why?”


He replied with a self-satisfied smile, then
added, “It is pleasing to see that not everything has changed. Some
things from my time still remain useful.”


“That clock system comes from Babylonian times, I
think,” I said before thinking. Why the hell couldn’t I have kept my mouth
shut, and let the guy have a win? Because, like I said, I wasn’t thinking about
it. His expression returned to the Resting Scowl Face, so I added, “But I think
you’re right, your society made it the standard in most of the world.” That was
a lie, or at least a ‘fact’ I made up right then. It put a smile back on his
face.


How did I know trivia like where the idea came
from to divide the day into twenty four segments, instead of ten segments, or a
hundred? Back when I was little, apparently I asked a lot of questions, like an
annoying number of questions. Why is the sky blue instead of green? Why do
things fall down instead of up? Why does rain fall from the sky? At some point,
my father had enough questions, and he declared I needed to answer such
questions on my own. He allowed me to use his laptop, with parental controls on
the browsers, and told me to Google for the answers. I learned a lot about
science on my own.


I also learned that parental controls aren’t as
effective as my parents expected.


“We still measure the day in twenty four hours,
but now,” he sighed. “It is known that my people were wrong. The day is not
caused by the Sun going around the Earth, it is the time it takes for our world
to spin on its axis.”


“Uh, actually,” I told him. “Neither of those is
correct.”


“Oh?” Gisele looked up from her book. “Kazimir,
you told us that-”


“Yes, the Earth goes around, orbits around, the
Sun. And the Earth turns once each day. But the Earth’s rotation is not
exactly twenty four hours.”


The knights looked at each other in utter
confusion. Then Macarius’s eyes narrowed with suspicion, like he knew I was
screwing with them. “How can this be, wizard?”


“It’s not a wizard thing, it’s a science thing.
The Earth spins every twenty three hours, fifty six minutes and four
point zero nine seconds,” I recited from memory. “We measure a day not from
when the planet completes a spin, but from sunrise to sunrise. Because the
planet is moving around the Sun as it spins, the Sun sort of falls behind? It
takes an extra four minutes for a particular spot on the surface to face the
Sun again, after each full spin.”


From their expressions, it was clear I had blown
their minds. My young mind had been blown, back when I discovered that fact.
“Look, I’ll show you,” I picked up an orange to represent the Sun, and an apple
to represent the Earth. It was the same presentation my father had insisted I
give before dinner, way back when I was nine years old. He quizzed me on my
facts, until he was satisfied I really did understand the science involved. My
father was not a hardass, I don’t want to give that impression. He wanted me to
be self-reliant, to figure out things on my own, or to be able to do that. Same
reason he showed me how to change a tire on my mother’s car, he thought that is
something I should know how to do. Naturally, he chose a November day when it
was pouring down rain, to take me out into the driveway to change that tire.
When I protested that I would rather be playing video games, and we should wait
for a nicer day, he shot me down. Bad things don’t wait for nice weather, and
if I could do it properly in a chilly rain, I could handle the task any time.
Also, he had appealed to my nine-year-old male ego; did I want my mother
changing a tire in the rain? That’s something the man should handle, he told
me, although I knew my mother could do it.


When I finished my Fruit As Science astronomy
demonstration, the knights were still a bit puzzled, but they grasped the basic
concept. Duke, the dog, immediately understood the most important impact
of my revelation. “Wait,” he cocked his head. “Does this mean that every day, I
am getting my breakfast four minutes late?”


“Sadly,” I laughed and the knights laughed with
me. “Yes.”


Duke’s mouth dropped open and his ears went back.
“You think this is funny?”


“I am terribly sorry,” I muttered.


“You humans should all be ashamed of
yourselves,” he slunk past me, hopped on the bed, and curled up in a ball with
his back to us.


He felt much better after dinner, when I gave him
an extra piece of chicken.











CHAPTER TWENTY ONE



 

We drove southeast, pulling over just before six
o’clock. Gisele and Duke were at a motel, I wanted to be away from the motel
when Michelle called. It’s not that I didn’t trust her not to track the call,
it’s that I didn’t know if I could trust her. She had a hell of a shock,
when I showed her that magic is real. By now, the initial shock should have
worn off, and I didn’t know her well enough to predict what she would do. Macarius
had insisted on coming with me, with his sword of course. He watched as I
snapped the battery back in the cellphone and turned it on.


“What now?” He turned the phone over in his hand, examining
it from every angle.


“We wait for Michele to call.”


“This device, it is not magic?”


“Not at all.”


“Michele could be far away, yet she speaks into
her, phone,” he stumbled over the unfamiliar word. “And you hear her voice coming
out of this, thing?”


“She could be in Egypt, and we would hear
her voice.”


“How is this not magic?”


I explained like I was talking to a toddler,
because the background info he had about technology was about on that level. He
listened intently while I talked about how sound waves are converted into radio
waves, and how relay towers all over the world pick up a signal from one phone
and deliver it to another.


“How does the, network, know where to find the
person you wish to speak to?”


“Ah. That’s why we are here instead of at the
motel, and why I just put the battery in. Each phone has a unique, uh, number.
So when you turn it on, it sends a signal to the local relay tower, saying ‘I
am here’. Anyone who knows the number of this phone, could track it to our
location.” The actual details were fuzzy to me, and maybe I’d seen too many TV
shows where information is always available in real-time, but being paranoid
had worked for me.


“You do not trust Michele?”


“I am giving her a chance to show us that she can
be trusted. Also, she works with other people, and we don’t know them.
The-”


The phone rang, startling Macarius, who dropped it
on the floor. When he picked it up, his thumb accidently hit the ‘End Call’
icon.


“Let me hold that, please,” I gently took it from
him. She called right back. “Sorry about that,” I automatically looked around
for police cars and any vehicles or people who were paying too much attention
to the RV. “Did you have a good day at work?”


“It was work. Where are you?”


“You don’t know?”


She sighed. “Kazimir, I actually do not have
access to phone company records, and spy satellites, and anything else you
might imagine. I’m sitting in a rental car, trying to decide whether I’ve gone
crazy, or whether I really did witness actual magic the other day. Which is
even more crazy.”


“I know what you mean.” Did I trust her? That was
the question. “You said there’s something I need to know. What is it?”


“This isn’t something that should be discussed
over the phone.”


“That sounds like something you would say, if you
changed your mind and there’s a team coming to arrest me.”


“Kazimir. Kaz. Magic is real. If you could
turn back time so I didn’t know that, that would be great.”


“Yeah,” I had to laugh. “You and me both.”


“Since I know magic is real, I have to deal with
it. My advice is still for you to come in but, I understand why that is
complicated.”


“The whole world would get a lot more
complicated if the public knew about magic.”


“My life is complicated enough already.”


“You know, I don’t know much about you.”


“It would help if we were able to talk, face to
face.”


The phone call had gone on too long. Surely if she
was using cell towers to triangulate my position, she had a good idea where I
was. Ah, I was being stupid. If she wanted to bring me in, the cellphone she
gave me probably was broadcasting my GPS coordinates. Or, she could have just stuck
a radio beacon under the RV. I should have looked for one of those.


My fugitive skills were getting rusty.


“Give me a hint what you want to talk about?”


“The night your supposed Aunt was killed. What
happened in Colorado. And your parents.”


My parents. That was a dirty trick. That’s the
kind of thing law enforcement would say, to get me to meet them.


“My parents?”


“Yes.”


“But you mostly want to talk about Colorado,
right?” I could feel myself getting angry.


“We have to talk about it, you understand?
Kazimir, I’m a law enforcement agent.”


Oh, hell. A simple All Points Bulletin would have
cops within five hundred miles of Memphis looking for my RV. Even if I repainted
the stripes, there weren’t that many older converted Sprinter vans on
the road. Trusting her was my only sane choice.


“OK.” I gave her the address of the motel. “If you
get there before us, don’t-”


“You’re not at the motel?”


“I thought it best not to use this phone in that
area.”


She didn’t answer right away. Then, “You are
paranoid.”


“Not paranoid enough. You found me.”


“That was luck.”


“I don’t believe in luck.”


“Then it was supposed to happen, right?”


“I don’t know enough about magic to tell if that’s
a good thing. OK, wait for us if you get there first. You don’t want
Gisele to get jumpy.”



 

When I ended the call, the first thing I did was
remove the battery from the phone. Getting out of the RV, I was about to toss
the phone into a trash can, something made me think twice about it. Either I
trusted her, or I didn’t. The phone got tucked under the driver’s seat.


Damn, I hoped I didn’t regret that decision.



 


 

Special agent Singer started the conversation by
saying she needed to tell me something important.


“Like what?” I asked.


“It’s about your parents,” she looked me directly
in the eye, then away. “Their car accident was, suspicious.”


“What?”


“How much do you remember about it?”


“Give me a minute,” I got off the bed, and went
into the bathroom to splash water on my face. If my life was a movie, I would
have dramatically stared at myself in the mirror. Then either I would have broken
down in a fit of crying, or pumped a fist and declared ‘You got this’. What I
did was stare down at the water draining from the sink, my mind absolutely
numb. Walking slowly out of the bathroom, I was rubbing my hands over and over
on a towel.


“Are you OK?” She asked. It might be that FBI
agents are trained to fake concern when interacting with a suspect. If she was
faking, she was really good at it.


“I’m fine.” One foot in front of the other, that’s
all I needed to do. Focus on walking across the room without tripping over my
own feet. Sit back down on the edge of the bed. Think. Remember. “We went out
for pizza. I was excited, usually pizza was delivery. My parents did take me
out to restaurants a lot, that was a ‘date night’ thing for them. My father had
been drinking, then- I don’t remember much about the drive home. Probably I was
playing a game on my phone, in the back seat. I remember someone, a man,
talking to me. Then an ambulance arrived. I was talking to my parents, they
didn’t answer. The man told me my parents were dead, one of the EMTs from the
ambulance wasn’t happy about that. Then, I woke up in a hospital, but I have no
idea how I got there. Why do you say the crash was suspicious? It was an accident.”
That was a hundred percent not true. My aunt had told me the harsh truth: my
father had a drinking problem, he shouldn’t have been driving that evening. He
killed himself and my mother, and I whacked my head on the back of my mother’s
seat. My irresponsible father had taken my family away from me. I had hated him
ever since.


“You father had one light beer at dinner. His
blood alcohol level was not enough to be impaired. Wait, let me finish, please.
You need to hear this. We know from the skid marks on the road that the car was
not traveling fast enough for the crash to be fatal. Your parents should not
have been killed, except the airbags never deployed. They should have. Even
then, the impact should not have killed them.”


“Ok, but-”


“There’s more. An off-duty state trooper lives
near the site, he was pulling out of his driveway when he heard the crash. It
took him less than a minute to arrive, and he reported seeing a car that had
stopped. It sped away, at the time he assumed whoever was driving didn’t want
to get involved. He wrote down the license plate, the car was stolen and later
found burned the next day.”


“The driver of that car hit my parents’ car?”


“No,” she shook her head. “There wasn’t any paint
from another vehicle on your parents’ car. They might have been forced off the
road, but there was no impact, except for the guardrail. Kazimir, it gets
worse. That pizza place, you had never been there before?”


“I don’t think so.” She was forcing me to recall
events I had pushed to the back of my mind. “It was kind of a long drive. I
remember my mother complained the cell signal on the way was terrible, like one
bar.”


“That restaurant was a forty minute drive from
where you lived. Your parents went there because they received a gift card in
the mail, for a free pizza dinner, it was a promotion by the restaurant. The mail
was delayed, the gift card arrived the day before, and Friday night was the
last chance to use it before the card expired.”


“The card was bogus? It was a scam?”


“The card was legit. The restaurant did
sell gift cards, the owner knew nothing about a promotion. Also, the envelope
the card came in never went through the mail. Someone crumpled up the envelope
to make it look like it had gotten lost, to explain why the card expired so
quickly. Someone wanted your parents on that road, after dark.”


“Why?”


“I now suspect the purpose was to take you.”


“They could have taken me at any time!”


“Not easily. You lived in an apartment complex,
with people constantly coming and going. You took a bus to school, so you were
never alone.”


“Why did they have to kill my parents?”


“Think about it. Would you have stayed with your Aunt
Sarah, if you knew your parents were alive?”


“I wouldn’t. No. Hell no, I would have found
them, somehow.”


“That’s right. Whoever Sarah was, she needed you
to stay with her willingly.”


“Ohhhhhhh,” putting my head between my knees, I
breathed deeply through my nose. It helped with the nausea that was making me
regret the donut that sat like a lump of lead in my stomach.


“Are you going to be sick?” She asked.


“Give me a minute.” She had just told me not only
that my parents were killed, but that the woman I knew as Aunt Sarah might have
been involved in their deaths. How did I feel about it? Numb. I felt completely
numb. Like my brain was able to absorb information, but not to process it. Not
then. Later. Later, I would think about what she told me.


“She, Sarah,” I said. “Whoever she was. She told
me we had to avoid other people, and move around, because of my ability to use
magic.”


“Did your parents ever talk about it?”


“No. Never. I never thought about it. Sarah said
my ability would grow as I got older. At first, I thought she was telling me a
story, so I would have a reason to feel special after losing my parents. The
first time I actually used magic, it was- I couldn’t believe it. I stayed up
half the night, practicing. Even after my aunt- Whoever she was- Made me
promise to go to sleep.”


Leaning forward eagerly, she asked, “What did you
do, that first time?”


“I,” despite the circumstances, the memory made me
smile. “To me, I was a Jedi knight.” Reaching out toward the nightstand between
the bed, I made a pen shake, then slowly slide off onto the floor. “What I did
back then was even less impressive. To twelve-year-old me, I was Luke Skywalker
that day.”


Glancing at her watch, she stood up. “I have to go,
I have a meeting in half an hour, and if I’m not there, I’ll have to answer
some awkward questions. Kazimir, there is something else I have to ask you.”


“Go ahead,” I sighed.


“I don’t want to ask this, but-”


“Yeah. You’re a federal agent, I get it. What is
it?”


“Were you in Shreveport recently?”


“Shreveport?” I snorted, trying to make my laugh sound
convincing. “That’s on my list of places I never want to be.” She certainly
noticed I had not actually answered her question. “Why?” It would have been odd
if I didn’t want to know why she asked that question. It was also odd that I
was avoiding her eyes, I couldn’t do much about that. “You suggest I go there
next?”


“The day before yesterday, two men in Shreveport were
killed by what the coroner described as a large, and very sharp blade.”


“Ok, so- Oh. Hey, if you want to test Macarius’s
sword for blood or whatever, I can ask him 
if it’s OK to swab it. You have, like, Q-tips or something?”


“The blade wasn’t that large. Does Gisele have a
sword?”


“A bow and arrow are more her thing,” I pantomimed
shooting an arrow across the room. “She’s thinks she’s Katniss, you know?”
Again, I hadn’t answered her question.


“I’m going to take you at your word,” she glossed
over the fact that I hadn’t given my word about anything.


“Thanks. Macarius treats that sword like his baby,
I wouldn’t want to try getting it away from him.”


“Do you carry a knife like that?”


“I’m a wizard. Why would I need a knife?”
In response to her pointed stare, I added, “No, I don’t. I might have another
type of personal defense, that you don’t want to know about.”


“I really don’t. Are you,” she pulled the curtain
aside a few inches and peered out as I heard a big truck drive by. “You’re
staying here tonight?”


“That’s the plan.  The RV isn’t comfortable for all of us, you
know? When I bought it, I thought I’d be roaming around the country with a
dog.”


“A talking dog,” she shook her head.


“I still can’t believe it either.”


“What is your plan, after tonight?”


“I don’t have any idea. Not a single clue. In a
way, I guess it doesn’t matter where we go next, because I have no idea what to
do next. The knights think I’m supposed to save the freakin’ world,
though neither of them can give me a hint how to do that. Or where it’s
going to happen.”


“Is there a ‘where’?”


“What do you mean?”


“Does this Convergence happen in a particular
place, or everywhere all at once?”


“That’s another question I can’t answer. Sarah
told me about ‘portals’; local, temporary connections between the worlds, or
‘realms’ as Macarius calls it. Those happen in specific places that have some
sort of power.”


“What kind of places?”


“The pyramids in Egypt, maybe? Could be Disney
World, for all I know.”


She smiled. “If this was a PowerPoint
presentation, the final slide would sum up the situation by stating that you
don’t know when, or where this Convergence is going to happen, or how to stop
it?”


“Pretty much, yeah.”


“Do you,” her eyes darted to the wall between that
room and where the knights were waiting. “Believe there will be a Convergence?”


“The knights believe it, so-”


“Gisele and Macarius want to believe it, they have
to, or everything they did was for nothing. That doesn’t make it real.”


“I have doubts,” I admitted. “If I hadn’t seen the
kind of magic I can now use, I’d say there’s no evidence of any apocalypse
coming.” That was not the time to mention that I suspected the arrivals of the
knights, and of the spirit of a wizard from ancient Babylon, might be the
source of the increase of magical energy in our world. “Except for one thing.”


“What?”


“If you’re right, then someone has been trying to
kill me, or kidnap me, since I was eleven years old. They sure as hell believe
in magic, and they believe my abilities are important enough to track me all
over the country, for more than a decade. Something important is going
on. Whether it’s a Convergence or not, I’m going to find out about it.”


“How?” She held up her hands, looking around the
cheap motel room.


“I’m hoping you can help. All I need is if you
learn anything useful about the people who ambushed me in Indiana, or the two
in the Yukon, or the crew who murdered Sarah, or whoever the hell is
impersonating FBI agents, or-” My voice choked up. “Whoever ran my parents off
the road, let me know. Can you do that?”


“Kazimir,” she placed her hands in her lap and
looked down at them. “I haven’t decided yet whether I want to be involved in
this. You said my family could be in danger.”


“That’s true. These people are ruthless, they’re
organized, and they have money. Enough money to sustain a large operation for a
long time. Agent Singer, all I’m asking is for you to tell me what the Bureau
knows. You must have people out investigating who has been impersonating your
agents, right?”


“That is for certain. The Bureau will not
tolerate that sort of thing.”


“Fine, just, drop me a hint if you can, OK?” I
could see she was wrestling, not only with the idea that magic is real,
but about breaking professional protocol. “Can you tell me one thing for now?
What do the cops in Memphis know about us?”


“Nothing,” she shook her head.


“What about shell casings? Yours, I mean. You
fired back, and we didn’t pick up your casings, or the bullets that ricocheted
off the shield. Those bullets can be traced to your service weapon, right?”


“No. The forensics team has a lot of work to do,
but the police told me all the bullets are mangled, like they were partly melted.”


“Whoa.”


“You didn’t know?”


“No idea. Huh. Keep my hands away from an energy
shield, I’ll have to add that to the safety briefing.” When she raised an
eyebrow, I added, “I worked enough construction jobs to know about safety
briefings. Fortunately, none of them were needed because of some stupid thing I
did. Were there any witnesses?”


“None. The three shooters are dead, no one else
saw anything.”


“No one who saw anything will talk to the police,
you mean. In that area of town, people keep their mouths shut around law
enforcement. It doesn’t mean that no one saw us that night.”


“It was dark and it was raining. My rental car is
an anonymous gray blob, it’s not memorable. Your RV is distinctive, but we
didn’t get into it after the incident.”


“Incident,” I snorted.


“What’s funny?”


“You. You’re so calm about it. Three guys unloaded
on you with automatic weapons, you’re alive only because of magic, and
you sound like you’re writing up a report about, uh, what did you say you’re
working on? Theft of art?”


“Art and artifacts. Recently, I have been tracking
thefts of native American artifacts. It’s odd,” her face took on a pensive
expression. “The experts we’ve spoken with all agree these artifacts are
nothing particularly valuable. Yet, someone has been offering substantial sums
for specific pieces. In some cases, purchasing entire collections, just to get
one piece. There have been break-ins and thefts from small museums all over the
Midwest, all targeting native American objects.”


“Someone is completing a set?”


She nodded. “That’s been our assumption also, that
the pieces being acquired are needed to complete a collection. Except, they
have no similarity, other than all belonging to the same culture, from the same
era.”


“Like the Apaches, something like that?”


“They were not in the Midwest. The artifacts being
stolen are from the Hopewell culture. Much earlier than the Apaches, or any
individual tribes we can identify.”


“OK. So, maybe one of their descendants is trying
to honor their ancestors, by getting everything back? Put it back where it
belongs, in the ground or wherever.”


“That was a possibility we discarded early in the
investigation. Only certain pieces are being taken, the rest are left
untouched, and it appears to be entirely random which objects are wanted. If
someone is assembling a collection, there doesn’t appear to be a theme tying
the objects together.”


“I thought you were tracking stuff stolen from the
Middle East, like, Iraq?”


“That’s where the investigation began. I-
Actually,” she reached into her bag and pulled out a tablet. “Some of these
things might interest your friend Marduk.”


“He’s not exactly my friend.”


“These objects,” she tapped the screen and flipped
it around to show me. “Are thought to be from the Fourth Dynasty period of
Babylon.”


Peering at the objects, I pretended to be
interested. “That’s what they look like to me.”


“You’re an expert on Mesopotamian culture now?”


“I mean, either that, or you got that stuff from a
Happy Meal.”


That made her laugh. “They are rather more
valuable than a children’s toy.”


“I believe you. Hey, can you show this to Duke?”


“The dog?”


‘Yeah. Marduk might be able to tell you whether
any of that stuff really is Fourth Dynasty. Could be Third Dynasty. You have to
be careful about that, the two dynasties look similar to the untrained eye,” I
winked at her.


“I really shouldn’t show this to anyone.”


“He’s a dog. He won’t tell anyone.”


She thought about it for a moment. “All right.
Then I have to go. I need to be in Nashville tomorrow morning. But before you show
these photos to your dog,” she shook her head. “We need to know about
what happened in Colorado.”


“So do I,” I told her.


“Kaz, if I’m going to help you, trust you, you
need to tell me what happened.”


“I don’t know what happened.”


“Tell me what you do know.”


“You must know more than I do.”


“Your side of the story. Please.”


“OK. I’ll give you the short version. The long
version won’t be more useful to you anyway,” I told her, and that was the
truth. The time I spent in Colorado was the best three months of my life. Until
it was the worst experience of my life. “I got a job at a ski resort, first in
the rental shop, then as a lift operator. I chose a smaller resort because
there’s no way to find an affordable place to live in the bigger towns. Still
slept in my truck the first two weeks, before I found a room to rent forty
minutes away,” I shrugged.


“Is there a reason you chose Colorado?”


As a fugitive, it wasn’t a good idea to tell a law
enforcement officer how I made decisions, about where and when to move. The
more information the police, and the Feds, have, the easier it is for them to
find you. Also, you have to avoid a predictable pattern to your movements.
Usually, my rule is never live in a place more than once. When it was time to
move on, I got out a paper map, laid it on the floor, and closed my eyes as I
tossed a penny in the air. Wherever it landed, I usually went, unless there was
a good reason not to go there. Like if I had been there before, or knew
someone there. One time, the coin landed on St Louis, but I skipped that
location. A guy I had worked construction with in Miami was from there, and had
told me he was moving back to St Louis soon. So, I flipped the coin again and
went to Indianapolis. The other rule I had was going south in the winter, north
in the summer. Jobs working construction tend to be scarce up north during the
winters, and I know from the one experience I had that working that kind of job
in a Midwestern winter is truly miserable. Yes, migrating with the weather is a
predictable pattern, I allowed myself that one exception to the rule. The
United States is a big country, there are plenty of options even if you
divide the continent in summer and winter halves.


It was time to make another exception to my rules.
I wanted Special Agent Singer to help me, that meant I had to demonstrate she
could trust me. “Usually, I lived south of the Mason Dixon line in the winters,
it makes life more pleasant. And, it’s easier to get short-term seasonal jobs.
But, a guy I knew was a surfer dude, he wanted to surf all summer and ski all
winter.”


“This is when you lived where? Los Angeles?”


“Nice try, but I’ve never been to LA.” That wasn’t
quite a lie. I had spent a couple days in the outer LA suburbs, on the way to
San Diego. “No, this guy was in Kentucky.”


“A well-known hotspot for surfing,” she smiled.


“I said he was a surfer dude, not an actual
surfer. It was kind of an aspirational thing for him. Anyway, I had moved four
times in three months, just had a bad feeling. Looking back now, I just didn’t
have enough experience living on the run, I wasn’t even eighteen back then.
Working at a ski area was to shake things up, if the people chasing me were
getting close, they wouldn’t expect me to go someplace cold when the weather
turned. I took a bus to Albuquerque, stole a truck there.” I waited for her to
say something, but she just nodded for me to continue. “And drove north,
looking for work. Got a job, met a girl. Alicia.”


“Alicia Roberts.” She didn’t need to check her
notebook to recall that name.


“My first girlfriend. Only, really. She was older
than me, nineteen. Got into a fight with her parents in Dallas, left to go live
with a friend in Denver. By the time I met her, she was working as a lift
operator. She taught me to do it, that’s how I got out of the rental shop.”


“You swapped an inside job, to work outside, in
winter?”


“I didn’t mind. Being outdoors was refreshing.
Plus, my lunch break was the same time as Alicia’s.”


“Did you get to go skiing?”


“Skiing? No,” I snapped. Damn, sometimes people
can be so clueless. “I don’t have health insurance, and I couldn’t afford to
risk a broken leg, you know? I’m a fugitive. I have no backup, no one I can
turn to for help. I’m on my own. Same as back then.”


“Sorry.”


“You have to think about that sort of thing when
you’re living on the run. Besides, I never learned to ski. To fit in, I knew
how to talk about it, from a book I got at the library. Like what ‘corn snow’
is, and to say ‘pow’ for dry powdery snow. What I told people is I hurt my knee
while mountain biking over the summer, and my doctor told me not to ski that
winter. Everyone agreed that sucked, and I should let it heal. To avoid more
questions, I told them I had skied before in New England, and that the snow out
west is way better. Nobody in Colorado cared where I had skied back East, so
they didn’t ask questions. Anyway, I’m giving you the short version.
After about three months, my boss passed the word that the company was checking
backgrounds on all employees, to make sure they weren’t employing illegal
workers. A resort in Utah got in trouble for that, I heard. He asked me some
questions, and I gave what I thought were good answers, but I was outta there.
It was the Spring break season, we were super busy, and I intended to stay
through the end of the week. Then, I saw two guys with dark suits and ties
coming out of my boss’s office. I didn’t even bother clearing out my locker;
went straight to the employee parking lot to get my truck. Stopped at the room
I was renting to grab my bags, then I headed north. Left Alicia a text message
that I was sorry, then I tossed that phone. She probably thought I ghosted
her.”


“Two days later, she went missing.”


“I know. That’s all I know.”


“It had nothing to do with you?” She gave me the
look cops use when they don’t believe a suspect.


“It had everything to do with me.” I
stopped to take a couple breaths, calm myself down. It didn’t work. “They took
her, to lure me in.”


“Her body was found, a week later,” she said
quietly. “She had been shot in the back of the head, and dumped behind a hotel.
Whoever did it, they wanted her body to be found. They were making a
statement.”


“To me,” I balled up my fists. “I was the
audience. Only I wasn’t paying attention. When I left, I drove up to Cheyenne,
then took a bus to Portland Oregon. The first time I looked at the news, or
anything online, was ten days later. Too late. She was killed to send a message
to me, and I wasn’t listening.”


“What possible message could-”


“The message is that I’m alone. That no one can
help me, should help me. Anyone I get close to, they will find, and they
will kill. Oh God,” I put a hand over my mouth. “The waitress, in that diner in
Missouri. Where I found Duke. Did she-”


“No. She’s fine. She was two days ago. I can
check,” she picked up her phone.


“Not now,” I put my hand over hers. “Not from
here, OK? Don’t make a call from here. But, do it, OK? To be sure.”


“You were in that diner for less than an hour.”


“I’m probably being stupid, I know. Better to be
safe.”


“Who, Kaz? Who is after you?”


“I don’t know, damn it. My aunt, or Sarah
or whoever she was, she hinted about some shadowy organization. Could be the
Illuminati, or the freakin’ Moose Lodge for all I know. Whoever they are, they
have serious firepower. That takes serious money too. A major effort, over a
long time, to look for me.”


“The Bureau has made a serious effort, and we’re a
major organization. Still, it was pure luck that I found you.”


“Yeah, I don’t believe in luck. Not this kind.”


“Magic again?”


“Not any kind of magic I know, but then I don’t
know much.”


“The people searching for you, do they have
magic?”


“Not that I know of, I mean, one wizard in the
world is enough. Why do you ask?”


“If not by magic, how else are they finding you?”


“Oh sh- I never thought about that.”


“Never?”


“Not really. Damn. All I have ever seen is guys in
dark suits. No purple robes with stars on it, or another  kind of Harry Potter gear.”


“You don’t wear a purple robe.”


“I can’t afford one.”


“Kaz, this is serious. You are obviously very good
at hiding. Still, you have to move every few months. If you’re right, these
people tracked you to Colorado. They tracked you to where you got Duke. They found
you in Indiana. If that’s not magic, what is it?”


“My aunt, uh, Sarah,” it was hard to break the
habit of over a decade. “She worried the people looking for me had connections
with people who were connected, you know? People with access to all
kinds of information. Hackers, organized crime groups, even in the government.
She was especially worried about the CIA, NSA, all that.”


“Including the Bureau?”


“Yeah.”


Kaz, I hate to say this, but Sarah sounds like she
was paranoid.”


“Not paranoid enough, because she’s dead. It’s
funny. Not funny, funny. Odd. That night, and the night before, I wanted
to go to a park, where there were no trees, to watch the meteor shower. It
wasn’t just that, I had a, a feeling that something was wrong.”


“Don’t blame yourself.”


“For what?”


“For Sarah being murdered.”


“I don’t.”


“I thought you meant that if you had insisted on
going to the park that night, she would be alive now.”


“No. No way,” I made a cutting gesture with one
hand. “I’ve gone over this in my head way too many times. If we had gone to the
park, her car wouldn’t have been in the driveway. The attackers would have seen
that, and either waited to ambush us coming down the driveway, or waited until
the next night. They missed me because she was home that night. She
couldn’t understand why I wanted to watch a bunch of space rocks in the middle
of the night. It just felt right to me, more than just curiosity. Like
it was something I was supposed to do. I can’t explain it, sorry.”


“Was that magic? You said you moved whenever
you got a bad feeling about wherever you were living at the time, whether you
saw men in dark suits or not. The bad feeling you get, was that some
kind of magic?”


“Not that I know of but,” I shrugged. “What I know
about magic wouldn’t fill a sheet of paper. Tell me, did the Bureau ever manage
to track me any place I lived?”


“I’ll have to ask the team assigned to the case.
They didn’t mention anything to me. I do know that in the investigation in
Colorado, we had no idea where you had been since Sarah died. Other than
possibly tying you to a series of burglaries in the area, directly following that
incident.”


Holding up my hands, I said, “Guilty as charged.
Listen, Michele, it’s important that you believe I didn’t kill Alicia.
That I had nothing to do with it, not directly.”


“Why?” She dropped her head to look up at me,
while I stared down at the floor. “Why is it important, Kaz?”


“I need your help. If you help me, you will be
risking your career. If your Bureau finds out you’re helping me, or even that
you contacted me and didn’t report it, you could go to prison. If the people
chasing me find out, your family could be in danger.”


“Oh my God. I didn’t think about-”


“I’m serious. This is serious. Magic? It changes everything.
There are a lot of people, and governments, that would kill to have this power.
Or to stop me from using it against them. Michele, you need to think very
carefully about whether you want to have any contact with me, after today.”


“Speaking of contacting each other,” reaching into
a jacket pocket, she pulled out a notepad and pen. “This is an email address I
set up, so we can keep in touch.” She scribbled something on the paper, tore it
off and handed it to me. “Each time you contact me, create a new email
address.”


“I know how that works. Years of experience being
a fugitive, remember? Let’s agree on a subject line, OK? So you know the
message is from me.”


“Like what?”


“The time of sunset in Cleveland, on the day the
message is sent.”


“That’s, pretty clever. No one would know what it
means.”


“For a while. You can only use a system like that
a couple times.”


“Why Cleveland?”


With a shrug, I said, “I’ve never been there.
Always wanted to visit the Rock & Roll Hall of Fame. OK,” I looked at the
paper, memorizing the Gmail address. “This is how I contact you, how do you
contact me? I can’t keep logging into an email account to check for messages.
Your people can track that sort of thing.”


“Not without a reason, and a warrant.”


“Right.”


“Really. The Bureau doesn’t randomly scan emails.
Even if we wanted to, we don’t have the resources.”


“Sure, the NSA does it for you.”


She shrugged. “Anyway, how about I post something
on my Instagram?”


I shook my head. “Again, remember, I can’t keep
logging in, to check the same page. It creates a pattern. A behavioral pattern
is how people like me get caught, by people like you.”


“Or, you get caught by walking across a random
parking lot, with a girl who has red hair. Kaz, come on. You have to take some
risk.”


“Risk involves me, and a dog, and two people who
think electricity must be magic. Let me think about it, and I’ll send you an
email with a plan, OK?”


“OK. Let’s show the photos to Duke, then I need to
get going.”



 










CHAPTER TWENTY TWO



 

“Don’t sniff at it,” I scolded Duke, as he
snuffled at Agent Singer’s tablet. “Look at the objects, please. Uh, you can
see a photo, can’t you?”


He looked up at me with the expression I
interpreted as a silent ‘Duh’. “You have seen me watching TV shows, haven’t you?’


“Yes. Sorry.”


“Hmmph. What am I supposed to be looking for?”


“Not you, you. Marduk. I thought he might
like to see items from his time.” As I said it, it just sounded stupid. The
artifacts ranged from broken pieces of clay tablets that had writing in various
stages of being worn away, to pottery, and stuff made from bronze like a knife,
jewelry, and things that might have been everyday household objects. None of it
was likely to be exciting to Marduk, seeing the collection might even make him
homesick. “Uh, you know,” I said as Agent Singer swiped the display to a second
page of artifacts. “This might not be such a good idea. Let’s-”


“Hey!” Duke barked excitedly. “I know that
amulet!” he pressed his nose into the tablet, leaving a big wet smudge.


“Which amulet?” Singer lifted the tablet, using a
napkin to wipe off the display.


“That one,” Duke tapped the screen with a paw,
which caused the app to close. “Sorry,” he hung his head. “I didn’t mean to
break it.”


“You didn’t break anything,” Michele  scratched his chin while she pulled up the
file again. “This one?” She pointed to a disc-shaped bronze object, with some
kind of art embossed on it. There weren’t any diamonds or rubies on it, just
tarnished bronze.


“Yes. Ooooh, Marduk says if you look at the back,
and there is a small dent in the lower left corner, that is definitely
the amulet he recognizes.”


Sure enough, the amulet had a dent exactly where
Marduk described. There were also scratches, but you had to expect that with
something that old. “How old is this thing?” I asked.


“It was a gift to King Nebuchadnezzar,” Duke’s
tongue stuck out happily.


“The first, or the second?” It was Michele’s turn
for a question.


Duke cocked his head right, then left. “Marduk
knows of only one.”


“The first, then.” Michele pursed her lips. “About
three thousand years ago.”


Macarius made a low whistle. “That is twice as old
as my time. Perhaps that could explain why Marduk Sent only his spirit
forward?”


Michele looked at me before asking, “What do you
mean?” 


“The magic for Sending a whole person might work
only over a limited number of years,” he explained.


“I have no idea,” I added. “This is all new to
me.”


“Can I see it?” Duke was fairly vibrating
with excitement. “For real?”


“Agent Singer? Is that possible? I know it would
be breaking the rules to-”


“It would, and it doesn’t matter. The Bureau
doesn’t have it. We traced it to a sort of broker in Asheville North Carolina,
a guy who deals in stolen art and artifacts.”


“You know this guy is a fence for stolen goods,
and you haven’t arrested him? But the Bureau has plenty of resources to chase
me all across the freakin’ country?”


“Kazimir, you are wanted for murder.”


“Murder?” Gisele gasped, staring at me in
shock.


“I didn’t do it. Michele, Agent Singer, tell her.”


Michele held up a hand. “I don’t think Kazimir was
responsible for the murders.”


Gisele backed away from me. “More than one?”


“He is only being sought as a witness in the first
incident,” Michele explained. “I never thought you were involved in what happened
to Sarah.”


“Thank you. It would be great to clear my name.”


“That won’t happen, unless you come in.”


“That won’t happen.”


“I know. Be careful. One of the lines of inquiry
the Bureau was pursuing was whether you worked with the people who killed
Sarah, to get her money.”


“She didn’t have money.” That was a lie, a
necessary one. Telling her about the cash in Sarah’s Go Bag would only give
Michele a reason to question my innocence. If she ever decided to turn on me, I
didn’t want to give her, or the FBI overall, a reason to stop looking for who
really killed the woman I knew as Aunt Sarah. “Gisele, I didn’t do anything.
The people who are chasing me, people trying to make this Convergence happen
sooner,” I guessed. “They hurt anyone who gets close to me, anyone who might
try to help me. That’s why I have been alone for a long time.”


“You are not alone now,” Macarius stood and
thumped his chest. “I will always be by your side, wizard.”


Gisele didn’t want to be outdone, because she
stepped toward me and bowed slightly. “My apologies, master wizard. I will
serve you to the end.”


“Let’s hope it doesn’t come to that, but thanks,
both of you. Agent Singer, if you know this art broker guy has stolen items,
why haven’t you arrested him?”


“We will. We’re building a case against him, but
he is a minor link in the chain. We want to know who his suppliers and
customers are.”


Duke pawed at my leg. He never did that. “We need
to see it. Marduk is very excited,” he said with a whine.


“Why?”


“I don’t know. He won’t say. Talking with him is
still difficult. All I know is that amulet must be very important.”


“OK, so maybe Marduk gave it to his King
Nebulizer-”


“Nebuchadnezzar,” Michele rolled her eyes.


“Right. Marduk may be upset that this King,” I
skipped trying to pronounce the tongue-twisting name. “Regifted the amulet.
That doesn’t mean we have to care, it-”


“It’s important,” Duke insisted, looking very
serious, which was tough for a dopey dog to manage. “It’s important to why
Marduk came here. To us.”


“OK, that’s different. Agent Singer, who is this broker
guy, and how do I contact him?”


“You don’t contact him. This is an ongoing
investigation that-”


“That I do not give a damn about.
Seriously, Michele. The Bureau is concerned about arresting this guy for
dealing in stolen ancient junk. I’ve got a three thousand year old wizard who
is trying to help me prevent the end of the world.”


“Duke?” She asked the dog. “Is that true?”


The dog cocked his head again. “All I can tell you
is, Marduk wants me to walk to this Columbus place right now, if I have
to. That amulet is dangerous, he is afraid of it.”


The FBI agent looked back at me. “The broker won’t
talk to you. I can’t get a warrant to get into any of the places we suspect he
keeps his merchandise.”


“That’s OK,” I leaned back a bit on the bed. “We
don’t need a warrant.”


“I’m telling you, he won’t meet with you, he won’t
even talk with you, without a referral from one of his suppliers or customers.”


“He will talk to us,” Macarius declared.


That was the wrong thing to say. Singer looked at
him sharply. “I can’t condone violence against a member of the public.”


“Whoa,” I patted the Egyptian knight’s arm to
appeal for calm. “We just want to have a friendly conversation with this guy.
Maybe we can offer information about the amulet, and other ancient stuff in his
collection, that he doesn’t know.”


“What if he refuses to tell you anything?”


I let out a long breath. “Then, the conversation
will get progressively less friendly.”


“I can’t let you-”


“You don’t have to do anything, other than give me
a name. Michele, come on. The talking dog is desperate to see this amulet.
What else do you need? We are trying to save the world here. That includes your
family, too.”


“That was a low blow, Mister Wolfe.”


“That was the truth. Sorry, yeah, it was a sleazy
thing to do. Can you help? Please?”


“Pleeeeease,” Duke rested his chin on her leg and
gazed up at her with his trademarked Sad Brown Eyes.


“This is a low blow.” Despite her words,
she patted the dog’s head. “It is impossible to argue with this dog.”


“Really?” Duke’s ears perked up. “I would like a
juicy steak, please.”


“Nice try,” she laughed. “All right, I’ll give you
the broker’s name, under two conditions. You tell me everything you hear from
him, if he agrees to talk with you.”


“Deal. The second condition?”


“I don’t know anything about this.”


“We never met, as far as I’m concerned.”



 


 

“Hey,” Gary The Mooch mumbled through a mouthful
of Flaming Hot Cheetos. He and Josh were on Josh’s couch, which smelled like
stale Cheetos, and stinky feet, and mold, and a lot of other things Josh didn’t
want to think about. The mold, a black patch of it growing on the wall behind
the couch, was the reason he had a dry, persistent cough all the time. That had
to be it, not the various pharmaceuticals he ingested.


“What?” Josh shook his head, not having been aware
that Gary was on the other end of the couch. He had been aware of that, he’d
just forgotten. The Mooch was an older guy, originally the plan was for him to
move in and split the rent on the crappy apartment, but one thing after another
kept Gary out of funds, so he crashed on the couch some nights when he didn’t
sleep elsewhere. 


“Huh?” Gary tipped the bag of Cheetos up, to get
the crumbs spilling out into his mouth.


“You said ‘Hey’.”


“I did?”


“I think you did.”


“Huh. Oh, yeah. Can I hit you up for a loan? I’ll
pay you back.”


Josh’s memory was good enough to know that Gary
had not repaid the last three loans, totaling well over three hundred dollars.
“Nah, man,” he patted his pockets, ignoring the bills rolled up in his sock. “I’m
tapped out.”


“S’OK. I got a plan to get me some fundage.
Serious money.”


“Like what?”


“Like, serious money.”


“Gary, I meant, what plan?” Sometimes, it
annoyed Josh that the guy had fried his brain. Josh could use a good plan to
get money. He should have been able to rely on the old-money Fordham family for
funds. But his family, his own flesh and blood, had cut him off. On his
twenty-fifth birthday, a party he missed because the date had slipped his mind.
Also because he was sleeping off, whatever he’d gotten into the previous night.
Also because he had already sold the car his mother had given him, so really he
had no way to get out to the family estate in the well-heeled suburbs. So, it
wasn’t his fault.


Cut him off. Permanently. His parents had paid out
thousands for three stints of stupid rehab, the last of which he simply walked
away from. He didn’t need rehab. He needed money. Not even that much of
it. Less than his parents paid every year for his stupid younger brother to attend
grad school.


“Gary?” Josh prompted. “What plan?”


“Easy money. Just got to keep my eyes open,” Gary
tapped one eyelid, or he meant to and missed, poking an eyebrow. “Word is,
someone’s looking for two guys, and a girl.”


Josh snorted. “Every guy wants a girl. What’s
special about her?”


Gary bounced on the sagging springs of the couch,
growing excited. “They say she’s a ninja,” he made karate chops in the
air, sending the Cheetos bag flying across the room. 


“A ninja?” That got Josh’s interest. He felt
almost sober for a horrible moment.


“Killer martial arts type, you know? Tiny little
thing, but she beat up three big guys. Got red hair, too.”


Josh could feel his pulse pounding in his ears.
“Who? Who is looking for her?”


“People,” Gary looked at him, suddenly suspicious.
“This is my thing, Josh.”


“Yeah, I know. It’s just, two sets of eyes are
better than one, you hear me?”


“Could be.”


“Doesn’t matter who is looking for her, right?
None of our business.”


“None of your business, either.”



 

An hour later, Josh’s pocket was lighter by two
pills, but Gary was relaxed enough to give him a name, a guy who knew someone,
who knew someone, who was offering a reward for information. About two guys and
a girl. A ninja girl, with red hair. Josh only knew about one guy, but he knew
that girl, it had to be her.


He also knew about an RV, white with blue and
green stripes. And a Florida license plate with his initials: JEF.


To hell with Gary, Josh thought as he pushed
himself off the couch. The older guy already owes money he hasn’t paid back.
All Josh was doing was getting what he was owed.


And maybe a little extra.



 


 

There was a highway rest stop along our route,
conveniently located about the time we needed to stop anyway. A bathroom break,
let Duke walk around, stretch our legs, and get some lunch. Macarius insisted I
take Duke around, while he and Gisele made lunch. We had fixings for sandwiches
in the fridge, so I figured they couldn’t do much damage.


Duke tugged me straight to the section of rest
area set aside for pets, along the trees at the back of where the trucks
parked. “Jeez, will you slow down?”


“If you didn’t insist on this stupid leash,” he
looked back at me. “It wouldn’t be a problem. I can-”


Just then, I yanked him out of the way of a big
RV, the kind the size of a bus. “You are on a leash so you don’t get run over
by a car, you idiot dog.”


“Hey, they are supposed to watch for me.”


“That won’t do you a lot of good if you get
squashed. Now stop pulling, you’re going to choke yourself.”


We wandered around the trees for too long, then I
dragged him away. It was time for lunch, I was hungry, and I worried the
knights might have set the RV on fire. The good news was there was no smoke
coming from the open door of the RV. The bad news was Macarius stood next to
the door, arms folded across his chest, looking distinctly unhappy. “What’s
up?” I asked, unclipping the leash so Duke could hop into the RV.


“I pressed the ‘Pizza’ button on the microwave.”


“Uh, we don’t have any piz-”


“Nothing happened.”


“That’s not-”


“The machine lies.”


“OK, listen, the-”


“The ‘Popcorn’ button also does not work. I tried
it twice.”


“Oh God. How do I explain this?”


“Perhaps it is broken?”



 

We had sandwiches for lunch. And I showed them how
to make a sour cream dip, to have with ruffled potato chips. That might have
been a mistake. They ate the whole family size bag of chips. You know
what I got? Nothing! Macarius even dug the last of the dip out of the bowl with
a finger. On future shopping trips, I needed to buy a lot more food. Maybe the
RV needed to tow a refrigerated trailer.


Or, maybe I needed to find a more practical living
situation. The RV was a genius idea, back when I expected to travel around with
just a dog. Three people and a dog could not live in the cramped thing
long-term, and even cheap motel rooms added up to a lot of expense. Eventually,
I had to find a place to rent, preferably a house in a rural area. And, a way
to pay for  rent and other living
expenses; the stack of cash I had was dwindling steadily.


Another thing on my To Do list.


While eating an orange, I closed my eyes and
flexed my other hand, feeling for the magical energy around me. The energy
field, if that’s the correct description for it, was in better condition than
it was in Memphis after I used so much of it in the alley. It still wasn’t
good, too much slipped through my fingers, evading my will.


Macarius noticed what I was doing, even as he
peeled an orange for himself. “Kazimir, what is wrong?”


“I, I’m afraid I might have broken something.”


“Huh,” he dropped the orange on the picnic table.
“Show me your hands. Are they-”


“Not my hands,” I opened my eyes. “They’re fine,
see?” Wiggling my fingers, I added, “I think I broke magic.”


“What do you mean?” Gisele asked.


“Since I used magic the last time, the, uh, how do
I explain this? Have either of you ever felt, or seen, magic?”


“No,” she answered for both of them.


“It was forbidden,” Macarius frowned. “Magic is
evil, it does not belong in this realm of God’s creation.”


“You are OK with me using it?”


He nodded gravely. “Your purpose is to banish it
from this world.”


“I- wait. What do you mean?”


“In my time, wizards had learned how to sever the
connection between our worlds, so the Nether could never again converge with
this realm.” He gave me the ‘You are supposed to know this sort of thing’
raised eyebrow.


“Sever? Like, permanently?”


“Yes, it is so. Do you understand how a
Convergence works?”


“No, not really. Not at all, to be honest.”


He looked at Gisele and sighed. Holding an orange
in each hand, he spread his arms wide. “Most of the time, our realms are far
apart. The connection is weak. There is always some magical essence
leaking through, that is why wizards in our world, and knights such as us, must
be alert for intrusions. To watch for unexplained, and unexplainable, events.
They could be signs of magical intrusion into our world.”


“I didn’t know that.”


“There is much you must learn,” he didn’t make any
attempt to hide his disappointment with me. My ego wasn’t hurt, I understood.
The guy had lost everything, given up everything, to follow what to him was a
holy quest. Then he discovered that instead of serving a master wizard, he was
stuck with a guy who barely had a clue about magic. Hey, I would be
upset.


“I will do my best to learn, and quickly. Most of
the time, our realms are far apart, you said. What brings them together?”


“I do not know. Perhaps no one in this world, or
the other, understands the process. The work of Almighty God is a mystery. What
is known is that sometimes, at intervals going back many thousands of
years, or more, the two realms converge,” he brought the oranges slowly gliding
past each other, a few inches apart. “And the connection becomes strong. Foul
magics can be worked here, where God did not intend them to be.”


“How long do these Convergences last?”


“Many years. Too many. Once established, beings in
the Nether can sustain portals between our worlds, to maintain their power
here. Where such beings do not belong,” he squeezed one of the oranges
so hard, I thought it would pop.


“OK,” I patted his hand, so he would relax and not
splatter an orange all over us. “I get it. Convergences can last a while but
they always end, right? A Convergence is not Armageddon. Not the end of the
world. This world.”


“You are wrong. That should be so, except evil
wizards in our world, in league with the Nether, believed they had found a way
to make a Convergence stronger.” He brought the two oranges touching and
pressed them together. “To make it last, to make the connection between realms
permanent. Forever.”


“Whoa. Why would anyone here do that?”


“Power,” Gisele answered. “Wizards working with
the Nether sought to increase their power. To become almost as gods here, once
our worlds merged. They would have access to magical energy of unimaginable
power.”


“OK, but,” I said. “The gods in the Nether would
not appreciate the competition, and they have a lot of experience of playing at
being a god.”


“Still,” Macarius shook his head. “Even a god
could use assistance. Evil wizards here would seek the favor of powerful beings
in the Nether. Such wizards would rule us, as master servants of the gods. They
would crush us all under their feet, make us slaves. Forever.”


“These wizards had a plan, to make the next
Convergence stronger, more lasting? That’s what you were Sent to stop? But,
somehow, it didn’t happen?”


“I can’t explain it,” Gisele placed her hands flat
on the picnic table. “Ingund was certain the Convergence would happen soon
after I was Sent. The signs were clear.”


“We must discover what happened,” Macarius
insisted. “We cannot know our purpose here, in this time, if we do not know why
we were not needed back then. Why the Convergence did not happen when it
was supposed to.” He looked at the sky, lost in thought for a moment. “Kazimir,
what do you know of history?”


“Uh, I’m not an expert. You mean history of your
time?”


“No. Of the time after we were Sent. Between then
and now. Your historical records might have written accounts of why that
Convergence did not happen.”


“I don’t think so. No one in this time has any
idea that magic exists, or used to.”


“Even if that Convergence did not happen, shortly
after our time, there should have been others, in what you say are the past one
thousand, five hundred years,” he shook his head, still trying to wrap his mind
around the concept that so much time had passed. “You do not know of any such
events?”


“No. This is all new to me. Uh, I remember reading
that, after the Roman Empire fell, much of Europe went into a period called the
Dark Ages, when a lot of knowledge was lost. Like, the Romans constructed large
buildings, and aqueducts and other structures, that could not be duplicated for
a thousand years, because the technology was forgotten.”


“There have been no unusual, unexplained
events that could have been a sign of a Convergence?”


“I mean, not that, let me think about it.” Was he
talking about things like Bigfoot, UFOs, and the Bermuda Triangle? Lots of bad
things had happened since his time, like plagues and disasters both natural and
manmade. There were plenty of mysteries, or things some people thought were
mysterious, like who built Stonehenge? That didn’t mean magic had to be
involved. It also didn’t mean magic couldn’t have been involved. “What I should
do is get some more detailed history books for the two of you, so you can catch
up better on what’s been going on since you left. Researching history on
Wikipedia articles and in ‘History for Dummies’ books   isn’t
the best way to learn. Maybe the two of you can recognize events as being
connected to a Convergence? There have been a lot of things that can’t be
explained over the centuries,” I told him. “Nothing I know of is obviously
connected to magic. I will get some books.” Standard history texts would likely
not be useful. We didn’t need dry accounts of which king replaced another king.
What we needed was weird history. Conspiracy theory stuff. Damn, I
wasn’t eager to start down that rathole. “Uh, let’s wrap this up,” I crumbled up
the empty bag of potato chips, as a family came walking toward the picnic area.



 

Back on the road, I stayed in the right lane and
worried about how much I didn’t know. Mostly, worried that my clumsy use of
magic had somehow damaged the energy field, or damaged my ability to perceive
and control it. Also, I was beginning to suspect that the way I used magic, the
method I had been taught, was wrong. Incomplete. Like there had to be an
easier, a more elegant way to do it. It just seemed like I was wasting a lot of
the energy I applied. When creating a shield, especially the one I had to pull
together quickly in the alley, most of the energy I tried to use slipped away
from me, or swirled uselessly around, even tore at the integrity of the shield
itself. After that incident, the magic I could see was thin, stringy, chaotic.
Was there a problem with my ability to perceive magical energy? Was something
about my presence disrupting the field around me? Or had I actually done some
terribly clumsy thing that sent vibrations surging through the field, rendering
it dispersed and useless? My greatest fear was that I had done permanent
damage in my crude fumbling around, that I wouldn’t ever again be able to
create another shield.


Hell. What good is a wizard who isn’t able to use
magic?



 


 

The evening air was warm, a nice change from the
damp, chilly weather of the past couple days. There was a breeze coming from
the southwest, that was probably the reason for the pleasant temperature. Off
in the distance, I imagined I could hear the call of spring peepers, those
frogs that start singing at night when the weather turns warmer. One time, when
we were living in North Carolina and the frogs were loud enough to keep my
awake at night, my aunt, I mean, Sarah or whatever her real name was, told me
the loud creatures were actually Southern Chorus Frogs.


Whatever. One singing frog is the same as another,
as far as I’m concerned.


Anyway, I was lying on my back, on a picnic table,
just relaxing and trying not to think about all the stuff I should be thinking
about. Macarius surprised me by stretching out on the table next to mine, while
Gisele sat in a folding beach chair and scratched Duke’s head. Dinner had been
good, I’d grilled salmon over a fire, with a glaze of orange and brown sugar.
Another recipe from Sarah. Whoever she was, whatever her true motivation in
essentially kidnapping me, she had taken good care of me. She was a good cook,
and taught me how to cook. Sometimes I didn’t have much choice. There were
days, that could turn into several days in a row, when she was depressed, she
never talked about why. She would get a glass of wine, then another, and
finally the whole bottle. When that happened, I knew it was up to me to make
dinner. At first, I had been satisfied with simple food like mac and cheese, or
grilled cheese, but after a while, even those comfort foods got old. It also
improved her mood if I cooked something nice, like it made her happy to see me
making an effort for her. Now that I thought about it, Sarah was sad a lot,
even most of the time. I think she worried a lot, and considering how she died,
I understand why. At the time, I had worried that I was the cause of her
unhappiness, and-


“Kazimir,” Macarius interrupted my thought. The
guy just either could not remember to call me ‘Matthew’, or he just refused to
do it. “Do you ever look at the moon, and wonder what it is like up there?”


“Huh? We know what it’s like, we’ve been there,” I
replied without thinking.


He sat up abruptly. “You have been to the Moon?”


“Not me, personally, I meant-”


“Macarius,” Gisele laughed. “He is joking with
you. No one can go to the Moon.”


“Wait,” I sat up and swung my legs over the edge
of the table. “No, I wasn’t joking. People have been to the Moon. Walked on it.
Some guys drove a car up there.”


“Kazimir,” she pouted. “We are not stupid.”


“Seriously. Really,” I saw their disbelief. “It
first happened in 1969. People flew on, a sort of airplane that is called a
‘rocket’. They walked around, uh, collected rocks to bring back. Some of them,
later, brought a little thing like a car that they put together, and drove it
around. They didn’t drive a car to the moon, just on it.”


“Kazimir,” Macarius declared, arms folded across
his chest. “What you say cannot be the truth. The Moon is in the sky.”


“It is,” I insisted, speaking softly. “Listen, I
should have talked with you about this before. Let’s start with basics.” I hid
my face in my hands. “This is gonna be a super fun conversation,” I muttered to
myself.



 

You know what? I was wrong. It actually was an
enjoyable discussion, at least for me. The two knights might have had their
minds blown. It was fun for me because astronomy, space, that sort of stuff was
one of my favorite things to read about. That and dinosaurs, of course. Instead
of going to school and being forced to study boring stuff like the dates of
historical events, I was free to read whatever I wanted. Sure, I read some
history, Sarah made sure I knew the basics. She also taught me important life
skills, like how to use power tools, how to build things, how to work on
plumbing, and how to steal cars. You know, important stuff like that.


I had to start by drawing on a pad of paper. The
discussion started badly when I had to explain that while Earth went around the
Sun, the Moon went around the Earth. And that other planets like Mars and
Venus, also orbited the Sun. They again thought I was screwing with them.


One interesting aspect of the science knowledge I
smacked on them was that I did not need to explain that the Moon was also not
flat. My assumption was that ancient people saw the Moon and thought it was a
flat disc. That’s what it looks like from Earth, right? Round but flat.


Yeah, I was wrong, because I hadn’t really thought
about it. The ancients understood the phases of the moon, so they knew the Moon
is a sphere. It had to be, since it changes from full to almost invisible,
based on where it is in relation to the Sun. That could only happen if the
surface bulges outward toward us. Duh. The fact that I didn’t understand how
the ancients had figured out the truth about the Moon, hurt my credibility a
bit with the knights.


From there, I went on to sketching how Earth and
the other planets go around the Sun. Also that Mars and Venus are spherical
rocks like Earth, not points of light like stars. And that our Sun is a star,
like all the others in the night sky.


“How do you know this?” Macarius demanded, then I
told him that Mars is another place like Earth.


“I’ve seen it, with a telescope. Once, I
even saw the polar ice cap of Mars. The uh, the snow and ice at the north pole
of Mars. Really,” I added in response to his raised eyebrow. “I can show you,
someday.”


“When?”


“We need a big telescope first.” My reasoning
sounded lame to him, he clearly wasn’t buying it. “Those things are expensive.
And big, we can’t easily carry it around in the RV.” The time I saw Mars, it
was through the telescope of a neighbor, when we lived in Wisconsin for a
summer. That was an amazing evening. The neighbor, a Mister Svenson, was
thrilled to find someone interested in astronomy. I was thrilled to see the
universe from our backyard. Mrs. Svenson was thrilled that I kept her husband
from pestering her about looking through the telescope. It was a win-win for
everyone. “Also, you need a clear sky,” I pointed at the clouds that were
obscuring the stars. “And, see,” I pointed to my sketch of the solar system.
“Mars has to be close, not on the other side of the Sun.”


“Mars goes around the Sun, farther away from where
Earth is?”


“Yes. It takes light about eight minutes to get
here from the Sun, but over twelve and a half minutes for the Sun’s light to
reach Mars.”


“What do you mean, light takes time?”
Macarius scowled, but not at me. “Light is simply there, or not there.”


“Uh, yeah, that’s how it looks, over short
distances. Look, space is big, OK?”


“How big?”


“Almost forever. Light is fast, it travels
a hundred and eighty six thousand miles per second.” As I said that, I duh,
considered that the measurement of a ‘mile’ was different from what they used
in their time. One bit of trivia I learned by teaching myself, was that a mile
originally was the distance a Roman soldier would walk in five thousand paces.
Literally, five thousand ‘feet’, get it? Because people have different stride
lengths and walk at different paces depending on how fast they’re going, the
actual distance covered during five thousand paces can vary a lot. Somehow
along the way, a mile got standardized into five thousand, two hundred and
eighty feet, which makes no sense. It had something to do with
‘furlongs’ or ‘leagues’ or maybe ‘cubits’, some old unit of measure we no longer
use. My suspicion is that making such an odd measurement was either some
historical person’s joke, or it involved a lot of drinking. Or both. “In
one second, light can go all the way around the Earth more than seven times,” I
added, to make the point that light traveled at unimaginable speed. That is a bit
of trivia I read somewhere, it had blown my mind back then. “That same light
takes eight minutes to get here from the Sun, and more than four years
to reach the nearest star.”


“Truly,” Macarius shook his head. “God’s creation
is vastly wonderous beyond our imagination.”


“It is,” I agreed. It was probably best to leave
the subject of the Milky Way galaxy, and other galaxies, for later.


“Kazimir,” he pressed hands to his temples like he
had a headache. “This is too much to understand, all at once.”


“Hey, now you know how I felt, when the two
of you popped out of nowhere, fifteen hundred years after you were Sent.” That
made them laugh.


“Kazimir,” Gisele asked. “Do you know what makes
our world go around the Sun, if it is not some form of magic?”


Oh wow. That was another discussion for later.


Or maybe not.


“I’ll be right back,” I said, and hopped off the
picnic table. In the RV, I got a magnet off the little fridge, and a hammer
from a drawer. Back with the knights, I held out the hammer at arm’s length.
“When I let go of this hammer, it will fall.” I let go, and it hit the ground
with a thunk. “The thing, the force, that causes things to fall, we call
‘gravity’. The Earth is so big, it pulls everything down. Same with the Sun. it
is so big and heavy, it pulls our world toward it. Even across all that
incredible distance. You can’t see gravity, but it works like this
magnet.” Picking up the hammer, I hovered it over the magnet that was on the
picnic table. When the hammer got within a few inches, the magnet flew upward
to cling onto the steel hammer.


They were, not impressed.


Damn it.


Macarius took the hammer from me, peeled the
magnet off and released it to contact the steel again. With a shrug, he gave it
to Gisele.


“You guys know about magnets?” I asked,
disappointed.


“In our world, it is a type of stone,” Gisele at
least was interested in the flexible magnet, bending it in half and letting it
lay flat again.


“Oh. Sorry, I thought that knowledge of magnets was
a new thing.”


“I have never seen one like this,” Macarius
admitted. “You are saying that magnets hold the Earth to the Sun?”


“Not exactly. I only meant that magnetism is an
invisible force, like gravity.”


“The Sun pulls on the Earth, like the hammer pulls
the magnet?” He asked. “Our world will fall into the Sun?”


“It won’t. The planet is moving too fast. Just,
trust me on this. It’s all about math, speed, momentum. People a lot smarter
than me figured all this out.”


“How?”


“Uh, they, people, were trying to predict the
motion of planets like Mars. As Earth goes past Mars, because we are closer to
the Sun, it looks like Mars is moving backwards. At first, they tried to
explain it by, I think it was called an ‘epicycle’?” Twirling a finger in the
air, I demonstrated the motion. “The idea was that as Mars went around the Sun,
it made circles around itself, something like that. This was back when people
still thought the Sun went around Earth, not the other way around. They realized
the truth when the only way to make the math work is if the Sun is in the
center, and everything goes around it.”


“Except the Moon,” Macarius noted, looking pleased
with himself.


“Right.” I did not mention that the idea of Earth
not being the center of the universe had caused an uproar, with church
authorities persecuting astronomers as heretics. The last thing I wanted was to
get into an argument about religion with those two.


Macarius leaned his head back and looked up at the
moon again. “People went there, in an airplane, you say?”


“Not an airplane, exactly. A rocket. I can show
you a video about it.”


“What is the Moon like?” Gisele asked. “It looks
so, gray. Is it a desert?”


“The desert can be a place of great beauty,”
Macarius said wistfully.


“It’s sort of like a desert, I guess?” That was
the best way I could think of to describe it. “There is no water. There isn’t
any air on the Moon, that’s why there aren’t any clouds.”


“No air?” Macarius cocked his head again,
in that ‘You have to be lying to me’ kind of way. “Kazimir, if there is no air,
how did people breathe?”


“They brought their own air, like how you carry
water with you in a desert. They had to bring water, and food, and air.
Look,” I drew a circle on the paper. “The air on Earth is a thin layer around
the surface. As you go higher, like when you climb a really tall mountain, the
air gets thin. If you fly high enough, there is no air at all.”


“Then what is up there?” Gisele pointed a finger
at the sky.


“Nothing. There is no air, no water, no land. Nothing.
It’s just, empty space up there. Until you come to another planet. Or to
another star.” That was not the time, I decided, to tell them that other stars
also had planets orbiting them. They had enough mind-blowing information to
process for one evening.


Macarius still stared at the Moon. “Are people up
there now?”


“No. We can only stay there for a short time, or
the people would run out of water and air. Also, it is very expensive to travel
all that way, and there is nothing valuable there, like food, or gold or
jewels. Macarius, caravans cross the desert, but they can’t stay there, right?
Unless they find an oasis.”


“Crossing the desert does not require one of these
‘rockets’ you spoke of.”


“True.”


“Hey.” Duke lifted his head. “I have a question.”


“Uh, OK?” Wow, if explaining astrophysics to the
knights was hard, explaining it to a dog was going to be-


“Is it time to eat yet? I’m hungry.”



 








CHAPTER TWENTY THREE



 

The parking lot of the motel was not large enough
to give Duke a good walk, and he had too much energy to be stuck in the RV all
day if he didn’t get a good walk in the morning. So, I put a harness on him,
because if I attached the leash to his collar, he pulled too hard and choked.
You would think a dog might stop pulling, if that makes them gag and choke, but
no. Maybe their brains couldn’t make the connection between cause and effect.
The harness went around his chest and the leash attached on top, it made him a
bit easier to control, without choking him.


The road in front of the motel was essentially a
highway with a fifty mile per hour speed limit, so cars sped by at sixty five
or seventy. It was unpleasant to walk there, and without a sidewalk, it was dangerous.
Instead, we went to the left and down a side street, that led to residential
neighborhoods. Away from the noise of the highway, it was a nice place to walk.
Still no sidewalks, but there was hardly any traffic, and signs of spring were
everywhere. Bright yellow daffodils scattered here and there, at the corners of
yards and along fences. Buds on trees were about to burst open. Those little
blue flowers, that I want to call hibiscus but are –


Hydrangeas?


Hyacinths. Why can’t I ever remember that?


Anyway, they were pretty, a nice bit of blue in
the brown and green lawns.


It was nice, walking my dog on a sunny spring day.
For a brief minute, I felt almost, normal. If I forgot about, you know,
everything, I could imagine being a normal person. For the first time since
before my parents died. Since I was eleven years old. Back when I was a regular
kid, with a regular life.


Damn. What would my life be like now, if I was
normal? If I wasn’t a wizard, even though as wizards go, I am pretty lame. If
my parents were still alive, and I wasn’t being chased by unknown bad guys who
wanted to kill me, and oh by the way, also a fugitive from various law
enforcement agencies.


I would have a normal life, that’s the answer.


So, what did that mean?


What would I be doing? College? By now, I would be
out of school, unless I continued on to graduate school. To do what? I hadn’t
thought about what I wanted to do for a career since I was eleven. Back then, I
dreamed of being a firefighter. Or a pilot. Hopefully not both, I mean,
fighting fires on airplanes sounds like a really short career path. Knowing
what I know now, I would skip college to learn a trade, like becoming a plumber
or an electrician. Working construction is a hard job, it is also better than
sitting in a cubicle every day. Every. Single. Day. Sitting in a box, looking
at the same walls. Construction was mostly outside, which sucked when it was
cold, or hot, or raining to drench right through your clothing. Construction
also was doing something different each day, and you had the satisfaction of
seeing what you built.  That’s important,
it-


Duke tugged hard on the leash, whining excitedly.
When I should have been paying attention to my surroundings, I had been
daydreaming. That can get you killed or, as a fugitive, get you caught, which
for me is the same thing.


The problem was instantly apparent: no problem at
all. A woman had come out her front door with a dog, a black lab about the same
size as Duke, but heavier. “OK, killer,” I yanked Duke back away from the woman’s
front walkway. “Back off. There is nothing to see there.”


“Hey! Hey you!” Duke somehow exerted several tons
of force on the leash, dragging me with him. “Hey! You get back, I am feared
throughout the land.” He stopped to look back over his shoulder at me. “I am
feared, right?”


“Uh, absolutely. You don’t need to-”


“That dog,” he sniffed at the black lab, who was
tugging on his own leash and barking. “Doesn’t seem to know who he is dealing
with.”


“Yeah, well, maybe he hasn’t heard about you yet.
We’re a long way from your home.”


“This is my home.”


“No, this is his home. This is not your
territory,” I walked backwards, using two hands on the leash. “You don’t have
to defend it.”


“I’m here, so this is my territory,” he
explained slowly. “Duh.”


“Sorry, I-”


“What is wrong with you?”


“I don’t know what I was thinking. Look, let’s go
down the other street,” I waved at the woman, who had her dog under better
control. “Is that your territory also?”


“It will be, after I pee on it. Why do I
have to explain this to you?”


“I guess I’m just stupid. Can’t you try to be
friends with other dogs first, instead of fighting with them?”


“If they acknowledge this is my territory first,
then we can talk.”


“How about, if you don’t try to start a
fight with another dog, I’ll give you a cookie?”


“Every time?”


“Every time what?”


“Every time I’m nice to another dog.”


“Uh, sure. Why not?”


“Let me see the cookie first.”


“You’re kidding me.”


“If you want to bribe me with a cookie, it had
better be a good one.”


In my pocket, I had what the box advertised as
‘gravy basted’ dog biscuits. My guess was they were just regular bone-shaped
biscuits, with some kind of shiny glaze on them. All I know is, Duke liked
them. “Here,” I gave him half a biscuit. “You like that?”


“I’m not sure. Let me try another one.”


“Nice try. No.”


“Oh,” he sighed. “All right.”


We had two opportunities to test our new deal, a
guy walking a sort of terrier came by in the other direction, and Duke wagged
his tail in what apparently was a non-threatening manner. Holding his leash
tight, I let him walk over to the other dog, while I asked the owner if his dog
was friendly. The answer was yes, so Duke stood still while the terrier sniffed
him, then they sniffed each other. The terrier was old and not all that
interested in meeting a strange dog, so we moved on after a minute. “See? It’s
fun to be friends with other dogs.”


“It was easy, that dog respected me. Where’s my
cookie?”


“Here, you can have two cookies, because
you were so good.”


The next test was more difficult. Apparently,
everyone in that neighborhood walks their dogs first thing in the morning. A
sort of beagle mutt came around a corner and immediately began barking and
howling at Duke. “Hey,” Duke looked back at me. “This is a deliberate provocation.”


Still trying to process that a dog could say
‘provocation’ or even know that word, I gave him half a cookie.


“What was that for?” he asked after he ate it.


“To remind you to be good, because that dog
is being a jerk.”


“Eh,” Duke lifted his nose in the air. “He’s not
worth my time.” Holding his nose and tail high, he pranced past the beagle, on
the other side of the street. When he was far enough away that the beagle
stopped howling or baying or whatever beagles do, he looked up at me. “Where’s
my cookie?”


“You already got one.”


“That was before. I’m supposed to get a cookie after
I have been good.”


“I think you need to check the fine print on that
contract. OK, fine, here.” My pocket was getting empty, and I was starting to
think I had agreed to a deal I might regret. He shouldn’t expect to get a treat
every time he did something good, or he would weigh five hundred pounds. And
still be hungry.


Turning around, we walked past the house where the
black lab lived. That time, the lab was back in the house, and barked a couple
times through the window. Duke looked up at me.


“What? No,” I shook my head. “This is not a Cookie
Eligible Event.”


“Why not? I’m being good!”


“You don’t have to do anything. You don’t
have an opportunity to be bad here, so you can’t demonstrate your good behavior.”


“Hey! I could yank free of the leash, run right up
to the house and pee all over that dog’s front door.”


“Right.”


“It could happen.”


“I am extremely worried about that possibility.”


“Hmmph. I’m gonna need a complete list of these Cookie
Eligible Events.”


“I’ll get right on that.”


“I should have known I can’t trust you.”


“Why isn’t going on a walk enough of a treat for
you?”


“It would be, if you get rid of that stupid
leash.”


“That’s not gonna happen. You would run right out
into traffic.”


Back at the motel, I stuffed my few items into a
bag, then went to Gisele’s room to help her collect the mountain of stuff she
had strewn all over the bed, the chair and floor. How could one tiny person
generate such a mess, in such a short time. Duke used his mouth to pick up her
shoes one by one, dropping them into a bag, then sat looking at me. “What?” I
asked.


“I was good, did you see?”


“Oh for-”


“Ooooh,” Gisele wrinkled her face, holding up a
shoe by the laces. “You slobbered on my shoe. Bad dog!”


Duke looked at her, then me. “I’m getting mixed
signals here.”


“Me too. Gisele, don’t scold Duke when he is
trying to help. Here, you are a good dog.” He got a full biscuit.


Later, I wondered whether he had worked with
Gisele to scam me.



 


 

“Kazimir,” Macarius poked the fire, and tossed
another piece of wood on. “Something vexes me.”


“Uh-” Vexes? Who talks like that? “OK.
What?”


“You told us there are no other wizards in this
world. In this time.”


“Yes. What I meant is, I don’t know of any other
wizards. If they are out there, they are in hiding like me.”


“Has it always been so?”


“No, I- No, I guess? But, it’s been this way for a
long time. Hundreds of years, at least. I don’t know of any real wizards at
all. There have been legends about wizards, and magic and dragons and that sort
of thing, but history says they never actually existed.”


“Your history is wrong.”


“I know that now.”


“How long have your people been able to fly?”


“In airplanes, you mean? Since about, uh, 1910?
Something like that.”


“Wizards were active, and known, in this world
that recently, then,” he muttered, speaking to himself.


“What? No.”


“Kazimir, I saw it.”


“I don’t know what you thought you-”


“There were people in flying machines, huge flying
machines. And wizards! One wizard dressed all in black, with a flaming sword.”


“Uh-” What the hell, I asked myself, was he
talking about?


“You saw this? When?”


“On the fantastical device you call a
‘television’. There were two wizards. One all in black, with a cape, the other
wore brown robes. He had a white beard. They battled with flaming swords.”


“Oh my-” A wizard dressed in black. He was talking
about Darth Vader? “Did you watch Star Wars?”


“I believe that was the title of the program, yes.
It was most educational.”


“No, I- Listen, Macarius, Star Wars is not a documentary.
There are no space wizards, OK? That is just a story. Like a play. It wasn’t
real.”


“Not real? Kazimir, I understand if you are
embarrassed. They were very powerful wizards. No one expects someone as young
as you to match their-”


“Dude, seriously, it was not real. Star Wars is,
uh, someone’s imagination of what the world could be like, in the future.” I
know technically that according to George Lucas, Star Wars takes place a long,
long time ago but, screw that. It was too complicated to explain. 


“The future? Of this world?” He sucked in a
breath. “They imagine a future where the Convergence has happened? People in
your world know about the Nether?”


“Ok, what? No! What are you talking about?”


“This future world has flying machines, and
wizards, and creatures from the Nether,” he insisted. “I saw it. When the
wizard in brown robes first uses his flaming sword, the tavern is full of
goblins and all manner of foul creatures.”


He must be referring to the cantina scene? “Some
of these goblins you saw, they were playing music?”


“They were bards, yes.”


“Those creatures were not from the Nether. They
are imaginary beings from, uh, other worlds like this one. Planets, like Earth,
in this realm. Planets that do not have magic.”


“Kazimir, this world I saw has wizards with
flaming swords.”


“I know that, but, trust me. It is all just
someone’s imagination. Like a puppet show, did you have puppet shows for
children?”


“I do not know what you mean.”


“Plays, then. Did you have plays, in theaters, uh,
they are called amphitheaters? Dramatic presentations, with actors?”


“Yes,” he looked insulted, yet again. Apparently,
I had a talent for pushing his buttons, no matter what I said. “Of course we
did. I am not a barbarian.”


“Sorry. I know so little about the world you lived
in. My point is, you know about theater. The Star Wars you saw is like that. A
fictional narrative about the future, of this world.”


“Kazimir, the Star Wars is not the only narrative
that included magic, in this world. Gisele saw a program, about a school in
this world, where children learned to use magic. She wanted to ask you about
it, but I told her it might embarrass you.”


“Embarrass me? Why?”


He looked away. “If you failed to qualify for
entrance to the school-”


“I didn’t fail to- Wow, how do I explain this?”


“It is no shame,” he said in his fatherly voice,
which was super annoying right then. “Kazimir, is this why you are not a
real wizard? You did not have the opportunity to attend the school, and learn-”


“No, damn it. There is no such school. It’s
another fiction.”


“You are certain of this?” he scowled at me, which
by the way was also super annoying.


“That there is no Hogwarts school? Pretty much,
yeah. In this program you saw, was there a boy named Harry Potter?”


“I did not watch the program, we could ask
Gisele,” he suggested.


She had taken Duke on a walk around the
campground, so she wasn’t available right then. “We’ll ask her when she gets
back, but I know the answer already. The Harry Potter movies are another play.
The person who wrote those stories does not know about the Nether. She wrote
something like it, I guess.” Did she? That was a good question. “Macarius, what
is the Nether? Is it like our world, but with magic?”


I had put him on the defensive. “I do not know. Such
knowledge is reserved for wizards. They jealously guard their secrets.”


“Right. Did they know? Beings from the Nether can
come here, through portals. What about the opposite? Has anyone from this
world ever been to the Nether? Is that even possible?”


“I do not know.”


“Did anyone ever talk about doing that?”


“Not to me. If wizards discussed such matters
among themselves, I do not know. Why would anyone from here wish to go into the
cursed realm?”


“To defeat your enemy, you first must understand them.”


He opened his mouth, then closed it, and nodded.
“It would be a brave man indeed who journeyed to the cursed realm. They could
not come back.”


Instead of correcting him that the brave person
could be a woman, I asked, “Why not?”


“They would become cursed, by contact with
the Nether. Such a man could not be allowed to live.”


And, there was my answer. Anyone who managed to go
into the Nether, if they survived and came back, might not reveal their
experience, for fear of being considered tainted. 


That was no good. How was I supposed to fight a
Convergence, if I had no information about the enemy? Maybe it wasn’t possible
for someone from Earth to survive in the Nether, so ancient wizards had no way
to conduct a recon of that territory.


There was one sure way of gathering information
about the Nether: ask a being from that realm. So, how could I do that?


I had no idea.



 


 

On the way to Asheville, I decided it was time for
Round Two of taking the knights to a restaurant. Macarius had promised me he
wouldn’t cause any more trouble, I didn’t know whether to believe him or not.
My concern was not that he was lying to me, I just didn’t know if he had enough
self-control. It was clear from our talk that the guy was filled by a powerful
rage, one that had driven him to become a warrior of the medjai, then train for
and win the right to be Sent to me.


I feared that Macarius was suicidal. No, that
wasn’t quite what I meant. He had a death wish, he sought dangerous situations
that could kill him, because only an honorable death could give him release
from his pain. From the shame of not protecting the woman he loved. That death
wish could get me killed, or worse, get Gisele killed. It was actually more
likely that her life was at risk, for she would fight side by side with him no
matter what he did.


But maybe that was no longer quite true.


Since the incident at the Mexican restaurant,
there had been a subtle distance between the knights. Macarius would reach out
to talk with her, and she would give him a polite brush-off. She also hadn’t
initiated any conversations with him. As far as I knew, she hadn’t told him
directly that he was a screw-up, that his rash and foolish actions had put all
of us, and the Holy cause of the knights, at risk. Whether she told him how she
felt or not, he got the message. How did I know that? From his reaction when I
suggested we go out to dinner.


“Are you sure this is wise, Kazimir?” He lowered
his voice to ask me, while his eyes darted to Gisele. We were at a gas station,
where I filled the RV’s tank, and we all got out to stretch our legs. Gisele
had taken Duke to the section of patchy grass at the side of the service
station, while Macarius watched how to gas up the truck.


“I wasn’t sure before, I am now.”


He looked at me, bewildered. “How?”


“If you had been eager to go out again, I would
have thought you didn’t learn a lesson from last time.”


“You are wise, for one so young.”


“I’ve had kind of a hard life, you know?” I said,
instantly kicking myself for the stupid remark. The two knights had lived hard
lives. Mostly, my life had been filled with luxury by comparison. “I meant,
I’ve had to learn fast. To reduce our risk, we’re going to eat early, before
the dinner rush. I found a place that doesn’t have a bar, also.”


He nodded, even added a bit of a bow into it. “I
swear to follow your lead, wizard.”


Before leaving the RV, I fed Duke. He was
immediately suspicious. The damned dog was too smart, he had learned how to
read a clock. “You are giving me dinner early?”


“Yes. Like I told you, the three of us are going
out, so I either feed you early, or late. I figure you would rather eat now?”


“Yes. Or, I know this sounds crazy, but you
could do both. Feed me now, and feed me again later.”


“Yeah, no.”


“Hey, I’m thinking outside the box here,” he looked
up at me with his usual dopey expression. “It’s a new paradigm.”


“Do you even know what a paradigm is?”


“No one does, that’s the beauty of it,” his tail
wagged happily.


“I appreciate your bold vision for the future, but
no.”


“Kaz, Kaz,” he shook his head. “A young person
like you shouldn’t be so rigid in your thinking. Be spontaneous for a change,
shake things up. Why do the same thing every day?”


“You’re right,” I set his food bowl back on the
counter. “You are probably getting bored, eating at the same time every day.
Let’s have an adventure: from now on, you will never know when you will be
fed.”


“Hey! That is not what I meant!”


“You said we should be spontaneous, that-”


“I said you should be spontaneous. Like,
give me an extra surprise meal once in a while.”


“You don’t like it when things are unpredictable?”


“I’m a dog, remember?”


I got the message, and he got his dinner.
Hopefully, he would stop trying to think outside the box. That could be
dangerous.



 

We went to a diner, my favorite kind of place. At
five o’clock it wasn’t busy, but also wasn’t completely empty. The waitress had
a puzzled expression when we walked in, she looked left then right through the
windows to the parking lot. Pointing a thumb over my shoulder, I gave her an
explanation for why she hadn’t seen a new car coming into the lot. “We’re at
the hotel down the road,” I lied. The RV was parked at a Dollar store in that
direction, with Duke sulking.


She nodded and directed us to a booth. Dinner was
good overall. My meal was a chicken pot pie, with a nice flaky crust. Gisele
had the fried chicken dinner special and OMG that woman can eat. She is
a charter member of the Clean Plate Club, I figure she has the high metabolism
of a hobbit. When she finished nibbling the last morsel of chicken, she checked
the menu like she was considering Second Dinner already. It was good that she
enjoyed her food. Macarius inhaled his cheeseburger with curly fries. There
were only two problems that put a damper on the mood at the table. There was
tension between the three of us, especially between the knights.


Also, the onion rings sucked.


Macarius was curious about that menu item, so I
ordered a small plate as an appetizer. Onion rings are either really good or
really bad, in my experience. Everything in that diner appeared to be made
fresh, but the kitchen phoned it in on the onion rings. They were that crappy
type from a plastic bag, that you keep in a freezer until you want to heat up
something that’s not worth eating. Instead of actual rings of onion with a
light batter crust, these were a heavy, chewy, tasteless fried batter sprinkled
with diced onions, and not many of them. The only taste was from whatever
grease they were fried in. Plus, they were limp.


We each chewed one of them slowly, Macarius making
a disgusted face. “What are these?”


I dropped mine back on the plate. “They’re made
from onions and disappointment.”


Bad timing. Gisele had just taken a mouthful of
iced tea, she laughed and spewed tea all over me. That made Macarius laugh and
damn, it was good to see the guy demonstrating he knew that emotion. The
waitress brought over a stack of napkins for me to wipe my face and dry my
shirt, she also took away the now super-soggy onion rings.


That broke the ice. Gisele smiled at Macarius, and
pointed to where he had a blob of ketchup in his beard. When he missed cleaning
it up with a napkin, she reached across the table to dab at his face.


We enjoyed a nice dinner, talked about nothing
important, the knights didn’t do anything weird or memorable, and they moved
one step closer to understanding how to interact with the modern world.


I call that progress.



 


 

What did we know about this art broker? Not much,
certainly not enough. Michele had given me his name, the city where he lived,
plus the name of his legitimate art gallery business. She might not have known
much more about the guy without referring to her notes about the case. A big
investigation could involve a half dozen or more agents, and each worked on
their assigned part of the case. Although, my information came from watching TV
shows and reading crime and thriller books, so I could be totally wrong.


Fortunately, there is an amazing resource called
the ‘internet’, and it is available for free at any library. We stopped at a
library, where I took a risk by bringing Gisele in with me. “This aisle has
books on history, including about Europe. If you want to read about what the
Gaul you know became, it’s in these books. You can take a book from the shelf
here, and read it over there,” I pointed to a set of chairs in the corner. She
had a set of wired headphones, plugged into an old cellphone that didn’t work,
actually didn’t have a battery in it. The point of the headphones was not so
she could listen to music, or so she could block out the world and focus on
what she was reading. The headphones were for keeping guys away. Gisele is an
attractive woman, and that attracts attention from guys whether she wants it or
not. She also had her hair tucked up under a baseball cap that was pulled down
low, so guys couldn’t easily make eye contact. It sucks that women have to
worry about getting hit on or worse, from creepy guys who won’t take a hint. But
until the world becomes a better place for women, she did have to be concerned
about that. When I explained what the earphones were for, she hadn’t been
insulted as I feared. She had popped them on her head, saying, “I wish we had
these when I was a girl.”


Apparently, creepy guys had been a problem back
then also.


On the library computer, I looked up ‘R. Phillip
Fleming’, expecting that the ‘R’ stood for some old-money name like ‘Reginald’
or maybe ‘Remington’. The type of name that came with growing up in a big
house, and summer trips to Europe. Nope. Some internet sleuthing, using
techniques Sarah had taught me, showed that the ‘R’ was a simple ‘Robert’. Also
that ‘Phillip’ had gone by the name of ‘Robert’ or even ‘Bob’ until sometime
after he graduated from Florida State. The guy wasn’t stupid, that was for
sure. He had been an accountant, then a ‘wealth management advisor’, whatever
that means. He was even a partner in an investment firm, until some scandal I
couldn’t find any information about resulted in him leaving that firm. Non-disclosure
agreements probably kept the whole sordid affair secret. There was a generic
announcement where the other partners wished ‘Phillip’ well, as he departed the
firm for what were described as ‘exciting opportunities’ and to ‘spend more
time with his family’.


Yeah, I call BS on that. He and his wife divorced
less than a year later. Shortly after that, he bought into, and later purchased
outright, a company called ‘Foster Art and Antiquities’. The business did very
well, or the lawyer for the former Mrs. Fleming did a lousy job in the divorce
settlement, because Phillip’s lifestyle improved significantly after they
split. He bought a bigger house, and ads for the business showed him in front
of a Range Rover, later a Bentley. My guess is that’s when he attracted the
attention of the FBI. Art and antiquities can be used for hiding wealth, for
money laundering, for all kinds of sketchy activities. Activities that bring in
a lot of money, based on his lifestyle. He appeared in the society section of
the local news, attending various charity events, always with a beautiful and
younger woman. Different women. Including as recently as the previous month,
when he was at a ball, then a charity fund raiser event, with a blonde and a
brunette. So, he didn’t have a steady girlfriend. That meant he likely lived alone,
making it easier for us to get into his home.


Although that was not going to be easy at all. In
thriller books, guys like Jack Reacher manage to sneak into, or break into,
homes and warehouses and lots of other places that have sophisticated security
systems. Doing that doesn’t take big muscles or weapons, it takes technology
and specialized technical knowledge and skills. None of which I had. Tough guys
in action movies and books always have a team of nerdy tech specialists who can
hack into anything. I don’t even have a functional cellphone.


If Fleming had a security system in his house,
even cheap motion sensors and cameras that anyone could purchase at BestBuy, I
wouldn’t be able to get into his house. Maybe magic could fool or fry an
electronic security system, but I sure didn’t know that kind of fancy magic.
Breaking into his house, or the building that housed his art gallery, wouldn’t
do us any good. He probably kept anything valuable in a safe that I couldn’t
open. Actually, if he was dealing in stolen or at least sketchy art and
artifacts, he might have a secret offsite storage location, not at his home or
business. Randomly breaking into his properties, hoping to find one particular
item, would be a waste of time.


So, we needed to focus on Fleming himself, not his
properties. In three of the recent photos I found of him, there was a guy off
to the side or in the background. A bodyguard. He might have more than one. But
likely only one at a time. I mean, Fleming wasn’t a crime lord. He was just a
shrewd guy who was using contacts from his old wealth management career to help
some of those clients manage their wealth in a different, more effective and
less legal manner. And he probably had new clients in his new career, people
who expected the utmost discretion.


For a time, I considered posing as a wealthy
buyer, someone interested in antiquities from ancient Mesopotamia. Getting up
from the computer to walk around, stretch my legs and think, I tried to imagine
how I could get a guy like Fleming to meet with me. Basically, I’m homeless, if
you don’t count a cramped RV and a series of cheap motel rooms. I don’t even
have a job. I have no money that would interest Fleming, and more importantly,
no references. No way would the guy agree to meet with me about
illegally-obtained artifacts, unless someone he trusted vouched for me. No way
was that going to happen.


Could I walk into his art gallery, pretending to
be an internet millionaire, looking to invest in old junk? First, I had to drop
the attitude that items from ancient cultures were junk. Second, I would have
to buy something legit first, with money I didn’t have. If I pretended to have
made money on the internet, or through YouTube or TikTok videos or whatever, I
needed to have an online presence that I absolutely did not and could not have.
So, that idea was out.


No. The only way to get him to show us the amulet
was for him to want to show it to us. How? By making him an offer he
couldn’t refuse.


How could we do that?


I had no idea.


We couldn’t approach him at home, with the
security system he must have there. His business was an even worse option, it
undoubtedly had closed-circuit TV, and while I had a glamour to keep my face
from showing on video, I couldn’t keep Gisele and Macarius from being seen and
recorded. That would be a very bad thing.


So, what could we do? Grab him at a charity event?
No, there would be too many people around. Plus, I didn’t have access to
Fleming’s schedule, I had no idea where or when he would be at a particular
place.


Damn it.


All my research had gotten me exactly nowhere.


Until I read a single line in a brief biography
about him, when he had donated money for some charity thing.


Googling that gave me an idea.



 

“Gisele?” I waved a hand in front of her face,
standing far enough away not to startle her. Or, that was my intention.


She jerked in the chair, surprised to see me.
“Kaz- Matthew?” Her eyes darted around, looking for anyone who might be
listening.


“I’m done, we should go. Did you find anything interesting?”
On the low table beside her were a dozen books, I should have told her to get
one book at a time. 


“I am reading about my people,” she
whispered, wiping away a tear. “I missed so much.”


“You did. I’m sorry, but we should go,” I crouched
down to speak more quietly, as a librarian had cast a dirty look in our
direction.


“Can I keep these?” She clutched a book to her
chest.


“No, I’m sorry. You need to, uh, have
identification to borrow books from here. How about I take you to a bookstore,
where you can buy books to own, forever?”


“Yes, please.”


“OK. Put those books back where you found them,
please, you understand they are organized by those numbers on the spine? Good.
I’ll be right back.”  At the computer
again, I did a quick search for bookstores in the area, especially any that
specialized in history. The search returned depressingly few results, but I
wrote down the names and addresses. Then I did a search around Asheville, and
that was much better. We should go to Asheville first anyway, scout out the
place and decide exactly how to proceed.


Also, I might need to steal a car, and that took
time.



 










CHAPTER TWENTY FOUR



 

As we drove away from the library, I went over
what I knew about Fleming, a plan forming in my mind. Part of me was tempted to
ask ‘WWJRD’? Meaning: what would Jack Reacher do? Maybe just approach Fleming,
knock out his bodyguard with one punch, and use some tough talk to intimidate
the guy into doing what Reacher wanted.


Ah, that didn’t matter, it didn’t apply to me. When
I began my life on the run, after Sarah was murdered, I used to imagine I was
Jack Reacher, wandering around America, one step ahead of the bad guys.


Except I am not Jack Reacher, never was. Not even
close. He had skills, training provided by the United States Army over a career
that saw him rise to the rank of major. My skills are what I learned on the
job, or through YouTube videos or Wikipedia. Or some sketchy stuff I picked up
from sketchy people, either through helping them do sketchy things, or just by
paying cash for the services. Like fake ID and license plates. Reacher didn’t
need plates as he didn’t own a car, but he did have a legit government-issued
ID in his own name. And a credit or debit card, also legit.


Reacher chose to wander from place to place, doing
odd jobs when he felt like it. And only when he felt like working, because he
had a military pension. And access to veteran’s healthcare when he needed it.
He also was not being hunted by law enforcement, except when he was falsely
accused of whatever drove the plot of a particular book. Also, he didn’t have
to worry about an unknown and apparently well-funded group of mysterious bad
guys who tracked him everywhere he went.


Damn it.


And, Reacher had friends he could call on, people
he had served with in the Army, or people he met after he left the service. I
had no one to help me. Anyone I tried to get help from would end up dead, so
that wasn’t an option.


What did I have to work with?


Magic?


Yeah, like that was a big help. I couldn’t use
magic to do much of anything until recently, and the one time I applied magic
for real, I think my lack of knowledge and skill broke something. Since
we left Memphis, I had reached out with my senses to check the magic around me.
It was better, more coherent, but still significantly weaker and less
concentrated than before I used so much power in the alley. Too much power,
clearly. That’s what happens when I don’t truly know what I’m doing, and use power
instead of skill.


What I needed to do was practice, but magic was an
asset I could only use in secret, unless I planned to kill any witnesses. Or,
you know, I got lucky by all the witnesses either dying sort of by accident, or
a witness being a somewhat sympathetic FBI agent. Something I could not count
on happening more than once.


Instead of being Jack Reacher, I am more like The
Fugitive. You know, either the 1990s movie with Harrison Ford, or any of the TV
shows based on the same characters. Like Richard Kimball, I am falsely accused
and being sought by the police. There is also a shadowy organization hunting
for me, although so far, all of them have two arms. In the movie, the hero
figures out who really killed his wife and why, and proves to the police that
he is innocent. I had no idea how to discover who murdered Sarah and Alicia, no
idea even where to begin an investigation. How could I, without any resources
at all, solve a case that had stumped the FBI?


So, I am neither Jack Reacher nor Richard Kimball.
What I had was an old RV that I prayed didn’t break down, a talking dog, and
two knights who were more of a burden than any asset to me. Also, a stack of
cash that was steadily dwindling, and no way to make an amount substantial
enough to support three people and a constantly-hungry dog.


There was one way I was becoming just a bit like
Jack Reacher.


I was getting tired of being chased, and I wanted
to hit back.


Hard.


Agent Singer told me my use of magic had killed
the guys in the alley.


They had been planning to kill me, so maybe
killing them first was a good start.



 


 

“This is going to be complicated,” I said as I sat
at the RV’s tiny dining table, with a pencil and a notebook so I could sketch
how we would get Phillip Fleming to cooperate with us. “It is important that
everyone-”


“Does ‘everyone’ include me?” Duke interrupted.
“Or do I have to stay in here again, while you go have all the fun?”


“This is not going to be fun, it-”


“That’s what you said when the three of you went
to the bookstore. And when you went to the library with Gisele. And every time
you three go to a restaurant without me.”


“That was different. This time-”


“This time, you will have another lame excuse
about why I can’t go with you, because-”


“You are coming with us.”


“I am?” His ears stood almost straight up for a
second.


“Yes.”


“Really?”


“Cross my heart,” I made the gesture. “For real.
You have the most important part to do. If you can’t do what we need,
then all of this is for nothing.”


“You can count on me. Do I have to bite
someone?”


“No,” I hid my laugh behind a hand, as Gisele and
Macarius did the same.


“I can do that,” Duke assured me. “I am very
fierce, you know.”


“That is widely known,” I nodded.


“Most of the time, I don’t have to bite, because
everyone knows how fearsome I am.”


“That’s good, since what you need to do is not
bite anyone.”


He blinked. “I’m confused.”


“We’re going to a dog park. Other dogs will be
there, off leash. You need to be friendly and nice to all the dogs, and be
especially friendly to one particular dog.”


“Huh. What if this other dog is a butthead?”


“Then you will have to work extra hard to be
nice.”


“What? I can’t be nice to a dog who is being a dick.”


“OK,” I sighed. “We might need to get another dog
to handle the job. Gisele, let’s start looking for dogs, we can-”


“Whoa!” Duke’s lips quivered. “No need for that. I
can do it!”


“Are you sure?”


“Yes,” he sniffed. “No dog will risk being a jerk
to me. After all, I am feared throughout the land, right?”


“Yeah, about that-”


“So, what do I need to do?” His tail displayed his
enthusiasm.


“Fleming has a springer spaniel dog, uh, I should
show you what that kind of dog looks like,” I wrote that down on my To Do list.


Duke tilted his head. “What kind of dog am I?”


“You are sort of a golden retriever,” I answered.


“Sort of?”


“You are,” I stopped myself before saying ‘smaller
and skinnier’. “Uh, you are more lean and athletic than most goldens.”


“Well, duh. Hmm, are all golden retrievers fierce
like me?”


“Actually, goldens are known for being smart,
good-natured and affectionate.”


“And fierce predators, right?”


“Well, of course,” I agreed.


“What about springer spaniels?”


“They are also smart and athletic, about your
size,” I repeated what I had read at the library. “Not athletic like you,
of course.”


“All I have to do is be nice to this dog?”


“You might have to play with him. His name is
‘Dasher’.”


“Dasher? That’s a stupid name.”


“Don’t tell him that.”


“OK, so we play?” Duke’s tongue lolled out in
happy anticipation. “Roll around in the dirt, that sort of thing?”


“No. This Fleming guy trains Dasher for agility
competitions.”


“What type of competition?” That question
came from Gisele.


“Agility. Dogs run a course through a field,
jumping over fences, crawling under obstacles, running around cones, that sort
of thing. I downloaded a video while I was at the library,” I held up a burner
phone, not the one Agent Singer knew about. “I’ll show you.”


“I don’t get it,” Duke tilted his head again. “Why
do people want dogs to do that?”


“Uh,” I shrugged. “To watch their dog perform?”


His mouth dropped open. “They make their dog run
around, for their amusement?”


“I think it’s more than-”


“You humans are sick, you know that?”


“It’s not-”


“What is wrong with you?” He turned away
from me.


“The dogs enjoy it,” I assured him.


“Really? What do the poor dogs get out of the
deal?”


“They get to run off a leash, with other dogs. And
their owners praise them and give them delicious treats.”


His ears perked up again. “They do?”


“Yes.”


“Why didn’t you say that?”


“I was-”


“You should have led with that.”


“I was getting to-”


“What kind of treats?”


“Oh, I, anything, I guess.”


“Will I get treats?”


“Yes. Before you ask, I will probably bring those
gravy-basted biscuits you like.”


“Well, OK then. Hey, can you show me the video
about this agility thing?”


“Sure, why?”


“It’s a competition. I want to win.”



 


 

To prepare, we drove to the dog park in the
evening, so we could scout where the parking lot was, sightlines from houses in
the area, see how many people were there at different times of the day, and so
Duke could get familiar with the agility course. Unfortunately, the obstacles
weren’t set up permanently. According to a woman I met there, the agility
people stored their gear in a shed that was locked, the equipment was used only
on certain days. The good news is she knew the agility course schedule,
training was two mornings during the week, with the course set up for
competitions one Saturday per month. Usually. The schedule partly depended on
the time of year, and the weather. The other bit of good news is that the place
was pretty empty except in the evenings, when people getting off work took
their dogs to the park before it got dark. My hope was that Fleming, who did
not have to work a nine to five job, would choose to be at the park when it wasn’t
busy, so he could train his dog without a lot of distractions.


To check that assumption, we left the RV parked a
quarter mile away, and I walked over to a wooded area near the dog park. It was
a cloudy, cool morning, and I wore a green flannel shirt as camouflage, hoping
to blend into the underbrush. In case someone saw me and questioned what some
guy was doing in the woods by himself, I had a pair of binoculars and a guide
about wild birds. Spending five minutes studying the guide was the sum of my knowledge
about birds, and it didn’t matter. I could have dedicated a week to reading
every book I could find about birdwatching, and I would never fool a true
enthusiast. My plan, if anyone knowledgeable about birds asked me what I was
doing, was to say a girl I liked was into birds, and I was hoping to impress
her. That explanation was hopefully weird and stupid enough to cut off any
further questions.


We got lucky. Four people and three dogs showed up
by seven in the morning to unlock the shed, and set up the agility obstacles.
The people did the work, while the dogs just raced around, barking excitedly.
Apparently there was not just one set way to establish the course, because
there was discussion about which piece of equipment should go where, and some rearranging
of the course once everything was in place. Maybe if the course was always the
same, it would be too easy for dogs to learn how to run it? All I know for
certain is I should have done some research on the whole dog agility thing.
Lesson learned.


By 9AM, more people with dogs had come and gone,
and the place was empty. I took the opportunity to eat the donuts I had with
me, and drink from a Thermos of hot chocolate. Damn, that tasted good on a
chilly morning. Being in North Carolina, I had expected nice spring weather,
but Asheville is up in the mountains and it was damp and chilly, with heavy
clouds threatening rain. In my pack, I had a rain jacket but if it was raining,
I expected no one would bring their dog out to race around a muddy field.


Bingo.


Robert Phillip Fleming showed up around 9:30,
around the time I was sitting back against a tree, wishing I had brought
something dry to sit on. He pulled up in a white Range Rover with a black roof,
just the sort of vehicle for a totally legitimate and respected art and
antiquities dealer to be driving. The Range Rover was also apparently
appropriate for a money-laundering scumbag who dealt in stolen art, although I
doubt that Land Rover mentioned that in their marketing brochures.


Fleming got out of the car, but not until a guy in
a black windbreaker emerged from the passenger side, walked around to look at
the dog park, and gave him a thumbs up. The back hatch opened, and a black and
white dog leapt out, racing along the fence until it was scolded for misbehaving.
At first I thought ‘what a jerk’ for yelling at his dog, but Fleming crouched
down and rubbed the dog’s ears with affection. When the bodyguard opened the
gate, Fleming gestured and the dog, who I assumed was Dasher, zipped through
into the field with impressive speed.


For the next ten minutes, I watched Fleming
instruct Dasher how to run the course, which obstacles to go around, over or
through, in which order and which direction. The dog was understandably
confused about some things, and didn’t remember what to do right away. It both
pleased and bothered me to see Fleming being patient with his faithful dog. If
the guy had been nasty to Dasher, it sure would have been easier for us to do
what I planned to do to the guy.


Like I said, we got lucky. Ten minutes after
Fleming arrived, as he was walking Dasher through a set of obstacles, it
started raining. A few sprinkles quickly turned into a steady rain, then a
downpour. Fleming got Dasher into the back of the Range Rover, fussing over the
dog though I couldn’t see what was happening, I assume he was using a towel to
dry off Dasher’s feet. By the time he was done, the downpour was over but
clearly so was the dog’s fun, the two men got into the truck and it drove away.


Why was the rain lucky for us? Because the next
time the agility course would be set up was in two days, and I was betting that
since Dasher didn’t get in a good training session due to the rain, he would be
back in two days.


We would be ready.



 


 

We first went to a bookstore. That was not so I
could research dog agility trials, I had decided it was best if I did not know
anything about that. My plan was to play dumb when I met Fleming, and I didn’t
want to worry about whether I was a bad liar or not. The purpose of going to a
bookstore was to give the knights something to do while we waited for two days.
The big attraction in Asheville was the Biltmore estate, a gigantic Gilded Age
mansion constructed by one of the Vanderbilt family. They made their money in
railroads, or steel, or maybe both, I forget what the brochure said about it.
Whatever. The point is, I wasn’t taking the two knights to a tourist
attraction, and since the forecast was calling for rain the rest of the day and
most of the next, they needed something to do. Going to a bookstore was also to
keep the promise I made to Gisele.


The other thing I did was to buy a metal detector.



 

Two days of rain, in an RV with two other people
and a dog, was not as much fun as it sounded, and it didn’t sound like fun at
all. With me worrying about our dwindling amount of cash, I got two motel rooms
outside of town. It wasn’t high season for the tourists yet, so the rooms were less
expensive and the motel was pretty empty on a weekday. After burning most of a
day visiting several bookstores and a coffee shop, we relaxed in our rooms,
watching TV shows so the knights could see how people in the modern world spoke
and interacted. They also read the books we bought, both of them were
fascinated by the history of the world since they were Sent here. All the years
they had missed. Or not missed.


We also took care of a problem. It was something
that should not have been a problem, but the world is not perfect, and our
circumstances made the situation worse. The problem was Gisele’s hair. Redheads
are not that unusual, but her flame-red locks combined with her petite
stature, made her distinctive. Tucking her hair up under a baseball cap was
only a temporary solution, so I suggested we cut her hair shorter, and dye it a
darker color. If she didn’t like the idea, I wasn’t going to push her. To my
relief, she agreed, she was actually excited about it, and went to the store
with me, to select a new color.


In the motel bathroom, I cut her hair with a new,
sharp pair of scissors. Sarah had taught me how to cut hair, I used to take
care of hers once in a while, so Gisele didn’t look like she got into a fight
with a weedwhacker and lost. Her new hairdo looked pretty good in my opinion,
and she kept checking herself in a mirror and smiling. “I look like a modern
woman,” she said, something I didn’t expect. Maybe I should have considered she
would feel that way, wanting to fit into her new world, her new life. With her
new haircut and color, she stood a bit taller, like she had more
self-confidence. That could only be a good thing.


My own hair I left untouched. My routine had been
to let my hair get long, until it was time to move on, then I chopped it short.
Same with growing a beard. My facial hair went from smooth to a sort of hipster
look, though most of the time I went with stubble. My hair wasn’t yet long
enough to be unusual, so I didn’t bother doing anything to it. What about
Macarius? His long hair was distinctive, and he did not appreciate me
suggesting it get trimmed. And guys think women have a problem with vanity?


At least he didn’t tuck his hair up in a Man Bun.



 

Gisele looked up from the book she was reading, a
hardcover with a title like ‘Condensed History of the World’ or something like
that. “Kazimir, you know about this plague, the Black Death?”


“I learned about it in school, yes.”


She shuddered. “I am glad that I skipped that
part of history.”


“The time you lived in was considered the
beginning of the Dark Ages,” I said without thinking. Uh oh. Had I just
insulted her, her family, and her entire culture? “Uh, because civilization
became more chaotic after the Roman Empire fell in the west.”


She snapped the book closed. “My father told me we
were better off without the Empire’s yoke around our necks.”


“I only meant that, without the Empire, Europe
went a long time without being able to build things like the roads, aqueducts, coliseums
and other epic things the Romans created. There wasn’t a central government to
fund large projects, and much of the engineering knowledge was lost,” I only
repeated what I had read somewhere. Although, I had also read that the Dark
Ages maybe were not so dark. What do I know? I’m not a history expert. “Also,
the Empire kept people within its borders from fighting with each other. I
think.” At that moment, what I actually thought is that I should have kept my
mouth shut.


“The Romans crushed all the people within their
borders,” she glared at me. “We didn’t need them.”


“OK,” I held up my hands. “Sorry, I shouldn’t have
said anything. You lived through that time, I didn’t. Every era has its own
issues,” I went with the lamest cliché I could think of. 



 

Anyway, in addition to watching TV and reading, we
rehearsed our plan for making Fleming cooperate with us. Most importantly, we
rehearsed how to bail out of the plan if anything went wrong. Something weird
was going on: every time I emphasized that we did not absolutely need to get
Nebuchadnezzar’s amulet, that it was not worth harming or killing anyone, or
even worth attracting attention from police, or from the sort of dangerous
people Fleming did business with, Duke became agitated. “Marduk is very
anxious to see the amulet,” He whined, his tail swishing low across the floor.


“Why is that?” I asked. “Can he tell you why it is
so important?”


“He still can’t talk yet. Most of the time, it’s
like he is fading away inside my head.”


“That’s not good,” I dropped down on one knee to
look into his brown eyes. “If he goes away, will you, you know? Go back to
being a regular dog?”


“I don’t know. I hope not. I get a lot more
treats now that I can talk.”


“I’m glad you are focused on what is truly
important.”


“Hey, I’m hungry. I was hungry before, but
I couldn’t tell anyone.”


“The whining and looking sad wasn’t you trying to
get food?”


“Well, it was, but it wasn’t as effective.”


“I’ll make a note of that.”


His eyes narrowed. “You say that, but you
never do.”


“Watch this,” pulling a cellphone from a pocket, I
pretended to tap on it, though the battery was removed. “I just made a note.”


“It’s about time. If I couldn’t talk to you
anymore, I would be sad. Talking with you is nice. It’s interesting. You know so
many things.”


“Thanks, I-”


“Most of the things you know are stupid,
but it’s funny to hear you talk,” his shoulders shook.


“Are you, laughing? I didn’t know dogs could
laugh.”


“We think things are funny, just like you do. We
show it in a different way.”


“Do you know any good dog jokes?”


“No. Do you?”


“Uh,” I stopped to consider before speaking.
Anything I said might insult him. “Dogs are so fierce, and smart and loyal, and
have so many other good qualities, that it’s hard to make  jokes about them.”


“That’s true.”


“Do dogs have jokes about humans?”


“We just don’t understand why you do most of the
dumb things you do. Like, you have a whole refrigerator full of food, why don’t
you eat it?”


“We are saving some of it to eat later?”


“What if,” his ears went back. “There is not a
later?”


“Then I will feel really stupid about not eating
that last slice of cheesecake.”


“If it helps, you could give it to me, and I’ll
eat it.”


“How about after tomorrow? You need to stay lean,
if you’re doing this agility thing.”


“Oh darn it. OK, I suppose you’re right. Hey, we
will get that amulet? It is all Marduk can think about right now.”


“You can’t talk with him, but you know what he is
thinking?”


“He is in my head, you know.”


“Good point.”


“It’s more like, I can feel what he is feeling. He
is frantic to see that amulet.”


“If he scratched a girl’s phone number into the
back of it, I have bad news for him.”


“Will you please be serious?” The dog asked me.


The dog was asking me to be serious.


“Sorry. Yes, we will do everything we can to get
the amulet,” I told him. I didn’t tell him that ‘everything we could do’ did
not include harming anyone. That did not mean we couldn’t threaten to
harm Fleming, and make that threat very believable.



 

Macarius felt differently about the amulet., and
he wasn’t happy about my attitude. “Kazimir,” he grabbed my shoulder, while we
took Duke out during a break in the rain showers. He let go immediately, just
wanting to get my attention. “I am concerned that you are not fully committed
to obtaining this amulet.”


“I am committed, and all we are doing is taking
a look at the thing.”


“Marduk wants it,” he insisted.


“He just wants to see it.”


“You do not believe that.”


“Probably not, but that’s what we’re starting
with.” There wasn’t anyone around us, so I used his real name. “Macarius, what
are you worried about? We are preparing to make this Fleming guy show us the
amulet.”


“We are not,” he stopped walking, forcing
me to yank on Duke’s leash. “What if he refuses? What are you prepared to do?”


“We are not killing anyone, if that’s what you’re
asking.”


“A dead man is of no use to us,” he agreed. Then,
“There are other ways to persuade him to cooperate.”


“Yeah, we are not doing any of that.”


He turned away. “As I said, you are not properly
committed to our cause.”


“Whoa,” I was pissed at him. Again. “Hey, look at
me when you say something like that. What is your problem?”


“I am here to help you save the world,
Kazimir.”


“Yeah, you just said the key word right there: help.
I am the wizard, damn it. This is my world, we are doing things my way.”


“If we fail to obtain the amulet, we might fail
altogether.”


Resisting the urge to roll my eyes at him, I
paused to take a breath. “We didn’t even know about this thing until a couple
days ago, and suddenly now you’re telling it is vital to stopping the
Convergence?”


“Gisele and I were not here until a few days ago.
Marduk was not here. I am not saying the amulet is important, Marduk is.
He is a wizard powerful enough to Send his spirit across thousands of years, a
master at the art of using magic, yet you doubt his word?”


The guy, I was forced to admit, had a good point.
Not that long ago, I was daydreaming while driving a stolen truck along a
lonely road in rural Indiana. Since the morning of the ambush, my life had
changed radically. Again. And again. And again.


Damn, I was getting sick of it. My parents were
apparently murdered. Sarah, whoever she was, clearly was murdered. Alicia too,
killed simply to make it clear to me that I had nowhere to go for help.


Sarah was helping me because she knew I am a
wizard. My parents? Maybe they knew, and had to be eliminated. Maybe they were
just in the way, because eventually they would discover my affinity for magic.


Alicia?


She was just an amazing young woman, who had a
fight with her parents and left home to live with friends. On her own for the
first time, having her first big adventure in life. She hadn’t known I am a
wizard, I never mentioned it to her, or to anyone other than Sarah. She didn’t
know that I’m wanted fugitive, or much of anything about my past. I hadn’t
volunteered information about myself, and she hadn’t asked. Well, one time she
sort of got curious about it, but she said she could wait until I was ready to
talk about it.


Alicia hadn’t done anything specific to help me.
She had just been my friend. More than a friend. A girlfriend, I guess. A guy I
worked with at the ski resort told me he heard from a girl, that Alicia was
saying she thought we had a future. Like, she was thinking about taking a trip
home, to tell her parents about us. She hadn’t said anything about it to me,
she didn’t want to scare me away.


Alicia hadn’t done anything.


Someone took her, to lure me from hiding. When I
didn’t respond, because I had already left the area and wasn’t paying attention
to the news, her kidnappers killed her. Murdered her and dumped the body, in a
place where it would quickly be found. Making a statement, sending a message,
to me. That-


“Kazimir,” Macarius started to say something.


“Not now, damn it,” I cut him off.


“We must-”


“Shut up, please.” What I needed was time
to think, not him blabbering on. Especially when I already knew what he would
say. He would say that we are, or I am, charged with the huge responsibility of
saving the world. That any time we did less than our utmost, any time our commitment
to the cause was less than absolute, we endangered the lives of every person in
our world.


Right, then, the only person I thought of was
Alicia.


I hadn’t saved her. Didn’t do anything to help her
at all. At the very least, I could have told her that I’m a fugitive, warned
her that both law enforcement and ruthless bad guys were looking for me. That
she should be careful. Would that have made a difference? I don’t know, but it
would have been doing something.


Hell. Maybe instead of always running, I should
have stayed to fight. To find out who is chasing me, even set a trap for them.
Yes, back then I wasn’t able to make magic do anything useful, but if killers
came for me, I could have fought back with non-magical means. Like, shot them
in the head.


Instead, I did nothing, and an innocent woman
died. For me.


“Duke,” I dropped on one knee, to look the dog in
the eyes. “Why does Marduk need that amulet?”


He answered without tilting his head back and
forth. “I don’t know. All I do know is he will not shut up about it,”
his mouth gaped in a jaw-stretching yawn. “I can’t get any sleep with him
yammering at me.”


“It’s important, then.”


“To him, it is the only thing,” Duke said.


“All right,” I stood up. “Macarius, I am sorry if
I gave you the impression that I am less than absolutely committed to this, to,
what we are doing. We will get that amulet. You have to trust that this needs
to be done my way, agreed?”


“I am at your service, wizard.”



 


 

One item on my To Do list to prepare for meeting
Fleming was to get a car. The three, I mean four, of us couldn’t show up at the
dog park without a car. We also couldn’t drive the RV, it was too distinctive
and I didn’t want Fleming or his bodyguard to see the actual vehicle we drove
around. That meant acquiring, or at least borrowing, a car or truck.



 

Instead, I stole a minivan. Hey, it was available,
and the owner hated driving the thing, so he wasn’t going to get depressed
about me borrowing it for a couple days. Really, I intended to return the
thing, even fill up the gas tank. A full tank of gas would probably double the
value of that POS.


It was a Chrysler minivan, a faded blue with worn
seats. No kiddie seat, so I wouldn’t be depriving a child of transportation. The
way I stole it was quick and simple, no fancy hacking required. I waited in the
parking lot of a gym around 5:30, when the after work crowd was streaming in.
While I pretended to be tying a shoe or talking on a phone, I waited for a
prospect. Too many shiny new SUVs and trucks that had security systems, and
likely also had an anti-theft tracking tag somewhere I couldn’t easily find and
remove. Then the minivan pulled in and a young guy got out, slamming the door.
It didn’t latch the first time, so he kicked it, a sour expression on his face.
His keys had a piece of red fabric attached, like a tag. Following him into the
gym, I signed up for a one day pass while I watched him hang his keys on a
pegboard near the treadmills. My first action was to go into the bathrooms at
the back of the gym, taking my time washing my hands. I walked out of the
bathroom, pretended to answer my phone, and shook my head like my workout was
being interrupted. On the way out, I saw the minivan driver was over at the
free weights, so I grabbed his keys off the pegboard and walked out, having a
pretend conversation on the phone and giving the desk clerk a wave.


Score. We had a minivan.


Seriously, I only needed it for a short time, then
I would leave it in a parking lot, with the keys under a floor mat. And with
the original license plate attached.


No, I do not feel good about being a thief. Trust
me, no one would feel good about stealing that thing. After I, you know, Save
The World, the owner of that minivan does not have to thank me.


He should thank me for the air freshener I hung
from the mirror. I mean, the interior of that thing smelled funky.



 








CHAPTER TWENTY FIVE



 

With a rain jacket over my hoodie and wearing a
baseball cap, I parked the minivan at the dog park. Three other cars were
there, with three dogs enjoying the park and their people setting up the
agility courses. I let Duke out, still on a leash, walking along the fence so
he could sniff and get used to seeing the other dogs. One of the people waved
to me, I waved back and opened the gate. Duke was straining at the leash so I
crouched down to look at him eye to eye. “Can you play nice with these dogs?”


“Yes,” he huffed, trying to get away from me while
he watched the three dogs racing around the fence line.


“Will you be nice?”


“Yes.” His eyes darted away from the dogs to lock
with mine for a second. “I promise. Let me go.”


“If you screw this up, we don’t get the amulet,
you understand?”


“I said yes.”


“Show me how good and calm you are, while we walk
over to the nice lady.”


“Fine.”


Keeping him on a tight leash, I walked over to a
woman who was directing the guys who were setting up obstacles. “Hi, I’m Matt,
and this is Duke. He’s friendly, is it OK if I let him loose?”


She had a pained look on her face. “We will be
training for agility trials.”


“We’ll stay out of the way,” I assured her, as a
sort of black short-haired terrier dog ran over to Duke and sniffed at him.
Duke stood rigidly still, tail and head high, while he endured the sniffing.
“Are you going to be nice?” I asked.


“I told you yes. Can you let me go please?”


The woman laughed. “I didn’t know that breed was
so talkative.”


That she heard Duke whining, but didn’t understand
it as speech, settled one of my fears. “He knows how to get what he wants.”


“Stormy likes him,” she pointed to her dog, who
was wagging its tail.


Giving Duke’s leash some slack, I let him sniff
Stormy the terrier, who wasn’t bothered by the attention. Without warning,
Stormy barked at Duke then raced away, so I unclipped the leash.


Duke was larger and heavier than the three agility
dogs, who were two terriers and a Jack Russell. There is a lesson for life, I
suppose. Duke could have beat up any of the other dogs, even all three of them.
But, because he was the big dog, if he wanted to keep the play going, he had to
be gentle and nice. The dogs weren’t play fighting, just racing around chasing
each other. When he got to the other two dogs, Duke stood still, letting them
sniff him, until on some unspoken signal, they mutually decided everything was
cool and it was time for fun. It was comical to watch Duke try to follow
the smaller dogs, they were fast and could make quick turns that Duke’s longer
legs couldn’t match. The other dogs knew how to navigate obstacles that were
confusing to Duke, he hesitated to go over or under some of the obstacles, and
balked at others. Finally, the woman politely hinted that it was time to walk their
dogs through the course, so I took the hint and called Duke to me. “Was that
fun?” I asked as I clipped his leash back on.


“It was,” he panted. “The best. We,”
another pause for breath. “Gotta do this again!”


“We will, I promise.”


“Really?”


“Yes. It was great, seeing you having so much fun.
Sometimes I forget that you are a dog, you know? You need to do dog things.”


We walked away from the park, me holding a
cellphone like I was on a call. When we were out of sight down the road, we
walked through the woods over to where Macarius and Gisele were waiting, behind
a screen of bushes. Then we waited. The agility people were there for more than
an hour, they were joined by people with two other dogs, taking advantage of
the nice weather. The ground had dried out from the rain, and the forecast
called for almost seventy degrees that afternoon. You know it is springtime when
in fifty five degree weather, people took off their jackets and wore
short-sleeved shirts. It’s like, if you know it will be sunny and warm later,
the chilly morning temperature feels warm. The same conditions in October or
November would have people wearing sweaters. Maybe Duke is right, and humans
are stupid.



 

It was getting close to the time I expected
Fleming to arrive, if he was coming that day. As soon as the last car left the
parking lot, Gisele and Macarius ran to the park, through the gate and over to
the far side. Macarius had the metal detector, but they just waited for my
signal. Since Fleming might be driving a different vehicle, the knights needed
me to tell them whether someone arriving was our target. Duke and I waited on
the road, like we were walking to the park from one of the surrounding homes.
There weren’t a lot of houses in the area, and the walk wasn’t convenient, but
it wasn’t so unusual to be suspicious. It was a pain in the ass, every time I
heard a car, we had to start walking toward the park entrance driveway, then
turn around and walk back when I saw Fleming wasn’t in the vehicle. That only
happened twice, it was mid-morning on a weekday and the neighborhood didn’t
have a lot of traffic at that time.


The third car was the Range Rover I had seen two
days before. Apparently, that was either Fleming’s daily ride, or the vehicle
he used to transport Dasher The Wonder Dog. As the car went by, I didn’t wave
or show any indication that I cared, just walked Duke along the road toward the
entrance.


Duke had demonstrated he could be nice to other
dogs, and showed me he enjoyed it. Loved it. The wild card in our plan
was not the dog. It was the acting talents of the two knights, and mostly, the
temperament of Macarius. If I needed him to do some Jack Reacher or Jason
Bourne sort of violent thing, there was no worry about him being able to handle
it. Asking him to not be his usual scary self? That’s what I didn’t know if he
could handle. The talk we had, about him needing to tone down his instinctive
righteousness, ended with him saying he understood why he had to do as I
asked, for the good of our overall goals. That didn’t mean he actually did
appreciate how serious I was about the need to avoid behavior that got noticed,
or that he even could control his instincts. The guy was chosen to be Sent
because of his skills and dedication as a warrior, I figured that meant one of
his best qualities was being a hardass. Flipping the ‘Off’ switch on that kind
of training couldn’t be easy.


Especially to a guy who had no concept of an ‘Off’
switch.


The plan was for the knights to wait and do
nothing, until they heard a car splash through the big puddle at the driveway
entrance. At that point, they were to begin their act together, and wait for my
signal. When I came around the corner to where I could see the field of the dog
park, Fleming’s car was stopped but the engine was still running, brake lights
on. The bodyguard was out of the car, passenger door open, checking out the
scene. On the other side of the field, Gisele and Macarius were walking slowly
along the fence, both looking at the ground, him sweeping the metal detector
back and forth in low arcs in front of him. They were walking away from the
parking lot so their faces could only be seen in profile, and they both were
wearing baseball caps. Did the bodyguard buy that the treasure-seeking couple
were harmless?


The bodyguard walked over to the driver’s side of
the Range Rover, where the window rolled down and the two men exchanged words. The
engine shut off, brake lights went dark and Fleming got out, turning to see me
and Duke. I waved at him, giving him just a brief glanced, no extended eye
contact. Keeping it casual, as I kicked sticks out of the way as I walked up
the driveway. “Hi,” I waved to Fleming, as he opened the back hatch to let
Dasher out. “Is your dog friendly? This is Duke,” I pointed, as Duke
unexpectedly sat down next to me, being the perfect obedient dog.


“I get a treat for this, right?” He asked, and I
waved a hand for him to be quiet. Fleming couldn’t understand Duke was actually
talking, but he might be nervous about allowing Dasher around a strange dog
that was whining.


Sure enough Fleming got a grip on Dasher’s collar,
holding his dog back. “We are here to do agility training,” he said in a voice
that was less than friendly. Probably hoping I would take the hint to get lost.


Spoiler alert: I did not take the hint. “Cool!”
Standing up on my toes to get a better view of the field, I pretended to be
noticing the obstacles for the first time. “Do you mind if we watch? We can
stay out of the way. I’ve never seen an agility course. We’re staying at my
sister’s house,” I pointed back toward the road. “For a few days, she suggested
I take Duke here for exercise. He, uh, has too much energy if he doesn’t get
exercise.”


Fleming looked at Duke, who was sitting perfectly
still, being the very model of an obedient dog. He shared a glance with his
bodyguard, then nodded toward me. Probably wanting to show off his dog to
someone new. “Sure. This is Dasher,” he released his dog. Naturally, he
introduced his dog without giving me his own name, I had done the same. Dasher
sat next to Fleming, looking up for a signal. With a flick of a finger, Fleming
gave his dog permission to come over to sniff at Duke, who stood and swished
his tail high.


The two dogs sniffed each other from nose to tail,
gathering whatever information they needed. Apparently Duke passed the test,
for Dasher ran off toward the gate, Duke loping along behind. Fleming got there
first, opening the gate so the dogs could squeeze through. Dasher led the way,
not using the obstacles, just running a circuit of the field just inside the
fence, with Duke close behind. When they raced past the two knights, Gisele
gave an Oscar-worthy performance of clinging onto Macarius, like she was afraid
of the animals. The dogs ignored the knights, focused on having their own fun.


As the dogs approached us, I held out my hand.
“Should I keep Duke here?”


“No,” Fleming smiled, a genuine smile. The guy
might be a greedy scumbag, but he loved his dog. “It’s good for Dasher to warm
up first.”


“OK. Duke,” I gestured to the other end of the
field, “go!”


He took off, Dasher right behind him. Damn, when
dogs run, they run, flat-out, as fast as they possibly can. And they do
it for fun. Children do that also. There’s a lesson for adults in there,
instead of grinding out an exercise session on a treadmill, maybe we should
just do something we enjoy. Exercise like no one’s watching, that sort of
thing.


Step One was complete. I was standing next to
Fleming, and he was relaxed. His bodyguard, who I had named ‘Smiley’ because he
had absolutely no expression, even when two obviously joyous dogs raced past
him, was standing near the entrance gate, where he could see cars as they
turned off the road.


Time for Step Two. Reaching up, I took off my
baseball cap, ran a hand through my hair, and tugged the cap back on. Macarius
was focused on sweeping the metal detector across the ground so he didn’t
notice me giving the signal, but Gisele saw. She didn’t acknowledge, just kept
walking beside Macarius, arms folded across her chest, bent over as she
pretended to look for something on the ground.


Ten seconds later, as we had planned, she pulled
out her phone, showed it to Macarius, pointed to the bodyguard, and said
something we couldn’t hear. Macarius shook his head and spoke louder, still not
clearly enough to be heard. She stomped away, shaking her head, he grabbed her
arm and they had a heated argument, right in each other’s faces.


“How long have you been doing this agility thing?”
I asked, to keep Fleming’s attention off the knights. He had waved for Dasher
to come back, fortunately while his dog was obeying, he wasn’t doing it with any
particular enthusiasm. That might have been because both dogs were panting,
with their tongues hanging out as they trotted toward us.


“About two years. I started just to give Dasher a
good workout, but he loves it. We’re in a group that runs competitions during
the summer months.”


“That sounds fun. I don’t think Duke is ready for
that sort of thing.”


“You have to be careful, a dog can be injured if
you take the training too fast.”


As we were speaking, the knights approached Smiley
the friendly bodyguard, Gisele in front, Macarius slinging the metal detector
over a shoulder and hurrying after her. “Susan,” he called after her, loud
enough for everyone to hear. “I’m sure these people have not seen your
bracelet.”


“You don’t know that,” she shot back over
her shoulder, her face in a decent mask of anger. In one hand, she had my cellphone,
the one that actually worked. “Hello,” she held up the phone screen toward
Smiley, it should have been showing a photo of a diamond bracelet that I found
on the internet. Smiley wasn’t relaxed but he also wasn’t on alert, he believed
the situation was what it appeared to be: a couple bickering over a lost piece
of jewelry. “I think that I dropped this bracelet here yesterday,” she stopped
a few feet away from Smiley. “If you see it, I would appreciate-”


In one smooth motion, Macarius let the metal detector
fall to the ground as he reached into his jacket and pulled a pistol from a
shoulder holster, aiming it at Smiley’s chest. At the same time, I drew my
Glock and had it jammed into Fleming’s ribs before he could react. “Hold!” I
raised my other hand. “Nobody move, and nobody gets hurt! We just want to
talk,” I emphasized my words by pressing the Glock into Fleming’s side harder.
“Phillip, tell your guard dog over there not to do anything stupid. Your
bodyguard, I mean,” I added to prevent a misunderstanding.”


“John,” Fleming licked his lips like they had gone
dry, which they probably had. “Do what they say.”


“Susan,” I prompted Gisele, using her current fake
name. Keeping to the side so she didn’t get between Macarius and the guy I
still thought of as Smiley, she waited until Macarius had his pistol four feet
away from the bodyguard’s chest. Close enough that he couldn’t miss if he
pulled the trigger, and Smiley knew it. Far enough away that no amount of ninja
craziness would get the gun away from the knight, and Smiley knew that also.


What he did not expect, what I didn’t expect, was
for Gisele to freelance a bit. Stepping behind the bodyguard, she extracted a
knife from inside her jacket and held it to his throat. “In case you are still
thinking of doing something stupid,” she whispered in his ear. To the guy’s
credit, he acted like a professional, relaxing and keeping his hands out in
front of him, while she patted him down. A pistol was in a holster on his right
shoulder, that was interesting. He was lefthanded.


“I’ve got his piece,” she said to me, making me
consider that maybe she had already watched too many episodes of Law &
Order.


“Keep going,” Macarius instructed, not taking his
focus off the other man’s eyes. “He might have an ankle holster.”


While I thought Macarius was being a bit too
enthusiastic about his job, he was right. Gisele found a subcompact pistol in
an ankle holster, it looked like a Glock26. She also came away with not one but
two cellphones, a smart watch, and a knife that had been in a sheath on his
left hip. Unless the bodyguard had equipment I didn’t know about, he was
essentially disarmed.


Fleming didn’t have a weapon, at least not on him,
and I took his phone and car keys. “Let’s go,” I gestured toward the Range
Rover.


“Where are we going?” Smiley spoke for the first
time.


“Somewhere we can talk,” I pushed Fleming in front
of me, herding him toward the gate. “All I want is to talk, and to see
something you have.”


“What?” The bogus art dealer asked, walking slower
than I wanted.


“Not here,” I jabbed the Glock into his back.
“Call your dog, we’re taking him with us.”


He stopped walking abruptly. “You are not-”


“I’m not going to hurt Dasher, we can’t leave him
here, right? Neither of us want him to run after us and get hit by a car. We
won’t hurt you either, if you cooperate.”


He called his dog, and Dasher trotted over to us
with Duke by his side. Dasher was anxious, he knew something was wrong, partly
because we stopped at the minivan instead of the Range Rover. Why? Because I didn’t
want to put Fleming and his professional security guy in their own car. The
Range Rover could have surprises like the pistol in the glove box, or
cellphones in the map pockets on the back of both front seats. More dangerous
would be if Fleming had equipped his car with a panic button somewhere, a
button he or Smiley could lean against or press with a foot, that would bring
backup. His car certainly had a navigation system, possibly also a beacon that
transmitted its location. Maybe even cause the engine to shut off after a few
minutes. That’s the sort of thing a professional criminal would have a plan to
counter. Amateurs like me could only put the guy in a vehicle I knew did not
have any hidden James Bond gadgets.


When we reached the minivan, Gisele got the back
hatch open for the dogs, Dasher knew that was his signal to jump in. There was
plenty of room for Duke also, so that was good. If I had only been able to
obtain a small vehicle, the backup plan was for Macarius and Duke to take
Smiley into the woods and wait for us to come back. As it was, we could all
easily fit into the minivan. Gisele helped me get Fleming in the front
passenger seat, buckling his seat belt. Safety first, and I didn’t want to
listen to an alarm going ding ding ding at me. I got in next, she shut
the back hatch on the dogs, and Smiley went in the back seat.


Macarius had his pistol pressed against the
bodyguard’s stomach, aimed so that if he pulled the trigger, the bullet
wouldn’t go through and strike Gisele or the dogs. Smiley cooperated, let us zip
tie his wrists, and kept hands on his knees, while Fleming smartly also kept
his hands in sight. I drove with my right hand, holding the Glock with my left
across my lap, aimed at Fleming. The whole setup was not something I’d been trained
for, it just seemed smart. Meaning, I was guessing. Like I said, I am far from
a criminal mastermind, I must have missed those classes in the high school I
didn’t go to. The truth was, while my Glock was loaded, the pistol Macarius
held against Smiley was empty. There had been an argument when I declared he
wasn’t getting a loaded gun, he was angry and insulted about it, and I didn’t
care. The plan was to threaten, to intimidate, but not to harm anyone. Despite
Marduk’s anxiety about seeing the old amulet, I wasn’t willing to shoot anyone
over an ancient trinket.


I drove down the road for five minutes, pulling
over in a quiet neighborhood. “This is where we talk,” I said, turning my back
to the door so I could see both Fleming and Smiley. On my phone I had a photo
of the amulet, I held it up so Fleming could see it, while I looked at his eyes
and kept Smiley in my side vision. “We want to see this. Before you tell me you
don’t have it, we know you do. By ‘we’, I mean people you do not want to mess
with. When you got into this business, Robert,” I used his real name.
“You got yourself into more trouble than you can handle. We don’t care about
any of the other junk you have in your collection, just this one piece. You let
us examine it, and you can go on with your life. Although you may want to take
my advice and consider a different line of work.”


“You want to see it? Why?”


“One of my associates is an expert on
antiquities,” I told him, not mentioning the fact the our ‘expert’ was the dog.
“We need to know if it is connected to something else that the people who
employ us are interested in. Very interested.”


Fleming sighed, a bit too dramatically. “You could
simply have made an appointment to examine the piece.”


“Right, because you’re a very friendly guy who
loves showing off all your illegally obtained stuff. Where is it?”


“That’s a problem. The piece is at my gallery,
people will be there.”


“He’s lying,” Macarius said, not taking his eyes
off Smiley. “Susan, get your knife, this guy needs some persuasion.”


Fleming flinched, but the guy didn’t lose his
nerve. “Nice try, tough guy. This is about money,” he turned to look back at
me. “I’ve dealt with people a lot more scary than the three of you, so-”


“You’re wrong,” I shook my head. “Me? I’m not
scary. Mark here, he is. This is not about money to him. Mark is a
fanatic, a true believer. He sees everything in black and white, and you are on
the wrong side of that ledger. He would slice your fingers off, one knuckle at
a time, one finger at a time, until you tell us what we want to know.” I paused
to remind myself that while I wasn’t sure whether the stupid amulet was worth
committing violence, Marduk was sure of it. “Listen, Phillip, you have a
family. Children. You have something to live for. You might have dealt with
some scary people before. Columbian cartels. Jamaicans. Whoever. You know what
they all have in common? For them, it is all about money, and that makes
them at least somewhat predictable. For Mark, this is a religious thing. He’s
on a mission from God, and you are his enemy. When you are selling stolen
paintings or whatever, I don’t care about that, and neither does Mark. But that
amulet? You have gotten in way over your head. You didn’t know it then, I’m
telling you now. Do you want to keep all your fingers, so you can teach your
sons to throw a baseball? Tell us what we want to know. Or, I can let Mark do
what he does best, and-”


“Wait,” Fleming held up his hands, making me
nervous and I let him know by pulling the Glock back with one hand while
gesturing with the other.


“Hands back in your lap,” I ordered. “You get one
chance to get this right, so do you want to revise your answer?”


Fleming’s eyes darted from me to Smiley.


“Mister Fleming,” the bodyguard looked his
employer straight in the eye. “I suggest you do what they say. This is more
heat than we prepared for.”


“It’s at home,” Fleming sighed. “I keep things
like the amulet at home.”


“That sounds risky,” I told him.


He shrugged. “It’s in a safe place. Let’s get this
over with, please.”



 


 

His house was a mansion, although the definition
of that word had been cheapened by the proliferation of ‘McMansions’ across the
country in the past couple decades. The property was not a giant French
chateau, or the kind of palatial estate in England where the Royal Dukes of
Frothinghamptondale had lived for sixteen generations. It was just a nice large
brick home in a fancy neighborhood, with circular driveways in front, some
having fountains in the center of the circle. His place was made of a light
beige brick, two stories, with a complicated roofline and a metal roof. I knew
from working construction that standing seam roofs like that are expensive. The
upside is those roofs last a very long time. They are also good for installing
solar panels, the supports can be clamped to the seams instead of penetrating
through to create a potential path for leaks. That is pretty much all my
knowledge of solar power, I had helped to put them up, but someone else
designed the capacity and hooked up the electrical connections.


The manicured landscaping provided privacy in the
front, and it looked like the property backed up to a wooded area. A
landscaping crew had been there recently,  all the bushes were neatly pruned, dead leaves
raked off the lawn, a fresh coat of dark mulch in all the beds. He had good
taste in landscaping, it looked natural rather than everything laid out in
rigid patterns. Same with the house. It was large and from the research I’d
done on the internet, I knew it was built in the 1970s and extensively
remodeled after he bought it. The place could have been a lot more fancy, and
clearly the guy had the money to make it spectacular, but he didn’t. The
message I got was the house was not for show, it was his home. Why did he need
such a big house, if he lived alone? Probably for making it fun when his
children were visiting.


Or so he had plenty of room to store stolen
artifacts.


Anyway, I pulled the minivan around the side, in
front of the three-bay garage, and shut off the engine. If any neighbors saw
the old vehicle, they would think we’re the cleaning lady. “Keys to the house,”
I held out my free hand.


Slowly, Fleming reached into a pocket and gave me
a set of keys. “You’ll need the alarm code, it’s eleven oh one.”


Actually, I didn’t need keys to the house at all.
There was a keypad next to the garage, tapping on the four-digit code unlocked
the house, and I selected the door in front of the Suburban. As we rehearsed in
the motel room, Gisele got out first, then she instructed Smiley to put his
hands behind him and turn in the seat while she attached the zip ties I had
bought at a hardware store. Because I am not a monster, the zip ties were
wrapped in duct tape so they wouldn’t cut into the skin. If Smiley appreciated
our thoughtfulness, he didn’t say anything.


Fleming led the way into the house, me right
behind with the Glock pressed into his back. When we went into the living room,
with its big windows looking out over the backyard, I grinned. “Got it. I know
where you keep your secret stash,” I said.


It was true. The rear of the house was shaped like
a ‘U’, with two single-story wings extending back on each side. There was a
patio with one of those propane-fueled firepits, furniture covered with neat
tarps, and off to one side, a brick structure that looked like a grill and
maybe a pizza oven. I helped build a pizza oven once in Pennsylvania, it was
the sort of thing that the homeowner might use once in ten years. You can buy a
lot of pizza for that amount of money. Hell, if you’re having a big party, you
can hire a food truck to make pizzas. It’s a good thing that rich people have
lots of money, because they seem to waste a lot of money on stupid things.


How did I know the location of his secret stash? I
had two pieces of information. Seeing the free-form pool off to one side in the
backyard, beyond the grill area. And the overhead photo of the property I had
seen in an online map. That photo must have been a couple years old, before
Fleming bought it and did major work. Back then, a rectangular pool filled half
the space inside the ‘U’, where the patio is now. Where the patio tiles formed
a nice, flat, even surface.


“You didn’t fill in the old pool,” I told him,
feeling pleased with myself. “You constructed a room in the pit, and put a
reinforced roof over it.”


Fleming grunted, then nodded. “Good guess. Do you
know how to get in that vault, smart guy?”


“I don’t have to. You’re going to open it for me.”



 

We walked down into the basement. A staircase
without a door at the top led a curved path down, under the staircase to the
top floor. At the bottom were French doors, a nice feature to prevent sound
from the basement from disturbing the people on the main level. Down there he
had a big screen TV, a bar with its own TV, and a pool table. It was nice. I
could live in a place like that. There were a couple rooms off the party space;
a full bath, plus closets. And a wine cellar.


“Through there,” I nudged him toward the wine
cellar. That had to be the access to the secret vault, it was in the proper
location.


I was right. While Gisele zip tied Smiley’s ankles
to a chair, Fleming led me into the wine cellar, walking to the rack at the
end. “I’m going to use the thermostat,” he told me. “It’s not a trick, that’s
actually the keypad that controls the hidden door.”


“It had better not be a trick,” I tried not to
sound like a gangster in a bad movie.


“Listen, whoever you are, whoever you’re working
for, I just want this over with, OK?” He tapped on the programmable thermostat,
and there was a metallic ‘click’ sound from the far end of the room. “Now I
have to swing the wine rack out of the way.”


It was a cool setup. Instead of the rack swinging
open on wheels, that would eventually leave marks in the floor, the whole thing
was on a smoothly-operating hinge. With the wood rack of wine out of the way,
he stepped forward and pushed on the tiled wall. It moved inward. Heavy but
also smooth, the whole thing had been done right. It must have cost Fleming a
lot of money. I wonder if he had told people it was for a bomb shelter or
something like that. However he got it built, I’m sure it was without permits.
There is no point to having a secret vault, if the county has a
publicly-available record of it.


The vault was at the end of a concrete-lined
corridor about ten feet long, with  two
strips of LED lighting along the ceiling. Out of a pocket I took a small
flashlight and had it ready, in case Fleming somehow turned the lights off. The
vault itself was somewhat underwhelming. Maybe I was expecting it to be chrome
display shelves with sleek lighting, but it was just, meh. The concrete walls
were painted a light blue, like the corridor, likely a moisture barrier paint.
Sturdy shelves lined both sides, with a stainless steel table in the middle. On
the shelves were boxes, either wood, metal, plastic or even cardboard, with
hand-lettered stickers on each box, a series of numbers and letters. Fleming
might be using a cataloguing system only he could understand. It wasn’t like
each box had a helpful label like ‘Stolen Picasso Painting’. The room was not
for show, it was only for Fleming himself.


“Where is the amulet?” I prompted him, nervous
because despite me having a gun, we were on his turf. He might have a box
boobytrapped, or the access code he gave me might also have triggered an alarm.
He wouldn’t risk notifying the police, or a security company, but it was
possible he had a connection to people who could be major problems for me.


“It’s in this box,” he lifted a small, polished
wood box off a shelf. It wasn’t big enough to conceal a handgun, unless it was
smaller than a subcompact.


Regardless, I placed the muzzle of the Glock on
the back of his neck. “Easy. Open it slowly, and away from us.”


He followed orders without even a shrug. The guy
really did want it over with, to cut his losses and get on with his day. “See?”
he turned the open box around. “Here it is.” Looping one finger inside the gold
chain that went through a hole at the top of the amulet, he picked it up,
walking carefully, and set it in a bright pool of light on the metal table. “Is
your expert going to examine it?”


“Yes.” He expected me to call Macarius, or Gisele,
but I surprised him. “Duke? Duke, come in here! Susan, call Duke, please.”


She called to him, and I heard dog nails on the
wood stairs, then he padded into the vault, with Dasher at his heels. “Where
did you go? You were supposed to stay with me,” I scolded him.


“Dasher has chew toys,” he looked up at me
accusingly. “How come I don’t have cool stuff like that?”


Ignoring the question, I held the amulet by the
chain. “Is this the right piece?”


Duke sniffed at it, and his tail wagged excitedly.
“Marduk says it is! We need it, please please please.”


Fleming was astonished, and fearful that he was
being held prisoner by a lunatic. “The dog authenticates the piece for
you?”


“Duke is trained to identify certain scents. This
piece was stored in the presence of something my employers lost, something that
was taken from them,” I knew there needed to be an explanation for why a dog
was involved. My cover story is pretty clever, right?


“Scents, like, drugs?” Fleming asked, clearly
buying my cover story. Score one for me.


“That is not your concern. Where did the amulet
come from?”


“If you’re inquiring about the provenance of the piece,
I don’t have any information.”


“Provenance?”


He sighed, and rolled his eyes. Actually rolled
his eyes at me, while I was pointing a loaded gun at him. The guy had guts.
“That term refers to the history of a piece. Who made it, when and where. The
subsequent documented chain of legitimate ownership, which can extend back
hundreds of years. For a historical artifact like the amulet, where it was
found, and the circumstances.”


“Like, was it discovered as part of an authorized
archeology dig, or did someone rob a grave?”


“Exactly. For a piece like that, the chaos in Iraq
over the past couple decades has been a boom to, let’s call it ‘amateur
excavations’.”


“Tomb raiders.”


“With considerably less style than Lara Croft.
These tomb raiders only care about the money.”


“You don’t?”


He shrugged. “I don’t see any point to artifacts
wasting away in the collection of a museum, where most of the time they sit in
a box, in a basement or back room. Out of public view. My clients appreciate
the value of such artifacts, they want to see them, and enjoy them every day.”


“Or they are used as currency by criminal gangs.”


“We don’t all have a choice who we do business
with. Your employers, for example.”


“It would be healthier for you if we leave them
out of this. Let’s go back to the provenance issue. Where did you get
this amulet? Who sold it to you?”


He folded his arms across his chest. “I am not
revealing that information. Your friend out there can’t make me change my mind.
If I am indiscrete about my clients, I am a dead man.”


“Fair enough,” I shrugged.


That surprised him. “Really? You’re, just going to
let it go?”


“The people I work for aren’t upset with you,
they’re not interested in you. You are just a middleman, trying to earn
a living. We understand that. Let me give you a piece of advice, though, OK? In
the future, don’t do business with,” I held up the amulet, “whoever sold you
this thing.”


“I didn’t buy the amulet, I took it in trade.” Now
that he wasn’t in fear for his life, the adrenaline rush was wearing off, and
he wanted to talk. Talking, to burn off nervous energy. Or he was just pissed
off at whoever he got the amulet from, for getting him into such trouble. “It
was weird, I should have known something was off about that deal,” he clenched
his fists.


“What do you mean?” Now that I had the amulet, my
instincts were telling me to get the hell out of there ASAP. My curiosity, and
a little voice in the back of my head, were telling me that information about
where the amulet came from might be important.


“The client,” he looked me in the eye for just a
second. “That’s all I will say about, that party. A client.”


“I understand.”


“They were weird,” he added, an odd thing for a
guy who just said he would not talk about his client. “They wanted to trade
that amulet, and a half dozen other pieces from the same area and era, for a
bunch of stuff that is just not that valuable.”


“Copies of ‘Dogs Playing Poker’?”


He laughed. “Not quite. The client specifically
wanted artifacts from the Hopewell Culture, or the earlier Adena Culture.
Native American,” he explained. “Pre-Columbian,” he added. “You might have
heard of them as the Mound Builders.”


“Oh, yeah. They built that big mound shaped like a
snake, in Pennsylvania?”


“You’re thinking of the Serpent Mound, in Ohio.
Yes, the same peoples. My client was, possibly still is, interested in
acquiring artifacts from those cultures. Very specific pieces,” he shook his
head. “I went through a lot of effort and expense to assemble a collection, but
the client only wanted a few items. Very much wanted those items, the artifacts
they traded, like that amulet, are far more valuable. They even told me to keep
the rest of my collection, didn’t want any of it.”


“Collection, like what? Arrowheads?” I made that
my best guess, since I didn’t know much about ancient native American culture.
Pretty much didn’t know anything, in fact.


“Spear points,” he reached for a box before I
could tell him not to move. It was just a clear plastic container, the kind you
store food in. Except that container wasn’t stained by tomato sauce, like my
plastic kitchen containers always are. “Like these,” he popped open the lid and
lifted out a stone point, holding it out to me. “The bow and arrow were not
widely used in North America until around 500 AD. Before that, the natives used
spears.”


“Set it on the table, please. You don’t want to
make me nervous, now that we have such a nice working relationship.”


“I appreciate the warning.” He set the spear point
down gently.


It looked like any other stone arrowhead I had
ever seen, though I had never touched one. And it was larger. “Made of flint?”
I guessed.


“Yes. Fine work. They were made without metal
tools.”


“Huh.” In the box were other spear points. As I
was about to nudge the plastic box across the table away from me, something
made me stop. The spear points were cool, and there were other partly broken
artifacts that might have been pipes, for they had holes from one end to the
other. Impulsively, I selected a smaller spear point that was partially broken,
and tucked it in a pocket. “Thanks for the souvenir. I will treasure it as
memento of our time together.”


He shook his head but laughed. “I suppose you’re
taking the amulet also?”


“Consider it a finder’s fee.”


“For what?”


“For finding a reason Mark shouldn’t tear your
head off.”


“If that’s the best deal I can get-”


“It is.”


“I’ll take your word for it.”



 

We zip tied him to a chair, telling him that if
his bodyguard couldn’t free both of them in five minutes, then Smiley should
seek other employment. Before leaving, I gave Dasher several biscuits, allowed
Duke to take one chew toy from his new friend, and finally I slashed a tire on
one of the two cars in the garage. A Mercedes convertible had a tire sidewall
punctured, but I just couldn’t harm the classic red and white C2 Corvette he
had under a cover. I would love to have a car like that, and since it was still
up on blocks for winter storage, he would not be able to use it quickly to
follow us.


As I backed the minivan out of the driveway, Duke
stuck his head between the front seats. “Hey, can we come back tomorrow, so I
can play with Dasher? He has a fantastic backyard.”


“He-” I was so startled that I hit the brakes.
“Dasher talked with you? Oh my G-”


“Duh, no. I saw his backyard. It looks
uh-MAY-zing.”


“Oh.” I hit the gas pedal to continue up the
driveway. “I thought you said-”


“Dogs can’t talk,” he said with an unspoken ‘Duh’.


“Got it. It’s just-”


“Sometimes,” he squinted at me. “I wonder about
your grip on reality, you know?”


“Yeah,” I muttered. “Me too. Sorry, no, we can’t
come back here.”


“But Dasher is my friend!”


“He is, but his person is not our friend,”
I swung the minivan out into the road, shifted from Reverse into Drive, and
accelerated to get away from Fleming’s neighborhood.


Duke slunk into the back seat, curling up into a
ball, miserable. “How come I never get to have any fun?”


“I’m sorry.”


“Was I a bad dog?”


“You were an outstanding dog,” I assured
him. “Did you enjoy the dog park? Uh, the place where you met Dasher, and the
other dogs?”


Lifting his head, he was excited again. “Yes! That
was great!”


“Then I promise to take you to a dog park. Just
not that one, OK?”


“Why not? Is this a stupid human thing?”


“Unfortunately, it is. Hey, I think we should
celebrate tonight. I will get four steaks for dinner.”


“Wow!” he stood up on the seat, tail wagging high
in the air. “Four steaks? What will you be eating?”


“I will get four steaks, one for each of
us,” I explained, as Gisele in the passenger seat hid her face in her hands,
laughing. In the mirror, I could see that even Macarius had a grin across his
face. “Gisele, Macarius, that was great. Very professional.”


“That was fun,” Gisele took off her
baseball cap and rearranged her bangs. “What is next, Kazimir?”


“Next, I drop the three of you near the motel, you
can walk there. I will ditch this minivan in a parking lot,” I had scouted
several locations that didn’t have security cameras. “When I am back to the
motel, we are getting out of town.”


“Where are we going?” Macarius asked.


That was a good question. We had the amulet, for
whatever that was worth. We could not risk trying to get fake IDs for the
knights, at least not in that area. The real question was not what to do tomorrow,
but what should I be doing with my life? Apparently, I was responsible
for stopping a Convergence, for saving the world. My first task should probably
be learning how to do that.


Without having any idea where I could get that
information. It wasn’t available anywhere that I knew of.


Except-


Someone knew about portals, and Convergences. My
adversaries, the ones who killed my parents, and Sarah, and Alicia. The people
who were hunting for me. Sure, most of them were probably just hired guns.
Maybe all of them. But the people who sent them after me, they knew
about the Convergence, that’s why they wanted to kill me. So I wouldn’t be able
to stop them.


They certainly weren’t going to volunteer to give
me any information I could use.


That’s OK. I was done with asking politely.


Maybe it was time for me to stop running. To start
hunting them.


“We will go to an RV park tonight. After that, I
don’t know. We’ll figure something out.”











CHAPTER TWENTY SIX



 

Josh, or Joshua Ellington Fordham as his parents
had named him, was feeling good. Even though he was sober, which was the
surprising part. Mostly sober, because of course he had to take the edge
off. It was important not to be edgy in such a critical situation.


He was going to be financially set. For a
while, anyway. Gary had mentioned a reward of fifty thousand dollars for
information about the redhead chick. Divide that in half because Gary was both
a liar and stoned all the time. Divide that in half because the reward
money would have to work its way down the chain to Josh, with everyone above
him taking a cut. Still, he could net ten thousand sweet dollars. That would
cover the back rent he owed to his A-hole landlord, and set up a nice kitty so
he could relax for a while, instead of constantly worrying about where
the next dollar was coming from. He might even give a taste to Gary.


Nah, that old loser would just overdose and die.


Not Josh. The Joshster was smart, he would make
the cash last. Even call an old girlfriend or two, see if they wanted to party.


So smart, he had even drawn a sketch of the RV, in
colored pencils. Using skills he learned during his first time in rehab. Or the
second, he couldn’t remember.


That was kind of sad, actually. He used to have
talent for drawing, for art. Everyone said that. Everyone used to say
that. It was a long time since he heard anyone say he was good at anything.


The sketch was in his shirt pocket, a good
likeness of the RV and its distinctive stripes. Good enough that he was proud
of it. One corner of the sketch even had a smudge, where a single tear had
rolled down his cheek and splashed onto the paper. He was good at
drawings. He could have made something of himself as an artist, maybe work as
an illustrator for movies or video games, if his parents hadn’t insisted he do
something boring like being a lawyer.


The license plate info, however, was only in his
head. No way was he committing that vital detail to paper.


Before going to meet Gary’s contact, Josh decided
to pick up some party supplies, to celebrate with later. That was only right,
he had to reward himself for his initiative. Being entrepreneurial, his parents
would say. The last time he parked in that sketchy neighborhood, someone had
smashed a window out of the old Corolla, so he left it three blocks away at a liquor
store and gave one of the guys who hung out there ten dollars to watch it. Like
a big shot, handing out tens. He was feeling good.


On the walk to his supplier, he knew to keep his
head up, hands in the pockets of his jacket. Don’t look hostile but also don’t
look vulnerable. Everyone knew why a guy like him was there, most of them had
been there when he first came to the neighborhood, as a senior in high school. Back
then, he was a tourist. Now, he belonged.


He wasn’t sure how to feel about that.


Halfway down the block, he stopped. Of the three
guys on the corner, he only recognized one. Walking again warily, he took his
hands out of the pockets, holding them open. Showing he didn’t have a weapon.
Just a loyal customer. “Hey, Andre. Where are Pete and Julio?”


Andre shifted the toothpick from one side of his
mouth to the other. “They’re dead. Two weeks back. Where you been, Josh?”
He said the name as an insult, and the two new guys laughed, but their eyes
never left the street.


“Funds have been tight,” Josh shrugged. “I’m
coming into some money soon,” he patted his shirt pocket that didn’t contain
any cash, then his right pants pocket that did. “Do you-”


“Dre,” one of the new guys grunted. “Eyes up.”


Josh turned to look behind him, to where a minivan
was cruising slowly down the street toward the corner. He shook his head. A minivan.
Probably a dumb punk kid driving his mother’s car, looking to score some party
favors for a weekend high school bash. Stupid kids. Josh did the same thing
back in his high school days, that’s why he was thrown off the lacrosse team. He
didn’t like lacrosse anyway, it was a sport his father encouraged because it
looked good on a college application, but Josh had been good at it. When
he went into town to buy pills back then, he drove his father’s Mercedes, not a
minivan. That was just embarrassing. The driver, he could now see a figure
wearing a light gray hoodie, had to be ashamed to-


Just as Josh saw vague movement in the passenger
seat, the two windows on that side rolled down.


Gun barrels poked out.


Andre and the two new guys, alert for trouble
because their whole life was trouble, ducked and scattered, while Josh’s
reactions were slowed. It didn’t matter, he couldn’t have outrun a bullet.



 

As Josh lay on the cold sidewalk, lifeless eyes
staring at the night sky, blood soaked through the paper in his shirt pocket,
obscuring the sketch of an RV.



 


 

We drove away from Asheville, toward the
campground. There actually were three campgrounds within a couple miles, in
case one or two of them were full for the night. The warmer spring weather had more
RVs and camper trailers on the road, although it was not yet high season for
families to travel. Most of the people we’d seen in campgrounds, and driving
RVs on the road, were retirees. Roaming around the country, or taking long
trips to see family. It also wasn’t yet the time when snowbirds headed back
north, which was a mixed blessing for us. We could more easily find room to
camp overnight without making reservations ahead of time, but we were also more
conspicuous in a less-crowded campground. Two guys, a young woman and a dog in
a small RV was unusual, and people remembered things like that. Really, I was constantly
worried that no one had contacted the local sheriff, to report a possible human
trafficking situation. To avoid that, I asked Gisele to smile when she was
outside, and encouraged her to walk Duke around by herself. To make the point
that she wasn’t being held prisoner by me and Macarius. There was a risk that,
by walking around and being friendly, she could attract questions she couldn’t
answer. So, she had a cover story that her accent came from growing up in
Quebec, but her French was very rudimentary. Since, you know, the French
language didn’t exist in her time. There were probably only a few words of
modern French that she could understand.


Or, was that true? She spoke modern American
English well, other than not understanding some slang. How did that
happen? Even Old English didn’t exist in her time. Whatever magic allowed her
and Macarius to speak my language was just that: magic. It had to be powerful
magic, to reach flawlessly across centuries, to a culture that was unknown back
when they were Sent.


Unlike with Duke, the knights were not using any
form of telepathy, or whatever you call that trick the dog did. Other people understood
when the knights spoke, they were speaking English.


Was that all?


“Gisele? Como esta?” I asked.


“Estoy muy bien, gracias. Por que?”


OMG. She spoke Spanish also. And she apparently
didn’t think that was any big deal. Apparently didn’t even realize she had
suddenly switched to another language. “I just asked you a question in a
different language, and you replied in that language.”


“I did?” She asked in English. “I didn’t realize.
I just,” she shared a puzzled look with Macarius. “Did you understand us?”


He was surprised by the question. “Kazimir asked
how you are, and you answered that you are well. Also, you inquired why he
asked. What is going on?”


“What’s going on,” I took a deep breath. “Is I do
not understand how any of this magic works. That is a big problem. Duke,
did you understand us?”


“Yup. It’s all the same to me,” the dog said with
a yawn.


Damn it. Learning Spanish had been hard for me.
That language, plus French, were required by Sarah. Back then, she explained that
Spanish was a good skill for moving around in a partially bilingual country.
Why I had to learn French also she never explained, and that made me unhappy.
It was tough enough learning one language. Learning two, when those
languages were similar enough to be confusing, was a grind. Spanish had stuck
with me, my French had faded into nothingness after Sarah died. How much French
did I remember?


“J’ai faim, toi?” I said, looking in the mirror at
Macarius.


He snorted. “Je meurs de faim.”


I am hungry, and so was he. Except, only I
realized we had spoken modern French.


What the hell was going on?


There was too much I didn’t understand about
magic.


That could get me killed.


It might get everyone killed.



 


 

“We need to call this in,” Zoraida Martinez said
as she closed the door and buckled her seatbelt. 


Mikaere Henderson shook his head as he started the
car. “Zora, it’s a rumor, about a rumor. We don’t have anything that’s
actionable.”


“It’s the best lead we’ve had in years,” she
insisted.


“We can’t bother Annie every time we hear a rumor.
She expects us to handle this sort of thing by ourselves.” Seeing her
expression, he turned the car off. “Talk to me.”


“The Order is interested.”


“They are interested in a rumor,” he
repeated. “Another one. Every time we call in, we risk our comms being traced.
Or hacked. It’s a risk.”


“The Order is taking a bigger risk. They
think this lead is worth potentially exposing their operation.”


“This isn’t even about the Order. Some punk-ass
mafia wannabe kid got a beat-down and he’s embarrassed about it. He wants
revenge. There isn’t any evidence that incident is connected to Wolfe at all.
Come on, you know this is flimsy. Wolfe has always been a lone wolf,” he smiled
at his own joke. “Now, he is supposedly traveling around with two people?
Including a teenage girl? We know he has hooked up with women over the years,
but a girlfriend? So much younger? I don’t see it,” he shook his head again.
“Since Colorado, he has avoided anything other than short-term, casual
relationships. Who is the other guy? And he has a dog now? That doesn’t make any
sense.”


“I agree, that’s why we need to investigate. If
something has changed, that could be big news. Annie needs to know. It has to
be her decision.”


He sighed. “We send a message first, OK? Like you
said, it’s Annie’s decision. She can set up a call, or not.”


“Fair enough,” she pulled out her phone and
activated the encrypted messaging app, beginning the process of logging in.


He snorted. “What are you going to say? Some
second-rate crime boss is offering a reward for information about a guy who
sounds vaguely like Kaz Wolfe, and two people traveling with him?”


“That,” she concentrated on typing. “And we know
an Order agent visited the Mexican restaurant, where the incident occurred.
That means they are interested.”


“Right,” he started the car. “Or,” he shifted into
gear and pulled out into the road. “They’re chasing ghosts like we are.”



 

Three hours later, a reply was received. The
message read: Order agents possibly in vicinity of Asheville North Carolina
are seeking three people and a dog, traveling in an RV. Investigate ASAP.



 


 

On the way to the campground, I stopped to buy food,
including four steaks like I promised. Back in the RV, we were about half an
hour from stopping for the evening, and I was lost. Not in terms of directions,
I knew where the campground was. Lost in terms of what to do next. The past
several days, we had been focused on finding and getting the amulet. For what? “Duke?”
I called, turning in the seat to glance at the dog, in case he was asleep. He’d
had a long and active day, not able to get his usual three or four quality naps
in.


“Huh?” He lifted his head, blinking at me.


Damn. He had been asleep. “Sorry, I didn’t mean to
wake you.”


“That’s OK,” he stood and shook from head to tail.
“What’s up?”


“That’s what I want to ask you. Or, to ask
Marduk. We got the amulet. What’s next? What does it mean? Why does he want it?”


The dog tilted his head right, then left. “Nope. I
got nothin’.”


“That is, not helpful.”


“To be clear, Marduk has got nothin’. He
disappeared again.”


“Is he getting a freakin’ massage or something?”


“I can ask him.”


“That was a- Forget it.”


“All I can tell you is, he was very happy
when we left Dasher’s house with the amulet. I think the strain of worrying
about it was too much for him. He is resting now.”


“He told you that?”


“He didn’t tell me anything. He just faded
to the background in my head. That’s good, I,” he yawned. “Finally can get some
sleep.”


“You should do that.”


“I’m good,” he could barely keep his eyes open,
and he was swaying side to side, more than just from the motion of the RV. “If
you need me.”


“You should rest. You worked hard today.”


“I did,” he agreed as he just flopped down on the
bed, not bothering to turn around a dozen times, or paw at the bedding. In a
moment, he was snoring softly.



 

Macarius took charge of grilling the steaks, while
I made a salad and Gisele cooked green beans. She didn’t just heat them in the
microwave, first she toasted sliced almonds in a pan, then sauteed the green
beans in the same pan with olive oil. “These are,” I speared a green bean with
a fork and ate it. “Really good. Is this something your mother used to cook?”


“We did not have beans like these. I saw it on the
Cooking channel.”


“Oh.”


“It looked good.”


It occurred to me that maybe I should monitor what
TV shows the knights watched. And to make sure they really understood movies
like Harry potter were fiction, not a reality show about students at a wizard
academy.



 

The steaks were excellent. Duke’s steak got cut
into little pieces and distributed on the plates, so all three of us could give
him food. By the time we were finished eating oatmeal raisin cookies for
dessert, the dog was laying on the ground next to the fire, snoring.


One problem with not having constant access to a
cellphone is I don’t have real-time access to weather information. The TV at
the motel that morning said there might be ‘pop-up showers’ in the area,
beginning in the afternoon. They should have described the rain as ‘dump-down’,
because we suddenly went from sitting by the fire, to a downpour sweeping
across the campground. Scrambling to collect anything that shouldn’t get wet,
we rushed into the RV, urging Duke to jump through the door first, none of us
wanted the scent of wet dog in the cramped quarters that night. When the rain
settled down to a steady drizzle, I risked turning on a phone and connecting to
the campground WiFi. The signal was good enough to pull up the radar on a
weather app, showing a line of green that would be over in less than an hour.


So, we settled down to chill, the knights with
books, I took the amulet out of a pocket and unwrapped it from the cloth that
protected it. “Duke,” I asked the dog who was lying next to me on the RV’s bed.
“Did Marduk give you any hint why this amulet is so special?”


“Nope. Just that it was a gift, from a master
wizard to some king.”


“Nebuchadnezzar, right. What makes it a gift
worthy of a king?”


“You realize you are asking a dog, right?”


“Good point.”


“Most of the stuff you humans collect makes no
sense to us. Like, why did my Lady need all those knickknacks in the living
room cabinet? The Mean Girl always told my Lady to get rid of that stuff,
whenever she was there.”


Closing my eyes, I tried to recall Judith’s house.
The living room had what I think is called a ‘curio cabinet’ in a corner. It
had a few framed photographs, but mostly it was crammed with crystal wine
goblets, fancy plates, and, I think she had a collection of ceramic thimbles? I
remember one of the thimbles said ‘Hawaii’ on it, and that had struck me as
odd. That thimble was the only souvenir not from the Midwest, possibly
representing Judith’s one adventure to a place more exotic than Chicago. Or
someone who went to Hawaii gave it to her. The odd part was, who buys a ceramic
thimble in Hawaii? What gift shop there even sells that kind of stuff?


Anyway, I know what Duke meant. “I think all those
things reminded her of people, and things she did. Like, will your chew toy
remind you of Dasher?”


He cocked his head right, then left. “I guess so,
yes. It sure smells and tastes like him.”


“Yeah, you could have left that part out.”


“I’m a dog.”


“Right.”


Turning on one of the reading lights above the
bed, I held the amulet up, looking at it closely. It appeared to be made of
bronze, definitely not gold. The surface was scuffed and tarnished. Were the
scuff marks just random scratches, or were some of them intentional markings?
It was tough to tell, especially if the markings were in the writing of ancient
Babylon, I wouldn’t recognize them. Did that civilization even have a form of
writing back then? That’s another thing I needed to Google.


Walking forward, I held out the amulet by the gold
chain. “Macarius? Gisele? Do either of you recognize any markings on this
thing? Maybe magical symbols?”


Macarius took it first, examining it first in the
map light, then using a flashlight. “I do not see anything that is familiar.”


“Sorry,” Gisele said after flipping it over
several times to see it from all angles. Lightly running a fingernail across
the back, she squinted. “Perhaps if this tarnish was removed?”


“Yeah, I’ll try that.” Taking back the amulet, I looked
in the tiny cabinet beneath the RV’s tiny sink, in case I had bought some type
of tarnish remover that I’d forgotten about. The answer was no. We had Windex, plus
some generic brand of multi-surface cleaner, but nothing specifically
formulated to remove tarnish from bronze. Or maybe the amulet was made from brass,
or pure copper. I knew from extensive research on Wikipedia that bronze was
copper plus tin, and brass was copper plus zinc. Without some sort of chemical
analysis, I had no way of knowing the composition of the amulet’s metal. Before
I risked using a harsh chemical that might damage the surface, and possibly
expose it to even faster and deeper tarnishing, I decided to use a gentler
method. A dot of dish detergent on a sponge, and enough water to make the soap
foam, was a good start. Lightly rubbing the sponge over the back delivered no
noticeable result. That made sense. Fleming probably had the amulet
professionally cleaned for sale, or more likely he did the work himself. Simple
dish soap would not improve on his efforts. Rinsing it and patting it dry, I
took the amulet to the bed, where I sat on the edge, being quiet so I wouldn’t
disturb the dog.


Had markings become more visible on the back, or
was I imagining it? The soap would have removed oil left by my fingers, and any
dust accumulated on the surface. A microscope would be useful, though I did not
own a microscope, and didn’t know where to buy one. Did I have a magnifying
glass? Also no. That was one benefit of moving around a lot, you don’t
accumulate many possessions. Note to myself: buy a magnifying glass. Storage
space in the RV was limited, to the point where plastic bins of clothing were
stacked on the bed, but there was certainly room for a small item. Maybe as a
wizard, I would need to read ancient runes. or something like that.


There were markings on the back of the
amulet. Or at least a series of scratches that went deeper than scuffs on the
surface. My guy instinct was to spit on a corner of my shirt and rub it, but I
refrained from making the accumulation of tarnish any worse. The thing was
thousands of years old, I should treat it with respect. It was a survivor. There
was a chance that its survival had a purpose, that it was no coincidence an FBI
agent had shown it to Duke, and that Marduk had come across thousands of years,
to a time and place that amulet was known to exist. Fleming had said he didn’t
know anything about the amulet’s history, or ‘provenance’ as he said it. The
thing could have been in a museum since the days of the Ottoman Empire, for all
I knew. Or, it could have been dug out of the ground in the past month. It
didn’t matter. What I cared about was both Marduk and the amulet were together
now, after being apart for over three thousand years. Together, in my cramped
RV. That had to mean something.


Holding the amulet closely to one eye, and tilting
it back and forth, I tried to make sense of the scratches. Why did I care about
markings? It’s not like I could make sense of any writing or symbols from ancient
Babylon. But someone might recognize the symbols, if I could make them
more visible, and contact an expert. That would have to be done discretely, any
expert would certainly know immediately that I had not acquired the amulet
legitimately. Might even know that particular piece, that it was looted from a
museum during the Iraq war, or by ISIS or just by a random gang of thugs.


What I needed was to take a photo of the amulet,
with a really good camera. First, I had to remove the tarnish from the surface.


Could magic be helpful there? Maybe if I heated
the surface, some of the tarnish would flake away. It was worth a try, if I focused
on a small area, and went slowly and carefully.


What the hell, why not?


It would have been better to wait until Marduk was
available, to tell me whether using magic to clean an old piece of jewelry was
a good idea, and how to do it. Patience is not my best quality, and the real
problem was I didn’t know what else to do. Not just that evening, with my life.
We had an amulet. Big freakin’ deal, so what? We did not have any idea how to
stop a Convergence. Something had to change.


Imagining a thin sheet of fire floating just below
my index finger, I hovered my finger just over the back of the amulet, trying-


Duke lifted his head suddenly and whimpered.


The amulet got warm. It glowed green.


I dropped it, to bounce on the floor and land
between my feet.


Oh sh-


If the thing got too hot, it could burn through
the floor. Down to the RV’s fuel tank. Ignoring the possibility of searing
pain, I reached for the now-brightly glowing amulet that was surrounded by a green
mist.


Bracing myself to burn my fingers, I reached down
to flick the amulet toward the front of the RV. Away from the fuel tank, from
me and from Duke. Away from immediate danger. Get it away from the bed, then
kick it forward and out the door. I had made it way too hot, it was my fault
that-


My first attempt to push it away missed, all I did
was knock it to go spinning against my left shoe.


What? The amulet wasn’t hot at all.


The thing was warm, but not dangerously so, not
uncomfortably. Gingerly, I picked it up and dropped it again, anticipating pain
that didn’t happen. Reaching down again, I picked it up, juggling it from one
hand to another, until I was sure it wasn’t going to burn or otherwise harm me.
It was still glowing a bright green, and surrounded by a darker green mist,
that extended a couple inches in the air around it. That mist pulled together
above the amulet, becoming darker, more solid, spinning and swirling.


There was an audible ‘pop’ and, he was there.











CHAPTER TWENTY SEVEN



 

OMG.


More appropriate would be: WTF?


There was a, a little guy floating in the air
above the amulet. Little like, six inches tall, maybe? A little green guy, with
a blue hat that flopped to the side like an oversized beret, a blue vest
without a shirt, black short pants and blue boots that curled up at the end. He
had no hair on his head that I could see, and wore a trim black goatee with a
beard that came to a point. Blinking unfocused eyes, he looked around,
appearing groggy and totally disoriented from having woken up abruptly.


Duke growled.


Scrambling backward on the cramped bed, I felt for
magic to defend myself if the, the whatever he was, attacked.


Ruh-roh. There was magic all around, just none of
it useful. The magical energy was so chaotic, it was like trying to grab onto
fog with my hands. Oddly, despite a clearly magical event having just occurred,
the field around me was weak. If I had to use magic, I would be in big trouble.


Except, there was a tightly bound field around the
green guy, a field that was vibrating with potential energy. Damn, if I could
reach out to get hold of that, I could-


My hand jerked away like I had just touched a live
electric wire.


Whatever the nature of the magical energy around
the green guy, it wasn’t available for my use.


“Uh, guys?” I called to the knights, but the green
glowing light had already attracted their attention. Macarius automatically had
reached for his sword, as if that would be useful. In the tight confines of the
RV, he couldn’t swing the thing and when he and Gisele got jammed side by side
in the narrow hallway, his arm got caught behind his back. Frustrated, he
backed up and spun around to draw the weapon.


“Macarius, no! Everyone, get back, give him some
room,” I shouted, holding up my hands. Whatever manner of creature the little
green guy was, I doubted a steel blade could hurt him.


“It is from the Nether, it is evil. It must
die,” the knight declared, ignoring me.


“No, damn it! I said NO,” jabbing a finger
in his face for emphasis. “You get back, or get the hell out, right now.”


“Its nature is wholly evil,” he insisted, but took
a step back.


“We need information about the Nether, and
we’re not getting it from anyone on this side,” I explained. “Duke, do you
sense anything dangerous about, whatever that is?”


He sniffed, though I noticed he stretched his neck
out, rather than getting his body any closer. “Nope. It’s really small, I can
thrash it, if you want.”


“That won’t be necessary, thanks. Hi there,
hello,” I scooted back on the bed to give the being space, and got a hand on
Duke’s collar to prevent the dog from lunging at the new occupant of the
already overfull RV. Waving a hand in front of the thing’s face, I spoke softly.
“Where did you come from?”


The, whatever it was, whatever he was, looked
around and jerked away from me, as if he had just noticed me being there. “Who,”
he asked in a voice deeper than I expected. “Are you?”


“I am a person,” I spoke slowly and clearly,
though he obviously understood my language. “A, human, I mean,” I added, since
he probably considered himself to also be a person. “My name is Kazimir Wolfe.”


He didn’t respond right away. Spinning slowly
around in the air, his feet not touching anything below, he considered the dog,
then the two knights, finally back to me. “Not that I owe you an explanation,
lowly one, but my name is Aziberahatahumundi.”


“Uh,” I had lost track after ‘bera’ something. When
he said ‘hata’ he pronounced the ‘H’ like he was choking on the letter. “That
is certainly a fine name. Is there a, you know,” I held my hands apart, and
moved them together. “Another version of your name?”


He looked up, lost in thought for a moment. “Some
people used to call me ‘Master Of The Hidden Fire’, or ‘He Who is Feared By All
Nations’.”


“Yeah, I’m gonna call you ‘Ah-zeeb’.”


“You will not!” He glared at me, looking
down his nose at the same time. “Can you even pronounce my name, you worthless
toad?”


“Uh,” I closed one eye to concentrate. “Ozzy-bearah-hahtah-hoo-moon-dee?”


“Uff,” he groaned. “That was truly pathetic. You
sully my name by your inept mumbling. I should kill you for insulting me.”


“Please, your graciousness, may I call you Azib?”
I guessed at the proper way to address a powerful being. “Your full name is
much too powerful for my poor tongue.”


“Hmm. At least you have some manners. Very well, I
will allow it. What trifling titles have you, wizard?”


“You know I am a wizard?”


“Of course,” he rolled his eyes. “Only a wizard
could have released me from my pris- I mean, disturbed my rest,” he sputtered.


“Uh, my titles are, uh-” My brained locked up
while I tried to recall anything from the last time I played Dungeons &
Dragons. And I got a whole lot of nothin’, of course. So I spouted the first
thing that popped into my mind. “I am holder of the sacred chalice of Rixx, and
of the nine rings of Betazed,” I wasn’t sure if I said that correctly, as if he
would know the difference. Hopefully he hadn’t been able to stream episodes of
Star Trek: The Next Generation while inside the amulet. I figured the WiFi in
there was spotty.


“Hmm,” he considered. “I am not familiar with
those objects.”


“It’s a relatively new thing.”


“Are they powerful?”


“Oh, yes, extremely powerful,” I assured him.


He paused, lost in thought, then, “Only a wizard
of power could have release- Awakened me. Is there a short version of your
ugly name, impertinent one?”


“Some people call me ‘Kaz’.”


“Kaz. Hmm. An inelegant grunt, that is appropriate
for such a clumsy creature. I will grant you the honor of referring to you by
your preferred name.”


“What about my preferred pronouns?”


“What?”


“Nothing. Forget it.”


“I should kill you for that, mortal.”


I could see that frequent death threats were going
to be a Thing with him. “I am terribly sorry. This is the first time I have
encountered a being of your kind.”


“Hmmph. It is perhaps understandable that one so
ignorant as you would not know how to behave properly.”


“What uh, is your kind? What manner of
being are you?”


He blinked again, and cocked his head at me in
surprise. “You have never encountered a jinn before me?”


“I have never had the honor, of meeting a, uh, jinn?
Hey, is that,” I looked to the knights. “Like a genie?” That was a
relief. While I didn’t know much about genies, they were not demons or demigods
or dragons. Vaguely I remembered reading something that genies were helpful or
at least not actively hostile to people, I mean to humans. Eh, what I read was
undoubtedly based on legends, or maybe even based on a freakin’ Disney movie.
The fact was, I knew absolutely nothing useful about genies. 


Azib glared at me, in an expression more fearsome
than the Resting Scowl Face that Macarius had perfected. “I do not know this
word ‘genie’. I do not like it.”


“Whoa, sorry. I did not intend any insult. Just
out of curiosity, do you have to grant me three wishes now?”


“What?”


“Nothing. Forget I said anything.”


“Hmmph. I did not understand what you
said.”


“It’s just, since you are a jinn, and I released
you from the amulet, aren’t you supposed to thank me?”


“I should thank you for disturbing me? I
should-”


“Yeah, I know, kill me,” I was growing more confident
that Azib would not attack me. Whatever power he had or could control, the guy
had been trapped in a piece of jewelry for thousands of years. Clearly, he had
issues. “You have just been hanging out in that amulet, all this time?”


“What time?” He looked around again. “What is this
place? It is not familiar to me. Where am I?”


“You are in America, though I suspect that
probably doesn’t mean anything to you? The real question is when is
this? Did you know King Nebuchadnezzar?”


“Yes,” he shuddered slightly, glancing around him
in fear. Immediately followed by drawing himself upright and lifting his chin,
defiant. “Of course. Why do you ask?”


“Uh,” I looked to Macarius, unsure if I should
smack the genie with shocking news. “Azib, Nebuchadnezzar’s reign was over three
thousand years ago.”


“No!” He turned a paler shade of green. “It cannot
be!”


“It is true,” Macarius took a step forward. He
still clutched the sword, but kept it behind his back. “This world contains
wonders beyond imagination.”


Azib spun toward the knights, jabbing a little
green finger at them. “You lie, lowly one. Who are you, to dare tell
such falsehoods to the great Aziberahatahumundi?”


“He is Macarius of Mikra,” Gisele squeezed past
the warrior of the medjai. “I am Gisele of Sarlat. The wizard Kazimir speaks
the truth.”


“It cannot be,” Azib’s shoulders slumped. “So long.”


“I’m sorry,” I said softly. “This must be a shock,
I know.”


“You know nothing.”


“I know you are a powerful being,” I figured
pumping up his ego would be a good idea. “I can sense the energy around you.”


“You call yourself a wizard? You are
nothing, less than nothing. I should kill you for pretending to such honors.”


“I got you out of that amulet.”


“You can’t argue with that,” Duke spoke, and
leaned forward to sniff at the genie.


Azib jerked away from the dog. “It speaks? The
creature can speak?”


“Yes,” I patted Duke’s head and looked at Azib
sideways. “Talking animals is surprising to you? Don’t-”


“Animals in this realm do not speak. Or,” he
tugged on his beard. “They did not. Has so much changed, that-”


“Duke can’t talk by himself. He is inhabited by
the spirit of an ancient wizard from Babylon. Hey, you might know the guy. His
name is Marduk, he-”


“Marduk?” Azib screeched, holding his hands
in front of him in a defensive feature while green fire crackled at his
fingertips. Duke yipped and hopped backwards, but before I could do anything to
defend us, there was a flash of light, a faint ‘pop’ sound, and Azib
disappeared.


“Where did he go?” Macarius swung the sword up,
but it only bashed into the low ceiling.


“Wait!” I waved my arms. “Don’t anybody do- Huh.”
The amulet was glowing green again, a light that faded as I watched. “I think
he phoned home.”


“What?” Macarius stood over the amulet, menacing
it with the sword.


“I meant, I think he put himself back in the
amulet.”


“Why would he do that?” Duke crept forward to
sniff at the amulet. “It’s so small.”


“Maybe he was frightened of Marduk?”


“Why?” The dog looked at me, like I was supposed
to understand the actions of a genie.


“I don’t know. Does he owe money to Marduk, or
something?”


Duke cocked his head left, then right.


Patting his head again, I said, “That was a joke,
sorry. Can you talk to Marduk at all?”


“No, nope. He was very excited when Azib appeared,
then he went ‘Poof’! Disappeared.”


“He’s gone?”


“I should have said he went quiet. I can still
feel him in the back of my head. It’s funny, he was, hmm. It’s like he was
trying to hide from Azib.”


“They are afraid of each other?”


“Marduk isn’t afraid, I don’t sense any fear. I
think he just didn’t want Azib to know he is here at all.”


“Oh, sh-”


“You kind of screwed that up for him,”
Duke’s ears went back.


“If you talk to him again, tell him I’m sorry.
Also tell him, it would be a big freakin’ help if he would talk to me, you
know?”



 


 

“Wait,” Steve checked his car’s mirror as a car
drove slowly past the 7-11 parking lot, then continued on down the road. The
car wasn’t a police cruiser, and he wasn’t doing anything illegal to worry
about. Not at the moment. He wasn’t concerned about law enforcement, he didn’t
want anyone to overhear the conversation. Danny Gillis had called to say he had
valuable information, information that was worth cash. He wanted to meet at the
7-11, Steve suspected that Danny was without wheels again. The guy’s old Buick
was in the shop more than it was on the road. “Three of them?”


Danny nodded. “Two guys, one older, and a girl.
They had a dog with them, long-haired, like a golden retriever,” he added, as
free bonus information.


“Where was this? When?”


Danny was no fool. “Let’s talk money first.”


“If I think the lead is useful, five hundred.”


“Five hundred? It’s worth way more than that,” he
patted the roof of the car, and looked around like he was checking his options.
“I’ll go talk to Carlos.”


Steve laughed. “Go ahead, Carlos would love for
you to waste his time. You might know something, about people you don’t
know anything about.”


“Hey, I know where they are.”


“You told me you saw them, a couple days ago. You
know where they were. The real money is for finding them.”


“All right, all right,” Danny relented. Five
hundred would be a windfall, and he didn’t need to do anything for the money,
other than tell Steve what he saw. What little he remembered about what he saw.
“It was at a motel, three days ago.”


“Which motel, Danny?”


Danny gave the name. “I was there with a girl, she
wanted to party, you know? Saw them when I stepped out to get some fresh air.”


Steve typed the motel into his phone’s map. “Got
it. Did you see what they were driving?”


Danny grinned. “That’s the interesting part. They
were in an RV. One of those tall skinny ones, like a work van, you know?”


“An RV?” Steve tossed the phone on the passenger
seat. “Are you wasting my time?”


“No, man, I swear. It’s the truth. It was white
with blue stripes. And some other color, gray or green.”


“You don’t know the difference?”


“It was raining, the light wasn’t good.”


“Did you at least get a license plate?”


“Didn’t have one. Not on the front.”


Steve figured that narrowed down the list of
possible states, but he wasn’t going to tell Danny that. “Without a license
plate, what the hell good is this? Did the girl have red hair?”


“Could be? She had it tucked up under a baseball
cap, I couldn’t see. I wasn’t paying attention at the time, didn’t think it was
important.”


“Here,” Steve counted bills from his wallet and
handed them through the window. “Two hundred for you.”


“What? Where’s the other three?”


“Consider that you paying an Idiot tax. You think
the people we’re looking for are driving around in an RV? Use your brain
once in a while. Get away from the car,” he put the Camaro into gear. “Next
time you call me with information, it better be something good.”



 


 

The clerk at the motel was a woman Steve had met
once. Darlene? Doreen? Something like that. “Hey, you’re, uh,” he snapped his
fingers.


“Darla,” she answered with a smile.


“Darla, right. I’m Steve.”


“I remember,” she said, blushing slightly.


“You were at the party at the lake, when Billy
almost backed his truck into the lake.”


They both had a good laugh about that, and spent a
few minutes catching up.


“You want a room?” She looked out the side window,
along the row of rooms. “We’re pretty empty right now,” she blushed again.
“Kind of the slow season. We were busy over the winter, guys working on that
highway project rented by the week.”


“Don’t need a room, thanks. I’m looking more for
information.”


“Oh,” Her eyes darted to the old-fashioned ledger
behind the front desk. “I’m not supposed to do that.”


He held up his hands and gave her his best smile.
“Guy was here in an RV, three days ago? Two guys, a girl, and a dog.”


“I remember them. The dog was cute. They took two
rooms for one night.”


“The younger guy, he bought that RV from my uncle.
Stiffed him, the check he used for the payment bounced. I’m just looking for
the license plate, if you have it.”


“Your uncle should have insisted on a bank check.”


Steve shrugged. “He’s a trusting guy. Expects
everyone to be honest like him. If you could help,” he opened his wallet and
took out a fifty dollar bill. “We’d appreciate it.”


“Uh,” she bit her lip.


Steve realized that offering money was a mistake.
But, he couldn’t take it back, that would be worse. “Sorry, didn’t mean to
insult you. It’s for a good cause,” he nudged the bill forward across the
counter.


She hesitated, then scooped up the money. “I
suppose. Your uncle needs to be more careful.”


“He needs to be more smart,” Steve grinned.


She gave him the ledger, and thumbed through to
the correct page. “That’s the name he used, and the make and model of car. Also
the license plate, though most of the time we don’t check, sorry.”


Steve snorted when he saw the name. Thomas
Anderson. That was what the Matrix called the character Neo. The name was
undoubtedly fake. The license plate was from Florida, that at least made sense.
Florida didn’t require a front plate, matching Danny’s story. The plate was
several characters ending in ‘JEP’. What were the odds, Steve asked himself,
that Mr. Neo had written down the correct plate number? Would the guy have
taken the risk of writing a false entry in the ledger, which would cause
questions if the clerk actually checked the vehicle?


Steve thought what he would do, in that
case, was transpose a number or letter, or both. If there was a question, he
could claim he made a mistake, or his handwriting was terrible. The ‘7’
recorded in the ledger could really be a ‘1’. Or ‘JEP’ could be ‘JFP’. Or
‘JEF’.


It was a decent start. 


“That’s it, thank you!” he looked up to meet
Darla’s smile.


“Glad I could help. It gets boring, being here all
day by myself,” she said, averting her eyes and biting her lip again.


Steve got the hint. “This has been real helpful.
After we get the RV back, maybe I could take you out to dinner?”


“That would be nice. My schedule is flexible, you
know.”


Steve had no idea how schedules worked for motel
desk clerks. “Just to check, the dog was a golden retriever, and the girl had
red hair?”


“Yes to both. The dog was kind of skinny for a
golden. The girl, she always had a baseball cap on, but I could tell she is a
ginger.”


Bingo, Steve thought, but kept the neutral
smile plastered on his face. “Thanks. And my uncle thanks you.”



 


 

Macarius poked around in the RV’s pantry and
cabinets, taking every item out and examining them. He had already done the
same with all the cutlery, pots and pans, and other utensils, to become
familiar with their intended use. And their potential as weapons. He had plenty
of time by himself for a change. The wizard had taken the dog for a walk,
saying he needed to think. Gisele was outside, sitting on something called a
‘beach chair’, reading a book and enjoying the rare warm, sunny day. Through
the open window, he heard the shouts of three drunk idiots who occupied the
camp site three spaces away, their large trailer that for some reason was
called a ‘fifth wheel’ had pulled in late the previous night. The three men,
Macarius judged them to be around Kazimir’s age, had started drinking just
after breakfast, and were trying to play a game of volleyball with not enough
people, and a piece of rope instead of a proper net.


He paused as someone whooped, then there were
jeers. Someone had done something stupid, it wasn’t his problem. He picked up a
plastic bottle filled with a bright purple substance labelled ‘food coloring’,
popped off the lid, and sniffed at it. Why would someone apply coloring to
food, and if they did, why use an unappetizing color? He shrugged and was about
to replace the lid when the RV shook with a loud thump. Reflexively, he
squeezed the plastic bottle.


Purple coloring dust went all over his face, hair,
and beard.


Cursing, he walked the two steps over to the sink,
then stopped when he heard loud, angry voices outside.


“Hey! Give us the ball back,” said a man’s voice.


“You have been annoying enough already,” Gisele
replied. “No.”


It wasn’t what she said, it was her tone of voice.
Macarius recognized that tone.


It meant Trouble.


Wiping hands on his shirt, he stepped out the door
as the man spoke again, louder. “I said, give us the ball, bitch.”


“Is there a problem?” Macarius asked, thinking too
late that he should have brought a weapon with him. Not his sword, Kazimir had
warned him about that. He should have taken a frying pan from the kitchen.


“We-” The man looked up at the Egyptian knight.
Other than the one guy having slightly shorter hair than his companions, the
three were almost identical. Jeans, flannel shirts with the sleeves cut off,
scraggly beards. The other two held cans of beer, and the three stood in a
semicircle around Gisele, who was in the beach chair, with a mud-caked
volleyball in her lap. “Who the hell are you, man? What’s with the
purple hair? Are you a clown?” He laughed, and the others laughed with him.


Macarius stepped within a few feet of the drunken
fool, making a show of cracking his knuckles. “I am Ragey the Clown.”


“Uh, Randy,” one of the others said, grabbing the
leader’s arm. “Let it go.”


“You want a fight, clown?” Randy stood on his
toes, still not matching the Egyptian warrior’s height.


Macarius looked at his opponent from his shoes to
the top of his head, and snorted. “No, you’re not worth my time. But you,”
he shook a finger at Gisele. “If you kill these losers and get blood on
yourself, soak your clothes in cold water this time.” Looking at the men
from left to right, he shook his head. “Oh, hell. I’ll get a shovel.” He went
back into the RV.



 

Gisele sighed, picked up the volleyball, and held
it between her hands. She pressed, squeezing the worn piece of sports
equipment.


It popped, with more of a loud poof than an
explosion. 


“Holy sh-” The leader of the three gaped, as she
tossed the deflated ball to him. “Uh, sorry to have bothered you, Miss.”



 


 

Duke ran ahead of me, ignoring my calls to come
back. I wanted to put the stupid dog back on a leash before we got back to the
camp site, but he had other ideas. It wasn’t a problem because instead of
causing problems he bounded directly to Gisele, who was still in a chair,
reading a history book like when we left to go on a walk. Macarius heard the
commotion, he came out wiping his hands on a towel.


“Uh,” I stared at him, trying not to make it
obvious I was staring. “Why is the top of your hair purple?”


He leaned down, shaking a hand through his hair.
“I didn’t get all of it?”


“All of what? Why is your hair purple?”


Gisele laughed. “Macarius was trying on a new
disguise. He was ‘Ragey the Pissed Off Clown’,” she covered her mouth with a
hand and her shoulders shook.


“Uh, OK?” Then I noticed something was different.
The big fifth wheel trailer, and the dually truck that towed it, were gone.
“What happened to the three guys in the trailer?”


Gisele shrugged. “They were bored, so they left.”


Macarius nodded, but neither of them met my eyes
when I looked at them. Then I saw the shovel, leaning against the RV next to
the door.


Sometimes, it’s better not to ask questions.



 










CHAPTER TWENTY EIGHT



 

Azib didn’t appear again that night. The knights
and I took turns staying awake on watch, though they cheated by allowing me to
sleep two hours past when I was supposed to start my shift. Azib had said it
took the action of a wizard to release him from the amulet, so I wasn’t too
worried about him springing a surprise on us. The green glow that proceeded him
emerging was an excellent safety feature, I figured we would have at least a
couple seconds of warning time before he was able to do anything.


Unless I was totally wrong about that. I mean, I
assumed genies were supposed to grant wishes to whoever released them from the
lamp or amulet or whatever they were trapped in. While I took the first shift
of watch, I used a cellphone to search the mythology of jinn, which were the
same things as the creatures called ‘genies’. The word ‘jinn’ is Arabic in
origin, going back thousands of years. Other cultures had different names for
the creatures, or beings who were similar enough that I couldn’t tell the difference.
Fae, or fairies, sprites, even leprechauns, I guess. I could be completely
wrong about that. What I knew about beings from the Nether was exactly
zero, every bit of information I had was myths and legends and probably ninety
nine percent useless.


Nothing happened during the night. Not wanting to
push our luck, we settled for a breakfast of coffee and for Duke, his usual
bowl of kibble. Plus gravy, and bits of last night’s dinner, of course. “Can
you watch for Azib?” I asked the dog, hanging the amulet on the handle of a
cabinet above where we put his dog bed while we were driving.


“I will do that,” Macarius told me, insulted.


“Duke has an ability to sense magic,” I explained.
“Is that right?” I directed the question to Duke. “You made a noise, right
before the amulet started to glow.”


“I can sense something,” his tail swished slowly.
“I didn’t like it.”


“Sorry about that. Macarius, watch the amulet, but
be alert for Duke to react. He will know before you do.”


Agreed,” the knight squeezed into the seat at the
RV’s tiny table, positioning himself for a view of the amulet. Gisele stepped
carefully over Duke and took the passenger seat, checking the glovebox to make
sure the pistol stored there was readily available.


“Kazimir,” she asked, clicking her seat belt.
“Where are we going? What is your plan?”


“We’re going as far as we can from other people.
Then, I’m going to try contacting Azib again. It’s supposed to rain heavily this
morning, again,” I said and she groaned. I knew how she felt. Spring rains are
good for growing things, but everyone east of the Mississippi was getting sick
of it. “There’s a state park up the road, I’m hoping the rain will keep most
people away.”


“I have a question,” she looked at me, like she
wanted permission to speak. I nodded, so she continued. “Is it safe to disturb
the Azib creature? It is from the Nether.”


“Like I said, we need information. Find out what
he knows of this Convergence. I also want to know why the Convergence in your
time didn’t happen.”


“That would be, good,” she shared a look with
Macarius.


“What about you?” I turned to look at him. “Any
questions?”


“No, wizard. If we could learn why our fates are
so different than what we expected, I would be grateful. But, I still think we
should kill the Azib demon.”


“He’s not a demon. If I think he’s
dangerous, you can have the honor of killing him.”


Macarius grunted, satisfied.


“Hey!” Duke sat up. “You didn’t ask if I have a
question.”


“Sorry,” I reached back to pat his head. “What is
it?”


“Are we going to get a real breakfast? I didn’t
get any toast.”



 


 

In the motel office, Darla tapped her tablet to
freeze the YouTube video, as a car pulled into the spot near the door. She
tapped the screen again when she saw she had frozen the video right at the
moment when a cute kitten was yowling, she didn’t want to stare down a cat’s
throat. The app closed, she could always find more cute videos.


“This is trouble,” she said under her
breath as two men got out of the SUV. They both wore dark suits, and each of
them looked around to scan the parking lot.


She knew the type. They had to be law enforcement.
That left two possibilities. She was in trouble for sharing the registration
information with Steve, that bastard. Or they were following up, because the
driver of the RV was in trouble for more than writing one bad check.


Or, it was trouble related to another of
the motel’s transient visitors. Wouldn’t be the first time that happened.


“Good morning,” the first guy greeted her, as the
second guy remained by the SUV. “We’re with the local field office,” he said
with a predatory smile. “You recently had a guest who drove an RV, we
understand you provided helpful information in an ongoing investigation.”


It wasn’t a question. They knew. “Uh, yes,” she
licked her dry lips. “If I did anything wrong, I-”


“The information was very helpful. Could you tell
us which room the suspect occupied?”


“S-sure,” she reached for the ledger. The guy
creeped her out, the hair on the back of her neck was standing up. All she
wanted was for him to go away, as soon as possible. “He, they, all of them,
were in rooms 11 and 12. Those rooms,” she looked out the side window. “Are
empty right now.”


“Could we borrow the keys?’


“Uh-” Weren’t the Feds supposed to show a warrant?
Maybe that was just something they did on TV shows. “I’m not supposed to-”


“I’m sure the motel management would not like to
become involved in our investigation,” he said with the same fake smile. “If we
learned this establishment regularly harbors fugitives, it would create a much
wider problem.”


Darla knew the elderly couple who owned the motel
would not like to hear she had caused problems for them. Plucking the keys off
the rack, she set them on the counter.


“Thank you.”


“I can show you-”


“That won’t be necessary. Please remain here.”


“Those rooms got cleaned after they left. Been
used since then, too.”


“We just want to look around. Stay here,” he
added, less politely.


Craning her neck, Darla leaned over the counter to
watch the two Feds, as they opened one, then the other door. Whatever they did
inside, it took no more than a couple minutes. Checking for guns or drugs or
cash, hidden in a plastic bag in the toilet tank? She had seen that in a movie.


The first guy came back into the office, dangling
the keys by one finger. Dropping them on the counter, he stared straight at
her. “That was helpful, thank you. It would be best if you didn’t mention that
we were here. It is a sensitive investigation,” he flashed the cruel smile
again. “Don’t want to alert the suspects that we’re on their trail, you
understand?”


“Uh, yeah, sure. Anything you want.”


As the SUV backed away, then accelerated out onto
the road, Darla had two thoughts.


First, the guy had not identified himself, or
shown a badge, or even mentioned which agency they worked for.


Second, he had used a cloth to wipe his
fingerprints off the keys, before he gave them back to her.



 

The man in the passenger seat tucked the pendant
back into its foam cradle, then closed and latched the lead-lined box. “They
were here, four days ago.”


The driver grunted. “It’s closer than we’ve been
since Indiana.”


“Not close enough. We need to get ahead of Wolfe.
Every time we think we have him,” the man made a show of squeezing a fist. “He
slips through our fingers.”


“He is a wizard, Anton. Magic gives him an
advantage.”


“He never used it before.”


“Something has changed. I can feel it,” the
driver mused. “What I want to know is, who are the people traveling with him?
They’re not a Vetrux team, that’s for damned certain. Why is he driving around
in an RV, with two people and a dog? This makes no sense.”


“It doesn’t,” Anton agreed, using a heel to tuck
the heavy box under the seat. “We can ask him when we catch him.”


“Our new instructions are to shoot him in the
head. No more playing around.”


“I know that,” Anton grimaced, irritated. “What
the hell changed so suddenly? For years, we were told we needed this guy.”


The driver shrugged. “My guess is we’re too close
now, we can’t risk him interfering.”


“Somebody found another wizard, then.”


“Or, a way to do it without a wizard. Portals can
be opened from the other side.”


Anton shuddered. “Let’s not be there, if it
happens.”



 


 

We were in luck, the picnic area near the river
was empty. With rain pounding down on the roof of the RV and making the gravel
road a treacherous mud puddle, everyone with good sense had stayed home that
day. Before I drove down to the end of the road, I got out and walked, making
sure the RV wouldn’t get stuck. That would be a disaster. The road was fine,
just had to avoid some deep puddles. The river was a different story, it was
swollen with snowmelt from the mountains, and several weeks of too much soggy
weather. The riverbank of the picnic area was flooded, to the point where some
of the posts for charcoal grills were half submerged. The picnic tables were
still stacked up away from the water, wrapped with big chains.


Before the attempt to call Azib, we ate a decent
breakfast. I made scrambled eggs, and grilled English muffins in the pan,
getting them all buttery and toasted. To atone for the horrible suffering he
endured by having toast delivered late, Duke got half an English muffin for
himself, which apparently only made him more hungry.


With dogs, sometimes you just can’t win.


Before I did anything with magic, Gisele looked
out the back window to make sure we were still alone, Macarius guarded the side
door, and I squeezed into a seat at the RV’s dining table, setting the amulet
on a folded towel. Waking up Azib, or getting his attention, or just letting
him know I wanted to talk, was a lot easier than I expected. Also, I was wrong
about the convenient warning time we could rely on. The moment my
magically-charged finger touched the amulet there was a ‘pop’ sound and there
he was, without any green glow to announce his impending arrival.


He was not happy about the situation. “Ah!”
he screeched, and turned to dive back into the amulet. Like, he clasped his
hands and pointed his fingers as if diving into water.


“Wait! Marduk won’t hurt you,” I shouted. “He can’t
hurt anyone!”


Too late. Azib disappeared, zoom, into the
amulet.


Rubbing my finger over the amulet brought him
right back. “This is some bullshit!” He jabbed an accusing finger at me
and poof, gone again.


Aaaaaaand, right back. “I can do this all day,” I waved
my index finger above the amulet.


“I should kill you,” he glared Daggers Of Death at
me.


By that time, I was pretty sure he wouldn’t
actually do that. “Sorry about that, your eminence. Marduk is not capable of
hurting anyone. He can’t do anything.”


Azib paused. “If I listen to your babbling, will
you leave me in peace?”


“Let’s talk, then we can set terms, OK?”


“I should kill you for your insolence but, your
pathetic whining has roused my curiosity. Speak, and be quick about it.”


“Marduk Sent his spirit into Duke here,” I
scratched the dog under his chin. “That was a mistake, and other than giving
Duke the ability to talk, Marduk hasn’t been able to do anything. He can’t even
talk to me, not directly.”


Azib’s eyebrows flew upward. “He cannot?”


“Nope,” Duke said, leaning toward me. That meant
he wanted me to keep scratching his chin. “I think he is not a very smart
wizard.”


“Wizard? You think Marduk is- Oh, of course.”


“Huh?” I asked. “Marduk is not a wiz-”


“Of course he is a wizard,” Azib blurted out a bit
too quickly. “Ha ha, what else could he be? A powerful wizard, to have Sent his
spirit across such time.”


“Just not a very smart wizard,” I muttered.


“To perform such powerful magic is extremely
difficult,” Azib explained, while not looking at me. “The Marduk I knew was
wise and powerful,” he looked sideways at the dog, as if fearful and seeking
approval. Was he trying to suck up to Marduk? Why? “It is also true that he was
beset by many enemies. Perhaps they acted against him, to cause the spell to misfire
so badly. The Marduk I knew would be humiliated,” he covered his mouth and his
shoulders shook. The genie was laughing. “To be trapped in such a lowly
creature. Er, I did not intend any offense to you, Duke.” Hesitantly, the genie
reached out a tiny hand to pat the dog’s muzzle.


“None taken,” the dog’s tail swished happily. “I
don’t like having him in my head.”


The hand drew back like Azib had received an
electric shock. “Marduk talks to you?”


“Nope. It’s like, I can feel what he feels. A
little. It comes and goes. Mostly goes. He is having trouble adjusting to being
in my head.”


“Hmm. He is fading away, then?” Azib asked with
too much eagerness.


“No,” Duke cocked his head one way, then the
other. “He’s always there, in the background. It’s annoying.”


“Azib?” I asked. “Is there a problem between you
and Marduk?”


“No, no problem, why?” Again, he didn’t sound like
he was telling the truth.


That wasn’t a good time to push him, so I changed
the subject. “Why were you inside that amulet?”


He blinked at me. “You do not know? What
kind of wizard are you?”


“The kind who is trying to figure things out.
Listen, your eminence, the world has changed a lot since your time. As far as I
know, there are no other wizards. I’m the only one.”


“No other wizards?”


“No. Not that I know of. That’s why I know so
little about magic. There is no one here to teach me.”


“No wizards,” he stroked his beard and looked down
while he thought about that. “What about, gods? Surely there must be gods
here?”


“Just the one,” I pointed at the ceiling. “If you
mean beings from your world who called themselves gods here, from the
Netherworld, there haven’t been any for a very long time. Unless they’re
hiding,” I added. “No dragons either. No werewolves or, whatever other beings
come from your world. Certainly no one like you, your eminence.”


“What has happened here?” he looked around,
amazed.


“A lot of time has passed. Things have changed.
There has been no connection between our worlds, between the realms, for over a
thousand years.”


“That cannot be true,” he looked up at me sharply.
“Even in lean times, there are always connections.”


“You mean ‘portals’? There aren’t any. No one
knows how to create one,” I told him. “No one in this world has the power.”


“Hmm,” he frowned. “Someone does.”


“What do you mean?”


“What is the object in your pocket?”


“My pocket?” Searching the pockets of my jacket, I
pulled out keys, a mini flashlight, a cellphone, a pack of mints, and the ancient
spear point I had taken from Fleming.


“That,” he pointed to the spear point. “Give it to
me,” he waved anxiously.


“It’s just an old piece of flint,” I cradled the
chipped piece of stone between thumb and finger, holding it out to him.


Running a hand over it, he shut his eyes tightly.
“Mmm, yes.” He opened his eyes. “Where did you get this?”


“From a guy who collects stuff like this.”


He rolled his eyes, exasperated. “Try to keep up, you
ignorant toad. Where did it come from? Who made it?”


After I got the thing, I had Googled the Mound
Builders, skimming over a Wikipedia article about that Native American culture.
“It’s from this area of the world, which was not known in Babylon of your time.
It was made by people who lived here, around fifteen hundred years ago,
possibly even two thousand years ago.” Rolling the still-sharp stone in my
hand, I examined it, trying to understand what the genie thought was so
important.


“The stone may be from your world,” he told me.
“But the magic I sense in it is not.”


“Magic?” Carefully, I set the spear point
down on the towel. Damn it, I had not looked at the thing, not really looked,
with my wizard senses. Why would I? It was a broken piece of flint that Fleming
had regarded as not particularly valuable. A quick search later had shown me
that you could buy similar spear points on eBay for less than a hundred
dollars, though I had no way to know whether those were authentic or not. Thinking
about it, I had no way to know the stuff Fleming had was genuine or not,
although a guy like him wouldn’t last long in business if he sold fakes to his
clients. My reason for taking the thing had been to sell our cover story to
Fleming, a real thief would think nothing of taking a trinket as a bonus.


Although, was that really true?


Something about that box of seemingly mundane Native
American artifacts had called for my attention. My focus had slipped for a
crucial moment, at a time when I was amped up on nervous energy. Was there
anything special about that chipped piece of flint?


There was one way to find out.


Holding the spear point on my palm, I closed my
hand around it and opened my senses.


There was something there. Faint, extremely faint.


“You felt that, without even trying?” I asked
Azib.


“You can’t?”


Duke snorted. “He can’t smell anything.
Humans are stupid.”


“This type of sense doesn’t involve my nose. I do
feel it, your eminence. What is it?”


“Ohf. How can I explain magic to an ignoramus like
you? I can’t. The answer is, I can’t explain it! What you need to know
is that what you feel is residual energy, from an object of great power. That
piece of stone was stored in the presence of an object charged with energy from
what you call the Nether. That means, hmm,” he closed his eyes again, and
reached out for the spear point. Running a tiny hand along it, he nodded. “Yes,
yes. Interesting. That is what I thought. We are all in great danger. This must
be stopped!”


“Whoa,” I held up a hand to stop Macarius, who had
instinctively pulled his sword from  its
scabbard. “Azib, what are you talking about? What danger?”


“Someone is attempting to open a portal to the
Nether.”



 

“OK, OK,” I held up my hands, appealing for quiet
as Macarius and Gisele barraged Azib with questions.


Macarius loomed over the genie, sword held out to
the side. “How do we know that you are not opening the doorway to evil?”


“Doorway to evil?” Azib stared at the
warrior of the medjai, then at me. “Where did you get this guy? Is he always
this dramatic?”


I figured it was best to keep my mouth shut on
that subject, but in my head I was saying ‘You have no idea’. “He came
from Egypt. He was Sent here from around the year,” I realized that the terms
‘BC’ and ‘AD’ wouldn’t mean anything to Azib. “From about sixteen hundred years
ago.”


“He was?” The genie looked at Macarius with new
interest. “How did that happen?”


“I don’t know,” I admitted.


“I wasn’t asking you,” Azib sniffed.


“I do not know either,” Macarius drew himself up
to his full height, almost scraping his head on the RV’s ceiling. “Knowledge of
magic is forbidden, other than to those sworn to defend this world from the forces
of evil.”


“Forces of evil? Are you implying the Nether is a
source of evil?”


“It is the truth,” the knight glared.


“Eh, you are wrong about that,” Azib glared right
back at him. “Beings from my world are no more inherently good nor evil than
are people from this realm. When the two realms collide,” he shrugged, “there
is inevitably conflict. I have not observed that this world is peaceful
in nature. Is she,” he pointed to Gisele, “from Egypt also?”


“No,” she stepped forward. “I am from Gaul. I was
Sent almost one hundred and eighty years after Macarius.”


“Gaul?” Azib closed one eye and looked up while he
thought. “I do not know of it. Egypt I know, they built the,” he steepled his
hands above his head, “pyramids there, for the being you knew as ‘Amun’. He,”
the genie snorted, “was a real asshole.”


“You,” Macarius expressed surprise. “You knew
Amun?”


“As little as possible but, yes. Why? I am, or
was, familiar with all of your gods, like Ra and Bastet, Hathor and-”


“Such beings are not gods,” Macarius shook
his fist at the genie. “There is only one Almighty God.”


“Whoa,” Azib zoomed through the air back toward
the wall of the RV. “Wizard, control your rabid dog, please.”


“I am not a filthy dog,” Macarius reached
out to grab the genie by the neck, but the being was too fast and agile.


“Hey!” Duke protested, and nipped the warrior’s leg
through his sweatpants.


“Ow!” Macarius was so surprised he almost dropped
his sword.


“Everyone calm down, damn it!” I put a hand
on his chest and pushed Macarius backward. “Duke, you do not bite people.”


“He started it,” the dog bared his teeth.


“He did, that is no excuse. Macarius, back off, or
get out.”


“The genie is evil.”


“Azib is helping us.”


“He lies!” The sword swept up.


Gisele took a step closer to him, gently placing a
hand on his sword arm. “Macarius, brother. You must have faith.”


“Faith? In a wizard who admits he knows little
about magic?”


“Faith that this is where we are meant to
be. Faith that this is all part of God’s plan.”


His arm wavered, relaxed, dropped. “Wizard, what
of your faith?”


I held up my hands. “All I know is, I’m doing the
best I can, and doing what I think is right. For everyone. If someone out there
is trying to open a portal, we need to stop them. You asked what our purpose
is? Right now, it is finding this portal and making sure it stays closed.”


Macarius took a breath, and jammed the sword back
in it scabbard. “Very well. What do you need from us?”


“First, you apologize.”


Macarius deflated, shoulders slumping. “Kazimir, I
am-”


“Apologize to Duke.”


His mouth formed a silent ‘O’. Ignoring that the
dog had nipped his leg, he dropped to one knee and reached under Duke’s chin to
scratch his neck. “Duke, I am sorry for what I said. Dogs are loyal, steadfast,
and the noblest of creatures.”


“Hmmph,” Duke lifted his nose in the air.


“Can you ever forgive me?”


The tail thump thump thumped on the floor.
“A treat would seal the deal.”


Macarius laughed, and pulled a dog biscuit from a
pocket. “Is that good?”


“Good,” the dog mumbled through a mouthful of dry,
crunchy biscuit. “Enough.”


Damn. It would be easier to fight the enemy, if we
would stop fighting amongst ourselves. “Azib, I’m sorry if we offended you.”


The genie shrugged. “It’s nothing I didn’t expect.
You are all,” he looked straight at Macarius, “ignorant savages.”


Thankfully, the warrior didn’t take the bait.
Instead, he actually smiled. “If we are to work together, we will need to accept
our differences. Genie, why do you wish to prevent a portal from opening? Do
you not wish to return to your world?”


“Er, it’s more than I don’t want certain beings from
the Nether from coming here. I got into, let’s just say it was a spot of
trouble.”


“That was thousands of years ago,” I assured him. 


“The beings I angered have long memories,” he
shuddered. “Besides, time flows differently in the Nether. Even within
the Nether, time moves at different rates. The way you think of ‘time’,
I mean. I would prefer,” he shuddered again, “that a connection between realms
not be opened, until I am able to prepare.”


“OK, so,” I let out the breath I’d been holding in,
since the genie told me the spear point I’d taken was vibrating with residual
magic. “What is our next step?”


“Next,” Azib put his tiny hands on his tiny hips.
“I am hungry.”


“Dude, seriously?”


“I haven’t eaten for thousands of years. Wouldn’t you
be hungry?”



 

The little guy had a good point. To throw together
something quickly, I made a small plate of nachos. Or, the knights did that.
Working together, Macarius got out the chips and sprinkled on shredded cheese,
then popped it in the microwave, while Gisele spooned salsa into a small bowl.


Azib floated through the air, watching the
preparations. “What is this?” he stuck his head in the open door of the
microwave.


“It is an oven,” Macarius told him, without even a
scowl.


“It’s not even warm,” the genie held a hand out,
then backed away as the door was closed. “Don’t you have to get a fire going
first?”


“No,” the knight proudly demonstrated his new toy,
like he was suddenly an electronics expert. “This is a new type of machine, it
heats the food without the oven needing to be hot.”


Azib folded arms across his chest. “OK, now you’re
just screwing with me. Unless, this is magic?”


“It is the truth, and it is not magic. But,
the machine is not to be trusted,” he pointed to the ‘Pizza’ button.


“Oh for-” I groaned. “OK, I thought we- You know
what? Fine, whatever.”


When the nachos were ready, the three of us, I
mean the humans, each took a chip, dipped it in the salsa, and demonstrated how
to eat it. Since Azib needed both hands to hold even a broken chip, I figured
he would eat one and be full.


Damn, I was so wrong about that. He ate the
rest of the chips on the plate, then Macarius made another plate of nachos and
the genie ate the whole thing.


“Oh my G- How can you eat that much?” I was
astonished.


“Urp,” he at least had the good manners to cover
his mouth when he burped. “More, please? These are good.”


“OK, one more plate,” I wagged a finger at him. “But
we are all sharing, this time.”


The sharing thing needed some ground rules, which Azib
learned when Gisele scolded him. “No double dipping!” She snatched the
salsa bowl away, then sighed and placed it in front of the genie.


My last two chips went to Duke, I was losing my
appetite. Someone out there was working to open a portal, and I had to stop it,
since no one else could. “Azib,” I wiped my hands on a napkin. “How can we find
this portal?”


“That is easy,” he said through bites of a nacho
chip. “The energy signature of the object it is tied to is unique. All you have
to do is bring me that object.”


“OK, how do I do that?”


He shrugged. “I have no idea.”



 


 

Lunch was simple; cheese and crackers, plus I set
out a bowl of cherry tomatoes, and peeled an orange. While we discussed what to
do next, I sliced up the block of cheese and handed out food on little paper
plates. One of the crackers broke, so I gave those two halves to Gisele as a
snack, while I made more. Duke studied me intently, sniffing at the food, until
I gave him a cracker with a big hunk of cheese on it.


He gulped it down, then his tail drooped. “Hey!
How come I got one cracker, and Gisele got two?”


“You got more cheese than she did,” I told him.
“See? The one piece of cheese you got, was bigger than the two pieces she has,
combined.”


His lips quivered, making me wonder if his
distress was real, or he had learned that was a way to manipulate humans into
doing what he wanted. “Why do you hate me? Am I a bad dog?”


“No, it-”


His ears went back and his lips trembled. “I
thought I could trust you.”


“You can trust- Oh, listen. You got more food.”


“But she got two, and I only got one.”


“OK, let me explain how this works.” I made two
crackers with cheese, one with twice as much cheese. “Which one would you
want?”


His tail thumped. “The bigger one, please.”


“Right, now watch this.” The smaller portion I cut
into four pieces, making a mess on the cutting board. “These four pieces
together have less food than this one piece, see?”


“But,” he looked from me to the plate and back,
his tail dancing a mile a minute. “There are four of them.”


“How about this? I will give this one big piece to
Gisele,” I handed it to her, and she munched on it. “While you will get one,
two, three,” he gulped them down as I held them up to his mouth. “Four.
Did you like that?”


“Yes,” he licked his lips. “I’m not stupid,
you know. Four is more than one.”


“You know what? Fine. That must be some advanced
dog math that I can’t understand. Whatever makes you happy.”


“I am happy, now that you are not trying to cheat
me.” Then his head slumped and his tail stopped moving. “But now Gisele will be
sad.”


“No,” she hid her grin behind a
hand, and winked at me. “I know that a hard-working dog needs more food than I
do.” “Really?” He perked right up. “In that case, I would like some more,
please.”











CHAPTER TWENTY NINE



 

With three people, a dog and now a genie crammed
into the RV, it was too crowded. There was no sign the rain would let up any
time soon, so I got back on the road, looking for another motel. The first
place we stopped didn’t allow dogs, and I didn’t want to court trouble by sneaking
Duke into a room, so we kept going. The second place, an old motor court that
looked like it was built in the 1950s or 60s, was closer to the town library
anyway, that’s where I wanted to be.


The drive was, oof, I felt like an adult
chaperone for an elementary school field trip. I felt like driving the
RV off a bridge a couple times. How do parents do it? Once Azib started
talking, he would. Not. Shut. Up. He had a question about everything.
The only good part was that, as a being from the Nether, he could tell that
things like the RV, or the microwave, or a radio or cellphone, were not
magical in nature. That did not stop him from endlessly marveling at every
piece of technology that did not exist in ancient Babylon.


Fortunately, the knights answered most of the
questions, proud to show off their new knowledge. Listening to them give
explanations that were more than half wrong, I had to bite my tongue not to
laugh. Maybe I should have spoken up to correct some of the worst
misinformation but I figured it didn’t matter, and I was tired, and truthfully,
it was so darned funny I just enjoyed the show. At the motel, I pulled
Macarius aside and asked him to keep watch on the genie. Really, I just didn’t
want him demanding to come with me to the library. After being on my own for so
long, having constant companions was waaaaaaay too much togetherness for me. What
I needed was a couple hours of being by myself and not talking to anyone. The
library was perfect  for that.


First, I used the computer to Google the Mound
Builders, then I got some books that covered the subject. The books didn’t
contain much useful info I hadn’t already seen online, the purpose of the books
was so I could sit in a comfortable chair near a window, watching raindrops
splatter the puddles, and giving me an excuse to be away from the motel until I
got worried about leaving the knights alone with a genie. On the short drive
back, I thought about what I had learned. The mounds, some of which covered multiple
acres of land, had been constructed originally by the Adena culture in what is
now the state of Ohio. The Adena had burial sites where they put their dead
into a wooden building, then set it on fire. On top of the burned structure,
they piled dirt to bury the ashes. Sometimes, another wooden mortuary building
would be constructed and burned, then also buried. The result was very large Earthen
mounds that must have required enormous labor. Like the pyramids in Egypt or
Mexico, except the mounds were more numerous than pyramids. The Adena lived
from around 500 BC to about the year 100, the dates are not exact.


The Adena didn’t die off, their culture evolved
into what we now call the Hopewell. The Hopewell culture was not a kingdom or
an empire, it was many groups of people across a wide area of eastern North
America who shared technology, a way of life, and traditions like constructing
large and apparently ceremonial Earthen mounds. I say ‘ceremonial’ because
people did not live on the mounds, nor were they constructed for defense. The Adena
most likely built the really big mounds, like the twisting serpent in Ohio that
you may have read about in school.


By the way, ‘Adena’ and ‘Hopewell’ is not what
those ancient people called themselves, we don’t know what names they used for
their tribes or kingdoms or their overall shared culture. 


While reading about those ancient cultures, I had
the spear point sitting on my lap. It was the tip of a spear, not an arrowhead.
That’s good, because bow and arrow technology was not widely used in that area
until after the Hopewell culture abruptly and somewhat mysteriously
collapsed. So, the arrowheads I had seen for sale on eBay, advertised as
‘Adena’ or ‘Hopewell’ were probably mislabeled. If they were authentic native
artifacts, they belonged to the Fort Ancient culture that sprung up a couple
hundred years after the Hopewell civilization suddenly collapsed.


About that abrupt collapse.


There’s something odd about it. 


The timing, I mean. 


The Hopewell culture fell apart around the time
that Gisele was Sent.


About the year 500.


Right before the original Convergence was supposed
to happen.


Now, someone was using an artifact from that
culture to open a portal to the Nether.


Whatever happened to the Hopewell, it was a sudden
and severe catastrophe. Civilization in that area took several hundred years to
recover.


Taking my scholarly Wikipedia-level knowledge back
to the motel, I had more questions than answers.



 

The knights, the dog and the genie were in
Gisele’s room. As usual, she had somehow managed to make it a complete mess in
a few hours, I have no idea how she did that. She was sitting up on the bed, Macarius
was in the room’s only chair, and Duke was curled up around the genie, who used
the dog as a couch. Azib had a little bowl of M&Ms and was popping them
into his mouth one after another. How did someone so tiny eat so much?


The TV had been on when I knocked, they had it
tuned to the Discovery channel. Were they watching an educational program, to
learn more about the modern world, or history? No. They were watching robots
beat the crap out of each other.


Damn it.


I sat on the edge of the bed for five minutes,
until the program was over. Reaching over to the remote, I pressed the power
button to turn the TV off. 


“What did you,” Azib munched on another M&M. “Find
out about the artifact?”


“Not enough. Not anything useful, unless I’m
missing something.” Telling them what I learned took only five minutes.


“You learned nothing, then,” Azib frowned.


“There is something interesting I found; the
Ohio Hopewell culture declined dramatically, right around the time Gisele was
Sent here,” I looked at her. “Later cultures like the Miami Indians have
legends of a horned serpent that crossed the sky, dropping rocks in its path.  Others have tales of the Sun coming down to Earth.”


“A horned serpent? Could that have been a dragon?”
Gisele guessed.


“Maybe, but meteor fragments from that time have
been found scattered across a wide area. There is not a big crater, because the
comet exploded in an airburst, above the eastern United States. It would have
been a violent event, setting forests on fire and devastating the environment.”
The article I read described the force of the exploding comet as being
equivalent to a nuclear bomb, I didn’t mention that. We had not talked yet
about nukes, the discussion about the miracle of electricity had taken way too much
time and energy. “The fires, and loss of food plants and animals, might have destroyed
the Hopewell civilization. Set the local peoples back by centuries. They
stopped building mounds after that time. Possibly they were too busy trying to
survive, and didn’t have time or resources to build monuments,” I shrugged.
“I’m not an anthropologist. There aren’t any written records from that time, so
all the evidence is circumstantial.”


“These Ohio people were wiped out, at the same
time we were anticipating a Convergence?” Macarius drew his lips into a thin
line. “There also was a portal in the area? I do not believe in coincidences.”


“Comets do not come from the Nether,” I started to
explain, but Azib interrupted me. “They come from-”


“That sounds like Atatka’s MO,” he said while popping
an M&M into his mouth.


“What?”


“It means Modus Operandi,” he said with a sigh.


“I know what it means, how do you know
that?”


“I saw it on Law & Order.”


“Oh my-”


“These are their stories,” Azib said.


Duke lifted his head and finished with, “Dun
dun!”


“OK, Gisele,” I shook my head. “We may need to cut
back on the TV time.”


“Why?” Azib hopped to his feet. “Television is
great! Way better than the jesters and musicians we had in Nebuchadnezzar’s
court. They were lame,” he stuck out his tongue. “We watched some other
shows also. I was thoroughly confused by the episode we watched, of a show
called ‘The Book of Boba Fett’.”


“OK, yeah, see, that’s what I mean. You should be
careful about what you watch. Unless you have seen the Star Wars movies first,
the story won’t make any sense, and-”


“The story did not confuse us,” Gisele
said. “Why was the character of Boba Fett not in his own show?”


“Oh,” I groaned. “OK, that is a long story.
Can we wait for another time to talk about that? I want to get back to what
Azib said about, Ah-taht-kah?” I sounded out the unfamiliar word. “Who is this guy?”


“She is what you would call a god here,”
the genie explained.


“She only pretended to be a god,” Macarius
insisted.


“That didn’t make any difference to the people
here who worshipped beings from the Nether. The gods here had the power
of gods, over weather and crops and-”


Waving my hands to avoid a long argument, I cut
off the protest Macarius was launching into. “Can we agree they are not
gods, and move on? Azib, what did you mean by Atatka’s MO? What does that have
to do with a comet exploding?”


He sighed, and popped another M&M into his
mouth. “This could be a long story, so I’ll break it down Barney style for
you.”


“What? How do you know-”


“The Mean Girl used to say that,” Duke explained,
“when she was trying to show my Lady how to do something.” His ears went back.
“It was not a nice thing to say.”


“No, it’s not.”


“I felt like biting her.”


“That would have been a bad idea.”


“That’s what my Lady said,” the dog sighed.


“OK, that’s how you know that expression. Where
did Azib learn it?”


Duke cocked his head. “When I showed him how to
use the TV remote,” he said with that unspoken ‘Duh’ in his eyes.


“You showed him? How did-”


“Like this.” With the remote lying on the bed next
to him, the dog demonstrated by tapping the little rubber buttons with his two
longest claws. He turned the TV on, and changed the channel. “Oh! Another Law
& Order! Can we watch-”


“Later! I am turning that off right now,” I
snatched the remote from him, turned the TV  off, and dropped the remote on the dresser.
“You are getting way too smart.”


“Hey!” The dog protested. “I like it. Are you
going to change the channel for me, every time I want to watch a TV show?”


“You should not be watching TV, you’re a dog!”


“I would enjoy it more, if the shows included more
dogs. How come the detectives on Law & Order don’t have a dog with them, to
sniff out clues?”


“That’s not what ‘sniff out’ means, it-”


“I would know when a suspect is lying,” he
insisted. “Every jury should have a dog.”


“I, think we can all agree on that. Can we please
get back to this Atatka? Azib, please continue.”


“Are you sure?” The genie ate another M&M. “I
haven’t seen that episode of Law & Order.”


“You can watch it later, OK?”


“Hmmph. Very well. Atatka was, as far as I
know she still is, a rival of the god Gitchmando. They hated each other, and
were constantly at war over territory within the Nether. I know that Gitchmando
was working to establish a kingdom here, on this side of the portal. He was
having some success with that, he had acquired thousands of followers in an
unexplored area of this world. But, that was a long time ago, I of course don’t
know what happened after my time. What I do know is that Atatka sought help
from Baal to weaken Gitchmando, by attacking his followers here.”


“Wait. With a comet? Come on, that can’t be true.”


“Why?” The genie asked. “The gods used fire,
flood, droughts, snow, giant waves, volcanos, landslides, and any other sort of
supposedly ‘natural’ events to reward or punish their followers. Or, to
attack the followers of their rivals. This comet, it is a rock from the sky?”


“Basically, yes.” There was no point to getting
into the nerdy details of why comets are different from meteors.


“It sounds like something Atatka would have done, pulling
down a rock to hurt her hated rival.”


“Your gods can reach that far?”


“They are called gods for a reason. This
story of a Convergence makes no sense to me, but it-”


“You told him?” I looked at Macarius.


“We did,” Gisele answered. “He knew nothing about
it.”


“That is not how connections between the
realms work,” Azib insisted, hopping to his feet and nearly tipping over the
bowl of candy. “You have to open portals, that each cover only a small area.
Portals are very difficult to create, and they are even more difficult to
maintain. That is why the gods expend so much effort and energy to maintain
control around portal sites, and why their rivals seek to close the portals of
their enemies. If a portal closes while a god is in this realm, they lose much
of their power. They could die, if they are unable to reopen a
connection. All beings from the Nether need a source of magical power to
maintain their forms here.”


“Yeah, I knew that,” I told him, which was not
quite true. That is something I had been told by Sarah, and she admitted she certainly
was no expert on the subject. I didn’t know it was a fact until Azib said it. Unless
he was wrong, or exaggerating. Or lying about it.


“The idea of a grand Convergence,” he shook his
head. “Is too fantastical to believe. A connection that is widespread, and
lasting for years, perhaps centuries? That is not how such things work. Our
realms are constantly moving apart, only fleetingly together. As soon as a
portal is opened, the distance between realms works to tear it apart. That is
why the presence of gods here is fleeting. They pop in, appear to their
followers, do something magical, and retreat back into the security of the
Nether. Or, they come here to act against their rivals. Wizard, you have surely
seen that magic does not work properly in this realm. This,” he closed his eyes
and reached out for a thin, weak strand of magical energy. “isn’t right.”


“It’s not right,” I agreed. “I have seen stronger,
more coherent fields of energy, recently. Uh, I might have done something to
it.”


“Done something?”


“I might have, uh, broken it.”


“You broke it?” He screeched, throwing up
his hands. “How could you do that? You can barely call yourself a wizard!”


“Thank you for the heartwarming vote of
confidence.”


“Vote of- Oh, ha ha, I get it. There is no way I
would be confident in your abilities.”


“It’s not my fault. Everything I have done, I had
to figure out by myself.”


Azib blinked. “You didn’t receive any training?”


“Not at all. There are no other wizards in this
world. That I know of. Are there?”


“You’re asking me?”


“Actually, yeah, I am. Can you sense the presence
of other wizards?”


“No.”


“Uh-” I hadn’t asked the right question. “To be
clear, if there were other wizards, could you sense their presence?”


“Ah, I see now. The answer is I might be
able to do that, under the right conditions. If you’re asking whether I can
sense wizards anywhere in the world, then no. No way. A wizard would have to expend
a truly god-like amount of power, to be felt from more than a few hundred
miles. I can barely sense you from here. It’s a subtle thing. Besides, any
skilled wizards know how to conceal their presence.”


“Can you teach me to do that?”


“With,” he waved a hand. “This to work
with?”


“Sorry.”


“What did you do? How could you damage a
magic field?”


“I had to use a large amount of energy very
quickly, and I suspect the technique I used wasn’t the best way to do it.”


“Ya think?”


“Can we talk about that later? What’s the next
step?”


“Next step? You haven’t done the first step
yet. You were supposed to discover where that spear point came from.”


“That’s not gonna happen. There isn’t anything
unique about it. Besides, the spear point isn’t important. You said it absorbed
energy from being in contact with an object of power. This thing,” I plucked
the piece of flint from a pocket, “could have been in a drawer next to an
object that is from a completely different part of this world. The object we’re
looking for could have come from Babylon, for all we know.” If that was the
case, we were screwed. There was no way I could get to Babylon, or
Mesopotamia, or Iraq as that land is now called. Sure, I had enough cash, but I
did not have a valid credit card, and buying a ticket with cash would raise all
kinds of red flags. Without a passport, I couldn’t even book an international
flight. And like I had told the knights, my fake IDs were not good enough to
get me on an airplane. How the hell was I supposed to save the freakin’ world,
when I couldn’t even get a flight to Cleveland?


“I don’t think so. The vibration I sense is characteristic
of the baseline harmonics around in this part of the world.”


“What do you mean?”


“Ohf. You can’t sense the harmonics at
all?”


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


“Wow, this is totally hopeless. How about I go
back in the amulet, and wait another three thousand years. Maybe by that time,
a competent wizard will wake me up.”


“What do you suggest? We drive around
randomly, until you sense the right vibration?”


“Like that’s going to work. No, you dimwit, it is
more complicated than that. We have to find out where the object was imbued
with power. Its power is tied to that place, that is where the portal
will open.”


“Wonderful. How do we do that?”


“Hey, I can’t do all the thinking for both of us.
This is your world, remember? Try not to be completely useless.”


“Listen, you little-”


Gisele cleared her throat. “If the two of you will
stop fighting long enough for me to speak, I might have an idea.”



 


 

Gisele did have an idea, a good one. An idea I
should have thought of. Maybe I would have thought of it, if I hadn’t been so focused
on arguing with Azib.


Her idea is why we were at a museum. Not a cool
museum that had dinosaurs, this was the sort of local place that your parents
would take you to on a rainy Saturday when there was literally nothing
else to do. This museum was in a barn behind a house, it was open only three
days a week that time of year, and clearly it had started as one guy’s hobby. The
signs that contained information about the exhibits were faded, like they had
been created on a home laser printer, and the attempts to make the exhibits
appeal to children were hopelessly outdated. None of that mattered. The museum
had what I cared about: a large collection of artifacts from the Adena and
Hopewell cultures, the Mound Builders. Lots of flint knives and spear points,
objects made from stone, and pottery. Lots of pottery, though that museum
didn’t have the funds to acquire any valuable pieces that were large and
intact. Most everything was broken, just fragments of pottery. There were
photos of large pots and other types of pottery, showing what intact pieces
looked like. They were inscribed with designs like stylized birds, with
exaggerated beaks. One fragment of pottery had the head and beak of a bird. “Is
that a duck, or a goose?” I guessed. “The beak isn’t sharp like a raptor.”


“Very good,” the volunteer guide said with a
smile. She was an older lady, with graying hair, and she wore a flowery print
dress with white sneakers. When I came in, she had seemed both surprised and
delighted to have a visitor that morning. She was sitting on a stool behind the
counter that held a small selection of items that constituted the museum’s gift
shop. The homemade jams looked good, I made a note to buy a couple jars on the
way out. The woman, her name tag read ‘Janice’, looked like she would be in the
church choir on Sundays, but she had also been reading a steamy paranormal
romance book when I walked in, so maybe I shouldn’t be making assumptions about
people I didn’t know. “We don’t have the rest of the piece, of course, Mister
Reynolds found this one himself,” she added, showing her local pride. “Similar
pieces that are complete do show a body that is clearly a bird.”


“What are these designs?” I pointed to swirls
inscribed in another piece. “Are they religious symbols?” Asking that question,
I wondered if any of the pottery was dedicated to the ‘Gitchmando’ being that
Azib had mentioned.


She shrugged. “It could be, or they might just be
to look nice.”


“I like it,” I said, and smiled. It was important
to be friendly. Guys my age were not typically interested in looking at dusty
relics. When I came in, she had looked out the window to the small lot where I
had parked the RV. That had sparked a brief conversation about what I was doing
in a small town in southern Ohio, and I hopefully satisfied her curiosity in a
way that she wouldn’t think was memorable.


Continuing along the row of exhibits, I walked
slowly. Three walls of the barn were lined with cases that held artifacts
behind glass covers, and the center of the barn had another row of double-sided
cases. Those artifacts are why I was at that particular museum. There were a
large number of artifacts from the Adena and Hopewell cultures, and I could get
close to them. Most large museums would have a more extensive collection, but
the majority of their objects would not be on display. Artifacts locked in
drawers in a museum’s basement were no good to me, I needed to see them.
Specifically, I needed to get close enough that Azib could sense the residual
vibration in each piece. Around my neck was a black length of string, inside
the shirt, with the amulet tied to the string


Where was Azib?


Standing on my shoulder, like a parrot. He assured
me that other people could not see or hear him, and we had tested that statement
in a grocery store. Apparently, he told the truth about the ability to conceal
himself. As I strolled along the display cases, he closed his eyes, holding
onto my ear with a tiny hand that made my skin tingle, and reached out with his
senses. He kept up a constant, annoying monologue about what a bunch of useless
junk the exhibits were, how objects from ancient Babylon were so much
better, and how bored bored bored he was.


I felt like strangling him.


The worst part was, I couldn’t even tell him to
shut up. He could talk to me without anyone hearing, but I lacked that ability.
So, I walked along, fantasizing about stuffing him back into the amulet and
tossing it in a river. Or wrapping it in a bag of garbage from the RV, which I
would put in a trash can, so he could spend all of eternity surrounded by
rotting trash in a county landfill.


Halfway along the back wall of the museum, Azib
tugged on my ear. The little shit didn’t need to do that, he enjoyed screwing
with me. “Hey! Dimwit, go down the display cases in the center. The left side.
No, your other left.”


Maybe I could just toss the amulet in the parking
lot, and back over it with the RV. Smiling at the guide, I put my hands behind
my back, leaning forward to peer closely at the exhibits. Azib let go of my
ear, he didn’t actually need any help to stay on my shoulder. “Keep going,
we’re getting closer. Ooooh, that one!” Azib jabbed excitedly right in
my ear, making me wince.


The guide noticed that I had flinched. “Are you
all right?”


“Yes. Pulled a muscle in my neck yesterday, that’s
all. Uh, this one,” I pointed to a broken piece of pottery. It was the same light
brown color as the other shards of pottery, but the ceramic was thicker, with
the inscribed design more intricate. “This is interesting. Where did this come
from?” I pointed to the piece and asked.


“Let me check,” she thumbed through a well-worn
leatherbound book. “That was donated from the collection of-”


“No, excuse me, I meant, where was it found? Where
was it, you know, dug out of the ground?”


She frowned. “I’m not sure we have that
information. That might not be known. If it was dug up, as you say, a long time
ago, there might not be records. Many objects were kept in families, and
objects were moved around and traded.”


“Could you check, please? I would appreciate it.”


The woman looked at me with dawning suspicion. “May
I ask what is your interest?”


“It’s just,” I shrugged, and leaned so my forehead
was almost touching the glass. “I want to tour some of the mound sites, and I
haven’t decided which ones yet. It would be nice to have some sort of, you
know, connection. Something to tie me to the past, to the people who made
this.”


She smiled. Apparently, I had given the right
answer.



 

Once Janice found the information we needed, I
wanted to bolt out the door. That is certainly what Azib urged me to do. He
groaned and moaned, and pinched my ear, and generally made a pest of himself. Instead,
I toured the rest of the exhibit, asking polite questions. Not too many
questions, Janice understandably wanted to talk, and I didn’t want to be there
all day. On the way out, she gave me a pamphlet that showed the mounds in Ohio
and neighboring states, circling the one the thick pottery shard had come from.
We chatted about the best route to get there, and I bought two jars of jam. When
I backed the RV out of the lot, she waved briefly to me through the window,
already back to reading her hot romance book. I hoped she had a good day.


“We need to go,” Azib hopped on the
dashboard, pointing down the driveway.


“I know how to drive, thank you,” I resisted the
urge to smack him onto the floor. Most of the reason I didn’t do that was
because I couldn’t. Azib could make himself go, how do I explain this? He wasn’t
really here with us, not physically. I first noticed that when he was sitting
on the bed. The blanket had a dent under the bowl of M&Ms, but not where he
sat. Later, he walked across the bed and his feet didn’t disturb the blanket.
While he was on my shoulder, there was no sensation of weight. He looked
solid, although he didn’t cast a shadow. That’s something I should have noticed
earlier. The question I had was what the hell happened to all the food
he ate? For sure, plates of nachos and a whole snack bag of M&Ms
disappeared when he was eating,  though
he didn’t seem to get any bigger. Yeah, I know. Magic. Let me tell you, magic
can be really annoying. “What’s the rush?”


“We, meaning you, need to stop a portal
from opening.”


“Thank you for the breaking news flash. We already
knew that.”


“We did not know that someone has been working
to open a portal, like, now.”


“What?” I jammed on the brakes just before we
reached the end of the driveway. “How can you know that?”


“From the residual vibration in the artifact we
saw at the Museum of Dusty Relics back there,” he pointed to the barn with a
thumb. “By the way, that was just a delightful way to spend a nice
spring morning,” he stuck out his tongue. “I can’t wait to see what you have
planned for the next stop on this magical mystery tour. Maybe we will-”


“Go back to the vibration thing. What are you
talking about?”


“The type of magic that object is imbued with is
very strange, I’ve never seen it before. Of course, I don’t know much about
Gitchmando, so maybe his followers use a different set of techniques that-”


“Get to the point, please.”


“OK! Wow, somebody didn’t sleep well last night,”
he muttered. “My guess is, and I am guessing, because this is an unfamiliar
type of magic. I think someone has been testing the original object, the one
the power was, loaded into, however you want to say it. The object that is the
key to opening a portal.”


“That object 
in the museum?”


“No. Ohf, how can you be so clueless? Why
am I stuck with the only wizard who knows nothing about magic? Listen,
dimwit, I’ll explain this slowly for you. Someone has been applying small but
increasing amounts of magical energy into the original object. The one
that holds the energy for opening a portal. That makes it vibrate, I, ohf.
Vibrate is not the correct word, it’s the best I can use to describe it. When
that object begins to vibrate, other objects that were near it, and absorbed some
of the residual energy from the field, they also begin to vibrate. That is what
I sensed in the museum. Let me see that spear point.”


From a pocket, I took the sharp piece of flint and
placed it on the dashboard. Azib ran a hand over it. “Uh huh, uh huh, yes. Same
thing. Can you feel that?”


Holding the spear point, I closed my eyes and
concentrated. “No, nothing. Sorry.”


“This is hopeless. When you say someone is working
to open a portal soon, what do-”


“I mean like, tonight, if not sooner.
Probably tonight. The sunlight in this realm disrupts certain types of magic,
especially the magic that establishes portals. A connection between realms is a
very delicate thing, you know. That,” he gestured for me to drive. “Is why I
say we need to go, right now.”


I stepped on the gas pedal.



 










CHAPTER THIRTY



 

Before Janice at the museum told me where the
broken piece of pottery was found, I assumed it had come from a major
ceremonial site. Like the famous Serpent Mound, or the large complex of mounds
and other Earthworks at the Hopewell Culture national historic park. Nope. The
pottery came from a small site that was on county-owned land, in a grove of
trees that was mostly surrounded by farm fields. According to the information I
found online, it wasn’t much of a mound at all, and most of it had been taken
apart by later native cultures, or used as fill by the early settlers to the
area. The site wasn’t officially excavated by archeologists until the 1930s, by
which time there wasn’t much of it left. The county had created a gravel
driveway off the dead-end road into the site, with a few parking spaces, and
volunteers maintained the interpretive sign at the entrance. From the few
photos I found, and the view on Google Earth, there wasn’t much to see at the
site. “Are you sure about this?” I asked Azib as we drove toward the site. It
was only a few hours away, we should get there by early afternoon.


“Yes, of course. Wait! I am sure about the piece
of pottery I identified. You idiot mortals could be completely wrong about
where it came from. That is not my fault.”


“No, but it is your problem, if you want to
make sure a portal doesn’t open. How could this site be important enough for
someone to open a portal there now, after all this time?”


“Ugh. You are questioning me, based on your
extensive knowledge of magic?”


“I’m asking a reasonable question.”


“Oh, fine. Portals can be short-term events, some
might be used only once, before the movement of the two realms causes that
location to shift, or to become useless. A portal that only gets used once
might not have a monument associated with it in this world. A portal that is
used only a few times likely wouldn’t be worth the effort to construct a major
monument. If this site was one of the last portals established by Gitchmando,
before Atatka dropped a rock on his followers, the people here would not have
had time to build a large temple.”


“Is that what the mounds are?”


The genie rolled his eyes. “You realize I am not
from this part of your world, right? How should I know what the people here intended.?
But yes,” he sighed. “Most portal sites, especially the major ones that were
maintained over a long time, became sites of temples devoted to whatever god or
gods controlled that territory.”


“OK.”


“Unless I’m wrong, and the mounds here were a prehistoric
form of convenience store.”


“You made your point, thank you.”



 

About half an hour from the site, I pulled over at
a gas station to discuss our strategy. If Azib was right, whoever had the
artifact would wait until nightfall, probably after midnight, to attempt
opening a portal. If they were trying to do that, he now wasn’t so sure.


“What do you mean, you don’t know?” I demanded.


“Hey, I told you, this type of magic is new
to me. I’ve never seen it before.”


“It’s more primitive than you are used to?”


“No, the opposite. It’s more subtle. The people
who lived here, on this side, were skilled in the art. Somehow, they found a
way to open a portal with far less energy  than I thought was needed. Again, I am not
an expert on this sort of thing.”


“Then why are you doubting yourself now? Is
someone trying to open a portal here tonight, or not?”


“All I can say is, I think someone is testing the process,
and I think they have no idea what they are doing. The increase in vibrations
is very small, but significant. Whoever is doing this, they might be surprised
if a portal opens.”


“Damn it. Could someone be doing this by accident?
A bunch of stupid kids found some old Indian pottery and are screwing around
with it?”


“Nuh uh,” he shook his head. “No way. Whoever is
behind this, they know what the artifact is, and they know enough to feed power
into it. Assuming you are this world’s only wizard, and considering how little you
know, there is probably someone out there fumbling around with things they
don’t understand.”


“OK. These have to be the same people who killed
my, uh, Aunt Sarah, and have been chasing me for years. They are bad news.”


“The bad news is what will happen if a
portal opens.”


“What will happen?”


“I don’t know, that’s the point. A god could be
waiting for that portal to open. Or it could be a complete surprise in the
Nether, and whatever nasty beings are in the area could take the opportunity to
come through. If you can’t stop the portal from opening, I do not want to be anywhere
near it,” he shuddered.


“How do I stop a portal?”


“I have no idea.”


“Great. If a portal is open, how do I close it?”


“Refer to my previous answer.”


“Seriously? I thought you are an all-powerful
genie?”


“I am powerful, as a genie. I am not a wizard.
That’s supposed to be your job,” he sniffed.



 

After a discussion about tactics, we decided to
drive close to the mound site, but not go there until after dark. The map
showed two county highways went by on either side of the site, a couple miles
apart. Between them, a road connected the highways, like the center crossbar of
an ‘H’. The dead-end road that led to the site sort of hung off the bottom of
the crossbar, and that road went on for several miles before ending at a farm.
Most of the area was farmland, fields with rolling hills, trees along the streams
and rivers, dotted with groves of trees like the one around the mound site.


We turned off the highway and drove along the road
until we came to the other highway, then turned around and backtracked to a
dirt farm track I’d noticed. It meandered off the road between two fields,
along a line of trees that followed a stream. The field was covered with
stubble of what I guessed were stalks of last year’s corn. Considering how much
soaking rain the east coast had received over the last month, I hoped the farmer
would wait for the field to dry out a bit before plowing. After pulling off the
road, I got out to scout the path while Gisele drove behind me. The track was
just mud, choked with flattened grass and weeds, but it was well drained and I
was confident our smallish RV wouldn’t get stuck. We parked it, and for
concealment, stuck some branches where part of the vehicle was visible through
a gap in the trees, then smeared mud on the windows so they wouldn’t reflect
sunlight. 


That was it. Basically, we sat in the RV or in
lawn chairs, reading books and waiting for the sun to go down. I tried to read
a book, but I wasn’t able to concentrate on anything. Dinner was sandwiches, I
didn’t have much of an appetite. How could I eat, when I was supposed to Save
The Freakin’ World, without having any idea how to do that?



 


 

Zoraida drove the rented Jeep while Mikaere sat in
the passenger seat and fretted. The jet had delivered them to the closest
airport, where they picked up the four door Jeep and loaded the back with a
small arsenal. On his lap, Mikaere had a carbine equipped with a laser scope
and suppressor, at his feet was an identical weapon for his partner. On the
dash was a powerful night-vision camera, linked to his phone. They also had
night-vision goggles, though putting those on would make it obvious they were
not tourists who had gotten lost. The flight, the whole operation, was a rush
job. She hated rushing into anything, especially something potentially
dangerous. The message from Annie, that instructed them to go to Ohio ASAP,
stated they had picked up a large volume of communications from the Order in
that area. The communications were encrypted so the intent was not known, but
it was clear that something big was going on. Zoraida and Mikaere were
following the trail of the same two Order agents who had been in Asheville
recently. Those agents were clearly searching for Kazimir Wolfe, so Annie was
gathering every asset they had into the area. That night, the assets consisted
of the two people in a Jeep. It wasn’t enough, but it would have to be.


Taking the right turn off the highway onto a
narrow two lane road that cut through rolling farm fields on either side, Zoraida
drove only two hundred meters before she tapped the brakes, then stopped. In
front of them, a tree was down, blocking the road. It was a large oak, part of
the windbreak of trees that lined the south side of the road.


“No way around this,” she sat up in the seat,
craning her neck. Ditches on both sides were deep enough that maybe the Jeep
could cross them, and maybe not. “I’ll back up and try from the other side.”


“Yeah, Isabel,” Mikaere agreed quietly, intent on
looking at his phone. “Do that. Keep it casual, please.”


She instantly picked up on his tone of voice, and
the fact that he had used her cover name, though they were alone. “Trouble?”


“Shooters, one on each side, in the bushes. Not
very well concealed, looks like they threw this together on the fly.”


She got the Jeep turned around, making a much too
awkward seven point turn so Mikaere had more time to scan the area. There was
an SUV off the road behind the trees, also poorly concealed. Nothing they could
do about it at the moment, nothing they were authorized to do. She turned back onto
the highway and drove a quarter mile before pulling over. “What’s the play? Do
we call this in?”


“We get more intel first, conduct a recon.”


“Why? We know something is going on, something
big. The Order wouldn’t block a road like that unless whatever they’re doing is
important.”


“It’s not that big a risk. It’s almost midnight,
that road doesn’t see much traffic even during the day. This county only has
two sheriffs on duty at this time of night, and they are both probably out on
the highway. The risk that law enforcement will check the road blockage before
sunrise is low. We need intel,” he insisted.


“How?”


“Turn around, we need to get closer. You’re going
to fly the drone.”


She got the Jeep moving. “What will you be doing?”


“Getting into position, in case we need to deal
directly with our friends back there.”



 

Mikaere dropped to the ground, pulling the mask
down from his face, catching his breath. He had run along the far side of the
treeline of the field to the south of the road, circling around the rather
small field so he approached the shooters from behind. The hood and mask he had
worn was supposed to prevent his heat signature from being visible, but it also
was damned hot and uncomfortable. The gloves and long black shirt he wore over
the body armor also was designed to keep infrared radiation from showing
forward, that is why the back of the shirt was a mesh, not that it mattered
much when his torso was covered in Kevlar panels.


Looking through night-vision goggles, he located
the Order agent on his side of the road. The person, he couldn’t determine
gender from that distance and it didn’t matter anyway, was looking away from Mikaere,
toward the highway.


Stilling his breathing, he pulled the hood and
mask back down, then sprang to his feet and ran along the bushes that lined the
road, keeping low. Once, he stumbled and went down, lying quietly before daring
to raise his head. His fall had not been heard. Even better, he could now see
the shooter on the other side of the road, though that was a mixed blessing. It
would be a tough shot through the bushes and if he missed the first volley, the
enemy could roll down into the ditch and disappear. The enemy might also see
him, if either of them looked behind. Like they should, if they had been
properly trained.


Wriggling into the bushes so he was partly
concealed by the shallow ditch, he settled down to wait. What was taking Isabel
so long?


The answer came seconds later, when his earpiece
crackled. “We have a major problem.”



 

Zoraida had set up and launched the drone after Mikaere
ran off away from the highway, using her tablet to fly the device. It went
high, flying away from the target field to gain altitude before turning back.
From that height, it was less likely the enemy would hear it against the
background noise of the breeze blowing that night, a breeze that made the drone
slower and would restrict its battery life and range.


She saw the shooters and their vehicle, its hood
still glowing in infrared from the residual heat of its engine. And she saw Mikaere,
running along on the other side of the windbreak trees that separated the
fields. With cool professional interest, she watched as her partner circled
around, until he made the turn and was creeping up on his potential targets.


Satisfied that Mikaere was in no immediate danger,
she sent the drone southeast, until it had a view of the Indian mound that was
ringed by trees. Multiple heat signatures were there, including two vehicles
and at least eight people. Four were clearly in position to cover the approach
road, the other four were on top of the mound itself, she couldn’t get close
enough to tell what they were doing. As a mound, it was unimpressive. If she
hadn’t read the information online, she might have thought a local farmer had
created the mound by using it to dump rocks, brush and garbage over the
centuries.


Using a fingertip on the virtual joystick, she
sent the drone east, parallel to the road. “Hel-lo,” she whispered.
There was another roadblock, this one not a tree but two large pickup trucks parked
diagonally across both lanes. One person behind each truck, one off to either
side. That made at least ten Order agents, or contractors they had hired. That
was not likely. Whatever was going on that night, it was a major priority for
the enemy. They wouldn’t entrust the job to security contractors.


Fourteen agents. It was a shock the Order had that
many people on this side of the Atlantic. There had been speculation by Annie
that their enemy was a very strictly compartmented, tightly held organization. Possibly
comprised of fewer than a dozen people in the entire world. What Zoraida saw
told her that couldn’t be true. Unless only a handful of Order agents knew the
full truth about the purpose of the organization they served, and the rest were
hired security staff.


She needed to call it in, and protocol required
approval from Mikaere, as he was the senior agent on the scene. Swinging the
drone around, she got it flying back toward her, parallel to the road so she
could provide overwatch for Mikaere. Whether he would advance or retreat,
having eyes in the sky would give him an advantage. The-


What was that?


“Oh my God,” she gasped.


A vehicle was driving slowly along the road,
approaching the turn-off that led to the mound site. Where the hell had
it come from? It was driving with its lights off. It looked like some sort of
van, like a contractor might use. Taking a risk, she dipped the drone lower to
get a better look.


It was what Americans called a recreational
vehicle.


From that altitude, she couldn’t identify it, or
see the driver.


But she did not believe in coincidences.


Her stomach tied in knots, and she toggled the
transmitter. “We have a major problem.”



 

Mikaere pressed the cover over his mouth and spoke
quietly, talking into the microphone. “What is it?”


“Mike, the other end of the road is blocked also,
but someone got through. It’s an RV. It has to be Wolfe. They’re
approaching the mound site, driving into an ambush!”


“Call Annie, right now. Screw protocol. Priority
Omega.”



 

Zoraida set the drone to climb, then hover, while
she pulled out her cellphone. The secure call app was something she had
practiced but never used live, it was reserved for extreme emergencies. Tapping
in the number from memory, she sent a text first.


Five letters: OMEGA.



 


 

Driving the RV with the lights off was both easier
and harder than I expected. Easier because I had put a towel over the gauges,
so the dashboard lights didn’t blind me when I cranked the engine. We had spent
hours in complete darkness, giving our eyes time to get accustomed to the lack
of light. My night vision had always been exceptional, the knights told me they
could see pretty well, and I knew that dogs had better vision in poor light
than humans did. That’s because dogs and their ancestors are crepuscular,
that is a fancy way of saying they hunt primarily at dusk and dawn. Don’t ask
me how I know the word ‘crepuscular’, I read it somewhere and it stuck in my
head.


Anyway, the night vision that mattered most was
mine, because I was driving. The lights were switched off, and while we were
waiting, I had pulled the taillight covers off and removed the bulbs. Our RV
was a stealth machine, except for the heat generated by the engine, and the
creaking noise from one of the shocks that I couldn’t fix. Driving down the
middle of the road, I had to hope we didn’t hit a deer. Or run over a skunk. If
a car came from behind us or was coming at us from in front, I would have to switch
the lights on, but I figured that wasn’t likely. Since it got dark, we hadn’t
seen or heard a single vehicle on that crossbar road. There was traffic on the
two highways flanking us, we could hear the whine of tires and see headlights
reflected on the scattered clouds, but our lonely road was just that: lonely.
It kind of creeped me out that we were so alone, I mean, it was a rural area
but somebody had to live there.


We made the turnoff for the side road, a turn I
misjudged and swung too wide, the left front tired thumped off the pavement and
I hit the brakes. “Damn it. Macarius, can you check if I can make this turn?”


He pushed the side door open, it was unlatched and
I had removed the bulb there also. “It will be close, wizard. Perhaps you
should reverse the wagon, and try again?”


“Yeah, good idea, I-” As the shifter clicked into
reverse, I flinched and slammed it into neutral. The backup lights! I had not
thought to pull the backup bulb also. Those clear white lenses shone brightly
for a second, enough to cause spots in my eyes. “Damn it! Sorry about that.
Let’s take a minute.”


“I was able to see while the lights were on,”
Macarius reported, not admonishing me for the screw-up. “Crank the wheel and we
can make the turn.”


“I’ll try in a minute,” I had my eyes tightly
shut. “Need to recover my vision.” After what I judged was a minute, I put the
RV into drive and inched forward. It was tough to see, the light of the moon
kept breaking through scattered clouds, then going away. Tree branches swaying
in the breeze created mirages on the cracked pavement of the road. I got us
lined up with the center of the road again, and stopped while Macarius climbed
back in. “Everyone ready?”


“I am,” Gisele held her Glock with both hands. The
pistol was loaded but she hadn’t racked the slide to put a round in the
chamber. With the funky lack of a switchable safety on that weapon, I didn’t
want to risk an accidental discharge, and the knights grudgingly followed my
instructions.


“I am ready,” Macarius thumped the back of my seat
with one hand.


“Is everyone clear on what to do?”


Macarius answered for the knights. “When the wagon
halts, Gisele and I go off the road, go around cross the road again and
approach the mound from the south, while you come from the north.”


“Right. This is a recon, not an assault. We go in,
look around, then meet back here and talk about what to do. In an emergency,
use your phones. Phones are on vibrate, check?”


“Check.”


“Azib?” I prompted the genie.


“I plan,” a muffled voice said from under my
shirt, “to stay inside this amulet, until you tell me it is safe out there. Or,
you know, until you’re dead. Either way.”


“Your courage is truly an inspiration,” I
responded, giving him a middle finger he couldn’t see. “Duke, what will you be
doing?”


The dog sighed. “I go hide in the woods. This plan
is stupid. I should be with you.”


“There could be people with guns out there.”


“I will bite them,” he bared his teeth.


“No, you will run away. No arguments,” I
shook a finger at him.


“OK,” he slunk back to his dog bed. “When do I get
to bite something?”


I let off the brake and we started rolling.



 

“Control, this is Lookout Three. I saw something
on the road to the north. Artificial light, a flash of it. Do we have vehicles
approaching?”


There was not an immediate response, while Control
checked all units, in case some idiot had violated orders. “Negative, Three. Hold
while we verify. The-”


“Control, Three. Confirmed. Vehicle approaching,
lights are off. It is not one of ours.”


“Identify,” Control demanded.


“It is, it’s an RV.”


That time, the response was immediate. “Take it
out.”



 

Annie called, seconds after she must have received
the ‘OMEGA’ text message. “Martinez, situation?” She asked tersely.


Despite her shock at speaking to the mysterious
Annie for the first time, Zoraida answered without hesitation. “At least
fourteen Order agents are in the vicinity of an Indian ceremonial site. An RV
is approaching, we think it is Wolfe’s. He is driving into another ambush,
Ma’am.”


Rumor had it that the codename ‘Annie’ was a joke,
that the woman who led Vetrux Security had at one point been a Buddhist nun,
where the honorific ‘Ani’ meant something like ‘sister’ to a Catholic nun. If
so, Annie’s instinct for pacifism had decidedly worn off. “Deadly force is
authorized, as is risk of exposure. At all costs, save Kazimir Wolfe,” even
through the poor sound quality of the encrypted call, Zoraida could hear the
woman take a breath before adding, “Whatever you have to do, do it now.”



 

Zoraida ended the call and reconnected to Mikaere.
“We have a ‘Go’. I’m coming to you, take out the shooters.”


“Repeat, please.”


To avoid any potential for miscommunication, Zoraida
spoke plainly. “Kill them both, right now.”



 

Mikaere slowly rose, checking that the safety of
his carbine was still on, he could not risk firing prematurely. Both Order
agents were still in place, they had not moved from their designated positions.
Good discipline, he thought to himself. Then added, poor technique,
as the two shooters were not covering each other. They were not coordinating. They
were not even in good positions to support each other in case of trouble. One
should be the primary, with the other keeping watch in all directions. He
wondered where they had received their training, then silently blessed whoever
was the unprofessional screwup responsible for their coming misfortune. Raising
the carbine, he planted the stock firmly against his shoulder, and looked
through the sight, leaving the targeting laser beam off. In the mist that was
beginning to cover the fields, the thin line of light could alert the enemy
that they were now prey. And give away his position. Pantomiming his planned
action, he swung the rifle from the shooter on the other side of the road to
the figure in front of him. Then, he took a deep, calming breath and let it out
slowly, sighting in on the enemy across the road.


Phut phut, the sound was barely audible as
the barrel spat out two subsonic armor-piercing rounds.


Too loud anyway.


The figure in front of him suddenly rolled for the
safety of the ditch.


Mikaere had anticipated that move, leading his
target and double-tapping the figure that was moving slower than the pair of
bullets. Another pair of shots to be sure, followed up by two more rounds
directed at the unmoving prone figure across the road.



 


 

“Mike, talk to me,” Zoraida called as the Jeep
took the corner off the highway at high speed, the tall, awkward vehicle
leaning alarmingly. She had the headlights off and was wearing a set of night-vision
goggles, her own carbine ready on the passenger seat.


“Two down,” he reported without emotion, slightly
out of breath.


“Where are you?” She couldn’t see anyone ahead.


“Coming to the road. There’s a turnoff into the
field about fifty meters before the tree, I’ll meet you there.”


She hit the brakes and slewed the Jeep off the
road, making sure it was in four-wheel mode as it slid to a halt. A moment
later, the dark form of Mikaere appeared, running toward her. He yanked the
passenger door open and jumped in.


“What’s the plan?” She asked.


He looked directly at her. “What exactly did Annie
say to you?”


“Save Wolfe at all costs. Whatever we have to do, do
it.”


Even in the darkness, she could see Mikaere
grinning. “You drive,” he said as he ejected the magazine and slapped in a
fresh one. “I’ll shoot. Step on it.”


She stepped on it, increasing the throttle as the
tires bit into the muddy soil of the field, and in seconds, the Jeep was
rocketing across the field toward the tree line. Toward the old Indian mound.



 

Well, shit. The best-laid plans and all that, huh?
My plan, that I later realized was truly idiotic if I was supposed to Save The
World, was to drive close to the driveway to the mound. According to Google
Maps, before that short driveway was a sort of lane where a farmer could drive
his tractor into the adjacent field. I intended to use that turnoff to swing
around and leave the RV headed the other way, so we could make a quick getaway.


In a beat-up old RV.


From people who could be driving armored SUVs, and
armed to the teeth.


In retrospect, cooking up that plan it was not my
finest hour.


That became clear when I was blinded by lights
ahead of us, on each side of the road. My instinct was to slam on the brakes, I
did not do that. A guy I worked construction with used to be with the
Army in Afghanistan. While out for beers one night after work, I asked if the
scar on his cheek was from combat. No, he had said with a laugh, that was from
cutting his face on the rusty metal edge of his family’s above-ground pool when
he was little. He had been lucky in Afghanistan, only getting into a firefight
twice. Each time, he survived not by following his instincts but by following
his training. Human instinct says to hunker down and take cover. But doing that
allows the attackers to retain the initiative, dictate the terms and pace of
the engagement. Instead, the elements under fire should continue forward,
attacking through the enemy position, while elements behind provide accurate
covering fire. That’s how he survived. He probably thought nothing of the
conversation in a bar with impressionable eighteen year old me, but it stuck
with me. To the point where, when I saw those lights flash on, I could taste
the too-sweet Sprite I had been sipping on that night.


I floored the gas pedal, shouting for the knights
to shoot at the lights. Easier said than done, from a wildly moving vehicle.
Driving and shouting wasn’t all I did, or I would have died right then and
there.


I created a shield, using the surprisingly strong
and coherent field of energy around us. The shield grew from the size of a
penny to the size of a beach umbrella in the blink of an eye, and I had to
blink as the shield exploded with harsh light.


Lots of violent lights.


Incoming rounds, splattering against the pure
diamond-hard nothingness of the shield.


Except, shit.


The shield didn’t provide perfect coverage. It
couldn’t, or the lower edge would dig into the pavement of the road and I
couldn’t hold it together. Bullets got around the lower edges of the shield,
blowing out the front tire on my side. Out of control, the awkward, top-heavy
RV skidded, slid sideways-


Then rolled onto its left side, crashing to the
pavement hard and sliding in a shower of sparks like a fireworks show. All I
could do was throw up my hands in front of my face, the shield forgotten as I
tried to protect my stupid head from being flung out the window and becoming a
dark stain between the road and the RV, as the airbag in the steering wheel
exploded in my face, stunning me.


We ground to a halt with one last ear-splitting
screech of tearing metal, and I hung in my seat by the belt that had locked
into the fully retracted position, seeing stars swimming in my vision. The window
in my door wasn’t a problem, we had rolled both windows down before we started
driving. The windshield was shattered, crazed to the point where I could not see
through the glass but that wasn’t a problem. It had torn free from the frame
and was bent outward, hanging from the passenger side seal and leaving a big
gap in front of me. The pair of lights were still shining right in my eyes, and
they showed two black-clad figures in the road, in a half-crouched position,
weapons aimed at the RV. One of them swung the barrel directly toward me and I
saw a brief flash of red. A laser sight, locking onto me.


In my dazed condition, I couldn’t manage to
control any magic, couldn’t even feel it.


We were dead.



 

“All units cease fire, cease fire!” The
voice of Control blasted in the earpieces of the two men in the road, causing
them not to flinch but to lift their fingers off the triggers of their weapons,
a split second before a volley of rounds would have struck the RV’s driver.
“Take the wizard alive, repeat alive! Acknowledge!”



 

I didn’t die.


What the hell?


That was unexpected.


So unexpected, my brain locked up. I had no idea
what to do next. 


The two bad guys in the road were approaching
slowly, warily, still walking in an awkward-looking half crouch. They were wearing
body armor and black baseball caps that were on backwards, with night-vision
goggles up on their foreheads. With the damned searchlights glaring right at
me, they didn’t need vision assistance. Two red dots of laser sights were
dancing on my chest, and I froze, knowing if I moved to pull out my Glock, they
would shoot.


Or would they? Why hadn’t they killed me already?


Because, duh, they knew I couldn’t go anywhere and
was little threat to them. They wanted to take me alive. For what, I didn’t
know, except it couldn’t be anything good for me. My brain felt mushy, I
couldn’t get my thoughts together. A concussion? Maybe. Behind me, someone was
groaning, or someones were groaning, my hearing wasn’t the best at that
moment. Gisele and Macarius had not been wearing seatbelts. Gisele fell behind
my seat, I remember seeing that, so she had probably fallen into the dining
nook, Macarius also, I assumed.


Magic. I needed magic. And I had nothing. It
wasn’t there, or my scrambled brain couldn’t sense it. The two bad guys had
split, the one on the right was hanging back, down on one knee, providing cover
while the guy on the left was within ten yards, still walking in a crouch.


I couldn’t do anything. Behind me, the knights
were starting to move around, making unintelligible sounds and not giving me
any confidence they would be capable of doing anything useful. You know who did
something?


The dog.


Walking awkwardly on his paws that didn’t grip
well the smooth surface of the cabinets that were now the floor of the RV, he
came forward from wherever he had been, I assume he got thrown back into the
bedroom. He got his front paws on the back of my seat, the fabric giving him
decent footing, and next he was standing on my arm and shoulder, licking my
face. Only for a second, then before I could stop him, he bounded out the
sagging windshield, slipping on the broken sheet of safety glass, and
scrambling forward toward the guy on the left.


“Duke, no!” I gasped, reaching out in a
futile effort to grab his tail. The dog had no chance to do anything useful, he
must have known that. It would be a fight of teeth against bullets, a hopeless
gesture. He went anyway. Why?


Because that’s what dogs do, that’s why.


His pack was in danger and he acted. Dogs may not
be smart, but they are brave and loyal and we don’t deserve them.


The guy was so surprised to see a dopey golden
retriever bounding toward him that he swung the rifle aside, and Duke thumped
into the guy’s chest. Before the dog could get his teeth on an arm or the throat,
the guy wrapped an arm in an iron grip around Duke’s throat and lifted him off
the ground as the dog gasped and choked. The gun barrel came around to press
against the dog’s back. “Wizard! Come out! Surrender yourself, or the dog will
suffer.”


Again, I froze. Both from not knowing what to do,
and from pure, paralyzing terror.


Duke whimpered weakly, unable to breathe. He
wriggled but his paws couldn’t get a grip, and the gun was jammed into his back
hard.


Any move I made could kill the dog. “Don’t hurt
him,” I pleaded, my voice shaky. “He’s just a dog.”


Duke yelped in a strangled, high-pitched whimper
that shook my soul.


“Anton, kill the stupid animal,” the guy on the
right ordered in a growl. “We don’t have time for this. Kill the damned
dog.”


If you are an aspiring Bad Guy, working hard on your
Evil Minion courses with the goal being promoted to Henchman someday, here is a
valuable free tip for you: never tell your opponent that you’re going to kill
his dog. That is a bad career move.


I was still half blinded by the lights glaring in
my eyes, stars were fading in and out of my vision, blood was dripping down my
face from the airbag impacting my nose, my hearing was screwed up so everything
sounded muffled, I had a whopper of a headache, and my brain couldn’t manage to
string together a coherent thought.


You know what?


None of that mattered.


If magic wasn’t coming to me, I ripped it
from wherever the hell it came from, using my will to tear a hole in reality.
The first thing that happened was those two fucking lights exploded in a shower
of sparks and the road was instantly plunged into darkness. The second
thing that happened was a log came flying out of the woods and slammed into the
guy on the right, knocking him backwards to the ground. He lost the grip on his
weapon, the rifle swinging around by the strap to smack onto the pavement
beside him. The guy was tough. With a grunt, he rolled onto his back, kicking
his legs up for balance, reaching for the rifle-


Right as the log came back down vertically out of
the darkness, pile-driving his head into the pavement hard.


Again.


And again.


The log split into shards and fell apart, it was
in much better shape than the guy’s skull, which- Which really wasn’t anything
by that time. A darker splotch on the dark road.


“Holy- Oh my G- What did you-” The guy on the left
stammered in shock, keeping a grip on the dog.


I reached for a knife, sliced the seatbelt
webbing, and crawled out the shattered windshield. My right hand extracted the
Glock from the shoulder holster, and my left hand created a shield in front of
me. Not a large shield, not a strong one, my mastery of magical energy was
slipping away as quickly as I had pulled it together. Tall and strong enough to
protect me from my head to my knees, narrow enough to reach around the side
with the Glock. Firing from that awkward position might break my wrist, or
certainly throw off my aim. “Let the dog go!” I shouted, my voice barely under
control.


Instead, the guy hugged Duke to his chest, using
the animal as a living shield. “You won’t shoot me,” his voice was as unsteady
as my own. That was a problem. He was scared, that made him unpredictable. He
might do anything.


Pointing the Glock at the sky, I took a breath for
calm. “No one else needs to die tonight,” I appealed to him.


“You do, wizard.” A switch in him flipped,
he made a decision.


The rifle barrel came up, he would have trouble
aiming while holding the dog. My instinct was to dive to the side, away from the
muzzle, he would have to turn farther to line up a shot, that would give me
more time to-


Duke yelped and wriggled furiously, twisting his
neck up to nip the guy’s ear. More than nipped, the dog’s teeth did a Van Gogh
special on the guy and came away with a bloody chunk in his jaws. Duke crashed
to the road on his back as the guy let go with a scream, clutching the gory
remains of that ear.


I dove to the left, dropping the shield and
squeezing off four shots, striking him center-mass, right in the chest. The
soft 9MM bullets didn’t penetrate the ballistic plates of his body armor, the
impacts did rock him back off his feet. He toppled over backwards, crashing
heavily and I scraped a knee on the pavement, springing up to stand over him,
jamming a foot on his right hand that still held the rifle. He grunted but
didn’t relax his grip. It didn’t matter, he couldn’t get the muzzle up to aim
it at me. “That’s it, stop!” I barked, pointing the Glock at his face.
“Stop it!”


“Screw you,” he grunted. “And your dog.” There was
a sound of Velcro ripping as he used his other hand to draw a combat knife,
jabbing it toward my leg.


BANG 
the Glock fired a round into his nose. There was a metallic ting
as the expended casing bounced off the road. Then I shot him again, right in
the forehead.


Why?


Because he hurt my dog, so fuck him,
that’s why.


“Duke,” I dropped to my knees, to offer a hug as
he limped toward me, and I was careful to keep the hot barrel of the Glock away
from his fur. “Are you OK? Are you OK, buddy? Talk to me. Talk to me, please.”


He made a choking, spitting sound. “Uh, yuck. I
got some of his ear stuck in my teeth. Humans taste terrible. I think
that guy ate too much garlic.”


“I-” I slumped onto the road, laughing
uncontrollably. “I will make a note of that.”


“I was fierce, wasn’t I?”


“You were the best. No one will ever
question that you are feared throughout the land. You saved my life, buddy.”


“I did,” his tail thumped weakly, but it thumped.
“Does this mean I get a treat?”


“You get a whole steak, for yourself. I’m talking
about a cowboy bone-in ribeye.”


“Ooooh, when?”


“Not-”


A dot of red light on the road next to me caught
my eye. Now I understand how cats can be fascinated by laser pointers. Except,
that laser wasn’t for play.


It was more bad guys coming from the mound site,
as backup.


Grabbing the dog, I rolled away from the dancing
dot of light as bullets struck the road right where I had been. On hands and
knees, I speed crawled behind the overturned RV as bullets tore into it,
huddling behind what I hoped was a reinforced part of the floor pan. Six
rounds. I had fired six rounds, I thought. Or was it more? Six rounds expended
left eleven in the Glock’s magazine, not that a full magazine would make a big
difference against rifles on full auto.


Magic. I needed magic. Reaching out, I felt for
the strands of magic energy, but they were so ephemeral, I couldn’t grab onto
them.


“I can’t give any more,” the muffled voice of Azib
called out, barely understandable over the crashing impacts of bullets.


“What?”


“I gave you all the magic I have!”


Huh. That’s why the magic I used had been so
powerful, so easy to control. I had help, without knowing it. “Can you pull
together more?”


“If I had time!”


“We don’t have time!” I jerked as a bullet
tore through the bottom of the RV right next to my left shoulder, sending hot
fragments into my skin. “We-”


The sudden roar of an engine interrupted both my
thoughts and the incoming bullets.


Screams replaced the gunfire.



 








CHAPTER THIRTY ONE



 

Mikaere was halfway out the Jeep’s passenger
window, trying to line up a shot as the vehicle bounced, skidded and slipped
sideways across the muddy field. Zoraida had been driving at a steady but sane
speed, until two bright lights showed from beyond the trees that lined the dead-end
road, followed quickly by multiple twinkling lights.


Gunfire.


Zoraida had stomped on the gas before Mikaere
could urge her onward. The original plan of getting most of the way across the
field, shifting the Jeep into neutral to coast the rest of the way until it
rolled to a stop then continuing on foot, was forgotten. The only thing that
mattered was speed. The two lights shut off as abruptly as they had appeared,
followed by complete darkness. Renewed gunfire, deeper, louder, an unsuppressed
weapon. Pistol, Mikaere judged. Four or six shots, he couldn’t be certain from
that distance.


After a pause while the two agents of Team Draco
wondered what the hell was going on ahead of them, twinkling lights
appeared again, distinctly seen through their night-vision goggles. Four
shooters in sets of two, one group thirty meters from the overturned RV, one
set twenty meters behind and catching up quickly. “Ramming speed,” Mikaere
shouted to be heard over the din of engine, creaking suspension components,
sliding tires throwing up clods of mud, and the metallic agony of bullets
striking the RV.



 

Zoraida didn’t acknowledge, she didn’t need to and
couldn’t break her concentration. In spite of the order, she let off the
accelerator as the Jeep neared the gap in the tree line, lining up the hood
with one of the sparkling lights about a meter and a half above the road. The
muzzle of a rifle, spitting out rounds. As the Jeep bounced over the last set
of ruts before the road, she had the brief impression of a black-clad figure spinning
toward her and opening his mouth in surprise, just before she stepped on the
gas pedal and cranked the wheel to the right. There was a THUD that she
felt more than heard as a body crumpled onto the Jeep’s grill, flying up to
spin away off to the left. Mikaere was laying down steady fire as the Jeep
skidded to a halt and then he was out the door, rolling off the road into the
shallow ditch to the right. Zoraida followed, abandoning the vehicle that was
too big a target, keeping low and firing from the hip, just keeping the enemy’s
heads down as she sought cover.



 

Rolling into the ditch that was too shallow for
useful cover, Mikaere held up his carbine, emptying the magazine in a sweeping
arc across the road on full auto, and had a fresh magazine in. “Isabel, cover
me,” he hissed into the microphone as he poised to rise. A burst of fire coming
from behind him was his cue. Rolling onto his stomach, he sighted down the
road, searching for targets. One down about ten meters from him, the prone
figure still moving but in jerky motions. Not a threat. Rising to one knee, he
swept the scope left to right, zeroing in on another dark figure as a red glare
flared in his goggles.


Laser sight.


Mikaere dodged to the right. Too late. Three
rounds slammed into his chest, sending him sprawling backwards, losing the
carbine.



 

Zoraida saw her partner get hit and she didn’t
react, other than to shift her aim to the shooter on the right, who had moved
out from concealment. From behind a sturdy oak tree, she put a burst into the
enemy, smoothly shifting back to the asshole who had taken cover behind a rock.
Her rounds just created sparks as they threw up rock chips uselessly, wasting
her ammunition. Without taking time to swap the half empty magazine for a full
one, she yanked a flash-bang grenade off her belt, pressed the stud to activate
it, and tossed it in a high arc down the road. While the device was in the air,
she fired a burst, her lips moving as she counted off seconds. When she reached
‘One’ she closed her eyes and ducked behind the stout trunk of the tree.


BANG with a sharp flash of light.


Her ears ringing but her vision unaffected, she
stood up, waiting waiting waiting-


And put a burst into the figure who rolled out
from behind the rock. Another short burst to be sure, then three more bursts
into the three other bodies scattered on the road. Eject the nearly expended
magazine, smoothly slap in a fresh one, and chamber a round. Then she did not
immediately run over to Mikaere. He was not her mission.


Kazimir Wolfe was.


The wizard, if that’s what he was, she found
huddled behind the belly of the toppled RV. He aimed a pistol at her, but had
the presence of mind not to shoot. “It’s OK,” she swung the muzzle of her
carbine down and away. “Are you Wolfe? Kazimir Wolfe?”


The young man nodded, looking like he was going
into shock, clutching a skinny golden retriever. “Yeah. Who’re you?”


“The cavalry,” she smiled, not lifting her
goggles. “I am Isabel. Are you injured?”


“Just my pride.”


“My partner is just down the road, could you check
on him? Do you have a first-aid kit?”


“Somewhere. In the cab. Yes.” The wizard seemed
dazed. “Where are you going?”


“If my count is correct, there are still two enemy
unaccounted for here. They’re not going to kill themselves, so,” she patted her
weapon.


“Bad guys are uncooperative like that,” Wolfe
flashed a weak smile. That was good.


“I’ll be back soonest. If you see trouble coming,
get in the Jeep and go across the field. Get away from here, take care
of yourself.”


“Right.”


“I’m serious. You’re the reason for all
this.” She turned and ran, through the woods in the direction of the old Indian
mound.



 

“You’re wrong about that,” I said to her back as
she ran, not that she could hear me. Pushing myself upright on unsteady legs, I
scratched the dog’s head, and held onto the side of the RV, which was now the
roof. Despite what I promised her, I didn’t check on her partner first. “Hey!”
I called in a harsh whisper. “Gisele, Macarius? You OK in there?”


“I am,” the Egyptian answered. “Alive. As is
Gisele. I am injured.”


“OK.” I crawled back in through where the
windshield used to be. The first-aid kit was tucked into the pocket at the
bottom of the driver’s door. So was a flashlight. Risking the light, I checked
on the knights. Macarius had an ugly gash on his forehead, bleeding down the
right side of his face. It probably looked worse than it was, I knew head wounds
bleed a lot. He was also cradling his right wrist in his left hand, the right
hand was swollen and a darker color. A bad sprain, was my guess. He grimaced,
gritting his teeth. Maybe the wrist was broken, he clearly was in a lot of
pain.


Gisele was in worse shape, her already pale skin
was ghostly white. “My ankle,” she bit her lip. “I think it’s broken.”


“Right. Macarius, can you get Gisele out of here?
One of the good guys got shot, I’m going to check on him.”


“I will do as you ask. Wizard? Who are these good
guys?”


With a shrug, I crawled back out onto the road. “I
have no idea, but I think they are this time’s version of the medjai.”



 

Wincing from the sound of suppressed gunfire
coming from the direction of the mound, I walked along the road until I found a
guy on his back, aiming at me with the same type of carbine the woman had
carried. “Whoa,” I held up my hands. “Isabel asked me to check on you. I’m
Kaz.”


“Kazimir Wolfe?” he wheezed.


“The one and only. Are you OK?”


“I’m Mike. Help me, get this vest off,” he
grunted.


Holstering the Glock, I listened for gunfire
because it had stopped, and followed his instructions to undo the plate
carrier. Using the flashlight cupped in my hands, I checked his black
undershirt. “No blood,” I told him. “I think you’re OK.”


He held up the plate carrier, pointing to three
holes in the outer fabric. “I took three rounds in the chest. Feels like
getting kicked by a horse. A big one.”


“Gotcha.” Taking out my knife, I sliced the shirt
open. “Oh, crap. Yeah, you’ve got three big, purple bruises.”


“I can barely breathe,” he sagged back to the
ground. “Help me up.”


“Uh, maybe you should stay right there.”


With a glare, he said, “Maybe the Tooth Fairy will
fly me to a hospital on a magic carpet. I don’t think so. Unless you have some
magic fairy dust in that jacket to heal me, we need to get out of here,
fast.”


“I’m fresh out of fairy dust, sorry.”



 

Supporting him as he walked, his arm over my
shoulders, I got him to the Jeep and into the passenger seat. He wanted to lean
down and breathe deeply so he would not puke, but putting compression on his
rib cage, or breathing deeply, were too painful. He felt better after he
ralphed on the road. I got into the driver’s seat, started the Jeep and backed
it up behind the cover of the bullet-riddled RV. All the bullet holes made me
wonder how the knights hadn’t been killed. Then I realized they had taken cover
behind the oven, mini fridge and bathroom. Clearly, we would not be using those
features again.


The knights were out of the RV, leaning against
the roof. “Macarius, you and Gisele stay here. Duke, you also. Stay here.”


“Where,” Mike croaked. “Are you going?”


I made a show of putting a fresh magazine in my
Glock. “To find your partner. Unless you can talk to her?”


He shook his head. “My comm gear is fried. Wolfe,
here, take my weapon.” He tugged at the strap that held the carbine around his
neck.


I hesitated. “I’m not familiar with that type.”


“It’s easy,” he grunted. “Safety is off. Eject the
magazine here,” he pointed. “Fresh mags are in my belt.”


Swapping magazines gave me some confidence in the
weapon, and firing two rounds off into the field showed I could at least not
hurt myself if I had to use it. The carbine was poorly balanced, possibly due
to the fat suppressor attached to the barrel. “OK, I’m going to-”


Down the road, a flashlight blinked twice, once,
two times again. “That’s Isabel,” Mike told me. “Go.”



 

When I got back to the RV, Mike looked shocked to
see his partner. She was hanging onto me, limping. A blood-soaked bandage was
around her left thigh. “I’ll live,” she assured us.


The way the blood had drained from her face, I
wasn’t sure about that.


“What about-” Mike started to ask.


“Two down,” she jerked her head toward the mound.
“We’re alone. That won’t last long. We need to get Wolfe away from here.”


“Hey,” I protested. “I’m right here. Who the hell
was shooting at me, and who the hell are you?”


“They’re called The Order,” Mike answered. “They used
to be part of the Knights Templar.”


“The-” My mouth dropped open. “Templars? You
are freakin’ kidding me?”


“Wish I was. Our organization has been fighting
The Order for centuries.”


“And you are?”


“I told you,” Isabel answered. “The cavalry.
Wizard,” she unslung a sack that was over her shoulder. “The people on the
mound were doing something with this.”


In the sack was a clay pot, about the size of a
small saucepan, only the walls were very thick. Holding the sack and shining a
flashlight in, I saw the pot was caked with a dry, black substance. Whatever it
was, it smelled awful.


Oh, I forgot to mention. The pot was glowing a
dull red. It wasn’t from heat, the thing was glowing. “Stand back,” I
held up a hand to keep the others away, as I swung the sack and smashed the pot
on the pavement. Shards flew out, spinning across the road surface. The glow
went out. “Problem solved,” I made a gesture like washing my hands.


“What was that?” Mike asked.


“I don’t know what it was,” I admitted.
“Those Order people were using it to open a portal, or trying to.”


“A portal?” Isabel gasped. “To the Nether? You can
do that?”


“I can’t do anything. Now, neither can
those Order assholes. It looks like we stopped them just in time. You,”
I corrected myself. “Stopped them.”


“Ehhhh,” Azib appeared, startling the two cavalry
soldiers. “Yeah, not so much.”


Mike looked like he had seen a ghost. It might
have been the first time they witnessed actual magic. “Who is-”


“Azib is a jinn, a genie. Mike, I’ll explain
later. Azib, what the hell are you talking about? There is no portal, you can-”


“You incompetent idiots didn’t stop anything,” the
genie insisted, hands on his hips. “The portal is open, can’t you feel
it?”


“What? No!” looking toward the mound, I squinted.
“There isn’t any- Huh. Oh. Ohhhh, this is bad.” I could sense something.


“Uh huh,” Azib folded his arms across his chest.
“See? You shouldn’t have doubted me.”


“There is no portal here,” Isabel insisted. “I
would have seen it.”


“That’s because it’s not here, not on the
mound,” I explained, though I didn’t understand how that could be. “Azib?”


“Listen, dimwits, at points where a strong, stable
connection can be established between the realms, you humans usually
constructed large monuments, though you might not always have realized why.
But other connections can be weaker, and they don’t always appear in the same
location on this side. The entry point in the world drifts around. That’s what
happened here. The Indians constructed that mound for an event, likely a portal
opening. That portal didn’t last, so there was no point to putting a lot of
labor into piling up a big monument. Plus, the whole comet thing, like I
suspect.”


“Comet?” Mike asked.


“I’ll explain later, OK?” I told him. “Azib, do
you know where the portal is?”


The genie pointed off across the fields to the
northeast. “That way. We only need to follow your nose, sort of.”


“Can you find this portal?” Isabel asked, then she
slumped to the road. “I’m OK, I’m OK,” she waved me away. “Wizard, take the
Jeep, and go! Close that portal.”



 

The Jeep bounced and lurched across a field, me
driving more slowly than I wanted to. The night-vision goggles were great, and
would have been super useful, if I had any experience with them. As it was, I
drove around ditches and ruts that didn’t exist, and crashed into ditches I
hadn’t seen. Azib was on the dashboard, using his own amazing ability to see in
the dark, and being absolutely useless to me. By the time he warned me about an
obstacle, we had already run over the damned thing.


It was just me and Azib in the Jeep. And Duke. Not
that I wanted Duke with me, or thought a dog might be useful. He had simply
hopped into the Jeep, and jumped between the seats evading my attempt to grab
him. Finally, with enough time wasted, I slammed the door and ordered him to
stay in the back. Of course, he had his head out the window, having a great
time, the stupid dog.


The four others were left behind, that’s what Mike
wanted. He figured guns wouldn’t be of much use against a portal, and none of
them were in any condition for a fight. He promised to unload any incriminating
evidence from the RV, I had told him where to find the single duffel bag that
contained all the extra pistols, fake ID, fake license plates, cash and
anything else I didn’t want law enforcement to see. Their plan was to take one
of the SUVs the Order people had parked at the mound, and drive across the
field back to the highway. Mike would puncture the RV’s fuel tank and ignite a
trail of gas, that would eventually explode the propane tank. The trusty old RV
would be a crispy critter soon, I kept glancing in the mirror, looking for a
ball of fire. Nothing yet.


It took some searching to find a way from that
field onto the road, fortunately the rugged Jeep gave me options that a normal
vehicle wouldn’t provide. The wheels spun uselessly for a heart-stopping moment
as I got hung up climbing out of a ditch, then the front wheels got traction
and we were on the road, going north. Cruising past the crossroads with the
lights off, I glanced to the left, where Isabel had seen two trucks at a
roadblock. No trucks were visible. I did see an intermittent, faint red glow in
that direction. Brake lights. More Order bad guys were coming to the mound.
Pulling out the cellphone Isabel had given me, I pressed one of the icons. Mike
answered. “You have company coming,” I told him.


“We’re away. Out.” He ended the call. A moment
later, a bright orange light flared across the field behind me.


Damn. I’m going to miss that RV.


I continued driving north, taking off the
night-vision goggles and turning on the headlights. Just a normal, everyday
Jeep, with a bunch of mud splattered. And a few bullet holes, that hopefully
would be hard to see in the darkness.


Ruh-roh.


Behind me, there were flashing blue lights coming
off the highway. A county mountie. Sheriff’s deputy. Should I warn them about
the Order team at the mound? Could I? No. The Order thugs would soon see
the situation was hopeless, and bail out. They would see the blue lights also.
Their standing instructions had to be to avoid encounters with law enforcement,
and there soon would be a whole lot of attention focused on that spot. Dead
bodies, and a whole lot of shell casings, plus a burned-out RV. The Order
wouldn’t want any of that attention focused on them.


Hopefully.



 

We cruised past a farmhouse and barn where only
one light was on, dimly illuminating covered patio furniture on the front
porch. Whoever was at home was asleep, as they should be. They hadn’t seen the
fireball of the RV exploding, nor heard it, nor the unmuffled gunshots of my
Glock. They shouldn’t have to worry about that sort of thing.


They also shouldn’t have to worry about
unspeakable horrors crawling out of a portal from another world.


That was my job.


Which reminded me, I needed to ditch the Glock as
soon as I was done with it. Too many rounds from my gun were back at the mound,
those could be traced to-


I slammed on the brakes even before Azib excitedly
hopped up and down and pointed to the right. Like him, I had sensed the portal.
Duke rolled into the back of my seat, falling onto the floor behind me. “Hey!”
he protested. “Be careful, will you?”


“You are in the wrong place if you want to be
careful,” I muttered.


“I am in the right place,” Duke stuck his head
between the seats, resting his chin on my leg. “I’m with you.”


Damn. I couldn’t argue with that.


Taking the first road off to the right, I slowed,
creeping along. There was what looked like an old driveway to the left, choked
with weeds in a dense grove of trees. Two sagging brick columns flanked the entrance.
It looked like someone had started to build their dream home there, then ran
out of money. Or they started a dream meth lab. Either way. The portal was in
that direction. Turning off the road and bouncing along a deeply-rutted track,
I had to guess where the driveway was, or used to be. It had washed out,
gullies cut across it. Ten yards into the woods to the right, a short yellow
school bus rusted away in the woods, trapped by trees that had grown up around
it. Behind it was a forty-foot C-tainer that had been there so long, weeds were
growing on the roof.


I switched the lights off and donned the
night-vision goggles again. The Nether had magic but our world had technology,
I needed to take advantage of it when I could. Branches on either side slapped
and scraped at the Jeep, making screeching sounds that made the hair on my neck
stand up. Bumping slowly along the track through the trees, I saw light up
ahead. It was moonlight, going dark again as clouds blocked the sky. There was
a clearing up ahead, as we drove into it, I could see that’s where the house
was intended to be. There were stacks of bricks, and a pallet of cinderblocks
that had fallen over. And a shovel in a pile of gravel. Also an old, rusty
cement mixer, on top of a pile of sand.


Oh, and I forgot to mention.


A dimly-glowing portal.


A roundish rip in reality, glowing faintly purple.
It was hanging in the center of the clearing, on the highest spot, where the unbuilt
house would have enjoyed cooling breezes in the summer.


“If we’re lucky,” Azib whispered. “This portal was
a surprise in the Nether. Most creatures there would hesitate to come through,
they would be as scared of this world as you are of them.”


“What’re the odds of that?”


“Uh, not good. Well. Good luck, let me know
how it goes.” With a ‘pop’ sound, he disappeared back into the amulet.


If anyone wants a used genie, make me an offer.


I parked the Jeep, switching the headlights on. If
anything nasty was in the tall grass and weeds, I wanted to see it first.
Reaching behind the seat for a crowbar that for some reason was on the floor, I
drew my Glock. “Duke, you stay here,” I ordered. But he had already squeezed
through the open window.


Immediately, he growled. A low, menacing growl,
the kind you never want to hear. This was not his ‘The FedEx guy is my mortal
enemy’ growl. This was a ‘I do not know what that thing is but we should kill
it’ growl.


Oh my God.


In the weeds, staring at me with eyes that
reflected the headlights, was a thing. A huge salamander is what it
looked like. A lizard, with a long tail, two legs that stuck out to each side,
and green and yellow splotches along its back. About six feet from blunt nose
to tail.


OK, not of this world, but also not super
dangerous.


Wrong.


It flicked out a forked tongue as Duke growled and
barked at it. The thing opened its mouth to hiss at us, exposing two rows of
long, sharp teeth.


Then it spit fire at me.


I leapt upward, the flames passing by under my
feet. Duke yipped and dodged away. When I came down, I dropped the tire iron
and held the Glock in both hands, firing steady and accurate shots. Every round
struck it, I’m sure of that. I was proud of how cool I was at that moment,
backing up as the lizard charged me, moving with shocking speed. When I had my
back against the grill of the Jeep, I braced myself to hop onto the hood if
necessary. It wasn’t. Seventeen bullets were enough to stop it, two feet from
me. The lizard slumped down, legs splayed out to the sides. Greenish blood
oozed out of multiple wounds. With trembling hands, I ejected the spent
magazine and slapped in another, my last. Damn it. I had told Mike to keep his
carbine, that guns wouldn’t be of any use against a portal. That was
stupid.


The lizard wobbled side to side so I pumped two
shots into its head, hoping that’s where the brain was. “Azib, do these things
have a brain in their skulls, or someplace else? Do they even have a
brain?”


His voice was muffled. “I’ve never seen that type
of salamander before, so your guess is as good as mine. If you will wait
one freakin’ minute, you will know if it’s truly dead or not.”


Breathing heavily, I crawled backward up onto the
Jeep’s hood, just in case. The genie was right. The body of the salamander
became indistinct, and I realized it was disintegrating before my eyes. In less
than a minute, all that was left was dust that stirred in the breeze.


“OK,” I shuddered, dropping to the ground and
picking up the tire iron. Why? It seemed like a good idea, that’s why. Sometimes,
logic can be overrated. “Let’s close this portal before something worse comes
through. How can-”


“Oops. Too late!” Azib made a strangled cry.


Oh sh-


The portal, which was about ten feet across, was
filled with a face. A glowing, yellow and orange face, with big glowing eyes.
Whatever was on the other side, it was big.


It was looking right at me, curious.


Maybe it was hungry.


And it was coming through.


Duke barked furiously. I waved the crowbar, hoping
to scare it.


That worked just great, thanks for asking.


Tossing the crowbar on the hood of the Jeep, I
froze when I caught a glimpse of the horror reflected in the windshield.


The damned portal was expanding.


The thing, whatever it was, couldn’t fit through
an opening only ten feet across, so it was forcing its way through. The portal
was stretching to accommodate the monster.


That time, seventeen rounds from my pistol did
absolutely nothing. The thing didn’t flinch, even though I had aimed at its
giant eyes and I’m sure my aim was true. It’s like the bullets evaporated when
they crossed the barrier of the portal, or they transformed into something
harmless.


Great. Lesson learned: save my rounds until the
creature is in this world, where technology can harm beings from the
Nether.


That lesson wouldn’t do me any good if the thing
came through and ate me.


What the hell could I do? Azib was useless. Duke,
brave and stupid, was holding his ground, growling as if that did any good.


Magic.


The portal was magical in nature.


Opening or closing it required magic.


But in our world, even magic had to deal with the
laws of physics.


I could work with that.


If I worked fast.


Closing my eyes, I reached out with my senses to
feel for the magic around me.


It staggered me, I nearly fell over.


The magic was strong.


Like a brick wall.


I couldn’t move it, couldn’t do anything with it.
It was so solid, so stable, it resisted my efforts. No wizard could bend that
much power to their will.


Our world was doomed.


Except, I used to work construction, remember?


A brick wall can be knocked down. You don’t need
to push against the whole wall. Just create a crack in it at the right place,
and let the crack grow. The wall will fall from its own weight. Like the
columns at the front of the driveway.


Looking at the power swirling around me, pouring
out of the portal, I focused on directing just a bit of it back into the edges
of the portal. One point on the left edge, where the energy bent back into it
created a thin gap in the glowing ring.


The purple glow there turned an angry red.


The beast bellowed as the portal constricted, and
the beast backed off. Then charged forward, making the portal bulge alarmingly.



I held my ground, bending more and more strands of
energy back on themselves. The portals edges flickered, turned a deep magenta.
The face disappeared.


And a hairy arm with claws came through, raking
the ground six feet from the Jeep. Squeezing the energy strands with all of my
will, I saw and felt the portal shrinking, collapsing on itself, as the monster’s
arm frantically felt around for me. Duke dashed toward it and I kicked at him,
landing a shoe in his ribs. He yelped and backed away.


Closer, closer, closer the portal shrank, reducing
its perimeter to heal the crack I had created. No good. I kept pouring energy
into that one slice of the portal’s edge as the scale-covered arm writhed and
the ground shook with a horrible, agonized shriek. The monster was trying to
pull its arm back but the portal was closing around it faster faster faster.


The portal blinked out, not with a flash of light
or a roar, but with a sickening splat. The monster’s arm was severed,
flopping to the ground, bluish blood spurting out the other end. Where the
blood splattered on the ground, the dead grass and weeds hissed and smoked.


Safety tip: stay away from the blood of, whatever
the hell that thing was.


Duke, because dogs are smart and always do the
sensible thing, crept up to the severed arm and sniffed at it. Before I could
say anything, he lifted his leg and peed on it, then walked toward me,
his tail held high. “Huh,” he sniffed. “We showed that thing whose
territory this is.”


“Yeah, uh,” I leaned on the hood of the Jeep, my
legs shaky. “We sure did.”


“Is it over?” The muffled voice of Azib called
from under my shirt.


“No, stay away. Very dangerous out here,” I said
with a wink to Duke, and the dog shook. It was still weird to see a dog
laughing. “Oooh,” I wrinkled my nose, as the arm began to fall apart
into dust, there was a horrific stench. “Oh my God,” I covered my mouth and
nose.


“Hey, you can’t blame me this time,” Duke
wisely backed away


“We did it. Damn, we actually did it!” I pumped a
fist.


“We did,” he held up a paw.


“You want to shake?” I guessed.


He tilted his head. “I was going for a high five, but-”


“No,” I held up my palm for him to slap it with
his paw. “That’s good.”


“We should celebrate.”


“Good idea,” I agreed.


“Here’s a crazy idea: what about that steak you
promised me?”


“Uh, I don’t have any place to cook it. We lost
the RV, remember? You don’t want to eat it raw, do you?”


“Ooh, no, gross,” he stuck out his tongue. “I have
higher standards now.”


“Good. You know what?”


“What?”


“I have no idea what to do next.”


“We should get another RV, a bigger one. Drive it around,
so I can pee on the lawn of every dog.”


“I mean, that is the dream, right?” I took
a breath and sighed. “Unfortunately, there is still the Convergence to worry
about.”


“Wait.” His mouth dropped open. “That was not the
Convergence?”


“No, that was just a portal. A small, a very small
version of a Convergence. If there is such a thing,” I added, mostly to myself.
Azib said that wasn’t how such things worked. The knights believed differently.
The wizards who worked so hard to Send the knights forward in time believed in
a Convergence.


Except, they were obviously wrong about one thing.
The Convergence had not happened back when they expected it.


What else were they wrong about?


At least now, I had a name for the people who were
chasing me. The people who had killed Sarah, And Alicia. And my parents.


The Order.


Who had once been the freakin’ Knights Templar, if
you can believe that shit.


Leaning back against the hood of the Jeep, I gazed
up at the sky, where low clouds scudded by, intermittently obscuring the moon.
From the corner of my eye, I saw Duke raise his head to see what I was looking
at. I hoped he didn’t howl at the moon, that would be just too creepy on that
night.


The clouds parted, exposing a view of the moon.


And a set of leathery wings that flew in front of
the moon.


Big leathery wings.


“Woof,” Duke said quietly. He actually said
‘woof’.


Something, maybe more than one thing, had come
through the portal before we got there.


I knew what Duke’s ‘woof’ meant.


Ohhhhh shit.



 


 

THE END
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